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INTRODUCTION
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We are the music makers, And we are the dreamers of dreams, Wandering by lone sea-breakers, And sitting by desolate streams;— World-losers and world-forsakers, On whom the pale moon gleams: Yet we are the movers and shakers Of the world for ever, it seems.


FROM ODE BY ARTHUR O’SHAUGHNESSY
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We are surrounded by wonders. Yet it is so easy for us to become weighed down with chores, worries and work, to become so preoccupied and inward-looking that we begin to forget that we live in an incredible world, full of beauty, that we and our fellow humans are amazing too, capable of great and surprising things. For the most part children are much better at experiencing wonder at the world and themselves. This is an invitation to revisit the wonderland of your childhood (or to invent one for yourself if your childhood wasn’t so wonderful).


This book contains simple, creative and fun exercises, to encourage you to use your curiosity and imagination. They will lift you out of the ordinary and allow you to be in awe of the world again, the way you are when you’ve fallen in love, been inspired by art or nature, after a wild night out, or on a special occasion like a wedding, an eclipse, or the birth of a child.


I’d also like to invite you to do the important things your heart craves but which you put aside for more grownup matters: that novel you’ve always wanted to write, the old friend you would love to get back in touch with, the camping trip you never make time for, the carpentry course you consider but never get round to. The things that help you experience wonder.


Exploring these things will bring you so much pleasure and inspiration. Here are a few instructions to start you off on your journey: Look up. Listen. Daydream. Seek out magic. Pursue learning all your life. Never stop asking questions. Enjoy not knowing sometimes. Be still. Keep moving. Allow yourself to be an artist, scientist, creator, inventor, and explorer. Embrace the wonder of being alive right here, right now on this incredible planet, with these, your fellow travellers.
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Most scientific research into wonder concludes that experiencing it makes us aware that we are part of something bigger than ourselves,  such as a community, humanity in general, or the whole universe. This encourages helpful ‘pro-social’ behaviours – we might perhaps become more interested in helping others, giving to charity or volunteering. These behaviours have proven health benefits: for example charitable giving is known to reduce stress and increase a general feeling of wellbeing, and being connected to a community promotes longevity and increases our overall happiness.


It’s a wonderful world


When we become aware of how amazing the world is, we are more likely to want to look after it. Recent publicity about the incredible biodiversity of our oceans and the threats posed by plastic pollution has led to much greater public awareness and this in turn has led to a change in attitudes – there has already been a 30 per cent drop in plastic bags on the seabed. By being in awe of the natural world we become more aware of how precious and vital it is, and more active in helping to protect our environment by changing our behaviour.


Humans are awesome


Considering the incredible past achievements and future potential of human beings allows us to feel hopeful and optimistic about the future. Focusing on the things humans have got right, the advancements we have made, and the obstacles we have overcome gives us pleasure in experiencing the wonder of human beings. This has a positive effect on our mental health.


My story


I was working as an actor at the Edinburgh Festival, performing in three different shows, which required me to run all over town, quickly put on that show’s costume, get myself on stage, and remember the lines without mixing the shows up. It was massive fun, fuelled by reckless amounts of coffee and pre-show adrenaline. At the end of each day, which was usually sometime in the early hours of the next morning, weary, footsore and anxious, I lay awake with glittering eyes, worrying that if I didn’t sleep I wouldn’t have enough energy left for tomorrow. I was exhausted. The corner of my eye felt like it was being tugged by miniature pixies.


Sometimes I didn’t worry though. I became distracted by the witchy beauty of the shadows of the tree branches on the ceiling, and I listened to the wind rattling empty cans of something or other outside. Spooky, desolate, a melancholy city soundscape. I told my friend about the shadows and the wind, and he said, ‘I found this’ and showed me The Book of Scottish Ghost Stories. He said, ‘Let’s read some.’


And so we did.


We sat up, read each other ghost stories, and rediscovered the wonder of listening, being read to and reading aloud. And perhaps because all words are magic words, I did sleep better that night. After that, every night, after the shows came down, after watching late-night comedians in sticky-floored pub basements, after last orders of peaty whiskies, and chips eaten with scalded fingers out of paper cones, we came home and read aloud to each other. It was magical.


When I got back to London, I asked my friend Gill if we could organise a storytelling night in her café, and that’s what we did. The very first time there were just a few of us, plus a plate of samosas, a bottle of wine and some home-made cakes. Over the course of the next ten years, we continued to hold our storytelling parties every month in London (and later in Brighton too), and they became legendary. We were accompanied by a raggle-taggle group of wonderful people: several magicians, a small orchestra, a hula hoop champion, a burlesque dancer, a cosmologist, a self-proclaimed witch, a philosopher, an anaesthetist, a group of octogenarian knitters from Essex, some Morris dancers and a ukulele-playing poet to name a few. We played musical chairs and pass the parcel. We encouraged each other and our visitors to listen, to play, and to immerse themselves in a world of imagination. We told, and listened to, and wrote, and worked with hundreds of stories and writers. We baked hundreds of cakes. Our audience wrote wishes in the winter sky with sparklers and posted miniature stories they had written at our events through complete strangers’ letterboxes. We encouraged mischief. When we ran out of words we made new ones up.


What we discovered in that time was this huge appetite in people for the things which we are usually encouraged to abandon when childhood is over, once we get busy earning money, accumulating stuff and worries. Things that involve using your imagination for its own sake, listening, joining in, daring to be silly and brave and eccentric. We created an inclusive space where everyone felt at home, where anything felt possible. We did this from nothing, because we wanted to and so we went ahead and did it. You can do this too.


During the last year I have met with and chatted to scientists, philosophers, magicians and artists among others, about the meaning and importance of wonder, and how their work and lives are impacted by it. You will read about them later, and there is information about each of them in the back of the book.


As for me, I don’t have any special qualifications that have emboldened me to wrote about wonder, except a restless curiosity and a hunger for getting as much as I can out of life while I’m here.


That’s all you need, so come with me to wonderland, and allow yourself to dream …


Bernadette Russell
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Congratulations, you are part of an incredible species that has achieved and is capable of astonishing things. You too are capable of astonishing things. Human creativity is endless. Art, scientific discoveries and inventions are a source of wonder and inspiration for us all.




Your mission:


To give yourself permission and time to play, dream and investigate the incredible wonder of you as an individual, with all your attributes, talents and achievements. To also explore and celebrate the wonder of being human, considering and learning about all we have done in the past, and all we have the potential to do in the future. To have fun and get creative while doing so!





AMAZING HUMANS
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We have been pretty busy over the years: bashing rocks into useful-shaped tools, building space rockets and dreaming up the internet. Here are some of my favourite human inventions:


Fire


It seems likely that we managed fire control around 300,000 years ago, and from then on, it was easier for us to keep warm, fend off predators and cook. I like to imagine that this was when all the fun started, like parties and nighttime sing-alongs. Our ancestors experimented, persevered and probably perished getting this basic thing going. As a regular camper, I appreciate this very much.


Shoes


Protecting our feet from rocks, nettles, and things that bite, there’s evidence of shoes dating back 40,000 years. After that, it became possible to explore and travel much more safely. I’m very grateful I live in a world where I don’t have to fashion my own footwear out of oak leaves.


Penicillin


A turning point in human history was when Dr Fleming discovered a tool to cure diseases completely, all from a mouldy Petri dish, which just goes to show washing up isn’t always a good thing.


Of course there are loads more inventions I admire: the wheel, the printing press, chocolate biscuits, but now …




It’s your turn! Consider which three human inventions/ discoveries inspire you. Find out when and how that happened (they’re always more awe-inspiring the more you find out).


My top three inventions/discoveries and how they came about:


1.  


2.  


3.  
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