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Do ancient Graeco-Roman werewolf myths derive from ritual activity?

Myths surrounding transformation are some of the most prevalent; and are featured throughout modern pop culture. The associations we have with Werewolves has shifted since antiquity, and this is evident in the way they are portrayed in modern storytelling, i.e. the book series Twilight, the film An American Werewolf in London. However, one of the associations that has not changed is the nature of transformations and how these either revolve around ritualistic behaviours or vice versa; but the focus of why there are ritualistic behaviours attached to myths (in general) has slightly altered since antiquity. Ritual behaviours surrounding transformational myth in antiquity often derived from a culture, or community of people who were seen to be in the outskirts of society and (or) uncivilised in their nature. [footnoteRef:1] This, coupled with unconventional religious beliefs,[footnoteRef:2] led some to believe the transformational myths attached to said communities or cultures. While Buxton (2013) offers the likeness between groups of people on the fringes of society or in remote locations and the behavioural characteristics of wolves and builds on work from Irving (1992) whom states that the most plausible explanation to these transformational narratives is the notion of rite of passage as this is associated with change hence the transformation myths. This paper will examine the links between ritualistic behaviour and transformation, specific to Werewolf transformations; it will attempt to show how ritual activity influences myths and narratives focusing primarily on the Lychaeon narrative as proposed by Appollodorus (3.8.) and Ovid (Met. 1.217-39.), and light discussion regarding Herodotus’s (His. 4.105.) account on the Neuri people. [1:  Her. His. 4.105.]  [2:  Ovid. Met. 217-39.] 

Through Ovid’s account of the Lychaeon myth,[footnoteRef:3] there are several different approaches one can take toward the narrative and the ritualistic aspects of it. Firstly: Sacrificial rituals. The use of human sacrifice, and consuming human meat. This can be seen as a ritual of control over the transformation process for Lychaeon, as sacrificing and eating human flesh could prevent him becoming a wolf. However, it could also be said that he performed this sacrifice in order to be able to transform as Lychaeon suspected that Zeus was not who he claimed to be. Or, from another perspective, the transformation happened because Zeus showed himself to be a god, and as such Lychaeon uncontrollably showed himself to be part wolf, confirming the uncivilised nature he possesses. But, one could take a slightly different perspective again and say the transformation happening proved that Lychaeon had no control over the nature of his transformation, reaffirming there to be no ritualistic aspect necessary to transform oneself into a werewolf. Secondly: uncivilised people. Putting this narrative into its periodic context, it was believed to be a very uncivilised/ancient area, as such the idea that the king physically manifests as an animal reaffirms the expectations of an uncivilised culture. The use of human sacrifice and offering is seen as uncivilised and perpetuates a (then) stereotype that the area of Arcadia was rather ancient, so theoretically, its inhabitants must practice strange and old rituals not practiced in civilised society.[footnoteRef:4] This is shown in both Ovid’s and Appollodorus’ accounts of the narrative as there is an emphasis on the impiety shown by Lychaeon and the natives for having different, unconventional gods. There is also the issue of not only geographical influences on the narratives but ethnographic influences too. The notion the people of Arcadia were uncivilised because they had different gods and religious cults, points toward the narrative deriving from religious rituals rather than actual transformations themselves. This specific narrative doesn’t appear to have any rituals that directly link to transformation into a werewolf- but shows uncivilised nature and cult like actions (sacrifices, human meat, human sacrifice), but this does not directly turn Lychaeon into a werewolf. This is shown especially within Ovid’s account, as there is a strong emphasis on the abnormal religious practices shown, i.e. cooking and serving human meat. There is also strong ties between inappropriate behaviour, inappropriate religious beliefs and an improper body that contribute to how this narrative may have originated from rituals.  As Buxton (2013) states, there are ritualistic ideologies attached to the myth of King Lychaeon[footnoteRef:5] but no tangible proof of this in the different narratives that the myth itself originates from rituals. Buxton puts forward the idea that the werewolf of Arcadia could certainly be a product religious practice, but simultaneously discounts this by showing the reader that other myths regarding werewolves and transformational episodes may not have come from a ritualistic background, as such it is difficult to decipher if the myths create rituals, or vice versa.[footnoteRef:6] [3:  Ovid. Met. 217-39]  [4:  Buxton (2013) affirms the use of location in this myth is integral to the notion of it including rituals, or deriving from such. As arcadia was viewed by the ancient Greeks as a very old fashioned and uncivilised place, that was behind the rest of society.]  [5:  Buxton (2013): Pg. 48]  [6:  Buxton (2013): Pg. 45-48] 

Herodotus’ account on the Neuri people shows a society similar to that described in Arcadia. The premise of the myth is built on the Neuri being a community of people who are uncivilised, impious and abnormal from the rest of ancient Greek society. Although short, Herodotus’ account supports the rite of passage ritual notion proposed by Irving (1992) and later Buxton (2013), as it states ‘Once a year every one of the Neuri is turned into a wolf…’ (Her. His. 4.105.) this not only appears to be a willing transformation, but reaffirms a ritualistic ideology behind it as it happens yearly. Buxton (2013) details that Herodotus also gives the location to this as being rather remote, and as such the people who live here are on the fringes of civilised society,[footnoteRef:7] which he declares is in accordance with ancient Greek thought on wolves. Buxton admits that whether this rite of passage ritualistic theory includes the ‘Neuri wearing a wolf skin or simply withdrawing from society for a period of time, is unknown,’ but possible.[footnoteRef:8] It is arguable that this is not a ritualistic transformation as if it were a rite of passage type ritual, this would have been passed through generations and one would expect more information on the usage of potential wolf skins, or skins of animals in general, for this type of ritual, than there is available. But this does not explain the timeliness of said transformations, which Herodotus claims to last ‘for a few days’[footnoteRef:9] before returning to human form. In this passage, the only aspect that makes it rather ritual like is the timeliness of the transformations, however with no other ritualistic aspects behind it, it is possible the myth is a product of geographic or ethnographic location rather than cult like rituals.  [7:  Buxton (2013): Pg. 42 ]  [8:  Buxton (2013) Pg. 42]  [9:  Her. His. 4.105] 

In the Lychaeon myth, it’s popularly believed that a punishment was enacted on Lychaeon because of his behaviours.[footnoteRef:10] However in Herodotus’ account of the Neuri people, they all transform together once a year and so gives the impression that this is a voluntary transformation, meaning it is more likely to derive from tradition rituals, than have rituals derived from the action of transforming. Whereas with Lychaeon the transformation was to show the uncivilised nature he possessed to perform human sacrifices and ingest human meat. Both narratives are based off the same ideology of ‘us’ and ‘they’, as both locations are considered ‘uncivilised’ due to the people who inhabit these areas being impious to conventional gods, and acting in unconventional manners. In general, it is hard to see how werewolves could have derived from rituals, but within individual transformations there are ritualistic aspects that can be argued as creating the myth itself rather than the other way round.  [10:  Both Ovid (1.227) and Appollodorus (3.8) state Zeus began to attack the house with lightning bolts because Lychaeon was impious, and served human meat. ] 
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