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Utopian Laughter: Lucian and Thomas More 

To be sure, nun's life is a business 
which does not deserve to be taken seriously; 
yet we cannot help being in carnest with it. 

-Plat0 LRIIIS 803 b 

La marque profonde d'une nouveauti 
c'est son pouvoir rktroactif. 

-Michel Butor 

At a time when More's Utopia is attentively studied as a masterpiece 
while Lucian remains largely an unknown quantity, it is a curious fact 
that in More's lifetimz he was c o b a b l y  more widely read as the trans- 
lator of Lucian than the author of  Utopia. By 1535 his translations of  

3. 
Lucian had appeared in fourteen editions compared to only six editions 
of Utopia. Whether More or  Erasmus first conceived the idea of pub- 
lishing a collection of Latin translations of  Lucian, the result of  their 
efforts was to help initiate a fascination with his wmkdhat  made him 
one of the most widely read Greek authors in sixteenth-century .$urope. 
By I 550 there were about 270 printings of  Lucian in circulyion, includ- 
ing more than 60 editions of the Greek text.' In view of  the fact that 
More's literary reputation in the Tudor period was in part a product of  
his involvement with Lucian early in his career, it would be surprising 
to find that Lucian was of only incidental relevance to More's later 
work. Yet, oddly enough, the recognition of Lucian's special impor- 
tance for the study of More, and for Utopia in particular, has been slow 
in coming. Lucian is dismissed in a single paragraph in the preface to 
the Yale Utopia as "finding a possible echo only in a touch here or  
there."' In spite of the attempts of some critics to correct this view,3 a 
thorough re-evaluation of More's relation to Lucian appeared only with 
Alistair Fox's brilliant study of More's intellectual development in which 
he argues that More's "encounter with Lucian was absolutely crucial to 
the development of his mature vision and its literary and philosophical 
consequences were long la~t ing."~ 

One of the virtues of Fox's study is to have demonstrated significant 
continuities between the structure of  irony in Utopia and that which 
distinguishes certain texts of Lucian that More chose to translate. What 
is apt to  be overlooked from this perspective are the different functions 
that humor and irony typically perform in their works and how thor- 
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oughly More transforms his Lucianic starting points. I wish to empha- 
size here the way in which More's own interests shaped his response to 
Lucian as it is reflected in Utopia in his selective adaptation of Lucianic 
themes and techniques carefully purged of qualities unsuited to his own 
very different purposes. In this respect the relationship between More 
and Lucian may serve as an interesting model of the kind of dialectical 
reversals which Renaissance authors often imposed on the classical 
material that has traditionally been thought to have "influenced" them. 

This may sound as if Lucian is being given an exaggerated impor- 
tance, but he was taken very seriously, perhaps too seriously, in the 
sixteenth century: His name quickly became a term of abuse in religious 
controversies and "Lucianism" became synonymous with a particu- 
larly virulent form of disbelief, associated not merely with an absence 
of faith but with a kind of skepticism informed by ridicule for the 
credulity of the faithfuL5 It is no wonder that the young More felt 
moved to write a letter (to Ruthall) explaining the value of Lucian for 
Christian readers. But the value of reading which Lucian? The witty, 
versatile sophist of the age of the Antonines bears only modest resem- 
blance to the Reformation's atheist and still less to the allegorized Lucian 
of the fifteenth c e n t ~ r y . ~  More was publishing his translations ofLucian 
and his Utopia just as Lucian's mediaeval image was being reformulated 
in the light of the newly available Greek texts, but before the diabolical 
Lucian of the controversialists had become fixed in the minds of many 
readers. T'he originai iucian is worth retailing here if we are to appre- 
ciate the complexity of his appeal for More or what More made of his 
Lucianic inheritance. 

As a professional sophist Lucian was the practitioner of the now 
forgotten art of oratory as entertainment (koyos ~ITL~ELKTLKO$), a kind 
of literary divertissement extremely popular among Greeks in the 
Empire, which Lucian transformed from a mode of artful ephemera 
into a means for parodic reflection on the preoccupations of contem- 
porary Hellenic culture. Developing his own peculiar forms for this 
purpose,' he forged a wry, critical response to defining feature of Greek 
culture in the Roman Empire: its self-conscious classicisn~. In certain 
respects Lucian's stance vis-a-vis his own culture is not unlike More's 
own: a consummate traditionalist who has mastered the idioms of an 
ancient language, literary Attic then over five hundred years old, and 
who used his agile command of his culture's most authoritative tradi- 
tions to mount a playful reappraisal of their contemporary significance. 
In their own ways both authors are interested in probing the durability 
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of idealized cultural traditions in which they themselves are steeped, 
indeed, of which they are products. The crucial difference is that where 
Lucian habitually weds formal traditionalism to an instinctive skepti- 
cism as to the value of the traditional attitudes and ideologies he 
reproduces, More's traditionalism is much more than a matter of form. 
Nevertheless, the broad similarities in their cultural contexts and inter- 
ests must have contributed to Lucian's appeal for More by providing a 
"classical" precedent for such characteristically humanist predilections 
as the delight in rhetorical technique for its own sake (cf. More's 
translation of and reply to Lucian's Tyrannicida), the interest in devel- 
oping a linguistic style based on classical models but not rigidly imita- 
tive,' and, above all, the use of an acknowledged canon of classical 
authors as a constant frame of reference (cf. Hythlodaeus' habitual 
quoting of Plato). Ea7h of these tendencies distinguishes Lucian from 
authors of the classical and archaic periods (Homer to Aristotle) and 
made his work more a-ssible and germane to humanists like More 
who also worked in the shadow of prestigious cultural traditions. 

But of course the primary source of Lucian's appeal for More was his 
quizzical satiric method, the complex virtues of which are hinted at 
somewhat confusingly in the letter to Ruthall. OnTy oversimplified 
notions of Lucian's method could be used to set up the aitifkial inter- 
pretative dichotomies that would require us, for e x a w e ,  to choose 
between a Lucianic reading.of Utopia as a kind ofjeu d'esprit and one 
which views the work as a serious treatmer?t of its themes." Fsr this is 
to misconstrue, or simply to overlook, the seriocomic character o f  
Lucian's texts and to ignore the explicit reasons More gives for translat- 
ing him. In the opening sentence of the letter to Ruthall More accurately 
characterizes Lucian's ambivalent qualities in classical Horatian terms: 
"Si quisquam fuit unquam vir doctissime, qui Horatianum praeceptum 
impleverit, voluptatemque cum utilitate coniunxerit, hoc ego certo 
Lucianum in primis puto praestitisse" (p. 2). Surprisingly, he then 
proceeds in the body of the letter to foist a one-sidedly didactic empha- 
sis on particular works, even when it entails manifestly misreading 
them as illustrations of familiar Christian pieties. If modern critics have 
often missed the seriousness of Lucian's humor, here More errs in the 
opposite direction. His suggestion of a dryly comic Horatian manner 
in his opening sentences is contradicted by the reductive, univocally 
didactic meanings that he attributes to his chosen texts. The letter thus 
suggests both the seriousness More accorded Lucian and the peculiar 
difficulties that imitating the sophist would pose for him, given that his 
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own conception of the proper role ofliterature was far more unanlbig- 
uously didactic than any that act~~al ly  guided Lucian's practice. 

If we compare More's characterizatio~l of  Lucian in the letter with the 
texts thenlselves we can observe a clear discrepancy bctween what he 
ostensibly thinks Lucian is saying and what Lucian does in fact say or 
suggest in the relevant works. More clearly wishes to present Lucian as 
speaking in a voice more consonant with his own. His Lucian is synl- 
pathetic to such characteristically Christian values as asceticism, rcserv- 
ing his satiric humor for those who corrupt and confuse traditions (pp. 
z/zo-416). But for Lucian the idealists and dogmatists of  Hcllcnic 
traditions, whether advocating Cynic asceticism (Cyrriclrs), Stoic phi- 
losophy (Hermotimus), or the aristocratic cult of athletics (Arrocllorsis), 
are the proper targets for satiric scrutiny: they reflect the tendency 
toward complacency with whatever is sanctioned by tradition that is 
the hallmark of a classicizing culture. Thus his Cynicrr.~, which More 
describes in the letter as praising Christian simplicity, temperance, and 
frugality and denouncing luxury, is actually an ironic presentation of 
Cynic asceticism through the comic persona of its disreputable advo- 
cate: the Cynic street preacher, dressed in rags and eager to harangue 
unsuspecting passersby. 

The work is cast as a dialogue in which an anonymous Cynic takes 
advantage ofa  chance encounter to undertake the philosophical instruc- 
tion of Lykinos, a common authorial persona for Lucian, in the virtues 
nf the rude Cynlr way of life and the folly of a world that fails to 
acknowledge the Cynic's truth. But while the philosopher dominates 
the dialogue verbally and succeeds in reducing Lykinos to silence before 
he is through, his attempted apology for Cynicism turns into mischie- 
vous self-caricature: it begins with a parodic rendition of Socratic 
method (1-4) and culminates in an unintentionally ludicrous encom- 
ium of the Cynic ethos, full of faulty and nonsensical reasoning (e.g., 
I I ) ,  comically unapt analogies (e.g., 12), and examples that subvert 
what they are meant to  prove (e.g., 16). The comic qualities of the 
Cynic's performance can perhaps best be seen in his treatment o f t  
heroes, Heracles and Theseus, whom he seems to admire less for t 

moral qualities traditionally attributed to them than because they loo 
and dress like Cynics- witness the beard and bare feet ( I  3-14). Inde 
the greatness of  the heroic age lies not in the heroes' virtuous cond 
but in their steadfast refusal to shave: "not a single one of thcm wou 
sit still for a razor any more than a lion would" (14). he observts wi 
understandable excitement. 
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The comic tendency to confuse the literal details of physical appear- 
ance with the nloral qualities they are s ~ ~ p p o s c d  to signify characterizes 
the Cynics in Lucian.'" Hence thc topic of dress recurs repeatedly in the  
course of the philosopher's diatribe, which both begins and ends with 
ludicrous rationalizations of the familiar Cynic  arb: If a lyreplayer o r  
piper or tragic actor is entitled to his own uniform, shouldn't the good 
man, i.e., the Cynic, also be distinguished by his dress? asks the 
philosopher rhetorically (16). But the comparison to entertainers con- 
veys more than he intends: the Cynics too are popular perforniers of  a 
kind who have chosen their eccentric role as much out of  enthusiasm 
for its outlandish style as from philosophical illsight. While the Cynic 
also peppers his harangue with some legitimate points, the humorous 
effect of his illogicality~accumulates i~ntil i t  would be difficult for any 
reader to take him ver i  seriously. By the time he concludes his perora- 
tion by ~ o m ~ a r i n ' ~ h i m s e 1 f  to the gods - their statues show them 
without shirts and shoes-it is clear why Lykinos need make no reply. 
Nothing is more Lucianic than this ironic use of  a confidently didactic 
voice. 

Thus, the satire of the Cynic~rs is not, as More sqggests, directed 
primarily against "enervata . . . luxuria" (p. 4/3),  but neith:r are i ts  
sources of humor limited to the wayward reasoning of the philosopher. 
The humor is primarily a f~~nc t ion  of the particular ty;t?'of dialogue 
developed by Lucian that serves to dramatize the comic inability o f  
either speaker to grasp Euiiy the ocher's point of view because o i  their 
absorption in distinct universes of discourse. The Cynic is so engrossed 
in the evangelical language of his sect that he seems scarcely aware that 
in conceding Lykinos' single argument - that it is Cynic self-depriva- 
tion that is contra tratlrram - he has abandoned the central premise o f  
his own position (5-6). Unfazed by this possibility, the philosopher 
rushes on to his next point, while Lykinos listens patiently, scarcely 
able to get a word in edgewise. This is less the record of an argument 
than of how an attempted conversion is foiled by an uncooperative 
interlocutor. Thus the characteristic procedures of Platonic dialogue, 
the systematic refutations and the search for a philosophical method 
that will compel agreement, are purposefully eschewed by Lucian. For 

!- the focus of Lucianic dialogue is the humor of  conceptual incongruity 
4 itself, which Platonic techniques seek to dispel by reducing the comic .'* 

multiplicity of perspectives to the true and the false. 
&: 
g: .; The role of humor in the Cynicus is thus representative of a series of 

$ .  dialogues, including the Anacharsis and Hermorimus, in which an ideal- 
&..; 
&>. ... 



R .  B R A C H T  B R A N H A M  L U C I A N  

izing n l r r o n  figure, close]y identified with some respected -and was naturally eager to imitate his betters (3). He was understand- 

tradition, takes it upon himselfto enlighten a benighted firotl and in the ably disconcerted to discover as an adult that the law forbade just such 

process reveals not only his own confusion but that h t m t  in the tradi- conduct. This unexpected contradiction sent him off to the 

he advocates. ~h~ purity -or extremity -of the alazo?li Position Phers for clarification, "out ofthe smoke into the firew (4). F~~ he soon 

is used to accentuate the underlying conceptual clash which is the found 'hat not only did the philosophers disagree on every known 

dialogue7s ~ ~ h ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ k l .  ~ h u s  the Cynic shares with his counterparts in question but their practice often contradicted their own doctrines. 

dialoguer a penchant for overgeneralization and oversirn~lifica- Menippus' experience of cant-usion in the face of this bewildering 

which fuels his righteous indignation at the world. The point is 
not that in reducing the complexity of the dialogue to the simpk 
functions ofpraising virtue and ridiculing vice More interpreted Lucian 
simplistically, but that this reluctance to acknowledgeopenl~ the skep- 
tical assumptions and subversive tendencies so essential to Lucian's 
humor is symptomatic o f ~ o r e ' s  reception and adaptation ofhis work." 

M~~~ translated three other works by Lucian: the TyrafJnicida? a 
exercise in forensic oratory, the Philopseude~.'' a collection of magic 

taler as a on superstitious philosophen, and the Menip- 

of these  the Menippur bears most directly on UloPia both in its use 
of the idea that ]ife is like a play and in its Menippeon inquiry into the 
best way Once again, More's characteriza~on of the work in his 

among shifting levels of style and seriousness. 
~~~i~~~~~ descfiption of the circumstances that Provoked his 
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seer's advice is the moral corollary of the dramatic simile. He recom- 
mends an ironic stance toward the world, not a suspension ofjudgment 
perhaps, but a suspension of seriousness: "Set your mind on the pres- 
ent, laugh at most things and take nothing seriously" (i57~0s TO ~ a p o v  
E; O ~ ~ E V O S  7rapaSpdpqq ycAGv r& ' T F o A A ~  ~ a i  7~ep'L p q s v  ~ U T -  

6 1 ~ ~ 6 s  21). 

Thus the Menippus reflects some of the salient qualities of Lucianic 
seriocomedy: most importantly, the ironic use of comic masks for the 
purpose of unmasking a world that pretends to know what should be 
taken seriously. The quality of the humor originates in skepticism and 
a very Greek recognition of an almost willfully arbitrary force control- 
ling the action (nixq), which in turn sanctions Cynic irony toward 
those who persist too single-mindedly in their zealous devotion to an 
ideal, whether philosophical or traditional. As an antidote to despair in 
the face of the haphazard nature of the "play," the satirist offers only 
ironic detachment and Menippean laughter at the gratuitous serious- 
ness of the human players. This stance is expressed even in the mock- 
serious tone of the narrative, which seems to reflect Teiresias' advice in 
taking nothing seriously, not even itself: With a wry Cynic grin Men- 
ippus, the clownish anti-philosopher, delights to find the "faith" of his 
sect confirmed by the wisest of the Greeks. For if, as Teiresias says, 
there is no reason to take anything seriously sub specie A v e m i ,  then that 
too does not matter. The best kind of life, therefore, is that least 
burdened by illusory notions of seriousness, the iife, not of heroes 
and philosophers, but of the ordinary man (6 rGv LSLOTGV &PLUTO$ 

pios 21). 

It is hard to imagine an attitude less Menippean than the kind of 
serious idealism and admantine moral commitment naturally associ- 
ated with More. As in Nietzsche's fascination with Plato, there is 
something of the attraction of opposites at work in More's enthusiasm 
for Lucian. Nevertheless, if we approach Utopia through the transla- 
tions of Lucian, we are immediately struck by their affinity both in 
style and structure. More has combined the satiric strategies of the 
Cynicus and Menippus into a more complex and political form: the tale 
of an exotic, mythical journey which serves to establish a critical 
perspective on familiar topics (Menippus) is used to make possible the 
ironic juxtaposition of fragmentary truths in book I (Cynicus).  The 
outlandish journey and ironic dialogue are of course characteristically 
Lucianic devices for establishing satiric perspectives. But no less Lucianic 
is the peculiar texture of Utopia,  which continually unsettles the reader's 
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sense of the emerging significance of the text by weaving unpredictably 
between highly serious and pointedly ludicrous o r  ironic material. It 
serves to provoke the reader into considering how seriously any partic- 
ular element is, or should be, intended. It thus invites him to enter into 
the realistic elaboration of the fantasy, as Giles did in creating a Utopian 
alphabet, thereby acknowledging that he understood both the serious- 
ness and the limits of the game. 

However, More does not confine himself to reproducing Lucian's 
formal structures and tonal incongruities. For the underlying concern 
of Utopia is thoroughly Menippean: it asks in the most general terms 
what is to be taken seri&sly by calling into question the moral author- 
ity of the traditional sources of political wisdom, the king and his 
counselors, just as Menippus' inquiry serves to cast doubt, however 
facetiously, on the intelrectual authority of the ancient philosophical 
schools. For the implication of Hythlodaeus' position in the debate on 
councilorship in book I isW&at the grounds simply do not exist for 
taking seriously the governing authorities of Europe as they now con- 
ceive their roles. The paradigmatic society of Utopia in book I1 serves 
to make this point of view seem less paradoxical by offering a verisi- 
milar image of authority made legitimate by its grour;hing.in moral 
traditions pointedly similar to Europe's own. This overriding cbncern 
with the sources and validity of authority recalls the moti%,tha't send 
a perplexed Cynic to a deflationary encounter with Teiresias in ~ a d e s .  
Pv!eiiippuC disi!!iisioiiiiig qiicst f ~ i  the best way of !ife for a man has 
become the idealizing sailor's discovery of the best way of life for men. 

If More's relationship to Lucian frequently takes the form of analo- 
gies that reveal discrepancies as significant as the resemblances, there is 
also a diffuse reflection of particular works that had been among those 
translated by More and Erasmus. This complex evocation ofthe satirist, 
extending from the most basic concerns of the work to such idiosyn- 
cratic features as the fabrication of comic names in the manner of the 
brae  historiae, resists any simple characterization. l 7  But is there a dis- 
cernible pattern to the Lucianic strains of Utopia? If we isolate those 
features of the work that can arguably be considered Lucianic, either 
because they perform seriocomic functions or modify identifiably 
Lucianic procedures, and analyze them in the light of their classical 
antecedents, certain characteristic emphases do begin to emerge. More's 
use of comic tales in both books of Utopia and of dialogue in book I can 
serve to indicate the pattern. 



R .  B R A C H T  B R A N H A M  
L U C I A N  

~ ~ o k  I: thefestivus dialogus appeal to holy writ. The theologian is not merely silly, he is as learnedly 

~h~ tale of the j r r i vus  d id lopu~  forms the conclusion of H Y ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ '  
as he righteously indignant. The misuse of learning is central to 

the caricature. I n  Similarly, he is perfect] capable of enjoying a joke at  
remarkable account ofhis experiences as Cardinal Morton's guest and 

the expense of his rivals, the monks, but canllot abide one 
is used to support his that offering good advice at court is 

involveshis kind in incongruity by collapsing so important a distinction 
pointless- Hythlodaeus frames the tale in explicitly seriocomic 

terms, 
as that between a mendicant (met~dicu~),  which he admits to being, and 

6~erant enjm ridjcula, narrabo tamen. nam non erantmala9 81 
a tramp (erro),  which he clearly thinks beneath his dignity ( p  g2j16 

meant to illustrate the obs't-acles toserious discourse in the milieu 
Of the court. which is of  course how he interprets it (p. 

8q/20 ff.)), i t  
Lucianj parodic subvwion of the idca] of p h ~ ~ o s o p h ~ c a ~  discus- 

sion created by Plat0 in his Sympositm: Lucian$ contemporary 
o ~ h e r s  are as of engaging in the give and take of serious 

as imagined by Plat0 as are More's courtiers, B~~ ~ ~ ~ h l ~ d ~ ~ ~ ~ .  
tale of the disputatious friar and thick-witted  companion^ Car- 

beggars into monks and nuns. The Cardinal, whose exemplary quali- 
tio have iehrady been lavishly praised by Hythlodaeus (P- 58'18 
serves as a normative he approves of the jest as such ("appru 
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~h~ humor of the&bula depends on juxtaposing in a single context 
two divergent cu l t~ra l  perspectives, a form of humor assiduously c ~ l -  
tivated by Lucian, exposed as he was to the motley cultural melange of 
the Roman Empke.* The world of the audience is thus seen from the 
unfamiliar point of view of an alien culture with its own peculiar set of 
assumptions: the audience's norm becomes through the fictive encoun- 
ter the object of laughter. This perception of incongruity is a function 
of the very premise of More's argument in Utopia. which Hythlodaeus 

in introducing the pbula: Different institutions engender 
corresponding~Y different passions in the soul ("itaque haec tam diversa 

reliquiS gentibus instirut., quam diversas itidcm animorum affec- 
tiones . . . ," P. I 521 25 ff.). Thus even the imaginary existence 
ofa Utopian perspective, at once a systematic reflection of and reproach 
to European normr,'5 calls into question the authority of prevailing 
orthodoxies, that naive Anemolian sense that any one way of seeing 
things could somehow be merely natural. The attfibution of value. 
even the seemingly objective value of gold, is seen as a cultural Con- 
struct, not a product of nature. This distinction is essential to the 
discussion of Utopian pleasures that follows and forms the basis of 
Utopian ethics. 

Thus More has carefully fashioned his jokes not just to satirize 
inflated types and official social codes OK to vary the tone of his 
narrative, but as a means of conveying some of his most potentially 
disturbing ideas. In so doing he reflects the truth of Cicero'r observation 
on the rhetorical resources of humor in the h oratore: ''nullurn genus 

ioci, quo non ex eodem severa et gravia sumantur" (2.250). Even 'a is offered 
laughter has its utility in Utopia. But precisely because Utopl 
as a persuasive definition of moral and social norms. divergence from 
which is severely punished,26 there would be precious little Cause for 
laughter on the island. What laughter there is, is ofnecessity directed at 

or professional jesters. So consistently ' 'n~rmal" and thor- 
oughly integrated a society would have little latitude for humor, which 
depends on social heterogeneity and its consequence, incongruity. As 
Mary Douglas argues, ..-- "if there is no joke in the social Structure, no 
other joking can appear."" 

The Dialectical Movement of Book 1 
~ f ~ ~ ~ e  seems genuinely Lucianic in his deft and pointed use of humor 
in the two comic digressions, his adaptation of Lucianic dialogue in 
book I reminds us Of deeper differences between the two. It is difficult, 
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perhaps impossible, ta understand the significance of the particular 
form of dialectic we meet in book I without defining more precisely i ts  
relationship to the principal modes of dialogue developed in antiquity. 
While Plato and Cicero are often mentioned in this context,'* on closer 
scrutiny their formal relevance dwindles. For in spite of Plato's consid- 
erable importance for the content of book 11, the characteristic proce- 
dures of Platonic dialogue bear little resemblance to the form of book I 
of Utopia. The defining philosophical and literary feature of Platonic 
dialectic, the systematic process of refutation (C htyxos) conducted by 
Socrates, is conspicu~usly absent. This is also true of Ciceronian dia- 
logue, but that does not make Cicero any more relevant than Plato i n  
this respect. Forcicero's philosophical dialogues actually make little 
use of the dialogue farm per se. If Cicero had summarized and con- 
trasted the views of the prev3iling philosophical schools in his own 
voice, little that is "essent_ial would be lost. Cicero used the dialogue 
form skillfully but exterRaIly as a way of introducing variety and 
personality into his work, not because it is intrinsic to his meaning. 

The structural parallels between book I of Utopia and Lucianic dia- 
logue, however, are significant. lnstead of Socratk.interrogation we 
have a conversation, an exchange of views, that is not used to fpi l iar ize 
us with a body ofdoctrine, as in Cicero, but to typify theiivergence o f  
two familiar but incompatible perspectives. Like Lucian, &re projects 
himself into the conversatiori as a character whose primary function i s  
iess to refute or retbrm than to provide a commonsensical and prag- 
matic counterpoint to the views of the idealist, who overtly dominates 
the conversation both thetorically and intellectually. More thus recre- 
ates the characteristic procedure of Lucianic dialogue in a carefully 
contrived contrast between two exemplary types: the more reticent, 
worldly, authorial persona (eiron) and his voluble self-appointed mentor 
(alazon). 

The point of real interest, however, is what More does with his 
interlocutors after establishing this familiar Lucianic tension. His pur- 
pose becomes clear at the emotional climax of the argument in book I 
when Morus makes his only extended speech. Hythlodaeus has just 
concluded his argument against the efficacy of counseling kings by 
citing the mira lex Macarensium, which sets permanent limits on the 
Macarian king's wealth, as an example of the kind of thinking that 
would be unacceptable at European courts. Morus concedes that i t  
would indeed be rejected, but argues that it is simply naive of Hythlo- 
daeus to expect such novel ideas to find a receptive audience in the 
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councils of kings. He develops his own position in contrast to what he 
calls Hythlodaeus' philosophia sdolastica by elaborating a conceit we 
have already met in Lucian, that of the wodd as a stage. Although 
Morus9 stance in this passage has been described as a "Menippean pose'' 
because of his use of the stage simile central to the Menippus and 
I ~ a r o m e n i ~ p u r , ~  note how completely More has transformed the sense 
ofMenippus' trope: far from expressing the arbitrary nature of experi- 
ence and counseling Cynic detachment from the roles foisted on us by 
the perverse force of contingency (%q), Morus exploits the idea of a 
play to advocate the practical value of role playing. Rather than recon- 
ciling ourselves to roles not of our own making, we are advised to 
adapt our self-presentation to "the play at hand" ("quaecunque fabula 
in manu est," p. 48/23) lest we contaminate the Plautine farce of a court 
with Senecan gravitas. The vehicle for representing Cynic alienation 
from the world has been adapted to a cheerfully pragmatic philosophy 
of a c t i ~ n . ~ '  

At this point in a Lucianic dialogue we would expect the perspective 
articulated by the worldly eiron to succeed in exposing the blind spots 
in his interlocutor's idealism. And on a first reading of Utopia we might 
well feel that Morus' realism will act to counter the high-minded but 
absurdly impractical disdain of H~thlodaeus for the distasteful task of 
counseling kings. But this is where More surprises a reader of Lucian. 
For he has carefuiiy identified Morus, the riron, with a position that is 
indefensible given the prevalent ideology of the audience. By making 
Morus an advocate of dissimulatio, More makes possible the ensuing 
rhetorical peripeteia in which Raphael indignantly repundiates the 
ambassador5 "philosophy" as a grotesque caricature of Christian 
teaching, which unlike his philosophia ciuilior makes a virtue of truth 
and consistencv, not of adaptability: ". . . ac dissimulari usqueadeo . 2 

vetuit [Christus]. ut ea quoque quae ipse in aures insusurraset suls, 
palam in tectis iusserit praedicari" (p. IOO/ZO-Z~ . "  O f  all the stands 
taken by Raphael, his denunciation of Morus' relativism is the most 
forcefully presented. In allowing the idealist to turn the tables on the 
proponent of moral compromise and ~onse~uentialist  ethics. expressed 
in terms deceptively reminiscent of Menippus, More neatly reverses 
the characteristic movement of Lucianic dialogue. Whereas in Lucian's 
Cynicus, for example, the spokesman for common sense and moral 
skepticism, associated by name with the author, is used to highlight the 
comic inadequacies of the idealist's stance. in More it is the advocate of 
the world's point of view whose moral flexibility is made to appear 
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inadequate and the idealist who is clearly given the upper hand rhetor- 
ically. In the rest of book I, Morus listens and asks questions but is 
otherwise silent except for his brief objections to communism, again 
on practical grounds, which in turn will serve as rhetorical foil to the 
evident success of communism in Utopia. 

This passage is an excellent example of the complexity of Morei  
relationship to Lucian. For it involves the adaptation both of particular 
elements and of formal procedures to express a crucial difference between 
them. A specific figure, the stage simile, is appropriated in the process 
of adapting a more fundamental and significant structure, the dialogue 
form itself. Moreover,'the altered sense of the figure is instrumental t o  
the adaptation. For it enables the decisive shift in rhetorical emphasis 
by which More succeeds in inverting Lucian's dialectical procedure t o  
forge a persuasive coun'€erexaqle to the persistently anti-idealist tend- 
ency of Lucianic mdogue. Hence, the idealizing Raphael ultimately 
triumphs, however we m+y wish to qualify our response to him as 
Hythlodaeus ("learned in nonsense") and this is profoundly un- 
Luciani~.'~ 

Thus the comic tales in both books and the dialectical structure o f  
book I can be seen as contrasting examples of More's re&-1 of the 
seriocomic tradition. In the former More makes con~plefi yse of tend-' 
ency wit without reflecting directly on specific models. '~he.latter, 
hol.~.rc~.rcr, offprs a.n_ implicit response to methods and conclusions char- 
acteristic of Lucian's satiric dialogues. In both cases we see More's 
emphasis on the utilitarian end of the seriocomic equation, on humor 
as a didactic and rhetorical instrument, an emphasis which recalls the 
characterization of Lucian in the letter to Ruthall as much as it does 
Lucian himself. Yet More has clearly discarded the narrowly didactic 
notions of literary value he felt obliged to ascribe to Lucian ten years 
earlier in his introductory letter. Accordingly, Luciall is idcntified in 
Utopia not with the improving utile of Christian teachings, but with 
wit and elegance: "Luciani quoque facetis ac Iepore capiant~~r" (p. 162 / 
2-3). 

In what sense then can Utopia be said to represellt a conti~~uation o r  
revival of the Lucianic tradition? Obviously the bulk of its political 
concerns are unrelated to anything in Lucian." This in itself might 

I seem to make the question irrelevant, but it also suggests why the 
nature of their relationship has proven so difficult to characterize. The  
techniques of humor and irony that Lucian developed in the parodic 
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scrut iny o f  the  cultural ideas o f  ancient society are  adapted by  M o r e  t o  
the  service o f  highly specific social satire and political a rgument ,  activ- 
ties which  were  literally utopian under  the Empire.  T h e  h u m o r  is 
accordingly m o r e  sharply focused and unequivocal, less concerned 
w i t h  cultural styles than w i t h  public morals,  w i t h  observing the  incon- 
gruities o f  received ideas than in purging them in contradictions: amused 
skepticism gives w a y  t o  advocacy o f  the  ideal. A rebir th  o f  the  zanier, 
m o r e  anarchic tendencies in  Lucian's humor ,  the  comic  subversion o f  
official culture, the  irreverent skepticism for  the  m o s t  ancient and 
venerated traditions, would  n o t  appear  in its authentic sixteenth-cen- 
tu ry  m o d e  until  t h e  emergence o f  Gargantua f r o m  his mother's ear.34 

R. B R A C H T  B R A N H A M  
University o f  California, Berkeley 
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