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1

Introduction
A r c h de ac on  G r a n t ly ’s  S e c r e t; 

or ,   B e i ng  R a b e l a i s i a n

in The War den (1855), the first of Anthony Trollope’s novels about the 
micro-climate of ecclesiastical life in the fictional English cathedral town of 
Barchester, the true character of the archdeacon, Dr Theophilus Grantly, is 
revealed to be somewhat at odds with his ferociously upright public persona 
by the nature of his private reading:

After breakfast, on the morning of which we are writing, the Archdeacon, 
as usual, retired to his study, intimating that he was going to be very busy, 
but that he would see Mr Chadwick if he called. On entering this sacred 
room he carefully opened the paper case on which he was wont to compose 
his favourite sermons, and spread on it a fair sheet of paper and one partly 
written on; he then placed his inkstand, looked at his pen, and folded his 
blotting paper; having done so, he got up again from his seat, stood with 
his back to the fire-place, and yawned comfortably, stretching out vastly his 
huge arms and opening his burly chest. He then walked across the room 
and locked the door; and having so prepared himself, he threw himself into 
his easy-chair, took from a secret drawer beneath his table a volume of 
Rabelais, and began to amuse himself with the witty mischief of Panurge; 
and so passed the Archdeacon’s morning on that day.

Not only does Dr Grantly read this volume behind a locked door but, we learn 
a few paragraphs later, he also keeps a key for his ‘secret drawer’ so that he can 
‘fasten up his Rabelais’ away from his wife and the rest of the household.1

We are not told whether the archdeacon is reading the tales of gluttonous, 
bibulous giants and their fantastic adventures by François Rabelais 
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(ca. 1483–1553), collectively known as Gargantua and Pantagruel and published 
in five books between 1532 and 1564, in the original French or in English trans-
lation. Given the difficulty of Rabelais’s sixteenth-century French, it is more 
likely the translation begun by Sir Thomas Urquhart in the 1650s and com-
pleted by Peter Motteux in the 1690s—the sole English version of Rabelais 
before the 1890s—that Trollope has in mind. If so, Grantly is following assidu-
ously the sort of advice to possessors of an English Rabelais given in The For-
eign Quarterly Review in 1843:

To a reader of modern times the obscenity of Rabelais appears something 
tremendous; there is no book admitted as literature, which will bear a mo-
ment’s comparison with Pantagruel for indecency [. . .]. Therefore we do 
advise every father of a family to keep from his house, or at any rate, under 
very secure lock and key, the English version of Rabelais. The French version 
is not so dangerous, as it is furnished with a kind of natural barrier against 
indiscriminate reading, by the old style and spelling; but as for the transla-
tion, we can conceive of no event more horrible than the opening of it, by 
chance, in the midst of a respectable family. The terror excited by a bomb-
shell, flung into the midst of a quiet tea-party [. . .] would be trivial com-
pared to that of perceiving Urquhart’s Rabelais opened by a young lady in 
white muslin.2

This wonderfully hyperbolic warning against the threat of Rabelais in English 
to female sensibility and family respectability might be taken as typically 
Victorian in its prudishness. After all, the English version of Gargantua and 
Pantagruel became the focus of protests by the Society for the Suppression of 
Vice in the 1870s, leading the bookseller W. H. Smith to withdraw an 1873 edi-
tion of the Urquhart and Motteux translation with illustrations by Gustave 
Doré. The secretary of the Society, Charles Hastings Collette, insisted that if 
the work was to be ‘sold at railway stalls’ in English, then it must first be 
bowdlerised of its many ‘filthy passages’.3 In this light, Grantly’s closet reading 
of Rabelais while he pretends to be writing sermons for the Christian edifica-
tion of the people of Barchester might be taken as emblematic of the hypocrisy 
of a character whom we constantly see scheming to preserve the material com-
forts of the ecclesiastical establishment.

This assumption has some justification, but it does not tell the whole story. 
Grantly’s fondness for Rabelais is also meant to tell us something more com-
plex about a man who, the narrator insists in the final pages of The Warden, is 
‘represented in these pages as worse than he is’, and whose ‘aspirations are of 
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a healthy, if not of the highest, kind’; the pleasure he takes in Rabelais is indica-
tive, like his ‘huge arms’ and ‘burly chest’, of a man of large but predominantly 
natural appetites.4 Indeed, even Hastings Collette allowed that Rabelais might 
be kept to the confines of both the difficult original French and a gentleman’s 
library: it was specifically the easy availability of the translation to which he 
lodged moral objection. The author of the piece in The Foreign Quarterly 

figure 1. Gustav Doré, engraving of Gargantua, chapter 38 (‘How Gargantua 
did eate up six Pilgrims in a sallet’), in the 1873 edition of the Urquhart and 
Motteux translation of Gargantua and Pantagruel.
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Review does not simply condemn Rabelais for his indecency, but rather re-
gards him as reading fit only for educated and experienced men of the world, 
able to appreciate the true sophistication of his provocative wit. The author 
goes on to describe Rabelais as ‘the literary parent of so many authors, since 
without him we would probably have never known a Swift, a Sterne [. . . ;] an 
author who did not appear as a steadily shining light to the human race, but as 
a wild, startling meteor, predicting the independence of thought, and the 
downfall of the authority of ages: an author who, for the union of heavy learn-
ing with the most miraculous power of imagination, is perhaps without a 
competitor.’5

The notion that Jonathan Swift (1667–1745) was a type of Rabelais in 
English was already commonplace in Swift’s own lifetime. Indeed, Trollope’s 
description of Grantly settling down in ‘his easy-chair’ to read Rabelais alludes 
to Alexander Pope’s address to Swift in the opening of the 1729 Variorum edi-
tion of The Dunciad (1st edn 1728) as a master of various satiric styles:

O Thou! Whatever title please thine ear,
Dean, Drapier, Bickerstaff, or Gulliver!
Whether thou choose Cervantes’ serious air,
Or laugh and shake in Rab’lais’ easy chair.6

A few years later, this comparison was common enough for Voltaire to dispute, 
in Letters Concerning the English Nation (1733), the ascription of ‘the title of the 
English Rabelais which is given the Dean’. ‘Dean Swift’, declared Voltaire in a 
striking phrase, is rather ‘Rabelais in his senses’—a kind of Enlightenment 
version of Rabelais who ‘posseseth all the delicacy, the justness, the choice, 
the good taste, in which particulars our giggling rural vicar Rabelais is want-
ing’.7 Voltaire’s ‘rural vicar Rabelais’ sounds more like Archdeacon Grantly 
than one of the great writers of the European Renaissance.

If Voltaire regarded Rabelais as lacking in taste and reason compared to 
Swift, Laurence Sterne (1713–1768) went out of his way to cultivate an associa-
tion with Rabelais both in his fiction and in his correspondence, and encour-
aged his friends to do likewise. Here was the English Rabelais: so pronounced 
William Warburton, bishop of Gloucester and self-perceived arbiter of English 
letters, on the publication of the first volumes of Tristram Shandy (1759–67). 
The association has persisted as a key aspect of modern critical views of 
Sterne, due in large part to D. W. Jefferson’s landmark, frequently reprinted 
1951 essay, ‘Tristram Shandy and the Tradition of Learned Wit’, in which 
Jefferson declared that the survival into the eighteenth century of the ‘type of 
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learned wit’ on display in Sterne’s novel—a type of wit which derives from 
‘intellectual habits belonging to the pre-Enlightenment world of thought’ and 
‘against which the Enlightenment set its face’—may be attributed ‘partly to an 
isolated event in literary history: the publication of the English Rabelais’, in 
the form of the Urquhart and Motteux translation.8 While Sterne undoubtedly 
drew on the humanist tradition of learned satirical wit of which Gargantua and 
Pantagruel was a significant part, the noise made about the comparison with 
Rabelais by Sterne and his promoters has more recently been seen as strategic, 
enabling Sterne to ‘pre-empt allegations of indebtedness to his immediate 
contemporaries and so assist his standing, paradoxically, as an original him-
self ’.9 Yet this noise was also designed to catch the ear of the urbane, self-
consciously literate audience who had come to regard Rabelaisian satire as 
their sort of thing. As one of Sterne’s first biographers put it, carefully placing 
his subject in a line of satiric inheritance: ‘All read, most approved, but few 
understood [the opening volumes of Tristram Shandy]. Those who had not 
entered into the ludicrous manner of Rabelais, or the poignant satire of Swift, 
did not comprehend them.’10 Sterne and his circle evidently believed the title 
of the ‘English Rabelais’ would give his fiction the status of a ‘classic’ of learned 
wit and guard against it being dismissed as mere bawdy nonsense catering to 
the crude tastes of an unsophisticated readership. The adjective ‘Rabelaisian’ 
was, according to the OED, coined by the same early memoirist: ‘[Sterne] 
decently lived a becoming ornament of the Church, till his Rabelaisian spirit, 
which issued from the press, immersed him into the gaieties and frivolities of 
the world.’11

Trollope’s description of Archdeacon Grantly’s secret reading in The War-
den introduces several recurring themes of this book, which explores aspects 
of the reception, translation and circulation of Rabelaisian comedy in Britain 
and Ireland from the late sixteenth to the mid-eighteenth centuries, with par
ticular focus on the period from Urquhart’s translation of the first two books 
of Gargantua and Pantagruel in 1653 to the publication of Sterne’s Tristram 
Shandy (1759–67), the first part of which appeared just over a century later. 
(As in this introduction, there will be occasional glances also at continuities 
or differences in Romantic, Victorian and twentieth-century receptions and 
perceptions of Rabelaisian comedy.) The success of Sterne, Warburton and 
others in identifying Sterne’s originality with his translation of the Rabelaisian 
mode into English has tended to obscure the impact on earlier English writing 
of Gargantua and Pantagruel. It was rightly observed some twenty-five years 
ago that the ‘historical specificity’ of the literary connection between Sterne 
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and Rabelais has remained largely unexamined because ‘criticism has lacked 
a full consideration of what constituted the “Rabelaisian” by the mid-
eighteenth century’, particularly in terms of the character and reception of the 
first translations.12 While our understanding of the presence of Rabelais in 
English literary culture before the appearance of the Urquhart translation has 
been entertainingly updated in terms of modern theories of reception and 
influence by Anne Lake Prescott in Imagining Rabelais in Renaissance England 
(1998), there has been no dedicated study of the English Rabelais from Urqu-
hart onwards since Huntington Brown’s still informative but scattergun survey 
of 1933, Rabelais in English Literature.13

‘Rabelaisian’ is an adjective which in both criticism and common linguistic 
currency has become detached from its literary and authorial origins and be-
come an alternative term for, as the OED has it, the ‘bawdy’, the ‘vulgar’, and 
the ‘earthily humorous’: we can see the process beginning from the moment 
the term is coined to describe Sterne’s character rather than appraise his liter-
ary style, evoking a sensibility healthily drawn to festivity and indulgence but 
also somewhat at odds with Christian decency. The generality of the term has 
doubtless contributed to the vagueness of much critical discussion. The influ-
ence of Mikhail Bakhtin’s theory of the ‘carnivalesque’ in Rabelais and His 
World, a work first published in Russian in 1965 and which continues to be a 
staple on ‘introduction to theory’ courses in the humanities, has also encour-
aged a perception of the ‘Rabelaisian’ as a natural, elemental energy, essentially 
ahistorical despite Bakhtin’s identification of its flourishing in Europe with the 
folk culture of the medieval and early Renaissance periods. As we shall see, 
Bakhtin (1895–1975) actually regarded the completion of the English Rabelais 
as a manifestation of the Enlightenment suppression of the ‘tradition of 
popular-festive laughter that informed Rabelais’s work’—as an embodiment 
of, as he put it in his opening chapter on ‘Rabelais in the History of Laughter’, 
‘the disintegration of laughter that took place in the seventeenth century’.14 
Rabelais and His World, completed in its original form in the Soviet Union 
during the Second World War, is an attractive and inspiring work of criticism, 
but its theory of the carnivalesque is better regarded as a heuristic that can be 
applied to cultural artefacts than as a coherent historical narrative: one of the 
goals of this book is to challenge the dominance of the Bakhtinian account of 
the history of laughter by showing how the very developments in the translation 
of Rabelais that Bakhtin regards as suppressing the ‘tradition of popular-festive 
laughter’ in fact contributed to new forms of comic and satirical narrative that 
were integral to the origins of the English novel.
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The history of the completion of the first English translation of Gargantua 
and Pantagruel is unusually long and piecemeal. Cervantes (1547–1616) and 
Rabelais were conventionally paired in eighteenth-century criticism as the 
great comic writers of their age in Europe, but Thomas Shelton’s English ver-
sion of the first part of Don Quixote was available to buy within seven years of 
the original 1605 publication, while Cervantes was still alive, whereas the first 
English translation of parts of Gargantua and Pantagruel was published exactly 
a century after Rabelais’s death. The rumbunctious translation by Sir Thomas 
Urquhart (1611–1660) of books one (Gargantua) and two (Pantagruel) incon-
gruously appeared in 1653, on the cusp of the establishment of Oliver 
Cromwell’s Protectorate in England. In 1693 Peter Anthony Motteux (1663–
1718) published a revision, with a preface and notes, of Urquhart’s version 
of these first two books, and also Urquhart’s previously unpublished version of 
Le Tiers Livre, the manuscript of which Motteux had mysteriously obtained. 
To these Motteux added the following year his own translation of the fourth 
(Le Quart Livre) and fifth books (Le Cinquième Livre, now considered prob
ably inauthentic but which was attributed without question to Rabelais in this 
period). The complete translation was reissued in 1708. Motteux’s text was then 
revised in 1737 by John Ozell (d. 1743), who added both his own notes and 
translations of the commentary in the 1711 French edition of the Huguenot 
scholar Jacob Le Duchat (1658–1735); and it was this palimpsest of translations 
and notes and commentary (Urquhart revised and added to by Motteux, re-
vised by Ozell) that was used by Sterne. So, the author pronounced by con-
temporaries as the ‘English Rabelais’ was of Irish birth (Sterne, who lived in 
Ireland for the first ten years of his life), while the English translation upon 
which he relied was largely the work of a Scottish laird (Urquhart) and a 
French Huguenot exile—Motteux, who, as Pierre-Antoine Le Motteux, had 
fled to London after the revocation of the Edict of Nantes in 1685. It must be 
emphasised that when the term ‘English literature’ is used in this book, it is to 
mean writing in English, not writing solely produced by the English.

The history of the English translation of Gargantua and Pantagruel thus 
bears out claims for the ‘constant theme of mobility’ in the process of vernacu-
lar translation in early modern Europe. This is particularly the case with Mot-
teux, a neglected figure whose life and work as a translator opens up a world 
of forced migration and religious refugees that has increasingly been seen as 
offering an important new perspective on the history of early modern 
Europe.15 This theme of ‘mobility’—the ways in which translation moved ‘in 
a polyglot environment, crossing, and indeed transcending, national and 
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linguistic boundaries’—has in recent years become central also to a burgeon-
ing scholarly interest in early modern ‘cultures of translation’.16 The increasing 
importance placed on translators and translation across the humanities is en-
capsulated by A.E.B. Coldiron: ‘translation challenges major critical categories 
such as authorship, genre, and periodization, and thus animates literary, his-
torical, and theoretical inquiries alike’. ‘Translators’, Coldiron continues, 
‘intervened both transculturally and transtemporally, challenging the usual 
national and period categories on which humanities scholarship has been 
based.’ In the 1550–1800 period, the practice of translation ‘served not only the 
very broad “Renaissance” agenda of remaking the ancient past, but also the 
forward-looking “early modern” agendas of competitively appropriating (which 
in some cases meant colonizing) current foreign materials.’17 The chapters 
which follow offer examples of these challenges to ‘the usual national and 
period categories’ posed by translation as they explore the various ways in 
which the major prose fiction of the French Renaissance was appropriated as 
an English ‘classic’ in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries by an expand-
ing colonial and Protestant nation, in fierce competition, and often open con-
flict, with Catholic France.18 In the case of Gargantua and Pantagruel, however, 
such appropriation was much complicated by its notoriety as an obscene and 
irreligious text.19

A notable feature of recent scholarly interest in ‘cultures of translation’ 
has been a focus upon the transnational networks of actors—authors, printers, 
publishers, booksellers, readers and annotators—that make up the social 
history of a translation. Comic Enlightenment is not intended to be a compre-
hensive survey of the European circulation and reception of an author and 
their books on the grand scale, or with the deep level of empirical data, of a 
study such as Warren Boucher’s recent, two-volume The School of Montaigne 
(2017).20 Nor is it concerned with applying in any concerted fashion the mate-
rial approaches of book and print history, although there is some discussion 
of specific copies of Gargantua and Pantagruel and their ownership and an-
notation.21 Indeed, chapter 4 below challenges some of the methodological 
assumptions that underlie the history of reading, which has become virtually 
a subdiscipline of the humanities in recent years. Comic Enlightenment is pri-
marily a work of historical criticism which pays particular attention to how the 
reception and translation of Rabelais was shaped by, and interacted with, 
the cultural politics of Britain and Ireland in consecutive historical periods: 
during the Wars of the Three Kingdoms (chapters 2 and 3); in the early Res-
toration (chapter 4); and in the aftermath of the so-called Glorious Revolution 
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of 1689 (chapter 5). The second part of the book is concerned with the literary 
consequences of the completed translation of Rabelais for eighteenth-century 
satire and comic fiction, while continuing to emphasise the political origin and 
resonance of those consequences. Chapters 6–10 argue for the significance for 
Swift and Sterne—and thus for the development of the English novel—of the 
Rabelaisian fascination with the materiality of language and the fragmentation 
of narrative; but the earlier attraction of those aspects of Rabelais to his trans-
lators is evident in Urquhart’s elaborate, semi-parodic proposals for a universal 
language and Motteux’s detailed political readings of episodes of linguistic play 
and confusion in Gargantua and Pantagruel.

The history of the English reception of Gargantua and Pantagruel is charac-
terised by a productive tension between the reputation of Rabelais as obscene 
and irreligious, indeed even pornographic and blasphemous, and a sense 
among those who knew—or at least claimed to know—their Rabelais that 
such familiarity signalled their status as members of a sophisticated, cosmo-
politan elite, conversant in modern languages and able to appreciate the true 
wit of such outrageous fictions. Hence in Elizabethan and early Stuart England, 
before Gargantua and Pantagruel was put into English, references and allusions 
to Rabelais tended to flourish, as chapter 1 below shows, among literary circles 
and enclosed communities associated with the universities, the Inns of Court, and 
the London literary scene which revolved around Ben Jonson (1572–1637) and 
those he called his ‘sons’. It is, however, often difficult to be sure how familiar 
English writers really were with Rabelais before Motteux’s translation, even 
when they are writing in what looks like a Rabelaisian style or citing characters 
and episodes apparently taken from Gargantua and Pantagruel. The most obvi-
ous example of this is Thomas Nashe (1567–ca. 1601), whose prose style and 
obsession with the materiality of language can appear obviously Rabelaisian but 
who can nowhere be pinned down definitively as imitating Rabelais. Yet new 
archival research indicates that Nashe had encountered Gargantua and Pan-
tagruel (or at least bits of it). Locating Nashe at the very beginning of a tradition 
of the reception of Rabelais in English—not coincidentally, perhaps, Nashe is 
recorded as the first to use the term ‘obscenity’ in English, and he does so with 
reference to classical literature—lends an element of historical specificity to the 
otherwise vague notion that, in their common techniques of ‘digression and 
intertextual parody’, Nashe’s prose fiction should be regarded as a precursor to 
Tristram Shandy in the development of the novel in English.22

The daring treatment of religion in Gargantua and Pantagruel, and the fact 
that Rabelais was both placed on the Index by the Roman Catholic church and 
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condemned by Luther and Calvin, made Rabelaisian comedy and satire par-
ticularly appealing to those engaged in anticlerical and anti-sectarian polemic. 
Thomas Urquhart found in Rabelais, among other things, a means to express 
his scorn for the Presbyterians whom he blamed for fomenting civil war in 
Scotland. Chapter 2 below shows how Urquhart’s seemingly sincere proposals 
for a universal language, published separately the year before his translation, 
apply Rabelaisian play with meaning and communication to the breakdown 
in understanding that royalists perceived in their contemporary world of civil 
war Britain. Urquhart’s brilliantly eccentric translation of the first two books of 
Gargantua and Pantagruel and the astonishing personal and political circum-
stances in which it appeared are the subject of chapter 3. Amid the turbulence of 
the civil wars of the mid-seventeenth century, other royalist writers found in Ra-
belaisian comedy a resource for mockery of radical religious claims to divine 
authority and inspiration. And yet, contrary to traditional literary-historical assump-
tions about Cavalier libertinism and Roundhead puritanism, Urquhart’s Rabelais 
turns out to have been a work that was encouraged, and perhaps even sponsored, 
by those seeking to represent the demise of the Stuart court and the inauguration 
of the new British republic as a moment of cultural and literary renewal.

After the restoration of the monarchy, the new urban social context of the 
coffeehouse fostered a political culture in which Rabelaisian satire was put to 
sceptical and anticlerical use: the prose satires of Andrew Marvell (1621–1678), 
the member of Parliament and former Cromwellian civil servant who is the 
central figure of chapter 4 below, suggest the appeal of Rabelaisian jokes to 
the sort of urbane readership in the coffeehouses that Marvell sought to reach. 
The case of Marvell also highlights the fragmentary and uncertain nature of 
reference to Rabelais before Motteux completed the English translation. Mar-
vell had spent considerable time in France in both the 1640s and 1650s and his 
references to Rabelais indicate less his thorough reading of Gargantua and 
Pantagruel than his exposure through travel and conversation to jokes and 
anecdotes attributed (erroneously) to Rabelais. The twist in the tale of Marvell’s 
use of Rabelaisian satire is that he may not actually have read Rabelais at all—
the references are rather traces of Marvell’s movement through various social 
contexts, or ‘conversable’ worlds, in both France and England. Such uncertain 
or indirect reference unsettles some of the assumptions of conventional liter-
ary history, which has tended to be based upon a model of influence which 
involves the direct reading of one author by another.

The publication of the complete translation in the final decade of the sev-
enteenth century not only made Rabelais finally fully available as a literary 
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resource in English: Motteux also provided an extensive commentary or ‘key’ 
to the text, in which he exhaustively interpreted its episodes as allegories of 
political events and religious controversies in Rabelais’s own time and, more 
remarkably, of Motteux’s own recent experience as a persecuted Huguenot. 
While there had previously been continental Protestant attempts to provide 
an historical key to Rabelais, Motteux’s commentary was on a new scale of 
detail. It was upon this ‘historic-allegorical method’ of reading Rabelais that 
Bakhtin blamed the beginning of the ‘disintegration of laughter’ in early modern 
Europe. But Motteux’s work needs to be taken on its own terms and under-
stood in the personal and political contexts from which it emerged. Chapter 5 
below shows how Motteux’s ‘historic-allegorical method’ represented Gargan-
tua and Pantagruel to an English-speaking readership as a proto-Protestant 
polemic against Catholic tyranny and persecution, and the translation as per-
fectly suited to the moment of its appearance in a more tolerant, post-
revolutionary England. Bakhtin was anticipated by Alexander Pope in his 
scorn for attempts such as Motteux’s to impose political allegory on comic 
fiction. Pope equated such an approach with anti-Catholic Whig politics and 
the philistine modernity of Grub Street, both of which Motteux personified.

Motteux’s method was novel and influential in the eighteenth century, and 
it was received in more subtle and creative ways than Bakhtin would have us 
believe.23 As chapters 6 and 7 here explore, Motteux’s English Rabelais in-
spired new comic and satirical forms that played with the notion of a key 
which unlocked the ‘real’ meaning of fictional narratives. The scepticism of 
Pope, Swift and their ‘Scriblerian’ circle towards the Whig political ideals to 
which Motteux dedicated his enterprise helps to ensure that the possibility of 
political allegory is always treated with a greater or lesser degree of irony. Such 
allegorical reading was parodied by Pope in his mock ‘key’ to his own poem, 
The Rape of the Lock (1714), as a symptom of the political and cultural disease 
of modernity. The possibility of satire as extended allegory had earlier been 
one of the multiple perspectives that Swift played with in A Tale of a Tub 
(1704), a new mode of satirical prose which both intrigued and provoked its 
readers, and which soon had its own published ‘key’ that claimed to assist 
readers in deciphering its ‘real’ meaning. Swift, who could read Gargantua and 
Pantagruel in French, makes few explicit references to Rabelais outside his 
correspondence—and in one startling moment in his late satire on English 
treatment of the Irish, A Modest Proposal (1729)—but the Rabelaisian example 
of a ridiculous comic travel narrative involving grotesque giants and absurd 
civilisations that might (or might not) contain a micro-allegory of political 
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reality is a structuring element of Gulliver’s Travels (1726), the focus here of 
chapter 8.

Sterne’s desire to develop a Rabelaisian style in English is apparent from 
the manuscript draft that is now regarded as ‘a first essay at what would very 
soon become Tristram Shandy’ and that was first published in 1775, seven years 
after Sterne’s death, in bowdlerised form as ‘A Fragment in the Manner of 
Rabelais’.24 The fragment exhibits Sterne’s fascination with the language of the 
Urquhart-Motteux translation in Ozell’s 1737 edition, on which he was reliant 
for access to Gargantua and Pantagruel; but, like Swift, Sterne’s satiric and 
political imagination was fired by Motteux’s transformation of bawdy comedy 
into extended political and religious allegory. Chapters 9 and 10 below show 
how Sterne, from the parodic ‘Key’ that he appended to A Political Romance 
(1759) to the continual play with claims to deeper signification and obsession 
with systems of interpretation in Tristram Shandy, is as creatively influenced 
by Ozell’s edition of Gargantua and Pantagruel as by Rabelais’s work itself. 
Sterne follows Pope and Swift in playing with Motteux’s conviction that comic 
obscenity must be an allegory of the political, or signify something other than 
itself, while never quite discounting its possibility.

In an influential study of Sterne, Thomas Keymer has persuasively argued 
against the critical tendency to separate his debt to the tradition of ‘learned 
wit’, up to and including Swift’s A Tale of a Tub, from his relationships, satirical 
or otherwise, with the varieties of mid-eighteenth-century fiction: rather the 
‘Rabelaisian’, like the ‘Cervantic’, was part of the ‘currency’ of discourse about 
the novel in the period.25 Chapters 9 and 10 below flesh out this observation 
by exploring how the ‘Rabelaisian’ became part of this novelistic currency 
through a long history of translation and imitation. The satiric tradition of 
‘learned wit’ that derived from the Renaissance is part of the story of Tristram 
Shandy, but Sterne’s Rabelaisian inheritance is something less musty and more 
modern—and more political, given the strongly Whig version of British and 
European history to which Motteux sought to have his translation contribute. 
The ways in which the reception of Motteux’s Rabelais shaped innovation in 
the eighteenth-century English novel can contribute to our increasing but still 
sketchy understanding of ‘the early novel as a transnational, cosmopolitan, 
even perhaps borderless phenomenon’.26 Three of the principal objections to 
Ian Watt’s The Rise of the Novel: Studies in Defoe, Richardson and Fielding (1957), 
the single most influential study of the history of the novel in English, have 
been ‘the rigidity of a generic definition based on circumstantial and psycho-
logical realism to the exclusion of non-realist modes’, ‘a teleological bias that 
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neglects, misrepresents, or downgrades phases and types of fiction produc-
tion, such as the richly variegated category of Elizabethan fiction’ and ‘a reduc-
tive Anglo-centrism that leaves out of account the translation, reception, and 
pervasive influence from the sixteenth century onwards’ of non-English texts 
and traditions.27 In relation to the last objection, it is Bakhtin’s dictum in his 
essay ‘From the Prehistory of Novelistic Discourse’, first published in English 
in 1981, that the novel has ‘always developed on the boundary line between 
cultures and languages’ which has rather guided twenty-first-century scholar-
ship (although the essay in which Bakhtin says this was actually written 
in 1940).28

Yet Gargantua and Pantagruel, whether in French or in translation, is en-
tirely absent from subsequent rival accounts of the novel’s emergence, such as 
Michael McKeon’s The Origins of the English Novel, 1600–1740 (1987) and J. Paul 
Hunter’s Before Novels: The Cultural Contexts of Eighteenth-Century English Fic-
tion (1990); and while the influence of Cervantes and ‘Quixotism’ on 
eighteenth-century English literature has been the subject of several major 
studies, Rabelais and ‘the Rabelaisian’ have not attracted anything like the 
same degree of attention—not featuring even in a collection such as Remap-
ping the Rise of the European Novel (2007), which specifically sets out to revise 
Watt’s account of the novel as originating in ‘specifically English causes: em-
piricism, Protestantism, the development of modern capitalism and industri-
alization, a process that began in England before spreading to the rest of 
Europe’.29 Comic Enlightenment offers an alternative, or perhaps rather parallel, 
history of the novel that engages with all three of the above objections to 
Watt’s perdurable study by showing how a French prose fiction in a non-realist 
mode was received in English from the late Elizabethan period onwards; how 
its translation over the course of the latter half of the seventeenth century was 
shaped by, and responded, to specific historical and cultural circumstances; 
and how this French prose fiction, its reception, and its translation influenced 
several of the major instances of the eighteenth-century novel in English. The 
modern novel began to develop in the last decades of the seventeenth century 
‘through intersections and interactions among texts, readers, writers, and pub-
lishing and critical institutions that linked together Britain and France’.30 The 
reception and translation of Gargantua and Pantagruel is a comparatively 
neglected aspect of that development. Ireland should also be added to this 
network of intersections and transactions: the examples of Swift and of Sterne 
also suggest there may be something to the claim that Irish writers have been 
particularly attracted to the idea of the Rabelaisian, or raibiléiseachas. Terry 
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Eagleton finds Tristram Shandy to be like ‘many an Irish text from Swift to 
Beckett’ in the way it ‘plays off the humiliated body against the hubris of the 
mind’.31 Gargantua and Pantagruel offers probably the most elaborate comic 
exploration of that theme in European literature, and Swift and Sterne learned 
much from it; but the Rabelaisian presence in their writing is more variegated, 
and more bound up with matters of translation, than has previously been 
realised.

It is an intriguing peculiarity of the story of Rabelais in English that Rabe-
laisian comedy tends to spill out from fiction into the lives of its translators—
or rather their deaths. In Robertson Davies’s comic novel The Rebel Angels 
(1981), the plot of which is driven by the supposed discovery of a new manu-
script by Rabelais, the professor of European Renaissance culture at the 
College of St John and the Holy Ghost is a Scot of outrageous and dubious 
character, Urquhart ‘Urky’ McVarish. While showing his rooms to Maria 
Theotsky, a PhD student working on Rabelais, McVarish expresses his surprise 
at meeting a ‘female Rabelaisian’ as ‘[t]hey used to say that no decent woman 
could read Rabelais’ (although he adds that he hopes she is not decent). He 
directs her to the portrait ‘above his mantel of a man in seventeenth-century 
lace cravat and a green coat the shade our host himself was wearing, whose 
nose was as long and whose face was as red as Urky’s own’. This is revealed by 
McVarish to be ‘my great forebear Sir Thomas Urquhart, first and still unques-
tionably the best translator of Rabelais’. When Maria responds that she has 
never read the Urquhart translation and prefers to ‘stick to the French’, McVar-
ish exclaims, ‘But what are you missing! A great monument of scholarship and 
seventeenth-century English! And what rich neologisms! Slabberdegullion 
druggels, lubbardly louts, blockish grutnols, doddipol joltheads, lobdotterels, 
codshead loobies, ninny-hammer flycatchers, and other suchlike defamatory 
epithets!’32

Urquhart’s translation of the first three books, which is still in print today 
in an Everyman edition along with Motteux’s version of the fourth and fifth 
books, is half as long again as the original, and Urquhart repeatedly exaggerates 
even the most exaggerated of the lists that parody the epic catalogues in Ra-
belais. So, where Rabelais has the cakemakers of Lerné hurl twenty-eight dif
ferent insults at the shepherds of Grangousier in Gargantua, they are given 
forty-three ‘defamatory epithets’ to express their disdain in the version by 
Urquhart from which McVarish quotes. Most notably, where Rabelais has thir-
teen synonyms for Gargantua’s penis, Urquhart has thirty-eight, ranging from 
‘gallant wimble’ to ‘bunguetee’.33 Urquhart is a more ‘Rabelaisian’ writer than 
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Rabelais himself. In The Rebel Angels, Urky McVarish goes on to connect im-
plicitly the personality of his supposed ancestor with his excessive literary 
style: ‘He was a tremendous swell. Did you know that he is supposed to have 
died of ecstasy on hearing of the Restoration of his Sacred Majesty King 
Charles the Second?’34 This anecdote was first recounted by an eighteenth-
century editor of Urquhart’s original writings: ‘he died suddenly in a fit of 
excessive laughter, on being informed by his servant that the king was re-
stored’.35 The tale of Urquhart’s supposed death by ‘excessive laughter’ is 
recounted by the editor with a straight face—the medical theories about 
laughter propounded by Rabelais’s contemporary, the French physician Lau-
rent Joubert, included discussion of how an extreme bout of laughter may 
suffocate its victim—but it sounds like a parodic version of the various ad-
monitory tales concerning Rabelais’s own fate which circulated in early mod-
ern Europe. One of these is to be found in the section on ‘Epicures and Athe-
ists’ in The Theatre of Gods Judgements (1597), the popular catalogue of 
providential punishments translated from French and augmented with English 
examples by Thomas Beard, a Puritan cleric and schoolmaster: ‘Francis Rabe-
lais, having suck’t up also this poison [of atheism], used like a prophane vil-
laine, to make all Religion a matter to laugh and mocke at: but God deprived 
him of all his sences, that he had led a brutish life, so that he might die a brutish 
death; for he died mocking all those that talked of God.’36

The equally spectacular fate that apparently befell Peter Motteux is rather 
better documented. On 19 February 1718, Motteux was ‘found dead in a House 
of very ill Fame, in Star-Court in the Butcher-Row near Temple-Bar [in Lon-
don; . . .] there being Several Circumstances which ma[d]e it strongly sus-
pected that he was murthered’. A contemporary account records that Motteux 
was ‘suppos’d to have been strangled by Whores, who forgot to cut the cord 
They ha[d] ty’d ab[ou]t hi[s] Neck to provok[e] venery’. The mistress of the 
brothel and others who were present were subsequently acquitted of murder, 
in what has been claimed to be the first legal case of assisted erotic asphyxia.37 
These are Rabelaisian deaths indeed. But more famous now are the final words 
given to Rabelais on his deathbed in the biographical sketch which first ap-
peared in English in the 1664 reprint of Urquhart’s translations: ‘I am going in 
quest of a great perhaps.’38 As the chapters which follow show, the literary 
category of ‘Rabelaisian’ in English before the nineteenth century should en-
compass not only obscene or grotesque comedy, or a verbally exuberant style, 
but also matters of literary innovation, national identity, political allegiance 
and religious tolerance.
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