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About This Book 

Prior to my adaptation, this course was created from materials originally developed from an 
American Literature course at J.  Sargent Reynolds Community College.  Studies in 
Mythology is a modified version of the Lumen American Literature II text. The original version of 
this book was released under a CC-BY license and is copyright by Lumen Learning. 

 

In past versions of the course, I have used primary texts such as the Finnish Kalevala, the 
Homeric Hyms, or contemporary works influenced by mythology such as Gaiman’s Ameican 
Gods. Along with this OER text, students will be reading the Pinsky translation of Inferno, as 
well as the Frank Herbert mythology-based novel Dune. 

 

Several excellent sites exist on the web and collect images and out-of-copyright myth texts. I 
include some links to these, but the focus is mostly on the application of students’ analytical skills 
to the new reading material. 

 

The changes to this book listed are released under a CC-BY-SA license and are copyright by 
Joshua Dickinson of Jefferson Community College in Watertown, NY. The text’s title has been 
renamed Studies in Mythology. 

 

I also adapted a Writer’s Handbook resource for the College that goes into far more depth in 
coverage of the writing process and MLA style. This resource should be available on the 
SUNY list of OER textbooks and at: https://sunyjefferson.libguides.com/JCCOERtextbooks 

 

List of Changes 

List of Changes for ENG 209: Mythology text, Studies in Mythology: 

 
Renamed part “The American Novel: Huck Finn” as “American Folklore & Myth,” deleting Twain 
essay and lecture material related only to Twain. 

 
Deleted the following parts: “Civil Rights,” “American Protest,” “Writers at Home,” “Immigration,” 
“The Roaring Twenties,” “Consumerism,” “Writers at War,” “Utopia & Dystopia,” “Writers Abroad,” 
“Humor,” “Counterculture & Social Commentary,” “Sex,” “Drugs,” “Civil Rights,” 

 
Moved “The Negro Speaks of Rivers” Hughes poem from “The Roaring Twenties” part to “American 
Folklore & Myth.” 

 
Moved “The Goophered Grapevine” from “Humor” to “American Folklore & Myth.” 

 
Moved “Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas” excerpt from “Drugs” to “American Folklore & 

Myth.” Added About the Author section to End Matter. 

Users are free to use, modify or adapt any of this material providing the terms of the Creative 
Commons licenses are adhered to. 
CC licensed content, Original 

About This Book. Authored by: Joshua Dickinson. Provided by: Jefferson Community College. 
Located at: http://www.sunyjefferson.edu. Project: American Lit 2. License: CC BY-SA: 
Attribution-ShareAlike 

 

http://www.sunyjefferson.edu/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/
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Instructor Resources 

Mythology Links and Resources for Instructors  

Crash Course World Mythology #22 Coyote 

and Raven Crash Course World Mythology #21 

Hermes and Loki Greek Materials: “Perseus 

Collection” 

http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/collection?collection=Perseus:collection:Greco-

Roman Germanic Materials: “Perseus Collection” 

http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/collection?collection=Perseus:collection:Germ

anic Danteworlds, a Dante Web from the University of Texas at Austin 

http://danteworlds.laits.utexas.edu/index2.html 
Public domain content 

Links for Instructors. Authored by: Josh Dickinson. Provided by: Jefferson Community College. 
Located at: http://www.sunyjefferson.edu. Project: Studies in Mythology. License: CC BY-NC- SA: 
Attribution-NonCommercial-ShareAlike 

http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/collection?collection=Perseus%3Acollection%3AGreco-Roman
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/collection?collection=Perseus%3Acollection%3AGreco-Roman
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/collection?collection=Perseus%3Acollection%3AGermanic
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/collection?collection=Perseus%3Acollection%3AGermanic
http://danteworlds.laits.utexas.edu/index2.html
http://www.sunyjefferson.edu/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/
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JCC ENG 209 Grading Rubric 
 
 

 
Exceeding Standards 

 

Meeting Standards 
Approaching 
Standards 

Not Meeting Standards 

Literary analysis papers 

must fulfill terms of the 

individual instructor’s 

assignment and exhibit no 

evidence of plagiarism. 

 

Mastery of literary 

terminology Learning 

Outcome 1 

Acceptable to good use 

of literary terminology 

Inadequate use of 

literary terminology 

Little or no use of literary 

terminology 

 

Strong thesis statement 
Learning Outcome 2 

Adequate to good 
thesis statement 

Recognizable thesis 

with serious flaws 
 
No thesis 

 
Strong organization, 

development, and textual 

references and 

explanations 

Adequate to good 

organization, 

development, and textual 

references and 

explanations 

 

Evidence of effort, but 
poor organization, 
development, and /or 
textual references and 
explanations 

 
Little or no 
development, 
organization, and/or textual 
references and 
explanations 

 
Strong understanding of 

genre’s conventions 

 

Basic to good 

understanding of 

genre’s conventions 

 

Little evidence of 

understanding of 

genre’s conventions 

Serious errors in 

and/or no 

understanding of 

genre’s conventions 

Strong analytical skills 

demonstrated by clarity, 

insights, and depth of 

thought in literary 

interpretation 

Adequate to good 

analytical skills and 

evidence of critical 

thinking in literary 

interpretation 

Evidence of effort, but 

irrelevant and/or 

confused thinking, faulty 

logic 

Substantial errors in 

expression of thought, 

meaning obscured, little 

or no explanation 

 

Diverse and well- 

integrated scholarly 

research when required 

 

Adequate to good 

scholarly research when 

required 

Inadequate or 
incorrectly applied 

research when 

required 

 
Little or no research 

when required 

 

Skillful and correct use of 

MLA documentation and 

paper format 

 

Few to some errors in 

MLA documentation and 

paper format 

 

Consistent errors in 

MLA documentation 

and paper format 

Consistent and 

substantial errors in 

MLA documentation 

and paper format 
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Highly correct 

grammar, sentence 

structure, and style 

Few to some 

grammatical errors, 

meaning clear; 

serviceable to good 

sentence structure and 

style 

 
Serious grammatical 

errors, obscuring 

meaning; weak 

sentence structure and 

weak sense of style 

Many egregious 

grammatical errors, 

obscuring meaning; 

poor sentence 

structure and little or no 

sense of style 

Grade of A Grade of B or C Grade of D Grade of F 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CC licensed content, Original 

JCC ENG 204 Grading Rubric. Authored by: Joshua Dickinson. Provided by: Jefferson 
Community College. Located at: http://www.sunyjefferson.edu. Project: American Lit 2. 
License: CC BY-SA: Attribution-ShareAlike 

http://www.sunyjefferson.edu/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/
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The Inferno Comprehension Questions 
 
Answer these questions in complete sentences, citing where necessary. Along with the 
questions, I am providing some background and reading reminders that may help you 
experience The Inferno more fully. (Doesn’t that sound sinister? Well, I am left handed . . . and 
“sinister” means left in Latin!) If you see just a name listed below, establish the figure and its 
significance. (Who is it? Why do they matter?) 

 

Reading Tips 

 
Reread passages aloud 
Read slower than you usually do 
Consider line breaks and the logic of what’s contained in each stanza (and canto) 
Adopt a tone when reading dialogue 
Boil down longer passages 
When Dante asks you to hear or visualize something—or, worse, to smell it—slow down and try 
that! 
Utilize the notes by reading them first in some cantos, and second in others. Either way, keep a 
bookmark in those notes. 
When you get stuck by a word or phrase, reorder it. Failing that, you can safely ignore some 
troublesome passages. Overlooking things too often is as much a problem as never doing so! 
Glance at the Italian on the facing pages . . . you’d be surprised at how it can 
help! Use the sites in the External links to help you with the details. 
 

Canto I 

 
Analyze the first stanza of the poem. What is Dante’s difficulty? 
 
What are the three beasts that hinder Dante? Of what are each of the three beasts symbolic? 
(They differ, so explain each.) 
 
Why must Dante journey all the way through Hell? 
 
Who is Virgil, this guide for Dante’s journey through Hell? Why is he a fitting guide—especially for 
Dante? 

 
Canto II 

 
There are three religious women who aid the fearful Dante in this canto. Who are the most 
important two of the three? Why are they important? 

 

 
Canto III 

 
–Lack of decision and lack of fame are important faults. Pay attention to the ways the damned 
communicate with Dante, asking him for fame in the world. Also pay attention to the metaphorical 
use of numbers in the book. 
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Living without infamy or praise: Why are the angels who were neutral here? 
 
Charon 
 
Why does Dante swoon? 

 
 
Canto IV 

 

Baptism—among other things—is required for entry into Heaven.The epical catalogue, a 
convention of the epic poem, is evident here. You will see such listing used elsewhere for effect. 

Why are Horace, Lucian, Ovid, and Virgil placed in this area on the outskirts of Hell? 
 
 

Canto V 

 
Minos. Additionally, analyze the way that Minos judges where to put sinners. 
 
Why are those who put the body ahead of the will relatively minor sinners here? 

 
What is the significance of the story of Paolo and Francesca, the lovers? 
 
Why are so many women depicted in this canto? 

 
 
Canto VI 

 
Remember idea of sinners punished according to the degree and kind of their faults. 

Ciacco 
 
 

Cerberus 
 
 
Canto VII 

 
Why are the avaricious and the prodigal put together into the same circle? 
 

Canto VIII 
 
Filippo Argenti 
 
Why does Dante wish to see the soul in the water punished even further by Phlegyas? Explain. 

 
How is the guide challenged? 
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Canto IX 

 
Why are the three Greek Furies used in a Christian poem? 
 
What is the logic by which the heavenly messenger gets his way and opens the door? 
 
 
Canto X 

 
Why is Farinata here? 
 
What is the punishment of the heretics? 

 
How are Farinata and Guido linked to Dante? 
 

 
Canto XI 

 
Anastasius 
 
How is lower hell organized, according to Virgil? 
 
 

Canto XII 

 
Apply the idea of contrapasso, or just punishment, to the miseries in the seventh circle. 
 
 

Canto XIII 

 
Harpies 
 
What physical imagery is used to depict (show) those who have committed violence against themselves? 

 

Canto XV 

 
Brunetto Latini 

 

 
Canto XVII 

 
Describe Geryon 
 
Why do the travelers eventually have to fly on Geryon? Is there symbolism at work here? 
 
Why are the usurers, those who exact interest payments for loans, so low in Hell? 

Cantos XVIII-XXXI 

 
List each pocket of Malebolge and describe at least one figure within each pocket who best represents 
that pocket’s infraction. 
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Canto XXI 

 
What is humorous about the actions of the demons of Malebranche (“evil-claws”)? 
 
 
Canto XXVI 

 
What is the tone Ulysses has in this canto?  Describe his attitude. 
 
Canto XXXI 

 
Why are Giants placed so low in Hell? Explain. 

 
Canto XXXIV 

 
How is Lucifer depicted? Why is this fitting? 
 
Describe the physical layout of the passage from Hell. 

 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Public domain content 

The Inferno Comprehension Questions. Authored by: Josh Dickinson. Provided by: Jefferson 
Community College. Located at: http://www.sunyjefferson.edu. Project: Studies in Mythology. 
License: CC BY-NC-SA: Attribution-NonCommercial-ShareAlike 

http://www.sunyjefferson.edu/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/
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Same Old Story?: Propp Fairy Tale Analysis 
 
Directions: Are all folk stories composed of a set of common elements? If we counted them, how 
many would we see? Your task is to use the classification of fairy tales sheet on the back, from 
Russian critic Vladimir Propp, to break down the parts of the Grimm Brothers’ tale “Godfather 
Death.” Propp’s list is also in your reader on page 81. 

 
First, break the tale into its component parts. It has probably eight to ten of those breaks between 
one part of the story and another. Tell what happens in each part. Then see how many of Propp’s 
categories fit the parts you just identified. 

 
Godfather Death 

 
A poor man had twelve children and was forced to work night and day to give them even bread. 
When therefore the thirteenth came into the world, he knew not what to do in his trouble, but ran 
out into the great highway, and resolved to ask the first person whom he met to be godfather. The 
first to meet him was the good God who already knew what filled his heart, and said to him, poor 
man, I pity you. I will hold your child at its christening, and will take charge of it and make it happy 
on earth. The man said, who are you?  I am God. Then I do not desire to have you for a godfather, 
said the man, you give to the rich, and leave the poor to hunger. Thus spoke the man, for he did 
not know how wisely God apportions riches and poverty. He turned therefore away from the 
Lord, and went farther. Then the devil came to him and said, what do you seek. If you will take me 
as a godfather for your child, I will give him gold in plenty and all the joys of the world as well. The 
man asked, who are you. I am the devil. Then I do not desire to have you for godfather, said the 
man, you deceive men and lead them astray. He went onwards, and then came death striding up 
to him with withered legs, and said, take me as godfather.  
 
The man asked, who are you. I am death, and I make all equal. Then said the man, you are the 
right one, you take the rich as well as the poor, without distinction, you shall be godfather. Death 
answered, I will make your child rich and famous, for he who has me for a friend can lack 
nothing. The man said, next Sunday is the christening, be there at the right time. Death 
appeared as he had promised, and stood godfather quite in the usual way. When the boy had 
grown up, his godfather one day appeared and bade him go with him. He led him forth into a 
forest, and showed him a herb which grew there, and said, now you shall receive your 
godfather’s present. I make you a celebrated physician. When you are called to a patient, I will 
always appear to you. If I stand by the head of the sick man, you may say with confidence that you 
will make him well again, and if you give him of this herb he will recover, but if I stand by the 
patient’s feet, he is mine, and you must say that all remedies are in vain, and that no physician in 
the world could save him. But beware of using the herb against my will, or it might fare ill with 
you. 

 
It was not long before the youth was the most famous physician in the whole world. He had only 
to look at the patient and he knew his condition at once, whether he would recover, or must needs 
die. So they said of him, and from far and wide people came to him, sent for him when they had 
anyone ill, and gave him so much money that he soon became a rich man. Now it so befell that the 
king became ill, and the physician was summoned, and was to say if recovery were possible. But 
when he came to the bed, death was standing by the feet of the sick man, and the herb did not 
grow which could save him. If I could but cheat death for once, thought the physician, he is sure to 
take it ill if I do but, as I am his godson, he will shut one eye, I will risk it. He therefore took up the 
sick man, and laid him the other way, so that now death was standing by his head. Then he gave 
the king some of the herbs, and he recovered and grew healthy again. 

 
But death came to the physician, looking very black and angry, threatened him with his finger, and 
said, you have betrayed me, this time I will pardon it, as you are my godson, but if you venture it 
again, it will cost you your neck, for I will take you yourself away with me. 
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Soon afterwards the king’s daughter fell into a severe illness. She was his only child, and he wept 
day and night, so that he began to lose the sight of his eyes, and he caused it to be made known that 
whosoever rescued her from death should be her husband and inherit the crown. When the 
physician came to the sick girl’s bed, he saw death by her feet. He ought to have remembered the 
warning given by his godfather, but he was so infatuated by the great beauty of the king’s 
daughter, and the happiness of becoming her husband, that he flung all thought to the winds. He 
did not see that death was casting angry glances on him, that he was raising his hand in the air, 
and threatening him with his withered fist. He raised up the sick girl, and placed her head where 
her feet had lain. 

 
Then he gave her some of the herb, and instantly her cheeks flushed red, and life stirred afresh 
in her. 

 
When death saw that for a second time his own property had been misused, he walked up to the 
physician with long strides, and said, all is over with you, and now the lot falls on you, and seized 
him so firmly with his ice-cold hand, that he could not resist, and led him into a cave below the 
earth. There he saw how thousands and thousands of candles were burning in countless rows, 
some large, some medium-sized, others small. Every instant some were extinguished, and others 
again burnt up, so that the flames seemed to leap hither and thither in perpetual change. See, 
said death, these are the lights of men’s lives. The large ones belong to children, the medium-
sized ones to married people in their prime, the little ones belong to old people, but children and 
young folks likewise have often only a tiny candle. Show me the light of my life, said the physician, 
and he thought that it would be still very tall. Death pointed to a little end which was just 
threatening to go out, and said, behold, it is there. Ah, dear godfather, said the horrified physician, 
light a new one for me, do it for love of me, that I may enjoy my life, be king, and the husband of 
the king’s beautiful daughter. I cannot, answered death, one must go out before a new one is 
lighted. Then place the old one on a new one, that will go on burning at once when the old one has 
come to an end, pleaded the physician. Death behaved as if he were going to fulfill his wish, and 
took hold of a tall new candle, but as he desired to revenge himself, he purposely made a mistake 
in fixing it, and the little piece fell down and was extinguished. Immediately the physician fell on the 
ground, and now he himself was in the hands of death. 

 
1. 

 
2. 

 
3. 

 
4. 

 
5. 

 
6. 

 
7. 

 
8. 

 
Propp’s Schema—The 31 Elements into Which any Fairy Tale can be Broken 

 
A member of a family leaves home (the hero is introduced); 
An interdiction is addressed to the hero (‘don’t go there’, ‘go to this place’); The 
interdiction is violated (villain enters the tale); 
The villain makes an attempt at reconnaissance (either villain tries to find the children/jewels etc; or 
intended victim questions the villain); 
The villain gains information about the victim; 
The villain attempts to deceive the victim to take possession of victim or victim’s belongings (trickery; 
villain disguised, tries to win confidence of victim); 
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Victim taken in by deception, unwittingly helping the enemy; 
Villain causes harm/injury to family member (by abduction, theft of magical agent, spoiling crops, 

Studies in Mythology 
 

plunders in other forms, causes a disappearance, expels someone, casts spell on someone, 
substitutes child etc, commits murder, imprisons/detains someone, threatens forced marriage, 
provides nightly torments); Alternatively, a member of family lacks something or desires 
something (magical potion etc); 
Misfortune or lack is made known, (hero is dispatched, hears call for help etc/ alternative is that 
victimized hero is sent away, freed from imprisonment); 
Seeker agrees to, or decides upon counter-action; 
Hero leaves home; 
Hero is tested, interrogated, attacked etc, preparing the way for his/her receiving magical agent or 
helper (donor); 
Hero reacts to actions of future donor (withstands/fails the test, frees captive, reconciles 
disputants, performs service, uses adversary’s powers against them); 
Hero acquires use of a magical agent (directly transferred, located, purchased, prepared, 
spontaneously appears, eaten/drunk, help offered by other characters); 
Hero is transferred, delivered or led to whereabouts of an object of the search; Hero 
and villain join in direct combat; 
Hero is branded (wounded/marked, receives ring or scarf); 
Villain is defeated (killed in combat, defeated in contest, killed while asleep, banished); Initial 
misfortune or lack is resolved (object of search distributed, spell broken, slain person revived, 
captive freed); 
Hero returns; 
Hero is pursued (pursuer tries to kill, eat, undermine the hero); 
Hero is rescued from pursuit (obstacles delay pursuer, hero hides or is hidden, hero transforms 
unrecognizably, hero saved from attempt on his/her life); 
Hero unrecognized, arrives home or in another country; 
False hero presents unfounded claims; 
Difficult task proposed to the hero (trial by ordeal, riddles, test of strength/endurance, other tasks); 
Task is resolved; 
Hero is recognized (by mark, brand, or thing given to him/her); 
False hero or villain is exposed; 
Hero is given a new appearance (is made whole, handsome, new garments etc); 
Villain is punished; 
Hero marries and ascends the throne (is rewarded/promoted). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CC licensed content, Original 

Same Old Story?: Propp Fairy Tale Analysis. Authored by: Josh Dickinson. Provided by: Jefferson 
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License: CC BY-NC-SA: Attribution-NonCommercial-ShareAlike 
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II 

Responding to 
Literature 

 
Academic Writing Review 

 
Remember these items as you edit your essay. They can make a big difference. I hope this sort of 
things helps. It’s incomplete, but it’s a start. 

 

Think of the purpose of your paper, and of how each paragraph helps you fulfill it. As I mentioned 
elsewhere, the essays in the book aren’t pure models for the academic writing we will be doing. 
What we write should look more solid, even if it is less flashy. You’ll need to cite details and quickly 
follow up on their meanings through strong interpretation of the cited material. Topic sentences 
and transitions are key elements as well. 

 

Thesis/Introduction 

Set up your thesis; it’s best to place it near/at the end of the introduction. 
Two-part introductions or other types of unconventional introductions tend not to work. Why? The 
writer tends not to do the jobs of the introduction. These include previewing the rest of the essay, 
setting up the thesis (and showing other sides to the point you’re trying to prove). 
Make sure your introduction promises what you’ll do. (Don’t say “In this essay I’ll. . .” or “First, I’ll 
discuss,” though. Just go ahead and start previewing the paper.) 
Avoid using “I” as much as possible. 
“Don’t use don’t.” Avoid contractions–as I haven’t in this posting! 
“Oh, I almost forgot.” Be careful of the formal writing voice you need to use. Don’t sound chatty. I want 
you to write more formally than you are in your postings. 

 

Thesis Checklist 

With the thesis statement, keep the following questions in mind. They work for most academic 
writing. Get good at asking follow-up questions of your own so that you can edit your work. 

Is it a statement? 
Is it a complex sentence? (Most good thesis statements provide an overview of what you’ll go into. 
Therefore, most good thesis statements need to be complex sentences.) 
Does it take into account your 2-3 main reasons? (These are usually your body paragraph topics, 
right?) 
Does it take different sides into account? You want to appear fair, and the thesis is a great place for 
you to frame the merits and weak points of contending sides. 
Where will you locate this statement? Usually, though not always, we put the thesis either at the end 
of the introduction, or near the end. This allows us to set up the thesis carefully. Your introduction 
should take care to preview what you’ll get into in the body paragraphs, just as the conclusion 
reviews what you did. 

 

Paragraphing 

Starting/ending paragraphs with quotes is often a warning sign. Why is that? 
When editing, check for strong topic sentences. Are they there? (Go a step further: did your 
major topics make it into the introduction as preview material, and into the conclusion as review?) 
Citing properly matters. If readers are wondering where a source begins or ends, they are 
not attending to the content you chose to cite. Their job of appreciating what you brought to 
the essay is made impossible by citing problems. 
Interpret between quotes. Avoid stacking two or three quotes. I’m more interested in what 
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you have to write about the quotes than what’s in the quotes. 

Studies in Mythology 

 

Fix the problems with Smart Quotes. (See that mini-lecture in Module 1.) 
Are your paragraphs connected directly to the thesis? How? (Is the connection clear 
enough?) 
End paragraphs well. (Consider transitions as well as restatement of topic sentence.) 

 

Interpretation 

Perhaps the biggest frustration is that many of you include great quotes. They’re promising, 
they’re useful, they’re. . . sitting there! Use the words in the quote. Get readers to see their 
meaning. If you aren’t doing some work at this level, then you aren’t interpreting. Good readers are 
waiting for you to prove your points through close reading of the text. (Sell us on what the words 
mean. That takes some time.) 

 

Conclusion 

Lack of a conclusion will seriously affect your readers’ reactions to the essay (and thus, your 
grade). 
I value strong conclusions that restate your points and remind readers about how you proved your 
claim(s). 
Do not add new information to the conclusion. 
Restate your thesis at a strategic point. Otherwise, readers will not remember your work soon 
afterwards–or a week from now. 
Be detailed: this is where you remind us of what you did. 
Don’t write two or three sentences and “be done with it.” 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

CC licensed content, Original 
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Binary Patterns 
 
This or that? Me or you? I or thou? Subject or object? 

 

Along with these basic either/or questions, Western thought is built on other key binaries. 
 

A binary is an either/or choice like the zeroes and ones making up DVDs or other digital codes. 
While some things lend themselves to “this or that” choices, we know that the world is often much 
more complicated. The answer “Pepsi or Coke?” might define a person privately, but whether you 
like one or the other may not carry much public meaning. Ironically, it did carry meaning in the 80s 
during the Cola Wars. 

 

These either/or choices often have strange histories. For instance, the tragedy/comedy binary 
informs genres on television and in literature. It is based on a thinker, Aristotle, who was not even 
approving of literature. Dig into the history of tragedy and comedy and you will find some 
strangeness. For instance, tragedy was supposed by Aristotle to feature someone making a 
choice which leads inevitably to their downfall, which we witness and feel catharsis, a sense of 
purging out of both ends. . .! Weird enough for you? It makes a certain amount of sense, just as 
listening to a blues song makes us feel happy, but it’s what we’d call contingent: based on a 
quirky, particular set of happenings that did not have to occur. So binaries are contingent. (Call 
this the non-tragic theory of approaching binaries.) And comedy was supposed to involve a 
mating and joining offstage in early Greek comedies—which were held at the festival of the god 
Dionysus, at which, originally, his devotees called Maenads were said to mate with willing victims 
on mountainsides, after which they would rend apart the sacrificial victim. And this is what 
informs our genres—and has done so for 2,500 years. So I’d add necessary vs. contingent as a 
binary that can be useful. 

 

For more on the strangeness of binaries, you might do a search for humor theory or look at the 
history of academia (gowns, gavels, graduations. . .). Or if you’re talking good or evil, one might 
look at how evil always comes back (Sauron, Voldemort). Weirdly enough, this even contributes to 
a type of cannibalism whereby an enemy’s body is eaten so that his soul can be erased–for a 
time–from the eternal battlefield. As the cliché goes, “The truth is stranger than fiction.” In fields 
like literary analysis, there is no “capital-T Truth.” That idea of there being one would go back to 
Plato and his theory of Forms. 

 

So these issues have histories of which we should become aware. As a critical reader, it is 
important for you to take note of binaries and gauge their effects. Though they may exclude other 
choices, it is the case that humans notice contrasts and oppositions. 

 

Binaries are crutches, tools. They can work but can put blinders on what we notice. Early in stages 
of the writing or critical thinking processes, they can be useful. 

 

 

In a writing course, then, you might create a persuasive essay that argues one side against 
another. We contribute to these ongoing debates most thoughtfully if we realize that they 
arguments will continue, however well we write about them! Just don’t fall into the trap of 
thinking that the world is either/or, comforting as that notion may be. 

CC licensed content, Original 

Binary Patterns. Authored by: Joshua Dickinson. Provided by: Jefferson Community College. 
Located at: http://www.sunyjefferson.edu. Project: American Lit 2. License: CC BY-SA: 
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Which side of a binary does the author notice or value more? Which views are portrayed 
as negative? 

What is undervalued or missing from a given text? 

http://www.sunyjefferson.edu/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/


20  

Studies in Mythology 

 

Organizing Your Analysis 

 
Click the following link to read the article “Organizing Your Analysis” from the Online Writing Lab at Purdue University. 

 

 

“Organizing Your Analysis” from Purdue’s OWL 

CC licensed content, Original 

Survey of American Literature II. Authored by: Joshua Watson. Provided by: Reynolds 
Community College. Located at: http://www.reynolds.edu/. License: CC BY: Attribution 

 

With Analysis, Focus Upon Functions or Effects 
 
At the college level, putting in the right-sounding quotes in the right-looking spots of a body 
paragraph is insufficient. Writers are expected to use the quotes as excuses to argue their points. 
Close reading is a crucial skill which helps the writer make sense of how something makes sense. 
Humanities courses largely aim to enhance or bring about readers’ abilities to handle complex, 
indirect texts that demand multiple responses. 

 

Close reading is an analytical activity where the writer picks parts of larger whole and discusses 
how they function. This can be done while annotating or deciding what to say about an annotated 
chunk of text. Because your audience often knows the text and has ideas about how it works, it is 
up to you to do more than simply point out the existence of an important line, phrase, or word. 
Within the line, the critic must move from pointing out an idea to arguing how it functions. What 
effect is created by that phrase? How does this word affect readers? These questions get proved 
after careful setup and cited quotation work. 

 

Once you have dissected a speech, description, or dialogue, remember that you have 
committed a fairly aggressive, destructive act. You yanked a part from the whole. Remember to 
use the late portions of paragraphs to put the pieces back together. (“Pick up your toys when you 
are done with them!”) 

 

What You Might Look for in a Text 

 

Focus on an author’s use of complexity by discussing the effects of any of the 
following: word choice (diction) word order (syntax) 
connotation denotation 

 

irony (dramatic, situational, verbal) 
symbolism mood tone 
paradox (seeming contradiction) how words fit/bring about 
character rhetorical appeals (logos, ethos, pathos) logical 
patterns (valid or not) 
Rhetorical modes (description, narration, definition, process, illustration, comparison/contrast, 
classification/division, cause/effect, argument) 

 

 

CC licensed content, Original 

With Analysis, Focus Upon Functions or Effects. Authored by: Joshua Dickinson. Provided by: 
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Basically, looking for moves of any sort is a good starting point with analysis. 

https://owl.english.purdue.edu/owl/resource/725/03/
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Analysis is the Breaking Down of a Whole into its Parts 
Part-to-whole relationships and breaking those down into their functions is what we do when we 
analyze. We argue about how the parts function.  For practice, look at the following image. It is 
Edward Hicks’s The Cornell Farm/. The image has a fascinating composition, so watch the way 
one’s eyes are directed from area to area in the painting. Are there any symbols? Signs? (What is  
know the difference between a sign and a symbol?) 

 

When we write, we analyze most of the time. Whether we are reading a student post or model essay, 
we look over each text and think about how we are looking. It’s a composition, so some of the 
vocabulary we use in its analysis is shared with other humanities courses like art appreciation or 
music appreciation.   
 
Consider how the whole is broken down. If it is artful, then there is a guiding of one’s eyes as well 
as a frustration of easy expectations. See what you see and share that! 
 

 
 

Edward Hicks, The Cornell Farm (1848). 
 

Clearly, we can argue the parts and how they function. Analysis is all about functions in the 
structure and effects upon the viewer/reader. It’s worth remembering that the act is destructive 
(lysis meaning just that), sort of like taking apart a watch and seeing if it will function without this or 
that gear.  
 
CC licensed content, Original 

Analysis is the Breaking Down of a Whole into its Parts. Authored by: Joshua Dickinson. 
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How not to Write the Introduction and Conclusion 

 
Overview 
The opening and closing of anything one writes become increasingly important with busy readers. 
The way a writers introduces the subject to readers could determine how they will approach the 
ideas or even if they will continue reading. The introduction of a paper is especially important because 
research papers tend to be long and complex. 

 
The Introduction 

Your introduction should accomplish key goals: 

Grab attention. Open with a quote, fact, statistic, or short narrative. 
Convince readers that your paper is worth reading. Demonstrate the importance of your 
subject with details. 
Explain the basic context of your subject 
Narrow the topic to a specific thesis that clearly states your position 

You may use the introduction to explain or justify research methods or address readers’ objections. 
 
The Conclusion 
A conclusion should accomplish specific tasks: 

Bring the paper to an interesting, logical end 
End with a final fact, quote, or comment to provoke readers to accept your ideas and think about 
the topic on their own 
Reinforce the main points of the essay without unnecessary repetition 
Restate your thesis in a strategic spot where it will have the most effect on readers 
Speculate about future action 

 

CC licensed content, Original 

How not to Write the Introduction and Conclusion. Authored by: Joshua Dickinson. Provided by: 
Jefferson Community College. Located at: http://www.sunyjefferson.edu. Project: American Lit 2. 
License: Public Domain: No Known Copyright 

 
Trite, Cliched Beginnings and Endings Send Messages 

Remember, readers’ memories are not very powerful. Remind them of the specific things they should take away from 
the reading of your essay. Just avoid saying “In conclusion, I will review ______ and _______,” because this patterned 
ending sounds false. In fact, avoid every writing “In conclusion” to start a paragraph which is, obviously, the last!  
Often, I mine the words for my introduction from the conclusion. By that point, I know more about what I have 
accomplished in those body paragraphs. I can copy and paste (and reword) my conclusion, which appears sharper 
than the original introduction. This process might work for you, and it’s easy with the copy and paste commands. 
Then, go back and rewrite a conclusion, making sure it’s not just parroting the wording of the introduction. Call 
this the Robin Hood Principle: Stealing from the rich to give to the poor. 
 
Read aloud both your introduction and conclusion. Hear how they sound, and make sure they are of similar quality and 
length without seeming identical. Lastly, avoid “According to Dictionary.com, _____ is” or any “Society verbs  ” 

constructions. (“Society views the media as bad.”) Provable? Arguable?) 

http://www.sunyjefferson.edu/
https://creativecommons.org/about/pdm
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Connecting Reading & Writing: The Voice You Hear Response 

 
Too often, reading is viewed as a passive act where the information is poured into static readers’ 
minds. To succeed at the college level, a reworking of the way one reads may be necessary. 
Read the following passage from reading researcher Katherine McCormick and jot down your 
interpretation of its meaning: 

 
Tony slowly got up from the mat, planning his escape. He hesitated a moment and thought. 
Things were not going well. What bothered him the most was being held, especially since the 
charge against him had been weak. He considered his present situation. The lock that held him 
was strong but he thought he could break it . . . . He was being ridden unmercifully . . . . He felt 
that he was ready to make his move. 

 
From the two possible interpretations here, it seems clear that 1) readers use their previous 
experiences to make meaning out of a text, and 2) context influences meaning. After all, if we 
knew we were reading a short story on wrestling, our understanding of the passage would differ. 
Reading needs to be recognized as an active process. Read the following poem by Thomas 
Lux and answer all of the questions below in complete sentences.  The questions 
appear after the poem. 

 
 

The Voice You Hear When You Read Silently 

 
is not silent, it is a speaking-out-loud voice in your 

head; it is spoken,a voice is saying it as you 

read. 

It’s the writer’s words, of course, in a literary sense his or her 

“voice” but the sound of that voice is the sound of your 

voice. 

Not the sound your friends know or the sound of a tape 

played back but your voice 

caught in the dark cathedral of your skull, your voice heard by an 

internal ear informed by internal abstracts 

and what you know by feeling, having felt. 

 
It is your voice saying, for example, the word “barn” that the 

writer wrote but the “barn” you say is a barn you know or knew. 

The voice in your head, speaking as you read, never says 

anything neutrally–some people hated the barn they knew, 

some people love the barn they know 
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so you hear the word loaded and a sensory constellation is lit: 

 
horse-gnawed stalls, hayloft, black heat tape wrapping a 

water pipe, a slippery spilled chirr of oats from a split sack, 

Studies in Mythology 

 
the bony, filthy haunches of cows . . . 

 
And “barn” is only a noun–no verb or subject has entered into the sentence yet! 

 
The voice you hear when you read to yourself is the clearest voice: you speak its speaking to you. 

 

 
1. When you hear the word barn, what barn or barns from your own life do you first see? What feelings 

and associations do you have with this word? How do you think the barn in your head is different from 
the barns in your classmates’ heads? 

2. When you hear the word cathedral, what images and associations from your own life come into 
your head? Once again, how might your classmates’ internal images and associations with the 
word cathedral differ from yours? 

3. Now reread the poem and consider the lines “Not the sound your friends know or the sound of a 
tape played back / but your voice / caught in the dark cathedral of your skull.” What do you think Lux 
means by the metaphor “dark cathedral of your skull”?  What seems important about his choice of 
the word cathedral  (rather than, say,  house  or cave  or gymnasium  or mansion)?   How does skull 
work (rather than mind or brain or head)? Freewriting for several minutes, create your interpretation 
of “dark cathedral of the skull.” 

4. Finally, reflect for a moment about your thinking processes in trying to interpret “cathedral of the skull.” 
Did you go back and reread the poem, looking for how this line fits other lines of the poem? Did 
you explore further your own ideas about cathedrals and skull? See if you can catch yourself in the 
act of interacting with the text—or actively constructing meaning. 
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Proper Source Use in Paragraphs 

 
Function of Source Use 

 

You use sources as a form of backup for what you write. They support your claims. This means that 
you own your paper. 

 

Consequences of the String of Pearls Effect 

Using a single source several times in a row and then moving on as if some writing occurred is a 
common writing problem. How great a percentage of an average body paragraph should come 
from the source? Answers vary, of course, depending on your purpose and the sophistication of 
your topic. However, if you consistently let the sources take over more than one-third of your body 
paragraphs, you will not be a successful arguer, thinker, or writer. 

 
If you consistently string together a bunch of quotes, then readers are left with unused material. If 
you have two or three quotes in a row, this means you did not interpret them. For some reason, 
many writers think that the quotation marks are magic, as if the quotes speak–or mean 
something–for themselves. They don’t. If you think of the quotes as excuses for you to discuss 
their meaning, you will be much better off. 

 
We call the stringing together of paraphrases or quotes “the string of pearls effect.” What is the 
effect on readers of such lists? 

 
I usually tell students that readers need lots of prompts and reminders. Say things again, even 
if you think the quote did a good job of making meaning. Tell readers what something means–
just don’t use “I” or “you” as you follow up on the quote. The ends of paragraphs are where 
things tend to fall apart, I think. Succeed in synthesizing your source, in using it and proving 
the meaning of source information.  With cited material, follow up by 

 
linking the paraphrase/quote to the paragraph’s topic sentence, 
linking the cited information to the thesis 
restating the relevance, credibility, or context of the source material 
setting up a transition to the upcoming paragraph(s) 
using a signal phrase like “In other words, . . .” and launching into a direct interpretation of the cited 
bit 

Use your options. Take an active approach so papers–especially the research essay–actually 
use the sources   actively. 
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A Typical Paragraph Pattern 
 
(Remember, though, that this is not a formula. Vary your paragraphs, sentences, details, 

appeals, etc.) 
 

 

In large part, how well you do from here on out depends on how well you learn MLA citing and the 
standards of writing academic arguments. If we’re stuck with poorly-written paragraphs, the papers 
will only reach a certain level of quality. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
CC licensed content, Original 
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source use (quote then cite, or paraphrase one sentence then cite) 
direct interpretation of the quote’s words or the paraphrase’s meaning(s) (1-4 sentences, right?) 

paragraph closing/transition/restated topic sentence/link to thesis End the 

paragraph on your own with emphasis and power. 

http://www.sunyjefferson.edu/
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The Paragraph Body: Supporting Your Ideas 
 
Whether the drafting of a paragraph begins with a main idea or whether that idea surfaces in the 
revision process, once you have that main idea, you’ll want to make sure that the idea has enough 
support. The job of the paragraph body is to develop and support the topic. Here’s one way that you 
might think about it: 

 

• Topic sentence: what is the main claim of your paragraph; what is the most important idea that 
you want your readers to take away from this paragraph? 
• Support in the form of evidence: how can you prove that your claim or idea is true (or important, 
or noteworthy, or relevant)? 
• Support in the form of analysis or evaluation: what discussion can you provide that helps your 
readers see the connection between the evidence and your claim? 
• Transition: how can you help your readers move from the idea you’re currently discussing to 
the next idea presented? 

 

 

Now that we have a good idea what it means to develop support for the main ideas of your 
paragraphs, let’s talk about how to make sure that those supporting details are solid and 
convincing. 

 

Good vs. Weak Support 

What questions will your readers have? What will they need to know? What makes for good 
supporting details? Why might readers consider some evidence to be weak? 

 
If you’re already developing paragraphs, it’s likely that you already have a plan for your essay, at 
least at the most basic level. You know what your topic is, you might have a working thesis, and you 
probably have at least a couple of supporting ideas in mind that will further develop and support 
your thesis. 

 
So imagine you’re developing a paragraph on one of these supporting ideas and you need to 
make sure that the support that you develop for this idea is solid. Considering some of the points 
about understanding and appealing to your audience can also be helpful in determining what your 
readers will consider good support and what they’ll consider to be weak. Here are some tips on 
what to strive for and what to avoid when it comes to supporting details. 

 
Good support 
• Is relevant and focused (sticks to the point). 
• Is well developed. 
• Provides sufficient detail. 
• Is vivid and descriptive. 
• Is well organized. 
• Is coherent and consistent. 
• Highlights key terms and ideas. 

 
 
 

Types of support might include 
• Reasons. 
• Facts. 
• Statistics. 
• Quotations. 
• Examples. 
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Weak Support 
• Lacks a clear connection to the point that it’s meant to support. 
• Lacks development. 
• Lacks detail or gives too much detail. 
• Is vague and imprecise. 
• Lacks organization. 
• Seems disjointed (ideas don’t clearly relate to each other). 
• Lacks emphasis of key terms and ideas. 

 

Breaking, Combining, or Beginning New Paragraphs 

Like sentence length, paragraph length varies. There is no single ideal length for “the perfect 
paragraph.” There are some general guidelines, however. Some writing handbooks or resources 
suggest that a paragraph should be at least three or four sentences; others suggest that 100 to 200 
words is a good target to shoot for. In academic writing, paragraphs tend to be longer, while in less 
formal or less complex writing, such as in a newspaper, paragraphs tend to be much shorter. Two-
thirds to three-fourths of a page is usually a good target length for paragraphs at your current level 
of college writing. If your readers can’t see a paragraph break on the page, they might wonder if the 
paragraph is ever going to end or they might lose interest. 

 

The most important thing to keep in mind here is that the amount of space needed to develop one 
idea will likely be different than the amount of space needed to develop another. So when is a 
paragraph complete? The answer is, when it’s fully developed. The guidelines above for providing 
good support should help. 

 

Some signals that it’s time to end a paragraph and start a new one include that 
• You’re ready to begin developing a new idea. 
• You want to emphasize a point by setting it apart. 
• You’re getting ready to continue discussing the same idea but in a different way (e.g. 
shifting from comparison to contrast). 
• You notice that your current paragraph is getting too long (more than three-fourths of a 
page or so), and you think your writers will need a visual break. 
Some signals that you may want to combine paragraphs include that 
• You notice that some of your paragraphs appear to be short and choppy. 
• You have multiple paragraphs on the same topic. 
• You have undeveloped material that needs to be united under a clear topic. 

 

Finally, paragraph number is a lot like paragraph length. You may have been asked in the past to 
write a five paragraph essay. There’s nothing inherently wrong with a five-paragraph essay, but just 
like sentence length and paragraph length, the number of paragraphs in an essay depends upon 
what’s needed to get the job done. There’s really no way to know that until you start writing. So try 
not to worry too much about the proper length and number of things. Just start writing and see 
where the essay and the paragraphs take you. There will be plenty of time to sort out the organization 
in the revision process. You’re not trying to fit pegs into holes here. You’re letting your ideas unfold. 
Give yourself—and them—the space to let that happen. 

 

Developing Relationships Between Ideas 

So you have a main idea, and you have supporting ideas, but how can you be sure that your 
readers will understand the relationships between them? How are the ideas tied to each other? One 
way to emphasize these relationships is through the use of clear transitions between ideas. Like 
every other part of your essay, transitions have a job to do. They form logical connections between 
the ideas presented in an essay or paragraph, and they give readers clues that reveal how you want 
them to think about (process, organize, or use) the topics presented. 

 

Why are Transitions Important? 

Transitions signal the order of ideas, highlight relationships, unify concepts, and let readers know 
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what’s coming next or remind them about what’s already been covered. When instructors or peers 
comment that your writing is choppy, abrupt, or needs to “flow better,” those are some signals that 
you might need to work on building some better transitions into your writing. If a reader comments 
that she’s not sure how something relates to your thesis or main idea, a transition is probably the 
right tool for the job. 

 

When Is the Right Time to Build in Transitions? 

There’s no right answer to this question. Sometimes transitions occur spontaneously, but just as 
often (or maybe even more often) good transitions are developed in revision. While drafting, we 
often write what we think, sometimes without much reflection about how the ideas fit together or 
relate to one another. If your thought process jumps around a lot (and that’s okay), it’s more likely 
that you will need to pay careful attention to reorganization and to providing solid transitions as 
you revise. 

 

When you’re working on building transitions into an essay, consider the essay’s overall 
organization. Consider using reverse outlining and other organizational strategies presented in this 
text to identify key ideas in your essay and to get a clearer look at how the ideas can be best 
organized. This can help you determine where transitions are needed. 

 

Let’s take some time to consider the importance of transitions at the sentence level and transitions 
between paragraphs. 

 

Sentence-Level Transitions 

Transitions between sentences often use “connecting words” to emphasize relationships between 
one sentence and another. A friend and coworker suggests the “something old something new” 
approach, meaning that the idea behind a transition is to introduce something new while 
connecting it to something old from an earlier point in the essay or paragraph. Here are some 
examples of ways that writers use connecting words (highlighted with red text and italicized) to 
show connections between ideas in adjacent sentences: 

 

To Show Similarity 

When I was growing up, my mother taught me to say “please” and “thank you” as one small way 
that I could show appreciation and respect for others. In the same way, I have tried to impress 
the importance of manners on my own children. Other connecting words that show similarity 
include also, similarly, and likewise. 

 

To Show Contrast 
Some scientists take the existence of black holes for granted; however, in 2014, a physicist at the 
University of North Carolina claimed to have mathematically proven that they do not exist. Other 
connecting words that show contrast include in spite of, on the other hand, in contrast, and yet. 

 

To Exemplify 

The cost of college tuition is higher than ever, so students are becoming increasingly motivated to 
keep costs as low as possible. For example, a rising number of students are signing up to spend 
their first two years at a less costly community college before transferring to a more expensive 
four-year school to finish their degrees. Other connecting words that show example include for 
instance, specifically, and to illustrate. 

 

To Show Cause and Effect 

Where previously painters had to grind and mix their own dry pigments with linseed oil inside their 
studios, in the 1840s, new innovations in pigments allowed paints to be premixed in tubes. 
Consequently, this new technology facilitated the practice of painting outdoors and was a crucial 
tool for impressionist painters, such as Monet, Cezanne, Renoir, and Cassatt. Other connecting 
words that show cause and effect include therefore, so, and thus. 

 

To Show Additional Support 

When choosing a good trail bike, experts recommend 120–140 millimeters of suspension travel; 
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that’s the amount that the frame or fork is able to flex or compress. Additionally, they recommend a 
67–69 degree head-tube angle, as a steeper head-tube angle allows for faster turning and 
climbing. Other connecting words that show additional support include also, besides, equally 
important, and in addition. 

 

A Word of Caution 

Single-word or short-phrase transitions can be helpful to signal a shift in ideas within a paragraph, 
rather than between paragraphs (see the discussion below about transitions between paragraphs). 
But it’s also important to understand that these types of transitions shouldn’t be frequent within a 
paragraph. As with anything else that happens in your writing, they should be used when they feel 
natural and feel like the right choice. Here are some examples to help you see the difference 
between transitions that feel like they occur naturally and transitions that seem forced and make 
the paragraph awkward to read: 

 

Too Many Transitions: The Impressionist painters of the late 19th century are well known for 
their visible brush strokes, for their ability to convey a realistic sense of light, and for their 
everyday subjects portrayed in outdoor settings. In spite of this fact, many casual admirers of 
their work are unaware of the scientific innovations that made it possible this movement in art to 
take place. Then, in 1841, an American painter named John Rand invented the collapsible 
paint tube. To illustrate the importance of this invention, pigments previously had to be ground 
and mixed in a fairly complex process that made it difficult for artists to travel with them. For 
example, the mixtures were commonly stored in pieces of pig bladder to keep the paint from 
drying out. In addition, when working with their palettes, painters had to puncture the bladder, 
squeeze out some paint, and then mend the bladder again to keep the rest of the paint mixture 
from drying out. Thus, Rand’s collapsible tube freed the painters from these cumbersome and 
messy processes, allowing artists to be more mobile and to paint in the open air. 

 

Subtle Transitions that Aid Reader Understanding: The Impressionist painters of the 
late 19th century are well known for their visible brush strokes, for their ability to convey a 
realistic sense of light, for their everyday subjects portrayed in outdoor settings. However, 
many casual admirers of their work are unaware of the scientific innovations that made it 
possible for this movement in art to take place. In 1841, an American painter named John Rand 
invented the collapsible paint tube. Before this invention, pigments had to be ground and mixed 
in a fairly complex process that made it difficult for artists to travel with them. The mixtures were 
commonly stored in pieces of pig bladder to keep the paint from drying out. When working with 
their palettes, painters had to puncture the bladder, squeeze out some paint, and then mend the 
bladder again to keep the rest of the paint mixture from drying out. Rand’s collapsible tube freed 
the painters from these cumbersome and messy processes, allowing artists to be more mobile 
and to paint in the open air. 

 

Transitions between Paragraphs and Sections 

It’s important to consider how to emphasize the relationships not just between sentences but also 
between paragraphs in your essay. Here are a few strategies to help you show your readers how 
the main ideas of your paragraphs relate to each other and also to your thesis. 

 

Use Signposts 
 
Signposts are words or phrases that indicate where you are in the process of organizing an idea; 
for example, signposts might indicate that you are introducing a new concept, that you are 
summarizing an idea, or that you are concluding your thoughts. Some of the most common 
signposts include words and phrases like first, then, next, finally, in sum, and in conclusion. Be 
careful not to overuse these types of transitions in your writing. Your readers will quickly find them 
tiring or too obvious. Instead, think of more creative ways to let your readers know where they are 
situated within the ideas presented in your essay. You might say, “The first problem with this 
practice is…”  Or you might say, “The next thing to consider is…” Or you might say, “Some final 
thoughts about this topic are….” 
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Use Forward-Looking Sentences at the End of Paragraphs 

Sometimes, as you conclude a paragraph, you might want to give your readers a hint about what’s 
coming next. For example, imagine that you’re writing an essay about the benefits of trees to the 
environment and you’ve just wrapped up a paragraph about how trees absorb pollutants and 
provide oxygen. You might conclude with a forward-looking sentence like this: “Trees benefits to 
local air quality are important, but surely they have more to offer our communities than clean air.” 
This might conclude a paragraph (or series of paragraphs) and then prepare your readers for 
additional paragraphs to come that cover the topics of trees’ shade value and ability to slow water 
evaporation on hot summer days. This transitional strategy can be tricky to employ smoothly. 
Make sure that the conclusion of your paragraph doesn’t sound like you’re leaving your readers 
hanging with the introduction of a completely new or unrelated topic. 

 

Use Backward-Looking Sentences at the Beginning of Paragraphs 
Rather than concluding a paragraph by looking forward, you might instead begin a paragraph by 
looking back. Continuing with the example above of an essay about the value of trees, let’s think 
about how we might begin a new paragraph or section by first taking a moment to look back. 
Maybe you just concluded a paragraph on the topic of trees’ ability to decrease soil erosion and 
you’re getting ready to talk about how they provide habitats for urban wildlife. Beginning the 
opening of a new paragraph or section of the essay with a backward-looking transition might look 
something like this: “While their benefits to soil and water conservation are great, the value that 
trees provide to our urban wildlife also cannot be overlooked.” 

 

Evaluate Transitions for Predictability or Conspicuousness 
Finally, the most important thing about transitions is that you don’t want them to become 
repetitive or too obvious. 
 
Reading your draft aloud is a great revision strategy for so many reasons, and revising your 
essay for transitions is no exception to this rule. If you read your essay aloud, you’re likely to 
hear the areas that sound choppy or abrupt. This can help you make note of areas where 
transitions need to be added. Repetition is another problem that can be easier to spot if you read 
your essay aloud. If you notice yourself using the same transitions over and over again, take 
time to find some alternatives. And if the transitions frequently stand out as you read aloud, you 
may want to see if you can find some subtler strategies. 
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How to Avoid Plagiarism 
 
Tip #1: Make Sure You Are Very Certain about What Is and is Not Plagiarism 

 
Tip #2: Give Yourself Plenty of Time to Complete an Assignment 

Running out of time on an assignment is a main cause of plagiarism. Rushing to meet a deadline can 
result in carelessness (leading to unintentional plagiarism – see the next tip) and the desire to find a 
quick, easy solution such as copying someone else’s work. Don’t give in to that temptation! Plagiarism 
is a serious academic offense, and the chance of being caught (which is likely) is not worth it. 

 

Avoid this situation entirely by starting your assignment far ahead of time and planning out when 
you will complete each phase of the writing process. Even if your teacher does not require you to 
turn in materials for each stage of the writing process (i.e. brainstorming, creating a thesis 
statement, outlining, drafting, revising, etc.), set your own personal deadlines for each step along 
the way and make sure to give yourself more than enough time to finish everything. 

 

Tip #3: Document Everything 

Plagiarism isn’t always a conscious choice. Sometimes it can be unintentional, typically resulting 
from poor documentation of one’s sources during the research phase. For example, sometimes 
students will write down an idea from a source using words identical to or very close to those in 
the original, but then when they go to write their paper forget that the material was not already in 
their own words. Adopting good research habits can prevent this type of plagiarism. 

 

Print, photocopy, or scan the relevant pages of every source you are using (including the title and 
copyright pages, since they have the information you need for a bibliographic citation). When 
taking notes by hand (or typed into a file), list the bibliographic information for each source you 
use. Make sure to put quotation marks around any wordings taken directly from the source (and 
note the page where you found it), and remember to put everything else into your own words right 
away, so there is no danger of forgetting something is a quote. Documenting where all of your 
ideas, information, quotations, and so on come from is an important step in avoiding plagiarism. 

 

Tip #4: Don’t Include Too Much Material Taken from Other 

Sources 
 

Writing assignments are about your ideas, your 
interpretations, and your ability to synthesize 
information. You should use relevant sources to 
support your ideas using evidence such as quotes, 
paraphrases, and summaries, as well as statistics and 
other data. But don’t lose sight of the fact that your 
argument is central! Including too much material from 
other sources can result in a paper that feels like it has 
been pasted together from a variety of authors, rather 
than a cohesive essay. Such papers also run a much 
higher risk of setting off plagiarism warnings in 
SafeAssign or other plagiarism-detecting software. Try 
to find a balance: use enough evidence from credible 
sources to prove your points but don’t let the ideas of 
others take the place of your own thoughts. 

 

 

http://bacwritingfellows.commons.gc.cuny.edu/the-writing-process/
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Tip #5: When in Doubt, Give a Citation 
 

Tips for integrating sources into your research.  There are certain types of information--typically 
referred to as 

common knowledge—that don’t require a citation when 
you include them in your writing. These are facts that 
are widely known and can be easily found in a number 
of sources. They are not ideas that originated with one 
particular source. Examples include scientific facts 
(for example, that solid, liquid, and gas are three states 
of matter), general historical information (for example, 
that George Washington was the first US president), or 
even information commonly known to certain groups of 
people but not others (for example, most musicians 
know that a C major triad includes the notes C, E, and 
G, even though many non-musicians would have no idea 
what a C major triad is). 

 

For everything else, you need to include a citation, regardless of whether you are quoting directly 
from the source, paraphrasing it, or giving a summary. If you are at all unsure whether something 
qualifies as common knowledge or not, give a citation. You can also consult a more experienced 
figure in your field, such as your instructor, to find out if something counts as common knowledge 
or not. 

 

In academic writing, the “Quote Sandwich” approach is useful for incorporating other writers’ voices into  
your essays. It gives meaning and context to a quote, and helps you avoid plagiarism. This 3-step approach 
offers your readers a deeper understanding of what the quote is and how it relates to your essay’s goals. 

Step 1: Provide context for the source. If you haven’t used it yet in the essay, tell us the source’s title and author 
(if known), and any other information that’s relevant, like the purpose of the organization that published it, for 
instance. 
Step 2: Provide the quote itself. Be sure to format correctly and use quotation marks around exact language. 
Step 3: Provide a summary and/or analysis of what the quote says, and how it relates to the subject matter of your 
essay and your thesis. 
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Academic Readers Expect Signal Phrases 
 
Good readers will look for the way you set up your quotes as well as the way you interpret them. 
Use signal phrases to ensure smooth paragraphs. 

 
As I keep mentioning, good writers are writers who know their options. Often, a well-placed word 
or phrase is necessary to guide readers. Signal phrases also separate your ideas from the 
source’s ideas. This is crucial.  Here are some verbs you might use for strong signal phrases. 
Notice how they give away the author’s tone. Of course, the catch is that you’ll have to understand 
the quote and the author’s tone, which is the author’s attitude toward the work. This is the tough 
part! Here are some ready-made options for you: 

 
Author is neutral 

 
comments, describes, explains, illustrates, notes, observes, points out, records, relates, reports, says, 
sees, thinks, writes 

 
Author infers or suggests 

 
analyzes, asks, assesses, concludes, considers, finds, predicts, proposes, reveals, shows, speculates, 
suggests, supposes 

 
Author argues 

 
claims, contends, defends, holds, insists, maintains 

 
Author agrees 

 
avers, admits, grants, concedes, notes, agrees 

 
Author is uneasy or disparaging 

 
belittles, bemoans, complains, confesses, condemns, deplores, deprecates, derides, disagrees, 
laments, warns.  

 
We basically just looked at the verbs used within these phrases. Let’s think of other ways of 
signaling that what follows is theirs–and that they are weighty, credible voices: 

Author’s affiliation 
Name of the text or the title of the journal in which it was published 
When the work was published 
Acclaim the work received: Was it well-received? Is it widely cited? 

Avoid plagiarizing from wikis or authors’/publishers’ websites when drawing in information about 
an author or work. 

 
Critical readers expect you to show that you know why a given voice matters and from where it’s 
coming. Obviously, the first time you use an author, the signal phrase is particularly important, and 
we also want to avoid lulling readers by only ever mentioning author names. (Something should be 
saved for the citation anyway.) 
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Troubleshoot Your Reading 
 

Sometimes reading may seem difficult, you might have trouble getting started, or other 
challenges will surface. Here are some troubleshooting ideas. 

 
 
 

 

 

Problem: “Sometimes I put my reading off or don’t have time to do it, and then when I do have time, well, I’m out of 
time.” 
Suggestions: That’s a problem, for sure. I always suggest to students that rather than trying to do a bunch of reading at 
once, they try to do a little bit every day. That makes it easier. 
If you’re stuck up against a deadline with no reading done, one suggestion is to do some good pre-reading. That should 
at least give you the idea of the main topic. 
Another idea is to divide the total pages assigned by the number of available days, figuring out how many pages you’ll 
need to read each day to finish the assignment. Sometimes approaching the text in smaller 
pieces like this can make it feel more doable. Also, once you figure out how long it takes you to read, say, five pages, 

you can predict how much time it will take to read a larger section. 

Problem: “If I don’t understand some part of the reading, I just skip over it and hope someone will explain it later in 
class.” 
Suggestions: Not understanding reading can be frustrating—and it can make it hard to succeed on your assignments. 
The best suggestion is to talk with your teacher. Let them know you don’t understand the reading, and they should 
be able to help. 
Another suggestion is to read sentence by sentence. Be sure you understand each word—if you don’t, look them up. 
As you read, master each sentence before going on to the next one, and then, at the end of a paragraph, stop and 
summarize the entire paragraph, reflecting on what you just read. 
Yet another idea: use the Web and do a search for the title of the reading followed by the word ‘analysis.’ Read ing 
what other people have said about the text may help you get past your stuck points. If you’re in a face-to-face 
classroom, asking a question in class will encourage discussion and will also help your fellow students, who may have 

the same confusions. 

Problem: “I really don’t like to read that much, so I read pretty fast and tend to stick with the obvious meanings. 
But then the teacher is always asking us to dig deeper and try to figure out what the author really meant. I get so 
frustrated with that!” 
Suggestions: College-level writing tends to have multiple layers of significance. The easiest way to think about this is 
by separating the “obvious or surface meaning” from the “buried treasure meaning.” This can 
actually be one of the most fun parts of a reading—you get to play detective. As you read, try to ask questions of the 
text: Why? Who? Where? For what reason? These questions will help you think more deeply 

about the text. 

Problem: “Sometimes I jump to conclusions about what a text means and then later find out I wasn’t 
understanding it completely.” 
Suggestions: This usually happens when we read too quickly and don’t engage with the text. The best way to avoid 

this is to slow down and take time with the text, following all the guidelines for effective and critical reading. 

Problem: “When a text suggests an idea I strongly disagree with, I can’t seem to go any further.” Suggestions: 
Aristotle was known for saying, “It is the mark of an educated mind to be able to entertain a thought  without 
accepting it.” As a college student, you must be ready to explore and examine a wide range of ideas, whether you 
agree with them or not. In approaching texts with an open and willing mind, you leave yourself ready to engage with 
a wide world of ideas—many of which you may not have encountered before. This is what college is all about. 
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You’ll also be missing some great experiences. The more you read, the easier reading becomes. The 
more you read deeply and critically and the more comfortable you become with analyzing texts, the 
easier that process becomes. And as your textual skills become stronger, you’ll find yourself more 
successful with all of your college studies, too. Reading remains a vital college (and life!) skill—the 
more you practice reading, the better you’ll be at it. And honestly, reading can be fun, too– not to 
mention a great way to relax and an almost instant stress reducer. 
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Problem: “I’m a slow reader. It takes me a long time to read material, and sometimes the amount of assigned reading 
panics me.” 
Suggestions: Two thoughts. One, the more you read, the easier it gets: like anything, reading improves with practice. 
And two, you’ll probably find your reading is most effective if you try to do a little bit every day rather than several 
hours of reading all at one time. Plan ahead! Be aware of what you need to read and divide it up among the 
available days. Reading 100 pages in a week may seem overwhelming, but reading 15 pages a day will be easier. Be 

sure to read when you’re fresh, too, rather than at day’s end, when you’re exhausted. 

Problem: “Sometimes the teacher assigns content in an area I really know nothing about. I want to be an 
accountant. 
Why should I read philosophy or natural history, and how am I supposed to understand them?” Suggestions : 
By reading a wide variety of texts, we don’t just increase our knowledge base—we also make our minds work. This 
kind of “mental exercise” teaches the brain and prepares it to deal with all kinds 
of critical and innovative thinking. It also helps train us to different reading and writing tasks, even when they’re not 

familiar to us. 

Problem: “When I examine a text, I tend to automatically accept what it says. But the teacher is always 
encouraging 
us to ask questions and not make assumptions.” 
Suggestions:What you’re doing is reading as a reader—reading for yourself and making your own assumptions. 
The teacher wants you to reach for the next level by reading critically. By engaging with the text and digging 
through it as if you’re on an archaeological expedition, you’ll discover even more about the text. This can be fun, 

and it also helps train your brain to explore texts with an analytic eye. 

Problem: “I really hate reading. I’ve found I can skip the readings, read the SparkNotes, and get by just fine.” 
Suggestions: First, if you aren’t familiar with SparkNotes, it’s an online site that provides summary and analysis  of 
many literary texts and other materials, and students often use this to either replace reading or 
to better understand materials. You may be able to get by, at least for a while, with reading Sparks Notes alone, for 
they do a decent basic job of summarizing content and talking about simple themes. But Sparks isn’t good at reading 
texts deeply or considering deep analysis, which means a Sparks-only approach will result in your missing a lot of 

what the text includes. 

https://open.umn.edu/opentextbooks/BookDetail.aspx?bookId=471
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/
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Checklist: Using Quotations Effectively 
 
Before you include a quotation in your essay, ask yourself: Which point of mine does the quotation support? 

 

Why should the passage be quoted rather than paraphrased or summarized? What do my readers need to know 

about the quotation’s author? 

 

As you integrate quotations into your draft, ask yourself: 

 

Have I sufficiently introduced the quotation with a phrase or sentence? Ο Will my readers know whom I 

am quoting and why? 

 

Does the quotation fit smoothly into my own sentence? As you revise your work, ask yourself: 

 

Have I strung together too many quotations? Ο Have I used long quotations sparingly? 

 

Have I used quotation marks properly and documented each quote? 
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Annotation: Why Mark Up Your Texts? 
 
Marking up your book properly is a survival skill in college literature classes. Most instructors expect you to 
develop your own system for noting “significant stuff” when reading. Marking up your book will allow you 
to locate information while testing. 

 

Even if you are renting a text or reading it on a Kindle or other device, there are annotation tools. In fact, 
some of the electronic tools can allow you collection your annotations. 

 

How to Mark Up Your Book 

There is no set way to mark up a text, but active readers tend to do several of the following things: 
 

Underline important passages. As an alternative, you could put vertical lines in the margin next to 
important areas. 
Put ?, ! or questions of your own in the margins next to confusing or surprising passages. This way, 
you won’t have to stop your reading for too long in order to look up words, phrases, etc. 
Draw lines and arrows between connected ideas. Try and find your own level of connections so that 
these become more meaningful. 
List concepts, themes, or the names of other authors in the margins. These indicate connections. 
List the page number or beginning of a quote similar to the one you’re annotating. Connect one quote 
with another. Quotes can be linked based on similarity, difference, emphasis, subtlety, etc. It’s up to you. 
Doubt the author. Be skeptical this in the margins! Insults work, too. . . 
Use literary terms like irony, ambiguity, symbolism, tone to indicate where the author is making 
these moves. 
Create your own shorthand for marking the book. This could be as simple as using the triangle (delta),  
the mathematical symbol for change. I have a bunch of these. Seriously, this works. 
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How Might I Avoid Letting Source Use Take Over? 

 
Q: How can I Avoid Letting the Paper get Taken over by Sources? 

 
A: This is a common issue. We think we know what we are classifying or writing about, but once we 
begin drafting and using others’ ideas, the focus seems to get lost. 

 

Q: In the typical body paragraph, how much should I write? 

 
A: Over 75% should be from you. Realize that summaries and paraphrases, though in your words, aren’t 
yours. They’re from the sources. So, we have this tough standard of having to write a lot of commentary. 
Without using “you” or “I,” you should be able to handle this at the ENG 101 level. Read on!  

 
Integrating supporting sources without offering them chances to take over the paper is a huge issue. We’ll 
confront it for the rest of our writing lives. I can offer you some suggestions. They are in no particular order. 
Please read this carefully, though, as it might help you avoid either plagiarism or an extremely low grade. I’ll 
follow up on this with other postings, too. 
Freewrite what you think about the topic as soon as you decide on it. When you outline the paper’s reasons, 
be sure to write out what you think. (I like to hand write what I think and then type it. Typing allows me to 
add things and to think about them. At this point, at least I have something of my own, though I know it’ll 
change significantly.) 
Force yourself to write out topic sentences that are directly related to the thesis. 
Let your thesis change after you’re in the midpoint of the essay. It’s smart not to try and fit the paper to one 
sentence; it’s easier by far to fit one sentence to the paper you write than vice versa! Refine your working thesis 
repeatedly. It’s a messy process and it should be! 
Support needs to remain in support. Condition yourself to write two or more sentences of commentary for 
every piece of source information. You know you must cite summaries, paraphrases, and quotes, right? To 
do less would be to plagiarize. But, once we do this so carefully, we end up with paragraphs taken over by 
sources. Unless you provide commentary on these summaries, paraphrases, or quotes, you are not writing 
actively. You can create integrated paragraphs by handling the material, saying things about it. 

Q: What might I do after the citation? 

 
A: Question the source information, extend it, offer examples examples, respond by adopting any of various 
tones toward it, relate it to the topic sentence, relate to thesis, or relate it to what happens next. A power 
move is to show another example and then compare/contrast, discuss the examples (analysis, synthesis, 
evaluation skills). If you take a tone toward the material, you might be “accepting,” “skeptical,” “in 
agreement with” it. These are attitude words. It’s okay to have attitude as long as you don’t sound as if you 
are speaking or writing a newspaper editorial! In fact, avoid sounding like you’re chatting (which is 
something I am doing here.) 

Treat the citations as excuses for you to argue something. That “something” is up to you, but realize that 
readers expect your commentary to matter more than the cited information. Play the game, but realize that in 
college, these rules are radically different from what one could get away with in high school. (You are doing 
well with responses to the photos and essays, so do that some sort of logical, detailed thinking after citations.) 
If good things must occur after citations, they also must happen before the citations. Review the handbook and 
my information about signal phrases. Your job is to establish the context of what’s being said and why it 
matters. You handle this with exact verbs like “contends,” “refutes,” “suggests,” “defends,” rather than blah 
verbs like “is” or “says.” We call this setup a signal phrase. The signal phrase introduces a source. Use signal 
phrases to signal a shift from your 
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words to theirs. This is part of a well-integrated paragraph. 
Where? Why should I care? When? Writer’s credentials? Why does it matter? Establish that credibility.  
Save author for signal phrase if you have no page to cite. For website and database sources, no page 
number goes into parentheses, so you’d better save the author for the signal phrase. 
Offer enough examples and logical discussion to take over those paragraphs that are in danger of being run by 
sources. 
Don’t start or end paragraphs with source material. I say this because sources take over if they begin or end. 
(That’s not an absolute rule, but you recognize its practicality. 
Readers are easily distracted. After a citation, it is okay to restate the paraphrase’s meaning. Writers hurt their 
chances at success with topic sentences that don’t get followed, paragraph endings that are vague, and a lack of 
transitions. You know that people notice the beginnings and endings the most, so be sure these are excellent. 
Transition smoothly from idea to idea, both within sentences and between paragraphs. (Many writers think well 
but cannot start sentences at all well. Be sure you don’t fit that category.) 
Read your work aloud with an “ear toward” hearing the transitions from you to the source and back. If there are 
big chunks of source use, you must break up those and provide sufficient commentary. That’s where that 
general “25% or more yours” rule fits in, since you can break up paragraphs and offer sufficient commentary to 
regain control. 

Remember that good readers want to be able to appreciate what you bring to the discussion. 
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Irony 
 
Defining Irony 

 

Irony is all about noticing contrast. No noticing by you = inaccurate interpretations. 

 

Verbal irony occurs when the intended meaning and the stated meaning are different—and usually 
opposite. Huh? Let me clarify. Irony is when the connotation is the opposite of the denotation. 
Connotations are the contexts, the situations and feelings around a word. Denotations are the 
dictionary definitions surrounding a word. 

 

When these don’t match up, a space is created. You see that space, and you react to it by giving 
that situation meaning. 

 

 

Exemplifying Verbal Irony 

Irony is like sarcasm. For example, if I said “That’s a Great tie” to someone with an extremely 
ugly tie, you would hear the tone in which I said it, right? You could look up “Great” in the 
dictionary and find that it means good, admirable, wonderful, etc. But “good” is opposite of the 
usage, right? I mean, I said it so he’d see it was ugly and bad. Some critics dispute this 
connection between sarcasm and irony. 

 

 
How to Approach Irony 

Ask questions about irony. Use the term in your discussions and your papers.  Do you think you’ll see 
irony in the works we’ll read? Will it be used in the same ways?  If irony is the difference between the 
stated meaning and the intended meaning, then is it used by all cultures? 
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Dramatic and Situation Irony: The Sidekick Types 

Dramatic irony arises when an audience knows more about a situation than the character(s). The 
characters say or do something whose significance they don’t know. For example, you go to 
Oedipus the King knowing that he has married his mom. You know this, he doesn’t. So, as he 
discovers this, you watch and appreciate it. 
 
Situational irony would result from a gapping—a difference—between what readers expect and what 
actually occurs. This is not to be confused with the popular misconception that irony occurs when 
something surprising or coincidental occurs. (Think of that 90s song by Alanis Morrissette, “Isn’t it 
Ironic?” which actually featured nonexamples of irony. Now that’s ironic!) 
 
 

 
 
The Irony” by Jack Sirichumsaeng is licensed under CC BY 2.0 
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III 
 

Defining the Functions of Myth 
 

 

 

John Barth, Night-Sea Journey 
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Blood Clot Boy: A Blackfoot  Legend 

 

Please read the “Blood Clot Boy: A Blackfoot Legend” narrative and post about it in the current discussion. 
 

 

This is more of a myth than a legend. What specific details stand out? 
 
 
Public domain content 

Blood Clot Boy: A Blackfoot Legend. Authored by: First People of American and Canada: Turtle Island. 
Provided by: Turtle Island. Located at: 
https://www.firstpeople.us/FP-Html-Legends/BloodClotBoy-Blackfoot.html. Project: Studies in 
Mythology. License: CC BY-NC-SA: Attribution-NonCommercial-ShareAlike 
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Origin of Stories,   Seneca 
[Told by Henry Jacob] 

 

“This happened long ago, in the time of our forefathers.” 

 
IN a Seneca village lived a boy whose father and mother died when he was only a few weeks old. The little 
boy was cared for by a woman, who had known his parents, She gave him the name of “POYESHAO” 
(Orphan). 

 
The boy grew to be a healthy, active little fellow. When he was old enough, his foster mother gave him a 
bow and arrows, and said “It is time for you to learn to hunt. To-morrow morning go to the woods and kill all 
the birds you can find.” 

 
Taking cobs of dry corn the woman shelled off the kernels and parched them in hot ashes; and the next 
morning she gave the boy some of the corn for his breakfast and rolled up some in a piece of buckskin and told 
him to take it with him, for he would be gone all day and would get hungry. 

 
POYESHAO started off and was very successful. At noon he sat down and rested and ate some of the 
parched corn, then he hunted till the middle of the afternoon. When he began to work toward home he had a 
good string of birds. 

 
The next morning POYESHAO’s foster mother gave him parched corn for breakfast and while he was 
eating she told him that he must do his best when hunting, for if he became a good hunter he would always 
be prosperous. 

 
The boy took his bow and arrows and little bundle parched corn and went to the woods; again he found 
plenty of birds. At midday he ate his corn and thought over what his foster mother had told him. In his mind 
he said, 

 

“I’ll do just as my mother tells me, then some time I’ll be able to hunt big game.” 

 
POYESHAO hunted till toward evening, then went home with a larger string of birds than he had the 
previous day. His foster mother thanked him, and said, “Now you have began to help me get food.”  

 
Early the next morning the boy’s breakfast was ready and as soon as he had eaten it he took his little bundle 
of parched corn and started off. He went farther into the woods and at night came home with a larger string 
of birds than he had the second day. His foster mother praised and thanked him. 

 
Each day the boy brought home more birds than the previous day. On the ninth day he killed so many 
that he brought them home on his back. His foster mother tied the birds in little bundles of three or four 
and distributed them among her neighbors. 

 
The tenth day the boy started off, as usual, and, as each day he had gone farther for game than on the 
preceding day,. so now he went deeper into the woods than ever. About midday the sinew that held the 
feathers to his arrow loosened. Looking around for a place where he could sit down while he took the sinew 
off and wound it on again, he saw a small opening and near the center of the opening a high, smooth, flat-
topped, round stone. He went to the stone, sprang up on to it and sat down. He unwound the sinew and 
put it in his mouth to soften, then he arranged the arrow feathers and was about to fasten them to the arrow 
when a voice, right there near him, asked, “Shall I tell you stories?” 

 
POYESHAO looked up expecting to see a man, not seeing any one he looked behind the stone and around it, 
then he again began to tie the feathers to his arrow. 

 

“Shall I tell you stories?” asked a voice right there by him. 
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The boy looked in every direction, but saw no one. Then he made up his mind to watch and find out who 
was trying to fool him. He stopped work and listened and when the voice again asked, “Shall I tell you 
stories?” he found that it came from the stone, then he asked, “What is that? What does it mean to tell 
stories?” 

 

“It is telling what happened a long time ago. If you will give me your birds, I’ll tell you 

stories.” “You may have the birds.” 

As soon as the boy promised to give the birds, the stone began telling what happened long ago. When one 
story was told, another was begun. The boy sat, with his head down, and listened. Toward night the stone said, 
“We will rest now. Come again to-morrow. If anyone asks about your birds, say that you have killed so 
many that they are getting scarce and you have to go a long way to find one.” 

 
While going home the boy killed five or six birds. When his foster mother asked why he had so few birds, 
he said that they were scarce; that he had to go far for them. 

 
The next morning POYESHAO started off with his bow and arrows and little bundle of parched corn, but he 
forgot to hunt for birds, he was thinking of the stories the stone had told him. When a bird lighted near him 
he shot it, but he kept straight on toward the opening in the woods. When he got there he put his birds on the 
stone, and called out, “I’ve come! Here are birds. Now tell me stories.” 

 

The stone told story after story. Toward night it said “Now we must rest till to-morrow.” On the way 

home the boy looked for birds, but it was late and he found only a few. 

 

That night the foster mother told her neighbors that when POYESHAO first began to hunt he had brought 
home a great many birds, but now he brought only four or five after being in the woods from morning till 
night. She said there was something strange about it, either he threw the birds away or gave them to some 
animal, or maybe he idled time away, didn’t hunt. She hired a boy to follow POYESHAO and find out what 
he was doing. 

 
The next morning the boy took his bow and arrows and followed POYESHAO, keeping out of his sight and 
sometimes shooting a bird. POYESHAO killed a good many birds; then, about the middle of the forenoon, 
he suddenly started off toward the East, running as fast as he could. The boy followed till he came to an 
opening in the woods and saw POYESHAO climb up and sit down on a large round stone; he crept nearer 
and heard talking. When he couldn’t see the person to whom POYESHAO was talking he went up to the 
boy, and asked, “What are you doing here? 

 

“Hearing stories.” 

“What are stories?” 

“Telling about things that happened long ago. Put your birds on this stone, and say, ‘I’ve come to hear 
stories.'” 

 
The boy did as told and straightway the stone began. The boys listened till the sun went down, then the stone 
said, “We will rest now. Come again to-morrow.” 

 

On the way home POYESHAO killed three or four birds. 

 
When the woman asked the boy she had sent why POYESHAO killed so few birds, he said, “I followed 
him for a while, then I spoke to him, and after that we hunted together till it was time to come home. We 
couldn’t find many birds.” 

 
The next morning the elder boy said, “I’m going with POYESHAO to hunt, it’s sport.” The two started off 
together. By the middle of the forenoon each boy had a long string of birds. They hurried to the opening, put 
the birds on the stone, and said, “We have come, Here are the birds! Tell us stories.” 

 
They sat on the stone and listened to stories till late in the afternoon, then the stone said, “We’ll rest now till 
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tomorrow. 

 

On the way home the boys shot every bird they could find, but it was late and they didn’t find many.  

 
Several days went by in this way, then the foster mother said, “Those boys kill more birds than they bring 
home,” and she hired two men to follow them. 

 
The next morning, when POYESHAO and his friend started for the woods the two men followed. When the 
boys had a large number of birds they stopped hunting and hurried to the opening. The men followed and, 
hiding behind trees, saw them put the birds on a large round stone, then jump up and sit there, with their 
heads down, listening to a man’s voice; every little while they said, “Ûn!” boys,” said one man to the other. 
They walked quickly to the stone, and asked, “What are you doing, boys?” 

 

The boys were startled, but POYESHAO said, “You must promise not to tell anyone.” They promised, then 

POYESHAO said, “Jump up and sit on the stone.” 

The men seated themselves on the stone, then the boy said, “Go on with the story, we are listening.” 

 
The four sat with their heads down and the stone began to tell stories. When it was almost night the Stone 
said, “To-morrow all the people in your village must come and listen to my stories. Tell the chief to send 
every man, and have each man bring something to eat. You must clean the brush away so the people can sit 
on the ground near me.” 

 
That night POYESHAO told the chief about the story. telling stone, and gave him the stone’s message. The 
chief sent a runner to give the message to each family in the village. 

 
Early the next morning every one in the village was ready to start. POYESHAO went ahead and the crowd 
followed. When they came to the opening each man put what he had brought, meat or bread, on the stone; 
the brush was cleared away, and every one sat down. 

 
When all was quiet the stone said, “Now I will tell you stories of what happened long ago. There was a 
world before this. The things that I am going to tell about happened in that world. Some of you will 
remember every word that I say, some will remember a part of the words, and some will forget them all–I 
think this will be the way, but each man must do the best he can. Hereafter you must tell these stories to one 
another–now listen.” 

 
Each man bent his head and listened to every word the stone said. Once in a while the boys said “Ûn!” When 
the sun was almost down the stone said, “We’ll rest now. Come to-morrow and bring meat and bread.” 

 
The next morning when the people gathered around the stone they found that the meat and bread they had left 
there the day before was gone. They put the food they had brought on the stone, then sat in a circle and 
waited. When all was quiet the stone began. Again it told stories till the sun was almost down, then it said, 
“Come tomorrow. To-morrow I will finish the stories of what happened long ago. 

 
Early in the morning the people of the village gathered around the stone and, when all was quiet, the stone 
began to tell stories, and it told till late in the afternoon, then it said, “I have finished! You must keep 
these stories as long as the world lasts; tell them to your children and grandchildren generation after 
generation. One person will remember them better than another. When you go to a man or a woman to 
ask for one of these stories carry something to pay for it, bread or meat, or whatever you have. I know all 
that happened in the world before this; I have told it to you. When you visit one another, you must tell 
these things, and keep them up always. I have finished.” 

 
And so it has been. From the Stone came all the knowledge the Senecas have of the world before this. 
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John Johnson, PhD:  What    Mythology  Reveals about the Mind 

 
Read the following brief Psychology Today article by John Johnson about the workings of myth and 
what it may reflect about the make-up of our minds: 

 

 

Respond to the reading in the current discussion. 
 
 
 
All rights reserved content 

John Johnson, PhD: What Mythology Reveals about the Mind. Authored by: John Johnson. 

Provided by: Psychology Today. Located at: 
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/cui-bono/201704/what-mythology-reveals-about-the-min 

d. Project: Studies in Mythology. License: CC  BY-NC-SA: Attribution-NonCommercial-ShareAlike 
 

 

 

25 

 

James G. Frazer, The Golden Bough Ch. 1 The King of the Wood 

 
https://www.gutenberg.org/files/41082/41082-h/41082-h.html 

 

Chapter I. The King Of The Wood. 

“The still glassy lake that sleeps 

Beneath Aricia’s trees— 

Those trees in whose dim shadow 
 

The ghastly priest doth reign, 

The priest who slew the slayer, 

And shall himself be slain.” ---- --

--Macaulay 

 

1.—The Arician Grove. 

 

Who does not know Turner’s picture of the Golden Bough? The scene, suffused with the golden 
glow of imagination in which the divine mind of Turner steeped and transfigured even the fairest 
natural landscape, is a dream-like vision of the little woodland lake of Nemi, “Diana’s Mirror,” as it 
was called by the ancients. No one who has seen that calm water, lapped in a green hollow of the 
Alban hills, can ever forget it. The two characteristic Italian villages which slumber on its banks, 
and the equally Italian palazzo whose terraced gardens descend steeply to the lake, hardly break 
the stillness and even the solitariness of the scene. Dian herself might still linger by this lonely 
shore, still haunt these woodlands wild. 

 

https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/cui-bono/201704/what-mythology-reveals-about-the-mind 
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In antiquity this sylvan landscape was the scene of a strange and recurring tragedy. On the 
northern shore of the lake, right under the precipitous cliffs on which the modern village of Nemi is 
perched, stood the sacred grove and sanctuary of Diana Nemorensis, or Diana of the Wood.2 The 
lake and the grove were sometimes known as the lake and grove of Aricia.3 But the town of Aricia 
(the modern La Riccia) was situated about three miles off, at the foot of the Alban Mount, and 
separated by a steep descent from the lake, which lies in a small crater-like hollow on the mountain 
side. In this sacred grove there grew a certain tree round which at any time of the day and 
probably far into the night a strange figure might be seen to prowl. In his hand he carried a drawn 
sword, and he kept peering warily about him as if every instant he expected to be set upon by an 
enemy.4 He was a priest and a murderer; and the man for whom he looked was sooner or later to 
murder him and hold the priesthood in his stead. Such was the rule of the sanctuary. A candidate 
for the priesthood could only succeed to office by slaying the priest, and having slain him he held 
office till he was himself slain by a stronger or a craftier. 

 
This strange rule has no parallel in classical antiquity, and cannot be explained from it. To find an 
explanation we must go farther afield. No one will probably deny that such a custom savours of a 
barbarous age and, surviving into imperial times, stands out in striking isolation from the polished 
Italian society of the day, like a primeval rock rising from a smooth-shaven lawn. It is the very 
rudeness and barbarity of the custom which allow us a hope of explaining it. For recent 
researches into the early history of man have revealed the essential similarity with which, under 
many superficial differences, the human mind has elaborated its first crude philosophy of life. 
Accordingly if we can show that a barbarous custom, like that of the priesthood of Nemi, has existed 
elsewhere; if we can detect the motives which led to its institution; if we can prove that these 
motives have operated widely, perhaps universally, in human society, producing in varied 
circumstances a variety of institutions specifically different but generically alike; if we can show, 
lastly, that these very motives, with some of their derivative institutions, were actually at work in 
classical antiquity; then we may fairly infer that at a remoter age the same motives gave birth to 
the priesthood of Nemi. Such an inference, in default of direct evidence as to how the priesthood 
did actually arise, can never amount to demonstration. But it will be more or less probable 
according to the degree of completeness with which it fulfils the conditions indicated above. The 
object of this book is, by meeting these conditions, to offer a fairly probable explanation of the 
priesthood of Nemi. 

 
I begin by setting forth the few facts and legends which have come down to us on the subject. 
According to one story the worship of Diana at Nemi was instituted by Orestes, who, after 
killing Thoas, King of the Tauric Chersonese (the Crimea), fled with his sister to Italy, bringing 
with him the image of the Tauric Diana. The bloody ritual which legend ascribed to that goddess 
is familiar to classical readers; it is said that every stranger who landed on the shore was 
sacrificed on her altar. But transported to Italy, the rite assumed a milder form. Within the 
sanctuary at Nemi grew a certain tree of which no branch might be broken. Only a runaway slave 
was allowed to break off, if he could, one of its boughs. Success in the attempt entitled him to fight 
the priest in single combat, and if he slew him he reigned in his stead with the title of King of the 
Wood (Rex Nemorensis). Tradition averred that the fateful branch was that Golden Bough which, 
at the Sibyl’s bidding, Aeneas plucked before he essayed the perilous journey to the world of the 
dead. The flight of the slave represented, it was said, the flight of Orestes; his combat with the 
priest was a reminiscence of the human sacrifices once offered to the Tauric Diana. This rule of 
succession by the sword was observed down to imperial times; for amongst his other freaks 
Caligula, thinking that the priest of Nemi had held office too long, hired a more stalwart ruffian to 
slay him.5 

 
Of the worship of Diana at Nemi two leading features can still be made out. First, from the votive-
offerings found in modern times on the site, it appears that she was especially worshipped by 
women desirous of children or of an easy delivery.6 Second, fire seems to have played a foremost 
part in her ritual. For during her annual festival, celebrated at the hottest time of the year, her 
grove was lit up by a multitude of torches, whose ruddy glare was reflected by the waters of the 
lake; and throughout the length and breadth of Italy the day was kept with holy rites at every 
domestic hearth.7 Moreover, women whose prayers had been heard by the goddess brought 
lighted torches to the grove in fulfilment of their vows.8 Lastly, the title of Vesta borne by the 
Arician Diana9 points almost certainly to the maintenance of a perpetual holy fire in her sanctuary. 
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At her annual festival all young people went through a purificatory ceremony in her honour; dogs 
were crowned; and the feast consisted of a young kid, wine, and cakes, served up piping hot on 
platters of leaves.10 

 
But Diana did not reign alone in her grove at Nemi. Two lesser divinities shared her forest 
sanctuary. One was Egeria, the nymph of the clear water which, bubbling from the basaltic rocks, 
used to fall in graceful cascades into the lake at the place called Le Mole.11 According to one 
story the grove was first consecrated to Diana by a Manius Egerius, who was the ancestor of a 
long and distinguished line. Hence the proverb “There are many Manii at Ariciae.” Others 
explained the proverb very differently. They said it meant that there were a great many ugly and 
deformed people, and they referred to the word Mania which meant a bogey or bugbear to 
frighten children.12 

 
The other of these minor deities was Virbius. Legend had it that Virbius was the youthful Greek 
hero Hippolytus, who had been killed by his horses on the sea-shore of the Saronic Gulf. Him, to 
please Diana, the leech Aesculapius brought to life again by his simples. But Jupiter, indignant 
that a mortal man should return from the gates of death, thrust down the meddling leech himself to 
Hades; and Diana, for the love she bore Hippolytus, carried him away to Italy and hid him from the 
angry god in the dells of Nemi, where he reigned a forest king under the name of Virbius. Horses 
were excluded from the grove and sanctuary, because horses had killed Hippolytus.13 Some 
thought that Virbius was the sun. It was unlawful to touch his image.14 His worship was cared for 
by a special priest, the Flamen Virbialis.15 

 
Such then are the facts and theories bequeathed to us by antiquity on the subject of the priesthood 
of Nemi. From materials so slight and scanty it is impossible to extract a solution of the problem. 
It remains to try whether the survey of a wider field may not yield us the clue we seek. The 
questions to be answered are two: first, why had the priest to slay his predecessor? and second, 
why, before he slew him, had he to pluck the Golden Bough? The rest of this book will be an 
attempt to answer these questions. 

 

 

2.—Primitive Man and the Supernatural. 

The first point on which we fasten is the priest’s title. Why was he called the King of the Wood? why 
was his office spoken of as a Kingdom?16 

 

 
The union of a royal title with priestly duties was common in ancient Italy and Greece. At Rome 
and in other Italian cities there was a priest called the Sacrificial King or King of the Sacred Rites 
(Rex Sacrificulus or Rex Sacrorum), and his wife bore the title of Queen of the Sacred Rites.17 In 
republican Athens the second magistrate of the state was called the King, and his wife the Queen; 
the functions of both were religious.18 Many other Greek democracies had titular kings, whose 
duties, so far as they are known, seem to have been priestly.19 At Rome the tradition was that the 
Sacrificial King had been appointed after the expulsion of the kings in order to offer the sacrifices 
which had been previously offered by the kings.20 In Greece a similar view appears to have 
prevailed as to the origin of the priestly kings.21 In itself the view is not improbable, and it is borne 
out by the example of Sparta, the only purely Greek state which retained the kingly form of 
government in historical times. For in Sparta all state sacrifices were offered by the kings as 
descendants of the god.22 This combination of priestly functions with royal authority is familiar to 
every one. Asia Minor, for example, was the seat of various great religious capitals peopled by 
thousands of “sacred slaves,” and ruled by pontiffs who wielded at once temporal and spiritual 
authority, like the popes of mediaeval Rome. Such priest-ridden cities were Zela and Pessinus.23 
Teutonic kings, again, in the old heathen days seem to have stood in the position, and exercised the 
powers of high priests.24 The Emperors of China offer public sacrifices, the details of which are 
regulated by the ritual books.25 It is needless, however, to multiply examples of what is the rule 
rather than the exception in the early history of the kingship. 

https://www.gutenberg.org/files/41082/41082-h/41082-h.html#note_10
https://www.gutenberg.org/files/41082/41082-h/41082-h.html#note_11
https://www.gutenberg.org/files/41082/41082-h/41082-h.html#note_12
https://www.gutenberg.org/files/41082/41082-h/41082-h.html#note_13
https://www.gutenberg.org/files/41082/41082-h/41082-h.html#note_14
https://www.gutenberg.org/files/41082/41082-h/41082-h.html#note_15
https://www.gutenberg.org/files/41082/41082-h/41082-h.html#note_16
https://www.gutenberg.org/files/41082/41082-h/41082-h.html#note_17
https://www.gutenberg.org/files/41082/41082-h/41082-h.html#note_18
https://www.gutenberg.org/files/41082/41082-h/41082-h.html#note_19
https://www.gutenberg.org/files/41082/41082-h/41082-h.html#note_20
https://www.gutenberg.org/files/41082/41082-h/41082-h.html#note_21
https://www.gutenberg.org/files/41082/41082-h/41082-h.html#note_22
https://www.gutenberg.org/files/41082/41082-h/41082-h.html#note_23
https://www.gutenberg.org/files/41082/41082-h/41082-h.html#note_23
https://www.gutenberg.org/files/41082/41082-h/41082-h.html#note_24
https://www.gutenberg.org/files/41082/41082-h/41082-h.html#note_25


50  

 
 

But when we have said that the ancient kings were commonly priests also, we are far from having 
exhausted the religious aspect of their office. In those days the divinity that hedges a king was no 
empty form of speech but the expression of a sober belief. Kings were revered, in many cases 
not merely as priests, that is, as intercessors between man and god, but as themselves gods, 
able to bestow upon their subjects and worshippers those blessings which are commonly 
supposed to be beyond the reach of man, and are sought, if at all, only by prayer and sacrifice 
offered to superhuman and invisible beings. Thus kings are often expected to give rain and 
sunshine in due season, to make the crops grow, and so on. Strange as this expectation appears 
to us, it is quite of a piece with early modes of thought. A savage hardly conceives the 
distinction commonly drawn by more advanced peoples between the natural and the 
supernatural. To him the world is mostly worked by supernatural agents, that is, by personal 
beings acting on impulses and motives like his own, liable like him to be moved by appeals to their 
pity, their fears, and their hopes. In a world so conceived he sees no limit to his power of 
influencing the course of nature to his own advantage. Prayers, promises, or threats may secure 
him fine weather and an abundant crop from the gods; and if a god should happen, as he 
sometimes believes, to become incarnate in his own person, then he need appeal to no higher 
power; he, the savage, possesses in himself all the supernatural powers necessary to further his 
own well-being and that of his fellow men. 

 

This is one way in which the idea of a man-god is reached. But there is another. Side by side with 
the view of the world as pervaded by spiritual forces, primitive man has another conception in 
which we may detect a germ of the modern notion of natural law or the view of nature as a series 
of events occurring in an invariable order without the intervention of personal agency. The germ 
of which I speak is involved in that sympathetic magic, as it may be called, which plays a large part 
in most systems of superstition. One of the principles of sympathetic magic is that any effect may 
be produced by imitating it. To take a few instances. If it is wished to kill a person an image of him 
is made and then destroyed; and it is believed that through a certain physical sympathy between 
the person and his image, the man feels the injuries done to the image as if they were done to his 
own body, and that when it is destroyed he must simultaneously perish. Again, in Morocco a 
fowl or a pigeon may sometimes be seen with a little red bundle tied to its foot. The bundle 
contains a charm, and it is believed that as the charm is kept in constant motion by the bird a 
corresponding restlessness is kept up in the mind of him or her against whom the charm is 
directed.26 In Nias when a wild pig has fallen into the pit prepared for it, it is taken out and its back 
is rubbed with nine fallen leaves, in the belief that this will make nine more wild pigs fall into the pit 
just as the nine leaves fell from the tree.27 When a Cambodian hunter has set his nets and taken 
nothing, he strips himself naked, goes some way off, then strolls up to the net as if he did not see 
it, lets himself be caught in it and cries, “Hillo! what’s this? I’m afraid I’m caught.” After that the net 
is sure to catch game.28 In Thüringen the man who sows flax carries the seed in a long bag which 
reaches from his shoulders to his knees, and he walks with long strides, so that the bag sways to 
and fro on his back. It is believed that this will cause the flax crop to wave in the wind.29 In the 
interior of Sumatra the rice is sown by women who, in sowing, let their hair hang loose down their 
back, in order that the rice may grow luxuriantly and have long stalks.30 Again, magic sympathy 
is supposed to exist between a man and any severed portion of his person, as his hair or nails; so 
that whoever gets possession of hair or nails may work his will, at any distance, upon the person 
from whom they were cut. This superstition is world- wide. Further, the sympathy in question exists 
between friends and relations, especially at critical times. Hence, for example, the elaborate code 
of rules which regulates the conduct of persons left at home while a party of their friends is out 
fishing or hunting or on the war-path. It is thought that if the persons left at home broke these rules 
their absent friends would suffer an injury, corresponding in its nature to the breach of the rule. 
Thus when a Dyak is out head-hunting, his wife or, if he is unmarried, his sister, must wear a sword 
day and night in order that he may always be thinking of his weapons; and she may not sleep 
during the day nor go to bed before two in the morning, lest her husband or brother should thereby 
be surprised in his sleep by an enemy.31 In Laos when an elephant hunter is setting out for the 
chase he warns his wife not to cut her hair or oil her body in his absence; for if she cut her hair the 
elephant would burst the toils, if she oiled herself it would slip through them.32 

 
In all these cases (and similar instances might be multiplied indefinitely) an action is performed or 
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avoided, because its performance is believed to entail good or bad consequences of a sort 
resembling the act itself. Sometimes the magic sympathy takes effect not so much through an act 
as through a supposed resemblance of qualities. Thus some Bechuanas wear a ferret as a charm 
because, being very tenacious of life, it will make them difficult to kill.33 Others wear a certain 
insect, mutilated but living, for a similar purpose.34 Other Bechuana warriors wear the hair of an 
ox among their own hair and the skin of a frog on their mantle, because a frog is slippery and the 
ox from which the hair has been taken has no horns and is therefore hard to catch; so the warrior 
who is provided with these charms believes that he will be as hard to hold as the ox and the frog.35 

 
Thus we see that in sympathetic magic one event is supposed to be followed necessarily and 
invariably by another, without the intervention of any spiritual or personal agency. This is, in fact, 
the modern conception of physical causation; the conception, indeed, is misapplied, but it is there 
none the less. Here, then, we have another mode in which primitive man seeks to bend nature to 
his wishes. There is, perhaps, hardly a savage who does not fancy himself possessed of this power 
of influencing the course of nature by sympathetic magic; a man-god, on this view, is only an 
individual who is believed to enjoy this common power in an unusually high degree. Thus, 
whereas a man-god of the former or inspired type derives his divinity from a deity who has 
taken up his abode in a tabernacle of flesh, a man-god of the latter type draws his supernatural 
power from a certain physical sympathy with nature. He is not merely the receptacle of a divine 
spirit. His whole being, body and soul, is so delicately attuned to the harmony of the world that a 
touch of his hand or a turn of his head may send a thrill vibrating through the universal framework 
of things; and conversely his divine organism is acutely sensitive to such slight changes of 
environment as would leave ordinary mortals wholly unaffected. But the line between these two 
types of man-god, however sharply we may draw it in theory, is seldom to be traced with precision 
in practice, and in what follows I shall not insist on it. 

 
To readers long familiarised with the conception of natural law, the belief of primitive man that he 
can rule the elements must be so foreign that it may be well to illustrate it by examples. When we 
have seen that in early society men who make no pretence at all of being gods do nevertheless 
commonly believe themselves to be invested with supernatural powers, we shall have the less 
difficulty in comprehending the extraordinary range of powers ascribed to individuals who are 
actually regarded as divine. 

 
Of all natural phenomena there are perhaps none which civilised man feels himself more 
powerless to influence than the rain, the sun, and the wind. Yet all these are commonly supposed 
by savages to be in some degree under their control. 

 
To begin with rain-making. In a village near Dorpat in Russia, when rain was much wanted, three 
men used to climb up the fir-trees of an old sacred grove. One of them drummed with a hammer 
on a kettle or small cask to imitate thunder; the second knocked two fire-brands together and 
made the sparks fly, to imitate lightning; and the third, who was called “the rain-maker,” had a 
bunch of twigs with which he sprinkled water from a vessel on all sides.36 This is an example of 
sympathetic magic; the desired event is supposed to be produced by imitating it. 

 
Rain is often thus made by imitation. In Halmahera (Gilolo), a large island to the west of New 
Guinea, a wizard makes rain by dipping a branch of a particular kind of tree in water and sprinkling 
the ground with it.37 In Ceram it is enough to dedicate the bark of a certain tree to the spirits and 
lay it in water.38 In New Britain the rain- maker wraps some leaves of a red and green striped 
creeper in a banana-leaf, moistens the bundle with water and buries it in the ground; then he 
imitates with his mouth the plashing of rain.39 Amongst the Omaha Indians of North America, 
when the corn is withering for want of rain, the members of the sacred Buffalo Society fill a large 
vessel with water and dance four times round it. One of them drinks some of the water and spirts it 
into the air, making a fine spray in imitation of a mist or drizzling rain. Then he upsets the vessel, 
spilling the water on the ground; whereupon the dancers fall down and drink up the water, getting 
mud all over their faces. Lastly they spirt the water into the air, making a fine mist. This saves the 
corn.40 Amongst the Australian Wotjobaluk the rain-maker dipped a bunch of his own hair in 
water, sucked out the water and squirted it westward, or he twirled the ball round his head making 
a spray like rain.41 Squirting water from the mouth is also a West African way of making rain.42 
Another mode is to dip a particular stone in water or sprinkle water on it. In a Samoan village a 
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certain stone was carefully housed as the representative of the rain-making god; and in time of 
drought his priests carried the stone in procession, and dipped it in a stream.43 In the Ta-ta-thi 
tribe of New South Wales the rain- maker breaks off a piece of quartz crystal and spits it towards 
the sky; the rest of the crystal he wraps in emu feathers, soaks both crystal and feathers in water, 
and carefully hides them.44 In the Keramin tribe of New South Wales the wizard retires to the bed 
of a creek, drops water on a round flat stone, then covers up and conceals it.45 The Fountain of 
Baranton, of romantic fame, in the forest of Brécilien, used to be resorted to by peasants when 
they needed rain; they caught some of the water in a tankard and threw it on a slab near the 
spring.46 When some of the Apache Indians wish for rain, they take water from a certain spring 
and throw it on a particular point high up on a rock; the clouds then soon gather and rain begins to 
fall.47 There is a lonely tarn on Snowdon called Dulyn or the Black Lake, lying “in a dismal dingle 
surrounded by high and dangerous rocks.” A row of stepping stones runs out into the lake; and if 
any one steps on the stones and throws water so as to wet the farthest stone, which is called the 
Red Altar, “it is but a chance that you do not get rain before night, even when it is hot weather.”48 
In these cases it is probable that, as in Samoa, the stone is regarded as in some sort divine. This 
appears from the custom sometimes observed of dipping the cross in the Fountain of Baranton, to 
procure rain; for this is plainly a substitute for the older way of throwing the water on the stone.49 
In Mingrelia, to get  rain they dip a holy image in water daily till it rains.50 In Navarre the image of 
St. Peter was taken to a river, where some prayed to him for rain, but others called out to duck him 
in the water.51 Here the dipping in the water is used as a threat; but originally it was probably a 
sympathetic charm, as in the following instance. In New Caledonia the rain-makers blackened 
themselves all over, dug up a dead body, took the bones to a cave, jointed them, and hung the 
skeleton over some taro leaves. Water was poured over the skeleton to run down on the leaves. 
“They supposed that the soul of the departed took up the water, made rain of it, and showered it 
down again.”52 The same motive comes clearly out in a mode of making rain which is practised by 
various peoples of South Eastern Europe. In time of drought the Servians strip a girl, clothe her 
from head to foot in grass, herbs, and flowers, even her face being hidden with them. Thus 
disguised she is called the Dodola, and goes through the village with a troop of girls. They stop 
before every house; the Dodola dances, while the other girls form a ring round her singing one of 
the Dodola songs, and the housewife pours a pail of water over her. 

 
One of the songs they sing runs 

thus— “We go through the 

village; 

The clouds go in the 
sky; 

 
We go faster, 

 
Faster go the clouds; 

 
They have overtaken 
us, 

 
And wetted the corn and the vine.” 

 
A similar custom is observed by the Greeks, Bulgarians, and Roumanians.53 In such customs the 
leaf-dressed girl represents the spirit of vegetation, and drenching her with water is an imitation 
of rain. In Russia, in the Government of Kursk, when rain is much wanted, the women seize a 
passing stranger and throw him into the river, or souse him from head to foot.54 Later on we shall 
see that a passing stranger is often, as here, taken for a god or spirit. Amongst the Minahassa of 
North Celebes the priest bathes as a rain-charm.55 In the Caucasian Province of Georgia, when a 
drought has lasted long, marriageable girls are yoked in couples with an ox-yoke on their 
shoulders, a priest holds the reins, and thus harnessed they wade through rivers, puddles, and 
marshes, praying, screaming, weeping, and laughing.56 In a district of Transylvania, when the 
ground is parched with drought, some girls strip themselves naked, and, led by an older woman, 
who is also naked, they steal a harrow 
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Studies in 
Mythology 

 
and carry it across the field to a brook, where they set it afloat. Next they sit on the harrow and 
keep a tiny flame burning on each corner of it for an hour. Then they leave the harrow in the water 
and go home.57 A similar rain- charm is resorted to in India; naked women drag a plough across 
the field by night.58 It is not said that they plunge the plough into a stream or sprinkle it with water. 
But the charm would hardly be complete without it. 

 
Sometimes the charm works through an animal. To procure rain the Peruvians used to set a black 
sheep in a field, poured chica over it, and gave it nothing to eat till rain fell.59 In a district of 
Sumatra all the women of the village, scantily clad, go to the river, wade into it, and splash each 
other with the water. A black cat is thrown into the water and made to swim about for a while, then 
allowed to escape to the bank, pursued by the splashing of the women.60 In these cases the 
colour of the animal is part of the charm; being black it will darken the sky with rain- clouds. So the 
Bechuanas burn the stomach of an ox at evening, because they say, “the black smoke will gather 
the clouds, and cause the rain to come.”61 The Timorese sacrifice a black pig for rain, a white or 
red one for sunshine.62 The Garos offer a black goat on the top of a very high mountain in time of 
drought.63 

 
Sometimes people try to coerce the rain-god into giving rain. In China a huge dragon made of 
paper or wood, representing the rain-god, is carried about in procession; but if no rain follows, it is 
cursed and torn in pieces.64 In the like circumstances the Feloupes of Senegambia throw down 
their fetishes and drag them about the fields, cursing them till rain falls.65 Some Indians of the 
Orinoco worshipped toads and kept them in vessels in order to obtain from them rain or sunshine 
as might be required; when their prayers were not answered they beat the toads.66 Killing a frog 
is a European rain-charm.67 When the spirits withhold rain or sunshine, the Comanches whip a 
slave; if the gods prove obstinate, the victim is almost flayed alive.68 Here the human being may 
represent the god, like the leaf-clad Dodola. When the rice-crop is endangered by long drought, the 
governor of Battambang, a province of Siam, goes in great state to a certain pagoda and prays to 
Buddha for rain. Then accompanied by his suite and followed by an enormous crowd he adjourns 
to a plain behind the pagoda. Here a dummy figure has been made up, dressed in bright colours, 
and placed in the middle of the plain. A wild music begins to play; maddened by the din of drums 
and cymbals and crackers, and goaded on by their drivers, the elephants charge down on the 
dummy and trample it to pieces. After this, Buddha will soon give rain.69 

 
Another way of constraining the rain-god is to disturb him in his haunts. This seems the reason 
why rain is supposed to be the consequence of troubling a sacred spring. The Dards believe that if 
a cowskin or anything impure is placed in certain springs, storms will follow.70 Gervasius mentions 
a spring into which if a stone or a stick were thrown, rain would at once issue from it and drench 
the thrower.71 There was a fountain in Munster such that if it were touched or even looked at by a 
human being, it would at once flood the whole province with rain.72 Sometimes an appeal is made 
to the pity of the gods. When their corn is being burnt up by the sun, the Zulus look out for a 
“heaven-bird,” kill it, and throw it into a pool. Then the heaven melts with tenderness for the death 
of the bird; “it wails for it by raining, wailing a funeral wail.”73 In times of drought the Guanches 
of Teneriffe led their sheep to sacred ground, and there they separated the lambs from their 
dams, that their plaintive bleating might touch the heart of the god.74 A peculiar mode of making 
rain was adopted by the heathen Arabs. They tied two sorts of bushes to the tails and hind-legs of 
their cattle, and setting fire to the bushes drove the cattle to the top of a mountain, praying for 
rain.75 This may be, as Wellhausen suggests,76 an imitation of lightning on the horizon. But it may 
also be a way of threatening the sky; as some West African rain-makers put a pot of inflammable 
materials on the fire and blow up the flames, threatening that if heaven does not soon give rain they 
will send up a flame which will set the sky on fire.77 The Dieyerie of South Australia have a way of 
their own of making rain. A hole is dug about twelve feet long and eight or ten broad, and over this 
hole a hut of logs and branches is made. Two men, supposed to have received a special 
inspiration from Mooramoora (the Good Spirit), are bled by an old and influential man with a sharp 
flint inside the arm; the blood is made to flow on the other men of the tribe who sit huddled 
together. At the same time the two bleeding men throw handfuls of down, some of which adheres 
to the blood, while the rest floats in the air. The blood is thought to represent the rain, and the 
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down the clouds. During the ceremony two large stones are placed in the middle of the hut; they 
stand for gathering clouds and presage rain. Then the men who were bled carry away the stones 
for about fifteen miles and place them as high as they can in the tallest tree. Meanwhile, the other 
men gather gypsum, pound it fine, and throw it into a water-hole. This the Mooramoora is supposed 
to see, and at once he causes the clouds to appear in the sky. Lastly, the men surround the hut, 
butt at it with their heads, force their way in, and reappear on the other side, repeating this till the 
hut is wrecked. In doing this they are forbidden to use their hands or arms; but when the heavy 
logs alone remain, they are allowed to pull them out with their hands. “The piercing of the hut with 
their heads symbolises the piercing of the clouds; the fall of the hut, the fall of rain.”78 Another 
Australian mode of rain-making is to burn human hair.79 

 
Like other peoples the Greeks and Romans sought to procure rain by magic, when prayers and 
processions80 had proved ineffectual. For example, in Arcadia, when the corn and trees were 
parched with drought, the priest of Zeus dipped an oak branch into a certain spring on Mount 
Lycaeus. Thus troubled, the water sent up a misty cloud, from which rain soon fell upon the land.81 
A similar mode of making rain is still practised, as we have seen, in Halmahera near New Guinea. 
The people of Crannon in Thessaly had a bronze chariot which they kept in a temple. When they 
desired a shower they shook the chariot and the shower fell.82 Probably the rattling of the chariot 
was meant to imitate thunder; we have already seen that in Russia mock thunder and lightning 
form part of a rain-charm. The mythical Salmoneus of Thessaly made mock thunder by dragging 
bronze kettles behind his chariot or by driving over a bronze bridge, while he hurled blazing 
torches in imitation of lightning. It was his impious wish to mimic the thundering car of Zeus as it 
rolled across the vault of heaven.83 Near a temple of Mars, outside the walls of Rome, there was 
kept a certain stone known as the lapis manalis. In time of drought the stone was dragged into 
Rome and this was supposed to bring down rain immediately.84 There were Etruscan wizards 
who made rain or discovered springs of water, it is not certain which. They were thought to bring 
the rain or the water out of their bellies.85 The legendary Telchines in Rhodes are described as 
magicians who could change their shape and bring clouds, rain, and snow.86 

 
Again, primitive man fancies he can make the sun to shine, and can hasten or stay its going 
down. At an eclipse the Ojebways used to think that the sun was being extinguished. So they shot 
fire-tipped arrows in the air, hoping thus to rekindle his expiring light.87 Conversely during an 
eclipse of the moon some Indian tribes of the Orinoco used to bury lighted brands in the ground; 
because, said they, if the moon were to be extinguished, all fire on earth would be extinguished 
with her, except such as was hidden from her sight.88 In New Caledonia when a wizard desires 
to make sunshine, he takes some plants and corals to the burial-ground, and makes them into a 
bundle, adding two locks of hair cut from a living child (his own child if), also two teeth or an entire 
jawbone from the skeleton of an ancestor. He then climbs a high mountain whose top catches the 
first rays of the morning sun. Here he deposits three sorts of plants on a flat stone, places a 
branch of dry coral beside them, and hangs the bundle of charms over the stone. Next morning 
he returns to this rude altar, and at the moment when the sun rises from the sea he kindles a 
fire on the altar. As the smoke rises, he rubs the stone with the dry coral, invokes his ancestors 
and says: “Sun! I do this that you may be burning hot, and eat up all the clouds in the sky.” The 
same ceremony is repeated at sunset.89 When the sun rises behind clouds—a rare event in 
the bright sky of Southern Africa—the Sun clan of the Bechuanas say that he is grieving their 
heart. All work stands still, and all the food of the previous day is given to matrons or old women. 
They may eat it and may share it with the children they are nursing, but no one else may taste it. 
The people go down to the river and wash themselves all over. Each man throws into the river a 
stone taken from his domestic hearth, and replaces it with one picked up in the bed of the river. 
On their return to the village the chief kindles a fire in his hut, and all his subjects come and get a 
light from it. A general dance follows.90 In these cases it seems that the lighting of the flame on 
earth is supposed to rekindle the solar fire. Such a belief comes naturally to people who, like the 
Sun clan of the Bechuanas, deem themselves the veritable kinsmen of the sun. The 
Melanesians make sunshine by means of a mock sun. A round stone is wound about with red 
braid and stuck with owl’s feathers to represent rays; it is then hung on a high tree. Or the stone is 
laid on the ground with white rods radiating from it to imitate sunbeams.91 Sometimes the mode 
of making sunshine is the converse of that of making rain. Thus we have seen that a white or red 
pig is sacrificed for sunshine, as a black one is sacrificed for rain.92 Some of the New Caledonians 
drench a skeleton to make rain, but burn it to make sunshine.93 
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In a pass of the Peruvian Andes stand two ruined towers on opposite hills. Iron hooks are clamped 
into their walls for the purpose of stretching a net from one tower to the other. The net is intended to 
catch the sun.94 

 
On the top of a small hill in Fiji grew a patch of reeds, and travellers who feared to be belated used 
to tie the tops of a handful of reeds together to detain the sun from going down.95 The intention 
perhaps was to entangle the sun in the reeds, just as the Peruvians try to catch him in the net. 
Stories of men who have caught the sun in a noose are widely spread.96 Jerome of Prague, 
travelling among the heathen Lithuanians early in the fifteenth century, found a tribe who 
worshipped the sun and venerated a large iron hammer. The priests told him that once the sun had 
been invisible for several months, because a powerful king had shut it up in a strong tower; but the 
signs of the zodiac had broken open the tower with this very hammer and released the sun. 
Therefore they adored the hammer.97 When an Australian blackfellow wishes to stay the sun from 
going down till he gets home, he places a sod in the fork of a tree, exactly facing the setting 
sun.98 For the same purpose an Indian of Yucatan, journeying westward, places a stone in a tree 
or pulls out some of his eyelashes and blows them towards the sun.99 South African natives, in 
travelling, will put a stone in a branch of a tree or place some grass on the path with a stone over 
it, believing that this will cause their friends to keep the meal waiting till their arrival.100 In these, 
as in previous examples, the purpose apparently is to retard the sun. But why should the act of 
putting a stone or a sod in a tree be supposed to effect this? A partial explanation is suggested by 
another Australian custom. In their journeys the natives are accustomed to place stones in trees at 
different heights from the ground in order to indicate the height of the sun in the sky at the moment 
when they passed the particular tree. Those who follow are thus made aware of the time of day 
when their friends in advance passed the spot.101 Possibly the natives, thus accustomed to mark 
the sun’s progress, may have slipped into the confusion of imagining that to mark the sun’s 
progress was to arrest it at the point marked. On the other hand, to make it go down faster, the 
Australians throw sand into the air and blow with their mouths towards the sun.102 

 
Once more, the savage thinks he can make the wind to blow or to be still. When the day is hot and 
a Yakut has a long way to go, he takes a stone which he has chanced to find in an animal or fish, 
winds a horse-hair several times round it, and ties it to a stick. He then waves the stick about, 
uttering a spell. Soon a cool breeze begins to blow.103 The Wind clan of the Omahas flap their 
blankets to start a breeze which will drive away the mosquitoes.104 When a Haida Indian 
wishes to obtain a fair wind, he fasts, shoots a raven, singes it in the fire, and then going to the 
edge of the sea sweeps it over the surface of the water four times in the direction in which he 
wishes the wind to blow. He then throws the raven behind him, but afterwards picks it up and sets 
it in a sitting posture at the foot of a spruce-tree, facing towards the required wind. Propping its 
beak open with a stick, he requests a fair wind for a certain number of days; then going away he 
lies covered up in his mantle till another Indian asks him for how many days he has desired the 
wind, which question he answers.105 When a sorcerer in New Britain wishes to make a wind blow 
in a certain direction, he throws burnt lime in the air, chanting a song all the time. Then he waves 
sprigs of ginger and other plants about, throws them up and catches them. Next he makes a 
small fire with these sprigs on the spot where the lime has fallen thickest, and walks round the fire 
chanting. Lastly, he takes the ashes and throws them on the water.106 On the altar of Fladda’s 
chapel, in the island of Fladdahuan (one of the Hebrides), lay a round bluish stone which was 
always moist. Windbound fishermen walked sunwise round the chapel and then poured water on 
the stone, whereupon a favourable breeze was sure to spring up.107 In Finnland wizards used to 
sell wind to storm-staid mariners. The wind was enclosed in three knots; if they undid the first knot, 
a moderate wind sprang up; if the second, it blew half a gale; if the third, a hurricane.108 The 
same thing is said to have been done by wizards and witches in Lappland, in the island of Lewis, 
and in the Isle of Man.109 A Norwegian witch has boasted of sinking a ship by opening a bag in 
which she had shut up a wind.110 Ulysses received the winds in a leather bag from Aeolus, King 
of the Winds.111 So Perdoytus, the Lithuanian wind-god, keeps the winds enclosed in a leather 
bag; when they escape from it he pursues them, beats them, and shuts them up again.112 The 
Motumotu in New Guinea think that storms are sent by an Oiabu sorcerer; for each wind he has a 
bamboo which he opens at pleasure.113 But here we have passed from custom (with which alone 
we are at present concerned) into mythology. Shetland seamen still buy winds from old women 
who claim to rule the storms. There are now in Lerwick old women who live by selling wind.114 
When the Hottentots wish to make the wind drop, they take one of their fattest skins and hang it on 
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the end of a pole, believing that by blowing the skin down the wind will lose all its force and must 
itself fall.115 In some parts of Austria, during a heavy storm, it is customary to open the window 
and throw out a handful of meal, chaff, or feathers, saying to the wind, “There, that’s for you, 
stop!”116 Once when north-westerly winds had kept the ice long on the coast, and food was 
getting scarce, the Eskimos of Alaska performed a ceremony to make a calm. A fire was kindled 
on the shore and the men gathered round it and chanted. An old man then stepped up to the fire 
and in a coaxing voice invited the demon of the wind to come under the fire and warm himself. 
When he was supposed to have arrived, a vessel of water, to which each man present had 
contributed, was thrown on the fire by an old man, and immediately a flight of arrows sped towards 
the spot where the fire had been. They thought that the demon would not stay where he had been 
so badly treated. To complete the effect, guns were discharged in various directions, and the 
captain of a European vessel was asked to fire on the wind with cannon.117 When the wind blows 
down their huts, the Payaguas in South America snatch up firebrands and run against the wind 
menacing it with the blazing brands, while others beat the air with their fists to frighten the 
storm.118 When the Guaycurus are threatened by a severe storm the men go out armed, and the 
women and children scream their loudest to intimidate the demon.119 During a tempest the 
inhabitants of a Batta village in Sumatra have been seen to rush from their houses armed with 
sword and lance. The Raja placed himself at their head, and with shouts and yells they hewed and 
hacked at the invisible foe. An old woman was observed to be especially active in defending her 
house, slashing the air right and left with a long sabre.120 

 
In the light of these examples a story told by Herodotus, which his modern critics have treated 
as a fable, is perfectly credible. He says, without however vouching for the truth of the tale, that 
once in the land of the Psylli, the modern Tripoli, the wind blowing from the Sahara had dried up all 
the water-tanks. So the people took counsel and marched in a body to make war on the south 
wind. But when they entered the desert, the simoom swept down on them and buried them to a 
man.121 The story may well have been told by one who watched them disappearing, in battle 
array, with drums and cymbals beating, into the red cloud of whirling sand. It is still said of the 
Bedouins of Eastern Africa that “no whirlwind ever sweeps across the path without being pursued 
by a dozen savages with drawn creeses, who stab into the centre of the dusty column in order to 
drive away the evil spirit that is believed to be riding on the blast.”122 So in Australia the huge 
columns of red sand that move rapidly across a desert tract are thought by the blackfellows to be 
spirits passing along. Once an athletic young black ran after one of these moving columns to kill 
it with boomerangs. He was away two or three hours and came back very weary, saying he had 
killed Koochee (the demon), but that Koochee had growled at him and he must die.123 Even 
where these dust columns are not attacked they are still regarded with awe. In some parts of 
India they are supposed to be bhuts going to bathe in the Ganges.124 Californian Indians think 
that they are happy souls ascending to the heavenly land.125 

 
When a gust lifts the hay in the meadow, the Breton peasant throws a knife or a fork at it to prevent 
the devil from 

 
carrying off the hay.126 German peasants throw a knife or a hat at a whirlwind because there 
is a witch or a wizard in it.127 
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Studies in Mythology 

 

26 
 

James G. Frazer, The Golden Bough Ch. 2 Primitive Man and the 

Supernatural 

 
2.—Primitive Man and the Supernatural. 

The first point on which we fasten is the priest’s title. Why was he called the King of the Wood? why 
was his office spoken of as a Kingdom?16 

 
The union of a royal title with priestly duties was common in ancient Italy and Greece. At Rome 
and in other Italian cities there was a priest called the Sacrificial King or King of the Sacred Rites 
(Rex Sacrificulus or Rex Sacrorum), and his wife bore the title of Queen of the Sacred Rites.17 In 
republican Athens the second magistrate of the state was called the King, and his wife the Queen; 
the functions of both were religious.18 Many other Greek democracies had titular kings, whose 
duties, so far as they are known, seem to have been priestly.19 At Rome the tradition was that the 
Sacrificial King had been appointed after the expulsion of the kings in order to offer the sacrifices 
which had been previously offered by the kings.20 In Greece a similar view appears to have 
prevailed as to the origin of the priestly kings.21 In itself the view is not improbable, and it is borne 
out by the example of Sparta, the only purely Greek state which retained the kingly form of 
government in historical times. For in Sparta all state sacrifices were offered by the kings as 
descendants of the god.22 This combination of priestly functions with royal authority is familiar to 
every one. Asia Minor, for example, was the seat of various great religious capitals peopled by 
thousands of “sacred slaves,” and ruled by pontiffs who wielded at once temporal and spiritual 
authority, like the popes of mediaeval Rome. Such priest-ridden cities were Zela and Pessinus.23 
Teutonic kings, again, in the old heathen days seem to have stood in the position, and exercised the 
powers of high priests.24 The Emperors of China offer public sacrifices, the details of which are 
regulated by the ritual books.25 It is needless, however, to multiply examples of what is the rule 
rather than the exception in the early history of the kingship. 

 
But when we have said that the ancient kings were commonly priests also, we are far from having 
exhausted the religious aspect of their office. In those days the divinity that hedges a king was no 
empty form of speech but the expression of a sober belief. Kings were revered, in many cases 
not merely as priests, that is, as intercessors between man and god, but as themselves gods, 
able to bestow upon their subjects and worshippers those blessings which are commonly 
supposed to be beyond the reach of man, and are sought, if at all, only by prayer and sacrifice 
offered to superhuman and invisible beings. Thus kings are often expected to give rain and 
sunshine in due season, to make the crops grow, and so on. Strange as this expectation appears 
to us, it is quite of a piece with early modes of thought. A savage hardly conceives the 
distinction commonly drawn by more advanced peoples between the natural and the 
supernatural. To him the world is mostly worked by supernatural agents, that is, by personal 
beings acting on impulses and motives like his own, liable like him to be moved by appeals to their 
pity, their fears, and their hopes. In a world so conceived he sees no limit to his power of 
influencing the course of nature to his own advantage. Prayers, promises, or threats may secure 
him fine weather and an abundant crop from the gods; and if a god should happen, as he 
sometimes believes, to become incarnate in his own person, then he need appeal to no higher 
power; he, the savage, possesses in himself all the supernatural powers necessary to further his 
own well-being and that of his fellow men. 

 
This is one way in which the idea of a man-god is reached. But there is another. Side by side with 
the view of the world as pervaded by spiritual forces, primitive man has another conception in 
which we may detect a germ of the modern notion of natural law or the view of nature as a series 
of events occurring in an invariable order without the intervention of personal agency. The germ 
of which I speak is involved in that sympathetic magic, as it may be called, which plays a large part 
in most systems of superstition. One of the principles of sympathetic magic is that any effect may 
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be produced by imitating it. To take a few instances. If it is wished to kill a person an image of him 
is made and then destroyed; and it is believed that through a certain physical sympathy between 
the person and his image, the man feels the injuries done to the image as if they were done to his 
own body, and that when it is destroyed he must simultaneously perish. Again, in Morocco a 
fowl or a pigeon may sometimes be seen with a little red bundle tied to its foot. The bundle 
contains a charm, and it is believed that as the charm is kept in constant motion by the bird a 
corresponding restlessness is kept up in the mind of him or her against whom the charm is 
directed.26 In Nias when a wild pig has fallen into the pit prepared for it, it is taken out and its 
back is rubbed with nine fallen leaves, in the belief that this will make nine more wild pigs fall into 
the pit just as the nine leaves fell from the tree.27 When a Cambodian hunter has set his nets and 
taken nothing, he strips himself naked, goes some way off, then strolls up to the net as if he did not 
see it, lets himself be caught in it and cries, “Hillo! what’s this? I’m afraid I’m caught.” After that the 
net is sure to catch game.28 In Thüringen the man who sows flax carries the seed in a long bag 
which reaches from his shoulders to his knees, and he walks with long strides, so that the bag 
sways to and fro on his back. It is believed that this will cause the flax crop to wave in the wind.29 
In the interior of Sumatra the rice is sown by women who, in sowing, let their hair hang loose down 
their back, in order that the rice may grow luxuriantly and have long stalks.30 Again, magic 
sympathy is supposed to exist between a man and any severed portion of his person, as his hair or 
nails; so that whoever gets possession of hair or nails may work his will, at any distance, upon the 
person from whom they were cut. This superstition is world- wide. Further, the sympathy in 
question exists between friends and relations, especially at critical times. Hence, for example, the 
elaborate code of rules which regulates the conduct of persons left at home while a party of their 
friends is out fishing or hunting or on the war-path. It is thought that if the persons left at home 
broke these rules their absent friends would suffer an injury, corresponding in its nature to the 
breach of the rule. Thus when a Dyak is out head-hunting, his wife or, if he is unmarried, his sister, 
must wear a sword day and night in order that he may always be thinking of his weapons; and she 
may not sleep during the day nor go to bed before two in the morning, lest her husband or brother 
should thereby be surprised in his sleep by an enemy.31 In Laos when an elephant hunter is 
setting out for the chase he warns his wife not to cut her hair or oil her body in his absence; for if 
she cut her hair the elephant would burst the toils, if she oiled herself it would slip through them.32 

 

In all these cases (and similar instances might be multiplied indefinitely) an action is performed or 
avoided, because its performance is believed to entail good or bad consequences of a sort 
resembling the act itself. Sometimes the magic sympathy takes effect not so much through an act 
as through a supposed resemblance of qualities. Thus some Bechuanas wear a ferret as a charm 
because, being very tenacious of life, it will make them difficult to kill.33 Others wear a certain 
insect, mutilated but living, for a similar purpose.34 Other Bechuana warriors wear the hair of an 
ox among their own hair and the skin of a frog on their mantle, because a frog is slippery and the 
ox from which the hair has been taken has no horns and is therefore hard to catch; so the warrior 
who is provided with these charms believes that he will be as hard to hold as the ox and the frog.35 

 
Thus we see that in sympathetic magic one event is supposed to be followed necessarily and 
invariably by another, without the intervention of any spiritual or personal agency. This is, in fact, 
the modern conception of physical causation; the conception, indeed, is misapplied, but it is there 
none the less. Here, then, we have another mode in which primitive man seeks to bend nature to 
his wishes. There is, perhaps, hardly a savage who does not fancy himself possessed of this power 
of influencing the course of nature by sympathetic magic; a man-god, on this view, is only an 
individual who is believed to enjoy this common power in an unusually high degree. Thus, 
whereas a man-god of the former or inspired type derives his divinity from a deity who has 
taken up his abode in a tabernacle of flesh, a man-god of the latter type draws his supernatural 
power from a certain physical sympathy with nature. He is not merely the receptacle of a divine 
spirit. His whole being, body and soul, is so delicately attuned to the harmony of the world that a 
touch of his hand or a turn of his head may send a thrill vibrating through the universal framework 
of things; and conversely his divine organism is acutely sensitive to such slight changes of 
environment as would leave ordinary mortals wholly unaffected. But the line between these two 
types of man-god, however sharply we may draw it in theory, is seldom to be traced with precision 
in practice, and in what follows I shall not insist on it. 
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To readers long familiarised with the conception of natural law, the belief of primitive man that he 
can rule the elements must be so foreign that it may be well to illustrate it by examples. When we 
have seen that in early society men who make no pretence at all of being gods do nevertheless 
commonly believe themselves to be invested with supernatural powers, we shall have the less 
difficulty in comprehending the extraordinary range of powers ascribed to individuals who are 
actually regarded as divine. 

 
Of all natural phenomena there are perhaps none which civilised man feels himself more 
powerless to influence than the rain, the sun, and the wind. Yet all these are commonly supposed 
by savages to be in some degree under their control. 

 
 
To begin with rain-making. In a village near Dorpat in Russia, when rain was much wanted, three 
men used to climb up the fir-trees of an old sacred grove. One of them drummed with a hammer 
on a kettle or small cask to imitate thunder; the second knocked two fire-brands together and 
made the sparks fly, to imitate lightning; and the third, who was called “the rain-maker,” had a 
bunch of twigs with which he sprinkled water from a vessel on all sides.36 This is an example of 
sympathetic magic; the desired event is supposed to be produced by imitating it. Rain is often thus 
made by imitation. In Halmahera (Gilolo), a large island to the west of New Guinea, a wizard 
makes rain by dipping a branch of a particular kind of tree in water and sprinkling the ground with 
it.37 In Ceram it is enough to dedicate the bark of a certain tree to the spirits and lay it in water.38 
In New Britain the rain- maker wraps some leaves of a red and green striped creeper in a banana-
leaf, moistens the bundle with water and buries it in the ground; then he imitates with his mouth the 
plashing of rain.39 Amongst the Omaha Indians of North America, when the corn is withering for 
want of rain, the members of the sacred Buffalo Society fill a large vessel with water and dance 
four times round it. One of them drinks some of the water and spirts it into the air, making a fine 
spray in imitation of a mist or drizzling rain. Then he upsets the vessel, spilling the water on the 
ground; whereupon the dancers fall down and drink up the water, getting mud all over their faces. 
Lastly they spirt the water into the air, making a fine mist. This saves the corn.40 Amongst the 
Australian Wotjobaluk the rain-maker dipped a bunch of his own hair in water, sucked out the 
water and squirted it westward, or he twirled the ball round his head making a spray like rain.41 
Squirting water from the mouth is also a West African way of making rain.42 Another mode is to 
dip a particular stone in water or sprinkle water on it. In a Samoan village a certain stone was 
carefully housed as the representative of the rain-making god; and in time of drought his priests 
carried the stone in procession, and dipped it in a stream.43 In the Ta-ta-thi tribe of New South 
Wales the rain- maker breaks off a piece of quartz crystal and spits it towards the sky; the rest of 
the crystal he wraps in emu feathers, soaks both crystal and feathers in water, and carefully hides 
them.44 In the Keramin tribe of New South Wales the wizard retires to the bed of a creek, drops 
water on a round flat stone, then covers up and conceals it.45 The Fountain of Baranton, of 
romantic fame, in the forest of Brécilien, used to be resorted to by peasants when they needed 
rain; they caught some of the water in a tankard and threw it on a slab near the spring.46 When 
some of the Apache Indians wish for rain, they take water from a certain spring and throw it on a 
particular point high up on a rock; the clouds then soon gather and rain begins to fall.47 There is a 
lonely tarn on Snowdon called Dulyn or the Black Lake, lying “in a dismal dingle surrounded by 
high and dangerous rocks.” A row of stepping stones runs out into the lake; and if any one steps 
on the stones and throws water so as to wet the farthest stone, which is called the Red Altar, “it is 
but a chance that you do not get rain before night, even when it is hot weather.”48 In these cases it 
is probable that, as in Samoa, the stone is regarded as in some sort divine. This appears from the 
custom sometimes observed of dipping the cross in the Fountain of Baranton, to procure rain; for 
this is plainly a substitute for the older way of throwing the water on the stone.49 In Mingrelia, to 
get  rain they dip a holy image in water daily till it rains.50 In Navarre the image of St. Peter was 
taken to a river, where some prayed to him for rain, but others called out to duck him in the 
water.51 Here the dipping in the water is used as a threat; but originally it was probably a 
sympathetic charm, as in the following instance. In New Caledonia the rain-makers blackened 
themselves all over, dug up a dead body, took the bones to a cave, jointed them, and hung the 
skeleton over some taro leaves. Water was poured over the skeleton to run down on the leaves. 
“They supposed that the soul of the departed took up the water, made rain of it, and showered it 
down again.”52 The same motive comes clearly out in a mode of making rain which is practised by 
various peoples of South Eastern Europe. In time of drought the Servians strip a girl, clothe her 
from head to foot in grass, herbs, and flowers, even her face being hidden with them. Thus 
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disguised she is called the Dodola, and goes through the village with a troop of girls. They stop 
before every house; the Dodola dances, while the other girls form a ring round her singing one of 
the Dodola songs, and the housewife pours a pail of water over her. 

 

One of the songs they sing runs 

thus— “We go through the 

village; 

The clouds go in the 
sky; 

 
We go faster, 

 
Faster go the clouds; 

 
They have overtaken 
us, 

 
And wetted the corn and the vine.” 

 
A similar custom is observed by the Greeks, Bulgarians, and Roumanians.53 In such customs the 
leaf-dressed girl represents the spirit of vegetation, and drenching her with water is an imitation of 
rain. In Russia, in the 

 
Government of Kursk, when rain is much wanted, the women seize a passing stranger and throw 
him into the river, or souse him from head to foot.54 Later on we shall see that a passing stranger 
is often, as here, taken for a god or spirit. Amongst the Minahassa of North Celebes the priest 
bathes as a rain-charm.55 In the Caucasian Province of Georgia, when a drought has lasted long, 
marriageable girls are yoked in couples with an ox-yoke on their shoulders, a priest holds the 
reins, and thus harnessed they wade through rivers, puddles, and marshes, praying, screaming, 
weeping, and laughing.56 In a district of Transylvania, when the ground is parched with drought, 
some girls strip themselves naked, and, led by an older woman, who is also naked, they steal a 
harrow and carry it across the field to a brook, where they set it afloat. Next they sit on the harrow 
and keep a tiny flame burning on each corner of it for an hour. Then they leave the harrow in the 
water and go home.57 A similar rain- charm is resorted to in India; naked women drag a plough 
across the field by night.58 It is not said that they plunge the plough into a stream or sprinkle it 
with water. But the charm would hardly be complete without it. 

 
Sometimes the charm works through an animal. To procure rain the Peruvians used to set a black 
sheep in a field, poured chica over it, and gave it nothing to eat till rain fell.59 In a district of 
Sumatra all the women of the village, scantily clad, go to the river, wade into it, and splash each 
other with the water. A black cat is thrown into the water and made to swim about for a while, then 
allowed to escape to the bank, pursued by the splashing of the women.60 In these cases the 
colour of the animal is part of the charm; being black it will darken the sky with rain- clouds. So the 
Bechuanas burn the stomach of an ox at evening, because they say, “the black smoke will gather 
the clouds, and cause the rain to come.”61 The Timorese sacrifice a black pig for rain, a white or 
red one for sunshine.62 The Garos offer a black goat on the top of a very high mountain in time of 
drought.63 

 
Sometimes people try to coerce the rain-god into giving rain. In China a huge dragon made of 
paper or wood, representing the rain-god, is carried about in procession; but if no rain follows, it is 
cursed and torn in pieces.64 In the like circumstances the Feloupes of Senegambia throw down 
their fetishes and drag them about the fields, cursing them till rain falls.65 Some Indians of the 
Orinoco worshipped toads and kept them in vessels in order to obtain from them rain or sunshine 
as might be required; when their prayers were not answered they beat the toads.66 Killing a frog 
is a European rain-charm.67 When the spirits withhold rain or sunshine, the Comanches whip a 
slave; if the gods prove obstinate, the victim is almost flayed alive.68 Here the human being may 
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represent the god, like the leaf-clad Dodola. When the rice-crop is endangered by long drought, the 
governor of Battambang, a province of Siam, goes in great state to a certain pagoda and prays to 
Buddha for rain. Then accompanied by his suite and followed by an enormous crowd he adjourns 
to a plain behind the pagoda. Here a dummy figure has been made up, dressed in bright colours, 
and placed in the middle of the plain. A wild music begins to play; maddened by the din of drums 
and cymbals and crackers, and goaded on by their drivers, the elephants charge down on the 
dummy and trample it to pieces. After this, Buddha will soon give rain.69 

 
Another way of constraining the rain-god is to disturb him in his haunts. This seems the reason 
why rain is supposed to be the consequence of troubling a sacred spring. The Dards believe that if 
a cowskin or anything impure is placed in certain springs, storms will follow.70 Gervasius mentions 
a spring into which if a stone or a stick were thrown, rain would at once issue from it and drench 
the thrower.71 There was a fountain in Munster such that if it were touched or even looked at by a 
human being, it would at once flood the whole province with rain.72 Sometimes an appeal is made 
to the pity of the gods. When their corn is being burnt up by the sun, the Zulus look out for a 
“heaven-bird,” kill it, and throw it into a pool. Then the heaven melts with tenderness for the death 
of the bird; “it wails for it by raining, wailing a funeral wail.”73 In times of drought the Guanches 
of Teneriffe led their sheep to sacred ground, and there they separated the lambs from their 
dams, that their plaintive bleating might touch the heart of the god.74 A peculiar mode of making 
rain was adopted by the heathen Arabs. They tied two sorts of bushes to the tails and hind-legs of 
their cattle, and setting fire to the bushes drove the cattle to the top of a mountain, praying for 
rain.75 This may be, as Wellhausen suggests,76 an imitation of lightning on the horizon. But it may 
also be a way of threatening the sky; as some West African rain-makers put a pot of inflammable 
materials on the fire and blow up the flames, threatening that if heaven does not soon give rain they 
will send up a flame which will set the sky on fire.77 The Dieyerie of South Australia have a way of 
their own of making rain. A hole is dug about twelve feet long and eight or ten broad, and over this 
hole a hut of logs and branches is made. Two men, supposed to have received a special 
inspiration from Mooramoora (the Good Spirit), are bled by an old and influential man with a sharp 
flint inside the arm; the blood is made to flow on the other men of the tribe who sit huddled 
together. At the same time the two bleeding men throw handfuls of down, some of which adheres 
to the blood, while the rest floats in the air. The blood is thought to represent the rain, and the 
down the clouds. During the ceremony two large stones are placed in the middle of the hut; they 
stand for gathering clouds and presage rain. Then the men who were bled carry away the stones 
for about fifteen miles and place them as high as they can in the tallest tree. Meanwhile, the other 
men gather gypsum, pound it fine, and throw it into a water-hole. This the Mooramoora is supposed 
to see, and at once he causes the clouds to appear in the sky. Lastly, the men surround the hut, 
butt at it with their heads, force their way in, and reappear on the other side, repeating this till the 
hut is wrecked. In doing this they are forbidden to use their hands or arms; but when the heavy 
logs alone remain, they are allowed to pull them out with their hands. “The piercing of the hut with 
their heads symbolises the piercing of the clouds; the fall of the hut, the fall of rain.”78 Another 
Australian mode of rain-making is to burn human hair.79 

 
Like other peoples the Greeks and Romans sought to procure rain by magic, when prayers and 
processions80 had proved ineffectual. For example, in Arcadia, when the corn and trees were 
parched with drought, the priest of Zeus dipped an oak branch into a certain spring on Mount 
Lycaeus. Thus troubled, the water sent up a misty cloud, from which rain soon fell upon the land.81 
A similar mode of making rain is still practised, as we have seen, in Halmahera near New Guinea. 
The people of Crannon in Thessaly had a bronze chariot which they kept in a temple. When they 
desired a shower they shook the chariot and the shower fell.82 Probably the rattling of the chariot 
was meant to imitate thunder; we have already seen that in Russia mock thunder and lightning 
form part of a rain-charm. The mythical Salmoneus of Thessaly made mock thunder by dragging 
bronze kettles behind his chariot or by driving over a bronze bridge, while he hurled blazing 
torches in imitation of lightning. It was his impious wish to mimic the thundering car of Zeus as it 
rolled across the vault of heaven.83 Near a temple of Mars, outside the walls of Rome, there was 
kept a certain stone known as the lapis manalis. In time of drought the stone was dragged into 
Rome and this was supposed to bring down rain immediately.84 There were Etruscan wizards 
who made rain or discovered springs of water, it is not certain which. They were thought to bring 
the rain or the water out of their bellies.85 The legendary Telchines in Rhodes are described as 
magicians who could change their shape and bring clouds, rain, and snow.86 
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Again, primitive man fancies he can make the sun to shine, and can hasten or stay its going 
down. At an eclipse the Ojebways used to think that the sun was being extinguished. So they shot 
fire-tipped arrows in the air, hoping thus to rekindle his expiring light.87 Conversely during an 
eclipse of the moon some Indian tribes of the Orinoco used to bury lighted brands in the ground; 
because, said they, if the moon were to be extinguished, all fire on earth would be extinguished 
with her, except such as was hidden from her sight.88 In New Caledonia when a wizard desires 
to make sunshine, he takes some plants and corals to the burial-ground, and makes them into a 
bundle, adding two locks of hair cut from a living child (his own child if), also two teeth or an entire 
jawbone from the skeleton of an ancestor. He then climbs a high mountain whose top catches the 
first rays of the morning sun. Here he deposits three sorts of plants on a flat stone, places a 
branch of dry coral beside them, and hangs the bundle of charms over the stone. Next morning 
he returns to this rude altar, and at the moment when the sun rises from the sea he kindles a 
fire on the altar. As the smoke rises, he rubs the stone with the dry coral, invokes his ancestors 
and says: “Sun! I do this that you may be burning hot, and eat up all the clouds in the sky.” The 
same ceremony is repeated at sunset.89 When the sun rises behind clouds—a rare event in 
the bright sky of Southern Africa—the Sun clan of the Bechuanas say that he is grieving their 
heart. All work stands still, and all the food of the previous day is given to matrons or old women. 
They may eat it and may share it with the children they are nursing, but no one else may taste it. 
The people go down to the river and wash themselves all over. Each man throws into the river a 
stone taken from his domestic hearth, and replaces it with one picked up in the bed of the river. 
On their return to the village the chief kindles a fire in his hut, and all his subjects come and get a 
light from it. A general dance follows.90 In these cases it seems that the lighting of the flame on 
earth is supposed to rekindle the solar fire. Such a belief comes naturally to people who, like the 
Sun clan of the Bechuanas, deem themselves the veritable kinsmen of the sun. The 
Melanesians make sunshine by means of a mock sun. A round stone is wound about with red 
braid and stuck with owl’s feathers to represent rays; it is then hung on a high tree. Or the stone is 
laid on the ground with white rods radiating from it to imitate sunbeams.91 Sometimes the mode 
of making sunshine is the converse of that of making rain. Thus we have seen that a white or red 
pig is sacrificed for sunshine, as a black one is sacrificed for rain.92 Some of the New Caledonians 
drench a skeleton to make rain, but burn it to make sunshine.93 

 

In a pass of the Peruvian Andes stand two ruined towers on opposite hills. Iron hooks are clamped 
into their walls for the purpose of stretching a net from one tower to the other. The net is intended to 
catch the sun.94 

 
On the top of a small hill in Fiji grew a patch of reeds, and travellers who feared to be belated used 
to tie the tops of a handful of reeds together to detain the sun from going down.95 The intention 
perhaps was to entangle the sun in the reeds, just as the Peruvians try to catch him in the net. 
Stories of men who have caught the sun in a noose are widely spread.96 Jerome of Prague, 
travelling among the heathen Lithuanians early in the fifteenth century, found a tribe who 
worshipped the sun and venerated a large iron hammer. The priests told him that once the sun had 
been invisible for several months, because a powerful king had shut it up in a strong tower; but the 
signs of the zodiac had broken open the tower with this very hammer and released the sun. 
Therefore they adored the hammer.97 When an Australian blackfellow wishes to stay the sun from 
going down till he gets home, he places a sod in the fork of a tree, exactly facing the setting 
sun.98 For the same purpose an Indian of Yucatan, journeying westward, places a stone in a tree 
or pulls out some of his eyelashes and blows them towards the sun.99 South African natives, in 
travelling, will put a stone in a branch of a tree or place some grass on the path with a stone over 
it, believing that this will cause their friends to keep the meal waiting till their arrival.100 In these, 
as in previous examples, the purpose apparently is to retard the sun. But why should the act of 
putting a stone or a sod in a tree be supposed to effect this? A partial explanation is suggested by 
another Australian custom. In their journeys the natives are accustomed to place stones in trees at 
different heights from the ground in order to indicate the height of the sun in the sky at the moment 
when they passed the particular tree. Those who follow are thus made aware of the time of day 
when their friends in advance passed the spot.101 Possibly the natives, thus accustomed to mark 
the sun’s progress, may have slipped into the confusion of imagining that to mark the sun’s 
progress was to arrest it at the point marked. On the other hand, to make it go down faster, the 
Australians throw sand into the air and blow with their mouths towards the sun.102 
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Once more, the savage thinks he can make the wind to blow or to be still. When the day is hot and 
a Yakut has a long way to go, he takes a stone which he has chanced to find in an animal or fish, 
winds a horse-hair several times round it, and ties it to a stick. He then waves the stick about, 
uttering a spell. Soon a cool breeze begins to blow.103 The Wind clan of the Omahas flap their 
blankets to start a breeze which will drive away the mosquitoes.104 When a Haida Indian 
wishes to obtain a fair wind, he fasts, shoots a raven, singes it in the fire, and then going to the 
edge of the sea sweeps it over the surface of the water four times in the direction in which he 
wishes the wind to blow. He then throws the raven behind him, but afterwards picks it up and sets 
it in a sitting posture at the foot of a spruce-tree, facing towards the required wind. Propping its 
beak open with a stick, he requests a fair wind for a certain number of days; then going away he 
lies covered up in his mantle till another Indian asks him for how many days he has desired the 
wind, which question he answers.105 When a sorcerer in New Britain wishes to make a wind blow 
in a certain direction, he throws burnt lime in the air, chanting a song all the time. Then he waves 
sprigs of ginger and other plants about, throws them up and catches them. Next he makes a 
small fire with these sprigs on the spot where the lime has fallen thickest, and walks round the fire 
chanting. Lastly, he takes the ashes and throws them on the water.106 On the altar of Fladda’s 
chapel, in the island of Fladdahuan (one of the Hebrides), lay a round bluish stone which was 
always moist. Windbound fishermen walked sunwise round the chapel and then poured water on 
the stone, whereupon a favourable breeze was sure to spring up.107 In Finnland wizards used to 
sell wind to storm-staid mariners. The wind was enclosed in three knots; if they undid the first knot, 
a moderate wind sprang up; if the second, it blew half a gale; if the third, a hurricane.108 The 
same thing is said to have been done by wizards and witches in Lappland, in the island of Lewis, 
and in the Isle of Man.109 A Norwegian witch has boasted of sinking a ship by opening a bag in 
which she had shut up a wind.110 Ulysses received the winds in a leather bag from Aeolus, King 
of the Winds.111 So Perdoytus, the Lithuanian wind-god, keeps the winds enclosed in a leather 
bag; when they escape from it he pursues them, beats them, and shuts them up again.112 The 
Motumotu in New Guinea think that storms are sent by an Oiabu sorcerer; for each wind he has a 
bamboo which he opens at pleasure.113 But here we have passed from custom (with which alone 
we are at present concerned) into mythology. Shetland seamen still buy winds from old women 
who claim to rule the storms. There are now in Lerwick old women who live by selling wind.114 
When the Hottentots wish to make the wind drop, they take one of their fattest skins and hang it on 
the end of a pole, believing that by blowing the skin down the wind will lose all its force and must 
itself fall.115 In some parts of Austria, during a heavy storm, it is customary to open the window 
and throw out a handful of meal, chaff, or feathers, saying to the wind, “There, that’s for you, 
stop!”116 Once when north-westerly winds had kept the ice long on the coast, and food was 
getting scarce, the Eskimos of Alaska performed a ceremony to make a calm. A fire was kindled 
on the shore and the men gathered round it and chanted. An old man then stepped up to the fire 
and in a coaxing voice invited the demon of the wind to come under the fire and warm himself. 
When he was supposed to have arrived, a vessel of water, to which each man present had 
contributed, was thrown on the fire by an old man, and immediately a flight of arrows sped towards 
the spot where the fire had been. They thought that the demon would not stay where he had been 
so badly treated. To complete the effect, guns were discharged in various directions, and the 
captain of a European vessel was asked to fire on the wind with cannon.117 When the wind blows 
down their huts, the Payaguas in South America snatch up firebrands and run against the wind 
menacing it with the blazing brands, while others beat the air with their fists to frighten the 
storm.118 When the Guaycurus are threatened by a severe storm the men go out armed, and the 
women and children scream their loudest to intimidate the demon.119 During a tempest the 
inhabitants of a Batta village in Sumatra have been seen to rush from their houses armed with 
sword and lance. The Raja placed himself at their head, and with shouts and yells they hewed and 
hacked at the invisible foe. An old woman was observed to be especially active in defending her 
house, slashing the air right and left with a long sabre.120 

 
In the light of these examples a story told by Herodotus, which his modern critics have treated 
as a fable, is perfectly credible. He says, without however vouching for the truth of the tale, that 
once in the land of the Psylli, the modern Tripoli, the wind blowing from the Sahara had dried up all 
the water-tanks. So the people took counsel and marched in a body to make war on the south 
wind. But when they entered the desert, the simoom swept down on them and buried them to a 
man.121 The story may well have been told by one who watched them disappearing, in battle 
array, with drums and cymbals beating, into the red cloud of whirling sand. It is still said of the 
Bedouins of Eastern Africa that “no whirlwind ever sweeps across the path without being pursued 
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by a dozen savages with drawn creeses, who stab into the centre of the dusty column in order to 
drive away the evil spirit that is believed to be riding on the blast.”122 So in Australia the huge 
columns of red sand that move rapidly across a desert tract are thought by the blackfellows to be 
spirits passing along. Once an athletic young black ran after one of these moving columns to kill 
it with boomerangs. He was away two or three hours and came back very weary, saying he had 
killed Koochee (the demon), but that Koochee had growled at him and he must die.123 Even 
where these dust columns are not attacked they are still regarded with awe. In some parts of 
India they are supposed to be bhuts going to bathe in the Ganges.124 Californian Indians think 
that they are happy souls ascending to the heavenly land.125 

 
When a gust lifts the hay in the meadow, the Breton peasant throws a knife or a fork at it to 
prevent the devil from carrying off the hay.126 German peasants throw a knife or a hat at a 
whirlwind because there is a witch or a wizard in it.127 
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James G. Frazer The Golden Bough Ch. 3 Incarnate Gods 

 
3.—Incarnate gods. 

 

These examples, drawn from the beliefs and practices of rude peoples all over the world, may 
suffice to prove that the savage, whether European or otherwise, fails to recognise those 
limitations to his power over nature which seem so obvious to us. In a society where every man is 
supposed to be endowed more or less with powers which we should call supernatural, it is plain 
that the distinction between gods and men is somewhat blurred, or rather has scarcely emerged. 
The conception of gods as supernatural beings entirely distinct from and superior to man, and 
wielding powers to which he possesses nothing comparable in degree and hardly even in kind, 
has been slowly evolved in the course of history. At first the supernatural agents are not regarded 
as greatly, if at all, superior to man; for they may be frightened and coerced by him into doing his 
will. At this stage of thought the world is viewed as a great democracy; all beings in it, whether 
natural or supernatural, are supposed to stand on a footing of tolerable equality. But with the 
growth of his knowledge man learns to realise more clearly the vastness of nature and his own 
littleness and feebleness in presence of it. The recognition of his own helplessness does not, 
however, carry with it a corresponding belief in the impotence of those supernatural beings with 
which his imagination peoples the universe. On the contrary it enhances his conception of their 
power. For the idea of the world as a system of impersonal forces acting in accordance with fixed 
and invariable laws has not yet fully dawned or darkened upon him. The germ of the idea he 
certainly has, and he acts upon it, not only in magic art, but in much of the business of daily life. But 
the idea remains undeveloped, and so far as he attempts consciously to explain the world he lives 
in, he pictures it as the manifestation of conscious will and personal agency. If then he feels 
himself to be so frail and slight, how vast and powerful must he deem the beings who control the 
gigantic machinery of nature! Thus as his old sense of equality with the gods slowly vanishes, he 
resigns at the same time the hope of directing the course of nature by his own unaided resources, 
that is, by magic, and looks more and more to the gods as the sole repositories of those 
supernatural powers which he once claimed to share with them. With the first advance of 
knowledge, therefore, prayer and sacrifice assume the leading place in religious ritual; and magic, 
which once ranked with them as a legitimate equal, is gradually relegated to the background and 
sinks to the level of a black art. It is now regarded as an encroachment, at once vain and impious, 
on the domain of the gods, and as such encounters the steady opposition of the priests, whose 
reputation and influence gain or lose with those of their gods. Hence, when at a late period the 
distinction between religion and superstition has emerged, we find that sacrifice and prayer are 
the resource of the pious and enlightened portion of the community, while magic is the refuge of 
the superstitious and ignorant. But when, still later, the conception of the elemental forces as 
personal agents is giving way to the recognition of natural law; then magic, based as it implicitly 
is on the idea of a necessary and invariable sequence of cause and effect, independent of personal 
will, reappears from the obscurity and discredit into which it had fallen, and by investigating the 
causal sequences in nature, directly prepares the way for science. Alchemy leads up to chemistry. 

The notion of a man-god or of a human being endowed with divine or supernatural powers, belongs 
essentially to that earlier period of religious history in which gods and men are still viewed as 
beings of much the same order, and before they are divided by the impassable gulf which, to later 
thought, opens out between them. Strange, therefore, as may seem to us the idea of a god 
incarnate in human form, it has nothing very startling for early man, who sees in a man-god or a 
god-man only a higher degree of the same supernatural powers which he arrogates in perfect 
good faith to himself. Such incarnate gods are common in rude society. The incarnation may be 
temporary or permanent. In the former case, the incarnation—commonly known as 
inspiration or possession—reveals itself in supernatural knowledge rather than in supernatural 
power. In other words, its usual manifestations are divination and prophesy rather than miracles. 
On the other hand, when the incarnation is not merely temporary, when the divine spirit has 
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permanently taken up its abode in a human body, the god-man is usually expected to vindicate his 
character by working miracles. Only we have to remember that by men at this stage of thought 
miracles are not considered as breaches of natural law. Not conceiving the existence of natural 
law, primitive man cannot conceive a breach of it. A miracle is to him merely an unusually striking 
manifestation of a common power. 

 
The belief in temporary incarnation or inspiration is world-wide. Certain persons are supposed to 
be possessed from time to time by a spirit or deity; while the possession lasts, their own 
personality lies in abeyance, the presence of the spirit is revealed by convulsive shiverings and 
shakings of the man’s whole body, by wild gestures and excited looks, all of which are referred, 
not to the man himself, but to the spirit which has entered into him; and in this abnormal state all 
his utterances are accepted as the voice of the god or spirit dwelling in him and speaking 
through him. In Mangaia the priests in whom the gods took up their abode from time to time were 
called “god-boxes” or, for shortness, “gods.” Before giving oracles as gods, they drank an 
intoxicating liquor, and in the frenzy thus produced their wild words were received as the voice of 
the god.128 But examples of such temporary inspiration are so common in every part of the world 
and are now so familiar through books on ethnology, that it is needless to cite illustrations of the 
general principle.129 It may be well, however, to refer to two particular modes of producing 
temporary inspiration, because they are perhaps less known than some others, and because we 
shall have occasion to refer to them later on. One of these modes of producing inspiration is by 
sucking the fresh blood of a sacrificed victim. In the temple of Apollo Diradiotes at Argos, a lamb 
was sacrificed by night once a month; a woman, who had to observe a rule of chastity, tasted the 
blood of the lamb, and thus being inspired by the god she prophesied or divined.130 At Aegira in 
Achaea the priestess of Earth drank the fresh blood of a bull before she descended into the 
cave to prophesy.131 In Southern India a devil-dancer “drinks the blood of the sacrifice, putting 
the throat of the decapitated goat to his mouth. Then, as if he had acquired new life, he begins to 
brandish his staff of bells, and to dance with a quick but wild unsteady step. Suddenly the 
afflatus descends. There is no mistaking that glare, or those frantic leaps. He snorts, he stares, 
he gyrates. The demon has now taken bodily possession of him; and, though he retains the 
power of utterance and of motion, both are under the demon’s control, and his separate 
consciousness is in abeyance…. The devil-dancer is now worshipped as a present deity, and 
every bystander consults him respecting his disease, his wants, the welfare of his absent 
relatives, the offerings to be made for the accomplishment of his wishes, and, in short, 
respecting everything for which superhuman knowledge is supposed to be available.”132 At a 
festival of the Minahassa in northern Celebes, after a pig has been killed, the priest rushes 
furiously at it, thrusts his head into the carcass and drinks of the blood. Then he is dragged away 
from it by force and set on a chair, whereupon he begins to prophesy how the rice crop will turn 
out that year. A second time he runs at the carcass and drinks of the blood; a second time he is 
forced into the chair and continues his predictions. It is thought there is a spirit in him which 
possesses the power of prophecy.133 At Rhetra, a great religious capital of the Western Slavs, 
the priest tasted the blood of the sacrificed oxen and sheep in order the better to prophesy.134 
The true test of a Dainyal or diviner among some of the Hindoo Koosh tribes is to suck the 
blood from the neck of a decapitated goat.135 The other mode of producing temporary 
inspiration, to which I shall here refer, is by means of a branch or leaves of a sacred tree. Thus in 
the Hindoo Koosh a fire is kindled with twigs of the sacred cedar; and the Dainyal or sibyl, with a 
cloth over her head, inhales the thick pungent smoke till she is seized with convulsions and falls 
senseless to the ground. Soon she rises and raises a shrill chant, which is caught up and loudly 
repeated by her audience.136 So Apollo’s prophetess ate the sacred laurel before she 
prophesied.137 It is worth observing that many peoples expect the victim as well as the priest or 
prophet to give signs of inspiration by convulsive movements of the body; and if the animal 
remains obstinately steady, they esteem it unfit for sacrifice. Thus when the Yakuts sacrifice to 
an evil spirit, the beast must bellow and roll about, which is considered a token that the evil spirit 
has entered into it.138 Apollo’s prophetess could give no oracles unless the victim to be 
sacrificed trembled in every limb when the wine was poured on its head. But for ordinary Greek 
sacrifices it was enough that the victim should shake its head; to make it do so, water was poured 
on it.139 Many other peoples (Tonquinese, Hindoos, Chuwash, etc.) have adopted the same test 
of a suitable victim; they pour water or wine on its head; if the animal shakes its head it is accepted 
for sacrifice; if it does not, it is rejected.140 
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The person temporarily inspired is believed to acquire, not merely divine knowledge, but also, at 
least occasionally, divine power. In Cambodia, when an epidemic breaks out, the inhabitants of 
several villages unite and go with a band of music at their head to look for the man whom the local 
god is believed to have chosen for his temporary incarnation. When found, the man is taken to the 
altar of the god, where the mystery of incarnation takes place. Then the man becomes an object of 
veneration to his fellows, who implore him to protect the village against the plague.141 The image 
of Apollo at Hylæ in Phocis was believed to impart superhuman strength. Sacred men, inspired by 
it, leaped down precipices, tore up huge trees by the roots, and carried them on their backs along 
the narrowest defiles.142 The feats performed by inspired dervishes belong to the same class. 

 
Thus far we have seen that the savage, failing to discern the limits of his ability to control 
nature, ascribes to himself and to all men certain powers which we should now call supernatural. 
Further, we have seen that over and above this general supernaturalism, some persons are 
supposed to be inspired for short periods by a divine spirit, and thus temporarily to enjoy the 
knowledge and power of the indwelling deity. From beliefs like these it is an easy step to the 
conviction that certain men are permanently possessed by a deity, or in some other undefined way 
are endued with so high a degree of supernatural powers as to be ranked as gods and to receive 
the homage of prayer and sacrifice. Sometimes these human gods are restricted to purely 
supernatural or spiritual functions. Sometimes they exercise supreme political power in addition. 
In the latter case they are kings as well as gods, and the government is a theocracy. I shall give 
examples of both. 

 
In the Marquesas Islands there was a class of men who were deified in their life-time. They were 
supposed to wield a supernatural power over the elements; they could give abundant harvests or 
smite the ground with barrenness; and they could inflict disease or death. Human sacrifices were 
offered to them to avert their wrath. There were not many of them, at the most one or two in each 
island. They lived in mystic seclusion. Their powers were sometimes, but not always, hereditary. A 
missionary has described one of these human gods from personal observation. The god was a 
very old man who lived in a large house within an enclosure. In the house was a kind of altar, and 
on the beams of the house and on the trees round it were hung human skeletons, head down. No 
one entered the enclosure, except the persons dedicated to the service of the god; only on days 
when human victims were sacrificed might ordinary people penetrate into the precinct. This human 
god received more sacrifices than all the other gods; often he would sit on a sort of scaffold in front 
of his house and call for two or three human victims at a time. They were always brought, for the 
terror he inspired was extreme. He was invoked all over the island, and offerings were sent to him 
from every side.143 Again, of the South Sea Islands in general we are told that each island had a 
man who represented or personified the divinity. Such men were called gods, and their substance 
was confounded with that of the deity. The man-god was sometimes the king himself; oftener he 
was a priest or subordinate chief.144 Tanatoa, King of Raiatea, was deified by a certain ceremony 
performed at the chief temple. “As one of the divinities of his subjects, offered to him.”145 This was 
not an exceptional case. The kings of the island regularly enjoyed divine honours, being deified at 
the time of their accession.146 At his inauguration the king of Tahiti received a sacred girdle of red 
and yellow feathers, “which not only raised him to the highest earthly station, but identified him 
with their gods.”147 The gods of Samoa generally appeared in animal form, but sometimes they 
were permanently incarnate in men, who gave oracles, received offerings (occasionally of human 
flesh), healed the sick, answered prayers, and so on.148 In regard to the old religion of the Fijians, 
and especially of the inhabitants of Somo-somo, it is said that “there appears to be no certain line 
of demarcation between departed spirits and gods, nor between gods and living men, for many of 
the priests and old chiefs are considered as sacred persons, and not a few of them will also claim to 
themselves the right of divinity. ‘I am a god,’ Tuikilakila would say; and he believed it too.”149 In 
the Pelew Islands it is believed that every god can take possession of a man and speak through 
him. The possession may be either temporary or permanent; in the latter case the chosen person is 
called a korong. The god is free in his choice, so the position of korong is not hereditary. After the 
death of a korong the god is for some time unrepresented, until he suddenly makes his appearance 
in a new Avatar. The person thus chosen gives signs of the divine presence by behaving in a 
strange way; he gapes, runs about, and performs a number of senseless acts. At first people 
laugh at him, but his sacred mission is in time recognised, and he is invited to assume his proper 
position in the state. Generally this position is a distinguished one and confers on him a powerful 
influence over the whole community. In some of the islands the god is political sovereign of the 
land; and hence his new incarnation, however humble his origin, is raised to the same high rank, 
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and rules, as god and king, over all the other chiefs.150 In time of public calamity, as during war or 
pestilence, some of the Molucca Islanders used to celebrate a festival of heaven. If no good result 
followed, they bought a slave, took him at the next festival to the place of sacrifice, and set him on a 
raised place under a certain bamboo- tree. This tree represented heaven and had been honoured 
as its image at previous festivals. The portion of the sacrifice which had previously been offered to 
heaven was now given to the slave, who ate and drank it in the name and stead of heaven. 
Henceforth the slave was well treated, kept for the festivals of heaven, and employed to represent 
heaven and receive the offerings in its name.151 In Tonquin every village chooses its guardian 
spirit, often in the form of an animal, as a dog, tiger, cat, or serpent. Sometimes a living person is 
selected as patron- divinity. Thus a beggar persuaded the people of a village that he was their 
guardian spirit; so they loaded him with honours and entertained him with their best.152 In India 
“every king is regarded as little short of a present god.”153 The Indian law-book of Manu goes 
farther and says that “even an infant king must not be despised from an idea that he is a mere 
mortal; for he is a great deity in human form.”154 There is said to be a sect in Orissa who worship 
the Queen of England as their chief divinity. And to this day in India all living persons remarkable 
for great strength or valour or for supposed miraculous powers run the risk of being worshipped as 
gods. Thus, a sect in the Punjaub worshipped a deity whom they called Nikkal Sen. This Nikkal 
Sen was no other than the redoubted General Nicholson, and nothing that the general could do or 
say damped the enthusiasm of his adorers. The more he punished them, the greater grew the 
religious awe with which they worshipped him.155 Amongst the Todas, a pastoral people of the 
Neilgherry Hills of Southern India, the dairy is a sanctuary, and the milkman (pâlâl) who attends 
to it is a god. On being asked whether the Todas salute the sun, one of these divine milkmen 
replied, “Those poor fellows do so, but I,” tapping his chest, “I, a god! why should I salute the 
sun?” Every one, even his own father, prostrates himself before the milkman, and no one would 
dare to refuse him anything. No human being, except another milkman, may touch him; and he 
gives oracles to all who consult him, speaking with the voice of a god.156 

 
The King of Iddah told the English officers of the Niger Expedition, “God made me after his own 
image; I am all the same as God; and He appointed me a king.”157 

 
Sometimes, at the death of the human incarnation, the divine spirit transmigrates into another 
man. In the kingdom of Kaffa, in Eastern Africa, the heathen part of the people worship a spirit 
called Deòce, to whom they offer prayer and sacrifice, and whom they invoke on all important 
occasions. This spirit is incarnate in the grand magician or pope, a person of great wealth and 
influence, ranking almost with the king, and wielding the spiritual, as the king wields the temporal, 
power. It happened that, shortly before the arrival of a Christian missionary in the kingdom, this 
African pope died, and the priests, fearing that the missionary would assume the position vacated 
by the deceased pope, declared that the Deòce had passed into the king, who henceforth, uniting 
the spiritual with the temporal power, reigned as god and king.158 Before beginning to work at the 
salt-pans in a Laosian village, the workmen offer sacrifice to a local divinity. This divinity is 
incarnate in a woman and transmigrates at her death into another woman.159 In Bhotan the 
spiritual head of the government is a person called the Dhurma Raja, who is supposed to be a 
perpetual incarnation of the deity. At his death the new incarnate god shows himself in an infant by 
the refusal of his mother’s milk and a preference for that of a cow.160 The Buddhist Tartars 
believe in a great number of living Buddhas, who officiate as Grand Lamas at the head of the most 
important monasteries. When one of these Grand Lamas dies his disciples do not sorrow, for they 
know that he will soon reappear, being born in the form of an infant. Their only anxiety is to 
discover the place of his birth. If at this time they see a rainbow they take it as a sign sent them by 
the departed Lama to guide them to his cradle. Sometimes the divine infant himself reveals his 
identity. “I am the Grand Lama,” he says, “the living Buddha of such and such a temple. Take me to 
my old monastery. I am its immortal head.” In whatever way the birthplace of the Buddha is 
revealed, whether by the Buddha’s own avowal or by the sign in the sky, tents are struck, and the 
joyful pilgrims, often headed by the king or one of the most illustrious of the royal family, set forth 
to find and bring home the infant god. Generally he is born in Tibet, the holy land, and to reach him 
the caravan has often to traverse the most frightful deserts. When at last they find the child they 
fall down and worship him. Before, however, he is acknowledged as the Grand Lama whom they 
seek he must satisfy them of his identity. He is asked the name of the monastery of which he 
claims to be the head, how far off it is, and how many monks live in it; he must also describe the 
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habits of the deceased Grand Lama and the manner of his death. Then various articles, as prayer- 
books, tea-pots, and cups, are placed before him, and he has to point out those used by himself in his 
previous life. If he does so without a mistake his claims are admitted, and he is conducted in 
triumph to the monastery.161 At the head of all the Lamas is the Dalai Lama of Lhasa, the Rome 
of Tibet. He is regarded as a living god and at death his divine and immortal spirit is born again in 
a child. According to some accounts the mode of discovering the Dalai Lama is similar to the 
method, already described, of discovering an ordinary Grand Lama. Other accounts speak of an 
election by lot. Wherever he is born, the trees and plants, it is said, put forth green leaves; at his 
bidding flowers bloom and springs of water rise; and his presence diffuses heavenly blessings. His 
palace stands on a commanding height; its gilded cupolas are seen sparkling in the sunlight for 
miles.162 

 
Issuing from the sultry valleys upon the lofty plateau of the Colombian Andes, the Spanish 
conquerors were astonished to find, in contrast to the savage hordes they had left in the 
sweltering jungles below, a people enjoying a fair degree of civilisation, practising agriculture, and 
living under a government which Humboldt has compared to the theocracies of Tibet and Japan. 
These were the Chibchas, Muyscas, or Mozcas, divided into two kingdoms, with capitals at Bogota 
and Tunja, but united apparently in spiritual allegiance to the high pontiff of Sogamozo or Iraca. By 
a long and ascetic novitiate, this ghostly ruler was reputed to have acquired such sanctity that the 
waters and the rain obeyed him, and the weather depended on his will.163 Weather kings are 
common in Africa. Thus the Waganda of Central Africa believe in a god of Lake Nyanza, who 
sometimes takes up his abode in a man or woman. The incarnate god is much feared by all the 
people, including the king and the chiefs. He is consulted as an oracle; by his word he can inflict or 
heal sickness, withhold rain, and cause famine. Large presents are made him when his advice is 
sought.164 Often the king himself is supposed to control the weather. The king of Loango is 
honoured by his people “as though he were a god; and he is called Sambee and Pango, which mean 
god. They believe that he can let them have rain when he likes; and once a year, in December, 
which is the time they want rain, the people come to beg of him to grant it to them.” On this 
occasion the king, standing on his throne, shoots an arrow into the air, which is supposed to 
bring on rain.165 Much the same is said of the king of Mombaza.166 The king of Quiteva, in 
Eastern Africa, ranks with the deity; “indeed, the Caffres acknowledge no other gods than their 
monarch, and to him they address those prayers which other nations are wont to prefer to 
heaven…. Hence these unfortunate beings, under the persuasion that their king is a deity, 
exhaust their utmost means and ruin themselves in gifts to obtain with more facility what they 
need. Thus, prostrate at his feet, they implore of him, when the weather long continues dry, to 
intercede with heaven that they may have rain; and when too much rain has fallen, that they may 
have fair weather; thus, also, in case of winds, storms, and everything, they would either 
deprecate or implore.”167 Amongst the Barotse, a tribe on the upper Zambesi, “there is an old, 
but waning belief, that a chief is a demigod, and in heavy thunderstorms the Barotse flock to the 
chief’s yard for protection from the lightning. I have been greatly distressed at seeing them fall 
on their knees before the chief, entreating him to open the water-pots of heaven and send rain 
upon their gardens…. The king’s servants declare themselves to be invincible, because they are 
the servants of God (meaning the king).”168 The chief of Mowat, New Guinea, is believed to 
have the power of affecting the growth of crops for good or ill, and of coaxing the dugong and 
turtle to come from all parts and allow themselves to be taken.169 

 

Amongst the Antaymours of Madagascar the king is responsible for the growth of the crops and 
for every misfortune that befalls the people.170 In many places the king is punished if rain does 
not fall and the crops do not turn out well. Thus, in some parts of West Africa, when prayers and 
offerings presented to the king have failed to procure rain, his subjects bind him with ropes and 
take him by force to the grave of his forefathers, that he may obtain from them the needed rain.171 
It appears that the Scythians also, when food was scarce, put their king in bonds.172 The Banjars 
in West Africa ascribe to their king the power of causing rain or fine weather. So long as the 
weather is fine they load him with presents of grain and cattle. But if long drought or rain threatens 
to spoil the crops, they insult and beat him till the weather changes.173 When the harvest fails or 
the surf on the coast is too heavy to allow of fishing, the people of Loango accuse their king of a 
“bad heart” and depose him.174 On the Pepper Coast the high priest or Bodio is responsible for 
the health of the community, the fertility of the earth, and the abundance of fish in the sea and 
rivers; and if the country suffers in any of these respects the Bodio is deposed from his office.175 So 
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the Burgundians of old deposed their king if the crops failed.176 Some peoples have gone further 
and killed their kings in times of scarcity. Thus, in the time of the Swedish king Domalde a mighty 
famine broke out, which lasted several years, and could be stayed by the blood neither of beasts nor 
of men. So, in a great popular assembly held at Upsala, the chiefs decided that king Domalde 
himself was the cause of the scarcity and must be sacrificed for good seasons. So they slew him 
and smeared with his blood the altars of the gods. Again, we are told that the Swedes always 
attributed good or bad crops to their kings as the cause. Now, in the reign of King Olaf, there came 
dear times and famine, and the people thought that the fault was the king’s, because he was 
sparing in his sacrifices. So, mustering an army, they marched against him, surrounded his 
dwelling, and burned him in it, “giving him to Odin as a sacrifice for good crops.”177 In 1814, a 
pestilence having broken out among the reindeer of the Chukch, the Shamans declared that the 
beloved chief Koch must be sacrificed to the angry gods; so the chief’s own son stabbed him with 
a dagger.178 On the coral island of Niuē, or Savage Island, in the South Pacific, there formerly 
reigned a line of kings. But as the kings were also high priests, and were supposed to make the 
food grow, the people became angry with them in times of scarcity and killed them; till at last, as 
one after another was killed, no one would be king, and the monarchy came to an end.179 As in 
these cases the divine kings, so in ancient Egypt the divine beasts, were responsible for the course 
of nature. When pestilence and other calamities had fallen on the land, in consequence of a long 
and severe drought, the priests took the sacred animals secretly by night, and threatened them, but 
if the evil did not abate they slew the beasts.180 

 

From this survey of the religious position occupied by the king in rude societies we may infer that 
the claim to divine and supernatural powers put forward by the monarchs of great historical 
empires like those of Egypt, Mexico, and Peru, was not the simple outcome of inflated vanity or the 
empty expression of a grovelling adulation; it was merely a survival and extension of the old 
savage apotheosis of living kings. Thus, for example, as children of the Sun the Incas of Peru were 
revered like gods; they could do no wrong, and no one dreamed of offending against the person, 
honour, or property of the monarch or of any of the royal race. Hence, too, the Incas did not, like 
most people, look on sickness as an evil. They considered it a messenger sent from their father the 
Sun to call his son to come and rest with him in heaven. Therefore the usual words in which an 
Inca announced his approaching end were these: “My father calls me to come and rest with 
him.” They would not oppose their father’s will by offering sacrifice for recovery, but openly 
declared that he had called them to his rest.181 The Mexican kings at their accession took an oath 
that they would make the sun to shine, the clouds to give rain, the rivers to flow, and the earth to 
bring forth fruits in abundance.182 By Chinese custom the emperor is deemed responsible if the 
drought be at all severe, and many are the self-condemnatory edicts on this subject published in the 
pages of the Peking Gazette. However it is rather as a high priest than as a god that the 
Chinese emperor bears the blame; for in extreme cases he seeks to remedy the evil by personally 
offering prayers and sacrifices to heaven.183 The Parthian monarchs of the Arsacid house styled 
themselves brothers of the sun and moon and were worshipped as deities. It was esteemed 
sacrilege to strike even a private member of the Arsacid family in a brawl.184 The kings of Egypt 
were deified in their lifetime, and their worship was celebrated in special temples and by special 
priests. Indeed the worship of the kings sometimes cast that of the gods into the shade. Thus in the 
reign of Merenra a high official declared that he had built many holy places in order that the spirits 
of the king, the ever-living Merenra, might be invoked “more than all the gods.”185 The King of 
Egypt seems to have shared with the sacred animals the blame of any failure of the crops.186 He 
was addressed as “Lord of heaven, lord of earth, sun, life of the whole world, lord of time, 
measurer of the sun’s course, Tum for men, lord of well-being, creator of the harvest, maker and 
fashioner of mortals, bestower of breath upon all men, giver of life to all the host of gods, pillar of 
heaven, threshold of the earth, weigher of the equipoise of both worlds, lord of rich gifts, increaser 
of the corn” etc.187 Yet, as we should expect, the exalted powers thus ascribed to the king 
differed in degree rather than in kind from those which every Egyptian claimed for himself. Tiele 
observes that “as every good man at his death became Osiris, as every one in danger or need could 
by the use of magic sentences assume the form of a deity, it is quite comprehensible how the king, 
not only after death, but already during his life, was placed on a level with the deity.” 

 

Thus it appears that the same union of sacred functions with a royal title which meets us in the 
King of the Wood at Nemi, the Sacrificial King at Rome and the King Archon at Athens, occurs 
frequently outside the limits of classical antiquity and is a common feature of societies at all stages 
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from barbarism to civilisation. Further, it appears that the royal priest is often a king in fact as well 
as in name, swaying the sceptre as well as the crosier. All this confirms the tradition of the origin of 
the titular and priestly kings in the republics of ancient Greece and Italy. At least by showing that 
the combination of spiritual and temporal power, of which Graeco-Italian tradition preserved the 
memory, has actually existed in many places, we have obviated any suspicion of improbability that 
might have attached to the tradition. Therefore we may now fairly ask, May not the King of the 
Wood have had an origin like that which a probable tradition assigns to the Sacrificial King of 
Rome and the King Archon of Athens? In other words, may not his predecessors in office have 
been a line of kings whom a republican revolution stripped of their political power, leaving them 
only their religious functions and the shadow of a crown? There are at least two reasons for 
answering this question in the negative. One reason is drawn from the abode of the priest of 
Nemi; the other from his title, the King of the Wood. If his predecessors had been kings in the 
ordinary sense, he would surely have been found residing, like the fallen kings of Rome and 
Athens, in the city of which the sceptre had passed from him. This city must have been Aricia, for 
there was none nearer. But Aricia, as we have seen, was three miles off from his forest sanctuary 
by the lake shore. If he reigned, it was not in the city, but in the greenwood. Again his title, King 
of the Wood, hardly allows us to suppose that he had ever been a king in the common sense of 
the word. More likely he was a king of nature, and of a special side of nature, namely, the woods 
from which he took his title. If we could find instances of what we may call departmental kings of 
nature, that is of persons supposed to rule over particular elements or aspects of nature, they 
would probably present a closer analogy to the King of the Wood than the divine kings we have 
been hitherto considering, whose control of nature is general rather than special. Instances of such 
departmental kings are not wanting. 

 

On a hill at Bomma (the mouth of the Congo) dwells Namvulu Vumu, King of the Rain and 
Storm.189 Of some of the tribes on the Upper Nile we are told that they have no kings in the 
common sense; the only persons whom they acknowledge as such are the Kings of the Rain, 
Mata Kodou, who are credited with the power of giving rain at the proper time, that is in the rainy 
season. Before the rains begin to fall at the end of March the country is a parched and arid desert; 
and the cattle, which form the people’s chief wealth, perish for lack of grass. So, when the end of 
March draws on, each householder betakes himself to the King of the Rain and offers him a cow 
that he may make the rain to fall soon. If no shower falls, the people assemble and demand that 
the king shall give them rain; and if the sky still continues cloudless, they rip up his belly in which 
he is believed to keep the storms. Amongst the Bari tribe one of these Rain Kings made rain by 
sprinkling water on the ground out of a hand-bell.190 

 
Among tribes on the outskirts of Abyssinia a similar office exists and has been thus described by an 
observer. “The priesthood of the Alfai, as he is called by the Barea and Kunáma, is a remarkable 
one; he is believed to be able to make rain. This office formerly existed among the Algeds and 
appears to be still common to the Nuba negroes. The Alfai of the Bareas, who is also consulted by 
the northern Kunáma, lives near Tembádere on a mountain alone with his family. The people bring 
him tribute in the form of clothes and fruits, and cultivate for him a large field of his own. He is a 
kind of king, and his office passes by inheritance to his brother or sister’s son. He is supposed to 
conjure down rain and to drive away the locusts. But if he disappoints the people’s expectation 
and a great drought arises in the land, the Alfai is stoned to death, and his nearest relations are 
obliged to cast the first stone at him. When we passed through the country, the office of Alfai was 
still held by an old man; but I heard that rain- making had proved too dangerous for him and that he 
had renounced his office.”191 

 

In the backwoods of Cambodia live two mysterious sovereigns known as the King of the Fire and 
the King of the Water. Their fame is spread all over the south of the great Indo-Chinese peninsula; 
but only a faint echo of it has reached the West. No European, so far as is known, has ever seen 
them; and their very existence might have passed for a fable, were it not that till a few years ago 
communications were regularly maintained between them and the King of Cambodia, who year by 
year exchanged presents with them. The Cambodian gifts were passed from tribe to tribe till they 
reached their destination; for no Cambodian would essay the long and perilous journey. The tribe 
amongst whom the Kings of Fire and Water reside is the Chréais or Jaray, a race with European 
features but a sallow complexion, inhabiting the forest-clad mountains and high plateaux which 
separate Cambodia from Annam. Their royal functions are of a purely mystic or spiritual order; 
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they have no political authority; they are simple peasants, living by the sweat of their brow and the 
offerings of the faithful. According to one account they live in absolute solitude, never meeting 
each other and never seeing a human face. They inhabit successively seven towers perched upon 
seven mountains, and every year they pass from one tower to another. People come furtively and 
cast within their reach what is needful for their subsistence. The kingship lasts seven years, the 
time necessary to inhabit all the towers successively; but many die before their time is out. The 
offices are hereditary in one or (according to others) two royal families, who enjoy high 
consideration, have revenues assigned to them, and are exempt from the necessity of tilling the 
ground. But naturally the dignity is not coveted, and when a vacancy occurs, all eligible men (they 
must be strong and have children) flee and hide themselves. Another account, admitting the 
reluctance of the hereditary candidates to accept the crown, does not countenance the report of 
their hermit-like seclusion in the seven towers. For it represents the people as prostrating 
themselves before the mystic kings whenever they appear in public, it being thought that a terrible 
hurricane would burst  over the country if this mark of homage were omitted. 

 

The same report says that the Fire King, the more important of the two, and whose supernatural 
powers have never been questioned, officiates at marriages, festivals, and sacrifices in honour of 
the Yan. On these occasions a special place is set apart for him; and the path by which he 
approaches is spread with white cotton cloths. A reason for confining the royal dignity to the same 
family is that this family is in possession of certain famous talismans which would lose their virtue 
or disappear if they passed out of the family. These talismans are three: the fruit of a creeper 
called Cui, gathered ages ago but still fresh and green; a rattan, also very old and still not dry; 
lastly a sword containing a Yan or spirit, who guards it constantly and works miracles with it. To 
this wondrous brand sacrifices of buffaloes, pigs, fowls, and ducks are offered for rain. It is kept 
swathed in cotton and silk; and amongst the annual presents sent by the King of Cambodia were 
rich stuffs to wrap the sacred sword. 

 

In return the Kings of Fire and Water sent him a huge wax candle and two calabashes, one full of 
rice and the other of sesame. The candle bore the impress of the Fire King’s middle finger. 
Probably the candle was thought to contain the seed of fire, which the Cambodian monarch thus 
received once a year fresh from the Fire King himself. The holy candle was kept for sacred uses. 
On reaching the capital of Cambodia it was entrusted to the Brahmans, who laid it up beside the 
regalia, and with the wax made tapers which were burned on the altars on solemn days. As the 
candle was the special gift of the Fire King, we may conjecture that the rice and sesame were the 
special gift of the Water King. The latter was doubtless king of rain as well as of water, and the 
fruits of the earth were boons conferred by him on men. In times of calamity, as during plague, 
floods, and war, a little of this sacred rice and sesame was scattered on the ground “to appease the 
wrath of the maleficent spirits.”192 

 

These, then, are examples of what I have called departmental kings of nature. But it is a far cry 
to Italy from the forests of Cambodia and the sources of the Nile. And though Kings of Rain, 
Water and Fire have been found, we have still to discover a King of the Wood to match the Arician 
priest who bore that title. Perhaps we shall find him nearer home. 
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James G. Frazer, The Golden Bough Ch. 4 Tree Worship 

 
4.—Tree-worship 

 
In the religious history of the Aryan race in Europe the worship of trees has played an 
important part. Nothing could be more natural. For at the dawn of history Europe was covered 
with immense primeval forests, in which the scattered clearings must have appeared like islets 
in an ocean of green. Down to the first century before our era the Hercynian forest stretched 
eastward from the Rhine for a distance at once vast and unknown; Germans whom Caesar 
questioned had travelled for two months through it without reaching the end.193 In our own 
country the wealds of Kent, Surrey, and Sussex are remnants of the great forest of Anderida, 
which once clothed the whole of the south eastern portion of the island. Westward it seems to 
have stretched till it joined another forest that extended from Hampshire to Devon. In the reign 
of Henry II the citizens of London still hunted the wild bull and the boar in the forest of Hampstead. 
Even under the later Plantagenets the royal forests were sixty-eight in number. In the forest of 
Arden it was said that down to modern times a squirrel might leap from tree to tree for nearly the 
whole length of Warwickshire.194 The excavation of prehistoric pile-villages in the valley of the Po 
has shown that long before the rise and probably the foundation of Rome the north of Italy was 
covered with dense forests of elms, chestnuts, and especially of oaks.195 Archaeology is here 
confirmed by history; for classical writers contain many references to Italian forests which have 
now disappeared.196 In Greece the woods of the present day are a mere fraction of those 
which clothed great tracts in antiquity, and which at a more remote epoch may have spanned 
the Greek peninsula from sea to sea.197 

 

From an examination of the Teutonic words for “temple” Grimm has made it probable that amongst 
the Germans the oldest sanctuaries were natural woods.198 However this may be, tree-worship is 
well attested for all the great European families of the Aryan stock. Amongst the Celts the oak-
worship of the Druids is familiar to everyone.199 Sacred groves were common among the ancient 
Germans, and tree-worship is hardly extinct amongst their descendants at the present day.200 At 
Upsala, the old religious capital of Sweden, there was a sacred grove in which every tree was 
regarded as divine.201 Amongst the ancient Prussians (a Slavonian people) the central feature of 
religion was the reverence for the sacred oaks, of which the chief stood at Romove, tended by a 
hierarchy of priests who kept up a perpetual fire of oak-wood in the holy grove.202 The 
Lithuanians were not converted to Christianity till towards the close of the fourteenth century, and 
amongst them at the date of their conversion the worship of trees was prominent.203 Proofs of the 
prevalence of tree-worship in ancient Greece and Italy are abundant.204 Nowhere, perhaps, in the 
ancient world was this antique form of religion better preserved than in the heart of the great 
metropolis itself. In the Forum, the busy centre of Roman life, the sacred fig-tree of Romulus was 
worshipped down to the days of the empire, and the withering of its trunk was enough to spread 
consternation through the city.205 Again, on the slope of the Palatine Hill grew a cornel-tree which 
was esteemed one of the most sacred objects in Rome. Whenever the tree appeared to a passer-
by to be drooping, he set up a hue and cry which was echoed by the people in the street, and soon 
a crowd might be seen running from all sides with buckets of water, as if (says Plutarch) they were 
hastening to put out a fire.206 

 
But it is necessary to examine in some detail the notions on which tree-worship is based. To the 
savage the world in general is animate, and trees are no exception to the rule. He thinks that 
they have souls like his own and he treats them accordingly. Thus the Wanika in Eastern Africa 
fancy that every tree and especially every cocoa-nut tree has its spirit: “the destruction of a 
cocoa-nut tree is regarded as equivalent to matricide, because that tree gives them life and 
nourishment, as a mother does her child.”207 Siamese monks, believing that there are souls 
everywhere and that to destroy anything whatever is forcibly to dispossess a soul, will not break a 
branch of a tree “as they will not break the arm of an innocent person.”208 These monks, of 
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course, are Buddhists. But Buddhist animism is not a philosophical theory. It is simply a 
common savage dogma incorporated in the system of an historical religion. To suppose with 
Benfey and others that the theories of animism and transmigration current among rude peoples 
of Asia are derived from Buddhism is to reverse the facts. Buddhism in this respect borrowed from 
savagery, not savagery from Buddhism. Again, the Dyaks ascribe souls to trees and do not dare 
to cut down an old tree. In some places, when an old tree has been blown down, they set it up, 
smear it with blood, and deck it with flags “to appease the soul of the tree.”209 People in Congo 
place calabashes of palm-wine at the foot of certain trees for the trees to drink when they are 
thirsty.210 In India shrubs and trees are formally married to each other or to idols.211 In the North 
West Provinces of India a marriage ceremony is performed in honour of a newly-planted orchard; 
a man holding the Salagram represents the bridegroom, and another holding the sacred Tulsi 
(Ocymum sanctum) represents the bride.212 On Christmas Eve German peasants used to tie 
fruit-trees together with straw ropes to make them bear fruit, saying that the trees were thus 
married.213 

 
In the Moluccas when the clove-trees are in blossom they are treated like pregnant women. No 
noise must be made near them; no light or fire must be carried past them at night; no one must 
approach them with his hat on, but must uncover his head. These precautions are observed lest 
the tree should be frightened and bear no fruit, or should drop its fruit too soon, like the untimely 
delivery of a woman who has been frightened in her pregnancy.214 So when the paddy (rice) is 
in bloom the Javanese say it is pregnant and make no noises (fire no guns, etc.) near the field, 
fearing that if they did so the crop would be all straw and no grain.215 In Orissa, also, growing rice 
is “considered as a pregnant woman, and the same ceremonies are observed with regard to it as 
in the case of human females.”216 

 
Conceived as animate, trees are necessarily supposed to feel injuries done to them. When an oak 
is being felled “it gives a kind of shriekes or groanes, that may be heard a mile off, as if it were the 
genius of the oake lamenting. E. Wyld, Esq., hath heard it severall times.”217 The Ojebways 
“very seldom cut down green or living trees, from the idea that it puts them to pain, and some of 
their medicine-men profess to have heard the wailing of the trees under the axe.”218 Old 
peasants in some parts of Austria still believe that forest-trees are animate, and will not allow an 
incision to be made in the bark without special cause; they have heard from their fathers that 
the tree feels the cut not less than a wounded man his hurt. In felling a tree they beg its 
pardon.219 So in Jarkino the woodman craves pardon of the tree he cuts down.220 Again, 
when a tree is cut it is thought to bleed. Some Indians dare not cut a certain plant, because 
there comes out a red juice which they take for the blood of the plant.221 In Samoa there was a 
grove of trees which no one dared cut. Once some strangers tried to do so, but blood flowed from 
the tree, and the sacrilegious strangers fell ill and died.222 Till 1855 there was a sacred larch- tree 
at Nauders, in the Tyrol, which was thought to bleed whenever it was cut; moreover the steel was 
supposed to penetrate the woodman’s body to the same depth that it penetrated the tree, and the 
wound on the tree and on the man’s body healed together.223 

 
Sometimes it is the souls of the dead which are believed to animate the trees. The Dieyerie tribe of 
South Australia regard as very sacred certain trees, which are supposed to be their fathers 
transformed; hence they will not cut the trees down, and protest against the settlers doing so.224 
Some of the Philippine Islanders believe that the souls of their forefathers are in certain trees, 
which they therefore spare. If obliged to fell one of these trees they excuse themselves to it by 
saying that it was the priest who made them fell it.225 In an Annamite story an old fisherman 
makes an incision in the trunk of a tree which has drifted ashore; but blood flows from the cut, and 
it appears that an empress with her three daughters, who had been cast into the sea, are 
embodied in the tree.226 The story of Polydorus will occur to readers of Virgil. 

 
In these cases the spirit is viewed as incorporate in the tree; it animates the tree and must suffer 
and die with it. But, according to another and no doubt later view, the tree is not the body, but 
merely the abode of the tree-spirit, which can quit the injured tree as men quit a dilapidated house. 
Thus when the Pelew Islanders are felling a tree, they conjure the spirit of the tree to leave it and 
settle on another.227 The Pádams of Assam think that when a child is lost it has been stolen by 
the spirits of the wood. So they retaliate on the spirits by cutting down trees till they find the child. 
The spirits, fearing to be left without a tree in which to lodge, give up the child, and it is found in the 
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fork of a tree.228 Before the Katodis fell a forest-tree, they choose a tree of the same kind and 
worship it by presenting a cocoa-nut, burning incense, applying a red pigment, and begging it to 
bless the undertaking.229 The intention, perhaps, is to induce the spirit of the former tree to shift 
its quarters to the latter. In clearing a wood, a Galeleze must not cut down the last tree till the spirit 
in it has been induced to go away.230 The Mundaris have sacred groves which were left standing 
when the land was cleared, lest the sylvan gods, disquieted at the felling of the trees, should 
abandon the place.231 The Miris in Assam are unwilling to break up new land for cultivation so 
long as there is fallow land available; for they fear to offend the spirits of the woods by cutting 
down trees unnecessarily.232 

 
In Sumatra, so soon as a tree is felled, a young tree is planted on the stump; and some betel and a 
few small coins are also placed on it.233 Here the purpose is unmistakable. The spirit of the tree is 
offered a new home in the young tree planted on the stump of the old one, and the offering of betel 
and money is meant to compensate him for the disturbance he has suffered. So in the island of 
Chedooba, on felling a large tree, one of the woodmen was always ready with a green sprig, which 
he ran and placed on the middle of the stump the instant the tree fell.234 For the same purpose 
German woodmen make a cross upon the stump while the tree is falling, in the belief that this 
enables the spirit of the tree to live upon the stump.235 

 
Thus the tree is regarded, sometimes as the body, sometimes as merely the house of the tree-spirit; 
and when we read of sacred trees which may not be cut down because they are the seat of spirits, 
it is not always possible to say with certainty in which way the presence of the spirit in the tree is 
conceived. In the following cases, perhaps, the trees are conceived as the dwelling-place of the 
spirits rather than as their bodies. The old Prussians, it is said, believed that gods inhabited high 
trees, such as oaks, from which they gave audible answers to inquirers; hence these trees were 
not felled, but worshipped as the homes of divinities.236 The great oak at Romove was the 
especial dwelling-place of the god; it was veiled with a cloth, which was, however, removed to 
allow worshippers to see the sacred tree.237 The Battas of Sumatra have been known to refuse to 
cut down certain trees because they were the abode of mighty spirits which would resent the 
injury.238 The Curka Coles of India believe that the tops of trees are inhabited by spirits which 
are disturbed by the cutting down of the trees and will take vengeance.239 The Samogitians 
thought that if any one ventured to injure certain groves, or the birds or beasts in them, the spirits 
would make his hands or feet crooked.240 

 
Even where no mention is made of wood-spirits, we may generally assume that when a grove is 
sacred and inviolable, it is so because it is believed to be either inhabited or animated by sylvan 
deities. In Livonia there is a sacred grove in which, if any man fells a tree or breaks a branch, he 
will die within the year.241 The Wotjaks have sacred groves. A Russian who ventured to hew a 
tree in one of them fell sick and died next day.242 Sacrifices offered at cutting down trees are 
doubtless meant to appease the wood-spirits. In Gilgit it is usual to sprinkle goat’s blood on a tree 
of any kind before cutting it down.243 Before thinning a grove a Roman farmer had to sacrifice a 
pig to the god or goddess of the grove.244 The priestly college of the Arval Brothers at Rome had 
to make expiation when a rotten bough fell to the ground in the sacred grove, or when an old tree 
was blown down by a storm or dragged down by a weight of snow on its branches.245 

 
When a tree comes to be viewed, no longer as the body of the tree-spirit, but simply as its dwelling-
place which it can quit at pleasure, an important advance has been made in religious 
thought. Animism is passing into polytheism. In other words, instead of regarding each tree as 
a living and conscious being, man now sees in it merely a lifeless, inert mass, tenanted for a 
longer or shorter time by a supernatural being who, as he can pass freely from tree to tree, 
thereby enjoys a certain right of possession or lordship over the trees, and, ceasing to be a tree-
soul, becomes a forest god. As soon as the tree-spirit is thus in a measure disengaged from each 
particular tree, he begins to change his shape and assume the body of a man, in virtue of a general 
tendency of early thought to clothe all abstract spiritual beings in concrete human form. Hence 
in classical art the sylvan deities are depicted in human shape, their woodland character 
being denoted by a branch or some equally obvious symbol.246 But this change of shape 
does not affect the essential character of the tree-spirit. The powers which he exercised as a 
tree-soul incorporate in a tree, he still continues to wield as a god of trees. This I shall now 
prove in detail. I shall show, first, that trees considered as animate beings are credited with the 
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power of making the rain to fall, the sun to shine, flocks and herds to multiply, and women to 
bring forth easily; and, second, that the very same powers are attributed to tree-gods conceived 
as anthropomorphic beings or as actually incarnate in living men. 

 
First, then, trees or tree-spirits are believed to give rain and sunshine. When the missionary Jerome 
of Prague was persuading the heathen Lithuanians to fell their sacred groves, a multitude of 
women besought the Prince of Lithuania to stop him, saying that with the woods he was 
destroying the house of god from which they had been wont to get rain and sunshine.247 The 
Mundaris in Assam think if a tree in the sacred grove is felled, the sylvan gods evince their 
displeasure by withholding rain.248 In Cambodia each village or province has its sacred tree, the 
abode of a spirit. If the rains are late, the people sacrifice to the tree.249 To extort rain from the 
tree-spirit a branch is sometimes dipped in water, as we have seen above.250 In such cases the 
spirit is doubtless supposed to be immanent in the branch, and the water thus applied to the spirit 
produces rain by a sort of sympathetic magic, exactly as we saw that in New Caledonia the rain-
makers pour water on a skeleton, believing that the soul of the deceased will convert the water 
into rain.251 There is hardly room to doubt that Mannhardt is right in explaining as a rain-charm 
the European custom of drenching with water the trees which are cut at certain popular festivals, 
as midsummer, Whitsuntide, and harvest.252 

 
Again, tree-spirits make the crops to grow. Amongst the Mundaris every village has its sacred 
grove, and “the grove deities are held responsible for the crops, and are especially honoured at 
all the great agricultural festivals.”253 The negroes of the Gold Coast are in the habit of sacrificing 
at the foot of certain tall trees, and they think that if one of these trees were felled, all the fruits of 
the earth would perish.254 Swedish peasants stick a leafy branch in each furrow of their corn-
fields, believing that this will ensure an abundant crop.255 The same idea comes out in the 
German and French custom of the Harvest-May. This is a large branch or a whole tree, which is 
decked with ears of corn, brought home on the last waggon from the harvest-field, and fastened 
on the roof of the farmhouse or of the barn, where it remains for a year. Mannhardt has proved 
that this branch or tree embodies the tree-spirit conceived as the spirit of vegetation in general, 
whose vivifying and fructifying influence is thus brought to bear upon the corn in particular. Hence 
in Swabia the Harvest-May is fastened amongst the last stalks of corn left standing on the field; in 
other places it is planted on the cornfield and the last sheaf cut is fastened to its trunk.256 The 
Harvest-May of Germany has its counterpart in the eiresione of ancient Greece.257 The eiresione 
was a branch of olive or laurel, bound about with ribbons and hung with a variety of fruits. This 
branch was carried in procession at a harvest festival and was fastened over the door of the 
house, where it remained for a year. The object of preserving the Harvest-May or the eiresione for 
a year is that the life-giving virtue of the bough may foster the growth of the crops throughout the 
year. By the end of the year the virtue of the bough is supposed to be exhausted and it is replaced 
by a new one. Following a similar train of thought some of the Dyaks of Sarawak are careful at the 
rice harvest to take up the roots of a certain bulbous plant, which bears a beautiful crown of white 
and fragrant flowers. These roots are preserved with the rice in the granary and are planted again 
with the seed-rice in the following season; for the Dyaks say that the rice will not grow unless a 
plant of this sort be in the field.258 

 
Customs like that of the Harvest-May appear to exist in India and Africa. At a harvest festival of the 
Lhoosai of S. 
E. India the chief goes with his people into the forest and fells a large tree, which is then carried 
into the village and set up in the midst. Sacrifice is offered, and spirits and rice are poured over the 
tree. The ceremony closes with a feast and a dance, at which the unmarried men and girls are 
the only performers.259 Among the Bechuanas the hack-thorn is very sacred, and it would be a 
serious offence to cut a bough from it and carry it into the village during the rainy season. But when 
the corn is ripe in the ear the people go with axes, and each man brings home a branch of the 
sacred hack-thorn, with which they repair the village cattle-yard.260 Many tribes of 
S. E. Africa will not cut down timber while the corn is green, fearing that if they did so, the crops 
would be destroyed by blight, hail, or early frost.261 

 
Again, the fructifying power of the tree is put forth at seed-time as well as at harvest. Among the 
Aryan tribes of Gilgit, on the north-western frontier of India, the sacred tree is the Chili, a species 
of cedar (Juniperus excelsa). At the beginning of wheat-sowing the people receive from the Raja’s 
granary a quantity of wheat, which is placed in a skin mixed with sprigs of the sacred cedar. A large 
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bonfire of the cedar wood is lighted, and the wheat which is to be sown is held over the smoke. The 
rest is ground and made into a large cake, which is baked on the same fire and given to the 
ploughman.262 Here the intention of fertilising the seed by means of the sacred cedar is 
unmistakable. In all these cases the power of fostering the growth of crops, and, in general, of 
cultivated plants, is ascribed to trees. The ascription is not unnatural. For the tree is the largest 
and most powerful member of the vegetable kingdom, and man is familiar with it before he takes 
to cultivating corn. Hence he naturally places the feebler and, to him, newer plant under the 
dominion of the older and more powerful. 

 
Again, the tree-spirit makes the herds to multiply and blesses women with offspring. The sacred 
Chili or cedar of Gilgit was supposed to possess this virtue in addition to that of fertilising the 
corn. At the commencement of wheat-sowing three chosen unmarried youths, after undergoing 
daily washing and purification for three days, used to start for the mountain where the cedars 
grew, taking with them wine, oil, bread, and fruit of every kind. Having found a suitable tree they 
sprinkled the wine and oil on it, while they ate the bread and fruit as a sacrificial feast. Then they 
cut off the branch and brought it to the village, where, amid general rejoicing, it was placed on a 
large stone beside running water. “A goat was then sacrificed, its blood poured over the cedar 
branch, and a wild dance took place, in which weapons were brandished about, and the head of the 
slaughtered goat was borne aloft, after which it was set up as a mark for arrows and bullet-
practice. Every good shot was rewarded with a gourd full of wine and some of the flesh of the goat. 
When the flesh was finished the bones were thrown into the stream and a general ablution took 
place, after which every man went to his house taking with him a spray of the cedar. On arrival at 
his house he found the door shut in his face, and on his knocking for admission, his wife asked, 
‘What have you brought?’ To which he answered, ‘If you want children, I have brought them to 
you; if you want food, I have brought it; if you want cattle, I have brought them; whatever you 
want, I have it.’ The door was then opened and he entered with his cedar spray. The wife then 
took some of the leaves and pouring wine and water on them placed them on the fire, and the rest 
were sprinkled with flour and suspended from the ceiling. She then sprinkled flour on her 
husband’s head and shoulders, and addressed him thus: ‘Ai Shiri Bagerthum, son of the fairies, 
you have come from far!’ Shiri Bagerthum, ‘the dreadful king,’ being the form of address to the 
cedar when praying for wants to be fulfilled. The next day the wife baked a number of cakes, 
and taking them with her, drove the family goats to the Chili stone. When they were collected 
round the stone, she began to pelt them with pebbles, invoking the Chili at the same time. 
According to the direction in which the goats ran off, omens were drawn as to the number and sex 
of the kids expected during the ensuing year. Walnuts and pomegranates were then placed on the 
Chili stone, the cakes were distributed and eaten, and the goats followed to pasture in whatever 
direction they showed a disposition to go. For five days afterwards this song was sung in all the 
houses:— 

 
‘Dread Fairy King, I sacrifice before you, 

 
How nobly do you stand! you have filled up my house, 
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Studies in Mythology 
 

You have brought me a wife when I had not 

one, Instead of daughters you have given me 

sons. 

You have shown me the ways of 

right, You have given me many 

children.’ ”  

Here the driving of the goats to the stone on which the cedar had been placed is clearly meant to 
impart to them the fertilising influence of the cedar. In Europe the May-tree (May-pole) is supposed 
to possess similar powers over both women and cattle. In some parts of Germany on the 1st of 
May the peasants set up May-trees at the doors of stables and byres, one May-tree for each horse 
and cow; this is thought to make the cows yield much milk.264 Camden says of the Irish, “They 
fancy a green bough of a tree, fastened on May-day against the house, will produce plenty of milk 
that summer.”265 

 
On the 2d of July some of the Wends used to set up an oak-tree in the middle of the village with 
an iron cock fastened to its top; then they danced round it, and drove the cattle round it to make 
them thrive.266 

 
Some of the Esthonians believe in a mischievous spirit called Metsik, who lives in the forest and 
has the weal of the cattle in his hands. Every year a new image of him is prepared. On an 
appointed day all the villagers assemble and make a straw man, dress him in clothes, and take 
him to the common pasture land of the village. Here the figure is fastened to a high tree, round 
which the people dance noisily. On almost every day of the year prayer and sacrifice are offered to 
him that he may protect the cattle. Sometimes the image of Metsik is made of a corn-sheaf and 
fastened to a tall tree in the wood. The people perform strange antics before it to induce Metsik to 
guard the corn and the cattle.267 

 
The Circassians regard the pear-tree as the protector of cattle. So they cut down a young pear-tree 
in the forest, branch it, and carry it home, where it is adored as a divinity. Almost every house has 
one such pear-tree. In autumn, on the day of the festival, it is carried into the house with great 
ceremony to the sound of music and amid the joyous cries of all the inmates, who compliment it on 
its fortunate arrival. It is covered with candles, and a cheese is fastened to its top. Round about it 
they eat, drink, and sing. Then they bid it good-bye and take it back to the courtyard, where it 
remains for the rest of the year, set up against the wall, without receiving any mark of respect.268 

 
The common European custom of placing a green bush on May Day before the house of a 
beloved maiden probably originated in the belief of the fertilising power of the tree-spirit.269 
Amongst the Kara-Kirgiz barren women roll themselves on the ground under a solitary apple-tree, 
in order to obtain offspring.270 Lastly, the power of granting to women an easy delivery at child-
birth is ascribed to trees both in Sweden and Africa. In some districts of Sweden there was formerly 
a bårdträd or guardian-tree (lime, ash, or elm) in the neighbourhood of every farm. No one would 
pluck a single leaf of the sacred tree, any injury to which was punished by ill-luck or sickness. 
Pregnant women used to clasp the tree in their arms in order to ensure an easy delivery.271 In 
some negro tribes of the Congo region pregnant women make themselves garments out of the 
bark of a certain sacred tree, because they believe that this tree delivers them from the dangers 
that attend child-bearing.272 The story that Leto clasped a palm-tree and an olive-tree or two 
laurel-trees when she was about to give birth to Apollo and Artemis perhaps points to a similar 
Greek belief in the efficacy of certain trees to facilitate delivery.273 

 
From this review of the beneficent qualities commonly ascribed to tree-spirits, it is easy to understand 
why  customs like the May-tree or May-pole have prevailed so widely and figured so prominently in the 
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popular festivals  of European peasants. In spring or early summer or even on Midsummer Day, it was 
and still is in many parts of Europe the custom to go out to the woods, cut down a tree and bring it into 
the village, where it is set up amid general rejoicings. Or the people cut branches in the woods, and 
fasten them on every house. The intention of   these customs is to bring home to the village, and to 
each house, the blessings which the tree-spirit has in its    power to bestow. Hence the custom in some 
places of planting a May-tree before every house, or of carrying the village May-tree from door to door, 
that every household may receive its share of the blessing. Out of the mass of evidence on this subject 
a few examples may be selected. 

 
Sir Henry Piers, in his Description of Westmeath, writing in 1682 says: “On May-eve, every 
family sets up before their door a green bush, strewed over with yellow flowers, which the 
meadows yield plentifully. In countries where timber is plentiful, they erect tall slender trees, 
which stand high, and they continue almost the whole year; so as a stranger would go nigh to 
imagine that they were all signs of ale-sellers, and that all houses were ale- houses.”274 In 
Northamptonshire a young tree ten or twelve feet high used to be planted before each house on 
May Day so as to appear growing.275 “An antient custom, still retained by the Cornish, is that of 
decking their doors and porches on the 1st of May with green boughs of sycamore and 
hawthorn, and of planting trees, or rather stumps of trees, before their houses.”276 In the north 
of England it was formerly the custom for young people to rise very early on the morning of the 1st 
of May, and go out with music into the woods, where they broke branches and adorned them with 
nosegays and crowns of flowers. This done, they returned about sunrise and fastened the flower-
decked branches over the doors and windows of their houses.277 At Abingdon in Berkshire young 
people formerly went about in groups on May morning, singing a carol of which the following are 
some of the verses— 

 
“We’ve been rambling all the 

night; And sometime of this day; 

And now returning back 

again, We bring a garland 

gay. 

“A garland gay we bring you 

here; And at your door we 

stand; 

It is a sprout well budded 

out, The work of our Lord’s 

hand.”278 

At the villages of Saffron Walden and Debden in Essex on the 1st of May little girls go about in 
parties from door to door singing a song almost identical with the above and carrying garlands; a 
doll dressed in white is usually placed in the middle of each garland.279 At Seven Oaks on May 
Day the children carry boughs and garlands from house to house, begging for pence. The garlands 
consist of two hoops interlaced crosswise, and covered with blue and yellow flowers from the woods 
and hedges.280 In some villages of the Vosges Mountains on the first Sunday of May young girls 
go in bands from house to house, singing a song in praise of May, in which mention is made of the 
“bread and meal that come in May.” If money is given them, they fasten a green bough to the door; 
if it is refused, they wish the family many children and no bread to feed them.281 In Mayenne 
(France), boys who bore the name of Maillotins used to go about from farm to farm on the 1st of 
May singing carols, for which they received money or a drink; they planted a small tree or a branch 
of a tree.282 
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On the Thursday before Whitsunday the Russian villagers “go out into the woods, sing songs, 
weave garlands, and cut down a young birch-tree, which they dress up in woman’s clothes, or 
adorn with many-coloured shreds and ribbons. After that comes a feast, at the end of which they 
take the dressed-up birch-tree, carry it home to their village with joyful dance and song, and set it 
up in one of the houses, where it remains as an honoured guest till Whitsunday. On the two 
intervening days they pay visits to the house where their ‘guest’ is; but on the third day, 
Whitsunday, they take her to a stream and fling her into its waters,” throwing their garlands after 
her. “All over Russia every village and every town is turned, a little before Whitsunday, into a sort 
of garden. Everywhere along the streets the young birch-trees stand in rows, every house and 
every room is adorned with boughs, even the engines upon the railway are for the time decked 
with green leaves.”283 In this Russian custom the dressing of the birch in woman’s clothes shows 
how clearly the tree is conceived as personal; and the throwing it into a stream is most probably a 
rain-charm. In some villages of Altmark it was formerly the custom for serving-men, grooms, and 
cowherds to go from farm to farm at Whitsuntide distributing crowns made of birch-branches and 
flowers to the farmers; these crowns were hung up in the houses and left till the following year.284 

 
In the neighbourhood of Zabern in Alsace bands of people go about carrying May-trees. Amongst 
them is a man dressed in a white shirt, with his face blackened; in front of him is carried a large 
May-tree, but each member of the band also carries a smaller one. One of the company carries a 
huge basket in which he collects eggs, bacon, etc.285 In some parts of Sweden on the eve of May 
Day lads go about carrying each a bunch of fresh-gathered birch twigs, wholly or partially in leaf. 
With the village fiddler at their head they go from house to house singing May songs; the purport 
of which is a prayer for fine weather, a plentiful harvest, and worldly and spiritual blessings. One 
of them carries a basket in which he collects gifts of eggs and the like. If they are well received 
they stick a leafy twig in the roof over the cottage door.286 

 
But in Sweden midsummer is the season when these ceremonies are chiefly observed. On the Eve 
of St. John (23d June) the houses are thoroughly cleansed and garnished with green boughs and 
flowers. Young fir-trees are raised at the door-way and elsewhere about the homestead; and very 
often small umbrageous arbours are constructed in the garden. In Stockholm on this day a leaf-
market is held at which thousands of May-poles (Maj Stănger) six inches to twelve feet high, 
decorated with leaves, flowers, slips of coloured paper, gilt egg-shells, strung on reeds, etc. are 
exposed for sale. Bonfires are lit on the hills and the people dance round them and jump over 
them. But the chief event of the day is setting up the May-pole. This consists of a straight and tall 
spruce-pine tree, stripped of its branches. “At times hoops and at others pieces of wood, placed 
crosswise, are attached to it at intervals; whilst at others it is provided with bows, representing so 
to say, a man with his arms akimbo. From top to bottom not only the ‘Maj Stăng’ (May-pole) itself, 
but the hoops, bows, etc. are ornamented with leaves, flowers, slips of various cloth, gilt egg-shells, 
etc.; and on the top of it is a large vane, or it may be a flag.” The raising of the May- pole, the 
decoration of which is done by the village maidens, is an affair of much ceremony; the people flock 
to it from all quarters and dance round it in a great ring.287 In some parts of Bohemia also a May-
pole or midsummer- tree is erected on St. John’s Eve. The lads fetch a tall fir or pine from the wood 
and set it up on a height, where the girls deck it with nosegays, garlands, and red ribbons. Then they 
pile brushwood, dry wood, and other combustible materials about the tree, and, when darkness has 
fallen, set the whole on fire. While the fire was burning the lads used to climb up the tree and fetch 
down the garlands and ribbons which the girls had fastened to it; but as this led to accidents, the 
custom has been forbidden. Sometimes the young people fling burning besoms into the air, or run 
shouting down hill with them. When the tree is consumed, the young men and their sweethearts 
stand on opposite sides of the fire, and look at each other through garlands and through the fire, to 
see whether they will be true lovers and will wed. Then they throw the garlands thrice across the 
smouldering fire to each other. When the blaze has died down, the couples join hands and leap 
thrice across the glowing embers. The singed garlands are taken home, and kept carefully in the 
house throughout the year. Whenever a thunder-storm bursts, part of the garlands are burned on 
the hearth; and when the cattle are sick or are calving, they get a portion of the garlands to eat. 
The charred embers of the bonfire are stuck in the cornfields and meadows and on the roof of the 
house, to keep house and field from bad weather and injury.288 

 
It is hardly necessary to illustrate the custom of setting up a village May-tree or May-pole on May 
Day. One point only—the renewal of the village May-tree—requires to be noticed. In England the 
village May-pole seems as a rule, at least in later times, to have been permanent, not renewed 
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from year to year.289 Sometimes, however, it was renewed annually. Thus, Borlase says of the 
Cornish people: “From towns they make incursions, on May-eve, into the country, cut down a tall 
elm, bring it into the town with rejoicings, and having fitted a straight taper pole to the end of it, and 
painted it, erect it in the most public part, and upon holidays and festivals dress it with garlands of 
flowers or ensigns and streamers.”290 An annual renewal seems also to be implied in the 
description by Stubbs, a Puritanical writer, of the custom of drawing home the May-pole by twenty 
or forty yoke of oxen.291 In some parts of Germany and Austria the May-tree or Whitsuntide-tree is 
renewed annually, a fresh tree being felled and set up.292 

 
We can hardly doubt that originally the practice everywhere was to set up a new May-tree every 
year. As the object of the custom was to bring in the fructifying spirit of vegetation, newly 
awakened in spring, the end would have been defeated if, instead of a living tree, green and 
sappy, an old withered one had been erected year after year or allowed to stand permanently. 
When, however, the meaning of the custom had been forgotten, and the May-tree was regarded 
simply as a centre for holiday merrymaking, people saw no reason for felling a fresh tree every 
year, and preferred to let the same tree stand permanently, only decking it with fresh flowers on 
May Day. But even when the May-pole had thus become a fixture, the need of giving it the 
appearance of being a green tree, not a dead pole, was sometimes felt. Thus at Weverham in 
Cheshire “are two May-poles, which are decorated on this day (May Day) with all due attention to 
the ancient solemnity; the sides are hung with garlands, and the top terminated by a birch or other 
tall slender tree with its leaves on; the bark being peeled, and the stem spliced to the pole, so as 
to give the appearance of one tree from the summit.”293 Thus the renewal of the May-tree is like 
the renewal of the Harvest-May; each is intended to secure a fresh portion of the fertilising spirit of 
vegetation, and to preserve it throughout the year. But whereas the efficacy of the Harvest-May is 
restricted to promoting the growth of the crops, that of the May-tree or May-branch extends also, 
as we have seen, to women and cattle. Lastly, it is worth noting that the old May-tree is sometimes 
burned at the end of the year. Thus in the district of Prague young people break pieces off the 
public May-tree and place them behind the holy pictures in their rooms, where they remain till next 
May Day, and are then burned on the hearth.294 In Würtemberg the bushes which are set up on 
the houses on Palm Sunday are sometimes left there for a year and then burnt.295 The eiresione 
(the Harvest-May of Greece) was perhaps burned at the end of the year.296 

 
So much for the tree-spirit conceived as incorporate or immanent in the tree. We have now to show 
that the tree- spirit is often conceived and represented as detached from the tree and clothed in 
human form, and even as embodied in living men or women. The evidence for this 
anthropomorphic representation of the tree-spirit is largely to be found in the popular customs of 
European peasantry. 

 
There is an instructive class of cases in which the tree-spirit is represented simultaneously in 
vegetable form and in human form, which are set side by side as if for the express purpose of 
explaining each other. In these cases the human representative of the tree-spirit is sometimes a 
doll or puppet, sometimes a living person; but whether a puppet or a person, it is placed beside a 
tree or bough; so that together the person or puppet, and the tree or bough, form a sort of bilingual 
inscription, the one being, so to speak, a translation of the other. Here, therefore, there is no room 
left for doubt that the spirit of the tree is actually represented in human form. Thus in Bohemia, on 
the fourth Sunday in Lent, young people throw a puppet called Death into the water; then the girls 
go into the wood, cut down a young tree, and fasten to it a puppet dressed in white clothes to look 
like a woman; with this tree and puppet they go from house to house collecting gratuities and 
singing songs with the refrain— 

 
“We carry Death out of the village, 

 
We bring Summer into the village.”297 

 
Here, as we shall see later on, the “Summer” is the spirit of vegetation returning or reviving in 
spring. In some places in this country children go about asking for pence with some small 
imitations of May-poles, and with a finely dressed doll which they call the Lady of the May.298 In 
these cases the tree and the puppet are obviously regarded as equivalent. 
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At Thann, in Alsace, a girl called the Little May Rose, dressed in white, carries a small May-tree, 
which is gay with garlands and ribbons. Her companions collect gifts from door to door, singing a 
song— 

 
“Little May Rose turn round three 

times, Let us look at you round 

and round! 

Rose of the May, come to the greenwood 

away, We will be merry all. 

So we go from the May to the roses.” 
 
In the course of the song a wish is expressed that those who give nothing may lose their fowls by 
the marten, that their vine may bear no clusters, their tree no nuts, their field no corn; the produce 
of the year is supposed to depend on the gifts offered to these May singers.299 Here and in the 
cases mentioned above, where children go about with green boughs on May Day singing and 
collecting money, the meaning is that with the spirit of vegetation they bring plenty and good luck 
to the house, and they expect to be paid for the service. In Russian Lithuania, on the 1st of May, 
they used to set up a green tree before the village. Then the rustic swains chose the prettiest girl, 
crowned her, swathed her in birch branches and set her beside the May-tree, where they danced, 
sang, and shouted “O May! O May!”300 In Brie (Isle de France) a May-tree is set up in the midst of 
the village; its top is crowned with flowers; lower down it is twined with leaves and twigs, still lower 
with huge green branches. The girls dance round it, and at the same time a lad wrapt in leaves 
and called Father May is led about.301 In Bavaria, on the 2d of May, a Walber (?) tree is erected 
before a tavern, and a man dances round it, enveloped in straw from head to foot in such a way 
that the ears of corn unite above his head to form a crown. He is called the Walber, and used to be 
led in solemn procession through the streets, which were adorned with sprigs of birch.302 In 
Carinthia, on St. George’s Day (24th April), the young people deck with flowers and garlands a 
tree which has been felled on the eve of the festival. The tree is then carried in procession, 
accompanied with music and joyful acclamations, the chief figure in the procession being the 
Green George, a young fellow clad from head to foot in green birch branches. At the close of the 
ceremonies the Green George, that is an effigy of him, is thrown into the water. It is the aim of the 
lad who acts Green George to step out of his leafy envelope and substitute the effigy so adroitly 
that no one shall perceive the change. In many places, however, the lad himself who plays the 
part of Green George is ducked in a river or pond, with the express intention of thus ensuring rain 
to make the fields and meadows green in summer. In some places the cattle are crowned and 
driven from their stalls to the accompaniment of a song— 

 
“Green George we bring, 

Green George we 

accompany, May he feed 

our herds well, 

If not, to the water with him.”303 

 
Here we see that the same powers of making rain and fostering the cattle, which are ascribed to the 
tree-spirit regarded as incorporate in the tree, are also attributed to the tree-spirit represented by a 
living man. 

 
An example of the double representation of the spirit of vegetation by a tree and a living man is 
reported from Bengal. The Oraons have a festival in spring while the sál trees are in blossom, 
because they think that at this time the marriage of earth is celebrated and the sál flowers are 
necessary for the ceremony. On an appointed day the villagers go with their priest to the Sarna, 
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the sacred grove, a remnant of the old sál forest in which a goddess Sarna Burhi, or woman of the 
grove, is supposed to dwell. She is thought to have great influence on the rain; and the priest 
arriving with his party at the grove sacrifices to her five fowls, of which a morsel is given to each 
person present. Then they gather the sál flowers and return laden with them to the village. Next 
day the priest visits every house, carrying the flowers in a wide open basket. The women of each 
house bring out water to wash his feet as he approaches, and kneeling make him an obeisance. 
Then he dances with them and places some of the sál flowers over the door of the house and in the 
women’s hair. No sooner is this done than the women empty their water-jugs over him, drenching 
him to the skin. A feast follows, and the young people, with sál flowers in their hair, dance all night 
on the village green.304 

 
Here, the equivalence of the flower-bearing priest to the goddess of the flowering-tree comes out 
plainly. For she is supposed to influence the rain, and the drenching of the priest with water is, 
doubtless, like the ducking of the Green George in Bavaria, a rain-charm. Thus the priest, as if he 
were the tree goddess herself, goes from door to door dispensing rain and bestowing fruitfulness 
on each house, but especially on the women. 

 
Without citing more examples to the same effect, we may sum up the result of the preceding 
paragraphs in the words of Mannhardt. “The customs quoted suffice to establish with certainty the 
conclusion that in these spring processions the spirit of vegetation is often represented both by the 
May-tree and in addition by a man dressed in green leaves or flowers or by a girl similarly adorned. 
It is the same spirit which animates the tree and is active in the inferior plants and which we have 
recognised in the May-tree and the Harvest-May. Quite consistently the spirit is also supposed to 
manifest his presence in the first flower of spring and reveals himself both in a girl representing a 
May-rose, and also, as giver of harvest, in the person of the Walber. The procession with this 
representative of the divinity was supposed to produce the same beneficial effects on the fowls, 
the fruit-trees, and the crops as the presence of the deity himself. In other words, the mummer was 
regarded not as an image but as an actual representative of the spirit of vegetation; hence the wish 
expressed by the attendants on the May-rose and the May-tree that those who refuse them gifts of 
eggs, bacon, etc. may have no share in the blessings which it is in the power of the itinerant spirit to 
bestow. We may conclude that these begging processions with May-trees or May-boughs from 
door to door (‘bringing the May or the summer’) had everywhere originally a serious and, so to 
speak, sacramental significance; people really believed that the god of growth was present 
unseen in the bough; by the procession he was brought to each house to bestow his blessing. The 
names May, Father May, May Lady, Queen of the May, by which the anthropomorphic spirit of 
vegetation is often denoted, show that the conception of the spirit of vegetation is blent with a 
personification of the season at which his powers are most strikingly manifested.”305 

 
Thus far we have seen that the tree-spirit or the spirit of vegetation in general is represented either 
in vegetable form alone, as by a tree, bough, or flower; or in vegetable and human form 
simultaneously, as by a tree, bough, or flower in combination with a puppet or a living person. It 
remains to show that the representation of him by a tree, bough, or flower is sometimes entirely 
dropped, while the representation of him by a living person remains. In this case the representative 
character of the person is generally marked by dressing him or her in leaves or flowers; 
sometimes too it is indicated by the name he or she bears. 

 
We saw that in Russia at Whitsuntide a birch-tree is dressed in woman’s clothes and set up in the 
house. Clearly equivalent to this is the custom observed on Whit-Monday by Russian girls in the 
district of Pinsk. They choose the prettiest of their number, envelop her in a mass of foliage taken 
from the birch-trees and maples, and carry her about through the village. In a district of Little 
Russia they take round a “poplar,” represented by a girl wearing bright flowers in her hair.306 In 
the Département de l’Ain (France) on the 1st of May eight or ten boys unite, clothe one of their 
number in leaves, and go from house to house begging.307 At Whitsuntide in Holland poor 
women used to go about begging with a little girl called Whitsuntide Flower (Pinxterbloem, 
perhaps a kind of iris); she was decked with flowers and sat in a waggon. In North Brabant she 
wears the flowers from which she takes her name and a song is sung— 

 
“Whitsuntide Flower 
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Turn yourself once round.”308 

 
In Ruhla (Thüringen) as soon as the trees begin to grow green in spring, the children assemble on 
a Sunday and go out into the woods, where they choose one of their playmates to be the Little 
Leaf Man. They break branches from the trees and twine them about the child till only his shoes 
peep out from the leafy mantle. Holes are made in it for him to see through, and two of the children 
lead the Little Leaf Man that he may not stumble or fall. Singing and dancing they take him from 
house to house, asking for gifts of food (eggs, cream, sausage, cakes). Lastly they sprinkle the Leaf 
Man with water and feast on the food they have collected.309 In England the best-known 
example of these leaf-clad mummers is the Jack-in-the-Green, a chimney-sweeper who walks 
encased in a pyramidal-shaped framework of wicker-work, which is covered with holly and ivy, and 
surmounted by a crown of flowers and ribbons. Thus arrayed he dances on May Day at the head 
of a troop of chimney-sweeps, who collect pence.310 In some parts also of France a young fellow 
is encased in a wicker framework covered with leaves and is led about.311 In Frickthal (Aargau) a 
similar frame of basketwork is called the Whitsuntide Basket. As soon as the trees begin to bud, a 
spot is chosen in the wood, and here the village lads make the frame with all secrecy, lest others 
should forestall them. Leafy branches are twined round two hoops, one of which rests on the 
shoulders of the wearer, the other encircles his calves; holes are made for his eyes and mouth; and 
a large nosegay crowns the whole. In this guise he appears suddenly in the village at the hour of 
vespers, preceded by three boys blowing on horns made of willow bark. The great object of his 
supporters is to set up the Whitsuntide Basket beside the village well, and to keep it and him 
there, despite the efforts of the lads from neighbouring villages, who seek to carry off the 
Whitsuntide Basket and set it up at their own well.312 In the neighbourhood of Ertingen 
(Würtemberg) a masker of the same sort, known as the Lazy Man (Latzmann), goes about the 
village on Midsummer Day; he is hidden under a great pyramidal or conical frame of wicker-work, 
ten or twelve feet high, which is completely covered with sprigs of fir. He has a bell which he rings 
as he goes, and he is attended by a suite of persons dressed up in character—a footman, a 
colonel, a butcher, an angel, the devil, the doctor, etc. They march in Indian file and halt before 
every house, where each of them speaks in character, except the Lazy Man, who says nothing. 
With what they get by begging from door to door they hold a feast.313 

 
In the class of cases of which the above are specimens it is obvious that the leaf-clad person who 
is led about is equivalent to the May-tree, May-bough, or May-doll, which is carried from house to 
house by children begging. Both are representatives of the beneficent spirit of vegetation, whose 
visit to the house is recompensed by a present of money or food. 

 
Often the leaf-clad person who represents the spirit of vegetation is known as the king or the 
queen; thus, for example, he or she is called the May King, Whitsuntide King, Queen of May, and 
so on. These titles, as Mannhardt observes, imply that the spirit incorporate in vegetation is a ruler, 
whose creative power extends far and wide.314 

 
In a village near Salzwedel a May-tree is set up at Whitsuntide and the boys race to it; he who 
reaches it first is king; a garland of flowers is put round his neck and in his hand he carries a 
May-bush, with which, as the procession moves along, he sweeps away the dew. At each house 
they sing a song, wishing the inmates good luck, referring to the “black cow in the stall milking white 
milk, black hen on the nest laying white eggs,” and begging a gift of eggs, bacon, etc.315 In some 
villages of Brunswick at Whitsuntide a May King is completely enveloped in a May-bush. In some 
parts of Thüringen also they have a May King at Whitsuntide, but he is got up rather differently. 
A frame of wood is made in which a man can stand; it is completely covered with birch boughs and 
is surmounted by a crown of birch and flowers, in which a bell is fastened. This frame is placed in 
the wood and the May King gets into it. The rest go out and look for him, and when they have found 
him they lead him back into the village to the magistrate, the clergyman, and others, who have to 
guess who is in the verdurous frame. If they guess wrong, the May King rings his bell by shaking 
his head, and a forfeit of beer or the like must be paid by the unsuccessful guesser.316 In some 
parts of Bohemia on Whit-Monday the young fellows disguise themselves in tall caps of birch bark 
adorned with flowers. One of them is dressed as a king and dragged on a sledge to the village 
green, and if on the way they pass a pool the sledge is always overturned into it. Arrived at the 
green they gather round the king; the crier jumps on a stone or climbs up a tree and recites 
lampoons about each house and its inmates. Afterwards the disguises of bark are stripped off and 
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they go about the village in holiday attire, carrying a May-tree and begging. Cakes, eggs, and corn 
are sometimes given them.317 At Grossvargula, near Langensalza, in last century a Grass King 
used to be led about in procession at Whitsuntide. He was encased in a pyramid of poplar 
branches, the top of which was adorned with a royal crown of branches and flowers. He rode on 
horseback with the leafy pyramid over him, so that its lower end touched the ground, and an 
opening was left in it only for his face. Surrounded by a cavalcade of young fellows, he rode in 
procession to the town hall, the parsonage, etc., where they all got a drink of beer. Then under the 
seven lindens of the neighbouring Sommerberg, the Grass King was stripped of his green casing; 
the crown was handed to the Mayor, and the branches were stuck in the flax fields in order to 
make the flax grow tall.318 In this last trait the fertilising influence ascribed to the 
representative of the tree-spirit comes out clearly. In the neighbourhood of Pilsen (Bohemia) a 
conical hut of green branches, without any door, is erected at Whitsuntide in the midst of the village. 
To this hut rides a troop of village lads with a king at their head. He wears a sword at his side and a 
sugar-loaf hat of rushes on his head. In his train are a judge, a crier, and a personage called the 
Frog-flayer or Hangman. This last is a sort of ragged merryandrew, wearing a rusty old sword 
and bestriding a sorry hack. On reaching the hut the crier dismounts and goes round it looking for 
a door. Finding none, he says, “Ah, this is perhaps an enchanted castle; the witches creep through 
the leaves and need no door.” At last he draws his sword and hews his way into the hut, where 
there is a chair, on which he seats himself and proceeds to criticise in rhyme the girls, farmers, and 
farm-servants of the neighbourhood. When this is over, the Frog-flayer steps forward and, after 
exhibiting a cage with frogs in it, sets up a gallows on which he hangs the frogs in a row.319 In the 
neighbourhood of Plas the ceremony differs in some points. The king and his soldiers are 
completely clad in bark, adorned with flowers and ribbons; they all carry swords and ride horses, 
which are gay with green branches and flowers. While the village dames and girls are being 
criticised at the arbour, a frog is secretly pinched and poked by the crier till it quacks. Sentence of 
death is passed on the frog by the king; the hangman beheads it and flings the bleeding body 
among the spectators. Lastly, the king is driven from the hut and pursued by the soldiers.320 The 
pinching and beheading of the frog are doubtless, as Mannhardt observes,321 a rain-charm. We 
have seen322 that some Indians of the Orinoco beat frogs for the express purpose of producing 
rain, and that killing a frog is a German rain-charm. 

 
Often the spirit of vegetation in spring is represented by a queen instead of a king. In the 
neighbourhood of Libchowic (Bohemia), on the fourth Sunday in Lent, girls dressed in white and 
wearing the first spring flowers, as violets and daisies, in their hair, lead about the village a girl who 
is called the Queen and is crowned with flowers. During the procession, which is conducted with 
great solemnity, none of the girls may stand still, but must keep whirling round continually and 
singing. In every house the Queen announces the arrival of spring and wishes the inmates good 
luck and blessings, for which she receives presents.323 In German Hungary the girls choose the 
prettiest girl to be their Whitsuntide Queen, fasten a towering wreath on her brow, and carry her 
singing through the streets. At every house they stop, sing old ballads, and receive presents.324 
In the south-east of Ireland on May Day the prettiest girl used to be chosen Queen of the district 
for twelve months. She was crowned with wild flowers; feasting, dancing, and rustic sports 
followed, and were closed by a grand procession in the evening. During her year of office she 
presided over rural gatherings of young people at dances and merrymakings. If she married before 
next May Day her authority was at an end, but her successor was not elected till that day came 
round.325 The May Queen is common in France326 and familiar in England. 

 
Again the spirit of vegetation is sometimes represented by a king and queen, a lord and lady, or a 
bridegroom and bride. Here again the parallelism holds between the anthropomorphic and the 
vegetable representation of the tree-spirit, for we have seen above that trees are sometimes 
married to each other.327 In a village near Königgrätz (Bohemia) on Whit-Monday the children 
play the king’s game, at which a king and a queen march about under a canopy, the queen 
wearing a garland, and the youngest girl carrying two wreaths on a plate behind them. They are 
attended by boys and girls called groom’s men and bridesmaids, and they go from house to house 
collecting gifts.328 Near Grenoble, in France, a king and queen are chosen on the 1st of May and 
are set on a throne for all to see.329 At Headington, near Oxford, children used to carry garlands 
from door to door on May Day. Each garland was carried by two girls, and they were followed by a 
lord and lady—a boy and girl linked together by a white handkerchief, of which each held an end, 
and dressed with ribbons, sashes, and flowers. At each door they sang a verse— 
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“Gentlemen and 

ladies, We wish you 

happy May; 

We come to show you a garland, 

Because it is May-day.” 

On receiving money the lord put his arm about his lady’s waist and kissed her.330 In some Saxon 
villages at Whitsuntide a lad and a lass disguise themselves and hide in the bushes or high grass 
outside the village. Then the whole village goes out with music “to seek the bridal pair.” When they 
find the couple they all gather round them, the music strikes up, and the bridal pair is led merrily to 
the village. In the evening they dance. In some places the bridal pair is called the prince and the 
princess.331 

 
In the neighbourhood of Briançon (Dauphiné) on May Day the lads wrap up in green leaves a 
young fellow whose sweetheart has deserted him or married another. He lies down on the ground 
and feigns to be asleep. Then a girl who likes him, and would marry him, comes and wakes him, 
and raising him up offers him her arm and a flag. So they go to the alehouse, where the pair lead 
off the dancing. But they must marry within the year, or they are treated as old bachelor and old 
maid, and are debarred the company of the young folk. The lad is called the bridegroom of the 
month of May (le fiancé du mois de May). In the alehouse he puts off his garment of leaves, out of 
which, mixed with flowers, his partner in the dance makes a nosegay, and wears it at her breast 
next day, when he leads her again to the alehouse.332 Like this is a Russian custom observed in 
the district of Nerechta on the Thursday before Whitsunday. The girls go out into a birch-wood, 
wind a girdle or band round a stately birch, twist its lower branches into a wreath, and kiss each 
other in pairs through the wreath. The girls who kiss through the wreath call each other gossips. 
Then one of the girls steps forward, and mimicking a drunken man, flings herself on the ground, 
rolls on the grass, and feigns to go fast asleep. Another girl wakens the pretended sleeper and 
kisses him; then the whole bevy trips singing through the wood to twine garlands, which they 
throw into the water. In the fate of the garlands floating on the stream they read their own.333 In 
this custom the rôle of the sleeper was probably at one time sustained by a lad. In these French 
and Russian customs we have a forsaken bridegroom, in the following a forsaken bride. On 
Shrove Tuesday the Slovenes of Oberkrain drag a straw puppet with joyous cries up and down 
the village; then they throw it into the water or burn it, and from the height of the flames they judge 
of the abundance of the next harvest. The noisy crew is followed by a female masker, who drags a 
great board by a string and gives out that she is a forsaken bride.334 

 
Viewed in the light of what has gone before, the awakening of the forsaken sleeper in these 
ceremonies probably represents the revival of vegetation in spring. But it is not easy to assign their 
respective rôles to the forsaken bridegroom and to the girl who wakes him from his slumber. Is the 
sleeper the leafless forest or the bare earth of winter? Is the girl who wakens him the fresh verdure 
or the genial sunshine of spring? It is hardly possible, on the evidence before us, to answer these 
questions. The Oraons of Bengal, it may be remembered, celebrate the marriage of earth in the 
springtime, when the sál-tree is in blossom. But from this we can hardly argue that in the 
European ceremonies the sleeping bridegroom is “the dreaming earth” and the girl the spring 
blossoms. 

 
In the Highlands of Scotland the revival of vegetation in spring used to be graphically represented 
as follows. On Candlemas day (2d February) in the Hebrides “the mistress and servants of each 
family take a sheaf of oats, and dress it up in women’s apparel, put it in a large basket, and lay a 
wooden club by it, and this they call Brüd’s bed; and then the mistress and servants cry three times, 
Brüd is come, Brüd is welcome. This they do just before going to bed, and when they rise in the 
morning they look among the ashes, expecting to see the impression of Brüd’s club there; which if 
they do they reckon it a true presage of a good crop and prosperous year, and the contrary they 
take as an ill omen.”335 The same custom is described by another witness thus: “Upon the night 
before Candlemas it is usual to make a bed with corn and hay, over which some blankets are laid, 
in a part of the house near the door. When it is ready, a person goes out and repeats three times … 
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‘Bridget, Bridget, come in; thy bed is ready.’ One or more candles are left burning near it all 
night.”336 

 
Often the marriage of the spirit of vegetation in spring, though not directly represented, is implied 
by naming the human representative of the spirit “the Bride,” and dressing her in wedding attire. 
Thus in some villages of Altmark at Whitsuntide, while the boys go about carrying a May-tree or 
leading a boy enveloped in leaves and flowers, the girls lead about the May Bride, a girl dressed 
as a bride with a great nosegay in her hair. They go from house to house, the May Bride singing a 
song in which she asks for a present, and tells the inmates of each house that if they give her 
something they will themselves have something the whole year through; but if they give her 
nothing they will themselves have nothing.337 In some parts of Westphalia two girls lead a flower-
crowned girl called “the Whitsuntide Bride” from door to door, singing a song in which they ask for 
eggs.338 In Bresse in the month of May a girl called la Mariée is tricked out with ribbons and 
nosegays and is led about by a gallant. She is preceded by a lad carrying a green May-tree, and 
appropriate verses are sung.339 
Public domain content 
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“Shaking up the World: Trickster Tales,” by Terri Windling 
 
 

 

Read this linked essay and comment on it in the current discussion. Consider the artworks 
accompanying Windling’s essay, as well as the examples she uses. 
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Bulfinch's Mythology, Chs. II-VI 

 
CHAPTER II 

 
PROMETHEUS AND 

PANDORA 

 

The creation of the world is a problem naturally fitted to excite the liveliest interest of man, its 
inhabitant. The ancient pagans, not having the information on the subject which we derive from the 
pages of Scripture, had their own way of telling the story, which is as follows: 

 

Before earth and sea and heaven were created, all things wore one aspect, to which we give the 
name of Chaos—a confused and shapeless mass, nothing but dead weight, in which, however, 
slumbered the seeds of things. Earth, sea, and air were all mixed up together; so the earth was 
not solid, the sea was not fluid, and the air was not transparent. God and Nature at last 
interposed, and put an end to this discord, separating earth from sea, and heaven from both. The 
fiery part, being the lightest, sprang up, and formed the skies; the air was next in weight and place. 
The earth, being heavier, sank below; and the water took the lowest place, and buoyed up the earth. 

 

Here some god—it is not known which—gave his good offices in arranging and disposing the 
earth. He appointed rivers and bays their places, raised mountains, scooped out valleys, distributed 
woods, fountains, fertile fields, and stony plains. The air being cleared, the stars began to appear, 
fishes took possession of the sea, birds of the air, and four-footed beasts of the land. 

 

But a nobler animal was wanted, and Man was made. It is not known whether the creator made 
him of divine materials, or whether in the earth, so lately separated from heaven, there lurked still 
some heavenly seeds. Prometheus took some of this earth, and kneading it up with water, made 
man in the image of the gods. He gave him an upright stature, so that while all other animals turn 
their faces downward, and look to the earth, he raises his to heaven, and gazes on the stars. 

 

Prometheus was one of the Titans, a gigantic race, who inhabited the earth before the creation of 
man. To him and his brother Epimetheus was committed the office of making man, and providing 
him and all other animals with the faculties necessary for their preservation. Epimetheus undertook 
to do this, and Prometheus was to overlook his work, when it was done. Epimetheus accordingly 
proceeded to bestow upon the different animals the various gifts of courage, strength, swiftness, 
sagacity; wings to one, claws to another, a shelly covering to a third, etc. But when man came to 
be provided for, who was to be superior to all other animals, Epimetheus had been so prodigal of 
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his resources that he had nothing left to bestow upon him. In his perplexity he resorted to his 
brother Prometheus, who, with the aid of Minerva, went up to heaven, and lighted his torch at the 
chariot of the sun, and brought down fire to man. With this gift man was more than a match for all 
other animals. It enabled him to make weapons wherewith to subdue them; tools with which to 
cultivate the earth; to warm his dwelling, so as to be comparatively independent of climate; and 
finally to introduce the arts and to coin money, the means of trade and commerce. Woman was not 
yet made. The story (absurd enough!) is that Jupiter made her, and sent her to Prometheus and 
his brother, to punish them for their presumption in stealing fire from heaven; and man, for 
accepting the gift. The first woman was named Pandora. She was made in heaven, every god 
contributing something to perfect her. Venus gave her beauty, Mercury persuasion, Apollo music, 
etc. Thus equipped, she was conveyed to earth, and presented to Epimetheus, who gladly 
accepted her, though cautioned by his brother to beware of Jupiter and his gifts. Epimetheus had 
in his house a jar, in which were kept certain noxious articles, for which, in fitting man for his new 
abode, he had had no occasion. Pandora was seized with an eager curiosity to know what this jar 
contained; and one day she slipped off the cover and looked in. Forthwith there escaped a 
multitude of plagues for hapless man,—such as gout, rheumatism, and colic for his body, and 
envy, spite, and revenge for his mind,—and scattered themselves far and wide. Pandora hastened 
to replace the lid! but, alas! the whole contents of the jar had escaped, one thing only excepted, 
which lay at the bottom, and that was HOPE. So we see at this day, whatever evils are abroad, 
hope never entirely leaves us; and while we have THAT, no amount of other ills can make us 
completely wretched. 

 

Another story is that Pandora was sent in good faith, by Jupiter, to bless man; that she was 
furnished with a box, containing her marriage presents, into which every god had put some 
blessing. She opened the box incautiously, and the blessings all escaped, HOPE only excepted. 
This story seems more probable than the former; for how could HOPE, so precious a jewel as it is, 
have been kept in a jar full of all manner of evils, as in the former statement? 

 

The world being thus furnished with inhabitants, the first age was an age of innocence and 
happiness, called the Golden Age. Truth and right prevailed, though not enforced by law, nor was 
there any magistrate to threaten or punish. The forest had not yet been robbed of its trees to 
furnish timbers for vessels, nor had men built fortifications round their towns. There were no such 
things as swords, spears, or helmets. The earth brought forth all things necessary for man, without 
his labor in ploughing or sowing. Perpetual spring reigned, flowers sprang up without seed, the 
rivers flowed with milk and wine, and yellow honey distilled from the oaks. 

 

Then succeeded the Silver Age, inferior to the golden, but better than that of brass. Jupiter 
shortened the spring, and divided the year into seasons. Then, first, men had to endure the 
extremes of heat and cold, and houses became necessary. Caves were the first dwellings, and 
leafy coverts of the woods, and huts woven of twigs. Crops would no longer grow without planting. 
The farmer was obliged to sow the seed and the toiling ox to draw the plough. 

 

Next came the Brazen Age, more savage of temper, and readier to the strife of arms, yet not 
altogether wicked. The hardest and worst was the Iron Age. Crime burst in like a flood; modesty, 
truth, and honor fled. In their places came fraud and cunning, violence, and the wicked love of 
gain. Then seamen spread sails to the wind, and the trees were torn from the mountains to serve 
for keels to ships, and vex the face of ocean. The earth, which till now had been cultivated in 
common, began to be divided off into possessions. Men were not satisfied with what the surface 
produced, but must dig into its bowels, and draw forth from thence the ores of metals. Mischievous 
IRON, and more mischievous GOLD, were produced. War sprang up, using both as weapons; the 
guest was not safe in his friend’s house; and sons-in-law and fathers-in- law, brothers and sisters, 
husbands and wives, could not trust one another. Sons wished their fathers dead, that they might 
come to the inheritance; family love lay prostrate. The earth was wet with slaughter, and the gods 
abandoned it, one by one, till Astraea alone was left, and finally she also took her departure. 

 

[Footnote: The goddess of innocence and purity. After leaving earth, she was placed among the 
stars, where she became the constellation Virgo—the Virgin. Themis (Justice) was the mother of 
Astraea. She is represented as holding aloft a pair of scales, in which she weighs the claims of 
opposing parties. 
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It was a favorite idea of the old poets that these goddesses would one day return, and bring back 
the Golden Age. Even in a Christian hymn, the “Messiah” of Pope, this idea occurs: 

 

“All crimes shall cease, and ancient fraud 
shall fail, Returning Justice lift aloft her scale, 
Peace o’er the world her olive wand extend, 
And white-robed Innocence from heaven descend.” 

 

See, also, Milton’s “Hymn on the Nativity,” stanzas xiv. and xv.] 
 

Jupiter, seeing this state of things, burned with anger. He summoned the gods to council. They 
obeyed the call, and took the road to the palace of heaven. The road, which any one may see in a 
clear night, stretches across the face of the sky, and is called the Milky Way. Along the road stand 
the palaces of the illustrious gods; the common people of the skies live apart, on either side. Jupiter 
addressed the assembly. He set forth the frightful condition of things on the earth, and closed by 
announcing his intention to destroy the whole of its inhabitants, and provide a new race, unlike the 
first, who would be more worthy of life, and much better worshippers of the gods. So saying he 
took a thunderbolt, and was about to launch it at the world, and destroy it by burning; but 
recollecting the danger that such a conflagration might set heaven itself on fire, he changed his 
plan, and resolved to drown it. The north wind, which scatters the clouds, was chained up; the 
south was sent out, and soon covered all the face of heaven with a cloak of pitchy darkness. The 
clouds, driven together, resound with a crash; torrents of rain fall; the crops are laid low; the year’s 
labor of the husbandman perishes in an hour. Jupiter, not satisfied with his own waters, calls on 
his brother Neptune to aid him with his. He lets loose the rivers, and pours them over the land. At 
the same time, he heaves the land with an earthquake, and brings in the reflux of the ocean over 
the shores. Flocks, herds, men, and houses are swept away, and temples, with their sacred 
enclosures, profaned. If any edifice remained standing, it was overwhelmed, and its turrets lay hid 
beneath the waves. Now all was sea, sea without shore. Here and there an individual remained on 
a projecting hilltop, and a few, in boats, pulled the oar where they had lately driven the plough. 
The fishes swim among the tree-tops; the anchor is let down into a garden. Where the graceful 
lambs played but now, unwieldy sea calves gambol. The wolf swims among the sheep, the yellow 
lions and tigers struggle in the water. The strength of the wild boar serves him not, nor his 
swiftness the stag. The birds fall with weary wing into the water, having found no land for a resting-
place. Those living beings whom the water spared fell a prey to hunger. 

 
Parnassus alone, of all the mountains, overtopped the waves; and there Deucalion, and his wife 
Pyrrha, of the race of Prometheus, found refuge—he a just man, and she a faithful worshipper of 
the gods. Jupiter, when he saw none left alive but this pair, and remembered their harmless lives 
and pious demeanor, ordered the north winds to drive away the clouds, and disclose the skies to 
earth, and earth to the skies. Neptune also directed Triton to blow on his shell, and sound a 
retreat to the waters. The waters obeyed, and the sea returned to its shores, and the rivers to 
their channels. Then Deucalion thus addressed Pyrrha: “O wife, only surviving woman, joined to 
me first by the ties of kindred and marriage, and now by a common danger, would that we 
possessed the power of our ancestor Prometheus, and could renew the race as he at first made 
it! But as we cannot, let us seek yonder temple, and inquire of the gods what remains for us to 
do.” They entered the temple, deformed as it was with slime, and approached the altar, where 
no fire burned. There they fell prostrate on the earth, and prayed the goddess to inform them 
how they might retrieve their miserable affairs. The oracle answered, “Depart from the temple 
with head veiled and garments unbound, and cast behind you the bones of your mother.” They 
heard the words with astonishment. Pyrrha first broke silence: “We cannot obey; we dare not 
profane the remains of our parents.” They sought the thickest shades of the wood, and revolved 
the oracle in their minds. At length Deucalion spoke: “Either my sagacity deceives me, or the 
command is one we may obey without impiety. The earth is the great parent of all; the stones are 
her bones; these we may cast behind us; and I think this is what the oracle means. At least, it will 
do no harm to try.” They veiled their faces, unbound their garments, and picked up stones, and 
cast them behind them. The stones (wonderful to relate) began to grow soft, and assume shape. 
By degrees, they put on a rude resemblance to the human form, like a block half-finished in the 
hands of the sculptor. The moisture and slime that were about them became flesh; the stony part 
became bones; the veins remained veins, retaining their name, only changing their use. Those 
thrown by the hand of the man became men, and those by the woman became women. It was a 
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hard race, and well adapted to labor, as we find ourselves to be at this day, giving plain 
indications of our origin. 

 

The comparison of Eve to Pandora is too obvious to have 
escaped Milton, who introduces it in Book IV. of “Paradise 
Lost”: 

 

“More lovely than Pandora, whom 
the gods Endowed with all their gifts; 
and O, too like In sad event, when to 
the unwiser son 
Of Japhet brought by Hermes, she 
insnared Mankind with her fair looks, 
to be avenged On him who had stole 
Jove’s authentic fire.” 

 

Prometheus and Epimetheus were sons of Iapetus, which Milton changes to Japhet. 
 

Prometheus has been a favorite subject with the poets. He is represented as the friend of 
mankind, who interposed in their behalf when Jove was incensed against them, and who taught 
them civilization and the arts. But as, in so doing, he transgressed the will of Jupiter, he drew down 
on himself the anger of the ruler of gods and men. Jupiter had him chained to a rock on Mount 
Caucasus, where a vulture preyed on his liver, which was renewed as fast as devoured. This 
state of torment might have been brought to an end at any time by Prometheus, if he had been 
willing to submit to his oppressor; for he possessed a secret which involved the stability of Jove’s 
throne, and if he would have revealed it, he might have been at once taken into favor. But that he 
disdained to do. He has therefore become the symbol of magnanimous endurance of unmerited 
suffering, and strength of will resisting oppression. 

 

Byron and Shelley have both treated this theme. The 
following are Byron’s lines: 

 

“Titan! to whose immortal 
eyes The sufferings of 
mortality, 
Seen in their sad reality, 
Were not as things that gods 
despise; What was thy pity’s 
recompense? 
A silent suffering, and intense; 
The rock, the vulture, and the 
chain; All that the proud can 
feel of pain; The agony they do 
not show; 
The suffocating sense of woe. 

 

“Thy godlike crime was to be 
kind; To render with thy precepts 
less 
The sum of human wretchedness, 

 
And strengthen man with his own 
mind. And, baffled as thou wert 
from high, Still, in thy patient 
energy 
In the endurance and 
repulse Of thine 
impenetrable spirit, 
Which earth and heaven could not 
convulse, A mighty lesson we inherit.” 
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Byron also employs the same allusion, 
in his “Ode to Napoleon Bonaparte”: 

 

“Or, like the thief of fire from 
heaven, Wilt thou withstand the 
shock? 
And share with him—the 
unforgiven— His vulture and his 
rock?” 

 
CHAPTER III 

APOLLO AND DAPHNE—PYRAMUS AND THISBE CEPHALUS AND PROCRIS 

 
The slime with which the earth was covered by the waters of the flood produced an excessive fertility, which 
called forth every variety of production, both bad and good. Among the rest, Python, an enormous serpent, 
crept forth, the terror of the people, and lurked in the caves of Mount Parnassus. Apollo slew him with 
his arrows—weapons which he had not before used against any but feeble animals, hares, wild goats, and such 
game. In commemoration of this illustrious conquest he instituted the Pythian games, in which the victor in 
feats of strength, swiftness of foot, or in the chariot race was crowned with a wreath of beech leaves; for the 
laurel was not yet adopted by Apollo as his own tree. 

 

The famous statue of Apollo called the Belvedere represents the god after this victory over the serpent 
Python. To this Byron alludes in his “Childe Harold,” iv., 161: 

 

“… The lord of the unerring bow, 
The god of life, and poetry, and 
light, 
The Sun, in human limbs arrayed, and 
brow All radiant from his triumph in the 
fight 
The shaft has just been shot; the arrow 
bright With an immortal’s vengeance; in his 
eye 
And nostril, beautiful disdain, and might 
And majesty flash their full lightnings 
by, Developing in that one glance the 
Deity.” 

 
APOLLO AND DAPHNE 

 
Daphne was Apollo’s first love. It was not brought about by accident, but by the malice of Cupid. Apollo saw 
the boy playing with his bow and arrows; and being himself elated with his recent victory over Python, he said 
to him, “What have you to do with warlike weapons, saucy boy? Leave them for hands worthy of them. 
Behold the conquest I have won by means of them over the vast serpent who stretched his poisonous body 
over acres of the plain! Be content with your torch, child, and kindle up your flames, as you call them, where 
you will, but presume not to meddle with my weapons.” Venus’s boy heard these words, and rejoined, “Your 
arrows may strike all things else, Apollo, but mine shall strike you.” So saying, he took his stand on a rock of 
Parnassus, and drew from his quiver two arrows of different workmanship, one to excite love, the other to 
repel it. The former was of gold and sharp pointed, the latter blunt and tipped with lead. With the leaden 
shaft he struck the nymph Daphne, the daughter of the river god Peneus, and with the golden one Apollo, 
through the heart. Forthwith the god was seized with love for the maiden, and she abhorred the thought of 
loving. Her delight was in woodland sports and in the spoils of the chase. Many lovers sought her, but she 
spurned them all, ranging the woods, and taking no thought of Cupid nor of Hymen. Her father often said to 
her, “Daughter, you owe me a son-in-law; you owe me grandchildren.” She, hating the thought of marriage 
as a crime, with her beautiful face tinged all over with blushes, threw arms around her father’s neck, and 
said, “Dearest father, grant me this favor, that I may always remain unmarried, like Diana.” He consented, 
but at the same time said, “Your own face will forbid it.” 

 
Apollo loved her, and longed to obtain her; and he who gives oracles to all the world was not wise enough to 
look into his own fortunes. He saw her hair flung loose over her shoulders, and said, “If so charming in 
disorder, what would it be if arranged?” He saw her eyes bright as stars; he saw her lips, and was not 
satisfied with only seeing them. He admired her hands and arms, naked to the shoulder, and whatever was 
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hidden from view he imagined more beautiful still. He followed her; she fled, swifter than the wind, and 
delayed not a moment at his entreaties. “Stay,” said he, “daughter of Peneus; I am not a foe. Do not fly me 
as a lamb flies the wolf, or a dove the hawk. It is for love I pursue you. You make me miserable, for fear you 
should fall and hurt yourself on these stones, and I should be the cause. Pray run slower, and I will follow 
slower. I am no clown, no rude peasant. Jupiter is my father, and I am lord of Delphos and Tenedos, and 
know all things, present and future. I am the god of song and the lyre. My arrows fly true to the mark; but, 
alas! an arrow more fatal than mine has pierced my heart! I am the god of medicine, and know the virtues 
of all healing plants. Alas! I suffer a malady that no balm can cure!” 

 

The nymph continued her flight, and left his plea half uttered. And even as she fled she charmed him. The 
wind blew her garments, and her unbound hair streamed loose behind her. The god grew impatient to find 
his wooings thrown away, and, sped by Cupid, gained upon her in the race. It was like a hound pursuing 
a hare, with open jaws ready to seize, while the feebler animal darts forward, slipping from the very grasp. 
So flew the god and the virgin—he on the wings of love, and she on those of fear. The pursuer is the more 
rapid, however, and gains upon her, and his panting breath blows upon her hair. Her strength begins to fail, 
and, ready to sink, she calls upon her father, the river god: “Help me, Peneus! open the earth to enclose me, 
or change my form, which has brought me into this danger!” Scarcely had she spoken, when a stiffness 
seized all her limbs; her bosom began to be enclosed in a tender bark; her hair became leaves; her arms 
became branches; her foot stuck fast in the ground, as a root; her face, became a tree-top, retaining nothing 
of its former self but its beauty. Apollo stood amazed. He touched the stem, and felt the flesh tremble under 
the new bark. He embraced the branches, and lavished kisses on the wood. The branches shrank from his 
lips. “Since you cannot be my wife,” said he, “you shall assuredly be my tree. I will wear you for my crown; I 
will decorate with you my harp and my quiver; and when the great Roman conquerors lead up the 
triumphal pomp to the Capitol, you shall be woven into wreaths for their brows. And, as eternal youth is 
mine, you also shall be always green, and your leaf know no decay.” The nymph, now changed into a Laurel 
tree, bowed its head in grateful acknowledgment. 

 

That Apollo should be the god both of music and poetry will not appear strange, but that medicine should also 
be assigned to his province, may. The poet Armstrong, himself a physician, thus accounts for it:  

 

“Music exalts each joy, allays each 
grief, Expels diseases, softens every 
pain; 
And hence the wise of ancient days adored 
One power of physic, melody, and song.” 

 

The story of Apollo and Daphne is often alluded to by the poets. Waller applies it to the case of one whose 
amatory verses, though they did not soften the heart of his mistress, yet won for the poet wide-spread fame: 

 

“Yet what he sung in his immortal strain, 
Though unsuccessful, was not sung in vain. 
All but the nymph that should redress his wrong, 
Attend his passion and approve his song. 
Like Phoebus thus, acquiring unsought praise, 
He caught at love and filled his arms with 
bays.” 

The following stanza from Shelley’s “Adonais” alludes to Byron’s early quarrel with the 

reviewers: “The herded wolves, bold only to pursue; 
The obscene ravens, clamorous o’er the 
dead; The vultures, to the conqueror’s 
banner true, Who feed where Desolation 
first has fed, 
And whose wings rain contagion: how they fled, 
When like Apollo, from his golden bow, 
The Pythian of the age one arrow sped 
And smiled! The spoilers tempt no second blow; 
They fawn on the proud feet that spurn them as they go.” 

 
 

 
 

PYRAMUS AND THISBE 

 
Pyramus was the handsomest youth, and Thisbe the fairest maiden, in all Babylonia, where Semiramis 
reigned. Their parents occupied adjoining houses; and neighborhood brought the young people together, and 
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acquaintance 
 
ripened into love. They would gladly have married, but their parents forbade. One thing, however, they 
could not forbid—that love should glow with equal ardor in the bosoms of both. They conversed by signs 
and glances, and the fire burned more intensely for being covered up. In the wall that parted the two 
houses there was a crack, caused by some fault in the structure. No one had remarked it before, but the 
lovers discovered it. What will not love discover! It afforded a passage to the voice; and tender messages 
used to pass backward and forward through the gap. As they stood, Pyramus on this side, Thisbe on 
that, their breaths would mingle. “Cruel wall,” they said, “why do you keep two lovers apart? But we will not 
be ungrateful. We owe you, we confess, the privilege of transmitting loving words to willing ears.” Such 
words they uttered on different sides of the wall; and when night came and they must say farewell, they 
pressed their lips upon the wall, she on her side, he on his, as they could come no nearer. 

 

Next morning, when Aurora had put out the stars, and the sun had melted the frost from the grass, they met 
at the accustomed spot. Then, after lamenting their hard fate, they agreed, that next night, when all was still, 
they would slip away from watchful eyes, leave their dwellings and walk out into the fields; and to insure a 
meeting, repair to a well-known edifice standing without the city’s bounds, called the Tomb of Ninus, and that 
the one who came first should await the other at the foot of a certain tree. It was a white mulberry tree, and 
stood near a cool spring. All was agreed on, and they waited impatiently for the sun to go down beneath the 
waters and night to rise up from them. Then cautiously Thisbe stole forth, unobserved by the family, her head 
covered with a veil, made her way to the monument and sat down under the tree. As she sat alone in the dim 
light of the evening she descried a lioness, her jaws reeking with recent slaughter, approaching the fountain 
to slake her thirst. Thisbe fled at the sight, and sought refuge in the hollow of a rock. As she fled she 
dropped her veil. The lioness after drinking at the spring turned to retreat to the woods, and seeing the veil on 
the ground, tossed and rent it with her bloody mouth. 

 

Pyramus, having been delayed, now approached the place of meeting. He saw in the sand the footsteps of the 
lion, and the color fled from his cheeks at the sight. Presently he found the veil all rent and bloody. “O 
hapless girl,” said he, “I have been the cause of thy death! Thou, more worthy of life than I, hast fallen the 
first victim. I will follow. I am the guilty cause, in tempting thee forth to a place of such peril, and not being 
myself on the spot to guard thee. Come forth, ye lions, from the rocks, and tear this guilty body with your 
teeth.” He took up the veil, carried it with him to the appointed tree, and covered it with kisses and with 
tears. “MY blood also shall stain your texture,” said he, and drawing his sword plunged it into his heart. The 
blood spurted from the wound, and tinged the white mulberries of the tree all red; and sinking into the 
earth reached the roots, so that the red color mounted through the trunk to the fruit. 

 

By this time Thisbe, still trembling with fear, yet wishing not to disappoint her lover, stepped cautiously 
forth, looking anxiously for the youth, eager to tell him the danger she had escaped. When she came to the 
spot and saw the changed color of the mulberries she doubted whether it was the same place. While she 
hesitated she saw the form of one struggling in the agonies of death. She started back, a shudder ran 
through her frame as a ripple on the face of the still water when a sudden breeze sweeps over it. But as 
soon as she recognized her lover, she screamed and beat her breast, embracing the lifeless body, 
pouring tears into its wounds, and imprinting kisses on the cold lips. “O Pyramus,” she cried, “what has 
done this? Answer me, Pyramus; it is your own Thisbe that speaks. Hear me, dearest, and lift that 
drooping head!” At the name of Thisbe Pyramus opened his eyes, then closed them again. She saw her 
veil stained with blood and the scabbard empty of its sword. “Thy own hand has slain thee, and for my 
sake,” she said. “I too can be brave for once, and my love is as strong as thine. I will follow thee in death, for I 
have been the cause; and death which alone could part us shall not prevent my joining thee. And ye, 
unhappy parents of us both, deny us not our united request. As love and death have joined us, let one 
tomb contain us. And thou, tree, retain the marks of slaughter. Let thy berries still serve for memorials 
of our blood.” So saying she plunged the sword into her breast. Her parents ratified her wish, the gods 
also ratified it. The two bodies were buried in one sepulchre, and the tree ever after brought forth purple 
berries, as it does to this day. 
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Studies in 
Mythology 

 
CEPHALUS AND PROCRIS 

 
Cephalus was a beautiful youth and fond of manly sports. He would rise before the dawn to pursue the 
chase. Aurora saw him when she first looked forth, fell in love with him, and stole him away. But 
Cephalus was just married to a charming wife whom he devotedly loved. Her name was Procris. She 
was a favorite of Diana, the goddess of hunting, who had given her a dog which could outrun every rival, 
and a javelin which would never fail of its mark; and Procris gave these presents to her husband. Cephalus 
was so happy in his wife that he resisted all the entreaties of Aurora, and she finally dismissed him in 
displeasure, saying, “Go, ungrateful mortal, keep your wife, whom, if I am not much mistaken, you will one 
day be very sorry you ever saw again.” 

 
Cephalus returned, and was as happy as ever in his wife and his woodland sports. Now it happened some 
angry deity had sent a ravenous fox to annoy the country; and the hunters turned out in great strength to 
capture it. Their efforts were all in vain; no dog could run it down; and at last they came to Cephalus to 
borrow his famous dog, whose name was Lelaps. No sooner was the dog let loose than he darted off, 
quicker than their eye could follow him. If they had not seen his footprints in the sand they would have 
thought he flew. Cephalus and others stood on a hill and saw the race. The fox tried every art; he ran in a 
circle and turned on his track, the dog close upon him, with open jaws, snapping at his heels, but biting only 
the air. Cephalus was about to use his javelin, when suddenly he saw both dog and game stop instantly. 
The heavenly powers who had given both were not willing that either should conquer. In the very attitude of 
life and action they were turned into stone. So lifelike and natural did they look, you would have thought, as 
you looked at them, that one was going to bark, the other to leap forward. 

 
Cephalus, though he had lost his dog, still continued to take delight in the chase. He would go out at early 
morning, ranging the woods and hills unaccompanied by any one, needing no help, for his javelin was a 
sure weapon in all cases. Fatigued with hunting, when the sun got high he would seek a shady nook where 
a cool stream flowed, and, stretched on the grass, with his garments thrown aside, would enjoy the breeze. 
Sometimes he would say aloud, “Come, sweet breeze, come and fan my breast, come and allay the heat that 
burns me.” Some one passing by one day heard him talking in this way to the air, and, foolishly believing that 
he was talking to some maiden, went and told the secret to Procris, Cephalus’s wife. Love is credulous. 
Procris, at the sudden shock, fainted away. Presently recovering, she said, “It cannot be true; I will not 
believe it unless I myself am a witness to it.” So she waited, with anxious heart, till the next morning, when 
Cephalus went to hunt as usual. Then she stole out after him, and concealed herself in the place where the 
informer directed her. Cephalus came as he was wont when tired with sport, and stretched himself on the 
green bank, saying, “Come, sweet breeze, come and fan me; you know how I love you! you make the groves 
and my solitary rambles delightful.” He was running on in this way when he heard, or thought he heard, a 
sound as of a sob in the bushes. Supposing it some wild animal, he threw his javelin at the spot. A cry from 
his beloved Procris told him that the weapon had too surely met its mark. He rushed to the place, and found 
her bleeding, and with sinking strength endeavoring to draw forth from the wound the javelin, her own gift. 
Cephalus raised her from the earth, strove to stanch the blood, and called her to revive and not to leave him 
miserable, to reproach himself with her death. She opened her feeble eyes, and forced herself to utter these 
few words: “I implore you, if you have ever loved me, if I have ever deserved kindness at your hands, my 
husband, grant me this last request; do not marry that odious Breeze!” This disclosed the whole mystery: but 
alas! what advantage to disclose it now! She died; but her face wore a calm expression, and she looked 
pityingly and forgivingly on her husband when he made her understand the truth. 

 
Moore, in his “Legendary Ballads,” has one on Cephalus 
and Procris, beginning thus: 

 
“A hunter once in a grove reclined, 

 
To shun the noon’s bright eye, 
And oft he wooed the wandering 
wind To cool his brow with its sigh 
While mute lay even the wild bee’s 
hum, Nor breath could stir the aspen’s 
hair, His song was still, ‘Sweet Air, O 
come!’ While Echo answered, ‘Come, 
sweet Air!'” 

 

CHAPTER IV 
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JUNO AND HER RIVALS, IO AND CALLISTO—DIANA AND ACTAEON—LATONA AND THE RUSTICS 

 
Juno one day perceived it suddenly grow dark, and immediately suspected that her husband had raised a 
cloud to hide some of his doings that would not bear the light. She brushed away the cloud, and saw her 
husband on the banks of a glassy river, with a beautiful heifer standing near him. Juno suspected the heifer’s 
form concealed some fair nymph of mortal mould—as was, indeed the case; for it was Io, the daughter of the 
river god Inachus, whom Jupiter had been flirting with, and, when he became aware of the approach of his 
wife, had changed into that form. 

 

Juno joined her husband, and noticing the heifer praised its beauty, and asked whose it was, and of what 
herd. Jupiter, to stop questions, replied that it was a fresh creation from the earth. Juno asked to have it as a 
gift. What could Jupiter do? He was loath to give his mistress to his wife; yet how refuse so trifling a present 
as a simple heifer? He could not, without exciting suspicion; so he consented. The goddess was not yet 
relieved of her suspicions; so she delivered the heifer to Argus, to be strictly watched. 

 

Now Argus had a hundred eyes in his head, and never went to sleep with more than two at a time, so that he 
kept watch of Io constantly. He suffered her to feed through the day, and at night tied her up with a vile rope 
round her neck. She would have stretched out her arms to implore freedom of Argus, but she had no arms to 
stretch out, and her voice was a bellow that frightened even herself. She saw her father and her sisters, 
went near them, and suffered them to pat her back, and heard them admire her beauty. Her father reached 
her a tuft of grass, and she licked the outstretched hand. She longed to make herself known to him, and 
would have uttered her wish; but, alas! words were wanting. At length she bethought herself of writing, and 
inscribed her name— it was a short one—with her hoof on the sand. Inachus recognized it, and discovering 
that his daughter, whom he had long sought in vain, was hidden under this disguise, mourned over her, and, 
embracing her white neck, exclaimed, “Alas! my daughter, it would have been a less grief to have lost you 
altogether!” While he thus lamented, Argus, observing, came and drove her away, and took his seat on a 
high bank, from whence he could see all around in every direction. 

 

Jupiter was troubled at beholding the sufferings of his mistress, and calling Mercury told him to go and 
despatch Argus. Mercury made haste, put his winged slippers on his feet, and cap on his head, took his 
sleep-producing wand, and leaped down from the heavenly towers to the earth. There he laid aside his 
wings, and kept only his wand, with which he presented himself as a shepherd driving his flock. As he 
strolled on he blew upon his pipes. These were what are called the Syrinx or Pandean pipes. Argus listened 
with delight, for he had never seen the instrument before. “Young man,” said he, “come and take a seat by 
me on this stone. There is no better place for your flocks to graze in than hereabouts, and here is a pleasant 
shade such as shepherds love.” Mercury sat down, talked, and told stories till it grew late, and played upon 
his pipes his most soothing strains, hoping to lull the watchful eyes to sleep, but all in vain; for Argus still 
contrived to keep some of his eyes open though he shut the rest. 

 

Among other stories, Mercury told him how the instrument on which he played was invented. “There was a 
certain nymph, whose name was Syrinx, who was much beloved by the satyrs and spirits of the wood; but she 
would have none of them, but was a faithful worshipper of Diana, and followed the chase. You would have 
thought it was Diana herself, had you seen her in her hunting dress, only that her bow was of horn and 
Diana’s of silver. One day, as she was returning from the chase, Pan met her, told her just this, and added 
more of the same sort. She ran away, without stopping to hear his compliments, and he pursued till she 
came to the bank of the river, where he overtook her, and she had only time to call for help on her friends 
the water nymphs. They heard and consented. Pan threw his arms around what he supposed to be the form 
of the nymph, and found he embraced only a tuft of reeds! As he breathed a sigh, the air sounded through 
the reeds, and produced a plaintive melody. The god, charmed with the novelty and with the sweetness of 
the music, said, ‘Thus, then, at least, you shall be mine.’ And he took some of the reeds, and placing them 
together, of unequal lengths, side by side, made an instrument which he called Syrinx, in honor of the nymph.” 
Before Mercury had finished his story he saw Argus’s eyes all asleep. As his head nodded forward on his 
breast, Mercury with one stroke cut his neck through, and tumbled his head down 

 
the rocks. O hapless Argus! the light of your hundred eyes is quenched at once! Juno took them and put 
them as ornaments on the tail of her peacock, where they remain to this day. 

 

But the vengeance of Juno was not yet satiated. She sent a gadfly to torment Io, who fled over the whole 
world from its pursuit. She swam through the Ionian sea, which derived its name from her, then roamed over 
the plains of Illyria, ascended Mount Haemus, and crossed the Thracian strait, thence named the Bosphorus 
(cow- ford), rambled on through Scythia, and the country of the Cimmerians, and arrived at last on the banks 
of the Nile. At length Jupiter interceded for her, and upon his promising not to pay her any more attentions 
Juno consented to restore her to her form. It was curious to see her gradually recover her former self. The 
coarse hairs fell from her body, her horns shrank up, her eyes grew narrower, her mouth shorter; hands and 
fingers came instead of hoofs to her forefeet; in fine there was nothing left of the heifer, except her beauty. 
At first she was afraid to speak, for fear she should low, but gradually she recovered her confidence and 
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was restored to her father and sisters. 

In a poem dedicated to Leigh Hunt, by Keats, the following allusion to the story of Pan and Syrinx 

occurs: “So did he feel who pulled the bough aside, 
That we might look into a forest wide, 

 

Telling us how fair trembling Syrinx fled 
Arcadian Pan, with such a fearful dread. 
Poor nymph—poor Pan—how he did weep to 
find Nought but a lovely sighing of the wind 
Along the reedy stream; a half-heard 
strain. Full of sweet desolation, balmy 
pain.” 

 
CALLISTO 

 
Callisto was another maiden who excited the jealousy of Juno, and the goddess changed her into a bear. “I 
will take away,” said she, “that beauty with which you have captivated my husband.” Down fell Callisto on 
her hands and knees; she tried to stretch out her arms in supplication—they were already beginning to be 
covered with black hair. Her hands grew rounded, became armed with crooked claws, and served for feet; 
her mouth, which Jove used to praise for its beauty, became a horrid pair of jaws; her voice, which if 
unchanged would have moved the heart to pity, became a growl, more fit to inspire terror. Yet her former 
disposition remained, and with continual groaning, she bemoaned her fate, and stood upright as well as she 
could, lifting up her paws to beg for mercy, and felt that Jove was unkind, though she could not tell him so. 
Ah, how often, afraid to stay in the woods all night alone, she wandered about the neighborhood of her 
former haunts; how often, frightened by the dogs, did she, so lately a huntress, fly in terror from the hunters! 
Often she fled from the wild beasts, forgetting that she was now a wild beast herself; and, bear as she was, 
was afraid of the bears. 

 

One day a youth espied her as he was hunting. She saw him and recognized him as her own son, now 
grown a young man. She stopped and felt inclined to embrace him. As she was about to approach, he, 
alarmed, raised his hunting spear, and was on the point of transfixing her, when Jupiter, beholding, arrested 
the crime, and snatching away both of them, placed them in the heavens as the Great and Little Bear. 

 

Juno was in a rage to see her rival so set in honor, and hastened to ancient Tethys and Oceanus, the 
powers of ocean, and in answer to their inquiries thus told the cause of her coming: “Do you ask why I, 
the queen of the gods, have left the heavenly plains and sought your depths? Learn that I am supplanted 
in heaven—my place is given to another. You will hardly believe me; but look when night darkens the 
world, and you shall see the two of whom I have so much reason to complain exalted to the heavens, in 
that part where the circle is the smallest, in the neighborhood of the pole. Why should any one hereafter 
tremble at the thought of offending Juno, when such rewards are the consequence of my displeasure? See 
what I have been able to effect! I forbade her to wear the human form—she is placed among the stars! So 
do my punishments result— such is the extent of my power! Better that she should have resumed her 
former shape, as I permitted Io to do. Perhaps he means to marry her, and put me away! But you, my 
foster-parents, if you feel for me, and see with displeasure this unworthy treatment of me, show it, I beseech 
you, by forbidding this guilty couple from coming into your waters.” The powers of the ocean assented, and 
consequently the two constellations of the Great and Little Bear move round and round in heaven, but 
never sink, as the other stars do, beneath the ocean. 

Milton alludes to the fact that the constellation of the Bear never sets, when he says: 

“Let my lamp at midnight hour 
Be seen in some high lonely tower, 

 

Where I may oft outwatch the Bear,” etc. 

And Prometheus, in J. R. Lowell’s poem, 

says: 

“One after one the stars have risen and 
set, Sparkling upon the hoar frost of my 
chain; The Bear that prowled all night 
about the fold Of the North-star, hath 
shrunk into his den, 
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Scared by the blithesome footsteps of the Dawn.” 

The last star in the tail of the Little Bear is the Pole-star, called also the Cynosure. Milton says: 

“Straight mine eye hath caught new pleasures 
While the landscape round it measures. 

 

Towers and battlements it 
sees Bosomed high in tufted 
trees, Where perhaps some 
beauty lies The Cynosure of 
neighboring eyes” 

 

The reference here is both to the Pole-star as the guide of mariners, and to the magnetic attraction of the 
North He calls it also the “Star of Arcady,” because Callisto’s boy was named Arcas, and they lived in 
Arcadia. In “Comus,” the brother, benighted in the woods, says: 

 

“… Some gentle taper! 
Though a rush candle, from the wicker 
hole Of some clay habitation, visit us 
With thy long levelled rule of streaming 
light, And thou shalt be our star of Arcady, 
Or Tyrian Cynosure.” 

 
DIANA AND ACTAEON 

 
Thus in two instances we have seen Juno’s severity to her rivals; now let us learn how a virgin goddess 
punished an invader of her privacy. 

 

It was midday, and the sun stood equally distant from either goal, when young Actaeon, son of King Cadmus, 
thus addressed the youths who with him were hunting the stag in the mountains: 

 

“Friends, our nets and our weapons are wet with the blood of our victims; we have had sport enough for one 
day, and to-morrow we can renew our labors. Now, while Phoebus parches the earth, let us put by our 
implements and indulge ourselves with rest.” 

 

There was a valley thick enclosed with cypresses and pines, sacred to the huntress queen, Diana. In the 
extremity of the valley was a cave, not adorned with art, but nature had counterfeited art in its construction, 
for she had turned the arch of its roof with stones as delicately fitted as if by the hand of man. A fountain 
burst out from one side, whose open basin was bounded by a grassy rim. Here the goddess of the woods 
used to come when weary with hunting and lave her virgin limbs in the sparkling water. 

 

One day, having repaired thither with her nymphs, she handed her javelin, her quiver, and her bow to one, 
her robe to another, while a third unbound the sandals from her feet. Then Crocale, the most skilful of them, 
arranged her hair, and Nephele, Hyale, and the rest drew water in capacious urns. While the goddess was 
thus employed in the labors of the toilet, behold Actaeon, having quitted his companions, and rambling 
without any especial object, came to the place, led thither by his destiny. As he presented himself at the 
entrance of the cave, the nymphs, seeing a man, screamed and rushed towards the goddess to hide her with 
their bodies. But she was taller than the rest and overtopped them all by a head. Such a color as tinges the 
clouds at sunset or at dawn came over the countenance of Diana thus taken by surprise. Surrounded as she 
was by her nymphs, she yet turned half away, and sought with a sudden impulse for her arrows. As they 
were not at hand, she dashed the water into the face of the intruder, adding these words: “Now go and tell, 
if you can, that you have seen Diana unapparelled.” Immediately a pair of branching stag’s horns grew out 
of his head, his neck gained in length, his ears grew sharp- pointed, his hands became feet, his arms long 
legs, his body was covered with a hairy spotted hide. Fear took the place of his former boldness, and the hero 
fled. He could not but admire his own speed; but when he saw his horns in the water, “Ah, wretched me!” he 
would have said, but no sound followed the effort. He groaned, and tears flowed down the face which had 
taken the place of his own. Yet his consciousness remained. What shall he do?—go home to seek the 
palace, or lie hid in the woods? The latter he was afraid, the former he was ashamed, to do. While he 
hesitated the dogs saw him. First Melampus, a Spartan dog, gave the signal with his bark, then 
Pamphagus, Dorceus, Lelaps, Theron, Nape, Tigris, and all the rest, rushed after him swifter than the wind. 
Over rocks and cliffs, through mountain gorges that seemed impracticable, he fled and they followed. Where 
he had often chased the stag and cheered on his pack, his pack now chased him, cheered on by his 
huntsmen. He longed to cry out, “I am Actaeon; recognize your master!” but the words came not at his will. 
The air resounded with the bark of the dogs. Presently one fastened on his back, another seized his 
shoulder. While they held their master, the rest of the pack came up and buried their teeth in his flesh. He 
groaned,—not in a human voice, yet certainly not in a stag’s,—and falling on his knees, raised his eyes, and 
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would have raised his arms in supplication, if he had had them. His friends and fellow-huntsmen cheered on 
the dogs, and looked everywhere for Actaeon, calling on him to join the sport. At the sound of his name he 
turned his head, and heard them regret that he should be away. He earnestly wished he was. He would have 
been well pleased to see the exploits of his dogs, but to feel them was too much. They were all around him, 
rending and tearing; and it was not till they had torn his life out that the anger of Diana was satisfied. 

In Shelley’s poem “Adonais” is the following allusion to the story of 

Actaeon: “‘Midst others of less note came one frail form, 
A phantom among men: companionless 
As the last cloud of an expiring storm, 
Whose thunder is its knell; he, as I 
guess, Had gazed on Nature’s naked 
loveliness, Actaeon-like, and now he fled 
astray 
With feeble steps o’er the world’s 
wilderness; And his own Thoughts, along 
that rugged way, 
Pursued like raging hounds their father and their prey.” Stanza 

31. 

The allusion is probably to Shelley himself. 
 

 

 
LATONA AND THE RUSTICS 

 
Some thought the goddess in this instance more severe than was just, while others praised her conduct as 
strictly consistent with her virgin dignity. As, usual, the recent event brought older ones to mind, and one 
of the bystanders told this story: “Some countrymen of Lycia once insulted the goddess Latona, but not with 
impunity. When I was young, my father, who had grown too old for active labors, sent me to Lycia to drive 
thence some choice oxen, and there I saw the very pond and marsh where the wonder happened. Near by 
stood an ancient altar, black with the smoke of sacrifice and almost buried among the reeds. I inquired 
whose altar it might be, whether of Faunus or the Naiads, or some god of the neighboring mountain, and one 
of the country people replied, ‘No mountain or river god possesses this altar, but she whom royal Juno in her 
jealousy drove from land to land, denying her any spot of earth whereon to rear her twins. Bearing in her 
arms the infant deities, Latona reached this land, weary with her burden and parched with thirst. By chance 
she espied on the bottom of the valley this pond of clear water, where the country people were at work 
gathering willows and osiers. The goddess approached, and kneeling on the bank would have slaked her 
thirst in the cool stream, but the rustics forbade her. ‘Why do you refuse me water?’ said she; ‘water is free 
to all. Nature allows no one to claim as property the sunshine, the air, or the water. I come to take my 
share of the common blessing. Yet I ask it of you as a favor. I have no intention of washing my limbs in it, 
weary though they be, but only to quench my thirst. My mouth is so dry that I can hardly speak. A draught 
Of water would be nectar to me; it would revive me, and I would own myself indebted to you for life itself. 
Let these infants move your pity, who stretch out their little arms as if to plead for me;’ and the children, as it 
happened, were stretching out their arms. 

 

“Who would not have been moved with these gentle words of the goddess? But these clowns persisted in 
their rudeness; they even added jeers and threats of violence if she did not leave the place. Nor was this 
all. They waded into the pond and stirred up the mud with their feet, so as to make the water unfit to drink. 
Latona was so angry that she ceased to mind her thirst. She no longer supplicated the clowns, but lifting her 
hands to heaven exclaimed, ‘May they never quit that pool, but pass their lives there!’ And it came to pass 
accordingly. They now live in the water, sometimes totally submerged, then raising their heads above the 
surface or swimming upon it. Sometimes they come out upon the bank, but soon leap back again into the 
water. They still use their base voices in railing, and though they have the water all to themselves, are not 
ashamed to croak in the midst of it. Their voices are harsh, their throats bloated, their mouths have become 
stretched by constant railing, their necks have shrunk up and disappeared, and their heads are joined to 
their bodies. Their backs are green, their disproportioned bellies white, and in short they are now frogs, and 
dwell in the slimy pool.” 

 

This story explains the allusion in one of Milton’s sonnets, “On the detraction which followed upon his writing 
certain treatises.” 

 

“I did but prompt the age to quit their clogs 
By the known laws of ancient liberty, 
When straight a barbarous noise environs 
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me Of owls and cuckoos, asses, apes and 
dogs. 
As when those hinds that were transformed to 
frogs Railed at Latona’s twin-born progeny, 
Which after held the sun and moon in fee.” 

 

The persecution which Latona experienced from Juno is alluded to in the story. The tradition was that the 
future mother of Apollo and Diana, flying from the wrath of Juno, besought all the islands of the Aegean to 
afford her a place of rest, but all feared too much the potent queen of heaven to assist her rival. Delos alone 
consented to become the birthplace of the future deities. Delos was then a floating island; but when Latona 
arrived there, Jupiter fastened it with adamantine chains to the bottom of the sea, that it might be a secure 
resting-place for his beloved. Byron alludes to Delos in his “Don Juan”: 

 

“The isles of Greece! the isles of Greece! 
Where burning Sappho loved and 
sung, Where grew the arts of war and 
peace, Where Delos rose and 
Phoebus sprung!” 

 

CHAPTER V 
 

PHAETON 

 
Phaeton was the son of Apollo and the nymph Clymene. One day a schoolfellow laughed at the idea of his 
being the son of the god, and Phaeton went in rage and shame and reported it to his mother. “If,” said he, “I 
am indeed of heavenly birth, give me, mother, some proof of it, and establish my claim to the honor.” Clymene 
stretched forth her hands towards the skies, and said, “I call to witness the Sun which looks down upon us, 
that I have told you the truth. If I speak falsely, let this be the last time I behold his light. But it needs not 
much labor to go and inquire for yourself; the land whence the Sun rises lies next to ours. Go and demand 
of him whether he will own you as a son.” Phaeton heard with delight. He travelled to India, which lies 
directly in the regions of sunrise; and, full of hope and pride, approached the goal whence his parent 
begins his course. 

 

The palace of the Sun stood reared aloft on columns, glittering with gold and precious stones, while polished 
ivory formed the ceilings, and silver the doors. The workmanship surpassed the material; [Footnote: See 
Proverbial Expressions.] for upon the walls Vulcan had represented earth, sea, and skies, with their 
inhabitants. In the sea were the nymphs, some sporting in the waves, some riding on the backs of fishes, 
while others sat upon the rocks and dried their sea-green hair. Their faces were not all alike, nor yet 
unlike,—but such as sisters’ ought to be. [Footnote: See Proverbial Expressions.] The earth had its towns 
and forests and rivers and rustic divinities. Over all was carved the likeness of the glorious heaven; and on 
the silver doors the twelve signs of the zodiac, six on each side. 

 

Clymene’s son advanced up the steep ascent, and entered the halls of his disputed father. He approached 
the paternal presence, but stopped at a distance, for the light was more than he could bear. Phoebus, 
arrayed in a purple vesture, sat on a throne, which glittered as with diamonds. On his right hand and his left 
stood the Day, the Month, and the Year, and, at regular intervals, the Hours. Spring stood with her head 
crowned with flowers, and Summer, with garment cast aside, and a garland formed of spears of ripened 
grain, and Autumn, with his feet stained with grape-juice, and icy Winter, with his hair stiffened with hoar 
frost. Surrounded by these attendants, the Sun, with the eye that sees everything, beheld the youth dazzled 
with the novelty and splendor of the scene, and inquired the purpose of his errand. The youth replied, “O light 
of the boundless world, Phoebus, my father,—if you permit me to use that name,—give me some proof, I 
beseech you, by which I may be known as yours.” He ceased; and his father, laying aside the beams that 
shone all around his head, bade him approach, and embracing him, said, “My son, you deserve not to be 
disowned, and I confirm what your mother has told you. To put an end to your doubts, ask what you will, the 
gift shall be yours. I call to witness that dreadful lake, which I never saw, but which we gods swear by in our 
most solemn engagements.” Phaeton immediately asked to be permitted for one day to drive the chariot of 
the sun. The father repented of his promise; thrice and four times he shook his radiant head in warning. “I 
have spoken rashly,” said he; “this only request I would fain deny. I beg you to withdraw it. It is not a safe 
boon, nor one, my Phaeton, suited to your youth and strength. Your lot is mortal, and you ask what is beyond 
a mortal’s power. In your ignorance you aspire to do that which not even the gods themselves may do. 
None but myself may drive the flaming car of day. Not even Jupiter, whose terrible right arm hurls 
the thunderbolts. The first part of the way is steep, and such as the horses when fresh in the morning 
can hardly climb; the middle is high up in the heavens, whence I myself can scarcely, without alarm, look 
down and behold the earth and sea stretched beneath me. The last part of the road descends rapidly, 
and requires most careful driving. Tethys, who is waiting to receive me, often trembles for me lest I should 
fall headlong. Add to all this, the heaven is all the time turning round and carrying the stars with it. I have to 
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be perpetually on my guard lest that movement, which sweeps everything else along, should hurry me 
also away. Suppose I should lend you the chariot, what would you do? Could you keep your course while 
the sphere was revolving under you? Perhaps you think that there are forests and cities, the abodes of 
gods, and palaces and temples on the way. On the contrary, the road is through the midst of frightful 
monsters. You pass by the horns of the Bull, in front of the Archer, and near the Lion’s jaws, and where the 
Scorpion stretches its arms in one direction and the Crab in another. Nor will you find it easy to guide those 
horses, with their breasts full of fire that they breathe forth from their mouths and nostrils. I can scarcely 
govern them myself, when they are unruly and resist the reins. Beware, my son, lest I be the donor of a 
fatal gift; recall your request while yet you may. Do you ask me for a proof that you are sprung from my 
blood? I give you a proof in my fears for you. Look at my face—I would that you could look into my breast, 
you would there see all a father’s anxiety. Finally,” he continued, “look round the world and choose 
whatever you will of what earth or sea contains most precious—ask it and fear no refusal. This only I pray 
you not to urge. It is not honor, but destruction you seek. Why do you hang round my neck and still entreat 
me? You shall have it if you persist,—the oath is sworn and must be kept,—but I beg you to choose more 
wisely.” 

 

He ended; but the youth rejected all admonition and held to his demand. So, having resisted as long as he 
could, Phoebus at last led the way to where stood the lofty chariot. 

 

It was of gold, the gift of Vulcan; the axle was of gold, the pole and wheels of gold, the spokes of silver. Along 
the seat were rows of chrysolites and diamonds which reflected all around the brightness of the sun. While 
the daring youth, gazed in admiration, the early Dawn threw open the purple doors of the east, and showed 
the pathway strewn with roses. The stars withdrew, marshalled by the Day-star, which last of all retired also. 
The father, when he saw the earth beginning to glow, and the Moon preparing to retire, ordered the Hours 
to harness up the horses. They obeyed, and led forth from the lofty stalls the steeds full fed with ambrosia, 
and attached the reins. Then the father bathed the face of his son with a powerful unguent, and made him 
capable of enduring the brightness of the flame. He set the rays on his head, and, with a foreboding sigh, 
said, “If, my son, you will in this at least heed my advice, spare the whip and hold tight the reins. They go fast 
enough of their own accord; the labor is to hold them in. You are not to take the straight road directly 
between the five circles, but turn off to the left. Keep within the limit of the middle zone, and avoid the 
northern and the southern alike. You will see the marks of the wheels, and they will serve to guide you. And, 
that the skies and the earth may each receive their due share of heat, go not too high, or you will burn the 
heavenly dwellings, nor too low, or you will set the earth on fire; the middle course is safest and best. 
[Footnote: See Proverbial Expressions] And now I leave you to your chance, which I hope will plan better for 
you than you have done for yourself. Night is passing out of the western gates and we can delay no longer. 
Take the reins; but if at last your heart fails you, and you will benefit by my advice, stay where you are in 
safety, and suffer me to light and warm the earth.” The agile youth sprang into the chariot, stood erect, and 
grasped the reins with delight, pouring out thanks to his reluctant parent. 

 

Meanwhile the horses fill the air with their snortings and fiery breath, and stamp the ground impatient. Now 
the bars are let down, and the boundless plain of the universe lies open before them. They dart forward and 
cleave the opposing clouds, and outrun the morning breezes which started from the same eastern goal. The 
steeds soon perceived that the load they drew was lighter than usual; and as a ship without ballast is tossed 
hither and thither on the sea, so the chariot, without its accustomed weight, was dashed about as if empty. 
They rush headlong and leave the travelled road. He is alarmed, and knows not how to guide them; nor, if 
he knew, has he the power. Then, for the first time, the Great and Little Bear were scorched with heat, and 
would fain, if it were possible, have plunged into the water; and the Serpent which lies coiled up round the 
north pole, torpid and harmless, grew warm, and with warmth felt its rage revive. Bootes, they say, fled 
away, though encumbered with his plough, and all unused to rapid motion. 

 

When hapless Phaeton looked down upon the earth, now spreading in vast extent beneath him, he grew 
pale and his knees shook with terror. In spite of the glare all around him, the sight of his eyes grew dim. He 
wished he had never touched his father’s horses, never learned his parentage, never prevailed in his 
request. He is borne along like a vessel that flies before a tempest, when the pilot can do no more and 
betakes himself to his prayers. What shall he do? Much of the heavenly road is left behind, but more 
remains before. He turns his eyes from one direction to the other; now to the goal whence he began his 
course, now to the realms of sunset which he is not destined to reach. He loses his self- command, and 
knows not what to do,—whether to draw tight the reins or throw them loose; he forgets the names of the 
horses. He sees with terror the monstrous forms scattered over the surface of heaven. Here the Scorpion 
extended his two great arms, with his tail and crooked claws stretching over two signs of the zodiac. When 
the boy beheld him, reeking with poison and menacing with his fangs, his courage failed, and the reins fell 
from his hands. The horses, when they felt them loose on their backs, dashed headlong, and unrestrained 
went off into unknown regions of the sky, in among the stars, hurling the chariot over pathless places, now 
up in high heaven, now down almost to the earth. The moon saw with astonishment her brother’s chariot 
running beneath her own. The clouds begin to smoke, and the mountain tops take fire; the fields are 
parched with heat, the plants wither, the trees with their leafy branches burn, the harvest is ablaze! But 
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these are small things. Great cities perished, with their walls and towers; whole nations with their people 
were consumed to ashes! The forest-clad mountains burned, Athos and Taurus and Tmolus and OEte; 
Ida, once celebrated for fountains, but now all dry; the Muses’ mountain Helicon, and Haemus; Aetna, with 
fires within and without, and Parnassus, with his two peaks, and Rhodope, forced at last to part with his 
snowy crown. Her cold climate was no protection to Scythia, Caucasus burned, and Ossa and Pindus, and, 
greater than both, Olympus; the Alps high in air, and the Apennines crowned with clouds. 

 

Then Phaeton beheld the world on fire, and felt the heat intolerable. The air he breathed was like the air of a 
furnace and full of burning ashes, and the smoke was of a pitchy darkness. He dashed forward he knew 
not whither. Then, it is believed, the people of Aethiopia became black by the blood being forced so 
suddenly to the surface, and the Libyan desert was dried up to the condition in which it remains to this day. 
The Nymphs of the fountains, with dishevelled hair, mourned their waters, nor were the rivers safe beneath 
their banks: Tanais smoked, and Caicus, Xanthus, and Meander; Babylonian Euphrates and Ganges, 
Tagus with golden sands, and Cayster where the swans resort. Nile fled away and hid his head in the desert, 
and there it still remains concealed. Where he used to discharge his waters through seven mouths into the 
sea, there seven dry channels alone remained. The earth cracked open, and through the chinks light broke 
into Tartarus, and frightened the king of shadows and his queen. The sea shrank up. Where before was 
water, it became a dry plain; and the mountains that lie beneath the waves lifted up their heads and became 
islands. The fishes sought the lowest depths, and the dolphins no longer ventured as usual to sport on the 
surface. Even Nereus, and his wife Doris, with the Nereids, their daughters, sought the deepest caves for 
refuge. Thrice Neptune essayed to raise his head above the surface, and thrice was driven back by the heat. 
Earth, surrounded as she was by waters, yet with head and shoulders bare, screening her face with her 
hand, looked up to heaven, and with a husky voice called on Jupiter: 

 

“O ruler of the gods, if I have deserved this treatment, and it is your will that I perish with fire, why withhold 
your thunderbolts? Let me at least fall by your hand. Is this the reward of my fertility, of my obedient 
service? Is it for this that I have supplied herbage for cattle, and fruits for men, and frankincense for 
your altars? But if I am unworthy of regard, what has my brother Ocean done to deserve such a fate? If 
neither of us can excite your pity, think, I pray you, of your own heaven, and behold how both the poles are 
smoking which sustain your palace, which must fall if they be destroyed. Atlas faints, and scarce holds up 
his burden. If sea, earth, and heaven perish, we fall into ancient Chaos. Save what yet remains to us 
from the devouring flame. O, take thought for our deliverance in this awful moment!” 

 

Thus spoke Earth, and overcome with heat and thirst, could say no more. Then Jupiter omnipotent, calling 
to witness all the gods, including him who had lent the chariot, and showing them that all was lost unless 
speedy remedy were applied, mounted the lofty tower from whence he diffuses clouds over the earth, and 
hurls the forked lightnings. But at that time not a cloud was to be found to interpose for a screen to earth, 
nor was a shower remaining unexhausted. He thundered, and brandishing a lightning bolt in his right hand 
launched it against the charioteer, and struck him at the same moment from his seat and from existence! 
Phaeton, with his hair on fire, fell headlong, like a shooting star which marks the heavens with its brightness 
as it falls, and Eridanus, the great river, received him and cooled his burning frame. The Italian Naiads 
reared a tomb for him, and inscribed these words upon the stone: 

 

“Driver of Phoebus’ chariot Phaeton, 
Struck by Jove’s thunder, rests beneath this stone. 
He could not rule his father’s car of fire, 
Yet was it much so nobly to aspire” 

[Footnote: See Proverbial Expressions] 

His sisters, the Heliades, as they lamented his fate, were turned into poplar trees, on the banks of the river, 
and their tears, which continued to flow, became amber as they dropped into the stream. 

 

Milman, in his poem of “Samor,” makes the following allusion 
to Phaeton’s story: 

 

“As when the palsied universe 
aghast Lay mute and still, 
When drove, so poets sing, the Sun-born youth 
Devious through Heaven’s affrighted signs his 
sire’s Ill-granted chariot. Him the Thunderer 
hurled 
From th’ empyrean headlong to the gulf 
Of the half-parched Eridanus, where 
weep 
Even now the sister trees their amber 



139  

tears O’er Phaeton untimely dead” 
 

In the beautiful lines of Walter Savage Landor, descriptive of 
the Sea-shell, there is an allusion to the Sun’s palace and 
chariot. 
The water-nymph says: 

 

“I have sinuous shells of pearly hue 
Within, and things that lustre have 
imbibed 
In the sun’s palace porch, where when 
unyoked His chariot wheel stands midway on 
the wave. Shake one and it awakens; then 
apply 
Its polished lip to your attentive 
ear, And it remembers its august 
abodes, 
And murmurs as the ocean murmurs there.” 

 

—Gebir, Book I. 
 

CHAPTER VI 
 

MIDAS—BAUCIS AND PHILEMON 

 
Bacchus, on a certain occasion, found his old schoolmaster and foster-father, Silenus, missing. The old man 
had been drinking, and in that state wandered away, and was found by some peasants, who carried him to 
their king, Midas. Midas recognized him, and treated him hospitably, entertaining him for ten days and 
nights with an unceasing round of jollity. On the eleventh day he brought Silenus back, and restored him in 
safety to his pupil. Whereupon Bacchus offered Midas his choice of a reward, whatever he might wish. He 
asked that whatever he might touch should be changed into GOLD. Bacchus consented, though sorry that 
he had not made a better choice. Midas went his way, rejoicing in his new-acquired power, which he 
hastened to put to the test. He could scarce believe his eyes when he found a twig of an oak, which he 
plucked from the branch, become gold in his hand. He took up a stone; it changed to gold. He touched a sod; 
it did the same. He took an apple from the tree; you would have thought he had robbed the garden of the 
Hesperides. His joy knew no bounds, and as soon as he got home, he ordered the servants to set a splendid 
repast on the table. Then he found to his dismay that whether he touched bread, it hardened in his hand; or 
put a morsel to his lips, it defied his teeth. He took a glass of wine, but it flowed down his throat like melted 
gold. 

 

In consternation at the unprecedented affliction, he strove to divest himself of his power; he hated the gift he 
had lately coveted. But all in vain; starvation seemed to await him. He raised his arms, all shining with gold, 
in prayer to Bacchus, begging to be delivered from his glittering destruction. Bacchus, merciful deity, heard 
and consented. “Go,” said he, “to the River Pactolus, trace the stream to its fountain-head, there plunge your 
head and body in, and wash away your fault and its punishment.” He did so, and scarce had he touched the 
waters before the gold- creating power passed into them, and the river-sands became changed into GOLD, as 
they remain to this day. 

 

Thenceforth Midas, hating wealth and splendor, dwelt in the country, and became a worshipper of Pan, the 
god of the fields. On a certain occasion Pan had the temerity to compare his music with that of Apollo, and 
to challenge the god of the lyre to a trial of skill. The challenge was accepted, and Tmolus, the mountain 
god, was chosen umpire. The senior took his seat, and cleared away the trees from his ears to listen. At a 
given signal Pan blew on his pipes, and with his rustic melody gave great satisfaction to himself and his 
faithful follower Midas, who happened to be present. Then Tmolus turned his head toward the Sun-god, and 
all his trees turned with him. Apollo rose, his brow wreathed with Parnassian laurel, while his robe of Tyrian 
purple swept the ground. In his left hand he held the lyre, and with his right hand struck the strings. Ravished 
with the harmony, Tmolus at once awarded the victory to the god of the lyre, and all but Midas acquiesced 
in the judgment. He dissented, and questioned the justice of the award. Apollo would not suffer such a 
depraved pair of ears any longer to wear the human form, but caused them to increase in length, grow hairy, 
within and without, and movable on their roots; in short, to be on the perfect pattern of those of an ass. 

 
Mortified enough was King Midas at this mishap; but he consoled himself with the thought that it was possible to  
hide his misfortune, which he attempted to do by means of an ample turban or head-dress. But his hair-dresser of 
course knew the secret. He was charged not to mention it, and threatened with dire punishment if he presumed to 
disobey. But he found it too much for his discretion to keep such a secret; so he went out into the meadow, dug a 
hole in the ground, and stooping down, whispered the story, and covered it up. Before long a thick bed of reeds 
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sprang up in the meadow, and as soon as it had gained its growth, began whispering the story, and has 
continued   to do so, from that day to this, every time a breeze passes over the place. 

 

The story of King Midas has been told by others with some variations. Dryden, in the “Wife of Bath’s Tale,” 
makes Midas’s queen the betrayer of the secret: 

 

“This Midas knew, and durst 
communicate To none but to his wife his 
ears of state.” 

 

Midas was king of Phrygia. He was the son of Gordius, a poor countryman, who was taken by the people and 
made king, in obedience to the command of the oracle, which had said that their future king should come in 
a wagon. While the people were deliberating, Gordius with his wife and son came driving his wagon into the 
public square. 

 

Gordius, being made king, dedicated his wagon to the deity of the oracle, and tied it up in its place with a 
fast knot. This was the celebrated Gordian knot, which, in after times it was said, whoever should untie 
should become lord of all Asia. Many tried to untie it, but none succeeded, till Alexander the Great, in his 
career of conquest, came to Phrygia. He tried his skill with as ill success as others, till growing impatient 
he drew his sword and cut the knot. When he afterwards succeeded in subjecting all Asia to his sway, 
people began to think that he had complied with the terms of the oracle according to its true meaning. 

 
BAUCIS AND PHILEMON 

 
On a certain hill in Phrygia stands a linden tree and an oak, enclosed by a low wall. Not far from the spot is a 
marsh, formerly good habitable land, but now indented with pools, the resort of fen-birds and cormorants. 
Once on a time Jupiter, in, human shape, visited this country, and with him his son Mercury (he of the 
caduceus), without his wings. They presented themselves, as weary travellers, at many a door, seeking rest 
and shelter, but found all closed, for it was late, and the inhospitable inhabitants would not rouse themselves 
to open for their reception. At last a humble mansion received them, a small thatched cottage, where Baucis, 
a pious old dame, and her husband Philemon, united when young, had grown old together. Not ashamed of 
their poverty, they made it endurable by moderate desires and kind dispositions. One need not look there for 
master or for servant; they two were the whole household, master and servant alike. When the two heavenly 
guests crossed the humble threshold, and bowed their heads to pass under the low door, the old man 
placed a seat, on which Baucis, bustling and attentive, spread a cloth, and begged them to sit down. Then 
she raked out the coals from the ashes, and kindled up a fire, fed it with leaves and dry bark, and with her 
scanty breath blew it into a flame. She brought out of a corner split sticks and dry branches, broke them 
up, and placed them under the small kettle. Her husband collected some pot-herbs in the garden, and she 
shred them from the stalks, and prepared them for the pot. He reached down with a forked stick a flitch of 
bacon hanging in the chimney, cut a small piece, and put it in the pot to boil with the herbs, setting away the 
rest for another time. A beechen bowl was filled with warm water, that their guests might wash. While all was 
doing, they beguiled the time with conversation. 

 

On the bench designed for the guests was laid a cushion stuffed with sea-weed; and a cloth, only produced 
on great occasions, but ancient and coarse enough, was spread over that. The old lady, with her apron on, 
with trembling hand set the table. One leg was shorter than the rest, but a piece of slate put under restored 
the level. When fixed, she rubbed the table down with some sweet- smelling herbs. Upon it she set some of 
chaste Minerva’s olives, some cornel berries preserved in vinegar, and added radishes and cheese, with 
eggs lightly cooked in the ashes. All were served in earthen dishes, and an earthenware pitcher, with wooden 
cups, stood beside them. When all was ready, the stew, smoking hot, was set on the table. Some wine, not 
of the oldest, was added; and for dessert, apples and wild honey; and over and above all, friendly faces, and 
simple but hearty welcome. 

 

Now while the repast proceeded, the old folks were astonished to see that the wine, as fast as it was poured 
out, renewed itself in the pitcher, of its own accord. Struck with terror, Baucis and Philemon recognized their 
heavenly guests, fell on their knees, and with clasped hands implored forgiveness for their poor 
entertainment. There was an old goose, which they kept as the guardian of their humble cottage; and they 
bethought them to make this a sacrifice in honor of their guests. But the goose, too nimble, with the aid of 
feet and wings, for the old folks, eluded their pursuit, and at last took shelter between the gods themselves. 
They forbade it to be slain; and spoke in these words: “We are gods. This inhospitable village shall pay the 
penalty of its impiety; you alone shall go free from the chastisement. Quit your house, and come with us to 
the top of yonder hill.” They hastened to obey, and, staff in hand, labored up the steep ascent. They had 
reached to within an arrow’s flight of the top, when turning their eyes below, they beheld all the country 
sunk in a lake, only their own house left standing. While they gazed with wonder at the sight, and lamented 
the fate of their neighbors, that old house of theirs was changed into a temple. Columns took the place of 
the corner posts, the thatch grew yellow and appeared a gilded roof, the floors became marble, the doors 
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were enriched with carving and ornaments of gold. Then spoke Jupiter in benignant accents: “Excellent 
old man, and woman worthy of such a husband, speak, tell us your wishes; what favor have you to ask of 
us?” Philemon took counsel with Baucis a few moments; then declared to the gods their united wish. “We 
ask to be priests and guardians of this your temple; and since here we have passed our lives in love and 
concord, we wish that one and the same hour may take us both from life, that I may not live to see her 
grave, nor be laid in my own by her.” Their prayer was granted. They were the keepers of the temple as 
long as they lived. When grown very old, as they stood one day before the steps of the sacred edifice, and 
were telling the story of the place, Baucis saw Philemon begin to put forth leaves, and old Philemon saw 
Baucis changing in like manner. And now a leafy crown had grown over their heads, while exchanging 
parting words, as long as they could speak. “Farewell, dear spouse,” they said, together, and at the same 
moment the bark closed over their mouths. The Tyanean shepherd still shows the two trees, standing side 
by side, made out of the two good old people. 

 

The story of Baucis and Philemon has been imitated by Swift, in a burlesque style, the actors in the change 
being two wandering saints, and the house being changed into a church, of which Philemon is made the 
parson. The following may serve as a specimen: 

 

“They scarce had spoke, when, fair and 
soft, The roof began to mount aloft; 
Aloft rose every beam and rafter; 
The heavy wall climbed slowly 
after. 
The chimney widened and grew higher, 
Became a steeple with a spire. 
The kettle to the top was hoist. 
And there stood fastened to a 
joist, But with the upside down, to 
show Its inclination for below; 
In vain, for a superior force, 
Applied at bottom, stops its 
course; Doomed ever in 
suspense to dwell, ‘Tis now no 
kettle, but a bell. 
A wooden jack, which had 
almost Lost by disuse the art to 
roast, 
A sudden alteration feels 
Increased by new intestine 
wheels; And, what exalts the 
wonder more. 
The number made the motion 
slower; The flier, though’t had 
leaden feet, 
Turned round so quick you scarce could 
see’t; But slackened by some secret power, 
Now hardly moves an inch an 
hour. The jack and chimney, near 
allied, Had never left each other’s 
side: The chimney to a steeple 
grown, The jack would not be left 
alone; But up against the steeple 
reared, Became a clock, and still 
adhered; And still its love to 
household cares By a shrill voice 
at noon declares, Warning the 
cook-maid not to burn 
That roast meat which it cannot 
turn; The groaning chair began to 
crawl, Like a huge snail, along the 
wall; There stuck aloft in public 
view, 
And with small change, a pulpit 
grew. A bedstead of the antique 
mode, Compact of timber many a 
load, 
Such as our ancestors did 
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use, Was metamorphosed into 
pews, 
Which still their ancient nature keep 
By lodging folks disposed to sleep.” 
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Bulfinch's Mythology, Chs. IX, XX, and XXV 

 
CHAPTER XIX 

HERCULES—HEBE AND GANYMEDE 

HERCULES 

Hercules was the son of Jupiter and Alcmena. As Juno was always hostile to the offspring of her husband by 
mortal mothers, she declared war against Hercules from his birth. She sent two serpents to destroy him as 
he lay in his cradle, but the precocious infant strangled them with his own hands. He was, however, by the 
arts of Juno rendered subject to Eurystheus and compelled to perform all his commands. Eurystheus 
enjoined upon him a succession of desperate adventures, which are called the “Twelve Labors of Hercules.” 
The first was the fight with the Nemean lion. The valley of Nemea was infested by a terrible lion. Eurystheus 
ordered Hercules to bring him the skin of this monster. After using in vain his club and arrows against the 
lion, Hercules strangled the animal with his hands. He returned carrying the dead lion on his shoulders; but 
Eurystheus was so frightened at the sight of it and at this proof of the prodigious strength of the hero, that he 
ordered him to deliver the account of his exploits in future outside the town. 

 

His next labor was the slaughter of the Hydra. This monster ravaged the country of Argos, and dwelt in a 
swamp near the well of Amymone. This well had been discovered by Amymone when the country was 
suffering from drought, and the story was that Neptune, who loved her, had permitted her to touch the rock 
with his trident, and a spring of three outlets burst forth. Here the Hydra took up his position, and Hercules 
was sent to destroy him. The Hydra had nine heads, of which the middle one was immortal. Hercules struck 
off its heads with his club, but in the place of the head knocked off, two new ones grew forth each time. At 
length with the assistance of his faithful servant Iolaus, he burned away the heads of the Hydra, and buried 
the ninth or immortal one under a huge rock. 

 

Another labor was the cleaning of the Augean stables. Augeas, king of Elis, had a herd of three thousand 
oxen, whose stalls had not been cleansed for thirty years. Hercules brought the rivers Alpheus and Peneus 
through them, and cleansed them thoroughly in one day. 

 

His next labor was of a more delicate kind. Admeta, the daughter of Eurystheus, longed to obtain the girdle of 
the queen of the Amazons, and Eurystheus ordered Hercules to go and get it. The Amazons were a nation of 
women. They were very warlike and held several flourishing cities. It was their custom to bring up only the 
female children; the boys were either sent away to the neighboring nations or put to death. Hercules was 
accompanied by a number of volunteers, and after various adventures at last reached the country of the 
Amazons. Hippolyta, the queen, received him kindly, and consented to yield him her girdle, but Juno, taking 
the form of an Amazon, went and persuaded the rest that the strangers were carrying off their queen. They 
instantly armed and came in great numbers down to the ship. Hercules, thinking that Hippolyta had acted 
treacherously, slew her, and taking her girdle made sail homewards. 

 

Another task enjoined him was to bring to Eurystheus the oxen of Geryon, a monster with three bodies, who 
dwelt in the island Erytheia (the red), so called because it lay at the west, under the rays of the setting 
sun. This description is thought to apply to Spain, of which Geryon was king. After traversing various 
countries, Hercules reached at length the frontiers of Libya and Europe, where he raised the two mountains 
of Calpe and Abyla, as monuments of his progress, or, according to another account, rent one mountain into 
two and left half on each side, forming the straits of Gibraltar, the two mountains being called the Pillars of 
Hercules. The oxen were guarded by the giant Eurytion and his two-headed dog, but Hercules killed the 
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giant and his dog and brought away the oxen in safety to Eurystheus. 
 

The most difficult labor of all was getting the golden apples of the Hesperides, for Hercules did not know 
where to find them. These were the apples which Juno had received at her wedding from the goddess of the 
Earth, and which she had intrusted to the keeping of the daughters of Hesperus, assisted by a watchful 
dragon. After various adventures Hercules arrived at Mount Atlas in Africa. Atlas was one of the Titans who 
had warred against the gods, and after they were subdued, Atlas was condemned to bear on his shoulders 
the weight of the heavens. He was the father of the Hesperides, and Hercules thought might, if any one 
could, find the apples and bring them to him. But how to send Atlas away from his post, or bear up the 
heavens while he was gone? Hercules took the burden on his own shoulders, and sent Atlas to seek the 
apples. He returned with them, and though somewhat reluctantly, took his burden upon his shoulders again, 
and let Hercules return with the apples to Eurystheus. 

 

Milton, in his “Comus,” makes the Hesperides the daughters of 
Hesperus and nieces of Atlas: 

 

“… amidst the gardens fair / Of Hesperus and his daughters three, / That sing about the golden tree.” 
 

The poets, led by the analogy of the lovely appearance of the western sky at sunset, viewed the west as a 
region of brightness and glory. Hence they placed in it the Isles of the Blest, the ruddy Isle Erythea, on which 
the bright oxen of Geryon were pastured, and the Isle of the Hesperides. The apples are supposed by some to 
be the oranges of Spain, of which the Greeks had heard some obscure accounts. 

 

A celebrated exploit of Hercules was his victory over Antaeus. Antaeus, the son of Terra, the Earth, was a 
mighty giant and wrestler, whose strength was invincible so long as he remained in contact with his mother 
Earth. He compelled all strangers who came to his country to wrestle with him, on condition that if 
conquered (as they all were) they should be put to death. Hercules encountered him, and finding that it was 
of no avail to throw him, for he always rose with renewed strength from every fall, he lifted him up from the 
earth and strangled him in the air. 

 

Cacus was a huge giant, who inhabited a cave on Mount Aventine, and plundered the surrounding country. 
When Hercules was driving home the oxen of Geryon, Cacus stole part of the cattle, while the hero slept. 
That their footprints might not serve to show where they had been driven, he dragged them backward by 
their tails to his cave; so their tracks all seemed to show that they had gone in the opposite direction. 
Hercules was deceived by this stratagem, and would have failed to find his oxen, if it had not happened that 
in driving the remainder of the herd past the cave where the stolen ones were concealed, those within 
began to low, and were thus discovered. Cacus was slain by Hercules. 

 

The last exploit we shall record was bringing Cerberus from the lower world. Hercules descended into 
Hades, accompanied by Mercury and Minerva. He obtained permission from Pluto to carry Cerberus to the 
upper air, provided he could do it without the use of weapons; and in spite of the monster’s struggling, he  
seized him, held him fast, and carried him to Eurystheus, and afterwards brought him back again. When he 
was in Hades he obtained the liberty of Theseus, his admirer and imitator, who had been detained a 
prisoner there for an unsuccessful attempt to carry off Proserpine. 

 

Hercules in a fit of madness killed his friend Iphitus, and was condemned for this offence to become the 
slave of Queen Omphale for three years. While in this service the hero’s nature seemed changed. He lived 
effeminately, wearing at times the dress of a woman, and spinning wool with the hand-maidens of Omphale, 
while the queen wore his lion’s skin. When this service was ended he married Dejanira and lived in peace 
with her three years. On one occasion as he was travelling with his wife, they came to a river, across which 
the Centaur Nessus carried travellers for a stated fee. Hercules himself forded the river, but gave Dejanira to 
Nessus to be carried across. Nessus attempted to run away with her, but Hercules heard her cries and shot 
an arrow into the heart of Nessus. The dying Centaur told Dejanira to take a portion of his blood and keep it, 
as it might be used as a charm to preserve the love of her husband. 

 

Dejanira did so and before long fancied she had occasion to use it. Hercules in one of his conquests had 
taken prisoner a fair maiden, named Iole, of whom he seemed more fond than Dejanira approved. When 
Hercules was about to offer sacrifices to the gods in honor of his victory, he sent to his wife for a white robe 
to use on the occasion. Dejanira, thinking it a good opportunity to try her love-spell, steeped the garment 
in the blood of Nessus. We are to suppose she took care to wash out all traces of it, but the magic power 
remained, and as soon as the garment became warm on the body of Hercules the poison penetrated into all 
his limbs and caused him the most intense agony. In his frenzy he seized Lichas, who had brought him the 
fatal robe, and hurled him into the sea. He wrenched off the garment, but it stuck to his flesh, and with it he 
tore away whole pieces of his body. In this state he embarked on board a ship and was conveyed home. 
Dejanira, on seeing what she had unwittingly done, hung herself. Hercules, prepared to die, ascended 
Mount Oeta, where he built a funeral pile of trees, gave his bow and arrows to Philoctetes, and laid himself 
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down on the pile, his head resting on his club, and his lion’s skin spread over him. With a countenance as 
serene as if he were taking his place at a festal board he commanded Philoctetes to apply the torch. The 
flames spread apace and soon invested the whole mass. 

 

Milton thus alludes to the frenzy of 

Hercules: “As when Alcides, from Oechalia 

crowned 

With conquest, felt the envenomed robe, and 
tore, Through pain, up by the roots Thessalian 
pines And Lichas from the top of Oeta threw 
Into the Euboic Sea.” 

 

[Footnote: Alcides, a name of Hercules.] 
 

The gods themselves felt troubled at seeing the champion of the earth so brought to his end. But Jupiter 
with cheerful countenance thus addressed them: “I am pleased to see your concern, my princes, and am 
gratified to perceive that I am the ruler of a loyal people, and that my son enjoys your favor. For although 
your interest in him arises from his noble deeds, yet it is not the less gratifying to me. But now I say to 
you, Fear not. He who conquered all else is not to be conquered by those flames which you see blazing on 
Mount Oeta. Only his mother’s share in him can perish; what he derived from me is immortal. I shall take 
him, dead to earth, to the heavenly shores, and I require of you all to receive him kindly. If any of you feel 
grieved at his attaining this honor, yet no one can deny that he has deserved it.” The gods all gave their 
assent; Juno only heard the closing words with some displeasure that she should be so particularly pointed 
at, yet not enough to make her regret the determination of her husband. So when the flames had consumed 
the mother’s share of Hercules, the diviner part, instead of being injured thereby, seemed to start forth with 
new vigor, to assume a more lofty port and a more awful dignity. Jupiter enveloped him in a cloud, and 
took him up in a four-horse chariot to dwell among the stars. As he took his place in heaven, Atlas felt the 
added weight. 

 

Juno, now reconciled to him, gave him her daughter Hebe in marriage. 
 

The poet Schiller, in one of his pieces called the “Ideal and Life,” illustrates the contrast between the practical 
and the imaginative in some beautiful stanzas, of which the last two may be thus translated: 

 

“Deep degraded to a coward’s slave, 
Endless contests bore Alcides brave, 
Through the thorny path of suffering led; 
Slew the Hydra, crushed the lion’s might, 
Threw himself, to bring his friend to light, 
Living, in the skiff that bears the dead. 
All the torments, every toil of earth 
Juno’s hatred on him could impose, 
Well he bore them, from his fated 
birth To life’s grandly mournful close. 

 

“Till the god, the earthly part forsaken, 
From the man in flames asunder taken, 
Drank the heavenly ether’s purer breath. 
Joyous in the new unwonted lightness, 
Soared he upwards to celestial 
brightness, Earth’s dark heavy burden 
lost in death. 
High Olympus gives harmonious greeting 
To the hall where reigns his sire adored; 
Youth’s bright goddess, with a blush at meeting, 
Gives the nectar to her lord.” 

 

HEBE AND GANYMEDE 

 
Hebe, the daughter of Juno, and goddess of youth, was cup-bearer to the gods. The usual story is that she 
resigned her office on becoming the wife of Hercules. But there is another statement which our countryman 
Crawford, the sculptor, has adopted in his group of Hebe and Ganymede, now in the Athenaeum gallery. 
According to this, Hebe was dismissed from her office in consequence of a fall which she met with one day 
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when in attendance on the gods. Her successor was Ganymede, a Trojan boy, whom Jupiter, in the disguise 
of an eagle, seized and carried off from the midst of his playfellows on Mount Ida, bore up to heaven, and 
installed in the vacant place. 

Tennyson, in his “Palace of Art,” describes among the decorations on the walls a picture representing this 

legend: “There, too, flushed Ganymede, his rosy thigh 
Half buried in the eagle’s down, 
Sole as a flying star shot through the sky 

 

Above the pillared town.” 

And in Shelley’s “Prometheus” Jupiter calls to his cup-bearer thus: 

“Pour forth heaven’s wine, Idaean Ganymede, 
And let it fill the Daedal cups like fire.” 

 

CHAPTER XX 

 
THESEUS—DAEDALUS—CASTOR AND POLLUX THESEUS 

Theseus was the son of Aegeus, king of Athens, and of Aethra, daughter of the king of Troezen. He was 
brought up at Troezen, and when arrived at manhood was to proceed to Athens and present himself to his 
father. Aegeus on parting from Aethra, before the birth of his son, placed his sword and shoes under a large 
stone and directed her to send his son to him when he became strong enough to roll away the stone and 
take them from under it. When she thought the time had come, his mother led Theseus to the stone, and he 
removed it with ease and took the sword and shoes. As the roads were infested with robbers, his 
grandfather pressed him earnestly to take the shorter and safer way to his father’s country—by sea; but the 
youth, feeling in himself the spirit and the soul of a hero, and eager to signalize himself like Hercules, with 
whose fame all Greece then rang, by destroying the evil- doers and monsters that oppressed the country, 
determined on the more perilous and adventurous journey by land. 

 

His first day’s journey brought him to Epidaurus, where dwelt a man named Periphetes, a son of Vulcan. 
This ferocious savage always went armed with a club of iron, and all travellers stood in terror of his violence. 
When he saw Theseus approach he assailed him, but speedily fell beneath the blows of the young hero, who 
took possession of his club and bore it ever afterwards as a memorial of his first victory. 

 

Several similar contests with the petty tyrants and marauders of the country followed, in all of which 
Theseus was victorious. One of these evil-doers was called Procrustes, or the Stretcher. He had an iron 
bedstead, on which he used to tie all travellers who fell into his hands. If they were shorter than the bed, he 
stretched their limbs to make them fit it; if they were longer than the bed, he lopped off a portion. Theseus 
served him as he had served others. 

 

Having overcome all the perils of the road, Theseus at length reached Athens, where new dangers awaited 
him. Medea, the sorceress, who had fled from Corinth after her separation from Jason, had become the wife of 
Aegeus, the father of Theseus. Knowing by her arts who he was, and fearing the loss of her influence with 
her husband if Theseus should be acknowledged as his son, she filled the mind of Aegeus with suspicions of 
the young stranger, and induced him to present him a cup of poison; but at the moment when Theseus 
stepped forward to take it, the sight of the sword which he wore discovered to his father who he was, and 
prevented the fatal draught. Medea, detected in her arts, fled once more from deserved punishment, and 
arrived in Asia, where the country afterwards called Media received its name from her, Theseus was 
acknowledged by his father, and declared his successor. 

 

The Athenians were at that time in deep affliction, on account of the tribute which they were forced to pay to 
Minos, king of Crete. This tribute consisted of seven youths and seven maidens, who were sent every year 
to be devoured by the Minotaur, a monster with a bull’s body and a human head. It was exceedingly strong 
and fierce, and was kept in a labyrinth constructed by Daedalus, so artfully contrived that whoever was 
enclosed in it could by no means, find his way out unassisted. Here the Minotaur roamed, and was fed with 
human victims. 

 

Theseus resolved to deliver his countrymen from this calamity, or to die in the attempt. Accordingly, when 
the time of sending off the tribute came, and the youths and maidens were, according to custom, drawn by 
lot to be sent, he offered himself as one of the victims, in spite of the entreaties of his father. The ship 
departed under black sails, as usual, which Theseus promised his father to change for white, in case of his 
returning victorious. When they arrived in Crete, the youths and maidens were exhibited before Minos; and 
Ariadne, the daughter of the king, being present, became deeply enamored of Theseus, by whom her love 
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was readily returned. She furnished him with a sword, with which to encounter the Minotaur, and with a 
clew of thread by which he might find his way out of the labyrinth. He was successful, slew the Minotaur, 
escaped from the labyrinth, and taking Ariadne as the companion of his way, with his rescued companions 
sailed for Athens. On their way they stopped at the island of Naxos, where Theseus abandoned Ariadne, 
leaving her asleep. [Footnote: One of the finest pieces of sculpture in Italy, the recumbent Ariadne of the 
Vatican, represents this incident. A copy is owned by the Athenaeum, Boston, and deposited, in the 
Museum of Fine Arts.] His excuse for this ungrateful treatment of his benefactress was that Minerva 
appeared to him in a dream and commanded him to do so. 
 
On approaching the coast of Attica, Theseus forgot the signal appointed by his father, and neglected to raise 
the white sails, and the old king, thinking his son had perished, put an end to his own life. Theseus thus 
became king of Athens. 

 

One of the most celebrated of the adventures of Theseus is his expedition against the Amazons. He assailed 
them before they had recovered from the attack of Hercules, and carried off their queen Antiope. The 
Amazons in their turn invaded the country of Athens and penetrated into the city itself; and the final battle in 
which Theseus overcame them was fought in the very midst of the city. This battle was one of the favorite 
subjects of the ancient sculptors, and is commemorated in several works of art that are still extant. 

 

The friendship between Theseus and Pirithous was of a most intimate nature, yet it originated in the midst of 
arms. Pirithous had made an irruption into the plain of Marathon, and carried off the herds of the king of 
Athens. Theseus went to repel the plunderers. The moment Pirithous beheld him, he was seized with 
admiration; he stretched out his hand as a token of peace, and cried, “Be judge thyself—what satisfaction 
dost thou require?” “Thy friendship,” replied the Athenian, and they swore inviolable fidelity. Their deeds 
corresponded to their professions, and they ever continued true brothers in arms. Each of them aspired to 
espouse a daughter of Jupiter. Theseus fixed his choice on Helen, then but a child, afterwards so celebrated 
as the cause of the Trojan war, and with the aid of his friend he carried her off. Pirithous aspired to the wife 
of the monarch of Erebus; and Theseus, though aware of the danger, accompanied the ambitious lover in his 
descent to the under-world. But Pluto seized and set them on an enchanted rock at his palace gate, where 
they remained till Hercules arrived and liberated Theseus, leaving Pirithous to his fate. 

 

After the death of Antiope, Theseus married Phaedra, daughter of Minos, king of Crete. Phaedra saw in 
Hippolytus, the son of Theseus, a youth endowed with all the graces and virtues of his father, and of an age 
corresponding to her own. She loved him, but he repulsed her advances, and her love was changed to hate. 
She used her influence over her infatuated husband to cause him to be jealous of his son, and he 
imprecated the vengeance of Neptune upon him. As Hippolytus was one day driving his chariot along the 
shore, a sea-monster raised himself above the waters, and frightened the horses so that they ran away and 
dashed the chariot to pieces. Hippolytus was killed, but by Diana’s assistance Aesculapius restored him to 
life. Diana removed Hippolytus from the power of his deluded father and false stepmother, and placed him in 
Italy under the protection of the nymph Egeria. 

 

Theseus at length lost the favor of his people, and retired to the court of Lycomedes, king of Scyros, who at 
first received him kindly, but afterwards treacherously slew him. In a later age the Athenian general Cimon 
discovered the place where his remains were laid, and caused them to be removed to Athens, where they 
were deposited in a temple called the Theseum, erected in honor of the hero. 

 

The queen of the Amazons whom Theseus espoused is by some 
called Hippolyta. That is the name she bears in Shakspeare’s 
“Midsummer Night’s Dream,”—the subject of which is the festivities 
attending 
the nuptials of Theseus and Hippolyta. 

 

Mrs. Hemans has a poem on the ancient Greek tradition that the “Shade of Theseus” appeared 
strengthening his countrymen at the battle of Marathon. 

 

Theseus is a semi-historical personage. It is recorded of him that he united the several tribes by whom 
the territory of Attica was then possessed into one state, of which Athens was the capital. In 
commemoration of this important event, he instituted the festival of Panathenaea, in honor of Minerva, the 
patron deity of Athens. This festival differed from the other Grecian games chiefly in two particulars. It was 
peculiar to the Athenians, and its chief feature was a solemn procession in which the Peplus, or sacred 
robe of Minerva, was carried to the Parthenon, and suspended before the statue of the goddess. The Peplus 
was covered with embroidery, worked by select virgins of the noblest families in Athens. The procession 
consisted of persons of all ages and both sexes. The old men carried olive branches in their hands, and the 
young men bore arms. The young women carried baskets on their heads, containing the sacred utensils, 
cakes, and all things necessary for the sacrifices. The procession formed the subject of the bas-reliefs which 
embellished the outside of the temple of the Parthenon. A considerable portion of these sculptures is now in 
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the British Museum among those known as the “Elgin marbles.” 
 

OLYMPIC AND OTHER GAMES 

 
It seems not inappropriate to mention here the other celebrated national games of the Greeks. The first and 
most distinguished were the Olympic, founded, it was said, by Jupiter himself. They were celebrated at 
Olympia in Elis. Vast numbers of spectators flocked to them from every part of Greece, and from Asia, 
Africa, and Sicily. They were repeated every fifth year in mid-summer, and continued five days. They gave 
rise to the custom of reckoning time and dating events by Olympiads. The first Olympiad is generally 
considered as corresponding with the year 776 B.C. The Pythian games were celebrated in the vicinity of 
Delphi, the Isthmian on the Corinthian isthmus, the Nemean at Nemea, a city of Argolis.  

 

The exercises in these games were of five sorts: running, leaping, wrestling, throwing the quoit, and hurling 
the javelin, or boxing. Besides these exercises of bodily strength and agility, there were contests in music, 
poetry, and eloquence. Thus these games furnished poets, musicians, and authors the best opportunities to 
present their productions to the public, and the fame of the victors was diffused far and wide. 

 
DAEDALUS 

 
The labyrinth from which Theseus escaped by means of the clew of Ariadne was built by Daedalus, a most 
skilful artificer. It was an edifice with numberless winding passages and turnings opening into one another, 
and seeming to have neither beginning nor end, like the river Maeander, which returns on itself, and flows 
now onward, now backward, in its course to the sea. Daedalus built the labyrinth for King Minos, but 
afterwards lost the favor of the king, and was shut up in a tower. He contrived to make his escape from his 
prison, but could not leave the island by sea, as the king kept strict watch on all the vessels, and 
permitted none to sail without being carefully searched. “Minos may control the land and sea,” said 
Daedalus, “but not the regions of the air. I will try that way.” So he set to work to fabricate wings for himself 
and his young son Icarus. He wrought feathers together, beginning with the smallest and adding larger, 
so as to form an increasing surface. The larger ones he secured with thread and the smaller with wax, and 
gave the whole a gentle curvature like the wings of a bird. Icarus, the boy, stood and looked on, sometimes 
running to gather up the feathers which the wind had blown away, and then handling the wax and working it 
over with his fingers, by his play impeding his father in his labors. When at last the work was done, the 
artist, waving his wings, found himself buoyed upward, and hung suspended, poising himself on the 
beaten air. He next equipped his son in the same manner, and taught him how to fly, as a bird tempts her 
young ones from the lofty nest into the air. When all was prepared for flight he said, “Icarus, my son, I charge 
you to keep at a moderate height, for if you fly too low the damp will clog your wings, and if too high the 
heat will melt them. Keep near me and you will be safe.” While he gave him these instructions and fitted the 
wings to his shoulders, the face of the father was wet with tears, and his hands trembled. He kissed the boy, 
not knowing that it was for the last time. Then rising on his wings, he flew off, encouraging him to follow, and 
looked back from his own flight to see how his son managed his wings. As they flew the ploughman 
stopped his work to gaze, and the shepherd leaned on his staff and watched them, astonished at the 
sight, and thinking they were gods who could thus cleave the air. 

 

They passed Samos and Delos on the left and Lebynthos on the right, when the boy, exulting in his career, 
began to leave the guidance of his companion and soar upward as if to reach heaven. The nearness of the 
blazing sun softened the wax which held the feathers together, and they came off. He fluttered with his 
arms, but no feathers remained to hold the air. While his mouth uttered cries to his father it was submerged 
in the blue waters of the sea, which thenceforth was called by his name. His father cried, “Icarus, Icarus, 
where are you?” At last he saw the feathers floating on the water, and bitterly lamenting his own arts, he 
buried the body and called the land Icaria in memory of his child. Daedalus arrived safe in Sicily, where he 
built a temple to Apollo, and hung up his wings, an offering to the god. 

 

Daedalus was so proud of his achievements that he could not bear the idea of a rival. His sister had placed her 
son Perdix under his charge to be taught the mechanical arts. He was an apt scholar and gave striking 
evidences of ingenuity. Walking on the seashore he picked up the spine of a fish. Imitating it, he took a 
piece of iron and notched it on the edge, and thus invented the SAW. He put two pieces of iron together, 
connecting them at one end with a rivet, and sharpening the other ends, and made a PAIR OF 
COMPASSES. Daedalus was so envious of his nepnew’s performances that he took an opportunity, when 
they were together one day on the top of a high tower, to push him off. But Minerva, who favors ingenuity, 
saw him falling, and arrested his fate by changing him into a bird called after his name, the Partridge. This 
bird does not build his nest in the trees, nor take lofty flights, but nestles in the hedges, and mindful of his fall, 
avoids high places. 

The death of Icarus is told in the following lines by 

Darwin: “… with melting wax and loosened strings 
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Sunk hapless Icarus on unfaithful wings; 
Headlong he rushed through the affrighted 
air, With limbs distorted and dishevelled 
hair; 
His scattered plumage danced upon the 
wave, And sorrowing Nereids decked his 
watery grave; O’er his pale corse their pearly 
sea-flowers shed, 
And strewed with crimson moss his marble 
bed; Struck in their coral towers the passing 
bell, And wide in ocean tolled his echoing 
knell.” 

 
CASTOR AND POLLUX 

 
Castor and Pollux were the offspring of Leda and the Swan, under which disguise Jupiter had concealed 
himself. Leda gave birth to an egg from which sprang the twins. Helen, so famous afterwards as the cause 
of the Trojan war, was their sister. 

 

When Theseus and his friend Pirithous had carried off Helen from Sparta, the youthful heroes Castor and 
Pollux, with their followers, hastened to her rescue. Theseus was absent from Attica and the brothers were 
successful in recovering their sister. 

 

Castor was famous for taming and managing horses, and Pollux for skill in boxing. They were united by the 
warmest affection and inseparable in all their enterprises. They accompanied the Argonautic expedition. 
During the voyage a storm arose, and Orpheus prayed to the Samothracian gods, and played on his harp, 
whereupon the storm ceased and stars appeared on the heads of the brothers. From this incident, Castor 
and Pollux came afterwards to be considered the patron deities of seamen and voyagers, and the lambent 
flames, which in certain states of the atmosphere play round the sails and masts of vessels, were called by 
their names. 

 

After the Argonautic expedition, we find Castor and Pollux engaged in a war with Idas and Lynceus. Castor 
was slain, and Pollux, inconsolable for the loss of his brother, besought Jupiter to be permitted to give his own 
life as a ransom for him. Jupiter so far consented as to allow the two brothers to enjoy the boon of life 
alternately, passing one day under the earth and the next in the heavenly abodes. According to another 
form of the story, Jupiter rewarded the attachment of the brothers by placing them among the stars as 
Gemini the Twins. 

 

They received divine honors under the name of Dioscuri (sons of Jove). They were believed to have 
appeared occasionally in later times, taking part with one side or the other, in hard-fought fields, and were 
said on such occasions to be mounted on magnificent white steeds. Thus in the early history of Rome they 
are said to have assisted the Romans at the battle of Lake Regillus, and after the victory a temple was 
erected in their honor on the spot where they appeared. 

Macaulay, in his “Lays of Ancient Rome,” thus alludes to the legend: 

“So like they were, no mortal 
Might one from other know; 
White as snow their armor 
was, Their steeds were white 
as snow. Never on earthly anvil 
Did such rare armor gleam, 
And never did such gallant 
steeds Drink of an earthly 
stream. 

 

“Back comes the chief in 
triumph Who in the hour of fight 
Hath seen the great Twin 
Brethren In harness on his right. 
Safe comes the ship to haven, 
Through billows and through 
gales. If once the great Twin 
Brethren 
Sit shining on the sails.” 
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CHAPTER XXV 

 
ARION—IBYCUS—SIMONIDES—SAPPHO 

 
The poets whose adventures compose this chapter were real persons some of whose works yet remain, and their 
influence on poets who succeeded them is yet more important than their poetical remains. The adventures recorded 
of them in the following stories rest on the same authority as other narratives of the “Age of Fable,” that is, of the poets 
who have told them. In their present form, the first two are translated from the German, Arion from Schlegel, and Ibycus 
from Schiller. 

 

ARION 

 
Arion was a famous musician, and dwelt in the court of Periander, king of Corinth, with whom he was a 
great favorite. There was to be a musical contest in Sicily, and Arion longed to compete for the prize. He told 
his wish to Periander, who besought him like a brother to give up the thought. “Pray stay with me,” he 
said, “and be contented. He who strives to win may lose.” Arion answered, “A wandering life best suits the 
free heart of a poet. The talent which a god bestowed on me, I would fain make a source of pleasure to 
others. And if I win the prize, how will the enjoyment of it be increased by the consciousness of my 
widespread fame!” He went, won the prize, and embarked with his wealth in a Corinthian ship for home. 
On the second morning after setting sail, the wind breathed mild and fair. “O Periander,” he exclaimed, 
“dismiss your fears! Soon shall you forget them in my embrace. With what lavish offerings will we 
display our gratitude to the gods, and how merry will we be at the festal board!” The wind and sea 
continued propitious. Not a cloud dimmed the firmament. He had not trusted too much to the ocean—but he 
had to man. He overheard the seamen exchanging hints with one another, and found they were plotting to 
possess themselves of his treasure. Presently they surrounded him loud and mutinous, and said, “Arion, 
you must die! If you would have a grave on shore, yield yourself to die on this spot; but if otherwise, cast 
yourself into the sea.” “Will nothing satisfy you but my life?” said he. “Take my gold, and welcome. I willingly 
buy my life at that price.” “No, no; we cannot spare you. Your life would be too dangerous to us. Where could 
we go to escape from Periander, if he should know that you had been robbed by us? Your gold would be of 
little use to us, if on returning home, we could never more be free from fear.” “Grant me, then,” said he, “a last 
request, since nought will avail to save my life, that I may die, as I have lived, as becomes a bard. When I 
shall have sung my death song, and my harp-strings shall have ceased to vibrate, then I will bid 
farewell to life, and yield uncomplaining to my fate.” This prayer, like the others, would have been 
unheeded,—they thought only of their booty,—but to hear so famous a musician, that moved their rude 
hearts. “Suffer me,” he added, “to arrange my dress. Apollo will not favor me unless I be clad in my 
minstrel garb.” 

 

He clothed his well-proportioned limbs in gold and purple fair to see, his tunic fell around him in graceful 
folds, jewels adorned his arms, his brow was crowned with a golden wreath, and over his neck and 
shoulders flowed his hair perfumed with odors. His left hand held the lyre, his right the ivory wand with 
which he struck its chords. Like one inspired, he seemed to drink the morning air and glitter in the 
morning ray. The seamen gazed with admiration. He strode forward to the vessel’s side and looked down 
into the deep blue sea. Addressing his lyre, he sang, “Companion of my voice, come with me to the realm of 
shades. Though Cerberus may growl, we know the power of song can tame his rage. Ye heroes of Elysium, 
who have passed the darkling flood,—ye happy souls, soon shall I join your band. Yet can ye relieve my 
grief? Alas, I leave my friend behind me. Thou, who didst find thy Eurydice, and lose her again as soon 
as found; when she had vanished like a dream, how didst thou hate the cheerful light! I must away, but I 
will not fear. The gods look down upon us. Ye who slay me unoffending, when I am no more, your time of 
trembling shall come. Ye Nereids, receive your guest, who throws himself upon your mercy!” So saying, 
he sprang into the deep sea. The waves covered him, and the seamen held on their way, fancying 
themselves safe from all danger of detection. 

 

But the strains of his music had drawn round him the inhabitants of the deep to listen, and Dolphins followed 
the ship as if chained by a spell. While he struggled in the waves, a Dolphin offered him his back, and 
carried him mounted thereon safe to shore. At the spot where he landed, a monument of brass was 
afterwards erected upon the rocky shore, to preserve the memory of the event. 

 

When Arion and the dolphin parted, each to his own element, Arion thus poured forth his thanks: “Farewell, 
thou faithful, friendly fish! Would that I could reward thee; but thou canst not wend with me, nor I 
with thee. Companionship we may not have. May Galatea, queen of the deep, accord thee her favor, and 
thou, proud of the burden, draw her chariot over the smooth mirror of the deep.” 

 

Arion hastened from the shore, and soon saw before him the towers of Corinth. He journeyed on, harp in 
hand, singing as he went, full of love and happiness, forgetting his losses, and mindful only of what 
remained, his friend and his lyre. He entered the hospitable halls, and was soon clasped in the embrace of 
Periander. “I come back to thee, my friend,” he said. “The talent which a god bestowed has been the delight 
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of thousands, but false knaves have stripped me of my well-earned treasure; yet I retain the consciousness 
of wide spread fame.” Then he told Periander all the wonderful events that had befallen him, who heard him 
with amazement. “Shall such wickedness triumph?” said he. “Then in vain is power lodged in my hands. 
That we may discover the criminals, you must remain here in concealment, and so they will approach 
without suspicion.” When the ship arrived in the harbor, he summoned the mariners before him. “Have you 
heard anything of Arion?” he inquired. “I anxiously look for his return.” They replied, “We left him well and 
prosperous in Tarentum.” As they said these words, Arion stepped forth and faced them. His well- 
proportioned limbs were arrayed in gold and purple fair to see, his tunic fell around him in graceful folds, 
jewels adorned his arms, his brow was crowned with a golden wreath, and over his neck and shoulders 
flowed his hair perfumed with odors; his left hand held the lyre, his right the ivory wand with which he struck 
its chords. They fell prostrate at his feet, as if a lightning bolt had struck them. “We meant to murder him, 
and he has become a god. O Earth, open and receive us!” Then Periander spoke. “He lives, the master of 
the lay! Kind Heaven protects the poet’s life. As for you, I invoke not the spirit of vengeance; Arion wishes 
not your blood. Ye slaves of avarice, begone! Seek some barbarous land, and never may aught beautiful 
delight your souls!” 

Spenser represents Arion, mounted on his dolphin, accompanying the train of Neptune and 

Amphitrite: “Then was there heard a most celestial sound 
Of dainty music which did next ensue, 
And, on the floating waters as 
enthroned, Arion with his harp unto him 
drew 
The ears and hearts of all that goodly crew; 
Even when as yet the dolphin which him 
bore Through the Aegean Seas from 
pirates’ view, Stood still, by him astonished 
at his lore, 
And all the raging seas for joy forgot to roar.” 

 

Byron, in his “Childe Harold,” Canto II., alludes to the story of Arion, when, describing his voyage, he 
represents one of the seamen making music to entertain the rest: 

 

“The moon is up; by Heaven a lovely eve! 
Long streams of light o’er dancing waves expand; 
Now lads on shore may sigh and maids believe; 
Such be our fate when we return to land! 
Meantime some rude Arion’s restless 
hand Wakes the brisk harmony that 
sailors love; A circle there of merry 
listeners stand, 
Or to some well-known measure featly move 
Thoughtless as if on shore they still were free to 
rove.” 

 
IBYCUS 

 
In order to understand the story of Ibycus which follows it is necessary to remember, first, that the theatres of 
the ancients were immense fabrics capable of containing from ten to thirty thousand spectators, and as they 
were used only on festival occasions, and admission was free to all, they were usually filled. They were 
without roofs and open to the sky, and the performances were in the daytime. Secondly, the appalling 
representation of the Furies is not exaggerated in the story. It is recorded that Aeschylus, the tragic poet, 
having on one occasion represented the Furies in a chorus of fifty performers, the terror of the spectators 
was such that many fainted and were thrown into convulsions, and the magistrates forbade a like 
representation for the future. 

 

Ibycus, the pious poet, was on his way to the chariot races and musical competitions held at the Isthmus 
of Corinth, which attracted all of Grecian lineage. Apollo had bestowed on him the gift of song, the honeyed 
lips of the poet, and he pursued his way with lightsome step, full of the god. Already the towers of Corinth 
crowning the height appeared in view, and he had entered with pious awe the sacred grove of Neptune. No 
living object was in sight, only a flock of cranes flew overhead taking the same course as himself in their 
migration to a southern clime. “Good luck to you, ye friendly squadrons,” he exclaimed, “my companions 
from across the sea. I take your company for a good omen. We come from far and fly in search of 
hospitality. May both of us meet that kind reception which shields the stranger guest from harm!” 

 

He paced briskly on, and soon was in the middle of the wood. There suddenly, at a narrow pass, two 
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robbers stepped forth and barred his way. He must yield or fight. But his hand, accustomed to the lyre, 
and not to the strife of arms, sank powerless. He called for help on men and gods, but his cry reached no 
defender’s ear. “Then here must I die,” said he, “in a strange land, unlamented, cut off by the hand of 
outlaws, and see none to avenge my cause.” Sore wounded, he sank to the earth, when hoarse screamed 
the cranes overhead. “Take up my cause, ye cranes,” he said, “since no voice but yours answers to my cry.” 
So saying he closed his eyes in death. 

 

The body, despoiled and mangled, was found, and though disfigured with wounds, was recognized by the 
friend in Corinth who had expected him as a guest. “Is it thus I find you restored to me?” he exclaimed. “I 
who hoped to entwine your temples with the wreath of triumph in the strife of song!” 

 

The guests assembled at the festival heard the tidings with dismay. All Greece felt the wound, every heart 
owned its loss. They crowded round the tribunal of the magistrates, and demanded vengeance on the 
murderers and expiation with their blood. 

 

But what trace or mark shall point out the perpetrator from amidst the vast multitude attracted by the 
splendor of the feast? Did he fall by the hands of robbers or did some private enemy slay him? The all -
discerning sun alone can tell, for no other eye beheld it. Yet not improbably the murderer even now walks in 
the midst of the throng, and enjoys the fruits of his crime, while vengeance seeks for him in vain. Perhaps in 
their own temple’s enclosure he defies the gods mingling freely in this throng of men that now presses into the 
amphitheatre. 

 

For now crowded together, row on row, the multitude fill the seats till it seems as if the very fabric would give 
way. The murmur of voices sounds like the roar of the sea, while the circles widening in their ascent rise tier 
on tier, as if they would reach the sky. 

 

And now the vast assemblage listens to the awful voice of the chorus personating the Furies, which in 
solemn guise advances with measured step, and moves around the circuit of the theatre. Can they be 
mortal women who compose that awful group, and can that vast concourse of silent forms be living beings? 

 

The choristers, clad in black, bore in their fleshless hands torches blazing with a pitchy flame. Their cheeks 
were bloodless, and in place of hair writhing and swelling serpents curled around their brows. Forming a 
circle, these awful beings sang their hymns, rending the hearts of the guilty, and enchaining all their 
faculties. It rose and swelled, overpowering the sound of the instruments, stealing the judgment, palsying the 
heart, curdling the blood. 

 

“Happy the man who keeps his heart pure from guilt and crime! Him we avengers touch not; he treads the 
path of life secure from us. But woe! woe! to him who has done the deed of secret murder. We the fearful 
family of Night fasten ourselves upon his whole being. Thinks he by flight to escape us? We fly sti ll faster in 
pursuit, twine our snakes around his feet, and bring him to the ground. Unwearied we pursue; no pity checks 
our course; still on and on, to the end of life, we give him no peace nor rest.” Thus the Eumenides sang, and 
moved in solemn cadence, while stillness like the stillness of death sat over the whole assembly as if in the 
presence of superhuman beings; and then in solemn march completing the circuit of the theatre, they passed 
out at the back of the stage. 

 

Every heart fluttered between illusion and reality, and every breast panted with undefined terror, quailing before       
the awful power that watches secret crimes and winds unseen the skein of destiny. At that moment a cry burst      
forth from one of the uppermost benches—”Look! look! comrade, yonder are the cranes of Ibycus!” And suddenly 
there appeared sailing across the sky a dark object which a moment’s inspection showed to be a flock of cranes 
flying directly over the theatre. “Of Ibycus! did he say?” The beloved name revived the  sorrow in every breast. As 
wave follows wave over the face of the sea, so ran from mouth to mouth the words, “Of Ibycus! him whom we all 
lament, whom some murderer’s hand laid low! What have the cranes to do with him?” And louder grew the swell       
of voices, while like a lightning’s flash the thought sped through every heart, “Observe the power of the 
Eumenides! The pious poet shall be avenged! the murderer has informed against himself. Seize the man who    
uttered that cry and the other to whom he spoke!” 

 

The culprit would gladly have recalled his words, but it was too late. The faces of the murderers, pale with 
terror, betrayed their guilt. The people took them before the judge, they confessed their crime, and suffered 
the punishment they deserved. 

 
SIMONIDES 

 
Simonides was one of the most prolific of the early poets of Greece, but only a few fragments of his 
compositions have descended to us. He wrote hymns, triumphal odes, and elegies. In the last species of 
composition he particularly excelled. His genius was inclined to the pathetic, and none could touch with truer 
effect the chords of human sympathy. The “Lamentation of Danae,” the most important of the fragments 
which remain of his poetry, is based upon the tradition that Danae and her infant son were confined by order 
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of her father, Acrisius, in a chest and set adrift on the sea. The chest floated towards the island of Seriphus, 
where both were rescued by Dictys, a fisherman, and carried to Polydectes, king of the country, who 
received and protected them. The child, Perseus, when grown up became a famous hero, whose adventures 
have been recorded in a previous chapter. 

 

Simonides passed much of his life at the courts of princes, and often employed his talents in panegyric and 
festal odes, receiving his reward from the munificence of those whose exploits he celebrated. This 
employment was not derogatory, but closely resembles that of the earliest bards, such as Demodocus, 
described by Homer, or of Homer himself, as recorded by tradition. 

 

On one occasion, when residing at the court of Scopas, king of Thessaly, the prince desired him to prepare a 
poem in celebration of his exploits, to be recited at a banquet. In order to diversify his theme, Simonides, 
who was celebrated for his piety, introduced into his poem the exploits of Castor and Pollux. Such 
digressions were not unusual with the poets on similar occasions, and one might suppose an ordinary 
mortal might have been content to share the praises of the sons of Leda. But vanity is exacting; and as 
Scopas sat at his festal board among his courtiers and sycophants, he grudged every verse that did not 
rehearse his own praises. When Simonides approached to receive the promised reward Scopas bestowed 
but half the expected sum, saying, “Here is payment for my portion of thy performance; Castor and Pollux will 
doubtless compensate thee for so much as relates to them.” The disconcerted poet returned to his seat 
amidst the laughter which followed the great man’s jest. In a little time he received a message that two 
young men on horseback were waiting without and anxious to see him. Simonides hastened to the door, but 
looked in vain for the visitors. Scarcely, however, had he left the banqueting hall when the roof fell in with a 
loud crash, burying Scopas and all his guests beneath the ruins. On inquiring as to the appearance of the 
young men who had sent for him, Simonides was satisfied that they were no other than Castor and Pollux 
themselves. 

 
SAPPHO 

 
Sappho was a poetess who flourished in a very early age of Greek literature. Of her works few fragments 
remain, but they are enough to establish her claim to eminent poetical genius. The story of Sappho commonly 
alluded to is that she was passionately in love with a beautiful youth named Phaon, and failing to obtain a 
return of affection she threw herself from the promontory of Leucadia into the sea, under a superstition that 
those who should take that “Lover’s-leap” would, if not destroyed, be cured of their love. 

 

Byron alludes to the story of Sappho in “Childe Harold,” 
Canto II.: 

 

“Childe Harold sailed and passed the barren 
spot Where sad Penelope o’erlooked the wave, 
And onward viewed the mount, not yet 
forgot, The lover’s refuge and the Lesbian’s 
grave. 
Dark Sappho! could not verse immortal 
save That breast imbued with such 
immortal fire? 

 

“‘Twas on a Grecian autumn’s gentle eve 
Childe Harold hailed Leucadia’s cape afar;” 
etc. 

 

32 
 

Bulfinch, Chs. XXXVIII, XXXIX, and XL 
 
CHAPTER XXXVIII 

 
NORTHERN MYTHOLOGY—VALHALLA—THE 

VALKYRIOR NORTHERN MYTHOLOGY 

The stories which have engaged our attention thus far relate to the mythology of southern regions. But there 
is another branch of ancient superstitions which ought not to be entirely overlooked, especially as it belongs 
to the nations from which we, through our English ancestors, derive our origin. It is that of the northern 
nations, called Scandinavians, who inhabited the countries now known as Sweden, Denmark, Norway, 
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and Iceland. These mythological records are contained in two collections called the Eddas, of which the 
oldest is in poetry and dates back to the year 1056, the more modern or prose Edda being of the date of 1640. 

 
According to the Eddas there was once no heaven above nor earth beneath, but only a bottomless deep, 
and a world of mist in which flowed a fountain. Twelve rivers issued from this fountain, and when they had 
flowed far from their source, they froze into ice, and one layer accumulating over another, the great deep 
was filled up. 

 
Southward from the world of mist was the world of light. From this flowed a warm wind upon the ice and 
melted it. The vapors rose in the air and formed clouds, from which sprang Ymir, the Frost giant and his 
progeny, and the cow Audhumbla, whose milk afforded nourishment and food to the giant. The cow got 
nourishment by licking the hoar frost and salt from the ice. While she was one day licking the salt stones 
there appeared at first the hair of a man, on the second day the whole head, and on the third the entire form 
endowed with beauty, agility, and power. This new being was a god, from whom and his wife, a daughter of 
the giant race, sprang the three brothers Odin, Vili, and Ve. They slew the giant Ymir, and out of his body 
formed the earth, of his blood the seas, of his bones the mountains, of his hair the trees, of his skull the 
heavens, and of his brain clouds, charged with hail and snow. Of Ymir’s eyebrows the gods formed Midgard 
(mid earth), destined to become the abode of man. 

 
Odin then regulated the periods of day and night and the seasons by placing in the heavens the sun and moon 
and appointing to them their respective courses. As soon as the sun began to shed its rays upon the earth, it 
caused the vegetable world to bud and sprout. Shortly after the gods had created the world they walked by 
the side of the sea, pleased with their new work, but found that it was still incomplete, for it was without 
human beings. They therefore took an ash tree and made a man out of it, and they made a woman out of an 
elder, and called the man Aske and the woman Embla. Odin then gave them life and soul, Vili reason and 
motion, and Ve bestowed upon them the senses, expressive features, and speech. Midgard was then given 
them as their residence, and they became the progenitors of the human race. 

 
The mighty ash tree Ygdrasill was supposed to support the whole universe. It sprang from the body of Ymir, 
and had three immense roots, extending one into Asgard (the dwelling of the gods), the other into 
Jotunheim (the abode of the giants), and the third to Niffleheim (the regions of darkness and cold). By the 
side of each of these roots is a spring, from which it is watered. The root that extends into Asgard is 
carefully tended by the three Norns, goddesses, who are regarded as the dispensers of fate. They are 
Urdur (the past), Verdandi (the present), Skuld (the future). The spring at the Jotunheim side is Ymir’s well, 
in which wisdom and wit lie hidden, but that of Niffleheim feeds the adder Nidhogge (darkness), which 
perpetually gnaws at the root. Four harts run across the branches of the tree and bite the buds; they 
represent the four winds. Under the tree lies Ymir, and when he tries to shake off its weight the earth 
quakes. 

 
Asgard is the name of the abode of the gods, access to which is only gained by crossing the bridge Bifrost 
(the rainbow). Asgard consists of golden and silver palaces, the dwellings of the gods, but the most beautiful of 
these is Valhalla, the residence of Odin. When seated on his throne he overlooks all heaven and earth. Upon 
his shoulders are the ravens Hugin and Munin, who fly every day over the whole world, and on their return 
report to him all  they have seen and heard. At his feet lie his two wolves, Geri and Freki, to whom Odin 
gives all the meat that is set before him, for he himself stands in no need of food. Mead is for him both food 
and drink. He invented the Runic characters, and it is the business of the Norns to engrave the runes of fate 
upon a metal shield. From Odin’s name, spelt Woden, as it sometimes is, came Wednesday, the name of the 
fourth day of the week. 

 
Odin is frequently called Alfadur (All-father), but this name is sometimes used in a way that shows that the 
Scandinavians had an idea of a deity superior to Odin, uncreated and eternal. 

 
OF THE JOYS OF VALHALLA 

 
Valhalla is the great hall of Odin, wherein he feasts with his chosen heroes, all those who have fallen 
bravely in battle, for all who die a peaceful death are excluded. The flesh of the boar Schrimnir is served up 
to them, and is abundant for all. For although this boar is cooked every morning, he becomes whole again 
every night. For drink the heroes are supplied abundantly with mead from the she-goat Heidrum. When the 
heroes are not feasting they amuse themselves with fighting. Every day they ride out into the court or field 
and fight until they cut each other in pieces. This is their pastime; but when meal time comes they recover 
from their wounds and return to feast in Valhalla. 

 
THE VALKYRIE 

 
The Valkyrie are warlike virgins, mounted upon horses and armed with helmets and spears. Odin, who is 



154  

desirous to collect a great many heroes in Valhalla to be able to meet the giants in a day when the final contest 
must come, sends down to every battle-field to make choice of those who shall be slain. The Valkyrie are his 
messengers, and their name means “Choosers of the slain.” When they ride forth on their errand, their armor 
sheds a strange flickering light, which flashes up over the northern skies, making what men call the “Aurora 
Borealis,” or “Northern Lights.” [Footnote: Gray’s ode, “The Fatal Sisters,” is founded on this superstition.] 

 
OF THOR AND THE OTHER GODS 

 
Thor, the thunderer, Odin’s eldest son, is the strongest of gods and men, and possesses three very precious 
things. The first is a hammer, which both the Frost and the Mountain giants know to their cost, when they 
see it hurled against them in the air, for it has split many a skull of their fathers and kindred. When thrown, it 
returns to his hand of its own accord. The second rare thing he possesses is called the belt of strength. 
When he girds it about him his divine might is doubled. The third, also very precious, is his iron gloves, 
which he puts on whenever he would use his mallet efficiently. From Thor’s name is derived our word 
Thursday. 

 

Frey is one of the most celebrated of the gods. He presides over rain and sunshine and all the fruits of the 
earth. His sister Freya is the most propitious of the goddesses. She loves music, spring, and flowers, and is 
particularly fond of the Elves (fairies). She is very fond of love ditties, and all lovers would do well to invoke 
her. 

 

Bragi is the god of poetry, and his song records the deeds of warriors. His wife, Iduna, keeps in a box the 
apples which the gods, when they feel old age approaching, have only to taste of to become young again. 

 

Heimdall is the watchman of the gods, and is therefore placed on the borders of heaven to prevent the giants 
from forcing their way over the bridge Bifrost (the rainbow). He requires less sleep than a bird, and sees by 
night as well as by day a hundred miles around him. So acute is his ear that no sound escapes him, for he 
can even hear the grass grow and the wool on a sheep’s back. 

 
OF LOKI AND HIS PROGENY 

 
There is another deity who is described as the calumniator of the gods and the contriver of all fraud and 
mischief. His name is Loki. He is handsome and well made, but of a very fickle mood and most evil 
disposition. He is of the giant race, but forced himself into the company of the gods, and seems to take 
pleasure in bringing them into difficulties, and in extricating them out of the danger by his cunning, wit, and 
skill. Loki has three children. The first is the wolf Fenris, the second the Midgard serpent, the third Hela 
(Death), The gods were not ignorant that these monsters were growing up, and that they would one day 
bring much evil upon gods and men. So Odin deemed it advisable to send one to bring them to him. When 
they came he threw the serpent into that deep ocean by which the earth is surrounded. But the monster had 
grown to such an enormous size that holding his tail in his mouth he encircles the whole earth. Hela he cast 
into Niffleheim, and gave her power over nine worlds or regions, into which she distributes those who are 
sent to her; that is, all who die of sickness or old age. Her hall is called Elvidner. Hunger is her table, 
Starvation her knife, Delay her man, Slowness her maid, Precipice her threshold, Care her bed, and Burning 
Anguish forms the hangings of the apartments. She may easily be recognized, for her body is half flesh color 
and half blue, and she has a dreadfully stern and forbidding countenance. The wolf Fenris gave the gods a 
great deal of trouble before they succeeded in chaining him. He broke the strongest fetters as if they were 
made of cobwebs. Finally the gods sent a messenger to the mountain spirits, who made for them the chain 
called Gleipnir. It is fashioned of six things, viz., the noise made by the footfall of a cat, the beards of 
women, the roots of stones, the breath of fishes, the nerves (sensibilities) of bears, and the spittle of birds. 
When finished it was as smooth and soft as a silken string. But when the gods asked the wolf to suffer 
himself to be bound with this apparently slight ribbon, he suspected their design, fearing that it was made by 
enchantment. He therefore only consented to be bound with it upon condition that one of the gods put his 
hand in his (Fenris’s) mouth as a pledge that the band was to be removed again. Tyr (the god of battles) alone 
had courage enough to do this. But when the wolf found that he could not break his fetters, and that the gods 
would not release him, he bit off Tyr’s hand, and he has ever since remained one-handed. HOW THOR 
PAID THE MOUNTAIN GIANT HIS WAGES 

 

Once on a time, when the gods were constructing their abodes and had already finished Midgard and 
Valhalla, a certain artificer came and offered to build them a residence so well fortified that they should be 
perfectly safe from the incursions of the Frost giants and the giants of the mountains. But he demanded for 
his reward the goddess Freya, together with the sun and moon. The gods yielded to his terms, provided he 
would finish the whole work himself without any one’s assistance, and all within the space of one winter. But 
if anything remained unfinished on the first day of summer he should forfeit the recompense agreed on. On 
being told these terms the artificer stipulated that he should be allowed the use of his horse Svadilfari, and 
this by the advice of Loki was granted to him. He accordingly set to work on the first day of winter, and during 
the night let his horse draw stone for the building. The enormous size of the stones struck the gods with 
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astonishment, and they saw clearly that the horse did one-half more of the toilsome work than his master. 
Their bargain, however, had been concluded, and confirmed by solemn oaths, for without these precautions 
a giant would not have thought himself safe among the gods, especially when Thor should return from an 
expedition he had then undertaken against the evil demons. 

 

As the winter drew to a close, the building was far advanced, and the bulwarks were sufficiently high and 
massive to render the place impregnable. In short, when it wanted but three days to summer, the only part 
that remained to be finished was the gateway. Then sat the gods on their seats of justice and entered into 
consultation, inquiring of one another who among them could have advised to give Freya away, or to plunge 
the heavens in darkness by permitting the giant to carry away the sun and the moon. 

 

They all agreed that no one but Loki, the author of so many evil deeds, could have given such bad counsel, 
and that he should be put to a cruel death if he did not contrive some way to prevent the artificer from 
completing his task and obtaining the stipulated recompense. They proceeded to lay hands on Loki, who 
in his fright promised upon oath that, let it cost him what it would, he would so manage matters that the 
man should lose his reward. That very night when the man went with Svadilfari for building stone, a mare 
suddenly ran out of a forest and began to neigh. The horse thereat broke loose and ran after the mare into 
the forest, which obliged the man also to run after his horse, and thus between one and another the whole 
night was lost, so that at dawn the work had not made the usual progress. The man, seeing that he must fail 
of completing his task, resumed his own gigantic stature, and the gods now clearly perceived that it was in 
reality a mountain giant who had come amongst them. Feeling no longer bound by their oaths, they called 
on Thor, who immediately ran to their assistance, and lifting up his mallet, paid the workman his wages, 
not with the sun and moon, and not even by sending him back to Jotunheim, for with the first blow he 
shattered the giant’s skull to pieces and hurled him headlong into Niffleheim. 

 
THE RECOVERY OF THE HAMMER 

 
Once upon a time it happened that Thor’s hammer fell into the possession of the giant Thrym, who buried it 
eight fathoms deep under the rocks of Jotunheim. Thor sent Loki to negotiate with Thrym, but he could only 
prevail so far as to get the giant’s promise to restore the weapon if Freya would consent to be his bride. Loki 
returned and reported the result of his mission, but the goddess of love was quite horrified at the idea of 
bestowing her charms on the king of the Frost giants. In this emergency Loki persuaded Thor to dress 
himself in Freya’s clothes and accompany him to Jotunheim. Thrym received his veiled bride with due 
courtesy, but was greatly surprised at seeing her eat for her supper eight salmons and a full grown ox, 
besides other delicacies, washing the whole down with three tuns of mead. Loki, however, assured him that 
she had not tasted anything for eight long nights, so great was her desire to see her lover, the renowned 
ruler of Jotunheim. Thrym had at length the curiosity to peep under his bride’s veil, but started back in 
affright and demanded why Freya’s eyeballs glistened with fire. Loki repeated the same excuse and the 
giant was satisfied. He ordered the hammer to be brought in and laid on the maiden’s lap. Thereupon Thor 
threw off his disguise, grasped his redoubted weapon, and slaughtered Thrym and all his followers. 

 

Frey also possessed a wonderful weapon, a sword which would of itself spread a field with carnage 
whenever the owner desired it. Frey parted with this sword, but was less fortunate than Thor and never 
recovered it. It happened in this way: Frey once mounted Odin’s throne, from whence one can see over the 
whole universe, and looking round saw far off in the giant’s kingdom a beautiful maid, at the sight of whom he 
was struck with sudden sadness, insomuch that from that moment he could neither sleep, nor drink, nor 
speak. At last Skirnir, his messenger, drew his secret from him, and undertook to get him the maiden for his 
bride, if he would give him his sword as a reward. Frey consented and gave him the sword, and Skirnir set 
off on his journey and obtained the maiden’s promise that within nine nights she would come to a certain 
place and there wed Frey. Skirnir having reported the success of his errand, Frey exclaimed: 

 

“Long is one night, 
Long are two nights, 
But how shall I hold out 
three? Shorter hath seemed 
A month to me oft 
Than of this longing time the half.” 

 

So Frey obtained Gerda, the most beautiful of all women, for his wife, but he lost his sword. 
 

CHAPTER XXXIX 

 
THOR’S VISIT TO JOTUNHEIM 

THOR’S VISIT TO JOTUNHEIM, THE GIANT’S COUNTRY 

 
One day the god Thor, with his servant Thialfi, and accompanied by Loki, set out on a journey to the giant’s 
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country. Thialfi was of all men the swiftest of foot. He bore Thor’s wallet, containing their provisions. When 
night came on they found themselves in an immense forest, and searched on all sides for a place where they 
might pass the night, and at last came to a very large hall, with an entrance that took the whole breadth of 
one end of the building. Here they lay down to sleep, but towards midnight were alarmed by an earthquake 
which shook the whole edifice. Thor, rising up, called on his companions to seek with him a place of safety. 
On the right they found an adjoining chamber, into which the others entered, but Thor remained at the 
doorway with his mallet in his hand, prepared to defend himself, whatever might happen. A terrible groaning 
was heard during the night, and at dawn of day Thor went out and found lying near him a huge giant, who 
slept and snored in the way that had alarmed them so. It is said that for once Thor was afraid to use his 
mallet, and as the giant soon waked up, Thor contented himself with simply asking his name. 

 

“My name is Skrymir,” said the giant, “but I need not ask thy name, for I know that thou art the god Thor. 
But what has become of my glove?” Thor then perceived that what they had taken overnight for a hall was 
the giant’s glove, and the chamber where his two companions had sought refuge was the thumb. Skrymir 
then proposed that they should travel in company, and Thor consenting, they sat down to eat their 
breakfast, and when they had done, Skrymir packed all the provisions into one wallet, threw it over his 
shoulder, and strode on before them, taking such tremendous strides that they were hard put to it to keep 
up with him. So they travelled the whole day, and at dusk Skrymir chose a place for them to pass the night 
in under a large oak tree. Skrymir then told them he would lie down to sleep. “But take ye the wallet,” he 
added, “and prepare your supper.” 

 

Skrymir soon fell asleep and began to snore strongly; but when Thor tried to open the wallet, he found the 
giant had tied it up so tight he could not untie a single knot. At last Thor became wroth, and grasping his 
mallet with both hands he struck a furious blow on the giant’s head. Skrymir, awakening, merely asked 
whether a leaf had not fallen on his head, and whether they had supped and were ready to go to sleep. Thor 
answered that they were just going to sleep, and so saying went and laid himself down under another 
tree. But sleep came not that night to Thor, and when Skrymir snored again so loud that the forest 
reechoed with the noise, he arose, and grasping his mallet launched it with such force at the giant’s skull 
that it made a deep dint in it. Skrymir, awakening, cried out, “What’s the matter? Are there any birds perched 
on this tree? I felt some moss from the branches fall on my head. How fares it with thee, Thor?” But Thor 
went away hastily, saying that he had just then awoke, and that as it was only midnight, there was still time 
for sleep. He, however, resolved that if he had an opportunity of striking a third blow, it should settle all 
matters between them. A little before daybreak he perceived that Skrymir was again fast asleep, and again 
grasping his mallet, he dashed it with such violence that it forced its way into the giant’s skull up to the 
handle. But Skrymir sat up, and stroking his cheek said, “An acorn fell on my head. What! Art thou 
awake, Thor? Me thinks it is time for us to get up and dress ourselves; but you have not now a long way 
before you to the city called Utgard. I have heard you whispering to one another that I am not a man of small 
dimensions; but if you come to Utgard you will see there many men much taller than I. Wherefore, I advise 
you, when you come there, not to make too much of yourselves, for the followers of Utgard— Loki will not 
brook the boasting of such little fellows as you are. You must take the road that leads eastward, mine lies 
northward, so we must part here.” 

 

Hereupon he threw his wallet over his shoulders and turned away from them into the forest, and Thor had no 
wish to stop him or to ask for any more of his company. 

 

Thor and his companions proceeded on their way, and towards noon descried a city standing in the middle 
of a plain. It was so lofty that they were obliged to bend their necks quite back on their shoulders in order to 
see to the top of it. On arriving they entered the city, and seeing a large palace before them with the door 
wide open, they went in, and found a number of men of prodigious stature, sitting on benches in the hall. 
Going further, they came before the king, Utgard-Loki, whom they saluted with great respect. The king, 
regarding them with a scornful smile, said, “If I do not mistake me, that stripling yonder must be the god 
Thor.” Then addressing himself to Thor, he said, “Perhaps thou mayst be more than thou appearest to be. 
What are the feats that thou and thy fellows deem yourselves skilled in, for no one is permitted to remain 
here who does not, in some feat or other, excel all other men?” 

 

“The feat that I know,” said Loki, “is to eat quicker than any one else, and in this I am ready to give a 
proof against any one here who may choose to compete with me.” 

 

“That will indeed be a feat,” said Utgard-Loki, “if thou performest what thou promisest, and it shall be tried 
forthwith.” 

 

He then ordered one of his men who was sitting at the farther end of the bench, and whose name was Logi, 
to come forward and try his skill with Loki. A trough filled with meat having been set on the hall floor, Loki 
placed himself at one end, and Logi at the other, and each of them began to eat as fast as he could, until they 
met in the middle of the trough. But it was found that Loki had only eaten the flesh, while his adversary had 
devoured both flesh and bone, and the trough to boot. All the company therefore adjudged that Loki was 
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vanquished. 
 

Utgard-Loki then asked what feat the young man who accompanied Thor could perform. Thialfi answered 
that he would run a race with any one who might be matched against him. The king observed that skill in 
running was something to boast of, but if the youth would win the match he must display great agility. He 
then arose and went with all who were present to a plain where there was good ground for running on, and 
calling a young man named Hugi, bade him run a match with Thialfi. In the first course Hugi so much out-
stripped his competitor that he turned back and met him not far from the starting place. Then they ran a 
second and a third time, but Thialfi met with no better success. 

 

Utgard-Loki then asked Thor in what feats he would choose to give proofs of that prowess for which he was 
so famous. Thor answered that he would try a drinking-match with any one. Utgard-Loki bade his cup-bearer 
bring the large horn which his followers were obliged to empty when they had trespassed in any way against 
the law of the feast. The cupbearer having presented it to Thor, Utgard-Loki said, “Whoever is a good drinker 
will empty that horn at a single draught, though most men make two of it, but the most puny drinker can do it in 
three.” 

 

Thor looked at the horn, which seemed of no extraordinary size though somewhat long; however, as he was 
very thirsty, he set it to his lips, and without drawing breath, pulled as long and as deeply as he could, that 
he might not be obliged to make a second draught of it; but when he set the horn down and looked in, he 
could scarcely perceive that the liquor was diminished. 

 

After taking breath, Thor went to it again with all his might, but when he took the horn from his mouth, it 
seemed to him that he had drunk rather less than before, although the horn could now be carried without 
spilling. 

 

“How now, Thor?” said Utgard-Loki; “thou must not spare thyself; if thou meanest to drain the horn at the 
third draught thou must pull deeply; and I must needs say that thou wilt not be called so mighty a man here 
as thou art at home if thou showest no greater prowess in other feats than methinks will be shown in this.” 

 

Thor, full of wrath, again set the horn to his lips, and did his best to empty it; but on looking in found the 
liquor was only a little lower, so he resolved to make no further attempt, but gave back the horn to the cup-
bearer. 

 

“I now see plainly,” said Utgard-Loki, “that thou art not quite so stout as we thought thee: but wilt thou try any 
other feat, though methinks thou art not likely to bear any prize away with thee hence.”  

 

“What new trial hast thou to propose?” said Thor. 
 

“We have a very trifling game here,” answered Utgard-Loki, “in which we exercise none but children. It 
consists in merely lifting my cat from the ground; nor should I have dared to mention such a feat to the great 
Thor if I had not already observed that thou art by no means what we took thee for.” 

 

As he finished speaking, a large gray cat sprang on the hall floor. Thor put his hand under the cat’s belly and 
did his utmost to raise him from the floor, but the cat, bending his back, had, notwithstanding all Thor’s 
efforts, only one of his feet lifted up, seeing which Thor made no further attempt. 

 

“This trial has turned out,” said Utgard-Loki, “just as I imagined it would. The cat is large, but Thor is little 
in comparison to our men.” 

 

“Little as ye call me,” answered Thor, “let me see who among you will come hither now I am in wrath and 
wrestle with me.” 

 

“I see no one here,” said Utgard-Loki, looking at the men sitting on the benches, “who would not think it 
beneath him to wrestle with thee; let somebody, however, call hither that old crone, my nurse Elli, and let 
Thor wrestle with her if he will. She has thrown to the ground many a man not less strong than this Thor is.” 

 

A toothless old woman then entered the hall, and was told by Utgard-Loki to take hold of Thor. The tale is 
shortly told. The more Thor tightened his hold on the crone the firmer she stood. At length after a very 
violent struggle Thor began to lose his footing, and was finally brought down upon one knee. Utgard-Loki then 
told them to desist, adding that Thor had now no occasion to ask any one else in the hall to wrestle with him, 
and it was also getting late; so he showed Thor and his companions to their seats, and they passed the night 
there in good cheer. 

 

The next morning, at break of day, Thor and his companions dressed themselves and prepared for their 
departure. Utgard-Loki ordered a table to be set for them, on which there was no lack of victuals or drink. 
After the repast Utgard-Loki led them to the gate of the city, and on parting asked Thor how he thought his 
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journey had turned out, and whether he had met with any men stronger than himself. Thor told him that he 
could not deny but that he had brought great shame on himself. “And what grieves me most,” he added, “is 
that ye will call me a person of little worth.” 

 

“Nay,” said Utgard-Loki, “it behooves me to tell thee the truth, now thou art out of the city, which so long as I 
live and have my way thou shalt never enter again. And, by my troth, had I known beforehand that thou hadst 
so much strength in thee, and wouldst have brought me so near to a great mishap, I would not have 
suffered thee to enter this time. Know then that I have all along deceived thee by my illusions; first in the 
forest, where I tied up the wallet with iron wire so that thou couldst not untie it. After this thou gavest me 
three blows with thy mallet; the first, though the least, would have ended my days had it fallen on me, but I 
slipped aside and thy blows fell on the mountain, where thou wilt find three glens, one of them remarkably 
deep. These are the dints made by thy mallet. I have made use of similar illusions in the contests you have 
had with my followers. In the first, Loki, like hunger itself, devoured all that was set before him, but Logi was 
in reality nothing else than Fire, and therefore consumed not only the meat, bat the trough which held it. 
Hugi, with whom Thialfi contended in running, was Thought, and it was impossible for Thialfi to keep pace 
with that. When thou in thy turn didst attempt to empty the horn, thou didst perform, by my troth, a deed so 
marvellous that had I not seen it myself I should never have believed it. For one end of that horn reached 
the sea, which thou wast not aware of, but when thou comest to the shore thou wilt perceive how much the 
sea has sunk by thy draughts. Thou didst perform a feat no less wonderful by lifting up the cat, and to tell 
thee the truth, when we saw that one of his paws was off the floor, we were all of us terror- stricken, for 
what thou tookest for a cat was in reality the Midgard serpent that encompasseth the earth, and he was so 
stretched by thee that he was barely long enough to enclose it between his head and tail. Thy wrestling 
with Elli was also a most astonishing feat, for there was never yet a man, nor ever will be, whom Old Age, for 
such in fact was Elli, will not sooner or later lay low. But now, as we are going to part, let me tell thee that 
it will be better for both of us if thou never come near me again, for shouldst thou do so, I shall again 
defend myself by other illusions, so that thou wilt only lose thy labor and get no fame from the contest with 
me.” 

 

On hearing these words Thor in a rage laid hold of his mallet and would have launched it at him, but Utgard-
Loki had disappeared, and when Thor would have returned to the city to destroy it, he found nothing around 
him but a verdant plain. 

 

CHAPTER XL 

 
THE DEATH OF BALDUR—THE ELVES—RUNIC LETTERS—ICELAND—TEUTONIC 

MYTHOLOGY—NIBELUNGEN LIED THE DEATH OF BALDUR 

Baldur the Good, having been tormented with terrible dreams indicating that his life was in peril, told them to 
the assembled gods, who resolved to conjure all things to avert from him the threatened danger. Then Frigga, 
the wife of Odin, exacted an oath from fire and water, from iron and all other metals, from stones, trees, 
diseases, beasts, birds, poisons, and creeping things, that none of them would do any harm to Baldur. Odin, 
not satisfied with all this, and feeling alarmed for the fate of his son, determined to consult the prophetess 
Angerbode, a giantess, mother of Fenris, Hela, and the Midgard serpent. She was dead, and Odin was 
forced to seek her in Hela’s dominions. This Descent of Odin forms the subject of Gray’s fine ode 
beginning,— 

 
“Uprose the king of men with speed 

        And saddled straight his coal-black steed” 

 
But the other gods, feeling that what Frigga had done was quite sufficient, amused themselves with using 
Baldur as a mark, some hurling darts at him, some stones, while others hewed at him with their swords and 
battle-axes; for do what they would, none of them could harm him. And this became a favorite pastime with 
them and was regarded as an honor shown to Baldur. But when Loki beheld the scene he was sorely vexed 
that Baldur was not hurt. Assuming, therefore, the shape of a woman, he went to Fensalir, the man- sion of 
Frigga. That goddess, when she saw the pretended woman, inquired of her if she knew what the gods were 
doing at their meetings. She replied that they were throwing darts and stones at Baldur, without being able to 
hurt him. “Ay,” said Frigga, “neither stones, nor sticks, nor anything else can hurt Baldur, for I have 
exacted an oath from all of them.” “What,” exclaimed the woman, “have all things sworn to spare Baldur?” 
“All things,” replied Frigga, “except one little shrub that grows on the eastern side of Valhalla, and is called 
Mistletoe, and which I thought too young and feeble to crave an oath from.” 

 
As soon as Loki heard this he went away, and resuming his natural shape, cut off the mistletoe, and 
repaired to the place where the gods were assembled. There he found Hodur standing apart, without 
partaking of the sports, on account of his blindness, and going up to him, said, “Why dost thou not also 
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throw something at Baldur?” 

 
“Because I am blind,” answered Hodur, “and see not where Baldur is, and have, moreover, nothing to throw.” 

 
“Come, then,” said Loki, “do like the rest, and show honor to Baldur by throwing this twig at him, and I will 
direct thy arm towards the place where he stands.” 

 
Hodur then took the mistletoe, and under the guidance of Loki, darted it at Baldur, who, pierced through and 
through, fell down lifeless. Surely never was there witnessed, either among gods or men, a more atrocious 
deed than this. When Baldur fell, the gods were struck speechless with horror, and then they looked at each 
other, and all were of one mind to lay hands on him who had done the deed, but they were obliged to delay 
their vengeance out of respect for the sacred place where they were assembled. They gave vent to their grief 
by loud lamentations. When the gods came to themselves, Frigga asked who among them wished to gain all 
her love and good will. “For this,” said she, “shall he have who will ride to Hel and offer Hela a ransom if she 
will let Baldur return to Asgard.” Whereupon Hermod, surnamed the Nimble, the son of Odin, offered to 
undertake the journey. Odin’s horse, Sleipnir, which has eight legs and can outrun the wind, was then led 
forth, on which Hermod mounted and galloped away on his mission. For the space of nine days and as 
many nights he rode through deep glens so dark that he could not discern anything, until he arrived at the 
river Gyoll, which he passed over on a bridge covered with glittering gold. The maiden who kept the bridge 
asked him his name and lineage, telling him that the day before five bands of dead persons had ridden over 
the bridge, and did not shake it as much as he alone. “But,” she added, “thou hast not death’s hue on thee; why 
then ridest thou here on the way to Hel?” 

 
“I ride to Hel,” answered Hermod, “to seek Baldur. Hast thou perchance seen him pass this way?”  

 
She replied, “Baldur hath ridden over Gyoll’s bridge, and yonder lieth the way he took to the abodes of death” 

 
Hermod pursued his journey until he came to the barred gates of Hel. Here he alighted, girthed his saddle 
tighter, and remounting clapped both spurs to his horse, who cleared the gate by a tremendous leap without 
touching it. Hermod then rode on to the palace, where he found his brother Baldur occupying the most 
distinguished seat in the hall, and passed the night in his company. The next morning he besought Hela to 
let Baldur ride home with him, assuring her that nothing but lamentations were to be heard among the gods. 
Hela answered that it should now be tried whether Baldur was so beloved as he was said to be. “If, 
therefore,” she added, “all things in the world, both living and lifeless, weep for him, then shall he return to 
life; but if any one thing speak against him or refuse to weep, he shall be kept in Hel.” 

 
Hermod then rode back to Asgard and gave an account of all he had heard and witnessed. 

 
The gods upon this despatched messengers throughout the world to beg everything to weep in order that 
Baldur might be delivered from Hel. All things very willingly complied with this request, both men and every 
other living being, as well as earths, and stones, and trees, and metals, just as we have all seen these things 
weep when they are brought from a cold place into a hot one. As the messengers were returning, they found 
an old hag named Thaukt sitting in a cavern, and begged her to weep Baldur out of Hel. But she answered, 

 
“Thaukt will 

wail With dry 
tears Baldur’s 
bale-fire. 

Let Hela keep her own.” 

 
It was strongly suspected that this hag was no other than Loki himself, who never ceased to work evil among 
gods and men. So Baldur was prevented from coming back to Asgard. 

 
[Footnote: In Longfellow’s Poems will be found a poem entitled 
“Tegner’s Drapa,” upon the subject of Baldur’s death.] 

 
The gods took up the dead body and bore it to the seashore where stood Baldur’s ship “Hringham,” which 
passed for the largest in the world. Baldur’s dead body was put on the funeral pile, on board the ship, and his 
wife Nanna was so struck with grief at the sight that she broke her heart, and her body was burned on the 
same pile as her husband’s. There was a vast concourse of various kinds of people at Baldur’s 
obsequies. First came Odin accompanied by Frigga, the Valkyrie, and his ravens; then Frey in his car 
drawn by Gullinbursti, the boar; Heimdall rode his horse Gulltopp, and Freya drove in her chariot drawn by 
cats. There were also a great many Frost giants and giants of the mountain present. Baldur’s horse was 
led to the pile fully caparisoned and consumed in the same flames with his master. 
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But Loki did not escape his deserved punishment. When he saw how angry the gods were, he fled to the 
mountain, and there built himself a hut with four doors, so that he could see every approaching danger. He 
invented a net to catch the fishes, such as fishermen have used since his time. But Odin found out his 
hiding- place and the gods assembled to take him. He, seeing this, changed himself into a salmon, and lay hid 
among the stones of the brook. But the gods took his net and dragged the brook, and Loki, finding he must 
be caught, tried to leap over the net; but Thor caught him by the tail and compressed it, so that salmons 
ever since have had that part remarkably fine and thin. They bound him with chains and suspended a 
serpent over his head, whose venom falls upon his face drop by drop. His wife Siguna sits by his side and 
catches the drops as they fall, in a cup; but when she carries it away to empty it, the venom falls upon Loki, 
which makes him howl with horror, and twist his body about so violently that the whole earth shakes, and 
this produces what men call earthquakes. 

 
THE ELVES 

 
The Edda mentions another class of beings, inferior to the gods, but still possessed of great power; these 
were called Elves. The white spirits, or Elves of Light, were exceedingly fair, more brilliant than the sun, and 
clad in garments of a delicate and transparent texture. They loved the light, were kindly disposed to 
mankind, and generally appeared as fair and lovely children. Their country was called Alfheim, and was the 
domain of Freyr, the god of the sun, in whose light they were always sporting. 

 
The Black or Night Elves were a different kind of creatures. Ugly, long-nosed dwarfs, of a dirty brown color, 
they appeared only at night, for they avoided the sun as their most deadly enemy, because whenever his 
beams fell upon any of them they changed them immediately into stones. Their language was the echo of 
solitudes, and their dwelling-places subterranean caves and clefts. They were supposed to have come into 
existence as maggots produced by the decaying flesh of Ymir’s body, and were afterwards endowed by the 
gods with a human form and great understanding. They were particularly distinguished for a knowledge of 
the mysterious powers of nature, and for the runes which they carved and explained. They were the most 
skilful artificers of all created beings, and worked in metals and in wood. Among their most noted works were 
Thor’s hammer, and the ship “Skidbladnir,” which they gave to Freyr, and which was so large that it could 
contain all the deities with their war and household implements, but so skillfully was it wrought that when 
folded together it could be put into a side pocket. 

 
RAGNAROK, THE TWILIGHT 
OF THE GODS 

 
It was a firm belief of the northern nations that a time would come when all the visible creation, the gods of 
Valhalla and Niffleheim, the inhabitants of Jotunheim, Alfheim, and Midgard, together with their habitations, 
would be destroyed. The fearful day of destruction will not, however, be without its forerunners. First will 
come a triple winter, during which snow will fall from the four corners of the heavens, the frost be very 
severe, the wind piercing, the weather tempestuous, and the sun impart no gladness. Three such winters 
will pass away without being tempered by a single summer. Three other similar winters will then follow, 
during which war and discord will spread over the universe. The earth itself will be frightened and begin to 
tremble, the sea leave its basin, the heavens tear asunder, and men perish in great numbers, and the 
eagles of the air feast upon their still quivering bodies. The wolf Fenris will now break his bands, the Midgard 
serpent rise out of her bed in the sea, and Loki, released from his bonds, will join the enemies of the gods. 
Amidst the general devastation the sons of Muspelheim will rush forth under their leader Surtur, before and 
behind whom are flames and burning fire. Onward they ride over Bifrost, the rainbow bridge, which breaks 
under the horses’ hoofs. But they, disregarding its fall, direct their course to the battlefield called Vigrid. 
Thither also repair the wolf Fenris, the Midgard serpent, Loki with all the followers of Hela, and the Frost 
giants. 

 
Heimdall now stands up and sounds the Giallar horn to assemble the gods and heroes for the contest. The 
gods advance, led on by Odin, who engages the wolf Fenris, but falls a victim to the monster, who is, 
however, slain by Vidar, Odin’s son. Thor gains great renown by killing the Midgard serpent, but recoils and 
falls dead, suffocated with the venom which the dying monster vomits over him. Loki and Heimdall meet and 
fight till they are both slain. The gods and their enemies having fallen in battle, Surtur, who has killed Freyr, 
darts fire and flames over the world, and the whole universe is burned up. The sun becomes dim, the earth 
sinks into the ocean, the stars fall from heaven, and time is no more. 

 
After this Alfadur (the Almighty) will cause a new heaven and a new earth to arise out of the sea. The new 
earth filled with abundant supplies will spontaneously produce its fruits without labor or care. Wickedness 
and misery will no more be known, but the gods and men will live happily together. 

 
RUNIC LETTERS 
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One cannot travel far in Denmark, Norway, or Sweden without meeting with great stones of different forms, 
engraven with characters called Runic, which appear at first sight very different from all we know. The letters 
consist almost invariably of straight lines, in the shape of little sticks either singly or put together. Such sticks 
were in early times used by the northern nations for the purpose of ascertaining future events. The sticks 
were shaken up, and from the figures that they formed a kind of divination was derived. 

 
The Runic characters were of various kinds. They were chiefly used for magical purposes. The noxious, or, as 
they called them, the BITTER runes, were employed to bring various evils on their enemies; the favorable 
averted misfortune. Some were medicinal, others employed to win love, etc. In later times they were 
frequently used for inscriptions, of which more than a thousand have been found. The language is a dialect 
of the Gothic, called Norse, still in use in Iceland. The inscriptions may therefore be read with certainty, but 
hitherto very few have been found which throw the least light on history. They are mostly epitaphs on 
tombstones. 

Gray’s ode on the “Descent of Odin” contains an allusion to the use of Runic letters for incantation: 

“Facing to the northern clime, 
Thrice he traced the Runic rhyme; 
Thrice pronounced, in accents dread, 
The thrilling verse that wakes the 
dead, Till from out the hollow ground 
Slowly breathed a sullen sound.” 

 
THE SKALDS 

 
The Skalds were the bards and poets of the nation, a very important class of men in all communities in an early   
stage of civilization. They are the depositaries of whatever historic lore there is, and it is their office to mingle 
something of intellectual gratification with the rude feasts of the warriors, by rehearsing, with such 
accompaniments of poetry and music as their skill can afford, the exploits of their heroes living or dead. The 
compositions of the Skalds were called Sagas, many of which have come down to us, and contain valuable 
materials of history, and a faithful picture of the state of society at the time to which they relate. 

 
ICELAND 

 
The Eddas and Sagas have come to us from Iceland. The following extract from Carlyle’s lectures on “Heroes 
and Hero Worship” gives an animated account of the region where the strange stories we have been reading 
had their origin. Let the reader contrast it for a moment with Greece, the parent of classical mythology: 

 
“In that strange island, Iceland,—burst up, the geologists say, by fire from the bottom of the sea, a wild land 
of barrenness and lava, swallowed many months of every year in black tempests, yet with a wild, gleaming 
beauty in summer time, towering up there stern and grim in the North Ocean, with its snow yokuls 
[mountains], roaring geysers [boiling springs], sulphur pools, and horrid volcanic chasms, like the waste, 
chaotic battlefield of Frost and Fire,—where, of all places, we least looked for literature or written 
memorials,—the record of these things was written down. On the seaboard of this wild land is a rim of grassy 
country, where cattle can subsist, and men by means of them and of what the sea yields; and it seems they 
were poetic men these, men who had deep thoughts in them and uttered musically their thoughts. Much would 
be lost had Iceland not been burst up from the sea, not been discovered by the Northmen!” 

 

TEUTONIC MYTHOLOGY 

 
In the mythology of Germany proper, the name of Odin appears as Wotan; Freya and Frigga are regarded as 
one and the same divinity, and the gods are in general represented as less warlike in character than those in 
the Scandinavian myths. As a whole, however, Teutonic mythology runs along almost identical lines with that 
of the northern nations. The most notable divergence is due to modifications of the legends by reason of the 
difference in climatic conditions. The more advanced social condition of the Germans is also apparent in their 
mythology. 

 
THE NIBELUNGEN LIED 

 
One of the oldest myths of the Teutonic race is found in the great national epic of the Nibelungen Lied, which 
dates back to the prehistoric era when Wotan, Frigga, Thor, Loki, and the other gods and goddesses were 
worshipped in the German forests. The epic is divided into two parts, the first of which tells how Siegfried, the 
youngest of the kings of the Netherlands, went to Worms, to ask in marriage the hand of Kriemhild, sister of 
Gunther, King of Burgundy. While he was staying with Gunther, Siegfried helped the Burgundian king to 
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secure as his wife Brunhild, queen of Issland. The latter had announced publicly that he only should be her 
husband who could beat her in hurling a spear, throwing a huge stone, and in leaping. Siegfried, who 
possessed a cloak of invisibility, aided Gunther in these three contests, and Brunhild became his wife. In 
return for these services, Gunther gave Siegfried his sister Kriemhild in marriage. 

 

After some time had elapsed, Siegfried and Kriemhild went to visit Gunther, when the two women fell into a 
dispute about the relative merits of their husbands. Kriemhild, to exalt Siegfried, boasted that it was to the 
latter that Gunther owed his victories and his wife. Brunhild, in great anger, employed Hagan, liegeman of 
Gunther, to murder Siegfried. In the epic Hagan is described as follows: 

 

“Well-grown and well-compacted was that redoubted guest; Long were his legs and sinewy, and deep and broad  
his chest; His hair, that once was sable, with gray was dashed of late; Most terrible his visage, and lordly was his 
gait.” 

 

—Nibelungen Lied, stanza 1789. 
 

This Achilles of German romance stabbed Siegfried between the shoulders, as the unfortunate King of the 
Netherlands was stooping to drink from a brook during a hunting expedition. 

 

The second part of the epic relates how, thirteen years later, Kriemhild married Etzel, King of the Huns. After 
a time, she invited the King of Burgundy, with Hagan and many others, to the court of her husband. A fearful 
quarrel was stirred up in the banquet hall, which ended in the slaughter of all the Burgundians but Gunther 
and Hagan. These two were taken prisoners and given to Kriemhild, who with her own hand cut off the heads 
of both. For this bloody act of vengeance Kriemhild was herself slain by Hildebrand, a magician and champion, 
who in German mythology holds a place to an extent corresponding to that of Nestor in the Greek mythology. 

 
THE NIBELUNGEN HOARD 

 
This was a mythical mass of gold and precious stones which Siegfried obtained from the Nibelungs, the people 
of the north whom he had conquered and whose country he had made tributary to his own kingdom of the 
Netherlands. Upon his marriage, Siegfried gave the treasure to Kriemhild as her wedding portion. After the 
murder of Siegfried, Hagan seized it and buried it secretly beneath the Rhine at Lochham, intending to recover 
it at a future period. The hoard was lost forever when Hagan was killed by Kriemhild. Its wonders are thus set 
forth in the poem: 

 

“‘Twas as much as twelve huge wagons in four whole nights and days 
Could carry from the mountain down to the salt sea bay; 
Though to and fro each wagon thrice journeyed every day. 

 

“It was made up of nothing but precious stones and gold; 
Were all the world bought from it, and down the value 
told, 
Not a mark the less would there be left than erst there was, I ween.” 

 

—Nibelungen Lied, XIX. 
 

Whoever possessed the Nibelungen hoard were termed 
Nibelungers. Thus at one time certain people of Norway were so 
called. When Siegfried held the treasure he received the title “King 
of the 

 

Nibelungers.” 
 

WAGNER’S NIBELUNGEN RING 

 
Though Richard Wagner’s music-drama of the Nibelungen Ring bears some resemblance to the ancient 
German epic, it is a wholly independent composition and was derived from various old songs and sagas, 
which the dramatist wove into one great harmonious story. The principal source was the Volsunga Saga, 
while lesser parts were taken from the Elder Edda and the Younger Edda, and others from the Nibelungen 
Lied, the Ecklenlied, and other Teutonic folklore. 

 

In the drama there are at first only four distinct races,—the gods, the giants, the dwarfs, and the nymphs. 
Later, by a special creation, there come the valkyrie and the heroes. The gods are the noblest and highest 
race, and dwell first in the mountain meadows, later in the palace of Valhalla on the heights. The giants are 
a great and strong race, but lack wisdom; they hate what is noble, and are enemies of the gods; they dwell 
in caves near the earth’s surface. The dwarfs, or nibelungs, are black uncouth p igmies, hating the good, 
hating the gods; they are crafty and cunning, and dwell in the bowels of the earth. The nymphs are pure, 
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innocent creatures of the water. The valkyrie are daughters of the gods, but mingled with a mortal strain; 
they gather dead heroes from the battle- fields and carry them to Valhalla. The heroes are children of the 
gods, but also mingled with a mortal strain; they are destined to become at last the highest race of all, and to 
succeed the gods in the government of the world. 

 

The principal gods are Wotan, Loki, Donner, and Froh. The chief giants are Fafner and Fasolt, brothers. The 
chief dwarfs are Alberich and Mime, brothers, and later Hagan, son of Alberich. The chief nymphs are the 
Rhine- daughters, Flosshilda, Woglinda, and Wellgunda. There are nine Valkyrie, of whom Brunhild is the 
leading one. 

 

Wagner’s story of the Ring may be summarized as follows: 
 

A hoard of gold exists in the depths of the Rhine, guarded by the innocent Rhine-maidens. Alberich, the 
dwarf, forswears love to gain this gold. He makes it into a magic ring. It gives him all power, and he gathers 
by it a vast amount of treasures. 

 

Meanwhile Wotan, chief of the gods, has engaged the giants to build for him a noble castle, Valhalla, from 
whence to rule the world, promising in payment Freya, goddess of youth and love. But the gods find they 
cannot spare Freya, as they are dependent on her for their immortal youth. Loki, called upon to provide a 
substitute, tells of Alberich’s magic ring and other treasure. Wotan goes with Loki, and they steal the ring and 
the golden hoard from Alberich, who curses the ring and lays the curse on all who shall henceforth possess it. 
The gods give the ring and the treasure to the giants as a substitute for Freya. The curse at once begins. 
One giant, Fafner, kills his brother to get all, and transforms himself into a dragon to guard his wealth. The 
gods enter Valhalla over the rainbow bridge. This ends the first part of the drama, called the Rhine-Gold. 

 

The second part, the Valkyrie, relates how Wotan still covets the ring. He cannot take it himself, for he has 
given his word to the giants. He stands or falls by his word. So he devises an artifice to get the ring. He will 
get a hero- race to work for him and recover the ring and the treasures. Siegmund and Sieglinda are twin 
children of this new race. Sieglinda is carried off as a child and is forced into marriage with Hunding. 
Siegmund comes, and unknowingly breaks the law of marriage, but wins Nothung, the great sword, and a 
bride. Brunhild, chief of the Valkyrie, is commissioned by Wotan at the instance of Fricka, goddess of 
marriage, to slay him for his sin. She disobeys and tries to save him, but Hunding, helped by Wotan, slays 
him. Sieglinda, however, about to bear the free hero, to be called Siegfried, is saved by Brunhild, and hid in 
the forest. Brunhild herself is punished by being made a mortal woman. She is left sleeping on the 
mountains with a wall of fire around her which only a hero can penetrate. 

 

The drama continues with the story of Siegfried, which opens with a scene in the smithy between Mime the 
dwarf and Siegfried. Mime is welding a sword, and Siegfried scorns him. Mime tells him something of his 
mother, Sieglinda, and shows him the broken pieces of his father’s sword. Wotan comes and tells Mime that 
only one who has no fear can remake the sword. Now Siegfried knows no fear and soon remakes the sword 
Nothung. Wotan and Alberich come to where the dragon Fafner is guarding the ring. They both long for it, but 
neither can take it. Soon Mime comes bringing Siegfried with the mighty sword. Fafner comes out, but 
Siegfried slays him. Happening to touch his lips with the dragon’s blood, he understands the language of the 
birds. They tell him of the ring. He goes and gets it. Siegfried now has possession of the ring, but it is to bring 
him nothing of happiness, only evil. It is to curse love and finally bring death. The birds also tell him of 
Mime’s treachery. He slays Mime. He longs for some one to love. The birds tell him of the slumbering 
Brunnhilda, whom he finds and marries. 

 

The Dusk of the Gods portrays at the opening the three norns or fates weaving and measuring the thread of 
destiny. It is the beginning of the end. The perfect pair, Siegfried and Brunhild, appear in all the glory of their 
life, splendid ideals of manhood and womanhood. But Siegfried goes out into the world to achieve deeds of 
prowess. He gives her the Nibelungen ring to keep as a pledge of his love till his return. Meanwhile Alberich 
also has begotten a son, Hagan, to achieve for him the possession of the ring. He is partly of the Gibichung 
race, and works through Gunther and Gutrune, half-brother and half-sister to him. They beguile Siegfried to 
them, give him a magic draught which makes him forget Brunhild and fall in love with Gutrune. Under this 
same spell, he offers to bring Brunhild for wife to Gunther. Now is Valhalla full of sorrow and despair. The 
gods fear the end. Wotan murmurs, “O that she would give back the ring to the Rhine.” But Brunhild will not 
give it up,—it is now her pledge of love. Siegfried comes, takes the ring, and Brunhild is now brought to the 
Rhine castle of the Gibichungs, but Siegfried under the spell does not love her. She is to be wedded to 
Gunther. She rises in wrath and denounces Siegfried. But at a hunting banquet Siegfried is given another 
magic draught, remembers all, and is slain by Hagan by a blow in the back, as he calls on Brunhild’s name in 
love. Then comes the end. The body of Siegfried is burned on a funeral pyre, a grand funeral march is heard, 
and Brunhild rides into the flames and sacrifices herself for love’s sake; the ring goes back to the Rhine-
daughters; and the old world—of the gods of Valhalla, of passion and sin—is burnt up with flames, for the 
gods have broken moral law, and coveted power rather than love, gold rather than truth, and therefore must 
perish. They pass, and a new era, the reign of love and truth, has begun. 
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33 

 
Hymn 4 to   Hermes 

 

 

Available readily online through a search for “Homeric Hymn to Hermes.” This version is from: 
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/text?doc=Perseus%3Atext%3A1999.01.0138%3Ahymn%3D4 

To Hermes 
 
[1] Muse, sing of Hermes, the son of Zeus and Maia, lord of Cyllene and Arcadia rich in flocks, the luck-
bringing messenger of the immortals whom Maia bare, the rich-tressed nymph, when she was joined in love 
with Zeus, [5] 
—a shy goddess, for she avoided the company of the blessed gods, and lived within a deep, shady cave. 
There the son of Cronos used to lie with the rich-tressed nymph, unseen by deathless gods and mortal men, 
at dead of night while sweet sleep should hold white-armed Hera fast. [10] And when the purpose of great 
Zeus was fulfilled, and the tenth moon with her was fixed in heaven, she was delivered and a notable thing 
was come to pass. For then she bare a son, of many shifts, blandly cunning, a robber, a cattle driver, a 
bringer of dreams, [15] a watcher by night, a thief at the gates, one who was soon to show forth wonderful 
deeds among the deathless gods. Born with the dawning, at mid-day he played on the lyre, and in the 
evening he stole the cattle of far-shooting Apollo on the fourth day of the month; for on that day queenly Maia 
bare him. [20] So soon as he had leaped from his mother’s heavenly womb, he lay not long waiting in his 
holy cradle, but he sprang up and sought the oxen of Apollo. But as he stepped over the threshold of the 
high-roofed cave, he found a tortoise there and gained endless delight. [25] For it was Hermes who first 
made the tortoise a singer. The creature fell in his way at the courtyard gate, where it was feeding on the 
rich grass before the dwelling, waddling along. When he saw it, the luck-bringing son of Zeus laughed and 
said:[30] “An omen of great luck for me so soon! I do not slight it. Hail, comrade of the feast, lovely in shape, 
sounding at the dance! With joy I meet you! Where got you that rich gaud for covering, that spangled shell 

—a tortoise living in the mountains? But I will take and carry you within: you shall help me [35] and I will do 
you no disgrace, though first of all you must profit me. It is better to be at home: harm may come out of doors. 
Living, 

you shall be a spell against mischievous witchcraft1; but if you die, then you shall make sweetest song.” 

 
Thus speaking, he took up the tortoise in both hands [40] and went back into the house carrying his charming 
toy. Then he cut off its limbs and scooped out the marrow of the mountain-tortoise with a scoop of grey iron. As 
a swift thought darts through the heart of a man when thronging cares haunt him, [45] or as bright glances 
flash from the eye, so glorious Hermes planned both thought and deed at once. He cut stalks of reed to 
measure and fixed them, fastening their ends across the back and through the shell of the tortoise, and then 
stretched ox hide all over it by his skill. [50] Also he put in the horns and fitted a cross-piece upon the two of 
them, and stretched seven strings of sheep-gut. But when he had made it he proved each string in turn with 
the key, as he held the lovely thing. [55] At the touch of his hand it sounded marvelously; and, as he tried it, 
the god sang sweet random snatches, even as youths bandy taunts at festivals. He sang of Zeus the son of 
Cronos and neat-shod Maia, the converse which they had before in the comradeship of love, telling all the 
glorious tale of his own begetting. [60] He celebrated, too, the handmaids of the nymph, and her bright 
home, and the tripods all about the house, and the abundant cauldrons. 

 
But while he was singing of all these, his heart was bent on other matters. And he took the hollow lyre and 
laid it in his sacred cradle, [65] and sprang from the sweet-smelling hall to a watch-place, pondering sheer 
trickery in his heart —deeds such as knavish folk pursue in the dark night-time; for he longed to taste flesh. 

 
The Sun was going down beneath the earth towards Ocean with his horses and chariot when Hermes [70] came 
hurrying to the shadowy mountains of Pieria, where the divine cattle of the blessed gods had their steads and    
grazed the pleasant, unmown meadows. Of these the Son of Maia, the sharp-eyed slayer of Argus then cut off 
from the herd fifty loud-lowing kine, [75] and drove them straggling-wise across a sandy place, turning their hoof-
prints aside. Also, he bethought him of a crafty ruse and reversed the marks of their hoofs, making the front 
behind and 

the hind before, while he himself walked the other way.2 Then he wove sandals with wicker-work by the 
sand of the sea, [80] wonderful things, unthought of, unimagined; for he mixed together tamarisk and myrtle-
twigs, fastening together an armful of their fresh, young wood, and tied them, leaves and all securely under 
his feet as light sandals. That brushwood the glorious Slayer of Argus [85] plucked in Pieria as he was 

http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/text?doc=Perseus%3Atext%3A1999.01.0138%3Ahymn%3D4
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/entityvote?doc=Perseus%3Atext%3A1999.01.0138%3Ahymn%3D4&amp;auth=tgn%2C1049816&amp;n=1&amp;type=place
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/entityvote?doc=Perseus%3Atext%3A1999.01.0138%3Ahymn%3D4&amp;auth=tgn%2C7002735&amp;n=1&amp;type=place
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/entityvote?doc=Perseus%3Atext%3A1999.01.0138%3Ahymn%3D4&amp;auth=tgn%2C1049816&amp;n=2&amp;type=place
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/entityvote?doc=Perseus%3Atext%3A1999.01.0138%3Ahymn%3D4&amp;auth=tgn%2C1049816&amp;n=3&amp;type=place
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/entityvote?doc=Perseus%3Atext%3A1999.01.0138%3Ahymn%3D4&amp;auth=tgn%2C1049816&amp;n=3&amp;type=place
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/text?doc=Perseus%3Atext%3A1999.01.0138%3Ahymn%3D4&amp;note1
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/entityvote?doc=Perseus%3Atext%3A1999.01.0138%3Ahymn%3D4&amp;auth=tgn%2C1049816&amp;n=4&amp;type=place
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/entityvote?doc=Perseus%3Atext%3A1999.01.0138%3Ahymn%3D4&amp;auth=tgn%2C7002729&amp;n=1&amp;type=place
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/entityvote?doc=Perseus%3Atext%3A1999.01.0138%3Ahymn%3D4&amp;auth=tgn%2C1049816&amp;n=5&amp;type=place
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/text?doc=Perseus%3Atext%3A1999.01.0138%3Ahymn%3D4&amp;note2
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/entityvote?doc=Perseus%3Atext%3A1999.01.0138%3Ahymn%3D4&amp;auth=tgn%2C7002729&amp;n=2&amp;type=place


166  

preparing for his 

journey, making shift3 as one making haste for a long journey. 
 
But an old man tilling his flowering vineyard saw him as he was hurrying down the plain through grassy 
Onchestus. So the Son of Maia began and said to him: 

 
[90] “Old man, digging about your vines with bowed shoulders, surely you shall have much wine when all 
these bear fruit, [91a] if you obey me and strictly remember not to have seen what you have seen, and not to 
have heard what you have heard, and to keep silent when nothing of your own is harmed.” 

 
When he had said this much, he hurried the strong cattle on together: [95] through many shadowy mountains 
and echoing gorges and flowery plains glorious Hermes drove them. And now the divine night, his dark ally, 
was mostly passed, and dawn that sets folk to work was quickly coming on, while bright Selene, [100] 
daughter of the lord Pallas, Megamedes’ son, had just climbed her watch-post, when the strong Son of 
Zeus drove the wide- browed cattle of Phoebus Apollo to the river Alpheus. And they came unwearied to the 
high-roofed byres and the drinking-troughs that were before the noble meadow. [105] Then, after he had well-
fed the loud-bellowing cattle with fodder and driven them into the byre, close-packed and chewing lotus and 
dewy galingal, he gathered a pile of wood and began to seek the art of fire. He chose a stout laurel branch 
and trimmed it with the knife … 

 
4 [110] held firmly in his hand: and the hot smoke rose up. For it was Hermes who first invented fire-sticks 
and fire. Next he took many dried sticks and piled them thick and plenty in a sunken trench: and flame began 
to glow, spreading afar the blast of fierce-burning fire. 

 
[115] And while the strength of glorious Hephaestus was beginning to kindle the fire, he dragged out two 
lowing, horned cows close to the fire; for great strength was with him. He threw them both panting upon 
their backs on 

the ground, and rolled them on their sides, bending their necks over,5 and pierced their vital chord. [120] 
Then he went on from task to task: first he cut up the rich, fatted meat, and pierced it with wooden spits, and 
roasted flesh and the honorable chine and the paunch full of dark blood all together. He laid them there upon 
the ground, and spread out the hides on a rugged rock: [125] and so they are still there many ages 
afterwards, a long, long time 

after all this, and are continually6. Next glad-hearted Hermes dragged the rich meats he had prepared and 
put them on a smooth, flat stone, and divided them into twelve portions distributed by lot, making each 
portion wholly honorable. [130] Then glorious Hermes longed for the sacrificial meat, for the sweet savour 
wearied him, god though he was; nevertheless his proud heart was not prevailed upon to devour the 
flesh, although he greatly 

desired.7 But he put away in the high-roofed byre [135] the fat and all the flesh, placing them high up to be a 
token of his youthful theft. And after that he gathered dry sticks and utterly destroyed with fire all the hoofs 
and all the heads. 

 
And when the god had duly finished all, he threw his sandals into deep-eddying Alpheus, [140] and quenched 
the embers, covering the black ashes with sand, and so spent the night while Selene’s soft light shone down. 
Then the god went straight back again at dawn to the bright crests of Cyllene, and no one met him on the 
long journey either of the blessed gods or mortal men, [145] nor did any dog bark. And luck-bringing Hermes, 
the son of Zeus, passed edgeways through the key-hole of the hall like the autumn breeze, even as mist: 
straight through the cave he went and came to the rich inner chamber, walking softly, and making no noise 
as one might upon the floor. 
[150] Then glorious Hermes went hurriedly to his cradle, wrapping his swaddling clothes about his shoulders 
as though he were a feeble babe, and lay playing with the covering about his knees; but at his left hand he 
kept close his sweet lyre. 

 
But the god did not pass unseen by the goddess his mother; but she said to him: [155] “How now, you 
rogue! Whence come you back so at night-time, you that wear shamelessness as a garment? And now I 
surely believe the son of Leto will soon have you forth out of doors with unbreakable cords about your ribs, or 
you will live a rogue’s life in the glens robbing by whiles. [160] Go to, then; your father got you to be a great 
worry to mortal men and deathless gods.” 

 
Then Hermes answered her with crafty words: “Mother, why do you seek to frighten me like a feeble child 
whose heart knows few words of blame, [165] a fearful babe that fears its mother’s scolding? Nay, but I will 
try whatever plan is best, and so feed myself and you continually. We will not be content to remain here, as 
you bid, alone of all the gods unfee’d with offerings and prayers. [170] Better to live in fellowship with the 
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deathless gods continually, rich, wealthy, and enjoying stores of grain, than to sit always in a gloomy cave: 
and, as regards honor, I too will enter upon the rite that Apollo has. If my father will not give it me, [175] I 
will seek —and I am able —to be a prince of robbers. And if Leto’s most glorious son shall seek me out, I 
think another and a greater loss will befall him. For I will go to Pytho to break into his great house, and 
will plunder therefrom splendid tripods, and cauldrons, [180] and gold, and plenty of bright iron, and 
much apparel; and you shall see it if you will.” 

 
With such words they spoke together, the son of Zeus who holds the aegis, and the lady Maia. Now Eos the 
early 

 
born, bringing light to men, [185] was rising from deep-flowing Ocean, when Apollo, as he went, came to 
Onchestus, the lovely grove and sacred place of the loud-roaring Holder of the Earth. There he found an old 
man grazing his beast along the pathway from his court-yard fence, and the all-glorious Son of Leto began 
and said to him. 

 

[190] “Old man, weeder8 of grassy Onchestus, I am come here from Pieria seeking cattle, cows all of them, all 
with curving horns, from my herd. The black bull was grazing alone away from the rest, but fierce-eyed 
hounds followed the cows, [195] four of them, all of one mind, like men. These were left behind, the dogs 
and the bull 
—which is a great marvel; but the cows strayed out of the soft meadow, away from the pasture when the sun was  
just going down. Now tell me this, old man born long ago: have you seen [200] one passing along behind those 
cows?” 

 
Then the old man answered him and said: “My son, it is hard to tell all that one’s eyes see; for many 
wayfarers pass to and fro this way, some bent on much evil, and some on good: [205] it is difficult to 
know each one. However, I was digging about my plot of vineyard all day long until the sun went down, 
and I thought, good sir, but I do not know for certain, that I marked a child, whoever the child was, that 
followed long-horned cattle— 
[210] an infant who had a staff and kept walking from side to side: he was driving them backwards way, with 
their heads towards him.” 

 
So said the old man. And when Apollo heard this report, he went yet more quickly on his way, and presently, 
seeing a long-winged bird, he knew at once by that omen that the thief was the child of Zeus the son of 
Cronos. 
[215] So the lord Apollo, son of Zeus, hurried on to goodly Pylos seeking his shambling oxen, and he had his 
broad shoulders covered with a dark cloud. But when the Far-Shooter perceived the tracks, he cried: 

 
“Oh, oh! Truly this is a great marvel that my eyes behold! [220] These are indeed the tracks of straight-
horned oxen, but they are turned backwards towards the flowery meadow. But these others are not the 
footprints of man or woman or grey wolves or bears or lions, nor do I think they are the tracks of a rough-
maned Centaur — [225] whoever it be that with swift feet makes such monstrous footprints; wonderful are 
the tracks on this side of the way, but yet more wonderful are those on that.” 

 
When he had so said, the lord Apollo, the Son of Zeus hastened on and came to the forest-clad mountain of 
Cyllene and the deep-shadowed cave in the rock where the divine nymph [230] brought forth the child of 
Zeus who is the son of Cronos. A sweet odor spread over the lovely hill, and many thin-shanked sheep were 
grazing on the grass. Then far-shooting Apollo himself stepped down in haste over the stone threshold into 
the dusky cave. 

 
[235] Now when the Son of Zeus and Maia saw Apollo in a rage about his cattle, he snuggled down in his fragrant 
swaddling-clothes; and as wood-ash covers over the deep embers of tree-stumps, so Hermes cuddled himself up 
when he saw the Far-Shooter. [240] He squeezed head and hands and feet together in a small space, like a new 
born child seeking sweet sleep, though in truth he was wide awake, and he kept his lyre under his armpit. But the  
Son of Leto was aware and failed not to perceive the beautiful mountain-nymph and her dear son, [245] albeit a  
little child and swathed so craftily. He peered in every corner of the great dwelling and, taking a bright key, he  
opened three closets full of nectar and lovely ambrosia. And much gold and silver was stored in them, [250] and 
many garments of the nymph, some purple and some silvery white, such as are kept in the sacred houses of the 
blessed gods. Then, after the Son of Leto had searched out the recesses of the great house, he spake to glorious 
Hermes: 

 
“Child, lying in the cradle, make haste and tell me of my cattle, [255] or we two will soon fall out angrily. For I 
will take and cast you into dusky Tartarus and awful hopeless darkness, and neither your mother nor your 
father shall free you or bring you up again to the light, but you will wander under the earth and be the 
leader amongst little 
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folk.”9 

 
[260] Then Hermes answered him with crafty words: “Son of Leto, what harsh words are these you have 
spoken? And is it cattle of the field you are come here to seek? I have not seen them: I have not heard of 
them: no one has told me of them. I cannot give news of them, nor win the reward for news. [265] Am I like a 
cattle-lifter, a stalwart person? This is no task for me: rather I care for other things: I care for sleep, and milk 
of my mother’s breast, and wrappings round my shoulders, and warm baths. Let no one hear the cause of 
this dispute; [270] for this would be a great marvel indeed among the deathless gods, that a child newly 
born should pass in through the forepart of the house with cattle of the field: herein you speak 
extravagantly. I was born yesterday, and my feet are soft and the ground beneath is rough; nevertheless, if 
you will have it so, I will swear a great oath by my father’s head and vow that [275] neither am I guilty myself, 
neither have I seen any other who stole your cows —whatever cows may be; for I know them only by 
hearsay.” 

 
So, then, said Hermes, shooting quick glances from his eyes: and he kept raising his brows and looking this 
way and that, [280] whistling long and listening to Apollo’s story as to an idle tale.  

 
But far-working Apollo laughed softly and said to him: “O rogue, deceiver, crafty in heart, you talk so 
innocently that I most surely believe that you have broken into many a well-built house and stripped 
more than one poor 

wretch bare this night, [285] 10 gathering his goods together all over the house without noise. You will 
plague many a lonely herdsman in mountain glades, when you come on herds and thick-fleeced sheep, 
and have a hankering after flesh. But come now, if you would not sleep your last and latest sleep, [290] get 
out of your cradle, you comrade of dark night. Surely hereafter this shall be your title amongst the deathless 
gods, to be called the prince of robbers continually.” 

 
So said Phoebus Apollo, and took the child and began to carry him. But at that moment the strong Slayer of 
Argus 
[295] had his plan, and, while Apollo held him in his hands, sent forth an omen, a hard-worked belly-serf, a rude 
messenger, and sneezed directly after. And when Apollo heard it, he dropped glorious Hermes out of his hands 
on the ground: [300] then sitting down before him, though he was eager to go on his way, he spoke mockingly to 
Hermes: 

 
“Fear not, little swaddling baby, son of Zeus and Maia. I shall find the strong cattle presently by these omens, 
and you shall lead the way.” 

 
When Apollo had so said, Cyllenian Hermes sprang up quickly, [305] starting in haste. With both hands he 
pushed up to his ears the covering that he had wrapped about his shoulders, and said: 

 
“Where are you carrying me, Far-Worker, hastiest of all the gods? Is it because of your cattle that you 
are so angry and harass me? O dear, would that all the sort of oxen might perish; for it is not I [310] who stole 
your cows, nor did I see another steal them —whatever cows may be, and of that I have only heard report. 
Nay, give right and take it before Zeus, the Son of Cronos.” 

 
So Hermes the shepherd and Leto’s glorious son [315] kept stubbornly disputing each article of their quarrel: 
Apollo, speaking truly … 

 
not unfairly sought to seize glorious Hermes because of the cows; but he, the Cyllenian, tried to deceive the God      
of the Silver Bow with tricks and cunning words. But when, though he had many wiles, he found the other had as 
many shifts, [320] he began to walk across the sand, himself in front, while the Son of Zeus and Leto came 
behind. Soon they came, these lovely children of Zeus, to the top of fragrant  Olympus, to their father, the Son of 
Cronos;   for there were the scales of judgement set for them both. [325] There was an assembly on snowy  
Olympus, and   the immortals who perish not were gathering after the hour of gold-throned Dawn. 

 
Then Hermes and Apollo of the Silver Bow stood at the knees of Zeus: and Zeus who thunders on high spoke 
to his glorious son and asked him: 

 
[330] “Phoebus, whence come you driving this great spoil, a child new born that has the look of a herald? This is 
a weighty matter that is come before the council of the gods.”  

 
Then the lord, far-working Apollo, answered him: “O my father, you shall soon hear no trifling tale though 
you reproach me [335] that I alone am fond of spoil. Here is a child, a burgling robber, whom I found after a 
long journey in the hills of Cyllene: for my part I have never seen one so pert either among the gods or all 
men that catch folk unawares throughout the world. [340] He stole away my cows from their meadow and 
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drove them off in the evening along the shore of the loud-roaring sea, making straight for Pylos. There were 
double tracks, and wonderful they were, such as one might marvel at, the doing of a clever sprite; for as for 
the cows, the dark dust kept and showed their footprints leading towards the flowery meadow; [345] but 
he himself —bewildering creature —crossed the sandy ground outside the path, not on his feet nor yet on 
his hands; but, furnished with some other means he trudged his way —wonder of wonders! —as though one 
walked on slender oak-trees. [350] Now while he followed the cattle across sandy ground, all the tracks 
showed quite clearly in the dust; but when he had finished the long way across the sand, presently the cows’ 
track and his own could not be traced over the hard ground. But a mortal man noticed him [355] as he drove 
the wide-browed kine straight towards Pylos. And as soon as he had shut them up quietly, and had gone 
home by crafty turns and twists, he lay down in his cradle in the gloom of a dim cave, as still as dark night, so 
that not even [360] an eagle keenly gazing would have spied him. Much he rubbed his eyes with his hands as 
he prepared falsehood, and himself straightway said roundly: `I have not seen them: I have not heard of 
them: no man has told me of them. I could not tell you of them, nor win the reward of telling.’” 

 
[365] When he had so spoken, Phoebus Apollo sat down. But Hermes on his part answered and said, 
pointing at 

 
the Son of Cronos, the lord of all the gods: 

 
“Zeus, my father, indeed I will speak truth to you; for I am truthful and I cannot tell a lie. [370] He came to 
our house to-day looking for his shambling cows, as the sun was newly rising. He brought no witnesses with 
him nor any of the blessed gods who had seen the theft, but with great violence ordered me to confess, 
threatening much to throw me into wide Tartarus. [375] For he has the rich bloom of glorious youth, while I 
was born but yesterday 

—as he too knows —, nor am I like a cattle-lifter, a sturdy fellow. Believe my tale （for you claim to be my 

own father）, that I did not drive his cows to my house —so may I prosper— [380] nor crossed the threshold: 

this I say truly. I reverence Helios greatly and the other gods, and you I love and him I dread. You yourself 
know that I am not guilty: and I will swear a great oath upon it:—No! by these rich-decked porticoes of the 
gods. [385] And some day I will punish him, strong as he is, for this pitiless inquisition; but now do you help the 
younger.” 

 
So spake the Cyllenian, the Slayer of Argus, while he kept shooting sidelong glances and kept his swaddling-  
clothes upon his arm, and did not cast them away. But Zeus laughed out loud to see his evil -plotting child [390]  
well and cunningly denying guilt about the cattle. And he bade them both to be of one mind and search for the  
cattle, and guiding Hermes to lead the way and, without mischievousness of heart, to show the place where now      
he had hidden the strong cattle. [395] Then the Son of Cronos bowed his head: and goodly Hermes obeyed him;   
for the will of Zeus who holds the aegis easily prevailed with him. 

 
Then the two all-glorious children of Zeus hastened both to sandy Pylos, and reached the ford of Alpheus, 
and came to the fields and the high-roofed byre [400] where the beasts were cherished at night-time. Now 
while Hermes went to the cave in the rock and began to drive out the strong cattle, the son of Leto, looking 
aside, saw the cowhides on the sheer rock. And he asked glorious Hermes at once: 

 
[405] “How were you able, you crafty rogue, to flay two cows, new-born and babyish as you are? For my 
part, I dread the strength that will be yours: there is no need you should keep growing long, Cyllenian, son of 
Maia!” 

 
So saying, Apollo twisted strong withes with his hands [409a] meaning to bind Hermes with firm bands; [409b] 
but the bands would not hold him, and the withes of osier fell far from him [410] and began to grow at once 
from the ground beneath their feet in that very place. And intertwining with one another, they quickly grew 
and covered all the wild-roving cattle by the will of thievish Hermes, so that Apollo was astonished as he 
gazed. 

 
Then the strong slayer of Argus [415] looked furtively upon the ground with eyes flashing fire … 

desiring to hide … 

Very easily he softened the son of all-glorious Leto as he would, stern though the Far-shooter was. He took 
the lyre upon his left arm and tried each string in turn with the key, so that at his touch [420] it sounded 
awesomely. And Phoebus Apollo laughed for joy; for the sweet throb of the marvellous music went to his 
heart, and a soft longing took hold on his soul as he listened. Then the son of Maia, harping sweetly upon his 
lyre, took courage and stood at the left hand [425] of Phoebus Apollo; and soon, while he played shrilly on his 
lyre, he lifted up his voice and sang, and lovely was the sound of his voice that followed. He sang the story of 
the deathless gods and of the dark earth, how at the first they came to be, and how each one received his 
portion. First among the gods he honored Mnemosyne, [430] mother of the Muses, in his song; for the son 
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of Maia was of her following. And next the goodly son of Zeus hymned the rest of the immortals according to 
their order in age, and told how each was born, mentioning all in order as he struck the lyre upon his arm. 
But Apollo was seized with a longing not to be allayed, [435] and he opened his mouth and spoke winged 
words to Hermes: 

 
“Slayer of oxen, trickster, busy one, comrade of the feast, this song of yours is worth fifty cows, and I believe 
that presently we shall settle our quarrel peacefully. But come now, tell me this, resourceful son of Maia: [440] 
has this marvellous thing been with you from your birth, or did some god or mortal man give it you —a noble 
gift —and teach you heavenly song? For wonderful is this new-uttered sound I hear, the like of which I 
vow that no man 
[445] nor god dwelling on Olympus ever yet has known but you,O thievish son of Maia. What skill is this? 
What song for desperate cares? What way of song? For verily here are three things to hand all at once 
from which to choose, —mirth, and love, and sweet sleep. [450] And though I am a follower of the 
Olympian Muses who love dances and the bright path of song —the full-toned chant and ravishing thrill of 
flutes —yet I never cared for any of those feats of skill at young men’s revels, as I do now for this: [455] I am 
filled with wonder, O son of Zeus, at your sweet playing. But now, since you, though little, have such glorious 
skill, sit down, dear boy, and respect the words of your elders For now you shall have renown among the 
deathless gods, you and your mother also. This I will declare to you exactly: [460] by this shaft of cornel 
wood I will surely make you a leader renowned among the deathless gods, and fortunate, and will give you 
glorious gifts and will not deceive you from first to last.” 

 
Then Hermes answered him with artful words: “You question me carefully, O Far-worker; yet I am [465] 
not 

 
jealous that you should enter upon my art: this day you shall know it. For I seek to be friendly with you 
both in thought and word. Now you well know all things in your heart, since you sit foremost among the 
deathless gods, O son of Zeus, and are goodly and strong. And wise Zeus loves you [470] as all right is, and 
has given you splendid gifts. And they say that from the utterance of Zeus you have learned both the 
honors due to the gods, O Far- worker, and oracles from Zeus, even all his ordinances. Of all these I 
myself have already learned that you have great wealth. Now, you are free to learn whatever you please; 
[475] but since, as it seems, your heart is so strongly set on playing the lyre, chant, and play upon it, and 
give yourself to merriment, taking this as a gift from me, and do you, my friend, bestow glory on me. Sing well 
with this clear-voiced companion in your hands; for you are skilled in good, well-ordered utterance. [480] 
From now on bring it confidently to the rich feast and lovely dance and glorious revel, a joy by night and by 
day. Whoso with wit and wisdom enquires of it cunningly, him it teaches [485] through its sound all 
manner of things that delight the mind, being easily played with gentle familiarities, for it abhors 
toilsome drudgery; but whoso in ignorance enquires of it violently, to him it chatters mere vanity and 
foolishness. But you are able to learn whatever you please. [490] So then, I will give you this lyre, glorious 
son of Zeus, while I for my part will graze down with wild-roving cattle the pastures on hill and horse- 
feeding plain: so shall the cows covered by the bulls calve abundantly both males and females. And now 
there is no need for you, [495] bargainer though you are, to be furiously angry.” 

 
When Hermes had said this, he held out the lyre: and Phoebus Apollo took it, and readily put his shining 
whip in Hermes’ hand, and ordained him keeper of herds. The son of Maia received it joyfully, [500] while the 
glorious son of Leto, the lord far-working Apollo, took the lyre upon his left arm and tried each string with the 
key. Awesomely it sounded at the touch of the god, while he sang sweetly to its note. 

 
Afterwards they two, the all-glorious sons of Zeus turned the cows back towards the sacred meadow, [505] 
but themselves hastened back to snowy Olympus, delighting in the lyre. Then wise Zeus was glad and made 
them both friends. And Hermes loved the son of Leto continually, even as he does now, when he had given 
the lyre as token to the Far-shooter, [510] who played it skilfully, holding it upon his arm. But for himself 
Hermes found out another cunning art and made himself the pipes whose sound is heard afar. 

 
Then the son of Leto said to Hermes: “Son of Maia, guide and cunning one, I fear [515] you may steal from me 
the lyre and my curved bow together; for you have an office from Zeus, to establish deeds of barter 
amongst men throughout the fruitful earth. Now if you would only swear me the great oath of the gods, 
either by nodding your head, or by the potent water of Styx, [520] you would do all that can please and ease 
my heart.” 

 
Then Maia’s son nodded his head and promised that he would never steal anything of all the Far-
shooter possessed, and would never go near his strong house; but Apollo, son of Leto, swore to be fellow 
and friend to Hermes, [525] vowing that he would love no other among the immortals, neither god nor man 
sprung from Zeus, better than Hermes: [526a] and the Father sent forth an eagle in confirmation. And 
Apollo swear also: “Verily I will make you only to be an omen for the immortals and all alike, trusted and 
honored by my heart. Moreover, I will give you a splendid staff of riches and wealth: [530] it is of gold, 
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with three branches, and will keep you scatheless, accomplishing every task, whether of words or deeds 
that are good, which I claim to know through the utterance of Zeus. But as for sooth-saying, noble, heaven-
born child, of which you ask, it is not lawful for you to learn it, nor for any other [535] of the deathless gods: 
only the mind of Zeus knows that. I am pledged and have vowed and sworn a strong oath that no other of 
the eternal gods save I should know the wise-hearted counsel of Zeus. And do not you, my brother, bearer 
of the golden wand, bid me [540] tell those decrees which all-seeing Zeus intends. As for men, I will harm 
one and profit another, sorely perplexing the tribes of unenviable men. Whosoever shall come guided by 
the call and flight of birds of sure omen, [545] that man shall have advantage through my voice, and I will 
not deceive him. But whoso shall trust to idly-chattering birds and shall seek to invoke my prophetic art 
contrary to my will, and to understand more than the eternal gods, I declare that he shall come on an idle 
journey; yet his gifts I would take. 

 
[550] But I will tell you another thing, Son of all-glorious Maia and Zeus who holds the aegis, luck-bringing 
genius 

of the gods. There are certain holy ones, sisters born —three virgins11 gifted with wings: their heads are 
besprinkled with white meal, [555] and they dwell under a ridge of Parnassus. These are teachers of 
divination apart from me, the art which I practised while yet a boy following herds, though my father paid no 
heed to it. From their home they fly now here, now there, feeding on honey-comb and bringing all things to 
pass. [560] And when they are inspired through eating yellow honey, they are willing to speak truth; but if  
they be deprived of the gods’ sweet food, then they speak falsely, as they swarm in and out together. These, 
then, I give you; enquire of them strictly [565] and delight your heart: and if you should teach any mortal so 
to do, often will he hear your response —if he have good fortune. Take these, Son of Maia, and tend the 
wild roving, horned oxen and horses and patient mules.” 

 
[568a] So he spake. And from heaven father Zeus himself gave confirmation to his words, [568b] and 
commanded 

 
that glorious Hermes should be lord over all birds of omen and grim-eyed lions, and boars with gleaming 
tusks, 
[570] and over dogs and all flocks that the wide earth nourishes, and over all sheep; also that he only should 
be the appointed messenger to Hades, who, though he takes no gift, shall give him no mean prize. 

 
Thus the lord Apollo showed his kindness for the Son of Maia [575] by all manner of friendship: and the Son 
of Cronos gave him grace besides. He consorts with all mortals and immortals: a little he profits, but 
continually throughout the dark night he cozens the tribes of mortal men. 

 
And so, farewell, Son of Zeus and Maia; [580] but I will remember you and another song also. 

 
1 Pliny notices the efficacy of the flesh of a tortoise against witchcraft. In Geoponica i. 14. 8 the living 
tortoise is prescribed as a charm to preserve vineyards from hail. 

 
2 Hermes makes the cattle walk backwards way, so that they seem to be going towards the meadow instead of 

leaving it （cp. 1. 345）; he himself walks in the normal manner, relying on his sandals as a disguise. 

 
3 Such seems to be the meaning indicated by the context, though the verb is taken by Allen and Sikes to 
mean, “to be like oneself,” and so “to be original.” 

 
4 Kuhn points out that there is a lacuna here. In 1. 109 the borer is described, but the friction of this upon the 

fire- block （to which the phrase “held firmly” clearly belongs） must also have been mentioned. 

 
5 The cows being on their sides on the ground, Hermes bends their heads back towards their flanks and so 
can reach their backbones. 

 
6 O. Muller thinks the “hides” were a stalactite formation in the “Cave of Nestor” near Messenian Pylos, —

though the cave of Hermes is near the Alpheus （1. 139）. Others suggest that actual skins were shown as 

relics before some cave near Triphylian Pylos. 

 
7 Gemoll explains that Hermes, having offered all the meat as sacrifice to the Twelve Gods, remembers that 
he himself as one of them must be content with the savour instead of the substance of the sacrifice. Can it be 
that by eating he would have forfeited the position he claimed as one of the Twelve Gods? 

 
8 Lit. “thorn-plucker.” 

 

http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/text?doc=Perseus%3Atext%3A1999.01.0138%3Ahymn%3D4&amp;note11
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/entityvote?doc=Perseus%3Atext%3A1999.01.0138%3Ahymn%3D4&amp;auth=tgn%2C7011022&amp;n=1&amp;type=place
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/entityvote?doc=Perseus%3Atext%3A1999.01.0138%3Ahymn%3D4&amp;auth=tgn%2C1121113&amp;n=1&amp;type=place
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9 Hermes is ambitious （1.175）, but if he is cast into Hades he will have to be content with the leadership of 

mere babies like himself, since those in Hades retain the state of growth —whether childhood or manhood 
—in which they are at the moment of leaving the upper world. 

 
10 Literally, “you have made him sit on the floor,” i.e. “you have stolen everything down to his last chair.” 

 

11 The Thriae, who practised divination by means of pebbles （also calledθριαί）. In this hymn they are 

represented as aged maidens （ll. 553-4）, but are closely associated with bees （ll. 559-563） and possibly are 

here conceived as having human heads and breasts with the bodies and wings of bees. See the edition of 
Allen and Sikes, Appendix III. 

 
Anonymous. The Homeric Hymns and Homerica with an English Translation by Hugh G. Evelyn-White. 
Homeric Hymns. Cambridge, MA.,Harvard University Press; London, William Heinemann Ltd. 1914.The 
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The Ulster Cycle 

 

 

Bard Mythologies has a fascinating site containing audio versions of many classic Irish tales and legends. Listed to 

The Ulster Cycle, a sixteen-part discussion of the hero Chuchulainn (pronounced Coo-hollin). 

We will be using this material for in-class discussions and the test. 
 

35 

 
The Wooing of Etain 

 

Adapted from public domain sources and available at 
http://www.mc.maricopa.edu/~thoqh49081/celtic/index.html 

 
Here Begins the Wooing of Etain: 

 

There was a famous king of Ireland of the race of the Tuatha De, Eochaid Ollathair his name. He 
was also named the Dagda [i.e.good god], for it was he that used to work wonders for them and 
control the weather and the crops. Wherefore men said he was called the Dagda. Elcmar of the 
Brug had a wife whose name was Eithne and another name for her was Boand. The Dagda desired 
her in carnal union. The woman would have yielded to the Dagda had it not been for fear of 
Elcmar, so great was his power. Thereupon the Dagda sent Elcmar away on a journey to Bres son 
of Elatha in Mag nInis, and the Dagda worked great spells upon Elcmar as he set out, that he 
might not returns betimes (that is, early) and he dispelled the darkness of night for him, and he kept 
hunger and thirst from him. He sent him on long errands, so that nine months went by as one day, 
for he had said that he would return home again between day and night. Meanwhile the Dagda 
went in upon Elcmar’s wife, and she bore him a son, even Aengus, and the woman was whole of 
her sickness when Elcmar returned, and he perceived not her offense, that is, that she had lain with 
the Dagda. 
The Dagda meanwhile brought his son to Midir’s house in Bri Leith in Tethba, to be fostered. There 
Aengus was reared for the space of nine years. Midir had a great playing-field in Bri Leith. Thrice 
fifty lads of the young nobles of Ireland were there and thrice fifty maidens of the land of Ireland. 
Aengus was the leader of them all, because of Midir’s great love for him, and the beauty of his form 
and the nobility of his race. He was also called in Mac Oc (the Young Son), for his mother said: 
“Young is the son who was begotten at the break of day and born betwixt it and evening.” 
Now Aengus quarreled with Triath son of Febal (or Gobor) of the Fir Bolg, who was one of the two 
leaders in the game, and a fosterling of Midir. It was no matter of pride with Aengus that Triath 
should speak to him, and he said: “It irks me that the son of a serf should hold speech with me,” for 
Aengus had believed until then that Midir was his father, and the kingship of Bri Leith his 
heritage, and he knew not of his kinship with the Dagda. 
Triath made answer and said: “I take it no less ill that a hireling whose mother and father are 
unknown should hold speech with me.” Thereupon Aengus went to Midir weeping and sorrowful at 
having been put to shame by Triath. “What is this?” said Midir. “Triath has defamed me and cast 
in my face that I have neither mother nor father.” “Tis false,” said Midir. “Who is my mother, from 
whence is my father” “No hard matter. Thy father is Eochaid Ollathair,” said Midir, “and Eithne, 
wife of Elcmar of the Brug, is thy mother. It is I that have reared thee unknown to Elcmar, lest it 
should cause him pain that thou wast begotten in his despite.” “Come thou with me,” said Aengus, 

http://bardmythologies.com/stories/
http://www.mc.maricopa.edu/~thoqh49081/celtic/index.html


174  

“that my father may acknowledge me, and that I may no longer be kept hidden away under the 
insults of the Fir Bolg.” 
Then Midir set out with his fosterling to have speech with Eochaid, and they came to Uisnech of 
Meath in the center of Ireland, for ’tis there that was Eochaid’s house, Ireland stretching equally far 
from on every side, south and north, to east and west. “Before them in the assembly they found 
Eochaid. Midir called the king aside to have speech with the lad. “What does he desire, this youth 
who has not come until now?” “His desire is to be acknowledged by his father, and for land to be 
given to him,” said Midir, “for it is not meet that thy son should be landless while thou art king of 
Ireland.” “He is welcome,” said the Eochaid, “he is my son. But the land I wish him to have is not yet 
vacant.” “What land is that?” said Midir. “The Brug, to the north of the Boyne,” said Eochaid. 
“Who is there?” said Midir. “Elcmar,” said Eochaid, “is the man who is there I have no wish to annoy 
him further.” 

 

6 “Pray, what counsel dost thou give this lad?” said Midir. “I have this for him,” said Eochaid. 
“On the day of Samain let him go into the Brug, and let him go armed. That is a day of 
peace and amity among the men of Ireland, on which none is at enmity with his fellow. And 
Elcmar will be in Cnoc Side in Borga unarmed save for a fork of white hazel in his hand, his 
cloak folded around him and a gold brooch in his cloak, and three fifties playing before him in 
the playing-field; and let Aengus go to him and threaten to kill him. But it is meet that he slay 
him not, provided he promise him his will. And let this be the will of Aengus, that he be king 
for a day and a night in the Brug; and see that thou not yield the land to Elcmar till he submit 
himself (?) to my decision; and when he comes let Aengus plea be that the land has fallen to 
him, and that he in fee simple for sparing Elcmar and not slaying him, and that what he had 
asked for is kingship of day and night, and” said he, “it is in days and nights that the world is 
spent.” 

 

Then Midir sets out for his land, and his foster-son along with him, and on the Samain following, 
Aengus having armed himself came into the Brug and made a feint at Elcmar, so that he promised 
him in return for his life kingship of day and night in his land. The Mac Oc straightway abode there 
that day and night as king of the land, Elcmar’s household being subject to him. On the morrow 
Elcmar came to claim his land from the Mac Oc, and therewith threatened him mightily. The Mac Oc 
said that he would not yield up his land until he should put it to the decision of the Dagda in the 
presence of the men of Ireland. 
Then they appeal to the Dagda, who adjudged each man’s contract in accordance with his 
undertaking. “So then this land accordingly belongs henceforth to this youth,” said Elcmar. “It is 
fitting,” said the Dagda. “Thou was taken unawares on a day of peace and amity. Thou gavest thy 
land for mercy shown thee, for thy life was dearer to thee than thy land, yet thou shalt have land from 
me that will be no less profitable to thee than the Brug.” “Where is that?” said Elcmar. “Cleitech,” said 
the Dagda, “with the three lands that are round about it, thy youths playing before thee every day in 
the Brug, and thou shalt enjoy the fruits of the Boyne from this land.” “It is well,” said Elcmar; “so 
shall it be accomplished.” And he made a flitting to Cleitech, and built a stronghold there, and Mac 
Oc abode in the Brug in his land. 
 
Then Mider came on that day year to the Brug on a visit to his fosterling, and he found the Mac    Oc 
on the mound of Sid in Broga on the day of Samain, with two companies of youth at play   before him 
in the Brug, and Elcmar on the mound of Cleitech to the south, watching them. A quarrel broke out 
among the youths in the Brug. “Do not stir,” said Midir to the Mac Oc, “because of Elcmar, lest he 
come down to the plain. I will go myself to make peace between them.” Thereupon Midir went, and it 
was not easy for him to part them. A split of holly was thrown at Midir as he was intervening, and it 
knocked one of his eyes out. Midir came to the Mac Oc with    his eye in his hand and said to him: 
“Would that I had not come on a visit to thee, to be put to shame, for with this blemish I cannot behold 
the land I have come to, and the land I have left, I cannot return to it now. 
 
“It shall in no wise be so,” said the Mac Oc. “I shall go to Dian Cecht that he may come and heal 
thee, and thine own land shall be thine and this land shall be thine, and thine eye shall be whole 
again without shame or blemish because of it.” The Mac Oc went to Dian Cecht. […] that thou 
mayest go with me,” said he, “to save my foster-father who has been hurt in the Burgh on the day of 
the Samain.” Dian Cecht came and healed Midir, so that he was whole again. “Good is my 
journeying now,” said Midir, “since I am healed.” “It shall surely be so,” said the Mac Oc. “Do 
thou abide here for a year that thou mayest see my host and my folk, my household and my land.” I 
will not stay,” said Midir, “unless I have a reward therefore.” “What reward?” said the Mac Oc. “Easy 
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to say. A chariot worth seven cumals,” said Midir, “and a mantle befitting me, and the fairest 
maiden in Ireland.” “I have,” said the Mac Oc, “the chariot, and the mantle befitting thee.” “There is 
moreover,” said Midir, “the maiden that surpasses all the maidens in Ireland in form.” “Where is 
she?” said the Mac Oc. “She is in Ulster,” said Midir, “Ailill”s daughter Etain Echraide daughter of 
the king of the north-eastern part of Ireland. She is the dearest and gentlest and loveliest in 
Ireland.” 
 
The Mac Oc went to seek her until he came to Ailill’s house in Mag nInis. He was made welcome, 
and he abode three nights there. He told his mission and announced his name and race. He said 
that it was in quest of Etain that he had come. “I will not give her to thee,” said Ailill, “for I can in no 
way profit by thee, because of the nobility of thy family, and the greatness of thy power and that of 
thy father. If thou put any shame on my daughter, no redress whatsoever can be had of thee.” “It 
shall not be so,” said the Mac Oc. “I will buy her from thee straightway.” “Thou shall have that,” said 
Ailill. “State thy demand,” said the Mac Oc. “No hard matter,” said Ailill. “Thou shalt clear for me 
twelve plains in my land that are under waste and wood, so that they may be at all times for grazing 
cattle and for habitation to me, for games, assemblies, gatherings, and strongholds.” 
 
“It shall be done,” said the Mac Oc. He returns home and bewailed to the Dagda the strait he was in. 
The latter caused twelve plains to be cleared in a single night in Ailill’s land. These are the names of 
the plains: Mag Macha, Mag Lemna, Mag nItha, Mag Tochair, Mag nDula, Mag Techt, Mag Li, 
Mag Line, Mag Murthemne. Now when that work had been accomplished by the Mac Oc he 
went to Ailill to demand Etain. “Thou shalt not obtain her,” said Ailill, “until thou draw out of this land 
to the sea twelve great rivers that are in wells and bogs and moors, so that they may bring 
produce from the sea to peoples and kindreds, and drain the earth and the land.” 
 
He came again to the Dagda to bewail the strait he was in. Thereupon the latter caused twelve 
great waters to course towards the sea in a single night. They had not been seen there until then. 
These are the names of the waters: Find and Modornn and Slena and Nas and Amnas and Oichen 
and Or and Banda and Samair and Loche. Now when these works were accomplished the Mac Oc 
came to have speech with Ailill in order to claim Etain. “Thou shall not get her till thou purchase her, 
for after thou hast taken her, I shall have no profit of the maiden beyond what I shall obtain 
forthwith.” “What dost thou require of me now?” said the Mac Oc. “I require,” said Ailill, “the maiden’s 
weight in gold and silver, for that is my portion of their price; all that thou has done up to now, the 
profit of it goes to her folk and her kindred.” “It shall be done,” said the Mac Oc. She was placed on 
the floor of Ailill’s house, and her weight of gold and silver was given for her. That wealth was left 
with Ailill, and the Mac Oc brought Etain home with him. 
Midir made that company welcome. That night Etain sleeps with Midir, and on the morrow a 
mantle befitting him and a chariot were given to him, and he was pleased with his foster- son. 
After that he abode a full year in the Brug with Aengus. On that day year Midir went to his own land, 
to Bri Leith, and he brought Etain with him. On that day he went from him the Mac Oc said to Midir, 
“Give heed to the woman thou takest with thee, because of the dreadful cunning woman that awaits 
thee, with all the knowledge and skill and craft that belongs to her race,” said Aengus, “also she has 
my word and my safeguard before the Tuatha De Danann,” that is, Fuamnach wife of Midir, of the 
progeny of Beothach son of Iardanel. She was wise and prudent and skilled in the knowledge and 
magic power of the Tuatha De Danann, for the wizard [druid] Bresal had reared her until she was 
betrothed to Midir. 
 
She made her husband welcome, that is Midir, and the woman spoke much of… to them. “Come,    O 
Midir,” said Fuamnach, “that I may show thee my house and thy meed of land… Midir went   round his 
land with Fuamnach, and she showed his seizin to him and… to Etain. And after that the brought 
Etain again to Fuamnach. Fuamnach went before them into the sleeping chamber where she slept, 
and she said to Etain: “The seat of a good woman hast thou came into.” When Etain sat down in the 
chair in the middle of the house, Fuamnach struck her with a rod of scarlet quickentree, and she 
turned into a pool of water in the middle of the house; and Fuamach comes  to her foster-father 
Bresal, and Midir left the house to the water into which Etain had turned. 
 
After that Midir was without a wife. 
 
The heat of the fire and the air and the seething of the ground aided the water so that the pool that 
was in the middle of the house turned into a worm, and after that the worm became a purple fly. It 
was as big as a man’s head, the comeliest in the land. Sweeter than pipes and harps and horns 
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was the sound of her voice and the hum of her wings. Her eyes would shine like precious stones 
in the dark. The fragrance and the bloom of her would turn away hunger and thirst from any one 
around whom she would go. The spray of the drops she shed from her wings would cure all 
sickness and disease and plague in any one round whom she go. She used to attend Midir and go 
round about his land with him, as he went. To listen to her and gaze upon her would nourish 
hosts in gatherings and assemblies in camps. Midir knew that it was Etain that was in that shape, 
and so long as that fly was attended upon him, he never took to himself a wife, and the sight of her 
would nourish him. He would fall asleep with her humming, and whenever anyone approached who 
did not love him, she would awaken him. 
 
After a time Fuamnach came on a visit to Midir, and along with her as sureties came the three gods 
of Dana, namely Lug and the Dagda, and Ogma. Midir reproached Fuamnach exceedingly   and 
said to her that she should not go from him were it not for the power of the sureties that had brought 
her. Fuamnach said that she did not repent of the deed she had done, for that she would rather do 
good for herself than to another, and that in whatsoever part of Ireland she might be she would do 
naught but harm to Etain so long as she lived, and in whatsoever shape she might  be. She brought 
powerful incantations and… spells from Bresal Etarlam the wizard to banish and warn off Etain from 
Midir, for she knew that the purple fly that was delighting Midir was Etain herself, for wherever he 
saw the scarlet fly, Midir loved no other woman, and he found no pleasure in music or in drinking or 
eating when he did not see her and hear the music of her and her voice. Fuamnach stirred up a 
wind of assault and magic so that Etain was wafted (?) from Bri Leith, and for seven years she could 
not find a summit or a tree or a hill or a height in Ireland on which she could settle, but only rocks of 
the sea and the ocean waves, and (she was) floating through the air until seven years from that day 
when she lighted on the fringe (?) on the breast of the Mac Oc as he was on the mound of the Brug. 
There it was that the Mac Oc said “Welcome, Etain,”wanderer careworn, thou that hast encountered 
great dangers through the cunning of Fuamnach. [Not yet have you found, your side secure in 
alliance with Mider. As for me, he has found me capable of actions with hosts, the slaughter of a 
multitude, the clearing of wildernesses, the world’s abundance for Ailill’s daughter. An idle task, for 
your wretched ruin has followed.] 
 
The Mac Oc made the girl welcome, that is, the purple fly, and gathered her in his bosom in the 
fleece of his cloak. He brought her to his house and his sun-bower with its bright windows for 
passing out and in, and purple raiment was put on her; and wherever he went that sun-bower was 
carried by the Mac Oc, and there he used to sleep every night by her side, comforting her, until  her 
gladness and colour came to her again. And that sun-bower was filled with fragrant and wondrous 
herbs, and she throve on the fragrance and bloom of those goodly precious herbs. 
 
Fuamnach was told of the love and honour that was bestowed by the Mac Oc on Etain. Said 
Fuamnach to Midir, “Let thy fosterling be summoned that I may make peace between you both, 
while I myself go in guest of Etain.” A messenger comes to the Mac Oc from Midir, and he went to 
speak to him. Meanwhile Fuamnach came by a circuitous way until she was in the Brug, and she 
sent the same blast on Etain, which carried her out of her sun- bower on the very flight she had 
been on before for the space of seven years throughout Ireland. The blast of wind drove her along in 
misery and weakness until she alit on the rooftree of a house in Ulster where folk were drinking, 
and she fell into the golden beaker that was before the wife of Etar, the champion from Inber 
Cichmaine, in the province of Conchobar, so that she swallowed her with the liquid that was in the 
beaker, and in this wise she was conceived in her womb and became afterwards her daughter. 
She was called Etain daughter of Etar. Now it was a thousand and twelve years from the first 
begetting of Etain by Ailill until her last begetting by Etar. 
 
After that Etain was brought up at Inber Cichmaine by Etar, and fifty daughters of chieftains  along 
with her, and he it was that fed and clothed them to be in attendance on Etain always. One day it 
befell that all the maidens were bathing in the estuary when they saw from the water a horseman 
entering the plain towards them. He was mounted on a broad brown steed, curvetting and prancing, 
with curly mane and curly tail. Around him a… green mantle in folds, and a red- embroidered tunic, 
and in his mantle a golden brooch which reached to his shoulder on either side. A silvern shield with 
rim of gold slung over his back, and a silver strap to it and boss of gold theron. In his hand a five 
pronged spear in bands of gold round about it from haft to socket. 
 
Bright yellow hair he had reaching to his forehead. A fillet of gold against his forehead so that his hair 
would not fall over his face. He halted a while on the bank gazing at the maiden , and all the maidens 
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loved him. Thereupon he uttered this lay: 

This is Etain here to-day 
at Sid Ban Find west 
of Ailbe, among little 
boys is she 
on the brink of Inber Cichmaine. 
 

She it is who healed the 
King’s eye from the well 
of Loch Da Lig: 
she it is that was swallowed 
in a drink from a beaker by 
Etar’s wife. 
 

Because of her the King 
shall chase the birds from 
Tethba, 
and drown his two steeds 
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in the pool of Loch Da Airbrech. 
 

Full many a war shall be 
on Eochaid of Meath 
because of thee: there shall 
be destruction of elfmounds, 
and battle against many 
thousands. 
 

‘Tis she that was sung of (?) 
in the land; ’tis she that 
strives to win the King; 
’tis she… Be Find, 
She is our Etain afterwards. 
 

The warrior departed from them after that and they knew not whence he had come or whither 
he had gone. 

 

When the Mac Oc came to confer with Midir, he did not find Fuamnach there, and he (Midir) said to 
him: “The woman has played us false, and if she be told that Etain is in Ireland and she will go to do 
her ill.” [“Methinks ’tis likely so,” said the Mac Oc.] “Etain has been at my house in the Brug since a 
little while in the shape in which she was wafted (?) from thee, and perhaps it is she that the woman 
is making for.” 
The Mac Oc returns home and finds the crystal sun-bower without Etain in it. The Mac Oc turns 
upon Fuamnach’s traces and came up on her at Aenech Bodbgna at the house of Bresal Eterlam. 
The Mac Oc attacked her and shore off her head, and he brought that head with him until he was on 
the brink of the Brug. 
 
Howbeit, this is the version elsewhere, that they were both slain by Manannan, namely Fuamnach 
and Midir, in Bri Leith, whereof was said: 

Fuamnach the foolish one was 
Midir’s wife, Sigmall, a hill with 
ancient trees, 
in Bri Leith ’twas a faultless 
arrangement, they were burned 
by Manannan. 

 
Eochaid Airem took the kingship of Ireland. The five Fifth of Ireland submitted to him, that is a king 
of each Fifth. These were their kings at that time: Conchobar son of Nesa and Mess Gegra and 
Tigernach Tetbannach and Cu Rui and Ailill son of Mata Murisc. Eochaid’s strongholds were Dun 
Fremainn in Meath and Dun Fremainn in Tethba. Fremainn in Tethba was the one most dear to 
him of the strongholds of Ireland. 
 
Eochaid, the year after he became king, commanded the men of Ireland to hold the Festival of Tara, 
in order to assess their tributes and taxes for five years. The men of Ireland made the same reply to 
Eochaid, that they would not convene the Festival of Tara for a king that had no queen; for Eochaid 
had no queen when he took the kingship. Thereupon Eochaid dispatched envoys to every Fifth 
throughout Ireland so to seek out for him the fairest (woman or) maiden in Ireland. 
For he said that none should be his wife save a woman that none of the men of Ireland had known 
before him. There was found for him at Inber Cichmaine, Etain daughter of Etar, and Eochaid 
wedded her then, for she was his match in beauty and form and lineage, in splendour and youth and 
fame. 
The three sons of Find son of Findlug, the queen’s sons, were Eochaid Feidlech and Eochaid     
Airem and Ailill Anguba . Ailill Anguba came to love Etain at the Festival of Tara, after she had   lain 
with Eochaid, for it was his wont to gaze at her continually, and such gazing is a token of   love. His 
heart reproached Ailill for the deed that he had wrought, but it availed him in no wise. Desire was 
stronger than character. Ailill fell into a decline lest his honour should be strained, nor had he spoken 
of it to the woman herself. 
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When he expected death, Fachtna , Eochaid’s physician, was brought to see him. the physician 
said to him, “One of the two pains thou has that kill man and no physician can heal, the pain of love 
and the pain of jealousy.” Ailill did not confess to him, for he was ashamed. Then Ailill was left in 
Fremainn Tethba dying, and Eochaid went out on a circuit of Ireland. And Etain was left with Ailill 
that his last rites might be paid by her — that is, his grave dug, his lamentation made, his cattle 
slain. 
Every day Etain used to come to the house wherein Ailill lay sick to speak with him, and thus his 
sickness was alleviated, and as long as Etain remained there he would be gazing at her. Etain 
observed this, and pondered the matter. One day as they were together in her house, Etain asked him 
what was the cause of his sickness. “It is from love of thee,” said Ailill. “Pity that thou has been so long 
without telling it,” said she. Had we but known thou shouldst have meen healed a while ago.” “Even this 
day I shall be whole again if thou be willing.” “I am willing indeed,” said she. 
 
Every day then she would come to bathe his head and to carve his meat and to pour water on his 
hands. After thrice nine days Ailill was healed. He said to Etain: and when shall I have from thee what 
is still lacking to cure me?” “Thou shalt have it to-morrow,” said she; “but not in the prince’s dwelling 
shall he be put to shame. Come to me to-morrow on the hill above the court.” 
 
Ailill watched through the night. But at the hour of his tryst he fell asleep, and did not wake until the 
third hour on the morrow. Etain went to meet him, and saw a man awaiting her like unto Ailill in 
appearance, and he lamented his weakness due to his ailment. The speech that Ailill would  have 
wished is that is what he spoke. At the hour of tierce Ailill awoke. He began to be sorrowful for a long 
while (?) when Etain came into the house “Why are thou sad?” said she. “That I should have sent 
thee to a tryst with me and was not there to meet thee. For sleep fell upon me, and I am only now 
arisen It is manifest that I have not yet attained (?) my cure.” “That matters not,” said Etain, “one day 
follows another.” He watched that night with a huge fire in front of him and water by his side for 
bathing his eyes. 
 
At the hour of her tryst Etain come to meet him and saw the same man like unto Ailill. Etain returned 
home. Ailill fell to weeping. Three times Etain came and Ailill did not keep his tryst. She found ever the 
same man. “Tis not with thee that I have trysted,” said she. “Who art thou that hast come to meet me? 
The man with whom I have made a tryst, ’tis not for sin or hurt that the tryst has been made with him, 
but that one fit to be king of Ireland might be saved from the sickness that has fallen upon him.” 
“Twere more fitting for thee to come to me, for thou wast Etain Echraide, daughter of Ailill, tis I that 
was thy husband. I have paid thy huge brideprice in great plains and rivers of Ireland, and had left in 
place of thee thy weight of gold and silver.” “Tell me,” said she, “what is thy name?” “No hard matter, 
Midir of Bri Leith,” said he. “Tell me,” said she, “What was it that parted us?” “No hard matter, the 
sorcery of Fuamnach and the spells of Bresal Etarlam.” Midir said to Etain, “Wilt thou go with me.” 
“Nay,” said she, “I will not barter the king  of Ireland for a man whose kindred or race I know not.” “It 
was I, “said Midir, “that put love for thee into Ailill’s mind, so that his flesh and blood fell away from 
him. And it was I that took from him all carnal desire, so that [end p. 171] thine honour might not suffer 
therein. But come to my land with me if Eochaid bids thee.” “Willingly,” said Etain. 
 
Then she comes to her house. “We are well met,” said Ailill. “Now am I healed, and yet thine 
honour had not suffered.” “It is well thus,” said Etain. After that Eochaid returned from his circuit, 
and rejoiced that his brother was still alive, and Etain received thanks for what she had done until 
he had come again. 
 
Another time on a lovely summer day Eochaid Airem king of Tara arose and climbed the terrace of 
Tara to gaze over Mag Berg. It was radiant with bloom of every hue. As Eochaid looked round him he 
saw a strange warrior on the terrace before him. A purple tunic about him, and golden yellow hair on 
him to the edge of his shoulders. A shining blue eye in his head. A five-pointed spear in   one hand, a 
white-bossed shield in the other, with golden gems thereon. Eochaid was silent, for he was unaware 
of his being in Tara the night before, and the courts had not been opened at that hour. 
 
Thereupon he came up to Eochaid. Then Eochaid said, “Welcome to the warrior whom we do not 
know.” “Tis for that we have come,” said the Warrior. “We know thee not,” said Eochaid. “I know thee, 
however,” replied the warrior. “What is thy name?” said Eochaid. “Not famous,” said he, “Midir of Bri 
Leith.” “What has brought thee?” said Eochaid. “To play chess with thee,” said he. “Of a truth I am 
good at chess,” said Eochaid. “Let us make trial of it,” said Midir. “The queen is asleep,” said 
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Eochaid, “and it is in her house that the chess-board is.” “I have here,” said Midir, “a chess-board that 
is not inferior.” That was true: a silver board and golden men, and each corner there lit up by 
precious stone, and a bag for the men of plaited links of bronze. 
 
Thereupon Midir arranges the board. “Do thou play,” said Midir. “I will not play save for a stake,” said 
Eochaid. “What shall the wager be?” said Midir. “It is all one to me,” said Eochaid. “Thou shalt have 
from me,” said Midir, “if thou win my stake, fifty dark grey steeds with dappled blood- red heads, 
pointed-ears, broad-chested, with distended nostrils, slender limbs, mighty, keen …, huge, swift (?), 
steady easily yoked, with their fifty enamelled reins. They shall be here at the hour of tierce to-
morrow.” Eochaid said the same to him. Thereupon they play. Midir’s stake is taken. 
He goes off taking his chessboard with him. When Eochaid arose on the morrow he came on the 
terrace of Tara as sunrise, and he saw his opponent also by coming towards him along the   terrace. 
He knew not whither he had gone or whence he had come, and he saw the fifty dark grey steeds with 
their enammelled reins. “This is honourable,” said Eochaid. “What is promised is  due,” said Midir. 
“Shall we play at chess?” said Midir. “Willingly,” saidEochaid,” so it be for a stake. “Thou shalt have 
from me,” said Midir, “fifty young boars, curly-motted, grey-bellied, blue-backed, with horses hooves to 
them, together with a vat of blackthorn into which they all will fit. Further, fifty gold- hilted swords, and 
again fifty red-eared cows with white red-eared calves with a bronze spancel   on each calf. Further, 
fifty greywethers with red heads, three-headed, three-horned. Further, fifty ivory-hilted swords. 
Further, fifty speckled cloaks, but each fifty of them on its own day. “ Eochaid’s foster father 
questioned him, and asked him whence he had brought his great wealth. 
 
He said to him, “That is indeed fit to relate (?). ” “Verily Indeed. Thou must take heed of him; it is a 
man of magic power that has come to thee, my son, lay heavy burdens on him. ” After that his 
opponent came to him, and Eochaid laid upon him the famous great tasks, namely to clear Meath of 
stone, to put rushes over Tethba, a causeway over Moin Lamraige, and a wood over Breifne. 
Concerning which the poet uttered the followings staves 

These are the four 
things that 
Eochaid Airem 
imposed 
on many a manly-
visaged throng with 
many a shield and 
spear: 
 

A causeway over Moin Lamraige, 
a wood over Breifne, without difficulty, 
a clearing of stone from the hillocks of 
great Meath, and rushes over Tethba. 

 

These then are the pledges and the hardships that were imposed. “Thou layest too much upon  me,” 
said Midir. “I do not indeed,” said Eochaid. “Then do thou grant me a request and a boon. As far as 
thou holdest sway let no man or woman be out of doors until sunrise to-morrow. “IIt shall   be done,” 
said Eochaid. No one had ever trodden that bog before. 
 
Then Eochaid commanded his steward to watch the effort they put forth in making the causeway. 
The steward went into the bog. It seemed to him as though all the men in the world from sunrise to 
sunset had come to the bog. They all made one mound of their clothes, and Midir went up to that 
mound. Into the bottom of the causeway they kept putting a forest with its trunks and roots, Midir 
standing and urging on the host on every side. One would think that below him all the men  of the 
world were raising a tumult. 
 
After that, clay and gravel and stones were place upon the bog. Now until that night the men of 
Ireland used to put the strain on the foreheads of oxen, (but) it was seen that the folk of the elf 
mounds were putting it on their shoulders. Eochaid did the same, hence he is called Eochaid Airem 
[i.e. ploughman],for he was the first of the men of Ireland to put a yoke upon the necks of oxen. And 
these were the words that were on the lips of the host as they were making the causeway: “Put in 
hand, throw in hand, excellent oxen, in the hours after sundown; over hard is the exaction; none 
knoweth whose is the gain, whose the loss, from the causeway over Moin Lamraige. “ 
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There had been no better causeway in the world, had not a watch been set on them. Defects 
(?) were left in them. There after the steward came to Eochaid and brings tidings of the vast 
work he had witnessed, and he said there was not on the ridge of the world a magic power that 
surpassed it. 
 

While they were speaking they saw Midir coming towards them, his loins girt (?) and an evil look on 
him. Eochaid was afraid, but bade him welcome. “Tis for that we have come,” said Midir. “It is fierce 
and unreasonable of thee to lay such hardship and infliction upon me. I would have wrought 
something else to please thee, but my mind is inflamed against thee. “’Thou shalt not get wrath in 
return for thy rage: thy mind shall be set a tease’, said Eochaid. “It shall be accepted then,” said Midir; 
“Shall we play at chess?” said Midir. “What shall the stake be?” said Eochaid. The stake 
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that either of us shall wish,” said Midir. That day Eochaid’s stake was taken. “Thou has taken my 
stake,” said Eochaid. “Had I wished I could have taken it before now,” said Midir. “What wouldst 
thou from me?”said Eochaid. “My arms around Etain and a kiss from her,” said Midir. Eochaid 
was silent. “Come a month from to-day and that shall be given thee.” 
 
The year before Midir came to play chess with Eochaid he was wooing Etain, but he could not win 
her, the name by which Midir called her was Be Find, and he spake to her: 

O Be Find wilt thou come with me 
to the wondrous land wherein 
harmony is, hair is like the crown 
of the primrose there. and the 
body smooth and white as snow. 
 

There, is neither mine or thine, 
white are teeth there, dark the brows. 
A delight of the eye the number of 
our hosts, every cheek there is of 
the hue of the foxglove. 
 

A gilllyflower (?) is each one’s neck, 
a delight of the eye are 
blackbirds’ eggs. Though fair 
the prospect of Mag Fail, ’tis 
desolate after frequenting 
Mag Mar. 
 

Though choice you deem the ale 
of Inis Fail, more intoxicating is 
the ale of Tir Mar. 
A wondrous land is the 
land I tell of; youth 
departs not there before 
old. 
 

Warm sweet streams flow through 
the land, the choice of mead and 
wine. 
Stately (?) folk without 
blemish, conception 
without sin, without lust. 
 

We see everyone on 
every side, and no 
one sees us. 
It is the darkness of Adam’s 
transgression that hath 
prevented us from being 
counted. 
 

[O woman, if thou come to my 
proud folk, a crown of gold 
shall be upon thy head] 
honey, wine, ale, fresh milk, 
and drink, thou shalt have 
with me there, O Be Find. 
 

“I will go with thee” said Etain, “if thou obtain me from myhusband, if thou obtain me not, I 
will not go. ” 
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After that Midir came to Eochaid, and he yielded his stake at once in order that he might have a 
ground of quarrel with Eochaid. Therefore it was that he fulfilled the onerous conditions, and it was 
for that reason he stipulated the unnamedpledge, so that it afterwards it was named. When Midir 
and his people were carrying out the terms of the night, i.e. the causeway over Moin Lamraige, and 
the clearing away the stones from Meath and putting rushes over Tethba, and the wood over 
Breifne, these are the words people were saying, according to the Book of Druim Snechta: 
[These 73 words are not translated, perhaps untranslatable.] 
Midir made a tryst of a month from that day. But Eochaid mustered the flower of the warriors of 
Ireland to Tara, and the best of the war-bands of Ireland, each encircling the other around Tara, in 
the midst, without and within, and the king and queen in the middle of the house, and the courts 
locked, for they knew that a man of great magic power would come. Etain was serving the lords on 
that night, for the serving of drink was a special gift of hers. 
 
Thereafter as they were speaking they saw Midir coming towards them in the midst of the royal house. 
He was fair at all times, but on that night he was fairer. The hosts were astonished. Then silence fell 
upon them, and the king bade him welcome. “‘Tis that we have come for,” said Midir; “what has been 
pledged to me,” said he, “let it be given to me. What is promised is due. What was promised, I have 
given thee. “‘I have not thought further of that until now’, said Eochaid. ‘Etain herself promised me that 
she would come away from tee’, said Midir. Thereupon Etain blushes. “Do not blush, O Etain,” said 
Midir. “It is not unwomanly for thee. I have been a year,” said he, “seeking thee with gifts and 
treasures the most beautiful in Ireland, nor did I take thee until I had Eochaid’s leave. It is not through 
any… though I should win thee? ” “I have told thee,” said she, “that I will not go to thee until Eochaid 
sell me. As for me, thou mayst take me if Eochaid sell me. “ 

“I will not sell thee indeed,” said Eochaid, “but let him put his arms round thee in the middle of the 
house as thou art. ” “It shall be done,” said Midir. He takes his weapons in his left hand, and the 
woman he took under his right arm, and bore her away though the skylight of the house. The hosts 
rose up in shame around the king. They beheld two swans in flight round Tara. 

And the way they went was to Sid ar Femuin, and Ecohaid went with flower of men of Ireland 
around him to Sid ar Femuin, that is Sid Ban Find. And this was the counsel of the men of 
Ireland, to dig up dig up every elf mound in Ireland until his wife came thereout to him. 

 

They dug up Sid Ban Find, and a certain person comes forth and told them that the woman was not 
there. “The king of the elf mounds of Ireland, he is the man who came to you. He is in his royal 
stronghold with the young woman. Set out thither until ye come to it. “They go northwards. They 
began to dig up the elf mound. They were a year and three months at it. What they would dig up one 
day would be restored on the morrow. Two white ravens went forth from the mound to them, and 
there came two hounds, Schleth and Samair. They went south again to Sid Ban Find. 
 
They began to dig the elf mound. One comes forth to them and said to them, “What hast thou 
against us, O Eochaid? ” said he. “We have not taken thy wife. No injury had been done thee. 
Beware of saying aught that may be harmful to a king. ” ‘I will not go hence’, said Eochaid, “till ye tell 
me how I may attain my wife. ” “Take blind welps with thee, and blind cats, and leave them. 
 
That is the work thou must do every day. “They turn away, and that is done by them. And in this 
manner they set about it. 
 
As they were razing Sid Bri Leith they beheld Midir coming towards them. “What has thou against 
me,” said Midir. “Thou dost me wrong. Thou hast put great tribulations upon me. Thou didst sell thy 
wife to me. Injure me no more,” said he. “She shall not be with thee,” said Eochaid. “She shall not,” 
said Midir. “Get thee home, Thy wife shall reach thee at the third hour to-morrow…,” said Midir. 
“Injure me not again if thou are contented with me this time. “I accept,” said Eochaid. 
 
Midir bound his covenants and departs from them. As they were there at the third hour on the 
morrow, they saw fifty women all of like form and raiment as Etain. Silence fell on the hosts. There 
was a grey slut before them. They say to Eochaid, “Choose thy wife now, or bid one of the women 
to abide with thee. It is meet that we set out for home. “ 
 
“What will ye do,” said Eochaid to the men of Ireland, “because of the doubt that has come upon 
you?” “We have no resolve as to what we shall do,” said the men of Ireland. “I have,” said  Eochaid. 
“My wife is the best at serving drink in Ireland. I shall recognize her by her serving. “Twenty-five were 
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placed at the side of the house and twenty five at this, and still he did not find Etain. It came at last to 
two women. One of them poured out first. Said Eochaid, “This is Etain,  and it is not herself.” Then 
they all took counsel. “Truly it is Etain, but it is not her serving. ” The rest of the women departed. That 
deed which he did was a great satisfaction to the men of Ireland, and the high feat the oxen had 
done, and the rescue of the woman from the men of the elf mounds. 
 
One fine day Eochaid arose, and he and his queen were conversing in the middle of the court, 
they saw Midir coming towards them. “Well, Eochaid,” said Midir. “Well,” said Eochaid. “Thou has not 
played me fair with the hardships thou has inflicted on me, considering the backing thou hadst 
and all that… to demand from me (?). There was naught that thou didst not suspect me of. ” “I did not 
sell thee my wife,” said Eochaid. “Answer, dost thou consider thy conscience in regard to me? ” said 
Midir. “Until thou proffer another pledge, [end p. 187] I will not consider it,” said Eochaid. “Answer, is 
thy mind at ease? “said Midir. “It is,” said Eochaid. “So also is mine,” said Midir. “Thy wife was 
pregnant when she was taken from thee, and she bore a daughter, and it is she who is with thee. 
Thy wife, moreover, is with me and it had befallen thee to let her go a second time. ” Thereupon 
he departs. 
 
After that Eochaid did not dare to dig again an elf mound of Midir’s, for there was a bond against him. 
It grieved Eochaid that his wife had eloped, and that his own daughter had lain with him. 

 

And she was with child by him and bore him a daughter. “O ye gods,” said Eochaid, “I and my 
daughter’s daughter shall never look on one another.” Two of his household go to throw her into a 
pit among beasts. They visit the house of Findlam the herdsman of Tara in Slaib Fuait, in the   midst 
of a wilderness. There was no one in the house. They ate the food with in. Then they threw the girl 
to the bitch and her welps that was in the kennel in the house. They go away again. The herdsman 
and his wife return home and saw within the fair infant in the kennel. They were  amazed at that. 
They take her out of the kennel. They brought her up without knowing whence  she had come, and 
she waxed strong, moreover, being the daughter of a king and queen. She surpassed all women at 
embroidery. Her eyes saw nothing that her hands could not embroider. In that wise then she was 
reared by Findlam and his wife, until one day Etarscel’s people saw her   and told the king, and she 
was taken away forcibly by Etarscel, and was with him after that as his wife. So she is the mother of 
Conaire son of Etarscel. 
 
And after that Eochaid Airem was in Fremain of Tethba, after he had lost Etain, and his mind was 
troubled. Sigmall Cael, grandson of Midir, that is, the son of Midir’s daughter, Oicnis was her name, 
came and burned Eochaid’s Dun Fremainn, and Eochaid fell by him and his head was brought by 
Sigmall to Sid Nennta in revenge for the honour of his grandfather, even Midir. 

This is not so, however, for Sigmall and Fuamnach the wife of Midir had fallen at the hands of 
Manannan in Bri Leith long before that in the reign of the Tuatha De Danann: whereof thepoet 
said: 

Fumnach the foolish one, was Midir’s wife, 
Sigmall, a hill with ancient trees 
in Bri Leith, twas a faultless arrangement, 
they were burned by Manannan. 
It is this wise however that the death of Eochaid Airem came about, as the learned in ancient lore say: 

Eochaid was in Fremainn of Tethba, as we have said, and it is there was his mansion and his 
ancestral domain towards the end. Hence there arose hard tribute of service beyond telling on 
the people of the district and the land, because the sustenance of the king usually fell on them, 
wherefore Tethba is called the seventh part of Ireland, for the seventh part of the tribute and 
the maintenance of the king fell on them. The Fir Chul of the Luigne of Tara were in Tara at 
this time, and on them that the tribute was laid. Normael was king of the Fir Chul then and he 
was the steward in Fremainn. His mother’s son was Sigmall of Brestine son of Midir king of 
Bentraige. A plot was then hatched by them, and what they resolved on was the slaying of 
Eochaid. 

 

Then they both set out, the Bentraige under Sigmall and the Fir Chul under Mormael, and they  took 
Dun Fremainn, Eochaid’s stronghold, and burned it, and slew him there. After that they went to 
Connacht with their spoils, and bore Eochaid’s head along with them to Sid Nennta iar nUsicu (west 
of the water), so that commemorate that deed the historian uttered the following: 
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Eochaid Airem, noble, fair and 
graceful, eminent high-king of 
Ireland, 
extended his bold hard tribute, 
it spread through Banda of the brown cloaks. 
 

The folk of Tethba of the 
stubborn fights got the tribute 
of the king of Ireland. 
The lawgiving king 
who…them, put the 
seventh (part) on them 
alone. 
 

Heavy sorrow of the host 
came because of the 
monstrous unjust law, anger 
was kindled among because 
of it, until Eochaid Airem was 
slain. 
 

The folk of Tethba, 
mighty of yore, slew 
Eochaid of Fremaind 
‘Twas not strength with cause on 
their part, because of the 
monstrous unjust law. 
 

Mormael was the name of the king at first 

by whom the great deed was done, 
Fir Chul the name of the men of 
Tethba in the east when Dun Fremainn 
was overpowered. 
 

Though ’tis said that Sigmal of 
the spears slew Eochaid 
Airem, 
he died himself prior to Eochaid of 
Fremaind in the succession of 
leaders (?). 
 

Sigmall of the battling spears died 
by the smooth bright face of Manannan; 
a vast long time in the east, without 
weakness, befroe Eochaid met his 
death. 

 
The two Sigmalls of Sid Nennta, 
intrepid their feet, mighty their 
prowess, Sigmall son of 
Coirpre of the battles, Sigmall 
who was at Eochaid’s death. 
 

Sigmall son of Brestine of lasting 
[memory], king of Bentraige with 
great triumph, 
and great Mormael from 
the plain, by them 
Eochaid perished. 
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ON BAILE’S STRAND 
 

Cuchullain, the King of Muirthemne. 
Concobar, the High King of Ullad. 
Daire, a King. 
Fintain, a blind man. 
Barach, a fool. 
A Young Man. 
Young Kings and Old Kings. 

Scene: A great hall by the sea close to Dundalgan. There are two great chairs on either side of the hall, each raised a little 
from the ground, and on the back of the one chair is carved and painted a woman with a fish’s tail, and on the back of the 
other a hound. There are smaller chairs and benches raised in tiers round the walls. There is a great ale vat at one side 
near a small door, and a large door at the back through which one can see the sea. Barach, a tall thin man with long 
ragged hair, dressed in skins, comes in at the side door. He is leading Fintain, a fat blind man, who is somewhat older. 

 

Barach. I will shut the door, for this wind out of the sea gets into my bones, and if I leave but an inch for the wind there is 
one like a flake of sea-frost that might come into the house. 

 
Fintain. What is his name, fool? 

 
Barach. It’s a woman from among the Riders of the Sidhe. It’s Boann herself from the river. She has left the Dagda’s bed, 
and gone through the salt of the sea and up here to the strand of Baile, and all for love of me. Let her keep her husband’s 
bed, for she’ll have none of me. Nobody knows how lecherous these goddesses are. I see her in every kind of shape but 
oftener than not she’s in the wind and cries “give a kiss and put your arms about me.” But no, she’ll have no more of me. 
Yesterday when I put out my lips to kiss her, there was nothing there but the wind. She’s bad, Fintain. O, she’s bad. I had 
better shut the big door too. 

 

[He is going towards the big door but turns hearing Fintain’s voice. Fintain. 

[Who has been feeling about with his stick.] What’s this and this? 

Barach. They are chairs. 

 
Fintain. And this? 

 
Barach. Why, that’s a bench. 

 

Fintain. And this? 

 
Barach. A big chair. 

 
Fintain. [Feeling the back of the chair.] There is a sea-woman carved upon it. 

 
Barach. And there is another big chair on the other side of the hall. 

 
Fintain. Lead me to it. [He mutters while the fool is leading him.] That is what the High King Concobar has on his shield. 
The High King will be coming. They have brought out his chair. [He begins feeling the back of the other chair.] And there 
is a dog’s head on this. They have brought out our master’s chair. Now I know what the horse- boys were talking about. 
We must not stay here. The Kings are going to meet here. Now that Concobar and our master, that is his chief man, have 
put down all the enemies of Ullad, they are going to build up Emain again. They are going to talk over their plans for building 

http://www.mc.maricopa.edu/~thoqh49081/celtic/index.html
https://creativecommons.org/about/pdm
https://www.gutenberg.org/ebooks/41102


187  

it. Were you ever in Concobar’s town before it was burnt? O, he is a great King, for though Emain was burnt down, every 
war had made him richer. He has gold and silver dishes, and chessboards and candlesticks made of precious stones. 
Fool, have they taken the top from the ale vat? 

 
Barach. They have. 

 
Fintain. Then bring me a horn of ale quickly, for the Kings will be here in a minute. Now I can listen. Tell me what you saw 
this morning? 

 
Barach. About the young man and the fighting? 

 
Fintain. Yes. 

 
Barach. And after that we can go and eat the fowl, for I am hungry. 

 
Fintain. Time enough, time enough. You’re in as great a hurry as when you brought me to Aine’s Seat, where the mad 
dogs gather when the moon’s at the full. Go on with your story. 

 

Barach. I was creeping under a ditch, with the fowl in my leather bag, keeping to the shore where the farmer could 
not see me, when I came upon a ship drawn up upon the sands, a great red ship with a woman’s head upon it. 

 
Fintain. A ship out of Aoife’s country. They have all a woman’s head on the bow. 

 
Barach. There was a young man with a pale face and red hair standing beside it. Some of our people came up whose 
turn it was to guard the shore. I heard them ask the young man his name. He said he was under bonds not to tell it. Then 
words came between them, and they fought, and the young man killed half of them, and the others 
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ran away. 

 
Fintain. It matters nothing to us, but he has come at last. 

 
Barach. Who has come? 

 
Fintain. I know who that young man is. There is not another like him in the world. I saw him when I had my eyesight. 

 
Barach. You saw him? 

 
Fintain. I used to be in Aoife’s country when I had my eyesight.  

 
Barach. That was before you went on shipboard and were blinded for putting a curse on the wind? 

 
Fintain. Queen Aoife had a son that was red haired and pale faced like herself, and everyone said that he would kill 
Cuchullain some day, but I would not have that spoken of. 

 
Barach. Nobody could do that. Who was his father? 

 
Fintain. Nobody but Aoife knew that, not even he himself. 

 
Barach. Not even he himself! Was Aoife a goddess and lecherous? 

 
Fintain. I overheard her telling that she never had but one lover, and that he was the only man who overcame her in battle. 
There were some who thought him one of the Riders of the Sidhe, because the child was great of limb and strong 
beyond others. The child was begotten over the mountains; but come nearer and I will tell you something. 

 
Barach. You have thought something? 

 
Fintain. When I hear the young girls talking about the colour of Cuchullain’s eyes, and how they have seven colours, 
I have thought about it. That young man has Aoife’s face and hair, but he has Cuchullain’s eyes.  

 
Barach. How can he have Cuchullain’s eyes? 

Fintain. He is Cuchullain’s son. 

Barach. And his mother has sent him hither to fight his father. 

 
Fintain. It is all quite plain. Cuchullain went into Aoife’s country when he was a young man that he might learn skill  in 
arms, and there he became Aoife’s lover. 

 
Barach. And now she hates him because he went away, and has sent the son to kill the father. I knew she was a 
goddess. 

 
Fintain. And she never told him who his father was, that he might do it. I have thought it all out, fool. I know a great 
many things because I listen when nobody is noticing and I keep my wits awake. What ails you now? 

 
Barach. I have remembered that I am hungry. 

 
Fintain. Well, forget it again, and I will tell you about Aoife’s country. It is full of wonders. There are a great many Queens 
there who can change themselves into wolves and into swine and into white hares, and when they are in their own 
shapes they are stronger than almost any man; and there are young men there who have cat’s eyes and if a bird chirrup or 
a mouse squeak they cannot keep them shut, even though it is bedtime and they sleepy; and listen, for this is a great 
wonder, a very great wonder: there is a long narrow bridge, and when anybody goes to cross it, that the Queens do not 
like, it flies up as this bench would if you were to sit on the end of it. Everybody who goes there to learn skill in arms has 
to cross it. It was in that country too that Cuchullain got his spear made out of dragon bones. There were two dragons 
fighting in the foam of the sea, and their grandam was the moon, and nine Queens came along the shore. 
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Barach. I won’t listen to your story. 

 
Fintain. It is a very wonderful story. Wait till you hear what the nine Queens did. Their right hands were all made of 
silver. 

 
Barach. No, I will have my dinner first. You have eaten the fowl I left in front of the fire. The last time you sent me to steal 
something you made me forget all about it till you had eaten it up. 

 
Fintain. No, there is plenty for us both. 

 
Barach. Come with me where it is. 

 
Fintain. [Who is being led towards the door at the back by Barach.] O, it is all right, it is in a safe place. 

 
Barach. It is a fine fowl. It was the biggest in the yard. 

 
Fintain. It had a good smell, but I hope that the wild dogs have not smelt it. [Voices are heard outside the door at the side.] 
Here is our master. Let us stay and talk with him. Perhaps Cuchullain will give you a new cap with a feather. He told 
me that he would give you a new cap with a feather, a feather with an eye that looks at you, a peacock’s feather. 

 
Barach. No, no. 

 

[He begins pulling Fintain towards the door. 

 
Fintain. If you do not get it now, you may never get it, for the young man may kill him.  

 
Barach. No, no, I am hungry. What a head you have, blind man! Who but you would have remembered that the hen-
wife slept for a little at noon every day! 

 
Fintain. [Who is being led along very slowly and unwillingly.] Yes, I have a good head. The fowl should be done just right, 
but one never knows when a wild dog may come out of the woods. 

 

[They go out through the big door at the back. As they go out Cuchullain and certain Young Kings come in at the side 
door. Cuchullain, though still young, is a good deal older than the others. They are all very gaily dressed, and have their 
hair fastened with balls of gold. The young men crowd about Cuchullain with wondering attention. 

 

First Young King. 
 

You have hurled that stone beyond our utmost mark 

Time after time, but yet you are not weary. 

Second Young King. 
 

He has slept on the bare ground of Fuad’s Hill This 

week past, waiting for the bulls and the deer. 

Cuchullain. Well, why should I be weary? 

First Young King. 

It is certain 
 

His father was the god who wheels the sun, 

And not King Sualtam. 

Third Young King. 
 

[To a Young King who is beside him.] He came in the dawn, And 

folded Dectara in a sudden fire. 

Fourth Young King. 
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And yet the mother’s half might well grow weary, 
 

And it new come from labours over sea. 

Third Young King. 

He has been on islands walled about with silver, 

And fought with giants. 

[They gather about the ale vat and begin to drink. 

 
Cuchullain. Who was it that went out? Third Young King. As 

we came in? 

Cuchullain. Yes. 

 
Third Young King. Barach and blind Fintain. 

 
Cuchullain. They always flock together; the blind man 

Has need of the fool’s eyesight and strong body, While 

the poor fool has need of the other’s wit, 

And night and day is up to his ears in mischief That 

the blind man imagines. There’s no hen-yard But 

clucks and cackles when he passes by 

As if he’d been a fox. If I’d that ball 
 

That’s in your hair and the big stone again, 
 

I’d keep them tossing, though the one is heavy 

And the other light in the hand. A trick I learnt 

When I was learning arms in Aoife’s country. 

 

First Young King. What kind of woman was that Aoife? 

 

 
Cuchullain. Comely. 

 

First Young King. 
 

But I have heard that she was never married, 

And yet that’s natural, for I have never known A 

fighting woman, but made her favours cheap, Or 

mocked at love till she grew sandy dry. 

 

 
Cuchullain. What manner of woman do you like the best? A 

gentle or a fierce? 

First Young King. A gentle, surely. 

 

 
Cuchullain. I think that a fierce woman’s better, a woman That 
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breaks away when you have thought her won, 

For I’d be fed and hungry at one time. 
 

I think that all deep passion is but a kiss In 

the mid battle, and a difficult peace 

’Twixt oil and water, candles and dark night, 

Hill-side and hollow, the hot-footed sun, 

And the cold sliding slippery-footed moon, A 

brief forgiveness between opposites 

That have been hatreds for three times the age Of 

this long ’stablished ground. Here’s Concobar; So I’ll 

be done, but keep beside me still, 

For while he talks of hammered bronze and asks 

What wood is best for building, we can talk 

Of a fierce woman. 

 
[Concobar, a man much older than Cuchullain, has come in through the great door at the back. He has many Kings about 
him. One of these Kings, Daire, a stout old man, is somewhat drunk. 

 

Concobar. [To one of those about him.] Has the ship gone yet? We 

have need of more bronze workers, and that ship 

I sent to Africa for gold is late. 

 
Cuchullain. I knew their talk. 

 
Concobar. [Seeing Cuchullain.] You are before us, King. 

 
Cuchullain. So much the better, for I welcome you 

 

Into my Muirthemne. 

 

 
Concobar. But who are these? 

 

The odour from their garments when they stir Is 

like a wind out of an apple garden. 

 

Cuchullain. My swordsmen and harp players and fine dancers, My 

bosom friends. 

 

Concobar. I should have thought, Cuchullain, 

My graver company would better match 

Your greatness and your years; but I waste breath In 

harping on that tale. 

 

Cuchullain. You do, great King. 
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Because their youth is the kind wandering wave 

That carries me about the world; and if it sank, My 

sword would lose its lightness. 

 

Concobar. Yet, Cuchullain, 
 

Emain should be the foremost town of the world. 

 
Cuchullain. It is the foremost town. 

 
Concobar. No, no, it’s not. 

 

Nothing but men can make towns great, and he, 

The one over-topping man that’s in the world, Keeps 

far away. 

Daire. 
 

He will not hear you, King, 
 

And we old men had best keep company With 

one another. I’ll fill the horn for you. 

Concobar. I will not drink, old fool. You have drunk a horn 
 

At every door we came to. 

 

 
Daire. You’d better drink, 

 

For old men light upon their youth again 
 

In the brown ale. When I have drunk enough, I 

am like Cuchullain as one pea another, 

And live like a bird’s flight from tree to tree. 

 
Concobar. We’ll to our chairs for we have much to talk of, And 

we have Ullad and Muirthemne, and here 

Is Conall Muirthemne in the nick of time. 
 

[He goes to the back of stage to welcome a company of Kings who come in through the great door. The other Kings 
gradually get into their places. Cuchullain sits in his great chair with certain of the young men standing around him. 
Others of the young men, however, remain with Daire at the ale vat. Daire holds out the horn of ale to one or two of the 
older Kings as they pass him going to their places. They pass him by, most of them silently refusing. 

 

Daire. Will you not drink? 
 

An Old King. 
 

Not till the council’s over. 

 

 
A Young King. But I’ll drink, Daire. 

Another Young King. 

Fill me a horn too, Daire. 
 

Another Young King. 
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If I’d drunk half that you have drunk to-day, I’d 

be upon all fours. 

 

Daire. That would be natural 
 

When Mother Earth had given you this good milk From 

her great breasts. 

 

Cuchullain. [To one of the Young Kings beside him.] One 

is content awhile 

With a soft warm woman who folds up our lives In 

silky network. Then, one knows not why, 

 

But one’s away after a flinty heart. The 

Young King. 

How long can the net keep us? 

 

 
Cuchullain. All our lives 

 

If there are children, and a dozen moons If 

there are none, because a growing child 

Has so much need of watching it can make A 

passion that’s as changeable as the sea 

Change till it holds the wide earth to its heart. At 

least I have heard a father say it, but I 

Being childless do not know it. Come nearer yet; 

Though he is ringing that old silver rod 

We’ll have our own talk out. They cannot hear us. 
 

[Concobar who is now seated in his great chair, opposite Cuchullain, beats upon the pillar of the house that is nearest to 
him with a rod of silver, till the Kings have become silent. Cuchullain alone continues to talk in a low voice to those about 
him, but not so loud as to disturb the silence. Concobar rises and speaks standing. 

 

Concobar. I have called you hither, Kings of Ullad, and Kings Of 

Muirthemne and Connall Muirthemne, 

And tributary Kings, for now there is peace— 

It’s time to build up Emain that was burned At 

the outsetting of these wars; for we, 

Being the foremost men, should have high chairs And 

be much stared at and wondered at, and speak Out of 

more laughing overflowing hearts 

Than common men. It is the art of kings To 

make what’s noble nobler in men’s eyes By 



194  

wide uplifted roofs, where beaten gold, 

That’s ruddy with desire, marries pale silver 

Among the shadowing beams; and many a time I 

would have called you hither to this work, But 

always, when I’d all but summoned you, Some 

war or some rebellion would break out. 

 

Daire. Where’s Maine Morgor and old Usnach’s children, And 

that high-headed even-walking Queen, 

And many near as great that got their death 

Because you hated peace? I can remember The 

people crying out when Deirdre passed And 

Maine Morgor had a cold gray eye. 

Well, well, I’ll throw this heel-tap on the ground, For 

it may be they are thirsty. 

 

A King. Be silent, fool. 

 

 
Another King. Be silent, Daire. 

 

 
Concobar. Let him speak his mind. 

 

I have no need to be afraid of ghosts, 

For I have made but necessary wars. 

I warred to strengthen Emain, or because 

When wars are out they marry and beget 

And have their generations like mankind 

And there’s no help for it; but I’m well content That 

they have ended and left the town so great, That its 

mere name shall be in times to come Like a great 

ale vat where the men of the world Shall drink no 

common ale but the hard will, 

The unquenchable hope, the friendliness of the sword. 
 

[He takes thin boards on which plans have been carved by those about him. Give 

me the building plans, and have you written 

That we—Cuchullain is looking in his shield; It 

may be the pale riders of the wind 

Throw pictures on it, or that Mananan,  His 

father’s friend and sometime fosterer, 

Foreknower of all things, has cast a vision, 
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Out of the cold dark of the rich sea, 

 

Foretelling Emain’s greatness. 

 

 
Cuchullain. No, great King, 

 

I looked on this out of mere idleness, 

Imagining a far-off country and one 

That held it with a sword, although a woman. 

 

 
Concobar. A woman needs but laugh, or a friend sigh, And 

you’re afar off sounding through the world, While I plan 

Emain’s greatness. 

[The sound of a trumpet without. 

Open the doors! 

I hear a herald’s trumpet, and await, It 

may be, the heavy fleeces of the sea 

And golden and silver apples or ancient crowns 

Long hidden in the well at the World’s End, 

Or glittering garments of the salmon, tributes  From 

the Great Plain, or the high people of Sorcha, Or the 

walled garden in the east of the world. 

[The great door at the back is flung open; a Young Man, who is fully armed and carries a shield with a woman’s head 
painted on it, stands upon the threshold. Behind him are trumpeters. He walks into the centre of the hall, the trumpeting 
ceases. 

 

What is your message? 
 

Young Man. 
 

I am of Aoife’s army. 
 

First King. 
 

Queen Aoife and her army have fallen upon us. 

Second King. 

Out swords! Out swords! 
 

Third King. 
 

They are about the house. 
 

Fourth King. 
 

Rush out! Rush out! Before they have fired the thatch. 

Young Man. 

 

Aoife is far away. I am alone. 
 

I have come alone in the midst of you 
 

To weigh this sword against Cuchullain’s sword. 
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[There is a murmur amongst the Kings. 

Concobar. And are you noble? for if of common seed You 

cannot weigh your sword against his sword 

But in mixed battle. 
 

Young Man. 
 

I am under bonds 
 

To tell my name to no man, but it’s noble. 

 

 
Concobar. But I would know your name and not your bonds. You 

cannot speak in the Assembly House 

If you are not noble. 
 

A King. 
 

Answer the High King. 
 

Young Man. 
 

[Drawing his sword.] I will give no other proof than the hawk gives That it’s 

no sparrow. 

[He is silent a moment, then speaks to all. Yet 

look upon me, Kings; 

I too am of that ancient seed and carry 
 

The signs about this body and in these bones. 

 

 
Cuchullain. To have shown the hawk’s gray feather is enough, And 

you speak highly too. 

[Cuchullain comes down from his great chair. He remains standing on the steps of the chair. The Young Kings gather 
about him and begin to arm him. 

 

Give me that helmet! 
 

I’d thought they had grown weary sending champions. 

That leathern coat will do. The High King there 

Being old in wisdom can think of times to come, But 

the hawk’s sleepy till its well-beloved 

 

Cries out amid the acorns, or it has seen Its 

enemy like a speck upon the sun. 

What’s Emain to the hawk when that clear eye Is 

burning nearer up in the high air? 

That buckle should be tighter. Give me your shield. 

There is good level ground at Baile’s Yew-tree, Some 

dozen yards from here, and it’s but truth That I am 

sad to-day and this fight welcome. 
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[He looks hard at the Young Man, and then steps down on the floor of the Assembly House. He grasps the Young Man by 
the shoulder. 

 

Hither into the light. 
 

[Turning to one of the Young Kings. The 

very tint 

Of her that I was speaking of but now: 

Not a pin’s difference. 

[To the Young Man. 
 

You are from the North, 
 

Where there are many that have that tint of hair, 

Red-brown, the light red-brown. Come nearer, boy! For 

I would have another look at you. 

There’s more likeness, a pale, a stone pale cheek. What 

brought you, boy? Have you no fear of death? 

 

Young Man. Whether I live or die is in the Gods’ hands. 

 

 
Cuchullain. That is all words, all words, a young man’s talk; I 

am their plough, their harrow, their very strength, 

For he that’s in the sun begot this body 

Upon a mortal woman, and I have heard tell It 

seemed as if he had outrun the moon, 

That he must always follow through waste heaven, 

He loved so happily. He’ll be but slow 

To break a tree that was so sweetly planted. 

 

Let’s see that arm; I’ll see it if I like. 
 

That arm had a good father and a good mother, 

But it is not like this. 

 

Young Man. You are mocking me. 
 

You think I am not worthy to be fought, 
 

But I’ll not wrangle but with this talkative knife. 

 

 
Cuchullain. Put up your sword, I am not mocking you. I’d 

have you for my friend, but if it’s not 

Because you have a hot heart and a cold eye 
 

I cannot tell the reason. You’ve got her fierceness, And 

nobody is as fierce as those pale women. 

[To the Young Kings. 
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We’ll keep him here in Muirthemne awhile. 

 

 
A Young King. You are the leader of our pack and therefore 

May cry what you will. 

 

Cuchullain. You’ll stop with us 
 

And we will hunt the deer and the wild bulls, And, 

when we have grown weary, light our fires In 

sandy places where the wool-white foam 

Is murmuring and breaking, and it may be 
 

That long-haired women will come out of the dunes To 

dance in the yellow fire-light. You hang your head, Young 

man, as if it was not a good life; 

And yet what’s better than to hurl the spear, 
 

And hear the long-remembering harp, and dance? 

Friendship grows quicker in the murmuring dark; 

But I can see there’s no more need for words 

And that you’ll be my friend now. 
 

First Old King. Concobar, 
 

Forbid their friendship, for it will get twisted To 

a reproach against us. 

 

Concobar. Until now 
 

I’d never need to cry Cuchullain on And 

would not now. 

First Old King. 
 

They’ll say his manhood’s quenched. 

 

 
Cuchullain. I’ll give you gifts, but I’ll have something too, An 

arm-ring or the like, and if you will 

We’ll fight it out when you are older, boy. 

 

 
An Old King. Aoife will make some story out of this. 

 

 
Cuchullain. Well, well, what matter, I’ll have that arm-ring, boy. 

 

 
Young Man. There is no man I’d sooner have my friend 

Than you whose name has gone about the world 
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As if it had been the wind, but Aoife’d say I 

had turned coward. 

 

Cuchullain. I’ll give you gifts 
 

That Aoife’ll know and all her people know 
 

To have been my gifts. Mananan, son of the sea, Gave 

me this heavy embroidered cloak. Nine Queens Of the 

Land-under-Wave had woven it 

Out of the fleeces of the sea. O! tell her I 

was afraid, or tell her what you will. No! 

tell her that I heard a raven croak 

On the north side of the house and was afraid. 

 

An Old King. Some witch of the air has troubled Cuchullain’s mind. 

Cuchullain. 

No witchcraft, his head is like a woman’s head I 

had a fancy for. 

Second Old King. 
 

A witch of the air 
 

Can make a leaf confound us with memories. They 

have gone to school to learn the trick of it. 

 

Cuchullain. But there’s no trick in this. That arm-ring, boy. Third 

Old King. He shall not go unfought, I’ll fight with him. 

 

Fourth Old King. No! I will fight with him. 

 

 
First Old King. I claim the fight, 

 

For when we sent an army to her land—— 

 

 
Second Old King. I claim the fight, for one of Aoife’s galleys Stole 

my great cauldron and a herd of pigs. 

 

Third Old King. No, no, I claim it, for at Lammas’ time—— 

 

 
Cuchullain. Back! Back! Put up your swords! Put up your swords! 

There’s none alive that shall accept a challenge 

I have refused. Laegaire, put up your sword. 
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Young Man. No, let them come, let any three together. If 

they’ve a mind to, I’ll try it out with four. 

 

Cuchullain. That’s spoken as I’d spoken it at your age, But 

you are in my house. Whatever man 

Would fight with you shall fight it out with me. 
 

They’re dumb. They’re dumb. How many of you would meet 
 

[Drawing his sword. 
 

This mutterer, this old whistler, this sandpiper, 

This edge that’s grayer than the tide, this mouse 

That’s gnawing at the timbers of the world, This, 

this—Boy, I would meet them all in arms 

If I’d a son like you. He would avenge me 
 

When I have withstood for the last time the men Whose 

fathers, brothers, sons, and friends I have killed Upholding 

Ullad; when the four provinces 

Have gathered with the ravens over them. 

But I’d need no avenger. You and I 

Would scatter them like water from a dish. 

 

 
Young Man. We’ll stand by one another from this out. 

Here is the ring. 

 

Cuchullain. No, turn and turn about, 
 

But my turn is first, because I am the older. 

Cliodna embroidered these bird wings, but Fand 

Made all these little golden eyes with the hairs 

That she had stolen out of Aengus’ beard, 

And therefore none that has this cloak about him Is 

crossed in love. The heavy inlaid brooch 

That Buan hammered has a merit too. 
 

[He begins spreading the cloak out on a bench, showing it to the Young Man. Suddenly Concobar beats with his silver rod 
on a pillar beside his chair. All turn towards him. 

 

 
Concobar. [In a loud voice.] No more of that, I will not have this friendship. 

Cuchullain is my man and I forbid it; 

He shall not go unfought for I myself—— 
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Cuchullain. [Seizing Concobar.] You shall not stir, High King, I’ll hold you there.  
 

Concobar. Witchcraft has maddened you. 

 

 
The Kings. [Shouting.] Yes, witchcraft, witchcraft. A 

King. You saw another’s head upon his shoulders All of 

a sudden, a woman’s head, Cuchullain. 

Then raised your hand against the King of Ullad. 
 

Cuchullain. [Letting Concobar go, and looking wildly about him.] Yes, 

yes, all of a sudden, all of a sudden. 

Daire. Why, there’s no witchcraft in it, I myself 

Have made a hundred of these sudden friendships 

And fought it out next day. But that was folly, 

For now that I am old I know it is best 

To live in comfort. 

A King. Pull the fool away! 
 

Daire: I’ll throw a heel-tap to the one that dies. Concobar. 

Some witch is floating in the air above us. 

Cuchullain. Yes, witchcraft, witchcraft and the power of witchcraft. [To the 

Young Man. 

Why did you do it? was it Calatin’s daughters? 

Out, out, I say, for now it’s sword on sword. 

Young Man. 
 

But, but, I did not. 
 

Cuchullain. Out, I say, out, out! 

Sword upon sword. 

[He goes towards the door at back, followed by Young Man. He turns on the threshold and cries out, looking at the Young 
Man. 

 

That hair my hands were drowned in! 
 

[He goes out, followed by Young Man. The other Kings begin to follow them out. A 

King. I saw him fight with Ferdiad. 

Second King. We’ll be too late, 
 

They’re such a long time getting through the door. Third 

King. Run quicker, quicker. 

Daire. I was at the Smith’s 
 

When he that was the boy Setanta then—— 

[Sound, of fighting outside. 

Third King. He will have killed him. 

They have begun the fight! 
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[They all go out, leaving the house silent and empty. There is a pause during which one hears the clashing of the 
swords. Barach and Fintain come in from side door. Barach is dragging Fintain. 

 

Barach. You have eaten it, you have eaten it, you have left me nothing but the bones. 
 

Fintain. O, that I should have to endure such a plague. O, I ache all over. O, I am pulled in pieces. This is the way you pay 
me for all the good I have done you! 

 

Barach. You have eaten it, you have told me lies about a wild dog. Nobody has seen a wild dog about the place this twelve 
month. Lie there till the Kings come. O, I will tell Concobar and 

 

Cuchullain and all the Kings about you! 
 

Fintain. What would have happened to you but for me, and you without your wits? If I did not take care of you what 
would you do for food and warmth? 

 

Barach. You take care of me? You stay safe and send me into every kind of danger. You sent me down the cliff for gull’s 
eggs while you warmed your blind eyes in the sun. And then you ate all that were good for food. You left me the eggs that 
were neither egg nor bird. [The blind man tries to rise. Barach makes him lie down again.] Keep quiet now till I shut the 
door. There is some noise outside. There are swords crossing; a high vexing noise so that I can’t be listening to myself. 
[He goes to the big door at the back and shuts it.] Why can’t they be quiet, why can’t they be quiet! Ah, you would get 
away, would you? [He follows the blind man who has been crawling along the wall and makes him lie down close to the 
King’s chair.] Lie there, lie there. No, you won’t get away. Lie there till the Kings come, I’ll tell them all about you. I shall 
tell it all. How you sit warming yourself, when you have made me light a fire of sticks, while I sit blowing it with my mouth. 
Do you not always make me take the windy side of the bush when it blows and the rainy side when it rains? 

 

Fintain. O good fool, listen to me. Think of the care I have taken of you. I have brought you to many a warm hearth, 
where there was a good welcome for you, but you would not stay there, you were always wandering about. 

 

Barach. The last time you brought me in, it was not I who wandered away, but you that got put out because you took 
the crubeen out of the pot, when you thought nobody was looking. Keep quiet now, keep quiet till I shut the door. Here is 
Cuchullain, now you will be beaten. I am going to tell him everything. 

 

Cuchullain. [Comes in and says to the fool.] Give me that horn. 
 

[The fool gives him a horn which Cuchullain fills with ale and drinks. 

Fintain. Do not listen to him, listen to me. 

Cuchullain. What are you wrangling over? 
 

Barach. He is fat and good for nothing. He has left me the bones and the feathers. Cuchullain. 

What feathers? 

Barach. I left him turning a fowl at the fire. He ate it all. He left me nothing but the bones and feathers.  
 

Fintain. Do not believe him. You do not know how vain this fool is. I gave him the feathers, because I thought he would 
like nothing so well. 

 

[Barach is sitting on a bench playing with a heap of feathers, which he has taken out of the breast of his coat. Barach. 

[Singing.] When you were an acorn on the tree top—— 

Fintain. Where would he be but for me? I must be always thinking, thinking to get food for the two of us, and when 

 
we’ve got it, if the moon’s at the full or the tide on the turn, he’ll leave the rabbit in its snare till it is full  of maggots, or 
let the trout slip through his hands back into the water. 

 

Barach. [Singing.] When you were an acorn on the tree top, 

Then was I an eagle cock; 

Now that you are a withered old block, 

Still am I an eagle cock! 

Fintain. Listen to him now! That’s the sort of talk I have to put up with, day out day in.  
 

[The fool is putting the feathers into his hair. Cuchullain takes a handful of feathers out of the heap and out of the fool’s  
hair, and begins to wipe the blood from his sword with them. 

 

Barach. He has taken my feathers to wipe his sword. It is blood that he is wiping from his sword! Fintain. 

Whose blood? Whose blood? 
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Cuchullain. That young champion’s. 
 

Fintain. He that came out of Aoife’s country? 

Cuchullain. The Kings are standing round his body. 

Fintain. Did he fight long? 

Cuchullain. He thought to have saved himself with witchcraft. 
 

Barach. That blind man there said he would kill you. He came from Aoife’s country to kill you. That blind man said they had 
taught him every kind of weapon that he might do it. But I always knew that you would kill him. 

 

Cuchullain. [To the blind man.] You knew him, then? Fintain. 

I saw him when I had my eyes, in Aoife’s country. Cuchullain. 

You were in Aoife’s country? 

Fintain. I knew him and his mother there. 
 

Cuchullain. He was about to speak of her when he died. Fintain. 

He was a Queen’s son. 

Cuchullain. What Queen, what Queen? [He seizes the blind man.] Was it Scathach? There were many Queens. All the 
rulers were Queens. 

 

Fintain. No, not Scathach. 
 

Cuchullain. It was Uathach, then. Speak, speak! 
 

Fintain. I cannot speak, you are clutching me too tightly. [Cuchullain lets him go.] I cannot remember who it was. I am not 
certain. It was some Queen. 

 

Barach. He said a while ago that the young man was Aoife’s son. 

Cuchullain. She? No, no, she had no son when I was there. 

Barach. That blind man there said that she owned him for her son. 
 

Cuchullain. I had rather he had been some other woman’s son. What father had he? A soldier out of Alba? She was an 
amorous woman, a proud, pale amorous woman. 

 

Fintain. None knew whose son he was. 
 

Cuchullain. None knew? Did you know, old listener at doors? 

Fintain. No, no, I knew nothing. 

Barach. He said a while ago that he heard Aoife boast that she’d never but the one lover, and he the only man that had 
overcome her in battle. 

 

[A pause. 
 

Fintain. Somebody is trembling. Why are you trembling, fool? the bench is shaking, why are you trembling? Is 
Cuchullain going to hurt us? It was not I who told you, Cuchullain. 

 

Barach. 
 

It is Cuchullain who is trembling. He is shaking the bench with his knees. 

Cuchullain. 

He was my son, and I have killed my son. [A 

pause. 

’Twas they that did it, the pale windy people, 
 

Where, where, where? My sword against the thunder. 

But no, for they have always been my friends; 

And though they love to blow a smoking coal 
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Till it’s all flame, the wars they blow aflame 

Are full of glory, and heart uplifting pride, 

And not like this; the wars they love awaken 

Old fingers and the sleepy strings of harps. 

Who did it then? Are you afraid; speak out, For 

I have put you under my protection 

And will reward you well. Dubthach the Chafer. He 

had an old grudge. No, for he is with Maeve. 

Laegaire did it. Why do you not speak? 

What is this house? [A pause.] Now I remember all. Fintain. 

He will kill us. O, I am afraid! 

Cuchullain. 

[Who is before Concobar’s chair.] 
 

’Twas you who did it, you who sat up there With 

that old branch of silver, like a magpie Nursing a 

stolen spoon. Magpie, magpie, 

A maggot that is eating up the earth! 

 

[Begins hacking at the chair with his sword. 

No, but a magpie, for he’s flown away. 

Where did he fly to? 
 

Fintain. 
 

He is outside the door. 
 

Cuchullain. 
 

Outside the door? 
 

Fintain. 
 

He is under Baile’s yew-tree. 
 

Cuchullain. 
 

Concobar, Concobar, the sword into your heart. 
 

[He goes out. A pause. The fool goes to the great door at back and looks out after him. Barach. 

He is going up to King Concobar; they are all under the tree. No, no, he is standing still. There is a great wave going to 
break and he is looking at it. Ah! now he is running down to the sea, but he is holding up his sword as if he were going 
into a fight. [A pause.] Well struck, well struck! 

 

Fintain. 
 

What is he doing now? 
 

Barach. 
 

Oh! he is fighting the waves. 
 

Fintain. 
 

He sees King Concobar’s crown on every one of them. 

Barach. 
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There, he has struck at a big one. He has struck the crown off it, he has made the foam fly. There again another big one.  
 

[Shouting without. 
 

Fintain. 
 

Where are the Kings? What are the Kings doing? Barach. 

They are shouting and running down to the shore, and the people are running out of the houses, they are all running.  
 

Fintain. 
 

You say they are running out of the houses, there will be nobody left in the houses. Listen, fool. Barach. 

There, he is down! He is up again! He is going out into the deep water.  
 

Fintain. 
 

Come here, fool; come here, I say. 

Barach. 

[Coming towards him but looking backward towards the door.] What is it? Fintain. 

There will be nobody in the houses. Come this way, come quickly; the ovens will be full; we will put our hands into the 
ovens. 

 

[They go out.] 
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James Stephens, Irish Fairy Tales 

THE BOYHOOD OF FIONN 
 

He was a king, a seer and a poet. He was a lord with a manifold and great train. He was our magician, our 
knowledgeable one, our soothsayer. All that he did was sweet with him. And, however ye deem my testimony of Fionn 
excessive, and, although ye hold my praising overstrained, nevertheless, and by the King that is above me, he was three 
times better than all I say.—Saint PATRICK. 

 

CHAPTER I 
 

Fionn [pronounce Fewn to rhyme with “tune”] got his first training among women. There is no wonder in that, for it is the 
pup’s mother teaches it to fight, and women know that fighting is a necessary art although men pretend there are others 
that are better. These were the women druids, Bovmall and Lia Luachra. It will be wondered why his own mother did not 
train him in the first natural savageries of existence, but she could not do it. She could not keep him with her for dread of 
the clann-Morna. The sons of Morna had been fighting and intriguing for a long time to oust her husband, Uail, from the 
captaincy of the Fianna of Ireland, and they had ousted him at last by killing him. It was the only way they could get rid of 
such a man; but it was not an easy way, for what Fionn’s father did not know in arms could not be taught to him even by 
Morna. Still, the hound that can wait will catch a hare at last, and even Manana’nn sleeps. Fionn’s mother was beautiful, 
long-haired Muirne: so she is always referred to. She was the daughter of Teigue, the son of Nuada from Faery, and her 
mother was Ethlinn. That is, her brother was Lugh of the Long Hand himself, and with a god, and such a god, for brother 
we may marvel that she could have been in dread of Morna or his sons, or of any one. But women have strange loves, 
strange fears, and these are so bound up with one another that the thing which is presented to us is not often the thing 
that is to be seen. 

 

However it may be, when Uall died Muirne got married again to the King of Kerry. She gave the child to Bovmall and Lia 
Luachra to rear, and we may be sure that she gave injunctions with him, and many of them. The youngster was brought to 
the woods of Slieve Bloom and was nursed there in secret. 

 

It is likely the women were fond of him, for other than Fionn there was no life about them. He would be their life; and 
their eyes may have seemed as twin benedictions resting on the small fair head. He was fair-haired, and it was for his 
fairness that he was afterwards called Fionn; but at this period he was known as Deimne. They saw the food they put 
into his little frame reproduce itself length-ways and sideways in tough inches, and in springs and energies that crawled 
at first, and then toddled, and then ran. He had birds for playmates, but all the creatures that live in a wood must have 
been his comrades. There would have been for little Fionn long hours of lonely sunshine, when the world seemed just 
sunshine and a sky. There would have been hours as long, when existence passed like a shade among shadows, in the 
multitudinous tappings of rain that dripped from leaf to leaf in the wood, and slipped so to the ground. He would have 
known little snaky paths, narrow enough to be filled by his own small feet, or a goat’s; and he would have wondered 
where they went, and have marvelled again to find that, wherever they went, they came at last, through loops and twists 
of the branchy wood, to his own door. He may have thought of his own door as the beginning and end of the world, 
whence all things went, and whither all things came. 

 

Perhaps he did not see the lark for a long time, but he would have heard him, far out of sight in the endless sky, thrilling 
and thrilling until the world seemed to have no other sound but that clear sweetness; and what a world it was to make 
that sound! Whistles and chirps, coos and caws and croaks, would have grown familiar to him. And he could at last have 
told which brother of the great brotherhood was making the noise he heard at any moment. The wind too: he would have 
listened to its thousand voices as it moved in all seasons and in all moods. Perhaps a horse would stray into the thick 
screen about his home, and would look as solemnly on Fionn as Fionn did on it. Or, coming suddenly on him, the horse 
might stare, all a-cock with eyes and ears and nose, one long-drawn facial extension, ere he turned and bounded away 
with manes all over him and hoofs all under him and tails all round him. A solemn-nosed, stern-eyed cow would amble 
and stamp in his wood to find a flyless shadow; or a strayed sheep would poke its gentle muzzle through leaves. 

 

“A boy,” he might think, as he stared on a staring horse, “a boy cannot wag his tail to keep the flies off,” and that lack may 
have saddened him. He may have thought that a cow can snort and be dignified at the one moment, and that timidity is 
comely in a sheep. He would have scolded the jackdaw, and tried to out-whistle the throstle, and wondered why his pipe 
got tired when the blackbird’s didn’t. There would be flies to be watched, slender atoms in yellow gauze that flew, and 
filmy specks that flittered, and sturdy, thick-ribbed brutes that pounced like cats and bit like dogs and flew like lightning. 
He may have mourned for the spider in bad luck who caught that fly. There would be much to see and remember and 
compare, and there would be, always, his two guardians. The flies change from second to second; one cannot tell if this 
bird is a visitor or an inhabitant, and a sheep is just sister to a sheep; but the women were as rooted as the house itself. 

 

CHAPTER II 
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Were his nurses comely or harsh-looking? Fionn would not know. This was the one who picked him up when he fell, and 
that was the one who patted the bruise. This one said: “Mind you do not tumble in the well!”  

 

And that one: “Mind the little knees among the nettles.” 
 

But he did tumble and record that the only notable thing about a well is that it is wet. And as for nettles, if they hit him he 
hit back. He slashed into them with a stick and brought them low. There was nothing in wells or nettles, only women 
dreaded them. One patronised women and instructed them and comforted them, for they were afraid about one. 

 

They thought that one should not climb a tree! 
 

“Next week,” they said at last, “you may climb this one,” and “next week” lived at the end of the world!  
 

But the tree that was climbed was not worth while when it had been climbed twice. There was a bigger one near by. 
There were trees that no one could climb, with vast shadow on one side and vaster sunshine on the other. It took a long 
time to walk round them, and you could not see their tops. 

 

It was pleasant to stand on a branch that swayed and sprung, and it was good to stare at an impenetrable roof of leaves 
and then climb into it. How wonderful the loneliness was up there! When he looked down there was an undulating floor 
of leaves, green and green and greener to a very blackness of greeniness; and when he looked up there were leaves 
again, green and less green and not green at all, up to a very snow and blindness of greeniness; and above and below and 
around there was sway and motion, the whisper of leaf on leaf, and the eternal silence to which one listened and at which 
one tried to look. 

 

When he was six years of age his mother, beautiful, long-haired Muirne, came to see him. She came secretly, for  she feared 
the sons of Morna, and she had paced through lonely places in many counties before she reached the  hut in the wood, and 
the cot where he lay with his fists shut and sleep gripped in them. 

 

He awakened to be sure. He would have one ear that would catch an unusual voice, one eye that would open, however 
sleepy the other one was. She took him in her arms and kissed him, and she sang a sleepy song until the small boy slept 
again. 

 

We may be sure that the eye that could stay open stayed open that night as long as it could, and that the one ear 
listened to the sleepy song until the song got too low to be heard, until it was too tender to be felt vibrating along those 
soft arms, until Fionn was asleep again, with a new picture in his little head and a new notion to ponder on. 

 

The mother of himself! His own mother! 

But when he awakened she was gone. 

She was going back secretly, in dread of the sons of Morna, slipping through gloomy woods, keeping away from 
habitations, getting by desolate and lonely ways to her lord in Kerry. 

 

Perhaps it was he that was afraid of the sons of Morna, and perhaps she loved him. CHAPTER III 

The women Druids, his guardians, belonged to his father’s people. Bovmall was Uail’s sister, and, consequently,  

 
Fionn’s aunt. Only such a blood-tie could have bound them to the clann-Baiscne, for it is not easy, having moved in the world 
of court and camp, to go hide with a baby in a wood; and to live, as they must have lived, in terror. 

 

What stories they would have told the child of the sons of Morna. Of Morna himself, the huge-shouldered, stern- eyed, 
violent Connachtman; and of his sons—young Goll Mor mac Morna in particular, as huge-shouldered as his father, as 
fierce in the onset, but merry-eyed when the other was grim, and bubbling with a laughter that made men forgive even 
his butcheries. Of Cona’n Mael mac Morna his brother, gruff as a badger, bearded like a boar, bald as a crow, and with a 
tongue that could manage an insult where another man would not find even a stammer. His boast was that when he saw 
an open door he went into it, and when he saw a closed door he went into it. When he saw a peaceful man he insulted 
him, and when he met a man who was not peaceful he insulted him. There was Garra Duv mac Morna, and savage Art 
Og, who cared as little for their own skins as they did for the next man’s, and Garra must have been rough indeed to 
have earned in that clan the name of the Rough mac Morna. There were others: wild Connachtmen all, as untameable, 
as unaccountable as their own wonderful countryside. 

 

Fionn would have heard much of them, and it is likely that he practised on a nettle at taking the head off Goll, and that he 
hunted a sheep from cover in the implacable manner he intended later on for Cona’n the Swearer. 

 

But it is of Uail mac Baiscne he would have heard most. With what a dilation of spirit the ladies would have told tales of 
him, Fionn’s father. How their voices would have become a chant as feat was added to feat, glory piled on glory. The most 
famous of men and the most beautiful; the hardest fighter; the easiest giver; the kingly champion; the chief of the Fianna 
na h-Eirinn. Tales of how he had been way-laid and got free; of how he had been generous and got free; of how he had 
been angry and went marching with the speed of an eagle and the direct onfall of a storm; while in front and at the sides, 
angled from the prow of his terrific advance, were fleeing multitudes who did not dare to wait and scarce had time to run. 
And of how at last, when the time came to quell him, nothing less than the whole might of Ireland was sufficient for that 
great downfall. 

 

We may be sure that on these adventures Fionn was with his father, going step for step with the long-striding hero, and 
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heartening him mightily. 

 

 
CHAPTER IV 

 

He was given good training by the women in running and leaping and swimming. 
 

One of them would take a thorn switch in her hand, and Fionn would take a thorn switch in his hand, and each would 
try to strike the other running round a tree. 

 

You had to go fast to keep away from the switch behind, and a small boy feels a switch. Fionn would run his best to get 
away from that prickly stinger, but how he would run when it was his turn to deal the strokes! 

 

With reason too, for his nurses had suddenly grown implacable. They pursued him with a savagery which he could not 
distinguish from hatred, and they swished him well whenever they got the chance. 

 

Fionn learned to run. After a while he could buzz around a tree like a maddened fly, and oh, the joy, when he felt himself 
drawing from the switch and gaining from behind on its bearer! How he strained and panted to catch on that pursuing 
person and pursue her and get his own switch into action. 

 

He learned to jump by chasing hares in a bumpy field. Up went the hare and up went Fionn, and away with the two of 
them, hopping and popping across the field. If the hare turned while Fionn was after her it was switch for Fionn; so that 
in a while it did not matter to Fionn which way the hare jumped for he could jump that way too. Long-ways, sideways or 
baw-ways, Fionn hopped where the hare hopped, and at last he was the owner of a hop that any hare would give an ear 
for. 

 

He was taught to swim, and it may be that his heart sank when he fronted the lesson. The water was cold. It was deep.  
One could see the bottom, leagues below, millions of miles below. A small boy might shiver as he stared into that wink and 
blink and twink of brown pebbles and murder. And these implacable women threw him in! 

 

Perhaps he would not go in at first. He may have smiled at them, and coaxed, and hung back. It was a leg and an arm 
gripped then; a swing for Fionn, and out and away with him; plop and flop for him; down into chill deep death for him, and 
up with a splutter; with a sob; with a grasp at everything that caught nothing; with a wild flurry; with a raging despair; 
with a bubble and snort as he was hauled again down, and down, and down, and found as 

 

suddenly that he had been hauled out. 
 

Fionn learned to swim until he could pop into the water like an otter and slide through it like an eel.  
 

He used to try to chase a fish the way he chased hares in the bumpy field—but there are terrible spurts in a fish. It may be 
that a fish cannot hop, but he gets there in a flash, and he isn’t there in another. Up or down, sideways or endways, it is all 
one to a fish. He goes and is gone. He twists this way and disappears the other way. He is over you when he ought to be 
under you, and he is biting your toe when you thought you were biting his tail. 

 

You cannot catch a fish by swimming, but you can try, and Fionn tried. He got a grudging commendation from the terrible 
women when he was able to slip noiselessly in the tide, swim under water to where a wild duck was floating and grip it 
by the leg. 

 

“Qu—,” said the duck, and he disappeared before he had time to get the “-ack” out of him. 
 

So the time went, and Fionn grew long and straight and tough like a sapling; limber as a willow, and with the flirt and 
spring of a young bird. One of the ladies may have said, “He is shaping very well, my dear,” and the other replied, as is 
the morose privilege of an aunt, “He will never be as good as his father,” but their hearts must have overflowed in the 
night, in the silence, in the darkness, when they thought of the living swiftness they had fashioned, and that dear fair 
head. 

 

CHAPTER V 
 

One day his guardians were agitated: they held confabulations at which Fionn was not permitted to assist. A man who 
passed by in the morning had spoken to them. They fed the man, and during his feeding Fionn had been shooed from 
the door as if he were a chicken. When the stranger took his road the women went with him a short distance. As they 
passed the man lifted a hand and bent a knee to Fionn. 

 

“My soul to you, young master,” he said, and as he said it, Fionn knew that he could have the man’s soul, or his boots, 
or his feet, or anything that belonged to him. 

 

When the women returned they were mysterious and whispery. They chased Fionn into the house, and when they got 
him in they chased him out again. They chased each other around the house for another whisper. They calculated 
things by the shape of clouds, by lengths of shadows, by the flight of birds, by two flies racing on a flat stone, by throwing 
bones over their left shoulders, and by every kind of trick and game and chance that you could put a mind to. 

 

They told Fionn he must sleep in a tree that night, and they put him under bonds not to sing or whistle or cough or sneeze 
until the morning. 
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Fionn did sneeze. He never sneezed so much in his life. He sat up in his tree and nearly sneezed himself out of it. Flies 
got up his nose, two at a time, one up each nose, and his head nearly fell off the way he sneezed. 

 

“You are doing that on purpose,” said a savage whisper from the foot of the tree.  
 

But Fionn was not doing it on purpose. He tucked himself into a fork the way he had been taught, and he passed the 
crawliest, tickliest night he had ever known. After a while he did not want to sneeze, he wanted to scream: and in 
particular he wanted to come down from the tree. But he did not scream, nor did he leave the tree. His word was 
passed, and he stayed in his tree as silent as a mouse and as watchful, until he fell out of it. 

 

In the morning a band of travelling poets were passing, and the women handed Fionn over to them. This time they could 
not prevent him overhearing. 

 

“The sons of Morna!” they said. 
 

And Fionn’s heart might have swelled with rage, but that it was already swollen with adventure. And also the expected 
was happening. Behind every hour of their day and every moment of their lives lay the sons of Morna. Fionn had run 
after them as deer: he jumped after them as hares: he dived after them as fish. They lived in the house with him: they 
sat at the table and ate his meat. One dreamed of them, and they were expected in the morning as the sun is. They 
knew only too well that the son of Uail was living, and they knew that their own sons would know no ease while that son 
lived; for they believed in those days that like breeds like, and that the son of Uail would be Uail with additions.  

 

His guardians knew that their hiding-place must at last be discovered, and that, when it was found, the sons of 
 

Morna would come. They had no doubt of that, and every action of their lives was based on that certainty. For no secret 
can remain secret. Some broken soldier tramping home to his people will find it out; a herd seeking his strayed cattle or 
a band of travelling musicians will get the wind of it. How many people will move through even the remotest wood in a 
year! The crows will tell a secret if no one else does; and under a bush, behind a clump of bracken, what eyes may there 
not be! But if your secret is legged like a young goat! If it is tongued like a wolf! One can hide a baby, but you cannot hide 
a boy. He will rove unless you tie him to a post, and he will whistle then. 

 

The sons of Morna came, but there were only two grim women living in a lonely hut to greet them. We may be sure they 
were well greeted. One can imagine Goll’s merry stare taking in all that could be seen; Cona’n’s grim eye raking the 
women’s faces while his tongue raked them again; the Rough mac Morna shouldering here and there in the house and 
about it, with maybe a hatchet in his hand, and Art Og coursing further afield and vowing that if the cub was there he 
would find him. 

 

CHAPTER VI 
 

But Fionn was gone. He was away, bound with his band of poets for the Galtees. 
 

It is likely they were junior poets come to the end of a year’s training, and returning to their own province to see again 
the people at home, and to be wondered at and exclaimed at as they exhibited bits of the knowledge which they had 
brought from the great schools. They would know tags of rhyme and tricks about learning which Fionn would hear of; 
and now and again, as they rested in a glade or by the brink of a river, they might try their lessons over. They might even 
refer to the ogham wands on which the first words of their tasks and the opening lines of poems were cut; and it is 
likely that, being new to these things, they would talk of them to a youngster, and, thinking that his wits could be no 
better than their own, they might have explained to him how ogham was written. But it is far more likely that his 
women guardians had already started him at those lessons. 

 
Still this band of young bards would have been of infinite interest to Fionn, not on account of what they had learned, but 
because of what they knew. All the things that he should have known as by nature: the look, the movement, the feeling 
of crowds; the shouldering and intercourse of man with man; the clustering of houses and how people bore themselves 
in and about them; the movement of armed men, and the homecoming look of wounds; tales of births, and marriages 
and deaths; the chase with its multitudes of men and dogs; all the noise, the dust, the excitement of mere living. These, 
to Fionn, new come from leaves and shadows and the dipple and dapple of a wood, would have seemed wonderful; and 
the tales they would have told of their masters, their looks, fads, severities, sillinesses, would have been wonderful also. 

 

That band should have chattered like a rookery. 

 
They must have been young, for one time a Leinsterman came on them, a great robber named Fiacuil mac Cona, and he 
killed the poets. He chopped them up and chopped them down. He did not leave one poeteen of them all. He put them 
out of the world and out of life, so that they stopped being, and no one could tell where they went or what had really 
happened to them; and it is a wonder indeed that one can do that to anything let alone a band. If they were not 
youngsters, the bold Fiacuil could not have managed them all. Or, perhaps, he too had a band, although the record 
does not say so; but kill them he did, and they died that way. 

 
Fionn saw that deed, and his blood may have been cold enough as he watched the great robber coursing the poets as a 
wild dog rages in a flock. And when his turn came, when they were all dead, and the grim, red-handed man trod at him, 
Fionn may have shivered, but he would have shown his teeth and laid roundly on the monster with his hands. Perhaps he 
did that, and perhaps for that he was spared. 
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“Who are you?” roared the staring black-mouth with the red tongue squirming in it like a frisky fish. 

 
“The son of Uail, son of Baiscne,” quoth hardy Fionn. And at that the robber ceased to be a robber, the murderer disappeared, 
the black-rimmed chasm packed with red fish and precipices changed to something else, and the 

 
round eyes that had been popping out of their sockets and trying to bite, changed also. There remained a laughing and 
crying and loving servant who wanted to tie himself into knots if that would please the son of his great captain. Fionn 
went home on the robber’s shoulder, and the robber gave great snorts and made great jumps and behaved like a first -
rate horse. For this same Fiacuil was the husband of Bovmall, Fionn’s aunt. He had taken to the wilds when clann-
Baiscne was broken, and he was at war with a world that had dared to kill his Chief. 

 

 
CHAPTER VII 

 

A new life for Fionn in the robber’s den that was hidden in a vast cold marsh. 
 

A tricky place that would be, with sudden exits and even suddener entrances, and with damp, winding, spidery places to 
hoard treasure in, or to hide oneself in. 

 

 
If the robber was a solitary he would, for lack of someone else, have talked greatly to Fionn. He would have shown his 
weapons and demonstrated how he used them, and with what slash he chipped his victim, and with what slice he 
chopped him. He would have told why a slash was enough for this man and why that man should be sliced. All men are 
masters when one is young, and Fionn would have found knowledge here also. He would have seen Fiacuil’s great 
spear that had thirty rivets of Arabian gold in its socket, and that had to be kept wrapped up and tied down so that it 
would not kill people out of mere spitefulness. It had come from Faery, out of the Shi’ of Aillen mac Midna, and it would be 
brought back again later on between the same man’s shoulder-blades. 

 
What tales that man could tell a boy, and what questions a boy could ask him. He would have known a thousand tricks, 
and because our instinct is to teach, and because no man can keep a trick from a boy, he would show them to Fionn. 

 
There was the marsh too; a whole new life to be learned; a complicated, mysterious, dank, slippery, reedy, treacherous 
life, but with its own beauty and an allurement that could grow on one, so that you could forget the solid world and love 
only that which quaked and gurgled. 

 

In this place you may swim. By this sign and this you will know if it is safe to do so, said Fiacuil mac Cona; but in this 
place, with this sign on it and that, you must not venture a toe. 

 

But where Fionn would venture his toes his ears would follow. 

 
There are coiling weeds down there, the robber counselled him; there are thin, tough, snaky binders that will trip you and 
grip you, that will pull you and will not let you go again until you are drowned; until you are swaying and swinging away 
below, with outstretched arms, with outstretched legs, with a face all stares and smiles and jockeyings, gripped in those 
leathery arms, until there is no more to be gripped of you even by them. 

 
“Watch these and this and that,” Fionn would have been told, “and always swim with a knife in your teeth.”  

 
He lived there until his guardians found out where he was and came after him. Fiacuil gave him up to them, and       he was 
brought home again to the woods of Slieve Bloom, but he had gathered great knowledge and new supplenesses. 

 
The sons of Morna left him alone for a long time. Having made their essay they grew careless. “Let him 

be,” they said. “He will come to us when the time comes.” 

 

But it is likely too that they had had their own means of getting information about him. How he shaped? what 
muscles he had? and did he spring clean from the mark or had he to get off with a push? Fionn stayed with his 
guardians and hunted for them. He could run a deer down and haul it home by the reluctant skull. “Come on, Goll,” 
he would say to his stag, or, lifting it over a tussock with a tough grip on the snout, “Are you coming, bald Cona’n, or 
shall I kick you in the neck?” 

 
The time must have been nigh when he would think of taking the world itself by the nose, to haul it over tussocks and 
drag it into his pen; for he was of the breed in whom mastery is born, and who are good masters. 
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But reports of his prowess were getting abroad. Clann-Morna began to stretch itself uneasily, and, one day, his 
guardians sent him on his travels. 

 
“It is best for you to leave us now,” they said to the tall stripling, “for the sons of Morna are watching again to kill you.” 

 
The woods at that may have seemed haunted. A stone might sling at one from a tree-top; but from which tree of a 
thousand trees did it come? An arrow buzzing by one’s ear would slide into the ground and quiver there silently, 
menacingly, hinting of the brothers it had left in the quiver behind; to the right? to the left? how many brothers? in how 
many quivers…? Fionn was a woodsman, but he had only two eyes to look with, one set of feet to carry him in one sole 
direction. But when he was looking to the front what, or how many whats, could be staring at him from the back? He might 
face in this direction, away from, or towards a smile on a hidden face and a finger on a string. A lance might slide at him 
from this bush or from the one yonder.. In the night he might have fought them; his ears against theirs; his noiseless feet 
against their lurking ones; his knowledge of the wood against their legion: but during the day he had no chance. 
 
Fionn went to seek his fortune, to match himself against all that might happen, and to carve a name for himself that will 
live while Time has an ear and knows an Irishman. 

 

 
CHAPTER VIII 

 

Fionn went away, and now he was alone. But he was as fitted for loneliness as the crane is that haunts the solitudes 
and bleak wastes of the sea; for the man with a thought has a comrade, and Fionn’s mind worked as featly  as his body 
did. To be alone was no trouble to him who, however surrounded, was to be lonely his life long; for this will be said of 
Fionn when all is said, that all that came to him went from him, and that happiness was never his companion for more 
than a moment. 

 
But he was not now looking for loneliness. He was seeking the instruction of a crowd, and therefore when he met a 
crowd he went into it. His eyes were skilled to observe in the moving dusk and dapple of green woods. They were 
trained to pick out of shadows birds that were themselves dun-coloured shades, and to see among trees the animals that 
are coloured like the bark of trees. The hare crouching in the fronds was visible to him, and the fish that swayed in-
visibly in the sway and flicker of a green bank. He would see all that was to be seen, and he would see all that is passed by 
the eye that is half blind from use and wont. 

 
At Moy Life’ he came on lads swimming in a pool; and, as he looked on them sporting in the flush tide, he thought that the 
tricks they performed were not hard for him, and that he could have shown them new ones. 

 
Boys must know what another boy can do, and they will match themselves against everything. They did their best under 
these observing eyes, and it was not long until he was invited to compete with them and show his mettle. Such an 
invitation is a challenge; it is almost, among boys, a declaration of war. But Fionn was so far beyond them in swimming that 
even the word master did not apply to that superiority. 

 
While he was swimming one remarked: “He is fair and well shaped,” and thereafter he was called “Fionn” or the Fair 
One. His name came from boys, and will, perhaps, be preserved by them. 
He stayed with these lads for some time, and it may be that they idolised him at first, for it is the way with boys to be 
astounded and enraptured by feats; but in the end, and that was inevitable, they grew jealous of the stranger. Those 
who had been the champions before he came would marshal each other, and, by social pressure, would muster all the 
others against him; so that in the end not a friendly eye was turned on Fionn in that assembly. For not only did he beat 
them at swimming, he beat their best at running and jumping, and when the sport degenerated into violence, as it 
was bound to, the roughness of Fionn would be ten times as rough as the roughness of the roughest rough they could 
put forward. Bravery is pride when one is young, and Fionn was proud. 

 
There must have been anger in his mind as he went away leaving that lake behind him, and those snarling and scowling 
boys, but there would have been disappointment also, for his desire at this time should have been towards friendliness.  

 
He went thence to Lock Le’in and took service with the King of Finntraigh. That kingdom may have been thus called 
from Fionn himself and would have been known by another name when he arrived there. 
 
He hunted for the King of Finntraigh, and it soon grew evident that there was no hunter in his service to equal Fionn. 
More, there was no hunter of them all who even distantly approached him in excellence. The others ran after deer, using 
the speed of their legs, the noses of their dogs and a thousand well-worn tricks to bring them within reach, and, often 
enough, the animal escaped them. But the deer that Fionn got the track of did not get away, and it seemed even that the 
animals sought him so many did he catch. 

 
The king marvelled at the stories that were told of this new hunter, but as kings are greater than other people so they are 
more curious; and, being on the plane of excellence, they must see all that is excellently told of. 
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The king wished to see him, and Fionn must have wondered what the king thought as that gracious lord looked on him. 
Whatever was thought, what the king said 

 
“If Uail the son of Baiscne has a son,” said the king, “you would surely be that son.” 

 

We are not told if the King of Finntraigh said anything more, but we know that Fionn left his service soon afterwards.  

 
He went southwards and was next in the employment of the King of Kerry, the same lord who had married his own 
mother. In that service he came to such consideration that we hear of him as playing a match of chess with the king, and 
by this game we know that he was still a boy in his mind however mightily his limbs were spreading. Able as he was in 
sports and huntings, he was yet too young to be politic, but he remained impolitic to the end of his days, for whatever he 
was able to do he would do, no matter who was offended thereat; and whatever he was not able to do he would do also. 
That was Fionn. 

 
Once, as they rested on a chase, a debate arose among the Fianna-Finn as to what was the finest music in the  world. 

 
“Tell us that,” said Fionn turning to Oisi’n [pronounced Usheen] 

 

“The cuckoo calling from the tree that is highest in the hedge,” cried his merry son. 
 

“A good sound,” said Fionn. “And you, Oscar,” he asked, “what is to your mind the finest of music?” “The top of 

music is the ring of a spear on a shield,” cried the stout lad. 

“It is a good sound,” said Fionn. And the other champions told their delight; the belling of a stag across water, the baying of 
a tuneful pack heard in the distance, the song of a lark, the laugh of a gleeful girl, or the whisper of a moved one. 

 

“They are good sounds all,” said Fionn. 
 

“Tell us, chief,” one ventured, “what you think?” 
 

“The music of what happens,” said great Fionn, “that is the finest music in the world.” 
 

He loved “what happened,” and would not evade it by the swerve of a hair; so on this occasion what was occurring he 
would have occur, although a king was his rival and his master. It may be that his mother was watching the match and 
that he could not but exhibit his skill before her. He committed the enormity of winning seven games in succession from 
the king himself!!! 

 

It is seldom indeed that a subject can beat a king at chess, and this monarch was properly amazed. 

 
“Who are you at all?” he cried, starting back from the chessboard and staring on Fionn. “I am 

the son of a countryman of the Luigne of Tara,” said Fionn. 

He may have blushed as he said it, for the king, possibly for the first time, was really looking at him, and was looking 
back through twenty years of time as he did so. The observation of a king is faultless—it is proved a thousand times 
over in the tales, and this king’s equipment was as royal as the next. 

 
“You are no such son,” said the indignant monarch, “but you are the son that Muirne my wife bore to Uall mac Balscne.”  
And at that Fionn had no more to say; but his eyes may have flown to his mother and stayed there. 

 
“You cannot remain here,” his step-father continued. “I do not want you killed under my protection,” he explained, or 
complained. 

 
Perhaps it was on Fionn’s account he dreaded the sons of Morna, but no one knows what Fionn thought of him for he 
never thereafter spoke of his step-father. As for Muirne she must have loved her lord; or she may have been terrified in 
truth of the sons of Morna and for Fionn; but it is so also, that if a woman loves her second husband she can dislike all 
that reminds her of the first one. Fionn went on his travels again. 

 
CHAPTER IX 

 

All desires save one are fleeting, but that one lasts forever. Fionn, with all desires, had the lasting one, for he would go 
anywhere and forsake anything for wisdom; and it was in search of this that he went to the place where Finegas lived on 
a bank of the Boyne Water. But for dread of the clann-Morna he did not go as Fionn. He called himself Deimne on that 
journey. 
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We get wise by asking questions, and even if these are not answered we get wise, for a well-packed question carries its 
answer on its back as a snail carries its shell. Fionn asked every question he could think of, and his master, who was a 
poet, and so an honourable man, answered them all, not to the limit of his patience, for it was limitless, but to the limit of 
his ability. 

 

“Why do you live on the bank of a river?” was one of these questions. “Because a poem is a revelation, and it is by the brink 
of running water that poetry is revealed to the mind.” 

 
“How long have you been here?” was the next query. “Seven years,” the poet answered. “It is a 

long time,” said wondering Fionn. 

“I would wait twice as long for a poem,” said the inveterate bard. “Have you 

caught good poems?” Fionn asked him. 

“The poems I am fit for,” said the mild master. “No person can get more than that, for a man’s readiness is his limit.” 
 

“Would you have got as good poems by the Shannon or the Suir or by sweet Ana Life’?” “They are 

good rivers,” was the answer. “They all belong to good gods.” 

“But why did you choose this river out of all the rivers?” 

Finegas beamed on his pupil. 

“I would tell you anything,” said he, “and I will tell you that.”  
 

Fionn sat at the kindly man’s feet, his hands absent among tall grasses, and listening with all his ears. “A 
prophecy was made to me,” Finegas began. “A man of knowledge foretold that I should catch the Salmon of 
Knowledge in the Boyne Water.” 

 

“And then?” said Fionn eagerly. 

“Then I would have All Knowledge.” 

“And after that?” the boy insisted. 

“What should there be after that?” the poet retorted. “I 

mean, what would you do with All Knowledge?” 

“A weighty question,” said Finegas smilingly. “I could answer it if I had All Knowledge, but not until then. What would 
you do, my dear?” 

 

“I would make a poem,” Fionn cried. 
 

“I think too,” said the poet, “that that is what would be done.” 
 

In return for instruction Fionn had taken over the service of his master’s hut, and as he went about the household duties, 
drawing the water, lighting the fire, and carrying rushes for the floor and the beds, he thought over all the poet had 
taught him, and his mind dwelt on the rules of metre, the cunningness of words, and the need for a clean, brave mind. 
But in his thousand thoughts he yet remembered the Salmon of Knowledge as eagerly as his master did. He already 
venerated Finegas for his great learning, his poetic skill, for an hundred reasons; but, looking on him as the ordained 
eater of the Salmon of Knowledge, he venerated him to the edge of measure. Indeed, he loved as well as venerated this 
master because of his unfailing kindness, his patience, his readiness to teach, and his skill in teaching. 

 
“I have learned much from you, dear master,” said Fionn gratefully. 

 
“All that I have is yours if you can take it,” the poet answered, “for you are entitled to all that you can take, but to no more 
than that. Take, so, with both hands.” 

 
“You may catch the salmon while I am with you,” the hopeful boy mused. “Would not that be a great happening!” and he 
stared in ecstasy across the grass at those visions which a boy’s mind knows. 

 
“Let us pray for that,” said Finegas fervently. 

 
“Here is a question,” Fionn continued. “How does this salmon get wisdom into his flesh?” 

 

“There is a hazel bush overhanging a secret pool in a secret place. The Nuts of Knowledge drop from the Sacred Bush 
into the pool, and as they float, a salmon takes them in his mouth and eats them.”  
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“It would be almost as easy,” the boy submitted, “if one were to set on the track of the Sacred Hazel and eat the nuts 
straight from the bush.” 

 

“That would not be very easy,” said the poet, “and yet it is not as easy as that, for the bush can only be found by its own 
knowledge, and that knowledge can only be got by eating the nuts, and the nuts can only be got by eating the salmon.” 

 
“We must wait for the salmon,” said Fionn in a rage of resignation. 

 

 
CHAPTER X 

 

Life continued for him in a round of timeless time, wherein days and nights were uneventful and were yet filled with 
interest. As the day packed its load of strength into his frame, so it added its store of knowledge to his mind, and each 
night sealed the twain, for it is in the night that we make secure what we have gathered in the day. 

 

If he had told of these days he would have told of a succession of meals and sleeps, and of an endless 
conversation, from which his mind would now and again slip away to a solitude of its own, where, in large hazy 
atmospheres, it swung and drifted and reposed. Then he would be back again, and it was a pleasure for him to catch up 
on the thought that was forward and re-create for it all the matter he had missed. But he could not often make these 
sleepy sallies; his master was too experienced a teacher to allow any such bright-faced, eager-eyed abstractions, and as 
the druid women had switched his legs around a tree, so Finegas chased his mind, demanding sense in his questions and 
understanding in his replies. 

 
To ask questions can become the laziest and wobbliest occupation of a mind, but when you must yourself answer 

 
the problem that you have posed, you will meditate your question with care and frame it with precision. Fionn’s mind 
learned to jump in a bumpier field than that in which he had chased rabbits. And when he had asked his question, and 
given his own answer to it, Finegas would take the matter up and make clear to him where the query was badly formed 
or at what point the answer had begun to go astray, so that Fionn came to understand by what successions a good 
question grows at last to a good answer. 

 

One day, not long after the conversation told of, Finegas came to the place where Fionn was. The poet had a shallow 
osier basket on his arm, and on his face there was a look that was at once triumphant and gloomy. He was excited 
certainly, but he was sad also, and as he stood gazing on Fionn his eyes were so kind that the boy was touched, and 
they were yet so melancholy that it almost made Fionn weep. “What is it, my master?” said the alarmed boy. 

 

The poet placed his osier basket on the grass. 
 

“Look in the basket, dear son,” he said. Fionn looked. 

“There is a salmon in the basket.” 

“It is The Salmon,” said Finegas with a great sigh. Fionn leaped for delight. “I am 

glad for you, master,” he cried. “Indeed I am glad for you.” 

“And I am glad, my dear soul,” the master rejoined. 
 

But, having said it, he bent his brow to his hand and for a long time he was silent and gathered into himself. “What 

should be done now?” Fionn demanded, as he stared on the beautiful fish. 

Finegas rose from where he sat by the osier basket. 
 

“I will be back in a short time,” he said heavily. “While I am away you may roast the salmon, so that it will be ready 
against my return.” 

 

“I will roast it indeed,” said Fionn. 
 

The poet gazed long and earnestly on him. 
 

“You will not eat any of my salmon while I am away?” he asked. “I will 

not eat the littlest piece,” said Fionn. 

“I am sure you will not,” the other murmured, as he turned and walked slowly across the grass and behind the sheltering 
bushes on the ridge. 

 

Fionn cooked the salmon. It was beautiful and tempting and savoury as it smoked on a wooden platter among cool green 
leaves; and it looked all these to Finegas when he came from behind the fringing bushes and sat in the grass outside 
his door. He gazed on the fish with more than his eyes. He looked on it with his heart, with his soul in his eyes, and when 
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he turned to look on Fionn the boy did not know whether the love that was in his eyes was for the fish or for himself. Yet 
he did know that a great moment had arrived for the poet. 

 

“So,” said Finegas, “you did not eat it on me after all?” “Did I not promise?” Fionn replied.  
 

“And yet,” his master continued, “I went away so that you might eat the fish if you felt you had to.” “Why 

should I want another man’s fish?” said proud Fionn. 

“Because young people have strong desires. I thought you might have tasted it, and then you would have eaten it on me.” 
 

“I did taste it by chance,” Fionn laughed, “for while the fish was roasting a great blister rose on its skin. I did not like the 
look of that blister, and I pressed it down with my thumb. That burned my thumb, so I popped it in my mouth to heal 
the smart. If your salmon tastes as nice as my thumb did,” he laughed, “it will taste very nice.” 

 

“What did you say your name was, dear heart?” the poet asked. 
 

“I said my name was Deimne.” 
 

“Your name is not Deimne,” said the mild man, “your name is Fionn.” “That 

is true,” the boy answered, “but I do not know how you know it.” 

“Even if I have not eaten the Salmon of Knowledge I have some small science of my own.”  
 

“It is very clever to know things as you know them,” Fionn replied wonderingly. “What more do you know of me, dear 
master?” 

 

“I know that I did not tell you the truth,” said the heavy-hearted man. “What 

did you tell me instead of it?” 

“I told you a lie.” 
 

“It is not a good thing to do,” Fionn admitted. “What sort of a lie was the lie, master?” “I told you that the Salmon of  
Knowledge was to be caught by me, according to the prophecy.” 

 

“Yes.” 
 

“That was true indeed, and I have caught the fish. But I did not tell you that the salmon was not to be eaten by me, although 
that also was in the prophecy, and that omission was the lie.” 

 

“It is not a great lie,” said Fionn soothingly. 
 

“It must not become a greater one,” the poet replied sternly. 

“Who was the fish given to?” his companion wondered. 

“It was given to you,” Finegas answered. “It was given to Fionn, the son of Uail, the son of Baiscne, and it will be given to 
him.” 

 

“You shall have a half of the fish,” cried Fionn. 
 

“I will not eat a piece of its skin that is as small as the point of its smallest bone,” said the resolute and trembling bard. 
“Let you now eat up the fish, and I shall watch you and give praise to the gods of the Underworld and of the Elements.” 

 

Fionn then ate the Salmon of Knowledge, and when it had disappeared a great jollity and tranquillity and exuberance 
returned to the poet. 

 

“Ah,” said he, “I had a great combat with that fish.” “Did it 

fight for its life?” Fionn inquired. 

“It did, but that was not the fight I meant.” 
 

“You shall eat a Salmon of Knowledge too,” Fionn assured him. 
 

“You have eaten one,” cried the blithe poet, “and if you make such a promise it will be because you know.” “I 

promise it and know it,” said Fionn, “you shall eat a Salmon of Knowledge yet.” 

CHAPTER XI 
 

He had received all that he could get from Finegas. His education was finished and the time had come to test it, and to 
try all else that he had of mind and body. He bade farewell to the gentle poet, and set out for Tara of the Kings.  
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It was Samhain-tide, and the feast of Tara was being held, at which all that was wise or skilful or well-born in Ireland were 
gathered together. 

 

This is how Tara was when Tara was. There was the High King’s palace with its fortification; without it was  
 
another fortification enclosing the four minor palaces, each of which was maintained by one of the four provincial kings; 
without that again was the great banqueting hall, and around it and enclosing all of the sacred hill in its gigantic 
bound ran the main outer ramparts of Tara. From it, the centre of Ireland, four great roads went, north, south, east, 
and west, and along these roads, from the top and the bottom and the two sides of Ireland, there moved for weeks 
before Samhain an endless stream of passengers. 

 

Here a gay band went carrying rich treasure to decorate the pavilion of a Munster lord. On another road a vat of 
seasoned yew, monstrous as a house on wheels and drawn by an hundred laborious oxen, came bumping and joggling 
the ale that thirsty Connaught princes would drink. On a road again the learned men of Leinster, each with an idea in his 
head that would discomfit a northern ollav and make a southern one gape and fidget, would be marching solemnly, each 
by a horse that was piled high on the back and widely at the sides with clean-peeled willow or oaken wands, that were 
carved from the top to the bottom with the ogham signs; the first lines of poems (for it was an offence against wisdom to 
commit more than initial lines to writing), the names and dates of kings, the procession of laws of Tara and of the sub-
kingdoms, the names of places and their meanings. On the brown stallion ambling peacefully yonder there might go the 
warring of the gods for two or ten thousand years; this mare with the dainty pace and the vicious eye might be sidling 
under a load of oaken odes in honour of her owner’s family, with a few bundles of tales of wonder added in case they 
might be useful; and perhaps the restive piebald was backing the history of Ireland into a ditch. 

 

On such a journey all people spoke together, for all were friends, and no person regarded the weapon in another man’s 
hand other than as an implement to poke a reluctant cow with, or to pacify with loud wallops some hoof- proud colt. 

 

Into this teem and profusion of jolly humanity Fionn slipped, and if his mood had been as bellicose as a wounded boar he 
would yet have found no man to quarrel with, and if his eye had been as sharp as a jealous husband’s he would have 
found no eye to meet it with calculation or menace or fear; for the Peace of Ireland was in being, and for six weeks man 
was neighbour to man, and the nation was the guest of the High King. Fionn went in with the notables.  

 

His arrival had been timed for the opening day and the great feast of welcome. He may have marvelled, looking on the 
bright city, with its pillars of gleaming bronze and the roofs that were painted in many colours, so that each house 
seemed to be covered by the spreading wings of some gigantic and gorgeous bird. And the palaces themselves, 
mellow with red oak, polished within and without by the wear and the care of a thousand years, and carved with the 
patient skill of unending generations of the most famous artists of the most artistic country of the western world, would 
have given him much to marvel at also. It must have seemed like a city of dream, a city to catch the heart, when, coming 
over the great plain, Fionn saw Tara of the Kings held on its hill as in a hand to gather all the gold of the falling sun, and 
to restore a brightness as mellow and tender as that universal largess. 

 

In the great banqueting hall everything was in order for the feast. The nobles of Ireland with their winsome consorts, the 
learned and artistic professions represented by the pick of their time were in place. The Ard-Ri, Corm of the Hundred 
Battles, had taken his place on the raised dais which commanded the whole of that vast hall. At his Right hand his son 
Art, to be afterwards as famous as his famous father, took his seat, and on his left Goll mor mac Morna, chief of the 
Fianna of Ireland, had the seat of honour. As the High King took his place he could see every person who was noted in 
the land for any reason. He would know every one who was present, for the fame of all men is sealed at Tara, and 
behind his chair a herald stood to tell anything the king might not know or had forgotten. 

 

Conn gave the signal and his guests seated themselves. 
 

The time had come for the squires to take their stations behind their masters and mistresses. But, for the moment, the 
great room was seated, and the doors were held to allow a moment of respect to pass before the servers and squires 
came in. 

 

Looking over his guests, Conn observed that a young man was yet standing. 

“There is a gentleman,” he murmured, “for whom no seat has been found.” We 

may be sure that the Master of the Banquet blushed at that. 

“And,” the king continued, “I do not seem to know the young man.” 
 

Nor did his herald, nor did the unfortunate Master, nor did anybody; for the eyes of all were now turned where the king’s 
went. 

 

“Give me my horn,” said the gracious monarch. 

The horn of state was put to his hand. 

“Young gentleman,” he called to the stranger, “I wish to drink to your health and to welcome you to Tara.”  
 

The young man came forward then, greater-shouldered than any mighty man of that gathering, longer and cleaner limbed, 
with his fair curls dancing about his beardless face. The king put the great horn into his hand. 
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“Tell me your name,” he commanded gently. 
 

“I am Fionn, the son of Uail, the son of Baiscne,” said the youth. 
 

And at that saying a touch as of lightning went through the gathering so that each person quivered, and the son of the 
great, murdered captain looked by the king’s shoulder into the twinkling eye of Goll. But no word was uttered, no 
movement made except the movement and the utterance of the Ard-Ri’. 

 

“You are the son of a friend,” said the great-hearted monarch. “You shall have the seat of a friend.” He 

placed Fionn at the right hand of his own son Art. 

CHAPTER XII 
 

It is to be known that on the night of the Feast of Samhain the doors separating this world and the next one are opened, 
and the inhabitants of either world can leave their respective spheres and appear in the world of the other beings. 

 

Now there was a grandson to the Dagda Mor, the Lord of the Underworld, and he was named Aillen mac Midna, out of 
Shi’ Finnachy, and this Aillen bore an implacable enmity to Tara and the Ard-Ri’. 

 

As well as being monarch of Ireland her High King was chief of the people learned in magic, and it is possible that at some 
time Conn had adventured into Tir na n-Og, the Land of the Young, and had done some deed or misdeed in Aillen’s 
lordship or in his family. It must have been an ill deed in truth, for it was in a very rage of revenge that Aillen came 
yearly at the permitted time to ravage Tara. 

 

Nine times he had come on this mission of revenge, but it is not to be supposed that he could actually destroy the holy city: 
the Ard-Ri’ and magicians could prevent that, but he could yet do a damage so considerable that it was worth Conn’s 
while to take special extra precautions against him, including the precaution of chance. 

 

Therefore, when the feast was over and the banquet had commenced, the Hundred Fighter stood from his throne and 
looked over his assembled people. 

 

The Chain of Silence was shaken by the attendant whose duty and honour was the Silver Chain, and at that delicate 
chime the halt went silent, and a general wonder ensued as to what matter the High King would submit to his people. 

 

“Friends and heroes,” said Conn, “Aillen, the son of Midna, will come to-night from Slieve Fuaid with occult, terrible fire 
against our city. Is there among you one who loves Tara and the king, and who will undertake our defence against that 
being?” 

 

He spoke in silence, and when he had finished he listened to the same silence, but it was now deep, ominous, agonized.  
Each man glanced uneasily on his neighbour and then stared at his wine-cup or his fingers. The hearts of young men 
went hot for a gallant moment and were chilled in the succeeding one, for they had all heard of Aillen out of Shl 
Finnachy in the north. The lesser gentlemen looked under their brows at the greater champions, and these peered 
furtively at the greatest of all. Art og mac Morna of the Hard Strokes fell to biting his fingers, Cona’n the Swearer and 
Garra mac Morna grumbled irritably to each other and at their neighbours, even Caelte, the son of Rona’n, looked down 
into his own lap, and Goll Mor sipped at his wine without any twinkle in his eye. A horrid embarrassment came into the 
great hall, and as the High King stood in that palpitating silence his noble face changed from kindly to grave and from 
that to a terrible sternness. In another moment, to the undying shame of every person present, he would have been 
compelled to lift his own challenge and declare himself the champion of Tara for that night, but the shame that was on the 
faces of his people would remain in the heart of their king. Goll’s merry mind would help him to forget, but even his heart 
would be wrung by a memory that he would not dare to face. It was at that terrible moment that Fionn stood up. 

 

“What,” said he, “will be given to the man who undertakes this defence?” 
 

“All that can be rightly asked will be royally bestowed,” was the king’s answer. 

“Who are the sureties?” said Fionn. 

“The kings of Ireland, and Red Cith with his magicians.” 
 

“I will undertake the defence,” said Fionn. And on that, the kings and magicians who were present bound themselves to 
the fulfilment of the bargain. 

 

Fionn marched from the banqueting hall, and as he went, all who were present of nobles and retainers and servants 
acclaimed him and wished him luck. But in their hearts they were bidding him good-bye, for all were assured that the lad 
was marching to a death so unescapeable that he might already be counted as a dead man. 

 

It is likely that Fionn looked for help to the people of the Shi’ themselves, for, through his mother, he belonged to the  
tribes of Dana, although, on the father’s side, his blood was well compounded with mortal clay. It may be, too, that he 
knew how events would turn, for he had eaten the Salmon of Knowledge. Yet it is not recorded that on this occasion he 
invoked any magical art as he did on other adventures. 

 

Fionn’s way of discovering whatever was happening and hidden was always the same and is many times referred to.  A 
shallow, oblong dish of pure, pale gold was brought to him. This dish was filled with clear water. Then Fionn would bend 
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his head and stare into the water, and as he stared he would place his thumb in his mouth under his “Tooth of 
Knowledge,” his “wisdom tooth.” 

 

Knowledge, may it be said, is higher than magic and is more to be sought. It is quite possible to see what is 
happening and yet not know what is forward, for while seeing is believing it does not follow that either seeing or 
believing is knowing. Many a person can see a thing and believe a thing and know just as little about it as the person 
who does neither. But Fionn would see and know, or he would under-stand a decent ratio of his visions. That he was 
versed in magic is true, for he was ever known as the Knowledgeable man, and later he had two magicians in his 
household named Dirim and mac-Reith to do the rough work of knowledge for their busy master. 

 

It was not from the Shi’, however, that assistance came to Fionn. 

CHAPTER XIII 

He marched through the successive fortifications until he came to the outer, great wall, the boundary of the city, and 
when he had passed this he was on the wide plain of Tara. 

 

Other than himself no person was abroad, for on the night of the Feast of Samhain none but a madman would quit the 
shelter of a house even if it were on fire; for whatever disasters might be within a house would be as nothing to the 
calamities without it. 

 

The noise of the banquet was not now audible to Fionn—it is possible, however, that there was a shamefaced silence in 
the great hall—and the lights of the city were hidden by the successive great ramparts. The sky was over him; the earth 
under him; and than these there was nothing, or there was but the darkness and the wind. 

 

But darkness was not a thing to terrify him, bred in the nightness of a wood and the very fosterling of gloom; nor could 
the wind afflict his ear or his heart. There was no note in its orchestra that he had not brooded on and become, which 
becoming is magic. The long-drawn moan of it; the thrilling whisper and hush; the shrill, sweet whistle, so thin it can 
scarcely be heard, and is taken more by the nerves than by the ear; the screech, sudden as a devil’s yell and loud as ten 
thunders; the cry as of one who flies with backward look to the shelter of leaves and darkness; and the sob as of one 
stricken with an age-long misery, only at times remembered, but remembered then with what a pang! His ear knew by 
what successions they arrived, and by what stages they grew and diminished. Listening in the dark to the bundle of 
noises which make a noise he could disentangle them and assign a place and a reason to each gradation of sound that 
formed the chorus: there was the patter of a rabbit, and there the scurrying of a hare; a bush rustled yonder, but that 
brief rustle was a bird; that pressure was a wolf, and this hesitation a fox; the scraping yonder was but a rough leaf 
against bark, and the scratching beyond it was a ferret’s claw. 

 

Fear cannot be where knowledge is, and Fionn was not fearful. 
 

His mind, quietly busy on all sides, picked up one sound and dwelt on it. “A man,” said Fionn, and he listened in that 
direction, back towards the city. 

 
A man it was, almost as skilled in darkness as Fionn himself “This is no enemy,” Fionn thought; “his walking is open.” 

 

“Who comes?” he called. 
 

“A friend,” said the newcomer. “Give a 

friend’s name,” said Fionn. “Fiacuil 

mac Cona,” was the answer. 

“Ah, my pulse and heart!” cried Fionn, and he strode a few paces to meet the great robber who had fostered him among 
the marshes. 

 

“So you are not afraid,” he said joyfully. 
 

“I am afraid in good truth,” Fiacuil whispered, “and the minute my business with you is finished I will trot back as quick as 
legs will carry me. May the gods protect my going as they protected my coming,” said the robber piously. 

 

“Amen,” said Fionn, “and now, tell me what you have come for?” “Have 

you any plan against this lord of the Shl?” Fiacuil whispered. “I will 

attack him,” said Fionn. 

“That is not a plan,” the other groaned, “we do not plan to deliver an attack but to win a victory.” “Is this a 

very terrible person?” Fionn asked. 

“Terrible indeed. No one can get near him or away from him. He comes out of the Shi’ playing sweet, low music on a 
timpan and a pipe, and all who hear this music fall asleep.” 

 

“I will not fall asleep,” said Fionn. “You 
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will indeed, for everybody does.” “What 

happens then?” Fionn asked. 

“When all are asleep Aillen mac Midna blows a dart of fire out of his mouth, and everything that is touched by that fire is 
destroyed, and he can blow his fire to an incredible distance and to any direction.”  

 

“You are very brave to come to help me,” Fionn murmured, “especially when you are not able to help me at all.” “I can 

help,” Fiacuil replied, “but I must be paid.” 

“What payment?” 
 

“A third of all you earn and a seat at your council.” 
 

“I grant that,” said Fionn, “and now, tell me your plan?” 
 

“You remember my spear with the thirty rivets of Arabian gold in its socket?” 
 

“The one,” Fionn queried, “that had its head wrapped in a blanket and was stuck in a bucket of water and was chained to 
a wall as well—the venomous Birgha?” “That one,” Fiacuil replied. 

 

“It is Aillen mac Midna’s own spear,” he continued, “and it was taken out of his Shi’ by your father.” “Well?” 

said Fionn, wondering nevertheless where Fiacuil got the spear, but too generous to ask. 

“When you hear the great man of the Shi’ coming, take the wrappings off the head of the spear and bend your face over it; 
the heat of the spear, the stench of it, all its pernicious and acrid qualities will prevent you from going to sleep.”  

 

“Are you sure of that?” said Fionn. 
 

“You couldn’t go to sleep close to that stench; nobody could,” Fiacuil replied decidedly.  
 

He continued: “Aillen mac Midna will be off his guard when he stops playing and begins to blow his fire; he will think 
everybody is asleep; then you can deliver the attack you were speaking of, and all good luck go with it.”  

 

“I will give him back his spear,” said Fionn. 
 

“Here it is,” said Fiacuil, taking the Birgha from under his cloak. “But be as careful of it, my pulse, be as frightened of i t 
as you are of the man of Dana.” 

 

“I will be frightened of nothing,” said Fionn, “and the only person I will be sorry for is that Aillen mac Midna, who is going 
to get his own spear back.” 

 

“I will go away now,” his companion whispered, “for it is growing darker where you would have thought there was no more 
room for darkness, and there is an eerie feeling abroad which I do not like. That man from the Shi’ may come any 
minute, and if I catch one sound of his music I am done for.” 

 

The robber went away and again Fionn was alone. 

CHAPTER XIV 

He listened to the retreating footsteps until they could be heard no more, and the one sound that came to his tense ears 
was the beating of his own heart. 

 

Even the wind had ceased, and there seemed to be nothing in the world but the darkness and himself. In that 
gigantic blackness, in that unseen quietude and vacancy, the mind could cease to be personal to itself. It could be 
overwhelmed and merged in space, so that consciousness would be transferred or dissipated, and one might sleep 
standing; for the mind fears loneliness more than all else, and will escape to the moon rather than be driven inwards 
on its own being. 

 

But Fionn was not lonely, and he was not afraid when the son of Midna came. 
 

A long stretch of the silent night had gone by, minute following minute in a slow sequence, wherein as there was no 
change there was no time; wherein there was no past and no future, but a stupefying, endless present which is almost the 
annihilation of consciousness. A change came then, for the clouds had also been moving and the moon at last was sensed 
behind them—not as a radiance, but as a percolation of light, a gleam that was strained through matter after matter and 
was less than the very wraith or remembrance of itself; a thing seen so narrowly, so sparsely, that the eye could doubt if 
it was or was not seeing, and might conceive that its own memory was re- creating that which was still absent. 

 

But Fionn’s eye was the eye of a wild creature that spies on darkness and moves there wittingly. He saw, then, not a thing 
but a movement; something that was darker than the darkness it loomed on; not a being but a presence, and, as it were, 
impending pressure. And in a little he heard the deliberate pace of that great being. 

 

Fionn bent to his spear and unloosed its coverings. 
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Then from the darkness there came another sound; a low, sweet sound; thrillingly joyous, thrillingly low; so low the ear 
could scarcely note it, so sweet the ear wished to catch nothing else and would strive to hear it rather than all sounds that 
may be heard by man: the music of another world! the unearthly, dear melody of the Shi’! So sweet it was that the sense 
strained to it, and having reached must follow drowsily in its wake, and would merge in it, and could not return again 
to its own place until that strange harmony was finished and the ear restored to freedom. 

 

But Fionn had taken the covering from his spear, and with his brow pressed close to it he kept his mind and all his senses 
engaged on that sizzling, murderous point. 

 

The music ceased and Aillen hissed a fierce blue flame from his mouth, and it was as though he hissed lightning. 
 

Here it would seem that Fionn used magic, for spreading out his fringed mantle he caught the flame. Rather he stopped 
it, for it slid from the mantle and sped down into the earth to the depth of twenty-six spans; from which that slope is still 
called the Glen of the Mantle, and the rise on which Aillen stood is known as the Ard of Fire. 

 

One can imagine the surprise of Aillen mac Midna, seeing his fire caught and quenched by an invisible hand. And one 
can imagine that at this check he might be frightened, for who would be more terrified than a magician who 

 
sees his magic fail, and who, knowing of power, will guess at powers of which he has no conception and may well dread.  

 

Everything had been done by him as it should be done. His pipe had been played and his timpan, all who heard that 
music should be asleep, and yet his fire was caught in full course and was quenched. 

 

Aillen, with all the terrific strength of which he was master, blew again, and the great jet of blue flame came roaring and 
whistling from him and was caught and disappeared. 

 

Panic swirled into the man from Faery; he turned from that terrible spot and fled, not knowing what might be behind, but 
dreading it as he had never before dreaded anything, and the unknown pursued him; that terrible defence became 
offence and hung to his heel as a wolf pads by the flank of a bull. 

 

And Aillen was not in his own world! He was in the world of men, where movement is not easy and the very air a burden. 
In his own sphere, in his own element, he might have outrun Fionn, but this was Fionn’s world, Fionn’s element, and the 
flying god was not gross enough to outstrip him. Yet what a race he gave, for it was but at the entrance to his own Shi’ 
that the pursuer got close enough. Fionn put a finger into the thong of the great spear, and at that cast night fell on Aillen 
mac Midna. His eyes went black, his mind whirled and ceased, there came nothingness where he had been, and as the 
Birgha whistled into his shoulder-blades he withered away, he tumbled emptily and was dead. Fionn took his lovely head 
from its shoulders and went back through the night to Tara. 

 

Triumphant Fionn, who had dealt death to a god, and to whom death would be dealt, and who is now dead! He 

reached the palace at sunrise. 

On that morning all were astir early. They wished to see what destruction had been wrought by the great being, but it 
was young Fionn they saw and that redoubtable head swinging by its hair. “What is your demand?” said the Ard-Ri’. “The 
thing that it is right I should ask,” said Fionn: “the command of the Fianna of Ireland.” 

 

“Make your choice,” said Conn to Goll Mor; “you will leave Ireland, or you will place your hand in the hand of this 
champion and be his man.” 

 

Goll could do a thing that would be hard for another person, and he could do it so beautifully that he was not diminished 
by any action. 

 

“Here is my hand,” said Goll. 
 

And he twinkled at the stern, young eyes that gazed on him as he made his submission. 
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Always without desire we must be found, If its deep 

mystery we would sound; 

But if desire always within us be, 

Its outer fringe is all that we shall see. 

 

4. Under these two aspects, it is really the same; but as development takes place, it receives the 
different names. Together we call them the Mystery. Where the Mystery is the deepest is the 
gate of all that is subtle and wonderful. 

 
2. 1. All in the world know the beauty of the beautiful, and in doing this they have (the idea of) what 
ugliness is; they all know the skill of the skilful, and in doing this they have (the idea of) what the 
want of skill is. 

 
2. So it is that existence and non-existence give birth the one to (the idea of) the other; that 
difficulty and ease produce the one (the idea of) the other; that length and shortness fashion out 
the one the figure of the other; that 

 
(the ideas of) height and lowness arise from the contrast of the one with the other; that the musical 
notes and tones become harmonious through the relation of one with another; and that being 
before and behind give the idea of one following another. 

 
3. Therefore the sage manages affairs without doing anything, and conveys his instructions 
without the use of speech. 

 
4. All things spring up, and there is not one which declines to show itself; they grow, and there is 
no claim made for their ownership; they go through their processes, and there is no expectation (of 
a reward for the results). The work is accomplished, and there is no resting in it (as an 
achievement). 

 
The work is done, but how no one can see; 'Tis this that 

makes the power not cease to be. 

3. 1. Not to value and employ men of superior ability is the way to keep the people from rivalry 
among themselves; not to prize articles which are difficult to procure is the way to keep them from 
becoming thieves; not to show them what is likely to excite their desires is the way to keep their 
minds from disorder. 

 
2. Therefore the sage, in the exercise of his government, empties their minds, fills their bellies, 
weakens their wills, and strengthens their bones. 

 
3. He constantly (tries to) keep them without knowledge and without desire, and where there are 
those who have knowledge, to keep them from presuming to act (on it). When there is this 
abstinence from action, good order is universal. 

 
4. 1. The Tao is (like) the emptiness of a vessel; and in our employment of it we must be on our 
guard against all fulness. How deep and unfathomable it is, as if it were the Honoured Ancestor of 
all things! 

 
2. We should blunt our sharp points, and unravel the complications of things; we should attemper 
our brightness, and bring ourselves into agreement with the obscurity of others. How pure and still 
the Tao is, as if it would ever so continue! 

 
3. I do not know whose son it is. It might appear to have been before God. 

 
5. 1. Heaven and earth do not act from (the impulse of) any wish to be benevolent; they deal with all 
things as the dogs of grass are dealt with. The sages do not act from (any wish to be) benevolent; 
they deal with the people as the dogs of grass are dealt with. 
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2. May not the space between heaven and earth be compared to a bellows? 
 

'Tis emptied, yet it loses not its power; 

'Tis moved again, and sends forth air the more. Much speech to 

swift exhaustion lead we see; Your inner being guard, and keep 

it free. 

6. 
The valley spirit dies not, aye the same; The female 

mystery thus do we name. 

Its gate, from which at first they issued forth, 

Is called the root from which grew heaven and earth. Long and unbroken 

does its power remain, 

Used gently, and without the touch of pain. 

 

7. 1. Heaven is long-enduring and earth continues long. The reason why heaven and earth are able to 
endure and continue thus long is because they do not live of, or for, themselves. This is how they are 
able to continue and endure. 

 
2. Therefore the sage puts his own person last, and yet it is found in the foremost place; he treats 
his person as if it were foreign to him, and yet that person is preserved. Is it not because he has no 
personal and private ends, that therefore such ends are realised? 

 
8. 1. The highest excellence is like (that of) water. The excellence of water appears in its benefiting 
all things, and in its occupying, without striving (to the contrary), the low place which all men dislike. 
Hence (its way) is near to (that of) the Tao. 

 
2. The excellence of a residence is in (the suitability of) the place; that of the mind is in abysmal 
stillness; that of associations is in their being with the virtuous; that of government is in its 
securing good order; that of (the conduct of) affairs is in its ability; and that of (the initiation of) any 
movement is in its timeliness. 

 
3. And when (one with the highest excellence) does not wrangle (about his low position), no one 
finds fault with him. 

 
9. 1. It is better to leave a vessel unfilled, than to attempt to carry it when it is full. If you keep 
feeling a point that has been sharpened, the point cannot long preserve its sharpness. 

 
2. When gold and jade fill the hall, their possessor cannot keep them safe. When wealth and 
honours lead to arrogancy, this brings its evil on itself. When the work is done, and one’s name is 
becoming distinguished, to withdraw into obscurity is the way of Heaven. 

 
10. 1. When the intelligent and animal souls are held together in one embrace, they can be kept 
from separating. When one gives undivided attention to the (vital) breath, and brings it to the 
utmost degree of pliancy, he can become as a (tender) babe. When he has cleansed away the 
most mysterious sights (of his imagination), he can become without a flaw. 

 
2. In loving the people and ruling the state, cannot he proceed without any (purpose of) action? In 
the opening and shutting of his gates of heaven, cannot he do so as a female bird? While his 
intelligence reaches in every direction, cannot he (appear to) be without knowledge? 

 
3. (The Tao) produces (all things) and nourishes them; it produces them and does not claim them 
as its own; it does all, and yet does not boast of it; it presides over all, and yet does not control 
them. This is what is called ‘The mysterious Quality’ (of the Tao). 

 
11. The thirty spokes unite in the one nave; but it is on the empty space (for the axle), that the use 
of the wheel depends. Clay is fashioned into vessels; but it is on their empty hollowness, that their 
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use depends. The door and windows are cut out (from the walls) to form an apartment; but it is on 
the empty space (within), that its use depends. Therefore, what has a (positive) existence serves 
for profitable adaptation, and what has not that for (actual) usefulness. 

 
12. 

1. 
Colour's five hues from th' eyes their sight will take; Music's five notes the ears as 

deaf can make; 

The flavours five deprive the mouth of taste; The chariot course, 

and the wild hunting waste Make mad the mind; and objects rare 

and strange, Sought for, men's conduct will to evil change. 

2. Therefore the sage seeks to satisfy (the craving of) the belly, and not the (insatiable longing of 
the) eyes. He puts from him the latter, and prefers to seek the former. 

 
13. 1. Favour and disgrace would seem equally to be feared; honour and great calamity, to be 
regarded as personal conditions (of the same kind). 

 
2. What is meant by speaking thus of favour and disgrace? Disgrace is being in a low position (after 
the enjoyment of favour). The getting that (favour) leads to the apprehension (of losing it), and the 
losing it leads to the fear of (still greater calamity):—this is what is meant by saying that favour and 
disgrace would seem equally to be feared. 

 
And what is meant by saying that honour and great calamity are to be (similarly) regarded as 
personal conditions? What makes me liable to great calamity is my having the body (which I call 
myself); if I had not the body, what great calamity could come to me? 

 
3. Therefore he who would administer the kingdom, honouring it as he honours his own person, 
may be employed to govern it, and he who would administer it with the love which he bears to 
his own person may be entrusted with it. 

 
14. 1. We look at it, and we do not see it, and we name it ‘the Equable.’ We listen to it, and we do 
not hear it, and we name it ‘the Inaudible.’ We try to grasp it, and do not get hold of it, and we 
name it ‘the Subtle.’ With these three qualities, it cannot be made the subject of description; and 
hence we blend them together and obtain The One. 

 
2. Its upper part is not bright, and its lower part is not obscure. Ceaseless in its action, it yet cannot 
be named, and then it again returns and becomes nothing. This is called the Form of the Formless, 
and the Semblance of the Invisible; this is called the Fleeting and Indeterminable. 

 
3. We meet it and do not see its Front; we follow it, and do not see its Back. When we can lay hold of 
the Tao of old to direct the things of the present day, and are able to know it as it was of old in the 
beginning, this is called (unwinding) the clue of Tao. 

 
15. 1. The skilful masters (of the Tao) in old times, with a subtle and exquisite penetration, 
comprehended its mysteries, and were deep (also) so as to elude men’s knowledge. As they 
were thus beyond men’s knowledge, I will make an effort to describe of what sort they appeared 
to be. 

 
2. Shrinking looked they like those who wade through a stream in winter; irresolute like those who 
are afraid of all around them; grave like a guest (in awe of his host); evanescent like ice that is 
melting away; unpretentious like wood that has not been fashioned into anything; vacant like a 
valley, and dull like muddy water. 

 
3. Who can (make) the muddy water (clear)? Let it be still, and it will gradually become clear. Who 
can secure the condition of rest? Let movement go on, and the condition of rest will gradually arise. 

 
4. They who preserve this method of the Tao do not wish to be full (of themselves). It is through 
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their not being full of themselves that they can afford to seem worn and not appear new and 
complete. 

 
16. 1. The (state of) vacancy should be brought to the utmost degree, and that of stillness 
guarded with unwearying vigour. All things alike go through their processes of activity, and 
(then) we see them return (to their original state). When things (in the vegetable world) have 
displayed their luxuriant growth, we see each of them return to its root. This returning to their root 
is what we call the state of stillness; and that stillness may be called a reporting that they have 
fulfilled their appointed end. 

 
2. The report of that fulfilment is the regular, unchanging rule. To know that unchanging rule is to 
be intelligent; not to know it leads to wild movements and evil issues. The knowledge of that 
unchanging rule produces a (grand) capacity and forbearance, and that capacity and forbearance 
lead to a community (of feeling with all things). From this community of feeling comes a kingliness 
of character; and he who is king-like goes on to be heaven-like. In that likeness to heaven he 
possesses the Tao. Possessed of the Tao, he endures long; and to the end of his bodily life, is 
exempt from all danger of decay. 

 
17. 1. In the highest antiquity, (the people) did not know that there were (their rulers). In the next 
age they loved them and praised them. In the next they feared them; in the next they despised 
them. Thus it was that when faith (in the Tao) was deficient (in the rulers) a want of faith in them 
ensued (in the people). 

 
2. How irresolute did those (earliest rulers) appear, showing (by their reticence) the importance 
which they set upon their words! Their work was done and their undertakings were successful, 
while the people all said, ‘We are as we are, of ourselves!’ 

 
18. 1. When the Great Tao (Way or Method) ceased to be observed, benevolence and 
righteousness came into vogue. (Then) appeared wisdom and shrewdness, and there ensued 
great hypocrisy. 

 
2. When harmony no longer prevailed throughout the six kinships, filial sons found their 
manifestation; when the states and clans fell into disorder, loyal ministers appeared. 

 
19. 1. If we could renounce our sageness and discard our wisdom, it would be better for the people a 
hundredfold. If we could renounce our benevolence and discard our righteousness, the people 
would again become filial and kindly. If we could renounce our artful contrivances and discard our 
(scheming for) gain, there would be no thieves nor robbers. 

__________ 

What all men fear is indeed to be feared; but how wide and without end is the range of questions 
(asking to be discussed)! 

 

2. The multitude of men look satisfied and pleased; as if enjoying a full banquet, as if mounted 
on a tower in spring. I alone seem listless and still, my desires having as yet given no indication 
of their presence. I am like an infant which has not yet smiled. I look dejected and forlorn, as if I 
had no home to go to. The multitude of men all have enough and to spare. I alone seem to have 
lost everything. My mind is that of a stupid man; I am in a state of chaos. 

 

Ordinary men look bright and intelligent, while I alone seem to be benighted. They look full of 
discrimination, while I alone am dull and confused. I seem to be carried about as on the sea, 
drifting as if I had nowhere to rest. All men have their spheres of action, while I alone seem dull 
and incapable, like a rude borderer. (Thus) I alone am different from other men, but I value the 
nursing-mother (the Tao). 

 

21. 

The grandest forms of active force From Tao 

come, their only source. Who can of Tao the 

nature tell? 
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Our sight it flies, our touch as well. Eluding sight, eluding 

touch, 

The forms of things all in it crouch; Eluding touch, 

eluding sight, 

There are their semblances, all right. Profound it is, 

dark and obscure; Things' essences all there endure. 

Those essences the truth enfold 

Of what, when seen, shall then be told. Now it is so; 

'twas so of old. 

Its name—what passes not away; So, in 

their beautiful array, Things form and never 

know decay. 

How know I that it is so with all the beauties of existing things? By this (nature of the Tao). 

 
22. 1. The partial becomes complete; the crooked, straight; the empty, full; the worn out, new. He 
whose (desires) are few gets them; he whose (desires) are many goes astray. 

 
2. Therefore the sage holds in his embrace the one thing (of humility), and manifests it to all the 
world. He is free from self-display, and therefore he shines; from self-assertion, and therefore he 
is distinguished; from self- boasting, and therefore his merit is acknowledged; from self-
complacency, and therefore he acquires superiority. It is because he is thus free from striving that 
therefore no one in the world is able to strive with him. 

 
3. That saying of the ancients that ‘the partial becomes complete’ was not vainly spoken:—all real 
completion is comprehended under it. 

 
23. 1. Abstaining from speech marks him who is obeying the spontaneity of his nature. A violent 
wind does not last for a whole morning; a sudden rain does not last for the whole day. To whom is 
it that these (two) things are owing? To Heaven and Earth. If Heaven and Earth cannot make such 
(spasmodic) actings last long, how much less can man! 

 
2. Therefore when one is making the Tao his business, those who are also pursuing it, agree with 
him in it, and those who are making the manifestation of its course their object agree with him in 
that; while even those who are failing in both these things agree with him where they fail. 

 
3. Hence, those with whom he agrees as to the Tao have the happiness of attaining to it; those 
with whom he agrees as to its manifestation have the happiness of attaining to it; and those with 
whom he agrees in their failure have also the happiness of attaining (to the Tao). (But) when there 
is not faith sufficient (on his part), a want of faith (in him) ensues (on the part of the others). 

 
24. He who stands on his tiptoes does not stand firm; he who stretches his legs does not walk 
(easily). (So), he who displays himself does not shine; he who asserts his own views is not 
distinguished; he who vaunts himself does not find his merit acknowledged; he who is self-
conceited has no superiority allowed to him. Such conditions, viewed from the standpoint of the Tao, 
are like remnants of food, or a tumour on the body, which all dislike. Hence those who pursue (the 
course) of the Tao do not adopt and allow them. 

 
25. 1. There was something undefined and complete, coming into existence before Heaven and 
Earth. How still it was and formless, standing alone, and undergoing no change, reaching 
everywhere and in no danger (of being exhausted)! It may be regarded as the Mother of all things. 

 
2. I do not know its name, and I give it the designation of the Tao (the Way or Course). Making an 
effort (further) to give it a name I call it The Great. 

 
3. Great, it passes on (in constant flow). Passing on, it becomes remote. Having become 
remote, it returns. Therefore the Tao is great; Heaven is great; Earth is great; and the (sage) king 
is also great. In the universe there are four that are great, and the (sage) king is one of them. 
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4. Man takes his law from the Earth; the Earth takes its law from Heaven; Heaven takes its law 
from the Tao. The law of the Tao is its being what it is. 

 
26. 1. Gravity is the root of lightness; stillness, the ruler of movement. 

 
2. Therefore a wise prince, marching the whole day, does not go far from his baggage waggons. 
Although he may have brilliant prospects to look at, he quietly remains (in his proper place), 
indifferent to them. How should the lord of a myriad chariots carry himself lightly before the 
kingdom? If he do act lightly, he has lost his root (of gravity); if he proceed to active movement, 
he will lose his throne. 

 
27. 1. The skilful traveller leaves no traces of his wheels or footsteps; the skilful speaker says 
nothing that can be found fault with or blamed; the skilful reckoner uses no tallies; the skilful closer 
needs no bolts or bars, while to open what he has shut will be impossible; the skilful binder uses no 
strings or knots, while to unloose what he has bound will be impossible. In the same way the sage 
is always skilful at saving men, and so he does not cast away any man; he is always skilful at 
saving things, and so he does not cast away anything. This is called ‘Hiding the light of his 
procedure.’ 

 
2. Therefore the man of skill is a master (to be looked up to) by him who has not the skill; and he 
who has not the skill is the helper of (the reputation of) him who has the skill. If the one did not 
honour his master, and the other did not rejoice in his helper, an (observer), though intelligent, 
might greatly err about them. This is called ‘The utmost degree of mystery.’ 

 
28. 

 

Who knows his manhood's strength, 

Yet still his female feebleness maintains; As to one 

channel flow the many drains, All come to him, yea, all 

beneath the sky. Thus he the constant excellence retains; 

The simple child again, free from all stains. 
 

Who knows how white attracts, 

Yet always keeps himself within black's shade, The pattern of 

humility displayed, 

Displayed in view of all beneath the sky; He in the 

unchanging excellence arrayed, 

Endless return to man's first state has made. 

 
Who knows how glory shines, 

Yet loves disgrace, nor e'er for it is pale; Behold his presence 

in a spacious vale, 

To which men come from all beneath the sky. The 

unchanging excellence completes its tale; The simple infant 

man in him we hail. 

2. The unwrought material, when divided and distributed, forms vessels. The sage, when 
employed, becomes the Head of all the Officers (of government); and in his greatest regulations 
he employs no violent measures. 

 
29. 1. If any one should wish to get the kingdom for himself, and to effect this by what he does, I 
see that he will not succeed. The kingdom is a spirit-like thing, and cannot be got by active doing. 
He who would so win it destroys it; he who would hold it in his grasp loses it. 

 

2. 
The course and nature of things is such that What was in front 
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is now behind; 

What warmed anon we freezing find. Strength is of 

weakness oft the spoil; The store in ruins mocks our 

toil. 

Hence the sage puts away excessive effort, extravagance, and easy indulgence. 

 
30. 1. He who would assist a lord of men in harmony with the Tao will not assert his mastery in the 
kingdom by force of arms. Such a course is sure to meet with its proper return. 

 
2. Wherever a host is stationed, briars and thorns spring up. In the sequence of great armies there 
are sure to be bad years. 

 
3. A skilful (commander) strikes a decisive blow, and stops. He does not dare (by continuing his 
operations) to assert and complete his mastery. He will strike the blow, but will be on his guard 
against being vain or boastful or arrogant in consequence of it. He strikes it as a matter of 
necessity; he strikes it, but not from a wish for mastery. 

 
4. When things have attained their strong maturity they become old. This may be said to be not in 
accordance with the Tao: and what is not in accordance with it soon comes to an end. 

 
31. 1. Now arms, however beautiful, are instruments of evil omen, hateful, it may be said, to all 
creatures. Therefore they who have the Tao do not like to employ them. 

 
2. The superior man ordinarily considers the left hand the most honourable place, but in time of 
war the right hand. Those sharp weapons are instruments of evil omen, and not the instruments of 
the superior man;—he uses them only on the compulsion of necessity. Calm and repose are what 
he prizes; victory (by force of arms) is to him undesirable. To consider this desirable would be to 
delight in the slaughter of men; and he who delights in the slaughter of men cannot get his will in 
the kingdom. 

 
3. On occasions of festivity to be on the left hand is the prized position; on occasions of mourning, 
the right hand. The second in command of the army has his place on the left; the general 
commanding in chief has his on the right;—his place, that is, is assigned to him as in the rites of 
mourning. He who has killed multitudes of men should weep for them with the bitterest grief; and 
the victor in battle has his place (rightly) according to those rites. 

 
32. 1. The Tao, considered as unchanging, has no name. 

 
2. Though in its primordial simplicity it may be small, the whole world dares not deal with (one 
embodying) it as a minister. If a feudal prince or the king could guard and hold it, all would 
spontaneously submit themselves to him. 

 
3. Heaven and Earth (under its guidance) unite together and send down the sweet dew, which, 
without the directions of men, reaches equally everywhere as of its own accord. 

 
4. As soon as it proceeds to action, it has a name. When it once has that name, (men) can know to 
rest in it. When they know to rest in it, they can be free from all risk of failure and error. 

 
5. The relation of the Tao to all the world is like that of the great rivers and seas to the streams from 

the valleys. 

 
33. 1. He who knows other men is discerning; he who knows himself is intelligent. He who 
overcomes others is strong; he who overcomes himself is mighty. He who is satisfied with his lot is 
rich; he who goes on acting with energy has a (firm) will. 

 
2. He who does not fail in the requirements of his position, continues long; he who dies and yet 
does not perish, has longevity. 
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34. 1. All-pervading is the Great Tao! It may be found on the left hand and on the right. 

 
2. All things depend on it for their production, which it gives to them, not one refusing obedience to 
it. When its work is accomplished, it does not claim the name of having done it. It clothes all things 
as with a garment, and makes no assumption of being their lord;—it may be named in the smallest 
things. All things return (to their root and disappear), and do not know that it is it which presides 
over their doing so;—it may be named in the greatest things. 

 
3. Hence the sage is able (in the same way) to accomplish his great achievements. It is through 
his not making himself great that he can accomplish them. 

 
35. 1. To him who holds in his hands the Great Image (of the invisible Tao), the whole world repairs. 
Men resort to him, and receive no hurt, but (find) rest, peace, and the feeling of ease. 

 
2. Music and dainties will make the passing guest stop (for a time). But though the Tao as it 
comes from the mouth, seems insipid and has no flavour, though it seems not worth being looked 
at or listened to, the use of it is inexhaustible. 

 
36. 1. When one is about to take an inspiration, he is sure to make a (previous) expiration; when 
he is going to weaken another, he will first strengthen him; when he is going to overthrow another, 
he will first have raised him up; when he is going to despoil another, he will first have made gifts to 
him:—this is called ‘Hiding the light (of his procedure).’ 

 
2. The soft overcomes the hard; and the weak the strong. 

 
3. Fishes should not be taken from the deep; instruments for the profit of a state should not be 
shown to the people. 

 
37. 1. The Tao in its regular course does nothing (for the sake of doing it), and so there is nothing 
which it does not do. 

 
2. If princes and kings were able to maintain it, all things would of themselves be transformed by 

them. 
 

3. If this transformation became to me an object of desire, I would express the desire by the 
nameless simplicity. 

 

Simplicity without a name 

Is free from all external aim. With no desire, at 

rest and still, 

All things go right as of their will. 

 

38. 1. (Those who) possessed in highest degree the attributes (of the Tao) did not (seek) to show 
them, and therefore they possessed them (in fullest measure). (Those who) possessed in a lower 
degree those attributes (sought how) not to lose them, and therefore they did not possess them (in 
fullest measure). 

 

2. (Those who) possessed in the highest degree those attributes did nothing (with a purpose), and 
had no need to do anything. (Those who) possessed them in a lower degree were (always) doing, 
and had need to be so doing. 

 

3. (Those who) possessed the highest benevolence were (always seeking) to carry it out, and had 
no need to be doing so. (Those who) possessed the highest righteousness were (always seeking) 
to carry it out, and had need to be so doing. 

 

4. (Those who) possessed the highest (sense of) propriety were (always seeking) to show it, and 
when men did not respond to it, they bared the arm and marched up to them. 
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5. Thus it was that when the Tao was lost, its attributes appeared; when its attributes were lost, 
benevolence appeared; when benevolence was lost, righteousness appeared; and when 
righteousness was lost, the proprieties appeared. 

 

6. Now propriety is the attenuated form of leal-heartedness and good faith, and is also the 
commencement of disorder; swift apprehension is (only) a flower of the Tao, and is the beginning of 
stupidity. 

 

7. Thus it is that the Great man abides by what is solid, and eschews what is flimsy; dwells with the 
fruit and not with the flower. It is thus that he puts away the one and makes choice of the other. 

 

39. 1. The things which from of old have got the One (the Tao) are— 
 

Heaven which by it is bright and pure; Earth rendered 

thereby firm and sure; Spirits with powers by it 

supplied; Valleys kept full throughout their void All 

creatures which through it do live Princes and kings 

who from it get 

The model which to all they give. 

All these are the results of the One (Tao). 
 

2. 
 

If heaven were not thus pure, it soon would rend; 

If earth were not thus sure, 'twould break and bend; Without these 

powers, the spirits soon would fail; If not so filled, the drought would 

parch each vale; Without that life, creatures would pass away; Princes 

and kings, without that moral sway, 

However grand and high, would all decay. 
 

3. Thus it is that dignity finds its (firm) root in its (previous) meanness, and what is lofty finds its 
stability in the lowness (from which it rises). Hence princes and kings call themselves ‘Orphans,’ 
‘Men of small virtue,’ and as ‘Carriages without a nave.’ Is not this an acknowledgment that in their 
considering themselves mean they see the foundation of their dignity? So it is that in the 
enumeration of the different parts of a carriage we do not come on what makes it answer the ends 
of a carriage. They do not wish to show themselves elegant-looking as jade, but (prefer) to be 
coarse-looking as an (ordinary) stone. 

 

40. 
The movement of the Tao 

By contraries  proceeds; And 

weakness marks the course 

Of Tao's mighty deeds. 

2. All things under heaven sprang from It as existing (and named); that existence sprang from It as 
non-existent (and not named). 

 

41. 1. Scholars of the highest class, when they hear about the Tao, earnestly carry it into practice. 
Scholars of the middle class, when they have heard about it, seem now to keep it and now to lose 
it. Scholars of the lowest class, when they have heard about it, laugh greatly at it. If it were not 
(thus) laughed at, it would not be fit to be the Tao. 

 

2. Therefore the sentence-makers have thus expressed themselves:— 
 

'The Tao, when brightest seen, seems light to lack; Who progress in it 

makes, seems drawing back; 

Its even way is like a rugged track. 

Its highest virtue from the vale doth rise; Its greatest beauty 
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seems to offend the eyes; And he has most whose lot the 

least supplies. Its firmest virtue seems but poor and low; Its 

solid truth seems change to undergo; 

Its largest square doth yet no corner show A vessel great, 

it is the slowest made; Loud is its sound, but never word it 

said; A semblance great, the shadow of a shade.' 

3. The Tao is hidden, and has no name; but it is the Tao which is skilful at imparting (to all things 
what they need) and making them complete. 

 

42. 1. The Tao produced One; One produced Two; Two produced Three; Three produced All 
things. All things leave behind them the Obscurity (out of which they have come), and go forward 
to embrace the Brightness (into which they have emerged), while they are harmonised by the 
Breath of Vacancy. 

 

2. What men dislike is to be orphans, to have little virtue, to be as carriages without naves; and yet 
these are the designations which kings and princes use for themselves. So it is that some things 
are increased by being diminished, and others are diminished by being increased. 

 

3. What other men (thus) teach, I also teach. The violent and strong do not die their natural death. 
I will make this the basis of my teaching. 

 

43. 1. The softest thing in the world dashes against and overcomes the hardest; that which has 
no (substantial) existence enters where there is no crevice. I know hereby what advantage 
belongs to doing nothing (with a purpose). 

 

2. There are few in the world who attain to the teaching without words, and the advantage arising 
from non- action. 

 

44. 
Or fame or life, 

Which do you hold more dear? 

Or life or wealth, 

To which would you adhere? 

Keep life and lose those other things; Keep them and 

lose your life:—which brings 

Sorrow and pain more near? 
 

2. Constant action overcomes cold; being still overcomes heat. Purity and stillness give the correct 
law to all under heaven. 

 
46. 1. When the Tao prevails in the world, they send back their swift horses to (draw) the dung-
carts. When the Tao is disregarded in the world, the war-horses breed in the border lands. 

 
2. There is no guilt greater than to sanction ambition; no calamity greater than to be discontented 
with one’s lot; no fault greater than the wish to be getting. Therefore the sufficiency of contentment 
is an enduring and unchanging sufficiency. 

 
47. 1. Without going outside his door, one understands (all that takes place) under the sky; without 
looking out from his window, one sees the Tao of Heaven. The farther that one goes out (from 
himself), the less he knows. 

 
2. Therefore the sages got their knowledge without travelling; gave their (right) names to things 
without seeing them; and accomplished their ends without any purpose of doing so. 

 
48. 1. He who devotes himself to learning (seeks) from day to day to increase (his knowledge); he 
who devotes himself to the Tao (seeks) from day to day to diminish (his doing). 
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2. He diminishes it and again diminishes it, till he arrives at doing nothing (on purpose). Having 
arrived at this point of non-action, there is nothing which he does not do. 

 
3. He who gets as his own all under heaven does so by giving himself no trouble (with that end). If 
one take trouble (with that end), he is not equal to getting as his own all under heaven. 

 
49. 1. The sage has no invariable mind of his own; he makes the mind of the people his mind. 

 
2. To those who are good (to me), I am good; and to those who are not good (to me), I am also 
good;—and thus (all) get to be good. To those who are sincere (with me), I am sincere; and to those 
who are not sincere (with me), I am also sincere;—and thus (all) get to be sincere. 

 
3. The sage has in the world an appearance of indecision, and keeps his mind in a state of 
indifference to all. The people all keep their eyes and ears directed to him, and he deals with them 
all as his children. 

 
50. 1. Men come forth and live; they enter (again) and die. 

 
2. Of every ten three are ministers of life (to themselves); and three are ministers of death. 

 
3. There are also three in every ten whose aim is to live, but whose movements tend to the land 
(or place) of death. And for what reason? Because of their excessive endeavours to perpetuate life. 

 
4. But I have heard that he who is skilful in managing the life entrusted to him for a time 
travels on the land without having to shun rhinoceros or tiger, and enters a host without having 
to avoid buff coat or sharp weapon. The rhinoceros finds no place in him into which to thrust its 
horn, nor the tiger a place in which to fix its claws, nor the weapon a place to admit its point. And 
for what reason? Because there is in him no place of death. 

 
51. 1. All things are produced by the Tao, and nourished by its outflowing operation. They receive 
their forms according to the nature of each, and are completed according to the circumstances of 
their condition. Therefore all things without exception honour the Tao, and exalt its outflowing 
operation. 

 
2. This honouring of the Tao and exalting of its operation is not the result of any ordination, but 
always a spontaneous tribute. 

 
3. Thus it is that the Tao produces (all things), nourishes them, brings them to their full growth, 
nurses them, completes them, matures them, maintains them, and overspreads them. 

 
4. It produces them and makes no claim to the possession of them; it carries them through their 
processes and does not vaunt its ability in doing so; it brings them to maturity and exercises no 
control over them;—this is called its mysterious operation. 

 
52. 1. (The Tao) which originated all under the sky is to be considered as the mother of them all. 

 
2. When the mother is found, we know what her children should be. When one knows that he is his 
mother’s child, and proceeds to guard (the qualities of) the mother that belong to him, to the end of 
his life he will be free from all peril. 

 
3. Let him keep his mouth closed, and shut up the portals (of his nostrils), and all his life he will be 
exempt from laborious exertion. Let him keep his mouth open, and (spend his breath) in the 
promotion of his affairs, and all his life there will be no safety for him. 

 
4. The perception of what is small is (the secret of) clear-sightedness; the guarding of what is soft and 
tender is  (the secret of) strength. 

 

5.  
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Who uses well his light, 

Reverting to its (source so) bright, Will from his body 

ward all blight, 

And hides the unchanging from men's sight. 

 

53. 1. If I were suddenly to become known, and (put into a position to) conduct (a government) 
according to the Great Tao, what I should be most afraid of would be a boastful display. 

 
2. The great Tao (or way) is very level and easy; but people love the by-ways. 

 
3. Their court(-yards and buildings) shall be well kept, but their fields shall be ill-cultivated, and 
their granaries very empty. They shall wear elegant and ornamented robes, carry a sharp sword 
at their girdle, pamper themselves in eating and drinking, and have a superabundance of property 
and wealth;—such (princes) may be called robbers and boasters. This is contrary to the Tao surely! 

 
54. 

 
What (Tao's) skilful planter plants Can never be 

uptorn; 

What his skilful arms enfold, From him 

can ne'er be borne. 

Sons shall bring in lengthening line, Sacrifices to his 

shrine. 
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Studies in Mythology 

 
Tao when nursed within one's self, His vigour 

will make true; 

And where the family it rules What 

riches will accrue! 

The neighbourhood where it prevails In thriving 

will abound; 

And when 'tis seen throughout the state, Good fortune 

will be found. 

Employ it the kingdom o'er, And men 

thrive all around. 

3. In this way the effect will be seen in the person, by the observation of different cases; in the 
family; in the neighbourhood; in the state; and in the kingdom. 

 
4. How do I know that this effect is sure to hold thus all under the sky? By this (method of 

observation). 

 
55. 1. He who has in himself abundantly the attributes (of the Tao) is like an infant. Poisonous 
insects will not sting him; fierce beasts will not seize him; birds of prey will not strike him. 

 
2. (The infant’s) bones are weak and its sinews soft, but yet its grasp is firm. It knows not yet the 
union of male and female, and yet its virile member may be excited;—showing the perfection of its 
physical essence. All day long it will cry without its throat becoming hoarse;—showing the 
harmony (in its constitution). 

 

3. 
To him by whom this harmony is known, 

(The secret of) the unchanging (Tao) is shown, And in the 

knowledge wisdom finds its throne. All life-increasing arts to evil 

turn; 

Where the mind makes the vital breath to burn, 

(False) is the strength, (and o'er it we should mourn.) 

 

4. When things have become strong, they (then) become old, which may be said to be contrary to 
the Tao. Whatever is contrary to the Tao soon ends. 

 
56. 1. He who knows (the Tao) does not (care to) speak (about it); he who is (ever ready to) speak 
about it does not know it. 

 
2. He (who knows it) will keep his mouth shut and close the portals (of his nostrils). He will blunt 
his sharp points and unravel the complications of things; he will attemper his brightness, and bring 
himself into agreement with the obscurity (of others). This is called ‘the Mysterious Agreement.’ 

 
3. (Such an one) cannot be treated familiarly or distantly; he is beyond all consideration of profit or 
injury; of nobility or meanness:—he is the noblest man under heaven. 

 
57. 1. A state may be ruled by (measures of) correction; weapons of war may be used with crafty 
dexterity; (but) the kingdom is made one’s own (only) by freedom from action and purpose. 

 
2. How do I know that it is so? By these facts:—In the kingdom the multiplication of prohibitive 
enactments increases the poverty of the people; the more implements to add to their profit that 
the people have, the greater disorder is there in the state and clan; the more acts of crafty 
dexterity that men possess, the more do strange contrivances appear; the more display there is 
of legislation, the more thieves and robbers there are. 
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3. Therefore a sage has said, ‘I will do nothing (of purpose), and the people will be transformed of 
themselves; I will be fond of keeping still, and the people will of themselves become correct. I will 
take no trouble about it, and the people will of themselves become rich; I will manifest no 
ambition, and the people will of themselves attain to the primitive simplicity.’ 

 
58. 

The government that seems the most unwise, Oft goodness 

to the people best supplies; That which is meddling, 

touching everything, Will work but ill, and disappointment 

bring. 

Misery!—happiness is to be found by its side! Happiness!—misery lurks beneath it! Who knows 
what either will come to in the end? 

 
2. Shall we then dispense with correction? The (method of) correction shall by a turn become 
distortion, and the good in it shall by a turn become evil. The delusion of the people (on this point) 
has indeed subsisted for a long time. 

 
3. Therefore the sage is (like) a square which cuts no one (with its angles); (like) a corner which 
injures no one (with its sharpness). He is straightforward, but allows himself no license; he is bright, 
but does not dazzle. 

 
59. 1. For regulating the human (in our constitution) and rendering the (proper) service to the 
heavenly, there is nothing like moderation. 

 
2. It is only by this moderation that there is effected an early return (to man’s normal state). That 
early return is what I call the repeated accumulation of the attributes (of the Tao). With that 
repeated accumulation of those attributes, there comes the subjugation (of every obstacle to 
such return). Of this subjugation we know not what shall be the limit; and when one knows not 
what the limit shall be, he may be the ruler of a state. 

 
3. He who possesses the mother of the state may continue long. His case is like that (of the plant) of 
which we say that its roots are deep and its flower stalks firm:—this is the way to secure that its 
enduring life shall long be seen. 

 
60. 1. Governing a great state is like cooking small fish. 

 
2. Let the kingdom be governed according to the Tao, and the manes of the departed will not 
manifest their spiritual energy. It is not that those manes have not that spiritual energy, but it will 
not be employed to hurt men. It is not that it could not hurt men, but neither does the ruling sage 
hurt them. 

 
3. When these two do not injuriously affect each other, their good influences converge in the virtue (of 

the Tao). 

 
61. 1. What makes a great state is its being (like) a low-lying, down-flowing (stream);—it becomes 
the centre to which tend (all the small states) under heaven. 

 
2. (To illustrate from) the case of all females:—the female always overcomes the male by her 
stillness. Stillness may be considered (a sort of) abasement. 

 
3. Thus it is that a great state, by condescending to small states, gains them for itself; and that 
small states, by abasing themselves to a great state, win it over to them. In the one case the 
abasement leads to gaining adherents, in the other case to procuring favour. 

 
4. The great state only wishes to unite men together and nourish them; a small state only wishes 
to be received by, and to serve, the other. Each gets what it desires, but the great state must learn 
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to abase itself. 
 
62. 

1. 
Tao has of all things the most honoured place. No treasures 

give good men so rich a grace; Bad men it guards, and doth 

their ill efface. 

2. (Its) admirable words can purchase honour; (its) admirable deeds can raise their performer 
above others. Even men who are not good are not abandoned by it. 

 
3. Therefore when the sovereign occupies his place as the Son of Heaven, and he has appointed his 
three ducal ministers, though (a prince) were to send in a round symbol-of-rank large enough to fill both 
the hands, and that     as the precursor of the team of horses (in the court-yard), such an offering 
would not be equal to (a lesson of) this Tao, which one might present on his knees. 

 
4. Why was it that the ancients prized this Tao so much? Was it not because it could be got by 
seeking for it, and the guilty could escape (from the stain of their guilt) by it? This is the reason 
why all under heaven consider it the most valuable thing. 

 
63. 1. (It is the way of the Tao) to act without (thinking of) acting; to conduct affairs without (feeling 
the) trouble of them; to taste without discerning any flavour; to consider what is small as great, and 
a few as many; and to recompense injury with kindness. 

 
2. (The master of it) anticipates things that are difficult while they are easy, and does things that 
would become great while they are small. All difficult things in the world are sure to arise from a 
previous state in which they were easy, and all great things from one in which they were small. 
Therefore the sage, while he never does what is great, is able on that account to accomplish the 
greatest things. 

 
3. He who lightly promises is sure to keep but little faith; he who is continually thinking things easy 
is sure to find them difficult. Therefore the sage sees difficulty even in what seems easy, and so 
never has any difficulties. 

 
64. 1. That which is at rest is easily kept hold of; before a thing has given indications of its 
presence, it is easy to take measures against it; that which is brittle is easily broken; that which is 
very small is easily dispersed. Action should be taken before a thing has made its appearance; 
order should be secured before disorder has begun. 

 
2. The tree which fills the arms grew from the tiniest sprout; the tower of nine storeys rose from a 
(small) heap of earth; the journey of a thousand li commenced with a single step. 

 
3. He who acts (with an ulterior purpose) does harm; he who takes hold of a thing (in the same way) 
loses his hold. The sage does not act (so), and therefore does no harm; he does not lay hold (so), 
and therefore does not lose his hold. (But) people in their conduct of affairs are constantly ruining 
them when they are on the eve of success. If they were careful at the end, as (they should be) at 
the beginning, they would not so ruin them. 

 
4. Therefore the sage desires what (other men) do not desire, and does not prize things difficult to 
get; he learns what (other men) do not learn, and turns back to what the multitude of men have 
passed by. Thus he helps the natural development of all things, and does not dare to act (with an 
ulterior purpose of his own). 

 
65. 1. The ancients who showed their skill in practising the Tao did so, not to enlighten the people, 
but rather to make them simple and ignorant. 

 
2. The difficulty in governing the people arises from their having much knowledge. He who (tries 
to) govern a state by his wisdom is a scourge to it; while he who does not (try to) do so is a blessing. 
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3. He who knows these two things finds in them also his model and rule. Ability to know this 
model and rule constitutes what we call the mysterious excellence (of a governor). Deep and far-
reaching is such mysterious excellence, showing indeed its possessor as opposite to others, but 
leading them to a great conformity to him. 

 
66. 1. That whereby the rivers and seas are able to receive the homage and tribute of all the valley 
streams, is their skill in being lower than they;—it is thus that they are the kings of them all. So it is 
that the sage (ruler), wishing to be above men, puts himself by his words below them, and, wishing 
to be before them, places his person behind them. 

 
2. In this way though he has his place above them, men do not feel his weight, nor though he has 
his place before them, do they feel it an injury to them. 

 
3. Therefore all in the world delight to exalt him and do not weary of him. Because he does not 
strive, no one finds it possible to strive with him. 

 
67. 1. All the world says that, while my Tao is great, it yet appears to be inferior (to other 
systems of teaching). Now it is just its greatness that makes it seem to be inferior. If it were like 
any other (system), for long would its smallness have been known! 

 
2. But I have three precious things which I prize and hold fast. The first is gentleness; the second is 
economy; and the third is shrinking from taking precedence of others. 

 
3. With that gentleness I can be bold; with that economy I can be liberal; shrinking from taking 
precedence of others, I can become a vessel of the highest honour. Now-a-days they give up 
gentleness and are all for being bold; economy, and are all for being liberal; the hindmost place, and 
seek only to be foremost;—(of all which the  end is) death. 

 
4. Gentleness is sure to be victorious even in battle, and firmly to maintain its ground. Heaven 
will save its possessor, by his (very) gentleness protecting him. 

 

68. 
He who in (Tao's) wars has skill Assumes no 

martial port; 

He who fights with most good will To rage 

makes no resort. 

He who vanquishes yet still Keeps 

from his foes apart; 

He whose hests men most fulfil Yet humbly 

plies his art. 

 
Thus we say, 'He ne'er contends, And therein 

is his might.' 

Thus we say, 'Men's wills he bends, That they with 

him unite.' 

Thus we say, 'Like Heaven's his ends, No sage of 

old more bright.' 

69. 1. A master of the art of war has said, ‘I do not dare to be the host (to commence the war); I 
prefer to be the guest (to act on the defensive). I do not dare to advance an inch; I prefer to 
retire a foot.’ This is called marshalling the ranks where there are no ranks; baring the arms 
(to fight) where there are no arms to bare; grasping the weapon where there is no weapon to 
grasp; advancing against the enemy where there is no enemy. 

 
2. There is no calamity greater than lightly engaging in war. To do that is near losing (the 
gentleness) which is so precious. Thus it is that when opposing weapons are (actually) crossed, he 
who deplores (the situation) conquers. 
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70. 1. My words are very easy to know, and very easy to practise; but there is no one in the world 
who is able to know and able to practise them. 

 
2. There is an originating and all-comprehending (principle) in my words, and an authoritative law 
for the things (which I enforce). It is because they do not know these, that men do not know me. 

 
3. They who know me are few, and I am on that account (the more) to be prized. It is thus that the 
sage wears (a poor garb of) hair cloth, while he carries his (signet of) jade in his bosom. 

 
71. 1. To know and yet (think) we do not know is the highest (attainment); not to know (and yet 
think) we do know is a disease. 

 
2. It is simply by being pained at (the thought of) having this disease that we are preserved from it. 
The sage has not the disease. He knows the pain that would be inseparable from it, and therefore 
he does not have it. 

 
72. 1. When the people do not fear what they ought to fear, that which is their great dread will come 
on them. 

 
2. Let them not thoughtlessly indulge themselves in their ordinary life; let them not act as if weary 
of what that  life depends on. 

 
3. It is by avoiding such indulgence that such weariness does not arise. 

 
4. Therefore the sage knows (these things) of himself, but does not parade (his knowledge); loves, 
but does not (appear to set a) value on, himself. And thus he puts the latter alternative away and 
makes choice of the former. 

 
73. 1. He whose boldness appears in his daring (to do wrong, in defiance of the laws) is put to death; 
he whose boldness appears in his not daring (to do so) lives on. Of these two cases the one appears to 
be advantageous, and the other to be injurious. But 

 
When Heaven's anger smites a man, 
Who the cause shall truly scan? 

On this account the sage feels a difficulty (as to what to do in the former case). 

 

2. It is the way of Heaven not to strive, and yet it skilfully overcomes; not to speak, and yet it is 
skilful in obtaining a reply; does not call, and yet men come to it of themselves. Its demonstrations 
are quiet, and yet its plans are skilful and effective. The meshes of the net of Heaven are large; far 
apart, but letting nothing escape. 

 
74. 1. The people do not fear death; to what purpose is it to (try to) frighten them with death? If 
the people were always in awe of death, and I could always seize those who do wrong, and put 
them to death, who would dare to do wrong? 

 
2. There is always One who presides over the infliction of death. He who would inflict death in the 
room of him who so presides over it may be described as hewing wood instead of a great 
carpenter. Seldom is it that he who undertakes the hewing, instead of the great carpenter, does 
not cut his own hands! 

 
75. 1. The people suffer from famine because of the multitude of taxes consumed by their 
superiors. It is through this that they suffer famine. 

 
2. The people are difficult to govern because of the (excessive) agency of their superiors (in 
governing them). It is through this that they are difficult to govern. 
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3. The people make light of dying because of the greatness of their labours in seeking for the 
means of living. It is this which makes them think light of dying. Thus it is that to leave the 
subject of living altogether out of view is better than to set a high value on it. 

 
76. 1. Man at his birth is supple and weak; at his death, firm and strong. (So it is with) all things. 
Trees and plants, in their early growth, are soft and brittle; at their death, dry and withered. 

 
2. Thus it is that firmness and strength are the concomitants of death; softness and weakness, the 
concomitants of life. 

 
3. Hence he who (relies on) the strength of his forces does not conquer; and a tree which is strong 
will fill the out- stretched arms, (and thereby invites the feller.) 

 
4. Therefore the place of what is firm and strong is below, and that of what is soft and weak is above. 

 
77. 1. May not the Way (or Tao) of Heaven be compared to the (method of) bending a bow? The 
(part of the bow) which was high is brought low, and what was low is raised up. (So Heaven) 
diminishes where there is superabundance, and supplements where there is deficiency. 

 
2. It is the Way of Heaven to diminish superabundance, and to supplement deficiency. It is not so 
with the way of man. He takes away from those who have not enough to add to his own 
superabundance. 

 
3. Who can take his own superabundance and therewith serve all under heaven? Only he who is in 
possession of   the Tao! 

 
4. Therefore the (ruling) sage acts without claiming the results as his; he achieves his merit and 
does not rest (arrogantly) in it:—he does not wish to display his superiority. 

 
78. 1. There is nothing in the world more soft and weak than water, and yet for attacking things 
that are firm and strong there is nothing that can take precedence of it;—for there is nothing (so 
effectual) for which it can be changed. 

 
2. Every one in the world knows that the soft overcomes the hard, and the weak the strong, but no 
one is able to carry it out in practice. 

 

3. 
Therefore a sage has said, 

'He who accepts his state's reproach, Is hailed 

therefore its altars' lord; 

To him who bears men's direful woes 
They all the name of King accord.' 

4. Words that are strictly true seem to be paradoxical. 

 
79. 1. When a reconciliation is effected (between two parties) after a great animosity, there is sure 
to be a grudge remaining (in the mind of the one who was wrong). And how can this be beneficial 
(to the other)? 

 
2. Therefore (to guard against this), the sage keeps the left-hand portion of the record of the 
engagement, and does not insist on the (speedy) fulfilment of it by the other party. (So), he who 
has the attributes (of the Tao) regards (only) the conditions of the engagement, while he who has 
not those attributes regards only the conditions favourable to himself. 

 
3. In the Way of Heaven, there is no partiality of love; it is always on the side of the good man. 

 
80. 1. In a little state with a small population, I would so order it, that, though there were 
individuals with the abilities of ten or a hundred men, there should be no employment of them; I 
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would make the people, while looking on death as a grievous thing, yet not remove elsewhere (to 
avoid it). 

 
2. Though they had boats and carriages, they should have no occasion to ride in them; though they 
had buff coats and sharp weapons, they should have no occasion to don or use them. 

 
3. I would make the people return to the use of knotted cords (instead of the written characters). 

 
4. They should think their (coarse) food sweet; their (plain) clothes beautiful; their (poor) dwellings 
places of rest; and their common (simple) ways sources of enjoyment. 

 
5. There should be a neighbouring state within sight, and the voices of the fowls and dogs should 
be heard all the way from it to us, but I would make the people to old age, even to death, not have 
any intercourse with it. 

 
81. 1. Sincere words are not fine; fine words are not sincere. Those who are skilled (in the Tao) do 
not dispute (about it); the disputatious are not skilled in it. Those who know (the Tao) are not 
extensively learned; the extensively learned do not know it. 

 
2. The sage does not accumulate (for himself). The more that he expends for others, the more does 
he possess of his own; the more that he gives to others, the more does he have himself. 

 
3. With all the sharpness of the Way of Heaven, it injures not; with all the doing in the way of the 
sage he does not strive. 
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40 

 
Stress in Poetry 

 
Overview 

 

Stresses allow poets to focus readers’ attention on the meaning of their poetry. We all know 
that poetry is different from everyday language. A lot of that sense of difference resides in the 
stresses good poets manipulate in order to create meaningful experiences for readers. I don’t 
expect you to start counting stresses. Most of the poetry we’ll read is not in formal meter; however, 
you should become attuned to the sound of the words. 

 

How does the poet choose to use stresses in a 

given line? For what purpose does this word get 

used? 

How does this sound? 
 

These are all legitimate questions. I expect you to become aware (in a general way) of the way 
poets use sound for their purposes. You won’t get to these questions unless you reread the 
poems. Reading aloud helps, too! 

 

If you get the idea that stresses are relative and that poets play with patterns, you’re in good shape. 
I also want you to see if the NA poets we read follow iambic patterns. Don’t expect them to rhyme–
most contemporary poets couldn’t rhyme if you paid them. (Hah, most contemporary poets 
couldn’t get paid for their work, either, but that’s another story.) 

 

Stressed Yet? 
 

Okay: read aloud, reread, transitions. What else is there? Lots, actually! 
 

Take stresses, for example. In a heavily accented language like English, words have relative 
stresses. Here’s an example:”A man, a plan, a canal, Panama.” Not exactly poetry, but it reads the 
same backwards as it does forwards (it’s a palindrome). We can give this line stresses: put / in for 
a stressed syllable, and U above the syllable that’s not as stressed. 

 

U  / U  / U U / / U   U 

A man, a plan, a canal, 

Panama Try an easier one, 

now: 

The rain in Spain falls mainly on the 

plain. Where would the stresses go? 

U / U / U / U   /   U / 
 

The rain in Spain falls mainly on the 

plain. That’s right! 

Form and Content 
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Now, you might disagree with my stresses here. It’s somewhat open to interpretation. Words 
have stress patterns (just look in any dictionary). If you wanted to give mainly two stresses in a 
row, you’d probably avoid stressing “on.” Here’s a major point about reading: Change the form 
and you change the content. 

 

I don’t like using all caps, but that statement above is the big deal about poetry! Above, you 
changed the form (the stress pattern you saw), and that changed the content of the poem (its 
meaning). Form and content–it’s all about form and content. When you look for a change in 
meaning, you’ll probably also find a change in the form. 
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Metric Feet? Huh? Are we in Canada? 

 

Poetry is all about patterns. The unstressed-stressed pattern here is very important. 
 

A foot is a measure of stressed. Usually, feet have two syllables (though some have three). 
 

An iamb is a pattern of unstressed stressed syllables. Is the second example iambic? (If you said 
“yes,” you’re right.) 

 

A trochee is a foot where the first syllable is stressed and the second is unstressed. 
 

Poetry would be pretty boring if poets didn’t vary the pattern. Just like in soccer or hockey, where 
players make certain moves, poets have moves. 

 

The second example has how many 

feet? (5) The second example has 

 syllables? 

(10) 

It’s called iambic pentameter. Its overall pattern is iambic, and it has five feet of two syllables 
each. 

 

Questions 
 

Why would five-foot lines be a good choice in 

poetry? What do ten-syllable (five-foot) lines 

allow poets to do? 

Why would two-foot lines or ten-foot lines have major drawbacks? 
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Reading Myth: Some Tips 

 
Reading mythology can be difficult. Here are several suggestions to help you read them. 

 
1. Take time to make time: account for the frequent gaps in chronology and timeline continuity. 

Give weight to time, thinking about how myths figure the passage of time. 
2. Try different lenses: Myth often reveals psychological states or changes. Also read the way a 

scientist would, using hypotheses and tests. Be an anthropologist, studying the structure and 
function of a story or hero or monster. Read as a literary critic, adopting approaches, using 
literary terms like motivation, conflict, irony. 

3. Have cognitive complexity, the ability to hold two or more disagreeing points of view at once. 
Look it up: If a word or name doesn’t make sense, find its origin. 

4. Read flexibly: As with reading Shakespeare, readings of myth run into dead end words, reordered 
phrases, and stilted, archaic language. Try and do a running translation of the work as you see it. 
Boil down long phrases: It may take forty lines to say that a hero was angry. Conversely, it may 
take six lines to discuss the creation of the world and man! Clearly, dealing with time flexibly is a 
must for a reader of myth. 

5. Cognitive Dissonance-Struggle with It!  The notion of cognitive dissonance states that we’ll  attempt 
to “gel” two or more contradictory ideas, reaching a state where we’re comfortable. This is often 
impossible with mythology, so you should try and read against the tendency to explain away 
contradictions. (This is sort of like attempts to keep metaphors-which are dissonant identifications 
of two unlike things-in our minds for a while.) 

6. Use binaries/get past binaries: Pairs of choices (binaries) can be useful tools in analysis. We can 
look at a hero in terms of what they are and are not, just as we can contrast a protagonist with an 
antagonist. We can contrast Eastern and Western mythological systems. Still, don’t get stuck in  
the either/or logic of binaries. For example, many heroes go beyond fear and desire, achieving 
something transcendent of both (i.e., Buddha, Jesus). 

7. E.M. Forster, the English novelist, said “Only connect.” Making thematic, symbolic or other 
connections helps. Heroes and myths have many similarities. By marking your book with care, 
you can draw upon the obvious connections and discover implicit ones. 

8. Keep asking “How does the action reflect psychological awareness and changes in awareness?” 
Tie your answers to specific textual details. 

9. Reading these myths aloud creates an experience of them that goes beyond reading silently. 
Reread, too. Adopt a voice as you do this. Take a stance with your tone. 

10. Appreciate what’s lost in translation. Read names, think of alternate syntax (word order), and 
focus on alternate verbs that’d do better at conveying the action of what you’re reading. 

11. Remembering audience and purpose, we know that most myths are limited in usefulness as 
scientific or even narrative pieces. For example, the labors of Herakles isn’t primarily an account 
of the constellation Sagittarius and its founding. What is it for, then? 
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12. Figure out what your favorite lenses are: anthropological, psychological-of which there are many, 
mythological, literary, historical, feminist, Marxist, structuralist, reader response. Usually, you’re 
using at least two of these approaches when you read. 

13. Setting and conflict are good lenses for understanding difficult myths. There’s almost always an 
emphasis on how the landscape affects the plot, or how conflict relates to the audience. 
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42 

 
General Mythology Notes 

 

Mythology—terms are underlined. Know all this for tests and to help you responds as 

we continue This is what we have learned so far: 

Different hunting cultures responded to their environment with myths and other stories. 
These stories put the people’s relationships with the world in order at that time and place. 
We need to be careful judging another culture—we should not judge them by our values. 
Psychological criticism (like Freudian criticism) can help us as we read difficult, strange stories. 
Humans respond to myths on conscious and unconscious levels. 
According to Campbell, myth and legend are part of the world of the imagination, which responds to 
the real world. The two are related and continue to change. 
Myths are dynamic—they have an energy that is kept alive as they are told and change through time. 
Symbolism—one thing representing another—and metaphor—a comparison of two unlike 
things—give us ways to read these myths. This puts pressure on you to read actively and 
to respond! 
There are amazing similarities between heroes, myths and concerns around the world at any time. 

Hunting 
 

Hunters are concerned with the rules and gear of the hunt, and with how the animal masters are kept 
happy through their rituals. They felt survival depended on this. 
Hunters run into trouble as they move from place to place—they “trespassed” and fought a lot . 
They are often warlike and focus especially on individual skill in battle and hunting. 
Rituals “wipe out the guilt” caused by consuming other creatures in order to survive (Campbell). 

What I also want you to know for this unit (notes): 

Hunting cultures are different from planting cultures. Their myths are also different. 
The basic binary (pair) of hunting and planting myths one way to split nearly all mythology. 

Planters focus on the planting, growth, consumption and decay of their gods just as they do with 
their plants. Planters generally make myths were a being is sacrificed and returns. 

 

Planting mythology can involve sacrifice as a part of this regeneration cycle they saw in plants. 
Planters often emphasize the group over the individual—there is not as much call for individual 
prowess (skill) in these cultures. 

 
Compare and Contrast Myths and Critical Approaches—This Gives You 

Critical Perspective Arthur Odysseus 

England Greece 
 
Christianity Greek Pantheon (represent parts of the mind) 
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Freud (Freudian, Psychoanalytic) Jung (Jungian, Archetypal) 

 
(conscious/unconscious) archetypes—common threads all humans face 

Studies in Mythology 
 

id, ego, superego of consciousness collective unconscious—common wealth of 

being, childhood shocks  and  stages are key not inherited, but similar (vaguely) 

to instincts 

importance of dreams and reading  common symbols to be read into, rather than Freud’s of 
them by trained doctor separate individual problems, are valued by Jung 

 

 
Campbell (Archetypal, like Jung) 

 
Hero journey—every hero anywhere basically goes through same journey 

Outer journey (plot) is symbolic of an inner psychological journey of discovery 
Myth must be read literately (as symbol and metaphor, flexibly) and not literally (as history or on 
surface only) 
Myths are dynamic—that is, they have an energy that is kept alive as they are told and change 
through time 
Myths are about inner adventures, not only outer stories 
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The Negro Speaks of Rivers 
 

 

by Langston Hughes 

 

 

I’ve known rivers 
I’ve known rivers ancient as the world and older 
than the flow of human blood in human veins. 

 

My soul has grown deep like the rivers. 
 

I bathed in the Euphrates when dawns were young. 
I built my hut near the Congo and it lulled me to 
sleep. I looked upon the Nile and raised the 
pyramids above it. I heard the singing of the 
Mississippi when Abe Lincoln went down to 
New Orleans, and I’ve seen its muddy bosom 
turn all golden in the sunset. 

 

I’ve known rivers 
Ancient, dusky 
rivers. 

 

My soul has grown deep like the rivers. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CC licensed content, Shared previously 

The Negro Speaks of Rivers. Authored by: Langston Hughes. Located at: 
https://en.wikisource.org/wiki/The_Negro_Speaks_of_Rivers. License: CC BY-SA: Attribution- 
ShareAlike 

https://en.wikisource.org/wiki/The_Negro_Speaks_of_Rivers
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/
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The Goophered Grapevine 

 
Charles W. Chesnutt’s use of humor and dialect to send up the Northern character in this story 
open several lenses onto the workings of language, humor, and even magic in the American 
countryside following the Civil War. 

 

Enjoy “The Goophered Grapevine.” 

ABOUT ten years ago my wife was in poor health, and our family doctor, in whose skill and 
honesty I had implicit confidence, advised a change of climate. I was engaged in grape-culture in 
northern Ohio, and decided to look for a locality suitable for carrying on the same business in 
some Southern State. I wrote to a cousin who had gone into the turpentine business in central 
North Carolina, and he assured me that no better place could be found in the South than the 
State and neighborhood in which he lived: climate and soil were all that could be asked for, and 
land could be bought for a mere song. A cordial invitation to visit him while I looked into the 
matter was accepted. We found the weather delightful at that season, the end of the summer, 
and were most hospitably entertained. Our host placed a horse and buggy at our disposal, and 
himself acted as guide until I got somewhat familiar with the country. 

 
I went several times to look at a place which I thought might suit me. It had been at one time a 
thriving plantation, but shiftless cultivation had well-night exhausted the soil. There had been a 
vineyard of some extent on the place, but it had not been attended to since the war, and had fallen 
into utter neglect. The vines — here partly supported by decayed and broken-down arbors, there 
twining themselves among the branches of the slender saplings which had sprung up among them 
— grew in wild and unpruned luxuriance, and the few scanty grapes which they bore were the 
undisputed prey of the first comer. The site was admirably adapted to grape-raising; the soil, with 
a little attention, could not have been better; and with the native grape, the luscious scuppernong, 
mainly to rely upon, I felt sure that I could introduce and cultivate successfully a number of other 
varieties. 

 
One day I went over with my wife, to show her the place. We drove between the decayed gate-posts — 
the gate itself had long since disappeared — and up the straight, sandy lane to the open space where 
a dwelling-house had once stood. But the house had fallen a victim to the fortunes of war, and nothing 
remained of it except the brick pillars upon which the sills had rested. We alighted, and walked about 
the place for a while; but on Annie’s complaining of weariness I led the way back to the yard, where a 
pine log, lying under a spreading elm, formed a shady though somewhat hard seat. One end of the log 
was already occupied by a venerable-looking colored man. He held on his knees a hat full of grapes, 
over which he was smacking his lips with great gusto, and a pile of grape-skins near him indicated that 
the performance was no new thing. He respectfully rose as we approached,   and was moving away, 
when I begged him to keep his seat. 

 
“Don’t let us disturb you,” I said. “There’s plenty of room for 

us all.” He resumed his seat with somewhat of 

embarrassment. 

“Do you live around here?” I asked, anxious to put him at his ease. 
 
“Yas, suh. I lives des ober yander, behine de nex’ san’-hill, on de Lumberton 

plank-road.” “Do you know anything about the time when this vineyard was 
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cultivated?” 

“Lawd bless yer, suh, I knows all about it. Dey ain’ na’er a man in dis settlement w’at won’ tell 
yer ole Julius McAdoo ‘uz bawn an’ raise’ on dis yer same plantation. Is you de Norv’n gemman 
w’at’s gwine ter buy de ole vimya’d?” 

 
“I am looking at it,” I replied; “but I don’t know that I shall care to buy unless I can be reasonably 
sure of making something out of it.” 

 
“Well, suh, you is a stranger ter me, en I is a stranger ter you, en we is bofe strangers ter one 
anudder, but ‘f I ‘uz in yo’ place, I wouldn’ buy dis vimya’d.” 

 
“Why not?” I asked. 

 
“Well, I dunner whe’r you b’lieves in cunj’in er not, — some er de w’ite folks don’t, er says dey don’t, 
— but de truf er de matter is dat dis yer ole vimya’d is goophered.” 

 
“Is what?” I asked, not grasping the meaning of this 

unfamiliar word. “Is goophered, cunju’d, bewitch’.” 

He imparted this information with such solemn earnestness, and with such an air of confidential 
mystery, that I felt somewhat interested, while Annie was evidently much impressed, and drew 
closer to me. 

 
“How do you know it is bewitched?” I asked. 

 
“I wouldn’ spec’ fer you ter b’lieve me ‘less you know all ’bout de fac’s. But ef you en young miss 
dere doan’ min’ lis’n’in’ ter a ole nigger run on a minute er two w’ile you er restin’, I kin ‘splain to yer 
how it all happen’.” 

 
We assured him that we would be glad to hear how it all happened, and he began to tell us. At first 
the current of his memory — or imagination — seemed somewhat sluggish; but as his 
embarrassment wore off, his language flowed more freely, and the story acquired perspective and 
coherence. As he became more and more absorbed in the narrative, his eyes assumed a dreamy 
expression, and he seemed to lose sight of his auditors, and to be living over again in monologue 
his life on the old plantation. 

 
“Ole Mars Dugal’ McAdoo bought dis place long many years befo’ de wah, en I ‘member well 
w’en he sot out all dis yer part er de plantation in scuppernon’s. De vimes growed monst’us fas’, 
en Mars Dugal’ made a thousan’ gallon er scuppernon’ wine eve’y year. 

 
“Now, ef dey’s an’thing a nigger lub, nex’ ter ‘possum, en chick’n, en watermillyums, it’s 
scuppernon’s. Dey ain’ nuffin dat kin stan’ up side’n de scuppernon’ fer sweetness; sugar ain’t a 
suckumstance ter scuppernon’. W’en de season is nigh ’bout ober, en de grapes begin ter swivel 
up des a little wid de wrinkles er ole age, — w’en de skin git sof’ en brown, — den de scuppernon’ 
make you smack yo’ lip en roll yo’ eye en wush fer mo’; so I reckon it ain’ very ‘stonishin’ dat 
niggers lub scuppernon’. 

 
“Dey wuz a sight er niggers in de naberhood er de vimya’d. Dere wuz ole Mars Henry Brayboy’s 
niggers, en ole Mars Dunkin McLean’s niggers, en Mars Dugal’s own niggers; den dey wuz a 
settlement er free niggers en po’ buckrahs down by de Wim’l’ton Road, en Mars Dugal’ had de 
only vimya’d in de naberhood. I reckon it ain’ so much so nowadays, but befo’ de wah, in slab’ry 
times, er nigger didn’ mine goin’ fi’ er ten mile in a night, w’en dey wuz sump’n good ter eat at de 
yuther een. 

 
“So atter a w’ile Mars Dugal’ begin ter miss his scuppernon’s. Co’se he ‘cuse’ de niggers er it, but 
dey all ‘nied it ter de las’. Mars Dugal’ sot spring guns en steel traps, en he en de oberseah sot up 
nights once’t er twice’t, tel one night Mars Dugal’ — he ‘uz a monst’us keerless man — got his leg 
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shot full er cow-peas. But somehow er nudder dey couldn’ nebber ketch none er de niggers. I 
dunner how it happen, but it happen des like I tell yer, en de grapes kep’ on a-goin des de same. 

 
“But bimeby ole Mars Dugal’ fix’ up a plan ter stop it. Dey ‘uz a cunjuh ‘ooman livin’ down mongs’ de 
free niggers on de Wim’l’ton Road, en all de darkies fum Rockfish ter Beaver Crick wuz feared uv 
her. She could wuk de mos’ powerfulles’ kind er goopher, — could make people hab fits er 
rheumatiz, er make ’em des dwinel away en die; en dey say she went out ridin’ de niggers at night, 
for she wuz a witch ‘sides bein’ a cunjuh ‘ooman. Mars Dugal’ hearn ’bout Aun’ Peggy’s doin’s, en 
begun ter ‘flect whe’r er no he couldn’ git her ter he’p him keep de niggers off’n de grapevimes. 
One day in de spring er de year, ole miss pack’ up a basket er chick’n en poun’-cake, en a bottle 
er scuppernon’ wine, en Mars Dugal’ tuk it in his buggy en driv ober ter Aun’ Peggy’s cabin. He tuk 
de basket in, en had a long talk wid Aun’ Peggy. 

 
De nex’ day Aun’ Peggy come up ter de vimya’d. De niggers seed her slippin’ ‘roun’, en dey soon 
foun’ out what she ‘uz doin’ dere. Mars Dugal’ had hi’ed her ter goopher de grapevimes. She 
sa’ntered ‘roun’ mongs’ de vimes, en tuk a leaf fum dis one, en a grape-hull fum dat one, en a 
grape-seed fum anudder one; en den a little twig fum here, en a little pinch er dirt fum dere, — en 
put it all in a big black bottle, wid a snake’s toof en a speckle’ hen’s gall en some ha’rs fum a black 
cat’s tail, en den fill’ de bottle wid scuppernon’ wine. W’en she got de goopher all ready en fix’, she 
tuk ‘n went out in de woods en buried it under de root uv a red oak tree, en den come back en 

 
tole one er de niggers she done goopher de grapevimes, en a’er a nigger w’at eat dem grapes ‘ud 
be sho ter die inside’n twel’ mont’s. 

 
“Atter dat de niggers let de scuppernon’s ‘lone, en Mars Dugal’ didn’ hab no ‘casion ter fine no mo’ 
fault; en de season wuz mos’ gone, w’en a strange gemman stop at de plantation one night ter 
see Mars Dugal’ on some business; en his coachman, seein’ de scuppernon’s growin’ so nice en 
sweet, slip ‘roun’ behine de smoke-house, en et all de scuppernon’s he could hole. Nobody didn’ 
notice it at de time, but dat night, on de way home, de gemman’s hoss runned away en kill’ de 
coachman. W’en we hearn de noos, Aun’ Lucy, de cook, she up ‘n say she seed de strange nigger 
eat’n’ er de scuppernon’s behine de smoke-house; en den we knowed de goopher had b’en er 
wukkin. Den one er de nigger chilluns runned away fum de quarters one day, en got in de 
scuppernon’s, en died de nex’ week. W’ite folks say he die’ er de fevuh, but de niggers knowed it 
wuz de goopher. So you k’n be sho de darkies didn’ hab much ter do wid dem scuppernon’ vimes. 

 
“W’en de scuppernon’ season ‘uz ober fer dat year, Mars Dugal’ foun’ he had made fifteen hund’ed 
gallon er wine; en one er de niggers hearn him laffin’ wid de oberseah fit ter kill, en sayin’ dem 
fifteen hund’ed gallon er wine wuz monst’us good intrus’ on de ten dollars he laid out on de 
vimya’d. So I ‘low ez he paid Aun’ Peggy ten dollars fer to goopher de grapevimes. 

 
“De goopher didn’ wuk no mo’ tel de nex’ summer, w’en ‘long to’ds de middle er de season one er 
de fiel’ han’s died; en ez dat lef’ Mars Dugal’ sho’t er han’s, he went off ter town fer ter buy 
anudder. He fotch de noo nigger home wid ‘im. He wuz er ole nigger, er de color er a gingy-cake, 
en ball ez a hoss-apple on de top er his head. He wuz a peart ole nigger, do’, en could do a big 
day’s wuk. 

 
“Now it happen dat one er de niggers on de nex’ plantation, one er ole Mars Henry Brayboy’s niggers, 
had runned away de day befo’, en tuk ter de swamp, en ole Mars Dugal’ en some er de yuther nabor 
w’ite folks had gone out  wid dere guns en dere dogs fer ter he’p ’em hunt fer de nigger; en de han’s 
on our own plantation wuz all so flusterated dat we fuhgot ter tell de noo han’ ’bout de goopher on de 
scuppernon’ vimes. Co’se he smell de grapes en see de vimes, an atter dahk de fus’ thing he done 
wuz ter slip off ter de grapevimes ‘dout sayin’ nuffin ter  nobody. Nex’ mawnin’ he tole some er de 
niggers ’bout de fine bait er scuppernon’ he et de night befo’. 

 
“W’en dey tole ‘im ’bout de goopher on de grapevimes, he ‘uz dat tarrified dat he turn pale, en look des 
like he  gwine ter die right in his tracks. De oberseah come up en axed w’at ‘uz de matter; en w’en dey 
tole ‘im Henry be’n eatin’ er de scuppernon’s, en got de goopher on ‘im, he gin Henry a big drink er 
w’iskey, en ‘low dat de nex’ rainy day he take ‘im ober ter Aun’ Peggy’s, en see ef she wouldn’ take de 
goopher off’n him, seein’ ez he didn’ know nuffin erbout it tel he done et de grapes. 
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“Sho nuff, it rain de nex’ day, en de oberseah went ober ter Aun’ Peggy’s wid Henry. En Aun’ 
Peggy say dat bein’ ez Henry didn’ know ’bout de goopher, en et de grapes in ign’ance er de 
quinseconces, she reckon she mought be able fer ter take de goopher off’n him. So she fotch out er 
bottle wid some cunjuh medicine in it, en po’d some out in a go’d fer Henry ter drink. He manage 
ter git it down; he say it tas’e like whiskey wid sump’n bitter in it. She ‘lowed dat ‘ud keep de 
goopher off’n him tel de spring; but w’en de sap begin ter rise in de grapevimes he ha’ ter come en 
see her agin, en she tell him w’at e’s ter do. 

 
“Nex’ spring, w’en de sap commence’ ter rise in de scuppernon’ vime, Henry tuk a ham one night. 
Whar’d he git de ham? I doan know; dey wa’nt no hams on de plantation ‘cep’n’ w’at ‘uz in de 
smoke-house, but I never see Henry ’bout de smoke-house. But ez I wuz a-sayin’, he tuk de ham 
ober ter Aun’ Peggy’s; en Aun’ Peggy tole ‘im dat w’en Mars Dugal’ begin ter prume de 
grapevimes, he mus’ go en take ‘n scrape off de sap whar it ooze out’n de cut een’s er de vimes, 
en ‘n’int his ball head wid it; en ef he do dat once’t a year de goopher wouldn’ wuk agin ‘im long ez 
he done it. En bein’ ez he fotch her de ham, she fix’ it so he kin eat all de scuppernon’ he want. 

 
“So Henry ‘n’int his head wid de sap out’n de big grapevime des ha’f way ‘twix’ de quarters en de big 
house, en de goopher nebber wuk agin him dat summer. But de beatenes’ thing you eber see 
happen ter Henry. Up ter dat time he wuz ez ball ez a sweeten’ ‘tater, but des ez soon ez de young 
leaves begun ter come out on de grapevimes de ha’r begun ter grow out on Henry’s head, en by 
de middle er de summer he had de bigges’ head er ha’r on de plantation. Befo’ dat, Henry had 
tol’able good ha’r ‘roun de aidges, but soon ez de young grapes begun ter come Henry’s ha’r 
begun ter quirl all up in little balls, des like dis yer reg’lar grapy ha’r, en by de time de grapes got 
ripe his head look des like a bunch er grapes. Combin’ it didn’ do no good; he wuk at it ha’f de 
night wid er Jim Crow, en think he git it straighten’ out, but in de mawnin’ de grapes ‘ud be dere 
des de same. So he gin it up, en tried ter keep de grapes down by havin’ his ha’r cut sho’t. 

 
“But dat wa’nt de quares’ thing ’bout de goopher. When Henry come ter de plantation, he wuz gittin’ 
a little ole an stiff in de j’ints. But dat summer he got des ez spry en libely ez any young nigger on 
de plantation; fac’ he got so biggity dat Mars Jackson, de oberseah, ha’ ter th’eaten ter whip ‘im, ef 
he didn’ stop cuttin’ up his didos en behave hisse’f. But de mos’ cur’ouses’ thing happen’ in de fall, 
when de sap begin ter go down in de grapevimes. Fus’, when de grapes ‘uz gethered, de knots 
begun ter straighten out’n Henry’s h’ar; en w’en de leaves begin ter fall, Henry’s ha’r begin ter drap 
out; en w’en de vimes ‘uz b’ar, Henry’s head wuz baller ‘n it wuz in de spring, en he begin ter git 
ole en stiff in de j’ints ag’in, en paid no mo’ tention ter de gals dyoin’ er de whole winter. En nex’ 
spring, w’en he rub de sap on ag’in, he got young ag’in, en so soopl en libely dat none er de young 
niggers on de plantation couldn’ jump, ner dance, ner hoe ez much cotton ez Henry. But in de fall 
er de year his grapes begun ter straighten out, en his j’ints ter git stiff, en his ha’r drap off, en de 
rheumatiz begin ter wrastle wid ‘im. 

 
“Now, ef you’d a knowed ole Mars Dugal’ McAdoo, you’d a knowed dat it ha’ ter be a mighty rainy 
day when he couldn’ fine sump’n fer his niggers ter do, en it ha’ ter be a mighty little hole he couldn’ 
crawl thoo, en ha’ ter be a monst’us cloudy night w’en a dollar git by him in de dahkness; en w’en 
he see how Henry git young in de spring en ole in de fall, he ‘lowed ter hisse’f ez how he could 
make mo’ money outen Henry dan by wukkin’ him in de cotton fiel’. ‘Long de nex’ spring, atter de 
sap commence’ ter rise, en Henry ‘n’int ‘is head en commence fer ter git young en soopl, Mars 
Dugal’ up ‘n tuk Henry ter town, en sole ‘im fer fifteen hunder’ dollars. Co’se de man w’at bought 
Henry didn’ know nuffin ’bout de goopher, en Mars Dugal’ didn’ see no ‘casion fer ter tell ‘im. Long 
to’ds de fall, w’en de sap went down, Henry begin ter git ole again same ez yuzhal, en his noo 
marster begin ter git skeered les’n he gwine ter lose his fifteen-hunder’-dollar nigger. He sent fer a 
mighty fine doctor, but de med’cine didn’ ‘pear ter do no good; de goopher had a good holt. Henry 
tole de doctor ’bout de goopher, but de doctor des laff at ‘im. 

 
“One day in de winter Mars Dugal’ went ter town, en wuz santerin’ ‘long de Main Street, when who 
should he meet but Henry’s noo marster. Dey said ‘Hoddy,’ en Mars Dugal’ ax ‘im ter hab a 
seegyar; en atter dey run on awhile ’bout de craps en de weather, Mars Dugal’ ax ‘im, sorter 
keerless, like ez ef he des thought of it, — 
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“‘How you like de nigger I sole you las’ spring?’ 
 
“Henry’s marster shuck his head en knock de ashes off’n his seegyar. 

 
“‘Spec’ I made a bad bahgin when I bought dat nigger. Henry done good wuk all de summer, but 
sence de fall set in he ‘pears ter be sorter pinin’ away. Dey ain’ nuffin pertickler de matter wid ‘im 
— leastways de doctor say so — ‘cep’n’ a tech er de rheumatiz; but his ha’r is all fell out, en ef he 
don’t pick up his strenk mighty soon, I spec’ I’m gwine ter lose ‘im.” 

 
“Dey smoked on awhile, en bimeby ole mars say, ‘Well, a bahgin’s a bahgin, but you en me is 
good fren’s, en I doan wan’ ter see you lose all de money you paid fer dat digger [sic]; en ef w’at you 
say is so, en I ain’t ‘sputin’ it, he ain’t wuf much now. I spec’s you wukked him too ha’d dis summer, 
er e’se de swamps down here don’t agree wid de san’-hill nigger. So you des lemme know, en ef 
he gits any wusser I’ll be willin’ ter gib yer five hund’ed dollars fer ‘im, en take my chances on his 
livin’.’ 

 
“Sho nuff, when Henry begun ter draw up wid de rheumatiz en it look like he gwine ter die fer 
sho, his noo marster sen’ fer Mars Dugal’, en Mars Dugal’ gin him what he promus, en brung 
Henry home ag’in. He tuk good keer uv ‘im dyoin’ er de winter, — give ‘im w’iskey ter rub his 
rheumatiz, en terbacker ter smoke, en all he want ter eat, — ‘caze a nigger w’at he could make a 
thousan’ dollars a year off’n didn’ grow on eve’y huckleberry bush. 

 
“Nex’ spring, w’en de sap ris en Henry’s ha’r commence’ ter sprout, Mars Dugal’ sole ‘im ag’in, 
down in Robeson County dis time; en he kep’ dat sellin’ business up fer five year er mo’. Henry 
nebber say nuffin ’bout de goopher ter his noo marsters, ‘caze he know he gwine ter be tuk good 
keer uv de nex’ winter, w’en Mars Dugal’ buy him back. En Mars Dugal’ made ’nuff money off’n 
Henry ter buy anudder plantation ober on Beaver Crick. 

 
“But long ’bout de een’ er dat five year dey come a stranger ter stop at de plantation. De fus’ day 
he ‘uz dere he went out wid Mars Dugal’ en spent all de mawnin’ lookin’ ober de vimya’d, en atter 
dinner dey spent all de evenin’ playin’ kya’ds. De niggers soon ‘skiver’ dat he wuz a Yankee, en dat 
he come down ter Norf C’lina fer ter learn de w’ite folks how to raise grapes en make wine. He 
promus Mars Dugal’ he cud make de grapevimes b’ar twice’t ez many grapes, en dat de noo wine-
press he wuz a-sellin’ would make mo’ d’n twice’t ez many gallons er wine. En ole Mars Dugal’ des 
drunk it all in, des ‘peared ter be bewitched wit dat Yankee. W’en de darkies see dat Yankee 
runnin’ ‘roun de vimya’d en diggin’ under de grapevimes, dey shuk dere heads, en ‘lowed dat dey 
feared Mars Dugal’ losin’ his min’. Mars Dugal’ had all de dirt dug away fum under de roots er all de 
scuppernon’ vimes, an’ let ’em stan’ dat away fer a week er mo’. Den dat Yankee made de niggers 
fix up a mixtry er lime en ashes en manyo, en po’ it roun’ de roots er de grapevimes. Den he ‘vise’ 
Mars Dugal’ fer ter trim de vimes close’t, en Mars Dugal’ tuck ‘n done eve’ything de Yankee tole 
him ter do. Dyoin’ all er dis time, mind yer, ‘e wuz libbin’ off’n de fat er de lan’, at de big house, en 
playin’ kyards wid Mars Dugal’ eve’y night; en dey say Mars Dugal’ los’ mo’n a thousan’ dollars 
dyoin’ er de week dat Yankee wuz a runnin’ de grapevimes. 

 
“W’en de sap ris nex’ spring, ole Henry ‘n’inted his head ez yuzhal, en his ha’r commence’ ter grow des 
de same   ez it done eve’y year. De  scuppernon’ vimes growed monst’s fas’, en de leaves wuz 
greener en thicker dan dey  eber be’n dyowin my rememb’ance; en Henry’s ha’r growed out thicker 
dan eber, en he ‘peared ter git younger ‘n younger, en soopler ‘n soopler; en seein’ ez he wuz sho’t er 
han’s dat spring, havin’ tuk in consid’able noo groun’, Mars Dugal’ ‘cluded he wouldn’ sell Henry ‘tel 
he git de crap in en de cotton chop’. So he kep’ Henry on de plantation. 

 
“But ‘long ’bout time fer de grapes ter come on de scuppernon’ vimes, dey ‘peared ter come a 
change ober dem; de leaves wivered en swivel’ up, en de young grapes turn’ yaller, en bimeby 
eve’ybody on de plantation could see dat de whole vimya’d wuz dyin’. Mars Dugal’ tuck ‘n water de 
vimes en done all he could, but ‘t wan’ no use: dat Yankee done bus’ de watermillyum. One time 
de vimes picked up a bit, en Mars Dugal’ thought dey wuz gwine ter come out ag’in; but dat Yankee 
done dug too close unde’ de roots, en prune de branches too close ter de vime, en all dat lime en 
ashes done burn’ de life outen de vimes, en dey des kep’ a with’in’ en a swivelin’. 
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“All dis time de goopher wuz a-wukkin’. W’en de vimes commence’ ter wither, Henry commence’ 
ter complain er his rheumatiz, en when de leaves begin ter dry up his ha’r commence’ ter drap out. 
When de vimes fresh up a bit Henry ‘ud git peart agin, en when de vimes wither agin Henry ‘ud git 
ole agin, en des kep’ gittin’ mo’ en mo’ fitten fer nuffin; he des pined away, en fine’ly tuk ter his 
cabin; en when de big vime whar he got de sap ter ‘n’int his head withered en turned yaller en 
died, Henry died too, — des went out sorter like a cannel. Dey didn’t ‘pear ter be nuffin de matter 
wid ‘im, ‘cep’n de rheumatiz, but his strenk des dwinel’ away ‘tel he didn’ hab ernuff lef’ ter draw 
his bref. De goopher had got de under holt, en th’owed Henry fer good en all dat time. 

 
“Mars Dugal’ tuk on might’ly ’bout losin’ his vimes en his nigger in de same year; en he swo’ dat ef 
he could git hold er dat Yankee he’d wear ‘im ter a frazzle, en den chaw up de frazzle; en he’d done 
it, too, for Mars Dugal’ ‘uz a monst’us brash man w’en he once git started. He sot de vimya’d out 
ober agin, but it wuz th’ee er fo’ year befo’ de vimes got ter b’arin’ any scuppernon’s. 

 
“W’en de wah broke out, Mars Dugal’ raise’ a comp’ny, en went off ter fight de Yankees. He saw 
he wuz mighty glad dat wah come, en he des want ter kill a Yankee fer eve’y dollar he los’ ‘long er 
dat grape-raisin’ Yankee. En I ‘spec’ he would a done it, too, ef de Yankees hadn’ s’picioned sump’n, 
en killed him fus’. Atter de s’render ole miss move’ ter town, de niggers all scattered ‘way fum de 
plantation, en de vimya’d ain’ be’n cultervated sence.” 

 
“Is that story true?” asked Annie, doubtfully, but seriously, as the old man concluded his narrative. 

 
“It’s des ez true ez I’m a-settin’ here, miss. Dey’s a easy way ter prove it: I kin lead de way right ter 
Henry’s grave ober yander in de plantation buryin’-groun’. En I tell yer w’at, marster, I wouldn’ 
‘vise yer to buy dis yer ole vimya’d, ‘caze de goopher’s on it yit, en dey ain’ no tellin’ w’en it’s 
gwine ter crap out.” 

 
“But I thought you said all the old vines died.” 

 
“Dey did ‘pear ter die, but a few ov ’em come out ag’in, en is mixed in mongs’ de yuthers. I ain’ 
skeered ter eat de grapes, ‘caze I knows de old vimes fum de noo ones; but wid strangers dey 
ain’ no tellin’ w’at might happen. I wouldn’ ‘vise yer ter buy dis vimya’d.” 

 
I bought the vineyard, nevertheless, and it has been for a long time in a thriving condition, and is 
referred to by the local press as a striking illustration of the opportunities open to Northern 
capital in the development of Southern industries. The luscious scuppernong holds first rank 
among our grapes, though we cultivate a great many other varieties, and our income from 
grapes packed and shipped to the Northern markets is quite considerable. I have not 
noticed any developments of the goopher in the vineyard, although I have a mild suspicion 
that our colored assistants do not suffer from want of grapes during the season. 

 
I found, when I bought the vineyard, that Uncle Julius had occupied a cabin on the place for 
many years, and derived a respectable revenue from the neglected grapevines. This, doubtless, 
accounted for his advice to me not to buy the vineyard, though whether it inspired the goopher 
story I am unable to state. I believe, however, that the wages I pay him for his services are more 
than an equivalent for anything he lost by the sale of the vineyard. 
 
 
 
 
 
Public domain content 

The Goophered Grapevine. Authored by: Charles W. Chesnutt. Provided by: Chesnutt Archive. 
Located at: http://www.chesnuttarchive.org/Works/Stories/grapevine.html. Project: American Lit 
2. License: CC BY-SA: Attribution-ShareAlike 
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Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas 

 
Click the link below to access the article “Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas,” 
originally published in Rolling Stone magazine in 1971. 

 
 
 
 
 

“Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas” from Rolling Stone 

CC licensed content, Original 

Survey of American Literature II. Authored by: Joshua Watson. Provided by: Reynolds 
Community College. Located at: http://www.reynolds.edu/. License: CC BY: Attribution 

CC licensed content, Shared previously 

Image of road sign. Authored by: fPat Murray. Located at: https://flic.kr/p/6L1cL9. License: CC BY: 
Attribution 
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Alien Humor Analysis 

 

You are part of an alien sociological team attempting to decode the humor of one Samuel 
Clemens, aka Mark Twain. An apparent earthling, this Twain’s works elicited strong favor during 
his time. Like comedians, Twain appeared to favor socially inappropriate statements. However, his 
humor seems to be lost upon your civilization and species. 

 

What exactly makes him funny? 
 

Using “The Private History of a Campaign that Failed,” write a brief analysis of how Twain uses 
each of the following: understatement, overstatement, verbal irony, and symbolism. For each term, 
locate an instance of the term, cite it, and discuss why it is humorous. In doing this assignment 
thoroughly, you will be exercising the high- order critical thinking skills for which your species is 
famed. 
CC licensed content, Original 

Alien Humor Analysis. Authored by: Joshua Dickinson. Provided by: Jefferson Community College. 
Located at: http://www.sunyjefferson.edu. Project: American Lit 2. License: CC BY-SA: Attribution-
ShareAlike 
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Overview: American Horror 

 

 

A digital illustration of the father of cosmic 
existentialist horror, Howard Phillips Lovecraft 

 

 

Objectives 

Respond to the weekly readings within the context of your own perspective. (Textual Annotations) 
Consider how genre fiction–specifically Fantasy/Horror–embodies themes we have previously 
discussed this term. (Weekly Journal Entry) 

 

 
CC licensed content, Original 

Survey of American Literature II. Authored by: Joshua Watson. Provided by: Reynolds 
Community College. Located at: http://www.reynolds.edu/. License: CC BY: Attribution 
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https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
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Gods of the North 

 

 

by Robert E. 

Howard The Conan 

Saga – Story  8 

Originally appeared in Fantasy 
Fan, 1934 

 

ACROSS the red drifts and mail-clad forms, two figures glared at each other. In that utter 
desolation only they moved. The frosty sky was over them, the white illimitable plain around them, 
the dead men at their feet. Slowly through the corpses they came, as ghosts might come to a tryst 
through the shambles of a dead world. In the brooding silence they stood face to face. 

 
Both were tall men, built like tigers. Their shields were gone, their corselets battered and dinted. 
Blood dried on their mail; their swords were stained red. Their horned helmets showed the marks 
of fierce strokes. One was beardless and black-maned. The locks and beard of the other were red 
as the blood on the sunlit snow. 

 
“Man,” said he, “tell me your name, so that my brothers in Vanaheim may know who was the last 
of Wulfhere’s band to fall before the sword of Heimdul.” 

 
“Not in Vanaheim,” growled the black-haired warrior, “but in Valhalla will you tell your brothers that 
you met Conan of Cimmeria.” 

 
Heimdul roared and leaped, and his sword flashed in deathly arc. Conan staggered and his vision 
was filled with red sparks as the singing blade crashed on his helmet, shivering into bits of blue 
fire. But as he reeled he thrust with all the power of his broad shoulders behind the humming 
blade. The sharp point tore through brass scales and bones and heart, and the red-haired warrior 
died at Conan’s feet. 

 
The Cimmerian stood upright, trailing his sword, a sudden sick weariness assailing him. The glare of 
the sun on      the snow cut his eyes like a knife and the sky seemed shrunken and strangely apart. He 
turned away from the trampled expanse where yellow-bearded warriors lay locked with red-haired 
slayers in the embrace of death. A      few steps he took, and the glare of the snow fields was suddenly 
dimmed. A rushing wave of blindness engulfed   him and he sank down into the snow, supporting 
himself on one mailed arm, seeking to shake the blindness out of his eyes as a lion might shake his 
mane. 

 
A silvery laugh cut through his dizziness, and his sight cleared slowly. He looked up; there was a 
strangeness about all the landscape that he could not place or define—an unfamiliar tinge to earth 
and sky. But he did not think long of this. Before him, swaying like a sapling in the wind, stood a 
woman. Her body was like ivory to his dazed gaze, and save for a light veil of gossamer, she was 
naked as the day. Her slender bare feet were whiter than the snow they spurned. She laughed 
down at the bewildered warrior. Her laughter was sweeter than the rippling of silvery fountains, 
and poisonous with cruel mockery. 

 
“Who are you?” asked the Cimmerian. “Whence come you?” 

 
“What matter?” Her voice was more musical than a silver-stringed harp, but it was edged with 
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cruelty. 

 
“Call up your men,” said he, grasping his sword. “Yet though my strength fail me, they shall not 
take me alive. I see that you are of the Vanir.” 

 
“Have I said so?” 

 
His gaze went again to her unruly locks, which at first glance he had thought to be red. Now he 
saw that they were neither red nor yellow but a glorious compound of both colors. He gazed spell-
bound. Her hair was like elfin- gold; the sun struck it so dazzlingly that he could scarcely bear to 
look upon it. Her eyes were likewise neither wholly blue nor wholly grey, but of shifting colors and 
dancing lights and clouds of colors he could not define. Her full red lips smiled, and from her 
slender feet to the blinding crown of her billowy hair, her ivory body was as perfect as the dream 
of a god. Conan’s pulse hammered in his temples. 

 
“I can not tell,” said he, “whether you are of Vanaheim and mine enemy, or of Asgard and my 
friend. Far have I wandered, but a woman like you I have never seen. Your locks blind me with 
their brightness. Never have I seen such hair, not even among the fairest daughters of the Aesir. 
By Ymir—” 

 
“Who are you to swear by Ymir?” she mocked. “What know you of the gods of ice and snow, you who 
have come up from the south to adventure among an alien people?” 

 
“By the dark gods of my own race!” he cried in anger. “Though I am not of the golden-haired Aesir, 
none has been more forward in sword-play! This day I have seen four score men fall, and I alone 
have survived the field where Wulfhere’s reavers met the wolves of Bragi. Tell me, woman, have 
you seen the flash of mail out across the snow- plains, or seen armed men moving upon the ice?” 

 
“I have seen the hoar-frost glittering in the sun,” she answered. “I have heard the wind whispering 
across the everlasting snows.” 

 
He shook his head with a sigh. 

 
“Niord should have come up with us before the battle joined. I fear he and his fighting-men have 
been ambushed. Wulfhere and his warriors lie dead. 

 
“I had thought there was no village within many leagues of this spot, for the war carried us far, 
but you can not have come a great distance over these snows, naked as you are. Lead me to 
your tribe, if you are of Asgard, for I am faint with blows and the weariness of strife.” 

 
“My village is further than you can walk, Conan of Cimmeria,” she laughed. Spreading her arms 
wide, she swayed before him, her golden head lolling sensuously, her scintillant eyes half 
shadowed beneath their long silken lashes. “Am I not beautiful, oh man?” 

 
“Like Dawn running naked on the snows,” he muttered, his eyes burning like those of a wolf. 

 
“Then why do you not rise and follow me? Who is the strong warrior who falls down before me?” 
she chanted in maddening mockery. “Lie down and die in the snow with the other fools, Conan 
of the black hair. You can not follow where I would lead.” 

 
With an oath the Cimmerian heaved himself up on his feet, his blue eyes blazing, his dark scarred 
face contorted. Rage shook his soul, but desire for the taunting figure before him hammered at his 
temples and drove his wild blood fiercely through his veins. Passion fierce as physical agony 
flooded his whole being, so that earth and sky swam red to his dizzy gaze. In the madness that 
swept upon him, weariness and faintness were swept away. 

 
He spoke no word as he drove at her, fingers spread to grip her soft flesh. With a shriek of 
laughter she leaped back and ran, laughing at him over her white shoulder. With a low growl 
Conan followed. He had forgotten the fight, forgotten the mailed warriors who lay in their blood, 
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forgotten Niord and the reavers who had failed to reach the fight. He had thought only for the 
slender white shape which seemed to float rather than run before him. 

 
Out across the white blinding plain the chase led. The trampled red field fell out of sight behind 
him, but still Conan kept on with the silent tenacity of his race. His mailed feet broke through the 
frozen crust; he sank deep in the drifts and forged through them by sheer strength. But the girl 
danced across the snow light as a feather floating across a pool; her naked feet barely left their 
imprint on the hoar-frost that overlaid the crust. In spite of the fire in his veins, the cold bit through 
warrior’s mail and fur- lined tunic; but the girl in her gossamer veil ran as lightly: as gaily as if she 
danced through the palm and rose gardens of Poitain. 

 
On and on she led, and Conan followed. Black curses drooled through the Cimmerian’s parched 
lips. The great veins in his temples swelled and throbbed and his teeth gnashed. 

 
“You can not escape me!” he roared. “Lead me into a trap and I’ll pile the heads of your kinsmen 
at your feet! Hide from me and I’ll tear apart the mountains to find you! I’ll follow you to hell!” 

 
Her maddening laughter floated back to him, and foam flew from the barbarian’s lips. Further and 
further into the wastes she led him. The land changed; the wide plains gave way to low hills, 
marching upward in broken ranges. Far to the north he caught a glimpse of towering mountains, 
blue with the distance, or white with the eternal snows. Above these mountains shone the flaring 
rays of the borealis. They spread fan-wise into the sky, frosty 

 

blades of cold flaming light, changing in color, growing and brightening. 

 
Above him the skies glowed and crackled with strange lights and gleams. The snow shone 
weirdly, now frosty blue, now icy crimson, now cold silver. Through a shimmering icy realm of 
enchantment Conan plunged doggedly onward, in a crystalline maze where the only reality was the 
white body dancing across the glittering snow beyond his reach—ever beyond his reach. 

 
He did not wonder at the strangeness of it all, not even when two gigantic figures rose up to bar 
his way. The scales of their mail were white with hoar-frost; their helmets and their axes were 
covered with ice. Snow sprinkled their locks; in their beards were spikes of icicles; their eyes were 
cold as the lights that streamed above them. 

 
“Brothers!” cried the girl, dancing between them. “Look who follows! I have brought you a man to 
slay! Take his heart that we may lay it smoking on our father’ board!” 

 
The giants answered with roars like the grinding of ice-bergs on a frozen shore and heaved up 
their shining axes as the maddened Cimmerian hurled himself upon them. A frosty blade flashed 
before his eyes, blinding him with its brightness, and he gave back a terrible stroke that sheared 
through his foe’s thigh. With a groan the victim fell, and at the instant Conan was dashed into the 
snow, his left shoulder numb from the blow of the survivor, from which the Cimmerian’s mail had 
barely saved his life. Conan saw the remaining giant looming high above him like a colossus 
carved of ice, etched against the cold glowing sky. The axe fell, to sink through the snow and deep 
into the frozen earth as Conan hurled himself aside and leaped to his feet. The giant roared and 
wrenched his axe free, but even as he did, Conan’s sword sang down. The giant’s knees bent and 
he sank slowly into the snow, which turned crimson with the blood that gushed from his half-
severed neck. 

 
Conan wheeled, to see the girl standing a short distance away, staring at him in wide-eyed horror, 
all the mockery gone from her face. He cried out fiercely and the blood-drops flew from his sword 
as his hand shook in the intensity of his passion. 

 
“Call the rest of your brothers!” he cried. “I’ll give their hearts to the wolves! You can not escape 
me—” 

 
With a cry of fright she turned and ran fleetly. She did not laugh now, nor mock him over her white 
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shoulder. She ran as for her life, and though he strained every nerve and thew, until his temples 
were like to burst and the snow swam red to his gaze, she drew away from him, dwindling in the 
witch-fire of the skies, until she was a figure no bigger than a child, then a dancing white flame on 
the snow, then a dim blur in the distance. But grinding his teeth until the blood started from his 
gums, he reeled on, and he saw the blur grow to a dancing white flame, and the flame to a figure 
big as a child; and then she was running less than a hundred paces ahead of him, and slowly the 
space narrowed, foot by foot. 

 
She was running with effort now, her golden locks blowing free; he heard the quick panting of her 
breath, and saw a flash of fear in the look she cast over her white shoulder. The grim endurance of 
the barbarian had served him well. The speed ebbed from her flashing white legs; she reeled in her 
gait. In his untamed soul leaped up the fires of hell she had fanned so well. With an inhuman roar 
he closed in on her, just as she wheeled with a haunting cry and flung out her arms to fend him off. 

 
His sword fell into the snow as he crushed her to him. Her lithe body bent backward as she fought 
with desperate frenzy in his iron arms. Her golden hair blew about his face, blinding him with its 
sheen; the feel of her slender body twisting in his mailed arms drove him to blinder madness. His 
strong fingers sank deep into her smooth flesh; and that flesh was cold as ice. It was as if he 
embraced not a woman of human flesh and blood, but a woman of flaming ice. She writhed her 
golden head aside, striving to avoid the fierce kisses that bruised her red lips. 

 
“You are cold as the snows,” he mumbled dazedly. “I will warm you with the fire in my own blood—” 

 
With a scream and a desperate wrench she slipped from his arms, leaving her single gossamer 
garment in his grasp. She sprang back and faced him, her golden locks in wild disarray, her white 
bosom heaving, her beautiful eyes blazing with terror. For an instant he stood frozen, awed by her 
terrible beauty as she posed naked against the snows. 

 
And in that instant she flung her arms toward the lights that glowed in the skies above her and cried 
out in a voice that rang in Conan’s ears for ever after: “Ymir! Oh, my father, save me!” 

 
Conan was leaping forward, arms spread to seize her, when with a crack like the breaking of an ice 
mountain, the whole skies leaped into icy fire. The girl’s ivory body was suddenly enveloped in a 
cold blue flame so blinding that the Cimmerian threw up his hands to shield his eyes from the 
intolerable blaze. A fleeting instant, skies and snowy 

 
hills were bathed in crackling white flames, blue darts of icy light, and frozen crimson fires. Then 
Conan staggered and cried out. The girl was gone. The glowing snow lay empty and bare; high 
above his head the witch- lights flashed and played in a frosty sky gone mad, and among the 
distant blue mountains there sounded a rolling thunder as of a gigantic war-chariot rushing behind 
steeds whose frantic hoofs struck lightning from the snows and echoes from the skies. 

 
Then suddenly the borealis, the snow-clad hills and the blazing heavens reeled drunkenly to 
Conan’s sight; thousands of fire-balls burst with showers of sparks, and the sky itself became a 
titanic wheel which rained stars as it spun. Under his feet the snowy hills heaved up like a wave, 
and the Cimmerian crumpled into the snows to lie motionless. 

 
In a cold dark universe, whose sun was extinguished eons ago, Conan felt the movement of life, 
alien and unguessed. An earthquake had him in its grip and was shaking him to and fro, at the 
same time chafing his hands and feet until he yelled in pain and fury and groped for his sword. 

 
“He’s coming to, Horsa,” said a voice. “Haste—we must rub the frost out of his limbs, if he’s ever to 
wield sword again.” 

 
“He won’t open his left hand,” growled another. “He’s clutching something—” 

 
Conan opened his eyes and stared into the bearded faces that bent over him. He was surrounded 
by tall golden- haired warriors in mail and furs. 
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“Conan! You live!” 
 
“By Crom, Niord,” gasped the Cimmerian. ‘Am I alive, or are we all dead and in Valhalla?” 

 
“We live,” grunted the Aesir, busy over Conan’s half-frozen feet. “We had to fight our way through an 
ambush, or  we had come up with you before the battle was joined. The corpses were scarce cold 
when we came upon the    field. We did not find you among the dead, so we followed your spoor. In 
Ymir’s name, Conan, why did you wander off into the wastes of the north? We have followed your 
tracks in the snow for hours. Had a blizzard come up and hidden them, we had never found you, by 
Ymir!” 

 
“Swear not so often by Ymir,” uneasily muttered a warrior, glancing at the distant mountains. “This 
is his land and the god bides among yonder mountains, the legends say.” 

 
“I saw a woman,” Conan answered hazily. “We met Bragi’s men in the plains. I know not how 
long we fought. I alone lived. I was dizzy and faint. The land lay like a dream before me. Only 
now do all things seem natural and familiar. The woman came and taunted me. She was 
beautiful as a frozen flame from hell. A strange madness fell upon me when I looked at her, so I 
forgot all else in the world. I followed her. Did you not find her tracks? Or the giants in icy mail I 
slew?” 

 
Niord shook his head. 

 
“We found only your tracks in the snow, Conan.” 

 
“Then it may be I am mad,” said Conan dazedly. “Yet you yourself are no more real to me than 
was the golden- locked witch who fled naked across the snows before me. Yet from under my very 
hands she vanished in icy flame.” 

 
“He is delirious,” whispered a warrior. 

 
“Not so!” cried an older man, whose eyes were wild and weird. “It was Atali, the daughter of Ymir, 
the frost-giant! To fields of the dead she comes, and shows herself to the dying! Myself when a 
boy I saw her, when I lay half- slain on the bloody field of Wolraven. I saw her walk among the 
dead in the snows, her naked body gleaming like ivory and her golden hair unbearably bright in 
the moonlight. I lay and howled like a dying dog because I could not crawl after her. She lures 
men from stricken fields into the wastelands to be slain by her brothers, the ice- giants, who lay 
men’s red hearts smoking on Ymir’s board. The Cimmerian has seen Atali, the frost-giant’s 
daughter!” 

 
“Bah!” grunted Horsa. “Old Gorm’s mind was touched in his youth by a sword cut on the head. 
Conan was delirious from the fury of battle—look how his helmet is dinted. Any of those blows 
might have addled his brain. It was an hallucination he followed into the wastes. He is from the 
south; what does he know of Atali?” 

 

“You speak truth, perhaps,” muttered Conan. “It was all strange and weird—by Crom!” 

 
He broke off, glaring at the object that still dangled from his clenched left fist; the others gaped 
silently at the veil he held up—a wisp of gossamer that was never spun by human distaff. 

 
Public domain content 
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Biography: H.P. Lovecraft 
 
Howard Phillips Lovecraft (August 20, 1890 – March 15, 1937), known as H. P. Lovecraft, was 
an American author who achieved posthumous fame through his influential works of horror fiction. 
Virtually unknown and only published in pulp magazines before he died in poverty, he is now 
regarded as one of the most significant 20th- century authors in his genre. 

 

Although he seems to have had some social life, attending meetings of a club for local young men, 
Lovecraft, in early adulthood, was established in a reclusive “nightbird” lifestyle without occupation 
or pursuit of romantic adventures. In 1913 his conduct of a long running controversy in the letters 
page of a story magazine led to his being invited to participate in an amateur journalism 
association. Encouraged, he started circulating his stories; he was 31 at the time of his first 
publication in a professional magazine. Lovecraft contracted a marriage to an older woman he had 
met at an association conference. By age 34, he was a regular contributor to the newly founded 
Weird Tales magazine; he turned down an offer of the editorship. 

 

Lovecraft returned to Providence from New York in 1926 and, over the next nine months, he 
produced some of his most celebrated tales, including “The Call of Cthulhu,” canonical to the 
Cthulhu Mythos. Never able to support himself from earnings as author and editor, Lovecraft saw 
commercial success increasingly elude him in this latter period, partly because he lacked the 
confidence and drive to promote himself. He subsisted in progressively straitened circumstances 
in his last years; an inheritance was completely spent by the time he died at the age of 46. 

 

Resting place Swan Point Cemetery, Providence, Rhode Island 

 

Pen name 

Lewis Theobald Humphrey Littlewit Ward 

Phillips Edward Softly 

Occupation Short-story writer, editor, novelist, poet 

Period 1917–1937 

Genre Dark, Fantasy, Gothic, Horror, Science fiction, Weird 

Literary movement Cosmicism 

 
Notable works 

• “The Call of Cthulhu” 
• The Shadow Out of Time 

• At the Mountains of Madness 

Spouse Sonia Greene (1924–1926) 

 
 

Signature 
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The Shunned House 

 

 

by H. P. 

Lovecraft originally published in Weird 

Tales, 1937 

A posthumous story of immense power, written by a master of weird fiction—a tale of a revolting horror 

in the cellar of an old house in New England 

 

1 

From even the greatest of horrors irony is seldom absent. Sometimes it enters directly into the 
composition of the events, while sometimes it relates only to their fortuitous position among 
persons and places. The latter sort is splendidly exemplified by a case in the ancient city of 
Providence, where in the late forties Edgar Allan Poe used to sojourn often during his 
unsuccessful wooing of the gifted poetess, Mrs. Whitman. Poe generally stopped at the Mansion 
House in Benefit Street—the renamed Golden Ball Inn whose roof has sheltered Washington, 
Jefferson, and Lafayette—and his favorite walk led northward along the same street to Mrs. 
Whitman’s home and the neighboring hillside churchyard of St. John’s, whose hidden expanse of 
Eighteenth Century gravestones had for him a peculiar fascination. 

 
Now the irony is this. In this walk, so many times repeated, the world’s greatest master of the 
terrible and the bizarre was obliged to pass a particular house on the eastern side of the street; a 
dingy, antiquated structure perched on the abruptly rising side hill, with a great unkempt yard 
dating from a time when the region was partly open country. It does not appear that he ever wrote 
or spoke of it, nor is there any evidence that he even noticed it. And yet that house, to the two 
persons in possession of certain information, equals or outranks in horror the wildest fantasy of the 
genius who so often passed it unknowingly, and stands starkly leering as a symbol of all that is 
unutterably hideous. 

 
The house was—and for that matter still is—of a kind to attract the attention of the curious. 
Originally a farm or semi-farm building, it followed the average New England colonial lines of 
the middle Eighteenth Century—the prosperous peaked-roof sort, with two stories and 
dormerless attic, and with the Georgian doorway and interior panelling dictated by the progress 
of taste at that time. It faced south, with one gable end buried to the lower windows in the 
eastward rising hill, and the other exposed to the foundations toward the street. Its construction, 
over a century and a half ago, had followed the grading and straightening of the road in that 
especial vicinity; for Benefit Street—at first called Back Street—was laid out as a lane winding 
amongst the graveyards of the first settlers, and straightened only when the removal of the 
bodies to the North Burial Ground made it decently possible to cut through the old family plots. 

 
At the start, the western wall had lain some twenty feet up a precipitous lawn from the roadway; but 
a widening of the street at about the time of the Revolution sheared off most of the intervening 
space, exposing the foundations so that a brick basement wall had to be made, giving the deep 
cellar a street frontage with door and one window above ground, close to the new line of public 
travel. When the sidewalk was laid out a century ago the last of the intervening space was 
removed; and Poe in his walks must have seen only a sheer ascent of dull gray brick flush with the 
sidewalk and surmounted at a height of ten feet by the antique shingled bulk of the house proper. 



250  

 

“That awful door in Benefit Street 
which I had left ajar.” 

 

The farm-like ground extended back very deeply up the hill, almost to Wheaton Street. The space 
south of the house, abutting on Benefit Street, was of course greatly above the existing sidewalk 
level, forming a terrace bounded by a high bank wall of damp, mossy stone pierced by a steep 
flight of narrow steps which led inward between canyon-like surfaces to the upper region of mangy 
lawn, rheumy brick walks, and neglected gardens whose dismantled cement urns, rusted kettles 
fallen from tripods of knotty sticks, and similar paraphernalia set off the weather-beaten front door 
with its broken fanlight, rotting Ionic pilasters, and wormy triangular pediment. 

 
 
What I heard in my youth about the shunned house was merely that people died there in 
alarmingly great numbers. That, I was told, was why the original owners had moved out some 
twenty years after building the place. It was plainly unhealthy, perhaps because of the dampness 
and fungous growths in the cellar, the general sickish smell, the drafts of the hallways, or the 
quality of the well and pump water. These things were bad enough, and these were all that 
gained belief among the persons whom I knew. Only the notebooks of my antiquarian uncle, 
Doctor Elihu Whipple, revealed to me at length the darker, vaguer surmises which formed an 
undercurrent of folklore among old-time servants and humble folk; surmises which never 
travelled far, and which were largely forgotten when Providence grew to be a metropolis with a 
shifting modern population. 

 
The general fact is, that the house was never regarded by the solid part of the community as in 
any real sense “haunted.” There were no widespread tales of rattling chains, cold currents of air, 
extinguished lights, or faces at the window. Extremists sometimes said the house was “unlucky,” 
but that is as far as even they went. What was really beyond dispute is that a frightful proportion of 
persons died there; or more accurately, had died there, since after some peculiar happenings over 
sixty years ago the building had become deserted through the sheer impossibility of renting it. 
These persons were not all cut off suddenly by any one cause; rather did it seem that their vitality 
was insidiously sapped, so that each one died the sooner from whatever tendency to weakness he 
may have naturally had. And those who did not die displayed in varying degree a type of anemia 
or consumption, and sometimes a decline of the mental faculties, which spoke ill for the 
salubriousness of the building. Neighboring houses, it must be added, seemed entirely free from 
the noxious quality. 

 
This much I knew before my insistent questioning led my uncle to show me the notes which 
finally embarked us both on our hideous investigation. In my childhood the shunned house was 
vacant, with barren, gnarled and terrible old trees, long, queerly pale grass and nightmarishly 
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misshapen weeds in the high terraced yard where birds never lingered. We boys used to 
overrun the place, and I can still recall my youthful terror not only at the morbid strangeness of 
this sinister vegetation, but at the eldritch atmosphere and odor of the dilapidated house, whose 
unlocked front door was often entered in quest of shudders. The small-paned windows were largely 
broken, and a nameless air of desolation hung round the precarious panelling, shaky interior 
shutters, peeling wall-paper, falling plaster, rickety staircases, and such fragments of battered 
furniture as still remained. The dust and cobwebs added their touch of the fearful; and brave 
indeed was the boy who would voluntarily ascend the ladder to the attic, a vast raftered length 
lighted only by small blinking windows in the gable ends, and filled with a massed wreckage of 
chests, chairs, and spinning-wheels which infinite years of deposit had shrouded and festooned into 
monstrous and hellish shapes. 

 
But after all, the attic was not the most terrible part of the house. It was the dank, humid cellar 
which somehow exerted the strongest repulsion on us, even though it was wholly above ground on 
the street side, with only a thin door and window-pierced brick wall to separate it from the busy 
sidewalk. We scarcely knew whether to haunt it in spectral fascination, or to shun it for the sake of 
our souls and our sanity. For one thing, the bad odor of the house was strongest there; and for 
another thing, we did not like the white fungous growths which occasionally sprang up in rainy 
summer weather from the hard earth floor. Those fungi, grotesquely like the vegetation in the yard 
outside, were truly horrible in their outlines; detestable parodies of toadstools and Indian-pipes, 
whose like we had never seen in any other situation. They rotted quickly, and at one stage 
became slightly phosphorescent; so that nocturnal passers-by sometimes spoke of witch-fires 
glowing behind the broken panes of the fetor- spreading windows. 

 
We never—even in our wildest Halloween moods—visited this cellar by night, but in some of our 
daytime visits could detect the phosphorescence, especially when the day was dark and wet. 
There was also a subtler thing we often thought we detected—a very strange thing which was, 
however, merely suggestive at most. I refer to a sort of cloudy whitish pattern on the dirt floor—a 
vague, shifting deposit of mold or niter which we sometimes thought we could trace amidst the 
sparse fungous growths near the huge fireplace of the basement kitchen. Once in a while it 
struck us that this patch bore an uncanny resemblance to a doubled-up human figure, though 
generally no such kinship existed, and often there was no whitish deposit whatever. 

 
On a certain rainy afternoon when this illusion seemed phenomenally strong, and when, in 
addition, I had fancied I glimpsed a kind of thin, yellowish, shimmering exhalation rising from 
the nitrous pattern toward the yawning fireplace, I spoke to my uncle about the matter. He 
smiled at this odd conceit, but it seemed that his smile was tinged with reminiscence. Later I 
heard that a similar notion entered into some of the wild ancient tales of the common folk—a 
notion likewise alluding to ghoulish, wolfish shapes taken by smoke from the great chimney, and 
queer contours assumed by certain of the sinuous tree-roots that thrust their way into the cellar 
through the loose foundation-stones. 

 

2 

Not till my adult years did my uncle set before me the notes and data which he had collected 
concerning the shunned house. Doctor Whipple was a sane, conservative physician of the old 
school, and for all his interest in the place was not eager to encourage young thoughts toward the 
abnormal. His own view, postulating simply a building and location of markedly unsanitary 
qualities, had nothing to do with abnormality; but he realized that the very picturesqueness which 
aroused his own interest would in a boy’s fanciful mind take on all manner of gruesome 
imaginative associations. 

 
The doctor was a bachelor; a white-haired, clean-shaven, old-fashioned gentleman, and a local 
historian of note, who had often broken a lance with such controversial guardians of tradition as 
Sidney S. Rider and Thomas W. Bicknell. He lived with one man-servant in a Georgian homestead 
with knocker and iron-railed steps, balanced eerily on the steep ascent of North Court Street 
beside the ancient brick court and colony house where his grandfather—a cousin of that 
celebrated privateersman, Captain Whipple, who burnt His Majesty’s armed schooner Gaspee in 



250  

1772—had voted in the legislature on May 4, 1776, for the independence of the Rhode Island 
Colony. Around him in the damp, low-ceiled library with the musty white panelling, heavy carved 
overmantel and small-paned, vine-shaded windows, were the relics and records of his ancient 
family, among which were many dubious allusions to the shunned house in Benefit Street. That 
pest spot lies not far distant—for Benefit runs ledgewise just above the court house along the 
precipitous hill up which the first settlement climbed. 

 
When, in the end, my insistent pestering and maturing years evoked from my uncle the 
hoarded lore I sought, there lay before me a strange enough chronicle. Long-winded, statistical, 
and drearily genealogical as some of the matter was, there ran through it a continuous thread of 
brooding, tenacious horror and preternatural malevolence which impressed me even more than it 
had impressed the good doctor. Separate events fitted together uncannily, and seemingly 
irrelevant details held mines of hideous possibilities. A new and burning curiosity grew in me, 
compared to which my boyish curiosity was feeble and inchoate. 

 
The first revelation led to an exhaustive research, and finally to that shuddering quest which 
proved so disastrous to myself and mine. For at the last my uncle insisted on joining the search I 
had commenced, and after a certain night in that house he did not come away with me. I am 
lonely without that gentle soul whose long years were filled only with honor, virtue, good taste, 
benevolence, and learning. I have reared a marble urn to his memory in St. John’s churchyard—
the place that Poe loved—the hidden grove of giant willows on the hill, where tombs and 
headstones huddle quietly between the hoary bulk of the church and the houses and bank walls of 
Benefit Street. 

 
The history of the house, opening amidst a maze of dates, revealed no trace of the sinister 
either about its construction or about the prosperous and honorable family who built it. Yet from 
the first a taint of calamity, soon increased to boding significance, was apparent. My uncle’s 
carefully compiled record began with the building of the structure in 1763, and followed the theme 
with an unusual amount of detail. The shunned house, it seems, was first inhabited by William 
Harris and his wife Rhoby Dexter, with their children, Elkanah, born in 1755, Abigail, born in 1757, 
William, Jr., born in 1759, and Ruth, born in 1761. Harris was a substantial merchant and seaman 
in the West India trade, connected with the firm of Obadiah Brown and his nephews. After Brown’s 
death in 1761, the new firm of Nicholas Brown & Company made him master of the brig Prudence, 
Providence-built, of 120 tons, thus enabling him to erect the new homestead he had desired ever 
since his marriage. 

 
The site he had chosen—a recently straightened part of the new and fashionable Back Street, 
which ran along the side of the hill above crowded Cheapside—was all that could be wished, and 
the building did justice to the location. It was the best that moderate means could afford, and 
Harris hastened to move in before the birth of a fifth child which the family expected. That child, a 
boy, came in December; but was still-born. Nor was any child to be born alive in that house for a 
century and a half. 

 
The next April, sickness occurred among the children, and Abigail and Ruth died before the 
month was over. Doctor Job Ives diagnosed the trouble as some infantile fever, though others 
declared it was more of a mere wasting-away or decline. It seemed, in any event, to be 
contagious; for Hannah Bowen, one of the two servants, died of it in the following June. Eli 
Lideason, the other servant, constantly complained of weakness; and would have returned to 
his father’s farm in Rehoboth but for a sudden attachment for Mehitabel Pierce, who was hired to 
succeed Hannah. He died the next year—a sad year indeed, since it marked the death of William 
Harris himself, enfeebled as he was by the climate of Martinique, where his occupation had kept 
him for considerable periods during the preceding decade. 

 
The widowed Rhoby Harris never recovered from the shock of her husband’s death, and the 
passing of her first- born Elkanah two years later was the final blow to her reason. In 1768 she fell 
victim to a mild form of insanity, and was thereafter confined to the upper part of the house; her 
elder maiden sister, Mercy Dexter, having moved in to take charge of the family. Mercy was a 
plain, raw-boned woman of great strength; but her health visibly declined from the time of her 
advent. She was greatly devoted to her unfortunate sister, and had an especial affection for her 
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only surviving nephew William, who from a sturdy infant had become a sickly, spindling lad. In this 
year the servant Mehitabel died, and the other servant, Preserved Smith, left without coherent 
explanation—or at least, with only some wild tales and a complaint that he disliked the smell of the 
place. For a time Mercy could secure no more help, since the seven deaths and case of madness, 
all occurring within five years’ space, had begun to set in motion the body of fireside rumor which 
later became so bizarre. Ultimately, however, she obtained new servants from out of town; Ann 
White, a morose woman from that part of North Kingstown now set off as the township of Exeter, 
and a capable Boston man named Zenas Low. 

 
It was Ann White who first gave definite shape to the sinister idle talk. Mercy should have known 
better than to hire anyone from the Nooseneck Hill country, for that remote bit of backwoods was 
then, as now, a seat of the most uncomfortable superstitions. As lately as 1892 an Exeter 
community exhumed a dead body and ceremoniously burnt its heart in order to prevent certain 
alleged visitations injurious to the public health and peace, and one may imagine the point of view 
of the same section in 1768. Ann’s tongue was perniciously active, and within a few months Mercy 
discharged her, filling her place with a faithful and amiable Amazon from Newport, Maria 
Robbins. 

 
Meanwhile poor Rhoby Harris, in her madness, gave voice to dreams and imaginings of the most 
hideous sort. At times her screams became insupportable, and for long periods she would utter 
shrieking horrors which necessitated her son’s temporary residence with his cousin, Peleg Harris, 
in Presbyterian Lane near the new college building. The boy would seem to improve after these 
visits, and had Mercy been as wise as she was well- meaning, she would have let him live 
permanently with Peleg. Just what Mrs. Harris cried out in her fits of violence, tradition hesitates 
to say; or rather, presents such extravagant accounts that they nullify themselves through sheer 
absurdity. Certainly it sounds absurd to hear that a woman educated only in the rudiments of 
French often shouted for hours in a coarse and idiomatic form of that language, or that the same 
person, alone and guarded, complained wildly of a staring thing which bit and chewed at her. In 
1772 the servant Zenas died, and when Mrs. Harris heard of it she laughed with a shocking delight 
utterly foreign to her. The next year she herself died, and was laid to rest in the North Burial Ground 
beside her husband. 

 
Upon the outbreak of trouble with Great Britain in 1775, William Harris, despite his scant sixteen 
years and feeble constitution, managed to enlist in the Army of Observation under General Greene; 
and from that time on enjoyed a steady rise in health and prestige. In 1780, as a captain in the 
Rhode Island forces in New Jersey under Colonel Angell, he met and married Phebe Hetfield of 
Elizabethtown, whom he brought to Providence upon his honorable discharge in the following year. 

 
The young soldier’s return was not a thing of unmitigated happiness. The house, it is true, was 
still in good condition; and the street had been widened and changed in name from Back Street to 
Benefit Street. But Mercy Dexter’s once robust frame had undergone a sad and curious decay, so 
that she was now a stooped and pathetic figure with hollow voice and disconcerting pallor—
qualities shared to a singular degree by the one remaining servant Maria. In the autumn of 1782 
Phebe Harris gave birth to a still-born daughter, and on the fifteenth of the next May Mercy Dexter 
took leave of a useful, austere, and virtuous life. 

 
William Harris, at last thoroughly convinced of the radically unhealthful nature of his abode, now 
took steps toward quitting it and closing it for ever. Securing temporary quarters for himself and 
his wife at the newly opened Golden Ball Inn, he arranged for the building of a new and finer 
house in Westminster Street, in the growing part of the town across the Great Bridge. There, in 
1785, his son Dutee was born; and there the family dwelt till the encroachments of commerce 
drove them back across the river and over the hill to Angell Street, in the newer East Side 
residence district, where the late Archer Harris built his sumptuous but hideous French- roofed 
mansion in 1876. William and Phebe both succumbed to the yellow fever epidemic of 1797, but 
Dutee was brought up by his cousin Rathbone Harris, Peleg’s son. 

 
Rathbone was a practical man, and rented the Benefit Street house despite William’s wish to keep 
it vacant. He considered it an obligation to his ward to make the most of all the boy’s property, nor 
did he concern himself with the deaths and illnesses which caused so many changes of tenants, or 
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the steadily growing aversion with which the house was generally regarded. It is likely that he felt 
only vexation when, in 1804, the town council ordered him to fumigate the place with sulfur, tar, 
and gum camphor on account of the much-discussed deaths of four persons, presumably caused 
by the then diminishing fever epidemic. They said the place had a febrile smell. 

 
Dutee himself thought little of the house, for he grew up to be a privateersman, and served with 
distinction on theVigilant under Captain Cahoone in the War of 1812. He returned unharmed, 
married in 1814, and became a father on that memorable night of September 23, 1815, when a 
great gale drove the waters of the bay over half the town, and floated a tall sloop well up 
Westminster Street so that its masts almost tapped the Harris windows in symbolic affirmation that 
the new boy, Welcome, was a seaman’s son. 

 
Welcome did not survive his father, but lived to perish gloriously at Fredericksburg in 1862. 
Neither he nor his son Archer knew of the shunned house as other than a nuisance almost 
impossible to rent—perhaps on account of the mustiness and sickly odor of unkempt old age. 
Indeed, it never was rented after a series of deaths culminating in 1861, which the excitement of 
the war tended to throw into obscurity. Carrington Harris, last of the male line, knew it only as a 
deserted and somewhat picturesque center of legend until I told him my experience. He had 
meant to tear it down and build an apartment house on the site, but after my account decided 
to let it stand, install plumbing, and rent it. Nor has he yet had any difficulty in obtaining tenants. 
The horror has gone. 

 

3 

It may well be imagined how powerfully I was affected by the annals of the Harrises. In this 
continuous record there seemed to me to brood a persistent evil beyond anything in nature 
as I had known it; an evil clearly connected with the house and not with the family. This 
impression was confirmed by my uncle’s less systematic array of miscellaneous data—legends 
transcribed from servant gossip, cuttings from the papers, copies of death certificates by fellow-
physicians, and the like. All of this material I cannot hope to give, for my uncle was a tireless 
antiquarian and very deeply interested in the shunned house; but I may refer to several 
dominant points which earn notice by their recurrence through many reports from diverse 
sources. For example, the servant gossip was practically unanimous in attributing to the fungous 
and malodorous cellar of the house a vast supremacy in evil influence. There had been 
servants—Ann White especially—who would not use the cellar kitchen, and at least three well-
defined legends bore upon the queer quasi-human or diabolic outlines assumed by tree-roots 
and patches of mold in that region. These latter narratives interested me profoundly, on account 
of what I had seen in my boyhood, but I felt that most of the significance had in each case been 
largely obscured by additions from the common stock of local ghost lore. 

 
Ann White, with her Exeter superstition, had promulgated the most extravagant and at the same 
time most consistent tale; alleging that there must lie buried beneath the house one of those 
vampires—the dead who retain their bodily form and live on the blood or breath of the living—whose 
hideous legions send their preying shapes or spirits abroad by night. To destroy a vampire one 
must, the grandmothers say, exhume it and burn its heart, or at least drive a stake through that 
organ; and Ann’s dogged insistence on a search under the cellar had been prominent in bringing 
about her discharge. 

 
Her tales, however, commanded a wide audience, and were the more readily accepted because the 
house indeed stood on land once used for burial purposes. To me their interest depended less on this 
circumstance than on the peculiarly appropriate way in which they dovetailed with certain other 
things—the  complaint  of  the  departing  servant Preserved Smith, who had preceded Ann and never 
heard of her, that something “sucked his breath” at  night; the death-certificates of the fever victims of 
1804, issued by Doctor Chad Hopkins, and showing the four deceased persons all unaccountably 
lacking in blood; and the obscure passages of poor Rhoby Harris’s ravings, where she complained of 
the sharp teeth of a glassy-eyed, half-visible presence. 

 
Free from unwarranted superstition though I am, these things produced in me an odd 
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sensation, which was intensified by a pair of widely separated newspaper cuttings relating to 
deaths in the shunned house—one from theProvidence Gazette and Country-Journal of April 
12, 1815, and the other from the Daily Transcript and Chronicle of October 27, 1845—each of 
which detailed an appallingly grisly circumstance whose duplication was remarkable. It seems 
that in both instances the dying person, in 1815 a gentle old lady named Stafford and in 1845 a 
schoolteacher of middle age named Eleazar Durfee, became transfigured in a horrible way, 
glaring glassily and attempting to bite the throat of the attending physician. Even more puzzling, 
though, was the final case which put an end to the renting of the house—a series of anemia deaths 
preceded by progressive madnesses wherein the patient would craftily attempt the lives of his 
relatives by incisions in the neck or wrist. 

 
This was in 1860 and 1861, when my uncle had just begun his medical practise; and before 
leaving for the front he heard much of it from his elder professional colleagues. The really 
inexplicable thing was the way in which the victims—ignorant people, for the ill-smelling and 
widely shunned house could now be rented to no others—would babble maledictions in French, a 
language they could not possibly have studied to any extent. It made one think of poor Rhoby 
Harris nearly a century before, and so moved my uncle that he commenced collecting historical 
data on the house after listening, some time subsequent to his return from the war, to the first-hand 
account of Doctors Chase and Whitmarsh. Indeed, I could see that my uncle had thought deeply 
on the subject, and that he was glad of my own interest—an open-minded and sympathetic 
interest which enabled him to discuss with me matters at which others would merely have 
laughed. His fancy had not gone so far as mine, but he felt that the place was rare in its 
imaginative potentialities, and worthy of note as an inspiration in the field of the grotesque 
and macabre. 

 
For my part, I was disposed to take the whole subject with profound seriousness, and began at 
once not only to review the evidence, but to accumulate as much more as I could. I talked with 
the elderly Archer Harris, then owner of the house, many times before his death in 1916; and 
obtained from him and his still surviving maiden sister Alice an authentic corroboration of all the 
family data my uncle had collected. When, however, I asked them what connection with France or 
its language the house could have, they confessed themselves as frankly baffled and ignorant 
as I. Archer knew nothing, and all that Miss Harris could say was that an old allusion her 
grandfather, Dutee Harris, had heard of might have shed a little light. The old seaman, who had 
survived his son Welcome’s death in battle by two years, had not himself known the legend, but 
recalled that his earliest nurse, the ancient Maria Robbins, seemed darkly aware of something 
that might have lent a weird significance to the French raving of Rhoby Harris, which she had so 
often heard during the last days of that hapless woman. Maria had been at the shunned house 
from 1769 till the removal of the family in 1783, and had seen Mercy Dexter die. Once she hinted 
to the child Dutee of a somewhat peculiar circumstance in Mercy’s last moments, but he had soon 
forgotten all about it save that it was something peculiar. The granddaughter, moreover, 
recalled even this much with difficulty. She and her brother were not so much interested in the 
house as was Archer’s son Carrington, the present owner, with whom I talked after my 
experience. 

 

Having exhausted the Harris family of all the information it could furnish, I turned my attention 
to early town records and deeds with a zeal more penetrating than that which my uncle had 
occasionally shown in the same work. What I wished was a comprehensive history of the site 
from its very settlement in 1636—or even before, if any Narragansett Indian legend could be 
unearthed to supply the data. I found, at the start, that the land had been part of the long strip 
of home lot granted originally to John Throckmorton; one of many similar strips beginning at 
the Town Street beside the river and extending up over the hill to a line roughly corresponding 
with the modern Hope Street. The Throckmorton lot had later, of course, been much subdivided; 
and I became very assiduous in tracing that section through which Back or Benefit Street was 
later run. It had, as rumor indeed said, been the Throckmorton graveyard; but as I examined the 
records more carefully, I found that the graves had all been transferred at an early date to the 
North Burial Ground on the Pawtucket West Road. 

 
Then suddenly I came—by a rare piece of chance, since it was not in the main body of records 
and might easily have been missed—upon something which aroused my keenest eagerness, 
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fitting in as it did with several of the queerest phases of the affair. It was the record of a lease, in 
1697, of a small tract of ground to an Etienne Roulet and wife. At last the French element had 
appeared—that, and another deeper element of horror which the name conjured up from the 
darkest recesses of my weird and heterogeneous reading—and I feverishly studied the 
platting of the locality as it had been before the cutting through and partial straightening of Back 
Street between 1747 and 1758. I found what I had half expected, that where the shunned house 
now stood the Roulets had laid out their graveyard behind a one-story and attic cottage, and that 
no record of any transfer of graves existed. The document, indeed, ended in much confusion; and I 
was forced to ransack both the Rhode Island Historical Society and Shepley Library before I could 
find a local door which the name of Etienne Roulet would unlock. In the end I did find something; 
something of such vague but monstrous import that I set about at once to examine the cellar of 
the shunned house itself with a new and excited minuteness. 

 
The Roulets, it seemed, had come in 1696 from East Greenwich, down the west shore of 
Narragansett Bay. They were Huguenots from Caude, and had encountered much opposition 
before the Providence selectmen allowed them to settle in the town. Unpopularity had dogged 
them in East Greenwich, whither they had come in 1686, after the revocation of the Edict of 
Nantes, and rumor said that the cause of dislike extended beyond mere racial and national 
prejudice, or the land disputes which involved other French settlers with the English in rivalries 
which not even Governor Andros could quell. But their ardent Protestantism—too ardent, some 
whispered—and their evident distress when virtually driven from the village down the bay, had 
moved the sympathy of the town fathers. Here the strangers had been granted a haven; and the 
swarthy Etienne Roulet, less apt at agriculture than at reading queer books and drawing queer 
diagrams, was given a clerical post in the warehouse at Pardon Tillinghast’s wharf, far south in 
Town Street. There had, however, been a riot of some sort later on—perhaps forty years later, after 
old Roulet’s death—and no one seemed to hear of the family after that. 

 
For a century and more, it appeared, the Roulets had been well remembered and frequently 
discussed as vivid incidents in the quiet life of a New England seaport. Etienne’s son Paul, a surly 
fellow whose erratic conduct had probably provoked the riot which wiped out the family, was 
particularly a source of speculation; and though Providence never shared the witchcraft panics 
of her Puritan neighbors, it was freely intimated by old wives that his prayers were neither 
uttered at the proper time nor directed toward the proper object. All this had undoubtedly 
formed the basis of the legend known by old Maria Robbins. What relation it had to the French 
ravings of Rhoby Harris and other inhabitants of the shunned house, imagination or future 
discovery alone could determine. I wondered how many of those who had known the legends 
realized that additional link with the terrible which my wider reading had given me; that ominous 
item in the annals of morbid horror which tells of the creature Jacques Roulet, of Caude, who in 
1598 was condemned to death as a demoniac but afterward saved from the stake by the Paris 
parliament and shut in a madhouse. He had been found covered with blood and shreds of flesh 
in a wood, shortly after the killing and rending of a boy by a pair of wolves. One wolf was seen to 
lope away unhurt. Surely a pretty hearthside tale, with a queer significance as to name and 
place; but I decided that the Providence gossips could not have generally known of it. Had they 
known, the coincidence of names would have brought some drastic and frightened action—
indeed, might not its limited whispering have precipitated the final riot which erased the Roulets 
from the town? 

 
I now visited the accursed place with increased frequency; studying the unwholesome vegetation 
of the garden, examining all the walls of the building, and poring over every inch of the 
earthen cellar floor. Finally, with Carrington Harris’s permission, I fitted a key to the disused 
door opening from the cellar directly upon Benefit Street, preferring to have a more immediate 
access to the outside world than the dark stairs, ground-floor hall, and front door could give. 
There, where morbidity lurked most thickly, I searched and poked during long afternoons 
when the sunlight filtered in through the cobwebbed above-ground windows, and a sense of 
security glowed from the unlocked door which placed me only a few feet from the placid 
sidewalk outside. Nothing new rewarded my efforts—only the same depressing mustiness and 
faint suggestions of noxious odors and nitrous outlines on the floor—and I fancy that many 
pedestrians must have watched me curiously through the broken panes. 
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At length, upon a suggestion of my uncle’s, I decided to try the spot nocturnally; and one stormy 
midnight ran the beams of an electric torch over the moldy floor with its uncanny shapes and 
distorted, half-phosphorescent fungi. The place had dispirited me curiously that evening, and 
I was almost prepared when I saw—or thought I saw—amidst the whitish deposits a 
particularly sharp definition of the “huddled form” I had suspected from boyhood. Its clearness 
was astonishing and unprecedented—and as I watched I seemed to see again the thin, 
yellowish, shimmering exhalation which had startled me on that rainy afternoon so many years 
before. 

 
Above the anthropomorphic patch of mold by the fireplace it rose; a subtle, sickish, almost 
luminous vapor which as it hung trembling in the dampness seemed to develop vague and 
shocking suggestions of form, gradually trailing off into nebulous decay and passing up into the 
blackness of the great chimney with a fetor in its wake. It was truly horrible, and the more so to 
me because of what I knew of the spot. Refusing to flee, I watched it fade—and as I watched I 
felt that it was in turn watching me greedily with eyes more imaginable than visible. When I told 
my uncle about it he was greatly aroused; and after a tense hour of reflection, arrived at a 
definite and drastic decision. Weighing in his mind the importance of the matter, and the 
significance of our relation to it, he insisted that we both test—and if possible destroy—the 
horror of the house by a joint night or nights of aggressive vigil in that musty and fungus-
cursed cellar. 

 

4 

On Wednesday, June 25, 1919, after a proper notification of Carrington Harris which did not 
include surmises as to what we expected to find, my uncle and I conveyed to the shunned house 
two camp chairs and a folding camp cot, together with some scientific mechanism of greater 
weight and intricacy. These we placed in the cellar during the day, screening the windows with 
paper and planning to return in the evening for our first vigil. We had locked the door from the 
cellar to the ground floor; and having a key to the outside cellar door, were prepared to leave our 
expensive and delicate apparatus—which we had obtained secretly and at great cost—as many 
days as our vigils might be protracted. It was our design to sit up together till very late, and then 
watch singly till dawn in two- hour stretches, myself first and then my companion; the inactive 
member resting on the cot. 

 
The natural leadership with which my uncle procured the instruments from the laboratories of 
Brown University and the Cranston Street Armory, and instinctively assumed direction of our 
venture, was a marvelous commentary on the potential vitality and resilience of a man of eighty-
one. Elihu Whipple had lived according to the hygienic laws he had preached as a physician, and 
but for what happened later would be here in full vigor today. Only two persons suspected what 
did happen—Carrington Harris and myself. I had to tell Harris because he owned the house 
and deserved to know what had gone out of it. Then too, we had spoken to him in advance of our 
quest; and I felt after my uncle’s going that he would understand and assist me in some vitally 
necessary public explanations. He turned very pale, but agreed to help me, and decided that it 
would now be safe to rent the house. 

 
To declare that we were not nervous on that rainy night of watching would be an exaggeration 
both gross and ridiculous. We were not, as I have said, in any sense childishly superstitious, but 
scientific study and reflection had taught us that the known universe of three dimensions 
embraces the merest fraction of the whole cosmos of substance and energy. In this case an 
overwhelming preponderance of evidence from numerous authentic sources pointed to the 
tenacious existence of certain forces of great power and, so far as the human point of view is 
concerned, exceptional malignancy. To say that we actually believed in vampires or 
werewolves would be a carelessly inclusive statement. Rather must it be said that we were not 
prepared to deny the possibility of certain unfamiliar and unclassified modifications of vital force 
and attenuated matter; existing very infrequently in three- dimensional space because of its 
more intimate connection with other spatial units, yet close enough to the boundary of our own 
to furnish us occasional manifestations which we, for lack of a proper vantage-point, may never 
hope to understand. 
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In short, it seemed to my uncle and me that an incontrovertible array of facts pointed to some 
lingering influence in the shunned house; traceable to one or another of the ill-favored French 
settlers of two centuries before, and still operative through rare and unknown laws of atomic and 
electronic motion. That the family of Roulet had possessed an abnormal affinity for outer circles of 
entity—dark spheres which for normal folk hold only repulsion and terror—their recorded history 
seemed to prove. Had not, then, the riots of those bygone seventeen-thirties set moving certain 
kinetic patterns in the morbid brain of one or more of them—notably the sinister Paul Roulet—
which obscurely survived the bodies murdered and buried by the mob, and continued to function in 
some multiple-dimensioned space along the original lines of force determined by a frantic hatred 
of the encroaching community? 

 
Such a thing was surely not a physical or biochemical impossibility in the light of a newer science 
which includes the theories of relativity and intra-atomic action. One might easily imagine an alien 
nucleus of substance or energy, formless or otherwise, kept alive by imperceptible or immaterial 
subtractions from the life-force or bodily tissue and fluids of other and more palpably living things 
into which it penetrates and with whose fabric it sometimes completely merges itself. It might be 
actively hostile, or it might be dictated merely by blind motives of self-preservation. In any case 
such a monster must of necessity be in our scheme of things an anomaly and an intruder, whose 
extirpation forms a primary duty with every man not an enemy to the world’s life, health, and 
sanity. 

 
What baffled us was our utter ignorance of the aspect in which we might encounter the thing. No 
sane person had ever seen it, and few had ever felt it definitely. It might be pure energy—a form 
ethereal and outside the realm of substance—or it might be partly material; some unknown and 
equivocal mass of plasticity, capable of changing at will to nebulous approximations of the solid, 
liquid, gaseous, or tenuously unparticled states. The anthropomorphic patch of mold on the 
floor, the form of the yellowish vapor, and the curvature of the tree-roots in some of the old tales, all 
argued at least a remote and reminiscent connection with the human shape; but how 
representative or permanent that similarity might be, none could say with any kind of certainty. 

 
We had devised two weapons to fight it; a large and specially fitted Crookes tube operated by 
powerful storage batteries and provided with peculiar screens and reflectors, in case it proved 
intangible and opposable only by vigorously destructive ether radiations, and a pair of military 
flame-throwers of the sort used in the World War, in case it proved partly material and susceptible 
of mechanical destruction—for like the superstitious Exeter rustics, we were prepared to burn the 
thing’s heart out if heart existed to burn. All this aggressive mechanism we set in the cellar in 
positions carefully arranged with reference to the cot and chairs, and to the spot before the 
fireplace where the mold had taken strange shapes. That suggestive patch, by the way, was 
only faintly visible when we placed our furniture and instruments, and when we returned that 
evening for the actual vigil. For a moment I half doubted that I had ever seen it in the more 
definitely limned form—but then I thought of the legends. 

 
Our cellar vigil began at ten p. m., daylight saving time, and as it continued we found no promise 
of pertinent developments. A weak, filtered glow from the rain-harassed street-lamps outside, and a 
feeble phosphorescence from the detestable fungi within, showed the dripping stone of the walls, 
from which all traces of whitewash had vanished; the dank, fetid and mildew-tainted hard earth 
floor with its obscene fungi; the rotting remains of what had been stools, chairs, and tables, and 
other more shapeless furniture; the heavy planks and massive beams of the ground floor 
overhead; the decrepit plank door leading to bins and chambers beneath other parts of the house; 
the crumbling stone staircase with ruined wooden hand-rail; and the crude and cavernous 
fireplace of blackened brick where rusted iron fragments revealed the past presence of hooks, 
andirons, spit, crane, and a door to the Dutch oven—these things, and our austere cot and camp 
chairs, and the heavy and intricate destructive machinery we had brought. 

 
We had, as in my own former explorations, left the door to the street unlocked; so that a direct and 
practical path of escape might lie open in case of manifestations beyond our power to deal with. 
It was our idea that our continued nocturnal presence would call forth whatever malign entity 
lurked there; and that being prepared, we could dispose of the thing with one or the other of our 
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provided means as soon as we had recognized and observed it sufficiently. How long it might 
require to evoke and extinguish the thing, we had no notion. It occurred to us, too, that our venture 
was far from safe; for in what strength the thing might appear no one could tell. But we deemed 
the game worth the hazard, and embarked on it alone and unhesitatingly; conscious that the 
seeking of outside aid would only expose us to ridicule and perhaps defeat our entire purpose. 
Such was our frame of mind as we talked—far into the night, till my uncle’s growing drowsiness 
made me remind him to lie down for his two- hour sleep. 

 
Something like fear chilled me as I sat there in the small hours alone—I say alone, for one who sits 
by a sleeper is indeed alone; perhaps more alone than he can realize. My uncle breathed 
heavily, his deep inhalations and exhalations accompanied by the rain outside, and punctuated 
by another nerve-racking sound of distant dripping water within—for the house was repulsively 
damp even in dry weather, and in this storm positively swamp-like. I studied the loose, antique 
masonry of the walls in the fungus-light and the feeble rays which stole in from the street through 
the screened window; and once, when the noisome atmosphere of the place seemed about to sicken 
me, I opened the door and looked up and down the street, feasting my eyes on familiar sights and 
my nostrils on wholesome air. Still nothing occurred to reward my watching; and I yawned 
repeatedly, fatigue getting the better of apprehension. 

 
Then the stirring of my uncle in his sleep attracted my notice. He had turned restlessly on the cot 
several times during the latter half of the first hour, but now he was breathing with unusual 
irregularity, occasionally heaving a sigh which held more than a few of the qualities of a choking 
moan. 

 
I turned my electric flashlight on him and found his face averted; so rising and crossing to the 
other side of the cot, I again flashed the light to see if he seemed in any pain. What I saw 
unnerved me most surprisingly, considering its relative triviality. It must have been merely the 
association of any odd circumstance with the sinister nature of our location and mission, for 
surely the circumstance was not in itself frightful or unnatural. It was merely that my uncle’s 
facial expression, disturbed no doubt by the strange dreams which our situation 

 
prompted, betrayed considerable agitation, and seemed not at all characteristic of him. His 
habitual expression was one of kindly and well-bred calm, whereas now a variety of emotions 
seemed struggling within him. I think, on the whole, that it was this variety which chiefly disturbed 
me. My uncle, as he gasped and tossed in increasing perturbation and with eyes that had now 
started open, seemed not one but many men, and suggested a curious quality of alienage from 
himself. 

 
All at once he commenced to mutter, and I did not like the look of his mouth and teeth as he 
spoke. The words were at first indistinguishable, and then—with a tremendous start—I 
recognized something about them which filled me with icy fear till I recalled the breadth of my 
uncle’s education and the interminable translations he had made from anthropological and 
antiquarian articles in the Revue des Deux Mondes. For the venerable Elihu Whipple was 
muttering in French, and the few phrases I could distinguish seemed connected with the 
darkest myths he had ever adapted from the famous Paris magazine. 

 
Suddenly a perspiration broke out on the sleeper’s forehead, and he leaped abruptly up, half 
awake. The jumble of French changed to a cry in English, and the hoarse voice shouted 
excitedly, “My breath, my breath!” Then the awakening became complete, and with a 
subsidence of facial expression to the normal state my uncle seized my hand and began to relate 
a dream whose nucleus of significance I could only surmise with a kind of awe. 

 
He had, he said, floated off from a very ordinary series of dream-pictures into a scene whose 
strangeness was related to nothing he had ever read. It was of this world, and yet not of it—a 
shadowy geometrical confusion in which could be seen elements of familiar things in most 
unfamiliar and perturbing combinations. There was a suggestion of queerly disordered 
pictures superimposed one upon another; an arrangement in which the essentials of time 
as well as of space seemed dissolved and mixed in the most illogical fashion. In this 
kaleidoscopic vortex of phantasmal images were occasional snap-shots, if one might use the 
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term, of singular clearness but unaccountable heterogeneity. 
 
Once my uncle thought he lay in a carelessly dug open pit, with a crowd of angry faces framed by 
straggling locks and three-cornered hats frowning down on him. Again he seemed to be in the 
interior of a house—an old house, apparently—but the details and inhabitants were constantly 
changing, and he could never be certain of the faces or the furniture, or even of the room itself, 
since doors and windows seemed in just as great a state of flux as the presumably more mobile 
objects. It was queer—damnably queer—and my uncle spoke almost sheepishly, as if half 
expecting not to be believed, when he declared that of the strange faces many had 
unmistakably borne the features of the Harris family. And all the while there was a personal 
sensation of choking, as if some pervasive presence had spread itself through his body and sought 
to possess itself of his vital processes. 

 
I shuddered at the thought of those vital processes, worn as they were by eighty-one years of 
continuous functioning, in conflict with unknown forces of which the youngest and strongest 
system might well be afraid; but in another moment reflected that dreams are only dreams, and 
that these uncomfortable visions could be, at most, no more than my uncle’s reaction to the 
investigations and expectations which had lately filled our minds to the exclusion of all else. 

 
Conversation, also, soon tended to dispel my sense of strangeness; and in time I yielded to my 
yawns and took my turn at slumber. My uncle seemed now very wakeful, and welcomed his 
period of watching even though the nightmare had aroused him far ahead of his allotted two 
hours. 

 
Sleep seized me quickly, and I was at once haunted with dreams of the most disturbing kind. I felt, 
in my visions, a cosmic and abysmal loneness; with hostility surging from all sides upon some 
prison where I lay confined. I seemed bound and gagged, and taunted by the echoing yells of 
distant multitudes who thirsted for my blood. My uncle’s face came to me with less pleasant 
association than in waking hours, and I recall many futile struggles and attempts to scream. It was 
not a pleasant sleep, and for a second I was not sorry for the echoing shriek which clove through 
the barriers of dream and flung me to a sharp and startled awakeness in which every actual object 
before my eyes stood out with more than natural clearness and reality. 

 
5 

I had been lying with my face away from my uncle’s chair, so that in this sudden flash of 
awakening I saw only the door to the street, the window, and the wall and floor and ceiling toward 
the north of the room, all photographed with morbid vividness on my brain in a light brighter than 
the glow of the fungi or the rays from the street outside. 

 
It was not a strong or even a fairly strong light; certainly not nearly strong enough to read an 
average book by. But it cast a shadow of myself and the cot on the floor, and had a yellowish, 
penetrating force that hinted at things more potent than luminosity. This I perceived with 
unhealthy sharpness despite the fact that two of my other senses were violently assailed. For 
on my ears rang the reverberations of that shocking scream, while my nostrils revolted at the 
stench which filled the place. My mind, as alert as my senses, recognized the gravely unusual; 
and almost automatically I leaped up and turned about to grasp the destructive instruments which 
we had left trained on the moldy spot before the fireplace. As I turned, I dreaded what I was to 
see; for the scream had been in my uncle’s voice, and I knew not against what menace I should 
have to defend him and myself. 

 
Yet after all, the sight was worse than I had dreaded. There are horrors beyond horrors, and this 
was one of those nuclei of all dreamable hideousness which the cosmos saves to blast an 
accursed and unhappy few. Out of the fungus-ridden earth steamed up a vaporous corpse-light, 
yellow and diseased, which bubbled and lapped to a gigantic height in vague outlines half 
human and half monstrous, through which I could see the chimney and fireplace beyond. It was 
all eyes—wolfish and mocking—and the rugose insect-like head dissolved at the top to a thin 
stream of mist which curled putridly about and finally vanished up the chimney. I say that I saw 
this thing, but it is only in conscious retrospection that I ever definitely traced its damnable 
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approach to form. At the time, it was to me only a seething, dimly phosphorescent cloud of fungous 
loathsomeness, enveloping and dissolving to an abhorrent plasticity the one object on which all 
my attention was focussed. That object was my uncle—the venerable Elihu Whipple—who 
with blackening and decaying features leered and gibbered at me, and reached out dripping claws 
to rend me in the fury which this horror had brought. 

 
It was a sense of routine which kept me from going mad. I had drilled myself in preparation 
for the crucial moment, and blind training saved me. Recognizing the bubbling evil as no 
substance reachable by matter or material chemistry, and therefore ignoring the flame-thrower 
which loomed on my left, I threw on the current of the Crookes tube apparatus, and focussed 
toward that scene of immortal blasphemousness the strongest ether radiations which man’s art 
can arouse from the spaces and fluids of nature. There was a bluish haze and a frenzied 
sputtering, and the yellowish phosphorescence grew dimmer to my eyes. But I saw the dimness 
was only that of contrast, and that the waves from the machine had no effect whatever. 

 
Then, in the midst of that demoniac spectacle, I saw a fresh horror which brought cries to my lips 
and sent me fumbling and staggering toward that unlocked door to the quiet street, careless of 
what abnormal terrors I loosed upon the world, or what thoughts or judgments of men I brought 
down upon my head. In that dim blend of blue and yellow the form of my uncle had commenced a 
nauseous liquefaction whose essence eludes all description, and in which there played across his 
vanishing face such changes of identity as only madness can conceive. He was at once a devil 
and a multitude, a charnel-house and a pageant. Lit by the mixed and uncertain beams, that 
gelatinous face assumed a dozen—a score—a hundred—aspects; grinning, as it sank to the ground 
on a body that melted like tallow, in the caricatured likeness of legions strange and yet not strange. 

 
I saw the features of the Harris line, masculine and feminine, adult and infantile, and other 
features old and young, coarse and refined, familiar and unfamiliar. For a second there 
flashed a degraded counterfeit of a miniature of poor mad Rhoby Harris that I had seen in the 
School of Design museum, and another time I thought I caught the raw-boned image of Mercy 
Dexter as I recalled her from a painting in Carrington Harris’s house. It was frightful beyond 
conception; toward the last, when a curious blend of servant and baby visages flickered close to 
the fungous floor where a pool of greenish grease was spreading, it seemed as though the shifting 
features fought against themselves and strove to form contours like those of my uncle’s kindly 
face. I like to think that he existed at that moment, and that he tried to bid me farewell. It seems to 
me I hiccupped a farewell from my own parched throat as I lurched out into the street; a thin 
stream of grease following me through the door to the rain-drenched sidewalk. 

 

 
The rest is shadowy and monstrous. There was no one in the soaking street, and in all the world 
there was no one I dared tell. I walked aimlessly south past College Hill and the Athenæum, 
down Hopkins Street, and over the bridge to the business section where tall buildings seemed to 
guard me as modern material things guard the world from ancient and unwholesome wonder. 
Then gray dawn unfolded wetly from the east, silhouetting the archaic hill and its venerable 
steeples, and beckoning me to the place where my terrible work was still unfinished. And in the 
end I went, wet, hatless, and dazed in the morning light, and entered that awful door in Benefit 
Street which I had left ajar, and which still swung cryptically in full sight of the early householders 
to whom I dared not speak. 

 
The grease was gone, for the moldy floor was porous. And in front of the fireplace was no 
vestige of the giant doubled-up form traced in niter. I looked at the cot, the chairs, the 
instruments, my neglected hat, and the yellowed straw hat of my uncle. Dazedness was 
uppermost, and I could scarcely recall what was dream and what was reality. Then thought 
trickled back, and I knew that I had witnessed things more horrible than I had dreamed. 

 
Sitting down, I tried to conjecture as nearly as sanity would let me just what had happened, and 
how I might end the horror, if indeed it had been real. Matter it seemed not to be, nor ether, nor 
anything else conceivable by mortal mind. What, then, but some exotic emanation; some 
vampirish vapor such as Exeter rustics tell of as lurking over certain churchyards? This I felt 
was the clue, and again I looked at the floor before the fireplace where the mold and niter had 
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taken strange forms. 
 
In ten minutes my mind was made up, and taking my hat I set out for home, where I bathed, ate, 
and gave by telephone an order for a pickax, a spade, a military gas-mask, and six carboys of 
sulfuric acid, all to be delivered the next morning at the cellar door of the shunned house in Benefit 
Street. After that I tried to sleep; and failing, passed the hours in reading and in the composition of 
inane verses to counteract my mood. 

 
At eleven a. m. the next day I commenced digging. It was sunny weather, and I was glad of that. I 
was still alone, for as much as I feared the unknown horror I sought, there was more fear in the 
thought of telling anybody. Later I told Harris only through sheer necessity, and because he had 
heard odd tales from old people which disposed him ever so little toward belief. As I turned up the 
stinking black earth in front of the fireplace, my spade causing a viscous yellow ichor to ooze 
from the white fungi which it severed, I trembled at the dubious thoughts of what I might uncover. 
Some secrets of inner earth are not good for mankind, and this seemed to me one of them. 

 
My hand shook perceptibly, but still I delved; after a while standing in the large hole I had 
made. With the deepening of the hole, which was about six feet square, the evil smell 
increased; and I lost all doubt of my imminent contact with the hellish thing whose emanations 
had cursed the house for over a century and a half. I wondered what it would look like—what its 
form and substance would be, and how big it might have waxed through long ages of life-
sucking. At length I climbed out of the hole and dispersed the heaped-up dirt, then arranging 
the great carboys of acid around and near two sides, so that when necessary I might empty 
them all down the aperture in quick succession. After that I dumped earth only along the other 
two sides; working more slowly and donning my gas-mask as the smell grew. I was nearly 
unnerved at my proximity to a nameless thing at the bottom of a pit. 

 
Suddenly my spade struck something softer than earth. I shuddered, and made a motion as if to 
climb out of the hole, which was now as deep as my neck. Then courage returned, and I scraped 
away more dirt in the light of the electric torch I had provided. The surface I uncovered was fishy 
and glassy—a kind of semi-putrid congealed jelly with suggestions of translucency. I scraped 
further, and saw that it had form. There was a rift where a part of the substance was folded over. 
The exposed area was huge and roughly cylindrical; like a mammoth soft blue-white stovepipe 
doubled in two, its largest part some two feet in diameter. Still more I scraped, and then 
abruptly I leaped out of the hole and away from the filthy thing; frantically unstopping and tilting 
the heavy carboys, and precipitating their corrosive contents one after another down that 
charnel gulf and upon the unthinkable abnormality whose titan elbow I had seen. 

 
The blinding maelstrom of greenish-yellow vapor which surged tempestuously up from that hole 
as the floods of acid descended, will never leave my memory. All along the hill people tell of the 
yellow day, when virulent and horrible fumes arose from the factory waste dumped in the 
Providence River, but I know how mistaken they are as to the source. They tell, too, of the hideous 
roar which at the same time came from some disordered water-pipe or gas main underground—
but again I could correct them if I dared. It was unspeakably shocking, and I do not see how I 
lived through it. I did faint after emptying the fourth carboy, which I had to handle after the 
fumes had begun to penetrate my mask; but when I recovered I saw that the hole was emitting 
no fresh vapors. 

 
The two remaining carboys I emptied down without particular result, and after a time I felt it 
safe to shovel the earth back into the pit. It was twilight before I was done, but fear had gone out 
of the place. The dampness was less fetid, and all the strange fungi had withered to a kind of 
harmless grayish powder which blew ash-like along the floor. One of earth’s nethermost terrors 
had perished for ever; and if there be a hell, it had received at last the demon soul of an 
unhallowed thing. And as I patted down the last spadeful of mold, I shed the first of the many 
tears with which I have paid unaffected tribute to my beloved uncle’s memory. 

 
The next spring no more pale grass and strange weeds came up in the shunned house’s 
terraced garden, and shortly afterward Carrington Harris rented the place. It is still spectral, but 
its strangeness fascinates me, and I shall find mixed with my relief a queer regret when it is 
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torn down to make way for a tawdry shop or vulgar apartment building. The barren old trees in 
the yard have begun to bear small, sweet apples, and last year the birds nested in their gnarled 
boughs. 

 
 

 

 
Public domain content 

The Shunned House. Authored by: H. P. Lovecraft. Located at: 
https://www.gutenberg.org/files/31469/31469-h/31469-h.htm. License: Public Domain: No Known 
Copyright 
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Video: Night of the Living  Dead 

 
Click to view Night of the Living Dead, the 1968 Color version. 

 

“This public domain copy” is an American independent horror and cult film directed by George A. 
Romero and starring Duane Jones, Judith O’Dea and Karl Hardman. It premiered on October 1, 
1968, and was completed on a US$114,000 budget. After decades of cinematic re-releases, the 
film ultimately became a financial success, grossing $12 million domestically and $18 million 
internationally. Night of the Living Dead was heavily criticized  at its release owing to explicit 
content, but eventually garnered critical acclaim and has been selected by the Library of Congress 
for preservation in the National Film Registry as a film deemed “culturally, historically or 
aesthetically significant. 
All rights reserved content 

Night of the Living Dead 1968 Color Version A Must See. Authored by: tulsamike3434. Located 
at: https://youtu.be/6pLzzqFhagk. License: All Rights Reserved. License Terms: Standard 
YouTube License 
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Video: Dawn of the Dead 

 
https://youtu.be/wN-L7NqFMdk 

All rights reserved content 

Dawn Of The Dead (1978) Director's Cut. Authored by: Ralph Dark. Located at: 
https://youtu.be/wN-L7NqFMdk. License: All Rights Reserved. License Terms: Standard 
YouTube License 

https://youtu.be/6pLzzqFhagk
https://youtu.be/6pLzzqFhagk
https://youtu.be/wN-L7NqFMdk
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Additional Resources: American Horror 

 
Library Resources 

 

Becker, Matt. “A Point Of Little Hope: Hippie Horror Films And The Politics Of Ambivalence.” 
Velvet Light Trap: A Critical Journal Of Film & Television 57 (2006): 42-59. Academic Search 
Complete. Web. 13 Apr. 2015. 

 

“Abstract: Discusses how social politics and ideology infiltrate genres and influence authorship 
practices in hippie horror films of the late 1960s and early 1970s. Definition of horror film according 
to the essay “An Introduction to the American Horror Film,” by Robin Wood; Similarity of the social 
role of the horror film to the Freudian understanding of dreams; Views of director Wes Craven on 
horror films that are centered around the conceit of mirrored families.” 
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Comic Books 

 

 

 

54 

 
Overview: Comic Books 

 

 

A Facebook Timeline cover of comic books at the L.A. County 
Fair 2012 in Pomona, California. 

 

Within the last ten years comic books have seen a great boom period in America thanks to the 
attention of the film industry. With that in mind, I thought it would be nice to finish the semester on 
a genre of American literature that both encapsulates all of the themes and motifs we have 
discussed so far, as well as create its own themes in the process. 

 
Objectives 

Respond to the weekly readings within the context of your own perspective. (Textual Annotations) 
Demonstrate an understanding of the major debate in American comic books in the 20th century. 
(Weekly Journal Entry) 
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Seduction of the Innocent 

 
Please see the attached link to a digital copy of Fredric Wertham’s Seduction of the Innocent. Written in  the 1950s, this 
text is considered by many to be “ground zero” for the debate on how comic books were ruining the young and 
impressionable generation by influencing them to commit violent and subversive acts. 

 

Consider this argument as you then read the comic book selections in this unit. 
 

Seduction of the Innocent (1954 – 2nd Printing) by Dr. Frederic Wertham 
 
This video was a public service film (PSF) created shortly after Dr. Wertham’s book was released to explicitly demonstrate 
the “dangers” of comic books. Consider how a parent in the 1950s/60s would have responded to this film as opposed to 
reading Wertham’s novel. Is the primary argument here rational? Why or why not? 

 
This link will take you to an article written by Jamie Coville on the impact of Wertham’s book Seduction of the 
Innocent on the developmental history of comics in America. 

 

“The Comic Book Villian, Dr. Frederic Wertham, M.D.” by Jamie Coville, available from Integrative Arts 10 from Penn 
State University 

 
Here’s a modern critical response to Seduction of the Innocent by Dave Itzkoff of The New York Times. 

“Scholar Finds Flaws in Work by Archenemy of Comics” by Dave Itzkoff from The New York Times  
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Near-Humans Freak Out Humans 
 

If you’re a gamer, you have likely heard of the uncanny valley. (Heck, it’s even the name 

of a game.) It’s that near-humanness that can innately bother us. I think it’s 

fascinating. 

Here’s a quick video on this. 

 

For more, check out Blade Runner in its entirety, or at least this little clip or some that follow: 

 

If we’re in the mode of defining human, we can see the works of science fiction in a new light, since 
they are often about this, or about how technology affirms or denies our humanity. 

 

And now you understand why I can never watch more than fifteen seconds of the PBS show Sid 
the Science Kid. . .! 

 
57 

 
I Killed Mary 

 

 

The original version of the “I Killed Mary” comic book can be found on the blog 

post below. “Stark Terror: I Killed Mary” comic posted by David Zuzelo on 

Tomb It May Concern 

 

Next is a version of the story “I Killed Mary” written after the Comics Code Authority (CCA) was 
enacted (see the article by Jamie Coville for a description of the CCA). 

 

This story was published in a comic that did not have the CCA seal of approval. 
 

While reading, compare this version of the story “I Killed Mary” to the original published before the 
CCA was created. What (visually) is different? What do you think sparked these changes? How do 
these changes impact your reading of the story? Why? 

 

“I Chopped Her Head Off!” comic posted by Karswell on The Horrors of It All 
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Amazing Fantasy #15: Spider-Man 

 

Published in 1962, Stan Lee’s Amazing Fantasy #15 is a typical example of post-CCA mainstream 
comics. Additionally, it is the first appearance and origin story of the now-famous superhero Spider-
Man. 

 

While reading this story, consider the claims Dr. Wertham puts forth in the opening chapter of his 
book Seduction of the Innocent. Do you consider this a subversive work? Why or why not? 

 

“Amazing Fantasy #15: ‘Spider-Man!'” from The Warrior’s Comic Book Den 
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MLA Style 
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Page One in an Essay Abounds in Pitfalls for Errors 

 
So that we all avoid any issues, here are the most common page one problems in order of 
appearance: 

 
 Pagination appears in a header and is in the same font as the rest of the 

essay. Titles get centered but have no extra spaces above/below. 
 In the heading, don’t have Essay 1 listed. Also avoid having Essay 1 as the title. 

 Avoid assuming audiences don’t know what rhetoric or irony are. Only define terms you believe 
they may not know or whose wording is important to set forward and use. 

 Make sure the first body paragraph features a topic sentence (somewhere . . . but usually 
first) that relates directly to the proving of your claim. Too often, we begin with the first “thing” 
of interest in the chapter or summarize the chapter in ways that don’t obviously further the 
thesis’ proving. 

 Articles or essays are not novels or stories, so don’t misidentify the title, misspell the author’s 
(or my) name, or neglect to indicate which topic you’re analyzing. 

 Why it matters is called exigency in writing. Convey some sense of why it matters that we 
understand your thesis. 

CC licensed content, Original 
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Paragraph Menu Settings Use No Extra Vertical Spaces 

 

MLA calls for double-spacing with no extra spaces (around titles, heading, between paragraphs). 
Avoid getting a significant penalty for multiple MLA errors. 

 

Here’s a screen shot of the proper Paragraph menu settings in Word: 

http://www.sunyjefferson.edu/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/
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When managing the works cited page, use the Paragraph menu to create the hanging indent that indent the second 
or third lines of a given works cited entry. 

CC licensed content, Original 
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Works Cited Entries: What to    Include 

 

The Indian River State College Library pages have many useful pages covering MLA style and how 
to approach it. I like this page on what goes into a works cited entry for the way it reminds us that 
the entries have common elements we should remember. 

 
Public domain content 

Works Cited Entries: What to Include. Authored by: IRSC. Provided by: Indian River State 
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License: CC BY-SA: Attribution-ShareAlike 
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How to Annotate a Text 

 
Annotate (v): To supply critical or explanatory notes to a text. 

 

Identifying and responding to the elements below will aid you in completing a close reading of the 
text. While annotations will not be collected or graded, doing them properly will aid in your 
understanding of  the material and help you develop material for the assignments (Textual 
Annotations, Weekly  Journals,  and  Major Essays). 

 
While Reading: 

Characters 
Setting (When and/or Where) 
Vocabulary 
Important ideas or information 
Write in the margins: 

Formulate opinions 
Make connections: Can you see any connections between this reading and another we 
have had? 
Ask open-ended questions (How…? Why…?) 
Write reflections / reactions / comments: Have a conversation with the text! Did you like 
something? Not like something? 

I recommend using multiple colored highlighters for these elements. Characters: Green, Setting: 
Blue, Margin Notes: Yellow, etc.). And be as detailed as possible when making notes–You’d hate 
to go back to something later and not remember why you highlighted it! 

 
After Reading: 

Summarize: Attempt to summarize the work in 2-3 sentences without looking at the material. I 
recommend limiting your summary to 2-3 sentences because any longer could risk turning into a 
“play-by-play” vs. an actual summary. 
Articulate the most important idea you feel the text is presenting. “The author wants us to know 
  .”  or “The moral of the story is  .” 

Complete these points in the margins at the end of the text or on the back of the last page. 

 
Final Thought: 

Annotating is as personal as reading, and there are MANY ways to annotate a work. This system is 
just a suggestion. For example, some people prefer to use colored highlighters, while others may 
prefer to use symbols (underlining key words, etc.). There’s no “right way” to annotate–If you 
already have a system, feel free to use what you are comfortable with. I am not going to hold you 
to a specific style, however whatever style you use should cover the major areas discussed 
above. 
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Tragedy and Comedy 

 
Tragedy isn’t Accidental 

“That was such a tragic accident.” Huh? 
 

Tragedy is a balloon word, like “culture” or “freedom.” It has been used in so many ways that its 
exact meaning is lost. I’ll expect you to be more precise with it. Know its roots. Tragedy and comedy 
are complementary forms. Stemming from early drama (with its rituals), a tragic protagonist makes 
a choice which leads to their eventual, inevitable destruction. Conversely, comedy’s choices are 
about marriage and sex. There is usually a marriage at the end of a comedy—they are life-affirming 
in a positive way. 

 

Typically, tragic protagonists fall from on high and we enjoy watching this inevitable, choice-driven 
event while noticing the characteristic within them that led to it. In this way, tragedy is much like 
blues music, where we might feel joy at hearing that someone is “diggin’ my potatoes” (cheating 
on the singer with “his” woman). The Greeks called this catharsis, a ritual purging (out both ends, 
grossly enough, but we politely think of the upper one). 

 

What Tragedies Accomplish 

Tragedies are life-affirming in a negative sense. The “body count” at the end usually evokes “pity” 
and “terror.” Aristotle used these terms, and we still do today. And why do we feel good after a 
tragedy? Why, it didn’t happen to us! That’s one reason. Another is that we shared in someone’s 
suffering, and this causes us to reflect on things. Are there many ways in which Americans 
communally share anything? How much more individualized are we now than we were 100 years 
ago? 

 

Genres and categories like tragedy and comedy are artificially applied to much modern 
literature, and to all NA literature. When a Mohawk writer is intentionally using tragedy, they 
are also using their Mohawk culture and mixing in elements from white culture, too. How are 
readers going to separate these threads? Is it even possible? Do you see what an interesting 
mess this provides for us as readers? It’s not necessarily a bad thing that we can’t get easy 
answers. 

 

Problems Using Terms like Tragedy 

Not only is tragedy a misused term, then, but when applied to another world literature–like Native 
American literature–it becomes problematic. If we can test some of these, we won’t have to rely on 
problem terms like “tragedy” that much. 

 

I’d like you to leave this lecture as a seeker for the tragic and the non-tragic in their properly 
literary senses, and not merely the pop culture idea of good/bad, which is oversimplified. 

 

What of Comedy, Then? 

Well, comedy is easy. . . it’s about union, with most comedies featuring sexual union occurring 
offstage while the wedding guests joke about how long it will take till the wife starts cheating on the 
husband. It’s a strange genre, really, with old people trying to create matches for the young, often 
involving their older friends marrying to maintain wealth and control. Critic Northrop Frye on 
comedy: “A comedy is not a play which ends happily: it is a play in which a certain structure is 
present and works through to its own logical end [. . .]” 
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Frye’s Use of Mythical Cycles–and I’m not talking Harleys! 

Frye continues, connecting comedy and tragedy with the workings of the four seasons. 
 

The mythical backbone of all literature is the cycle of nature, which rolls from birth to death and 
back again to rebirth. The first half of this cycle, the movement from birth to death, spring to winter, 
dawn to dark, is the basis of the great alliance of nature and reason, the sense of nature as a 
rational order in which all movement is toward the increasingly predictable . . . [T]ragedy [and] the 
history play (always very close to tragedy) . . . are always close to this first half. There may be 
surprises in the last act of a Shakespearean tragedy, but the pervading feeling is of something 
inevitable working itself out . . . Comedy, however, is based on the second half of the great cycle, 
moving from death to rebirth, decadence to renewal, winter to spring, darkness to a new dawn . . . 
This movement from sterility to renewed life is as natural as the tragic movement, because it 
happens. But though natural it is somehow irrational: the sense of the alliance of nature with 
reason and predictable order is no longer present. We can see that death is the inevitable result of 
birth, but new life is not the inevitable result of death. It is hoped for, even expected, but at its core 
is something unpredictable and mysterious, something that belongs to the imaginative equivalents 
of faith, hope, and love, not to the rational virtues (119-22). 

 

So we’re often partly correct about these genres while perhaps missing the key workings of each. 
There! You are cursed to correct any newscaster who utters “That was a tragic accident!” 

 

And if all this isn’t strangely contingent enough, do some web searches to see how the original 
festivals of Dionysus worked out (with their Maenads) prior to the Greeks settling down and merely 
watching plays! See the connections? 

 
 

“Dionysus Mosaic” by miriam.mollerus is licensed under CC BY 2.0 
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Literary Terms Assignment 

 

 

Define any eight of the terms below. Then provide examples of each, making sure to prove that your 
examples actually fit the term. You must cite when necessary. Use complete sentences and your 
own wording for definitions. The key is for you to prove that the example actually fits the term being 
defined. Try and use your own examples (though they can come from film, television, or books we 
aren’t reading for class). 

 

mood 
tone 
connotation 
denotation 
magic realism 
stream-of-consciousness 
denouement 
motivation 
characterization 
unreliable narrator 
exposition 
ambiguity 
hyperbole 
metaphor 
understatement 
modernism 
the grotesque 
stock character 
limited omniscient point of view 
foreshadowing 
flashback 
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Defining Literature 

 

Defining literature is always difficult. There are several overlapping definitions. Some concentrate 
of where the words are–as our discussion is when it questions whether something can be literature 
if it’s oral. This gets at only part of the question. Other definitions get at what literature feels like to 
the audience/reader. Other definitions focus on the differences between literature and everyday 
use of language. By using a combination of approaches (being flexible) we can arrive at a 
definition. 

 

I’m including a long quote from Jonathan Culler’s wonderful little book Literary Theory: A 
Very Short Introduction. Culler teaches at Cornell. If any of you are serious about English as a 
major, you should probably read this book. The reason I mention this is that Culler makes literary 
theory understandable and he cuts through a lot of the current trends in criticism–that’s saying a 
lot, if you’ve seen some of the strange things to come out of our field of study lately. I wish I had 
read a book like this before tackling those English classes! Anyway, I’m not going to say much 
else about this–he goes from pages 18-41 trying to define this strange thing we call literature. 

 

See what you can say about Culler’s take on defining literature. You could respond to it for some 
discussion postings. 

 

Remember that epic poems like The Odyssey and The Iliad were initially oral–they were only 
written down much later. They are in our canon. The origins of poetry are oral rather than 
written. 

 

Note that Culler’s book is published by Oxford UP, so it’s going to have single quotes where there 
should be double–and other British usages like single – instead of the– for quick shifts in thought. 
You should continue using Standard American English and MLA format. 

 

The Definition of Literature 

What sort of question? 
 

We find ourselves back at the key question, ‘What is literature?’, which will not go away. But what 
sort of question is it? If a 5-year-old is asking, it’s easy. ‘Literature’, you answer, ‘is stories, 
poems, and plays.’ But if the questioner is a literary theorist, it’s harder to know how to take the 
query. It might be a question about the general nature of this object, literature, which both of you 
already know well. What sort of object or activity is it? What does it do? What purposes does it 
serve? Thus understood, ‘What is literature?’ asks not for a definition but for an analysis, even an 
argument about why one might concern oneself with literature at all. 

 

But ‘What is literature?’ might also be a question about distinguishing characteristics of the works 
known as literature: what distinguishes them from non-literary works? What differentiates literature 
from other human activities or pastimes? Now people might ask this question because they were 
wondering how to decide which books are literature and which are not, but it is more likely that 
they already have an idea what counts as literature and want to know something else: are there 
any essential, distinguishing features that literary works share? 

 

This is a difficult question. Theorists have wrestled with it, but without notable success. The 
reasons are not far to seek: works of literature come in all shapes and sizes and most of them seem 
to have more in common with works that aren’t usually called literature than they do with some 
other works recognized as literature. Charlotte Bronte’s Jane Eyre, for instance, more closely 
resembles an autobiography than it does a sonnet, and a poem by Robert Burns – ‘My love is like 
a red, red rose’ -resembles a folk-song more than it does Shakespeare’s Hamlet. Are there 
qualities shared by poems, plays, and novels that distinguish them from, say, songs, transcriptions 
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Even a bit of historical perspective makes this question more complex. For twenty-five 
centuries people have written works that we call literature today, but the modern sense of 
literature is scarcely two centuries old. Prior to 1800 literature and analogous terms in other 
European languages meant writings’ or “book knowledge.” Even today, a scientist who says ‘the 
literature on evolution is immense’ means not that many poems and novels treat the topic but 
that much has been written about it. And works that today are studied as literature in English 
or Latin classes in schools and universities were once treated not as a special kind of writing but 
as fine examples of the use of language and rhetoric. They were instances of a larger category of 
exemplary practices of writing and thinking, which included speeches, sermons, history, and 
philosophy. Students were not asked to interpret them, as we now interpret literary works, 
seeking to explain what they are ‘really about’. On the contrary, students memorized them, 
studied their grammar, identified their rhetorical figures and their structures or procedures of 
argument. A work such as Virgil’s Aeneid, which today g is studied as literature, was treated 
very differently in schools prior to 1850. 

 

The modern Western sense of literature as imaginative writing can be traced to the German 
Romantic theorists of the late eighteenth century and, if we want a particular source, to a book 
published in 1800 by a French Baroness, Madame de Staël’s On Literature Considered in its 
Relations with Social Institutions. But even  if  we  restrict ourselves to the last two centuries, the 
category of literature becomes slippery: 

 

would works which today count as literature—say poems that seem snippets of ordinary 
conversation, without rhyme or discernible metre -have qualified as literature for Madame de 
Staël? And once we begin to think about non-European cultures, the question of what counts as 
literature becomes increasingly difficult. It is tempting to give it up and conclude that literature is 
whatever a given society treats as literature—a set of texts that arbiters [tastemakers, critics] 
recognize as belonging to literature. 

 

I hope this helps! 
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Self-Diagnosis of One's Writing Ailments can be Fun! 

 
Is using plain language the law? 

 

The following humorous site, “How to Write Good,” is located on the Plainlanguage.gov page. It 
lists and breaks severa writing rules. In breaking the rules, they illustrate them. It is an engaging 
way to learn the rules of English–especially since they always seem to have exceptions. 

 

Note that not all of the rules are really rules anymore. For instance, the one about ending a 
sentence on a preposition is one we have largely gotten out of. (Get it?) 
 
 

CC licensed content, Original 
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Here are Some Dos and Don'ts Graders Think Through 

 
What we want and what we get are often wildly variant. Adults all know this. Even so, I can be 
surprised by some combinations of elements sometimes. That’s why I like to troubleshoot 
papers with you beforehand! 

 

Problem: Paragraphs lacking topic sentences. These work in fiction, but not in explicit writing like 
ours. Even if it is not first, the topic sentence ought to be connected in obvious ways to your claim. 
We often defer to sources here or have paragraphs which only exist in the paper because of a 
source. It should be that the supporting role fits what you do, not vice versa. 

 

One source for the first or last third (or any third) of a paper is a problem. We often see such 
overuse of one source: Great source? Great! Not great, however, if that source is the only voice in 
the paper or if, when it is used, the writer never questions it. Think of how ventriloquists’ dummies 
only exist to parrot the words of someone else: 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

http://www.plainlanguage.gov/examples/humor/writegood.cfm
http://www.plainlanguage.gov/examples/humor/writegood.cfm
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/
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“Me and the office ventriloquist dummy” by TJ Ryan is licensed under CC BY 

2.0 
 

Definitions which get plagiarized, unused, treated as impressive, or passed off as if they are 
unbiased are likely to backfire, turning a possibly-good move into a definitely-bad move. I’m not 
phased by statistics–particularly if the writer fails to quote properly, doesn’t look at the fact that the 
sample size was seventeen people paid by the company, or if the “citizens’ group” spouting them 
turns out to be a hate group with a nice-sounding name or if that source actually ripped them off 
from a second source. As Mark Twain stated aptly, there are “lies, damned lies, and statistics.” 

 

Long quotes? They are often areas where summaries would work better, be shorter, and might 
actually receive interpretation. Filler long quotes nearly never get interpreted. Look at it as I do: 
the more a quote drones on, the more expectation it sets up that I would get something for it–
some interpretation, anything! (I mean, people get free vacations in our country for sitting through 
two-day seminars . . . they obviously got something from the long setup.) We only quote if it’s well-
worded, the strongly-held opinion of a thinker, or a thought at variance with the widely-held 
opinion in that field of study. Otherwise, summarize or paraphrase. 

 

Examples can often be scarce, appearing only by page six. By then, it’s too late for readers. Don’t 
overuse or under use examples. According to the Goldilocks Principle, there has to be a “just 
right” zone for source use, detail, even sentence and word length. 

 

Lastly, the new game is to play with formatting. I know the trick of putting the punctuation in 16-
point font to puff the piece. I have seen papers go from 10 to 3 pages because of ridiculous 
formatting tricks. That time is best spent writing, in my opinion. Some people have plagiarized 
by throwing in a source’s bibliography and citations, figuring I wouldn’t check or couldn’t see that 
move. That’s another bad one, since plagiarism requires that we look at intent and it takes 
intent to do something like that. 

 

I hope that helps! 

https://www.flickr.com/photos/48994449%40N00/3417763285
https://www.flickr.com/people/48994449%40N00/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/2.0
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/2.0
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Critical Approaches Chart 

 

Use the critical approaches discussed in the chart below to help you find an interesting angle from which to approach a 
text. Each approach is given a brief description (Beliefs), some guidelines for studying a text (Practices) and prompts to 
inspire your discussion (Questions). 

 

Do not simply list and answer the questions for a particular critical approach. Instead, use the questions  as 
a starting place for your actual analysis. The questions are intended to be thought-provoking, not a list to be completed. 

Approach Beliefs Practices Questions 

 
 
 
 
 

Deconstructive 

Criticism 

• Meaning is made by 

binary oppositions 

(happy/sad, man/woman, 

black/white); in every 

binary relationship, one 

item is favored over the 

other one 

• This favoring of 

one concept in the 

binary relationship can 

be questioned and 

reversed to open up 

new ideas and 

meanings 

 
 
 
 
 

• Identify the binary 

oppositions in the text, 

and determine which 

items are favored 

 
 
1. What are the binary 
oppositions that govern 

the text? 

2. What ideas, 

concepts, and values are 

being established by 

these binaries? 

3. Cite three different 

interpretations for the text 

by flipping a series of three 

major binaries. 

 
 
 
 

 
Feminist Criticism 

 

• Any interpretation of the 
text is influenced by the 

reader’s own status, 

which includes gender 

and attitudes towards 

gender 

• Men and women 
are different: they write 

differently, read 

differently, and write 

about their reading 

differently 

• Identify the gender 

of the author and 

narrator/main character of 

the text 

• Observe how 

sexual stereotypes might 

be reinforced or 

undermined in the text–

specifically, how the text 

reflects, distorts, or 

supports the place of 

women (and men) in 

society 

1. What types of roles 

do men/women have in the 

text? Do any stereotypical 

characterizations of 

men/women appear? 

2. What are the 

attitudes toward women 

held by the male 

characters? 

3. What is the author’s 

attitude toward women in 

society? Explain your 

reasoning using detailed 

examples from the text. 
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Reader-Oriented 

Criticism 

 

 
• The reader’s response 

is what counts. We can’t 

know for sure what an 

author intended, and the 

text is meaningless 

unless a reader 

responds 

• Responding to a 

text is a process. 

Descriptions of the 

process are valuable 

because one person’s 

response may enrich 

another reader’s 

response 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
• Focus on how 
particular details shape 

readers’ expectations 

and responses 

1. What did the author 

intend for you to feel while 

reading this work, and how 

did he or she make you 

feel it? 

2. What kind of reader 

is implied by this text? For 

example, does it address 

you as if you are intelligent 

and well- informed, or as if 

you are inexperienced and 

innocent? 

3. How is your 

response shaped by the 

text? For example, do the 

actions of a certain 

character bring you 

pleasure or displeasure? 

Why? 

 
 
 
 
 

 
Historical 

Criticism 

 
 

 
• Interpretation of a text 

should be based on an 

understanding of its 

context 

• The context 

includes information 

about the author; when 

the text was written; 

where the text was 

written 

 
 

 
• Research the 

author’s life and relate 

that information to the text 

• Research the 

author’s time and location 

(the political history, 

economic history, etc.) 

and relate that information 

to the text 

1. How can you 

connect the author’s life to 

his or her text? Are there 

common issues, events, 

concerns? 

2. Is the author part of 

a dominant culture, and 

how does that status affect 

the work? 

3. What events 

occurred surrounding the 

original production of the 

text? How may these 

events be relevant to the 

text under investigation? 

 
 

CC licensed content, Original 

Survey of American Literature II. Authored by: Joshua Watson. Provided by: Reynolds 
Community College. Located at: http://www.reynolds.edu/. License: CC BY: Attribution 

http://www.reynolds.edu/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
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70 

 
Avoid Relativism (Because I Think So) 
Get the title? 

 

So that we avoid the major problem of relativism, heed the following warnings: 
 

If you don’t happen to resemble an author’s audience, don’t attack the audience that writer appealed to 
What I often see in essays based on model reading assignments is reactive rather than flexible 
reading. For instance, I often teach skeptic Michael Shermer’s book The Science of Good and 
Evil. In online discussion posts, I’ll see people react with “Well, he is sarcastic but people already 
agreeing with him would find that funny. I just find it offensive.” Then the student writer proceeds 
to do that Samuel L. Jackson “Allow me to retort” move from Pulp Fiction (Tarantino), trying to 
match snarkiness with Shermer or to refute him. When they get really desperate, they go to the 
web and find attack sites. “Allow me to retort!” is not our purpose in most academic writing. Later 
in the course, though, we will cover refutals, which are appropriately-handled counterarguments. 
“It’s true for me” doesn’t work here. I see this happen a lot in definition or rhetorical analysis essays 
that often start courses. If the writing is rhetorical analysis, cut out one’s views from this process . . . 
it is supposed to be about form, not content, so if you start getting too much into content, you’re not 
doing a formal analysis. In fact, to the extent that you go off (or gush in support) at the writer, 
you’re not doing your job of analyzing. And definitions—while they may not seem arguable—
actually contain areas of genuine, ongoing disagreement that we would do well to recognize. 
Academic writing is public, not private. Don’t overuse I or you. Filtering this through the self is a bad 
idea. As Charlton Heston says of the mystery food in the movie Soylent Green “It’s people!” 
(Fleischer). Don’t serve us yourself . . . your friend Willie Wonka says “But that is called cannibalism, 
my dear children, and is in fact frowned upon in most societies” (Burton). I’m having fun with this, but 
the idea remains: The chapter is the source, not the self. Subjectivism pushes discussion only 
through our limited selves. 

 

 

 

In interpreting literature, you may be right. . . just not only because you think so! 
CC licensed content, Original 

When Interpreting, Avoid Relativism (Because I Think So). Authored by: Joshua Dickinson. 
Provided by: Jefferson Community College. Located at: http://www.sunyjefferson.edu. Project: 
American Lit 2. License: CC BY-SA: Attribution-ShareAlike 

I realize I am only going against the whole of American culture by stating this. . . 

http://www.sunyjefferson.edu/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/
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Writing about Literature Handout 

 
Literature (Fiction) 

 

This handout describes some steps for planning and writing papers about fiction texts. For 
information on writing about other kinds of literature, please see the Writing Center’s handouts on 
writing about drama and poetry explications. 

 

DEMYSTIFYING THE PROCESS 

Writing an analysis of a piece of fiction can be a mystifying process. First, literary analyses (or 
papers that offer an interpretation of a story) rely on the assumption that stories must mean 
something. How does a story mean something? Isn’t a story just an arrangement of characters 
and events? And if the author wanted to convey a meaning, wouldn’t he or she be much better 
off writing an essay just telling us what he or she meant? 

 

It’s pretty easy to see how at least some stories convey clear meanings or morals. Just think about 
a parable like the prodigal son or a nursery tale about “crying wolf.” Stories like these are reduced 
down to the bare elements, giving us just enough detail to lead us to their main points, and 
because they are relatively easy to understand and tend to stick in our memories, they’re often 
used in some kinds of education. 

 

But if the meanings were always as clear as they are in parables, who would really need to write a 
paper analyzing them? Interpretations of fiction would not be interesting if the meanings of the 
stories were clear to everyone who reads them. Thankfully (or perhaps regrettably, depending 
on your perspective) the stories we’re asked to interpret in our classes are a good bit more 
complicated than most parables. They use characters, settings, and actions to illustrate issues 
that have no easy resolution. They show different sides of a problem, and they can raise new 
questions. In short, the stories we read in class have meanings that are arguable and 
complicated, and it’s our job to sort them out. 

 

It might seem that the stories do have specific meanings, and the instructor has already 
decided what those meanings are. Not true. Instructors can be pretty dazzling (or mystifying) 
with their interpretations, but that’s because they have a lot of practice with stories and have 
developed a sense of the kinds of things to look for. Even so, the most well-informed professor 
rarely arrives at conclusions that someone else wouldn’t disagree with. In fact, most professors 
are aware that their interpretations are debatable and actually love a good argument. But let’s 
not go to the other extreme. To say that there is no one answer is not to say that anything we 
decide to say about a novel or short story is valid, interesting, or valuable. Interpretations of 
fiction are often opinions, but not all opinions are equal. 

 

So what makes a valid and interesting opinion? A good interpretation of fiction will: 
 

avoid the obvious (in other words, it won’t argue a conclusion that most 
readers could reach on their own from a general knowledge of the story) 
support its main points with strong evidence from the story 
use careful reasoning to explain how that evidence relates to the main 
points of the interpretation. 

The following steps are intended as a guide through the difficult process of writing an interpretive 
paper that meets these criteria. Writing tends to be a highly individual task, so adapt these 
suggestions to fit your own habits and inclinations. 
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WRITING A PAPER ON FICTION IN 9 STEPS 

1. Become familiar with the text. 

There’s no substitute for a good general knowledge of your story. A good paper inevitably begins 
with the writer having a solid understanding of the work that he or she interprets. Being able to 
have the whole book, short story, or play in your head—at least in a general way—when you begin 
thinking through ideas will be a great help and will actually allow you to write the paper more 
quickly in the long run. It’s even a good idea to spend some time just thinking about the story. Flip 
back through the book and consider what interests you about this piece of writing—what seemed 
strange, new, or important? 

 
2. Explore potential topics 

Perhaps your instructor has given you a list of topics to choose, or perhaps you have been asked 
to create your own. Either way, you’ll need to generate ideas to use in the paper—even with an 
assigned topic, you’ll have to develop your own interpretation. Let’s assume for now that you are 
choosing your own topic. 

 
After reading your story, a topic may just jump out at you, or you may have recognized a pattern or 
identified a problem that you’d like to think about in more detail. What is a pattern or a problem? 

 
A pattern can be the recurrence of certain kinds of imagery or events. Usually, repetition of 
particular aspects of a story (similar events in the plot, similar descriptions, even repetition of 
particular words) tends to render those elements more conspicuous. Let’s say I’m writing a 
paper on Mary Shelley’s novel Frankenstein. In the course of reading that book, I keep noticing 
the author’s use of biblical imagery: Victor Frankenstein anticipates that “a new species would 
bless me as its creator and source” (52) while the monster is not sure whether to consider himself 
as an Adam or a Satan. These details might help me interpret the way characters think about 
themselves and about each other, as well as allow me to infer what the author might have 
wanted her reader to think by using the Bible as a frame of reference. On another subject, I 
also notice that the book repeatedly refers to types of education. The story mentions books 
that its characters read and the different contexts in which learning takes place. 

 
A problem, on the other hand, is something in the story that bugs you or that doesn’t seem to add 
up. A character might act in some way that’s unaccountable, a narrator may leave out what we 
think is important information (or may focus on something that seems trivial), or a narrator or 
character may offer an explanation that doesn’t seem to make sense to us. Not all problems lead 
in interesting directions, but some definitely do and even seem to be important parts of the story. 
In Frankenstein, Victor works day and night to achieve his goal of bringing life to the dead, but 
once he realizes his goal, he is immediately repulsed by his creation and runs away. Why? Is 
there something wrong with his creation, something wrong with his goal in the first place, or 
something wrong with Victor himself? The book doesn’t give us a clear answer but seems to invite 
us to interpret this problem. 

 
If nothing immediately strikes you as interesting or no patterns or problems jump out at you, don’t 
worry. Just start making a list of whatever you remember from your reading, regardless of how 
insignificant it may seem to you now. Consider a character’s peculiar behavior or comments, the 
unusual way the narrator describes an event, or the author’s placement of an action in an odd 
context. (Step 5 will cover some further elements of fiction that you might find useful at this stage 
as well.) 

 
There’s a good chance that some of these intriguing moments and oddities will relate to other 
points in the story, eventually revealing some kind of pattern and giving you potential topics for 
your paper. Also keep in mind that if you found something peculiar in the story you’re writing 
about, chances are good that other people will have been perplexed by these moments in the 
story as well and will be interested to see how you make sense of it all. It’s even a good idea to 
test your ideas out on a friend, a classmate, or an instructor since talking about your ideas will help 
you develop them and push them beyond obvious interpretations of the story. And it’s only by 
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pushing those ideas that you can write a paper that raises interesting issues or problems and that 
offers creative interpretations related to those issues. 

 
3. Select a topic with a lot of evidence 

If you’re selecting from a number of possible topics, narrow down your list by identifying how much 
evidence or how many specific details you could use to investigate each potential issue. Do this 
step just off the top of your head. Keep in mind that persuasive papers rely on ample evidence and 
that having a lot of details to choose from can also make your paper easier to write. 

 
It might be helpful at this point to jot down all the events or elements of the story that have some 
bearing on the two or three topics that seem most promising. This can give you a more visual 
sense of how much evidence you will have to work with on each potential topic. It’s during this 
activity that having a good knowledge of your story will come in handy and save you a lot of time. 
Don’t launch into a topic without considering all the options first because you may end up with a 
topic that seemed promising initially but that only leads to a dead end. 

 
4. Write out a working thesis 

Based on the evidence that relates to your topic—and what you anticipate you might say about 
those pieces of evidence—come up with a working thesis. Don’t spend a lot of time composing this 
statement at this stage since it will probably change (and a changing thesis statement is a good 
sign that you’re starting to say more interesting and complex things on your subject). At this point 
in my Frankenstein project, I’ve become interested in ideas on education that seem to appear 
pretty regularly, and I have a general sense that aspects of Victor’s education lead to tragedy. 
Without considering things too deeply, I’ll just write something like “Victor Frankenstein’s 
tragic ambition was fueled by a faulty education.” 

 
5. Make an extended list of evidence 

Once you have a working topic in mind, skim back over the story and make a more 
comprehensive list of the details that relate to your point. For my paper about education in 
Frankenstein, I’ll want to take notes on what Victor Frankenstein reads at home, where he goes to 
school and why, what he studies at school, what others think about those studies, etc. And even 
though I’m primarily interested in Victor’s education, at this stage in the writing, I’m also interested 
in moments of education in the novel that don’t directly involve this character. These other 
examples might provide a context or some useful contrasts that could illuminate my evidence 
relating to Victor. With this goal in mind, I’ll also take notes on how the monster educates himself, 
what he reads, and what he learns from those he watches. As you make your notes keep track of 
page numbers so you can quickly find the passages in your book again and so you can easily 
document quoted passages when you write without having to fish back through the book. 

 
At this point, you want to include anything, anything, that might be useful, and you also want to 
avoid the temptation to arrive at definite conclusions about your topic. Remember that one of the 
qualities that makes for a good interpretation is that it avoids the obvious. You want to develop 
complex ideas, and the best way to do that is to keep your ideas flexible until you’ve considered the 
evidence carefully. A good gauge of complexity is whether you feel you understand more about 
your topic than you did when you began (and even just reaching a higher state of confusion is a 
good indicator that you’re treating your topic in a complex way). 

 
When you jot down ideas, you can focus on the observations from the narrator or things that 
certain characters say or do. These elements are certainly important. It might help you come up 
with more evidence if you also take into account some of the broader components that go into 
making fiction, things like plot, point of view, character, setting, and symbols. 

 
Plot is the string of events that go into the narrative. Think of this as the “who did what to whom” 
part of the story. Plots can be significant in themselves since chances are pretty good that some 
action in the story will relate to your main idea. For my paper on education in Frankenstein, I’m 
interested in Victor’s going to the University of Ingolstadt to realize his father’s wish that Victor 
attend school where he could learn about a another culture. Plots can also allow you to make 
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connections between the story you’re interpreting and some other stories, and those connections 
might be useful in your interpretation. For example, the plot of Frankenstein, which involves a man 
who desires to bring life to the dead and creates a monster in the process, bears some similarity to 
the ancient Greek story of Icarus who flew too close to the sun on his wax wings. Both tell the 
story of a character who reaches too ambitiously after knowledge and suffers dire consequences. 

 
Your plot could also have similarities to whole groups of other stories, all having 
conventional or easily recognizable plots. These types of stories are often called genres. Some 
popular genres include the gothic, the romance, the detective story, the bildungsroman (this is 
just a German term for a novel that is centered around the development of its main characters), 
and the novel of manners (a novel that focuses on the behavior and foibles of a particular class 
or social group). These categories are often helpful in characterizing a piece of writing, but this 
approach has its limitations. Many novels don’t fit nicely into one genre, and others seem to 
borrow a bit from a variety of different categories. For example, given my working thesis on 
education, I am more interested in Victor’s development than in relating Frankenstein to the 
gothic genre, so I might decide to treat the novel as a bildungsroman. 

 
And just to complicate matters that much more, genre can sometimes take into account not only the 
type of plot but the form the novelist uses to convey that plot. A story might be told in a series of 
letters (this is called an epistolary form), in a sequence of journal entries, or in a combination of 
forms (Frankenstein is actually told as a journal included within a letter). 

 
These matters of form also introduce questions of point of view, that is, who is telling the story and 
what do they or don’t they know. Is the tale told by an omniscient or all-knowing narrator who 
doesn’t interact in the events, or is it presented by one of the characters within the story? Can the 
reader trust that person to give an objective account, or does that narrator color the story with his 
or her own biases and interests? 

 
Character refers to the qualities assigned to the individual figures in the plot. Consider why the 
author assigns certain qualities to a character or characters and how any such qualities might 
relate to your topic. For example, a discussion of Victor Frankenstein’s education might take into 
account aspects of his character that appear to be developed (or underdeveloped) by the 
particular kind of education he undertakes. Victor tends to be ambitious, even compulsive about 
his studies, and I might be able to argue that his tendency to be extravagant leads him to devote 
his own education to writers who asserted grand, if questionable, conclusions. 

 
Setting is the environment in which all of the actions take place. What is the time period, the 
location, the time of day, the season, the weather, the type of room or building? What is the 
general mood, and who is present? All of these elements can reflect on the story’s events, and 
though the setting of a story tends to be less conspicuous than plot and character, setting still 
colors everything that’s said and done within its context. If Victor Frankenstein does all of 
his experiments in “a solitary chamber, or rather a cell, at the top of the house, and separated 
from all the other apartments by a staircase” (53) we might conclude that there is something 
anti- social, isolated, and stale, maybe even unnatural about his project and his way of learning. 

 
Obviously, if you consider all of these elements, you’ll probably have too much evidence to fit 
effectively into one paper. Your goal is merely to consider each of these aspects of fiction and 
include only those that are most relevant to your topic and most interesting to your reader. A good 
interpretive paper does not need to cover all elements of the story—plot, genre, narrative form, 
character, and setting. In fact, a paper that did try to say something about all of these elements 
would be unfocused. You might find that most of your topic could be supported by a 
consideration of character alone. That’s fine. For my Frankenstein paper, I’m finding that my 
evidence largely has to do with the setting, evidence that could lead to some interesting 
conclusions that my reader probably hasn’t recognized on his or her own. 

 
6. Select your evidence 

Once you’ve made your expanded list of evidence, decide which supporting details are the 
strongest. First, select the facts which bear the closest relation to your thesis statement. Second, 
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choose the pieces of evidence you’ll be able to say the most about. Readers tend to be more 
dazzled with your interpretations of evidence than with a lot of quotes from the book. It would be 
useful to refer to Victor Frankenstein’s youthful reading in alchemy, but my reader will be more 
impressed by some analysis of how the writings of the alchemists—who pursued magical 
principles of chemistry and physics—reflect the ambition of his own goals. Select the details that 
will allow you to show off your own reasoning skills and allow you to help the reader see the story in 
a way he or she may not have seen it before. 

 
7. Refine your thesis 

Now it’s time to go back to your working thesis and refine it so that it reflects your new 
understanding of your topic. This step and the previous step (selecting evidence) are actually best 
done at the same time, since selecting your evidence and defining the focus of your paper depend 
upon each other. Don’t forget to consider the scope of your project: how long is the paper 
supposed to be, and what can you reasonably cover in a paper of that length? In rethinking the 
issue of education in Frankenstein, I realize that I can narrow my topic in a number of ways: I 
could focus on education and culture (Victor’s education abroad), education in the sciences as 
opposed to the humanities (the monster reads Milton, Goethe, and Plutarch), or differences in 
learning environments (e.g. independent study, university study, family reading). Since I think 
I found some interesting evidence in the settings that I can interpret in a way that will get my 
reader’s attention, I’ll take this last option and refine my working thesis about Victor’s faulty 
education to something like this: “Victor Frankenstein’s education in unnaturally isolated 
environments fosters his tragic ambition.” 

 
8. Organize your evidence 

Once you have a clear thesis you can go back to your list of selected evidence and group all the 
similar details together. The ideas that tie these clusters of evidence together can then become 
the claims that you’ll make in your paper. As you begin thinking about what claims you can make 
(i.e. what kinds of conclusion you can come to) keep in mind that they should not only relate to all 
the evidence but also clearly support your thesis. Once you’re satisfied with the way you’ve 
grouped your evidence and with the way that your claims relate to your thesis, you can begin to 
consider the most logical way to organize each of those claims. To support my thesis about 
Frankenstein, I’ve decided to group my evidence chronologically. I’ll start with Victor’s education at 
home, then discuss his learning at the University, and finally address his own experiments. This 
arrangement will let me show that Victor was always prone to isolation in his education and that 
this tendency gets stronger as he becomes more ambitious. 

 
There are certainly other organizational options that might work better depending on the type of 
points I want to stress. I could organize a discussion of education by the various forms of 
education found in the novel (for example, education through reading, through classrooms, 
and through observation), by specific characters (education for Victor, the monster, and Victor’s 
bride, Elizabeth), or by the effects of various types of education (those with harmful, beneficial, 
or neutral effects). 

 
9. Interpret your evidence 

Avoid the temptation to load your paper with evidence from your story. Each time you use a 
specific reference to your story, be sure to explain the significance of that evidence in your own 
words. To get your readers’ interest, you need to draw their attention to elements of the story that 
they wouldn’t necessarily notice or understand on their own. If you’re quoting passages without 
interpreting them, you’re not demonstrating your reasoning skills or helping the reader. In most 
cases, interpreting your evidence merely involves putting into your paper what is already in your 
head. Remember that we, as readers, are lazy—all of us. We don’t want to have to figure out a 
writer’s reasoning for ourselves; we want all the thinking to be done for us in the paper. 

 
 

GENERAL HINTS 
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The previous nine steps are intended to give you a sense of the tasks usually involved in 
writing a good interpretive paper. What follows are just some additional hints that might help 
you find an interesting topic and maybe even make the process a little more enjoyable. 

 
1. Make your thesis relevant to your readers 

You’ll be able to keep your readers’ attention more easily if you pick a topic that relates to daily 
experience. Avoid writing a paper that identifies a pattern in a story but doesn’t quite explain 
why that pattern leads to an interesting interpretation. Identifying the biblical references in 
Frankenstein might provide a good start to a paper—Mary Shelley does use a lot of biblical 
allusions—but a good paper must also tell the reader why those references are meaningful. So 
what makes an interesting paper topic? Simply put, it has to address issues that we can use in our 
own lives. Your thesis should be able to answer the brutal question “So what?” Does your paper 
tell your reader something relevant about the context of the story you’re interpreting or about the 
human condition? 

 
Some categories, like race, gender, and social class, are dependable sources of interest. This is not 
to say that all good papers necessarily deal with one of these issues. My thesis on education in 
Frankenstein does not. But a lot of readers would probably be less interested in reading a paper 
that traces the instances of water imagery than in reading a paper that compares male or female 
stereotypes used in a story or that takes a close look at relationships between characters of 
different races. Again, don’t feel compelled to write on race, gender, or class. The main idea is that 
you ask yourself whether the topic you’ve selected connects with a major human concern, and 
there are a lot of options here (for example, issues that relate to economics, family dynamics, 
education, religion, law, politics, sexuality, history, and psychology, among others). 

 
Also, don’t assume that as long as you address one of these issues, your paper will be interesting. 
As mentioned in step 2, you need to address these big topics in a complex way. Doing this 
requires that you don’t go into a topic with a preconceived notion of what you’ll find. Be prepared to 
challenge your own ideas about what gender, race, or class mean in a particular text. 

 
2. Select a topic of interest to you 

Though you may feel like you have to select a topic that sounds like something your instructor 
would be interested in, don’t overlook the fact that you’ll be more invested in your paper and 
probably get more out of it if you make the topic something pertinent to yourself. Pick a topic that 
might allow you to learn about yourself and what you find important. 

 
Of course, your topic can’t entirely be of your choosing. We’re always at the mercy of the evidence 
that’s available to us. For example, your interest may really be in political issues, but if you’re 
reading Frankenstein, you might face some difficulties in finding enough evidence to make a good 
paper on that kind of topic. If, on the other hand, you’re interested in ethics, philosophy, science, 
psychology, religion, or even geography, you’ll probably have more than enough to write about 
and find yourself in the good position of having to select only the best pieces of evidence. 

 
3. Make your thesis specific 

The effort to be more specific almost always leads to a thesis that will get your reader’s 
attention, and it also separates you from the crowd as someone who challenges ideas and looks 
into topics more deeply. A paper about education in general in Frankenstein will probably not get 
my reader’s attention as much as a more specific topic about the impact of the learning 
environment on the main character. My readers may have already thought to some extent 
about ideas of education in the novel, if they have read it, but the chance that they have 
thought through something more specific like the educational environment is slimmer. 

 
 

WORKS CONSULTED 

We consulted these works while writing the original version of this handout. This is not a 
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comprehensive list of resources on the handout’s topic, and we encourage you to do your own 
research to find the latest publications on this topic. Please do not use this list as a model for the 
format of your own reference list, as it may not match the citation style you are using. For guidance 
on formatting citations, please see the UNC Libraries citation tutorial. 

 
Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein: Or, The Modern Prometheus. New York: Signet, 1965. 

 

Barnet, Sylvan. A Short Guide to Writing About Literature. 9th ed. New York: Longman, 2003. 
 
CC licensed content, Shared previously 

Literature (Fiction). Provided by: UNC College of Arts and Sciences Writing Center. Located at: 
http://writingcenter.unc.edu/handouts/literature-fiction/. License: CC BY-NC-ND: Attribution- 
NonCommercial-NoDerivatives 
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Not Taking Sides is Like That Beetlejuice Waiting Room Scene. . . 
It is important that we recognize the benefits and limitations of methodology. Likely, you know 
your major discipline’s approaches well. There are ways of being recognized or not. For 
instance, in Jeopardy contests, one has to phrase the answer in the form of a question. In 
discussion postings, many instructors require the post subject to be in sentence form. In Fast 
Times at Ridgemont High, Jeff Spicoli, the surfer doesn’t recognize his little brother: “Curtis, 
you know I don’t hear you unless you knock. . . ” (Heckerling). In science, hypotheses have to be 
provable. In academic writing, thesis claims must be both provable and arguable. 

 

I’m reminded of the notion of Purgatory, an invention of Dante in his La Divina Commedia (Divine 
Comedy). This  gets played up famously in Beetlejuice and its waiting room scene: 

 

What’s interesting is that this echoes Dante, who puts people who failed to distinguish themselves 
into Hell. For Dante’s Italians, not choosing was worse than choosing an opposite side to one’s 
preferred side. Strangely enough, we are often more knowledgeable of our opponents–more 
tolerant of them, even–than of those who never choose. He even puts the neutral angels into Hell. 
In that era (1300 Florence), he even put living people into Hell, claiming that these people were so 
bad that demons inhabited their bodies and they were already in hell. 

 

So these ideas can receive dogmatic answers. They get recognized or not, but over time they 
accrete meaning, slow down, and become concrete. (No Dogma references necessary. . .) 

 

What I find interesting is that we’re often struggling with the miniscule rules of MLA style in the 
same way. 

 
 

As the Beetlejuice move states, “Take a number!” and “It’s showtime!” (Burton). 
CC licensed content, Original 

Not Taking Sides is Like That Beetlejuice Waiting Room Scene. . .. Authored by: Joshua 
Dickinson. Provided by: Jefferson Community College. Located at: 
http://www.sunyjefferson.edu. Project: American Lit 2. License: CC BY-SA: Attribution- 
ShareAlike 

As with science, though, we can essentialize this a bit: We are always already entering ongoing 
conversations. We do have to be for or against something. Likely ways of being against something 

are going to lead to tone issues and assumptions about audience agreement. 

http://www.sunyjefferson.edu/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/
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About the Author 

OER books are usually blends of different texts, so I cannot speak to the original Lumen authors’ 
backgrounds. 

 

Here is a little bit of background about myself, though (written in that third person that is always a 
warning sign for individuals, as Seinfeld episodes show us). 

 

Josh Dickinson is an Associate Professor of English at Jefferson Community College in Watertown, 
NY. He teaches English and Education courses with a focus upon American Literature 1 and 2, 
Native American Literature, and non-Western Literature. Josh attended SUNY Jefferson, SUNY 
Potsdam, Syracuse University, and Colgate University. He has created an OER handbook, as 
well as six other OER English textbooks. 

 

Josh also supervises Jefferson’s EDGE (concurrent enrollment) English offerings at over a dozen 
local high school and BOCES sites. 

 

He enjoys participating in National Novel Writing Month, having completed nine novels so far 
for this yearly November contest. 

 

Josh has officiated high school soccer matches for 26 years and supports pro teams Tottenham 
Hotspur, FC Barcelona, and Borussia Dortmund. 

 

At the Canadian Museum of History, Ottawa: Go Habs, Go! 


