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cclors and surfaces. Stone’s nervous jump-
culting and juxtaposing of widely diverse
material blends subjectivity with objectivity,
smashes normal chronology, and succeeds in
meshing a fragmented society with its leader’s
split-up inner reality. Viewers encounter the
film’s proliferating patchwork via three surface
textures: 1) the richly baroque color tones that
paint the career, crisis, and collapse of (in Gary
Wills’ phrase) Nixon Agonistes; 2) the collateral
grainy and vibrant colors of television (plus
earlier black and white TV clips with computer
graphics); and 3) the black and white shots
setting-off Nixon’s childhood.

Together, these techniques signal
differing perspectives and depths of perception.
For example, the rich color tones convey the
three-dimensional turmoil of a complex tragic
figure both on the public stage of national
politics and the private stage of his own family
conflicts. The present Nixon family (Pat,
Tricia, Julie) dwells almost entirely in these
often sympathetic tones promising intimacy and
accuracy, while the past Nixon family (Dick,
parents, brothers) dwells more suitably in the
black and white of old movies and distant,
grimmer times. News-photos, newsreels, and
TV-style footage comprise the more limited,
often two-dimensional, public gaze of the media
in the Nixon epoch.

More innovative black and white
techniques, however, are deployed when the
figures in the full-color drama suddenly fade to
gray tones within a scene — starkly stripped of
their full-blooded humanity, their own fears or
skullduggery objectified — as they become ever
more deeply entrapped in their maneuverings.
Though one can’t second-guess Stone’s own
aesthetic strategies, a psychohistorian may
speculate that the drainings of color uncover the
leader, not as the flesh-and-blood person he
customarily tries to be, but as delegate for
forces beyond his control to marshall. As
vassal, endowed with a mission from his
unfulfilled mother bereaving over the loss of
other prized sons, Nixon emerges in key
respects an empty vessel, to be pumped up by
— but in turn depleted by — group-fantasy’s
power to bestow a full-blooded reality on its
current delegate; the effect may then be at times
larger-than-life as well as lesser-than-life.

The sallow grays then also link back to
the failures, losses, and humiliations of Nixon’s
childhood and to his high-minded but
withholding mother whom he worshipped but

fell short of pleasing (a pattern evidently repeated
with his long-suffering but disappointed wife).
The short-circuiting of normal identification
processes and the invention of an “as if”
personality from the ruins of psychological
miscues and perceived moral failures is later
manifested in the ad hoc love affair with the
crowds whose ersatz reassurances reify into his
reflexive grin and up-shooting arms in vapid
victory signs. The recurring grays that drain the
present of its own vitality suggest a personality
lacking in human flesh-tones, eager to be
rivitalized as delegate and willing to ritually
sacrifice victims, but destined through inner
doubts and lust for revenge against alleged
enemies to betray itself at key moments and so
turn victim.

In gray, the Nixon sighted in such
moments is the orally-deprived child, the thirsty-
vampire delegate; in color, he has been warmed
and fed by group fantasy. But the gray features
also define group-fantasy’s blood-victim —
sucked dry or burned to ash and cast off to make
ready for new prey. But only Nixon will be
resurrected in the final overly-bright TV clips as
the immortal villain-hero we love to hate: the
poison-dispenser who became our poison-
container. As he said beneath JFK’s portrait,
“People look at him and see what they want to be;
they look at me and see themselves.”

Dan Dervin, a prolific author, teaches
literature at Mary Washington College in
Fredericksburg, Virginia. O

The Festival of Laughter:
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Thanks to the research of Lloyd deMause
and other psychohistorians it is perfectly clear not
only that child sacrifice was a regular part of
premodern society in almost all parts of the world
but also that we can now begin to understand the
social, emotional, and historical reasons for this
form of mass psychosis. Evidence appears
constantly of individual children’s bodies placed
in key parts of monumental construction, groups
of infant skeletons (whole or, more usually,
partial) in relation to sacred areas of living
quarters, and of large-scale burial grounds filled
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with the remains of infants all showing marks
of violent death rather than disease or
malnutrition. The reasons for such behavior lie
in complex psychic disorders which manifest
also in the social structures of such
communities, insofar as they are available to us,
and the consequences can be seen in the
distorted role of gender relations and other
social inequalities that are the heritage of our
race.

In a recent study of Stonehenge, Rodney
Castleden relates the finding of adult and
children’s bodies patterned around the essential
structures of this Iron Age monument to other
evidence of ecological and political crises in the
region. For example, he reports:

In a pit almost at the center of
Woodhenge, the builders buried the body
of a 5-year-old girl. She had been
brutally killed with a blow on the head
that split her skull in two. It is direct
evidence of a child sacrifice, and the little
girl may have been killed as a foundation
offering at the time when the monument
was built. A small cairn of cemented
ﬂmts marks the site of this sad little grave

pit."

But the designation of this girl’s grave as a “sad
little grave pit” is to project modern sensibilities
into the past. It is not to understand the nature
of societies that carry on child sacrifice.

In recent investigations, | have started to
see coming into focus in the ancient world, both
among the Hebrew peoples of biblical times and
among the Greeks and Romans of classical
times, evidence of some kind of sacrificial rite
that seems to go by the name of the Festival of
Laughter. While the evidence available at this
stage is mainly literary and propagandistic, and
it is clear that the authors wish to distance
themselves and their cultures from these
barbaric practices, nevertheless there is both a
fascination and, in some ways, a nostalgia for
these rituals. There is little doubt that much of
the violence that is part and parcel of comedy
and satire can be traced back to such festivals,
at least in the sense of fantasized memories.

In a scholium [note] to Plato’s Republic
337A, Kleitarchos speaks of the sacrificial rites
of the Carthaginians. They seek to honor
Kronos whenever there is any great enterprise to
be started by offering up one of their children.
Their defeat during the Punic Wars gave bad
press to this North African civilization, and they

perhaps also became the screen upon which
Greek, Roman, Christian, and other peoples
could project their unwanted memories and
obsessive desires. In many ways this Hellenistic
commentary repeats the accounts given in Philo
of Byblos, as cited by the Christian bishop and
historian Eusibius in his Preparation for the
Evangelists, and in Diodorus Siculus, but
Kleitarchos is more detailed and graphic about
the fate of the child being killed. He says:

...the Carthaginians who honoured
Kronos, whenever they wished to succeed
in any great enterprise, would vow by one
of their children if they achieved the
things they longed for, to sacrifice him to
the god. A bronze image of Kronos was
set among them, stretching out its cupped
hands above a bronze cauldron, which
would burn the child. As the flame of the
burning child surrounded the body, the
limbs would shrivel up and the mouth
would appear to grin as if laughing, until
it was shrunk enough to slip into the
cauldron.

In several other accounts, many of which seem
to be Roman, if not later Christian propaganda
against the Carthaginians, these same sacrificial
rites also include a form of laughter, but it is a
laughter displaced from the child victim to his
or her parents. Even when it is reported that
noble families avoided putting their own
children to death by purchasing children from
poor families or unwed mothers, the same ritual
avoidance of grieving is shown to include
enforced laughter. Plutarch, in De
Superstitione, speaks of how children were
bought from poor mothers, who were required
to watch the sacrifice without a tear coming to
their eyes or they would forfeit the money glven
to them, though the child would be still killed.”

Tertullian claims that parents “were glad to
respond” to the needs of the god for human
victims but also “fondled their children that they
might not be sacrificed in tears,” a point made
by another Christian apologist, Minucius Felix:

Not without reason in some parts of
Africa infants were sacrificed by their
parents, and their cries smothered by
endearments and their cries for fear of a
victim being sacrificed in tears.’

There are thus two points to be made about how
the sacrifice was performed. The first is that the
victims themselves were sometimes seen to die
with horrible grins on their faces as the searing
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heat distorted their looks, and this kind of
grotesque appearance fits with the term
“sardonic laughter.” The second point is that
the rites to be effective had to be performed
without tears or grieving by the parents, and
while this could be done in several ways, such
as fondling the children, as Minucius Felix
claims, or by drowning out the screams of the
children and the wailing of their parents with
loud music, in the description offered by
Plutarch.

This music of fifes and drums gives not
just a festive air to the sacrifice, which is what
the whole occasion generally is, but something
more specific that approaches a Festival of
Laughter such as may be found in such events
as Samson’s appearance among the Phoenicians
in The Book of Judges or Lucius’s mock trial in
Apuleius’ Golden Ass. The Festival of Laughter
becomes more insidiously ambiguous in this
new light since there are three components to
the laughter.

The first is the sardonic laughter itself.
The term derives from two ancient explanations.
In one, a certain plant that grows in Sardinia is
poisonous and causes the person who eats it to
die through contraction of the face muscles,
something like lock-jaw. The second account
speaks of how the Sardinian people gleefully
watched as Greek prisoners were tortured to
death. The sardonic laugh thus refers either to
the contorted look of the victim or the grotesque
chortles of spectators to horrible and cruel acts.

Secondly, the sardonic grin on the face
of the child victims of sacrifice to Kronos
becomes, in this way, a necessary mark of
acceptability to the god, since it is only when
the children have been burned sufficiently that
they fall through to the cauldron. The laughter
of the carnival derives from the children
themselves, and this removes the guilt of the
perpetrators and the grief of the unwilling
parents.

Finally, the effort by parents to control
their tears and wailing, either by stoically
holding inside their grief, or by fondling and
kissing their children to prevent them from
being frightened and crying out, puts the onus
of the incongruously lighthearted atmosphere
onto the mothers and fathers. The public
sacrifice would lack religious or sacrificial
meaning if it were spoiled by tears, and so
parents are forced to give some point to this
violent ritual by pretending to be joyful in the

midst of the horror. The audience to the murder
take their cue from the behavior of the parents
and surround the event with a Festival of
Laughter.

But just in case the children or the
parents break down into screams of pain and
grief, the organizers of the festival prepare loud
music to mask the unwanted sounds from the
audience, who would then look on from an
objective distance and laugh at the spectacle of
mimed agony. It is then perhaps that spectators
and organizers could fool themselves into
believing, not just that there is no real pain or
loss involved in the ceremony (as happens when
Lucius is taken to the point of dying from fear
at the arena in Apuleius’ Greek romance), or
that the victim joyfully and meaningfully
accepts and colludes in his own death (as when
Samson brings down the Temple of Dagon on
the heads of Isracl’s enemies), but that there is
no victim at all (what is sacrificed is an animal
surrogate or a straw dummy) or that the
consequence of the actions are not death but
something else (corrective punishment and
reformation of manners in satire or release of
social and emotional tensions in comedy). But
when there is a real death — or many! — the
sad little grave of a child victim is much more:
it is the site of an archaic Festival of Laughter,
and hence a grotesque reminder of how our
ancestors rationalized their cruel behavior.
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