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Inhabiting several disparate territories in the imaginationofRenais­
sance Englandwas a crowd ofmen calledFrancoisRabelais, some of
them not entirely unrelated to the Frenchwriter ofthat name whose
works were greeted in Englandwith disgust, delight, confusion, or
anger, both by those who actually read them and by those who
accountedunfamiliaritywith textsnobarrier tojudgment. OneRabelais
belonged to JohnDonne, even ifthe evidence for the extent and nature
ofhis response is sometimes ambiguous. In this essay Iwould like to
meditate on that evidence and considerwhat, aside from fashion and

curiosity,might have drawnDonne to Rabelais.
Fashion and curiosity, to be sure, musthaveplayed a role, formany

men connected with Donne in one way or another read Rabelais.
1

TherewasRobertHayman (lover and colonizerofNewfoundland) and
also Francis Bacon (who retailed anecdotes about Rabelais). John
Selden reported on Rabelais's word for penis, distaste for shitty
commentaries ("brodee demerde"), and legaljargon. JosephHall, in
his pre-episcopal youth, imagined a dead tosspot's shade toasting
Pantagruel; Ben Jonson owned Rabelais's Oeuvres, glossing some
words in themargin, andworking allusions to him into his ownwork.
Or there was Tom Carew, whose god ofridicule,Momus, claims to
have suckedRabelais' smilk; Sir JohnHarington,whomGargantuaand
his toilet-paper goose helped metamorphosize Ajax into themodern
john; and Jasper Mayne, in whose Citie Match a clever spark
describes marrying an unsuspecting English couple in a Huguenot
church by reciting passages from Gargantua et Pantagruel. And
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there was King James, who wrote Robert Cecil that the French

ambassador, evidently a talented sponger, should write a book on the
artofbegging and shelve it in Rabelais

'

s imaginary library at the abbey
ofSt. Victor.

In sum, throughout Donne's adulthood Rabelais was known to
amused students and authorities in the legal world, to many in the

universities, court, and elite theater, to polemicists such asNashe, and
to satirists affectingpunitivemoralismor laughingurbanity. Missing, at
least as admirers, are Spenserians, clericswhenputting on thewhole
armorofrespectability inpulpitorprint, the theater at itsmostpublic
andpopular (despite some allusions to the Gargantuawho starred in a

now lost chapbook), PetrarchanorNeoplatonic stragglers stillwriting
sugared sonnets, "divinepoets" in theBartasian vein, and, alas,women,
although asickJosephHowell ironicallywilledhis knowledgeofFrench
to Lady Cor so she could read Rabelais.

Inmy bookonRabelais andRenaissanceEngland I have somewhat
arbitrarily divided English response to and appropriationofRabelais
into three areas offocus: language, the body, and the fantasy (yes, these
are indeed related to each other). Donne's particular appropriation,
though, doesnotparallel his culture's collective interest inorhorror at
Rabelais, and precisely because it is selective it is interesting. What
seems to have fascinated himwas, on the one hand, how inGargantua
et Pantagruel words relate to things or-just as intriguing-to no­

things, and, on the other hand, how one figure famous forwords but also
for sexual dysfunction (I referofcourse to Panurge) relates to danger­
ous words and even to words that onemight trace back through the
generations to theWord itself.

I beginwith somewords found inRabelais' s FourthBook (chap­
ters 55-56),words that can be quickfrozen into silence at one time but
thawed and heard later. Pantagruel' s friends, youmay recall, sail the
northern seas on theirway to ask theOracleoftheBottle ifthe aging
Panurge should get himself awife despite the risk ofbeing beaten,
robbed, and cuckolded. To their astonishment, they discover some
once frozen butnow thawing noises andwords,momentarily visible but
fast turning audible. Some are still solid enough to be picked up and
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warmed inthe handsbefore they evaporate into noise. Rabelais, sailing
alongwith the restofthe company and serving his "master" Pantagruel,
must be stopped from trying to preserve a sampleword in oil. He had
not, as author, invented the notionof icy sound that can liquefy into
significance, although these gelid noises sport heraldic colors and,
whatever they sound likewhenmelted, look to the eye like puns. For
example, "Motzdegueule"areboth "gueules" (whichRandleCotgrave' s
1611 Frenchdictionary defines as "gules; red, or sanguine, inBlazon")
and come from the "gueule" (throat),whichmakes these red remnants
ofbloodshed appear as jokes (a "mot de gueule," says Cotgrave, is "a
jeast, ormerrieword").

Inhis essay, "Progress inVirtue,
"Plutarch recalls howAntiphanes

had humorously compared Plato's conversation with youngmen to
words in a certain city that, when spoken inwinter, at once congealed,
becoming audible in summer; so too, only inold age, ifthen, did Plato's
auditors finally hear hismeaning.' Castiglione adapts the tale for The
Courtierwhen, inBook II, IIMagnifico laughingly cites, as anexample
of outrageous lying, the tale of a Tuscan merchant in Poland who

bargains with some Moscovites across the frozen Dnieper: when
Russianwords freeze inmid air, thePolesbuild a fire righton the ice and
melt them. Rabelais' s episode also seems to evoke reports about the
icy reaches oftheNorthAtlantic and islands resoundingwith strange
voices.'

Rabelais's frozenwords, then, havemultiple textual and thematic
associations: with theories on thematerialityofwords,withpedagogy,
with travelers' dubious accounts,with recent arctic exploration,with
courtiership,withmercantile discourse,withwords' relation to time,
and perhapswith the Word's release after centuries offrost and the

need, nevertheless, for endangered evangelical Christians tomaintain
silence." In this version, melting noises are recognizable as cries,
trumpet calls and canon shots, whereas the words, because in a

barbarous tongue, remain incommunicative. The phenomenon is thus
all the more epistemologically provocative, as are the biblical and
classical analogues thatPantagruel cites. It is the crew's practical pilot,
though, not the learned giant, who recognizes the words as time-
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released aural fragments ofa past battle, evidence (although he does
notquite say so) ofhow far language andhumanity have declined since
Adamic naming in apeaceful Eden.'

How the English read the episode's philosophical or religious
implications is hard to tell, but it did inspire several writers to amused
allusion. Ifthey seem to have found the notion offrozenwordsmore

entertaining thanphilosophically threatening, it should be recalled that
both Plutarch and Castiglione likewise treat it as ajest, a "mot de
gueule," ifin Plutarch's case a pointed one. I would suggest that a
palimpsesticmixtureofPlutarch,Castiglione, and Rabelais lies behind
a less thanjesting but craftily suave passage in a letterDonne (ifitwas
Donne) wrote in 1600 (probably) to Sir HenryWotton. Alongwith
affection, the writer sends "seald up"words thatwill thawwhen read

by designated recipients:

Sr[:] ... ifwords seald vp in letters be like words spoken in those

frosty places where they are not heard till v: next thaw they have
yet this advantage yt where they are heard they are herd only by
one or such as in his judgment they are fitt for. I am no Courtier
for wthout having lived there desirously I cannot have sin' d

enough to have deserv' d that reprobate name: I may sometymes
come thither & bee no courtier as well as they may sometymes
go to chapell & yet are no christians. I am there now where
because Imust do some evill I envy yr being in y=country not that
it is a vice will make any great shew here for they liue at a far

greter rate & expence ofwickednes. [B]ut because I will not be
utterly out of fashion & unsociable. I gleane such vices as the

greater men (whose barnes are full) scatter yet I learne that v:
learnedst in vice suffer some misery for when they haue reapd
flattery or any other fault long there comes some other new vice
in request wherein they are unpracticed. . . .6

Aftermore satirical reflectionson court life, the letter concludeswith a

report on the recently disgracedEssex andhis followers, "nomoremist
here then the Aungells weh were cast downe from heaven nor (for
anything I see) likelyer to retoume."
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This sounds like Donne: adept atwitty analogy, self-conscious,
adroitly disdaining in anoffhandway the very court society, so desired
by others and so transparent to himself, that he has admittedly sought.
Castiglionewouldadmire the self-protective yet casually sophisticated
tone, and indeed bymentioning frozenwordsDonnemay gesture self­
mockingly at The Courtier evenwhile playing the anti-court card so

useful to intelligent courtiers, SincePlutarch'sMoraliawas easily read
by the educated, the gesturemay also recall notjust IIMagnifico'sjoke
aboutMuscovite bargaining but the notion ofSocratic and obscurely
sagewords that melt at some appropriate time. Ifso, the focus shifts
from oralpedagogy (the hearer, now older, can finally comprehend
what aphilosopher once said) to aimingwritten and "seald" words at
the right reader in a world of conspiracy, government spies, and
censorship--aworld, Imightadd, painfully familiar toRabelais,whom
only luck, prudent revisions, andpowerful patronage saved from real
trouble and perhaps death.' Donne, particularly, would have been

intriguedby the legal and scriptural notionofseeingwords, oflanguage
material enough to be visible and even colored. The WordofGod, after
all, had once walked physically amongmen, visible but not yet fully
known to theworld, and one canwell imagine a legal contractmade of
literallyweighty language impossible to denybutwith implicationsmade
manifestonly by the processoftime and a changeofsocial oreconomic
weather.

Whatever texts lie behind the letter's allusion to frozenwords, at
some pointDonne almost certainly read Rabelais. ForRabelais, too,
seems relevanthere; even the vague "frosty places" seem a little closer
towhatPantagruel finds somewhere upnorth than to themore specific
Dnieper or city in Castiglione and Plutarch. More important is the
interestDonne andRabelais shared in voyages and new-found lands.
Also significantmay be the hint some have heard inRabelais' s episode
thatwords-Gospel words, but also cries of loss and sorrow-can
survive thewinterofpersecution and danger tomelt and beheardwhen
times allow . Togetherwith his self-portraitofa (non)courtier, Donne
passes along news ofEssex thatmust be prudentlyworded in case the
lettermelts in thewrong fingers; but the relation oflanguage to time and
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even time-serving cannot have escaped his ironic mind. The various
frozen words he is likely to have known about comprise a set of
associations fitting his circumstance. The allusion also helps establish
aperforming voice,makingDonne soundworldly butundeluded,well­
read but unpedantic, engagingly humorous but with meanings that
unwanted readers can seewithout understanding and right ones can
hear.

Several years later ThomasCoryatpublished his CoryatesCrudi­
ties (1611), an account of a walking tour on the Continent" with a

prefatory carnival ofamicably teasing verses by a crowdofoftenwell­
knownwriters. Coryat annotates these, taking their joshing in good
part and, when he can, interpreting them as praise. According to Ben
Jonson's "character" ofhim, Coryatwas "a great and bold Carpenter
ofwords, or (to expressehim in oneword likehis owne)aLogodaedale,"
the "Tongue-Majorofthe company.

,., Crudities is travel literature, but
Jonson and others are just as interested in Coryat as a macaronic

cornucopia oflanguage. Theirown verses are engrossedbywords and
how to invent, read, or playwith them: they include shaped poems,
anagrams,pseudoclassicalmeters ("encomiologicalantispastics"), awful
rhymes like "hop it" and "poppet," lines inUtopian, suchneologisms as
"itinerosissimus," and parody ("I sing theman, 1 sing the woful case, /
The shirt, the shoes ... ").

Onepoem onCoryat that does notmentionRabelais is by "Joannes
Donne" ; another,which does, is by "JoannesDones."Who is "Dones"?
Is heDonne with a typo? The poems are separatedbymany pages, but
that is no proofeitherway. Whoever he was,' he knows his Rabelais.
WhatmightCoryathavewritten about evenvaster travels, hewonders,
since inEurope "Almost for every step he tooke aword":

What had he done had he ere hug'd th'Ocean
With swimming Drake or famous Magelan? . .

It's not that French which made his Gyant see
Those uncouth Ilands where words frozen bee,
Till by the thaw next yeare they'r voic't againe;
Whose Papagauts, Andofrilets, and that traine
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Should be such matter for a Pope to curse

As he would make; make! makes ten times worse,
And yet so pleasing as shall laughter move. . . .9

Coryatglosses "French" as "Rablais,"and "Gyant" as "Pantagruel."
The "Papagauts" are TheFifthBook's greedy "popehawks," and the
"Andouilets" are the ferocious female if phallic sausages with

"Mardigras" as theirwatchword andmustard as theirmedicine who
battle Pantagruel's crew.'? Several points need stressing: Dones
imagines further travel by Coryat as cause for further laughing dis­
course, not as a source ofreal news; this discourse is associatedwith
Rabelaisianvoyages into linguistic fantasy andwith satire easily read as

anti-Catholic; and the angeroforthodoxCatholicism atRabelaiswas

evidentlywell known. This not-quite-Donnewith the added "s" has an
eye on passages that raise questions aboutwords and things and also
about God'sWord and papal curses. Donne andDones would have
had a lot to talk about, whether in some tavern or as interior dialogue.

Rabelais'swords arenowheremore disconcertingly located than in
his Panurge, the voluble and cowardly-ifamusing-tricksterwho
longs to enjoy the comforts ofwedlock but fearswhat awifemight do
to him. Whatever the longings ofhis aging flesh, though, Panurge was
born a noun: apanourgos haspanourgia, the capacity to be cunning
and to do (ourg-) anything tpani." Thomas Cooper's Thesaurus

(1565) calls a "panurge" a "craftie, deceitfull, orwily person: an old
beatenfoxe,"andHolyband's 1593 dictionary gives "acraftieone, also
one thatmedleth to doe all things." Pagans had used the word for the
fox, the rhetor, the deceitful gods. In the Septuagint,panourgia is
astuteness, but forPaul itmeans injurious anddiabolical craftiness (Eph
4.14), subtlety (2 Cor 11.3), cunning (1 Cor 3.19; themargin ofthe
GenevaBible adds, "When they them selves are entangled in the same
snares,which thei laid for others"). AlthoughRabelais' spanourgos
calls "Panurge" his "nom de baptesme," sacramental water has not
washedoffhis demonic birthmarks. 12

A "panurge" can be, too, the busybody "curieux.?" A prying
courtier (Ben Jonson's SirPolitickWouldbe, but smarter), Panurge is
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also the judgmental narcissist of The ThirdBook" who consults a

seriesofexperts to see ifhe can sneak a look athismarital destiny. This
is the "panurge"whomAlexanderCraig rebukes in his 1623 Poeticall
Recreationswhenhe defies the "Critik, Scratch-pate, andFind-faulte"
and asks us to "judge with Love." Panurge is the reader he does not
want:

Panurgus pryes in high and low Effaires;
Hee talkes ofForaine, and our Civill State:
But for his owne hee neyther countes nor cares;
That hee refers to Fortune, and his Fate.
His Neighbours faultes, straight in his Face hee' 11 finde,
But in a Bag hee hangs his owne behinde."

This Nick-of-all-trades has a sulfur smell as a calumniator, a spy.
Donne had known and feared him a generation earlier.

AlthoughDonnementions Panurge only inpassing, I suspect that
the semi-demonic trickster and fearful would-be husband played a

larger role in hismemory than the brevity ofhis allusionwould seem to

indicate. For whenDonne readRabelais, presumably in the 1590s, he
seems to have grasped thatPanurge' smarital indecision involved both
aneglectofhis spiritual "state" and aselfishly timorous inability to know
and act upon his will (it is no accident that Gargantua, written after
Rabelais had already invented Panurge, concludes with an abbey
named The/erne, Greek for "will").

In Donne's Satire IV, you ofcourse remember, the speaker has
gone to court, a "Purgatorie, such as fear' d hell is /A recreation to.""
when he encounters a walking piece ofpanourgia: a loquacious
braggart, seedily dressed despite his francophile taste, a seducer of
widows, a gossip andmoocher. Worse, he is probably an informer on
the lookout for Catholics. Worst, asTomHester for one has noted, he
seems the speaker's secret double, someone the satirist in part is or
mightbe."

Thismotleypanourgos is asqualid cousinofPanurge , also adown­
on - his-luckboaster,wanderer, busy-body, borrower, sexual predator,
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and courtier somehow related-more as complement thanopposite­
to the noble giant he encounters on the outskirts of Paris when

Pantagruel is taking the air with his entourage. The giant and his
followers see aman clearly in need ofbefriending, but not onewho is
in ahurry to say so, forPanurge explains his situation in a setofvarious
alien tongues, including Utopian (Pantagruel' s native language). His
performance has his hearers entranced, frustrated, and obscurely
collaborative as they play the straight-men in an elaborate linguistic
joke, listening to one foreign speech after another until the hungry
trickster settles intowhat he calls his native French and asks for food
and help inwords Pantagruel' s friends now admit they understand. 18

Donnewould have grasped the comedy-aGreek noun claims to be
native-born French, a naturalized and jabbering French substantif
asks for sustenance. Hemightalso have noticed thateven asPantagruel' s
friends hearPanurge' s incomprehensible requests for assistance, they
do not act uponwhat theymust see as signs ofdistress, thus delaying
the succor that charity requires. 19 Panurge may retain a faintly diaboli­
cal quality fromhis lexical background, but here he preaches, or rather
stages, an implicit lesson on language and love.

Politically, the demonic overtones ofDonne 's ownpanurgic crea­
ture derive less from his wit and mobility than from his role as a

government spy who seeks to "Make men speake treason," as the
narratorputs it, and thereby have them ingestedby an intolerant state's
"Giant Statutes" that "ope" theirjaws "To suckeme in" (like a crueler

Pantagruel, perhaps, or thepilgrim-swallowingGargantua). Rabelais' s
Panurge retains only a devilish tinge, butDonne'spanourgos, while
descended from the bore that Horace cannot shake off in Satire I.9,
uncomfortably resembles the Father ofLies (also awanderer up and
down the earth).20 Generically, he is what Rabelais' s trickster becomes
ifhe leaves genial Menippeanprose for the shaggy swaggerofElizabe­
than verse satire. And, thematically, he servesDonne's insistence that
abusing language corrupts society. 21

ThemanDonne's satirist describes is too strange for evenAdam to

name, you remember,moremonstrous than "Guianaes rarities." AI-
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thoughhe claims to know"what to all Statesbelongs" and to speak "all
tongues," his macaronic language is scrappy, deceptive. Attaching
himselfto theunwilling speaker andunctuously praising hisjudgment,
he asks "Whom doe you prefer, / For the best linguist?" When the
satirist replies dryIy, "CalepinesDictionarie," he presses on: "Nay, but
of men, most sweet Sir?" Beza, he is told, perhaps because that
Genevan leader, so learned in Latin, Greek, andHebrew, had in 1588

published a congratulatory poem on the Armada in eight different
languages. Or maybe, he adds, a couple of Jesuits and one or two

professors. "'There / He stoptmee,' and said, 'Nay, yourApostles
were / Good pretty linguists, and so Panurge was; / Yet a poore
gentleman, all thesemay passe /By travel'

"

Donne, I assume, remembersPanurge' s firstmeetingwithPantagruel
and themany tongues inwhichhe overflowswithwords andneed. Here
in Satire IV, the comedy liespartly in the theologically suspect assump­
tion thatApostlic glossolalia (Acts 2) is obtainable by travel, although
the apostles certainly gotaround, and inhis apparentbeliefthatPanurge
is real enough to emulate. Butnobody can surpassPanurge as a linguist,
not so long as he speaks such good Utopian, Lanternish, and An­
tipodean, tongues that even Satanwould be hard-pressed to learn by
travel or travail. Donne perhaps recalled this episode precisely
because he too explores how language relates to charity,whether that
lacking in thepanourgos who afflicts his narrator or that which the
narrator owes even this talkative wretch. To be sure, this sorry

companion is less ambiguous thanPanurge,whose linguisticprowess,
it has been said, "can be viewed either in malo as an allusion to Old
Testament Babelism ... or in bono, to the New Testament gift of
tongues.?" And the satirist's scorn, however suitable generically,
contrastswithPantagruel' s rush oflove forhis disreputable other self.
But then, Donne's narrator is no giant orprince and has cause to fear
the big ones ofthis world and those tricky oneswho serve the big by
twisting thewords ofothers.

In The ThirdBookPanurge is still apanourgos, but now,wanting
awife yet afraid tomarry, he cuts adifferent figure. Fearing domestic
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treason, he tries to foreshorten time by knowing now what only an

unfolding life can reveal, to riskhimselfandhisproperty only ifassured
beforehand that hewill be safe. It is in vain thatPantagruel tellshim he
must determinewhat hewants and leave the rest to God:

"Are you not certain ofyour ownwill? The chiefpoint lies there:
everything else is chance and hangs onHeaven's fate-full decrees. . . .

Onemust chance itwitheyes bound and loweredhead, kissing the earth
[like soldiers before battle], and for the rest commend oneselftoGod,
once one has wanted to put oneselfto it. Any other assurance I do not
knowhow to give you. "23

Perhaps this failure of the will is another reason Donne found
Panurgenoteworthy, for the latter'sperplexity concerningmarriage is
profoundly similar to the religious uncertaintiesofSatire III, andmy
perhaps incautious suggestion is thatPanurge andDonne's satirist share
adifficulty: knowinghow to commit themselves to a female figurewho
mayprove false. Panurge is, orplays, a fool. Butwhen one recalls how
oftenmarriage has representedother sortsofcommitment, his anxieties
take on resonance.
Ifthe pestilent courtier in Satire IV is apanourgos who has read

Rabelais, Satire III has its own panurgic figure: "Carelesse Phrygius
doth abhorre /All, because all cannot be good, as one /Knowing some
women whores, dares marry none" (62-64). Panurge's problem
exactly, andaccompanying asimilarcynicalmisogyny. Why"Phrygius"?
For TomHester the name suggests the Barrowists, who revived the
PhrygianMontanists' disbeliefinmarriage ceremonies. 24 "Phrygia"
also recalls the cultofCybele and her attendant eunuchs. Indeed, in his
comments on Panurge's dilemma (The ThirdBook48), Gargantua
mentionswith distaste agroup of"moles"-which critics usually take
tomeanmonks-that "abhor"marriage and live "comme lespontifes de
Cybele enPhrygie" (orperhaps, he addswith anti-monastic cynicism,
they in fact live licentiously). In some fine pages on Satire IV, James
Baumlin says that comparing each sect's adherents to awooerofsome
"wench" reduces "the differences between contemporary forms of
religion to domestic comedy. "25 Indeed, but this domestic comedy has
eternal consequences.
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DonnehardlyneededRabelais to see thatan inability to identify true
religion can be figured as a failure to locate Christ's true bride.

Religious eros and symbolic weddings are old stories. And inany case,
allusions to sex and adultery run throughout his satires, not least in a

striking double entendre: "Towill," says Satire III, "implyes delay,
therefore now doe. "26 Ben Jonson called "doing" a "filthy pleasure,"
but the spiritual life cannot be all foreplay. Donne's noticeofPanurge
gains texture, then, if we juxtapose Satire Ill's sexual imagery to
Rabelais's demonstration 0fhowtimorous narcissism can congeal the
spirit. Donne, too, satirizes a "courageofstraw" (27) that leadsmerely
to sexual bravado, a cowardice thatmust please the devil (33-34), a
taste for that "worne strumpet" theWorld (37 - 39). With some daring,
Donne condemns those who love a particular sect because some

theologianorgovernment tells them to. Have they nowillsoftheirown?
No Theleme?

Indeed, whether or not Donne was at this point still some sort of
Catholic, and however he read Rabelais' s religion-Lutheran, Evan­
gelical, or simply blasphemous-hewould have noticed in the later
books a telling example of how those in power need not force
conscience. When Panurge cannot decide if he should marry, his
master does not compel him. Rather, he joins him on his voyage to
resolve his dilemma; to paraphrase Donne, Pantagruel says in effect
that "to sail inquiring right isnot to stray.

"

True, in the bookswe are sure
Rabelaiswrote, Panurge gets no answer hewill accept-but neither
doesDonne saywhatTruth stands on thehillwe are to climb. The only
hint he gives us is the advice to ask our fathers what their fathers said
and so on back, presumably, to the apostles and what they heard, a
process that presupposesmany pastdecisions tomarry and beget sons.
Had Panurge fully believed the pro-nuptial urgings ofPantagrue I 's
fatherGargantua,Rabelais' s' novel wouldhave taken adifferent tum.
(As awalking noun, however,Panurgehas no real father, andGargantua
himselfdescends fromNimrod andGoliath-untrustworthy religious
guides.)

Thepointoftracingpatrilinearwords backward is to find theWord
made flesh, butwhatofwords that satirically strut their stuff in frontof
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nothing? InsidePantagrueletGargantua are texts extant only as titles
orpromisesofbooks, holes in the fiction opening onto nothingnessor­
according to one's temperament-onto alternative realities. 27 Some
sound attractive. Panurge' smonograph on long codpieces would be
thedefinitive study, and inhabitants ofPantagrue I 's innerworldwould
readwith interest theHistoire des Gorgias by Alcofribas,Rabelais' s
pseudonymous anagram, on his adventures in the giant's"gorge

"

(the
title puns on "gorgeously dressed" and may also recall the quite
historical sophist Gorgias, authorofa treatise denying thatanything is
real, or ifreal is knowable, or ifknown is communicable; the treatise is,
fittingly enough, now lost).

The seventh chapterofPantagruellists scoresofsuch titles, some
by realmen, said to be housed atthe abbey ofSt. Victor, in Paris. This
collection, Europe's first fantasy library," exacts a Humanist and

evangelical revenge on enemies of the new learning, making often
scatological or indecent funofobscurantist theologians, logic-chopping
scholastics, outdated doctors,myopic glossators. Some "authors," not
least the Sorbonne's Noel Beda, had threatened the careers and lives
ofmen likeRabelais (and onewomen,Marguerite deNavarre, whose
Miroir de I 'arne pecheresse Beda tried to have censored). To the

paunchy Beda is givenDe Optimitate triparum ("On the best tripe"),
and to "MagisterOrtuinum"-Ortwin, outspoken opponent of the
humanistReuchlin, anArs honestepetandi in societate (How to Fart
inPolite Society). One book could be useful to logicians: Quaestio
subtilissima, utrum Chimera, in vacuo bombinans, possit comedere
secundas intentiones, et fuit debatuta per decem hebdomadas in

concilio Constantiensi ("AHighly SubtleQuestion: whetherChimera,
bombinating [buzzing, vibrating] in a vacuum is able to eat second

intentions, as it was batted around for ten weeks at the Council of

Constance.")Not in fact a bad question, but Humanist views oflate
Medieval logic couldbeunfair." A few titles have authors, such as De
Patriadiabolorum by "Merlinus Coccaius" (Folengo). Most, though,
and thismaymatter, are unascribed .

. English writers on occasion show signs ofknowing Rabelais' s
nonbooks, adopting or imitating them for purposes ranging from
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scorning an individual to the ambiguous pleasureofinscribingnonentity
or considering its pertinence to invention, belief, and referentiality.
Nature may abhor a vacuum, yet language-like Chimera-can
bombinate in one, ifat the priceofbeing batted aroundby philosophers
and theologians. Just as "Chimera" and "vacuum" are valuably empty
words, imaginary book-titles are emptywordstrings, chimerical vacu­
ity jumped up a level tomake entire Potemkin villages ofdiscourse
behindwhich stretches awasteofforeverblankpages.

30 To themaking
ofnonbook-titles there need be no end, aplenitude as disconcerting as

the null sets towhich infinity is paradoxically akin.
Not the first, but surely themost impressive English response to

Rabelais's nonbooks was Donne's CatalogusLibrorumAulicorum

incomparabilium et non vendibilium (The Courtier's Library of
Rare BooksNotforSale), probably finished by 1611 but not printed
until 1650.31 Evelyn Simpson calls its thirty-four Latin titles "an
elaboratejest in themannerofRabelais."True, therewere bynowother
French imaginary libraries with satirical titles such as "The grand
chronicle ofcuckolds, dedicated to the king ofNavarre, with the
observations ofthe sieur deChampvalon" (loverofNavarre' s naughty
wife,Marguerite)." Rabelais, though, seems Donne's likely model.
Both catalogues aim at some powerfulmen, in Donne's case including
Francis Bacon (enemy of the Earl of Essex, with whom Donne

sympathized),RichardTopcliffe (scourgeofCatholicswho kept a rack
at home for convenience), andBishopWilliamBarlow (preacherofa
sermon against Essex that, or so Donne thought, slavishly said what
Robert Cecil told him to say). By nowDonnemay have dropped his
Catholicism, butnothis detestationofinformers, torturers, and toadies.

Donnewas,moreover, drawn tonullity as such, to airynothings that
have names, ifno local habitations, and live only in language. He is the
writer forwhom Love's "art did expresse /A quintessence even from
nothingnesse,"who is "re-begot /Ofabsence, darknesse, death; things
which are not,"who has noticed that by pastingmaps on ablank sphere
cartographers canmake its "nothing, All. "33 No wonder he enjoyed
Rabelais's ownnullities, aswitness anote, probablywritten in Julyof
1604, appended to the Burleymanuscript's copy ofa verse letter "To
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SirH[enry]W[otton] going toVenice,"which says, "ST thoughpchance
itwere nev'tryed except inRabelais his landoftapistry itmay bee true
yt apygmey upon aGiantmay see further then ye giant so after a long
letter thispostscriptmay see further into yO then that ifyOwill answer to
2 questionswhether yO have yT last despatches at court orwhether yO
makemany dayes stay there or at London. such a one as I may yett
kisse yThand. "34

Thepygmy peering from atop agiant descends from a comment by
Bernard of Chartres, but Donne relocates this grotesque in one

province ofnowhere: the country ofSatin or Tapestry imagined by
Rabelais or persons unknown in the doubtfully authenticFifth Book.
Satinland literally embroiders the (non)factsofNature , its vegetation
and animals being artifacts. Whomade them is unclear, for as Lewis
Carroll knew, suchplayful nonsense relies on ournot askingwho does
the dreaming, the playing, the needlework. Whatever the efficient
causeofSatinIand, though, fourteen phoenixes are found there, as are
manticores, thirty-two unicorns, the golden fleece, the hideofApuleius'
golden ass, elephants,werewolves,Aristotle,Mid-Lent onhorseback,
Triton, and abuttock-shaking beastwith two backs. The priceoftextile
living canbehigh: unlike the goldenbirdofByzantium intowhichYeats

imagines turningwhenhe is "once outofnature," the birds in Satinland
do not sing. YetDonne's pleasure in themade-up is evident. "Rabelais
his landoftapistry" isnotwhollyunlike theLibraryofSt.-Victor, being
a collocationofwordswith fewreferents inwhatwe like to call reality.

Both Rabelais' s andDonne's libraries, then, record bombinations
in the void. Indeed, Donne has his own Chimera: Chimaeram

praedicari de Antichristo autore Sorbonistd anonyma (That Chi­
mera is aprophecy ofAntichrist, by a nameless Sorbonnist). He,
too,mocks absurd subtleties, inventing forNicholasHill, who believed
in atoms, aDe sexu etHermaphroditate dignoscendd inAtomis (On
determining sex and hermaphroditism in atoms, a topic that seems
less foolish in our ageofcharmed quarks and left-handedmolecules).
Some titles suggest skepticism, like John Dee's De navigabilitate
aquarum supercoelestium, et utrum ibt an apud nos navis in

firmamento in judicio sit appulsura (On the navigability of the
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waters above the heavens, andwhether on Doomsday a ship in the

firmament would dock there or down here with us). Others, like
many atSt.-Victor, are scatological: Cardanus, saysDonne, haswritten
De nullibietate crepitus (On a fart's nowhereness), while John

Haringtonhas turnedhis expertise onanuncomfortableBiblical ques­
tion: Hercules, sive de modo quo evacuabatur afaecibusAreaNoae
(Hercules [cleaner ofthe Augean stables], or howNoah'sArkwas
cleansedofitsfecalmatter). And distaste foroccult triviality inspires
Pico's Pythagoras Judaeo-Christianus, Numerum 99 et 66 verso

folio esse eundem (The Judeo-Christian Pythagoras, or how the
number 99 and 66 are the same if the page is reversed).

Donne ismore impatientwithRenaissance occultismandPlatonic
airiness thanwith latescholasticism-his victimsaremoreoftenEurope's
Picos and Dees, not its Bedas and Ortwins. Other differences, too,
demonstrate how ironicanglesofvisiononemptiness and the chimerical
can start from different subjectivities and cultural positions. Rabelais
was not a courtierwhen hewrotePantagruel, his contextbeingmore
professional (andmonastic) than the courtworld thatDonne,whatever
his distaste and denials, sought. Later,whenhehadCardinalDuBellay
and theQueen ofNavarre as patrons, Rabelais continued to bemore
anti-academic, anti-papal, anti-monastic, than anti-court.

Thosewho navigate life near kings can, ofcourse, laugh at courts,
but on the whole Rabelais avoids this genre ofsatire. Donne, though,
addresses elite fops and layabouts: "The mentally lazy," says his
preface, "think they knowenough ifthey can show credibly that other
people's knowledge is imperfect," but "this approachmaymake you
unpopular. At courtyouwill have little leisure for literature, granted
how late you get up and how long it takes to arrange your dress, face,
gestures. Citing titles that othershave notheard of, though,will give the
impression that youhave readmuch. I have therefore jotted down for
your use the following catalogue that,with these books atyourelbow,
youmay in almost every branchofknowledge suddenly emerge as an
authority, ifnotwithdeeper learning thanthe rest, at leastwitha learning
different from theirs." Indeed, for this "difference" ("aliter doctus")
derives precisely from naming bits ofnothing, gaining authority from
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access to an infmiteuniverse ofpossible titles. This "aliter"wayofbeing
learned need involve no limits-or any degree beyond an MN, a
MasterofNothing. And ifit is true thatDonne distrusted print, then his
making a little library taking up shelfspace only in the zodiacofhis own
wit is yetmore significant. What is thematerial historyofthese books
with titles but no volume, andwhat coteriewith zeromembersmight
read them?

Departing fromhismodel, however, Donne has given real authors
to allbutoneofhis titles. Notonlywill citing these books give acourtier
"authority," they are by authorities. This difference between the two
cataloguesmay register a shift toward authorship's increased emo­
tional, economic, and cultural importance in the Renaissance.

Pantagruel's seventh chapter, in this book authored at first only by an
anagram, focusesmostofits attention on the titles oftrivial or foolish
texts evenwhile laughing at some real people. Donne's catalogue,
althoughnotprinted inhis lifetime, assumes amuch tighter connection
betweensilly texts and the sillymenwho write them. Rabelais mocks
a few real authors such asOrtwin, but in prosecuting folly Donne is
muchmore apt thanAlcofribas to name names.

WhowasDonne'sRabelais?He is not thewine-swillingbonvivant
of one legend, nor the irreligious scoffer of yet another, and only
minimally the scatological and obscene writer who still shocks the
squeamish. Nor is he entirely, although he seems related to him, the
evangelical promoter ofPantagruelism so justly familiar to many
modern scholars. He is theRabelaiswho thought deeply aboutwords,
aboutwhat they can do: make up something, make up nothing-lots
and lots ofnothing-deceive, betray, perhaps substitute for love and
life, and even (some hope) trace themselves back to anoracle in abottle
that encourages us to take the plunge and that has, famously, awordof
advice oftenwelcome, ifnot always literally, even to themost arid of
academics: "Drink!"

Barnard College, Columbia University
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Notes

1. For these andmany other allusions, translations, borrowings, denuncia­
tions, and reconfigurations see my Shock Value: Imagining Rabelais in the

EnglishRenaissance (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1998); this essay,with
the kind permission of Yale Press, combines and reworks passages on Donne
from there.

2. Moralia 78. Jean Guiton, "Le mythe des paroles gelees," Romanic
Review31 (1940),3-15, gives several analogues, includingCaelius Calcagninus.
Michael Screech, Rabelais (Ithaca: Cornell University Press), pp. 377-439,
outlines theories known to Rabelais that reconcile Plato and Aristotle on signs
and signifieds. Gerard Defaux,

..A propos de paroles gelees et degelees (Quart
Livre 55-56): 'plus hault sens' ou 'lectures plurielles'?" in Raymond C. LaCharite
ed., Rabelais 's Incomperable Book: Essays On HisArt (Lexington, KY: French
Forum, 1986), 155-77, argues that Rabelais shows the hermeneutic primacy ofthe
literal and material, not the impossibility of interpretation.

3. Guiton notes the scene's macabre, northern exoticism. See also A.P.

Stabler, "Rabelais, Thevet, L'Ile des Demons, et les Paroles Gelees," Etudes
rabelaisiennes 11 (Geneva: Droz, 1974),57-62, and Kim Campbell, "OfHorse
Fish and Frozen Words," Renaissance & Reformation 26 (1990), 183-92, who
notes (as doubtless Donne did too) how discovery narratives raised problems
concern ing authority and eye-witnessing.

4. V.L. Saulnier, "Le silence de Rabelais et Ie mythe des paroles gelees,"
Francois Rabelais: Ouvrage publie pour Ie quatrieme centenaire de sa mort

(Geneva: Droz, 1953), pp. 233-47.
5. Jerome Schwartz, Irony and Ideology in Rabelais: Structures of

Subversion (Cambridge: Cambridge Univ. Press, 1990), pp. 189-94, notes the
pilot's practicality.

6. EvelynM. Simpson, A StudyoftheProse Works ofJohnDonne (Oxford:
Clarendon, 1948), # 6, p. 310. The letter is among those found, unsigned, in a

manuscript collection of disparate materials. This one appears near a copy of
Donne's "To Sir H.W. at his going Ambassador to Venice" with a postscript
mentioning Rabelais (see below). Donne would have been intrigued by the legal
and scriptural implications ofseeingwords� see Screech, Rabelais, pp. 410-39.
Those working on the Donne Variorum edition ofthe letters tell me that the letter
is almost certainly by Donne.

7. On the context of censorship, although not mentioning this letter, see
Annabel Patterson, "Misinterpretable Donne: The Testimony of the Letters,"
John Donne Journal 1 (1982),39-53.

8. I quote the anonymously edited Coryat's Crudities (1611; Glasgow:
James MacLehose, 1905). "Crudities" means the raw produce of youth.

9. P. 71. At the 1997 meeting of the John Donne society, at which I first
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presented this material, I was told Donne could sign his name with a terminal

squiggle that might look to a printer like an "s."
1 O. Chapters 1-8,which also make up the firsthalfof 1562' s L 'IsleSonante,

nucleus of 1564's Fifth Book; Dones's plural is misleading, for Pantagruel's
friends meet just one Papegault, the normal complement at a given time.

11. There is no connection with Pan beyond a shared Greek word for "all"

and, perhaps, a similarly skittish sexual swagger. On the name see also Jerome

Schwartz, "Panurge's Impact on Pantagruel (Pantagruel, Chapter IX)," Romanic
Review67 (1976), 1-8, and Ludwig Schrader, Panurge undHermes: Zum Ursprung
eines Charakters bet Rabelais (Bonn: University ofBonn , 1958). On tricksters
see especially Paul Radin, The Trickster (1956; New York: Schocken, 1972);
Barbara Babcock, '" A Tolerated Margin ofMess': The Trickster and His Tales
Reconsidered," Journal oftheFolklore Institute 11 (1975), 147-86; andWayne
A. Rebhorn, '''The Emperour ofMens Minds': The Renaissance Trickster as
HomoRhetoricus;" Creative Imagination: NewEssays on Renaissance Litera­
ture in Honor ofThomas M. Greene, ed. David Quint, Margaret W. Ferguson,
G.W. Pigman III, andWayne A. Rebhorn(Binghamton: MRTS 95,1993).

12. Pantagruel 9. See Robert Griffin, "The Devil and Panurge," Studi
Francesi 47-48 (1972),329-36; Raymond LaCharite, Recreation, Reflection and
Re-Creation: Perspectives on Rabelais's "Pantagruel" (Lexington: French
Forum, 1980), ch. 4, notes his roving, seediness, lies, sophistry, glossolalia,
hunger, and lawsuits.

13. For Michael Downes, "Panurge, Ulysse et les 'gens curieux,
'" Etudes

rabelaisiennes 13 (1976),139-45, "curiosity," opacity, and debtmake Panurge
the traditional bad courtier. In the same volume, Gerard Defaux cites Panurge' s
need to dominate ("De Pantagruelau Tiers livre: Panurge et Ie pouvoir," p. 171).

14. Edwin Duval, "Panurge, Perplexity, and the Ironic Design ofRabelais' s
Tiers Livre," Renaissance Quarterly 35 (1982), 381-400.

15. For a similar bag see The Third Book 15.

16. Satires, Epigrams and Verse Letters, ed. W. Milgate (Oxford: Clarendon,
1967). Back home, the narrator sees the court while in "a trance / Like his, who
dreamt he saw hell" (155-57). Most hear a reference to Dante, who has no

"trance"; Donne may mean Pasquine in a traunce by Caelius Curio, a satirical
report on postmortem worlds, trans. William Phiston (1566, 1584). Donne's
Ignatiusworks the sameMenippean vein. CompareChrist'swarning in Pasquine
"that in the night none can worke, that is to say in death" (sig. aa2) with Donne's
Satire III: "Yet strive so, that before age, deaths twilight, / Thy Soule rest, for
none can worke in that night" (83-84).

17. Thomas Hester, KindPitty andBrave Scorn: John Donne's "Satyres"
(Durham: DukeUniv. Press, 1982) calls him the speaker's "parodic doppelganger"
(80, 82). Many call him a "bore" or "boor" like the pest in Horace's Satire I. ix, but
he is too ominous to be dull, and although gone to seed is less boorish than
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pseudo-courtly.
18. Jerome Schwartz, Irony and Ideology in Rabelais: Structures of

Subversion (Cambridge: CambridgeUniv. Press, 1990), p. 34, notes the "complic­
ity" of Panurge and Pantagruel.

19. For Terence Cave, "Panurge, Pathelin and OtherPolyglots," Lapidary
Inscriptions: Renaissance Essays for Donald A. Stone, Jr., eds. Barbara C.
Bowen and Jerry C. Nash (Lexington: FrenchForum, 1991), Panurge' s Babel-like
impudence undercuts Gargantua's univocal paternal advice. EdwinM. Duval,
TheDesign ofRabelais 'sPantagruel (New Haven: YaleUniv. Press, 1991) and
Schwartz, Irony, note how talk postpones charitable action.

20. Howard Erskine-Hill, "Courtiers out ofHorace," JohnDonne: Essays
in Celebration, ed. A.J. Smith (London: Methuen, 1972),273-307, stresses
Donne's departure from Horace. A translation ofGiovanni Botero's Travellers
breviat (1611, sig. Q2) says ofHorace's "irksome companion" that here "you
shall see the French natural [i.e., basic nature], very lively and admirably well
described."

21. Hence the allusion to Babel, says Nancy Mason Bradbury, "Speaker
and Structure inDonne'sSatyreIV," SEL25 (1985),87-107. Cf. James S. Baumlin,
John Donne and the Rhetorics ofRenaissance Discourse (Columbia: Univ. of
Missouri Press, 1991).

22. Schwartz, Irony, p. 33; so too Duval, Design, p. 66.
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baisant la terre et se recommand a Dieu au demourant, puys qu' une foys I' on se

y veult mettre. Aultre asceurance ne vous en scauroys te donner."
24. Hester, 119-27, forwhomPhrygius isa "purist,"notatheist(119-27). Like

Panurge he does not dare commit himself.
25. Baumlin, 127.
26. Line 85, punning on "will" as erotic desire and "do" as sexual

intercourse. Emory Elliott, "The Narrative and Allusive Unity of Donne's
Satyres," JEGP 75 (1976), 105-16, notes allusions to adultery.

27. See Fred J. Nichols's beguiling "Generating the Unwritten Text: The
Case ofRabelais," L 'Esprit createurTs (1988), 7-17.

28. Francois Moreau, "La bibliotheque de I'Abbaye de Saint-Victor,"
Litteratures 19 (1988), 37-42, notes the lack ofBibles.

29. Barbara C. Bowen, "Rabelais and the Library of Saint-Victor," in
Lapidary Inscriptions: RenaissanceessaysforDonaldA. Stone, Jr., ed. Barbara
C. Bowen and Jerry C. Nash (Lexington: French Forum, 1991), 159-70, examines
this title; she also notes thatwhatever Rabelais' s and van Hutten' s disgustwith
his bias against Jewish books, Ortwin in fact had humanist credentials.
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30. On "chimera" and "vacuum" as useful "empty names" in logic, see
Desmond Paul Henry, ThatMost Subtle Question (Questio Subtilissima): The
Metaphysical Bearing ofMedieval and Contemporary Linguistic Disciplines
(Manchester: Manchester Univ. Press, 1984), pp. 1-3.

31. Ed. Evelyn Simpson, trans. Percy Simpson (London: Nonesuch, 1930).
The books are not for sale for obvious reasons, but "non vendibilium" may also
connect somehow to Donne's uneasy relation to print and a general public.
Annabel Patterson, Reading Between the Lines (Madison; Univ. ofWisconsin

Press, 1993), pp. 185-86, 191-92, sees Catalogus as evidence of Donne's

continuing distrust of courts and power.
32. Found in the Library ofMadame de Montpensier; see J.H.M. Salmon,

"French Satire in the Late Sixteenth Century," Sixteenth Century Journal 3
(1975),57-88.

33. "A Nocturnall" (recalling the visit to the land of Quintessence in
Rabelais's Fifth Book, where the queen 's servants manipulate nothing) and "A
Valediction ofWeeping."

34. Evelyn M. Simpson, A Study ofthe Prose Works ofJohn, pp. 319-20.


