58 INTRODUCTION

tremely reduced form. But the author completely ignores this
principle. All he is aware of is the serious tone.

Nevertheless, in his attempt to attain a more correct under-
standing of the relation of the Renaissance to the Midd Ages
Burdach contributed to the posing of the problem of the culture
of folk humor.

So our problem is posed. However, the immediate object of our
study is not the culture of folk humor but the work of Rabelais.
The sphere of folk humor is boundless and, as we have said, pre-
sents a great variety of manifestations. As far as this culture is
concerned, our problem is purely theoretical: to show the oneness
and meaning of folk humor, its general ideological, philosophical,
and aesthetic essence. The problem can be solved best of all with
the help of concrete material in which folk tradition is collected,
concentrated, and artistically rendered at its highest level; this is
to be found in Rabelais’ work. To help us penetrate the very
depth of this matter, Rabelais is unique. In his creative world
the inner oneness of all the heterogeneous elements emerges with
extraordinary clarity. His work is an encyclopedia of folk culture.

However, while using Rabelais’ work for the understanding of
this culture, we do not wish to transform him merely into a means
for attaining a goal outside the sphere of his writings. On the con-
trary, we are convinced that only thanks to this method of research
can we discover the true Rabelais, to show, as it were, Rabelais
within Rabelais. Up to now he has been merely modernized: he
has been read through the eyes of the new age, and mostly
through the eyes of the nineteenth century which were the most
shortsighted in this respect. Only that part of his work was read
which was the least important for him and for his contemporaries
and which, objectively speaking, was the least essential, Rabelais’
exceptional charm, which we all feel, remains unexplained to
date. To explain it, it is first of all necessary to understand his
peculiar language, that is, the language of the culture of folk
humor.

CHAPTER ONE
Rabelais in the History of Laughter
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It would be extremely interesting
to write the history of laughter.
(A. I. HERZEN)

The four-hundred-year history of the understanding, influence,
and interpretation of Rabelais is closely linked with the history of
laughter itself.

Rabelais’ contemporaries, and indeed the entire sixteenth cen-
tury, somehow understood our author and were able to appreciate
him. We know this from the opinions of contem poraries and their
immediate successors whose testimony has survived, as well as
by the frequent reprints of Rabelais’ work in the sixteenth cen-
tury and in the first third of the seventeenth century. This work
was appreciated not only in humanist circles, at court, and by the
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