Yves Hersant, The case of Rabalais: a romanesque usage of physiognomony

It is generally acknowledged that Rabelais shares with a number of his contemporaries a belief in the close relationship between the physical and the moral. In addition, the humanist cannot be unaware of treatises more or less derived from Pseudo-Aristotle’s Physiognomica and the works of his continuators. Yet on the other hand it is also clear that the author of Gargantua also belongs to a completely opposite tradition: namely one in which appearances hide reality and where one must open up Silenus in order to find the treasures he contains. How can we reconcile the physiognomic and the ‘Silenian’ doctrines? A tentative response must not only incorporate certain famous passages – Gargantua’ s prologue, the portraits of Brother Jean and Panurge, the ‘metoposcopy and physiognomie of a cuckold’ that Her Trippa diagnosed … -  but also take exigencies of the genre of the romance into account. If the (re)nascent novel cannot absolve itself of interest in physiognomony, simply because it respects individual singularity, it makes out of it something quite new.  

