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Elliott Oring once explained his lifelong research interest in humor by saying that some jokes are beautiful (Oring, 2003).  This is a surprising statement, because among humor scholars the artistry of everyday humor is rarely considered.  Oddly, while jokes are one of the most widespread expressive forms in contemporary western culture, to say that they can be beautiful is likely to be seen as either absurd or revolutionary.  

As a folklorist, I incline to the latter interpretation. Folklorists are drawn toward the aesthetic aspects of everyday life, including many expressive forms and activities such as jokes that are usually examined—if they are examined at all—from a strictly utilitarian viewpoint.  They not only crash through Brian Sutton-Smith’s triviality barrier (Sutton-Smith, 1970), they also treat these small and often overlooked forms in a humanistic manner.  Where social scientists look through a text—a song, a novel, a joke—for what it can tell them about the society and culture it came from, humanists are interested in the text itself—how it is made, how one compare to another, and what makes it work as art (CITE). Folklorists, true to their ancestry as children of both anthropology and literary studies, do both.
 Studies by Tom Burns, Regina Bendix, Jim Leary, and Pat Mullen, among others, have examined the aesthetic aspects of jokes, performance style, and the relationship between personality and repertoire (Bendix, 1984; Burns, 1984; Burns & Burns, 1975; James P. Leary, 1980; 1984; Mullen, 1977). 
If it seems revolutionary to apply aesthetic approaches to verbal jokes, practical jokes are even more low class—vying with puns for the title of the lowest form of humor.  Nevertheless, practical jokes, too, can be beautiful, and people regularly evaluate them in terms that go beyond questions of amusement or appropriateness.  Aesthetics and personal style are also at work. Jim Leary’s 1982 study of a Notre Dame student trickster (James P Leary, 1982) and Richard Bauman’s study of a Texas tall tale teller (and practical joker) (Bauman, 1986) both contribute to the topic of personal style in this genre, but I believe that style in practical joking is not simply the product of personality and circumstance, but is the result of conscious aesthetic choices that jokers make.  

Let me now introduce two practical jokers I have met, comparing their different practical joke styles and the role that these jokes play in their lives.  I call them John and Donald. 

As a way of reaching people who had practical joke stories to share, I sometimes get in touch with the local press to tell them about my research. When I was in Wellington New Zealand in 2005 the local daily ran a big story in the education section of the paper, including an address where people could write to me. .

Two days later, I received the following letter:

I read about your book in The Dominion. I think I'd be an excellent case study.  

I seem to attract practical jokes.  

In fact I have been on the receiving end of some very good ones.  

I don't understand why it's always me. 

I try to laugh at my misfortune.  

I'd be happy to help you with your research. 

Fantastic! This note was the answer to an ethnographer’s prayer. I badly wanted to get the victim’s point of view in my research, but had found that not many people are anxious to talk to a researcher about being fooled by practical jokes.  I emailed the author of the note immediately: 

Dear Donald,

I received your letter this morning, and I would be delighted to talk to you. . . .  Would you be willing to have me interview you at a mutually convenient time and place?  

This was the swift reply:

Hi Moira

I must admit I'm a little confused. What's this all about?

Thanks

Donald.  

At first I thought this guy was simply jerking me around, but after a little thought I changed my mind. I emailed back, explaining my research further and adding, “Perhaps someone else has been playing a joke on both of us.” The answer came at once: 

Yes, we were both duped, the gentleman in question is a grumpy old fuddy-duddy by the name of John A_____, whom I have been a victim of on a few occasions, however after payback (see attached photo) he did stop. It seems he's back up to mischief!

Mr A____ has just handed me your article, and a copy of his letter. Having read the article, I'd actually be quite happy to participate. Maybe we should both be interviewed. 

P.S. Please let me apologise for Mr A____’s childish behaviour and

wasting your time. Payback will be arranged.

Attached was this photograph of an office cubicle with the desk and everything on it neatly wrapped in aluminum foil—an oft-repeated practical joke among the denizens of cubicleland.  

So, the answer to an ethnographer’s prayer turned out to be a practical joke, and I had fallen for hook line and sinker. 
John and Donald were coworkers at a small start-up telecommunications company. Both were creative individuals, but their personalities and their personal practical joke styles were a study in contrasts. Donald, the younger man, was an outsized personality by New Zealand standards.  He was physically big and tall, and he had a large ebullient personality to match. He was of Italian descent and proud of it. After the two of us had sorted out what was going on, he readily agreed to come up to campus for an interview. John was the older man, quieter and more retiring. In fact, I never did meet him, and it was only after some intervention by his wife and another coworker that he agreed to let me interview him on the phone. 

These two had been playing practical jokes on each other at work for at least a year. John had been with the company since soon after it started, while Donald joined a few years later.  After some time of occupying adjoining cubicles, the younger man began directing jocular verbal abuse at John: 

He comes across and I’ll have him on: “Have you had your grumpy pill,” “Why aren’t you smiling?” .... “Did you not get your monthly dose of Viagra?” It’s just for a bit of a laugh, to alleviate what is more or less a fairly serious office. There’s not many people in the company you can do it with. So the simple target was this old bugger (laughs).

John eventually got even with a practical joke. Using his computer graphics software, he created a “specimen jar” with fake label for a non-existent STD clinic, added Donald’s name, and left it in the fridge where all the employees would see it. At least, that’s what Donald thought.  In fact, John told me, the jar “was never in the fridge, although he thinks it was.  I put it on Donald’s desk and told him it had been in the fridge,” he said.”To have actually put it there would have been going too far—too many people would have seen it.” 
This kind of meta-joke—fooling the butt into thinking he had been made a fool of publically—was a hallmark of John’s trickster style. Another time, he fabricated a realistic-looking personal ad for the local paper in Donald’s name that read “Classic Italian Playboy. Big. Best of the best,” with his phone number. He used a graphics program to create something that looked like it had actually run in the paper, although it never had; instead, John showed him the mock up and led him to think that it had. Neither of these tricks actually caused any public embarrassment or direct inconvenience, but they were designed to trick him into thinking he had been so treated.
 

After suffering several of these elaborate tricks, Donald took advantage of John’s absence on a business trip overseas to get even. During an hour and a half one night, he carefully wrapped John’s entire cubicle, desk, and everything on it in aluminum foil.  Every book, even every tea bag, was individually wrapped. He called John at home to ascertain exactly when he would come back to the office.  The night before John was due to return to work, Donald and his henchmen borrowed the company video camera and set it up to record the joke’s dénouement. As Donald described the scene, when their target walked in, everyone in the place—even the production staff from downstairs—was waiting for the show to begin: 

Come Wednesday morning everyone’s sitting at their desk…and John walks in the door. And it was like, the office stopped. The office just stopped. And everyone was watching him. And you could see right down the end of the hall; there’s a lady who does a lot of the CAD work, and you could see her standing up, gawking across to see what this guy was going [to do].  

The prank took hours of work, a hundred dollars’ worth of aluminium foil, and in a strong contrast to John’s standard operating procedure, it involved most of the rest of the employees as witnesses.
 In a word, it was BIG. 

This was Donald’s idea of a good practical joke: one that made an impact and drew a lot of attention—not just from the victim, but preferably from a large audience of onlookers as well. In high school, he was the ringleader of a group of his mates who were known as the class clowns and made a name for themselves with outrageous, attention-drawing pranks, which, he told me with some pride, were still being talked about at the school. “We’ll do it once, do it right, do it big, so it’s memorable, and people talk about it,” he said. In contrast, he described John’s jokes as “very subtle things. I don’t even remember them.” 

For John—a graphic designer—creativity and originality rather than size and impact were what make an outstanding joke. “Donald’s tin foiling joke was sort of funny,” he said, “but it was not exciting, because it was not original. That joke is all over the Internet. It was not very clever.” Yet, he did have a grudging admiration for the trouble and effort that Donald had gone to: “What was amazing about it was that my desk is very cluttered, and he individually wrapped everything and put everything back in its original place; it must have taken him hours and hours.”  
John’s practical jokes were an outlet for his creativity. Asked why he liked to play jokes, he answered, “It’s enjoyable creating them; linking ideas together. I see something and get an idea.  I never search the web looking for new practical jokes.” He found these practical joke ideas almost impossible to suppress, despite his trepidation about jokes going too far or backfiring. “I get an idea and then design it in about a day,” he explained. “I can’t wait longer than that—I can’t stand it; it’s too exciting.   Once you get an idea you have to act on it.”  Most often, what triggered an idea was noticing “an exaggerated behavior or personality” in another person:

Certain people make me do things.  I look for a vulnerability. Donald shakes the floor when he walks; he’s so Italian; he’s completely harmless, but assertive, and dominant.  I was looking for redress… (Note the element of folk morality in the last line: practical jokes are an indirect way of restoring balance in social relations by executing playful justice on those who need it.) 
John and Donald also differed in the way they managed the aftermath of their jokes. John was more careful to avoid negative fallout; “I always involve someone else as a safety measure; a check to see I am not going too far,” he told me.  “It adds to the satisfaction if others are observing. It’s my safety net—to make sure I’m not overstepping the mark.”  His personal rule for practical joking was “no risk and no hurt.” In contrast, Donald professed not to care about what his victims thought about his treatment of them. “If you wanna play, you gotta play hard,” he told me. But although he expressed scorn for his rival’s timid approach, there was also a note of respect, for example when he told me about the company-wide email that John had sent out in Donald’s name, offering to give away two tickets to the “Third Wellington Cross-Dressers’ Ball.”  Donald admired the risk taking involved in this prank, because it violated company rules about the use of email. “He took a big punt,” he told me. “Because if I’d decided to go the other way, and just say, “NO, this is not on,”” and laid a complaint, that’s it. That’s a sackable offence”—that is, an offense that would get you fired. 

Donald’s motives were different.  He subscribed to the view that practical joking was appropriate when you were young, but that adult men had to grow up, get serious, and give away such foolishness. Now that he himself had a young daughter and a mortgage “it’s a different kettle of fish.” He criticized John’s practical jokes as a waste of time that should have been spent working. “He has nothing better to do with his time,” he told me. “While the rest of us work, John plays. He’s an older gentleman, so you just go with the flow.” 

Practical joking offered Donald a solution to a conundrum: how to respond to a coworker whose actions cried out for payback but whose status as the older man demanded respect. Several times in our conversation, Donald referred to the fact that John was older—a theme that began in his first email to me, where he called him “a grumpy old fuddy-duddy.” “As an Italian,” he explained, “you’re always taught to respect your elders.”
But when it comes back, payback’s always a bitch, as they say. I’ve never done anything to be polite or funny; it’s always meant to get you worried, get you scared, or cost you money. That’s (laughs) the way it has to work. If I’m going to invest some money in it, it’s going to cost him some money. 
Paradoxically, Donald was asserting the primacy of the work ethic by resorting to play—using practical jokes to get even with a coworker whose joking he deplored at the same time that he grudgingly admired its creativity and risk-taking.

I began by suggesting that as folklorists, jokes are worthy of close attention and study not just because of their social and psychological functions, or because of what they tell us about a culture, but for themselves. I could have spent the past twenty minutes theorizing about what made these practical jokes funny, which would have meant looking  through the jokes themselves instead of directly at them.  Instead, I hope I have persuaded you that there are more ways of studying this genre, and that practical jokes can be appreciated on their own terms.

I will end with another brief example of John’s creative verbal fabrication. The day that I was expecting Donald to arrive for an interview, I received this email from John: 
I am Donald I_____’s caregiver.

I know he is looking forward to meeting you on Wednesday. He was very disappointed to miss last week's appointment, but I thought it best he didn't come when he wasn't feeling himself.

I'm sure you will find him very entertaining. He has a lovely personality, and he really does enjoy a practical joke when he can comprehend it.

He is up to date with his medication, but can be inclined to spin when he meets someone outside his circle.

....

I'm sure you won't have any trouble. Keep your door open, and have 

someone nearby to assist if need be.....
I hope it goes well.

I am still waiting for word of the big “payback” joke that Donald promised:  
“All I’ll say is that this summer’s one involves a teenage actress. Should be a bit of a laugh, this one. Won’t be for him, but it will for everyone else!”  I’ll let you know when I hear the outcome. 
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� Compare Jones, “The Text is the Thing.” 


� The chief outrage for Donald was that, as Erving Goffman put it, he had to cope with “the fact that those who played him the fool thought it allowable and even appropriate to do so” (1974:89).
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