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Play is an intrinsic part of being human. Children we see around 
us don’t need to be taught to play, but has this always been 
the case? Did our far-off ancestors, cave-dwellers, nomads, 
hunters, gatherers, play? Well, yes, they did. While it’s not 
easy to trace a history of play, we do have a history of art that 
traces all the way back to those forebears, and this forms a 
physical archive of play from our earliest beginnings. It gives 
us a timeline that we can see, read and touch, showing how 
humans have played through the ages.

Play is at the heart of creativity, music, dance, song, poetry 
and art – it is a form of experimentation that loosens the often 
rigid boundaries of our very structured world, allowing us to try, 
allowing us to fail, allowing us to see that success might come 
in an unexpected shape, colour, sound or configuration. And 
out of this play, or through this play, we create art.

Let’s delve back in time and see how it all came about.
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So, when did it all start?

Excavations in the summer of 2008 in caves near Ulm, in the 
Swabia region of Germany, resulted in the unearthing of the 
oldest near-complete bone flute ever found, alongside an ivory 
female figurine carved from the tusk of a mammoth. Carbon 
dating suggests these artefacts are over 35,000 years old. The 
maker of the flute carved the instrument from the radius bone 
of a vulture; it is a beautiful, refined and useful instrument, 
much like our modern-day violins or tubas, and demonstrates 
intricate and skilled work. 

What does this tell us?

It tells us that our forebears made music. It tells us that in 
the very earliest stages of our evolution, over countless years 
and generations, humans played with the materials they found 
around them – bones, rocks, sticks – discovering whether they 
could or would make sounds. People experimented to find 
out what sounds they could extract from these items, and the 
range of melody, rhythm, pitch and volume that the materials 
could offer.

People must have noticed that blowing into the different-sized 
tubes and cavities found in plants, bones and shells produced 
different sounds or ‘notes’. And that where there were holes 
in these tubes and cavities, this too affected the note. Further 
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play would reveal that ‘stopping’ and ‘unstopping’ the holes 
meant you could control these notes with your fingers. At 
some point people must have experimented and discovered 
that the process could be much improved by working on the 
right kind of tube, like the radius bone of a vulture or the tusk of 
a mammoth. And so, through play, these raw materials became 
instruments, and this experimentation became entertainment, 
ceremony and pleasure. 

What inspired them to play in this way?

Was it simple curiosity? Was it ‘suck it and see’? ‘Have a go at 
that and see what happens’? It must have been a long process, 
full of things not working, breakthroughs, set-backs, duds. But 
there was no defined goal, no standard they might fail to meet; 
it was trial and error without fear of failure. Let’s call it, playing 
in order to play.

And what does this tell us? 

Astonishingly, over 35,000 years ago, when we might have 
thought our ancestors were just walking about grunting and 
hurling rocks at passing animals, they were in fact playing 
with the world around them; they were developing as artists 
and musicians who created instruments, music, statues and 
ceremonies. Isn’t that exciting? Play with that idea in your mind 
now, conjure up a picture of your great-great-great-great (and 
a whole lot more great-) grandparents, in a cave in Swabia, 
playing with an old tusk and a sharpened rock. What would 
you have carved if you’d been there?



Nearly everything around you makes a sound if you tap it. 
Some things that you tap might break – like the very old 
glass inherited from your great-grandmother. Don’t tap it. 
Some things that you tap might complain – like your mother. 
Best to ask first. So: find something that it’s OK to tap. 
Think of a rhythm: two little taps, followed by a big tap:  
one-two THREE, one-two THREE. You’re making music!

Ever blown air over the top of an empty glass bottle?  
Get it right and it makes a noise like a flute.



Any plastic bottle can become a bongo drum. Fill it with 
stones or dried peas and you have maracas. How about 
getting a group and see if you can make music together? 

Turn your saucepans upside down  
and create a drum kit. 
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Because this is a book on play, I think I’m allowed to take a 
short detour. Bear with me. Whenever I read or say ‘Swabia’, 
a big man called Horst immediately springs to mind. I met 
Horst in 1957 in Germany when I was eleven, and he taught 
me a folk-song about a Swabian train. So one moment I’m 
thinking about the ancient Swabian flute and the next second 
I’m thinking of Horst and his ‘Schwäbschen Eisenbahn’ and 
all of us joining in with the ‘chuff chuff chuff’ of the chorus ... 
This leap of association, not quite random but certainly not 
logical, is an example of the many such loops and connections 
that we often find our brains making and which are the very 
permutations that allow us to play with ideas and thus come 
up with new ones. These associations are, in fact, an example 
of our brains ‘playing’, and this is exactly what enables us to 
make so many different kinds of art. 

Let us take, for instance, one famous example of a surprising 
juxtaposition. When the painter Pieter Bruegel depicted the 
Greek myth The Fall of Icarus, he captured Icarus at the very 
moment he fell into the sea. We see Icarus’s legs sticking out 
of the water. But even though Icarus and his fall are in the title 
of the piece, his legs are a small detail in the background. In 
the foreground a man is ploughing a field. In the Greek myth 
there is no mention of a man ploughing a field while Icarus fell 
to his death. This happened in Bruegel’s imagination. At some 
point he has juxtaposed ploughing with this epic death. Is he 
reminding himself and us that tragedy happens while we go 
about our everyday business? Or is he saying that, whatever 
happens to that person over there, we have to get on with 
the daily grind of putting food on the table? Or is his point 
something else entirely? The viewer is left to play with these 
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questions, engage their own imagination and become a part 
of the creative process of interpretation.

The play of art gives us a space to toy with ideas and feelings 
and to move freely between them, forming new connections. 
In just one page I have travelled from ancient caves filled with 
flute music 35,000 years ago to a German folk song in 1957, 
and on to Bruegel’s painting of c.1558, which itself plays with an 
ancient myth ... And from Bruegel we might just as well leap to 
Anne Sexton’s poem ‘To a Friend Whose Work Has Come to 
Triumph’, for good measure. I like the way the arts invite us to 
mess about in ideas and art of the past, asking questions. The 
Russian poet Anna Akhmatova did just that too with her poem 
‘Lot’s Wife’, where she reimagines a story from thousands of 
years ago from the Bible: the wife of a man called Lot must not 
look back towards the city she is leaving, but she does and is 
turned into a pillar of salt! The poet asks, ‘Who will grieve for 
her?’ Indeed. Who will? Akhmatova says that she will. Anyone 
else? The poem asks.

That’s how the mind at play works. 


