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      Pantagruel reconsidered 
 Rabelais’s first fictional chronicle as paradigm
by John
 Lewis

      « Who is Pantagruel ? », Peter Gilman and Abraham Keller have recently asked. Their answer is that Rabelais took the
 idea of specifically royal giants from Jean Lemaire de Beige’s Les Illustrations
 de Gaule et Singularitez de Troye
 (a book towards which he was supposedly antagonistic)
 and that the character of Pantagruel in his most fully developed state should be considered as
 a Gallic Hercules. Such a thesis cuts across many of the traditionnal views about the origins
 and rôle of the character. Whether one can agree with this piece of entertaining fantasy or
 not, any invitation to reconsider Rabelais’s Pantagruel is welcome, and reflection about him
 only serves to confirm his immense importance in the three authentic books in which he appears
 (though with very different emphases in each case). In this article I should like to suggest
 that an (at least) equally valid answer to the question « Who is Pantagruel ? » is that
 Pantagruel is very much Rabelais’s own creation
, fitted to answer specific
 but changing comic functions, and that from very early after the initial publication of Pantagruel
, the comic giant was generally perceived as Rabelais’s own character
 One consequence of that perception was the much easier interaction of authentic and para
 Rabelaisian works in which the figures of Pantagruel and Panurge appeared.

      
        I.

        
          Gardons-nous de trop étendre la part de l’imitation

        

        As a necessary preliminary, I should like to comment briefly upon some of the more
 contentious points raised by Gilman and Keller’s vigorously argued article. Firstly the
 question of royal giants. Gilman and Keller do recognise that Rabelais’s character was known
 in earlier folklore and literature as the little devil (Panthagruel / Penthagruel) whose task
 it was to go about at night throwing salt in the mouths of drunkards and whose very name could
 conjure thirst or soreness of the throat. But they lay greater stress on their theory (pp
 80-81) that the phrase « restitué à son naturel » on the title-page of François Juste’s
 important edition of 1542 implies that giant size was Pantagruel’s original nature, restored
 only after authorial revision :

        
          Is it likely that Rabelais intended an enigma from the start, that is, in 1532, and
  that in the next edition
 he deliberately called attention to it in case we
  his first readers, were unaware of it, or forgot it ? (my
 italics
)

        

        The 1542 edition of Pantagruel
 is not « the next edition » : Plan lists no less than twenty-one states of the
 text which apparead during those ten years, and right up to date, Rawles and Screech list the 1531-1532 Pantagruel
 as n° 1 and Juste’s 1542
 edition as their n° 12 (as, coincidentally, do Abel Lefranc and his team). Aside from
 that point of bibliography, it was not necessary for Rabelais to refer to Pantagruel as a
 little devil : his origins must have been well enough known to Rabelais’s heterogeneous
 audience, as far as we can have any idea about it. The legendary origins of Pantagruel « roy
 des Dipsodes and dominateur des altérez » are kept before the reader by a series of references
 to salt, acting as a unifying
 comic theme (for example, Pantagruel
, II, 76-94 ; VI, 81-83 ; VII, 20-26 ;
 XIII, 109-111 and 151 ; XIX, 152 ; Tiers Livre
, LI, 34-37), and also by
 concluding the first version of Pantagruel with
 an account (XXIII, 78-80) of
 how his hero defeats his erstwhile companions Lucifer and his devils (reinforced in 1542 by a
 variant reference to Proserpine). So his readers are left in no doubt of Rabelais’s creative
 rôle in the portrayal of his first major character :

        
          By naming his giant « Pantagruel » Rabelais was inviting his reader to enjoy the same
  sort of simple joke which leads schoolboys to call the biggest boy in the class Titch or Tiny
  Tim.

        

        It may be true that Rabelais does not call Pantagruel a giant — or a little devil — but that
 does not imply that he « almost deliberately avoids so characterizing him ». After all,
 when Pantagruel can cover a whole army with his tongue (XXII), or when he is cured of his
 stomach illness by having five doctors descend into his stomach inside a bronze ball (XXIII),
 what else could he be but a giant ? Furthermore, it may well have suited Rabelais’s comic
 purpose to introduce a note of ambiguity about his hero’s size : the tragic drought which
 lasted from 1528 to 1534, when the very earth seemed to sweat salt

        
          suggested to Rabelais’s comic imagination that the dwarfish Penthagruel had been
  superseded by a giant of heroic proportions, whose birth evoked epic legends of biblical and
  ancient days.

        

        To laugh at the fearsome consequences of such a drought is therapeutic in that actual fear
 of it is lessened — if only temporarily and psychologically — and day-to-day living is more
 easily managed.

        Secondly, Gilman and Keller suggest that when Rabelais appeals to the tradition and to the
 texts of the Grandes et inestimables Cronicques de l’énorme géant Gargantua

  (Pant
., Prologue 4-5), he was not referring — as has always been supposed —
 to the non-Rabelaisian Chronicles of Gargantua : he was referring instead to Jean Lemaire de
 Beige’s non-fictional Les Illustrations de Gaule et Singularitez de Troye
,
 with which related but scattered phrases like « ladicte Chronique » must also be associated
 (pp. 82-85). This unorthodox theory has the disadvantages of (a) forgetting entirely about the
 wide diffusion and great popularity of the (absolutely contemporary) popular works about the
 proto-Gargantua, to which Rabelais specifically refers (Pant
., Prologue
 65-67) ; (b) supposing that there was only one Chronicle about Gargantua, when research
 indicates that there were at least seven, with the probability that more existed but have not survived, and that they
 antedated the publication of Pantagruel
 by some years ; (c) supposing that his Prologue mocks « ladicte
 Chronicque », when in fact all Rabelais is doing is indulging in a comic parody
 of the pretentious tone of the prologues to prose romances of chivalry and to
 the non-Rabelaisian Chronicles of Gargantua : the « unreal » world of these texts would not
 have been unattractive to Rabelais who, in Pantagruel
 at least, shows little
 concern for narrative reality. In 1532 reference to a « Chronique » or to a « Chronique
 gargantuine », however unspecific, would automatically be to the best-selling non-Rabelaisian
 Chronicles of Gargantua, and not to Jean Lemaire’s work, however worthy or serious a work it
 may have been.

        While these points have some importance, Gilman and Keller — like many before them — do
 point out (p. 83) that in the final paragraphs of the 1532 Pantagruel

 Rabelais « promises a continuation of his story and gives a preview of it ». Unfortunately,
 this very interesting line of enquiry is not continued beyond saying that

        
          Since there is resemblance between this preview and what was eventually to appear in
  his subsequent books, it seems likely that the preview represents Rabelais’s intentions at
  the time he completed Pantagruel

.

        

        It is my intention in the rest of this article to discuss precisely what sort of preview
 Rabelais gives and when he gives it, whether he does in fact follow it up, and what
 implications that has upon characterisation in his work.

      

      
        II.

        At the end of the first edition of Pantagruel
 Rabelais announces a voyage
 and a marriage for Pantagruel, amongst other adventures :

        
          Là vous verrez comment il (Pantagruel) trouva la pierre philosophalle ; comment il
  passa les Mons Caspies ; comment il naviga par la mer Athlanticque, et desfit les Caniballes,
  et conquesta les isles de Perlas. Comment il espousa la fille du roy de Inde, dit Prestre
  Jehan. Comment il combatit contre les diables et feist brusler cinq chambres d’enfer, et
  rompit. iiii. dentz à Lucifer et une corne au cul. Comment il visita les régions de la lune,
  pour scavoir si, à la vérité, la lune n’estoit pas entière : mais que les femmes en avoient.
  iii. cartiers en la teste. Et mille aultres petites joyeusettez toutes véritables : ce sont
  beaux textes d’évangilles en françoys.

          (XXIII, 73-85)

        

        The important change to the idea Panurge will be married and cuckolded appears only in a
 1542 variant (« Comment Panurge fut marié, et cocqu dès le premier moys de ses nopces »). We know that in later
 Chronicles the voyage did take place, but that Panurge never marries, principally out of fear
 of cuckoldry. As for Pantagruel, in the Tiers Livre
, he is the exemplar of
 filial devotion, quite prepared to marry according to Gargantua’s wishes (TL
, XLVIII, 16-29), though the marriage is never celebrated ; nor do any of the other
 adventures foretold in Pantagruel
 ever take place. And given the overtly
 mock-serious tone in which Rabelais makes these promises, it is highly unlikely that he ever
 meant to keep them. So on that basic textual level, it is something of an exaggeration to say
 that in 1532 Rabelais gives his readers a real preview of any future intentions he might have
 for his characters or for his works. Nevertheless it is worthy of note that in 1542 Rabelais
 has in mind that Panurge will be associated with the question of marriage and its attendant
 dangers : even then there is no question that we as readers can have any expectations about
 his characters which would be fulfilled in the later Tiers Livres
 and Quart Livre
. We simply do not know what shape, if any, Rabelais intended to
 give any future works when he published the first edition of Pantagruel
. The
 unsophisticated giant of 1532 bears as little resemblance to the prototype devil found in the
  Mystère des Actes des Apostres
 as he does to the Stoico-Christian sage of
 the Tiers Livre
 or to the Socratic hero of the finished Quart
  Livre
 ; Panurge, similarly, changes to meet specific comic purposes. That huge changes
 take place cannot be in doubt ; but the real questions is : « Is there any sense
  at all
 in which Pantagruel and Panurge, as portrayed in Pantagruel
,
 anticipate the actions and characters of their namesakes in the longer Chronicles ? »

        For M.A. Screech, doyen
 of all Rabelaisian criticism, such anticipation is
 unlikely in the case of Pantagruel :

        
          This dwarf-turned-giant, Pantagruel, must not be judged (by anticipating what he is
  to become in the later books) by the standards of the inerrant Stoico-Platonic Christian
  sage. For the reader who comes back to Pantagruel
 from the Tiers Livre
 or the Quart Livre
 this can be refreshingly
  disconcerting. Yet most giants that I know are not very bright. An intelligent giant is the
  exception. The giant in Rabelais’s first book can even be a bit of a booby ; he is the
  reverse of the stoically unmoved dispenser of profound truths… for most of the book he is
  anything but a philosopher.

          Behind the latter-day Pantagruel, from 1546 onward, we can catch glimpses of those heroic
  qualities which Rabelais admired in Guillaume Du Bellay : it would be a bold man who saw in
  Pantagruel, as he first appeared in Rabelais’s novel, an idealised portrait of such a
  powerful, wise, and admired contemporary, or indeed of anybody else who had qualities
  demanding our respect.

        

        and of Panurge :

        
          Whether Rabelais had
  in mind a permanent rôle for Panurge in later books is anybody’s guess. He may not not even
  have had further French books in mind at all.

          There is little sign that the subsequent developments of Panurge in the Tiers
  Livre
 and the Quart Livre
 are present even in germ in Rabelais’s
  artistic consciousness… Anybody who knew Greek in any of its forms would have « placed »
  Panurge at once : a trickster ready for anything. Not perhaps a trickster, but the
 Trickster : craftiness personified.

          In the Tiers Livre
 and the Quart Livre
 there is a
  character called Panurge of course, but he is not simply the natural extension or development
  of the character we meet in Pantagruel
, any more than the new, wise
  Pantagruel is the logical or aesthetically natural development of the original jolly giant.
  The comedy later acquires intrinsic moral implications which remove Panurge far from the
  Pantaleons and the Villons.

        

        That is all true enough : these two major characters do change radically according to the
 comic demands of a particular book. But whereas the characters change, some themes remain a
 constant concern : principal among these is Rabelais’s recongnition of the power of human
 language, and the possible abuse of that power in the hands of a skilled rhetorician. It is in
 this domain, I believe, that some of the action and characterisation of Pantagruel
 is relevant to the concerns of the Tiers Livre
 and the
 finished Quart Livre
. Concern about the inadequacy of accepted means of
 definition and communication, and the manipulation of language in the wrong hands, was a major
 preoccupation of sixteenth-century writers. Montaigne discusses these problems on at least
 three occasions (in, for example, De la vanité des paroles
 (I, 51), the Apologie de Raymond Sebond
 (II, 12), and De l’expérience

 (III, 13) ; Francis Bacon, in many ways his English counterpart, defines his « Idols of the
 Market-place » (Idola fori
) as the most troublesome of all the fallacies
 which beset humanity : words should explain and define but instead they merely mark the
 visible difference between things and lead to never-ending confusion :

        
          These have stolen into the Intellect from the associations of words and names. For
  men believe that their reason rules over words ; but it is also the case that words react and
  in their turn use their influence on the Intellect ; and this has rendered Philosophy and the
  Sciences sophistical and inactive. But words for the most part are imposed at the will of the
  vulgar, and divide things by lines most conspicuous to the vulgar Intellect. When however a
  sharper Intellect or more diligent observation wishes to shift lines, to make them more in
  accordance with Nature, then words cry out against it. Whence it comes that the great and
  solemn disputations of the learned often degenerate into controversies about words and names
  ; with which (after the manner of foreseeing Mathematicians) it would have been more
  advisable to have begun, and to have reduced words to order by definitions.

        

        
          And yet these
  definitions (in things natural and subject to the Laws of Matter) cannot cure this evil,
  since definitions themselves consist of words, and words beget words.

        

        Even two hundred years on from Rabelais in the « tradition of learned wit » Sterne’s Tristram Shandy
 — that fascinating tour de force
 which
 abounds in Rabelaisian echoes — is notable for its lack of meaningful communication (except
 perhaps between those who share a precise social or professional stratum
).

        With these considerations in mind, the Tiers Livre
 and the Quart Livre
 stand out as beacons against the dangers associated with rhetoric and
 persuasion. The Tiers Livre
 opens with Panurge’s praise of debts and
 debtors, and closes with a description of the marvellous herb « Pantagruelion » : the main
 narrative is thus completely surrounded by rhetorical devices which have the effect of
 blurring truth, and is situated in a universe where objective Truth is available only to the
 wise Pantagruel. For here Panurge is dangerous ; he is an educated wordspinner whose tortured
 logic finds comic but self-centred interpretations of even the most authoritative moral or
 theological commonplaces. Only Pantagruel, set almost as a silent and disapproving
 counterweight to his garrulous companion, can overturn Panurge’s argument by his Stoic calm
 and Pauline trust in God’s promises. But what effect could Panurge have had upon a less wise,
 less evangelical giant, or indeed upon the vast majority of mortals ? And just as familiar
 maxims acquire strange interpretation in the « Eloge des dettes », so the familiar plant seems
 wonderfully exotic simply because Rabelais chooses not to name
 the familiar
 object, and chooses to rely upon his readers’ knowledge of Pliny to prick the balloon of
 rhetoric which he has inflated. Rabelais seems to invite the truly attentive reader to take up
 a sceptical challenge — how can we satisfactorily separate what is true from what is false,
 often in the face of equally convincing arguments on both sides ? The abuse of rhetoric is
 most dangerously attributed to bad lawyers, who upon the specific authority of the
  Vulgate and in direct contrast to the « simplicité et affection syncere » of Judge
 Bridoye, are in league with the Devil in order to muddy what should be clear legal and
 linguistic messages. But we are also reminded through the story of the bactrian camel and the
 strange two-coloured slave (Prologue, 218-253) that Rabelais is himself worried how this new
 and very different work will be received by his readers.

        
          Cestuy exemple me
  faict entre espoir et craincte varier, doubtant que pour contentement propensé je rencontre
  ce que je abhorre, mon thesaur soit charbons, pour Venus advieigne Barbet le chien, en lieu
  de les servir je les fasche, en lieu de les esbaudir je les offense, en lieu de leurs
  complaire je desplaise, et soit mon aventure telle que du coq de Euclion, tant célébré par
  Plaute en sa Marmite
 et par Ausone en son Gryphon
 et
  ailleurs : lequel, pour en grattant avoir descouvert le thesaur, eut la couppe guorgée.

        

        In spite of this anxiety, the consultation with the deaf mute Nazdecabre (TL
, XIX-XX) seems to indicate yet another level of Rabelais’s interest in the problems
 of language, and points the way to some of the deeper comic and philosophical concerns of the
  Quart Livre
. Pantagruel begins this episode by suggesting to Panurge that
 he should follow Classical example in consulting a deaf mute, because advice from such a
 person is less liable to the corruption and misinterpretation of normal methods of
 communication :

        
          J’ay leu qu’on temps passé les plus véritables et sceurs oracles n’estoient ceulx que
  par escript on bailloit, ou par parolle on proferoit. Maintes foys y ont faict erreur ceulx
  voyre qui estoient estimez fins et ingenieux, tant à cause des amphibologies, eqivocques et
  obscuritez des mots, que de la briefveté des sentences… Ceulx que l’on exposoit [par gestes
  et] signes estoient les plus veritables et certains estimez.

          (XIX, 6-15)

        

        The signs which Nazdecabre finally makes to indicate that Panurge will be cuckolded, beaten
 and robbed — signs whose obvious interpretation is entirely consistent with the advice offered
 to Panurge by all the other sources consulted — are readily understood by Pantagruel (XX, 60-68 and 141-144), but enrage
 Panurge who checks his desire to hit Nazdecabre only when he remembers the presence of his
 disapproving companion (XX, 138-140). Equally of note at the end of this consultation is
 Pantagruel’s important summary of Panurge’s predicament :

        
          Si les signes vous faschent, ô quant vous fascheront les choses signifiées.

          (XX, 141-142)

        

        The structuralist debate about semiotics is obviously not a new one. Pantagruel has already
 told Panurge that no human language occurs naturally ; language are arbitrary human
 institutions and signify by convention (XIX, 38-42). What is important in the consultation by
 sign language is that signs should
 not be as arbitrary as words, should
 show none of the variables implicit in words, and no difference of
 meaning between sender and receiver — whether they do or not is a question which Rabelais
 explores elsewhere. So if signs, or other means of non-verbal communication, are less open to misinterpretation, all
 Panurge’s wordspinning should
 be useless.

        This relationiship between real communication and mere words is crucial to Rabelais ; it is
 a major preoccupation of the Quart Livre
, and in the closing paragraphs of
 what is probably his last book it is fitting that the contrast between action and words is
 chosen to round off the text. In this sense the whole thrust of this fourth Chronicle is to
 praise active
 virtue ; the static questioning and intellectual probing of
 the Tiers Livre
 gives way to a work whose major characters undergo profound
 changes. Panurge is dominated by physical and moral cowardice, though he constantly denies
 this. On the other hand, Pantagruel the Platonic sage shows his emotions much more easily — he
 is more active, more decisive, more tearful, happier, angrier, more sarcastic and more
 ironical than we have ever seen him. When Panurge is overjoyed at meeting the boatload of
 monks on their way to the baleful Council of Chesil and Pantagruel remains moody and
 melancholic (QL
, XVIII, 1-17), there is no difficulty in deciphering
 precisely where Rabelais intends the reader to stand ; similarly Panurge’s earlier
 condemnation of the dying poet Raminagrobis as a heretic (TL
, XXII, 5-25 and
 86-96) is the surest recommendation of the poet’s real worth. But matters become more complex.
 How, for example, are we to take Pantagruel’s apparently serious praise of the Papimanes (QL
, LIV, 30-31 : « Car oncques ne veiz Christians meilleurs que sont ces bons
 Papimanes »), when Homenaz has given him the gift of pears ? If Panurge had come out with such
 a genuinely held sentiment, we should immediately have known how to take it (cf. QL
, L, 68-69) ; but when it comes from Pantagruel… Such a statement is difficult to
 reconcile with what we know of the giant’s character, especially as the Papimanes’ habit of
 whipping their children has just roused Pantagruel to real anger (XLVIII, 84-86). Unless
 Pantagruel is speaking ironically ; but Rabelais gives us no indication that such is his
 intent : in the end

        
          How can we find the truth lying behind the words which form the speech of ma ?

        

        Surely the way in which Rabelais intends us to proceed is to look closely at what his
 characters actually do
 (never mind what they say or what they would like
 others to think that they do). Panurge may like to play the good companion once the storm at
 sea is over, but his actual behaviour and his reliance upon prayer as magical formula during
 the storm (especially XVIII, 46-57 and 85-92 ; XIX-XX in toto
) earn our
 condemnation when compared to the rough, boisterous, almost blasphemous yet ultimately
 praiseworthy efforts of Frère
 Jean. Pantagruel’s admirably evangelical attitude in the face of danger is, of course, not
 vouchsafed to everybody, and in the relationship of actions to words the real comparison is
 between Panurge and Frère Jean ; the results of such a comparison are never in doubt. The
 final episode in the book merely reinforces what has gone before ; try as he might to convince
 Frère Jean and Pantagruel that his trousers are covered in saffron, he cannot deny the
 physical evidence that accompanies great fear. Panurge, hiding below, has been frightened by
 the noise and smoke from the ship’s cannon into thinking that Hell has opened up, and that he
 had been wrestling with a Devil instead of the poor ship’s cat. Frère Jean is not fooled at
 all :

        
          Frère Jan à l’approcher sentoit je ne sçay quel odeur aultre que de la pouldre à
  canon. Dont il tira Panurge en place, et apperceut que sa chemise estoit toute foyreuse et
  embrenée de frays. La vertus retentrice du nerf qui restrainct le muscle nommé sphincter
  (c’est le trou du cul) estoit dissolue par la vehemence de paour qu’il avoit eu en ses
  phantasticques visions. Adjoinct le tonnoirre de telles canonnades, lequel plus est
  horrificque par les chambres basses que n’est sus le tillac. Car un des symptômes et accidens
  de paour, est que par luy ordinairement se ouvre le guischet du serrail on quel est à temps
  la matière fecale retenue.

          (LXVII, 27-38)

        

        These actions speak much more loudly than all his words ; the association with fecal matter
 damns him in our eyes exactly as Pantagruel’s association with the Socratic daemon
 had raised the giant in our esteem only lines before (LXVI, 53-62). And for the
 first and last time Pantagruel cruelly laughs at
 Panurge, whom in the
 earlier Pantagruel
 « il ayma toute sa vie » (IX, chapter heading), whether
 or not that is meant to have any real meaning. Frère Jean’s gestures (i.e. holding his nose
 and pointing at Panurge’s trousers) are an even more « eloquent » method of condemning
 Panurge’s fear. In spite of all the efforts Panurge makes to laugh the episode away, he has
 descended finally to the level of the beasts.

      

      
        III.

        How then can these profoundly comic episodes, spread throughout two of the most erudite
 books ever written, have been « prefigured »in the rollicking and boisterous earlier Chronicle
   ? In the first instance, Pantagruel
 itself is obviously a more complex work
 than has long been supposed, written for a sophisticated audience which knew its legal texts
 and understood Rabelais’s parodies of legal terms, methods of argumentation and differing
 national traditions about the law ; it doubtless understood that the association with actual
 legal texts extended as far as using the same frame on its title-page as an important work on law. It is one of the more noteworthy elements of Pantagruel
 that the giant hero receives a lengthy education in provincial universities
 and at Paris, before he is taken out of the more overt comedy once his education as a
 Christian scholar / prince is complete (that is, after he receives the famous letter from his
 father (VIII)). Indeed, it is no exaggeration to say that this new, more serious Pantagruel
 becomes something of a wet blanket in the Tiers Livre
 and the Quart Livre
. But in Pantagruel
 that shift in the role of the educated
 giant leaves Rabelais free to concentrate his comedy upon the uncomplicated tricks, pranks,
 unreal adventures and, importantly, the verbal dexterity of Panurge. Specifically linguistic
 comedy, having implications for the future development of the character of Panurge and the
 role of rhetoric, can be seen in four separate episodes : Pantagruel’s meeting with the « 
 Ecolier limousin » (VI), Pantagruel’s first meeting with Panurge (IX), Pantagruel’s judgement
 of the case between Baisecul and Humevesne (IX bis
) and the debate between
 Panurge and Thaumaste (XIII).

        Naturally, Pantagruel’s meetings with the student and with Panurge are much less involved
 than the other two episodes, but nevertheless both indicate ways in which human language —
 God-given as means of communication — can all too easily degenerate into meaningless sound.
 (This implicit danger is further explored in the breathless accumulation of verbs which
 describe Diogenes rolling his barrel in the Prologue to the Tiers Livre

 [90-124].) When Pantagruel comes across the student his calm, jovial manner quickly turns to
 anger in the face of the Ciceronian excesses which confront him :

        
          Et bren, bren ! dist Pantagruel, qu’est-ce que veult dire ce fol ? Je croy qu’il nous
  forge icy quelque langaige diabolicque, et qu’il nous cherme comme enchanteur.

          (VI. 47-49)

        

        and only a good shaking from the giant persuades the student to revert to his local patois
, but he is left for ever with a terrible thirst as a souvenir of his
 meeting with the giant. On the other hand, unnecessarily complicated communication does not
 really trouble Pantagruel when he meets Panurge for the first time. Instead, the giant seems
 fascinated by Panurge’s ability to switch instantly from one language to another, from real
 tongues (German, Italian, Scottish, Dutch, Spanish, Danish, Hebrew, Greek, Latin, French),
 sometimes interpreted by Epistemon, to imagined tongues. Pantagruel cheerfully and gently persuades Panurge to give some
 details about himself in French, but Rabelais has already made the point about Panurge’s
 verbal dexterity, erudition, and ability to fool people when he chooses (all important
 elements of his character in the future Tiers Livre
). Even in the imagined
 languages the syntax seems close enough to that of known languages for it almost to make some
 sort of sense, but not quite. And doubtless, contemporary enthusiasm for ancient (and modern)
 declined languages would have added extra comic spice to these inventions.

        Some of the same concerns about language are to the fore in the lawsuit between Baisecul and
 Humevesne, and the wonderful « judgement » which Pantagruel gives upon the matter. Leaving
 aside the less obvious layers of comedy which today need to be cleverly teased out, this episode is the most incomprehensible of all those in the four
 authentic Chronicles, but in large measure that is deliberate on Rabelais’s part. Opaque legal
 language is held up for our mockery, perhaps anticipating the association of obfuscating
 lawyers with the Devil, « le grand calumniateur », in the Tiers Livre

 (XLIIII, 55-59). But in a wider context we are shown the importance of the relationship
 between words (verba
) and the things they define (res
) ;
 and we are also shown that the more complex the idea, then the more precisely must it be
 defined. For without adequate definition, nothing can be known with any certainty, as
 Montaigne points out :

        
          J’ay veu en Alemagne que Luther a laissé autant de divisions et d’altercations sur le
  doubte de ses opinions, et plus, qu’il n’en esmeut sur les escritures sainctes. Nostre
  contestation est verbale. Je demande que c’est que nature, volupté, cercle, et substitution.
  La question est de parolles, et se paye de mesme. Une pierre c’est un corps. Mais qui
  presserait : « Et corps qu’est-ce ? — Substance. — Et substance quoy ? » ainsi de suitte,
  acculerait en fin le respondant au bout de son calepin. On eschange un mot pour un autre mot,
  et souvent plus incogneu.

        

        In the statements of both plaintif and defendant words and their objects become divorced
 the passages become meaningless, real communication ceases and we are plunged into an unreal
 or surreal world. So truth or sure knowledge about a particular matter is possible only when
 the relationship between words and things is preserved inviolate ; that is what the signs used
 by Nazde-cabre in the Tiers Livre
 (XIX-XX) are meant to show, and, by
 extension, how foolish Panurge is to wish to impose his own arbitrary meanings upon those
 signs. And just as in the syntax of Panurge’s imaginary languages, the sentences of Baisecul
 ans Humevesne almost
 make sense. Further, Rabelais takes care to include
 just enough references to real events, people or traditions (for example, IX bis
 38-49 ; 226-230 ;
 317-318 ; 383-385 ; 401-404 ; 430-437) to make us believe in — or at least wonder about — the
 reality of the various descriptions, and thence in the truth of the depositions. Pantagruel’s
 own judgement, which sends all the parties...
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