
Verbal Shape in the Poetry of Villon and Marot 

Tom Conley 

Generall y speaking, lyri cs written in the earl y years of the printing press cannot 
be read in editions other tha n their own. A visual aesthetic informing the poeti c 
texture of Fran~ois Vi lion and Clement ma rot is essentia l to an understanding 
of their work: Le Grant T estament of 1489 in gothic font and the ph ysical sha pe 
of the epitaphes and rondeaux of the Adolescence clhnentine use in a differential ma nner 
the absence of volume on the page's two-dimensional surface to elaborate a 
human drama of three dimensions. Thus their dia logue between voice a nd space 
or discourse and figure is always an open one, showing in its punctuation the 
a reas of media tion and desire tha t generate g reat lyric poe try. 

It is an ironic herita ge that forces the late twentie th-century reader 
to discover the most lyri cal range of word and figure in the earl iest 
years of the printing press. Poets a nd editors who sha ped th e 
incuna bulum 's page were no doubt a t a crossroads between a u ral 
and visual traditions that later- a fter the success or the p ri n ted 
book and the impac t of the R eformation- wo uld , apa rt from a 
few anoma lies. d isappea r unti l the nine teenth cen tury. Th us th e 
d emise of visual poe try is particularl y stri ki ng in france where the 
la ter Middle Ages, a fter their supposed entombment d uring the 
Age of R eason a nd Enligh tenment, a rc resurrected in the plastic 
verse of Hugo, Baudela ire , a nd Malla rm c.1 Two gifted poets, 
fran c;ois V illon and C lement M a rot, a re such pa rticipan ts of this 
heri tage that their lyrics cannot be d isengaged from either the 
visual shape printe rs gave to their words or the sha pe of the fi xed 
poetic forms wh ich contain them. Their poetry is a n economy or 
visua l and verbal writing in which the interac tion of typef~tCC and 
voice, each of reciprocal measure, draws the spa ti a l perimeters 
arou nd d ra ma of Ch ristian and monetary salva tion. Concomi-
tantly, th e shift from gothic to roman font in the thirty-four yea rs 
separa ting the first printed editions ofVillon's Le Grant Testament 
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et codicille (Paris : Pierre Levet, 1489) and Marot's Adolescence 
clementine (Paris : Galiot du Pre, 1533) indicates the beginning of a 
tremend ous shift in principles of reading and writing, and whose 
impact wou ld not be fu lly comprehended until the end of the 
French Renaissance. 

Prior to analysis of Villon's and Marot's lyrics, two points 
requ ire elucidation. The first concerns the early printed book's 
inf1uence upon the visual nature of reading until as late as 1595. 
Early French converts to Gutenberg like J ean du Pre, Johann 
H eynlin, Pierre Levet, and Jean Trepperel had to make their 
books resemble wherever possible a finely cut and delicately 
designed book of hours, and to give a new commodity an old sense 
of value. Very ironically, the first texts in France were set in a 
rounded , roman type that apparently did not have the visual 
appeal of a manuscript in gothic script. Thus the seemingly 
primitive lettre batarde replaced the classical font and became a 
popular visual form until a t least 1530. " It developed into a 
beau tiful letter, principall y, if not always, used for printing of 
French . It was in type of this family that what is believed to be the 
first book in French prin ted in Pa ris, viz., Chronicques de France, 
was produced by Pasq uier Bonhomme about 1486."2 We know 
that wi [h Geoffroy Tory's Champ .fleury of 1529, almost synchronic 
with Marot's early lyrics, the regressive R enaissance of the printed 
letter is finally correc ted. Tory's book- an a becedarium, a 
manual for the drawing of roman characters and a treatise on 
every letter as a mirror of the world's physical body-was pa ra-
doxically to erase and to preserve the visual aspects of the gothic 
page in li terary texts of the late fifteenth and early 
sixteenth centuries. 

Like his predecessors, Tory literally saw and felt the printed 
surface as he d eciphered it, and even embodies in his theory and 
practice what would have an almost terminal expression in 
Montaigne's Essays, themselves a logical poetics of visual and 
verbal isomorphism tha t had been the habit of writing in the past 
century. "Plutarch," Montaigne said coyly, "says that he saw the 
Latin language through things: here, the same: meaning en-
lightens and produces words; no longer wind , but flesh and 
bone. " 3 In fact, the essayist's remarks on the visceral quality of 
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any worthwhile style only echoes wha t had been exploited by the 
early printers who had to rival the illumina ted manuscript : shape 
and sense, tex t and illustration, interlace and phrase had to 
function harmoniously and economically if the printed book 
were to sell copy. 

The second point raises a ques tion requiring much longe r study . 
The lettre batm·de, so popular among the first Parisian printers, 
often has a function identical with the poems it conveys (see Fig. 
I ). Field and background are so indistinguishable, intervals so 
reduced and spelling so varied that, a t least with Villon, words 
run over a nd into one another . No single reading can ever be 
established: words disperse and then agglomerate into groups of 
meaning according to the reader's sense of aural and visual dis-
tinction. Since each generation can punctuate a text following its 
own patterns of perception, it comes as no surprise tha t Marot, 
writing in the age of roman type, would feel bewildered in front 
of Villon 's gothic characters. Possibly for this reason Pierre 
Guiraud felt it necessary in his study ofVillon's slang to reproduce 
the Jargon et Jobelin in the original printed text. Words and sounds 
elide and accumula te so profusely tha t each ballad becomes a 
global anagram dedicated to one of six criminal professions.4 The 
critic uses this principle of sign and field to extrapolate three 
superimposed codes hidden within the jargon. The first is com-
posed of tricksters' slang derived from common parlance and leads 
to a sub-code of card players' tricks and trumps ; below these is 
hidden a practical manual of pederasty for use of prisoners before 
their conviction and execution . In the same spirit David Kuhn 
reproduced portions of the Grant T estament et petit from the 
Longnon-Foulet edition in italics and without punctuation, thus 
bringing his reader as close as possible to the text of 1489. " A 
prosaic punctua tion ," he remarked , " tends fatall y to reduce the 
syntactic fluidity of the text upon which an author of the period 
counted for his most beautiful effects. " 5 It is generally supposed 
that Villon was dead before the printing press arrived in France, 
but his legends and lines were conserved in manuscripts before 
reappearing in the similar style of the lettre batarde in 1489. When 
Marot, son of the well-known Grand Rhetoriqueur Jean Marot and 
member of the Basochian society, Les Enfants sans soucy, published 
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ll.e tonSeau que (rift 
fefiit »iffoJJ quant 
iffutiu¢e 

fle (uie francoie Bont ce me poife 
J}eBt parie emp1(6 pontotfe 
t!Oui ~un~ c:o1Sc 5une toife 
,&,4ut4 mol} wf que moa, rut poife 

Figure I A. V iii on refusing the gallows a nd leaving his rondeau and epitaphe in the 
first printed edition : Pierre Levet's Le Grant testament villon/el le petit. Son codicille. 
Le iargon elles halades (Paris, 1489). 



• • • • 

1Cpitapffc Su8it 15iffo, 
jrere'3vumatn~ qm ctp!cs no9 ijinee 
)l1apc,;CescaH:ua:scorttce rw9 mourcte 
t:cu (c pitie8cno9 pouurc; auc; 
'bleu tt) aura pfu~o(f: tie Uous met:cie 
li>ous trou~ botcs cp atacvcs nnq fi~ 
i;ludt ~efa cparq ttop auosuout1ie 
.teffe(t pieca l>cuoutee tt pourde 
et no9 fcs os 8cuenos ct6zesrt poufSze 
lDe tlO~tt mnf ptt( omte tae (tt) tie 
~~is ptica.8ieu que toue nousiiucit 
fea~6fouf6Je !Jili. 



LE QUATRAI N 
QUE FIT VILLO~ QUA~ID IL FUT JUGE A MOIJR I H 

J E suis F ranc;oys, dont ce me poise, 
Nc de Paris em pres Pontoise,. 

Et d 'une corde d'une toise, 
Saura mon col que mon cul poise. 

L'EP I TAPHE 
EN FORME DE UALLADE QUE FIT VILI.ON 

POUR LUI ET SES COM PAGNO~S 

S 1 ATTf~~DANT A ItTRE PENDU AVF.C EUX 

FIU!:RES humains qui apn!s nous Yivez, 
N'ayez Ies cceurs centre nous endurcis1 

Car, si pitie de nous pauvres avez, 
Dieu en aura plus tot de vous mercis. 
Vous nous voyez ci attaches cinq, six : 
Quand de la chair, que trop avons nourrie, 
E lle est piec;a devorc~e et pourrie, 
Et nous, les os, devenons cendre et poudre. 
De notre mal personne ne s'en rie, , 
Mais priez Dieu que tous nous veuille absoudre ! 

Figure I B. The modern counterpart following Galiot du Pre's edition of 1533, 
the first using roma n typeface. 

in 1533 what was considered the first cri tical edi tion of Villon's 
works (Paris: Galiot du Pre), he both preserved and destroyed the 
legacy of his master; the rom an type and freq uent punc tuati on 
mold ed th e text into the form it assumes in most mod ern editions. 
But in his own early lyrics- his adolescence- Marot iron ically 
elaborated forms resembling those in Vil lon's poetry. His process 
of destruction on one level and his continuation on another- in 
his usc of the epitaphe, rondeau, and ep!tre- wi11 be the major 
problem of our comparative stud y. 
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Below a woodcu t of a personnage whom we recognize as Villon, 
and to the left of a fra med illustra tion of three bodies ha nging 
from a gallows in Pierre Levet's illustrated fi rst ed ition of the 
T estament (Fig. 1), is a q uatrain entitled Le rondeau quefeist /edict 
Villon quant iljut iugie, perha ps th e most succinct example of 
a text to be seen : 

I am Frances and this hangs heavy 
Born in Paris not fa r from Levet 
Now from a rope of about a levy 
My neck' ]] know my ass is heavy6 

Built concentrically so as to dep art from a wide geographical area 
of F rance connoted by the name Francois, the poem moves to a 
Paris ironicall y near its own suburb on Ponthoise, then to the rope 
around the voice's neck in the las t line. The litera l weight in the 
di tty is ba la nced by the verbs a t both ends tha t hold the nouns 
within, a mod e of expression tha t leads to intimation of death in 
the length of the rope measured between the fourth line's first, 
future verb saura a nd its last, present verb poise, a word pulling the 
rope a round the poet's throat a nd tending to elongate the distance 
between the neck a nd bu ttocks. 

Circles of constric tion operate complexly in a synthesis of 
gra phics, rhetoric, a nd music in the fa mous Ballade de La Grosse 
M argot whose title proba bly refers to a n ensign above a Pa risian 
tavern . One of the more salacious poems of the later Middle Ages, 
its three sta nzas of ten lines and its envoy of seven lines, each with 
refrain of en ce bordeau ou tenons nostre estat (" In this haven/bordello/ 
port where we keep our sta tefcourtforder" ), obeys the rules of 
narra tion a nd m etrics to the let ter . Furthermore, the juxtaposition 
of vertica l a nd horizonta l readings draws a theatrical space fo r 
the Christia n dra ma of redemption. 7 The first stanza d escribes, in 
his own words, the narra tor /pimp 's public duties; the second, 
more intima te, tells of his conjugal strife; and the third expla ins 
how, in a topsy-turvy world, healthy fla tulence brings order a nd 
love back to their lives . The envoy, like the ring of the refra in , 
answers the rhetorical qu estion asked in the first two lines: 

I r I love and sq ueeze the belle wi th joy 
Must you think me a villain or fool ? 
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By progression from left to right, top to bottom, and exterior to 
interior volumes- first th e bordello, th en the bedroom , the 
maurcss, a nd fin a ll y the entwined bodies-the opening question 
has a hypothetical answer in the envoy. From a generalized ethical 
problem esta bli sh ed in the opening lines, the ballad becomes a 
spati al drama with progressively smaller fields of action con-
stric ting the protagonist's ph ysical and mora l perspective. Though 
its fixed form would apparentl y represent a herm etic system with 
its own logic, internal development, and resolution, an open-
end ed spatial play overdetermines the poem, producing to ta l 
equivocation through the crisscrossing of spa ti al a nd rh etorical 
systems. The voyage from ou tside to inside rese mbles the move-
ment of dolls in a medieval theatre of boistrous cru elty; most of 
the rh ymes arc richly masculine, a nd every tonic syllable ends 
abruptl y on a plosive l. Like the choppy h set in cou nterpoin t to 
the musicalr of the ballad from Fran<;:ois to his ungrateful M a rthe 
(v. 942-969), the l could be construed to stop each line on a 
prosai c or dissonant visua l note and to punctuate the fi xed form 's 
Oowing melody. But here as elsewhere in th e poem, the palpable 
surface of the printed charac ters in gotlzique b!ztard- w he rc word 
and image are conjoined- tends to open the closed system. Words 
pushed toge ther must be read according to shifting patterns of 
field a nd background , fo rcing the eye a nd ear to scan the text 
qui te differently from one reading to th e next, a process often 
genera ting contradic tory or equivocal interpretations from a 
kernal form of several com pressed words. On a printed page of 
1489 the l would be the most visible letter except for the obvious 
acrostic in the envoy of the collective name Villon (e), the French 
( Franfoys) villain of the city (ville) . Such vertical codings must 
have been evident to readers of illumina ted manuscripts, since an 
opposition of left and right sides is seen with the proper name on 
one side while the t represents the other perimeter. The poet's 
voice is therefore progressively removed from the poem's system as 
it unfolds- scratched , as it were- as no more than a sign a ture in 
juxtaposition to the poetic surface from which it is 
paradoxically excluded . 

A grid forming the poem's cardinal points could be drawn 
according to poles of question and answer, statement and counter-
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statemen t, or proposi tion a nd rebu t ta l tha t the rhetorica I trad ition 
had embodied throughout the lVliddlc Ages. \ Vith \ ' ilion it is 
a lways c ha rted or ma pped on the poe m' s sur face in the most 
e ffective pi eces : the poem M a rot e n titl ed th e BaLiadr drs dames du 
lemps jadis, the d eba te between V illon 's body and heart , o r even 
the ba llad though t to be d edica ted to the poet 's mother , the Prierl' 
fJour nostre dame. The rec urrent struc ture is underscored in the 
Ballade dl' La Grossi' ,\/(llgot by the re-appeara nce of th e \"Crb (I_J11111'r 

(v. I ) whi ch moves fro m first-person sing ula r to its collect i, ·e 
pl ura l (v. 35) in the e nvoy. Li kew ise, the nominati,·e vii assoc iated 
with sot returns in the first three lines of the acrost ic. And th e 
in finit ive Ienir surfaces in th e same first-person plura l in each 
re frain , but only in the ballad 's fin a l three lin es d oes th e spatia l 
cod ing of words assa ult the reade r with reYclation of global 
tu rpitud e and filth: 

ll .ind. hai l. freeze. 1\·e got my toast 
I am fi lth : fi lth I boas t 
Lo what 's better: each blackens most 
Let one be anoth er: it 's cat and mouse 
0 Lewd we love : lewclc soots us 
.!Vow we flee honor, honor Aees us 
Ere our hea,·en be home and house 11 

Very clearly the poe m is to be read th rough a series of musical and 
spatial oppositions w hich the envoy's d ecasylla bics synt hesize so 
c rispl y. Eac h line is b roken in to equal pairs of a ffecti ve and 
a ll ite ra t ive uni ts a nd ca n be visua lized as walls or cl o is ters de line-
a ting outside and insid e, cold and wa rm (vente, gresle, ge/le, and 
pain cuit) , masculine a nd fe minine or passive and ac tive (pai/Lard 
a nd paillarde), ques tion a nd answer ( Lequel vau/ mieux ... ) ; 
excrement as subject a nd complemen t (ordure amons . . . ) ; a nd 
fin a lly, as the binary contrast of honor and action a kin to the 
repl usion of like poles of a magn et in Nous dejjuyons onneur : il nous 
ddfuit. Spa tial a nd rh ythmic pairings establish the poem 's 
equivocal mora l geograph y. The reader ca n only naviga te a 
fo rever medi a ted , zigzag cou rse tha t is paradoxically no more tha n 
that of (however tautological) what it is : reading from left to rig ht 
and top to bottom. 
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jniffo" . 
,C>e iapmeet(crs(a 6cffe8e 6oJJpait 
~etJ 8cnes \Jous tenir a »tf ne (ot 
Jf;ffe a Ct) fop 8es 6icns a (o, f ou~ait 
}Dour cfft (cinge fe 6foucfcr et'paffot 
~uatttZitttnctttgens ie coutsct~ap 
pe 'i>ng pot 
ilu Bi me(ni7(iis 8emcttttgriit6mit 
ic f~u~ tenB; eaue ptli froma(!t (t fruit 
,g,lf;toutf6{eJJ:icfenrs8i~q 6ie, flat 
l~etonrtte~ cp quilt i)o9feres ''' tuit 
Je•1 ce 6our5ccm eu tenos nopre e~at 

-u;a ga:offe margot 
~a is a6onc if pa grant 8e~ait 
)i!lucit fils atglt feBa couc6et matgot 
jDeoittttCapuismo cuermo1t fa~cdt 
~a to6e ptent;c~apero, et fur cot 
;§>i fup inte quif tten8za pour fr(cot 
.JL)cnfcs coufles:fi fe p1t~ttt fatttcctifi 
JI:neetiutcpatfa mottiefuctift 
Quenofera:fotsilpongneBngcfcCat 
lDtffus fo nc; rup c, fats Bng efctipt e, ce 60l8eau ou tenons noftre tflat 

Figure 2. V illon and Margot c rowni ng their ballad in LC'\"C't's tC'x t. 



pniG pai~ fe fqitt:t ttlC rac~ei3tt~ gtOS 
(pet 

pf9 tttffalll6e qmJilettitneu~ c(catGot 
~iant mCI (ict fe poing fut fe fommet 
C[)o~o me Sit et me fait fc iam6ot 
to~Sett~ enfc6fc 6ounos coeBng (a6ot 
iCt an rcueif qudt fe Bentre fuy 6mit 
it)otc fur mop qnef tte gafle fOtJ (mit 
(ott6?cffe gei11( pf9qutJcti7 me faitpfat 
iDe patffarfiec tout effe me Scflmit 
et) ce 6ozfic~m OU tettOtl6 ttOftre C~ctt 

bete.gtcffe.gcffc:iap mot) petit' mit 
JJefuts pniffcu:S:fa paiffarSc me (uit 
Droure cutotts:orSurc ttous a twit 
:£wJ'i3nnft fat~trc ce~ a tttaucBat mat~ 
tat 
JQo? oeffltiotts ~ottcm: t if tto9 Setfuit 
B•J ce oot6ent.t Oll tenons tlO~te (flat 

J1rw) a matiof) fy3offe 
(;c af a ~mnt te0atttte6e Gtetaigtte 
Donne tcnir ptdftcque c(col fe 
01) fc(cofficr fc mcu(h:c enf:tgtte 
!im ncft oJ.t cc nttlt:c6e ne tien_gne 
,£>i ItO f) CIJ fa ~rt(fe ~e tnC~Ut) 
be quop ie om f.V Sc f::nfeigne 
.puis q uc fomtta_gc f!tll commttt] 

.fjtm) aufTi a uoefdofys 

,au tee cBo(e ic tte fup Sottne 
jfozs pfattJ point 6oficrs ftci? cueiffi] 
lCJJ motJ iar6i11 te fa 6on8ottne 
;l.[~ntitecfl et Gcffe anmoftte 
amene 6oite~te matt:p 
jx)tt}e \3in~s coups fup Ct) oz8ontte 
pacfesmnins Bcmm~te6cnrp 

j}tCJfJ ne (cap qua Co~ett>ieu 
1Dottnerman~ pouures Bof pitauf~ 
lDout:Scs nom tcp temps ne fim 
£at pouutes gens ont aft·esmanf~ 
£BnfcuJ) fent enuoiefeut:s os 
les mctl~icttts ont eu ntOIJ ope 
lltt foltifj CIJ aUtOttt fes 06 
ll poutJtes _gens mctm momtoyr 

jjtctu ic Sonne a mot] 6at6iet 
il!lui fe nom me cofi•J gaferne 
F>les i)oifttJ San_gefot (et6iet 
)l)ttg grof gfa(forJ.ptitts OU-;'~1J matnt 
tlffitJ quCI(ofJ nt(cfepuetne 
7pe fejtomac fe etcn_gne ptcB 
,a,e fmcr n in fife ~ouurl ne 
'l:top naura cvauft(c~c 6aptt6 

jJtettJ tirtJ Rtf~ cttfans trouncs 
iif?nmicepu~n? fnuit qtn confofe 

(.i 



The surprising equi valence of' visual and ,·crba l space cou ld be 
too easil y exp lained away by refe rence to the impact of' the p rin ted 
book wh ich tends to ossif'y and sclerose the art or memory. 
Recollection depends o n a spatial logic somewh a t akin to the 
volume of' a theatre, and the contradictions the book introduces 
would g ive to occasiona l poe try this pri,·il eged physicality a bsent 
from either th e oral or the scriptural molds, but wo uld be a brier 
a nd charmed amalgam of th e two, a moment w hich would last 
until signifi ers would no longer be the refl ection or substance of 
the sig nified or, perhaps, wh en noblemen after the time of 
Montaigne would no longer serve elegant dinners or mutton , 
mackerel, mallard , mushroom , a nd morils for purpose of hera ld ing 
the letter M.9 H owever speculative, the word was- if not the 
th ing- a t leas t a fin er reflection of' it. The economy or such cogent 
language would a ppea r today to have been marvelously utopian 
or a t best of honest coinage. At that time the eq ui,·a lence or wo rds 
either to sah·ation, to the body, or to money ma y neve r have 
been so evid ent. Marot, as keen reader o f' Villon , may have been 
one of' the last m edieval poets working tOward so fluid an 
isomorphism, and his fix ed forms a nd circumstantial pieces reflect 
the sense or ph ysical language so absent in d iscourse 
of the next century. 

With his ep ita phs Maro t begi ns where V illon ended. On first 
sight hard ly as concentric as the circular struc ture of the ballad 
for Fat Margot, the epita ph fo r Frere j ean Levesque synthesizes 
imagined space and the rectangular symmetry of two quatrains 
fra med around a perfectly built ditty : 

C) gist, repose fl rlortleans 
Lefeu Evesqur d'Orleans : 
] 'mtends I' Evesque en son sumom . 
Etfrerr J rhan en jHopre 110111. 

Qpi mounilf'an cinq rens et vingt, 
De Ia vholle qui luy vint. 
Or aifin qur sainctes et anges 
"·\e prennent ces boutons estranges, 
Prions Dieu, qu'aufrere.fi-appart 
II donne que/que chambrr ri part.1o 

H ere lies, rests and sleeps wit hin 
The regret ted Bishop of Orleans : 
l mean Bishop in his surname 
And Brother J o hn in proper name, 
\Vh o died in the year fifieen twenty 
\'Vith syphilis of which he had a plenty. 
Then, so tha t saints and angels 
\\'on' t catch these ruddy pimples, 
Let us pra y God, for the brother knocker 
That he be placed in another locker. 
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Translated into modern Eng lish , the lines become a n ironi call y 
inn oc uous poem less worth y of inscription on a granite surface 
than of inclusion in a book benea th the tongue-in -check title-
epitaph of C lement Marot 's AdoLescence dhnentine unea rthing the 
facile a nd childish grafitti of boyhood . 

The poem 's tensions develop from differential oppositions of 
words and space . The sequence of fl at rh ymes in punctuation 
marks after th e tonic units in a schema of aa, bb, cc , a nd so on, 
delin eates the triple layering of volume. fn lines one a nd two the 
oblong a rea is se t below the point of the words' emission in the 
o nlooker's im agi nary th ea tre, then conti nued in the third a nd 
fourth lines' pla y on the titles appropriate to the tombstone. After 
a tra nsition from surnames to proper names in the fifth a nd sixth 
lines, the ce ntral spa tial segment, a since famous cliche, forms 
the median laye r in words of a triple-decked tom b sculpture, the 
iron ic counterpart of a conventionally planned monument.'' The 
couple ts below deal inversely with an iden tical unit of heaven ly 
space a bove, suggested so economi call y by the poet's imprecation 
that the reader pray to God that a separate place be rese rved for 
syphi litics : in de,·otion, hands folded and eyes cast upwa rds, th e 
reader's knees remain on earth , lea,·ing within the fi eld of view no 
mo re tha n th e facts rccoun ted in the centra l section, those of the 
date a nd cause of death. Vertical ordering ge nera tes, of course, 
the modification in meaning from the space of Ci-gist- heig htencd 
onl y thro ugh the progression from left to right a nd top to bottom 
- to the fi c tive room d part . And iden tical, too, with the rapport 
between rh etoric and superfi cies arc the inverted values g iven to 
proper and common behavior in direct pro po rtion with a 
rectangle at a d epth of six feet alloted to a clerical figure at 
his Christian internment. 

On the text's ma rgins there remains a nother economy and 
mode of excha nge in sa tire. The poem 's rh etoric suggests an 
evangelical view and masks its critical fo rce through sometimes 
equivocal rhymes close to those of the Grands Rhetoriqueurs ( dort 
leans and d' Orleans; ]rap part and -re a part) . I nd ebtecl ness to the 
masters went so fa r as commissioned lines for th eir own g raves, a 
sort of occasion for occasions th a t the epitaph to Gui llaume Cretin 
revea ls. After describing the a ustere simplicity of the tombstone 
a bove such a royal poet, Marot exclai ms that 
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C e:.l dt' Cretin . Cretin. qui tan/ J(aroit. 
Regarder done si ce tombeau auoit 
De a Cretin lesfait.s laborieux, 
Comme it devroit estre bim glorieu.\ 
l ·fll qu'i/ jJrend gloire au jJauure corjJs tout mort 
Lequrl j)(Jr tout l'rrmint' mine et mort : 
0 dur tombeau. de Cl' que t' ll kn•z•reJ . 
C:onlm/e If?)' . avoir n'm /Jell .\ lr:. On·vres . 
Chose etrmelle I'll mort iamai.1 ne tombr : 
Et qui 111' meurt n·a qul'.faire de /ombe. 

It ' s Cretin 's. Cret in who knew so much , 
Look a nd sec if t he g ra\'C d id ha\T such , 
Th e facts of this Cretin so la borious 
As he sha ll always be so g lo rio us, 
Seeing tha t it ta kes g lory on the poo r 

bod y so dea d 
\Vhere C\'erywhc re docs insect infec t his 

bed . 
Oh hard tomb, or \\·hat \ "OU must COYer , 
Be happy no t to have his wor ks a nd their 

cover, 
E ternal th ing into d eath will ne\'cr fa ll 
And the d ead know wel l what shall be 

fa ll. 

The heri tage of the epi ta ph com bi nes spi rit; .... word . R epetition 
of Cretin , an ig noble name- thi s (ce) C retiP- three tim es negates 
the negation of the na me, ascribing to it a positive a nd eternal 
g lory. The a p pren tice 's im itation of the Rhetoriqueur's metrics tends 
to erase the presence of the circum sta n tial poet and ennobles, 
th ro ugh simple imitation of daring combina tions, the a th letic 
\·e rse or th e master C re tin. Vennine and mine, mort a nd mord, 
tombeau (a nd the implied tombe beau ), tombe (n. ), a nd lombe (v.) arc 
SO equinK al that the poetic a rchi tecture r ivals tha t or the master-
masons who work with seemingly fa r more resistant gra nite and 
marble . . o t by chan ce M arot places this inscrip tion at the crypt 
or botto m layer or his complete works, in th e final chapters entitled 
epitaphes a nd cimetihe.12 

The exchange of compliments or moc k-reverent gla nces with a 
pas t master tells us why poe try or the time brings verbal and visual 
signs together so e ffi cien tly, for words- since they em bod y the 
objects they desc ribe- a re for the poet or valet the equivalent of 
mon ey. T he rondeau, a very popula r form in the fifteenth ce ntury, 
has the same reciprocity of sound a nd surface so evident in the 
epitap h. M arot wrote among the fin est specimens of the genre, 
and he repu ted ly abandoned th em after 1527, a t which tim e a 
much easier a nd freer flowing form, the sonnet, was about to 
appear in Fra nce. " T o do rondeaux, you have to d o them round ," 
rema rked Pierre Fabri in his manual of second rhetoric in 152 1,13 
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a statement repeated twe nty-six years later in Thomas Se billet's 
Art poeticqueji-anfoys. " The rondeau is thus named by its form. For as 
with the circle, after having run about (discouru) the whole cir-
cumference, we always return to the first point from which the 
discourse had begun its path. " 1·1 Less a container for superficial 
ideas than a rigorous model requiring exacting and meticulous 
choice of themes a nd words, the rondeau's circular " discourse" was 
a perfect vehicle fo r expression of difference, repeti tion, muta tion, 
a nd metamorphosis of sense where words turn, unfold , a nd invert 
themselves from the opening clause to the a lmost symmetrical 
refrain at the third a nd fourth stanzas' conclusions. One piece 
ba lances or, as Montaigne would say, contrero!Les (both controls a nd 
examines from multiple vantage points) itself as it is read. Thus 
th e rondeau's shape becomes a perfect medium of excha nge in the 
form of the coin a nd the balance, two icons of cycli c behavior, of 
give-a nd-take, of weighing, asking, tha nking, solliciting, bargain-
ing, praising, and of begging. In the majority of Marot 's sixty-four 
exa mples, signs a nd their image-fields have the unalloyed ring of 
money. Words a rc emitted as if they were coins falling from an 
open pouch and striking a stone counter with the clink 
of pewte r or copper. 

The system of ex pression brings the spoken and written language 
to its basal a nd most e fficiently unabashed status. A bad poet, 
Marot sings, who fumbles " Raison, mesure. texfe, et glose" 1' ' ought to 
be put to pasture. Combination of rhetoric, music, and th e poem's 
page- this texte et gLose- va lorizes the written word and constitutes 
a poor m a n's currency. H is slyest use or surface can be see n in the 
second ronde! of the AdoLescence cLementine in which enumera tions 
of loudly ringing words are in counterpoin t to th e softl y wh ispered 
rentrement, "un bien petit." K eynote are the sound of the words and 
th e resulting, but monetarily worthless , circumference of a poem 
drawing not a coin but a n IOU. Series of richly rh ymed and 
tonically positioned nouns and imperatives- taiLLe, baiLie, vaiL/e, 
a nd chaiUe-lead to the las t en unciation, diquai/Le, a graphic and 
sonorous synonym of silver, and whose echo is the final payment, 
always deferred but ultimately overdue in the refrain of still 
another clause to come: 
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A un Creancier 
Un bien petit de jnes me venez prendre 
Pour vous payer : et si debvez entendre 
Qye je n' euz one A ngloys de vostre taille : 
Card tous coups vous criez : Baille, Baille, 
Et n'ay de quoy contre vous me dtiffendre. 

Sur mOJ' ne fault telle rigueur estendre, 
Car de pecune llll peu ma bourse est tendre: 
Et toutesfois j'en try, vaille que vaille, 

U n bien petit. 
M ais d vous veoir-ou Lon me jmisse pendre! 
ll semble advis qu'on ne vous vueille rendre 
Ce qu' on vous doit : beau Sire, ne vous chaille! 
Q]wnd je seray plus garny de cliquaille, 
Vous en aure::. : mais il vous fault attendre 

U n bien pe tit. 

T o a Credi tor 
A little nearer you come to me and my 

hand 
In order that I pay : but you must 

understand 
That I never had a farthing of the size 

you say 
For the a mount you cry and hark, Pay, 

Pay! 
I never have credit on which to stand. 

Against me your wrath you mustn't 
d isband, 

For my purse has here and there but a 
th readbare st rand: 

But I always will have, yea or nay, 
A little. 

But in seeing you- be I hanged by a 
flaxen band-

I t seems so strange that we just can't hand 
O ver what we owe: gentle master, come 

what may, 
When I 'll have in m y pocket a good 

week's pay, 
You' ll have yours : meanwhile on your 

faith you must stand 
A li ttle 

T he trickster 's job is to transform worthless words into false 
money, and once completed , the poem fools the imaginary reader-
as-creditor with its hollow song. Like Pa nurge's tale of the tra mp 
who pays the restaura nteur with the clink of his money in 
excha nge for the a rom a of a roast (Tiers livre, chapter xxxvu ), the 
equivalence of sound to pieces of food or m etal portrays the 
poem's image-sign as counterfeit banknote or illusory ticket per-
mitting passage a cross barriers si milar to those erected along the 
margins ofVillon 's ballad s. Written with attention to salvation, 
the lines become the space of physical passage that will eventually 
fill an empty stomach . 

T he thirty-second rondeau tells of the poet's detention a t the 
gates of R eims. The poem associates its own margins with the 
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city's sha pe a nd the poet 's own bod y. E ach rh yme is a lm ost per-
fectly equivocal, as mea nings can be inverted in the same fash io n 
within the lines as in the refra in . Yet the real refra in , once aga in 
in opposi tio n to the poem's buckle, Au despartir, is the word 
refrains in the six th lin e. R epetitions a re literal blows (from the Old 
French ,.fi"aindre, to strike o r hit ) on beha lf of a belligerent hos t, 
but only with the opportune arrival of Fran<;:ois Premier on 
Septem ber 19, 1521, en route from Troyes to Saint-Thierry, docs 
the na rrator ho pe for grains (l in e eleven , un leaven ed coins of" sorts) 
that will resuscita te the poet 's mangy nag a nd fill his own h ungry 
mouth. 16 A rondeau m ay pay the passage from one barrier to 
a nother, but the las t sou nd , Au despartir, wafts back to the fellow 
knaves w ho a re held u p a nd still d etained at the city's portals: 

Au Roy 
Au despartir de La vilLe de Reins 
FauLte d'argent me rend foibLe de reins, 
Roy des Franyoys, voire de teLLe sorte 
Q.Jle ne SfGJ' pas comme d'icy je sorte, 
Carmon chevaL tient mieuLx que par Les creins. 

Puis L' hos/e est rude, el pLein de gros rtifi-ains : 
] e y Laisseray mors, bossettes, et frains, 
Ce m'a iL dict- ou Le Diable L'emporte-

Au desjJartir. 
Si vous supply, Prince, quej'ayme, et crains, 
Faictes miracLes avecques aucuns grains. 
Resuscitez ceste personne morte: 
Ou autrement demourray d La porte 
Avec pLusieurs qui sont d ce contrainctz 

Au despartir. 

T o the King 
In leaving one day the city or Reins. 
Need-of~moncy weakens me with kidney 

pa111, 
K ing of Frances, indeed of such higher 

grist, 
I don' t know how long here I must desist : 
M y horse is a bonebag and a stringy 

mane, 
And the host is rough, with many nas ty 

refrains: 
" l ' ll leave you with bites, bruises. 

bloodstains !" 
T hat he told me lest the Devil insist 

In leaving. 
I beg of you Prince, to whom my love 

and fear pertain, 
Do a m iracle by spri nkling on us a sack of 

g ra111 , 
Resuscitate th is poet dead fi·om disdai n, 
Otherwise I ' ll stay at the entry, all the 

same, 
Wi th those like me who strain and strain 

In leaving. 
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Now here is the verbal topos of circularity drawn so cogently or so 
grap hicall y. Form and conten t arc one, both being empty within 
the circle they trace . H ere the void is the unfi ll ed stomach and the 
round a bout manner of address that beckons to cross its own 
circumference. The ronde! both illustrates and opens a system of 
cronomic exchange a t its most immedia te level, the poem being a 
diagra m with its acuitous locations of need at the extremities. 

The wo rds, w hen enuncia ted , a re no longer the property of the 
craftsman who glossed a nd measured them. In fact, the sounds 
belonged to no one and were perha ps- whether at Reims, on a 
tombstone, or within a Parisian bordello- image-signs a rbitrarily 
linked to the objects th ey signify. Property wou ld th erefore not 
eq ual propriety at the level of the poem. Concomitantly, space 
a nd economy become isomorphic forms on the surface of the 
sixteenth-century's printed page. I n reconstructing rhetorical 
habits of th e declining Middle Ages, one critic has noted, " It is 
savory to remark that the art of speech is originally linked to a 
claim for property- as if language, as a n object of a transforma-
tion , a basis for a pra ctice, determined itself not at all from a 
su btle ideological mediation . . . but from the barest sociality 
(socialite) affi rmed in its fundamenta l bru tality, tha t of earthly 
possession : we begin- in our worl d- to reflect on la nguage in 
order to protect our goods." 17 The su bsti tu tion of sounds for 
things- that is to say, of poe ms for women or food with V illon and 
Marot- effec tuates a transfer or translation of equivalent quan-
tities of desire whose economics in the physical presence of lines to 
be seen and read a re , thoug h blatently non-u topian, highly poetic . 
The reader's displacement into the world of circumstantia l 
excha nge leaves one gaping hole in the reader 's sensibility : the 
rondel 's circularity emphasized in the las t clause will always open 
the closed system with the remind er tha t the whole work cannot 
ring true, for the poem wou ld otherwise never exist. In this light 
V illon 's ba llads a nd M a rot 's occasional rhymes become micro-
scopic novels wh ose rhetoric is a fi eld of continually media ted 
desire for momentary illusion of ha rmony between the forms of 
la nguage a nd the objects they signify. 

T his aspect of occasiona l poetry could invert the sca le of values 
that as students of literature we have been told to respect. In the 
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seven teenth century's pantheon La Fontaine holds a niche not far 
from Racine, but nonetheless numerous literary studies note how 
brilliantly the author of the Fables drew from Marot's forms. 18 

Rather than illustrating the continuity of a poetic tradition, the 
history of verse from Marot to La Fontaine proves that the image-
sign and status of the word as money necessarily disappear. T h e 
famous Epistle a son a11?J Lyon, composed by Marot in 1526 but 
only published in 1534, uses the same verbal shape seen in the 
rondels. Borrowing fro m Aesop's fable of the lion and rat, Marot 
thanks his friend Lyonjamet for his help in having him removed 
from the Chatelet p rison in Paris after trial and conviction for 
transgression of abstinence during Lent. The discourse in the letter 
of thanks conveys the very isomorphism of image and sign. Lion 
and rat, two mammals at opposite ends of the great chain-of-
being's h ierarchy, are bro ught together through the equivalent 
weight of their words a nd deeds, which an English translation can 
only approximate. T h e lion, who had done himself honor in 
saving the rat, now finds himself caught in a trap. He sees 
the rod ent arrive, 

M a is des pita chat;::., chates, et cha tons, 
Et prisa fort rat;::., rates, et ratons, 
Don! il avo it trouve temps favorable 
Pour secourir le lyon secourable; 
Auquel a dit: ' Tays-toy, lyon lie, 
Par moy sera maintenant des lie: 
T u le vaulx bien, car le cueur joly as. 
Bieny parut, quand tu me deslias. 
Secouru m' as fort lyonneusement, 
Ors secouru seras rateusement.' ( I I. 36-45) 

But he scorned toms, kitties, and cats, 
And truly loved all rodents, pests, and 

rats; 
Now time favored the little thing 
To save the sava ble animal king, 
To whom he said, " Be quiet, lion-tied, 
By me you'll surely and safely be untied. 
You' re worth it, for in your worthy heart 

I did confide 
And all came true when my claws you 

untied. 
You saved me most lionfully, 
And you'll be saved rather ratfully." 

Good actions are musical exchanges of eq ually weighed and 
repeated words that in a purer or higher mimetic context would 
be unaccep table: the pairing-off of chatz, chates, and chatons with 
ratz, rates, a nd ratons, the exchange of mock-heroic adverbs 
lyonneusement and rateusement, the daring repetitions of secourir and 
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its va rian ts four times in seven decasylla bic lines, or the inversions 
of Lier-des-lier a rc the literal pa ns of a poetic ba lance, and the 
distance between the high and low totems is counterpoised by 
words and d eeds of identical measure. Yet as an epistle th e poem 
is still onl y one term of a greater rhetorical exchange tha t briefl y 
displaces in its discourse the writer 's need to stay alive, fo r the tale 
in the fab le becomes microcosmic of grea ter patterns of com-
m unication. We must remember that the fabu lous lion a lways 
refers equivocally to Ma rot 's very real friend Lyon j amet a nd 
reminds him of u rgent times of need. In using M arot's version over 
one hund red years later, La Fonta ine was to rewrite Aesop 's tale, 
b ut he would never permit the word as visual sign of money or 
measure of excha nge to exist as a poem. 

If the signi fi er and signified of the late fifteeneth a nd earl y 
sixteenth centuries arc of the same substance a nd weight, a nd if 
they are given such eq uiva lence through a rheto ric of bod ily 
economy and bounda ry di ctated by circumstance a nd occasion, 
th en , what critics have decried as stul ti fied forms, decrepitude, or 
sterile versifica ti on in p oetry of the same period must be recon-
sidered for the attempt to correla te visual sign and field of 
meaning. In their d eceptively open-ended scenogra phic sys tems, 
the words become a surface of religious a nd monetary salvation . 
The poem assumes the form of a theatre, a church, or a piece of 
metal on which the displacement of need and desire takes place. 
I n that space there occurs the inter-discursive flow between a n 
a rea schema tized and the voice or bod y in relation to it ; between 
complimen ts a nd the food swapped for them : only in th e physical 
shape of its la nguage does the early prin ted book convey the revery 
ofsuch lucid communication. Today, in an age when words-
still largely domina ted by an aesthetic of representation- tend 
toward tra nspa rency, we often forget tha t the most moving poems 
a re a lways those either insc ribed upon or drawn by the poet's 
body. W hen used as a n a rea of mediation on whi ch music is both 
seer,t a nd heard , the poem's verba l shape actua lly heightens and 
enhances the lyric tone. And if Villon a nd Marot a re to be remem-
bered as lyric poets, their lyricism- in part a n acui tous balance 
of visual a nd a ural measure- must be appreciated for its differen-
tia l economy of bodily needs a nd desire. 
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