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10 INTRODUCTION

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. Therelore 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. '
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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” (4 Uenvers), of the “turnabout,” of a continual shifting from
top to bottom, from front to rear, of numerous parodiés 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 humeor denies, but it revives and renews at the same time.
Bare negation is completely alien to folk culture.

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 complex carnival experience of the people. This experience,

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 hali-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-
S_self were deeply penetrated by the carnival spirit and often adopted
1ts forms and symbols,

Let us say a few initial words about the complex nature of car-
nival Jaughter. It is, first of all, a festive laughter. Therefore it is
Dot an individual reaction to some isolated ‘“‘comic” event. Carni-
val laughter is the laughter of all the people. Second, it is universal
I 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,




