“I had to laugh like hell”:  Laughter as Weapon and Shield in Lucian and Vonnegut

The topic of laughter, and various forms of the word, are a conspicuous presence in Lucian’s On the Passing of Peregrinus, a startling fact given its subject: the suicide by self-immolation of the would-be philosopher-martyr Peregrinus Proteus. The narrator is full of mockery: he repeatedly anticipates the laughter of his addressee (2, 37, 43), he invites the reader to imagine how he himself laughed (2, 34), and he vividly depicts the laughter of the mysterious second speaker who seems to be a kind of double for Lucian in the piece (7-31).  And yet only once does the narrator himself laugh, at the moment when Peregrinus has jumped into the flames of his self-made pyre: a gruesome and shocking image (37). Scholars of Lucian and Greek laughter more generally have noted the tension between subject matter and tone (Halliwell 2008) and the topic of the identity of the mysterious laughing speaker has been the subject of some speculation (Clay 1992).  


The particular character of laughter in the Peregrinus, and the questions that it raises, can be surprisingly well informed by comparison with a work of modern fiction: Kurt Vonnegut’s 1990 novel Hocus Pocus.  Jack Patton, a cynical friend of the main character, had the same response to any horrible, beautiful, or shocking situation: in describing the story later, he would way, “I had to laugh like hell.”  But, as the narrator tells us, he never actually laughed at the time, nor in the subsequent telling.  The nuanced way in which Vonnegut introduces this character and uses thematically his laughter—or lack thereof—shines an interesting interpretative light on the presence and absence of laughter in Lucian.  In both stories, the laughter is described as in some way forced or compelled by the circumstances, and in both, the laughter is used by the character to attempt to define or control his relationship with the events around him.


Looking solely at Lucian’s story, we might say that the laughter or ridicule in the Peregrinus is a certain kind of verbal attack, denying a person or a topic’s importance by reducing a would-be serious subject to the level of the ridiculous.  Lucian’s speaker does just this when he laughs as he takes the stage following the speech of Peregrinus’ disciple: he throws the “laughter of Democritus” in the face of the “tears of Heraclitus”  (7). Here we might think of laughter as an “offensive weapon:” a “stab” at an enemy.  What are we to make, though, of those cases where the weapon is not actually deployed? In the case of Vonnegut’s Jack Patton, we might say that he uses the threat of laughter more as a deterrent- a defensive weapon.  The war-scarred, borderline sociopath character uses the derision of saying that he “had to laugh” to shield himself from the emotional power of the situation.  He refuses to let such experiences transform him.  However, that he either will not, or cannot, actually laugh suggests a conscious judgment or an unconscious sense that true laughter would be somehow wrong: inappropriate in the situation or in some way transgressive.


We can read this same sense of conflict in the figure of Lucian in the Peregrinus.  While he claims repeatedly that the philosopher and his disciples are worthy of laughter (and not worthy of pity (34)), the fact that the narrator laughs only at the end shows a building tension between the necessity of laughter as the only possible, only appropriate response to such outrageous, ridiculous behavior, and at the same time the complete inappropriateness of laughter in the face of such horror. This, I think, is why the actual moment of laughter is given a long build-up and a quick silencing at the climax, and why the “second speaker” is kept a distinct character from Lucian’s narrator, to distance himself from the direct, assaultive laughter that marks the beginning and end of the figure’s speech.

Like Jack Patton, Lucian’s narrator keeps laughter at arm’s length. Both figures, in their own way, negotiate the tension between the necessity and inappropriateness of laughter by raising the threat of ridicule as a shield, but refraining from deploying the full force of their laughter. Ridicule is too powerful a weapon, in the hands of masters like Vonnegut and Lucian, to be used lightly or indiscriminately on the unsuspecting unarmed.
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