
XXI. Some Remarks on the ancient Ceremony of the
Feafi of Fools, and on a fculptured Girdle worn
at its Celebration. By Francis Douce, Efq. F.A.S*

Read May 10, 1804.

DURING the early ages of Chriftianity, when the minds of men
were yet under the dominion of their prejudices for the pagan

fiiperftitions, it had become neceflary on the part of thofe >vho held
the reins of civil and eccleliaftical government, either to endure
the pra&ice of certain ceremonies and amufements to which
the common people had been long accuftomed, or to fubftitute
others in their ftead, which bore at leaft fome refemblance to them.
One of the moft ancient of the latter kind, and which appears to
have been the greateft favourite, was that known by the appel-
lation of the Feafi of the Calends. It had arifen out of the Roman
Saturnalia, and refembled in a great degree the excefles of a modern
carnival. Amidfl various other absurdities men ran through the
flreets difguifed as old women, and even as brute animals, whence
this ceremony has been fometimcs diftinguifhed by the names of
Vetula and Cervula. [a] As it was attended by the commiffion
of many crimes, and had become in all refpedls an objed: of
ecclefiaftical cenfure, we accordingly find the pious Tertullian,

[a] Ducange Glofs, med, & inf, Latin. Voce pcrvula. Lebeuf, recueil dc divert
ecrits, torn. I. p. 280,
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with many other fathers of the church vehemently declaiming
a.̂ ainft i t ; and Saint Ausruftine in one of his fermons menaces
fcvcrc punifhment againft all who fhould encourage it ; but the
anathemas of theie holy men appear to have had no effetl in
checking thefe impious fooleries, for they were continued without
interruption even to the middle ages, the religious and other
manufcripts of which, particularly thofe of the thirteenth, four-
teenth, and fifteenth centuries, furnifh many allufioris to them
depidled in their margins. The late ingenious Mr. Strutt, whofe
indefatigable, but ill-rewarded Services will be duly appreciated by
every real antiquary, has preferred a memorial of thefe reprefen-
tations, but not aware of their precife fignification, he has included
them in the general mafs of ancient mummeries [A].

Thefe feftivities which prevailed at the opening of the new-
year, were, it is to be hoped, originally confined to the laity; but
it is certain that^they were \cry foon imitated by the clergy. In
the ninth century the a<5ls of the eighth general council of Con-
ftantinople indiftindlly refer to fome ecclefiaftieal mockeries that
feem to have relation to the beforementioned exceffes. During
the twelfth century, a feflival remained called libertas Decembrica
which in fome degree refembled the Roman Saturnalia inafmuch
as the archbifliops and bifhops degraded themfelves by playing
at dice and other games, and dancing with the inferior clergy in
the monafteries and epifcopal houfes.

In France a very fingular ceremony crept into the church about
this time under the name of la fete des Jbudiacres, or the
feaft of fubdeacons. The learned M. Ducange conje<5lures that
this expreffion did not indicate that the fubdeacons were esclu-
lively the aftors in this farce, but that it is to be literally

Strutt's Sports and Paftimes, &c. Plate XVI.
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expounded dlacres Jaouls, or drunken clerks, from their baccha-
nalian excefles; an opinion which with great reverence to fo high
an authority, I cannot help regarding as very apocryphal* It is
more generally known under the title of the feafl of fools, on
which oecafion, in the cathedrals, a mock bifliop or archbifhop
was ele&ed. Sometimes he was called an abbot, and in thofe
churches that were more immediately under the papal jurif-
di<5lion, a pope [c]. There was no unity of time in this ele&on,
for it is found to have been celebrated, according to variety of
place, on Chriftmas day, St. Stephen's, St. John's, and the
Innocents days; the Circumcifion, the Epiphany, and on fqrne
of the octaves of thofe feftivals. An ancient ceremonial for the
church of Viviers ftates that the abbot was elected on the 17th
of December, It is neceflary to obferve that an eptfeopus

Jitiltorum had been already elected on the Innoeents day of the
preceding year, but he enjoyed his official rights only during the
three days of St. Stephen, St. John, and the Innocents \d\ At
Auxerre the ceremony took place on the 18th of July \e\. At
Rome it had been removed to the ift of November [f]m In the
celebrated Bedford Miflal, now in the pofleffion of Mr. Edwards,
there is a calendar, in which, under the month of February, the
following in/cription occurs, " Comment a Fevrier on fouloit faire
la fefte anx folx ct aux mors." One might be difpofed at fir ft
fi^ht to imagine that the feqft of fools is here alluded to as
celebrated in this month ; but as the fabricator of this calendar
uniformly refers to fcafts and ceremonies in ufe among the

[ ] Du TilJiot Mem. de la Fete des Foux. p. 7.
[d~\ Ducange Glofs. Voce KalenJrc. Ivlem. de TAcad. des Infer, torn. VII".
[e], Goujet. Biblioth. Franc, torn. X. p. 376*
f/J Ambrofii, Novitii. facror. faftor* lib. XII, Romse 1547.

G g % ancients,



zz 8 Some Remarks on the ancient Ceremony

aricicnts, it is evident that in this inftance he applies the above
expreffion to the Quir'maTia, which were alfo termed fence Jlnl-
toruvii, [g] between which and the fcqjl of fools in queftion, there
is not the flighted: connexion. The illumination that belongs to
this line reprefents feveral men feafting in a church-yard, who
have been fuppofed by an eminent antiquary in his account of
this invaluable manufcript, to wear fools caps; but this will be
found, on attentive examination of the figures, to be a miftake,
probably originating from a part of the above motto. The fubjeft
of it refers to another ancient feftival on the 51ft of February,
viz. the feralia, or feaft of the dead, inftituted by Numa in
honour of the Manes, and fometimes called parentalia [//]. It is to
be fuppofed that fimilar variations would arife in the manner of
celebrating this indecorous violation of every thing that was facred
and folemn, yet the principal incidents were at leaft uniform, and
thefe were, a ludicrous paraphrafe of the fervice of the mafs,
performed by peribns with blackened faces, difguifed in mafque-
rade habits of women, of fools, and of brute animals, exhibiting
in this refpeft evident traces of the Vetula and Cervula already
noticed. The bifhop or abbot was arrayed in mock pontificals,
partly borrowed from the dreffes of jefters and buffoons, and after
his ele&ion carried in proceffion through the ftreets in a triumphal
car filled with ordure, with which he befpattered the fpe&ators.
His attendants threw themfelves into all kinds of indecent
attitudes, faluting the people in the grofleft and moft lafcivious

\g] Ovid, fafti II. 1 513. Plutarch, quaeft. 89.
[h] This Pagan cuflom was a long time imitated in France on the 22a of February,

the feaft of St. Peter's chair, when the fepukhres of the dead were covered with
victuals, and the churchyards profaned with fecnes of riot and debauchery. JVIany
0* the'councils prohibited tbefe exceffes.

language*



of the Feaft of Fools, &c. 2,29

language. Sometimes they danced in the choirs of the churches.,
and chaunted diflblute fongs. They even profaned the altars by
converting them into tables for their provifions, caroufing in the
moft riotous manner, and crowning their impious orgies with
playing at dice and other games. Nor fhould it be omitted to
Hate that the ceremony of burning incenfe was likewife ridiculed
with the fmoke of old fhoes which they burned for this purpofe.
In fhort, the exceffes of thefe fools and madmen may very well
warrant the expreffion of a writer on the fubjeft, who has empha-
tically called them " the abomination of defolation" [/].
"• The enormities of this idle ceremony became at length fo

exqeffive, that it might well be expelled fome effort would be
made to curb and counteract, if not wholly to abolifh it. Accor-
dingly many of the councils iffued their decrees againft them, but,
as it fhould feem, to very little purpofe; fo deeply rooted were
they become in the minds of the lower orders of the clergy, and
of the common people every where, who always joined in and
fupported them. Monf. Du Tilliot, a writer who has given
many curious particulars relating to this ceremony, but whofe
treatife is on the whole very confufed and immethodical, from his
indifcriminate admiflion of extraneous matter, has cited feveral
ecclefiaftical decrees for its abolition. Ducange fuppofes it to
have been altogether fuppreffed in France in the year 1444, when
the Faculty of theology at Paris iffued circular letters for that
purpofe; but it feems impoffible to ftate with any precifion when
it difappeared entirely at any place, except at Sens, where it ceafed

[i] Further particulars may be found in Ducange Glofs. V. Kalendse. Durandi
rationale divin. offic. in feftoinnocentium. Di£tion. HifL des Mceurs, v. Fete. Dar-
tigny, Mem. de Litterature, torn. IV. p. 278. and torn. VII. p. 68. Varleies hift ;-
riques, torn. I, p. 457. Dcslyons, paganifme du roi boit, &x. Du Tilliot, paffim.i
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in 15^8, [i] becaufe it is faid to be mentioned in edi&s of a much
later date, and particularly in one fo low as 1630; but there is

* •

very good reafon for fuppofing it to have been confounded with
the feqft of the Innocents, which, from the befl confederation I
have been able to give it, appears to have been a very different
ceremony, and to have exifted long after the abolition of the feqft
of fools.

M. Bucange has cited the ceremonial for this feftival belonging
to the cathedral of Viviers in 1365, and another for Sens lias been,
defcribed by M. Lancelot in Vol. VII. of the Mem. de 1'Acad. de§
Infcriptions et Belles Lettres. 'The latter is a long narrow folio,
covered with ivory, on which fome of the ceremonies of the feftival
itfelf are faid to be rudely fculptured. Of this a tranfeript on
vellum is preferved in the French national library at fari^
No- 1351* which is thus defcribed " Officium ftultorum ad ufum
metropoleos et primitialis ecclefias Senonenfis: cum notis muiicis,"
At the beginning is written " Tranfcriptus eft liber fequens, vel
potius officium, ex originali perantiquo in thefauro metropolitans
Senonenfis ecclefias confervato, ex utraque parte foliis eburneis
munito, nunc in ar&ivis capitularibus inclufo." Engravings from
thefe ivory covers would be very defirable, and I fhall take this
-opportunity of hazarding a remark, that many of the grote/que
figures in the illuminated religious manufcripts generally, but
crroneoufly, called miflals, as well as fome of the iculptures in
ancient cathedrals, have a reference to the fubjedl in queftion,

The feaft of fools fodn made its way into England, but its
veffiges here are by no means fo numerous as among our neigh-
bours. The earlieft mention of it that I have traced 13 under the
reign of Henry the Hid. when Grofthead, biiliop of Lincoln, ia a

\k\ DuTilliot, p. 6r.
letter
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letter addreffed to the Dean and Chapter of that diocefe about
the year-i 340, thus fpeaks of it, " Execrabilem etiam confuetu-
di-nem qu^ confuevit in quibufdam ecclefiis obfervari de faciendo

fefto Jliiltorum, fpeciali authoritate refcripta apoftolici penitus
inhibemus, ne de domo orationis fiat domus ludibrii, et acerbitas
circumcifionis Domini Jefu jocis et voluptatibus fubfanneturt

Quapropter vobis mandamus in virtute obedientias firmiter injun-
gentes, quatenus feftum Jiultorum cum fit vanitate plenum et
voluptatibus fpurcum, Deo odibile et dasmonibus amabile, de
cetero in eccltjta Lincoln die venerande folemnitatis circumciilonis
Domini nullatenus permittatis fieri." [/] Whatever effect this
inhibition might have had in the place to which it immediately
related, it is certain that the feaft of fools continued to be obferved
in various parts of the kingdom for more than a century after-
wards. It was probably abolrfhed about the end of the fourteenth
century; for in fame ftatutes and ordinations made by Thomas
Arundell, Archbifhop of York, for the better government of the
collegiate church of St. John at Beverley in 1391, there is the
following regulation, " In feftis infuper fancftorum Stephani,
Diaconis, et Johannis, Vicariis; ac fan&orum innocentium,
Thuribulariis et Choriftis; in die etiam circumcifionis doming
fubdiaconis et clericis de fecunda forma de vi<5lualibus annis
fingulis, fecundum morem et confuetudinem ecclefiae ab antiquo
ufitatos, debite miniilrabit (i. e. praepofitus) antiqua confuetudine
immo verms corrupt eld regis ftultorum infra ecclefiam et extra
haitenus ufitata fublata penitus et extirpata.'? [m\.

This feftival has by many writers been ftrangely confounded
with the ceremony of eleding a boy-biihop in cathedrals and

- [I] Brown fafciculusrer. expetend. II. 331.
[m] Dugdale Monaft, Angl. torn. Ill, p?jv2? p. 7.
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other places. Ducange, followed by Du Tilliot, quotes from
Dugdale's Monafticon, an inventory of ornaments, &c. belonging
to the cathedral of York in 1510, wherein are mentioned a fmall
mitre and a ring for the " epifcopus puerorum," from which he
has inferred that the feajl of fools continued till that period in
England: but it is evident that this refers to the election of aboy-
bifhop, a ceremony not only of a ferious nature, and inftituted in
honour of Saint Nicholas, or as fome have, I think erroneoufly
conceived,- in remembrance of the maflacrc of the Innocents, but
which uniformly took place on the 6th of December, Saint
Nicholas's day, from which time to the feaft of the Innocents,
this boy-bifhop remained in office. But I purpofely wave any
further difcuffion of this fubjeft, becaufe I feel much pleafure in
reflecting that it will moft probably find a place amidft a general
exhibition of our popular cufloms and antiquities by the mafterly
hand of my valuable and learned friend the Secretary of this
Society ; and fhall conclude my remarks on the feajl of fools with
Hating that numerous imitations of it arofe in various places and
on different occafions. Thefe were, the feaft of the afs; the
elections of an abbe des conards or cornards, of an abbe des efclaf-
fards; of an abbe de malgouverne, whence our abbot or lord of
misrule ; of a prince des fots, fometimes called mere folle, or folie ;
of a prince de plaifance; a prince de l'eftrillc; a prevot. des
etourdis; a roi des ribauds, and fome others of a fimilar nature.
V: is now time to advert to the more immediate fubjeel of the
exhibition whick has given rife to this imperfed communication.
It is a girdle which tradition reports to have been worn by the
abbot of fools in the cathedral of Dijon on his election into office.
From the ftile of its fculpture I conceive it to belong to the four-
teenth century. It confifts of thirty-five fqiuire pieces of wood

fo
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{o contrived as to let into each other,, by which means it eafiiy
affumcs a circular form. On thefe are carved a variety of ludicrous
and grotefque figures, confifting of fools, tumblers, huntsmen, and
animals, with others that, from their licentioufnefs, do not admit
of a particular defcription. They bear, on the whole, a very
ftriking fimilitude to the fculptures on the feats of the ftalls in our
cathedrals and monaftic buildings, which were, no doubt, conceived
in ridicule of the clergy in general, but more particularly of the
friars; or, as I have already obferved, they may, in fome inftances
at leaft, refer to the mockeries that were praftifed in celebrating
the feafi of fools. It only remains to add, that for the pofleffion
of this, perhaps unique, curiofity, I am indebted to the liberality
of Monfieur l'abbe de Terfan of Paris,
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