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SERIES PREFACE

One of the best places to look for the deep-lying thoughts, feelings, and presumptions of a society is in its comedy. Any historical text rewards informed study for the insights into sociocultural contexts that reside sometimes invisibly in and between its lines. Texts associated with comedy and the comic go that step deeper by virtue of being built upon a generic presumption of insider status.

Umberto Eco, the writer, philosopher, and semiotician, intimated as much in a 1980 essay1 when he pointed out that, unlike tragedy, comedy assumes a nigh conspiratorial stance toward the society it renders. According to Eco, the tragic journeys of, say, Orestes and Madame Bovary, may derive from societies differing to some extent from our own, but the codified injunctions regarding retribution and adultery are made eminently clear as part and parcel of their textual worlds. In comic texts, on the other hand, we encounter the fact that comedy does not always travel well, and “without a degree in classics we don’t know exactly why the Socrates of Aristophanes should make us laugh” (1995: 270). Eco concludes that, whereas tragedy will acknowledge the social rule being violated and, indeed, examine its validity, “comic works take the rule for granted, and don’t bother to restate it” (1995: 272). Building upon this principle, comedy trades on that within society which needs no introduction—it takes as given the rules and structures it breaks, varies, and usually reaffirms. A probing of the comic practices of other times and places, with a critical light shone on their assumptions by the many contributors assembled in these volumes, stands to expose considerable tensions between individuals and society. A cultural history of comedy, then, promises wide-ranging insight through the examination of both how it presents experience on the ground, and what further it reveals about what goes without saying in the everyday life beneath it.

At best comedy identifies itself only in soft focus. The six volumes of this series provide extensive evidence that there is little enough basis for generalization about comedy as to render anything one might hope to claim panoramically about it all but meaningless. Each of the volumes serves to impress how differently comedy has been defined, idealized, practiced, and received over the past few thousand years. As a proto-genre, it arose in and through Greek and Roman cultures in the crucible of the dawning European civilization we have come to call Antiquity. Its subsequent invocation as a descriptor for other types of literature and performance retains an inescapably western orientation, even though formal features associated with comedy—notably, playful or humorous registers—can be found in ancient texts from around the world. While reference to texts and thought beyond western contexts appear occasionally in these volumes, the prevailing focus remains within such frames of reference.

We have looked to organize our Cultural History of Comedy into eight themes across the six volumes, both for manageability and to suit readers pursuing circumscribed perspectives. Each volume begins with an introduction that aims to orient the reader in period and context. Three of the themes—Form, Theory, and Praxis—might appear in many a broad treatment of art as a cultural object of study, with three more—Identity, Politics and Power, and Ethics—representing its social implications and supplying lines of inquiry relevant to studies in other subjects, as well. The rooting of human experience in the Body has garnered increased attention over the past half century and more, and on several levels remains of particular interest to a vision of the world through comedy. Laughter, of course, is a theme that appears the most viable throughline for comedy, all but definitive of the transaction between comic text and spectator/reader.

The corpus of comedy-related thought and practice is sprawling and ever-expanding, and so, to some extent, each of the contributors has customized an approach to the theme according to their scholarly spheres. We have, in any case, tried to ensure that the fifty-four essays contained in these volumes (eight themed essays plus an introduction in each one) offer themselves accessibly to more than a strictly academic readership. In fact, you will find herein a range of orientations and writing styles not limited to any given band of conventional scholarly approach. Whatever the cause or nature of any given reader’s interest, there are intriguing and, indeed, revealing times ahead within the pages of this and the other volumes.

Andrew McConnell Stott and Eric Weitz, General Editors
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Introduction

Comedy in the Middle Ages:
Answers and Questions

MARTHA BAYLESS

It will perhaps come as no surprise to those with a stereotypical view of medieval comedy that the twelfth-century English court featured the performance of one Roulandus le Fartere, or Roland the Farter. Roland was well-regarded enough to have been granted a serjeanty, a mark of royal favor, and in return at the court festivities on Christmas Day had the responsibility of performing “a leap, a whistle, and a fart”—probably a shorthand way of characterizing an exuberant performance of bodily comedy (Allen 2007: 168–77). Medieval attitudes toward comedy are summed up in the response of contemporary thinkers to the buffoonery of jesters like Roland the Farter. The twelfth-century political theorist John of Salisbury complained that such jesters



are not barred from eminent houses, but even perform disgraceful acts with the obscene parts of their bodies before the eyes of all … More astonishing, they are not even thrown out when, with a blast from their lower parts, they make the air stink with a series of noises … Could he possibly appear wise to you, if he keeps his eyes and ears open to these things?1



The complex medieval response to comedy is expressed in John’s further musings, in which he delights in the farting jester being quelled—with a comical blast of urine:



But who would not watch and laugh with pleasure when the arts of the performer are quashed by a dousing of urine, and when the power of discernment is restored to eyes that have been weakened by his wicked tricks? It is pleasant and does not detract from the honour of a worthy man to take delight in seemly lightheartedness…2



And he concludes, adding a caveat to his appreciation of humor, “but it is disgraceful to erode his seriousness with frequent dissolute behavior.”3

Those in positions of power in the Middle Ages, as in many ages, often worried about the moral unseemliness or the political potency of humor; but they too relished merrymaking, as ample records attest. Overall, the medieval period was rich in humor and comedy, ranging from sophisticated to crude, from official and powerful to transgressive and subversive. The social and cultural conditions of the Middle Ages naturally brought certain themes and forms to prominence, among them religion, morality, the relationship between the classes and the sexes, and the body. It differed most from modern comedy perhaps in its use of religious themes, and in the extent to which humor was communal, situated in performance and in face-to-face interactions. In other ways, medieval comedy made use of the eternal staples of humor and bears an essential affinity with the comedy of other ages.

DEFINITIONS

This volume examines European humor and comedy during this rich period, from 1000 to 1400 CE. Although perhaps the least entertaining part of this endeavor is the definition of terms, the vocabulary of the comic can be misleading, and so it is worth defining what is meant by the various terms early on. For the purposes of this volume, all terms will be used in their modern senses, with humor and comedy both denoting material that is amusing and funny.

Although it is inconvenient for modern scholars, the Middle Ages had no all-encompassing term for things that were funny, analogous to modern comedy or humor, or to adjectives such as comic, funny, or humorous. Indeed, even modern terminology is not always straightforward, as printed “comics” and “comic strips” need not be funny even in the present day. In the Middle Ages, the comic was denoted by adjectives such as the English merry, the French joyeux, or the German gemelich and hubisch, although terms such as these had a wider semantic range. The Italians had an arguably wider array of terms, including comico, divertente, and buffo. A humorous tale might also be designated by the Latin terms nuga, burda, or, beginning in the thirteenth century, trufa, the latter of which came into Italian as truffa, into French as trufe and trufle, and into English as trifle (Wenzel 1979: 305, 311).

Other medieval terms, such as the Latin comedia, covered a range of literature, both comic and serious. In the ancient Classical world, the term comedia denoted a specific genre in drama, a play that had a lowly and lighthearted subject matter and that always had a happy ending. In the medieval period, by contrast, comedia had been expanded to denote any kind of narrative with a happy ending. Although a medieval comedia ended well, its happenings were not necessarily humorous, merely directed toward a favorable end. Thus works such as Dante’s Divina Commedia (Divine Comedy) are “comedies” only in the medieval sense of the word, not in the modern sense. The present volume, however, will use the modern definition of comedy as any form that seeks to make its audience laugh or find the material comic. This allows us to discuss a wide range of forms beyond drama, and to outline the full range of medieval comic expression.

The medieval theory of humors similarly provides opportunities for confusion of vocabulary. The medieval theory, descended from ancient Greek medical ideas, held that the human body contained four vital fluids called “humors,” and an imbalance of these could lead to ill health. The medieval term humor was derived from the Latin humor, “moisture,” from the same root as the modern English word humid. This medical humoral theory is only related to comedy in so far as imbalances of humors were thought to produce specific changes in temperament, leading to types of characters—too much phlegm made a person phlegmatic (stolid, unemotional), for example. These stock characters featured in plays such as those of Terence in the Classical period, or much later, in early modern productions such as Ben Jonson’s Every Man in His Humour (1598) and Every Man Out of His Humour (1599). As early as the fourteenth century the term humor had come to denote a person’s temperament as influenced by these fluids. By the sixteenth century it had come to mean any mental state, and from there it came to mean a whim. By the sixteenth century it had also begun to denote amusing or entertaining actions, for instance in plays. Robert Cox’s 1655 play Actaeon and Diana advertised on its title page that it was “Followed by the several conceited humors of Bumpkin, the Huntsman,” where the word humors clearly denotes comic behavior. But this usage was a hallmark of the early modern period; in the medieval period the term humor was still confined to the fluids of the body. The term humor to denote the four fluids of the body was borrowed into a number of languages in the medieval period, including French, German, Dutch, Italian, Spanish, and Portuguese, and in all of them the word underwent the same evolution into a term denoting amusements, although again this was a feature of the early modern rather than the medieval period. Thus although this volume will use humor in its modern sense of “comic material,” this usage would have been unfamiliar to a medieval audience.

Many forms of medieval humor will be familiar to the reader from other periods, or indeed from the present day, as many forms of comedy are perennial. But the Middle Ages also saw forms that were rare or even unknown in other periods. These include the humor built into the fabric of churches (in, for instance, stained glass windows, gargoyles, and misericords, the wooden carvings that supported church seating), parodic versions of medieval forms such as pilgrim badges, and humorous manuscript marginalia. The social and technological conditions of medieval life also influenced the nature of medieval comedy. Even in the later Middle Ages, culture was primarily oral rather than literate, and so verbal humor was mainly experienced in groups rather than by solitary readers, and as a whole humor was a social phenomenon. The modern phenomenon of a single viewer sitting at home alone watching comedy on a screen has no counterpart in the Middle Ages.

VERBAL HUMOR

Of the many types of medieval comedy, verbal humor has garnered the most attention from modern scholars, and such humor was abundant. It appeared in many formal types, among them verse and prose tales, drama, short comic poems and ballads, and dialogues and riddles. Although these now might be considered texts, few people in the Middle Ages would have encountered them on the page; instead, each was performed and experienced out loud, almost always in a group. There is abundant evidence of professional performers, from court jesters to travelling minstrels and storytellers (Faral 1910; Ogilvy 1963; Lindenbaum 1988; Southworth 1998; Dobozy 2005; Pietrini 2010). And, of course, humor might appear in more informal ways, with comic stories, jokes, riddles, and quips recounted casually in any kind of setting.

The Fabliaux

Humorous stories must have been told informally at many occasions, but as a genre they emerge fully formed in twelfth-century France, in the form of the fabliau (plural fabliaux). This masterpiece of formal comic narrative, in octosyllabic rhyming couplets, involved playful obscenity and trickery. The fabliaux include many stories of comic adultery and cuckoldry, young women who get their way through crafty double-dealing, male naifs who flounder at sex, lascivious clerics who are usually thwarted, tricksters tricked, and bodily products gone astray. A few precursors of the French form are found as early as the eleventh century, when two fabliau-like Latin verse tales appeared in the Cambridge Songs, an English collection of lyrics that probably originated in Germany (Dronke 1973). The fabliau form reached its fullest flowering between 1150 and 1400 in northern France, which produced some 150 surviving fabliaux by named and unnamed authors. The form also spread into other languages, so that similar tales appear in most of the languages of Europe, many derived directly or indirectly from the French examples. A representative example, for instance, is Gombert et les deus clers (Gombert and the Two Clerks), first composed in the northern French town of Arras by poet Jean Bodel in the 1190s (NRCF 4: 279–301; Harrison 1974: 149–69). The story concerns two lustful clerks who lodge with a man and his wife, grown daughter, and baby. By tricks, including moving the baby’s crib around at night to confuse the householder about the layout of the room, one clerk is able to consummate his desire for the man’s wife and the other for the daughter. The tale spread so widely that it is known to folklorists as “The Cradle” (Thompson 1955–8: Motif K1345). It also appeared in a German version, Irregang und Girregar, composed by Rüdiger von Munre around 1300 (von der Hagen 1850: 3:43–82; no trans.). Its most famous later iterations, however, were in Italian, as the sixth tale of the ninth day of Boccaccio’s Decameron, and in English, as Chaucer’s “Reeve’s Tale.” The tradition lasted out the Middle Ages: the story also appears in Latin as De duobus studentibus qui hospitem cum uxore et filia inebriarunt (The Two Students who Got Their Host Drunk along with his Wife and Daughter) by the sixteenth-century German writer Helius Eobanus Hessus (Vredeveld 2012: 3:274–7).

Beast Fables

As the above example demonstrates, themes, motifs, plots, and jokes traveled widely, both in the fabliaux and in other genres such as humorous and scatalogical poems, comic riddles, and satirical narratives. Another prominent comic genre was that of the beast fable, an allegorical and satirical genre in which talking animals provide parallels to human vice and folly (Ziolkowski 1993; Mann 2009). In themes, conventions, and caricatured violence, beast fables have been compared to modern children’s cartoons (Mann 1977). The most monumental and widespread set of beast fables was the profusion of tales about the fox Reynard or Renart and his doings with a host of animal rivals, including the wolf Ysengrim and the rooster Chaunticleer. These tales, in which the animals talk and live in a human-like society of other animals, savagely satirized the Church and the aristocracy, as well as providing an opportunity for abundant comic buffoonery. The tales seem to have emerged from popular culture, but acquired written form as early as the mid-twelfth century, when the poet Nivard of Ghent composed a monumental Latin verse beast epic, the Ysengrimus (Mann 2013). This was soon followed by the Roman de Renart (The Tales of Renart), a network of texts originating in twelfth-century France, and the German Reinhard Fuchs (Reynard the Fox), of roughly the same date. In succeeding centuries the tales spread into other languages, including English, where Reynard appears in Chaucer’s “Nun’s Priest’s Tale.” They became so embedded in French culture that the name renard became the standard term for a fox, as it remains today. Although these were the most popular beast fables, a number of other examples existed, such as Nigel Wireker’s twelfth-century Speculum Stultorum (Mirror for Fools), a Latin pseudo-epic that followed the adventures of a donkey who wished to acquire a longer tail, satirizing the religious orders and pretensions of learning (Mann 2009).

Novelle and Comic Narrative

Other long narratives might be comic as well, and some of these explored considerable depths of comic crudity. The eleventh-century Satyra contra Moriuht (Satire against Moriuht) concerns an Irishman who undergoes a series of humiliating escapades, many of them scatalogical (Warner of Rouen 1995). The fact that the piece is written in Latin verse demonstrates that such coarse material might appeal even to the educated elites. Similarly, the French scatalogical verse mock epic La Chanson d’Audigier (The Song of Audigier) involved the graphic shaming of a would-be knight who is vanquished by a comically gruesome hag, amidst a topsy-turvy world of defecation accompanied by disgusting and smelly foods such as ripe cheeses, old crows wrapped in cowpats, and rotten onions fried in goat grease (Conlon 1989; Lazzerini 2003). Less crude, but no less reliant on the comic possibilities of food, is the Irish Aislinge Meic Conglinne (The Vision of Mac Conglinne), probably a composition of the twelfth century. The titulary vision concerns a land of gluttony, where there are wells of wine and people row on a sea of cream with oars of bacon (Meyer 1892).

In Italy, the novella (plural novelle)—a short tale, usually in prose but sometimes in verse—became the predominant literary form of narrative. Novelle might be either serious or comic. An early and influential Italian collection, now titled Il novellino, dates from the late thirteenth century (Consoli 1997), and includes tales from a wide variety of sources and genres, including comic tales such as the fabliau-type story of the seduction trick of climbing a pear tree, borrowed by Chaucer for “The Merchant’s Tale.” Novelle were often combined into larger collections, and the form reached its peak with the Decameron of Giovanni Boccaccio (c. 1350), a collection of tales of many genres, including a number of comic masterpieces. The novella continued to be popular, examples from the late fourteenth century including Giovanni Fiorentino’s Il Pecorone (The Simpleton), which included the model for The Merchant of Venice, and Il Trecentonovelle (The Three Hundred Stories) of Franco Sacchetti, a collection that included many comic tales (Sacchetti 2014). The form influenced Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales, and also became popular in France, where the lively Cent nouvelles nouvelles (Hundred New Novellas), collected in the mid-fifteenth century from a number of older sources, was widely popular (Sweetser 1966). In Spain, the classic collection was Juan Ruiz’s El libro de buen amor (The Book of Good Love), from the middle of the fourteenth century. This collection of verse contained a variety of genres, including comic material, an adaptation of the Latin Pamphilus, and a battle between Carnival and Lent (Ruiz 1972). As the Middle Ages progressed, the form flowered across Europe, in German and other languages (Grubmüller 2006).

Comic stories also appeared as part of sermons, particularly in the fourteenth century (Wenzel 1979), and these might be standard comic jokes that also appeared in more festive contexts. As Siegfried Wenzel has pointed out, even the bawdy English fabliau Dame Sirith could be moralized. In the tale, a go-between tries to strengthen the case of a would-be seducer by showing her dog to the young wife who is the target of his seduction. The go-between has given the dog pepper, and warns the reluctant wife that the weeping dog is her daughter who has been transformed into a dog for rejecting a suitor. The story was recast as an allegory in the Gesta Romanorum (Deeds of the Romans), a compilation of stories from the late thirteenth or early fourteenth century, apparently intended for preachers (Oesterley 1872: 325–7). The lengthy moralization identifies the young woman’s soldier husband as Christ, the wife as the soul purified through baptism, the suitor as the vanity of the world, the old woman as the devil, and the weeping dog as the futile hope for a long life without the mercy of God. There is no question that this interpretation takes the comic punch out of the story; but comedy was not what the devout were after. However inadvertently, the moralization of the tale also meant that humor was smuggled even into the most solemn of arenas. That this smuggling was not uncommon is demonstrated by the fact that, as Wenzel has pointed out, most of the many versions of Dame Sirith survive not as independent texts, but as stories included in sermons (McKnight 1913: xxi–xliii; Wenzel 1979: 318).

Humor in Drama

Drama itself is of course preserved in textual form; much of it was experienced aurally, though some drama was read rather than performed. One substantial early tradition is that of the Latin elegiac comediae, verse tales in more or less dramatic form which took inspiration from Terence and Ovid. The comediae were not invariably comic, but a number of them were, and often had plots centered on seduction (Bertini 1976–86; Dronke 1994). Some twenty of these survive from twelfth- and thirteenth-century France and England, where there is cause to think they were used as school exercises. It is difficult to tell how fully the comediae were staged, as they sometimes rely on long narrative passages, but they are typically composed with dialogue that could easily be performed aloud, if not fully enacted. One of the most popular comediae was the Geta of Vital of Blois (f. 1150–60), based on the Amphitryon of the Roman dramatist Plautus. In the piece, the character Geta is a scholar’s servant who possesses unwarranted scholarly ambitions, and amidst the plot of cuckoldry there is much satire of philosophical pretensions (Bertini 1976–86: 3.160–5). Even more renowned was the Pamphilus, a twelfth-century work, probably of French origin, about a young man, Pamphilus, seeking to seduce a woman named Galatea with the help of a go-between (Becker 1972; Garbáty 1967–8). Pamphilus circulated widely throughout Europe, and its popularity is attested by the fact that around 170 copies survive; the text even lent its name to the term for a small self-contained work, a pamphlet. In the thirteenth century Pamphilus was translated into Old Norse as Pamphilus ok Galathea and in the early fourteenth century into French as Pamphile et Galatée, and it influenced many subsequent works.

Vernacular drama increased in later centuries. Much of surviving medieval drama is serious and religious, particularly before the fourteenth century, but these centuries also saw the development of comic drama, some of which may have begun as comic scenes or interludes in biblical plays. The word farce is thought to be derived from these interludes, which were “stuffed” (farci) into more serious plays, and a number of these serious religious plays with comic scenes survive.

France and Germany had substantial traditions of secular plays; the English tradition was slower to develop. The earliest surviving French farce is Le garçon et l’aveugle (The Boy and the Blind Man), a thirteenth-century work about a mischievous boy who tricks a miserly blind man out of his money (Roques 1921; Axton and Stevens 1971: 195–206). With only two characters, the play would have been simple to stage, and might have formed part of the repertoire of a duo of travelling performers. The earliest surviving comic play in English is the Interludium de clerico et puella (Interlude of the Student and the Girl); it concerns the familiar plot of a young man who tries to seduce a woman with the help of a go-between. Dating from around 1300, it survives only in fragments (Benson and Andersson 1971: 372–87; Wickham 1976). The similarities between De clerico et puella and Dame Sirith demonstrate the close interrelationship between comic drama and comic narrative, participating in the same universe of comic subjects and tropes, and both most likely performed aloud.

German comic drama included the tradition of Fastnachspiele, boisterous carnival plays performed at Shrovetide as a form of merriment before the austerity of Lent (Simon 1970). These had developed by the fourteenth century, although the most abundant examples are preserved from later centuries. The earliest surviving German-language example is the St. Paul Neidhartspiel, from Spital an der Pyhrn in Austria. The piece does not concern St. Paul, but is named after the library of St. Paul, and the Neidhartspiele were a genre of comic plays so called after the famous thirteenth-century Minnesinger Neidhart, who had become a stock comic figure. The St. Paul Neidhartspiel concerns the popular Veilchenschwank or “Violet Trick”: Neidhart finds the first violet of spring, covers it with his cap, and runs to fetch the Duchess of Austria. Meanwhile a peasant, observing this, picks the violet, defecates on the spot, and replaces the cap. Disaster ensues when Neidhart returns and triumphantly lifts the cap, revealing the humiliating substitution (Margetts 1982).

The Neidhartspiele grew in popularity. The Great Tyrolean Neidhartspiel, found in a manuscript of 1494, has an astonishing sixty-nine speaking roles, as well as calling for many dancers and musicians. Similar plays and interludes were found in many cultures, including France, Denmark, Sweden, and Italy (Toschi 1955; Aubailly 1978; Søndergaard 1989; Pettitt and Søndergaard 2005), although often the most fully developed examples date from the early modern period. Many of these works involved a rivalry between the spirit of Carnival and an opposing spirit, such as that of Lent (Grinberg and Kinser 1983; Wagner 1986), most famously given visual form in the epic painting The Fight Between Carnival and Lent (1559) by Breughel the Elder. Typically these works are not full of jokes as such, but indulge in a playful, festive spirit.

By the fourteenth century, comic drama or comic interludes had appeared in many parts of Europe. French drama of the time was well developed. The Dutch had the sottiernen, comic plays (Dauven-van Knippenberg et al. 2017) such as De Buskenblaser (Blow-in-the-Box), in which a man hoping to recover his youthful good looks is fooled into blowing into a box, and ends up ridiculed by his wife (van Dijk et al. 1992; Prins 1999: 102–11). A Czech example of comic drama comes from fourteenth-century Bohemia, Mastičkář (The Ointment Seller), a comic play with serious elements, about the merchant who sells the ointment to anoint Christ’s body (Veltrusky 1985).

Carnival Merriment

Carnival and similar festivities, such as those at New Year and, in some places, on St. Martin’s Day (November 11), provided opportunities for festive performances. In many locales these were sponsored or mounted by confraternities. The festivities embodied merriment to such an extent that the twentieth-century critic Mikhail Bakhtin used the term carnivalesque to denote all kinds of merriment, license, and conviviality, and argued that the carnivalesque is a fundamental animating and liberating force of culture.

The merrymaking often took the form of parody, such as the parodic sermons joyeux (Gilman 1974; Koopmans 1988). These often featured ersatz saints and celebrations of food and abundance, and sported titles like the Sermon joyeux de Saint Jambon et Sainte Andouille (Merry Sermon of Saint Ham and Saint Sausage) and the Sermon tres joyeulx de monseigneur Sainct Frappecul (The Very Merry Sermon of Lord Saint Slapbottom). The emphasis on food, both its festive qualities and its comedy, is obvious from such saints as Sainte Raisin (Saint Grape), Sainct Oignon (Saint Onion), and the popular Sinte Haryngus (Saint Herring), who represented the herring, the fish of the poor, which had the bonus comic feature of being smelly (Merceron 2002; Van Hemelryck 2003). Non-comestible saints included Saint Velu (Saint Hairy), Saint Fausset (Saint Falsehood), Saint Snottolf (Saint Snot-Nose), and Saint Pou (Saint Louse).

Some of these festivities were undoubtedly enjoyed by clerics and churchmen, as a good deal of religious parody is in Latin, and trades on puns and ecclesiastical in-jokes that would appeal most to clerics (Bayless 1996). It was formerly thought that clerics enjoyed these festivities as an official part of the church year, most commonly in the festival around New Year known as the Festa Stultorum, or Feast of Fools (Heers 1983). It has recently been shown, however, that the official celebrations of the Feast of Fools inside the church were more somber occasions, having to do with the elevation of the humble, rather than festivals of comic inversion (Harris 2011). This is not to say that there was not considerable unauthorized license outside of the formal celebrations, both by clerics and by layfolk. The festive character of carnival, moreover, was not expressed solely in verbal humor, but might also include costumes, masks, decorated wagons (floats), and dances. These have necessarily left fewer traces, but we can glimpse some aspects of this revelry in the written records (Pleij 1983). Carnivalesque festivities were not restricted to Christians: the Jewish festival of Purim gave rise to the Purim spiel or Purimsphil (Purim play), a high-spirited, often comic performance which took many forms, many of them parodic. The tradition appears to date back to fourteenth-century Provence, although no complete text survives from before the sixteenth century (Neubauer and Meyer 1892; Belkin 2003; Rosenzweig 2011).

Satire, Complaint, and Insults

As a genre, satire had higher status than other comic forms, due to the respect accorded to Classical satire, the inclusion of satire in school curricula, and the fact that the genre took a moral stance (Parsons 2009). But although satire is conventionally characterized as a humorous form, it would be a stretch to argue that all of the abundant medieval examples of satire provoked laughter. Some focused more on criticism and denunciation, while the more humorous texts utilized ridicule to a greater degree. The Speculum Stultorum, described above, was certainly a comic text, though it satirized clerics; the same could be said of Chaucer’s “Tale of Sir Thopas,” in which Chaucer satirized his own poetic persona (Chaucer 2008: 212–17). The difference between comic and serious satire might be said, then, to lie in the degree of ludicrous exaggeration. The number of satires from the medieval period is enormous, and texts appeared across the spectrum from serious to uproarious (Kendrick 2007).

Closely related to satire, but with less of a moral focus, are genres of complaint and insults. Complaint was formulated into the genre of the enueg, enuig, or enuech, a form of lyric poetry favored by the troubadours of Catalonia and neighboring regions (Hill 1912, 1915). These again varied from humorous to dolorous. A similar corpus of scathing poetry is the Cantigas d’escarnho e de mal dizer (Songs of Mockery and Insult), more than four hundred Galician-Portuguese texts of denunciation from the twelfth to the fifteenth centuries (Lanciani and Tavani 1995; Liu 2004). Yet another related genre is flyting, a ritual exchange of invective and insults, most prominent in Old Norse and related literatures. One prominent example is the Lokasenna (Loki’s Quarrel), from the Elder Edda, in which the troublesome god Loki taunts the other gods (Dronke 1997: 332–48). The form also appeared in more down-to-earth contexts, such as the Anglo-Saxon schoolboy Colloquy of Ælfric Bata, which supplied a long list of Latin insults that could be leveled at schoolmates (Gwara and Porter 1997). Barrages of insults could even be a feature of otherwise earnest genres, such as the mystery plays (Cochran 1979).

A related genre is the scurrilous dialogue, best exemplified by the Solomon and Marcolf dialogues that proliferated across Europe, portraying Solomon as the embodiment of solemn wisdom, whose pronouncements were parodied and ridiculed by the obscene Marcolf (Ziolkowski 2008; Bradbury and Bradbury 2012). A less abstract type of ridicule was the vilification of certain groups. These stereotypes found their way into comic tales, such as the version of the “Snow Child” story which lays the trickery at the feet of the wily Bavarians (Ziolkowski 1994: 62–9), or the fabliaux that charge peasants with crudeness. But in the real world, such stereotypes could and did lead to more widespread cultural consequences, including violence (Patton 2017).

Jokes and Riddles

Jokes were clearly passed from person to person, and sometimes surface in the written record in chronicles as well as in sermons and other texts. These stories were sometimes borrowed from independent oral tradition, or sometimes composed by preachers and from there made their way back into independent oral tradition. As an example, one tenth-century Arabic comic tale about the necessity of saying “God willing” was transmuted into a Jewish exemplum in later centuries (Yassif 1999: 268–9). In the early modern period many of these humorous stories were collected into jest-books such as A Hundred Merry Tales (Zall 1963), so that such compilations preserve a good deal of medieval material (Kahrl 1966). An even more basic form was the nonsense-text, such as the French fatrasie, a type of poem which combined strict formal constraints with nonsensical content.

Comic riddles were also popular. These have venerable antecedents in late Latin riddles or aenigmata, short verse descriptions of items meant to be guessed. The riddles that survive from the early Middle Ages are usually the earnest efforts of churchmen, and thus were usually meant to induce pious wonder rather than to be funny, though witty ones are found amongst more serious examples. Signs of a more humorous strain are found as early as the Latin riddles of Alcuin, the schoolmaster of Charlemagne, in the eighth century, and the Old English riddles of the Exeter Book, which took manuscript form around 1000 CE (Williamson 2011). A number of the Exeter Book riddles are sexual “catch-riddles,” in which the obvious answer seems to be sexual, but the actual answer is more innocuous. In subsequent centuries simpler comic riddles appear in the written record, such as the later medieval French riddle collections. These contain a variety of riddles, some more serious and enigmatic, some depending on puns. Many involved either the staples of humor (especially food and bottoms), or mild fun with religious themes, such as “What day of the year is the herring most delicious to eat? On Good Friday, when there’s no other fish.”4

Other Verbal Comic Forms

Humorous poetry also came in a variety of other forms, most of them short. The twelfth and thirteenth centuries saw the rise of goliardic poetry, boisterous Latin verse named after the goliards, clerics who both celebrated and reproached themselves for drunkenness and loose living. The term “goliard” is of uncertain etymology but may be derived from gula, “gluttony,” or from the biblical Goliath (Rigg 1977; Walsh 1993). The goliards had a conceit that they were the pro-dissipation equivalent of a religious order, with their own abbot and worship of the things of the tavern. Perhaps the most famous goliard is the twelfth-century “Archpoet,” whose real name is never revealed, although it is clear that he was in the entourage of Rainald of Dassel, archbishop of Cologne and archchancellor of Italy from 1159 to 1167; as Rainald was the Archicancellarius, so the poet called himself the Archipoeta. The Archpoet’s ten surviving Latin poems or songs are both densely clever and rollicking, describing himself as a bibulous, dissolute man of learning and bad habits (Watenphul and Krefeld 1958). The most famous of these, “Estuans intrinsecus ira vehementi” (Burning Inside with Great Indignation), also known as “The Archpoet’s Confession,” may be the most famous poem of the Middle Ages, both at the time and in the modern day. In the medieval period it circulated widely, becoming subject to many elaborations; in the modern day it forms part of composer Carl Orff’s well-known cantata Carmina Burana (1936). The medieval Carmina Burana is a manuscript of poems and drama, most in Latin and from the eleventh and twelfth centuries, and many of them goliardic (Traill 2018). Along with the “Archpoet’s Confession,” the collection includes goliardic material such as drinking songs, satirical verse, and a parodic prose Officium lusorum, “Mass of the Gamblers.” Many such poems were in praise of drink, such as the satirical genre of debates between water and wine, in which the personified drinks argue with each other (Hanford 1913). These appeared in many languages, including Latin, French, Spanish, Italian, and German. In one French version, the “Desputoison du Vin et de l’Iaue,” the types of wine even battle each other for superiority (Wright 1841: 299–306).

In Italy comic verse was known as poesia giocosa, and emerged as a genre in the thirteenth century, as a response to more formal, elevated, and artificial genres. The tradition was exemplified by Cecco Angiolieri (1260–c. 1312), a prolific poet of sardonic emotion (Cecco 1995; Cecco 1994; cf. Alfie 1996). Debate remains about whether Cecco’s poetry is autobiographical or whether he is merely participating in the goliardic tradition of creating a debauched persona. He was succeeded by a host of poets writing in a similar style, commenting on everyday situations in down-to-earth voices, often using the sonnet form.

Where love was a staple of serious poetry, “seduction gone wrong” was a popular theme for comic poetry. England saw a tradition of seduction poetry which produces the punch line of an unromantic baby (Bayless 2009). The fourteenth-century Welsh poet Dafydd ap Gwilym highlighted the unromantic challenges of seduction in many of his poems. In one example, “Trafferth mewn Tafarn” (Trouble at a Tavern), the narrator, spending the night in an inn, aims to locate the girl he wants to seduce but instead knocks over a series of objects and ends up being pursued as a thief, making a narrow escape back to his lonely bed (Bromwich 1985: 142–4). Across Europe, people also relished poems on the fantastical land of Cockaigne, where houses were roofed with pies, geese flew ready-roasted, and every poor cleric enjoyed a female companion (Pleij 2001).

One longer piece was the unclassifiable twelfth- or thirteenth-century French Aucassin et Nicolette, told in a combination of verse and prose (Sturges 2015). The tale is a merry romp of a romance, involving two lovers who escape to the mythical kingdom of Torelore, where the queen leads the army and the king is pregnant, and where battles are fought with apples, cheese, and eggs. The piece is not wholly parodic, on a par with Audigier, but it is exceptionally playful, and may represent the vast array of medieval pieces that exhibit a playful exuberance.

VISUAL AND MATERIAL HUMOR

Humor was also found in images in manuscripts, in stone carvings on churches, in the carvings on medieval wooden church misericords, and in paintings on the walls of churches and of people’s houses. In addition, many objects themselves might be playful in design, ranging from serving ware to pilgrim badges.

Manuscripts preserve an abundance of comic images, mostly in the form of drolleries, humorous images in the margins (Randall 1966; Camille 1992; Wirth 2008). Some of these were the casual doodles of scribes, but often they were formal parts of a manuscript’s program of illustration. The same themes and jokes recur, and among the most popular was the monde renversé or inverted world, in which men with distaffs are berated by women, warriors face off against snails, foxes preach to geese, rabbits hunt men, and canines besiege a monkeys’ castle. Monkeys were especially popular, both because they resemble humans and because their anus is prominently marked. In manuscript margins, monkeys might also dress like the pope or church officials, play the bagpipes (typically regarded as a lowly and comical instrument), ride goats, admire themselves in mirrors, carefully collect their excrement like money, and otherwise ape the foolish human world. Illuminators also focused on other animal follies; cats’ habit of licking their bottoms was a popular subject of illustration. Although these subjects were comical, they also made a moral point about the bestial folly of focusing on the ridiculous things of the body. Whether all comic images had an underlying moral point is a matter of debate. It has been argued that some such images have an apotropaic or protective function, although there is no consensus on the exact relationship between the comic and the serious (Mellinkoff 2004: 123–42; Jones 2009).

It is clear that these images participate in a larger world of motifs, also shared in other medieval images. In England, manuscript drolleries formed a characteristic of the East Anglian school of illumination, burgeoning in the fourteenth century. The tradition outlasted the Middle Ages, taking perhaps its most lavish form in the Croy Hours (Österreichiches Nationalbibliothek MS 1858), from early-sixteenth-century Bruges or Ghent; the manuscript has so many of the form that it has been called The Book of Drolleries. The tradition of drolleries, hybrids, and grotesques also contributed strongly to the work of the painter Hieronymus Bosch (c. 1450–1516).

The fabric of the church was also fertile ground for playful images. Comic figures in stained glass windows were, like comic manuscript images, found in the margins rather than as a central feature. These images usually consist of drolleries or playful hybrid figures rather than actual comic scenes, although a notable exception exists in York Minster, where the lower panels of one of the windows feature, among a number of drolleries, monkeys re-enacting the funeral of the Virgin Mary (see Figure 3.3). The carvings concealed on the underside of misericords, which survive in their hundreds from all over western Europe, were often similarly playful. They included images from romance and proverbs as well as comic characters, such as pigs playing bagpipes, foxes preaching to geese, monkeys guarding money, women beating men with distaffs, and drolleries and hybrids (Grössinger 1997; Block 2003–). In Iberia similar carvings were found on other parts of the choir stalls, including the arm-rests and wooden canopies. All of these might be interspersed with serious scenes from the Bible, or carvings depicting angels, saints, or even everyday people plying their trades. To a smaller extent the carved church ceiling bosses sometimes share in the iconography of playful church figures. Gargoyles are sometimes positioned to serve as rain spouts, carved into figures that seem to be defecating on the onlooker. Although it does not serve as a rain spout, the ceiling boss under the tower in the Church of St. Mary in Redcliffe, Bristol, England, is also carved with its bottom displayed to the viewer.
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FIGURE 0.1:    Random curious marginal drolleries. The Maastricht Hours (British Library, Stowe 17), f. 61r. Early fourteenth century. © British Library Board.
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FIGURE 0.2:    Canines besiege a monkeys’ castle. The Maastricht Hours (British Library, Stowe 17), f. 244r. Early fourteenth century. © British Library Board.



Wall paintings were more vulnerable to damage and survive in much smaller numbers than misericords or manuscripts, but comic examples do exist, particularly from medieval Scandinavia. There also seems to have been a tradition of painting on the walls of ordinary houses, although less evidence of this has survived. One tantalizing example comes from the fifteenth century, when the monk Gottschalk Hollen (d. 1481) complained that pictures of saints on the walls of houses were being supplanted by illustrations of the scatalogical story of Neidhart’s dance (Simon 1971: 243).

Household implements might also be playful. Jugs were a particular focus of playful craftsmanship, and even everyday ware might be decorated with a face (“face jugs”). Sometimes the face was extended by the figure of a body, with arms clasping the roundness of a jug as if it were a portly person. Zoomorphic jugs, made to resemble animals, were also crafted, some of them so unwieldy to use that their principal reason for existing must have been enjoyment rather than utility. More explicitly comic jugs were also made, some obscene, some tricky. Perhaps the most famous of the latter is the Exeter Puzzle Jug, found in Exeter, England, but made in Saintonge, France, around 1300, and now in the Royal Albert Memorial Museum, Exeter. The jug is zoomorphic, consisting of an animal which is also a tower housing three-dimensional figures of musicians, dancing girls, and naked bishops; the puzzle involves how to use it for filling and pouring despite the many gaps in the jug. This is the earliest surviving medieval puzzle jug; the form became very popular in the following centuries.

The most distinctive form of material humor is perhaps the obscene pilgrim badge. Pilgrim badges were decorative badges of lead-tin alloy, worn on clothing, hats, or packs; they came into use in the late twelfth century and remained popular until the middle of the sixteenth. More than 8,000 have survived. Some served as souvenirs for people who had been on pilgrimage, but there were also badges that denoted romance, political affiliation, trade guild, or simply served as mementoes of celebrations. Among the most arresting are the sexual badges, which might depict litter-bearers carrying a giant vulva in the manner of a saint’s statue on feast-days, or a woman crowning a winged phallus (Van Beuningen et al. 1993–2002: 2, no. 1752). The occasions on which these might be bought or worn are not entirely clear; they might have been associated with brothels, or might have simply been tokens of sexual exuberance. Unlike other designs of badges, their motifs are clearly fantastic and parodic, and they participate in the same universe of images as marginal manuscript images of nuns plucking penis trees, or fabliaux in which vulvas are said to be detachable for convenience (e.g. NRCF 6: 178–84; Dubin 2013: 895–908).

THE THEMES OF MEDIEVAL HUMOR

Many themes in humor are perennial, and apply no less to the medieval period than to any other age. Among these are the body and its products, sex, trickery, comical uses of food, drink and drunkenness, and fools and folly. The specific configuration of medieval culture identified certain groups to be the target of narrative ridicule, dissolute clerics being high on this list. Misuse of the things of religion was also a rich target, both for comedy and for satire. Women were also a popular target of comedy; curiously, although many tales purport to demonstrate women’s crafty and untrustworthy nature, the tale usually sets up the audience’s sympathy on the side of the women. Women are in a contradictory position here: as stereotypically domineering or unreliable, they are to be deplored; but as the traditional underdogs, they earn the sympathy of the audience. More overt criticism comes from the genre of the anti-marriage satire, such as Eustache Deschamps’s Le Miroir de Mariage (The Mirror of Marriage) (Deschamps 1878–1903) or Walter Map’s Dissuasio Valerii ad Rufinium (A Dissuasion of Valerius to Rufinus) (Map 1983: 288–311; Smith 2005). Corruption of both ecclesiastical and temporal powers is another common target of satire, as is immorality generally, but especially as practiced by those who are supposed to be most upright. These themes warred with those that celebrated the pleasures of life and even gloried in self-indulgence and trickery.

QUESTIONS AND CONTROVERSIES

Scholarly commentary on medieval humor has covered a range of themes. There has been abundant discussion of the relationship between humor and the serious, centering on the attitude of the Christian Church toward religion (Suchomski 1975; Horowitz and Menache 1994), and on whether humor is subversive or supportive of power (Bakhtin 1984; Stallybrass and White 1986; Wall and Thomson 1993). The answer seems to be that humor could be either subversive or supportive, depending on the time and situation (Humphrey 2001). A related concern has been the role of blasphemy and obscenity in medieval culture and in relation to power structures (Ziolkowski 1998; McDonald 2006). A number of scholars have addressed the position of women in the fabliaux and related literature, which seem at times explicitly or implicitly misogynistic; the arguments usually find that women’s agency is expressed despite oppositional forces (Burns 1993b; Perfetti 2003; Trokhimenko 2014; Bayless 2015; Sidhu 2016). Studies of other contentious elements have investigated laughter (Verdon 2001; Perfetti 2003; Coxon 2008; Classen 2010; Wilhelmy 2012; Trokhimenko 2014) and the realities of carnival and festive culture (Humphrey 2000; Clopper 2001; Mänd 2005; Harris 2011). The social function of humor, and the relationship between humor and medieval ethics, politics, and power, remain fruitful topics of investigation. Other fields ripe for study include the delicate art of determining when an item is actually intended to be funny, and whether modern theories of humor are applicable to the medieval world. In addition, there are numerous individual texts, images, and objects that remain understudied, and this vein of medieval culture remains rich and promising.



CHAPTER ONE



Form

Its Expressions and Manifestations

OLLE FERM

Theory and practice often clash. This is nothing new; and so it was in the Middle Ages. Comedic performances flourished in public arenas, and the comedy of everyday life was lived by all. Theories describing the phenomenon, however, were often found lacking. They mostly applied to the theater of antiquity, and often failed to deal seriously with contemporary customs, which were regarded as lowly. It is nevertheless possible to say something significant about the comic and its forms of expression, based on a selection of medieval texts.1

WHAT IS THE COMIC?

The word “comic” (comicus), suggests Johannes Balbus in his dictionary (Catholicon, 1260s), is derived from the word “comedy” (comedia), and can be used as a qualifier of everything about comedy. He adds that the word also has the more specific, independent meaning of “funny,” “amusing” (facetus). With this addition, I suggest, Johannes points to comedy’s general characteristics and determining features: the comic aspect of humans and their world. Johannes also implies that “the comic,” “the amusing,” is not tied to the theater. This is no surprise because the word “comedy” had a double denotation. A comedy in the rhetorical discourse of the time meant not only an entertaining piece of theater, but also a story that begins in difficulties but ends in happiness. Dante’s Commedia is often cited as an example of the latter (Kelly 1989: 72–6), but from that perspective the Easter cycle is also a comedy. Papias, Isidore, and others do not simply mention the word “comic”; when they speak about the funny, amusing elements in comedy, they employ words such as “jokes” (ioca), “joyful things” (res laetae), “jovial matters” (materia iocosa), or “jokers” (ioculares).2 But the main point remains the same.

None of this explains what constitutes the comic—what makes people laugh. But one thing is certain: comedy arises from incongruity, a major concept in the theory of humor, considered to have been established by Francis Shaftesbury (Billig 2005: 74–7). But Thomas Hobbes (d. 1679) knew this (1840: 46), as did Thomas Aquinas, although he did not use exactly that word. In his Summa Theologiae he writes that “witty” is “the person who turns (or twists) what has been said or done into pleasure” (eutrapeleus qui bene convertit aliqua dicta vel facta in solatium) (ST 2a2ae, quaestio 168, a. 2; Ferm 2002: 46, 64). Incongruity has a prerequisite, congruity, to which it stands in contrast. Congruity is the given, the normal, the established, the conventional, while incongruity is its opposite—it repeals a given order. Those who appreciate the contrast thus experience a sense of joy manifested in smiles or laughter.3 Joy, according to Thomas and others, is “rest for the soul” (relaxatio) and contributes to “recuperation” (recreatio).

Incongruities can be easy to construct. For example, it was widely known that the papal curia demanded heavy fees for its services. This annoyed the suppliants from the many provinces of Europe who looked to the curia for help. A nickname was coined, aimed at the curia’s top representatives, the cardinals. They no longer were called cardinales but instead carpinales or carpidinares, from the verb carpere, “to pluck”—that is, they plucked money from the people (Lehmann 1963: 38–9, 53). This example shows that incongruity requires a context to be perceived as amusing.

Incongruity, like its opposite, is a bearer of meaning. Meaning is communicated through signs, which are part of different symbolic systems. Musical notation, dots and dashes, surfaces and colors in a painting, all convey meaning, just like the grimaces, gestures, and miming so common in medieval comedy. This was evidently known, utilized, and exploited; some examples follow.

In a solemn ceremony each year, the English nation at the University of Paris commemorated their patron, St. Edmund. This took place at the church of Saints Cosmas and Damian on the Left Bank. Attendance by the nation’s members was mandatory. Once—at the celebration in 1370—all did not go as planned. At the Vigilia (the evening worship before the celebrations of November 20), the attempt at song was so terrible—the book of the Nation’s proctor (procurator) speaks of “howling singers” (ululantes cantantes)—that it initially caused consternation, before it was appreciated as comic and the congregation burst into laughter. In this case, the transformation of meaning was undeniably profound. What should have been a celebration of the heavenly sublime was replaced by the earthly all-too-fallible. Not everyone involved thought it was amusing, at least not the procurator. Before the next day’s celebrations, the howlers were replaced by “good singers” (bonos cantores) (AUP I: 373, 405).

As a further example, in a late thirteenth-century manuscript of canon law someone drew a monk with a donkey’s hind legs and hooves. The illustrator, possibly the scribe, in amusing himself offered the reader a chance to share in his humor. Donkeys were considered to be the stupidest of animals, and monks were considered by academics to be as stupid as donkeys, since they had never learned the art of academic disputation. Anyone reading the book might have found the illustration amusing for another reason: it stood in sharp contrast to the context in which it was placed.
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FIGURE 1.1:    A monk pulls up his habit. Gregory IX, Decretals, Bologna, late thirteenth century. Ms. C533, f. 187, Uppsala University Library. By permission of Uppsala University Library.



More systematic forms of incongruity upend the normal order and create an absurd world. This is what happens in two forms of medieval poetry—fatrasie (from the 1300s) and the somewhat later fatras—where one cognitive absurdity follows another; it seems that nothing (except the normal) is impossible to combine.4 “A beautiful man without a head arranged a great party for a hairy cunt” (Uns biaus hom sans teste / Menoit mout grant feste / Por un com velut). Gracious! The sentence as a whole is an oxymoron, but the initial phrase (“a beautiful man without a head”) is itself oxymoronic. This is common in this peculiar world: “An old man born dead” (uns viellars mors nez), “a wise man without understanding” (uns saiges sans sens), a remarkable fly “made two mutes speak” (fist parler deus muiaus).5 The transformed, irrational combinations of words, ideas, and concepts create a mishmash of contrasts, which should induce laughter by way of surprise and astonishment. The structural incongruity is also worth noting, a contrast between form and content. All the sentences are correctly constructed grammatically, and they are inserted into a strictly organized rhymed poetic form. Form holds the transgressive, meaningful semantics together into an aesthetically functioning whole, which demanded a masterful hand to compose. Therefore, we should not believe the claim in one of the verses: “I compose in my sleep” (je versifie en dormant) (Porter 1960: 135, n. 54).

Everything meaningful—words, images, music, gestures—can thus appear comic if given adequate contrast. Thomas Aquinas was aware that more than words can convey comedy; he speaks of “dicta vel facta,” that is, what is said or done to amuse (ST 2a2ae, q. 168, a. 3). The context in the Summa Theologiae (ST 2a2ae, q. 168) supports this conclusion. There Thomas speaks sympathetically about “jesters” (ioculatores), who could entertain in various non-sinful ways.6

Through incongruity, comedy establishes its own perspective, a special way of looking at men and their world. Those who accept this perspective find it amusing and laugh, which they also may find liberating and uplifting. And if several people laugh together, well-being increases within the group. No wonder, then, that anyone who has seen or heard something comic usually wishes to pass it along to others. Further diffusion requires that the experience be given a form which makes its transmission possible. And if it is to be transmitted across different contexts, this may require changes in its form.

Such changes were well within the capabilities of satirists, as the following example will show. In Paris, students often hurled insults at each other. The English were drunkards and had tails; the French were arrogant, weak, and feminine; Germans were raving mad and vulgar at table (Jacques de Vitry 1972: 92). The insults amused some but infuriated others. Some were even framed in verse and not always suitable for polite society: Angli caudati, / qui sunt ad pocula nati / cum sunt imbuti / tunc sunt de semine Bruti (“The English with their tails, born to the flagon, when they are filled up, it is with the seed of Brutus”). The distinctive character of the English is three times emphasized by rhyme: they have tails, caudati, they are drunk, imbuti, and they are traitors, de semine Bruti. The text is part of a debate poem, written by Henry of Avranches, who was a clerus vagus in the early thirteenth century.7

COMEDY AND HUMAN INTERACTION

Comedy is, directly or indirectly, tied to human interaction, where it has its origin and is perpetuated. Human interaction is not in itself comical, but a comic perspective arises when someone identifies and finds amusing some incongruous aspect. Human interaction is institutionally structured, and interaction is contingent upon the resources available when people meet. A sense of comedy is such a resource, though not always available. Here, I distinguish among three types of institutional connection:



Comedy that is not linked to specific institutions: it appears randomly when the opportunity arises (incidental comedy).

Comedy that is institutionalized: it is an expected and appreciated feature in specific contexts.

Comedy that is its own institution: it determines the agenda and the focus of the interaction.



There is no watertight separation between the three. Experiences are transferred and transformed, utilized and reaffirmed in a social cycle that varies over time; given changes to the cycle, comedy changes also.



Incidental Comedy

Incidental comedy is not attached to any specific institution. It occurs suddenly and without warning. This happens especially in everyday life and its many routines, but also in other contexts where comedy is unexpected. Comedic situations in everyday life are seldom recorded. If they are preserved, this is usually because of the involvement of high-ranking persons, as in the following anecdote from Snorri Sturluson’s Heimskringla (c. 1230):



Torarin Nevjolfsson, an Icelander, spends the night in a lodge of the Norwegian king Olav Haraldsson (c. 995–1030) in Tönsberg (Norway). In the morning, the king sees one of Torarin’s feet sticking out from the covers. Turning to the other overnight guests, the king exclaims that there can be no uglier foot in the entire town. Torarin, who is as quick-witted as he is bold, replies that there are few things so unique that there cannot be found anything similar to them, including his foot. The king wagers that this is not possible. Torarin accepts the bet and reveals his second foot, which in ugliness is not second to the first. And Torarin argues that it’s even uglier, because the big toe is missing. The king replies, “That foot (the one the king first saw) is even more ugly, because it has five repulsive toes, and here there are [only] four …” Torarin surrenders, observing: “Precious is the word of the king.”

—Snorri Sturluson 1911: 248



The sheer ugliness appears first as comic, but the comedy is multiplied when the king, in his attempt to win the bet, measures the degree of ugliness quantitatively. In tone there is a disparity worth noting. The king makes a joke at Torarin’s expense. Torarin accepts and joins in the game, which means that he is open-minded; he can participate in joking about his deformity. In this Torarin appears morally superior.

Within the same Nordic cultural milieu as Heimskringla is the Havamal, of the thirteenth century, which is a part of the Edda. Among its many words of wisdom is the following: “Man is man’s delight” (maðr er mannz gaman) (Neckel 1914: 23, v. 47). The interchange in the lodge in Tönsberg does not gainsay this assertion.

Walkelin, the archdeacon of Suffolk, an irritation to the English episcopacy, was forced to appeal to Pope Hadrian (r. 1154–9) in Benevento (John of Salisbury 1986: nos 14–15). Before his return to England, his concubine gave birth to a son, whom Walkelin named Hadrian, after the pope he had visited. Once home, Walkelin abandoned the woman despite having made her pregnant again. He announced without shame the name of the coming child: if it were a boy, he would be called Benevento, because Walkelin had made a pilgrimage there. If it were a girl, she would be named Hadriana after the pope he had visited.

Some were no doubt amused by Walkelin’s way of disrespectfully distancing himself from his own sins (both concubinage and bastardy) and the church authorities he had to appease. Someone who was not amused, however, was John of Salisbury, who in a letter to the pope wrote acidly, without a hint of humor: “Oh, a true friend of the Pope in Rome. Even in sin he remembers him.”8

Comedy as an Institutional Practice

Comedy was a valued and expected part of festivities such as meals, feasts, weddings, drinking parties, religious festivals, seasonal and graduation celebrations, and other events where everyday life was forgotten and the spirit of play was set free (Verdon 2016). Much was prepared, but it could also be spontaneous; the joyous, playful interaction gave rise to many jokes and pranks. Some of these were subsequently written down or elaborated for further use. The mode of performance certainly varied, including orations supported by gestures, as well as mimicry; and any comic piece containing a dialogue could easily be transformed into a funny sketch. Certain rhetorical modes were commonly employed when composing comedy for festive entertainment, including satire, parody, irony, and ambiguity.



Satire    The learned regarded satire as a form of comedy in which the comic aspect would highlight moral deficiencies (denudare vitia) and thus contribute to the “improvement of morals” (correctio morum). Invective (inuectiua), they claimed, is different. Its purpose is not moral uplift, because it has as its aim “an evil end” (malevolo fine); and thereby it uses “sharp words” (uerbis mordacioribus).9 In his renowned Dictionary, Samuel Johnson avers that proper satire is based upon what is of general interest (generality of reflections), while a lampoon is merely an expression of subjective aversion against an individual. An insult—and here he quotes John Dryden—aims “not to reform but to vex” (Johnson 1843: “Lampoon,” “Satire”).

Hugo, who modestly called himself Primas (the foremost), knew both the arts of satire and invective and did not mince his words when he felt called upon to make a statement.10 In 1149, a Cistercian monk from Clairvaux was elected bishop of Beauvais. According to Hugo, the monk was deeply immoral. In a poetic diatribe from about 1150, Hugo spews out his wrath: the bishop eats and drinks in immoderation and is certainly a pedophile. Upon meeting him you might think that there is a “great devil” (grande demonium) before you.11

It is difficult sometimes to determine whether such texts constitute true satire or are merely personal attacks—although in the case of Hugo there is no such difficulty.12 Hugo delivers a lampoon; the text is hostile and laced with invective against an individual. At the same time, one might wonder: was the invective accurate? Was the bishop inclined to pedophilia, was he otherwise immoral, was he incapable of leading a diocese? If so, perhaps Hugo’s outburst was in some sense legitimate. In any case, Hugo’s assault was certainly deserving of laughter, perhaps during a meal in Sens, where Hugo was on good terms with the archbishop and archdeacon, both of whom he praises in the same poem. The reason for this is evident: he asks a favor of them.

Clerical satire derived its nourishment from a striking yet inconvenient contrast: human weakness placed within a rigorous system of rules. Failings provoked resentment, because clerics enjoyed privileges and exercised power over others. But criticism was not only external. Clerics kept a sharp eye within their own ranks, especially where there was competition for benefits and privileges.

The question is how effective satire sometimes was. Satire is after all a mixture of criticism and amusement. Therein arose a dilemma: the desire for amusement readily triumphed over the criticism, which naturally occurs when the primary reason for gathering is festivity.

The issue is evident when reading “The Council of Remiremont,” a lengthy verse satire (Meyer 1914: 1–19). The Council proves to be a particularly strange gathering. It is led by a Madame Cardinal and includes only female delegates. On the agenda there is a single topic: a discussion of love, not the heavenly sort but the carnal. The meeting is held appropriately enough in the middle of April, the month of love in the medieval world, and takes place in a nunnery. The chair asks at the outset what monastic rule the nuns live by. The answer is Clericorum copula, hec est regula (Mating with monks, that’s our rule). To derive edification the nuns do not read the Bible or the Church Fathers; instead, they get advice and instruction (praecepta) from a handbook of worldly passion, The Art of Love (Ars amatoria), by a “prominent” (egregius) doctor named Ovid (Meyer 1914: v. 27–30, 70). The meeting engages in a lengthy debate about which sort of lovers are to be preferred: knights or clerics. No other group enters into consideration. The discussion seems to show a clear preference in favor of the clerics; they are preferable as lovers. This is also the decision of the Council. Those who still prefer knights are to be excommunicated (Meyer 1914: v. 172–240).

This satire, composed during the second half of the 1100s, has an authentic background. In Remiremont, in the Upper Moselle valley, there was an aristocratic nunnery. In the nunnery’s registry there can be found names of some of the nuns who appear as speakers in the poem. An even more direct connection between fiction and social reality is provided by a papal letter from 1151. In it, Pope Eugene III (1145–53) pronounced his determined wish that the nuns’ “life of the flesh” (conuersacio carnalis) would turn into a “life in the spirit” (conuersacio spiritualis) (Langosch 1969: 144).

Although the satirical wit was directed at the nuns, it should be emphasized that the satire was double-edged. The nuns would henceforth not abstain from lovers, but a restriction was to be imposed: only clerics, and only one per nun. Where the partners were to be recruited from is not mentioned but is covertly implied. Remiremont was located in the diocese of Toul, and residents of Toul (without further precision) were identified as visitors to the monastery (Meyer 1914: v. 14). The suggestion is, I think, that lovesick clerics would henceforth be welcomed by the Council.

Clerical satire flourished; the jokes and spite were circulated and recycled. The language of clerical satire may also appear in the fatrasie. Since the common consensus in clerical satire is that monks are homosexuals and even inclined toward pedophilia13—no conceptual distinction was made—the theme may be glimpsed in verses such as this: “A monk made of chalk14 was very fond of fucking a ham” (Uns moines de croie/ Faisoit moutt grant joie/ De foutre un bacon) (Porter 1960: 129, n. 32). This fatrasie was written in the town of Arras in modern northern France, in the same region as Beauvais. As we have seen, Hugo Primas criticized the bishop of Beauvais’s “unnatural inclinations,” his enormous appetite for fish, and his monstrous drinking.15 There seems to be an echo of these reproaches in the fatrasie, where the bishop of Beauvais is host to a remarkable drinking party: “All the cod of Calais drank a bucketful of beer with the Bishop of Beauvais” (Tuit li herenc de Qualais/ Burent plein pot de cervoise/ Chiez l’evesque di Biauvais). At this point in the piece, an abrupt change occurs: in the following verse, the bishop listens to the confession of a wooden board (Qui confessoit une aisele/ Des pechiez qu’elle avoit fais) (Porter 1960: 130, n. 35). But even this verse may have a satirical meaning: the bishop is listening to the confession of a blockhead who does not understand what the bishop or even he himself is talking about.



Parody    A form of imitation designed to elicit laughter, parody was extremely popular. In parody, typically a standard and familiar genre is distorted in an obvious and easily identifiable manner, and a new meaning arises in sharp contrast to the original (Bayless 1996: 2–7). In principle, anything that has a recognized form can be parodied, and the element in contrast might be a grimace, a gesture, or a rearrangement of letters or pronunciation. This makes parody easy to apply—as shown above, cardinales became carpidinares—and does not exclude either refinement or specificity.16

When the anonymous author of Le Roman de Renart (The Book of Reynard) ridicules peasants who rush belligerently through a forest, he employs the model and motifs of contemporary heroic epic (chanson de geste), but gives the scene an obscene and comic content: “In front of him Hurtevilain/ and Joudoïn Trouseputain/ and Baudoïn Porteciviere,/ who fucks his wife from behind,/ Girout Barbete, who embraces her⁄ … ⁄.”17 The names are phonetically reminiscent of the heroes of the literary model, but the names have been deliberately distorted and given different meanings: “vilain” means “peasant” but also “idiot,” and “putaine” means “whore.” Furthermore, one of the characters is associated with a sexual act unacceptable to the Church. Intercourse from behind (coitus a retro), or “like dogs” (more canino), as it was also known, was denounced by the Church because it was considered unnatural (Brundage 1987: 161–2, 286, 367, 452). At the same time, the comedy is dual-edged. Not only are the common peasants ridiculed; indirectly, the exemplar’s bold knights are also degraded by being associated with the simple peasants.

Le Roman de Renart was immensely popular and was translated into several languages. The section where the fox fools the powerful was dramatized; it was turned into sketches and tableaux vivants, and the fox himself was depicted in churches and monastery cells—which upset a certain prior, who considered that depictions of saints were more appropriate as inspirational images (Flinn 1963: 112–13).



Irony and Ambiguity    Irony, simply put, is saying one thing but meaning another.18 The ambiguity that emerges made irony particularly useful when for some reason plain talk was inappropriate. Problems can, of course, arise. If the irony is too sophisticated, the intended meaning may be lost and no one understands; for all that, however, sometimes a degree of ambiguity can be desirable.

There is deliberate ambiguity in a story in Novellino, a collection of Latin humorous anecdotes (facetiae) from Dante’s Florence:



A man went to confess to his parish priest, saying, “I have a sister-in-law, and my brother is gone. When I come home, she sits familiarly on my lap. What should I do?” The priest replied, “If she did that to me, I would give her what she deserves.”19



The ambiguity is obvious. By “deserves,” the priest may mean that the sister-in-law should be punished or, in any event, reproached, because she has acted improperly—she was too brazen. This is also what one should expect the priest, a man of the cloth, to preach. But he might really—which is the whole point, of course—mean something completely different: advice to progress further than mere flirtation. In this case, the priest recommends adultery, which he should not do if he were a respectable churchman. In the first case, he is not ironic; in the second, he definitely is. With his physical presence the narrator could have indicated through gestures, facial expressions, and the like what he intended. He could also have done the opposite: reinforce the ambiguity and uncertainty. Even so, the listener is reminded that priests may not always be paragons of virtue.

Not everyone valued ambiguous rhetoric. In his Summa Theologiae, Thomas Aquinas regards irony as fraudulent speech, a lack of sincerity, which he equates with sin (vitium) (ST 2a2ae, q. 113). But for others the ambiguity of irony was seen as an alternative to the absolute and definite. At the Feast of the Ass (a feast of fools celebrated in some churches), ambiguity was dramatized (Heers 1983: 136–41). A donkey was declared the master of the celebration. This actualized two opposing aspects: the donkey is foolish, the most foolish of animals; but also holy, because before Easter Jesus rode into Jerusalem on a donkey.

Satire always has a comic feature, as does parody; but parody does not always have to involve satire, since it may be purely comedic. Irony may convey satire, and leaves open the possibility of comedy, such as when it uses parody; but it is not always the case that irony is satirical, parodic, or comical, but simply ambiguous. As rhetorical devices, all three are transgressive. They are applicable to any genre or form of representation: tales, poetry, drama, songs, music, or images.

Comedy That Is Its Own Institution

At special times and places, comedy defines the social order. This occurs when incongruity is allowed to work unchecked, by all possible means and in all directions. Gladness and chaos dominate everything and hilarious madness rules. The most remarkable expression of such a tumultuous disorder was the carnival of the late Middle Ages. However, liberated and disorderly behavior, although on a different scale, occurred in other contexts, not least the many calendrical feasts.20 One form of organized madness has already been considered: the ecstatic disorder in the texts of the fatrasie and fatras.21 In carnival this was transformed into collective action, a grand bacchanal—wild, noisy, orgiastic—where the rowdiness seemed to rule without restraint and uncontrolled laughter swept the city. The same goes for the “Feast of Fools” (festum stultorum or fatuorum), a parodic feast celebrated by the lower clergy at the larger churches during two weeks around New Year’s (from December 25 to January 6), when the December Freedom (libertas dicembrica) was observed. The feast had different names but had common features and is often classified as just the “Feast of Fools.” The immediate starting point for the mockery was the church interior, liturgy, and hierarchy, which were ridiculed and turned upside down (mundus inversus, the reverse world) in a series of parodic foolishness. Young clerics dressed in the clerical garments of the higher priesthood, and assumed their places in the chancel. The congregation chose a leader whom they named the pope, archbishop, bishop, or abbot, depending on where the feast took place. The parody continued as blessings were delivered, processions marched, prayers read, and wine drained from holy vessels. Well intoxicated, the clerks sang obscene songs and played dice on the high altar. And the capers inside the church spilled outside into the streets, where the clergy joined the revelries of the city residents. Such a confluence meant that the social distinction between cleric and layman was temporarily suspended (Harris 2011: 66–127).
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FIGURE 1.2:    A figure defecating into a chalice of which the original yellow color has become brown-black, like the man’s red pants. Scatological jokes were common, but the image is in a church. Was the intention to make visitors swallow their laughter? Late medieval mural painting, Björklinge Church, Uppland, Sweden. Photo: Gabriel Hildebrand.



The carnival preceded the Lenten fast, which also contributed a special feature to the festivity: an orgasmic overabundance of food and drink, a final hurrah before the abstinence during Lent, when meat was forbidden. The word “carnival” has been interpreted as “carnelevare,” or just “carne vale,” that is, “goodbye to meat.” The carnival lasted for several days and was celebrated as a public festivity, a united city’s party, open to all and everyone, richly varied in its execution and held on the streets and squares of the city, even though some events were celebrated in seclusion, for a restricted audience. The main event was the cortege, where the participants danced and sang, some wearing masks and colorful clothes. Images were on display; stages were erected on wagons and temporary wooden structures. The themes varied. They might have been taken from the Bible, folk stories, Eastern tales; satire and exoticism were mixed with burlesque and obscenities, whereby the normality that applied outside the carnival was removed from play. The primary purpose was to amuse, to give rein to a happiness that seemed liberating and could best be expressed with a laugh. The significant intake of wine and beer, dispensed freely, contributed in no small part to the ecstasy and the intense atmosphere. Boundaries were transgressed, but the carnival was not on that account without bounds. As with all things human, it had its limitations. Nor was it entirely free from the social controls exercised by the supreme authorities.22

SOCIAL MILIEU

Even though laughter arises in the most diverse contexts and circumstances, the comedy which has been recorded is linked primarily to certain milieus: the courts of royalty and aristocrats, religious centers, the guilds of the cities, and the universities, where the necessary resources, both intellectual and material, were located. But such resources were unevenly distributed. A revitalizing dynamic arose when representatives of the different milieus interacted. This could take place most easily in the cities, where close proximity facilitated the interplay.

Entertainment, amusement, and laughter were an important part of the royal and aristocratic court (Bumke 2005: 276–317). In daily life, it was the jester’s task to spread joy through all manner of absurdities. “Good is a fool, he makes the preoccupied laugh,” wrote Hue de Rotelande (late twelfth century, England).23 Joy and excitement are, according to Bertran de Born (d. c. 1210), the true characteristics of a court: “A court is never complete without joking or laughter.”24 Even the courts on the Nordic periphery were associated with merriment and convivial sociability. In the Swedish version of the Catholicon, the word comicus is quite typically translated as höuisker, that is, “courtly,” “höfisch,” “courtois.”25 Festivities could continue for several days, when opulent meals were interspersed with performances of song, dance, music, recitation (both courtly and non-courtly), and theater, all in order to create a joyous mood and provide an elegant atmosphere surrounding life at court and its rulers (both male and female).26

Especially grand were the festivities of the royals. Coronations and weddings were magnificent displays. They often began with an official entry into the city, ritually elaborate. The king, surrounded by jesters and musicians, was borne through the gates of the city and along the streets hung with decorations, toward the city center, after which the festivities continued with official receptions and feasts attended by the chosen ones. The ceremonies were designed to create an elevated celebratory mood, while at the same time manifesting power and authority through astonishment and ostentation.27 Expressed in modern terms, they were both an advanced and unashamed form of product placement.

Royal and aristocratic households included literate men, the clerics, who had completed formal education in schools and universities. One famous monastic school during the twelfth century was that of the monastery of St. Victor outside of Paris (Delhaye 1988). Hugo (d. 1141), one of the monastery’s scholars, outlined his educational ideal in a book, the Didascalicon. The artes, the seven liberal arts, were the foundation of an academic education and demanded thorough study; but Hugo claims that even reading for amusement may have a purpose, since it contributes to stimulation, not least through variety. In this context he mentions comedies and satires. Elsewhere in his book Hugo regards joy as something positive, since it enlivens, awakens, and refreshes the soul. One source of such well-being is play (ludus), which Hugo associates with the theater (Didascalion III.4, II.27; Rorem 2009: 21–34).

Hugo does not specify which comedies and satires should be read. (Like Isidore, he might have considered them as a single category.) Roman comedies, particularly those of Terence (d. c. 159 BCE), were in circulation in learned circles. The twelfth century saw the rise of the so-called comoedia elegiaca (“elegiac comedy”), a profane genre mixing dialogue with narration, all in verse. Burlesque, obscene, and satirical elements are common, as in the somewhat later fabliaux, mainly associated with aristocratic courts. Performances certainly varied. Some were recited, sometimes with the aid of mimes, while others may have been staged28—decided by the situation and circumstances. Satire apart from the elegiac comedies also flourished. Ancient literature provided inspiration, but there was no short supply of contemporaneous material (Rigg 1992: 88–95, 141–3; Schüppert 1982).

The students at St. Victor and other schools were no strangers to theatrical performance. Liturgical dramas in Latin had long been performed in monasteries and cathedrals. The oldest (from the tenth and eleventh centuries) were performed in connection with the liturgies for Easter and Christmas. Eventually, a rich array of dramas was added, and Bible texts were elaborated upon. Even comedic elements were introduced. Among the foremost in the genre, Ludus Danielis (The Play of Daniel) (c. 1230) was created for the cathedral in Beauvais and was probably performed by younger clerics. The music to the drama has also been preserved, which is unusual.29

As a clerical occasion, performed by clerics for clerics, liturgical drama continued to be celebrated throughout the Middle Ages (Flanigan 1991: 21–41, 42–62). But it had become crucial to reach out to laymen who did not understand Latin. Society was facing radical change and many lacked instruction in the Christian faith. Sermons were the primary means of reaching the populace, but the task was difficult; preaching requires not only rhetorical skills but also the ability to adapt to audience and circumstance. In this regard, jokes and humor became useful preaching tools. They made people stop and listen, they kept them awake when they became sleepy, and they put them in a good mood and thus receptive to a serious message. The instructive message could in turn be wrapped in a “funny story” (narratio iocosa) or a “humorous example” (iocundum exemplum), which made the lesson easier to remember. Sometimes the priest performed a scene, alone or assisted by others, and appealed to the pictures on the walls of the church; even tableaux vivants were presented. Critics were quick to object, asserting that means and ends had changed place: humor had become the goal, they complained, rather than Christian learning.30 Some averred that even the means was a sin: making up a story was to lie. But others rejected that equivalence outright. Fiction, claimed John Hiltalingen (d. 1392), does not aim to deceive and should not be equated with lying. He added that he might even appreciate a joking lie, provided it was harmless.31

Exemplary and humorous stories were also gathered in anthologies and disseminated. Not all stories seem piously instructive. The Summa predicantium, from about 1350, by the Dominican John Bromyard, active in England, includes a story that reveals English prejudice towards the Welsh.32 Three Welshmen plan a voyage to England, each of whom learns a useful phrase in English so that he can get by during their journey. After a man is found dead en route, and although they are completely innocent, they are brought before a court: now they believe they have good use for the phrases they have memorized. When the judge asks who killed the man, the first answers, “We three Welshmen.” When the judge asks the reason why, the second answers, “For the money in the purse.” The judge states, “You will be hanged.” The third replies, “That’s right.”33

Dominicans and Franciscans served as preachers to ordinary folk, and received their education at a school of their order or from a university, all of which had their own festive traditions. The transition from one stage to another was marked with a rite de passage, with matriculation being particularly important. To become an academic citizen was to be elevated among those who cultivated reason, that which defines mankind, and who mastered the language of rationality, Latin. Rites of initiation followed a general pattern, with local variations, based on demonstrating the progression of this rationality. At the outset came mockery, insults, and bullying: the freshman (beanus, bejaunus) was made to understand that he was an irrational creature, almost an animal, with bestial attributes. As a consequence, he had to undergo a “cleansing ritual” (purgatio) before he could be regarded as capable of reason. After the purgatio, one potentially painful rite remained: in order to be admitted to the ranks of the illuminated, the bejaunus had to offer the older students a “libation” (potatio), which could be costly, especially if it involved food.34 Joking was a natural aspect of the libation, as at other parties. This is how it might go: the host, the senior student, lifts a flagon and utters the words Potus noster, “Our drink,” thus parodying Pater noster, “Our Father.” After the first taste, it is proposed that the drinking should go on forever: the “for ever and ever” (per secula seculorum) of the liturgy becomes “with cup after cup” (per pocula poculorum).35 Entertainment follows, ending with a prayer that is somewhat cynical in its boldness:



Lord, You who have sown countless peasants, and created eternal enmity between us and them, let us live well upon their work, enjoying their wives and daughters, let us always rejoice in their deaths and torment them in this life, through their Lord, (not Jesus Christ, but their faithless Creator, the devil), with whom they live and rule over the straw.36



The thoroughly intoxicated student staggers toward the door. With no sign of bad conscience, he refers to the words of confession, mea culpa, mea maxima culpa, “my sin, my very great sin,” by saying instead: mea crupa, mea maxima crupa, “my ass, my very great ass.” When students later gained positions at a cathedral, or went into the service of kings, aristocrats, or bishops, they took their jokes and parodies with them, and thus these little pieces spread across Europe.

The universities were located in an urban landscape which arose during the twelfth and thirteenth centuries. Older cities grew and new ones emerged; cities became nodes in a regional and international network for the exchange of goods and services, cultural influences, and ideas. Entertainment developed alongside this growth. Not least among the witnesses to this were the “joyous fraternities,” formed to promote entertainment, not only among the like-minded, but also within the urban community as a whole.37

In Arras, a fraternity of jesters and citizens, the Carité de Notre-Dame des Ardents, was founded some time prior to 1194.38 The members’ creativity took many forms. One religious drama in the vernacular, Jean Bodel’s Le jeu de saint Nicolas (The Play of St. Nicolas, c. 1200), is associated with the brotherhood, as is the comedic theater piece Jeu de la feuillée (Greenwood Follies), performed in 1276. Jean Bodel also wrote fabliaux and poetry. The author of La Feuillée, Adam de la Halle, was a native of Arras and a former student in Paris. After his success with La Feuillée, Adam moved to the French court in Naples, where he wrote and composed a comedic musical piece, Le jeu de Robin et Marion (The Play of Robin and Marion), which a critic has called the first opéra-comique. Like La Feuillée, it is a genuinely profane drama. Dating from the same period was Le garçon et l’aveugle (The Boy and the Blind Man), a farce avant le nom, probably performed in Tournai in 1265.39 Like the English Interlude of the Student and the Girl (c. 1300), it had no immediate successors. The acme of the farce was the fifteenth century, with some precursors in France, Germany, the Netherlands, and Sweden in the last decades of the fourteenth century.40

The comedy in Le garçon is cynical and cruel. This was not uncommon (Porter 1976: 5–15), which was worrying to some. At the University of Paris, a quodlibet asked the question, “Why is a man more inclined to laugh at dirty tricks rather than honorable deeds?” The arguments and the answer have not been preserved, but the question is repeated in Boccaccio. Dioneo, one of the youngsters in the framing story of Il Decameron (c. 1350), claims that we would rather laugh at “bad things” (cattive cose) than at “good deeds” (buone opere), and adds perspicuously, “especially when the bad deeds are not ours.”41

The city’s merchants and craftsmen were organized into guilds, designed to further their members’ occupational interests. Within the guilds a social life also developed, with recurring celebrations on, for example, the feast day of the guild’s patron saint, when plays were performed, sometimes by religious confraternities. But the guilds also contributed materially to public celebrations.42 Some evidence of this is preserved from the great celebration in Paris in 1313, when Philip the Fair’s sons were awarded the accolade. At the outset, the festivities coincided with the Pentecost celebrations, but they continued the following week with parades, performances, banquets, and general merriment. Among the offerings were a series of tableaux vivants placed on wagons, and special scenes illustrating biblical, folk, and satirical themes, all in an unconstrained mix. Some guilds are documented as sponsors: they organized and contributed money and performers for some of the tableaux. In contrast to later practice, the performers were not mute and unmoving; they spoke, sang, leapt about, all for the intended purpose of amusement. In one tableau even Jesus laughed, a challenge to those who claimed that Jesus wept, but never laughed.43
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FIGURE 1.3:    Pig playing the organ. Late medieval mural painting, Härnevi Church, Uppland, Sweden. Photo: Gabriel Hildebrand.



The guilds made a lasting contribution to the many religious plays in the vernacular. They were distributed across the church year, and could last for several days. The performances took place in streets, squares, and open spaces, where the scenes were framed with backgrounds of houses and other buildings. Although intended as devotion or penitence, the plays were not always particularly edifying. Spectacle and sound gained the upper hand when the performances became an excuse for comedic, burlesque, and obscene gestures and comments, which caused animated criticism not least during the fifteenth century, when the religious plays were at their zenith.44

These amusements were nothing new, as they were already part of early liturgical drama, although in a rather mild form. For instance, when Peter and John in the Visitatio sepulchri (Visit to the Tomb), which was associated with Easter, hear that Jesus has been resurrected, they rush to the grave to confirm the rumor. But Peter, the elder of the two, cannot keep up and stumbles, falling clumsily,45 a piece of slapstick as good as any. In this, Peter, his eagerness contrasted with his bodily weakness, becomes fully human.

Easter Day was a day of joy when one celebrated the Easter miracle. This expression of joy took many forms, one of the most striking being the Easter laughter (risus paschalis). During Mass the priest had to convey that mourning was no longer appropriate, but should be replaced by triumphant joy. Toward that end the priest had to say or do something comedic—sometimes he employed jesters—to make the congregation laugh in liberation (Wendland 1980: 59–70, 297–300). Nor was the joy restricted to the halls of the church or the open squares of the public festivities. In front of King Philip VI of France (r. 1328–50), Watriquet and Raimoned performed a poetry competition to decide which licentia poetica ruled. The competition included fatras. Accordingly, at the outset it was announced that “A half-dead cat softly comforts me, singing a hallelujah every Thursday”; and further that a wolf was “so courageous that he could kill God against his will in paradise.” The latter, of course, was a striking claim, yet there was more: “But I shall weigh God, and if He does not make me in His image, I shall complain to a knife without a handle, because a goose wields power and domination over all.” In the last fatras, the king heard a goose from Friesland speak: “I went into the church yesterday, completely naked without even a shirt, in order to marry a milk calf.”46 History does not report whether the king laughed at this nonsense.

1000–1400: A TIME OF SOCIAL CHANGE

A time of social change had arrived, and a new society was emerging, with cities as dynamic and vibrant centers. Deeply integrated in society, comedy also changed; it expanded its range of performance and became multifaceted and complex. New forms of comic representation were created, both stories (fabliaux, Schwänke, Mären, facetiae, etc.) and plays (from Latin dramas in church to large-scale outdoor religious plays, from simple sketches to profane farces, comedies, and musicals). In addition, the sermon, which during the thirteenth century became the principal means to reach the populace, developed comic elements. The audience was broadened, not least because the vernacular was used in addition to the Latin, and genres were refined and expanded. Satire was being aimed at a range of target groups: clerical satire (with several subgroups), estate satire, courtly satire, legal satire, and so on. Religious drama expanded its themes and protagonists. The praxis of performance became professionalized. The arts of jesters and mimes lived on, while at the same time a genuine acting profession developed, not least in the “joyous confraternities” that were established. Even the social role of the author became established. The author appeared more often under his own name, and he might compose in different genres. Distribution was also important. Jokes, comedic roles, and other routines spread in increasingly diverse circles, thanks to an intensified exchange between groups and regions. A vehicle for this exchange comprised two broad networks, that of the Church and that of trade. Much of this development occurred before 1300—ignoring the great differences within western Europe. But change was on the way. Difficulties, both economic and demographic, began to arise, and societal expansion stagnated in the early fourteenth century. Even entertainment diminished, but gained new momentum toward the end of the century, reaching full force during the fifteenth century, when the many unique aspects of the High Middle Ages could fully flourish.



CHAPTER TWO



Theory

Comedy Humbled and Exalted

JOHAN VERBERCKMOES

Since ancient times, comedy has been an irrepressible part of the human experience. Medieval theorists in both the Christian and Islamic worlds eagerly repeated the Greek philosopher Aristotle’s analysis that only man is capable of laughter (Adolf 1947). Moreover, Arab and Latin treatises transmitted the Greco-Roman physician Galen’s observation that seeing or hearing something comic prompts laughter that cannot be stopped (Amman 1993: 14–15). The comedy-stricken individual reacts involuntarily and without thought. As part of his humoral theory (bodily health is based on the balancing of one’s levels of black bile, yellow bile, blood, and phlegm), Galen argued that moments of humor caused excess blood to circulate throughout the body, resulting in youthful sanguinity, jollity, and an eagerness for fun, as well as good overall health. The sanguine temperament was the original condition of man (Klibansky et al. 1964: 105–14). Thus, both physiological and natural-philosophical evidence pointed to comedy’s inescapable omnipresence and assured a healthy life balance when giving in to the comic.

Enter God. The Hebrew Yahweh, the Greek and Latin God, and the Islamic God all exercised laughter and practiced comedy in a variety of situations. The Jewish-Christian God of the Bible laughed voluntarily at the calamities that befell the wicked as a just punishment for their sins (e.g., Prov. 1:26 and Judg. 10:14). He also laughed at those with unfulfilled desires, even when innocent, and scoffed with conviction at the godless. His laughter was sarcastic and malicious. The Psalms, in particular, abound with descriptions of God’s comedy. He mocked the kings on earth that made plans against him (Reiser 2012: 28). Medieval spiritual writers insisted that in such comedy God distanced himself from those who denied their own existence (Resnick 1987: 91–2). In the Qur’an, God practiced similar mockery, which later commentaries interpreted as his sole right because of his almightiness (Tamer 2009: 3–38). In contrast to the abundance of His wicked laughter, there is scant mention in the Qur’an, the Torah, Talmud, Midrash, or the New Testament of gentle laughter and mild comedy among the pious. As a result, and as medieval theory relied heavily on exegesis of the Scriptures of the three Abrahamic religions, philosophers and theologians overall depreciated comedy and afforded it a low intellectual status. Yet, every intellectual, with the odd exception of an isolated non-laugher (agelastos) according to a stereotype first noted by the second-century Roman writer Claudius Aelianus (Resnick 1987: 97), also recognized men’s and indeed women’s enduring capacity to laugh.

The Scriptures disclosed how to reconcile God and the world of comic mankind. Medieval comedy’s foundational biblical quote was the witty exchange that took place between God and Sarah. Sarah and Abraham, she a ninety-year-old woman and he a ninety-nine-year-old man, had learned that she would become pregnant with child. Incredulous, they laughed at this information, as Sarah thought that their bodies were long worn out. God then asked Abraham why Sarah laughed, as if anything could be too hard for the Lord. Sarah became scared and lied, “I did not laugh.” God replied: “Yes, you did” (Gen. 18:12–15). The short and witty dialogue between the disbelieving old woman and a God not used to disobedience lends a human touch to heavenly intervention in the world. Sarah later gave birth to a child, who she named Isaac, which means laughter in Hebrew, as a means to inspire others who heard about her confrontation with God to laugh with her (Gen. 21:6). This last point is often interpreted that she is being slightly ridiculed by the Bible’s author, but the Greek translation of the Vulgate in both the Jewish and Christian traditions translates this as a joyful and respectful moment (Reiser 2012: 26–7). The Qur’an is less explicit and only mentions that Sarah smiles upon receiving the good tidings of Isaac (Surah Hud 11:71). But this smile has also generated numerous commentaries about its origins and significance (Amman 1993: 19–21).

Yet why did medieval theories in the Christian, Islamic, and Jewish worlds consistently repress laughter? For one, the physical expression of laughter embodied many responses, not just humor and comedy. On the other hand, ambiguous laughter might always implicate irrepressible comedy. In fact, theologians and law-givers were deeply concerned about the origins of comedy. What did this convey about the position of man in the religious universe? Even if joking and humor were self-evident daily realities, so were sin and the neglect of religious duties. Had God given comedy to man or was it a diversion? In Late Antiquity and the early Middle Ages, reaction to these questions was severe in order to greatly repress comedy, a general rejection that persevered throughout the Middle Ages. Beginning in the eleventh century, however, scholars formulated theories that elevated comedy in order to establish a new equilibrium. This derived from the deep interpenetration of Arab and Latin learning into the Mediterranean during the previous centuries that laid the foundations for a new rationale about the actions of man vis-à-vis God. Both Islamic and Christian thinkers borrowed from the ancient Greco-Roman theorists for their views on this matter. Jewish thinking was marginal compared with the other two religions, yet developed along similar lines of thought, as it relied heavily upon Arab science. Comedy was, in theory, not sophisticated, but existed within borders that were firmly based on religious principles. Indeed, humor was viewed by many to be a particularly sinful condition and an open invitation to damnation. Coincidentally, the same theories that rehabilitated comedy also relegated it to a lower moral sphere. If laughter was unavoidable, it was also ugly and pitiful. But, in the final analysis, it was irrepressible and its bodily manifestations were the ultimate proof that humor was human and could be used to elevate everyone’s mind.

In the first section of this chapter, I will discuss how medieval thought concerning humor relied heavily upon commentaries on religious teachings that situated comedy firmly within the prevailing Christian and Muslim religious worldviews. I include the Muslim views not only because of Islamic Spain, but also because of sources in common with Christians and as a comparative tool of analysis. God was the ultimate point of reference for the appropriate appreciation of comedy and His words marked the boundaries within which the individual could exercise his or her sense of hilarity. The baseline here is that the individual was firmly situated as belonging to an abstract religious community. When his or her individual laughter represented an infringement of that community’s mores and principles, it placed the individual on the fringes of that group. In theory, transgression was a part of the vocabulary of comedic principles. However, if laughter was proper to man, man (or woman) also had the ability to enjoy comedy. To reconcile this with contemporary theological thinking about the scarcity of humor on behalf of God, religious leaders stated that comedy could be enjoyed, but in (strict) moderation.

In a second section, the contours of this will be explored. In the Latin West, as well as in the Muslim South and East, several influential writers sketched the contours of this position. The influence of theological guidelines also spread to other genres, such as Mirrors of Princes. This led to Christian scholastic thinkers promulgating the creative reasoning and justifications necessary to establish comedy’s place as an acceptable practice in the eyes of God during the twelfth and thirteenth centuries. The third section will explore this in detail. However, notwithstanding contemporary recalibrations, the status of the comic in the intellectual life of the Middle Ages was generally quite low. Reducing the reactions to comedy to the physiological processes it generated meant that the early medieval opinion that laughter was a matter of the devil survived well into the Renaissance. In the fourth section, however, I will examine the laughing response to comedy as it became more firmly anchored to a person’s physiological sense beginning in the thirteenth century, especially when viewed through pious stories. The result was an enhanced medical exploration of the laughing body’s function. This ran parallel to the devil’s rebirth as the personification of a fleshy comedy that seemed to deny and obstruct salvation. This was yet another solution to the unanswerable paradox of irrepressible comedy and the obligations to take God seriously. Thus, as my final section aims to show, comedy, when used as an intellectual tool, opened up avenues for gaining knowledge. This worked in two directions. Preachers inferred that knowledge about Christian teaching could be transmitted by telling jokes on the pulpit. In the Islamic world, comic poetry exercised similar functions. More importantly, manifestations of comedy, especially in a theoretical sense, helped to signify what was inadequately understood or misconstrued. In its final analysis, medieval theory went to great lengths to both discredit and appreciate comedy.

DOES GOD INFER COMEDY?

In the Qur’an 53:43, we find a description of God: “That is He who makes men laugh and weep.” Similar origins of comedy are found in the Scriptures. Yet, in contrast to the Hebrew Bible, laughter rarely figures in the Qur’an (Amman 2003: 146). It usually denotes the mockery of disbelievers, as well as believers, and only occurs once as pure entertainment (Q. 27:19). However, the mechanics were the same as in the Judeo-Christian religions. The prophets experienced ridicule for their belief in God, although the eschatological answer claims that at the final judgment those who laughed sinfully will cry and the believers will laugh (Q. 9:82 and Q. 83:34, compare with Luke 6:25). This firmly shows that comedy was used to laugh at others and exult in sentiments of superiority. Medieval commentators were very aware of this and, alternatively, pleaded for complete seriousness on earth, while promoting some incarnated fun as a sign of God’s power. However, while the theorists of the Abrahamic religions shared a concern for getting rid of comedy, the Qur’an actually never condemned humor as such (Amman 2003).

The aforementioned section of the Qur’an (53:43), that God had given laughter to man, posed a tricky problem for many theorists: one possible meaning was that laughter was not a free choice of man, which would make it hard to maintain that it was natural to man. In his commentary (tafsir) on the Qur’an, the twelfth-century Persian Abu Ali Fadhl ibn Hasan Tabarsi reintroduced the distinction the Baghdad School of Mu’tazila had made between involuntary and voluntary actions. People, for example, were responsible for controlled laughter, while uncontrolled laughter confirmed God’s omnipotence. The influential tenth-century Persian philosopher Abū Ḥayyān al-Tawḥīdī, ‘Alī b. Muḥammad b. al-‘Abbās had previously named humor a condition of the soul. Al-Tabarsi, like al-Tawḥīdī, understood laughter as the mimetic expression of joy and wonder in the heart, but he added that the laughter that irrepressibly befell man was a God-shaped action (Amman 1993: 21–3). While al-Tabarsi safeguarded theological distinction, the two influential Persian philosophers defended laughter as a human activity invested by God. However, upon analyzing these conclusions, other commentators definitely rejected any human intervention, believing that God willed irrepressible comedy. Accordingly, while the hadiths mention laughing and joking about fifty times (Amman 1993: 40), the Prophet laughed loud, but showed restraint on other occasions.

There was little doubt in the Hebrew Bible that God had initiated different forms of comedy. The Bible distinguished joy (the Hebrew sâkhaq or Greek gélân) from mockery (the Hebrew lâag or Greek katagélân) (Le Goff 1997). Both were in the scope of the Lord. However, humor appears to be underappreciated within the New Testament, as the Christian gospels, for example, never mention Christ laughing. Since the Church Fathers, Christian commentators focused on these passages in an effort to explain the existence of mankind’s humor (Suchomski 1975: 9–65). The twelfth-century Parisian theologian Peter the Chanter (Cantor) emphasized that Christ was able to laugh according to incarnational theology. If laughter was a predicate of human nature, as everybody since Aristotle had maintained, being able to laugh was inevitably a human trait and thus a part of Christ’s dual nature. It also made his explicit refusal to laugh a virtue—if he had not known what laughter is, his refusal would not have made any sense (Resnick 1987: 99). With this scholastic reasoning, Peter the Chanter saved both comedy and the high mission Christ had advertised for his followers. Moreover, Peter the Chanter intimated that Christ was motivated by a divine interior delight (Jones 2015: 170). This was no less than speculative comedy, but at least it suggested that God had created a sense of humor.

The New Testament left no doubt, however, that practicing and enjoying humor on earth was the least acceptable option: “Woe to you who laugh now, for you will mourn and weep” (Luke 6:25). St. Benedict of Nursia commented on this, saying that people who were generally fond of humor in the present would be sighing in heaven (Moulinier 1997: 469). The depreciation of laughter ran deep in medieval Christian theological and spiritual literature. A series of quotes from the Bible supported the suspicion that comedy was treacherous. Those who enjoyed it knew little about God: “the heart of the fools is in the house of mirth” (Eccl. 7:4). Quotes such as these remind us that a medieval interpretation of the fool was of one who did not know God: “the fool says in his heart: ‘There is no God’” (Ps. 53:1). The earliest medieval visual representations of fools are niched in the D-initial of this Psalm in illuminated Psalters (Mezger 1981: 15). In particular, mockery directed against the righteous was firmly rejected in the Christian Middle Ages on the basis of the Scriptures (Verdon 2001: 15–16). The fundamental symbolism in this respect was the mockery of Christ, especially when those who passed by Christ on the cross urged him to come down and the high priests scoffed that he could save others, but was not able to save himself (Mark 15:29–31) (Schmitt 2007). Incidentally, the Christians’ emphasis on Christ’s suffering during the Passion often targeted Jews as those who had mockingly laughed at Christ and thus had not recognized him as the Messiah (Kemper 2005: 23–5).

Admonitions on the basis of the Qur’an came to very similar conclusions. The faithful were not allowed to mock each other, men not men and women not women (Amman 1993: 36–7). Qur’anic and Biblical reasoning and commentaries thus stumbled upon strong contradictions. Comedy shaped by God was a malleable tool in the hands of religious man. Its purposes were unclear, unless measures were taken to assure that the religious community set its own standards for acceptable comedy.

GOD’S MEASURE OF COMEDY

Notwithstanding the theological repressions of comedy, most Christian thinkers retained Aristotle’s idea that risibilitas, the ability to laugh, was proper to man. One of many others, Notker of Saint Gall repeated this around the year 1000 (Le Goff 1990: 93). Aristotle’s views were widely shared across religious and intellectual divisions, even if its significance remained obscure. Did this mean that indulging in the comic was a simple matter of life that had to be interpreted? Or did it mean that such basic activity could be lifted to spiritual goals? In this section, I will begin to address the latter question. The omnipresence of Aristotle’s definition was proof of the vitality of European intellectual life in the Middle Ages. In addition to commentaries of the Bible and the Qur’an, the transmission of Classical ideas was the result of a web of Arab, Latin, and Hebrew translations covering the Mediterranean that deeply influenced post-Carolingian Europe.

As argued in the previous section, abandoning God-given comedy was untenable from a theological point of view, although many would continue to view it with deep suspicion. Thus, for theoretical relief many turned to a general rule inherited from Classical Antiquity: moderation. This was predicated in both the Islamic and Christian worlds. In Muslim Iberia (al-Andalus), several intellectuals pleaded for serious restraint from comedy. In his highly influential political treatise The Lamp of Kings, the late-tenth- and early-eleventh-century philosopher Abu Bakr Muhammad at-Turtushi condemned joking as an attitude of the common people that was inappropriate for the political elite (Amman 1993: 222). This was a common denigration of comedy, as it appeared to scare the politically sensitive and threatened to destabilize authority. Another eleventh-century Spanish Muslim, Yusuf ibn Abdallah ibn Mohammed ibn Abd al-Barr, a Lisbon judge who specialized in Malikite law, discussed the legal ramifications of joking. While he commented on the Prophet’s use of humor, he preferred self-control and restraint. Most learned men in the Islamic world viewed moderation (iqtisad) as the norm in regard to humor (Amman 1993: 223).

Christians took a very similar approach. Monasticism, in particular, had severely restrained humor (Schmitz 1980). Since the tenth century, Benedict of Nursia’s rule prevailed in convents throughout the Latin West. Benedict’s sixth-century Regula stated that monks ought to refrain from laughing and showing exuberance. Since life on earth was not to be a period of jollity, but of repentance and contrition for one’s sins, Benedict explicitly admonished his monks against the desire to tell jokes or ridicule those around them (Curtius 1967: 422). Unrestrained comedy threatened the purity of the soul. For all the severity of this rule, it also implicitly acknowledged a moderate sense of humor. Benedict translated this into his model of the ladder of spiritual perfection. Among the twelve degrees of humility, the tenth rung stressed a resistance to laughter. On the eleventh rung, the monk is warned to talk with softness and without laughing or showing excess (Le Goff 1990: 99). The Rule of Benedict proved to be the key to all subsequent Christian appreciation of humor in terms of attitudes and body language. Since the eleventh century, other religious orders, such as the Cistercians and, later, the Franciscans and Dominicans, strengthened Benedict’s abstract notion of modesty through spiritual reform. As a result, restrained comedy applied to every virtuous Christian, irrespective of birth, class, gender, and clerical or civilian status. Such a de-individualized and modest lifestyle survived until the Renaissance and inspired Erasmus to write on civility (Knox 2007). Discipline over the body was the key to this worldview, as it demonstrated man’s reason. The outer manifestations of the body were considered to be the straightforward expression of the inner condition of his soul.

Yet, life was more complicated. Moderation was a theoretically weak construct. Control over laughter implied management of the mouth and lips as a practical measure. For example, the influential twelfth-century Parisian regular canon and spiritual writer Hugh of Saint Victor advised people to laugh without opening their mouths (Schmitt 1990: 182). This was in line with the admonition in Eccl. 21:20: “A fool lifteth up his voice with laughter; but a wise man doth scarce smile a little.” Moreover, Hugh of Saint Victor, commenting on Eccl. 2:2 “I said of laughter, ‘It is madness,’ and of pleasure, ‘What does it accomplish?,’” also alleged that it was preferable to suppress laughter altogether, as it was evil. Only joy (gaudium) was possible, as it was not always evil (Resnick 1987: 98–9). Hildebert of Lavardin, archbishop of Tours, a younger contemporary of Hugh, professed to young Christians that it was okay to have some fun (ioca) after completing serious business as long as it was dignified (Curtius 1967: 422). Foolishness (scurrilitas) had to be avoided, as it led to guilty laughter (risus culpabilis), which was too childish, noisy, and feminine (muliebre sonans). One had to enjoy oneself in a well-mannered fashion and not as a jokester (urbanus non histrio) (Horowitz and Menache 1994: 34). This represented sound advice for the young people who trained in cathedral schools and aspired to ecclesiastical careers in which they would steer public opinion and demonstrate their allegiance to a message of sin and repentance (Casagrande 2000).

The hard road to moderate comedy was a difficult step to take for most monks in monasteries. The oft referenced genre of monks’ jokes, ioca monachorum, is in some respect more a hoax than an effectively practiced form of banter. It presumably referred to mind games that permitted honest comedy (Le Goff 1997). Convent spirituality needed other foundations regarding permissible comedy. A key figure in this respect was the twelfth-century reformer Bernard of Clairvaux, born to a noble family in the vicinity of Dijon in Burgundy. He incessantly promoted the Cistercians and was involved in all key decisions of Church and State in this crucial century of Christian expansion. In his earliest written work, dating from the early 1120s, Bernard commented on Benedict’s ladder of humility. He inverted the Benedictine stairway and identified twelve degrees of pride. In his opinion, the true Christian first experienced the deepest recesses of human suffering before reaching its highest reunion with God.

For Bernard of Clairvaux, heavenly joy was a distant ideal. There is no doubt that for him, extravagant external body language, such as laughing, was a direct sign of inner turmoil and loss of control over the soul (Wilhelmy 2012: 43). Bernard is very explicit in this when detailing the twelve steps of pride that threaten the Christian in his quest for the truth of God. The second step involves the frivolous mind that talks a lot and sometimes laughs, but never thinks. The third step is exuberant joy. The person in that stage only wants to extend his merriment. He is easily inclined to laughter and cannot refrain from exhibiting his foolish joy. He laughs without wanting to and when he closes his mouth, one can still hear him sneezing through the nose. This betrays a lack of distinction. Arguably, I add, it also demonstrates a repressed sense of humor. In the fourth step, things become worse, for that is the stage of bluff. Such a person expresses the impulse to talk constantly. So many idle words escape his lips that even the most serious monks cannot control their laughter. Having sunk to the twelfth step of pride within the Bernardine scheme, the righteous Christian who wants to know God then proceeds to the three steps of humility, the third and highest of which comprises the Benedictine dictum of controlling laughter (Souvereyns and Goossens 2006). In short, the best type of humor for St. Bernard is the one that can be totally controlled. Throughout his spiritual writings, Bernard confirmed that mere joking is a source of idle gossip, scandal, and lasciviousness and, thus, the immoral path. St. Bernard does not deny that humor exists, but seems to believe that the good Christian will refrain from being affected by it. Only God is the true source of comedy and its denial.

According to a casual remark from his friend and biographer, William of St. Thierry, St. Bernard’s subtle sense of humor is in line with this position on comedy as a God-given practice. In 1113, Bernard entered the Benedictine abbey of Citeaux, near Dijon. As he had rarely studied in the past, he enjoyed the intellectual growth he experienced from the daily practice of two to five hours of lectio divina, spiritual readings that he pursued while others conducted their manual labor. William of St. Thierry reported that Bernard confessed that “he had no other masters but dogs and beeches” (Canivez 1935: 614). Actually, aligning man and beast seems to have guided St. Bernard’s sense of humor. His name meant “strong bear,” of which he was well aware, and, in a letter, he compared his opponent Abelard to a dragon (Moulinier 1997: 465–6).

Yet personal humor aside, spiritual writers plainly distrusted comedy (Wilhelmy 2012). In his treatise on spirituality, Balduin of Forda rejected every pleasure on earth in favor of sadness as the only remedy for the purity of the soul. He was not the only one to think like this. Backed by a range of Old and New Testament quotes (Eccl. 2:2 and 3:4, Luke 6:21 and 6:25), a number of spiritual authors disputed the idea that comedy in this life could lead to salvation. Instead, they preferred the belief that by weeping here on earth, one could laugh and enjoy their time with God. As always, God remained the touchstone of humor. Yet, on the other hand, no sinner, not even the spiritually elevated one, could deny that enjoying humor was proper to man and represented an occasion for repentance. As the Latin Church greatly expanded, some theologians realized that it needed to conduct a more thorough investigation into the foundations of comedy.

GOD’S PERFORMERS OF COMEDY

Scholasticism, the most important intellectual movement of the Christian Middle Ages, took up the challenge of theoretically defining the purity of the Christian’s joy and God as the source of his comedy. Scholastic authors relied on both Christianity’s spiritual and theological legacies when situating comedy within the realm of human life. The aforementioned Parisian theologian Peter the Chanter found the Aristotelian formula of humor as a faculty of man and Christ not having laughed as being compatible. Cantor espoused hilarity as long as it was not lascivious. If humor was founded on inner joy, its expressive laughter demonstrated our defects without expiating our sins (Curtius 1967: 422–3). To be sure, Peter the Chanter believed that laughter needed to be short, silent, and discreet, and it was better to avoid it as much as possible. His advice was to practice spiritual comedy (mentis hilaritas; laetitia bona), an inner joy of the heart that displayed a high degree of spirituality (Horowitz and Menache 1994: 35). His contemporary, John of Salisbury, bishop of Chartres, pleaded for modest humor (modesta hilaritas), which was defined as being honest and refraining from the ignominious activities of professional comedians (Horowitz and Menache 1994: 35). This represented a reformulation of the distrust of actors and the theater that had been felt by Christian writers since the Church Fathers. As in Muslim Mirrors of Princes, John of Salisbury also prescribed that laughter was reprehensible for the ruler of a country because it appeared as a sign of frivolity and shamelessness. The French king St. Louis modelled his behavior after this and was not caught laughing at any worldly cause, as well as refraining from laughter altogether on a Friday (Kemper 2005: 26).

Yet restrictions aside, when could the true Christian practice elevate comedy? John of Salisbury provided a good example when together with his friends Thomas Becket and Petrus Cellensis. The latter recalled in a letter to John that the three of them had joked about the garment of Thomas that was too wide, and now Thomas Becket was honored as a martyr (Suchomski 1975: 45). To theorize about jokes that are not offensive, the thirteenth-century scholastic theologians Alexander of Hales, Albertus Magnus, and, above all, Thomas Aquinas challenged the severe judgments of St. Benedict and St. Bernard and pleaded for a proper sense of humor for Christians. The English Franciscan Alexander of Hales, working at the University of Paris, presented a doctrine of sin in his Summa Theologica. Laughing and enjoyment of the body (ioculatio) were external signs of sin in his catalogue. He amassed references to the Bible and Church authorities to discuss which bodily manifestations were sins. Among other references, 2 Sam. 6:14, “David was dancing before the Lord with all his might,” provided him with a positive argument in favor of a solid sense of humor. However, in his conclusion, Alexander made clear that the only two proper kinds of laughter were heavenly joy (gaudium), as brought forth by the Holy Spirit, and that which resulted from being friendly and open minded. He also viewed two other categories, laughing after having received a reward and because of immoderate fun, as sinful (Souvereyns and Goossens 2006: 185–6). In other words, comedy as such was not acceptable. Indeed, when discussing joking (scurrilitas), Alexander assumes that it always involved obscenities and was therefore a sin (Casagrande 2000). Yet Alexander, as a good scholastic, also left an opening. Amusement (iucunditas) was not a sin when used as recreation to recover from spiritual labor.

Regarding the question of whether laughter and amusement were mortal sins, the theologian was less clear. If humor consisted of striving for a mobile good outside of God, it was but a light sin. However, if one chose this above the immobile good (understood as God) and it involved a contempt of God, it was a mortal sin. A biblical example of this was when the Israeli people feasted around the Golden Calf (Exod. 32:6). Finally, in contrast to established tradition, Alexander qualified those who earned an income amusing others as not participating in a sinful act, as long as their intentions were good and if it was in a proper context. Even if it was a sin, the spectators were less responsible than the performers, who were in turn less responsible than those who organized the show.

St. Albertus Magnus and his pupil, Thomas Aquinas, developed a global theory of Christian humor (Souvereyns and Goossens 2006: 186–7; Wilhelmy 2012: 46–7). Both recycled the Aristotelian idea of eutrapelia, a man-made equilibrated comedy. Catering to the need for relaxation, the eutrapelos finds the middle between the bomocholos, who does not know any restraint in his humor and wants to laugh all the time, and the agroikos, the person who has no sense of humor. For St. Albertus and Thomas, recreation was meant to refresh the spirit. In his ethical works, Albertus Magnus situated eutrapelia in the context of conversation and social intercourse. Thomas Aquinas appreciated recreation as a tactful counterpoint to the more serious side of social intercourse. For the two theologians, the middle ground for humor was saying or doing something that made others gently smile. Insulting or embarrassing others, or using obscene words, however, was out of the question. Humor could only provide good cheer. Overall, those who did not appreciate civilized banter were preferred over those who exaggerated and could not stop producing comedy.
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FIGURE 2.1:    Marginal grotesque Hercules, c. 1340, illuminator Christophoro Orimina, Anjou Bible, f. 6r° (KU Leuven Libraries Maurits Sabbe Library, Belgium).



The moral assertion of scholastic eutrapelia represented a substantial change of direction for medieval Christianity. Thomas Aquinas most forcefully defined eutrapelia as humor fit for a Christian in his Summa theologica (II, II, q. 168, a. 2). Eutrapelia was, for Aquinas, an honest recreation of the soul because reason could control the habit (Hubert 1977; Dufeil 1990). Iucunditas, or mirth, banned excess and was therefore not a cause for sin. The eutrapelos was a virtuous Christian who practiced modesty (modestia) as a subset of temperance, the fourth cardinal virtue. For Aquinas, that meant that a person with such a sense of humor was a free man who had liberated himself from enslaving passions and desires. He reacted in a (modest) comic way to what he heard and saw around him. He took note of the conditions and context. In doing so, he also did a good deed, for recreation was a necessity for people. While the homo rationale needed a community, practicing comedy was for the benefit of all mankind who gathered together on the road to salvation.

Aquinas’s positive appreciation for a certain kind of Christian humor reopened the routes for allying Christian spirituality and a sense of humor. Yet, it represented a path that was not taken swiftly, as Aquinas also alleged that sin and evil could not be a topic of humor, but ought to be taken seriously. Indeed, eutrapelia only represented a very specific kind of humor, in which there was no room for mocking the shortcomings of others or oneself. In a sense, it would take until Erasmus’s Praise of Folly (1511) and the early Reformation debates on the properties of humor to promote (or demote) religion to fundamentally shift Christian thinking on this issue.
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FIGURE 2.2:    Marginal grotesque hunting scene, c. 1340, illuminator Christophoro Orimina, Anjou Bible, f. 17r° (KU Leuven Libraries Maurits Sabbe Library, Belgium).



For scholastic theology, humor was an abstract ideal based on reason and moral and social imperatives. Thomas Aquinas had no doubt that true comedy was, after the Resurrection, at God’s side. Among others, he used the terms hilaritas and gaudium to qualify this eternal bliss, or gaudium immensum. In that supernatural world, joyfulness, or iucunditas, was celebrated with good company, wine, and bread. In Paradise, exultation reigned, proof of which consisted of the fact that the Virgin Mary had given birth without pain and with maximum mirth (cum maxima iucunditate) (Dufeil 1990: 158–9). Comedy came home in heaven (Casagrande 2005). The final judgment would be filled with the eternal pleasant laughter of God, as Christ was the true source of joy. Finally, comedy, in theory, had also become a spiritual asset. Prior to Thomas Aquinas, for example, the mendicant orders of Franciscans and Dominicans had pleaded for the legitimization of a laughter that was turned toward heaven (Le Goff 1997; Jones 2015).

COMEDY OF THE BODY

Granting the Middle Ages a theoretical and practical framework for spiritual comedy would, however, be going a step too far. In Christianity, as in Islam, a mistrust of laughter and joking was a guiding principle and a touchstone for believers putting theory into practice. Indeed, a theoretical devil was involved. The thirteenth-century Dominican Arnold of Liège, for example, firmly condemned laughter as the work of the devil and a damnable sin (Jones 2015). He was not alone. Whatever plea the Scholastics had made for a kind of joy in heaven, originally used to prop up their rational explanation for God’s overall power and presence, their obvious reservations concerning humor were generally shared by other religious intellectuals.

A good example of this is the thirteenth-century Dominican Thomas of Cantimpré from Leuven. In his widely copied manuscript collection Bonum universal de apibus (Universal Good of the Bees), Thomas explicitly wrote about laughter as a key to understanding human behavior (Verbeke 2006; Jones 2015: 180–1). Similar to so many others, Thomas taught that laughter was reprehensible if immoderate, childish, womanly, useless, or if it evoked other people’s misery. He further specifically detailed why loud laughter was so detestable: showing of the teeth, cackling, shouting, and causing upheaval. There was nothing new in this conclusion, as it was typical for the High Middle Ages. Just like Augustine and Seneca, as well as numerous other medieval predecessors, Thomas of Cantimpré condemned exuberant amusement, spectacles, and comic actors. In this world, the cachinnus, or the image of the devil roaring with laughter, prevailed. Yet despite his willingness to conform to established standards of modesty in body language, Thomas of Cantimpré also detailed eruptive bodily laughter in his exemplary stories that was qualified as proper for the virtuous Christian when happening in the right circumstances. In other words, the funny stories used by representatives of the mendicant orders to promote holiness did not disguise the fact that comedy was a natural bodily emotion.

In the introduction to the second part of his Bonum universale (II, 1.21), Thomas refers to his friend Helgerus. His ascetic life as a prior had so weakened him that he had to use a donkey as transport. After confessing in front of his brethren at a chapter meeting that he had broken the rule always to go on foot, his donkey bellowed. Helgerus said: “Brothers, hear how my donkey confirms that I am no longer worthy to hold the office of prior.” This made some laugh and others weep. It was a rhetorical laughter, because the donkey obviously confirmed Helgerus’s struggles (Verbeke 2006: 197). The dual reaction, however, also suggested an emotional appeal. Throughout his book of nearly three hundred examples, emotional laughter frequently occurs. In one episode, Thomas describes himself as laughing joyfully while preaching. The range of humor was impressive: Dominican friars bursting out laughing as a group during prayer; serene laughter among monks when hearing the clever argumentation of abbess Aleidis that Dominicans and Franciscans were more in need of a good bath than other clerics because they went on foot; friends frequently laughing at two pious clerics in Paris who were easily inflamed when discussing the Ascension of Mary (Verbeke 2006; Jones 2015: 180–1). Comedy came naturally in this vibrant environment of salvation.

Even the cachinnus, shaking laughter, would at time befall Thomas and his fellow monks. On one occasion, a poor girl from Brussels came to him in great distress. She had given a priest a nosebleed when he had tried to kiss her and others had warned her that she would have to go on a pilgrimage to Rome to receive forgiveness. When hearing of this, Thomas found himself unable to suppress his roaring laughter (ego vix continens a cachinno). He further teased her, saying that she had committed a deadly sin, severely admonished her, and, in a grave voice, encouraged her “that from now on every priest, without distinction, who tried to kiss or touch her, deserved an attempt by her to punch him in the eye.” Upon hearing these words, everybody around them, including the girl, started laughing aloud and with good cheer (Verbeke 2006: 201). A kick by a woman was always a good joke in the Middle Ages, even among the sternest of earnest Christians.

This is not to argue that Thomas of Cantimpré was a lucky exception among the many clerics who steadfastly refused to admit that expressive laughter could be seen as a sign of salvation. While he agreed with this view, the short narrative form of his teachings allowed him to show how comedy worked and generated laughing responses. His position was not so different from that of the twelfth-century mystic Hildegard of Bingen, who despised the open-mouthed cheerfulness of the devil. The devil mocked the righteous and made comedy by joking with the saints and mystics. They did not appropriate the devil’s laughter, but when they did laugh—in a manner that was physiologically similar to the devil—their laughter was motivated by redemption and service to God.

Although medieval theory hinged on the essential differences between the devil’s laughter and the type inspired by God, I put these side by side in this section to argue that the embodiment of comedy was increasingly being understood as a natural process that benefited from theological reasoning. Indeed, the risus cum chacchinis, or act of scoffing, involved a wide range of bodily reactions, from trembling, sweating, and turning red in the face, to contortions of the mouth, lips, and cheeks and the production of shrill sounds. Hildegard of Bingen, relying on her medical knowledge, explained such inappropriate comedy (inepta laetitia) as originating as a wind that unchained laughter in an individual by shaking his shameful parts and intestines. She considered that wind similar to the one provoking ejaculation, while the tears that often accompany laughter and jump from the eyes are like the semen ejected when the blood is stirred by intense pleasure. Moreover, as Hildegard taught, laughter did not exist before the Fall of man. First, there had been heavenly joy, but, with the coming of Adam, that joy had been interiorized within his body and lodged in his liver. When the wind of comedy struck from his spine to his abdomen, it reached his reproductive system and, through the veins, went to the heart and the liver, producing the belching sounds of laughter (Moulinier 1997: 470–1). To prevent immoderate laughter from drying out the lungs and violently shaking the liver and the humors, Hildegard advised taking a mixture of nutmeg, sugar, and warm wine.

Few medieval authors were as explicit as Hildegard of Bingen in analyzing comedy and laughter as physiological processes. Since the tenth century, the medical school of Salerno in southern Italy had rehabilitated Galenic teachings on the humors, which were largely based on Latin translations of Arab compilations. Humoral theory formed the basis for understanding human health and sickness well into the early modern period. It viewed the body as a container for four bodily fluids called humors: red blood, white phlegm, black bile, and yellow bile. The trick was to maintain fluid balance of the body and acquire bodily homeostasis. Every person had a dominance of one humor that conditioned his or her character or temperament. Imbalance of the humors threatened a person’s health, except for the sanguine temperament that was often seen as the paradisiacal condition. This was the basis for the shift from the humors as bodily fluids to humor as comedy, a shift that started in the Middle Ages.

A sanguine person was more prone to laughter. The thirteenth-century Franciscan Bartholomew the Englishman, a scholastic in Paris, echoed Isidore of Seville’s seventh-century conclusion that the diaphragm held a key position in the body. When the diaphragm expanded during laughter, the resulting gurgle impacted the intestines, the stomach, the belly, and the genitals. Comedy thus involved both a physiological process and an effusion of energy. Another thirteenth-century scholastic, Roger Bacon, warned that old people would do better to refrain from laughter because it was dangerous to their health. On the other hand, many in the Middle Ages considered blood, more than any other humor, to be the life-giving element that held body and soul together (Bildhauer 2013). The psychosomatic unity of the body, as it was conceived in the late Middle Ages (Bynum 1995), assured that the experience of comedy had both biological and psychological functions. Even when comedy had beatifying potential, it still had effects on the body. At their lowest intellectual level, pleasant medieval tales on the tricks of devils reminded Christians of the unity of their sinful body with an active blood circulation and their eschatological longing for spiritual joy in heaven. Comedy was, for the Christians who wished to acknowledge this, the ultimate proof of their incarnation.

THE WONDER OF COMEDY

There seems to be some contrast between Islam and Christianity and their intellectual attitude toward comedy. In both, exuberant humor was definitively curbed, mainly for theological reasons. Christian theologians, however, spent far more ink on explaining why. In Islamic thought, humor was given less theoretical attention. Interestingly, when it happened, it opened new avenues for reflection. One philosophical tradition esteemed humor as a product of the mind and reflection. In particular, the equation between laughter and wonder was paramount to early Islam. The tenth-century Persian philosopher Abū ḥayyān al-Tawḥīdī, ‘Alī b. Muḥammad b. al-‘Abbās understands laughter in his al-Muqabasat (1009) as a condition of the soul based on wonder, and classifies it as an intellectual achievement that helps to evaluate what is not properly understood (Amman 1993: 15). Al-Tawḥīdī had a major influence on later writers because of his literary style. The flourishing of humorous Arab poetry and short stories is a fine illustration of this wish to explore the wonders of Allah’s creation (Rosenthal [1956] 2011).

Theological debate underpinned the contention in Islam that laughter is based on wonder and thus represents a proper intellectual activity. In contrast to the story in Genesis in which Sarah laughs after she has heard she will bear a child as a ninety-year-old woman, in the Qur’an, she laughs before she gets the news that she will deliver Isaac (Q. 11:71–4). Her laughter is one of wonder and, as Muslim commentators have noted since the seventh century, in this case, a learning tool toward knowledge of the almighty God, instead of sinful mockery (Amman 2003: 148). Interestingly, many Christian commentators evaluated the laughter of Abraham and Sarah as a sign of their belief in God. The witty dialogue between God and Sarah was the true comedy of Heaven. It was the confirmation that such laughter was the adequate learning tool for the Christian. In the words of the early-twelfth-century Benedictine theologian Rupert of Deutz, the fact that the word “Isaac” meant laughter implied that Christ was our laughter and our fun (Isaac, id est “risus,” scilicet, Dominus Iesus Christus risus noster et gaudium nostrum) (Kemper 2005). Such jokes as Sarah had made taught the Christian that a respectful Christian sense of humor was to be encountered not only in eternity among the blessed in Heaven, but more importantly, also in this life, of which Christ was the ultimate source.

Again, although rejection of comedy when focusing on vain things was a common theme in the Middle Ages, the Christian and Islamic worlds shared a sense that the spirit of comedy was a human gift with great learning potential, when adequately framed as knowledge to God. But, there were differences as well, not the least that Islamic thought expressed fewer reservations. Therefore, some of the changes in the Christian world since the twelfth century might be due to closer acquaintance with Islamic ideas. The Islamic philosopher Avicenna became widely known in the Christian West after his treatise, De anima, was translated into Latin in the mid-twelfth century. Like Aristotle, he considered laughter a passion proper to man. He also retained Aristotle’s belief in the intellectual drive behind it. When one learned something exceptional (rarissimum), one experienced the emotion of wonder (admiratio), which was then followed by laughter (risus). Avicenna added that while humor could be harmful and cause fear and sadness, he also made it clear that harmless humor born out of surprise was morally good (Moulinier 1997: 472). Moreover, by not analyzing humor in its physiological components or in its theological dimensions, Avicenna emphasized the intellectual weight that comedy possessed. Overall, and as far as the topic has been researched, medieval Islamic scholars offered fewer doubts about the intellectual pertinence of comedy than their Christian counterparts. Both religious traditions, however, relied heavily on the Greek and Roman authors who had discussed comedy and thus shared similar rhetorical, medical, and philosophical viewpoints.

When Christian authors introduced the notion of wonder (admiratio), their emphasis was less on intellectual qualities, and more on utility. Stories about sainthood often had a comic twist when documenting the tricks and surprises the devil had up his sleeve for those who he tested. Many saints also did wonderful things that provoked laughter. The miracles of saints, for example, were narrated as joca, or jokes (Bynum 1997: 15). Understanding wonder through comedy was a cognitive process, as it involved recognizing that something was unique. Besides horror and plain rejection, comedy was a smooth way to handle the wondrous things that were not properly or fully understood. Comedy was also infinitely more successful in attracting and keeping an audience’s attention, as thirteenth-century preachers would often incorporate jokes into their sermons (Horowitz and Menache 1994). In 1322, Robert de Basevorn advised that appropriate joking should be used when a church audience threatened to fall asleep. Easter predication was, in the late Middle Ages, an occasion for theatrical comedy in the church (Giannarelli 2006). St. Disciole died in Poitiers in a fit of laughter and, because of this, instantly became a saint (Veyrard-Cosme 2010).

The content and aim of this deep exploration of comedy is eschatological. In theological reasoning, unbridled joy only made sense when displaying salvific potential and unity with God. St. Francis of Assisi advised his brethren to always remain cheerful with a smiling face (hilari vultu), regardless of tribulations and torments (Le Goff 1997: 51). This was not a plea for unrestricted humor, but a suggestion that the satisfaction of spiritual depth was best made visible to the world through an external sign. Hilarity (hilaritas), joy (gaudium), and cheering (jubilation) were the words commonly used in the Christian Middle Ages in relation to a soul that strived for unity with God and discarded mockery and indulgence as earthly pleasures (Casagrande 2005). In that sense, the quest for comedy was, in a Christian theological perspective, a disembodied ideal that affected the soul (Wilhelmy 2012). In order to visualize this, medieval iconology favored laughing angels and saints. In John of Caulibus’s and Ludolph of Saxony’s fourteenth-century Lives of Christ, the authors related that old Joseph had taken Christ on his knees and frequently laughed with him. In more popular texts, the Virgin expressed her deep satisfaction and joy as a Christian by kissing and laughing at her child, and laughing at his resurrection. In his life of the Virgin Mary, the early-fourteenth-century Brother Philip the Carthusian calls those who say that Jesus had not laughed and not enjoyed fun as a child donkeys and monkeys (Kemper 2005: 29–31). For the virtuous Christian, the only irrepressible comedy was in heaven.
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FIGURE 2.4:    Marginal grotesque people and animals, c. 1340, illuminator Christophoro Orimina, Anjou Bible, f. 102r° (KU Leuven Libraries Maurits Sabbe Library, Belgium).



Compared with the relatively elaborate theoretical considerations on comedy in the Christian and Islamic worlds, medieval Jewish commentary on comedy was scarce. This can partly be explained by the marginal and at times repressed position of Jewish intellectuals in medieval Europe. In his seminal Guide for the Perplexed (1.59), the most influential medieval Jewish philosopher, the twelfth-century Rabbi Moses ben Maimon or Maimonides, castigates poets and preachers whose utterances contain such rubbish and such perverse imaginings as to cause laughter in some contexts and tears when one considers that such utterances apply to God. That formula was very similar to the objections among Christian and Islamic theologians. But Maimonides did not waste further thought on what the implications were. Among Jewish intellectuals the guiding line was Psalm 2:4: “He who sits in Heaven shall laugh. For the Lord shall heap scorn upon them.” In other words, imagining humor among the blessed was highly ambiguous. Most laughter in the Torah is plain mockery. Moreover, Jewish admonitions against levity as in the Talmudic scriptures warned against laughter and baring the teeth (Gutwirth 1990). The low intellectual status of humor in Maimonides and other Rabbinic commentators is also a result of the fact that in the Talmud and Midrash only two brief stories suggest that comedy has redeeming power (Oring 2015). One story is about Rabbi Beroka asking the prophet Elijah whether any people in the marketplace were destined for Paradise. Elijah pointed out two jesters who made peace between quarreling parties and tried to cheer up people who were depressed. The second story announces my conclusion.

COMEDY HUMBLED AND EXALTED

The more famous humorous story in the Talmud is of the Achinai oven and legal authority (Bava metzia 59b). Rabbi Eliezer ben Hyrkanos tried every conceivable argument in a legal dispute on ritual impurity as it applied to the Achinai oven, but the Rabbis did not accept it. He claimed that if the law was as he said, a series of miracles would occur. Each miracle occurred as he predicted it. Nothing, whether it was removing a carob tree from its place, forcing water to flow uphill, or the fact that the walls of the study-house stood at an angle, could cause the Rabbis to reconsider their position. Rabbi Eliezer then said: if the law (halachah) agrees with me, let it be proved from Heaven. Whereupon a Heavenly Voice did indeed proclaim that the law always agreed with Rabbi Eliezer. Rabbi Yehoshua, however, jumped to his feet and answered that the Torah is not in Heaven, as it was given to mankind on Mount Sinai, so the rabbis did not need to pay attention to a Heavenly Voice. Rabbi Nosson inquired of Eliyahu: “What was the Holy One doing at that moment?” Eliyahu replied: “He was laughing, and saying, You have defeated Me, My son, you have defeated Me.” This is the only instance in the Talmud and Midrash that God demonstrates a sense of humor. In contrast to this, Christian authors, such as the thirteenth-century Arras lay bourgeois poet Jean Bretel, took more liberty with God. Bretel imagined that God, when ill, came to his literary company Le Puy in Arras to find relief. When Bretel, king of the poets, played the clown and ate his own trousers, God was so amused that he was instantly cured.

These two stories exemplify the impossible mission of comedy theories during the Middle Ages. Religious writers took the lead in the debates and confined comedy to the boundaries of their religious views. Jewish thinkers found it hard to appreciate comedy on the basis of the Scriptures. Muslim theologians also rarely discussed the implications of comedy and seemed to provide greater endorsement for the intellectual capacities of merriment as a way of discovering the uncharted and the unknown. In comparison, their Christian counterparts finely analyzed the comic tricks of the devil and the need for the righteous to prematurely practice the heavenly joy that God would grant them. Yet the three religions shared a moderation and modesty in humor that had already been subtly defined by their Hebrew-Greek-Arabic-Latin intellectual heritage. The main assumption was that not only the production of comedy, but also its reception, were an essential part of defining a good Christian or Muslim. The key idea was that he or she had to refrain from mockery, an indulgence in joking, and the use of expressive visible signs of hilarity. Yet the goal to which each of these was directed was crucial to evaluate comedy as an intellectual endeavor. Mocking was condemned if it betrayed a sinner’s blind denigration of fellow believers, but, if it was directed against a Christian cleric who could not keep his hands off of young girls, it was allowed and even encouraged with an accompanying blow, as Thomas of Cantimpré described in his gem of a comedic tale. Laughing out loud was in nearly every theological perspective the hallmark of the devil, except when, as in the case of St. Disciole, it occurred as a proof of contentment in paradise.
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FIGURE 2.5:    Marginal grotesque rabbit hunter, c. 1340, illuminator Christophoro Orimina, Anjou Bible, f. 130r° (KU Leuven Libraries Maurits Sabbe Library, Belgium).



“For those who exalt themselves will be humbled, and those who humble themselves will be exalted” (Matt. 23:12). This phrase is particularly applicable to the carnivalesque and grotesque manifestations of comedy in the Middle Ages. It also serves as a reminder that the lower bodily manifestation of enjoying comedy through deep, belly-shaking laughter was, in an eschatological perspective, closely related to a high-minded spiritual joy. Not every theologian, however, whether Christian or Muslim, accepted, or even recognized, this dialectic. Jewish rabbis were definitely skeptical about this. Yet, on an intellectual level, even the staunchest defender of seriousness as the only viable basis for a spiritual quest could reasonably allege that riotous comedy, while despicable on earth, might be a reward in heaven.



CHAPTER THREE



Praxis

The Location and Performance of Comedy

KATHERINE A. BROWN

In the Middle Ages, social status was not indicative of comedic tastes any more than it is today. Profane, base, even scatological and violent humor could be found and enjoyed among a range of individuals and social circles, from learned clerics and holy monastics, to country workers and city dwellers, to simple castellans and courtly nobles. Similarly, satire, burlesque bordering on the sacrilegious, and wit were also manifestations of medieval comedy appreciated by society at large. Though it can be useful to make a distinction between folk humor and the learned humor of the rhetorical tradition, these spheres tended to meld in the predominantly oral and physical comedy of the Middle Ages.

Medieval people of all ranks were often exposed to the same, or at the least very similar, comic displays and performances in public and private venues because they were executed by the same people. The minstrels and jesters who were responsible for providing most of the entertainment lived something of a nomadic existence before the thirteenth century, moving from town to town and even crossing linguistic boundaries (Symes 2007: 85). Consequently, the same performer of a comic tale near the church on a feast day would also likely have performed in court for a noble audience or at a regional fair for passing merchants during other times of the year. Moreover, in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, an educated class of young men turned from entering holy orders to secular work as court clerics and minstrels, bringing with them their education based on Classical rhetorical models and the humor it generated. In this way, comic material often overlapped for audiences of different social stations and geographic locations. Because comedy in both written form and as a performed event tended to circulate in broad spheres and transcend social ranks, the practice of comedy is better understood in respect to the places in which it was practiced as opposed to the people for whom and by whom it was performed. To be sure, medieval comedy was almost always public and communal in nature.

In considering the places in which comedy was experienced in the Middle Ages, I will examine three main venues, which offer a range of comedic practices and reveal the development of comedy throughout the Middle Ages. Though not formally associated with humor, the first venue in which comedy was practiced is the church or cathedral. As an institution, the Church was in many ways the center of medieval life and towns; as a building, it was a place common to all. Feast days celebrated in and around the town church brought together liturgical customs, clerical erudition, and public fervor, revealing a complicated relationship between comedy and the religious sphere. The second venue where comedy was practiced is the marketplace, which includes any public location frequented by the laity, particularly for mercantile practices, such as fairs and pilgrimage sites. In such places, comedy was yet another commodity that circulated among different peoples and tradesmen. The third venue is the court, as this location was ideal for entertaining an emerging leisure class but is otherwise the most socially restricted of the venues. Related to the court is any field of war where knights and noblemen congregated and where boastful stories, rousing songs, and other forms of entertainment found favor among battle-weary soldiers. These three general settings illustrate the range of the medieval world, while also showing that comedy was necessarily a shared experience in the Middle Ages, and that humor permeated all parts of life, offering a counterpoint to the profound piety and suffering that also characterize this age.

In nearly all settings, comedy was an experience of the senses, made up of exaggerated and grotesque images, amusing sounds and word-play, and the audience’s participation through requisite responses and inspired laughter. Given the settings of comedic performance detailed above, communal participation, as opposed to private experiences or readings by individuals, proves definitive for understanding the medieval praxis of comedy. It is for this reason that the following discussion examines locations in the order of most to least populated, in an effort to understand how each venue shaped and was shaped by medieval humor.

THE CHURCH

In the Conclusion to his Decameron (1352), Giovanni Boccaccio defends his collection of one hundred stories, particularly the many humorous and lewd tales, by saying that his stories were told among Florentine nobles in the countryside as entertainment:



It is made perfectly clear that these stories were told neither in a church, of whose affairs one must speak with a chaste mind and a pure tongue (albeit you will find that many of her chronicles are far more scandalous than any writings of mine), nor in the schools of philosophers, in which no less than anywhere else, a sense of decorum is required, nor in any place where either churchmen or philosophers were present.

—Boccaccio 1992: Conc. 7, 7991



If churches were not an appropriate location for the ribald comedy that characterizes many of the novellas in the Decameron, what nature of comedy was sanctioned, or at least tolerated, in churches?

The Catholic Church’s relationship with comedy, the theater, and even laughter was ambivalent at best through most of the Middle Ages. There is a long tradition of disapproval among Church authorities, beginning with the Fathers of the Church and other Christian philosophers, against expressions of comedy and humor. In the early history of the Church, the theater and displays of laughter were discouraged among the faithful. Invectives against laughter and comedy on moral grounds were adopted by monastic orders between the fifth and ninth centuries, whose strict rules prohibited laughter among monks (Le Goff 1999b: esp. 1363).

In contrast to the position of the Church Fathers, Aristotle’s notion that laughter is unique to man and separates him from other animals also held significant sway among ecclesiastics and eventually lay writers. Consideration of Aristotle’s view led to nuanced distinctions between “good,” moderate laughter and “bad,” excessive laughter. Besides this philosophical justification, the rhetorical tradition inherited by medieval schools advocated the use of humor to elicit laughter as a means to entertain and persuade one’s audience, as well as to balance arguments and enliven oratory (Classen 2010: 12).2

These two traditions tempered the Church’s rigid, institutional condemnation of laughter and ultimately gave way to the outright practice of comedy in churches, in the form of holy-day performances at least as early as the eleventh century, in amusing and parodic decorative images in the buildings themselves, and eventually in humor in sermons, beginning in the thirteenth century.

Holy Days and Performances

Scholarship on the history of drama has long recognized the liturgical origins of modern theater, drawing on the spectacle of the Mass and the pageantry of holy-day processions.3 As public spaces accessible to all believers, cathedrals and churches were ideal locations for celebratory gatherings that included entertainment. Churchyards commonly featured entertainment during feast days as part of religious processions and ceremonies. Most performances upheld the Church’s tenets, as they were organized by archbishops and bishops, and in smaller churches by the local clergy. These holy-day performances used dramatic gestures and music to reenact Church history and explain dogma to a predominantly illiterate audience. There was, thus, an educational aspect to forms of entertainment executed in and around churches.

Though feast days offered many forms of entertainment and merriment, the nature of the comedy to be found during some of these festivities has been a subject of scholarly debate. Because many plays, ceremonies, and feasts organized by the lower clergy were marked by reversals of power and the supposed juxtaposition of the sacred and the profane or of high and low registers, they have often been interpreted as parodic or even blasphemous. Such was Chambers’ contention in his work on medieval drama and the Feast of Fools specifically. According to Chambers, the Feast of Fools was prevalent in France, where the majority of evidence of these events dates from the fourteenth century, but other countries in western Europe held similar feasts, including Germany, Spain, and England (Chambers 1903: 318). Chambers also notes the high number of records for the Feast of Fools in fourteenth-century Sens, southeast of Paris (1903: 291). The Feast of Fools, and the similar Feast of the Asses and Feast of the Innocents, usually took place during the interval between Christmas and Epiphany, usually on the Feast of the Circumcision. Though Chambers presents these feasts as anything but solemn holy days because they seemingly encouraged merriment and disorder, Harris has persuasively argued that these and similar feasts, which were primarily relegated to northeastern France, marked holy days in a way that promoted the humility of the Christmas season, where an infant Christ is adored, where the lowly donkey is exalted, and where innocent boys are made to play the role of bishop or pope for a short time (Harris 2011: 7, 74–85). Indeed, for Harris the word “fool” must be understood in the biblical sense of a person of lowly status, a fool for Christ’s sake, as opposed to a secular idiot (2011: 67). In this way, according to Harris, the Feast of Fools and similar feasts must be understood as fully integrated into the liturgy and sanctioned by the clergy, upholding rather than undermining the Church’s tenets.

In spite of the solemnity of these feasts, there was still the potential for humorous elements in them, even if unintended or initially not part of the celebrations. For example, the “Prose of the Ass,” sung at the liturgy of the Feast of the Asses, mixed Latin and the vernacular (Old French) to extol the lowly donkey. While Harris alludes to the beauty of the exaltation of the donkey and what would have been the unremarkable sight of his being in the nave of a church, the popular part (2011: 76–7), there is no reason to assume that the liturgical humility of elevating the donkey could not coexist with a certain amusement, even among medieval people accustomed to seeing such animals daily, though not in a church procession. An extant text reveals the potential for levity, as it proclaims the donkey’s superiority over other animals of the desert, his ability to carry loads, and his masticating. Allusions to the animal’s role in the life of Christ are present, if veiled (cf. Matt. 21:2–5). Though not mentioned in the Gospels of Luke and Matthew, a donkey often figured in images of the Virgin and Joseph traveling to Bethlehem before the birth of Jesus, and of Joseph leading the holy family to Egypt. In this way, the ass was evocative of the Nativity during the Middle Ages. The first stanza and refrain read:



From Eastern parts

Comes the Ass,

Beautiful and very strong,

Exactly right for bundles.

Hez, hez, Lord Ass, hez.4



Though the words themselves are not necessarily humorous, the use of macaronic lyric in the Middle Ages signaled a combination of and shift in registers that was often comedic. The mixture of registers here suggests that a degree of levity was intended, and that the more secular view of donkeys as lowly beasts of burden would not have been overlooked by a popular (or noble) audience in favor of a strictly biblical interpretation. Whether or not one agrees with Chambers’ contention that the “hez” of the refrain resembles braying (1903: 286–7),5 the donkey is called to bray (“chantez”) at the end of the song. That the “hez” and “chantez” were given in the vernacular, thus encouraging popular understanding if not participation, suggests a relaxation of formality and possible intended levity, though not the irreverence that Chambers and other scholars have read into the text. In short, Harris’s argument that the Feast of the Asses was liturgically valid still does not completely preclude the possibility that there was modest humor to be found during the festivities, at least for some people. As at the court, not all forms of humor would have been understood or appreciated by all members of the audience. The clerical influence is evident in this song through the use of macaronic lyric, but whether or not that was understood as humorous among the lay audience, or even the clergy itself, remains an open question. Similarly, the perception of a temporary reversal of social and Church hierarchy, the elevation of the lowly, may or may not have been apprehended as humorous, regardless of the intention.

Chambers’ further contentions that the humor at the Feast of Fools was also strongly visual and involved the clergy wearing “unclerical” dress with flowers and masks, or else sporting their regular clothing inside-out, or switching clothes with the laity to dress as knights, minstrels, or in women’s clothing, has been strongly refuted by Harris (Chambers 1903: 289, 294–5; Harris 2011: esp. 74–85). Though cross-dressing was most likely not an actual practice in medieval churches, or at least not a common one if it did take place, the idea of men donning women’s clothing was a commonplace of medieval comedy, particularly when it involved a member of a religious order. One example from the Life of St. Jerome recounts how his clothes were stolen by some of his fellow monks and replaced with women’s clothing as a trick. When Jerome accidentally donned these clothes, the other monks assumed Jerome had been sleeping with a woman and that he erringly put on her clothing in the dark (Jacobus de Voragine 1993: 2:212). Undoubtedly apocryphal, this anecdote nevertheless illustrates the widespread humor of the idea of cross-dressing, particularly among the clergy where it could signal a failure to maintain the vow of chastity.

The Feast of the Asses most likely inspired masks with prominent donkey ears, which were found during more secular events in the later Middle Ages and into the Renaissance. Other grotesque masks that mixed human and animal attributes, though comic, likely had no relation to Church festivities. In most of the secular feasts, professional entertainers would mime, sing, and play music as they led processions through town in their brightly colored outfits with bells and other exaggerated appendages (Chambers 1903: 385). The revelry of these secular celebrations continued throughout the Middle Ages and even into the sixteenth century in most of western Europe, though they were sometimes conflated with the earlier holy feasts. From the outset of his discussion of Rabelais, Bakhtin draws a strong connection between Christian and folk festivals of the Middle Ages (1984: esp. 5–12). The pre-Lenten festivities of Carnival contribute to the conflation of holy and secular feasts, as they also bridge the spaces of the Church and the marketplace. As the Middle Ages marched to an end, these public spheres overlapped and came into conflict more frequently. Thus, humor in churches necessarily had to address a popular audience, often by becoming more apparent and even audacious.
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FIGURE 3.1:    Masked performers. Le Roman d’Alexandre, Oxford, 1338–44. Ms. Bodley 264, f. 21v. By permission of Bodleian Libraries, University of Oxford.



Sermons

Beginning in the thirteenth century, preaching began to include more humorous anecdotes as a means to illuminate Christian truths to a lay audience. Most of these anecdotes were part of the exempla tradition, whose diffusion coincided with the rise of mendicant orders, and which bespoke a new sense of humility in medieval religious thought. Some of this humility is evident in anecdotes that are critical of the clergy itself. For Horowitz and Menache, this clerical critique written by the clergy was not so much a form of self-aware laughter as it was a realistic reflection of clerical life that differed from the lofty ideals of the upper clergy (1994: 80–1). Still, anticlerical humorous anecdotes were intended to serve a corrective measure and even to push for reform from within the Church. Such corrective anecdotes were not limited to the clergy, for preachers often used apocryphal stories about great historical figures to bolster an argument (Welter [1927] 1973). Book 5 of the Philosophers’ Trifles relates an anecdote about Socrates who does not chastise his shrewish wife. When asked why, the philosopher responds: “As I suffer from her at home, I get used to and ready to bear the offenses of others abroad more easily, and thus I bear with my shrewish wife at home” (Wenzel 1989: 621). Of course, nameless laymen from all strata of medieval society could be found in many exempla, as in the anecdote about a wife who was chastised for not telling her husband about his halitosis, to which she responded: “I would certainly have told you so, but I thought that all men’s mouths smell that way,” a clear indication of her virtue (Wenzel 1989: 713). Though the humor of exempla is perhaps more sardonic than other forms of medieval comedy, exempla did influence vernacular literature, particularly the social satire in such works as the Decameron and The Canterbury Tales. These correspondences between sermons and (lay) satire suggest that comedy continued to make inroads in the Church, and that humor could not only be corrective, but could also constitute an accepted counterpoint to the sublime.

Cathedrals

As buildings, medieval cathedrals and churches were not without humorous displays. Gargoyles and grotesques sculpted in the walls were often comic. Mermier has argued that the grotesque both serves the sublime and functions for the sake of comedy, whether as irony, parody, or caricature (1977: 102, 133–4). According to Aristotle’s definition, comedy is connected to that which is ugly: “[comedy] is mimesis of baser but not wholly vicious characters: rather, the laughable is one category of the shameful. For the laughable comprises any fault or mark of shame which involves no pain or destruction: most obviously, the laughable mask is something ugly and twisted, but not painfully” (1995: 45). Indeed, the juxtaposition of the sacred and the profane is a hallmark of medieval culture and humor. It is, therefore, not surprising to find sculptures that may be considered humorous as integral parts of the period’s most holy locations. While some gargoyles were possibly intended to ward off evil spirits or to scare the faithful into virtue and subdued piety upon entering a cathedral, Camille has argued that “[b]y the thirteenth century the apotropaic power of the images of evil had been transformed into … a civic show, replacing fear with fun,” a contention supported by the increase in human subjects alongside monstrous ones (1992: 79–80). For this reason, grotesques may be considered practical demonstrations of medieval comic ideals.

Examples of marvelous creatures, human–animal hybrids, and figures with large, almost laughing mouths from which water pours forth in the rain, all point to the humor of the architects and craftsmen responsible for the construction of certain cathedrals. One of the most notorious is the Cathedral of Saint Peter in York (construction in the Gothic style began in 1220), whose Chapter House was built in the mid-thirteenth century. The inside of the Chapter House, where clerics congregated for meetings and readings, is adorned with carvings of distinguished figures intermingled with grotesques. Placed around the walls of the Chapter House, these grotesques have more prominent features than the other wall sculptures, with wide-open eyes and hands prying open their mouths, and they are facing other carvings as though mocking each other. As such, they clearly inspire humor and not fear. If the Church as an institution sought to ban laughter, particularly among the clergy, the grotesques placed around the walls of the Chapter House at York seemingly taunt clerics with their exaggerated expressions, as though daring them not to laugh. That these grotesques were for the benefit of the clergy and not the general populace underscores the Church’s evolving stance on laughter and comedy in this period.
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FIGURE 3.2:    Laughing head carving. York Minster Cathedral Chapter House, York, England, mid-fourteenth century. Photo by David Iliff.



York Minster is also home to what may be considered parodic stained glass. The fourteenth-century borders of the “Pilgrimage Window” depict a monkey doctor and patient, and a monkey funeral (Brown n.d.: 4). The comic animal imitation of human events is perhaps meant to recall the importance of humility and remind onlookers of the absurd nature of the mundane in contrast to the divine. Finally, the choir stalls in churches also evidenced subtle humor through their misericords. These carvings, which were not visible to the populace but rather reserved for clerics in the choir, are composed of a range of mundane subject matters, including moments from fables, monstrous or human–animal figures, scenes of peasant life, and even scatological acts. Grössinger describes scenes of the cat hanged by mice, or of the battle of the sexes staged as a joust between a husband and wife mounted on the backs of domestic animals, or the comic figure in Saumur with his face pressed against what would be the backside of a cleric in the choir (1997: 88, 92). Though most surviving misericords are from the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, there is evidence of them from as early as the thirteenth century (Kraus and Kraus 1975: 191). As they were literally under the seats of the clerics and hidden from view, interpreting misericords and the role they played for the clergy proves problematic. For Grössinger, the grotesque carvings often represent the animal nature of man and serve as a warning to the clergy in a restricted and holy setting (1997: 77). For Camille, the low subject matters were often, if not programmatically, a way to “put people in their place in the human hierarchy” (1992: 95). As with gargoyles, the interpretation of misericords likely evolved over the course of the Middle Ages to allow for more outrageous and seemingly irreverent images, perhaps as a way to contrast the mundane and the divine in order to reinforce the moralizing effect of the carvings and consequently to heighten the holiness of the space. Given the humorous nature of these carvings and stained glass, whose very presence also highlighted the sublime, it becomes easier to accept the deliberate humor, though not irreverence, of holy days and festivals. All of this comic artistry suggests that solemnity and laughter were not mutually exclusive in the Church, particularly toward the end of the medieval period, and that they could in fact be mutually reinforcing.
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FIGURE 3.3:    Monkey funeral. York Minster Cathedral Pilgrimage window, York, England, fourteenth century.
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FIGURE 3.4:    Misericord of man kissing seat above him. Saint Pierre-du-Marais, Saumur, France, c. 1400. By permission of groenling@flickr.

THE MARKETPLACE

Any site where medieval people congregated was conducive to entertainment and the practice of comedy. Throughout the Middle Ages trade and commerce brought people together in the marketplace and the fair, which attracted not only merchants and tradesmen from different locations, but also entertainers. Most regions of western Europe saw a significant increase in the number and regularity of markets in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, while markets also expanded to central and eastern Europe during this period (Richardson 1961: 3; Anderton 1999; Chalmeta 2010).

As relatively small, local affairs held approximately once a week in rural areas and up to six days per week in cities, markets were held outside, usually in open spaces often near churches and monasteries, or else outside town walls and at crossroads that were frequently traveled. In fact, markets were often owned by bishops and monasteries, who could set tolls and taxes but needed permission from the sovereign lord or king to run the market. If markets were profitable to religious orders and aristocrats alike, they were also most frequented by the third estate, made up of merchants and laborers. For this reason, markets were important venues for economic, civic, and social interactions in medieval Europe.

Perhaps more pertinent to comedy and more important economically were fairs. Fairs were much larger than markets and occurred far less frequently, from one to six times per year in large towns and cities, even in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries when commerce had greatly expanded across Europe. As they typically lasted anywhere from two days to two weeks, fairs tended to attract more people from a wider territory and offered more exotic goods, such as fine cloth and dyes from the Middle East, exotic spices, and other luxury items. For this reason, fairs were more international, implicating multiple currencies that required buyers and sellers to stop at the money-changing tables. Fairs routinely coincided with Church feast days, thus adding an element of celebration to an already busy and lucrative affair.

With more money and more people circulating, fairs were especially profitable for itinerant minstrels, jesters, and other professional performers. These entertainers displayed many talents such as buffoonery, which permitted them to elicit laughter through their physical antics. A description of the way they performed can be found in the Vilain au buffet (The Peasant of the Slap/Box, second half of the thirteenth century), which features a competition among minstrels for an expensive overcoat:



One minstrel asks the other

To do his job and pretend to be a fool,

One plays the drunkard, the other the fool,

One dances, the other sings,

And the other does a debate,

And a third chatters.

Those who make a living as a jongleur

Play the vielle before a tale,

And everyone who tells a fabliau has one;

And the other talks about the herb market,

Where there is a lot of jesting

And there is a lot of laughter.6



Although staged at a court feast, this passage reveals the constant activity and interaction among professional performers and crowds that was also typical at fairs and markets. In contrast to markets, fairs were more likely to attract traveling minstrels and performers from far-off cities who brought with them new songs, dances, and stories. The promise of novelty was another means of securing a paying audience. Boutet has posited that jongleurs boasted of narrating new stories that the crowds had not heard before as a way to attract attention (1985: 30).

Because of the transitory nature of both fairs and markets, as well as the many stalls and distractions for shoppers, it is probable that minstrels and other performers grabbed the attention of passersby for only short periods. Moreover, as most market attendees were merchants and peasants, they had less money to spend than aristocrats and less time for entertainment. For this reason, stories and songs heard in the marketplace were more likely to have been short pieces or at least episodic, as opposed to more leisurely narratives of long duration. Short comic tales existed in nearly all regions and vernacular languages of the Middle Ages and attest to the verbal humor most frequent in the marketplace.

One type of comic narrative whose popularity coincides with the rise of markets and fairs in the late twelfth and early thirteenth centuries is the Old French fabliau. Most fabliaux were produced during this period in and around Picardy, near famous towns with large markets and fairs, but these tales directly influenced other works and literary traditions in Europe, most notably Giovanni Boccaccio’s Decameron (1352) and Geoffrey Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales (1387–1400). Similar tales have also been preserved in medieval Spanish, Dutch, German, and Latin story collections, attesting to their popularity in other parts of Europe. Among the Old French fabliaux, there are several examples that evoke commerce and public entertainment, even though the genre was also used to amuse aristocrats and is usually preserved in manuscripts alongside courtly literature.

The market is a key setting for Le Souhait des Vez (The Dream of Phalluses), which tells of a sexually frustrated merchant’s wife who dreams about a market where phalluses of different sizes and shapes are sold (NRCF 6: 259–72; Dubin 2005). Each stall with its different merchandise is described in detail to offer a range of tempting options to the wife. The next morning when she tells her husband about the dream, he realizes that he has been neglecting her and remedies the situation. The humor of the tale lies in transforming the common market into a fantastic image, and in the gratuitous obscenity of this market coupled with an otherwise familiar scene. A similar story is Le Moigne (The Monk), in which a monk dreams about a market of pudenda after being aroused by the sight of pretty young ladies earlier in the day (NRCF 10: 263–75). Once again the marketplace has been made fantastic and obscene, but here the monk is the object of ridicule for his excessive arousal at the common sight of young women, and in spite of an understood vow of chastity. Obscenity and mockery of lust among the clergy constitute familiar themes of these tales, while the market setting in the dreams suggests that the audience would have been intimately familiar with markets, perhaps because they were hearing these stories at one.

A significant subset of tales introduces a priest or abbot who has a liaison with one or more women of the town. In many of these cases, the husband is a merchant away on business, which allows his wife the freedom to entertain the priest. In one such tale, Les Braies le priestre (The Priest’s Breeches), the wife forces her husband to leave early in the morning on a trip to the market in order to entertain the priest in her bedroom (NRCF 10: 13–21; Hellman and O’Gorman 1965: 101–4). When her husband returns home unexpectedly, the wife hides the naked priest in great haste while her husband returns to bed. When the merchant finally leaves for the market, he mistakenly takes the priest’s pants in place of his own and is revealed to be a cuckold in front of the other merchants when he reaches for his money. The commercial exchange has been replaced with evidence of a sexual transaction. A similar Spanish tale, Pitas Payas, the Breton Painter, has the merchant husband away in Flanders for two years on business, but here the wife’s lover is not a priest (Ruiz 1998: 125–8; Brewer 1973: 39). To guard, or rather test, his wife, Pitas Payas paints a lamb on her stomach. After two years, the lamb has been worn away by her lover, so the latter paints a ram with horns on the woman’s stomach, horns being a symbol of cuckoldry. When Pitas Payas returns to find the ram, his wife argues that the lamb grew while her husband was away. Though the tales are similar, the Spanish version trades anticlericalism for the wife’s witty retort. In both of these instances, however, the merchant is the object of ridicule. In other cases, the lovers—especially if they are priests—receive punishment that is often violent. In Le Prestre crucifié (The Crucified Priest) the husband, who is a sculptor, castrates the priest-lover while the latter pretends to be a statue of Christ in order to hide from his lady’s jealous, knife-wielding husband (NRCF 4: 93–106; Dubin 2013: 49–55). Of course, these are all intended as humorous, fictitious narratives. Still, the frequency of this motif suggests that both cuckoldry and anticlericalism appealed to medieval audiences in the marketplace as well as at court. This topos may also be indicative of tensions between merchants, who were obliged to travel, the local clergy who enjoyed the benefits of a town’s commercial enterprises without contributing products to its commerce, and the minstrels who told these tales in towns for money.

The variety of tales narrated in the marketplace and fair speaks to the diversity of listeners in attendance. People of nearly all professions went to buy and sell, thus the comedy addresses this multiplicity. Interactions among different groups and tradesmen may have been the source for some of the humorous tales about various professions that survive in many medieval story collections. In addition to stories that were obscene, scatological, anticlerical, and antifeminist, some medieval humor derived from stereotypes about specific professions. As we have seen, the local clergy and cuckolded merchants were often victims in these tales, but millers were also the target of tricks. The stereotype of the dishonest miller is a commonplace in many tales, such as Le Meunier d’Arleux (The Miller of Arleux), where the miller cheats two students out of their horse and oats and is punished by being made a cuckold and by having the scholars steal back their horse along with grain and cakes (NRCF 9: 215–36; Dubin 2013: 639–63). Even records from the special courts at medieval fairs and markets suggest that millers were more likely than other venders to cheat customers with false weights and measures, and were consequently deserving of tricks (Richardson 1961: 5, 11–14). In Chaucer’s “Reeve’s Tale,” the miller is also made a cuckold by two scholars, but this narrative has an additional layer of professional satire because it is narrated by a former carpenter as revenge against the pilgrim Miller for his previous derisive tale about a carpenter.

For Boccaccio in fourteenth-century Florence, judges could be an object of ridicule, as is the case with a judge from the Marches who has his pants pulled down in front of the town while administering justice on the bench (VIII: 5). A German story, thematically similar to Chaucer’s “Friar’s Tale,” describes a sinful judge and the devil who meet while riding to the market; it ends with an old woman wishing that the devil would take the judge for his scornful punishment in confiscating her cow, at which point the devil carries the heavy judge, with great difficulty, up to the sky (Brewer 1973: 95–7). Many tales mock peasants for being unsophisticated, though others critique students and clerics for being hypocrites. Minstrels were usually portrayed favorably as amusing tricksters and social outsiders capable of outsmarting their social superiors. In this way, markets and fairs provided comic material for tales and offered townspeople, visiting merchants, and peasants opportunities for laughter on topics as diverse as daily life and work, fantastic events, and humor at the expense of other groups, whether women, clergy, or other professions. The minstrel adjusted his tales to the tastes of the crowds to provoke their laughter and earn their money. Because minstrels were skilled at altering their stories to accommodate different audiences, it is clear that similar narratives could have been well received at court and in the marketplace.

Secular Theater

Fairs also provided occasions to perform plays, both religious works that coincided with Church feasts and those of a nascent secular theater. Medieval plays were often performed in the marketplace during fairs and festivals, yet most were not comic. Secular theater began to emerge in the late twelfth century. Arras was home to some of the earliest surviving secular comedies. As with other towns, its prosperity produced many educated young men who did not all enter holy orders, but instead brought their talents to minstrelsy (Symes 2007: 41).7 Adam de la Halle’s Le Jeu de la feuillée (Greenwood Follies, c. 1262) is a humorous, satirical portrait of Arras which Adam wrote to amuse his friends before taking leave of his town (ed. and trans. Dufournet 1989). The fool speaking in gibberish periodically during the play is just one comic element derived from the work of jesters. As Symes has noted, the plays produced in twelfth- and thirteenth-century Arras are particular in that their plots “involve local people and deal with the immediate concerns of local audiences” (2007: 2). For this reason, it is likely that some of the humor is lost to us, since the inside jokes of local people are not always available in extant documents. Nevertheless, these plays also juxtapose opposites and upend the familiar in order to amuse the audience. Most vernacular language plays, even if secular, either drew from the lives of saints or else combined the comedy of courtly texts with the antics of street performers in order to appeal to local audiences.

Travel and Pilgrimage

Travel was a significant part of medieval life and when two or more people traveled together, it is likely that some form of amateur entertainment ensued. As opposed to nobles and merchants, professional entertainers would use their talents to pay their way while traveling or else to earn money from other travelers. Nobles traveled with large retinues, and kings would even travel with their minstrels on longer voyages. Many travelers in the Middle Ages were pilgrims. The setting for Geoffrey Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales suggests a great potential for comedy during a medieval pilgrimage, since all of the pilgrims are invited to recount two stories on their way to and from the shrine at Canterbury Cathedral. Of course, Chaucer’s work is known to modern audiences for its humor, which is highlighted by the abundant irony of the Prologue. That Chaucer’s pilgrims are so distracted from what should be the spiritual import of their voyage is itself a satire of the decline of pilgrimage and the no-longer laudable intentions of pilgrims toward the end of the Middle Ages. Entertainers at pilgrimage sites and along the routes would use their talents to entice pilgrimage crowds and earn money, and this often profane jocularity certainly contributed to the sense of deterioration of the pilgrimage, which was seen less and less as a rejection of the world, and more as an extravagance if not an outright vice (Fromm 1962: esp. 327). Whether the majority of pilgrims passed their time on the road recounting such bawdy tales as “The Miller’s Tale” or “The Merchant’s Tale,” or whether they were quite as lusty as the gap-toothed Wife of Bath with several husbands under her belt, or as cynical as the Parson, cannot be known. It is probable, however, that minstrels entertained pilgrims and other travelers with the full range of their repertoire, from pious to comic. Once again, the contrast between piety and levity could be a source of humor in itself, as could the discord between the ideal of pilgrimage and the reality. Indeed, much of the humor in markets, fairs, and other public venues traffics in the dissonance between expected or intended results and the actual results.

THE COURT

If churches welcomed the faithful and marketplaces welcomed buyers and sellers, courts were a relatively more restricted venue for entertainment. Nevertheless, court life in the Middle Ages varied greatly throughout the centuries and across regions: the court of Charlemagne (r. 768–814) had different interests, tastes, and values from the courts of Henry II of England (r. 1154–89) or King Wenceslaus of Bohemia (r. 1378–1419). As the practice of comedy concerns social interactions that are the products of individuals as well as historical contexts, its immediacy is necessarily filtered through the documents that have preserved it. Moreover, the documents that survive from various courts do not furnish equal information about what was considered humorous at each place and time. For these reasons, it would be misleading to speak of a single practice of medieval comedy at royal and noble courts. Indeed, before the emergence of vernacular poetry, written records of medieval comedy were mostly limited to monastic settings and involved scholarly humor in Latin (Fromm 1962: 326; Le Goff 1999a: 1353). The following discussion will therefore consider particular forms of comedy observed in different courts in various parts of Europe throughout the Middle Ages in an effort to give as panoramic a view as possible of the praxis of comedy in medieval aristocratic milieus.

Among the earliest vernacular literatures to provide evidence of the humor appreciated at courts is the poetic tradition in Old Occitan. This language of the troubadours, who hailed from the south of France, Catalonia, and northwestern Italy, is perhaps best known for lyric poetry about love. These songs were performed in courts and cities by the writers themselves, as well as by other trained minstrels. Examples of humor among the troubadours reveal an enjoyment of comic disproportion and the mixture of coarseness with more refined language and sentiments. In this vein, William IX, Duke of Aquitaine (1071–1127), has a song, “Farai un vers, pos mi somelh” (I will make a poem, since I am falling asleep), that begins with a typical lyric appeal to ladies to give their love to knights like him instead of priests and monks (1913). He then proceeds to recount a chance meeting with two women while on horseback in Auvergne. When the women speak to him, he responds with the gibberish refrain “barbariol, barbariol, barbarian”—a humorous retort in itself because not only is he not a fool, but his very song is evidence of his capacity for speech—which the women understand as a sign of his muteness. They then take him to their home to have their pleasure with him without fear that it will be revealed, but not before testing his muteness once again by having their cat scratch his bare flesh. Once satisfied that he will not utter a sound, the women keep him there for eight days where they have sex with him no fewer than 188 times! The irony of his false muteness and the indiscretion of his song, in spite of the women’s calculated attempt to ensure the opposite, are perhaps as humorous as the boastful punchline about William’s own sexual prowess, the women’s sexual appetite, and his ensuing bodily pain. Both the language and the subject matter reflect a taste for coarseness, or rather the mixture of coarseness with courtliness, which may have been particularly humorous in the context of other love lyrics, while another humorous part of the story results from comic disproportion and boasting.

William of Aquitaine illustrates that nobles were as likely as any group to create and find humor in sexually explicit narratives, irony, and exaggeration. In France, England, and western Germany in the late twelfth and thirteenth centuries, court life offered many occasions for entertainment and the practice of comedy, from feast days and weddings, to celebrations of victories in battle and knighting ceremonies. Royals and the high nobility had more leisure time and more income to afford entertainment, thus it was customary for them to engage both clerics and minstrels. Minstrels were more likely to be “hangers-on in the entourages of the powerful,” whereas jugglers were mobile in all senses (Symes 2007: 85). Though some nobles continued the tradition of composing songs and narratives like the Duke of Aquitaine, most used the services of professionals. Beginning in the second half of the twelfth century, many clerics and other educated men and women turned to writing lyric and narrative in the various vernacular languages for the highest courts of Europe. As Jaeger has argued, figures such as Chrétien de Troyes, Wace, Andreas Capellanus, and Gottfried von Strassburg brought their learning from the schools, especially the ideal of the cultus virtutum, to courtly society and literature in this period (1994: 296).8 In this way, clerics introduced their academic knowledge, including forms of comedy learned through the study of rhetoric in the schools, to court life, and thereby influenced noble tastes and court culture. Though courtly literature is not necessarily humorous, there are certainly humorous moments in romances as well as in other genres attested at courts, such as fables and fabliaux. Fromm warns, however, that modern readers unfamiliar with the medieval context of these works may interpret moments in romances as comedic when they would not have been for a medieval audience (1962: 324). For this reason, the humor in the following examples from romance and epic is highlighted as comedic within the text by the narrator, as it also draws on forms of parody and mockery to elicit laughter.

In Wolfram von Eschenbach’s Parzival (1200s), the unreliable narrator is an ironic current that runs throughout the work’s sixteen books. The narrator’s affective distance from his own tale is most evident in his undermining of the work’s heroes, whether through his commentaries on Parzival’s naiveté and boorish behavior in courtly circles or on Gawan’s lustful attention to women. A particularly amusing example of this mockery, and irony, may be found in Book 8 in which Gawan and his would-be lady Antikonie fight off the king’s men with a chessboard and its pieces. This burlesque defense scene is paired with typical courtly discourse and commentary from the narrator about the lady’s virtue—the scene is both ironic and an example of comic disproportion. The descriptions of Antikonie’s beauty and virtue also alternate between courtly decorum and mockery, eventually comparing her to a field hare. For Seeber, “the ridiculous and the ironic are thereby combined to produce comic effect and provoke laughter, holding up some of the most prominent features of courtly culture and behaviour of the time for scrutiny and ridicule” (2014: 425). The suggestion is that comedy at courts allowed the members of courts to laugh at their customs because the disproportion and burlesque created a necessary distance between their own lives and the ones laid bare in the story.

Courtly behavior and language itself are the subjects of scrutiny in Béroul’s Tristan (of the late twelfth century), during the episode in which Iseut is publicly restored to her husband King Marc after spending three years in exile in the forest with her lover, Tristan (Lacy 1989). To preserve the queen’s honor at the trial in front of King Arthur, Tristan dresses as a beggar in order to conceal his identity. Thus disguised, he offers to carry Iseut over the mud to protect her clothing, and she agrees by riding him like a horse. Later, when she pronounces her oath that she has never had another man “between her legs” besides the beggar they just saw and the one from her wedding night (who is also Tristan), she wittily and humorously exonerates herself, without revealing that she has been unfaithful to her husband, Marc. Not only is the deceptive language a source of entertainment, but the incongruity of the images—whether the beautiful queen riding a lowly beggar or the mighty Tristan transformed and unrecognizable as a beggar—provokes amused responses. In this way, linguistic play and the juxtaposition of high and low culture mark comedy at courts. Similar comedic techniques are frequent in other genres that would have been read, recited, or otherwise performed at courts in all regions of Europe, whether by the lord’s own minstrels or traveling entertainers hired for a short time.

As already mentioned, the manuscripts that survive and attest to medieval comedy in courts are just one facet of what was a lively culture. That wit was a comic ideal and a pervasive value of medieval court life is evident in an anecdote about Henry II of England and Thomas Becket. William Fitzstephen’s biography of Thomas Becket describes a humorous episode between the Archbishop of Canterbury and King Henry II that took place in the streets of London on a cold winter’s day. Seeing a poorly dressed beggar on their journey, the king remarked to the archbishop that it would be a great act of charity to give the unfortunate man a warm cape, with which sentiment Thomas Becket agreed. When they reached the beggar, both men dismounted their horses, and the king told the archbishop that the great act of charity would be Becket’s as he grabbed the archbishop’s magnificent and expensive cape. The two men grappled in the street, each trying to allow the other to be charitable while retaining his own warm cape. After Thomas Becket reluctantly gave up his cape, the king explained what had happened to his courtiers, to their great amusement and laughter (cited in Jaeger 1994: 300). Thus humor at the court (and among courtiers) was influenced and recorded by clerics, but it also extended beyond the castle walls to acts of wit and the appreciation of disproportion in everyday life.

The Battlefield

Clearly, humor in the Middle Ages was not just the practice of professional entertainers in leisurely or celebratory settings, or the remnants of a culture preserved in manuscripts, but evident in nearly all parts of life. Among warriors there is a tradition of insults, mockery, and boasting that comes to light in some epics and parodies. For Le Goff, this gab is a form of feudal entertainment, one which Grigsby has linked to Germanic culture and drinking (Le Goff 1999a: 1353; Grigsby 2000: 1–2). As such, gab is something of a counterpoint to epic, which is also marked by repetition and exaggeration, though not for comic effect. In gab, the humor consists of insulting others and in self-aggrandizing comments. For Horowitz and Menache, it is something of a low form of comedy compared to the rhetorical tradition and theories of humor emanating from medieval monasteries and schools that later influenced humor in medieval sermons (1994: 38).

One of the most enduring examples is Le Voyage de Charlemagne à Jérusalem et à Constantinople (1150s), in which he and his twelve peers meet King Hugo of Constantinople, who is reputedly a better looking man than Charlemagne, according to the latter’s wife (Burgess 1988). Hugo welcomes the Franks and offers them a magnificent room in which to stay the night, though he has his spy listen to their conversation. Charlemagne’s men start to tell tales about how they will destroy the palace, or perform exemplary feats of prowess and strength, among other boasts and threats the spy takes as truth. Even the wise Olivier says he will sleep with Hugo’s daughter one hundred times in one night. The humor is twofold: in the exaggerations themselves and in the spy’s inability to recognize the jests for what they are. More to the point, the gab suggests a type of humor that served to bolster knights and ease the tensions of battle.

Whereas the humor practiced at court was primarily the domain of educated men and professionals informed by clerical training, the comedy of battlefields was open to knights to help develop a sense of comradery and offer relief from the day’s duties. The main feature of these humorous examples, however, has been an appreciation of disproportion and a turn toward the unexpected. This genre seems to have waned by the end of the thirteenth century, replaced with comic tales and violent anecdotes. Still, comedy among noblemen continued to influence all aspects of life, not merely court performances.

CONCLUSION

Comedy practiced in medieval churches, marketplaces, and courts evinces the same predilection for pantomime and gesticulation, word-play and the triumph of wit, and the overturning of social hierarchies. Though the church was not always a venue for comedy, the role of humor in ecclesiastical settings continued to grow throughout the Middle Ages. Perhaps more than in other places, comedy in the church took advantage of the strict rules and hierarchy of the Church as an institution in order to amuse through word-play and the juxtaposition of opposites. Marketplace humor, on the other hand, elevated the role of the minstrel, the perennial outsider, at the expense of the nobility, the clergy, and the emerging merchant class. Whereas church comedy often mocked itself, marketplace humor mocked any target susceptible to being duped. In this way, the humor most frequent in the marketplace contributed to the valorization of wit and trickery over morality and thus subtly posited amusement and laughter as ends in themselves. Of course, we owe most records of marketplace humor to the manuscripts that were executed for aristocratic patrons. Without the humor practiced at courts, there would be little if any traces of what medieval people heard as funny. In distinction to the church and market, however, comedy at medieval courts most directly carries on the Classical tradition and thus conforms most clearly to medieval theories of humor, precisely because it was devised by clerics for aristocrats. As the merchant class grew and the work of writing passed more and more to laymen, comedy at courts became further removed from its ecclesiastical origins. Indeed, it is in medieval courts that personal comedic tastes begin to triumph over communal preferences.



CHAPTER FOUR



Identity

JOHN DUVAL

Medieval writers drew from a rich array of comic character types to develop varied and sometimes complex comic identities. Writers who confirmed stereotypes may have earned laughter from their audiences because of the pleasure that comes from a prejudice confirmed, especially if the stereotype involves a contradiction between an ideal and the perceived reality, such as the contradiction between a priest’s spiritual calling and his sins of greed and lechery, or the contrast between a wife’s marriage vows and her disobedience to her husband, or her adultery. But since one element of humor is surprise, medieval comic writers often surprised their audiences with variations on those stereotypes. The stereotypes put no bounds on their comic genius.

The “Prologue” to Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales, written near the end of our period, is itself a catalogue of medieval identities exemplary of a medieval taste for categorizing types of people. Many of Chaucer’s Prologue characters were comic or had comic twists to them: the lecherous and greedy clerics, the lusty young squire, the medical doctor, various members of the bourgeoisie.

The Netherlands sotternieen, farces staged about the same time as the Canterbury Tales, depended for their laughs on stereotypes. Hans van Dijk writes about this little-researched and little-recorded genre that they belong “almost entirely to the standard farcical types: the dunce, the quack, the neighbour, the hypocritical clergyman. Of these types one appears most frequently: the evil woman or quaet wijf, the shrew who excells in slyness, adultery and lies” (van Dijk 1985: 243–4).

Chaucer’s frame-tale anthology gave him more freedom to push the characters who personified types in the “General Prologue” beyond the bounds of such stereotypes. In the “General Prologue,” for instance, the Reeve is a well-drawn trade stereotype, a tight-fisted schemer who lives lavishly at the expense of his lord, whom he cheats. The only detail that is not relevant to his dishonest-reeve stereotype is his avocation as a carpenter. Within the frame, during the storytelling, however, just when the Miller finishes his story, the Reeve reveals himself as a much more complex character than he appeared in the “General Prologue.” The “Miller’s Tale,” simply because the old cuckold in it is a carpenter, unlooses from the Reeve a flood of resentment and unhappiness unwarranted by the good material life he has made for himself. When his speech of resentment flows into a lyrical lament on the sorrows of old age, with an extended metaphor of how his life has dripped away like wine from a breached keg, Chaucer’s Host interrupts him with a reminder that he is not supposed to step outside his trade stereotype into the character of a preacher: “The devil made a reve for to preche,/ or of a soutere a shipman or a leche” (Robinson 1961: 55); that is, making a reeve preach or transforming a cobbler into a sea captain or a doctor—destereotyping them—is devil’s work. He might have added that it was his author, Chaucer’s, work too.

The Wife of Bath, as she speaks for herself in the prologue to her tale and as she reveals herself in her tale of wish-fulfillment, has been described as the most complex English comic character before Shakespeare’s Falstaff (Donaldson 1958: 913). As she herself explains, she speaks about marriage with the authority of one who has learned from experience, notably the experience of marriage with five successive men. Continual debates with her anti-feminist last husband honed her intellect as she parried the slurs that he never wearied of reading aloud to her from contemporary anti-feminist literature. Now, with that last young husband long dead, she typifies the old woman who has lost her power over men and tells a tale whose heroine is an old hag, thus prefiguring in herself and in her story fifteenth-century François Villon’s Old Helmet Maker, who examines her shriveled naked body and recalls how it once drove men mad, the difference being that the Wife of Bath’s heroine is magically rejuvenated at the end of the tale.

But the Wife’s young self, whom she recalls so fondly, belongs to that most important of medieval comic identities, the lecherous, deceitful, sometimes bossy, cuckolding wife. Together with the lecherous lover and the husband, she makes up a triangle where most frequently the husband’s stupidity falls prey to her superior intelligence and energy, as, with the collaboration of the lover, she upsets the expected marital power structure.

The earliest such triangle, in the history of medieval popular drama and in the history of humankind, is Eve, Adam, and the devil in the Jeu d’Adam (Play of Adam) where Satan substitutes for the lover and, instead of adultery, the cheating is the eating of the forbidden fruit (Noomen 1971; Axton and Stevens 1971: 7–44). Satan himself, in his flattery, describes the wife’s superior intelligence and energy: “Tu es plus sage,/ En grant sens as mis tun corrage./ Por ço fait bon traire a toi” (Noomen 1971: 33, lines 233–5) (You are smarter;/ you have put your heart and courage into great wisdom./ That’s why it’s good to deal with you).
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FIGURE 4.1:    Adam, Eve, and the devil. London, British Library Royal 15.D.ii, f. 2r. © British Library Board.



If, along with cunning, hypocrisy, and sexual appetite, being unsympathetic is a predominant characteristic of the set of fictional medieval young wives, as many critics including Joseph Bédier, Per Nykrog, and Hans van Dijk believe, it is also true that the young wife in comic medieval stories often steps beyond the boundaries of that set of stereotypes into a very different set where she is sympathetic and where her cunning may be appreciated as an instrument against oppression, her sexual appetite as a strength, and her hypocrisy as her way of dealing with unfair societal expectations (Nykrog 1957: 193; Bédier [1893] 1964: 321; van Dijk 1985: 245–6).

The variations on the love/cuckoldry triangle are many. Sometimes the husband is a peasant or a knight. Often the lover is a priest instead of a student. Sometimes the “husband” is a priest who keeps a concubine. Sometimes the lover seduces the unwilling wife, like the students in the anonymous fabliau Le Meunier et les deus clers (The Miller and the Two Clerks) (NRCF 7: 279–305; Harrison 1974: 149–69) and in Chaucer’s development of the same story, the “Reeve’s Tale,” where the wife does not realize it is the student rather than her husband sleeping with her even though she does know for sure that she has not enjoyed “so myrie a fit … ful yoore” (so merry a fit … for a long time) (Robinson 1961: 59). Sometimes the husband discovers the plot, prevents the adultery, and beats the wife and sometimes beats the lover, especially if the lover is a priest. Sometimes the wife and husband collaborate to defeat the would-be seducer.

Different stories emphasize the wife’s lechery or trickery differently. Many that emphasize her lechery augment it to an amazing sexual appetite and/or a sexual prowess superior to men’s. In one fabliau, Le Vallet aus douze Fames (The Fellow with a Dozen Wives), a young man brags one wife is not enough for him, that he must have twelve (NRCF 4: 146–50; Dubin 2013: 365–72). His parents persuade him to hold to one for a year before they get him more wives, but by the year’s end, his one bride’s sexual energies have so fatigued and emaciated him that he will not hear of another. In Guerin’s fabliau Berangier au lonc cul (Berangier of the Long Ass), an upstart wealthy bourgeois husband puts on armor, rides out into the woods, beats on his shield with his sword, rides back home, displays the battered shield and bent sword to his wife, brags about all the knights he has killed, and threatens that she had better not take a lover. The second time he comes back from the woods, she notices that her husband’s armor shows no sign of wear. For the third outing, she arms herself, including sword, shield, and a helmet that hides her identity, follows her husband into the woods, finds him beating on his shield, and challenges him to fight. When he refuses, she tells him he must kiss her rectum, and she displays herself for the kiss of submission. As he complies, he observes and wrongly concludes that her vagina and rectum are “one long crack from back to front./ He thought it surely must have been/ The longest ass he’d ever seen.”1 The wife gets back home and summons a lover before the husband arrives. The husband comes in with his armor still on and threatens her when he sees the lover, but she asserts her right to take a lover because Berangier of the Long Ass is her protector. Thus, having reduced her husband to submission and vagina-envy, she now wins freedom for herself and superiority for womankind by right of genitalia.

A wife in Philostrato’s tale from the sixth day (seventh story) of the Decameron takes advantage of women’s superior sexual prowess to win a court case (Boccaccio 2008: 378–80). Accused of adultery and liable to be burnt alive according to the city’s harsh man-made law, she admits to the adultery but argues that the law is unfair to women because it is “binding only upon us poor ladies, who are better able than men are to give sexual satisfaction to very many,” and unfair to her in particular because her husband “has always had from me what he needed and what pleased him, what should I have done or do now with what’s left over? Should I throw it to the dogs? Is it not much better to gratify with it a gentleman who loves me … than to let it go to waste …?”2

Not all the comic women are married, though. Nuns, such as those who compete for their gardener’s favors in a tale from the third day of the Decameron (Boccaccio 2008: 159–68; 1934: 1:247–55) or the abbess in a tale from the same masterpiece who one night, because a tattletale has reported an indiscretion by one of the novices, rushes from her bedroom with her own lover’s undershorts capped on her head like a veil (Boccaccio 2008: 534–6; 1934: 2:349–53), provided comic identities to contrast with their vocation’s high ideals of chastity and modesty.

The difficulty of keeping vows of chastity resulted in licentious priests as a social identity. One eleventh-century priest complained that ecclesiastical laws prohibiting priests to marry encouraged fornication and adultery and that the higher clergy who enforced these prohibitions “wink at concubinage and licentiousness while stigmatizing marriage” (Sperry 1905: 23–4). In the thirteenth century, Gautier le Leu ends his tale of a priest’s well-deserved castration by issuing a general complaint against priests “who turn the sacrament of marriage/ to shame and lechery.”3 In the catalogue of medieval identities that prologues his Canterbury Tales, Chaucer shows how the Friar can take advantage of his wandering vocation and training to be a charming teacher and beggar to lead “a wantowne and a merye” life and make “ful many a mariage/ Of yonge wommen at his owene cost” (Robinson 1961: 19): marriages, we infer, which are necessary because he has made the young women pregnant. In the fifteenth century, laymen in Switzerland and Spain were compelling their priests to marry, in spite of ecclesiastical laws requiring celibacy, to discourage them from seeking sexual satisfaction among the laymen’s wives (Sperry 1905: 47–8). Per Nykrog cites the fact that 77 percent of the priests fail to seduce women in the fabliaux as proof of their unpopularity among fabliau audiences, as opposed to zero among students and knights and 50 percent among commoners. Worse, some priests are beaten in their attempts,4 some are castrated,5 some are killed,6 and one is crucified (Le Prestre crucifié, NRCF 4: 104–6; Dubin 2013: 49–55).

The adulterous wives and priests also belong to the broader identity of the trickster. With them, under that rubric, go huckster priests and professional con artists. Even gods can be tricksters. The clever god Hephaestus, who as a trickster god in a tale from Homer’s Odyssey snares his wife Aphrodite and his nephew Ares so tightly in flagrante delicto that they cannot break free from their adulterous embrace, survives as Vulcan in one of John Gower’s tales in Confessio Amantis (Gower 1965: 184–5). The tricks of the Norse god Loki are often malevolent, with consequences that are too disastrous to be funny, but the saga writer Snorri Sturluson reports that his divinity does not put him beyond slapstick. When the fierce daughter of a giant whom the gods have killed declares war on them, they sue for peace. She tells them that the only terms of peace she will accept are that she be granted a husband of her own choice from among the gods, with the further requirement that there will be no peace if none of the gods can make her laugh. The gods negotiate and persuade her to choose her husband by his feet with the rest of his body covered. That allows for the light comedy of her choosing one of the least beautiful of the gods and prepares for Loki’s crossing the border of godly dignity into slapstick: Loki “tied a cord round the beard of a certain nanny-goat and the other end round his testicles, and they drew each other back and forth and both squealed loudly. Then Loki let himself drop onto Skadi’s lap, and she laughed” (Sturluson 1995: 61).

The first tale of the Decameron is about a trickster, Ser Ciappelletto, a murderer and blasphemer who was so “very zealous” “in sowing evil,”7 that even his death bed confession was all lies and so convincingly hypocritical that it inspired his holy confessor to preach his “good works” as an example to the faithful until Ser Ciappelletto was canonized saint (Boccaccio 2008: 22–33). Worse, Boccaccio’s storyteller, Panfilo, seems to admire Ciappelletto for the energy of his evil-doing and at the end obliterates the line between good and evil by praising God for using the example of “St. Cappelletto” as a means for converting people from evil to good (Boccaccio 2008: 33).

Best of all for a good plot twist at the end of a story, the tricksters are tricked. The wife in Beranger au lonc cul is just one of many wives who out-trick husbands who try to trick them. Marc Wolterbeek demonstrates that there was a whole genre of tenth- and eleventh-century trickster-tricked Latin verse, the ridicula (Wolterbeek 1991: 1). This includes the “Modus Liebinc” (Wolterbeek 1991: 134–7), with the same story as the thirteenth-century fabliau L’Enfant qui fu rimis au soleil (The Child who was Melted by the Sun) (NRCF 5: 214–21; Eichmann and DuVal 1985: II:175–8) in which a tricky wife, who has conceived a boy during her husband’s absence on a sea voyage, explains to her husband that the child was begotten by a handful of snow she ate during a snowstorm. The husband bides his time, and a few years later takes the boy with him on a business voyage to a southerly clime, where he sells the boy into slavery; when he returns, he gives his wife the bad news that the poor snow-child melted in the hot sun. The wife’s lie has prevented her from accusing the husband of his crime, and “her trick … has turned to loss” (Ses engiens … tournés a perte) (NRCF 5: 221).

But the most popular medieval trickster was neither a woman nor a man, but a fox, Renart, who first appears in the twelfth-century Latin animal epic Ysengrimus (Mann 2013) and almost immediately afterward in the French “branches” (Dufournet et al. 2013–15; Terry 1992). These were so popular that the fox’s proper name, Renart, replaced the French word, goupil, as the generic term for fox, and renart, renarderie, renardie, and renardise all became words for cunning and deceit. Renart had become so well known that three thirteenth-century fabliaux praise their adulteresses’ cleverness by comparing them to Renart,8 and the innkeeper in the play Courtois d’Arras (Courtly of Arras) warns the Prodigal Son to be wary of a woman who hangs out at the inn, because “Purrette knows more of Renart the fox/ than you of Isengrain the wolf.”9

Crucial to the comic animal identities are their human characteristics. The earliest branches of the French Roman de Renart keep a dexterous balance between their animal and human features, as in Branch II when the hen Pinte and three other hens lodge a complaint to King Noble (the lion) against Renart the fox for his murder of a fourth hen:



Pinte, who lays huge eggs

and Red and Black and Whitelet

drag a cart behind them

enclosed by a canopy,

and in it lay a hen.10



While the descriptions detail their animal features—the positioning of hens on their perch, the cat Tybert’s claws and small teeth—the interrelationships of the animals are decidedly human and subject to alliances and betrayals: uncle-to-nephew, godfather-to-godmother. A crucial event in the Roman de Renart, which blurs the boundaries not only between human and animal species but also between vulpine and lupine, occurs when Renart’s “uncle,” Isengrin, and Isengrin’s younger and faster wife, Hersant, who has her own motives for anger against her lover Renart, are chasing Renart. Renart plunges down a narrow hole, Hersant tries to follow but gets stuck, and Renart races around and rapes her from behind. This results in a number of trial scenes in subsequent branches. Isengrin’s accusations are discredited when Hersant, in a parody of Isolt in the Tristan stories, makes a solemn vow that “I never did lechery with my body,/ nor evil, nor whoring,/ nor misdeeds, nor any crudeness/ that a nun would not be able to do.”11 Bernard the jackass is so convinced by this vow that his brays of approval rouse the rest of the court to declare Hersant and Renart innocent of all sexual wrongdoing.

What makes these animals most distinct from nonfictional beasts is their ability to talk, and Renart the trickster talks best. At one point, when fleeing foxhunting greyhounds, he runs up against a monastery and realizes, “if cunning doesn’t count more than force,/ … he’ll lose his fur coat,/ unless his talking does its work.”12 He does talk the sleepy monk in charge of the guard dogs into restraining them (Roques 1951: 43). His cleverness with speech includes not only deceit but also jibes, insults tossed at his victims to make them feel more bitterly the humiliation that comes with being tricked and him feel smarter. It is this need to feel smarter that flipflops his character into the trickster-tricked identity at the end of the episode, when Renart carries off Chantecler the Cock, because, as the author explains, “No one is too smart to play the fool,/ for Renart, who deceives everyone,/ this time was deceived.”13 When the farm owner and his wife and men and dogs chase Renart from the chicken yard, Chantecler calls to Renart from the moving prison of the trickster’s jaws, “Why not throw him one of your jibes?” (Qar li lanciez un de voz gas) (Roques 1951: 36). At this Renart turns back toward his pursuers and yells, “He’s carried off in spite of you!” and tasty Chantecler flies free.

A triplet of male identities, this time based on social class, is knights (chevaliers), students (clercs), and commoners (vilains), as categorized in the fabliau Des Chevaliers, des .II. clercs, et les villains (The Knights, the Two Students, and the Commoners) (Eichmann and DuVal 1985: ?:192–5). Chaucer’s General Prologue Knight is too much of a “verray, parfit gentil knyght” to be comic, but his “lusty bacheler” son, the Squire and knight-to-be, who loves “so hoote … that by nyghtertale/ He sleep namoore than dooth a nyghtyngale” (Robinson 1961: 18) (so ardently, that at nighttime he sleeps no more than does a nightingale) would fit nicely into a comic tale, because in medieval storytelling, knightly folly almost always depends on a woman. The fabliau that has as its title Le sot chevalier (The Foolish Knight) has a protagonist who though comic is too foolish to fit comfortably into the medieval identity of comic knight. He is so foolish that after a post-wedding abstinence of over a year his mother-in-law has to tug him into her bedroom, lift her dress, and show him where to stick it in. “In that hole now?,” he asks her. “—No!” (“Cest trau …?” … “Nenil”) the mother-in-law answers and has to explain her daughter’s anatomy more explicitly (NRCF 5: 328–9).

The knightly heroes of the anonymous chant-fable Aucassin et Nicolette and Wolfram von Eschenbach’s Parzeval are not so foolish, but they are fools for love, and sometimes just plain dolts. Aucassin comes off as intellectually slow compared with his practical and decisive beloved, Nicolette. Whereas she disguises herself, plans their escapes, and looks ahead to the consequences of their actions, he is so happy when he is with her that he can’t plan ahead at all, and when they are separated, he imagines her presence so vividly that he allows himself to be captured by enemies or falls while getting off his horse and dislocates his shoulder. She has to come rescue him (Cobby and Burgess 1988: 153–6).

Wolfram von Eschenbach’s Parzival, who will one day blossom into the flower of chivalry, rides out on his quest for knighthood very foolishly. To try to teach her foolish son the ways of the world, his mother instructs him, “Whenever you can win a lady’s ring and greetings, take it—it will rid you of the dumps. Waste no time, but kiss and embrace her. It will bring you good fortune and raise your spirits, granted she be chaste and good” (Wolfram 1980: 75), but Parzival has not been gone from home an hour on his quest before he sees a woman lying asleep in a meadow. He grabs her, kisses her despite her struggles, yanks her rings off her fingers and rides off (Wolfram 1980: 77). To everyone he meets on his way, he shouts, “God keep you. That’s what my mother told me” (Wolfram 1980: 80, 83). After he is knighted, he refuses to get off his horse for fear of losing his knighthood, since the German word for knight means horseback rider (Wolfram 1980: 92). Later he becomes as stupefied by love as Aucassin. Riding out one day, he sees three drops of blood on a snowy field. The red and white remind him of his beloved’s complexion so compellingly that he can think of nothing else but her and thereby almost loses his life to two knights who attack him (Wolfram 1980: 148–54). Philippe Ménard points out that these amorous dream states are a comic motif in chivalric romance and that they also occur in Chrétien de Troyes’ Perceval and his Lancelot (Ménard 1969: 242–5). Indeed, the subtitle of Lancelot, Le Chevalier de la Charrette (The Knight of the Cart), is a reminder that the great knight, when evil knights kidnap his love Guinevere, rushes so impetuously to rescue her that instead of looking for his horse to mount, he appropriates a poor farmer’s horse and wagon, thus earning Guinevere’s ridicule and the sobriquet “the Knight of the Cart.”

In the world of the fabliau, there is no knight so noble that jealousy cannot reduce him to folly and madness, as the anonymous Les Tresches (The Tresses) illustrates (DuVal and Eichmann 1999: 15–25).14 The poem begins with fourteen lines of praise for the married knight, in tournaments and in his home, followed by a description of his wife’s love affair with another knight. One night the husband catches the lover by his long hair in the dark, thinks he is a burglar, throws a heavy wooden tub over him, gives the man’s hair into his wife’s hands to hold, and runs to light a lamp and grab his long sword to cut the man’s head off. The wife replaces her lover with her husband’s mule so that her lover gets away, and when her husband returns she hands him the mule’s ears in place of the lover’s hair. The furious husband now recognizes his wife’s infidelity and goes back to bed vowing to thrash her in the morning. The wife persuades a generous and loyal friend to replace her in bed beside her husband. When he awakes during the night he is so enraged at the thought that she still dares to lie next to him that he beats her up and with his knife he tears her long and lovely tresses from her head, then falls back to sleep in exhaustion. His wife then helps her friend return home, with promises of many gifts in compensation, and replaces her friend’s tresses with a horse tail, which she has cut from her husband’s favorite steed. Despite his wife’s guilt, the knight has been unknightly, unmanly, and foolish in using his knightly physical strength against a woman. In the morning his unscathed wife has no trouble convincing him that he is indeed mad with hallucinations. To cure him she persuades him to go on a year-long pilgrimage to Santiago, during which time, unbeknownst to him, her lover will replace him in his bed.

In this same world of the fabliau, knights are more likely to be seducers than cuckolds. Like students and like the knights of courtly tales, they are usually attractive, clever seducers, sometimes down and out because they do not have the prowess of a Lancelot or a Parzival to win gold and glory for themselves, like the knight in Le Prestre et le chevalier (The Priest and the Knight), who takes revenge on the priest who overcharges him for lodging by winning his money back and sleeping with the priest’s wife and mistress (NRCF 9: 90–124). Sometimes the knights turn out to be not so attractive. Benjamin Honeycutt points out that a common fabliau plot device is to introduce knights as renowned as the one in The Tresses but complete the tales with comic revelations or their crudeness and moral vacuity, as with all hundred knights in Une seule Fame qui a son cors servoit cent chevaliers de tous Poins (A Single Woman who with her Body Served a Hundred Men on all Points) (NRCF 9: 208–13).

More foolish, inept, and scatologically filthy than any of these knights and even than any of the vilains (commoners) of medieval literature are the knights Count Audigier and his father Count Turgibus of the mock epic Audigier. For instance, in one of the battle scenes, Audigier gets dragged off his horse by an old hag, pissed on, swallowed and shat out her hind end, and made to kiss the ass of the hag and her daughter. When he rides back to his people he lies to them that he has punished her but for the sake of mercy he has spared her life (Conlon 1989; Brians 1972: 63–5).

A more respectable (though maybe more annoying to admirers of Charlemagne and his knights) comic epic is Le Pélinerage de Charlemagne (The Pilgrimage of Charlemagne) (Aebischer 1965; Cobby and Burgess 1988). On pilgrimage, Charlemagne and his knights abuse the hospitality of Emperor Hugo of Constantinople one evening in the comfortable lodgings the emperor has provided: they make gabs (humorous boasts) of all the superhuman deeds they can perform to destroy Constantinople. A servant of the emperor overhears them and tells King Hugo. Though Charlemagne and his knights make excuses that they were drunk, King Hugo obliges them (foolishly) to make good on their boasts. They all succeed, including Duke William of Orange, who roles one of Hugo’s huge golden balls down the center of the palace, destroying one of the walls, but the most insolent boast is Count Oliver’s, who boasts that he will have his way a hundred times in one night with King Hugo’s virgin daughter. When he is actually bedded down with the daughter he gallantly promises to spare her if she will be his sweetheart and confirm his boast next morning. She says she will, and she lets him make love to her anyway, which he does, but, the anonymous author assures us, only thirty times (Cobby and Burgess 1988: 62–5).

A spell cast by the monk Ronan Finn drives the great warrior-king mad in the Irish epic Buile Suibhne (The Madness of Suibhne), but it is his wife who turns his rage at Ronan comic when she grabs at his tunic to withhold him and accidentally strips him naked as he rushes off to punish the monk for ringing a church bell on his land. The naked Suibhne grabs the psalter out of Ronan’s hand and flings it into a lake, whereat Ronan curses him with years of madness living like a bird at the tops of trees, naked except for some feathers. His fate is a mixture of comedy, pathos, and bizarre adventure as he perches on the tops of trees all over Ireland:



he happened one night to be on the top of a tall ivy-clad hawthorn tree which was in the glen. It was hard for him to endure that bed, for at every twist and turn he would give, a shower of thorns off the hawthorn would stick in him, so that they were piercing and rending his side and wounding his skin. Suibhne thereupon changed from that bed to another place, where there was a dense thicket of great briars with fine thorns and a single protruding branch of blackthorn growing alone up through the thicket. Suibhne settled on the top of that tree, but so slender was it that it bowed and bent under him, so that he fell heavily through the thicket to the ground, and there was not as much as an inch from his hole to the crown of his head that was not wounded and reddened. He then rose up, strengthless and feeble, and came out through the thicket, whereupon he said: “My conscience!” said he, “it is hard to endure this life after a pleasant one …”.

—Buile Suibhne 1931: 24–5



After years of exile, tormented by an animalistic fear of human contact, a friend lures him down and makes sure he rests in a bedroom with good food and sleep. His senses do enjoy a respite, but he is put into the care of an old hag who turns out to be—wouldn’t you know it—treacherous. She feigns disbelief at the great bird-like leaps accomplished during his madness and challenges him to leap now. Suibhne leaps small leaps at first, but the hag claims they are nothing to brag about and follows each of Suibhne’s leaps right in his tracks. This is where Suibhne’s madness is most comic, with each leap longer all over Ireland again, never able to shake the old woman off no matter what high and thorny tree he lands in. But such leaping cannot end well. When he leaps across a huge chasm, the hag (although she has certainly leapt beyond the bounds of typical female frailty) cannot make the full jump and falls and is dashed to pieces on the rocks below. The comedy is only part of this crazy warrior’s character. Beyond the comedy and pathos is a sense of wonder at the natural world to which Suibhne is exiled.

Most of the comic knights and warriors are comic because of their failure at being knightly, either because of jealousy or contradictions within the codes of courtly love, or, in the case of Suibhne, conflict between Christendom and earlier paganism, or, in the case of The Pilgrimage of Charlemagne, because of imperialistic arrogance and too much to drink. Generalizing, while ignoring Audigier and The Foolish Knight, I propose that the knight as a comic identity is one who in some of his actions fails to measure up to the standard of Chaucer’s “verray, parfit gentil knyght.” Despite his land, title, and horse, there is nothing knightly about Audigier, he could just as easily be a vilain; as a matter of fact, a fabliau by Rutebuef compares how Audigier’s father dies (his soul exits through his anus) to the way all vilains die (NRCF 5: 368–70). The same is obvious of “the foolish knight”; Gautier le Leu’s fabliau Le fol vilain (The Foolish Commoner) depicts a vilain whose sexual ignorance is so like that of “the foolish knight” that one wonders whether the two fabliors could have been competing with each other in describing folly, regardless of class (NRCF 9: 164–8).

Raymond Eichmann writes that “The variety of possible translations of the word vilain reflects the various attitudes towards commoners” (DuVal and Eichmann 1999: 42). Peasant or farmer is a good neutral word for country vilains, but for Eichmann’s and my Fabliaux Fair and Foul I had to use villager for the vilain townsman who sweeps up dung in Montpelier, in Le vilain asnier (The Muleteer): when he happens upon the spice-retailers’ quarter, he faints from the spice smell and can only be revived by the whiff of dung brought to his nose. This fabliau ends with a witty warning against anyone who “de-natures himself out of pride” (d’orgeil se desnature) and thus becomes an amusing allegory to demonstrate that commoners should not try to rise out of the social order assigned them by nature (ed. NRCF 8: 213–14).

The fabliau categorizing the triplet of social classes, Des Chevaliers, des .II. clercs, et les villains (The Knights, the Two Clerks, and the Commoners) differentiates their identities by how two from each class react when coming upon a lovely meadow of grass and flowers. The knights agree that it would be a lovely place to have a picnic; the students, that it would be a lovely place to make love to a beautiful woman; the commoners, a lovely place to shit, which then and there, they do. Because of the abstract noun vilonie (churlishness) from vilain, for this fabliau I had to translate vilain as “churl,” with its negative connotation. This poem seems just as rigid in setting the boundaries between social classes as the one about the dung collector, until the conclusion throws all stereotyping according to class into question:



Churl isn’t necessarily peasant.

No one’s a churl if his soul isn’t.

It’s churlish deeds that make the churl,

Whether he’s peasant, knight or earl.

From churlishness may God protect us.15



This fabliau, by the way, with its lines, “There’s no pleasure in the world/ Other than shitting for a churl,”16 offers a perfect illustration of Freud’s decree that a character makes himself ridiculous when he “makes too great an expenditure of his bodily functions and too little on the mental ones” (Freud 1960: 195). An equally scatological fabliau, however, La Crotte, turns Freud’s theory on its head (NRCF 6: 31–2; Dubin 2013: 181–3). In it a vilain’s wife bets him a keg of wine that in three guesses he cannot tell what she has in her hand. She gives it to him, and by the sight and touch he guesses first dough and then wax—both wrong. To be sure of his third guess, he pops it into his mouth and tastes it: it’s a turd! As if to confound Freud, this vilain has subordinated bodily pleasure (shit does not taste good) to the spirit of intellectual inquiry required for his wife’s game. Nevertheless, the vilain and his wife are disgustingly comic, and Freud might argue (unconvincingly because husband and wife probably share their goods in common), that to win the bodily satisfaction of drinking a keg of wine, the vilain represses his mental reservation against eating turds.

An important social identity that seems missing in Des Chevaliers, des .II. clercs, et les villains is the bourgeois, a gap which seems reasonable if, from an aristocratic point of view, we lump all the lower classes together as vilains. Per Nykrog claims that this is indeed the point of view of most of the fabliaux, which he writes, “far from taking aim at the aristocracy, [fabliaux] make fun of the lower classes, as the nobles amuse themselves at the expense of the ‘courtliness of commoners.’”17 Many of the sympathetic comic wives are in fact aristocratic women constrained by their parents to marry the sons of upwardly mobile, wealthy vilains, like the husband in the previously mentioned Beranger au lonc cul, whose comic identity as a possessive, pretentious cuckold has little in common with the crude behavior that characterizes the vilains of lower standing—except that the cuckolds of every class do exhibit the crude behavior of beating their wives. “Far from taking aim” at the lowest of the low, some entertainers used the vilain comic identity to criticize Christian hierarchy with the implication that if life in Christendom reflects reality beyond the grave, God, his angels, and his saints must be snobs, as are the devils in Hell. Rutebuef, one of the finest poets of the twelfth century, who was himself a poor jongleur (professional entertainer), begins his fabliau Le pet au Vilain (The Devil’s Fart) by condemning to Hell all merciless people, but the fabliau itself depicts a vilain who is destined for Hell for the merciless reason that he is a vilain. (Vilains are prohibited from Heaven because they smell bad.) On his deathbed the vilain, who fits the stereotype of low-class crudeness, denies himself the bodily pleasure of a peaceful death for the sake of a strategy to save his soul from Hell. Just before he dies, he stuffs himself with a lot of greasy, gassy, garlicky food. When a devil arrives to secure the vilain’s soul from his rectum, the dying man releases a huge fart to accompany his soul into the devil’s pouch. When the devil returns to his home and unties his pouch, all Hell is so infected with the stink that the other devils throw the vilain’s soul out of Hell, convene a conclave, and rule that no more vilains will ever be allowed in Hell. Since vilains are now banished from Hell, Rutebuef concludes by asking his audience to make a judgment: where should he tell the vilain to go: sing with the frogs or for penitence to go to the land of Audigier’s father, where Audigier shits in his pilgrim’s hood? (NRCF 5: 368–70). It is hard to tell whether this conclusion is meant to make fun of the author himself for becoming one of the “merciless” whom he condemns in the poem’s introduction or making fun of all vilains, since even he cannot decide on an appropriate eternal destination for them. As if to respond to that ruling—the exile of vilains from both Heaven and Hell—in the anonymous fabliau Le Vilain qui conquist Paradis par Plait (The Vilain who Defended his Right to Heaven), a peasant successfully pleads his case to get into Heaven before the dubious and snobbish St. Peter, St. Thomas, St. Paul, and God himself (NRCF 5: 34–8; Dubin 2013: 467–77).

Considering that the actions of tyrants do affect ordinary people, you would think there would be more ranting, blustering tyrants than occur in medieval comedy. Perhaps what Henri Bergson has to say about the humor of characters who are rigidly thoughtless of the feeling of others, “Depict some fault, however trifling, in such a way as to arouse sympathy, fear, or pity; the mischief is done, it is impossible for us to laugh” (Bergson [1911] 1979: 139), applies most of all to tyrants, whose faults are not trifling. Marie de France’s readers may have smiled with satisfaction when King Equitan died in the boiling bath he had prepared for his mistress’s husband,18 but the king’s calculated abuse of power, both in wooing her and misusing her husband, results in too great pity and fear because it is all too familiar in people of great power, and they would not have found the king to be funny.

Pagan and Saracen kings, being more distant, were less apt to inspire pity and fear and made easier targets for comedy. The tyranny of Dulcitius, the Roman governor in Hrosthvita of Gandersheim’s Dulcitius, is not drawn so realistically as that of Marie’s tyrant king and is less apt to arouse pity and fear. Crazy with lust for the Christian maidens he is charged with questioning during the Diocletian persecutions, he has them imprisoned in a storage room with a large closet for kitchen pots and pans, where he intends to corner them and force himself upon them. He instructs his guards to keep the door locked, then goes in, enters the closet, and in an augmented seizure of insanity, mistakes the greasy cast iron pots and pans for the lovely Christian maidens. The audience does not get to observe him, so the comedy depends on the liveliness with which the nuns who play the part of the maidens peeking into the closet door describe the tyrant’s antics. However, once he has emerged from the closet all blackened from the pot grease, he (that is, the nun playing Dulcitius) can rant and rave for the amusement of the audiences who observe the shock of his guards first, then the Emperor Diocletian’s ushers, and finally his wife. Despite the possibilities of comic spousal scolding at this midpoint in the play, his wife lamely sympathizes with him, and the comic tyrant appears no more in this play which owes its title to his name (Hrotsvitha 1923: 34–47). As Hrotsvitha’s translator, Christopher St. John, puts it, “Unfortunately, the farcical vein is suddenly abandoned, perhaps because Roswitha’s Abbess thought such fooling undignified in a nun!” (Hrotsvitha 1923: xviii).

With God and St. Nicolas in charge, the pagan king in Jean Bodel’s Le Jeu de Saint Nicolas (Play of Saint Nicolas) is never really fearsome, and he makes the perfect comic tyrant (DuVal and Eichmann 2004: 38–81; Bodel [1951] 1972). He is a greedy, blustering buffoon who vacillates between cowardice and bullying. When Christian forces invade his empire, he rants at his idol Tervagant, curses him, and threatens that if the Christians aren’t repulsed, “I’ll melt you down,/ Because you’re gold” (DuVal and Eichmann 2004: 42; Bodel [1951] 1972: 5). When his armies do repulse the Christians and his soldiers bring in an old Christian man with a wooden statue of St. Nicolas, the old man tells the king that the statue has the magical property of protecting treasure, whereat the king has the old man thrown into prison and threatens to cut off his head if it fails to protect his treasure, which he will leave out, unguarded, in the open. Thieves, of course, do steal the treasure, inspiring more ranting and threatening by the king, but when the old man prays to the real St. Nicolas, the saint comes down and compels the thieves to return the treasure during the dark of night. The play ends happily without being especially uplifting spiritually when the king shows where his heart lies. He releases the prisoner and renounces his pagan faith for the sake of his returned treasure, and bullies one of his recalcitrant generals to renounce it too.

So far, no fourteenth-century written record of comic speeches by Herod has been discovered, but in Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales, the Miller tells of an Oxford parish cleric, Absolon, who, in order to impress the carpenter’s wife, “pleyeth Herodes upon a scaffold hye” (Robinson 1961: 59) (plays Herod upon a high scaffold). If the part of Herod was the most impressive actor’s part in the fourteenth century, as it was the best billed and best paid (better than the part of Jesus) (Beckett 2017) in the fifteenth century, then Herod was the most popular comical tyrant buffoon of the Middle Ages.

Laughing at danger gives temporary relief from terror, and medieval people probably laughed at imps portrayed in the reawakening theater, which gave opportunity for comic jumping around and brandishing goads, but the only stage directions we have are from the mid-twelfth-century Anglo-Norman Le Jeu d’Adam (The Play of Adam), where we are told in Latin, “Then devils will come and push and shove Cain into Hell, and they will lead Abel there more gently,”19 leaving us to imagine how much the imps may have hammed up their pushing and shoving of Cain. Likewise, the actor who plays Satan in Rutebeuf’s Le Miracle de Theophile (The Miracle of Theophilus) a century later has opportunities to scream and hold his hands on his head, fall and roll around when the Virgin Mary makes good on her threat to “kick his ass.”20 The most comic characters of Dante’s Comedy are the slapstick imps in the pitch-filled fifth ditch of the eighth circle of Hell, where Canto 21 ends with a bugle blast from a devil’s rectum and Canto 22 reaches its climax with two of the devils dunking each other in the boiling pitch (Dante 2002: 390–1, 408–11).

The blundering narrator of medieval stories, where the boundary between author and narrator becomes interestingly blurred, may be a comic invention of the Middle Ages. Adam le Bossu, playing himself in his masterpiece Jeu de la feuillée (Greenwood Follies), is a fool for love and bungles his attempt to get the woodland fairies to help him get back to Paris (DuVal and Eichmann 2004: 136–70). Lady Reason ridicules the narrator-author of Jean de Meun’s continuation of Le Roman de la Rose for being offended by the words coilles (balls) and vit (prick) even though his quest for the Rose is nothing more than a quest for “carnal delight” (de Lorris and de Meun 1962: 101; 1974: 153). Dante, playing himself in the Inferno, cowers behind Virgil when imps threaten him (Dante 2002: 154–5, 388–91). Chaucer, the narrator-author of Troilus and Criseide, becomes so enamored with his heroine that, even while enumerating the details of her infidelity, he claims he can’t believe she was unfaithful (Robinson 1961: 441) and, in the Canterbury Tales, he tells the silliest Tale, in such jingly verse the Host has to stop him: “Thy drasty rymyng is not worth a toord!” (Robinson 1961: 167) (Your crappy rhyming is not worth a turd!). Juan Ruiz, Archpriest of Hita, portrays himself as a complete fool for love in his El libro de buen amor (The Book of Good Love) (Ruiz 1972). The intrusive author-narrator Wolfram von Eschenbach sounds like the Archpriest when he talks to or about women, protesting too much his desire not to speak ill of them and parenthetically lamenting his lack of success with them (Wolfram 1980: 68–70, 175).

The bungling narrator was a rare device among medieval writers, and the comic characters of their narrators were minor elements in their exceedingly complex books, but since the authors of these masterpieces demonstrated how comedy can be part of the fabric of serious literature and blurred the boundaries between themselves and their comic personae, it is fitting to begin concluding this chapter on medieval comic identities with them.

The most common comic medieval social identities were priests, women, and vilains. Priests are greedy, stingy, hypocritical, and lecherous. Women are deceitful, hypocritical, and lecherous. Vilains are ugly, smelly, and brutal. But for every social identity there were exceptions. The writers of comic fiction did not allow social or gender boundaries to confine their characterizations. One reason is that they were remarkably skilled at manipulating sympathies for their characters. For instance, the priest in Aloul first appears as diabolically crude as well as lascivious, out of place in the lovely spring-morning orchard scene where he spies on the wife, walking barefoot on the dew, and decides he would “gladly ride on top of her” (volentiers fiert de la crupe) (NRCF 3: 21). Later the jealous and possessive husband Aloul catches the priest in bed with his wife during their second round of love-making that day and rouses a small army of servants and cowherds to attack. What with all the attacks and counterattacks of what the poet calls “the great war …/ Between the cowherds and the priest,”21 the priest puts up such a valiant resistance (interrupting for two bouts of sex, one with the fat old servant Hortense and one more with the wife) that his final rescue from castration can be called a happy (though bruised) ending for this mock-epic hero.

Likewise, another author manipulates our sympathies in the short and not-particularly-well-known fabliau Les deus Changeors (The Two Money-Changers), featuring two young partners in the money-changing business and the lovely young wife of one of them (NRCF 5: 275–82). Early in this tale the married money-changer wins our sympathy by the mere fact that his wife and best friend carry on a long-term adulterous relationship. The unmarried betrayer of his friend deepens our dislike for him when he abandons that discretion so required of courtly lovers in romances. He insists on a lunch-time assignation at his home on a day when his colleague is likely to stop off at his own home and find his wife absent. Worse, when the lady lies naked on his bed, the lover locks her clothes in the wardrobe and runs to bring his colleague from the money-changing table to his bedroom to admire his mistress. With much squirming and twisting and clinging to the sheet, the lady barely keeps her face, and only her face, hidden as her lover tugs the sheet here and there to reveal every other portion of her lovely body. At this point sympathy for the husband rises as he unknowingly risks grief and humiliation, while the wife retrieves sympathy in her fear and humiliation at the hands of the lover whom she had trusted. The husband himself has shown perhaps unseemly interest in the unknown mistress’s body parts (as perhaps have we, but that’s another story), but now he, who at first deserved sympathy, loses it all when he tells his friend how he envies him, how he wished he had put off marrying until he had found a bride to equal his friend’s lover’s beauty, how he can no longer stand to lie in bed with his wife, how he spends all his waking hours at the money-changing table because he can’t stand to go home to his wife. What a creep. What a pair of creeps. Readers and listeners can share satisfaction with her at the revenge she exacts three weeks later against her now former lover. The comic tale ends with a kind of pathos as the husband, unlike the stereotypical old cuckolds of most comic tales, remains blind to his wife’s merits as well as to her adultery. Despite her adultery, probably occasioned by his neglect, she has acted with an intelligence, a determination and even a kind of dignity that suggest that the merits he has been blind to are more than physical.

Like other antifeminists, the medieval philosopher Walter Map may charge his prose with rhetoric to enclose women in a stereotype: “Women travel along many and various paths, but no matter by what windings they wander, into whatever wastelands they may stray, there is only one destination, there is only one goal to all their travels, only one reason and result to all their divagations: evil.”22 But for the sake of rich comedy, medieval writers continually break the bounds of such hypothetical enclosures.



CHAPTER FIVE



The Body

Unstable, Gendered, Theorized

SUSAN SIGNE MORRISON

The comic body in the Middle Ages has much in common with comic bodies throughout many cultures and time periods: it defecates, it farts, it giggles, it reacts inappropriately, and it transgresses societal decorum. The defecating body, often the source of much laughter, betrays any sense of somatic propriety, demonstrating how fleshly functions continually are in process. The sexual body verges on the bawdy, violating marital oaths and romantic norms. Yet medieval bodily humor—a word linked to the humoral concept of the body key to scientific medieval thought of the time period—uniquely deviates in specific ways from a generic body out of control. Additionally, religious aspects cause the helixing of drollery and pathos, deepening and texturing comic moments with wit and pity.

Scientists since Hippocrates, the fifth- to fourth-century BCE Greek doctor, believed that all bodies—male or female—had humors or bodily fluids, including black bile, yellow bile or choler, phlegm, and blood. With the domination of one humor in a particular individual, psychological or physical problems could result. Melancholy or sadness sprang from too much black bile; too much yellow bile precipitated anger; sanguinity—happiness or even passivity—spring from an excess of blood; and lethargy ensued from too much phlegm. To rectify excess, blood-letting became an integral part of medieval medicine to balance the humors. This suggests that bodies were permeable, even leaky. Laughter trickles out as seepages unexpectantly or inconveniently occur.

THE BODY AS A SITUATION

Simone de Beauvoir’s idea of the body as a situation (quoted in Moi 1999: 59) works to help us understand the comic body. It is not necessarily the act the body undergoes or portrays that roots the comic, but the situation wherein the body operates, often determined by literary genre. The tortured body in a saint’s legend inspires sadness, piety, and respect, while the brutalized body in a fabliau typically sparks mockery, guffaws, and even pleasure. A steadfast virgin—whom an evil pagan governor, such as in the Old English saint’s legend Juliana (Bradley 1982: 307–8, 316), orders to be stripped naked, flogged, and boiled in lead—registers sympathy, while the adulterous Nicholas getting a hot colter “in the middle of the ass” (amydde the ers) moves us to a giggle of shock, with a Schadenfreude sense that perhaps he got what he deserved (“Miller’s Tale”: I.3810).1 We laugh at the cowardly and unvirtuous Bérangier of the Long Ass (De Berangier au lonc cul), a knight descended from churls, when his cross-dressed wife in knightly disguise orders him to kiss her ass. He does so, although “[i]t seemed to him the ass and cunt/ Were one long crack from back to front./ He thought it surely must have been/ The longest ass he’d ever seen” (DuVal and Eichmann 1982: 57, ll. 245–8). She manages to have sex with a knight she eagerly desires, before humiliating her husband and gaining sovereignty in marriage. Bérangier’s humiliation feels warranted. Do we laugh because he is foolish? Or because we accept the classist disdain for a peasant inappropriately dressed in courtly costume?

Christina of Markyate, the anchorite forced to hide in a holy man’s closet for years due to her parents’ abuse, suffers deeply. Her intestines dry up, as she can only leave to purge her bowels once a night (Talbot 2008: 40). The excremental register resounds with tragedy and sanctification. Yet excremental humiliation, sacred in this instance, turns quickly to its opposite—the mocked body—in other genres. Fecal registers typically cause disgust and/or humor, as a fecopoetics of the body shows (see Morrison 2008). The turdified body wallows in a situation of fallibility and weakness. Nicholas farting in the prissy Absalon’s face makes us laugh. The uptight clerkly suitor earns what he is getting: a smelly miasma paralleling the hot air he had spoken to woo Alison (“Miller’s Tale”: I.3806). Chaucer’s “Summoner’s Tale,” in which the greedy friar is rewarded with a fart (“Summoner’s Tale”: III.2149), amuses satisfactorily because sinful avarice justifies punishment. We preen at the justice of such a disgusting comeuppance. In the fabliau De la Borgoise d’Orliens (The Wife of Orléans), a jealous husband attempts to control his wife’s carnality by disguising himself as the visiting scholar she desires. Too clever for such a simple ploy, she recognizes her husband, locking him in the attic so she can enjoy the delights of the young student’s body. Pretending the man in the attic is the demanding clerk, she urges her people to strike the “saucy fellow” in the attic (DuVal and Eichmann 1982: 84, l. 164). Beaten horribly and dumped on a manure pile, the husband suffers while the wife again plays the game of love with the scholar. Not only does she get to cavort blamelessly, but the husband, convinced of her rectitude, never more disbelieves her. Covered in shit, humiliated, and thrashed, he thinks he has won a faithful wife. Ironically, her virtue is as besmirched as his body from the dung heap he was ignominiously tossed upon.

In another example of the body as a situation, the aged body provokes merriment. In Piers Plowman, the old narrator Will has become bald and impotent.



And Old Age came after [Life], and went over my head,

And made me both bald in front and bare on the crown;

So hard he went over my head it will always be evident…

For the limb that she loved me for and liked to feel

Notably at night when we were naked in bed,

I might by no means make it do her will,

So Old Age with her aid had beaten it down.

—Langland 2006: XX.183–5, 195–82



Impotence and baldness signal the narrator’s decaying and increasingly undesirable corporeal being.

The Wife of Bath laments how she can no longer “sell” the white wheat of her youth, but merely the bran of her old age: “The flour is gone; there is no more to tell;/ The bran, as I best can, now I must sell” (“The flour is goon; ther is namoore to telle;/ The bren, as I best kan, now moste I selle”; “Wife of Bath’s Prologue”: III.477–8). These moments of observation at one’s own transient youth and the imminent arrival of decay cause not only amusement (Will’s self-mockery), but also pity (Alison’s acknowledgement that her only currency—her sexuality—has become counterfeit). This does not mean Chaucer intends to jeer at all aging parties. The old woman who helps the rapist knight in the “Wife of Bath’s Tale” explicitly points out why he should not disdain her. Forced to marry this loathly lady and share her bed, he finds her age repulsive: “Thou art so loathsome, and so old” (“Thou art so loothly, and so oold”; “Wife of Bath’s Tale”: III.1100). In an eloquent and moving speech, she points out that no authoritative scholar supports the reproving of the elderly (“Wife of Bath’s Tale”: III.1207–11).

The “Merchant’s Tale” focuses overtly on January’s age. Even his name signifies the passage of time. In this fabliau, the genre itself determines how to judge his age: as contemptable as opposed to pitiable. Chaucer increases our disdain through the graphic description of the young wife May’s wedding night and the intercourse she must endure.



And January has fast in arms taken

His fresh May, his paradise, his mate.

He lulls her; he kisses her full often;

With thick bristles of his beard rough,

Like to the skin of a shark, sharp as brier—

For he was all freshly shaved in his fashion—

He rubs her about her tender face.

—“Merchant’s Tale”: IV.1821–73
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FIGURE 5.1:    Chaucer’s Wife of Bath. fol. 72r (detail), EL 26 C.9, Egerton Family Papers, The Huntington Library, San Marino, California.



Explicitly describing January’s body in this distasteful way, the narrator makes us understand, if not empathize, with May’s subsequent infidelity. We see why she might enjoy it when her lover Damyan fucks her in the tree quite graphically: “[T]his Damyan/ Pulled up the smock, and in he thrust” (“[T]his Damyan/ Gan pullen up the smok, and in he throng”; “Merchant’s Tale”: IV.2352–3).

The sinful body likewise is in a specific situation. William Langland’s Piers Plowman ingeniously yokes each sin with its physical form in Passus V. The seven deadly sins confess in their various guises. The allegorical figures embody their transgressions. Envy admits he pretended to be a friend, while secretly cherishing hatred in his heart for the happiness and goods of others, destroying them through wicked lies. His bitterness somaticizes itself, enfleshing his spiritual aridity.



Like a leek that had lain long in the sun

So he looked with lean cheeks, louring foully.

His body was so blown up for anger that he bit his lips

And shook his fist fiercely, he wanted to avenge himself

With acts or with words when he saw his chance.

—Langland 2006: V.81–54



While Envy’s bitterness triggers little humor, Gluttony’s pitiable protest that he was on his way to church to confess when Betty the brewer (“Beton the brewestere”; Langland 2006: V.298) tells him a good ale is available is one that we can identify with. All of us are weak, but Gluttony openly exposes his vulnerabilities. His excessive consumption of alcohol causes him to piss



four pints in a Paternoster’s length,

And on the bugle of his backside he blew a fanfare

So that all that heard that horn held their noses after

And wished it had been waxed up with a wisp of gorse.

—Langland 2006: V.341–45



The scatological result of over-imbibing gains a surrealistic patina when the reader recalls that the pissing and farting offender is merely an allegorical manifestation of a sin. When Gluttony ultimately “coughed up a custard in Clement’s lap” (“coughed up a caudel in Clementis lappe”; Langland 2006: V.354), the farcicality of the moment triggers both nausea and appalled humor at the transgression of his incapacitated behavior.

Overweight bodies are never unmarked; they villainize or mock the individual. In Piers Plowman, Dame Study chastises those clerks and lay folk who “set their teeth in God’s gorge when their guts are full” (“gnawen God [in] the gorge whan her gutte fulle”; Langland 2006: X.57). Will encounters a Doctor of Divinity who eats voraciously (Langland 2006: XIII.60ff.), showing no pity or patience for the poor. The narrator of the Canterbury Tales, named Geoffrey Chaucer—though in no way meant to be seen as identical to the historical author—is embodied as a plump poppet or doll. The Host, a “large man” (“General Prologue”: I.753), opines that the “elvish” (“elvyssh”; my translation) “little doll” (“popet”) narrator, Geoffrey Chaucer, “in the waist is shaped as well as I” (“in the waast is shape as well as I”; “Prologue to Sir Thopas”: VII.700–3). Geoffrey’s humor springs from his naiveté, misunderstanding the devious monk as virtuous, for example. His embodiment as a pilgrim of ample avoirdupois lessens his threat and deepens the comic nature of his innocent comments. The narrator’s gullibility thickens the humorous patina, particularly when we—the readers—know more than the harmless character. Elsewhere, Chaucer likewise constructs his narrator as portly. In one poem, the speaker makes mention of “Those that be old and round of shape” (“hem that been hoor and rounde of shap” (“Lenvoy de Chaucer a Scogan”: 31), while in another the poet suggests, “Since I escaped from love being fat” (“Sin I fro Love escaped am so fat”; “Merciles Beaute”: 27). His plump build makes him appear safe and worthy of belittling or mockery.

Internal moments of humor may have coincided with the reaction of medieval audiences. Nicholas’s amusement at the straitlaced Absolon kissing Alison’s ambiguous “hole” (“Miller’s Tale”: I.3732) was undoubtedly a source of merriment, not only within the confines of the narration itself, but also for the physical audience receiving Chaucer’s work in the late fourteenth and fifteenth centuries. Yet not every audience member was amused within the frame of Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales. The Reeve, a carpenter, perceives that he is being mocked by the Miller, whose cuckolded victim is a carpenter by profession. Additionally, mention of the tale as being about a “carpenter and of his wyf” (“Miller’s Prologue”: I.3142) would have immediately suggested to the medieval Christian audience St. Joseph and the Virgin Mary. The humorous elements thicken the contrast between the sacred tale of Christ’s birth and the ridiculous and scandalous tale of adultery and trickery. While the slapstick nature of Absolon’s degradation feels deserved, the humiliation in the saint’s legend of Saint Lawrence, grilled over a gridiron, clearly defies acceptance. Yet even that defiant saint manages to have the last word, quipping while being roasted, “Eat on this side, it is very well cooked!”6 In contrast, Absolon’s deserved embarrassment stems from his body, one he attempts to obsessively direct, as it veers wildly out of his control. He merits his retribution. Lawrence, whose tortured body seemingly lies beyond his governance, remains under the ultimate guidance of God. Furthermore, he manipulates his situation through his witty remark, thus defying the ostensible power of his malevolent tormentors. The comic lies in our appreciation of his defiance of superficial earthly authority, where he cocks a snoot at undeserving persecutors. We know they will ultimately be tormented for their unjust defiance of God’s law.

THE GENDERED BODY: EXCESS, INSTABILITY, AND SLAPSTICK

The gendered body acts as a catalyst to much comic discourse in medieval texts, many of them misogynist in nature. The female body in such works is disruptive, chaotic, carnal, and loud. It lies “in perpetual need of containment and control and [is] subjected (condemned) to particular disciplinary techniques” (King 2004: 30). Given the view in the western tradition of the male as the standard or “unmarked” gender, “[m]ind/culture/man must harness and control this potentially unruly body/nature/woman through the application of knowledge and willpower” (King 2004: 31). From observing that suicide is better than marriage to pointing out that the horrors of an ugly wife are better than the anxiety of worrying over a beautiful wife’s fidelity, misogynous and misogamous writers use anti-woman humor to attack female bodies, the marital state, and even women’s make-up. Tertullian accuses women of blasphemously defying God in changing their hair color: “Shall a Christian woman pour saffron on her head as upon an altar?” (Blamires 1992: 54). St. Jerome places women in a Catch-22: “If a woman is beautiful, she is soon desired; if she is ugly, she is soon stirred to lust … Somehow, or sometime, a fortress is captured which is attacked on all sides” (Blamires 1992: 71). He asserts that intellectual work remains incompatible with the marital state: “[I]t is impossible for anyone to attend to his books and his wife at the same time” (Blamires 1992: 70). The ideal that women might want to attend to books does not even enter the discussion. The twelfth-century satirist Walter Map reiterates a story from Cicero, in which three successive wives of Pacuvius have hung themselves from a particular tree in his garden (Blamires 1992: 110). His envious buddy opines that so many men will want shoots from that tree, Pacuvius will be unable to find any for himself!

Women’s bodies must become “docile” (Bordo 2007: 745) and submit to those of men. Giovanni Boccaccio’s fourteenth-century Il Corbaccio culminates in the abhorrent aversion to women’s bodies prevalent in western thought since Aristotle’s assertion that “the female is as it were a deformed male” (Blamires 1992: 40). In Boccaccio’s scenario, the dead husband of a widow visits a man intending to marry the still-living spouse. This spirit tells of awful things she is capable of—and that she physically embodies. The first husband warns that should the intended fiancé make love with her as she menstruates, “You would have thought that you had met up with a load of dung or a mountain of manure, from which you would have fled, as you do from something disgusting” (Blamires 1992: 174). He refers to her anus as the “village of Evilhole” (Blamires 1992: 176). These moments are, to be sure, anti-woman. Yet they simultaneously reflect back on the dead husband, mocking his own penis, though “tall,” as tiny and insufficient when swallowed up within her enormous vagina, imagined here as an anchorage through which a ship enters:



The mouth through which the port is entered is of such size that, although my little bark sailed with quite a tall mast, never was there a time, even though the waters were narrower then, that I might not have made room for a companion sailing with a mast no less than mine without disturbing myself in the least. Ah, what am I saying? King Robert’s armada all chained together at the time he enlarged it could have entered there with the greatest of ease without lowering its sails or raising its rudders.

—Blamires 1992: 175–6



While the vicious misogyny swells along with the rhetorical excess, one might read this entire work, so capacious in its vicious attack on womanhood, as an extreme parody of such anti-woman writings.

Margery Kempe, the fifteenth-century mother of fourteen and peripatetic pilgrim, mocks her own sinful nature as a young woman. In her story, the first autobiography in English, she tells how a man wishes to have sex with her, making his play for her in the church, no less. She thinks about the tantalizing yet fraught proposition, torn between her marriage and her desire, ultimately returning to acquiesce to his urges. Imagine her shock (and ours) when he says “he wouldn’t [have sex with her] for all the good in this world; he had rather been hewn as small as meat for the pot” (Staley 2001: 13). The humor here lies in her shock—how could a man who previously evidenced lustful intentions not want to have sex with her? Her self-examination in revealing this shameful incident works to Kempe’s credit: I’m not hiding anything, she seems to suggest. Even her disgrace at the words of her would-be suitor do not remain off-limits in her personal history.

Chaucer’s Prioress and Wife of Bath function as binary opposites: one a prissy nun, uptight and fastidious, the other unrestrained, excessive, and sexual. The Prioress, a professional virgin, insists on eating neatly, making sure that while she eats “no drop fell upon her breast” (“no drope ne fille upon hire brest”; “General Prologue”: I.131). The narrator fulsomely praises her, observing that she “was very simple and modest in her smiling (“of hir smylyng was ful simple and coy”; “General Prologue”: I.119). His use of the word “very” or “ful” returns—with a vengeance. Excessively employing this modifier eleven times in only forty-four lines, the narrator undermines the very virtue he purports to extol, subtly suggesting that her seeming nature remains rooted in fraud. After all, she wears a pagan pin declaring “Love conquers All” (“Amor vincit omnia”; “General Prologue”: I.162). She is so “ful,” we can only conclude she is, as one might say colloquially, full of it. Her tenderness is reserved for dogs, not fellow humans. Chaucer preemptively undermines the vicious nature of her anti-Semitic tale by throwing her virtue into question from the get-go.

The capaciousness of the Wife of Bath provides situational humor. After all, here is a much-married woman performing biblical exegesis, strictly against St. Paul’s injunction: “Let the woman learn in silence, with all subjection. But I suffer not a woman to teach, nor to use authority over the man: but to be in silence” (1 Tim. 2:11-12, quoted in Blamires 1992: 37). As the Wife’s “Prologue” swells beyond that of any other pilgrim, dwarfing even her own tale, she can hardly be said to be adhering to St. Paul’s admonition. As with Margery Kempe, her seeming openness in admitting to erotic desire adds merriment to her fourth husband’s funeral when she spies Jankyn—soon to become her fifth mate—going after the funeral bier or casket. “As help me God, when I saw him go/ After the bier, I thought he had a pair/ Of legs and of feet so neat and fair/ That all my heart I gave unto his keeping” (“As help me God, whan that I saugh hym go/ After the beere, me thoughte he hadde a paire/ Of legges and of feet so clene and faire/ That al myn herte I yaf unto his hoold”; “Wife of Bath’s Prologue”: III.596–9). Her erotic desires manifesting as they do at what should be a solemn moment amuses. One could read this as her embodying misogynistic fears: women simply fulfill the stereotype of uncontrollable viragos with unquenchable cravings. Yet do figures such as the Wife of Bath and Margery Kempe submit to and confirm misogynist expectations or defy them?

One woman who flouts such aspersions is Christine de Pizan, who turns the conventional modesty topos on its head in the querelle des femmes (the quarrel about or concerning women), a notorious public debate concerning the ethics of the bestselling late medieval Roman de la Rose (Romance of the Rose). Normally medieval women writers put themselves down when writing in order to gain authority. The tenth-century Saxon playwright Hrotsvit of Gandersheim describes how, rather than writing about shameless women as does Terence, she writes about sacred and chaste maidens, “within the limits of my little talent” (Wilson 1989: 3). The convention for female writers to put oneself down was a crafty means to get male scholars to accept female creations. Hrotsvit refers to her “own worthlessness” and “inelegant style,” describing herself as being of “little learning and worth” and a “worthless woman” (Wilson 1989: 4), before asserting that she is, in fact, “the strong voice of Gandersheim” (Wilson 1989: 3–5). Similarly, Christine seems to start out that way, calling herself “a woman ignorant of subtle understand and agile sentiment,” asking her interlocutor Jean de Montreuil for “indulgence despite my feminine debility.” Then, just as he presumably relaxes given her apparent deference, she boldly asserts, “you have committed a great error without reason in giving such perfect praise to the aforesaid work, which could better be called utter idleness than a useful work, in my judgment” (Petroff 1986: 341). Her savage sarcasm undermines any legitimacy misogynist views of women’s bodies may have. She even says that if Jean de Meun, one of the authors of the Roman, describes women so disdainfully, he must have only consorted with “dissolute and disreputable ones—as self-indulgent men are wont to do” (Petroff 1986: 344).

Another woman who wields words with wit is Margery Kempe. Accused of preaching and thus risking the accusation of heresy, she cleverly opines, “I preach not, sir, I go in no pulpit. I use but communication and good words, and that will I do while I live” (Staley 2001: 93). Her bodily situation is not that of a public preacher, she contends, but that of a woman merely using good words. Who can argue with that? We smile at her clever avoidance in a potentially deadly situation. Humor also lies in her willingness to speak outrageous words—even before the Archbishop—immediately after her defense, telling an allegorical story of a priest witnessing a frightening bear who consumes and then shits out pear flowers. In her story, the priest himself should be interpreted as the scatological bear, breaking commandments and acting without virtue. Such a bold tale critical of a church member might have sealed her fate. Fortunately, the “Archbishop [of York] like well the tale and commended it, saying it was a good tale” (Staley 2001: 94). The comedy here lies in her boldness that succeeds through scatological discourse.

The late fifteenth- and early sixteenth-century Welsh poet Gwerful Mechain provides humor in her paean to her vagina through her graphic language and subtle poetic charm. Mocking every male poet for praising women’s body parts in blazons dedicated to female hair, breasts, eyes, and hands, each one has neglected “the best bit, silly sod”:



For he’s left the girl’s middle unpraised,

That place where children are upraised,

The warm bright quim he does not sing,

That tender, plump, pulsating broken ring,

That’s the place I love, the place I bless,

The hidden quim below the dress.



Its beauty should be the object of male admiration. She chastises men for their neglect.



So I hope you feel well and truly told off,

All you proud male poets, you dare not scoff,

Let songs to the quim grow and thrive

Find their due reward and survive.



Her witty rebuke weaves in a daring tribute to the “thick glade” of all women: “Lovely bush, blessed be it by God above” (Gwerful Mechain, “To the Vagina [Cywydd y Cedor]” in Black 2016: 662–3).

Gender instability proves chuckle-worthy. Here, the body as a situation remains insecure, vulnerable to interpretation, and variable. Like the excremental body, weak and exposed, the cross-dressed or uncertain body provokes mockery or situational humor. For example, in the thirteenth-century French romance Silence, the titular character is raised as a boy so that property stays in the family. The sexually rapacious queen Eufeme exposes herself to the young “man.” From Twelfth Night to Some Like It Hot, gender confusion inevitably provokes merriment, particularly when the ultimate outcome is innocent happiness. We laugh at the impossible situation for the virtuous Silence when the queen offers her “body in complete surrender” (Roche-Mahdi 2007: 177). She insists she is not making fun of the youth, “if you’re normal” (Roche-Mahdi 2007: 179). The not so subtle insinuation implies that the only reason Silence would reject this powerful woman would be if “he” were only interested sexually in men. Eufeme thinks, “I’m sure he’s a queer” (Roche-Mahdi 2007: 185). These impossibilities cause humor given what we know to be the truth in this heteronormative setting. Though we giggle when Eufeme outrageously punches herself in the nose to make it seem as though Silence attacked her violently, this amusement radically disappears as Eufeme’s vengeance develops and seemingly succeeds with accusations of rape. Though we are certain of Silence’s ultimate vindication given the nature of the romance genre, the accusations simultaneously provoke dis-ease in us. After all, the humor lies in revealing the shaky nature of gender identity itself.

Transvestite saints, forced to don male clothes to devote themselves to God, provoke awkward moments that verge on comedy. Eugenia encounters a situation not unlike that in Silence. In Ælfric’s Old English legend, Eugenia must defend herself against rape charges from a lascivious woman. Brought before a judge who is none other than her own father, she must take extreme, even comic, action to prove her innocence. “[S]he tore open her clothes and revealed her breasts to the famous Philippus. She said to him, ‘You are my father …’” (Donovan 1999: 73). This shocking moment works comically in the Christian sense as in Dante’s Comedy—God’s grace happily falls upon the scene to resolve the potentially dire situation (see Hollander 1983: 241–2). The legend of Euphrosyne causes some uncomfortable situational comedy. The abbot sheltering her, disguised as a male named Smaragdus, insists she stay in her cell. Her presence disturbs the monks. “Because Smaragdus was so beautiful in appearance, the accursed spirit would send continual thoughts into [the monks’] minds. Whenever the brothers came to the church, they became sorely tempted by Smaragdus’ fairness” (Donovan 1999: 85). We can imagine monks giggling a thousand years ago to read of their weaker brethren lusting for a seeming male. Perhaps nuns hearing the story would find amusing the debilities of their male religious counterparts and the ingenuity of the girl they venerate.

Chaucer’s narrator in the Canterbury Tales opines that, concerning the Pardoner, “I believe he was a gelding or a mare” (“I trowe he were a geldyng or a mare …” [my translation]; “General Prologue”: I.691). This ambiguity—was the Pardoner a eunuch, a transgender figure, intersex?—has provoked much inquiry to explicate just who—or what—the Pardoner is. The Pardoner reveals how identity is founded on the stability of binaries, ones he slips through, revealing them to be false constructs. Carolyn Dinshaw’s reading of the “Eunuch Hermeneutics” of the “Pardoner’s Tale” suggests that a poetics based on binaries is thrown into question:



The Pardoner suggests the necessity of something beyond a model of interpretation that depends on a binary turning away from the literal, the carnal, the feminine and toward the figurative, the spirit, the masculine … With his unclassifiable body beyond gender as we know it in androcentric culture, he suggests the possibility of a poetics based not on such mediations as gender and language but, perhaps, on something unmediated.

—Dinshaw 1989: 182–3



In fact, we are forced to acknowledge the “ways in which the perverse is already an integral part of the dominant and not the tragic lack embodied by a subordinate minority” (Burger 1992: 1152). For the naïve Geoffrey, the sexuality and gender of the Pardoner is uncertain and unclear, while the Host’s manliness is never in doubt. “And he lacked nothing at all of the qualities proper to a man” (“And of manhod hym lakkede right naught”; “General Prologue”: I.756). The Pardoner’s bodily situation, unclear to the naïve narrator, clearly induces anxiety in the Host. When the Pardoner requests the Host kneel before him to kiss his “relics” (“relikes”; “Pardoner’s Tale”: VI.944), a sexualized and fraught position, the Host speaks in retort:



“Nay, nay!” he said, “then I will have Christ’s curse!

Let it be,” he said, “it shall not be, as I may prosper!

Thou would make me kiss thine old underpants,

And swear it was a relic of a saint,

Though it were stained by thy fundament!

But, by the cross that Saint Helen found,

I would I had thy testicles in my hand

Instead of relics or a container for relics.

Have them cut off, I will help thee carry them;

They shall be enshrined in a hog’s turd!”.

—“Pardoner’s Tale”: VI.946–557



The Host claims the Pardoner wants him to kiss old shit-smeared underwear as though it were a sacred relic. He wishes he could cut off the Pardoner’s balls and have them enshrined in a hog’s turd. Strong words, and none too funny, though his attack fuses various aspects of the comic body: excremental, genital, and humiliated. The host’s horror at the Pardoner’s uncertain bodily situation—causing anxiety as to his own identity, perhaps—forces his mockery of the inspirer of his own discomfort. Furious, the Pardoner cannot speak and the Host claims he does not want to play any longer with him. This, oddly, causes the other pilgrims to laugh; they, at least, find the altercation comic. The Knight intervenes, creating peace by having the two antagonists kiss.

The instability of bodily integrity fuels the comic mode. In Les Quatre Souhais Saint Martin (The Four Wishes of Saint Martin), the fabliau stages the malleable nature of the body to a ridiculous extent. After a manipulative wife wheedles her husband into granting her one of four wishes allowed him by Saint Martin, she requests that he be covered in “pricks” (“vits”; Burns 1993a: 191) to satisfy her desire. Drawing from misogynist accusations of women’s insatiable desires, the tale performs how women cannot get enough. Playing with the linguistic connection between “the Old French verb to know (conoistre) and the noun meaning vagina (con)” (Burns 1993a: 188), the henpecked husband wishes in turn that his wife be covered in “cunts” (Burns 1993a: 188). The instability of the body—from exuding feces to popping out in penises or cunts—generates humor from an audience, recognizing that their own bodies could metamorphose or porously ooze at any moment.

Icelandic sagas have comic moments rooted in the stylistic trope of understatement, particularly when various bad actors face their comeuppance in bloody scenes of vengeance and battle. In Njal’s Saga, Skarp-Hedin tells his enemy Sigmund as they hew away at each other with their weapons, “[Y]ou will be flat on your back before we part company.” Sigmund wryly comments, “That’s too bad,” before he gets hacked to death (Magnusson and Pálsson 1987: 117). Later, Helgi cuts off Hrapp’s arm. The victim opines, “What you have done certainly needed doing; that hand has brought harm and death to many” (Magnusson and Pálsson 1987: 203). His opponent obliges by running him through with a spear. It’s comic and horrible—a violent fight, a bloody outcome, a justified and justifiable death, yet he has a quip on his lips not unlike St. Lawrence in his final moments. In sagas, male characters who involuntarily ooze bodily fluids become unmanned. In this gesture, humor can be seen. Women, it was thought, possess leaky bodies, exuding menstrual blood and breast milk, while men were contained. Feminization of men causes comedy since, after all, what man wants to be like a woman? The late-fourteenth-century masterpiece Sir Gawain and the Green Knight depicts a submissive Gawain languishing in bed, a passive and feminized position, while the man-eating scheming wife of his host attempts to seduce him. The contrast between Gawain’s stature—as a brave and stalwart knight of King Arthur’s roundtable—with his current plight—as a feminized victim of dynamic desire—causes merriment in the audience. The ultimate resolution, where the court wears the very emblem of his shame and weakness, shows how the comic body can stimulate kindness and benevolence.
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FIGURE 5.2:    Gawain in bed with the wife of his host in Sir Gawain and the Green Knight. London, British Library Cotton Nero A.X, art 3, f. 129.



The sexualized body both mocks and receives mockery. Abelard’s castrated body is not funny at all, yet, once mutilated, he imagines he will be scorned: “I thought how my rivals would exult over my fitting punishment” (Radice 2003: 17). In Hrotsvit of Gandersheim’s tenth-century play, The Martyrdom of the Holy Virgins, Agape, Chionia and Hirena, an evil and lascivious pagan governor has the young Christian women locked in the kitchen. He intends to sneak in at night and enjoy their bodies. They pray to God, who intervenes, causing Dulcitius to imagine dirty pots and pans are the girls. They, in turn, peek in from safety and mock their would-be sexual assaulter. Hirena observes, “Into his lap he pulls the utensils/ he embraces the pots and the pans, giving them tender kisses” (Wilson 1989: 41). Driven by his desires, his body in charge of his reason, Dulcitius can only be mocked as “Ridiculous!,” as Chionia observes (Wilson 1989: 41). In a moment of self-mockery, Dafydd ap Gwilym’s narrator in Trafferth mewn Tafern (“Trouble at the Inn”) tries to sneak into his lover’s room:



When everyone except me and the girl

had gone to sleep (exceedingly piteous),

I tried most adeptly to make my way

to the girl’s bed, [but] it turned out disastrously.

I had a nasty fall making a commotion there,

there were no good feats…

I hit my forehead (excessive desire is bad),

Where I ended up, without any free leap,

frequent confusion of wild crashing,

on the end of the table,

where there was loose basin now

and a noisy brass pan.

—Black 2016: 657



The slapstick intensifies. Our protagonist, a burlesque of a hero, becomes the victim of a hunt. Even “three Englishmen in one stinking bed” cast aspersions against him, until he, “covered in painful bruises,” prays in “sleepless confusion” (Black 2016: 657). Self-mockery causes us to laugh because of the confession of one’s own vulnerable body in the face of sexual desire and the body’s inability (in this instance) to see in the dark.

The infamous cat scratch poem (“En Alvernhe, part Lemozi/ In Auvergne, beyond the Limousin”) by Guilhem IX of Aquitaine provides a bizarre jolt of merriment. Not only is the situation absurd, but the speaker makes us experience shock along with him. Here the pilgrim speaker meets the wives of Sir Garin and Sir Bernart. He utters a crypto-language (possibly a butchered form of Arabic), delighting the women who believe he can never confess what happens amongst them. They offer him food and drink, serving him themselves. Then, suspecting his “babble is only an act” (Paden and Paden 2007: 26), one of the women calls in a tomcat. Our narrator, now stripped, experiences something terribly unusual (Paden and Paden 2007: 27):



They got that mean old cat and put

    Him against my back,

And flayed me from my head

    Down to my heel.



Lady Erma grabbed the cat

And yanked him by the tail.

He scratched me more than a hundred times

    All at once…



I would not move no matter what

Till I had banged them both

Aplenty…



I tell you, I fucked them

A hundred eighty-eight times!

I nearly broke

    My equipment

And ached in agony,

    It hurt so bad.



The absurdity of the situation—Really? Flayed by a cat? Sex 188 times?—causes us to howl (or yowl) at the hilarity and impossibility of it all. His mockery of himself (“I nearly broke/ My equipment”) indicates his vulnerability. The ludicrous nature of women assaulting and desiring a wounded man under their dominion casts a misogynist tinge. After all, it is ridiculous for women to be powerful sexually over a helpless man, isn’t it?

In contrast, comic mockery occurs due to Parvizal’s artlessness in Wolfram von Eschenbach’s Parzival. Unsophisticated and protected by his mother from the system of chivalry, he mistakes a knight for a god and transgresses proper behavior with royal women. Despite his ignorance and lack of any courtesy, “[t]o dislike him was not possible” (Wolfram 1982: 85).

The Old English obscene riddles voice aspects of the comic body. The so-called “onion” riddle stages the salacious pronouncements of an inanimate object. Riddle 25 famously suggests how “I am a wondrous creature: to women a thing of joyful expectancy” (Bradley 1982: 373). The humor lies in such elements being true to both a penis and an onion—both lie in a bed (one a vegetable bed), they both have whiskers (hair or roots), and so on. The comic body tricks the reader or listener into dwelling in the sexual and excretory part of body—“[m]y stem is tall and erect”—thus mocking the reader. The woman who “squeezes” the speaker endures a physical reaction: “The eye will be wet.” When the “true” answer is given, we feel deflated since our own lascivious proclivities have been exposed. Only a dirty-minded reader would think it is a penis; the virtuous interpreter knows it is an onion. We can only laugh at ourselves.

UNCOMFORTABLE HUMOR

The Middle English romance Richard: Coer de Lyon stages a “comic” scene. At least Richard himself laughs uproariously. Sickened on the crusades with a fever, he desires to eat pork. The cook has none, but comes upon a solution: to feed the king the bodies of a Saracen (Muslim) prisoner. It must be kept a secret since it appears to be an appalling solution. Richard eats, improving his health and demanding more of the “pork.” Upon being shown the actual source of the meat, rather than becoming furious and disgusted, Richard bursts out into riotous laughter:



“What devil is this?” King Richard cried,

But then he laughed as he understood…

“Kill pagans while our supplies default.

Their tasty flesh we now may take,

To seethe or roast or fry or bake,

And gnaw the flesh down to the bone…”

—Broughton 1966: 192



This moment ultimately leads to his serving at a peace dinner the heads of Saracens to their relatives, unwitting until the silver covers are removed. Did the audience in the fourteenth century find all this terribly amusing? Eating Saracens? The religious parody increases the humor-horror. In Catholic theology, the bread and wine in the mass turns into Christ’s actual body and blood through transubstantiation. If one consumes His body, does one excrete it? The theological solution of the substans [substance] and accidens [accident] resolves the specter of defecating Christ’s body by the consuming congregant. According to this doctrine, the accident (bread and wine) may be excreted while the true substance of Christ’s body and blood cannot be. Still, did readers and listeners find the eating of their Muslim enemies hilarious? Anti-Semitic stories, such as host desecration tales accusing Jews of blood libel, hardly seem funny, particularly in a post-Holocaust world. Yet startling moments occur, such as a malicious Jew stabbing a consecrated host, whereupon it bleeds or turns into a baby Jesus (see Bayless 2003, 2012). Would this have triggered a snort of humor in an anti-Jewish audience, when God’s intervention defeats their archenemy? Until we find a document describing an audience’s reception, we can only speculate, keeping in mind reception to a text is conditioned historically.

Another story with religious elements expands the humor of a situation. The Second Shepherds’ Play, a drama by the Wakefield Master from the first half of the fifteenth century, concerns the antics of rural peasants and an attempted theft of a sheep in the Christmas season. Set in the winter at yuletide, the birth of Jesus acts as a backdrop. The vision of a stolen sheep wrapped up as a baby deliberately plays with the virgin birth miracle. Christ was known as the Lamb of God, the shepherd of His people. The metaphor embodied in a ruminant ungulate suggests how even the humblest of creatures can receive God’s kindness. The comic elements expand within the religious milieu where God’s mercy and pity occur even in the humblest of places: the wretched confines of a robber’s manure-stained byre. Thus, comic and pathetic intertwine, expanding the possibilities of both registers. The line between comic and the sad or poignant is close, even loving. The sacred and profane work in tandem, not as opposing forces, but to express the same thing: God’s bounty and mercy. This parody of Christ’s birth surrounded by barn animals in a manger contrasts low slapstick with a moving evocation of the Christmas miracle.

Theory has altered how “comic” moments might be seen. In his own tale, Chaucer’s Reeve finds funny the way the students, John and Aleyn, enact their revenge against the cheating Miller by having sex with the Miller’s wife and daughter. Once seen alongside the “Miller’s Tale” as a standard fabliau, feminist approaches—along with political movements such as #MeToo—help us see those transgressive acts as sexual assault as opposed to good-humored and justifiable “fun.” Aleyn attacks the unsuspecting Malyne, the daughter of the Miller, while she sleeps in bed. He creeps up to her, “Until he was so near, before she could see him,/ It was too late to cry out,/ And shortly to speak, they were together” (“Til he so ny was, er she myghte espie,/ That it had been to late for to crie/ And shortly for to seyn, they were aton”; “Reeves’s Tale”: I.4195–7). When the Reeve says, “[P]lay, Aleyn” [“pley, Aleyn”; “Reeves’s Tale”: I.4198) to continue with his assault on his victim, the playfulness present in many lovemaking scenes of fabliaux sours. The incongruous dawn song interaction between rapist and victim alerts us to the discordant nature of their intercourse. While the Reeve seems to find all this comic, his vindictive nature is revealed, causing the scene not to be funny for us or for the female victims.

Disability theory can help us see the suffering of various figures beyond that of humor. David T. Mitchell and Sharon L. Snyder’s concept of “narrative prosthesis” in the context of Critical Disability Studies allows us to understand the power of disabled characters. Mitchell and Snyder argue that not only does “disability pervade literary narrative” (2000: 47), but also works metaphorically as a “fleshly example of the body’s unruly existence to the cultural desire to ‘enforce normalcy’” (see Davis 1995: 2, quoted in Mitchell and Snyder 2000: 48). As Rosemarie Garland Thomson has pointed out in her book Extraordinary Bodies, the body can become “a malleable image upon which her audience projected cultural characteristics they themselves disavowed” (1997: 55–6). The central hunchback in the fabliau Des Trois Boçus (The Three Hunchbacks) embodies all that is corrupt: “all was ugliness” (DuVal and Eichmann 1982: 36, l. 33). A burgher marries off his daughter to this wealthy misfit, when three other hunchbacks come to call as minstrels. In an unlikely series of events (as is typical of fabliaux), the wife, who detests her repulsive husband, gets her porter to not only rid her of the inconvenient minstrel hunchbacks, but to kill her own husband. Happy to pay her servant, “she agreed/He’d done good work, for he had freed/ Her from her lord, that ugly dwarf” (DuVal and Eichmann 1982: 42, ll. 280–2). This narrative adheres to how texts deploy the “‘deviant’ body,” as a “‘visual’ spectacle,” a deviant which must be cured or exterminated “as a purification of the social body” (Mitchell and Snyder 2000: 50, 53, 54).

Within a disability studies framework, the Pardoner may not just be a conniving cheat whose sexual identity is up for grabs. A possible eunuch, his non-normative sexual appearance explains how he threatens the Host’s apparent normative masculinity. He has been seen in terms of psychological pathology, an obsessive liar and possible alcoholic. Margery Kempe’s roars and screams cause appreciation and respect or mayhem and revulsion in her day—and ours. Yet if her public performance of affect due to Christ’s crucifixion were perceived in terms of the history of emotions, we might not giggle nervously at her outrageousness, but understand her as acting within the religious and emotional landscape of her time. While Susan Bordo’s interest veers towards more recent somatic manifestations of disorder—such as hysteria (1800s), agoraphobia (1950s), and anorexia nervosa (1980s and 1990s)—her insight that “pathology [is] embodied protest” (Bordo 2007: 751) proves useful for the medieval period. Perhaps Kempe was protesting her body as situation, the mother of fourteen children who makes a deal with her husband not to have sex anymore. Her long-suffering husband, John, asks if she would rather have his head cut off or have sex with him. She must tell the truth. “And then she said with great sorrow, ‘Forsooth, I had rather see you be slain than we should turn again to our uncleanness.’” The first-time reader laughs in disbelief at her insistence on chastity, especially at the cost of her sympathetic husband’s life. We cannot help but smile—and even agree—when he laconically responds, “You are no good wife” (Staley 2001: 18).

Animals as proxies for humans work comically. In medieval marginalia, countless apes, rabbits, and birds imitate human activity, from lapine doctors scoping out urine samples and owls and nightingales debating philosophical and theological fine points to primate parsons. The ability of the human body to be mimicked by non-human ones provokes comedy. How funny to image a mere animal as a doctor! Yet an animal studies approach suggests the opposite: we are very much like our nonhuman brethren. In the “Nun’s Priest’s Tale,” Chaunticleer, the eminent rooster, much like his human clerkly fellows, crows out misogynist (deliberate?) mistranslations, such as “For as surely as ‘In the beginning,/ Woman is the ruin of man’—/ Madame, the meaning of this Latin is,/ ‘Woman is man’s joy and all his bliss’” [“In principio,/ Mulier est hominis confusio—/ Madame, the sentence of this Latyn is,/ ‘Womman is mannes joye and al his blis’”; “Nun’s Priest’s Tale”: VII.3163–6). Pertelote, the chicken wife, fusses about her feathery mate, suggesting laxatives for relief from his nightmares. Animals doing human things suggests the opposite: humans do animal things as well, including those basic necessities such as excreting and farting.

Hybrid impossibilities festooning medieval manuscripts fuse human, animal, and vegetal forms (see Camille 1992). Critical Plant Studies can help us understand something as bizarre as the phallus tree from the Roman de la Rose. Despite the overwhelming biomass of plant life (Nealon 2016: 109), living vegetation has been elided, “forgotten and abjected within a dominant regime of humanist biopower” (Nealon 2016: x). Plato roots the pushing aside of plant life, seeing plants, the “‘lowest’ form of living,” as passive, created “to be food for us” (Nealon 2016: 30).8 Yet Aristotle asserts that humans are “walking plants” (Nealon 2016: 36, 60). As Randy Laist argues in Plants and Literature: Essays in Critical Plant Studies, “Aristotle’s positioning of plants at the borderline between animate and inanimate registers charges the vegetable kingdom with uncanny ontological potency” (2013: 12). This potency we see in the fourteenth-century image of nuns picking from the phallus tree, an illumination created by a female artist, Jeanne de Montbaston, who ran a manuscript atelier with her husband, taking charge after his death (see Camille 1992: 147–9; Rouse and Rouse 1999). The tree acts, exerting “an uncanny will of its own” to intermingle with human actors—in this case a happy-looking nun with a basket with which she collects the erect members (Laist 2013: 12). This theoretical approach can deepen our understanding of the fleshly tree, beyond it as a sign for male anxiety concerning impotence or the apotropaic wish for fertility. It gestures toward the comic nature and rich potency of all living creatures, human and nonhuman actors.
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FIGURE 5.3:    Nun plucking from the phallus tree. Paris, Bibliothèque nationale de France, MS. Fr. 25526, f. 106v.



The body—human, animal, or vegetal—signals the comic in the sense Dante intended—toward mirthful regeneration and joyous recognition of the kinship we as embodied entities share.



CHAPTER SIX



Politics

Comic Power, Foolish Men, and Holy Women

MAX HARRIS

In medieval Padua, during each Christmas season, clerical actors representing Herod and his soldiers twice invaded the cathedral. The church’s surviving thirteenth-century ordinal describes the scene. At mass on the feast of the Innocents (December 28), the designated reader of the epistle “is dressed poorly and holds a wooden spear in his hand.” He represents King Herod. The epistle celebrates the heavenly status of his martyred victims, the Innocents who now wear clean “robes … made white in the blood of the Lamb” (Rev. 7:14). Angered by having to read so personally humiliating a text, Herod “throws” his spear “toward the people.” This prompts further action in the nave:



And there are armed men who follow the spear and go round the church seeking the child with its mother, that is Christ with the Blessed Virgin Mary. And there is someone dressed like a woman who is sitting on an ass, holding a child in her arms, and someone, who represents Joseph, leads the ass fleeing through the church, signifying the flight of the Virgin with her child into Egypt as an angel of the Lord warned Joseph in a dream.

—Cattin and Vildera 2002: 2:66; cf. Young 1933: 1:107–8; Vecchi 1954: 176; Tydeman 2001: 108–9



It was a moment of enacted terror in the middle of mass, but its purpose was not to terrify; rather, it represented inept terror defeated in its own purposes. Although the child and his mother, seated on a live ass, must have been visible to everyone else, Herod’s soldiers failed to find them. Warned by an angel, the Holy Family successfully escaped into Egypt. The slaughter of the Innocents was not enacted; the epistle instead celebrated their glorification. For all his anger, Herod failed to find and to kill the one child he really wanted dead (Harris 2011: 51). In thirteenth-century Padua, Herod was a comic figure.

Nine days later, during the long nocturnal office of matins on the feast of Epiphany (January 6), Herod made his second appearance:



When the eighth lesson is finished, Herod with his chaplain comes out of the upper sacristy, and they are dressed in the poorest, skimpy chasubles. And he has a wooden spear in his hand, which with the greatest fury he hurls toward the choir and, with as great a fury, climbs up into the pulpit, and two scholars hold candles in front of him and with the same fury he begins the ninth lesson. And meanwhile his ministers, with great fury, go around the choir beating bishop, canons and scholars with inflated bladders (vesica inflata) and also men and women standing in the church. And sometime or another they carry away Herod’s spear which he hurled through the church. When the lesson is finished Herod descends with his ministers and with the aforesaid fury again goes round the choir beating them as before.

—Cattin and Vildera 2002: 2:74–5; cf. Young 1933: 2:99; Vecchi 1954: 179; Tydeman 2001: 106



Again, it was potentially a moment of terror, but this time it was rendered even more comic by the nature of the soldiers’ weapons: inflated bladders. Not only did the action visibly emphasize the impotence of Herod’s rage, but it also allowed the lay “men and women standing in the church” to enjoy the unusual sight of “bishop, canons, and scholars” being attacked with harmless but temporarily humbling bladders. This mild rite of inversion served, more importantly, as a comic representation of the ultimate ineptitude of evil (Harris 2011: 52).

The Padua Representatio Herodis (Representation of Herod) serves to illustrate several principles of medieval comedy and its interactions with power. First, medieval comedy was not an exclusively secular phenomenon. It was often prescribed inside church buildings: the Representatio Herodis was no unlicensed intrusion into the liturgy, but rather an annual embellishment approved by the cathedral chapter. Second, classical distinctions between comedy and tragedy rarely applied in the Middle Ages. The modern reader thinks of the slaughter of the Innocents as a tragedy, a kind of small-scale holocaust, and of Herod as the deranged tyrant responsible for the tragedy. Without denying Herod’s villainy or the suffering of the Innocents, the Representatio presents Herod as a doomed clown and the Innocents as the first Christian martyrs, welcomed directly into heaven. Third, medieval comedy can interact with both secular and ecclesiastical powers, often at the same time. Herod may be the villain of the Representatio, but when his soldiers attack the “bishop, canons, and scholars” with inflated bladders, both the fictional soldiers and the cathedral’s real-life ruling clergy become figures of fun. Fourth, comic judgments frequently have to do not with success or failure in the here and now but with the characters’ lasting relationships to God. Herod is the butt of the play’s comedy because of the ultimate futility of his rebellion against God; the Innocents are the beneficiaries of the divine comedy because, for all their suffering, their final ending is a blessed one. Fifth, reversals of male power can also be a source of medieval humor. This is by no means as evident in the Representatio Herodis as it is elsewhere, but it is nonetheless striking that the Virgin Mary and those traveling with her are the only active characters who emerge completely unharmed by Herod and his soldiers. In a world ruled by men, it is part of the play’s good humor that a young mother and her newborn baby provide the only place of safety. The fact that the Virgin was played by a male cleric is a matter of convention, not comedy.

Medieval comedy does not, therefore, fit easily into prevailing scholarly theories of comedy’s engagement with politics and power. Such theories tend to focus on comedy’s immediate social and political functions and effects. Mikhail Bakhtin, for example, celebrated Carnival and the carnivalesque as a public space in which popular resistance to official restraint could be enacted. Bakhtin wrote under Stalin in the 1930s; his Rabelais and His World was finally published in Russia in 1965 and translated into English in 1968. Terry Eagleton disagreed: “Carnival … is a licensed affair in every sense, a permissible rupture of hegemony, a contained popular blow-off as disturbing and relatively ineffectual as a revolutionary work of art” (1981: 148). Stephen Greenblatt, in an influential essay on Shakespeare’s drama, argued that royalty and its officers allowed the representation of subversive dissent precisely in order to contain and defeat it within the terms of its own enactment (1985: 30–45). Peter Stallybrass and Allon White, neatly summarized by Andrew Stott, maintained that “the carnivalesque is not … equipped to topple the dominant order, but neither is the dominant power able to silence the carnivalesque” (Stott 2014: 37; Stallybrass and White 1986).1

Fruitful as these theories may be in other contexts, none is much help in understanding medieval comedy’s negotiations with politics and power on its own terms. Medieval comedy celebrated a God whose comic justice would eventually set all things right. It engaged with its own social and political context not only to ridicule and resist, but also and more fundamentally to set contemporary inequities and iniquities within the broader vision of Christian hope. The believing poor and others on the lower rungs of the social ladder anticipated a promised final inversion that would see the first become last and the last become first. Leaders of state and church at least had to pay lip service to such a prospect, for it was the Christian story of delegated divine authority that, for the time being at least, kept them in power. Unbelievers in the audience were urged to Christian faith, sinners to repentance. Heathens and pagans were generally absent. Julian of Norwich’s celebrated late-fourteenth-century affirmation that “All shall be well, and all shall be well, and all manner of thing shall be well” (Julian of Norwich [1395] 1901: [Thirteenth Revelation] 56–7) may have been more all-embracing than was then conventional, but it remains more useful than many postmodern insights as a heuristic device for the understanding of medieval comedy.

In continental Herod plays and games, as well as in the later vernacular English biblical plays, Herod’s “impotence” made him “a figure of farce rather than the awesome tyrant of a potential tragedy, … the court’s fool rather than its ruler” (Staines 1976: 49; cf. Harris 2011: 41–53). He was not the only blustering ruler to be portrayed in this way. In the Benediktbeuern Ludus de Nativitate (Christmas Play) (Bevington 1975: 178–201; Young 1933: 2:172–96), Herod is joined by the Jewish priestly ruler Archisynagogus. The manuscript in which the church play is found “dates from about 1230,” but the play itself “may have been written as early as 1160” (Bevington 1975: 178).

The Ludus begins with a procession of prophets foretelling the birth of Christ. Balaam, the fifth and last prophet, enters “sitting on an ass.” An angel, “unsheathing his sword,” bars the way. “The ass … steps back in fright,” and Balaam, who had intended to curse God’s people, instead sings a blessing (lines 75–8, Bevington 1975). This is a comic moment: a prophet hired to curse is corrected by his donkey. Other characters, lacking so humble a guide, are not as pliant. Archisynagogus and his Jews respond to the prophecies with “an excessive clamor.” Then, “shoving forward his comrade, agitating his head and his entire body and striking the ground with his foot, and imitating with his scepter the mannerisms of a Jew in all ways,” Archisynagogus mocks the prophecies (79–94). When, “in a sober and discreet voice” (167), Saint Augustine corrects Archisynogogus, the latter answers “with immoderate and violent laughter” (126) or “bawls and shouts, agitating his body and head, and deriding the prophecies” (233). The role provides an opportunity for a clerical actor with a vicious talent for ethnic caricature.

Later, the Magi arrive at Herod’s court in search of the “newborn king” (365). “In a towering rage” (384), Herod summons Archisynagogus, who arrives “with colossal pride, attended by his Jews” (400). The two blustering tyrants agree to send the Magi in search of the child. When the Magi, warned by an angel, fail to return to Herod, he “thinks he’s been made a laughingstock” (525). Enraged, Herod orders the slaughter of the Innocents, “the soldiers … slay the children” (542), and the mothers grieve. “Afterward,” the rubric instructs, “let Herod be gnawed to pieces by worms, and leaving his throne a dead man, let him be received by the devils with much rejoicing among them” (562).2 Quite how Herod’s death by worms was staged is not known, but it must have been at once a comic, sobering, and—in terms of moral justice—reassuring piece of stage business. Herod aspired to dominate by terror, but the play shows him to be a failure, unable to control even his own emotions, let alone the actions of others or his own fate. He dies a laughingstock, a plaything of the devils. The play ends with the Holy Family safely “going before the ass” into Egypt. Donkeys, in this church drama, are wiser servants of God than many a non-Christian ruler or prophet.

Some 200 years earlier, Hrotswitha of Gandersheim (d. c. 1003) had also wrought comedy from “the inevitable, self-destructive character of evil in the face of good” (Sticca 1982: 131). A secular canoness of the imperial abbey of Gandersheim, Hrotswitha wrote six plays in the late tenth century, the “most comic” (Cole 1960) of which is the Passio Sanctarum Virginum Agapis Chioniae et Hirenae (The Martyrdom of the Holy Virgins Agape, Chionia, and Hirena), now commonly known by the name of its most outrageously comic villain, Dulcitius. Agape, Chionia, and Irena, three young Christian virgins from noble Roman families, are ordered by the pagan emperor Diocletian to marry members of his court, but are then jailed for their refusal. Dulcitius, the governor who has jurisdiction over the prison, is smitten by lust at first sight. He orders the guards to lock the girls in a room to which he has access through an adjacent kitchen. At night, the girls’ hymn singing is interrupted by discordant noises from the kitchen. Peeking through a crack in the door, they see the deluded Dulcitius kissing “pots and pans and fire-irons.” Irena says: “He’s completely out of his mind! He thinks he’s embracing us! … Now he’s fondling the pots and hugging the frying pans to his eager breast, Giving them all long, sweet kisses!” (Pascal 1989: 15; translation adapted from Bonfante 1986: 44; cf. St. John 1923: 39). Emerging, blackened by soot, Dulcitius is mistaken by the guards for a devil and by the emperor’s doorkeepers for a monster; the former run away, the latter beat him. Finally, his wife recognizes him: “My poor Dulcitius, what’s happening to you? You’ve lost your mind. The Christians have made a laughingstock of you” (Pascal 1989: 16; cf. Bonfante 1986: 46; St. John 1923: 40). Dulcitius angrily orders the virgins to be stripped and exposed naked in public, but the girls’ clothes miraculously cling to their bodies. The soldiers report their failure to Diocletian, who hands the girls over to Count Sisinnius. The virgins again insist on their commitment to chastity and Christ. After several miraculously botched attempts to execute the young women, Sisinnius finally succeeds. The play’s ultimate victory, however, belongs to the Christian martyrs. Irena’s dying words are triumphant: “My death will be the greatest joy to me, but a true calamity for you. You will be damned in Tartarus because of your evil cruelty, but I will receive the palm of martyrdom and wear the crown of virginity as I enter the heavenly bridal chamber of the eternal King” (Pascal 1989: 22; cf. Bonfante 1986: 54; St. John 1923: 47).

Whether or not the Passio Sanctarum Virginum was ever performed, it was surely written with at least an imagined performance in mind. My own modest staging of the play in Cambridge, England, in 1970 was guided by Richard Axton’s suggestion that Hrotswitha may have been influenced not only by the surviving texts of the Roman playwright Terence but also by the manner in which his plays were thought to have been performed: “the Roman poet or a friend read his text aloud while other performers mimed the action” (Axton 1974: 25).3 It is not hard to imagine Hrotswitha reading her text, while select canonesses mimed the action, and others formed an audience that was not only encouraged by the unwavering faithfulness of the three virgins but also laughed heartily at the “pantomimic absurdity” (Axton 1974: 27) of deluded male lust and doomed pagan rule.

Dulcitius shares with Herod a comic lack of self-control and an inflated sense of his own potency, but the two characters pursue distinct ends. Whereas Herod is obsessed with the brutal preservation of his political power, Dulcitius is fixated on abusing power to indulge his sexual appetite. Neither story is likely material for an inoffensive twenty-first-century comedy. But the medieval church was able to frame a potentially tragic series of events within a larger narrative that continued after death, and so invite both laughter at the folly of deluded power and joy at the blessings that await faithful martyrs beyond the grave. For modern readers who find this larger narrative unconvincing, it is worth remembering that Britons who had lived through the Second World War were able to laugh at comic representations, in movies and television shows, of caricatured Nazi officers failing to intimidate British prisoners of war. In both cases, it was the certainty of victory that made laughter possible.

Surprisingly, perhaps, for those who might imagine that Hrotswitha’s play was an exception to a general rule that saints’ lives should always be told in a manner conducive to sober piety, the comic elements in the Passio were not added by Hrotswitha. “All the so-called ‘farcical’ actions of Dulcitius” are “present in the source legend … as it is printed in the Acta Sanctorum,” where “they account for about a third of the entire narrative” (Cole 1960: 600; “De Sanctis Sororibus Agape, Chionia, et Irene,” cap. 2, in Acta (1863–70), 10 [April, vol. 1]: 248–9).4 Indeed, “it is no uncommon thing to have jest and comedy appear in Christian hagiography” (Cole 1960: 601; cf. Curtius 1953: 425–8; Horner 2000).5 A similarly “uproarious episode in which a pagan justice mistakenly assaults dirty pots and pans instead of three Christian virgins and is then set upon at length by his own men, who take him for a devil” (Pickering 2011: 431) is found in the late thirteenth-century South English Legendary’s life of Saint Anastasia (D’Evelyn and Mill 1956–9: 2:586–8). Anastasia herself escapes sexual violation by two pagan husbands to whom she has been unwillingly married. When the first “would lie beside her, attempting foul deeds, she always feigned sickness and so escaped.” So was an old joke sanctified. The frustrated husband has her imprisoned, but soon dies himself. Anastasia’s second husband “approached this holy maiden intending to kiss her amorously, but before he could do so both his eyes went out.” Led home, blind and confused, he too “fell down dead as a post” (D’Evelyn and Mill 1956–9: 2:586, 589; Pickering 2011: 432).

In the majority of comic saints’ lives, whether dramatized by Hrotswitha or shaped into poetry by anonymous hagiographers, ostensibly weak women emerge, if not unscathed, at least triumphant, and supposedly powerful men are doomed to be fools. The reversal of conventional hierarchies of power is a source of comedy wherever human beings are inclined to laugh; gendered stereotypes of power, in particular, were the target of medieval saints’ legends. In the medieval Christian context, the reversal was ascribed not merely to fortune (or misfortune) but to the greater and reliably just power of God. In the story of Saint Lucy in the Lives of the Saints compiled by Ælfric of Eynsham (d. c. 1010), the comic role of God is made explicit. The virgin Lucy is condemned by her powerful (and unwelcome) suitor, Paschasius, to be taken to a brothel and there violated. But



the Holy Ghost held her, and fastened her as by a great weight,

so that the wicked ones could not remove the maiden.

Then they fastened ropes, in their cruel attempt,

to her hands and feet, and many tugged at once,

but she was never stirred, but stood firm as a mountain.

Then was the impious Paschasius perplexed,

and bade false magicians be brought unto him,

that they with their enchantments might overpower the virgin of God.

But when they sped not at all, he commanded oxen to be harnessed to her,

but they could not even so shake the maiden.

—Skeat 1881–1900: 1:2176



This comic tug-of-war depends for its humor on the discrepancy between the strong teams of men and oxen on one side and the frail young woman and invisible Holy Spirit on the other: the latter’s victory inverts the conventional rules of physical power. The version of the tale in the South English Legendary increases the fun by enlarging the number of men tugging at the ropes to “a thousand” (D’Evelyn and Mill 1956–9: 2:569; cf. Horner 2000: 131).

A gentler story of comic lust and inversion can be found in the South English Legendary’s life of Saint Justine. Cyprian, a powerful pagan sorcerer, falls in love with Justine. He summons one devil after another to help him overcome her resistance, but the devils prove powerless against the simple sign of the cross made in faith by Justine. Cyprian then turns himself into a sparrow, so that he can fly unhindered into her bedchamber. But, when Justine sees him perched on a high beam, his magic fails: “Cyprian he was, as he was before: he was no longer a sparrow.” Stranded on a beam, again in human form, unable to fly, “lurking like an ape,” comically terrified of falling, he begs Justine for mercy. She chides him for his foolishness, but then, “out of her own goodness,” she fetches a ladder and helps him down. Cyprian is converted and eventually becomes a Christian bishop, while Justine becomes a nun. The two enjoy a chaste friendship, which ends in their martyrdom under the pagan “prince of the land” (Winstead 2000: 173–8; cf. Pickering 2011: 429–30).

Sympathetic as we may still be to making fools of tyrants, torturers, and lechers, we are no longer comfortable doing so in the name of God. Caricatures of politicians nowadays invite collective mockery not devotional piety. Nor do most of us in principle find it admirable for adherents of one religion to make fun of people of other faiths. It may come as a surprise, therefore, to find that medieval comedy was surprisingly even-handed, often no less willing to mock abusive or merely self-important power when it claimed the mantle of Christianity than when power persecuted Christians in the name of other gods.

Something akin to modern satirical cartoons can be found in the marginalia of illuminated manuscripts. The early fourteenth-century Gorleston Psalter, for example, contains four marginal images of a “fox, dressed as a bishop, preaching to ducks” (Cockerel 1907: 28). The fox wears a miter, carries a crozier, and, in three images, already has a captive duck in hand (Gorleston, 47r, 49v, 128r, 143v). In the Smithfield Decretals, from the same period, a mitered and croziered fox preaches to a mixed congregation of falcons, chickens, geese, a stork, and a swan. Later, undisguised, the fox runs toward its den with a goose between its teeth (Smithfield, 49v). Episcopal rhetoric claimed that bishops were the divinely appointed shepherds of Christ’s sheep; caricaturing them as predatory foxes preying on gullible congregations was both a serious and a comic complaint. Other marginal images in the Gorleston Psalter depict a cross-eyed pope, unable to read a sheet of music (68r; Cockerel 1907: 29), a naked bishop chastising a defecating priest (82r), and two images of a bishop and nun ogling one another, in the second of which the bishop’s robe is cut away to reveal naked thighs and barely concealed genitalia (102v, 117r).
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FIGURE 6.1:    A bishop fox with a duck in hand. Gorleston Psalter (British Library Add. 49622), 47r. Fourteenth century. © British Library Board.
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FIGURE 6.2:    A fox preaching and making off with a goose. Smithfield Decretals (British Library Royal MS 10 E IV), f. 49v. © British Library Board.
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FIGURE 6.3:    A bishop showing some nakedness.  Gorleston Psalter (British Library Add. 49622), 117r. Fourteenth century. © British Library Board.



A more sophisticated critique of clerical failings can be found in many of Giovanni Boccaccio’s stories in the Decameron, completed in the mid-fourteenth century. In the second story of the collection, a “worthy” Christian merchant by the name of Jehannot de Chevigny, concerned for the soul of his good friend Abraham, an “honest” and “extremely wealthy” Jewish merchant, challenges Abraham to consider the claims of Christianity. Worn down by Jehannot’s “incessant” pestering, Abraham agrees to put Christianity to a test. He tells his friend:



Now listen, Jehannot, you would like me to become a Christian, and I am prepared to do so on one condition: that first of all I should go to Rome, and there observe the man whom you call the vicar of God on earth, and examine his life and habits together with those of his fellow cardinals; and if they seem to me such that, added to your own arguments, they lead me to the conclusion that your faith is superior to mine, as you have taken such pains to show me, then I shall do as I have promised; but if things should turn out differently, I shall remain a Jew as I am at present.

—Boccaccio, 1.2; 1995: 38



Knowing the dissolute reputation of the papal court, Jehannot panics. He tries to persuade Abraham to remain in Paris and pose any questions he may have to the learned theologians of the city’s university, but Abraham insists. Arriving in Rome, the Jew discovers that “practically all” the Roman clergy “from the highest to the lowest” are “flagrantly given to the sin of lust, not only of the natural variety, but also of the sodomitic, without the slightest display of shame or remorse, to the extent that the power of prostitutes and young men to obtain the most enormous favours” is “virtually unlimited.” Moreover, the Roman clergy are “all gluttons, winebibbers, and drunkards,” as well as “rapacious money-grubbers.” Shocked, Abraham returns to Paris and reports to his friend:



Unless I formed the wrong impression, nobody there who was connected with the Church seemed to me to display the slightest sign of holiness, piety, charity, moral rectitude or any other virtue. On the contrary, it seemed to me that they were all so steeped in lust, greed, avarice, fraud, envy, pride, and other like sins and worse (if indeed that is possible), that I regard the place as a hotbed for diabolical rather than devotional activities. As far as I can judge, it seems to me that your pontiff, and all of the others too, are doing their level best to reduce the Christian religion to nought and drive it from the face of the earth, whereas they are the very people who should be its foundation and support.

—Boccaccio 1995: 39–41



Abraham’s final response to this dismal state of the Roman clergy, however, comes as a surprise. He reasons that, since Christianity “continues to grow in popularity, and become more splendid and illustrious” despite the gross corruption of its Roman leaders, it must be “a more holy and genuine religion than any of the others,” truly having “the Holy Ghost” rather than sinful men “as its foundation and support” (Boccaccio 1995: 41). He agrees to be baptized.

The sins of the pope and his curia are not presented as laughing matters in this story. Its comedy lies elsewhere. There is, first, the surprise ending: Abraham’s “contrary logic” (Cottino-Jones 2004: 77; cf. Baratto 1984: 206) confounds the reader’s expectations, provoking laughter and allowing the story, on the face of it, a happy ending in the Jew’s conversion to Christianity. But Abraham is not the only one to indulge in contrary logic. Neifile, the member of the group of storytellers responsible for this particular tale, declares that her story shows God’s “loving-kindness,” which “by patiently enduring the shortcomings of those who in word and deed ought to be its living witness and yet behave in a precisely contrary fashion, gives us the proof of its unerring rightness.” In other words, she accepts Abraham’s questionable reasoning without even voicing his strong distaste for papal decadence. Her purpose, she tells the group, is to “strengthen our conviction in what we believe” (Boccaccio 1995: 37). Her audience concurs; the story is “well received by all the company” (Boccaccio, 1.3; 1995, 41). Boccaccio’s stance is ironic: faulty reasoning may strengthen faith, but it conceals truth.

Moreover, Abraham’s logic is not merely “contrary,” but suspiciously mercantile. Both Jehannot and Abraham are prosperous merchants. The latter chooses baptism because Christianity, despite (or perhaps because of) the outrageous moral faults of its leaders, expands in popularity and demand as any good investment should. His “mercantile logic” (ragion di mercatura) (Branca 1956: 86; Cottino-Jones 2004: 79) values expansion over morality. For readers to delight in Abraham’s argument, not because it is logically sound or ethical, but because it brings about the desired result, implicates them in the Jew’s commercial logic. It also grounds the story, for all its claim that Abraham is a man of “honesty and integrity” (Boccaccio, 1.2; 1995: 38), in the age-old ethnic caricature of the Jew as unscrupulous merchant. Readers caught in this trap are condemned by their own laughter.

Unscrupulous merchants are also included in the comic episodes of the fourteenth-century Innsbrucker Osterspiel (Innsbruck Easter Play), so called because the surviving manuscript of the play, transcribed in 1391 in western Thuringia, “probably in the prosperous mining town of Schmalkalden,” has been owned since 1807 by the University of Innsbruck (Wright 2002: 10–13). After the Harrowing of Hell, during which Christ frees Adam, Eve, and other “captive souls,” Lucifer scrambles to refill his now underpopulated domain. He “screams loudly” at Satan and the other devils,7 before giving them orders:



Satan, Satan,

my good old friend,

run down to Avignon,

bring me the pope and the cardinals,

the patriarchs and legates,

who give the people such bad counsel;

bring to me all at once

the king and the emperor, the princes and earls …;

bring me the bailiff and the town councillor,

who’ve done great injustice to the people;

and also bring me the usurers…;

the priest with his bald spot,

the monk in his cowl.



The long list of those fit to repopulate hell continues with a roll call of merchants, tradesmen, and generally disreputable members of local society:



the pubkeeper, … the baker, … the butcher, … the weaver, … the carpenter, … the shoemaker, … the cobbler, … the beer-handler and the barrelmaker, … bagmakers, potters, spurriers, fletchers, sawyers, and millhands, drinkers, dice-shooters, and gamblers, … the miller, … the barber, … the salt trader, … the blacksmith, … the fisherman, … the boatman, … the piper and the harper, the drummer and the fiddler, and every kind of minstrel.

—Mone 1841: 118–19; trans. Wright 2002: 54–78



The play was almost certainly “performed outdoors in a town square or open marketplace,” where the masked devils of the play would have made forays into the audience in search of appropriate victims (Wright 2002: 19). While the devils would not have found genuine (rather than enacted) cardinals or princes, they would have found local tradesmen. Why the latter professions might deserve hell is explained in six confessions of damned “souls.” Four are dishonest traders: a shoemaker who “sewed bad soles on people’s shoes … and … swore that they were as good as new”; a pubkeeper who “poured out too short a measure”; a butcher who slaughtered “a worm-infested sow” and then “swore … it was a healthy little piggy”; and a tailor who “stole the scraps” of material. The other two are a “chaplain” who preferred the company of women to his clerical duties and, finally, a “lover” who “made love to maidens for a nickel, to women for a loaf of bread.” A distinctly comic note is struck by Lucifer’s response to the professional lover’s promiscuity:



Satan, dear friend,

don’t let that one into hell.

If he ever gets into my hell,

We’ll be overrun with little bastards.

—Mone 1841: 120–1; trans. Wright 2002: 58–9



Deceptive traders are further lampooned in an extended comic episode (Mone 1841: 123–38; Wright 2002: 61–81) involving a quack doctor, his wife, his servant girl, his male servant Rubin, Rubin’s servant Pusterbalk, and Pusterbalk’s replacement Lasterbalk, all of whom are foul-mouthed, greedy, lying, violent, and funny. The quack and Rubin eventually sell fraudulent ointments for “three good golden coins” (Mone 1841: 136; Wright 2002: 78) to the three Marys on their way to the tomb to anoint Christ’s body. The play ends with the resurrection appearances of Christ to Mary Magdalene and to doubting Thomas, and with closing speeches to the audience by the apostles Peter and John. The latter invites playgoers to rejoice in the redemption won for them by Christ’s victory over death and hell. The Innsbruck (Thuringian) Easter Play is thus both boisterously comic and profoundly devout, subjecting to the threat of hell every level of society from pope and emperor to dishonest trader and quack doctor, while reminding even the demons that full salvation and a joyous welcome to paradise have been won for humankind by Christ’s death and resurrection. Only the biblical characters are not deeply flawed, comic figures; only the demons are beyond redemption.

One might not expect medieval Christians, who—it is reasonable to suppose—believed in the reality of hell, to have found in it a source of comedy. This preconception may explain the difficulties experienced by modern art historians when confronted by the thirteenth-century Last Judgment carved in stone in the tympanum of the Fürstenportal (Prince’s Portal) leading into the north side of the nave of Bamberg Cathedral. The “blessed souls” on Christ’s right hand, it is generally agreed, “smile with undisguised pleasure at their happy fate” (Williamson 1995: 93). While the smiles of the saved may strike the modern viewer as perhaps a little “smug” (Montagu 1996: 30), the real interpretive problem rests with the damned on Christ’s left hand, who also appear to be smiling. One critical response is to ignore this impression and insist on a conventional reading: “The damned … consist of five terrified figures transfixed with fear, their faces contorted into masks of helpless misery” (Williamson 1995: 93). Another response is to admit that the damned do appear to be smiling, but to explain this in terms of a representational “convention that lasted well into the Renaissance, whereby a weeping mouth usually turned upward.” The Bamberg damned, in other words, were initially depicted as weeping not smiling, but since we now understand an upturned mouth to indicate a smile, we mistakenly find “their expressions ambiguous and self-contradictory” (Montagu 1996: 30). Yet another response is to take the smiles of the damned at face value, but to interpret them negatively: “What if the discomfort these figures provoke flows not simply from an outdated artistic convention … but also from our sense of the perverse glee, the demented pleasure, with which these figures greet their damnation?” (Meyer 2008: 124). An even more negative reading admits that both the saved and the damned are smiling, but notes that the smiles of the damned “are accompanied by uncontrolled gesticulations, … flailing arms, contorted bodies, squinting eyes, raised eyebrows, … meant to remind the viewer of the unholy aspect of the smile, the smile of sin, lechery, and damnation, of hopeless hysteria, and the panicked frenzy of madness before the gates of hell” (Gertsman 2010: 39; cf. Ferguson 2015: 18–27).

None of these critical responses rings true to me. A more fruitful approach may be to focus not on the emotions of the stone figures, but on those of a hypothetical medieval viewer. I confess that, when I first saw the Bamberg tympanum, my immediate response was to smile, even to laugh. This was not, I trust, a case of perverse pleasure at others’ suffering. Nor was it simply that incongruity is a common source of humor, and that the laughter of the damned struck me (before my better self regained control) as comically incongruous. Nor was it even that laughter is contagious, irresistibly tickling me to laugh with rather than at the damned. Incongruity and contagion may well have been what first prompted my laughter, but I suspect that another more consoling comic convention then came into play, one that was widely operative in the Middle Ages.
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FIGURE 6.5:    Detail of the blessed and the damned. Last Judgment, Bamberg Cathedral, Germany, thirteenth century.
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FIGURE 6.4:    The blessed and the damned. Last Judgment, Bamberg Cathedral, Germany, thirteenth century.



To appreciate this convention, we must first take into account the identities of the damned in the Bamberg tympanum. The five doomed figures are led, chained, by a devil who impudently sticks his tongue out at the viewer. They include a king, a pope, a bishop, and a miser (or a prosperously unscrupulous merchant) holding a bag of money. The fifth, whose head alone is visible, is not easily identified (Williamson 1995: 93; Ferguson 2015: 23–5). The saved, by contrast, include only one figure of power; he is also the only full-sized adult male. Wearing a crown, he is a (presumably just) king. The others are the Virgin Mary, three angels, a young woman, and three smaller figures, possibly children or people of lower social status. The differences in worldly wealth and status between the saved and the damned is striking.

It was, as we have seen, a comic convention of the Middle Ages to derive humor from divine justice’s refusal to privilege the powerful, the rich, and all who exploit their neighbors. The impotent rage and humiliating death of the Padua Herod, the comic ineptitude of Hrosvitha’s Dulcitius, the hagiographical failure of the physically strong or politically powerful to overcome the faith of defenseless Christian martyrs, and in the Innsbruck Easter Play the repopulation of hell with everyone from kings and popes to crooked cobblers and pubkeepeers, all depended on this convention for their comic effect. Delight in the downfall of the powerful and corrupt and in the rescue of the powerless and disadvantaged, moreover, had a solid biblical and liturgical precedent. The Magnificat, first sung—according to the Gospel of Luke—by the Virgin Mary (Luke 1:46-55) and subsequently incorporated into the daily office of Vespers, still celebrates such reversals:



He has put down the mighty from their seat,

and has exalted the humble and meek.

He has filled the hungry with good things,

and the rich he has sent empty away.

—Luke 1:52-3, Book of Common Prayer



A similar, but not specifically religious, response can be found wherever people laugh. A poor child who slips on a banana skin prompts (or, at least, should prompt) pity, but a self-important man of power, ostentatious dress, pompous gait, and great girth who slips on a banana skin is considered fair game for hilarity. Medieval comedy applied this biblical and broadly human principle to its representations of power and privilege. I believe it was also at play in the Bamberg Last Judgment, where the medieval artist skillfully induced laughter by means of incongruity and contagion, not as an end in itself, but so that his viewers might also, and more profoundly, find themselves taking delight in the divine inclination, celebrated in the Magnificat, to “put down the mighty from their seat” and to “exalt the humble and meek.” Faith in divine reversal rather than in human overthrow was the common stance of medieval comedy toward politics and power.

The reader may have noticed that none of the damned Christian elite in the Innsbruck Passion Play, the Bamberg tympanum, or Boccaccio’s story of Abraham’s visit to Rome is named. They are representative rather than historical figures. Boccaccio’s story took place in an unspecified past, and was told while the papacy was in Avignon: the story’s papal court was fictitious, not that of an identifiable Roman pope. The Innsbruck play’s pope, cardinals, and legates were located in contemporary Avignon, but the play was likely repeated annually, meaning the identity of the damnable popes would change with every election of a new pope. Moreover, since the German Empire was opposed to the French popes, it was politically safe to damn them in an Innsbruck play. It is worth asking, therefore, whether medieval comedy ever confronted power head on, naming names, and potentially endangering the comic author, actor, or artist.

Dante did so in the Divine Comedy.9 Dante’s epic poem, despite its name, is rarely comic in any modern sense. An exception is the fight between two winged devils who become irredeemably entangled when each in flight sinks his claws into the other and they fall together into the boiling pitch:



    The heat was quick to disentangle them,

but still there was no way they could get out;

their wings were stuck, enmeshed in glue-like pitch.

    …

[Four others flew] toward the other shore

with all their forks, and speedily enough

    on this side and on that they took their posts;

and toward those two—stuck fast, already cooked

beneath that crust—they stretched their grappling hooks.

    We left them still contending with that mess.

—Dante, Inferno 22.145–51, trans. Mandelbaum 1995: 154



Peter Armour observes, in this context, that Dante’s encounter with demons in cantos 21 and 22 of the Inferno “develops the grotesque image of devils in medieval folklore, art, and popular theatre,” in keeping with which the poet chose “a deliberately low, crude, and comic style,” leading to “a grimly farcical but morally satisfying conclusion“ (“Notes,” in Dante, Comedy, 591, 594; cf. Spitzer 1944).

For the most part, however, Dante refers to his poem as “this my Comedy” (Inferno 16.128, Mandelbaum 1995: 128) not because it is funny, but because Dante is himself redeemed in the course of a journey that rises from the lowest circles of hell to the blissful contemplation of the Triune God in heaven. If the welcome to heaven of the slaughtered Innocents in the Padua Representatio Herodis or of countless martyrs in medieval lives of saints was a potential source of comic joy, then so was Dante’s arduous journey from hell to heaven. Medieval comedy frequently relied on an understanding of God’s justice as both eminently serious and ultimately comic. The self-destructive quarrel of demons is comic; so, in a different register, is Dante’s final beatific vision of “the Love that moves the sun and the other stars” (Dante, Paradiso 33.145, Mandelbaum 1995: 541) and shines in grace on him.

The refusal of divine justice to privilege the powerful in the Divine Comedy is consistent with this medieval comic vision, but Dante’s version is more specific than most. In the course of his journey, Dante not only condemns abuses of ecclesiastical and princely power in general, frequently in the present tense, but he also identifies damned or damnable popes and other rulers by name or by recognizable portraits. As a memorable example of his general approach, we can recall his encounter, in the fourth circle of hell, with “multitudes” of the damned, whose “howls were loud/ while wheeling weights” endlessly back and forth; when they collide with one another, they cry out, “Why do you hoard?” or “Why do you squander?” Among them are “clergymen, and popes and cardinals,/ within whom avarice works its excess” (Inferno 7.25–48, Mandelbaum 1995: 86–7). Elsewhere, in a lighter comic voice, Dante caricatures the greed, gluttony, and consequent obesity of clergy who are unable to mount a horse unaided:



    But now the modern pastors are so plump

that they have need of one to prop them up

on this side, one on that, and one in front,

    and one to hoist them saddleward. Their cloaks

cover their steeds, two beasts beneath one skin.

—Paradiso 21.130–4, trans. Mandelbaum 1995: 480–1



Dante’s most sustained attack on named or identifiable popes occurs in the eighth circle of hell, where those guilty of simony (the sin of buying and selling church offices) are imprisoned head down in holes in the rock while flames burn their feet. There Dante encounters the soul of pope Nicholas III (1277–80), who at first mistakes the poet for the still living pope Boniface VIII (1294–1303). Nicholas believes his successor to be damned for sating himself “with the riches” of “the Lovely Lady,” the church, and then “violat[ing] her.”10 Dante insists, “I am not he … whom you think I am.” Corrected, Nicholas nevertheless remains convinced that Boniface will soon arrive in the simoniac circle of hell and that his death will not benefit the church, “for after him, one uglier in deeds/ will come.” Clement V (1305–14), who ruled while Dante completed the Inferno, removed the papacy from Rome to Avignon. Nicholas calls him “a second Jason, of whom we read/ in Maccabees” that he obtained the Jewish high priesthood by bribing the pagan king Antiochus Epiphanes (Inferno 19.52–88, Mandelbaum 1995: 138–9; 2 Macc. 4:7-8). So, it was rumored, Clement had obtained the papacy by bribing the French king Philip IV. Nicholas was no less guilty of simony himself. Dante rebukes him:



    Stay as you are, for you are rightly punished;

… your avarice afflicts the world:

it tramples on the good, lifts up the wicked.



Popes like Nicholas, who “fornicate with kings” for financial gain, Dante concludes, fulfill John of Patmos’s prophetic identification of the Roman church with the “whore of Babylon” (Inferno 19.97–111, Mandelbaum 1995: 139–40; Rev. 17:5)

Dante is also critical of secular rulers. In the fifth circle of hell, among those guilty of uncontrolled anger, Dante is accosted by Filippo Argenti, a notoriously irascible Florentine contemporary of Dante and now in death “a sinner thick with mud.” Many a ruler, Dante is told, will meet the same fate:



    How many up above now count themselves

great kings, who’ll wallow here like pigs in slime,

leaving behind foul memories of their crimes!.

—Inferno 8.32, 49–51, trans. Mandelbaum 1995: 91



In the seventh circle, Dante encounters “tyrants/ who plunged their hands in blood and plundering” and “here … lament their ruthless crimes” (Inferno 12.104–6, Mandelbaum 1995: 109). Later, as he moves upward toward the gate of Purgatory, Dante’s political laments become more local: “All the towns of Italy are full of tyrants,” and even his own beloved Florence is



    like that sick woman

who finds no rest upon her feather bed,

but, turning, tossing, tries to ease her pain.

—Dante, Comedy, Purgatorio 6.124–5, 149–51, trans. Mandelbaum 1995: 242–3



Local politics in Italy were inextricably entangled with papal and imperial politics. Thirteenth-century Florence had been riven by struggles, frequently armed, between two factions known as the Ghibellines, who supported the German emperor, and the Guelphs, who supported the papacy. After the Guelphs finally defeated the Ghibellines in 1289 at the Battle of Campaldino, in which the young Dante fought on the winning side, the Guelphs themselves divided into opposing factions, known as the Black Guelphs, who continued to support the papacy, and the White Guelphs, who opposed papal influence, especially that of Boniface VIII. Dante, as one might expect from the Divine Comedy’s portrait of Boniface, sided with the White Guelphs. After the Black Guelphs took control of Florence in 1302, Dante spent the last nineteen years of his life (1302–21) in exile, under penalty of death should he return. He thus wrote the Divine Comedy in exile, confronting power and politics with a degree of specificity that made return to the city of his birth impossible.

The vast majority of Dante’s damned souls, as the reader may already have noticed, are male; Dante meets very few women during his journey through hell. This may be, in part, because positions of power in church and state—and the opportunities for corruption, violence, and abuse that they afford—were, for the most part, open only to men. But this is not the only explanation for the gender imbalance among Dante’s damned. It is also true that the Dante of the Divine Comedy achieved his beatific vision of the God who is Love “through the inspiration and active help of three women: Mary, through whom Christ brought salvation to all men [and women]; Lucy, the patron saint who cares for those devoted to her; and Beatrice, the lady Dante loved in life” (Ferrante 1975: 152). At the beginning of the poem, even before he first enters hell, Dante learns of their loving concern for him. In heaven, “weeping for the distress” that Dante must suffer, Mary has commended him to Lucy’s care. “Enemy of every cruelty,” Lucy has encouraged Beatrice to help “him who loved you so.” Beatrice, prompted by Love, has then engaged Virgil to guide Dante through Inferno and Purgatory until she can herself lead Dante into Paradise (Inferno 2.70–118, Mandelbaum 1995: 65–6).

Even Dante’s sinful women are nowhere near as damnable as his men. The great majority of women whom Dante meets in hell are limited to the comparatively mild first and second circles. The first circle is Limbo, where “great-hearted” pagan souls who died before the coming of Christ reside. Among them are several virtuous women from historical antiquity: “Camilla and Penthiselea, … Lavinia, … Lucretia, Julia, Marcia, and Cornelia,” whom Dante feels honored to have met (Inferno 4.119–28, Mandelbaum 1995: 75). The second circle is where those who “subjected reason to the rule of lust” are buffeted by fierce winds. The women here are Semiramis, Cleopatra, Dido, Helen of Troy, and Francesca da Rimini. Four were queens, three of whom ruled in their own right. Francesca da Rimini is the only named contemporary Italian woman to be found in Dante’s Inferno. Forced into a dynastic marriage, she fell in love with her brother-in-law; both were killed by her husband.11 The pilgrim Dante is sympathetic, calling Francesca and her lover “injured souls,” and describing the inhabitants of this circle generally as those who “departed from our life” on earth “because of love” (Inferno 5.58–138, Mandelbaum 1995: 78–81). The only women to be found deeper in Dante’s Inferno are in the eighth circle: Thaïs, Manto, Myrrha, and the anonymous wife of Potiphar, who is passed over in a single line as “the lying woman who blamed Joseph” (Inferno 30.97, Mandelbaum 1995: 192; Gen. 39:7-20). The male population of hell is, by comparison, vast.

By contrast, women form a distinct majority of the blessed who are named or otherwise identified in the tenth and highest circle of heaven. In addition to Beatrice, Lucy, and, above all, Mary, Dante sees Jewish matriarchs whose “faith was in the Christ to come”: Eve (made “so lovely/ at Mary’s feet”), Rachel, Sarah, Rebecca, Judith, Ruth (“the great-grandmother of the singer [David]”), and Anna, the mother of Mary (Paradiso 32.8–10, 133–5; Mandelbaum 1995: 532–4). Beatrice and Mary play the leading roles in this final beatific vision of divine love; even Bernard of Clairvaux, who is urged by Beatrice to act as Dante’s final guide, spends most of his time in exemplary adoration of Mary, queen of heaven. Dante’s poetic vision thus embraces, albeit in a mystical rather than a farcical mode, the medieval comic convention that divine justice inverts conventional gender roles, condemning many a corrupt and violent man of power to hell and raising many an ostensibly weak woman (even Eve!) to the highest level of heaven, where Mary rules as queen.

The Magnificat, first spoken by Mary herself, is thus no less the gendered comic anthem of Dante’s Divine Comedy than it is of Hroswitha’s Martyrdom of the Holy Virgins Agape, Chionia, and Hirena or of many female saints’ lives. The canticle’s central comic assertion that God “has put down the mighty from their seat, and has exalted the humble and meek,” however, reaches beyond the confines of gender to assert a broad general principle of divine grace: the God who became human in Christ delights in hierarchical inversions. Unjust kings, popes, and other violent or unscrupulous men of wealth and power suffer disgrace while their victims finally (and for ever) enjoy God’s blessing. Medieval comedy’s confrontation with politics and power derives both laughter and consolation from this principle of divine inversion.



CHAPTER SEVEN



Laughter

A Comedic Approach

SEBASTIAN COXON

“Aduertite,/ omnes populi,/ ridiculum” (Listen, all you people, to something laughable): these opening lines of the Modus Liebinc (Wolterbeek 1991: 134–6), one of the more celebrated short narratives from the eleventh-century collection known as the Cambridge Songs (Carmina cantabrigiensia), could serve equally as an appeal to the reader of any study of historical laughter. There is probably only one thing harder (and more ridiculous) than analyzing laughter, and that is analyzing the laughter of the past. The study of medieval laughter is no different, and yet cultural and literary historians remain as fascinated by this topic as ever (Verdon 2001; Kemper 2005; Classen 2010; Wilhelmy 2012). By learning what made people laugh in the past, so the argument goes, we gain a better understanding of what made them tick, gaining an insight into their emotional lives as well into social norms and expectations; this in turn heightens our appreciation of both the alterity and familiarity of life in the Middle Ages. That scholars today approach this task with a certain amount of confidence is due in no small part to the work of Jacques Le Goff (1990, 1997), who has done much to elucidate the ideological value of medieval laughter in different social and cultural contexts: from the antigelastic tendencies of the Church in the early Middle Ages, “a period of repressed and stifled laughter” (1997: 50), to the “domestication of laughter” within courtly society in the High Middle Ages (1997: 50), to “unbridled” laughter as a feature of public urban life in the later Middle Ages (1997: 51).

The clarity of this bigger picture is seductive. However, much of the textual evidence upon which it is based is far less unambiguous. Whilst conceding the “heterogeneity” (1997: 42) of the relevant documents for laughter, Le Goff is reluctant to reflect on the interpretative challenges posed by literary texts, seemingly content to recommend only that “one should distinguish between those texts in which laughter is judged and the texts which seek to make us laugh” (1997: 42), that is to say: between normative, discursive texts on the one hand, and comedy in literary form on the other. However, both the complexity and high value of literary material as a source for historical laughter comes from the fact that in literary practice a number of different interests may converge. Thus, just as the narrative portrayal of laughter is determined by various factors, including the broader literary tradition, the more immediate requirements of narrative context, and an understanding, shared by author and recipients, of how laughter actually works, so the relationship between literary comedy and laughter, both in practice and as an idea, can vary quite considerably. Comedy and laughter are quite evidently not the same thing (Horn 1988: 11–20). But, under certain circumstances, they can partially determine and define one another—in the Middle Ages no less than today.

These circumstances appear to be in place with the emergence of certain types of literature in the vernacular from the twelfth century onwards. Whether or not “people laughed better in the vernacular than in Latin,” as remarked by Le Goff (1997: 42), one thing is clear: comic tales in verse, starting with the Old French fabliaux, abound in the European Middle Ages (Grubmüller 2006); and considerable space was devoted to comedy in the more extensive narrative forms of this period as well, not least the Arthurian romance (Seeber 2010). Narrative laughter functions as an important point of reference, of one kind or another, in this same literature. This is nowhere more evident than in medieval German comic tales of the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, which aimed to amuse and entertain their audiences by constructing a recognizably comedic narrative world (populated by shrews and adulterous wives, cuckolds, vengeful husbands, and hypocritical priests) where laughter itself plays a prominent role. It is this conjunction that lies at the heart of the following investigation, which will seek to address two questions: how and in what ways do medieval poets relate laughter to comedy? And, what can literary comedy tell us about medieval notions of laughter?

LAUGHING AT COMEDY

The complementary functions of delectatio (entertainment) and utilitas (instruction), which are so fundamental to medieval comic literature in general (Suchomski 1975), are evidently also of primary importance for medieval German comic tales (Fischer 1983: 101–16); although in many instances, such as the opening of the first of two vernacular versions of the Modus Liebinc, entitled Das Schneekind (The Snow-Child), the aim to amuse is (apparently) so obvious it requires no explication at all: “Ez het ein choufman ein wip,/ diu was im liep als der lip” (A merchant had a wife who was as dear to him as life itself) (version A, 1–2).1
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FIGURE 7.1:    The merchant’s wife exposing herself—lewd laughter? Das Schneekind, Innsbruck, Tiroler Landesmuseum Ferdinandeum 32001, f. 8r.



Where reflections on the entertainment value of the respective story do feature, they form part of relatively rudimentary rhetorical strategies which seek to grab the recipients’ attention at the outset; didactic commentary, on the other hand, tends to be most evident toward the end of these same texts (although there are, of course, always exceptions). The images of storytelling that are thereby conjured up—that is to say, the details pertaining to recital as performance as well as any anticipated audience reaction—do more than just mirror the “reality” of the process of reception of medieval comic tales, they do so in ways that help to bring this “reality” into being, not least by preparing the audience and heightening their expectations of what is to come. A number of motifs establish themselves in this context, routinely expressed by means of the same set phrases and items of vocabulary, which (among other things) characterize the events and situations of the following stories as outrageous or bizarre (seltzen) and, above all else, as hilarious (gemelich or hubisch). In this context, the act or gesture of laughter occasionally comes to the fore (Fischer 1983: 104–6; Kipf 2005: 114–16), serving as a definitive point of reference in exordial statements which explore the relationship between author, storyteller, recipients (or audience), and the story material itself.

In the prologue to Die Meierin mit der Geiß (The Dairy Farmer’s Wife and the Goat), for example, the focus is on the joys of illicit love (lines 1–3) and the guile of women who cannot be prevented from having adulterous affairs, so prodigious is their ability to think of some cunning ruse or other (“vil manigen spehen list,” 9). However morally egregious such behaviour might be in the “real world,” within the parameters of recipient-response set by the literary tradition of comic tales it seems that if any theme is guaranteed to get a laugh, it is this one, or so the author-narrator reminds his audience: “des sicherleich ze lachen ist” (this is most certainly good for a laugh) (10). The same theme dominates Drei buhlerische Frauen (Three Loose Women), where recipients effectively get three tales for the price of one, as three cunning women try to outdo each other with their accounts of the most outrageous tricks they have ever played on their hapless husbands. The opening lines to this text too promise a hilarious tale, although here the anticipated collective laughter is one in which the storyteller himself will share: “nü wil ich beginen/ sagen seltzen mer./ nü sy uch nit swer,/ wann wir mügent ir wol lachen!” (Now I shall begin to tell a marvelous tale, so don’t be glum, for it is bound to make us laugh!) (4–7). The laughter encompassing both the producer and recipients of the text expresses a common purpose, for when all is said and done both parties, it is suggested, are looking for a better way of spending their (free) time: “man sol mit mangen sachen/ die stunt vertriben” (All sorts of things are good for whiling away the hours) (8–9). The relationship between storyteller and audience necessarily changes once the tale itself gets underway. In a jocose twist to the course of events, when the three women (who are unable to agree who has won their contest) turn to the author-narrator for a verdict (“ez wart an mich gelosen,” 403), the author-narrator pretends to change tack and ask for the opinion of others, thereby subordinating himself to the will of the group once more: “der mir daz best riett,/ dem wolt ich iemer wesen holt!” (Whoever were to give me the best advice [in this matter], I would always be grateful to them!) (435–6).

The role of the author is differentiated rather more strictly in texts such as Rüdeger von Munre’s Studentenabenteuer (version B) (Student Adventure), the tale of the sexual escapades of two would-be students on their way to Paris. Several familiar motifs occur in the prologue here too: the promise of literary entertainment (“Von gemelichin dingin/ sagin vnde singin” [Whoever likes to hear tell and sing of hilarious things] 1–2) as a way to banish boredom (“swen in di wile dunckit lanc” [when time starts to drag for them] 5). But in this case they are used to profile the accomplishment of a named author, to whom the audience should feel indebted: “der sage Rudigere danc,/ ob her sin gelachit,/ wen her hat gemachit/ vremde ebinture/ der vreide zu sture” (Let them thank Rüdeger if they laugh at this, for he has composed a marvelous tale of adventure to spread joy) (6–10).

The reference to the author in the third person is not atypical for medieval literature (Coxon 2001: 175–216), allowing as it does for the author-function not to get lost when others come to read the story out. Rather more striking is the way in which recipient-laughter is presented as the incontrovertible sign of the story’s success and, by extension, a measure of the author’s achievement. For the first time we get a sense here that the comic effect of any given tale does not lie merely in the fact that the events portrayed—the story’s essential content—are hilarious, but also in the way that these same events are told—the story’s form. This attitude is rendered even more explicit in the epilogue to Rüdeger’s work, which contains a second authorial naming, this time in the context of a general admonishment to fathers and husbands to use (the threat of) violence to keep their wives, daughters, and (young male) guests in order: “Rudier von Munir/ an disin rat uch kerit” (Rüdeger von Munre directs you toward this advice) (1426–7). The final, valedictory lines of the work return to the question of recipient-laughter, which the author-narrator concedes—this time switching back to the first person—is no longer under his control: “swen ir wolt und uch lip si,/ so irwerbit uch das lachin:/ ich inkan uch nicht gemachin/ di rede gemelichir/ noch ouch der vrodin richer” (Should you wish to, and if it would give you pleasure, then feel free to laugh: I cannot make this tale more amusing or any more entertaining!) (1444–8).

In Rüdeger von Munre’s relatively long Märe the notion of laughter does not appear to extend to the author himself; the function of the author, the person responsible for the story in its literary form, remains a serious business. This attitude is turned on its head in several other short texts, where the laughter of the author-narrator takes center-stage. In the prologue to Kobold und Eisbär (Sprite and Polar Bear), for example, the author-narrator first promises his audience that they will laugh at the outlandish tale they are about to hear (“dem gibet dise aventeure/ ein lachen ze steure” [This marvellous tale will give the listener something to laugh about] 3–4), before reflecting, rather more abstractly, on the value of laughter as a distraction from the woes of this world—with reference to his own experience: “ich lache ouch, wen des wirt zit,/ ob sorge mir die muzze git,/ der ich von sorge ie muste phlegen” (I like to laugh too, when the time is right, when worry grants me the relief of an idle hour, used as I am to worrying) (5–7). As a variation on the topos of rest and recuperation (Olson 1982), the author-narrator presents laughter as the antidote to everyday trials and tribulations. By implication of course, the laughter in question for the audience is the anticipated laughter that will define their response to the following story. Strictly speaking, however, the author-narrator’s own (imagined) laughter does not necessarily have anything to do with storytelling: the relief afforded by laughter, it seems, is to be welcomed regardless of how it is induced.

Elsewhere, authorial hilarity is directly and explicitly associated with the content of the tale to be told and the events it portrays; and in these instances the laughing author features at the outset as a figure of identification of a rather different kind. In Das gebratene Ei (The Roasted Egg), an extremely short and rather more overtly didactic tale concerning a child that burns itself when attempting to steal an egg from a fire, the author-narrator casts himself in the role of eyewitness: “Bi einem fiur ich gesach,/ des mir ze lachen geschach” (I witnessed something by a fire that made me laugh) (1–2). However much this claim may serve to emphasize the veracity of the (mundane) incident in question, it simultaneously exercises an additional rhetorical function, suggesting in the most condensed form possible that the audience can expect to be entertained to the same degree: in other words, the author-narrator stands as a guarantor not just for the truth of the incident but for its comic quality as well. In Von eime trunken buoben (The Drunken Knave), another spurious eyewitness account—this time concerning the boorish antics of a drunk—the amused reaction of the author-narrator is presented in far more drastic terms: “Hoeret ir herschafft alle,/ wye euch die rede gevalle/ (mir wil die bruech enpfallen)” (Listen, lordships all, see how this tale pleases you—[I’m laughing so much] my breeches are about to fall down!) (1–3). This singular image of incontinent laughter promises more extreme comedy, which is realized in the religious parody of the knave’s highly idiosyncratic prayers to God (132–261) and the Virgin Mary (305–82) in which he laments, in the most hyperbolic and incongruous terms possible, the brutal punishment he received in the tavern.

Finally, in a text like Der Mönch als Liebesbote (version A) (The Monk as Go-Between), the notion of authorial laughter is brought to bear on the process of literary composition itself, on the form rather than just the content of the comic tale (concerning a well-meaning monk who, quite involuntarily, helps a crafty Roman matron to arrange a tryst with a gallant young patrician). The prologue in question opens by asserting the veracity of the tale to follow, the author-narrator’s source being a nobleman on pilgrimage no less (1–5). The focus then switches to the author-narrator’s own contribution and effort, how he spent four days (“vier tag,” 6) putting it in rhyme (“zu reimen pracht,” 8), before conceding that he would be more than happy to hand the task over to someone who could do a better job: “des wer ich fro, thet er das,/ und kuent sein wol gelachen” (he would have my thanks, and I should roar with laughter at it) (10–11).

Whilst it may be an exaggeration to call this (imaginary) laughter intellectual, it does appear to express, in the most emphatic way, an appreciation of another’s poetic craft. This rather unusual train of thought is not without its own irony of course, for the author-narrator’s own hypothetical laughter is released the moment he switches role from “less-than-ideal poet” to “ideal recipient.” However spectacular it may be, this pose of authorial humility is also short-lived. The final lines of the prologue seem to bolster the author-narrator’s authority once more by offering advice to other—more seriously minded—poets on the value of literary comedy as recreation: “es tichtet mancher schwere,/ dem rat ich, das er lere/ beÿ weÿln nach schÿmpfflichem sit,/ da tempft man dÿ sorg mit” (Many poets concern themselves with serious matters. My advice to them is to teach their lesson now and then in an entertaining way. That’s how to dampen people’s woes) (13–16). The author-narrator of Der Mönch als Liebesbote, the text’s intended recipients are to understand, thus preaches what he practices; and they can have every confidence that what they are about to hear will be amusing.

LAUGHTER IN COMEDY

If recipients were encouraged to laugh (together) at comic tales regardless of any didactic import these stories may have had, in numerous instances the narratives themselves also feature scenes and moments of “text-internal” laughter (Grubmüller 2005; Coxon 2008: 58–82). As a recurrent detail within this literary tradition narrative, laughter was doubtless used in the first instance to exercise a range of quite specific literary functions, whether this was to accentuate certain themes, underline certain narrative structures, or help cast figures in a certain light. At the same time, however, the efficacy of laughter as a narrative motif still depended in part on an agreed understanding of what laughter per se could mean, how it could work, and what problems or even dangers were attendant upon it. Indeed, in several instances the comic plots revolve around acts of laughter. Under these circumstances it seems entirely legitimate to investigate what laughter in medieval comedy can tell us about medieval attitudes toward laughter as a general phenomenon.

Most typically—and least surprisingly—laughter is evidently understood as expressive of joy and hilarity in the same way that tears are “normally” associated with sadness. Within stories that are dominated by the thematic matrix of cleverness versus stupidity (Fischer 1983: 102), joyful laughter often serves to highlight the roles played by superior and inferior figures in respect of elaborate ruses and acts of deception. Das Kerbelkraut (The Chervil) is a case in point, where a suspicious and irate husband is tricked by a dishonest crone into believing that he has falsely accused his adulterous young wife. Each of the three main characters laughs in the course of the story. No sooner does the old woman agree to come to the young woman’s rescue than the latter laughs gleefully: “do lachete das junge wip” (120). The trick itself depends on the husband believing that the old woman is seeing double as a result of having eaten some chervil (or parsley) the evening before. This he duly does, laughing—foolishly—at her (deliberately) idiotic claim that he has two noses and four feet: “er sere lachen do began” (He burst out laughing) (192). The husband may laugh hard but he does not get to laugh last, for he is soon persuaded that the very same thing has happened to him, and he (wrongly) concludes that his sighting of his wife’s lover the day before was an illusion too. The joke is now on him; and this is rendered manifest by the old woman’s triumphant reaction to the success of her ruse: “do lachete su und kerte sich dan” (Then she laughed and turned [to go home]) (243). Irrespective of laughter’s basic connotation with joy, its value or further meaning is context-specific. In relation to the figures and their characterization in stories like Das Kerbelkraut, laughter works in both ways: it can further affirm the superiority of one figure (over another) or render the inferiority of a figure more palpable.

Emotions aside, laughter is often presented as the product of mind and body, the result of mental processes of recognition and realization, evaluation and judgment in response to the words and deeds of others, no less than a physical, bodily response that carries with it a momentary loss of self-control. This type of response on the part of individual figures is a routine detail, for instance, in bawdier tales which strike considerable comic capital from outrageous sexual naïvety and ignorance. Thus, in Der schwangere Müller (The Pregnant Miller), the idiotic miller’s clever servant cannot control himself when he hears about his master’s failure to learn sex from a wench in the village: “Albrecht smyert vnd lacht,/ daz ez jn ein ander kracht” (Albrecht laughed so hard his jaws cracked) (81–2). Similarly, in Tor Hunor (Hunor the Idiot), where a newly-wed peasant hands his bride over to a local knight in order for her to receive a new vagina, the bride is racked with laughter at her foolish husband’s proposal: “die maget pegund lachen,/ daz ir seit noch ee/ von lachen nie wart so we” (The maiden burst out laughing and had never laughed so painfully hard, nor would she ever) (109–10).

Characters capable of holding themselves in check and refraining from excessive laughter are rare indeed. Triumphant laughter represents something of an imperative in this literary tradition; not to yield to it is the mark of an arch trickster, such as the clerk in Johannes von Freiberg’s Das Rädlein (The Little Wheel), who manages to seduce a pretty maidservant by convincing her that she has already let him sleep with her. Crucial to his success, as emphasized by the narrator, is the fact that he does not laugh when he gets his chance to fabricate some evidence by daubing a symbol—a little wheel—on the naked stomach of the sleeping maidservant: “ja nimt mich wunder, wes er gedacht,/ daz er die wile niht enlacht” (I am amazed at what he was thinking and that he did not laugh while he was doing this) (147–8).
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FIGURE 7.2:    No sex, just honey—naivety as a source of derision? Der schwangere Müller, Innsbruck, Tiroler Landesmuseum Ferdinandeum 32001, f. 67br.



Elsewhere, the narrative portrayal of laughter in comic tales focuses more on laughter’s significance as a communicative act of social consequence, with the potential to destabilize as well as uphold social structures, hierarchies, and the conventional balance of power. One major area of interest lies in the relationships between men and women, in the battle of the sexes. As far as laughter and gender are concerned, female laughter tends to be aligned with sexuality and concupiscence (Perfetti 2003; Trokhimenko 2014: 13–25). “Loose” women laugh seductively (Die zwei Beichten [version A] [The Two Confessions] k 110–11) or conspiratorially (Tor Hunor 123; Der Wirt [The Innkeeper] 446) as they make themselves available to their lovers right in front of their inadequate husbands. In Das Gänslein (The Gosling), where an abbot’s ill-advised quip during an overnight stay in a peasant’s household leads an impossibly naïve monk to believe that young women are called geese, the monk’s gullibility greatly amuses his host’s wife and daughter in particular: “‘crede mich,’ sprach der munch,/ ‘so sint die gense seuberlich./ wie chumt, das wir niht gens han?/ nu mochten si sich wol began/ an unser klosterweide.’/ des lachten si so beide” (“Crede me,” said the monk, “in that case geese are very pretty. Why is it that we don’t have any geese? They would do well in our monastery’s meadow.” Both [women] laughed heartily at this) (89–94). Laughter paves the way for illicit action, as the daughter sets about seducing the monk that very night, climbing into his bed with the words: “ich bins, daz junge genselin” (It’s me, the young gosling!) (144).

In other tales the very idea of women meeting to talk and laugh together—at the expense of their husbands, of course—is perceived as threatening and something to be avoided at all costs (Der Ritter mit den Nüssen [The Knight with the Nuts] 131–6). By contrast, in Das Frauenturnier (The Ladies’ Tournament), where the women in a castle-city take advantage of the absence of all their menfolk to hold their own tournament, the laughter of their husbands upon their return is a sign of order restored: “sie lachten dirre mere./ iz duht sie doch vil swerê” (They laughed at what they had been told. Nevertheless, it seemed to them to be a very serious matter) (285–6). When word of these events spreads beyond the castle itself, other knights find it highly amusing (“si lachten der mere jo,” 327) before seeing to it that the unmarried winner of the tournament is found a husband (to control her).

A second key aspect of laughter’s social significance pertains to the relationship between “individuals” and their broader social environment. Across this literary tradition as a whole, collective laughter is repeatedly portrayed as an effective mechanism of social control and punishment in respect of those who fail or who do not conform to the expectations of their community. The same basic structure occurs in tales which take place in a variety of social contexts, whether in the city, in church, in courtly society, or amidst the peasantry. Thus, in Der Wiener Meerfahrt (The Viennese Sea-Voyage) by Der Freudenleere, the sober burghers of Vienna laugh at a sorry and deluded group of drinkers (532); in Pfaffe und Ehebrecherin (version A) (Priest and Adulteress), a congregation derides their own priest when he fails to excommunicate a woman for her adultery (63–4); in Der Ritter im Hemde (The Knight with the Shirt), a knight becomes the butt of the laughter of the ladies at court (37–8) when he is accidently exposed during a dance; and in Tor Hunor, the villagers make a laughing-stock out of the idiotic peasant who manages to lose his own bride on their wedding night: “si pegunden alle lachen:/ ‘war ist diu prawt komen?/ hat dirs der tiefel genomen?’” (They all burst out laughing: “Where has the bride gone? Did the devil take her?”) (166–8).

In some cases, the (obvious) consequences of such punitive acts of laughter—disgrace and shame—are left to the recipients’ imagination, and nothing more needs to be said. However, that is not always the case. In Der Ritter im Hemde, for instance, the knight loses so much face he feels obliged to abandon the court altogether, much to the narrator’s mock bemusement: “ich waiz ob er chömen sei” (I’ve no idea whether he ever came back) (43).

Against this background, it should be noted, there is something extremely provocative about the behavior of “individuals” who laugh when no one else does. Such ostensibly random acts of laughter are thematized to differing degrees in several other comic tales. In Das Häslein (The Little Hare), as scholars have repeatedly discussed (Kipf 2005: 116–20), the twist at the end of the narrative is precipitated by an extraordinary laughing fit on the part of a knight at his own wedding, when he catches sight of a late arrival (a naïve young girl with the pet hare that previously he “traded” for her love): “der lachete ut tet einen kach/ und began sô sêre lachen/ von den selben sachen/ und mohte sich des niht enthaben,/ daz man in ieze wolte laben,/ und wider kûme kam ze sich” (He roared with laughter; and he laughed so hard because of these things and simply could not stop, people rushed to his aid until he had regained his composure) (398–403). For as long as he can, the knight refuses to satisfy the need of those around him to know the reason for this outburst; when the truth eventually emerges, so does the corrupt nature of his bride-to-be (who belittles the girl for not being able to keep her love affairs secret), and the knight ends up marrying the girl with the hare. The narrative conclusion of Das Häslein depends for much of its effect on the notion that inexplicable individual laughter is socially unsettling. From the point of view of the collective, such laughter is random and potentially dangerous and thus, under normal circumstances, some kind of explanation needs to be forthcoming. Other tales touch on this issue in different ways. In Alexander und Anteloie (Alexander and Antilois), where a dwarf-king identifies for Alexander (the Great) all the scoundrels at his court by making himself invisible and punching them in the head, Alexander laughs aloud (323) but is never asked to explain himself, this being the true measure of his power. If kings can laugh with impunity, so can court fools whose actions and laughter are without social consequence and therefore are not to be taken seriously. This perception is exploited for comic effect in Die halbe Birne (version A) (Half a Pear) by Pseudo-Konrad von Würzburg, when a knight disguises himself as a dumb fool to seek revenge on the princess who has mocked him in public for his poor table manners. As he puts his ruse into practice, his laughter (306) means one thing for the other characters in the story (meaningless and foolish and not to be interrogated further) and quite something else for the text’s recipients, in whose eyes it is an expression of his triumphant joy and Schadenfreude as a cunning trickster.
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FIGURE 7.3:    Ugly and foolish—the peasant as the butt of the joke? Tor Hunor, Innsbruck, Tiroler Landesmuseum Ferdinandeum 32001, f. 32r.



CONVERGENCE AND DIVERGENCE

The fact that tales designed to amuse and prompt audience laughter also often feature laughter at significant moments within the narratives gives rise to the question of whether the former could in any way have been prompted or shaped by the latter. In principle, any given scene or moment of laughter within a comic tale may have converged or indeed diverged from a recipient-response of laughter (always assuming that this took place). The likelihood of either the one or the other occurring was probably determined by numerous additional factors, such as the status and characterization of the laughing and derided figures, and the extent to which recipients were encouraged to identify positively or negatively with them. Another potentially decisive factor is the manner in which the laughter in question is “rendered” on the narrative level. It is tempting, in this context, to speculate whether such (text-internal) laughter is likely to have been acted out when the process of reception took the form of a public recital; the acoustic and visual performance of such laughter could quite conceivably have swayed the audience, possibly even moving them to laugh themselves. This whole dimension is of course lost to us today. What we do have by way of concrete textual evidence, and thus what we can describe, is the degree to which the “causes” of such narrative laughter are presented in a comedic fashion. For some time now scholars (Strohschneider 1986: 130–67; Kipf 2013) have used instances of laughter in medieval texts to identify, with more confidence, broader principles of medieval comedy, effectively reading them as clues to comic themes (sexual naïvety; mistaken identity) and effects (incongruity; recipients’ sense of superiority). But if this is what narrative laughter can tell us (today), how might it have functioned, comedically speaking, for the primary recipients of these tales (back then)?

One approach is to think of the dynamics of this relationship in terms of rhetorical effect (Seeber 2010: 272–9), where scenes of laughter strike a balance between engaging recipients in a cognitive process and prompting them to laugh. This may be illustrated with reference to a subset of comic tales concerning sexual naïvety, where certain scandalously foolish figures are, on the level of the narrative, ridiculed by others, whilst also being located very much at the heart of the comedic effect of these stories on their audiences. In texts such as Tor Hunor (idiotic bridegroom), Der schwangere Müller (impossibly stupid miller), and Das Gänslein (ridiculously naïve monk), narrative laughter serves as a sign to recipients of the “direction of travel” of the comedy, guiding them and regulating their response (as far as this is possible) to the outrageous and arguably quite cruel events to follow. This strategy could even be described in terms akin to that of one of Henri Bergson’s essential preconditions for laughter: “une anesthésie momentanée du coeur” (a momentary anesthesia of the heart) ([1900] 1935: 4). Thus the poets of Der schwangere Müller and Das Gänslein, for example, use scenes of ridicule and laughter to discourage recipients from sympathizing with the miller and the monk when their naïvety is mercilessly exploited and punished. One mechanism by which recipient-response is aligned with those figures within these tales who laugh at others lies in the concentration of foolishness at certain key moments in the direct speech of the derided figures in question. The stated desire of the peasant bridegroom to have a new vagina fashioned for his bride (103–7) or the monk’s Latinate statement of faith in the attractiveness of “geese” (“‘crede mich,’ sprach der munch,/ ‘so sint die gense seuberlich’” [“Crede me,” said the monk, “geese are so very pretty”] 89–90) exercise an immediate and unmitigated comedic effect on the text-recipients, enabling, in theory at least, the convergence of their laughter with the laughter prompted by these same speeches in the narrative world itself. By contrast, where indirect speech is used, the overall comedic effect is lessened or diluted, with the audience being invited to recognize the character of the laughter referred to rather than being prompted to laugh themselves. In Das Gänslein, the depiction of the monk’s folly continues upon his return to the monastery when he amuses his brothers with his account of the world beyond their walls; but it does so at one remove: “do begunde er in veriehen/ daz er wol hete gesehen/ vil dinges in dem lande,/ des er e nit erkande./ des gelachten sie vil,/ sin rede was ir aller spil” (Then he started to tell them about the many things he had seen in the land that he had not known before. They laughed a lot at this; his words amused all of them greatly) (E 189–94). The deployment of indirect speech interferes with and disrupts any potential for convergence; unlike the earlier scene of laughter, this latter scene does not serve as a crystallization point for the anticlerical, anti-monastic comedy in the tale; the text-recipients are to imagine the foolishness of the monk’s words rather than experience their comic incongruity for themselves.

The rhetorical efficacy of narrative laughter also depends in part on its position of the narrative laughter within the tale (beginning; middle; end). This is illustrated by Volrat’s Die alte Mutter (The Old Mother), where comedy and laughter are referenced at various points throughout the text. This strategy starts—entirely conventionally—with the prologue (1–10) in which the tale to come is characterized as both amusing (“Mit rede ist uns geticht,/ gefuget unde bericht/ ein gemeliches mere” [A hilarious tale has been composed, put together and arranged for us] 1–3) and true (“war,” 4) as guaranteed to the author-narrator by a truthful knight of Nuremberg (6–7), a city where “herlichen gaben” (magnificent gifts) (10) are given and received. Quite ironically, the story that follows concerns the unwanted “gift” bestowed upon an unsuspecting knight by the Emperor Friedrich himself (upon a visit to Nuremberg), who mistakenly believes that a blind and bad-tempered old woman is the knight’s neglected mother. The misunderstanding, as orchestrated by the crone’s actual (and long-suffering) son, is quite clear to all those at the court who are acquainted with the knight; but they relish the prank so much they refrain from helping him to convince the emperor that he is innocent: “iz dauchte sie harte gemelich./ sie lachten und verburgen sich” (They thought this was hilarious. They laughed and made themselves scarce) (273–4). Nevertheless, the emperor’s resulting error of judgment does not in any way appear to diminish his authority, not least because he is able to laugh off the misunderstanding as soon as he has been made aware of it: “der keiser lachte also starcke” (the emperor roared with laughter) (419). Crucially, this second instance of narrative laughter marks the beginning of the end of the tale, which features the “proper” gift to the knight of a valuable horse (“ein ros von zweinzic marken,” 420), and the direct speech of the emperor: “ir dunket mich ein guter,/ daz ros nemt vur ewer muter!” (You, sir, seem like a fine fellow to me. Take this horse in exchange for your mother!) (423–4). This utterance concludes the story in the earliest and best of the text’s four manuscripts (Heidelberg, UB, cpg 341), where there is no epilogue to detract from its impact. That the emperor is seen to laugh before he speaks prepares the audience for a jocose or witty utterance, giving them a chance to get the irony—the joke here being that the gift of the horse (as compensation) is presented to the knight as an actual deal or more than fair trade for his “mother.” There is no explicit admission of wrongdoing or apology on the part of the emperor. But by ending so very emphatically with Friedrich’s wit (and reassertion of his wisdom), the text’s recipients are being prompted to laugh with the emperor rather than at him for his earlier error of judgment. In other words, the comic value of this (outrageous) incident is all the greater for having taken place at the imperial court; however, the narrative outcome (marked by laughter, wit, and generosity) is such that the validity of this social structure remains undiminished.

As far as the “identity” of the laughing figure(s), and their role within the plot, is concerned, the greater the audience’s sense of alienation from such a figure, the greater the likelihood that narrative laughter, together with the interpretation of events that laughter suggests, will be subject to critical reflection. One striking example of this comes in Des Hundes Not (The Hound’s Ordeal), which reads like an episode from a beast epic (Reissenberger 1893: 1–24; Grubmüller 1969: 104), concerning a hypochondriac hound who sorely tests the patience of the lark who does her best to help him. Not only does the little bird find him a meal, she also satisfies his wish for postprandial entertainment (“vrowe min, nu helfet mir/ mit etslicher sache,/ daz ich ein wenich gelache” [My lady, help me with something or other that will make me laugh a little] 138–40) by leading him to a ramshackle barn where two bald peasants are threshing. From the vantage-point of the barn roof the hound looks on in amusement as the lark tricks the peasants into beating each other about their bald pates; indeed, the hound laughs so hard at this spectacle (“im wart vor lachen also we,/ daz er geligen noch gesten/ uf der schunen enkunde” [His laughter hurt him so much that he could neither lie down nor stand on top of the barn] 227–9) that he falls through the roof and down onto the threshing floor, whereupon the peasants turn their attention to thrashing him. Anthropomorphized animals present human traits and behaviors in a sufficiently alienating way to allow for new perspectives to emerge, quite apart from any comic effects thereby generated (Knapp 1982); and this general rule certainly holds good for the excessive hilarity of the demanding hound in Des Hundes Not. The audience’s (putative) laughter at this episode diverges from that of the dog—at the very latest—when its laughter brings about its own downfall and brutal chastisement. The focus of the comedy now shifts as order is duly restored. Or rather: the provocative and transgressive image of an animal laughing at humans is held up for consideration, if only to be countered almost immediately by the hound’s comeuppance, which constitutes another invitation to the audience to laugh, this time at the hound’s expense.

The complexity of this example lies in the fact that the amusing spectacle presented to the hound, provoking its raucous laughter, is standard comedic fare. The fight caused by a mischievous third party is a motif we find elsewhere (Alexander und Anteloie, 313–20); and baldness is an archetypal comic (physical) flaw or deficiency that invariably attracts ridicule, as evinced by other medieval German texts such as Der kahle Ritter (The Bald Knight), where a knight tries and fails to conceal his baldness with a wig. In Des Hundes Not, the effect on the text’s recipients of this comedic “content” is heightened by the literary form it takes, as the description of the brawl between the threshers simultaneously provides the poet with the opportunity to entertain his audience with an extended sequence of repetitious rhyming that plays on words for “scratching” and “baldness”: “kratzen” (209)—“glatzen” (210)—“glatz” (211)—“kratz” (212)—“kratze” (213)—“glatzê” (214)—“glatz” (215)—“kratz” (216)—“gletzen” (217)—“kretzen” (218). What becomes clear is that the dissociation of audience from the laughing hound only occurs after the poet has gone to considerable lengths to make them laugh (with the hound?) at the bald threshers. The ramifications of this strategy are various, giving rise to several possible interpretations: first, as far as the text-recipients are concerned the comedy in this episode is all-encompassing, whereby listeners (and readers) feel superior to and laugh at both the bald peasants and the hound; second, the formal, poetic element in the comedic depiction of the bald men fighting encourages a sense that the audience’s laughter and amusement is of a higher order than the base hilarity of the dog, for which it is also punished; and third, the punishment of the laughing hound is intended to encourage recipients to engage in a process of reflection and self-criticism as to the nature of their own laughter, to ask themselves—as it were—whether it is indeed possible to laugh at the mishaps of others (whether the misunderstanding between the bald men or indeed the hound’s own fall from grace) whilst remaining aware of their own frailties and vulnerabilities (as conveyed by the image of the hound’s precarious balancing act on the dilapidated barn roof). Notably, the author-narrator offers no explicit guidance in this respect, the didactic focus of the epilogue (286–94) being trained rather on hypochondria as a folly ill-deserving of anyone’s sympathy. If laughter is a moral issue in Des Hundes Not, it is an implicit one; and the primary function of the interweaving of comedic content and (narrative) laughter remains rhetorical, directly bringing about a change in the audience’s attitude toward the hound from sympathy at the outset to intolerance at the end.

DID MEDIEVAL DOGS LAUGH?

If, for one moment, we allow ourselves this variation on Mary Douglas’s headline question (1971), the answer must be emphatically in the affirmative in so far as medieval comedic literature is concerned, where the anthropomorphism of animals was always a possibility. The hound in Des Hundes Not is never more foolish and never more human than when he laughs. The fictionality of texts such as this is quite overt; but that should not detract from their value as sources for medieval ideas pertaining to laughter in the Middle Ages. Quite apart from being designed to provoke the laughter of their recipients (and thus constituting a rich seam of evidence in respect of comedic literary content), these texts depended for their cognitive effect on an agreement between poets and their audiences as to what laughter as an individual or a collective “gesture” could mean. The attitudes toward laughter that are codified within this literary tradition were certainly shaped in part by the plot-types and thematic preoccupations of these texts. But the fact that this was even possible reveals the underlying affinity between this particular form of narrative literature and certain aspects of laughter as widely understood and experienced in the Middle Ages, whether this be thematic affinity (laughter as the physical by-product of cognitive process / body and mind as a thematic focal point of these tales), structural (polarizing effect of laughter, laughing at or being laughed at / essential structural arrangement of clever vs. stupid), or even ethical (laughter’s essential ambivalence, the pleasure and pain it causes / the complementary functions of delectatio and utilitas).

When it comes to situating this literary profile of laughter within the broader scheme of periodization as suggested by Le Goff (1997), it is worth noting that these thirteenth- and fourteenth-century comic tales in German belong to a relatively stable and widespread European literary tradition (Brewer 1973), which started as early as the eleventh century in Latin (Carmina cantabrigiensia) before giving rise to highly compatible bodies of material in the various vernaculars—from French to German and Dutch, English, Italian and Spanish—from the twelfth to the early sixteenth centuries. Notwithstanding some “local” variation arising from differences in cultural context (whether monastic-ecclesiastical or courtly or urban) the general impression made by this mass of European material is that of “institutionalization” (Kellner et al. 2001), institutionalization of a certain kind of literary comedic entertainment (the same basic range of comic themes and plots known to amuse and make recipients laugh) underpinned by a predilection for antagonistic laughter as a narrative motif (as a particularly “dramatic” means of bringing the conflict between the clever and the stupid to life). Sarah Gordon’s (2010) analysis of laughing in and laughing at Old French fabliaux would seem to indicate that the conjunction of text-internal and text-external laughter is a feature of this kind of comedic material across languages. Differences in the functionality of this conjunction are more likely to have arisen under the medial constraints of different modes of reception (whether listening in an audience to a public recital or reading in a smaller group or even alone). Such differences may have coincided in some literary traditions with the shift from verse (in the High Middle Ages) to prose (in the later Middle Ages), although this is not the case for comic tales in German, which continued to be composed in verse-couplets into the fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries. Even with these German texts in verse, however, reception by reading rather than by listening may have led to changes in the rhetorical effect of narrative laughter. Faced only with the text (as opposed to a performing storyteller), reading recipients may have required or read details pertaining to the laughter of certain figures (at others) as confirmation that they had in fact correctly grasped the parameters and direction of the comedy in the respective story as a whole.



CHAPTER EIGHT



Ethics

Ethical Dimensions of Medieval Comedy

NICOLINO APPLAUSO

Is there an ethics of comedy? This is not an easy question to answer, but nevertheless a very important one to ask. Throughout the Middle Ages, comedy is a pervasive phenomenon. It appears in multiple sources and media performed and authored by individuals and groups belonging to all strata of society, from the laity to members of the clergy, and from rich to poor. We find it in literary texts, which were often sung or recited (poems, novellas, or fables) or non-fictional sources (e.g., chronicles, treatises, diplomatic letters, and textbooks). If we look around we can see traces of comedy in the visual arts (e.g., paintings, manuscript illuminations, and sculptures). But it is not only sung, written, read, or perceived, it is also performed. From Greek comedy to Roman satire, forms of entertainment evolve during the medieval times to mystery plays and sermons, popularly performed in churches and public squares. Despite its many facets, among which we could also include humor, satire, parody, and invective, it is possible to identify an “ethics of comedy.”

But the “ethics of comedy” cannot be approached as a monolithic phenomenon. In most cases, comic narratives unveil a didactic purpose, suggesting that comedy was designed with conservative objectives in mind, to act as a social corrective that seeks to draw attention to, and so modify, the excesses of individuals and society. Although this dimension was indeed dominant throughout the Middle Ages, it was not the only one. Other instances show how comedy could become an instrument of propaganda and, at times, even a destructive weapon to offend and downgrade other ethnic groups or nationalities. On the other hand, satirical performances and parodies have sought to provide spaces for freedom of expression and self-actualization. Lastly, in some other cases, this comic dimension often assumes a position on the borderline of paradox and ludicrousness, suggesting that ethics is not always its main concern (perhaps we could refer to it as an “ethics of nonsense”). It is also important to note the contrasting (yet coexisting) efforts to both reward and restrict comedy with laws. Notarial acts and registers document the existence of local regulations aimed at restricting comic practices and writings, while on different occasions these same performances were generously remunerated by political and religious leaders. Overall, these various ethical dimensions show that during the Middle Ages there was a receptive audience that supportively promoted comedy, applying it in different social environments while also attempting to define it by setting its boundaries.

ETHICS AS A SOCIAL/MORAL CORRECTIVE AND DIDACTIC TOOL

Starting in the early Middle Ages (around the fifth to tenth centuries), comedy is frequently associated with theatrical recitals characterized by cheery plots about the lives of common people, and is said to have emerged from the rural space during festivities. As such, the comedy of sixth- and seventh-century Europe is often approached through hyperbolic representations of sinful characters, often depicted with masks, such as the character of the devil (Figure 8.1), which allegorically embodied the bestial and sinful nature of men (Soule 2000: 88–95). Giovanni Boccaccio’s Decameron (c. 1348–53) testifies to the use of devil masks in the ninth novella of the eighth day, in which the character Buffalmaco wears a mask with a devil’s face and horns (Figure 8.2). Boccaccio mentions that although the masks were no longer used in fourteenth-century Italy, they were readily available. Scholars speculate that these masks were likely utilized by the people during the carnival celebration until the fourteenth century (Toschi 1955: 173–4). Because these comic sketches were rarely recorded in written form, we do not always possess the design of the devil masks, or the actual masks themselves, but nineteenth-century historians have attempted to reconstruct their appearance. These masks clearly attest to the important role played by ridicule, exaggeration, and humor.

Indirect sources also confirm these theoretical definitions of comedy, thus helping us to understand the relevance of this art in the medieval world. The influential Etymologies (c. 615–26) compiled in Spain by Isidore of Seville (c. 560–636) introduces the new comedy (also called satire) as an art in which “vices are generally flayed” (2006: 180), because authors of comedies “do not refrain from describing any very wicked person, or from censuring the wrongdoings and morals of anyone. They are pictured naked because by them individual faults are laid bare” (8.vii.4).
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FIGURE 8.1:    A nineteenth-century reconstruction of a devil’s mask. Museo Etnografico del Friuli, Udine, Italy. Published with permission of the Museum.



This early moral definition of satire often blends with the ethics of didacticism. As V.A. Kolve notes on the medieval practice of the Corpus Christi, “laughter was respectable in the Middle Ages partly because it could teach” (1966: 129). The medieval satyr becomes consistently depicted as a hybrid creature, half-god and half-beast, but in possession of a special foretelling knowledge, thus a valid critical authority of immorality (Seidel 1979: 6). Comparable to a jester, he creates a satiric art characterized by a “plain and unembellished style,” with vulgar, pungent, and unpleasant words, jumping “in the fashion of a goat because it has neither a circumscribed theme nor a flowing rhythm” (Minnis 2012: 22). Some bestiaries even include the satyr or faun in the list of animals. Overall, satire as conventionally understood emerged from the examples of Horace, Juvenal, Persius, and Lucilius, and was expressed through music, theatrical performance, and poetry. Occasionally present in numerous genres such as romances, fables, sermons, visions, or songs (Kendrick 2007: 52), satire was clearly redefined in the Middle Ages as one of the canonical literary genres (Reynolds 1995: 129). It was not merely a stylistic convention, though, because the author of satires “invites the audience, directly or indirectly, to share his mockery of or distaste for something specific or general; there is also an expectation of humor” (Rigg 1996: 562). As such, satire could be commonly found in comic plays that emerged from the Roman tradition.
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FIGURE 8.2:    A nineteenth-century reconstruction of a devil’s mask. Museo Etnografico del Friuli, Udine, Italy. Published with permission of the Museum.



An example of this form of moral comedy is the one authored by the German dramatist Hrotsvitha of Gandersheim (c. 935–1001), whose Latin plays were based on Terence’s, but which contain dominant Christian ethical lessons in their hagiographic accounts and legends of the everyday men who become exemplary models of saints and martyrs (Wailes and Brown 2013). Scholars have recently noted the presence of vernacular intertextuality in her plays, which merge classical and folk traditions to instruct and celebrate Christian life within the community. One of her most celebrated plays, Dulcitius, contains hilarious slapstick comedy characterized by sexual humor. The Roman governor Dulcitius features in a memorable comic scene in which he becomes the object of ridicule through a sort of “voyeuristic eroticism” (Classen 2010: 41). While attempting to satisfy his lust for three Christian virgins, who are condemned to martyrdom, he unexpectedly ends up in the kitchen. Blinded by his unrestrainable desire, he mistakenly “makes slobbering love to pots and pans, blackening himself with soot and becoming ridiculous spectacle to the young women whom he had hoped to rape” (Zampelli 2013: 167). Similar mockery, humor, and satire to the detriment of the dissolute could be found in the popular Latin drinking songs and poems from the thirteenth century, which were compiled into the famous collection known as the Carmina Burana.

The Gregorian Reform (c. 1050–80) further promoted the explicit didactic purpose of comedy. As a key part of the reform, Gregory VII sought to strengthen the moral standards of the clergy by implementing further a marked distinction between sacred and secular practices. This included more defined parameters in representing biblical narratives through the public performance of comedy or tragedies (Dox 2009: 49). These regulations reinforce this moral teaching of comedy through different media by supplementing (or in some cases replacing) the classical tradition with biblical examples (Bellitto 2001: 47–57). It is evident both in schools and churches if we look at pedagogical practices and grammatical textbooks, as well as at religious paintings (Amsler 1989). According to the testimony of the late-eleventh-century biographer William Fitzstephen, twelve- or fourteen-year-old boys from different schools learned grammar by practicing recitations in the schoolyard through exchanges of disputes and insults in verse (Murphy 2005: 169). These comic recitals were not merely rhetorical drills, but served the objective of teaching important moral lessons. In such texts comedy became an integral part of the school curriculum in primary and secondary schools, and played an important role in educating children. 

An early-thirteenth-century Latin grammatical treatise in Italy exemplifies the practice, forming an example of comedy written in the northern Italian vernacular, accompanied by musical notation and integrated within the grammar lesson. The contrasto (debate poem) in question, “O bella bella bella” (also known as the Frammento Piacentino, c. 1200–10), from Piacenza in northern Italy, forms an example of a medieval poetic text set to music (Vela 2005). “O bella bella” was written by the same scribe who wrote the music notation above the text, and who also compiled the main Latin text of the folio and the entire ten-page codex, which is a grammatical treatise. This suggests that the poem was not a mere citation but was integrated into the textbook as a grammar lesson. The contrasto stages a comic attempt of a man to ineffectively seduce the “bella” in question, in a way comparable to other known vernacular Italian contrasti, where two distinct portions are played by both a male contender and a lady courted. The lady comically refuses his unwelcome sexual advances, ridiculing him harshly.

The Latin text above the poem discusses the importance of drills in order to achieve good results, and introduces the poem as an example to illustrate the meaning of two nouns which typified certain base behaviors, “scamera” and “scurra.” The glosses on the side of each term identify the two comic masks as the “tell-tale” (“id est spionus”) and the “brownnose” (“id est lecator”) respectively. These immoral characters in the poem (played by both male and female actors) are introduced in the lesson through comic skits, likely recited by the students. The pedagogical objective was primarily to learn the basics of the trivium (grammar, logic, and rhetoric), but almost certainly to teach a moral lesson, i.e., to learn proper behavior via the ridicule of hyperbolically wicked characters through staging and comic performances.

If we look at eleventh-century religious paintings, this type of ethics is also evident in the visual arts. The Iscrizione di San Clemente, a fresco dated near the end of the eleventh century, exemplifies this conservative objective. Located on the lower level of what is now the upper Basilica of St. Clement in Rome, one of the oldest churches in Rome, the fresco represents the episode of the legend of Sisinnius from the Passio sancti Clementis (written before the sixth century) in which the saint is miraculously replaced by a column. The text in the inscription is in both vernacular and Latin. The Latin text has been unanimously attributed to Clement (Polidori 1972: 35), who launches his invective while remaining invisible in the portico. The vernacular text is ambiguously placed in relation to the characters in a way that makes it difficult to understand who exactly is talking to whom; although Sisinnius is almost certainly uttering the Roman vernacular words (written in Roman square capitals) “FILI DELE PUTE TRAITE” (Sons of bitches, pull!). These words are (quite comically) one of the first examples of written Italian vernacular on record. Scholars have emphasized not only the philological value of this pioneering vernacular text but also the artistic significance of the whole fresco, especially in the dynamic (and also collaborative) interaction between the visual and verbal languages. The fresco has been characterized as a sort of comic book and a comedy stage setting (Marazzini 2006: 41). Unfortunately, the fresco is not clearly visible today and is in need of restoration. Figure 8.3 is a watercolor that vividly depicts the appearance of the fresco before it was damaged.
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FIGURE 8.3:    A watercolor copy of the original of the fresco of St. Clement and the Legend of Sisinnius (c. 1080) in the Lower Church of St. Clement in Rome, Italy. Watercolor by Carlo Tabanelli, photo by Pompeo Sansani (1917). Published with permission of the Basilica of Saint Clement in Rome © Basilica di San Clemente.



John Osborne describes the episode depicted in the fresco:



In the center of the mural St. Clement is saying mass before an altar. Among the congregation is a woman, Theodora, whose pagan husband, Sisinnius, suspicious of the reasons for her frequent mysterious absences, has followed her to the service and been struck blind for his jealousy and disbelief. He is shown being led away at the far right. The sequel of the story is given in the panel beneath. Clement later visited Theodora’s house and restored her husband’s sight, but Sisinnius, instead of showing gratitude, called upon his servants to seize Clement and bind him. However, they were all miraculously deluded into believing that some old columns were in fact the bodies of the saint and his companions, and while they labored to drag them away, Clement made his escape. In this scene three servants are shown struggling with a column, while at the far right Sisinnius urges them on. His words comprise one of the earliest known examples of the use of vernacular Italian.

—1984: 14



The Iscrizione di san Clemente shows how both artistic and didactic objectives motivated the use of Italian vernacular paired with Latin and the iconic representation of the episode. The central position of the fresco near the altar of the church suggests that it was not merely ornamental, but rather intended to inform a medieval audience about an important moment in the life of the saint and also to intensify or inspire a spirit of devotion in Christian believers. The laity would immediately have understood the reproachful vernacular phrase “fili dele pute traite” within this didactic frame. If we also observe the way the fresco stresses the hierarchical distinction between the Latin words (shaped as two crosses) uttered by St. Clement, and the vernacular spoken by the guilty Sisinnius and his servants, the intended audience appears to be not only a generic congregation but also clerics who could read and appreciate Latin. The harsh verbal attack of St. Clement on the moral blindness of the pagans could serve (in the same way as the vernacular text) a moral purpose for the laity, but most of all for the clergy, especially if we consider that the fresco seems to support Gregorian reform encouraging them to follow higher behavioral standards.

Throughout the High Middle Ages, especially in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, comedy evolves from the strictures of the Gregorian Reform by becoming more tolerant of its classical precursors. Yet it regularly retains its ethical function of a social corrective. Influential manuals of ars poetica, such as Matthew of Vendôme’s Ars versificatoria (c. 1175 [Gaylon 1980]) and Geoffrey of Vinsauf’s Poetria nova (c.1208–14), emphasized the distinction between laus (praise) and vituperatio (blame), echoing not only classical rhetoricians but also early medieval authors previously mentioned, such as Isidore of Seville (Purcell 1996). However, in contrast to these early medieval traditions, in the early thirteenth century Matthew and Geoffrey articulate a more noticeable dualistic distinction between praise and blame in relation to the representation of individuals, emphasizing mainly the practice of blame in contrapositions to praise within an ethical frame (I.59). Such a perspective is further elaborated through the important medieval tradition of commentary on Aristotle’s Poetics, originated by Arab scholars such as Averroes (1126–98), who revived the interest in the comedy genre. The Latin translations of Averroes’s work by Michael Scot (1220s), Herman the German (c. 1256), and William of Moerbeke (1278) greatly influenced the perception of comedy in European medieval society. Comedy was mainly understood as the art of blaming the wicked, in contraposition with tragedy, the art of praising the virtuous (Allen 1982: 19–20).

Crucial for the understanding of this ethical dimension are the Occitan sirventès (satirical songs) by Marcoat, Betran de Born (c. 1180–1200), Peire Cardenal, and the Italian Sordello (Jensen 1998). Through his satirical lyrics Sordello became an outspoken critic of political corruption and opportunism. These were explicitly denounced in his well-known lamentation entitled Ensenhamen d’onor, written on the death of his lord and patron Blacatz, where he sarcastically launches his criticism against negligent rulers by sardonically inviting them to feed on the heart of his patron to solve the problem of their moral decline (Burgwinkle 2011). Dante pays homage to the sirventese tradition in his important unfinished treatise about vernacular language, De vulgari eloquentia, but more sharply in his masterpiece the Divine Comedy.

Not by chance did Dante use the term Comedìa to label his work, and historical evidence shows that his contemporaries considered it a clear example of comic and satirical literature. For example, after Dante’s death the medieval author Guido da Pisa (c. 1328) wrote an epitaph to commemorate him: “Hic iacet excelsus poeta comicus Dantes/ Necnon et satirus et liricus atque tragedus” (Here lies the sublime comic poet Dante, and also the sublime satiric, lyric, and tragic poet) (Guido 1974: 62). This evidence confirms that he was celebrated as an author who excelled at tragedy, comedy, lyric poetry, and satire. Guido also added that Dante could rightly be called a satirist because of his depictions of the damned in hell (Kelly 1989). Another fourteenth-century commentator on the Divine Comedy, Benvenuto da Imola, supports this, stating that satira would have been the most appropriate title for Dante’s masterpiece (Scott 2004: 171–2). Although scholars have explored the meaning of the title Comedy at length, it is important to keep these other witnesses in mind and acknowledge the fact that his work has a clear connection with medieval comedy, satire, invective, and humor. Indeed, it was an instant “bestseller” for its provocative content and style, which showcases corrosive allusions to real individuals (and indeed Dante often explicitly calls out individuals by their proper names or nicknames), thus reinforcing the link between comedy and the art of blame within this didactic frame.

We could also add to this list Juan Ruiz’s El libro de buen amor (The Book of Good Love) (1330), which, despite its ambiguity and variety of styles and content, includes proverbs and exemplary material that likely promoted a sophisticated “medieval ethical reading” that involves “the reader in identifying at each step what behavior is praiseworthy and what is blameworthy” (Dagenais 2001: 102). By focusing on male and female relations, Ruiz exemplifies how humor and exaggerations play an important role in the debate about love and gender relations during his time.

The various contexts and examples provided here show how comedy often emerges as a conformist tool with evident religious, pedagogical, and social objectives. These objectives are primarily ethical because they function as social stimuli to foster public awareness (and at the same time acceptance) of established moral norms, by denouncing and questioning behaviors of certain individuals and groups that were deemed not virtuous. The focus on vice and blame shows that the criticism of certain behaviors via comedy was not implemented for the diversion (per se) from a set of given cultural or social guidelines, because the focus mostly revolved around the destructive impact of a certain behavior considered detrimental for various communities and (in the case of Dante’s Comedy) even entire institutions.

THE ETHICS OF PROPAGANDA: THE OFFENSIVE SIDE OF COMEDY

It is not always easy to distinguish the ethical role of social correction from that of commemorative propaganda. This especially holds true when the term “propaganda” is defined as any form of communication used to influence an audience and advance a personal agenda, often of a political nature. Wartime saw the rise of a rich variety of aggressive texts and belligerent iconographic representations that were created with clear propagandistic intentions, since they were legitimately summoned, supported, and remunerated by the establishment. This important phenomenon has not been thoroughly researched, perhaps because of its inherent double-edged complexity. On one side, we have evidence that comic practices were not only tolerated but fully supported and financed by local authorities. On the other hand, other data show how these same propagandistic comic performances were punished if the target of their attacks was their own fellow citizens, allies, and institutions.

One example of government-sponsored comedy is the case of a satiric poem targeting the opposition in thirteenth-century Italy. In 1255, an Italian jester from Pistoia received the high stipend of 100 soldi from the then Ghibelline city of Siena for authoring a political ballata to commemorate the victory of the city against their Guelph enemies defeated in the Tonella castle (Larson 2007). Considering that the poet in question was a jester, this anti-Guelph poetic composition was almost certainly a mocking poem written in the vernacular language, sung, and possibly even accompanied by a musical instrument. The data from the Sienese notarial documents clearly shows how political leaders remunerated comic propaganda well. In another example, the jester Benvenuto from the city of Ancona received a stipend for serving as escort to Frederick of Antioch, the grandson of Emperor Frederick II, during a battle in 1263 (Larson 2007: 417). On this occasion the jester Benvenuto fought alongside him, and was almost certainly engaged in comic performance and paid for his service.

Conversely, other evidence from the 1250s shows how similar types of political poems were punished with fines and even banishment when they caused political tension. The 1252 law promulgated in the city of San Gimignano stated:



That no person in the citadel or inside the city walls of San Gimignano, ought to sing any songs between Guelphs and Ghibellines, namely about Guelphs and Ghibellines nor say vain words during one or any other occasions … or make rebukes against one or the other of the aforementioned … for the punishment of 25 soldi or penalty of banishment.1



The municipality of Siena promulgated a similar law that restricted Sienese citizens from performing and writing sonnets in public if such poems insulted other Sienese citizens. The following law was enacted in the Sienese Statute from the 1260s throughout the first half of the fourteenth century:



And if anyone creates or else compose any song, sonnet, or factual composition to insult, offend, or vilify any citizen of Siena he shall be punished and fined by the Comune of Siena 100 pounds of den(ari). And if anyone sings any canzone, sonnet, or factual slander to offend or vilify or insult anyone, he shall be punished and fined by the Comune of Siena 25 pounds of den(ari).2



Both writing and performing vituperative sonnets were punishable in fourteenth-century Italy. It is important also to note the fact that singers are fined only 25 denari, in opposition to composers, who are fined 100. This shows that a clear distinction existed between an author and a performer of invective poetry, thus further supporting how such comic compositions circulated on both written and oral levels within Italy, reaching a wide audience. The fact that the law was included in the Statute also suggests that such invectives circulated and were commonly produced against real individuals, since Sienese rulers legally regulated and wanted to limit invective poetry by punishing whoever authored, recited, or performed it.

An example of such oral invective is provided by the thirteenth-century commentator Salimbene de Adam, from Parma, Italy, who reports in his Cronica that the well-known Florentine Master rhetorician Boncompagno da Signa composed and publicly delivered a declamatory poem in Bologna to defame and mock the influential friar Giovanni da Vicenza. Boncompagno composed and delivered this mocking song in response to a rumor that claimed that the friar Giovanni miraculously rose up from the Church of Santa Maria in Monte and flew up in the air:



Old John John enhances

as he leaps and as he dances.

All of you who seek the sky

must dance, and dance, and fly!

This one leaps and that one dances,

every boy and maiden prances,

the young men dance with all the girls,

even the duke of Venice whirls.3

—Salimbene de Adam 1986: 54



Besides resorting to public performances, this type of propagandistic comedy is also noticeable in non-fictional texts that endorsed a clear political agenda. The medieval ars dictandi of letter writing was undertaken by dictatores (masters of rhetoric and dialectic) as early as the eleventh century. It gained momentum in Italy at the Università di Bologna and in Florence with thirteenth-century educators such as the above-mentioned Boncompagno da Signa, as well as Brunetto Latini, Dante’s teacher (Camargo 1991). The presence of sarcasm, mordant wit, and hyperbolic language was not only very commonly employed in diplomatic letters, but also expected (Applauso 2018). Piero della Vigna, the chancellor of the Holy Roman Emperor Frederick II, was perhaps the most celebrated model for letter writing in Tuscany, as is evident from the presence of his letters in numerous Epistolaria. Written in 1240 on the behalf of Emperor Frederick II, his Epistle VI is characterized by an elaborate and mocking style. Not all diplomatic letters were certainly sardonic or even satirical. However, this particular letter is noticeable for its use of hyperboles, puns, humor, alliterations, and jittery style. Scholars recently emphasized its extraordinary satirical style (Boccia 2013: 93) and labeled it as a fierce satire (Delle Donne 2014: 83). The targets of the letter are both Pope Gregorius IX and all cardinals, who have excommunicated the emperor. Alongside Della Vigna’s stern warning, one can find a humorously depiction of a papal curia characterized by confusion and deceit:



Pontiffs and Pharisees, all united in council, formed a coalition against the prince, lord of the Christians. “What are we going to do?” they say, “since this man triumphs in this way against his enemies, if we leave him alone like this, he will subjugate for himself all the glory of the Lombards, and, advancing like a Caesar, he will not delay from taking from us power and prestige, and destroy our people” … While sitting upon the seat of Moses, the Pharisees of our time, raving like this they hurled themselves against the Roman prince.4



Letters such as these were frequently sent by diplomats to specific addressees and are characterized by subjective information, not simply with the intention of condemning a target, but also to arouse an emotional response and legitimate the viewpoint of the author and his political circle. Medieval English literature also contains a number of texts featuring comic rhetoric. Numerous thirteenth- and fourteenth-century chronicles target fervent and partisan criticism at popes, emperors, and even ethnic groups; for example, Peter Langtoft in his Chronicle launches passionate invectives against the Scots (Gransden 1974). From early thirteenth- to mid-fourteenth-century Iberia we can find similar texts in the Cantigas d’escarnho e de maldizer (Songs of Mockery and Insult). These poems supply vivid examples of comic texts mocking or slandering political targets (Lapa 1970; Liu 2004).

This disparaging type of comedy also took the form of sculpture. Examples of Judensau (Jew’s sow) icons in northern European churches attest to the propaganda against Jewish minorities in many cities (Wiedl 2010). The earliest known example of the Judensau is dated around 1230 and located in the cathedral of Brandenburg in northeastern Germany.

Figure 8.4 is from a thirteenth-century sculpture in the corbel of a column located in the Carmelite monastery in Bamberg, Germany. This sculpture depicts a Jew-beast hybrid, with human and goat features.

These sculptures follow the rhetorical understanding of comedy as the art of blaming, and the depiction of caricatural ugliness and moral corruption. Such sculptures do not ridicule a specific immoral behavior, as does the comic fresco of Saint Clement in Rome. Instead, moral condemnation is paired with aggressive ethnic humor that negatively presents Jewish people suckling a large sow or eating her excrement. By being depicted in close contact with animals, the German-Jewish community (or Jewish people as a whole) are portrayed as the embodiment of a degrading, bestial, and dishonorable nature.

It is not clear if the objective of this type of sculpture was to simply make a moral statement, or perhaps to discourage Jewish people from living in various European communities. The location of Judensau effigies in the frontal space of churches, supported by local religious leaders, suggests that their message (whether theological, moral, or pedagogical) was clearly supported by the establishment, stated, broadcast, and visible to the entire community (Shachar 1974; Resnick 2012). Subsequent examples of the Judensau also show how ridicule and humor are more explicitly present in later iconographic representations, especially because they “share certain elements with public theater, plays, inviting ridicule, vicious chuckles, and painful mockery” (Classen 2010: 101). As Birgit Wiedl suggests, “as serious as the context, and primary intent, of these beast allegories may be, humor if [sic] often utilized to add a further quality” (2010: 335). These demeaning practices continued throughout the late Middle Ages and into the Renaissance, so that “by the sixteenth century lay people were able to acquire their own Judensau sculpture for their homes, which would have encouraged them to laugh even in private” (Classen 2010: 101).
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FIGURE 8.4:    Sculpture of a Jew-beast hybrid (c. 1300) in the Carmelite Monastery, Bamberg, Germany. Photo by Birgit Wiedl, used with permission.



Other examples of ethnic humor appear less derogatory than the Judensau, while confirming the widespread tendency to ridicule the perceived behavior, customs, and traits of a specific social group. More explicitly jocular is the “Notula in qua doctrina datur de consuetudinibus et naturis cantorum” (Little note which gives instruction on the habits and nature of singers) written by the Tuscan rhetorician Boncompagno in his Boncompagnus (c. 1215). The “Notula” lays out various derisive diatribes about the singing traditions of different groups (I.19). It constitutes further evidence that derision and ridicule often circulated via humor, popularizing certain biases and stereotypes. In this example, Boncompagno conveys various negative stereotypes that were most likely shared throughout the thirteenth century in Europe—and beyond—by Italian, French, Greek, Arab, and German people:



It is no less remarkable than it is noticeable, that diverse nations and different people in different ways dislike each other’s way of singing … French people say that Italians are delirious in an extreme fragmentation of the voice, so that they scorn to listen to them. Conversely the Italians assert that the French and Germans emit tremulous sounds as if they were feverish, and strive to pierce the sky through an excessive emission of the voice, either thinking that God is deaf, or that they can placate Him somehow with an enraged voice … Greeks say that Latin speakers howl like dogs and Latins say that Greeks grumble like foxes. Saracens say that Christians do not sing but rather rave. On the other hand, Christians testify that Saracens swallow their voices and gurgle a melody in their gullets.5



This example acknowledges the reality of diversity and the tendency to ridicule and attack different societies evenly and reciprocally. In contrast to the Judensau, it showcases the ability to laugh at oneself and to take oneself lightly.

Overall, the existence of commemorative poems, diplomatic letters characterized by sarcasm and satire, and sculptures and comic writings that debase specific ethnic groups is an indicator of a different dimension of comedy. This type of comedy serves as propaganda, situating the political discourse within the dichotomy of virtue vs. vice, good vs. evil, and us vs. them. These propagandistic elements may appear offensive today, but they demonstrate how comedy can unify a community against individuals or groups perceived as threats.

FESTIVE COMIC FORMS: COMEDY AS CELEBRATION

Another ethical dimension of comedy can be found in public comic performances organized by citizens to commemorate festivities. Throughout the Middle Ages, citizens gathered to stage comic performances. The so-called Misteri or mystery plays received support from the local religious leaders, who even lent their churches for these ceremonial practices. A law promulgated in San Gimignano in 1314 shows how these theatrical performances included colorful props and stage decorations, which sometimes might have caused damage to church properties. This urged regulations like the following one, which forbade actors to place frogs in churches or squares as well as throwing props against the walls. It is notable that both men and women, and even children, were actively involved in these comic plays:



No person, either man or woman, child or adult, when the Saint Edmunda ceremonies called “Mystery plays” are celebrated, may dare in any church to throw or place any frogs or to do anything dirty or illegal or also to throw ceramic jars or jugs against the walls of said churches or in front of the churches or in the church courtyards, during the time the said ceremonies are celebrated or throughout the entire aforementioned Edmunda celebrations. Whoever goes against this will be punished with a fine of 400 soldi, and government officials will have a trial against them.6



This law illustrates how medieval citizens mounted dramatic versions of biblical stories and how devotion mixed with enthusiasm and playfulness. The production of mystery plays was supported by religious authorities, and local city councils often funded the production and staging of these plays. William Bowsky has documented how the regime of the Nines in Siena, Italy subsidized the yearly celebration of the Assumption of the Virgin, which included processions and similar performances (Bowsky 1981: 275). This trend was widespread throughout Europe, where such celebrations were not limited to mystery plays and biblical stories, but included legends and folk tales incorporated into morality plays, as well as celebrations supported by local governments. E.R. Curtius and Jacques Le Goff examined the interrelation of theater and religion in various comic practices (such as the ludi, the feasts of fools, asses, and innocents) as well as in specific texts (such as the Ioca Monachorum and the Cena Cypriani), showing the cultural significance of this type of comedy (Curtius 1953: 417–35; Le Goff 1997). These rituals supported religious devotion and local identity within various communities, which preserved it throughout the late medieval period.

Max Harris’s seminal study on the Feast of Fools confirms that most medieval comic celebrations were “scripted,” “initiated and controlled” by the clergy from the very beginning (2011: 23). According to Harris, however, this tradition has been grossly distorted in contemporary scholarship, which has discussed it as a parody of Christian liturgy characterized by drunken clerics, cross-dressing priests, and gamblers casting dice on church altars. Instead, Harris elucidates that the Feast of Fools was not an unruly celebration that inverted clerical rites but an important celebration of the Christmas season. The Feast of Fools indeed thrived in northern France from the twelfth through fourteenth centuries, and celebrated Christian meekness and humility. The “fools” were actually most likely devoted Christians who staged the “foolishness of God,” a sort of sacred folly (as described by St. Paul), featuring a real donkey in the celebration. Although Harris challenges the hypothesis that the feast included inappropriate practices or excesses, it was nevertheless the target of criticism throughout the centuries, and was likely regulated by the French clergy, who eventually abolished the practice in the later Middle Ages and early modern period.

Overall, whether these comic practices were created to celebrate a local military victory or to stage biblical tales or liturgical rites, they sought to unite all citizens of a community. This is evident by the fact that when the practices were commemorative, they were supported financially and celebrated by the institution in official rituals or iconographic representations, displayed and performed in churches. Thus comic festivities were designed to appeal to the emotions of participants, to foster cooperation rather than opposition. The price of this sociopolitical stability and homogeneity was a limitation on debate. While these festive forms opened spaces for freedom of expression and self-actualization, they were restricted by the same establishment that encouraged their very existence. Local governmental authorities drew the line when the ridicule had a negative effect within the same community, thus limiting the self-expressions of individuals in order to safeguard the unity of the urban environment as a whole.

COMEDY AS SHEER ENTERTAINMENT
 AND PARADOX
(OR THE ETHICS OF NONSENSE)

So far we have examined comedy in its sociopolitical functions of correction, education, propaganda, and celebration. In doing so we have focused on the elements of ethos in comedy. However, there is also another possible way to approach it, in connection to pathos, which focuses on its playfulness and emotional qualities. One element essential to comedy is indeed the sentiment of humor, which is a culturally and historically based phenomenon. Throughout the medieval period the term “humor” was understood as a physiological concept, one of the four humors or fluids in the body. As such, it was approached as a temperamental disposition, often ruled by external circumstances and affecting the mood of individuals. Referred to as a state of mind, humor cannot simply be defined in association with ethics. Nor can it simply equate to laughter, which, although it plays an important role in comedy, is a response that does not necessarily correspond to humor. The contemporary scholar of humor Salvatore Attardo notes that even if humor is commonly defined as synonymous with laughter, the relationship between the two is not symmetrical (Attardo 1994: 10). This distinction between humor and laughter also applies to medieval comedy. The classical definition of Aristotle in his Poetics and the examples provided thus far indeed confirm that comedy is mainly associated with ugliness and distortions, as well as derision, exaggeration, and contradiction (Poetics 1449a, 35–7). This suggests that comedy could be approached not simply on ethical terms, but as a playful and flexible expression of emotions, entertainment, and paradox.

The existence of comic narratives from the jester tradition exemplifies this dimension of comedy. The French fabliaux are short texts that originated in the eleventh century and gained popularity throughout the late Middle Ages. They form a variety of comic and lewd stories whose plots are centered around “infidelity, deceit, revenge, theft,” as well as showcasing characters engaged in sexual and obscene behaviors, often characterized by hostility against women, peasants, and priests (Levy 2000). While a few have complex narratives, others have simple storylines centered around a gag and a final punch line. Some scholars have characterized these fabliaux as “something akin to a dirty joke or urban legend today” (Gordon 2010: 481). One fabliau that exemplifies this ludicrous dimension is Les quatre Sohais saint Martin (The Four Wishes of Saint Martin), a tale that features three characters: St. Martin, a peasant, and his wife (NRCF 4: 211–16; Dubin 2013: 884–95). The story starts with St. Martin granting four wishes to a devout peasant. The peasant’s wife is then allowed the first wish, but, driven by both lust and grievance, she makes an absurd wish when she asks for her husband’s body to be covered with as many penises as possible. The husband retaliates by asking to have the wife’s body covered with vaginas. The wife and husband are obviously not happy with their current look, so the wife intervenes once again by asking St. Martin to remove all these penises and vaginas from their bodies. After realizing that they are left with no sexual organs at all, the husband wastes his last wish by restoring back their penis and vagina in their respective bodies. Tales such as this revolve around comic exaggerations and absurdity. The end of the tale introduces a surprise ending whose objective seems to be neither particularly didactic, nor does it serve any specific political or social agenda. Instead, it seems to ask for surprise, amusement, or just sheer laughter.

With its lightheartedness and silliness, the influence of the fabliaux genre is evident in other well-known short story collections that originated in the fourteenth century. Like the fabliaux, their provocative short narratives aimed at entertainment. In Italy, Giovanni Boccaccio composed his Decameron (c. 1348–53) by adapting a variety of literary sources, including some tales from the French fabliaux. Boccaccio explicitly states in the prologue that his objective was to offer entertainment to young women, who had otherwise very limited exposure to leisure: “as support and for those ladies in love” (Boccaccio 1982: 3). In England, many of Geoffrey Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales (c. 1385–1400) were also inspired by French fabliaux. The objective of this work does not seem to be primarily didactic or ethical. Similarly to Boccaccio’s prologue, Chaucer’s preface also introduces the author’s objectives by invoking positive emotions. He frames his tales within a storytelling contest, from which the most interesting and pleasurable tale will finally be chosen. The literary practice of the fabliaux and novellas might also be associated with the medieval fool tradition, from which emerge the comic types of the buffoon, hunchback, dwarf, and jokester who are all characterized by farcical and slapstick humor, ridiculous behavior, or expressions of cheerfulness, frivolity, joy, and entertainment (Hokenson 2006).

Also in this category are a number of poems from the Iberian peninsula, included in the corpus of the cantigas d’escarnho. Although the majority of these poems contain a type of didactic and moral humor, a few of them do not feature particularly moral or propagandistic aspects. One clear example is King Alfonso X el Sabio’s poem “Non quer’eu donzela fea” (I don’t want an ugly damsel). Alfonso’s cantigas ridicules the deformity, hairiness, and ugliness of an imaginary (or real) young woman through a series of assertions and descriptions about her unattractive features. More than nine times the poet laments this silly encounter with a lady “que ant’a mia porta pea” (who farts [or pees or shits] in front of my door). As noted by Ellen Lorrainne Friedrich, “the audience would recognize the ridiculousness of the situation, i.e., a king would likely have some choice in his selection of a young woman, and would probably not choose, or wind up with, an ugly, hairy lass who would fart in front of his door” (2018: 230).

The ethical reading of medieval comedy outlined in the first two sections of this chapter is challenged by the presence of fabliaux humor in these last examples. The presence of humor, with its hyperbolic jokes and puns, seems to discourage a reading that is excessively serious and condemnatory of evil or immorality. By employing lewd humor, medieval poets suggest that they conceived of comedy as a less rigid expression of an “art of blaming.” Alastair Minnis warns readers against a kind of “interpretative determinism” (1984: 365) that overrates the presence of ethics in medieval poetry and broadly assesses it “as the only secure and valid method of reading” (1984: 364). If in these stories we can find references to ethics, they certainly could provoke in the audience a call toward the “good men” who “take the morality if they want to. But only if they want to” (1984: 365). Even though one cannot completely deny that ethics plays an important role in medieval comedy, we must also acknowledge the case when comedy follows a more hedonistic ethics characterized by entertainment, obscenity, or nonsense for the sheer enjoyment of its audience, without any moral implications.

CONCLUSION

All the various ethical dimensions outlined here supply us with a complex and dynamic portrait of medieval culture, politics, and society. Comedy then emerges not simply as a generic application of a rhetorical tradition or a rigid ethical parameter. Instead, it constitutes a sophisticated genre through pedagogy, reproach, mockery, propaganda, celebration, and entertainment. Overall these dimensions come together when comedy builds a bridge between its multifaceted platform and its target audience. Its important social function emerges when comedy establishes its special emotional connection with the medieval world.
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Et li autres dist le Riote,

Et li tiers dist la Genglerie;

Cil qui vivent de jonglerie

Viellent par devant le conte,

Et teus i ot qui fabliaus conte;

Et li autres dist l’Erberie,

Ou il a mainte gaberie:

Et si i a mainte risee.”

—NRCF 5: 308–9, lines 148–59; my translation.



    One manuscript of the tale is translated in Eichmann and DuVal 1985: 2:208–19, under the title “Le Dit au Buffet.”

7.For a history of secular theater in other languages and regions of Europe, see Simon 1991.

8.Jaeger’s thesis accounts perhaps indirectly for the translations and compositions of Marie de France, though obviously not a cleric herself. Jaeger does not address humor in schools and monasteries, but the writings studied and produced in these institutions form the theories of medieval comedy. See also Le Goff 1999a: 1353 for more about collections of joca monacorum, “monks’ amusements.”

Chapter Four

1.DuVal and Eichmann 1999:104–5; “ce li sanble/ Que trestot se tienent ensanble./ A lui meismes panse et dit/ Onques mais si grant cul ne vit” (NRCF 4: 276–7).

2.DuVal and Eichmann 1999: 379–80; “Essa solamente le donne tapinelle costrigne, le quali molto meglio che gli uomini potrebbero a molti sodisfare”; “egli ha sempre di me preso quello che gli è bisognato e piaciuto, io che doveva fare o debbo di quel che gli avanza? Debbolo lo gittare ai cani? Non è egli molto meglio servirne un gentile uomo che più che sè m’ama, che lasciarlo perdere o guastare?” (Boccaccio 1934: 2:120–1).

3.“Qui sacremant de mariage/ Tornent a honte et a putage!” (NRCF 7: 237).

4.For example, Aloul (NRCF 3: 20–44).

5.For example, Conneber (NRCF 7: 229–37); “Le Pecheor de Pont seur Saine” (NRCF 4: 124–9).

6.For example, Estormi (NRCF 1: 13–28); Le Sacristain (NRCF 7: 140–89); Le Pecheor de Pont seur Saine (NRCF 4: 124–9).

7.“forte vi studiava, in commettere … mali” (Boccaccio 1934: 48; Boccaccio 2008: 23).

8.Les Braies au cordelier (NRCF 1: 237); Auberee (NRCF 8: 188); Le Prestre et la dame (NRCF 8: 267).

9.“plus set Porrete de Renart/ que vos ne savés d’Insangrin” (Pauphilet 1951: 124; DuVal and Eichmann 2004: 95).

10.“Pinte qui pont les oes gros/ et Rouse et Noire et la Blanchete,/ atrainent une charroite/ ennoree d’une cortine:/ dedans gisoit une geline” (Roques 1967: 11).

11.“ne fis do mon cors lecherie,/ ne malvaistié, ne puterie,/ ne mesfait, ne vilain afaire/ c’une none ne peust faire” (Roques 1967: 6–7).

12.“se plus n’i vaut engin que force;/ mout doute perdre sa gonele,/ se mout ne li vaut sa favele” (Roques 1951: 42).

13.“N’est si sages qui ne foloit:/ Renart qui, tot le mont deçoit,/ fu deceüz a cele foiz” (Roques 1951: 37).

14.NRCF 6: 248–58. In the same volume, Noomen includes another version, one-third less long and much less powerful, where the husband is bourgeois rather than a knight, his praise is limited to two lines at the beginning, and the catastrophe for him is limited to blindness in cuckoldry rather than the great fall in moral and mental dignity that the knight experiences (NRCF 6: 240–7).

15.“Quoi que je dis ne qui non/ nus n’est vilains se de cuer non:/ vilains est qui fet vilonie,/ ja tant n’ert de haute lignie!/ Diex vous destort de vilonie” (Eichmann and DuVal 1985: 1:194; DuVal and Eichmann 1999: 45).

16.“il n’est nul deduis entresait/ fors de chiier que vilain cunchient” (Eichmann and DuVal 1985: 1:192; DuVal and Eichmann 1999: 45).

17.“loin de viser l’aristocratie …, se moque[nt] des classes qui lui sont inférieures, [by which] les nobles s’amusent au dépens de la ‘courtoisie des vilains’” (Nykrog 1957: 104).

18.Marie de France 1983: “Equitan” 33–43; Marie de France 1978: “Equitan” 60–9.

19.DuVal and Eichmann 2004: 3–35 at 28; “Venientes autem diaboles ducetur Chaim sepius pulsantes ad infernum, Abel vero ducent micius” (Noomen 1971: 64).

20.DuVal and Eichmann 2004: 121; “Et je te foulerai la pance” (Pauphilet 1951: 156).

21.DuVal and Eichmann 1999: 121; “la granz gerre/ Entre le prestre et les bouviers” (NRCF 3: 35).

22.Bryan 1941: 213: “Variis et diuersis incedunt semitis femine; quibuscunque anfractibus errent, quantiscunque deuient inuiis, unicus est exitus, unica omnium viarum suarum meta, unicum caput et conuentus omnium diuersitatum suarum, malicia.”

Chapter Five

1.Throughout this essay, all Middle English Chaucer texts are from Benson 1987; the Modern English translations from Interlinear Translations of Some of the Canterbury Tales unless otherwise noted.

2.“And Elde anone after [hym], and over myne heed yede,/ And made me balled bifore and bare on the croune;/ So harde he yede over myn hed it wil be seen evre …/ For the lyme that she loved me fore and leef was to fele/ On nyghtes namely whan we naked were,/ I ne myght in no manere maken it at hir wille,/ So Elde and [heo] sothly hadden it forbeten.” All Middle English and Modern English quotes from Robertson and Shepherd (2006).

3.“Januarie hath faste in armes take/ His fresshe May, his paradys, his make./ He lulleth hire; he kisseth hire ful ofte;/ With thikke brustles of his berd unsofte,/ Lyk to the skyn of houndfyssh, sharp as brere—/ For he was shave al newe in his manere—/ He rubbeth hire aboute hir tendre face…”

4.“As a leke hadde y-leye longe in the sonne/ So loked he with lene chekes, lourynge foule./ His body was to-bolle for wratthe, that he bote his lippes,/ And [wrothliche he wroth his fiste], to wreke hymself he thoughte/ With werkes or with wordes whan he seighe his tyme.”

5.“a potel in a Paternoster while,/ And blew [the] rounde ruwet at his rigge-bon ende/ That alle that herde that horne held her nose after/ And wissheden it had ben wexed with a wispe of firses.”

6.“Mangez deça, quit est assez!” (Wogan-Browne and Burgess 1999: 104, line 897).

7.“‘Nay, nay!’ quod he, ‘thanne have I Cristes curs!/ Lat be,’ quod he, ‘it shal nat be, so theech!/ Thou woldest make me kisse thyn olde breech,/ And swere it were a relyk of a seint,/ Though it were with thy fundement depeint!/ But, by the croys which that Seint Eleyne fond,/ I wolde I hadde thy coillons in myn hond/ In stide of relikes or of seintuarie./ Lat kutte hem of, I wol thee helpe hem carie;/ They shul be shryned in an hogges toord!’”

8.See Plato, Timaeus, 77a–c, trans. Benjamin Jowett, http://classics.mit.edu/Plato/timaeus.html.

Chapter Six

1.For an accessible summary of academic theories of comedy, see Stott 2014: 17–39.

2.The play confuses Herod the Great, who was responsible for the slaughter of the Innocents (Matt. 2:16–18), with his son Herod Antipas, who “was eaten by worms and died” (Acts 12:23).

3.Axton, whose suggestion was included in his lectures on medieval drama some years before it appeared in print, was not the first to hold this view. For a summary of earlier discussions of whether and how Hrotswitha’s plays may have been performed, see Zeydel 1945: 443–9. For an argument in favor of more elaborate, fully acted productions of the plays, see Butler 1960.

4.The same comic tale of Dulcitius making love to pots and pans had appeared in the ninth-century Old English Martyrology’s account of Agape, Chionia, and Irene (Rauer 2013: 78–9, and for earlier occurrences of the tale, 250–1; cf. Horner 2000: 129–30).

5.I am grateful to Sherry Reames for alerting me to some of the more comic moments in legends of martyrs.

6.Cf. D’Evelyn and Mill 1956–9: 2:566–71 for the South English Legendary’s life of Saint Lucy, which contains the same comic tug-of-war.

7.Lucifer and Satan are two separate characters in this play.

8.Wright 2002: 34–5 gives good reasons for preferring Mone’s 1841 edition to later versions: for example, Hartl 1937: 2:136–89 “introduced numerous heavy-handed emendations, the most egregious of which was his decision to reassign certain speakers and to rearrange the order of several episode,” while Meier 1962 “uncritically adopts Hartl’s text and thus perpetuates the same errors.”

9.I am grateful to Christopher Kleinhentz for helping a comparative novice find his way through the Divine Comedy.

10.Later, Guido, count of Montefeltro (d. 1298), also in hell, calls Boniface “the prince of the new Pharisees” and berates him for “waging war … not against the Jews and Saracens,” but against the Christian forces of two cardinals who had declared him deposed from office (Inferno 27.85, Mandelbaum 1995: 177).

11.
For more on Dante and Francesca da Rimini (d. c. 1283–6), see Barolini 2000.

Chapter Seven

1.All the medieval German comic tales discussed in this chapter are taken from the following forthcoming edition and translation: Ridder and Ziegeler (2020), English translations (vol. 5) by Sebastian Coxon.

Chapter Eight

1.“Quod nulla persona castri et curtis Sancti Gem. canere debeat aliquas cantiones inter Guelfos et Ghibillos [sic] scilicet de Guelfis et Ghibellinis et quod nulla verba otiose unus alteri occasione […] vel rampognam faciat unus contra alterum de predictis … ad penam et bannum XXV libr.” (Archivio Storico di Firenze, Carte di San Gimignano 66, c. 5r).

2.“Et se alcuno farà o vero componarà alcuna canzone, sonetto o vero dittato ad ingiuria o vero vitoperio d’alcuno cittadino di Siena o vero contumelia sia punito et condannato al Comune di Siena in C libr. di den. Et se alcuno cantarà alcuna canzone, sonetto o vero dittato ad ingiuria o vero vitopero o vero contumelia d’alcuno sia punito et condannato al Comune di Siena in XXV libr. di den” (Elsheikh 2002: 370).

3.    Et Iohannes iohanniçat

et saltando choreisat.

Modo salta, modo salta,

qui celorum petis alta!

Saltat iste, saltat ille,

resaltant cohortes mille,

Saltat chorus dominarum,

saltat dux Venetiarum.

—Salimbene de Adam 1998–9: Cronica I.112



4.“Collegerunt pontifices et Pharisei consilium in unum, et adversus principem Christianum dominum convenerunt. “Quid facimus?” inquiunt, quia hic homo de hostibus sic triumphat, si sic ipsum dimittimus, omnem sibi subiciet gloriam Lombardorum, et more Cesareo veniens non tardabit, ut posse nobis et locum auferat, et destruat gentem nostram.” […]Super cathedram Moysi sedentes hoc tempore Pharisei, sic moti sunt contra Romanum principem oberrantes” (Della Vigna Epistolarium 1.1, ed. D’Angelo 2014: 79).

5.“Mirandum est non minus quam notandum, quod diverse nationes et dispares gentes diversimode sibi displicent in cantando … Asserunt Gallici quod Ytalici semper in crebra vocum fractione delirant, unde illos dedignantur audire. Ytalici e contrario perhibent, quod Gallici et Teutonici ad modum febricitantium tremulas voces emittunt, et cum per immoderatam vocum emissionem celum propulsare nituntur, aut arbitrantur Deum esse surdum, aut illum posse aliqua vocum rabiditate placari. […] Greci Latinos dicunt ut canes latrare et Latini dicunt, quod Greci ganniunt sicut vulpes. Sarraceni quidem Christicolas non cantare, sed delirare fatentur. E contrario referunt Christiani, quod Sarraceni voces transglutiunt et cantus in faucibus gargarizant” (I.19.1–3; 19.34–5) (Folena 2001).

6.“Nulla persona, masculus vel femina parvus vel magnus, tempore quod de Edomonda Sancta celebrantur officia que vocantur Mistieri, audeat in aliquam ecclesiam prohicere vel mictere ranocchios vel aliquid aliud turpe vel illicitum facere, nec etiam prohicere ollas vel urceos in muris dictarum ecclesiarum nec ante ecclesias vel in plateis ecclesiarum, tempore quod celebrantur dicta officia nec tota ipsa Edomoda. Et qui contrafecerit puniatur qualibet vice in soldis quadraginta denariorum. Et potestas possit super hiis inquisitionem facere” (Brogi 1995: 157–8).
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