
robert darnton the great cat massacre
Robert Darnton and The Great Cat Massacre: Unraveling a Curious Historical Event

robert darnton the great cat massacre is a phrase that immediately brings to mind a
fascinating chapter in the study of cultural history and historical interpretation. Robert
Darnton, a renowned historian and scholar of the 18th century French Enlightenment,
brought this unusual event to light in a way that transformed how historians approach
social history, folklore, and the interpretation of seemingly bizarre incidents from the past.
The Great Cat Massacre, far from being a mere oddity, provides deep insight into the
mindset, social tensions, and humor of early modern French workers. Let’s dive into what
this event entails, Darnton’s unique perspective on it, and why it remains a cornerstone in
the field of cultural history.

What Is The Great Cat Massacre?

The Great Cat Massacre refers to an incident in Paris during the 1730s, where apprentice
printers allegedly killed a large number of cats owned by their masters. At first glance, the
event might seem trivial or cruel, but it was actually a form of protest and social
commentary cleverly embedded in the workers’ culture. The apprentices’ actions were not
just about harming animals but symbolized their resistance to the harsh treatment and
injustices they faced in the printing shops.

This episode was preserved through a memoir, which Robert Darnton used as a primary
source to explore the cultural context surrounding the event. His analysis revealed that the
massacre was a performative act of rebellion reflecting the apprentices’ frustrations and
the social hierarchies of the time.

Robert Darnton’s Approach to The Great Cat
Massacre

Robert Darnton’s interpretation of the Great Cat Massacre is groundbreaking because he
didn’t treat the event as a mere historical anecdote. Instead, he applied a method that
blends cultural history, anthropology, and literary analysis to understand the mentalities of
ordinary people in the past. By doing so, Darnton pioneered what is frequently called the
"history of mentalities."

Using Folklore and Popular Culture

Darnton recognized that the massacre was embedded in the apprentices’ world of folklore,
jokes, and popular culture. The act of killing cats wasn’t random cruelty but was charged
with symbolic meaning. Cats, in this context, represented the masters’ authority and the
oppressive conditions under which apprentices worked.



By examining jokes, stories, and popular beliefs of the time, Darnton unearthed the
apprentices’ mindset, revealing how humor and satire became tools for coping with
hardship and asserting agency. His methodological innovation was to treat these cultural
artifacts as windows into the past, rather than dismissing them as trivial or marginal.

The Importance of Contextualizing Historical Events

One of Darnton’s significant contributions lies in his insistence on contextualizing events
like the Great Cat Massacre within the social, economic, and cultural framework of their
time. Without this context, the incident might be misunderstood as senseless violence.
Instead, Darnton showed that it was a rational, meaningful act from the perspective of
those involved.

By situating the massacre within the apprentices’ daily lives, their relationship with
employers, and the broader social order, Darnton painted a vivid picture of early modern
working-class culture. This approach encourages historians and readers alike to look
beyond surface-level interpretations and appreciate the complexity of historical actions.

The Legacy of Robert Darnton’s Work on The
Great Cat Massacre

Darnton’s exploration of the Great Cat Massacre has influenced many fields, from history to
anthropology and literary studies. It opened up new ways of thinking about how ordinary
people in history made sense of their world and expressed resistance.

Impact on Cultural and Social History

Before Darnton, histories mostly focused on political events, elites, and economic data. His
work shifted attention to the voices and experiences of common people. The Great Cat
Massacre became a prime example of how seemingly minor or bizarre events can provide
valuable insights into social structures, power dynamics, and cultural expressions.

Inspiring Further Research

Darnton’s methodology has inspired scholars to explore other episodes of popular culture,
humor, and protest from different periods and places. His work encourages a
multidisciplinary approach, combining archival research with an understanding of folklore,
psychology, and social theory.



Understanding the Broader Historical Context of
the Great Cat Massacre

To fully appreciate Darnton’s insights, it helps to understand the historical background of
18th-century France. This period was marked by significant social stratification, with
apprentices occupying a precarious position in the labor hierarchy.

The Role of Apprentices in 18th-Century Paris

Apprentices were young workers learning trades under masters, often subjected to long
hours, strict discipline, and poor living conditions. Their status was ambiguous—they were
neither fully independent workers nor children anymore—which made them vulnerable to
exploitation.

The Great Cat Massacre can be seen as an expression of their frustration, a symbolic revolt
against masters who treated them harshly. Killing the cats, which were beloved by their
employers, was a way to hit back indirectly at the masters without confronting them
openly.

Animal Symbolism and Social Commentary

Cats were often associated with domestic comfort and control. By targeting these animals,
apprentices disrupted the masters’ sense of order and comfort. The massacre served as a
coded message, blending dark humor with social critique.

This event sheds light on how animals and human relationships were intertwined in the
social fabric of the time, offering a unique perspective on historical power relations.

What Can Modern Readers Learn from Robert
Darnton’s Great Cat Massacre Study?

Beyond its historical intrigue, Darnton’s work offers valuable lessons for how we interpret
history and culture today.

Always Look for Deeper Meanings

One key takeaway is the importance of looking beyond surface appearances. What might
seem strange or cruel may have complex social meanings. This encourages empathy and a
more nuanced understanding of past societies.



Value of Interdisciplinary Research

Darnton’s blend of history, folklore, and anthropology shows the power of interdisciplinary
research. Modern scholars and enthusiasts can apply this approach to uncover hidden
layers in familiar or obscure events.

Understanding Humor and Protest as Historical Sources

The study highlights how humor, satire, and protest are crucial lenses to understand social
tensions. These expressions often reveal what official records do not, giving voice to
marginalized groups.

Final Thoughts on Robert Darnton and The Great
Cat Massacre

The story of the Great Cat Massacre, as told by Robert Darnton, invites us into a world
where humor, cruelty, protest, and survival intersect in surprising ways. It reminds us that
history isn’t just about kings and battles—it’s also about the everyday lives and complex
emotions of ordinary people.

Darnton’s work not only enriches our understanding of 18th-century France but also
challenges us to think differently about how history is told. By exploring the Great Cat
Massacre, we gain a richer, more textured view of the past—and the power of cultural
history to illuminate human experience.

Frequently Asked Questions

Who is Robert Darnton?
Robert Darnton is a renowned American historian and scholar, known for his work on the
history of books and communication, particularly in 18th-century France.

What is 'The Great Cat Massacre' by Robert Darnton
about?
'The Great Cat Massacre' is an essay by Robert Darnton that explores a bizarre incident in
18th-century Paris where apprentice printers massacred cats, using this event to analyze
cultural and social history.

Why is 'The Great Cat Massacre' considered an



important work in historical studies?
It is considered important because Darnton uses microhistory to reveal insights about the
mentalities, humor, and social tensions of ordinary people in 18th-century France,
challenging traditional narratives.

What methodology does Robert Darnton use in 'The
Great Cat Massacre'?
Darnton employs microhistory and cultural history approaches, focusing on detailed
examination of a small event to understand broader social and cultural contexts.

What does 'The Great Cat Massacre' reveal about the
lives of apprentices in 18th-century Paris?
The essay reveals the apprentices' sense of humor, their resistance to authority, and the
social dynamics within the printing workshop, illustrating their worldview and social
struggles.

How does 'The Great Cat Massacre' contribute to
understanding historical mentalities?
It shows how historical mentalities can be understood by interpreting seemingly bizarre or
trivial events, revealing the values, beliefs, and attitudes of people in the past.

What is the significance of cats in Darnton's essay?
Cats symbolize the apprentices' rebellion and collective identity, as the massacre was both
a form of protest against their masters and a ritual expressing their social frustrations.

Where can one read 'The Great Cat Massacre' by Robert
Darnton?
The essay is published as part of Robert Darnton’s book titled 'The Great Cat Massacre and
Other Episodes in French Cultural History,' which is widely available in libraries and
bookstores.

Additional Resources
Robert Darnton and The Great Cat Massacre: A Pioneering Exploration of Cultural History

robert darnton the great cat massacre stands as one of the most influential works in
the field of cultural history, blending literary scholarship, historical investigation, and
anthropological insight. Darnton’s analysis of a peculiar event in 18th-century Paris — the
so-called Great Cat Massacre — has become a cornerstone in understanding how historians
can interpret seemingly bizarre or trivial episodes to reveal broader social and cultural



dynamics. This article delves deeply into Darnton’s approach, the significance of his work,
and how The Great Cat Massacre continues to shape historical methodology and cultural
studies.

Understanding Robert Darnton’s The Great Cat
Massacre

Robert Darnton, a prominent historian specializing in the history of books and print culture,
published "The Great Cat Massacre and Other Episodes in French Cultural History" in 1984.
The book is a collection of essays that examine peculiar historical episodes, with the titular
essay focusing on a strange event reported by contemporary sources: the massacre of cats
by apprentice printers in Paris around 1730.

At first glance, the cat massacre might seem like an odd or trivial event. However,
Darnton’s investigation reveals that it is an invaluable window into the culture, humor, and
social tensions of the time. By adopting a microhistorical approach, he demonstrates how
cultural historians can interpret seemingly marginal events to uncover the mentalities and
lived experiences of people in the past.

The Great Cat Massacre: The Event and Its Context

The Great Cat Massacre refers to an episode in which apprentice printers, frustrated by
their harsh working conditions and mistreatment by their masters, staged a bizarre prank:
they captured and killed a large number of cats belonging to their employers, treating the
act with a sense of humor and ritual that confounded outsiders.

Darnton’s analysis highlights several key points:

Class Conflict: The massacre was a symbolic act of resistance by apprentices against
their masters, reflecting the oppressive labor relations in 18th-century Parisian
workshops.

Humor and Ritual: The apprentices framed the killing in the form of a mock trial and
funeral for the cats, revealing the complexity of their humor and social codes.

Cultural Misunderstanding: Outsiders, including historians and the masters
themselves, failed to understand the apprentices’ perspective, illustrating the
challenge of interpreting past mentalities.

Darnton’s Methodology and Historical Interpretation

One of the most groundbreaking aspects of Darnton’s work is his methodological approach.



Rather than treating the cat massacre as a mere anecdote, he uses it as a case study to
demonstrate the principles of cultural history:

Close Reading of Sources: Darnton carefully analyzes contemporary accounts, such1.
as police reports and pamphlets, to reconstruct the event’s social context.

Empathy and Imagination: He emphasizes the need for historians to enter the2.
mental world of historical actors, trying to understand their symbols, humor, and
motivations.

Cross-Disciplinary Insights: Drawing from anthropology, literary theory, and3.
folklore studies, Darnton enriches his historical narrative.

This approach underscores the limits of traditional political or economic history, advocating
for a cultural history that pays attention to everyday life, popular culture, and symbolic
acts.

The Impact and Legacy of Robert Darnton’s Work

Darnton’s exploration of the Great Cat Massacre has had a profound impact on how
historians and scholars approach the study of culture and history. It challenges the notion
of history as merely a chronicle of great events or elite figures and instead champions the
value of “history from below.”

Influence on Microhistory and Cultural Studies

The Great Cat Massacre is often cited as a seminal example of microhistory—a
historiographical method focused on small units of study that reveal larger societal
patterns. By zooming in on a single event, Darnton illustrates how cultural norms, power
dynamics, and social tensions manifest in everyday life.

Moreover, his work has influenced cultural studies by demonstrating how humor, rituals,
and popular beliefs can serve as forms of resistance and identity among marginalized
groups. The apprentices’ act was not random cruelty but a complex social commentary
encoded in their cultural practices.

Comparisons with Other Historical Interpretations

Darnton’s interpretation contrasts sharply with earlier, more superficial readings of the cat
massacre. For instance, some historians initially dismissed the event as mere cruelty or
madness without probing the underlying social conditions. Darnton’s nuanced analysis
reveals that such events can be understood as meaningful and purposeful acts within their



historical context.

Furthermore, his work parallels other studies of popular culture and resistance, such as Eric
Hobsbawm’s “social banditry” or Carlo Ginzburg’s “The Cheese and the Worms,” which also
use microhistorical case studies to uncover the cultural world of ordinary people.

Key Themes Explored in The Great Cat Massacre

Robert Darnton’s work touches on several themes relevant to both historians and cultural
analysts:

Power and Rebellion: The massacre symbolizes a subtle form of rebellion against
hierarchical authority.

Symbolism of Animals: Cats, in this context, represent both the masters' property
and the social order the apprentices sought to subvert.

Humor as Social Commentary: The apprentices’ use of dark humor reflects their
coping mechanisms and critique of their social position.

Historical Interpretation Challenges: The work highlights the difficulties historians
face in decoding past mentalities and the importance of cultural sensitivity.

Relevance in Contemporary Historical Scholarship

Today, Robert Darnton the Great Cat Massacre remains a touchstone for scholars interested
in cultural history, microhistory, and the anthropology of humor. It encourages historians to
question dominant narratives and to explore the everyday experiences of people who often
remain invisible in traditional histories.

Additionally, the work has inspired new research into the symbolic meanings embedded in
seemingly trivial or grotesque historical events, expanding the scope and depth of historical
inquiry.

Conclusion: The Enduring Significance of
Darnton’s Analysis

In sum, Robert Darnton’s The Great Cat Massacre transcends its peculiar subject matter to
become a profound meditation on culture, power, and historical understanding. By
dissecting this unusual episode, Darnton opened new pathways for historians to interpret
the past through the lens of popular culture and social relations.



His work remains a crucial reference point for those interested in the complexities of 18th-
century France and serves as a methodological guide for cultural historians seeking to
balance empathy, rigorous analysis, and interdisciplinary perspectives. The Great Cat
Massacre thus continues to resonate, inviting ongoing reflection on how historians make
sense of the past’s most curious and telling moments.

Robert Darnton The Great Cat Massacre

  robert darnton the great cat massacre: The Great Cat Massacre Robert Darnton,
2009-05-12 The landmark history of France and French culture in the eighteenth-century, a winner
of the Los Angeles Times Book Prize When the apprentices of a Paris printing shop in the 1730s held
a series of mock trials and then hanged all the cats they could lay their hands on, why did they find it
so hilariously funny that they choked with laughter when they reenacted it in pantomime some
twenty times? Why in the eighteenth-century version of Little Red Riding Hood did the wolf eat the
child at the end? What did the anonymous townsman of Montpelier have in mind when he kept an
exhaustive dossier on all the activities of his native city? These are some of the provocative questions
the distinguished Harvard historian Robert Darnton answers The Great Cat Massacre, a
kaleidoscopic view of European culture during in what we like to call The Age of Enlightenment. A
classic of European history, it is an essential starting point for understanding Enlightenment France.
  robert darnton the great cat massacre: Rethinking Popular Culture Chandra Mukerji,
Michael Schudson, 1991-07-09 Rethinking Popular Culture presents some of the most important
current scholarship analyzing popular culture. Drawing upon recent developments in cultural theory
and exciting new methods of critical analysis, the essays in this volume break down disciplinary
boundaries and offer fresh insight into popular culture.
  robert darnton the great cat massacre: New York Magazine , 1984-02-27 New York
magazine was born in 1968 after a run as an insert of the New York Herald Tribune and quickly
made a place for itself as the trusted resource for readers across the country. With award-winning
writing and photography covering everything from politics and food to theater and fashion, the
magazine's consistent mission has been to reflect back to its audience the energy and excitement of
the city itself, while celebrating New York as both a place and an idea.
  robert darnton the great cat massacre: Picturing the Beast Steve Baker, 2001 Explores
how human beings use animals and images of animals to define themselves--and how those
depictions interfere with our abilities to understand the true nature of animals.
  robert darnton the great cat massacre: The Great Cat Massacre Robert Darnton, 2000-02-17
In this dazzling series of essays, Robert Darnton exhumes the strange and wonderful world views of
the ordinary and extraordinary people inhabiting the cities, towns, and countryside of France in
what we like to call “The Age of Enlightenment.”
  robert darnton the great cat massacre: The Massacre in History Mark Levene, Penny
Roberts, 1999 The role of massacre in history has been given little focused attention either by
historians or academics in related fields. This is surprising as its prevalence and persistence surely
demands that it should be a subject of serious and systematic exploration. What exactly is a
massacre? When - and why - does it happen? Is there a cultural, as well as political framework within
which it occurs? How do human societies respond to it? What are its social and economic
repercussions? Are massacres catalysts for change or are they part of the continuity of the human
saga? These are just some of the questions the authors address in this important volume.
Chronologically and geographically broad in scope, The Massacre in History provides in-depth
analysis of particular massacres and themes associated with them from the 11th century to the
present. Specific attention is paid to 15th century Christian-Jewish relations in Spain, the St.
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Batholemew's Day massacre, England and Ireland in the civil war era, the 19th century Caucasus,
the rape of Nanking in 1937 and the Second World War origins of the Serb-Croat conflict. The book
explores the subject of massacre from a variety of perspectives - its relationship to politics, culture,
religion and society, its connection to ethnic cleansing and genocide, and its role in gender terms
and in relation to the extermination of animals. The historians provide evidence to suggest that the
massacre is often central to the course of human development and societal change.
  robert darnton the great cat massacre: History, Theory, Text Elizabeth A. Clark,
2004-10-30 A historian of early Christianity considers various theoretical critiques to examine the
problems and opportunities posed by the ways in which history is written. Clark argues for a
renewal of the study of premodern Western history through engagement with the critical methods
that have transformed other humanities disciplines in recent decades.
  robert darnton the great cat massacre: Critical Junctions Don Kalb, Herman Tak, 2005 The
'cultural turn' has been a multifarious and pervasive phenomenon in Western universities and modes
of social knowledge since the early 1980s. This work focuses on the conjunction of two disciplines
where the analytic promises of humanist and social science approaches soon become obvious.
  robert darnton the great cat massacre: History & Criticism Dominick LaCapra, 1985
Reaffirming the importance of the texts and artifacts of high culture to the historian, LaCapra
singles out the novel for special attention. He treats as well such topics as the role of rhetoric in
history, the study of popular and mass culture, and the writing of the history of criticism. In addition,
he examines the significance of the psychoanalytic concept of transference for the dialogue between
the historian and the past. Throughout he seeks to enlarge the scope of critical interpretation in
ways that touch upon the concerns of all students of culture.--Back cover
  robert darnton the great cat massacre: Jean-Jacques Rousseau: Politics, art, and
autobiography John T. Scott, 2006 Bringing together critical assessments of the broad range of
Rousseau's thought, with a particular emphasis on his political theory, this systematic collection is
an essential resource for both student and scholar.
  robert darnton the great cat massacre: Diderot Studies Otis Fellows, 1967
  robert darnton the great cat massacre: The Anthropomorphic Lens Walter Melion, Bret
Rothstein, Michel Weemans, 2014-11-06 Anthropomorphism – the projection of the human form onto
the every aspect of the world – closely relates to early modern notions of analogy and microcosm.
What had been construed in Antiquity as a ready metaphor for the order of creation was reworked
into a complex system relating the human body to the body of the world. Numerous books and
images - cosmological diagrams, illustrated treatises of botany and zoology, maps, alphabets,
collections of ornaments, architectural essays – are entirely constructed on the anthropomorphic
analogy. Exploring the complexities inherent in such work, the interdisciplinary essays in this
volume address how the anthropomorphic model is fraught with contradictions and tensions,
between magical and rational, speculative and practical thought. Contributors include Pamela
Brekka, Anne-Laure van Bruaene, Ralph Dekoninck, Agnès Guiderdoni, Christopher P. Heuer, Sarah
Kyle, Walter S. Melion, Christina Normore, Elizabeth Petcu, Bertrand Prevost, Bret Rothstein, Paul
Smith, Miya Tokumitsu, Michel Weemans, and Elke Werner.
  robert darnton the great cat massacre: Unifying Biology Vassiliki Betty Smocovitis,
2020-11-10 Unifying Biology offers a historical reconstruction of one of the most important yet
elusive episodes in the history of modern science: the evolutionary synthesis of the 1930s and 1940s.
For more than seventy years after Darwin proposed his theory of evolution, it was hotly debated by
biological scientists. It was not until the 1930s that opposing theories were finally refuted and a
unified Darwinian evolutionary theory came to be widely accepted by biologists. Using methods
gleaned from a variety of disciplines, Vassiliki Betty Smocovitis argues that the evolutionary
synthesis was part of the larger process of unifying the biological sciences. At the same time that
scientists were working toward a synthesis between Darwinian selection theory and modern
genetics, they were, according to the author, also working together to establish an autonomous
community of evolutionists. Smocovitis suggests that the drive to unify the sciences of evolution and



biology was part of a global philosophical movement toward unifying knowledge. In developing her
argument, she pays close attention to the problems inherent in writing the history of evolutionary
science by offering historiographical reflections on the practice of history and the practice of
science. Drawing from some of the most exciting recent approaches in science studies and cultural
studies, she argues that science is a culture, complete with language, rituals, texts, and practices.
Unifying Biology offers not only its own new synthesis of the history of modern evolution, but also a
new way of doing history.
  robert darnton the great cat massacre: Global Histories of Work Andreas Eckert, 2016-09-12
Global Histories of Work is the first title in the new series Work in Global and Historical Perspective.
This collection of selected articles written by leading scholars in different disciplines provides both
an introduction and numerous insights into themes, debates and methods of Global Labour History
as they have been developed over the last years. The contributions to the volume discuss crucial
historiographical developments; present different professions that have gained new attention in the
context of an emerging Global Labour History; critically engage the boundaries of free labour and
the ambiguities contained in this concept; and take up and historicize current debates about
informal labour. Global Histories of Work will familiarize readers with a burgeoning fi eld of high
academic, social, and political relevance.
  robert darnton the great cat massacre: New York Magazine , 1984-02-27 New York
magazine was born in 1968 after a run as an insert of the New York Herald Tribune and quickly
made a place for itself as the trusted resource for readers across the country. With award-winning
writing and photography covering everything from politics and food to theater and fashion, the
magazine's consistent mission has been to reflect back to its audience the energy and excitement of
the city itself, while celebrating New York as both a place and an idea.
  robert darnton the great cat massacre: The Great Cat Massacre and Other Episodes in
French Cultural History , 2001
  robert darnton the great cat massacre: The Methods and Skills of History Michael J.
Salevouris, 2015-01-28 Widely acclaimed for its accessibility and engaging approach to the subject,
the fourth edition of The Methods and Skills of History combines theory and instruction with
hands-on practice, making it a comprehensive guide to historical research and writing. Combines
theory with hands-on practice in its introduction to historical methods Includes a series of
field-tested exercises designed to make the research and writing of history more meaningful and
accessible to readers Features expanded coverage of writing history and up-to-date coverage of
online research Designed to strengthen students’ critical thinking and communication skills
  robert darnton the great cat massacre: Reading Material in Early Modern England Heidi
Brayman Hackel, 2005-02-17 Reading Material in Early Modern England rediscovers the practices
and representations of sixteenth- and seventeenth-century English readers. By telling their stories
and insisting upon their variety, Brayman Hackel displaces both the singular 'ideal' reader of literacy
theory and the elite male reader of literacy history.
  robert darnton the great cat massacre: Palgrave Advances in Intellectual History R.
Whatmore, B. Young, 2006-05-26 The past three decades have seen a remarkable growth of interest
in intellectual history and this book provides the first comprehensive survey of recent research in
this field. Each chapter considers developments in intellectual history, and shows the ways
intellectual historians have contributed to more established disciplinary enquiries.
  robert darnton the great cat massacre: Academic Keywords Cary Nelson, Stephen Watt,
2002-06 Know what academic freedom is? Or what it's come to mean? What's affirmative about
affirmative action these days? Think you're up on the problem of sexual harassment on campus? Or
know how much the university depends on part-time faculty? Academic Keywords is a witty,
informed, and sometimes merciless assessment of today's campus, an increasingly corporatized
institution that may have bitten off more than its administration is ready to chew. Cary Nelson and
Steve Watt use the format of a dictionary to present stories and reflections on some of the most
pressing issues affecting higher education in America. From the haphazard treatment of graduate



students to the use and abuse of faculty (as well as abuses commited by faculty), Nelson and Watt
present a compelling and, at times, enraging report on the state of the campus.
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