
CHAPTER 1 

World Upside Down: 

The Iconography of a 

European Broadsheet Type 

DAVID KUNZLE 

\Vith its themes remaining unchanged over centuries, its 
frequent reuse of the same old \voodblock over generations, 
its disregard for changes in styles of art or in currents of 
thinking, and a clientele presumed to be essentially rural, 
"popular imagery" presents an essentially static, conserva­
tive, archaic, or socially neutral view of the \vorld. Its appar­
ent denial of historical space, together with its international 
character and the primitiveness of its workmanship, have en­
deared it to the twentieth century, which sees in it a wel­
come alternative to, and respite from, a tradition in "high 
art" that seems narrowly bound to particular times, locales, 
and naturalistic modes of representation. But there are levels 
of popular imagery which, as the phenomenon generally 
engages wider scholarly attention, may well prove richer, 
more elusive, and more contradictory than the romanticized 
overview normally allows. 

The broadsheet theme of the World Upside Down (WUD) 
is one that stands apart, not only for a longevity and geo­
graphical distribution exceptional even in a phenomenon 
marked by such characteristics, but also for the image it con­
jures up of a world the very opposite of static: one capable of 
total reversal in all its components. Unlike most themes of 
popular imagery, WUD lent itself historically to a variety of 
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interpretations, and was capable of fulfilling diverse and even 

contrary social and psychological needs. ^ 

Although the concept of VVUD was familiar in ancient and 

medieval times, it was not until the modern era, which has 

been marked by chronic challenges to constituted power, 

that VVUD became systematized and available to the mass of 

people.Qt is my contention that, while certain broadsheet 

and literary genres traditionally regarded as socially neutral, 

such as proverb illustration and collection, served the inter¬ 

ests of a new ly entrenched bourgeoisie by suggesting the im¬ 

mutability of the ^ocial striLCtyre, VVUD was capable of a 

very different kind of appeal: to discontented, lower-class el¬ 

ements w ho sought or fantasized about the subversion of the 

existing order, j 

There is no evidence that VVUD, as a class of popular im¬ 

agery, appealed primarily to rural audiences; it may indeed 

have found its chief clientele in the towns and reflected the 

unrest endemic to their expansion. With its strong social con¬ 

tent, it constitutes a bridge to another, clearly town- 

generated class of popular imagery that is popular in a dif¬ 

ferent sense. This is the topical broadsheet, which concerned 

itself directly w ith the flux of history: w ar, natural disasters, 

miracles, crimes, peace celebration, the ebb and tide of indi¬ 

vidual and collective fortunes. The ever-expanding urban au¬ 

dience observed and participated in this process of history, 

w hich they tended to call the “play of fortune” in their fail¬ 

ure to comprehend or control it. VVUD stills the hand of For- 
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tuna turning her wheel in that favorite topos of the Renais¬ 

sance—after she has given it the ultimate and fatal twist. 

This study is based on an examination of about sixty dis¬ 

tinct broadsheets spanning three centuries, from seven dif¬ 

ferent countries, nearly all of them carrying in the title the 

term World Upside Down, or its equivalent in other lan¬ 

guages: Mundus Perversus, Mondo alia Rovescia, Monde a 

I’envers, Mundo al Reves, Verkehrte Welt, Verkeerde 

Wereld.^ All are prints laid out on a regular grid pattern, 

with the exception of the earliest, the sixteenth-century Ital¬ 

ian engravings, and six English eighteenth- and nineteenth- 

century versions, which come in the form of tiny chapbooks 

with a single design on each page. 

The motifs comprised in these prints vary in number be¬ 

tween a maximum of 48 and a minimum of 12. About 15 

motifs are common to well over half the versions; about 30 

occur on hve or more of the versions. The inversions are 

basically of seven types, affecting seven types of hierarchical 

relationships which permute human, animal, object, and ele¬ 

ment. Of these groups, only the first four are basic to our 

study: (i) human to human (e.g., husband to wife, master to 

servant); (2) human to animal (e.g., hunter to hare, peasant to 

ox); (3) animal to animal (e.g., cock to hen, cat to mouse); (4) 

animal to element (actually, element to element via animal— 

fish in air, beasts in water); (5) animal to object (e.g., horse to 

cart—rare); (6) object to object (e.g., tower to bell—rare); (7) 

human to object (e.g., smith to anvil—rare). 

To the above may be added a final, heterogeneous group 

which, being composed of noninversive, nonhierarchical ele¬ 

ments (usually animals in incongruous human activity) does 

not properly belong to the WUD broadsheet at all, but is 

often added to “fill up” or for humorous effect. 

The principle of inversion is that there are two parties, the 

^See bibliographical note at end of chapter. 
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one dominant, the other dominated, whose roles, in some ac¬ 

tion typifying their relationship, are simply reversed. In all 

these groups the inversion is hierarchical, involving a power 

relationship, except in the fourth, where elements, usually 

air and water, are treated as “opposite but equal” and 

switched around in respect to the creatures normally as¬ 

sociated with them. The last three groups, which are the 

least important numerically, belong essentially to a tradition 

not under primary consideration here, that of pure nonsense 

and fantasy. Groups 3 and 4 tend to fuse, insofar as the hier¬ 

archical principle is often added to the element reversal, so 

that the fish in the air catches the bird in the sea. The only 

kind of element reversal not involving animals is a cosmic 

one, which is appropriately present in the majority of WUD 

prints, and indeed acts as a kind of frontispiece or motto for 

the theme as a whole: earth and city above, sky and stars 

below. There are also a few insignificant topical reversals- 

within-inversions. Thus the city in the sky may itself appear 

upside down, as may the mill to which the ass drives the 

miller. 

The Character and Range of the Motifs 

In the first place (often literally so in the print) stands the 

most ubiquitous motif of all: the inversion of male-female 

roles. The primacy of this motif reflects its centrality within 

the spectrum of popular satirical literature generally and the 

satirical broadsheet in particular. Emphasis on the domestic 

hierarchy, which there was no (male) popular desire to 

change, may also have served to deflect attention from the 

potentially subversive character of the other social inversions 

of the WUD prints (master-servant, etc.), which were always 

within the realm of latent if not explicit desire. Many female 

readers, no doubt, harbored a desire to revenge themselves 

on tyrannical husbands, and found in the prints symbolic 

solace.. The motif served primarily as a warning tov weak)and 
r 
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vicious husbands, who might thus be fittingly punished. Fol¬ 

lowed as it is by the equally undesirable inversion of the 

parent-child relationship, the male-female reversal testifies to 

the widespread sense that patriarchy is the bedrock of soci¬ 

ety. 

There is little variation in the formulation of the motif: the 

husband sits, holding baby and/or distaff; the wife stands, 

holding a weapon (Pigs, i.i, 1.2). The reversal of costumes, 

when it occurs at all, is always incomplete, for in the tiny 

space available and with the limited skill of the engraver, it 

risks confusion of identities, when attributes and attitudes 

are already switched. In the early and altogether exceptional 

Italian engraving (Cocchiara 1963, fig. 20) where the motif is 

enlarged and centrally placed in a unifying landscape ar¬ 

rangement, a prominent beard or female breasts identify 

figures otherwise wholly female or male in appearance and 

deportment. 

Despite a literary tradition, reflected in the broadsheet, of 

satirizing sexual exchange in dress, the only (and rare) cos¬ 

tume reversal in WUD prints is strictly a formalistic and 

male one: the trousers and shoes are w orn above, the doublet 

and hat below. It is curious that the popular broadsheet 

topos showing women wearing breeches as the archetypal 

sartorial male dominance symbol is lacking in the WUD 

prints. The literary misogyny of the medieval and Renais¬ 

sance peritxls is reflected in various visual media by the 

image of women fighting for the breeches, which satirized at 

once women’s quafrelsofne^competitiveness for men, and 

their desire to dominate men once they had caught them. 

Another broadsheet favorite, that of wife physically beating 

husband, is also, no less curiously, absent from our WUD 

group.^ The explanation may be that marital beating (all evi¬ 

dence from the comic genres notwithstanding) was not con¬ 

sidered a normative but rather a corrective practice. In WUD 

^Present only in a Spanish print (see Grant 1972, 1973). 
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1.1. (facing page) II Mondo alia Riversa, probably Venetian, 1560s. Top row: cart goes 
before horse, ass washes master’s head, sheep shears shepherd, ladies follow servant, 
horse drives man. Second row: women make war, ships travel on land, husband spins 
and wife is armed, (mother helps) son beat(s) father, patient examines doctor, gypsy 
has fortune told by client. Third row: gentleman serves beasts at table, peasant orders 
master to hoe, inverted globe, peasant contradicts wise man, old men play with child¬ 
ish toys, child instructs elders. Fourth row: hunting of terrestrial beasts in the sea, sow¬ 
ing seed in the waters, airborne fish attack birds in the sea, fish on land and in trees, 
mouse chases cat, crow attacks falcon, hare attacks eagle, chicken attacks fox, goat 
attacks lion. Bottom row: Ox with lyre serenades ass, ass rides miller, donkey drives 
laden master, ox drives men at plough, ox slaughters butcher, peasant rides while king 
walks. 

1.2. (following page) Woodcut of late sixteenth century published by Ewout Muller in 
Amsterdam. From Van Veen 1971. Top row: peasant rides while king walks, child 
teaches professors, wife goes to war and husband spins, tower is inside bell. Second 
row: servant arrests master, cripple carries healthy man, blind man guides seeing one, 
poor man gives to rich. Third row: birds eat man, ass drives master, child punishes fa¬ 
ther, child rocks father. Fourth row: sheep eat wolf, peasants drive men at plough, 
young ladies draw carriage bearing horses, sheep shears shepherd. Fifth row: cart 
pulls oxen, ox flays butcher, pig guts butcher, chickens eat fox. Sixth row: hen sits on 
cock, fish nest in trees, women storm building, parrot teaches caged man to talk. Sev- 
enth row: mice catch cat, child feeds mother, little birds eat big one, fish catch birds. 
Bottom row: wild animals chase hunter, world upside down, sick man inspects doc¬ 
tor’s urine, ships travel over land. 
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logic the normal beating situation w as another: that of child- 

pupil and father-teacher, motifs of almost as high an in¬ 

cidence as, and usually immediately following, that of hus¬ 

band and wife. 

Marital beating, if not strictly normal, was certainly cus¬ 

tomary, a rich field for comic inversions in many media and 

mined with frequency and gusto in the popular print, espe¬ 

cially in Germany. The husband w as commonly exhorted to 

beat the shrewish spouse before she got around to beating 

him. He might, on the other hand, deserve the humiliation 

^ through his own pusillanimous and dissolute behavior, and 

herein lies an ambivalence inherent in many popular repre¬ 

sentations of female dominance, WUD included. Among the 

most interesting prints on the male-female hierarchy are 

those which fantasize in narrative form^ a legalized inversion 

of the kind incorporated into medieval folk custom (See Na¬ 

talie Davis’ essay in this volume), but by the seventeenth 

century presumably abeyant in practice. Like popular theater 

and other vehicles of comedy, the broadsheet preserves in 

symbolic form folk custom actually acted out in earlier times. 

With much pomp in the text, and some circumstance in the 

pictures. Lord Foeminarius is invested with all titles and 

honors, with the right to bear arms, control the family ex¬ 

chequer, and veto her husband’s licentious habits. The very 

licentiousness of these habits gives us a clue to another level 

of meaning in the prints, which, although ostensibly satiriz- 

^ ing the domineering woman, turn out to be as much a mock¬ 

ery of male depravity. They share this purpose with certain 

other broadsheets, whose primary intention is to use the fan¬ 

tasy of reversal to condemn the domineering, slothful, and 

lecherous husband who expects his wife to pander to all his 

vices. 

The Dutch evolved a national variant oti this essentially 

German mode, prints for children showing the husband 

^Reproduced and analyzed in Kunzle 1973, pt. 2, ch. 8. 
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(often called Jan de Wasscher) succumbed to the national fe¬ 

tish of washing everything, as well as minding the baby, get¬ 

ting beaten, etc. Such figures were evidently stock figures of 

stage comedy. 

Interdependent early Italian and Netherlandish WUD 

prints (cf. Figs, i. i and i .2) add to the stereotype of the gun¬ 

bearing wife, relatively elaborate scenes of women going to 

war and besieging a city. There may be a reminiscence here 

of ancient legend about Amazons; but it is to be noted that 

the gun which the wife bears in the stereotypical scenes of 

VV'UD prints from the seventeenth century onward is usually 

for hunting, not war, perhaps because the lower and middle 

classes addressed by WUD prints tended to regard war as a 

dangerous and altogether less than ideal activity. 

One WUD inversion from the animal realm is of a sexual 

nature, clearly referring symbolically to human affairs: the 

hen sitting atop the cock. Ribald broadsheets, like popular 

satire in all media, make much of the sexual symbolism of 

such creatures. An amusing Russian print from the eighteenth 

century, based on an old Indian fable, depicts the hens gang¬ 

ing up on and humiliating a wayward cock.^ 

The riding motif is a prominent symbol of dominance and 

humiliation in the WUD prints (horse or ass rides man, etc.), 

and adds spice to broadsheet satires on the wales of women. 

The favorite topos here is the story of Aristotle and Phyllis 

(see Fig. 5.5). According to this irreverent medieval concoc¬ 

tion, Aristotle reproached his pupil Alexander the Great for 

dalliance with the courtesan Phyllis. She, incensed at the in¬ 

terference, revenged herself by ensnaring the old philosopher 

w ith her charms, and making him carry her piggyback, on all 

fours, bitted and whipped, around the garden under the eyes 

of his pupil. Thus was the biter bitted, in what amounts to a 

triple reversal: male, old age, and wisdom subjected by fe¬ 

male, youth, and folly. 

® Reproduced in Kunzle 1973, fig. 8-31. 
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Ubiquitous motifs from the family hierarchy show the in¬ 

fant son beating his father and the infant daughter feeding 

the mother in a cot. Neither stands in an immediate rela¬ 

tionship to broadsheet satire, although the irreverence of the 

young and the impotence of age are stock themes of comedy 

and proverb lore. Generational inversion is also expressed 

more farcically in the WUD prints, with the aged couple 

shown playing with childish toys, and the child shown as 

bigger than, and/or rocking the cradle of, the adult. WUD 

prints are lacking, however, in the sexual-economic applica¬ 

tion of generational inversion, otherwise so common in 

broadsheet satire, which shows a poor young girl caressing a 

rich old man, and, in the pendant (considered the more gro¬ 

tesque), a poor young man fondling a rich old hag. It may be 

the dependence of this motif upon space, and the technical 

prowess in the depiction of physiognomy, that excludes it 

from WUD. 

In an analogue to the child-parent motifs, the pupil or ap¬ 

prentice beats his teacher or master with a birch; and, more 

benignly, the child lectures his elders and betters (there is 

some resemblance here to compositions showing the boy 

Jesus teaching the elders in the temple, in which painters 

often exaggerated the youth of the former and the wizened 

crabbiness of the latter). The birch was the standard emblem 

in medieval art of the schoolmaster; it was common belief, 

not dissipated until the twentieth century, that idleness had 

to be thrashed out and knowledge thrashed in. Pedagogic 

thrashing occurs not only in satires relating to education and 

ignorance, but also in broadsheet cartoons as a symbol of 

military defeat. 

In the female sphere of WUD, the master-servant family 

relationship was depicted in scenes of ladies following their 

maids. This choice (very occasionally varied in early prints to 

show the servant ordering her mistress to work) reflects the 
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ritual importance attached to the principle of precedence in 

the conduct of daily life, even among the middle classes. 

The equivalent male motif appears invariably as an order 

to labor: the landlord digging or hoeing, while the peasant 

stands over him in a commanding attitude. The manner of 

going, as well as the matter of precedence, was replete with 

hierarchical significance, as we know from the highly devel¬ 

oped symbolism of the ceremonial procession. So, in WUD, 

the subordinate (usually, peasant) rides on horseback, while 

the master (king) goes on foot. It is significant of the special 

role of the WUD print that while popular stage comedy 

often assumes a quasinatural superiority of intelligence on 

the part of the servant, in order to mock the folly of the mas¬ 

ter, and allows the master for purposes of intrigue to assume 

the guise of a servant, it stops short of conceiving an actual 

reversal of power. 

The tendency of the rising bourgeoisie to confer rank and 

pow er upon intellectual and professional expertise, especially 

in the fields of law and medicine, met much popular hostil¬ 

ity. The corrupt and greedy lawyer and the ignorant and 

mercenary physician were stock satirical butts in all popular 

media. In WUD, the client-defendant defends the lawyer, 

and the peasant judges the judge and teaches or refuses the 

advice of the learned. The sick man examines the physician 

(that is, his urine) and the thief (or poor man) takes the judge 

or policeman to jail. WUD inversions involving thieves and 

judges or policemen are close to the spirit of the proverb “the 

big thieves hang the little ones,” illustrated by the story of 

the petty pirate who is brought before Alexander the Great 

and accuses the king of being the greatest robber of them all. 

Alexander, impressed by this audacity, hires him to rob 

legally, in his name.® 

There are many other WUD motifs in the human hierar- 

®Franck 1591:17. 
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chy that bear upon the extensive and much illustrated lore of 

proverb and folly, as also upon other vehicles and sources of 

moralizing art such as emblem books. To proverb, folly, and 

emblem illustration we may refer VVUD motifs such as the 

lame man carrying the healthy, w hich adapts the topos of the 

blind man carrying the lame but seeing man, a symbol of 

mutual aid;^ and the blind leading the seeing, which adapts 

Jesus’ parable about the blind leading the blind, illus¬ 

trated by Bruegel (see below). To this group we may add a 

motif appearing only in Italian and Italian-derived VVUD 

prints—the gypsy having her fortune told by her client—as a 

further example of inversion about (in)sight. 

Perhaps the most significant and potentially subversive of 

\\ UD motifs in the nonfamily hierarchy show s the poor man 

giving money to the rich man. This stood as more than the 

usual complaint against excessive taxation; it became indeed a 

protest against exploitation in its widest sense, as is testified 

by a caption on a German print from the period of the 

ITirty Years War, under an image which preserves the ste¬ 

reotype of money changing hands: “The poor man gives his 

sweat and blood to the rich.” 

Animal-Human Inversions 

It may be taken for granted in VV’UD that, as in fable, 

proverb, and broadsheet satire generally, the human-animal 

and animal-animal hierarchy stands as a metaphor for human 

social relations. But, unlike the fable, WUD does not render 

the human satirical reference explicit. As we have already 

noted apropos Aristotle and Phyllis, broadsheet satire is re¬ 

plete with imagery of riding and driving as an expression of 

dominance; and it borrow s from the fable the use of animals 

to convey basic human power relationships. Among high-in- 

cidence W UD motifs we find the ox driving the peasants at 

the plough (occasionally, as an additional subinversion, the 

^ VV’hit/iey 1586, no. 65. 
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()\ driving gentlemen); the horse driving a carriage drawn by 

gentlemen (subinversion, ladies); and the ass riding the man 

or driving him, heavily laden, with a stick. One of the 

strongest political-satirical images of the peasant being rid¬ 

den, as a symbol of his oppression, may be found in a Ger¬ 

man broadsheet of 1643 entitled New Peasant Complaint 
against the menciless Peasant-riders [i.e., mercenary soldiers] of 
our time. ^ 

Rivaling the motif of the ass and his master in incidence, 

and possibly of greater symbolic and ritual significance, is 

the motif of the ox butchering the butcher (Fig. 1.3). Even in 

the primitive w orkmanship of the WUD prints this is a grue¬ 

some scene, with the human carcass suspended upside down, 

disembowelled, hands and feet cut off like the vilest criminal, 

quartered by the huge beast wielding a massive cleaver.^ The 

ox is also cast in the role of the executioner in topical prints 

showing particularly barbaric punishments, or as the soldier 

in engravings of military atrocities. 

Gruesome too are the motifs, again of high incidence al¬ 

though not found in Italian WUD prints, showing hogs 

slaughtering a man by sticking him in the neck and bleeding 

him slow ly to death (in its normal form, this subject exists as 

a representation of the month of November in cycles of the 

seasons); and a huntsman or cook roasted on a spit turned by 

a hare, while the bird (goose and/or cock) bastes him. Al¬ 

ready very common in medieval art, these themes w ere given 

narrative expansion in sixteenth-century w oodcuts and en¬ 

gravings based on a Schwank (comic poem) by Hans Sachs. 

® Waescher 1955, vol. i, p. 61. 

^ There is only one significant variation to this formula; Italian prints of the 

neoclassical period “dignify” it by adapting classical representations of sacrificial ri¬ 

tual—the man kneeling, the ox slamming him with a hammer. 

Design of c. 1535 attributed to Georg Pencz by Rbttinger 1927, no. 3296. The 

Schwank {Die Hasen fangen und braten den jeger) is reprinted in Sachs 1893, O P- 

346, no. 128. A contemporary version of the reversal by Gilbert Shelton showing 

the chickens slaughtering Colonel Sanders in a dark Atlanta alley, reproduced in Es- 

tren 1974:147, is not so distant from the original WUD spirit of tyrannicide. 
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1.3. "An ox, no longer wishing to be an ox, became a butcher . . . ,” Russian, mid¬ 
eighteenth century. Central section, from Rovinski 1881. 
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1.4. Theodor Galle, Revenge of the Animals. Engraving of ca. 1600. 

This Schwank was illustrated by not only the roasting of the 

huntsman but also hanging of the dogs by the hares, the 

v\hole execution legitimated, in the manner of the fable, by 

scenes of deposition of evidence and sentencing (Fig. 1.4 rep¬ 

resents a scene of this type). 

The scene of the huntsman hunted brings us to a nexus of 

almost infinitely extendible inversions relating to hunting, 

whether of man by all and each of the creatures of land, sea, 

and air that constitute his normal prey, or of the animal 

predators by their natural animal prey. It is doubtful 

whether the human-animal inversions imply a protest against 

cruelty to animals as such, which is largely a product of 

nineteenth-century humanitarianism, except in two notable 

works by artists whose feeling for the plight of animals is in¬ 

ferable in the one case and explicit in the other. The earlier 



56 Inversion in Image 

is a painting by the seventeenth-century Dutch artist Paul 

Potter, famed for his rendering of pacific landscapes with 

grazing cows and bulls. Imitating the strip layout of the 

broadsheet, and probably intended as a design for an engrav¬ 

ing he was unable to finance, the painting (now in Lenin¬ 

grad)^^ show s in the border scenes the “normal” hunting of 

twelve different beasts, and in the middle the reversal and 

revenge, with the same persecuted animals sitting in judg¬ 

ment on their persecutors, roasting the huntsman and hang¬ 

ing his dogs, as in the Sachs illustration mentioned above. 

The later w ork is by William Hogarth, the greatest picto¬ 

rial satirist of his age. His narrative sequence called Cruelty 

(1751) is structured on the inversion principle. In First 
Stage of Cruelty, Tom Nero and other small boys are shown 

torturing small animals (cocks, cats, and dogs); in the Second 
Stage of Cruelty, Nero, now a young coachman, cruelly beats 

a starved nag which has collapsed under the weight of his 

overloaded coach; in the background, a bull revenges itself on 

the men baiting it by tossing one in the air. In Cruelty in Per¬ 

fection, Nero has graduated to murder of a human being, his 

mistress, for which, in the last print. The Reward of Cruelty, 

(Fig. 1.5), he is butchered with commensurate savagery by 

\ human executioners. He has been taken down from the gal¬ 

lows to be dissected in the surgeon’s hall, and as he is disem¬ 

bowelled, a dog, the object of his childish cruelty, eats his 

heart. As so often in Hogarth’s satire, there are many 

nuances of meaning and more than one layer of symbolism. 

The revenge of the dog is only one and in fact the lesser in¬ 

version, for this whole “judicial” act (public dissection to sat¬ 

isfy at once popular curiosity and medical science being a 

'legally sanctioned form of posthumous indignity visited on 

the worst type of criminal) is a perversion in itself. The 

“judge” enthroned on high is the chief surgeon, presiding 

disdainfully and callously over the dissection. He is charac- 

" Reproduced in Kunzle 1973, fig. 10-64. 
/ 
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1.5. William Hogarth, The Reward of Cruelty (Cruelty no. 4). Engraving of 1751 
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terized as perverse, stupid, and cruel,as are the “jury,” the 

doctors and medical students he instructs. This is a satire on 

human justice: an individual criminal punished by a society 

of criminals, masquerading as scientists. 

The realm of animal-to-animal inversions is extendible to 

any class of predator and prey; there is much repetition here, 

and the creatures in question are frequently only identifiable 

by the caption. Birds and mice chase cats; hens, doves, and 

ravens attack eagles, hawks, and foxes; fish catch birds, sheep 

attack wolves, etc. On occasion the theme is elevated by ref¬ 

erence to bestiary and fable traditions, with the inclusion of a 

noble and exotic beast like the lion, who is shown chased by 

a goat or (in a moral rather than nature-based inversion) a 

goose. 

A subgroup of human-animal inversions relate to nonlethal 

forms of exploitation of domesticated animals. Thus w e have 

the sheep shearing the shepherd and (more rarely) the sheep 

guarding the human flock. (Aesop’s wolf guarding the sheep 

appears only once.) When the normal situation is, as here, 

that of man caring for the animal, the inversion obviously 

acquires a different moral complexion and is less subject to 

radical satirical application. The common WUD motifs of 

horse grooming the groom and shoeing the farrier also fall 

into this class. The less common motif of beasts serving men 

at table is not a true inversion, although it clearly belongs to 

the ancient saturnalia tradition (otherwise absent from 

WUD) of master serving servant at table. 

Onto such scenes of inverted human-to-animal rela¬ 

tionships of the nonlethal or service kind, we find grafted hu¬ 

morous or fantastic combinations of animals engaged in 

human activities. The principle upon which these are based 

is that of maximum incongruity rather than inversion. Like 

Without suggesting that Hogarth was conscious at this moment of the WUD 

tradition, one is tempted to characterize his whole demeanor as one of bovine stupid¬ 

ity. He is the ox slaughtering the man, with professorial stick in lieu of cleaver. 
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the fable representations from which they derive, they are 

often of the greatest antiquity, especially in the case of the 

ass playing the lyre or lute, always a favorite topos for folly. 

Animal-in-human-activity is interpolated into early WUD 

prints, occupying a minor role which increases in the late 

eighteenth-early nineteenth century broadsheets and chap- 

books, where we find a bizarre menagerie of oxen serenading 

asses, horses playing chess, elephants threshing corn, and 

pigs reading newspapers. The nonsense factor here passes 

from chapbook and nursery rhyme (w here animals are also 

cast in incongruous activities) directly into the mainstream of 

the more sophisticated children’s literature, such as that of 

Edward Lear and Lewis Carroll. The association of the im¬ 

mortal Owl and the Pussycat, and of the Walrus and the 

Carpenter, is in the lineage of WUD fantasies. 

Roots of WUD in Ancient Adynata 

and Medieval Drolerie 

Certain object-to-element relationships bring us to a pri¬ 

mary historical source of the WUD inversion principle. Cas¬ 

tles in the air, flying anvils, and floating millstones are remin¬ 

iscent of the “adynata” or “impossibilia” employed by 

ancient writers for rhetorical effect. The adynaton (from the 

Greek adunatov, meaning an impossible thing) is based on a 

familiar natural law which, when negated or reversed, 

pointed to the unnaturalness of some interpersonal or social 

anomaly. It was also used to imbue an oath with the elemen¬ 

tal sanctity of a natural law, as in Euripides’ “the stars will 

descend on earth, the earth will rise into the sky” (before a 

single word favorable to you passes my lips).^^ Plautus {Asin- 

would be an amusing academic exercise to examine the work of this writer in 

light of the inversion principle. Some of his most inspired passages clearly depend 

upon a cunning logical inversion or reversal (of cause and effect, for instance, in 

screaming before one hurts oneself). The whole looking-glass concept is a device to 

facilitate a bewildering chain of inversions. 

^‘^Electra, II, 36. Cited by Cocchiara 1963:76. 
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aria) uses absurdities like “fishing in the air, hunting in the 

sea” which, like Euripides’, passed into WUD imagery. In¬ 

congruities not involving a true reversal (ass playing lyre) are 

also classed as adynata. 

Virgil’s adynata are of a peculiar kind. They are more than 

rhetorical devices, being posited as the characteristics of a 

mythic Golden Age, that utopic world of universal peace and 

harmony, where now-impossible relationships were the 

norm; goats walked with wolves, lambs lay down with lions, 

eagles and doves lived in amity. This mythic reconciliation of 

natural contraries,which had already been promised in the 

beautiful and famous passage from Isaiah (ii:6-8), sub¬ 

sequently passed into fable lore, but remains, significantly, 

almost wholly absent from WUD iconography, which is ba¬ 

sically nonconciliatory. 

Adynata were also incorporated into apocalyptic imagery, 

as portents of the End of the World, at which time every¬ 

thing would be turned topsy-turvy. They were also held to 

characterize the rule of those tyrants w ho w ere hastening the 

advent of doomsday. 

When we reach the high middle ages, the earliest period 

from which there survives an extensive body of pictorial 

adynata, proverb illustrations, and WUD motifs in various 

media (the ancient adynata were largely literary), it becomes 

necessary to distinguish between “pure WUD” and the com¬ 

moner type of absurdities not involving hierarchical rever¬ 

sal.^® The marginal or “drolerie” illustrations to manuscripts 

of the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries abound in animal 

incongruities of all kinds, and include several true WUD in- 

*^For Mircea Eliade on the theme of coincidentia oppositorum as an eschatological 

symbol, see Myerhoff in this volume, p. 232. 

y This distinction is not made by Cocchiara (1963), the only author who has stud¬ 

ied the literature and iconography of WUD in any depth and to whom I am in¬ 

debted for the preceding paragraphs. Nor is it made by writers who touch more 

briefly on the subject, such as, notably. Coupe (1966) and Curtius (1948). Pigler 

(1956:568) has a category called “Animals in Human Activities,” of which Verkehrte 

Welt (WUD) appears as a subgroup or alternative title. 
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versions, such as mice hanging the cat from the gallows, 

geese capturing the fox (apparently derived from the Roman 
de Renart, source of so much fable illustration), an ass riding a 

man, and hares hunting men.^^ 

It is significant for interpretation of WUD in the ex¬ 

panded, mass-distributed form it later took, that the kind of 

drolerie fantasy which incorporated WUD motifs was, at 

first, generally condemned by clerical writers, who regarded 

them as foolish and profane intrusions into sacred contexts. 

By the fourteenth century, however, drolerie had become 

more acceptable to orthodoxy, as long as the proper moral in¬ 

terpretation was attached, in the manner of fables. Drolerie 

adynata may have fulfilled a role similar to that of entertain¬ 

ing exempla drawn from fable and romance, which were 

used by preachers to spice sermons and revive congregations 

bored by straightforward moral exposition. Adynata were 

tolerated as representations of the perverted \\ ay of the world " 

as opposed to the Christian model depicted in the sacred 

texts and illustrations. 

The Political Background to WUD: 

Reformation and Peasants’ Revolt 

The antithesis between the material world and Christ’s 

world was brought into the political arena by critics hostile 

to Rome, who perceived in the ever-increasing laxity of ec¬ 

clesiastical mores a perversion of Christian principles on the 

part of the very classes who purported to represent and ex¬ 

pound them. As the conflict between Rome and the re¬ 

formers sharpened, the rhetorical device of antithesis was 

given polemical force. The contrast between the behavior of 

the Church and the principles of primitive Christiantiy, al¬ 

ready adumbrated by Wyclif and Hus, was systematized, in¬ 

tensified and polarized by Martin Luther. The publication in 

1521 of xht Passional Christi and Antichristi, wTich identified 

'^Randall 1966, figs. 101, 191, 328, 355, 357, 358. 



62 Inversion in Image 

the so-called Vicar of Christ, the Pope, with Antichrist, 

marked the finality of Luther’s split from Rome, and brought 

the conflict from the theological into the sociopolitical arena. 

With its simple German text (subsequently translated into 

other vernaculars) and stark woodcuts (subsequently trans¬ 

lated into other media), the Passional was calculated to exert 

massive appeal to the lay middle classes. In a series of paral¬ 

lel images the character and activity of the Pope are revealed 

as inversions of that of Christ: the Pope is arrogant, corrupt, 

and greedy, lives in selfish luxury, and wages war. Jesus was 

humble, pure, and selfless, lived in poverty, and brought a 

message of peace. Christ was crowned with a crown of 

thorns, the Pope with a triple gold tiara. Christ washed his 

disciples’ feet, the Pope’s “disciples” kiss the Pope’s foot. 

Christ protected his flock, the Pope attacks his by force of 

arms. 

Other Lutheran images, which are both defamatory 

images in the medieval tradition and cartoons in the modern 

sense, employ various kinds of adynata—the Pope is likened 

to an ass playing the bagpipes, when he publishes bulls and 

“infallible” pronouncements; or to a Papstesel, a monster that 

is half ass, half naked woman, with elephant’s hoof and 

eagle’s claw, to signify papal ignorance, whorishness, and 

tyranny. 

The violence and revolutionary appeal of Luther’s lan¬ 

guage was fuel to the fire of a long-simmering unrest at the 

social base, which flared up periodically, especially in north¬ 

ern Europe, during the late middle ages, and culminated in 

the peasant revolt of 1525. Luther had legitimized resistance 

to the temporal authority of Rome; but it was one thing to 

show the peasant, satirically, defecating into the papal tiara 

(as a Lutheran cartoon did), and another for the peasant actu¬ 

ally to assert his rights against his local lord.^® So Luther 

**My political bias is that of the (old) Cambridge Modern History (1907), vol. 2, 

ch. 6, the position of which is diametrically reversed by the Hew Cambridge Modern 
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joined the nobility in their call for a campaign to destroy 

peasants who tried to turn a revolution in religious thinking 

into a social reality, and to translate into action the hierarchi¬ 

cal reversals for which Luther had provided the images and 

symbol sf^ 

The demands of the peasants were, in the first instance, of 

a limited and practical nature, relating to their land, their 

animals, and their labor, of which they were systematically 

robbed. The lords, who were supposed to protect them, had 

become predators upon them. The peasants were turned into 

beasts of burden, and hunted down like wild animals. They 

were deprived of their means of sustenance by being prohib¬ 

ited from hunting and fishing on land which was tradi¬ 

tionally and rightfully theirs; they were not allowed to kill 

the game w hich destroyed their crops, so that (as they put it) 

the very animals which God had intended for their use be¬ 

came predators upon them. One of their leaders, when con¬ 

temptuously challenged to define what “kind of animal” he 

represented, described it as “a beast that usually feeds on 

roots and wild herbs, but when driven by hunger, sometimes 

consumes priests, bishops and fat citizens.” 

The peasant bands, supported by urban proletariats, roved 

freely over large areas of Germany, burning and looting 

monasteries and castles. For a few months, they seemed 

truly to have turned the world upside down. Peasant leader 

Jacklein Rohrbach, after degrading and executing the cruel 

Count Helfenstein, had the Countess, a daughter of the Em¬ 

peror, dressed like a beggar (that is, one of their own) and 

sent on her way in a dung cart. At this ceremony a peasant 

cried out: “You harnessed us like oxen to the yoke. You had 

History (1958), vol. 2, ch. 2, which justifies the desire of the lords to assert their legal 

rights against the reactionary, arrogant peasants. To quote a proverb of Erasmus, as 

it appears in Richard Taverner’s 1569 edition of Erasmus’ Adages (p. 26): Marx [t/V] 

ultronea putet. 

‘^Adapted from Bax 1968:117. Cf. Bax’s chief source, Zimmermann 

1891:403-404. 
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my father’s hands cut off, because he killed a hare on his own 

held.”^^ Knights in rags were compelled to serve their vassals 

at table. The peasants dressed themselves in knightly raiment 

and mimicked knightly rituals. 

Some peasant leaders quite seriously demanded that all 

ranks among men be abolished forever, that upper-class pri¬ 

vilege—even that of riding on horseback—be eliminated, that 

wealth be abolished and men return to living in primitive 

communist communities. They wished to do away with the 

custom of the poor always giving to the rich by doing away 

with the rich. Thomas Miinzer declared that property was 

theft, and that the peasant knew more of God than prince or 

priest. Broadsheets showed peasants disputing with learned 

theologians, ramming the Scriptures down the throat of 

priests, and pulling down the tyrant’s castle.Fortune, 

guided by the hand of God, turned her wheel in such a way 

as to tip the rich and grasping citizens who sought to clamber 

aboard over the city walls into the outstretched arms of the 

peasants gathered without. 

The peasants were propelled by Miinzer’s messianic mes¬ 

sage. The idea of an imminent and universal leveling to pre¬ 

cede the Second Coming and the End of the World was par¬ 

ticularly rife in the popular imagination at this time. The 

leveling idea was visualized in the increasingly popular 

themes of the Apocalypse (Diirer’s, of 1499, was popularized 

in Lutheran versions) and the Dance of Death (Holbein’s was 

executed in the 1520s though not published until 1538). Such 

imagery seemed to promise a final solution to intolerable 

oppression and disorder. 

Bosch, Bruegel, Proverbs—Unrest in the Netherlands 

The mental and spiritual confusion of the late middle ages 

and the eve of the Reformation, sharpened by the new con- 

Adapted from Bax 1968:127. ^^Scheidig 1955, no. 282. 

By Georg Pencz, in Geisberg 1974, 1010. 
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sciousness of humanism, is nowhere more vividly conjured 

than in the paintings of Hieronymus Bosch. Although his 

w ork falls into the generation immediately preceding the out¬ 

break of the Reformation (he died in 1516), it gained wide¬ 

spread social relevance only during the following age, when 

German Reformation cartoonists gave polemical force to his 

monsters, and Netherlandish engravers used his designs and 

ideas to reflect upon growing social disorder. 

Philosophically, Bosch is concerned with the contra¬ 

dictions between flesh and spirit, and the manner in which 

all visible and tangible things become instruments of worldly 

perversion vis-a-vis the Christian ascetic ideal. Bosch’s 

method is that of maximum formal incongruity, in which 

juxtaposition, opposition, interpenetration, and, to a degree, 

inversion of human and animal nature play a major role. The 

painter indicates that man’s response to God having made 

him master of the animal kingdom is to behave himself no 

better or even worse than the animals. Bosch’s beasts and 

bestial humans, of a type traditionally used in medieval art as 

guardians of hell and executioners of the damned, are ren¬ 

dered with such elaborate and ferocious specificity as to 

suggest that they permeate the here and now' of this earthly 

existence; and they inflict upon their human victims such 

precise and particularized retribution that we seek to discover 

the exact nature of the crime through the nature of the pun¬ 

ishment. We know' from bestiary lore how' beasts were as¬ 

sociated with human vices and virtues, that the dog stood for 

envy and the deer for lasciviousness, etc. Thus we may in¬ 

terpret the motif of a man being attacked by dogs, or cap¬ 

tured by deer, or most prominent of all, bound, bloody, by 

his feet to a hooked pole by a hare blowing a horn (Fig. 1.6) 

as the literal, dramatized visualizations of the verbal formula 

which describes a person as a “prey” to the vices of envy, 

lechery, or cowardice. But there is a profounder level of 

symbolic interpretation here, which may be derived from the 
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1.6. Hieronymus Bosch, Hare with hunter on pole. Detail from Hell wing of Garden of 
Delights triptych, Prado, Madrid. 

tradition of adynata, especially in their apocalyptic thrust. 

The fantasy of Bosch is altogether of an apocalyptic nature, 

accumulating so many portents of divine wrath in an age 

which regarded the real-life monster as a sign from heaven 

(such as Luther’s Pope-Ass and Monk-Calf, and Diirer’s six¬ 

legged Saxon pig, which are based on real-life prodigies— 

Diirer’s accurately, Luther’s more fancifully so). 

The human-animal, hunter-prey inversions in Bosch are of 

a particularly extreme kind, with particularly radical social 

implications, for it is not just the large and powerful animals 

like dogs and deer that capture and eat humans, but also, and 

perhaps typically, weak creatures like small birds and fish 

which, gigantically enlarged and weirdly armed, attack and 

gobble up people as greedily—and in this nightmare world. 
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1.7. Hieronymus Bosch, Sinners fried and roasted by demons. Detail from central 
panel of Last Judgment altarpiece, Akademie, Vienna. 

as casually—as people normally gobble up animal meat. 

Thus man is ingested (and excreted) by embodiments of his 

own lusts. Bosch inverts the whole cycle of zoophagic exploi¬ 

tation, from the hunting, capturing, cooking (Fig. 1.7), de¬ 

vouring, dow n to the excreting. 

Among the vexed symbolisms of Bosch there are many 

relating to the physical reversal of an object—for example, 

the funnel standing upside down on the head of the 

The major excreting figure is the bird-headed Satanic creature in the Hell w ing 

of the Garden of Delights. The most “culinary” work by Bosch is perhaps the Last 

Judgment. The same triptych contains the typical VVUD motif of a human being 

shod like a horse. 
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• G R A N D I B VS EXIGVI JVNT PI5CE5 FIS C13VJ E S C A - 
Sift JaTtf ffft //■/ 'ytF ^^t%fctcrt tfai tii'* ^yrootr ')pt^en de c/ejne 

1,8. Pieter Bruegel (after Bosch), Big Fish Eat Little Fish (proverb). Engraving of 1557. 

“surgeon” in the Stone Operation^ an incongruity as well as a 

reversal, signifying perhaps the ignorance and/or deceit he 

practices, and of which he is himself a victim. The chair on 

the head of the man representing Anger in the Seven Deadly 
Sins tabletop corresponds to the VVUD nonsense reversal 

“chair sits on man”; recurs in the Goya Capricho (no. 26), 

which illustrates, in punning fashion, the phrase Ya tienen j 

asiento (“they are seated all right”); and passes, not necessarily | 

via Goya, into nineteenth-century Spanish WUD prints. In ^ 

Bosch the reversal may have no other significance than to s 

express the chaos and confusion caused by the sin of wrath. 

Perhaps the most frightening form of human-object inversion j 
3 
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in the w ork of Bosch shows the passive instrument of human 

pleasure—a musical instrument, harp or hurdy-gurdy, for in¬ 

stance—turned into the active agent of punishment. 

The most famous Bosch design to be published at this time 

was prepared for the engraver by the young Pieter Bruegel. 

It illustrates the popular proverb “big fish eat little fish,” 

which comments on the inevitability, in any social conflict, 

of the weak getting swallow ed up by the strong (Fig. 1.8).^^ 

A contemporaneous Italian WUD print, however, reverses 

the truism, which has also been most dramatically denied by 

revolutionary struggle in our ow n age (Fig. 1.9).^^ 

Bruegel became addicted to proverbs independently of his 

model, Bosch, treating them several times, in different 

forms, both painted and engraved. The engraved set of 

Twelve Proverbs of 1568-1569 includes the blind leading the 

blind and both falling into the ditch, a subject illustrated in¬ 

dependently in a famous Bruegel painting, and adapted by 

the WUD broadsheet into the blind leading the seeing; and 

the hay chasing the horse (Fig. i.io), which is in its form 

pure WUD, although missing from the WUD broadsheets 

on a small scale. The Flemish caption translates: “For the 

hay to go after the horse, is perverted {verkeert), mark this, 

you girls who offer yourselves up so shamelessly. It is not 

proper for you to court the young men; but it is proper for 

the horse to go after the hay.” In the background, a woman 

chases a fleeing man. The same idea was rendered, in the 

static manner typical of WUD prints, over the caption “the 

ladies court the gentlemen,” and is subsumed, in a general 

way, under the more important motif of the wife dominating 

the husband. 
Compare that early proverb to: “The exactions of rings and monopolies, which 

bought in bulk, drove weaker competitors out of the field, ‘as a great pike swallows 

up a lot of little fishes,’ and plundered the consumer, were the commonplaces of the 

social reformer” (Tawney 1926:79). 

I'here is also a hint of a reversal, probably intended in the first place as an ab¬ 

surdity, in the Bosch-Bruegel engraving, w hich includes (lower right) a mussel shell 

astride a fish, as if the smaller creature were trying to devour the larger. 
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1.9. Ken Sprague, Little Fish Eat Big Fish. Cartoon published to celebrate Victory of 
Vietnam over the United States in the Guardian (New York), 14 May 1975. 

Bruegel’s oeuvre contains adynata such as “the ass in 

school,” the primary motif of a print satirizing scholastic ig¬ 

norance; object-element reversals such as flying fish and a 

boat in the mountains (in Big Fish Eat Little Fish)\ and many 

Boschian hunter-hunted reversals, with particular accent on 

the concept of trapping (men caught in their own snares by 

the animals and fish they seek to catch). 

Let us now turn to Bruegel’s famous Proverb painting in 

Berlin. This was not engraved, but executed at a time (1559) 

when' engraved compilations of proverbs, containing some¬ 

times nearly one hundred items, were becoming very popu- 
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1.10. Pieter Bruegel, The Hay Chasing the Horse (proverb). Engraving of 1568/69. 

lar.^® Examination of the role of proverbs at this time pro¬ 

vides a means of better determining the distinctive character 

of the WUD prints. Some of the later proverb engravings, 

dating from the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, mis¬ 

leadingly include the term World Upside Down (Monde a 

I’envers, Verkeerde Wereld), as do later references to 

Bruegel’s painting. Bruegel experts in our own time have re¬ 

tained what should be regarded as a misnomer, in the light of 

the true function of the WUD print properly so-called.Its 

^®See Lebeer 1939:161-229. 
Among many other Bruegei experts, see Stridbeck 1956:171-206. See also David 

Kunzle, “Bruegel’s Proverbs Painting and the World Upside Y)o'^ n," Art Bulletin 59 
(June 1977), 197 n. i. 
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l(X)se application to proverb pictures testifies to the great 

popularity of the theme. The only VVUD motif shared by the 

WTJD prints on the one hand, and the proverb iconography 

of Bruegel, etc., on the other, is the inverted globe placed in 

first position, by way of frontispiece, in the WUD prints, 

and prominently displayed as a kind of house- or inn-sign in 

the proverb pictures (Fig. 1.11). 

Paroemiology, or the study and collection of proverbs, is a 

morass into which one enters at one’s peril. It is likely that 

certain proverbs based on antithetical or absurdist concepts, 

and seeming to contain within them an element of WUD, 

derive from a common source in adynata. There is moreover 

an evident verbal-structural similarity between WUD and a 

certain type of proverb, with a common accent on brevity, 

symmetry, and paradox. But there is relatively little direct 

duplication, and when a certain similarity does reveal itself, 

the difference is all the more significant.^® 

Yet it cannot be by accident that illustrated compilations 

of proverbs and of WUD emerge into popularity about the 

same time,^^ both north and south of the Alps, in prints of 

“Putting the cart before the horse” (plaustrum bovem duett, our Figs. 1.1 and 1.2) 

is one of the few true VV’UD motifs that also exists in the same form as a proverb, 

but it is not one of those illustrated in the proverb pictures, nor is Erasmus’ adyn- 

aton-proverb, also WUD, “fishing in the air, hunting in the sea,” to which the 

humanist likens seeking a quiet life among the cares of public office (see Phillips 

1954:34). The proverb “building castles in the air” appears in the caption to the 

VVUD motif of buildings above, sky below, in the German print reproduced as our 

Figure 1.12. There are also a few proverbial motifs which appear in W'UD prints 

but are extraneous, such as the Bruegelian adynaton “shearing the pig.” 

^^On the dating of the earliest prints, see bibliographical note at end. Although 

most surviving prints from the second half of the sixteenth century appear to be Ve¬ 

netian, we must remember that there was a great deal of copying and importation, 

in both directions, between the Netherlands and Italy. A print entitled Mondo alia 

Riversa is listed in the catalogues of two Roman printsellers, Antonio Lafrery 1572, 

and Andrea and Michelangelo Vaccari 1614 (see Ehrle 1908:53). Mondo alia Riversa is 

no. 361 in the Uafrery list where it is immediately followed, significantly, by a print 

called Proverbij. Vaccari also lists both Mondo alia Riversa and Proverbi. An early 

French reference to the theme appears in an inventory of 1581 which mentions 

“Ung petit tapis princt sur thuille ou est figure ung Monde Renverse” (see Wilden- 

stein 1951, vol. 2, p. 63, n. 52). The description indicates that the medium is a 

painting on canvas, which presumably derived from a print. 
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1.11 Pieter Bruegel, House- or inn-sign. Detail from Netherlandish Proverbs (1559), 
painting in Staatliche Museen, Gemaldegalerie, Berlin. 

similar appearance (that is, before WUD became sec- 

tionalized into the standard grid pattern). But their purposes 

are different, perhaps even contrary or complementary, from 

the outset. The fact that the sixteenth-century Italian WUD 

prints are of a quality equal to that of the proverb illustra¬ 

tions should not blind us to the fact that they appeal to a dif- 
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ferent taste, a different cast of mind. The subsequent marked 

deterioration of quality in the WUD prints vis-Tvis proverb 

^J,y> j illustration, already very evident in the late sixteenth-century 

Netherlandish version (see Fig. 1.2), tends to confirm my 

I hypothesis that, compared to the self-satisfied upper 

bourgeoisie who formed the clientele for proverb collections, 

the market for WUD prints included lower-class, dissident 

vT'T’^ui^elements seeking a different kind of philosophy. 

The proverb accepts the world “as it is,” preaching 

worldly guile, cynicism, and Machiavellian morality. WUD, 

if it represents an existing world, defines it as perverse; if it 

imagines a fantasy or future world, it shows that the existing 

order is not permanent. The proverb accommodates to the 

hierarchy of the day; WUD mocks and challenges it. The 

“emblem” of the proverb is not, as has been surmised from 

its inclusion in the proverb pictures, so much the inverted 

globe as the inclined one, as it is also represented in the prov¬ 

erb illustrations, complete with a human figure stuck through 

it, WUD style, signifying the folly of trying to walk through 

the world totally upright, and the necessity of bending to its 

demands. The individual who does walk upright, like the 

foolish Misanthrope of Bruegel’s 1568/69 painting and en¬ 

graving of that name, will only be cheated and robbed by the 

World, which doesn’t. 

T he VV^UD print recognizes social contradiction and con¬ 

flict that the proverb tries to mask. The proverb of the early 

capitalist era, like its late capitalist equivalent, the political 

and advertising slogan, presents readily understood, and 

often craftily formulated, moral and social catchphrases. In 

an extraordinary proliferation of printed collections,^^ the 

Lebeer 1939-1940, p. 202, no. 49; Marijnissen 1969, p. 79, no. 23. 

The most popular was that of Sebastian Franck, Sprichworter, which went 

through innumerable editions in the second half of the sixteenth century, and was 

quarried by Netherlandish collections. It contains an extraordinary number of prov¬ 

erbs condoning selfishness and cynicism, and praising resignation and poverty. Just 

a few examples: “Hunger costs little, anger much” (1591:327); “Poverty is good for 
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proverb established itself over the second half of the six¬ 

teenth century as a major vehicle of popular moral authority 

and a readily internalized means of social regulation. Long 

since the object of veneration by humanists, poets, and peda¬ 

gogues, who saw in the proverbs and adages of antiquity or¬ 

naments of learned discourse and mnemonic devices for the 

teaching of foreign languages, they now became directed at 

the masses from whom they were, in part, purported to 

derive. Following the example of proverb-rich writing by 

Luther and Erasmus, the sermons (and, one may assume, let¬ 

ters and conversations) of the bourgeoisie became larded with 

proverbial wisdom and maxims, designed to bolster its new 

moral and social power. 

“Popular wisdom” as a social pacifier also underlies some 

of Bruegel’s best-know n allegories, notably the Battle of the 
Strong Boxes and the Money Bags, the Tournament between Car¬ 

nival and Lent, and the pendants Grasse et Maigre Cuisine 
(where the fat drive the thin out of their kitchen, and vice 

versa), which illustrate, in typical humanist manner, the ab¬ 

surdity of conflict between social forces which are made to 

appear balanced and equally reprehensible in their opposing 

extremisms. Bruegel’s view' of social conflict is akin to that of 

Erasmus, who in his commentary on the ancient 

proverb/WUD/adynaton/fable “Scarabeus Aquilam quaerit” 

(the beetle attacks the eagle) condemns both the eagle, 

symbol of the tyrant prince, and its enemy, the dung-beetle, 

courageous and cunning but vile and filthy defender of the 

hare, the eagle’s natural prey: symbols both, beetle and hare, 

of the people the tyrant oppresses. Erasmus sees beetle and 

eagle as unequally armed yet somehow' balanced opponents, 

destined foolishly to fight forever. 

many (or all) things” (repeated pp. 216, 267, 272); “Too much justice is injustice” (p. 

267); “He who cannot lift a stone on his own, should leave it lying there” (p. 170); 

and, epitomizing the whole collection, “Each should behave according to his rank” 

(p. 161) and “God helps the strongest” (p. 6). 

Phillips 1954:229-263. 
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j WUD and proverb print emerged in response to a moment 

in history particularly fraught with tensions and paradoxes. 

I here was a great increase in material wealth, with gold 

flowing in from America, and great intellectual advance, as 

the Renaissance and humanism spread and solidified; but this 

happened at the price of chronic armed conflict, economic 

crises, and social dislocations. The wars of the Reformation 

in Germany spread north, causing protracted civil wars in 

France and the Netherlands. The redistribution of wealth 

and the social justice which the Reformation had seemed to 

promise did not come about. Protestantism became conserva¬ 

tive, and retrenched as the Counterreformation gained mo¬ 

mentum. Reactionary feudal princes recovered their power. 

The disparity between rich and poor, the irreconcilability of 

greed and need, became increasingly apparent. Peasant 

bands still threatened the towns, which were also full of dis¬ 

contented artisans squeezed by the monopolies; the peasants 

were sometimes joined by hordes of real and fake cripples 

and beggars, who were viewed as a veritable plague. 

Even before Bruegel’s death in 1569, the beetle had dared 

to challenge the eagle, and was destined to prevail. The re¬ 

bellion against Spanish tyranny by the Dutch “beggars” and 

“geese,” as they called themselves, started in 1566; as it 

gained momenmm it was supported by numerous tracts and 

prints. Among the latter we find a group of four quite so¬ 

phisticated and finely worked allegorical engravings datable 

to 1583, based upon WUD, proverb, and fable lore.^^ The 

first has verse starting “Hypocrite and Tyrant, hold the 

World upside dowm,” which is illustrated by a globe lying on 

the ground against its surmounting cross, that is, as far as 

physically possible inverted; tied up in a rope to signify the 

^^The four prints are listed by Omodeo (1965, pp. 11-13, *^os. 1-4), with a mis¬ 

taken date of 1566 and many consequently mistaken assumptions about contempo¬ 

rary political allusions. Three of Antwerp’s best draftsmen-engravers collaborated 

on the prints which, although numbered I-IIII, are not intended to be read as a 

chronological sequence. 
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oppression it suffers; and inscribed with the date 1576, the 

year of the terrible sack of Antwerp by Spanish troops. In 

the second print, the powerful lion, symbol of Netherlandish 

nationality, authority, and independence, is perversely 

asleep, while the patriotic geese are seized by the wolf. In the 

third plate, however, the weaker animals (fox and cat) force 

the wolf to disgorge the innocent creatures it has devoured. 

In the final print the wolf is permitted to shear the sheep, 

w hile the blind lead the blind. The wolf is of course Spain; 

the blind are the Netherlandish priests and princes who re¬ 

fused to join the rebellion or had defected from it, and in 

general the Southern provinces, which had failed to commit 

themselves as the Northern provinces had done. The con¬ 

fused and conflictive political situation has here given rise to 

allegories which mix natural and unnatural behavior, and 

l^how the rules of strong and weak as reversible. It is signifi¬ 

cant that the Dutch patriots see themselves both in the strong 

animal, the lion, behaving weakly, and in the weak animal, 

the goose, which is potentially strong^ 

Grimmelshausen: WUD between Nonsense and Protest 

Germany, where there was a unique flowering of broad¬ 

sheet art from the fifteenth to the seventeenth century, and 

where the link between broadsheet satire and popular litera¬ 

ture was always particularly close, offers us a unique social 

context for the WUD print. It is small wonder that the Ger¬ 

man middle classes, living in prosperous (or once-prosperous) 

towns located within the “Empire”—that extraordinary ag¬ 

glomeration of petty states in a constant state of political flux 

which those classes could neither control nor under¬ 

stand—should have shown themselves particularly sensitive 

to concepts of social mutability and reversibility. The period 

of the Thirty Years War, the outset of which offered the 

spectacle of an elector of the Empire, Prince Palatinate and 

king of Bohemia, being suddenly reduced to poverty and the 
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status of a common man, was very rich in broadsheets. 

These include two major VV^UD prints for which literary and 

social contexts were to be provided by the major novelist of 

the German baroque, Christoph von Grimmelshausen. 

Grimmelshausen inherited from the sixteenth century a 

certain childish delight in verbal nonsense, repeating a Sachs 

ditty which engages in a quite artless but charming verbal 

reversal. Since this device is of a type which occasionally in¬ 

filtrates the VVUD broadsheets,^^ and especially the English 

WUD chapbooks, and since it suggests one of the roots of 

much later children’s nonsense verse, I offer the following 

translation of Sachs’ text as it was adapted for a seventeenth- 

century broadsheet strip entitled A new distaff print called the 

nonsensical world 

A village sat in a peasant, who liked to drink spoons with milk, 
together with a big bread-roll. His corner had four houses, he har¬ 
nessed four carts to his horses, his kitchen stood in the middle of 
the hearth, his hay was full of barn. His courtyard lay in the straw, 
his stable stood in the horses, he pushed his oven into the bread. 
He made good milk from his cheese, his twill was made of jacket. 
He dug an earth in his hole and fields out of his turnips, he 
threshed his flails with sheaves of corn, and set his skittles on their 
points. 

The ease with which such inversions roll off the tongue is 

in direct proportion to the difficulty of their pictorial repre¬ 

sentation. The German engraver did not shrink from the 

challenge (which could have been worse, for English chap- 

book illustrators were set quite impossible tasks, such as 

representing a man getting inside a quart bottle or jumping 

down his own throat). Nonsense verse of this kind, which 

found its true home, no doubt, in taverns, may have had no 

Sachs 1900, vol. 3, p. 78. Repeated by Grimmelshausen in Teutscher Michel 

(1673, ch. 8). 

^^E.g., tower inside bell, our Fig. i, scene 4. 

Reproduced in Boesch 1900:72. 
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further immediate social significance than that of parodying 

rustic blunders of speech. 

The literary origins of WUD in Germany may be traced 

back to the late medieval Fastnachtspiel (carnival play) and 

Liigendichtung (lie-poetry).A mixture of adynata, WUD, 

and nonsense motifs seems to characterize a certain type of 

ballad about fantasy lands current through the seventeenth 

century. In one such ballad the narrator visits a strange land, 

where dumb men talk, blind men see in the dark, forests are 

treeless, cows walk on stilts, the cart goes before the horse, 

the geese go to church, the mouse captures the bear, the 

hedgehog plays the fiddle, the sheep attacks the wolf, birds 

swim, and fish fly, etc.^® Human inversions, here in the mi¬ 

nority, are predominant in the Schulkom'ddie (pedagogic play) 

of 1683 by Christian Weise called Von der Verkehrten VJelt^ 

which seems to be directly inspired by the broadsheets— 

miller carries ass, child rocks grandfather in cradle, pupils 

master their teacher, the patient drugs the doctor, etc. At a 

climactic moment the local judge. Alamode, appears in in¬ 

verted costume, and makes everyone stand on their head 

until they believe his inverted “wisdom.” 

The currency of WUD iconography in Germany by the 

later sixteenth century is attested by Johannes Fischart, who 

in Flohaz (1573) marvels at the “strange combats our artists 

represent these days. For they bring into battle the cats 

against the rats, mice and rats [against the cats]. Who hasn’t 

seen the hares turning the hunters on the spit.”^^ 

Christoph von Grimmelshausen drew inspiration at the 

profoundest level from the theme of WUD, and pays explicit 

homage to a WUD print very close to that reproduced here 

(Fig. 1.12)."*^ The passage, which is probably autobiograph- 

^^See Wendeler 1905, p. 163, no. ii. 

Uhland 1844, vol. 2, p. 46, no. 241. Cited by Rottinger 1927:14. 

‘“’Grimmelshausen 1960:314-315. 
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ical, is worth translating in full. When Simplicissimus was 

a seventeen-year-old soldier, he chanced upon a spinning 

parlor {Kunckelstuben, w^here women gathered together to 

spin). 

I found on the distaff of the most delightful girl a broadsheet 
engraving [Kupfer auf einem Bogen Papier] w ith which I became as in¬ 
fatuated as with the charming spinner herself. And since I had 
never seen such an example, it seemed to me all the more curious; 
and after I had taken it down [from the distaff] with the owner’s 
consent, I sat down behind her and caressed her distaff-print in¬ 
stead of the lovely spinner, and marvelled at the clever invention of 
the author. I considered that the World Upside Down could not be 
depicted better, more pungently and ingeniously, than on this 
print. My imagination w as so struck by it that I also dreamed of it: 
I saw’ how the ox slaughtered the butcher, the deer felled the 
hunter, the fish ate the angler, the ass rode the man, the layman 
preached to the priest, the horse exercised the rider, the poor man 
gave to the rich man, the peasant made war and the soldier 
ploughed. 

Simplicissimus (i.e., Grimmelshausen) thereupon resolves to 

use the WUD principle as an instrument of social interpreta¬ 

tion. 

Grimmelshausen’s use of WUD is apparent throughout his 

major satirical novel, Simplicissimus (1669), a partly autobio¬ 

graphical narrative of the horrors and absurdities of the 

Thirty Years War. Grimmelshausen had himself been a sol¬ 

dier, and also a tax gatherer among the peasantry; he had 

seen civilians literally butchered like animals, and peasants 

1.12. Die Verkehrte Welt, German, first half of seventeenth century. Engraving, Staat- 
liche Galerie Moritzburg, Halle. Top row: peasant rides while king walks, master shows 
accounts to servant, sick man thinks he is wiser than physician, “even the soldier 
angrily has to serve the peasant.” Second row: husband spins and wife bears arms, 
child rocks old man, boy beats master, child gives pap to mother, “now the poor man 
pays sweat and blood to the rich one.” Third row: lame man carries healthy, blind man 
guides the seeing, young ladies pull carriage bearing horses, gentleman serves wild 
beasts, beasts hunt the hunter. Fourth row: ox slaughters butcher, ass drives laden 
man, lamb eats wolf, sheep shears shepherd, parrot teaches caged man to talk. Bottom 
row: “building castles in the air,” fish attack birds, ships travel over mountains and 
valleys, upside-down costume, “now the hen would be the cock, that is the experience 
of many men.” 
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take up arms against their military oppressor. The motif of 

the peasant overpowering the soldier, which is included 

among the motifs of the “distaff-print” and (uniquely) in the 

German print reproduced, climaxes the famous series of Cal- 

lot etchings likewise based on the Thirty Years War, Les 

Miseres et les Malheurs de la Guerre (163 3), and features promin¬ 

ently in the frontispiece to a Simplicissimus continuation. 

The Topsy-Turvy World of the Adventurous Simplicissimus A ^ The 

title page verse describes the content of the frontispiece: 

“The stag lays low the bold hunter, the ox may kill the 

butcher, the poor man carries taxes to the rich, the soldier 

bestirs himself to labor, the peasant takes up arms. Such 

things the world may bring about.” 

Desperation did indeed drive the peasantry to take up 

arms during the Thirty Years War, as it had in 1525, and as 

it would do again. 

World Upside Down and Reactionary 

Ideology: English Chapbooks 

The essential ambivalence of WUD permits, according to 

circumstances, those satisfied with the existing or traditional 

social order to see the theme as a mockery of the idea of 

changing that order around, and at the same time, those dis¬ 

satisfied with that order to see the theme as mocking it in its 

present, perverted state. But the discontented have yet an¬ 

other alternative: to see WUD as a promise of revenge and a 

vindication of just desires. In Grimmelshausen we see the 

mingling of these two functions, and it is evident that dif¬ 

ferent groups in the WUD complex lend themselves to these 

different interpretive modes. Thus a dissident class might si¬ 

multaneously identify on the one hand with the man slaught¬ 

ered or burdened like an animal, that is the metaphoric rep- 

Grimmelshausen 1672. The frontispiece is reproduced in Zeitschrift fiir Biicher- 

freunde (1898, 2, p. 149). See also Scholte 1912, n.s. 4, fascicle 1 and 2; and Welzig 

1959:424-430, 1960:133-140. 
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resentation of an actual oppressive condition; and on the 

other hand with the servant who has gained the upper hand 

over his master, which enacts, on a literal level, the fulfill¬ 

ment of a situation more or less consciously desired and more 

or less directly related to any existing potential for revolu¬ 

tionary change. 

We have seen that the idea of “just revenge” for animals 

served, in the Reformation era, as a warning to tyrants; and 

we now' come to a moment in history when that symbolic 

revenge was actualized and generalized into revolution and 

provoked its own reaction. 

In England in the later eighteenth and early nineteenth 

century, fear of revolution generated some WUD chapbooks 

with more text and therefore more room for editorialization 

than the broadsheets had ever known, and a heavily rational, 

pedagogic, and political tendency, designed for the instruc¬ 

tion rather than amusement of children. Their predecessors 

are relatively few: the earliest English print known to me that 

uses a self-contained group of WUD motifs is actually the 

frontispiece to a Royalist pamphlet of 1642.^^ A second 

print, of the early eighteenth century, is a broadsheet'*^ on 

the standard grid pattern, probably dependent on continental 

prototypes, and outwardly apolitical, as is the earliest chap- 

book on the theme. This chapbook is not intended (pri¬ 

marily) for children, as is shown by a certain bawdiness, but 

makes hesitant and inconsistent attempts to rationalize the in- 

■*^30811 Taylor (the “Water Poet”), Mad Fashions, Old Fashions, all of a Fashion, or the 

Etnblemes of these distracted Times. The woodcut purports to represent the “monstrous” 

and “transform’d” state of England at the beginning of the Civil War. 

*^The Folly's Mankind Expos'd or the World Upside Down. Printed for Bowles & Car¬ 

ver, London. 16 motifs. In British Museum, Catalogue of Prints and Drawings in the 

British Museum, Div. i. Political and Personal Satires (compiled by F. G. Stephens), 4 

vols., no. 1999. Part reproduced in Kunzle 1973, hg. 10-65. 

The World Turned Upside Down or the Folly of Man exemplified in twelve comical rela¬ 

tions upon Uncommon Subjects. Illustrated with Twelve curious cuts Truly adapted to each 

story. Printed and sold in London. An edition printed by C. Dicey in Northhampton, 

preserved in the Harvard College Library, is datable to before 1712. Reprinted in 

Ashton 1882:265-272. 
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versions: the same ox who recovers (“as in times of yore”) his 

right to rule the peasants w ho had maltreated him, later quite 

arbitrarily butchers the butcher who refused to give him a 

“two-legged calf” (i.e., fop) bespoken by another customer. 

Later in the century the VVUD chapbook enters the 

burgeoning children’s market and begins to moralize in a 

more consistent and starkly reactionary fashion. There is an 

overt preaching of religious and social obedience. Several in¬ 

terpolations of motif and/or comment are directed against the 

behavior of the poor. In one example, the vicious gamekeeper 

to a virtuous, charitable landlord is shot by a deer; the game- 

keeper w as in the habit of poaching “for a penurious whim” 

(scene 12).^^ The “penurious” gamekeeper stands of course 

for the poor peasant, forbidden now (as in 1525, at the time 

of the German peasant revolts) to “poach” game on land 

which had once been common. An interpolated non-WUD 

motif, peculiar to English chapbooks of this period (scene 11) 

and relating an absurd story about a king who sent a man to 

steal the Monument, has this moral thrust upon it: “But ’tis 

in just degree / That peasants never shall be kings, / But 

know humility.” Another interpolated non-WUD motif 

(scene 29) showing pickpockets in church, identifies them as 

the poor, ill-educated, ranting (perhaps Methodist) prea¬ 

chers. The interpretations often have an air of desperation 

about them, as if the writer had some vague sense of having 

to twist the inversions in a direction not provided by tradi¬ 

tion: the peasants driven by the oxen are punished for having 

“consumed the wealth of others” (scene 20); and most reveal¬ 

ing of all, the traditional motif of the poor man giving money 

to the rich becomes the miser giving alms (scene 21), with 

comment on the happy state of the indigent and starving 

The World Turned Upside Down or the Comical Metamorphoses. A Work entirely 

calculated to excite laughter in grown persons and promote Morality in the Young Ones of both 

Sexes; decorated with copper plates curiously drawn and elegantly engraved. London, 

printed for Eduard Ryland. About i76o(?). 
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classes, who are better off than the supposedly wicked, mi¬ 

serly rich. 

In a chapbook of 1810,"^® at the high-tide of resistance to 

Napoleon, repressive ideology has become actively counter¬ 

revolutionary, and is expressed with some wit. Most of the 

non-WUD motifs, which constitute about half the whole, il¬ 

lustrate proverbial wisdom about the folly of trying to be dif¬ 

ferent from, that is, better than, what nature has ordained. 

The verses to seven of the true WUD motifs reinforce the 

admonition with explicit allusions to the folly of revolu¬ 

tionary aspirations. They are political fables in miniature 

making little or no concession to the childish audience. 

7 he first and third motifs illustrate revolutionary activity: 

the various animals w hich roast the cook are “patriots” who 

have made it a law' to murder every cook they can catch; 

creatures of land and sea summon each other to seize the 

chance to win “freedom and glory”: “To arms, brother hare 

. . . take courage, and man is your slave.” But such aspira¬ 

tions are doomed to defeat: the fish who leave the sea, their 

natural habitat, with ambitions to fly in the air, will be 

quickly devoured by birds. The engraving here, following 

the verse, tw ists and reverses the traditional motif of fish fly¬ 

ing unmolested or actually catching the birds from the air. 

The game, armed with guns (scene 21), gang up on the 

sportsman, but with the characteristic stupidity of revolu¬ 

tionary conspirators, forget to bring powder and shot. They 

are glad to return to being game, wisely reflecting “I very 

much doubt if we lawfully may / Revenge ourselves thus 

upon man.” In The Ass turned Miller (Fig. 1.13a) the natural 

stupidity of the plotter is overlaid with the Orwellian theme 

of the new' master assuming the vices as w ell as the power of 

the old one. A “frolicsome” ass, having overpowered, bitted, 

"^^Signor Topsy-Turvy's wonderful magic Lantern . . . or the World Turned Upside 

Down. By the author of “My Mother" and other poems [i.e., Ann Gilbert]. Illustrated with 

2./ engravings. London, printed for Tabart & Co. by B. M’Millan, 1810. 
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1.13a. The Ass turned Miller; 1.13b. The Hogs Council. From Ann Gilbert, Signor 
Topsy-Turvy's wonderful magic Lantern, 1810. 

and harnessed his master, foolishly surrenders the whip 

which hurts his now all-too-delicate paws. The miller thus 

recovers the whip hand. Moral: This is what happens to 

“silly brutes in their fetters” who “attempt to rule over their 

betters.” 

Most politically charged and highly developed of all is The 

Hogs Council (Fig. 1.13b). The hogs, having seized a man, 

debate the prevailing notion that man and pig were once 

brothers, but decide that these “idle, selfish gluttons, grovel¬ 

ling in mire” (i.e., man) cannot possibly be relations of 

theirs. “ ‘Say citizen pigs, can it ever be true, / Such 

wretches as these were related to you.^’ ‘No, no . . . Long 

live the Republic!’ ” The hogs resolve to celebrate annually a 

national feast “On two or three fricasseed butchers at 

least. / The old hag in armour, with sword by his side, / As 

commander in chief undertook to provide, / And all the hot 

dishes serv’d up at the fete, / Were won by the prowess of 

Pig-Hog the Great.” The satirical allusions to the politics of 
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France after the Revolution and under Napoleon are unmis¬ 

takable. 

Of the three other WUD chapbooks from the early nine¬ 

teenth century known to me, none is at all politicized; they 

belong rather to another tradition in children’s literature 

which emerges like an antidote to the excessively moralistic 

kind, that of the nonsense and nursery rhyme already briefly 

referred to above. 

The English showed one way in which the subversive po¬ 

tential of WUD could be disarmed—by a species of coopta¬ 

tion. In other countries, at times of particularly severe politi¬ 

cal repression, censorship acted against WUD prints deemed 

to be carrying a covert political message. There are three in¬ 

stances of this known to me, but many more must have oc¬ 

curred at various times over the long period under review. 

In 1797 a Dutch print showing the war of the rats 

against the cat (a WUD motif w ith a distinct history in fable 

lore and the frequent, sole topic of separate broadsheets),'*^ 

printed from a decrepit sixteenth-century wood block, 

caused the publisher to be arrested and jailed and all his 

stock—paper, prints, blocks—to be confiscated. Although 

clearly intended for children {kinderprent), it w as condemned 

as “a revolutionary and seditious print, which is made to bear 

upon {toepasselijk gemaakt) the patriots.” (Holland was at this 

time in an extremely unstable condition, ow ing to the resis¬ 

tance against the recent occupation by French revolutionary 

troops.) 

The Russian authorities also faulted a print of the Cat and 

Rat theme, one which w as enormously popular in the eigh- 

Van Veen 1976, p. 94, no. 16. A lengthy account of the arrest is contained in 

the MS note in Waller port. 5, “Volksprenten” (Rijksprentenkabinet, Amsterdam). I 

am grateful to Mr J. P. Filedt Kok for bringing this note to my attention. 

■*®For instance, two seventeenth-century French prints reproduced by Jean Ad- 

hemar (1965, nos. 37, 38). Both prints are furnished with texts carrying political in¬ 

terpretations, the one condemning lower-class rebellion even against manifest op¬ 

pression, the other warning the low er classes never to trust the blandishments of the 

great. This is also the moral of La Fontaine’s fable of the cat and the rat. 
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teenth and nineteenth centuries, depicting the rats carrying 

their powerful enemy in a funeral procession.The rats (“of 

Riazan, called Makares”) have been identified as the per¬ 

secuted Old Believers celebrating the death (in 1725) of Peter 

the Great, called, from his beardless, mustachioed face, the 

Cat of Kazan. The censorship demanded that a possible allu¬ 

sion to Peter be eliminated by turning the original sledge on 

w hich the rats dragged the cat into a wheeled carriage (Peter 

died in the snow-bound month of January). In 1842, officials 

seized the only know n Russian WUD tabulation of its kind, 

an engraving dating from around mid-eighteenth century, 

with the peculiarity that the motif of the ox slaughtering a 

butcher is placed centrally, and rendered on a much larger 

scale than the surrounding scenes (see Fig. 1.4). One 

wonders w hether, under a policy of repression carried out by 

Nicholas I with “iron thoroughness and gigantic energy,” 

this particular act of censorship was as wholly gratuitous as 

so many others, or whether the print actually represented 

one of those “remote allusions and innuendoes [w hich] kept 

alive the esprit frondeur’V^ and whether a scene of the ser¬ 

vant beating his master really reflected on the numerous 

strikes of urban w orkers and revolts of the serfs during the 

1840s. 

The WUD broadsheet could, without basic changes in its 

form or content, be made to appeal at once to the political 

conservative, the dissident, and the lover of fantasy and non¬ 

sense. Herein lies one explanation for its exceptional longev¬ 

ity and geographical distribution. The theme also embodies 

distant memories of the great medieval peasant revolts, and 

of nonhierarchical communities destroyed in the feudal and 

feudal-bourgeois eras. The idea of social reversibility re¬ 

places, among a populace continuously shaken by social 

^^Duchartre 1961:14. Whole reproduced in Kunzle 1973, fig. 10-66. 

Cambridge Modern History, vol. 11, pp. 262-263. 
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unrest and civil war, the ancient but no longer—or less— 

functional myth of the Golden Age of harmony and equality. 

As this myth fades into the background, the dream of a 

\\Orld Upside Dow n moves into an arena of history where 

the most spectacular hierarchies of wealth and power are 

viewed as both intolerable and vulnerable. In order for such 

hierarchies to be abolished, they must first be reversed: in 

Ma rxian terms, a “dictatorship of the proletariat” is the nec¬ 

essary preparatory stage for the foundation of the truly com¬ 

munistic, egalitarian society—or a return of the Golden Age. 

Within the rigid bars of its outw ard grid, the WUD broad¬ 

sheet is an expansive and open-ended vehicle. The mixture of 

motifs tends to disguise the shift from the ominous to the ab¬ 

surd, from the apocalyptic to the nonsensical. The two ex¬ 

tremes touch and inform each other. Revolution appears dis¬ 

armed by playfulness, the playful bears the seed of 

revolution. “Pure” formal fantasy and subversive desire, far 

from being mutually exclusive, are two sides of the same 

coin. The formal confluence of motifs from the popular tradi¬ 

tion of nonsense does not so much neutralize the social impli¬ 

cations of WUD as it does preserve and enhance its primitive 

magical function: to exercise control. The imaginative capac¬ 

ity to reverse, conceptually, role relationships and create in¬ 

congruities out of contrary forms, represents, when w ielded 

by essentially powerless people, an ever-present threat to, 

and indeed a bid for power over, the real world “order,” 

which is really the disorder of injustice. The truly impos¬ 

sible, the “purely playful” fantasies involving animals, ob¬ 

jects, and elements, functions as a masking mechanism for the 

dangerous, vindictive, anarchic, “childish,” but otherwise 

suppressed or unconscious desires which are embodied in the 

less-than-impossible human reversals. 

The WUD broadsheet descended, like so much folk mate¬ 

rial in the nineteenth century, into the hands and minds of 

children. It had altogether expired, together with the broad- 
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sheet industry as a whole, by the beginning of the twentieth 

century. Today the theme, or motifs from the theme, survive 

of course in other forms; and certain nightmare elements 

have been added, such as the machine dominating the man, 

instead of the man dominating the machine. But as the social 

struggle continues and intensifies, WUD hovers still between 

fantasy and reality, in the endeavors of revolutionaries, sur¬ 

realists, and other visionaries. 

Bibliographical Note 

The broadsheets listed below are “distinct” in the sense that they are 
printed from different wood blocks or copper plates, and show significant 
variations of design and motif. There is no space here to present an ex¬ 
haustive bibliographical listing, but the following should give a rough idea 
of the distribution and offer leads for further research. 

Italian: The earliest WUD prints are the follo\\ ing four from the third 
quarter of the sixteenth century, (i) Reproduced by Cocchiara 1963, fig. 
20. Cocchiara’s book is the fullest international handling of the theme in all 
media, iconographic and literary, and is particularly strong in ancient and 
medieval periods. Also in Lebeer 1939-1940:213. In Cabinet des estampes 
of Bibliotheque nationale (BN), Paris, folio Te 90, with monogram of Kar- 
terus; copy in reverse, in Arsenal Library, Paris, signed I. Honervogt (en¬ 
graver of Cologne, traceable from 1608 in Paris) with Spanish title. T o^ve 
these last two references to Helen Grant.) Unified landscape setting. (2) 
Reproduced as fig. 3 (p. 201) in Kunzle 1977 (see note 27 above), 

in five partly continuous strips, signed S. D. F. (3) Francesco Salviati, II 
Mondo Rovesciato or World Turned Upside Down. In twenty eight plates from the 
elegant designs of Giuseppe Salviati in the collection of the late A. Champernowne 
Esq. Under whose Direction and Patronage they were engraved, by F. C. Lewis 
. . ., London, published by John and Arthur Arch, Cornhill; R. Griphook, Old 
Bond Street; and F. C. Lewis, 1822. Giuseppe Porta, known as Salviati 
(1535-1585) was a Venetian painter and designer of woodcuts for the book 
trade. The drawings, referred to in Lewis’ book as a “jeu d’esprit” and 
“freaks of the pencil,” were presumably for a broadsheet not known to 
have survived. (4) Reproduced in Bertarelli 1929:37 with an attribution to 
(based on a copy signed by?) Ferrante Bertelli of Venice ca. 1560. There 
is a discussion of the “satirical intentions” of the print in Omodeo 1965, p. 
13, fig. 2, no. 5. This is our Figure i. (5) Derived from no. 4. In the Ber¬ 
tarelli Collection, Castello Sforzesco, Milan, ca. 1600, with three addi¬ 
tional non-WUD motifs. 

Netherlandish: Eight prints, from the late sixteenth century to the nine- 



World Upside Down 91 

teenth century, are reproduced in facsimile by Van Veen 1971, pis. 36—42, 

68. Another, eighteenth-century, version is in Van \’een 1976, no. 173. 

Other reproductions are in van Heurck and Boekenoogen 1910:114-116, 

343, 384; and de Meyer 1962. 

German: 1 wo seventeenth-century (1620s-1650s) versions, Verkehrte Welt 
and Widerwdrtige Welt in Staatliche Galerie Moritzburg, Halle. See Wen- 

deler 1905, p. 163, no. 151. Another seventeenth-century version, with 

title in Latin and German, and close to the Italian print no. 5 above, is 

reproduced in Lebeer 1939-1940:217 and in Cocchiara 1963, fig. 27. An 

eighteenth-century print is in Paris, BN Te 90, and has German and Ital¬ 

ian titles. A facsimile of an 1835 version is in Zaepernick 1972, no. 8. 

French: Two eighteenth-century versions are in Cocchiara 1963, figs. 29, 

33. Eight others are in Paris, BN Te 90: three of ca. 1800, including one 

with French and German captions; one dated 1836; one with depot legal 
date 1847; one with depot legal date 1869, and a motif, unique of its kind, 

show ing Robert Macaire, a satirical figure popularized on stage and in 

print (by Daumier, etc.), arresting the police; a print dated 1873; and a 

final one with depot legal date 1879. 

Spanish: There is an eighteenth-century version, according to Cocchiara 

1963:253 (with reproduction), probably copied from an Italian model pub¬ 

lished by Remondini, possibly published by Remondini for the Spanish 

market, and clearly related (via a common prototype?) to the English print 

cited in n. 43. Grant 1972, 1973 contains an exhaustive discussion, w ith lit¬ 

erary parallels and philosophic implications, of six broadsheets and tw o fan 

prints, and also a useful international bibliography. She makes important 

observations on the extent to w hich the Copernican and Galilean theories 

concerning the movement of the earth about the sun, which were con¬ 

demned by the Inquisition for most of the period under review', contrib¬ 

uted to uncertainty about the proper order of things, and provided a scien¬ 

tific justification for popular feelings about the topsy-turviness of existing 

social arrangements. 

Russian: First published by Rovinski 1881, pi. 176; also in Kunzle 1973, 

fig. 10-66. 

English: There are six chapbooks from the eighteenth and early nine¬ 

teenth centuries; one early eighteenth-century print (see n. 43); and one 

later eighteenth-century print, in an unusual irregular arrangement, repro¬ 

duced in Catchpenny Prints: 16j Popular Engravings of the Eighteenth Century 
Originally Published by Bowles and Carver (New York: Dover, 1970), p. 107. 
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