Excerpts from HOMO LUDENS A STUDY OF THE PLAY-ELEMENT IN
CULTURE by J. HUIZINGA Late Professor of History in the University of Leyden

The full text that accompanied the work during the exhibition opening: ... "So far so
good, but what actually is the fun of playing? Why does the baby crow with pleasure?
Why does the gambler lose himself in his passion? Why is a huge crowd roused to frenzy
by a football match?" This intensity of, and absorption in, play finds no explanation in
biological analysis. Yet in this intensity, this absorption, this power of maddening, lies the
very essence, the primordial quality of play. ... Since the reality of play extends beyond
the sphere of human life it cannot have its foundations in any rational nexus, because this
would limit it to mankind. The incidence of play is not associated with any particular
stage of civilization or view of the universe. Any thinking person can see at a glance that
play is a thing on its own, even if his language possesses no general concept to express it.
Play cannot be denied. You can deny, if you like, nearly all abstractions: justice, beauty,
truth, goodness, mind, God. You can deny seriousness, but not play. ... Play, we began by
saying, lies outside morals. In itself it is neither good nor bad. But if we have to decide
whether an action to which our will impels us is a serious duty or is licit as play, our
moral conscience will at once provide the touchstone. As soon as truth and justice,
compassion and forgiveness have part in our resolve to act, our anxious question loses all
meaning. One drop of pity is enough to lift our doing beyond intellectual distinctions.
Springing as it does from a belief in justice and divine grace, conscience, which is moral
awareness, will always whelm the question that eludes and deludes us to the end, in a

lasting silence.



