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The Li_te'rary Uses of the New History

JOHN M. GANIM

f&ls early as The Three Tempiations. Donald Howards work revealed a

continuing concern with the relation between literature and historiogra-
phy. In this spirit, this essay explores the importance for Chaucer crit-
icism. and for our idea of medieval literature in general, of the “new

history, " particularly the social history of popular culture, strongly influ- .
enced by anthropological and sociological theory of the late Middle Ages
and the Early Renaissance. While the “New Histori¢ism,” in its literary .-

application epitomized by the work of Stephen Greenblatt, owes much to
the “New History,” it is the prior interpretive model of the historians
themselves that is my subject hére. Its chief practitioners, Emmanuel Le
Roy Ladurte._"Jatalie Pavis, Carlo Ginzburg, and others, have worked
directly in or in the wake of the Annales school, but they also reflect
submerged connections to literary theory and narrative discourse, in
contrast to the economtc and geographic determmlsm of earlier Annales
scholars.

The i{ey works of these historians comprise an 1diosyncranc and some-
times bizarre catalog of topics and cases. Le Roy Ladurie’s Montaillou
reconstructs the social life of an early fourteenth-century southern French

village through the records of an inquisition conducted against a remnant

of catharism. Carlo Ginzburg's The Cheese and the Worms also uses the
records of a heresy trial. this time to reconstitute a tradition of popuiar
beliefs underlying a sixteenth-century northern Italian miller’s peculiar

theology. Natalie Davis’ remarkably original research in a series of books -

and articles has located apparently sensational events and documents—

pardon letters for murderers, the disappearance and return of a sixteenth- "~
century villager to his remarried wife, charivari, riots, transvestite rev-.
els—in the shifting matrix of earlv modern French history.! Besides this
taste for spectacular topics. what these historians also share is a-concern

with the problematic of deducing ordinary and unofficial popular con-
sciousness from officially mediated records, a concern that impels them as

much towards mtcrpretauons and texts as towards the reconstruction of
- events.
There is a certam 1rony of me[hod here. for these newer instonans have
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210 JOHN M. GANIM

learned from literary criticism lessons that literary critics have moved far
beyond. and, in moving beyond them, have implicitly or explicitly rejected.

At the same time, literary criticism itself has turned to a constetlation of

disciplines. increasingly self-conscious about -their methodology. in an
effort to move beyond its own quandaries.. Yet the model which informs all
of these host disciplines turns out to be the very model of reading and
interpretation that literary critics themselves have been seeking to revise.
But before turning to these quandaries it might be worth the detour to
trace the history of the New History.

In reaction to the emphasis on great men, politics, diplomacy and
dramatic events typicai of the traditional history entrenched in the French
academic establishment, Marc Bloch and a group of other French histo-

rians founded the now famous journal Annales.? The history they pro-
posed was one that took account of social structures, long range econontc
forces, even climate, population statistics and geography. Though. Bloch’s
Feudal Society remains one of the standard works known to med:eval:sts
in-all disciplines, the monument of the Annales school (by this time having
become the establishment) is Fernand Braudel's astonishing The Mediter-
ranean.? Here period becomes a subtitle to the primacy of geography, and
world-famous battles and personalities take second place to la longue
durée, the historian’s equivalent of geological time:
- During the 1950s and 1960s, the chief historians associated with An-
nales became evangelists for new forms of quantification, -and celebrated
computerization and other forms of mathematical measurement as the
primary means to establish the patterns of long-range history.* While the
fascination with quantification was at least partly the natural resuit of
Annales’ Napoleonic conquest of all possible forms of historical inquiry,
the fetish for quantification must also have had a certain dual set of
allegiances. On the one hand it was a way of rejecting the overwhelmingly
philosophical and literary interpretative modes of the study of the human-
ities in France. on the other it was a way -of subjecting ali aspecis of
historical and social life to the analyses of the “human sciences.” ‘Where
~ scientific models for the humanities in the U.S., for instance, have always
‘been attempts at legitimization and acceptance, even this aspect of the
Annales agenda had about it a revolutionary quality. ‘ '
This quality acquired its ideology in the closer association between.
Annales and structuralism. By the late 1940s, Annales was associated -
with Section VI of the Ecole Pratique des Hautes Etudes. directed firstby
Lucien Febvre and, after Febvre's death in 1956, by Braudel. its purpose
was o serve as an interdisciplinary center for new ideas in the social
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“sciences. particularly 2 French sense of the human sciences, Or perhaps.

what science itself was. Lévi-Strauss was part of Section V1. and Roland
Barthes was briefly editor./The promise of a methodology with which all’
discipiines could be mutually analvzed was profound!ly attractive, even if -
very few articles that literary critics would recognize as “structuralist”
appeared in Annales. Interestingty, Barthes essay, ~“History of Liter-
ature,” -an attack on academic literary criticism as it stood then, and later
r_eprinted in his Sur Racine® was published in Annales. ' '

Barthes essay represents an interesting problem, in that its attack on
academic. positivist literary history comes very close to becoming an
attack on historicism. Academic critics should openly assume the psy-
chology of the duthors they write about. said Barthes, or if they seek 1o
place literature historicalty. they should do away with the study of the -
author entirely and examine the broader cultural mifiew. This apparem'
ahistoricity is in fact what generated Picard's famous counteratiack on the
nouvelle critigue. an attack which, coming from a famous Racine scholar
infuriated at Barthes' handling of Racine. was meant to expose the new:
French criticism, but which had the opposite effect of bringing Barthes Lo~
the attention of the world intellectual community. Ironically, part of Pic-
ard’s attack, suggesting'tﬁét_ihe secondary referentiality imputed 10 tradi-
tional academic discourse was truer of structuralist discourse, while a
foolish rhetorical ploy, does not seem too far off the mark, if in fact the
recoil did not do more damage 10 Picard. But if the gssay represented &
certain part of Barthes deveiopment that he himself would soon mOve far
peyond. it was perhaps because of his Annales chauvinism in defending
one of the jandmarks. of the Annales school, Lucien Febvre's study of
Rabelais.t - ' : ‘ :

published in 1942, Febvre's book, The Problem of Unbelief in the
Sixteenth Century, was one of the landmark expeditions of Annales his-
tory into literary and. cultural mattefs. Febvre's argument is that the
modernizing tendency to read Rabelias’ humor and satire as evidence of
atheism is a mistake. Rather than expressing a sacrilegious and ironic
attitude towards the religion of his time, argues Febvre, Rabelais’ wordplay
and invective is consistent with the nature of belief in sixteenth-century
France. which, far frorh exhibiting the beginnings of modern atheism.
reflects the long tradition of jearned satire, as well as the place of apparent’
skepticism in the belief system of the religion of the time. The philosophi-
cal and epistemologica! structures that would even allow atheism to be
conceived -of had not lyet devetoped. and. religious ‘values themselves
ricgated aspects of social and cultural life thaf it was

inseparable from even the most wildly_ divergent positions. ‘
Febvre. then. ends up with a doubly buttressed historicist position. First
of all. he argues that we can only understand Rabelais’ humor as it was

understood i its time. that the wit and reférences operate differently then
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212 . JOHN M, GANIM
than they do now. Second, he argues further for another level of histor
icism. that Rabelais can be explained entirely by reference to the men-
tality of his age, particularly as regards the matrix of religious and social
ideas . in sixteenth-century France. The resuit is a Rabelais both more
serious and more official than the wildly irreveren: Rabelats of modern
reception. _ .

Even this second level of historicization would be ordinary, if arguable,
in a literary historian. What renders it distinct from positivist literary
history is at least partly the utter consisiency of historiographic agenda of
Annales to literary study. so that, for instance. despite the astonishing
range of aljusion Febvre controls. very little is made of Rabelais’ own life

or intentions. indeed. what distinguishes the study from similar studies in -
England and America in the 1930s through 1930s is the stress on the

cultural origin of the work, a stress 50 thoroughgoing that it seems almost
as if his culture. rather than Rabelais, had written the works. The struc-

turalizing impulse which would be the engine of Section V1in ther-posz'-_. '
_ World War 1l period is predicted in a scholarly form apparently indebted .

to.more traditional Jearning. " - E : S
- For the insistence of Febvre on the absolute historicity of Rabelais’

work reveals a problem in the Annales school's conception of mentality,

- which. aside from the guestion of change, implies that the discourse of the
past is the best discourse on the past. Ina sense, positivism returns, if not
in diplomatic or political history, then in cultural and. literary history.

Annales “literary history,” such as it was. while it critiqued the notion of
the author and the masterpiece as somehow magically singular. failed to
develop a means to include the discourse of the past as part of the past to
be analyzed, which in other sorts of history, using techniques such as
demography and statistics and geography, it could. :

On a superficial level, at least, the totalization of the Annales project
seems similar to the “area studies” divisions of American academic life.

To the degree that these programs interacted with the concerns of the

~ Annales school, however, it would seem as if the relatively static con-
ception of interdisciplinary work that area studies practiced was not what

the French meant at all, and in general areas retained a pragmatic and
generally political orientation even to its social studies, perhaps a mark of

their similarity to World War [ intelligence research terms, upon which

they were modelled. The major example of area studies which predates the
postwar period, however, is to the point: the energization of American
medievalists in the early days of the Mediaeval Academy.” Indeed. to this
day American medievalists in most disciplines identify themselves first as
medievaiists and secondly as historians or critics. Interestingly, the histor-

~ical contributions of medieval studies had tended towards ™official”

cultural investigations, in contradistinction to the fascination with the
“unofficial” studies of Annales, and. again. political, diplomatic, theologi-
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cal and philosophical studies have outnumbered social studies. To the
degree that literary studies contributed to the project of medieval studies
as a whole. it has tended to serve a5 evidence. ratification or reflection of
the hegemony of theological and philosophical ideas, with the exception
of the disputes of the t950s and 1960s concerning patristic exegesis and:
the value of the New Criticism. '
Although one can find some praise of Ernst Robert Curtius’ European
Literature and the Latin Middle Ages® with its tracing of traditional

topics from antiquity to the Middie Ages, none of the Annales historians

* have taken much account of Exegetical criticism as practiced in the U.S., &
criticism that presents in ils own way iq tongue durée. D. W. Robertson

“occasionally cites Bloch's‘i?zmda! Society, especially to support hais stress .

on hierarchy. For A Preface to Chaucer claims more than an interpretive
key to Chaucer's work. it claims an understanding of how the medieval
mind works. and it does so by arguing that people before about ‘the
seventeenth century actually had different thought processes than modern
people do. Moreover, Robertson argues for a static and consistent tradi-
tion of Augustinian scriptural interpretation as the chief poetic her-
meneutic from late Antiguity through the fater Middle Ages. Despite
Robertson’s vituperative dismissal of modern criticism, the fact remains
that his totalizing systematization of medieval interpretive practices bears
certain similariiies to structuralist and semiotic efforts, similarities

obscured, and finally severed, by his historicist ‘position and his oddly

‘uphistorical idealization of hierarchical social values.

If in fact the earlier Annales program imagined by Barthes in Sur
Racine achieved a coherent working out, it was by 2 circuitous route. The
largely North American agenda of the New Historicism, with its house
organ Representan’oris. seems almost a self-consciously literary-cultural
descendant of Annales. Its lack of an officially sponsored institute not-
withstanding, however, Representations is marked by the thought of its
spiritual godfather Foucault. One consequence of that descent is that the
structures and the geological pace of la longue durée are translated into

' Foucauit's philosophical: and political vision, with its pessimistic

awareness of the totalizing potential of power. But in fact mentalité history
was subject to the same pressures that informed Foucault's themes, and
already reveals an obsession with the drama of conflicts between

hegemonic power and heterodox and idiosyneratic experience.

I

Ifa change OCCUrs among historians close to Annales, manifesting itself
“in the late 1960s and carly 1970s, perhaps in reaction to the events of those
years in France, it isa shift in the conception of how to interpret historical
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data. In place of the stress on structures and impersonal forces, they
began to write narrative histories that lay within a single lifetime; in place
of large regions and entire continents. they focused on one village or one
city. In piace of objective, quantifiable data. they sought to recover the
ways in which ordinary people imagined and dramatized their lives. While
the demographic and economic data of 1950s Annales was the necessary

backdrop, the emphasis was now on how individuals in society experi-.

enced historical change or lack of it. In place of counting, we have reading
and interpretation: In place of numbers we have texts. History is now nota

" landscape, but a language. Interestingly, the turn towards mentalité is

contemporary with 4 renewed interest in literature and fanguage on the

part of Annales. perhaps because by this time it was ensconced in the

French research establishment as Section V1. and could recoup the heav-
ily fiterary and philosophical bias of French intellectual tradition without
caving in. Clearly the common impact of structuralist and post-struc-

“suralist thinking upon the “human sciences” had something to do with

this, but in another way literary criticism and interpretation offered a

solution to the problems that historians and other social scientists had run

up against, ‘even as literary criticism and theory itself was approaching a
crisis under the same pressures. ' .

One of the landmarks of mentalité history is Emmanuel Le Roy
Ladurie’s Montaillou. In the early fourteenth century, a stubborn pocket
of Cathar heresy still apparently existed in the Pyrenées. long after the
military suppression of the Cathar strongholds a century before. An in-
quisition took place under the direction of Jacques Fournier, Bishop of
Pamiers (later Pope Benedict X1I). Foumiei‘ undertook the task with
characteristic thoroughness and zeal, cross-examining dozens of peasants
from about 1318 to 1325, whose depositions were recorded (in translation)
word for word. The result is an astonishingly detailed record of peasant
and village life, thought, and habits. The attractiveness of this record for
Le Roy Ladurie is obvious in its detailed evidence, about as unmediated as
one could hope for, of peasant life. At the same time, it is the coincidence
of the very ordinary, obsessively returned to by the peasants and diligently
recorded by the scribes, and the highly unusual and marginal, a dangerou
and endangering heresy, that attracts the Annales historian. :

In one rather obvious respect. Montaillou fulfills perfectly the Annales
agenda, looking backward and forward to a cultural continuum that seems
to be impervious to the crises and catastrophes of political history, draw-
ing in great detail the lives and days of an ordinary, even forgotten village
and villagers, dramatically foregrounding the heterodox. the singular and
suppressed as against the self-justifying record of official documentation.

© At the same time, it is precisely its mode of presentation. as a narrative
(however structurally and topically organized), that both allows and ren-

ders problematic its allegiance to this agenda.
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Le Roy Ladurie’s villagers think and act in ways remarkably like mod-
ern French men and women. Le Rov Ladurie highlights this quandary by
trequentlv pointing to differences that seem not 1o be as distant as one

- would expect., Even his officials are colored by the tone of post-Napo-

leonic bureaucratic - behavior. Part.of the reason for this is the nearly
novelistic genre he is seeking to write. In seeking to capture the mentalité
of his subjects. Le Roy Ladurie comes very close to translating both
language and context. His pose. then. is replete with the problems of the
anthropologist as well as the historian. (I leave aside the possibility that,
consciously or not, Monraillou is an allegory, both of the relation of the
midi to the center, and of resistance against the pressures of collaboration.

as per Vichy.} Of course. the anthropologist’s task is in some fashion to ‘ '

demystify the urge of the common reader to regard the Other as exotic.
and what marks a number of the great anthropological studies is the way in

‘which the Other is represented as utterly mundane.

Anthropology always has had a privileged position. within the meth-
odological arsenal of Annales, even if only as a metaphor. Marc Bloch's

Feudal Sociery reads as much like social amhropology as history. With the
- increasing prestige of Lévi-Strauss® structural anthropology, the integrated

language of anthropology and structuralism began to pepper historical and
literary studies. Nevertheless, the search for significance in the struc-

turalist model remains one committed to an objective uncovering of .

disguised relationships by the investigator. By the late 1960s, however,
anthropology was beset by its own crises, ethical, political, meth-
odological. One of the most widely influential movements within the
discipline. and one which would influence studies outside it, was the
attempt to “read” cuitures as one would a text. to understand those
cultures on their own terms, in their own context. Clifford Geertz’s re-
markable essay. “Thick Description.” was perhaps the most widely circu-
lated of these rethinkings outside of the discipline. and Geertz's impact on
the new historians of popular culture was marked.?

Interestingly, however, Geertz’s model of reading was close to the model
of reading implicit in the New Criticism or perhaps one of its offshoots.
such as the concern with reading and performance that one finds in the
work of Richard Poirier.'? or the newly lyrical models of reading one finds

-in Roland Barthes, who no longer espoused the structural-historical con-
" text he asked for in “History or Literature.” Geertz was councerned with

inventing ways of deducing meanings within the context of a cujture. and
suggesting the complexities of how those meanings were generated. some-

times through the statéd and sometimes, through the unstated. This effort

was especially compelling to historians who now were concerned with
reconstructing and interpreting the experience of people within the great
movements of climate and economy that Anrnales had charted.

But the circle of history meeting anthropology meeting literary history
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216 JOHN M. GANIM

OCCUFS 11 a book partly about ironic circles, Mikhael Bakhtin's Rabelais

and His World (1968), which, along with his other writings, has had.

considerable impact on the thinking of historians and anthropologists as
well as literary critics,'! For the center of Bakhtin's argument is a profound
engagement with Febvre's The Problem of Unbelief in the Sixteenth
Century, which was the centerpiece of Annales literary study. Bakhtin
himself, particularly with his semiotic credentials, begins to affect the
generation of historians who come of intellectual age in the full power of
Annales. o ' ‘ o

It is precisely this official. serious and historicized Rabelals that
Bakhtin takes aim at in his now influential book. In place of a serious
Rabelais. he argues for the profundity of langhter. In place of an officially
sanctioned text, he points to unofficial and subversive languages. In place
of a text that speaks to a learned audience. he offers us a work imbued
~ with, even inseparabie from, popular culture. More significantly, however,

his model of culture allows for conflict in a way that Febvre's does not, and .

"in so doing politicizes rather than historicizes Rabelais’ culture.  For
Bakhtin. mentalité (though he does not use the term) is multivocal, and the
various voices use language in signficantly different ways. The temporary
inversion of official values in the holiday celebrations of Carnival become,
for- Bakhtin, the expression of a popular culture which continually repii-
cates and renews itself beneath the strictures of the ruling order. '
"1 have said that Bakhtin politicizes rather than historicizes Rabelais’

discourse, and I mean that in a specific way. For Bakhtin, the carnivales-
gue ‘exists as a historical constant, always lying beneath the surface of
official ‘culture, rejuvenating itself by parody and self-parody, ready to
break through to the surface whenever possible. Of course, Bakhtin de-

fends his reading of Rabelais by reference to historicization, accusing .

Febvre of not acknowledging the popular festive sources in medieval
- culture of the learned traditions Febvre cails upon. But in fact, especially
in light of his extension of many of the aspects he locates in Rabelais to

other periods and other writers, it is clear that Bakhtin regards the

carnivalesque as equivalent to a sort of partisan resistance for la longue
durée. T '

1
The most familiar claims for historiography as literary, even the mate-
rials of historiography themselves. are found in the work of Hayden
White.!2 The historians [ am discussing here, however. while they may or

may not cite White’s ‘work. use literary analysis as another tool of the
historian. rather than concerning themselves with what White would
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THE LITERARY USES OF THE NEW HISTORY 217

regard as the inescapably rhetorical and figurative ways in which history is
transmitted. Natalie Davis, for instance, while most explicit about the
literary (and anthropological) techniques she is borrowing, at the same
time -stresses the archival nature of her evideace. In Fiction in the Ar-
chives {an interesting title; both guarded and provocative at the same
time), she details the ways in which literary criticism might be of aid to
historians: - : : o '

[ want to let the “fictional” aspects of these documents be the center of analysis.

By “fictiopai” 1 do not mean their feigned elements, but rather, using the

broader sense of the root word fingere, their forming, shapiog, and molding
elements: the crafting of a narrative.!? ‘

For Davis. literary analysis is less the nearly deconstructive version that
White calls upon than the rhetorically informed formaiism of someone like
Wayne Booth. Davis keeps a shrewd distance from the assumption that the
interaction between history'and text renders one on the same plane as the
other, the- assumption governing much literary New Historicism. The
“fiction” of her pardon letters is to be tested against other versions of the
same events, as well as against literary models or literary imitations.

Davis’ recent work has been concerned in fact with the ways in which

ordinary people structure their experience, and the ways in which the
targer movements of economy and society are reflected in that experience.
As a result, she has been concerned with narrative as a mode, while her
earlier work, more influenced by anthropological models, was concerned
with symbolic rather than narrative expressions of personal experience.
Her important coliection of essays, Sociely and Culture in Early Modern
Franee, uncovers a spectacilar array of dramatic symbolic activities, and
she subtly dissects the historical forces at work in what may have seemed
to be erratic popular protests. Records of riots, charivari, female symbolic
roles, proverbs. carnivalesque celebration are revealed to contain a subtle
grammar. While not explicitly structuralist in its interpretations, it is
impossible to imagine Davis’ work without the model of Annales, even if
her original essays moved jinto local and mentalité history rather early.
More striking is her fascination with the “carnivalesque” theatricality of
popular culture, and its uses as historical evidence. For the latter, Davis’

guides are not only anthropology and ethnography, but the work of

Bakhtin. !4

Davis offers her own research as a possible source for literary ex-
pressions of some of the same themes. Indeed. Davis extends a helping
hand to literary critics as often as she borrows from them. She writes “to

literary specialists 1 may have offered a new source for comedy, and
- perhaps for tragedy, too. C.’L. Barber has talked of some of Shakespeare’s
" plays as saturnalia: is Hamjet perhaps a charivari of the young against a
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218 ' : JOHN M. GANIM

grotesque and unseemly remarriage, a charivari where the effigy of the
dead spouse returns, the vicious action is replayed?*? '
Inversely, however. these historians are wary of using literary works as
sources precisely because of the problems of mediation that cause literary
critics to be wary aboul too simple relations between literary texts and
history. This quandary is even more specific in the case of popular
discourses, where a Rabelais, while he might be using the language and
images of popular culture, certainly cannot be said to be part of the silent

- world that these historians seek to make speak.

Bakhtin’s highlighting of the circle of popular and elite cuiture also
informs a widely influential exercise in the New History, Carlo Ginzburg's
The Cheese and the Worms: The Cosmos of a Sixteenth-Century Miller.
Ginzburg, interested in the survival of popular religious beliefs, also turns
to the records of a heresy trial. this time in Friuli, in Northern Italy. The

‘trial was of a miller, Domenico Scandella, called Menocchio, who refused

to stop promulgating his home-grown theory that the world was created
spontaneously, through putrefaction, like a cheese. Though Northern Italy
was nearly as fertile a field for heterodox beliefs as' Southern France,
Menocchio seemed to have no direct connection with organized ‘heresies.
Nor, though he read and incorporated fragments of his reading into his
cosmogony (such as Mandeville), was his peculiar theology a mere pas-
tiche of misunderstood orthodox cuitural ideas that trickled down.
Ginzburg argues that the construction of Menocchio’s ideas represents
an expression of popular ideology, which translates the metaphysical
idealism of official, theological teaching into the specifically material expe-
rience of peasant life. Moreover, this construction is “not neutral” but is
evidence of a submerged cultural and social conflict between official
ideology and power, on the one hand, and a largely orally-transmitted
unofficial culture on the other. Ginzburg's stress on conflict and strategy
distinguishes his position from other approaches. He rejects Mandrou’s
interpretation of popular literature as an escapist fantasy that obscured
actual social relations. (Mandrou assembied popular subliterary writings
as a way of reconstructing mentalité.) Ginzburg also critiques the late
Foucault, who seems Lo suggest that the powerless can only be described
in terms of their oppression. or not described at.all. Interestingly,
Ginzburg is also hostile to a view of popular culture that wouwld see a

-“popular religion based on Christ's humanity and poverty, the naturai and -

the supernatural . . . endurance of injustice and revolt against oppression
_ % harmoniously fused.” s _ . : :

~ For all his debt to Bakhtin, however, Ginzburg is also critical of
Bakhtin's stress on Rabelais as a filter for popular culture. However textuai
their methods, these historians of popular culture see themselves as -
moving one step beyond Bakhtin, who uses Rabelais as evidence of the
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es the power of Rabelais writing
he mediation of the literary text
he discourse of
| to writers

survival of popular culture and also ascrib
to its contact with that culre. That 15. ¢
necessarily transiates. if it does not in fact appropriate. t
popular culture. | believe that this process is especially centra
like Chaucer and Boccaccio, poised at-the age of print. confiating oral and
written languages. rural and urban contexts, alternately fusing and sepa~
rating popular and elite levels of cuiture and even marking them as such by
virtue of describing them. The model these historians offer is of conflicting
discourses within the same text. sometimes with very different political

valences.

v

As an example, what would happen if we ook the “‘Marriage Group ™
* (even the title is redolent of early twentieth-century Ibsenism) and recast it
7 That is. we could take Davis' suggestion that her
ce and consider Chaucer's ‘'marriage tales,”
particularly the comic ones, as displaced vcharivari.” The classic form of

charivari is a village ritual in which the young, usuaily unmarried bach-
elors haze the partners of a marriage that somehow disturbs either the
values or the sexual ecology of the community. It could also be called.
upon to mock husbands too famously under the _thum'b of their wives. Its

characteristic form was the hanging of 2 mock effigy, an incessant rough’
music” played upon pots and pans outside the bedroom window, or the
pageant-like representation of the virago-like wife, usually in a Cross-
dressed parodic form of one of the revelers.”

Immediately two contradictory pressures are exer
of the literary problem of the Marriage Group, typical of the bifurcated

implications of Annales school themes. On the one hand the theme of
marriage is apparently placed in the context of a more typically premodern
cultural setting, and the sometimes outrageo ;
wife of Bath, The Merchant’s Tale and The Reeve’s Tale acquire 2 jocal
habitation and a name. Moreover, the terms of the debate, the civil
discourse of progressive early twentieth-century America, are recast as
_ the ritualized, almiost theatricalized struggles of villag
hand. we find ourselves in a historical quandary. Evidence of medieval
~ charivari is rare. with one questionable piece of evidence from the four-
 teenth century. While there is 0o reason to suppose that the custom is not
older than the records themselves, 2 certain wariness is in order. More

misleading, 1 think. would be to posit the ritual as a cultural constant,

expressing a consistent §
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vides a bridge from Annales structuralism 10 the highly contextualized
studies of Davis and Ginzburg, it is E. P Thompson's important 1972
rejoinder o Lévi-Strauss, in which he argues that the brilliant
ahistoricized interpretation Lévi-Strauss offers—that Brazilian Indian rit-
uals with their clangerous noise were anatogous to the “rough music” and
charivari in that both protest against a world out of joint—robs the specific
culture of its indigenous meanings.!” The question then is what specific
function charivari-like activity has in Chaucer. and what the place of its
recall in an urban and sophisticated poet means. The answers to these
guestions touch upon some issues that have superseded the marriage

group as the cenier of Chaucer eriticism, specifically the relation between

gender and power in Chaucer. : o
In his fabliau tales. Chaucer does more than adapt the fabliau form.

[nstead. he grounds it in a local community {a specific village, family and.
neighbors) and surrounds his plots with vajues shared both by the charac-
ters and by individual characters. (This is less true of The Manciple’s Tale,
which has certain fabli
is closer to classic fabliau schematics, and of The Cook’s Tale, which is
unfinished.) Unlike the world of the French fabliaux. whose unreality in
terms of the consequences of action link them to romance as & genre, ;
Chaucer’s fabliau tales sometimes rather cruelly encourage identification
‘and sympathy with the characters who are sometimes most harshly
(reated. The festive action of these tales, then. is more than schematic, but
has become part of a cycle within the social world they depict. We find
ourselves worrying about what will happen when the tale is over. which is
not what the fabliaux normatly encourage. Moreover, the female charac-
ters in Chaucerian fabliaux are somewhat different than either the silly or
impossibly worldly or conniving characters of French fabliaux. Instead.
they exhibit a remarkable reticence about motive, so that pleasure. re-
venge Or escape are all equally plausible but never articulated motivations.
By. allowing the female characters of his fabliau tales a certain in-
scrutability, Chaucer also allows them a certain freedom. These ambigu-
ities are achieved not only by literary expansion. but by constructing a
contrast between setting and ritual that resembles charivari activities.
Festive structure allows Chaucer a more sp
regarding the representation of human action,
or archetypal effect we would expect..”

The Wife of Bath. herself referred to by
example, For Davis. sh
Top." who, as a fixture of popular festivity, somelimes is presented as only
a comic figure symbolizing a social order out of joint. but who in other
representations. particularly literary ones. could be assigned more
positive, or at jeast ambiguous meanings. We are faced with conflicting

rather than the more mythic

au-like characteristics, of The Shipman’s Tale, which
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models for. the Wife of Bath. One, literate and admonitory, is her undeni-
able source in The Romance of the Rose, the “duenna.” Another, however,
is her startiing analogy in the world of popular theatricality, the "*woman
on top,” the celebratory and satiric image of the woman at the top of the
social order, inverting the usual hierarchy so frequently found in carnival
festivities and in such celebrations as the Feast of Fools.

The only extended discussion of Chaucer and charivari that 1 am aware
of is in Edith Kern's The Absolute Comic, in which she argues for an
analogy between Davis' description of charivari and the action of some of

"the fabliau tales and the Wife's Prologue.!® For Kern, the vaiue ‘of the

fantasy triumph of *Women on Top™ (the title of Davis' chapter) is as a
species of the mode she calls the “ahsolute Comic,” 2 strain in literary
fantasy .akin to Bakhtin's »carnivalesque.” Kern's effort is to deduce a

grammar of the comic. which then takes jts'place asa generic. thematic or
modal constant. Moliere, Chaucer. and Rabelais, become prime examples

of a mode that stretches as far back as Aristophanes and as far forward as
the present century. While attuned to the historical pressures upon the
expression of the Absolute Comic. Kern is more interested in it as a
constituent of all creative literature. _ ' C

It is difficult to interpret the Wife as totally satiric, a bundie of antk
feminist clichés, or as totally celebratory, as an exuberant portrait of
female protest. This ambiguity is precisely the ambiguity of popular the-
atrics such as the charivari, or.the monstrous women of carnival celebra-
tions. These monslrous women represent a second problem, since by all
accounts the women in these festivals (until quite tate) were not women at

all. As Davis observes:

Sexual inversion in popular festivity differs from that in literature in two ways.
Whereas the purely ritual and/or magical element in sexual inversion was
present in literature 1o small degree, it assumed more importance in popular
festivities, along with the carnivalesque functions of mocking and uynmasking
the truth. Whereas sexual inversion in literary and pictorial play more often
involved the female taking on the male role or dressing as a nan. the festive
inversion more often involved the male taking on the role or garb of the woman,

that is. the unruly woman.'?

The nearest festive: nonliterary analogy to the Wife of Bath (except for
Noah's Wife in the mystery plays) is not a woman at all, but a man dressed
as a woman, saying the things he could not say as a man. As outrageous as
the suggestion may be. the Wife of Bath is analogous 10 the festive
performance of a man pretending 1o be a woman, a transvestite travesty,
‘who is. nevertheless. allowed to express certain truths disallowed to
normative characters. While the distinction between literary and festival

practice is obviously central, and accounts for the rebellious tone of

e W e
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_ popular celebration in contrast to its mote muted representation of simtlar
themes in literature, Chaucer. [ believe. incorporated images of theatrical

and festive practices with some regularity. ‘

That the Wife of Bath is an example of transvestite poetics is of course
much less shocking than it might seem. Indeed, in its original presentation
when Chaucer read it aloud, its very ventriloguism acguired a comic,
festive quality, Part of its comedy must have been in seif-accusations by
the poet as well as in its social criticism. This is not Lo say that the Wife of

Bath is really 2 man. Rather. the analogy to popular theatricality accounts

in some fashion for the ways in which the Wife can alternate between her -

function as a character with experience. a past, desires and disappoint-
ments on the one hand, and a catalogue of antifeminist clichés on the
other. Moreover. as a poelic problem. one which he was obviously sen-
sitive to judging from the Prologue to the Legend of Good Women,

Chaucer had to pretend in some fashion to be able to describe how a
woman thought and talked and acted (a very different task from the
reportage of the General Prologue or the relative silence concerning the

inner life of May in The Merchant's Tale or Alisoun in The Miller's Taie).

. The extended narration of the Wife's Prologue, missing from the Second
Nun's or the Prioress’s, pretends. towards an experience the poet (by

definition) does not have. and which he portrays elsewhere, in the con-
sciousness of Criseyde, as paradoxically both comprehensibie and enig-

‘matic. The incorporation of popular theatricality as a model allows

Chaucer 1o negotiate his dangerous extremes. social satire and subjective
experience, autopomous characterization and authorial performance, res-
ignation and revolt. ‘ ‘ R

A third example s the form of the General Prologue, which we have
interpreted largely in terms of Chaucer’s use of previous fiterary -con-
wvention, or contemporary social thought. But what happens if we think of
the form of the General Prologue as akin to the ridings, processions and
entries that march through late medieval and early modern cities with s0
much regularity? While to think of the General Prologue as a “medieval
pageant” is a Victorian conception, in & quite specific way its riders aad
sometimes sober, sometimes exuberant characters literally resemble an
urban procession as much as a pilgrimage.

But the urban procession has a Jong history, from the end of the Middle
Ages through the eighteenth century, and some of its features exhibit
astonishing longevity in the face of this considerable historical range. Inan
essay entitled A Bourgeois puts His World In Order: The City as & Text,”
the historian Robert Darnton. analyses a description of Montpellier by an
eighteenth-century citizen.?? That title is for our purposes 4 loaded one.
because the very term “pourgeois” has virtually fallen out of Chaucerian
circulation under the pressure of questions about the social provenance of

pr

[P ——

e ™

[



imilar
atrical

zourse
ation
;omic,
ans by
wife of
counts
e her
ppoint-
on the
Jy sen-
N¥omen,

how a

om the
ing the
‘s Tale).
Second
wet (by

‘he con-

nd enig-
i allows
ibjective
nce, res-

we have
ary con-
: think of
qons and
s with so
medieval
iders and

gmble an

1e Middle
s exhibit
nge. Inan
sa Text,”
lier by an

aded one.

haucerian
renance of

PSPPI W

\ e e

THE LITERARY USES OF THE NEW HISTORY 223

Chaucer’s sources and the explaniatory force of a perpewally rising middle
class. It is also a loaded title because Darnton's documents all date from
the eighteenth century. Moreover, the very attermpl 1o jocate particular
mode of perception as evidenced in historical data and historicai docu-
ments is itself a problematic_{undertaking. : S
Some four hundred years after Chaucer. Darnton’s informant reveals &
mentality Chaucer may have satirized ina rarige of portrails such as that of
the Man of Law or the Franklin. At the same time, he also reveals a way of
organizing things that Chaucer may well have shared, and that reveals not
so much an eighteenth-ceniury perspective as a nostalgia for the more

clearty demarcated world of an earlier economy and society. His com-

plaints and praise for the ity may be evidence of an urban bourgeois.
perspective similar to the one which Chaucer projects in the General
Prologue. As Daraton indicates. the description of the ¢city begins with a
description of 2 procession. one which, however, wildly misstates. the
relative importance of certain social groups. His text moves from there toa
description of the place of estates, and here too the result is a rather
savage complaint against the contemporary blurring of social positions.

‘Oniy when he describes everyday life in the city is e able to accurately

capture any consonance between sy’_mbolic and actual forms of behavior.
But for Darnton’s informant, paradoxically, the symbolic is the actual,
Darnton’s "*bourgeois” describes his procession in ways that stiil ascribe
to traitional organizational forms that we would identify as ".medieval“’
and that in fact tell us something about the organization of processions for
some tlime before. As with most processions, it begins with an armed
honor guard. Chaucer begins his “procession‘f,with the Knight, who, we
suppose, is in first position by virtue of his nobility. Buta slightly different
light is shed upon his statis if we think of him as akin 10 an nonor guard.
symbotically clearing the way and protecting the retinue, We meet the
Prioress and the Monk and the Friar taken together in the sequence
befitting the regular clergy. But what determines the order of their presen-:
_tation? The evidence of urban processions suggests that the sequence
within such groups depends upon the antiquity of their orders. Whiie we
can't tell much about this tradition from Chaucer’s text. it does suggest a
possible principle hehind the grouping. Furthermore. the Merchant and

© the Man of Law are normaily thought to represent the “middle class™ or

merely gentle pilgrims. not ordinarily explained by medieval political
ns. and in the descriptions of cities such as

-theory. But in processio
Darnton’s document provides, the holders of civil office follow the holders

of clerical office. so as {0 establish-a connection between the two. My
point is that the General Prologue is part of a tradition of urban proces-

sional form that exists through the_eighteemh cenlury. .
More generally, however, the organization of the Generai Prologue is an
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and the ensuing discussions between estates
an a traditional dissatisfaction with the way
things are. Instead. what we observe as the politics of the Canterbury
Tales is something closer t0a bourgeois conception of society as consist-

ing of many levels of various interesi groups, theoretically, but not actu-

ally, in pursuit of some common goal. If you reduce that vision to a moral,
you do get a profoundly traditional complaint comprised of both nostalgia-

and utopia. But the technique of analysis overwhelms the complaint, This
result is very different from the largely clerical and entirely theoretical
conception of society as composed of three distinct estates. It pays lip_
service to this organicist concepiion. but itself is far more structural in its
point of view. Ona level of expressed doctrine, Langland and Chaucer and
Gower prefer to see things in lerms of traditional estates and decry the
competiton and grappling for attention of so many different parvenu -
groups. [ndeed, while they accord great respect 1o tradition, they actually .
share an early modern urban point of view, aware of a considerable array
and shading of various positions. -~ R :
This of course complicates the sort of distinctions we would like to
make between “popular” and “elite” culture or petween “official” and
“unofficial” positions. Moreover. it tends to undercul both extremely
modern conflict models, and extremely traditional hierarchical models. I
wouldn't suggest throwing out either of these models on the say so of our
poets. For in fact their stress on ranks and distinctions and interest groups
represents not a satirical vision or an example of false consciousness.
Rather, by considering the organization of the General Prologue as an
expression of a very jong iradition in urban culture, we can se€ how
Chaucer allows us to locate ways in which mentalité can also be defined as

ideotogy.

expression of a politics,
suggesi something more th

v

The examples [ have cited as possible specific analogues to Chaucerian
forms and characters is one obvious use of the New History. But 1 would
argue that it should not be its primary use. in fact, | have purposely -
bracketed off from my discussion important medieval historians of men-
ralité. such as Jacques Le Goff, precisely to center on method rather than
empirical examples. Instead. we might more usefully consider the ways in
which the historiography -of these studies provide models of cultural
assimilation and resistance. For they combine the Annales perspective of
la longue durée with an interest in the specific and the unique, with the
inventiveness and improvisational qualities of historical performance.. '
They take the explicit intentions of historical participants as important
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data, but are not reluctant to subject those intentions to interpretive
methods berrowed from current cultural theory. Ritual and myth, nar
rative self-presentation, rhe_:toric' and performance, these are concepts
which literary criticism has grown wary of or weary of, but which now
return enlivened by their use in another discipline entirely. That eniiven-

" ment comes from a keen sense of cuitural politics, of what the social -

implications are of certain forms and certain performances. These studies
suggest that the languages of the past are not inescapably bound by their
own limits, . ‘ '

More specificaily, these studies provide a model of daring periodization.
1n place of a Chaucer. say, totally placed in the late fourieenth century, we

"might think of literary works as sites for iong-range cultural forms and

perspecilives. some of which may stretch far back to classical antiquity,
and others of which may in fact be incipient in the works we are discuss-

ing. The consequence of such a;model is that we would not necessarily

explain a work as coherently medieval, as Renaissance, or later in its point
of view, but as expressing a possibly conflicting arena of values, in which
the literary text in a historical moment becomes a site for cultural events,
some of which are evident as powerful traces, and others of which may.
just be forming themselves in new combinations and reactions. S
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