Early Modern European Culture

Dr. Siepierski

Essay Topic #1 (Popular Culture)
One role of carnival in early modern culture was political criticism, a way for everyday people to both criticize political norms, laws, and leaders, as well as have a political voice (no matter how muted).  Today, we are in the midst of a boisterous presidential election campaign that has engendered the following headlines in various newspapers and online news pages: “US Election: Carnival Spirit Greets Obama at Mile High Stadium”, “It’s Not an Election, It’s a Carnival!”, and even a blog entitled “The Carnival of Campaigns”, not to mention the comical send-ups of the political candidates (e.g. Tina Fey as Sarah Pain).  

Bakhtin argues that modern society has seen a separation of the high and low cultures that cam together to produce Renaissance carnival.  In your essay, illustrate Bakhtin’s carnival spirit in Rabelais and comment on whether or not this is present in today’s political climate.  You do not need to be in either political camp, or even make your own view of politics known to respond to this topic.  You should make use of as many of the sources read in class as you can (Rabelais’s Gargantua, Bakhtin’s “Introduction” from Rabelais and His World, Natalie Zemon Davis’s “Reasons of Misrule” from her Society and Culture in Early Modern France, and Eric Midelfort’s “Court Fools” from his A History of Madness in Sixteenth-Century Germany).  
Your essay should be five pages, or 1000-1200 words.  This is a formal essay and should adhere to all the appropriate rules and style norms (parenthetical notation, aka MLA format should be used for citation).  A simple cover page with your name, class title, and date would be appreciated for comments from the grader.

