Mlavgroume Persom

lona Opie, the Marie Curie of hopscotch and skip rope, came
to New York for the first time in her life last week. She is sixty-
five years old and lives in Hampshire, and she will talk to perfect
strangers in hotel lobbies about the nature of play, the architectural
origins of evil, the absurdity of games instruction, and where in
the human body grief resides. Forty years ago, when intellectuals
were speculating on the Nature of Play, and the Psychological
Origins of Play, and the Dubious Future of Play, she and her
husband, the late Peter Opie, decided that one good way to find
out about playing was to go to a playground and watch. The
result of their years of research, “The Lore and Language of
Schoolchildren,” was published in 1959, and it remains a classic of
anthropology and a book rich in the contagious joy of finding
things out. The Opies discovered, for instance, that a children’s
rhyme took only a few months to travel from its starting point in,
say, London to the most distant playgrounds in Britain. Iona and
Peter Opie also edited scholarly collections of Mother Goose
rhymes and children’s games, among much else. Mrs. Opie is one
of the very few experts on anything whom we have ever wanted to
interrogate, and when we found out that she was in New York we
rushed over to the lobby of her hotel and began to pepper her
with questions.

First, we asked something that we have wanted to ask an
expert since ninth-grade English class: Would kids on an island
really act the way the kids do in “Lord of the Flies™

“Do you know, its very odd that you ask that,” she said
happily. “That’s a question that Peter and I debated for quite a
long time. Peter thought that children in such a situation would be
entirely just. I'm more cynical perhaps. It seemed to me that they
might become like animals in a zoo, tearing each other to pieces.
But it’s nothing to do with human nature or sin. 1 really believe
that it’s a function of the geography of playing. In playgrounds, if
there’s a place apart, a kind of refuge, where people can get away
from bullies, then on the whole there is no bullying. Everyone in a
playground knows that the best thing to do about a bully is just to
go away. Now, those children were on a small island, weren’t they?
I'm sure | sound a bit simple, but it's my experience that big
questions about good and evil sometimes come down to the
question Have you anywhere else to go? There’s one playground in
Leeds, for example, that’s a nightmare. It’s rather like a bullring
— a big pit with high buildings all around. I'd hate to base a
theory of good and evil on what one saw children do there! So
often psychological problems have architectural solutions. Is there
a place for people to play in quiet? Is there somewhere else to go?”

We asked Mrs. Opie if she thought that discoveries about the
creativity of children were generally true about all human creativity.

“Well, children aren’ really creative, ” she said gently. “Not,
anyway, in the sentimental sense that people normally use when
they swoon about the untrammelled creativity of children. Children
invent nothing. They adapt things. It’s fascinating to see what they
will adapt and what they feel has to remain constant. There’s that
famous and very old counting-out rhyme, for instance—eeny,
meeny, miney,” and so on— which used to have that terrible word
right in its middle. Well, that became a forbidden word, so it was
changed to ‘tigger,” as a ryhme. Then children changed it to ‘tiger,’
in order to make sense of the rhyme—well, the word was freed? It
could become any two-syllable animal—'spaniel” or ‘donkey’ or
‘budgie.” Children create only in that sense. They are tories of the
whole and anarchists of the particular.™

Next, we asked Mrs. Opie if she agreed that television was
killing off playground culture.

“On dear!” she said. “Do you mean Children Nowadays Do
Not Have the Fun That They Used To? You know, that itself is
part of the lore of older children. At about thirteen or fourteen,
when a child stops playing, he will tell you that all the playing has
gone right out of the world. It’s the beastly superiority of the
adolescent to the child, and we never outgrow it. Just recently, we
had quite a terrible furor at home. Some educationists went to a

playground and didnt see any children skipping rope. They
noticed a Lack of Skipping. A Disturbing Failure to Skip! So they
published a little pamphlet, ‘Let’s All Skip!,’ and distributed it in
the playgrounds. Well, of course, the children were skipping. They
simply happened not to be skipping right where the grownups
happened to be. They were down the street or around the corner
—or perhaps it wasn’t the skipping season. What’s so hard for
many people who care about children’s play to understand is that
children don’t play. One of my favorite remarks came from a child
who, when I asked him what he was playing, told me very
severely. ‘I never play.” I watched him for weeks, and found that
he led most of the games. | was puzzled, and so I described to him
what | had seen and asked him why he had told me that he never
played. ‘I never play,’ he repeated. ‘That’s just what 1 do.” "

We asked Mrs. Opie how she had coped with the death of her
husband, in 1982, and what she had been doing and writing since.

“When Peter died, my grief was intense, and lasted for three
years,” she said softly. “But at the same time [ realized that I had
become the only remaining member of Opie & Opie. We were in
the middle of two projects— The Oxford Book of Narrative Verse’
and ‘The Singing Game™—and I knew I had to finish them. I
couldn’t let him down. 1 was writing the preface to ‘Narrative
Verse’ an hour after he died. Grief is so strange. It’s located right
here.” She pointed to a spot just to the right of, and about six
inches above, her navel. “My own grief became another play-
ground—a thing to observe. There were sudden rushes of happiness
in the worst moments. You live so intensely in grief. It’s a
mysterious pain. I lived so intensely for three years while I was
grieving that now I find myself grieving for my grief. But since
the pain left I've been very happy. It was only after his death that |
realized that Peter and 1 worked very differently. Peter was a
Puritan, and for him work had to be painful. 1 try to make my
work into a kind of play. When we were reading proofs, which is
really the most tedious and time-consuming process, | would grow
bored and read them out in a Scots accent or an Irish brogue.
Peter thought it really very dreadful.

“I decided next to take a holiday from childhood and to edit a
dictionary of superstitions. But now that’s done, and I'm back to
the playgrounds. The old routine—stand at the side of the play-
ground and ask the children what they're doing. Posing as the
village idiot. They teach me how to play marbles. They teach me
terribly vulgar stories, or children’s versions of those stories, which
tend to be a little vague, as they don’t quite understand them.
When we originally published our book, we weren't allowed to
publish even slightly sexy rhymes. So now I shall. I have a title for
the new book. May 1 tell it to you? It is *The People in the
Playground.” ‘People,” you know, because children never refer to
themselves as children. They say, “You need four people for this
garme’ or some people say that rhyme differently.”™

Finally, we asked Mrs. Opie the question we ought to have
begun with: What were her favorite books as a child?

“Well, I loved ‘Beauty and the Beast’ and ‘The Frog Prince,’
because they suggested a strong, not a sentimental, compassion.
They faced reality. They are stories about the good consequences
of accepting ugly things for themselves. Of course, I dont doubt
that they have other themes—sexual themes—within them. But |
think that what remains with us in children’s literature is not what
is invisible but what is most apparent—the beauty of compassion
and courage and loyalty. Do you know, as a child I could never
abide Lewis Carroll. The “Alice’ books seemed so obviously written
for some one older than I was. But when I knew that, finally, 1
was going to come to America | decided to bring along “Through
the Looking Glass’ to read on the airplane and to keep with me
here. Well, do you know what the White Queen says about trying
to believe six impossible things each day? That’s very good advice
for New York. In my two days here, I've been blissfully astonished
the whole time. So now I find myself living according to Carroll.”
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