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FOREWORD

When Rabelais and His World, Mikhail Bakhtin’s first book to
be published in English, appeared in 1968,! the author was totally
unknown in the West. Moreover, his name, his biography, and his
authorship were a mystery even in his native Russia. Today, Bakh-
tin (18g5-1975) is internationally acclaimed in the world of letters
and the humanities generally. His biography is gradually becoming
better known as scholars from both East and West discover infor-
mation and reconstruct the data. His books, previously neglected
or unkown, are being republished, such as the one introduced here.

What accounts for the new popularity of this theoretician who
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wrote his pioneering works half a century ago and whose deep
concern was a subject as “‘enigmatic” as literature? In response, we
must look to his fundamental ideas about art, its ontology, and its
context. His roots in the intellectual life of the turn of the century,
Bakhtin insisted that art is oriented toward communication.
“Form” in art, thus conceived, is particularly active in expressing
and conveying a system of values, a function that follows from the
very nature of communication as an exchange of meaningful mes-
sages. In such statements,?2 Bakhtin recognizes the duality of every
sign in art, where all content is formal and every form exists
because of its content. In other words, “‘form” is active in any struc-
ture as a specific aspect of a “‘message.”

Even more striking are Bakhtin’s ideas concerning the role of
semiosis outside the domain of art, or, as he put it, in the organiza-
tion of life itself. In opposition to interpretations of life as inert
“chaos” that is transformed into organized “form” by art, Bakhtin
claims that life itself (traditionally considered “content”) is orga-
nized by human acts of behavior and cognition (postupok i poz-
nanie) and is therefore already charged with a system of values at
the moment it enters into an artistic structure. Art only transforms
this organized “material” into a new system whose distinction is
to mark new values. Bakhtin’s semiotic orientation and his pio-
neering modernity of thought are grounded in his accounting for
human behavior as communication and, eo ipso, his recognition
of the goal-directedness of all human messages.

As a philosopher and literary scholar, Bakhtin had a “language
obsession” as Michael Holquist calls it, or, as we might also say, a
perfect understanding of language as a system; he managed to use
language comprehended as a model for his analysis of art, spe-
cifically the art of the novel. Besides his revolutionary book on
Dostoevsky, his essay “Discourse in the Novel”3 (“Slovo v romane”),
written in 1934-35, belongs among the fundamental works on
verbal art today. In it Bakhtin argues first and foremost against the
outdated yet persistent idea of the “randomness” in the organiza-
tion of the novel in contrast to poetry. He proved this assertion by
demonstrating in his works the particular transformations of
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language necessary to produce the genre labeled the “novel.” In
contradistinction to poetry, Bakhtin defines the novel as a “multi-
plicity of styles” (mnozhestvo stilei) in their mutual echoing, or as
the word constantly reinvolved in a dialogue (which he calls
romannoe slovo—the “novelistic word”). Behind each reply in this
dialogue stands a “speaking man,” and therefore the word in the
novel is always socially charged and thus necessarily polemical.
There is no one-voiced novel, and, consequently, every novel by its
very nature is polemical.

Another of Bakhtin’s outstanding ideas connecting him with
modern semiotics is his discovery that quoted speech (chuzhaia
rech’) permeates all our language activities in both practical and
artistic communication. Bakhtin reveals the constant presence of
this phenomenon in a vast number of examples from all areas of
life: literature, ethics, politics, law, and inner speech. He points
to the fact that we are actually dealing with someone else’s words
more often than with our own. Either we remember and respond
to someone else’s words (in the case of ethics); or we represent them
in order to argue, disagree, or defend them (in the case of law); or,
finally, we carry on an inner dialogue, responding to someone’s
words (including our own). In each case someone else’s speech
makes it possible to generate our own and thus becomes an indis-
pensable factor in the creative power of language.

A further domain of Bakhtin's interest, and the source of his
methodology, is folk culture. Even more than language and semi-
otics,? his concern with folk culture derives from the Russian tra-
dition of his youth. Just as the Montpellier school of Rabelais’s
time promoted the importance and developed various theories
of laughter, so Russian scholars in the early 1920s, including
Zelenin, Trubetzkoy, Jakobson, Bogatyrev, and Propp, emphasized
the importance of the “lower” strata of culture as opposed to the
uniform, official “high culture.” The prohibition of laughter and
the comical in the epoch prior to the Renaissance parallels the
rejection of “subcultures” in the years prior to the Second World
War. As Trubetzkoy showed in his unjustly neglected book, Europe
and Mankind (Evropa i chelovechestvo),’ this cultural “centrism”
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pertains not only to a social but also to an ethnic hierarchy. The
danger of European cultural “centrism,” the recognition of the
multiplicity of cultural strata, their relative hierarchy, and their
“dialogue” occupied Trubetzkoy all his life.6 The same is true of
Bakhtin, as manifested in his works from the study on Dostoevsky
(1929) to the Rabelais book (1965). This interest ties the author of
Rabelais and His World to modern anthropology in America and
in Europe.

Bakhtin’s ideas concerning folk culture, with carnival as its
indispensable component, are integral to his theory of art. The
inherent features of carnival that he underscores are its emphatic
and purposeful “heterglossia” (raznogolosost’) and its multiplicity
of styles (mnogostil'nost’). Thus, the carnival principle corre-
sponds to and is indeed a part of the novelistic principle itself.
One may say that just as dialogization is the sine qua non for the
novel structure, so carnivalization is the condition for the ultimate
“structure of life” that is formed by “behavior and cognition.”
Since the novel represents the very essence of life, it includes the
carnivalesque in its properly transformed shape. In his book on
Dostoevsky, Bakhtin notes that “In carnival . . . the new mode of
man’s relation to man is elaborated.”? One of the essential aspects
of this relation is the “unmasking” and disclosing of the unvar-
nished truth under the veil of false claims and arbitrary ranks.
Now, the role of dialogue—both historically and functionally, in
language as a system as well as in the novel as a structure—is exactly
the same. Bakhtin repeatedly points to the Socratian dialogue as a
prototype of the discursive mechanism for revealing the truth.
Dialogue so conceived is opposed to the “authoritarian word”
(avtoritarnoe slovo) in the same way as carnival is opposed to
official culture. The “authoritarian word” does not allow any other
type of speech to approach and interfere with it. Devoid of any
zones of cooperation with other types of words, the “authoritarian
word” thus excludes dialogue. Similarly, any official culture that
considers itself the only respectable model dismisses all other cul-
tural strata as invalid or harmful.

Long before he published his book on Rabelais, Bakhtin had
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defined in the most exact terms the principle and the presence of
the carnivalesque in his native literary heritage.# However, the
presence of carnival in Russian literature had been noted before
Bakhtin, and a number of earlier critics and scholars had tried to
approach and grasp this phenomenon. The nineteenth-century
critic Vissarion Belinsky’s renowned characterization of Gogol’s
universe as “laughter through tears” was probably the first observa-
tion of this kind. The particular place and character of humor in
Russian literature has been a subject of discussion ever since. Some
scholars have claimed that humor, in the western sense, is pre-
cluded from Russian literature, with the exception of works by
authors of non-Russian, especially southern, origin, such as Gogol,
Mayakovsky, or Bulgakov. Some critics, notably Chizhevsky and,
especially, Trubetzkoy, discussed the specific character of Dostoev-
sky’s humor,? and came close to perceiving its essence; yet they did
not attain Bakhtin’s depth and exactitude.

The official prohibition of certain kinds of laughter, irony, and
satire was imposed upon the writers of Russia after the revolution.
It is eloquent that in the 19g0s Anatoly Lunacharsky, the Com-
missar of Enlightenment, himself wrote on the subject and orga-
nized a special government commission to study satiric genres. The
fate of Mayakovsky, Bulgakov, and Zoshchenko—the prominent
continuers of the Gogolian and Dostoevskian tradition—testifies
to the Soviet state’s rejection of free satire and concern with na-
tional self-irony, a situation similar to that prevailing during the
Reformation. In defiance of this prohibition, both Rabelais and
Bakhtin cultivated laughter, aware that laughter, like language,
is uniquely characteristic of the human species.

Krystyna Pomorska

NOTES

1. Translated from the Russian by Héleéne Iswolsky, foreword by Kry-
styna Pomorska (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1968).
2. Voprosy literatury i estetiki (Moscow: Khudozhestvennaia literatura,

1975).
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8. In The Dialogic Imagination: Four Essays by M. M. Bakhtin, ed.
Michael Holquist (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1981), pp. 259-422.

4. See V. N. Voloshinov, Marksizm i filosofiia iazyka (Leningrad, 1930);
Marxism and the Philosophy of Language (New York, 1973).

5. (Sofia, 1920); German edition, Europa und die Menschheit (Munich:
Drei Masken Verlag, 1922).

6. See his K probleme russkogo samopoznaniia (Evraziiskoe knigoiz-
datel’stvo, 1927).

7. Problemy poetiki Dostoevskogo (Moscow, 1963), p. 164, my transla-
tion.

8. In Problemy poetiki Dostoevskogo.

9. See I. I. Lapshin, “Komicheskoe v proizvedeniiakh Dostoevskogo,’
in O Dostoevskom, ed. A. L. Bem (Prague, 1933).



PROLOGUE

Although the word “intelligentsia” is originally Russian, it was
best defined by Karl Mannheim when, in Ideology And Utopia, he
wrote, “In every society there are social groups whose special task
it is to provide an interpretation of the world for that society. We
call these the ‘intelligentsia.” ! So large a task is difficult at any
time, but there are periods when events threaten to outstrip any
capacity to interpret them. The Chinese had in mind periods of
this kind when they politely wished their friends, “May you not
live in interesting times.” The Russian revolution was just such an
interesting time. The political discrowning it accomplished was
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merely the most obvious of several simultaneous inversions for
which “1917” has become a homogenizing metaphor. Those who
lived through it were willy nilly thrown into the work of his-
tory. No one was allowed the luxury of a spectator’s role. Those
who normally seek the safety and anonymity of the gallery, such
as peasants, workers, and—perhaps especially—intellectuals, to
watch the kings, generals, prophets, and other public figures who
occupy center stage go forward to volunteer their blood at Hegel’s
“slaughter bench of history,” discovered they could not sit back
and eat popcorn—or read books. The revolution gave a particu-
larly Russian twist to Joyce’s line, ““Here comes everybody.”

The unique species of historical event we call a revolution occurs
when everything changes at once, not excluding the very categories
used for gauging and shaping change. During the first decades of
this century the whole Russian cultural system experienced an
identity crisis. The generations that lived through those years had
to work out for themselves fresh categories by which the utterly
new and bewildering universe into which they had been thrust
would let itself be known. It is in the nature of revolutions that no
one can be an experienced citizen of the new order they bring into
being. Those who fought for change, as well as those who resisted
it, are confronted with the postlapsarian mandate to live their lives
without a usable past.

Among the many things Mikhail Bakhtin attempts to accom-
plish in Rabelais and His World is the job he, as a Russian intel-
lectual of his time, was called upon by history to undertake: to
interpret the world for his society. In the Rabelais book Bakhtin
works through his own experience of revolution to provide con-
ceptual categories for the aid of others finding themselves in a
similar gap between cosmologies. In common with everything
Bakhtin wrote, this book is double-voiced: it is doing two things—
at least two—simultaneously, for the multitude of shattered unities
we call revolution brings forth texts with peculiar forms of unity.
At one level Rabelais and His World is a parable and guidebook
for its times, inexplicable without reference to the close connection
between the circumstances of its own production and Soviet intel-
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lectual and political history. At another level, directed to scholars
anywhere at any time, it is a contribution to historical poetics with
theoretical implications not limited by its origin in a particular
time and place. These two levels are reflected in the contrast be-
tween the book’s cool official reception in the Soviet Union and its
extraordinary popularity in the West. The two differing attitudes
could be easily (in 1984, in the midst of what seemed increasingly
to be a Cold War 11, all too easily) explained away as yet another
demonstration of “our” openness versus “their” closedness. But to
do so is to misperceive much of the book’s distinctiveness. Soviets
who objected—and still object—to the book see in it a dimension
that foreign scholars often miss as they hastily note obvious par-
allels between Bakhtin’s scathing references to the Catholic church
in the sixteenth century and Stalinism in the twentieth before
focusing their attention on theoretical issues raised by the book.
Soviet critics are wrong, of course, to limit the book’s significance
to a peculiarly Soviet reality. And we would be wrong to do the
same thing. But not to perceive that significance in its full com-
plexity is another way to undervalue the historical relevance of
Rabelais and His World. For above and beyond the obvious dif-
ferences between Bakhtin and Rabelais, the Russian critic and the
French novelist have one fundamental feature in common: each
created a special kind of open text that they explored as a means
for inscribing themselves into their times.

Both Rabelais and Bakhtin knew that they were living in an
unusual period, a time when virtually everything taken for granted
in less troubled ages lost its certainty, was plunged into contest and
flux. Unlike Dickens in his famous opening to 4 Tale of Two
Cities, Bakhtin knew that all historical epochs are not essentially
the same. There were periods, such as his own, when certain gen-
erations were presented with unusual dangers and unique oppor-
tunities. He was deeply responsive to the Renaissance because he
saw in it an age similar to his own in its revolutionary consequences
and its acute sense of one world’s death and another world’s being
born. Thus, although Bakhtin is typically very modest, he never-
theless feels justified in claiming that in his book Rabelais, after
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four hundred years of incomprehension, is finally understood. He
bases this extravagant claim on what can only be called the unique
similarity of Rabelais and His World and Gargantua. Each springs
from an age of revolution and each enacts a peculiarly open sense
of the text. Bakhtin, unlike many others who have dealt with
Gargantua, can hear Rabelais laughing because Bakhtin knows
how Rabelais wrote his book and, in fact, writes one very much
like it. Rabelais and His World is, of course, about the subversive
openness of the Rabelaisian novel, but it is also a subversively
open book itself.

For example, in the fourth book of Gargantua the tale is told of
Master Villon, a rogue who wishes to organize a travestied passion
play. All that is lacking is a costume for the character who is to
play the role of God the Father. The local sacristan, shocked by
what Villon intends, refuses to lend any church vestments for so
devilish a purpose. The prankster Villon takes revenge by staging
a rehearsal just as the sacristan rides by: the actors create enough
commotion to frighten the churchman’s horse; the sacristan is
dragged along the ground until only the stump of his foot is left
in a stirrup. Bakhtin makes of this tale a structural metaphor for
what Rabelais does throughout his mischeivous novel: just as
Villon, the character, derides and destroys the humorless repre-
sentative of the Church through his parody of a play, so Rabelais,
the author, seeks to destroy the forces of stasis and official ideology
through his parody of a novel. As Bakhtin says, “In his novel, and
by means of his novel, Rabelais behaves exactly as did Villon. . . .
He uses the popular-festive system of images . . . to inflict a severe
punishment on his foe, the Gothic age” (p. 268).

This passage is one of the loopholes Bakhtin always left open
in his works: what he is saying about the relation of Rabelais to
Villon describes very accurately Bakhtin’s own relation to Rabelais.
Bakhtin, like Rabelais, explores throughout his book the interface
between a stasis imposed from above and a desire for change from
below, between old and new, official and unofficial. In treating the
specific ways Rabelais sought holes in the walls between what was
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held to be punishable and what unpunishable in the 1530s,
Bakhtin seeks gaps in those borders in the 193o0s.

One of the specific topics explored in the book is the peculiarity
of the novel among other literary genres. This theme had a par-
ticular urgency in the 193o0s because the novel had become the
primary focus of the government’s efforts to bring Soviet intellec-
tual institutions into line. In 1932 all authors, no matter what their
style or politics, were forced to join the new Union of Writers. Two
years later there was a concerted effort to cap this institutional
unity with a stylistic unity based on the Socialist Realist novel: one
leader, one party, one aesthetic. As part of the campaign in 1934 to
advance Socialist Realism, the Communist Academy organized a
series of discussions on the nature of the novel, considered the most
important genre for defining the new obligatory style. Transcripts
of these discussions, in which a number of leading intellectuals,
including George Lukacs, then resident in the Soviet Union, par-
ticipated, were published in 1935 in the major theoretical journal,
The Literary Critic. It was not by chance that Bakhtin’s new con-
cern with the genre of the novel dated precisely from 1934-1935.

Although now widely known as a theorist of the novel, Bakhtin
actually had done very little work in that area before the thirties,
with, of course, the exception of his 1929 book on Dostoevsky.2 The
overwhelming majority of his publications in the 1920s not only
were devoted to topics other than the novel, they were not pri-
marily literary criticism at all. Only after 1934, the year in which
he began on the series of studies that culminated in Rabelais and
His World, did novels become a major preoccupation for Bakhtin.
He was, in effect, proposing his vision of the novel genre as a cele-
bration of linguistic and stylistic variety as a counter to tight
canonical formulas for the novel (and for other genres and even
media, such as films or painting) proposed by official spokesmen for
the Soviet government. The “‘grotesque realism’” of which so much
is made in this book is a point-by-point inversion of categories used
in the thirties to define Socialist Realism.

In the Rabelais book Bakhtin also initiated a specific dialogue
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with the man who presided over the foundation of Soviet culture,
the Commissar of Enlightenment, Anatoly Lunacharsky. Shortly
before his death in 1933, Lunacharsky had set up a government
commission to study satiric genres and was himself at work on a
book called The Social Role of Laughter. Two years earlier he had
addressed the Academy of Sciences on the historical importance of
satire, especially its connection with folk festivals such as carnival.
Published in 1935, this speech had a galvanizing effect on Bakhtin,
who was at that point still in exile in Kazakhstan. Lunacharsky,
after all, had written a positive review of Bakhtin's Dostoevsky
book, which had helped lighten Bakhtin's original sentence after
his arrest in 1929; and Lunacharsky’s basic argument, that carni-
val was a kind of safety valve for passions the common people
might otherwise direct to revolution, flew directly in the face of the
evidence Bakhtin was then compiling for his first sketches of the
Rabelais book.

Bakhtin’s carnival, surely the most productive concept in this
book, is not only not an impediment to revolutionary change, it is
revolution itself. Carnival must not be confused with mere holiday
or, least of all, with self-serving festivals fostered by governments,
secular or theocratic. The sanction for carnival derives ultimately
not from a calendar prescribed by church or state, but from a force
that preexists priests and kings and to whose superior power they
are actually deferring when they appear to be licensing carnival.

The discussion of carnival inevitably raised another topic of
heated debate in the 1g930s, the nature of the anonymous mass, the
folk, in history. Rabelais and His World is a hymn to the common
man; at times it makes excessive claims for the people. But Bakh-
tin's utopian vision of the folk was not the only one abroad at
the time, and in order to appreciate it for what it was, we should
remember it was only one side of a dialogue about the nature of
the folk. Needless to say, Bakhtin was the unofficial side. The
official side was represented by the immensely powerful doyen of
Soviet culture, Maxim Gorky. At the fatal first All-Union Congress
of Writers in 1934, it was Gorky who urged the assembled ‘“‘culture
workers” to model their positive heroes on the heroes of folklore.
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We can date from that occasion a rapid Stalinization of Russian
folklore: the folk artists of Palekh were commissioned to paint
new enamels in their traditional style, with Lenin and Stalin ap-
pearing on the firebirds and flying steeds that had previously car-
ried the bogatyrs of the Russian epic. Bewildered bards from the
tundra were imported to Moscow and set to creating new epics
celebrating tractor drivers and Arctic pilots. Films starring Stalin’s
favorite actress, Lyubov Orlova, showed ersatz peasants from the
country triumphing over Westernized city slickers in All-Union
talent contests which were held in a stylized Moscow depicted in
these films as a second Kitezh, the underwater wonder city visited
by Sadko in the ancient bylina.

Bakhtin’s image of the folk is also open to the charge of idealiza-
tion, but he employs his most glowing colors to highlight attributes
of the folk precisely and diametrically opposed to those celebrated
in Soviet folklorico. His folk are blasphemous rather than adoring,
cunning rather than intelligent; they are coarse, dirty, and ram-
pantly physical, reveling in oceans of strong drink, poods of sau-
sage, and endless coupling of bodies. In the prim world of Stalinist
Biedermeier, that world of lace curtains, showily displayed water
carafes, and militant propriety, Bakhtin’s claim that the folk not
only picked their noses and farted, but enjoyed doing so, seemed
particularly unregenerate. The opposition is not merely between
two different concepts of the common man, but between two funda-
mentally opposed worldviews with nothing in common except that
each finds its most comprehensive metaphor in ‘“the folk.”

The question arises, if this book is so clearly at odds with official
culture in its own time and place, how did it ever get published?
The answer is—it almost did not. Bakhtin brought together the
many notebooks he had filled on Rabelais throughout the late
thirties into a single text in 1940 and submitted it as a thesis to the
Gorky Institute of World Literature in Moscow. The defense of
the thesis was delayed by a number of factors, primarily the out-
break of war. When, in 1947, Bakhtin finally received notification
that he should appear to defend the dissertation, the tone of the
letter from the State Commission on Degrees made it chillingly
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clear that defense in this case was to be more than a formal aca-
demic exercise, and that more than a mere degree was at stake for
a man already arrested once for unreliability. The defense took
place at the height of the “anti-cosmopolitan campaign,” a frenzy
of postwar xenophobia whose purpose was to let Soviet intellec-
tuals know that the relative liberalism that had marked the war
years had come to an end. On August 14, 1946, the Central Com-
mittee issued a resolution condemning ideological laxity in Soviet
literature and scholarship. In particular, kowtowing (nizkopo-
klonstvo) to the bourgeois West was attacked, a tendency that was
labeled ““Veselovskyism.” Alexander Veselovsky was one of Russia’s
greatest scholars, a profound student of romance philology and a
founder of the modern study of comparative literature. Although
he died in 1906, his example was still an inspiration to many Soviet
intellectuals, who were now revealed as stalking horses of Western
decadence. One of the major figures who led the attack on Vese-
lovskyism was the theorist of Socialist Realism and quondam
Dostoevsky expert, Valery Kirpotin. Not only was Bakhtin’s thesis
about a French writer, not only was it guilty of the heresy of
“formalism,” but Kirpotin himself was named as one of the official
opponents at the defense.

It all looked very bad. But in the event, Bakhtin defended his
work with such rhetorical cunning that the examining committee
sought to have him awarded not only the normal degree of kan-
didat but also the more coveted title of Doctor. Conservatives on
the panel, led by Kirpotin, managed to block this move, and it was
not until 1951 that Bakhtin even received the lower degree. After
Bakhtin's “discovery” by a group of young scholars at the Gorky
Institute in the early 1960s, a campaign was mounted by Vadim
Kozhinov and other admirers to get the Rabelais dissertation pub-
lished as a book. The tactics were carefully orchestrated: Bakhtin
would first reappear on the Soviet scene in 1963 as author of a
second edition of the Dostoevsky book originally published in
1929. Bakhtin’s friends assumed—correctly—that it would be easier
to have this book published and then use the excitement its reissue
would create as an argument for bringing out his old dissertation
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than to battle for the latter’s immediate publication. There were
nevertheless many adventures between 1963 and 1965 when Rabe-
lais and His World (or, as it is called in Russian, Francois Rabe-
lais and the Folk Culture of the Middle Ages and Renaissance)
finally saw the light of day.

Although widely appropriated in the West by folklorists, literary
critics, and intellectual historians, Bakhtin's vision of carnival has
an importance greater than any of its particular applications in
any of these disciplines, for the book is finally about freedom, the
courage needed to establish it, the cunning required to maintain
it, and—above all—the horrific ease with which it can be lost.
What saves this celebration of liberty from bathos is the immediate
plausibility of the new relations between body, language, and
political practice it reveals. The decline of freedom in the Renais-
sance becomes apparent when it is charted as a proportionate rise
of new practices for repressing certain aspects not only of the body,
but of language. Rabelais is Bakhtin’s chosen subject because in
him is manifest for the last time the possibility of expressing in
literature the popular, chthonian impulse to carnival. Since then,
“the grotesque tradition peculiar to the marketplace and the aca-
demic literary tradition have parted ways and can no longer be
brought together. . . . The link with the essential aspects of being,
with the organic system of popular-festive images, has been broken.
Obscenity has become narrowly sexual, isolated, individual, and
has no place in the new official system of philosophy and imagery”
(p. 109). This decline is, above all, political: the conflict of official
versus unofficial forces is fought out not merely at the level of
symbols. Bakhtin leaves no doubt that the give-and-take between
the medieval church/state nexus on the one hand and the carnival
on the other was a very real power struggle. The state had its
temporal and spatial borders as did carnival. Bakhtin’s book de-
scribes the border clashes between these two hostile countries.
Carnival laughter “builds its own world in opposition to the official
world, its own church versus the official church, its own state versus
the official state” (p. 88). And it is clear what forms of governance
are typical of each. As Bakhtin says in his opening chapter, he
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“must stress” a striking peculiarity of carnival laughter, “its indis-
soluble and essential relation to freedom” (p. 89).

The significance of Rabelais in this view is not only the unique
place he occupies in the history of literature but also the lessons
he provides for political history: “Rabelais’ basic goal was to de-
stroy the official picture of events. . . . He summoned all the
resources of sober popular imagery in order to break up official
lies and the narrow seriousness dictated by the ruling classes.
Rabelais did not implicitly believe in what his time ‘said and
imagined about itself’; he strove to disclose its true meaning for
the people” (p. 439).

Bakhtin concludes his book by quoting from Pushkin’s Boris
Godunov, the section in which Dmitry, the false pretender to
Russia’s ancient throne, has a nightmare in which:

The people swarmed on the public square
And pointed laughingly at me,
And I was filled with shame and fear.

Bakhtin stresses that the relation between the fate of the pretender
and Rabelais’s attempts to laugh repression off the stage of history
is “not merely metaphoric.” By so doing, he makes it clear that his
own book is not just a scholarly exercise in poetics of the novel,
although it is, of course, quite brilliantly that as well. But it is also
an attempt to show the ways in which the Russian revolution had
lost touch with its roots in the people and a valiant effort to bring
the folk with its corrosive laughter back into the work of politics.
World history, says Bakhtin, is the kind of drama in which “every
act was accompanied by a laughing chorus.” But, he adds, not every
age was fortunate enough to have a Rabelais to focus the power of
this laughter. It is this role of Coryphaeus to his own age that
Bakhtin himself enacts when he reminds us that Rabelais “so fully
and clearly revealed the peculiar and difficult language of the
laughing people that his work sheds its light on the folk culture of
humor belonging to other ages” (p. 474).

Bakhtin’s book, then, carnivalizes the present because it is a hope
for the future: carnival forms “present the victory of this future
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over the past. ... The birth of the new . .. is as indispensable and
as inevitable as the death of the old. . . . In the whole of the world
and of the people there is no room for fear. For fear can only enter
a part that has been separated from the whole, the dying link torn
from the link that is being born” (p. 256). In these words, written
during the great terror of the Stalinist night, we may not hear a
chorus of the people, but surely we can discern at least a single
voice that is still there to remind others how necessary to the pur-
suit of liberty is the courage to laugh.

Michael Holquist
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INTRODUCTION

Rabelais and His World

Of all great writers of world literature, Rabelais is the least pop-
ular, the least understood and appreciated.

And yet, of all the great creators of European literature Rabe-
lais occupies one of the first places. Belinski called Rabelais a
genius, the sixteenth-century Voltaire, and his novel one of the
best of times past. Because of his literary power and historical
importance, Western literary critics and writers place him imme-
diately after Shakespeare or even next to him. The French Ro-
manticists, especially Chateaubriand and Hugo, included him
among the greatest “geniuses of humanity” of all times and na-
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tions. He was and is still considered not only a great writer in the
usual sense of the word but also a sage and prophet. Here is a typ-
ical opinion expressed by the historian Michelet:

Rabelais collected wisdom from the popular elemental forces
of the ancient Provencal idioms, sayings, proverbs, school farces,
from the mouth of fools and clowns. But refracted by this foolery,
the genius of the age and its prophetic power are revealed in all
their majesty. If he does not discover, he foresees, he promises, he
directs. Under each tiny leaf of this forest of dreams, the fruit
which the future will harvest lies hidden. This entire book is a
golden bough.!

All such judgments and appreciations are, of course, relative.
We do not intend to answer the question whether Rabelais can be
placed next to Shakespeare or whether he is superior or inferior
to Cervantes. But his place in history among the creators of mod-
ern European writing, such as Dante, Boccaccio, Shakespeare, and
Cervantes, is not subject to doubt. Rabelais not only determined
the fate of French literature and of the French literary tongue, but
influenced the fate of world literature as well (probably no less
than Cervantes). There is also no doubt that he is the most demo-
cratic among these initiators of new literatures. He is more closely
and essentially linked to popular sources and, moreover, to spe-
cific ones. (Michelet enumerates them with considerable accu-
racy.) These sources determined the entire system of his images
and his artistic outlook on the world.

It is precisely this specific and radical popular character of Rab-
elais’ images which  explains their exceptional saturation with
the future so correctly stressed by Michelet in the appreciation
quoted. It also explains Rabelais’ “nonliterary” nature, that is
the nonconformity of his images to the literary norms and canons
predominating in the sixteenth century and still prevailing in
our times, whatever the changes undergone by their contents.
Rabelais’ nonconformity was carried to a much greater extent

1 TJules Michelet. Histoire de France, Vol. 10. p. 855. Paris, L. Ha-
chette, 1852-1867. The golden hough was plucked by Aeneas at the bid-
ding of the Cumean sibyl. It was the passkey to the underworld.
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than that of Shakespeare or Cervantes, who merely disobeyed the
narrow classical canons. Rabelais’ images have a certain unde-
stroyable nonofficial nature. No dogma, no authoritarianism, no
narrow-minded seriousness can coexist with Rabelaisian images;
these ithages are opposed to all that is finished and polished, to all
pomposity, to every ready-made solution in the sphere of thought
and world outlook. This accounts for Rabelais’ peculiar isolation
in the successive centuries. He cannot be approached along the
wide beaten roads followed by bourgeois Europe’s literary crea-
tion and ideology during the four hundred years separating him
from us.

Although during these four hundred years there have been
many enthusiastic admirers of Rabelais, we can find nowhere a
fully expressed understanding of him. The Romantics who dis-
covered him, as they discovered Shakespeare and Cervantes, were
incapable of revealing his essence and did not go beyond enrap-
tured surprise. Many were repulsed and still are repulsed by him.
The vast majority, however, simply do not understand him. In
fact, many of his images remain an enigma.

This enigma can be solved only by means of a deep study of
Rabelais’ popular sources. If he appears so isolated, so unlike any
other representative of “great literature” of these last four cen-
turies of history, we should reflect that this period of literary de-
velopment may in turn seem unusual when viewed against the
background of folk tradition. Rabelais’ images are completely at
home within the thousand-year-old development of popular cul-
ture.

Rabelais is the most difficult classical author of world literature.
To be understood he requires an essential reconstruction of our
entire artistic and ideological perception, the renunciation of
many deeply rooted demands of literary taste, and the revision of
many concepts. Above all, he requires an exploration in depth of
a sphere as yet little and superficially studied, the tradition of folk
humor.

Rabelais is difficult. But his work, correctly understood, casts a
retrospective light on this thousand-year-old development of the
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folk culture of humor, which has found in his works its greatest
literary expression. Rabelais’ illuminative role in this respect is
of the greatest importance. His novel must serve as a key to the
immense treasury of folk humor which as yet has been scarcely
understood or analyzed. But first of all it is necessary to take pos-
session of this key.

The aim of the present introduction is to pose the problem pre-
sented by the culture of folk humor in the Middle Ages and the
Renaissance and to offer a description of its original traits.

Laughter and its forms represent, as we have said, the least
scrutinized sphere of the people’s creation. The narrow concept
of popular character and of folklore was born in the pre-Roman-
tic period and was basically completed by von Herder and the
Romantics. There was no room in this concept for the peculiar
culture of the marketplace and of folk laughter with all its wealth
of manifestations. Nor did the generations that succeeded each
other in that marketplace become the object of historic, literary,
or folkloristic scrutiny as the study of early cultures continued.
The element of laughter was accord=d the least place of all in the
vast literature devoted to myth, to folk lyrics, and to epics. Even
more unfortunate was the fact that the peculiar nature of the peo-
ple’s laughter was completely distorted; entirely alien notions and
concepts of humor, formed within the framework of bourgeois
modern culture and aesthetics, were applied to this interpretation.
We may therefore say without exaggeration that the profound
originality expressed by the culture of folk humor in the past has
remained unexplored until now.

And yet, the scope and the importance of this culture were im-
mense in the Renaissance and the Middle Ages. A boundless
world of humorous forms and manifestations opposed the official
and serious tone of medieval ecclesiastical and feudal culture. In
spite of their variety, folk festivities of the carnival type, the comic
rites and cults, the clowns and fools, giants, dwarfs, and jugglers,
the vast and manifold literature of parody—all these forms have
one style in common: they belong to one culture of folk carnival
humor.
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The manifestations of this folk culture can be divided into
three distinct forms.
1. Ritual spectacles: carnival pageants, comic shows of the market-
place.
2. Comic verbal compositions: parodies both oral and written, in
Latin and in the vernacular.
3. Various genres of billingsgate: curses, oaths, popular blazons.
These three forms of folk humor, reflecting in spite of their
variety a single humorous aspect of the world, are closely linked
and interwoven in many ways,
Let us begin by describing each of these forms.

Carnival festivities and the comic spectacles and ritual con-
nected with them had an important place in the life of medieval
man. Besides carnivals proper, with their long and complex pag-
eants and processions, there was the “feast of fools” (festa stul-
torum) and the “feast of the ass”; there was a special free “Easter
laughter” (risus paschalis), consecrated by tradition. Moreover,
nearly every Church feast had its comic folk aspect, which was also
traditionally recognized. Such, for instance, were the parish feasts,
usually marked by fairs and varied open-air amusements, with the
participation of giants, dwarfs, monsters, and trained animals. A
carnival atmosphere reigned on days when mysteries and soties
were produced. This atmosphere also pervaded such agricultural
feasts as the harvesting of grapes (vendange) which was celebrated
also in the city. Civil and social ceremonies and rituals took on a
comic aspect as clowns and fools, constant participants in these
festivals, mimicked 'serious rituals such as the tribute rendered to
the victors at tournaments, the transfer of feudal rights, or the
initiation of a knight. Minor occasions were also marked by comic
protocol, as for instance the election of a king and queen to pre-
side at a banquet “for laughter’s sake” (roi pour rire).

All these forms of protocol and ritual based on laughter-and
consecrated by tradition existed in all the countries of medieval
Europe; they were sharply distinct from the serious official, ec-
clesiastical, feudal, and political cult forms and ceremonials. They
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offered a completely different, nonofficial, extraecclesiastical and
extrapolitical aspect of the world, of man, and of human relations;
they built a second world and a second life outside officialdom, a
world in which all medieval people participated more 61 less, in
which they lived during a given time of the year. If we fail to take
into consideration this two-world condition, neither medieval cul-
tural consciousness nor the culture of the Renaissance can be un-
derstood. To ignore or to underestimate the laughing people of
the Middle Ages also distorts the picture of European culture’s his-
toric development.

This double aspect of the world and of human life existed even
at the earliest stages of cultural development. In the folklore of
primitive peoples, coupled with the cults which were serious in
tone and organization were other, comic cults which laughed and
scoffed at the deity (“ritual laughter”); coupled with serious myths
were comic and abusive ones; coupled with heroes were their
parodies and doublets. These comic rituals and myths have at-
tracted the attention of folklorists.2

But at the early stages of preclass and prepolitical social order
it seems that the serious and the comic aspects of the world and of
the deity were equally sacred, equally “official.” This similarity
was preserved in rituals of a later period of history. For instance,
in the early period of the Roman state the ceremonial of the tri-
umphal procession included on almost equal terms the glorifying
and the deriding of the victor. The funeral ritual was also com-
posed of lamenting (glorifying) and deriding the deceased. But in
the definitely consolidated state and class structure such an equal-
ity of the two aspects became impossible. All the comic forms were
transferred, some earlier and others later, to a nonofficial level.
There they acquired a new meaning, were deepened and rendered
more complex, until they became the expression of folk conscious-
ness, of folk culture. Such were the carnival festivities of the an-
cient world, especially the Roman Saturnalias, and such were

2 See an interesting analysis of comic doublets in Proiskhozhdenie
geroicheskogo eposa “Origin of Heroic Epics” by E. M. Meletinskii,
Moscow, 1963, pp. 55-58. The book also contains a bibliography.
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medieval carnivals. They were, of course, far removed from the
primitive community’s ritual laughter.

What are the peculiar traits of the comic rituals and spectacles
of the Middle Ages? Of course, these are not religious rituals like,
for instance, the Christian liturgy to which they are linked by
distant genetic ties. The basis of laughter which gives form to
carnival rituals frees them completely from all religious and eccle-
siatic dogmatism, from all mysticism and piety. They are also com-
pletely deprived of the character of magic and prayer; they do not
command nor do they ask for anything. Even more, certain car-
nival forms parody the Church’s cult. All these forms are system-
atically placed outside the Church and religiosity. They belong to
an entirely different sphere.

Because of their obvious sensuous character and their strong
element of play, carnival images closely resemble certain artistic
forms, namely the spectacle. In turn, medieval spectacles often
tended toward carnival folk culture, the culture of the market-
place, and to a certain extent became one of its components. But
the basic carnival nucleus of this culture is by no means a purely
artistic form nor a spectacle and does not, generally speaking, be-
long to the sphere of art. It belongs to the borderline between art
and life. In reality, it is life itself, but shaped according to a cer-
tain pattern of play.

In fact, carnival does not know footlights, in the sense that it
does not acknowledge any distinction between actors and spec-
tators. Footlights would destroy a carnival, as the absence of foot-
lights would destroy a theatrical performance. Carnival is not a
spectacle seen by the people; they live in it, and everyone partici-
pates because its very idea embraces all the people. While carnival
lasts, there is no other life outside it. During carnival time life is
subject only to its laws, that is, the laws of its own freedom. It has
a universal spirit; it is a special condition of the entire world, of
the world’s revival and renewal, in which all take part. Such is the
essence of carnival, vividly felt by all its participants. It was most
clearly expressed and experienced in the Roman Saturnalias, per-
ceived as a true and full, though temporary, return of Saturn’s
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golden age upon earth. The tradition of the Saturnalias remained
unbroken and alive in the medieval carnival, which expressed this
universal renewal and was vividly felt as an escape from the usual
official way of life.

Clowns and fools, which often figure in Rabelais’ novel, are
characteristic of the medieval culture of humor. They were the
constant, accredited representatives of the carnival spirit in every-
day life out of carnival season. Like Triboulet? at the time of
Francis I, they were not actors playing their parts on a stage, as
did the comic actors of a later period, impersonating Harlequin,
Hanswurst, etc., but remained fools and clowns always and wher-
ever they made their appearance. As such they represented a cer-
tain form of life, which was real and ideal at the same time. They
stood on the borderline between life and art, in a peculiar mid-
zone as it were; they were neither eccentrics nor dolts, neither
were they comic actors.

Thus carnival is the people’s second life, organized on the basis
of laughter. It is a festive life. Festivity is a peculiar quality of all
comic rituals and spectacles of the Middle Ages.

All these forms of carnival were also linked externally to the
feasts of the Church. (One carnival did not coincide with any
commemoration of sacred history or of a saint but marked the last
days before Lent, and for this reason was called Mard:i gras or
caréme-prenant in France and Fastnacht in Germany.) Even more
significant is the genetic link of these carnivals with ancient pagan
festivities, agrarian in nature, which included the comic element
in their rituals.

The feast (every feast) is an important primary form of human
culture. It cannot be explained merely by the practical conditions
of the community’s work, and it would be even more superficial
to attribute it to the physiological demand for periodic rest. The
feast had always an essential, meaningful philosophical content.
No rest period or breathing spell can be rendered festive per se;

3 Fevrial, or Le Feurial, was the court fool of Francis I and of Louis
XII. He appears repeatedly in Rabelais under the name of Triboulet,
(Translator’s note.)
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something must be added from the spiritual and ideological di-
mension. They must be sanctioned not by the world of practical
conditions but by the highest aims of human existence, that is, by
the world of ideals. Without this sanction there can be no fes-
tivity.

The feast is always essentially related to time, either to the re-
currence of an event in the natural (cosmic) cycle, or to biological
or historic timeliness. Moreover, through all the stages of historic
development feasts were linked to moments of crisis, of breaking
points in the cycle of nature or in the life of society and man.
Moments of death and revival, of change and renewal always led
to a festive perception of the world. These moments, expressed in
concrete form, created the peculiar character of the feasts.

In the framework of class and feudal political structure this
specific character could be realized without distortion only in the
carnival and in similar marketplace festivals. They were the sec-
ond life of the people, who for a time entered the utopian realm of
community, freedom, equality, and abundance.

On the other hand, the official feasts of the Middle Ages,
whether ecclesiastic, feudal, or sponsored by the state, did not lead
the people out of the existing world order and created no second
life. On the contrary, they sanctioned the existing pattern of
things and reinforced it. The link with time became formal;
changes and moments of crisis were relegated to the past. Actually,
the official feast looked back at the past and used the past to conse-
crate the present. Unlike the earlier and purer feast, the official
feast asserted all that was stable, unchanging, perennial: the exist-
ing hierarchy, the existing religious, political, and moral values,
norms, and prohibitions. It was the triumph of a truth already
established, the predominant truth that was put forward as eter-
nal and indisputable. This is why the tone of the official feast was
monolithically serious and why the element of laughter was alien
to it. The true nature of human festivity was betrayed and dis-
torted. But this true festive character was indestructible; it had to
be tolerated and even legalized outside the official sphere and had
to be turned over to the popular sphere of the marketplace.
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As opposed to the official feast, one might say that carnival cele-
brated temporary liberation from the prevailing truth and from
the established order; it marked the suspension of all hierarchical
rank, privileges, norms, and prohibitions. Carnival was the true
feast of time, the feast of becoming, change, and renewal. It was
hostile to all that was immortalized and completed.

The suspension of all hierarchical precedence during carnival
time was of particular significance. Rank was especially evident
during official feasts; everyone was expected to appear in the full
regalia of his calling, rank, and merits and to take the place cor-
responding to his position. It was a consecration of inequality. On
the contrary, all were considered equal during carnival. Here, in
the town square, a special form of free and familiar contact reigned
among people who were usually divided by the barriers of caste,
property, profession, and age. The hierarchical background and
the extreme corporative and caste divisions of the medieval social
order were exceptionally strong. Therefore such free, familiar con-
tacts were deeply felt and formed an essential element of the carni-
val spirit. People were, so to speak, reborn for new, purely human
relations. These truly human relations were not only a fruit of
imagination or abstract thought; they were experienced. The uto-
pian ideal and the realistic merged in this carnival experience,
unique of its kind.

This temporary suspension, both ideal and real, of hierarchical
rank created during carnival time a special type of communication
impossible in everyday life. This led to the creation of special
forms of marketplace speech and gesture, frank and free, permit-
ting no distance between those who came in contact with each
other and liberating from norms of etiquette and decency imposed
at other times. A special carnivalesque, marketplace style of ex-
pression was formed which we find abundantly represented in
Rabelais’ novel.

During the century-long development of the medieval carnival,
prepared by thousands of years of ancient comic ritual, including
the primitive Saturnalias, a special idiom of forms and symbols
was evolved—an extremely rich idiom that expressed the unique
yet compiex carnival experience of the people. This experience,
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opposed to all that was ready-made and completed, to all pretense
at immutability, sought a dynamic expression; it demanded ever
changing, playful, undefined forms. All the symbols of the carnival
idiom are filled with this pathos of change and renewal, with the
sense of the gay relativity of prevailing truths and authorities. We
find here a characteristic logic, the peculiar logic of the “inside
out” (d envers), of the “turnabout,” of a continual shifting from
top to bottom, from front to rear, of numerous parodies and
travesties, humiliations, profanations, comic crownings and un-
crownings. A second life, a second world of folk culture is thus con-
structed; it is to a certain extent a parody of the extracarnival life,
a “world inside out.” We must stress, however, that the carnival is
far distant from the negative and formal parody of modern times.
Folk humor denies, but it revives and renews at the same time.
Bare negation is completely alien to folk culture.

Our introduction has merely touched upon the exceptionally
rich and original idiom of carnival forms and symbols. The princi-
pal aim of the present work is to understand this half-forgotten
idiom, in so many ways obscure to us. For it is precisely this idiom
which was used by Rabelais, and without it we would fail to un-
derstand Rabelais’ system of images. This carnival imagery was
-also used, although differently and to a different degree, by Eras-
mus, Shakespeare, Lope de Vega, Guevara, and Quevedo, by the
German “literature of fools” (Narren-literatur), and by Hans
Sachs, Fischart, Grimmelshausen, and others. Without an under-
standing of it, therefore, a full appreciation of Renaissance and
grotesque literature is impossible. Not only belles lettres but the
utopias of the Renaissance and its conception of the universe it-
self were deeply penetrated by the carnival spirit and often adopted
its forms and symbols.

Let us say a few initial words about the complex nature of car-
nival laughter. It is, first of all, a festive laughter. Therefore it is
not an individual reaction to some isolated “comic” event. Carni-
val laughter is the laughter of all the people. Second, it is universal
in scope; it is directed at all and everyone, including the carnival’s
participants. The entire world is seen in its droll aspect, in its gay
relativity. Third, this laughter is ambivalent: it is gay, triumphant,
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and at the same time mocking, deriding. It asserts and denies, it
buries and revives. Such is the laughter of carnival.

Let us enlarge upon the second important trait of the people’s
festive laughter: that it is also directed at those who laugh. The
people do not exclude themselves from the wholeness of the world.
They, too, are incomplete, they also die and are revived and re-
newed. This is one of the essential differences of the people’s festive
laughter from the pure satire of modern times. The satirist whose
laughter is negative places himself above the object of his mockery,
he is opposed to it. The wholeness of the world's comic aspect is de-
stroyed, and that which appears comic becames a private reaction.
The people’s ambivalent laughter, on the other hand, expresses
the point of view of the whole world; he who is laughing also be-
longs to it.

Let us here stress the special philosophical and utopian char-
acter of festive laughter and its orientation toward the highest
spheres. The most ancient rituals of mocking at the deity have
here survived, acquiring a new essential meaning. All that was
purely cultic and limited has faded away, but the all-human, uni-
versal, and utopian element has been retained.

The greatest writer to complete the cycle of the people’s carni-
val laughter and bring it into world literature was Rabelais. His
work will permit us to enter into the complex and deep nature of
this phenomenon.

The problem of folk humor must be correctly posed. Current
literature concerning this subject presents merely gross moderni-
zations. The present-day analysis of laughter explains it either as
purely negative satire (and Rabelais is described as a pure satirist),
or else as gay, fanciful, recreational drollery deprived of philo-
sophic content. The important point made previously, that folk
humor is ambivalent, is usually ignored.

We shall now turn to the second form' of the culture of folk
humor in the Middle Ages: the comic verbal compositions, in
Latin or in the vernacular.

This, of course, is not folklore proper although some of these
compositions in the vernacular could be placed in that category.
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But comic literature was infused with the carnival spirit and made
wide use of carnival forms and images. It developed in the disguise
of legalized carnival licentiousness and in most cases was system-
atically linked with such celebrations.# Its laughter was both am-
bivalent and festive. It was the entire recreational literature of the
Middle Ages.

Celebrations of a carnival type represented a considerable part
of the life of medieval men, even in the time given over to them.
Large medieval cities devoted an average of three months a year to
these festivities. The influence of the carnival spirit was irresistible:
it made a man renounce his official state as monk, cleric, scholar,
and perceive the world in its laughing aspect. Not only schoolmen
and minor clerics but hierarchs and learned theologians indulged
in gay recreation as relaxation from pious seriousness. “Monkish
pranks” (Joca monacorum) was the title of one of the most popu-
lar medieval comic pieces. Confined to their cells, monks produced
parodies or semiparodies of learned treatises and other droll Latin
compositions.

The comic literature of the Middle Ages developed throughout
a thousand years or even more, since its origin goes back to Chris-
tian antiquity. During this long life it underwent, of course, con-
siderable transformation, the Latin compositions being altered
least. A variety of genres and styles were elaborated. But in spite
of all these variations this literature remained more or less the ex-
pression of the popular carnival spirit, using the latter's forms and
symbols.

The Latin parody or semiparody was widespread. The number
of manuscripts belonging to this category is immense. The entire
official ideology and ritual are here shown in their comic aspect.
Laughter penetrates the highest forms of religious cult and
thought.

One of the oldest and most popular examples of this literature,
“Cyprian’s supper” (coena Cypriani) offers a peculiar festive and
carnivalesque travesty of the entire Scriptures. This work was con-

4 A similar situation existed in ancient Rome where comic literature
reflected the licentiousness of the Saturnalias, to which it was closely
linked.
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secrated by the tradition of “Paschal laughter” (risus paschalis);
the faraway echoes of the Roman Saturnalia can be heard in it.
Another ancient parody is the “Grammatical Virgil Maro” (Vergi-
lius Maro Grammaticus), a semiparodical learned treatise on Latin
grammar which is at the same time a parody of the scholarly wis-
dom and of the scientific methods of the early Middle Ages. Both
works, composed at the very borderline between the antique world
and the Middle Ages, inaugurated this humorous genre and had a
decisive influence on its later forms. Their vogue lasted almost up
to the Renaissance.

In the further development of humorous Latin literature, par-
odical doublets of every ecclesiastical cult and teaching were cre-
ated—the so-called parodia sacra, “sacred parody,” one of the most
peculiar and least understood manifestations of medieval litera-
ture. There is a considerable number of parodical liturgies (“The
Liturgy of the Drunkards,” “The Liturgy of the Gamblers”), par-
odies of Gospel readings, of the most sacred prayers (the Lord’s
Prayer, the Ave Maria), of litanies, hymns, psalms, and even Gos-
pel sayings. There were parodies of wills (“The Pig’s Will,” “The
Will of the Ass™), parodies of epitaphs, council decrees, etc. The
scope of this literature is almost limitless. All of it was consecrated
by tradition and, to a certain extent, tolerated by the Church. It
was created and preserved under the auspices of the “Paschal laugh-
ter,” or of the “Christmas laughter”; it was in part directly linked,
as in the parodies of liturgies and prayers, with the “feast of fools”
and may have been performed during this celebration.

There were other parodies in Latin: parodies of debates, dia-
logues, chronicles, and so forth. All these forms demanded from
their authors a certain degree of learning, sometimes at a high
level. All of them brought the echoes of carnival laughter within
the walls of monasteries, universities, and schools.

Medieval Latin humor found its final and complete expression
at the highest level of the Renaissance in Erasmus’ “In Praise of
Folly,” one of the greatest creations of carnival laughter in world
literature, and in von Hutten’s “Letters of Obscure People.”

No less rich and even more varied is medieval humorous litera-
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ture composed in the vernacular. Here, too, we find forms similar
to the parodia sacra: parodies of prayers, of sermons (the sermons
joyeux in France), of Christmas carols, and legends of the saints.
But the prevailing forms are the secular parody and travesty, which
present the droll aspect of the feudal system and of feudal heroics.
The medieval epic parodies are animal, jesting, roguish, foolish;
they deal with heroic deeds, epic heroes (the comic Roland), and
knightly tales (“The Mule without a Bridle,” “Aucassin and Nico-
lette””). There are various genres of mock rhetoric: carnivalesque
debates, comic dialogues, and euloges. Carnivalesque humor is
also reflected in the fabliaux and in the peculiar comic lyrics of
vagrant scholars.

All these genres are linked to carnivalesque forms and symbols
more closely than the Latin parodies. But it is the medieval comic
theater which is most intimately related to carnival. The first me-
dieval comic play that has been preserved, The Play in the Bower
by Adam de la Halle, is a remarkable example of a purely carnival-
esque vision and conception of the world. De 1a Halle’s play con-
tains in embryonic form many aspects of Rabelais’ own world.
The miracle and morality plays acquired to a certain extent a car-
nivalesque nature. Laughter penetrated the mystery plays; the di-
ableries which are part of these performances have an obvious car-
nivalesque character, as do also the soties produced during the late
Middle Ages.

We have here described only a few better known manifestations
of humorous literature, which will suffice for the posing of our
problem. As we advance in our analysis of Rabelais’ work we shall
examine in detail these genres, as well as many less known ex-
amples of medieval humorous writings.

Let us now look at the third form of the culture of folk humor:
certain specific manifestations and genres of medieval and Renais-
sance familiar speech in the marketplace.

We have already said that during carnival there is a temporary
suspension of all hierarchic distinctions and barriers among men
and of certain norms and prohibitions of usual life. We added that
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an ideal and at the same time real type of communication, impos-
sible in ordinary life, is established.

A new type of communication always creates new forms of speech
or a new meaning given to the old forms. For instance, when two
persons establish friendly relations, the form of their verbal inter-
course also changes abruptly; they address each other informally,
abusive words are used affectionately, and mutual mockery is per-
mitted. (In formal intercourse only a third person can be mocked.)
The two friends may pat each other on the shoulder and even on
the belly (a typical carnivalesque gesture). Verbal etiquette and
discipline are relaxed and indecent words and expressions may be
used. But obviously such familiar intercourse in our days is far
from the free familiar communication of the people in carnival
time. It lacks the essentials: the all-human character, the festivity,
utopian meaning, and philosophical depth. Let us point out that
elements of the old ritual of fraternization were preserved in the
carnival and were given a deeper meaning. Some of these elements
have entered modern life but have entirely lost their primitive
connotation.

The new type of carnival familiarity was reflected in a series of
speech patterns. Let us examine some of them.

It is characteristic for the familiar speech of the marketplace to
use abusive language, insulting words or expressions, some of them
quite lengthy and complex. The abuse is grammatically and se-
mantically isolated from context and is regarded as a complete
unit, something like a proverb. This is why we can speak of abu-
sive language as of a special genre of billingsgate. Abusive expres-
sions are not homogeneous in origin; they had various functions
in primitive communication and had in most cases the character
of magic and incantations. But we are especially interested in the
language which mocks and insults the deity and which was part
of the ancient comic cults. These abuses were ambivalent: while
humiliating and mortifying they at the same time revived and re-
newed. It was precisely this ambivalent abuse which determined
the genre of speech in carnival intercourse. But its meaning under-
went essential transformation; it lost its magic and its specific prac-
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tical direction and acquired an intrinsic, universal character and
depth. 1n this new form abuse contributed to the creation of the
free carnival atmosphere, to the second, droll aspect of the world.

Profanities and oaths (jurons) are in many ways similar to abu-
sive language. They too invaded billingsgate speech. Profanities
must also be considered a special genre with the same attributes as
abuse—isolation from context and intrinsic character. Profanities
and oaths were not initially related to laughter, but they were ex-
cluded from the sphere of official speech because they broke its
norms; they were therefore transferred to the familiar sphere of
the marketplace. Here in the carnival atmosphere they acquired
the nature of laughter and became ambivalent.

The fate of other patterns of speech, for instance of various
indecent expressions, was similar to that of the genres previously
discussed. The familiar language of the marketplace became a res-
ervoir in which various speech patterns excluded from official inter-
course could freely accumulate. In spite of their genetic differences,
all these genres were filled with the carnival spirit, transformed
their primitive verbal functions, acquired a general tone of laugh-
ter, and became, as it were, so many sparks of the carnival bonfire
which renews the world.

We shall later discuss the peculiar verbal forms of the market-
Place. Let us here merely stress in conclusion that all these genres
and patterns of speech exercised a powerful influence on Rabelais’
literary style.

Such are the three basic forms of the culture of folk humor as
expressed in the Middle Ages. All the influences we have analyzed
have been known to scholars and have been studied by them, es-
pecially humorous literature in the vernacular. But these influ-
ences have been examined separately, completely severed from
their maternal womb—from the carnival, ritual, and spectacle.
This means that the studies have been pursued outside the unity
of folk culture, the problem of which was not posed. This is why,
dealing with the variety and heterogeneous character of these phe-
nomena, the scholars did not see the one deeply original humor-
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ous aspect of the world, presented in isolated fragments. The
influences were interpreted in the light of cultural, aesthetic, and
literary norms of modern times; they were measured not within
their own dimensions but according to measurements completely
alien to them. They were modernized, which means that they were
subject to a false evaluation. The peculiarity of comic imagery,
which is one in spite of its variety and is inherent to medieval
folk culture and generally foreign to modern times (especially to
the nineteenth century), was also not understood. We must now
undertake the characterization of this comic imagery.

It is usually pointed out that in Rabelais’ work the material
bodily principle, that is, images of the human body with its food,
drink, defecation, and sexual life, plays a predominant role. Images
of the body are offered, moreover, in an extremely exaggerated
form. Rabelais was proclaimed by Victor Hugo the greatest poet
of the “flesh” and “belly,” while others accused him of “gross phys-
iologism,” of “biologism,” or “naturalism.” Similar traits were also
found to a lesser degree in other representatives of Renaissance
literature, in Boccaccio, Shakespeare, and Cervantes, and were in-
terpreted as a “rehabilitation of the flesh” characteristic of the Re-
naissance in reaction against the ascetic Middle Ages. Sometimes
they were seen as a typical manifestation of the Renaissance bour-
geois character, that is, of its material interest in “economic man.”

All these and similar explanations are nothing but interpreta-
tions according to the narrow and modified meaning which mod-
ern ideology, especially that of the nineteenth century, attributed
to “materiality” and to the “body.”

Actually, the images of the material bodily principle in the work
of Rabelais (and of the other writers of the Renaissance) are the
heritage, only somewhat modified by the Renaissance, of the cul-
ture of folk humor. They are the heritage of that peculiar type of
imagery and, more broadly speaking, of that peculiar aesthetic
concept which is characteristic of this folk culture and which dif-
fers sharply from the aesthetic concept of the following ages. We
shall call it conditionally the concept of grotesque realism.
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The material bodily principle in grotesque realism is offered in
its all-popular festive and utopian aspect. The cosmic, social, and
bodily elements are given here as an indivisible whole. And this
whole is gay and gracious.

In grotesque realism, therefore, the bodily element is deeply
positive. It is presented not in a private, egotistic form, severed
from the other spheres of life, but as something universal, repre-
senting all the people. As such it is opposed to severance from the
material and bodily roots of the world; it makes no pretense to re-
nunciation of the earthy, or independence of the earth and the
body. We repeat: the body and bodily life have here a cosmic and
at the same time an all-people’s character; this is not the body and
its physiology in the modern sense of these words, because it is not
individualized. The material bodily principle is contained not in
the biological individual, not in the bourgeois ego, but in the peo-
ple, a people who are continually growing and renewed. This is
why all that is bodily becomes grandiose, exaggerated, immeasur-
able.

This exaggeration has a positive, assertive character. The lead-
ing themes of these images of bodily life are fertility, growth, and
a brimming-over abundance. Manifestations of this life refer not
to the isolated biological individual, not to the private, egotistic
“economic man,” but to the collective ancestral body of all the
people. Abundance and the all-people’s element also determine the
gay and festive character of all images of bodily life; they do not
reflect the drabness of everyday existence. The material bodily
principle is a triumphant, festive principle, it is a “banquet for
all the world.”® This character is preserved to a considerable de-
gree in Renaissance literature, and most fully, of course, in Rabe-
lais.

The essential principle of grotesque realism is degradation, that
is, the lowering of all that is high, spiritual, ideal, abstract; it is a
transfer to the material level, to the sphere of earth and body in

5 A popular Russian expression in old tales and epics to describe a
great banquet, usually the happy ending of the story. (Translator’s note.)
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their indissoluble unity. Thus “Cyprian’s supper” and many other
Latin parodies of the Middle Ages are nothing but a selection of
all the degrading, earthy details taken from the Bible, the Gospels,
and other sacred texts. In the comic dialogues of Solomon with
Morolf which were popular in the Middle Ages, Solomon’s senten-
tious pronouncements are contrasted to the flippant and debasing
dictums of the clown Morolf, who brings the conversation down to
a strongly emphasized bodily level of food, drink, digestion, and
sexual life.% One of the main attributes of the medieval clown was
precisely the transfer of every high ceremonial gesture or ritual to
the material sphere; such was the clown’s role during tournaments,
the knight’s initiation, and so forth. It is in this tradition of gro-
tesque realism that we find the source of the scenes in which Don
Quixote degrades chivalry and ceremonial.

In the learned scholastic milieu of the Middle Ages lighthearted
grammatical parody was popular. The tradition went back to the
previously mentioned “Grammatical Virgil Maro,” was maintained
throughout the Middle Ages and Renaissance and has survived in
oral form in religious schools, colleges, and seminaries of Western
Europe. This flippant grammar contains a transposed version of
all grammatical categories brought down to the bodily level, es-
pecially to the erotic sphere.

Not only parody in its narrow sense but all the other forms of
grotesque realism degrade, bring down to earth, turn their subject
into flesh. This is the peculiar trait of this genre which differenti-
ates it from all the forms of medieval high art and literature. The
people’s laughter which characterized all the forms of grotesque
realism from immemorial times was linked with the bodily lower
stratum. Laughter degrades and materializes.

What is the character of this process of degradation? We shall
here answer this question briefly. Rabelais’ work will permit us
further to define, broaden, and deepen our analysis in the follow-
ing chapters.

8 These dialogues of Solomon and Morolf are similar in their earthi-
ness to many dialogues of Don Quixote and Sancho.
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Degradation and debasement of the higher do not have a formal
and relative character in grotesque realism. “Upward” and “down-
ward” have here an absolute and strictly topographical meaning.
“Downward” is earth, “upward” is heaven. Earth is an element
that devours, swallows up (the grave, the womb) and at the same
time an element of birth, of renascence (the maternal breasts). Such
is the meaning of “upward” and “downward” in their cosmic as-
pect, while in their purely bodily aspect, which is not clearly dis-
tinct from the cosmic, the upper part is the face or the head and
the lower part is the genital organs, the belly, and the buttocks.
These absolute topographical connotations are used by grotesque
realism, including medieval parody. Degradation here means com-
ing down to earth, the contact with earth as an element that swal-
lows up and gives birth at the same time. To degrade is to bury,
to sow, and to kill simultaneously, in order to bring forth some-
thing more and better. To degrade also means to concern oneself
with the lower stratum of the body, the life of the belly and the re-
productive organs; it therefore relates to acts of defecation and
copulation, conception, pregnancy, and birth. Degradation digs a
bodily grave for a new birth; it has not only a destructive, negative
aspect, but also a regenerating one. To degrade an object does not
imply merely hurling it into the void of nonexistence, into abso-
lute destruction, but to hurl it down to the reproductive lower
stratum, the zone in which conception and a new birth take place.
Grotesque realism knows no other lower level; it is the fruitful
earth and the womb. It is always.conceiving.

This is the reason why medieval parody is unique, quite unlike
the purely formalist literary parody of modern times, which has a
solely negative character and is deprived of regenerating ambiva-
lence. This genre and all the other modern forms of degradation
could not, of course, preserve their former immensely important
meaning.

Degradation, whether parodical or of some other type, is charac-
teristic of Renaissance literature, which in that sense perpetuated
the best tradition of the culture of folk humor (fully and deeply
expressed by Rabelais). But even at this point the material bodily
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principle was subject to a certain alteration and narrowing. Its
universal and festive character was somewhat weakened. True,
this process was still at its initial stage as can be observed, for
instance, in Don Quixote.

The fundamental trend of Cervantes’ parodies is a “coming
down to earth,” a contact with the reproductive and generating
power of the earth and of the body. This is a continuation of the
grotesque tradition. But at the same time the material bodily prin-
ciple has already been reduced. It is undergoing a peculiar crisis of
splitting; Cervantes’ images of bodily life have begun to lead a
double existence.

Sancho’s fat belly (panza), his appetite and thirst still convey a
powerful carnivalesque spirit. His love of abundance and wealth
have not, as yet, a basically private, egotistic and alienating char-
acter. Sancho is the direct heir of the antique potbellied demons
which decorate the famous Cormthlan vases. In Cervantes’ images
of food and drink there is still the spmt of popular banquets. San-
cho’s materialism, his potbelly, appetite, his abundant defecation,
are on the absolute lower level of grotesque realism of the gay
bodily grave (belly, bowels, earth) which has been dug for Don
Quixote’s abstract and deadened idealism. One could say that the
knight of the sad countenance must die in order to be reborn a
better and a greater man. This is a bodily and popular corrective
to individual idealistic and spiritual pretense. Moreover, it is the
popular corrective of laughter applied to the narrow-minded seri-
ousness of the spiritual pretense (the absolute lower stratum is al-
ways laughing); it is a regenerating and laughing death. Sancho’s
role in relation to Don Quixote can be compared to the role of me-
dieval parodies versus high ideology and cult, to the role of the
clown versus serious ceremonial, to charnage versus caréme. The
gay principle of regeneration can also be seen, to a lesser extent,
in the windmills (giants), inns (castles), flocks of rams and sheep
(armies of knights), innkeepers (lords of the castle), prostitutes
(noble ladies), and so forth. All these images form a typical gro-
tesque carnival, which turns a kitchen and banquet into a battle,
kitchen utensils and shaving bowls into arms and helmets, and
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wine into blood. Such is the first, carnival aspect of the material
bodily images of Don Quixote. But it is precisely this aspect which
creates the grand style of Cervantes’ realism, his universal nature,
and his deep popular utopianism.

A second aspect appears, under Cervantes’ pen, as bodies and
objects begin to acquire a private, individual nature; they are ren-
dered petty and homely and become immovable parts of private
life, the goal of egotistic lust and possession. This is no longer the
positive, regenerating and renewing lower stratum, but a blunt
and deathly obstacle to ideal aspirations. In the private sphere of
isolated individuals the images of the bodily lower stratum pre-
serve the element of negation while losing almost entirely their
positive regenerating force. Their link with life and with the cos-
mos is broken, they are narrowed down to naturalistic erotic im-
ages. In Don Quixote, however, this process is only in its initial
stage.

This second aspect of the material bodily image mingles with
the first to form a complex and contradictory combination. Pre-
cisely in this double, tense, and contradictory life lies the power
and the realism of these images. Such is the peculiar drama of the
material bodily principle in Renaissance literature—the drama
that leads to the breaking away of the body from the single pro-
creating earth, the breaking away from the collective, growing, and
continually renewed body of the people with which it had been
linked in folk culture. But this process had not yet been fully com-
pleted for the artistic and ideological consciousness of the Renais-
sance. The bodily lower stratum of grotesque realism still fulfilled
its unifying, degrading, uncrowning, and simultaneously regener-
ating functions. However divided, atomized, individualized were
the “private” bodies, Renaissance realism did not cut off the um-
bilical cord which tied them to the fruitful womb of earth. Bodies
could not be considered for themselves; they represented a material
bodily whole and therefore transgressed the limits of their isola-
tion. The private and the universal were still blended in a contra-
dictory unity. The carnival spirit still reigned in the depths of
Renaissance literature.
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The complex nature of Renaissance realism has not as yet been
sufficiently disclosed. Two types of imagery reflecting the concep-
tion of the world here meet at crossroads; one of them ascends to
the folk culture of humor, while the other is the bourgeois concep-
tion of the completed atomized being. The conflict of these two
contradictory trends in the interpretation of the bodily principle
is typical of Renaissance realism. The ever-growing, inexhaustible,
ever-laughing principle which uncrowns and renews is combined
with its opposite: the petty, inert “material principle” of class so-
ciety.

To ignore grotesque realism prevents us from understanding
correctly not only its development during the Renaissance but also
a series of important phenomena belonging to its later manifesta-
tions. The entire field-of realistic literature of the last three centu-
ries is strewn with the fragments of grotesque realism, which at
times are not mere remnants of the past but manifest a renewed
vitality. In most cases these are grotesque images which have either
weakened or entirely lost their positive pole, their link with the
universal and one world. To understand the meaning of these frag-
ments of half dead forms is possible only if we retain the back-
ground of grotesque realism.

The grotesque image reflects a phenomenon in transformation,
an as yet unfinished metamorphosis, of death and birth, growth
and becoming. The relation to time is one determining trait of the
grotesque image. The other indispensable trait is ambivalence. For
in this image we find both poles of transformation, the old and the
new, the dying and the procreating, the beginning and the end of
the metamorphosis.

The relation to time, its perception and experience, which is at
the basis of these forms was bound to change during their develop-
ment over thousands of years. At the early stage of the archaic gro-
tesque, time is given as two parallel (actually simultaneous) phases
of development, the initial and the terminal, winter and spring,
death and birth. These primitive images move within the biocos-
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mic circle of cyclic changes, the phases of nature’s and man’s repro-
ductive life. The components of these images are the changing
seasons: sowing, conception, growth, death. The concept which
was contained implicitly in these ancient images was that of cycli-
cal time, of natural and biological life. But grotesque images did
not, of course, remain at that primitive level of development. The
sense of time and of change was broadened and deepened, drawing
into its cycle social and historic phenomena. The cyclical charac-
ter is superseded by the sense of historic time. The grotesque im-
ages with their relation to changing time and their ambivalence
become the means for the artistic and ideological expression of a
mighty awareness of history and of historic change which appeared
during the Renaissance.

But even at this stage of their development, especially in Rabe-
lais, the grotesque images preserve their peculiar nature, entirely
different from ready-made, completed being. They remain ambiv-
alent and contradictory; they are ugly, monstrous, hideous from
the point of view of “classic” aesthetics, that is, the aesthetics of
the ready-made and the completed. The new historic sense that
penetrates them gives these images a new meaning but keeps intact
their traditional contents: copulation, pregnancy, birth, growth,
old age, disintegration, dismemberment. All these in their direct
material aspect are the main element in the system of grotesque
images. They are contrary to the classic images of the finished,
completed man, cleansed, as it were, of all the scoriae of birth and
development.

In the famous Kerch terracotta collection we find figurines of
senile pregnant hags. Moreover, the old hags are laughing.” This
is a typical and very strongly expressed grotesque. It is ambivalent.
It is pregnant death, a death that gives birth. There is nothing
completed, nothing calm and stable in the bodies of these old hags.
They combine a senile, decaying and deformed flesh with the flesh

7 See H. Reich, Der Mimus, ein literarentwicklungsgeschichtlicher
Versuch, Berlin, 1903, pp. 507-598. Reich interpreted the hag figurines
superficially in the naturalistic spirit.
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of new life, conceived but as yet unformed. Life is shown in its two-
fold contradictory process; it is the epitome of incompleteness. And
such is precisely the grotesque concept of the body.

Contrary to modern canons, the grotesque body is not separated
from the rest of the world. It is not a closed, completed unit; it is
unfinished, outgrows itself, transgresses its own limits. The stress
is laid on those parts of the body that are open to the outside world,
that is, the parts through which the world enters the body or
emerges from it, or through which the body itself goes out to meet
the world. This means that the emphasis is on the apertures or
the convexities, or on various ramifications and offshoots: the open
mouth, the genital organs, the breasts, the phallus, the potbelly,
the nose. The body discloses its essence as a principle of growth
which exceeds its own limits only in copulation, pregnancy, child-
birth, the throes of death, eating, drinking, or defecation.. This is
the ever unfinished, ever creating body, the link in the chain of
genetic development, or more correctly speaking, two links shown
at the point where they enter into each other. This especially
strikes the eye in archaic grotesque.

One of the fundamental tendencies of the grotesque image of
the body is to show two bodies in one: the one giving birth and
dying, the other conceived, generated, and born. This is the preg-
nant and begetting body, or at least a body ready for conception
and fertilization, the stress being laid on the phallus or the genital
organs. From one body a new body always emerges in some form
or other.

In contrast to modern canons, the age of the body is most fre-
quently represented in immediate proximity to birth or death, to
infancy or old age, to the womb or the grave, to the bosom that
gives life or swallows it up. But at their extreme limit the two
bodies unite to form one. The individual is shown at the stage
when it is recast into a new mold. It is dying and as yet unfinished;
the body stands on the threshold of the grave and the crib. No
longer is there one body, nor are there as yet two. Two heartbeats
are heard; one is the mother’s, which is slowed down.

The unfinished and open body (dying, bringing forth and being
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born) is not separated from the world by clearly defined bound-
aries; it is blended with the world, with animals, with objects. It is
cosmic, it represents the entire material bodily world in all its ele-
ments. It is an incarnation of this world at the absolute lower stra-
tum, as the swallowing up and generating principle, as the bodily
grave and bosom, as a field which has been sown and in which new
shoots are preparing to sprout,

Such are the rough outlines of this concept of the body. In Rabe-
lais’ novel this concept has been most fully and masterfully ex-
pressed, whereas in other works of Renaissance literature it was
watered down. It is represented in painting by Hieronymus Bosch
and the elder Breughel; some of its elements can be found in the
frescoes and bas-reliefs which adorned the cathedrals and even vil-
lage churches of the twelfth and thirteenth centuries.®

This image of the body acquired a considerable and substantial
development in the popular, festive, and spectacle forms of the
Middle Ages: in the feast of the fool, in charivari and carnival, in
the popular side show of Corpus Christi, in the diableries of the
mystery plays, the soties, and farces.

In the literary sphere the entire medieval parody is based on the
grotesque concept of the body. It is this concept that also forms the
body images in the immense mass of legends and literary works
connected with the “Indian Wonders,” as well as with the Western
miracles of the Celtic sea. It also forms the body images of ghostly
visions and of the legends of giants. We also discover some of these
elements in animal epics, fabliaux, and Schwdnke.

Finally the grotesque concept of the body forms the basis of
abuses, oaths, and curses. The importance of abusive language is
essential to the understanding of the literature of the grotesque.
Abuse exercises a direct influence on the language and the images
of this literature and is closely related to all other forms of “deg-
radation” and “down to earth” in grotesque and Renaissance

8 Emile Mile offers considerable and valuable material concerning
the grotesque themes in medieval art in his extensive book: L’Art Re-
ligieux du Xlléme siecle, du X1lléme et de la fin du Moyen Age en
France. Vol. 1, 190z, Vol. 2, 1908, Vol. §, 1922.
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literature. Modern indecent abuse and cursing have retained dead
and purely negative remnants of the grotesque concept of the body.
Our “three-storied” oaths? or other unprintable expressions de-
grade the object according to the grotesque method; they send it
down to the absolute bodily lower stratum, to the zone of the geni-
tal organs, the bodily grave, in order to be destroyed. But almost
nothing has remained of the ambivalent meaning whereby they
would also be revived; only the bare cynicism and insult have sur-
vived. Thus these expressions are completely isolated in the sys-
tem of meaning and values of modern languages and in the mod-
ern picture of the world; they are fragments of an alien language
in which certain things could be said in the past but which at pres-
ent conveys nothing but senseless abuse.

However it would be absurd and hypocritical to deny the attrac-
tion which these expressions still exercise even when they are with-
out erotic connotation. A vague memory of past carnival liberties
and carnival truth still slumbers in these modern forms of abuse.
The problem of their irrepressible linguistic vitality has as yet not
been seriously posed. In the age of Rabelais abuses and curses still
retained their full meaning in the popular language from which
his novel sprang, and above all they retained their positive, regen-
erating pole. They were closely related to all the forms of degrada-
tion inherited from grotesque realism; they belonged to the popu-
lar-festive travesties of carnival, to the images of the diableries, of
the underworld, of the soties. This is why abusive language played
an important part in Rabelais’ novel.

The concept of the body in grotesque realism as discussed in this
introduction is of course in flagrant contradiction with the literary
and artistic canon of antiquity,!® which formed the basis of Renais-

9 A colloquial Russian expression for strong and coarse abuse. (Trans-
lator’s note.)

10 But not of all antiquity. In the ancient Doric comedy, in “satyric”
drama, in Sicilian comic forms, in the works of Aristophanes, in mimes
and Atellanae we find similar grotesque conceptions; we also find them
in Hippocrates, Galen, Pliny, in the symposia, in Athenaeus, Macro-
bius, Plutarch, and other writings of nonclassical antiquity.
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sance aesthetics and was connected to the further development of
art. The Renaissance saw the body in quite a different light than
the Middle Ages, in a different aspect of its life, and a different re-
lation to the exterior nonbodily world. As conceived by these can-
ons, the body was first of all a strictly completed, finished product.
Furthermore, it was isolated, alone, fenced off from all other bodies.
All signs of its unfinished character, of its growth and prolifera-
tion were eliminated; its protuberances and offshoots were re-
moved, its convexities (signs of new sprouts and buds) smoothed
out, its apertures closed. The ever unfinished nature of the body
was hidden, kept secret; conception, pregnancy, childbirth, death
throes, were almost never shown. The age represented was as far
removed from the mother’s womb as from the grave, the age most
distant from either threshold of individual life. The accent was
placed on the completed, self-sufficient individuality of the given
body. Corporal acts were shown only when the borderlines divid-
ing the body from the outside world were sharply defined. The
inner processes of absorbing and ejecting were not revealed. The
individual body was presented apart from its relation to the ances-
tral body of the people.

Such were the fundamental tendencies of the classic canons. It
is quite obvious that from the point of view of these canons the
body of grotesque realism was hideous and formless. It did not fit
the framework of the “aesthetics of the beautiful” as conceived by
the Renaissance.

In this introduction as in the following chapters of our work
(especially in Chapter 5), while contrasting the grotesque and the
classic canon we will not assert the superiority of the one over the
other. We will merely establish their basic differences. But the gro-
tesque concept will, of course, be foremost in our study, since it
determined the images of the culture of folk humor and of Rabe-
lais. The classic canon is clear to us, artistically speaking; to a cer-
tain degree we still live according to it. But we have ceased long
ago to understand the grotesque canon, or else we grasp it only in
its distorted form. The role of historians and theorists of literature
and art is to reconstruct this canon in its true sense. It should not
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be interpreted according to the norms of modern times; nor should
it be seen as deviation from present-day concepts. The grotesque
canon must be appraised according to its own measurements.

Here we must offer more clarification. We understand the word
canon riot in the narrow sense of a specific group of consciously es-
tablished rules, norms, and proportions in the representation of
the human body. (It is still possible to speak of the classic canon in
such a narrow sense at certain phases of its development.) The gro-
tesque image never had such a canon. It is noncanonical by its very
nature. We here use the word canon in the wider sense of a man-
ner of representing the human body and bodily life. In the art and
literature of past ages we observe two such manners, which we will
conditionally call grotesque and classic. We have defined these
two canons in their pure, one might say extreme, form. But in his-
tory’s living reality these canons were never fixed and immutable.
Moreover, usually the two canons experience various forms of in-
teraction: struggle, mutual influence, crossing, and fusion. This is
especially true during the Renaissance. Even in Rabelais, who was
the purest and the most consistent representative of the grotesque
concept of the body, we find some classic elements, especially in the
episode of Gargantua’s education by Ponocrates and the Théléme
episode. But for the sake of our research the fundamental differ-
ences between the two canons are important. We shall center our
attention on these differences.

The specific type of imagery inherent to the culture of folk hu-
mor in all its forms and manifestations has been defined by us con-
ditionally as grotesque realism. We shall now have to defend the
choice of our terminology.

Let us first examine the term grotesque, giving its history as re-
lated to the development of the grotesque itself and of its theory.

Grotesque imagery (that is, the method of construction of its im-
ages) is an extremely ancient type; we find it in the mythology and
in the archaic art of all peoples, among them, of course, the Greeks
and Romans of the preclassic period. During the classic period the
grotesque did not die but was expelled from the sphere of official
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art to live and develop in certain “low” nonclassic areas: plastic
comic art, mostly on a small scale, as the previously mentioned
Kerch terracottas, comic masks, Sileni, figurines of the demons of
fertility, and the popular statuettes of the little monster Tersitus,
Humorous vase decorations present the images of grotesque “dou-
blets” (the comic Heracles and Odysseus), scenes from comedies,
and symbols of fertility. Finally, in the wider range of humorous
literature, related in one form or the other to festivals of carnival
type, we have the “satyric” drama, the ancient Attic comedy, the
mimes, and others. During the period of late antiquity grotesque
imagery attained its flowering and renewal; it embraced nearly all
areas of art and literature. Under the influence of the art of Eastern
peoples a new kind of grotesque was formed, but aesthetic and
artistic thought developed along the lines of classic tradition; there-
fore, grotesque imagery was not given a consistent definition nor
was its meaning recognized in theory.

During its three stages of development—archaic, classic, and late
—the essential element of realism was gradually shaped. It would
be incorrect to see in grotesque merely “gross naturalism,” as has
sometimes been done. But this antique imagery is outside the scope
of our work.! In the following chapters we shall discuss only the
manifestations of antique grotesque which influenced Rabelais’
novel.

The flowering of grotesque realism is a system of images created
by the medieval culture of folk humor, and its summit is the liter-
ature of the Renaissance. At that time the term grotesque first ap-
pears on the scene but in a narrow sense occasioned by the finding
at the end of the fifteenth century of a certain type of Roman orna-
ment, previously unknown. These ornaments were brought to
light during the excavation of Titus’ baths and were called grot-

11 Interesting material and valuable observations concerning antique
and to some extent medieval and Renaissance grotesque are contained
in A. Dieterich: “Pulcinella. Pompeian Mural Paintings and Roman
Satyric Drama,” Leipzig, 1897. (Pulcinella. Pompeyanische Wandbilder
und Romische Satyrspiele.) The author, however, does not use the word
“grotesque.” In many respects Dicterich’s book is not outdated.
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tesca from the Italian word grotta. Somewhat later similar orna-
ments were discovered in other areas of Italy.

What is the character of -these ornaments? They impressed the
connoisseurs by the extremely fanciful, free, and playful treatment
of plant, animal, and human forms. These forms seemed to be
interwoven as if giving birth to each other. The borderlines that
divide the kingdoms of nature in the usual picture of the world
were boldly infringed. Neither was there the usual static presenta-
tion of reality. There was no longer the movement of finished
forms, vegetable or animal, in a finished and stable world; instead
the inner movement of being itself was expressed in the passing of
one form into the other, in the ever incompleted character of being.
This ornamental interplay revealed an extreme lightness and free-
dom of artistic fantasy, a gay, almost laughing, libertinage. The
gay tone of the new ornament was grasped and brilliantly rendered
by Raphael and his pupils in their grotesque decoration of. the
Vatican loggias.12

Such is the fundamental trait of the Roman ornament to which
the term grotesque was first applied, a new word for an apparently
new manifestation. The initial meaning of the term was in the
beginning extremely narrow, describing the rediscovered form of
Roman ornament. But in reality this form was but a fragment of
the immense world of grotesque imagery which existed through-
out all the stages of antiquity and continued to exist in the Middle
Ages and the Renaissance. The fragment reflected the character-
istic features of this immense world, and thus a further productive

12 Let us here quote another, excellent definition of the grotesque by
L. E. Pinsky; “In the grotesque, life passes through all the degrees, from
the lowest, inert and primitive, to the highest, most mobile and spiritual-
ized; this garland of various forms bears witness to their oneness, brings
together that which is removed, combines elements which exclude each
other, contradicts all current conceptions. Grotesque in art is related to
the paradox in logic. At first glance, the grotesque is merely witty and
amusing, but it contains great potentialities.” (See L. E. Pinsky, Realism
Epochy Vozrozhedenya, (“Realism of the Renaissance”) Goslitizdat.
Moscow, 1961, pp. 119-120.
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life was ensured for the new term, with gradual extension to the
almost immeasurable sphere of grotesque imagery.

But this extension of the term took place very slowly and with-
out a clear theoretical interpretation of the peculiar character and
the oneness of the grotesque world. The first attempt at theoretical
analysis, or more correctly speaking at description and appraisal
of this genre, was made by Vasari; relying on the opinion of Ve-
truvius, the Roman architect and art expert in the time of Augus-
tus, Vasari pronounced a negative judgment. Vetruvius, whom
Vasari quotes approvingly, condemned the new “barbarian” fash-
ion of covering walls with monsters instead of the “bright reflection
of the world of objects.” In other words, Vetruvius condemned the
grotesque from the classic standpoint as a gross violation of natu-
ral forms and proportions. Vasari expressed a similar point of view
which prevailed for a long time. Only in the second part of the
eighteenth century did a deeper and broader understanding of the
grotesque make its appearance.

During the domination of the classical canon in all the areas of
art and literature of the seventeenth and early eighteenth centu-
ries, the grotesque related to the culture of folk humor was ex-
cluded from great literature; it descended to the low comic level
or was subject to the epithet “gross naturalism,” as we have seen.
During this period (actually starting in the seventeenth century)
we observe a process of gradual narrowing down of the ritual, spec-
tacle, and carnival forms of folk culture, which became small and
trivial. On the one hand the state encroached upon festive life and
turned it into a parade; on the other hand these festivities were
brought into the home and became part of the family's private life.
The privileges which were formerly allowed the marketplace were
more and more restricted. The carnival spirit with its freedom, its
utopian character oriented toward the future, was gradually trans-
formed into a mere holiday mood. The feast ceased almost entirely
to be the people’s second life, their temporary renascence and re-
newal. We have stressed the word almost because the popular-fes-
tive carnival principle is indestructible. Though narrowed and
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weakened, it still continues to fertilize various areas of life and cul-
ture,

A special aspect of this process seems important. The literature
of these later centuries was not directly subject to the popular-
festive culture and remained almost impervious to its influence.
The carnival spirit and grotesque imagery continued to live and
was transmitted as a now purely literary tradition, especially as a
tradition of the Renaissance.

Having lost its living tie with folk culture and having become
a literary genre, the grotesque underwent certain changes. There
was a formalization of carnival-grotesque images, which permitted
them to be used in many different ways and for various purposes.
This formalization was not only exterior; the contents of the car-
nival-grotesque element, its artistic, heuristic, and unifying forces
were preserved in all essential manifestations during the seven-
teenth and eighteenth centuries: in the commedia dell’arte (which
kept a close link with its carnival origin), in Moli¢re’s comedies
(related to the commedia dell’arte), in the comic novel and travesty
of the seventeenth century, in the tales of Voltaire and Diderot
(Les bijoux indiscrets, Jacques le fataliste), in the work of Swift,
and a few others. In all these writings, in spite of their differences
in character and tendency, the carnival-grotesque form exercises
the same function: to consecrate inventive freedom, to permit the
combination of a variety of different elements and their rapproche-
ment, to liberate from the prevailing point of view of the world,
from conventions and established truths, from clichés, from all
that is humdrum and universally accepted. This carnival spirit
offers the chance to have a new outlook on the world, to realize the
relative nature of all that exists, and to enter a completely new
order of things.

But a clear and precise theoretical understanding of the oneness
of these manifestations known as the grotesque, as well as their
artistic specificity, developed slowly. The term itself was often re-
placed by the words arabesque (mostly applied to ornament) and
burlesque (literature). Due to the prevailing classic point of view
in aesthetics, theoretical interpretation was as yet not possible.
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In the second half of the eighteenth century an essential change
took place in literature, as well as in the field of aesthetic thought.
A literary controversy broke out in Germany around the character
of Harlequin, a constant participant in all dramatic performances
of that time, even the serious ones. Gottsched and the other classi-
cists demanded this character’s expulsion from “the serious and
respectable stage” and succeeded for a while. Lessing himself took
part in the controversy in Harlequin’s defense. Beyond the narrow
scope of this dispute there was a wider problem of principle: could
manifestations such as the grotesque, which did not respond to
the demands of the sublime, be considered art? This problem was
discussed in a short essay published in 1761 by Justus Moser, en-
titled “Harlequin, or the Defense of the Grotesque-Comic” (Har-
lekin, oder die Verteidigung des Grotesk-Komischen). This defense
was placed in Harlequin’s own mouth. Mdser stressed that this
grotesque character was a part of a peculiar world or microcosm
to which Colombine, the Captain, the Doctor, and other charac-
ters also belong—the world of the commedia dell’arte. It consti-
tutes a whole; it has its own legitimate order, its own criterion of
perfection which does not obey the aesthetics of the beautiful and
the sublime. But at the same time Moser considers this world as
opposed to the “low” spectacle of the marketplace; he thus nar-
rows the very concept of the grotesque. He further explores certain
distinct traits of this peculiar world: he calls it “chimerical,” that
is, combining heterogeneous elements, and points out that it vio-
lates natural proportions, thus presenting elements of caricature
and parody. Finally, Méser stresses the principle of humor in the
grotesque and traces the origin of laughter to the human soul’s
need of joy and gaiety. Such is the first and rather limited defense
of the grotesque genre.

In 1788 a “History of the Comic Grotesque™13 was published.

13 Fligel’s book was reprinted in 1862 in a somewhat revised and
broadened form by Fr. W. Ebeling, Fligel’s Geschichte des Grotesk-
Komischen, Leipzig, 1862. This revised edition had five printings. In
the text that follows we take all quotations from Ebeling's first edition.
A new edition, revised by Max Brauer, was published in 1914.
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The author, Carl Friedrich Flogel, also wrote a history of comic
literature and a “History of Court Jesters.” Discussing grotesque,
Flogel does not define or limit the grotesque concept either from
the historic or from the systematic point of view. He attributes to
this genre all that which deviates from the usual aesthetic forms
and which sharply emphasizes the exaggeration of the material
bodily element. A considerable part of Flogel’s book is devoted to
the medieval grotesque. He studies the forms of medieval folk
festivals (the “feast of fools,” the “feast of the ass,” the comic side
shows of Corpus Christi celebrations), the buffoon literary socie-
ties of the late Middle Ages ("Queen Basoche,” “Carefree Lads”),
soties, farces, Shrovetide games, and various types of popular comic
performances. Generally speaking, Flogel’s survey is somewhat lim-
ited; he does not examine the purely literary manifestations of gro-
tesque—for instance, the medieval Latin parody. The lack of a
systematic historic point of view has caused a somewhat haphazard
choice of material and superficial understanding of the grotesque.
Actually, there is no true understanding; the author merely col-
lects his examples as curiosities. Nevertheless, Flogel's book has re-
tained its interest because of the material it presents.

Both Moser and Flogel are aware only of the grotesque comic
form based on the humorous principle, and this principle is con-
ceived by them as gay and joyful. Such was also the material ana-
lyzed in their works: the commedia dell’arte by Moser and medi-
eval grotesque by Flogel.

At precisely the time when Moser and Flogel published their
works, oriented toward already-covered ground, the grotesque was
entering a new phase of development. Pre-Romanticism and Ro-
manticism witnessed a revival of the grotesque genre but with a
radically transformed meaning. It became the expression of sub-
jective, individualistic world outlook very different from the car-
nival folk concept of previous ages, although still containing
some carnival elements. The first important example of the new
subjective grotesque was Sterne’s Tristram Shandy, a peculiar
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transposition of Rabelais’ and Cervantes’ world concept into the
subjective language of the new age. Another variety of the new
grotesque was the Gothic or black novel. In Germany this subjec-
tive form had perhaps the most powerful and original develop-
ment: the Sturm und Drang dramatics and early Romanticism
(Lenz, Klinger, the young Tieck), the novels of Hippel and Jean
Paul, and finally the works of Hoffmann, who strongly influenced
the development of the new grotesque in the next perioc of world
literature. Friedrich Schlegel and Jean Paul became its theorists.

Romantic grotesque was an important manifestation of world
literature. To a certain degree it was a reaction against the ele-
ments of classicism which characterized the self-importance of the
Enlightenment. It was a reaction against the cold rationalism,
against official, formalistic, and logical authoritarianism; it was a
rejection of that which is finished and completed, of the didactic
and utilitarian spirit of the Enlighteners with their narrow and
artificial optimism. In rejecting this spirit the Romantic grotesque
relied first of all on the tradition of the Renaissance, especially on
the rediscovered Shakespeare and Cervantes. It was in their light
that the medieval grotesque was also interpreted. An important
influence was exercised in this field by Sterne, who in a certain
sense is even considered the founder of the new genre. As to the
direct influence of folk spectacles and carnival forms, which were
still alive though degenerate, it was apparently not considerable.
The purely literary tradition was predominant. We should how-
ever point out the influence of the folk theater, especially the pup-
pet show and the performances given at fairs.

Unlike the medieval and Renaissance grotesque, which was di-
rectly related to folk culture and thus belonged to all the people,
the Romantic genre acquired a private “chamber” character. It
became, as it were, an individual carnival, marked by a vivid sense
of isolation. The carnival spirit was transposed into a subjective,
idealistic philosophy. It ceased to be the concrete (one might say
bodily) experience of the one, inexhaustible being, as it was in the
Middle Ages and the Renaissance.

However, the most important transformation of Romantic gro-
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tesque was that of the principle of laughter. This element of course
remained, since no grotesque, even the most timid, is conceivable
in the atmosphere of absolute seriousness. But laughter was cut
down to cold humor, irony, sarcasm. It ceased to be a joyful and
triumphant hilarity. Its positive regenerating power was reduced
to a minimum.

We find a characteristic discussion of laughter in one of the most
remarkable works of Romantic grotesque, “The Night Watches”
of Bonaventura (the pen name of an unknown author, perhaps
Wetzel).2¢ These are the tales and thoughts of a night watchman.
The narrator describes as follows the meaning of laughter: “Is
there upon earth a more potent means than laughter to resist the
mockeries of the world and of fate? The most powerful enemy ex-
periences terror at the sight of this satirical mask, and misfortune
itself retreats before me, if I dare laugh at it. What else indeed
except laughter does this earth deserve, may the devil take it! to-
gether with its sensitive companion, the moon.”

These lines proclaim the philosophy and universal character of
laughter, the characteristic trait of every expression of the gro-
tesque. They praise its liberating power, but there is no hint of its
power of regeneration. Laughter loses its gay and joyful tone.

Speaking through the medium of his narrator, the night watch-
man, the author offers a curious explanation of laughter and of its
mythical origin. Laughter was sent to earth by the devil, but it
appeared to men under the mask of joy, and so they readily ac-
cepted it. Then laughter cast away its mask and looked at man and
at the world with the eyes of angry satire.

The transformation of the principle of laughter which perme-
ates the grotesque, that is the loss of its regenerating power, leads
to a series of other essential differences between Romantic gro-
tesque and medieval and Renaissance grotesque. These differences
appear most distinctly in relation to terror. The world of Roman-
tic grotesque is to a certain extent a terrifying world, alien to man.

14 Nachtwachen, 1804. (see R. Steinert's Nachtwachen des Bonawen-
tura, Leipzig, 1917.
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All that is ordinary, commonplace, belonging to everyday life, and
recognized by all suddenly becomes meaningless, dubious and hos-
tile. Our own world becomes an alien world. Something frighten-
ing is revealed in that which was habijtual and secure. Such are
the tendencies of Romantic grotesque in its extreme expression.
If a reconciliation with the world occurs, it takes place in a sub-
jective, lyric, or even mystic sphere. On the other hand, the medi-
eval and Renaissance folk culture was familiar with the element
of terror only as represented by comic monsters, who were defeated
by laughter. Terror was turned into something gay and comic.
Folk culture brought the world close to man, gave it a bodily
form, and established a link through the body and bodily life, in
contrast to the abstract and spiritual mastery sought by Roman-
ticism. Images of bodily life, such as eating, drinking, copulation,
defecation, almost entirely lost their regenerating power and were
turned into “vulgarities.”

The images of Romantic grotesque usually express fear of the
world and seek to inspire their reader with this fear. On the con-
trary, the images of folk culture are absolutely fearless and com-
municate this fearlessness to all. This is also true of Renaissance
literature. The high point of this spirit is reached in Rabelais’
novel; here fear is destroyed at its very origin and everything is
turned into gaiety. It is the most fearless book in world literature,

Other specific traits are linked with the disappearance of laugh-
ter’s regenerating power in Romantic grotesque. For instance, the
theme of madness is inherent to all grotesque forms, because mad-
ness makes men look at the world with different eyes, not dimmed
by “normal,” that is by commonplace ideas and judgments. In
folk grotesque, madness is a gay parody of official reason, of the
narrow seriousness of official “truth.” It is a “festive” madness. In
Romantic grotesque, on the other hand, madness acquires a som-
ber, tragic aspect of individual isolation.

Even more important is the theme of the mask, the most com-
plex theme of folk culture. The mask is connected with the joy of
change and reincarnation, with gay relativity and with the merry
negation of uniformity and similarity; it rejects conformity to
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oneself. The mask is related to transition, metamorphoses, the
violation of natural boundaries, to mockery and familiar nick-
names. It contains the playful element of life; it is based on a
peculiar interrelation of reality and image, characteristic of the
most ancient rituals and spectacles. Of course it would be impos-
sible to exhaust the intricate multiform symbolism of the mask.
Let us point out that such manifestations as parodies, caricatures,
grimaces, eccentric postures, and comic gestures are per se derived
from the mask. It reveals the essence of the grotesque.18

In its Romantic form the mask is torn away from the oneness
of the folk carnival concept. It is stripped of its original richness
and acquires other meanings alien to its primitive nature; now
the mask hides something, keeps a secret, deceives. Such a mean-
ing ‘would not be possible as long as the mask functioned within
folk culture’s organic whole. The Romantic mask loses almost
entirely its regenerating and renewing element and acquires a
somber hue. A terrible vacuum, a nothingness lurks behind it.
(This theme is strikingly presented in Bonaventura’s “Night
Watches”.) But an inexhaustible and many-colored life can al-
ways be descried behind the mask of folk grotesque.

However, the Romantic mask still retains something of its
popular carnival nature. Even in modern life it is enveloped in a
peculiar atmosphere and is seen as a particle of some other world.
The mask never becomes just an object among other objects.

The theme of the marionette plays an important part in Ro-
manticism. This theme is of course also found in folk culture,
but in romanticism the accent is placed on the puppet as the vic-
tim of alien inhuman force, which rules over men by turning
them into marionettes. This image is completely unknown in
folk culture. Moreover, only in Romanticism do we find the
peculiar grotesque theme of the tragic doll.

The Romantic treatment of the devil is also completely differ-
ent from that of popular grotesque. In the diableries of the medi-

15 We have in mind the mask and its meaning at the time of the
people’s festive culture of antiquity and the Middle Ages, and are not
concerned with its ancient cultic meaning.
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eval mysteries, in the parodical legends and the fabliaux the devil
is the gay ambivalent figure expressing the unofficial point of
view, the material bodily stratum. There is nothing terrifying or
alien in him. In Rabelais’ description of Epistemon’s ghostly
vision the devils are excellent and jovial fellows. At times the
devils and hell itself appear as comic monsters, whereas the Ro-
manticists present the devil as terrifying, melancholy, and tragic,
and infernal laughter as somber and sarcastic.

We must point out that in Romantic grotesque ambivalence
offers a sharp, static contrast. Thus the storyteller of the “Night
Watches” is the son of the devil, while his mother is a canonized
saint. The night watchman himself laughs in church and weeps in
the bordello. Thus the ancient popular derision of divinity and
medieval humor become in the early nineteenth century the
sardonic laughter in church of a lonely eccentric.

Let us finally stress another peculiarity of Romantic grotesque.
It is in most cases nocturnal (Bonaventura's “Night Watches,”
“Hoffman’s “Night Tales”). Darkness, not light, is typical of this
genre. On the contrary, light characterizes folk grotesque. It is a
festival of spring, of sunrise, of morning.1¢

Friedrich Schlegel mentions the grotesque in his “Discourse on
Poetry” (Gesprich iiber die Poesie, 1800) without giving any clear
terminological definition. He usually calls it “arabesque” and
considers it “the most ancient form of human fantasy” and the
“natural form of poetry.” He finds the grotesque in Shakespeare
and Cervantes, in Sterne and Jean Paul. He sees its essence in the
fantastic combination of heterogeneous elements of reality, in
the breaking up of the established world order, in the free fancy
of its images and in the “alternate succession of enthusiasm and
irony.”

Jean Paul defines the Romantic grotesque even more sharply
in his “Introduction to Aesthetics,” (Vorschule der Aesthetik). He
does not use the term grotesque and he conceives it as “destructive
humor.” Jean Paul interprets it quite broadly, not limiting it to

16 More precisely, folk grotesque reflects the very moment when light
replaces darkness, night-morning, winter-spring.
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literature and art but including in this category the “feast of
fools” and the “feast of the ass,” that is, the comic rituals and
pageants of the Middle Ages. Among the literary manifestations
of grotesque in the Renaissance, Jean Paul quite often refers to
Rabelais and Shakespeare. He mentions in particular the “derid-
ing of the entire world” (Weltverlachung) in Shakespeare, mean-
ing the “melancholy clowns” and Hamlet.

Jean Paul understands perfectly well the universal character
of laughter. “Destructive humor” is not directed against isolated
negative aspects of reality but against all reality, against the finite
world as a whole. All that is finite is per se destroyed by humor.
Jean Paul stresses the radicalism of humor. Through it, the entire
world is turned into something alien, something terrifying and
unjustified. The ground slips from under our feet, and we are
dizzy because we find nothing stable around us. Jean Paul sees a
similar universalism and radicalism of destruction of all moral
and social stability in the comic ritual and spectacles of the
Middle Ages.

He does not separate the grotesque from laughter. He under-
stands that without the principle of laughter this genre would be
impossible. But his theory concerns itself only with a reduced
form of laughter, a cold humor deprived of positive regenerating
power. Jean Paul emphasizes the melancholy character of destruc-
tive laughter, saying that the greatest humorist of all would be
the devil (of course, in the Romantic meaning of this word),

Jean Paul is attracted by the manifestations of medieval and
Renaissance grotesque, and especially by Rabelais and Shake-
speare. However, he merely offers the theory of the Romantic;
through this prism alone can he observe the past stages of devel-
opment. He “romanticizes” these stages (mostly through Sterne's
interpretation).

The positive element of the grotesque, its last word, is con-
ceived by Jean Paul (as it is by Schlegel) as outside the laughter
principle, as an escape from all that is finite and destroyed by
humor, as a transfer to the spiritual sphere.1?

1T Jean Paul himself used many images typical of the Romantic gro-
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In the early 1820's, there was also a revival of grotesque imagery
in French Romanticism. We find an interesting presentation of the
problem, and one typical of the French Romantic spirit, by Victor
Hugo, first in his preface to Cromwell and then in his book on
Shakespeare.

Hugo gives a broad interpretation of grotesque imagery. He
finds it in preclassical antiquity (the hydra, the harpies, the
cyclopes, and other archaic images); he further places in this
category all postantique literature, starting with medieval forms.
“The grotesque,” says Victor Hugo, “is everywhere: on one hand,
it creates the formless and the terrifying, on the other hand the
comic, the buffoon-like.” The essential aspect of this form is the
monstrous; the aesthetics of the grotesque are to a certain extent
the aesthetics of the monstrous. But at the same time Hugo re-
duces the intrinsic value of the grotesque by declaring that it is
a means of contrasting the sublime. The two complete each other,
and their unity, most fully achieved in Shakespeare, produces the
truly beautiful, which classicism could not attain.

In his book on Shakespeare Hugo gives his most interesting
analysis of this imagery and of the comic and material bodily
principle, in particular. We shall discuss this work later, for Hugo
also expresses in it his appreciation of Rabelais.

Interest in the grotesque and in its early phases of development
was shared by other French Romanticists who conceived it as a
national tradition. In 1853 Théophile Gautier published an an-
thology entitled Les Grotesques. He collected for this anthology
a number of French authors, interpreting the grotesque rather
broadly; we find Villon and certain libertine poets of the seven-
teenth century (Théophile Viau, Saint-Amant, Scarron, Cyrano
de Bergerac, and even Scudéry).

Such is the Romantic phase in the development of the gro-
tesque. Two positive elements must be stressed in conclusion:

tesque, especially in his “Dreams” and “Visions” (see the P. Bentz edition
of works belonging to this genre: Jean Paul, Triume und Visionen,
Munich, 1954). This edition offers many striking examples of nocturnal
and ghostly grotesque.
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first, the Romanticists searched for popular roots; second, they
never attributed to the grotesque a purely satirical function,

Our analysis of this Romantic phase is, of course, far from com-
plete. Moreover it bears a rather one-sided and even polemical
character, since all we are looking for here is the difference be-
tween the Romantic aspect of the grotesque and the imagery of
the culture of folk humor. But Romanticism made its own impor-
tant discovery—that of the interior subjective man with his depth,
complexity, and inexhaustible resources.

This interior infinite of the individual was unknown to the
medieval and the Renaissance grotesque; the discovery made by
the Romanticists was made possible by their use of the grotesque
method and of its power to liberate from dogmatism, complete-
ness, and limitation. The interior infinite could not have been
found in the closed and finished world, with its distinct fixed
boundaries dividing all phenomena and values. Suffice it to com-
pare the rationalized and exhaustive analysis of interior experi-
ence by classicism and the images of inner life offered by Sterne
and the Romanticists. Here the artistic and heuristic force of the
grotesque method is clearly shown. But this aspect is outside the
scope of our work.

Let us say a few words on the concept of the grotesque of Hegel
and Fischer.

Hegel is concerned only with archaic grotesque, which he de-
fines as the expression of the preclassic and prephilosophic con-
dition of the spirit. Relying mostly on archaic Indian forms,
Hegel defines grotesque by three traits: the fusion of different
natural spheres, immeasurable and exaggerated dimensions, and
the multiplication of different members and organs of the human
body (hands, feet, and eyes of Indian gods). Hegel completely
ignores the role of the comic in the structure of the grotesque and
indeed examines grotesque quite independently of the comic.

E. K. Fischer differs from Hegel. He sees the burlesque, the
comic as the essence and the driving force of this genre: “The
grotesque . . . is the comic in the form of the miraculous, it is the
mythological comic.” Fischer’s definition has a certain profundity.
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It must be added that in the further development of philosoph-
ical aesthetics up to our times the grotesque has not been duly
understood and evaluated; there was no room for it in the system
of aesthetics.

After the decline of Romanticism, in the second half of the
nineteenth century, the interest in the grotesque was considerably
reduced both in literature and in literary thought and studies. If
mentioned at all, it is either listed among the vulgar comic genres
or interpreted as a peculiar form of satire, directed against iso-
lated, purely negative objects. Because of such interpretation the
deep and universal nature of grotesque images was completely
obscured.

The most extensive work devoted to the subject was published
in 1894 by the German scientist G. Schneegans, entitled “The
History of Grotesque Satire” (Geschichte der Grotesken Satyre).
This book is largely devoted to Rabelais whom Schneegans con-
siders the greatest representative of this genre. The author also
gives a brief description of similar medieval types of imagery. He
is the most consistent interpreter of the purely satirical grotesque.
In his mind the latter is always negative, it is the exaggeration of
the abnormal, an exaggeration that is incredible and therefore
becomes fantastic. Through the medium of exaggeration of the
abnormal a moral and social blow is dealt to the aberration. Such
is the gist of Schneegans’ analysis.

Schneegans fails completely to see the positive hyperbolism of
the material bodily principle of the Middle Ages and of Rabelais.
He fails to grasp the positive regenerating power of laughter. He
sees merely the negative, rhetorical satire of the nineteenth cen-
tury, a laughter that does not laugh. This is the extreme expres-
sion of the modernization of laughter in literary analysis. Neither
does Schneegans see the universal character of these images. His
shortsightedness is typical of the literary approach of the second
part of the nineteenth century and of the first decades of the twen-
tieth century. Even in our days the purely satirical interpretation
of the grotesque, and of Rabelais’ work in particular, is far from
outmoded.
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Since Schneegans founded his work mostly on Rabelais, we
shall return to a further discussion of his book (Chapter Five).

A new and powerful revival of the grotesque took place in the
twentieth century, although the word revival is not exactly suited
to the most recent forms.

The latest development of this genre is considerably complex
and contradictory. Generally speaking, two main lines of devel-
opment can be traced. The first line is the modernist form (Alfred
Jarry), connected in various degrees with the Romantic tradition
and evolved under the influence of existentialism. The second
line is the realist grotesque (Thomas Mann, Bertold Brecht, Pablo
Neruda, and others). It is related to the tradition of realism and
folk culture and reflécts at times the direct influence of carnival
forms, as in the work of Neruda.

The analysis of these developments does not enter our picture.
We shall merely discuss the most recent theory of the grotesque
according to modernist trends. We have in mind the work of the
distinguished German literary critic Wolfgang Kayser: *“The
Grotesque in Painting and Poetry.”18

Kayser's book is the first and at the present writing the only
serious work on the theory of the grotesque. It contains many
valuable observations and subtle analysis. But it offers the theory
of the Romantic and modernist forms only, or, more strictly
speaking, of exclusively modernist forms, since the author sees
the Romantic age through the prism of his own time and there-
fore offers a somewhat distorted interpretation. Kayser's theory
cannot be applied to the thousand-year-long development of the
pre-Romantic era: that is, the archaic and antique grotesque (for
instance, the satyric drama or the comedy of Attica) and the medi-
eval and Renaissance grotesque, linked to the culture of folk
humor. In his book Kayser does not even discuss these manifesta-
tions. Instead he bases his deductions and generalizations on the

18 W. Kayser, Das Grotesk in Malerei und Dichtung, 195%. This book
was reprinted posthumously in Rowéhlts deutsche Enzyclopddie series,
1961,
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analysis of Romantic and modernist forms, and it is the latter
which, as we have said, determines his concepts. The true nature
of the grotesque, which cannot be separated from the culture of
folk humor and the carnival spirit, remains unexplained. In the
Romantic form this link is loosened and reduced; it has to a cer-
tain extent acquired a new meaning. But even at that stage all the
basic elements, which have a clearly carnival origin, retain a cer-
tain memory of that mighty whole to which they belonged in the
distant past. This memory is awakened in the best works of Ro-
mantic grotesque—most forcefully in Sterne and Hoffimann, al-
though each expressed it differently. These works are more power-
ful, deep, and joyful than the objectively philosophical idea
which they express. Kayser is unaware of this reawakened tradi-
tion nor is he looking for it. The modernist grotesque that in-
spires his own concept has almost entirely lost its past memories.
It formalizes the heritage of carnival themes and symbols.

What are, according to Kayser, the basic characteristics of gro-
tesque imagery?

Kayser’s definitions first of all strike us by the gloomy, terrifying
tone of the grotesque world that alone the author sees. In reality
gloom is completely alien to the entire development of this world
up to the romantic period. We have already shown that the medi-
eval and Renaissance grotesque, filled with the spirit of carnival,
liberates the world from all that is dark and terrifying; it takes
away all fears and is therefore completely gay and bright. All that
was [rightening in ordinary life is turned into amusing or ludi-
crous monstrosities.

Fear is the extreme expression of narrow-minded and stupid
seriousness, which is defeated by laughter. (We shall find an ex-
cellent elaboration of this theme in Rabelais’ novel, especially
in the Malbrough theme). Complete liberty is possible only in
the completely fearless world.

For Kayser the essential trait of grotesque is “something hostile,
alien, and inhuman” (das Unheimliche, das Verfremdete und Un-
menschliche).

He particularly stresses the element of alienation: “The gro-
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tesque is the alienated world.” Kayser explains this definition by
drawing a comparison to the world of the fairy tale. The fairy tale
world can be defined as strange and unusual, but it is not a world
that has become alienated. In the grotesque, on the contrary, all
that was for us familiar and friendly suddenly becomes hostile.
It is our own world that undergoes this change.

Kayser’s definition can be applied only to certain manifesta-
tions of modernist form of the grotesque; it is no longer com-
pletely adequate for the Romantic period and entirely inappli-
cable to the preceding stage of development.

Actually the grotesque, including the Romantic form, discloses
the potentiality of an entirely different world, of another order,
another way of life. It leads men out of the confines of the appar-
ent (false) unity, of the indisputable and stable. Born of folk
humor, it always represents in one form or another, through these
or other means, the return of Saturn’s golden age to earth—the
living possibility of its return. The Romantic grotesque does this
too, but in its own subjective form. The existing world suddenly
becomes alien (to use Kayser's terminology) precisely because
there is the potentiality of a friendly world, of the golden age, of
carnival truth. Man returns unto himself. The world is destroyed
so that it may be regenerated and renewed. While dying it gives
birth. The relative nature of all that exists is always gay; it is the
joy of change, even if in Romanticism gaiety and joy are reduced
to their minimum.

Let us stress once more that the utopian element, the “golden
age,” was disclosed in the pre-Romantic period not for the sake
of abstract thought or of inner experience; it is lived by the whole
man, in thought and body. This bodily participation in the po-
tentiality of another world, the bodily awareness of another world
has an immense importance for the grotesque.

In Kayser’s concept there is no room for the material bodily
principle with its inexhaustible wealth and perpetual renewal.
Neither do we find in his theory any notion of time, of change and
crisis, that is, of all that happens to the sun, to the earth, to man,
to human society, of all that true grotesque actually lives by.



INTRODUCTION 49

Another of Kayser's definitions is characteristic of the modern-
ist interpretation: “the grotesque is a form expressing the i:d.”

The id is understood by the author not so much in the Freud-
ian as in the existentialist sense of this word. Id is an alien, in-
human power, governing the world, men, their life and behavior.
Kayser reduces many of the basic grotesque themes to the realiza-
tion of this power, for instance the puppet theme. He also reduces
to this power the theme of madness. According to the author we
are always aware of something alien in the madman, as if some
inhuman spirit of irony had entered his soul. We have already
said that the theme of madness is used in the grotesque in quite
a different manner—to escape the false “truth of this world” in
order to look at the world with eyes free from this “truth.”

Kayser himself often speaks of the freedom of fantasy character-
istic of the grotesque. But how is such freedom possible in relation
to a world ruled by the alien power of the id? Here lies the con-
tradiction of Kayser's concept.

Actually the grotesque liberates man from all the forms of in-
human necessity that direct the prevailing concept of the world.
This concept is uncrowned by the grotesque and reduced to the
relative and the limited. Necessity, in every concept which pre-
vails at any time, is always one-piece, serious, unconditional, and
indisputable. But historically the idea of necessity is relative and
variable. The principle of laughter and the carnival spirit on
which grotesque is based destroys this limited seriousness and all
pretense of an extratemporal meaning and unconditional value
of necessity. It frees human consciousness, thought, and imagina-
tion for new potentialities. For this reason great changes, even in
the field of science, are always preceded by a certain carnival con-
sciousness that prepares the way.

In the grotesque world the id is uncrowned and transformed
into a “funny monster.” When entering this new dimension, even
if it is Romantic, we always experience a peculiar gay freedom of
thought and imagination.

Let us examine two more points of Kayser's theory.

Summing up his analysis, he asserts that “the grotesque ex-
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presses not the fear of death but the fear of life.” This assertion,
expressed in the spirit of existentialism, presents first an opposi-
tion of life to death. Such an opposition is completely contrary
to the system of grotesque imagery, in which death is not a nega-
tion of life seen as the great body of all the people but part of life
as a whole—its indispensable component, the condition of its
constant renewal and rejuvenation. Death is here always related
to birth; the grave is related to the earth’s life-giving womb.
Birth-death, death-birth, such are the components of life itself as
in the famous words of the Spirit of the Earth in Goethe’s Faust.1
Death is included in life, and together with birth determines its
eternal movement. Even the struggle of life and death in the
individual body is conceived by grotesque imagery as the struggle
of the old life stubbornly resisting the new life about to be born,
as the crisis of change.

Leonardo da Vinci said: ‘‘When man awaits the new spring, the
new year, with joyful impatience, he does not suspect that he is
eagerly awaiting his own death.” Although da Vinci’s aphorism
is not expressed in grotesque form, it is based on the carnival
spirit.

Thus, in the system of grotesque imagery death and renewal are
inseparable in life as a whole, and life as a whole can inspire fear
least of all.

It must be recalled that the image of death in medieval and
Renaissance grotesque (and in painting, also, as in Holbein’s or

19 Geburt und Grab,

Ein ewiges meer

Ein wechselnd Weben,

Ein glithend Leben.
Here we see no opposition between life and death, there is a confronta-
tion of life and the grave, both linked to the devouring womb of the
earth and of the body. Both enter as indispensable elements into the
living whole of ever changing and renewed life. This is also characteristic
of Goethe’s concept of the universe. The world in which life and death
are opposed and the world in which birth and the grave confront each
other are completely different. The latter is the world of folk culture
and of Goethe as well.
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Diirer's “dance of death™) is a more or less funny monstrosity. In
the ages that followed, especially in the nineteenth century, the
public at large almost completely forgot the principle of laughter
presented in macabre images. They were interpreted in an unre-
lieved, serious aspect and became flat and distorted. The bour-
geois nineteenth century respected only satirical laughter, which
was actually not laughter but rhetoric. (No wonder it was com-
pared to a whip or scourge.) Merely amusing, meaningless, and
harmless laughter was also tolerated, but the serious had to remain
serious, that is, dull and monotonous.

The theme of death as renewal, the combination of death and
birth, and the pictures of gay death play an important part in the
system of grotesque imagery in Rabelais’ novel. We shall submit
them to a detailed analysis in later parts of our book.

The last point of Kayser’s theory to be discussed is his treatment
of grotesque laughter. He formulates it as follows: “Laughter
combined with bitterness which takes the grotesque form acquires
the traits of mockery and cynicism, and finally becomes satanic.”

We see that Kayser interprets laughter in the spirit of Bonaven-
tura’s night watchman and of Jean Paul’s theory of “destructive
humor,” that is, in the spirit of Romanticism. The gay, liberating
and regenerating element of laughter, which is precisely the cre-
ative element, is completely absent. However, Kayser is aware of
the complexity of this problem and abstains from offering an
arbitrary solution.20

As we have said, the grotesque became the prevailing form of
various modernist movements whose theoretical basis can be
found in Kayser's concept. With a few reservations this theory
may clarify certain aspects of the Romantic grotesque. But it can-
not be extended to the other periods of this imagery's develop-
ment.

The problem of the grotesque and of its aesthetic nature can
be correctly posed and solved only in relation to medieval folk
culture and Renaissance literature. The depth, variety, and power

20 Op. cit. ftn. 18, p. 139.
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of separate grotesque themes can be understood only within the
unity of folk and carnival spirit. If examined outside of this unity,
they become one-sided, flat, and stripped of their rich content.

The correctness of the term grotesque as applied to the imagery
of medieval folk culture and of the Renaissance which is linked to
it can raise no doubts whatever. But how can our term grotesque
realism be justified?

We can offer only a preliminary answer to this question here.

The characteristic traits which mark the sharp difference of
medieval and Renaissance grotesque from the Romantic and
modernist types, are first of all its materialistic concept of being,
most adequately defined as realistic. A further concrete analysis
of grotesque images will confirm this proposition.

Renaissance grotesque imagery, directly related to folk carnival
culture, as we find it in Rabelais, Cervantes, and Shakespeare,
influenced the entire realistic literature of the following centuries.
Realism of grand style, in Stendhal, Balzac, Hugo, and Dickens,
for instance, was always linked directly or indirectly with the
Renaissance tradition. Breaking away from this tradition di-
minished the scope of realism and transformed it into naturalist
empiricism.

Even in the seventeenth century some forms of the grotesque
began to degenerate into static “character” presentation and nar-
row “genrism.” This degeneration was linked with the specific
limitations of the bourgeois world outlook. The last thing one
can say of the real grotesque is that it is static; on the contrary it
seeks to grasp in its imagery the very act of becoming and growth,
the eternal incomplete unfinished nature of being. Its images
present simultaneously the two poles of becoming: that which is
receding and dying, and that which is being born; they show two
bodies in one, the budding and the division of the living cell. At
the summit of grotesque and folklore realism, as in the death of
one-cell organisms, no dead body remains. (That is, when the
single cell divides into two other organisms, it dies in a sense but
also reproduces; there is no departure from life into death.) Old
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age is pregnant, death is gestation, all that is limited, narrowly
characterized, and completed is thrust into the lower stratum of
the body for recasting and a new birth.

On the other hand, in the process of degeneration and disinte-
gration the positive pole of grotesque realism (the second link of
becoming) drops out and is replaced by moral sententiousness and
abstract concepts. What remains is nothing but a corpse, old age
deprived of pregnancy, equal to itself alone; it is alienated and
torn away from the whole in which it had been linked to that
other, younger link in the chain of growth and development. The
result is a broken grotesque figure, the demon of fertility with
phallus cut off and belly crushed. Hence all these sterile images
representing ‘‘character,” all these professional lawyers, mer-
chants, matchmakers, old men and women, all these masks offered
by degenerate, petty realism. These types also existed in grotesque
realism, but they were not expected to build the picture of life
as a whole; they were but the dying part of the life which gave
birth. The fact is that the new concept of realism has a different
way of drawing the boundaries between bodies and objects. It
cuts the double body in two and separates the objects of grotesque
and folklore realism that were merged within the body. The new
concept seeks to complete each individual outside the link with
the ultimate whole—the whole that has lost the old image and has
as yet not found the new one. The notion of time has also been
transformed.

The literature known as “realism of manners” was already
presenting, together with authentic carnival themes, the images
of a static grotesque entirely removed from the main flux of time
and from the flux of becoming. This is a form either frozen in
its duality or split in two. Certain scholars (for instance, Régnier)
are inclined to define this genre as the first step of realism. In
reality these are but the lifeless and at times meaningless frag-
ments of the mighty and deep stream of grotesque realism.

The manifestations of medieval folk culture as well as gro-
tesque realism have been exhaustively studied, but they were re-
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garded only from the point of view of the historical and literary
methods prevailing in the nineteenth century and in the first dec-
ades of the twentieth century. These studies were concerned not
only with literary works but with specific phenomena such as the
“feasts of fools" (F. Bourquelot, Drevs, P. Villetard), the “Paschal
laughter” (J. Schmidt, S. Reinach), the *sacred parody” (F. No-
vati, E. Ilvonen, P. Lehmann), and others which are outside the
sphere of art and literature. The antique culture of humor was
also examined (A. Dieterich, H. Reich, F. Cornford). Folklorists
performed a considerable task in the study of the origin and char-
acter of various themes and symbols pertaining to the culture of
folk humor. (It is sufficient to recall Frazer's monumental work
The Golden Bough.) Generally speaking, the number of scholarly
works devoted to this subject is almost unlimited.?! As we pursue
the present study we shall refer to the specialized works which
deal with this matter.

But all this enormous bulk of literature, with only a few excep-
tions, is devoid of theoretical pathos. It does not seek to make any
broad and firmly established generalizations. The almost immea-
surable, carefully selected, and scrupulously analyzed material
is neither unified nor properly understood. That which we have
called the one world of folk culture of humor appears in these
works as a collection of curiosities, not to be included, in spite of
its wide scope, in a serious history of European culture and litera-
ture. This accumulation of curiosities and indecencies remains
outside the circle of creative problems. With such an approach
the mighty impact of folk humor on belles lettres and on the very
images created by human thought remains almost unexplored.

We shall briefly discuss only two works that pose the theoretical

21 Among Soviet works, O. Freidenberg’s book: “Poetics of Subject
and Genre” (Poetica Sujeta ¢ Zhanra), Goslitizdat, 1936, is very valuable,
This work contains an immense body of folklore material directly re-
lated to folk culture of humor, especially the antique specimens. But this
material is mainly interpreted in the spirit of prelogical thought. The
problem of culture of folk humor is not posed.
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problem and do so in such a way as to touch upon the two aspects
of the culture of folk humor.

In 1903, H. Reich published his voluminous work entitled
“The Mime,” a work devoted to the historical study of literary
development (see footnote 7). The object of Reich’s research is
essentially the antique and medieval forms of the culture of
humor. The author offers an immense, most interesting, and valu-
able body of material. He correctly shows the unity of the tradi-
tion of humor, developed throughout antiquity and the Middle
Ages. He grasps the essential, many-centuries-old link of laughter
with the images of the body’s lower stratum. All this permits
Reich to make a correct and practical approach to the problem.

And yet, he does not state his problem per se. Two restrictions
seem to have prevented him from doing so.

First, Reich attempts to reduce the entire history of the culture
of humor to the history of the mime, that is, to a single genre.
True, it is a characteristic one, especially for the later period of
antiquity. In Reich’s mind, the mime is the center and even the
almost unique representative of this tradition. The author goes
on to reduce all medieval festive forms and comic literature to the
influence of the antique world. He pursues his research beyond
the sphere of European culture, which causes him to give forced
interpretations and to ignore all that does not fit the mime’s Pro-
crustean bed. We must add that Reich himself does not always
cope with his concept. His abundant material overflows and car-
ries him beyond the narrow limits reserved for the mime.

Second, Reich modernizes and diminishes the value of laughter
as well as of the material bodily principle that is closely linked to
it. His conception of laughter’s positive elements, of their liberat-
ing and regenerating power has a muffled tone, even though he
is perfectly acquainted with the antique philosophy of laughter.
Neither are laughter’s universal character and its philosophical
and utopian nature properly understood and evaluated. But the
narrowest aspect of his theory is his presentation of the material
bodily principle. Reich sees it through the prism of the abstract,
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differentiating thought of modern times and therefore offers an
almost naturalistic interpretation.

Such are the two points which in our mind weaken Reich’s
theory. However, he has made a considerable contribution to the
correct approach to the problem relative to the culture of folk
humor. It is to be regretted that his work, containing so much
new material and so bold and original, did not exercise in his
time the influence it deserved.

The second work that remains to be examined is a small volume
published by Konrad Burdach, entitled “Reformation, Renais-
sance, Humanism.”22 This book also studies the problem of folk
culture, but from a different angle. Burdach makes no mention
whatever of laughter or of the material bodily principle. His only
protagonist is the “idea-image” of “regeneration,” “renewal,” and
“reformation.”

Burdach seeks to prove that this idea-image of regeneration in
its many variations, although born from the most ancient mytho-
logical thought of the Eastern peoples and of antiquity, continued
to live and develop during the Middle Ages. It was also preserved
in the cult of the Church, (in the liturgy and in baptism, for
instance) but remained there in a state of dogmatic petrification.
From the time of the religious revival of the twelfth century
(Joachim of Floris, Francis of Assisi, and the Spirituals) the idea-
image was revived; it penetrated wide popular circles, acquired
the hue of purely human emotions, and awakened the poetic and
artistic imagination. It expressed the growing thirst for regenera-
tion and renewal in the purely earthly sphere.

Burdach retraces the slow and gradual process of secularization
that took place in Dante, Petrarch, Boccaccio, and in the ideas
and activity of Rienzo.

He correctly surmises that such a historic phenomenon as the
Renaissance could not arise merely as a result of the scientific
search or of the intellectual efforts of individuals. He writes:

22 Konrad Burdach, Reformation, Renaissance, Humanismus, Berlin,
1918.
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Humanism and Renaissance are not the product of knowledge,.
They do not arise because scholars discover the lost monuments of
antique literature and art, and strive to bring them back to life.
Humanism and the Renaissance were born from the passionate
and boundless expectation and striving of an aging epoch; its
soul, shattered to its very depths was thirsting for a new youth.

Burdach is of course completely right in refusing to trace and
explain the Renaissance merely through scholarly and bookish
sources, through an individual ideoiogical search and “intellec-
tual] effort.” He is right in stating that the Renaissance was pre-
pared by the Middle Ages, and especially by the twelfth century.
And finally, he correctly points out that the word renaissance did
not mean a revival of the ancient arts and sciences. It was an im-
mensely important and significant word, rooted in the very depths
of the ritualistic, ideological, and visual imagery of mankind.
However, Burdach did not see and did not grasp the main sphere
of being of the Renaissance idea-image, the medieval culture of
folk humor. The striving toward renewal and a new birth, “the
thirst for a new youth” pervaded the carnival spirit of the Middle
Ages and found a multiform expression in concrete sensual ele-
ments of folk culture, both in ritual and spectacle. This was the
second, festive life of the Middle Ages.

Many figures described by Burdach as preparing the Renais-
sance reflected the influence of the culture of folk humor and
were the forerunners of the new epoch. Such were, for instance,
Joachim of Floris, and especially Francis of Assisi and the move-
ment he initiated. Francis called himself and his companions
“God’s jugglers” (ioculatores Domini). Francis’ peculiar world
outlook, his “spiritual joy” (laetitia spiritualis), his blessing of the
material bodily principle, and its typically Franciscan degrada-
tions and profanation can be defined, with some exaggeration, as
a carnivalized Catholicism. Carnival elements were also strong in
Rienzo’s entire activity. All these movements, which according to
Burdach prepared the Renaissance, expressed the liberating and
renewing principle of laughter, even though at times in an ex-
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tremely reduced form. But the author completely ignores this
principle. All he is aware of is the serious tone.

Nevertheless, in his attempt to attain a more correct under-
standing of the relation of the Renaissance to the Middle Ages
Burdach contributed to the posing of the problem of the culture
of folk humor.

So our problem is posed. However, the immediate object of our
study is not the culture of folk humor but the work of Rabelais.
The sphere of folk humor is boundless and, as we have said, pre-
sents a great variety of manifestations. As far as this culture is
concerned, our problem is purely theoretical: to show the oneness
and meaning of folk humor, its general ideological, philosophical,
and aesthetic essence. The problem can be solved best of all with
the help of concrete material in which folk tradition is collected,
concentrated, and artistically rendered at its highest level; this is
to be found in Rabelais’ work. To help us penetrate the very
depth of this matter, Rabelais is unique. In his creative world
the inner oneness of all the heterogeneous elements emerges with
extraordinary clarity. His work is an encyclopedia of folk culture.

However, while using Rabelais’ work for the understanding of
this culture, we do not wish to transform him merely into a means
for attaining a goal outside the sphere of his writings. On the con-
trary, we are convinced that only thanks to this method of research
can we discover the true Rabelais, to show, as it were, Rabelais
within Rabelais. Up to now he has been merely modernized: he
has been read through the eyes of the new age, and mostly
through the eyes of the nineteenth century which were the most
shortsighted in this respect. Only that part of his work was read
which was the least important for him and for his contemporaries
and which, objectively speaking, was the least essential. Rabelais’
exceptional charm, which we all feel, remains unexplained to
date. To explain it, it is first of all necessary to understand his
peculiar language, that is, the language of the culture of folk
humor.
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Rabelais in the History of Laughter

It would be extremely interesting
to write the history of laughter.
(A. 1. HERZEN)

The four-hundred-year history of the understanding, influence,
and interpretation of Rabelais is closely linked with the history of
laughter itself.

Rabelais’ contemporaries, and indeed the entire sixteenth cen-
tury, somehow understood our author and were able to appreciate
him. We know this from the opinions of contemporaries and their
immediate successors whose testimony has survived, as well as
by the frequent reprints of Rabelais’ work in the sixteenth cen-
tury and in the first third of the seventeenth century. This work
was appreciated not only in humanist circles, at court, and by the
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high bourgeoisie. I shall quote the comment of one of Rabelais’
younger contemporaries, the eminent historian Etienne Pasquier.
In a letter to Ronsard Pasquier wrote: “Among us there is no one
who does not know how much Rabelais, clowning wisely (en
folastrant sagement) in his Gargantua and Pantagruel gained the
love of the people (gaigna de grace parmy le peuple)”’ .t

The fact that Rabelais was understood and loved by the men
of his time is proved most clearly by the numerous and deep
marks of his influence and by the number of imitations inspired
by his work.2 Nearly all the sixteenth-century prose writers after
Rabelais (or more correctly speaking, after the publication of the
first two volumes of his novels), Bonaventure Des Périers, No€l du
Fail, Guillaume Boucher, Jacques Tahureau, were more or less
Rabelaisians. Neither was his influence ignored by the historians
of his time, Pasquier, Brantdme; nor by the Protestant polemists
and pamphletists, Pierre Viret, Henri Estienne, and others. Six-
teenth-century literature ended, so to speak, under the sign of
Rabelais: in the field of political satire, it was closed by the re-
markable “Menippus Satire on the Virtues of the Spanish Cathol-
ikon” (1594) directed against the Inquisition, one of the best
political satires of world literature,® and in the field of belles
lettres by “How to Succeed” of Béroalde de Verville,* 1612. Both

1 KEtienne Pasquier, Lettres, Vol. 2, as quoted in Lazare Sainéan,
L’Influence et la Réputation de Rabelais (Interprétes, lecteurs et imi-
tateurs), Paris, J. Gamber, 1930, p. 100.

2 The history of the appreciation, interpretation, and influence of
Rabelais’ work has been, for four hundred years, fairly well studied
from the factual point of view. Besides a long series of valuable articles
in the Revue Rabelaisienne (from 1gog to 1913) and in the Revue du
Seiziéme Siécle (from 191§ to 1932), two special books have been devoted
to this history: Jacques Boulenger, Rabelais & travers les ages, Paris, le
Divan, 1923; Lazare Sainéan, L'Influence et la Réputation de Rabelais
(Interprétes, lecteurs et imitateurs), Paris, J. Gamber, 1930. These books
also contain the comments of Rabelais’ contemporaries.

3 Satyre Menippée de la Vertue du Catholikon d’Espagne, Ed., Frank,
Oppeln, 1884, reprinted from first edition of 1594.

4 Béroalde de Verville, Le moyen de parvenir, oeuvres contenants la
raison de ce qui a été, est et sera, with comments, variants and vocab-
ulary by Charles Royer, Paris, 1876.
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these works, which mark the end of the century, bear the seal of
Rabelais’ influence; in spite of their differences their imagery is
filled with an almost Rabelaisian grotesque life. Besides the im-
portant writers who were able to transpose Rabelais’ influence
while retaining their independence, we find a great number of
minor imitators who left no independent record in the annals of
their time.

It must also be stressed that success and recognition came at
once to Rabelais during the very first months following the pub-
lication of Pantagruel.

What is the meaning of this recognition, of these enthusiastic
(but by no means surprised) comments of the contemporaries and
of the tremendous influence of this novel on the great serious
literature of that time—on learned humanists, historians, polit-
ical and religious pamphletists, and finally on so many imitators?

Rabelais’ contemporaries saw his work against the background
of a living and still powerful tradition. They could be impressed
by the mighty character and success of this work but not by his
style and images. They could perceive the oneness of Rabelais’
world. They could realize the essential relationship and the links
holding together its elements, which in the seventeenth century
were to appear heterogeneous and in the eighteenth completely
incompatible. They could be interested in the high level of the
problems and ideas expresed in the novel’s prandial talks, as well
as in the trivia, abuses, indecencies, pedantry, and farce, for they
knew that one logic pervaded all these elements which in our
eyes appear so different. They also vividly felt the link of Rabe-
lais’ imagery with the forms of folk spectacle, the festivity of these
images, the carnival atmosphere which deeply penetrated their
sphere.5 In other words, the men of Rabelais’ time grasped the
wholeness and order of the Rabelaisian aesthetic and ideological

5 We have, for instance, a curious description of a grotesque celebra-
tion of the carnival type held in Rouen in 1541. A procession repre-
senting a mock funeral carried a banner with the anagram of Rabelais’
name; after the feast that followed a guest, wearing a monk’s habit, read
the “Chronicle of Gargantua,” instead of the Bible. (See op. cit. ftn. 2,
J. Boulenger, p. 17 and L. Sainéan, p. 20.)
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world, the unity of his style, and the harmony of all the elements
that composed it, for they were informed by the same world out-
look, by a single grand style. This is the essential difference in the
appreciation of Rabelais’ writings in the sixteenth century and in
the years that followed. Contemporaries understood this one
grand style, while men of the next two centuries began to consider
it as some strange individual idiosyncracy, or as some kind of
secret code, a cryptogram containing a system of allusions to
events and living persons of the author’s time.

The reaction of Rabelais’ contemporaries was, however, naive
and impulsive. That which to later generations remained an open
question appeared self-evident to the men of the sixteenth cen-
tury. They could not have answered our own questions, because
for them these questions did not as yet exist.

At the same time, we find early in the writings of Rabelais’
imitators the first signs of the disintegration of the Rabelaisian
style. For instance, in the works of Des Périers and especially of
Noél du Fail the Rabelaisian images become petty; they are miti-
gated and begin to acquire the character of genre and manners.
Their universalism is considerably watered down. Another aspect
of this process of disintegration appeared when these images be-
gan to serve the purpose of satire. In this case a weakening of the
ambivalent image’s positive pole takes place. When the grotesque
is used to illustrate an abstract idea, its nature is inevitably dis-
torted. The essence of the grotesque is precisely to present a con-
tradictory and double-faced fullness of life. Negation and destruc-
tion (death of the old) are included as an essential phase, insep-
arable from affirmation, from the birth of something new and
better. The very material bodily lower stratum of the grotesque
image (food, wine, the genital force, the organs of the body) bears
a deeply positive character. This principle is victorious, for the
final result is always abundance, increase.

The abstract idea distorts this nature of the grotesque image.
It transforms the center of gravity to a “moral” meaning. More-
over it submits the substratum of the image to the negative ele-
ment. Exaggeration becomes a caricature. The beginning of this
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process is found even in early Protestant satire, and later in the
previously mentioned “Menippus Satire.” But here disintegration
is still at its early stage. The grotesque images selected to serve an
abstract idea are still too powerful; they preserve their nature and
pursue their own logic, independently from the author’s inten-
tions, and sometimes contrary to them.

An interesting document revealing this disintegration is the
free translation of Gargantua into German by Fischart, which
bears the grotesque title: Affenteurliche und Ungeheurliche Ge-
schichtsklitterung (157s).

Fischart was a Protestant and a moralist; his literary works
were connected with “grobianism.” At its sources German gro-
bianism was related to Rabelais. The representatives of this school
inherited the images of the material bodily life from grotesque
realism. They were under the direct influence of folk festival and
carnival forms, hence a pronounced hyperbolism of bodily im-
ages, especially those of eating and drinking. Exaggeration char-
acterized both grotesque realism and folk festival forms: for in-
stance, gigantic sausages were carried by dozens of men during the
Nuremberg carnivals of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.
But the moral and political ideas of the grobianists (Dedekind,
Scheidt, Fischart) lent these images a negative connotation of
indecency. In the introduction to his Grobianus Dedekind® refers
to the Lacedemonians who showed their drunken slaves to their
children in order to inspire them with an aversion for drunken-
ness. This goal of inspiring disgust or fear was also pursued by
Fischart in his images of Saint Grobianus and the grobianists.
The positive nature of the image was thus submitted to the nega-
tive purpose of satiric mockery and moral condemnation. This
satire was written from the point of view of the biirger and the
Protestant and was directed against feudal nobility (the junker),
sunk into the mire of sloth, gluttony, drunkenness, and immoral-
ity. Precisely this grobianist point of view (influenced by Scheidt)

8 Dedekind: Grobianus et Grobiana Libri tres (first ed. 1549, second
ed. 1552). Dedekind’s book was translated into German by Fischart’s
teacher Kaspar Scheidt.
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formed in part the basis of Fischart’s free translation of Rabe-
lais.”

But the Rabelaisian images continued to live their century-old
life, independently of Fischart's rather primitive ideas. The hy-
perbolism of material bodily images (especially those of eating
and drinking) was even increased in his translation. The interior
symbolism of all these exaggerations, as in the original text, was
that of growth, fertility, of a brimming-over abundance. These
images reveal the devouring and generating lower stratum. The
peculiar festive character of the material bodily principle is also
retained. The abstract idea does not penetrate the depths of the
image and does not become its organizing principle. Neither is
laughter fully transformed as yet into mockery; it still has a rela-
tively whole character and is related to the entire living process,
to both of its poles. The triumphal tones of birth and renewal
can still be heard. Thus the abstract has as yet not mastered all
the images in Fischart’s translation, but it has to a certain extent
transformed its images into an amusing supplement to a moral
sermon. This process, which changes the meaning of laughter,
could only be completed later and was closely linked to the estab-
lishment of the hierarchy of genres and to the place of laughter in
this hierarchy.

Ronsard and the Pléiade were already convinced of the exis-
tence of the hierarchy of genres. This theory, borrowed from
antiquity but revised on French soil, could not of course take
root immediately. The Pléiade was still liberal and democratic in
relation to these questions. Its members treated Rabelais with
great respect and knew how to appreciate him at his true value,
especially Du Bellay and Baif. However, this high appreciation of
our author, and the strong influence of his language on that of

7 We say “in part” because in his translation of Rabelais’ novel Fis-
chart was not a strict grobianist. Karl Marx wrote a sharp but just criti-
cism of sixteenth-century grobian literature. See K. Marx: “Moralizing
Criticism and Critical Morals,” K. Marx and F. Engels. Works, Vol. 4,
PP- 291-295.
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the Pléiade, was in flagrant contradiction to his place in the hier-
archy of genres, which was the lowest of all, almost outside literary
bounds. But this hierarchy was as yet only an abstract and con-
fused idea. Certain social, political, and ideological transforma-
tions had still to take place; the circle of readers and literary
connoisseurs had to be differentiated and narrowed before the
hierarchy could express the interrelation of genres and become a
regulating force.

We know that this process.was completed in the seventeenth
century, but it began to be felt as early as the sixteenth. At that
time the appraisal of Rabelais as a merely amusing and gay
author was already beginning to take shape. Such was also, as we
know, the fate of Cervantes, whose Don Quixote was listed for a
long time among the amusing books of light literature. At the end
of the sixteenth century Rabelais descended lower and lower, to
the very confines of great literature and was finally driven out of
bounds.

Montaigne, who was forty years younger than Rabelais, wrote
in his essays: ““As to simply amusing works (simplement plaisants),
I consider among the new books Boccaccio’'s Decameron, Rabe-
lais, and Basia by Jean Second, if they can be referred to this
category, worthy to divert us (dignes qu’en s’amuse).”8

However, Montaigne’s “simply amusing” definition is still on
the dividing line between the old and the new understanding of
“amusing” (plaisant), “‘gay” (joyeux), “recreational” (recréatif),
and similar epithets applied to literary works and so often added
to the sixteenth- and seventeenth-century titles of these works.®
The concept of amusing and gay was not yet narrowed down for
Montaigne and had not as yet acquired the tone of something low
and irrelevant. Montaigne himself writes in another chapter of
his “Essays,” “Personally, I like best only books that are amusing

8 Montaigne, Essays, Book II, Chapter 10. This passage was written
about 1580.

® For instance, the title of one of the remarkable books of the six-
teenth century: Bonaventure Des Périers, Nouvelles recréations et joyeux
Devis, “New Recreations and Gay Conversation.”
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and light, which amuse me, or those which comfort me and advise
me how to order my life and my death (a regler ma vie et ma
mort).” (Book I, Chapter 38)

From these lines it is clear that among all the works of belles
lettres, in the true sense of the word, Montaigne prefers precisely
those which are amusing and gay, since by books of comfort and
advice he means not belles lettres but works of philosophy, theol-
ogy, and above all works resembling his own “Essays” (Marcus
Aurelius, Seneca, Plutarch). He considers belles lettres as a basi-
cally amusing, gay, recreative literary genre.10 In this sense he is
still a man of the sixteenth century, but characteristically enough
the question of ordering life and death is already definitely taken
out of the realm of gay laughter. Like Boccaccio, Rabelais is
“worthy of being amusing,” but he does not belong to the number
of comforters and advisers who order life and death. And yet
Rabelais was precisely such a comforter and adviser in the eyes of
his contemporaries. They could still consider these questions on
the gay level, the level of laughter.

Rabelais, Cervantes, and Shakespeare represent an important
turning point in the history of laughter. Nowhere else do we see
so clearly marked the lines dividing the Renaissance from the
seventeenth century and the period that followed.

The Renaissance conception of laughter can be roughly de-
scribed as follows: Laughter has a deep philosophical meaning,
it is one of the essential forms of the truth concerning the world
as a whole, concerning history and man; it is a peculiar point of
view relative to the world; the world is seen anew, no less (and
perhaps more) profoundly than when seen from the serious stand-
point. Therefore, laughter is just as admissible in great literature,
posing universal problems, as seriousness. Certain essential as-
pects of the world are accessible only to laughter.

10 The epithet plaisant was applied in the sixteenth century to all
belles lettres in general. independently of their genres. The most ven-
erable work of past ages was in the eyes of the Renaissance the Roman
de la Rose. In 1527 Clément Marot published a somewhat modernized
version of this great monument of world literature, recommending it as
follows: “C’est le plaisant livre du “Rommant de la Rose.”
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The attitude toward laughter of the seventeenth century and
of the years that followed can be characterized thus. Laughter is
not a universal, philosophical form. It can refer only to individual
and individually typical phenomena of social life. That which is
important and essential cannot be comical. Neither can history
and persons representing it—Kkings, generals, heroes—be shown
in a comic aspect. The sphere of the comic is narrow and specific
(private and social vices); the essential truth about the world and
about man cannot be told in the language of laughter. Therefore,
the place of laughter in literature belongs'only to the low genres,
showing the life of private individuals and the inferior social
levels. Laughter is a light amusement or a'form of salutary social
punishment of corrupt and low persons.

The Renaissance expressed its attitude toward laughter in the
very practice of literary creation and appreciation. Neither was
there any lack of theoretical opinion that justified laughter as
a universal, philosophical form. This theory of laughter was
built almost exclusively on antique sources. Rabelais himself
developed it in the old and new prologue of the fourth book of
his novel, based mostly on Hippocrates, whose role as the theorist
of laughter was at that time important. Not only was his prestige
founded on the comments contained in his medical treatise con-
cerning the importance of a gay and cheerful mood on the part
of the physician and patient fighting disease,!! but was also due
to the “Hippocratic novel.” This was an addendum to “Hippoc-
rates’ Aphorisms” (of course apocryphal) concerning the “mad-
ness” of Democritus as expressed in his laughter. In the “Hippo-
cratic novel” the laughter of Democritus had a philosophical
character, being directed at the life of man and at all the vain
fears and hopes related to the gods and to life after death. Democ-
ritus here made of his laughter a whole philosophy, a certain spir-
itual premise of the awakened man who has attained virility. Hip-
pocrates finally agreed with him.

The teaching concerning the therapeutic power of laughter in

11 Especially in the sixth volume of “Epidemics” to which Rabelais
alludes in the prologues mentioned.
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the “Hippocratic novel” received special recognition and notori-
ety at the Montpellier Medical School where Rabelais studied and
later taught. A member of this school, the famous physician Lau-
rent Joubert, published in 1560 a special work under the charac-
teristic title: Traité du Ris, contenant son essence, ses causes et
ses mervelheus effeis, curieusement recherchés, raisonnés et ob-
servés par M. Laur. Joubert (“a treatise on laughter, containing
its essence, causes and wondrous effects curiously studied, dis-
cussed and observed by M. Laur. Joubert”). In 1579 Joubert pub-
lished another treatise in Paris, entitled La cause morale de Ris,
de l'excellent et tres renommé Démocrite, expliquée et temoignée
par ce divin Hippocrate en ses Epitres (“The moral cause of laugh-
ter of the eminent and very famous Democritus explained and
witnessed by the divine Hippocrates in his epistles”). This work
was actually a French version of the last part of the “Hippocratic
novel.”

Although this treatise on the philosophy of laughter was pub-
lished after Rabelais’ death, it was a belated echo of the thoughts
and discussions that were current in Montpellier at the time when
Rabelais attended this school and that determined his concept of
the therapeutic power of laughter and of the “gay physician.”

The second source of the philosophy of laughter at the time of
Rabelais was Aristotle’s famous formula;:12 “Of all living crea-
tures only man is endowed with laughter.” This formula enjoyed
immense popularity and was given a broader interpretation:
laughter was seen as man’s highest spiritual privilege, inaccessible
to other creatures. As we know, it concludes Rabelais’ introduc-
tory poem to Gargantua.

Mieux est de ris que de larmes escrire.
Par ce que rire est le propre de 'homme.13

Even Ronsard still uses this saying in its broader form; in his
poem dedicated to Belleau we find these lines:

12 De Anima, Book 3, Chapter 10.
13 Better to write about laughter than tears,
For laughter is inherent to man.



RABELAIS IN THE HISTORY OF LAUGHTER 6g

Dieu qui soubz 'homme a le monde soumis,
A T'homme seul, le seul rire a permis

Pour s’'esgayer et non pas a la beste,

Qui n’a raison ny esprit en la teste.}4

According to Aristotle, a child does not begin to laugh befare
the fortieth day after his birth; only from that moment does it be-
come a human being. Rabelais and his contemporaries were also
familiar with the saying of Pliny that only one man, Zoroaster, be-
gan to laugh at the time of his birth; this was interpreted as an
omen of his divine wisdom.

Finally, the third source of the Renaissance philosophy of laugh-
ter is Lucian, especially his image of Menippus laughing in the
kingdom of the dead. Lucian’s work “Menippus, or the Descent
into Hades” had an essential influence on Rabelais, more precisely
on the episode of Epistemon’s journey to hell in Pantagruel.
Another important influence was Lucian’s “Dialogues.”

Here are a few characteristic excerpts from the “Dialogues”:

“Menippus, Diogenes advises you, if mortal subjects for laugh-
ter begin to pall, come down below, and find much richer material;
where you are now, there is always a dash of uncertainty in it; the
question will always intrude, who can be quite sure about the
hereafter? Here you can have your laugh out in security, like me.”
(Diogenes and Pollux)8

“Oh, all right, Menippus; suppose you leave your independence
behind you, and your plain-speaking and your indifference, and
your high spirits and your jests. No one else here has a jest...”
(Charon, Hermes, and various shades)16

Charon: Where did you pick up this Cynic, Hermes? The noise he

14 God who subjected the world to man,

To man alone permitted laughter

To be merry, not to the beast

Who has neither reason nor spirit.
18 Lucian, Works. translated by H. W. Fowler and F. G. Fowler. 4
vols. Oxford Univ. Press, 1905. Vol. 1, p. 107. By permission of the
Clarendon Press, Oxford.
18 [bid., p. 122.
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made on the crossing, too! laughing and jeering at all the rest, and
singing, when everyone else was at his lamentations.

Hermes: Ah, Charon, you little know your passenger! Indepen-
dence, every inch of him: he cares for no one. "Tis Menippus.
(Charon and Menippus)!?

Let us stress in this Lucianic image of the laughing Menippus
the relation of laughter to the underworld and to death, to the
freedom of the spirit, and to the freedom of speech.

Such are the three most popular antique sources of the Rabe-
laisian philosophy of laughter. They influenced not only Joubert’s
treatise but also the opinions current in literary and humanist
circles concerning the meaning and virtue of laughter. All three
sources define laughter as a universal philosophical principle that
heals and regenerates; it is essentially linked to the ultimate philo-
sophical questions concerning the “regulation of life” which Mon-
taigne interprets in strictly serious tones.

Rabelais and his contemporaries were also familiar, of course,
with the antique conception of laughter from other sources—from
Athenaeus, Macrobius, and others. They knew Homer’s famous
words about the undestroyable, that is, eternal laughter of the
gods, and they were familiar with the Roman tradition of the free-
dom of laughter during the Saturnalia and the role of laughter
during the triumphal marches and the funeral rites of notables.18
Rabelais in particular makes frequent allusion to these sources.

17 Ibid., p. 144.

18 H. Reich offers considerable material concerning the antique tra-
dition of freedom and mockery, especially in the mimes. He quotes
corresponding lines from Ovid’s Tristia. Ovid justifies his frivolous verses
by alluding to the tradition of mimic freedom and the permissible mimic
improprieties; he quotes Martial who in his epigrams justifies his license
by recalling the traditional deriding of emperors and generals during
the triumphal marches. Reich analyzes the interesting apology of the
mime by the rhetor of the sixth century Choricius, which parallels the
Renaissance apology of laughter. While defending the mime, Choricius
had first of all to take up the defense of laughter. He discusses the Chris-
tians’ accusations that laughter provoked by the mime is from the devil
and declares that man differs from the beast by his ability to speak and
laugh. The gods laugh in Homer, and Aphrodite “smiled sweetly.” The
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Let us stress once more that for the Renaissance (as for the an-
tique sources described above) the characteristic trait of laughter
was precisely the recognition of its positive, regenerating, creative
meaning. This clearly distinguishes it from the later theories of
the philosophy of laughter, including Bergson’s conception, which
bring out mostly its negative functions.!?

The antique tradition has an essential meaning for the Renais-
sance, which offered an apology of the literary tradition of laugh-
ter and brought it into the sphere of humanist ideas. As to the
aesthetic practice of Renaissance laughter, it is first of all deter-
mined by the traditions of the medieval culture of folk humor.
However, in the conditions of the Renaissance we do not see the
direct continuation of these traditions; they enter a completely
new and superior phase of existence. In the Middle Ages folk hu-
mor existed and developed outside the official sphere of high ide-
ology and literature, but precisely because of its unofficial exis-
tence, it was marked by exceptional radicalism, freedom, and
ruthlessness. Having on the one hand forbidden laughter in every
official sphere of life and ideology, the Middle Ages on the other
hand bestowed exceptional privileges of license and lawlessness
outside these spheres: in the marketplace, on feast days, in festive

austere Lycurgus erected a statute to laughter, calling it the gift of the
gods. Choricius cites an example: the treatment of an invalid with the
help of a mime and the laughter he provoked. Choricius’ apology resem-
bles in many ways the defense of laughter in the sixteenth century,
especially the Rabelaisian version. Choricius says: Let us stress the uni-
versal character of the conception of laughter; it distinguishes man from
the beast, it is of divine origin, and finally it is linked to medical treat-
ment, to healing. (See H. Reich, Der Mimus, ein literarentwicklungsge-
schichtlicher Versuch, Berlin, 1908. pp. 52-55. 185 ff., and 207.

18 The conception of the creative power of laughter was known also
by other ancient civilizations. In an Egyptian alchemist’s papyrus of the
third century. preserved in Leiden, the creation of the world is attrib-
uted to divine laughter: “. . . when God laughed seven gods were born
to rule the world . . . when he burst out laughing there was light . . . he
burst out laughing for the second time, the waters were horn, at the sev-
enth burst of laughter the soul appeared.” (See S. Reinach, “Le Rire
rituel,” in Cultes, Mythes et Religions, Paris, 1908, Vol. 4, PpP- 112-113.)
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recreational literature. And medieval laughter knew how to use
these privileges widely.

In the Renaissance, laughter in its most radical, universal, and
at the same time gay form emerged from the depths of folk culture;
it emerged but once in the course of history, over a period of some
fifty or sixty years (in various countries and at various times) and
entered with its popular (vulgar) language the sphere of great lit-
erature and high ideology. It appeared to play an essential role in
the creation of such masterpieces of world literature as Boccaccio’s
Decameron, the novels of Rabelais and Cervantes, Shakespeare’s
dramas and comedies, and others. The walls between official and
nonofficial literature were inevitably to crumble, especially be-
cause in the most important ideological sectors these walls also
served to separate languages—Latin from the vernacular. The
adoption of the vernacular by literature and by certain ideological
spheres was to sweep away or at least weaken these boundaries.

A number of other factors concerned with the disintegration of
the feudal and theocratic order of the Middle Ages also contrib-
uted to the fusion of the official and nonofficial. The culture of folk
humor that had been shaped during many centuries and that had
defended the people’s creativity in nonofficial forms, in verbal ex-
pression or spectacle, could now rise to the high level of literature
and ideology and fertilize it. Later, in times of absolute monarchy
and the formation of a new official order, folk humor descended
to the lower level of the genre hierarchy. There it settled and broke
away from its popular roots, becoming petty, narrow, and degen-
erate.

A millenium of folk humor broke into Renaissance literature.
This thousand-year-old laughter not only fertilized literature but
was itself fertilized by humanist knowledge and advanced literary
techniques. In Rabelais we see the speech and mask of the medi-
eval clown, folk and carnival gaiety, the defiance of the democratic
cleric, the talk and gestures of the mountebank—all combined with
humanist scholarship, with the physician’s science and practice,
and with political experience. (The author, as a confidant of the
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brothers DuBellay, was initiated in the secrets of world affairs.) In
this new combination medieval laughter was destined to change.
Its wide popular character, its radicalism and freedom, soberness
and materiality were transferred from an almost elemental condi-
tion to a state of artistic awareness and purposefulness. In other
words, medieval laughter became at the Renaissance stage of its
development the expression of a new free and critical historical
consciousness. It could acquire this character only because the
buds and shoots of new potentialities had been prepared in the
medieval period. How were the forms of this medieval culture of
humor developed?

As we have said, laughter in the Middle Ages remained outside
all official spheres of ideology and outside all official strict forms
of social relations. Laughter was eliminated from religious cult,
from feudal and state ceremonials, etiquette, and from all the
genres of high speculation. An intolerant, one-sided tone of seri-
ousness is characteristic of official medieval culture. The very con-
tents of medieval ideology—asceticism, somber providentialism,
sin, atonement, suffering, as well as the character of the feudal
regime, with its oppression and intimidation—all these elements
determined this tone of icy petrified seriousness. It was supposedly
the only tone fit to express the true, the good, and all that was essen-
tial and meaningful. Fear, religious awe, humility, these were the
overtones of this seriousness.

Early Christianity had already condemned laughter. Tertullian,
Cyprian, and John Chrysostom preached against ancient spec-
tacles, especially against the mime and the mime’s jests and laugh-
ter. John Chrysostom declared that jests and laughter are not from
God but from the devil. Only permanent seriousness, remorse, and
sorrow for his sins befit the Christian.2° During the struggle against
the Aryans, Christians were accused of introducing elements of the
mime—song, gesticulation, laughter—into religious services.

20 See Reich, op. cit. ftn. 18, p. 116 fL.
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But this intolerant seriousness of the official church ideology
made it necessary to legalize the gaiety, laughter, and jests which
had been eliminated from the canonized ritual and etiquette.
Thus forms of pure laughter were created parallel to the official
forms.

At the same time certain religious cults inherited from antiquity
were influenced by the East and in some cases by local pagan rites,
especially by the rites of fertility. Rudiments of gaiety and laugh-
ter are present in these forms. They can be found in the liturgy
and in funeral rites, as well as in the rites of baptism, of marriage,
and in other religious services. But these rudiments are sublimated
and toned down.2! If performed in a zone near a church, they had
to be authorized. These rites of pure laughter were even permitted
as a parallel to the official cults.

Such were first of all the “feasts of fools” (festa stultorum, fatu-
orum, follorum) which were celebrated by schoolmen and lower
clerics on the feast of St. Stephen, on New Year’s Day, on the feast
of the Holy Innocents, of the Epiphany, and of St. John. These
celebrations were originally held in the churches and bore a fully
legitimate character. Later they became only semilegal, and at the
end of the Middle Ages were completely banned from the churches
but continued to exist in the streets and in taverns, where they
were absorbed into carnival merriment and amusements. The
feast of fools showed a particular obstinacy and force of survival
in France (féte des fous). This feast was actually a parody and trav-
esty of the official cult, with masquerades and improper dances.
These celebrations held by the lower clergy were especially bois-
terous on New Year’s Day and on Epiphany.

Nearly all the rituals of the feast of fools are a grotesque degra-
dation of various church rituals and symbols and their transfer to
the material bodily level: gluttony and drunken orgies on the altar

21 The history of tropes presents in this respect considerable interest.
The gay. joyful tone of the tropes led to the development of certain
elements of church drama (see Léon Gautier, Histoire de la Poésie Litur-
gique, I (Les Tropes), Paris, 1886) Also J. P. Jacobsen, Essai sur les
origines de la comédie en France au Moyen aege, Champion, Paris, 1g10.
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table, indecent gestures, disrobing. We shall later analyze some of
these rituals.22

This celebration, as we have said, was preserved in France with
particular stubborness. A peculiar apology for the feast appeared
in a circular letter of the Paris School of Theology in 1444. The de-
fenders refer to the fact that the feast was established in the earliest
age of Christianity by our ancestors who knew best what they were
doing. The apology further stresses that the feast has not a serious
but a purely jesting character. Such a gay diversion is necessary
“so that foolishness, which is our second nature and seems to be
inherent in man might freely spend itself at least once a year. Wine
barrels burst if from time to time we do not open them and let in
some air. All of us men are barrels poorly put together, which
would burst from the wine of wisdom, if this wine remains in a
state of constant fermentation of piousness and fear of God. We
must give it air in order not to let it spoil. This is why we permit
folly on certain days so that we may later return with greater zeal
to the service of God.”

In this remarkable apology, foolishness and folly, that is, laugh-
ter, are directly described as “man’s second nature” and are op-
posed to the monolith of the Christian cult and ideology.

It was precisely the one-sided character of official seriousness
which led to the necessity of creating a vent for the second nature
of man, for laughter. “The feast of fools” at least once a year be-
came a vent for laughter; the material bodily principle linked with
it then enjoyed complete freedom. Here we have an unambiguous
recognition of the second festive life of medieval man.

Laughter at the feast of fools was not, of course, an abstract and
purely negative mockery of the Christian ritual and the Church’s
hierarchy. The negative derisive element was deeply immersed in
the triumphant theme of bodily regeneration and renewal. It was
“man’s second nature” that was laughing, the lower bodily stratum
which could not express itself in official cult and ideology.

22 Concerning the feast of fools see F. Bourquelot, I'Office de la Féte
des fous, Sens, 1859; H. Villetard, Office de Pierre de Corbeil, Paris,
1907, and Remarques sur la féte des fous, Paris, 1911,
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The curious apology quoted above belongs to the fifteenth cen-
tury. But we find similar opinions expressed in earlier times.
Rabanus Maurus, abbot of Fulda, an austere churchman of the
ninth century, composed an abridged version of the coena Cypri-
ani. He dedicated it to King Lothar II ad jocunditatem, that is,
for amusement’s sake. In his letter of dedication Maurus seeks to
justify the gay and degrading tone of the coena by the following
arguments: “Just as the Church contains good and bad men, so
does this poem contain the latter’s speeches.” These “bad men” of
the austere churchman correspond to men’'s “second foolish na-
ture.” Later Pope Leo XIII proposed a similar formula: “Since
the church is composed of the divine and the human element, the
latter must be disclosed with complete sincerity, as it is said in the
Book of Job.”

In the early Middle Ages folk laughter penetrated not only into
the middle classes but even into the highest circles of the church.
Rabanus Maurus was no exception. The attraction of folk humor
was strong at all the levels of the young feudal hierarchy, both lay
and ecclesiastical. This can be explained as follows:

1. The official ecclesiastical and feudal culture of the seventh,
eighth, and ninth centuries was still weak and not completely
formed.

2. Folk culture was strong and impossible to ignore; some of its
elements had to be used for propaganda.

3. The tradition of the Roman Saturnalia and other forms of
Roman legalized folk humor was still alive.

4. The Church adapted the time of Christian feasts to local pa-
gan celebrations (in view of their christianization), and these cele-
brations were linked to cults of laughter.

5. The young feudal system was still relatively progressive and
therefore of a relatively popular nature.

For these reasons a tradition of a relatively tolerant attitude
toward folk humor could be formed during that early period. This
tradition continued to live, although suffering more and more re-
strictions. In the following periods (up to the seventeenth century)
it became customary to found the defense of laughter on the au-
thority of former churchmen and theologians.
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Authors and collectors of facéties, anecdotes, and jokes of the
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries usually quoted medieval
scholars and theologians. Thus Melander, who edited one of the
most complete anthologies of comic literature, Jocorum et seri-
orum libri duo (first edition in 1600, the last in 1643) presents his
work by listing several scores of names of eminent scholars and
theologians who had written facéties before him. The best collec-
tion of German Schwinke was made by the monk Johannes Pauli,
a famous preacher, under the title “Laughter and Seriousness”
(Schimpf und Ernst), and its first edition was published in 1522.
Describing the aim of this work in his preface, Pauli expressed an
opinion similar to that quoted earlier in the apology of the feast
of fools. He wrote that he had composed his book “in order that
the spiritual children cloistered in monasteries might have some-
thing to read to amuse their minds and for relaxation’s sake: it is
not possible to always abide in a serious mood.”

The purpose of such comments (and we could quote many
others) was to explain and somehow justify laughter near the pre-
cincts of the church and to justify the “sacred parody” (parodia
sacra), that is, the parody of sacred texts and rites. Neither was con-
demnation lacking. Conciliar judicial prohibitions of the feast of
fools were many times proclaimed. The oldest prohibition of the
Council of Toledo was issued in the first half of the seventh cen-
tury. The last judicial prohibition of the feast of fools in France was
the decision of the Parliament of Dijon in 1552—more than nine
centuries after the first condemnation. During all these nine cen-
turies the feast continued to be celebrated in semilegal conditions.
The latest French variant was a procession of a carnival type which
was organized in Rouen by the Societas cornardorum. (It was dur-
ing one of these processions, in 1540, that the name of Rabelais was
recalled and during the banquet the “Chronicale of Gargantua”
was read instead of the gospel.)?® Thus Rabelaisian laughter
seemed to return to the mother’s womb, the tradition of the an-
cient ritual and spectacle.

23 Two anthologies of this society’s materials were published in the
sixteenth century.
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The feast of fools is one of the most colorful and genuine expres-
sions of medieval festive laughter near the precincts of the church.
Another of its expressions is the “feast of the ass” commemorat-
ing Mary's flight to Egypt with the infant Jesus. The center of this
feast is neither Mary nor Jesus, although a young girl with an in-
fant takes part in it. The central protagonist is the ass and its
braying. Special “asinine masses” were celebrated. An officium of
this mass composed by the austere churchman Pierre Corbeille has
been preserved. Each part of the mass was accompanied by the
comic braying, “hinham!” At the end of the service, instead of the
usual blessing, the priest repeated the braying three times, and the
final Amen was replaced by the same cry. The ass is one of the most
ancient and lasting symbols of the material bodily lower stratum,
which at the same time degrades and regenerates. It is sufficient to
recall Apuleius’ “Golden Ass,” the widespread ass-mimes of antig-
uity, and finally the image of the ass as the symbol of the bodily
lower stratum in the legends of Francis of Assisi.2¢ The “feast of
the ass” is one of the oldest variants of this theme.

The “feast of fools” and the “feast of the ass” are specific cele-
brations in which laughter plays the leading role. In this sense
they are similar to their close relatives: carnival and charivari. But
in all the other Church feasts of the Middle Ages, as we pointed
out in our introduction, laughter also played a more or less im-
portant part, ordering the popular, marketplace aspect of the re-
ligious occasion. As a material bodily principle laughter had a
fixed relation to the feast; it was preeminently a festive laughter.
Let us first of all recall the risus paschalis. During the Easter sea-
son laughter and jokes were permitted even in church. The priest
could tell amusing stories and jokes from the pulpit. Following
the days of lenten sadness he could incite his congregation’s gay
laughter as a joyous regeneration. This is why it was called “Easter

2¢ The lasting character of the ass image and its specific meaning is
shown in Russian literature: the “braying of an ass” in Switzerland
awakened Prince Myshkin and reconciled him with a foreign land and
with life (Dostoevsky: “The Idiot”). The ass and its braying is one of
the leading images in Blok’s poem: “The Night Garden.”
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laughter.” The jokes and stories concerned especially material
bodily life, and were of a carnival type. Permission to laugh was
granted simultaneously with the permission to eat meat and to re-
sume sexual intercourse (forbidden during Lent). The tradition
of risus paschalis was still alive in the sixteenth century, at the time
of Rabelais.?®

Besides “Easter laughter” there was also “Christmas laughter.”
While paschal gaiety mostly featured amusing tales and anecdotes,
Christmas laughter was expressed in gay songs. These songs of an
extremely worldly content were heard in churches; some religious
hymns were sung to worldly, even street tunes. For instance, a
score of the Magnificat which has been preserved proves that this
religious chant was sung to the tune of clownish street rigmaroles.
This tradition was especially maintained in France. The spiritual
content was combined with worldly tunes and with elements of
material bodily degradation. The theme of birth of the new was
organically linked with the theme of death of the old on a gay and
degrading level, with the images of a clownish carnivalesque un-
crowning. This is why the French Noél could later develop into
one of the most popular genres of the revolutionary street song.

Laughter and the material bodily element, as a degrading and
regenerating principle, played an essential role in other festivities
held outside or near to the church, especially those which bore a
local character. The latter absorbed elements of ancient pagan
celebrations and represented a Christian substitute for them. Such
were the rejoicings marking the consecration of a church (the first
masses) and the feast of the patron saint. Local fairs were usually
held at that time with their entire repertory of folk recreations,
accompanied by unbridled gluttony and drunken orgies.2® Eating

28 See J. P. Schmidt: De risu paschalis, Rostock, 1847, and S. Reinach,
Le Rire rituel, op. cit. ftn. 19, Vol. 4, pp. 127-129. Both Easter and
Christmas laughter are linked with the tradition of the Roman popular
Saturnalia.

28 The interest lies not in the mores which patronized gluttony and
drunkenness, but in the fact that they acquired a symbolic utopian
meaning of a “feast for all the world,” the triumph of material abun-
dance, growth, and renewal.
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and drinking were also the main features of the commemoration
of the dead. When honoring patrons and benefactors buried in the
church, the clergy organized banquets and drank to their memory
the so-called “poculum charitatis” or “charitas vini.” A record of
the Kvedlinburg Abbey openly states that the clergy’s banquet
feeds and pleases the dead: plenius inde recreantur mortui. The
Spanish Dominicans drank to the memory of their deceased pa-
trons, toasting them with the typical ambivalent words viva el
muerto.?” In these examples the gaiety and laughter have the char-
acter of a banquet and are combined with the images of death and
birth (renewal of life) in the complex unity of the material bodily
lower stratum.

Certain feasts acquired a specific tinge depending on the season
when they were celebrated. The autumn feasts of Saint Martin and
of Saint Michael had a bacchanalian overtone and these saints
were the patrons of winemaking. Sometimes the individual traits
of the saint would serve the development of degrading rituals and
spectacles. Thus on the feast of Saint Lazarus in Marseilles there
were processions with horses, mules, asses, bulls, and cows. The
people masqueraded and danced in the streets and squares per-
forming the “great dance” (magnum tripudum). Probably this
arose from the fact that Lazarus belonged to a cycle of legends of
hell which had a material bodily topographical connotation, hell
representing the lower stratum.?® He was also linked with the
theme of death and regeneration. This is why this feast could ab-
sorb some elements of ancient local pagan celebrations.

Laughter and the bodily principle were legalized in many other
drinking parties, as well as in other private celebrations or public
entertainments.

We shall return to the subject of carnival and Shrovetide laugh-
ter?® in good time. But we must here stress once more the essential

27 See Fr. W. Ebeling, Flogel's Geschichte des Grotesk-Komischen,
15t ed., Leipzig, 1862, p. 254.

28 We shall further describe this cycle of legends. Let us recall that
“hell” was an indispensable feature of carnival.

29 Carnival, with its complex system of images was the fullest and
purest expression of the culture of folk humor.
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relation of festive laughter to time and to the change of seasons.
The calendar aspect of the feast of kings was revived and experi-
enced in its popular form of laughter outside of the church. Here
appeared the relation to the change of seasons, to the phases of the
sun and moon, to the death and renewal of vegetation, and to the
succession of agricultural seasons. In this succession all that is new
or renews, all that is about to draw nearer is emphasized as a posi-
tive element. And this element acquires a wider and deeper mean-
ing: it expresses the people’s hopes of a happier future, of a more
just social and economic order, of a new truth. The gay aspect of
the feast presented this happier future of a general material af-
fluence, equality, and freedom, just as the Roman Saturnalia an-
nounced the return of the Golden Age. Thus, the medieval feast
had, as it were, the two faces of Janus. Its official, ecclesiastical face
was turned to the past and sanctioned the existing order, but the
face of the people of the marketplace looked into the future and
laughed, attending the funeral of the past and present. The
marketplace feast opposed the protective, timeless stability, the
unchanging established order and ideology, and stressed the ele-
ment of change and renewal.

The material bodily lower stratum and the entire system of de-
gradation, turnovers, and travesties presented this essential rela-
tion to time and to social and historical transformation. One of
the indispensable elements of the folk festival was travesty, that is,
the renewal of clothes and of the social image. Another essential
element was a reversal of the hierarchic levels: the jester was pro-
claimed king, a clownish abbot, bishop, or archbishop was elected
at the “feast of fools,” and in the churches directly under the pope’s
jurisdiction a mock pontiff was even chosen. The members of this
hierarchy of fools sang solemn mass. At many of these feasts kings
and queens were elected for a day, as on Epiphany and on St. Val-
entine’s day. The custom of electing such ephemeral kings and
queens (rois pour rire) was especially widespread in France, where
nearly every popular banquet was presided over by them. From
the wearing of clothes turned inside out and trousers slipped over
the head to the election of mock kings and popes the same topo-
graphical logic is put to work: shifting from top to bottom, casting
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the high and the old, the finished and completed into the material
bodily lower stratum for death and rebirth. These changes were
placed into an essential relation with time and with social and his-
torical change. The element of relativity and of becoming was em-
phasized, in opposition to the immovable and extratemporal sta-
bility of the medieval hierarchy.

Indeed, the ritual of the feast tended to project the play of time
itself, which kills and gives birth at the same time, recasting the
old into the new, allowing nothing to perpetuate itself. Time plays
and laughs! It is the playing boy of Heraclitus who possesses the
supreme power in the universe (“domination belongs to the
child”). The accent is placed on the future; utopian traits are al-
ways present in the rituals and images of the people’s festive gaiety.
Thus were developed the rudiments that were to flower later in
the sense of history as conceived by the Renaissance.

Summing up, we can say that laughter, which had been elimi-
nated in the Middle Ages from official cult and ideology, made its
unofficial but almost legal nest under the shelter of almost every
feast. Therefore, every feast in addition to its official, ecclesiastical
part had yet another folk carnival part whose organizing princi-
ples were laughter and the material bodily lower stratum. This
part of the feast had its own pattern, its own theme and imagery,
its own ritual. The origin of the various elements of this theme is
varied. Doubtless, the Roman Saturnalia continued to live during
the entire Middle Ages. The tradition of the antique mime also
remained alive. But the main source was local folklore. It was this
folklore which inspired both the imagery and the ritual of the
popular, humorous part of the feast.

Lower- and middle-class clerics, schoolmen, students, and mem-
bers of corporations were the main participants in these folk mer-
riments. People of various other unorganized elements which be-
longed to none of these social groups and which were numerous at
that time also participated in the celebrations. But the medieval
culture of folk humor actually belonged to all the pecople. The
truth of laughter embraced and carried away everyone; nobody
could resist it.
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The enormous bulk of medieval parodical literature is also
linked directly or indirectly to the forms of festive folk humor. It
is possible, as certain scholars assert (for instance, Novati), that
various parodies of the scriptures and of religious rites were di-
rectly intended for the celebration of the feast of fools and were
closely related to them. But this cannot be said about most of these
sacred parodies. What is important is not the direct relation but
the more general link of medieval parodies with legalized festive
humor and freedom. All medieval parodical literature is recrea-
tive; it was composed for festive leisure and was to be read on feast
days. It is, therefore, filled with the atmosphere of freedom and
license. These gay parodies of the sacred were permitted on feast
days, as was the risus paschalis, meat, and sexual intercourse. The
parodies were filled with the same popular sense of the changing
time and of renewal on the material bodily level. Here, too, is the
prevailing logic of the ambivalent lower stratum.

School and university recreation had great importance in the
history of medieval parody. These recreations usually coincided
with feast days. All feast day privileges granted by tradition to
laughter and jokes were fully accorded to recreation. Not only
could the students relax from the official ideological system, from
scholarly wisdom and academic rules, but they were allowed to
transform these disciplines into gay, degrading games, and jokes.
They were first of all freed from the heavy chains of devout seri-
ousness, from the “continual ferment of piety and the fear of God.”
They were freed from the oppression of such gloomy categories as
“eternal,” “immovable,” “absolute,” “unchangeable” and instead
were exposed to the gay and free laughing aspect of the world, with
its unfinished and open character, with the joy of change and re-
newal. This is why the medieval parodies were not formal literary
and negative satires of sacred texts or of scholarly wisdom; they
merely transposed these elements into the key of gay laughter,
into the positive material bodily sphere. Everything they touched
was transformed into flesh and matter and at the same time was
given a lighter tone.

We shall not discuss at length the basic elements of medieval

" o«
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parodies, some of which will be described later. We shall merely
define the place of sacred parody within the culture of medieval
folk humor as a whole.30

Medieval parody, especially before the twelfth century, was not
concerned with the negative, the imperfections of specific cults,
ecclesiastic orders, or scholars which could be the object of derision
and destruction. For the medieval parodist everything without ex-
ception was comic. Laughter was as universal as seriousness; it was
directed at the whole world, at history, at all societies, at ideology.
It was the world’s second truth extended to everything and from
which nothing is taken away. It was, as it were, the festive aspect
of the whole world in all its elements, the second revelation of the
world in play and laughter.

This is why medieval parody played a completely unbridled
game with all that is most sacred and important from the point of
view of official ideology. The oldest grotesque parody, “Cyprian’s
supper” (composed in about the fifth or sixth century) transformed
all sacred history from Adam to Christ into a fantastic clownish
banquet using in grotesque fashion its most important events and
symbols.31

30 Other than separate sections in works devoted to the general
history of medieval literature (for example, Ebert, Curtius) there are three
special works describing sacred parody: (1) F. Novati, La parodia sacra
nelle letterature moderne, (see Novati's, Studi critici e letterari, Turin,
1889. (2) Eero Ilvonen, Parodies de thémes pieux dans la poésie fran-
¢aise du moyen age. Helsingfors, 1914. (3} Paul Lehmann, Die Parodie
im Mittelalter, Munich, 1922. The three works complement each other.
Novati embraces the widest field of sacred parody (his work is not out-
dated and remains basic). Ilvonen offers a series of critical texts of
French parody only (the combination of French and Latin languages,
a frequent feature of parodical literature). The texts are preceded by a
general introduction concerning medieval parody and contain the au-
thor's own commentaries. Lehmann gives an excellent introduction to
the literature of sacred parody but limits himself exclusively to the
Latin. All three authors conceive medieval parody as something isolated
and specific; they do not, therefore, disclose the organic link of this
parody with the larger world of the culture of folk humor.

81 See the analysis of Cyprian’s supper in Novati, op. cit. ftn. 3o, p.
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Another ancient work of recreational character, Joca monaco-
rum, was more restrained. It dates from the sixth to seventh cen-
turies and is of Byzantine origin; it was very popular in France
from the seventh century on. In Russia, it had its own history,
which was studied by A. N. Veselovsky and 1. N. Zhdanov). It was
a frivolous catechism with a number of comic questions on Bibli-
cal themes—an amusing game but more restrained than the *“sup-

per.
During the following centuries, especially in the eleventh, par-

ody drew into its game all the themes of the official teaching and
cult of the Church and, in general, all the forms of the serious at-
titude toward the world. Many parodies of the most important
prayers—“Our Father,” “Hail Mary,” the creed—have been pre-
served, as well as parodical hymns, for instance, the Laetebundus
and the litanies. Neither did the parodists hesitate to approach
the liturgy. We have the “Liturgy of the Drunkards,” the “Liturgy
of the Gamblers,” and the “Money Liturgy.” There are parodies
of the gospels: ““The Money Gospel of the Mark of Silver,” “The
Money Gospel of the Paris Student,” ““The Gambler’s Gospel,” and
“The Drunkard’s Gospel.” There were parodies of monastic rule,
of ecclesiastical decrees and the constitutions of the Councils, of
papal bulls and encyclicals, as well as of sermons. As early as the
seventh and eighth centuries we find parodies of wills (for instance
“The Pig’s Will,” The Will of the Ass”’) and of epitaphs.32 We have
already mentioned the parody of the grammar, which was very

266, and further in Lehmann, op. cit. ftn. 3o, pp. 25 ff. The critical edi-
tion of the text of the “Supper” can be found in Monumenta Germaniae
storica: Poetae latini 1V, Ed. G.H. Pertz, p. 856.

82 There is a great number of these parodies; besides the use of vari-
ous elements of cult and ordo there is a wide range of comic animal
epics. For instance, the Speculum stultorum by Nigel Wireker. This is
the story of the ass Brunellus, who goes to Salerno in order to get rid of
his meager tail, studies theology and law in Paris, then becomes a monk
and founds his own order. On his way to Rome he falls into the hands
of his master. Many parodies of epitaphs, medical prescriptions, bless-
ings, prayers, and monastic rules are scattered through this work.
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popular in the Middle Ages. Finally, there were parodies of legal
texts and laws.

Besides parodical literature in the strict sense of the word, the
jargon of clerics, monks, schoolmen, judges, as well as popular
speech were filled with travesties of religious texts, prayers, pro-
verbs, and sayings of common wisdom—all studded with the
names of saints and martyrs. Not a single saying of the Old and
New Testaments was left unchallenged as long as it could provide
some hint of equivocal suggestion that could be travestied and
transposed into the language of the material bodily lower stratum.

In Rabelais Friar John is the incarnation of the mighty realm
of travesty of the low clergy. He is a connoisseur of “all that con-
cerns the breviary” (en matiére de breviére); this means that he
can reinterpret any sacred text in the sense of eating, drinking,
and eroticism, and transpose it from the Lenten to the carnival
“obscene’” level. Generally speaking, we can find in Rabelais’ novel
a sufficiently abundant material of travestied sacred texts and say-
ings which are scattered throughout his work. For instance, Christ’s
last words on the cross, sitio (“I thirst”) and consummatum est (it
is consummated) are travestied into terms of eating and overin-
dulgence.3® Venite, apotemus (come and have a drink) replaced
venite adoremus. In another part of the novel Friar John utters a
Latin sentence characteristic of medieval grotesque: Ad formam
nast cognoscitur ad te levavi, “by the shape of my nose you will
know (how) I lift up.” The first part of this sentence is related to
the supposition prevalent in those days even among physicians
that the size of the phallus could be surmised by the size of the
nose. The second part of the sentence, “I will lift up,” is the begin-
ning of Psalm 121; thus a sacred text receives an indecent inter-
pretation. The debasing transposition is strengthened by the last

33 For the 1524 edition Rabelais made certain expurgations from his
novel from considerations of prudence: he eliminated all allusions to
the Sorbonne (the theology school of the University of Paris) but he did
not even think of eliminating the sitio and similar travesties of sacred
texts, so secure were the rights of carnival and the freedom of laughter.
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syllable of the quotation vi, which in French has a connotation
related to the phallus.

In both antique and medieval grotesque the nose had usually
this link with the phallus. In France there existed an entire mock
litany composed of texts from sacred scriptures and prayers begin-
ning with the Latin negation ne, as ne advertas (do not avert), ne
revoces (do not call upon), which was known as “noms de tous les
nez.” All these are characteristic examples of how even distant
analogies and connotations were sought in order to travesty the
serious and make it ring with laughter. In everything, in meaning
and image, in the sound of sacred words, parody discovered the
Achilles’ heel that was open to derision, some trait which permitted
linkage to the bodily lower stratum. The unofficial legend of many
saints was constructed on the name alone: for instance, St. Vitus’
name was connected with the lower stratum (the phallus), and the
current expression “to honor St. Mamik” meant to visit a mistress.

It can be said that all the nonofficial speech of medieval clerics
(and of all the medieval intelligentsia) as well as the speech of
simple folk was deeply infused with images of the lower stratum
—with obscenities and curses, profanities and swearing, with
travestied sacred texts turned inside out; everything that was ab-
sorbed by that speech was to submit to the degrading and renew-
ing power of the mighty lower stratum. And such did familiar
speech remain at the time of Rabelais. Friar John's and Panurge’s
talk is typical.34

Laughter’s universal character is obvious in the parodies de-

84 In the sixteenth century Protestant circles deplored the joking and
degrading use of sacred text in familiar verbal intercourse. Henri
Estienne, Rabelais’ contemporary, complained in his “Apology of Hero-
dotus” of the continual profaning use of sacred words during drinking
bouts. He quoted many examples of this usage; thus while a goblet of
wine was turned upside down, the words of the penitential psalm:
“Create a clean heart in me, O God, and renew a right spirit within my
bowels” was usually recited. Even the sick aflicted with venereal disease
used sacred texts to describe their ailment and their sweat (see H.
Estienne, Apologie pour Hérodote, 1, 16, 1566.
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scribed above. Medieval laughter is directed at the same object as
medieval seriousness. Not only does laughter make no exception
for the upper stratum, but indeed it is usually directed toward it.
Furthermore, it is directed not at one part only, but at the whole.
One might say that it builds its own world versus the official world,
its own church versus the official church, its own state versus the
official state. Laughter celebrates its masses, professes its faith, cele-
brates marriages and funerals, writes its epitaphs, elects kings and
bishops. Even the smallest medieval parody is always built as part
of a whole comic world.

This universal character of laughter was most clearly and con-
sistently brought out in the carnival rituals and spectacles and in
the parodies they presented. But universality appears as well in
all the other forms of medieval culture of humor: in the comic ele-
ments of church dramas, in the comic dits (fairy tales) and débats
(debates), in animal epics, fabliaux and Schwdinke.3® The main
traits of laughter and of the lower stratum remain identical in all
these genres.

It can be said that medieval culture of humor which accompa-
nied the feasts was a “satyric” drama, a fourth drama, after the
“tragic trilogy” of official Christian cult and theology to which it
corresponded but was at the same time in opposition. Like the an-
tique “satyric” drama, so also the medieval culture of laughter
was the drama of bodily life (copulation, birth, growth, eating,
drinking, defecation). But of course it was not the drama of an
individual body or of a private material way of life; it was the
drama of the great generic body of the people, and for this generic
body birth and death are not an absolute beginning and end but
merely elements of continuous growth and renewal. The great
body of satyric drama cannot be separated from the world; it is
perfused with cosmic elements and with the earth which swallows
up and gives birth.

Next to the universality of medieval laughter we must stress

85 True, such manifestations already express at times the specific

limitations of early bourgeois culture; in those cases the material bodily
principle becomes petty and degenerate to a certain extent.
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another striking peculiarity: its indissoluble and essential relation
to freedom. We have seen that this laughter was absolutely unof-
ficial but nevertheless legalized. The rights of the fool's cap were
as inviolable as those of the pileus (the clown’s headgear of the
Roman Saturnalias).

This freedom of laughter was, of course, relative; its sphere was
at times wider and at times narrower, but it was never entirely
suspended. As we have seen, free laughter was related to feasts and
was to a certain extent limited by the time allotted to feast days.
It coincided with the permission for meat, fat, and sexual inter-
course. This festive liberation of laughter and body was in sharp
contrast with the stringencies of Lent which had preceded or were
to follow.

The feast was a temporary suspension of the entire official sys-
tem with all its prohibitions and hierarchic barriers. For a short
time life came out of its usual, legalized and consecrated furrows
and entered the sphere of utopian freedom. The very brevity of
this freedom increased its fantastic nature and utopian radicalism,
born in the festive atmosphere of images.

The atmosphere of ephemeral freedom reigned in the public
square as well as at the intimate feast in the home. The antique
tradition of free, often improper, but at the same time philosophi-
cal table talk had been revived at the time of the Renaissance; it
converged with the local tradition of festive meals which had com-
mon roots in folklore.?® This tradition of table talk was continued

88 Up to the second part of the sixteenth century, the literature of
free talk (with prevailing material bodily themes) was characteristic.
The following were table, recreational, or promenading talks: Noél du
Fail, “Rustic and Facetious Talks” (Propos rustiques et facétieux),
1547, and Entrapel’s “Tales and New Discourses” (Contes et nouveaux
discours d’Entrapel), 1585; Jacques Tahureau, Dialogues, 1562: Nic
olas de Chauli¢res, “Morning Talks” (Matinées), 1585, and “Postpran-
dial Talks"” (Les Aprésdiners); Guillaume Boucher, “After Supper
Talks™ (Soirées), 1584-1597. “How To Succeed in Life” by Béroalde de
Verville, already mentioned, also belongs to this category. All these
works represent the special type of carnivalized dialogue and reflect to
a greater or lesser extent Rabelais’ influence.
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during the following centuries. We find similar traditions of bac-
chic prandial songs which combine universalism (problems of life
and death) with the material bodily element (wine, food, carnal
love), with awareness of the time element (youth, old age, the
ephemeral nature of life, the changes of fortune); they express a
peculiar utopian strain, the brotherhood of fellow-drinkers and of
all men, the triumph of affluence, and the victory of reason.

The comic rituals of the feast of fools, the feast of the ass, and
the various comic processions and ceremonies of other feasts en-
joyed a certain legality. The diableries were legalized and the dev-
ils were allowed to run about freely in the streets and in the sub-
urbs a few days before the show and to create a demonic and
unbridled atmosphere. Entertainments in the marketplace were
also legalized as well as carnival. Of course, this legalization was
forced, incomplete, led to struggles and new prohibitions. During
the entire medieval period the Church and state were obliged to
make concessions, large or small, to satisfy the marketplace.
Throughout the year there were small scattered islands of time,
strictly limited by the dates of feasts, when the world was per-
mitted to emerge from the official routine but exclusively under
the camouflage of laughter. Barriers were raised, provided there
was nothing but laughter.

Besides universalism and freedom, the third important trait of
laughter was its relation to the people’s unofficial truth,

The serious aspects of class culture are official and authoritar-
ian; they are combined with violence, prohibitions, limitations
and always contain an element of fear and of intimidation, These
elements prevailed in the Middle Ages. Laughter, on the contrary,
overcomes fear, for it knows no inhibitions, no limitations. Its
idiom is never used by violence and authority.

It was the victory of laughter over fear that most impressed me-
dieval man. It was not only a victory over mystic terror of God,
but also a victory over the awe inspired by the forces of nature,
and most of all over the oppression and guilt related to all that
was consecrated and forbidden (“mana” and “taboo”). It was the
defeat of divine and human power, of authoritarian command-
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ments and prohibitions, of death and punishment after death,
hell and all that is more terrifying than the earth itself. Through
this victory laughter clarified man’s consciousness and gave him a
new outlook on life. This truth was ephemeral; it was followed by
the fears and oppressions of everyday life, but from these brief
moments another unofficial truth emerged, truth about the world
and man which prepared the new Renaissance consciousness.

The acute awareness of victory over fear is an essential element
of medieval laughter. This feeling is expressed in a number of
characteristic medieval comic images. We always find in them the
defeat of fear presented in a droll and monstrous form, the sym-
bols of power and violence turned inside out, the comic images of
death and bodies gaily rent asunder. All that was terrifying be-
comes grotesque. We have already mentioned that one of the in-
dispensable accessories of carnival was the set called “hell.” This
“hell” was solemnly burned at the peak of the festivities. This gro-
tesque image cannot be understood without appreciating the de-
feat of fear. The people play with terror and laugh at it; the awe-
some becomes a “comic monster.”

Neither can this grotesque image be understood if oversimplified
and interpreted in the spirit of abstract rationalism. It is impos-
sible to determine where the defeat of fear will end and where
joyous recreation will begin. Carnival’s hell represents the earth
which swallows up and gives birth, it is often transformed into a
cornucopia; the monster, death, becomes pregnant. Various de-
formities, such as protruding bellies, enormous noses, or humps,
are symptoms of pregnancy or of procreative power. Victory over
fear is not its abstract elimination; it is a simultaneous uncrown-
ing and renewal, a gay transformation. Hell has burst and has
poured forth abundance.

We have said that medieval laughter defeated something which
was more terrifying than the earth itself. All unearthly objects were
transformed into earth, the mother which swallows up in order to
give birth to something larger that has been improved. There can
be nothing terrifying on earth, just as there can be nothing fright-
ening in a mother’s body, with the nipples that are made to suckle,
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with the genital organ and the warm blood. The earthly element
of terror is the womb, the bodily grave, but it flowers with delight
and a new life.

However, medieval laughter is not a subjective, individual and
biological consciousness of the uninterrupted flow of time. It is the
social consciousness of all the people. Man experiences this flow of
time in the festive marketplace, in the carnival crowd, as he comes
into contact with other bodies of varying age and social caste. He
is aware of being a member of a continually growing and renewed
people. This is why festive folk laughter presents an element of
victory not only over supernatural awe, over the sacred, over death;
it also means the defeat of power, of earthly kings, of the earthly
upper classes, of all that oppresses and restricts.87

Medieval laughter, when it triumphed over the fear inspired by
the mystery of the world and by power, boldly unveiled the truth
about both. It resisted praise, flattery, hypocrisy. This laughing

37 Profound thoughts concerning the functions of laughter in the
history of culture were expressed by Herzen (though he was not ac-
quainted with the laughing Middle Ages): “laughter contains something
revolutionary . . . Voltaire's Jaughter was more destructive than Rous-
seau’s weeping.” (Works in nine volumes, Goslitizdat, Moscow, 1956.
Vol. 3, p. 92.) And elsewhere: ‘Laughter is no matter for joking, and we
shall not give up our right to it. In the antique world, the public roared
with laughter on Olympus and upon earth while listening to Aris-
tophanes and his comedies, and roared with laughter up to Lucian.
Humanity ceased to laugh from the fourth century on; it did nothing
but weep, and heavy chains fell on the mind amidst moans and pangs of
remorse. As soon as the fever of fanaticism subsided, men began to laugh
once more. It would be extremely interesting to write the history of
laughter. In church, in the palace, on parade, facing the department
head, the police officer, the German administrator, nobody laughs. The
serfs are deprived of the right to smile in the presence of the landown-
ers. Only equals may laugh. If inferiors are permitted to laugh in front
of their superiors, and if they cannot suppress their hilarity, this would
mean farewell to respect. To make men smile at the god Apis is to
deprive him of his sacred rank and to transform him into a common
bull.” (A. 1. Herzen, On Art, published by “Art,” Goslitizdat, Moscow,

1954, p- 223.)
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truth, expressed in curses and abusive words, degraded power. The
medieval clown was also the herald of this truth.

In his article devoted to Rabelais, Veselovsky characterized as
follows the clown’s social meaning:

In the Middle Ages, the clown is the lawless herald of the objec-
tively abstract truth. At a time when all life was built within the
conventional frameworks of caste, prerogative, scholastic science
and hierarchy, truth was localized according to these frameworks;
it was relatively feudal, scholastic, etc., drawing its strength from
its given milieu; thus truth was a mere result of the rights it could
practically exercise. Feudal truth was the right to oppress the slave,
to despise his work, to go to war, to hunt in the peasants’ fields.
. . . Scholastic truth was the right to possess exclusive knowledge
outside of which nothing made sense; therefore knowledge had to
be defended against everything that could obscure it. . . . All gen-
eral human truth, not adapted to the caste, to an established pro-
fession, i.e., to determined rights, was excluded. It was not taken
into consideration, it was despised, dragged to the stake on the
slightest suspicion. It was only tolerated in a harmless form, arous-
ing laughter, without any pretense at any serious role. Thus was
the clown’s social meaning determined.38

Veselovsky gives a correct definition of feudal truth. He is also
right to assert that the clown was the herald of another, nonfeudal,
nonofficial truth, But this nonofficial truth can hardly be deter-
mined as “objectively abstract.” Furthermore, Veselovsky sees the
clown as isolated from all the mighty culture of medieval humor.
He, therefore, considers laughter an external defensive form of
this “objective abstract truth,” a defense of human value in gen-
eral, which the clown proclaimed using this external form. If there
had been no repressions, no stake, truth would have cast off the
clown’s attire; it could have spoken in serious tones. Such an in-
terpretation of medieval laughter appears incorrect in our mind.

No doubt laughter was in part an external defensive form of
truth. It was legalized, it enjoyed privileges, it liberated, to a cer-

38 See A. N. Veselovsky. “Collected Articles,” Goslitizdat, Leningrad,
1939, PP- 441-442.
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tain extent, from censorship, oppression, and from the stake. This
element should not be underestimated. But it would be inadmis-
sible to reduce the entire meaning of laughter to this aspect alone.
Laughter is essentially not an external but an interior form of
truth; it cannot be transformed into seriousness without destroy-
ing and distorting the very contents of the truth which it unveils.
Laughter liberates not only from external censorship but first of
all from the great interior censor; it liberates from the fear that
developed in man during thousands of years: fear of the sacred,
of prohibitions, of the past, of power. It unveils the material bodily
principle in its true meaning. Laughter opened men’s eyes on that
which is new, on the future. This is why it not only permitted the
expression of an antifeudal, popular truth; it helped to uncover
this truth and to give it an internal form. And this form was
achieved and defended during thousands of years in its very depths
and in its popular-festive images. Laughter showed the world anew
in its gayest and most sober aspects. Its external privileges are in-
timately linked with interior forces; they are a recognition of the
rights of those forces. This is why laughter could never become an
instrument to oppress and blind the people. It always remained a
free weapon in their hands.

As opposed to laughter, medieval seriousness was infused with
elements of fear, weakness, humility, submission, falsehood, hy-
pocrisy, or on the other hand with violence, intimidation, threats,
prohibitions. As a spokesman of power, seriousness terrorized, de-
manded, and forbade. It therefore inspired the people with dis-
trust. Seriousness had an official tone and was treated like all that
is official. It oppressed, frightened, bound, lied, and wore the mask
of hypocrisy. Seriousness was avaricious, committed to fasts. When
its mask was dropped in the festive square and at the banquet
table, another truth was heard in the form of laughter, foolishness,
improprieties, curses, parodies, and travesties. All fears and lies
were dispersed in the face of the material bodily festive principle.

It would be wrong, however, to presume that medieval serious-
ness did not impress the people. As long as there was room for
fear, medieval man was as yet too weak before the forces of nature
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and society to resist it. The seriousness of fear and suffering in
their religious, social, political, and ideological forms could not
but be impressive. The consciousness of freedom, on the other
hand, could be only limited and utopian. It would therefore be a
mistake to presume that popular distrust of seriousness and popu-
lar love of laughter, as of another truth, could always reach full
awareness, expressing a critical and clearly defined opposition. We
know that men who composed the most unbridled parodies of
sacred texts and of cults often sincerely accepted and served reli-
gion. We have evidence that some of these men ascribed a didactic
and educational quality to these parodies. For instance, a monk of
St. Gallen’s monastery declared that the many parodies featuring
drunkards and gamblers were composed to inspire disgust of drink-
ing and gambling; these parodies, he said, brought many students
to repentance.3® In medieval man’s soul attendance at official mass
could coexist with a gay parody of truth in which a world is
“turned inside out.” The joyous truth, based on confidence in the
material-spiritual forces proclaimed by the Renaissance, was ele-
mentally asserted in the Middle Ages through the images of laugh-
ter; however, the consciousness of each individual could not free
itself from fear and weakness. Freedom granted by laughter often
enough was mere festive luxury.

Thus, distrust of the serious tone and confidence in the truth of
laughter had a spontancous, elemental character. It was under-
stood that fear never lurks behind laughter (which does not build
stakes) and that hypocrisy and lies never laugh but wear a serious
mask. Laughter created no dogmas and could not become authori-
tarian; it did not convey fear but a feeling of strength. It was
linked with the procreating act, with birth, renewal, fertility,
abundance. Laughter was also related to food and drink and the
people’s earthly immortality, and finally it was related to the fu-
ture of things to come and was to clear the way for them. Serious-
ness was therefore elementally distrusted, while trust was placed
in festive laughter.

89 This opinion reflects the moralizing tendency expressed later by
grobianism, and at the same time the desire to render parody harmless.
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The men of the Middle Ages participated in two lives: the of-
ficial and the carnival life. Two aspects of the world, the serious
and the laughing aspect, coexisted in their consciousness, This co-
existence was strikingly reflected in thirteenth- and fourteenth-
century illuminated manuscripts, for instance, in the legendaries,
that is, the handwritten collections of the lives of the saints. Here
we find on the same page strictly pious illustrations of the hagio-
graphical text as well as free designs not connected with the story.
The free designs represent chimeras (fantastic forms combining
human, animal, and vegetable elements), comic devils, jugglers
performing acrobatic tricks, masquerade figures, and parodical
scenes—that is, purely grotesque, carnivalesque themes. All these
pictures are shown on the same page, which like medieval man’s
consciousness contains both aspects of life and the world.*® Not
only miniatures but the decorations of medieval churches, as well
as religious sculpture, present a similar coexistence of the pious
and the grotesque. Most characteristic is the role of the chimera,
this quintessence of the grotesque, which invades every sphere of
painting. However, in medieval art a strict dividing line is drawn
between the pious and the grotesque; they exist side by side but
never merge.

And so medieval culture of folk humor was fundamentally
limited to these small islands of feasts and recreations. Official
serious culture existed beside them but strictly divided from the
marketplace. The shoots of a new world outlook were sprouting,
but they could not grow and flower as long as they were enclosed
in the popular gaiety of recreation and banqueting or in the fluid
realm of familiar speech. In order to achieve this growth and
flowering, laughter had to enter the world of great literature.

40 See an extremely interesting book: An Unknown Monument of
Book-Art, Goslitizdat, Moscow and Leningrad, 1963. This is an attempt
to reconstruct a French collection of legends of the thirteenth century.
The book is edited by V. S. Liublinsky, and offers a striking illustration
of the coexistence of the serious and laughing worlds. (See V. S. Liublin-
sky's excellent analysis on pp. 63-73).
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By the end of the Middle Ages a gradual disappearance of the
dividing line between humor and great literature can be observed.
The lower genres begin to penetrate the higher levels of literature.
Popular laughter appears in epics, and its intrinsic value is in-
creased in mysteries. Various genres, such as moralities, soties,
farces, are developed. Buffoon societies, such as the “Kingdom of
Basoche” and “Carefree Lads”4! are founded in the fourteenth
and fifteenth centuries. The culture of laughter begins to break
through the narrow walls of festivities and to enter into all spheres
of ideological life. Official seriousness and fear could be aban-
doned even in everyday life.

This process was completed during the Renaissance. Medieval
laughter found its highest expression in Rabelais’ novel. It became
the form of a new free and critical historical consciousness. And
this supreme form of laughter had been prepared in the Middle
Ages.

As to antique tradition, it played a considerable part only in the
growing awareness and theoretical clarification of the medieval
heritage. We have seen that the Renaissance was based on antique
sources. However, in the French Renaissance of the sixteenth cen-
tury the leading role did not belong to the *“classical” tradition of
antiquity, such as epics and tragedy, nor to the strict genre of
lyrics, that is, to the tradition which determined the classicism of
the seventeenth century. The Renaissance in France was domi-
nated by Lucian, Athenaeus, Helius, Plutarch, Macrobius, and
other erudites, rhetors, and satirists of the later period of antiq-

41 The “Kingdom of Basoche’ was a society for the production of
morality plays. It was composed of the secretaries of parliamentary at-
torneys. The first privilege was bestowed on the society in the days of
Philippe le Bel. Later the basochiens organized a special game, the
“parades” which widely used the privileges of libertinism and impro-
priety. The basochiens composed also parodies of sacred texts and ser-
mons joyeux, comic sermons. The “Kingdom of Basoche” was often the
object of prohibitions and repressions. In 1547 this society was finally
suspended. The society of Enfants sans soucis produced the soties. The
head of this society was called prince des sots.
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uity.42 Using Reich’s terminology, the sixteenth century presented
in the first place the “mimic” tradition of antiquity, the antique
“biological” and “ethological” image, the dialogue, the sympo-
sium, the brief scene, the anecdote and proverb. But all these ele-
ments are related to the medieval tradition of laughter and are in
tune with it.43 This is a carnivalized antiquity.

Renaissance philosophy, based on antique sources, was not com-
pletely adequate to the true practice of laughter of that period.
This philosophy did not reflect that which was essential, the his-
torical orientation of this laughter.

Literary as well as other documents of that period prove a clear
and carefully defined awareness of a great turning point, of a
radical change of historical epochs. This awareness was particu-
larly strong in France in the twenties and the early thirties of the
sixteenth century and was more than once expressed in thoughtful
statements. The men of that time bade farewell to the “darkness
of the Gothic age” and welcomed the rising sun of the new epoch.
It is sufficient to recall Rabelais’ letter of dedication to André
Tiraqueau and Gargantua’s famous letter to Pantagruel.

42 The authors of comedy, Aristophanes, Plautus, Terence, did not
exercise any considerable influence. It has become commonplace to com-
pare Rabelais to Aristophanes, but their resemblance cannot be ex-
plained by Aristophanes’ influence on Rabelais. Although Rabelais was
familiar with Aristophanes (among the eleven books preserved in his
ex libris is a volume of Aristophanes in Latin translation), there are but
few traces of his influence in Rabelais’ novel. A certain similarity in
the methods of treating the comic element can be explained by the
resemblance of folkloric and carnival sources but should not be exag-
gerated. Euripedes’ only satirical drama which has been preserved,
“Cyclops.” was well known hy Rabelais: he quares it twice in his novel.

43 The nature of Rabelais’ own erudition and that of the men of his
time, their tastes and preferences in the choice of antique sources, have
been well analyzed by J. Plattard in L'Invention et la composition dans
POeuvre de Rabelais, Sources, invention et composition, 1g10. P. Villey’s
work on Montaigne’s sources, Sources et evolution des Essais de Mon-
taigne, Paris, 1910, can be a useful complement to Plattard. Already the
Pléiade was introducing certain changes in the choice of the antique
heritage in preparation for the seventeenth century with its definite
and clear stand in favor of “classic antiquity.”
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The medieval culture of humor had long prepared the forms
which could express this historic awareness. These forms were
precisely related to time, to the future. They uncrowned and re-
newed the established power and official truth. They celebrated
the return of happier times, abundance, and justice for all the
people. Thus had the new awareness been initiated and had found
its most radical expression in laughter.

B. A. Krzhevsky most excellently described this development in
his article on Cervantes:

The deafening peals of laughter which progressive Europe burst
into while pushing century-old feudalism into the grave was a gay
and obvious proof of her sensing a change of atmosphere. These
peals of laughter with “historic” overtones shook not only Italy,
Germany, or France (I have especially Rabelais’ Gargantua and
Pantagruel in mind), but found a mighty echo beyond the Py-
renees.44

All popular-festive images were made to serve this new historical
awareness, from common masquerades and mystifications (whose
role in Renaissance literature is immense, especially in Cervantes)
to more complex carnival forms. This was a mobilization of all the
century-old celebrations: the gay farewell to winter, to Lent, to the
old year, to death; and the gay welcome to spring, to Shrovetide,
to the slaughtering of cattle, to weddings, and to the new year. In
a word, it was the mustering of all the long-matured images of
change and renewal, of growth and abundance.

These images saturated with time and the utopian future, re-
flecting the people’s hopes and strivings, now became the expres-
sion of the general gay funeral of a dying era, of the old power and
old truth.

Humor prevailed not only in belles lettres. In order to gain
popularity, to become accessible to all and to win their confidence,
Protestant leaders began to use these comic forms in their satire
and even in their theoretical works. The use of the French vernac-

44 “Early bourgeois realism” (Ranniy burshuazny realism) edited by
N. Y. Berkovsky. Leningrad, 1936, p. 162.
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ular also played an important part. Henri Estienne published his
Protestant satirical pamphlet, “The Apology of Herodotus”
(L’Apologie pour Hérodote, 1566) and was thereafter called the
“Pantagruel of Geneva.” Calvin said of him that “he turned reli-
gion into Rabelaisian style” (tournoita la Rabelaiserie). Estienne’s
satire is truly written in Rabelaisian form and is filled with pop-
ular humor. In 1544 the famous Protestant leader Pierre Viret
offered an interesting and typical defense of the comic element in
theological writings:

If it seems to them [to serious theologians] that such themes can
only be treated with the greatest seriousness and modesty, I do not
deny that the word of God demands a respectful approach. But it
should also be understood that the word of God is not so harsh and
austere as to prevent its importance and majesty from being com-
bined with elements of irony, farce, proper playfulness, sharp sal-
lies and jokes.

A similar opinion is expressed by the unknown author of the
“Christian Satires on the Papal Kitchen” (Satires chrestiennes de
la Cuisine Papale, 1560) in his address to his reader:

I recall Horace's lines: “What prevents him who says the truth
from laughing?” And indeed, truth must be taught according to
various methods, so that it may be grasped not only with the help
of demonstration of strong authority, but also when it is adorned
with some gay stories (quelques facéties).

At that time the people could be approached only if armed with
the nonofficial instrument of laughter; for men, as we have seen,
were suspicious of seriousness and were accustomed to relate sin-
cere and free truth to laughter.

Even the first French translation of the Bible, done by Olivétan,
reflects the influence of Rabelais’ language and style. Olivétan’s
library contained Rabelais’ work. In his research on Calvin,
Doumergue gives a good analysis of Olivétan’s translation: “The
Bible of 1535 reveals that naive popular humor which made
Olivétan one of the founders of the French language, plac-
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ing him between Rabelais and Calvin; nearer in style to Rabelais,
to Calvin in thought.”’46

The sixteenth century represents the summit in the history of
laughter and the high point of this summit is Rabelais’ novel.
After this work a rather sharp descent starts with the Pléiade. We
have already described the fate of laughter in the eighteenth
century: it loses its essential link with a universal outlook, it is
combined with negation, and with a negation that is dogmatic.
Limited to the area of the private, eighteenth-century humor is
deprived of its historical color; true, its relation to the material
bodily principle is preserved, but this very principle acquires the
nature of a trivial private way of life.

How did this process of laughter’s degradation start?

The seventeenth century was marked by the stabilization of the
new order of the absolute monarchy. A relatively progressive
“universally historic form” was created and was expressed in
Descartes’ rationalist philosophy and in the aesthetics of classi-
cism. Rationalism and classicism clearly reflect the fundamental
traits of the new official culture; it differed from the ecclesiastic
feudal culture but was also authoritarian and serious, though less
dogmatic. New prevailing concepts were established which, ac-
cording to Marx, the new ruling class inevitably presented as
eternal truths.48

In the new official culture there prevails a tendency toward the
stability and completion of being, toward one single meaning, one
single tone of seriousness. The ambivalence of the grotesque can
no longer be admitted. The exalted genres of classicism are freed
from the influence of the grotesque tradition of laughter,

However, the tradition of the grotesque is not entirely extinct;
it continues to live and to struggle for its existence in the lower
canonical genres (comedy, satire, fable) and especially in non-

46 Doumergue, Jean, Calvin. Lausanne (Bridel) 7 vols.,, 18g9-1927.
Vol. 1, p. 121.
48 See K. Marx and F. Engels, “Works,” Vol. 3, pp. 45—48.
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canonical genres (in the novel, in a special form of popular dia-
logue, in burlesque). Humor also goes on living on the popular
stage (Tabarins, Turlupins, and others). All these genres had a
more or less oppositional character that permitted the grotesque
to enter their sphere, while still remaining within the limits of
official culture; therefore the nature of laughter and of the gro-
tesque was transformed and degraded.

This bourgeois line of development of Rabelaisian grotesque
laughter will be further discussed in greater detail. Here we shall
merely point out another form acquired by carnival and Rabe-
laisian imagery in the seventeenth century—a form that was
obviously linked to the mood of the rebellious aristocracy of that
time but had a more general meaning. Rabelais’ characters be-
came the protagonists of court festivals, masquerades, and ballets.
In 1622 a masquerade held in Blois was entitled “The Birth of
Pantagruel.” Panurge, Friar John, and the Sibyl of Panzoult
appeared in this performance together with the giant-infant and
his wet nurse. In 1628 a ballet was produced at the Louvre under
the title of “‘Sausages” (on the theme of the “Sausage war”); a few
years later there was another ballet called “The Pantagruellists,”
and in 1638 a Rabelaisian “Bouffonnade” (based on the Third
Book). Similar performances were also given later.47

These performances prove that the spectacular nature of Rabe-
lais" images was still well understood. Neither was the popular-
festive and carnivalesque origin of Rabelaisian phantasmagoria
forgotten.8 But at the same time these images had moved from the
marketplace to court masquerades, and their style and meaning
had, of course, undergone certain changes.

Such was one of the lines of popular-festive tradition during the
new era. The court festivals with their masquerades, processions,

47 See ]. Boulenger, Rabelais i travers les ages, p. 34. See also the spe-
cial article of H. Clouzot, Ballets de Rabelais au XVI1I siécle in Revue des
Etudes Rabelaisiennes, Vol. 5, p. go

48 Modern France created comic opera on Rabelaisian material: Mas-
senet’s Panurge (produced in 1918) and Mariotti's Gargantua (produced
in 1935 at the Opéra-comique).
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allegories, and fireworks owed their existence in part to the car-
nival tradition. Court poets, especially in Italy, produced these
festivities and were connoisseurs of their field. They understood
its philosophical and utopian contents. Such a connoisseur was
Goethe at the court of Weimar, where he was in charge of these
performances and where he studied the traditional forms with
great attention, seeking to discover the meaning of the different
masks and symbols.#® He was able to adapt these images to the
historic process in his own work and to disclose the “philosophy
of history” which they contained. The profound influence of
popular festive imagery on Goethe’s writings has not as yet been
sufficiently appreciated and studied.

Having followed the line of court masquerades combined with
other traditions, the style of popular festive forms began, as we
have said, to degenerate. It acquired alien elements of ornate and
abstract allegory. The ambivalent improprieties related to the
material bodily lower stratum, were turned into erotic frivolity.
The popular utopian spirit and the new historic awareness began
to fade.

Another typical line of bourgeois development of the popular
festive heritage was the seventeenth-century ‘“comic novel” of
Sorel, Scarron, and others. Sorel’s spirit was already in many re-
spects bourgeois and limited, as clearly expressed in his theoretical
views on literature. He sets himself against artistic invention and
fantasy and adopts the stand of narrow common sense, of the sober
bourgeois practical spirit. He writes a novel in order to divert the
public from reading useless novels. He sees in Don Quixote a
mere parody of the roman de chevalerie, of fancy, daydreams, and
idealism, a parody offered from the point of view of common sense
and the practical mind. This is a typical narrowly bourgeois inter-
pretation of Cervantes’ novel.

But Sorel’s own creative work does not correspond to this the-
ory. His writings are complex and contradictory, abounding in

49 These studies found their expression (in part) in the masquerade
scene in the second part of Goethe’s Faust.
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traditional images, presented at a stage of transition in which
their change of meaning is far from completed.

Nearest of all to Sorel’s theoretic views is his novel “The Ex-
travagant Shepherd” (Le Berger Extravagant). This is a pastoral
Don Quixote simplified and reduced to a bare literary parody of
the shepherd theme, popular in those days. But in spite of this
superficially rational and narrow tendency, the novel contains a
number of traditional images and overtones. Their meaning goes
far beyond the author’s initial intentions. Such is, for instance, the
theme of the madness or stupidity of the hero, Lysis. As in Don
Quixote, the hero’s madness permits a whole series of carnival
crownings and uncrownings, of travesties and mystifications. This
theme (madness) permits the world to abandon its official routine
and to join the hero’s carnivalesque fancies. Though these over-
tones are weakened in Sorel’s novel, they still preserve the smould-
ering fires of popular festive laughter, its regenerating bodily
lower stratum. However, these deeper elements of the traditional
carnival themes and images seem almost to contradict the author’s
own intentions.

Let us, for instance, mention the scene in which the small village
of Saint Cloud, expecting the end of the world, universal deluge,
and conflagration, indulges in a huge rustic orgy. We see here
certain points of resemblance to Rabelais’ system of images. We
must also point out the famous “banquet of the gods” (banquet
des dieux) in the third book of the novel.

Sorel’s best novel, Francion, presents in its traditional themes
and images a more substantial and productive character. We must
first of all point out the role of scholastic facéties in this novel
(and the great importance of scholastic recreation in the history
of medieval literature). The picture of Bohemia with its mystifi-
cation, travesties, and parodies is extensively treated in Sorel’s
novel. Let us next look at Raymond’s mystification and at one of
the best episodes of the novel, the orgy in his castle. Finally, we
must stress the episode of the mock election of the pedantic
scholar Hortensius as king of Poland. This is a completely car-
nivalesque and saturnalian game (the arena being Rome). How-
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ever, the historic awareness disclosed in these images is consider-
ably weakened and narrowed.

The traditions of grotesque realism are even more feeble and
narrow in seventeenth-century literature, with its dialogue. We
have here in mind the “Cackle of the Confined Woman” (Caquet
de laccouchée), a short piece which was published in several in-
stallments in 1622 and in a separate volume in 1663. This work
seems to have been composed by several authors. It presents the
usual female gathering at the bedside of a woman recovering
from childbirth. The tradition of such gatherings is very old.®®
They were marked by abundant food and frank conversation, at
which social conventions were dropped. The acts of procreation
and eating predetermined the role of the material bodily lower
stratum and the theme of these conversations. In this particular
piece the author eavesdrops on the women’s chatter while hiding
behind a curtain. However in the conversation that follows, the
theme of the bodily lower stratum (for instance, the Rabelaisian
topic of swabs) is transferred to private manners. This female
cackle is nothing but gossip and tittle-tattle. The popular frank-
ness of the marketplace with its grotesque ambivalent lower stra-
tum is replaced by chamber intimacies of private life, heard from
behind a curtain.

Caquets were fashionable in those days. Female chatter is pre-
sented in the “Cackle of Fisherwomen” (Caquets des Poisson-
niéres), 1621—1622, and in the “Cackle of the Women of the
Faubourg Montmartre” (Caquets des Femmes du Faubourg Mont-
martre), 1622. Another characteristic example of this genre is
“The Loves, Intrigues and Cabals of the House Servants in the
Mansions of our Time"” (dmours, intrigues et cabales des domes-
tiques des grandes maisons de notre temps), 1625. This piece is
concerned with the chitchat and gossip of the footmen and maids
of a wealthy household; it has to do not so much with the masters
as with the top members of the servant staff. The entire work is

50 Etienne Pasquier and Henri Estienne mention them in the six-
teenth century.
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based on eavesdropping and voyeurism and frank discussion of
what was heard and seen. Compared to the dialogue-containing
literature of the sixteenth century, this work shows the complete
degeneracy of marketplace frankness: it is nothing but the wash-
ing of personal unclean underwear. Seventeenth-century liter-
ature with its dialogue was a preparation to the “alcove realism”
of private life, a realism of eavesdropping and peeping which
reached its climax in the nineteenth century. The seventeenth-
century dialogues are interesting historical documents reflecting
this degeneracy; the frank talk of marketplace and banquet hall
were transformed into the novel of private manners of modern
times. And yet a tiny spark of the carnival flame was still alive in
these writings.

The tradition of popular-festive theme and images can be found
in a somewhat difterent aspect in the works of the libertine poets:
Saint-Amant, Théophile Viau, d’Assouci. These works preserve
the philosophical meaning of the images but acquire an epicurian
individualistic coloring. The libertine poets were directly and
strongly influenced by Rabelais. The epicurean individualistic
interpretation of the images of the material bodily lower stratum
was current during the following centuries; it paralleled their
private, naturalistic interpretation.

Other aspects of popular-festive images appeared in Scarron’s
“comic novel.” The company of itinerant actors is not merely a
tiny professional world; it is contrasted to all the well-ordered and
established world. It is an almost unreal microcosm removed from
the sphere of conventions and binding rules and enjoying certain
rights and freedoms of carnival. To some degree it has been
granted popular-festive privileges. The itinerant actors’ band-
wagon spreads the festive carnival atmosphere that pervades the
life and manners of the performers themselves. Such was also
Wilhelm Meister’s conception of the theater (Goethe). The uto-
pian fascination of the world of the theater is still felt in our time,

Besides the “comic novel,” Scarron’s writings contain other
aspects of the broader complex of popular, festive, grotesque, and
parodical forms and images. Such are his burlesque poems, his
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grotesque comedies, and especially his “Virgil in Travesty,” (Vir-
gile travesti), a description in verse of the fair of Saint Germain
and its carnival.®! Finally, his famous “Boutades of Captain Mata-
more” presents quasi-Rabelaisian images of grotesque. Thus
Matamore declares in one of his boutades that hell is his wine
cellar and heaven his larder; the dome of heaven is his bed, the
backs of the bed are the poles, and the watery abyss his night-pot
(et mon pot & pisser les abimes de I'onde). It must be added that
Scarron’s parodies, especially his “Virgil in Travesty,” are already
far removed from the universal and positive parodies of popular
culture and are nearer to the narrow and purely literary forms of
the modern age.

All the writings just discussed belong to the preclassic times
of the seventeenth century, that is, to the period preceding the
reign of Louis XIV. Rabelais’ influence is here combined with
the still living, direct tradition of the people’s festive laughter.
This is why Rabelais did not as yet appear exceptional, unlike
anything else. Later the atmosphere in which Rabelais was under-
stood vanished almost entirely, and he became a strange and sol-
itary author who needed special interpretation and commentary.
This is eloquently expressed in La Bruyére’s famous comments
on Rabelais. This part of his book “Characters and Mores of this
Age” (Les Caractéres et les Moeurs de ce siécle, 1688) appeared
only in the fifth edition, in 16go. We quote this comment in the
original and follow it with a detailed analysis:

Marot et Rabelais sont inexcusables d’avoir semé I'ordure dans
leurs écrits; tous deux avaient assez de génie et de naturel pour
pouvoir s’en passer, méme a I'égard de ceux qui cherchent moins
3 admirer qu’a rire dans un auteur. Rabelais surtout est incompré-
hensible: son livre est une énigme, quoiqu’on en veuille dire, inex-
plicable; c'est une chimeére, c’est le visage d'une belle femme avec
les pieds et une queue de serpent ou de quelque autre béte plus

51 In the Foire Saint Germain and the Recueil de quelques vers
burlesques, 1648. The description of the Saint Germain Fair with its
carnivalesque entertainment is also given in Sorel's unfinished novel
Polyandre, histoire comique, 1648.
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difforme: c’est un monstrueux assemblage d’'une morale fine et
ingénieuse et d’une sale corruption. Ou il est mauvais, il passe
bien loin au dela du pire, c’est le charme de la canaille: ou il est
bon il va jusques a I'exquis et A I'excellent, il peut étre le mets des
plus délicats.52

This commentary clearly formulates the “problem of Rabelais”
as it was presented at the time of mature classicism. The point of
view of this era, the aesthetics of that time, found correct and ade-
quate expression in La Bruyere’s words. It is not a rationalized
and narrow aesthetic canon or literary manifesto that is pro-
claimed by La Bruyére but a wider, more organic aesthetic con-
ception of the era of stabilization. For this reason it is important
to analyze his opinion.

First of all, Rabelais’ work appears two-faced to La Bruyére,
but he has lost the key that could have locked together its two
heterogeneous aspects. He considers the combination of the two
aspects in a single novel by a single author as “incomprehensible.”
One of these aspects is described by La Bruyere as “filth” (Por-
dure), and “delight for the rabble” (charme pour la canaille).
Moreover, in this negative aspect of his work, Rabelais “excels by
far the worst” (il passe bien loin au dela du pire). The other,
positive, aspect of Rabelais’ work is described by La Bruyére as
“genius and originality” (génie, naturel) as “exquisite and excel-
lent,” fit to entertain the most delicate (le mets des plus délicats).

52 “Marot and Rabelais are inexcusable for scattering so much filth
in their writings: they both had genius and originality enough to be
able to do without it, even for those who seek rather what is comical
than what is admirable in the author. Rabelais above all is incompre-
hensible: his book is a mystery, a mere chimera; it has a lovely woman’s
face with the feet and tail of a serpent or of some more hideous animal.
It is a monstrous jumble of delicate and ingenious morality and of filthy
depravation. Where it is bad, it excels by far the worst, and is fit only
to delight the rabble; and when it is good, it is exquisite and excellent,
and may entertain the most delicate.”

From Characters of Jean de la Bruyére, translated by Henri van Laun,
P- 28. Routledge & Kegan Paul Ltd., 1926. First edition 1885. Reproduced
by permission.
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Rabelais’ negative aspect as seen by La Bruyere consists first of
all in his sexual and scatological obscenity, his curses and oaths,
double entendres and vulgar quips—in other words, the tradition
of folk culture in Rabelais’ work, laughter and the material bodily
lower stratum. The positive aspect is the purely literary, humanist
element. The grotesque tradition peculiar to the marketplace and
the academic literary tradition have parted ways and can no longer
be brought together. All that recalls the grotesque and festive
marketplace is the charme de la canaille. The indecencies, which
have such a large place in Rabelais’ work, are perceived in quite
different tones by La Bruyére and his contemporaries. The link
with the essential aspects of being, with the organic system of pop-
ular-festive images, has been broken. Obscenity has become nar-
rowly sexual, isolated, individual, and has no place in the new
official system of philosophy and imagery. Such transformation
also took place in relation to the other elements of folk humor.
All its genres were torn away from the original stem, the ambiv-
alent material bodily lower stratum that supported them; thus
they lost their true meaning. The words of wisdom, the subtle
remarks, the broad social and political ideas were broken off this
original stem; they became literary, academic, and assumed a
completely different tone at the time of La Bruyere. They could
now be defined by such words as exquis and mets des plus délicats.
The combination of these heterogeneous elements (heterogeneous
from the new point of view) in Rabelais appears to La Bruyére
as a monstrueux assemblage (“a monstrous jumble”). To char-
acterize this strange combination La Bruyere uses the image of the
chimera—a significant symbol. The chimera is grotesque; in clas-
sic aesthetics there was no place for it. The combination of human
and animal forms is one of the most ancient images, but it is com-
pletely alien to La Bruyére, the faithful spokesman of his time.
He is used to conceive being as something finished, stable, com-
pleted, clear, and firm. He draws a dividing line between all
bodies and objects. Even the moderate grotesque image of Melu-
sine in popular legends appears to him a monstrous mixture.

La Bruyere, as we have seen, appreciated Rabelais’ morale
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fine. By this he means first of all “manners,” character, that which
generalizes and typifies an author’s observation of human nature
and life. In fact, this is the sphere of antique moraliae which La
Bruyére could appreciate in Rabelais. But he accepts this sphere
in a more narrow sense than did antiquity. He ignores the link be-
tween the moraliae and the antique feasts, banquets, laughter,
which can still be traced in his predecessor Theophrastus.

Such is La Bruyere’s opinion. His double-edged interpretation
of Rabelais continued valid during the period that followed.
Popular laughter, the material bodily lower stratum, extreme
grotesque exaggeration and clowning, the comic folk elements—
all these he rejected in Rabelais as the “heritage of the crude
sixteenth century.” Yet he retained Rabelais’ “psychology,” the
“types” he presented, as well as his craftsmanship and social satire.
The first attempt to understand Rabelais’ work as a whole and to
see all its elements as indispensable was made by Stapfer in his
book published in the second part of the nineteenth century.5s
However, the historic and allegoric method of interpreting Rabe-
lais was made as early as the seventeenth century.

Rabelais’ work is extremely difficult. It contains a great number
of allusions, which were often understood only by his contem-
poraries and sometimes by his closest friends alone. The work is
encyclopedic; it contains many special terms referring to different
branches of knowledge and technology. Finally, it contains a great
number of new and difficult words which Rabelais was the first
to introduce into the French language. It is obvious that he needs
commentaries and interpretations. Rabelais, himself, laid a foun-
dation for this approach by adding to the fourth book of his
novel a “Brief Declaration.” (Rabelais’ authorship of Bri¢ve dé-
claration is almost certain.)

Rabelais’ declaration offered the basis for the philological com-
mentary on his work. It was in 1711 that Le Duchat’s famous
commentary appeared, but it has retained its importance up to
our times. Le Duchat’s work remained unique. Before and after

53 Paul Stapfer, Rabelais, A. Colin, Paris, 1889.
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this author’s attempt, and even in our days comments and inter-
pretations in this field followed a completely different line, nei-
ther philological nor strictly historical.

In the prologue to the first book of his novel, Gargantua, Rabe-
lais points out the hidden meaning of his work: “Here you will
find a novel savor, 2 most obstruse doctrine; here you will learn
the deepest mysteries, the most agonizing problems of our religion,
our body politic, our economic life.”

We shall return to explain this passage. It could hardly be
understood as a simple conventional means to awaken the reader’s
interest, although such means were used in the literature of the
fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, Berni, for instance, makes a
similar declaration in his burlesque “Roland in Love.” What is
important now is the attempt to decipher Rabelais which led in
the seventeenth century to the historic-allegorical interpretation—
an interpretation which was to prevail for almost three centuries
of Rabelaisiana.

The first historic-allegorical interpretation of Rabelais’ images
was made in the sixteenth century. The well-known historian
Jacques Auguste de Thou expressed in his biography the follow-
ing opinion concerning Rabelais:

He wrote a remarkable book in which, with a quasi-Democrit-
ean freedom and with an almost clownish biting irony and under
imaginary names he recreated as in a theater all the conditions

of human and political existence and exposed them to the laugh-
ter of the entire people.

The characteristics perceived in this commentary are indeed
typical of Rabelais: the universal, popular, and festive nature of
laughter, in the manner of Democritus, directed at all the condi-
tions of human and political existence, the theatrical character of
the images, and, finally real historical characters appearing under
imaginary names. This is the opinion of a man who as early as the
sixteenth century correctly grasped the essential traits of Rabe-
lais’ novel. However, this opinion was expressed in the second
part of the century when Rabelais’ laughter already sounded far
too clownish. The historian is seeking under these imaginary
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names definite persons and definite events; in other words, he is
beginning to reevaluate the allegorical element in Rabelais’
writings. Doubtless the tradition of replacing Rabelais’ characters
and the various episodes of his novel by real historic figures and
events of political and court life was started as early as the six-
teenth century, was transmitted to the seventeenth century, and
was adopted by the historic-allegorical method.

In the seventeenth century there appeared keys to Rabelais’
writings. Such a key was used for the first time in 1659 in relation
to the Amsterdam edition of Rabelais’ work and was modified
for various later editions up to that of M. A. L. Sardou in 1874-
1876, which gave a summary of all the keys. Various decipherings
were added to the 1663 Amsterdam edition. It offers, for instance,
a characteristic historic-allegorical interpretation of the episode
of Gargantua's gigantic mare, which to rid herself of the gadflies
pursuing her destroys with her tail the entire Beauce forest: “Ev-
eryone knows that this mare is Madame d’Etampes, the king's
mistress, who had ordered the Beauce forest to be cut down. . ..”
The commentator here refers to a legend dating from the six-
teenth century.

But the true initiator of the historic-allegorical method was
Pierre Antoine Le Motteux. He published in England (where he
emigrated after the revocation of the edict of Nantes in 1693) an
English translation of Rabelais by Urquhart, adding to it a biog-
raphy, a preface, and a commentary. He analyzed the various keys
previously suggested and then presented his own interpretation.
This commentary became the main source of the later develop-
ment of the historic-allegorical method.

The Abbé Marsy who published in Amsterdam a “Modernized
Rabelais” (1752) with commentaries® was a prominent represen-
tative of this method. Finally, the most important monument of
the historic-allegorical method is the Variorum, an edition of

5¢ The full title of this work is Le Rabelais moderne ou ses oeuvres
mises a la portée de la plupart des lecteurs” (8 small volumes).



RABELAIS IN THE HISTORY OF LAUGHTER 113

Rabelais’ works in nine volumes.’® The editors used the research
of all the other preceding commentators and offer an entire sys-
tem of interpretation.

Such are the basic elements of the external development of this
method. What does it essentially consist of? It is extremely simple:
a specific character or event can be found behind each of Rabelais’
images. The entire novel is a system of historical allusions. The
method of deciphering is based on tradition, dating from the six-
teenth century; it consists of comparing Rabelais’ images to the
historic events of his time, using various techniques of checking
and confrontation. Tradition being contradictory and checking
arbitrary, it is obvious that the same image can be deciphered
differently by various representatives of this method. Let us give
some examples:

Gargantua is usually considered an impersonation of Francis
the First, but Le Motteux sees in him Henri d’Albret. Panurge is
believed by some to be Cardinal d’Amboise, by others, Cardinal
Charles de Lorraine, and by still others Jean de Montluc, while
certain commentators consider that he is Rabelais himself. Picro-
chole is believed to be Lodovico Sforza or Ferdinand of Aragon,
while Voltaire saw him as Charles V. The representatives of the
historic-allegorical method try to decipher every detail as an
allusion to an authentic occurrence. Thus the swabs in the famous
episode of the First Book are not only interpreted as a whole but
individually—and there are a number of them. In one instance
Gargantua used a March cat as a swab and suffered lacerations.
Some commentators interpret this episode as an event in the life
of Francis I, who at eighteen caught a venereal disease from a
Gascon mistress. In the novel Gargantua was cured only when he
applied his mother’s gloves to the scratches, and this is seen as an
allusion to the sympathy shown Francis by his mother during his

55 Francois Rabelais: Les Oecuvres de Rabelais, édition Variorum:
critical edition edited by Johanneau and Esmangart, Dalibon, Paris,
1823-1826.
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sickness. Thus the entire episode is transformed into a complex
system of specific allusions.

The historic-allegorical method is at present completely re-
jected by Rabelais scholars.5¢ The novel doubtless contains many
allusions to historical personages and events, but it is quite im-
possible to apply them rigidly throughout the entire story. It
would be vain to look for a definite, unique key to every image.
Even if a specific allusion can be presumed, the historic-allegorical
method cannot in most cases provide a precise deciphering; as we
have said, tradition contradicts itself, and all confrontations and
checkings are arbitrary.

Finally, and this clinches the matter, even an unveiled and
substantiated allusion does not offer any essential element for the
artistic and ideological understanding of the image. The image is
always deeper and wider, it is linked to tradition, it has its own
aesthetic logic independent of the allusion. For example, even if
the episode of Gargantua’s swabs is correctly interpreted, it offers
us nothing for the understanding of the symbol itself. The swab
is one of the widespread images of scatological literature, of
anecdotes, familiar colloquial genres, curses, billingsgate meta-
phors, and analogies. Neither is this image new in literature. After
Rabelais we find it in the “Cackle of the Confined Woman” de-
scribed earlier. The swab is widely used in epigrams on writers
and their works. Even if one single allusion involving the swab
could be positively identified (if such an allusion exists in Rabe-
lais’ novel), it would not help us understand the traditional mean-
ing of this image—symbol of the material bodily lower stratum—
nor its specific artistic function in the novel.5?

How can we explain why the historic-allegorical method en-
joyed such exclusive prestige for almost three centuries? Why did
such exceptional minds as Voltaire in the eighteenth century and

58 But of course, even in modern times, attempts are made to decipher
Rabelais’ novel as a kind of cryptogram.

57 We shall analyze in Chapter 6 the special function and artistic
meaning of this episode.
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Michelet in the nineteenth pay tribute to this method? And
finally, what was the raison d’étre of the method?

The fact is that the tradition of popular-festive laughter that
informed Rabelais’ work began to decline. It ceased to be a living
and common interpretation of Rabelaisian images. The authentic
aesthetic and ideological key to these images was lost, together
with the tradition that had produced them. And so the commen-
tators began to look for false keys.

The historic-allegorical method illustrates the disintegration of
laughter that took place in the seventeenth century. The sphere of
laughter became more and more narrowed and lost its universal
character. On the one hand it became linked to all that was typ-
ical and common in everyday life. On the other hand it was re-
lated to personal invective; that is, it was directed at one single,
private person. The historical universal individuality ceased to
be the object of laughter. This quality of carnival humor grad-
ually ceased to be understood. When there was no typical char-
acter, commentators began to look for a specific individual.

Of course popular-festive laughter admits allusions to distinct
personages. But these allusions are only an overtone of the gro-
tesque images, whereas the historic-allegorical method transforms
these allusions into the prevailing note. The authentic grotesque
image does not lose its force even when the allusions have been
forgotten and replaced by new ones.

In the seventeenth century an important process was started in
all ideological spheres. Generalization, empirical abstraction, and
typification acquired a leading role in the world picture.

This process was completed in the eighteenth century. The
very pattern of the world was changed. Next to the general the
singular remains, acquiring its meaning only as a specimen of the
general, only so far as it is typical, average, and can be generalized.
On the other hand, singularity became something indisputable;
it acquired the importance of a fact which can raise no objections.
Hence the tendency to primitive documentation. A single fact,
documentarily established, accompanied by the general and typ-
ical, begins to play the leading role in the conception of the
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world. This pattern was most strikingly shown in artistic creation
(especially in the eighteenth century) and led to the specific lim-
itations of realism in the age of the Enlightenment.

If the documentary novel belongs to the eighteenth century,
the roman a clef was written throughout the seventeenth century.
Such was the Latin novel Satyricon (London, 1603) of the English
writer John Barclay, which enjoyed a great success in the first
part of that century and was also reprinted several times in
French. Though the novel is set in the antique world, it is a bio-
graphical roman 4 clef, and indeed a key deciphering the char-
acters’ names was added to the publication. This peculiar mas-
querade travesty of well-known contemporary figures lent the
novel a special interest. The historic-allegorical method at the
early stage of its development interpreted Rabelais’ work, too, in
the spirit of the “masquerade” novel with a key.

Such were the fundamental lines in the development of laugh-
ter in the Rabelaisian tradition of the seventeenth century. True,
there still existed certain rather important phenomena related to
the popular-festive tradition. We have Moliére in mind. But these
phenomena have a special character and are outside our field of
observation.

Let us now examine the eighteenth century. In no other time
was Rabelais so little understood and appreciated as during that
era. The interpretation of his work reveals the weak rather than
the strong points of the Enlightenment. The Enlighteners had a
lack of historical sense, an abstract and rationalist utopianism, a
mechanistic conception of matter, a tendency to abstract general-
ization and typification on one hand, and to documentation on
the other hand. They were quite incapable of understanding and
appreciating Rabelais; to them he was a typical representative of
“the wild and barbaric sixteenth century.” This point of view
was clearly expressed by Voltaire:

Rabelais in his extravagant and unintelligible book let loose
an extreme jollity and an extreme impertinence; he poured out
erudition, filth and boredom; you will get a good story two pages
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long, at the price of two volumes of nonsense. Only a few eccentric
persons pride themselves on understanding and esteeming this
work as a whole; the rest of the nation laughs at the jokes of
Rabelais and holds his book in contempt. He is regarded as chief
among buffoons; we are annoyed that a man who had so much
wit should have made such wretched use of it; he is a drunken
philosopher who wrote only when he was drunk.%8

Voltaire’s commentary is characteristic. To him Rabelais’ world
appears extravagant, impossible to understand. He sees in it a
mixture of erudition, dirt, and boredom. The gulf between the
two heterogeneous incompatible elements appears to him far
wider than it did to La Bruyere. He believed that only a few read-
ers endowed with an eccentric taste could accept the novel as a
whole. His opinion concerning the attitude of the “rest of the
nation” is characteristic: it seems that they all laugh at the novel,
as they did previously, but now they also despise it. The concept
of laughter has been radically transformed. In the sixteenth cen-
tury everybody laughed at Rabelais’ novel but nobody despised
him for it. Now, in the eighteenth century, the gay, century-old
laughter becomes something despicable; despicable also is the
fact that Rabelais was called the “chief among buffoons.” Finally,
Rabelais’ own declaration (in the prologues) that he writes only
while eating and drinking is understood by Voltaire in its literal
and trivial sense. The substantial traditional link of wise and
free speech with food and wine, the specific “truth” of table talk
is no longer understood by Voltaire (though this tradition was
still alive). The entire aspect of the popular banquet in Rabelais’
novel lost its meaning.5®

Voltaire sees in Rabelais’ work merely a naked and straight
satire, the rest is nothing but a dead weight. In his “Temple of
Taste” (Temple du géut, 1732), Voltaire presents “God’s library”

58 Voltaire, “Philosophical Letters,” translated by Ernest Dilworth,
p- 106. Copyright ® 1961 by The Bobbs-Merrill Co., Inc., reprinted by
permission of the publishers.

59 After 1758, when Voltaire reread Gargantua his attitude became
more benevolent, though essentially it varied but little; he appreciates
Rabelais almost exclusively for his anticlericalism.
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in which nearly all books are abridged and revised by the muses.
Voltaire places Rabelais’ novel in this library, it is “abridged to
one-eighth.” Such treatment of former writers is typical of the
Enlighteners.

An attempt to abridge and expurgate Rabelais was actually
made in the eighteenth century. In his Modernized Rabelais the
Abbé Marsy not only stripped the novel’s language of its dialect
and archaic forms but also mitigated the book’s indecencies. The
Abbé Perraud went even further when he published in 1752 in
Geneva the Ouevres choisies. All that was coarse and indecent
was removed from this selection. Finally, in 1776 an expurgated
text was published “especially for the ladies” in the famous Bib-
liothéque universelle des romans (1775-17%8).80 All three editions
are characteristic of the time and of its attitude toward Rabelais.

Thus, generally speaking, the Enlighteners failed to understand
and to appreciate Rabelais, at least within the sphere of their
theoretical knowledge. In the age of Enlightenment, according to
Engels, “cogitative reason became the yardstick of all that ex-
isted.”8! This abstract rationalism and antihistoricism, this ten-
dency to generalization and nondialectic thought (the break be-
tween negation and affirmation) prevented the Encyclopedists
from grasping theoretically the nature of ambivalent festive
laughter. The image of the contradictory, perpetually becoming
and unfinished being could not be reduced to the dimensions of
the Enlighteners’ reason. It must be added, however, that Vol-
taire in his Contes philosophiques and in his “Maid of Orleans,”
as well as Diderot in Jacques le fataliste and especially in Les
bijoux indiscrets, were not far removed from Rabelaisian imag-
ery, though in a somewhat limited and rationalized aspect.

The influence of carnival forms, themes, and symbols on eigh-
teenth-century literature is considerable. But this influence is

60 In the nineteenth century, an expurgated edition of Rabelais was
planned by George Sand (in 1847), but her project did not materialize.
Rabelais’ novel revised for young readers was first published, as far as
we know, in 1888.

61 Karl Marx and F. Engels, Works: Vol. 5, p. 16.
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formalized; carnival is merely an artistic means made to serve
aesthetic aims, mostly for subject and composition. Voltaire uses
carnival forms for satire which still preserves its universality and
its philosophy, but laughter is reduced to bare mockery. Such is
precisely the famous “laughter of Voltaire”; its force is almost
entirely deprived of the regenerating and renewing element. All
that is positive is placed beyond the sphere of laughter and repre-
sents an abstract idea.

Carnival forms serve a different role in rococo literature. Here
the gay positive tone of laughter is preserved. But everything is
reduced to “chamber” lightness and intimacy. The frankness of
the marketplace is turned into privacy, the indecency of the lower
stratum is transformed into erotic frivolity, and gay relativity
becomes skepticism and wantonness. And yet, in the hedonistic
“boudoir” atmosphere a few sparks of the carnival fires which
burn up “hell” have been preserved. In the setting of gloomy
seriousness so widespread in the eighteenth century, rococo per-
petuated after a fashion the traditional carnivalesque spirit.

At the time of the French Revolution Rabelais enjoyed a tre-
mendous prestige in the eyes of its leaders. He was even made out
to be a prophet of the revolution. His hometown, Chinon, was
renamed Chinon-Rabelais. The men of that time well understood
Rabelais’ deeply revolutionary spirit, but they could not offer a
new and true interpretation of that spirit. The most important
document related to this subject is Ginguené’s book published in
1791, entitled: “Of the Influence of Rabelais on the Revolution
of our Time and on the Decree Concerning the Clergy.” Gin-
guené basically adopts the historic-allegorical method, but he uses
it with greater circumspection. He seeks to discover Rabelais’
social and political concepts, but using a historicism which is
obvious and typical of a man of the eighteenth century. He pre-
sents Rabelais as a systematic foe of royal power. In reality, how-
ever, Rabelais was never an enemy of this power but on the con-
trary perfectly understood its progressive meaning in his time.%2

82 True, Rabelais understood fairly well the relative nature of this
progressiveness.
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This is Ginguené’s basic mistake. He also misunderstood gro-
tesque exaggeration, seeing in it purely negative satire. For in-
stance, the enormous amounts of food, drink, and clothes spent
on Gargantua prove, according to Ginguené, how heavy were the
king’s expenses imposed upon the people. He does not see the
theme of abundance conveyed in these expenditures, nor does he
understand the ambivalent logic of the material bodily lower
stratum. It would be naive indeed to interpret Rabelaisian abun-
dance as excessive spending inscribed in the king’s budget. In this
sense Ginguené’s book remains on the level of the usual interpre-
tations of his time.

The disintegration of popular laughter, after its flowering in
Renaissance literature and culture, was practically completed,
and marked at the same time the end of the formative phase of
the satirical or merely amusing comic literary genres that were
to prevail in the nineteenth century. The genres of reduced
laughter—humor, irony, sarcasm—which were to develop as sty-
listic components of serious literature (especially the novel) were
also definitely formed. We are not concerned with the study of
these phenomena.® We are merely interested in tracing the major
tradition of popular-festive laughter which prepared Rabelais’
novel, and the Renaissance in general, and gradually declined
during the next two centuries.

Our work has basically a historic and literary character, though
it is more or less closely linked with the problems of historic
poetics. But we will not raise any wider, more general aesthetic
problems, especially those concerning the aesthetics of laughter.

63 The most extensive form of reduced laughter in modern times
(especially starting with Romanticism) is irony. This problem is treated
in the interesting book of the Swiss scholar, Beda Allemann: Ironie und
Dichtung, 1956. This book analyzes the interpretation and forms of
irony as presented by Schlegel, Kierkegaard, Nietzsche, Thomas Mann,
and Musil. This analysis is fine and deep, but it considers irony a purely
literary phenomenon, and does not show its link with the culture of folk
humor.
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We shall discuss only one historically determined aspect of laugh-
ter pertaining to folk culture in the Middle Ages and in the Re-
naissance. Moreover, we shall examine it not in its entirety but
only within the limits permitted by the analysis of Rabelais’ work.
In this respect our study can offer only a certain amount of mate-
rial for the philosophy and aesthetics of laughter. Nothing more.

The historically determined culture of folk humor which is
the object of our study was not opposed to all seriousness in gen-
eral. It was opposed to the intolerant, dogmatic seriousness of the
Middle Ages which also presented a historically determined form.
But the history of culture and literature knew other forms of seri-
ousness. Thus, antique culture developed tragic seriousness,
which found its greatest expression in the genre of Greek tragedy.
Tragic seriousness is universal (this is why it is possible to speak
of a “tragic philosophy”); it is infused with the spirit of creative
destruction. Tragic seriousness is absolutely free of dogmatism.
A dogmatic tragedy is as impossible as dogmatic laughter, and
the classical tragedies rise above it. Both authentic tragedy and
authentic ambivalent laughter are killed by dogmatism in all its
forms and manifestations. In antique culture tragedy did not
exclude the laughing aspect of life and coexisted with it. The
tragic trilogy was followed by the satyric drama which comple-
mented it on the comic level. Antique tragedy did not fear laugh-
ter and parody and even demanded it as a corrective and a com-
plement.% Therefore, in the antique world there could be no
sharp distinction between official and folk culture, as later ap-
peared in the Middle Ages.

Another form of seriousness was created in the antique world,
which was also devoid of narrow dogmatism (in principle) and
was capable of being tested in the crucible of laughter. This was
critical philosophy. Its founder, Socrates, was directly linked with
the carnival forms of antiquity that fertilized the Socratic dia-
logue and freed it from one-sided rhetorical seriousness.

04 See the analysis by A. Dieterich in Pulcinells. Pompeyanische
Wandbilder und Romische Satyrspiele. Leipzig, 1897.
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In the culture of modern times a specific form of seriousness,
strict and scientific, has acquired considerable importance. In
principle, this form is exempt from all intolerant dogmatism and
presents, by its very nature, the form of a problem, is self-critical
and uncompleted. Starting with the Renaissance, this new serious-
ness exercised a powerful influence on literature also, of course
undergoing certain transformations in this field.

The sphere of belles lettres itself and its various stages of devel-
opment—epics, lyrics, and drama—presented many forms of deep
and pure, but open seriousness, always ready to submit to death
and renewal. True open seriousness fears neither parody, nor
irony, nor any other form of reduced laughter, for it is aware of
being part of an uncompleted whole.%5

In world literature there are certain works in which the two
aspects, seriousness and laughter, coexist and reflect each other,
and are indeed whole aspects, not separate serious and comic
images as in the usual modern drama. A striking example is
Euripides’ Alcestis in which tragedy is combined with the satyric
drama (which apparently becomes the fourth drama). But the
most important works in this category are, of course, Shake-
speare’s tragedies.

True ambivalent and universal laughter does not deny serious-

85 Pushkin’s Mozart accepts both laughter and parody, while the som-
ber agelast Salieri does not accept them and fears them. Here is the
dialogue between Mozart and Salieri after they have listened to the
blind violinist:

Salieri:

And you can laugh?

Mozart:

Abh, Salieri,

Cannot you laugh yourself?

Salieri:

No,

I do not laugh when some unworthy painter
Smears Raphael’s Madonna,

I do not laugh when a buffoon

Insults in parody the Alighieri.

(Pushkin, “Mozart and Salieri,” Scene 1.)
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ness but purifies and completes it. Laughter purifies from dog-
matism, from the intolerant and the petrified; it liberates from
fanaticism and pedantry, from fear and intimidation, from
didacticism, naiveté and illusion, from the single meaning, the
single level, from sentimentality. Laughter does not permit seri-
ousness to atrophy and to be torn away from the one being, for-
ever incomplete. It restores this ambivalent wholeness. Such is
the function of laughter in the historical development of culture
and literature.

Our remarks concerning the various forms of seriousness and
their relation to laughter are somewhat outside the framework
of the present study. It remains for us in this chapter to examine
two last questions: first, the appreciation of Rabelais by the
French Romanticists, and second, the condition of Rabelaisiana
in our time,.

In the Introduction we described the attitude of the French Ro-
manticists (especially Victor Hugo) toward the grotesque in gen-
eral. We shall now look at their attitude toward Rabelais, whom
they considered, with Shakespeare, as one of the most important
representatives of grotesque imagery.

Let us first turn to Chateaubriand. He expresses an idea typical
of the Romanticists when he refers to the “mother-geniuses”
(génies méres), who give birth and nourish all the other great
writers of a nation. There are only five or six mother-geniuses in
the whole world. Rabelais is among them, together with Homer,
Shakespeare, and Dante. Rabelais created French literature, just
as Homer created Greek and Roman literature, Shakespeare the
English, and Dante the Italian. Rabelais could not have received
higher praise. How different from the assessment of Voltaire for
whom Rabelais was merely the chief of the buffoons, despised by
his own nation.

The idea of mother geniuses, shared by nearly all Romanticists,
was fruitful in its own time. It induced the Romanticists to seek
the seed of the future in the past and to appreciate the past from
the point of view of that future which it had fertilized and gen-
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erated. A similar Romantic concept is that of the “beacon-genius
of humanity” (esprit phare de I'humanité) which casts its light
far into space. This idea reveals in literary masterpieces such as
Shakespeare, Dante, Rabelais, not only that which they contain
already, as a complete, entirely assimilated product, but also the
seeds of that which is to come, in other words, all that is to be dis-
closed and brought to flower in the generations conceived by the
ancestral geniuses. Ancient masterpieces open new vistas, new
potentialities. Thus did the Romanticists make new and fruitful
discoveries in Shakespeare, Cervantes, and Rabelais.

These theories and their consequences mark the profound dif-
ference between the Romanticists and the Enlighteners. The lat-
ter saw in literary masterpieces and in their authors less than they
contained: from the point of view of nonhistorical rationality
there was too much that was superfluous and incomprehensible
in these works; they had to be expurgated and abridged. Vol-
taire’s picture of “God’s library,” where all books are revised, is
typical. The Enlighteners tended to impoverish the world. In
their minds there is much less of the real world than can be imag-
ined; they exaggerated reality at the expense of archaisms, fan-
tasies, and daydreams. This purely static concept of reality colored
their appreciation of literary works and made them want to edit
them.

The Romanticists developed a broadened concept of reality
and lent a great importance to time and to historic becoming.
Thanks to this concept, they strove to see in a masterpiece much
more than that which appeared on the surface. They sought to
discover the signs of the future, the embryo, the shoots, the seeds,
the prophecies and revelations. Let us recall the appreciation of
the historian Michelet quoted on the first page of this book.

The broad concept of the Romanticist commentators has its
positive and its negative aspects. The positive aspect is historicity,
the awareness of time and of becoming. Reality loses its static,
naturalistic, and uncertain character (restrained only by abstract
rationalist thought); the living future enters reality in the form of
new tendencies, potentialities, and foresights. The historical as-
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pect of reality is in an essential relation to freedom, thus overcom-
ing the determinist and mechanistic approach. In the domain of
creative literature the Romanticist concept justifies deviations
from all that is static and humdrum, from documentation and
typification. Finally, it justifies the grotesque and grotesque fan-
tasy as an artistic presentation of time and of things to come.
These are the indubitable merits of the Romanticist appreciation.

The negative aspect of this appreciation is its idealism, its false
concept of the role and limitations of subjective consciousness.
The Romanticists often added invention to reality, depicting
things which never existed. Fantasy degenerated into mysticism,
human freedom broke away from necessity and became a super-
material force.%8

The most profound and full appreciation of Rabelais was ex-
pressed by Victor Hugo. Even though he did not devote a book or
even an article to this subject, his comments are scattered through-
out his works. His most detailed and systematic analysis is con-
tained in his book on Shakespeare.

Hugo’s analysis is based on an idea concerning human genius,
similar to Chateaubriand’s theory of mother-geniuses. Each of
these geniuses is completely original and incarnates a definite
aspect of being: his own invention and discovery (tout génie a son
invention et sa découverte). Hugo lists fourteen of these initiators.
His choice is rather unusual: Homer, Job, Aeschylus, Isaiah, Eze-
kiel,. Lucretius, Juvenal, Tacitus, the apostle Paul, the apostle
John, Dante, Rabelais, Cervantes, Shakespeare. In chronological
order Rabelais is listed after Dante and before Cervantes and
Shakespeare. Hugo gives a characterization of each genius, in-
cluding Rabelais.

Hugo does not construct his analysis as a historic-literary defi-
nition. He offers instead a series of free Romantic variations on
the theme of the absolute material bodily stratum and bodily
topography. According to Hugo, the belly is the center of Rabe-

66 We do not pose the problem of Romanticism in all its complexity.
We are merely concerned with the factors that permitted this movement
to discover and understand (in part) Rabelais and the grotesque.
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lais’ topography; it is his artistic discovery. The basic function of
the belly is paternity and maternity. In relation to this destroying
and generating lower stratum, Hugo offers the grotesque image
of a serpent inside man; “these are his bowels.” Generally speak-
ing, Hugo understood correctly the role of the lower stratum as
the organizing principle of the entire system of Rabelaisian
images. But at the same time he conceives this principle on an
abstract moral level. Man’s bowels “tempt, betray and punish.”
The destroying force of the topographic lower stratum is inter-
preted in ethical and philosophical terms.

Victor Hugo’s variations on the belly theme develop further
along the lines of moral and philosophical pathos. He proves
(with examples in hand) that the “bowels” can be tragic and
heroic, but that they simultaneously start a process of man’s dis-
integration and degeneration (Le ventre mange I’homme). Alcibi-
ades is transformed into Trimalchiones; the orgy is turned into
gluttony. Instead of Diogenes his barrel alone remains. In Hugo's
variations the ambivalent lower stratum falls apart to form these
moral-philosophical images and antitheses.

Hugo correctly understands the essential relation of Rabelais-
ian laughter to death and to the struggle between life and death
(in their historic aspect). He sees a special connection between
eating, swallowing, laughter, and death. More than that, he sees
the link between Dante’s hell and Rabelais’ gluttony: “Rabelais
has placed in a barrel the world which Dante thrust into hell.”
The seven circles of the Inferno are the hoops of the Rabelaisian
barrel. If, instead of the image of the barrel, Hugo had chosen the
image of the open mouth and the swallowing belly, his metaphor
would have been even more accurate.

Having correctly pointed out the relation between laughter,
death of the old world, hell, and banquet imagery (devouring and
swallowing), Hugo falsely interpreted this connection. He tried
to lend it, as we have said, a moral-philosophical character. He
failed to understand the regenerating and renewing power of the
lower stratum. This failure diminishes the value of his observa-
tions.
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Let us stress that Hugo had a clear understanding of the univer-
sal and perceptive aspect of Rabelais’ images, and not merely as
mores such as gluttony and drunkenness. However, he lends them
a spirit that is not entirely Rabelaisian.

In regard to Shakespeare and Rabelais, Hugo offers an interest-
ing characterization of genius and of a work of genius. In his mind
the grotesque nature of creative work is the sign of genius. A
writer who is a genius (Shakespeare and Rabelais being in this
category) differs from writers who are merely great by the exag-
geration, excessiveness, obscurity (obscurité) and monstrosity
(monstruosité) of images and of the writings as a whole.

In this statement both the positive and the negative aspects
of Hugo’s concept are revealed. The special traits that he consid-
ers the sign of genius, in the Romanticist sense of this word, must
be attributed to writers who reflect essentially and deeply the
great moments of crisis in world history. These writers deal with
an uncompleted, changing world, filled with the disintegrating
past and with the as yet unformed future. A peculiar positive and
one might say objective incompleteness is inherent in these writ-
ings. They are imbued with an only partially expressed future for
which they have to leave the way open. Hence their many differ-
ent meanings, their apparent obscurity. Hence their rich and
varied heritage. Hence also the apparent monstrosity, that is, the
lack of connection with the canons and norms of all completed,
authoritarian, and dogmatic eras.8?

Victor Hugo has a true awareness of these moments of crisis in
history, but his theoretic expression of it is false. To a certain
extent it is metaphysical; moreover, he attributes the objective
traits of the historical process at the time of crisis to the nature of
genius, not dissociating genius from its time and history. In his
characterization of men of genius he proceeds by contrasts, en-
hancing the signs of their genius in order to create a sharp static
contrast with other writers.

87 During those moments of crisis folk culture with its conception of
an uncompleted being and gay time had a powerful influence on great
literature and was strikingly manifested in the Renaissance.
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Rabelaisian themes are often found in the poetic works of
Victor Hugo. Here, too, he stresses the universalism of Rabelais’
images and the philosophical depth of his laughter. In his later
poetry Hugo's attitude toward Rabelaisian laughter changes. Its
universal, all-embracing character now appears to him to be un-
canny and out of perspective. Rabelais represents neither the low
level nor the summit, he does not allow us to pause, he is ephem-
eral (fleeting, without a future). Such an interpretation proves a
deep lack of understanding of the peculiar optimism expressed
in Rabelaisian laughter—a lack that was already manifest in
Hugo's earlier writings. From the very beginning laughter in his
mind was mostly a negation, a degrading and destroying prin-
ciple. Though he repeated Nodier’s definition of Rabelais as the
Homeére bouffon, though he used similar definitions: Homére du
rire, la moquerie épique, he never fully understood the epic qual-
ity of Rabelaisian laughter.

It is interesting to compare Hugo’s later commentaries with the
distich of Rabelais’ contemporary, the historian Etienne Pasquier,
who treated a similar theme:

Sic homines, sic et coelestia numina lusit,
Vix homines, vix ut numina laesa putes.

(He so played with men and heavenly gods that neither men nor
gods were offended by his game.) Thus Pasquier offered a better
definition of the role played by Rabelaisian laughter than did
Victor Hugo; he understood its deep optimism, its popular-festive
nature, its epic and not iambic style.

In the second part of the nineteenth century Rabelais—his
work and his life—became the object of detailed scholarly study.
A number of monographs were devoted to him, and a serious
historical and philological analysis of his text was initiated. But
a wider scope of studies marked the first years of the twentieth
century.

The history of these studies will not be discussed in the present



RABELAIS IN THE HISTORY OF LAUGHTER 129

book. We shall limit ourselves to a brief outline of the condition
of Rabelaisiana in our time.

In 1gog the Society for the Study of Rabelais was founded (La
Société des Etudes Rabelaisiennes). This is an important land-
mark. The society was composed of the pupils and friends of the
Rabelaisian scholar Abel Lefranc. It became the center of these
studies not only for France but also for England and America.
A journal, Revue des Etudes Rabelaisiennes, was published. In
1913 this periodical was replaced by another publication with a
wider program, the Revue du Seiziéme siécle, which was followed
in 1934 by the revue Humanisme et Renaissance with an even
wider range of interests.

All the textual work concerning Rabelais was centered around
the Society and its journals and was devoted to problems of lan-
guage, to the discovery of sources and the establishment of a
scholarly biography. Finally, it was concerned with historical in-
terpretation on a strictly scientific basis. A scholarly edition of
Rabelais’ writings began to be published by Lefranc, the director
of the Society, in 1912, and by 1932 five volumes of this publica-
tion had appeared. These volumes contained the first three books
of the novel.®8 After this date the publication was suspended. This
edition with its text and variants, with its broad and solid com-
mentaries represents an exceptional scholarly achievement.

We shall allude to the separate works of the Rabelais Society
where appropriate to our text. We must first of all mention the
fundamental work devoted to the language of Rabelais by Lazare
Sainéan, vice president of the Society: La langue de Rabelais, Vol.
1, 1922, and Vol. 2, 1923.

In the field of source analysis and the study of Rabelais’ erudi-
tion a valuable contribution was made by Jean Plattard:
(L’oeuvre de Rabelais, Sources, invention, et composition), 1g910.

88 Oecuvres de Frangois Rabelais. Edition critique publide par Abel
Lefranc, Jacques Boulenger, Henri Clouzot, Paul Dorneaux, Jean Plat-
tard et Lazare Sainéan. The first volume published in 1912, the fifth
(Third Book) in 1g31.
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The author also made a first attempt to synthesize a scientific
biography: Vie de Rabelais, 1928.9° Let us mention the valuable
work on Rabelaisian texts by Jacques Boulenger, the secretary of
the Society, and on Rabelaisian anatomical references by Henri
Clouzot. The contribution of the president of the Society, Abel
Lefranc, especially in his introductory articles to the first three
books of the novel which he edited, presents exceptional interest
because of the abundance of material.

We shall deal further with the works just mentioned as well
as with other Rabelaisian studies. We shall here mainly add to
our list a rather detailed monograph by Georges Lote: La Vie et
loeuvre de Frangois Rabelais, Paris, 1938.

Thanks to the work of the members of the Society and of other
contemporary scholars, the understanding and the philological
study of Rabelais’ text have been considerably facilitated. Impor-
tant material has been collected toward a deeper realization of
Rabelais’ place in history and toward establishing the relation of
his work to the time in which he lived and to the literature which
preceded him. But this material collected with the painstaking
care of scholars still awaits a synthesis. We do not find a full-sized
portrait of Rabelais in these scholarly writings. In general, Rabe-
laisians are careful to avoid any extensive synthesis or far-reaching
conclusions. The only books that attempt to offer such a synthesis
(and a prudent one indeed) are the study by Plattard, 1910, and
to some extent, Lote’s monograph. But in spite of the important
material collected by Plattard and Lote, and in spite of some fine
observations especially by Lote, such a synthesis does not satisfy
us. In fact, it is even less satisfactory than the previous attempts
by Stapfer, 1889, or by the German scholar Schneegans.

Modern Rabelaisiana, based on positivism, is restricted to the
collection of material. Such collection is, of course, both necessary
and useful. But the absence of a serious method and of a broad

89 The basic biographical works relating to distinct periods in Rabe-
lais’ life: Dubouchet: Rabelais ¢ Montpellier, 1887. A. Heulhard: Rabe-
lais ses voyages en Itnlie et son exil @ Metz, 18g1. A. Bertrand: Rabelais ¢
Lyon, 1894. J. Plattard: Adolescence de Rabelais en Poitou, 1923.



RABELAIS IN THE HISTORY OF LAUGHTER 1351

view limits the perspective of even such attentive research to a
limited circle of biographical facts, insignificant events of the
times, and literary (mostly printed) sources. As to folklore sources,
they are studied superficially within the confines of their current
narrow interpretation. The folklore of laughter, with all its vari-
ety and originality, remains almost entirely outside the sphere of
research. All the carefully assembled material does not go beyond
the framework of official culture, while Rabelaisiana as a whole
can by no means fit such a framework. The Abel Lefranc school
considers laughter as a secondary phenomenon which does not
concern the serious problems of Rabelais’ novel but is rather a
means to gain popularity among the masses or a camouflage. The
key problem of the culture of folk laughter is not posed.

An important landmark in Rabelaisiana was the publication of
Lucien Febvre's book in 1942, Le Probléme de lU'incroyance au
XVIéme siécle: la religion de Rabelais. This work was directed
against Abel Lefranc and his school. Febvre does not discuss the
novel’s artistic aspect; neither does he touch upon Rabelais’ bio-
graphical sources, a field in which Lefranc and his followers were
especially productive. Lucien Febvre is exclusively concerned
with Rabelais’ philosophy, particularly with his attitude toward
Catholicism.

The author’s main goal is to understand Rabelais within his
cultural and intellectual milieu and the opportunities offered
in his time. According to Febvre, the sixteenth century cannot be
grasped if the individual is isolated from the “moral climate”
and the “intellectual atmosphere” of that epoch. The historian’s
main task is to discover how the men of 1532 (the year of publica-
tion of the first book, Pantagruel) listened to Pantagruel speaking,
how these men (not we) could understand him. We must read
Rabelais’ text with the eyes of his contemporaries, of the people
of the sixteenth and not of the twentieth century. The historian’s
most grievous sin, says Febvre, is the sin of anachronism,

Having made these fully justified methodological demands,
Febvre criticizes Abel Lefranc’s assertion that Rabelais professed
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in his work a systematic rationalist atheism. Using a great amount
of valuable material from various fields of sixteenth century cul-
ture and thought, Febvre seeks to prove that in the world outlook
of that time (whether philosophical or scientific) there was no
room for systematic rationalist unbelief. It had no ground to
stand upon; every negation must be founded in order to have
social value or historical meaning. Subjective and capricious
negation without support (the plain “I deny”) has no historical
importance. Neither sixteenth-century philosophy nor science
(actually the latter did not exist) could offer such support for the
denial of religion. Systematic rationalism was impossible.”®
Febvre’s entire book seeks to prove this proposition. As we have
said, the author uses a great amount of material of indubitable
value, independently of the work’s main thesis. In the light of this
research, many long established views concerning sixteenth-cen-
tury culture must be revised. In order to understand the various
aspects of this culture, Febvre offers considerable information.
But on the other hand his study gives little help, and only indi-
rectly, for the understanding of Rabelais’ novel as an artistic
work and of his artistic view and awareness of the world. Rabelais’
artistic thought fits neither rationalist atheism nor a religious
faith, no matter whether Catholic, Protestant, or the “religion of
Christ” of Erasmus. Rabelais’ religion is wider and deeper-rooted.
It ignores all intolerant seriousness, all dogmatism. His view of
the world is neither pure negation nor pure affirmation. Both
Lefranc and Febvre fail to make us understand Rabelais’ philos-
ophy. They also fail to make us understand correctly the entire
sixteenth century.
* The fact is that Febvre, like Lefranc, ignores the culture of folk
humor of the Middle Ages and the Renaissance. Only the serious
level of thought and culture exists in his mind. In his brilliant
analysis of the various spheres of sixteenth-century culture,
Febvre actually remains within its official framework. Therefore,

70 Lucien Febvre, Le Probléme de lincroyance au XVIéme siécle, la
religion de Rabelais, Paris, 1942, pp. $80-381.
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he sees and appreciates in Rabelais’ novel only that which can be
understood and interpreted on that serious level. That which is
essential, the true Rabelais, remains outside his scope of vision.

As we have said, Febvre considers anachronism, modernization,
as the historian’s most grievous sin. He rightly accuses Lefranc of
this sin, as well as other Rabelaisians. But, alas! he himself com-
mits this sin in relation to laughter. He hears Rabelais’ laughter
with the ears of the twentieth century, rather than with those of
the sixteenth. This is why he could not read Pantagruel with their
eyes and see that which is essential in this book. He misses the
main point of Rabelais’ laughter, its universal and philosophic
character. He does not understand that a philosophy of laughter,
a universal comic aspect of the world are possible. He looks for
Rabelais’ philosophy when the latter is not laughing, or more
correctly, whenever Rabelais seems to kim to be entirely serious.
When Rabelais laughs, he is merely joking in Febvre’s eyes, and
these jokes seem to him innocent enough. Like all jokes, they say
nothing about philosophy, which can only be serious. Thus
Febvre endows the sixteenth century with the concept of laughter
and of its functions in culture as they appear in modern times,
especially in the nineteenth century.

Febvre tells in his book how surprised he was by the analysis of
the Pantagruel prologue offered by Lefranc in the introductory
article. He was especially puzzled by Lefranc's conclusion that
Rabelais was a conscientious propagandist of systematic atheism.
In order to verify this statement, he picks up “with a certain anx-
iety” his own volume of Rabelais, opens the book of Pantagruel,
and laughs! He is no longer concerned with the “crescendo of
impiety” described by his opponent. (On reprend son Rabelais
avec quelque inquiétude. On ouvre le “Pantagruel”. On rit, On
ne songe plus au “crescendo de I'impieté”). Febvre finds “nothing
hidden, nothing frightening, no sacrilege.” All he discovers are
“clerical jokes” (de vietlles plaisanteries cléricales) which existed
before Rabelais.”?

71 Ibid., pp. 160-161.
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Here we clearly see Febvre's attitude toward Rabelais’ jokes;
they merely make him laugh. On rit. But it is precisely this on rit
which needs to be analyzed. Do we of the twentieth century laugh
as did Rabelais and his contemporaries? And what of these “old
clerical jokes”? If they do not hide the serious, abstract atheist
tendencies as seen by Lefranc, they may contain something else,
something far more meaningful, profound, artistically concrete—
the comic aspect of the world. The author seems to think that
laughter is the same in every time and age, that a joke is always
nothing more than a joke. And so he centers his fine historic anal-
ysis on the serious parts of Rabelais’ novel (or those which appear
serious to him). He leaves laughter aside, as nonbhistorical and
unchanging.

Febvre ignores the comic aspect of the world, evolved during
hundreds and thousands of years in the infinitely varied culture
of folk humor, and first of all, in comic rites and pageants. Analyz-
ing the “clerical jokes” such as sitio and consummatum est, which
impressed Lefranc by their boldness, Febvre merely points to
their traditional character and to their harmless nature. He does
not see that these jokes are particles of an immense whole, of the
popular carnival spirit, of the world that laughs. In order to grasp
this whole it would be necessary to discover the historical mean-
ing of these century-old phenomena—the parodia sacra, the risus
paschalis, and the immense medieval comic literature. First of all,
of course, all the rites and spectacles of carnival forms should be
grasped. But Febvre does not undertake this study. His attention
is centered, as we have seen, on the “serious” phenomena of
thought and culture (in the spirit of the twentieth century). For
instance, discussing Erasmus and his influence on Rabelais, he
does not mention “In Praise of Folly,” the work which is precisely
the most in tune with the Rabelaisian world. All he is interested
in is the serious Erasmus. Only a small portion of his book, en-
titled “some clerical jokes” is devoted to the comic aspect of his
subject, five of five hundred pages.”? The author discusses the

72 Ibid., pp. 161-165.
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principle of laughter in another small portion of his book devoted
to the preachers Menot and Maillard who used Rabelaisian
facéties in their sermons. There are a few other remarks scat-
tered throughout the book concerning the comic elements of
sixteenth-century culture, but they are treated in the spirit of
nineteenth- and twentieth-century interpretation. It is character-
istic that in a book devoted to the most carnivalesque writer of
world history the word “carnival” is mentioned only once (in the
analysis of Epistemon’s ghostly visions).

In one part of his book Febvre seems to be inclined to recog-
nize the historicity of laughter. He writes that “irony is the daugh-
ter of time.”” But he does not further develop this idea. It is
only used in order to restrict the element of laughter, The author
declares that Rabelais’ novel contains many more direct assertions
than is generally believed. Irony, he says, is often heard where it
does not exist.

We find such a statement radically wrong. Only relative seri-
ousness is possible in Rabelais’ world. Even the lines which in
a different context or taken separately would be completely seri-
ous (Théléme, Gargantua’s letter to Pantagruel, the chapter
about the hero’s death) acquire in their context an overtone of
laughter; the reflexes of surrounding comic images react on them.
The aspect of laughter is universal and embraces everything. But
it is precisely this universalism, the peculiar truth of laughter
that Febvre does not see. In his mind, truth can speak only in
solemn tones. Neither does he perceive ambivalence.

Febvre’s assertion that irony in Rabelais is heard where it
should not be heard is no less incorrect on a wider historical level.
In the world culture of the past there is much more irony, a form
of reduced laughter, than our ear can catch. The literature, in-
cluding rhetoric, of certain eras like Hellenism and the Middle
Ages is flooded with various reduced forms of laughter, though we
have ceased to be aware of some of them. We often lose the sense
of parody and would doubtless have to reread many a text of

73 Ibid., p. 172.
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world literature to hear its tone in another key. But first of all it
is necessary to understand the nature of folk humor in bygone
years, to grasp its philosophy, its universalism, its ambivalence,
and its link with time. All of these have been almost entirely lost
in modern humor.

The fact that Febvre ignores this folk culture leads him to a
distorted conception of the Renaissance and of the French six-
teenth century. He does not see, nor does he want to see, the
exceptional freedom and the complete absence of dogmatism of
artistic thought that were typical of that epoch. He fails to grasp
them because he finds nothing that supports them. He presents a
narrow and false picture of that time.

The era of the Renaissance in general and the French Renais-
sance in particular was marked in the literary sphere first of all by
the fact that the highest potentials of folk humor had attained the
level of great literature and had fertilized it. Without being aware
of this fact it is impossible to understand either the culture or the
literature of the sixteenth century. Of course it would be inadmis-
sible to see folk humor alone in all the rich, complex, and contra-
dictory output of that age. But it was precisely the infiltration of
folk humor into great literature that has remained unexplored
until now. The failure to understand it had a most unfortunate
influence on the understanding of Rabelais.

In conclusion we have to agree with the sharp criticism of
Febvre’s book by P. Dek in his article “Our Failure in the Appre-
ciation of the Work of Rabelais”: “Febvre's book is the most subtle
attempt of all those made during four hundred years after Rabe-
lais’ death to tear his work away from the people.”7+

Let us briefly examine the condition of Rabelaisiana in our
country.

74 See P. Dek, Siem Viekov Romana (“Seven centuries of the novel”),
Inostrannaya Literatura, Goslitizdat, Moscow, 1962, p. 121. See also an
extensive criticism of Febvre in L. E. Pinsky, Realism Epokhi Vozrozhde-
niya (Realism of the Renaissance), Goslitizdat, Leningrad and Moscow,
1961, pp. 106-114.
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Prerevolutionary Russian literary criticism was almost entirely
unconcerned with Rabelais. We had no Rabelaisians. Not a single
book or monograph was published on this subject. The entire
Russian scholarly literature in this field is limited to a rather ex-
tensive article by A. N. Veselovsky,? “Rabelais and His Novel”
and a brochure by I. Focht (devoid of all scientific value).™®

The article by A. N. Veselovsky had an indisputable scholarly
interest for its time (1878). This paper appeared long before the
development of a strictly scholarly Rabelaisiana in France, and a
quarter of a century before the founding of La Societé des Etudes
Rabelaisiennes. The article contains a number of observations
which were valuable and new for that time, concerning the epoch
when the novel was written as well as the various aspects of Ra-
belais’ work. Some of these observations were accepted; but from
our point of view Veselovsky's interpretation contains many er-
rors.

In his explanation of the novel's fundamental character, its
genesis and evolution, Veselovsky brings out first and foremost
the narrow and conjectural elements which picture the French
royal court and various representatives of the ruling class, the
French feudal aristocracy, the officials, and the bourgeoisie. The
role of the people and their special condition are not taken into
consideration. Thus, Rabelais’ optimism of the first period of his
life, up to October 1534, is interpreted by Veselovsky as arising
from his naive faith in the triumph of humanism because of the
support of the court, and from his friendship with the leaders of
the Reformation. The changes in his outlook and tone in the
following books are seen by Veselovsky as the result of the defeat
of humanism and of his break with the Protestant leaders. But
such emotional reactions as naive faith and disappointment are

75 A. N. Veselovsky, Izbranniy Statiy, Goslitizdat, Leningrad, 1939.

78 1. Focht, Rabelais, ego Zhyzn i tvorchestvo, 1g14. In addition, the
French lecturer of the former St. Petersburg University, Jean Fleury,
published in 1876-1877 in Paris a monograph on Rabelais, not devoid
of interest for its time, though this has no connection with Russian
Rabelaisiana.
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incompatible with Rabelais’ powerful laughter. A change in the
politics of the court and ruling class was of but little importance
for this laughter, filled with a thousand-year-old wisdom. A politi-
cal crisis was nothing more than a tempest in a teapot, the crown-
ing and uncrowning of a clown of the Roman Saturnalia and
European carnivals. Rabelais’ optimism is the people’s optimism,
and all the hopes and disappointments arising from limited po-
tentialities of the age are but the overtones of his novel. Veselov-
sky turns them into its basic tone. He does not see the popular
background of the political theme.

Neither does Veselovsky grasp the peculiar character and the
revolutionary nature of folk humor reflected in Rabelais’ work.
He almost entirely ignores the existence of the gay Middle Ages
and underestimates the ancient tradition of folk culture. He con-
ceives Rabelais’ laughter as the expression of a primitive, ele-
mentary, almost animal joyfulness of a *“village boy let loose.”??

Similarly, in the view of European Rabelaisians Veselovsky
knew only the official Rabelais. He analyzed only the novel’s pe-
riphery, which reflects the trends of the humanist club of Margue-
rite of Angouléme and the movement of the early Reformation
leaders, among others contemporary happenings. But Rabelais’
work expressed basically the most radical interests, hopes, and
thoughts of the people, which had nothing to do with these rela-
tively progressive movements of the aristocratic and bourgeois
Renaissance.

In accordance with European nineteenth-century Rabelaisiana,
Veselovsky brings out first of all the Théléme episode which he
offers as a key to Rabelais’ philosophy and to his entire novel. In
reality, Théléme is characteristic neither of Rabelais’ philosophy
nor of his system of images, nor of his style. Though this episode
does present a popular utopian element, it is fundamentally linked
with the aristocratic movements of the Renaissance. This is not a
popular-festive mood but a court and humanist utopia, which has

77 See a more detailed criticism of Veselovsky's image in Chapter 2.
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rather the flavor of Princess Marguerite’s circle than that of the
marketplace. In this respect, Théléme is not in line with Rabelais’
imagery and style.

Veselovsky's interpretation largely determined the treatment
of Rabelais in our university courses almost until our time.

Until World War 11 Soviet literary critics did not change this
situation substantially. Rabelais, one of the greatest realists of
world literature, was for a long time almost totally ignored. There
was a short article of a mainly informative character by A. A. Smir-
nov in the Literary Encyclopedia, and a similar article by B. A.
Krzhevsky was added to the second edition of the novel’s incom-
plete translation. A chapter in a history of French literature by
A. K. Dzhivelegov and two short original articles: “The Story of
the Great Gargantua’ by V. F. Shishmareff,’® and “Rabelais and
Humanism” by I. E. Verzmen"—this is about all that was pub-
lished here concerning our author. There was not a single mono-
graph, no serious attempt to revise the Rabelaisian heritage in the
light of the principles and aims of Soviet literary studies, especially
in connection with the theories and history of realism and folk
literature.

After World War II the situation changed. In 1948 the first
Soviet monograph on Rabelais, by E. M. Evnina,® was published.
This work has indubitable merits. The complete neglect of the
comic principle in Rabelais’ novel characteristic of European com-
mentators is not to be found in E. M. Evnina’s book. In her eyes
Rabelais is essentially a comic writer. True, the author defines Ra-
belais as a satirist, but she interprets satire very broadly; unlike
Schneegans and other critics, she attributes to laughter positive
elements: joy, gaiety, exultation. As seen by this author, Rabelais
is many-faced and ambivalent (though Evnina does not use this
expression). Such an interpretation permits an interesting and de-
tailed analysis of Rabelais’ peculiar methods of treating the comic

8 Sbornik statey v chest ac, A. I Sobolevskogo, Leningrad, 1928.
79 Uch. zap. MGPI, Vol. 1, 1935.
80 E. M. Evnina, “Francois Rabelais” (Goslitizdat, Moscow, 1948)
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element. Evnina’s work is a valuable contribution to Soviet Rabe-
laisiana.

A number of popular works devoted to our subject appeared
during the postwar period: the centennial article of I. I. Anissimov
on “Frangois Rabelais” (Znamya, Vol. 5, 1953); the article by E.
M. Gordeev, “The Great Humanist, Rabelais” (in Sbornik Novye
Veka, 7, ed. Akademiya Nauk Litovskoi SSR Moscow, 1955); the
introductory article of S. D. Artamonov to “Gargantua and Pan-
tagruel” (translated by N. M. Ljubimov, Goslitizdat, 1961) and his
brochure “Frangois Rabelais” (ed. of Khudozhestwennaya Litera-
tura, 1964). The interesting and original brochure, “The Artistic
Method of Rabelais” by S. T. Vaiman appeared in 1964.

But the most important event in Soviet Rabelaisiana was the
publication of L. E. Pinsky’s essay: “The Laughter of Rabelais”
in his book: “Realism of the Renaissance.”8! Unlike most Rabe-
lais scholars, Pinsky considers laughter the basic organizing prin-
ciple in Rabelais’ novel; it is not the external but the inner form
of his vision and understanding of the world. Pinsky does not sep-
arate laughter from the world outlook nor from the ideological
contents of the novel. And it is from this angle that he offers a
critical survey of the appreciation and understanding of Rabelais
throughout the ages. His conclusion is:

... the interpretation of his work was fruitful only when it did not
belittle the meaning of laughter and when the comic principle was
not separated from the libertarian and progressive idea, from the
contents of “Gargantua and Pantagruel.” Only then was a new
and vital aspect of this work unfolded. Throughout all these cen-
turies Rabelais remained for his perceptive audience the genius
par excellence of the comic.82

We fully agree with this statement.
Pinsky systematically denies the satirical nature of Rabelais’

81 L. E. Pinsky, Realism Epochy Vozrozhedenya, “Realism of the Re-
naissance,” Goslitizdat, Moscow, 1961, pp. 87—223. Pinsky’s initial con-
ception was expressed in his article “The Comic Element in Rabelais.”
(Voprossy literatury, 1959, No. 5).

82 Op. cit., p. 118.
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laughter. He is not a satirist in the ordinary sense of the word. His
laughter is by no means directed at the distinct, purely negative
aspects of reality. Only a few secondary characters and episodes of
the novel’s last books can be described as satirical. As to the lead-
ing characters, Rabelais’ laughter lends them a truly positive as-
pect. Pinsky thus formulates his idea:

. . . this is not a satire in the precise meaning of the word, it does
not express indignation about vice or anger at evil in social and
cultural life. The Pantagruelesque company, especially Friar John
and Panurge, are not satirical figures, they are the very impersona-
tion of laughter. The comic aspect of the spontaneous manifesta-
tions of sensuality: Friar John's gluttony, Panurge’s concupiscence,
the improprieties of young Gargantua, are not supposed to arouse
the reader’s indignation. The language and the very image of the
narrator, Alcofribas Nasier, one of the members of the Pantagru-
ellists’ little company, obviously excludes the satiric tone in con-
nection with Panurge. The latter is a close friend, an alter ego of
the narrator, as well as one of his main characters. Panurge must
amuse his audience, he must make it laugh, surprise it, and even
teach it in his own way. In no way must he arouse its indignation.83

Pinsky discloses convincingly the element of knowledge in Ra-
belais’ laughter and its link with truth. Laughter purifies the con-
sciousness of men from false seriousness, from dogmatism, from all
confusing emotions. Let us quote once more from Pinsky’s work:

Laughter in “Pantagruel” is at the same time a theme and an
argumentation. The reader must regain the gift that sorrow has
deprived him of, the gift of laughter. He must return to the nor-
mal condition of human nature, so that truth may be disclosed to
him. For Spinoza, a hundred years later, the path of truth was to
lead to liberation from emotions. His motto was: not to weep, nor
to laugh, but to know. For Rabelais, man of the Renaissance,
laughter was precisely a liberation of the emotions that dim the
knowledge of life. Laughter proves the existence of clear spiritual
vision and bestows it. Awareness of the comic and reason are the
two attributes of human' nature. Truth reveals itself with a smile
when man abides in a nonanxious, joyful, comic mood.84

88 Ibid., p. 174.
8¢ Ibid., p. 174.
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Pinsky’s acknowledgement of the ambivalence of Rabelaisian
laughter is important. He writes: “One of the most remarkable
traits of Rabelais’ laughter is its multiplicity of meaning, its com-
plex relation to the object. Frank mockery and praise, uncrown-
ing and exaltation, irony and dithyramb, are here combined.”88
And elsewhere: “Rabelais’ laughter simultaneously denies and as-
serts, or more correctly speaking it seeks and hopes like the very
company of the ‘thirsting Pantagruellists.’” Boundless enthusiasm
concerning knowledge and cautious irony alternate with each
other. The very tone of this laughter shows that two opposite prin-
ciples can be put together even in form.”86

Pinsky further discloses the basic sources of Rabelais’ laughter.
He is interested not in the exterior, formal methods of the comic,
but in its sources. He sees one such source in “the very movement
of life,” that is, in becoming, change, gay relativity. He writes:

In Rabelais’ comic affect there is the feeling of the general rela-
tivity of great and small, exalted and lowly, of the fantastic and
the real, the physical and the spiritual; the feeling of rising, grow-
ing, flowering and fading, of the transformation of nature eter-
nally alive.

Pinsky sees another source of the comic closely linked to the first
one in the persistent joie de vivre of human nature:

In the prologue to the fourth book, Pantagruelism is described
as a gaiety of spirit before which all that is incidental is powerless.
The source of the comic in Rabelais’ work is not only the impo-
tence of the incidental which cannot slow down the movement of
life (since “‘everything moves irretrievably toward its end” as says
the writing on the Temple of the Holy Bottle); neither is this
source merely found in the flow of time and the movement of so-
ciety in history, the law of succession of kingdoms and empires. A
no less important source is, as we have said, this indestructible
joie de vivre, capable of rising above the incidental, to conceive it
precisely as something transient.87

88 Ibid., p. 181.
86 Ibid., p. 183.
87 Ibid., p. 147.
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These quotations prove that the author thoroughly understands
the ancient link of laughter with time, with time’s successive
changes. He stresses this link in other parts of his book.

We have discussed only the basic elements of the conception of
Rabelaisian laughter as developed by Pinsky. This author gives a
subtle and deep analysis of the major episodes of the novel and of
its leading characters (Gargantua, Pantagruel, Friar John, and
Panurge). The analysis of Panurge is particularly profound and
interesting. The author correctly states the immense importance
of this image (similar to that of Shakespeare’s Falstaff) for the un-
derstanding of the philosophy of the Renaissance.

Pinsky does not examine the history of laughter and of the cul-
ture of folk humor. Neither does he discuss Rabelais’ medieval
sources. His method is basically to remain within Rabelais’ own
time. However, he does point out the carnivalesque character of
Rabelaisian laughter.

Such is the present state of Soviet Rabelaisiana. It is apparent
from our brief survey that, unlike contemporary Western Euro-
pean scholars, our commentators do not separate Rabelais’ artistic
vision from his laughter but rather strive to interpret correctly its
original traits.

In conclusion we wish to say a few words about N. M. Ljubi-
mov’s translation.88 The publication of this work is an important
event. We may say that the Russian public has read Rabelais for
the first time, has heard for the first time his laughter. Though the
novel was translated into Russian as early as the eighteenth cen-
tury, these earlier versions presented only excerpts; the originality
and wealth of Rabelais’ language were not even approximately
rendered. This is an exceptionally difficult task. It was even said
that Rabelais was untranslatable—an opinion shared by A. N.
Veselovsky. Therefore, among all the classics of world literature
Rabelais alone did not penetrate into the sphere of Russian cul-
ture, as did Shakespeare and Cervantes, for example. This was a

88 Ljubimov, N.M., Gargantjua i Pantagrjuel, Goslitizdat, Moscow,
1961.
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serious gap since it was in him that the great world of comic folk
culture was revealed. Now, thanks to Ljubimov’s remarkable, al-
most completely adequate translation, Rabelais has begun to speak
in Russian, with his unique familiarity and spontaneity, with his
immeasurable depth, with his comic imagery. It would be impos-
sible to overestimate the importance of this event.



CHAPTER TWO

The Language of the Marketplace in Rabelais

I want to understand you,

I study your obscure language.

(A. S. PUSHKIN, “POEM COMPOSED DURING
A SLEEPLESS NIGHT”)

We shall examine first of all those elements of Rabelais’ language
that, from the seventeenth century on, were a stumbling block for
his admirers and readers, those that La Bruyére considered “filthy
depravation” and Voltaire “impertinence.” Let us call these com-
ponents conditionally and metaphorically the marketplace and
billingsgate elements of the novel. It was precisely this language
that the Abbé Marsy and Abbé Perraud tried to expurgate in the
eighteenth century and George Sand in the nineteenth. These ele-
ments still prevent public reading of Rabelais, although in other
respects no author is better suited for such reading.
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Even in our time the billingsgate in Rabelais makes him difficult
for his readers and not merely for the average public. It is hard to
weave these coarse words into the artistic texture of the novel. The
specific meaning that many of these terms have acquired in modern
times distorts a correct interpretation of Rabelais’ writings; the
terms were then universal and far removed from pornography.
For this reason, connoisseurs and scholars have adopted an indul-
gent view concerning this inevitable heritage of the “naive and
coarse sixteenth century,” stressing the innocent character of these
old-fashioned improprieties. In the eighteenth century Abbé Gali-
ani found a witty expression for this tolerance: “Rabelais’ inde-
cency,” he wrote, “is naive; it is like the backside of a poor man.”

A similar tolerance concerning Rabelais’ “‘cynicism” was shown
by Veselovsky. He used, however, a less Rabelaisian image by say-
ing: “If you like, Rabelais is cynical, but as a healthy village boy
who has been let loose from a smoky hut into the spring air; he
rushes madly on, across the puddles, besmirching passersby with
mud and laughing merrily when lumps of clay cover his legs and
face, ruddy with springlike, animal gaiety.”!

Let us examine Veselovsky's statement; let us, for a brief mo-
ment, take seriously his image of the village boy and confront it
with the peculiar traits of Rabelais’ cynicism.

First of all, the image of the village boy is inadequate. Rabelais’
cynicism belongs to the city marketplace, to the town fair and the
carnival square of the late Middle Ages and of the Renaissance.
Further, this is not the individual gaiety of a boy let loose from a
smoky hut but the collective gaiety of the people gathered at the
fair, not the naive gaiety of a boy “rushing madly across puddles”
but a popular, festive gaiety that was gradually formed during
many centuries. However, the season is correctly chosen in Ves-
elovsky’s picture: this is a truly springlike carnivalesque, Paschal
laughter. One might say that these forms of gay Shrovetide cyni-
cism are transferred to a historic spring, to the new era.

1 A. N. Veselovsky, “Collected Articles,” Goslitizdat, Leningrad, 1939,
P- 241.
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The very image of the boy must be revised. He is the symbol of
youth, of immaturity and incompleteness. Such an image holds
good only superficially; Rabelais’ youth is the youth of antiquity,
the “playing boy” of Heraclitus. From the historic point of view,
Rabelais’ cynicism belongs to the most ancient stratum of his novel.

Let us pursue our critical remarks. Veselovsky’s village boy be-
smirches the passersby with mud: a far too tame and modernized
metaphor. To besmirch means to debase. But grotesque debase-
ment always had in mind the material bodily lower stratum, the
zone of the genital organs. Therefore debasement did not besmirch
with mud but with excrement and urine. This is a very ancient
gesture. The modern euphemism “mudslinging” is derived from it.

We know that defecation played a considerable role in the
ritual of the “feast of fools.” During the solemn service sung by
the bishop-elect, excrement was used instead of incense. After the
service the clergy rode in carts loaded with dung; they drove
through the streets tossing it at the crowd.

This gesture was also part of the ritual of charivari. We have
a description of a sixteenth-century charivari in the Roman du
Fauvel, from which we learn that tossing of dung at passersby was
accompanied by another ritualistic gesture: throwing salt into a
well.2 Scatological liberties (mostly verbal) played an important
role during carnivals.8

In Rabelais’ novel drenching or drowning in urine is commonly
described. Let us recall the famous episode in the First Book in
which Gargantua drenches in urine the curious Parisians who have
thronged around him. Also in the First Book is the episode in
which Gargantua’s mare drowns part of Picrochole’s army in her
urine at the Gué de Véde, and the episode in which the pilgrims
are immersed in Gargantua’s urine. Finally, in the Second Book

2 See Roman du Fauvel in Histoire littéraire de la France, 32:146.
(Académie des inscriptions des belles lettres), Paris, Imprimerie nationale,
1733-1819. L'un getoit le bren au visage . . . L'autre getoit le sel au puis.
(One throws dung at the face, the other throws salt into the well))

a 8 In Hans Sachs, for instance, there is a carnivalesque “play of the
ung.”
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Anarchus’ camp is flooded in similar fashion. We shall return to
these episodes; for the present we are merely concerned with un-
masking one of the traditional debasing gestures lurking behind
Veselovsky's euphemistic metaphor “besmirching with mud.”

Tossing of excrement is also known from ancient literature. The
fragments of Aeschylus’ satyric drama ‘“The Collector of Bones”
contain an episode in which a “vile-smelling vessel,” that is, a
chamber pot, is thrown at the head of Odysseus. A similar episode
is presented in a satyric drama by Sophocles, “The Feast of the
Achaeans,” which has been preserved. Other such episodes are re-
lated to the comic Heracles as pictured on antique vases, drunk
and lying at the door of a hetaera while an old procuress empties
a chamber pot on his head, or armed with this vessel and pursuing
another figure. Finally, we have a fragment from the Fabulae Atel-
lanae of Pomponius: “Thou Diomedes, hast drenched me in
urine.” (This play was probably a revised version of “The Feast
of the Achaeans.”)

These examples prove that the slinging of excrement and
drenching in urine are traditional debasing gestures, familiar not
only to grotesque realism but to antiquity as well. Their debasing
meaning was generally known and understood. We can find prob-
ably in every language such expressions as “I shit on you.” (Bowd-
lerized equivalents are: “I spit on you” or “I sneeze on you.”) At
the time of Rabelais the usual expression was bren pour luy (as
used by Rabelais in the first book of his novel). This gesture and
the words that accompany it are based on a literal debasement in
terms of the topography of the body, that is, a reference to the
bodily lower stratum, the zone of the genital organs. This signifies
destruction, a grave for the one who is debased. But such debasing
gestures and expressions are ambivalent, since the lower stratum
is not only a bodily grave but also the area of the genital organs,
the fertilizing and generating stratum. Therefore, in the images
of urine and excrement is preserved the essential link with birth,
fertility, renewal, welfare. This positive element was still fully
alive and clearly realized in the time of Rabelais.

In the well-known episode of Panurge’s flock in the Fourth Book,
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the merchant Dingdong praises his sheep by saying that their urine
is endowed with the magic power to increase the fertility of the
earth, as does the urine of the gods. In the briefve déclaration
added to the Fourth Book Rabelais himself (or in any case, a con-
temporary and a man belonging to the same cultural circle) gives
the following explanation of this passage: “if God had urinated
here” (si Dieu y eust pissé). This is a popular expression in Paris
and in all France among the simple folk who consider blessed the
place where Our Lord urinated or performed some other act of
nature, as for instance the one related by Saint John, g:6, “. .. he
spat on the ground and made clay of the spittle.”4

This passage is characteristic. It proves that at the time of folk
legends the language of excrement was closely linked with fertility
and that Rabelais himself knew this link and made use of it in
full awareness. Further, we see that Rabelais did not hesitate to
combine the words “our Lord” and “the Lord’s blessing” with the
image of excrement. (These images were already combined in the
popular expression he quotes.) He saw no sacrilege in doing so
and did not anticipate the stylistic abyss that was to draw the line
between the two terms for the men of the seventeenth century.

For the correct understanding of these carnivalesque gestures
and images we must take into consideration that all such gesticula-
tions and verbal images are part of the carnival as a whole, infused
with one single logic of imagery. This is the drama of laughter
presenting at the same time the death of the old and the birth of
the new world. Each image is subject to the meaning of the whole;
each reflects a single concept of a contradictory world of becoming,
even though the image may be separately presented. Through its
participation in the whole, each of these images is deeply ambiva-
lent, being intimately related to life-death-birth. This is why such
images are devoid of cynicism and coarseness in our sense of the
words. But these images, such as the tossing of excrement and
drenching in urine, become coarse and cynical if they are seen

4 See the Rabelais edited by L. Moland, Frangois Rabelais. Tout ce
qui existe de ses oeuvres, Paris, 1884, p. 478.
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from the point of view of another ideology. If the positive and
negative poles of becoming (death-birth) are torn apart and op-
posed to each other in various diffuse images, they lose their direct
relation to the whole and are deprived of their ambivalence. They
then retain the merely negative aspect, and that which they rep-
resent (defecation, urination) acquires a trivial meaning, our own
contemporary meaning of these words. The images, or more cor-
rectly speaking, the verbal expressions, continue to live in popu-
lar colloquialisms but with a radically transformed aspect. True,
they still preserve a distant echo of the old philosophy, a faint
memory of billingsgate liberties. Only thus can their vitality and
persistence be explained.

Rabelais scholars usually understand and evaluate the novel’s
billingsgate and marketplace elements in the spirit of modern in-
terpretation, distinct from the carnival action as a whole. The
deep ambivalence of these images is no longer understood.

Let us offer a few other examples proving that in the time of
Rabelais the principle of regeneration, fertility, and renewal was
still fully alive in these images.

Folengo’s Baldus, a macaronic work, had a certain influence on
Rabelais; we find in it an episode in hell in which Zingar resur-
rects a youth by drenching him in urine.

In the ““Extraordinary Chronicle’s Gargantua urinates for three
months, seven days, thirteen hours and forty-seven minutes, thus
giving birth to the river Rhone and to seven hundred ships.

In Rabelais (Second Book) all the warm medicinal springs of
France and Italy were generated by the hot urine of the sick Pan-
tagruel.

In the Third Book (Chapter 17) we find an allusion to the an-
tique myth in which the urine of Jupiter, Neptune, and Mercury
gave birth to Orion (from the Greek oijpociv, to urinate). Rabelais,
drawing on Ovid’s Fasti, presents this episode thus: Jupiter, Nep-
tune and Mercury . . . officialement, forgérent Orion. The “offi-

S This is an extended edition of “The Great Chronicles.” Some pas-
sages are borrowed from Pantagruel. The author is Frangois Girault.
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cial” was an officer of the Church police, but in the debasing spirit
of familiar speech the word meant a chamber pot, and this mean-
ing was already a part of fifteenth-century vocabulary. (We in
Russia sometimes call a chamber pot “the general.”) Rabelais,
making an exceptionally free play on words, created officialement.
The debasing and generating power of urine is fancifully com-
bined in this image.

Another example can be found in the famous Manneken-Pis
of the Brussels fountain. This is an ancient figure of a boy urinat-
ing with complete openness. The people of Brussels consider him
their mascot.

There are many similar examples which we shall discuss later,
but for the present we shall limit ourselves to those already de-
scribed. The images of feces and urine are ambivalent, as are all
the images of the material bodily lower stratum; they debase, de-
stroy, regenerate, and renew simultaneously. They are blessing and
humiliating at the same time. Death and death throes, labor, and
childbirth are intimately interwoven.® On the other hand, these
images are closely linked to laughter. When death and birth are
shown in their comic aspect, scatological images in various forms
nearly always accompany the gay monsters created by laughter in
order to replace the terror that has been defeated. For this reason,
too, these images are indissolubly linked with the underworld. It

8 In world literature and especially in anonymous oral tradition we
find many examples of the interweaving of death throes and the act of
defecation, or the closeness of defecation to the moment of death. This
is one of the widespread forms of degrading death and dying. This type
of degradation could be called the “Malbrough theme.” From the works
of great literature I shall cite only one remarkable satire by Seneca,
Ludus morte Claudii, in which the emperor dies at the moment of defe-
cation. In Rabelais' novel the Malbrough theme is introduced in several
variants; for instance, the inhabitants of the “Isle of Winds” die while
emitting gases, and their souls leave the body via the rectum. In another
passage Rabelais cites the example of the Roman who died because of
emitting a certain sound in the presence of the emperor. These images
not only degrade the dying but lend a body to death, transforming it
into a gay monster.
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can be said that excrement represents bodies and matter that are
mostly comic; it is the most suitable substance for the degrading
of all that is exalted. For this reason it plays an important part in
comic folklore and in the grotesque realism of Rabelais’ novel, as
well as in current degrading familiar speech. But when Victor
Hugo says in connection with Rabelais’ world, totus homo fit
excrementum, he ignores the regenerating and renewing element
of the images, already lost in Europe’s literary consciousness.

But let us go back to Veselovsky's picture of the village boy.
We see that the metaphor of mudslinging is quite inadequate. It
is abstract and moral, whereas Rabelais’ cynicism is a system of
grotesque degrading, similar to the tossing of excrement and
drenching in urine. It is a gay funeral. This system of degradation
in various forms and expressions permeates the entire novel from
beginning to end; it even gives form to the images that are far from
cynical in the narrow sense of the word. All these are but elements
of one whole laughing aspect of the world.

The entire picture offered by Veselovsky is quite unsatisfactory.
That to which he alludes in the metaphor of the naive boy, in-
dulgently forgiving his mudslinging, is nothing else than the cul-
ture of folk humor developed through thousands of years; this
culture has a depth of meaning which is far from naive. Humor
and cynicism may least of all be defined as naive and do not need
our indulgence. Instead they demand our careful and attentive
analysis.”

We have discussed the cynicism, the indecencies, and the bill-
ingsgate in Rabelais’ novel. But all these terms are conventional

7 A similar formula for a disdainfully indulgent treatment of Rabelais
was given by Voltaire in his Sottisier: “Marot, Amyot, and Rabelais are
praised, as small children are usually praised if by chance they happen to
say something clever. These writers are approved because their time is
despised and children are lauded because nothing is expected from their
age.” This is a characteristic attitude of the Enlighteners toward the past,
especially toward the sixteenth century. It is too often repeated in this
form or another, in our time. We should discard once for all this com-
Pletely false conception of the sixteenth century.
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and far from adequate. First of all, these elements are not isolated;
they are an organic part of the entire system of images and style.
They become isolated and specific only for modern literary con-
sciousness. Within the system of grotesque realism and popular
festive forms they were an essential part of the imagery representing
the material bodily lower stratum. True, they were unofficial in
character, but so too was all popular-festive literature of the Mid-
dle Ages, so too was laughter. We, therefore, brought out the bil-
lingsgate and marketplace images only conventionally. We mean
by these terms all that is directly linked with the life of the people,
bearing its mark of nonofficial freedom; but at the same time these
images cannot be referred to as popular-festive literature in the
strict sense of this word.

First of all, we have in mind certain forms of familiar speech—
curses, profanities, and oaths—and second the colloquialisms of the
marketplace: the cris de Paris and the announcements made during
fairs by quacks and vendors of drugs. These genres are not “separa-
ted by a Chinese wall” from the literature and spectacles of folk
festivals; they are part of them and often play in them a leading
stylistic role. We continually find them in the dits and débats, in
diableries, sottes, and farces. The colloquial and artistic forms are
sometimes so closely interwoven that it is difficult to trace a divid-
ing line, and no wonder, since the barkers and vendors of drugs
were also actors in performances at the fair. The cris de Paris were
composed in verse and were sung in a peremptory tone. The style
of the barker inviting customers to his booth did not differ from
that of the hawker of chapbooks, and even the long titles of these
books were usually composed in the form of popular advertise-
ments. The marketplace of the Middle Ages and the Renaissance
was a world in itself, a world which was one; all “performances”
in this area, from loud cursing to the organized show, had some-
thing in common and were imbued with the same atmosphere
of freedom, frankness, and familiarity. Such elements of familiar
speech as profanities, oaths, and curses were fully legalized in the
marketplace and were easily adopted by all the festive genres,
even by Church drama. The marketplace was the center of all that
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is unofficial; it enjoyed a certain extraterritoriality in a world of
official order and official ideology, it always remained “with the
people.”

This popular aspect was especially apparent on feast days. The
dates of the fairs were usually adapted to the great feasts of the
year but were extended over a long period. For instance, the fa-
mous fairs of Lyon were held four times a year, and each lasted
fifteen days. Thus every year Lyon led for two months a life of fairs
and carnivals, for even if there was no carnival, strictly speaking,
its atmosphere reigned at every fair.

Thus, the unofficial folk culture of the Middle Ages and even of
the Renaissance had its own territory and its own particular time,
the time of fairs and feasts. This territory, as we have said, was a
peculiar second world within the official medieval order and was
ruled by a special type of relationship, a free, familiar, marketplace
relationship. Officially the palaces, churches, institutions, and pri-
vate homes were dominated by hierarchy and etiquette, but in the
marketplace a special kind of speech was heard, almost a language
of its own, quite unlike the language of Church, palace, courts,
and institutions. It was also unlike the tongue of official literature
or of the ruling classes—the aristocracy, the nobles, the high-rank-
ing clergy and the top burghers—though the elemental force of the
folk idiom penetrated even these circles. On feast days, especially
during the carnivals, this force broke through every sphere, and
even through the Church, as in “the feast of fools.” The festive
marketplace combined many genres and forms, all filled with the
same unofficial spirit.

In all world literature there is probably no other work reflect-
ing so fully and deeply all aspects of the life of the marketplace as
does Rabelais’ novel. But before examining these aspects at closer
range we must first sketch Rabelais’ contact with this sphere as
well as the limited biographical material permits.

Rabelais was familiar with the marketplace and fairs of his time.
As we shall see, he made good use of his experience and projected
it forcefully in his novel.

In Fontenay-le-Comte, where he spent his youth in a monastery
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of the Cordeliers, he had been taught humanist and Greek culture,
but at the same time he had been introduced to the peculiar cul-
ture of the marketplace. A fair famous throughout France was at
that time held three times a year at Fontenay-le-Comte. A great
number of salesmen and customers, not only from France but also
from other countries, assembled in the town. According to G.
Boucher, many foreigners, especially Germans, came to the fair.
Itinerant hawkers, gypsies, and the obscure déclassés, so numerous
in those days, also came to Fontenay-le-Comte, and from records
of the sixteenth century we learn that this town developed its own
popular argot. It was here that Rabelais could observe the life of
the fair and listen to its voices.

Later Rabelais traveled in the province of Poitou with Bishop
Geoffroi d’Estissac. Here he observed the fair of Saint Maixent
and the famous fair of Niort; he recalls the hubbub of the latter in
his novel. Generally speaking, the fairs of Poitou were known at
that time for their elaborateness.

Here Rabelais became acquainted with another important as-
pect of these gatherings, the marketplace spectacles. He learned
about life on the theater scaffoldings (les échafauds) which he de-
scribes in his novel. These scaffoldings were put up on the square,
and the people crowded around them. Lost in the crowd, Rabelais
attended mysteries, moralities, and farces. The towns of Poitou,
Montmorillon, Saint Maixent, Poitiers, and others, were famous
for their theatrical productions.? This is the reason why Rabelais
chose Saint Maixent and Niort as a setting for Villon’s facéties de-
scribed in the Fourth Book. France's dramatic culture was at that
time closely related to the marketplace.

During the next period of Rabelais’ life, concerning which there
is no documentary record (1528-1530), he apparently journeyed
to the universities of Bordeaux, Toujouse, Bourges, Orléans, and
Paris. Here he was initiated into the students’ Bohemian life. This
experience was broadened during the following years when Rab-
elais studied medicine at Montpellier.

We have already pointed out the importance of school festivals

8 See H. Clouzot: L’ancien thédtre en Poitou, 1goo.
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and recreation in medieval culture and literature. The school-
men'’s exuberant compositions had already attained the level of
great literature and played in it a substantial role. These recrea-
tive writings were also related to the marketplace. School parodies,
travesties, facéties in Latin and in the vernacular, prove this rela-
tion and bear inner resemblance to popular forms. Many school
spectacles were organized in the streets. In Montpellier on Epiph-
any students led carnival processions and danced in the square.
The university often produced morality plays and farces outside
the campus.®

Apparently Rabelais took part in student recreations. J. Plat-
tard believes that during his student years, especially in Montpel-
lier, he wrote a series of anecdotes, facéties, and witty debates. He
acquired in comic litérature the experience that enabled him to
create Pantagruel so quickly.

In the next period of Rabelais’ life, spent in Lyon, his relations
with the marketplace became even closer and more intimate. We
have mentioned already the famous Lyon fairs, which occupied
about two months of each year. Life during that time was ex-
tremely animated in that southern city with its large Italian col-
ony. Rabelais himself recalls in the Fourth Book the carnival of
Lyon during which the grotesque statue of the glutton *Masche-
croiite,” a typical gay monster, was carried in procession. The
chroniclers of that time described other mass festivals: the feast of
printers and the election of the “prince of tradesmen.”

Rabelais was linked by even closer ties to the Lyon fairs, since
they represented one of the most important markets of publishing
and bookselling, second only to Frankfurt. Both these cities were
the center of book distribution and literary advertising. Books
were published with an eye to the fairs, summer, autumn, and
winter being the busy seasons. Lyon determined more or less the

® This student recreational literature was part of marketplace cul-
ture; its social element was related to folk culture and was sometimes
completely fused with it. Among the anonymous authors of these works
of grotesque realism (usually in Latin) there were probably many stu-
dents or graduates.
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dates of book publication in France and consequently also fixed
the time at which authors submitted their manuscripts to pub-
lishers. A. Lefranc successfully established the chronology of Rab-
elais’ works by using the dates of the Lyon fairs. These dates
regulated the production of all books, even the scientific ones, but
especially popular works and recreational literature.10

Rabelais, who had first published three scholarly works, later
became the provider of mass literature and therefore entered into
a closer relationship with the fairs. He not only had to calculate
their dates but also their demands, tastes, and fashions. He pub-
lished almost simulianeously his Pantagruel (which followed di-
rectly in the steps of the popular book by an anonymous author
“The Great Chronicles of Gargantua”) and the Pantagrueline
Prognostication, an almanac for the year 1533. The Prognostica-
tion is a gay travesty of the New Year prophecies so popular at
that time. This composition, containing only a few small pages,
was reprinted during the following years and was followed by
others. Indeed, we have certain data and even a few fragments of
Rabelais’ calendars for the years 1535, 1541, 1546, and 1550. We
can surmise, as does L. Moland,!! that this is not the complete list
of calendars published by Rabelais. He probably brought them
out every year, beginning in 1533, and was the accredited pub-
lisher. Both the “Prognostics” and the calendars are related to
time, to the New Year, and finally, to the marketplace.

There is no doubt that during the following years of his life
Rabelais preserved a vivid interest in the fairs and maintained re-
lations with their various activities. The meager biographical
data in our possession do not offer us, however, any positive facts
in this respect.1? But we have an important document dating from

10 The combined publishing of erudite scholarly works and literature
for fairs and carnivals was typical of those times.

11 Op. cit. fin. 4.

12 Rabelais’ legendary biography presents him as a popular figure of
the marketplace. According to this legend, his life was full of mystifica-
tions, travesties, and clownery. L. Moland rightly calls this legendary
figure un Rabelais de caréme-prenant (a carnival Rabelais).
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Rabelais’ last journey to Italy. On March 14, 1549, Cardinal Jean
du Bellay organized a popular festival in Rome on the occasion of
the birth of the son of King Henry II. Rabelais attended this festi-
val and described it in detail, using for this account his own letters
to Cardinal Guizou. This description was published in Paris and
Lyon under the title of “The Sciamachy and Festival Offered in
Rome in the Palace of His Eminence Monsignor du Bellay.”

In the first part of this festival, performed in a piazza, a battle
was fought with dramatic effects, fireworks, and even casualties
(later shown to be straw dummies). The festival had a typical
carnivalesque character. The traditional hell was presented in
the form of a globe ejecting flames. This globe was known as the
“jaws of hell” and “Lucifer’s head.”13 At the end of the festival a
gigantic banquet was offered to the people, with enormous, truly
Pantagruelesque quantities of sausages and wine.

Such festivals are characteristic of the Renaissance. Burckhardt
has shown how important was their influence on the artistic form
and philosophy of that period and on its very spirit. He did not
exaggerate the importance of that influence; it was even greater
than he thought.14

Rabelais was not so much interested in the official aspect of the
festivities of his time as in their popular, unofficial elements.
These were the elements that influenced his work. He could ob-
serve in them the most varied forms of comic folklore, so rich and
colorful in his time.

Depicting in the First Book young Gargantua’s studies under
the guidance of Ponocrates, Rabelais says:

Instead of herborizing, they would inspect the shops of drug-
gists, herbalists and apothecaries, studiously examining the sun-
dry fruits, roots, leaves, gums, seeds and exotic unguents and
learning how they could be diluted or adulterated. He viewed
jugglers, mountebanks and medicasters . . . carefully observing

13 L. Moland, op. cit. ftn. 4, p. 599.
14 True, Burckhardt had in mind not so much the popular marketplace
festivities as the courtly official feasts.
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their tricks and gestures, their agile capers and smooth oratory.
His favorites were those from Chauny in Picardy who are born
jabberers . . . (Book 1, Chapter 24)

This episode of young Gargantua’s education can be legiti-
mately interpreted as autobiographical, since Rabelais himself
studied all these aspects of popular life. Let us stress that popular
spectacles and popular medicine, herbalists and druggists, hawk-
ers of magic unguents and quacks, could be seen side by side. There
was an ancient connection between the forms of medicine and
folk art which explains the combination in one person of actor
and druggist. This is why the images of the physician and the
medical element are organically linked in the novel with the
entire traditional system of images. In the previous quotation we
see medicine and the theater displayed side by side in the market-
place.

Such is the history of Rabelais’ physical connection with the
marketplace, as far as we can deduce it from the meager biograph-
ical data. But how did the marketplace enter the sphere of his
novel and how was it reflected in it?

This question first arises in relation to the atmosphere of the
marketplace and the organization of its verbal idiom. We en-
counter it at the beginning of each book of the novel, in the
famous prologues. We started our study with a chapter devoted to
these elements, precisely because we enter into the marketplace
world from the very first lines of the five books, in the prologue to
Pantagruel, chronologically the first book to be written and
published.

How is the prologue of Pantagruel constructed? It begins thus:

O most illustrious and most valorous champions, gentlemen
and all others who delight in honest entertainment and wit. I
address this book to you. You have read and digested the Mighty
and Inestimable Chronicles of the Huge Giant Gargantua. Like
true believers you have taken them upon faith as you do the texts
of the Holy Gospel. Indeed, having run out of gallant speeches,
you have often spent hours at a time relating lengthy stories culled
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from these Chronicles to a rapt audience of noble dames and
matrons of high degree. On this count, then, you deserve vast
praise and sempiternal memory. (Book 2, Prologue)

Here we see combined the praise of the ““Chronicles of Gar-
gantua” and of the readers who enjoy this chapbook. The praise
and glorification are composed in the advertising spirit of the
barker at a show or the hawker of chapbooks, who praise not only
their wondrous merchandise but also the “most illustrious” pub-
lic. This is a typical example of the tone and style of the fair.

But of course these announcements have nothing in common
with naive and direct practical advertisements. They are filled
with popular-festive laughter. They toy with the objects that they
announce, and they include in this free game all the “sacred”
and “exalted” topics that they can fit into their oratory. In the
quoted lines the admirers of the “‘Chronicles” are compared to
true believers (vrais fidéles) who put their faith in it as in a sacred
text, and who therefore deserve honor, praise, and undying mem-
ory (mémoire sempiternelle). Thus Rabelais recreates that special
marketplace atmosphere in which the exalted and the lowly, the
sacred and the profane are leveled and are all drawn into the same
dance. Such have always been the announcements at the fair.
They did not demand conventional forms or official speeches.
They enjoyed the privileges of the people’s laughter. Popular ad-
vertising is always ironic, always makes fun of itself to a certain
extent (as does the advertising of our own peddlers and hawk-
ers).15 At the fair even cupidity and cheating have an ironical,
almost candid character. In the medieval street cry there was
always laughter, more or less forceful.

In the quoted excerpt from the prologue there are no neutral
objective words. All are words of praise: trés illustres, trés chev-
aleureux, gentillesses, honnestetés, grandes, inestimables, and so
forth, (I quote from the original text.) The superlative is the pre-
vailing tone; actually, all the adjectives are used in this mode.
But it is, of course, no rhetorical tone; rather it is an ironically

156 Meaning Russian street vendors. (Translator’s note.)
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and maliciously exaggerated style. It is the superlative of gro-
tesque realism: the wrong side, or rather, the right side of abuse.

In the following paragraphs of the prologue we hear the cry of
the quack and druggist at the fair. He praises the “Chronicles” as
an excellent remedy for toothache and offers a prescription for its
use: to be wrapped in warm linen and applied to the sensitive
area. Such mock prescriptions are one of the most widespread
genres of grotesque realism.!® Further, the “Chronicles” is praised
as a potent medicine for pain inflicted by gout and venereal
disease.

Sufferers from gout and venereal disease are often featured in
Rabelais’ novel and in comic literature of the fifteenth and six-
teenth centuries, especially. Gout and syphilis are “gay diseases,”
the result of overindulgence in food, drink, and sexual inter-
course. They are essentially connected with the material bodily
lower stratum. Pox was still a “fashionable disease” in those
days.17 As to gout, it was widespread in grotesque realism; we find
it as far back as Lucian.18

In this part of the prologue there is the traditional combina-
tion of medicine and art, but it is not this overt fusion of physician
and artist in one person which is important. Here a literary work
(the “Chronicles”) is proclaimed as a writing which not only enter-
tains and provokes laughter but also cures. This is announced

16 A mock prescription of the early Middle Ages recommending a
remedy for baldness has been preserved.

17 Syphilis appeared in Europe during the last years of the fifteenth
century. It was known as the maladie de Naples. The other vulgar name
for it was gorre (meaning luxury or pomp), or grand gorre, that is, sump-
tuosity, magnificence. In 1539 a work was published under the title of Le
Triomphe de la trés haulte et puissante Dame Vérole (The triumph of
the very noble and powerful Lady Vérole).

18 Lucian wrote a comic tragedy in verse: Tragopodagra. Its heroes are
Padagrus and Podagra, the physician, the executioner, and the chorus.
Rabelais’ junior contemporary Fischart wrote the Podagrammisch Trost-
biichlein in which he offered comic praise of gout, considered the conse-
quence of overeating and laziness. Ambivalent praise of a malady,
especially of syphilis and gout, was common.



162 CHAPTER TWO

with the accent of the quack and the barker of the fair. In the
prologue of the Fourth Book Rabelais resumes this theme and
bases the curative power of laughter on the teaching of Hippoc-
rates, Galen, Plato, and others.
Having enumerated the “Chronicles
the Second Book, the author continues:

merits in the prologue of

Is this nothing? Then find me a book in any language, in any
branch of art and science that possesses such virtues, properties
and prerogatives. Find it, I say, and I will buy you a pint of tripes!
No, gentlemen, no, none such exists. My book is peerless, incom-
parable, nonpareil, and—I maintain it in the teeth of hellaire—
unique! If anyone contradicts me, let him be herewith denounced
as a false prophet, a champion of predestination, a poisoner, and
a seducer of the people. (Book 2, Prologue)

Besides the enormous accumulation of superlatives, typical of
marketplace advertising, we find the characteristic method of
testifying to the speaker’s honesty: comic pledges and oaths. He
promises to pay “a pint of tripes”; he is ready to assert in the
teeth of hellfire that no better book exists, it is unique. Such
ironic parodies were current in advertisements of the fair.

Let us pay special attention to the “pint of tripes.” This word
figures more than once in Rabelais as well as in all the literature
of grotesque realism (in the Latin versions the word viscera corre-
sponds to tripe). In the given context the words refer, of course,
to food. The stomach and bowels of cattle, tripe, were carefully
cleaned, salted, and cooked. Tripe could not be preserved long;
they were therefore consumed in great quantities on slaughtering
days and cost nothing. Moreover, it was believed that after clean-
ing, tripe still contained ten per cent excrement which was there-
fore eaten with the rest of the meal. We shall find tripe again in
one of Gargantua’s most famous episodes.

But why did this image play such a role in grotesque realism?
Tripe, stomach, intestines are the bowels, the belly, the very life
of man. But at the same time they represent the swallowing, de-
vouring belly. Grotesque realism played with this double image,
we might say with the top and the bottom of the word. We have
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already quoted Henri Estienne, who showed that in the time of
Rabelais it was customary to turn a wineglass upside down, re-
peating the words of the penitential psalm: “create a clean heart
in me, O God: and renew a right spirit in my bowels” Wine
cleanses the intestines (viscera). But our image is more complex.
The bowels are related to defecation and excrement. Further, the
belly does not only eat and swallow, it is also eaten, as tripe. In
“the palaver of the potulent” (First Book) one guest says to an-
other as he prepares drinks, “Have you anything to send to the
river? That's where tripe is washed.” Here he had in mind the
food he had just eaten as well as his own belly. Further, tripe is
linked with death, with slaughter, murder, since to disembowel
is to kill. Finally, it is linked with birth, for the belly generates.

Thus, in the image of tripe life and death, birth, excrement,
and food are all drawn together and tied in one grotesque knot;
this is the center of bodily topography in which the upper and
lower stratum penetrate each other. This grotesque image was a
favorite expression of the ambivalence of the material bodily
lower stratum, which destroys and generates, swallows and is
swallowed. The “swing” of grotesque realism, the play of the
upper with the lower sphere, is strikingly set into motion; the
top and the bottom, heaven and earth, merge in that image. We
shall further see the remarkable symphony of laughter derived
by Rabelais from the ambivalent and varied meaning of the word
tripe in the first chapters of Gargantua (the feast of the cattle
slaughter, the palaver of the potulent, the birth of Gargantua).

In our example the pint of tripe as the author’s pledge does not
only mean a cheap variety of food but also life, the bowels, in the
sense of “all my tripes.” This picture, too, is ambivalent.

The last line of the excerpt is no less typical. After words of
praise the author turns to curses (the reverse of marketplace
praise). Those who do not share the positive view of the “Chron-
icles” are branded as poisoners and seducers of the people. These
pejoratives were especially applied to persons accused of heresy,
doomed to the stake. The play with serious and dangerous sub-
jects continues. The author compares the “Chronicles” to the
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Bible and the Gospels. Like the Church, he condemns all dis-
sidents for heresy with all the inevitable consequences. The bold
allusion to the Church and Church politics has a realistic note.
The abusive words “champions of predestination” obviously had
in mind the Protestants who professed this doctrine.

Thus we have on the one hand the author’s exaggerated praise
of the “Chronicles” as the best, the only book in the world, his
praise of those who read it and believe in it and are ready to die
for it, of those who defend their belief in the potency of the book
and give up their life for it (in the ironic ambivalent form of the
“pint of tripe”). On the other hand there is the accusation of
heresy for all who disagree. All this is a parody of the Church as
the only guardian of salvation and interpreter of the Gospels. But
this dangerous parody is offered in the form of laughter and gay
advertisements, the language and style of the fair being strictly
observed. The barker of a show would not be accused of heresy,
no matter what he might say, provided he maintained his clown-
ery. Rabelais maintained it. The comic aspect of the world was
legalized. He was not afraid to declare in his prologue that more
copies of the “Chronicles” were sold than those of the Bible dur-
ing nine years.

The prologue ends in a torrent of abuses and curses hurled at
the author if there is a single lie in his book, as well as at those
who do not believe him:

However, before I conclude this prologue, I hereby deliver
myself up body and soul, belly and bowels, to a hundred thou-
sand bastketfuls of raving demons, if I have lied so much as once
throughout this book. By the same token, may St. Anthony sear
you with his erysipelatous fire . . . may Mahomet's disease whirl
you in epileptic jitters . . . may the festers, ulcers and chancres of
every purulent pox infect, scathe, mangle and rend you, entering
your bumgut as tenuously as mercuralized cow’s hair . . . and
may you vanish into an abyss of brimstone and fire, like Sodom
and Gomorrah, if you do not believe implicitly what I am about
to relate in the present Chronicles . . . (Book 2, Prologue)

These are typical billingsgate abuses. The passing from exces-
sive praise to excessive invective is characteristic, and the change
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from the one to the other is perfectly legitimate. Praise and abuse
are, so to speak, the two sides of the same coin. If the right side
is praise, the wrong side is abuse, and vice versa. The billingsgate
idiom is a two-faced Janus. The praise, as we have said, is ironic
and ambivalent. It is on the brink of abuse; the one leads to the
other, and it is impossible to draw the line between them. Though
divided in form they belong to the same body, or to the two bodies
in one, which abuses while praising and praises while abusing.
This is why in familiar billingsgate talk abusive words, especially
indecent ones, are used in the affectionate and complimentary
sense. (We shall further analyze many examples from Rabelais.)
This grotesque language, particularly in its oldest form, was
oriented toward the world and toward all the world’s phenomena
in their condition of unfinished metamorphosis: the passing from
night to morning, from winter to spring, from the old to the new,
from death to birth. Therefore, this talk showers both compli-
ments and curses. Perhaps our example does not clearly typify
this, but its ambivalence raises no doubt. This ambivalence deter-
mines the organic and spontaneous character of the change from
praise to abuse and back to praise again, as well as the uncertainty
as to whom the talk is addressed.!?

We shall resume this topic of simultaneous praise and abuse
in Chapter 6. This phenomenon is reflected in imagery and is
extremely important for the understanding of entire periods of
the development of thought. This development has not as yet
been analyzed, but in a preliminary and rather simplified way we

19 At close range, this many-faced person is the crowd which surrounds
the barker’s booth, and also the many-faced reader. Praise and abuse are
showered on this person, for some in the audience may be the representa-
tives of the old, dying world and ideology—agelasts, that is, men who do
not know how to laugh, hypocrites, slanderers who live in darkness;
others are the representatives of a new world, a world of light, laughter,
and truth. Together they form one people, dying and renewed, and this
people is abused and praised simultaneously. But this interpretation is
at the closest range. In the longer view, beyond the crowd, there is the
whole world, unfinished, uncompleted, which generates in dying and is
born to die.
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can say that it is based on the conception of the world as eternally
unfinished: a world dying and being born at the same time, pos-
sessing as it were two bodies. The dual image combining praise
and abuse seeks to grasp the very moment of this change, the trans-
fer from the old to the new, from death to life. Such an image
crowns and uncrowns at the same moment. In the development
of class society such a conception of the world can only be ex-
pressed in unofficial culture. There is no place for it in the culture
of the ruling classes; here praise and abuse are clearly divided
and static, for official culture is founded on the principle of an
immovable and unchanging hierarchy in which the higher and
the lower never merge.

Although the combination of praise and abuse is completely
alien to official genres, it is characteristic of folk culture. The dis-
tant echoes of this dual form can still be heard in the familiar
speech of our days. Since folk culture has not been profoundly
studied, the fusion of praise and abuse has not been brought to
light.

The content of the billingsgate expressions in the curses of the
prologue is typical. Nearly all of them refer to a specific part of
the human body. The first, directed at the author himself, rends
him apart; the speaker gives himself up to the devil, body, soul,
and bowels. We encounter once more the words tripes and boy-
aulx.

Of the seven oaths hurled at the reluctant listeners, five call
down diseases upon them: (1) Saint Anthony’s fire (erysipelas),
(2) epilepsy, (mau de terre vous vire), (3) and (4) ulcers of the feet
and lameness (le maulubec vous trousque), (5) bleeding diarrhea
(caque sangue vous vire) and inflammation of the rectum (le mau
fin feu . .. vous puisse entrer au fondement).

These curses offer a grotesque view of the body; they burn it,
hurl it to the ground, cripple the legs, cause diarrhea, and grip-
ing; in other words, they turn the body inside out, causing the
anus to protrude. Curses always indicate a downward motion,
directed to the ground, the legs, the buttocks.

The two last of the seven curses also denote this downward
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movement: fire from heaven and the brimstone abyss—in other
words the threat of being hurled into the underworld.

All these curses are uttered in their traditional form. One, in
Gascon (le maulubec vous trousque), is used more than once in
Rabelais’ novel. Another, judging from the refrain and assonance
in the original French text, contains fragments of some popular
street ditty. In many curses the body part is combined with cosmic
images: lightning, earth, brimstone, fire, ocean.

The curses at the end of the prologue bring it to a dynamic
conclusion in a powerful and rough debasing gesture, the “gro-
tesque swing” which lowers it to earth before it comes to a stop.
Rabelais usually concludes his speeches either with an abuse or an
invitation to feasting and drinking.

Such is the structure of Pantagruel’s prologue. It is written from
beginning to end in the style and tone of the marketplace. We
hear the cry of the barker, the quack, the hawker of miracle drugs,
and the bookseller; we hear the curses that alternate with ironic
advertisements and ambiguous praise. The prologue is organized
according to the popular verbal genres of hawkers. The words
are actually a cry, that is, a loud interjection in the midst of a
crowd, coming out of the crowd and addressed to it. The man who
is speaking is one with the crowd; he does not present himself as
its opponent, nor does he teach, accuse, or intimidate it. He laughs
with it. There is not the slightest tone of morose seriousness in his
oration, no fear, piety, or humility. This is an absolutely gay and
fearless talk, free and frank, which echoes in the festive square
beyond all verbal prohibitions, limitations, and conventions.

At the same time, however, this entire prologue is a parody and
travesty of the ecclesiastical method of persuasion. Behind the
“Chronicles” stands the Gospel; behind the offer of the “Chron-
icles” as the only book of salvation stands the exclusiveness of the
Church’s truth; behind the abuses and curses are the Church’s
intolerance, intimidation, and autos-da-fé. The ecclesiastical pol-
icy is translated into the language of ironical hawking. But the
prologue is wider and deeper than the usual grotesque parody.
It travesties the very foundations of medieval thought, the meth-
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ods of establishing truth and conviction which are inseparable
from fear, violence, morose and narrow-minded seriousness and
intolerance. The prologue introduces us into a completely differ-
ent atmosphere, the atmosphere of fearless, free, and gay truth.

The prologue of Gargantua (the second prologue chronolog-
ically speaking) has a more complex structure. Billingsgate abuse
is here combined with elements of scholarly humanism and with
a parody of Plato’s Symposium. But the language of the market-
place and its intonations of praise-abuse still retain the leading
role. They acquire, however, a more subtle and varied tone, ap-
plied to richer combinations of themes and topics.

The prologue starts with the characteristic address: “Hail, O
most valiant and illustrious drinkers! Your health my precious
and pox-ridden comrades . . .” (Beuveurs trés illustres et vous
Véroles trés précieux . . .) This address immediately creates the
familiar tone of the further conversation with the readers, or more
correctly speaking, with the listeners, since the style of the pro-
logue is that of oral speech.

Abuse and praise are mingled in this address. The positive
superlative mode is combined with such semi-insulting terms as
“drinkers” and “pox-ridden comrades.” This is abusive praise
and praiseful abuse, typical, as we have seen, of the marketplace.

The entire prologue is built like the announcement of a barker
speaking to the crowd gathered in front of his booth. We con-
stantly encounter expressions of the advertising type; the familiar
tone intended for an audience is here quite obvious.

We also find, scattered throughout the prologue to Gargantua,
abuse addressed to third persons: an “empty-headed monk,” a
“dullard,” a “dirty fellow,” a ‘‘grumbler.”

Familiar, friendly abuse and direct cursing make up the verbal
dynamics of the prologue and determine its style. The beginning
of the discourse presents the image of Socrates as described by
Alcibiades in Plato’s Sympostum. Alcibiades’ comparison of Soc-
rates with Silenus was popular among the humanists. It was used
by Budé and cited by Erasmus in three of his works, one of which,
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The Sileni of Alcibiades, was apparently Rabelais’ source, al-
though he was familiar with the Symposium. Rabelais subordi-
nated this current humanist theme to the style of his prologue,
sharply stressing the praise-abuse combination.

Here is how Rabelais retells the description of Socrates by
Alcibiades:

. . . judging by his exterior, you would not have given an onion
skin for him. He was ill-shaped, ridiculous in carriage, with a nose
like a knife, the gaze of a bull and the face of a fool. His ways
stamped him a simpleton, his clothes a bumpkin. Poor in fortune,
unlucky when it came to women, hopelessly unfit for all office in
the Republic, forever laughing, forever drinking neck to neck
with his friends, forever hiding his divine knowledge under a
mask of mockery . ..

Yet had you opened this box, you would have found in it all
kinds of priceless, celestial drugs: immortal understanding, won-
drous virtue, indomitable courage, unparalleled sobriety, unfail-
ing serenity, perfect assurance and heroic contempt for whatever
moves humanity to watch, to bustle, to toil, to sail ships overseas
and to engage in warfare. (Book 1, Prologue)

As far as content is concerned, we have no considerable devia-
tions from Plato and Erasmus, but the contrasts of Socrates’ ex-
terior and interior image are expressed in more familiar tones.
The choice of words and expressions and their very accumulation
bring these lines nearer to the abusive style, to Rabelais’ usual
techniques of piling up curses. We sense behind this verbal ar-
rangement the hidden dynamics of this abuse. Socrates’ interior
qualities are also brought out more vigorously in the form of a
eulogy. Once more, behind the verbal arrangement we detect the
secret dynamics of marketplace praise.

Let us now note a characteristic detail. According to Plato (in
the Symposium) Sileni are sold in sculpturers’ shops; if opened,
the image of a god is found in them. Rabelais transfers the Sileni
to the druggists’ stores, which young Gargantua visited when
studying life in the Paris streets. The statuettes contained various
drugs, among them a popular remedy, a powder of precious stones
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supposed to have healing power. These drugs are enumerated in
the hawking style used by the apothecaries and quacks at the fairs
in the time of Rabelais.

All the other images of the prologue are also steeped in the
atmosphere of the fair. We find everywhere the abuse-praise com-
bination as the basic moving force which determines the style
and the dynamics of the speeches. There are almost no objective
words, that is, words which imply neither praise nor abuse. The
comparative and superlative are commonly used. For instance:
“how much more reconciling, smiling and beguiling wine is than
oil,” or “these fine, full-flavored volumes.” In the first case we hear
the rhythmic beat of the vendor. In the second case the word *full-
flavored” lauds the supreme quality of venison and meats. The
market that young Gargantua visited under Ponocrates’ wise
guidance cries out in this prologue, with its herbalists and apothe-
caries, with exotic unguents, with the tricks and oratory of the
people from Chauny, “born jabberers” and experts in cheating.
All the images of the new humanist culture, and there are many
of them in this prologue, are steeped in the atmosphere of the
market.

Let us quote from the end of the prologue: “And now, my
hearties, be gay, and gayly read the rest, with ease of body and in
the best of kidney! And you, donkey-pizzles, hark! May a canker
rot you! Remember to drink to me gallantly, and I will counter
with a toast at once.” (Book 1, Prologue)

As we see, this prologue ends on a note somewhat different from
that of the prologue introducing Pantagruel. Instead of a string
of oaths, we have here an invitation to drink and be merry. Here
too we find abuses, but they have an affectionate tone. The same
persons are addressed as “my hearties” (mes amours) and donkey-
pizzles” (viédazes). We also find the Gascon expression le maulu-
bec vous trousque that we have already encountered in the Panta-
gruel prologue. In these last lines of the Gargantua prologue the
entire Rabelaisian complex is offered in its most elementary ex-
pression: the gaiety, the indecent abuse, and the banquet. But
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this is also the most simplified festive expression of the ambivalent
lower stratum: laughter, food, the procreative force, abuse.

The dominant images of the prologue are those of the banquet.
The author eulogizes wine as much more pleasing than oil. (Oil
is the symbol of sanctimonious wisdom and piety, while wine is
the symbol of gay and free truth.) Most of the epithets and com-
parisons applied by Rabelais to spiritual things have what one
might call an edible character. The author boldly states that he
writes only while eating and drinking, and adds: “Is that not the
proper time to commit to the page such sublime themes and such
profound wisdom? Homer the paragon of all philologists, knew
it perfectly well and Ennius also, the father of the Latin poets..."”
(Book 1, Prologue)

Finally, the central theme of the prologue, the invitation to
seek the secret meaning of the work, is also expressed in images of
eating, gnawing a bone, finding the marrow and eating it. The
image of swallowing the secret meaning is extremely typical of
Rabelais and of the entire system of popular-festive images. We
have merely mentioned a few of them here; we shall devote a
chapter to these banquet images.

The marketplace vocabulary also plays a leading role in the
prologue to the Third Book. This prologue is outstanding; of all
Rabelais’ prologues it has the greatest wealth of themes.

The prologue starts with the address: “Good people, most il-
lustrious topers, thrice-precious gouty gentlemen, I wonder
whether you ever saw Diogenes, the Cynic philosopher?” Further,
the prologue develops in the form of a familiar conversation with
the audience, full of images of banquets, comic folk elements,
puns, allusions, and verbal travesties. J. Plattard, commenting on
the A. Lefranc edition of Rabelais, correctly defines this intro-
duction: “This is the tone of a barker which justifies the coarsest
jokes.”

The prologue ends with a string of billingsgate abuses that are
extraordinarily colorful and dynamic. The author invites his
audience to drink glassfuls of wine from his barrel, which is as
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inexhaustible as a cornucopia. But he invites only good men, lov-
ers of wine and merriment who know how to drink. As to the
others, the pompous and haughty hypocrites, he chases them away
from his barrel:

Back, curs, to heell Out of my way, back from the barrel, out of
the sunlight, you scum of the devill Away, hypocrites and sham
Abrahams! How dare you come here, arsing and parsing, mum-
bling for my wine and then bepiddling my barrel? Look out! here
is the stuff Diogenes willed to be laid beside him after death so he
might exterminate such deadly larvae and gravelice as yourself.
To your flock, mastiffs; fly hence, buzzards, by all the devils of
helll

What you are still here? By God, for my part, if I stomach you,
let me surrender my share of Paradise—yes, my share of Papim-
any, the Pope’s temporal possessions! Grrrrrrr! Grrrrr! Kssssss!
Kssssl Away, away with them! Are they not yet gone?

May you never contrive a shit without first being lambasted
with stirrup-straps . . . may you never squeeze out a piddle without
being previously strappadoed . . . and may you never know bodily
heat save that induced by the cudgell (Book 3, Prologue)

Abuses and blows have more definite targets here than in the
Pantagruel prologue; they are aimed at the representatives of the
old, gloomy truth of medieval philosophy, of “Gothic darkness,”
the somberly hypocritical and serious, the messengers of darkness.
They are the enemies of the new, free, and gay truth, symbolized
by the barrel of Diogenes which has been transformed into a cask
of wine. They dare to criticize this wine of gay truth and to
urinate into the barrel. This is an allusion to denunciations,
slander, persecution inflicted by those whom Rabelais called “age-
lasts” upon the new truth. These enemies have come in order to
culletans articuler mon vin. The word articuler means to criticize,
to condemn, but Rabelais shows that it contains the syllable cul,
the backside, which lends it a debasing, abusive connotation.
(The word culletans means swinging the buttocks to and fro.) In
the last chapter of Pantagruel Rabelais uses this method of abuse
in a broader sense. Speaking of the hypocritical monks who spend
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their time reading “Pantagruelesque books” not for amusement’s
sake but in order to denounce and slander them, he writes: scavoir
est articulant, monarticulant, torticulant, culletant, couilletant
et diabliculant, c’est & dire calumniant. Ecclesiastical censorship
(of the Sorbonne), a calumny directed against the gay truth, is cast
down to the bodily cul, lower stratum, and the reproductive
organs (couillon). Further, Rabelais pursues this debasement,
comparing the ecclesiastical censors to the ragamuffins who roam
the countryside during the cherry season, picking cherrystones
from children’s excrement and selling them.

Let us turn back to the conclusion of the prologue. Its dyna-
mism is still further increased by reproducing the shouts of the
shepherds inciting their dogs to chase the flocks (Grrrrrrr! Grrrrr!
Kssss!). The last lines of the prologue contain a sharp abusive de-
basement. In order to express the mediocrity and lack of produc-
tivity of these gloomy slanderers of good wine, the author declares
that they are unable to urinate, defecate, or be sexually stim-
ulated unless they are beaten. In other words, they can be pro-
ductive only under the stress of fear and suffering (in the original
text sanglades d’estiviéres and 4 estrapade, i.e., public torture
and whipping). This masochism of gloomy calumniators is here
a grotesque degradation of fear and suffering, the two leading
motives of medieval ideology. The image of defecation from fear
is a traditional debasement not of the coward only but of fear
itself; this is one of the important variants of the “Malbrough
theme.” It is treated in detail by Rabelais in the Fourth Book in
the episode that was the last he was to write himself. In the Third
and Fourth Books, especially in the Fourth, Panurge has become
a pious and cowardly man. Terrorized by mystic fantasies as he sat
in the dark storeroom, he mistook the cat for the devil and defec-
ated from fear. Thus a mystical vision caused by fear has been
transformed into a bodily image. Rabelais even gives here a
medical analysis of this occurrence:

The retentive faculty of the nerve which restrains the muscle
called sphincter (arsekole to youl) had slackened before the vio-



174 CHAPTER TWO

lence of Panurge’s terror during his fantastic visions. Add to this
the thunder of the cannonade, always more dreadful between
decks than above, and you need not wonder at Panurge’s distress.

One of the symptoms and mishaps of fear is that it usually
opens the back door of the rotunda where fecal guests await their
turn to emerge. (Book 4, Chapter 67)

Further, Rabelais tells the story of Pantolfe de la Cassina of
Siena, who suffered from constipation and asked the innkeeper to
frighten him with a pitchfork. He tells another story about Fran-
¢ois Villon, who praised King Edward of England for having
painted the French royal arms in his privies; the emblem filled
the English sovereign with fear. Edward thought that he was thus
debasing France, but actually the terrifying picture helped him
to relieve himself. This old tale dating from the thirteenth cen-
tury has been preserved in several variants referring to different
historic personages, but it always shows fear as a remedy for con-
stipation.

This debasement of suffering and fear is an important element
in the general system of degradation directed at medieval serious-
ness. Indeed all Rabelais’ prologues are devoted to this theme. We
saw that the prologue of Pantagruel is a travesty that transposes
the medieval conception of the only salutary truth into the flip-
pant language of advertising. The prologue of Gargantua debases
the “hidden meaning,” the “secret,” the “terrifying mysteries” of
religion, politics, and economics. Degradation is achieved by
transforming these mysteries into festive scenes of eating and
drinking. Laughter must liberate the gay truth of the world from
the veils of gloomy lies spun by the seriousness of fear, suffering,
and violence.

The theme of the Third Book’s prologue is similar. It is the
defense of the gay truth and of the right to laughter. It is the
debasement of medieval gloom and slander. The last scene of
abuse and the chasing away of the hypocrites from Diogenes’
barrel of wine (the symbol of the gay and free truth) brings a
dynamic conclusion to all these degradations.

It would be a mistake to think that the Rabelaisian debasement
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of fear and suffering was prompted by coarse cynicism. We must
not forget that the image of defecation, like all the images of the
lower stratum, is ambivalent and that the element of reproductive
force, birth, and renewal is alive in it. We have already sought to
prove this, and we find here further substantiation. Speaking of
the masochism of the gloomy slanderers, Rabelais also mentions
sexual stimulus together with defecation.

At the end of the Fourth Book Panurge, who defecated from
fear and was mocked by his companions, finally rids himself of
his terror and regains his cheerfulness. He exclaims:

Oh, ho, ho, ho, ho! What the devil is this? Do you call this
ordure, ejection, excrement, evacuation, dejecta, fecal matter,
egesta, copros, scatos, dung, crap, turds? Not at all, not at all: it is
but the fruit of the shittim tree, ‘Selah! Let us drink.” (Book 4,
Chapter 67)

These are the last words of the Fourth Book, and actually the
last sentence of the entire book that was written by Rabelais’ own
hand. Here we find twelve synonyms for excrement, from the
most vulgar to the most scientific. At the end it is described as a
tree, something rare and pleasant. And the tirade concludes with
an invitation to drink, which in Rabelaisian imagery means to be
in communion with truth.

Here we find the ambivalent image of excrement, its relation
to regeneration and renewal and its special role in overcoming
fear. Excrement is gay matter; in the ancient scatological images,
as we have said, it is linked to the generating force and to fertility.
On the other hand, excrement is conceived as something inter-
mediate between earth and body, as something relating the one
to the other. It is also an intermediate between the living body
and dead disintegrating matter that is being transformed into
earth, into manure. The living body returns to the earth its excre-
ment, which fertilizes the earth as does the body of the dead. Rab-
elais was able to distinguish these nuances clearly. As we shall see
further, they were not alien to his medical views. Moreover, as an
artist and an heir to grotesque realism, he conceived excrement as
both joyous and sobering matter, at the same time debasing and
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tender; it combined the grave and birth in their lightest, most
comic, least terrifying form.

Therefore, there is nothing grossly cynical in Rabelais’ scato-
logical images, nor in the other images of grotesque realism: the
slinging of dung, the drenching in urine, the volley of scatological
abuse hurled at the old, dying, yet generating world. All these
images represent the gay funeral of this old world; they are (in
the dimension of laughter) like handfuls of sod gently dropped
into the open grave, like seeds sown in the earth’s bosom. If the
image is applied to the gloomy, disincarnated medieval truth, it
symbolizes bringing it “down to earth” through laughter.

All this should not be forgotten in the analysis of the scato-
logical images that abound in Rabelais’ novel.

Let us return to the prologue of the Third Book. As yet we have
looked only at its first and last lines. It begins with the cry of the
barker and ends with billingsgate abuse, but these marketplace
forms, with which we are already familiar, do not exhaust our
subject. There is another, important aspect of this life; in it we
hear the voice of the herald announcing mobilization, siege, war,
or calling all corporations and guilds to order. This is the historic
setting of the marketplace.

The central image of the third prologue is Diogenes and his
behavior during the siege of Corinth. Rabelais apparently bor-
rowed this image from Lucian’s treatise “How to write history,”
but he was also familiar with the Latin translation of this episode
given by Budé in his dedication to the “Annotations to the Pan-
dects.” But this brief scene is completely transformed in the
prologue, where it becomes full of allusions to contemporary
events: the struggle of France against Charles V and the defensive
measures undertaken in Paris. These measures adopted by the
citizens are described in every detail. The prologue offers the
famous enumeration of defensive engineering works and arma-
ments. This is the largest listing of its kind in world literature.
For instance, there are thirteen terms for swords and eight for
lances.

This enumeration of war engines and weapons has an oral
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character. It is a loud street ordinance. We have many of these
ordinances in the literature of the late Middle Ages, especially
in the mysteries. They contain, in particular, long listings of
weapons. Thus, in the parade of the “Old Testament Mystery
Play” (fifteenth century), Nebuchadnezzar’s officers name forty
different types of arms. In another fifteenth-century mystery, “The
Martydom of St. Quentin,” the Roman commander, too, names
forty different weapons.

These declamations had a popular form. They represented a
display of armed forces that had to impress the people. Heralds
made similar announcements about types of weapons, regiments,
and banners at the time of call to arms and mobilization for cam-
paigns. (See the call to arms of King Picrochole in Rabelais’ novel.)
There were also listings of soldiers receiving an award or killed in
battle. These calls and enumerations were loud and solemn in
tone; they were impressive because of the long lists of names and
military terms as well as the long orations made on these occasions
by the heralds, as featured by Rabelais.

The lengthy strings of names and military terms and the accu-
mulation of epithets, which sometimes covered several pages, were
common in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. We find a great
number of them in Rabelais. For instance, in the third prologue
64 adjectives describe the actions and manipulations applied by
Diogenes to his barrel, as a parallel to the citizen’s activities. Again,
in the Third Book we find 303 epithets describing the male sexual
organ in good or bad condition, and 208 epithets depicting the
stupidity of the clown Triboulet. In Pantagruel there are 144
titles of books in Saint Victor’s library and in the same book 79
characters representing hell. In the Fourth Book, we have 140
names of cooks who entered the “pig” in the sausage war. There
are also in this book 212 comparisons in the description of caréme-
prenant and 138 dishes offered by the gastrolaters to their god. All
these epithets express either praise or abuse in hyperbolic form.
But there are, of course, essential differences in these terms and
they serve an artistic purpose. We shall return to their aesthetic
and stylistic value in our last chapter; here we shall merely point
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out their specific traits: their monumental character and their pa-
rade and marketplace form.

The announcements lend the third prologue a completely new
tone. Of course Rabelais brings no herald into his novel. The
enumerations are recited by the same author who spoke in the
voice of the barker, who “cried out” like a hawker and hurled a
volley of abuse at his enemies. But now he speaks in the solemn
and pompous tone of the town herald, resounding with the na-
tional patriotic enthusiasm of the time when Rabelais was writing
his novel. The historic importance of that time is directly expressed
in the following words: “I would deem it very disgraceful indeed
to stand aside as but an idle spectator whilst so many valiant and
cloquent heroes perform soul-stirring roles in the magnificent epic
spectacle all Europe watches today.”

But even this solemn, pompous, and monumental tone is com-
bined in the prologue with other elements, for instance, with in-
decent jokes about the Corinthian women who served military
defense after their own fashion. We continue to hear the laughter
of the marketplace. Rabelais and his contemporaries were not
afraid of humor in their rendition of history; they were afraid only
of petrified narrow seriousness.

In the prologue Diogenes does not take part in the military
activities of his fellow citizens. But in order to manifest his zeal
at this important moment of history, he rolls his barrel up to the
fortifications and performs a number of senseless and aimless ma-
nipulations. To describe these gestures, Rabelais uses sixty-four
terms borrowed from technology and various trades. This feverish
activity around the barrel is a parody of the citizens’ serious prepa-
rations. But here again there is no bare negation of this patriotic
work; the accent is placed on the fact that Diogenes’ flippant par-
ody is also useful, that he also serves in his way the defense of Cor-
inth. No one should be idle, but laughter is not an idle occupation.
The right to laughter and gay parody is here opposed not to the
heroic citizens of Corinth but to the gloomy calumniators, to the
enemies of free humor. Therefore when the author compares his
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role to that of Diogenes at the siege of Corinth, he transforms his
tub into a barrel filled with wine, Rabelais’ favorite image of gay
and free truth. We have already discussed the scene of the calum-
niators and agelasts driven away from the barrel.

Thus, the prologue of the Third Book uncrowns intolerant se-
riousness and defends the rights of laughter which must prevail
even in the most serious historic struggle.

The same theme is presented in the two prologues of the Fourth
Book (the so-called “old prologue” and the letter of dedication to
Cardinal Odet). In these prologues Rabelais develops his doctrine
of the gay physician and of the healing virtue of laughter founded
on Hippocrates and on other medical authorities. There are also
many marketplace laments, especially in the “old prologue.” We
shall here examine the image of the physician who amuses his pa-
tients,

We must stress first of all that this image of the physician in the
prologues of the Fourth Book contains substantial popular ele-
ments. Rabelais’ physician is unlike the caricature of the profes-
sional narrow-minded doctor in the literature of a later period.
The Rabelaisian image is complex, universal, and ambivalent;
this paradoxical figure is a composite of Hippocrates’ noble physi-
cian “equal to God” and of the scatophagus who devours excre-
ment in antique comedies, mimes, and medieval facéties. The phy-
sician is essentially connected with the struggle of life and death
in the human body and has a special relation to childbirth and the
throes of death. He participates in death and procreation. He is
not concerned with a completed and closed body but with the one
that is born, which is in the stage of becoming. The body that in-
terests him is pregnant, delivers, defecates, is sick, dying, and dis-
membered. In one word, it is the body as it appears in abuses,
curses, oaths, and generally in all grotesque images. As a partici-
pant and witness of the struggle between life and death in the in-
valid’s body, the physician is specifically linked with elimination,
especially with urine, which played an important part in ancient
medicine. Old prints usually represent the doctor examining a
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glass of urine.20 He reads in it the patient’s fate; it answers the
question of life and death. In his letter to Cardinal Odet Rabelais
cited the case of the severe doctor and quoted from Maitre Pathelin
(a character in a farce) the patient’s typical question.

Doctor, doesn’t my urine tell
If I shall perish or get well?
(Book 4, Letter to Cardinal Odet)

Thus urine and other eliminations (excrement, vomit, sweat)
had in ancient medicine the connotation of life and death (in ad-
dition to their link with the lower stratum of the body and with
earth).

Rabelais’ image of the physician is still more complex. In his
mind the cement which holds all these different elements together,
from Hippocrates to the comic doctor, is precisely laughter in its
universal, ambivalent sense. In his letter to Cardinal Odet, the
author offers a characteristic definition of the medical practice:
‘“Hippocrates fittingly compares the practice of medicine to a strug-
gle, and also to a farce with three characters: the patient, the phy-
sician and the disease.”

The farcical concept of the physician and of the struggle of life
and death (with scatological accessories and a universal meaning)
is typical for the time of Rabelais. We find it in the works of cer-
tain sixteenth-century authors and in the anonymous literature of
facéties, soties, and farces. For instance, in one of the farces the gay
and carefree “children of folly” enter the service of the “World.”
But the “World” cannot be pleased and is irritable, it is sick. A
physician is called and after examining the “World’s” urine diag-
noses a disease of the brain. The patient fears a universal catastro-
phy, a destruction by flood and fire. Finally, the “children of folly”
bring back their patient to a cheerful and carefree mood.

Compared to Rabelais’ picture, the facétie is far more coarse and

20 One of these engravings, from a book dated 1534, is reproduced in
Georges Lote’s monograph La Vie et I'oeuvre de Frangois Rabelais, Paris,
Droz, 1938, pp. 164-165, Table VI.
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primitive. But the traditional composition of the images is similar
to that in the novel, including the flood and fire in their carni-
valesque aspect. The universal and cosmic nature of these images
is clearly shown in the soties, but they bear a rather abstract char-
acter nearer to allegory.

We have examined the role of the marketplace and its voices in
Rabelais’ work. We said that the popular genres penetrated the
literary sphere of that time, and we have seen this exemplified in
the prologues. We shall now deal with certain genres of this cate-
gory individually.

Let us first look at the simplest genre but one that is impor-
tant for Rabelais—the street cries, especially the cries of Paris. The
cris were loud advertisements called out by the Paris street ven-
dors?! and composed according to a certain versified form; each
cry had four lines offering and praising a certain merchandise.
The first collection of Paris cries was compiled by Guillaume de
Villeneuve in the thirteenth century, the last by Clément Jaquain
in the sixteenth century. (These are the cries of Rabelais’ time).
There is considerable material belonging to the period between
these two dates, especially to the first half of the fifteenth century.
Thus the history of the famous cries can be traced through almost
four centuries.??

The cris de Paris were very popular. A special Farce featuring
these advertisements was produced in the sixteenth century and
was similar to the “Comedy of Proverbs” and the “Comedy of
Songs” created a century later. The seventeenth-century painter
Abraham Bosse has a picture called the “Cries of Paris,” represent-
ing the city’s street vendors.

This genre is an important document of those times, not only
for the historian of language and culture but also for the literary

21 We still use the expression le dernier cri.

22 See Alfred Franklin, Vie privée d’autrefois: L’Annonce et la Ré-
clame, which gives the cries of Paris at different periods. Also J. G. Kast-
ner, Les Voix de Paris, essai d’'une histoire littéraire et musicale des cris
populaires, Paris, 1857.
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critic. The cries had no specific character like that of modern ad-
vertisements. Neither did literature of that time, even in its higher
forms, exclude any type of human speech, though of a practical
and “lowly” nature. The national French language of that period
was becoming for the first time the language of great literature,
science, and ideology. Before this time it had been the language
of folklore, of the marketplace, the street, the bazaar or the mer-
chant row—the language of the cris de Paris. The intrinsic value
of the “lowly” language in creating the literary forms was consid-
erable.

The role of the cries in the marketplace and in the streets was
important. The city rang with these many voices. Each food, wine,
or other merchandise had its own words and melody and its special
intonations, its distinct verbal and musical imagery. We may judge
of this immense variety from the 1545 collection by Truque: “One
hundred and seven cries which are cried every day in Paris.” Even
the examples given in this collection do not embrace the entire
subject, since many more cries than those listed by Truque could
be heard in the Paris streets. We must recall that not only was all
advertising oral and loud in those days, actually a cry, but that all
announcements, orders, and laws were made in this loud oral form.
Sound, the proclaimed word, played an immense role in everyday
life as well as in the cultural field. It was even greater than in our
days, in the time of the radio. (As for the nineteenth century, com-
pared with the era of Rabelais it was silent.) This fact should not
be ignored when studying the style of the sixteenth century and
especially the style of Rabelais. The culture of the common folk
idiom was to a great extent a culture of the loud word spoken in
the open, in the street and marketplace. And the cries of Paris
played their own considerable part in this culture.

What did the cris mean to Rabelais?

We find direct allusions to this genre in his novel. When King
Anarchus was defeated and deposed, Panurge decided to put him
to work and made him a vendor of greensauce. He trained the king
to cry his merchandise, but the miserable Anarchus could not learn
fast enough. Rabelais does not give us the contents of the adver-



LANGUAGE OF THE MARKETPLACE 183

tisement, but in the Truque collection of 1545 a “green sauce” is
listed among the 107 items.

But the matter is not restricted to Rabelais’ direct or indirect
allusions to the cries of Paris. Their influence and their parallel
meaning should be examined in a far wider and deeper sense.

First of all we must be reminded of the important role of adver-
tising and announcements in Rabelais’ novels. True, it is not al-
ways possible to distinguish in the novel the images of commercial
advertising of the city streets from those of the barker, apothecary,
actor, quack, and astrologer making their announcements at the
fairs, but the cris doubtless made their contribution to Rabelais’
work. Their influence is found in certain of the epithets in the
novel that reveal a culinary origin and are borrowed from the
vocabulary praising the foods and wines offered for sale.

Under Rabelais’ pen the names of dishes, venison, vegetables,
wines, household objects, and kitchen utensils have an intrinsic
value. An object is named for its own sake. The world of food and
material objects occupies considerable space in the novel. But this
is the very world which was daily offered in all its richness and
variety in the cries of the street vendors. We also find food, drink,
and houseware in the paintings of the Flemish masters, as well as
in the minute descriptions of banquets so often presented in six-
teenth-century literature. All that was related to the table and
kitchen suited the taste and spirit of the times. But the cries of
Paris represented in themselves a noisy kitchen and a loud, abun-
dantly served banquet; every food and dish had its own rhyme and
melody. Together, they made a never-ending symphony of feast-
ing, a symphony that obviously influenced literary images, and
those of Rabelais in particular.

In writings contemporary to our author banquet and kitchen
imagery was not narrowed to the petty details of everyday life but
had a more or less universal meaning. One of the best Protestant
satires of the second part of the sixteenth century is entitled: “The
Satire of the Pope’s Kitchen” (Les Satires chrestiennes de la Cui-
sine Papale). The eight satires represent the Catholic church as a
gigantic kitchen spread all over the earth: chimneys form the bel-
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fry, the bells are cooking pans, the altars dining tables. The vari-
ous prayers and rituals are pictured as foods, an extremely rich
culinary nomenclature being used for this purpose. The Protestant
satire is the heir to grotesque realism. It debases the Catholic
church and its rituals by bringing them down to the lower bodily
stratum symbolized by food and kitchen. A universal meaning is
obviously given to these images.

The link with the lower stratum is even more clearly shown in
the culinary images of macaronic poetry. It can also be clearly seen
in the moralités, farces, soties, and other genres where symbolically
broad kitchen and banquet scenes play a considerable part. We
have already mentioned the meaning of food and kitchen utensils
in such popular-festive forms as carnivals, charivari, and diableries;
the participants of these' shows were armed with oven forks, pokers,
roasting spits, pots, and pans. We know of the huge sausages and
buns specially prepared for carnivals and carried in solemn proces-
sion.23 Indeed, one of the oldest forms of hyperbolic grotesque was
the exaggerated size of foodstuffs. In this exaggerated form of valu-
able matter we see for the first time the positive and absolute mean-
ing of size and quantity in an aesthetic image. Hyperboles of food
parallel the most ancient hyperboles of belly, mouth, and phallus.

A distant echo of these material positive hyperboles is heard in
literature presenting symbolically enlarged images of the inn, the
hearth, and the market. Even in Zola's “The Belly of Paris” we find
such a symbolic enlargement, a kind of “mythologization” of a
market. Victor Hugo has many Rabelaisian allusions. Describing
his voyage down the Rhine, he exclaims in one scene in which he
enters an inn with its blazing hearth: §: j’étais Homére ou Rabe-
lais, je dirais: cette cuisine est un monde dont cette cheminée est
le soleil. (1f 1 were Homer or Rabelais I would say that this kitchen
is a world and this chimney its sun). Hugo understood to perfec-

23 For instance, during the Konigsberg carnival of 1583 the butchers
made a sausage weighing 440 pounds which had to be carried by go butch-
ers. In 1601 the sausage weighed goo pounds. Even today gigantic artifi-
cial sausages or pretzels can be seen in the windows of bakeries and pork
stores.
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tion the universal, cosmic meaning of the kitchen and hearth in
the Rabelaisian system of images.

So we have seen that the cris were connected with one of the most
important trends of thought in the imagery of the sixteenth cen-
tury. They were interpreted in the light of the hearth and the
kitchen which in its turn reflected the light of the sun. They were
part of the great utopia of the banquet. It is in this broad connec-
tion that we must recognize the direct influence of the cries of
Paris on Rabelais and their importance in helping us to under-
stand his work and the entire literature of the Renaissance.?

For Rabelais and his contemporaries the cries of Paris were not
a mere document of life in the modern sense of the world. This
genre, which later became in literature a mere picture of mores,
was filled with philosophic meaning for our author. The cries
were not isolated from current events, from history. They were an
essential part of the marketplace and street, they merged with the
general popular-festive and utopian world. Rabelais heard in them
the tones of a banquet for all the people, “for all the world.” These
utopian tones were immersed in the depths of concrete, practical
life, a life that could be touched, that was filled with aroma and
sound. This was completely in accord with the specific character of
all Rabelaisian images, which combine a broad universalism and
utopianism with extraordinarily concrete, obvious, and vivid traits,
strictly localized and technically precise.

The declamations of the vendors of various drugs are very.-simi-
lar to the cries of Paris, These tirades are one of the oldest practices
of the market. The image of the physician advertising his remedy is
also one of the oldest in world literature. Among Rabelais’ French
predecessors let us recall Rutebeuf, the author of the famous Diz
de U'herberie (“The Tale of the Herbs”). Rutebeuf presents the

24 Among Rabelais scholars L. Sainéan stressed the importance of the
cris de Paris in connection with Rabelais’ work in his remarkable and
abundantly documented book devoted to Rabelais’ language. However,
Sainéan does not treat his theme fully and is content to list Rabelais’
direct allusions to the cries. See La Langue de Rabelais, Vol. 1, 1922,

P- 275.
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typical cry of a quack praising his medicines in grotesque, satiric
form. The doctor has a remarkable herb that increases sexual po-
tency. The connection of the doctor with regeneration as well as
with death is, as we have seen, traditional.

In Rutebeuf this theme is subdued; in Rabelais it is usually ex-
pressed in all its force and frankness. Medical hawking is scattered
throughout the novel, in crude or in disguised form. We have men-
tioned the prescription of the “Chronicles” as a remedy for tooth-
ache, gout, and syphilis. The element of medical hawking also ap-
pears in the third prologue, and a somewhat more subtle form in
Friar John's praise of the monastic habit as a remedy for sexual
impotence and of the breviary as a cure for insomnia.

An interesting example of more complex medical advertisement
is the famous praise of “pantagruelion” which concludes the third
book. This eulogy of incombustible hemp is borrowed from Pliny’s
praise of flax in his “Natural History.” But as in all cases when
Rabelais borrowed from other sources, he completely transformed
the writing. In his own context it is marked with his typical seal.
Pliny's praise of flax is purely rhetorical. Genetically speaking,
rhetoric is related to the marketplace but nothing has remained
of the marketplace in Pliny’s text; it is the product of refined cul-
ture. Rabelais, on the other hand, has a popular tone similar to that
of the “Tale of the Herbs,” the cry of the collector of medicinal
plants and of the vendor of wonder unguents. We also find in Rab-
elais the echo of local folklore, of legends similar to our own
“magic grass.”2% From the marketplace style and folklore Panta-
gruel's announcement acquires its utopian radicalism and its
deep optimism, completely alien to the pessimistic Pliny. But of
course the exterior form of the cries is considerably mitigated in
the eulogy of pantagruelion.

In post-Rabelaisian literature we must note the brilliant use of
medical advertisement borrowed from the Menippus satire. This
remarkable work, which has been discussed previously, is saturated

25 A legendary plant in Russian folklore, listed by Dahl, a nineteenth-
century Russian scholar. (Translator’s note.)
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with marketplace elements. The introductory part of the satire
(corresponding to the cri of the moralities and soties) portrays a
Spanish quack. While the members of the League are holding a
meeting at the Louvre, the quack is busy outside selling a miracu-
lous universal drug which preserves from all misfortunes and evils
and which is called the “Spanish Catholikon.” He cries out the
praise of this drug and its many virtues. This exaggerated eulogy
gaily and bitingly unmasks Catholic politics. The introduction
creates the atmosphere of cynical frankness with which the mem-
bers of the League denounce themselves and their own plans, as
shown in the next chapters of the satire. The announcement of
the Spanish quack resembles Rabelais’ prologues in its structure
and parodical spirit.

The cries of Paris and the cries of quacks and druggists operat-
ing at the fairs belong to the eulogizing genres of folk humor. They
too, of course, are ambivalent; they too are filled with both laugh-
ter and irony. They may at any moment show their other side; that
is, they may be turned into abuses and oaths. They too exercise the
debasing function, they materialize the world, lending it a bodily
substance. They are essentially connected with the lower stratum.

The other side of marketplace hawking is represented, as we
have said, by abuses, curses, and oaths. They are ambivalent, but
it is the negative pole of the lower stratum which here prevails:
death, sickness, disintegration, dismemberment of the body, its
rending apart and swallowing up.

We have analyzed a series of curses and abuses in our discussion
of the prologues. Now we shall have to examine another form of
billingsgate speech, the profanities and oaths. They are related to
the curses and abuses in origin and also in ideological and artistic
function.

Abuses, curses, profanities, and improprieties are the unofficial
elements of speech. They were and are still conceived as a breach
of the established norms of verbal address; they refuse to conform
to conventions, to etiquette, civility, respectability. These elements
of freedom, if present in sufficient numbers and with a precise in-
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tention, exercise a strong influence on the entire contents of speech,
transferring it to another sphere beyond the limits of conventional
language. Such speech forms, liberated from norms, hierarchies,
and prohibitions of established idiom, become themselves a pecu-
liar argot and create a special collectivity, a group of people ini-
tiated in familiar intercourse, who are frank and free in expressing
themselves verbally. The marketplace crowd was such a collectiv-
ity, especially the festive, carnivalesque crowd at the fair.

The character of the elements capable of transforming a lan-
guage and of creating a free collectivity of familiar intercourse
was subject to certain changes in each successive period. Many
improprieties that in the seventeenth century acquired the power
of transforming the context of speech did not possess this power in
the time of Rabelais. They did not then transgress the limits of the
established language. Unofficial (unprintable) argot also varied
in force. Every age has its own norms of official speech and pro-
priety.2® And every age has its own type of words and expressions
that are given as a signal to speak freely, to call things by their
own names, without any mental restrictions and euphemisms. The
use of these colloquialisms created the atmosphere of frankness,
inspired certain attitudes, a certain unofhicial view of the world.
These liberties were fully revealed in the festive square when all
hierarchic barriers between men were lifted and a true familiar
contact was established. Here all men became conscious partici-
pants in that one world of laughter.

In Rabelais’ time the so-called jurons, that is, profanities and
oaths, were just such colloquialisms. They were mostly concerned
with sacred themes: “the body of Christ,” “the blood of Christ,”
holy days, saints, and relics. In most cases these expressions were
the remnants of ancient sacral formulas. The jurons abounded in
familiar speech; distinct social groups and even individuals had
their own vocabulary of oaths, or a favorite that they used con-

26 Concerning the historic transformations of speech norms in connec-
tion with obscenities, see Ferdinand Brunot, Histoire de la langue fran-
gaise, Vol. 4, Chapter 5, L'honnéteté dans le langage.
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tinually. Among Rabelais’ heroes Friar John, especially, marks
his speech with a flow of oaths; he cannot make a single step with-
out them. When Ponocrates asks him why he uses them, the friar
answers that they adorn his speech. They are the flowers of Cicero’s
rhetoric. Neither does Panurge spare his profane language.

Oaths, as we have seen, were the unofficial element of speech.
They were even directly forbidden. The struggle to suppress them
was conducted from both sides: by the Church and government
on one hand and by the “chamber” humanists on the other. The
latter saw oaths as useless, parasitical forms of speech which only
polluted it and were the heritage of the barbaric Middle Ages.
This is the point of view expressed by Ponocrates in the dialogue
with Friar John. The Church and government disapproved of the
sacrilegious use of holy names, and under the Church’s influence
the government often condemned the jurons in ordinances pro-
claimed by the heralds. Such ordinances were issued by Charles
VII, Louis XI (May 12, 1478), and by Francis I (March, 1525).
These condemnations and prohibitions merely strengthened the
oath’s unofficial character; they sharpened the feeling that the use
of a juron meant a breach of the norm of established speech. This
in turn intensified the color of speech studded with oaths, render-
ing it familiar and free. Oaths began to be considered as a certain
rejection of official philosophy, a verbal protest.

Forbidden fruit is sweet. Even the kings who issued the ordi-
nances against profane language had their own favorite oaths;
they were used by public consensus as the nonofficial nicknames of
these sovereigns. The oath sworn by Louis XI was Pasques Dieu
(the Lord’s Easter), Bonjour Dieu (good day of the Lord) was that
of Charles VII, and Louis XII was partial to le diable m’emporte
(may the devil take me). Francis I swore by “the word of honor of
an honest man” (foy de gentilhomme). Rabelais’ contemporary,
Roger de Collerye, wrote a typical poem on the subject of these
oaths:

Quand la “Pasques Dieu” decéd4
Le “Bond Jour Dieu” lui succéda
Au “Bond Jour Dieu” defunt et mort,
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Succéda la “Diable m’emport”,
Luy decédé, nous voyons comme
Nous duist la “Fay de Gentil Homme.”27

Just as these characteristic oaths attributed to certain high per-
sonages became their nicknames, so specific groups and professions
were represented by typical jurons. Rabelais gives a dynamic pic-
ture of the marketplace with its social elements represented by
their characteristic jurons. When young Gargantua arrives in
Paris and, wearied by the crowd’s curiosity, drenches it in urine,
Rabelais does not describe these people; he merely cites the oaths
and curses which broke out at that moment. We can thus identify
these various social elements:

“Upon my word, I think-these boobies want me to pay my welcome
here and give the Bishop an offertory. Quite right, too! I'll treat
them! They'll get their drink! I'll recognize my obligations and
liquidate I shalll—but only par ris, for sport!”

Then smiling, he unfastened his noble codpiece and lugging out
his great pleasure-rod, he so fiercely bepissed them that he drowned
two hundred and sixty thousand four hundred and eighteen, ex-
clusive of women and children.

By sheer fleetness of foot, a certain number escaped this mighty
pisstlood, and reaching the top of the Montagne Sainte Genevieve,
beyond the University, sweating, coughing, hawking and out of
breath, they began to swear and curse, some in anger, others in
jest:

“God’s plague and pox take it! I'll deny God if .. .”

“’Sblood.”

“Christ, look ye, its Mére de . . . merde . . . shit, Mother of God.”
“Pocapedion! God's head!” roared a Gascon.

“Das dich Gots leyden Schend!” bellowed a German trooper.
“God’s passion roil you!”

“Pote de Christo!” an Italian voice rang out. “Christ’s power!”
“Ventre St. Quenet” . . . By the bellies of all the apostles . . . God's

27 When the “Lord’s Easter” died
The *good day of the Lord” succeeded,
The *“good day of the Lord” defunct and dead,
“May the Devil take me” followed,
When it was deceased-—we heard
*“The word of honor of an honest man.”
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virtue . . . by St. Fiacre of the land of Brie.”
(Book 1, Chapter 17)

They swore by “God’s Easter” and “Christmas,” by “Devil take
me,” by “Word of honor of an honest man,” by Saint Sausage and
Saint Mamica. And each time they called upon a saint they cried
out: nous sommes baignés pour ris (we are drenched for fun),
Therefore, the city formerly called Leucetia (which in Greek
means whiteness) was from that day on called ““Par-ris,” Paris.

We have here a vivid and dynamic “loud” image of the motley
crowd of sixteenth-century Paris. We hear the Gascon swearing
“by the head of God,” the German landsknecht oath, and that of
the greengrocer calling upon Saint Fiacre, who was the patron
saint of gardeners in the Brie province, while the shoemaker calls
upon Saint Thibault, and the drunkard upon Saint Godegran. All
the other oaths (there are twenty-one of them) have some specific
nuance, some suggestion or association. We find the French kings’
oaths, already alluded to, aligned in chronological order, an ar-
rangement that confirms the popularity of these royal nicknames.
We probably no longer grasp all these nuances and allusions, but
they were clearly understood by Rabelais’ contemporaries.

This “loud” talking image of the crowd is, as we have seen, built
exclusiilely on oaths, in other words, outside the norms of official
speech. The verbal reaction of the crowd is organically merged
with Gargantua's traditional popular gesture, as free as the crowd’s
response. Both reveal the unofficial aspect of the world.

The gesture and the oaths create the setting for the extremely
free parodies of the names of saints. Thus, one of the men in the
crowd calls upon Saint Sausage, which here symbolizes the phallus,
while the other swears by Saint Godegran,28 or Godet grand, which
means a large tumbler. Grand Godet was also the name of a popu-
lar tavern on the Place de Greves (Villon mentions it in his “Testa-
ment”). Others invoke Saint Foutin, a parody of Saint Photin, and
Saint Vitus, who in this context also suggests the phallus. Finally,

28 Rabelais alludes to a legend in which the martydom of this saint is
related to baked apples (a debasing carnivalesque image).
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the people call upon Saint Mamica, which was the nickname for
a mistress. Thus, all the saints invoked are travesties in the sense
that they have connotations either of indecencies or of feasting.

In this carnivalesque atmosphere we grasp the meaning of Rabe-
lais’ story of Gargantua’s drowning 260,418 people in his urine
“exclusive of women and children.” This scriptural formula is
taken directly from the Gospel story of the crowd fed with 5 loaves
of bread. (Rabelais quite often uses these formulas.) Thus the en-
tire episode of the drenching in urine and the crowd’s reaction is
a travestied allusion.2® We shall see that this is not the only trav-
esty of that kind in Rabelais’ novel.

Before performing his carnivalesque gesture, Gargantua de-
clares that he will do this only par ris, for sport or laughter’s sake.
And the crowd concludes its volley of oaths by using the same ex-
pression, which, as the author tells us, is the origin of the word
Paris. Thus, the entire episode is a gay carnivalesque travesty of
the city’s name. At the same time it is a parody of the local legends
about the origin of names in general (serious and poetic forms of
these legends were popular in France and were created by Jean
Lemaire and the other poets of the school of rhetoricians). The
name of Paris, the names of saints and martyrs, as well as the Gos-
pel miracle, were all drawn into the game for laughter’s sake. This
was a game in which “exalted” and “sacred” things were combined
with images of the lower stratum (urine, erotic images, and ban-
quet travesties). Oaths, as the unofficial elements of speech and the
profanation of the sacred, were organically woven into the game
and were in tune with it.

What is the thematic content of the oaths? It is mainly the rend-
ing of the human body. Swearing was mostly done in the name of
the members and the organs of the divine body: the Lord’s body,
his head, blood, wounds, bowels; or in the name of the relics of
saints and martyrs—feet, hands, fingers—which were preserved in
churches. The most improper and sinful oaths were those invok-

29 This is an incomplete travesty, merely a travestied allusion. Such
risqué hints are frequent in the recreatjonal parodies of Shrovetide, that
is, in grotesque realism.
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ing the body of the Lord and its various parts, and these were pre-
cisely the oaths most frequently used. The preacher Menot (one
of Rabelais’ senior contemporaries) condemned in his sermons the
excessive use of these oaths, saying: “the one seizes God by his
beard, the other by his throat, the third by his head. . . There are
some who speak of Christ the Saviour’s humanity with less re-
spect than does a butcher about meat.”

The moralist Eloi d’Amervalle condemned the oaths in his dia-
blerie (1507); he clearly showed the carnivalesque aspect of a body
rent to pieces which is the origin of most swearing.

Ils jurent Dieu, ses dents, sa teste,
Son corps, son ventre, barbe et yeuix,
Et le prennent par tant de lieux,
Qu'il est haché de tous costez
Comme chair a petits pastez.3°

D’Amervalle was certainly unaware that he was giving an ac-
curate historical and cultural analysis of the oath. But as a man
who lived between the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, he was
familiar with the carnival role of butchers and cooks, of the carv-
ing knife, and of the minced meat for dressings and sausages.

The dismembered body and its anatomization play a consider-
able part in Rabelais’ novel. This is why the theme of oaths and
curses is organically woven into the pattern of Rabelaisian images.
Friar John, a great lover of oaths, is nicknamed “d’Entommeure,”
chopped meat. Sainéan sees here a double allegory: the friar’s bel-
licose spirit and his love of the culinary arts.3! The important fact
is that the fighting temperament (war, battles) and the kitchen
cross each other at a certain point, and this point is the dismem-
bered, minced flesh. Culinary images accompanying battle scenes
were widely used in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries; they
were frequent precisely in the sphere where literature was con-

80 They swear by God, by his teeth and head,
His hody, his stomach, beard and eyes,
So that he is entirely chopped up
Like minced meat for pies.

81 Sainéan, op. cit. ftn. 24, Vol. 2, 1923, p. 472.
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nected with folk tradition of humor. Pulci compared the battle-
field of Ronceveaux to “a kettle filled with blood-stew of heads,
legs and other members of the human body.”’32 These images can
already be found in the epics of the minstrels.

Friar John is truly the d’Entommeure in both senses of this
word; the essential link between the two meanings is clearly shown
in Rabelais’ work. In the episode of the “sausage war” Friar John
develops the idea of the military importance of cooks, basing his
idea on historic examples of marshals and others who were cooks.
The friar becomes the commander of 154 cooks armed with spits,
forks, and frying pans, and leads them into the “pig,” which plays
the role of the Trojan horse. During the battle Friar John behaves
as a systematic ‘‘anatomizer,” transforming human bodies into
“minced meat.”3? His anatomizer function is also pictured in the
battle in the vineyard (in which, incidentally, he uses the staff of
a cross). This episode contains a long and detailed anatomic list
of wounded members and organs, broken bones, and joints, Here
is an excerpt from this chapter:

He brained some, smashed the legs and arms of others, broke a
neck here, cracked a rib there. He fattened a nose or knocked an
eye out, crushed a jaw or sent thirty-two teeth rattling down a
bloody gullet. Some had their shoulderblades dislocated, others
their thighs lammed to pulp, others their hips wrenched, others
their arms battered beyond recognition.

(Book 1, Chapter 27%)

This long enumeration is typical of Rabelais’ anatomization
and dismemberment of the human body. The anatomic and culi-
nary treatment is based on the grotesque image of the dissected
body which we have already seen in the discussion of abuses,
curses, and oaths.

32 Tn the high epic style, too, we find battles symbolized by a banquet,
as in our “Song of the Campaign of Igor” [a Russian epic poem of the
twelfth century].

83 These words are connected by Rabelais himself (Book Four, Chap-
ter 16) in the oath: 4 tous les millions de diables qui te puissent anato-
miser la cervelle et en faire des entommeures.
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And thus, the oaths with their profane culinary dismemberment
of the sacred body have brought us back to the culinary theme of
the cris de Paris; they have returned us to the grotesque bodily
billingsgate themes: diseases, monstrosities, organs of the lower
stratum. All the elements examined in the present chapter are
related to each other both in form and theme. All of them, inde-
pendently of their literal content, refer to the unofficial aspect of
the world, unofficial in tone (laughter) and in contents (the lower
stratum). All of them relate to the world’s gay matter, which is
born, dies and gives birth, is devoured and devours; this is the
world which continually grows and multiplies, becomes ever
greater and better, ever more abundant. Gay matter is ambivalent,
it is the grave and the generating womb, the receding past and the
advancing future, the becoming.

In spite of their variety, the images analyzed in the present
chapter are marked by the inner unity of medieval folk culture;
but in Rabelais’ novel this unity is organically related to the new
Renaissance principle. In this respect the prologues are especially
typical; all five (there are two in the Fourth Book), are excellent
examples of Renaissance journalism based on popular genres. We
have seen in them the uncrowning of the old medieval philosophy
relegated to the past; on the other hand, the prologues are filled
with allusions and echoes of the ideological and political high-
lights of the day.

The genres we have examined are relatively primitive; some are
even archaic. They have, however, great power of travesty, of de-
basement, and materialization which render the world more car-
nal. They are deeply traditional and popular, bringing an atmo-
sphere of freedom, frankness, and familiarity. Therefore Rabelais
needed them for stylistic purposes. We have seen their role in the
prologues, they helped to create an absolutely gay, frank, and fear-
less speech that was necessary for the attack undertaken by Rab-
elais against “Gothic darkness.” These primitive marketplace
genres prepared the setting for the popular-festive forms and
images of the language in which Rabelais expressed his own new
truth about the world. Our next chapter is devoted to this lan-

guage.



CHAPTER THREE

Popular-Festive Forms and Images in Rabelais

Time is a playing boy who moves the draughts.
Domination belongs to the child.
(HERACLITUS).

At the end of the preceding chapter we spoke of the “anatomiz-
ing” presentation of beatings and blows and of Rabelais’ peculiar
“carnival and culinary” anatomy, These scenes are frequent in
his novel, but they do not describe commonplace events. Let us
analyze some of them.

In the Fourth Book, Pantagruel and his companions visit the
island of the Catchpoles. Its inhabitants earn their living by letting
themselves be thrashed. Friar John selects a “red-snouted” catch-
pole (Rouge museau) and pays him twenty gold crowns: *“Friar
John swung his staff manfully, thwacking and cracking Redsnout
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so lustily on belly and back, on head and legs that, as he fell to
earth, a battered pulp, 1 feared for the Catchpole’s death.” (Book
4, Chapter 16.) We see that the anatomic enumeration of the parts
of the body has not been neglected. Rabelais goes on to relate:
“Then he gave him his twenty crowns. But the churl rose, happy
as a king—or a pair of kings, for that matter.” (Et mon villain
debout, aisé comme un roy ou deux.)

This image of a “king” and *two kings” is here directly intro-
duced in order to describe the highest degree of happiness reached
by the Catchpole who has received his reward. But the image is
essentially related to the gay thrashings and abuse as well as to
the red snout of the Catchpole, to his apparent death, sudden re-
turn to life, and jumping up like a clown who has received a beat-
ing.

Here is a dimension in which thrashing and abuse are not a
personal chastisement but are symbolic actions directed at some-
thing on a higher level, at the king. This is the popular-festive
system of images, which is most clearly expressed in carnival (but,
of course, not in carnival alone). In this dimension, as previously
pointed out, the kitchen and the battle meet and cross each other
in the image of the rent body. At the time of Rabelais these images
were still alive and full of meaning in various forms of folk en-
tertainments as well as in literature.

In such a system the king is the clown. He is elected by all the
people and is mocked by all the people. He is abused and beaten
when the time of his reign is over, just as the carnival dummy of
winter or of the dying year is mocked, beaten, torn to pieces,
burned, or drowned even in our time. They are “gay monsters.”
The clown was first disguised as a king, but once his reign had
come to an end his costume was changed, “travestied,” to turn
him once more into a clown. The abuse and thrashing are equiv-
alent to a change of costume, to a metamorphosis. Abuse reveals
the other, true face of the abused, it tears off his disguise and
mask. It is the king’s uncrowning.

Abuse is death, it is former youth transformed into old age, the
living body turned into a corpse. It is the “mirror of comedy”
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reflecting that which must die a historic death. But in this system
death is followed by regeneration, by the new year, new youth,
and a new spring. Therefore, abuse is followed by praise; they
are two aspects of one world, each with its own body.

Abuse with uncrowning, as truth about the old authority, about
the dying world, is an organic part of Rabelais’ system of images.
It is combined with carnivalesque thrashings, with change of
costume and travesty. Rabelais drew these images from the living
popular-festive tradition of his time, but he was also well versed
in the antique scholarly tradition of the Saturnalia, with its own
rituals of travesties, uncrownings, and thrashings. (These are the
sources with which we too are familiar, especially through Macro-
bius’ Saturnalia.) Concerning the clown Triboulet, Rabelais re-
calls Seneca’s words (without naming him and apparently quoting
from Erasmus) that kings and clowns have the same horoscope.!
It is obvious that he also knew the Gospel story of the mock
crowning, uncrowning, and scourging of “the king of the Jews.”

In his novel Rabelais describes the uncrowning of two kings:
Picrochole in the First Book (Gargantua) and Anarchus in the
Second Book (Pantagruel). He presents these degradations in a
purely carnivalesque spirit but is also influenced by antique and
Gospel traditions.

King Picrochole fled after his defeat; on his way he killed his
horse in anger because it had slipped and fallen. In order to con-
tinue his journey, Picrochole tried to steal the ass of a nearby
mill, but the miller thrashed him, removed his royal robes, and
clothed him in a smock. Later the deposed king worked in Lyon
as a common laborer.

Here we see the elements of the traditional system of images:
uncrowning, travesty, thrashing. But we also find some echoes of

1 Seneca speaks of this in his remarkable saturnalian satire, which we
have already mentioned, as presenting the uncrowning of the king at the
moment of his death (and defecation) and after death in the kingdom of
the Underworld, where he is transformed into a “comic monster,” a mis-
erable slave and gambler who has lost his fortune.
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the Saturnalia, in that the uncrowned king becomes a slave. More-
over, antique slaves were sent to the mill for punishment, where
they were beaten and made to tread the millstone. Finally, the
ass is the Gospel-symbol of debasement and humility (as well as
concomitant regeneration).2

King Anarchus’ uncrowning is pictured in a similar carnival-
esque spirit. After having defeated Anarchus, Pantagruel turns
him over to Panurge; the latter first of all dresses the former king
in a strange clownish costume and then sends him out as a vendor
of greensauce, the lowest step in the social hierarchy. Nor are
thrashings omitted. True, Panurge does not beat him but weds
him to a grumpy old hag who abuses and thrashes him. Here once
more the traditional carnivalesque tradition is strictly observed.?

As we have said, Rabelais’ own legendary life story offers us his
carnival image. There are many tales about his travesties and
mystifications. One story concerns his masquerade before death;
during his last illness Rabelais asked to be dressed in a domino
and quoted the Holy Scripture from Revelation: beati qui in
Domini moriuntur (“blessed are those who die in the Lord”). The
carnivalesque character of this episode is obvious. The disguise is
here implemented by the travesty of the scriptural text.

But let us return to the red-snouted Catchpole thrashed and
rewarded at the same time “like two kings.” The image of thrash-
ing along with anatomizing has conjured up characteristic carni-
val elements, for instance, the comparison to the old king who is
'dead and to the new one who is resurrected. All believe the
Catchpole to have been beaten to death (the old king), but he

2 The ass was also one of the images of the popular-festive system of
the Middle Ages, for instance in the “feast of the ass.”

8 As a parallel image on a higher level we may recall the ancient Rus-
sian custom of the uncrowning of the dying czars who received the ton-
sure and were clothed in the monastic habit, which they wore till their
last moment. All are familiar with Pushkin’s dramatic scene of this cere-
mony in the death of Boris Godunov. The parallelism of the images is al-
most complete. (This is also shown in the no less famous opera of Mus-
sorgsky. Translator’s note.)
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jumps up alive and gay (the new king). His red snout is the
clown'’s rouged mask. All the other scenes of fighting and beating
have a similar carnivalesque character in Rabelais’ novel.t

The episode of the Catchpole’s thrashing is preceded by four
chapters devoted to a similar thrashing in the house of the Lord
of Basché and to the “tragic farce” enacted by Frangois Villon at
Saint Maixent.

The noble Lord of Basché invented an ingenious method of
thrashing some Catchpoles, slanderers who came to his castle with
a summons to court. In Touraine, where the episode took place,
as well as in Poitiers and other French provinces, there existed
the custom of the so-called nopces & mitaines (“‘gauntlet wed-
dings”). During the wedding feast the guests cuffed each other
jokingly. The person who was subjected to these light blows could
not complain; they were consecrated and legalized by custom.
And so each time a slanderer came to Basché’s castle, a mock wed-
ding was celebrated, and the plaintiff inevitably had to join the
guests.

First, an old fat red-faced Catchpole arrived at the castle. Dur-
ing the wedding feast the guests, as usual, began to cuff each other
and then it was the visitor’s turn:

. . . they whacked with lusty gauntlet, knocking their enemy dizzy
. . . bruising his whole frame . . . making one eye like nothing so
much as a poached egg with black-butter sauce . . . smashing
eight ribs, staving in his chest, and cleaving his shoulder-blades
in four . . . breaking his jaw into three separate parts . . . and
accomplishing the whole amid good-natured laughter (. . . et le
tout en rant).

(Book 4, Chapter 12)

The carnivalesque character of this chastisement is obvious.
We even see here a carnival within a carnival but with realistic
consequences for the beaten slanderer. The very custom of the
gauntlets is a carnival rite, linked with fertility, with procreative
force, with time. Custom grants the right of a certain freedom and

4 We find the echo of these episodes in later literary works, especially
in those of authors who follow the Rabelaisian line, for instance, Scarron.
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familiarity, the right to break the usual norms of social relations.
In our episode the wedding is fictional; it is a farce, a mystifica-
tion, but it is also a scene of dual meaning in which the slanderer
receives real blows dealt with “armed fists.” Let us also stress the
culinary and medical description of the thrashing.

The carnivalesque style is brought out even more sharply in
the punishment of the second Catchpole who arrived four days
later. In contrast to the first visitor, this man is young, tall, and
thin. The first and second visitors, though not appearing at the
same time, form a typical comic pair based on contrasts: fat and
thin, old and young, tall and short.® Such contrasting pairs still
appear in comic plays and circus shows. Don Quixote and Sancho
belonged to this category.8

A mock wedding is also arranged for the second visitor; the par-
ticipants are directly described by Rabelais as les personnaiges de
la farce. As the slanderer, a protagonist of the coming beating,
enters the hall, all the persons present (the chorus) begin to laugh,
and so does their guest (4 son entrée chacun comenga soubrire,
chiquanous rioit par compaignie). Thus the farce opens. At the
given signal the wedding ritual begins. Then, when the food and
wine are brought in, the traditional cuffing is started:

They laid on so heartily that blood spurted from his mouth,
nose, ears and eyes. Catchpole was beaten to a pulp; his shoulders
dislocated; his head, neck, back and breast pounded into mince-
meat. You may take my word for it that Avignon, in carnival time,
never produced youngsters that played more melodiously at
thump-socket than these vassals of My Lord of Basché upon the

5 We find such a comic pair on the “Isle of Catchpoles.” Besides Red-
snout, selected by Friar John, there was also a tall thin individual who
complained of not being chosen.

8 Comic pairs are a very ancient phenomenon. Dieterich reproduces in
Pulcinella the comic figure of the boastful soldier and his arms-bearer on
an antique vase of southern Italy (Hamilton collection). The resemblance
of the soldier and his escort to Don Quixote and Sancho is striking, ex-
cept that the two figures on the vase have an enormous phallus. (Dieter-
ich: Pulcinelia, p. 239.)
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person of Catchpole. The poor fellow fell, in a faint, to the
ground.

They poured several gallons of wine into his snout; they tied
yellow and green ribbons, for favors, to his doublet; and they set
him on his snotty horse.

(Book 4, Chapter 14)

We see once more the anatomizing dismemberment and the
culinary and medical terms which accompany it: mouth, eyes,
head, neck, back, chest, arms are listed. This is a carnival dismem-
berment of the protagonist of the comic play. It offers Rabelais
the occasion to mention the carnival of Avignon and the game
known as Rafa played by the students; their cuffing was not ad-
ministered more “melodiously” than the one inflicted on the
Catchpole. _

The end of the scene is characteristic; the beaten visitor is ac-
tually travestied as a king of clowns. His face is drenched in wine,
probably red wine, since he is “red-faced” like Friar John's Catch-
pole. And finally, he is decorated with yellow and green ribbons
as a carnival victim.?

In the famous enumeration of the 216 games played by Gargan-
tua (Book One, Chapter 22) there is one called au boeuf violles.
In certain French cities a custom was preserved almost to our time
to lead a fatted ox through the streets during carnival season.
This was the time when the slaughter of cattle and the eating of
meat were still permitted (as well as weddings and sexual inter-
course, forbidden during Lent). The ox was led in solemn proces-
sion accompanied by the playing of violas, hence its name boeuf
violles. Its head was decorated with multicolored ribbons. Un-
fortunately, we do not know in what the game of boeuf violles
consisted, but most likely it implied some cuffing. The ox was
to be slaughtered, it was to be a carnivalesque victim. It was a
king, a procreator, symbolizing the city's fertility; at the same
time, it was the sacrificial meat, to be chopped up for sausages and
patés.

We can now see why the beaten Catchpole was decorated with

7 Probably the colors of Lord Basché’s livery.
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ribbons. Thrashing is as ambivalent as abuse changed into praise.
There is no pure abstract negation in the popular-festive system
of images; it tends to embrace both poles of becoming in their
contradiction and unity. The one who is thrashed or slaughtered
is decorated. The beating itself has a gay character; it is intro-
duced and concluded with laughter.

The picture of the thrashing of the third Catchpole at Lord
Basché's house is the most interesting and most elaborately de-
scribed. This time the slanderer arrives with two witnesses. Once
more the fictional wedding is arranged. During the feast the vis-
itor himself suggests that the good old tradition of nopces 4
mitaines be resumed and is the first to start the cuffing:

At once the gauntlets rained down upon him to good purpose.
Catchpole’s head was split in nine different places. The first bail-
iff’s right arm was broken. The second bailiff's upper jaw was
dislocated, so that it fell halfway over his chin, baring his uvula,
with great prejudice to his molar, masticatory and canine teeth.

Trudon changed the rhythm of his drumming; at once gaunt-
lets vanished miraculously, and refreshments were served, ever
more plentiful. The general merriment increased: friend drank to
friend, and the whole company to Catchpole and his bailiffs.

“God damn this wedding!” cried Oudart. “That cursed bailiff
there dislocatocrushosnuggered my shoulder.”

But for all his wrath, he drank the fellow’s health, punctuating
his toasts with the old-fashioned refrain and the old-fashioned
thump. The unjawed bailiff joined his hands, as though in prayer,
in a pantomime of apology. (He could not speak!)

Loire complained bitterly that the bailiff with dislocated shoul-
ders had, with his leg-of-mutton fist, fetched his elbow such a
thwack that he was bruisedblackandcontusedblue down to his
very heels.

(Book 4, Chapter 15)

The injuries inflicted upon the Catchpole and his bailiffs are,
as usual, described with the anatomizing enumeration of injured
organs. The thrashing itself has a special solemn and festive char-
acter; it is administered at a banquet to the accompaniment of
the bridal drum, and it changes its rhythm when the punishment
is over and when a new outburst of merriment marks the feast.
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The change of the drum’s rhythm and the new spirit of the feast
bring us to a new comic phase: the mocking of the victim who was
beaten. Those who did the thrashing pretend to have been
thrashed. Each plays the role of a crippled person and accuses the
visitors. This unbridled scene grows in impact; each actor gives
an exaggerated description of his injury in incredibly long and
complex orations. Rabelais chose the words they use not with-
out calculation; they illustrate by various sounds the nature of
the injury. The length and variety of the syllables render the
number and the violence of the blows. When spoken, they cripple
the organs of speech, like tongue twisters. Their very length and
difficulty of pronunciation grow constantly with every participant
in the game; if Oudart’s word has eight syllables (in the French
text), the one uttered by Loire has thirteen. Thanks to this
method, the unrestrained character of carnival penetrates the
language of this scene, which is further developed thus:

Trudon protested, as he put his handkerchief over his left eye;
and pointed to his drum, stove in on one side:

What harm had I done them? They were not content to maim-
anglescotchblemishdisfigurepunch my poor eye, they had to bash
in my drum. God knows, tabors are usually beaten and drum-
skins pierced at weddings, but taborers, far from being struck, are
royally entertained. Let the devil use my drum for a nightcap!
(Book 4, Chapter 15)

The scene of the beaten slanderers grows in impetus: the hand-
kerchief over the black eye, the broken drum. The word describ-
ing the degree of injuries also continues growing, it now contains
more syllables, and the syllables present a greater variety.

The image of the drum is also characteristic. For the correct
understanding of the entire episode and the peculiar nature of
the injuries, it is necessary to hold in mind the fact that the wed-
ding drum had an erotic connotation. To beat this drum or any
similar instrument meant to perform the sexual act; the “drum-
mer” (tabourineur or taboureur) was the lover. In Rabelais’ days
this meaning was generally known. Rabelais himself, in the First
Book, Chapter g, speaks of the taboureurs of emperor Octavian's
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daughter, that is, her lovers. He also uses the word drum in the
erotic sense in the Second Book, Chapter 25, and in the Third
Book, Chapter 28. Words like “stroke,” “to strike,” to “beat,” and
“stick” (baston) were also used in this sense. The phallus was
called baston de mariage or baston d un bout; we find this expres-
sion in the Third Book, Chapter 18.8 OI course, the bridal cuffing
also had the meaning of the sexual act. It was used in describing
the beating of the Catchpoles, which occurred during a bridal
cuffing accompanied by the sound of a drum.

This is why the entire episode described above presents no
ordinary fight, no commonplace blows administered in everyday
life. The blows have here a broadened, symbolic, ambivalent
meaning; they at once kill and regenerate, put an end to the old
life and start the new. The entire episode is filled with a bacchic
atmosphere.

At the same time, the thrashing of the Catchpoles has also a
fully realistic meaning, as far as the seriousness of the injuries and
their final aim are concerned. They are thrashed in order to free
the Lord of Basché once for all from his enemies’ intrigues, and
this is successfully achieved. The Catchpoles are also the repre-
sentatives of the old law, of the rights of a world that is dying and
receding, but they are inseparable from the new world. Born from
the old, they participate in its ambivalence, dying and being
reborn, yet tending toward the mortal, negative pole. The beating
is a feast of death and regeneration in the comic aspect. Ambiv-
alent volleys of blows are showered on the Catchpoles; they are
bridal creative blows accompanied by the sound of drums and
the tinkling of festive goblets. The Catchpoles are beaten like
kings. ,

And such are all the thrashings in Rabelais’ novel. These feudal
kings (Picrochole and Anarchus), these aged masters of the Sor-

8 The words for “ninepins” (quilles) and “to play at ninepins” were
also used in the erotic sense. All these expressions, lending this interpre-
tation to words like “stick,” “pin,” “drum,” can often be found in the
works of Rabelais’ contemporaries, for instance in the Triomphe de la
dame Vérole, previously mentioned.
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bonne (Janotus de Bragmardo), these sacristans (Ticklepecker),
hypocritical monks, morose slanderers, gloomy agelasts, are killed,
rent, beaten, chased, abused, cursed, derided; they are representa-
tives of the old world but also of that two-bodied world that gives
birth in death. By cutting off and discarding the old dying body,
the umbilical cord of the new youthful world is simultaneously
broken. The Rabelaisian images fix the very moment of this trans-
fer which contains the two poles. Every blow dealt to the old helps
the new to be born. The caesarian operation kills the mother but
delivers the child. The representatives of the old but generating
world are beaten and abused. Therefore, the punishment is trans-
formed into festive laughter.
Let us quote another excerpt from the end of this episode:

The bride, weeping for laughter and laughing for tears, com-
plained hysterically. Catchpole had not stopped smiting her, with-
out choice or distinction of members; worse, he had rumpled her
hair, and, worst of all, he had grasspressqueezedrubbangropric-
knockneadedandcrumpled her privipudendapeehole . . . . The
steward appeared and with his arm in a sling, as though it had
been utterly bashbangdislocodecimated.

“It was Satan himself made me attend this wedding,” he grum-
bled. “As a result, by God’s power, my arms are crackcrumble-
crusharrowed. Do you call this a wedding? . .. Yes, by God, I call
it the marriage described by Lucian in his Symposium. You re-
member: the philosopher of Samosata tells how the king of the
Lapithae celebrated a marriage that ended in war between Lap-
ithae and Centaurs.”

(Book 4, Chapter 15)

The ambivalence inherent in all the images of this episode ac-
quires here the form of an oxymoronic combination, characteristic
of Rabelais’ writings: the bride “weeping for laughter and laugh-
ing for tears.” The bride’s receiving of blows, which were, it is
true, erotic rather than simply harsh (bridal beating), is also typ-
ical. In the steward’s words concluding the scene we must bring
out two points: first, a debasing jeu de mot or pun in the original
French text, which reduces the word engagement (fiangailles) to
defecation (fiantailles), a device typical of grotesque realism; and
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second, the allusion to Lucian’s “feast of the Lapithae.” Of all
antique banquets this particular “symposium” is nearest to Rab-
elaisian scenes, especially to the one just described. Lucian’s ban-
quet also ends in a fight, but there is a marked difference. The
fight featured in his “symposium” is a symbolical broadening of
the traditional material of his images and seems not to be his in-
tention. He retains an abstract rationalist, somewhat nihilist
character. Lucian’s traditional images always defy his intentions;
they are incomparably richer than his own. He uses a tradition,
but its value and quality are almost forgotten by him.

Let us sum up the episode we have been analyzing—the thrash-
ing in the house of Basché. All the events shown in this episode
present the character of a popular-festive comic performance: it
is a gay and free play, but it is also full of deep meaning. Its hero
and author is time itself, which uncrowns, covers with ridicule,
kills the old world (the old authority and truth), and at the same
time gives birth to the new. In this game there is a protagonist
and a laughing chorus. The protagonist is the representative of a
world which is aging, yet pregnant and generating. He is beaten
and mocked, but the blows are gay, melodious, and festive. The
abuses also follow this merry and creative pattern. The protag-
onist is adorned as a comic victim with bright ribbons. The images
of the bodies rent apart are also important. As each Catchpole is
beaten, a detailed anatomizing description is added to the scene.
The thrashing of the third Catchpole and of his bailiffs offers a
particularly large amount of torn flesh. Beside the direct injuries
inflicted upon them, there is a long list of indirectly hurt organs
and members: sprained shoulders, black eyes, crippled legs and
arms, injured genital parts. It is a bodily sowing, or more cor-
rectly speaking, a bodily harvest, something like a fragment from
Empidocles. There is a combination of the battlefield with the
kitchen or butcher shop. But such is also, as we know, the theme
of billingsgate oaths and curses. For the present, we merely out-
line the image of the grotesque body. We shall devote a special
chapter to the analysis of its meaning and sources.

Thus, everything in this episode is styled in the popular-festive
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comic spirit. But these forms, developed during thousands of
years, serve the new historic aims of the epoch; they are filled with
powerful historic awareness and lead to a deeper understanding
of reality.

The episode of Master Villon’s trick at Saint Maixent is related
to the thrashing at the house of Basché and is described by Lord
Basch¢ in his instructions to the participants in the comic game.
We shall discuss this story at the end of the chapter.

All the scenes of thrashing in Rabelais’ novel bear, as we have
said, a similar character. They are all profoundly ambivalent;
everything in them is done with laughter and for laughter’s sake,
et le tout en riant.

Let us briefly look at two more of these scenes. In one of them
blood is transformed into wine; in the other the fight is changed
into a feast.

The first scene is the famous episode of the beating by Friar
John of 14,622 men in the abbey close. This is a most cruel mas-
sacre:

. . . he felled them like so many hogs. He brained some, smashed
the legs and arms of others, broke a neck here, cracked a rib there.
He flattened a nose or knocked an eye out, crushed a jaw or sent
thirty-two teeth rattling down a bloody gullet. Some had their
shoulderblades dislocated, others their thighs lammed to pulp,
others their hips wrenched, others their arms battered beyond
recognition. Let a wretched fellow seek hiding amid the densest
vines and Friar John ripped him up the back, gutting him like a
cur. Let another take to his heels and Friar John split his head at
the lamboid suture. Let a third scramble up a tree and Friar John
impaled him by the fundament . . .. Where a man had the temer-
ity to offer resistance, Friar John gave an exhibition of muscular
competence as he bashed in the rashling’s chest, exposing heart
and lungs. Thumping others under the ribs, he mauled their
stomachs so severely that they died at once. A whack on the navel
and what enemy tripe came spurting forth! . .. Undoubtedly, this
was the most horrible spectacle ever seen upon earth.

(Book 1, Chapter 27)

We have here the very image of a bodily harvest.
When the novices came running up to the friar (in the same
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chapter), he ordered them to cut the throats of the survivors:
“The little monkeys throttled and dispatched all those Friar John
had struck down. Can you guess what instruments they used?
Those fine little edge-tools children use hereabouts to scoop the
kernel out of ripe walnuts.”

This terrible slaughter was undertaken by Friar John in order
to save the wine of the monastery’s new crop. And this entire epi-
sode is filled not only with gay tones but with triumphant ones.
This is the “Vineyard of Dionysus,” the vendange, the feast of the
grape harvest. For it was precisely at this time that the fight in
the abbey close took place. Beyond the blood-saturated mass of
torn bodies, the childish little edge-tools of the novices give us a
glimpse of the vats of that purée septembrale (September-pulp)
so often mentioned by Rabelais. Blood is changed into wine.?

Let us now have a look at the other episode. We find it in the
Second Book, Chapter 26. Pantagruel and his two companions
defeat the 660 knights of King Anarchus. By an ingenious use of
gunpowder they burn their enemies, and immediately afterward
sit down to a gay feast, Carpalim having brought back from his
hunt an enormous amount of venison:

Invoking the nine Muses, Epistemon fashioned nine splendid
antique wooden spits; Eusthenes helped skin the game; Panurge
laid two cuirassier saddles down to serve as andirons. Promoting
their prisoner to the rank of cook, they had their venison roasted
by the fire in which the enemy burned. Then they doused their
food with vinegar and fell to with a vengeance, guzzling like so
many famished devils. To see them wolf down their food was a
triumphant spectacle.

(Book 2, Chapter 26)

® The theme of transformation of blood into wine is found in Don
Quixote in the episode of the hero’s fight against the giants. This theme
was developed even more strikingly in the “Golden Ass” of Apuleius.
Lucius kills on his doorstep the men whom he mistakes for robbers. He be-
holds the blood which he has shed. Next morning he is summoned to
court and accused of murder. He is threatened with capital punishment,
but it turns out that he was the victim of a mystification. The corpses
were merely wineskins. The gloomy court proceedings are turned into a
scene of general laughter.
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Thus the fire on which the knights were burned was changed
into a gay kitchen hearth on which a pile of venison was roasted.
The popular-festive nature of this bonfire and of the burning of
the knights (the effigies of winter, death, the old year), immedi-
ately followed by the banquet, becomes even clearer from the
story’s further development. Pantagruel and his companions
decide to put up a triumphal monument on the site of the battle
and feast. Pantagruel plants a post on which he hangs up the
archaic attributes of the defunct knights: armor, spurs, a coat of
mail, a steel gauntlet, leggings. The rhymed inscription on the
trophy lauds the victory of the sane human mind over heavy
armor (the knights were burned through the new device of gun-
powder). Meanwhile, Panurge erects another post to which he
attaches the remaining trophies of the feast: a pair of horns, the
hide and legs of a roebuck, a hare’s ears, and bustards’ wings. To
these he adds a cruet of vinegar, a horn with salt, a spit, a larding
stick, a saltcellar, and a glass. The inscription on the post praises
the feast and gives a recipe.10

The two trophies clearly express the ambivalent character of
the entire system of popular-festive images. The historic theme
of the victory of gunpowder over the knight’s heavy armor and
castle walls (as in Pushkin’s “Scenes of Knightly Times) marks
the victory of the inventive mind over uncouth, primitive force.
This theme is here offered in a carnivalesque form, and in keeping
with this mood the second trophy presents comic kitchen para-
phernalia. The death of the old world and the merriment of the
new world are combined in this system of images. The bonfire
which has consumed the old is transformed into the kitchen
hearth. The phoenix is reborn from its ashes.

Let us recall in this connection Panurge’s Turkish episode in
which he almost suffers martyrdom at the stake for his faith but

10 In the Italian work of Folengo (nonmacaronic) entitled Orlandino,
there is a purely carnivalesque description of a tournament of Charle-
magne. The knights gallop astride asses, mules, and cows; they carry
baskets instead of shields and kitchen utensils, pails, pots and pans, on
their heads instead of helmets.
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is miraculously saved. The episode is presented as a parody of
martyrs and miracles in which the stake is replaced by a hearth.
Panurge is being roasted on a spit and wrapped in lard, for he is
not considered sufficiently fattened. He escapes miraculously and
roasts his tormentor. The episode ends in praise of the roast on
the spit.

Thus blood is transformed into wine; ruthless slaughter and
the martyr’s death are transformed into a merry banquet; the
stake becomes a hearth. Bloodshed, dismemberment, burning,
death, beatings, blows, curses, and abuses—all these elements are
steeped in “merry time,” time which kills and gives birth, which
allows nothing old to be perpetuated and never ceases to generate
the new and the youthful. This interpretation is not Rabelais’
abstract conception; it is, so to speak, immanent in the traditional
popular-festive system of images which he inherited. He did not
create this system, but it rose in him to a higher level of historical
development.

But perhaps all these images are nothing but a dead and crip-
pling tradition? Perhaps these little ribbons tied to the arms of the
victimized Catchpole, these endless blows and abuses, these dis-
membered bodies and kitchen utensils, are nothing but the mean-
ingless remnants of ancient philosophies, nothing but an empty
form, a dead weight, which prevents the author from seeing and
representing the true reality of modern times?

This would be a most absurd supposition. True, the system of
popular-festive images was developed and went on living over
thousands of years. This long development had its own scoria,
its own dead deposits in manners, beliefs, prejudices. But in its
basic line this system grew and was enriched; it acquired a new
meaning, absorbed the new hopes and thoughts of the people. It
was transformed in the crucible of the people’s new experience.
The language of images developed new and more refined nuances.

Thanks to this process, popular-festive images became a power-
ful means of grasping reality; they served as a basis for an authen-
tic and deep realism. Popular imagery did not reflect the natural-
istic, fleeting, meaningless, and scattered aspect of reality but the
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very process of becoming, its meaning and direction. Hence the
universality and sober optimism of this system.

It is this imagery that lives in Rabelais’ work as a realistic and
entirely conscious life; it lives fully and up to the minutest detail:
the ribbons on the sleeve of one Catchpole, the red face of an-
other, the staff and cross and faded lilies brandished by Friar
John, and his nickname: D’entommeure. There is not a single
dead or useless remnant in these images; instead they are satu-
rated with actuality, with one consistent meaningfulness. Rab-
elais’ clear, thoughtful (yet not narrowly rationalist) artistic con-
sciousness is present in every one of these details.

This does not mean, of course, that each detail was invented,
carefully thought out, and weighed in the author’s abstract mind.
Rabelais was consciously and artistically in possession of his style,
the great style of popular-festive forms. The logic of this carnival-
esque genre suggested to him the Catchpole’s red snout, his merry
resurrection after his chastisement, and the two kings to whom
he was compared. But he scarcely selected these images separately.
He still lived, as did his contemporaries, in the world of these
forms; he breathed their atmosphere, used their idiom with as-
surance, and had no need of constant abstract self-control.

We have shown the essential link of blows and abuses with
uncrowning. In Rabelais abuse never assumes the character
merely of personal invective; it is universal, and when all is said
and done it always aims at the higher level. Behind each victim of
abuse and blows Rabelais sees the king, the former king, the pre-
tender. But at the same time the images of all these uncrowned
personages are real and very much alive. And so are all these
Catchpoles, intriguers, sombre hypocrites and slanderers, whom
he beats, chases, and abuses. They are all subject to mockery and
punishment as individual incarnations of the dying truth and
authority of prevailing thought, law, and virtues.

This old authority and truth pretend to be absolute, to have
an extratemporal importance. Therefore, their representatives
(the agelasts) are gloomily serious. They cannot and do not wish
to laugh; they strut majestically, consider their foes the enemies
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of eternal truth, and threaten them with eternal punishment.
They do not see themselves in the mirror of time, do not perceive
their own origin, limitations and end; they do not recognize their
own ridiculous faces or the comic nature of their pretentions to
eternity and immutability. And thus these personages come to the
end of their role still serious, although their spectators have been
laughing for a long time. They continue to talk with the majestic
tone of kings and heralds announcing eternal truths, unaware
that time has turned their speeches into ridicule. Time has trans-
formed old truth and authority into a Mardi Gras dummy, a
comic monster that the laughing crowd rends to pieces in the
marketplace.l

Kind master Rabelais deals with these dummies pitilessly,
cruelly, but merrily. Actually, it is gay time itself in whose name
and with whose voice the master speaks. Rabelais does not torture
living persons. Let them go, but first of all let them remove their
royal robes and pompous academic gowns of the Sorbonne in
which they masquerade as heralds of divine truths. Rabelais is
even disposed to grant them a little hut in the backyard and a
mortar to crush onions for “greensauce,” as he did King Anarchus.
Or he may give them some cloth for a new pair of trousers, or a
soup tureen, a sausage, or firewood such as he offered Master
Janotus de Bragmardo.

Let us now turn to the episode of Master Janotus. It is related
to the stealing of the bells from Notre Dame cathedral by young
Gargantua. (Book One, Chapters 17-20.)

The theme of the stealing of the bells was borrowed by Rabelais
from the “Great Chronicles,” but he broadened and transposed it
for the novel. Gargantua steals the historic bells in order to hang
them on the harness of his giant mare, which he intends to send

11 All these representatives of old authority and truth are, in the
words of Marx “‘mere comedians of the world order whose real heroes
have already died” (see K. Marx and F. Engels, “Works”, Vol. 1, p. 118).
The culture of folk humor conceives all these false pretenses of immov-
able stability and eternity in the perspective of ever-changing and re-
newed time.
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back to his father with a load of fish and cheese. Uncrowning the
cathedral bells and hanging them on a horse is a typical carnival-
esque gesture of debasement. It combines a destructive theme
with that of renewal on another, material bodily level.

The image of a small tinkling bell (usually a cowbell) appears
even in the most ancient carnivals as an indispensable accessory.
Small bells are usually found in the mythical images of the “wild
army,” the “wild hunt,” and of “Erl-King’s retinue,” which in the
most distant period of antiquity were combined with carnival
processions. Cowbells figure in the descriptions of fourteenth-
century charivari in the Roman de Fauvel. The role of bells on
the clown’s costume and staff is well known. We still hear the
jingling of carnival bells on bridal vehicles.!? In his description of
the diableries produced by Villon, Rabelais writes that the per-
formers wore belts with cowbells and mulebells which made an
abominable noise.’% And we find once more in this episode the
image of the stolen bells of Notre Dame.

In the story of the burning of the 660 knights and of the trans-
formation of the funeral pyre into a kitchen hearth, Pantagruel
declared in the middle of the feast when all were busily chewing:
“Would to God you all had two pairs of church bells hanging on
your chins . .. and I the great bells of Rennes, Poitiers, Tours and
Cambrai. By heaven! we would boom out a fine carillon to the
wagging of our chops.” (Book Two, Chapter 26).

Church bells, cowbells, and mulebells are to be attached not
only to animals but to the beards of the feasting guests. The ring-
ing and jingling of bells is to mark the movement of the munching
jaws. It is hard to find an image picturing more strikingly, though
coarsely, the logic of abusive uncrowning, destruction and regen-
eration. The bells have been uncrowned at their highest level;
they are to be removed from the belfries of Poitiers, Rennes,
Tours, and Cambrai and are to be suddenly used again in the
context of festive food. They will revive their sound by marking
the rhythm of masticating jaws. Let us add that this strange use of

12 'The Russian troika. (Translator’s note.)
18 Book 4, Chapter 13.
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bells, suddenly introduced into the picture, leads to the rebirth
of their image. They arise before us as something completely new,
in a setting that is unusual and alien to bells as they commonly
appear. The sphere in which the new birth of an image takes
place is a material bodily sphere, in this case a banquet. Let us
also stress the literal, topographically exact nature of the debase-
ment: the bells are brought down from the high belfries and made
to accompany chewing jaws.

The banquet atmosphere that is to regenerate the bells is, of
course, far removed from the animal act of eating as well as from
a private, intimate entertainment. This is a feast “for all the
world,” the feast of a popular giant and his companions around
a historic hearth; a feast that has consumed the old feudal culture.

Let us return once more to our episode of the stolen bells of
Notre Dame. It is now obvious why Gargantua wants to trans-
form them into harness bells for his horse. As the story goes on
they are continually linked with carnivalesque images. The com-
mander of the monastic order of Saint Anthony would also like
to steal those bells in order to ring them and make the bacon
tremble in the pantries (he collects his dues from the people in
pork). The main reason for the return of the bells, as Janotus
de Bragmardo declares, is the beneficial influence of their sound
on the fertility of vines in the Paris region. The other decisive
reason is the promise made him of a gift of sausage and hose if he
brings back the bells. Thus throughout the episode the bells are
continuously ringing in joyous, carnivalesque tones.

Who is Janotus de Bragmardo? In Rabelais’ conception, he is
the senior member of the Sorbonne. This school was the defender
of orthodoxy and of invulnerable divine truth. It controlled the
fate of every religious opinion or book. The Sorbonne, as we
know, condemned and prohibited all the books of Rabelais’ novel
as they appeared in succession, but fortunately the school was no
longer powerful at that time. Janotus de Bragmardo was the rep-
resentative of this honorable faculty. But for precaution (for it
would still be imprudent to joke about the Sorbonne), Rabelais
removed all apparent signs of Janotus de Bragmardo’s connection
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with this institution. The scholar was to persuade Gargantua
by means of a wise and eloquent oration to return the bells. He
was promised, as we have seen, a handsome ‘“carnivalesque” re-
ward of hose and sausage and wine.

When Janotus, wearing the formal academic gown and accom-
panied by his assistants, made his appearance with comic solem-
nity at Gargantua’s apartment, this strange company was at first
mistaken for a carnival procession:

Master Janotus, with a haircut like that affected by Julius
Caesar, settled the traditional doctoral hood over his coot-like
head. Next he antidoted his stomach against possible contamina-
tion, with cakes baked in the most secular ovens and holy water
from his excellently stocked cellar. Then, he proceeded to Gar-
gantua’s. Before him crawled three black beadles; behind him
he dragged five or six servile and artless Masters of Arts, all of
them mildewed and rotten as cheeses.

Ponocrates met them as they entered and was terrified at their
motley: he was convinced they must be crazed mummers. He
therefore asked one of the artless magisters what this masquerade
meant. For answer, he was told they wished to recover the missing
bells.

(Book 1, Chapter 18)

The entire carnival setting is brought out in the persons of the
Sorbonne faculty members. They are transformed into clowns,
into a gay, grotesque procession. “Holy water” from the cellar
was a current parody of wine.

Learning what has happened, Gargantua and his companions
decide to play a trick on Janotus. He is made to drink “theolog-
ically”1® while they return the bells to the city officials whom they
have meanwhile summoned. Thus Janotus has to deliver his ora-
tion to a hilarious audience and merely for their amusement. This
mystification brings out even more forcefully the comic aspect of

14 In the canonical edition of the first two books of his novel (1542)
Rabelais deleted all direct allusions to the Sorbonne, replacing the word
“Sorbonnites” by the word “Sophist.”

18 “Theological drinking” and “theological wine" mean a good drink-
ing bout (a debasing travesty).
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the master of the Sorbonne; he has dropped out of real life, he is
a dummy, continuing to play his part seriously, unaware of the
audience’s laughter.

Janotus’ oration itself is an excellent parody of the Sorbonnites’
eloquence, of their method of argumentation, and their Latin
speech. This parody almost deserves to be placed next to the “Let-
ters of Obscure People.” But the Janotus oration displays from
beginning to end and with utmost artistry the image of senility.
A tape recording of his speech would show how full it is of sounds
imitating all forms and degrees of coughing, spitting, short breath,
and wheezing. It is marked by omissions, lapses, interruptions of
thought, and the desperate search for the right word. Janotus
frankly complains of his age. This biological image of man’s
senility is subtly combined with the social, ideological, and lin-
guistic decrepitude of the Sorbonnites. It is the old year, the old
winter, the old king, turned into a clown.

The Sorbonnite dummy is mocked. As to the old man, he is
given what he needs, and according to his own words he needs
very little—to be near his fireplace, his table, and a full soup
tureen. This is all that remains of Janotus’ pretentious demands.
Gargantua generously compensates him, but the Sorbonnite is
ridiculed and completely destroyed.

All the episodes we have discussed in this chapter, as well as the
individual scenes of battles, fights, beatings, the uncrowning of
people and objects (for instance, the bells) are presented by Rab-
elais in the popular-festive carnival spirit. Therefore, all the
episodes are ambivalent: destruction and uncrowning are related
to birth and renewal. The death of the old is linked with regen-
eration; all the images are connected with the contradictory one-
ness of the dying and reborn world. Not only the episodes dis-
cussed but the entire novel is filled with that carnivalesque
atmosphere. More than that, a number of important scenes are
directly related to feasting and festivity.

We give here a broadened meaning to the word “carnival-
esque.” As a special phenomenon, carnival has survived up to our
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time. Other manifestations of popular-festive life, related to it in
style and character (as well as origin) have died out long ago or
have degenerated so far as to become undistinguishable. Carnival
is a well-known festivity that has been often described throughout
many centuries. Even during its later development in the eigh-
teenth and nineteenth centuries it still preserved certain funda-
mental traits in a quite clear, though reduced, form. Carnival
discloses these traits as the best preserved fragments of an im-
mense, infinitely rich world. This permits us to use precisely the
epithet “carnivalesque” in that broad sense of the word. We
interpret it not only as carnival per se in its limited form but also
as the varied popular-festive life of the Middle Ages and the Re-
naissance; all the peculiarities of this life have been preserved in
carnival, while the other forms have deteriorated and vanished.

But even in its narrow sense carnival is far from being a simple
phenomenon with only one meaning. This word combined in a
single concept a number of local feasts of different origin and
scheduled at different dates but bearing the common traits of
popular merriment. This process of unification in a single concept
corresponded to the development of life itself; the forms of folk
merriment that were dying or degenerating transmitted some of
their traits to the carnival celebrations: rituals, paraphernalia,
images, masques. These celebrations became a reservoir into
which obsolete genres were emptied.

Obviously, this consolidation took place in its own way, not
only in various countries and at various seasons but even in differ-
ent cities. The clearest, classic carnival forms were preserved in
Italy, especially in Rome. The next most typical carnivals were
those of Paris. Next came Nuremberg and Cologne, which
adopted a more or less classic form at a somewhat later period. In
Russia this process did not develop at all; the various aspects of
folk merriment of a national or local character (shrove days,
Christmas, fairs) remained unchanged. They offered none of the
traits typical of Western European amusements. Peter the Great,
as we know, tried to bring to Russia the later European style of
the “feast of fools” (for example, the election of the all-clowns’
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pope) and the pranks of the April fool, but these customs did not
take root and did not mix with local traditions.

Even in the cities where the process of development acquired a
more or less classic character (as in Rome, Paris, Nuremberg, and
Cologne), local festivities formed the basis of carnival. Its ritual
was enriched by these local traits, which otherwise were doomed
to vanish.

Many of these popular-festive forms that had lent some of their
essential elements to carnival continued to lead contemporane-
ously their own pallid existence. This was, for instance, the case
of the French charivari; its main traits had been transferred to
carnival, but it still retained a feeble resemblance to bridal mock-
ery (if the marriage for some reason or other was not considered
normal). It is still presented in our days, as a cat-concert under
the windows of newlyweds. Furthermore, all the elements of folk
merriment which constituted the second, unofficial part of holy
days and legal feasts continued to exist independently; however,
they had many traits in common with the carnival rituals: the
election of kings and queens for a day on the feast of the Epiphany
(“the feast of beans”) and on St. Valentine’s day. These common
elements are determined by the fact that they are all related to
time, which is the true hero of every feast, uncrowning the old and
crowning the new.1® These popular unofficial forms of merriment
continued, of course, to surround the feasts of the Church. Every
fair, usually scheduled for the dedication of a church or a first
mass, preserved carnivalesque traits. Finally, the carnivalesque
character appeared on private family occasions, christenings and
memorial services, as well as on agricultural feasts, the harvest of
grapes (vendange) and the slaughter of cattle, as described by Rab-
elais. We also saw the carnivalesque character of the nopces &
mitaines, a typical bridal ritual. The common denominator of the
carnivalesque genres is the essential link of these feasts with “gay
time.” Whenever the free popular aspect of the feast is preserved,

18 Actually, every feast day crowns and uncrowns, and has therefore its
own king and queen. See this theme in the Decameron, where a king and
queen are elected for every day of the festive discourses.
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the relation with time is maintained, and this means the persis-
tence of its carnivalesque flavor.

But when carnival developed in the narrow sense of the word
and became the center of all popular forms of amusement, it
diminished all the other feasts and deprived them of almost every
free and utopian folk element. The other feasts faded away; their
popular character was reduced, especially because of their con-
nection with ecclesiastic or political rituals. Carnival became
the symbol and incarnation of the true folk festival, completely
independent of Church and State but tolerated by them. This was
true of the Roman carnival described by Goethe in his famous
sketch in 1788; and true also of the 1895 carnival in that city,
pictured by Dieterich for his Pulcinella (and dedicated to his
Roman friends and to the similar 18g7 celebration). In Dieterich’s
time this festival was the only surviving vivid and colorful testi-
mony of true popular life as it existed in bygone centuries.

In the time of Rabelais folk merriment had not as yet been con-
centrated in carnival season, in any of the towns of France. Shrove
Tuesday (Mardi Gras) was but one of many occasions for folk
merriment, although an important one. A considerable role in
the festive life of the marketplace was played, as we have said, by
the fairs held three or four times a year in several towns. The
amusements offered at the fairs usually bore a carnivalesque
character. Let us recall the numerous popular celebrations of the
city of Lyon. At the time of Rabelais the later forms of “the feast
of fools” were still preserved, as in the amusements organized in
Rouen and Eure by the Societas Cornadorum which elected a
mock abbot (4bbas Cornadorum or Abbé des Conards) and orga-
nized processions.

Rabelais was of course quite familiar with the motley carnival
life that existed in his time both in the cities and in the country.
How are the feasts directly reflected in his novel?

In the very beginning of the novel (Book One, Chapters 4, 5,
and 6), we find the description of the “feast of cattle slaughter”
with a merry banquet during which Gargantua’s miraculous birth
takes place. This is one of the most remarkable episodes of the
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novel and the most characteristic of Rabelais’ manner of presenta-
tion. We must carefully analyze this passage.
Here is the beginning of the episode:

The occasion and manner of Gargamelle’s delivery were as 1
am about to relate; if you don’t believe me, may your vent-peg
slip, may your stopper fail your (rectal) organ, your fundament
fall and your flue pige collapse.

This is exactly what happened to Gargamelle, on February
third, after dinner. And why? Because she had eaten too abun-
dantly of tripe . . . of that tripe which comes from beeves which
are fattened in their stalls and put to graze in meadows . . . in
meadows which bear two crops of grass each year. ..

Three hundred and sixty-seven thousand and fourteen of these
fat beeves had been slaughtered. They were to be salted on Shrove
Tuesday so that there would be pressed beef aplenty that spring
for the invocation of thirst and its subsequent exorcization by
wine.

(Book 1, Chapter 4)

The leading theme of this excerpt is the material bodily afflu-
ence, a generating and growing superabundance. All the images
are subjected to this theme. First, all the events are related to
Gargamelle’s delivery. This is the setting and the background for
the act of birth. A curse hurled at those who will not believe the
author appears in the very first lines; it interrupts the story and
at the same time prepares us for the next picture. Gargamelle’s
labor began precisely at the moment when her right intestine fell
out due to the overeating of tripe, the intestines of fattened oxen.
Bowels, intestines, with their wealth of meaning and connotation
are the leading images of the entire episode. In our excerpt these
images are introduced as food: gaudebillaux, an equivalent of
grasses tripes, the ox’s fatty intestines. But Gargamelle’s labor and
the falling out of the right intestine link the devoured tripe with
those who devour them. The limits between animal flesh and the
consuming human flesh are dimmed, very nearly erased. The
bodies are interwoven and begin to be fused in one grotesque
image of a devoured and devouring world. One dense bodily
atmosphere is created, the atmosphere of the great belly. The
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esssential events of our episode take place within its walls: eating,
the falling-out of intestines, childbirth.

The theme of productivity and growth introduced at the very
beginning of the novel by Gargamelle’s labor is developed in the
images of abundance and fullness of material goods: fat-rich
intestines of the oxen elaborately fattened on choice meadows
yielding grass twice a year. A grandiose number, 367,014 of these
oxen have been slaughtered. The word “fattened” and its deriv-
atives (grosses, engressez, gras) are repeated four times in three
lines. The slaughter is performed in order to have an abundant
supply (tas) of meat.

This theme of abundance of material goods is here directly
linked with Mardi Gras, when the salting of the slaughtered oxen
is to be done. Mardi Gras is Shrove Tuesday. A carnivalesque
atmosphere permeates the entire episode; it ties into one gro-
tesque knot the slaughter, the dismemberment and disembowel-
ing, bodily life, abundance, fat, the banquet, merry improprieties,
and finally childbirth.

At the end of the excerpt there is a typical debasement: the
commemoration des saleurs. Salted hors d'oeuves as an extraor-
dinary addition to dinner are defined by the liturgical term of
“commemoration,” which meant a short prayer to the saint whose
feast was celebrated on that day, in other words, an extraordinary
addendum to prayer. Thus an allusion to the liturgy is inserted
in the story.

Finally, let us point out the stylistic peculiarities of this excerpt.
The first part is constructed like a chain. The word that ends one
sentence starts the next (in the French text), and thus each link
is joined to the succeeding one. Such a construction increases the
density, the unbroken wholeness of this world made of abundant
fat, meat, bowels, and childbirth.

Let us follow the episode’s further development. Since the
intestines of the slaughtered oxen cannot be preserved a long
time, Grangousier invites the inhabitants of all the neighboring
villages to his feast:
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. . . they summoned all the citizenry of Sinais, Seuilly, La Roche
Clermault and Vaugaudry, without forgetting their friends from
Coudray-Montpensier, and Gué de Véde and other neighbors, all
accomplished tosspots, debonair fellows and ha! fine cuedrivers,
skilled tailpushers alll

(Book 1, Chapter 4)

Thus, the feast for which thousands of oxen were slaughtered
has a widely popular character. It is “a feast for all the world.”
And such was the essence of every carnivalesque celebration.

The description of the neighbors invited by Grangousier is
colorful too. They are presented in the last sentence as beaux
joueurs de quilles. We already know that quille in Rabelais’ time
had an erotic connotation; thus the account of the guests as
offered here is on the material bodily level of the entire episode.

Grangousier warns his wife about the danger of eating too much
tripe, saying that there are no intestines without dung. In spite of
this warning, Gargamelle consumes sixteen quarters, two bushels,
and six pecks of tripe; her bowels are inflated by these all-too-
generous portions,

Here the author introduces the theme of dung, closely related
to the concept of bowels in general and to intestines in particular,
since even after thorough washing some excrement is retained in
them. In this image, once more the limits between the devouring
and the devoured body are erased; the contents of the animal
intestines contribute to the formation of fecal matter in the hu-
man bowels. Animal and human organs are interwoven into one
indissoluble grotesque whole. The author’s concluding exclama-
tion in this paragraph, O belle matiére fécale, is characteristic of
the entire atmosphere of this episode. Let us recall that in gro-
tesque realism this image represented in most cases gay matter.

Immediately after this scene all the guests betook themselves to
the meadow of La Saussaie, made merry, and danced to the tune
of flutes and bagpipes. This carnivalesque interlude is organically
related to all the other images of this episode. We repeat, in the
atmosphere of Mardi Gras, reveling, dancing, music were all
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closely combined with slaughter, dismemberment, bowels, excre-
ment, and other images of the material bodily lower stratum.

For the correct understanding of the entire novel, as well as the
present episode, it is necessary to turn away from the limited and
reduced aesthetic stereotypes of modern times; they are far from
adequate to the main lines of development in world literature
and art of past ages. It would be especially inadmissible to mod-
ernize Rabelais’ images by attempting to fit them to the differen-
tiated, narrowed, one-sided concepts that dominate the modern
system of thought. In grotesque realism and in Rabelais’ work the
image of excrement, for instance, did not have the trivial, nar-
rowly physiological connotation of today. Excrement was con-
ceived as an essential element in the life of the body and of the
earth in the struggle against death. It was part of man’s vivid
awareness of his materiality, of his bodily nature, closely related
to the life of the earth.

Therefore, Rabelais does not and cannot display any “gross
naturalism” or “physiologism.” In order to understand him we
must read him with the eyes of his contemporaries; we must see
him against the background of the thousand-year-old tradition
which he represents. Then the episode of Gargamelle’s labor will
appear to us as a high and at the same time gay drama of the body
and of the earth.

The fifth chapter (Book One) is devoted to the famous ‘“‘Palaver
of the Potulent.” This is a carnivalesque symposium. It has no ex-
ternal logical continuity, no unifying abstract idea or problem (as
in a classic symposium). But the ‘“Palaver of the Potulent” has a
deep internal unity. It is one grotesque play of debasement care-
fully organized up to the minutest detail. Nearly every replica
contains a formula from the higher level—ecclesiastical, liturgical,
philosophical, or juridical—or some words of the scriptures ap-
plied to eating and drinking. The conversation is actually con-
cerned with two topics: the ox tripes that are being consumed and
the wine that washes down the food. But this material bodily lower
stratum is travestied as images and formulas of the holy spiritual
upper level.
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We must stress the play of words in the images of bowels. One of
the guests says: Je laverois volonttiers les tripes de ce veau que
j'ay ce matin habillé. The word habiller means to “dress” or
“clothe,” but it can also mean to “dress” the meat of a slaughtered
animal. Thus, when the guest speaks of “the calf I dressed this
very morning,” he means in the first place himself, dressed for the
occasion, but also the calf that was dismembered, dressed, and
consumed. Similarly, the tripe means at the same time the guest’s
own intestines, which he intends to wash with wine, and the con-
sumed bowels which he wants to wash down.

Here is another double entendre constructed on the same pat-
tern: Voulez-vous rien mandez a la riviére? Cestuy cy [the glass of
wine] vas laver les tripes. Here again the word tripes has a double
meaning: that of the guest’s own bowels and the consumed bowels
of the ox. The dividing line between man’s consuming body and
the consumed animal’s body is once more erased.

The hero of the next chapter is Gargamelle’s birth-giving womb.
Here is the beginning of her labor:

A few moments later, she began to groan, lament and cry out.
Suddenly crowds of midwives came rushing up from all directions.
Feeling and groping her below, they found certain loose shreds of
skin, of a rather unsavory odor, which they took to be the child.
It was, on the contrary, her fundament which had escaped with
the mollification of her right intestine (you call it the bumgut)
because she had eaten too much tripe, as I explained above.
(Book 1 Chapter 6)

Here is the anatomy of the lower parts (le bas) in a literal sense.
The grotesque knot of the womb is tied even more tightly: the
right intestine that fell out, the consumed ox tripe, the womb that
is giving birth (the mother’s intestine is mistaken for the baby)—
all these elements are indissolubly interwoven.

The midwife who rushes to the rescue uses too potent an astrin-
gent:

As a result of Gargamelle’s discomfort, the cotyledons of the
placenta of her matrix were enlarged. The child, leaping through
the breach and entering the hollow vein, ascended through her
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diaphragm to a point above her shoulders. Here the vein divides
into two; the child accordingly worked his way in a sinistral direc-
tion, to issue, finally, through the left ear.

No sooner born, he did not like other babes cry: “Whaayl
Whaay!” but in a full, loud voice bawled: “Drink, drink, drink!”
as though inviting the company to fall to. What is more, he shouted
so lustily, that he was heard throughout the regions of Beuxe
(pronounced “booze™) and Bibarois (which in sound evokes bib-
bers and is how the Gascons pronounce “Vivarais™).

(Book 1, Chapter 6)

The anatomical analysis ends with the unexpected and com-
pletely carnivalesque birth of Gargantua through his mother’s ear.
The child does not go down, but up. This is a typical grotesque
turnover. A similar comic note is heard in Gargantua’s first cry,
calling for a drink.

Let us sum up our analysis of this episode.

All the images develop the theme of the feast: slaughter of
cattle, disemboweling, dismemberment. The images continue to
unfold along the lines of a banquet: devouring of the dismem-
bered body. They are later transferred to the anatomic description
of the generating womb. These images create with great artistry
an extremely dense atmosphere of the body as a whole in which
all the dividing lines between man and beast, between the con-
suming and consumed bowels are intentionally erased. On the
other hand, these consuming and consumed organs are fused with
the generating womb. We thus obtain a truly grotesque image of
one single, superindividual bodily life, of the great bowels that
devour and are devoured, generate and are generated. But this,
of course, is not an “animal” or “biological” bodily life. We see
looming beyond Gargamelle’s womb the devoured and devouring
womb of the earth and the ever-regenerated body of the people.
The child that is born is the people’s mighty hero, the French
Heracles.

In this episode, as in all others told by Rabelais, the merry,
abundant and victorious bodily element opposes the serious me-
dieval world of fear and oppression with all its intimidating and
intimidated ideology. As in the prologue of Pantagruel, these
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chapters end in a gay and free travesty of the medieval methods of
faith and persuasion:

Now I suspect that you do not tharoughly believe this strange
nativity. If you do not, I care but little, though an honest and
sensible man believes what he is told and what he finds written.
Does not Solomon say in Proverbs (X111, 15): “Innocens credit
omni verbo, the innocent believeth every word,” and does not St.
Paul (I Corinthians, 13) declare: “Charitas omnia credit, Charity
believeth all.”

Why should you not believe what I tell you? Because, you reply,
there is no evidence. And I reply in turn that for this very reason
you should believe with perfect faith. For the gentlemen of the
Sorbonne say that faith is the argument of non-evident truths.

Is anything I have related beyond our law or faith, contrary to
our reason, or opposed to Divine Scriptures? For my part, I find
nothing in the Holy Bible that stands against it. And if such had
been the will of God, would you affirm that He could not accom-
plish it? Ha, I pray you, do not ambiguembrangle your minds with
such vain conceits. I tell you that nothing is impossible to God
and, if He but pleased, women would henceforth give birth to
their children through the left ear.

(Book 1, Chapter 6)

Further, the author recalls a number of strange births from an-
tique mythology and legends.

This entire passage is a brilliant parody of the medieval doc-
trine of faith, as well as of the methods of defending and teaching
it: through quotations from the Scriptures, intimidation, threats,
and accusations of heresy. The concentrated atmosphere of the
merry bodily elements prepares the uncrowning of the doctrine of
faith as “the argument of nonevident truths.”

The most important episode of Gargantua, Picrochole’s war,
develops in the atmosphere of another feast, the harvest of grapes
(vendange).

The vendange played an important role in the life of France.
During this season even state institutions and the courts were
closed, since all were busy in the vineyards. All the events and
images of the Picrochole war are shown in this setting of harvest
time.
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The pretext for the war was the conflict between the peasants of
Seuilly who guarded the ripened vineyards and the bakers of Lerne
who had brought a load of cakes for sale. The peasants wanted to
eat some cakes with their grapes (a combination which, inciden-
tally, has the effect of a purge). The bakers refused to sell their
goods and insulted the peasants. A fight broke out. Wine and
bread, grapes and cakes form a liturgical complex, subjected here
to a debasing parody (the fact that these foods have a stimulating
effect on the bowels).

The first great episode of the war, the defense of the abbey close
by Friar John, also contains a travestied allusion to communion.
We see the blood transformed into wine, while the ruthless beating
suggests the vendange. In French winegrowers’ folklore vendange
is connected with bon temps, the “propitious time.”1? The figure
of propitious time symbolizes in folklore the end of evil days and
advent of general peace. For this reason Rabelais develops a popu-
lar utopian theme: the triumph of peaceful labor and abundance
over war and destruction. This is the fundamental theme of this
entire episode of the Picrochole war.,

Thus, the vendange atmosphere entirely permeates the second
part of Gargantua and organizes the system of its images, just as
the first part (Gargantua’s birth) reflected the feast of cattle slaugh-
ter and carnival. The entire book is steeped in popular-festive at-
mosphere.18

17 Two figures of the popular feast of vendange determine the entire
character of this episode: the figure of Bon Temps, which inspired the
basic idea of the chapter (the final victory of peace and general welfare
and affluence); and the figure of his wife, Mére Folle, which is projected
in the farcical, carnivalesque aspect of the Picrochole war.

18 In his free translation of this book Fischart has considerably
strengthened the festive element but offers it in the light of Grobianism.
Grangousier is a passionate amateur of all festivities, because they imply
banquets and clowneries. There is a long enumeration of German six-
teenth-century feasts: the feast of Saint Martin, carnival, the blessing of
palms, the consecration of a church, the fair, christening, etc. One feast
follows the other, so that the entire cycle of the year in Grangousier's
calendar consists exclusively of feast days. For Fischart, the moralist,
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In the novel's Second Book, Pantagruel, there are also episodes
related to the theme of feasts. In 1532, at the time when Pantagruel
was written, the Pope proclaimed a Jubilee year in France, in ad-
dition to the usually scheduled celebrations. During the Jubilee
certain churches were granted the right to sell papal indulgences,
that is, absolutions from sin. In Rabelais’ novel there is an episode
directly related to this theme. Wishing to improve his financial
status, Panurge tours the churches and buys indulgences; at the
same time, pretending to pick up his change from the plate he col-
lects a hundred times more than he deposited. He interprets the
Gospel words Centuplius accipies (thou shalt be rewarded a hun-
dredfold), uttered in the present tense by the priest, as an impera-
tive form: ‘“‘receive a hundredfold,” so that his conscience is satis-
fied. In other words, this episode travesties the festive theme of the
Jubilee year and of the Gospel text.

In the Second Book we also find an episode describing Panurge's
unsuccessful attempt to gain the attention of a noble lady. Being
rejected by her, he avenges himself in a peculiar manner. The
central event of this episode takes place on the feast of Corpus
Christi. It is a monstrous parody of the ritual, depicting a pro-
cession of 600,014 dogs who follow the lady and besmirch her
dress, Panurge having sprinkled it with the diced genital organs
of a bitch.

Such a parody of a religious procession on the day of Corpus
Christi may appear at first sight as sacrilegious as it is unexpected.
However, the history of this feast in France, as well as in other
countries, especially in Spain, proves that extremely free, gro-
tesque images of the body were quite usual on these occasions and
were consecrated by tradition. It can be said that the grotesque
body prevailed in the popular marketplace aspect of this celebra-
tion and created its specific atmosphere. Thus, for instance, tradi-
tional representations of this grotesque body participated in the
procession, which included a monster combining cosmic, animal,

feasts meant gluttony and idleness. Such an interpretation and apprecia-
tion are, of course, in contradiction with Rabelais’ treatment of this sub-
ject. However, Fischart’s own attitude in this matter is ambiguous.
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and human features, “the Babylonian harlot” astride the mon-
ster,1® as well as giants (traditionally symbolizing the great body),
negroes and moors (a grotesque deviation from the bodily norm),
and a group of youngsters performing folk dances (like the quasi-
indecent Spanish sarabande). It was only after these grotesque
figures had marched by that the clergy made its appearance, carry-
ing the host. The procession was closed by decorated coaches with
actors in their theatrical costumes. (Therefore, the feast was called
in Spain fiesta de los carros.)

The traditional procession on the feast of Corpus Christi had a
clearly expressed carnivalesque character with a prevailing bodily
note. In Spain a dramatic performance called Autos Sacramentalis
was staged on that day. We can surmise the contents of this show
from the plays of a similar type of Lope de Vega which have been
preserved for us. Grotesque-comic elements prevail in these plays
and even permeate their serious parts. They contain a considerable
amount of travesty and parody not only of antique but also of
Christian themes and of the festive procession itself.

We may sum up by saying that the popular marketplace aspect
of this feast was, to a certain extent, a satyrical drama which
parodied the Church ritual of the Corpus Christi (the host).20

In the light of these facts, Rabelais’ travesty is neither surprising
nor monstrous. The author merely develops all the elements of
satyrical drama already in existence: the monster with the harlot
astride, the giants and moors, the indecent gestures of the dance.
True, the author develops these images with bold awareness. In
the setting of satyrical drama, we must not be surprised by the
urinating dogs, nor even by the role of the bitch. Let us also recall
the ambivalent character of drenching in urine, the element of
fertility and procreating power contained in this image. As Rab-
elais tells us in this episode, the dog urine formed a stream which

19 The composite body of the monster with the harlot astride is
equivalent to the bowels of the feast of cattle slaughter, which devour,
are devoured and give birth simultaneously.

20 The antique satyrical drama was a drama of the body and of bodily
life. Monsters and giants played a considerable role.
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still flows by St. Victor (and he adds that the Gobelin manufac-
turers use this stream for the dyeing of their tapestries).

The episodes we have analyzed are directly related to a few
feasts only (cattle slaughter, vendange, the papal Jubilee, Corpus
Christi). In these episodes the theme of the feast influences the
organization of all the images. But these examples do not exhaust
our subject. Throughout Rabelais’ entire novel we find allusions
to other feasts as well: St. Valentine’s day, the fair of Niort, for
which Villon composed his diablerie, the carnival of Avignon at
which the baccalaureates played the game of rafa, the fair of Lyon
with its gay monster, the glutton Michecroute. Describing his
hero’s visits to the universities of France, Rabelais devotes spe-
cial attention to the recreational amusements and games of the
students and baccalaureates.

In the popular marketplace aspect of the feast a substantial
place was held by games (cards and sports, as well as by various
forms of fortune-telling, wishes, and predictions). These manifes-
tations, closely related to the popular-festive atmosphere, play an
important part in the novel. It suffices to say that the entire Third
Book is constructed as a series of fortune-telling episodes, in which
Panurge makes inquiries concerning his betrothed. These inci-
dents will deserve our special attention.

Let us first point out the considerable role of games in Rabelais’
work. Chapter 20 of Gargantua contains the list of games played
by the young hero after his dinner. The standard edition (1542)
lists 217 names of games (including a number of parlor and table
games and many open-air sports).

This famous enumeration had a considerable resonance. Rabe-
lais’ first German translator, Fischart, completed the long list with
872 German card games and dance tunes. The English seventeenth-
century translator, Thomas Urquhart, also increased the lists of
recreations by adding English games. The Dutch version of Gar-
gantua (1682) added some national material, namely 63 purely
Dutch games. This proves that Rabelais’ list stimulated the in-
terest of other countries in their own amusements. The Dutch ver-
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sion initiated research in the field of children’s games, resulting in
the greatest work ever undertaken in world folk studies: “Chil-
dren’s Games and Amusements in the Netherlands.”2

Rabelais’ own interest in games was not purely accidental. He
shared this interest with his contemporaries. Games were related
not only outwardly but also by an inner essential link to the popu-
lar marketplace aspect of feasts.

Besides the list in Gargantua, Rabelais widely used the rich vo-
cabulary of games, borrowing from it his metaphors and compari-
sons. He drew from this source a great number of erotic allusions,
like the expression joueurs de quille, as well as many colorful
images expressing success and failure (for instance, c’est bien rentré
de piques!, this is an unfortunate move). We must add that these
expressions taken from games were important in shaping the
vernacular.

The images of two important episodes of the novel are built on
games. The first is the “prophetic riddle” that concludes the First
Book (Gargantua), and the second is the dice-casting of Judge
Bridlegoose.

The *“prophetic riddle” was written by Mellin de Saint-Gelais,
probably in full. But Rabelais had good reasons for using it; the
poem was closely related to all his images. The analysis of the
*“prophetic riddle” will disclose a number of new and important
aspects of this system.

Two elements are closely interwoven in the poem: the parody
of a prophecy concerning the historic future and the images of a
ball game. This relation of play and prophecy reveals a carnival-
esque conception of the historical process.

Mellin de Saint-Gelais has another short poem in which the
struggle for Italy between Francis I, Pope Clement VII, and
Charles V is pictured as a jeu de prime, a popular card game of
that time. The political situation of the time, the distribution of

31 Cock, Karel, and Isidoor Tierlinck, Kinderspel & Kinderlust in
Zuid-Nederland met Schema’s Teekeningen. Konklijke Vlaamse Acade-
mie Voor Taalen-Letterkunde, reeks 6, No. 29, Ghent, 1902-1908.
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forces, and the respective assets and weaknesses of the rulers are
presented in the precise terminology of this game.

We find a similar little poem in Des Périers entitled “Prediction
for the Lyonnais, Hinne Tibaut.” This poem describes in pro-
phetic tones the destiny of “three comrades.” The “comrades” are
actually three dice.

Prophetic riddles were so popular at the time of Rabelais that
Thomas Sebillet devoted to this genre a special section of his
“Poetics” (Chapter 11, De I’Enigme).22 Riddles are extremely char-
acteristic of the artistic and ideological conception of that time.
The sad and terrifying, the serious and important are transposed
into a gay and light key, from the minor key to the major. Every-
thing leads to a merry solution. Instead of being gloomy and ter-
rifying, the world’s mystery and the future finally appear as
something gay and carefree. This, of course, is not philosophical
affirmation; it is an expression of the artistic and ideological ten-
dency of the time, seeking to hear the sounds of the world in a new
key, to approach it not as a somber mystery play but as a satyrical
drama.

The other aspect of this genre is the parodical prophecy, which
was also widespread in those days. Of course, serious prophecies
were popular as well. The struggle of Francis I against Charles V
led to an immense number of historical and political prognostics.
Many of them were related to religious movements and wars. In
most cases these prophecies were of a gloomy and eschatological
character. There were also regular astrological predictions. Popu-
lar prognostics were periodically printed in the form of calen-
dars, for instance, “The Ploughman’s Prognostics” which offered
weather forecasts and agricultural predictions.?? Side by side with
the serious prophecies and forecasts there appeared parodies and
travesties of this genre which enjoyed considerable success. The

22 See Thomas Sebillet, Art poétique Frangois, 1548 (commentary by
F. Gaiffe, 1910) Droz, 1932.

23 Prognostication des Laboureurs, reedited by Anatole de Montaiglon
in his Recueil de poésies frangaises de XVéme et XVI éme siécles, Vol. 2.
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best known of these parodies were the “General Prognostics,”24
“The Prognostics of Friar Thibault,”?% and “New Prognostics.”2¢

These are all typical popular-festive creations. They mock not
so much the naive faith in forecasts and prophecies as their tone,
their interpretations of life, history, and the times. The jocular
and merry approach is opposed to the serious and gloomy one; the
usual and commonplace to the strange and unexpected, the mate-
rial and bodily to the abstract and the exalted. The main goal of
the anonymous authors of these parodies was to give time and the
future a different coloring, to transfer the accent to the material
bodily life. Popular-festive images were often used for depicting
changes in history and time.

Rabelais’ own “Pantagruelesque Prognostic” is written in a
similar spirit. In this short text we find material bodily images:
“During Lent, lard will avoid peas,” *‘the belly will go forward,”
“the bottom will sit down first.” There are also popular-festive
images: “On the feast-day, people will not find the bean-kings in
the cake,” as well as images of games: “the dice will not fulfill
your wishes,” “you will not win points as needed.”

In the “Prognostic” ’s fifth chapter, which parodies astrological
predictions, Rabelais first of all democratizes them. He considers
that it is the greatest folly to believe that stars are made only for
kings, popes, and nobles, and the great events of the official world.
Astrology must be concerned too with the life and destinies of the
lower classes. This is, in a way, the uncrowning of the stars, the
stripping of their royal robes.

Rabelais’ “Prognostic” also contains what might be called a
“carnivalesque picture of carnival”: “Men will change their dress
so as to cheat others, and they will run about in the streets like
fools and madmen; nobody has yet seen such a disorder in nature.”

We find here in a reduced form the “prophetic riddle” from
Gargantua. The images of a social, historical, and natural catas-

24 Jbid., Vol. 4. It is possible that the “General Prognostics” was
written by Rabelais.

28 [bid., Vol. 13.

26 Ibid., Vol. 12.
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trophe are represented as a carnival with its masquerades and dis-
orderly conduct.

The genre of travestied prophecies are essentially related to
time, to the new year, to the guessing of riddles, to marriage, birth,
and procreative force. This is why food, drink, the material bodily
life and the images of games play in this genre such an important
part.

Games are also closely related to time and to the future. The
basic accessories of games, dice and cards, are often used as the
accessories of fortune-telling. It is needless to dwell on the roots
of the imagery representing feasts and games. What is important
is not their generic relationship but their related meaning. This
relation was clearly felt in the time of Rabelais. There was in those
days a vivid awareness of the universalism of this imagery, of its
link with time and the future, destiny, and political power. These
links were part of their philosophy and entered into the interpre-
tation of chessmen, dice, and the figures and colors in cards. Kings
and queens of the “feast of fools” were often elected by casting
dice. The most successful winner at this game was called basilicus
or “royal.” The images of games were seen as a condensed formula
of life and of the historic process: fortune, misfortune, gain and
loss, crowning and uncrowning. Life was presented as a miniature
play (translated into the language of traditional symbols), a play
without footlights. At the same time games drew the players out of
the bounds of everyday life, liberated them from usual laws and
regulations, and replaced established conventions by other lighter
conventionalities. This was true not only of cards, dice, and chess
but also of sports and children’s games (ninepins, ball games). As
yet, there were not sharp divisions between them, as those that
were later established. We have seen that the figures in card games
represented world events, as in the jeu de prime representing the
struggle for Italy in Saint-Gelais’ poem. Ball games also fulfilled
these functions, as well as dice in the “three comrades” poem of
Des Périers. In his “Poliphila’s Dream” Francesco Colonna de-
scribes a game of chess; the chessmen are represented as live peo-
ple, wearing conventional costumes inspired by that game. Here
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chess is transformed on the one hand into a carnival masquerade,
on the other hand into a grotesque image of military and political
events. This game is repeated in the Fifth Book of Rabelais’ novel
and is possibly based on rough sketches of Rabelais himself who
was familiar with “Poliphila’s Dream.” There is an allusion to
this book in Gargantua. )

The peculiar interpretation of games in Rabelais’ time must be
carefully considered. Games were not as yet thought of as a part
of ordinary life and even less of its frivolous aspect. Instead they
had preserved their philosophical meaning. Like all humanists,
Rabelais was familiar with the ancient conception of games which
held them to be far better than ordinary idle pastimes. Therefore,
Ponocrates did not exclude them from young Gargantua's educa-
tion. On rainy days they devoted themselves to painting and sculp-
ture, or revived, as Rabelais tells us, the antique custom of playing
dice, following the description of this game by Leonicus?? or the
example of Lascaris, the king’s librarian. While playing, they
would recall the ancient authors who mentioned this game (Book
One, Chapter 24).

The fate of the imagery of games is similar, in part, to that of
abuses and improprieties. Having been absorbed by the sphere of
private life, the images of games lost their universal relationship
and were deprived of the meaning they formerly conveyed. The
Romanticists sought to restore these images in literature (as they
sought to restore the forms of carnival), but they understood them
subjectively within the structure of personal destinies.28 The to-
nality is entirely different in the Romantic period; it is usually in
the minor key.

What has been said explains how it happens that the images of
games, prophecies (as parodies), and riddles are combined with

27 Nicolas Léonicéne, a contemporary of Rabelais, Italian humanist,
who published a dialogue concerning dice.

28 The opinion here offered by us can also be extended, with certain
reservations, to the images of games in Lermontov’s works: “The Mas-
querade,” “The Lady-Treasurer,” “The Fatalist.” These images also bear
a special character in Dostoevsky’s “Gambler” and “Raw Youth.”
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folk elements to form an organic whole. Their common denomi-
nator is gay time. They all transform the eschatology of the Mid-
dle Ages into a “gay monster.” They humanize the development
of history and prepare a sober and fearless knowledge of this
process.

In the “prophetic riddle” historic events are represented with
the help of all these forms (games, prophecies, and others) pre-
sented in a carnivalesque aspect. Let us take a closer l