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PART I


Defining Fun




1


Isn’t this Fun?


In its close crowding and clutter the scene resembled a school hall converted into a dormitory for the victims of a disaster – except that these people were all in dark glasses and swimwear. This was a New England beach in high summer, so packed that movement in any direction was as tricky as crossing a stream on widely spaced, very small, slippery stones. The proximity encouraged conversation and the benign old lady in the neighbouring group (‘Everyone calls me Grammy’) befriended our daughter – and then my wife and me. She was, she explained, a piano teacher who specialised in tutoring unmusical adults and had just converted a retired dentist into an accomplished boogie-woogie performer.


‘You can teach anyone to play jazz piano?’ I asked.


‘Shuhwuh.’


‘But to play jazz piano like Thelonious Monk?’


‘Shuhwuh.’


Immediately I saw myself in a dark club, hunched over the keyboard, deep in a broodingly intense rendering of ‘Round Midnight’.


‘What a shame we don’t live here.’


Grammy, moved by my disappointment, laid a consoling hand on my arm and suggested that, as an alternative, her son would take me sailing. Obviously it had not occurred to her that lovers of ‘Round Midnight’ are unlikely to be sailing enthusiasts. I made demurring noises . . . couldn’t possibly . . . too much trouble etc. . . . and the loved ones, aware of my profound aversion to small boats, also added fervent protests. But Grammy had already turned: ‘Rich!’


The son Rich was an Americanised Viking, tall, strikingly blond, with a substantial unit filling tight swimming trunks and one of those evenly golden tans that look absolutely natural but also absolutely non-genetic. It was as though King Midas, forbearing to touch such a splendid creature, had instead breathed gently all over Rich and aurified only his hair and skin.


The only consolation was Rich’s American-size belly. Check out my thirty-inch waist, blubber gut. Instead he looked lower down, at my chinos. ‘You’ll need a swimsuit, Mike. You’ll get wet.’


‘Ah,’ I sighed, in apparent rue but secret joy, the chinos being my limited but final concession to beachwear. ‘I don’t have a swimsuit.’


This lack of trunks should have been decisive – but not in can-do America.


‘Get a pair up in town,’ commanded Rich.


This was a classy New England town, with none of the usual cheap, trashy resort shops and only one menswear outlet, whose window displayed a single polo shirt on a pedestal, like a sculpture, and whose interior had a polished wood floor with, here and there, a few tables bearing a few items each. Many of these garments were embellished with discreet anchors and dolphins, and on the side wall two long, highly polished oars were fixed in a crisscross with an old ship’s wheel at their junction. Beneath the wheel stood an unsmiling middle-aged woman who may well have been a descendant of the puritans on the Mayflower.


I brought to her what seemed like the cheapest pair of trunks – there were no price tags – but still experienced a moment of vertigo when the amount appeared on the till. This holiday was already well over budget.


Then came the misery of appearing in public in swimming trunks, revealing a terminal-invalid pallor and legs luridly scarred from mosquito bites gone bad. And since it was still early in the day, I had yet to apply insect repellent, leaving me exposed and defenceless before the enemy, surprisingly and shockingly numerous in upmarket New England. Rich glanced at my legs – and looked quickly away.


Could there have been a less likely sailor? But sailing enthusiasts are among the most evangelical believers. Certain of making a convert, Rich led me to his dinghy and soon had me flinging myself from side to side under the boom as he explained each manoeuvre. The destination was a tiny sandbank, where we disembarked and stood side by side, looking back at the beach and its restless, densely packed crowd, at this range like some sort of dark insect swarm.


‘Now, Mike,’ cried Rich, with a wild expression of visionary triumph, ‘isn’t this fun?’


His rhetorical question was depressingly familiar. On many occasions, in a variety of environments, with a variety of companions, I have been assured that an experience will be fun, asked while it’s going on to agree that it’s fun, and after it’s over prompted frequently to acknowledge that it was indeed fun. The environments have included other beaches, where I lay among holiday paraphernalia, propped uncomfortably on an elbow and squinting against the sun, clubs at 2 a.m., where I held a glass of wine priced like Bollinger but tasting like vinegar, hoarse from shouting banal short sentences, and trying to close out the painful noise that probed eardrums for a weak spot to pierce, and football terraces, where I could see only a corner of the pitch now and then and nothing whatever at the exciting moments, while trying to keep my balance against the unnerving sways of the crowd.


I have often pretended to be having fun and wondered if the enthusiasts were genuinely enjoying what felt like torture to me. If so, why am I different? If not, why would they pretend? What is fun and why do so many value it so highly and seek it so fervently? But I have rarely asked such questions aloud. In the modern era fun has become an unchallenged good, a key desideratum, the quality that can redeem any form of activity. It has even become a duty. In the premodern era the duty was saving your immortal soul, in the modern age it was making money, and in the postmodern world it’s having fun.


So work aspires to be fun. Education aspires to be fun. Religion aspires to be fun. Political protest aspires to be fun. Even war would like to be fun. I was shocked by a documentary on the Falklands war, when a young English officer admitted to shouting, ‘This is fun’, moments before a chunk of his brain was shot away – and again by a news report, when an English Islamist fighting in Afghanistan described his experience as ‘quite fun actually’. The idea that anyone could find war fun was grotesque – but while I was wondering if I had heard these people correctly, a headline jumped out of the evening paper: ‘The hidden awful truth about war is how much fun it is’.1 This was the title of an interview with a war reporter and a quote from his book on the experience of reporting the Arab revolutions and civil wars across the Middle East and North Africa.2 The demand to have fun seems often to become a need to interpret whatever is happening as fun, an insistence that everything has to be fun.


Imagine rejecting, or even being sceptical about, fun, and becoming known as the man who hates fun. Nowadays refusing to believe in fun is the equivalent of professing atheism in the early Middle Ages and is likely to be punished as severely, with eternal banishment from social networks the equivalent of burning at the stake. No one openly sceptical about fun is ever likely to get a date or even to be invited out for a drink. My wife and daughter have always suspected me of being a secret afunist and I have always refused to admit, even to myself, an abiding aversion to nightclubs, discos, DJs, beaches, rock concerts, festivals, carnivals, fancy dress, weddings, parties, barbecues, charades, Monopoly, Scrabble, football matches, charismatic religion and carnivalesque street protest. But the prevalence of fun got me thinking, and an early thought was that the problem may not be in the fun activities but in me. As an intellectual snob, I shudder at fun because it’s vulgar and frivolous, and as a goal-driven puritan I despise it as hedonistic and feckless. Of course fun is frequently all of these – but it also offers much else.


So what is fun and why is it valued so highly? One consequence of its value is that the word is used so frequently and generally it defies definition. Originally a noun, it’s now also an adjective to describe anything enjoyable in an undemanding way – a fun event, a fun person, a fun thing. Even when used as a noun it’s difficult to define. Another problem is that fun is assumed to be a simple, obvious phenomenon that requires no explanation or even consideration and so has received none. When people say, as they constantly do, ‘It was fun’, few ever ask, ‘What do you mean exactly?’ If someone does ask, the questioning often goes in a circle. Why do you do these things? Because they’re fun. But what is fun? Doing fun things. And such questions often provoke irritation because they seem so superfluous. Yet fun has many forms and functions and is far from simple.


In many ways fun is like happiness – an experience everyone wants but no one can define, elusive and nebulous, available only unconsciously and intermittently, likely to disappear if consciously pursued.


Fun is certainly more complex than the term it has replaced, leisure, which was simply defined as the opposite of work. Where work was tiring, leisure was restful, where work created tension, leisure compensated with relaxation, where work was active, leisure was passive, where work was important, leisure was trivial. However, fun is not the opposite of work, nor even an alternative to it. Work can be fun and fun can be work, and often work is more fun than fun while fun is more work than work.


The first definite fact is that fun is a recent phenomenon. For all but the last few centuries of over 200,000 years on earth Homo sapiens had no fun at all. This is not just because life was hard, although that was certainly the case, but because there was no such thing as fun. The word in its modern meaning did not appear until the eighteenth century and is thought to derive from the old English word fon, meaning cheat or hoax, which is wonderfully appropriate because fun is, in a way, artificial, and the response to it is often a lie, as when I responded with a rousing affirmative to Rich’s question, ‘Isn’t this fun?’


The timing of the earliest appearance of the word suggests that it is connected to the emergence of the modern world in eighteenth-century Europe. The key development was the erosion of a feudal, hierarchical society where what you were determined who you were, and the human, natural and divine were combined in a unified whole. Everything in life, from the natural world to the social order and the primacy of the family, was a given – inevitable, fitting, divinely sanctioned, and beyond question, never mind change. But then everything did become questioned and everything did change, with the rise of the concept of individual freedom, the blessing and curse of the modern age.


This concept was, and remains, terrifically exciting – but freedom came with a price. There is always a price. The problem with rejecting the ready-made is that you now have to make everything yourself. All that had so far been taken for granted, so much so that often it had not been given a name, had now to be made anew, self-consciously, artificially – and named. And the many novel experiences and expressions of individual freedom also had to be named. So there came into the language new terms such as fun, boredom, identity, authenticity, interestingness, the sublime, beauty (in the aesthetic sense), celebrity and genius – and familiar terms such as childhood and play acquired a new significance.


Historians argue about the origins of individual freedom but two important factors in the modern era were the glorification of reason by Enlightenment thinkers such as Descartes – who claimed that the individual could and should establish everything of importance by rational calculation alone – and the growth of commerce and the emergence of a middle class of merchants, prosperous farmers and urban craftsmen, who believed in private property and unhindered individual wealth accumulation. This was a partnership of ideas and business, such as contemporary universities dream of, and it replaced the feudal world with capitalism. Fun then emerged as a range of activities to respond to these developments.


The purpose of fun as pleasure was nothing new, but the rejection of religious control opened up the possibility of hedonism, of the individual living exclusively for pleasure. With the old prohibitions revealed as invalid, why not indulge to the full? And indeed Enlightenment thinkers developed philosophies of hedonism, while many have been happy to practise it without the support of theory. However, even pleasure turns out not to be simple. Among other complications, the pursuit of pleasure is like the pursuit of happiness – often self-defeating. Though fun shares with hedonism a belief in pleasure, it is much more than personal pleasure seeking.


Fun is not individualistic but social. The free individual rejects the old divinely ordained embedding in family, social structure and nature, and relishes liberty, but misses the warmth of the connections, the certainty of the fixed role and the reassurance of the rituals. Fun compensates for this loss with a new sense of belonging and new sanctioned routines – in other words an alternative set of group rituals. Fun is essentially communal. It’s possible to have pleasure alone but not fun. (This is another reason for my afunist tendency – as a product of modern individualism, I have an instinctive aversion to any form of group endeavour.)


Fun was also a response to the modern belief that the guiding principle in life is reason, which will rationally establish goals and the most efficient way of achieving them. This in turn encouraged the belief that nature was to be dominated and used, rather than venerated, and resulted in a new tyranny of the project. Fun counters this with the concept of play, activity enjoyed for its own sake.


Fun even has a role in replacing religion. The loss of both a connection with nature and belief in a divine plan brought about the well-known modern feeling of disenchantment, the view of the world as a dreary piece of clockwork, and the idea that life might be futile, which brought in turn the modern affliction of boredom. The terms ‘fun’ and ‘bore’, in the sense of diversion or its lack, entered the language around the same time, in the eighteenth century, and the two are intimately connected, opposite sides of the same coin or, rather, opposite ends of a new scale for evaluating experience, with ‘great fun’ at one end and ‘deadly boring’ at the other. Fun can provide an antidote to boredom by offering re-enchantment, the possibility of a personal transcendence in secular group rituals. Hence fun has a quasi-religious function as a light of the world, an answer to the hunger for meaning. As religion confers divine grace, fun confers profane grace. And fun is like religion in that many believers feel it necessary to cry hallelujah even when they have experienced little benefit from the rituals. (Did Rich really believe that sailing to a sandbank to look back at a crowded beach was a terrifically meaningful and rewarding experience?) Appearing to have fun is as important as the genuine experience because fun, like religion, is a mark of superiority. Fun is coveted and those having fun are the secular saved. In the endless struggle for distinction, fun snobbery is an important new stratagem, especially for those without status or money. A major function of social media is to show the fun-rich enjoying their fun wealth, in those millions of group photos with arms around shoulders, heads leaning in together, and faces wearing the fun smile, which is not just radiant but also beatific, to demonstrate the religious nature of the experience. The Holy Spirit has descended and entered the funists.


All these factors, the weakening of divine, social and familial connections, the surrender to instrumental reason and the feeling of disenchantment, have created the modern fear of a loss of authenticity, the feeling that much of what was genuine and valuable has gone missing somewhere along the way. So another function of fun is to restore this lost sense of the authentic.


Then there is the recent shift in capitalist culture from the desire to possess to the desire to experience (a trend obvious in bookshops cluttered with books on ‘decluttering’). This discovery that doing is more fulfilling than owning has been hailed as progress, though experiences are also commodities that can be manufactured and marketed in the same ways as goods, and spending a large sum of money to climb Everest may be every bit as unsatisfactory as using it to buy a sports car. However, experiences do not yet have the stigma of possessions – and fun is not only pure experience but one of the most valued forms of experience.


Finally, there is the fun of transgression that flouts the conventions and social order, and the fun of humour that mocks the pretentious, the hypocritical, the greedy and the powerful. These kinds of fun have also emerged as alternatives to violence in political protest, a way to bamboozle and undermine authority.


All this can be put together in a tentative definition. Fun is a set of group rituals designed to provide a range of experiences that banish boredom and give pleasure, through the comfort of belonging and sometimes the euphoria of transcendence, and that restore the delight of re-enchantment and sometimes the reassurance of authenticity, as well as the insouciance of play and sometimes the defiance of humour and transgression.


But any definition makes fun appear static whereas it must constantly mutate to meet the changing demands of the times. The story of life on earth can be seen as an incessant splitting, branching and mutating into ever greater diversification and complexity, until the original cell division has produced over 30 million species and one of these, Homo sapiens, has spread and filled the earth with a multiplicity of cultures that continue to split, branch and mutate with the manic energy of cancer cells. Understanding fun involves seeking its sources in cultural history and following its adaptations to cultural change. When I was young I believed that history could have no bearing on that brilliant autonomous creation, my free life, but the older I get the more I realise that this supposedly free life has been culturally determined. We are all at sea but believe ourselves to be swimming purposefully when in fact we are largely at the mercy of the prevailing cultural currents.


Fun is not only complex but paradoxical. It’s an entirely modern concept, and yet investigation will reveal that it often involves a return to the oldest rituals of pre-history. It’s the most profane of activities and yet it can also be religious. It’s a way of achieving individual transcendence, yet it works only by immersing the individual in the social. It’s frequently destructive and yet also redemptive, frequently frivolous and yet also crucial, a sedative encouraging passivity and yet often also an agent of radical change. It pervades every aspect of contemporary Western culture, and is constantly and universally invoked, yet it’s never analysed or even considered worthy of analysis. The only unequivocal fact is that it has a multitude of difficult tasks to accomplish. No wonder fun often seems more work than work.




PART II


Understanding Fun




2


Fun and Ritual


‘I really hate rituals,’ I proclaimed to a group of friends over an aperitif, almost spilling my Pouilly-Fumé in a sweeping gesture of emphasis – but instead of nodding in solemn agreement they burst into helplessly gleeful, and even slightly malicious, laughter. It took a while for them to regain sufficient composure to explain that I was rejecting ritual not just while gladly participating in a ritual but in a ritual that I myself had devised and established. This was the ritual of the aperitif, in fact a ritual so sacred it’s more like a sacrament. Did I not insist, they pointed out, that an hour be set aside for this ritual and that food preparation be suspended so that everyone could gather in a room solemnised by subdued light, the removal of daily detritus and the distribution of little Chinese bowls of macadamia nuts, Bombay mix and hand-crafted sea salt and balsamic vinegar potato crisps? And did I not also insist that everyone attend solemnly to the solemn pouring, then solemnly rise to clink glasses and solemnly sit down to drink as one? Did I not recall giving this ritual the special name, A-time, and even its own sacred music – Duke Ellington’s Take the A Train?


In fact what I hated was religious ritual, the multitude of Catholic observances that had dominated my childhood and always seemed an absurd relic of archaic superstition with no place in the rational modern world. To ensure that their children passed examinations and got prestigious jobs, my mother and aunts would oblige God to be merciful by making a pilgrimage to an island on Lough Derg in Donegal, where for three days they walked barefoot on jagged rocks sustained only by black tea. And to supplement the magical coercion of the three days of mortification they also observed the four mysteries of the rosary, the seven sacraments of the Church, the nine Tuesdays of St Anthony and the fourteen stations of the cross.


I evaded most of this but had to endure the annual mortification of abstaining from confectionery during Lent (my attempt to continue eating potato crisps on the grounds that they were savouries rather than sweets was angrily rejected by my mother as typical of my smart-alec casuistry and arrogant refusal to submit to the sacred). Then the privations of Lent were followed by the most excruciating boredom I have ever had to endure – the ritual Holy Week ceremonies.


There were many other observances throughout the year and many magical objects to be carried on the person. Children went forth into an evil world protected by the full spiritual body armour of Holy Water on the face, scapulars round the neck, a miraculous medal pinned to the vest and blessed rosary beads in the pocket. As a consequence of these absurdities, I rejected all ritual, not realising that ritual was my joy as well as my grief. My escape from ritual was itself a ritual, and what seemed so thrillingly new was actually as archaic as could be.


The new temple was a dance hall and the new priests were the Irish showbands of the time with names like Big Tom and the Mainliners, Pat and the Gay Dons, Patricia and the Crackaways, Dermot and the Philosophers, Deirdre and the Defenders, and Teresa Conlon and the Yukons. I can still remember experiencing for the first time live rhythmical music driven by a drummer joyously pounding a kit that rattled, shook and rang under the impact of the sticks. This was Butch Moore and the Capitol Showband doing a Beatles number, ‘I Saw Her Standing There’ – but it was nothing like the weak, tinny sound of transistor radios that entered feebly through the ears. Instead something ancient, primal and powerful had seized the entire tawdry building, and was shaking it in triumph and jubilation, as King Kong shook Faye Wray, the walls and floor vibrating and its message coming up from the boards through the legs to possess the body and make it its creature. ‘Well she was just seventeen,’ Butch yelled, ‘you know what I mean,’ and the drummer exuberantly crashed a cymbal to indicate that he understood exactly. I too understood. From the depths of a time long before the Nazarene, Dionysus, in the form of this paunchy drummer, was issuing a summons to an ancient ritual, and immediately, renouncing fifteen years of relentless indoctrination, I surrendered my body and soul.


Everything in the dancehall was as tightly ritualised as in church. Outside the ladies’ toilet, girls clustered in a dense, heaving array of white arms and throats, and it was astounding to know that most of them would agree to dance if asked, would move forward to offer a hand to be held and permit my other hand to rest on a waist, overwhelming me with the dual intoxication of scent and the sense of a warm body moving beneath the clothes. A dance was actually three dances, three numbers in the same tempo, usually fast but if you were lucky, slow, and if you were really lucky, on a slow dance the girl would allow you to press your lower body against her and experience an intimation of an ancient unity that was at once a new realm and a sublime coming home.


Before I swoon let me get to the point, which is that ritual is unavoidable, a form of communal activity as important in the secular world as it is in religion. When I believed I was renouncing ritual, both as adolescent and adult, I was actually embracing it in a new, profane form (or, in the dancehall, a form which seemed profane but was actually a modern form of the ancient religious rituals of dancing to rhythm).


Ritual, which likes to present itself as unchanging tradition, is constantly changing, with practices mutating, evolving and growing, or going out of fashion and being replaced, or coming back into fashion in new forms. As fun has become increasingly important in the West, rituals which encourage group fun have flourished and become more elaborate, for instance the calendrical rituals of Christmas and the summer holiday, and some life rituals, especially christenings, birthdays and weddings. In the UK non-religious naming ceremonies for newborn children are a growth area, though often parents borrow churches for their incomparable solemnity. Churches generally seem to have accepted this, though no officially recognised church agreed to host the naming ritual devised by the footballer David Beckham and his wife, possibly due to Beckham’s shop-around approach (‘I definitely want Brooklyn to be christened, but I don’t know into what religion yet’1). Undeterred, the Beckhams built their own pick ’n’ mix church, a traditional building with an arched entrance surmounted by an angel but flanked on either side by Buddhist shrines.


But the most astonishing development has been the growth of wedding ritual, ever more elaborate and extensive. A wedding celebration used to be merely a meal after the ceremony. Then it became necessary to have an evening session, with a band and dancing, for those not invited to the meal, and now the ritual extends over several days, with the official rites including an evening-before rehearsal dinner (which is never a rehearsal) and a day-after barbecue (usually a hog roast), and, preceding all this, the increasingly elaborate hen and stag nights, often involving extended holidays in Eastern Europe or the Baltic States, or, if you are unlucky enough to be friends with a banker, a trip to Miami, Vegas or the Caribbean.


There is a tendency for ritual to turn into spectacle in the course of time, to become a performance intended to impress rather than a group activity intended to involve. Lovers now like to propose on television, if possible, or at least in public, and the weddings, accompanied by fireworks, boats shooting water cannon or planes dragging banners, are performed in hot-air balloons, on cranes, mountain tops, beaches, in caves and underwater (the world’s largest underwater wedding was in a flooded open-pit mine in Southern Poland in August 2011), on a parade float, in a cage in a shark tank, in a Metro station, a branch of Starbucks or the queue for tickets for a Star Wars premiere, with the happy couple sky diving, bungee jumping, cycling in the city, walking in the woods, swimming in the sea, or working through an assault course, such as the 20-obstacle Tough Mudder. Wedding wear is as various, with the couple nude, or with the groom wearing a clown costume or an animal head, while the bride can be in a dress made from bubble wrap and packing foam, or decorated with 3,000 real cow nipples, or sporting a 600-yard-long train or a 1.8-mile-long veil. It’s only a matter of time before the first wedding in a space station, with the happy couple floating weightlessly, though if a guest overdoes the champagne, there could be a permanent confetti of half-digested canapé particles.


Naming ceremonies, birthdays and weddings are increasingly extravagant – but the initiation rite, an essential ritual for young men in many cultures and near universal in early societies, has disappeared from the West. This could be because it’s not fun, even involving pain (though the ritual wounding is often merely symbolic) and is performed to ensure acceptance of adult responsibility, which nowadays can be even more painful than the physical wounding.


To remain popular, the initiation rite would have had to drop the emphasis on wounding and pain – as the festival of Halloween has prospered by dropping its association with death, and in the West is now second only to Christmas as a seasonal celebration. Halloween is a good example of a ritual that has changed constantly with the times – first pagan, then Christian, and now secular. If Halloween was a corporation, it would be used as a shining example by every business school in the world.


Originally the Celtic festival of Samhain (which marked the end of summer by lighting bonfires to strengthen by magic the waning sun), it quickly understood that paganism was so over and converted to Christianity, changing its name to All Hallow Even, the evening before All Souls’ Day, when the faithful were expected to pray for the souls of the dead.2 However, the ritual also soon realised that the focus on death was a bummer (no one in the modern world wishes to hear about death, not even once a year) and so it lightened up with an abbreviated name, Halloween, that weakened the connection to All Souls’ Day by concentrating on the evening before the day, when participants mocked death by putting candles in human skulls, dressing as ghosts, and playing goofy games, such as trying to bite a swinging apple without using hands.


But, as in all inspirational success stories, Halloween had to endure major setbacks, long wilderness years of neglect and persecution, when it must have wondered if it could survive. In England, the Protestant Reformation made a serious attempt to stamp it out and largely succeeded, and in North America the Puritans made an equally determined attempt to prevent it from taking root in the New World. The latter failed because not even the Puritans could control the Irish immigrants who insisted on the old ways. Halloween established itself on the east coast of the USA, became in the late nineteenth century more of an urban, youth-oriented ritual, and in the twentieth century spread out of the Irish communities and expanded north and west (and even south across the border by establishing a tactical alliance with the Mexican Day of the Dead, El Dia de los Muertos).


By the mid-twentieth century it was an established American ritual but now with a middle-class family orientation that made it begin to seem boring. There was a need to re-energise the brand, and in 1978 the film Halloween and its many sequels made a bracing change of association from bourgeois child in witch’s hat to psychopath with butcher’s knife. Fear always captures the attention and the first film was especially effective by using handheld camera and heavy breathing on the soundtrack to give the viewpoint of the hidden psycho. The third in the series, Halloween 3, acknowledged the Celtic and Druidic roots with an Irish maniac called Conal Cochran who uses his Silver Shamrock Toy Factory to manufacture Halloween masks designed to kill children by exploding at 9.00 p.m. on the evening and delivering shrapnel made of chips from Stonehenge’s Blue Stone.


But the crucial master stroke was to capitalise on the new fun ritual of dressing up and rebrand as the main fancy dress festival of the year. Halloween went global and, just as French vines were reintroduced from the New World after they succumbed to disease in France, the festival has been reimported to England and now threatens to supplant the Guy Fawkes celebration of November 5th.


In a pleasing example of a ritual travelling round the world before returning home in triumph, though much changed by its experience, Halloween has even returned to its Irish roots. I was astounded to see in the travel section of a newspaper an ad for a package holiday to ‘Halloween in Derry’. Apparently my home town, which once seemed to me terminally sunk in apathy and torpor, has adopted the Halloween franchise so successfully that it now boasts of hosting the biggest Halloween Carnival in Europe, a ‘spooktacular’ lasting several days. The cunning move was to precede the Halloween evening with a free rock concert, offering young people the irresistible combination of fancy dress and live music, and to extend the event into a three-day ‘carnival’ (a much more exciting term than ‘festival’).


When I asked my Derry friends about this they all agreed that the phenomenon was now ‘huge’, even ‘massive’, but were unable to explain exactly when, where, how or why it got started, other than that it was at some point in the early 1980s. Eventually the local council came in with a firework display, and then the rock concert was added – but it seems to have started spontaneously, with a few more people than usual deciding to dress up and then a few more, until it became a local ritual. But why Derry? A reaction to the troubles of the previous decade? A need to escape the constraints of the Catholic and Protestant religious identities that drove the two communities apart and gave the town two names – Derry (Catholic) and Londonderry (Protestant), now combined in the unwieldy Derry/Londonderry?


The novel concept of the Halloween package holiday is also taking hold (no doubt encouraged by the realisation that Halloween falls conveniently in the middle of the slackest period in the holiday calendar). An enterprising hotel in the Thorpe Park amusement complex offers a two-night deal including a Fright Night, when guests will be locked into the Park until 2.00 a.m., before being ‘kidnapped and bagged’ and brought to the hotel to be ‘terrorised’ for the rest of the night. All that Halloween lacked was dancing and this has now been addressed by the staging in Covent Garden of an attempt to break the world record for the highest number of zombies dancing simultaneously.


These regular innovations have enabled Halloween to evolve continuously for a thousand years and now to develop fun appeal by replacing the rituals of prayers to the sun and for the souls of the dead with tourism, fancy dress, Hollywood movies, rock music and parties. Like the psycho in the first Halloween movie, who seems to have been killed off but keeps springing back to re-energised life, Halloween is a good example of ritual’s refusal to die.


The Protestant Reformation, which believed it had suppressed the October festival, was probably the most concerted, determined and prolonged attempt to eliminate ritual from social life, and from religion in particular, with its churches stripped of symbols and its ceremonies reduced to sermons based on readings from the Bible. But the concentration on the Bible turned the book itself into the ultimate symbol and totem, leading to the nineteenth century claim that its stories are not myths but literal truth. And the Protestant communities in Scotland and Ireland have created in the Orange Order a secular organisation with rituals and symbols as numerous, diverse and arcane as those of their Catholic neighbours. To the outsider the rituals of a group can seem meaningless, often outlandish, and even laughable, but to the group members the rituals are the very essence of meaning, so necessary that they are worth fighting, and even dying, for. Some of the worst eruptions of violence in Northern Ireland have been due to the Orange Order’s insistence on marching through Catholic areas in full regalia, wearing bowler hats and sashes, carrying swords and banners and pounding drums. Then there were riots in Protestant areas after the decision to stop flying the Union Jack over City Hall in Belfast. And, neatly complementing this, one of the concessions demanded by Catholics was the right to fly the Republican flag in their own areas. What matters to many on both sides are not their religious beliefs but their rituals and symbols.


The French and Soviet Revolutions made the most concerted, determined and prolonged attempts to suppress religion itself, along with its rituals, but soon had to replace these with secular versions.3 It seems that rituals are always needed and, when suppressed or no longer resonant, must be revised or replaced. And often new rituals are created not as replacements but to sanction nations, institutions and elites by giving them an aura of mysterium tremendum, numen, inevitability and permanence. The rituals of the British Royal Family, for instance, which appear to preserve venerable tradition, were mostly invented in the nineteenth century.4 And that supposedly traditional garment of Scotland’s highland clans, the kilt, was created by an eighteenth-century English factory owner, Thomas Rawlinson, to provide suitable clothing for the Scottish workers in his iron-ore smelting plant in Invergarry.5


As the French, Soviet and other authorities have discovered, ritual is more effective than precept and prescription because it replaces the cerebral with the physical, concentrating solely on symbols and ceremony, and operating subconsciously, below the level of language, awareness, explanation and choice. Just as convention is rarely recognised by its practitioners as convention, ritual is rarely understood to be ritual. It rejects definition and justification. It is just what is necessary. It is what is done.


This suggestion of inevitability makes ritual a potent resource for the powerful, and to the powerless it can offer the consolations of a community of the faithful without the need to practise values. The stronger the emphasis on a religion’s rituals, the weaker the emphasis on its teachings. In the extreme case, ritual makes the teachings redundant, which is why my aunts could so fervently profess their faith while having no interest whatever in the message of its founder, and in general why religion can continue to flourish in a sceptical age. Often the attraction is not the beliefs but the identity and rituals of the group.


Ritual is also effective at alleviating anxiety. It is an adult version of the repetition that reassures and comforts children, but with a sacralising of the routine, so that habit’s changelessness is enhanced by the sense of a connection to some greater changelessness, which does not have to be specified. By assigning a special time and space (or by temporarily sacralising familiar space), and by using special objects and actions, ritual suspends everyday life and establishes an atmosphere of mystical significance, which authenticates and ratifies, without recourse to argument. Ritual provides a sense of community to dispel the fear of isolation, a sense of participation to dispel the fear of powerlessness, a sense of permanence and continuity to dispel the fear of change and mortality, and a sense of sacred purpose to dispel the fear that life is arbitrary, random and meaningless.


But ritual’s most important role may be in creating and preserving group unity, a contemporary version of the original unity of clan or tribe. There are of course comforting solitary rituals, but group ritual performs the social function of initiating and integrating group members, establishing consensus, creating and preserving solidarity and strengthening allegiance.


This communal spirit depends on a suspension of everyday attitudes, either by religious solemnity or its opposite, carnival exuberance, as in many new rituals of group fun. A few months ago I was in central London, mooching between bookshops and becoming increasingly conscious that there were more people around than usual and in unusually animated groups. It was only when I returned home that I discovered I had missed two new fun rituals – a little to one side of me there had been a Gay Pride March, and a little to the other side the World Naked Bike Ride (WNBR), an annual event held in mid-June, when thousands of nude or semi-nude cyclists (official motto: as bare as you dare) ride together through the streets of a city.


According to the official WNBR website, ‘creative expression is encouraged to generate a fun and immersive atmosphere during the ride’, and such expression can take the forms of ‘body art, such as body painting, as well as costumes, art bikes, portable sound reinforcement systems (public address systems, bull horns and boom boxes) and musical instruments or other types of noisemaker’. As with archaic ritual, the crucial elements are music, costumes and body painting. The other archaic element, drumming, would surely also be encouraged if it were not for the practical difficulty of wielding drumsticks while riding a bicycle. Note the telling adjective, ‘immersive’, a new term of praise because it suggests active participation rather than passive spectating. The WNBR has certainly struck a chord, for there are now naked bike rides in more than seventy cities all over the world, with the number still rising and participation increasing.


It was disappointing to have been so near to two exciting fun rituals and missed both. But on another occasion I was lucky. This was in Paris at dusk, as the beloved and I were seeking a suitably sacred venue for our own solemn aperitif ritual. Suddenly the search was interrupted by a distant rumble, like thunder, but coming from the ground rather than the sky. As it grew louder and nearer other passers-by also stopped in consternation. And there was some other eeriness that was at first hard to identify. But of course – there was no more traffic, though this was a city during rush hour. Then the rumble became overwhelming and from round a corner came a thunderous phalanx of rollerbladers. This was entirely different from a parade in that they were moving at speed and there was no attempt to impress, amuse or in any way interact with the spectators. Instead they powered silently and purposefully forward. And neither did the spectators make any attempt to communicate, looking on in awed silence. It was like a visitation from another world. And then towards the end, where the phalanx began to thin out, there came a septuagenarian, serenely driving forward with long graceful thrusts of each leg in turn, long curling grey locks sustained out behind him – both solemn and carnivalesque, God on skates.
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Fun and Transcendence


Group ritual was ubiquitous in the earliest days of pre-history and took everywhere the remarkably similar form of drinking, feasting, communal dancing and chanting at prescribed times in sacred places to loud, rhythmic music wearing headdresses, costumes and masks, with bodies and faces painted or tattooed, and finishing in group sex. Evidence of such dancing has been found in prehistoric art on every continent. Even the dance structures and forms of individual expression were similar, with line and circle dances common, and individual dancers expressing themselves with vigorous head movement and hair flinging. In a chastening example of the transformative effect of knowledge, discovering this has made me less contemptuous of the party people of my childhood finishing the night with a hokey-cokey and conga, and headbangers going wild at heavy metal concerts. These apparent vulgarians are actually in touch with their ancient roots and I am the frigid aberration.


Far from being spontaneous wildness, the rituals were carefully planned, taking place only at appointed times, in headgear, costumes and masks prepared in advance and with choreographed dance moves. All this required considerable time and energy and so must have had profound meaning. In fact the ecstatic dancing was an expression of worship for a variety of deities, at first goddesses1 and, later, gods like Dionysus – androgynous, with long curling hair, irresistibly attractive to women and inspired with a divine madness expressed through intoxication and dancing.2


The religious experience was achieved through what the French sociologist Emile Durkheim defined as ‘collective effervescence’,3 an intoxicated trance state involving not just loss of self but the merging of self with the group. Prolonged dancing to rhythm provided the intoxication; costumes, masks and body painting encouraged a loss of personal identity; and choreographed movement aided the sense of immersion in a single being. The reward was an experience of oneness and belonging, which many believe to be one of the deepest and most necessary satisfactions for the conscious creature, and one of the most difficult to experience in the modern world.


The crucial feature at the heart of the ritual is rhythmic drumming. The drum preceded the dance and rhythm preceded the drum. Rhythm is the central process of life. Pacemaker cells in the heart generate an electrical rhythm that regulates the beating, the human gut pulses rhythmically, and oscillator cells in the brain make waves that have characteristic rhythms for wakefulness and sleep. The human body is a rhythm orchestra that not only performs perfectly without a conductor but also matches its rhythms to the 24-hour day – a circadian rhythm orchestra.


Unsurprisingly, neuroscientists have discovered that the human sense of rhythm can be detected even in babies and is universal. Aniruddh Patel, an authority on the neuroscience of music, has established that, ‘In every culture there is some form of music with a regular beat, a periodic pulse that affords temporal coordination between performers, and elicits synchronised motor response from listeners.’4 He believes that this rhythmic sense evolved too early to date, and certainly long before the development of language. Beat, Patel explains, ‘is an aspect of rhythm that appears to be unique to music . . . and cannot be explained as a by-product of linguistic rhythm’. And, as other neuroscientists have pointed out, our sense of beat is so strong that we impose a beat – a rhythmic pattern – on sounds without a pattern, interpreting the ticking of a clock not as it is, ‘tick, tick, tick, tick’, but as ‘tick, tock, tick, tock’. Indeed, the rhythmic sense may have become strong before we had language because it facilitated mimesis, communication by gesture, movement and sound (‘Rhythm is . . . the quintessential mimetic skill’5) – and because of its synchronous ability to unify people in a group.


It seems that rhythm and synchrony are fundamental to life. To have a poor sense of rhythm is as grievous a loss as having a poor sense of taste or smell, and I would never wish to trade my poor taste and smell for rhythm deficiency, even though God has softened this blow by making the arhythmic unaware of their lack, so that one of the most painful aspects of wedding ritual is the sight of the dance floor. Indeed, rhythm-deficient men may have difficulty in finding a partner. Women like men who can move in rhythm and my beloved has confessed that what first attracted her to me was my neo-shamanic freestyle dance (though good taste in shoes was also important). Rhythm deficiency also makes it hard to appreciate poetry because poetry is rhythm. This is why poetry preceded prose and is as common in early cultures as alcohol and dance, why only poets can successfully translate poetry (poets must have a strong feel for rhythm in language) and why so much contemporary poetry seems like chopped-up prose (what is missing is not rhyme but rhythm).


The urge to express rhythm is as basic and powerful as the sex urge and indeed linked to it (the trick seems to be to let the woman dictate the rhythm, at least until very close to the end). Whacking things with a stick is as old as whacking creatures with clubs, but much safer. The drumstick was born with the club and has largely outlived it, though part of the attraction of drumming is that it retains the primeval violence of hitting and so combines celebration with aggression. Whenever I handle anything that could be used as a drumstick I have an overpowering urge to look for a surface to drum on. I love getting chopsticks in oriental restaurants, though not for eating (I have never mastered this skill) but to play a percussion solo on the glasses and finish with a rimshot on the table edge.


When I had nothing that could serve as sticks and no surface to drum on I would tap rhythmically on one hand with the thumb of the other – or drum on my skull. This was until the beloved discouraged what she assured me looked neurotic and mad. I did give up using myself as a drum kit – but was astounded to discover subsequently that tapping the hand and head has been discovered to have a therapeutic effect and may even be adopted by the National Health Service to treat anxiety and depression, the suggestion not of some new age guru but a research team at Staffordshire University led by Professor Tony Stewart. Of course ‘tapping’ is a feeble name, entirely without resonance, so it has been given the much more impressive title of Emotional Freedom Technique or EFT.6


And I once had a spiritual experience with a full-sized rock drum kit. This was during a dinner visit to the country home of a wealthy dentist. His spoilt teenage son had the kit assembled in the foyer and I was irresistibly drawn to sit down and thrash away with the Dionysian abandon of Keith Moon, much to the consternation of my hosts, who had taken me for a reserved intellectual, and the beloved, who was hoping I would impress the company with urbane sophistication. It was worth the disapproval, more intoxicating than any of the cocktails – and probably beneficial too. If tapping your head can be therapeutic then thrashing a drum kit must be as good as a decade of analysis with Freud.


Even the most scholarly intellectuals love drumming. The immensely erudite critic James Wood, chorister child of Evangelical Christian parents in a provincial Cathedral town, and the author of deep essays on the spiritual torments of Herman Melville and Matthew Arnold, has also stated bluntly that ‘everyone secretly wants to play the drums’.7 One reason is that drumming is so intimately connected to dance. Wood: ‘Music makes us want to dance, to register rhythm on and with our bodies. So the drummer and the conductor are the luckiest of all musicians, because they are closest to dancing. And in drumming, how childishly close the connection is between the dancer and the dance!’ Another attraction is becoming one with the instrument. ‘When you play the drums you are the drums. “Le tom-tom, c’est moi”, as Wallace Stevens put it.’ And the return to childishness and primeval rhythm offers unique release from the burden of self, the curse of modernity. ‘Drumming has always represented for me that dream of escape, when the body forgets itself, surrenders its awful self-consciousness.’ Finally, drumming, and especially rock drumming, has the thrill of rebellion. Wood’s favourite drummer is Keith Moon, who ‘was the drums, not because he was the most technically accomplished of drummers, but because his many-armed, joyous, semaphoring lunacy suggested a man possessed by the antic spirit of drumming’.


Drumming is so fundamental that animals do it. Kangaroo rats drum on the ground with their paws, many primates chest beat or hand clap, and macaque monkeys drum on objects to demonstrate social dominance. This monkey drumming is processed in their brains in the same way as vocalisation in humans, leading to a theory that drumming was an early form of communication. And animals who do not normally drum can be taught to do so. Aniruddh Patel investigated The Thai Elephant Orchestra, made up of elephants trained to play elephant-sized drums, and after recording and analysing performances, concluded that elephants can indeed ‘play a percussion instrument with a highly stable tempo’.8 It would be wonderful if the Orchestra could go on a world tour but, as with famous rock groups, providing appropriate dressing room facilities could be difficult.


Patricia Gray, a professor of the new research area of biomusic at the University of North Carolina, has had even greater success with bonobos by designing special big bonobo drums that can withstand being regularly jumped on, peed and shat over, rolled and chewed. These apes like to play with, as well as on, their drums, but when in the Keith Moon mood can maintain a regular 280 beats per minute (twice as fast as most pop music).9


Evidence for early human drumming is hard to find because drums made of wood and skin rarely survive – but alligator-skin drums dated to the Neolithic era, 5000 BCE, have been found in China and drums dated to 3000 BCE have been found in Mesopotamia. As soon as writing emerged there were records of drumming, and, though this is thought to be as quintessentially male an activity as barbecuing hamburgers, the first recorded drummer was a woman, a Mesopotamian priestess called Lipushiau who laid down the beat on a drum known as a balag-di in Ur in 2380 BCE, making a noise ‘not conducive to sleep’.10 This was not an exception because it is thought that all the earliest drummers were priestesses. The Sumerian goddess Inanna is credited with inventing the frame drum, precursor of the tambourine, in the third millennium BCE, and the Old Testament mentions a woman leading a dance with such a drum, a timbrel. ‘And Miriam, the prophetess, sister of Aaron and Moses, took a timbrel in her hand, then the women went out after her with timbrels and with dances.’11


So the drum compelled a listener to move to the beat and the sight of a dancer compelled others to join in and synchronise, an urge that seems to be as basic as the urge to beat out a rhythm. Many living creatures unconsciously synchronise. Crickets chorus together, frogs croak in unison, mothers playing with babies bring their brain rhythms into sync, female friends or colleagues find their menstrual cycles coinciding, and audiences applauding a performance first clap in chaotic rapidity but then coordinate in rhythmic clapping at a slower tempo. However, the most spectacular example, which baffled scientists for most of the twentieth century, is the light show performed at evening along the rivers of Asia, when, for miles at a time, thousands upon thousands of fireflies not only flash together but flash in rhythm to a constant beat. These are nature’s disco lights, encouraging all of God’s creatures to get on down.


Even inanimate things have a tendency to come into sync. The first recorded example was in 1665 when the Dutch physicist Christian Huygens observed that two pendulums set swinging in the same room would eventually oscillate in step, an effect he described as ‘miraculous’. Soon after, it was discovered that many heavenly bodies move in sync – the moon has coordinated its turning to match its orbit to that of the earth. And in the twentieth century the invention of lasers was due to the discovery that trillions of atoms can synchronise their light emission to produce a thin beam. As the mathematician Steven Strogatz, an expert on synchrony, has put it: ‘For reasons we don’t yet understand, the tendency to synchronize is one of the most pervasive drives in the universe, extending from atoms to animals, from people to planets.’12


It’s hardly surprising that the synchrony of group rituals is deeply satisfying, especially if physical activity is synchronised. This explains why singing in choirs, long dismissed by non-believers as a purely religious activity, has broken away from religion and is increasingly enjoyed as a secular pleasure. In London choirs seem to be springing up everywhere. Nick Stewart, a psychologist at Oxford Brookes University, has investigated this phenomenon and found that choristers reported higher levels of mental wellbeing than those who sing alone or play a team sport: ‘These findings suggest that the experience of using your voice to make music may be enhanced when you feel part of a cohesive social group. Further research could look at how moving and breathing in synchrony with others might be responsible for creating a unique well-being effect.’13


The historian William McNeill has reported similar exhilaration from an entirely different form of physical synchrony – military drill. ‘Words are inadequate to describe the emotion aroused by the prolonged movement in unison that drilling involved. A sense of personal well-being is what I recall; more specifically, a strange sense of personal enlargement; a sort of swelling out, becoming bigger than life, thanks to participation in collective ritual.’14 Drill may seem the opposite of dance but Busby Berkeley, famous as the choreographer of elaborately synchronised routines with dozens of elaborately costumed female dancers in the musicals of the thirties (such as Dames, 42nd Street and Footlight Parade), once revealed that the ‘best apprenticeship’ for his future career was devising parade drills during his time as an army lieutenant in the First World War.15 And, as William McNeill points out, dance and drill were often combined in the ritual of the war dance. McNeill also notes that rhythmic synchrony has been common in work – in the USA slave gangs hoed cotton by chanting and keeping in time with a ‘lead hoe’. In England the clog dancing often dismissed by urban cosmopolitans as rural nostalgia was actually invented by factory girls who wore wooden clogs for safety, then discovered that they made a wonderful drumming sound on the floor and began to tap dance together in time to the bobbins and shuttles.


Even rebellious, anarchic youth, which abhors most forms of group discipline and would laugh in contempt at singing in choirs or military drill, has developed a way to enjoy rhythmic synchrony in the contemporary ritual of ‘moshing’. At live music gigs, where bands play at manic tempos, young men next to the stage become a ‘mosh pit’, a densely packed seething mass dancing with a frenzy and abandon that would have alarmed even Dionysus. The ingenuity of this ritual is that it does not seem like a ritual. Each mosher seems to be involved in purely personal, antisocial, violent and even aggressive movement, while actually in the closest possible contact with others. Moshing permits both individual wild rebellion and total immersive surrender to the group. The more possessed moshers even cede all personal control to body surf on top of the mosh pit, recklessly indifferent to the fate of wallets, keys and change, borne aloft and along by the willing hands of fellow moshers.


The early Dionysian revels continued virtually unchanged for millennia, often orchestrated by a shaman in a distinctive, often outlandish costume, and often with a painted face or mask, and beating a drum, chanting rhythmically and demonstrating frenzied dance moves to generate an ecstatic trance state so extreme that it feels like a journey out of this world. And in fact the key gift claimed by the shaman was magical flight to the spirit realm, facilitated by the drum, which, as historian of religion Mircea Eliade explains, has ‘magical functions many and various’ and is ‘indispensable in conducting the shamanic séance, whether it carries the shaman to the “Center of the World” or enables him to fly through the air’.16


The shrewdness of the shaman was in understanding the advantages of claiming responsibility for group transcendence. The magical ability to transport to a spirit world can bring many benefits in the flesh-and-blood world. As the anthropologist I. M. Lewis noted, shamans not qualified by birth for the role were often originally of low social status, or had suffered affliction, privation or trauma, and like many contemporary comedians borne up on flights of fancy, made use of spirit flights to ‘rise to fame and fortune’.17 And no doubt part of the fortune was an even more magical transportation to women’s beds.


It’s not surprising that there has been renewed interest in shamanism since the sixties, beginning with the hugely popular writings of Carlos Castaneda, an anthropologist who claimed to have been initiated by a Yaqui Indian shaman capable of flying from mountain peak to mountain peak, and who, in the familiar manner of cult leaders, withdrew from the world to live with several women, obliging them to sever all connections with family and friends.


There are now many self-professed neo-shamans offering courses, workshops and manuals on how to attain SSC (the Shamanic State of Consciousness). But those seeking this state might be better off listening to Keith Moon, who would certainly have qualified as a neo-shaman, not only because of the Dionysian drumming but also his obsession with costumes and clowning and prodigious consumption of all forms of intoxicant. He frequently dressed as Adolf Hitler or Noel Coward and much of his play-acting was not just the mindless destructiveness of the rock star (though he vandalised his share of hotel rooms) but required forethought, imagination and humour. A favourite prank was to take a can of Campbell’s chicken soup onto a plane, surreptitiously empty it into a sick bag, then ostentatiously and noisily pretend to vomit into the bag before lifting it to pour the contents into his mouth, sighing in apparent contentment and, with an expression of bewildered innocence, turning to ask his fellow passengers why they looked so disgusted.


As far as I know, humour has not been cited as an element of shamanism and while most shamans may have been deadly serious, many others must have been chancers, performers who would have found it useful to include clowning in their acts. The Dutch historian and philosopher Johan Huizinga argues that many of the early rituals had an element of play and are at once entirely serious and a kind of made-up game played according to strict rules, with a ‘unity and indivisibility of belief and unbelief’, an ‘indissoluble connection between sacred earnest and “make-believe” or “fun”’.18 And the shaman was frequently play-acting: ‘The behaviour of those to whom the savage community attributes “supernatural powers” can often be best expressed by “acting up to the part”.’ Certainly the shaman is the first to be able to stand outside the community while still belonging to it, a key characteristic of the comedian.


Humour was definitely a key characteristic of the trickster, not a real person like the shaman but a character in the oral mythology of many disparate cultures – Hermes in Greece, Eshu in West Africa, Krishna in India, Loki in Scandinavia, Coyote in North America. Probably a later development than the shaman, the trickster represents a shift in emphasis from the superheroes and magic of the spirit realm to the follies of fallible, desirous, deluded, mortal human flesh and blood, and introduces a new kind of transcendent fun, mockery. As the anthropologist Mac Linscott Ricketts has shown, many trickster tales actually ridicule the beliefs and practice of the shaman, as when the trickster tries to fly like a bird and ignominiously falls to earth, or, in one of the Coyote tales, attempts prophecy by reading his own excrement, produced with much effortful grunting.19 The trickster character demonstrates the new possibility of worldly transcendence, of escaping from the community and the self by making fun of them, and is often an outsider, loner, traveller, wanderer, always questioning community beliefs and codes, amoral, witty, mischievous, disruptive, greedy, opportunistic, sometimes a liar and a thief, indeed a sort of con man, though one who is himself often duped.20 The short trickster tales, with their weird twists and mysterious punch lines, are early versions of the joke, and the trickster is an early ancestor of that crucial fun figure, the comedian.


But laughter goes back beyond trickster and shaman and even beyond Homo sapiens to the primates. Chimpanzees and bonobos laugh, but only separately, as individuals, not together as humans do. The evolutionary anthropologist Robin Dunbar has suggested that social laughter preceded language and may have evolved in Homo erectus as much as a million years ago. ‘It was most likely a form of chorusing, a kind of communal singing without the words . . . My guess is that this kind of social laughter came on stream, built up out of more conventional chimpanzee-like laughing, to supplement grooming as a bonding mechanism.’21
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