
WORKERS REVOLT: 

THE GREAT CAT 

MASSACRE OF THE 
,,. 

RUE SAINT-SEVERIN 

THE FUNNIEST THING that ever happened in the printing shop of 
Jacques Vincent, according to a worker who witnessed it, was a 
riotous massacre of cats. The worker, Nicolas Contat, told the 
story in an account of his apprenticeship in the shop, rue Saint
Severin, Paris, during the late 1730s. 1 Life as an apprentice was 
hard, he explained. There were two of them: Jerome, the some

. what fictionalized version of Contat himself, and Leveille. They 
slept in a filthy, freezing room, rose before dawn, ran errands all 
day while dodging insults from the journeymen and abuse from 
the master, and received nothing but slops to eat. They found the 
food especially galling. Instead of dining at the master's table, they 
had to eat scraps from his plate in the kitchen. Worse still, the 
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cook secretly sold the leftovers and gave the boys cat food-old, 
rotten bits of meat that they could not stomach and so passed on to 
the cats, who refused it. 

This last injustice brought Contat to the theme of cats. They 
occupied a special place in his narrative and in the household of the 
rue Saint-Severin. The master's wife adored them, especially la grise 
(the gray), her favorite. A passion for cats seemed to have swept 
through the printing trade, at least at the level of the masters, or 
bourgeois as the workers called them. One bourgeois kept twenty
five cats. He had their portraits painted and fed them on roast fowl. 
Meanwhile, the apprentices were trying to cope with a profusion 
of alley cats who also thrived in the printing district and made the 
boys' lives miserable. The cats howled all night on the roof over 
the apprentices' dingy bedroom, making it impossible to get a full 
night's sleep. As Jerome and Leveille had to stagger out of bed at 
four or five in the morning to open the gate for the earliest arrivals 
among thejourneymen, they began the day in a state of exhaustion 
while the bourgeois slept late. The master did not even work with 
the men, just as he did 11ot eat with them. He let the foreman run 
the shop and rarely appeared in it, except to vent his violent 
temper, usually at the expense of the apprentices. 

One night the boys resolved to right this inequitable state of 
affairs. Leveille, who had an extraordinary talent for mimickry, 
crawled along the roof until he reached a section near the master's 
bedroom, and then he took to howling and meowing so horribly 
that the bourgeois and his wife did not sleep a wink. After several 
nights of this treatment, they decided they were being bewitched. 
But instead of calling the cure-the master was exceptionally de
vout and the mistress exceptionally attached to her confessor
they commanded the apprentices to get rid of the cats. The mis
tress gave the order, enjoining the boys above all to avoid frighten
ing her grise. 

Gleefully Jerome and Leveille set to work, aided by the journey
men. Armed with broom handles, bars of the press, and other tools 
of their trade, they went after every cat they could find, beginning 
with la grise. Leveille smashed its spine with an iron bar and Jerome 
finished it off. Then they stashed it in a gutter while the journey
men drove the other cats across the rooftops, bludgeoning every 
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Workers Revolt 

one within reach and trapping those who tried to escape in strate
gically placed sacks. They dumped sackloads of half-dead cats in 
the courtyard. Then the entire workshop gathered round and 
staged a mock trial, complete with guards, a confessor, and a public 
executioner. After pronouncing the animals guilty and administer
ing last rites, they strung them up on an improvised gallows. 
Roused by gales of laughter, the mistress arrived. She let out a 
shriek as soon as she saw a bloody cat dangling from a noose. Then 
she realized it might be la grise. Certainly not, the men assured her: 
they had too much respect for the house to do such a thing. At this 
point the master appeared. He flew into a rage at the general stop
page of work, though his wife tried to explain that they were 
threatened by a more serious kind of insubordination. Then master 
and mistress withdrew, leaving the men delirious with "joy," "dis
order," and "laughter."2 

The laughter did not end there. Leveille reenacted the entire 
scene in mime at least twenty times during sub.sequent days when 
the printers wanted to knock off for some hilarity. Burlesque reen
actments of incidents in the life of the shop, known as copies in 
printers' slang, provided a n1ajor form of entertainment for the 
men. The idea was to humiliate someone in the shop by satirizing 
his peculiarities. A successful copie would make the butt of the joke 
fu:\lle with rage-prendre la chevre (take the goat) in the shop 
slang-while his mates razzed him with "rough music." They 
would run their composing sticks across the tops of the type cases, 
beat their mallets against the chases, pound on cupboards, and bleat 
like goats. The bleating (bais in the slang) stood for the humiliation 
heaped on the victims, as in English when someone "gets your 
goat." Contat emphasized that Leveille produced the funniest 
copies anyone had ever known and elicited the greatest choruses of 
rough music. The whole episode, cat massacre compounded by 
copies, stood out as the most hilarious experience in Jerome's entire 
career. 

Yet it strikes the modern reader as unfunny, if not downright 
repulsive. Where is the humor in a group of grown men bleating 
like goats and banging with their tools while an adolescent reen
acts the ritual slaughter of a defenseless animal? Our own inability 
to get the joke is an indication of the distance that separates us 
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from the workers of preindustrial Europe. The perception of that 
distance may serve as the starting point of an investigation, for 
anthropologists have found that the best points of entry in an at
tempt to penetrate an alien culture can be those where it seems ro 
be most opaque. When you realize that you are not getting some
thing-a joke, a proverb,. a ceremony-that is particularly mean
ingful to the natives, you can see where to grasp a foreign system 
of meaning in order to unravel it. By getting the joke of the great 
cat massacre, it may be possible to "get" a basic ingredient of arti- · 
sanal culture under the Old Regime. 

It should be explained at the outset that we cannot observe the 
killing of the cats at firsthand. We can study it only through Con
tat's narrative, written about twenty years after the event. There 
can be no doubt about the authenticity of Contat's quasi-fictional 
autobiography, as Giles Barber has demonstrated in his masterful 
edition of the text. It belongs to the line of autobiographical writ
ing by printers that stretches from Thomas Platter to Thomas 
Gent, Benjamin Franklin, Nicolas Restif de la Bretonne, and 
Charles Manby Smith. Because printers, or at least compositors, 
had to be reasonably literate in order to do their work, they were 
among the few artisans who could give their own accounts of life 
in the working classes two, three, and four centuries ago. With all 
its misspellings and grammatical flaws, Contat's is perhaps the 
richest of these accounts. But it cannot be regarded as a mirror
image of what actually happened. It should be read as Contat's 
version of a happening, as his attempt to tell a story. Like all story 
telling, it sets the action in a frame of reference; it assumes a certain 
repertory of associations and responses on the part of its audience; 
and it provides meaningful shape to the raw stuff of experience. 
But since we are attempting to get at its meaning in the first place, 
we should not be put off by its fabricated character. On the con
trary, by treating the narrative as fiction or meaningful fabrication 
we can use it to develop an ethnological explication de texte. 

The first explanation that probably would occur to most readers 
of Contat's story is that the cat massacre served as an oblique attack 
on the master and his wife. Contat set the event in the context of 
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