
Robert Darnton The Great Cat Massacre

The Great Cat Massacre is a fascinating and peculiar event that has captured the attention of

historians, cultural analysts, and literary critics alike. This incident, which took place in 1730s Paris,

involved a group of apprentice printers who staged a mock execution of cats, performing a violent and

theatrical act that has become emblematic of the complex relationship between humans and animals,

as well as the social dynamics of early modern Europe. In his seminal work, "The Great Cat Massacre



and Other Episodes in French Cultural History," historian Robert Darnton explores this event not only

as a bizarre story but as a window into the social and cultural fabric of 18th-century France.

Contextual Background of the Great Cat Massacre

To understand the significance of the Great Cat Massacre, it is essential to delve into the socio-

economic and cultural landscape of 18th-century France. The event occurred during a period of

significant change, characterized by the rise of the bourgeoisie, the decline of feudalism, and

increasing tensions between social classes.

Social Hierarchies and Class Struggles

1. The Bourgeoisie: The rising middle class, comprised of merchants, artisans, and intellectuals,

sought to assert their place in society, often clashing with the traditional aristocracy.

2. Apprenticeship: Many young men, like the printers involved in the massacre, were bound to master

craftsmen, living under strict hierarchical systems. Their frustrations and aspirations often led to

rebellious acts.

3. The Role of Cats: Cats were common in urban settings, often associated with the lower classes due

to their prevalence in working-class households. They were also linked to various superstitions,

including witchcraft.

Cultural Significance of Cats

- Symbolism: Cats were both revered and reviled in European culture. They symbolized independence

and mystery but were also associated with evil and superstition.

- Literature and Folklore: The portrayal of cats in literature and folklore of the time often reflected

societal attitudes towards animals, serving as metaphors for human traits and societal roles.



The Incident Itself

The Great Cat Massacre took place in the print shop of François-Marie d'Arouet, better known as

Voltaire’s rival, and was orchestrated by a group of apprentice printers. The event unfolded in a series

of dramatic performances rather than a straightforward act of violence.

How the Massacre Unfolded

1. Provocation: The young apprentices felt oppressed by their masters, who often treated them

harshly. This discontent provided the impetus for their act of rebellion.

2. Theatrical Execution: The apprentices captured the neighborhood cats and staged a mock trial.

They dressed the cats in costumes and created a spectacle around their "trial," ultimately leading to

their execution.

3. Public Participation: The event drew the attention of onlookers, who were both horrified and

entertained. The spectacle served as a form of social commentary on the hierarchical structures of

their lives.

Interpretations of the Massacre

Robert Darnton provides several interpretations of the Great Cat Massacre, emphasizing its complexity

and the various layers of meaning behind this seemingly absurd act.

- Class Struggle: The massacre can be seen as a form of social protest against the oppressive

structures of apprenticeship and the broader class system.

- Cultural Reflection: The event reflects the tensions between emerging Enlightenment ideals and

traditional beliefs, as the apprentices used satire and performance to challenge authority.

- Animal Symbolism: The choice of cats as the victims suggests a deeper commentary on the place of

animals in society, hinting at the moral and ethical considerations regarding human-animal



relationships.

Darnton’s Approach and Methodology

Darnton's exploration of the Great Cat Massacre is notable for its innovative approach to historical

analysis. He employs various methodologies to uncover the layers of meaning behind the event.

Historical Contextualization

- Primary Sources: Darnton draws upon a range of primary sources, including newspaper articles,

pamphlets, and personal accounts, to reconstruct the cultural milieu of 18th-century Paris.

- Interdisciplinary Analysis: By combining history, literature, and cultural studies, Darnton provides a

multifaceted interpretation of the event, offering insights into the social dynamics of the time.

Narrative Techniques

- Storytelling: Darnton employs narrative techniques to engage readers, transforming historical analysis

into a compelling story that captures the imagination.

- Humor and Irony: His use of humor and irony reflects the tone of the apprentices' protest, allowing

readers to appreciate the absurdity of the situation while acknowledging its serious implications.

The Broader Implications of the Great Cat Massacre

The Great Cat Massacre is more than just an isolated incident; it serves as a case study for

understanding broader societal themes and cultural transformations in early modern Europe.



Human-Animal Relationships

- Cultural Shifts: The event illustrates the evolving perceptions of animals during the Enlightenment, as

humans began to question their moral obligations towards other species.

- Ethics and Empathy: The brutal treatment of the cats raises ethical questions about empathy and the

capacity for cruelty, prompting deeper reflections on the nature of violence and power dynamics.

Legacy and Continuing Relevance

- Cultural Memory: The Great Cat Massacre has left a lasting mark on cultural memory, influencing

literature, art, and popular culture.

- Modern Parallels: The themes of rebellion, class struggle, and animal rights continue to resonate in

contemporary society, making the event relevant in discussions about social justice and ethics.

Conclusion

Robert Darnton's examination of the Great Cat Massacre provides a rich and nuanced understanding

of an event that, at first glance, may seem absurd or trivial. Through careful analysis, Darnton reveals

the complexities of human-animal relationships, the dynamics of class struggle, and the cultural shifts

occurring during the Enlightenment. The Great Cat Massacre serves as a poignant reminder that even

the most bizarre events can offer profound insights into the human condition and the society in which

we live. As we reflect on this peculiar episode in history, we are invited to consider the ways in which

our own actions and beliefs shape the world around us, and how history continues to inform our

understanding of the present.



Frequently Asked Questions

Who is Robert Darnton?

Robert Darnton is an American cultural historian and professor known for his work on the history of the

book and the Enlightenment in France.

What is 'The Great Cat Massacre'?

'The Great Cat Massacre' refers to an event in 1730s Paris where apprentices at a print shop killed

cats in a satirical protest against their masters.

What book did Darnton write about 'The Great Cat Massacre'?

Robert Darnton wrote an essay titled 'The Great Cat Massacre and Other Episodes in French Cultural

History,' published in 1984.

What is the main argument of Darnton's essay?

Darnton argues that the cat massacre reflects the social tensions and class struggles of 18th-century

France, revealing insights into the lives of the working class.

How does Darnton use the cat massacre to discuss cultural history?

Darnton uses the cat massacre as a lens to explore the ideas, emotions, and societal structures of the

time, illustrating how cultural practices can provide insight into historical events.

What does the cat massacre symbolize in Darnton's analysis?

In Darnton's analysis, the cat massacre symbolizes the rebellion of the lower classes against authority

and the absurdity of social hierarchies.

What is the significance of the cats in the context of the story?

The cats represent the powerless and the often-overlooked aspects of society, serving as a medium



through which the apprentices express their frustrations.

How has 'The Great Cat Massacre' contributed to the field of cultural

history?

The event has highlighted the importance of studying everyday life and cultural practices to understand

broader historical narratives and social dynamics.

What impact has Darnton's work had on historians?

Darnton's work has influenced historians to consider unconventional sources and events as valuable

for understanding cultural and social history.
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