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fairytales. This points to one of the many weaknesses of Kayser's

study. Because he restricts the definition of grotesque to the alien

world, he naturally overemphasises the role of terror and underscores

the comic element. Ruskin's study was more objective; he realised that

the "Iudicrous" and "fearful" elements of the grotesque were never

entirely in isolation from one another, but were usually found in sorne

combination.

Another problem surrounding Kayser's criticism of the grotesque is

his fa ilure to "Iocate the demonic within man himself'. 2 ln refemng to

the grotesque as an external or "impersonal force", Kayser neglects the

fact that man's impulse towards the grotesque is instinctive and

ultimately personal. Psychoanalytic theory suggests that the grotesque

resides in the deepest realm of man's unconscious, the "demonic"

ragion of his mind. Based on this premise, it is possible to interpret the

grotesque as the conflict between man's sense of the etemal and his

perception of a limited physical world.

ln opposition to Kayser's theory of the grotesque is Bakhtin's entical

study Rabelais and His World. Bakhtin's interpretation is basad on the

ancient tradition of folk humour, an area that had not been previously

fully explored. In Rabelais, the "earful" element of the grotesque which

Kayser emphasised is ultimately purged through the unifying principle

of laughter. What remains is the "Iudicrous" element, a necessary

component of the culture of folk humour.

As Bakhtin states in the introduction, few critics ever expressed a true
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understanding of Rabelais; "many were repulsed and still are repulsed

by him" (3). This attitude resides in the radical, "nonliterary" nature of

Rabelais' images and descriptions which failed to conform to classical

standards. liNo dogma, no authoritarianism, no narrow-minded

seriousness can coexist with Rabelaisian images; thase images are

opposed to ail that is finished and polished, to ail pomposity, to every

ready-made solution in the sphere of thought and world outlook" (3). In

other words, Rabelais was never taken seriously because his images

had more to do with laughter than anything else, and laughter was

perceived to be the lowest form of entertainment.

ln his discussion of folk culture, Bakhtin describes the three forrns

which had the greatest influence on Rabelais' work:

1. Ritual spectacles: camival pageants, comic shows of

the marketplace.

2. Comic verbal compositions: parodies both oral and

written, in Latin and vemacular.

3. Various genres ofbillingsgate: curses, oaths, popular

blazons. (5)

By ritual spectacles, Bakhtin is referring to the parish feasts and fairs

which often incJuded the participation of "giants, dwarfs, monsters, and

trained animals" (5). The importance of camival is weil documented in

Bakhtin's text:

Camival is not a spectacle sean by the people; they live in

il, and everyone participates because its very idea
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embraces ail the people. While camival lasts, there is no

other life outside il. During camival time life is subjed only

to its laws, that is, the laws of its own freedom. It has a

universal spirit; it is a special condition of the entire world,

of the world's ravivai and renewal, in which ail take part.

Such is the essence of camival, vividly felt by ail its

participants. (7)

Bakhtin interprets camival as a second, unofficial world of folk culture

where people couId easily escape from religious and political authority.

Those wha participated in such festivals entered a "utopian realm of

community, freedom, equality, and abundance" (9). Camivallaughter

was also perceived as a form of liberation and release:

It is, first of ail, a festive laughter. Therefore it is not an

individual readion to sorne isolated "comic" event.

Camival laughter is the laughter of ail the people. second,

it is universal in scope; it is direded at ail and everyane,

including the camival's participants. the entire world is

seen in its droll aspect, in its gay relativity. Third, this

laughter is ambivalent: it is gay, triumphant, and at the

same time mocking, deriding. It asserts and denies, it

buries and revives. Such is the laughter of camival.

(11-12)

The same comic spirit is present in Bakhtin's second farm of folk

humour: the verbal compositions. Comic literature of the Middle Ages
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was infused with the camival spirit and made use of its many forms and

images. For instance, parody, one of the most popular literary forms of

the period, was frequently used to undermine official ideologies of the

church. 3 The camival spirit also manifested itself in medieval comic

theatre and in the miracle and morality plays, although to a lesser

degree. It took the shape of low comic demons who gleefully tormented

the virtuous.

Bakhtin's third form of the culture of folk humour, the familiar speech

in the marketplace, involves the suspension of hierarchic distindions

and the prohibitions of everyday life:

It is charaeteristic for the familiar speech of the

marketplace to use abusive language, insulting words or

expressions, sorne of them quite lengthy and complex.

The abuse is grammatically and semantically isolated

from context and is regarded as a complete unit,

something like a proverb ...

Profanities and oaths were not initially related to

laughter, but they were excluded from the sphere of

official speech because they broke its norms; they were

therefore transferred to the familiar sphere of the

marketplace. Here in the camival atmosphere they

acquired the nature of laughter and became ambivalent.

(17-18)

The speech patterns of the marketplace, therefore, became a melling
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manner, they became filled with the spirit of camival and acquired a

general tone of laughter.

One of the most significant images in Rabelais· work is the human

forme IIFor Bakhtin - and one finds it difficult to disagree with him - the

grotesque is essentially physical, refening always to the body and

bodily excesses and celebrating these in an uninhibited, outrageous but

essentially joyous fashion" (Thomson 56). The depietion of the human

body in relation to food, drink, defecation, and sexual aetivity is

classified by Bakhtin as ·'the material bodily principlell
• These

exaggerations in the human form were not intended to be viewed as

monstrous or grosso Rather, they represent the images of bodily life:

"fertility, growth, and a brimming-over abundancell (19). The grotesque

body, as Bakhtin suggests, possesses an infinite quality. It is always in

the aet of becoming:

Eating, drinking, defecation and other elimination

(sweating, blowing of the nose, sneezing), as weil as

copulation, pregnancy, dismemberment, swallowing up by

another body - ail these aets are performed on the

confines of the body and the outer world, or on the

confines of the old and new body. In ail these events the

beginning and end of life are closely linked and

interwoven. (317)

This view of the material bodily principle, then, is essentially positive
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because it implies the continuai renewal of the human forme

Another significant feature in Rabelais' work is the presence of

grotesque realism. Bakhtin interprets this as degradation, that is, ''the

lowering of ail that is high, spiritual, ideal, abstract; it is a transfer to the

malerial level, to the sphere of earth and body in their indissoluble

unity" (19-20). The tradition of grotesque realism dates back to the

medieval period and the raie of the clown during public toumaments. In

an attempt to generate laughter from the crowd, he would transfer the

high, ceremonial gestures reserved for kings to the lower material

sphere. The grotesque realism in Rabelais is based on this upward and

downward movement:

Degradation here means coming down to earth, the

contact with earth as an element that swallows up and

gives birth at the same time. Ta degrade is to bury, ta

sow, and to kill simultaneously, in arder to bring forth

something more and better. to degrade also means to

concem oneself with the lower stratum of the body, the Iife

of the belly and the reproductive organs; il therefore

relates to ads of defecation and copulation, conception,

pregnancy, and birth. Degradation digs a bodily grave for

a new birth; it has not only a destructive, negative aspect,

but also a regenerating one. (21)

The image in grotesque realism, as we saw previously in the image of

the body, reflects an unfinished metamorphosis; something in a state of
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transformation. Ultimately, its character is highly ambivalent. Grotesque

realism can be viewed in direct contradiction to the literary canon of

antiquity. According ta the classical position, the body was "a stridly

completed, finished product ... fenced off from ail other bodies" (Bakhtin

29). Furthennore, any notion about the unfinished character of the body

was eliminated in traditional literature. Not surprisingly, many classical

crities denounced grotesque realism as a hideous and formless art.

ln Rabelais, Bakhtin goes on to explore sorne of the theories of the

grotesque, which have developed in the twentieth century. His criticism

of Wolfgang Kayser is particularly interesting since bath enties hold

radically different views on the same subject. Bakhtin recognises

Kayser's analysis as the tirst serious theoretical study of the grotesque,

yet, at the same time, he outlines many of the book's shortcomings.

While Bakhtin acknowledges the value of Kayser's observations, he

objects to the narrow, limited scope of the study. Kayser's texl "offers

the theory of the Romantic and modemist forms only, or, more strictly

speaking, of exclusively modemist forms, since the author sees the

Romantic age through the prism of his own time and therefore offers a

somewhat distorted interpretation" (46). Bakhtin also points out

Kayser's failure to discuss the grotesque of the pre-Romantic era, such

as the medieval and Renaissance grotesque which were linked to

Rabelais' culture of folk humour. This last issue is of particular concem

to Bakhtin since he maintained that tnJe grotesque could not be

separated from the culture of folk humour and the camival spirit.
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Carrying on with his criticism, Bakhtin examines Kayser's

charaeteristics of grotesque imagery:

Kayser's definitions first of ail strike us by the gloomy,

terrifying tone of the grotesque world that alone the author

sees. In reality gloom is completely alien to the entire

development of this world up to the romantic period. We

have already shown that the medieval and Renaissance

grotesque, filled with the spirit of camival, liberated the

world from ail that is dark and terrifying; it takes away ail

fears and is therefore completely gay and bright. Ail that

was frightening in ordinary life is tumed into amusing or

ludicrous monstrosities. (47)

Kayser essentially views the grotesque as a hostile, alien, and inhuman

force. As previously discussed, he maintains this position through a

comparison with fairy tale, where the world becomes strange and

unusual, but not alienated. Bakhtin, on the other hand, perceives within

the grotesque the possibility for an entirely different world, another way

of life. "It leads men out of the confines of the apparent (false) unity, of

the indisputable and stable. Born of folk humour, it always represents in

one form or another, through these or other means, the retum to

Satum's golden age to earth - the living possibility of its ratum" (48).

What Bakhtin envisions is a friendlier world, one which is govemed

according to the spirit of camival truth.

The next point addressed by Bakhtin is Kayser's interpretation of the
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grotesque as a fundamentally impersonal force. According to Kayser,

the alien power which rules the world was to be viewed with fear and

terrar. Bakhtin challenges this position: "Kayser himself often speaks of

the freedom of fantasy characteristic of the grotesque. But how is such

freedom possible in relation to a world ruled by the alien power of the

id? Here lies the contradiction of Kayser's concept" (49). Bakhtin

interpreted the effects of the alien world in an entirely different way. His

view was ultimately positive; he saw il as a liberating force from the

prevailing world concept.

The last point of Kayser's theory which is discussed by Bakhtin is his

treatment of grotesque laughter. In his study, Kayser describes it as

follows: "Laughter originates on the comic and caricatural fringe of the

grotesque. Filled with bittemess, it takes on charaderistics of the

mocking, cynical, and ultimately satanic laughter white tuming into the

grotesque" (Kayser 187). This notion of destructive humour is net

shared by Bakhtin. Instead, he focuses on the "gay, liberating and

regenerating element of laughter" (Bakhtin 51).

The difference between Kayser's theory and Bakhtin's theory can be

viewed in terms of the underlying psychological affects of the

grotesque. Philip Thomson interprets this as the "clash between

incompatible reactions - laughter on the one hand and horror or disgust

on the other" (Thomson 2):

... a grotesque scene conveys the notion of [that which is]

simultaneously laughable and horrifying or disgusting.
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What will be generally agreed upon, in other words, is that

'grotesque' will cover, perhaps among other things, the

co-presence of the laughable and something which is

incompatible with the laughable. The reader may weil do

one of Iwo things. He may decide that the passage is

more funny than horrifying, he may 'Iaugh it off or treat it

as a joke; altematively, he may be indignant and regard it

as an outrage to his moral sensibifities that such things

should be presented in a humorous light. (3)

Thomson's description of the reader's opposing reactions to the

grotesque is precisely what we find in Kayser and Bakhtin. The former

emphasises the horrifie or fearful element of the grotesque, while the

latter focuses on the comie aspect. What Thomson suggests is that the

grotesque should, in fact, be viewed as a mixture of both elements in

more or less the same proportion. The disharmony which results from

this combination is a distinguishing feature of the grotesque. If the

confliet is resolved, "the special impact of the grotesque will be facking"

(Thomson 21 ).

The present tendeney among modem day enties is to regard the

grotesque in the same manner as Thomson: as a highly ambivalent

form. This is likely the only agreement they will ever reach on the

subjed. Because interpretation of the grotesque relies heavily on

reader response criticism, it is almost certain that each individual will

react subjedively, making it difficult to draw any unifonn conclusions
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about the genre. This accounts for the differing perspedives in the

critical studies of Ruskin, Kayser, and Bakhtin, and points to the

problematic nature of the grotesque itself.

54
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1 Edgar Allan Poe, Selected Tales ofEdgar Allan Poe, with an

introduction by John Curtis (Penguin Books, 1956), 194-5.
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2 Michael Steig, "Defining the Grotesque: An Attempt at Synthesis.Il

The Journal ofAesthetics and Art Criticism 29.2 (1970): 254.

3 Bakhtin cites "Cyprian's supper" (coena Cypriani) as a popular

religious parody which offered a "peculiar festive and camivalesque

travesty of the entire Scriptures" (13).
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Chapter 3: Encounters with Dirty Be_ta

Roaid Dahl and the comic grotesque

When asked during a 1988 interview why he explicitly refers to

grotesque bodily functions in his children's books, Roald Dahl

responded:

Children regard bodily fundions as being bath mysterious

and funny, and that's why they often joke about these

things. Bodily functions also serve to humanise adults.

There is nothing that makes a child laugh more than an

adult suddenly farting in a room. If it were a queen, it

would be even funnier. (West, Trust your Children 75)

This powerful image, loaded with scatological connotations, is typical of

the grotesque humour which characterises much of Roald Dahl's

writings. A self-decJared subversive in the field of children's 1iterature,

Dahl has always refused to be held back by the world's reverence for

such classics as The Wind in the Willows and The Secret Garden. This

view manifests itself in his comic grotesque imagery. While traditionaJ

children's tales are typicaily populated by bunnies and bears, Dahl's

stories contain hideous Homswogglers, Whangdoodles, and other

dirty beasts.

ln Dahl's fidion, the grotesque appears in three distinct torms: the

author's method of characterisation, his development of plot, and his
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use of language. The first form of grotesque is easiest to perceive.

Nearlyall of Dahl's truly grotesque staries contain physically repulsive

antagonists: Mr. and Mrs. Twit, George's grandmother, and Augustus

Gloop, to name a few. In Dahl's exaggerated descriptions of these

characters, the grotesque permeates through and through. In the

second form of grotesque, Dahl introduces twisted and violent plot

devices which typically produce an alteration in the physical state.

Examples of grotesque plots can be found in The Twits, where Mr. and

Mrs. Twit are glued upside down, and in Charlie and the Chocolate

Faetory where miserable consequences befall the naughty children.

Finally, in tenns of the third form of grotesque, Dahl's language is

always heightened when he desaibes something hideous or

outrageous. He does this most frequently in his books for young

children, such as The Twits, where words such as smelly, ghastly, and

screwy permeate the text.

ln order to understand Dahl's mentality towards the grotesque

and its role in his stories, we must examine his view of society. From

early on, it was clear that Dahl's mindset was weil suited to the

grotesque genre. He was raised in England by gentle Norwegian

parents who were nothing like the authority figures he encountered in

the British school system. From the time he was young, Dahl sensed

that he was an outsider. His family speke mostly Norwegian al home,

and vacations were regularly spent visiting relatives in Norway. As a

result of these strong lies, Dahl and his family often felt isolated trom
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traditional English society.

ln his autobiography BoY. Oahl recounts some of the childhood

experiences that may have contributed his outsider mentality. The

episode which is featured most prominently is Oahl's introduction to

corporal punishment while attending Llandaff Cathedral School. As

punishment for a nasty prank which Oahl and his friands played on a

local merchant, each boy received a caning trom the headmaster, Mr.

Coombes:

Mr. Coombes stood back and took up a firm stance with

his legs weil apart. 1though how small Thwaites's bottom

looked and how very tight it was. Mr. Coombes had his

eyes focused squarely upon il. He raised the cane high

above his shoulder. and as he brought it down. it made a

loud swishing sound. and then there was a crack like a

pistol shot as it struck Thwaites's bottom.

Little Thwaites seemed ta lift about a foot into the air and

he yelled 'Ow-w-w-w-w-w-w" and straightened up like an

elastic. 'Arderl, shrieked a voice trom over in the corner.

(47)

This experience proved to be very upsetting for Oahl. who was raised in

a warm and loving home. The relish with which the headmaster had

distributed those lashes made him distrustful of authority figures. It was

a view he wouId hold for his entire life. and it ultimately contributed to

the subversive element in books such as The Twits. George's
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Marvelous Medicine, and Charlie and the Chocolate Factory.

Intended for very young readers, The Twits was written with a

distinct emphasis on the visual aspect of the grotesque. The central

characters are Mr. and Mrs. Twit, a repulsive and sadistic couple who

enjoy playing nasty tricks on each other. Like the debased Marcolf

figure of Renaissance literature, Mr. Twit is physicallyand morally

grotesque. Because he never bothered to wash his beard, ''there were

always hundreds of bits of old breakfasts and lunches and suppers

sticking to the hairs arounet his face" (6). Dahl does not simply finish his

description here; he goes on to catalogue the "tiny liltle specks of dried

up scrambled eggs stuck to the hairs, and spinach and tomato ketchup

and fishsticks and minced chicken livers and ail the other disgusting

things Mr. Twit liked to eat" (6). It is interesting to note the depth of

Dahl's grotesque imagery. Mr. Twifs beard is not full of tiny Uttle bits of

cake or dried up popcom; instead, Dahl carefully selects those foods

that are revolting to children, such as spinach, fish, and liver. The

description of Mr. Twit's dirty beard is further amplified in the drawings

of Quentin Blake. In scientific fashion, Dahl's iIIustrator focuses in on

the beard and neatly labels each scrap of mouldy food. One critic who

found this description to be objectionable was David Reas. He argues

that in The Twits ''facial hair is perceived almost as a moral defect:

bearded people are dirty and are trying to hide their real appearance."

Rees adds that "these remarks do not apply just to Mr. Twit (if they did,

one would acœpt them), but to bearded men in general." 1 Reas'
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negative response to the description of Mr. Twifs beard is a testimony

to the strength of Oahl's grotesque image. Clearly, Oahl has achieved

the effed he intended to.

The charader of Mrs. Twit is no less hideous than her husband. Oahl

explains that she was once very beautiful, but ''when that person has

ugly thoughts every day, every week, every year, the face gets uglier

and uglier until it gats so ugly you can hardly baar to look at it " (9).

Blake's illustrations of Mrs. Twit's metamorphosis trom beautiful to ugly

complement Oahl's description. They also serve to emphasise the

contrast between the sublime and the grotesque.

Following his description of the Twits, Oahl goes on to chronicle their

many grotesque pranks. First, Mrs. Twit places her glass eye in her

husband's mug of beer. In exchange, he slips a freg into her bed. When

she cooks him "Squiggly Spaghetti" made of worms, he retaliates by

shortening her cane, thereby leading her to believe she has contraded

the "dreaded shrinks" (20). These jokes are an essential part of Oahl's

wish-fulfilment fantasy. Clearly, children are delighted by these pranks

because they can imagine playing them on each other. The type of

laughter which is occasioned by such scenes is also significant; it

essentially bridges the theories of Kayser and Bakhtin. When children

laugh at Oahlls plot devices, we find a mixture of Kayser's "satanic

laughter" and Bakhtinls joyous "camival laughter". From a

psychoanalytic point of view, bath types can easily coexist; the former is

often hidden in the subconscious, while the latter is extemal and
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permissible by socïety's standards. The laughter producect by Dahl's

stories contains bath elements. While the young reader laughs frsely at

the comic portrayals, there is another of part of him that takes pleasure

in the Twits' retribution.

Muggle-Wump and his family are important charaders in The Twits.

Besides assuming the role of protagonist, Muggle-Wump heightens the

grotesque immorality of Mr. and Mrs. Twit. From the reader's

perspective, the Twits' pranks on each other are easily justifiable, but

their treatment of the monkeys is utterly reprehensible. Here lies what

Philip Thomson described as "the crash between incompatible

readions" (2). On the one hand, the image of the Muggle-Wumps

standing on their heads is quite comic, yet on the other, the torture of

the animais is undeniably horrific. The reader's confused readion in this

case is a distinguishing feature of Dahl's grotesque.

Another form of grotesque in The Twits is derived trom the book's

use of language. Dahl is clearly a master at onomatopoeia. Many of his

nonsense words precisely reflect the horrible images they were

designed to portray:

"1111 get you for this!" shouted Mrs. Twit. She was floating

down right on top of him. She was purple with rage and

slashing the air with her long walking stick which she had

somehow managed to hang on to ail the time. "1111 swish

you to a swazzlef" she shouted. "1'11 swash you to a

swizzJe! J'II gnash you to a gnozzJe! J'II gnosh you to a
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gnazzle!" (31)

The reader may not know the exact meaning of Dahlls words, but their

sense is nonetheless implied. Mrs. Twitls language leaves the reader

with the distinct impression that sameone is going to get a caning.

ln the final portion of The Twits, Dahl devotes himself entirely to the

comic grotesque tradition. The Twits, who were so fond of training the

monkeys ta stand on their heads, are themselves tumed upside down.

The principle of hierarchical reversai is prominently featured in

Rabelais' imagery. Referring ta the customs of the medieval feast,

Bakhtin describes the transformation of jester to king, and of cJown ta

bishop. Essentially, this produced a liberating effect from one's daily

position in regular society. In The Twits, the shifting of the high and the

low emphasises the book's anti-authoritarian theme. It is a plot device

which frees the Muggle-Wump family from their oppressive captors

while teaching the Twits a valuable lesson.

Another important connection to Rabelais is established at the very

end of Dahl's story. Because the reader finds it impossible to

sympathise with the grotesque figures of Mr. and Mrs. Twit, their

demise is ultimately greeted by camival laughter:

And one week later, on a nies sunny aftemoon, a man

called Fred came round ta read the gas meter. When

nobody answered the daor, Fred peeped into the house

and there he saw, on the 110er of the living rcom, two

bundles of old clothes, two pairs of shoes, and a walking
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stick. There was nothing more left in this world of Mr. and

Mrs. Twit.

And everyone, including Fred, shouted ...

"HOORAYI" (76)

The emotion expressed in Dahl's final paragraph does not only reter to

the laughter of Fred, or the Muggle-Wumps, or the Roly-Poly Bird; it is

essentially the all-encompassing laughter of the readers, or, what

Bakhtin terms ''the laughter of the people". Its roots date back to the

Renaissance folk culture, where "comic monsters were defeated by

laughter. Terrorwas tumed into something gay and comic" (Bakhtin

39). In the same manner, the reader laughs at the Twits' death because

it represents a general vietory over oppression.

ln George's Marve/ous Medicine, the grotesque appears in the

character of George's grandmother. From the start, Dahl informs us that

"George couldn't help disliking Grandma. She was a selfish grumpy old

woman. She had pale brown teeth and a small puckered-up mouth like

a doges bottom" (2). Again Dahl uses Rabelaisian imagery, in this case

linking the orifice of the "mouth" with the "bottom". The implication here

is that Grandma's utterances are conneeted with excrement. This is

evident from her conversation with George about bugs:

'Whenever 1see a live slug on a piace of lettuœ,"

Grandma said, "I gobble it up quick before it crawls away.

Delicious.1I She squeezed her lips together tight sa that

her mouth became a tiny wrinkJed hole. "Delicious," she
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said again, 'Worms and slugs and beetley bugs. You

don't know what's good for you." ''Voure joking,

Grandma.1I "1 never joke," she said. "Beetles are perhaps

best of ail. They go crunch!" "Grandmal Thafs beastly!"

The old hag grinned, showing those pale brown teeth.

"Sometimes, if you're lucky," she said, "you get a beetle

inside the stem of a stick of celery. That's what Ilike."

"Grandma! How could you?" ''Vou tind ail sorts of nice

things in sticks of raw celery, Il the old woman went on.

"Sometimes it's earwigs." "1 don't want to hear about it!"

cried George. "A big fat earwig is very tasty," Grandma

said, licking her lips. "But you've got ta be quick, my dear,

when you put one of those in your mouth. It has a pair of

sharp nippers on its back end and if it grabs your tongue

with those, it never lets go. So you've got to bite the

earwig tirst, chop chap, before it bites you." (6-7)

ln this image, Dahl completely overthrows common perceptions about

old people. If anything, he demonstrates that George's grandmother

has more of the demonic in her than the human. At one point, George

even wonders if she might be a witch. Dahl's charaderisation of

Grandma is a wonderfully sinister, grotesque portrait. Present are bath

the ''fearful'' and the "Iudicrous" elements which Ruskin discussed. The

fearful or horrifie element cornes across in her physical description; an

old hag with repulsive brown teeth and a wrinkled fitlle mouth. The



•

•

•

85

ludiaous or ridiculous element is perceived through her actions; her

appetite for bugs, for instance. Once again, we find bath elements

coexisting within the same description, thereby œusing ambivalence.

ln the chapter "Grandma Gets the Medicine", Dahl retums to "he

material bodily principle" found in Rabelais. Following her dose of

marvellous medicine, George's grandmother experiences several

alterations in her physical form:

Then she bagan to OOlge. She was swelling. She was

puffing up ail over! Someone was pumping her up, that's

how it looked! Was she going to explode? Her face was

tuming trom purple to greenf But wait! She had a punclure

somewhere! George could hear the hiss of escaping air.

She stopped swelling. She was going down. She was

slowly getting thinner again, shrinking back and back

slowly to her shrivelly old self. (34-35)

The sense of excitement and urgency in Dahl's description is

reminiscent of Rabelais' camival spirit, yet one senses an underlying

sadistic pleasure in watching Grandma swell up. This is not the only

physical alteration she experiences, however. In another instance, she

assumes the shape of a tall, thin creature "as though she were a piace

of elastic being pulled upward by invisible hands" (37), Bakhtin

interprets this swelling and shrinking as ''the feeling of the general

relativity of great and 5mal', exalted and lowly, of the fantastic and the

real, the physical and the spiritual; the feeling of rising, growing,
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fiowering, and fading, of the transformation of nature etemally alive"

(Bakhtin 142).

This view of the material bodily principle is particularly significant to the

final chapter of Dahl's story, which is appropriately entitied "Goodbye,

Grandma". Just as George's grandmother had increased in size during

an earlier episode, now she begins to shrink:

By then, Grandma was the size of a matchstick and still

shrinking fast. A moment later, she was no bigger than a

pin ... Then a pumpkin seed ... Then ...Then... ''Where is

she?" cried Mrs. Kranky. ''l've lost her!" "Hooray," said Mr.

Kranky. "She's gonet She's disappeared completely!"

cried Mrs. f<ranky. "That's what happens to you if you're

grumpy and bad-tempered,Il said Mr. Kranky. "great

medicine of yours, George." (87-88)

This passage reflects the fundamental principle of death and renewal

discussed in Bakhtin. The process is at once saddening (Mrs. Kranky's

interpretation), and joyous (Mr. Kranky's interpretation), however the

most complete reaction is summed up by George, who "didn't know

what to think" (88). Essentially, what we find in George is a combination

of his mother's and father's reactions to Grandma's passing. Although

he has been taught by society to regard death as a solemn matter, one

instindively feels that he is secretly pleased with the tum of events.

Of Dahl's many children's books, few have come under attack

like Charlie and the Chocolate Factory has. While the comic violence
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which runs through the text is popular with children, many adult enties

refer to il pejoratively as sadism. In Charlie, we are introduced to a

series of charaeters belonging to the Strewwelpeter tradition: Augustus

Gloop, a greedy boy; Veruca Salt, a girl who is spoiled by her parents;

Violet Beauregarde, a girl who chews gum ail day; Mike Teavee, a boy

who does nothing but watch television. Each of these figures represents

a childhood weakness, and, as one might guess, they are ail done

away with in the end. Charlie Bucket, the story's protagonist, is

essentially faceless, allowing the identity of the reader to be projeeted

onto his character.

Because Charlie is intended for an older audience, Dahl can be

more explicit with his grotesque imagery. First, we find use of the

grotesque in his descriptions of the four nasty children. Augustus

Gloop, for example, is "daaf to everything except the cali of his

enormous stomach" (76). Even the children's namas are suggestive of

the human vices they portray. Another grotesque device that Dahl uses

is the contrast of the comic with the horrific. This is demonstrated in the

ail of the Oompa loompa scenes. Following each tragic misadventure,

a smalt chorus of Oompa Loompas appears and begins singing

cheerfully about the consequences of disobedience. Part eulogy and

part satire, theïr lyrics almost always express delight in justice having

being served:

"Augustus Gloop!" chanted the Oompa-Loompas.

"Augustus Gloop! Augustus Gloop! The great big greedy
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nincompoopl How long could we allow this beast Ta

gorge and guzzle, feed and feast On everything he

wanted to? Great Scott! It simply wouldn't dol However

long this pig might live, We're positive he'd never give

Even the smallest bit of fun Or happiness to anyone. (82)

By introducing the Oompa Loompa chorus, Dahl is essentially drawing

attention to the disparity between his horrifie subject matter and the

comic tone in which it is conveyed.

ln Charlie and the Chocolate Factory, Dahl once again relies on

Rabelaisian imagery of the human body. This concept is developed in

great etetail by Hamida Bosmajian in her essay IIChariie and the

Chocolate Factory and Other Excremental Visionsll
:

ln the chocolate factory everything can be licked and

eaten and consumed, but the orally greedy will also be

swallowed, pushed down or sucked up in the great

digestive system of Wonka's machinery which finally

expels them in altered form (37)

This image of the chocolate faetory as a mechanical digestive system is

similar ta the process of lIeating, drinking, defecation and other

elimination" in Rabelais (Bakhtin 317). What ail of these images

suggest is a sense of renewal. This is demonstrated in Charlie and the

Chocolate Factory through the purging of vice (the expulsion of the

naughty children) and its eventual rebirth (their altered physical forrns).

The principle of renewal can likewise be applied to the character of
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Charlie. His rebirth occurs at the end of the story, when he becomes the

new heir to Wonka's chocolate fadory.

ln her aiticism of Charlie, Bosmajian makes an excellent

observation about the appeal of Dahl's story:

Children respond gleefully to Charlie and the Chocolate

Factory not only because it is a luxurious food fantasy, but

also because it is a fantasy of aggression expressed

frequently in terms of bathroom humour. This sweet book

is quite nasty. (40)

What Bosmajian implies is that in the ad of reading, children can work

through their feelings of anger and frustration in a harmless manner.

This psychological aspect is an integral part of Dahl's grotesque which

we will examine next.

To understand Dahl's grotesque trom the point of view of the

child, one is required to have sorne knowledge of the principles of

children's humour. In her book on the subject, Martha Wolfenstein lists

the elemants of childran's humour:

We have seen how children find ways of making

fun of the bigness, power, and prerogatives of the grown

ups whom theyenvy. There is anether imposing aspect of

adults. which is often oppressive and fearful to children,

namely their moral authority; and here too children seek

relief through mockery. They seize with delight on

opportunities to show that the grown-ups are not infallibly
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good, or to expose the grown-ups' demands as absurdly

impossible, or to distort the meaning of a prohibition into a

permission. (Martha Wolfenstein, Children's Humour, 45)

Up to this point, we have seen the many ways in which Dahl

flouts taboos and diminishes moral authority: through hierarchical

reversais, debased charaderisations, and mocking laughter. Clearly, he

aligns himself with the tastes and preferences of his young readers, and

their delight in the grotesque becomes his delight.
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1 David Rees, "Dahl's Chickens" p.146
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Conclusion

Throughout the history of the grotesque, two opposing views

have always existed: the Vitruvian and Vasarian positions. They are

carried over into the modem period, appearing in the theories of Kayser

and Bakhtin, and their regulations and standards govem critical

interpretation of Dahl's work. Central to their positions is the notion that

the grotesque can either be perceived as a restridive, irregular force, or

as a liberating, positive one. One of the main reasons for differing

interpretations of the grotesque is that the genre itself is ambivalent.

Adding to its problematie nature are the many forms it is capable of

assuming: omamentation, caricature, burlesque, and farce. What

differentiates these different species of grotesque is the relationship

between the comic and horrifie elements.

ln Dahl's work, the comie element of the grotesque is the

dominant force. It manifests itself in the author's charaderisations, plot

devices and language. It also has much in common with the medieval

camival laughter of Bakhtin. Both forms are 'non-official', 'communal',

and 'positive'. Along these lines, Dahl's work achieves further depth

and meaning when one considers the cathartic effed of the grotesque.

By poking fun at adults, Dahl's staries provide the child with a counter

culture to the everyday world: the culture of childhood. Within this cirde,

the grotesque can be interpreted as a means of overcoming anxiety

and oppression in a world govemed by adult authority.
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From our study of the comic grotesque in Roald Oahl, it becomes

apparent that several of the aitical attacks on the author were perhaps

unfounded. Literary aitics, such as Eleanor Cameron, never explorect

the nature of their remarks when they denounced Dahl's stories as

"violent", "sadistic", and "cruel". Had they interpreted his stories in light

of the comic grotesque, they would have discovered that the darker

elements are always undercut by humour. Clearly, many of Oahl's

critics adopted a narrow or limited interpretation of his work. Also, they

erroneously viewed his stories from an adult's perspective. The fact that

Oahl's comic grotesque is derived from the same roots as Rabelaisian

folk humour demonstrates that it must be interpreted in a positive,

regenerative sense. In this same manner, if any value is to be ascribed

to Dahl's children's staries, they must ultimately be viewed in terms of

their grotesque influence, not in terms of 'taste' or 'appropriateness".
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