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CLABTER 7
Rabelais and His World (1940)
Mikhail Bakhtin

(arnival 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
\ges.

All these forms of carnival were also linked externally to the feasts of the
Church. ..

The official feasts of the Middle Ages, whether ecclesiastic, feudal, or sponsored
oy 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
ssed the past to consecrate the present. Unlike the earlier and purer feast, the

ifficial feast asserted all that was stable, unchanging, perennial: the existing
nierarchy, the existing religious, political, and moral values, norms, and prohibi-
nons. It was the triumph of a truth already established, the predominant truth that
was put forward as eternal and indisputable. This is why the tone of the official
reast was monolithically serious and why the element of laughter was alien to it.
I'he true nature of human festivity was betrayed and distorted. But this true festive
character was indestructible; it had to be tolerated and even legalized outside the
stficial sphere and had to be turned over to the popular sphere of the marketplace.

As opposed to the official feast, one might say that carnival celebrated temporary
iheration from the prevailing truth and from the established order; it marked the
suspension of all hierarchical rank, privileges, norms, and prohibitions. Carnival
«as 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
narticular 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 corresponding 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
nackground and the extreme corporative and caste divisions of the medieval social
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order were exceptionally strong. Therefore such free, familiar contacts were deeply
felt and formed an essential element of the carnival 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 utopian 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, permitting 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 expression was formed which we find
abundantly represented in Rabelais’ novel [Pantagruel).

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 complex carnival experience of the people. This
experience, 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”
(a l'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 uncrownings. A second life, a second world of folk culture
is thus constructed; 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 principal 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
understand Rabelais’ system of images. . .

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. . .

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 culture 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 differs sharply from the
aesthetic concept of the following ages. We shall call it conditionally the concept
of grotesque realism.
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I'he material bodily principle in grotesque realism is offered in its all-popular
sesuive and utopian aspect. The cosmic, social, and bodily elements are given here
# 2n indivisible whole. And this whole is gay and gracious.

In grotesque realism, therefore, the bodily element is deeply positive. It is
seesented not in a private, egotistic form, severed from the other spheres of life,
st as something universal, representing all the people. As such it is opposed to
wwerance from the material and bodily roots of the world; it makes no pretense to
semunciation of the earthy, or independence of the earth and the body. We repeat:
#ne body and bodily life have here a cosmic and at the same time an all-people’s
smaracter; this is not the body and its physiology in the modern sense of these words,
Secause it is not individualized. The material bodily principle is contained not in
#e biological individual, not in the bourgeois ego, but in the people, a people who
we continually growing and renewed. This is why all that is bodily becomes
grandiose, exaggerated, immeasurable.

I'his exaggeration has a positive, assertive character. The leading themes of these
wmazes of bodily life are fertility, growth, and a brimming-over abundance.
Mlamifestations of this life refer not to the isolated biological individual, not to the
geate, egotistic “economic man,” but to the collective ancestral body of all the
sevple. Abundance and the all-people’s element also determine the gay and festive
wmaracter of all images of bodily life; they do not reflect the drabness of everyday
semtence. The material bodily principle is a triumphant, festive principle, it is a
“sunquet for all the world.”" This character is preserved to a considerable degree
= Renaissance literature, and most fully, of course, in Rabelais.

1 he essential principle of grotesque realism is degradation, that is, the lowering

[ 2l that is high, spiritual, ideal, abstract; it is a transfer to the material level, to
wwe sphere of earth and body in their indissoluble unity. . .

“ot only parody in its narrow sense but all the other forms of grotesque realism
dewrade, bring down to earth, turn their subject into flesh. This is the peculiar trait
we thus genre which differentiates it from all the forms of medieval high art and
Seerature. The people’s laughter which characterized all the forms of grotesque
s wsm from immemorial times was linked with the bodily lower stratum. Laughter
“egrades and materializes. . .

[egradation here means coming down to earth, the contact with earth as an
wwement that swallows up and gives birth at the same time. To degrade is to bury,
s sow. and to kill simultaneously, in order to bring forth something more and
Secrer To degrade also means to concern oneself with the lower stratum of the
Swet v the life of the belly and the reproductive organs; it therefore relates to acts
Wt Jefecation and copulation, conception, pregnancy, and birth. Degradation digs
4 sodily grave for a new birth; it has not only a destructive, negative aspect, but
s 2 regenerating one. To degrade an object does not imply merely hurling it into
e woid of nonexistence, into absolute destruction, but to hurl it down to the
sepeoductive lower stratum, the zone in which conception and a new birth take
giscc Grotesque realism knows no other lower level; it is the fruitful earth and the
womb It is always conceiving.
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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 ambivalence. . .

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, regenerating pole. They were closely related to all the forms of degradation
inherited from grotesque realism; they belonged to the popular-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 marketplace of the Middle Ages and the Renaissance was a world in it-
self, a world which was one; all “performances” in this area, from loud cursing to
the organized show, had something 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 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. . .

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-ranking 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 unoftficial spirit.

In all world literature there is probably no other work reflecting so fully and
deeply all aspects of the life of the marketplace as does Rabelais’ novel. . .

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. ..

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 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 Gargantua” 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
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mot only their wondrous merchandise but also the “most illustrious” public. This
= a typical example of the tone and style of the fair. . .

The prologue ends in a torrent of abuses and curses hurled at the author if there
= 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 thousand basketfuls 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 vou vanish into an abyss of brimstone and fire, like Sodom and Gomorrah, if
vou 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 excessive praise to excessive
wvective is characteristic, and the change from the one to the other is perfectly
kezitimate. Praise and abuse are, so to speak, the two sides of the same coin. If the
meht side is praise, the wrong side is abuse, and vice versa. The billingsgate idiom

& 12 two-faced Janus. The praise, as we have said, is ironic and ambivalent. It is on
e brink of abuse; the one leads to the other, and it is impossible to draw the line
serween them. Though divided in form they belong to the same body, or to the
~wo 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
= the affectionate and complimentary sense. (We shall further analyze many
evamples from Rabelais.) This grotesque language, particularly in its oldest form,
was oriented toward the world and toward all the world’s phenomena in their
edition 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
smowers both compliments and curses. . .

It is based on the conception of the world as eternally unfinished: a world dying
#=d being born at the same time, possessing as it were two bodies. The dual image
sombining praise and abuse seeks to grasp the very moment of this change, the
wansfer from the old to the new, from death to life. Such an image crowns and
w~crowns at the same moment. In the development of class society such a
sonception of the world can only be expressed in unofficial culture. There is no
shace for it in the culture of the ruling classes; here praise and abuse are clearly
#+ided and static, for official culture is founded on the principle of an immovable
wd unchanging hierarchy in which the higher and the lower never merge. . .

Such is the structure of Pantagruel’s prologue. It is written from beginning to
e=d in the style and tone of the marketplace. We hear the cry of the barker, the
guack, the hawker of miracle drugs, and the bookseller; we hear the curses that
grernate with ironic advertisements and ambiguous praise. The prologue s
wezanized according to the popular verbal genres of hawkers. The words are actually
. =+ that is, a loud interjection in the midst of a crowd, coming out of the crowd
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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 /aughs
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 “Chronicles” 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-f¢. The ecclesiastical policy 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
methods 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 different atmosphere, the atmosphere of fearless,
free, and gay truth. . .

This debasement of suffering and fear is an important element in the general
system of degradation directed at medieval seriousness. 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
flippant 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. . .

It would be a mistake to think that the Rabelaisian debasement 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
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entire book that was written by Rabelais’ own hand. Here we find twelve synonyms
tor 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 intermediate
retmeen 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
rransformed into earth, into manure. The living body returns to the earth its
excrement, which fertilizes the earth as does the body of the dead. Rabelais was able
to distinguish these nuances clearly. As we shall see further, they were not alien
10 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 tender; it combined the grave and birth in their lightest, most comic, least
terrifying form.

Therefore, there is nothing grossly cynical in Rabelais’ scatological 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.
\ll 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 scatological images that
abound in Rabelais’ novel.

Note

A popular Russian expression in old tales and epics to describe a great banquet, usually
the happy ending of the story. [Trans.]
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