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“Geoffrey Ashe, one of Britain’s most outstanding historians, paints a vivid picture of Francis Dashwood’s Hell-Fire Club and other similar secret societies in this page-turning review of one of England’s most audacious periods of history.”

ANDREW COLLINS, BESTSELLING AUTHOR OF GÖBEKLI TEPE

“A sweeping history of libertinism seen through the lens of the English ‘clubs’ of the eighteenth century. Precise and cogent, it also freely wanders the halls of infamy, painting portraits of some of the subject’s most notorious figures. The motto ‘do what thou will’ defines a stance through this history, one that pulls at the Gordian knots of pain and pleasure, freedom and destiny.”

JESSE BRANSFORD, ASSOCIATE PROFESSOR OF VISUAL ARTS AND CHAIR OF 
THE DEPARTMENT OF ART AND ART PROFESSIONS AT NYU
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PREFACE TO THE 2019 EDITION

This book had its origin in a casual remark by a publisher, who told me that there was no good account of the Hell-Fire clubs of the eighteenth century. While the topic was remote from anything I had written till then, he was generous enough to suggest that I might be able to fill the gap.

I knew nothing about these organizations, except for the well-known one associated with a Thames-side retreat at Medmenham. And virtually all I knew about that was from Three Men in a Boat. Jerome K. Jerome had this to say about it:

The famous Medmenham monks, or “Hell-Fire Club,” as they were commonly called, and of whom the notorious Wilkes was a member, were a fraternity whose motto was “Do as you please,” and that invitation still stands over the ruined doorway of the abbey.

Jerome called the Club “a congregation of irreverent jesters” but said nothing further about it, being more interested in the real Cistercian abbey that formerly occupied the site.

That motto over the doorway, more accurately, “Do what you will,” was in French, and as I looked into the subject I realized that it was not original. It had a distinguished ancestry. “Do what you will” appeared in Rabelais’s Gargantua, as the rule—the only rule—of his imagined Utopian “abbey” of Thélème. This was an intriguing linkage. Did the motto appear anywhere else, I wondered, whether in its Rabelaisian form or in some equivalent? Was there such a thing as a spelled-out anti-moral tradition? If so, who expressed it and where did it lead? Such questions were topical at that time, because of what many regarded as a wave of moral anarchy unleashed by the “hippie” activities of the sixties; activities that took not only cheerful and creative forms but perverted and dreadful ones, such as the murderous Family of Charles Manson in California. Reflecting on all this, I thought it raised a real issue.

It is tempting to suppose that uninhibited “doing what you will,” without restraints from religion or conventional ethics, is a way to freedom; that libertinism, to use an old-fashioned word, means Liberty. But is that actually so? What has happened when people have tried it, in reality or fiction?

That question may sound rather abstract and academic. When considering it, I realized that the only way to answer it was by examining actual historical instances. What has happened when people have really tried to live and act this way, in open reality or in well-conceived fiction? The answers turned up a medley of out-of-the-way history around which this book took shape.

Here is a sample. After Rabelais himself, my first encounter with his motto was at the Elizabethan court. John Dee, the royal astrologer, fixed the date of the coronation. He was a polymath, employed on diplomatic and secret-service missions. During debates about England’s policy in the New World, he coined the term “British Empire.” Late in life, Dee became interested in an early form of spiritualism, working with a medium called Kelley, who transmitted messages in a secret language. One favored spirit was a young girl named Madimi. At first her messages were innocuous. She transmitted a Rabelaisian command: “Behold you are become free. Do that which pleases you. Do even as you list.” Madimi followed this up with a specific order to Dee and Kelley to exchange wives. Mrs. Dee resented this order, but the four-some took shape. It is not clear whether Dee expanded Madimi’s order into a general rule.

With the Rabelaisian precept in mind, I was interested to discover that eighteenth-century London had a Hell-Fire Club before Medmenham. There were about forty members, and women were admitted as well as men, an exception among London’s many clubs. The members met for blasphemy sessions, including dinners with dishes given appropriate names, such as “Devil’s Loins.” In 1721 the Club was suppressed by royal decree.

It may seem strange, at this distance in time, that George I should be so concerned about anything so trivial. But while blasphemers were trivial, the president of the Club was not. He was the amazing and troublemaking Duke of Wharton, who rushed about Europe wasting his fortune, meddling in English politics, trying to help Spain recover Gibraltar, and aligning himself with Jacobite diehards. Wharton could not be ignored because he used his money to publish an opposition paper called The True Briton and clamored for “Liberty!” as he understood it. Long after Wharton’s death, he was still a legend of lawlessness. The villain in Richardson’s novel Clarissa Harlowe is based on him.

When I confronted the actual organization based at Medmenham, my first discovery was that it was not actually called the Hell-Fire Club. That was a nickname suggested by the one in London and one or two later ones in England and Ireland. Properly speaking, it was the Order of the Friars of St. Francis of Wycombe. The founder and head, Sir Francis Dashwood, apparently assembled a rich and exclusively male membership at regular intervals during the 1750s in the disused Medmenham Abbey with the Rabelaisian maxim over the door and led them in quasi-religious ritual making fun of religion, after which they adjourned for lavish banquets and orgies with imported women. Sir Francis supplied a private library for their use, which was doubtless well stocked with pornography.

Such then was Medmenham from which this book proceeded. To revert to the serious question: it certainly promoted libertinism, but did it, in any intelligible sense, promote liberty? Curiously, and indirectly, it did.

England was governed by dominant Whigs and disgruntled Tories. The regime was very stable and depended largely on wealth, patronage, and corruption. The only political dissent came from devotees of a book called The Idea of a Patriot King, in which the author maintained that an ideal monarch would stand above the parties, appointing ministers of his choice and breaking the oligarchy. Sir Francis Dashwood was one of these dissenters, and for a time he and his fellow dissenters actually influenced government, but Dashwood, to put it mildly, was not leadership material.

However, by an odd quirk of fate, one of the Hell-Fire brethren was. Jerome K. Jerome singled him out correctly as “the notorious Wilkes.” Because of him, a popular cry of “Liberty!” was heard in the streets of London.

John Wilkes was MP for Aylesbury and a latecomer to Medmenham. He is described as ugly, unprincipled, brilliant, and sexually very active. Like Wharton, he brought out a paper of his own, the North Briton. When members of the Dashwood set came for a while into government, Wilkes assumed he would be offered a job. One of his ideas was that he should govern Canada. However, he was passed over. He took his revenge by publishing scandalous revelations about Medmenham.

He went on to declare in his paper that the proposed reform of the monarchy would be a step toward tyranny. That was too much. The government tried to lock him up in the Tower, but he managed to stay at large. Crowds of sympathizers followed him with cheers. He went on to become a popular hero, and for many years afterward the slogan of popular reform was “Wilkes and Liberty!”

Wilkes, at any rate, did combine liberty and libertinism. With his example, we can go on to explore the question more fully. Who else has done it?

When this book was completed in 1974, its centerpiece was the eighteenth-century Hell-Fire confraternity. However, to put them in perspective, the text looks as far back as Rabelais and as far ahead as the sixties ferment. Its original title, Do What You Will: A History of Anti-morality, reflects this wider scope.

A few words and phrases in the 1974 edition are no longer acceptable, such as man and mankind for humanity in general. They are still here in the text, but my use of them had no sexist intent; they were normal then. With one or two dated expressions such as “Women’s Lib,” it has seemed to me that such things should usually be left as they are, with the understanding that the book is a product of its time, and that these awkwardnesses (as they have now, unforeseeably, become) have no bearing on it as a historical study. The prologue is more especially a product of its time, but I have left even this as written, with a note intended to put it in perspective. The last few pages are necessarily somewhat remodeled. Here too I added a note.

Reconsidering the book, I am not sure how far it has any claim to be a contribution to history, or to the understanding of the human condition. I am quite sure, however, that it was fun to write, and that I am glad to have made the acquaintance of some of the people who figure in it . . . some, but not all. Most emphatically, not all.

GEOFFREY ASHE 

GLASTONBURY, SEPTEMBER 20, 2018



PROLOGUE

“HELL IS THE PLACE FOR ME”*1

“Paradise? What have I to do there?” said Aucassin . . . “None go to Paradise but I’ll tell you who. Your old priests and your old cripples, and the halt and maimed, who are down on their knees day and night, before altars and in old crypts; those also that wear mangy old cloaks, or go in rags and tatters, shivering and shoeless and showing their sores, and who die in hunger and want and cold and misery. Such are they who go to Paradise; and what have I to do with them? Hell is the place for me. For to Hell go the fine churchmen, and the fine knights, killed in the tourney or in some grand war, the brave soldiers and the gallant gentlemen. With them will I go. There go also the fair gracious ladies who have lovers two or three besides their lord. There go the gold and the silver, the sables and ermines. There go the harpers and the minstrels and the kings of the earth. With them will I go, so I have Nicolette my most sweet friend with me.”

Those are the words of the teenage lover in Aucassin and Nicolette, a graceful little French romance eight centuries old. Nicolette’s guardian has locked her away. He can’t allow Aucassin to marry her, he explains. As for just sleeping with her . . . well, according to the church, it would ruin the boy’s chances of Paradise. When Aucassin retorts that he can do without Paradise and would rather go to Hell (in good company) so long as he can take her with him, generations of readers have felt like applauding.

Today we might not put the choice in quite the same terms. Yet the choice is real. Most people merely lack the courage to be fundamental enough. What Aucassin implies is this: “Forget all rules. Snap your fingers at all Establishments. Do your own thing. Be yourself.” Now where, in fact, is the catch? Why shouldn’t the clue to life be just as blindingly simple as that? Is it so absurd to suggest that the secret of freedom and fulfillment is to be free and fulfilled; and even to do what Society pronounces damnation upon, if the mood takes you?

Until recently such subversive questions have seldom been asked and, when asked, have seldom been pressed. Official ideals, codified virtues, have held a near monopoly of the media. And of course the right may indeed be on the angels’ side. Yet whether they speak the language of the Bible, or Marx, or scientific humanism, it does seem as if those who challenge their point of view have a case to answer. A breeze of doubt is blowing. Arthur Koestler, for instance, has criticized the human species for being—in a sense—too good. He means that Man has far too much readiness for devotion to principles and causes; far too much readiness to persecute and crusade his way to salvation—to his own version of the Paradise that Aucassin, with naive wisdom, doesn’t care about.

Organized goodness has had a long inning and, it must be confessed, often a painful one. In the Middle Ages, religious orders presided over the torture of heretics, while chivalric orders presided over the slaughter of infidels. At least the monks and knights seldom claimed to be fighting for liberty. But when liberty became the fashion, it produced tyrants of its own, such as the Jacobins, led by that austere moralist Robespierre. “Oh, Liberty!” exclaimed Madame Roland as she approached the guillotine. “What crimes are committed in your name!” Of course Liberty’s moralists have also behaved better than that. We may think of the idealism of the pioneer Zionists, or the saintly nonviolence of Mahatma Gandhi. Yet we may still wonder whether the person who elects not to be so virtuous, who indeed does his own thing and goes to Hell by his own route, is perhaps a truer apostle of freedom than many professed zealots for it. Certainly he is less dangerous.

But what happens when people try it, consciously and deliberately? Can there be, has there ever been, an actual mystique of “badness,” or at least ethical irresponsibility, like the mystique of goodness? An open-minded attempt to enrich and liberate human life through anti-morality?

Plenty of pro-moralists would retort: “It’s all around you . . . and just look at it!” and some would go on to pour themselves out against permissiveness, pornography, and whatever else offends their own outraged virtue. Such clichés can be discounted. Still, the retort has something solid in it. This issue is not merely historical or academic. It is contemporary. The current anguish of Western society forces us to confront it and come to terms with it either by a firm “No” and moral commitment, or by an unprejudiced grapple with disturbing facts.

In the 1970s it does appear that anti-morality is not just a negation, that it can be a way of life, and sometimes indeed a horrifying way. For instance, the last word has yet to be said on the conviction of Charles Manson, in California, for what was inadequately known as the Sharon Tate murder. But there is no doubt that the case revealed how a paranoid, undersized, oversexed young man with a prison record could form a lawless community and call it his Family; could convince admirers that his squalid and boring pseudocommune was a base for the liberation of the oppressed; could surround himself with a religious aura; could attract all the women he wanted to his personal Cause; and could spellbind them and others into a vicious program of crime and assassination.

The London Daily Telegraph commented editorially (January 27, 1971) with much literary allusion, a touch of verbal cleverness, and one deeply significant choice of words.

THE SON OF MAN

“And what rough beast, its hour come round at last, slouches towards Bethlehem to be born?” To this question, posed by Yeats in his terrifying poem “The Second Coming,” Charles Manson may provide another part of the answer. Of course Yeats was not thinking of this particular murderer in California. But surely he was thinking of what Manson represents—the post-Christian chaos which we now see swirling and rising about us, a chaos in which good and evil are confounded. For Yeats knew that Christianity would be succeeded not by cold reason, tolerance, and abstract benevolence, or not only by these things; . . . that into the minds left vacant by God will pour not philosophy, or not always philosophy, but demons. In the Manson “family” we may clearly see the features, hideously distorted, of a pseudoreligion.

We live, the young of us in particular, in an age of wild, almost insane, romanticism. Rousseau himself would be amazed to know what is said, thought, and felt today. He thought that man was naturally good. The causes of evil he found in law, society, custom, restraint. This sentimental view was memorably rebuked by Coleridge. . . .

Yet some of the young have contrived to out-Rousseau Rousseau. For, where he modestly proclaimed that man without chains would be good, they proclaim that whatever unchained man does is good, even if it is manifestly evil. . . . Do what thou wilt, they cry, shall be the only law; and drugs are invoked to free the will of the last vestiges of the old tyranny of reason, morality, and charity. These or the like must be the beliefs of all those, far more numerous than the “family,” who appear to respect or admire Manson as a man who has fearlessly and ruthlessly “done his thing.” . . . We stand in awe and ask . . . whether the wickedness of Hitler and his disciples did not represent the future as much as the past.

Through all the righteousness comes a genuine question. The author of the article assumes that he knows the answer to it. Others are not so sure. It is best stated in slightly old-fashioned language. Is there any connection between liberty and libertinism? Do you, or can you, promote human freedom and fulfillment in general through the personal freedom that sheds morality? It may be a long way from Aucassin’s slap at an ecclesiastical “Thou Shalt Not” to Manson’s defiance of even liberal values. Yet unless we can draw a line between these two, or find some method of restating the issue, we must accept that the one implies the other. Both have the motto “Hell is the place for me.”

A few months after the Manson verdict, a prosecution was brought in England against the underground magazine Oz. This magazine had carried an article offering a cautious plea in extenuation of Manson. It was prosecuted, however, for something else—a “schoolkids’ issue,” which, it was charged, might corrupt the schoolkids. Oz was pronounced obscene. When it resumed publication, the editors declared that the main result had been to draw sexual and political revolutionaries together. Within certain limits, at any rate, the Libertines and the Libertarians had found that they were allies.

But are they? Really?

Look again at that excerpt from the Telegraph. The writer sums up an attitude in a slogan: “Do what thou wilt, they cry, shall be the only law.” That slogan happens to be a quotation (or to be precise, a slight misquotation) and a clue. To put Manson and Oz in true perspective, we have only to follow up the clue: to discover who proclaimed such a slogan first, who has echoed it since, who has tried to live by it, and with what results. These are not catchall questions of the kind that will bring in anybody who fits a thesis. They are exact, with exact answers. Over the past few centuries, guided by the key phrase in slightly varying forms, we can pick out our major anti-moralists. We can link them together, tracing the outlines and evolution of a credo, both in theory and in practice.

The quest is strange and unsettling. It discloses scenes of pleasure and laughter, and also some of the most extreme horrors ever conceived. It introduces us to cults of the Natural, the Unnatural, the Supernatural; to magic, black and otherwise; to proofs, in fact, that Charles Manson stands in a succession. It takes us into an underworld of banned books and revolutionary ideas too shocking for those whom historians label as revolutionaries. Also it gives intriguing glimpses of several public figures: a prime minister; a chancellor of the Exchequer; two founders of American independence; an eminent Victorian poet. In the words of an old phrase, daydreamers build castles in Spain. Taking a hint from Aucassin we might describe anti-moralists as building castles in Hell. Such castles, however alluring or alarming, have often been as unreal as the Spanish kind. But not always.



PART ONE

Speculation




1

THE ABBEY OF ALL DELIGHTS


THE RESTLESS RABELAIS

In 1535 a brilliant, wayward French priest, who had been both a Franciscan and a Benedictine, reached certain conclusions about the monastic life. He not only reached them but published them, an act that took courage. The ideal community, he said, would house men and women under the same roof; and they could live together splendidly in defiance of Heaven, with no other rule than “Do what you will.”

This priest has given a word to the language. In fact he has given two words to quite a number of languages. If you say “Rabelaisian,” it will start an idea in the minds of more people than have read him. If you say “Gargantuan,” it will start another idea, and a fairer one. François Rabelais was much more than a purveyor of smut. The word, which is taken from the name of his book, with its hint of vast, exuberant size, is a truer hint of what Rabelais is about: growth, the shaking off of petty controls, giant laughter, and giant zest.

The cleric who launched the slogan of anti-morality was a restless figure, more understandable today than at any other point in the stretch of time between him and us. With all the gifts needed for success, he refused to succeed. With a career mapped out for him, he refused to follow it. John Cowper Powys, the novelist and mystic, hailed him in the 1940s as a prophet for the dawning Aquarian Age.

Rabelais was no drifter. His roots were deep in the soil of France. His 
birthplace, the country round it, the speech and folk wisdom of the people, the 
everyday concerns of his family—these stayed with him wherever he went, keeping 
his thoughts close to the solid world. But because he chose his own irregular 
way, the places, the family involvements, the folklore, came through his mental 
prisms transformed into a fantasia that challenged every respectable assumption 
and united the spokesmen of religion (who were at war on all other issues) in a 
common hatred of Rabelais.

He was a lawyer’s son, born at Chinon, probably in 1494: his life ran parallel with the opening up of the New World. Not attracted by his father’s profession, he entered the Church and was sent to the Franciscans at La Baumette near Angers. It was precisely the wrong choice, made, perhaps, because of family influence: a bright boy with an ardor to learn was dumped on the least learned of the Church’s orders.

Routine and regulation closed in on him. A lifeless liturgy bored him. Neither good talk nor good reading was available to make up for the dullness of the cloister. In 1520 and 1521 we catch glimpses of him at another Franciscan house in Fonteney-le-Comte. He had been sending feelers outside, writing to Guillaume Budé, an apostle of the New Learning and founder of the study of Greek in France. Rabelais tackled Greek himself. His superiors confiscated his books. He complained, made an issue of it and got them back, but the rift was too wide to close.

After this clash, it seems, Rabelais managed to break away. He had been ordained a priest, and a priest he remained. But he found—for a while—a happier haven as secretary to a broad-minded bishop. By pulling wires in Rome the bishop got his difficult secretary the rare privilege of a transfer. Rabelais left the unlettered Franciscans and joined the book-loving Benedictines.

Even there he could not settle. To exchange one set of rules for another, to be tied still to a monastery as one’s base, to go nowhere in particular and do nothing in particular . . . it was too tamely acquiescent for him, in a Europe where restlessness like his own was approaching epidemic level.




RESENTMENT AND ENRICHMENT

For hundreds of years the Catholic Church had formed the mind of Christendom and imposed its own concept of the universe. At an inconceivable summit was God in his Heaven, with the angels and saints. His power descended through a system of subheavens containing the stars, planets, sun, and moon, to the Earth around which they revolved. Inside Earth was Hell, the home of the devils and the damned. Thus values were concretized in space. “Up” was good, and “down” was bad, with a scale of gradations from top to bottom.

Society was hierarchical like the cosmos. At any rate, it was supposed to be. There was the state hierarchy derived from the old feudal scheme: anointed kings at the top, and below them a pyramidal structure of nobles, priests, merchants, craftsmen, peasants. Overlapping it, not without conflict, was the Church hierarchy. God had founded this, coming to Earth as Jesus Christ. His “vicar” or deputy, the pope, stood at its apex, with the cardinals, bishops, and lesser clerics below.

The great chain of Being passed down from Man into the animal and vegetable creations, which existed to serve him. Every creature had a prescribed place, from the brightest archangel down to the humblest plant, indeed the most malign demon. And every rational being was subject to rules.

Supreme were the commandments of God, given through scripture in a clerically approved version, and through the teaching of Christ to his apostles. Then came the Church with commandments of its own—about marriage, confession, fasting, moneylending, and many other things—with the power to penalize anybody who broke them too flagrantly. Those who entered religious orders (Franciscans and Benedictines like Rabelais for instance) took special vows of poverty, chastity, and obedience, and submitted to the rules of their order. Entangled with the Church’s network was the huge complex of customs, obligations, statutes, and treaties governing lay society, which the king’s decrees and the king’s justice might or might not regulate for his subjects’ welfare.

After its fashion the pattern was logical, even beautiful. It had satisfied one of the greatest of philosophers, St. Thomas Aquinas, and one of the greatest of poets, Dante. But by Rabelais’s time, the time of the Renaissance, it was crumbling and tottering. Its logic could not cope with the facts anymore. Its stiff machinery creaked. The religion that sustained it had lost credit. The Church’s scholars, even the best of them, had spun webs of abstract reasoning so enormous and fragile that their language sounded unreal, out of touch. They no longer carried conviction in a world of tangible urgencies. Their opponents, aided by the invention of printing, did.

For by now they had opponents, and vocal ones. The New Learning was spreading through Europe. However often its pioneers—Erasmus, Thomas More, and others—reaffirmed their Christian belief, they seemed to stand for another Christianity, scornful of the Church as it was. The protests of the poor and the grievances of the enterprising were sapping authority. So was the social criticism coming from such men as More himself in his Utopia. Science was beginning to shake the official cosmos. In the Mediterranean and the Balkans, conquests by the infidel Turk had weakened Christendom’s morale; and the voyages of discovery to the Indies and America had not so much restored the old confidence as unleashed forces that were novel, incalculable, perhaps more subversive than despair itself.

Meanwhile Catholic doctrine was being challenged—if in very different, mutually contradictory ways—by Luther, Calvin, Henry VIII. Its custodians struck back with persecution and censorship. King Henry took to persecution himself, executing More among others; and Protestants did likewise when they achieved power. Fear was growing. So, even among Catholics, was dislike for the religious orders, which piled up wealth behind a rampart of privilege and condemned thousands of men and women to what was apt to look like a useless servitude. Growing also was resentment against the pope, his political meddling, and his incessant demands for money.

Through this toppling postmedieval society, François Rabelais wandered. A Benedictine monk, even a secretarial one, was not supposed to wander. Rabelais did. He opted out, ceasing, for practical purposes, to belong to his order. He visited universities and met scholars on their own ground as an equal. But he could not lose himself in the rarefied academic atmosphere. What kept him on the move was a feeling of loyalty to human beings, to the new science that he believed could enrich their lives, and the learning that he believed could release them from superstition.

In 1530 he enrolled at Montpellier University for a medical course. It gave him professional expertise, and also a fascination with the body, its structure, and workings, that never left him. In 1532 he went to Lyon, where the explosive art of printing flourished. Here he picked up jobs reading proofs and brought out the first part of the best seller that was to make his name. (He continued adding to it for the rest of his life and never quite finished.) At some point he fathered an illegitimate son. Nothing is known about the mother, very little about the boy.

Through all his further traveling—to Rome, to Turin, to Metz—Rabelais remained a priest, never unfrocked, if never active. Two influential patrons, the brothers Jean du Bellay (Archbishop of Paris) and Guillaume du Bellay, employed him in medical and other capacities. It was probably through Guillaume’s sponsorship that Rabelais was able to take over two parishes as an ordinary cure. These gave him an income—two incomes in fact—and he could unload the duties onto assistants. Outside literature his interests were wide, but not, in the priestly sense, pastoral. He spent much time trying to acclimatize exotic plants from Italy. He was among the first Frenchmen to raise melons, artichokes, and carnations.

Rabelais died in Paris on April 9, 1553. Perhaps, by then, he looked old; when he was buried they put down his age as seventy. Although his masterpiece was unfinished, he left a heap of notes and rough copies that some unknown and none-too-congenial editor worked up into a conclusion.




THE DELIGHTS AND GROTESQUERIES OF RABELAIS

The five-part work entitled The Histories of Gargantua and Pantagruel—which contains among other things (many other things) the first plain statement of the rule “Do what you will,” with a detailed imaginary application of it—is a strange book. It is about giants. At least, it starts out that way. Like a later book using the same motif, Gulliver’s Travels, it looks simpler than it is. It also looks cruder. Its sophistication is not the sophistication of cultured pornography, and to read Gargantua for that is to be disappointed. Rabelais’s notorious dirt is bluntly anatomical, often excretory, and not often funny. Many readers have come to him looking for the one thing his name suggests to them, and then been put off him altogether on finding out what he is actually like.

Even his more intellectual improprieties have very little in common with, say, Myra Breckinridge or Portnoy’s Complaint. The intellectual part of the joke is apt to be donnish. A great deal of Rabelais is summed up in his account of the giant Gargantua’s first visit to the French capital.

The people so pestered him, in fact, that he was compelled to take a rest on the towers of Notre-Dame; and when from there he saw so many, pressing all around him, he said in a clear voice:

“I think these clodhoppers want me to pay for my kind reception and offer them a solatium. They are quite justified, and I am going to give them some wine, to buy my welcome. But only in sport, par ris.”

Then, with a smile, he undid his magnificent codpiece and, bringing out his john-thomas, pissed on them so fiercely that he drowned two hundred and sixty thousand, four hundred and eighteen persons, not counting the women and small children.

A number of them, however, were quick enough on their feet to escape this piss-flood; and when they reached the top of the hill above the University, sweating, coughing, spitting, and out of breath, they began to swear and curse, some in a fury and others in sport (par ris). “Carymary, Carymara! My holy tart, we’ve been drenched in sport! We’ve been drenched par ris.”

Hence it was that the city was ever afterwards called Paris. Formerly it had been named Leucetia, as Strabo tells us in his fourth book; which in Greek signifies white place. This was on account of the white thighs of the ladies of that city.

To expurgate Rabelais by the standards prevailing before the 1960s (it has been tried) would mean cutting many passages. Yet hardly anything in the parts you would have to cut is in the least erotic. As a matter of fact Gargantua has few female characters. Though half the action results from somebody’s attempts to decide whether he ought to marry, we never meet any prospective wife. Rabelais was not homosexual, but his imagination did work better in a male milieu. Toward women his tone is often suspicious, sometimes hostile. Various theories have been offered, such as rejection by his mother, or a hangover from the medieval antifeminism complained of by Chaucer’s Wife of Bath. Whatever these factors may have amounted to, sex never excited him as much as some other activities, which, in his time, were virtually male preserves. The point is important. The sexual emancipation that Rabelais does herald is only part of a grander vision.

In his zest for the new liberty of the Renaissance, one thing that distinguished him from most of its leaders was a rediscovery of the body and of physical life in general, which the Middle Ages had undervalued. Rabelais believed in material joys and sensual delights, to be found in eating and drinking and all sorts of pursuits besides fornication. Working outward from those fundamentals, he believed also in material progress. He dreamed of human potentialities realized to the full. Scholars such as Erasmus thought of advances of the mind and spirit; Rabelais thought also of physical achievement, science, invention, exploration. If morals were a shackle, then so much the worse for morals. When he unleashed his imagination in fiction, the huge deeds of his giants reduced human constraints to pettiness.

Rabelais differed from the main Renaissance vanguard in another respect. He was rooted in the popular folkways. The ribaldry of his writing is functional in more senses than one. It boils up from social levels beneath the notice of the wealthy and cultured, though familiar long since to medieval craftsmen and scribes, who would carve absurd figures in the stones of cathedrals and draw amusing animals in the illuminated margins of prayer books. Behind Rabelais is an anonymous hubbub of rustic festivals, picnics, games, vulgar stories, coarse comic songs, street cries, and swear words.

Constantly his mind reverts to an age-old grotesquerie of the body—a realm of cartoons, comic masks, made-up clowns, deformity, lavatory jokes; of stock double entendre and allusion (such as saying “nose” when you mean another organ). The carnivals where all this flourished were free-spoken occasions, often “feasts of misrule,” with a cheerful topsy-turvydom that repulsed care and fear by laughter. They had their ancestry in such events as the Roman Saturnalia, the crazy liberating feast where for a moment all were equal, anything went, and the golden age of the old god Saturn was supposed to return. Medieval popular laughter had a defiant quality. It was a retort of unbroken spirits to the world system: to the terror of overlords, clerics, natural forces, Heaven itself. All this, Rabelais had absorbed.

But he could express it as no one else could. He was a lover of words and their uninhibited use. His writing echoes the French of ordinary people. When he does turn to Latin like a respectable author, it is often to an impudent underworld Latin of parody and ridicule, employed long before him in rude travesties of biblical texts, comic prayers to go with drinking and gambling, pseudowills for farm animals.

In exploiting the gross ebullience of human nature, Rabelais half-believed, half-knew, that he was doing something more profound. As a doctor, he had learned from the classical authority Galen to look for God’s true purposes in his works, and especially in the body and its functions, barring none. He had seen also how the rustic festivals followed the immemorial cycle of seedtime and harvest, birth and mating and death, giving a voice and ritual power to what was otherwise voiceless. He found the hint for his mythos of Liberty, as no other Renaissance celebrity did, in ancient and earthy peasant lore. Here he could get, so to speak, behind orthodox morality and the orthodox rule books of the medieval cosmos.

A Breton folk saga supplied Rabelais with the giant motif itself. Tales of Gargantua had been handed down orally for centuries and diffused gradually over the Loire country that was the writer’s homeland. Gargantua was originally a Celtic titan or demigod, a Breton relative of the giants of Cornwall, belonging to the same magical realm as the Merlin and King Arthur of Cornish legend. His name is derived from a word meaning “to swallow,” and he was famous for stupendous eating and drinking. He left his mark on the landscape. Rocks and megaliths came to be known as Gargantua’s Finger, as his Bed, his Shoes, his Quoits. The giant was good-natured but unpredictable. He roamed about the country carrying servants in his pocket.

In 1522, at Lyon, an unknown author put some of the fables into print, probably improving on them in the process. The result was a parody of courtly Arthurian romance. He started with Gargantua’s father Grant-Gosier. This senior giant, he explained, was made by Merlin out of blood from Sir Lancelot’s wounds and the bones of a male whale. The wizard also created a giantess out of Guinevere’s nail parings and the bones of a female whale and added a gigantic mare to carry the couple. Together they produced Gargantua. After various youthful exploits, such as stealing the bells of Notre-Dame, Gargantua was enlisted by Merlin in King Arthur’s service and wafted to Britain on a cloud. He slew Arthur’s enemies by the hundred thousand, ate shiploads of food, drank barrels of cider at a gulp, and finally departed to the same fairyland as the king himself, where they both still are.

The skit has a curious authenticity. It goes behind the chivalric Round Table image to a cruder stratum of popular tradition and resembles some of the earliest Arthur stories, those that were told in Wales before the court poets tidied him up. Hence Rabelais found it congenial, and when he also found that the reading public was buying it, he began his own work in the form of a sequel.

He invented Gargantua’s son Pantagruel. The name came from a play that some other unknown had written under the appropriate pseudonym of Merlin. The proto-Pantagruel was a sprite representing the salt seawater and causing thirst; his name means “all-thirst.” Rabelais, turning him into a further member of the giant family, explains that he was born during a drought—a topical illusion to a real drought in 1532. But the name now carries a hint, which grows clearer as the story advances, of that thirst for experience, enjoyment, and knowledge that the Establishment of Rabelais’s youth had frowned on.

When his tale of Pantagruel was well received, Rabelais prefaced it with a new account of Gargantua himself, the book that now stands first in the series. This is the one that proclaims the rule “Do what you will”: how, we shall see in a moment. He published it in 1535. It was a bold action. Religious fury was running high, all writers were suspect, and the Pantagruel volume had already been denounced as obscene. Rabelais went into hiding for a while. Then his protector Jean du Bellay, now a cardinal, took him to Rome and out of danger. The remaining books, dealing chiefly with Pantagruel’s further career, followed some years later.

As a more or less complete work in five books, Gargantua (to shorten its title) defies summary. It has no plot, and many different themes and targets. In the background is a symbolic idea of Past, Present, and Future. Rabelais presents three generations of giants. Grandgousier, as he calls Gargantua’s father, belongs to an ancient world of rustic simplicity. Gargantua himself is a figure of civilized society up to now. Pantagruel looks ahead—sometimes—to a new wisdom that will liberate mankind. The giants themselves alter. At first they are colossal and make ordinary human beings look small and silly. As they come to embody fresh ideas, they shrink. Gargantua, having gone off to the Arthurian fairyland of Morgan le Fay, makes a brief return; and when he returns he can sit in an ordinary chair. Pantagruel, too, ceases to be gigantic. Both foreshadow human approaches to human problems. But before then, there is much upsetting to do.

Around his giants Rabelais builds an obstreperous topsy-turvydom, in the spirit of the old feats of misrule. He portrays parody wars that make real wars idiotic. He describes scholars’ debates and lawyers’ arguments that turn scholars and lawyers into clowns. One character visits the Underworld and finds every approved hero reduced to ignominy: Romulus making salt, Alexander darning socks. Other characters sail off on an Atlantic quest (a further borrowing from Celtic mythology) and discover islands where all the inhabitants are absurd in different ways. Yet we also get glimpses of what the author seriously desires: prophetic educational schemes; grandiose feasts and splendors; voyages of exploration; technological progress—including flight, not merely atmospheric but interplanetary.

At the end (if the end is Rabelais’s own, as it probably is in substance) comes a visit to an oracle, and a strange touch of solemnity that finally turns the entire medieval order inside out. The priestess of the oracle commits the pilgrims to the protection of God and calls him “that sphere which has its centre everywhere and its circumference nowhere.” The phrase is not Rabelais’s. It occurs in the writings of medieval authors, including a saint, Bonaventure. But the Rabelaisian setting makes it defiant and radical. God is not “up there.” The source of good is not “above,” far away from ourselves. It is among us, within reach. The priestess goes on:

So much as you can see in the heavens . . . so much as the earth reveals to you . . . is not to be compared with what is concealed in the earth.

Figuratively speaking, dig down. Don’t gape at the sky, in spite of its reputation . . . as Samuel Beckett has put it since.




THE ANTI-MONASTERY

In all this medley, Rabelais seldom produces anything sympathetic. He seldom wants to. But he can, when he feels inclined, and once he does it on an impressive scale, in the episode of the Abbey of Thélème. Here conscious anti-morality, offered as a key to freedom and the enrichment of life, first appears in Christian Europe.

Why an abbey? Rabelais had sampled two religious orders and quit both. But the monastic pattern had left its imprint on him. Reading Gargantua we feel that he can’t simply forget his old comrades in the cloister. He even has an amused affection for them. He does despite their besetting vices, laziness and hypocrisy. But he still cares enough to make a monk one of the heroes of his story; a monk who is neither lazy nor hypocritical.

Friar John, who becomes Abbot of Thélème, is introduced first at the monastery of Seuilly. During one of the grotesque mini-wars, raiders burst into the monastery vineyard. The monks’ only idea of coping with this crisis is to chant Latin prayers. John alone, to his prior’s indignation, actually urges them to do something. Armed with a large cross, he chases off the marauders himself. When Gargantua takes part in the war, Friar John aids him with the same energy and dash. After victory the giant, as a reward, offers to make him abbot of an existing community. But John won’t have it.

“How should I be able to govern others,” he said, “when I don’t know how to govern myself? . . . Give me leave to found an abbey after my own devices.”

So Gargantua gives him an estate, Thélème, stretching along the Loire to within six miles of the forest of Port-Huault. Rabelais has a pun in mind. Thelema is Greek for “will.” Friar John announces his plan, which is in keeping with the spirit of the whole story. He wants to found a religious order that shall be the opposite of all others. The Abbey of Thélème is to be an anti-monastery.

Gargantua approves the plan, financing it out of his gargantuan treasury, and the Abbey is built. Rabelais describes it carefully and lovingly, with masses of voluptuous detail. He may have taken a hint for his Thelemic Order from certain irreverent medieval parodies—pseudomonastic “rules” for fornicators and dropouts—but the main conception is purely his.

The Abbey stands on the south bank of the Loire. It is a hexagon, with round towers at the angles. Each tower is 60 yards across, and each connecting wall is 312 yards long, with six stories of rooms inside. Between the tower nearest the river and its neighbor on the west the six stories contain libraries, one above another, for books in Greek, Latin, Hebrew, French, Italian, and Spanish. Between two other towers are “fine wide galleries, all painted with ancient feats of arms, histories, and views of the world.”

Inside the enclosure are courts and fountains, buildings with terraces on the roofs, spacious halls with pictures and sculptures; a theater, a tilting ground, a scented swimming bath. The living quarters have 9,332 apartments for the inmates, with green carpets, tapestries on the walls, embroidered bedclothes, long mirrors in golden frames. (Given the six-story plan throughout, this might just be feasible, though the apartments would be cell-like. But Rabelais probably hasn’t worked it out. He likes to play with big, comically “exact” numbers.) Outside along the river are tennis courts, pleasure gardens, stables, a maze, an orchard, a park, a wood.

In this Renaissance luxury hotel Rabelais places his ideal community. Now the ex-monk’s imagination really begins to soar. Thélème is to be made up of both sexes, admitted young. No woman is to be let in unless she is beautiful, well built, and sweet natured. Men must have corresponding good qualities. Because, in the Church, monks and nuns are expected never to leave, the Thelemites are allowed to leave when they choose, though we get the impression that they won’t often want to. Because, in the Church, monks and nuns are vowed to poverty, chastity, and obedience, the Thelemites are allowed to make money and marry and generally suit themselves. Every encouragement is given them to develop their talents. They learn languages. They read and write. They compose music and play it. They compete in games. They deck themselves out with superb clothes and exotic perfumes, ringing the changes on every fashion.

Whereas the Church’s religious orders carry regulated morality to a height, the Order of Thélème does the reverse.

All their life was regulated not by laws, statutes, or rules, but according to their free will and pleasure. They rose from bed when they pleased, and drank, ate, worked and slept when the fancy seized them. Nobody woke them; nobody compelled them either to eat or to drink, or to do anything else whatever. . . . In their rules there was only one clause:

DO WHAT YOU WILL

The French is Fay ce que vouldras. So here is the slogan, the clue we shall be following to the twentieth century. Rabelais means his readers to take it seriously. What does he intend by it?

To begin with, he has adapted it from an older saying, unimpeachably Christian. St. Augustine, in the fifth century CE, wrote: “Love, and do what you will.” Only love enough, and you can’t go wrong. But Augustine has no illusions about an emotional gush being a safe guide. You have to love rightly, wisely. In another place he says, “Virtue is the ordering of love.” Rabelais drops the “ordering.” In fact he drops the “love” part entirely, leaving only the “will.”

Does he really suppose that a random assemblage of 9,332 high-caliber young men and women—or even a far smaller number—could live together in peace while at liberty to rape, steal, fight, and cheat, as they felt inclined? Well, no. Having stated the One Rule, he goes on:

People who are free, well-born, well-bred and easy in honest company have a natural spur and instinct which drives them to virtuous deeds and deflects them from vice; and this they call honour. When these same men are depressed and enslaved by vile constraint and subjection, they use this noble quality, which once impelled them freely towards virtue to throw off and break this yoke of slavery. For we always strive after things forbidden and covet what is denied us.

Thélème is not anti-moral in the sense of promoting what society calls evil. Diabolism is far off; the clue will lead us to that, but not yet. Anything goes, but in practice not everything happens. In Rabelais’s opinion, evil attracts as forbidden fruit, and you can get rid of its attraction by lifting the veto. You can make people prefer the good if you give them total liberty . . . and if you handpick them first.




A PROPENSITY FOR DECENT BEHAVIOR

Thélème brings us face to face with what we shall find to be a recurring fact. Anti-moralists tend to believe in privilege and selection. They seldom extend their ideas to mankind at large. But while their philosophy is not for all, it is not solitary either. Their minds run on exclusive clubs, on coteries and enclosures. The phrase “Castles in Hell” is apt, even when the Heaven-defying revolt is as idyllic and Aucassin-like as it is at Thélème. Rabelais’s monks and nuns are disaffiliated. They have opted out of the socially sanctioned religion and ethic . . . but to form a society of their own in its own place. And their hexagonal fortress beside the Loire has a number of descendants, some imaginary, some real.

Thélème is adventurous, creative, artistic; but always within itself, apart from people in general. It is an enclave, not a Utopia. Rabelais is indulging a fancy that leads part of his mind in a direction where the rest, the expansive “democratic” part, cannot follow. Even stylistically his Thélème chapters break the flow and read unlike what is before and after. The vulgar plebeian freedom of the rest of Gargantua is rarefied and refined.

True, there are reminders that we are still in the Rabelaisian world.

In the middle of the first court was a magnificent fountain of fine alabaster, on the top of which were the three Graces with horns of abundance, spouting water from their breasts, mouths, ears, eyes, and other physical orifices.

Furthermore the abbot, Friar John, reappears later in the exploits of Pantagruel. But Thélème itself almost fades out of the story. It is aloof, an experiment, certainly not at odds with the tone of the carnival, but not quite in key with it either. This is the only place where Rabelais takes a chivalrous line and treats women with respect.

How does he picture his community running?

It is more than aloof. It is aristocratic, even feudal. Thélème is supported by an army of workers who aren’t qualified to be members themselves. Inside are the house servants—chambermaids, barbers, perfumers, and many more. While outside . . .

Around the Thélème wood was a great block of houses, a mile and a half long, very smart and well arranged, in which lived the goldsmiths, jewellers, embroiderers, tailors, wireworkers, velvet-weavers, tapestry makers, and upholsterers; and there each man worked at his trade, and all of them for the aforesaid monks and nuns.

As for the club’s exclusiveness, Thélème has a long inscription over one of its gates, listing people who aren’t wanted there and people who are. The first part of the list recalls Aucassin’s description of those who go to Paradise.

Enter not here, vile hypocrites and bigots,

Pious old apes, and puffed-up snivellers . . . 

Woebegone scoundrels, mock-godly sandal-wearers,

Beggars in blankets, flagellating canters . . .

This is only the beginning. The ban extends to lawyers, moneylenders, and the ill-natured; to the old, the ugly, and the diseased. Welcome types include generous and high-spirited men; “frank and fearless” women, “flowers of all beauty”; and those who proclaim “Christ’s Holy Gospel,” meaning apostles of the New Learning, whose religion, in Rabelais’s time, was largely a campaign against the Church he was a priest in.

Having arrived at his well-screened body of inmates—young, good-looking, cultured, free from money worries, and (in view of their rejection of the old, ugly, and sick) rather heartless—Rabelais proposes “Do what you will” as a sufficient rule for them to live by, because a benevolent Nature will keep them in accord. The result is sometimes ominous. The Thelemites are so much in accord that they tend to act as a group rather than as individuals. When a number of them are together, they are willing to let the whim of any one decide the program for the whole party.

They most laudably rivaled one another in all of them doing what they saw pleased one. If some man or woman said, “Let us drink,” they all drank; if he or she said, “Let us play,” they all played; if it was “Let us go and amuse ourselves in the fields,” everyone went there.

“Do what you will” seems to work in Thélème because the inmates are so carefully chosen and conditioned that they can be trusted to “will” the same thing at the same time, or at any rate go along with it.

On close inspection Thélème does not lose its allure, but it does have an anticipatory whiff of a well-known story about a revolutionary orator.

“When the Revolution comes,” he declared, “you’ll have strawberries and cream for breakfast.”

Somebody interjected: “I don’t like strawberries and cream.”

The speaker turned on him. “When the Revolution comes, you’ll eat 
strawberries and cream.”

In spite of the praise of Christ’s Holy Gospel, Thélème is totally un-Christian. Rabelais admired Erasmus, the leader of Christian humanism, and adopted one comforting belief that Erasmus held: that Nature, if not interfered with, gives people a “propensity to decent behaviour.” But in Thélème itself, when Gargantua was published, there was nothing to please Christians of any party. By implication it affronted Protestants even more than Catholics. A Renaissance pope could have adjusted himself to it. The earnest Luther and Calvin certainly couldn’t.

The same is true of the whole of The Histories of Gargantua and Pantagruel, apart from some Protestant-tinged chapters near the end, which were probably added by the editor. Rabelais was assailed from both sides. Catholics called him a Protestant, Protestants called him an atheist, both called him an enemy of virtue and decency, in spite of which, or because of which, Gargantua was reprinted and bought and read. Rabelais’s brand of satire influenced other French authors, especially those, thirty or forty years after his death, who led the protest against religious fanaticism of both kinds. His word-intoxicated style came through to English readers, exaggerated, in a bouncing translation started by an eccentric cavalier, Sir Thomas Urquhart, and completed less bouncingly by a bilingual Huguenot refugee, Peter Motteux. With the style came the ideas, or some of them.

So far as Rabelais has a message it is against regulated ethics always, though not in the conscious Thelemic sense outside Thélème itself. He makes fun of denials and restrictions of every kind and hardly ever spells out any definite ideals of his own. Everybody should accept Nature’s guidance, say “yes” to life, and try all things, good-humoredly, uninhibitedly. There are no systems that work; no absolutes; no universal laws. The golden rule, as Shaw said centuries later, is that there are no golden rules. Enlightened common sense will give better results than morality as most people understand it.

Sometimes Rabelais seems to favor a childlike attitude and a sort of wise naïveté. Sometimes, in the popular medieval spirit, he seems to imply that the best way is to recognize that everything (including yourself) is pretty dreadful, yet “to defy all that is, and laugh.” But he never sorts this out himself. Commentators do it for him. It is only in the Thélème scenes that he tries to show anti-morality in explicit action, with suggestions as to how it might work; and it is only there that he states the famous Rule that others, afterward, take up and try to put into practice.





2

OCCULT WIFE-SWAPPING


ESCAPE FROM AND DESCENT INTO SUPERSTITION

In the earlier Gargantua saga, there was one species of forbidden fruit that its adapter Rabelais never came to terms with: magic.

Of course, merely by taking over the giant motif he committed himself to a tale of fabulous marvels. Plenty of them appear in his story. Also, he knew and used odds and ends of magical lore. The expletives “Carymary, Carymara” in the Notre-Dame urination scene are said to be taken from a spell. Also Rabelais noticed the prominence of the wizard Merlin in his source materials, and Merlin is mentioned in his own book.
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