Rough Music and Charivari: Letters between Natalie Zemon Davis and Edward Thompson, 1970-72 (edited by Natalie Zemon Davis and Alexandra Walsham)

In 1971 Natalie Zemon Davis published a seminal article in the pages of Past and Present, entitled ‘The Reasons of Misrule: Youth Groups and Charivaris in Sixteenth-Century France’.[footnoteRef:1] A study of the carnivalesque rituals of mockery through which communities displayed disapproval of moral and social infractions, the essay opened a revealing window onto the festive customs through which unmarried young men publicly humiliated and regulated the sexual and marital behaviour of their neighbours. It also demonstrated the transmutation of these ludic rites into vehicles for social and political protest in urban environments. A year later, a piece on the English counterpart of charivari commonly known as rough music or the skimmington ride appeared in the pages of Annales[footnoteRef:2]. Written by Edward Thompson, the leading left-wing historian and founding member of this journal, this too examined the social function of the practice of parading offenders accompanied by cacophonous banging of pots and pans. It illuminated the role of this form of plebeian street theatre in publicising scandal, compelling compliance with accepted norms, and criticising unpopular authority figures and underlined its quasi-judicial character.  Frequently reprinted and constantly cited, both of these essays have become classics of twentieth-century historical writing. They stand alongside two other equally famous Past and Present articles written by these scholars during the same interval of years: Thompson’s ‘The Moral Economy of the English Crowd in the Eighteenth Century’ and Davis’s ‘The Rites of Violence: Religious Riot in Sixteenth-Century France’.[footnoteRef:3] Providing compelling new templates for the study of symbolic action and collective behaviour, they are among the most widely read and downloaded essays in the journal’s archive.  [1:  Natalie Zemon Davis, ‘The Reasons of Misrule: Youth Groups and Charivaris in Sixteenth-Century France,’ which was published in Past & Present 50, no. 1 (1971), 41-75.]  [2:  E.P. Thompson, ‘“Rough Music:” Le Charivari Anglais’, Annales, 27, no. 1 (1972), 285-312.]  [3:  E. P. Thompson, ‘The Moral Economy of the English Crowd in the Eighteenth Century’, Past and Present, 50 (1971), 76-136; Natalie Zemon Davis, ‘The Rites of Violence: Religious Riot in Sixteenth-Century France.’ Past and Present 59 (1973), 51-91.] 

The correspondence between Davis and Thompson printed below offers new insight into the historical moment that produced these landmark essays. ‘What Zeitgeist is [it]’, asks Thompson in his letter of 29 April 1970, ‘that has led two or three of us independently to start examining the same problems and asking related questions?’[footnoteRef:4] Part of the explanation for this curious convergence of interests lies in the climate of intellectual enquiry in which they were both researching and writing. Their mutual fascination with the customs of charivari and rough music reflected their shared scholarly and political commitment to finding fresh ways to study the lives of illiterate rural villagers and ordinary working people in pre-modern Europe without sentimentalising them – their determination, as Thompson memorably remarked in the introduction to The Making of the English Working Class, to rescue them from ‘the enormous condescension of posterity’.[footnoteRef:5]   [4:  p. x, below.]  [5:  Edward Thompson, The Making of the English Working Class (London, 1963), p. 12.] 

It also reflected their effort to find new tools to solve the interpretative puzzles that these rather baffling popular rituals of inversion and ridicule posed and to decode the logic and ‘reasons of misrule’. In pursuit of answers, both turned towards the disciplines of anthropology and ethnography, especially the work of Arnold van Gennep and Claude Lévi-Strauss, to whom they frequently refer and allude in their exchanges. Davis found inspiration in van Gennep’s analysis of rites of passage and Lévi-Strauss’s Mythologiques, but also in the writings of Victor Turner on The Ritual Process and Mikhail Bakhtin’s discussion of festive licence in Rabelais and his World.[footnoteRef:6] Drawing on these studies, she concluded that charivaris against unequal marriages were a manifestation of an impulse to protect the local pool of eligible partners in a society in which fertility was highly esteemed.  As several passages in the letters attest, Thompson was less convinced by this explanation on the basis of the English evidence he had investigated, though he too was drawn to the view that such rituals helped to repair rupture and restore social cohesion. Such structuralist and functionalist modes of analysis were dominant in anthropological writing at the time.  Neither, however, had yet read Clifford Geertz’s transformative Interpretation of Culture, which was published in 1973, shortly after the correspondence printed here came to a close.[footnoteRef:7] [6:  Arnold van Gennep, Manuel de folklore français contemporain (Paris, 1946-72) and The Rites of Passage, trans. M.B. Vizedom and G.L. Caffee (London, 1960); Claude Lévi-Strauss, Mythologiques: le cru et le cruit (Paris, 1964); Victor Turner, The Ritual Process: Structure and Anti-Structure (Chicago, 1968); Mikhail Bakhtin, Rabelais and his World, trans. H. Iswolsky (Cambridge, MA, 1968). See also Davis’s reflections in ‘Anthropology and History in the 1980s: The Possibilities of the Past’, Journal of Interdisciplinary History, 12 (1981), 267-75, and ‘Writing “The Rites of Violence” and Afterward’, in Graeme Murdock, Penny Roberts and Andrew Spicer (eds), Ritual and Violence: Natalie Zemon Davis and Early Modern France, Past and Present Supplement 7 (2012), 8-29, at 9-11. For Thompson, see his ‘Anthropology and the Discipline of Historical Context’, Midland History, 1, no. 3 (1972), 41-55; ‘History and Anthropology’, in his Persons and Polemics: Historical Essays (London, 1994), pp. 202-27. ]  [7:  Clifford Geertz, The Interpretation of Cultures (New York, 1973).] 

In search of contemporary descriptions, both historians were drawn to popular literature. They refer more than once to the account of Lords of Misrule in Philip Stubbes’ Anatomy of Abuses (1583), a work of religious polemic and moral complaint that paradoxically doubles as a kind of ethnography of the customs it so vociferously denounces.[footnoteRef:8] Thompson and Davis’s interest in such texts as historical sources for the ‘folklorique ceremonies’ they sought to investigate was indicative of a wider trend that saw the fields of history and folklore grow closer together during these years.[footnoteRef:9] As an approach to the past, it correlated closely with that of other historians working on cognate projects, notably Keith Thomas, whose Religion and the Decline of Magic appeared in the middle of the Davis-Thompson exchange in 1971.[footnoteRef:10]  [8:  Philip Stubbes, The Anatomie of Abuses (London, 1583).]  [9:  See also Thompson’s later address to the Folklore Society: ‘Rough Music Reconsidered’, Folk-Lore, 103 (1991), 3-26.]  [10:  Keith Thomas, Religion and the Decline of Magic: Studies in Popular Beliefs in Sixteenth- and Seventeenth-Century England (London, 1971).] 

Meanwhile, Thompson’s call in his letter of 29 April 1970 for ‘a really close study of the communities in question’ seems prescient in another respect.[footnoteRef:11] His belief that an intensive social history of particular groups and neighbourhoods offered the best hope of unlocking the meaning of rough music in eighteenth-century England anticipates the emergence of the technique of microhistory in Italy later that decade. Its most famous product, Carlo Ginzburg’s The Cheese and the Worms, was published in 1976, though the term itself had been used prior to this in a rather derogatory sense by the Annales historian Fernand Braudel.[footnoteRef:12] For Braudel it evoked the traditional history of events (histoire événementielle) to which his own vision of long term continuity, inertia and imperceptible change wrought by large social structures and forces was explicitly opposed. The hegemony of that Braudelian Annaliste tradition in France looms behind these letters too. Thompson’s decision to submit his own piece on the ‘charivari anglais’ to the Annales ESC suggests a sense of affinity with French scholarship of this era, but his comment to Davis on 1 June 1972 is telling evidence of a degree of distance and detachment too. He anticipated that she (presumably like he) looked at the issues of this journal ‘with constant feelings of mingled amazement and disgust’.[footnoteRef:13] But Natalie Davis’s sentiments towards the Annalistes were considerably warmer than he surmised. She was not persuaded by Braudel’s panoramic vision of the Mediterranean but maintained a strong connection with his younger colleague Emmanuel Le Roy Ladurie, whose approach to peasant culture and carnival intersected closely with her own.[footnoteRef:14]   [11:  p. x, below.]  [12:  Carlo Ginzburg, The Cheese and the Worms: The Cosmos of a Sixteenth-Century Miller, trans. John and Anne Tedeschi (London, 1980; first publ. in Italian, 1976). For Braudel’s use of the term, see Carlo Ginzburg, ‘Microhistory, Two or Three Things that I Know about it’, Critical Inquiry, 20 (1993), pp. 10-35, at 12-13.]  [13:  p. x, below.]  [14:  See p. x, n. x, below. Emmanuel Le Roy Ladurie, The Peasants of Languedoc, trans. John Day (Urbana, 1974; first publ. in French, 1966) and Carnival: A People's Uprising at Romans 1579-1580, trans. Mary Feeney (London, 1980; first publ. in French, 1979).] 

‘The Reasons of Misrule’ was also written as a robust response to the influential claim made by Philippe Ariès that the French in particular and Europeans in general did not have a developed concept of ‘youth’ prior to the eighteenth century.  Davis’s essay was designed to show that French society in the sixteenth century was indeed attuned to the category of age and that this was embodied in specific institutions, practices and customs.  The idea of ‘youth’ may have changed with modernity, but was not created by it.[footnoteRef:15]  There was, however, another context for Davis and Thompson’s work on rough music and charivari. It is surely significant that it occurred in the aftermath of the student and workers’ revolts of 1968. Their interest in forms of youth rebellion and customs that temporarily turned the world upside down must be seen in the context of the social and civil rights movements with which Europe and the United States were awash in these years. Their historical preoccupations reflected the socialist and left wing politics to which both historians were overtly committed, and which shaped and coloured their professional careers.  Davis and her husband had left the United States for Canada in 1962 after he had served time in prison and been blacklisted from American universities for his resistance to the House Committee on Un-American activities. In 1968 Thompson (himself a former member of the Communist Party) supported the Warwick students who occupied the university buildings to protest against the keeping of files on young radical activists and was irate about the conduct of the academic hierarchy. His scathing attack on the commercialisation and corporatisation of the university in a pamphlet entitled Warwick University Ltd: Industry, Management and the University published in 1970 put him on a collision course with his employer and led to his resignation.[footnoteRef:16] In this exchange, Thompson makes oblique reference to his departure but conceals the real reasons for it, saying only to Davis that it was motivated by a determination to devote himself to his research and writing. Her own letter of 14 May 1972 makes clear that she was strongly sympathetic to and supported his views:  she had read his ‘book about the Warwick dossiers’ and revelled in his discussion of ‘the timid faculty and adamant students’. She presented a version of ‘The Reasons of Misrule’ as a paper at Sir George Williams University in March 1970, which had itself been the scene of a student occupation, riot and police arrests in connection with accusations of racism against the faculty a few weeks earlier. This was the intellectual and political soil from which their mutual interest in youthful misrule in early modern Europe grew. [15:  Philippe Ariès,Centuries of Childhood, trans. Robert Baldick (London, 1962; first publ. in French 1960). Ariès addressed some of these points in a new preface in 1973 to his L'enfant et la vie familiale (Paris, 1973), pp. vii-ix.  See Davis, ‘The Reasons of Misrule’, repr. in Society and Culture in Early Modern France (Stanford, 1975), pp. 108-9.  ]  [16:  Edward Thompson, Warwick University Ltd: Industry, Management and the University (Harmondsworth, 1970).] 

This correspondence additionally sheds interesting light on the style of history that E.P. Thompson and Natalie Davis aspired to write. Thompson’s remarks in his letter of 1 June 1972 about the importance of the ‘imaginary audience’ for a paper or book is a revealing one. There is a hint of regret in his reflection on how his mode of address had changed from his time as ‘a polemical adult education tutor’ to his ‘current wariness in the face of ongoing academic opinion’. His contempt for scholars who write with ‘some anonymous selector for a large funding foundation’ in mind as a reader is matched by an irritation that his own writing has become overshadowed by the presence of ‘some enormously insensitive quantifying juggernaut’. His commitment to making his work accessible to ‘an ordinary intelligent audience of people interested in history’ echoes the objectives of the founders of Past and Present itself. [footnoteRef:17]  And these are objectives to which its editorial board remains firmly committed today.  [17:  p. x, below.] 

[bookmark: _GoBack]Finally, these letters offer insight into the contours of academic culture and the nature of intellectual exchange in an era before the advent of the internet. They are evidence of how collaboration and the cross fertilisation of ideas and perspectives occurred before email and social media revolutionised the speed of communication and before computers,  digital scans, and PDFs superseded typewriters, carbon copies, xeroxes, and offprints. They provide glimpses of the rapidly vanishing republic of physical letters that predated the more ephemeral world of instantaneous messaging in which we now operate. Future historians of scholarship and historiography in the late twentieth century will be grateful for their preservation.  Past and Present warmly thanks Natalie Davis for supplying copies of this correspondence and annotating the transcription. We acknowledge Professor Davis and the estate of the late Dorothy Thompson for permission to publish them in the journal.[footnoteRef:18]  [18:  We are grateful to Aislinn Muller for preparing a transcription of the letters.] 


Alexandra Walsham
 


In March 1970, I mailed to Edward P. Thompson a typescript of my essay “The Reasons of Misrule: Youth Groups and Charivaris in Sixteenth-Century France.”  Linked both to the political and student protests of the time and to my new interest in anthropology, the carnivalesque, and Bakhtin, the paper had first been presented to a meeting of the Renaissance Society of America at the University of Michigan in April 1969.  The version I sent Edward had been presented at Sir George Williams University on March 5, 1970.   A few weeks earlier, Sir George Williams had been the scene of a student occupation of the computer centre, riot, and police arrests in connection with accusations of racism on the faculty.  The History department at Sir George Williams (now known as Concordia University) welcomed new approaches to social history, and George Rudé was to join its ranks the following fall.
Letter 1: E.P. Thompson to Natalie Zemon Davis, 14th April 1970
14th April, 1970
Dr. Natalie Z. Davis,
Department of History,
University of Toronto,
Toronto 181,
Canada.

Dear Dr. Davis,

	I was absolutely delighted to receive your paper on the ‘Reasons of Misrule’.[footnoteRef:19] I have myself been working for some time on a short study of ‘rough music’ (our version of charivari) in 18th and early 19th century England. I therefore was particularly excited to find comparative work of your kind going ahead so richly, although of course there are important differences in the customs and in their functions – in some senses I suppose the 18th century material in England is an attenuated form of what you are describing, and there is no longer any systematic organization of youth, although youth played the prime role within the events. [19:  Natalie Zemon Davis, ‘The Reasons of Misrule: Youth Groups and Charivaris in Sixteenth-Century France,’ which was published in Past & Present 50, no. 1 (1971), 41-75.] 


	I shall not be able to get back to completing my own work until this autumn. I would be most interested in seeing your footnotes when you have prepared these. I think I have only one general theoretical point of disagreement with your treatment, and that is in your assumption that these demonstrations were directed against inappropriate marriages (remarriage of widows and widowers, marriages between people of unequal age etc.,) because they removed younger people from the pool of ‘eligibles’. You don’t seem to demonstrate within the scope of this paper, the reasons for this theory and in the absence of footnotes I can’t establish exactly why you ascribe this kind of functional explanation to it. However, it does seem to me an important point and it seems to me that more evidence should be assembled to prove it. In my view the 18th century evidence would suggest more that one is looking at peasant or similar societies in which the values of fertility within marriage are highly esteemed, and therefore in a marriage of unequal ages or a marriage which offends at certain points the basically masculine values of those societies, the charivari takes place. One point of some interest in 18th century England is that towards the end of the century, rough music is directed more and more against wife beaters rather than, in the older 16th and 17th century versions such as the Skimmington Rides, against husbands who allow themselves to be tormented by their wives.

	I would be most interested to hear from you again about this, especially when you have worked out your footnotes.

All good wishes,

Edward Thompson


Letter 2: Natalie Zemon Davis to E.P. Thompson, 21 April 1970

April 21, 1970
Professor Edward Thompson
Centre for the Study of Social History
The University of Warwick
Coventry, Warwickshire

Dear Professor Thompson:

	I was equally delighted to get your letter and to learn that you are working on ‘rough music’ in England in the 18th and 19th centuries. And am also glad that the English had the good sense finally to turn their kettling against wife-beaters. (As I think I mentioned, the only reference I found to charivaris being used against wife-beaters in France was in Dijon during the month of May – and this I guess, because since Roman times May was considered a month special for women. A late 16th century French almanac which I have used elaborates on this amusingly). I am very much looking forward to reading your paper when it is done.

	I will be doing the final rewrite of mine (I plan to change the text only a little) and do the foot-notes this week and next. Then I will submit it to Past and Present; if it is not accepted, Sylvia Thrupp has asked for it for Comparative Studies in Society and History. In any case, you will receive an offprint by airmail. Or if you want a carbon of the mss., I will be glad to have the typist prepare one. Just let me know.

	As for my explanations for the charivaris against second marriages, let me give you my reasoning. First, I tried to pack all the evidence I could into the paragraph on pp. 12-13. I even meant to suggest the sexual aspect by my phrase about the ‘Vieille Carcasse’ and the old man surely incapable of satisfying his young wife. (Moreover, your point about the community being concerned about fertility and potency is borne out by charivaris against husbands who fail to consummate their marriages [I have a terrific 16th c. charivari song about one such] and against newly weds who fail to become pregnant within one year after marriage). I even think that the young people’s desire to collect money and sweets as they would at a first wedding has something to do with their demonstrating till the ‘convolants’ (as the French call these remarried) settled with them with a fine.

	I included and even stressed the ‘pool-of-eligibles’ aspect in the countryside for two reasons. First, because the anthropologists stress this so. Van Gennep,[footnoteRef:20] who has studied folk customs all over France, including in France in his own day, considered this important. Lévi-Strauss considers this the central function of the charivari against re-marriage and indeed, the central occasion for all charivaris (in Le cru et le cuit, he has a little chart showing how the series of pairs is disrupted). [footnoteRef:21] Also, I talked this over with a friend who specializes in the French family in the 17th c., and he seemed to think that the pool-of-eligibles explanation was the most plausible.  [20:  Arnold Van Gennep, Manuel de folklore français, 4 vols. (Paris, 1943-1949), extensive treatment of charivari in volume 1.]  [21:  Claude Lévi-Strauss’s Le cru et le cuit was published in 1964 as the first volume in his four-part series Mythologiques. It was translated into English in 1969.] 


	Secondly, this explanation seemed to fit in with another important activity of the village youth group: demanding a fine from young men from other villages who came to court their village girls. Fines were sometimes paid when a village girl married out of the village. There are also court cases growing out of fights when ‘jeunes compagnons à marier’ from another village come to the ‘courtship huts’ to court the local girls. The youth wait and beat them up. These episodes and customs may also have plural explanations, but it seems that concern for the pool of eligibles is among them. When one remembers the many prohibitions set up by the church regarding consanguinity and the efforts that presumably went on in the villages to prevent too much intermarriage (vide Lévi-Strauss), I think concern about the marriage pool is understandable. I might add that it is my impression from looking at lots of marriage contracts that marriage between people from different habitats go on all the time in cities, and that village lads who have removed to the city may go back home for a bride and take her to the city; but that the lads who remain behind on the farm tend to marry locally.

	I want to stress, though, that I would make this only one among several reasons for the charivari against remarriages (and grotesque marriages). The economic, sexual, familial, etc. are presumably relevant too. With the kind of evidence I have from this early period, I’m afraid there is always some element of speculation.

	I am planning to say a word about England only in a foot-note to line 9, p. 14. May I mention that you are doing a study of ‘rough music’? What I have collected so far are numerous references to kettling, branking, tin-music, Riding the Stang, Riding Skimmerton or Skimmington AND then SEPARATELY references to the parish Lords of Misrule (in Scotland Abbots) with their fellows. Stubbs [sic] has an especially good quote about them in his Anatomie of Abuses (I’m sure you know it)[footnoteRef:22], in which he talks of thee ‘wilde heades of the parish,’ who surely seem like young people. The only reference I have in which a ‘charivari’ is coupled with young people is a poem by Marvell[footnoteRef:23] in which the ‘just street’ invades the house of the neighbors of a couple where the wife has beaten the husband, mount the neighbors while ‘boys and girls in troops run hooting by.’ M. refers to this as an old pastime.  [22:  Philip Stubbes, The Anatomie of Abuses (London, 1583). ]  [23:  This is a reference to Andrew Marvell’s ‘The Last Instructions to a Painter,’ which appears in The Third Part of the Collection of Poems on Affairs of State (London, 1689), pp. 10-11.] 


	I wonder if anybody has talked about categories of age in English villages (Homans doesn’t[footnoteRef:24]) or organizations of youth. I, of course, exaggerate a little bit the importance of the youth organization in all these festive activities in the countryside (presumably older people could join in charivaris) and I’ll make this point in a foot-note); because I wanted to make my point very clearly in this short article and also to show the difference between the organization of society in a village and in a city where social and economic change dissolves the more traditional arrangements. [24:  George C. Homans, English Villagers in the Thirteenth Century (Cambridge, 1941). ] 


	I was very glad to hear from you. Please let me know if you’d like a carbon of the mss. with the notes.

Yours,

Natalie Zemon Davis (Mrs.)


Letter 3: E.P. Thompson to Natalie Zemon Davis, 29 April 1970

29th April, 1970
Mrs. Natalie Zemon Davis,
The Department of History,
The University of Toronto,
Toronto 181,
Canada.

Dear Mrs. Davis,

	Excuse a brief note. Your letter is one of the most interesting I have ever received from a fellow historian and it will take me some time to absorb all your points and also to follow one or two up by further reading. So, this is to say thank you indeed for your letter: but to add that I am still not wholly satisfied with your reply to my theoretical enquiry – or at least, I am not satisfied that it can be generalised to an 18th century English context or a 19th century South European context, I suspect that one could find the ritual continuing even in communities whose rate of population growth was such that the functional explanation of the pool of eligibles would carry much less conviction; and in such a context one would, I think, wish to elevate certain other values or functions. Of your two counter proposals, I think the first is substantial and I mean to follow it up: the second convinces me a little less since I think this kind of community rivalry which certainly continues in parts of England (especially small quasi-industrial villages) into the 19th century, rests upon a whole tissue of relations and functions. For example, a similar kind of rivalry between neighbouring communities finds expression in ritualised sporting contests – quite savage football games through the streets etc. – and one would scarcely fall back upon a pool of eligibles explanation here. However, here again I want to think and read a bit further.

	My own British material tends to thin out very much before the 18th century. Your points generally make one wish very much two things: first, I find that even in the 19th century, although one may have quite rich descriptive account of rough music, one rarely finds out sufficient about the actual victims of it to understand the particular offence committed to the neighbourhood, or the particular relations in which the parties stand to their community. Second, it is clear that if one could only find a sample of well documented cases, then a really close study of the communities in question, including the study of the Parish Registers etc. in order to try to establish degrees of consanguinity with neighbours might be most helpful. I had hoped that some kind of social history of this exactness might have been pursued from Warwick and in the area of crime we now have an admirable group who are beginning to work with this closeness of application. However, I am afraid I have become so determined to get on with my own research and writing that I am leaving the University at the end of this summer and I very much hope that my successor will encourage continuing research in this kind of area. I shall of course continue my own work and after this summer you can get in touch with me at my home address, 43 Lansdowne Crescent, Leamington Spa, Warwickshire. 

	What Zeitgeist is that has led two or three of us independently to start examining the same problems and asking related questions? I would be very happy if you could let me have a carbon. I am, in fact, on the editorial board of Past & Present and will look out for your article although it is likely that the Editor will send it to our 16th and 17th century experts; so that it would be most useful if you could spare a carbon for me as well.

Yours sincerely,

Edward Thompson


Sometime after the appearance of “The Reasons of Misrule” in the February 1971 issue of Past and Present, I sent an offprint to Edward.

Letter 4: E.P. Thompson to Natalie Zemon Davis, 8 July 1971

43 Lansdowne Crescent
Leamington Spa
Warwks

8 July 71

Dear Natalie Davis,

	Returning the compliment, I’m sending you a copy of an article which I’ve submitted to Annales ESC.[footnoteRef:25] I’d be very glad to have your comments, especially since I fill out my doubts about the universal application of the pool of eligibles theory. [25:  E.P. Thompson, ‘“Rough Music:” Le Charivari Anglais’, Annales, 27, no. 1 (1972), 285-312.  Thompson’s correspondence with the Annales about the publication of his essay is discussed in the introduction to the recent French translation of his Customs in Common: Edward P.Thompson, Les Usages de la coutume. Traditions et résistances populaires en Angleterre (XVIe-XIXe siècle) , trans. Jean Boutier and Arunhati Virmani (Paris, 2015).] 


	I hope to expand the piece, with much more British example, as a chapter in my next book, so that even if crit[icism]s don’t arrive in time for revision of the Annales piece, I can take them into account in the book. Or you might possibly be stimulated to reply in Annales? (If they use it).

	One caveat. Please DON’T circulate or xerox the piece. I am sending it only for you to look at. (Some six years ago I gave a paper in the States which found its way to Charles Tilly[footnoteRef:26], and thence to half a dozen libraries in the USA and Canada – xeroxed without permission and contrary to copyright – and thence back into footnotes and other people’s work: a piece which I only felt ready for publication this year. So please don’t pass it on to Tilly and his regiment of researchers).  [26:  This is a reference to Charles Tilly, an influential American sociologist and historian, who taught at the University of Toronto, the University of Michigan, and Columbia University.  In the mid 1960s, Chuck and Louise Tilly had moved to the University of Toronto, and our two families became fast friends.  Louise had decided to return to graduate study, and indeed took a graduate seminar with me on early modern urban history.  She and I also worked together to improve the status of women students at the University of Toronto. I had many conversations with Chuck comparing forms of political resistance, and surely told him about my work on charivaris before he and Louise moved to the University of Michigan in 1969.  Chuck’s style of shared scholarship was part of his charisma, but it did not always suit the needs of other scholars.  ] 


Sincerely,

Edward 


Letter 5: Natalie Zemon Davis to E.P. Thompson, 14 May 1972

May 14, 1972

Dear Edward Thompson,

	I cannot tell you how ashamed I am to take so long to answer your letter of July 8, which included your splendid paper. The only way I can explain this is that I have had a cluttered mind for all that time. Having read your paper as soon as it came, I reread it with care last Sunday on an airplane bringing me back from my 9th and final speaking engagement in a year which also included my move to a new university. (The ninth talk was entitled ‘The Rites of Violence: Religious Riot in Sixteenth-Century France’[footnoteRef:27] and was partly inspired by your ‘18th c. English Crowd’ – see below). Anyway, I’m now catching up on many things, and write you. [27: I had moved from the university of Toronto to the University of California at Berkeley in December 1971.  In  early May 1972, I had been one of the participants in a conference at the Newberry Library on the 1572 massacre of Saint Bartholomew’s day.  ] 


	I thought your paper was rich in detail and analysis, and that the sorting out of the different kinds of rough music (different targets and different techniques) as well as your critical questions about popular justice were very valuable indeed. I have only a few comments.

1. I agree with you (as suggested in earlier letters) that Lévi-Strauss’s insistence upon one function, and one where more attention was made to an abstract violation of order than to the real damage to a marriage pool, is a mistake. That is why in my own paragraphs on this function of charivaris on domestic matters (53-54, 65-66) I tried to compress several meanings into one paragraph. The events seem to have multiple meanings, some more important than others at different times and places. I don’t discard the marriage pool business entirely for the late 16th c. city because both in Lyon and in other places (I’ve just been reading about late 16th c. Provins) there is a charivari marking the marriage of people from different parishes. This seems to me not merely a way to welcome in a ‘foreigner’ (he pays the fee, or the couple pays the fee to stop the charivari), but also to still bear traces of an earlier concern about the eligibles for seemly and childbearing marriages. (A friend of mine who has just finished a thesis on marriage in 17th c. Bordeaux is even more convinced of the importance of the pool of eligibles theory than I[footnoteRef:28]). I don’t think this function is very important in 16th c. French cities, however. In the countryside, I can see it as an enduring issue, partly because we know immigration patterns did leave some peculiar sexual mixes in villages at different times, and the needs were not always filled by domestic servants or working people who came into the village. Moreover, if one remembers that concern about a pool of eligibles is simultaneously concern for having sexually appropriate and childbearing marriages (i.e., it is not just an abstract concern for order), then I think it is not implausible that this could be one of the meanings far behind village rough music vs. 2nd marriages or remarriage. [28: Robert B. Wheaton, Bordeaux before the Fronde: A Study of Family, Class and Social Structure (PhD dissertation, Harvard University, April 1973).
.] 


2. On youth groups and their association with rough music. Do you think it is possible that there was such a thing, at least in rural England in the 14th-16th c.? Did you think my evidence from Stubbs[footnoteRef:29] about the young wildheads of the parish who elect Lords of Misrule (n. 48) might not refer to a kind of youth-kingdom. How can it be that we can find these age groupings in so many parts of Europe at the end of the Middle Ages and even on into the early modern period, and not in England. I’m struck with the alleged sobriety with which the Feast of the Boys is supposed to have been conducted in England – maybe there really are differences in the way the English brought up its young. Still it’s an odd situation. [29:  Philip Stubbes, Anatomie of Abuses (London, 1583).] 


3. Your material on the change of the target of rough music from the husband beater to the wife beater is fascinating. I am now doing more work, by the way, on the reasons for and significance of the husband-beater as a target in the 15th-17th c. More on this later, I’ll only say here that I no longer see it only as a ‘negative” pressure’ on women.[footnoteRef:30] [30:  I had begun to work on an essay on the inversion in gender roles, which became ‘Women on Top’ in my Society and Culture in Early Modern France (Stanford, 1975), pp. 12-51.] 


4. Your questions at the end of your paper about how to evaluate rough-music, what stance to take toward it really hit home. It is so important both to respect the past (as you urge in the introduction to The Making…[footnoteRef:31]) in its own terms, and yet not to sentimentalize it. I had an especially difficult time in my ‘Rites of Violence’ paper (the one I gave last week on religious disturbances in 16th c. France, including St. Bartholomew’s day massacres!). I enclose a little commentary I made at last Dec.’s AHA in response to a learned but pretentious paper by a defender of Braudel, a man name Troian Stoianovich.[footnoteRef:32] I think you’ll see what he was getting at even without having his 60 page paper in front of you. His main argument was the ‘Annales school,’ especially Braudel’s version of it was the source of all creativity in history, and the greatest school of historical writing the world has yet known.  [31:  E. P. Thompson, The Making of the English Working Class (London, 1963).]  [32:  Traian Stoianovich, was a doctoral student of Fernand Braudel at the University of Paris.  Out of the paper presented at the American Historical Association congress of December 1971 grew Stoianovich’s bookThe French Historical Method: The Annales Paradigm (Ithaca, 1976), with a Foreword by Fernand Braudel.] 

 
	In my ‘Rites of Violence’ paper, I included any religious riot where the targets were religious persons or objects or even the decorum of religious services in 16th c. France. I know you don’t like the term ‘riot,’ but I didn’t know what else to use. I will send you the penultimate copy of the paper if you like (Nicola Sutherland gave the paper before mine on the same session, hers on ‘The Meaning of St. Bartholomew’s Day Massacre’[footnoteRef:33] – one could hardly believe we were talking about the same kind of event). I described the functions of the crowds, Catholic or Protestant, in terms of their taking on the roles of priest or prophet (defending truth and destroying falsehood by challenges and tests and also by cleansing and purifying, destroying pollution) and also of the magistrate. I used your stuff for the last point, showing the ways in which crowds arrested or released prisoners when they thought verdicts unjust in religious cases, marched people to prison, burned them on ‘official’ execution grounds, and many other imitations of the magistrate. But there are problems here, especially with the Protestants – sometimes I can’t decide whether we have an imitation of the magistrate, or when it’s rather an exchange of information and behavior patterns, back and forth between the magistrate and the crowd. [33:  N.A.Sutherland’s talk was published in her book The Massacre of St.Bartholomew and the European Conflict, 1559-1572 (London, 1973).] 

	There is much more to the paper than this – occasions for religious riot (most of them during the course of worship and in space being used for religious worship of some kind), the repertory of actions (often grisly, but nevertheless not wholly random or limitless), targets (especially differences between Prots. and Caths.) participants in the crowds, etc.

	I also must add that I read your book about the Warwick dossiers[footnoteRef:34] with much interest. I borrowed it from a Toronto friend, in the wake of a discussion (argument) with one Lionel Cooper, a visiting mathematician who was on the Governmental board of which you are critical in your study. Your description of the timid faculty and adamant students in the final chapter was terrific. [34:  E. P. Thompson, Warwick University Ltd: Industry, Management, and the University (Harmondsworth, 1970).] 

Yours sincerely,

									Natalie 


Letter 6: E.P. Thompson to Natalie Zemon Davis, 1 June 197

Wick Episcopi,
Upper Wick,
Worcester,
WR2 5SX

1st June, 1972.

Dear Natalie Davis,

	Just a brief note to acknowledge receipt of your letter and the manuscript enclosed. Last month Annales E.S.C. finally published my very compressed article on Rough Music, but I am still at work on this for a considerably more expanded and exemplified piece for my next book Customs in Common.[footnoteRef:35] So I go on thinking about the matter and collecting material. On Clause 1 of your letter, the marriage pool, I think there is now little division between us. I just thought I would take a poke at Lévi-Strauss as I have done in my article: I hope you find the appendix amusing. [35:  E. P. Thompson’s Customs in Common: Studies in English Popular Culture was eventually published in 1991 with Merlin Press.] 


	On your second point, I am not in any sense competent to speak about England in the 14th and 16th centuries. I feel you are a bit ragged and jumpity in your way of setting about English materials though. If you really want references to lords of misrule, I could compile quite a quantity for you. But folklorique ceremonies of this kind may point backwards to more organised communities of youth but cannot be proved to do so just by guesswork. In your way of looking at this you seem to me to still hesitate before putting sufficient emphasis upon a difference between an emergent Protestant as opposed to Catholic tradition. 

	Is there any chance at all of your letting Past & Present have your ‘Rites of Violence’ paper? I am sure that they will show the very greatest interest in it, and so most certainly will I.[footnoteRef:36] [36: The essay was, indeed, submitted to Past and Present and published as ‘The Rites of Violence: Religious Riot in Sixteenth-Century France’, Past and Present 59 (1973), 51-91. 
 ] 


	I like your discussion paper, but I like the final paragraph (page 8) most of all. I think this whole question of the imaginary audience for a paper or a book is terribly important. I feel despondent myself now when I realise how far my own imaginary audience has changed from the days in which I was a polemical adult education tutor to my current wariness in the face of ongoing academic opinion. Some papers that one reads these days, however, seem to have as their main audience in mind some anonymous selector for a large funding foundation. But it annoys me when I write to see out of the corner of my eye some enormously insensitive quantifying juggernaut which I have got skillfully to avoid or else to attempt a confrontation with, instead of addressing an ordinary intelligent audience of people interested in history.

	If Annales send me any offprints I shall certainly put you at the top of the list for a copy, but so far they haven’t, in which case you will have to look at Annales for yourself, (which no doubt you constantly do, with constant feelings of mingled amazement and disgust)[footnoteRef:37]. [37:  I don’t know whether I sent an answer to this comment by Edward.  My relations with some members of the Annales school remained very close indeed, especially with Emmanuel Le Roy Ladurie, whose work on peasants and the carnivalesque overlapped with my own. (I felt this especially in 1976, when I first became interested in working on the story of Martin Guerre and the village of Artigat.) I found more innovation in Le Roy Ladurie’s focussed géo-histoire and that of the peasant studies of Pierre Goubert than in Braudel’s grand but inevitably shallow portrait of the whole Mediterranean.  I sensed myself as a scholarly comrade of Le Roy Ladurie and the young generation of the Annales, but did not take the lead from them in my turn to anthropology, literary analysis, or the study of women and gender.  In France itself, I also admired work initiated outside the Annales School by historians like Maurice Agulhon and Michel Vovelle.   In any case, in 1977 Edward and I were invited to Paris for a conference on ‘Le Charivari’ at the École des Hautes Études en Sciences Sociales.  We both attended and our papers were published in the volume that ensued: Natalie Zemon Davis, ‘Charivari, honneur et communauté à Lyon et à Genève au XVIIe siècle’ and Edward P. Thompson , ‘ « Rough Music » et charivari. Quelques réflexions complémentaires, ‘ in Le Charivari.  Actes de la table ronde organisée par le CNRS et l’EHESS, Paris (25 avril 1977), ed. Jacques Le Goff and Jean-Claude Schmitt, (Paris, 1981), pp. 207-20, 273-83.  ] 


All best wishes,

Edward 

