“The Carnival and Carnivalesque Laughter, Falstaff’s Mythical Body”
(from Natália Pikli: The Prism of Laughter. Shakespeare’s “very tragical mirth”

Doctoral dissertation, 2001, published with the same title by VDM Verlag, Saarbrücken, 2009)
The twentieth century experienced a heightened interest in the ritualistic origins of Shakespearean drama from Northrop Frye, C.L. Barber, and Mihail Bakhtin to René Girard, Michael Bristol and Naomi Conn Liebler. Notwithstanding all the valuable comments on the relation between Shakespeare and the carnival, made by diverse scholars, Bakhtin’s work on Rabelais provides the starting point for all who wish to delve into the subject of carnival.
 Although sometimes rigid in his concepts (no doubt, influenced by a strictly categorising intellectual climate of the USSR), and sometimes contradicting himself, his book is a treasury never to exploit fully. 

While Bakhtin’s survey is based on the folk culture of laughter in the Middle Ages and the Renaissance, others arrived at the same concepts, embodied in the carnival from investigating other rituals, being largely influenced by anthropologists’ works (e.g. Frye). Indeed, Shakespearean drama and the ritual of carnival occupy a similarly liminal, marginal position in society while they are based on a collective experience (therefore both are suspect for the ruling elite). Both of them present a picture of a different world, a world elsewhere – which is lived in carnival, presented and partly lived in the theatre. 

The England before and the England of Shakespeare had a double approach to surviving carnivalesque events from the Middle Ages. They were simultaneously banished and protected
, remembered and forgotten
. For the Shakespeare of Warwickshire – they were most probably well-known, and a good number of his plays are infused with the gestures, meanings and language of the carnival
.  

Carnival is an umbrella term for a number of ritual practices and events. To give a clear-cut definition of it is close to impossible, as numerous studies devoted to the subject attest, which have varying definitions for the carnival. For a start we could say that carnival is the temporary suspension of set hierarchies, “licensed misrule” (in itself a paradox), a celebration of exuberant life force, the victory of the physical, of Nature over human-made authorities. 

Carnival shows a curious mingling of folk and urban customs. Though e.g. Lever stresses the urban nature of carnivalesque fooling, it cannot be separated from folk celebrations of surviving Life. Both lines of traditions were alive during the Middle Ages, and the Humanist scholars superimposed on them the tradition of Stultitia or Folly, the prime example of which is Erasmus’ Praise of Folly.
 Their lighter vein of interpreting the Scripture in the spirit of folly supports Bakhtin’s tenet that Renaissance high culture assimilated the folk culture of laughter; the Renaissance carnivalised literature – the prime example for which is, of course, Rabelais. To get closer to the gist of carnival we need to look shortly at its history.

Carnivalesque events originate in the antiquity: from Greek lampoon (abusive speech) and phallic songs through mime and farcical events to Roman Saturnalia, commemorating the happy reign of Saturn with a season of social inversion. The Saturnalia, which has the most affinities to medieval rites of misrule, began with an election of a Rex Saturnalis, a mock monarch, who was literally or symbolically destroyed at the end. Slaves were given dispensation, could wear their masters’ clothes, and complete freedom of speech were granted to everyone, with feasting and banqueting. Social and moral restraints were removed for the duration of the festival
. 

In the Middle Ages carnival served as a general term for ritual revels which more or less incorporated rites of misrule and social inversion, electing mock rulers, putting an emphasis on feasting.  The most important ones in England were Epiphany, the Feast of The Three Kings on the 6th Jan, the Carnival period from Epiphany to Ash Wednesday, Saint George’s Day on the 23rd April, May Day (electing a Summer King or Robin Hood, and a Maid Marion), Midsummernight’s Day, Harvest festivals, the Feast of Fools or of the Boy Bishop from the 6th Dec. to 28th Dec. 

The scenario of Carnival
, the most characteristic carnivalesque event in all Europe began with the election of a Mock-King called King Carnival, Nannu, Giorgio, Charnage, Jack o’ Lent, Old Man, etc. Then he paraded with his retinue issuing burlesque laws, calling for feasting and riot. The test (combat or trial) of the new King followed, most often against a female figure of Lent where he invariably failed  (as for a visual rendering of this phase see Bruegel’s The Battle of Carnival and Lent, 1559, Wien, Kunsthistorisches Museum). Then the Mock-King was symbolically killed on the spot, and an elaborate mock funeral ensued with the reading of his testament.

Therefore the key element of the carnival was the laughable uncrowning of the old and barren after its joyful degradation, and this merged with the celebration of rebirth and renewal. The carnival foregrounded laughter and the body, the grotesque body – open to consume and to produce, just like earth. The openings in the body enjoyed popularity in the carnival (the mouth, the genitals), everything that was “out of measure” – a protruding belly (whether pregnant or fat
), a big nose (phallic symbol) symbolised -decaying- life pregnant with new life. Excessive drinking and eating, together with dancing and games celebrated and were indicative of the irrepressible life force, ever changing in its vitality, as expressed in carnivalesque masquerade. Eating and drinking were productive also, the materials they produced formed the basis of much mirth in carnival. The scatological jokes in Rabelais illustrate the child-like joyful liberation of restraints, and the infantile pride in one’s production: excrement and piss. Pantagruel drowns a town by pissing, and carnivalesque swearing and cursing relies on the ambivalent nature of sending the other into the bodily-material bottom – not only to be destroyed, devoured, but also to be reborn from there. Life and death merge – and life is victorious in successive (re)births over death. 

The victorious bottom-side life signalled the inversion of hierarchy – the fool was crowned, boys were elected bishops; ecclesiastical and mundane power was ridiculed as being old, barren, and meaningless. Authority was questioned as such. The memories of the Roman Saturnalia, the mimus of the antiquity and folk customs joined to create a wondrous reversal of everyday life, a communal celebration of topsy-turvydom.

The rites of misrule were attacked already at its heyday, in the Middle Ages by some churchmen, however, it remained an integral part of medieval belief - in a stable, highly ordered society carnivalesque events provided the needful temporary release from restraints. However, in the 150 years after Reformation the most important rites of misrule were gradually eliminated. In England for instance the ritual of the Boy Bishop was abolished by royal proclamation as superstitious and childlike, to be only briefly revived under Mary. The village lords of misrule were denounced as a threat to “honesty, comeliness and seriousness”, just like the Lords of Misrule in Cambridge or in churches, the latter of which were driven out by Elizabethan bishops. The inns of court tried to get rid of Christmas revels altogether, and several campaigns were launched against Christmas mumming, which involves transvestitism, against May Day and the license of Shrove Tuesday, not to mention the Puritan attacks against holidays and the theatre as such
. In a less stable society the authorities tried to stamp out all those sources of entertainment which involved the temporary suspension or inversion of social order. On the other side, these ritual practices flourished, were very popular among the folk, they occasionally became political (Stallybrass cites several popular festivities which turned into open rebellion against the landlords both in England and in the continent
), and sometimes enjoyed even royal protection during Elizabeth. 


No wonder that the authorities in Tudor (and Jacobean) England feared the carnival. Carnival combines the celebration of exuberant and irrepressible life force, and the questioning, undermining, or twisting any authority (be it political or linguistic) while joyously degrading the sacred and the powerful. Society faces an immanent risk in inversion and undermining authority: if rule and misrule are irretrievably fused, chaos threatens to break loose.
By overturning authority, carnival questions fixed positions in general – in power as well as in life, where men and women act different roles throughout their life, use different discourses according to the situation. The danger, however, is inherent in carnival’s merry relativity of all living creatures
. Carnivalesque masquerade manifests the relativity of any position/role/linguistic code men and women occupy, and the fluidity of identity may turn highly destructive both for individuals and the community. In King Lear Edgar tackles the hazard of losing oneself in the virtuoso switching of his roles
. The celebrated fluidity of life and roles threatens the most fundamental differentiations as well. Constant (and virtuoso) identity switching borders on losing identity as such.

The carnival with its topsy-turvydom is ambivalent in nature. It is simultaneously an occasion for laughter and joy, negation and reaffirmation of what is turned upside down. Like in Dionysic rituals, the celebration of the god is followed by tearing him apart, and after his rebirth new celebration ensues. The medieval mysteries mirrored the same ambivalent attitude to Christian mystery (cf. The Crucifixion in the York cycle and The Second Shepherd’s Pageant in the Wakefield cycle). As Farnham summarises, the latter carnivalesque shepherds’ play expressed the fusion of high and low, as the stolen lamb, laid in the cradle was a reversed image of the Lamb of God, the Child: “the high stoops to the low to catch up the grotesque, and make it part of the mystery”
.  The parody of the divine mystery did not annihilate but confirmed its strength
. The medieval double vision, suggested by Spivack, Farnham and Bakhtin in their analyses of the grotesque, exerted a great impact upon the Renaissance, which, though with ever growing doubts, could still perceive the world both on a comic and on a tragic level. "They could perceive the oneness of the world", says Bakhtin
, and "realize the essential relationship and the links holding together its elements, which in the seventeeth century were to appear heterogeneous, and in the eighteenth completely incompatible".

II.

Falstaff embodies carnival, and his body incites and defines carnivalesque laughter. The immeasurable amount of sack and the meat he devours (or is likened to) produces blood – and, according to Renaissance medical thinking, “that same moist heat which accompanies copious blood makes us inclined to laughter [...] it is clear that a propensity to laughter and an excess of grease come from the same source”
. These are the words of Laurent Joubert, a school fellow of Rabelais at the Montpellier medical school, from his Traité du ris (‘Treatise on Laughter’, Paris, 1579), where he seriously analyses the physical and physiological origins of laughter, thus making carnivalesque wisdom scientific.

The laughter of the carnival in literature bore the marks of philosophy as well. According to this Renaissance conception, laughter "has a deep philosophical meaning, it is one of the essential forms of the truth concerning the world as a whole [...] The world is seen anew, no less (and perhaps more) profoundly than when is seen from the serious standpoint. Therefore, laughter is just as admissible in great literature, posing universal problems, as seriousness. Certain essential aspects of the world are accessible only to laughter."

Falstaff’s mythological mirth
 represents the liberating, festive side of carnivalesque laughter, which later infuses the great comedies of Shakespeare (though even the so-called “golden comedies” are never completely free of anxiety). His laughter is regenerating, his jokes tickle but do not kill, he is capable of laughing at himself as well - like the self-chosen fool of the community. His wit, his impulsive speed of thinking and exuberant language make us and the world around him laugh, while he is laughing as well: it is a deeply communal, inclusive laughter. 

Falstaff’s jokes are jubilant and derisive at the same time, thus ambivalent in nature - therefore if split into either a "satiric" or merely "diverting" merriment, its true nature is defied. He is inside and outside the things to be mocked – far from the merely distancing ridicule of Bergson’s theory. Falstaff’s laughter presents a victory over Time, as Auden says, “while we laugh, time stops and no other kind of action can be contemplated.”
 Falstaff stretches the present moment (of holiday) seemingly to eternity.

On the other hand, the rebellious, impudent spirit of carnival is overshadowed by the doubts expressed by Hal. Celebrating chaos/disorder is allowed during a holiday, but Falstaff intends to spread his carnivalesque power over the lawful heritage of his “sweet wag”, i.e. the kingdom of England. King Henry and all authorities are troubled by the question of ‘what if (Hal’s/Falstaff’s) holiday becomes everyday?’ Though in theory carnival is a licensed disorder basically upholding and reaffirming order, the prodigality of the “heir apparent” and Falstaff’s figure threatens with the blurring of the boundaries between the two.

Richard III signifies a dark alternative for Falstaff: immeasurable appetite and voracity are siblings; the hump and the belly, immersed in blood and sack reflect each other as in a false mirror. Falstaff also reduces (important some)things to nothing: though what he gets as a result is a worldly no-thing, a trifle - as opposed to the metaphysical nothing of the evil or of the tragedies.
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� The English translation of Bakhtin’s work proves inferior to the Hungarian one in some respects. Therefore I rely on the English version only for direct quotes.


� For specific examples for both kinds of attitude toward carnivalesque events, see Stallybrass, Peter, “’Drunk with the Cup of Liberty’. Robin Hood, the carnivalesque, and the rhetoric of violence in early modern England” and Thomas,Keith, “The Place of Laughter in Tudor and Stuart England”.


� Liebler offers a lengthy discussion on Hamlet’s phrase “and the hobby-horse is forgot” (Liebler: 177-195.)


� In recent years more and more studies have been devoted to this topic, from Bristol to a Danish scholar, Jens Aage Doctor. 


� The Folly tradition in Humanist literature (Erasmus, Agrippa, Giordano Bruno) enjoyed great popularity with scholars, and I have no time to dilate on the subject now. For further reference see e.g. Couliano, Ioan P. Eros and Magic in the Renaissance Chicago: Chicago Univ. Press, 1987.; in relation to Falstaff e.g. Kaiser, Walter. Praisers of Folly: Erasmus, Rabelais, Shakespeare. Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard Univ. Press, 1963. 


�Caputi, Anthony. Buffo. The Genius of Vulgar Comedy. pp.21-73 and passim. The following paragraphs owe a lot to Caputi’s comprehensive overview of carnivalesque events from the antiquity to the Renaissance. 


� As all carnivalesque events are dissimilar in some respects, the following outline intends to be only informative, not definitive.


� Cf. Falstaff: “My womb, my womb, my womb undoes me”(2 Henry IV  IV.3.22-23.). According to Partridge’s Shakespeare’s Bawdy ‘womb’ had two meanings even in the Renaissance (from Old English wamb, 1. uterus, 2. belly). Bakhtin also mentions grotesque statuettes from the antiquity, which portrayed old and ugly women pregnant.


� In the last two paragraphs I tried to summarise the main tenets of carnival, mainly relying on Bakhtin, whose book uses the mentioned concepts over and over again.


� Thomas: 78.


� E.g. Kett’s rebellion of 1549, when the crowds gathered for the Wymondham Game pulled down enclosures and some “vagabond boyes” captured the city of Norwich by turning up their bare arses against the shooters, “which soe diysmayd the archers that it tooke theyr hart from them” Fletcher as quoted in Stallybrass: 53.


� Bakhtin often emphasises that carnival celebrates change itself (not what is changing), is functional rather than substantial (for a valuable summary see Szilárd, Léna. A karnevál-elmélet V. Ivanovtól M. Bahtyinig).


� Just to say a short list of his roles is tiring: a naive rightful heir, the exorciser and the exorcised, a priest and a mad beggar, an amorous and amoral courtier, a peasant, a knight in shining armour, a possible future king.


� Farnham: 45.


� Bakhtin seems to contradict himself on this point. At the beginning of his investigation he states that the organising principle of the carnival, i.e. laughter frees carnivalesque rituals of any religious devotion, and these events dissociate themselves consciously of religious and church views. Later on, however, he propagates the view of the double vision even on devotional matters. On the whole, despite his illuminating remarks, his treatment sometimes seems too simplistic, propelled by an enthusiasm for the folk. I have to disagree with him on the optimism regarding the carnival also. He underlines that carnival and laughter frees the revellers of any fear or anxiety. In my view, carnival hides quite a quantity of tension and unease, cf. the next chapter on Edgar.


� Bakhtin: 61.


� Joubert as quoted in Rhodes: 107.


� Bakhtin: 66.


� Here I refer to the Falstaff of Henry IV, Part One, and the myth surrounding his figure.


� Auden, “The Prince’s Dog” in The Dyer’s Hand: 206.
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