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			Roy Lewis


			British writer


			

					Born in Felixstowe in 1913.


					Died in London in 1996.


					
Notable works:
	
The Evolution Man, Or, How I Ate My Father (1960), novel


	
The Extraordinary Reign of King Ludd: an historical tease (1990), novel 


	
A Walk with Mr Gladstone (1991), novel







			


			Roy Lewis was born in 1913 and worked primarily as a sociologist and journalist, for The Times and The Economist, among others. He was interested in humankind’s past and began writing at a relatively late age, with the publication of The Evolution Man, Or, How I Ate My Father in 1960 after a long stay in the southern hemisphere. This debut met with immediate success. His other books include The Extraordinary Reign of King Ludd: an historical tease (1990) and A Walk with Mr Gladstone (1991). Lewis died in London in 1996.


		




		

			The Evolution Man, Or, How I Ate My Father


			The funniest book of the 1960s


			

					
Genre: novel


					
Reference edition: Lewis, R. (1960) The Evolution Man, Or, How I Ate My Father. New York: Pantheon Books.


					
1st edition: 1960


					
Themes: prehistory, evolution, technology, discovery, humour


			


			According to the French naturalist Théodore Monod (1902-2000), Roy Lewis’s The Evolution Man, Or, How I Ate My Father, which first appeared in 1960, is both one of the funniest books ever written and the best-documented work on humankind’s origins.


			This humorous book recounts the trials and tribulations of a prehistoric horde, led by a chief obsessed with making the species evolve through technological advances which often lead to comical misadventures.


		




		

			Summary


			Evolution at any cost


			The narrator, Ernest, lives in prehistoric Kenya with his horde of about a dozen people. He has several aunts who are all widows, most of their husbands having been killed while out hunting. Although he “cannot remember all the children in the litter” (p. 34), Ernest is close to one of his brothers, Oswald, and one of his sisters, Elsie, who he plans to “be mates with” (p. 36) with later on.


			His father, Edward, is the leader of the horde. He has managed to take some fire from a volcano, which Ernest’s Uncle Vanya sees as a crime against nature. Nonetheless, Vanya still comes to see them regularly to rail against fire, preferably on cold nights. Vanya is profoundly reactionary, which leads to memorable arguments between the two men: for example, Vanya says to Edward “How long have you been playing with fire?” (p. 11). Edward defends himself, claiming that, although fire has some downsides (burns, smoke, the need to constantly add fuel, and so on), it also has many advantages: it keeps people warm, it allows them to prepare the “wonderfully dry roomy caves” (p. 23) that all the women dream of, it repels insects, and it undoubtedly has other possibilities that still need to be studied. Vanya then runs back to the trees, where he still lives, even though the others have moved into a cave.


			He also claims that his brother is cutting the horde off from nature with his inventions and that his work is vulgar and in poor taste. Edward retorts that he is just adapting. He also works out how to transport fire while he is on the move, by lighting a series of branches one after the other. This is useful, as it allows him to scare off animals. He then stumbles on the discovery that he can use fire to harden spears, which makes them more effective for hunting. This allows the men of the horde to kill gnus, zebra and stags instead of the small animals they are used to. In addition, it means that the women no longer have to follow the hunters to help them, leading Ernest’s father to start claiming that “Woman’s place is in the cave” (p. 51). The young boys learn how to sharpen flint before progressing to the next stage: hunting.
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