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The Age of Parody. Literary Parody and some Nineteenth Century Perspectives

Thesis submitted for the degree of Doctor of Philosophy

Judith Priestman, University of Kent at Canterbury. Sept. 1980

ABSTRACT

This study is the result of work carried out on literary
parody of poems and novels in the nineteenth century. The output
of the period in this respect was so great as to justify it being
dubbed the "age of parody" by its contemporaries, and a detailed
;chount of the many aspects of the mode at this time has not been
attempted since it would inevitably be protracted beyond the limits
of the study. Instead, a pattern of parodic activfty has been
traced, and those aspects of parody which resolve themselves
thematically and chronologically round the Romantic poets and
novelists, the popular sub-Romantic genres of the mid-century, and
the late Romantics, have formed the main topic of discussion. I
Parody 1s interpreted as a valuable source of contemporary opinion
relating to the major literary movements of the period: a
fundamentally critical act of assessment and acclimatization which

1s characterized in the nineteenth century by its Augustan and

realist sympathies.

As a preliminary to assessing the nature of the nineteenth
century's parodic achievement some broader theoretical questions
relating to how we read parodies generally have also been considered;
and the first part of the study represents an attempt to construct a
theory of literary parody, beginning with some modern usages and
including a history of the term and .earlier critical discussion of
the subject. It is argued that parody may be seen as an important
means of analysing literary discourse and aesthetic experience which
draws attention to the language of fictions by using language
reflexively, and as such is particularly congenial to post-modernist

consciousness and contemporary interest in fictionality and self-

consciousness in literature.

A short account of parody in the eighteenth century has also been
included as a prelude to nineteenth century usages; while nineteenth
century parody 1itself is seen to furnish the modern reader with an
unusual critical perspective on the period, as well as encouraging wider

speculations about the status of literary texts.



"A cote de toute grande chose il y a une parodie"

- HUGO



PART I : THEORY AND USAGE OF LITERARY PARODY



Introduction: Parody and the Self-Conscious Novel

Parody has become an increasingly important term in the English
critic's vocabulary during the past decade, and it is for this reason
that a study of the nineteenth century is prefaced by an attempt to define
'parody' and a brief description of the context in which the modern reader
will find parody most frequently discussed - that is, in relation to
the post-modernist novel, with reference to the self-conscious novel
generally.] Critics of this type of writing have stimulated an interest
in parody that is comparatively new in England, and which will influence

the way in which we interpret the term and evaluate the achievement of

the past with respect to parody. But while valuable and exciting
interpretations of the role of parody in the novel have been recently
offered, at the same time it seems that a clear notion of what 'to parody
some X' means 1s lacking, and the term is often used synonymously with
'self-consciousness', 'allusiveness', 'awareness', and even to indicate
that all literature could, in some sense, be parody.2 Critics of the
self-conscious and post-modernist novels seem, in fact, to be working
with an ill-defined concept that does not take into account the nature
of parody as reflexive discourse, although the reflexivenessof some modern
novels has become a critical commonplace. The first part of this study,
then, represents an attempt to clarify the notion of parody as a necessary
preliminary to an examination of parody in the nineteenth century, begin-
ning with a short consideration of the role that modern critics have
proposed for parody in the novel,

Analysis of parody in England has only recently passed from the hands

of the amateur belles-lettrists with their elegant monographs (Parody, in

"The Art and Craft of Letters" series)3 and into those of critics interested
in questions involving the status of fictions and the sort of belief we
extend to them; the relationship between words and things in literary
structures; and the relation of those structures to other sense-making

activities. The concept of parody has interested continental scholars for



rather longer4 - German philologists have been active since the 1920s,

when Russian formalists were also writing on the subject; and the
development of linguistics and related disciplines investigating signing
and communications, as well as the extension of structuralism in the
sixties into fieldsother than anthropology, have also contributed to an
awareness of parody and its relation to aesthetics that has been lacking
in England until comparatively recently. Today, however, parody is coming
to be understood as an important concept in the whole idea of fictionality,
whether it embraces the Nietzscheian precept: "What can be thought must
certainly be a fiction”,5 or whether it refers to the literariness of
the text and the way it is composed and received by writers and readers.
Where contemporary English criticism has been most stimulating 1is in
its suggestion that parody is a paradigm of the whole fiction-making
process, where the parodist is seen as one who draws attention to the way
in which fictions are made by using literary language in order to comment
on the function of literary language: mirroring art rather than an idea
of any given reality. The parodist insists on the process of art - its
artificiality - by emphasising that he is using other people’'s styles and
familiar conventions in order to make the reader aware that what is written
and read is part of a tradition that governs the creation of made-up worlds,
peopled by fictional characters, and exptessed in literary language. The

parodist, in these terms, is a self-conscious author who invites the reader
to collaborate with him in making meanings from a text that is no longer

a straightforward representation of reality but which enjoys a complex
existence that cannot be 'taken as read'. Parody makes the reader aware
that the relationship between wbrds and things is problematic and that the
system governing the creation, interpretation, and status afforded to
literary texts is infinitely complicated. The self-conscious modern novel,
like its historical counterpart, alludes to its ancestry, parodying authors
and conventions, setting-up literary mirrors-within-mirrors so that the

reader can never forget that he is the reader of a book, which is a fic;ion.



Parody can be understood as emphasising the techniques that convent-

ional novels use to create an illusion of reality because 1t draws
attention to the fact that it has incorporated the alien material of other
people's styles into the fabric of 'the book' (which traditionally we might
think of as being written by one man with his own techniques that convey

his particular point of view). The hero of The British Museum is Falling

Down (1965), for instance, reflects on his predicament in the style of

Woolf or Kafka, reminding the reader that he, too, is a man in a book and
that his status as a 'character' with a 'predicament' depends on a convention
of reading that interprets the text as life-like. But parody insists that
the hero is made up of words, of a literary language that does not, after
all, present the 'real thing'. The character has been creéted, as it was

in the work of Woolf and Kafka; and through these references to other

writers the author indicates that Adam's consciousness is not to be taken

as real in the same way that George Eliot, for example, might expect us to
interpret Gwendolen Harleth's.6 It is artful; and to the extent that writers
like Cervantes, Sterne, and Joyce repeatedly draw the reader's attention

to other fictions by parodying them, they force us to relinquish a naive
acceptance of the text as verisimilar (we don't, as sophisticated readers,
ring church-bells to celebrate Pamela's wedding) and autonomous; as some-
thing in which we can easily believe; and whose language is objectively

rather than subjectively given. When the comic porter in the Frogs remarks:

: P 7 :
"Comic porter scene. There's one in every comedy'; or a character in

Lord Edgware Dies suggests that that would be a very good title for a book;8

or when Hamlet watches Hamlet and the audience watches both, we are forced

to abandon any uncritical acceptance of the literary text as an articulate,
straightforward mediator of reality,

It has been pointed out by several critics recently that the self-
conscious novel with its playful allusiveness and use of parody resists
the dominant school of criticism whose concept of serious literature is of
"an intent verisimilar representatiqn of'motal_sitﬁations in_their_social

contexts".” It is not surprising, therefore, to find Leavis denouncing



parody in the following terms:

There is only one thing that could be learned by attempting to
parody a writer whose distinction makes him worth close study; that
is, how inaccessible to any but the most superficial and falsifying
imitation the truly characteristic effects of such writers are...
The cult of parody, in fact, belongs to that literary culture...
which in its obtuse and smug complacency is always the worst enemy
of creative genius and vital originality. It goes with the absurd
and insignificant cult of Max Beerbohm... People q&gare really
interested in creative originality regard the parodist's game with
distaste and contempt. .

But the self-conscious novelist would argue that parody constitutes an
exploration of what we mean by '"creative originality" and that his attitude

"smug and complacent'". Such a writer might contend that

18 the reverse of
it is the realist position which is false and that characters in’books

cannot be taken as ‘real or regarded in any sense as free moral agents.
The self-conscious novel deliberately prevents the reader from extending

this kind of belief to fiction; and we cannot read a book without being
aware that this is precisely what we are doing and what sort of skills
are involved in this activity.

Certain reservations about this type of writing might be made at this
point, not the least of which is that too much of it 1is ultimately wearying,
and that some writers, at least, could be said to be preoccupied in a

superficial way with fictionality rather than with the nature of aesthetic

discourse, and that this lends an air of sterility to some of their work

. . . . 11
which seems to yearn after the very realist status 1t repudiates. But,

on the whole, the "other great tradition",lzwith its qualities of witty

playfulneés and the teasing questions it provokes about fiction as a sense-
making construct and the type of belief we extend to it, has pfoved a
vitalizing force in contemporary literature and critical thought. But

what has been lacking, as already suggested, is a precise sense of how it
is that parody 'emphasises techniques', and what it is that parody actually
does. This may be attributed to the use of the word 'parody' to cover a
variety of different activities that go on in a self-conscious novel,h and
the extension of the term to include any case of conscious allusiveness

in literature. At the moment 'parody' is used to refer to comically



distorted imitations of particular passages, styles, schools and genres;

and equally to describe those occasions when the Aristophanic comlc porter
refers to his comic-porterness, or when Sterne declares that he can never
catch up with himself when writing his autobiography and leaves blank pages

or illustrates his meaning graphically. Don Quixote's descent into the

n13

Cave of Montesinos has been called a "parody because it refers to the

Classical tradition of a journey to the Underworld; cases of novelists

writing novels about novelists writing novels might be said, by this

definition, to exhibit parodic awareness; and frequently the words 'parody’,

‘pastiche', and 'imitation' are used as interchangeable terms.14 As Wayne

Booth feared for 'irony' in another context, the term 'parody' is being

used "to cover just about everything there is" in post-modernist consciousness.L4
This sort of imprecision has militated against establishing a concept

of parody where the critic would be in a position to ask questions of the

fundamental order - How do we recognize a parody? How do parodies work?

What value does the activity have? In other words, a general notion of

literary parody as an activity in its own right that does not only occur

in the context of self-conscious novels is lacking - although due acknowled-
gement must be given to the modern novelist and his critics for rescuing
parody from the province of the amateur Literary Society and Y M C A Lecture.
The first part of this study represents an attempt to clarify an idea of
parody: in the first place by considering the history of the term and

early debate on the subject; and secondly, by proposing a theory of parody
that is rather more rigorous than contemporary, novelistic usages perhaps

suggest.

b. Earlx Use and Later Debate

Classical uses and the etymology of 'parody' suggest that fhé activity
involves two texts that are intimately related by virtue of the first having
given rise to the second, which resembles it closely but which is not .
precisely similar. Traditionally the*word has béen associated ﬁith a set

of cognate terms involving the idea of incongruous imitation - words like



'‘burlesque', 'travesty', 'mock-epic', and (more loosely) 'mockery’,

» . . 1
waricature', and 'lampoon'. It also recurs in the context of 'satire

'irony'. Of all these terms (excluding satire and irony) 'parody’' 1s

and
the oldest, having its roots in the poetics of the ancient Greeks; yet

it is also the term which has provoked most controversy over its meaning
and was longest in becoming established in the English vocabulary. This 1s
partly to do with etymological obscurities, and partly attributable to an
ambiguity inherent in the word, where the value to be attached to 'para’

- whether 'parody' is thought to derive from parode, parodia, or paratra-

godein - is variously interpreted because of its ambivalence: since 'para’

means both 'beside' and 'against', and implies both closeness and distance
in relation to the ode. The nature of the relationship between model and

copy, and the parodist's own attitude to his subject, have consequently

been the subject of protracted debate based on various suppositions about
etymology and the weight to be attached to 'para' as 'beside', or 'against',

or both,

The first use of 'parody' may have been in the form parode, which
referred to "the first entry of the chorus ... the whole of the first
utterance of the chorus"16 in tﬁe Greek theatre, where the chorus spoke in
a different measure from the protagonist. Athenaeus refers to "para ten oden”
("against a /common/ tm=':1¢:>dy"'),,,17 meaning the passages in a recitation that
were spoken and not sung, and were in this way different from the traditional
method of performing poems. Or again, a new text might be recited to the
music of an older one - hence Quintilian's description of the parode as
"singing a new song to a familiar tune".18 In these cases the parode
seems to have acted as a counterpoint to introduce variety into conventional
forms and was spoken 'beside' another measure (a song with new words) but,
by the same token, 'against' that model: introducing variety. However,

a slightly later use in the form parodia is generally accepted as the word

from which 'parody' derives - thus the O E D: " ﬂuftgfu ... & burleque

poem or song. From wep (a - beside, in a subsidiary relation, mock = ,



10.

etc. + ?Sv{ song, poem'. As parodia appears 1in Aristotle's Poetics the
variety that is introduced to an original form apparently consisted in
presenting noble models in an ignoble light. Hegemon of Thasos is cited

as the first writer of "parodies", and his presentation of men "in a bad
light" is contrasted with Homer "who depicts the better type of men" (I1,5).
Later Greek uses of parodia connect the word with the silloi (attacks
on didactic and philosophical verse, said to derive from Timon of Philius)

and the cento (patchworks of quotations used for satirical or obscene

purposes); while paratragodein refers to those plays which re-presented
traéedy as farce - a development, perhaps, of the satyr plays.19 In the
commentaries of the scholiasts, parodia appears as a device for derisively

imitating serious works: for Quintilian, for example, parodying involved

introducing into one's speech pretend utterances in the manner of an opponent

and distorting them so that the argument sounded false and ridiculous.20

In contrast to parode, then, parodia and paratragodein carried the sense
that the counterpoint to the model was comic and mocking, and that the

parodist himself could actually be 'against' his model in the sense that

he might want to make it look absurd.

This was the generalized, and confused, set of ideas that was revived

in Europe towards the end of the Renaissance when the term 'parody’

21

reappeared on the continent. J.C. Scaliger's Poetics (1561) contained

a discussion of "Parodia", as did Henri Estienne's first volume of Classical

philology.22 ‘A form of 'parody' first appeared in English recorded use in

1598 in John Florio's A Worlde of Wordes, which gives 'parodia" as "a turning

of verse by altering some'words",23 and in most early definitions and uses

'parody' carries the sense of non-mocking imitation: Walkington's "all of
wvhich in a parode imitating Virgil wee may set downe" (OED). Jonson,
however, used the term rather more specifically in 1616 when one of the

characters in Every Man In His Humour exclaims on hearing an absurd version

of a popular sonnet: "A Parodie! a Barodie!'with a kind of miraculous gift

24

to make it absurder than it was". Jonson's use of the word is notable

because it indicates that the playwright had a clear and well-developed



11.

conception of 'parody' as distinct from imitation, and yet the word is

scarcely heard of again until the eighteenth century. In the play Ed.
Kno'wel's exclamation occurs after Clement has quoted Matthew's version

of the opening lines of Samuel Daniel's first sonnet in the Delia sequence,

which actually reads: "Unto the boundlesse Ocean of thy Beautie,Runnes this

25 But in Matthew's poem

poore River, charg'd with streames of zeale'.
the lines become: '"Unto the boundlesse Ocean of thy face,/Runnes this poore
river charg'd with streames of eyes" (V.5.23-24). Jonson has retained the
structure and style of his original but has altered some lexical items

in order to create a sense of comic incongruity which reflects on Matthew
as a ''towne-gull". The parody is both like and not-like its original:
unfamiliar items have been obtruded into a familiar fabric, and this is

"miraculous” because it has worked a change as powerful and complicated

as ordinary mimesis. The audience must recognize Daniel in Matthew and
Daniel's poem in Matthew's "parodie", and be aware that the incongruity
between the poem and the parody is actually an oblique statement about
Matthew and conventional love-sonnets. (Jonson implies something ridiculous
in the model: "to make it absurder than it was'.) For Jonson this is a
special kind of activity, to be distinguished from imitation, 'turning',
simple mockery, or satire - it is "a parodie'.

But Jonson's usage was not taken-up in the seventeenth century.

Cotgrave's French dictionary of 1611 makes no reference to 'parody':26 and

although the fifth edition of Blou:;:'s Glossographia (1681) gave "parodize"
as "to change the signification of a verse by altering some words", Thomas
Nelson's expanded editions of 1707 and 1719 omitted it altogether.z7 Dryden
was more explicit about the nature of parody's 'changed signification'-

in the 'Discourse Concerning the Original and Progress of Satire' (1693)

vhere he mentions "parody" several times in connection with the silli: "They

were satyric poems, full of parodies; that is, of verses patched up from

-, 28
great poets, and turned to another sense than the author intended them".

Parody here seems to resemble the cento, though the 'turning' that”Dtjden




12.

describes is specifically connected with the satirical practice of Timon,

"where the words are generally those of Homer and the tragic poets, but he
applied them, satirically, to some customs and kinds of philosophy which

he arraigns' (p.52). But at the end of the century it is evident that there
was little concensus about what constituted a parody and, indeed, little
interest 1n the question. This may be attributed to the appearance of

the cognate terms associated with 'burlesque' that became current at this
time, for the new genres of travesty and mock-epic quickly evolved a clear-
cut sense of what 'turning' a verse meant, so that 'parody' became a some-
what redundant term or one to be appropriated indiscriminately by both
sides in the high versus low burleque debate.

'"Turning’ in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries involved the
incongruous imitation of one literary work by another which exploited the
reader's expectation of the relationship between style and theme in
particular genres by setting them comically at odds. In low burlesque
the Classics would be retold in jingling metres involving the coarse exploits
of wvulgar heroes; while in high burlesque, the whole epic apparatus would
be brought to bear on 1eés-than-epic themes. Travesty and mock-heroic
created a disparity between matter and manner based on a sharp division
between form and content and the educated reader's genre—-expectations.
Although this resembles parody's "turning of a verse by altering some words",
it is evident that the term is too imprecise to describe these burlesque
'activities; and, in fact, the words 'burlesque', 'travesty', and ‘mock-
heroic' established themselves very quickly in the critics' vocabulary
in canparisdn i:o the Cl'.assical ‘parody'. 'Burlesque' came to England f.rcm
Italy via France; and though it was confused with 'travesty' for a while
('burlesque’ was used to describe the short-lined, doggerel couplets in

wvhich travesties were commonly wr1tten, as in Scarron's V1rg11e travestie

en vers burlesques, 1648-1652), it eventually became eatabhshed as a

generic term covering both travesty andmodk-epic. John Ozell in the

dedication to his translation df Le Lutrinfwas-ab1e9£ordec1are in 1708: '




If 1 distinguish right, there are two sorts of Burlesque; the first
w{h}ere things of a mean figure and Slight concern appear in all
the Pomp and Bustle of an Epic poem; such is this of the Lutrin.
The Second sort 1s where great events are made ridiculous by the
Meanness of the Character and the oddness of the Numbers, such is
‘the Hudibras of our excellent Butler.29

The distinction between high and low burlesque seems to have been well-

established by 1708, though the use of 'travesty' predates that of 'mock-
epic'., 'Travesty', like 'burlesque', came from Italy through France, and
1ts original meaning was in the form '"travestire - to disguise ... to
change apparel" (Florio, 1598). 'Changing', however, rapidly developed
the sense of altering noble themes by applying "a jocular, familiar
and undignified treatment"30 to them, and 'travesty' became associated
with the poems of Scarron and his imitators. The term 'mock-heroic',
meanwhile, was coined in the course of the critical debate surrounding

31

the relative merits of "diminishing" and "magnifying" burlesque. Dryden

described the Lutrin as written in "French heroic verse... his subject is

while John Ozell translated Boileau's

32

trivial but his verse is noble",

"Heroi~Comique" as '""Mock-Heroic",
Until the middle of the eighteenth century virtually all references
to 'parody' occur in the context of the burlesque debate, particularly in

relation to mock-heroics and stage traveSty. In the first instance, parody

13.

was coupled with mock-heroics because of its early connotation of '"changing -

signification" by "altering.... words". Unlike travesty, the mock-epic
brings the whole style of a genre to bear on its new subject, and mock-
heroics necessitate "altering some words" when a familiar style is made to
accommodate an unfamiliar subject.(while-travesty could be said to alter
the character of a génre and uses i1ts own style to do so0). The'mOCi—
epic relies for its effect on the recognition of famous passages from.the
Classics when they are applied to different, more trivial themes; and Pope
used the word "parody" to describe those occasionswhen-he had taken well-
known extracts from Virgil and Homer and hadfmaiﬂtained the general
particulars of style but with reference to the new spbjeCt. .So he réferred

to Clarissa's famous speech in The Rape df the Lock (V.9¥34) as intendedi



14.

"to open more clearly the MORAL of the Poem, in a parody of the speech of

Sarpedon to Glaucus in Hom.er:l33

The perception of the difference between
style and theme does not involve a satire on the model 1n mock-heroic

verse, but on the new subject, and there is no Jonsonian sense that Virgil

is in any way 'absurd' when Pope transforms two lines of the Aeneid so that

they read: "Her joy in gilded Chariots when alive, /And love of Ombre after
death survive' (I.55.56).

But in connection with stage travesties, however, the word parody was
often used to imply a satire on original models, and unlike Pope's use it
carried the sense of imitating a model to make it seem "absurder than it
was". In this usage - particularly common in France - 'parody' is close to

the Classical paratragodein: the comic imitation of tragedy, linked to the

buf foonery of satyr plays; and in the seventeenth and early eighteenth

centuries it seems to have been used, at times, almost as a generic term

to cover the miscellaneous techniques of theatrical burlesque?4 It was a

controversial activity, since the comic imitation of a prototype involved
satirical mockery of it by making its typical devices and set-pieces appear
absurd. The general outline of a play (or type of play) might be recogniz-
able, but the characters ﬁould be vulgar, the action ludicrous, and the
most famous speeches turned to ridicule by the introduction of low matter
and metre. La Motte in his preface to Inez de Castro protested about all

forms of '"parodie" in the theatre; and Fuzelier, who compiled a four-volumed

edition of Les parodies du nouveau theatre Italien (1738), replied:

We maintain that far from converting virtue into a paradox and degrad-
ing the truth by ridicule, parody will only strike at what is chimerical
and false; it is not a piece of buffoonery so much as a critical
exposition. What do we parody but the absurdity of dramatic writers

who frequently make their heroes and heroines act against nature, common-

sense and truth?... Many tragedies disguise vices into virtues, and
parodies unmask them....r35

Fuzelier's description of parody is entirely different'fram;Pope's. Not
only is it conceived of as an activity on a much larger scale than that of
"altering some words", it is also a "critical expositionﬂluhich directs

satire at its models and not at the manners and morals of society. It is



15.

not simple comedy either, since the humour is conceived with reference

to an implied literary model - characters are not absurd from their own
nature but because they remind the audience of a serious prototype, and
when the parodic hero acts against "nature, common-sense and truth', it 1is
not he who is ridiculous since 'he' only exists by virtue of his relation-

ship to an original.

The difference between Pope's and Fuzelier's accounts of 'parody' is
typical of the imprecision and confusion that continued to surround the
activity at this time. On the one hand, parody could be seen as having to
do with an elegant imitation of the Classics which enabled the writer to
compare ancient and modern modes, falsifying the sophisticated reader's
genre-expectations, and only incidentally directing satire at the original
text (in the sense that Homeric heroes might not seem particularly heroic
in a contemporary setting). On the other hand, Fuzelier's idea of parody
was of a broadly burlesquing activity which comically recast its original
so that it appeared absurd and its values turned to farce. At this point
the question of the parodist's intention arises, and the issue becomes
increasingly confused as critics defended or denied the propriety of parody
according to whether they favoured Pope's or Fuzelier's usége: that is to
say, without any élear sense of what 'parody' was. This debate was
protracted into the second half of the twentieth century, degenerating
into a circular argument that the nineteenth century in particular was
unable to break out of, where the propriety of parody depended on what the
critic counted as a case of parody, and what was thought of as a parody

was determined by whether the activity was approved of as legitimate or not.

Johnson's Dictionary definition (1756, abridged), which was included

in most subsequent eighteenth century dictionaries,36

upheld Pope's usage
and echoed Florio and Blount: "Parody (parodie, Fr. -ffuftgfu) A kind
of writing, in which the words of an author, or his thoughts; are taken,

and by a flight of change adapted to a new purpose'. Johnson did not

suggest in what the "flight of change" consisted, or whether the "new



16.

purpose" was ridiculing or serious; and his imprecision is reflected 1n
his later use of the word in the 'Life of John Philips', where 'parody"
appears at once as a harmless novelty (in the senseof parode), a turning
of words which gives rise to the perception of an amusing incongruity, and -
more famously - a defamation of the original: '"to degrade the sounding
words and stately construction of Milton by an application to the lowest
and most trivial things, gratifies the mind with.armoﬁentary triumph over
that grandeur which had hitherto held its captives in admiration".37 The
poem that Johnson was referring to was 'The Splendid Shilling' (1701)
which was very like the mock-epic in its manner, but with the distinction
that the epic apparatus which was brought to bear on trivial subjects was
Miltonic and not Classical. Philipt's poem was imitated many times during

39 . . : :
the century ~ and these imitations were generally known as 'parodies'”,

but in contradistinction to Johnson's description, 'parody’' here seems to

have carried the Popeian sense of a Classical pleasantry that does not

involve ridicule of the*model.40 Fielding used the term in this way in

the 'Author's Preface' to Joseph Andrews (1742) where it is virtually
synonymous with mock=-epic ;4] but Richard Owen Cambridge took precisely
the opposite view in his preface to The Saxibleriad (1751), where parody
is like fravesty in that it introduces low themes (that, in this case, are
intended to "degrade" the model), and is understood to stem from "a certain
malignity in'mankind".42
As the popularity of‘the major burlesque modes waned, 'parody' seems
to have survived as a term to describe incongruous imitations of native
models, although the nature of the incongruity remained ill-defined and
problematic. James Beattie's 'Essay on Laughter and Ludicrous Composition’
(1776) contained a brief discussion of parody in which Beattie, like Fielding,
upheld a mock-heroic usage - "Parodies may be ludicrous from the opposition

between similarity of phrase and diversity of content"43

- and declared
that since they depended for their effect on recognition of the model,
they were actually a compliment to the parodied author, "since only writers

of the greatest merit are likely to be parodied" because theyare 8o well-known:
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"These mock imitations are honourable to the original authors because

tacit acknowledgements of their popularity" (p. 396). Johnson's famous
stanza parodying Thomas Percy's 'The Hermit of Warkworth', on the other
hand, was described by a contemporary as a piece of '"ridicule" that made
Percy and his ballad look '"contemptible'", where the nature of the imitation
was such that it was thought to '"turn the whole poem into ridicule". These
remarks were made by Joseph Craddock, recalling a correspondence with
David Garrick on the subject of the "parody" which Craddock summed-up thus:

I think Dr. Percy had received very great cause to take offence at

Dr. Johnson, who, by a ludicrous parody on a stanza in the Hermit

of Warkworth, had rendered him contemptible. It was urged that

Johnson only meant to attack the metre, but he certainly turned the

whole poem into ridicule... Mr. Garrick, in a post-script of a letter

to me, soon afterwards asked me, "Whether I had seen Johnson's

criticism on the Hermit? it is already", says he, "over half the

town."

44
Parody is here understood to be a "criticism'", but a hostile one that has
nothing to do with complimenting its model. Craddock also appears to be
gesturing towards the notion of parody as reflexive discourse in his remark
that Johnson had somehow imitated more than the "metre' so that the
result was different from mock-epic, but the methodological implications
of this idea were not explored until the twentieth century.
Wordsworth quoted Johnson's stanza in the 'Preface' to the second

edition of Lyrical Balladé (1800):

"I put my hat upon my head,

And walked into the Strand,

And there I met another man

Whose hat was in his hand.AS
Wordsworth's account is complicated because although he refers to Johnson's
verse as a "parody" he nevertheless quotes it as if it were a genuine
example of the "contemptible...trivial and simple" verses from which he
distinguishes his own and Thomas Percy's work. It is not parody, as some
critics have thought, which is a "mode of false criticism", but, rather,
the act of confusing "admirable" ballads with those that are trivial and

"want sense' - represented here by the parody, which is understood in this -

context as a piece of genuinely bad writing. Wordsworth both uses the
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parody as an example of 'real' bad verse, and then later in the 'Preface’
approves of it as a mocking "triumph" over the 'contemptible” (p.264) -
admirably illustrating the confusion surrounding the term at the turn of
the century. This was most evident in the critical response to James and_
"Horace"” Smith's Rejected Addresses (1812), the most popuiar single volume
of parodies published in the nineteenth century.46 Both the Edinburgh

and Quarterly Reviews agreed that the collection of verses celebrating the
rebuilding of Drury Lane Theatre under the auspices of Whitbread's brewery
were ''parodies”, in that the styles of major contemporary poets had been
appropriated to describe an amusing theme; and both reviewers N Croker for
the Quarterly and Jeffrey for the Edinburgh - agreed with Beattie that
such 1imitations represented an acknowledgement of popularity rather than
a slight against the originals. But having agreed that the contents of

the 1812 volume were parodies, and justified them as such, both critics

then tried to discard the term and find another to describe the verses they

were reviewing. Having expressed the hope that the readers would find the

47

"parodies... amusing'', Croker then went on to recommend ''the imitation

of Mr. Crabbe (because] ... the subject is not very dissimilar from those
which Mr. Crabbe treats" (p.180). Croker seems to be moving towards an
idea of parody as straightforward imitation that is not, after all, amusing
and his unease with the notion of parodic incongruity and its implications
is evident in his apologetic conclusion to the review: "We hope we shall

be excused in having occupied so much space with a subject that is of mere
temporary interést, and of so little importance” (p.181). (In the same
1ssue, Croker had begun a review of George Colman Jnr with the remark:

"We are not, at best, great admirers of parody, burlesque, and such small

wit.")48

In Jeffrey's review the move away from parody as involving amusing
incongruities, to parody as imitation, is quite explicit. Jeffrey proposes
ridding "parody” of the ridiculing connotations it has acquired through its

o . ‘lg
association with "travestie" by making it synonymous with “mxmlcEFY#-_
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Moreover, the highest form of mimicry, in his account, would not involve

humour (the "certain ludicrous and light air" (p.437) associated with
'parody’') but would be a seriously undertaken imitation, whose object

would be to " [let] us more completely into the secret of the original

author and [enable) us to understand far more clearly in what the peculiarity
of his manner consists'" (p.436). The best mimic would be one "able to

borrow the diction and manner of a celebrated writer to express sentiments
like his own - or to write as well as hewouldlhave'written on the subject
proposed by his imitator'" (p.435). The opening of Jeffrey's review, in
which these remarks occur, is permeated with a distaste for "levity" (p.437)
and a sense that literature could be easily contaminated by proximity to
laughter and incongruous imitation - and the feeling that it is not
dignified or, perhaps, safe to create amusing disparities between style

and theme using contemporary writers as models is in contrast to the play-
ful ease of the eighteenth century in relation to the established Classical
genres and the notion of decorum in the mock-epic, Conquingly, however,
the rest of Jeffrey's review - eighteen pages in all - goes on to refer to

the verses in Rejected Addresses as ''parodies" and warmly recommends them

to the reader, admitting that the disquisition on "mimickry” was irrelevant
since "the pieces before us... do not fall correctly under this denomination"
(p.436). lHe then proceeds to argue Fuzelier's case that parody is justi-
fiable travesty which exposes a writer's weaknesses: 'Levity and ridicule
may answer the ... purpose of admonishing authors... upon what quarters
they trespass on the borders of absurdity, and from what peculiarities they
are in danger of becoming ridiculous" (p.437). Like Johnson's account in
his 'Life of John Philips', 'parody' is at once used to cover serious
imitation, illegitimate "travestie ... of the sublime" (p.437), and as a
method of testing the truth by ridicule .

The problematic relationship between the model and its copy in works
that appropriated other styles as their own (in various ways and for a variety

of different purposes) became the aubject'of'a'natiénal.debate in 1817 when
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William Hone was tried for publishing allegedly blasphemous parodies of

the Scriptures. Hone, a Radical printer, had published a series of broad-
sheets (illustrated by Cruikshank) that attacked the government and the
Prince Regent using the language of biblical texts and the Divine Service
to make the polemic memorable - in the tradition of political parody that

flourished in the last decades of the eighteenth century.so

Part of The
Political Litany, for example, runs: "From all the deadly sins attendant
on a corrupt method of election; from all the deceits of the pensioned
hirelings of the Press /Good Prince, deliver us".5] The Tory government,
anxious to silence Hone, prosecuted him for blasphemy, asserting that the
use of religious language in the context of politics and personal satire
constituted a debasement of Scripture and indicated an irreverence towards
holy texts. :Hone constructed his defence on the basis of a history of
religious and political parody that he had drawn—-up, taking examples from
the Middle Ages, through the Reformation, down to the eighteenth century.

He argued that the sense of incongruity which was created by interpolating

satirical matter into the manner of the Bible did not involve ridicule of

the Scriptures but was based on a perception of the difference between the
religious connotations of the original and the veniality of the new subject
being described. ‘Further, he had used the Bible and Divine Service as his
models, he claimed, because they were forms familiar to the greatest number
of people, and the use of familiar texts made his meaning more memorable.
In essence he repeated Beattie's argument that parody was a homage to fame,
and supported his contention with an impressive array of political parodies
which had conspicuously borrowed metres or song-tunes and ‘'altered the
words' for another purpose that was entirely unconnected with satirizing
their models. Despite Lord Ellenborough's hostile summing-up, Hone was
acquitted on this evidence and from the proceeds of a public fund raised
for him proposed publishing a complete history of parody from the Middle

Ages onwards. Although the project failed, enough interest had been

generated in parody' at this time for Blackwood's Magazine to refer .

familiarly to "this age of parody",s2
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But there was still no concensus as to what counted as a parody, and

consequently the legitimacy of the mode - in a period increasingly concerned
with the propriety of laughter - was the subject of argument in the criticism
relating to parody in the first half of the nineteenth century. The

authors of Rejected Addresses, (which had occasioned Jeffrey's muddled
attempts to define parody), themselves published a long preface to the
eighteenth edition of their collection in 1833, relating how the volume

came to be written, and defining their aims in writing it. Again, their
account indecisively wavers between defining 'parody' as a method of copying
an original in such a way that a comment on the model is implied 1in the

in the imitation, and 'parody' as a method of dividing form from content
that does not necessarily reflect adversely on the adopted form. In the
first instance, the Smiths, like Joseph Craddock, seem to be hinting at

the reflexive use of language in parody when they proposed that what they
were copying was not only the metre but the "turn of mind as well as the
phraseology of our originals".53 They also stated that the parodies were
intended aé a "burlesque of peculiarities" (p. xiii), and that in the case
of Wordsworth "we pounced upon his popular ballads and exerted ourselves

to push their simplicity into puerility and silliness™ (p. xii). But the
preface goes on to describe how writers were chosen as models "whose style
and habit of thought, being more marked and peculiar, was more capable of
exaggeration and distortion", and proceeds, quite unwarrantably, to argue
that only the great poets of the age had such a style, and that the parodies
complimented them by choosing them as models, and intended no ridicule

but merely to raise a "harmless laugh" (p. xii) by borrowing 'great' styles
and applying them to trivial subjects. The Smiths repudiated their earliér
criticisms of Wordsworth, and ended the preface with the - again inaccurate -

remark: "To the credit of the genus irritabile be it recorded, that not

one of those whom we had parodied or burlesqued ever betrayed the least

soreness on the occasion“.s4

It seems as though the Smiths were not sure what they were actually

doing in Rejected Addresses, but were anxious to assert that it was
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blameless; and one finds this set of attitudes towards parody repeated
with few substantial variations throughout the nineteenth century. Next
to Rejected Addresses the most popular single volume of parodies at this

time was The Book of Ballads by Bon Gaultier (1845), the work of Theodore

Martin and William Edmonstoune Aytoun, writing under the pseudonym "Bon
Gaultier" for Tait's Magazine. In his Memoir of Aytoun (1867) Martin
recalled how the parodies came to be written, and like the Smiths, described
how he and Aytoun had been drawn to poets ''whose style and manner of thought
were sufficiently marked to make imitation easy and sufficiently popular

for a parody of their characteristics to be easily recognized".55 But .
Martin took Beattie's "acknowledgement of popu}arity" argument much further
than the Smitis, and declared: "Assuredly the poets parodied had no warmer
admirers than ourselves..., it was precisely the poets whom we most admired

that we 1mitated the most frequently. Let no man parody a poet unless he
loves him" (p.63). Yet this is simply not true in the case of some of the
"Bon Gaultier" parodies; and Tennyson, in particular, was imitated in such

a way that was intended to make his early poetry look absurd, as part of
Martin's and Aytoun's campaign against the sub-Romantic genres of the 1830s

and 18408.56

But repeatedly, almost regardless of what kind of activity
'parody’' was supposed to embrace, apologists'fot parody throughout the
century stressed, not only a Popeian sense of non-derisive imitation, but
a positive regard on the parodist's part for his model: "Reverence is in
57

the nature of the true parodist'. "A parodist must be friends with the

>8 This was perhaps an answer to the

gods atid worthy- of theij'.ﬁr c-ompany".
charge that parody'represénted "the monkeyish.gambo1s" of the jealous at

the feet of the great;59 and the general tenor of the remarks made by
apologists for parody seems to indicate that they were combatting suspicions
that literature as a serious, even (in some sense) saﬁctified activity,
could easily lose its magic and become contaminated by beiﬁg exposedtb
ridicule of comic imitations in.any form. The two'moétsystematiceasays

on parody written during the nineteenth denturY - IsaacD’Israéliist'ParodY'
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(1834) and Walter Hamilton's 'The Art of Parody' (1885) - both agreed that

there were aspects of literature which '"'should be kept free from the most
good—-natured ridicule".60
Yet whether parody did or did not involve "ridicule", and if it did,
how it did - in other words, the whole question of the relationship of
the parodic copy to its model - was never discussed at more than a super-

ficial level during the century, and there exists no body of criticism
equivalent to that surrounding the burlesque modes of the eighteenth century,
for example., D'Israeli proposed a 'variable character" for parody that
changed according to '"the purpose of the application"” (p.505) and might or
might not direct ridicule at its original; while Hamilton quoted Fuzelier
with approval and then added, typically, that parody should on the whole
avoid derision in case the reader found himself laughing "at what, at another

time, he would have shed tears". A few articles on 'Parody' appeared in

magazines and newspapers;61 but although this was the"age of parody" neither

parodists nor critics were particularly forthcoming about the activity, and
the 1888 NED definition - against such a confused background - is surprisingly
incisive (and upholds ridicule as a central function of parody):

A composition in prose or verse in which the characteristic turns

of thought and phrase in an author or class of authors are imitated

in such a way as to make them appear ridiculous, espec1ally by

applying them to ludicrously inappropriate subjects; an imitation

of a work more or less closely modelled on the original but so

turned as to produce a ridiculous effect.

Critics writing in the first half of the twentieth century, like their
nineteenth century predecessors, were also preoccupied with the propriety

of parody and the parodist's attitude to his subject, at the expense of
considering how it is that parodies actually'work’ In her preface to

A Parody Anthology (1904) Carolyn Wells stated: "Parody is a tribute to

popularity and consequently to merit of one sort or another“;62 while

Dwight'Macdonald fifty years later, in his introduction to Parodies- An

1&&5921251_(1960) substantially repeated her remarks, addzng that “most

63

parodies are*wrltten out of admlratlon than contempt". Or, agaln, the

following comments taken from articles onparody*wrltten in 1951 and 1966
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respectively: "Parody wears a mask of derision, but behind the mask the face

104

is crinkled in a smile of sneaking sympathy and admiration..." and, " [parody]

is a compliment... Some of the best English parodies spring from a generous
appreciation which is akin to 1ove"?5 This form of sloppily impressionistic
criticism has dogged parody until relatively recently in England, and the
subject has engaged the attention of few critics of any standing - which may
be due to the stigma attaching to parody as a form of ungracious and philis-
tine harassment of literature (as Leavis thought), or to a view of parody
(fostered by those same critics who tried to establish the activity as
respectable) as a mild form of harmless amusement not worthy of serious
attention. Debate about parody has, by and large, been monopolized by the
literary amateur; and while some of the remarks made in monographs, lectures,

66

and parody anthologies  have been illuminating and memorable - if only for

their crankiness - a higher order of discussion is needed to clarify ideas

about how parodies function: one that transcends, for example, Carolyn

Wells's division of the mode into "word rendering.. form rendering.. [and]
67 '

sense rendering', ' or H.M. Paull's wonderfully eccentric strictures on parody

in Literary Ethics (1928), where he argues that "parody...is a distinct form

of plagiarism. The parodist... borrows his ideas, form,and often his rhytm-':s"?3

. ""'-‘h‘
L

towards defining the concept of parody involved an idea of parody as literary
criticism - that is, 'criticism' without pe:jorative connotations, where
parody is understood (as Jeffrey suggested) to "[let] us more completely into
the secret of the original author", and the act of imitation and exaggeration
is seen as one of mastery. In this argument the parodist is one who is
intimate with the techniques of his models - since he is able to reproduce
them - and sufficiently at home with literature to be able to play with it.
So it is asserted that "parody pours criticism into an unforgettable mould";
or that it is "an intuitive kind of literary criticism, shorthand for what
serious critics must write out at length", or, again, "parody is a serious
art, a long-established mode of criticism which is often far more incisive

than the heavy review to which the public has been accustomed since the days
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of Dryden".” Owen Seéman proclaimed that parody is '"a department of pure

A

criticism"; while in his "daydream College for Bards" W.H. Auden would have
"no books of literary criticism, and the only critical exercise required of the
students would be the writing of parodies"zo Making the model absurd, in
vhatever degree, is here understood to be a central function of parody, which
performs the classic Shaftesburian exercise of testing the truth (in this case,
the merit of a text) by ridicule: the best parodists 'take just those tricks

and mannerisms to which the mind and metre of the poet are sometimes subject,

and, by repeating or magnifiying or otherwise emphasising them, they hold up
to his style a magic mirror in whose distortions we may yet test the truth"z"
The most cogent argument for parody as criticism was put forward in
1966 in an article of the same name by J.G. Riewald, a Dutch scholar.72 He
argued that good parody goes beyond imitating'outer form [and] surface devices"
and involves ''the attitude, tone and purpose... even the psychological and
philosophical habits of the parodee's mind, his spirit" (pp. 126-127). 1t 1is
a "wilful distortion of the entire form and spirit of the writer captured
at his most typical moment', and its aim is "to exaggerate the salient
points of the subject so that we can, whilst we laugh at a grotesque super-
ficial effect, gain sharper insight into the subject's soul" (p.131).

Parody is an interesting and respectable activity, because in order to

 write or read it successfully one must have "the closest possible intimacy
with the resources of a given style" (p.132). It is a form of "Criticism
without Tears'" (p.131). Where Riewald's essay is especially interesting,
however, is in its suggestion that since parody does not rely for its effect
on a simple division between 'form'and 'content’ but on a thoroughgoing distorted
imitation, its criticism is necessarily oblique and non-discursive and the
reader must be able to reconstruct the model that is only implied in the
parody in order to compare it with the copy and arrive at the parodist's
meaning. The reader "contributes... to the act of translatiﬁg into direct
insights what he, the parodist, only implied" (p.131). In other words,
Riewald proposes a role for parody as reflexive discourse, and seems to

be suggesting that its "intra-literariness" (p.129) is what distinguishes
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it from straightforward burlesque, and that the parodist's attitude towards

his subject (the propriety/decorousness of the mode) is not primarily what
determines a case of parody. In his emphasis on parody as an act of co-
operation between parodist and reader, and parody's status as implied
criticism, Riewald seems to be hinting at a role for parody that is related
to our understanding of the way texts are transmitted, and as intra-literary
discourse is necessarily both like and unlike ('beside' and 'against')- its
model - whose mockery is only dangerous if analysis itself is thought to
be harmful to literary structures. Unfortunately, Riewald does not go on
to suggest how it is that different parodies enforce different readings,
but instead recants his own argument from intra—literariness_to defend
parody against charges of malice, in the traditional manner of the nineteenth
century: 'The most successful parodies are generally of those whom the
writer loves and whose genius he expects his reader, too, to revere"” (p.128).
This is a disappointing conclusion to a valuable essay; but it is interesting
to note that as late as 1966 one critic, at least,'still felt it necessary
to protest the legitimacy of parody aé a unique activity worthy of serious
attention, and not an attack inspired by idle malice, or a superannuated
relic of eighteenth century burlesque modes.

That traditional approaches to the concept of literary parody have
been, and are being, undermined is due (as was suggested in the opening
section of this study) to recent work on the post-modernist novel and to

the earlier influences of formalist and structuralist literary criticism.

A systematic and coherent attempt to describe how parodies function and how

13

they should be read is still lacking, ~ but-parody is increasingly coming

to be seen as a means by which we might start to éﬁalyse-same of the activities
involved in creating, transmitting, and interpreting the literary text. So
far this interest in parody has manifested itself primarily in relation to

the novel, where the parodist is a writer himself who does not produce

parodies in the sense of single, short pieces, but uses parody as an allusive

technique to draw attention to the act of fiction-making. He is not




27.
generally a literary critic who mocks his models in order to expose their

faults but, rather, someone who appropriates styles in order to re-present
to the reader the traditions and conventions of the genre; and his concern
is to make us reconsider the sorts of acceptance we habitually give to the
novel, so that we ask questions about the "mode of being" of a literary
work.74 The perception of parody in the novel precludes the naive accept-
énce of the text as an accurate transcript; and though Borges was referring
to the adventure story when he wrote that the '"movel does not offer itself
as a transcription of reality; it is an artificial object which will not
tolerate a single unjustified e1ement",75 this might be applied to all
novels where the parodist emphasiseg the book's status as an '"artificial
object'" that does not mediate a single, uncomplex reality.

The new interest in parody seems to be related to a general climate
of receptiveness towards methodologies that are concerned with signification
and systems of representation, and with structures. (Jonathan Culler,
for example, discussed Henry Reed's 'Chard Whitlow' parody of Eliot in
Structuralist Poetics (1975) as an example of language "making its model

. : 76 : e .
explicit".) The parodist can now be seen as someone with a special

interest in literary language, who holds the mirror up to art in order to
investigate the artifice of literary forms. Whereas previous critics
writing about parody in the context of burlesque have pointed out that it
interferes with the reader's expectation of the normal relationship between
forﬁ.and content, it is now possible to conceive of the parodist as being
interested in the entire way in which we experience 'art' as different

from 'life'; and from its lowly status as an example of 'small wit" at

the beginning of the nineteenth century, a strong case could be made out

today for parody as a valuable method of inquiry into the nature of

aesthetic experience.

c. The Literary Parody
The problem of forpulating any theory of literary parody lies in

evolving a description that is broad enough to cover the range of activities
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implied by 'parody' but rigorous enough so that the term does not lose

meaning altogether. The questions 'What distinguishes parody from other
literary activities?' and 'What is it that parodies actually do to texts?’
admit a variety of answers; and although theories of parody as inter-textual
analysis and 'holding the mirror up to art' are valuable, they are too
inclusive and imprecise as they stand. As already noted, the word 'parody’
is still used loosely on occasions - not only by critics of the self-conscious
novel (as interchangeable with ‘'pastiche', 'imitation', and ‘mockery'), but
also to cover a wide range of mocking activities involving comic interference
with a model. Gilbert Highet, for example, described parody as a type of
satire in his Anatomy of Satire (1962), and extended the term to include
"parody [;hat] passes... into action“:77 practical jokes and hoaxes; and

by this standard, the playfulness that led Max Beerbohm to embellish his
copy of More Leaves from a Journal of a Life in the Highlands with fatuous
comments in a facsimile of Queen Victoria's handwriting and to stock his
library with improbably titled dummy books,78*might also be described as
'parodic’. Parody, of course,is not confined to literature, and a general
definition might be proposed that would include parody in the arts, and
vherever else cases of 'mocking an X in the language of that X' occurred;

but, again, this is rather too vague a description to be of use in analysing

the nature and function of literary parody specifically.
The literary parody may be said to involve the distortion of the style

and spirit of a text so that 'form' and 'content' are no longer experienced

as a unique fusion, but an incongruous copy superveé? (the parody) which

is similar but not identical to the original. The literary parody closely
resembles its model because it appropriates substantially the same language
and only signals to an alert reader that it is not genuine (preserving the
original relationship between 'style’ and 'subject'), or a piece of admiring
imitation, by its creation of comic incongruities between the implied model
and the parodic version - whether this takes the simple form of rearranging a

few lexical itqma (a8 Jonson did in his parody of Daniel), or whether the .




29,

distorted imitation of a writer's whole aesthetic is involved. The sense

of incongruity that is invoked is not typically based on genre-expectation and
the pleasure of seeing matter and manner set at odds on a large scale (as

in mock-epic or travesty, which rely for their effect on theories of poetic
decorum) but on a much slighter disjunction relating to anaintimate knowledge
of individual styles and the nature of aesthetic representation and
interpretation as a whole. Parody, by separating and distorting the elements
of any given work, impels the reader towards a realization of the formal
characteristics of the original, and no perceptive reader can 'lose himself'
in a parody, or 'imaginatively project' or 'sympathise' with one: parodies
cannot be read as "a serious statment of feelings about real problems or
situations".79 They draw attention to their own literariness and to those
conventions which normally govern our reading of texts, and may be said to
reflect art rather than nature. A distinction should perhaps also be made

at this point between parody and satire, for though satirists have often

used parody as their medium, the parodist is not necessarily motivated by
saeva indignatio, and - more pertinently - satire does not include the
subject of its criticism as part of its method of criticism. That is to

say, satire declaims, beratés,  and denounces the object of its attack,

but the parodist's 'object' is internalized within the parodic text, which

is non-discursive and reflexive ("shooting at a man with the weapon of his

own fonm").so

The literary mode that parody most resembles is irony, for both parody

and irony demand a series of "elaborate .'..inferences“81 relating to the
construction of a writer's real meaning when he appears to be saying
something else. The reader of both parody and irony is required to read
between the lines, since in both cases the texts " 'say' one thing and
'intend' another" (p.7), and the reader must be aware that what he is
reading is not a 'straight' statement from the author, otherwise he will
have missed the point entirely. Bofh the parodist and the ironist are

deceptive writers who assume the existence of readers sophisticated enough

to see through them and join with them in a community of wit. The reader
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of parody and irony is required to reject a literal meaning and to

reconstruct another, "higher" (p.36) meaning based on his knowledge of
particular literary traditions, styles, internal clues in the text,
information about the author - in fact, all the critical apparatus that
will enable him to grasp the import of a text which doesn't mean what 1t
says, and to arrive with a feeling of achievement at the higher vantage-
point of the parodist/ironist.

However, parody differs from irony in its use of a more complex system
of implied reference. To begin with in a case of parody, the reader is
required to reject a literal meaning through a series of processes not
dissimilar to those followed by a successful reader of irony, and in both
cases the perception of incongruity is necessary for an accurate reconstruc-
tion to take place. The reader recognizes various forms of incongruity
and inconsistency within the text (and sometimes extra-textual inferences
are drawn as well) and deduces that the writer means something other than
he appears to be saying. So_far, parody and irony do not diverge - two
'messages’' are belng sent; if the reader is alert he will succeed in

decoding the real message (unmasking the eiron), but if he 1s not, then he

will be duped into believing the statement: "When all was over and the rival

Kings were celebrating their victory with Te Deums in their respective

camps” 82 e _
PS » or - 1n parody:

As we get older we do not get any younger.
Seasons return, and today I am fifty-five,

And this time last year I was fifty-four,
And this time next year I shall be sixty-two.

83

But where parody and irony differ is in parody's use of the same language
as its model to carry both its ostensible and. real meanings; and the
writer of parody requires his reader to deciphet two codes, in that the
object of his attention and the language he uses to focus on it are very
similar. In the quotation froﬁ.Candide the irony is*made'manifestﬁy'the
obvious external inconsistency that two kings cannot have won the same

battle, and the reader rejects the meaning proposed by a hasty reading of

Voltaire because of incongruities related to the text and various other
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deductions that can be made about Candide and its author. But Henry Reed

alerts the reader to the fact that he doesn't mean what he says - (it is
Reed writing as 'Eliot' about Eliot, and not Eliot himself making a serious
statement) - by the use of a language and style not fundamentally different
from Eliot's own. The reader is required to notice that this is not a
seriously-meant poem by any poet; that it is Eliot-like, but not-Eliot;

and then to analyse the properties of this 'not-Eliotness’ gnd deduce what
Reed means by it. So the task of identifying the discrepancies that exist
between what we expect of an Eliot poem and what we have before us, together
with correctly interpreting what the parodist implies in his use of Eliot's
manner, makes the sucée;sful reading of parody much more difficult than

that of irony; and the problem for the reader is not to see through what a
simple ironic statement really means, but to reconstruct and retain an
original'modelrin his mind so that he can judge the parodist's deviations
from it. It is evident that although parodies may be satiric or ironmic,
they are complex 1n a way that satire and irony are not since the parodist's
*messagé is further dissimulated by being couched in the style of another
author. .

The identification and interpretation of this type of discrepancy
presupposes a wide and fairly discerning acquaintance with literary traditions
and writers on the part of both the parodist and the reader: for if the
parody is to be successful the parodist must succeed in conveying his
intentions with some clarity but not so obviously that they become gross.

If a parody is so like its original as to be indistinguishable from it (that
is, if it lacks comic incongruiFy and could have been written by the model
himself),.then.it'will fail; while at the opposite extreme, if enough
characteristic original features are not reproduced (so that the parody
could be a piece of work written by anybody), then the reader will be unable
to interpret it as a case of parody. Many possibilities exist for mis-
understanding parody. The parodist may, as described, fail to indicate

clearly that he is writing a parody. The reader, on the other hand, may
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be naive and unable to penetrate the ostensible meaning of "As we get

older we do not get any younger" but regard it as a real, 1f banal, state-
ment by an unknown poet, or a feeble attempt to be amusing. On the other
hand, he may identify the parody but find it offensive because he feels

that it is in bad taste, for example, or because it has spoiled a favourite
poem. Some parodies are really poor and heavy-handed and a correct inter-
pretation does not entail approval; while some readers, through ignorance

or personal foible, are incapable of reading parodies successfully. Parodies,

then, require both skilled executors and alert readers.

An example of a parodic reading may be given at this point. 1In the
Christmas of 1912 both the Illustrated London News and the Saturday Review
published essays by distinguished contributors on the subject of Christmas.

The Saturday Review essayist put forward the unusual idea that far from

being a time of jubilation, Christmas was "essentially a dies irae', and

under the title 'Some Damnable Errors About Christmas' proceeded to argue

his case:

That it is human to err is admitted by the most positive of our
thinkers. Here we have the great difference between latter-day
thought and the thought of the past. 1If Euclid were alive today
(and I daresay he is) he would not say, "The angles at the base of
an isosceles triangle are equal to one another." He would say,
"To me (a very frail and fallible being, remember) it does somehow
seem that these two angles have a mysterious and awful equality

about them..." It is not the calendar but the spirit of man that
regulates the recurrence of feasts and fasts. Spiritually,

Christmas Day recurs exactly seven times a week. When we have
frankly acknowledged this, and acted on this, we shall begin to
realize the Day's mystical and terrific beauty. For it is only
every—-day things that reveal themselves to us in all their wonder
and splendour. A man who happens one day to be knocked down by a
motor-bus merely utters a curse and instructs his solicitor; but

a man who has been knocked down by a motor-bus every day of the year
will have begun to feel that he is taking part in an august and
soul-cleansing ritual. He will await the diurnal stroke of fate

with the same lowly and pious joy that animated the Hindoos awaiting
Juggernaut.84 |

An extraordinarily'naive reader might interpret this as the outpourings
of a religious crackpot, but to a more pérceptive reader it is obvious
that something is wrong with the essay. 1Its argument is inconsequential
and absurd - could agybody seriously claim (at least, in the pages of the

Saturday Review) that being run-over by a bus was "soul-cleansing"? 1t seems
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that the author is writing with his tongue in his cheek and is perhaps

being ironic at the expense of those who want to make Christmas a solemn
occasion.
But the key to the essay lies in the fact that the essayist 1s not
just ironically voicing opinions that he doesn't hold, but that he is not
actually speaking in his own voice at all, The author of the Illustrated
London News essay was G.K. Chesterton, and the author of 'Some Damnable
Errors' was Max Beefbohm,masquerading as Chesterton, It is a case of
parody - not that Beerbohm has suddenly turned religious maniac, or that
he is mocking gloomy attitudes towards Christmas; but that, by an act of
comically qualified empathy he is pretending to be Chesterton writing on
the subject of Christmas. This is the knowledge that the reader needs 1if
he is to reconstruct Beerbohm's 'meaning' from the incongruities that are
not properly part of the original but manufactured by the parodist:
discrepancies which hold the parodist's clues for the interpretation of his
‘work., If the reader 1s familiar with Chesterton he will recognize the
exuberant style of rhetoric, the love of paradox, and the sense of the
"mysterious and awful" ubiquitousness of the spiritual life, but he will
be aware that all these traits have been exaggerated. Beerbohm has made
'Chesterton’ aim to bring off impossible feats of paradox; and because they
fail to come off, and because the failure is rather ridiculous, Chesterton's
'style’ is experienced separately from his 'subject' and his work is no
longer presented as a serious fusion of the two. Moreover, bécause Beerbohm
is accurate in his exaggeration of an already overblown delight in paradox,
we allow that the parody actually does make a valid point about Chesterton -
though the incongruities are such that pseudo-Chesterton is not damned by
them: the parodist does not abuse Chesterton, not does he suggest that he
is contemptible. If I have interpreted the pafody correctly, Beerbohm is
alerting the reader to nothing more dreadful than Chesterton's flamboyance.
A successful reading of parody demands qualities of attentiveness |

and discernment in the reader, not least because the parodist is - to an
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extent — writing in the traditions of rhetoric and through the nature of

his parodic imitation tries to inspire the reader with a variety of feelings
and attitudes towards his text-model. The proposed reading of Chesterton
will not be true of all parodies because some parodists imitate their models
in such a way as to make them appear contemptible, while some explicitly
abuse their originals, and others merely use the model as a device subordinate
to satire or comedy (copying a 'form' and supplying a wholly new 'content').
The answer to the questions 'How do we read a parody?' and "What is it that
parody does?' cannot be single or simple, but must take into account the
variety of techniques that parodists employ in order to fulfil their various
purposes. What follows is by no means a complete taxonomy of parodic types
but rather an outline of the principal methods used by literary parodists

in pursuit of their "variable... aims'" (D'Israeli).

Although parodists imitate texts, it is obvious - pace Jeffrey - that
they do not do so in a straightforward way, and it has already been remarked
that parody interferes with the normal relationship between 'form' and
'content' by creating comic incongruities between the parodic text and the
model implicit in it. The parody is like but unlike its original (para);
and in the discrepancies between the two, the parodist may be said to have
created a sub-text which acts as his implicit commentary on the original.
This may be more or less complex, depending on how any writer's style and
the relatidnship between form and content is conceived by a particular
parodist. The simplest form that a parody can take is the exploitation
of a complete divorce between matter and manner, where the parodist main-
tains the 'form' of his original virtually intact but replaces the original
'content' for ome of his own. This is parody in Pope's sense of the word:
associated with mock-heroics and poems written in imitation of Milton
praising sport and drinking; or political parodies that borrowed famous
metres to make arguments memorable and to maﬁufacture slogans. It is the
kind of parody that advocates of the homage-to-fame argument cited as being

complimentary to the original and involving no ridicule. Technically, in
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that 'form' and 'content' are separated in these parodies, this is correct;

but as the parodist is free to choose his content, this might involve
explicit criticism of the original, which would make the parody decidedly
uncomplimentary - as was the case in Owen Felltham's parody of Jonson's
'Ode To Himselfe', for example. Jonson's 'Ode', beginning '"Come leave
the loathed Stage /And the more loathsome Age / Where pride and impudence

in faction knit, /Usurpe the Chaire of wit..." was written after the failure

of The New Inne, between 1629 and 1631.85 Owen Felltham responded in 1631,

preserving Johnson's 'form' but turning the 'content' of the poem into an

attack on the playwright:

Come leave this sawcy way
Of baiting those that pay

Dear for the sight of thy declining wit,
'Tis known it 1s not fit

That a sale poet, just contempt once thrown
Should cry up thus his own.

1 wonder by what dower,
Or portent, you had power
From all to rape a judgement. Let's suffice,
Had you been modest y'ad been grantedwise.86
This parody stands at the beginning of a tradition of explicit literary
criticism which takes the form of criticizing, or abusing, an author in
his own metre so that he appears to be condemning himself out of his own
mouth, thus heightening the effect of what would otherwise be a straight~
forward expression of disapproval.
As suggested, it entirely depends on the parodist in this sort of
parody what new subject he will turn an old style on; but the most prolific

varieties of parody based on burlesque-division are those related to what

might be called 'public' parody, and to comic parody. By public parody

I mean parodies whose new content is satirical, political, or a comment

on current affairs (newsworthy items of all shades): the form favoured by
polemicists like William Hone, for example. Again, the parodist's message
is quite plain, and the famous model (traditionally popular songs or the
the Bible, in the case of political parodies) is simply a frame to make its
meaning memorable. Public parody*may range from stirring appeals to

revolution, as during the Reformation or during the political disturbances




at the end of the eighteenth and early years of the nineteenth centuries,

to milder comments on contemporary manners and events: Punch on the

condition of Paddington station, for example (27 September 1883) -

I know a bank whereon foul road-slush flows,

Where passing one hathneed to hold one's nose;
Where familiar slop-carts do combine

To store malodorous muck in foetid line.

Comic parody is that kind where the parodist endeavours to make the
new content amusing, partly in its own right, and partly in relation to

the old model which would normally be associated with a seriously-meant

'content'. The Victorian comic press is a particularly fertile source of

poems about sea—-sickness, clumsy servants, and mothers-in-law, written in

the metres of Longfellow, for instance, or Tennyson:

Break, break, break
At my poor bare feet, O Sea!

But the artful scamp who has collar'd my clothes

Will never come back torme.87

Anthony Brode's 'Breakfast with Gerard Manley Hopkins' (inspired by the

inscription on a cereal pack) is a rather more amusing modern example in

a similar vein:

Serious over my cerials I broke one breakfast my fast
With something-to-read-searching retinas retained by

print on a packet;
Sprung rhythm sprang, and I found (the mind fact-minding
at last)
An influence Father-Hopkins-fathered on the copy-writing
racket.88

But in the case of comic parody the disjunction between 'form’and 'content’

is no longer clear—cut, and the use of 'serious' poems as a frame for

comic and vulgar themes could be construed as a covert, though not wholly
articulate, protest against the model., Certainly a comic antithesis (in

Fuzelier's sense) of Tennyson's character '"Maud" seems to be implied in

the rude old servant who refuses to answer the doorbell in:

Bells in the front hall ringing
(Where gaslight's appalling),
Maud, Maud, Maud, Maud,

They are crying and calling...

I kissed her rosy cheek,

She smacked my face in _ang'er:'
Maud is quite seventy,

I did not like to slang her.gq

36.
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The comicality of the parodist's substitution may sometimes reflect a

hostility towards, or disregard of, 'seriousness', 'beauty', 'nobility’,

or whatever, in an original in a way that denouncing the Prince Regent in
the form of the Litany does not. The appropriation of serious styles for
comic subjects might actually represent a refusal to acknowledge the merits
of the original or a degrading of it - though whether it does so or not
depends on the nature of the new comic reference. The comical recasting

of Maud seems to imply Tennyson's original because the new Maud 1is funny

at the expense of the old one. On the other hand, George Canning's parody
of Nicholas Rowe, 'The Elderly Gentleman', owes little of its farcical,
silent-movie quality to its borrowed metre and new reference:

The wind it blew high and blew strong, as the elderly

gentleman sat,
And bore from his head in a trice, and plunged in the

river his hat.

The gentleman then took his cane, which lay by his side
as he sat;
And he dropped in the river his wig, in attempting to

get out his hat.

His breast it grew cold with despair, and full in his

eye madness sat;
So he flung in the river his cane, to swim with his

wig and his hat.90

In contrast to the parody of Maud, comic parodies which try to make

their new content intrinsically amusing may be read as straightforward poems

without reference to a model, which has been superceded by the new 'matter’.
It makes very little difference to the reader's appreciation of Ted Pauker's

'A Grouchy Good Night to the Academic Year', for instance, if he knows that
it is written in the style of Praed's 'Good Night to the Season':

Good night to the Year Academic,
It finally crept to a close:
Dry fact about physic and chemic

Wet drip about people and prose.
Emotion was down to a snivel

And reason was pulped to a pap,
Sociologists droning out drivel

And critics all croaking out crap. -
For any such doctrine is preachable

In our tolerant Temple of Thought

Where lads that are largely unteachable
Learn subjects that cannot be téught.91
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In this instance, the primary function of parody as intertextual

commentary based on the creation and perception of incongruity has been
obliterated, and the reading is direct and unfiltered through an original
style - which has become a simple tool for the parodist in his creation
of autonomous texts that do not depend for their effectiveness on the
reader's knowledge of the original. When this supercession of the model
occurs, parodies become part of that larger corpus of light verse, and it
is il1luminating to consider parody in relation to this wider tradition,
for they share similar properties.

Both parody and light verse are kinds of writing that make an intimate
appeal to a group of readers who share a community of values and interests =
parody (l1ike irony) as a pact and in-joke between parodist and reader,
light verse as a sociable communion; parody as ''centrally-minded' and
corrective of eccentricity and "exaggeration", light verse as 'conventional"
and "close to the everyday life of [its] time".92 Both types of writing
share a common desire to amuse, as well as possessing a certain sense of
elegance in thelr execution: parody has been described as being endowed
with a beauly of economy that enables its effects to be achieved "in a small
compass... in the most beautiful manner“,93 while light verse is nothing
if it is not elegant and technically faultless - "A concert pianist is
allowed a wrong note here and there; a juggler is not allowed to drop a
plate".94 Where parody and light verse do differ, however, i1s in the nature
of parody as a specialized literary technique that involves reflexive
language and necessitates a complex reading based on knowledge of an original.
It is only when parody loses its intertextuality that it could be read in
the same way as we read other types of light verse. Yet, having said this,
there is a sense in which light verse itself, like parody, might be thought
of as existing in relation to an implied model - in this case, a body of
gserious "high" verse,95 and that by habitually taking as its themes subjects

considered too low by writers of serious poetry, it mocks their preoccupations

and is thus a kind of parody on a large scale. This seems to me to be a
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misleading use of the word 'parody' (allusion would be a more appropriate

term), but when parody appears to be losing its special intra-literary
function by becoming - apparently - simplified into light verse, it should
be remembered that light verse itself is not necessarily straightforward
and that a shadow-model ('"high" poetry) can be discerned behiﬁd the whole
enterprise.

Nonsense verse might also beﬁentioned in this context, for here again
one seems to be presented with poetry that can be read 'for itself', with
no reference to external models. Lewis Carroll's nonsense-parodies are
sometimes cited as examples of verse that have given pleasure to readers
wholly unacquainted with the Southey prototype of "You are old, Father
William", for example, or with Wattss hymns and poems for children.96 Yet
with respect to those nonsense—-parodies that Carroll conceived with
reference to a specific original, this surely represents an impoverished
reading since their non-sense is a deliberately contrived flouting of
the sense of their models. Father William's eccentricities are not merely
odd and amusing in the context of old men in general but of Southey's old
man in particular; and unless the reader is aware of the discrepancies
that have been created between the original text and Carroll's re-present-
ation of it, then the reading will be one-dimensional, accepting the text's
declared status as a comic-nonsense poem and missing entirely the criticism
of 'improving verse' that is implicit in the parody.

But on the other hand, moving away from the specific nonsense-parody,
it could be argued that nonsense itself (like light verse) is a form of
very generalized parody which by its refusal to make sense mocks the
whole idea of making sense of poems and perhaps the sense-making activity
itself (as a process of erecting more or less arbitrary constructs -
especially linguistic ones). More specifically, nonsense writing as a
whole seems to flout that type of sensibility concerned with expressing the

value of the emotional life. It is robust and heartless; dreadful things

often happen in the nonsense world, but in the manner of a Tom and Jerry
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cartoon nobody 18 hurt or emotionally affected for very long by their

predicament. People and situations are not presented as real but as

made-up of wordsg7 - if a man lives in a "barge' his nose will inevitably

be "large"; and the character of the Mad Hatter, for example, derives from

the popular expression. This might be compared with modern interest in the
fictiveness of characters and events in novels whose 'realness' is an illusion
based on accepted conventions of language-use: and parody and nonsense

could, in this respect, be said to share a similar preoccupation.

The sense of parody as a unique form in intertextual commentary must not
be diluted, but it is perhaps useful to suggest that there are certain areas
where parody, light verse, and nonsense writing overlap and sometimes shade
into one another. It is not without significance that the "age of parody"
was also an age of light verse and nonsense; and although it is essential
that a definition of parody as a form of twin-coded, complex reading to be
preserved, it 1s also helpful to see it functioning in the wider context of
light verse as a whole, and in relation to nonsense. But beyond this point

the term 'parody' can become vague in its all-inclusiveness and used in a
casual sense to indicate a piece of work that humorously refuses to conform
to tradition or in some other way goes against conventional expectation. Many

98 : .
- as displaying an awvare-

of Suckling's poems might be described in this way
ness of certain literary conventions but mockingly refusing to obey them.
(‘Upon my Lady Carliles. walking in Hampton-Court garden', for example,
vulgarizes the elegant my lady walks tradition; while 'The deformed Mistress'
is in the same vein of pleasantry as mediaeval praise of ugly women poems.)
Or again, Belloc's verses for children cock a snook at traditional books of
"moral instruction' and "inspiring pictures"99 ~-“Decisive action in the hour
of need /Denotes the Hero, but does not succeed" - where Belloc, like Harry
Graham (and Lewis Carroll), is flying in the face of an identifiable tradition
of Improving Literature for the Young, although no parody of particular

texts is implied in his work,

This is the sort of writing, as suggested above, that is allusive

rather than parodic; and where it takes the form of literary jewrd'esprit,
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best describes such pieces as Anthony Hecht's 'The Dover Bitch' ("To have

been brought /All the way down from London, and the be addressed /As a
sort of mournful cosmic last resort /Is really tough on a girl"), or
Desmond Skirrow's summary of 'Ode on a Grecian Urn':

Gods chase

Round vase.
What say?
What play?
Don't know.
Nice though.

100
It is the sortof allusiveness typically displayed by Noel Coward, at the
expense of foreign phrase-books, say, ('Useless useful phrases'), or in

relation to popular cheering clichés:

There are bad times just around the corner,

There are dark clouds hurtling through the sky,

And it's no good whining

About a silver lining

For we know by experience that they won't roll by.

With a scowl and a frown

We'll keep our peckers down,

And prepare for depression and doom and dread,

We're going to unpack our troubles from our old kit-bag
And wait until we drop down dead.lOl

Many of the bon mots of Wilde and Beerbohm rely for their effect on a
similar reversal of platitude as that exploited by Coward in the last
extract - Beerbohm's "I should hardly have recognized you now I have grown
a moustache", or, more famously, Wilde's "A man must have a heart of stone

102

not to laugh at the death of Little Nell'. In this area of general

sprightliness and having fun with traditions (literary and otherwise) may
be included the activities of hoaxing, embellishing books (Beerbohm and
Orton), writing edible poems, and producing pieces of sculpture that are
designed to fqall to bits during their first showing. Anti-art could be said
tohpartake of a parody-like challenge to convention and celebration of
misrule, although - again - it is more properly described as allusive and

is not, in any case, a department of literary parody, with which this study

is concerned.
As suggested by the reading of parody proposed at the beginning of

this section, the core-function of parody is as a form of intra-literary
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discourse and it 1s this definition which must for the basis of any theory

of literary parody. A theory of parody which did not include some descrip-
tion of public and comic parody, or the more general allusiveness of

light verse and nonsense, would be inadequate in that it failed to take
into account the variety of activities that may be involved in parody, as
well as its essentially playful spirit; but what actually distinguishes
parody from other forms of literary activity is its incorporation of a
text-model within another text which resembles it but is not precisely the
same, thus establishing a covert sub-text from which the reader must
reconstruct the parodist's meaning. There is no clear-cut division between
'"form' and 'content' in the most complex and articulate parodies - the
parodist does not merely take a particular 'style' and apply it to another
'subject’, nor does he explicitly state his criticism of the model in these
cases, Instead, the incongruities are subtle: slightly untypical material
is introduced; one element in a given style‘(understood as a unique combin-
ation of 'form' and 'content') is exaggerated at the expense of another -

and it is on the basis of these discrepancies that the alert reader must

infer the parodist's meaning.

Chaucer, for example, in 'The Tale of Sir ThOpas'103nowhere states

that he found the old-fashioned, rhymed minstrel romances tedious and
incoherent. Instead he presents his version of the stanzaic lay, which
is based on the most obvious elements of minstrel romance - the hero-knight,

magical adventures, long descriptions of finery, and uncomplicated rhyme

and metre. But the rhyme has become "dogerel" (925); its short-lines
104

(normally pointed with elegant phrases like "Bright as the sonne it schon")
used bathetically: "And I yow telle in good certayne /He hadde a.semely
nose" (728). Magical adventures come to nothing. Mention is made of an
"elf-queene"” (788), but a prolix digression on the subject of the knight's
clothes, his favourite food, and his horse's apparel, effectively stems

the flow of the narrative. Moreover, the finery is not remarkable for its

beauty but in that it "cost many a Iane" (735); while the knight himself
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does not embody chivalric virtues, but is a good bourgeois and a coward:
"Tomorwe wol I meete with thee, /Whan I have myn armoure” (818). Our
expectafions of a fourteenth century minstrel romance are falsified by
these discrepancies, which are absurd versions of aspects of the model.

The implications are that Chaucer was sceptical of the hero as conventionally
presented, and found the manner of romances banal and their matter clichéd.
The response that should be elicited by the mention of a handsome, brave,
and beautifully-dressed hero who fights giants and has marvellous, magical
adventures, iS persistently thwarted by (haucer's conjuring of these stock
elements only to let them down with a prosaic bump. The metre is no longer
easy on the ear, but proceeds at an irritating jog-trot; the narrator's
credulous good-faith is such that he sounds half-witted; and if the hero
is well-dressed, it is not because heroes are miraculously born in this
state, but because he has money - a commodity from a materialistic reality
not usually mentioned in connection with the stanzaic lay. Chaucer's
mockery is not savage; he has merely taken certain characteristics of the
minstrel romance and vulgarized them slightly, exaggerating and falsifying
their features until the become absurd, with the dual implication that life
isn't like that and that the minstrels handle their material ineptly anyway.
Chaucer's audience of pilgrims, waiting for an example of their
favourite type of writing (as they were encouraged to do by the impeccable
first stanza), are forced to reject it as a waste of time: "Thou doost
noght elles but despendest tyme" (931). But because they are in the position
of naive readersthey will not go on to reconsider the stanzaic lay as a
form; for although they are not so credulous as to overlook the fact that
there is something wrong with Chaucer's poem , they are not sophisticated
enough to realise that it is a parody - not a bad example of a particular
genre, but a piece of work whose 'badness' is contrived and conceived in
relation to a model. Chaucer is mocking the staniaic lay and its patrons
and offering the alert reader the pleasure of joining with him in the

perception of ‘the inherent triviality of the rhymed romance and the naivety
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of people who find it absorbing - with the implication that what he,
Chaucer, has to offer by way of "Tales" is rather superior and can only

be appreciated by the discriminating. Part of the irony of 'The Tale of
Sir Thopas' is that the naive audience turn on Chaucer as a fool, whereas
the sophisticated reader knows that the poet could have written a passable
lay if he had chosen because of the facility with which he reproduced its
typical characteristics in the parody. The joke multiplies as Chaucer
presents himself as being unable to compete with his own characters and
ostensibly tells the worst of all the Canterbury Tales. The maker is at
the mercy of his audience since he deals in forms and words that are liable
to be misunderstood. But he is also a practical-joker - he can fool his
readers into accepting as true what is actually a spoof: in parody and,
by implication, in 'straightforward' literature too.

Chaucer's criticism, though acute, is essentially good-humoured and
playful. His knight is not a gross vulgarian, but only slightly ridiculous,
and the narrator is amiable even if his story is interminable and its
metre dull. But on other occasions, the nature of the relationship between
the model and the parodist's version may be such tﬁat harsh and scornful
ridicule is directed at the original, and this is the case with parody as
it was used in the Jonsonian 'war of the theatres', and in seventeenth and
eighteenth century burlesques of the heroic drama. Whereas Qhaucer dis-
rupted the fabric of idealized mediaeval romances by introducing bathos
and the mildly prosaic, playwrights in the parodies mentioned above tended
towards the acerbic and grossly vulgar in their parodies, that were intended
to ridicule another author out of existence. Characters from one play
turn up in another; actors dress-up as and caricature the mannerisms and
voices of the men whom they are mocking; the action is ludicrous; the
'heroes' are gulls and rogues. 1In The Rehearsal (1671), for example,
Buckingham and his collaborators schooled John Lacy (the actor playing
"Bayes/Dryden) to speak like the poet-dramatist and made him up to resemble
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Dryden. Further, they gave him parodies of the most famous passages

from Dryden's heroical-tragedies to recite, so that an original simile from




45.
The Conquest of Granada (1671):

So, two kind Turtles, when a storm is nigh
Look up, and see it gathering in the Skie.
Each calls his Mate to shelter in the Groves,
Leaving, in murmurs, their unfinish'd Loves.
Perched on some dropping Branch they sit alone,
And cooe, and hearken to each others moan.
(Part II. I.2)
becomes in The Rehearsal:
So Boar and Sow, when any storm is nigh
Snuff up, and smell it gath'ring in the Skie:
Boar beckons Sow to trot in Chestnut Groves,
And there consummate their unfinish'd Loves.
Pensive in mud they wallow all alone,

And snort, and gruntle to each others moan.
(I.1)

This represents a savage recasting of the original, more closely based
on a simple division of style into 'form' and 'content' than Chaucer's
parody, and substituting a completely debased for a gently romantic content.
Dryden's similes throughout The Rehearsal are not given in versions that
gently mock their salient features (unlike 'The Tale of Sir Thopas'),
but are brutally vulgarized so that not even the most naive reader could
think them genuine examples of Dryden's work. The parodist has simplified
the reader's task in this case, for if he knows the model he cannot mistake
the parody and the broad, scornful ridicule that is implied in the
discrepancies between the two similes, The thrust of the parodies in The
Rehearsal is to disrupt sentimental, noble, and high-flown <ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>