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Figure 1 “E = MC3” by Forrest Myers © 1963. Reproduced with the permission of the artist and Paula Cooper Gallery, New York.

Laughter without Us

What is the shape of a laugh? How would you sculpt one from plastic or glass? Perhaps you are picturing the human body caught in a spasm of laughter—a ridged throat and a red, round mouth. This is to be expected but try, now, to extract laughter from the fleshly coordinates of the human body. What shape is this laugh? What materials would you use to give it form? Do you envision a monumental stone curve? A fibrous lattice? A soft, labial fold? In an extraordinary essay from 1966, the American artist Robert Smithson asks after the formal dimensions of a laughter without us. The essay focuses on the Manhattan-based art collective the Park Place Group. Like the massive obsidian monolith that sits stark and strange at the heart of Stanley Kubrick’s 2001: A Space Odyssey, the Park Place Group’s minimalist sculptures are abstract and alien—they baffle the eye with their inhuman proportions and their hard, brilliant surfaces. What these monuments give form to, Smithson proposes, is laughter:

Laughter is in a sense a kind of entropic “verbalization.” How could artists translate this verbal entropy, that is “ha-ha,” into “solid-models”? Some of the Park Place artists seem to be researching this “curious” condition. The order and disorder of the fourth dimension could be set between laughter and crystal-structure, as a device for unlimited speculation.1

Unhitched from humor and the human, the “ha-ha-crystal” is the sound that meaning-making makes as it edges into the black. For Smithson, it signals the arrival of expanded modes of perception that would allow artists “to face the possibility of other dimensions, with a new kind of sight.”2

In search of concrete examples of the ha-ha-crystal, Smithson alights upon the abstract sculptures of Forrest Myers. In Myers’ unsmiling geometries of aluminum, plastic, and glass, Smithson senses the presence of a laughter that has been stripped of its human coordinates: “Myers sets hard titter against soft snickers, and puts hard guffaws onto soft giggles. A fit of silliness becomes a rhomboid, a high-pitched discharge becomes prismatic, a happy outburst becomes a cube, and so forth.”3 To render laughter as pure mathematical form, Myers must extract it not only from the human body, but also from any sense of humor—the “silliness” or “happiness” that might have provoked (and so explained) the act of laughter are now available to us only as lines and surfaces, angles and vectors. On this point, Smithson is adamant. “We must not think of Laughter as a laughing matter,” he writes, “but rather as the ‘matter of laughs.’”4 Playing on the double meaning of “matter,” Smithson here asks us to conceive of laughter not in terms of humor (a “laughing matter”), but in itself as a material substance; a little later in the essay, he goes further to describe laughter as a particle state, as “laugh-matter and/or antimatter.”5

At stake in Smithson’s ha-ha-crystal is a way of thinking about laughter without humor, without humans, and without humanism. Smithson’s anti-humanism is well known—his most celebrated artwork, the colossal earthwork sculpture Spiral Jetty (1970), reflects his enduring theory that geometric abstraction will provide an escape hatch from the “diseased words and out-moded criteria” of humanism.6 “In the Spiral Jetty,” he writes, “the surd takes over and leads one into a world that cannot be expressed by number or rationality. Ambiguities are admitted rather than rejected, contradictions are increased rather than decreased—the alogos undermines the logos. Purity is put in jeopardy.”7 Stemming from the Arabic jidr asamm, meaning “deaf root,” the word surd is rarely used outside of the specialized fields of mathematics and phonetics. In mathematics, it is a real number that has an infinite number of digits after the decimal point. In phonetics, it is a consonantal sound that is uttered not by the voice but by the breath, for example, f, k, p, t. These two definitions meet in the figure of laughter, which Smithson conceptualized as an infinite exhalation of breath, as “verbal entropy.”

Smithson’s ha-ha-crystal might be eccentric, but it has many bedfellows. Modernity is strewn with examples of humorless, human-less laughter, which is defined by a double movement: on the one hand, its ability to crack up and destroy humanist criteria, and on the other, its opening onto new horizons of perception. Take, for example, the famous opening lines of The Order of Things (1966), in which Michel Foucault describes the burst of laughter that accompanied his reading of an “impossible” taxonomy by Jorge Luis Borges:

This book first arose out of a passage in Borges, out of the laughter that shattered, as I read the passage, all the familiar landmarks of my thought—our thought, the thought that bears the stamp of our age and our geography—breaking up all the ordered surfaces and all the planes with which we are accustomed to tame the wild profusion of existing things, and continuing long afterwards to disturb and threaten with collapse our age-old distinction between Same and Other.8

I take up this passage in more detail in Chapter 4, but for now it’s enough to notice Foucault’s investment in laughter as a technique for hacking into and blasting free from humanism, which he imagines as a gigantic sorting machine that relentlessly organizes things into one of two categories: “Same and Other.” Elsewhere, Foucault imagined a new style of critical thought that would keep step with the “wild profusion” that throbs in the sidelines of humanism. Such thinking, Foucault said, would “light fires and watch the grass grow”; it would “bear the lightning of possible storms.”9 Posthumorism acknowledges posthumorist laughter as a critical agent in this “rewilding of theory,” to borrow a term from Jack Halberstam and Tavia Nyong’o.10 A wild theory, in Halberstam and Nyong’o’s account, is one that shrugs off “sovereign expectations of autonomous selfhood” in order to better attune itself to the disordered and asymmetrical rhythms of the world.11 Posthumorism (and Posthumorism) participates in this project; it too seeks to shrug off sovereignty in favor of new styles of being and belonging.

Modernist Posthumorism

Written almost entirely as prose poetry, Friedrich Nietzsche’s Thus Spake Zarathustra (1883–91) contains the first literary instance of posthumorist laughter. Like Smithson and Foucault after him, Nietzsche is interested in how the material state of laughter might transport its host into a philosophical wild zone where the tenets of humanism no longer hold. About halfway through the book, Zarathustra, a self-proclaimed prophet of laughter, recounts the parable of a shepherd who bites off the head of a “heavy black snake,” the thickened coils of which represent the chokehold of every human system.12 Upon decapitating the snake, the shepherd is overwhelmed by laughter, which Zarathustra takes as a sign of his affirmative transformation into something entirely other, for which the oft-misunderstood term “Übermensch” serves as placeholder. “No longer shepherd, no longer human—one transformed, illuminated, who laughed! Never yet on earth has a human being laughed as he laughed. O, my brothers, I heard a laughter that was no human laughter, and now a thirst gnaws at me.”13

A few chapters later, Zarathustra’s gnawing thirst is sated as he, too, is overcome with laughter:

My wise yearning cried and laughed from out of me—born upon mountains, a wild wisdom verily!—my great, wing-beating yearning! And often it tore me away and up and out and in the midst of laughing; and then indeed I flew quivering, an arrow, through sun-drunken rapture: —out into far futures no dream as yet had seen, into hotter souths than artists had ever dreamed of: where gods in their dances are ashamed of all clothes:—for I now speak in parables and like poets hobble and stutter.14

Seized by laughter, Zarathustra ceases to hold a fixed position in time and space as humanism, and classical physics, would have him do. He abandons his post to become an arrow in flight; pure, impersonal passage. It is worth pointing out here the illegibility of Zarathustra’s laughter, which fails to function as a sign of a particular emotion or sense of humor. It is insufficient to say that the laughter that spills forth is a figuration of Zarathustra’s joy, Zarathustra’s anxiety, Zarathustra’s triumph, or whatever; in fact, the precise opposite is true—the movement of laughter is the movement away from interiority. Nietzsche dramatizes this strenuous experience through the rhythmic pulse of accumulative threes. The poetic quickening of “away and up and far,” “I flew, quivering, an arrow,” and “to speak in parables and to limp and to stammer” compels the reader to use the conjunction or comma as a pirouetting block from which they might fling themselves forward through language as Zarathustra does through his “sun-drunken” skies. It is this quality of over-exertion, of “high-affect performance,” that prompted Sianne Ngai to characterize Nietzsche
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