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ON THE PSYCHOLOGY OF THE 
TRICKSTER FIGURE 

IT is no light task for me to write about the figure of the trickster 
in American-Indian mythology within the confined space of a 
commentary. When I first came across Adolf Bandelier' s classic on 
this subject, The Delight Makers, 1 many years ago, I was struck by 
the European analogy of the carnival in the mediaeval Church, 
with its reversal of the hierarchic order, which is still continued 
in the carnivals held by student societies today. Something of this 
contradictoriness also inheres in the mediaeval description of the 
devil as 'simia dei' (the ape of God), and in his characterization in 
folklore as the 'simpleton' who is 'fooled' or 'cheated'. A curious 
combination of typical trickster motifs can be found in the 
alchemical figure of Mercurius; for instance, his fondness for sly 
jokes and malicious pranks, his powers as a shape-shifter, his dual 
nature, half animal, half divine, his exposure to all kinds of tor­
tures, and-last but not least-his approximation to the figure of 
a saviour. These qualities make Mercurius seem like a daemonic 
being resurrected from primitive times, older even than the Greek 
Hermes. His rogueries relate him in some measure to various 
figures met with in folklore and universally known in fairy tales: 
Tom Thumb, Stupid Hans, or the buffoon-like Hanswurst, who 
is an altogether negative hero and yet manages to achieve through 
his stupidity what others fail to accomplish with their best efforts. 
In Grimm's fairy tale the 'Spirit Mercurius' lets himself be out­
witted by a peasant lad,. and then has to buy his freedom with the 
precious gift of healing. 

Since all mythical figures correspond to inner psychic experi­
ences and originally sprang from them, it is not surprising to find 
certain phenomena in the, field of parapsychology which remind 
us of the trickster. These are the phenomena connected with 

l lSt edition, New York, 1890. 
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poltergeists, and they occur at all times and places in the ambience 
of pre-adolescent children. The malicious tricks played by the 
poltergeist are as well known as the low level of his intelligence 
and the fatuity of his 'communications'. Ability to change his 
shape seems also to be one of his characteristics, as there are not a 
few reports of his appearance in animal form. Since he has on 
occasion described himself as a soul in hell, the motif of subjec­
tive suffering would seem not to be lacking either. His universality 
is co-extensive, so to speak, with that of shamanism, to 
which, as we know, the whole phenomenology of spiritualism 
belongs. There is something of the trickster in the character of 
the shaman and medicine-man, for he, too, often plays malicious 
jokes on people, only to fall victim in his tum. to the vengeance 
of those whom he has injured. For this reason his profession some­
times puts him in peril of his life. Besides that, the shamanastic 
techniques in themselves often cause the medicine-man a good 
deal of discomfort, if not actual pain. At all events the 'making 
of a medicine-man' involves, in many parts of the world, so much 
agony of body and soul that permanent psychic injuries may 
result. His 'approximation to the saviour' is an obvious conse­
quence of this, in confirmation of the mythological truth that the 
wounded wounder is the agent of healing, and that the sufferer 
takes away suffering. 

These mythological features extend even to the highest regions 
of man's spiritual development. If we consider, for example, the 
daemonic features exhibited by Yahweh in the Old Testament, 
we shall find in them not a few reminders of the unpredictable 
behaviour of the trickster, of his pointless orgies of destruction 
and his self-appointed sufferings, together with the same gradual 
development into a saviour and his simultaneous humanization. 
It is just this transformation of the meaningless into the meaning­
ful that reveals the trickster's compensatory relation to the 'saint', 
which in the early Middle Ages led to some strange ecclesiastical 
customs based on memories of the ancient saturnalia. Mostly they 
were celebrated on the days immediately following the birth of 
Christ-that is, in the New Year-with singing and dancing. The 
dances were the originally harmless tripudia of the priests, the 
lower clergy, children, and subdeacons, and they took place in the 
church. An tpiscopus puerorum (children's bishop) was elected and 

196 

I 
I 

I 
' 

ON THE PSYCHOLOGY OF THE TRICKSTER FIGURE

dressed in pontifical robes. Amid uproarious rejoicings he paid an

official visit to the palace of the archbishop and distributed the

episcopal blessing from one of the windows .. The same thing

happened at the tripudium bypodiaconorum, and at the dances for

other priestly grades. By the end of the twelfth century the sub­

deacons' dance had already degenerated into a Jestum stultorum

(fools' feast). A report from the year 1198 says that at the Feast

of Circumcision in Notre-Dame, Paris, 'so many abominations

and shameful deeds' were committed that the holy place was

desecrated 'not only by smutty jokes, but even by the shedding of

blood'. In vain did Pope Innocent III inveigh against the 'jests

and madness that make the clergy a mockery', and the 'shameless

frenzy of their playacting'. Nearly three hundred years later ( 12th

March, 1444) a letter from the Theological Faculty of Paris to all

the French bishops was still fulminating against these festivals,

at which 'even the priests and clerics elected an archbishop or a

bishop or pope, and named him the Fools' Pope' (Jatuorum papam ).

'In the very midst of divine service masqueraders with grotesque

faces, disguised as women, lions and mummers, performed
their dances, sang indecent songs in the choir, ate their greasy
food from a comer of the altar near the priest celebrating mass,

got out their games of dice, burned a stinking incense made
of old shoe leather, and ran and hopped about all over the

church'.2
It is not surprising that this veritable witches' sabbath was un­

commonly popular, and that it required considerable time and
effort to free the Church from this pagan heritage. 3

In certain localities even the priests seem to have adhered to the
'libertas decembrica', as the Fools' Holiday was called, in spite

2 Du Cange, Gloss, Med, et Inf. Lat., 1733, s.v. Kalendae, p, 1666. Here there

is a note to the effect that the French title 'sou-diacres' means literally 'saturi

diaconi' or 'diacres saouls' ( drunken deacons). 
J These customs seem to be directly modelled on the pagan feast known as

'Cervul;t' or 'Cervulus'. It took place in the kalends of January and was a kind

of New Year's festival, at which people exchanged 'sttenae' (�ttcnnes, gifts),

dressed up as animals or old women, and danced through the streets singing, to

the applause of the populace. According to Du Cange (ibid., s.v. cervulus),

sacrilegious songs were sung. This happened even in the immediate vicinity of

St. Peter's in Rome. 
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