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CARNIVAL IN RELIGION

THE FEAST OF FOOLS IN FRANCE

IncviLD SaLiD GILHUS

In 1445 the Theological Faculty of Paris addressed a letter to the
bishops and chapters of France. The letter sharply condemned a
feast which took place in different cathedrals and churches during
Christmas and the New Year: ‘‘Priests and clerks may be seen
wearing masks and monstrous visages at the hours of office. They
dance in the choir dressed as women, panders or minstrels. They
sing wanton songs. They cat black puddings at the horn of the altar
while the celebrant is saying mass. They play at dice therc. They
censc with stinking smoke from the soles of old shoes. They run and
leap through the church, without a blush at their own shame.
Finally they drive about the town and its theatres in shabby traps
and carts; and rouse the laughter of their fellows and the bystanders
in infamous performances with indecent gestures and verses scur-
rilous and unchaste’’.! In this letter the feast is called *‘the Feast of
Fools’ (festum Fatuorum).? Tt is a splendid example of carnival in
religion.?* Much of its fame is due to the role played by an ass
during its celebrations. For that reason it is also called asinaria festa,
“‘the Feast of Asses’.

The problems discussed in this article are how carnivalesque
meanings arc produced, what sort of meanings they are and what
tunctions they have. These questions will be discussed with special
reference to the carnivalesque travesties of religious symbols in the
Feast of Fools. Two premises must be stated: On the one hand, that
there exist universal forms and contents in carnivalesque religion,
but on the other hand, that their meanings are always produced in
an interplay with the religious systems they are traversing. The
universal forms of carnival consist in reversals and incongruities.
Examples of reversals and incongruities can be the using of masks,
talking gibberish, making animal noises instead of articulated
speech, men dressing in female clothes etc. Similar elements and
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similar combinations of elements are easily found in different places
in the world. Accordingly, what distinguishes the Feast of Fools
does not rely on any specific combination of forms and features. Its
meaning must be sought in relation to the Catholic Church and to
the religious universe of that Church.* The meanings created by the
interplay between carnivalesque forms and the Catholic religion are
transient and passing, and have not left tangible relics in the shape
of a new alternative ideological system. This lack of new ideology
is in accordance with the playful character of the feast and with its
lack of an exterior goal. Finally, why is such a feast held? To blow
off steam, for the sake of didactics or just for fun? This article will
argue for the priority of the last explanation.

Former investigations of the feast can be classified in threc
groups, historical, phenomenological/structural and anthropo-
logical. The historical approach has concentrated on the
hypothetical origin, growth and decline of the feast, and has rather
viewed the feast in connection with pagan Roman feasts than with
Catholic religion.’ The structural and phenomenological approach
has analysed the feast in relation to fools, clowning, carnival and
the ludicrous literary genres of the Middle Ages.® The anthropo-
logical approach has compared the feast with carnivals and clown-
ing in illiterate cultures. It has especially stressed the reverse
behaviour characteristic for carnivals and clowning.” The present
investigation is primarily structural and phenomenological. Unlike
its predecessors it will not focus on the relationship between the
feast and Medieval carnivalesque culture, but on its relationship
with the Catholic religion.

History of the Feast

The Feast of Fools took place roughly in the period from the end
of the eleventh to the sixteenth century. In its excessive form it was
never approved by the Church authorities; on the contrary it was
restricted and regularly forbidden. It is known mainly through its
opponents, the ecclesiastical authorities.

The oldest mention of the feast i1s at the end of the 11th century,
by the rector of theology in Paris, Joannes Belethus.® In a brief
comment he tells that these are four tripudia, religious dance feasts,
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after Christmas. The feasts belong respectively to the deacons, the
priests, the choir-children and the subdeacons. The last feast is
called the Feast of Fools. The common dates for its performance in
the different churches in France are the Circumcision, the Epi-
phany or the octave of the Epiphany.

In 1199 the bishop of Paris, Eudes de Sully, wrote a decree
against ‘‘the Feast of Fools’’ (festum fatuorum) in Notrc Dame.® Like
the Theological Faculty 250 years later, he wanted to reform the
feast and stop its abuses.

A reformed version of the text used in the feast is preserved in
the Missels de Fou from Sens (ca. 1220).1° This is a text that the
subdeacons were allowed to use during the Mass on the Feast of
Asses (asinana festa). It includes ‘‘the Prose of the Ass’’, a hymn
sung one or more times in praise of the ass.'! Neither this hymn nor
the general text of the office is provoking. From Beauvais there
exist two similar manuscripts. One of them has an Officium which
1s longer than that of Sens and stems approximately from the same
time.'? From Beauvais there 1s in addition a description of a proces-
sion, representing the Flight into Egypt. In this procession an ass
carried a young girl with a child in her arms. Here too, a version
of the Prose of the Ass was used.!® This version 1s ‘‘longer and more
ludicrous than that of either the Sens or the Beauvais Officium’” .

During the following centuries there were laid down several pro-
hibitions against the feast and its abuses in episcopal and other
clerical decretals. It was condemned most sharply by Jean-Charlier
de Gerson, rector of the Theological Faculty of Paris, in 1400.'5 In
more detail and at great length, it was condemned by the same
Faculty forty-five years later, through its dean, FEustace de
Mesnil.'® But despite ecclesiastical disapproval, the feast was not
suppressed: Through the centuries various notices of it appear in
church account books. These notices apply both to the ordinary
costs of the feast and to the extraordinary costs because of damages
done in the churches during its celebration. Originally the feast
secms to have been restricted to the subdeacons, but it later
included the lower clergy in general.

The Feast of Fools consisted of four different sequences: Proces-
sion to the church, the Mass, carnivalesques in the church and
finally carnivalesques and theatrical performances outside the
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church. It started as solemn and cnded as burlesque. Its content
was in no way fixed, but varied through the centuries and in the
difterent churches.

Reversals

The regular movements of the ordinary service were violated.
The subdeacons left their stalls. They ran and jumped in the chur-
chhouse, and danced round the altar. In Antibes, in the church of
the Franciscans, the lay-brothers held their books upside-down,
wore spectacles of orange peels, and blew ashes from the censers
upon cach others.!” According to the Faculty of Paris it was censed
with the soles of old shoes, and they played dice at the altar. It is
reported from Beauvais that there was a drinking-bout in the
porch, before the ass was let in: The priests were seen with bottles
and glasses in their hands.'®

Masks and monstrous visages (larvae et personae) recur in the
sources. The participants grimaced and made contortions. They
used unclerical costumes like female clothes and clothes of panders
and minstrels. They had flowers in their hair'® and sometimes they
appeared with their clothes inside out. There were even accusations
of priests appearing naked.?®

During the feast they distorted the words and the songs of the
liturgy; primarily in the form of proses et farsurae, additional chants
or interpolations into the text, varying from being harmless to
being directly improper. Wanton songs (cantilenas inhonestas) are also
mentioned.?' Both the answers of the celebrant and the people were
sometimes changed to braying (see below). The priests are at dif-
ferent times and places accused of dissonant singing, of gibberish,
of shouting, hissing, howling, cackling and jeering. At St. Omer
the whole office was recited at the loudest pitch of the voice and
with howls.??

The feast is characterized by its reversals. Reversal designates all
types of opposite or contrary behaviour. The reversals represent
transformations from human to animal, from male to female, and
from spirit to body. They are interrelated and refer to each other
In a running transition from form to lack of form. The special
meaning of this process of deformation is created on the basis of the
Catholic religious system.
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The use of masks during the feast was condemned. A mask hides
the individual and makes him appear different. Probably both
animal masks and monstrous masks were used.?® Their significance
appears in contrast to the uniqueness of man insisted upon in
Christian anthropology: Man stands in the middle position
between God and animal, but he is essentially different from both.
In the feast the religious process of transcending the biological
nature and making it spiritual 1s reversed. Biological man appears
monstrous and like an animal. In a similar way the structured
liturgy is deconstructed and appears transformed to gibberish and
animal noises. The movement from man to God is substituted by
a movement from man to animal.

The use of female clothes is also significant. The Catholic hierar-
chy is a male hierarchy. The vestments of the priests are a main
expression of their status. They transform natural man and signify
his aim at transcendence. When the priests change their vestment
for female clothes, a comical contrast is made between hierarchy
and lack of hierarchy, between the spiritual and the physical, and
between soul and body. In this connection the female appears as an
unstructured opposite. She is conceived of as representing disorder,
nature and the body.?* The priestly vestments refer to the Catholic
ideology, including its ideal of celibacy. The female clothes, on the
contrary, combined with the clothes of panders and minstrels, have
sexual connotations. This is further accentuated by the use of wan-
ton songs. Especially in a male society with the ideal of celibacy, the
crotic nature of the female and her role as a temptress is stressed.
The contrast between male and female is therefore a contrast
between asceticism and eroticism, which is an important aspect of
the contrast between soul and body in Christian ideology.

The sensory level, connected with the body, is without doubt one
of the most important features of the feast. An illustration of this
point is the censing with old shoes. The early fathers had forbidden
incense in churches. But from the ninth century it was applied for
the dedication and consecration of the altar. Incense serves a double
purpose, it gives a pleasant smcll and simultaneously drowns the
smell of human bodies. The sweet fragrance points to a higher,
unbodily reality.?* Censing with old shoes, on the contrary, brings,
in condensed form, a stench of human bodies.
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The focusing on the body also has a social reference. The
underlying unity of the world consists of all things and beings being
made of matter. The material body is man’s vehicle for being in the
world: It is the basic means for communication between human
beings and for all types of interaction. The body as a structured
whole is i1dentical with other human bodies, and accordingly there
exists an anonymous identity between human beings on this level.
The bodily level is the least individualized. One characteristic of
feast and carnival i1s that the body and its functions are focused
upon and become prominent.?¢ The group created by feast and car-
nival is based on equality and not on status; it is close and
egalitarian. The participants refer especially to bodily symbols, and
obviously, in the words of Victor Turner (with reference to
Rabelais and James Joyce), prefer to ‘‘live on the level of ‘soulless’
signifiers, in reaction to a surfeit of ‘bodiless’ meanings’’.?” There
is accordingly a close correspondence between the type of social
group and its preference for bodily symbols and sensory displays.
In the Catholic hierarchy, the subdeacons were the lowest group. It
was always the lowest priests who participated in the feast. They
identified with the bodily level opposed to that of soul and spirit,
as associated with the higher priests. Accordingly, the religious
polarity of soul and body is applied to the feast to describe the
opposition between the high and the low in the priestly hierarchy.?8

The keynote of the feast was introduced for the first time in the
Magnificat sung at Vespers. It sounded in the proclamation that
the mighty were cast down from their seats and the low ones were
exalted. This was the moment when the ceremonial staff (baculus),
and probably a cope, were handed over to the leader of the
subdeacons.?® The staff and the cope are the old symbols of power,
and marked the authority of him who now presided as the dominus
festi (in Sens called Bachularius), and also the priority of his group,
the subdeacons or lower clergy. In the detailed letter from the
Theological Faculty of Paris it is also stated that ‘‘bishops’ or
‘‘archbishops’ of Fools were chosen during the feast, in churches
under pontifical jurisdiction even a pope.?® It is a recurring trait of
the feast that ecclesiastical titles were used.?! It is further said that
the “‘bishops’” and ‘‘archbishops’ ‘‘wear mitres and pastoral
staffs, and have crosses borne before them, as if they were on visita-
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tion’’.32 They aped the dutics of the clergy in performing the divine
service and in giving benediction to the people.?® This letter also
mentions changes in clothes between the clergy and the laity.®*

““The ruling idea of the feast is the inversion of status, and the
performance, inevitably burlesque, by the inferior clergy of func-
tions properly belonging to their betters’’ .3 As the lowest in the
hierarchy were exalted, their behaviour was simultaneously charac-
terized by the typical ludicrous reversals of clowns. Therefore the
priests were not playing the part of real ecclesiastical authorities,
but of ecclesiastical authorities playing clowns. In Troyes there was
held a burlesque over ‘‘the holy mystery of the pontificale consecra-
tion’’.3¢ According to the regulations laid down for the feast in Sens
(1444), not more than threc buckets of water at most must be
poured over the precentor stultorum at Vespers.®

The reversals of social roles and biological categories are
experienced as ludicrous. The ludicrous effect is obtained because
mutually exclusive meanings are brought together in one sign and
because the reversals create a paradox between real/apparent: The
lower clergy played bishops. When they played bishops they were
experienced (and experienced themselves) both as subdeacons in
reality and as bishops in appearance at the same time. In addition
these “‘bishops’” behaved like clowns. When the lower clergy used
animal masks and made animal noises they were human beings
playing animals. They were simultaneously men and animals. The
experience wavered continually between opposite meanings and
between reality and appearance. The reversals strengthened each
other and heightened the experience of both actors and spectators.
(It must be added that the roles of actors and spectators were in flux
and cannot be kept strictly apart).

It is of great importance to emphasize that reversals are
ambiguous. It is always possible to make different reversals of one
act.”® The opposite of talking can both be silence and gibberish.
The opposite of eating can both be fasting and gluttony. In the
Feast of Fools, the reversals aimed at deformation and incon-
tinence, and they contrasted both the ordinary ritual practice
within the Catholic Church and other types of reversals within the
same Church. The highest religious ideal of the Medieval church,
the vita angelica, and the carnivalesque life are both reversals in rela-
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tion to ordinary churchly life and therefore inversions of each other.

There is an inherent tension in Christian religion, in the
immanence-transcendence dichotomy, which corresponds to a
symbolic opposition between incontinence and continence. The
logic behind this opposition is that when the body is closed to the
world and does not let the world stream through it, the soul can be
opened up to God. In this light it is explicable why for instance,
centuries earlier, the Church Fathers pointed out that it was not
appropriate for virgins to laugh.?® According to Jerome, a virgin
should ‘‘be like the ark of the convenant and contain nothing but
the tablets of God’s law’’.#* The virgin-state, the ark of the cove-
nant and the prohibition against laughter signalized im-
penetrability and continence. Closure towards the world meant
opening up to God, and the reverse: Opening up to the world
means closure of the soul towards God. Accordingly, in a Christian
connection, body and soul stood in an inverse relationship. Rever-
sals in the shape of closures were found in ascetic movements, while
reversals in the shape of openings up can be found in carnivals and
clowning. The reversals of closure were typical for the eremitic
movements and the new monastic orders which arose parallel with
the flourishing of the Feast of Fools.*! In them the movement from
immanence to transcendence was supported and strengthened.
They pursued the vita contemplativa to the general benefit of the
Church. The tension between immanence and transcendence is
also present within the contemplative life and in the monasteries.
The necessity of apotaxis, flight from the world, led to the establish-
ment of the wvita angelica as an ultimately elevated type of life. The
Cartusian order, dedicated to silence, was founded in the eleventh
century. The Cartusian order is an extreme case of apotaxis. It con-
firms the general tendency of continence, effectuated by means of
celibacy, fasting and severc restrictions on communication, which
are all reversals aiming at maximising closure towards the world.*

In the Feast of Fools the opposite course was taken. The feast was
celebrated as an opening up to the sensory world. This was
explicitly reflected in the participants’ own apology for feasting,
referred to in the letter from the Theological Faculty of Paris:
Feasting is necessary because ‘‘foolishness, which is our second
nature and seems to be inherent in man, might freely spend itself
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at least once a year. Wine barrels burst if from time to time we do
not open them and let in some air’”.** Men were likened to barrels,
containers in which the wisdom of God fermented like wine. But
according to the feasting priests, the process of transformation was
too violent to sustain without any opening up to the carnal world
through carnivalesque life.

Our analysis so far reveals that the symbols and acts of the feast
refer simultancously to three spheres: The human body as a struc-
tured system, the Catholic priestly hierarchy and the Catholic
religious system. Scveral structural opposites can be detected.
Besides the polarities continence/incontinence and form/lack of
form, the most important are the polarities between high/low,
man/animal, male/female and soul/body. Some of the polarities are
extremes in different continua. They all relate directly or indirectly
to the human body. The opposites refer to the contrast between
Church and carnival and to the contrast between high and low in
the priestly hierarchy.

The juxtaposition of opposite meanings and of meaning pertain-
ing to different spheres are seen most clearly in the use of symbols.
Religious carnivals both make fun of traditional symbols and invent
their own ludicrous symbols. The symbols hold together the dif-
ferent meanings of the carnival and are therefore especially infor-
mative. We will concentrate upon the pervertion of the old core-
symbol of the Catholic Church, the Lord’s Supper, and the inven-
tion of a new core-symbol for the Feast of Fools, the Ass.

The Lord’s Supper: Reversal and Deformation

In 1400 Gerson, rector of the University of Paris, wrote about
the feast: ‘‘a detestable mockery is made of the service of the Lord
and of the sacraments, where things are impudently and execrably
done which shold be done only in taverns and brothels, or among
Saracens and Jews’’.#* The Theological Faculty of Paris especially
forbade eating, drinking and dancing around the altar when the
Mass was celebrated. Both in the letter from the Theological
Faculty and in one of the descriptions from Beauvais, the par-
ticipants of the feast were accused of using black pudding during
the Mass. The letter says that priests and clerks ‘‘eat black pud-



Carnival in religion 33

dings (offas pingues) at the horn of the altar while the celebrant is say-
ing Mass’’.** According to the manuscript from Beauvais, on the
day of the feast, there was ‘‘censing with pudding and sausage’’
(incensabitur cum boudino et saucisa).*®

The significance of the use of blood pudding and sausage in the
feast is dependent on the significance of the Eucharist in the
ordinary Roman Mass. The Eucharist had developed into a core-
symbol for the Catholic Church. The different religious groups
related themselves (or were related) to the symbol of the Eucharist.
In the case of groups as for instance the Cathars, the mystics, those
accused of Satanism, the priestly fools etc., the wine and the bread
as the blood and flesh of Christ were used to describe theological
and social positions vis-a-vis the Church. These different theo-
logical positions are only explicable on the assumption that the
biological body is used as a symbol for the social body.*’

The main cultic act of the Catholic Church was the Mass. At the
great feasts of the Church it had developed into a great dramatical
performance centering around the consecration of the bread and
the wine as the body and blood of Christ. The Mass had developed
its form and content in the tenth century, but its ceremony was con-
siderably extended in the twelfth and thirteenth century.®® A
celebrant made the consecration and accomplished the sacrificial
act. At well-appointed churches he was accompanied by the deacon
and the subdeacon and by several other officiants. The significance
of the Eucharist had changed. In earlier times it had primarily been
a meal expressing the unity of the Church and the community of
its members. With the development of the liturgy of the Mass, the
cult of the Church focused to a higher degree upon the Eucharist
at the cost of other elements. The resuit was twofold: It both con-
tributed to support a powerful priestly hierarchy within the Church
and to kindle the personal devotion of the individual.*

As for the priests, they were ordained for the corpus Christi, the
Pauline designation for the Church. From the twelfth century, the
corpus Christi referred to the eucharistic body of Christ. This clearly
underlined the increased stress on the cultic role of the priest and
the identifications between priest, sacrament and Christ.>® At the
same time representations of the tortured Christ had become prom-
inent and the believers showed great preoccupations with his suffer-
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ings.%! The Eucharist thus expresses a paradox in twelfth and thir-
teenth century religion: On the one hand almost a ‘‘divinization”’
of the priest as the sole person who could administer the Eucharist,
on the other hand the stress on the humanity of God in the suffering
of Christ.’? In this way strong emotive forces were let loose and
connected with strong ideological interests.

Simultaneously the theology of the Eucharist developed con-
siderably. Spiritual interpretations were not favoured when the
material and sensory foundations of the Eucharist were diminished.
For instance Berengar of Tours was twice brought before papal
synodes because he claimed that the change in the bread and the
wine appeared on the spiritual level only. Both in 1059 and 1079
he had to state before the synodes the identiy between the bread and
the wine and the true body and blood of Jesus. Pious stories flour-
ished about the bread and the wine transformed in the Mass to real
flesh and blood, and about the supernatural powers inherent in the
Eucharist. The adoration of the Host was important. Its highest
expression was in the feast of the Corpus Christi, instituted in 1264.
The Church started to use the technical term transsubstantiation for
the change of the bread and the wine.®® By transsubstantiation is
meant that the substance of the bread and the wine in the Mass has
changed to the substance of the body and blood of Christ.’* This
change implies a hicrarchical development from the material to the
spiritual and reflects the movement from ecarthly life to spiritual
perfection. The Augustinian dualistic pattern had gradually been
confronted with an alternative pattern where the material and the
spiritual are seen in hierarchical fashion.*s

The corporeal conception of holiness is illustrated in extremis by
the veneration of the relics of the saints. The veneration took
peculiar forms, as for instance when the monks of Fossanuova
“‘after Saint Thomas Aquinas had died in their monastry, in their
fear of losing the relic, did not shrink from decapitating, boiling,
and preserving the body’’.%6

The belief in material vehicles as instruments for spiritual salva-
tion is connected with the doctrine of the Church being the sole
administer of salvation. The believer is both 2 member of the Chris-
tian society on earth and, as an individual, a potential member of
the Kingdom of God to come. The first is a precondition for the
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second. The theology of the Eucharist reflects both the social and
the soteriological dimension of man, and shows the dependence of
the individual on society. The superior Catholic view, that spirit
works through matter, can be viewed in the light of Mary Douglas’
thesis that ‘*any emphasis on the necessity to mingle spirit and mat-
ter implies that the individual 1s by nature subordinate to society
and finds his freedom within its forms. This view is prepared to
sacralise flesh, while their opponents count it as blasphemy to teach
the physical union of godhead and manhood’’.>” According to Mary
Douglas, the human body is at the same time both a body and an
image of the society. Therefore the theological controversies about
the relationship between body and soul also reflect conflicts about
the Church and its relation to the individual represented by his
subgroup.®® Divergencies in the view of the Eucharist are in this
perspective not arbitrary, but dependent on corresponding
divergent social experiences. The different experiences and their
corresponding symbols are part of a total social, historical and sym-
bolic universe. They are dependent on each other and comprehen-
sible in relation to each other. The Fools’ mockery shares in this
totality.

Opposed to the Catholic view the Cathars rejected both the
superiority of the papal Church and the giving of the Eucharist by
the priests. They were dualists, and according to them, salvation
was spiritual and did not operate through material vehicles.?® The
Catholic Church persecuted them ruthlessly: Their apostasy was
punished severely on their very bodies—the torturing of the
individual body being the most important means through which the
great body of the Church made itself symbolically and factually
present for heretic groups.

Clearly within ‘‘the body’’ of the Church, but individualistic in
their religious quest, were the mystics. They cultivated the spiritual
life, but with strong undercurrents of sensory images. Caroline W.
Bynum argues ‘‘that images of food and drink, of brimming foun-
tains and streams of blood, which are used with special intensity by
thirteenth century women, express desire for direct, almost physical
contact with Christ in the Eucharist and for power to handle this
Christ as only the priest is authorized to do’’.%% The image of Christ
who feeds the soul on his blood is enrichened by “‘the image of the
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nursing mother whose milk is her blood, offered to the child’’.5!
The sensory-biological level of the Eucharist seems to be especially
prominent as a necessary nourishment for the individual mystic
experience.

The idea of Satanic groups lived among the people. These groups
were collectively feared. Witches were believed to parody the
Eucharist and to eat revolting substances.%? They were conceived of
as orgiastic and child-devouring. The old pagan idea of the Chris-
tian Eucharist as a cannibalistic feast crept to the foreground. The
repugnant practices of the witches were connected with an explicit
counter-ideology with the devil at its center, and with a defined
social group, namely witches. The groups of witches and Jews were
often deliberately fused. The Jews, who in a similar way as witches,
stood completely outside the Church, were accused of consuming
the blood of children in a devilish imitation of the Mass.

If the mingling of spirit and matter, corresponding to the integra-
tion between the individual and society, is seen as a middle course,
with the elevation of spirit as one extreme, the elevation of the
material substance of the symbol must be the other extreme. Such
an clevation of matter was clearly seen both in the Eucharist of the
Satanic Mass and in the Eucharist of the subdeacons, although in
different ways. In both the Satanic Mass and in the Feast of Fools
the disguise of the symbol had disappeared: It became in one case
terrible and disgusting, in the other ludicrous and improper. It was
dangerous when the symbol of the Eucharist was parodied in a
counter-ideology, comic when it was stripped of both ideological
and sensory meanings.

In the Feast of Fools, the symbol of the Eucharist was taken at
its literal value: Its primary sensory meaning, that of being flesh
and blood, was identified with its substance, the pudding and
sausage made of animal flesh and blood. But the participants did
not create a countcr-ideology, they only distorted and nullified the
existent ideology. Correspondingly they created a close and
egalitarian group and clearly identified themselves with the bodily
level. Simultaneously it implied a distortion and nullification of the
priestly hierarchy, identified with spiritual being.

Of special interest is the distortion of the symbol of blood. As a
“‘natural’’ symbol blood is one of the universal symbols of man.
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Blood is both a lifegiving substance and a token of death, it is at
the same time both attractive and repulsive. It is often dangerous.
The blood of the members of the same community in particular is
universally protected by taboo.®® Ritual clowns in various cultures
often manipulate blood. In this way they violate the taboo on con-
tact with blood.®* The power and fascination of the clown is
grounded precisely in his breaking of taboos. On the basis of their
common preoccupation with blood, the subdeacons could be com-
pared with ritual clowns in other cultures. However, the com-
parison is on this point not fortunate because it conceals a dif-
ference: The ritual clowns used fresh blood or substances which
could be compared with blood, such as those connected with the
human body and which were in a “‘natural’ state. Laura Makarius
refers to the use of menstrual blood as the medicine of clowns and
says: ‘‘In other cases, the clown is associated not with menstrual
blood, but with substances symbolising blood, such as snot, saliva
or mud; or related to menstrual blood, like urine or the pubic hair
of women; or symbolising matter associated with menstrual blood
such as dirty water or dilute coffee’’.%> The participants in the Feast
of Fools, on the contrary, used blood which was prepared, cooked
and made into food. The blood’s character of otherness had disap-
peared, it had become harmless and unexciting rather than terrible
and dangerous. The same holds for the sausage made of flesh, like-
wise ground and cooked. In both cases the symbolic potential of the
ingredients was deformed. The symbol was moved from its Chris-
tian context of symbolic interpretation into two other contexts, one
culinary and the other zoological.®® The confrontation of different
semantic universes created the comic effect. Concerning the
culinary context, it is important to stress that pudding and sausage
belong to a special type of food where the ingredients have com-
pletely lost their original form, they have in a way been deformed.
In this connection one can also note the interesting secondary
meanings of the term used for pudding: Offa means also ‘‘mass’’
or “lump” which corresponds (in the culinary sphere) to the
original meaning of clown which is ‘“‘clod’’, ‘““clot’’ or ‘‘lump’’.%’
It must further be noted that even if the Eucharist is a common
meal, its nutritious character has been transferred to the spiritual
level; it will satisfy the spiritual hunger, but hardly the carnal. This
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1s reversed in the Feast of Fools; the satisfaction was now carnal.

As for the zoological context, there is a marked opposition
between blood/wine/Jesus/human/God on the one hand, and
blood/pudding/animal on the other.%® The opposition between God
and animal, with man as the middle course, was one of the recur-
ring themes of the Feast. It is clearly seen in several of the reversals,
and has its apotheosis in the elevation of the Ass.

In the use of the eucharistic symbols there 1s a double operation:
At the same moment as the symbol was reversed and stress was laid
on its sensory foundation (blood and flesh), this foundation,
because of symbolic deformation, was rendered harmless: Flesh
and blood appeared in a formless state as sausage and pudding.
The ludicrous effect was obtained because of the contrast between
the elaborated sensory and ideological values of the Catholic sym-
bols and the new values created through their deformation.

The Ass: Reversal and Elevation

The role of the Ass has repeatedly been discussed by scholars
over the last centuries.® The so-called ‘‘Prose of the Ass’’ exists in
several manuscripts and its use i1s documented in Bourges, Beauvais
and Sens as part of the Officium of the day of the feast. According
to the liturgy of Beauvais both the celebrant and the congregation
were braying. Whether an ass really was led into the Church or
whether the animal was left standing outside the door of the Church
1s not clear.”® However, its use as a symbol for the feast is estab-
lished with certainty. In Sens the feast was in the thirteenth century
called asinaria festa, and it is as a symbol for the feast that the Ass
is interesting in this connection.

Two questions are important, the historical and the hermeneu-
tical: What is the origin of the use of the Ass as a symbol in the
Mass and what is its meaning?

There are three possible origins or combinations of origins: The
first is that the Ass is a transmutation of the Cervulus, the little hind
or little deer, which was part of early Christian or pagan festival
games.”! The second is that it has its roots in a tradition expressed
in Pagan and Gnostic sources between 300 B.C. and 300 A.D.,
according to which Jews and later Christians worshipped an Ass,
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the head of an Ass or a man with the head of an Ass as their God.”?
The third, and the most likely possibility, is that it originally was
a pure Biblical animal. Nothing in the source-material, for instance
the description and reference in the ‘‘prose of the Ass’’, suggests
mythological traits which are not consistent with a Biblical Ass.
This conforms further with its close relation to ceremonies in the
churches and not with celebrations in the streets or in the
marketplaces.

The use of the Ass must be interpreted in the light of its occur-
rences in the Old and the New Testament, in relation to contem-
porary iconographical occurrences and to occurrences in churchly
processions. (‘These different occurrences are naturally interrelated
and dependent on each other). The two most applied Biblical
references are those of the prophetical Ass of Bileam in the Old
Testament and of the Ass on which Jesus rode into Jerusalem on
Palm Sunday, fulfilling the prophecy of Zechariah 9,9: ‘‘Rejoice,
rejoice, daughter of Zion, shout aloud, daughter of Jerusalem; for
see, your king is coming to you, his cause won, his victory gained,
humble and mounted on an ass, a foal, the young of a she-ass’”.7*
In iconography the Ass is further represented in the Flight to
Egypt,’ and at the crib of Jesus.” In churchly processions the Ass
was frequently used, especially acting out the part of the Ass of
Bileam and that of the Ass who carried the virgin and child to
Egypt.”®

Characteristic for the Biblical asses are conclusively that they are
peaceful animals with the Prince of Peace as their common
denominator. They are actors at important moments in the salva-
tion history, but their parts are subordinate.

In the Feast of Fools the situation is suddenly turned upside
down: The Ass has moved to the foreground and may even for a
time play the main part. The accentuating of the Ass implies a
reversal of ‘‘figure’” and ‘‘ground’’. In Christian mythology the
Ass is part of the ‘‘ground’’, the context. When it appears in focus,
it becomes ‘‘figure’’.”7 But when the Ass becomes ‘“figure’’, its new
position instantly affects the relationship between the other
elements in the ideology of which it is part. In all ideological
systems accentuation of one minor element changes the hierarchy
and may eventually lead to its deconstruction. The elevation of the
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Ass implies a temporary change in the ideology and therefore a
temporary change in the comprehension of reality dependent on
that ideology. A new perspective 1s created. This perspective—
suggestive and implicit, transistory and not lasting—is a jocular
perspective. Like all jocular perspectives it is built upon the play on
paradoxes, genecrated by the play on the superior paradox
real/unreal.’® In this case this perspective may conveniently be
called the perspective of the Ass.

In the new situation created by the Mass of the lower clergy, the
Ass was simultaneously both fitting and extremely unfitting: Fitting
only because it had a subordinate part. But suddenly elevated it
started to play the leading role, and was thereby unfitting. It was
further fitting and unfitting because it was seen at the same time
as a Biblical animal and as a natural animal: It was, undoubtedly
(and as indicated above), a proper and peaceful Biblical Ass. But
it also activates another sphere of symbols which have their con-
notations outside the Biblical universe. In the different versions of
the ‘‘Prose of the Ass’’ the wavering between the Christian
mythological sphere of the Ass and the natural sphere of the Ass is
obvious and significant.

The “‘Prose of the Ass’’ exists in two related versions, one shorter
(seven verses) and the other longer (eleven verses).” In both ver-
sions, the perspective shifts between the Biblical and natural, but
the long version lays more stress upon the natural capacities of the
Ass and therefore seems even more ludicrous.® The language alter-
nates between Latin and French, with the most spirited verses in
French:

Heigh ho, heigh ho, heigh ho, heigh Hez va hez va hez va hez

Fair Sir Ass, you trot all day Biax (sire asnes) car allez

Fair your mouth, and loud your bray. Bele bouche car chantez.
(from the short version)

Heigh, sir Ass, you sing hee-haw, Hez, sire asnes, car chantez
Your fair mouth’s a sulky maw; Belle bouche rechignez,
You shall have your fill of hay, Vous aurez du foin assez
Oats enough to cast away. Et de ’avoine a plantez.

(from the long version).®

The Ass of the hymn is lively, it is speeding and leaping from its
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Oriental origins to its presence in the churches in France. At the
same time it 1s a hard working animal, dragging ‘‘long carriages
loaded down with baggages’. It brings gold, frankincense and
myrrh. On the treshing floor its feet separate the chaff from wheat.
But it also eats its fill of grass and hay. And it is boisterous with its
braying, calling, singing and saying amen.

Both versions of the hymn change between past and present
tenses, and between description and address of the Ass. In this way
the Ass was made symbolically (and perhaps was also virtually)
present, animating its Biblical predecessors. Simultaneously the
priest and the congregation aped its braying and thereby made it
present as a beast. (In Mosburg the “‘bishop’’ was in the 16th cen-
tury also titulated as asinorum dominus).®? In a comparable way as
the priest in the Mass varied between representing Christ, being an
intermediary between God and man, and representing the con-
gregation, the Ass acted both as addressee, was identified with the
priest and was identified with the congregation. In the last case the
participants’ individualities were submerged, and a braying collec-
tive emerged. Simultaneously the Ass of the song changed its bray-
ing for its repeatedly saying amen. Thus the roles of man and animal
were intentionally fused. The dominant perspective, the perspective of
the Ass, involved a continually changing of figure and ground, focus
and fringe. Latent in this perspective, even if not explicated, was
another sphere of connotations: According to current typologies of
animals, the Ass was a stupid animal. It was connected with lust
and with the body, regarded as unclean and generally held in low
estimation. These comprehensions are not rooted in Christian
mythology, but have their origin in the sphere of assumed natural
characteristics and capacities of animals.?

Three levels are thus discernible in the symbol of the Ass: The
explicit level of Biblical mythology; the explicit level of zoology;
and the implicit level of zoopsychology. They are applied in the
context of the Catholic Mass, and accordingly new connotations are
created through cross-references between the three levels.

Primarily the Ass referred to the subdeacons: The Ass is a
domesticated animal and ruled over as the subdeacons were ruled
over. In the same way as the subdeacons were low in the churchly
hierarchy, the Ass is low in the zoological hierarchy. Further, the
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Ass’ being a stupid animal corresponds to the feast’s being a feast
of fools. Nevertheless, the Ass was elevated in the Mass, as the
subdeacons elevated themselves. But their elevation was the
paradoxical elevation of lowness still being low, not of lowness
becoming highness.

The elevation of the Ass again activates the polarity in Chris-
tianity between man and beast. Universally man defines his role in
contrast to and in interplay with other beings. They are both
similar and dissimilar to him, and the contemplation of animals is
necessary for the understanding of himself as a species.®* Chris-
tianity is an anthropocentric religion: Man 1s seen as superior to
other living beings and shall legally rule over them as their steward.
Man is made in the image of God, but never on the same level as
Him. In this way man is fundamentally different both from God
and from other animals. But in man there is a tension between a
transition directed towards God and a transition from God facing
downwards. This tension makes man a mediator between two poles
of being, theos and zoos, and reflects the duality of Christian
anthropology. It is a tension between the angelic and the beastial
natures of man, often interpreted as a tension between man’s soul
and body.

The Ass is both beastial and sometimes explicitly identified with
the body. Its elevation is therefore the elevation of the beast and the
body over Christ, the god/man, and over the psychical level of
being. However, when the bodily and the beastly are elevated, they
become ‘‘figures’ in the context of the Catholic Mass, and thereby
this context is changed. In the new context, the Ass develops con-
notations of otherness.

Animals are often conceived of as having supernormal powers,
and they therefore refer to another dimension of being. Bileam’s
Ass is an example of an animal with such powers. But it i1s not likely
that it is the Bileam story which 1s the main source of the Otherness
of the Ass. Rather the Ass has moved from its Christian instrumen-
tal position of object and has become subject. And when the Ass has
become subject man becomes object because the participants of the
Mass see themselves in the eyes of the Ass as objects.

We suggested that the turning of figure and ground implied a
process of deconstruction. The symbol of the Ass further signified
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a deformation of the deconstructed elements: The Ass referred to
the bodily and the beastly in contrast to the psychic and the
ideological. Therefore the elevation of the Ass meant a continual
deformation of context. In spite of its peaceful Biblical origin, the
Ass paradoxically exposed a chaotic dimension of being. It rep-
resented a movement from the spiritual to the carnal, from the
ideological to the sensorian. The Ass was a condensation of the
ludicrous happenings during the Feast of Fools, and can therefore
be described as an cxtremely fitting core-symbol.

Victor Turner’s structural model of symbols is an aid to the
understanding of the process of carnival. According to his model a
living symbol has both a sensory and an ideological pole with dif-
ferent clusters of meanings. These poles affirm and strengthen each
other. In ludic and liminal situations it is rather the sensory mean-
ings of symbols which are stressed at the cost of, and partly in
opposition to, their ideological meanings. The sensory pole pro-
duces new and different meanings, especially with reference to the
symbol’s material basis. But these altered meanings simultaneously
contribute to the creation of a new, but weak and unstable
ideological pole.?®

The ludicrous effect was produced because the changed symbol
was concelved against the background of the old established symbol
(The Lord’s Supper). This change in one symbol i1s accompanied
by a fundamental disturbance in the structural balance between the
different symbols: Peripheral symbols move from the fringe into the
focus, establishing a new focus over against the old one (The Ass).
Elements in the ideology are played out against each other and
deconstruct each other (The low ones exalt themselves and play
clowns). The different operations create deformations both on the
syntactic and the semantic levels. They give rise to rich and com-
plicated interplays between the old stable ideological and hierar-
chical systems and the new unstable inventions. The more rich and
complicated, probably the more fun.

The process of deformation is typical for the Feast of Fools. It is
seen in the individual symbols, for instance in the increased stress
on sensory meanings at the cost of ideological meanings. It is seen
in the fragmentation of the superior ideological system. It i1s seen
in the reverse behaviour of the individuals and in the reversals of



44 Ingvild Salid Gilhus

the social system. And it is seen on the topological level: The Feast
started within the ordinary service of the Mass, continued with car-
nivalesque celebrations within the church, diffused into the street,
market-places and theatres in the town, and ended probably with
the participants drunk and soundly asleep.

Why was the feast held and what functions did it have?

We will return to the minor priests’ own apology for feasting.
They emphasized (with the parable of the wine-barrels), the
necessity of opening up and letting in air unless they should burst.
In other words they advocated a pre-Freudian ‘‘blowing-off-
steam’’-theory. This theory presupposes man’s beastial nature
which must be repressed for the sake of perfectioning the soul.
Freud advocated an elaborated variant of the theory (not in princi-
ple different from that of the minor priests), and his theory has been
applied on ritual clowns with the conclusion that the function of
humour is to permit ‘‘the acting out of otherwise strictly prohibited
regressive, infantile-sexual, and aggressive behaviour™ 8687 If we
are to believe the participants (and we have no reason to doubt
them), psychological tension was reduced during the feast. This
reduction of tension had psychological, subjective effects. It was,
however, caused by an objective, collective cause, the manipulating
of the religious and the social systems. This manipulating had a
direct effect on one group, the minor priests, and an indirect effect
on other groups, for instance the superior priests, the bishops, the
Theological Faculty and the common pcople.

We suggest that an important motive power of the feast was the
above mentioned religious and social conflict between the
egalitarian vita apostolica and the life within the hierarchical papal
Church. This conflict was expressed both through the banning of
heretical groups living a simple Christian life, but also through
incorporating other groups who realized the vita apostolica, but who
were not in pronounced opposition to the papal Church. The con-
flict was expressed in the Feast of Fools, but also in the similar Feast
of the Boy Bishop, usually held on the Eve of the Holy Innocents
Day.%® The Feast of the Boy Bishop had several characteristics in
common with the Feast of Fools: A boy was chosen as bishop and



Carnival in religion 45

leader for the other boys. He performed all the duties of the priest,
except in the Mass, and was treated as a bishop of the others as long
as the feast lasted. The superior priests had to play the roles of the
minor priests. This feast seems not to have led to excesses in the
same way as the Feast of Fools, and it was therefore not regarded
as threatening and provoking to the same degree as the latter.®® But
its existence bears witness to the same theme of exalting the low in
the social system. Both feasts made the conflict visible and,
perhaps, by playing it out, for a while reduced the tension in the
society, and thereby, reinforced the norms of that society.®®
However, neither the conflict in the Church, between the social
system and the religious ideology, nor the need for ‘‘blowing-off-
steam’’ (psychologically or socially) are more than partial explana-
tions. While these theories stress functional and purpose-related
aspects of the feast, they fall short of explaining its playful charac-
ter. The Feast of Fools was not primarily celebrated for any exterior
purpose, it was celebrated for its own sake. The feast was optional
from the point of view of the participants, not obligatory from the
point of view of the society.®! On the contrary, the Church did its
best to reform or repress it. In this connection it is necessary to
stress the distinction between work and play, and especially
between the different frames of motivation charactenstic for these
types of behaviour. Any theory which aims at explaining the feast
must take these distinctions into consideration. It 1s useful to intro-
duce the terms felic and paratelic. These terms are applied by
Michael Apter to discriminate between two different metamotiva-
tional frames for human behaviour.%? In a telic state the individual
1s primarily oriented towards a goal, in a paratelic state the
individual is not primarily oriented towards a goal. On the con-
trary, the paratelic state is ‘‘a state in which the individual is
primarily oriented towards some aspects of his continuing
behaviour and its related sensations’.®® The distinction between
telic and paratelic is related to the distinction between work and
play, but it applies to motivation, not to behaviour.®* A conse-
quence of the distinction between telic and paratelic
phenomenological states 1s that a simplified view of homeostasis as
the superior desired state must be rejected. The ‘‘blowing-off-
steam’’-hypotheses have homeostasis as their basic premise.
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According to this premise all systems strive to reach their
equilibrium and there is only one range of values. With two
metamotivational frames there is a case of bistability with two
ranges of values.”® These values pertain either to a telic or to a
paratelic system. The introduction of a paratelic system and the
rejection of the concept of homeostasis implies therefore a rejection
of simplified ‘‘blowing-off-steam’’-hypotheses, be they psychologi-
cal or sociological. The inclusion of the component of motivation
further counteracts cognitive explanations with stress on didactic
functions.%

The minor priests held their feast primarily for the fun of doing
it. And they derived not a little part of their amusement from
ludicrous deformations of the Mass. The function of these deforma-
tions was not so much to release tension as it was to create arousal
in the participants. The superior aim was to enjoy the experience
and attempt to make it as intense as possible. One main source of
arousal 1s the use of paradoxes. Contrary meanings in relation to
persons, places, things or situations increase the intensity of the
experience and are received with amusement in a playful state of
mind.?” It is fruitful to translate the parable of the wine-barrels
from 1ts telic context to a new paratelic context. Let us for a
moment think of the barrels instead as balloons filled with gas:
When a child opens up a balloon and lets it go, it will flow into the
air, rush about hither and tither until no gas is left and it collapses
on the ground in a shrunken and deformed state. The movement
of the feast, whirling and violent, from form to lack of form can be
illustrated with the flight of this balloon: It is the gas within the
balloon which is the fuel making the flight possible. In like manner
the feast released tension in the way that it used the tension in the
religious system to create arousal in the participants. It is as if the
energy which kept the elements of the religious system together was
let loose, increased and spent.®® Superior in these carnivalesque
interplays between the religious and the ludicrous was the dynamic
movement from form to lack of form. This movement, constituted
by reversals, was the prime characteristic of the Feast of Fools.
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