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3) Do Ancient Greco-Roman werewolf myths derive from ritual activity?

The purpose of this work is to address the extent to which the ancient myths regarding werewolves (i.e. people turning into wolves) relate to ancient ritual activity.  This work will examine a number of ancient sources with regard to myths and rituals surrounding wolves. These sources will include such ancient sources as Pliny the elder and Aristotle, and they will be analysed with regards to werewolves and rituals. This work will be divided into two separate areas of study that will seek to address the connection between werewolves and ritual activity. The first area will examine the cases as presented by the ancient sources where werewolves are being directly linked to that ritual activity, and supported by the appropriate modern scholarship. The second area will focus on werewolves being linked to non-ritual aspects of ancient societies, such as fears surrounding the unknown and the actions of people outside of civilisation. Modern Scholarship will be analysed and compared throughout this work, as well as a regard to how the scholarship interprets the ancient sources. The conclusion will include my own opinions with regards to the question as well as a summary of the arguments within. 
The first area of study that will be examined will be the ancient sources that record people transforming into wolves that directly involve some form of ritual activity. The first is the case of the apparent ability of Greek settlers in Scythia to transform into wolves. This story is told by the historian Herodotus in his work The Histories, wherein he recounts that every year one member of the Nuri people transforms into a wolf, and then back again after a few days[footnoteRef:1].  The apparent ability here is mystical in nature, but also appears to be directly related to that of some form of ritual activity occurring in Scythia. Herodotus himself in the work, states that he does not believe in the tale, but is simply describing the tale that others have told him, and who swear to the truth of this tale. Herodotus’ denial of the belief in this tale is obviously because of the fantastical elements of it, however, he also makes note that he is hearing the tale second hand. This could example that what is taking place in Scythia is not a magical transformation at all, but instead some form of ritual activity. The ritual is something to do with wolves, or having someone act like a wolf for a certain period of time. The story is then retold a number of times, translated from one language to another and then by the time it reaches Herodotus it is no longer about an unusual ritual, but instead, a fantastical group of people who can change into wolves.   [1:  Hdt. 4.105] 

The premise of individuals acting like animals is not uncommon to the ancient world, in fact in ancient Greece there are a number of examples of such activities. Aristophanes in the work Lysistrata recounts a chorus song by the women of Athens that tells of when they shed their saffron robes, that they were a Bear at the Brauronia[footnoteRef:2].  This implies that to the women of Athens during a period in their maturing that they attended a ritual in which they participated whilst acting or imitating the likeness of a bear. The purpose of this ritual according to Blundell and Williamson in their work was to honour the goddess Artemis, with specific reference to a myth involving Artemis transforming a woman into a bear and thus marking the passage of girl into the stages of womanhood[footnoteRef:3].  [2:  Aristoph. Lys. 639-46]  [3:  Blundell and Williamson. 1998. 30 ] 

Returning the focus back to the wolf element, Herodotus is not the only ancient source that relates a story of individuals transforming into wolves as part of an apparent ritual activity. Pliny the elder tells an account that members of the clan of Anthus in Arcadia draw lots and one person then hangs his clothes on an oak-tree, swims across a lake and transforms into a wolf for nine years[footnoteRef:4]. This account provided by Pliny is very similar to that of Herodotus, but with greater detail provided to the specifics of how the individual is apparently transformed into a wolf than in Herodotus’ account of Scythia. The apparent similarity of the tales could be explained via the fact that Herodotus makes mention of Greek settlers in Scythia and that these settlers could possibly originate form Arcadia. The Greek settlers in Scythia are then transporting their own cultural beliefs and practices from Arcadia into Scythia, they are then being retold and eventually transcribed by Herodotus into the account that he presents in his work. However, it is also possible that the two apparent events in Scythia and Arcadia are completely separate, and that it is mere coincidence that they are similar.  [4:  Plin. Nat. 8.34] 

The myths of Arcadia being linked to wolves, however, is a valuable point, for it is noted by multiple ancient sources including Pliny the elder as previously stated. For example, Pausanias in his geographical work, Description of Greece, recounts the story that ever since the time of Lycaon a man has changed into a wolf during the sacrifices to the Lycaean Zeus and must remain a wolf for nine years and refrain from eating human flesh[footnoteRef:5]. This account, again, is similar to a previous one that Pliny tells are both placed in Arcadia and both have the man remaining a wolf for a period of nine years. This implies heavily that the myths relating to werewolves and human transformation seem to be inspired by some form of ritual activity emanating from Arcadia.  Buxton directly links both the Pliny and Pausanias accounts relating to a ritual in Arcadia involving the purification of young men as part of their evolution into manhood[footnoteRef:6]. Both accounts have a form of cleansing or sacrifice; Pliny has the man unclothing and then swimming in a lake which could be taken as some form ritual cleansing ceremony[footnoteRef:7]. The Pausanias account has the man making a sacrifice to Zeus and then refraining from the consumption of human meat, which could be taken as a form of ritual fasting involving meat[footnoteRef:8]. The nine-year period in both could be reference to the period between when the boy undertakes the first ritual and then returns for another, marking his ascent to manhood. However, this view is reliant on the aspects of the Arcadian ritual being unknown to outsiders and therefore open to speculation, which is not impossible but unlikely.   [5:  Paus. 8.2.6]  [6:  Buxton. 2013. 46 ]  [7:  Plin. Nat. 8.34]  [8:  Paus. 8.2.6] 

The link of Arcadia to the wolf is present because of the myth of Lycaon which is possibly one of the best known stories relating to a werewolf in ancient society. The Roman poet Ovid recounts the myth of Lycaon who was king of Arcadia, when Zeus was hosted at a banquet by Lycaon, he attempted to serve Zeus human flesh. Zeus then drove Lycaon form the city and transformed him into a wolf[footnoteRef:9]. The Lycaon story is possibly a reference to either ritual activity and a warning against its dangers, or it could also be a reference to the fears the Greeks held about human nature. The ritual that I am referring to is it that of the Epheboi, a ritual that involved young men living away from their communities for a period of time. The most evidence of this ritual we have left is from the city of Athens and that is mainly because of the philosopher Aristotle. Aristotle, in the work the Athenian Constitution describes the Epheboi in great detail. The young men are taken from Athens and are placed in posts on the Polis borders to practice warfare, and are exempt from all other communal duties for a period of two years[footnoteRef:10].  The fear in this ritual is the fact that the young men could become violent in nature or become abnormal in comparison to the rest of society; it is a fear based on what would happen if the ritual goes wrong. The link between violent soldiers and the nature of a wolf is presented in one of the greatest Greek works The Iliad. The Iliad describes the Myrmidons Achilles warrior people as wolves, blood thirsty, non-fearing and with a ravenous hunger[footnoteRef:11]. Here we can see a link between the martial abilities in the extreme in the form of the Myrmidons to that of wolves. This coupled with a ritual whose sole purpose is to exclude men from society in order to practice warfare, that being the Epheboi, we can see the Lycaon myth being the fear of this ritual made manifest. Lycaon is driven form the city because of his abnormal behaviour and is then transformed into a wolf.  Graf presents the argument that certain myths have evolved from initiation ritual, and that these myths present what the ritual is for and in some cases also the fear should the ritual go wrong[footnoteRef:12]. The Lycaon myth does seem to fit into the model that Graf presents showing the Epheboi going wrong when a person leaves their Polis.  [9:  Ov. Met. 1. 216 – 239]  [10:  Aristot. Const. Ath. 42]  [11:  Hom. Il. 15.156]  [12:  Graf. 1993. 51-3] 

However, we must address the fact that the Lycaon myth and other myths involving wolves may have nothing to do with ritual practices. Sconduto, presents the argument that the Lycaon myth has nothing to do with ritual, instead it is to do with the true nature of Lycaon being revealed by Zeus and that his abnormal behaviour is animalistic, so much so that he becomes one[footnoteRef:13]. The Lycaon myth in Sconduto’s interpretation has to do with the Greek beliefs about the character of oneself, a person must act correctly in society or they will be driven form it like in the case of Lycaon. The punishment of Lycaon is also reflective of this, his actions lead to his downfall which is his unacceptable behaviour combined with sacrilegious belief in challenging Zeus. The Lycaon myth is therefore not about some ritual, but a warning against challenging society where the punishments for doing so are harsh. Irving also holds to the belief that the Lycaon myth is not about ritual activity but instead about just punishment from the Gods, and a warning not to challenge social standards. Irving presents this view because Lycaon’s punishment is permanent and does not lead to Lycaon’s death nor his retransformation, and he is punished not for cannibalism, but for murder and abusing the rules of hospitality[footnoteRef:14]. This view raises an excellent point, because if the Lycaon myth was relating to a ritual such as the Epheboi, then surely Lycaon should have learnt this behaviour from the wilds and returned to the city, then he would have been punished to better fit the narrative of the ritual. Instead, we have Lycaon already holding these beliefs whilst being king of a city and challenging Zeus and then being punished. The Lycaon myth is therefore a cautionary tale warning against abusing power and authority.  [13:  Sconduto. 2008. 10 ]  [14:  Forbes Irving. 1992. 57] 

Apollodorus also recounts a story involving wolves; the myth of Athamas, who is told to dwell amongst the beasts as punishment when he finds a group of wolves devouring a sheep together, they flee and then founds a city on that spot[footnoteRef:15]. Although this myth has no human transforming into wolves, it does however, show us how the wolf is used as symbolism with regards to the ancient Greeks. Bremmer presents the argument that the wolves represent the barbaric pre-civilised world, that they live in the wilds sharing everything, but when man arrives the barbaric wolves flee and a new civilised community takes place[footnoteRef:16]. The points Bremmer raises about the wolves representing a barbaric pre-civilised society could also be reflected in the Lycaon myth. Lycaon could represent the early Greek man, somewhat civilised, but still with barbaric beliefs such as cannibalism or lack of belief in the gods. Therefore, Lycaon is driven from the city by Zeus, is representing the final stages man needs to take to become civilised by expelling the last barbaric aspects of human nature as represented by Lycaon to embrace true Greek civilisation represented by Zeus.     [15:  Apollod. 1.9.2]  [16:  Bremmer. 1994. 63-4] 

In summary the link between werewolves and ritual activity is a difficult one to discern, it is largely based on the view of what influenced or created the other, with regard to myth and ritual. Irving presents the argument that myths are independent from rituals such as the case of Lycaon[footnoteRef:17]. This approach then holds to the view that the werewolf myths are not about rituals, but are instead cautionary tales designed to warn against challenging society. Sconduto echoes this point that the Lycaon myth is about revealing Lycaon’s true nature and punishing him as a result of this[footnoteRef:18].  There are however, persuasive arguments in favour of the ritual origin of wolf myths.  Blundell and Williamson present the Athenian rituals of girls acting like bears at Brauron as a strong indicator of rituals involving animal emulation[footnoteRef:19]. This combined with apparent ritual-like behaviour as shown in Pliny and Pausanias as presented by Buxton, in his work on Greek ritual, gives us good reason to believe that initiation rituals could be the bases of myths involving werewolves[footnoteRef:20]. My opinion on the bases of whether ritual created myth or myth created ritual, is to chart a middle course between the two. I believe that the arguments Irving presents are valid, in that attempting to draft rituals to certain myths does not work[footnoteRef:21].  However, there are in my belief, certain myths as stated by Pliny and Pausanias, that are clearly based in rituals and that are presented by Buxton in his argument[footnoteRef:22].  [17:  Forbes Irving. 1992. 56-7]  [18:  Sconduto. 2008. 10]  [19:  Blundell and Williamson. 1998. 30]  [20:  Buxton. 2013. 46]  [21:  Forbes Irving. 1992. 57]  [22:  Buxton. 2013. 46] 
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