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The Book, the Body, and the World: Renaissance Humanism, Medicine, and Exploration
MEDICINE, LAUGHTER, AND SATIRE: RABELAIS’ FOURTH BOOK OF PANTAGRUEL

Health and the Humanities
1. Enormous epistemological and disciplinary change brought about by Renaissance humanism: law, pedagogy or education, rhetoric, grammar, history, political science, theology, philosophy, psychology, and medicine.
a. The purpose of education: to build knowledge, understanding, virtue, civility, and competence.
b. German humanist and reforming theologian Philip Melanchthon: reformulation of the humanities or human sciences, grounding them in the classical association between rhetoric and medicine.
c. The humanities: exploratory and remedial. 
2. Humanist emphasis on the distinctiveness of reason in human beings, the rational and intellectual soul being that which brings humans closest to angels and to God. But humanities designed to accommodate flawed but free human beings to philosophical and theological ideals, to educate them into these values, aware that human beings need therapy in the face of their own ignorance and potential depravity, akin to illness. 
3. The interconnectedness of body and soul in medical theory: 
a. the spirits (natural, vital, and animal) produced in the liver, heart and brain through the operation of the various faculties of soul;

b. the will;

c. the passions;

d. the imagination. 
4. The writings in these disciplines needed to move the reader emotionally and imaginatively engage them, teaching and gently persuading them by leading their passions, transforming their inclinations, turning their will, and strengthening them in virtue. 
a. Humanists, like Petrarch and More, wrote poetry and imaginative literature, as well as more obviously scholarly prose
b. Humanists placed great emphasis on eloquence (which combines reason and imagination) whatever they were writing. 
c. A distinctively humanist (bookish) innovation in medicine was the theory held by sixteenth-century French political philosopher Jean Bodin, that reading could cure illness of the mind and body.

The Morality and Medicine of Laughter
1. According to Stephen Pender, in the Renaissance ‘laughter was imagined as an effect of a limited ensemble of causes: moderate joy, wonder or surprise, contempt, and apprehension of the ridiculous or the deformed, provided they do not too closely approach thresholds of harm’.
 

2. Laughter a source of controversy for orators, philosophers and physicians since antiquity. 
a. Laughter partakes of the essential goodness of the passions and affections which function to secure the health and well-being of the fragile thinking, feeling body and soul.

i. The passions and affections ideally incite the will toward the good, supporting moral goals, and conditioning felicity, contentment, and zest for life. 
b. Philosophers were discouraged from excessive laughter, in part because it betrayed deficits of wisdom, sagacity, and self-regard: only fools, rustics, or buffoons indulge in fulsome laughter. 
3. Humanists offered cures for civil distempers that licensed the use of laughter:

a. humanizing;

b. a means of making necessary and health-giving criticism (e.g. in comedy or satire);

c. health-preserving by expanding the vital spirit and natural heat and purifying the blood; 
d. in accord with the recreation and relaxation that Aristotle had recommended for contemplation.
i. Ficino conceived of laughter as an ecstatic expansion of spirit.

ii. While warning against ‘shaking laughter’ as highly unsuitable for a man of character because it is clearly the expression of a mind which has lost control, Erasmus not only condones but commends moderate delight, for, he says, it tastes more of sobriety than levity.

François Rabelais, The Fourth Book of Pantagruel
1. Rabelais’ dedication of The Fourth Book of Pantagruel to the ‘Most-Reverend Lord the Cardinal de Châtillon’, in typically exaggerated, satirical style, claims: 

[…] I have been daily solicited, begged and importuned by so many great personages for the sequel of my pantagruelic mythologies, on the grounds that many of the ailing, the sick, the weary or the afflicted have, when they were read to them, beguiled their benighted sufferings, passed their time merrily and found fresh joy and consolation.

With mock humility, but none the less testifying to the therapeutic efficacy of comedy, satire, and laughter, he adds, ‘my concern and intention were simply to provide such little relief as I could to the absent sick-and-suffering as I
willingly provide to those who are present with me, seeking help from my Art and my care’.
 

a. Allied with laughter in The Fourth Book of Pantagruel is wine ‘as a God-given means of lightening our bodies and lifting our minds up towards things spiritual’.

b. Rabelais would appear to have enjoyed a happy childhood in Touraine.

c. As a young man he joined the Observantines (the stricter branch of the Franciscans): 
i. read theology;

ii. ordained a priest.

d. He cultivated an acquaintance with distinguished Touraine humanists, and his studying Greek was disapproved of by his Franciscan superiors. He succeeded in being transferred to the Benedictine Order. 
e. He left the Benedictines to study medicine, graduating at the University of Montpellier. 
f. Like most Hellenists and some humanists, Rabelais found occasion to pour contempt on traditional medieval scholastic learning: ‘He shows his opinion of the university education received by the young giant Gargantua [Pantagruel’s father] by having Gargantua purged with a powerful laxative before beginning his re-education in a more natural and essentially humanistic manner.’
 
g. According to Charles Nauert: ‘In Rabelais, humanism merged with and shaped a type of popular literature which appealed to many of the educated classes and yet propagated its ideals through a kind of broad, coarse humour that gave his books an enduring appeal.’
 
h. Rabelais lived irregularly for a professed monk, but he submitted to the Vatican a Supplication for his Apostasy, which, thanks to his patron Jean Du Bellay, the Bishop of Paris, was accepted, and Rabelais was granted the right to be a secular priest, living in society, and practicing medicine, though forbidden to shed blood whilst doing so because he remained in holy Orders.

2. The Fourth Book of Pantagruel 
a. Printed in 1552, but a shorter version, clearly unfinished, had been printed four years earlier, seemingly without the author’s knowledge or consent.
 
b. The voyage undertaken by Pantagruel is to the oracle of Bacbuc, the Dive Bouteille (Holy Bottle):

i. In satirizing the oracular inspiration as the effect of inebriation, Rabelais shows his admiration for the moral works on oracles by the Roman author Plutarch. 
c. Although he remained Roman Catholic, Rabelais was well read in Lutheran theology and sympathetic towards it, as was his dedicatee who assured him of his own support and protection and of that of his king. 
i. In The Fourth Book Rabelais transforms a bleak satire on papal power and idolatrous respect for the Vatican written by the Reforming theologian Martin Luther, into ‘the moral laughter which dominates the episode of the Papimanes’ (Chapters 48-54). 
d. Also among the influences and sources for The Fourth Book were the works of Celio Calcagnini, who was long judged to be the Renaissance’s best mythographer, writing of or about myths. 
i. As a result of reading these erudite works, Rabelais begins to think of his own works as ‘pantagruelic mythologies’. 
ii. This is especially evident in the Manor of Truth (Chapter 55) and the Manor of Virtue (Chapter 57). 
e. A further influence on the composition of The Manor of Truth was Plato’s Cratylus. 
i. Previously Rabelais had adhered to the standard linguistic ideas of Aristotle, for whom speaking is natural, but languages are conventional systems of signs, or sounds (phonemes) on to which meanings have been arbitrarily imposed, except in the case of onomatopoeias. 
ii. Rabelais found in the Cratylus a more complex, ‘suprarealist’ conception of words, the true meaning of some of which is to be sought in their etymologies or roots, where truths and Platonic ‘ideas’ may be found, in the heavenly Manor of Truth.
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