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ABSTRACT

“THOU SHALT LAUGHEN AL THY FILLE”: THE COMIC BODY IN MEDIEVAL
ENGLISH AND SCOTTISH LITERATURE AND CULTURE

By

Michael W. George

This dissertation examines how writers use the comic body—the human body and its
functions presented humorously—in Middle English and Middle Scots literature.
Medieval writers tend to use the comic body for three interrelated purposes:
entertainment, moral instruction, and social criticism. These purposes tend not to exist in
isolation. Whenever the comic body appears there is an element of entertainment present,
but that entertainment often mingles, to a greater or lesser extent, with more serious
purposes. Some works that employ the comic body, like The Land of Cokaygne, focus
primarily on entertainment. Others, like William Langland’s Piers Plowman, are
predominantly didactic. Medieval drama presents a relatively equal balance of
entertainment and instruction. Many of Dunbar’s court poems use the comic body
predominantly for social criticism.

I approach literary uses of the comic body by way of practice theory as described
by Pierre Bourdieu and Michel de Certeau. Practice is a repeated, semi-conscious way of
operating. It is active, not frozen in time but always in the act of becoming. I view
literature as one of many social practices. In this it influences and is influenced by social
practice. Additionally, literature contains within it representations of practice with which
the writer has had contact. By analyzing literature within a social practice context, the

scholar can provide a more accurate picture of both the literature and its place in society.



I draw three main conclusions from the uses of the comic body that I describe.
First, writers rarely use the comic body for entertainment alone, opting instead to use the
comic body both to entertain and to comment on social practices that the writer
experienced. Second, the comic body is rarely a subversive social element. Instead, it
often upholds orthodoxy. Finally, the comic body tends to exist within a play world, a

world-set-apart with its own rules and norms.
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Chapter 1
Introduction

In Chaucer's Summoner's Tale, two comic climaxes appear in rapid succession. After
Friar John seemingly convinces Thomas to contribute to the friar’s convent, he secures
Thomas's gift, "a thyng that I have hyd in pryvetee" (I111.2143). John must grope beneath
Thomas's "buttok” to find the treasure he anticipates. As he does, Thomas presents his
gift:

And whan this sike man felte this frere

Aboute his tuwel grope there and heere.

Amydde his hand he leet the frere a fart:

Ther nys no capul, drawynge in a cart,

That myghte have lete a fart of swich a soun. (I11.2147-2151)
In this hyperbolic comparison of Thomas to a large horse, Chaucer depicts Friar John’s
receipt of a gift well-suited to his greed. The second comic climax revolves around this
fart, "The wordes of the lordes squier and his kervere for departynge of the fart on
twelve" (I11.2242a). The lord ponders how a fart can be divided among twelve, as
Thomas had Friar John swear to do. Jankyn, a squire, proposes that the twelve friars
kneel at the spokes of a wagon wheel. Friar John is then to "holde his nose upright under
the nave" (I11.2266). Jankyn then proposes his solution:

Thanne shal this cherl, with bely stif and toght

As any tabour, hyder been ybroght;

And sette hym on the wheel right of this cart,

Upon the nave, and make hym lete a fart. (I111.2267-70)



This method will distribute both the sound and smell of a fart equally among the friars.
So not only does the audience of this tale laugh at the initial climax, the actual fart, but it
also laughs at the explanation of how Friar John's promise can be fulfilled.

The second comic climax in this tale—the court's reaction to Friar John's
complaint—might seem slightly odd, for it juxtaposes what we would consider base
humor—scatology—with a more or less high rhetorical form, the logical exercise called
impossibilia (Riverside 879, n. 2231). What are we to make of the conversion of typically
offensive actions into a parody of a scholastic exercise, the result of which is obviously
humorous? This conversion of what twentieth-century readers might consider puerile
material into humor is central to this dissertation. More specifically, the comic materials
typically considered the basest—drinking jokes, slapstick, sexual jokes, and scatology—
are used widely in a variety of genres of medieval writing, and this dissertation will
examine some of the uses to which this material was put.

This project began as an exploration of recreation in medieval and early
Renaissance literature. In my investigation of play and recreation, I discovered that
writers frequently use the human body, its functions, its frailty, and its fallible nature to
fuel comedy in recreative literature. For many students and scholars of medieval
literature, Chaucer provides an initial glimpse at this type of humor, mixing drinking,
slapstick, sexual, and scatological humor in the tales of the Miller, Reeve, Cook, Friar,
Summoner, and Merchant. Even some of the relatively “moral” tales—like those of the
Pardoner and Nun's Priest—have bodily humor in them. Scholars have studied such
humor in Chaucer. However, scholars have been less energized to study this type of
humor in other medieval English and Scottish literature. The main question is, then, is
there a tradition of bodily humor? If so, what is this tradition and how is it used? These
are underlying questions that drive this dissertation.

I take as axiomatic that a tradition of bodily humor existed well before the Middle

Ages and well beyond it. Examples are too many to list; we see representations of the
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functioning human body portrayed for humorous purposes in ancient plays like
Aristophanes’s comedies, in many of the poems of Catullus, in the variety of social
practices that I highlight in this dissertation. in Shakespeare’s and Jonson’s work, in
Swift, in Twain, and in popular culture today. Because so many examples exist
throughout cultural history, a fruitful analysis of individual contributions and alterations
to this tradition would be nearly impossible. As a result, I do not intend to analyze the
construction or the historical development of bodily humor. Instead, I will look at how
particular writers use such humor, and specifically how they use what I call the comic
body—the body and its functions presented humorously.

In this dissertation, I explore representative uses of the comic body in medieval
literature with special attention to the social environment of those literary uses. I will
demonstrate that while the comic body always adds humor to a text, it also regularly
deploys that humor for other, social, purposes, and does so in ways that reflect social
practice. I base my approach on practice theory as developed by Pierre Bourdieu and
Michel de Certeau. Literature is one of many social practices, which taken together can
better illuminate the culture within which writers work. Writers do not write in a social
vacuum,; they represent and comment on what they experience, and humorists are often
more social than other writers because, as Mary Douglas has shown, humor requires a
social context in order to succeed.'

I will show that writers tend to use the comic body for three interrelated purposes:
entertainment, moral instruction, and social criticism. Writers use the comic body
consistently for entertainment, for whenever we find the comic body we find
entertainment. However, we often find entertainment mixed with other, more serious
purposes. | will concentrate on moral instruction and social criticism, though other

serious purposes may exist as well. The interweaving of entertainment with serious

'See Douglas’s article “Jokes™ for her ideas on the social aspect of joking.






purposes is evident in nearly all of the practices that I address in this dissertation, and
often we find entertainment acting as an integral part of moral instruction and social
criticism. Writers will frequently use entertainment to further their more serious

purposes.

I. Practice and Literature

I begin with practice, a theoretical concept that lies behind my approach to all literature.
Practice is a way of operating. It is dynamic; seeing the world from the point of view of
practice is seeing a world in motion rather than as a series of isolated, static artifacts.
Practice theory as applied to literature, art, history, and cultural studies takes into
consideration textual evidence—the artifacts that exist frozen in time and space, but it
also includes non-literary phenomena into which a text fits—political events, civic
celebrations, social attitudes and behaviors. Humor is not solely a literary phenomenon.
Much extant evidence of medieval life is. of course, written. However, texts often
document non-literary phenomena and practices. Although this dissertation is a study of
literature, it is also very much about non-literary phenomena and medieval society in
general, focusing on literature as one of many social practices. The primary method by
which I read literature is practice theory, as informed by social scientists like Bourdieu
and de Certeau and used by such literary critics as Paul Strohm.? I will digress here a bit

to explain my use of practice as an approach to literature.

2The approach of new historicists can also be viewed as practice-oriented.
Stephen Greenblatt's "Murdering Peasants: Status, Genre, and the Representation of
Rebellion," for instance, looks at the relationship between monuments and rebellions and
their aftermath. The monument is a static artifact, but the rebellions and reactions to
rebellions are practices that enabled the construction of the monument. For H. Aram
Veeser the first key assumption of new historicist inquiry is that "every expressive act is
embedded in a network of material practices" (xi). Although new historicism tends to be
more text-based than the social scientist practitioners that I cite here, new historicism
always acknowledges the importance of practice in the formation of culture.



As I use the concept, practice is a partially unconscious, repeated (habitual)
reaction to stimuli that we encounter in our everyday activities. It is a way of behaving
and operating. It includes not just the primary behavior but also the minute decisions,
associated actions, and the surrounding environment, all of which contribute to the
behavior. Practice also operates on a larger level; social institutions contain within them
practices that help the institution to function and that have become associated with that
institution. Methods of scoring in the many sporting events popular the world over
(touchdowns, goals, crossing the plate, etc.) can be called practices in that they are
essential for the game to be played, are semi-conscious goals (the touchdown is always a
goal for a team in American football, but on individual plays that goal is sublimated by
the need to perform more focused tasks—running, catching, blocking), and are repeated.
Practice is also behavior in action. It is the act of doing rather than the image of what has
been done. To illustrate what I mean by practice, I will briefly summarize examples from
Bourdieu and de Certeau, and then show how practice can be useful for literary studies.

Both Bourdieu and de Certeau see practice as motion rather than as frozen image.
In other words practice is what actually happens in a sporting event, whereas the Sports
Hllustrated photographer’s images are one-dimensional images of the event. In a
heavyweight title fight, for instance, the photographer captures, frozen in time, images
with little relationship to the overall event or what has happened during that event. A
photograph of a knockout punch, for instance, captures the precise moment when leather
meets face, freezes the event by showing glove padding compressed by the loser’s chin,
sweat and saliva flying from the head, and grimaces on both fighters’ faces. It does not,
however, capture how both fighters reached this position, or even everything about that
moment: the position of the referee, the fighters’ foot position, injuries that may have
contributed to the end of the fight, commentators’ remarks, or the roar of the crowd, all of
which are essential to capture the fullness of the moment. The photograph captures only a

single, incomplete, frozen and unmoving moment of the bout from a single point of view.






In their work on practice, both Bourdieu and de Certeau react to this phenomenon
of freezing life. Bourdieu uses the study of Saussurian linguistics to illustrate the
importance of practice. Saussurian linguistics “constitutes linguistics as a science by
constructing language as an autonomous object, distinct from its actualizations in speech”
(23). This model of linguistics separates linguistics from spoken communication, which
is linguistics in practice. This separation makes linguistics an object of study in itself and
not part of human interaction. In Bourdieu's theory of practice, linguistics and
communication are always already linked; the former should not and cannot be studied
without the latter.

Michel de Certeau approaches practice similarly. A good example of de Certeau's
work is "Walking in the City," the seventh chapter of The Practice of Everyday Life. Here
de Certeau looks at pedestrian practices in New York City. He says, "it is true that the
operations of walking on can be traced on city maps in such a way as to transcribe their
paths (here well-trodden, there very faint) and their trajectories (going this way and not
that)" (97). What we get with such a map would be a series of lines, heavier ones
indicating well-used paths, lighter ones showing roads not or less taken. De Certeau's
analysis of such a map merits quotation in full:

But these thick and thin curves only refer, like words, to the absence of
what has passed by. Surveys of routes miss what was: the act itself of
passing by. The operation of walking, wandering, or 'window shopping,'
that is, the activity of passers-by, is transformed into points that draw a
totalizing and reversible line on the map. They allow us to grasp only a
relic set in the nowhen of a surface of projection. Itself visible, it has the
effect of making invisible the operation that made it possible. These
fixations constitute procedures for forgetting. The trace left behind is

substituted for the practice. It exhibits the (voracious) property that the
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geographical system has of being able to transform action into legibility,

but in doing so it causes a way of being in the world to be forgotten. (97)
The map of trajectories ignores these aspects of walking, the practice of walking in the
city. Both cases—Ilinguistics and maps—offer only a frozen instance of a single moment
in the complex interaction of bodies and their surroundings. Both Bourdieu and de
Certeau stress the need to step back from these static images and to look at our subjects

as practices—interactions of diverse stimuli continually in motion.

Practice in Cultural and Literary Studies

Practice theory can be used in a multitude of ways for literary analysis, most of which fall
into two broad categories. First, the production of literature is itself a social practice that
combines author, his or her surrounding circumstances (what literary critics might call
"background"), audience, and circumstances surrounding the audience in order to form
meaning. Looking at literature in this way is similar to a historicist (new and perhaps old)
approach in that non-literary practices become nearly as important as literary ones.
Second, the formal tools of the writer’s craft are themselves practices, such as the
Shakespearian sonnet form or the alliterative long line, topoi like the /ocus amoenus or
conventions of courtly love and estates satire. A link between these writerly practices and
social practices (including the production of literature itself) is the literary representation
of those social practices such as the confession scene in Piers Plowman or the tournament
in The Knight’s Tale. As de Certeau notes, "the narrativizing of practices is a textual 'way

of operating' having its own procedures and tactics” (de Certeau 78).% In this dissertation I

It might be tempting to apply de Certeau's ideas about strategies and tactics to
literary works, especially in light of Bakhtin's ideas about dual ideologies, pulling out
representations of strategies and tactics and analyzing how they interact. But we must
always remember the subtlety of de Certeau's concepts; rarely are dominance and
subversion clear-cut. To use the traditional view of serious as the status quo and comic as
the invader, we could say that serious material exists on the level of strategy. A set space
exists into which strategies of the serious, in medieval literature often didactic, can exist.
In this sense, the rhetoric that the writer uses would be accurately called rhetorical
strategy. The comic—as the representation of the oppressed—asserts itself as tactics
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focus primarily on representations of social practice and their relationship to the practices
upon which the writer has based his depiction.

In keeping with this focus, I grant non-literary and literary practices nearly equal
time in my chapters. In order to consider The Land of Cokaygne as a parodic wish-
fulfillment practice, as I do in Chapter 2, a discussion of other parodic wish-fulfillment
practices is helpful. My methodology foregrounds non-literary social practices to place
literature within a practice context, and to relate the practices that appear in literature to
their social counterparts.

A major part of this social practice context is institutional practice. I define
institutional practice as behaviors and activities promoted and required by social
institutions. Practice theory can be a valuable tool for analyzing social institutions.
Although practice refers to the habitual, social reactions of individual humans to stimuli,
in a social environment homogeneous reactions to the same stimuli can help to produce
social institutions. To use one example that I explore more deeply in Chapters 2 and 3,
the regular cycle of harvest plenty and shortage prompted practices that eventually
became a feast/fast cycle, with feasts often corresponding to fat times and fasts

corresponding to lean times. The institutionalization of practices lies behind much of

subtly attacking the dominant position. This is one characteristic of comedy, for comedy
does not exist outside of a serious context. The comic depends in large part on surprise,
on the violation of expectation, on the reversal of a situation. The comic exists as a
counterpart to the serious, as unexpected results that are not harmful, though they might
be.

However, though following de Certeau's theory can be helpful in looking at
literature and culture, as with all of the theorists I draw upon—Bakhtin especially—there
are dangers. Because most of my theoretical models are Marxist, each tends to focus on
capitalist struggles between privileged and silent positions (ideologies in Bakhtin). De
Certeau explains the difference between strategies and tactics as a power relationship:
"strategies are able to produce, tabulate, and impose these spaces, when those operations
take place, whereas tactics can only use, manipulate, and divert these spaces" (30). What
we have, then, is the subversive tactic undercutting the oppressive strategy. This is the
nature of Marxist theory, and though I frequently draw on Marxist critics, my concern
here is not so much with the conquest and silence of the oppressed other as it is with the
existence of a particular type of comic representation—bodily humor—in its many
political and social uses.



what I discuss in the chapters that follow. Institutions sanctioned certain humorous
practices in the Middle Ages. and often institutional practices become the fuel for this
humor.*

Because the focus of this dissertation is literary practice, I attempt to analyze
literature in its social context by highlighting practices (many of which were
institutionalized) important for understanding the comic body. These include the role of
food in society (Chapters 2 and 3), performance (Chapter 4), and court culture (in
Chapter 5). Without social context, humorous practices cease to be humorous and
therefore cannot be used for any purpose, even entertainment. Although much of my
evidence is indeed textual, even literary, I am always mindful that literature is a form of
practice, that literature represents and creates practices, and that literary trends are parts
of larger cultural trends.

With the exception, perhaps, of the fubliaux and other purely comic forms, the
comic practices that I address in this dissertation have a strong political or social element
to them. This should not be surprising. As Mary Douglas has convincingly argued, all
jokes contain a social element, and all of the practices that I address in this dissertation
can be called in the broadest sense jokes, extended though they may be.’ According to
Douglas, a joke cannot succeed outside of its social environment. When we hear, for
instance, "Did you hear the one about..." or "A man walks into a bar...," we react with
specific, socially programmed expectations; we prepare ourselves for a particular type of

joke based upon the identification of the joke formula. Such formulae can be called

For example. see my discussion of Dunbar’s humorous criticism of courtly love
in Chapter 5.

3See Douglas's article "Jokes." Douglas argues, "the joke form rarely lies in the
utterance alone, but that it can be identified in the total social situation" (93). By this, she
means that the audience of the joke must socially be in on the joke. Jokes play on social
structures, and the manipulation of these social structures makes jokes successful. If an
audience is unfamiliar with these social structures, or if it does not accept those
structures, the joke ceases to be a joke and becomes either nonsensical or offensive.
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practices; they are social, semi-conscious (the recognition of the formula is not entirely
conscious), and repeated each time that sort of joke is told.

As I have already indicated, I use the term practice to refer to any semi-conscious,
structured, repetitive or habitual behavior or activity of human beings. It is social in that
many of our reactions are, in some way. just like reactions to a joke formula,
programmed by and related to society. Literary practice for me is a broad umbrella
concept that includes the act of writing literature (literary practice), the way literature is
written (the strict rules that govern Middle English alliterative poetry, for instance), the
techniques and devices used within literature (the comic body, for example), the activities
that surround the ways literature is performed (social, cultural, political, economic events,
activities, institutions), and reactions to literature. Writers represent and create practices,
react to practice, and contribute to literary and social practice. But I also use the term
practice to indicate the social institutions of feast, fast, dramatic performance, and court
culture because these institutions are actually collections of communal behaviors that

have developed into institutional practices.

Il. Humor in the Middle Ages

Humor is one form of literary practice, and just like modern people, medieval people
liked to laugh. Innumerable comic stories have come down to us from the Middle Ages,
and we can reasonably assume that innumerable others have been lost or were never
written down. Humor can be categorized as a form of recreation: “whatever their
theological or prophylactic justifications, writers and others employed humor because it
is an irreducible pleasure, an amoral operation which is intrinsically gratifying” (Bayless
212). Although often neglected as a topic for serious scholarly inquiry, humor as a topic

(often as recreation) appears in studies of different issues, and a handful of scholars have

10



addressed entertainment and included humor in their studies.® The fabliaux are perhaps
the best-known medieval humorous stories. We also find humor in parodic texts and
other comic tales, of course.” However, humor cannot be confined to specific genres or
texts that we can label “comic.” It exists across genres, in serious as well as comic works.

Martha Bayless’s Parody in the Middle Ages is an excellent overview of Latin
parody, and many of her points are equally applicable to humor in general. In her final
chapter, “Religion and Humor in the Middle Ages,” she shows “that medieval humor
embodies a wide range of attitudes and that to limit the relation of religious humor and
the Church to a single configuration is to oversimplify the rich and complex culture of the
Middle Ages” (177). In this final chapter, Bayless explores the relationship between
humor and religion. Several of Bayless’s conclusions are essential for my work on the
comic body.

[ rely on some of Bayless’s ideas for the organizational foundation of my study,
for her ideas on religious humor—that is, humor that takes as its subject religious issues
and themes—and parody are applicable to the practices that I discuss. Bayless’s final
chapter is a broad summary of the relationship between religion and humor in the Middle
Ages. She asserts,

religious parody was close to the heart of the Church: the evidence of
authorship, the fact that there is such a large body of the genre in Latin,
and the familiarity with Scripture, theology, and the Church required to

appreciate the jokes suggest that these texts were written by and for

6See, for instance, Johan Huizinga, Homo Ludens; Ernst R. Curtius, “Jest and
Earnest in Medieval Literature” in European Literature in the Latin Middle Ages; V. A.
Kolve, The Play Called Corpus Christi, especially Chapters 1 (“The Drama as Play and
Game”) and 7 (“The Invention of Comic Action”); Glending Olson, Literature as
Recreation in the Later Middle Ages (especially Chapter 1); and Laura Kendrick,
Chaucerian Play.

"See Bayless. Parody in the Middle Ages, and Derek Brewer, Medieval Comic
Tales.
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members of the clergy and were not intended primarily, if at all, for lay

consumption. (177)
The texts and practices that I discuss here are similar to the Latin texts forming Bayless's
evidence, the main difference being language; I concentrate on the vernacular. Nearly all
of the texts that are foci for my chapters (The Land of Cokaygne, Piers Plowman,
medieval drama, and Dunbar’s poems) exhibit the characteristics that Bayless ascribes to
religious parody—religious authorship, familiarity with Scripture, theology, the Church,
and even the presence of Latin. The features that Bayless highlights for re/igious humor
are equally applicable to most of the texts that I discuss here.

In her final section—"The Uses of Religious Humor in Literature”—Bayless
highlights three religious uses for humor: humor can further a moral message, be on
equal ground with the moral message, and exist for its own sake. Reviewing these will be
helpful, for these are nearly identical to the uses that I focus on in this dissertation.
Bayless’s first use of religious humor serves to “sweeten the pill of doctrine” (208),
making moral instruction more palatable. Humor is “subservient to (rather than inimical
to) overriding didactic concerns” (211). Humor plays a role in delivering a message, but
it never overshadows that message. The humor works with the didactic concerns to
reinforce moral instruction. The second use that Bayless highlights includes both humor
and a moral message: “humor and piety are equal partners, each furnishing the text with
important qualities” (211-12). The humor can contribute to the text’s didactic element but
is in no way subservient to didacticism; here humor has its own place in the text. Both
entertainment and instruction have roughly equal status in the text, providing a balance of
sentence and solaas. Bayless’s last use of religious humor focuses on entertainment: “in
many texts humor has the upper hand, employing religious images and conventions for
entirely profane purposes” (212). This is the use of humor for the sole or primary purpose
of entertaining an audience. The subject, of course, can be religious or moral, as it often

is: “religion was available, like any other motif or comic device, simply to enhance the
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comic impact of secular literature...here it was not that humor was added to religious
texts to sweeten the pill; rather, religion was added to humorous texts to sweeten the fun”
(Bayless 211-12). Entertainment, recreation, and pleasure are the primary purposes when
humor is used in this manner. The organizational structure of this dissertation generally
follows these three uses (though in a different order from Bayless’s); I start with practices
that use the comic body primarily to entertain, then move to moral instruction, continuing
to a balance of entertainment and instruction. To these I add social criticism, which
appears in several of the works that I analyze, most notably Dunbar’s poetry.

Before moving to a description of the comic body, I should briefly comment on
the problem of analyzing humor. To use Chaucer’s Miller's Tale as an example, since the
seventeenth century (when Dryden offered some pejorative comments) this tale has been
criticized for the perceived obscenity of its language.® Critics have acknowledged that the
primary purpose of The Miller's Tale is humor—solaas. That they begrudge the writing
of the tale indicates that they do not believe that such humor is worthy of a writer of
Chaucer’s caliber; they simply do not get it.

One reason for this lack of understanding is the subjectivity of humor. The
success of humor is entirely dependent upon the reaction of the audience. Each audience
member will find different aspects of any story funny. Although audiences might react
more or less as a whole, the extent of the laughter will vary from audience member to
audience member. For the study of modern humor, determining what is generally
considered to be funny is simple: observe the reaction of the audience. For humorous
practices that do not have recorded audience responses, determining the nature and extent

of humor is far more difficult.

8For a brief survey of negative critical responses to The Miller’s Tale, see Peter
Beidler, “Art and Scatology in the Miller's Tale.” It is, of course, far more common in
Chaucer criticism to celebrate the craft and art of The Miller’s Tale, though relatively few
of those celebrations concentrate their praise on the scatological or sexual elements of the
tale.
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My approach to determining humor in medieval texts has been to use particular
works and critical responses as benchmarks. For instance, we know that the fabliaux,
including Chaucer’s, were humorous tales,” and we know that they were written for
courtly audiences, which is a good indication of courtly tastes. The fabliaux include
ingestion, slapstick, sexuality, and scatology, the same types of bodily humor that I
discuss here. These stories offer examples of some representations that people tended to
find funny. Additionally, I follow critical determinations of comedy. Critics usually
characterize Chaucer’s Miller's and Reeve’s Tales as funny, for instance. Likewise,
critics have characterized The Land of Cokaygne, the parts of Piers Plowman that |
discuss, some medieval drama. and some of Dunbar’s poems as humorous. I have taken
elements of what we know was considered to be funny from comic tales and critical
acknowledgments of humor to help in determining what might have been considered
funny in the Middle Ages. However, it is difficult to recognize the extent of the comedy
and individual reactions to it. I admit to a certain amount of speculation in my
identification of humor, and when I speak of an audience, I mean an audience receptive
to what we believe was generally considered funny. We can never be certain exactly how

an audience would react to the material that I discuss.

lll. The Comic Body: An Introduction

The types of comic representations that critics tend to find objectionable or puerile are the
focus of this dissertation, and often people object most to references to the human body
and its functions. The comic body, which I define as the body and its functions

represented in humorous situations, is one comic device that flourished in the Middle

9Chaucer’s pilgrims, for instance, laugh at his fabliaux (1.2855-60). The same is
true of the audience in The Decameron. After the last story of the third day (where a
monk teaches a nun that intercourse is really putting the devil back into hell), the
audience laughs: “Dioneo’s story made the virtuous ladies laugh a thousand times or
more, so apt and clever were his words” (239).
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Ages. Yet representations of the functioning body for humorous purposes should come as
no surprise, according to David B. Morris, who looks at the relationship between pain
and comedy in the fourth chapter of The Culture of Pain. According to Morris, "comedy
holds an ambivalent position within the world of art precisely because comic writers, like
doctors, insist upon viewing humankind from almost the same demystified point of view:
as creatures whose fundamental attribute is the possession of a body" (81). The one
attribute uniting all of humankind is our corporeal existence, and according to Morris
because of this unifying factor, "comedy needs the body in the same way that the sonnet
needs fourteen lines and unrequited love" (82). Morris's conclusion about comedy is that
"comedy...as distinct from other literary genres, belongs fundamentally and uniquely to
the body" (84).

Morris concerns himself primarily with the link between pain and comedy: "pain,
however indirectly, usually finds a way to infiltrate the scene of comedy.” Comedy, he
continues, "finds its implicit subject, technique, and purpose in the unremitting human
encounter with pain" (81). Comedy often occurs when situations that would normally
result in pain do not: "the situations call for pain, but pain mysteriously turns up missing.
Such comedies offer us a vision in which—despite beatings, collisions, and man-eating
plants—there is no cost to pay and nothing really hurts" (93). This lack of paying the
price for one's actions separates the comic from the serious or (generically) tragic. To
take a twentieth-century example, it is the threat of unrealized pain that makes Charlie
Chaplin's films so humorous; if the Little Tramp falls to his death, the film would not be
comic. His struggles to remain successfully balanced at the edge of a cliff turn the serious
threat of danger into slapstick humor.

Although I certainly acknowledge the important role that pain (or its lack) plays
in humor, | have a broader view of the link between the body and comedy. First, pain
darker than Morris’s comic pain frequently appears in comedy. Often we find pain

inflicted upon people for humorous purposes; we are meant to laugh at the pain that the
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character experiences. These characters are represented as deserving pain, and the
purpose of this pain is to provoke laughter, but this laughter is directed at the smarting
character. This pain is inflicted in order to point out folly, to punish transgression and
thereby teach an audience to avoid such behavior. So [ make a significant expansion to
Morris’s ideas on the link between pain and comedy. The presence, as well as the
absence, of pain is often a significant factor in humor, where the audience laughs at the
infliction of pain.

Second, restricting the relationship between comedy and the body to pain is too
narrow for my purposes. I contend that comedy does not necessitate the experience of
pain as much as it does discomfort, physical pain but also psychological distress, physical
vexation, or sensory annoyance. Many comic incidents involve the body but do not also
involve pain. A prime example of the lack of pain in bodily humor is the “pull my finger”
joke popular throughout America. The result of pulling the finger is an inevitable fart.
However, there is absolutely no risk of pain for the finger-puller. Rather, the risk is
olfactory discomfort and, perhaps, public embarrassment, but definitely not pain. So
though I agree with Morris that pain is often a major part of comedy, I assert that
discomfort, which can include physical pain, also plays an important role in comedy. This
discomfort—pain (physical or psychological), offensive odors or sounds, unpleasant
sights, or embarrassing circumstances—is essential for the comic body, for the human
body and its functions are in some way linked to all of these uncomfortable
circumstances.

My focus in this dissertation is the comic body—humor derived from the
functioning body. I use the phrase “comic body,” which I borrow from Morris (81), to
refer to a specific type of physical representation of the human body. At its most basic,
the comic body is not metaphoric in any way. It does not represent political relations; it is

not necessarily the site of conflict; it does not stand for worldly pleasures. The comic

16

T T T T s i acang



e
Y
LR
R
e
NN
LRI

LR




body is a representation of the human body and its functions in humorous situations. Its

primary purpose is to evoke laughter and pleasure.

Four Categories of the Comic Body

I have divided this dissertation into chapters that illustrate the purposes for which the
comic body can be used: entertainment, instruction, and social criticism. I also focus on
four particular types of bodily humor—ingestion, slapstick, sexuality, and scatology—
which I will highlight here.

The first type of bodily humor that I discuss in this dissertation is the ingestion of
food and drink. Modern television and film have preserved this type of humor mostly in
comic representations of drunkenness, as in the film Arthur, but food has also been the
source of comedy, as in the food-fight scene in Animal House. Both food and drink were
used humorously in the Middle Ages, as I illustrate in Chapters 2 and 3. Another type of
bodily humor that can stem from overindulgence, especially drunkenness, is slapstick—
physical humor characterized by horseplay, mock accidents, mock beatings, and
exaggerated physical action. Often when we find representations of drunkenness, we also
find an element of slapstick, for humor tends to stem from the behavior of the drunkard,
which includes staggering, falling down, and slurred and irrational speech. Slapstick
tends to represent the human body as clumsy. From slipping on a banana peel to the wild
jumping that results from a hot foot or tack on the seat, the complete focus of slapstick is
the body.

The other two types of bodily humor that I discuss tend to be more shocking or
offensive than ingestion and slapstick, and in this they are related. Sexual humor plays
upon a host of social taboos and ideas about decorum. The medieval misogynist humor
that so many scholars comment upon appears in this category. Jokes about gender
difference, castration, impotence, and excessive desire—all of which prey upon deep-

seated anxieties—fall into this category, as well. Many of the French fabl/iaux use sexual
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humor, but so too do Boccaccio, Chaucer, medieval drama, and a host of other writers
and works. Scatology, the final type of bodily humor that I discuss, is similar to sexual
humor in that it can easily offend and shock. By scatology I mean anything dealing with
elimination—urination, flatulence, vomiting, and mooning—in addition to references to
or images of feces. Fecal matter is the ultimate debasing material, often linked to the
diabolic, and prompting a variety of taboos. We find scatology throughout the history of
comedy. Scatological and sexual humor are often considered to be shocking and obscene,
as the many arrests of comedian Lennie Bruce illustrate.

Writers often intermix these categories. So, for example, drunkenness frequently
appears with sexuality or scatology; The Land of Cokaygne contains comedic ingestion as
well as humorous images of sexuality and scatology, and as I show in Chapter 3,
commentators often link Gluttony and Lechery. Slapstick can occur at any time: the tailor
and cobbler falling down because of scatological attacks in Dunbar’s “Tournament,” for
instance. The particular images of ingestion, slapstick, sexuality, and scatology are

readily identifiable, but they rarely occur alone.

I begin my analysis of the comic body with practices dedicated for the most part
to laughter and entertainment. In Chapter 2 I consider The Land of Cokaygne as part of a
parodic wish-fulfillment tradition that includes parodic festivals, goliardic poetry, and
mock masses. Because | see literature as part of a larger social context, I begin by
analyzing the comic body as it appears in medieval festivals, parodic masses, and
goliardic poetry. I finally look closely at The Land of Cokaygne as a parody offering a
clerical writer an outlet in which to present wish fulfillment. Cokaygne’s abundance of
food and sinless sex counter the lack of food and prohibitions against sex that often
existed in the medieval world. At the same time the writer gives himself and his audience
a good chuckle by playing on literary and social forms that would have been familiar to

both poet and audience.
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In Chapter 3 [ move from entertainment to moral instruction by looking at
Langland's use of the comic body in Piers Plowman. Langland gives us another look at
the abundance of food, this time via Gluton, his personification of the deadly sin. I begin
by looking at the sin of Gluttony, which was social as well as spiritual. Then I look at
Langland’s satirical representations of the sin, which are different from his representation
of Gluton, to which I turn at the end of the first section of the chapter. Near the end of the
poem, Langland also presents a comic view of sexuality with a joke on Will’s impotence.
I look at social practices surrounding impotence, the literary practice of creating a self-
deprecating narrator like Will, and then the impotence joke. Rather than predominantly
entertaining his audience, as the parodic practices from Chapter 2 do, Langland uses the
laughter evoked by the comic body to teach his audience lessons about proper living. His
humor probably entertained, but the entertainment is incidental compared to the moral
message; for Langland the comic body is a powerful didactic tool.

Similar in many ways to Piers Plowman, medieval drama has also been
considered didactic. In Chapter 4 I explore medieval drama as an example of an equal
balance of entertainment and instruction. Entertainment exists in the drama as a purpose
in itself and as an important method of instruction. The writer of The Tretise of Miraclis
Pleying notes that some of his contemporaries call the mystery plays “quike bookis”
aimed at teaching the unlearned (380), and modern scholars have long acknowledged
medieval drama’s didactic nature. As practice, the drama is different from other literary
practices; audiences experienced it as performance, a text embodied by actors. I begin
with a look at the festive atmosphere of the performance event followed by an analysis of
performance as embodied script. I then analyze three male-female relationships (Adam
and Eve, Noah and Mrs. Noah, and Joseph and Mary) that through performance illustrate
a balance of entertainment and instruction. In these instances the comedy halts abruptly
and turns serious. During the time that they are comic, the plays tend to be wholly

entertaining. The shift from comedy to sobriety helps to focus attention on the didactic
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message. The comic body in the drama, then, reinforces the dominant message in the play
by contrasting laughter with other, serious emotions. The comic body in this sense both
provides entertainment and teaches the audience a lesson.

Finally, I look at the comic body used for social criticism in a specific set of
William Dunbar’s poems. Dunbar is harshly critical of court practices, particularly
disguise—the creation of a personal role to function in and achieve one’s purpose at
court—and some of the dramatic entertainments that were popular in the Scottish court.
In the beginning of the chapter, I focus on court practices. particularly the courtier’s
creation of a personal courtly role and dramatic entertainments in the Scottish court. Then
I look at Dunbar’s comic criticism of duplicitous courtiers. I continue to analyze
Dunbar’s critical stance on courtly love and court tournaments, and I end with a look at
Dunbar’s parody, which is strikingly similar to the parody that we see in Chapter 2.

Because of my focus on practice. the literary works in my chapter titles are not
necessarily the only focus of the chapter. I look at literature as one of several practices
that use the comic body in similar ways. Likewise, I do not employ practice theory
equally in all of my chapters. Chapters 2 and 5 rely on practice theory most heavily,
while Chapter 3, though dealing with social issues and some practices associated with
those issues, uses a more traditional literary analysis, and Chapter 4 only explores two
related practices associated with drama. Likewise, for the sake of space I have limited the
number of literary works that [ use. Each chapter uses a single work or selected group of
works as an illustration of the purpose that I foreground in that chapter. I have attempted
to use representative examples of popular medieval literary forms—parody, didactic
writing, drama, and court poetry—as an illustration of what can be found in any number
of works. My goal, however, has not been to be comprehensive. I have chosen rather to
provide these examples as an introduction to the uses of the comic body in medieval

literature and culture.
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This dissertation is just a beginning for what I hope will be a series of
investigations of medieval humor. Each purpose that I discuss—entertainment, moral
edification, and social criticism—and each category of bodily humor—ingestion,
slapstick, sexuality, and scatology—could be the subject of its own volume. Moreover, 1
recognize that limiting this study to the twelfth through sixteenth centuries is artificial.
We have examples of the comic body throughout literary and cultural history to the
present day. As I have stated, my aim is not to be comprehensive. Rather, I use these
specific instances of the comic body in order to illustrate, first, that the comic body rarely
functions as entertainment alone; its uses are diverse. A secondary conclusion is that this
literary practice is a tradition that is not necessarily subversive. Instead, it tends to uphold
the dominant positions of Church and state. The comic body can entertain, edify, satirize,

victimize. But most important, the comic body makes people laugh.
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Chapter 2
Utopian Wish Fulfillment Practices and The Land of
Cokaygne

The late-thirteenth-century Anglo-Irish Land of Cokaygne presents the modern reader
with an interesting scenario. The poet, whom most agree was a cleric, writes a parody of
paradise that, without being openly satiric, represents its inhabitants—monks and nuns—
indulging in the finest foods and wild sex. The architecture and landscape is made of
food, prepared food moves through the countryside, and monks and nuns engage in sex
on a daily basis. It is easy to find descriptions of overeating in moral and satirical writing,
and condemnations of sex are not rare in medieval documents. This poem is different,
however, in that it does not condemn Cokaygne or its inhabitants. Rather, it celebrates the
overabundance of and overindulgence in food and sex, and critics have often grasped at
straws to make the poem fit their idea of the Middle Ages as a time of strict morality and
abstinence. Most often, the poem is called a satire, though the object of satire is
uncertain, and both the condemnation and remedy for moral transgression are missing.

I approach this poem differently, by way of literary and social practices to which I
believe the poem belongs. In this chapter I will look at what I will call wish-fulfillment
practices—Shrovetide festivals. the Feast of Fools, and parodic masses—to help
illuminate The Land of Cokaygne. Specifically, I argue that The Land of Cokaygne is a
representative of comic, festive wish-fulfillment literature. As such, it participates in a
tradition of wish fulfillment literature and ritual that uses humor in its representation of
eating and drinking.

It is important to understand why [ have chosen to use wish fulfillment rather than

the more familiar term utopia.' 1 find the term utopia problematic in that to use this word

'In this [ differ from A. L. Morton, The English Utopia and Hal Rammel,
Nowhere in America, both of whom use the term ufopia to describe literature before
Thomas More.
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to describe anything before Thomas More’s Utopia, which introduced the notion of
utopia to English and defined the term according to his sixteenth-century representation
of Utopia, is to admit serious anachronism into any discussion of these practices. Notions
of an idealized place significantly different from the here-and-now existed before More
wrote Utopia, of course, but More’s work defines the concept and genre as we know it,
and because of More’s importance in the history of utopia as a genre, | hesitate to use his
term to describe earlier works about such idealized places.

Wish fulfillment is a major—though not the only—part of any utopia. The
generation of wish fulfillment is predicated on a process of lack and desire. In this
paradigm, something needed or desired is missing. The awareness of absence focuses
attention on the gap created by this absence, and in many cases the emptiness created by
lack increases desire. A. L. Morton describes utopia as being driven by desire: "In the
beginning Utopia is an image of desire. Later it grows more complex and various, and
may become an elaborate means of expressing social criticism and satire, but it will
always be based on something that somebody actually wants" (11). This fundamental
element of utopia, desire, creates the circumstances under which one can find wish
fulfillment. For wish fulfillment is nothing more than the creative sating of such desire. It
is an imaginary filling of the void created by lack.

Here I will consider some parodic wish-fulfillment practices to illuminate The
Land of Cokaygne. The Land of Cokaygne illustrates a conflation of some literary and
social practices that themselves use the comic body. I will argue in this chapter that The
Land of Cokaygne participates in a much larger tradition that includes medieval festivals,
parodic masses, and goliardic poetry. I will first look at parody in the Middle Ages. In
doing so, I will briefly examine the nature of two popular medieval festivals—Shrovetide
and The Feast of Fools. I will then look at an example of a parodic mass closely related to

these feasts. From these I will move to wish-fulfillment literature, which includes
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selected goliardic poems. Finally, I will look at The Land of Cokaygne in light of these

practices to show that it participates in and adds to this comic tradition.

I. Medieval Parody

The Middle Ages was not a time devoid of laughter,” although many studies may lead us
to believe otherwise, ignoring as they do the humorous elements that infiltrate most
aspects of medieval culture. Recent scholarship suggests that medieval people enjoyed
laughing just as much as, if not more than, we do. Derek Brewer has edited a collection
of comic tales, and he has presented a paper at the International Medieval Congress in
Kalamazoo, Michigan on ethnic jokes in the Middle Ages.® The fabliaux are perhaps the
best-known medieval humorous stories. and for many scholars of English literature, the
fabliaux in The Canterbury Tales are definitive of medieval comic literature. But other
texts were humorous as well, and one form that many comic texts take is parody, “an
intentionally humorous literary (written) text™ (Bayless 3). I extend Martha Bayless's
definition to include non-textual practices such as festivals. Here I will focus on parodic

practices that I believe are wholly or mostly humorous.

Medieval Festivals

Good examples of medieval comic practices can be found in festivals containing
activities that to twentieth-century sensibilities might seem opposed to orthodoxy.
Celebrations and holidays were common during the Middle Ages. In addition to what we

recognize as holidays—such events as Christmas and Easter—feast days abounded.

2See my article “An Austere Age without Laughter.”
3Derek Brewer, ed., Medieval Comic Tales and "Englishmen have Ta(i)l(e)s:

Ethnic Jokes in Middle and Early Modern English," presented at the 31st International
Congress on Medieval Studies (Kalamazoo), May 9-12, 1996.
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Although most feasts were serious in nature, a number of them included parodic
representations of officials and practices that at first glance might seem to be subversive.
The representative festivals that I will discuss are Shrovetide or Carnival and the Feast of
Fools, but others existed as well.* These festivals—wild, lascivious, and risqué as they
may have been—were not nearly as subversive as they at first seem. They used the comic
body to have fun and ridicule serious institutions, and as an accepted (and sanctioned)
part of society, they also upheld orthodoxy.

The first festival that I will address is also probably the best-known, at least to
twentieth-century Americans. This festival is known as Shrovetide in England, Carnival

in much of Southern Europe, Mardi Gras in France (and the United States), and

F?’.ﬁ?.rﬂ,—-—.—-

Fastnacht in Germany.’® Shrovetide—reaching its festive peak on the day before Lent—
was in many ways a preparation for the long fast-season of Lent, which lasted from Ash
Wednesday until Easter. According to Anthony Caputi, Carnival began at Epiphany and
ran until Ash Wednesday, although the exact duration varied from place to place. It
generally included processions, the election of a mock ruler, games, fires, dances,
combats, feasting, and drinking.® The festival was a final great release before the long,
self-denying Lenten season.

The placement and focus of this festival are both important because they tie the
festival to the Church. That it was in preparation for Lent makes this revel different from

many.” Shrovetide is a revel bound to the Christian calendar by its relationship to Ash

4See E. K. Chambers, The Mediaeval Stage (especially Book II) for a full
discussion of such festivals and how he sees them in relation to drama. Other festivals
that seem to have involved similar practices were the May festival, the Feast of St.
George in England, Corpus Christi, and Halloween.

5] restrict my comments to the festival as it existed in the Middle Ages, though
many of my comments apply to present-day Shrovetide festivities like Mardi Gras.

®Many of these celebratory practices survive in present-day Mardi Gras.

"Granted, Halloween is a preparation for All Saints' Day, but Halloween is only
one evening. The festivals I discuss tended to last longer than a single day.
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Wednesday, Lent, and Easter. But why would authorities encourage a festival that overtly
mocked authority and contained lewd behavior and games normally deemed
inappropriate—on the eve of a major Christian ritual at that? One plausible answer
associates these revels, especially Carnival, with the Roman Saturnalia.® Frederick B.
Jonasson summarizes the-opinion expressed in Lucian's Cronosolon: "If the poor are not
properly treated during the holiday, they will steal and rebel. If, however, they are
allowed to enjoy the pleasures and gracious hospitality of the rich, even for a day, they
will be loyal and docile. A little festive tolerance may go a long way in maintaining
social control" (63). This idea of festive tolerance, appealing to the very real need for
play that underlies Johan Huizinga's ideas in Homo Ludens, is one important reason for
permitting this festival and for its continuance to the present day. The importance of a
release from the pressures of daily life, for recreation, was fully acknowledged in the
Middle Ages.9 As The Catholic Encyclopedia puts it, though rather mildly, "It is
intelligible enough that before a long period of deprivations human nature should allow
itself some exceptional license in the way of frolic and good cheer" ("Shrovetide").'” The
Church recognized that before such a long period of fasting, both lay and religious people
needed a period of release. This release included not only partaking in the practices that
would be forbidden during Lent—eating and drinking—Dbut also mocking the
establishment that imposed Lent and its season of scarcity upon the people. The long

period of Lent and the hardships brought with it seem to be important reasons for this

¥Most scholars see definite similarities. Chambers does not see the Saturnalia as
analogous to the Feast of Fools, but he does acknowledge similar elements. Caputi also
sees a strong link between Saturnalia and Carnival. These festivals included a release of
social restraint and the inversion of the normal hierarchy, just as the Saturnalia did.

%For some defenses of recreation see Glending Olson, Literature as Recreation in
the Later Middle Ages, especially his first two chapters, which address the usefulness of
recreation during the Middle Ages.

11 here use the original Catholic Encyclopedia because, strangely enough, The
New Catholic Encyclopedia has no entry for Shrovetide.
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festival.'' But what about revels that are not so closely tied to the liturgical calendar? Can
festive tolerance explain such festivities, or might there be other explanations?

Although Shrovetide was an important festival, another, similar festival, the Feast
of Fools, is even more extreme in its parody and license.'? According to E. K. Chambers.
this revel was most prevalent in France. Records exist from Sens, Troyes, Paris, Flanders,
Lille, Chartres, Burgundy, Dijon, and Provence, but records are scarce for the west and
southwest of France. The feast also appears in Germany, Bohemia, and England, most
notably at Lincoln and Beverly (Chambers 1: 321). Moreover, the surviving records—
which date, albeit in different locations, from the last year of the twelfth century through
the eighteenth century—indicate the festival's popularity and official permissiveness

toward it."

""The next major revel was the May festival, celebrated on May 1 and possibly
also throughout the month. This festival was associated with fertility and adopted as a
major festive event the planting of greenery—in England a hawthorn branch—in front of
a girl's house, dancing around Maypoles. and the election of a May King and Queen. In
England, the May King and Queen eventually merged with the Robin Hood legend so
that the King and Queen became Robin Hood and Marian. After the May festival were
the festivals of Pentecost and Corpus Christi, which included feasting, dancing, and
processions, but these were not nearly as extreme in their revelry. The Feast of St. John,
celebrated in northern Europe on June 24, was another revel festival that included
processions, feasting, the election of a mock ruler, and the placing of boughs before the
doors of young women. The rest of summer and most of autumn were free from revels,
with the notable exception, perhaps, of Halloween. See both Caputi and Chambers for
more information on these festivals.

I2Related to this feast is the Feast of the Boy-Bishop, a festival where a child is
elected bishop on St. Nicholas's Day (December 6). The boy-bishop then rules as bishop
until Holy Innocents' Day (December 28), blessing people and presiding over all offices
and ceremonies (Catholic Encyclopedia "Boy-Bishop"). The Feast of the Boy Bishop was
relatively tame in comparison to the Feast of Fools and was never subjected to the type of
criticism leveled at the latter feast. See Chambers's discussion of the boy bishop feast
feast, which merits an entire chapter in his book (336-71).

3In Provence, for instance, the feast lasted at least until 1645 (Chambers 1: 317)
and until 1721 in Amiens (Chambers 1: 303). Although it was possible to halt the festival
outright, which all communities eventually did, several chose to regulate it for many
years, which may indicate that authorities considered the festival mostly harmless.
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This festival included the comic body in its parody of orthodoxy. A fascinating
glimpse at the practices occurring during this festival survives in a letter from Eustace de
Mansil on behalf of the Faculty of Theology at Paris On March 12, 1445:

What man of feeling among Christians, I ask, would not call those priests
and clerks evil, whom he sees at the time of divine office bewitched, with
monstrous visages, or in the clothing of women or panders, or leading
dances of actors in the choir, singing wanton songs, eating fat sausages
above the horn of the altar during the mass of the celebrant, practicing that
play of dice, censing with stinking smoke from the leather of old shoes,
and running through the whole church, dancing, not blushing at their own
shame, and then being led in shameful spectacles through the village and
theaters in carts and vehicles, making shameful gestures with their bodies
and rehearsing scurrilous and unchaste verses for the laughter of their
fellows and bystanders? (Chambers 1: 294, my translation)'*
The reaction of the observers, who see a show of sorts, indicates that one of the feast’s
purposes was to evoke laughter (risu) from the audience. The verba impudicissima ac
scurrilia, we can assume, succeeded in provoking laughter. Indecent gestures also
provoked laughter, gestures that in the Latin passage are described with the words suis
corporis, highlighting the role of the body in the evocation of laughter. The comic body

is at work in this festival.

l"Quis, quaeso, Christianorum sensatus non diceret malos illos sacerdotes et
clericos, quos divini officii tempore videret larvatos, monstruosis vultibus, aut in vestibus
mulierum, aut lenonum, vel histrionum choreas ducere in choro, cantilenas inhonestas
cantare, offas pingues supra cornu altaris iuxta celebrantem missam comedere, ludum
taxillorum ibidem exercere, thurificare de fumo fetido ex corio veterum sotularium, et per
totam ecclesiam currere, saltare, turpitudinem suam non erubescere, ac deinde per villam
et theatra in curribus et vehiculis sordidis duci ad infamia spectacula, pro risu astantium
et concurrentium turpes gesticulationes suis corporis faciendo, et verba impudicissima ac
scurrilia proferendo? (Chambers 1: 294 n.2)
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Due to its practices, the scandalous Feast of Fools became the site of contention
for ecclesiastical authority. The Paris letter mentions many but not all of the practices
typical of the Feast of Fools. In addition to the monstrous visages, costumes, dances,
wanton songs, censing with base objects. and obscene gestures and verses, the feast
usually included the election of a mock ruler (often a bishop or pope) and a parodic
service during which the baculum was transferred to the feast bishop.'® Another practice
of the Feast of Fools was the recitation of poetry. According to Paul Gerhard Schmidt,
"hymn-like songs in praise of the baculum were recited, and poetry was composed for the
feast" (44). The feast itself was the responsibility of the lower clergy—sub-deacons and
below. However, ecclesiastical authority sanctioned it—in both senses of the word. The
local religious establishments supported the feast with money, while at the same time
attempting to control the parodic, burlesque ceremonies of the feast.'® The Feast of Fools
became a legislative battleground, one that neither side won until very late."’

One reason for this condemnation may be linked to its celebrants, who differed
from those of the Shrovetide festival. Shrovetide involved all of the people, both lay and
clerical, in a series of revels that would prepare them for the long season of Lent. The
Feast of Fools, which incorporated many of the same practices as Shrovetide, included
mostly lower clergy in its practices, though it attracted many gleeful observers from the
lay community. Participation in the practices was limited to clergy because of its subject;

it was a revel that turned the clerical world on its head. elevating the low and toppling the

'3 Although the letter is from 1445, both Chambers and Caputi indicate that these
activities occurred more or less across chronological and geographical boundaries.

1See Chambers 1: 289-297 for an example of attempts to control the festival at
Sens. He mentions that "the chapter paid a subsidy towards the amusements of the 'pope’
and his 'cardinals’ on the Sunday called brioris" (1: 302), and at Sens it would seem that
the chapter paid for the entire feast (1: 291).

1Chambers sees the clash as Christianity vs. paganism, while Bakhtin sees the
conflict as the dominant, serious ideology battling the subversive, humorous ideology.
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high. The Feast of Fools parodies and mocks ecclesiastical rituals and hierarchy from
within the Church. Both of these festivals use the comic body. as illustrated by Mansil’s
letter, in their revelry, promoting feasting. wanton songs, dancing, and in some cases
sexual license, but the Feast of Fools was a clerical feast, which tied it and its practices to
the Church, making its participants subject to Church scrutiny.

What interests me most with these festivals is their license in parodying
orthodoxy. All feasts, of course, involved eating and drinking, often to excess. The revels
are no exception. However, in addition to indulgence in food and drink, these festivals
openly mocked official culture. Characteristic not only of the above-mentioned revels but
also of many minor "folk" feasts was the election of a mock ruler. In many instances, this
mock ruler was elected, led a procession, and then was either killed in combat or tried,
found guilty, and executed (dramatically), thus returning the revelers to the official
order.'® The mock rulers and feast officials parodied the duties of their counterparts in the
real world, censing with puddings and shoe leather, acting in an official capacity and
mocking the establishment. This mockery was encouraged and permitted, indicating that
the parody of official order. within certain limits, was believed to serve a positive social
function.

One reason for allowing these festivals could be the fact that they were contained
within a set time and place, a play world. Festivals like Shrovetide and the Feast of Fools
were predominantly recreational. In fact, Chambers claims, "Much in all these
proceedings was doubtless the merest horseplay” (1: 325-26). Celebrations like these
conform to Johan Huizinga's idea of the playground. According to Huizinga, "All play

moves and has its being within a playground marked off beforehand either materially or

'8See Caputi for a detailed account of these festivals in Italy. He sees elements of
sacrifice in the killing of the feast lord. Chambers sees in the Feast of Fools elements of
the folk festivals, which included sacrifice and were, in Chambers's view, of pagan
origin.
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ideally, deliberately or as a matter of course” (10). Douglas L. Peterson refers to this in
Tudor comedy as a "world-set-apart," a place where the normal rules of society cease to
exist, a place to which characters escape, such as the forest of Arden in As You Like It.
The play world is an alternative world set off in time and space, with its own rules, and
for the purpose of recreation. The preset boundaries separating the play world from
reality is of paramount importance, for the play world nearly always returns its
participants to the world of earnest (Peterson, "Lilly, Green" 84). These festivals establish
a world-set-apart, a place where ihe dominant ideology of king, bishop, or pope is turned
on its head, where unlikely figures assume the roles of rulers, perform mock deeds, and
finally are removed from office. The controlling factor in this cyclical pattern of rule is
time, which separates these festivals from the "real" world. They have specific time
constraints, typically dictated by the calendar.'® This chronological element forms the
frame for the play world.

I contend that this play world is one of the elements that make all parody possible.
The play world gives parody a safety zone where the parodist can test his ideas. It is a
prophylactic defense against allegations of sedition or heresy, for without the play world
and its boundaries, the ideas and practices represented in parody can easily be confused
with serious attack and criticism. As a safety factor, setting off parody from the world of
earnest is important. In order to be effective, parody must have a set beginning and end;
those participating in the parody must return to a non-parodic world. What we find in
these festivals is parody with a set beginning and end that delimit it from the world of
earnest. Since the condemnatory evidence is sporadic, at least through the early
fourteenth century, it would seem that such parodic festivals were, at least in part, an

accepted element of society, perhaps considered a healthy expression of and safety valve

'Some authorities also set the place for the festival, as in the Feast of Fools at
Sens. See Chambers's discussion of the regulation of the feast at Sens (1: 291 ff.).
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for socially unhealthy feelings and thoughts that, taken a step further, could lead to
subversive behavior.?’ Such a safety valve, Olson has shown, was a major defense of
recreation; it offered a release of the tension that accumulates with earnest life.?' This
release is carefully scripted at a set time. with an actual script, at least in some instances
of the Feast of Fools.?

In the practices common to most of these festivals, much of the parody and
burlesque is bodily in nature. The revels mock the texts and practices of church and state,
but they also involve large quantities of food and drink, procreation rituals, and even, in
the case of the Officium from Sens and one from Beauvais, a drinking bout and censing
with puddings and sausages (Chambers 1: 288). Here we find the comic body used as a
direct parody of orthodoxy. At first glance censing with puddings and sausages may not
appear to be as directly related to the comic body as drinking bouts (or the death of the
mock rulers, for that matter), but we must keep in mind that the comic body involves the
body and its functions for humorous effect. Eating, of course, is a bodily function. People
must eat to maintain health and to survive. To eat, one must have food. So food can refer
to the body, as I believe it does here.”® Censing with puddings and sausages is not

necessarily an eating image, but because food is used this practice brings censing to the

2Samuel Kinser has developed a theory that such festivals were healthy
expressions of "unexpressed or politely suppressed thought and feelings" (148).

2ISee, for instance, Olson’s analysis of the bent bow story (91-93)

22Chambers discusses an actual document from this feast—the Officium
circumcisionis in usum urbis senonensis, which contained the words and music of the
special chants used at the feast (1: 280). These documents are actually a script for what
will be done during the feast.

2Martha Bayless says that "Food was the locus classicus for comedy of
debasement” (197). So when we see images of parodic ritual that involve food rather than
what is used in the model form, we at least have a comic element, one that by extension
involves the body.
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level of the body. It involves food within a parodic ritual. and this festival uses food for a
humorous, parodic effect.?*

As I will argue for all of the practices presented in this chapter, these festivals
were not a subversive threat to orthodoxy. Built into the festivals is support for orthodoxy
and the rules it establishes. By placing the activities of these festivals in a firmly-defined
play world, the organizers have created a tool that in fact upholds orthodoxy. These
festivals are merely an interlude, a brief, well-regulated time and space where the world
is up-ended, where low becomes high and high low. Nevertheless, there is always an end
to it.”> Mock rulers are dethroned or killed, and the festive community exits the play
world to return to the world of orthodoxy. These practices are not viable alternatives to
existing social and political structures. Rather, they are merry escapes from the rigor of

everyday life, escapes from which the participants must return.

Parodic Masses

I will now turn to a series of texts that are similar in function to these festivals: parodic
masses.”® We have evidence of several parodic masses—texts that alter the general mass
text for parodic purposes. These include drinkers' masses, gamblers' masses, and even a

mass for an ass.?” [ want to look here at a drinkers' mass, not because it is particularly

2*And there is also the blatantly phallic nature of puddings and sausages to
contend with, which could add a fertility element to the parody.

2*This is in sharp contrast to the beliefs of heretics. who saw their beliefs as viable
alternatives to and replacements for orthodoxy.

2*Bayless rejects the argument that these texts have any direct link to festivals.
However, she implies that they are related in their parody and general tone, and other
scholars have made the link between the festivals and these masses (125). Bakhtin states
that "All medieval parodical literature is recreative; it was composed for festive leisure
and was to be read on feast days" (83), and this would seem to include the parodic
masses.

?"Bayless prints one English drinking mass and several fragments. This type of
parodic mass, it would seem, was popular.
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better than others but, first, because it appears in more than one manuscript; second,
because it appears in MS Harley 913, the same manuscript as The Land of Cokaygne; and
third, because the elements added to the original Latin mass are bodily and comic.?®

This text is a clever parody of the Latin mass. From the beginning the writer
substitutes drinking terms for words in the mass. The mass begins "Confiteor reo Bacho
omnepotanti, et reo vino coloris rubei, et omnibus ciphis ejus, et vobis potatoribus.">’
These words replace those of the Latin Mass, which begins "Confiteor Deo omnipotenti,
beatae Mariae semper Virgini, beato Michaeli Archangelo, beato Joanni Baptistae,
sanctis Apostolis Petro et Paulo, omnibus Sanctis, et tibi Pater." Although the opening of
"The Drinkers' Mass" is shorter, the writer has kept the same general syntax and
morphology, including the dative vobis (though he changes the vocative pater to a dative
potatoribus). Likewise, the parodist retains the syntactic structure just before the oremus
(which he renders potemus): "Dolus vobiscum. Et cum gemitu tuo," a close parody of
"Dominus vobiscum. Et cum spiritu tuo." He also replaces individual words. Usually
Bacchus replaces Deus. At other times, nonsense words replace those of the mass. At the
end of each section, rather than the typical amen, this text has Stramen—straw. Likewise.
we find a curious string of words that seem to be nonsense: "Asiot, Ambisasiot, treisasiot,
quinsiot, quinsasiot, sinsasiot, quernisiot, quenisasiot, deusasiot."*° These words are

probably dicing terms, which would be appropriate, since dicing was a game associated

28This particular parodic mass also appears in MS Harley 2851, where it is
entitled Missa Gulonis. Other drinkers' masses exist as well. For some texts and
translations, see Bayless's Appendix 2, items 10, 11, and 12. She analyzes parodic masses
in her fourth chapter.

 Appendix A reprints the parodic mass along with my translation.
A ce, two aces, three-ace, five, five-ace, six-ace, four, four-ace, two-ace. [ am

indebted to M. Teresa Tavormina bringing the possibility of a link between these words
and dicing to my attention.
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with the tavern.’' Additionally, the parodist creates compounds, which Bayless calls
"exuberant puns" (102). The deity, often Bacchus, is called ciphipotens, cup-potent, or
omnepotanti, all-drinking, rather than the typical omnipotent used in the mass.*? All of
these mock adjectives replace words describing God in the mass. This is nearly a
textbook example of parody. The writer retains the structure of the Latin mass, even the
syntax and grammar in many places. He achieves the desired effect by changing key
words, which give the mass a comic subject and meaning.

These masses are much like the parodic festivals I described earlier. The overtone
is mocking, perhaps disrespectful, but also fun, evoking if not laughter then at least
pleasure. And again we find a place set aside for playfulness. The parody begins with the
opening words of the mass and ends with a play on the closing words (Ite bursa vacua:
Reo gratias for Ite missa est; Deo gratias); it has a set beginning and end—a play world
emerges where the holy words said during solemn occasions are lampooned and God is
reduced to wine. This is mock ritual set off from other activities.”

The humor here is predominantly bodily. For this work imbibing is not a matter of
polite sipping, the mode of drinking that Chaucer ascribes to his Prioress.** This is the
fully gluttonous binge drinking that is characteristic of literary characters like Chaucer's

Miller and Langland's Gluton. Bacchus and Decius are the deities in this parody, and they

3'Cowell, for instance. says that wine, women, and dice are “three leitmotivs of
the tavern” (111).

32Bayless points out that in other parodic drinking masses, omnipotent is replaced
with a variety of parodic compounds: ventripotens, stomach-potent; vinipotens, wine-
potent; and even bellipotens, battle-potent (102).

33 And as Huizinga says in Homo ludens, ritual itself is a form of play requiring its
own set space and time (14 ff.).

34Chaucer’s description of the Prioress’s manners would lead one to believe that

she was proper at all times: “Hir over-lippe wyped she so clene / That in hir coppe ther
was no ferthyng sene / Of grece, whan she dronken hadde hir draughte” (1.133-35).
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are gods of inappropriate behavior.** Eating and drinking are basic bodily needs. By
changing the subject of the mass from God and spiritual development to alcohol and
drunkenness, the parodist refocuses the mass on the body.

One might well imagine such masses being written for one of the festivals that [
have described. The texts that Chambers uses to illustrate the practices of the Feast of
Fools include parodies of the conductus. a "chant sung while the officiant is conducted
from one station to another in the church" (Chambers 282), the alleluia, and other textual
material. No direct link between these parodic masses and the revels has been posited, but
a link does exist nevertheless. Both the festivals and the mock masses parody church
ritual in order to produce pleasure and laughter. Liturgical parody is part of festivals like
the Feast of Fools, which turns ritual upside down. The same is true, obviously, of the
parodic masses, which parody a full liturgical text. These two practices—the feasts and
parodic masses—are members of a genre, liturgical parody. Both draw upon the comic
body (as well as verbal wit) to effect laughter. and both were not only tolerated but also

popular.

Parody and Satire: Some Distinctions

These practices, like The Land of Cokaygne, have frequently been called satire. My
concern in this chapter is with parody, but the line between parody and satire is a fine
one. For the purposes of this chapter, I wish to set satire aside. Satire is a socially
constructive form and, hence, has a strong moral element to it. According to The Oxford
Companion to English Literature, "A 'satire' is a poem, or in modern use sometimes a
prose composition, in which prevailing vices or follies are held up to ridicule" (867-8),

following the OED definition. The Oxford Companion goes on to say that "In English

3Bacchus is the god of drinking, while Decius, though technically meaning dice,
can also be a god of gambling, since the die is personified in some poems, and in Ego
sum abbas Cucaniensis there is a reference to a secta Decii, suggesting a divinity with
followers.
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literature satire may be held to have begun with Chaucer, who was followed by many
15th-cent. writers, including Dunbar" (868).>° An important aspect of medieval satire is
that it is corrective, clearly showing that a certain behavior is morally wrong. According
to Laura Kendrick,
The purpose of didactic satire is to convince the intended audience not to
do something the satirist considers, for whatever reason, wrong. The
purpose of polemical satire, on the other hand, is to convince the audience
that what a third party or group (the poet's opponent or enemy) does is
wrong and, implicitly, that what the poet or his partisan group does is
right. In either case, the satirist criticizes deviation from a standard of
behavior, more or less clearly defined and generally accepted by his
audience. (341, my emphasis)
Both types of medieval satire identified by Kendrick, whose study of the topic is perhaps
the deepest general study of medieval satire to date, clearly indicate that the actions being
satirized are wrong.’” Because "all satirists try to persuade their audiences that certain
behavior is wrong,” most, if not all, satirists openly condemn the satirized behavior. They
attempt to "make the wrong behavior seem ridiculous or repulsive" (Kendrick 340).
Invariably, works attempting to satirize offer open condemnation of the criticized
behaviors and activities.
Although parody can be used in conjunction with satire, parody often lacks a
moral element. The term parody is difficult to pin down. I define parody along the lines
sketched by Bayless, who simply says that parody is "the imitation of form" for

humorous purposes (9). Medieval parody, in her words, is "above all, popular literature,

%Interestingly, The Oxford Companion contains no entry for parody.

37For another view of medieval satire along the same lines, see Paul Miller, "John
Gower, Satiric Poet."
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written for simple entertainment as much as for artistry" (12). It is a recreative form that
takes a model—textual, verbal, or gestural—and humorously imitates and mocks it. And
though Bayless at one point claims that parody can be considered a sub-genre of satire
(5). she acknowledges, "on the whole—and there are some important exceptions—
medieval parody is not the tool of the reformer, literary or social. It is more often
entertainment than polemic” (7). To put it in simpler terms: "Satire is a lesson, parody is a
game" (Vladimir Nabokov, quoted by Appel 30).

Three aspects of parodic practices are important for the rest of this chapter. First,
writers create parodic practices to entertain by means of laughter and literary pleasure.
Second, parodic practices, including texts, establish a play world. This alternate world
usually has a distinct point of entry, a set of rules and an order that are often the complete
opposite of those of everyday life (turning the world of the established order on its head),
and a clearly-marked return to the world of earnest. Finally, parodic practices are not
nearly as subversive as we might first believe. The very institutions that they parody
often authorize and organize these practices, and through the sanction of such practices.
they uphold that order. Although the activities within the inverted play world may be
completely unorthodox and, to an extent, blasphemous. the return to the world of earnest
with its orthodox rules actually upholds the status quo as the proper place to exist, the

inverted play world being a place to which one may escape only for a short time.

Il. Food Food Food—Eating, Drinking, and Wish Fulfillment

I now turn from parodic practices to some texts that, though not always parodic, tend to
use bodily functions as their comic element. We saw in the previous section that the
parodic masses and festivals achieve much of their humor via the body. The texts to
which I now turn also focus on the body, and these texts have been loosely associated

with the parodic masses, festivals like the Feast of Fools. and The Land of Cokaygne.
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There is a group of Latin poems from the twelfth and early thirteenth centuries that often
focuses on eating and drinking; this is the poetry of the goliards, or vagabonds, as some
would prefer to call them.’® But before discussing vagabond verse, we need to consider

humor in representations of food and drink.

Bakhtin and the Upper Gastrointestinal Tract

The combination of eating, drinking and humor should bring to mind the work of Mikhail
Bakhtin. Bakhtin devotes the fourth chapter of Rabelais und His World to banquet
imagery, but much of his discussion of the grotesque centers on eating and drinking.
According to Bakhtin, the Cena Cypriani, or Cyprian's Supper, "marks the beginning of
the banquet tradition in medieval literature" (288).% It is "free play" and involves sacred
events and persons. Because it brings together some of the most notable persons from
scripture, "The banquet acquires a grandiose, universal character" (288). Bakhtin
distinguishes between banquet images from the "popular, festive tradition" and private
images of eating and drinking (301). While private images of eating and Gluttony focus
on the individual, festive banquet images focus on the triumph of social man against the
world (302):

In the oldest system of images food was related to work. It concluded

work and struggle and was their crown of glory. Work triumphed in food.

Human labor's encounter with the world and the struggle against it ended

in food, in the swallowing of that which had been wrested from the world.

¥Not all goliardic poems are concerned with food and drink. Several studies have
focused on the differences between the goliardi, vagantes, and other categories of poets
who wrote similar poetry. See, for instance, Edwin H. Zeydel, "Vagantes, Goliardi,
Joculatores: Three Vagabond Types." On the other hand, Helen Waddell tends to use the
term goliard to refer to all wandering poets.

3Bayless sees this work as one of the earliest and most popular of medieval
parodic texts.
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As the last victorious stage of work, the image of food often symbolized
the entire labor process. (281).
He continues to stress that both food and labor were collective and social rather than
individual or animal in nature. Banquet is a collective celebration of the end of the labor
process, where the fruits of victory over harsh nature are consumed in a festive
atmosphere.“”

Taken to an extreme, such banquet imagery easily becomes grotesque. As Bakhtin
asserts, "Exaggeration, hyperbolism, excessiveness are generally considered fundamental
attributes of the grotesque style" (303). But such exaggerations are not always satiric or
negative. Instead, they are ambivalent (307).*' And they do not focus on just food and
drink. Rather, they can focus on any aspect of the body. However, much of the grotesque,
as well as many instances of the comic body, centers on the gastrointestinal tract. Here
we find not only humorous banquet images—eating and drinking to excess—but also
scatological representations—urination, defecation, and flatulence. A major question is

why popular humor focuses so often on the gastrointestinal tract.

The Importance of Food in the Late Middle Ages

One possible answer to this question is the visible importance of food. In the early
Middle Ages, for example, feudalism—the dominant political structure—was geared
toward food production. Food was a primary medium of exchange in the non-monetary

economies of lord and peasant. As Robert S. Gottfried puts it, "Because most of Europe's

0 An example of this triumphant feast, perhaps, is the scene in Piers Plowman
where, after tending the half acre, Piers’s followers harvest the food. The banquet scene
that follows, with Hunger eating all of the food, perhaps deviates from Bakhtin's idea in
illustrating how hunger can ravage a food supply, but the banquet is still there as a post-
harvest celebration.

*IContrary to what Bakhtin says, these exaggerations are not always humorous, as

Aron Gurevich has pointed out. See Medieval Popular Culture, Chapter 6, ""High' and
'Low': The Medieval Grotesque" (176-210).
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wealth came from the produce of the land, even after the urban expansion of the twelfth
and thirteenth centuries, aristocrats and rural workers occupied special positions" (17)."
During the twelfth century, rent was paid with food.* According to Gottfried, after 1200
rent was paid increasingly in cash, which was obtained from the sale of surplus food.
After 1250, though, many lords stopped accepting cash for the payment of rent.
Population was increasing at this time, placing a heavier burden on peasants not only to
produce enough food for their own families but also to produce food from the demesnes,
the tracts of land that were worked to pay rent. Demand for food was high by the late
thirteenth century.

A series of events that eventually led to the great famine of 1315-17 exacerbated
this demand. The late thirteenth century saw a series of bad harvests caused mostly by
poor weather. All crops suffered at one time or another (see Table 1), and even livestock
endured hard times.** During the latter half of the thirteenth century (the same period that
crops were periodically failing) diseases, in epizootic proportions in the 1270s and 80s,
afflicted the sheep population, and as the thirteenth century drew to a close, conditions

worsened. The fourteenth century ushered in an age of want, for a series of crop failures

“Evidence of this special position can be seen in the special place the plowman
holds in Piers Plowman and Chaucer. Chaucer makes his plowman and parson brothers, a
link, according to Jill Mann, between the Christ-like virtues of their estates. According to
Mann, the image of the holy plowman is traditional (67-69). Part of this image, no doubt,
derives from the knowledge that without such laborers food production would halt, a fact
that seems to be reflected in the common exhortations for peasants to continue their
work. Mann also says that estates writers "are united on the subject of the peasant's
subjection to the demands of knight and clergy, and his miserable dependence on the
vagaries of weather and harvest" (72-3). See Mann 242 n.96 for a list of texts that tend to
sympathize with the peasant's lot in life.

“For a concise description of the general system of lord-peasant relations. see
Gottfried (18) and Postan (233 ff.).

**See Christopher Dyer's Standards of Living in the Later Middle Ages and The
Cambridge Economic History of Europe, Vol. 1.
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Table 1
Bad Harvests, 1208-1323

All Grains Wheat and Barley

1224-5

1226-7
1246-7
1247-8
1256-7
1257-8
1274-5

1283-4

1290-1
1293-4
1294-5
1295-6

1310-11

1315-16

1316-17
1321-22
1322-23

Source: Adapted from Christopher Dyer, Standards of Living in the Later Middle Ages:
Social Change in England c. 1200-1500, Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1989, 262.
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and bad harvests in the first decade and a half led to a complete failure of most crops in
1315-17, which is considered to be one of the worst famines ever to afflict England.

Scholars tend to ignore the psychological effects of the crop failures of the
thirteenth century.*’ Although bad harvests always loomed on the horizon, the people did
seem to get by, as illustrated by Dyer's chart and a late nineteenth-century series of charts
compiled by Cornelius Walford, based on the accounts of John Stowe and earlier
chroniclers. But this situation was not one of security: "what caused prices to shoot sky-
high in the early 1320s, for grain in 1315-1317 and for grain and livestock in the early
1320s, were the famines and cattle murrains of the decade 1315-25, which shows just
how precariously balanced in relation to productive resources the population was"
(Bolton 78). Dyer's chart shows that such a precarious balance seems to have been in
existence in the thirteenth century as well, as bad harvests offset good harvests
throughout the century.

These adverse conditions, combined with high taxation, placed an immense
burden on agricultural workers.*® Such an atmosphere would naturally create tension and
increase both the monetary and psychological value of food. Although, according to
Gottfried, the death rate only rose by perhaps 5% during this period, this is not
necessarily an indication that shortages had no psychological effects. The constant
reminder of scarcity, I suggest, probably kept the threat of a failed harvest on the minds

of everyone who depended upon agriculture for their livelihood—which means nearly

**One reason for this dismissal is probably the more severe crop failures and
famine conditions of the fourteenth century. Gottfried, Dyer, and almost all scholars who
study medieval agriculture focus on the fourteenth century as a period of extreme
scarcity. Although the fourteenth century was definitely much worse than the thirteenth,
the earlier century still saw its share of scarcity, perhaps enough to keep people
continually mindful of how precarious their situation was.

“In The Medieval English Economy, 1150-1500 J. L. Bolton says, "Between 1294

and 1350 personal taxation was continuous and heavy and imposed a particularly severe
burden on the peasantry" (181).
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everyone in the Middle Ages. By the last decade of the thirteenth century, food was
probably the most important commodity in England. Farmers and landlords could sell
surplus food for cash. Shortage meant attempting to make the existing stores last until the
next harvest, and at times that did not happen.'” And during the early fourteenth century,
this situation became worse, with bad harvests occurring repeatedly throughout the first
quarter of the century. Placing a heavy emphasis on food, on eating, and on the entire
gastrointestinal tract was natural, because food was so important in ways that we in
industrialized nations of the twentieth century can hardly conceive. Food is life. And in a
society where food is scarce, life is uncertain. The importance of food, then, is one major
reason that we find food and drink, eating and drinking, and banquets and feasts so
commonly portrayed in the literature of the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries. Anxiety
over this important commodity is displayed subtly in a variety of instances; one way to

alleviate this anxiety is through humor, and one vehicle for humor is literature.

Eat, Drink, and Be Merry—Goliardic Poetry and Food

In the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, there appeared poetry written from the point of
view of a vagrant, a vagabond wandering from noble patron to noble patron, writing
verse in exchange for basic necessities as well as some of the finer things in life—life in a
noble court.”® The topics of this poetry varied. These prolific "vagabond scholars," as

Helen Waddell calls them, wrote poetry ranging from songs celebrating spring, to love

“TFor instance, writing in the eighteenth century, John Penkethman notes that
around 1258 "A great Dearth followed the wet year past, for a quarter of Wheat was sold
for 15s. and 20s. but the worst was in the end, there could be none found for money
where-through many poore people were constrained to eat Barks of Trees, and horse
flesh, but many starved for want of food, twenty thousand (as it was said) in London"
(65).

*8] use the term goliard here to include all vagabond poets. Some historians and
literary scholars have problems with applying this term to all wandering poets, but my
argument does not rest on which poets were actually goliardic. All wandering poets seem
to have written verse dealing with food, drink, and patronage.
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poems, to drinking songs, to complaints.*” The one constant is the narrator’s vagrant
existence, though even this is not entirely clear in some individual poems.

We do not know much about the individual goliards. Some were literal wanderers,
moving from patron to patron. Many, however, had influential and important roles in the
Church (Bayless 180).>° Some, like Hugh Primas or Walter of Chatillon, were associated
with universities and courts.”’ What is clear, at least from Waddell's point of view, is that
these poets were a special group of people. They were highly educated, and most, if not
all, had taken at least minor orders. Well versed in the Latin classics as well as in
university curricula, they were thoroughly familiar with the Bible and biblical exegesis
(Bayless 180). And they disturbed some in the Church. Waddell prints excerpts from
thirty-six thirteenth-century documents—councils, decretals, rules—that attempt to
control the activities of these clerics.*> Some of these documents simply attempt to
reinforce the existing statutes prohibiting the religious from wandering. Others prohibit
churchmen from various activities associated with the goliards: dicing, keeping women,

drinking to excess, and speaking in an overly jocular manner.>? Still others address the

““The Cambridge Songs (Cambridge MS UL Gg.5.35) contains a number of
poems that have largely or completely been erased probably by Augustinian monks, who
were presumably offended by the content. Its editor describes one as "a poem of
passionate longing" (95). This manuscript also contains a paschal hymn, poems on the
resurrection, and poems to Mary.

%For more information on the professions of these poets, see Helga Schiippert.
Kirchenkritik in der lateinischen Lyrik des 12. und 13. Jahrhunderts.

S'Walter, for instance, studied at Paris and had a distinguished career in the court
of both Henry and William, father and son Archbishops of Rheims. Hugh seems to have
been influential at Orléans.

32This number is in sharp contrast to those she prints from the twelfth century—
three.

53One states that improper games are forbidden in the "domibus clericorum"
(Waddell 282).
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goliards by name.** In such statements, the goliards are often defined as "clerici
ribaldi"—indecent clerics (Waddell 283).* In spite of the many and various documents
denouncing the goliards and wandering scholars, these clerics continued to thrive well
into the fourteenth century.*

I begin my analysis of goliardic literature with perhaps the most famous of
goliardic poems, the Archpoet's Estuans intrinsecus, or The Confession of Golias as it is
sometimes called. This poem is interesting to me because the narrator confesses sins
related to drinking,"” and he takes great joy in his bad habits. He asserts, "My intention is
to die in the tavern so that the wines are nearest to the mouth of the dead. Then choirs of

angels will sing more joyfully: 'May God be gracious to this drinker.""*® The Archpoet

intends to leave his drinking not a bit. The poem continues to explain that wine is
important for the Archpoet, since it is under the influence of wine (but only good wine)

that his poetic genius flourishes.* At the end of his poem, the Archpoet offers two

MSee, for instance. one from the Council at Chateau Gonthier, 1231 (Waddell
283).

Interestingly enough, one of these is from a 1239 council at Sens, the same place
that produced so many documents concerning the regulation of the Feast of Fools.

**This is not the place to speculate on what benefit Church officials thought that
such people lent to society as a whole (if any), but that they were permitted to continue as
clergy suggests either that the Church considered the activities of these clerici ribaldi to
be uninfluential on orthodoxy or that these practices could not be controlled.

"Most scholarship on goliardic poetry tends to conflate the poetic persona with
the poet, and I will follow that trend here, though I realize that in reality the two are
distinct. For more on this see George Kane’s Autobiographical Fallacy in Chaucer and
Langland Studies.

5%“Meum est propositum in taberna mori: / ut sint vina proxima morientis ori. /
Tunc cantabunt letius angelorum chori: / sit deus propitius huic potatori." (12). All
quotations from Estuans intrinsecus are from Penelope Rainey, Medieval Latin Lyrics.
Translations are my own.

*"Mihi sapit dulcius vinum de taberna, / quam quod aqua miscuit presulis

pincerna." [The wine of the tavern tastes sweeter to me / than that which the wine steward
of the prelate mixes with water.] (13).
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defenses for his behavior. First, he admonishes his detractors to cast the first stone only if
they can claim freedom from sin, a direct parody of the biblical text.®® His second defense
is a belated recoil from his sin-filled life.' However, in comparison to the celebration of
his sins that dominates this poem, such a vow holds little water, or wine, as the case may
be.

This poem is powerful in that the poet admits his transgressions but seems to
show little or no real remorse. It subtly ridicules those who would attempt to turn the
poet's patron against him, and rather than offer a defense, the poet admits his vices,
claims that he enjoys them, and pleads for mercy. The implication is that at least the
Archpoet can be honest about his vices and not hide by condemning others. His
detractors, he indicates, are not so self-aware. He makes no excuses for his vices, admits
them freely, and gaily at that.

This poem was well-known. According to Fleur Adcock's notes, it was known as
early as the thirteenth century as a "confession." It was popular enough to have been
reworked numerous times.®> One such rewriting is entitled Confitemini Dolio, where the
narrator claims, "Magis quam ecclesiam diligo tabernam" [/ love the tavern more than the
church], an assertion that the Archpoet's original does not include (Bayless 106).%>
Intriguing here is that we have numerous comic rewritings of what was originally a

tongue-in-cheek, parodic confession that used the body for its humor. The existence of

89"Mittat in me lapidem neque parcat vati, / cuius non est animus conscius
peccati." [Let him cast stones at me and not spare the poet / whose soul is not conscious

of sin.] (21).

8 "Novo lacte pascor / ne sit meum amplius vanitatis vas cor." [/ am fed on new
milk, / lest my heart be any more a vessel of emptiness.] (23).

52Bayless (105-107) lists eleven variations of this poem in addition to the four
examples given by Lehmann (164-67). No doubt others existed, some of which probably
still survive.

8See Bayless (105-9) for a discussion of these parodies.
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these copies that not only use the comic body but that use the same aspect of the comic
body as their model—alcohol and its effects—speaks to the popularity of both this poem
and drinking jokes in general.** The poem was popular in England, as well as on the
continent. It was attributed to Walter Map in one manuscript.®> More interestingly, it
appears in abbreviated form in an English drinkers' mass very similar to the one
described above.®® These two otherwise separate texts—the Archpoet’s confession and
the drinkers’ mass—are combined for a unified purpose—to evoke laughter.

Other goliardic poems use the upper gastrointestinal tract humorously as well.

T AT v A

The poems of the Carmina Burana deal with a wide variety of subjects, and several

include eating and drinking. One takes the point of view of a swan ready to be eaten (See

Appendix B.1).%” It is a lament with the narrator—a swan—first looking back upon its L
life and then to what it is now, a roasted meal. Although from the point of view of a
roasted swan, the song relishes the cooking of the swan, as if to start the audience's
mouth watering in anticipation of an upcoming meal. It is an amusing poem, told from
the point of view of the meal.
More interesting than the amusement the poem provides are the implications of
the point of view. To be cooked, "modo niger / et ustus fortiter!" [now black and well-
charred], means that the swan must have already been slaughtered, presumably before
the roasting process began. What does it mean for not only a dead swan but also a roasted

swan, waiting before the salivating mouth of its devourer, to be cognizant of its present

$4Bayless asserts that drinking and its associated activities were good fodder for
comedy, "rich with potential forms of comic degradation: beguilement by tricksters and
women of dubious reputation, vomiting, urinating in public, falling into dung-hills" (94).

5See The Latin Poems Attributed to Walter Mapes.

% Bayless prints and translates this mass (346-53).

"Unless otherwise indicated, all quotations from the Carmina Burana are from
the Hilka and Schumann edition.
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predicament in contrast to its previous happiness—"Olim lacus colueram, / olim pulcher
extiteram, / dum cignus ego fueram"? The purpose of this absurd point of view is humor
and literary pleasure; it is fun to imagine. This situation is important for my analysis of
The Land of Cokaygne and a similar situation presented therein, to which I will turn
shortly.
Another poem takes a different direction in using food and drink. It is a

description of the activities in a tavern and contains an interesting bibit litany:

The mistress drinks, the master drinks

The soldier drinks, the priest drinks,

He drinks, she drinks

The manservant drinks with the maid. (196.5)%
The litany continues for twelve more lines, telling us exactly who drinks. Just before this
litany, the poet has exclaimed, "They all drink without restraint" (bibunt omnes sine
lege).® This poem is a celebration of overindulgence, ending on a note similar in tone to
the Archpoet's about his detractors: "May those who slander us be cursed / And may their

names not be written in the book of the righteous."™

Another poem, "Bacche,
benevenies," is similar in tone. This is a celebration of wine, a prayer of sorts to the god
of wine:

That wine, good wine,

noble wine

®8"Bibit hera, bibit herus, / bibit miles, bibit clerus, / bibit ille, bibit illa / bibit
servus cum ancilla" (my translation).

%Waddell calls this "the greatest drinking song in the world" (233).

70"qui nos rodunt, confundantur / et cum iustis non scribantur" (197.7).
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makes a man courtly,

honored, bold.”"
The poet addresses Bacchus as "deus inclite," which may be an allusion to an occurrence
of this phrase in Psalm 88:8: "Deus inclitus in arcano sanctorum nimio et terribilis in
cunctis qui circum eum sunt."’? The association of these two occurrences of this phrase is
too provocative to overlook. The Psalm verse refers to God as the supreme power, great
and terrible. If there is a relationship between the two verses, then the god of this poet,
Bacchus, is supreme in greatness and terror.

All of these poems use the body—implied by the use of food and drink—if not

openly comically then at least playfully, having food speak, celebrating overindulgence,

and setting Bacchus up as the supreme god. The establishment of an alternate god is
characteristic of both parodic masses and goliardic poems dealing with drink. As with
festivals and parodic masses, these poems establish an alternate world. In this world,
Bacchus reigns as the supreme god. Bayless asserts that "an entire mock religion was
constructed around this god, incorporating into the holy rites the stock elements of
inebriation, debts, loss of clothes, vomiting, shrewd tavern keepers, and, above all, the
drunkard's fervent devotion to his lord" (94). She calls this world a "drink-world" (98),

but it should be understood as a variation of the play world of Huizinga and Peterson.”

'"Istud vinum, bonum vinum, / vinum generosum / reddit virum curialem, /
probum, animosum."

2'God who is glorified in the assembly of the saints: great and terrible above all
them that are about him." All quotations from the Latin Vulgate are from the Stuttgart
edition. All translations are from the Douay-Rheims edition.

In addition to mock religions. mock orders and fraternities were constructed
through such literature. Waddell indicates that some sort of order may have existed,
basing her conclusion on the fact that Church councils speak of goliards collectively as
both ordo and secta (203). One Middle English poem from a late fifteenth-century
manuscript describes the foundation of a "fraternite" (6), with specific requirements for
entry ("a potell of good ale"), dress ("toryn gown ...a pach at the kne"), and other
specifications. See Rossell Hope Robbins, “The Fraternity of Drinkers” for an edition and
discussion of the poem.
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Taken together, these and many other poems establish concentrated scenes of
excessive eating and drinking representations in Latin, educated, perhaps clerical poetry.
At the beginning of this chapter, I concentrated on some instances of medieval parody—
masses and festivals—in which folk elements such as exaggerated images of food and
drink are pervasive.”* These practices establish the equivalent of Huizinga's play world,
limiting the time and space of their activity. They parody established practices by using
bodily humor for the purpose of entertainment.”> These poems indicate that such
techniques were powerful elements in folk, courtly and clerical circles. From this
evidence, we can safely say that the comic body is used in what might be considered
three main areas of medieval social life: folk, court, and church. But it was not limited to
Latin, and The Land of Cokaygne is an excellent example of these poetic practices at

work in a vernacular language.

Il. The Land of Cokaygne's Comic Perspective

To review: throughout the Middle Ages a strong tradition of comic, sometimes parodic,
practices focusing on ingestion existed. These practices existed across the continuum of
medieval social life. At one end are the parodic masses and the mock liturgical elements
present in festivals like Shrovetide and the Feast of Fools. All of these practices seem to

have been created with entertainment (via humor) as a primary purpose.” Moreover, the

*Chambers devotes much of his discussion in volume 1 of The Mediaeval Stage
to these and related folk elements, especially as they contribute to the development of
medieval drama.

Bayless sees the parodic masses as purely recreational: "religious ideas, phrases,
and images were exploited by humorists with no underlying moral or ideological
motivation. In other words, religion was available, like any other motif or comic device,
simply to enhance the comic impact of secular literature" (211).

"6The reason that these practices continued to be permitted was probably the

recognition that they were needed in order to ensure social order, but they were primarily
created for humor and pleasure.
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humor here was often bodily in nature, focusing on eating and drinking. These practices
are often referred to as folk traditions, and many critics ascribe at least some pagan
elements to them. At the other end of this continuum are the drinking songs of the
goliards, a group of highly-educated poets who wrote almost solely in Latin, sometimes
parodied scriptural Latin, and cast their narrators as vagrants, wandering from patron to
patron, begging for food, shelter, clothing, and especially wine. All of these practices
present images of ingestion humorously. Since food was scarce and difficult to produce
in the Middle Ages, it was a highly-desired commodity. The parodic masses, feasts, and
goliardic poetry relieve the anxiety about scarcity through humor that stems from the
functions of the upper gastrointestinal tract—eating and drinking.”’ Food and drink are
central elements in these practices, and the focus on these commodities in poetry leads to
wish-fulfillment literature, where a person may eat and drink without worrying about
ideological interference, scarcity, or labor.

Against this backdrop I now turn to a Middle English poem that participates in
this same tradition. It has been called the first English utopia by some,’® a bitter anti-
clerical satire by many.79 What I deem to be its true nature—parody—has been embraced
by only a few, though the strongest support for viewing the poem as parody comes from
two of the poem's most important editors: "The Land of Cokaygne is first and foremost

not, as it is commonly called in handbooks and elsewhere, a satire or (still less) a fabliau,

771 focus here on the upper gastrointestinal tract because the practices I have
discussed deal solely with eating and drinking. The only mention of the lower
gastrointestinal tract—scatological humor—in The Land of Cokaygne is the penance one
must endure to enter Cokaygne—seven years of wading in pig dung. It is important to
note here that, though a reference to dung, this is not a reference to the human
gastrointestinal tract.

8See A. L. Morton, The English Utopia, Hal Rammel, Nowhere in America; and
the edition from which all of my Land of Cokaygne quotations are taken, Robbins's
Historical Poems of the XIV and XV Centuries, where it is entitled "The First Utopia."

See, for example, Dunn and Bymes, Middle English Literature and P. L. Henry,
“The Land of Cokaygne: Cultures in Contact in Medieval Ireland."
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but a parody" (Bennett and Smithers 137).%

I am not concerned with parodic elements of
the poem or even the parodic model—descriptions of paradise. Rather, I am concerned
with a device that the writer uses for parody: the comic representation of and focus on
food and drink.

The poem has been called a utopia, but as I have already asserted, to use the term
utopia of any work earlier than Thomas More's is to saddle that text with more meaning
than is appropriate. The Land of Cokaygne is better labeled a wish-fulfillment poem,
parodying in many ways practices associated with orthodoxy and inviting laughter at
antics that focus on the body. The wish-fulfililment elements that so closely link the poem
not only to goliardic literature but also to mock festivals and parodic masses are also
those elements that provide material for humor—the body. I contend that the vehicle for
humor—the comic body deployed in a parody of orthodox ritual and descriptions of
paradise—places this poem firmly within a tradition that includes not just the poems of
the Cokaygne tradition but also the parodic practices described above. Moreover, The
Land of Cokaygne adds to this tradition elements of the overt sexuality that appear in the
fabliaux and other later works. The Land of Cokaygne is a humorous poem that parodies
existing literary and ritualistic structures to elicit laughter from its audience, and in this
sense it is not nearly as satiric as many have supposed. In the final analysis, The Land of
Cokaygne belongs to a long and varied tradition of humorous literature that uses the
comic body as wish fulfillment.

Before I analyze The Land of Cokaygne in this light, a few words of general
information may be helpful. The poem appears in a unique manuscript, MS Harley 913,
fols. 3v-6v. This manuscript is a true miscellany, containing works in English, French,

and Latin on a variety of topics—from satire to devotional texts. Among the English

80 Although most scholars recognize that a parodic element does exist, very few
consider this poem primarily a parody. See for example Rossell Hope Robbins, "Political
Poems in the Kildare MS."
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works are Fifteen Signs before the Judgment, The Fall and Passion, The Seven Sins, and
the Ten Commandments. There are also topical poems, such as one that has been entitled
"A Satirical Poem" or "Satire on the People of Kildare," a standard estates satire. The
Latin texts are similar, with works on the mystical meaning of the alphabet, moral
maxims (which also appear in a number of other manuscripts), a poem on the flagellation
of St. Paul, one entitled "Responsa Dei ad B. Franciscum," a work entitled "Superbia:
Lucifer antiochus" (also found in other manuscripts). and The Abbot of Gloucester's
Feast and Missa de potatoribus, both parodic works.

The manuscript environment of this poem is particularly interesting, for many of
the works in Harley 913 contain themes similar to those found in The Land of Cokaygne,
and several use the comic body. "The Satire on the People of Kildare," for instance, ends
on a celebratory note:

Makith glad, mi frendis, 3e sittith to long stille;

Spekith now, and gladieth, and drinketh al 3ur fille;

3e habbeth I-hird of men lif that wonith in lond;

Drinkith dep, and makith glade, ne hab 3e non other nede.

This song is y-seid of me,

Ever I-blessid mote 3e be! (Reliquiae Antiquae 177)
After satirizing the estates of Kildare, the poet acknowledges that his poem has been long
and that the audience should now drink its fill, be glad, and make merry. It is a
celebration of drink, a party song of sorts.' Moreover, this poem almost immediately
follows The Land of Cokaygne, the only work separating the two being a seven-line poem
called "Five Evil Things,” a poem on the abuses of the age. The parodic Missa de
potatoribus, which I have already addressed, appears a mere seven folios further into the

manuscript.

81The Abbot of Gloucester's Feast is similar, for it presents a sumptuous feast with
plenty of food and drink.
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Although unique to its own manuscript, The Land of Cokaygne is not isolated in
its poetic subjects. It belongs to a tradition of poems dealing with Cokaygne, an
imaginary paradise where leisure rules and food is readily available. The earliest-known
instance of the word Cokaygne used for this place is in a twelfth-century goliardic poem
from the Carmina Burana (see Appendix B.2). Although not establishing a set location
for Cokaygne, this poem does give it a religious setting. The first line reads "Ego sum
abbas Cucaniensis" (222), establishing Cokaygne as the house over which the narrator is
abbot. An Old French poem from the thirteenth century, Le Fabliau de Cocagne, offers a
full description of Cokaygne, complete with architecture made of food and rivers of milk
and beer. A Dutch analogue from the fifteenth century exists as well, Dit is van dat edele
land van Cockaengen.® Although elements similar in all of the Cokaygne poems have
been analyzed, the relationship of these poems to other wish-fulfillment practices has not,
as far as [ know, been fully explored. In the remainder of this chapter, I will look at the
comic uses of food in the English poem and the relationship of this poem to the parodic

practices that I have already discussed.

Food in The Land of Cokaygne

The Land of Cokaygne contains a multitude of references to food and drink. A focus on
obtaining food and the architecture and landscape made of food appears in a number of
episodes that have Irish analogues. Additionally, prepared food moves through the
landscape and makes itself available to the inhabitants. These representations of food
clearly fulfill the wish of readily-attainable food, making the poem a pleasure to read,
even funny.

Obtaining food effortlessly is what has given critics like A. L. Morton reason to

call The Land of Cokaygne a utopia; this situation appears near the beginning of the

82Veikko Viininen ("Le 'fabliau’ de Cocagne") prints the French and Dutch
analogues.
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poem, where the poet begins describing food in Cokaygne: "In cokaigne is met & drink /
wip-vte car, how [trouble], & swink" (17-18). Food in Cokaygne is obtained without
effort or even a second thought. This aspect of Cokaygne is a condensed version of a
larger tradition in wish-fulfillment literature, one that appears in at least one Irish
analogue to The Land of Cokaygne—"Cormac's Adventures in the Land of Promise.""’
Cormac pursues a warrior who has abducted his wife and finds himself in a castle. A pig
is being boiled for a meal, but the pig cannot be prepared until a truth is told for every
turn of the spit. The first truth explains the pig, the log that cooks it, and the axe that split
the log. After returning a man's lost cows to him, the warrior received three gifts: "He
gave me a pig and an axe and a log, the pig to be killed with the axe every night, and the
log to be cleft by it, and there would then be enough firewood to boil the pig, and enough
for the palace besides. And, moreover, the pig would be alive the next morning and the
log be whole" (505). The warrior tells another truth, this one about plowing time.
When we desired to plough that field outside, it was found ploughed,
harrowed and sown with wheat. When we desired to reap it, the crop was
found stacked in the field. When we desired to draw it into that side out
there, it was found in the enclosure all in one thatched rick. We have been
eating it from then till today; but it is no whit greater nor less. (506).
Here we find elements central not only to The Land of Cokaygne but also to most wish-
fulfillment literature involving food and drink. Food is available freely. In fact, it is
perpetual. In the Land of Promise, the pig is reborn every morning to provide food for the
coming evening, and the wheat stores never run out. Moreover, the necessities of life are
to be had without toil. The pig must be slaughtered, but not raised or even fed. The wheat

does not need to be planted, reaped, or gathered. It is simply wished for, and the wish is

8Both this story and The Vision of Mac Conglinne are printed in Tom Peete
Cross’s and Clark Harris Slover’s Ancient Irish Tales.
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fulfilled. In the Land of Promise food is readily available in abundance and without work,
exactly what we see in The Land of Cokaygne.

But The Land of Cokaygne goes a bit further in its representation of food. In
Cokaygne, "Pe met is trie, pe drink is clere, / to none, russin, & sopper” (19-20). The
food at all meals is the best, and the drink bright. The poet contrasts food in Cokaygne
with sustenance in paradise, where "per nis met bote frute” (10), and "bot watir, man-is
purst to quenche" (12). The poet establishes a land where the food is superlative, attained
without toil, even without a thought. It is a contrast to both paradise, where there is only
fruit and water, and medieval Europe. where the most meager harvest of mundane food
requires endless toil.

The Land of Cokaygne contains another description with an analogous description
in an Irish tale. The poet describes the landscape as being made of food: "Per bep riuers
gret & fine, / of oile, melk, honi, & wine" (45-6). The geographical features themselves
provide human beings with the necessities (and niceties) of life. The "wel fair abbei" (51)
in Cokaygne contains architecture completely composed of food:

per bep bowris & halles:

al of pasteiis bep pe walles,

of fleis*, of fisse, & rich met, meat

pe likfullist pat man mai et.

fluren cakes bep pe schingles alle,

of cherche, cloister, boure, & halle;

pe pinnes* bep fat podinges— pinnacles

rich met to prince3 & kinges. (53-60)
This description perhaps reminds the modern reader of Grimm's Hansel and Gretel,
where the architecture is edible as well. This type of description, however, is not unique
to The Land of Cokaygne. In fact, it belongs to the same tradition as "Cormac's

Adventures in the Land of Promise." Another Irish analogue, The Vision of Mac
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Conglinne, uses food similarly. This tale is absurd, funny, and lies completely in the
wish-fulfillment tradition.*

The story is full of food references, which even take on allegorical aspects. At one
point Mac Conglinne, the hero, comes to a well named "Ever-full" (559). Later, a
phantom tells Mac Conglinne that the chieftains of the Tribe of Food are to be
summoned. When Mac Conglinne asks their names, the phantom replies, "they are Little
Sloey son of Smooth-juicy-bacon, Cakey son of Hung Beer, and Hollow-sides son of
Gullet, and Milkikin son of Lactulus, and Wristy-hand son of Leather-head, and young
Mul-Lard son of Flitch of Old-Bacon" (576). At one point, Mac Conglinne enters a fort.
The doorkeeper, whose name is Bacon-lad son of Butter-lad son of Lard, is wearing some
interesting clothes: "smooth sandals of old bacon on his soles, and leggings of pot-meat
encircling his shins, with his tunic of corned beef, and his girdle of salmon skin around
him, with his hood of flummery about him, with a seven-filleted crown of butter on his
head ..." (579). The descriptions are entirely of food. Even the prayers are food-related.
Uttering a litany of protection, the phantom wishes that "smooth juicy bacon," "hard
yellow-skinned cream," and a "cauldron full of pottage" protect Mac Conglinne (577).

Most similar to The Land of Cokaygne is the actual vision that Mac Conglinne
has. After offending the inhabitants of a monastery (over the poor food and lodging he
has received, interestingly enough), Mac Conglinne is sentenced to be crucified. During
his ordeal, he has a vision. He sees a place "Within a port of New-milk Loch" (562). He
sees a fort, the outworks made of custards, the bridge of butter, the palisade of bacon. The

door is dried meat, the threshold bare bread with cheese curds as sides. Pillars of old

34Its editor says of it that "This story stands almost alone as perhaps the only
extended piece of vernacular narrative from the earlier Middle Ages that was composed
expressly for humorous purposes" (551). Although I disagree with the special place this
story is given regarding humorous stories (that it is the only early piece written wholly for
comedy), it is interesting that its editor considers it to have been composed specifically
for humorous purposes.
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cheese, mellow cream, and curds support the house. Beer flows in streams. He sees a
forest of leeks, onions, and carrots. The people in the house wear necklaces of cheese and
bits of tripe. In this vision we see the loch (or other large body normally composed of
water) of milk and the architecture composed of food that is so prominent in The Land of
Cokaygne. In The Land of Cokaygne we see in the cloister walls of "pasteiis," "fleis,"
"fisse," and "rich met" (54-55). It has "fluren cakes" for shingles, and "pe pinnes bep fat
podinges” (57, 59). The poet does not stop with the architecture of the abbey, however.
He continues to describe the tree outside, which has roots of rare spices (ginger, mace,
cinnamon, and clove). All of these Irish poems foreground food and drink by using food
and drink as architecture, clothing, personal names, and landscape. If not funny, these
descriptions are at least entertaining.

The Cokaygne poet goes beyond his Irish analogues in many places. Food not
only forms the architecture and landscape. but it also moves through the landscape,
apparently of its own volition. While describing the abbey, the poet says:

pe Gees irostid on pe spitte

flee3 to pat abbai, god hit wot,

& gredip*, "gees, al hote! al hot!" (102-4) cry out
But this is not all that these roasted geese do. They "bringep garlek gret plente. / pe best
idi3t pat man mai se" (105-6). Other birds act similarly:

pe leuerokes*, pat bep cup. larks

li3tip adun to man-is mup,

idi3t* in stu, ful swipe* wel prepared, very

pudrid* wip gilofre and canel*. (107-10)  powdered, cloves and cinnamon
Birds in Cokaygne fly to the abbey, advertising themselves in ways similar to medieval
street cries or, to use a modern analog, food vendors in sports' arenas. The appearance of
these birds is not what we would expect from flying birds in nature. They have been

prepared for the table—the geese roasted and still on the spit, the larks in a stew. The
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geese advertise themselves, tempting the monks with their goodness and even providing
spices; the larks fly into the monks' mouths.

This passage is similar in many ways to the goliardic poem from the Carmina
Burana mentioned above—Olim lacus colueram. Although the swan is at the time of the
poem cooked, prepared, on the plate, and ready to be eaten ("Now I lay on the platter"®"),
it is fully aware of and laments its situation ("miser! miser!"). Each poem presents
poultry aware of its situation as food. Olim lacus colueram is a comic lament, while The
Land of Cokaygne is a comic celebration of food. This contrast—variations on a similar
theme—is interesting. In Cokaygne, food animals do not fear being eaten. In fact, they
seem to take great pleasure in existing to provide the inhabitants of this island paradise
with food. Here, the natural world exists solely to provide human beings with what they
need to survive comfortably.*

The Land of Cokaygne clearly shares a tradition of wish fulfillment with both
"Cormac's Adventures in the Land of Promise" and The Vision of Mac Conglinne. As in
Grimm's Hansel and Gretel, everything in sight in both of these Irish stories is made of
food. But one difference does exist in the descriptions. Nowhere in The Vision of Mac
Conglinne does the writer mention that the architecture or landscape can actually be
eaten, even though the clothing, jewelry, architecture, and landscape are made of food.
The Land of Cokaygne does indicate that the landscape and architecture is edible.
Immediately after the full description of edible architecture, the poet says "man mai per-
of et ino3, / al wip rizt & no3t wip wo3" (61-2). Presumably per-of refers to the

architecture just described, which would explain the line following—that eating from this

$3Nunc in scutella iaceo."

3 This aspect of Cokaygne was painted by Peter Brueghel the Elder in the
sixteenth century. The painting shows a cottage with a roof of cakes, a tree out of which a
table grows, three men lying under the tree with sausages hanging on it, a walking egg
with a knife in its broken shell, a walking hog with a knife stuck in it, and a goose on a
plate.
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architecture is a right and is not viewed as wrong. Here we find the poet presenting a
familiar tradition—the land composed of food—and adding to this a logical extension:
eating from that landscape.

In addition to extending the edible architecture/landscape topos, The Land of
Cokaygne adds some completely new material to its sources and analogues. The first has
been noted by a number of scholars—the so-called monastic satire at the end of the
poem.?’” This passage is absent in other Cokaygne poems. Moreover, this part of the poem
is overtly sexual, a form of bodily humor that we rarely see in goliardic poetry.®® After
their meal, the young monks go to "plai" (122). This play involves flying through the

air.®® Unable to recall the 