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SUMMARY

This thesis takes Mikhail Bakhtin's definitions of the classical and the grotesque, uses various
other theorists to problematise and extend these concepts through an engagement with gender
categories, and applies them to the work of Alexander Pope and Jonathan Swift. Although the first
part deals with the 'theory' of the classical and the grotesque, the following sections on Pope and Swilt
seek to recognise the historical specificity and complexity of these modes as they intersect with the
cultural, material, and psychological circumstances of the writer. The methodology 1s not solely
‘biographical’, 'political’, 'cultural’, feminist’ or 'textual’, but combines those approaches most relevant
to the particular text in question, sometimes engaging more directly with the political environment,
for example, at other times placing greater stress on mythological and generic allusions. The thesis
shows that the classical and the grotesque emerge from a long social and literary tradition, yet the
ways 1n which they manifest themselves in the time of Pope and Swift are very specific and

constructed at least partially in response to contemporary cultural contexts such as the publishing
trade, the present monarchy, the situation of Ireland and so on. Extending the work of Susan Gubar,

particular attention 1s paid to the figure of the female grotesque, a common and yet varied image that
1s made to stand for a variety of cultural and moral ills in the writing of Pope and Swift. In contrast
the figure of the 'classical' woman or 'softer man' is found to be symbolic of order as the unruly
'natural’ substance of woman is transformed into masculine 'Culture' through social and textual
containment. Classical and grotesque constructions of the masculine are also examined, especially in
relation to the author's perceptions of his own masculinity. The thesis concludes with a brief analysis
of the classical masculine friendship between Pope and Swift.
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INTRODUCTION

The aim of this thesis is to examine the work of Alexander Pope and Jonathan Swift in the light
of Mikhail Bakhtin's terms, the 'Classical’, and the 'Grotesque'. Using and adapting these categories
under the influence of more recent critical theorists, I will attempt to show their relevance to authors
who show a strong tendency to write in both modes.

The structure of this work has three major components. Firstly, there is a 'theoretical' section, in
which I will define Bakhtin's terms and then introduce a further theoretical element: the 1ssue of
gender. Although critical theorists have recently started to see the potential in Bakhtin's concepts of
the grotesque and classical body no one has yet made substantial links between his ideas and those of
other theorists of grotesque and classical women, such as Gilbert and Gubar, Klaus Theweleit and
Lynda Nead, and 1investigators of the classical masculine economy, again including Klaus Theweleit
and Lynda Nead. Bakhtin's insight that perceptions and images of the human body are socially
constructed 1s particularly fruitful as it unfolds a method of relating seemingly individualised physical
circumstances to wider issues of gender, class, religion and so on. This method has been exploited in
recent years by anthropologists like Mary Douglas, who have shown that the body 'speaks' of and to
the society it inhabits. The first section sets out to illustrate the complex ways in which male and
female bodies can be represented as both classical and grotesque, depending on the specific context in
which the 1image 1s generated. Broadly speaking, to be masculine is to be classical, a symbol of
culture, order and physical containment; to be feminine is to be grotesque, a sign of nature, chaos and
bodily transgression. Particular subject positions are more complex than this, however, as the analysis
shows.

The second section begins by briefly looking at the reception of the classical and the grotesque in
the time of Pope and Swift, a time that I shall loosely call 'Augustan’, with all the reservations that
imprecise labels such as this require. The focus then narrows to Pope, examining his largely
Scriblerian attitudes to the classical through his theoretical statements, both in prose and poetry like
An Essay on Criticism and .4n Essay on Man. His joyful disapproval of the grotesque and
carnivalesque 1s shown 1n the 1ronic Art of Sinking in Poetry, a text I consider to be almost wholly

Pope's work, although 1t does reflect the views of the other Scriblerians. Pope precedes Swift in this



thesis because, although Swift is chronologically earlier, Pope's perspective on the classical and the
grotesque is generally that of Swift, and Pope's theoretical statements are more directly engaged with
these 1ssues than Swift. There are of course differences between the two Scriblerians, as we shall see
in the Swift section. The general introduction to Pope continues with a consideration of the contrast
between Pope's awareness of his grotesque actual body and his construction of an 1deal masculine
classical body for himself 1in his poetry, particularly the Horatian poems.

The second part of the second section analyses three of Pope's major works 1n detail, tracing the
interaction of the classical and the grotesque through Windsor Forest, The Rape of the Lock and The
Dunciad. Although each poem 1s treated as a separate work produced at a specific historical moment,
their chronological progression allows an overview of the development of classical and grotesque
themes and 1mages as Pope's career continues and is influenced by 'external’ conditions such as the
political situation and so on. Spanning almost the whole of Pope's poetic life, these poems illustrate
the complexity and density of his influences and trames of reference. Whilst presenting a kind of
classical capitalist utopia ruled by the classical figure of Queen Anne, Windsor Forest nevertheless
points to the grotesque possibilities of the failure of the Stuart line, embodied in the grotesque female
Discord and the wayward nymph Lodona. Ovidian mythic sources combine with Renaissance
iIconography and contemporary politics to generate an allegorical narrative that equates England's
problems with the figure of the female grotesque and seeks reassurance and stability in the guise of
the patriarchal figure of Father Thames.

This Popeian need for fatherly control 1s restated in The Rape of the Lock where a line of
classical masculine figures, including the poet himself, 1s contrasted with effeminate grotesque men
like Sir Plume. Even more marked 1s the contrast between the men and the grotesque figures of the
rebellious Belinda and the Goddess Spleen. This poem particularly exploits the antifeminist medical
ideology of hysteria to mark 'the Sex' as being inherently grotesque in mind and body.

T'he Dunciad, 1n both 1ts versions, 1s the great grotesque poem of English literature. Pope's
increasingly gloomy assessment of the political state of the nation and the consequent erosion of
classical virtues, especially in the book trade, results in a poem that feeds the many anxieties of the

poct 1nto the most 1mposing {cmale grotesque of them all: the goddess Dulness. Dulness is shown to

be a complicated mixture of female grotesques from ancient myth, more recent literany grotesques,
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and the present monarch's powerful wife, Queen Caroline. The male followers of Dulness, particularly
the 'hero’ Cibber, become grotesque by assuming feminine characteristics such as passivity, chaotic
behaviour and attraction to other men. In this poem the classical power of the poet 1s confined to the
ordering activity of the heroic couplet as a grotesque Orphic fate overwhelms him.

The third and final part of this thesis moves on to Swift, who requires a different treatment to
Pope since he 1s not only a poet and writes a certain kind of poetry. I have limited my analysis of Swift
largely to his poetry, where the contrast between the grotesque and classical female 1s most
pronounced, although I do deal briefly with the most relevant prose texts such as The Battle of the
Books and Gulliver's Travels. The general structure of this part divides into two sections: the
'grotesque’ Swift and the ‘classical’ Swift. Although entire poems are analysed, my general strategy 1s
to deal with groups of poems such as the 'scatological' poems or the 'Market Hill' poems, as Swift
tends to write shorter poems 1n clusters rather than the more extended single (although often revised)
1items that Pope composed.

In the 'grotesque’ Swift the development of the grotesque, especially the female grotesque, 1s
charted 1n chronological order, from the early rejection of his 'malignant Muse' in favour of the
masculine classical figure of Apollo, to the grotesque figure of Scotland in The Story of the Injured
Lady, and to that precursor of many Augustan female grotesques, the Goddess Criticism in The Battle
of the Books, with her effeminate male followers, Wotton and Bentley. The poetry of Swift's middle
period 1s then examined, most notably the 'Progress' poems, and in particular The Progress of Beauty,
an early manifestation of the 'scatological' group that 1s analysed in the next section. The disruptive
and diseased body of the Swiftian female grotesque 1s brought under close scrutiny here, although the
role of male grotesques such as Strephon and Cassinus 1s also considered, posing the question of
whether there 1s some kind of equality in male and female grotesquerie. The complicity of the poet
with his male characters and his strategies for keeping his own classical body pure are further issues
addressed 1n this section.

The 'classical’ Swift section deals with Swift's presentation of his classical Palladian women,
engaging as much with his brography as with his poetry. The structure of this section is dictated by

the chronology of the three attempts Swift made to control the female figures in his life, attempts

bolstered directly through the medium ot his poetry. Hence this part has a tripartite structure



examining Swift's poetry and prose concerned with Esther Johnson ('Stella’), Esther Vanhomrigh
("Vanessa'), and Lady Anne Acheson (‘Daphne' or herself). The main poems inspected are the
Birthday poems to Stella, other miscellaneous poems to Stella including 7o Stella, Who Collected and
Transcribed his Poems, Cadenus and Vanessa, and the 'Market Hill' poems addressed to Lady
Acheson, written after the deaths of Stella and Vanessa. A process emerges in which Swift as
Pygmalion, shaping his women in art and life, 1s also found to be Swift as Narcissus, attempting to
cast these ladies 1n his own 1mage: by giving them masculine classical virtues he can transcend the
fearful chaos of the desiring female body. Unfortunately for him, this proves impossible, even with
Stella, the earliest and most malleable of his subjects. Despite his most ingenious efforts to nullify and
purge the 'turbulence of the blood' that his classical women have a disturbing habit of expressing, the
cracks 1n the classical facade that he makes of them 1n his poetry insist on reappearing, suggesting
grotesque difficulties behind. A dichotomy also emerges between the classical Swift who 1dealises his
ladies 1n poetry and advocates a bracing regimen of long walks and diets, and the grotesque Swift of
the Journal to Stella and the correspondence with Vanessa, the man who turns from 'Priest to Beast'
in the salacious language games with his 'wheedling sluts' that he 1nitiates and controls.

The thesis concludes with a consideration of the economy of masculine classical friendship that
binds Pope and Swift, particularly their surprisingly passionate correspondence. This is the ideal
relationship for the Augustan man: where sameness overcomes difference; where, as Swift puts it,

‘ev'ry Being loves its Like'.



PART ONE: CLASSICAL AND GROTESOUE



CHAPTER ONE

BAKHTIN'S THEORY OF THE BODY

The Classical

Introduction

In his seminal study Rabelais and his World, Bakhtin offers two ways of describing both specific
artistic movements and reality itself: the 'grotesque’, which in turn is related to the social phenomenon
of the ‘carnivalesque’, and the 'classical’. I will be working through the concept of the classical as
Bakhtin employs i1t 1n this first section, but initially I will point out the attitude he himself claims to

take to the two canons:

while contrasting the grotesque and the classic canon we will not assert the superiority of the one
over the other. We will merely establish their basic differences. But the grotesque concept will,
of course, be foremost 1n our study, since 1t determined the 1mages of the culture of folk humor
and of Rabelais. The classic canon 1s clear to us, artistically speaking; to a certain degreec we still

live according to it (p. 29).!

It 15 as well to bear in mind {from this point that this statement of neutrality 1s not all that it
might seem. Bakhtin clearly has a preterence for the liberatory grotesque over the tyrannical classical,
and this informs the bias of his work to a certain extent, as I will show. Furthermore, i1t is worth
asking whether the classic canon 1s indeed clear to us, and whether Bakhtin's version of it corresponds
to what we understand to be the case. I hope to answer this question in the following sections.

Bakhtin also explains that his use of the word 'canon' is not used 1n a narrow sense as a means of
describing certain norms and rules in relation to the representation of the human body, although the
classic canon can be thought of 1n this way 'at certain stages of its development'. Instead he employs
‘canon’' to mean 'a manner of representing the human body and bodily life': in other words, perception
of the body 1s constructed by the culture in which the body 1s found, and the body 'speaks' of that
culture, semiotically overcoded by its various discourses. Bakhtin finds in the art and literature of the
past two modes of representation which he calls the classical and the grotesque, pointing out that he

has 'defined these two canons 1n their pure, one might say extreme, form'. However in 'history's living

| Henceforth abbreviated to RIT page references will be in the main text.




reality’ these canons are not monolithic, experiencing 'various forms of interaction: struggle, mutual

influence, crossing, and fusion' (R/¥, p. 30). I will follow Bakhtin initially by attempting to present

these canons in their '‘pure' forms before examining the particular way they interact in the eightecnth

century.

The classical body and aesthetics

In the introduction to Rabelais and his World Bakhtin elaborates his definition of the classical,
and 1n particular the classical body which is a material manifestation of classical ways of thinking, a
representation of the body which implies an obedience to rules rather than transgression, closure
rather than openness. I will quote Bakhtin's rather lengthy description of this body 1n full:

The concept of the body 1n grotesque realism as discussed 1n the introduction 1s of course 1n
flagrant contradiction with the literary and artistic canon of antiquity, which formed the basis of
Renaissance aesthetics and was connected to the further development of art. The Renaissance
saw the body in quite a different light than the Middle Ages, in a different aspect of its life, and a
different relation to the exterior nonbodily world. As conceived by these canons, the body was
first of all a strictly completed, finished product. Furthermore, 1t was 1solated, alone, fenced oft
from all other bodies. All signs of its unfinished character, of its growth and proliferation were

climinated; i1ts protubecrances and offshoots were removed, 1ts convexities (signs of new sprouts
and buds) smoothed out, i1ts apertures closed. The ever unfinished nature of the body was hidden,

kept secret. conception, pregnancy, childbirth, death throes, were almost never shown. The age
represented was as far removed from the mother's womb as from the grave, the age most distant
from ecither threshold of individual life. The accent was placed on the completed, seif-sufficient
individuality of the given body. Corporal acts were shown only when the borderlines dividing the
body from the outside world were sharply defined. The inner processes of absorbing and ejecting
were not revealed. The individual body was presented apart from 1its relation to the ancestral

body of the people.
Such were the fundamental tendencies of the classic canons. It 1s quite obvious that from the

point of view of these canons the body of grotesque realism was hideous and formless. It did not

fit the framework of the "aesthetics of the beautitul” as conceived by the Renaissance (RW, pp.

28-9).

[f there 1s a necessity to close off the classical body, then there 1s a need to suppress those parts
of the body which are most likely to stress 1ts contact with the world of other bodies and objects, the
'Other’ of the classical body. These parts are the ones which are passages for the flows of solids and
{luids out of the body, and those which introject foreign matter. In this 'new bodily canon' ‘all the
orifices of the body are closed' as the body becomes an '1mpenetrable facade' and an 'opaque surface',
the most notable example of this being the classical bodies of Renaissance statuary: we remember

Bloom in Joyce's Ulysses searching 1n vain for the anus of a marble sculpture 1in a museum (RW, p.

320). This process of closure 1s usefully described as a form of 'reterritorialization’, a term used by the

French theorists Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattar to imply the imposition of a totalising, gridded and



finite space on a variety of subjects including art, language, mathematics and music.Z I will be using
this term to refer to the tendency of the classical to police the territory of the body and hence the
society related to that body. Transgressions beyond the regulated space of the classical body are
reterritorialized, brought back within this 'safe' zone of control.

Bakhtin also draws attention to the linkage of the classical mode of thought with philosophico-
mathematical concepts, particularly the Pythagorean theory of mathematics that pervaded antiquity
and beyond. The 'sacred numbers' were also thought to determine the structure of art and literature.
The Pythagorean mathematical basis for reality is closely bound up with the characteristics of the
classical body: 'If we somewhat simplify this conception, we may define the antique and medieval
aesthetics of the number by saying that 1t must be determined, finite, rounded, symmetrical. Only such
a number can be the basis of the completed (static) whole' (RW, p. 463). We will see later that
Leonardo's 'Vitruvian Man' 1s a precise example of the classical body based on purely geometrical
principles. This kind of science must be totalising, comprehensive, leaving nothing outside of 1ts
boundaries and categories. Implicit 1in the classical science is the religious scheme of the divine logic
ordering the universe, and with 1t the knowability (at least by God) of the hierarchy of creation.

As a consequence of the classical regulation of the physical 'the verbal norms of official and
literary language' forbid the mention of bodily processes such as 'fecundation, pregnancy, childbirth'
as 'familiar speech' and 'correct’ language are sharply distinguished (RW, p. 320). Bakhtin refers to
Montaigne's comments on the formation of the canon of polite speech that was to prevail in the
seventeenth century in which 'the genital act' 1s taboo yet 'the words, kill, rob, betray' are freely talked
of (RW, p. 230).> Mary Douglas has shown in her anthropological studies that the presence of a taboo
indicates that a society has needed to repress an aspect of 1ts existence for certain structural reasons,

and we shall be looking later at what these reasons might be.4

.

2Deleuze and Guattari introduce this concept in their notorious Anti-Oedipus: Capitalism and
Schizophrenia, translated by R. Hurley, M. Seem and H. Lane (Minneapolis, 1983), but I would
advise a gentler introduction 1n the more readable 4 Thousand Plateaus, translated by B. Massumi
(London, 1989).

ISee Norbert Elias's 'history of manners', The Civilizing Process, translated by E. Jephcott, 2 vols
(New York, 1982). 1. for more on bodily containment and shame.

YPuritv and Danger: An Analvsis of Concepts of Pollution and Taboo (London, 1966).



Walter Jackson Bate, writing a book on the classical which very much takes this mode at its own
face value, draws attention to the tendency of classical and Renaissance sculpture and painting to
'embody the ideal potentialities of the human figure' that transcend the particularities of 'specific
locality or time'. Only exemplary 'heroic ideals' and noble universal passions are valued.” Such an art
seeks to 'form and control' the 'affections and associations of the beholder' through 'an imitation of the
1deal"

Such a purpose 1s ethical in the very broadest sense of the word: for the classical attempt to

embody, in plot, design, rhythm, or visual proportion, an 'tmitation’ of the fundamental order

and decorum of the universal 1s not to be viewed as 'abstraction’, but rather as 'integration' and
completion; 1t aspires to present an ideal end and a finished totality which the distinctive

'expression’ of the model, as a particular, cannot give (p. 19).

This reinforces Bakhtin's interpretation of the classical body as 'monologic’, closing itself off into
a 'finished totality' that rejects dialogue or interchange with anything outside 1t. Bate sees this ordered
totality as mimetic of 'a general conviction of the absoluteness of divine law' (p. 20) as does Bakhtin,
although Bakhtin also relates monologism to social control: 'a monotone character of thought and

style almost always prevails in the official spheres of art and ideology' (RW, p. 433). Such a
monologism also requires an intolerant seriousness, an expunging of all laughter from the cleansed
cnvirons of the classical, as laughter i1s generated by a certain ironization of its object, and 1rony 1s
foreign to the classical mode as 1t cannot tolerate anything beyond 1itself, beyond 1ts own closed
economy.

Classical Structures: time and space

Bakhtin's concept of time and space 1n relation to the classical 1s 1lluminated if one reads
Rabelais and his World in tandem with his essay 'Epic and Novel'.® In this text one finds that the idea
of 'Epic' corresponds to the i1dea of the classical. For Bakhtin epic 1s a form that always looks
backwards 1n time towards a national heroic past, a world of 'firsts’ and 'bests’, an originary world of
'beginnings’ forever superior to the degenerate present. As Julia Kristeva puts it in her introduction to

Bakhtin's work: 'Within epic monologism we detect the presence of the "transcendental signifier" of

"self presence" as highlighted by Jacques Derrida'.” In comparison to this past the present can only be

*From Classic to Romantic (Harvard, 1946), pp. 7-8.
SThe Dialogic Imagination: Four Essays, edited by M. Holquist, translated by C. Emerson and M.

Holquist (Austin, 1981), pp. 1-40.
TThe Kristeva Reader. edited by Toril Moi (Oxford, 1986). pp. 34-61, (p. 34).
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a fall from grace. As with the pedestalised classical statue, there 1s an absolute separation between
observer and observed, an absolute epic distance. Hence the singer of the epic and the listener
experience the epic at the same present moment, but the world of heroes is locked 1n a closed past
1naccessible to contemporary reality. Interaction of the classical epic with the present 1s actively
discouraged because the heroic past 1s a valorised category, the 'single source and beginning of
everything good for all later times as well', 'monochronic' in orientation. One can only accept the epic
with reverence as it 1s a completed, finished genre when it reaches the reader's present: it 1s
impossible to really touch it, for it is beyond the realm of human activity'.3

Bakhtin describes the classical relation to time in terms which recall the space of pedestalised
classical statues: he considers all the 'high' and 'official’ genres of the classical era, a time of linguistic

'monoglossia’ and stabilisation, to be 'structured 1n the zone of the distanced 1mage, a zone outside any

possible contact with the present 1n all its openendedness’ (p. 19). This 'distanced 1mage' 1s always
associated with the monologic closure of 'authority and privilege', 'lofty significance and grandeur' (p.
20). It imposes 1ts will on the people because it removes the possibility of debate and resistance to an
imposed 1deology. As well as epic its literary manifestations include lyric and tragedy, the 'serious’
genres that also 1dealise the past and therefore discourage change in the present. From the 'monolithic
(p. 29) perspective of the classical, the future 1s perceived as negative because it threatens the order
and authority of the past, unless it attempts to reproduce the epic in the future, a project inevitably
doomed to failure. Epic resists the contemporaneity of (low) comedy which uses a zone of familiar
contact to uncrown the high genres through laughter. Comedy relies on proximity, removing the
content of epic from its distanced plane, transforming stasis into process, being into becoming.

Toward the Modern Classical

It has already been indicated that the phenomenon of the classical 1s regarded by Bakhtin as
having traits not only confined to 'classical’ or 'neo-classical’ periods. The time of Rabelais marked the
transition from the medieval world order to that of the Renaissance, and Bakhtin makes the point that

there is a certain continuity between the two periods. The 'new order of the absolute monarchy’

stabilised in the seventeenth century and Descartes' rationalism combined with the 'aesthetics of

8The Dialogic Imagination, pp. 15, 17
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classicism' to 'reflect the fundamental traits of the new official culture' (RW, p. 101). Although less
dogmatic than medieval feudalism, the new order remained 'authoritarian and serious' as it presented
Its new concepts as 'eternal truths'. This relative continuity intensifies the movement of the classical
towards the monologic as in 'the new official culture there prevails a tendency toward the stability and
completion of being, toward one single meaning, one single tone of seriousness' (RI¥, p. 101). This
results in the suppression of the grotesque as 'the exalted genres of classicism' expel 1t 1into 'the lower
canonical genres' like comedy, satire and the new non-canonical genre of the novel, the popular stage
too admitted the influence of grotesque laughter. These genres are all characterised by 'a more or less
oppositional character that permitted the grotesque to enter their sphere, whilst still remaining within
the himats of official culture' (RW, p. 102). Bakhtin sees this as a degradation of the role of the

grotesque as classicism triumphs over the folk tradition of laughter.

The Grotesque

Classical Reception

The anti-classical nature of the grotesque as exemplified by the 'dainty, innocuous frescoes
decorating the walls of Nero's Domus Aurea, or Golden Palace™ is best evinced from the reactions of
Renaissance neo-classical contemporaries, as evaluated by Bakhtin, who observes that Vasari,
following the crucial classical figure of Vitruvius 'the Roman architect and art expert 1n the time of
Augustus’, was the first to theorise the grotesque. Vasan backs Vitruvius in his negative appraisal of

this art form, condemning 'the new "barbarian" fashion of covering walls with monsters 1nstead of the

"bright reflection of the world of objects™' (R/F, p. 33). Bakhtin notes that Vitruvius attacks the
grotesque 'from the classic standpoint' as 1t violates 'natural forms and proportions'. The views of
Vasari and Vitruvius persisted until 'the second part of the eighteenth century' when attitudes towards
classicism 1n general began to change.

Harpham also examines the judgements of classical arbiters of taste, finding that the reception in
Rome was distinctly hostile. Horace saw the grotesque as an 'artistic absurdity', demanding in his Ars

Poctica what could be made of 'a man's head, a horse's neck, the wings of a bird, and a fish's tail".

?Geoflrev Harpham, On the Grotesque (Princeton, New Jersey, 1982), p. 23.
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Harpham too looks to Vitruvius's opinion, considering it to be '‘one of the most important

denunciations in the history of aesthetic criticism'. In his De Architectura (ca. 27 BC.) Vitruvius

made his opinions clear:

'On the stucco are monsters rather than definite representations taken from definite things.
Instead of columns there rise up stalks; instead of gables, striped panels with curled leaves and
volutes. Candelabra uphold pictured shrines and above the summits of these, clusters of thin
stalks rise from their roots in tendrils with bittle figures seated upon them at random. Again,
slender stalks with heads of men and animals attached to half the body.

Such things neither are, nor can be, nor have been. On these lines the new fashions compel
bad judges to condemn good craftsmanship for dullness. For how can a reed actually sustain a
roof, or a candelabra the ornaments of a bagle, or a soft and slender stalk a seated statue, or how

can tlowers and half-statues rise alternatively from roots and stalks? Yet when people view these
falsehoods, they approve rather than condemn' (Harpham, p. 26).

Evidently what annoys both Horace and Vitruvius is the flagrant contradiction of accepted
boundaries by the grotesque. It depicts impossible mingling of forms, things that are not real, or at
least fragments of reality indecorously combined. This ignores the fact that classical mimesis by no
means desired to depict reality, as we have seen. But Horace and Vitruvius recognise that they are in
the presence of an art form which flouts the classical rules of propriety and are accordingly hostile to
1t

Harpham also picks up on E.H. Gombrich's remark that all art can be divide 1nto two terms,
classical and non-classical, taking the above passage as the point of discrimination (p. 26). At the end
of the eighteenth century Winkelmann and others could divide the non-classic style into two parts:

'‘Gothic being increasingly used as a label for the not-yet-classical, the barbaric, and borocco for

the no-longer-classical, the degenerate’. In other words, the style Vitruvius attacked, which had

no descriptive name, and violated all categories, has provided the means of distinguishing all our

major stylistic categories and so has contributed crucially to the study of art history as it 1s
generally concerved.

In a sense, what Gombrich has tried to do 1n the interpretation of art history, Bakhtin has tried to
do in the interpretation of literary history, taking the grotesque Rabelais as his starting point. It is not
until recentlv that the grotesque has been understood as a form; as Bakhtin said, the classical canon i1s

famihar to us; we have until recently lived by 1ts norms. By contrast the grotesque has been

unreadable and therefore not understood.
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The Carnivalesque

Bakhtin traces the origins of the medieval grotesque to the social arena of folk culture, a culture
which he sees as the Other of the official, 'classical' culture of the elite. 'Folk festivities of the carnival
type' and the various attractions of the fairground such as 'clowns and fools, giants, dwarfs, and
jugglers' together with parodic literature all belong to 'one culture of folk carnival humour' (RIV. p. 4).
Bakhtin asserts that medieval culture, and other cultures besides, have been misunderstood due to the
exclusion of the non-elite aspect of that culture. He sees this world of folk carnival culture as being a
second existence within medieval society which had nothing to do with official oppression and
expresston. 'Sharply distinct' from official ceremonial this alternative world 'based on laughter' oftered
a profoundly different perspective on the world (RW, pp. 5-6).

In the strict hierarchy of the Middle Ages, the official feast 1s authoritarian, whereas the
unofficial carnival 1s democratic, an 'institution’ of the people, by the people, and for the people. It is
this influential form of social expression that Bakhtin chooses to oppose the ceremonies of the official
and the classical. In one sense carnival resembles the medicval spectacle, but 'the carnival nucleus of
this culture' 1s not purely art, but '1s life itself ... shaped according to a certain pattern of play’.
Carnival 1s not a spectacle that has merely passive spectators as in the classical, but demands total
participation, being a process rather than a representation: as Bakhtin puts 1t, 'carnival does not know
footlights'. In the time of carnival there can be no spectators, only actors, because for the duration of
the carnival 'there 1s no other life outside 1t'. Everyone takes part in 'the world's revival and renewal’
as the 'universal' laws of carnival freedom are applied (RW, p. 7).

Carnival 1s therefore not a static, classical event, in which the spectator 1s forever at a distance
from the 'action' which has already passed and which must accepted as a fait accompli. Carnival 1s a
process, not a product, and a process in which the people participate, which they actively create in the
present. This process is not subject to external rules, but generates 1ts own laws: there 1s nothing pre-
ordained 1n carnival.

Bakhtin takes the idea of carnival to be wider than the social event that 1t 1s commonly taken to

be. It has ramifications for the glimpsing of a different world from the one which one presently
inhabits, a utopian world freed from the restrictions of official culture. Even modern day carnival still

has 'fragments of an immense. infinitely nch world'. the world of 'the varied popular-festive life of the
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Middle Ages and the Renaissance', and it is this wider sense of the carnivalesque that Bakhtin uses
(RW, p. 218). In carnival, the people 'for a time entered the utopian realm of community, freedom,
equality, and abundance' (RVV, p. 9). This was in direct opposition to the rules of evervday life dictated
by the ecclesiastical authorities as it liberated the people 'from the prevailing truth and from the
established order'. All classical hierarchies and rules are discounted in carnival time. Unlike the stasis
of the classical carnival is 'the true feast of time, the feast of becoming, change, and renewal’, 'hostile
to any form of completion or eternal stability (RW, p. 10). Carnival has a levelling effect as 1t marks
'the suspension of all hierarchical rank’, breaking down the vertical structure of medieval society and
thought. The low 1s brought 1n contact with the high in this egalitarian time. Taking place in the open
town square it unites people normally segregated by barriers of class, wealth and age. These 'tree,
familiar contacts' in such a highly structured society were 'deeply felt' and allowed people to be 'reborn
for ncw, purcly human relations' (R, p. 10).

A classless collectivity 1s an essential condition of carnival and the carnivalesque. Bakhtin sees
the carnivalesque crowd as being organised 'in their own way', beyond the structures of the classical
official order. The carnival is experienced physically by its participants as the contact of bodies
pressing together gives the individual the sense that he 1s 'a member of the people's mass body'. The
individual's body is no longer quite his own as carnival allows the exchange of bodies 'through change
of costume and mask'. In opposition to the abstract rationalism of the ofticial culture which denies and
punishes the body, carnival stresses the 'sensual material bodily unity and community' (RW, p. 2535).
But the body of carnival is not the discrete classical body; 1t 1s the body 1n process, the body in
'exchange' and renewal. It becomes a body interacting with other bodies, thus unifying the people into
one collective body 1n this specific sense.

Given the tendency of carnival to emphasise process rather than product, being rather than
becoming, it is not surprising that it is temporally concerned with the present and the future rather
that the past. Again it is directly opposed to the orientation of the classical: 'Popular-festive forms look
into the future. Thev present the victory of this future, of the golden age, over the past. This 1s the

victory of all the people's material abundance, freedom. equality, brotherhood. The victory of the

future is cnsured by the people's immortality' (R, p. 256). This struggle over the past 1s presented




very much as a war, with the carnivalesque future of the people pitted against the authoritarian past of

the elite.

The World Turned Upside Down

The characteristic feature of carnival is its inversion of all hierarchies or oppositions to be found
in the normal world of official and everyday time, in keeping with its suspension of all the norms of
societal order. Such a mode rejects the Aristotelian logic of finite categories as it demands 'ever
changing, playful, undefined forms'. The 'characteristic logic' of the carnivalesque is one that
relativises accepted truths, 'the peculiar logic of the "inside out" (a /'envers), of the "turnabout”, of a
continual shifting from top to bottom, from front to rear, of numerous parodies and travesties.
humiliations, profanations, comic crownings and uncrownings'. This inversionary logic betrays
carnival's relation to classicism as 'it 1s to a certain extent a parody of the extracarnival life, a "world

inside out™ (RW, p. 11). In other contexts 'the world inside out' 1s known as the 'World Turned Upside
Down', and this reversal of usual norms has the effect of illuminating the hidden boundaries and

hierarchical oppositions 1n the life of a particular society.

Even class structure does not escape parody and inversion: a jester would be turned into a king; a
clownish bishop would be elected at the 'feast of fools' and a mock Pope was chosen 1n those churches
directly controlled by the pontiff. At feasts such as the Epiphany and St. Valentine's day a ruling
monarch would preside over feasts for a day. Even 1n minor things such as the wearing of clothes
inside out and trousers put on heads 'the same topographical logic 1s put to work; shifting from top to
bottom, casting the high and the old, the finished and completed into the material bodily lower
stratum for death and rebirth' (R}, pp. 81-2).

This principle also extends to the body as ones sees 'the essential topographical element of the
bodily hierarchy turned upside down, the lower stratum replace the upper stratum'. This 15 most
obvious in the figure of Harlequin where the buttocks replace the head: the commonest representation
of this figure is the handstand, the head over heels in a literal physical inversion. The Harlequin
embodies 'the logic of opposites, the contact of the upper and lower level' (RIF, p. 309). Gender roles
do not escape this fate either as 'men are transvested as women and vice versa'. Even the most

common objects such as ladles, spoons. knives and brooms can be transtormed 1nto swords and




16

instruments of war: 'we find a similar logic in the choice and use of carnival objects. Theyv are. so to
speak, turned inside out, utilized in the wrong way, contrary to their common use' (R/V, p. 411).

Grotesque Realism and Degradation

The aspect of carnival which draws upon the concrete physicality of the people and folk tradition
1S considered by Bakhtin to stand against the unreal ideological constructions of official culture.
Carnival therefore (literally) embodies a form of realism that Bakhtin chooses to call 'grotesque
realism’ (RW, p. 18). This grotesque realism feeds into the writing of Rabelais through his
representation of 'the culture of folk humour' with its earthy stress on the material facts of life.

Grotesque realism 1s a literary and artistic manifestation of the carnivalesque, and 1t shares with
carnival the capacity to invert the high and the low. Bakhtin makes it clear that 'the essential principle
of grotesque realism 1s degradation, that is, the lowering of all that 1s high, spiritual, ideal, abstract; it
1s a transter to the material level, to the sphere of earth and body in their indissoluble unity' (R}, pp.
19-20). Degradation deconstructs the mind/body dualism, the gap between the carthy @orld of the folk
and the spiritual otherworld of the classical. The classical is unable to deny 1ts exclusive relation to
the lower folk sphere when the carmivalesque principle of degradation 1s applied.

In step with Bakhtin's appraisal of the carnivalesque as a positive force, the topography of
carnival 1s directed toward a generative lower stratum which performs something of the function of a
mythic mother earth, a descent into the reproductive regions of the body. In grotesque realism the
'upward' is heaven and 'downward' 1s the ambivalent earth, an element that both 'devours, swallows up
(the grave, the womb) and at the same time an element of birth, of renascence (the maternal breasts)'.
This cosmic topography is related to bodily topography, the upper part of the body, 'the face or the
head', being opposed to the lower part, 'the genital organs, the belly and the buttocks'. Degradation 1s
therefore to bring what is higher down to the earth and the 'lower stratum of the body' which concerns
itself with 'the life of the bellv and the reproductive organs; it therefore relates to acts of defecation
and copulation, conception, pregnancy, and birth'. To degrade 1s not merely to negate and destroy, but

to enter 'the reproductive lower stratum', 'the fruitful earth and the womb' which '1s always conceiving'

(RI, p. 21). The object entering this zone of grotesque realism 1s reborn through degradation.
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The Grotesque Body

The extremely physical tendencies of grotesque realism have already been noted, and this is true
of the grotesque canon as a whole. Harpham quotes Meyer Schapiro's observations on the grotesque:
'No other art in history offers so abundant an imagery of the naked and clothed body as a physical
engine. Free from classic norms, the artist experiments with the human frame as the most flexiblc.
ductile, indefatigably protean, self-deforming system in nature' (p. 36).

Bakhtin places a particular emphasis on the role of the grotesque body, a body which is not
subject to the singularity of the classical, as Bakhtin shows in his primary example of the grotesque:

In the famous Kerch terracotta collection we find figurines of senile pregnant hags. Moreover,

the old hags are laughing. This 1s a typical and very strongly expressed grotesque. It is

ambivalent. It 1s a pregnant death, a death that gives birth. There 1s nothing completed, nothing

calm and stable in the bodies of these old hags. They combine a senile, decaying and deformed

flesh with the flesh of new life, conceived but as yet unformed. Life is shown in its two-fold

contradictory process; it 1s the epitome of incompleteness. And such 1s precisely the grotesque
concept of the body (RW. p. 25).

These hags embody logical contradictions in true grotesque style. Their suspension between two
statecs mocks the closure of the classical body, denying the aura of otherworldly serenity exuded by
classical statuary. Given the grotesque body's principle of connection rather than division, 'the stress 1s
laid on those parts of the body that are open to the outside world, that 1s, the parts through which the
world enters the body or emerges from 1t, or through which the body itself goes out to meet the world'.
Specifically this includes 'the open mouth, the genital organs, the breasts, the phallus, the potbelly. the
nose'. This open body 1nsists on those parts that transgress its own limits, and those processes that
emphasise its unfinishedness such as 'copulation, pregnancy, child birth, the throes of death, eating,
drinking, or defecation' (R/¥, p. 26). In opposition to the classical tendency to reterritonialize, the
grotesque body 1s always involved 1n the process of what Deleuze and Guattar call
'deterritorialization'.!V This term implies the opening up of territories, the transgression of boundaries
and an impulse to connect with other bodies and other spaces. Deleuze and Guattari generally see

detcrritorialized space in terms of multiplicity rather than the monologic and logocentric zone of

reterritorialization.

10Again, 1 advise 4 Thousand Plateaus as a good introduction to this concept.
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Bakhtin ensures that we do not forget that the grotesque body is not individualised in the way of
the classical body. His vision of the grotesque body is one of collective connection and renewal, of a
cosmic, universal unity. The 'material bodily principle' is not to be found in 'the bourgeois ego', but in
the collective body of the people, 'a people who are continually growing and renewed'. The economy
of this utopian body 1s one of excess, 'a brimming-over abundance' in direct opposition to the
restrictive classical economy of 'the private, egotistic "economic man"' (R, p. 19). The distinction
that Bakhtin draws here is between the biological, physiological body that moderns understand to be

the limit of the individual, and the body that is connected to the earth and materiality without being
confined to its singularity.

Ambivalence and Excess

The archaic ambivalence of the grotesque became, as we have seen, unreadable, out of step with
new 1deology and aesthetics. Ambivalent grotesque images seem 'ugly, monstrous', and 'hideous from
the point of view of "classic" aesthetics, that 1s, the aesthetics of the ready-made and the completed’.
The grotesque 1s now given a 'new historic sense' whilst retaining the traditional 1mages of the body 1n
process, remaining '‘contrary to the classic images of the finished, completed man, cleansed, as 1t were,

of all the scoriae of birth and development' (RW, p. 25).
The 1mage of cleansing 1s important for classical aesthetics, the 1dea of ridding 1tself of the loose

connections, the dirt and impurities that grotesque ambivalence brings along with 1t. Likewise the
grotesque underworld pollutes the finishedness of the classical. Bakhtin claims that the grotesque
brings the classical into a zone 1t does not wish to enter: 'debasement 1s the fundamental artistic
principle of grotesque realism; all that 1s sacred and exalted 1s rethought on the level of the material
bodily stratum or else combined and mixed with 1ts images' (RIV, pp. 370-71).

[f the classical 1s a frugal economy of recuperation, an economy which always draws what 1s
outside itself back into its own restricted boundaries, then the carnivalesque celebrates the rupture of
these boundaries. The carnivalesque traditionally marks the end of Lenten rules, the ascetic fasting
and praying, and its main trope 1s therefore hyperbole: 'they were under the direct influence of folk

festival and carnival forms, hence a pronounced hyperbolism of bodily images, especiallv those of

cating and drinking' (RI¥, p. 63). In carnivals of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries gigantic

sausages would be carricd by dozens of men 1n a transgressive festival gesture. The carnivalesque, and
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with it the grotesque, manifests itself in an economy of expenditure without reserve, flouting the

decorum of the classical.

This economy of excess is not only to be found in the gastronomic grotesque, but also in the
physical. For Bakhtin excrement is not merely waste but 'gay matter', 'an intermediate between the
living body and dead disintegrating matter that is being transformed into earth, into manure’
Similarly excrement mediates between earth and body, 'relating the one to the other' (R, p. 175).
Excrement 1s bodily excess, something which both 1s and 1s not part of the body, a symbol of the body
1in process. It 1s always in the position of the 'intermediate': dead matter, yet fertile. Bakhtin finds that
the excremental vision 1s closely linked to carnival activity. In the 'feast of fools' excrement replaced
the incense 1n the service, whilst after the service 'the clergy rode in carts loaded with dung' and threw

1t at the crowd as they drove through the streets (RW, p. 147).

The grotesque lower bodily stratum naturally draws the excremental 1into not only 1ts imagery,
but also 1ts speech. The 'traditional debasing gestures' of hurling excrement and urine are usually to be
found 1n the language of a society. Bakhtin states that most languages have expressions such as 'I shit
on you'. These reterences to the 'lower bodily stratum' are ambivalent for Bakhtin because apart from
debasing they also remind one of the generative powers of this zone (RW, p. 148).

Problems with Bakhtin

There are problems with Bakhtin's view of the classical and the grotesque, some of which we
have already seen. One of the main difficulties 1s his interpretation of carnival as being outside of all
normal laws. In an obvious sense this 1s true, but 1t 1s a clear fact that carnivalesque activities were
coopted by the catholic church and slotted into the religious calendar as a means of controlling these

heathenish customs. As Terry Eagleton has observed, carnival is 'a licensed affair in every sense'.!!
The church sees carnival as related to, and 1n a sense part of, the classical body, 1n so far as the
existence of carnival permits the continued order of the church for the rest of the year. The truth of the
matter is that carnival. depending on 1ts specific historical context, could be either a force for social
control or a liberatory festival of the people. In his study of carnival in Romans, Emmanuel Le Rov

Ladurie observed that carmival was very frequently the site of political revolt and disturbance, partly

L1 1 qlter Benjamin: or, towards a revolutionary criticism (London, 1981).
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supporting Bakhtin's theory.!# What Bakhtin has tended to do, however, is to stress the folk elements
of carnival without reminding one of the specific context and culture of the carnival event. That 1s, 1n
what ways a carnival taking place at a certain time and in a certain place differs from one happening
at a different time and in a different place. Bakhtin has a tendency to idealisec and generalise carnival,
1gnoring the unplcasant phenomenon of what Stallybrass and White call 'displaced abjection’, 'the
process whereby "low" social groups turn their figurative and actual power, not against those 1n
authority, but against those who are even "lower" (women, Jews, animals, particularly cats and
pigs)'.13

Geolltrey Harpham astutely draws attention to the nostalgic, originary pull of Bakhtin's definition
of the grotesque. Bakhtin encourages us to think that the liberatory grotesque can restore 'fullness of
meaning, purity of being, and natural innocence', yet it also reminds us 'that though dualism may be
temporarily abolished, it has invaded the structure of thought itself'. The grotesque 1s in fact a sign of
alienation, of the transformation of unifying myth into the grotesque at the time of the Domus Aurea's
discovery. Bakhtin believes 'that unity was still attainable by sixteenth-century folk culture through
the universal laughter of carnival', whereas the grotesque actually signifies division and alienation.
Harpham compares Bakhtin to Derrida's Lévi-Strauss, 'imposing on his subject a "sad, negative,
nostalgic, guilty Rousscau-ist" sense of loss deriving from an unspoken "ethic of presence ... of
nostalgia for origins™ (pp. 72-3).

Bakhtin's treatment of Rabclais 1s similarly 1dealistic. Rabelais becomes what Bakhtin wants him
to be: 'Rabelais' basic goal was to destroy the official picture of events ... Rabelais did not implicitly
believe in what his time "said and imagined about itself”; he strove to disclose its true meaning for the
people, the people who grow and are immortal' (p. 439). As Richard Berrong notes in his Rabelais
and Bakhtin, Rabelais actually excluded popular culture {from Gargantua just as Bakhtin 1gnored

classical and elitist elements in Rabelais.'* For Berrong Bakhtin's version of Rabelais is as monolithic

as the official culture he seeks to condemn. A further effect of Bakhtin's construction of the classical

e i

L2Carnival - -1 People's Uprising at Romans 1579-1580, translated by Mary Feeney (London, 1980).
13The Politics and Poctics of Transgression (Llondon, 1986). p. 33.
l4Rabelais and Bakhtin, Popular Culture in Gargantua and Pantagruel (London, 1986), p. 38.
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into this binary opposition is to simplify the changing structure of the classical and to ignore its

positive elements, which Bakhtin ironically praiscs in Rabelais' humanism.

Another related area of difficulty that we have touched on is the relationship between the

classical and the grotesque. Clair Wills puts the problem well:

Bakhtin, claims Stallybrass and White, wavers between a theory of the grotesque of carnival as
oppositional, popular festivity which acts as a negation of the social symbolic order, and carnival
as 'hybrid' - a mediation between high and low forms of culture rather than the Other of official
culture. Emphasising the importance of the later theory, they argue that it 1s fruitless merely to
positivize the various elements of carnival, to celebrate the body. In this respect, although it is
clear that much of their theorizing is indebted to Lacanian and Kristevan concepts, the authors
arc keen to distance themselves from what they argue is a dangerous tendency in theorists such
as Kristeva and Foucault to analyse carnival in terms of its liberatory qualities. Celebratory
claims for the power of the carnivalesque to undo hierarchies are merely a fetishising of the
repressed, a repetition of the desire for 'lost' domains which their book analyses as constitutive of
bourgeois subjectivity. !’
It would seem to be the case that carnival is a hybrid form, a form that may be useful to the
official world when it acts as a safety valve, and yet a form that possesses inherently unstable
qualities. The characteristic inversion of the world does indeed cause one to look at the world with
different eyes, and this can result in the kind of disorder described by Le Roy Ladurie, and the
consequent attempts of the authorities to ban the carnival altogether. Thus carnival can at certain
points be the Other of the classical as Bakhtin suggests, and yet at other times and 1n other contexts it
can be brought under control enough to be almost an institution of the classical. This ambiguity can be
fruitfully applied to the manifestations of the grotesque 1n art and literature, as we shall see with Pope
and Swift.

Before this 1s done however, other links need to be made with later theorists who have the

benefit of a later perspective than Bakhtin on these and other, related, 1ssues.

15'Upsetting the Public', in Bakhtin and Cultural Theory, edited by Ken Hirschkop and David
Shepherd (Manchester, 1989). pp. 130-51 (p. 137).
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CHAPTER TWO

GENDER, THE CLASSICAL AND THE GROTESQUE

Bakhtin
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