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I

INTRODUCTION

On the cover of a book from my childhood was a golden fleece of a ram hanging from the branch of a tree. An enormous serpent was twined, almost like a vine, around the trunk. A young woman stared into the face of the serpent. This illustration, of course, was for the myth of Medea. Though unable to understand romantic love, I was thrilled to learn how young Jason met with the sorceress Medea. When he faced bulls that breathed fire, Medea showed him magic charms to calm them. When hostile warriors grew from the teeth of a dragon, she showed him how to deflect their rage. She also charmed the snake, so that Jason might take the fleece from the kingdom of her father. Then Jason sailed with Medea to his home in Greece. The myth, of course, was edited for children. The book did not mention how Medea arranged to have her brother ambushed and killed. The book also did not tell how Jason later was unfaithful to Medea. She killed those Jason loved including her own children, then she escaped in a chariot drawn by dragons.

The original tale of Medea, written by Appolonius of Rhodes in the third century B. C., is perhaps the first love story in history that has survived. The magic of love in this tale is barely distinguishable from that of witchcraft. The poet writes: “Unconscionable love, bane and tormentor of mankind, parent of strife, source of a thousand ills; rise, mighty power, and fall upon the sons of our enemies” (part IV). This magic, in turn, is also the power of nature. Perhaps that is why, for all her bloody deeds, ancient writers from Appolonius and Euripides to Ovid almost always wrote of Medea with sympathy. The Athenians claimed her as an ancestor of their rulers, with more pride than shame. 

Behind the story of Jason and Medea are the broad outlines of the animal bride tale, variants of which have been recorded on every continent. The basic story is something like this: An animal takes on the form of a woman. A man wins her love and, for a while, they live harmoniously as husband and wife. They have children. One day, the husband makes an error or violates a prohibition. The wife reverts to her bestial form and leaves, taking the children with her. Often, an animal bride is, like Medea, remembered as the ancestor of a people. In many variants, the animal first becomes a woman by sloughing off a pelt. Perhaps, in the oldest versions of the tale, Medea was the serpent by the tree. Perhaps she became a woman by sloughing off that enchanted skin, which later became known as “the golden fleece.” Like a serpent, she knew how to poison as well as charm.

Max Lüthi has observed that "In the fairytale, beautiful maidens of the otherworldly sort and those of the mortal sort are often not clearly distinguishable. As a result, even those figures clearly belonging to the mortal world, but whose overpowering beauty raises them into another sphere, take on something of the radiance of the otherworld, and also something of its gloom" (Fairytale, p. 7). Even a work like Shakespeare's Romeo and Juliet is perhaps a sort of animal bride tale. The lovers, belonging to feuding families, are separated by a social barrier that can seem almost as mysterious as that between people and animals. The animal bride tale does not fit easily into any folkloric index. If understood broadly enough, the cycle includes much, perhaps even most, of literature. 

The stories of animal brides are often told yet seldom talked about. They have been recorded throughout the world. They have provided inspiration for literary works by a great many authors including Fouqué, Hoffmann, Keats, Andersen, Wilde, Keats, Giraudoux, Bachmann, and, more recently, Elizabeth Marshall Thomas. The story has often found its way into movies and videos as well.
What a contrast with the story of Faust, in which a titanic individual defies a god and brings "civilization" to humankind. That story is more talked about than told. In the world of letters it has a pedigree as distinguished as that of the animal bride. Such celebrated authors as Marlow, Lessing, Byron, Goethe, and Thomas Mann all produced enormously ambitious versions of the story. All were constantly competing with one another. All attempted, often openly, to produce the definitive myth of the modern age. And yet the appeal of the Faust cycle has always been largely confined to the intellectual, political, and financial elites.

The Faust cycle has relatively few roots in either popular or folk traditions. It is foreshadowed by the Greek myth of Prometheus, but that tale as well had not received much attention between the ancient and early modern worlds. The legend of Faust grew up around a semi‑historical figure who was a contemporary of Martin Luther. The tale was recounted, mostly in chapbooks and puppet shows, but usually as a simple morality tale. With no such clear lineage, the animal bride cycle is harder to study than the legend of Faust, but I believe it can tell us more about our times.

This book is an multidisciplinary study, perhaps closest to literature and folklore. Both of these fields have a central yet ambiguous position in relation to other disciplines. Folklore, especially, touches intimately on many other areas of study, among them anthropology, psychology, pedagogy, history, and sociology. This gives the field a special richness, yet, for the same reason, people sometimes wonder if it is truly a discipline at all. Several scholars such as Stith Thompson and Richard Dorson have attempted to professionalize folklore. Sometimes at least, it now enjoys the paraphernalia of an academic discipline such as chairs and journals. In the late twentieth century, however, the very division of knowledge into disciplines has begun to break down.

Scientists focus on increasingly narrow specialties, and many researchers no longer make any attempt to keep abreast of entire fields such as biology or chemistry. Those in the humanities, by contrast, now probably specialize less by material than by methodology. English departments are now divided into Deconstructionists, New Historicists, Structuralists, Marxists, Freudians, Jungians, and advocates of many other methodologies, who often view one another with consternation. The time when every discipline was set apart by a unique method is, if it ever existed, long past. The distinctions between disciplines describe little more than institutional bureaucracy. I am, for this reason, not in the least ashamed to be eclectic. The focus on a single story, with all its permutations through the ages, can give a study more substantial unity than the empty conventions of academia.

My purpose in this book is to give a brief, inevitably incomplete, history of the animal bride in both folklore and literature. With a topic of such vastness, it is necessary to set some limitations. Accordingly, I concentrate primarily, though not exclusively, on certain Eurasian versions of the animal bride tale. In comparison with the vast range of the cycle, the variants I discuss are few indeed. They are a bit like some interlocking threads remaining from an intricate embroidery. Yet at times such fragments may tell an archeologist much about how the entire textile once appeared.

I trace the development of the animal bride cycle primarily though the bestial form that she assumes, which reflects the culture and climate of the areas where the story is told. The cycle, I will argue, begins with the serpent cults of Southeastern Europe and Mesopotamia during Neolithic times. As the story moves North, the predominant form of the bride becomes a water bird, particularly a swan. Then, near the coastal areas of Britain, it is often a seal. 

In this book, I will look at a great many animal bride tales, ancient, medieval, and modern. But, of all the many authors who have written about the animal bride, few if any have tried to compete with predecessors or with posterity. Few were even fully aware that their subject belonged to a folkloric cycle. Every one of them seems to have almost recreated the tale, as though for the first time.

Often today, animal brides such as the swan maiden, like the unicorn and the centaur, have become symbols of fantasy, which contrasts with the dullness of our daily routines. While the creatures of folklore seem endlessly wonderful and strange, they are hardly more so than the countless forms of life - from mole rats to whales - that fill the world today, as well as the even larger number which existed centuries or millennia ago. If reality seems impoverished by comparison with the imagination, that is simply because we usually ignore so much of the world. The romantic celebration of fantasy reflects a comparative impoverishment of our social realm - the "reality" with which it is contrasted. The same can be said of Freudian interpretations of folklore in terms of wish-fulfillment. Stories such as those of animal brides which evolved in the interaction between human beings and other creatures are simply encoded sociology. I give as much attention to the swan as to the maiden. 

We - that is, people - do, in a sense, construct reality, but not alone. We do it with the assistance of cockroaches, horses, rats, water fowl, and other creatures. Deconstructionists tend to forget that there are other sentient beings which participate in the collective understanding that is our heritage. If we analyze a concept, say "humankind," it may be relatively easy to identify the contributions of Plato, Aristotle, Descartes, Kant, and Freud. It will, however, be a good deal harder to take out the bark of a dog. Yet hearing this as we walk by a yard reminds us that we are human. The concept is, in fact, a veritable witch's broth, containing barking dogs, buzzing flies, and countless other ingredients.

The mistake, of course, is not simply a contemporary one. Consider for a moment the question that is always posed in beginning philosophy classes: "Does a tree fall is there is no-one to hear it?" Philosophical idealists are supposed to answer "no," while realists answer "yes." People generally assume, however, that "no-one" means no human being. What if a owl hears the falling tree? What if a mole feels the earth around him tremble? 

If we allow for the contribution of other beings in the social construction of reality, we are able to do a far more complete sort of analysis. Simultaneously, we add the poetic vitality which is so conspicuously lacking in the abstractions of most post-Structuralist critics and philosophers. Reality, in other words, does not consist simply in the interaction among people, but also in confrontation with other beings from an insect, in many poems by Dickinson, to a bear, celebrated by Faulkner.

The Finnish-American school of folklore attempts to reconstruct the path of a tale by tracing the migration of highly specific motifs. My arguments involve not only motifs but also themes such as increased human alienation from the natural world. The judgement of such qualities may be comparatively subjective, but that is not necessarily a bad thing. Many of us are drawn to the humanities because we delight in questions that are never fully resolved. Hardly anybody expects, for example, to ever come up with the final and definitive interpretation of "Hamlet," yet this does not stop us from interpreting the play. Similarly, a definitive history of the animal bride tale will probably always elude us, but that does not mean that all analysis is pointless.

The broader subject of this book is human relations with the natural world. The stories of animal brides provide, as I will argue, a representation of these changing relations of remarkable clarity and simplicity. The husband represents humanity, while his bride represents the natural world. Their marriage, always troubled, represents the changing relationship between humanity and nature. The stories in the cycle record our bonds with the environment in something like the way that fossils record evolution. Concepts such as “nature” often seem too vague to discuss yet too important to ignore. Through examination of the animal bride cycle, I have tried to give this essential yet highly elusive concern a tangible form. 

Scholars sometimes patronizingly dismiss such a theme as the province of “poetry,” yet I believe it can be isolated and discussed in a reasonably systematic way. I have not, however, attempted to imitate the rhetoric of natural science. Humor and pathos often compliment rather than interfere with the search for truth. There is something about the animal bride that moves even the most sober researchers to occasionally drop their tone of scholarly detachment. In the forward of his book on the animal bride cycle, Josef Kohler calls the story "the childhood dream of humanity." He adds a stirring poem in honor of the animal bride. Formal religions commemorate their sacred stories, such as the life of Christ, with monuments and ceremonies. The legend of the animal bride, by contrast, has survived at least from Neolithic times to the present without such aids to memory. That is remarkable testimony to the emotional power of the tale.

I had no more than an inarticulate intuition of this when, many drafts ago, this book started as relatively specialized piece of literary scholarship. Gradually, however, the excitement of the topic moved me into areas beyond my usual areas of expertise. Among the most important skills in writing is the ability to find a balance between pedantry and carelessness. The balance becomes especially precarious when the themes are greater, and this book sometimes deals with the very foundations of our civilization. Yet the powerful images of the animal bride loomed constantly before me, and I felt I could not hope to do them any justice without taking risks. 

The most important thing in literature, in my opinion, is a sense of wonder. When this is missing, no amount of learning, insight, technique or social concern can ever compensate. Writing this book has been a wonderful adventure. Whether my conclusions are ultimately confirmed or not, I hope that the reader may share this feeling and perhaps even be inspired to further explorations. 

II

THE ANIMAL BRIDE AS A TOTEM ANCESTOR

Having admired swans and Canada Geese at a pond for many years, I wanted to touch their lives. One day, I found an enormous bag of slightly stale bread that had been discarded by a delicatessen and decided to feed them. On arriving at a pond, it was necessary only to toss out a few crumbs. Crowds of Canada Geese and swans hurriedly approached, rasping, hissing, grasping, and pushing one another aside. Had the many authors from Aelian to Yeats who told so eloquently of the grace and nobility of swans ever seen them up close? The birds seemed to be all appetite. They pecked at the bread with such fury that I was physically afraid. Originally, I had intended to feed them by hand, but they might have mistaken a finger or two for food. I quickly left the loaves for the birds to fight over, and backed away.

Then I thought as I hurried from the pond that I would never think of swans in the same way again. Yet, a bit later, I looked up to see a swan flying. It had lost none of its majesty. I will probably never be able to reconcile the two images of swans. Yet, while this may be a problem for human beings, I doubt the swans are troubled. Such an experience, perhaps, may have helped inspire those who first told tales of a swan maiden who married a man. But how, exactly, do animals differ so profoundly different from men and women? What is “nature,” to which the swans belong? And what might such a marriage mean?


What is Human?

Our word human comes from the Latin “humus,” meaning “earth.” People, in contrast to gods and goddesses, are creatures of the earth and, therefore, subject to death. The word “mortal” is occasionally still used as a synonym for “human being.” According ancient traditions, only human existence is tragic. 

Homeric deities constantly concern themselves with the affairs of men and women because their own lives, never challenged by mortality, are trivial. Because the deities can never die, what happens to them does not matter very much. The fairies of European folklore are constantly stealing mortal children, hoping to share the intensity of human beings. The talking animals of Aesop's fables live in a world that, while otherwise completely human, is without tragedy. When an animal in a fable of Aesop dies, there is no sadness. The narrator simply uses the occasion to teach a lesson.

The tragic sensibility emerges in history when a human demand for cosmic justice confronts a seemingly indifferent universe. In Western culture, this is first voiced in Mesopotamia, some time in the second millennium before Christ. We find it powerfully expressed in works such as The Epic of Gilgamesh and later The Iliad. As the Assyriologist Lambert puts it:

So long as the gods were simple personifications of parts or aspects of nature, a wonderful reality pervaded thought, But as soon as human reason tries to impose a man-made purpose on the universe, intellectual problems arise. If the great gods in council controlled the universe, if they ruled it in justice, why...? (p. 10).

Tragic aspirations are rarely attributed to creatures other than human beings. How can we demand cosmic justice for animals, when we ourselves constantly kill them? 

Literature about animals belongs to a tradition considerably older than even the tragic epic. This is the form we generally identify with the Greek sage known as "Aesop." It originated with the animal proverbs of the Sumerians, our earliest urban civilization (Gordon). The basic conventions of this form were established before people thought to challenge the decrees of fate. 

The notion of a unique human vulnerability to suffering pervades most of Western thought. One of the most eloquent statements of this comes from the Natural History of Pliny the Elder in the first century A. D.: 

All other animals know their own natures: some use speed, others swift flight, and yet others swimming. Man, however, knows nothing unless by learning‑‑ neither how to speak nor how to walk nor how to eat; in a word, the only thing he knows instinctively is how to weep. And so there have been many people who judged that it would have been better not to have been born or to have died as soon as possible (book 7, chap. 1).

The special status of humanity lies, for Pliny and so many others, less in power than in vulnerability. "Pride of place," he continues, "will rightly be given to the one for whose benefit she [Nature] has created everything else. Her many gifts, however, are bestowed at a cruel price, so that we cannot confidently say whether she is a good parent to mankind or a harsh stepmother" (book 7, chap. 2). Human beings, in other words, are superior precisely because we are extremely prone to sorrow.

This contrast between nature and human beings runs through almost all subsequent thought. Rousseau, for example, like many of his contemporaries, alternately celebrated the accomplishments of humanity and lamented the loss of freedom and spontaneity. Freud theorized in his late works that all historical progress was accompanied by increased instinctual renunciation and neurosis.

Such sentiments are also common in non‑Western cultures. The remarkable anthropologist Frank H. Cushing, who not only lived for many years with the Zuni Indians as a member of their tribe but also became the only Caucasian ever initiated as a Zuni priest, wrote: "The Zunis suppose the sun, the moon, and stars, the sky, earth and sea, as well as plants, animals and men, belong to one great system of all‑conscious and interrelated life.... In this...the starting point is man, the most finished, yet the lowest organism, ...because most dependent and least mysterious" (p. 9).

What is Nature?

Perhaps no other word in our language has quite as many conflicting meanings and associations as "nature." This may be good or evil, powerful or frail, orderly or chaotic. We treat it as something to be worshiped or to be overcome. We might dismiss the concept as meaningless, except that it is far too central to our culture. When we speak of "nature" and "civilization," we are simply drawing lines to mark off our territory in the cosmos. The distinction is at least as psychological as real.

When positive definitions are difficult, a good way to understand a word is to consider the opposite. The word “Nature,” however, has a vast number of contraries: “humanity,” “art,” “civilization,” “technology,” and so on. The concept of nature goes back at least to the pre-Socratic philosophers of Greece (Evenden, pp. 37-104). The word itself comes, via the Old French, from the Latin “nasci,” meaning “to be born.” In remote antiquity, “natura” meant simply “birth,” but it came to refer to inborn qualities. This tells us a bit about the various, seemingly disparate, things that go under the heading of “natural.” From landscapes to manners, these are things that we believe are near the beginning of some extended transformation. More specifically, “nature” is anything that recalls the half-mythical, primal condition before the conventions of human society were established. Nature is the “other” to our collective self. Our conceptions of nature, therefore, reflect all the complexities of our self‑definition. Just as our feelings about humanity veer between pride and shame, our conceptions of nature involve both fear and idealization. 

The concept of nature presupposes some sort of prior unity, before man was separated from his environment. As Baring and Cashford put it, "Humanity's act of becoming aware that it is a creature distinct from animal and plant ruptures the wholeness of the divine order by splitting consciousness into a duality..." (p. 162). Myth emerged in a response to a sense of terror and disorientation created by this rupture. Lacking the security of a clear biological niche and overwhelmed by an exceptionally powerful imagination, man used myth as a means to order the chaos of experience (Blumenberg, pp. 3‑7). Myth divided the natural world into various realms and powers, which might be more easily placated or controlled. This rupture is commemorated in several tales, such as the origin of the divinities and the universe from the breaking of a primordial egg (Gimbutas, pp. 101‑111; Detienne, p.71). The process of division left experience fragmented and incomplete. It generated the elusive feelings of anxiety and discontent which pervade our entire civilization but are so difficult to articulate or explain.

Literature, folklore and, indeed most cultural activity continually adjust the division between nature and civilization. Nature provides epic scope. Nothing that human beings can do approaches the grand scale of the changing seasons or the alternation of day and night. And the lives, even of insects, take on epic dimensions, in that they are lived in perpetual confrontation with the possibility of death. Civilization, by contrast, provides relative comfort and security needed to produce science and art. 

The distinction between nature and civilization has always ambivalent. When we have placed more psychic distance between beasts and ourselves, the animals have become increasingly fascinating. We are always drawn to the creatures, the places and even the people who are considered “natural” or "wild." In setting ourselves apart from nature, we render our lives somehow incomplete.

All culture is pervaded by a nostalgia for a lost intimacy with nature, a condition variously identified with childhood, so‑called "primitive" cultures or some period of the past: a primeval matriarchy, ancient Greece, the Middle Ages, the 1950s, etc. Even if we decide that the contrast between humanity and nature is ultimately an illusion, a false dichotomy, the enormous importance of the notion in cultural history remains. At the very least, this is an illusion that many, throughout history, have lived and died for. The gap between humanity and nature, intensely felt though difficult to articulate very precisely, is the alienation, the primal terror, that has plagued and fascinated so many philosophers and poets.

When personified in poetry or rhetoric, nature is usually female (Merchant, pp. 1-41). This is because the perspective of literature has been largely male, making nature, as a counter‑image, feminine. Women appear closer to nature than men. In times of social upheaval such as the Renaissance, people look to nature as a realm of order, which contrasts with the disintegration of human society. During periods of social stability such as the Victorian age in Europe, people see nature as chaos, a violent power which must constantly be contained. The benign view of nature, personified as a woman, has been expressed in the cult of the Virgin Mary and that of courtly love. The view of nature as chaotic has been expressed in such feminine images as the witch or the harlot. Yet all of the contradictory images of nature - and of femininity - are joined in a single tradition, enabling us to hold contradictory notions almost simultaneously. Like the teddy bear carried by a child, the animal bride is an image of both comfort and dread. 

What is Gender?

As perceived opposites, however, men and women are parallel rather than simply different. In contrast to, say, a grasshopper and a rhinoceros, men and women are easy to compare. Like the difference between East and West, the distinction between men and women could even be a matter of perspective. The animal wife and animal groom tales are essentially the same story, told from different points of view. 

Animal bride tales have traditionally been told primarily among men, while those of the animal groom belong to a female milieu (Tatar, p. 177; Leavy, p. 118). In works of female authors, such as Wuthering Heights by Emily Brontë, however, the personification of nature ‑ in this case, Heathcliff ‑ is quite likely to be masculine. That is probably so in the entire genre of romance novels. The animal groom, from this point of view, holds out a promise of wholeness.

 Species, ever a controversial concept, may stand for any fundamental difference in kind, including sex. Each sex can appear a bit like an animal to the other. "We're different species," remarked the Anglo‑Irish novelist Edna O'Brien recently of the difference between men and woman (Woodward, p. 52). In folklore, it is extremely common for a creature to be transformed into another species, but comparable changes of gender are rare. The Greek prophet Tiresius, according to one legend, is changed from man to woman, when he came upon two snakes copulating and killed the female. After ten years, he became male once again. A number of figures from Hindu mythology also change gender (O'Flaherty, pp. 82-87). Men and women of folklore, however, are constantly shifting between human and animal forms. Sex, in much of in folklore, can be a difference even more intractable than that of species. 

A tale of the animal paramour, whether groom or bride, is usually a tragic romance. All animal paramour tales are about an encounter with someone or something profoundly different from oneself. The difference in kind between the two partners in tales of animal brides or grooms is a symbol, and amplification, of the difference in gender, a barrier between human beings that renders communication both more difficult and more intriguing. This is why lovers use names for one another such as “squirrel” or “teddy bear.”


What is Animal?

All social animals distinguish between their own kind and other creatures. Ability to identify with creatures different from ourselves makes this distinction especially complex for human beings. We must reenforce our instinctive perception of the separation between people and other creatures by means of learned behavior. Certain tabus and practices become an insignia of humanity. Perhaps the oldest means of marking this distinction is though the tabu against incest, found in all human societies. Another is the tabu against cannibalism, a practice common in prehistoric times but now universally condemned. People have also affirmed their difference from the animals by pointing out a wide variety of other traits: the wearing of clothes, the use of fire, dietary restrictions. The symbolic ways we signal our human identity are often similar to the ways in which we - through costume and custom - proclaim our national, ethnic and religious affiliations (Cobey and Mason). 

Activities which we share with animals, the natural functions, appear to erase distinctions between “them” and “us” at least momentarily. This is particularly true of eating and sex, both of which are generally surrounded by all sorts of rituals. These conventional practices, from table manners to courting behaviors, serve to place seemingly "animalistic" practices firmly in human society. We regard people who heedlessly devour their food or engage in unrestrained sexual behavior as “beastly.” 

We can only analyze the "internal life" of animals through analogies with human beings, and this necessity will always limits our understanding. A few years ago in The Frog King, I expressed doubt as to whether we will ever be able to accurately describe the internal life of animals using words that evolved through interpersonal contact (pp. 115, 145-162). Our language seems to break down in reference to animals, since animals do not recognize the categories implicit in our speech. When we discuss the question of whether certain animals do or do not have emotions, for example, we assume the distinction between emotion and thought, as well as between emotion and perception. But these distinctions are highly abstract and subject to cultural variation. They may not make sense at all when applied to animals. In so far as animals can perceive time and space in ways profoundly different from our own, we can say, almost literally, that they exist in different worlds.

Folktales, like religion, do not distinguish sharply between literal and figurative truth. Even the most conservative fundamentalists would be unlikely to maintain that the Eucharist, if analyzed chemically, would be revealed as blood and flesh. Nevertheless, most churches consider the sacraments to be more than a symbolic gesture. Similarly, it may not always be possible to say whether the identification of the bride as an animal in a particular tale is literal or figurative. One way to understand the figure of the animal bride is as an intensified metaphor.

I will, therefore, use the word "animal" broadly. In traditional tales, we include fairies and nature spirits among the animals. Early zoological texts mix what we now regard as biological, folkloric, and mythological creatures. However we may identify them biologically, animal brides are almost always ambiguous. If they are fundamentally fairies, they have features of realistic animals as well. If they are animals that zoologists might recognize, they still have magical powers. 

What is Marriage?

Why should there be anything absurd about marriage to an animal or even to a plant? In the narrowest sense, marriage is an exclusive union between two human beings, a man and a woman, who agree to share a single destiny. It generally involves sexual pleasure and often leads to having children, but it does not necessarily require either of these. The term "marriage" must be stretched a bit to accommodate other unions which often go under the same heading, such as homosexual bonds, polygamous arrangements, and political alliances between powerful families. In the broadest sense, "marriage" may be used to refer to any union in which destinies are united and profound oppositions are overcome. Legalistic quibbles are foreign to folk and fairy tales, which understand concepts in the most comprehensive sort of way. Just as marriage between two people unites their families, so marriage between a person and an animal in myth and fairy tale joins humanity with nature.

The similarity between romantic love and marriage on the one hand and pet‑keeping on the other is striking. Both are bonds of potentially enormous intensity, involving mutual sharing and affection. We even call the endearments used by lovers "pet names," since they are often terms for animals. Sexual play short of intercourse is often referred to as "petting." Polygamous marriages, such as those of the Old Testament patriarchs, are almost identical to pet‑keeping. This is, for example, very clear in the prophet Nathan's rebuke to King David. To conceal his affair with Bathsheba, wife of Uriah, the monarch has had Uriah killed. Speaking indirectly of Uriah and Bathsheba, the prophet says:

...the poor man had nothing but a ewe lamb, 

one only, a small one he had bought. 

This he fed, and it grew up with him and his children, 

eating his bread, drinking from his cup...(Samuel, 2, XII, 3:1-4).*
Wives, like pets (Serpell, pp. 166‑169), are symbols of wealth and status in polygamous societies. This is also the case in contemporary magazines like Penthouse and Playboy, directed to allegedly polygamous males, where women are respectively referred to as "pets" and "bunnies."

That view of women is degrading and, in a very literal way, dehumanizing. The bond of marriage is, in contemporary culture, an exclusive one. The bond with a companion animal is usually exclusive only on the side of the pet. A person may have many cats, but a cat will usually have only one owner. The most idealized relationships between people and pets, however, are often exclusive on both sides, for example the dog Buck and Thornton in Jack London's Call of the Wild. When both parties are of the same gender, a strong partnership between a person and an animal still has, in this sense, a resemblance to human marriage. It involves affection and trust in the absence of complete understanding.

Even at their best, relationships with pets seem limited by comparison with human marriage. The bond between a pet and its owner is a bit like an incipient romance, marked by a strong affinity yet unable to progress beyond a certain point. When these relationships reach a certain level of intensity, they seem, often to the consternation of observers, to take on the character of a romance. On the most abstract level, the animal wife [and the animal groom] tales are about the attempt to overcome fragmentation, to achieve unity with some object of admiration and desire.

Totemism

"Totemism" is a central concept in the discipline of anthropology. Like all key abstractions, it has the ambiguity that accompanies richness. The concept has been challenged and revived over the decades, acquiring new meanings and associations in the process. In the most restrictive sense, it refers to tracing by a tribe of its lineage to an animal ancestor, which married an human being and retains an honored position. Tribal totem animals constantly revisit their descendants to offer guidance, in ceremonies, in dreams, and in shamanic trances.

 
In a broader sense, totemism can refer to any conception of continuity between the human and animal worlds. "In totemism," Cassirer writes, "man does not merely regard himself as a descendant of certain animal species. A bond that is present and actual as well as genetic connects his whole physical and social existence with his totemic ancestor" (p. 82). Like marriage, totemism involves a merging of formerly divergent beings, which become, in a sense, "one flesh."

Totemism is also the origin of countless stories in which an animal, or supernatural creature, assumes human form to enter a relationship with a man or woman. These stories may be broadly divided into the animal groom and animal wife cycles. In animal groom stories such as "The Frog King" or "The Frog Prince" (tale #1) by Grimm, the creature is permanently transformed into human form and takes his bride. Animal bride tales, as we shall see, tend toward an opposite conclusion. Upon the violation of some tabu or else some mistake by her husband, the bride resumes a fully animal identity and leaves, often taking along their children. The parting is usually final, but, in some versions, the husband eventually manages to regain his wife.

All animal brides, animal grooms, talking animals, shape‑shifters, and human‑animal composites such as the centaur are mediators between the realm of human beings and that of animals. They became increasingly necessary in prehistoric times, as a growing gap between the two realms began to open. They continue to exist in our imaginations in relation to that gap. Our imaginative images of such figures are determined by the extent and nature of the distance placed between animals and human beings. These figures will continue to appeal to us until this human alienation either becomes fully accepted or else disappears entirely.

Animal brides are probably the oldest mediating figures, since they presuppose a only a relatively small differentiation between animals and people. In many animal bride tales, animals and human beings are conceived simply as different tribes joined through matrimony. Victorian folklorists such as Max Müller and Edwin Hartland looked on this totemic legacy with a combination of complaisance and nostalgia, as they imposed a scientific idea of literal truth on mythic stories from the past. Totemism, however, is not a stage of history but a way of thinking, found ancient cultures and our own. That is why ancient legends can still challenge us today.

Since the seventies the ecology movement and its various offshoots in academia, has emphasized the intricate links between all forms of life, thus once again integrating humanity into the context of nature. Roy Willis concludes a discussion of the various meanings of "totemism" by saying, "Western culture, it seems, is now in a phase that might almost be called 'neototemistic'" (p. 6). Like totemic tribes, Contemporary people trace human descent from animals. “Man is descended from the apes,” as early evolutionists vividly, though not quite accurately, put the matter. Apes and human beings are actually both evolved from a common ancestor, but the popular formulation reveals a totemistic way of thinking.This tie to animals of kinship by blood is often a symbol of broader, if less tangible, bonds. In modern times, people have regularly looked to the natural world to provide some sanctions for our practices and institutions. We regularly speak, for example, of "natural rights." Justifications on the basis of some abstract conception of the natural order are a modern equivalent of totemic genealogies. The development of the animal bride tale is an ongoing process, repeated and continued over millennia.

Troubled Bonds

The animal bride tale, particularly as told in comparatively modern times, is an account of the attempt to overcome human alienation. Animal bride stories have at least two parts: the marriage and the subsequent departure of the bride. The first episode, I believe, is the older one. It suggests a relatively close relationship to nature, mediated by totemism. The second part, which tells of separation, reflects increased alienation from the natural world and the failure of totemic genealogies to allay this discontent. In several animal bride tales such as "Hasan of El‑Basra" from the anonymous Arabian Nights Entertainments (vol. 3, pp. 352‑483) there is a third part. Tthe husband goes on a pilgrimage to regain his wife. This expresses our almost universal longing to reestablish a lost intimacy with the natural world.

 The process we call "civilization" is, in general, characterized by increasing distance from the natural world. In older tales the world is less likely to be sharply divided into different realms, appropriate to animals, human beings, and divinities. As Mary Douglas has put it: 

...a primitive world view looks out on a universe which is personal in several different senses. Physical forces are thought of as interwoven with the lives of persons. Things are not completely distinguished from persons and persons are not completely distinguished from their external environment (p. 89). 

Claude Levi-Strauss says much the same thing: "The societies that we call primitive do not have any conception of a sharp division between the various levels of classification" (Savage Mind, p. 138).

Stith Thompson has pointed out that, "In tales of the American Indian...and, indeed, of primitive peoples everywhere, the marriage of human beings to actual animals is of very frequent occurrence" (Folktale, p. 353). One Carrier Indian has remarked, "We know what the animals do, what are the needs of the beaver, the bear, the salmon, and other creatures, because long ago men married them and acquired this knowledge from their animal wives" (Lévi-Strauss, Savage Mind, p. 37). The Osage tribe traced its origin to a chief named Wasbashas who married a beaver princess and learned to build (Emerson, pp. 138‑141). The animal bride tale, understood as a tragic romance, is a product of "civilized" societies, of cultures in which the realms of people, animals and deities are clearly marked off from one another. To transgress these boundaries has become a dangerous and remarkable undertaking.

There are some legends among the Native Americans, perhaps influenced by European culture, in which marriage across lines of species becomes a difficult matter. The story of the Buffalo Wife, told among tribes of the Great Plains, is remarkably similar to many European and Oriental stories of animal brides. A man takes a buffalo cow, who assumes the form of a woman, as his second wife, and they have a child. When the man's human wife offends the buffalo cow, the second wife resumes her animal form and takes her child away. The husband goes in search of the two, until he finds an old buffalo, who consents to return the wife and child if the man can pick them out of the herd. With the aid of a sign from the child, the man makes the correct choice (Thompson, Folktale p. 353; Thompson, Tales pp. 150‑152).

I don't particularly identify with the husband, but I have some idea of how he felt toward the end. This chapter opened with an experience of swans. There is something very human about water birds. Gathered around a pond, they casually intermingle, with little regard for species. Various ducks, swans and geese lounge together, sometimes plunging in the water or nibbling at the grass. Once in the air, however, they segregate themselves by kind. They line up in geometric, almost military, formations, and fly in austere straight lines. The water birds are a bit like people from all backgrounds, who congregate in place like Central Park in New York over a weekend, then put on business suits or overalls and march to work the next day. At times, my glance strays among them, looking for a king or princess.


III


ANIMAL DEITIES

People with pets almost always talk to them (Rasmussen, Rajecki, and Craft, p. 283), as if the dog or cat were a human being. Quite a few people also talk to their plants, as well as to dolls and other objects. It may sometimes trouble us to think that pets cannot understand our speech, nor plants reciprocate our love. But our animistic perception is sanctioned by myths and fairy tales, in which all beings interact on a single plane. In stories as "The Frog King" by Grimm or "Beauty and the Beast" by Madame de Beaumont, love is, very literally, a “humanizing” power.

Animals predominate as characters in the stories of so‑called "primitive" people. In the tales of Native Americans, for example, the heroes are generally not people but animals and stars. These are, in addition, the "bearers of culture." Humanity receives "water from a snake, fire from a frog and sleep from a lizard" (Lüthi, Once, p. 96).

Such legends record a process by which people, observant yet lacking in specialized abilities, learned survival skills largely through watching animals. Spiders, for example, may indeed have taught people the art of weaving, while beavers or nesting birds have taught people to build homes. Predators demonstrated techniques of hunting, and many animals probably inspired patterns of social organization. Early tools appear to have been modeled after bird beaks (Dmitriyev, pp. 279-282).

Joseph Campbell has lyrically described the world of myth and fairy tale: 

No consistent, clearly separating line between the natures of man and beast, such as we find, for example, in Genesis 1:26‑30, was ever drawn in these mythologies [of hunting and agriculture]; for the two were experienced as part of the one life which informs all things: the earth; the mountains; the winds, sun, moon and stars; the rivers, the forests, and the sea. Moreover, in any such so‑called animistic view there is no such thing as absolute death, only a passing of individuals back and forth, as it were, through a veil or screen of visibility...(Way, vol. 2, part 1, p. 9).

Even time, space, life and death, in other words, are not fixed parameters of an individual life, but are forever reconceived and redefined. It is a realm exhilarating in its possibilities and frightening in its uncertainty.

Totemic beliefs, as they became less fluid, eventually developed into formal creeds (Oelschlaeger, p. 36). There are several indications that animal deities preceded anthropomorphic ones. The prehistoric paintings of Europe center far more on animals than on human beings. The oldest known possible, though disputed, place of worship is a shrine to the cave bear in Switzerland (Eliade, pp. 13‑16). The ancient Egyptians did not distinguish as sharply as other peoples between animals and human beings. Their deities, up through the time of Christ, are often depicted in animal form. Anibus, for example, is represented as a jackal, while Horus is a hawk. Hothor is a cow, and Uto is a vulture. The most frequent form of Egyptian divinities is a human body with the head of an animal.

The earliest anthropomorphic gods and goddesses of the ancient world, in addition, often behave more like animals than human beings. The titan Cronos of Greek mythology, for example, heard a prophesy that one of his children would overthrow him. He began to devour each infant as soon as it was born. Five babies perished in this way, but Rhea, the wife and sister of Cronos, hid the infant Zeus and nourished him. This behavior is similar to that of many animals, especially large meat-eaters such as bears, where the mother must often protect the young against being eaten by their father. 

In Mesopotamia and Greece, most deities remained associated with certain animals, which probably represent their original form: Athena with the owl, Zeus with the eagle, Hera with the cow, and Aphrodite with the dove. There are many tales of Zeus assuming animal form to have affairs with mortal women. He impregnated Leda in the form of a swan and Europa in the form of a bull. These stories may have served to assimilate local animal cults into the dominant anthropomorphic religion. According to Blumenberg, the old animal cults were still known to Homer, who mixed theriomorphic traits with human ones in his descriptions of the deities, calling Athena "owl‑eyed" and Hera "cow‑eyed" (p. 137).

The sacred animals, once rulers of the world, were able to retain a little of their former status by becoming mascots of the anthropomorphic gods and goddesses that had replaced them. Yet these mascots occasionally seemed to preserve abilities beyond what even the divinities themselves were aware of. Chinese mythology is especially rich in tales of such animals escaping divine captivity to terrorize human beings and sometimes even to challenge the deities themselves.

One such story tells of a monster armed with a bronze mallet which demands a yearly tribute from villagers of virgin boys and girls to devour. Even the monkey‑fairy Wu‑k'ung, the great vanquisher of demons, fails to subdue this monster. The monkey is forced to seek help from Kuan‑yin, the Bodhisattva of mercy. Arriving at her garden, Wu‑ k'ung finds the Bodhisattva dressed only in a simple robe, holding a knife in her hand and making a bamboo basket. Kuan‑yin explains that she knows why the monkey has come, but she continues to work until the piece is finished. Then she mounts a cloud with Wu‑k'ung, travels to a lake, recites a spell, and lets down the basket. After a while, she draws the basket up with a goldfish inside. The monster turns out to have been this little creature from her pond, which would float to the surface every day to listen to her lectures. The bronze mallet was an unopened lotus bud. Kuan‑yin had noticed the goldfish missing in the morning, but, since one day in heaven is a hundred years on earth, the monster had been able to trouble earth for decades (Wu, vol. 2, pp. 370‑402).

The Story of Enkidu and Gilgamesh

 
We hardly have a vocabulary to describe the earliest surviving literary narratives from Mesopotamia and Egypt. The central figures are generally deities - at least we do not know what else to call them. While these figures are often very human in their reactions, it is by no means clear from the texts how the authors and readers visualized them. The characters are at once elements, ideas, animals, and human beings. Gradually, such literature became differentiated into genres, each with an appropriate subject matter. Some works centered on people, others on deities, or on animals. What we find in those earliest texts, as in many tales of Native Americans and African tribes, is something close to pure myth, storytelling without the constraints imposed by either rationalistic science or religious cosmology.

In literatures where every character is at once human, animal, and deity, every erotic relationship is, or at least includes, an animal bride tale. The Sumerian goddess Innana is associated with snakes, so her love relationship with the shepherd‑king Dumuzi is a sort of animal bride tale, except that is just one facet of the relationship. But as the animal in every character becomes separated from the deity and the human being, an animal bride tale may emerge clearly. The wife, in other words, may become more of an animal, while the husband becomes more of a human being.

Perhaps the first long work of Sumero‑Akkadian [ancient Mesopotamian] literature to draw a very sharp distinction between the realm of animals and that of human beings is The epic of Gilgamesh, usually dated in its present form from about the end of the second millennium B.C. but probably considerably older. The first part opens as Gilgamesh is king of Uruk. His subjects complain that the warlike character and sexual appetite of Gilgamesh allow them no peace. To divert the energies of Gilgamesh, the gods make a companion for him out of clay. This is Enkidu, who jostles with beasts at the watering hole and feeds on grass with the gazelles. He sides with the animals against humanity, filling in the pits of the hunters and tearing apart their traps.

One hunter observes this wild man at a distance, is amazed at his strength, and goes to tell Gilgamesh. The king orders that a sacred prostitute be sent to Enkidu. The wild man has sexual relations with the harlot, to find that afterwards the beasts all reject him. "Enkidu was grown weak, for wisdom was in him, and the thoughts of a man were in his heart" (Sandars, p. 63). The harlot teaches Enkidu to dress, drink wine and behave like a human being, then tells him of Gilgamesh. When the king goes to enter the temple of prostitution, Enkidu blocks his way. The two wrestle for a while then form a bond of friendship.

Together, the two go off and kill the giant Humbaba, guardian of the Cedar forest in Lebanon. The goddess Ishtar asks Gilgamesh to be her lover. He refuses, saying that all her previous lovers, even the god Tammuz, have been destroyed. Furious, Ishtar threatens to raise the dead so they overwhelm the living. Anu, god of the sky, then creates the Bull of Heaven, which comes down to earth and kills hundreds of people with its first two snorts. Enkidu leaps aside from the charging bull and grasps it by the horns, while Gilgamesh kills it with his sword. The companions offer the heart of the Bull to Shamesh, god of the sun. Enkidu throws the thigh of the Bull in the face of Ishtar, who then brings suit against Gilgamesh and Enkidu before the gods. Shamesh defends the two heroes. Anu, god of the sky, and Enlil, god of the air, decree that  Gilgamesh may live but Enkidu must die. Stricken by plague, Enkidu curses the harlot and all events that separated him from the animals. Shamesh rebukes Enkidu, reminding him of his partnership with Gilgamesh. Enkidu changes his curses to blessings as he dies. The second part of the epic tells of the unsuccessful attempt by Gilgamesh to attain the secret of immortality.

Our interest in the first part of the tale will probably center more on Enkidu than on Gilgamesh. As tales evolve and change, scenes from early versions are often retained as figurative images. The description of Enkidu jostling with animals at the watering hole suggests that he may have been an animal in very early versions of the story. The German antiquarian Erich Ebeling has argued that the story of Enkidu and the harlot is the origin of the unicorn legends in Europe, as well as of similar stories in India. The unicorn of medieval legend cannot be overcome by hunters, yet it will lose its wildness, come to a young girl, a virgin, and lay its horn in her lap. The unicorn may then be captured with ease. The girl has changed from a Sumero‑Akkadian harlot to a European virgin over the millennia, but she shows her former lewdness in a few European retellings. She must sometimes appear naked or show her breasts to the unicorn, as the Sumero‑Akkadian harlot did to Enkidu (Ebeling, pp. 51‑52).

But, in his relationship with Gilgamesh, Enkidu appears as a sort of animal bride. Perhaps he was female as well as animal in some early versions of the tale. Toward the start of the epic, before he has met Enkidu, Gilgamesh dreams of seeing two portents: a meteor and an axe. Both, he tells his mother, attracted him "like the love of a woman." This comparison is repeated a few times. His mother explains that the portents represent his new comrade, Enkidu (Sander, pp. 63‑64).

There are indications of sexual possessiveness in the behavior of Enkidu towards Gilgamesh. He blocks Gilgamesh from entering the temple of prostitution. He later attacks Ishtar with the fury of sexual jealousy. The relationship certainly appears homosexual to us today, but that may be due simply to an unfortunate contemporary habit of understanding any close male friendship as erotic. But whether it is homosexual or not, the partnership between Enkidu and Gilgamesh certainly resembles a marriage in its intensity and exclusivity. Enkidu, in summary, has many characteristics of an animal bride, and he may, at one time, have been one in oral traditions. In that case, the second part of the Epic of Gilgamesh would be a story like that of Orpheus and Eurydice, classified by folklorists as type 400 - the quest for the lost wife. 

The Garden of Eden

"In the days when animals talked like human beings...". Lines like these are used to begin many legends and fairy tales throughout the world. The Old Testament, parts of which date to around the start of the first millennium, is among our most ancient religious texts, yet the fabled time of talking animals was already in the remote past. In the entire Bible, apart from Baalam's ass, the only talking animal is the Serpent in the Garden of Eden. The beast of burden needed the inspiration of an angel to speak . The Serpent of Paradise alone crosses the boundary between humanity and beast, though it talks only with the woman and not the man. Eve is the shaman in this tribe of two. 

In the first of the two Biblical accounts of Creation, man and woman are created together, both in the image of God. In the second, a man is created first. A woman is created afterwards as his companion, out of the rib of the man. Sometimes tradition has identified Lilith, the Sumerian goddess/demon, as the first wife of Adam, from the first of the two Biblical accounts of Creation. According to Hebrew legend, Lilith refused to submit to Adam and went off into the desert as a demon. Some stories further identify Lilith with the snake which tempted Eve, making her a sort of animal bride to Adam. 

But tradition has also closely associated Eve with the serpent, at times to the point of identifying the two as one (Phillips, p. 41), in which case Eve becomes an animal bride. Often in medieval art, the face of the serpent is a mirror image of Eve. At other times, the serpent has the same facial features as Eve yet more elaborately styled hair (Flores, pp. 178-179), as though the snake represented a dream of the woman. Eve and the serpent may exchange conspiratorial glances, suggesting an intimacy that Adam cannot share. 

In eating first from the Tree of Knowledge, Eve attains the fallen condition of humanity before Adam. She becomes more fully a human being, a state at once tragic and exalted. Adam, until he eats the apple, remains a sort of animal groom. Eve is frequently painted by medieval artists with a knowing smile which contrasts with the dull expression on the face of Adam.

When Adam and Eve are expelled from Eden, Yahweh says to the serpent:

Be accursed beyond all cattle,

all wild beasts.

You shall crawl on your belly and eat dust

every day of your life.

I will make you enemies of each other,

you and the woman,

your offspring and her offspring.

It will crush your head

and you will strike its heal (Genesis, 3:14‑15).

These lines from Genesis assume that the serpent did not always crawl, but that it once walked upright in the manner of a person or a goddess. The words of Yahweh are an attack on the cult of the serpent, so popular in the Near East, and, most specially, on the many goddesses such as Lilith and Ishtar that were associated with serpents. Women and serpents are no longer to unite in common endeavor, much less merge into a single figure like the animal bride.

Sharply criticized though it may be, the story of Adam and Eve has probably fascinated people more than any other tale in all of history. There are only four characters: Yahweh, Eve, the serpent, and Adam. All are complex and ambivalent, at once good and evil, foolish and wise. Each is, in some way, responsible for the fate of the other three. In a few brief episodes, these four beings enact many of the conflicts which will preoccupy human beings and animals for millennia to come. Even today, we argue over who was right or just. 

The story of Adam and Eve, however, is only one of many tales from the ancient world recording attacks on the cult of the serpent. Marduk, the national god of Babylon, established his absolute supremacy in the world by defeating the serpent‑goddess Tiamat. Apollo, Greco-Roman god of the sky, displaced an archaic snake‑cult by defeating the serpent Python to establish his shrine at Delphi. Zeus, the supreme god of the Greeks, vanquished a similar monster named Typhon, last of the old Titans to resist him. The Greek hero Perseus killed the Gorgon, while the Norse Sigurd slew the serpent Fafnir. In Christian legend, St. George also killed a dragon. St. Patrick drove the snakes out of Ireland. The proliferation of such stories shows how widespread, threatening, and powerful the cult of the snake must once have been.

In both Genesis and the story of Gilgamesh, we see the gradual differentiation of mythological characters into deities, human beings, and animals. This often creates animal brides or grooms. When the virgin Mary conceives Jesus through divine intervention, the conceiving agent is sometimes represented pictorially as a dove. The almost seems to be an animal groom. For Joseph, her husband, Mary belongs to heaven more than to earth. She is, therefore, a sort of animal bride. There is a strong hint of totemism in traditional Christian imagery where Mary is described as "the mother of us all."

By the time of Christ, the sharp differentiation between people, animals, and deities was taken for granted, at least among the educated people. The many fables attributed to Aesop, a half-legendary slave on the island of Samos, were filled with talking animals and plants. The use of such animals, however, was merely a literary convention, accepted through suspension of disbelief. But a longing for the lost intimacy with nature persisted. The Greco‑Roman fabulist Babrius prefaced his collection of Aesopian fables written at the start of the first century:

Now in the Golden age not only men but all other living creatures had the power of speech and were familiar with such words as we ourselves now use in speaking to each other. Assemblies were held by these creatures in the midst of the forests. Even the pine tree talked, and the leaves of the laurel. The fish swimming about in the sea chatted with the friendly sailor, and, quite intelligibly, too, the sparrows conversed with the farmer (Perry, p. 3).

In addition to conveying wit and wisdom, the stories expressed nostalgia for an animistic world. The talking foxes and crows in the fables of Aesop may be deities which humorously reverted to their original theriomorphic [i.e. animal] stages (Blumenberg, p. 132).

The Return of the Animal Deities

From the beginning of what we call "civilization," the old animal deities have, from time to time, reasserted themselves against the newer anthropomorphic ones. In Babylonian mythology, for example, there is a tale in which the monstrous Anzu bird steals the tablets of destiny from the hands of Enlil, god of air, to become ruler of the world. Finally, the god Nintura kills the usurper (Dalley, pp. 203-227). Something similar happens in “The Birds” by the Greek comic dramatist Aristophanes. Claiming to be more ancient than the gods, the birds build a wall in the air and reclaim their ancestral power. 

 
A return to zoolatry, worship of animals, occurs in the Biblical Book of Exodus (32:1‑24). On coming down from Mount Sinai with the tablets of the law, Moses finds the Israelites worshiping a golden calf. This is probably a form of Apis, bull‑god of the Nile, whose memory was carried from Egyptian captivity. Moses angrily breaks the tablets. He orders the idol burned and ground into powder, then has the powder scattered over the water. After making the Israelites drink the powder, he orders about a thousand men to be slaughtered for their part in the apostasy. 

But zoolatry, repeatedly suppressed, has been remarkably persistent. Moses himself comes close to zoolatry, when the Israelites are plagued by fiery snakes. He erects a bronze serpent on a standard, saying that those who look upon it will survive the bite of a snake (Numbers, 21:4-9). The Serpent of Eden is again granted divine status by the Gnostics. 

While the Christian tradition represents God and the angels anthropomorphically, except for their wings, it gives the devils, identified with old animal deities, bestial features. Satan is traditionally shown with a tail, horns and pointed ears. Often, he will have the teeth of a large carnivore, tusks of a boar, and perhaps a cloven hoof. The demon Beelzebub is known as the "Lord of the Flies" and is often pictured as an enormous insect. Representations of the Christian Hell traditionally reverse accustomed roles and hierarchies, as animals are shown herding, cooking and eating human beings. In European witch trials of the fifteenth century, the Devil, or one of his demons, was generally held to appear to people in bestial form (Russell, p. 246). 

In the Middle Ages and early modern periods, there was still a widespread fear that people could be dehumanized through close relationships with animals, that they could become like animals themselves. Women of the late Middle Ages could sometimes be convicted of witchcraft simply on the basis of their fondness for an animal, sometimes even the proximity of one. In British trials, a witch was frequently held to be accompanied by a "familiar," a demon in animal form. In 1684 Margaret Barclay of Scotland was convicted of using magic to sink a ship. The decisive bit of evidence was the presence of a black lap dog, a common pet, when she was observed making a clay image of a boat (Sax, Frog King, p. 43). Though a relationship with any creature could arouse suspicion of witchcraft, this was especially true of a cat, toad, lizard, spider, and a few others. Inquisitors would isolate the suspected witch then wait for a creature to approach. If one came, that was taken as evidence of guilt (K. Thomas, Religion, p. 446). Even today, pictures often depict cats and spiders as companions of wicked witches on Halloween. Witch trials, especially when they involved familiars, were an attack on zoolatry, since the witches were held to take their instructions from animals. But those convicted of witchcraft were probably simply doing what pet owners do today. If a person talks to his or her companion animal, is this a form of superstition? 

Most religious institutions have made an uneasy accommodation with zoolatry. Our churches are filled with sacred images of animals. St. Matthew is represented as a lion, St. Luke as an ox, and St. John as an eagle. Christ is sometimes depicted as either a lion or a lamb. The Holy Spirit is depicted as a dove. It has, theoretically, a status equal to that of Christ or of God the Father in Christianity. The Father, Son, and Holy Spirit correspond respectively to natural force, human being and animal - three aspects of nearly every pagan deity. Christians rationalize these depictions of animals in church by saying that they are only symbolic, but that may be said of anthropomorphic religious images as well. More austere Protestant groups have often suspected zoolatry, and with good reason.

The Fear of Zoolatry

Why this fear of zoolatry? Relations among human beings are highly structured, involving privileges and restrictions for every sort: husband/wife, parent/child, brother/sister, friend/friend and so on. An extreme confusion of these roles, particularly in the case of incest, will bring disastrous psychological - and even physiological - consequences. A relatively mild confusion ‑ say, a romantic relationship across barriers of age ‑ entails possible risks and rewards.

Relationships with anthropomorphized deities are generally conceptualized in as one of these interpersonal bonds. We often relate to the Judeo‑Christian God as friend and father. An erotic bond with a deity is common in shamanic cults and forms of Hinduism, and it is also by no means unknown in Judeo‑Christian traditions. Erotic imagery is used in the Song of Songs, in Psalms, and in the writings of mystics to describe the relationship of the soul to God. But the relationship with a deity cannot be structured or confined like a relationship with another human being, and that is part of its wonder and its terror.

A tabu against incest is universal among human societies. Though perhaps found to some extent among some other animals as well, this tabu is a distinguishing features of humanity. Yet incest among deities may be found in many mythologies, the heritage of a time before divinities were conceived in anthropomorphic form. For the Greeks, the pantheon began as Gaia gave birth to Uranus and then mated with her son. Zeus was married to Hera, his sister. He also fathered Persepone with Demeter, another of his sisters. To the Egyptian god Osiris, Isis was both sister and wife. The Sumerian god Enki mated with several generations of his daughters.

A great many cultures throughout the world have traced the descent of all humanity, or at least of a particular tribe, back to a single couple (Moore, pp. 65-66). In Western culture, all people have been traditionally regarded as descendants of Adam and Eve, as well as from Noah and his wife. But such a genealogy requires incest, whether this is between parent and child or between brother and sister. This incest in particularly explicit in the Bible when the human race is recreated by Lot mating with his daughters. The mythic ancestors are still emerging from the realm of animals. Animals, precisely because they are generally endogamous, are appropriate emblems of descent (Moore, pp. 74-75). 

Even in Christianity, incest is present, as Mary conceives with God the Father. Jesus is, then, both her father, son and husband (Shell, p. 181). Yet these figures are desexualized to a point where these relationships no longer seem threatening or strange. The suggestions of incest are softened by the Holy Spirit, the dove, who mediates between Mary and God the Father. In traditional scenes of the Immaculate Conception, the dove is placed between the two. The carnal aspect of the incarnation is absorbed in the perceived innocence of animals, to leave the relationship of God and Mary divinely chaste.

O'Flaherty has pointed out: 

Hindu gods are parodies of men, and the parody often emphasizes the animal nature of the human. As a result, these gods are more theriomorphic than anthropomorphic. Like Dionysus in Aristophanes' "Frogs," Siva and Indra are larger than life, Gargantuan and magical in their appetites and flaws... (pp. 72-73). 

 Comparable things might be said of the divinities in virtually every tradition, even the most solemn. They are set apart from human beings, not only through knowledge and power but also character, whether this be a matter of violence or gentleness, indulgence or austerity.

Divinities are never role models. We cannot work miracles like Jesus, nor [at least without cloning] be virgin mothers like Mary. Even though their forms mark these divine figures as human, their relationships remove them from our daily lives. Outwardly human, Mary and Jesus, like all immortals, have dimensions that are forever inaccessible to their devotees. They may, perhaps, understand us, while remaining incomprehensible themselves. Their love, their suffering, their anger, their sexuality ‑ these are never quite the same as with ordinary people. Nothing seems more human than our sorrow, and to have Jesus crucified is an extreme of anthropomorphism. Yet we cannot easily think of Jesus as having constipation, losing at a game of chess, or catching cold. The animal divinities of old gaze through human masks.

The fear of a latent zoolatry has produced many ritualistic affirmations of human dominance: bull fighting, bear baiting, and lion taming. Religious groups from Hopi Indians to Christian fundamentalists ritually handle poisonous snakes, once the holiest of animals. But when our hierarchies place man foremost among terrestrial creatures, they leave humanity nowhere to search for companionship expect the stars.

IV

THE SERPENT AND THE SWAN

The animal bride may be almost any animal: cat, whale, bear, spider, or deer. She is a fox in stories from China (Chi‑chen, pp. 24‑34) and Japan (Tyler, pp. 115‑118, 300‑303). She is a seal or a mermaid in tales from the north of Britain (Briggs, pp. 39‑40). The identity of the animal is altered easily without greatly changing the plot. It personalizes the tale for both teller and tribe, placing the events in a context of custom, legend, climate, and terrain. Most common are a snake or a bird (Kohler, p. 32).

Why a Snake?

Balaji Mundkur shows in The Cult of the Serpent, that veneration of the serpent is far more prevalent than any other animal cult. We react instinctively, he argues, to serpents with terror and awe, a response human beings share other primates. Mundkur believes this response evolved because of the potency of a snake's venom and the silence of its approach.

Other factors contribute our unique preoccupation with serpents. The snake is often a symbol of fertility, as copulation between snakes can last for hours and litters may contain scores of young. As a preeminently tactile animal, the snake suggests sexuality, even though the possession of internal sexual organs makes it very hard for people to differentiate between males and females. The shedding of the skin, already mentioned, suggests rebirth. The undulating motion and the green color of many snakes brings to mind vegetation, making the snake appear as a sort of link between animals and plants. A snake can resemble lightning flashing across the sky. The way the red tongues of many snakes flicker and out of the mouth suggests flame, and many dragons of legend can breath fire. A snake might even have suggested human script. Medieval manuscripts often use serpentine figures as part of the calligraphy. Human beings communicate a vast range of emotional nuances through their eyes. The eyes of a serpent are very large and intense, yet their gaze is impossible to read. It suggests secret knowledge.

Furthermore, a snake, by virtue of the absolute simplicity of its form, suggests something primeval, perhaps one of the first beings to have emerged from chaos. In a way that can seem magical, a snake appears to travel while remaining motionless. Its locomotion, without the aid of feet, resembles a flowing stream or current. Baring and Cashford have written of early mythologies, "The serpent, with its quick and fluid shape and movement, came to symbolize the dynamic powers of waters beyond, beneath and around the earth, and appears in many different mythologies as the creative source and generator of the universe" (p. 64). According to Jean Markale, the various snake-women of folklore are androgynous figures, which embody the primal unity of male and female. They are counterparts the Hebrew Yahweh, who, though referred to with a masculine pronoun, contains a feminine element - he created both man and woman in his image (Markale, pp. 174-203). 

Today, even trained herpetologists sometimes have difficulty distinguishing between male and female snakes. Probably, few people throughout history have been able to tell the difference at all. Some female snakes might be capable of parthenogenesis - reproduction without prior copulation. Whether that occurs or not, many female snakes are able to hold the male sperm in their bodies for months or years before becoming pregnant, so it later appears as if they were reproducing without a male. A composite figure of a human being and a snake is far less unequivocally male or female than, say, a centaur. When a snake in folklore becomes a man or woman, the animal acquires an unambiguous gender. 

The seemingly androgenous character of snakes is reflected in language.The Latin word for snake, ”serpens,” is one of the few nouns in that  language that can be either feminine or masculine. In most European languages, the most commonly used word for snake is feminine, for example Spanish, German, and Russian. In Italian and French, the most noun for snake is masculine. In all of these languages, however, “snake” has synonyms of both genders. 

In a culture strongly influenced by Freudian psychoanalysis, we tend to think of snakes as phallic and, therefore, masculine, but this symbolism is far from universal. In the ancient world, the symbolism of snakes is primarily female. The absence of an external sexual organ suggests a female rather than a male. Furthermore, the undulating patterns made by a snake suggest the curvilinear forms of a human female body, far more than the comparatively straight lines of male. Women have a sexual organ, the clitoris, which is analogous to the male penis but far less exposed. This makes human females structurally analogous to a snake. Mundkur cites psychological studies which indicate that women are genetically particularly prone to ophidiophobia, the fear of serpents, than are men. This terror, he believes, was sublimated into religious imagery (p. 208).

According to Baring and Cashford, "...in images of the Goddess in every culture the serpent is never far away, eating from her hand, entwined in her tree, or even, as in the [Babylonian] Tiamat, the shape of the goddess herself" (p. 499). Many goddesses of love and fertility of the ancient Near East were intimately associated with serpents: the Sumerian Nammu, the Sumerian Inanna, the Sumerian Nintu, the Assyro‑Babylonian Ishtar and the West‑Semitic Astarte. The last of these assumed, in the Canaanite temples of Beth‑Shan, the unequivocal form of a snake. Artists sometimes depicted all of the these goddesses with serpentine features (Mundkur, pp. 185‑188). 

Even in the ancient world, these various goddesses of fertility were often equated. In addition, they were known to take lovers that were human or only partially divine. Inanna, for example, loved the shepherd‑king Dumuzi (Wolkstein and Kramer, pp. 29‑50), while Ishtar had an affair Tammuz. In such a  legend, a serpentine goddess might have shed her skin to assume human form and marry a mortal, only to resume her old identity and leave.

Many peoples around the globe from Romans to Australian aborigines have traced their descent to snakes. The Scythians on the Black Sea, contemporaries of the ancient Greeks and Romans, believed they were descended from the daughter of the Dnieper river-god, who had the torso of a women and the tail of a serpent (Lurker, p. 370). I have already argued that the animal bride tale records a failure of totemism effectively to join human beings with the natural world. This suggests that the animal bride story began during the transition from a tribal society to an urban one, in a culture that was at least starting to differentiate strongly between human beings and animals. The most likely area would be southeastern Europe or the ancient Near East, where the cult of the serpent was especially strong.


Why a Swan?

Swans and most other water birds are monogamous, and care for their young. Their families, at least viewed from a distance, seem close to the domestic idylls of the human imagination. With their ability to fly, they symbolize freedom, yet their liberty is not obtained through the sacrifice of a secure home. Many water birds, including swans, are remarkably graceful in air and in water, though often awkward on the ground. Some have brilliant plumage. These birds are many things that people would like to become.

The white color of swans suggests purity, and the softness of their plumage suggests, in many cultures at least, femininity. Belief in a woman or goddess who is partly a bird, often a swan, can be traced to the beginnings of civilization. Buffie Johnson believes that the large buttocks found on many female figures painted on caves in prehistoric times are a swan maiden motif, and suggest possession of a cosmic egg (Johnson, pp. 24‑26). Zeus took the form of a swan in order to seduce Leda, but the woman seems to have some characteristics of a bird deity as well. In some versions of the myth, Leda lays an egg, from which the heroic twins known as the Dioscuri later hatch (O'Flaherty, p. 212).

In Hindu mythology, the aspares are nymphs who transform themselves into waterfowl. Possibly, the oldest swan maiden story of all may be that of Uravasi and Pururavas. Uravasi is one of the aspares, and some scholars regard this story as the earliest swan maiden tale. She goes down to earth and marries king Pururavas, but she leaves him after he commits a breach of promise. Eventually they are reunited in the realm of the Hindu demigods known as the Gandhavas. Unfortunately, we have the story only in several fragmentary versions, and the tale cannot be reconstructed completely (Leavy, Swan Maiden, pp. 33-63). 

In northern Europe swans are particularly prominent in mythology and folklore. Several scholars have seen a connection between the valkyries, warrior maidens of Norse and Germanic mythology, and swan maidens. In Irish mythology, swans are the form in which lovers can move between the everyday world and that of spirits (Fries, p. 19). In one story, Oengus, the god of love, receives a vision of a beautiful girl, and immediately falls sick with longing for her. After long searching, Oengus learns that the woman is Caer Ibormeith and that she lives alternately in the form of a girl and of a swan. On Sauin, the day on which the boundary between the worlds of human beings and spirits disappears, Oengus finds Caer in the form of a swan in a flock of fifty on a lake. Oengus calls to her. When he promises not to prevent her return, Caer comes to Oengus. The god himself then assumes the form of a swan, and the two birds circle around the pond three times together. They fly to a village and sing the men and women there to sleep (Gantz, pp. 108‑112). This is one of the first variants of the tale in which the animal bride leads her suitor into her world rather than entering his.

A. T. Hatto traces the origin of the swan maiden stories to attempts to domesticate migratory waterfowl, which leave as the year draws to an end. Examining the migratory paths of these birds, he finds they corresponded roughly to the areas in which stories of bird wives have been recorded most often in the northern latitudes and in Central Asia. He adds, further, that many shamans in this region identify strongly with birds, and that their relations with bird spirits are often conceived as a sort of love affair (Hatto, pp. 338‑344). 

Alan Miller developed these ideas further in his analysis of the Japanese story of "The Crane Wife" (Seki, pp. 77-80). The bird wives of oriental folklore, he argues, have divine status. They are intimately associated with the feminine activity of weaving, which further links them with Amaterasu, a goddess from whom the Japanese people have traced their descent (Miller, 80-81). The practice of this feminine art may have been suggested by the building of nests by birds, an activity that still arouses wonder and curiosity. But none of this means that the first animal bride was necessarily a bird.

From Snake to Bird

There are many strong indications that the animal bride tales which feature a bird or swan maiden evolved from earlier tales of marriage to a snake. In a great many of the swan maiden tales, particularly those recorded from India through Scotland, the animal bride retains an ophidian characteristic ‑ a detachable skin. Typical is "the Peri Wife," a Hindu‑Persian tale of an animal bride, written in India around 1650. A young man sees some doves cast off their feathered garments to bathe in a pool and assume the form of women. The man steals the garments, and will only consent to return them on the condition that one of the bathers must become his wife (Keightley, pp. 14‑23, see part II). Almost the same thing happens in the story of Hasan of El‑Basra in The Arabian Knights Entertainments (Anonymous, vol. 3, pp. 352‑483), where a princess and her retinue come to bathe in the form of unidentified birds then discard their skins to become women. Hasan seizes the feathered skin of the princess, so that she cannot reassume her old form. Then Hasan compels her to be his wife. The events take place in a tale from Russia entitled "Vasilissa the Beautiful," except that the bird is a spoonbill (Afanas'ev, pp. 439‑446). In Chinese and Japanese versions the woman is a crane (Hatto, pp. 328‑333; Seki, pp. 77‑80). One Siberian version makes her a gull (Coxwell, pp. 82-84), while an Eskimo version is about a goose (Thompson, Tales pp. 198‑199, see Part Two). The most famous tales of this sort come from Northern Europe, and the bird that discards its skin to bathe, taking the form of a woman, is usually a swan (Yolen, pp. 303‑305). The detachable skin is an ophidian characteristic that must have remained when a bird was substituted for the snake of an older version. The shedding of a snakeskin is often a symbol of rejuvenation. In the Old Babylonian Epic of Gilgamesh, a snake steals the plant of immortality, to shed its skin and then live forever.

The notion of the snake as an erotic symbol may seem grotesque to modern sensibilities. Nevertheless, a great many artifacts indicate that the serpent in the ancient Middle East often had erotic associations (Mundkur, pp. 172‑208). The naginas of Hindu mythology, snakes with heads of women, often seduce and even marry mortal men. The erotic perception of snakes changed to revulsion, as can be seen in the widely spread but mistaken idea that snakes are slimy. Faced with a revolt against the cult of the serpent, storytellers had to substitute a bird for a snake to make the tale of the animal bride acceptable.

The narrative substitution of a bird such as a swan for a serpent would not have been terribly difficult to imagine. Both birds and snakes tend to be attracted by bodies of water, which is where the encounter leading to marriage usually takes place. The swan, like some other water birds, has a long, undulating neck that suggests a snake. Water birds such as the swan even make a rasping sound when threatened, which could easily be mistaken for the hiss of a serpent. Just as snakes shed their skins, birds molt, losing some of their feathers. This motif is found in the fairy tale "The Singing, Soaring Lark," recorded by the Grimm brothers (tale #88). The husband who has taken the form of a bird and leaves a trail for his bride by dropping feathers at intervals. But the contrast between birds and snakes is just as important here as the similarities.

As creatures of the air and earth respectively, birds and snakes are often paired in folklore and mythology (Mundkur, pp. 95‑108). The goddess Quetzalcoatl, a major figure in Aztec religion, was represented as a feathered serpent. In occidental culture, there are many figurines from Paleolithic, Neolithic and Chalcolithic Europe of a possible goddess with an avian body and a serpentine neck (O'Flaherty, p. 166; Gimbutas, pp. 112‑151). Many female figurines from early civilizations combine avian and ophidian characteristics (Johnson, pp. 124‑129). Lilith, an ancient goddess/demon of Middle Eastern tradition, shares a home in a tree with a bird and serpent in the Sumerian poem entitled "The Hulapppu Tree" (Wolkstein and Kramer, pp. 4‑9). The Egyptian goddess Buto is sometimes pictured as a cobra with wings. Jesus evokes a similar image when he enjoins his followers to be "cunning as serpents yet innocent as doves" (Matthew, 10:16). In representations from the ancient world through the Renaissance and after, the basilisk, a monster that can kill with a glance, is portrayed as a serpent with wings.

If Gimbutas is correct, most of these serpent‑bird composites may ultimately go back to a single divinity from the Balkans in the Neolithic period. "The Snake Goddess and the Bird Goddess," Gimbutas writes: 

appear as separate figures and as a single divinity. Their functions are so intimately related that their separate treatment is impossible. She is one and she is two, sometimes snake and sometimes bird. She is the goddess of waters and air, assuming the shape of a snake, a crane, a goose, a duck, a diving bird (p. 112). 

Such a figure might have generated the stories of snake brides and bird brides in rapid succession. These could have been understood as manifestations of a single power, perhaps appearing to different people or their tribes.

The substitution of a snake for a bird is also suggested by a comparable change that we find in late folkloric versions of the story, as it spreads to the northern coasts of the British Isles. In several versions, the creature that sheds its skin to become a woman is no longer a bird but a seal (Keightley, pp. 169‑170, see Part Two; Briggs, pp. 39‑40). Many factors could have suggested seals as a likely substitute. Like birds, they engage in seasonal migrations. Like snakes, seals shed their skins. The female seals often cast the old covering off in a single piece. Furthermore, they have large, wide eyes, which appear human and very amorous. Female seals, seen from a distance, can look remarkably like traditional representations of mermaids. 

The substitutions have often gone even further. A great variety of animals from bears to otters in folktales become human by taking off a skin. The animal bride is a mermaid in an Irish tale entitled "The Lady of Gallerus," and a fisherman compels her to marry him by stealing her magic cap (Clifford and Croker, pp. 64‑68). Something similar happens in the enormously popular tale of "Cinderella," as retold by Charles Perrault in France at the end of the seventeenth century (Opie, pp. 152-169). This is, essentially, an animal bride tale viewed from a feminine perspective. The change of Cinderella from a drudge to a fine lady at the ball is so sudden and magical that it is truly a sort of metamorphosis. Like other animal brides, Cinderella reassumes her original form and departs. But the skin left by her predecessors has become a glass slipper, and this enables the prince to regain his bride. Some scholars have suggested that the slipper was originally made of fur. Perrault, hearing the tale, could have mistaken the word "vair" [fur] for the homonym "verre" (Opie, p. 159). If this is so, the “fur” may once have been a pelt.


Caterpillar, Chrysalis and Butterfly

The narrative substitution of a bird for a snake could first have been suggested by the metamorphosis of a caterpillar into a butterfly. This transformation has fascinated people from time immemorial, and it has doubtless provided much of the inspiration for the countless tales of shape‑changers throughout the world. Like the snake shedding its skin, the metamorphosis of the caterpillar is an ancient symbol of renewal and regeneration. The two processes are outwardly sufficiently similar so that people at one time may not have distinguished sharply between them. Just as the snake leaves behind the old skin, the metamorphosed caterpillar leaves behind the pupa or chrysalis. The caterpillar, butterfly and chrysalis are important motifs in the art of many ancient civilizations including the Vinca culture (Gimbutas, pp. 186‑190).

Even today, the butterfly often symbolizes, an association that could first have been suggested by the custom of placing flowers on graves. These could have attracted butterflies, which appeared to accompany the corpse. Perhaps they even seemed to from the corpse, as though from a chrysalis. The Greek word for "butterfly," "psychê," also means "soul," as does the Latin equivalent "anima." The identification of butterfly and soul has carried over into Christian symbolism.

Until about two centuries ago, it was widely believed that insects were produced by spontaneous generation from decaying flesh. This is, for example, the mentioned by Aristotle. People may, then, have believed that butterflies, as well as emerging from a cocoon, could be produced from the rotting of dead bodies. Unlike many insects, butterflies would not have been attracted by decaying flesh. Perhaps, however, they were attracted by flowers that were laid on the decaying corpse. The sight of butterflies hovering over a dead body could have inspired the idea of an immortal soul.

There is nothing in the physical life of human beings comparable to the transformation of a metamorphic insect. The closest thing is the emergence of the foetus from the placenta at birth. In spite of that, the metamorphosis of the insect seems to provide the model for countless human transformations, both in folktales and in the works of literary figures from Ovid to Kafka. It is also probably the underlying metaphor in most literature of psychic transformations (Spooner, pp. 72-73), as when initiation into the Christian faith is described as being "born again." 

The emergence of a human figure from a chrysalis/snakeskin seems to go back at least to Balkan figurines of the fifth and fourth millennia B.C. These depicted women in a rigid pose with arms folded in the shape of a chrysalis (Gimbutas, p. 157). Their elongated faces with huge semicircular eyes and elongated necks suggest the features of a snake. The figurines blend human and ophidian features, while suggesting the promise of rebirth. They show the themes and motifs passed down to us in the animal bride tales already closely associated. 

Probably because of the example of the metamorphosis of a caterpillar to a butterfly, it is far easier to imagine the transformation of a snake into a bird than the reverse. The movement from snake to bird suggests the fulfillment of a destiny, like trees growing out of the earth. The change from a snake to a bird would have been an emotional rehabilitation of the animal bride, as people came to think of nature in more benign terms.

But in other traditions the animal bride became a figure of terror. In some myths of India and Greece, a goddess cuts off the head of her consort after she is finished with him. This motif recalls several spiders, in which the female sometimes bites off the head of the male during copulation (O'Flaherty, pp. 81, 98). Recent research has shown that the female spider, like the female praying mantis, does not actually devour her mate nearly as often as is popularly believed. Moreover, when she does this, it is usually due to stress, sometimes created by the conditions of observation. Nevertheless, the mistake continues to be widespread and has its origin in very old folk beliefs. Like snakes, spiders usually to swallow their prey head first. Like caterpillars, spiders spin silken threads. Mythologies often blend features of many species through broad associations. Features of all of these animals are combined in female deities of southern Europe and Asia.

The Peasant and Zemyne

There are not many recorded tales in which a snake becomes a woman by shedding its skin, and a man steals the skin to win her in marriage, though one such tale has been written down in Lithuania. The tale begins as a peasant is cutting grass in a field. He hears a loud hiss and turns to see a snake behind him. Fixing the head of the snake against the ground with his sickle, he picks up a stick and begins to beat the snake furiously. Eventually the skin of the snake falls off and changes into a many‑colored dress. In that instant, a beautiful maiden appears before him. The peasant snatches the dress, takes the maiden home and marries her. They live together happily for several years and have children, till one day the wife discovers the many‑colored dress in an old chest. She puts it on and, once again, takes the form of a snake. She then kills both husband and children with her bite, and returns to the meadow (Versteckenstedt, vol. 2, pp. 149‑150, see Part Two).

Linguists consider Lithuanian closest to the original proto‑Indo‑European tongue of any living language, and the folklore of that region also shows signs of being very

ancient. The folkloric figures of Lithuania often possessed of cosmic powers. They act more on the scale of gods and goddesses than do European fairies of other lands. Only the lack of a fixed pantheon makes us hesitate to designate the Lithuanian figures as "mythological." A snake cult, associated with fertility, played an important role in Lithuanian peasant life through the end of the Middle Ages. On January 25, people would prepare for the new year by shaking apple trees, knocking on beehives and inviting snakes into the home to taste carefully prepared dishes (Greimas, pp. 199-200). This cult is a possible link between animal brides and some ancient serpent women, including both Baltic figurines and deities of the Middle East.

The snake of the Lithuanian tale is called "Zemyne," which means "earth" (Monaghan, p. 368), and she clearly has the status of a goddess (Greimas, pp. 33, 118). She is ruler of the underworld and the mother of nature spirits known as dwarfs or "Verstucken" (Veckenstedt, vol. 2, p. 151). In her close association with the earth, with fertility and with serpents, Zemyne has a strong resemblance to ancient goddesses such as Inanna, Ishtar, and Astarte, with whom the Lithuanian folk deity probably has a common origin.

Like these ancient earth mother goddesses, Zemyne is simultaneously a figure of love and terror. The earth is the source of all life, but it is also the ultimate destiny of

every living thing. Death may even be thought of as the consummation of a sort of marriage to the earth. The return of the animal bride to her original form can simply represent the completion of a life cycle. In several folkloric traditions, human beings assume the form of a totem animal at death (Kohler, pp. 32‑42).

In this perspective, the even final deed of Zemyne can seem less a perversion than the conclusion of a natural process. That the bride finds the dress seems, in a way, accidental, but it has a sense of inevitability about it. It is not clear from this tale whether the human bride is aware of her true identity or of her later regression. We do not know whether, as a snake, she still carries human memories. But the fatal bites she bestows seem like kisses, as though she intended only a loving greeting. Perhaps, however, Zemyne was summoning husband and children to join her in the kingdom beyond the grave? To me, at least, she seems not to be a figure of malice but one which simply lives by rules which mortals do not understand.

The tale of Zemyne has none of the playful inventiveness that is characteristic of fairy tales. Instead, it has a style of harsh realism that is found in many local legends.

These, in contrast to fairy tales, tended to be literally believed. This is possibly the simplest of the many recorded tales in which an animal bride assumes human form, marries and then returns to her old identity. It has a very archaic quality, and I suspect this tale is close to the original animal bride story from which all the rest are derived.

One similar Lithuanian tale could even reflect the transition of folkloric animal brides from an ophidian to an avian form. a peasant beats a snake, which then becomes a crane and attacks him, before it finally assumes the form of a maiden (Veckenstedt, vol. 2, pp. 138‑139). The small number of stories in which the man captures a serpent by stealing her skin may be partially explained by our relative ignorance of oral traditions before the invention of moveable type and the subsequent proliferation of printed materials. Hundreds of versions of fairy tales like "Cinderella" and "Sleeping Beauty" were recorded from oral traditions. Scholars agree that they were widespread for centuries, perhaps for millennia, before anybody wrote them down. Very few fairy tales, however, were recorded before the seventeenth century.


From Animal Bride to Groom

The transition from a tale of an animal bride to an animal groom is suggested by the myth of Diana and Acteon, retold in The Metamorphoses of Ovid toward the start of the first century B. C. Acteon, while hunting, comes upon the goddess Diana and her nymphs bathing naked in a pond. He is overpowered by the beauty of the goddess and can do nothing except stare. This scene is reminiscent of countless animal bride tales, except for one thing. This time, instead of putting on their garments and becoming animals, the bathers transform the young man. The goddess, saying "Now, go, and say that you saw Diana nude...," splashes water in his face. He turns into a stag and is killed by his dogs (Ovid, part 3, sections 54-55). 

While motifs and fragments that suggest an animal groom tale go back to remote antiquity, the complete story first appears as the tale of "Cupid and Psychê" in The Golden Ass by Lucius Apuleius, written in Latin during the first century A.D. Many scholars regard the “Beauty and the Beast” cycle [tale type 425A] as a literary creation of Apuleius, which entered oral traditions (Hearne, pp. 155-188; Swahn, pp. 252, 408). Popular stories such as Madame de Beaumont's "Beauty and the Beast" were written down at a time when educated people knew the Roman classics, and fairy tales of animal grooms were certainly influenced by Apuleius. The oral and literary traditions here are so intimately connected that it is probably impossible to untangle them. 

Psychê, in the story by Apuleius, is a young girl whose legendary beauty is so intimidating that no man offers to marry her. Her parents consult an oracle, who tells them:

Her husband is no man of human seed


But serpent dire and fierce as might be thought,

Who flies with wings above in starry skies...

(Apuleius, p. 104 - diction modernized).

At the direction of the oracle, Psychê is left by a mountain cavern. There she is visited nightly by an unseen bridegroom. Torn between love and fear, she accepts the advice of her jealous sisters and plans to kill the visitor. Then, changing her mind, Psychê puts her knife away.  She lights an oil lamp to see her husband - the god, Cupid - as a lovely young man. She is so amazed that she singes Cupid with oil and forces him to depart. After many trials and tribulations, she is finally reunited with him.

Apuleius was a native Egyptian who was initiated into the mysteries of Isis and Osiris. His sophisticated use of religious symbolism and literary imagery, together with the need for secrecy - in a religion that, in the late Roman Empire, had gone underground - sometimes make his writing mannered and ambiguous. The story preserves a great many motifs traditionally associated with animal bride tales but largely as ornamentation. The bridegroom in the tale is repeatedly spoken of as a serpent. But Psychê - whose name, as stated previously, means "butterfly" - tends to be depicted in antique art beside a butterfly or wearing butterfly wings (Davies and Kathirithamby, p. 107). Originally, she could have been the animal bride. Cupid, by contrast, might simply have been a man. While he is rumored in the story by Apuleius to be a serpent, the author never confirms whether this is so or not. Cupid is never described as having anything other than a human appearance. As storytellers began to emphasize her more, Psychê could have been anthropomorphized, while her groom was given divine status. 

There is a similar animal groom story, written down in India perhaps a century or two before "Cupid and Psychê," in the Hindu animal epic The Panchatantra, traditionally attributed to the sage Vishnusharman. A Brahman and his wife, it relates, are told by an oracle that they will have a son surpassing all others in appearance, character, and charm. Instead of a boy, the wife gives birth to a snake. Against the advice of horrified companions, the wife refuses to kill the infant. She nurtures the snake as if he were a human being. Her husband goes on a trip to distant lands in search of a girl who will accept his son in marriage, and he returns with a beautiful young maiden. The snake sheds his skin and becomes a handsome young man. His father burns the skin, and the marriage is joyously celebrated (Ryder, pp. 177-179). 

These two oldest recorded animal groom stories both have a happy ending, which sets them apart from most tales of the animal bride. The animal groom tales also show a greater implicit faith in the superiority of the human realm. The three most popular animal groom stories today - Madame de Beaumont's "Beauty and the Beast, "Grimms' "The Frog King," and George Dasent's "East of the Sun and West of the Moon" - all make the groom a prince who was enchanted but does not properly belong to the world of animals. His home may be remote and mysterious, but it is plainly a human sort of abode. There is a even puzzling reversal of roles between the human being and the animal in tales such "Cupid and Psychê" or "Beauty and the Beast" (Opie, pp. 179-195). The young woman stays in the home of the beast, almost as a pet. The animal, as the owner of the dwelling, sets the rules. According to Leavy, "...animal groom and animal bride stories differ in that the animal groom's disenchantment seems to be based on the assumption that the human form is the true form, the bestial shape some aberration..., whereas a basic assumption about woman is that her beast form defines her essential being" (Swan Maiden, pp. 222-3).

As the animal groom and bride cycles diverge  further, other differences between them are created. Animal grooms become large animals known for savagery - bears, lions, or wild pigs (Tatar, p. 176). Animal brides remain largely serpents and birds. The animal grooms may roar more loudly, yet it is animal brides, closer to their primeval origin, that truly inspire fear.

V

MEDIEVAL TOTEMISM

Peoples and noble families have traced often their origin directly to animals. According to legend, the Koreans were descended from a bear that assumed the form of a woman (Carpenter, p. 29). According to legend, Romulus and Remus,  the founders of Rome, were suckled by a wolf. The wolf was probably their mother in earlier versions of the story. Many early Irish heroes were born of liaisons between people and horses (Salisbury, p. 85). Siward, a medieval Earl of Northumberland, claimed to be descended from a bear that ravished his grandmother (K. Thomas, Man, p. 134). A bear that loved a woman and kept her in its den was also the legendary ancestor of many Scandinavian kings (Burton, part 3, section 2). One noble family in France, according to a chronicle of 1188, was descended from a snake that assumed the form of a woman and married the lord of Langres (Markale, p. 63). As late as the mid‑nineteenth century, families in the south of Ireland traced their lineage to a union of a man with a mermaid (Keightley, p. 370), as they probably still do today. The Connely family of West Ireland, as well as many other prominent Irish families, trace their lineage from seals (Rex Warner, p. 224). These lineages, like those of totemic tribes, suggest primal energy and vigor.

Old aristocratic houses, filled with mementos of an indistinctly remembered past, are still a frequent setting for stories of supernatural events. Fantastic legends of family origins, not always literally believed, have always circulated about such places. In pre‑Christian times, ruling families such as the Merowingens of ancient Germany traced their ancestry to a god (Ertzdorff, p. 428). As the Middle Ages progressed, such genealogies were often replaced by links with mighty, though still human, warriors such as Alexander the Great. A few aristocratic families of Europe have traced their descent from fairies, those ambiguous creatures variously identified with pagan deities, devils, animals, and spirits of the dead. In the sixteenth century, Count Froben Christoph von Zimmern mentioned in his chronicles a family legend of marriage between a remote ancestor and a water fairy, an account he found entertaining but not credible (Ertzdorff, p. 429). The house of Haro in Spain began, according to legend, with the marriage of Don Diego Lopez to a fairy. She appeared to be a beautiful woman down to one foot, which was that of a goat (Keightley, pp. 458‑459). The mighty Platagenet family - which once ruled England, France, and Jerusalem - was, according to legend, begun with the marriage of a lord to a mysterious beauty he met in the depths of the woods in Anjou. Observing that his wife seldom attended church and never stayed long, the lord resolved to have her forcibly detained until the service was completed. As the host was consecrated, she turned into a demon and flew through the window leaving behind her children. She was never seen again (Markale, p. 65). 


Peter and the Water Fairy

As a middle class began to emerge and challenge the nobility in Europe, some aristocrats, seeking a sanction for their position that would be more authoritative

or at least more romantic, began to record such tales. One of the earliest examples is the legend of Peter von Stauffenberg, celebrated in an epic Middle High German poem by his descendant Egenolf von Stauffenberg in 1178 A.D. The poem is a paradoxical combination of ancient and modern elements. By comparison with other epics of the period, the poem has a very clear dramatic structure. Everything leads up to a single climax and subsequent resolution. The poem is even more modern in its acceptance of ambiguity, since it refrains from any unequivocal judgement regarding either the deeds of the hero or the nature of his supernatural bride.

Egenolf tells the story of the love between Peter and a nixie or water fairy, whom he meets one day beside a stream. Peter asks why she is sitting on a stone by herself. She explains that she has been waiting for him. Having long followed his exploits, she is in love with Peter. The young knight is overwhelmed and says that he would like to be to be united with the nixie until death. She replies that, in that case, the two of them can live in happiness and prosperity, but Peter may never marry. Otherwise, she will show her foot as a sign, and then Peter will have only three days to live. Peter agrees. Later, however, the king presses Peter to enter into a political marriage. Peter refuses, making various excuses. Eventually he is forced to confess his bond with the water fairy. The bishop convinces Peter that the fairy is an emissary of the devil. Finally Peter agrees to marry, since he fears for the salvation of his soul. At the ceremony, the foot of the fairy suddenly appears. The wedding has to be called off. Peter dies, as predicted, three days later (Röhrich, pp. 27‑42).

Many subsequent versions of the legend have been recorded, including a prose version collected by the Grimm brothers and a folksong collected by Arnim and Brentano. In a version collected in the nineteenth century by Christian August Vulpius, the wedding guests see the tail of a snake instead of a foot (Röhrich, pp. 45‑46), a circumstance which has led some scholars (Kohler, p. 11) to suppose the fairy was originally a totem serpent. In a version from the Frisian Islands entitled "The Seven Mermaids" (Röhrich, p. 51, see Part Two), the hero pledges his faith not to a fairy but to the sea.

All of the stories in the Peter von Stauffenberg cycle leave a great many obvious questions unanswered. In the account by Egenolf, we have to presume that the fairy became pregnant and built the house of von Stauffenberg for her child. This genealogy could not have conferred great legal or moral legitimacy on the house of Stauffenberg, but descent from a fairy certainly added an aura of romance.


Melusine

A closely related, and even better known, cycle is that of Melusine, who is half woman and half fairy. This was first written down by Gervasius of Tilbury in 1211. Over a century and a half later, in 1387, Jean the Duke of Berry commissioned Jean d’Arras to trace the descent of the house of Luisignan to Melusine. A little over a decade afterwards, a poet named Couldrette was commissioned to write down the story for Guillaume VII of Parthenay, claiming a similar lineage for the Parthenay estate (Ertzdorff, pp. 433‑434). The version by Couldrette was put into German by Thüring of Ringoltingen and then translated into several other European languages. Several aristocratic houses of France and Luxembourg altered their histories in order to trace their lineage to one or another of the sons of Melusine.

 In the story, a young count named Raymond kills his hunting companion by accident and wanders in fear through the woods. He is befriended by Melusine next to a pond. She marries him on the condition that she be allowed to spend Saturdays in seclusion, during which time Raymond may never observe her. At first the couple is extremely prosperous. Melusine builds a palace for their home at Lusignan, and they have nine sons. All are exceptionally strong and capable but deformed in one way or another. The first, Urian, has a flat face, protruding ears, one red eye and one green eye. One son, Anthony, is covered with hair and has long claws. Another, Geoffrey the Tooth, has a tusk like that of a boar. Their features, in every case, recall various animals, fairies, or mythological beings. For each of her various sons, Melusine builds a new palace.

After many years of happiness, acquaintances suggest to Raymond that Melusine has been unfaithful. Raymond observes his wife through a hole in the door one Saturday, and he sees that she had been transformed into a serpent from the waist down. Later, during a quarrel, he calls her "odious serpent," thus revealing what he has seen. Melusine assumes her half‑human form and flies three times around the castle in a tearful farewell. She finally becomes a serpent and vanishes. Like a tribal totem, Melusine continues to watch over her descendants. There are many reports of her being seen by the castle of Lusignan, especially in times of crisis.

Perhaps the most unique feature of Melusine is her fertility. She produces not only sons but a wide range of animal and supernatural life. She is almost a sort

of primal mother, source of all life. The deformities of the various sons recall the large and powerful animals that were identified with noble families in heraldry such as the lion, boar, and wolf. The sons are both good and evil, suggesting that nature is morally indifferent.

In her fertility, Melusine recalls a number of other serpent women. The first is Eichidna, daughter of Gaia and the titan Tartarus in Greek mythology. Together with her brother Typhon, an enormous serpent, Eichidna gave birth to an array of monsters - the seven-headed Hydra, Cerberus, the Chimera, and the Nemean Lion. She also mothered the monstrous bird that tore the liver of Prometheus. Yet another figure of legend who shares that sort of fertility is Lilith, the first wife of Adam in many Jewish legends. According to tales from the Near East, Lilith separated from Adam and withdrew into the desert, which she then peopled with supernatural creatures by her promiscuous liaisons. 

From Goddess to Water Fairy

The development of animal bride tales is less a matter of simple linear diffusion than of a constant fluctuation of ideas and motifs, in which various strands of the tradition sometimes developed independently and sometimes intersected. The whole process is probably too intricate ever to be reconstructed in great detail, but it is often possible to document routes of diffusion, at least in limited historical epochs.

One cycle of animal bride tales that has been comparatively well studied is that of Melusine. Representations of mermaids, reminiscent of her, go back to the ancient Babylonian empire, and scholars have traced the figure of Melusine to a Middle Eastern origin. In the late nineteenth century, the Scottish folklorist Andrew Lang pointed out a similarity between Melusine and the snake‑woman Lilith, the first wife of Adam (Lang, p. 193). More recently, Jean Markale has argued that Lilith and Melusine are embodiments of a single archetype, respectively for the ancient and modern worlds. He believes the two are linked through many intermediate figures such as Medea and Eurydice. He points out many parallels between Lilith and Melusine, such as their many deformed children and, above all, their moral ambivalence (Markale, pp. 174-190). 

 
A key issue in the study of these legends has been the derivation of the name "Melusine." Writing in the nineteenth century, Sabine Baring‑Gould saw a philological link between Melusine and Mylitta, a Babylonian goddess associated with moisture, fertility, and the moon. According to Baring‑Gould, Mylitta gave her name to the Melissae [literally, "bees"] or priestesses of Demeter, whose cult was active on Cyprus, as well as to Melissa, a lunar goddess. The designation was further corrupted to "Melusine," as the story was carried from Cyprus to continental Europe via the port city of Marseille (Baring‑Gould, pp. 498‑499).

Karl Heisig argues for the same route of diffusion, but he disagrees about the origin of the serpent woman. He points out similarities between Melusine and the ancient Syrian goddess Derceto or Atargatis, who was represented with a serpentine tail (pp. 174‑175). The cult of Derceto, he argues, absorbed both Hellenic and Christian elements, and it survived in oral traditions on the Greek‑Syrian island of Cyprus. Richard the Lion-Heart conquered Cyprus in 1192 and sold the island to the house of Lusignan six years later. The tale was then carried into France by merchants of Marseille (p. 178). The name “Melusine” was, according to Heisig, used by d'Arras and Couldrette as an abbreviation of the words "Mère des Lusignan" or "Mother of the Lusignans" (Heisig, p. 181). 

Several other derivations of the name "Melusine" have been suggested, some of which are based on apparent links between the fairy and various Celtic or Greco-Roman divinities (Markale, pp. 112-129). Recently, Markale has derived the name from a Latinization of the Greek words "Melas-Leukè," meaning "black and white." This etymology, he writes, "has the merit of defining very exactly the double-nature of the fairy of Poitou, at one time human and animal, male and female, diurnal and nocturnal, good and evil - therefore, white and black" (p. 130).

Still another speculative possibility is that the name could have been suggested by that of "Melisende," daughter of Baldwin II, a Latin king of Jerusalem in the early twelfth century. Though male succession was the rule, Melisende, like Melusine, passed an estate to her husband and heirs. She married Fulk of Anjou, who eventually succeeded to the throne. In addition to the similarity of their names, both the princess and Melusine link the Near East with Europe, especially with France. They even share an association with the mighty Angevin family, of which the house of Lusignan was a branch. 

These etymologies are not necessarily incompatible, since the designation "Melusine" could have been suggested by several sources. The name could even have been chosen, in part, because it is unusually melodious and suggestive. The various theories, furthermore, are not so very far apart, since the ancient goddesses from which Melusine appears to derive were often equated in ancient times.


Greco-Roman Mythology 

Still another possible link between Melusine and Greco-Roman mythology is the figure of Eurydice (Leavy, p. 148), the beloved of Orpheus in a story was told by Virgil and many others. Eurydice, in some versions, was fleeing the advances of the prince Aristaeus when she was fatally bitten by a snake. Orpheus went down to Hades in search of her. His music charmed the god of the underworld into letting Eurydice return, but Orpheus was forbidden to gaze upon her before completing his journey to the surface of the earth. Orpheus violated the prohibition just before reaching open air, and Eurydice sank back into the depths. Eurydice and Melusine are both associated with snakes and with the underworld. Both women are shielded from the sight of their lovers by a tabu. Furthermore, both women have been regarded with great ambivalence, as models of both feminine virtue and evil. Finally, both have been connected with earth goddesses and even the rule over the dead (Leavy, p. 249).

Markale has reconstructed what may be the original of the tale of Orpheus and Eurydice. The woman was originally a nymph, able to change her form at will. The bite of a serpent was a rationalization of an earlier version of the story, in which she assumed the form of a serpent in order to frighten away an unwanted suitor. In this form, she entered the underworld. Orpheus, in gazing on Eurydice before she could assume her human form, was overcome by revulsion. He could no longer love her. Eurydice, as she vanishes from sight in the form of a serpent, is like Melusine departing forever from Raymond (Markale, pp. 150-152).

One more related figure is Medea, the subject of a Greek tragedy by Euripides that was first performed in 431 B.C. (Leavy, p. 208). The character Medea may not be explicitly identified with a particular animal, but she is only partly human. She is also a goddess or demon. She practices rituals that are foreign to the Greeks. Like the animal brides of folklore, she leaves her home with a man, Jason, and assumes a new [i.e. "human"] identity. Husband and wife live happily for a time, and Medea bears children. Finally, when Jason proves unfaithful, Medea reverts to her old self. She murders her sons and leaves in a chariot drawn by dragons.

Medea is constantly associated with dragons, and she was probably a serpent in oral traditions (Markale, p. 148). The dragon which guarded the treasure of her father, as well as the ones that carried her away from Jason, were simply extensions of her figure. Like many serpents of mythology, she is a being of great power, in whom good and evil are blended. Analogies with other animal bride tales suggest that the golden fleece, that favorite symbol of adventure and romance, may once have been the skin that Jason stole to win her.

The obvious similarity between the story of Melusine and that of the water fairy at Stauffenberg suggests a genealogical link between the tales. In both, for example, a knight encounters a fairy by a body of water, falls in love with her, and receives many gifts. According to one theory, however, the tale of Peter and the water fairy originated separately, from a Greco‑Roman legend of the shepherd Daphnis and the nymph Echenais. His supernatural lover warns Daphnis that him any infidelity will be severely punished. After being seduced by a princess, Daphnis goes blind as prophesied or, in some later versions, actually dies. This tale may have been spread through Roman settlements in the vicinity of Stauffenberg and eventually absorbed into Teutonic folklore. According to this theory, the nymph Eichenais took on characteristics of a valkyrie such as the ability to appear at a mere wish (Pfeiffer, pp. 12‑13). But even if these two tales of supernatural lovers may have separate origins, storytellers of the High Middle Ages had already begun to merge Melusine and the water fairy.

The subsequent history of the snake woman presents new mysteries. In his epic Orlando Furioso, originally published in 1516, Ludvico Ariosto introduced Manto, a "fata" or wise woman bearing a clear resemblance to Melusine. Like the fairy of Lusignan, Manto is a builder of ancestral houses, having founded the town of Mantua. Manto can never die, but she must, like Melusine, spend every seventh day in the form of a serpent as the price of immortality (canto 43, stanzas 95‑101). The similarity between Manto and Melusine is too specific to be attributed to chance. Furthermore, Manto is associated with another fata whose name, "Melissa," is close to that of the French water fairy. It is certainly possible that Ariosto knew the story of Melusine through d'Arras or some other literary source and appropriated a few motifs. The Italian poet was very widely read in medieval lore. It is, however, far more likely that Ariosto derived the character of Manto from tales of the Cumean Sibyl, a powerful fata who, according to Virgil, showed Aneas the entrance to Hades. 

The sibyls were wise women of ancient Rome and the Near East. Some of the early Christians believed them inspired by Beelzebub, but they came to be revered as seers. They foretold the coming of Christ among the gentiles, just as the Hebrew prophets had among the Jews. Their origin is obscure. According to various accounts, there might be ten, over a hundred or just a single one. Sometimes, people said, the sibyls were holy virgins that lived in caves. 

The Cumean Sibyl predicted the birth of Christ in a manger yet remained, for the most part, a pagan sorceress. Already during Roman times, the Cumean Sibyl was regarded as ancient, and in medieval times she became a symbol of primeval feminine power. Sometimes she was represented as a crone. Other legends made her, like Melusine and Manto, a beautiful woman for six days of the week who became a dragon on the seventh. Her home, according to some accounts, was in a cave in the highest peak of the Apennine Mountains. The clergy railed against her, but young men undertook the treacherous journey to her cave in hope of amorous delights or sage advice. Many did not return, and a few wrote fantastic accounts of their purported adventures (Maria Warner, pp. 3-11).


It may well be that Melusine, Manto, and the Cumean Sibyl have a common origin in an even more archaic sorceress. That their transformation should come on a Saturday, the Jewish Sabbath, suggests a Hebrew origin. That the holy day makes them figures of terror suggests further that the original figure was a sort of witch. Markale may well be right that the original prototype for Melusine and the others is Lilith, that demonic enchantress in Jewish folklore.


A Synthesis of Traditions

Melusine seems to be formed by the intersection of the Celto-Germanic tradition of swan maidens and the Mediterranean traditions of snake goddesses. In the earliest known version of the tale, recorded by Gervasius of Tilbury, Melusine simply becomes a snake in her bath. On being observed, she disappears into the water (Gervasius, pp. 4‑6, 65‑66). In the version of the story by Jean d'Arras, Melusine has characteristics of a swan maiden as well as of a snake, the swan being a symbol of the house of Lusignan. After taking final leave of her husband, Melusine springs from the castle, leaving the imprint of her foot by the window. She is then heard flying around the castle of Lusignan, making mournful cries in the manner of a swan. Later, she sometimes returns as a banshee, a uniquely Celtic figure. The various possible derivations of the name "Melusine" link Melusine and a wide range of mythological and folkloric traditions. She is at once Semitic, Celtic, Germanic, and Greco-Roman. She is also woman, serpent, swan, fish, and banshee, identities that seem to merge almost mystically.

But if the convergence of many traditions produced a figure of remarkable universality, it also left that figure uprooted. In part because the serpent woman was so multi-faceted, she often seemed vague and abstract. What Egenolf, d'Arras and the other poets of medieval totemism did was to place her universality in the service of their kingdoms by bonding her to a particular place and time.

If there is, indeed, a single name which encompasses all animal brides, it is that of Melusine. Contemporary Neo‑Pagan ceremonies sometimes invoke Melusine as an incarnation of the Great Mother, alongside such deities as Astarte, Aphrodite, and Brigit (Adler, p. 21). Of all the animal brides, her story is the only one that clearly encompasses such range a traditions, reaching from prehistoric times to the present.


VI

THE MAGIC FAILS

We easily forget that the bow and arrow held by Eros or Cupid in allegories of love is a weapon for hunting and war. For people of the ancient world, erotic love inspired far less gentleness than conflict. Take, for example the tale of how the abduction of Helen led to the fall of Troy. Take the tale of David and Bathsheba. People of the ancient world certainly knew romantic love, but they usually regarded it as a dangerous temptation (Valency, pp. 23-24). Only a few tales of idealized lovers such as Hero and Leander have come down to us from antiquity. 

Feeling that Roman civilization had become decadent, Aelian - a Hellenized Roman of the second century A.D. - looked to animals as models of simple passions. Unlike human beings, animals could love without worrying about status and position. He writes that the harpist Glauce was a woman of such beauty that not only men but also a ram, a goose, and a dog fell in love with her (book 1, chap. 39; book 5, chap. 29). He writes that a snake was enamored of a young girl and visited her in bed at night. The girl was terrified and left home for a time, hoping the serpent would forget her. The snake kept returning to the place of their meetings and "felt all the pains of a disappointed lover." When the girl finally came home, the serpent embraced her as before, while lashing her gently with his tail in reproach (book 6, chap. 17).

But when a man loves and animal, it is not nearly so innocent. Aelian writes:

Eudemus records how a groom fell in love with a young mare, the finest of the herd, as though it might have been a beautiful girl, the loveliest of all thereabouts. At first he restrained himself, but finally dared to consummate a strange union. Now the mare had a foal, and a fine one, and when it saw what was happening it was pained, just as though its mother were being tyrannically treated by her master, and it leaped upon the man and killed him. And it even went so far as to watch where he was buried, went to the place, dug up the corpse, and outraged it by inflicting every kind of injury (book 4, chap. 8).

Love of an animal for a man is always tragic in Aelian, while love of a human being for an animal is perverse. 

The ancient world had several stories of divine “bestiality." Zeus assumed the form of a swan and had intercourse with the woman Leda. To abduct Europa, he took the form of a bull. In his unrestrained sexuality, Zeus assumed the prerogative of a god [No goddesses would assume the form of animals to mate with mortal men]. Bestiality, however, is repeatedly forbidden in the Bible (Exodus, 22:18; Leviticus, 18:23, 20:15-16), and it was probably not practiced openly in most of the ancient world.

The Animal Bride in Greece

Perhaps the oldest recorded version of the animal bride tale is one popularly attributed to the half-legendary Greek storyteller Aesop, known as "The Cat Maiden." Here is the version given by the celebrated British folklorist Joseph Jacobs:

The gods were once disputing whether it was possible for a living thing to change its nature. Jupiter said "Yes," but Venus said "No." So, to try the

question, Jupiter turned a Cat into a Maiden, and gave her to a young man for wife. The wedding was duly performed and the young couple sat down to feast. "See," said Jupiter to Venus, "how becomingly she behaves. Who could tell that yesterday she was but a Cat? Surely her nature is changed? "Wait a minute," replied Venus, and let loose a mouse into the room. No sooner did the bride see this than she jumped up from her seat and tried to pounce upon the mouse. "Ah, you see," said Venus, "Nature will out!" (pp. 180‑181).

This fable, retold more than once in works from about 400 B.C. is one of the earliest known in Greece (Jacobs, pp. 218‑219). As in the Homeric epics or Greek tragedies, human beings are shown as helpless playthings of the gods. The young man must certainly have been horrified. Since we do not identify with the couple very much, the tale is grotesquely humorous rather than tragic.

Despite its early date, this fable is far from its folkloric roots. It has the stylistic economy and highly intellectual style of Aesopian fables. The author has divined with brutal accuracy a theme of the animal wife tales. Like most fables of Aesop, this story is at least partly satiric, and the public must have known other legends of animal wives to appreciate it.

The Renaissance

The sort of stories of love between people and animals are rare in literature of the Middle Ages. They reappear in great profusion in the early modern period. Aelian had told of an eagle that went into mourning after the death of its keeper and refused all food until it died (book 2, chap. 40). This incident was retold during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries of many animals including a dog, a rat, an ape, and an elephant.

Possibly the most extensive collection of animal anecdotes in early modern times is in part two of "Apology for Raymond Sebond" by Michel de Montaigne, written towards the end of the sixteenth century. Montaigne reported that:

And just as there have been furious desires that have driven men to the love of beasts, so they too are sometimes smitten with love of us and entertain unnatural affections between one species and another. Witness the elephant who was rival to Aristophanes the grammarian in the love of a young flower girl in the city of Alexandria, and who yielded no ground to him in the attentions of a very passionate suitor; for walking through the market where they sold fruits he would take some with his trunk and carry them to her; he lost sight of her only as little as was possible for him, and would sometimes put his trunk into her bosom under her collar and feel her breasts. They also tell of a dragon in love with a girl, and a goose smitten with the love of a boy in the town of Asopus, and a ram that was suitor to the minstrel girl Glaucia; and every day are seen monkeys furiously in love with women (p. 347).

Although Montaigne considers such passions "unnatural," he does never questions the depth or authenticity of the love.

Robert Burton, in The Anatomy of Melancholy, first published in 1617, went even further. Plants, even rivers, he insists, are entirely capable of falling in love. He cites several anecdotes of trees that would kiss, embrace, and even marry. Then he adds, "If such fury be in vegetals, what shall we think of sensible creatures, how much more violent and apparent shall it be in them!" (part 3, section 2). After discussing the fury of love in bears, bulls, cocks, stags, fish and other animals, Burton comes to love of beasts for human beings. Typical, for example, is the story of a peacock that pined for love of a woman. Burton also tells of a crane of Majorca that loved a Spaniard and:

would walk the way with him, and in his absence seek about for him, make a noise that he might hear her, knock at his door, and when he took his last farewell, famished herself (part 3, section 2).

The person is not expected to reciprocate this love, and yet our sympathy is almost exclusively for the animal.

As Martin Bermann points out, "In the seventeenth century the belief that all nature is besotted still held, but somewhere before the nineteenth century, the break takes place. After that only poets and [human] lovers are permitted to feel that when they love, all nature participates in their love" (p. 127). Anecdotes like those of Montaigne and Burton about love across lines of species circulate widely in the modern period, but they are gradually desexualized.

Animals and Women

In his massive Histoire des Ménageries, published in 1912 and still considered the definitive book on the history of zoos, Gustav Loisell recounts an incident that allegedly took place at the zoo at Neugebau, Austria, during the latter seventeenth century. The lions were regularly fed by the keeper's daughter, who knew them well. On the day of her wedding, she, already in her bridal dress, went to do her chores as usual. The lion was disturbed and, though it did not attack her, lay down and blocked the doorway to the pit. From there, the lion continued watching the girl for several

days and nights. Finally, a pulley was sent down. The girl, thinking to profit from a moment of inattention by the lion, touched the pulley, at which the lion sprang up and tore her to pieces (vol. 2: p. 66).

The account leaves us with many questions. Is it likely that the keeper's daughter would have fed the lion in her wedding dress? Since lions rely more on smell than on sight for recognition, would a new dress have been so disorienting? If the lion held the girl captive for several days and nights, wouldn't the lion have had to sleep, giving the girl a chance to escape? How did the two of them eat and drink? Couldn't the lion have been shot? Perhaps the account may have inspired the imagination of Loisell. He was an extremely sober scholar with a reputation for impeccable accuracy, yet his narrative of this rather unlikely sequence of events is given without a hint of skepticism. He even indulged in, for him, a very rare bit of speculation, suggesting that the lion knew the girl was to be married and felt jealous.

The incident is the inspiration for a ballad from the start of the nineteenth century by the German romantic Adelbert von Chamisso entitled "Die Löwenbraut" [The Lion's

Bride]. In a late nineteenth century translation by Albert Baskerville, it begins as follows:

With the myrtle wreath decked, for the bridal arrayed,

The keeper's young daughter, the rosy‑cheeked maid,

Steps into the den of the lion; he flies

To the feet of his mistress, where fawning he lies,

The mighty beast, once so intractable, wild,

Looks up at his mistress, so sensible, mild.

The lovely young maiden, now melting to tears,

Caresses the faithful one, fondles, and cheers.

"We were in the days that are now passed away,

Like children, fond playfellows, happy and gay,

To each other so dear, to each other so kind,

Far, far are the days of our childhood behind.

How proudly thou lookest, ere we were aware,

Thy kingly head midst the gold waves of thy hair;

Thou seest me a woman, no more thou wilt find

The child of the past, with its infantile mind....

It is very clear that the young lady prefers the lion to her fiancé. 

The fiancé provokes the beast, by immediately calling for guns. The lion kills the girl:

And when the dear blood of the maiden was shed,

He gloomily laid himself down on the dead,

Beside her he lay, by his sorrow opprest,

Till the musket ball pierced through the heart in his

breast (Knortz, pp. 208‑210).

The events are generally told from the perspective of the lion, even more tragic and more "human" than the young lady.

Anecdotes of relations between a person and an animal are not always so openly sexual, but many have a muted eroticism. Here is a typical example, taken from Menault's The Intelligence of Animals from the latter nineteenth century:

Valmont de Bomare saw a snake so affectionate to its mistress, who fed it, that it often glided along her arm, as if to caress her, hid itself in the folds of her dress, and rested on her bosom. The animal went to her whenever it was called, followed her constantly, even recognized her mode of laughing, and turned to her when she approached, as if to wait her orders. The same naturalist saw one day the mistress of this gentle and familiar animal throw it into the strong current of a deep tidal river, she preceding in a boat. The faithful snake, always attentive to the voice of its dear mistress, swam after the skiff which held her: but the tide coming in strongly and the waves being contrary to the tired animal's progress, the poor reptile was at length drowned. This affection, this tenderness, this

attention, so quick to recognize a person and to follow her ‑ could it exist without something like memory and intelligence? (pp. 49‑50).

The story has a bit of the atmosphere of European fairy tales, which often feature transformations of people into animals and back. It probably has a folkloric basis, but,

retold in a rationalistic age, the message of this tragic romance is the failure of the magic to work. 

As Heinz Rölleke has pointed out, this message is not uncommon even in fairy tales of the Grimm brothers. Many tales have their origin in totemic beliefs, which accord magical powers to certain creatures. But, retold in a relatively rationalistic age, some were altered to reflect a lack of confidence in old beliefs. In Grimm's "The Goose Girl" (tale # 89), for example, the heroine vainly appeals to the severed head of her horse for help (Rölleke, pp. 75‑80). The snake in the tale quoted from Menault wants to be human and to share the life of the girl, but this is not its fate. This tragedy is highlighted by the illustration which accompanies the account. It shows the young lady with a young man boating in a romantic garden. The man is pushing away from shore, while the lady gazes back at the snake following the boat. The reptile is plainly a jilted lover.

Bestiality is basically a male act, and anecdotes of love between a man and a female animal probably seemed uncomfortably close to suggesting this transgression. During late medieval times, as the boundary between the human and animal realms came to seem less secure, bestiality was condemned with increasing severity. In Norway during the eleventh century, the punishment of a man who had intercourse with an animal was castration or banishment (Salisbury, p. 93). Bestiality was also punishable by death in Britain almost continuously from 1534 to 1861 (K. Thomas, Man, p. 39). There were many trials for bestiality in the late Middle Ages, most of which ended in the execution of both animal and human being. To give one example, in 1684, a man who had sex with a mare was apprehended in Selesia, and both were burned alive (Evans, p. 149).

In the anecdotes of a man and an animal partner, the sexual dimension is usually muted. Romantic traditions made the image of a male animal in love with a woman relatively acceptable. A woman, however, was not permitted to be in love with a male animal. This explains why the animal groom can be such a beloved figure of the nursery, immortalized in Grimms' "The Frog King," Madame de Beaumont's "Beauty and the Beast," and George Dasent's "East of the Sun and West of the Moon." By contrast, the only tale of an animal bride to become a children's classic is Andersen's "The Little Mermaid," in which the romance between a person and an animal never goes beyond the level of a dream.

The women in the anecdotes we have looked at are unattainable objects of desire for the animals. These ladies are like objects of chivalrous devotion under the medieval conventions of courtly love, even when the animal, like the lion at Neugebau, does not fully honor the knightly code.

Animals and Men

Several natural history books of the nineteenth century repeated this anecdote:

Another chimpanzee, on shipboard ‑ a female ‑ would attend to the oven, and fetch the baker when it had arrived at the proper heat. She would also help to unfurl the sails, and would even pull a rope along with the sailors. During the voyage the mate inflicted on her a very unjust punishment, which she bore with great fortitude. But, after this, she would not eat, and in a few days died from grief and hunger, greatly lamented by all on board, except the mate (Arnold, vol. 2, p. 9).

Like the story of the girl and the lion, this tale has a number of obvious gaps. What was the “unjust punishment”? Why did the chimpanzee react in such an extreme way? The story was probably edited to obscure a sexual bond between the mate and the chimp, but the reaction of the animal suggests unrequited love.

In many anecdotes from the nineteenth century, an animal seems to become virtually human, only to be cruelly reminded of its actual status. Many, such as this one, contain traces of totemism:

a goose ‑ not a gander ‑ in the farmyard of a gentlemen, was observed to take a particular liking to her owner. She would follow him into the village and wait outside the barber's or other shop he might enter. This attachment was so uncommon, and so marked, that all about the house and in the neighborhood took notice of it: and, consequently, the people, with the propensity they have to give nicknames, and motive, perhaps, of expressing their sense of the weak understanding of the man, called him "Goosey." Alas! for his admirer, the goose's true love did not run smooth; for her master, hearing of the ridicule cast upon him, to abate her fondness insisted on her being locked up in the poultry‑yard.

The man, a widower, continues to scorn the goose until he becomes ill, and finds that only the goose and his daughter remain faithful to him (Wood, pp. 123-124).

Tribal people often believe that spirits of ancestors or deceased family members return in the form of totem animals. In this story, it seems as though the wife and mother has taken the form of a bird and is initially recognized only by her daughter. A similar visit of a mother, in the form of an animal, to her daughter from beyond the grace is probably the origin of Cinderella's fairy godmother. In the earliest recorded version of “Cinderella,” the role of the fairy godmother is taken by a talking fish (Opie p. 157).

Sexuality and Animals

Our traditions define sexuality in terms of anatomy. By means of analogies with the human body, botanists even identify the organs of plants as male or female. The anatomical understanding of sexuality has become even more pervasive with the influence of Freudian psychology. But, considered as a purely physiological process, genital intercourse need not seem particularly “sexual” at all, at least when performed without emotion.

Virtually all dualities embody the principles of male and female sexuality: yang and yin, civilization and nature, spirit and matter. The polarity of female and male influences the way we relate to everything, from the most elusive abstractions to the most practical kinds of work. The anecdotes in this chapter show a sexual dimension in our relations with animals.

Freudians maintain that petting and fondling of animals expresses sublimated sexuality. Karl Menninger, for example, believes that almost all attitudes toward animals, from affection to cruelty, result from displacement of feelings toward other human beings. "Many persons...,” he writes, "who are very fond of certain pets, become dimly or even clearly aware of the erotic element involved" (p. 44). According to Marc Shell, physical affection toward animals allows people to "transcend an otherwise absolute distinction between kin and nonkin, and between kind and nonkind, while at the same time allowing us to briefly blur without shame the distinction between sexual and nonsexual demonstrations of affection" (p. 153). He argues that a suspicion of incest now accompanies any sexual relationship among human beings, since the Christian/Humanist tradition views all people as part of a single family. Only animal grooms and brides seem innocent of the taint (pp. 153‑158).

These thinkers assume that a relationship between a human male and human female which culminates in intercourse is the model for all sexual expression. A beloved animal is, therefore, always a substitute for a human being of the opposite sex. This view of erotic passion is narrow and profoundly anthropocentric. If we understand sexuality in a broader way, eros can include relations with animals and even plants or objects without any suggestion of displacement or perversion. 

At any rate, countless stories of such bonds between a person and an animal circulated in popular magazines and natural history books of the latter eighteenth through early twentieth centuries. Like other legends, they were, and probably still are, widely believed. These anecdotes are, as we have seen, are often told from the point of view of an animal rather than a human being. The animals, in other words seem more “human” than the men and women whom they love. The people of the tales are powerful yet capricious, bestowing favor or destruction on a whim. 

VII

THE ANIMAL BRIDE ENTERS THE MODERN WORLD

Today it is nearly impossible to imagine the primeval darkness of a clouded sky at night, as it was experienced in the time of Homer. Large cities send now beams up into the sky that may be seen from hundreds of miles away, and even small towns illuminate the surrounding countryside. The “forces of darkness” may still represent evil in traditional poetic imagery, but they no longer inspire terror.

While extremes of darkness have almost disappeared, silence has taken on a new intensity. Before the rise of industry, there were always sounds of life except in the harshest climates: of insects, dogs, birds, bushes swaying in the breeze. A rooster woke people at dawn and crickets sang them to sleep. The walls of our rooms today are usually thick enough to keep out the few natural sounds that remain to us in urban settings. In the movies, silence almost always suggests danger. We pipe music into supermarkets and telephones to keep the silence away.

Like darkness, “black magic” no longer inspires serious fear, though it may still titillate us in horror movies. No longer suspected of witchcraft as in the story of Peter von Stauffenberg, animal brides become gentle and kind. Like silence, the loneliness of the characters becomes more terrifying. Stories of animal brides take on a tone of desperation and even doom.


The Cosmos of Paracelsus

Paracelsus, a Swiss doctor and alchemist of the fifteenth century marks a transition between medieval totemism and modern ecology. His personality has fascinated many people over the centuries, not only because of his accomplishments but also because he embodies so many apparent contradictions. Though blunt and even coarse in manner, he was a subtle philosopher. Though a devout Christian, he wrote with great sympathy of pagan figures from both classical mythology and folk belief. The superstition of Paracelsus sometimes appeared boundless, yet he was a pioneer in medicine. He could easily be taken for charlatan or saint, sage or buffoon.

Paracelsus spent most of his life wandering from place to place, constantly expelled by worldly authorities who were offended by his blunt speech. A tempestuous life, however, did not prevent him from writing prolifically on virtually every subject.

There are traces of medieval totemism in the work of Paracelsus. He states for example, that the legendary King Dietrich of Bern and his companion the Knight Hildebrand were descended from giants (Liber, tract 5, p. 56). Nevertheless, Paracelsus was contemptuous of courtly ways. "It is better," he wrote, "to speak of Melusine than calvary and artillery" (Liber, prologue, p. 42). He did not care about political events but, rather, about charting the place of humanity within a cosmos of fantastic beings and exotic worlds.

According to Paracelsus, spirits existed in realms parallel to that of humanity. They were each at home in one of the four elements from which all things are made. Giants and gnomes are creatures of the earth, while nymphs or "undines" inhabit the water. Sylphes are denizens of the air, while salamanders or “vulcans” live in fire. All of these spirits may take on human form, and they lack only an immortal soul to make them fully human. The spirits may, according to Paracelsus, acquire a soul through marriage to a human being, much as a heathen may acquire a soul through baptism. The children of a union between a spirit and a human being will be have a soul.

Paracelsus believed that marriage between a man and an undine was particularly common, and he gave both the water fairy of Stauffenberg and the melusine [he sometimes used "melusine" as a synonym for "undine"] of Lusignan as examples. The story of Peter von Stauffenberg and water fairy showed, according to Paracelsus, that one must always be faithful to spirits (Liber, tract 4, pp. 55‑56).

By the time of Paracelsus, the heliocentric astronomy of Nicolas Copernicus, proclaimed in 1452, had challenged the cosmic order of late medieval and renaissance theology. For some people, this discovery led to terror of disorder. Rulers and churchmen tried to meet this threat with wave after wave of witch trials. For Paracelsus the changes brought a world of endless adventure and romance. If human beings were no longer the unchallenged center of creation, they were certainly not alone. They need not only look above to God or down at Hell, since spiritual beings were everywhere. Spirits married into the human realm, bringing primeval vitality and acquiring spirituality. The bond between humanity and nature was strengthened and affirmed through perpetual contact and by love.

The Status of Humanity

The animism of Paracelsus was also challenged by new discoveries. Aristotle had believed that love drew falling objects to the earth, but Newtonian physics began to dehumanize the cosmos. Friendship and enmity of organic bodies was replaced by anonymous forces. Finally, people began to look upon animals, like earth and the planets, as machines, leaving human beings to confront the cosmos nearly alone. 

In his Discourse on Method, the seventeenth century philosopher René Descartes identifies the intellect with the soul, the very essence, of a human being:

...from the very fact that I doubted other things, it followed quite obviously that I existed: whereas if I had only ceased to think, even though all the rest of what I imagined remained true, I would not have reason to believe that I existed. From this, I knew that I was a substance whose entire essence or nature consists in thinking, and which, to exist, need have no location, nor depend on anything material. So that is me ‑ that is, the soul by which I am what I am ‑ is completely distinct from the body... (part 4, p. 28).

Descartes goes on, in the next part of his treatise, to argue that animals ‑ lacking language and, therefore, the capacity to think ‑ did not have souls and were, in fact, machines.

Descartes, in viewing human awareness as unique in an otherwise mechanical universe, ushered in the modern age, yet he built on traditions that go back to remote antiquity. Humanity, in his philosophy, becomes the troublesome aspect of an otherwise harmonious cosmos, a bit like a drop of water in the mechanism of a watch.

Few people have ever fully endorsed the extreme position of Descartes about the difference between animals and human beings. Even casual observation is enough to tell us that animals, contrary to what Descartes maintains, are not totally without language. A dog, for example, can be taught to come on hearing its name. Furthermore, social animals clearly communicate with one another, as they coordinate complex activities like the hunt. The linguistic difference between people and animals, therefore, is actually one of degree (Walker, pp. 4‑5). But, even for his most vehement opponents, Descartes set the terms on which the debates concerning the status of animals would be conducted up through the present day.

Animals may, many people wondered, lack articulate language, but is there more wisdom in speech or silence? Does humanity represent an advance or a degeneration with respect to the animal world? These questions were among the most prominent concerns of the romantic movement, and they were addressed in many retellings of the animal bride cycle. 


The Loneliness of Humanity

The glorification of man was always ambivalent. Buffon, by far the most widely read naturalist of the eighteenth century, states of man: "His imagination, never idle, seems perpetually employed to increase his misery" (vol. 5, p. 32). In Natural Theology, first published in 1802, William Paley agrees that there was less happiness for the human species than for any other (pp. 295‑299). Writing a couple of decades later, the philosopher William Smellie offers an ingenious argument for the notion that no creature could be higher than man. "It appears obvious," he states, "that no sentient being, whose physical construction was more delicate or whose mental powers were more elevated than those of man could possibly live and be happy here. If such a being existed, his misery would be extreme." Even at the current levels, Smellie maintains, human sensitivity to suffering renders the world barely tolerable (pp. 310‑311). The ascent through the hierarchy of beings is one of ever increasing sorrow.

If, as Descartes believed, only man has free will, then the accompanying torments such as guilt, regret and indecision must also be unique to human beings. Man is, then, as in the work of Greek tragedians and Biblical prophets, unique in vulnerability to suffering. But might we not lose some of our humanity as we increase our power and reduce human suffering? As human institutions gain in bureaucratic efficiency, as they become more mechanical, do human beings not forfeit their claim to special status and sympathy? Does not human society, in fact, sometimes seem almost like a machine, in contrast to the spontaneity of animals? 

By tradition, as we have seen, only human society is tragic. As human beings, with the Industrial Revolution, developed medicines and technologies that would render their lives less difficult and precarious, many began to doubt if tragedy was possible. Modern life came to seem so trivial that thinkers like Nietzsche longed for the world of the Greek tragedians or the Biblical prophets, for all the brutal wars and plagues that filled those times. Yet, in the first year of the twentieth century, the naturalist Ernest Seton-Thompson would proclaim, "The life of a wild animal always has a tragic end" (p. 12). As ever more animals were driven by human beings to extinction, animals seemed to gain in dignity. These developments raised new questions for those who wrote of animal brides. Why would an animal wish to become a human being? Would that be for moral reasons or merely for the sake of power? Was the animal exalted or degraded by the change?

The Lament of Melusine

 
The modernity of Melusine’s story, from Jean d'Arras through Thüring von Ringoltingen, lies primarily in the anguish of Melusine's words as she takes final leave of her husband. This is more than a sorrowful lament. It expresses the pain of complete isolation and abandonment, a theme which becomes common in literature of the modern period. In the acuteness of the distress, the speech seems to reach beyond individual misfortune and embrace the entire human condition. Reading this speech in the late twentieth century, it almost seems prophetic of not only the future of the house of Lusignan but all the devastation ‑ the wars, the death camps ‑ of recent history.

No doubt this intensity attracted Ludwig Tieck, the master of romantic terror which he expressed so poignantly in stories like "Fair‑haired Eckbert" and "The Runenburg." In 1800 Tieck drew the attention of his German contemporaries to the tale of Melusine by publishing a version based on the chapbook by Thüring von Ringoltingen. While Tieck modernized the language and dispensed with a few details, he was generally faithful to the medieval original. Though various subtle changes, he de‑emphasized the importance of noble families. He placed greater emphasis on the anguished farewell of Melusine by putting it into verse. Finally, he ended the tale by stating at the that it "could be called a mirror of human destiny" (p. 170).

The New Melusine

People of the Middle Ages had believed that nature had been created by God in six days, complete and almost impervious to change. As Johann Wolfgang von Goethe penned his story of an animal bride, Jean Baptiste Lamarck and Erasmus Darwin were proclaiming early theories of evolution. Georges Cuvier was arguing that many creatures of the past had become extinct. Goethe, himself a dedicated amateur biologist, had contributed to the current debates by rediscovering the human intermaxillary bone. 

Goethe admired the richly imaginative world of Paracelsus, whom he used as a partial model for the hero of his play “Faust.” In the work of Paracelsus, however, the realms of nature and humanity remained balanced in importance. In the modern world, the trees and birds need protection to survive. Rather than surrounding human dwellings, nature is increasingly confined to preserves, and these grow smaller all the time. The animal bride is sometimes an endangered species in need of assistance from human beings.

Perhaps the first example of this is Goethe's short story "The New Melusine," written in the early nineteenth century. The descent from an animal produces no proud lineage, nor does association with humanity bring spirituality to beasts. The animal bride is one of the elves, created by God before dragons, giants, or human beings. Elves have grown ever smaller since the beginning of time and now face the prospect of complete disappearance. 

An elven princess decides to marry a human being in order to produce larger children. She transforms herself into a woman travels about by coach. The narrator, a young man, becomes infatutuated with her and agrees to wed her. He violates her trust, spies on his love, and learns that she is not really human. When her secret is discovered, the princess prepares to depart. The man begs to accompany his betrothed, so the princess makes him tiny as an elf. After they are married, the young man realizes with horror that he is no longer free. By filing off the wedding ring, he immediately shoots up to his normal height. We, the readers, are constantly exasperated with his selfishness and stupidity, but he may seem uncomfortably like ourselves.

VIII

ROMANTIC PAGANISM AND CHRISTIANITY

The romantic authors of the early nineteenth century ranged from orthodox Catholics to atheists, from nostalgic conservatives to revolutionaries. But their opposition to mechanistic philosophy, the common enemy, held them together in a single movement. This even brought about a new fusion of pagan nature worship and Christianity. The religion of Christ had shown a remarkable ability to absorb pagan symbols, from the dove to the Christmas tree. For many romantics, paganism and Christianity blend until they become almost impossible to distinguish. The animal bride, Christian in the nobility of her suffering yet pagan in origin, provided a fitting symbol for the combination.

In many Persian, Arab, and European tales of the animal bride cycle that have been collected from oral traditions, the man forces his bride to marry by stealing her garment. He wins her by capture rather than consent. The feature of the plot probably derives from an era when capture was a somewhat standard mode of courtship. In many versions of the story, the account of a loving relationship following the capture of the bride does seem very incongruous today. When the bride leaves or even takes revenge on her husband, his fate seems only just.

Such versions of the tale probably also reflect a mystique of hunting, an overwhelmingly male pursuit since ancient times. Many hunters have, paradoxically, professed an intense love for the animals they stalk, even though this love culminates in killing. Furthermore, they often describe the experience in blatantly erotic terms. One contemporary thinker has even suggested that hunting may reflect a pathology not of war but rather of rape (Cartmill, pp. 233-240). For many tellers, the animal bride must have been associated with game. 

But these associations vanish almost entirely from many of the high medieval European versions of the animal bride tale. They eliminate every trace of the capture and even masculine dominance. In the story of Peter von Stauffenberg and that of Melusine, the initiative for the relationship comes entirely from the side of the bride. The knight, by contrast, remains a passive and even somewhat colorless figure.

This change reflects the medieval cult of courtly love, where a knight was expected to serve his lady selflessly. The elaborate conventions of courtly love sometimes obscured patterns of everyday life in which women of all social levels

continued to be regularly violated and abused. But the ideal of courtly love made the lady an exalted being, who could decide the happiness of her admirer by refusing or bestowing favor. Courtly love also placed great stress on the loyalty of a knight to his lady, a quality which both Peter von Stauffenberg and Raymond fail to show.

At the start of the nineteenth century, Achim von Arnim collected a version of the legend of Peter von Stauffenberg in verse. He included the ballad in Des Knaben Wunderhorn ["The Boy's Wunder‑Horn," initially published in 1806], the first

collection of German folksongs, which he edited with Clemens Brentano. Arnim’s version of the story contains one interesting innovation. At the end of the poem, the water fairy sometimes comes to join the former bride‑to‑be in prayer at the grave of Peter. This suggests, of course, that the two women have both forgiven Peter and one another. Even more significantly, it suggests that the water fairy is adopting the Christian religion and entering the world of human beings (Röhrich, pp. 42‑51).

The Significance of Marriage

Choice of a marriage partner is still the most significant decision that most individuals will make, rivaled sometimes only by the selection of a career. In the tradition of European fairy tales, however, marriage often takes on a significance that is virtually absolute. With marriage, all conflicts are resolved and the story ends. Nothing is left but the "happily ever after." With marriage, the individual overcomes his or her initial isolation and assumes a place in society. Through union with a partner, in other words, the protagonist is also joined with the rest of humanity and, thereby, with the entire world.

To accord marriage such a role is, of course, not entirely realistic. It is a formal convention of fairy tales, which we accept partly on account of its familiarity. It

is found in such favorite tales as "Cinderella," "Sleeping Beauty," "Little Snow White," "The Young Man Who Went Out to Learn what Fear Is," and many others. Accustomed to thinking of marriage in very secular and individualistic terms, many people today, especially those who are temperamentally a bit less romantic, are perplexed by the mythic significance marriage assumes in fairy tales. 

As Frazier showed in The Golden Bough, the Eucharist is derived from ancient totem sacrifices. Marriage, in a similar way, recalls the covenant between a tribe and a totem animal. The covenant between Yahweh and the Israelites, for that matter, is similar to a marriage, and sometimes Yahweh and Abraham seem to quarrel almost like lovers. Marriage is a symbol for spiritual bonds linking the individual and the tribe with the larger world.

Fairy tales are generally about coming to maturity. Marriage, until historically recent times, marked a young person's coming of age, since both men and women usually lived with their parents until marriage and remained subject to paternal authority. According to Bettelheim, the significance accorded to marriage in fairy tales remains psychologically valid today from the perspective of a child:

Naive as it may seem, the prince and the princess getting married and inheriting the kingdom, ruling it in peace and happiness, symbolizes to the child the highest possible form of existence because this is all he desires for himself: to run his kingdom ‑ his own life ‑ successfully, peacefully, and to be happily united with the most desirable partner who will never leave him (p. 147).

The explanation offered by Bettelheim seems accurate but not entirely sufficient. It makes the world of fairy tales almost entirely into a province of children. But how are we to explain the intense appeal of such tales as "Cinderella" to adults, whose experience extends beyond the "happily ever after." The answer must be that marriage, as understood in fairy tales, is an ideal. It provides the individual, whether child or adult, with an orientation, but the ideal is never fully attained.

At the start of a fairy tale, the hero or heroine is, characteristically, alone. Cinderella, for example, is mocked and persecuted by her stepmother and stepsisters. Nevertheless, as in almost all fairy tales, the protagonist is not fully an individual. We learn virtually nothing of her personal appearance beyond that she is "beautiful." We learn nothing of her mental habits or eccentricities. Cinderella is a representative human being, somebody with whom virtually all people can identify. 

According to Max Lüthi, the protagonist of a fairy tale represents not simply an individual facing personal difficulties but, in addition, humanity as a whole:

The fairy tale hero, even if he is a dragon‑slayer, is time and again shown as one in need of help, often as one who is helpless, who sits down on the ground and weeps because he has no idea what to do. The fairytale hero is a deficient creature. He has no specific abilities; unlike the animals, who have inborn instincts, he is not equipped by nature for special tasks. The fairytale hero is in this way, just as in so many others, a general reflection of man...(Fairytale, p. 137).

If we take this interpretation just a bit further, the marriage which concludes so many fairytales, especially when the partner is an animal, is a totemic bond linking humanity with the rest of creation.

The reception of fairy tales in modern times has been oddly ambivalent. The fairy tale has often been praised, most especially by romantic writers, as a vehicle for the highest wisdom. The enduring appeal of fairy tales is attested by a perpetual array of new editions, retellings, and shows based on fairy tales, not to mention the omnipresent use of motifs from fairy tales in advertising. Nevertheless, such use is often accompanied by irony and even a touch of embarrassment. Used as a epithet, "fairy tale" is almost always pejorative, suggesting something unrealistic and escapist. An entire literary genre known as "anti‑fairy tales" has been developed by authors such as Ann Sexton, which makes fun of the conventions of fairy tales (Mieder). Most especially, it mocks the assumption that lovers, after marriage, will necessarily always be happy.

In contrast to most fairy tales from oral traditions, tales of the animal bride often have tragic endings. They to begin with marriage, the point at which so many fairy tales end. They show an awareness that, even with intimacy, there will always be dimensions to a partner that must remain unknown. This makes animal bride tales more sober and more adult. In other respects, however, they are stylistically similar to most European fairy tales. Marriage to an animal bride represents an ideal of harmonious life, even if that is not permanently achieved.

It was necessary for writers of the romantic era to adapt animal bride tales to a more modern taste. As we enter the modern period, the focus of literary animal bride tales slowly but inexorably switches from the husband to his animal companion. Finally, the animal bride usurps his position as the protagonist.

The poets of the romantic era in Europe emphasized the beauties of nature, perhaps more than any who had come before. Their preference in landscapes, however, was highly specific. Although they often celebrated dark forests, particularly in Germany, few romantic authors showed any interest in the American continents, where relatively virgin forests might still be found. Instead, the romantics preferred forests of the Old World, which might be dense but were no longer pristine. Their ideal was a place that had once been the site of human settlements, but which had since been reclaimed by nature. For all its wildness, it sheltered crumbling walls, pillars and other reminders of civilization. Nature was triumphant yet humanized by obscure memories and associations.

Perhaps the best known poem of such a place in English literature is Wordsworth's "Lines Composed a Few Miles from Tintern Abbey," where the speaker withdraws into the woods to hear "the still, sad music of humanity..." (line 91). Many literary creations of German authors such as Tieck or Eichendorff told of coming upon a haunted ruin in the depths of a wood. For all their celebration of nature, flora and fauna, by themselves were not of great interest for European romantics. Few pursued the scientific study of nature or even bothered with close observation. What fascinated them was the interaction of nature and humanity throughout history. The forest which grew on the ruin of a castle was still haunted by the spirits of the slain.

Undine

Friederich de la Motte Fouqué was a Prussian soldier who took a child‑like pleasure in parading in his shiny uniform, imagining himself to be a knight like those of old. He adhered naively to exalted ideals of chivalry, fanciful as they seemed to his more worldly contemporaries. Yet even he could not always evade the melancholy recognition that the world around him was no romance.

Though a very prolific writer in many forms, Fouqué is now remembered almost exclusively for his short story “Undine.” The major source for this tale is a passage in Paracelsus' Liber der Nymphen, where the great alchemist tells how an undine or water spirit may obtain an immortal soul through marriage with a human being. The husband, Paracelsus adds, should then keep his wife away from bodies of water. Most importantly, must never speak badly of his wife while on the water. She will then vanish and be lost from his sight forever. She will, however, still be alive, and the husband must continue to honor the bond of marriage. Should he remarry, the man must die (Paracelsus, Liber, tract 4, p. 53). The account by Paracelsus led Fouqué to read Egenolf's poem of Peter von Stauffenburg (Pfeiffer, p. 5‑6). In the water fairy or undine, Fouqué found a model for the European, especially German, ideal of a realm humanized and then reclaimed by nature. The undine is a child of nature who obtains a soul then returns to her element, finally spiritualizing the landscape where she stays.

As Fouqué's story begins, a knight by the name of Huldbrand rides through a dark forest, where he takes refuge from a storm in the house of an old fisherman and his wife. He falls in love with their adopted daughter, a whimsical young lady named "Undine" who turns out to be a water spirit. Huldbrand and Undine eventually marry.  Relinquishing her childish ways, Undine becomes a model wife. One day, however, in a fit of temper, Huldbrand insults her while on a boating trip, and Undine instantly disappears beneath the waves. She sends her husband warning messages from beneath the sea, but he eventually takes another bride. On the wedding day, the new bride demands spring water for her complexion, and orders a rock placed over a fountain to be removed. Undine then comes in the stream of water and, according to the laws of the water spirits, takes the life of her husband with a kiss.

The story is typically romantic in its blend of Christian and folkloric elements. It is told largely from the perspective of Undine, and centers on her attempt to obtain a soul through love. Fouqué was not a philosopher or theologian, and he never attempted to elucidate the concept of a "soul." with precision. He comes closest is in these words of Undine to Huldbrand:

...all creatures desire to rise to higher things. So my father, who is a mighty prince of waters in the Mediterranean Sea, desired that his daughter should in measure possess a soul, and in consequence should share the sufferings of those in whom souls are born (p. 47).

The possession of a soul, then, confers immortality, yet Fouqué does not emphasize that very much. At least as significant is noble suffering, exclusive to humanity. Yet it is also clear that men and women, possessed of this capacity, are also prone to vanity and pettiness. The innocent Undine does not ever seem to belong among them.

In the final, exquisitely moving passage of Fouqué's story, the Christian notions of immortality are absorbed into a pagan worship of nature. After Undine, in tears, has taken the life of Huldbrand:

...the white stranger [Undine] had vanished; at the spot where she had knelt there gushed out of the sod a little spring, as bright as silver, that rippled and rippled away until it had almost encircled the hillock of the knight's grave; then it ran on and flowed into a pool that lay beside the churchyard. In after ages, the dwellers in the village used to point to this spring, and were confident in the belief that this was poor Undine in her banishment, who had contrived in this way to fold her kind arms for ever about the man she loved (p. 102).

So finally, having cast off human form, Undine and Huldbrand are both part of the landscape, united through nature with one another.

The ending is the very opposite of what the reader initially expected. Instead of entering the realm of Huldbrand, Undine has brought the knight into her world. She

has kept a soul, yet cast off the appearance of humanity. Nature, in other words, has become more "human" than men and women. The Christian piety of the tale blends into a pagan worship of nature.

IX

THE WOMAN OF DREAMS

No real woman can match the idealized images of imagination. In taking an actual bride, a man is being unfaithful to his fantasy? If marriage in fairy tales means joining human society, does it also mean abandoning the world of imagination? Does it mean abandoning the natural world? Can one honor both the goddess and the woman? The questions were somewhat implicit in animal bride tales from at least the Middle Ages onward, but no previous author addressed them as intensely as E. T. A. Hoffmann in his tale "The Golden Pot."

A clumsy little man with disproportionately large hands and huge, nervous eyes, Hoffmann looked rather like a goblin. Nevertheless, he was probably the most versatile artist of his day. In addition to making a career as a successful lawyer, he became an accomplished musical composer, stage designer, draughtsman, and author. But all these prodigious talents did not give him peace of mind. He died tragically in 1822 at the age of 43, his health ruined by alcohol.

Though desperately uncomfortable in the world of commerce, Hoffmann cultivated a detachment that enabled him to perform his duties as a lawyer with scrupulous correctness. Then, after work, he would spend the night drinking with companions, mocking his bureaucratic superiors with wicked drawings and fantastic tales. In his romantic life, Hoffmann was even more schizophrenic. He had a series of mad infatuations, many of which led him into despair. While idealizing his loves to the point of absurdity, he apparently married for a ridiculously pragmatic reason. Sent into

exile during the Napoleonic occupation of Germany, he needed a companion who could translate Polish for him. Yet, helpless as he was in confronting it, Hoffmann was fully aware of this split between the passions and the pragmatic intellect, and he analyzed it perceptively in many tales. Perhaps it was his need to hide his creative life from his employers that attracted Hoffmann to alchemy, which had usually been practiced in secret during the Middle Ages, using colorful codes and symbols that would not be understood by worldly and ecclesiastical authorities.

The Lovely Serpentina

Hoffmann first became interested in animal bride stories when he undertook to compose the music for an opera entitled "Undine," using a libretto by Fouqué himself. The show opened in 1816 in Berlin and earned enthusiastic applause. A fire destroyed the costumes, the settings, and part of the score before the opera could be performed again. The text, which has been preserved, makes Fouqué's original story into a rather simplistic melodrama. Many critics fault Fouqué for the adaption, forgetting that hardly any libretto can stand as literature by itself. However that may be, Hoffmann went on to take an affectionate but skeptical view of the naive romanticism that Fouqué espoused.

In 1814 Hoffmann published "The Golden Pot," an extravagant tale of alchemy and witchcraft. Hoffmann turned to Paracelsus and other alchemists, not only for tales, but for grand conceptions as well. In the animistic world of his tale, metals are fully alive, spirits move about unrecognized, and things are almost never as they seem. Hoffmann developed the technique that is today known as "magical realism." Breaking with the tradition of earlier romantic poets who set their tales in distant times and places, Hoffmann chose the anonymous Arabian Nights Entertainments as his model. He placed magical events not in some remote fairyland but in everyday environments. Magic was never more exuberantly fantastic than in "The Golden Pot," yet  the story is set in actual locations in Dresden, described in very specific detail. 

The story begins on the afternoon of Ascension Day, as the young student Anselmus runs hurriedly through the streets of Dresden. He crashes into a stand where an old hag is selling apples and cakes. The woman curses Anselmus for killing her son, the apple [Yes, the apple!] that, when sold, would roll out of the purchaser's pocket and back to her. This begins an enormously intricate series of adventures.

After the incident, Anselmus takes refuge in a grassy corner beneath an elder tree, which is growing beside a wall. Suddenly, he is able to understand the speech of the tree, the wind and all that is part of nature. He hears a hypnotic whispering in the tree, and looks up to see three little snakes moving up and down through the branches. He falls helplessly in love with one of the snakes, whose blue eyes gaze fondly on him, but she and her sisters glide away into the Elbe river. Returning to society, Anselmus tries to tell people of his adventure, but they only laugh at him.

Anselmus takes a job as a copyist of manuscripts written in some unknown language of antiquity for a mysterious necromancer named "Archivarius Lindhorst." The language, of course, is that of nature. It is mythical tongue, suggested to the author by Egyptian hieroglyphics and by Sanskrit, with which all human beings once spoke not only with one another but also with animals and plants. The employer is actually a salamander whose ancestor, Phosphorus ‑ the prince of spirits ‑ was exiled from the kingdom of Atlantis. Archivarius may only return to Atlantis when all of his daughters have been married to young men who are pure of heart. These girls are the very snakes that Anselmus saw under the elder tree. Serpentina, the snake that Anselmus loves, speaks to the student as he sits in a trance and copies manuscripts for Archivarius.

A young lady named Veronica is convinced that Anselmus is destined to become a privy counselor, and she wishes to become a fine lady by marrying him. To win the heart of Anselmus, Veronica enlists the help of a witch, the very hag who cursed Anselmus on Ascension Day. The witch and Archivarius battle with magic spells, until finally Veronica renounces Anselmus. She goes on to fulfill her dreams with a fellow named Heerbrand, who indeed becomes a privy counselor. Anselmus, for his part, is last seen gazing blissfully at Serpentina in Atlantis.

Understood in the simplest way, the story seems to reverse the values of traditional fairy tales. It makes marriage a diabolic temptation instead of a noble quest. Yet the narrative is filled with levels of meaning, almost as intricate as the plot itself. It may be that Anslemus has really been transported to Atlantis to live in bliss with Serpentina. Yet could Archivarius really be a diabolic magician who seduces young men away from normal life? Or perhaps Anselmus has actually gone insane? Maybe the story is only allegorical? Perhaps Anselmus is really registrar Heerbrand, and Serpentina is Veronica? Then the marriage would be an ultimate union of the individual with the natural world after all. The mundane appearance of a bourgeois career would only conceal a fantastic inner life.

The poetic extravagance of "The Golden Pot" obscures any impression of tormented indecision by Hoffmann, yet he would never achieve such lyricism again. A few years after "The Golden Pot," he published "The Sandman," a grotesque but spirited parody of the animal bride cycle. A young student named Nathaniel falls in love with Olympia, a woman who, like Serpentina, speaks primarily with her adoring gaze. Nathaniel spends his days reading his poetry to Olympia, convinced that she has a wonderfully sensitive "poetic soul." To his horror, Olympia turns out to be a mechanical doll. Not content with an actual woman, Nathaniel sought a goddess, only to make a fool of himself.

For all his inclination to dreaminess, Hoffmann remained an exceptionally shrewd observer of worldly affairs. He clearly identified an element of misogyny which has so often accompanied worship of the feminine from the medieval cult of courtly love to alternative religions of today. Modern goddess-worship was probably started by the German poet Stefan George in his circle of disciples in the early decades of the twentieth century. While leading followers in elaborate rituals in honor of the Great Mother, represented by a young man in a dress, George could barely abide even casual contact with real women. While he tolerated casual affairs with women among his disciples, those who married were banished from his circle. Goddess worship was afterwards largely developed by men such as Robert Graves and Gerald Gardner, who would often be exploitative toward women in their personal lives. Most recently, Max Oelschlaeger writes longingly of the Paleolithic religion of the Magna Mater, yet mentions only males as her devotees. Hoffmann himself did not know how to overcome this paradox, yet he depicted it with relentless honesty. 

The contradiction was part of an even larger problem. "The Golden Pot" and "The Sandman" respectively illustrate two broad trends that pervade the culture of Europe in the nineteenth century: the anthropomorphic description of nature and the dehumanization of people. Plants and animals started to seem human, while men and woman appeared to be machines. Modern science, which began largely with a call for closer observation, was becoming increasingly theoretical, taking people ever further from the world of the senses. A few thinkers such as Goethe, alarmed at this trend, wished to ban observations such as those of Newton, which were made using devices like lenses and prisms. A contemporary of Hoffmann, Mary Shelley expressed her terror at the new developments in the novel Frankenstein.

The old sciences such as alchemy attributed consciousness to all things. The alchemists believed that metals suffered in the test tubes as they moved toward purification. The mechanistic sciences, by reducing everything to abstract forces, at times seemed to deny consciousness even in human beings. But, as Hoffmann understood, the old sciences and the new might eventually converge at a point where the difference between human beings, animals and objects begins to disappear, opening many strange, frightening, yet exhilarating possibilities.

 X

BEFORE GODS AND GODDESSES

Vaguely delineated figures of various serpent women pervade Occidental culture, a bit like the gargoyles in remote corners of a medieval cathedral. These include Lilith, the gorgon, and the basilisk, creatures that were sometimes equated through tangled narratives and etymologies. Another such figure is Lamia, who was once a beautiful princess of Libya according to Greek mythology. She was loved by Zeus, with whom she had many children. Hera, the wife of Zeus, killed the children and changed Lamia into a hideous serpent. Out of envy, Lamia began to lure and devour the children of women more fortunate than herself. Her name was used in antiquity to frighten naughty or disobedient children (Watson, p. 43).

Sometimes the Lamia of legend could again become a lovely woman, to entice men whom she would then devour. According to some versions of her tale, Hera deprived Lamia of sleep. When the stricken woman prayed to Zeus, he gave her detachable eyes and the ability to change her shape. Various legends of Lamia are consistent only in making her a figure of both pity and terror. The English clergyman and zoologist Edward Topsell wrote in 1658, "This word 'Lamia' hath many significations, being taken sometimes for a Beast of Libya, sometimes for a fish, and sometimes for a specter or apparition of women known as Fairies" (vol. 1, p. 352). 

The legend of Lamia could have its origin in infanticide, as practiced in Greece (Watson, p. 43). Unwanted infants were left out in the wilderness to perish. Oedipus and Perseus, according to legend, were two such infants that happened to be found and adopted. But to be killed by the bite of a snake must have been a common and comparatively merciful ending for abandoned babies. Perhaps, to spare their suffering, infants may even have been placed near the holes of snakes. 

Scholars have even speculated that the figure of Lamia could goes back to a snake goddess who received human sacrifices or to the overthrow of an ancient matriarchy (Watson, p. 43). The theory that humanity went through a matriarchal stage is no longer widely accepted and could turn out to be a "myth" of modern intellectuals. Even so, there is no denying the imaginative appeal that the notion has for both men and women. The Lamia of legend, at any rate, seems to belong to a primarily feminine world. Her persecutor, Hera, is a woman. So are her intended victims, the women who successfully give birth. 

When the English poet John Keats gave the name of "Lamia" to a narrative poem of 1816 as well as to its major character, he may have intended a bit of irony. As a terror of children, Lamia was often invoked in the nursery. Keats may have intended to suggest that the story of the poem, while horrifying, was not to be taken very seriously in the perspective of maturity. Perhaps he was even suggesting that Lamia belonged to the "childhood of humanity," and belief in such a figure was absurd in an enlightened age. In that case, the irony has many levels. The poem also views such pretensions to enlightenment with, to say the least, much ambivalence. Like many of Keats' other poems, "Lamia" deals somewhat playfully with the very concepts of illusion and reality.

Romantic writers of the early nineteenth century generally viewed the rise of industry and bureaucratic institutions as a fragmentation of society and a disenchantment of the world. In their rebellion against the modern age, romantic writers looked to the remote past, hoping to rediscover some primeval harmony or vitality. The continental romantics idealized the Middle Ages, while the British romantics were often more interested in ancient Greece. But history, in the early nineteenth century, was at best a very rudimentary discipline, and all previous ages, only vaguely distinguished, merged in imagination. Poets would eclectically blend images from recent history, Greek mythology, Christianity, and European folklore.

The romantic fascination with the remote past led Keats to the figure of Lamia. The serpent was overlaid with primeval associations. Educated people knew that the anthropomorphic deities of Greece were preceded by the theriomorphic deities of Egypt. Already in the eighteenth century, Oliver Goldsmith had written that "The adoration paid by the ancient Egyptians to the serpent is well‑known" (vol. 4, p. 271). 

Keats opens his poem somewhat in the manner of fairy tales, though, with gentle irony, he places the story before even the realm of fairyland:

Upon a time, before the faery broods

Drove Nymph and Satyr from the prosperous woods

Before King Oberon's bright diadem,

Sceptre, and mantle, clasp'd with dewy gem,

Frighted away the Dyads and the Fauns

From rushes green, and brakes and cowslip'd lawns....(part 1, lines 1‑6).

This is the "once upon a time..." of European fairy tales, but Keats gives it a new twist. Since Spenser, poets had usually equated the fairies of folklore with minor deities of Greek mythology, but Keats distinguishes sharply between the two. He represents the fairies, associated with Christianity, as relatively modern and the Greek deities as their predecessors. But then Keats penetrates even further back in time, to what must almost have seemed the origin of the world. 

The basic story was taken by Keats from a chapter on supernatural lovers of men and women from Robert Burton's Anatomy of Melancholy. A young philosopher of Corinth named Lycius, "able to moderate his passions but not his love," encountered a phantasm in the shape of a beautiful woman and arranged to marry her. Among the guests at the wedding was a sage named Apolonius who realized that the bride was in

reality a serpent. When she saw herself recognized, the bride implored Apolonius to be silent, but he exposed her and broke her spells (Burton, part 3, section 2).

Keats elaborates on this bare outline, adding several details and figures from classical mythology. As the poem opens, the god Hermes is infatuated with a nymph, and he flies over the earth in search of her. Hermes hears a voice calling him, and finds it comes from Lamia, a creature with the body of a snake but the eyes and mouth of a woman. Lamia and Hermes make an agreement. The serpent will direct Hermes to the nymph, while the god will change Lamia into a woman so she may seek the love of Lycius. The god, in soliciting the aid of the serpent, seems to be reverting to some more archaic magic. He is a bit like a sophisticated person who, in hopeless infatuation, might buy a love potion at a fair from a disreputable fortune teller. 

Lamia is obviously no ordinary reptile, and she later indicates to Lycius that she is a figure of some very archaic cult:

"I have no friends," said Lamia, no, not one;

My presence in wide Corinth hardly known;

My parents' bones are in their dusty urns

Sepulchred, where no kindled incense burns,

Seeing all their luckless race are dead, save me,

And I neglect the holy rite for thee...” (part 2, lines 92‑97).

Before general acceptance of the discoveries of Lyell greatly expanded the known age of the earth or Darwin announced his theory of evolution, such a cult was about as far back in time as even a highly speculative imagination would be likely to go. It was still widely believed that the earth was only about four or five thousand years old.

In the version of the tale by Burton, Lamia simply vanished upon being exposed by Apolonius, together with the house where the wedding was to be held and everything inside it. In the version by Keats, Lamia reverts to her serpent form:

He [Lycius] look'd and look'd again a level ‑ No!

" a serpent!" echoed he, no sooner said,

Than with a frightful scream she vanished:

And Lycius' arms were empty of delight,

As were his limbs of life, from that same night.

On the high couch he lay! ‑ his friends came round ‑

Supported him ‑ no pulse, or breath they found,

And, in its marriage robe, the heavy body wound (part 2, lines 304‑311).

Reason is used to destroy anthropomorphic illusions, thus separating humanity from the realm of animals.

There is a notable resemblance between the story as told by Keats and the legend of Peter von Stauffenberg, which extends to many details. The water fairy fell in love with Peter while observing him at jousts, while Lamia fell in love with Lycius watching him at a chariot race. The wedding scenes in the two stories, with their revelations followed by death, are also strikingly similar. At one point in the poem by Keats, Lycius actually calls Lamia a "Naiad" (part 1, line 261), the archaic Greek equivalent of a water fairy. Such parallels raise the question of whether Keats might not have heard the legend of Peter von Stauffenberg and incorporated elements of it, but there is no solid evidence for this. Keats' "Lamia" was influenced by Fouqué's "Undine" (Leavy, Belle Dame, p. 74), which was based on the legend of Peter but does not contain these details. The parallels are all reasonably obvious ways to advance the plot and could have been conceived more than once.

If Keats did know of the story of Peter von Stauffenberg, he must have been affectionately making fun of it. Some early romantics, much like Peter, wished to establish a closeness to nature by seeking inspiration in pagan and folk beliefs. Yet most of the systems of belief which we most frequently call "pagan," particularly the Greco‑Roman gods and the European fairies, are themselves rather removed from the natural world. This is reflected, especially, in the nearly complete anthropomorphizing of these figures, as they are most familiar to us. Keats looked even further back for inspiration. In "Lamia," contrary to popular ideas, Greco-Roman paganism is rather identified with excessive rationality and even with repression. Lycius, unsatisfied, turns to an even older deity, and he finds love and terror far beyond his expectations.

Both the Greco-Roman revival of the Renaissance and the romantic movement of the early nineteenth century were responses to the disorientation which accompanied massive social, cultural, and technological changes. People, uprooted and confused, sought a more stable identity than conventional forms of Christianity seemed to offer by delving into their past. New upheavals have moved people to turn to increasingly remote times for inspiration, as the momentum of industrialization generated a conservative reaction. Even the fairies of European mythology and the deities of ancient Greece began to seem overly modern.

In "Lamia" Keats carried this trend almost as far as was then possible, yet even as he was writing historical research was opening new vistas for the imagination. The trend, as we will see, continues through the twentieth century, as people seek their heritage in ever more archaic traditions. It will probably persist until human society, once again, attains a relatively stable form, in which technological innovations are no longer disruptive force. The animal bride, reverting to her primal form, is a fitting symbol for the return to our ancient heritage. 

XI

THE MERMAID AND THE SOUL

What is a soul? Must it be immortal? More than anything else, the world "soul," as it is popularly used, suggests belonging to a community of joy and sorrow. The Latin word for "soul," as mentioned earlier, is "anima," which also means "butterfly." Our English word "soul" comes from the Germanic "saiwalEQ \O(o,_)." This is possibly a compound of Indo-European "sai," meaning "suffering," and "wal," meaning "to be strong." The word “soul” suggests pride in the survival of adversity. That is its importance in African-American culture, where people speak of “soul music,” "soul brothers," or "soul food."

The Christian gospels do not include a concept of the soul but tell of bodily resurrection. Religions like Hinduism and Buddhism have always included idea of a soul apart from the body. This is also found in many pagan myths, where supernatural figures can change bodily form without relinquishing their identities. The notion of a soul enters Christianity primarily through the works of Aristotle and other philosophers. As a Christian concept, it no longer suggests reincarnation. In animistic religions, all creatures from an insect to a whale have souls, which can move from one body to another. In Christian theology, shape-shifting usually becomes the province of witches. Saint Augustine and most other fathers of the church maintained that only human beings have souls, but the folk culture of Christianity remains full of talking animals and plants. 

When German romantics such as Fouqué, Novalis, and Eichendorff wrote of a "soul" [Seele], their use of the word was ambiguous. They loved Christian imagery and admired simple piety, yet the Christianity they espoused was a folk religion, a syncratic blend of magical beliefs. They scorned neither dogma nor scripture, yet they made use of these selectively. Their beliefs were based largely on reverence for the natural world. Although Fouqué's Undine knows that having a soul means she will be judged by God, she never even considers the possibility of damnation. Gaining a soul is almost the same thing as being saved. In many ways, the quest of Undine for a soul is like other mystic quests, where the goal is never precisely explained. In almost all stories of a quest, the end becomes, in a sense, irrelevant. A transcendent goal is much the same, whether we call it "the golden fleece," "the Holy Grail," or "the blue flower," whether we call it "Communism" or "the American dream." 

At the same time, conceiving this goal as obtaining of a soul was not entirely arbitrary. In contemporary society, people commonly regard certain animals ‑ pigs, for example ‑ simply as meat, while they treasure others ‑ such as dogs ‑ as companions. (Sax, Frog King, pp. 140‑143). People think of their pets as having souls (Shell, p. 150). The psychological divisions that we set up between animals and people are fairly fluid, and many people, especially during war, think of their enemies as "beasts." But a lone pigeon that flies into a shopping mall or a whale trapped in ice can receive the empathy we usually reserve for our own kind. A soul, acquired as an animal enters the human realm, is a claim to significance.

Animism and Sentimentality

With "The Little Mermaid" by Hans Christian Andersen, the animal bride entered popular culture. The tale is perpetually retold, recycled, and repackaged by the mass media. In part through a famous statue on a rock in the sea near Copenhagen, made by the sculptor Edvard Eriksen in 1913, the heroine has become a symbol of childhood fantasy. The view of nature in popular culture is largely sentimental, marked more by emotional fondness than by any commitment. Sentimentality is intense but undisciplined emotion, arbitrarily focused on a trivial object. Andersen was a supreme master of sentimentality. He could move mature men and women to tears over a toy soldier with only one leg or a fir tree chopped up for firewood. Sentimentality is generally scorned by literary and artistic elites, but who can know that a fir tree does not feel joy and sorrow? Andersen, a sort of folk poet, used sentimentality with artistry. The world of his tales is animistic. If we believe that objects are capable of emotion, a notion that is found in several cultures, the idea of a toy soldier suffering because of a missing leg is no longer so absurd.

Modern culture is based on sharp divisions between the realms of people, animals, plants, and objects. While people recognize these distinctions intellectually, the distinctions have never really been internalized. They do not describe our perceptions and responses. We can manipulate people as objects. We can talk to plants. The proliferation of sentimental entertainments in modern times is partly due to the tension between humanistic philosophies and our still largely animistic perception of the world.

Andersen certainly did not have a pampered life. He was born in 1805 into the family of an impoverished shoemaker in Denmark. At the age of 14, he left home to make his fortune in Copenhagen, an awkward boy with no marketable skills, sustained only by an unshakable faith in his own artistic vocation. After many years of poverty and humiliating failures ‑ in which he tried to become an actor, dancer, singer, and dramatist ‑ Andersen finally achieved success as a writer of sentimental novels. In his thirties, he began to achieve global fame for his literary fairy tales. But, while he had attained admittance to the splendid courts and the elite artistic circles of Europe, the glamour of his new status only seemed to make him more melancholy and uncomfortable. His work lives from this alienation. It enabled him to identify with the ugly ducklings and little mermaids of the world.


Andersen's "The Little Mermaid"

With the expansion of maritime trade at the end of the Middle Ages, the mermaid became the central figure in the lore of mariners. Representations of mermaids were everywhere in haunts frequented by sailors. Mermaids were carved on the bows of ships, etched in scrimshaw, tattooed on bodies, painted on the signs of taverns, and included in heraldic crests. Many sightings of mermaids were reported. For mariners, almost always male, the mermaid embodied the sea in both its wonder and its danger. Seductively beautiful yet capricious, the mermaid represented a way of life with neither the security nor the obligations of those who lived conventionally on the land. For all its roughness, life at seas was filled with both poetry and loneliness of a sort that Andersen understood well. 

Apart from the nearly total exclusion of women from ships, life at sea was enormously cosmopolitan. Sailors would be drawn from all over Europe and America, even across the world, to blend their customs and languages on board. Folk beliefs and religions fused to create a maritime culture. The lore of mermaids took much from the stories of sea nymphs from different lands: the Slavic rusalkas, the German nixies and the British selkies. It owed something to the lore from figures like Morgan le Fay, the mighty enchantress of Arthurian legend, who was originally a divinity of the sea (Wentz, pp. 200-202, 352). Like Venus, the Roman goddess of love, mermaids in pictures held a comb in one hand and a mirror in the other.

Andersen's "The Little Mermaid," first published in 1837, begins in an anthropomorphic kingdom of the sea. A mermaid, having reached her fifteenth birthday, rises above the waves to gaze in wonder at human beings. She is especially drawn to a young prince. His ship is wrecked in a storm. She dives to rescue him and bring him safely to shore. Later, the mermaid asks her grandmother about human beings and learns that they live far less than the 300 hundred years granted to mermaids and mermen. She learns that the lives of people are also far less happy. Nevertheless, the grandmother explains, people possess immortal souls, while mermaids and mermen are reduced at death to foam upon the waves. A mermaid may also obtain a soul through marriage with a human being, a thing that is impossible since men find fish tails repulsive.

The little mermaid then goes to a sea witch for help. The hag gives the mermaid a potion that will change her fish tail into legs, adding that every step the mermaid takes will bring pain. In return, the witch demands the voice with which the mermaid sang more beautifully than any other creature of the sea. Should the prince marry another maiden, the sea witch explains, the mermaid will die at once without a soul.

In human form, the mermaid approaches the palace. The prince thinks she looks familiar but does not recognize her. Having surrendered her voice, the mermaid is unable to explain who she really is. The Prince soon marries another maiden, mistaking that girl for his rescuer. The sea witch tells the mermaid to kill the prince. The mermaid thinks of stabbing him, but throws away her knife. She then plunges into the sea, which is no longer her element, to die instead.

But, on dying, the mermaid is not annihilated after all. She rises to become a daughter of the air. The other daughters of the air tell her that, while still without a

soul, she may create a soul for herself by doing good deeds for three hundred years, a time that may be shortened by children who are good.

Much of Andersen's work is autobiographical, and the journey of the little mermaid to the realm of human beings suggests the trip of the young Andersen to Copenhagen. Like Andersen, the mermaid failed to obtain happiness in the new

home but was granted some consolation. Andersen achieved his immortality not through deeds but through poetry. The mermaid after death will, like the writings of Andersen, lead a continued existence among human beings.

The prince, for the mermaid, serves as a sort of male muse, gentle and friendly yet somewhat unapproachable. Perhaps he represents Jenny Lind, "the Swedish nightingale," a renowned opera singer who requited Andersen's friendship

but not his love. But the prince might also represent the adult Andersen, who had lost touch with the young pilgrim he used to be. It is paradoxical that the mature Andersen, regarded as a prince of men, should represent himself as a young mermaid, truly opposite to him in so many ways. In assuming the perspective of youth and nature, Andersen made the world of human society, his mature self very much included, seem dazzling yet ignorant and unsatisfying.

It would be more than two decades from the publication of "The Little Mermaid" till 1859, when Charles Darwin documented his theory of natural selection in The Origin of Species. When Andersen wrote, however, theories of evolution had been suggested by Buffon, Lamarck, Erasmus Darwin, and others. Like Fouqué before him, Andersen suggests a kind of evolution for his heroine. Nature, in this view, strives toward the condition of humanity, a spiritualization that is achieved though sorrow. Each movement of the mermaid's human feet brings pain. At the end of the tale, she is told, "You have suffered and endured and have risen to the world of the spirits of the air" (Andersen, p. 57).

The main source for "The Little Mermaid" was "Undine" by Fouqué. In a letter of February 11, 1837 to B. S. Ingemann, Andersen explained:

I have not, like de la Motte Fouqué in "Undine," allowed the mermaid's acquiring of an immortal soul to depend on an alien creature, upon the love of a human being. I'm sure that's wrong! It would depend rather a lot on chance, wouldn't it? I won't accept that sort of thing in this world. I have permitted my mermaid to follow a more natural, more divine path (Andersen, p. 251).

Other creatures are spiritualized by suffering until they approach the condition of humanity.

Andersen's criticism of Fouqué's "Undine" is that the story seems to take place in an amoral universe. The world of "The Little Mermaid," on the other hand, is ruled by divine law. Nevertheless, the difference between the two stories is probably not as great as Andersen imagines, since both authors use the attainment of a soul to mean, more or less, the fulfillment of a destiny. For Undine, this calling is the ultimate union with a beloved, accomplished not in this world but in the next. For the mermaid, her ethereal existence after death suggests artistic transcendence.

The ending of the tale has seemed artificial to many critics (Travers, pp. 92‑93), who feel it is overly moralistic. Still more significantly, the status which the tale accords to humanity does not, in the context of the tale, seem justified. The mermaid seems more dynamic and more sensitive than any of the human characters, so it is odd that she should sacrifice everything to obtain their condition. Andersen probably entertained doubts about human superiority and, implicitly, his own life as a mature author, but he did not care to pursue them. We can hardly evade confronting such doubts today.

It is barely a few centuries since criminals in Europe were publicly beheaded and witches were burned at the stake. Instruments of mass destruction were so inefficient that they left battlefields covered with severed limbs and gasping throats. We now witness more horrors than people of that era, but usually only through the soft, electronic haze of the television screen. The most direct contact that most people today have with this sort of brutality is the sight of animals killed along roads. Fortunately, our cars seem to be pretty effective executioners, and one hardly ever sees an animal that is half dead. One does regularly see bodies of small birds, rabbits, and raccoons, sometimes even deer, that were crushed or torn apart. When I contemplate this, I am sometimes amazed at how inured I and my fellow‑citizens, including even young children, have become to the sight. It is still usually enough to make me turn away, yet it is hardly overwhelming. One day, however, I was shocked to see not the usual road kills but a lovely red fox, a vixen, lying dead by the highway. 

Do animals have souls? For millennia, wise and learned people have argued about such questions. But there is more involved here than logic or formal creeds. Some Christians do not pray, while some atheists pray every day. Occasionally I wonder if our philosophies are just a substitute for totem animals and serve mostly to mark off tribal boundaries. At any rate, I said a prayer for soul of the fox.

 XII

THE TWENTIETH CENTURY

Stories of the animal bride or groom are our purest fairy tales. They tell of a perfect love, able to triumph over weakness, foolishness, and even death. They also acknowledge that human society is not necessarily where such love is to be found. The love shown by animals often seems more unconditional than that of human beings. Human society and personality are relatively changeable and elusive. Animals, with their behaviors that we often call "instinctive," seem more dependable.

The highly stylized media of opera and ballet have proved best suited to representing unconditional passions. In his ballet "Swan Lake," first performed in 1876, Peter Ilyich Tchaikovsky dramatized an animal bride story with all the things we commonly associate with fairy tales: magic, wondrous deeds, a hero, an enchanted maiden, and a happy ending. Young prince Siegfried duels with the evil von Rotbart to release a swan maiden named Odette from a spell, so she can retain human form and become his bride. Yet the victory of Siegfried is still not a complete triumph of humanity, for the ballet celebrates the solitude of the pond over the artificial world of the court and human society.

In Oscar Wilde's "The Fisherman and his Soul," a literary fairy tale first published as part of The Happy Prince in 1888, doubts about human status are no longer concealed. As the story begins, a young fisherman who has had no luck at sea pulls up a sleeping mermaid in his net. He lets the mermaid go on the condition that she lure fish to his net by singing. It is he, however, who is lured. On hearing the mermaid's song, the fisherman falls hopelessly in love. He wishes to join the mermaid in the sea, but his human soul makes that impossible.

With the aid of a witch, the fisherman finally manages to cast away his soul and goes to live with the mermaid. But his soul, with no body to restrain it, goes off alone and does many evil deeds. After each adventure, the soul returns to tempt the fisherman away from his love. The soul offers the fisherman vast wealth on one occasion and wisdom on another. For a long time, the fisherman cannot be swayed, but finally he leaves the water and accompanies the soul to see a dancing girl. The invitation, it turns out, is a trick. Having accepted the company of his soul, the fisherman can no longer return to the mermaid. He calls to the mermaid and waits patiently by

the shore, but she does not come. Finally the mermaid is washed up dead on the sand. The fisherman dies as well, and beautiful white flowers spring from the graves of the lovers.

The tale is filled with extravagant imagery, but the theme is simple enough. The story is an allegory on the desire to cast aside human status, becoming part of nature once again. The fisherman does not fall in love with the mermaid immediately. His initial thought on seeing her is to use the mermaid to increase his catch. Later the fisherman becomes so enamored that wealth, far beyond what he ever imagined, loses all meaning for him. He represents the scientist or technocrat who, seeking to appropriate the power of nature, is overwhelmed by natural beauty. 

But the soul of the fisherman will not accept abandonment. To put aside human status is, as we are increasingly aware, no easy matter. We are, for better or worse, now committed to technology. Much as we may lament the loss of forests and grasslands which once covered North America, it is now impossible for us to bring them back. Our complex society can only be governed by technocratic means. The message of the story is pessimistic. The only consolation offered by Wilde is a precarious hope that the fisherman and mermaid may be joined in the next world.

The Growing Pessimism

The animal bride tales address some of the most intractable problems that have accompanied human civilization from the beginning, growing steadily more acute. They explore our troubled relationship with the natural world. It should not, therefore, be surprising that these stories are seldom very optimistic. None of the literary retellings we have examined at has an unequivocally happy ending. All attempt to leave the reader with some consolation, however uncertain or tenuous this may sometimes be. The most hopeful of these tales are probably those of Fouqué and Hoffmann. As industrialization progressed and ever more creatures were marginalized or driven to extinction, animal bride stories took on an increasingly pessimistic tone.

The play Ondine by Jean Giraudoux, despite some moments of comedy, is perhaps even darker than "Lamia" by Keats. The drama is loosely based on the animal bride tale by Fouqué, with the knight and the water fairy named "Hans" and "Ondine" respectively. The nymph in the version by Giraudoux does not seek to obtain a soul but simply to become human. She does not love Hans because of his special qualities. On the contrary, she is drawn to Hans precisely because he is very ordinary. Brave yet unimaginative, he represents humanity. Hans, for his part, is drawn by the wondrous powers and the spontaneity of Ondine. After they have married, the supernatural bride is surrounded by artificial behavior and intrigue and unable to fit in at the court. Hans, back in the realm of everyday affairs, gradually loses interest in his wife. He returns to his former betrothed, the princess Bertha, who is adept at feminine wiles.

The king of the sea condemns Hans to death, though Ondine tries vainly to save him. As he is dying, Hans encounters Ondine for the last time. He realizes that he

loves Ondine. He understands that he was not destined for love but for action and that his parting with the water spirit will be for all eternity. When Hans has died, Ondine forgets him immediately, yet she pauses to admire the body and say, "...I should have loved him!" (p. 255).

Ondine and her world represent the wonderful ideals which entice human beings, but which, ultimately, they can seldom live up to. Human beings are too petty and limited to do justice to their noble intentions, yet their very limitations can have an intense appeal. Like the authors of earlier animal bride tales, Giraudoux views human existence as distinguished by a special capacity for suffering. As Ondine says in the final act: 

Among humans you are not unhappy when you suffer. On the contrary. To seek out in a world of joy the one thing that is certain to give you pain and to hug that to your bosom will all your strength ‑ that's the greatest human happiness (p. 250). 

Human suffering, however, is not especially ennobling. It is merely endearing stupidity. The work was completed in 1938, and its pessimism reflects the growing brutalization of Europe as World War II approached. The message of the play seems to be

that human destiny is not especially exalted, yet we should embrace it simply because it is ours.

And as Giraudoux was writing, a new regime in Germany accorded race the significance of species and represented miscegenation as a sort of original sin. Forerunners of the Nazi movement such as the composer Richard Wagner and the occultist Lanz von Liebenfels (Goodrick-Clarke, p. 96) had already attributed human "degeneration" to promiscuous unions of people with some animalistic beings. For Hitler and his followers, almost nothing inspired more horror than these supposed animal brides and grooms (Arluke and Sax, p. 25). In the popular 1972 film "Cabaret" about the rise of Nazism in Berlin, actor Joel Grey, playing a opportunistic night club entertainer, sings a love song to an ape. It seems disconcerting yet touching, until he ends with the chilling line, "If you could see her as I do, she wouldn't look Jewish at all."

Giraudoux hinted that the adventure of Ondine and Hans is an event repeated many times rather than a unique romance. This idea was taken up by the Austrian author Ingebourg Bachmann in a short story entitled "Undine geht" [Undine leaves], first published in 1978. The use of the name "Hans" for the knight suggests that Bachmann is basing her narrative more on the play by Giraudoux than on the story by Fouqué. Bachmann’s story has virtually no plot, but merely gives the words of the water fairy as she takes her leave of human beings. "Hans," she tells us at the start, is her name for

all human beings. It is that monster, our collective self. Returning to the sea, Undine reminisces about her lover, her many lovers now merged into one. She remembers newspapers, radios, and public places - the entire paraphernalia of daily life. Her rhythmic words express anger, frustration, fear, admiration, and, above all, inability to comprehend what human beings have done. This Undine represents nature, conceived as the sum of impersonal forces, neither asking nor bestowing love.

Our beloved tales of the nursery such as "Hansel and Gretel" or "Little Snow White" are full of horrors including cannibalism and starvation. The stories of the animal bride seem to derive much of their power from a similarly disturbing theme - that of bestiality. This is softened when the animal is a serpent or swan, creatures with whom sexual relations are not entirely possible. It is potentially more disturbing when the bride is a close biological relation to human beings, such as one of the great apes. Fear of bestiality may even account for some of the resistance to Darwin's theory of evolution. Regardless of Darwin’s actual intent, the theory was imperfectly understood by the public. It suggested images of human beings mating with apes in the remote past.

In his novel The Monkey Wife, the modern British author John Collier shows us, once again, the triumph of love, but not without irony and ambivalence. A man named Mr. Fatigay returns to London and his fiancé Amy with a chimpanzee, Emily, who adores him. Able to understand everything yet unable to communicate in human speech, Emily renounces love and works humbly as a servant to Amy. But even the selfless chimp is roused to anger by the contemptuous way in which Amy treats Mr. Fatigay, and Emily is drawn into amorous intrigues. After many fantastic episodes, the chimp vanquishes her human rival, marries her beloved and returns with him to Africa. In the final sentence, the marriage is brought to its dreaded and longed for consummation as "The candle, guttering beside the bed, was strangled in the grasp of a prehensile foot, and darkness received, like a ripple in velvet, the final happy sigh" (p. 157).

In the novella The Sleep of Stone by Louise Cooper, love without understanding brings tragedy. A fairy named Ghysla assumes the form of a seal and falls in love with a young man by the shore. When her beloved is about to marry a young girl, Ghysla steals away the bride, whom she deposits in a cave and turns to stone. Later, realizing the seriousness of what she has done, Ghysla repents and takes the spell upon herself, merging with the rocky walls of the cavern so that the girl may be released. Ghysla is a primeval being, greater than human beings in power and equal to them in spirituality yet doomed through incomprehension of human ways.

Perhaps more than anything else, the twentieth century is a period of great eclecticism, as rapid communications have made it easy for people to borrow motifs, themes, and ideas from distant times and places. The result is often an increase in variety but a loss of coherence. Traditional distinctions such as that between human beings and animals become uncertain. Other creatures, in fact, can often seem more "human" than our kind. This is so in "The Wife's Story," a brief tale by Ursula Le Guin. a woman describes how, when the moon is dark, her beloved husband, who had always been so gentle, begins to change. His face loses its hair and becomes flat. His feet grow long, until finally a hateful creature stands before her, threatening her cubs. Others from her clan rush to her rescue and kill the hateful thing. Gradually, as we read the tale, we realize, with horror and consternation, that the speaker is a wolf. Her lupine husband became a human being. 

Popular culture has often preserved an optimism, which contrasts dramatically with the mood in literary and artistic circles. An animated film by Disney Studios entitled "The Little Mermaid," released in 1990 and loosely based on the story by Andersen, replaces many of the philosophical concerns of previous authors with sociological ones. The stern but loving father of the mermaid is a major character in this film, while the biological mother is noticeably absent. The devious sea-witch, a foil to the father, gives the mermaid a fully human form in exchange for her voice. The mermaid here is a slightly mischievous but good‑hearted child of a broken home. To overcome her estrangement, she must recreate familial harmony through a happy marriage. Her success affirms the traditional American faith in the power of an individual to determine his or her own destiny. The Disney film has enormous charm, yet I doubt many people would credit it with great profundity. It may, however, gain somewhat in stature when one considers the version as heir to a continuous tradition going back long before recorded history.

Film director John Sayles moves closer to this tradition in "The Secret of Roan Inish," released in 1994. a family of fishers on a remote Irish coast lives in such intimacy with seals that sometimes the two intermarry. A few villagers, who are a bit solitary and mysterious, carry the blood of seals in their veins. An infant, born from the union of a man and a sealie, is stolen from a coastal village by a family of seals. Though villagers give him up for dead, the seals bring back the child when his family returns to an ancestral home on a deserted island. There all will live, like seals, from the bounty of the waves.

The Return to Folklore

The animal groom stories are still more popular than those of animal brides, and many new films are made of tales like "Beauty and the Beast." We should remember, though, that the two cycles are much the same. They blend in Gary Snyder's story "The Woman who Married a Bear," based on an oral account from a Tlingit Indian woman on the Northwest Coast of the United States. 

A young woman strays into the woods, where she is befriended by a stranger. He brings her meat and berries. Slowly, she realizes that he is a bear. After a while, they marry. The husband teaches her the skills of bears, while she instructs him in the customs of human beings. The husband is killed by the brothers of the young woman, and she leaves her old family forever. Hair grows about her body, and she raises her children in ursine ways. 

Perhaps even among traditional peoples in relatively pristine settings, the purest forms of totemism are no longer possible. The power of bears and other creatures may still inspire respect, yet something of the archaic awe has lost. Technologies, especially firearms, have long rendered people far more powerful than animals. In the story retold by Snyder, totem relationships are more or less reversed. Human beings are now the ancestors of a tribe of bears, yet we are still called to honor the bears as kin.

In Antelope Wife by Ojibwa Indian author Louise Erdrich, the animal bride represents a heritage that one may neither fully possess nor lay aside. The novel is an intricate blend of many stories, based on a metaphor of Indian beadwork. The most cetral tale is of an Indian in Minneapolis who hauls garbage and sells native crafts at fairs. Though urban, he decides one day to hunt antelope like his ancestors on the open plains. He returns from the hunting trip with a frightened young woman, an antelope in human form, whom he loves desperately yet can never understand. He loses her, regains her, and pursues her. At times she watches him in the form of an antelope. At last he recaptures her, takes her back to the plains, and lets her go. 

The animal bride tales of folklore have generally been told among men. Paradoxically, male literary authors tell such stories from a female point of view. This is certainly the case with Fouqué, Andersen, and Giraudoux. But the person who may have done most to return the tale to folkloric traditions and, thereby, to a male perspective was a woman. In Animal Wife, a novel published in 1990, Elizabeth Marshall Thomas attempted to reconstruct what the origin of the tale might possibly have been.

The hero of the novel is a bold but impressionable young man named Kori, been told his revered father that he should have many children with many wives. One day Kori sees a woman of another tribe bathing in a lake, and he is overcome with wonder. Risking not only his own life but the survival of his entire tribe, Kori seizes her and carries her home.

Kori names the woman "Muskrat" and wants to make her his wife. She remains, however, apart from his tribe, perhaps not greatly unhappy [there are strong hints that she engineered her own capture] yet quiet and mysterious. The couple eventually has a child. When Kori will not allow Muskrat to name the child or perform rituals connected with the birth, the woman takes her little boy and returns to her people.

Racially and linguistically distinct from Kori's tribe, Muskrat seems as much an animal as a human being. The author draws a clear parallel between Muskrat and the wolf cubs that Kori's father is trying to domesticate. Just as Kori's father provokes resentment by forcing one of his own wives to suckle a wolf cub, Kori constantly provokes resentment by allocating scarce rations to Muskrat. The people of Kori's tribe lead a precarious existence as hunter‑gatherers. Unity and cooperation are essential for survival of the tribe, yet cohesion is constantly threatened by boredom, resentment and jealousy. The tribe is held together by a combination of custom and patriarchal authority.

Most historical novels are barely concealed contemporary dramas played out in exotic costume. Few writers successfully resist the temptation to inject pieces of contemporary jargon and ideology. That Thomas avoids this almost completely is an

impressive testimony to both her knowledge of hunter‑gatherers and her literary skill.

Thomas shows how the tragedy that pervades contemporary lives is much the same as that of these hunter‑gatherers: the tension between our affections and the demands imposed by social cohesion and survival. The people of Kori's tribe may feel sympathy for the animals that share their plains, yet they must still kill these animals for food. Kori is overwhelmed by love for Muskrat, yet he is unable to express this love. He cannot show her much favor without jeopardizing his position in the tribe.

These situations are reminiscent of many in the contemporary world: the woman who wants to lavish the most expensive food on her beloved dog yet keeps thinking of

starving Africans; the boy who is overwhelmed with love for a young lady yet must retain a certain bravado to be respected by his peers; the scientist torn between affection for his mice and the demands of his experiment; the executive who must display a family in order to prove stability yet must impress on his colleagues that the family will not interfere with work.

Such comparisons lead us back to questions with which this book began. Is it true that human beings are more vulnerable to suffering than other creatures? Can human beings transmute this suffering into spiritual strength? What is consciousness? How, if at all, may this be recognized? Does it admit of degrees? 

We can no more ignore these questions than answer them unequivocally. The power of our technologies gives us, as human beings, a collective responsibility beyond what we know how to bear. How can we measure the interests of human beings against those of wolves? How can we measure the interests of wolves against those of rabbits or field mice?

Through the vehicle of the animal wife tale, this book has examined the widely, perhaps almost universally, held belief that the superior status of humanity relative to animals is tied to our capacity for suffering. In Christianity, where suffering and divinity are closely allied. The notion of spiritual advancement through suffering also appeals to a sense of cosmic justice, so important in religions like Buddhism and Hinduism. Status should not be conferred without a price. At the same time, the notion carries obvious dangers. It may, for example, lead people to seek out suffering gratuitously, under the impression that this is automatically ennobling. In confronting such questions, old stories may be a better guide than philosophy.

The Jewish‑German poet Nelly Sachs, who barely escaped her homeland for Sweden in time to avoid being sent to a concentration camp, identified with Melusine. Like her people, the Jews, Melusine had traveled from a homeland in the Middle East millennia ago, and, also like them, she had suffered terribly:

Melusine, if your well had not

the second ending of all fairy tales

in its heartache,

we should long have passed away

in the petrified resurrection

of Easter Island‑ (Sachs, p. 185)

But, in her capacity for survival and rejuvenation, Melusine is not only a figure of suffering but also of hope.

XIII

WOMEN, MEN AND ANIMALS

Does our having religion distinguish human beings from animals? That is a very different sort of differentiation from our ability to use fire or to think in symbolic terms. To call man “homo religiosus” is to define humanity by need rather than by ability, by vulnerability rather than by power. The distinction, of course, is questionable. Elephants cover up their dead. Observers since the Roman empire have believed that elephants share religion with human beings (Sax, Frog King, pp. 105‑118). At any rate, religion has developed in response to an increasing distance from other creatures.

Theriomorphic deities, as we have seen, predominated at the beginning of religion. Perhaps that is because people were overawed by the superior natural abilities of other creatures. The animals emphasized in prehistoric paintings, whether by frequency or by placement, were usually large mammals of impressive speed and strength ‑ bulls, horses, deer, mammoths, lions, bears, and rhinoceri. But animals may also have been preferred as gods simply because they were so unlike us and, therefore, filled with mystery.

Many ethnologists explain the human preference for animal deities by what Eliade calls "mystical solidarity" between the hunter and the game, in which both killing and eating acquire sacramental meaning (vol. 1, p. 5). Man and deer share a single death, mingle their blood and live on as a single creature. While there is much truth in this, religious activity can never be reduced to one activity, whether attending mass or stalking game. For hundreds of millennia, human beings had lived as animals among other creatures of the wild. I imagine Paleolithic people sensed the growing gap between themselves and their old companions, much as we still do today, and, also like ourselves, were frightened and perplexed.

Religious changes accompanied environmental ones. The varieties of animals depicted on the walls of caves, animals like the mammoth, eventually became extinct or rare. The memory of their appearance, size, power and habits surely persisted in oral traditions, after they could no longer be observed. This left the attributes of the great mammals, themselves no longer present, to be claimed by either deities or human beings. Religion, then, developed partly in response to a sense of disorientation due to massive environmental changes such a the end of the last ice age. Through divine images, human beings were able to bridge the vast gulf between experience and memory.

These animal deities were gradually supplanted by female anthropomorphic deities, by goddesses, who, in turn, were eventually replaced in importance by male ones. These two religious transitions ‑ from animals to women and from women

to men ‑ were gradual processes, occurring at different rates in different places and spread out over millennia. The first transition has been observed in excavations conducted in Catal Huyuk in Anatolia. The earliest shrines are to animals, especially the bull. Around 6,200 B.C., the first shrines to a goddess appear, reflecting the increased prestige of women in the transition from a hunting to an agricultural economy. The transition in dominance from goddesses to gods accompanied the increasing urbanization of human societies, beginning with the emergence of the first cities around the middle of the fourth millennium.

In a few myths, we can even see these three religious stages, distinct yet overlapping. An episode from a Sumerian tablet recounting a creation myth, from around the start of the second millennium, tells how the fox saved Enki, the god of water. Enki has covered the land of Dilmun with water, and Ninhursag, the great mother goddess, has caused eight plants to grow in the soil. The two‑faced god Isimund plucks these plants and brings them to Enki, who then eats the plants, arousing the anger of Ninhursag. She places the curse of death on Enki then leaves the company of the deities. Enki starts to die, as Enlil, god of air, and the other gods look on helplessly. Then the fox appears and offers to bring Ninhursag back for a reward. A part of the tablet has been destroyed, so we do not know exactly how the fox accomplishes this task. But the creature is true to his word, and the goddess returns to heal Enki (Kramer, p. 148; Kramer and Maier, p. 29). a similar tale from one of the very oldest literary manuscripts in existences, written in about 2,400 B. C., has the fox bring back Ishkar, the son of Enlil, from the nether world (Kramer, p. 169). The fact that foxes burrow and live in holes probably helped to suggest that they could serve as intermediaries between the surface of the earth and the subterranean world of the dead.

Klingender rightly describes the fox of the creation myth as "a wise animal, older and more powerful than the anthropomorphic gods" (p. 33). Sumerians believed that the male trinity of Anu, the sky god, Enlil, and Enki ruled the world on a daily basis. Ninhursag looms in the background, largely supplanted but not forgotten. She may

still be turned to in times of crisis and is, apparently, more powerful than the male divinities. Still more remote, and mightier even than Ninhursag, the fox is the theriomorphic deity and a relic of a half‑forgotten age.

Goddesses and Animals

The ascendancy of great mother goddesses was based on a cosmic symbolism, which linked human pregnancy with phases of the moon. The womb became the earth, source of all life. Human destiny was understood through comparisons with vegetation (Eliade, vol. 1, p. 41), in the pulse of germination and decay. There is, in this conception, a beauty that we - both men and women - now miss in our normal lives.

In the latter twentieth century, there has been an increasing call for recognition of a feminine element in religion. This has taken many forms, including a new attention to figures such as Mary, the feminine concept of "Sophia" or divine wisdom and, most important for us here, the pagan goddesses. In Neo‑Pagan communities, it is now common to merge such diverse feminine deities as Mary, Inanna, and Brigit together as "the Goddess," while male divinities become "the God" (Adler, pp. 177‑229). This builds on old traditions, since divinities ‑ Athena, Minerva, and Isis, for example ‑ were regularly merged in the ancient world. But this form of religion also makes the world into a sort of nuclear family, with the children on earth and the two parents in a transcendent realm. It could encourage the divinities to quarrel like real parents, and the worshipers to maneuver like children. Seeing the religious sphere as a province almost exclusively of anthropomorphic deities, inevitably sets up an opposition, a rivalry, between gods and goddesses.

Just as many contemporary religious thinkers have looked into the past to revive, or at least seek inspiration from, the goddesses of antiquity, I believe it can be useful to go still further back to theriomorphic deities. Just as the divine aspects of women and men need to be acknowledged, so does that in animals. Images of theriomorphic divinities could diffuse and mediate the tension that comes of viewing divinity solely in terms of men and women. If Leroi‑Gourham is correct, the animals in the cave paintings of Europe may done something of the sort. Clustered together on the cave walls, in very deliberate arrangements, he found groups of abstract male and female symbols, linking and surrounding various creatures. The animals represent a sort of energy that could transcend and reconcile even the polarity of female and male (Leroi‑Gourham, pp. 38‑44; Campbell, Way, vol. 1, pp. 58‑67).

 
Essential to any religious vision is a sense of mystery, but today anthropomorphic figures may be losing their ability to evoke this. As every nuance of human psychology and social interaction is profusely analyzed by hordes of academics, politicians, media consultants, bartenders, and others, human beings inevitably begin to seem less wondrous. The theories of Freud and other psychologists, which seemed so exciting at the start of the twentieth century, are now at the disposal of every journalist, but they have lost most of their ability to inspire. Animal images, on the other hand, with their blend of strangeness and familiarity, appeal to the imagination as intensely as ever.

Paul Shepard believes the anthropomorphizing of the animal divinities is recorded in the Greco-Roman myth of Narcissus, a handsome hunter who becomes enamored of his reflection in a pond and perishes while gazing at the water. The myth, according to Shepard, expresses the boredom and discontent of urban men and women, projected backward into Paleolithic times. "It is only after the defeat of that numinous, nonhuman presence of animals," Shepard writes, “as a mediation on the nature of the self, in the era of the 'ancient' world of cities, goddesses, and gods, that Narcissus rises and falls. All the humanized deities were insufficient substitutes for a zoological theriophany. As the subject and object of its own meaning, the human figure produced disillusion and inner crisis, the dead end of making the gods in human form" (Shepard, "Friends," pp. 292-293). 

In humanism, man becomes his own totem, his own companion, ancestor, and god. He can be anything but himself. Humanism cannot give man an identity, since it does not know any significant point of orientation apart from human beings. An individual ought not to become overly self‑absorbed, and perhaps this is true of human beings collectively as well. People need some point of orientation outside our species, something which does not look, nor think in the same way. We crave religious figures that can hear wavelengths inaccessible to us, as does the bat; can navigate by means of magnetic fields, as does the whale; or can perceive the electric charges given off by moving limbs, as does the shark. These creatures lead us into other realms, parallel worlds, of adventure and romance. We can find theriomorphic religious figures, like feminine ones, either in aspects of conventional worship or in the rediscovery of a remote past.

Almost all historians of religion link religious practices and beliefs very closely with the predominant economy. Animals gods were preferred in hunting societies, while female anthropomorphic deities were dominant in agricultural ones. Male anthropomorphic deities ruled in an urban setting. In much the same way, early industrial societies conceived their God as a machine. These changes raise the question about the extent to which various religious practices can be detached from their broader cultural and economic context. Further, they raise the question of what religious forms will be appropriate to our post‑industrial society, where the economic structures are largely unprecedented. Science fiction writers such as Stanislav Lem have speculated that it might be God the Computer. All that is certain is that religious life will continue to grow and evolve, as it has from time immemorial. 

But religion, since it endeavors to conserve the wisdom of the past, develops in a far less linear way than does technology. Religion is profoundly concerned with origins, so innovations usually involve revival of beliefs or customs of the past. As historians and anthropologists learn more about our ancient heritage, religious thinkers explore the broader implications of these discoveries. Religious artists and writers of the Renaissance enriched their work with a revival of their Greco‑Roman heritage. Martin Luther and the early Protestants drew inspiration from the original Christians and, still further back, the ancient Hebrews. More recently, religious thinkers have looked for inspiration in folk practices and pagan religions of the past. The rise of evolutionary theory, increased understanding of our ecological dependence on other creatures, new appreciation of human limitations and movements for animal rights all point to a revival of theriomorphic figures.

Men, Women and the Animal Bride

The position of animal divinities with respect to gods and goddesses is complex. As already mentioned, the position of wives in many early patriarchal societies is almost identical to that of pets. Women, like animals, have often been associated with nature. Divine women and animals have both been subordinated to anthropomorphic male divinities. In Greece, the role of Lady of the Beasts, protector of animals, was taken by Artemis. She was depicted surrounded by creatures such as the bear, stag, and bee. Her figure had no male equivalent except, perhaps, Orpheus, who was a relatively minor figure. 

The name “Artemis” means "bear," and for author Terry Tempest Williams that animal is still the archetypal image of femininity. She dreams of embracing the bear, a mystic union in which vanity falls away. "We are creatures of paradox," Williams writes, "women and bears, two animals that are enormously unpredictable, hence our mystery" (p. 108). Many women in recent times have expressed solidarity between animals and the female sex. Clarissa Pinkola Estes, in her highly popular book Women who Run with Wolves, even made a sort of animal bride figure into her ideal. This is the woman who retains her wildness, while not scorning marriage, children, or domestic life. Baring and Cashford have written, "One way of understanding the long historical process of replacing of the myth of the Goddess by the myth of the God is to view it as a gradual withdrawal of humanity's participation with nature" (p. 661).

Barbara Fass Leavy has recently written an extended interpretation of an animal bride story, specifically that of swan maidens, from a feminist perspective. The capture of the swan maiden and her subsequent departure represent, for Leavy, the confinement of women to the home and their rebellion. Nora, in "The Doll House" by Ibsen, is a modern swan maiden, who finds a lost dancing dress and leaves her home. Leavy supports her view with a massive study of folklore and makes several astute observations in the course of her argument. But any interpretation which would reduce the entire animal bride cycle to an allegory on human relationships seems, in my view, not entirely complete. 

And we should also remember that the rise of goddesses was at the expense of animal divinities, and this development may, itself, have reflected an increased alienation from the natural world. Agriculture, associated with goddesses, may be

in ways less violent than hunting, but it requires far more continuous intervention in natural processes. Furthermore, agriculture creates, for the first time, a clear economic

differentiation between human beings and other creatures. Many animals hunt, but no other animal cultivates the soil. And agriculture does not even free human beings from the need to kill, since cultivated fields must be continuously protected from animals, as any gardener knows. The ascendancy of male divinities, then, might be a retribution or even a return of the theriomorphic deities. The religious importance of the bull, whose cult predates the ascendancy of goddesses, suggests a conservative side to the rise of patriarchal gods. This animal is a symbol of several gods such as Teshub, the Hurrito‑Hittite storm god, and Anu, the Sumerian deity of the sky (Kozloff, p. 5). 

Though Occidental culture usually identifies nature with femininity, we have never been consistent in this. Often enough, women, still dominant in the home, are thought of as the guardians of civilization who subdue the wildness of men. Several

literary classics such as Melville's Moby Dick and Mark Twain's Huckleberry Finn express the longing of men to escape the demands of women and confront the elements accompanied only by other males. Leavy has written in reference to the swan maiden tales, "...from the commentaries of anthropologists has emerged an essential paradox: believed to be more quickly prone than man to revert to a state of nature, woman is nonetheless entrusted with the task of rooting man in culture and raising her children in such a way as to prevent behavior threatening to the society as a whole" (Swan Maiden, p. 13). Perhaps this should not be surprising, since what we call "culture" is a product of many different perspectives. Points of view that we may refer to as "male" and "female" are likely, especially in societies where the sexes are not segregated, to be simultaneously accepted by people of both sexes without necessarily being harmonized. 

But the ascendancy of female and then male anthropomorphic divinities may also be viewed as part of a single process. The lapse in time between these two processes may be simply due to the fact that archaic theriomorphic divinities were anthropomorphized first as feminine and only later as masculine figures. The animal bride is a figure that belongs to the transition from theriomorphic to anthropomorphic female deities - a change which, in her case, was not completed. The appeal of the animal bride tales may be the result of the bride’s ability to transcend the tensions between theriomorphic and anthropomorphic divinities, as well as between women and men. She is both woman and animal, yet she speaks largely to men.

Was there ever a single animal bride of folklore, from whose tale all the rest are derived? It certainly seems possible. The animal bride, as we have seen, frequently

assumes serpentine form, and the serpent has been associated with a range of archaic goddesses, including Lilith, Inanna, Nintu, Ishtar, and Astarte. O'Flaherty sees such goddesses, as well as Leda, a Greek bird‑goddess, as derived from "...the proto‑Indo‑European goddess of dawn...'" which "...is also simultaneously maternal, sororal and erotic" (p. 212).

The animal bride could have been a serpentine deity, the ancestor of such goddesses, who was once anthropomorphized but reverted to her original form. If that is her origin, she became many other things as well. Who is the animal bride? Perhaps best known as "Melusine," she has had many names, yet usually she remains nameless, like the creatures of the forest or the sea. She is a serpent, a swan, a fox, a cow, or a whale. Whatever the form, it is not hard to recognize her. Whatever the body, a certain divinity always seems to cling to her. It is like the touch of mystery that persists in a marriage partner, no matter how intimately that person may be known to the spouse. It is a secret part of a human being which insures that he or she may never completely be possessed. To intrude upon this, as the tale of Melusine illustrates, may bring great sorrow.

Does the form matter? It is, above all, the species of animal, which ties the tale to a specific time and place, and, most importantly, to a certain people and their culture. The stories are no more the same than are the animals themselves. To those who told her story around the fire, it made a vast difference whether she was a dove, a crane, or a swan. But, like the bride herself, the story belongs to the world and may never be fully possessed by any tribe.

 XIV

ARCHETYPES, CONVERGENCE AND INVENTION

Real snakes troubled me very little. I admired the elegance of their sleek bodies, and I was fascinated by the ability to change their skin. At a petting zoo, I even enjoyed placing one around my neck. But the snakes of my imagination, most specifically the rattlesnakes, were terrifying. At the age of six or seven, imagined their rattle in every unaccustomed noise.

Rattlesnakes, I was told, were not native to Chicago, but neither was my family. How could I know that some snake, driven by an obscure sort of malice, might not slither up from Texas or Arizona simply in order to attack me? There was something diabolically human about a snake that would stand upright and proudly announce its presence with a rattle. The terror lay not so much in the snake itself as in the combination of human and ophidian attributes. It was as though the rattlesnake was a human being imprisoned in an alien form and, out of some intense desire for revenge, would attack anybody it came across.

I cannot reconstruct just how or where I came across such a notion about snakes. It had a an intensity beyond that of any ghost story. I had probably come across an anthropomorphic description of a rattlesnake in an old book or heard one from a science teacher. But, though I did not know it at that time, the snake of my imagination had been reviled and celebrated since before the start of civilization. It had been called, among other things, Lilith, Medusa, Lamia, and the Basilisk. It is constantly conceived, named, forgotten, and then recreated as though for the first time. Did I really learn of such a creature, invent it, or rediscover it? For that matter, what about countless other people from ancient Sumer to the present day?

But here I must check my imagination. The images that we certify as "myth" have, through abstraction, already lost something of their power. The rattlesnake that haunted a portion of my childhood had an immediacy that precludes identifying it with other creatures. Such identifications can add grandeur, but they render an image impersonal. I doubt that the old Norsemen would have designated Thor and Odin as "myths" or anything of the sort, at least not until those figures had lost some vividness or, indeed, until people had ceased to believe in them. When such images are categorized or even given a comparatively static form, whether visual or conceptual, they forfeit some imaginative force.

The figure blending human and ophidian identities remains in the margins of Occidental culture, to be summoned from time to time. It is not exclusively identified with any single deity or legend. It has, therefore, remained a greater mystery than many more central figures of mythology and religion. It has accompanied traditional culture like the grotesques in the margins of a medieval illuminated manuscript. The similarity among these snake-women inspires speculation. To identify them, as I have sometimes come close to doing, is tempting but not necessarily justified. The figures come from different traditions which intersect, but they do not necessarily have a common origin.

Parallelism

Impressive parallels constantly appear in traditions of widely separated cultures throughout the world. When the Grimm brothers began their work of collecting tales from oral traditions, they observed that the legends and fairy tales of Europe in the nineteenth century often resembled the mythologies of Greece, India, and other civilizations. They believed this indicated that the tales contained remains of a primeval mythology, which eventually might be reconstructed, an endeavor most folklorists and anthropologists have now long since abandoned. Propp, however, has revived the idea of reconstructing a primeval mythology (pp. 106-116), though in a manner very different from that of the Grimm brothers.

The vast proliferation of folkloric and mythological materials collected over the nineteenth century was intriguing yet bewildering. What should one make, for example, of the hundreds of Cinderella stories, found throughout the world? What should one make of the similarity between the Norse apples of Ida, the Greek apples of Hesperides and the Biblical tree of life? How should one explain the similarity between the Norse Ymir and the Chinese Pan Ku, both giants from whose body the world was made? These parallels and hundreds of others teased researchers with their suggestiveness. They were too clear to simply ignore, yet available materials, while very extensive, remained too fragmentary to provide any unequivocal explanation. In the nineteenth century, when folklore was less of a science and more of an art, many researchers devoted their lives to the search for patterns in the perplexing matrix of themes, plots, and motifs that make up folk literature. These folklorists were men of enormous learning, who approached their work with an intense sense of adventure.

Mythologizing is elusive simply because it pervades all aspects of culture. In so far as they involve the telling of stories, activities such as art and science easily slide into mythologizing. Only constant vigilance with respect to the boundaries of these respective disciplines that limits this process at all. Science, for example, distinguishes itself off from myth and other cultural endeavors by setting the allegiance to truth as an exclusive goal. Other qualities, such as dramatic appeal are theoretically excluded from consideration in evaluating scientific theories. But scientific theories often have enormous dramatic appeal, and this, inevitably, is a factor in their formation, evaluation and acceptance. For example, early interpreters of Darwin’s theory of evolution depicted man, emerging from the primeval slime, as the hero of a cosmic drama.

Man was a heroic fish stepping out upon dry land, developing limbs, learning to walk on two legs, making tools, and mastering the use of fire.

In a parallel way, art is theoretically devoted only to aesthetic considerations and not at all to truth. The novelist or storyteller is not at all concerned with the factual accuracy of his or her account. Nevertheless, we look to stories for psychological and philosophical kinds of truth, and they can quickly become irritating when this is ignored. Mythic thinking pervades science, art and other cultural activities in complex ways.

Many scholars, believing they are studying myth, often end up creating it instead. The Grimm brothers, while proclaiming an ideal of absolute fidelity to the oral traditions in their initial collection of fairy tales, became two of the first folklorists. They later changed the tales to make their collection increasingly less scientific and more easily readable, making themselves less folklorists than folk. In a similar manner, Bachofen, announcing his theory of a primeval matriarchy, claimed to have discovered a major mythological paradigm. He could just as well be considered the creator of one. And Max Müller, who saw in tales from around the world the remnants of a religion of the sun that first originated in India, articulated such an impressive religious vision that he seemed almost as much as prophet as a scholar. Other folklorists of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries such as Sabine Baring‑Gould, Thomas Keightley, Edwin Hartland, and Andrew Lang did not provide any simple models to explain the evolution of folklore. Nevertheless, the vast scope of their work makes it border on being religious. This tradition of approaching folklore through literature culminated with James George Frazier's The Golden Bough, published in 1896, but continued with Robert Graves' The White Goddess.

Perhaps the most influential representative of the tradition in the latter twentieth century has been Joseph Campbell, the author of several massive tomes devoted to exploring the parallels among apparently widely separated cultures. Impressed, for example, by the similarity between the tales of the corn spirit in the mythology of the Iroquois Indians and the angel who wrestled with the Biblical Jacob, he saw the only possible explanation as either cultural diffusion or a Jungian archetype. Though perpetually intrigued by the latter explanation, he generally opted for the former. In his final, and unfinished, book, The Way of the Animal Powers, Campbell traced what he believed to be elaborate patterns of cultural diffusion across the world. As the twentieth century has progressed, most folklorists have devoted themselves to increasingly narrow specialties, and there are few who continue to theorize on a grand scale.

In the first half of the twentieth century, the Finnish‑American school of folklorists attempted to impose greater discipline on the exciting, but often futile, speculations

suggested by cultural parallels. This culminated with Stith Thompson's monumental Motif Index of Folk Literature. Thompson indexed the appearance of hundreds of motifs in folk tales from around the world. He believed that by noting the relative frequency of motifs in various geographic areas, it would be possible to trace the migratory path of a folktale. Practitioners of this method, however, had trouble adjusting for such variables as the mass migrations of peoples. The group of people who first told a story may, by the time the narrative was first recorded, have moved far from the area where the tale originated. Furthermore, the geographic patterns of diffusion of a tale is dependent on unpredictable factors such as the travels of a few skillful storytellers.

The constant infusion of new tales soon rendered the situation almost as bewildering as in the nineteenth century. The Finnish-American method was a product of an era which had more confidence the power of science than most people do today. It shares the style of other movements in the early twentieth century such as Positivism and the New Criticism, which attempted to bring a more scientific approach to the humanities. Like those movements, the Finnish-American method quickly dominated an academic field but then gradually lost popularity.

Since folklore lies on the uneasy boundary between the sciences and the humanities, the controversy over methods has been especially intense. Swahn, a leading practitioner of the Finnish-American school has offered a qualified defense of its geographic-historic method, while moderating some of the original claims for it (pp. 421-428). The vitality of the approach may be exhausted for now (Lüthi, pp. 3-5), but perhaps the use of computers to process large amounts of data may revive it. At present, we confront a vast amount of folkloric material which has been extensively indexed and classified but which remains as difficult as ever to interpret. 

Why are some stories, such as that of the animal bride, constantly retold? Why are people moved to recite and listen to, them again and again, even though the essential plots may already be known and the suspense is minimal? For all the dazzling variety of creatures and worlds in folklore and literature, the range of basic stories is not very great. In his Morphology of the Fairy Tale, Vladimir Propp attempted to reduce all fairy tales to a single basic story, involving seven characters and 31 episodes. Joseph Campbell, in The Masks of God, attempted to reduce mythology to a single cycle, of a hero who is partly divine sacrificing himself for his people. Even if we question the theories of Propp and Campbell, we may easily conclude, on reading widely, that there are surprisingly few basic plots in folktales. Yet no matter how many times a story like "Cinderella" is retold, it loses none of its freshness.

One explanation is that the essential familiarity of the plot offers us reassurance. Like a familiar landscape, it is comforting. Furthermore, the presence of structures that

allow for variation enable the teller to communicate a wide variety of nuances. Thus, the tone and the message of the story changes, depending on whether Cinderella receives help from a fairy godmother, a magic fish or a hazel tree. Yet purely aesthetic concerns seem too narrow to explain the remarkable persistence of such tales.

Archetypes, Diffusion and Convergence

Highly similar folktales appear in widely separated cultures, yet the similarity need not be explained by either Jungian archetypes or diffusion. There is also the possibility of independent invention. For the last of these, biology offers a striking parallel in the phenomenon of convergence ‑ the ability of different species to independently evolve remarkably similar features. Snakes, worms, and caterpillars, for example, are very similar with respect to their appearance and means of locomotion. Flying fish, butterflies, bats, and birds appear so much alike that school children learning of evolution often assume these creatures must be directly related. Similarly, the brontosaurus with its long neck appears rather like a giraffe, the triceratops like a rhinoceros. Of course, we do know that these animals are not directly related in evolutionary descent. The analogy between cultural and biological convergence can at least serve as a model, an aide to understanding with uses and limitations. This comparison may help to relieve our intuitive dismay at parallels among different cultures. It can also provide a productive interdisciplinary link between the naturalistic and humanistic disciplines.

Cultural history neither can nor should imitate the exact sciences, at least not to the extent that it deals with the philosophical foundations of a civilization. The questions cultural history addresses cannot be formulated with the kind of precision that the hard sciences demand. Science, in order to achieve exactness, must narrow the scope of the questions it will address. For this reason, science is generally unable to deal with moral and theological concerns. But the authority enjoyed by the hard sciences must, inevitably, sometimes make them a subject of emulation. They can suggest ways of thinking about humanistic themes. With respect to biological convergence, we can compare cultural diffusion to mimicry, where one species takes on the color or form of another for a purpose such as evading predators or attracting prey. Most animals are camouflaged to some degree, and several insects can easily be mistaken for leaves or sticks. 

We can compare the creation of a biological mechanism for pragmatic purposes in animals of different species to independent discovery in different cultures. Bats and birds both have wings, not to mimic one another but simply because wings constitute an efficient aerodynamic design. It may also be due partly to pure chance, dictating that among the innumerable forms produced by nature and culture, some are bound to recur.

In cultural as in biological evolution, the respective roles of diffusion, mimicry, pragmatic adaption and chance are intertwined to a point where they cannot be easily

separated. The development of a particular custom or belief cannot always be exclusively ascribed to one of the three. There are, for example, vessels in the shape of pigs found in all lands ‑ in Europe, Asia and the Middle East ‑ where boars

are indigenous. Something of the sort is even found in the New World, where the Aztecs used a related animal, the peccary, as a model for their vessels (Meyer, p. 150). Can the range and universality of this practice be ascribed to cultural diffusion? If so, a complete explanation would require not only documenting the routes of diffusion but also saying why the practice persisted. It may be simpler to say that the rounded form of the pig makes its depiction on clay vessels a fairly obvious idea which may be easily rediscovered. That notion, however, assumes both a human preference for rounded forms and the use of clay to produce vessels. This preference, in turn, might also be explained on pragmatic grounds. The chain of causes and effects could be traced back even further, but that would be pointless for my purpose here. I wish simply to illustrate the interaction of tradition, pragmatism, and psychology in creating cultural motifs.

In a similar manner, the transmission of folktales is not necessarily simply a matter of handing down individual stories, which then are progressively altered. Rather, the folktales themselves are contained in clusters of themes and motifs, which are constantly changed and rearranged. The constant reappearance of certain tales and characters may be compared with biological features that are often, though by no means always, mediated by a direct genetic link. Like biologists, folklorists and anthropologists attempt to trace lines of descent by following the development of certain morphological structures which change relatively slowly. They do this, of course, with far less precision than biologists, since the study of folklore is at most a highly inexact science. A figure like the composite of snake and human being, generally female, who is an object of terror may be implicit in our culture not only through symbolism but in innumerable others ways such as preferences in design, habits, colors, and even more elusive features. In consequence, the figure is often recreated and rediscovered.

An attempt to trace the development of animal bride tales cannot, therefore, assume the existence of a single lineage. The basic story is simple enough to make polygenesis, independent origin in more than one place, a distinct possibility. Furthermore, there is the prospect that the tale was sometimes suggested, though not in full detail, by such things as popular designs and artifacts. In such a case, researchers do not confront simple alternatives of either diffusion or polygenesis. The difference between the alternatives becomes a matter of highly subtle degrees.

Jungian approaches to myth and literature often appeal to the artistically inclined, since they affirm the claims of the imagination. But one serious limitation of Jungian theory is that it almost invariably exempts archetypes themselves from analysis, regarding these as fixed limits of our understanding. Jungian theory consists primarily of comparing the various ways in which an underlying archetype, such as the "warrior" or the "wise old woman," finds expression in various eras and cultural products. But Jung and his followers have little to say about how archetypes are created or whether they can pass away. There is not even any formalized way of identifying archetypes. Though we may experience the open subjectivity of Jung and his followers as liberating, it can easily become dogmatic and authoritarian. But if, in respect to archetypes themselves, Jungians tend to be ahistorical, the Finnish‑American school of folklore often goes to the other extreme. In focusing intently on the origins and development of tales, it can deprive the tales of any universal validity. In its scientific aspiration, this approach often runs some risk of trivializing its subject.

Neither approach accounts for the organic way in which narratives develop around figures like the animal bride. This process is a bit like the evolution of new forms of life, as organic matter is endlessly recombined and recycled. One way to think of the tale of the animal bride is as a cluster of themes and motifs, which, though constantly fluctuating, has remained intact from very early times. Motifs are like  pieces of the genetic code, endlessly mutating as they are passed onward.

Gimbutas has written of the Neolithic civilization of the Balkans, "The presence of the Bird and Snake Goddess is felt everywhere‑‑on earth, in the skies and beyond the clouds, where primordial waters lie.... She rules over the life‑giving force of water..." (p. 112). This same association of water birds, snakes, water, creation, death, and regeneration runs through the entire cycle of animal bride tales. The network of associations may have been strong enough to have, when part or all of the story slipped into oblivion, recreated the tale again and again. Yet the center, the link among these associations, remains elusive and mysterious. We describe it in many ways: in biological terms as an inherited predisposition, in historic terms as a tradition, in religious terms as a divinity. These different approaches are not incompatible, and I leave it to the reader to select whichever he or she prefers. By regarding the tale of the animal bride as a matrix of factors, I have attempted to overcome the limitations of each formalized approach. The figure of the animal bride, as I have shown, does have a definite history. But the way this tale has passed, in fairly recognizable form, to every continent remains extraordinary. This was documented in 1919 by Holmström in his Studier over Svanjungfrumotivet [Study of the Swan-Maiden Motif] still the most comprehensive listing of animal bride tales that has been compiled.

My own view may be closest to that of Hans Blumenberg, who holds that myth should not be regarded as a product of human imagination. He holds that individual creativity, even on the part of our most accomplished artists and writers, can produce nothing at all comparable to the vast profusion of mythological forms and creatures. The products of myth bear a greater resemblance to the biological adaptations of the ten to one hundred million species on the earth. Myth is far less a conscious creation than a product of evolution, reflecting the intricate ways in which people have come to terms with a changing environment over hundreds of millennia. 

The parallels I have made between cultural motifs and biological forms may be more than simply an analogy. Many highly divergent schools of thought have suggested that cultural forms have a biological basis. Jungian psychology, as already mentioned, postulates universal archetypes. Noam Chomsky and his school theorize that certain linguistic structures are inborn. E. O. Wilson has coined the term "biophilia" for the notion that people are genetically programmed to respond positively to certain natural forms. Perhaps we are biologically disposed to respond to myth - to constantly reinvent and preserve certain narratives. Sociobiologists will explain this disposition in by such factors as the effectiveness of myth as a teacher of practical lessons. Whatever the reason, we feel a need to explain our origins and purpose on this earth.

The story of the animal bride is, as we have seen one of the oldest tales to have come down to us. Like all great mythologies, the story of the animal bride takes place in the perspective of eternity. But the figure of the animal bride is not immutable. She has a history, and that, for me, makes her more interesting than any Jungian archetype. The tale records ‑ and, to an extent, protests ‑ the drawing of a sharp division between the realm of people and that of animals. For this reason, it marks the start of the process we know as "civilization," characterized by increasing urbanization, technological complexity, and rapid geographic expansion.

Summary and Conclusions

The cycle of the animal bride begins in remote prehistory, as human beings perceive themselves as profoundly different from other creatures. Nature becomes embodied in the image of a female animal, perhaps originally a snake, intimately associated with a tribe. Among the earliest surviving artistic products of the cycle are the images and stories of female divinities of the ancient Near East such as Innana, Lilith, and Ishtar, all of whom bear the features of serpents. As the cycle spreads over the world, the snake is replaced by a bird, a fox and countless other animals. In Europe, the cycle becomes a subject of medieval epics, novels and, more recently, even films. Today, animal bride tales continue to provide a record the changes in our troubled relations with the natural world. 

Let us review some of the important features in these tales. First, animal brides are generally associated with water. Even Enkidu - who, as argued previously, was probably once an animal bride - is first observed by a watering hole. Both Melusine and the fairy of Stauffenberg are encountered by their mates near water, as are swan maidens and related figures. Paracelsus was aware of this when he designated these animal brides as "undines" or creatures of the water. The association persists in most Western folkloric retellings, as the bride variously becomes a mermaid, seal maiden, or a fairy dwelling in a lake.

This feature cannot be accidental, as it has accompanied the figure of the animal bride as it developed over millennia. It is present from the early ophidian goddesses of mythology such as Nammu and Tiamat to the little mermaid of Andersen and Disney. Modern evolutionary theory confirms the intuition of old mythologies that identify water as the realm where life originated, and the close association with water marks the animal bride as a primeval figure.

Second, an association with an animal bride brings alienation from human society. Raymond encounters Melusine after he has inadvertently killed his Count and gotten lost in the forest. From that time on, Raymond, though he remains in favor through the wiles of Melusine, only survives by deception of his peers. Peter von Stauffenberg finds that the necessity of remaining faithful to the water fairy, as well as keeping his relationship with her secret, prevents him from fully participating in the life at court. Most of the various lovers of animal brides in folklore and literature have trouble with their families and communities. The message, I believe, is that a bond with nature is now attained only through diminished capacity for participation in human institutions. This is the alienation that often accompanies creativity.

Third, the animal bride is a builder of homes and even cities. Melusine provides many palaces, as does the water fairy of Stauffenberg. According to legend, Melusine dropped some prehistoric megaliths in France from her apron. She also, people say, paved several roads from Roman times. Some ruined or uncompleted buildings were reportedly built by Melusine at night, then abandoned when the dawn interrupted her (Markale, pp. 101-102). The fata Manto, related to Melusine, is the ancestral founder of the city of Mantua. In most of the folkloric animal bride tales, the wife at least brings prosperity. This magical ability is one more factor which links the animal bride with female deities at the dawn of what we know as "civilization."

Fourth, the parting with the animal bride tends to come as the result of some breech of trust. In the case of Melusine, this is the violation of the tabu against seeing

her on Saturdays. In the story of Peter von Stauffenberg and other tales, the animal bride is rejected in favor of a normal woman. But in both of these, and many other instances, the breech of trust is in response to the alienation already mentioned. It is an attempt to conciliate society. The parting could even be viewed as the inevitable outcome of a relationship that, from the start, was at least partially founded on exploitation. An eco-feminist interpretation could view this is the betrayal of the female in social institutions.

Finally, the story of the animal bride is cyclical, as the bride returns to her initial form. This, I believe, is yet another feature which suggests an archaic origin. It preserves the circular perception of time which is an inheritance of the Paleolithic and Neolithic eras, before linear time was proclaimed in religions such as Zoroastrianism and Judaism. 

The end of the story, then, is a reassertion of the view of time as cyclical. Katcher has pointed out in a remarkable essay entitled "Man and the Environment: An Excursion into Cyclical Time," that animals, which do not go through the same sort of developmental stages as human beings, continue to inhabit cyclical time. Contact with animals offers us relief from linear time, with all the pressures and deadlines which accompany this. "The constancy of the animal," Katcher writes, is the constancy of cyclical time, life in the cycles of day, month, season, lifetime" (p. 526).

I write this toward the tumultuous end of the twentieth century, a milestone which could signal a turning point of centuries or even millennia. The gradual end of an era prompts us to look back over history and to view the animal bride tale as a comment on what we generally call "civilization." If, as some observers, at least since Nietzsche, have believed, we are in the process of reviving some archaic modes of thought including a more cyclical view of time, then we are near the end ‑ as well as the beginning ‑ of the story of Melusine. The animal bride might represent, among other things, the resources of the earth, placed in the service of building civilization, but abused until they are no longer available.

Much of contemporary culture reflects a desire to reconsecrate the natural world. In the scientific realm, there is the Gaia hypothesis of James Lovecock, which regards the earth as a living organism, able to regulate its temperature. In the social realm, there are movements such as eco‑feminism, which takes the sanctity of Mother Earth as the basis of its creed. But if we feel the earth to be in some way alive, and understand it as feminine, men and women will relate to the earth in somewhat different ways. For women, the relationship will be at least partly sororal. For men, the relationship will involve a sort of sexual attraction. For both, the earth will be maternal. But the human relationship with the earth, like the relationship to a patriarchal God, must, if it is not to become purely abstract, be mediated by specific images. These are all, in a sense, animal brides.

XV

TOWARD A SACRAMENTAL VIEW OF ANIMAL RIGHTS

A single rabbit moving across a path will make a winter landscape less forbidding. As humanity continues to create an artificial environment, covering ever more of the globe with steel and concrete, we encounter fewer animals in our daily routines. We surround ourselves with abstract, geometric forms instead of organic ones. We surround ourselves with synthetic materials, designed not to hold scents or other traces of a living presence. Animals can no longer mediate between us and the natural world.

A growing number of species, most of which have not even been identified, are rapidly becoming extinct. One expert, David Ehrenfeld, estimated the extinction rate among mammals in 1970 to be one hundred times that of the ice ages of the

Pleistocene Epoch (p. 7). Another, Peter Raven, recently estimated that during the next three decades 100 species will become extinct every day (Linden, p. 32). One more, E. O. Wilson, predicts that, unless drastic steps are taken, 20 per cent of existing species will become extinct in the next 30 years (Wilson, p. 36).

The absence of animals from our lives is being gradually reflected in our culture. Teddy bears, for example, are being replaced by electronic and mechanical gadgets as toys for children at an increasingly early age. At the same time, machines seem to carry over the symbolic significance of the animals which they replace. On reflection, an automobile seems a very unlikely symbol of sexuality. It is a genderless conglomerate of metal sheets, wires and plastic implements. But, in taking over the function of the horse, the automobile also assumed this animal's psychological association. a

billboard I once saw advertising a car rental displayed the words "Drive the car your wife would never let you own." In a similar manner, advertisements for security systems emphasize fidelity and domesticity, traits traditionally associated with watchdogs. Our persistent need to invest mechanical products with the qualities of animals suggests that, on some level, the mechanical efficiency does not satisfy us. The animals of the past seem to haunt their mechanical successors like ancestral spirits.

An animal bride very often changes her identity by putting on or taking off a garment. Articles of clothing as well as adornments worn on the body signal a position in human society, in terms of such qualities as class, ethnicity, and gender. Items of clothing taken from animals are particularly rich in tradition, and they not only help place us in a social context but also link us with the natural world. Even today, the wearing of fur, particularly for women, suggests status, luxury, and sexuality. Leather, perhaps since it is beaten, usually suggests toughness. Feathers, usually worn in a cap, often suggest delicacy and refinement, though they may also symbolize accomplishment. We do not seem to feel complete simply as women and men.

To a limited extent, we have balanced the disappearance of animals from our lives with an increase in pet keeping. Through most of history, the keeping of pets was a privilege of the rich. Only since about the eighteenth century has the practice become widespread in the general population. Keeping of pets has grown to a point where more than half of the households in America have a companion animal. There are more pets than children in the United States today (NIH, p. 1). Yet these are animals that must, of necessity, adapt to the norms and expectations of human society. They can only link us very imperfectly to the natural world.

A Lost Paradise?

Our entire society is pervaded by nostalgia (Worster, p. 3). Yet for what? We constantly create visions of harmony and gentleness, set in various eras of the past. The dream of harmony is much the same, whether the setting is Victorian times, the European Middle Ages or pre‑Columbian America. a comprehensive history and analysis of this nostalgia has, so far as I know, not yet been written. Individually, each of these visions might, perhaps, be criticized as vague or sentimental. But the phenomenon of nostalgia is more difficult to dismiss than any of its manifestations. It signals a profound, if still imperfectly articulated, discontent with things as they are.

Around the start of the nineteenth century, when the discipline of history was in its infancy, Romantic writers, especially in Germany, often associated the vision of harmony with the Middle Ages. Since then, the accumulation of knowledge about that era, where chivalrous ideals often only obscured extreme brutality, has rendered this idealization unsustainable. Similarly, a more comprehensive knowledge of history, filled with episodes of slavery, persecution, plagues and brutal wars, has overthrown countless other nostalgic visions, from Colonial America to the Classic Age of the Maya. Yet the impulse toward nostalgia constantly takes new forms, always eluding its detractors. Though sometimes disguised as scholarship, it is not really dependent on logic or evidence.

The growth of knowledge has pushed visions of harmony into the increasingly remote past. Unable to sustain a vision of harmony in the Christian Middle Ages, many have turned to pagan times. Such broad trends can hardly ever be dated very precisely, but one seminal point is the essay "The Historical Roots of Our Ecological Crisis" by Lynn White Jr., first published in 1967. White blames the anthropocentric vision of Christianity for the desacralization of the natural world, which leads to increasingly exploitative technologies and, ultimately, to the ecological crisis. He wrote:

In Antiquity every tree, every spring, every stream had its own genius loci, its guardian spirit. These spirits were accessible to men, but were unlike men; centaurs, fauns, and mermaids show their ambivalence. Before one cut a tree, mined a mountain or dammed a brook, it was important to placate the spirit in charge of that particular, and to keep it placated. By destroying pagan animism, Christianity made it possible to exploit nature in a mood of indifference to the feelings of natural objects" (p. 86).

The analysis given by White helped inspire the ecological movement. But scholars have challenged most of the specifics of White's essay, pointing out that Roman pagans exploited natural resources at least as ruthlessly as medieval Christians. And many other people ‑ including the Mesopotamians, the Maya and the Chinese ‑ have provoked ecological disaster without Christianity (K. Thomas, Man, p. 23).

The vision of harmony was then projected into the even more distant past, before not only Christ but the other patriarchal gods as well. One of the comparatively plausible current visions of an age of harmony has been articulated by Marija Gimbutas. She locates it in an area she designates as "Old Europe," comprised roughly of the Balkan lands and most of the Northern Mediterranean coast. She has researched a matrix of Neolithic cultures which flourished from about the start of the seventh millennium B.C. to the middle of the fourth millennium, when it was, according to her, largely destroyed by waves of Indo‑European invaders. This, in her view, was a culture centered around the worship of a supreme Goddess and based on agriculture, where people lived in harmony with one another and with their environment.

While even her critics acknowledge that Gimbutas has made a contribution to the study of early civilizations, her poetic vision goes beyond any scholarly research. a great number of female figurines have been found in Europe, dating from at least 20,000 B.C. through the Neolithic period. Together with her followers such as Buffie Johnson, Anne Baring, and Jules Cashford, Gimbutas assumes that all of these are goddesses or even manifestations of a supreme Goddess. But could they also have been, say, toys, decorations, portraits or legal documents? Could the figurines have had some function which simply has no equivalent in contemporary times? And can we even assume that these figurines had a single purpose or subject rather than several?

Paul Shepard and Max Oelschlager have already pushed the vision of harmony even further into the past, from the Neolithic to the Paleolithic era. This, in the words of Oelschlager, was a time, when "people, living in the hunting-gathering phase, believed themselves bound up with the Magna Mater, the Great Mother who held her children - all plants and animals - to her nurturing bosom" (p. 347). With the beginning of agriculture, according to this view, the wilderness became a threat, since it concealed wild beasts, barbarians and pests. It would also overwhelm clearings made for fields. Human beings, in consequence, made a fundamental division between their realm and that of nature. 

Thus the ancient rivalry between agriculturalists, championed by Gimbutas, and hunters, championed by Shepard, continues even today. It is a conflict perhaps memorialized in the Biblical account of Eden, in which the Fall may well be a transition from a society of hunter/gatherers to one based on agriculture. But for all the poetic rhetoric and argument the dispute has inspired from both sides, it may well turn out to be a comically simple quarrel - between women, who are identified with horticulture, and men, who are identified with predation.

As historical theories, such visions of an era of lost harmony are extremely speculative at best. And if, in fact, the existence of an age of lost harmony were somehow verified, even that would probably not tell us a great deal about how we ought to live. The social conditions would be tied to an environment that could not, even approximately, be recreated after many plants and animals have become genetically altered or extinct. But the fundamental issue here is not whether or when an age of harmony once existed. It is not even whether an age of harmony may be created. Whatever we may choose as a point of reference, our imaginative visions of such an age remain outside of time. They belong fully to neither the past, present nor future.

A more essential question is: How can we make this harmony a focus of our lives? One excellent formulation is that of Cassirer:

To mythical and religious feeling, nature becomes one great society, the society of life. Man is not endowed with outstanding rank in this society. He is part of it but he is in no respect higher than any other member.... Men and animals, animals and plants are all on the same level. In totemistic societies we find totem‑plants side by side with totem‑animals. And we find the same principle ‑ that of solidarity and unbroken unity of life ‑ if we pass from space to time (p. 83).

It is largely the longing of for such a community of nature that draws us to fairy tales and myths, including that of the animal bride.

But, as I think I have shown, we have never strayed nearly as far from this community of life as both the advocates and critics of modernity often suppose. We still often relate to plants, other creatures and objects in an animistic way. We can love them and get mad at them. The problem may be simply a reluctance to acknowledge this perception, which we try to banish to a few limited contexts such as lyric poetry or books for children. Then we detach it from the rest of our lives. The problem is not so much to recover this perception as to integrate it more successfully into our daily routines. The animal bride [or groom], considered as a mythic paradigm, is a link between the community of life and the objectified world of the office. It is from this community, usually represented by water, that she constantly emerges, and it is there that she ultimately returns.

Toward a Sacramental Approach to Animal Rights

When the animal bride assumes her original form, it is a loss to her husband. But does she lose or gain? Will she enrich or corrupt her world - the sea, earth, or sky - by memories of life as a human being? Will she look back with pity, anger, or regret? Will she remember village life at all? Simply to raise these questions, as tales always do, leads us to question human dominance. 

Who, observing human vanity and destruction, can fully believe that we are "higher animals"? Yet, having claimed special status and power, we cannot easily surrender these. The notion of human superiority to other creatures is now so profoundly institutionalized that it is hard to lay this aside even momentarily. Belief in human superiority is implicit not only in most arguments given animal rights activists as well as by their critics. We can understand eating meat as a symbolic expression of human superiority (Birke, pp. 197‑199). Vegetarianism, since it implicitly rejects a fundamental part of the patterns by which creatures live in the wild, symbolically affirms human superiority as well. There is domination in our kindness as in our cruelty. 

The two attempts to raise the status of animals which have received most attention in recent decades are the notion of natural rights, championed by Tom Regan, and the utilitarianism of Peter Singer. Regan sees the notion of human rights, gradually extended to previously disadvantages groups, eventually expanded to animals. Singer believes that concern for various beings should be apportioned according to their presumed level of mental advancement with consequent receptivity to pleasure and pain.

Both view history, in the tradition of the Enlightenment, as a progressive improvement in understanding and morality. But the enormous devastation worked against people, animals and the environment in the twentieth century renders this perspective inviable. It is, at this point, no longer possible to view the repeated holocausts of the twentieth century as representing aberrations or temporary regressions. The horrors of our era, much too familiar to reiterate here, form a pattern too persistent to be dismissed. They mandate a reexamination of our heritage that is more thorough than what Singer and Regan have proposed.

Regan and Singer seek to extend human status, giving ever animals more rights and protection. What they overlook is that this status itself is founded on a principle of exclusion. Absorbing more beings into the protected realm of human society will lead to greater ruthlessness toward the rest. Thus, for example, if we decide that mammals are our kin, we can only protect them at the expense of reptiles and vegetation. The approach of Singer and Regan is a bit like trying to abolish human inequalities by making all people into aristocrats. 

But these are by no means the only possible approaches to animal rights. Historical and anthropological data affirm that a very high regard for animals, and even worship of them, is compatible with eating meat, hunting, and some forms of domestication. Such regard, however, is obviously not compatible with a purely exploitative relationship with animals. It would certainly exclude factory farming and some forms of animal experimentation. Many new developments in such fields as anthropology, biology, and even philosophy are leading us to reconsider even the nature of our identity as human beings. This, in turn, leads us to the question of the moral status of animals. These developments have many implications, both frightening and exciting, and we can now barely begin to sort them out. Without attempting any dogmatic recommendations, I would like to suggest, in rudimentary form, a sacramental approach to animals rights.

Much of the contemporary animal rights movement attempts to discourage the use of animals, whether as food, for clothing, in experiments, for therapy, or even as

objects of contemplation. This prohibition continues a trend that began with the Industrial Revolution of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, not as a result of moral considerations but of technological ones.

A hundred years ago, people made use of far more varieties of animals, and they used animals in more ways than today. Furthermore, the use was more visible. Now the rooster that woke people the dog that guarded the house have given way to mechanical devices. Beasts of burden have long been replaced by motor vehicles. New synthetic materials have reduced our dependence on animals for clothing. We are even replacing cow dung with synthetic fertilizers. The dogs which once guarded are homes have mostly been replaced by electronic security systems, and perhaps new devices may even take over the task of catching rats from cats. The result of this has been to drastically reduce our dependence on, and daily contact with, animals. 

Daily contact invites use. Attempts to avoid using animals could lead us to move them ever further from the center of our lives. This distance could lead to increasing resentment of animals, if we are constantly asked to spend money for their care and preservation while being unable to take anything in return. As we replace leather with plastic, zoos with video tapes, experiments with theory and meat with genetically engineered soybeans, we could move toward an increasingly artificial society. Animals could be further marginalized, perceived as superfluous, and increasingly driven to extinction.

Our greatest debt to animals is far less easily circumscribed than the advantages I have listed. Almost all of the basic emotions and concepts with which we relate to one another have, for millennia, been expressed and formed by imagery drawn from plants and animals. Even now, for example, it is difficult to think of majesty apart from the lion or fidelity apart from the dog. Domestic love still conjures images of a mother bird feeding nestlings. But what will be the spiritual and psychological consequences if such images grow so remote and unfamiliar that they are no longer understood? How long can the emotions and concepts persevere when the creatures which have inspired them have vanished from our lives? Without animals, could we still be human? 

But, while I do not object to using animals, I believe they should be able to use us as well. We should not be unwilling to take, but we should return far more than we are doing in exchange. My model for animal rights is based on that of early hunting and agricultural societies at their very best, where meat is received with gratitude and the creatures that bestow it are given an honored place in tribal life. I support the eating of meat, not to signify that humans are superior to other creatures, but, on the contrary, to signify that we are not.

In many hunting and agricultural societies, the eating of meat, as well as vegetation, is given sacramental meaning, as a means of participation in the natural cycles of birth and death. I propose moving toward recapturing this sense through what I shall call the "principle of fair compensation." Every use of animals, considered as both individuals and species, should be linked as directly as possible with some sort of compensation. Institutionalized as a legal principle that might mean, for example that a tax on pork would be used directly to improve the lives of pigs, while a tax on experiments would be used for the benefit of animals like rabbits. This would discourage careless, unthinking use of animals, on financial as well as moral grounds.

The principle, however, need not be incorporated into law in order to be practiced. It may also be observed voluntarily, both by individual institutions and human beings. The local delicatessen near my home has a can for contributions to an animal‑welfare organization. Whenever I buy meat there, I observe the principle of fair compensation by dropping something in. Compensation can also take forms such as caring for animals or working to improve the environment.

The custom of saying grace before meals derives from the practice among tribal hunters of asking pardon of a killed animal. It might be good to revive that practice, addressing the spirit of the chicken that one eats or the cow that provided our leather ‑ however silently and unobtrusively this is done. Such a practice may, indeed, seem silly as I describe it, but all rituals, religious and civic, seem silly from outside. Many practices in our society, in fact, already seem designed to placate the spirits of slain animals. Millions of mice die in experiments every year, and perhaps the affection we lavish on Mickey Mouse is an attempt at compensation, an endeavor to conciliate some sort of mouse deity. The talking steer who, with a big smile, advertises inexpensive steaks, also helps to ease our guilt.

The fact that the meat we buy now is butchered and packaged to a point where it looks as if it had never been alive makes it easy to forget what other creatures have given us. If we are called upon to constantly keep this in mind, perhaps we may gradually reclaim the sense of being joined with animals in cycles, where both the individual and the species are transcended. Perhaps we may even see a revival of totemism, adjusted to contemporary institutions and technologies. Our society, in fact, is still pervaded by remnants of totemism, in everything from governmental symbols to names of athletic teams and endearments used by lovers. All that is necessary is to invest these forms with new meaning. The entomologist E. O. Wilson has suggested that biologists who study a certain species develop a totemic bond with that creature and work for the welfare and preservation of their subject. But this, of course, need not be confined to biologists or even experts.  The animal bride may be united with her husband once again.

The Return of the Animal Bride

In the sophisticated, literary versions of her tale such as that of Jean d'Arras, the animal bride remains inwardly a human being. In many folk versions, such as the Lithuanian "The Peasant and Zemyne," she reverts fully to an animal form and may not even remember her human past. The experience of creatures other than human beings, so far as we can know, is not structured around our abstract distinctions such as that between living beings and objects. Their worlds are animistic. Their perception is filled with vital energies, both threatening and benevolent, that constantly converge and separate. The perspective of animals is much closer to that of fairy tales than to that of science or of formal religion.

Myth develops as humanity begins to emerge from the realm of animals. Like technology, myth is a compensation for our relative lack of instinct and specialized abilities. Through cosmic dramas, myth organizes our experience, helping us to orient ourselves as human beings in a world that seems alien in so many ways. Early deities such as Gaia or "Mother Earth" have just barely emerged from the void and do not seem to have any definite form. Zeus and the Olympians who follow are more human in every way. Theology and science develop as the divisions created in myth become increasingly intricate and rigid. To empathize with animals, we must rediscover archaic modes of thought.

If human beings ever overcome our alienation, the very definition of "humanity" will change. Though perhaps almost unaltered biologically, in a sense people will have become extinct. We will have blended with the myriad forms of life, out of which, long ago, we emerged. The moral distinction between a man and an elephant may mean no more than that between a sparrow and a swan. We are afraid of this, and with good reason, yet something draws us back to the forests of our distant past.

As men and women set out on the road known as "civilization," Melusine refused to go along. She stayed back with the animals, preferring to remain a bird or snake. Since then, countless generations of human beings have passed, and most immortals have died along the way. Men and women look about, lonely and puzzled. They have flush toilets and refrigerators, missiles, and VCRs. They blow up cities then reattach severed limbs. No matter how much they fatten livestock and drain swamps, people starve. No matter how much electronic sex they try, they still are bored. They look back, unable to return, and wonder whether it was worth the trip embarked on millennia ago.

And there is Melusine. In her ability to change form, she is divine. Flesh and blood make her an animal, while love makes her a human being. Her story has many versions, yet the foundation is a simple experience. This is the thrill of identification in which the boundary between people and animals momentarily seems to disappear. Melusine is the humanity glimpsed in the eyes of a squirrel. She is a whale sinking beneath the waves.


PART TWO


SOME ANIMAL BRIDE TALES FROM ORAL TRADITIONS
What follows are some animal bride tales from folkloric sources. The listing only endeavors to represent some of the themes and situations found in animal bride tales throughout the world. It should give the reader some idea of the cohesion, the variety, the lyricism and the pathos of this global tradition. Every tale, of course, will suggest a somewhat different understanding of humanity, of nature and of the relationship between the two.

The Peri Wife

Originally, the Peris of Persian folklore had been demons, but they were rehabilitated in medieval times. Though basically benevolent, Peris remained intimidating in their physical beauty and frightening in their remoteness from mortal life. In Victorian England, Peris were sometimes used to symbolize oriental opulence and sensuality. As creatures of pure fire, they resemble the salamanders of medieval alchemy as described by Paracelsus and others. This story, like many tales of love between people and heavenly beings, dramatizes the futility of trying to move beyond mortal limitations. I have generally refrained from greatly modernizing the ornate syntax of the original, in order to preserve the highly ornamented Victorian style. 

The son of a merchant in a city of Hindustan, having been driven from his father's house on account of his undutiful conduct, assumed the garb of a kalenderee or wandering dervish and left his native town. On the first day of his travels, being overcome with fatigue before he reached any place of rest, he went off the high road and sat down at the foot of a tree by a pond. While he sat there, he saw four doves alight at sunset from a tree on the edge of the water. They took off their clothes and resumed the form of women [for these were Peries], and they amused themselves by bathing. He at once advanced softly, took up their garments without being seen, and concealed the garments in the hollow of a tree, behind which he hid. The Peries, when they came out of the water and missed their clothes, were distressed beyond measure. They ran about on all sides looking for their clothes, but in vain. At length, finding the young man and judging that he possessed the clothes, they implored him to restore what he had taken. He would only consent on one condition, that one of them should become his wife. The Peries asserted that such a union was impossible between them, whose bodies were formed of fire, and a mortal, who was composed of clay and water. He persisted, and selected the one which was the youngest and handsomest. The Peries were at last obliged to consent. They endeavored to console their sister, who shed copious floods of tears at the idea of parting with them and spending her days with one of the sons of Adam. Having received their garments, the other Peries took leave of her and flew away.

The young merchant then led home his fair bride and clad her magnificently; but he took care to bury her Peri-raiment in a secret place, that she might not be able to leave him. He made every effort to gain her affections and at length succeeded in his object; "she placed her foot in the path of regard and her head on the carpet of affection." She bore him children, and gradually she began to take pleasure in the society of his female relatives and neighbors. All doubts of her affection now vanished from his mind, and he became assured of her love and attachment.

At the end of ten years the merchant became embarrassed by lack of funds, and he found it necessary to undertake a long voyage. He committed the Peri to the care of an aged matron, in whom he had the greatest confidence and to whom he revealed the secret of his wife’s real nature. He showed the matron where he had concealed the enchanted raiment. He then "placed the foot of departure in the stirrup of travel," and set out on his journey. The Peri, overwhelmed with sorrow for his absence or for some more secret cause, continually uttered expressions of regret. The old woman sought to console the Peri, assuring her that "the dark night of absence would soon come to an end and the bright dawn of interview gleam from the horizon of divine bounty." One day, when the Peri had bathed and was drying her amber‑scented tresses with a corner of her veil, the old woman burst out into expressions of admiration at her dazzling beauty. "Ah, nurse," replied she, "though you think my present charms great, yet had you seen me in my native raiment, you would have witnessed what beauty and grace the Divine Creator has bestowed upon Peries; for know that we are among the most finished portraits on the tablets of existence. If then thou desirest to behold the skill of the divine artist and admire the wonders of creation, bring the robes which my husband has kept concealed. Then I may wear them for an instant and show thee my native beauty, the like of which no human eye but my lord's hath gazed upon."

The simple woman assented, and fetched the robes and presented them to the Peri. She put them on, and then, like a bird escaped from the cage, spread her wings, and, crying Farewell, soared to the sky and was seen no more. When the merchant returned from his voyage "and found no signs of the rose of enjoyment on the tree of hope, but the lamp of bliss lay extinguished in the chamber of felicity. He became as one Peri‑stricken, a recluse in the cell of madness. Banished from the path of understanding, he remained lost to all the bounties of fortune and the useful purposes of life."

India, 1650

From the Hindu‑Persian Bahar Danush (Book of Knowledge)

(Keightley, pp. 20‑22)

The Mermaid Wife

Stories of seal maidens appear mostly in coastal areas in the far North of Europe, especially in Scotland, Ireland, and the surrounding islands. These tales are very similar to those of swan maidens, from which they are derived. But, while the grace of swans in any element can appear almost supernatural, seals are awkward outside of the water. Swans are more common in heraldic designs, but seals are easier to empathize with. While swan maidens are generally solitary or accompanied by a few sisters, seal maidens are part of a merry crowd. Swan maidens are remote, tragic and mysterious, while seal maidens are just girls from a neighboring town.
On a fine summer's evening, an inhabitant of Unst happened to be walking along the sandy margin of a small bay. The moon had risen, and by her light he discerned a number of the sea-people at some distance before him. They were dancing with great vigor on the smooth sand. He saw several seal‑skins lying on the ground beside them.

As the man approached the dancers, all gave up their merriment rushed to secure their garments. Clothing themselves, plunged into the sea in the form of seals. The Shetlander, on coming up to the spot where they had been and casting his eyes down on the ground, saw that they had left one skin behind them. It was lying just at his feet. He snatched it up, carried it swiftly away, and placed it in security.

On returning to the shore, he met the fairest maiden that eye ever gazed upon. She was walking back and forth, lamenting in most piteous tones the loss of her seal-skin robe. Without the skin, she never could hope to rejoin her family and friends below the waters but would have to remain an unwilling inhabitant of the region enlightened by the sun.

The man approached and endeavored to console her, but she would not be comforted. She implored him in the most moving accents to restore her dress but the sight of her lovely face, more beautiful in tears, had steeled his heart. He told her that it was impossible to return and that her friends would soon give her up. Finally, he made an offer to her of his heart, hand, and fortune.

The sea-maiden, finding she had no alternative, at length consented to become his wife. They were married, and lived together for many years, during which time they had several children, who retained no vestiges of their marine origin, saving a thin web between their fingers and a bend of their hands. This tissue resembled that of the fore paws of a seal, such a web characterizes the descendants of the family to the present day.

The Shetlander's love for his beautiful wife was unbounded, but she made but a cold return to his affection. Often would she steal out alone and hasten down to the lonely strand. At a given signal, a seal of large size would make his appearance, and they would converse for hours together in an unknown language. Finally, she would return home pensive and melancholy from this meeting.

Thus glided away years, and her hopes of leaving the upper world had nearly vanished. One day, one of the children was playing behind a stack of corn and found a seal‑skin. Delighted with his prize, he ran with breathless eagerness to display it before his mother. Her eyes glistened with delight at the view of it, for in it she saw her own dress, the loss of which had cost her so many tears. She now regarded herself as completely emancipated from thraldom, and in her mind she was already with her friends beneath the waves. One thing alone disturbed her raptures. She loved her children, and she was now about to leave them for ever. Yet they weighed not against the pleasures she had in prospect, so after kissing and embracing them several times, she took up the skin, went out, and proceeded down to the beach.

In a few minutes after the husband came in, the children told him what had occurred. The truth instantly flashed across his mind, and he hurried down to the shore with all the speed that love and anxiety could give. But he only arrived in time to see his wife take the form of a seal and plunge into the sea from the ledge of a rock.

The large seal, with whom she used to hold her conversations, immediately joined her and congratulated her on her escape. They quitted the shore together. But ere she went she turned round to her husband, who stood in mute despair on the rock. His misery excited feelings of compassion in her breast. "Farewell," said she to him, "and may all good fortune attend you. I loved you well while I was with you, but I always loved my first husband better."

Shetland Islands

(Keightley, pp. 169‑170)


The Geese Maidens

The resemblance of this Eskimo tale to stories of swan maidens suggests influence of European settlers. The story could, however, also have been influenced by Siberians, among whom stories of bird wives are widespread. Such Eskimo tales of geese maidens are uncompromising in their view of the opposition between birds and human beings, understandable in a harsh environment where survival is precarious. At the end of the story, we wonder most about the orphaned children, who, in the form of geese, will carry human memories.

A man who was walking, once upon a time, came to a pond, where there were a number of geese. These geese had taken off their garments and had become women, and were now swimming in the pond. The man came up to them without being seen, and seized their feather-garments. He gave them all back but two, whereupon the women put them on and flew away. Finally he gave one of the two remaining ones hers, whereupon she also flew off. The last woman, however, he kept with him, took to his house, and married. Soon she became pregnant and gave birth to two children.

One day, when her husband had gone away, she found some wings, which she took into the house and hid behind the skin‑coverings of the walls. When her husband again went away, she put these on herself and her two children, whereupon they turned to geese and flew away.

When the husband returned, they were already far away. However, he decided to follow them and set out. He walked along the beach, where the tide was low, and kept traveling in this manner a long time. Finally he came to a large pot, where it was hot, and he had [cooked] codfish to eat. He stepped over this and went on his way once more. 

Then he came to a large man, who was chopping with an axe, making seals and walruses. He threw the chipped pieces into the water, saying to them, "Be a quajuvaq," and they would be hooded seals, or "Be an uxssung," and they would be ground‑seals. The man then offered to take him to his wife. He took him into his boat, but told him to keep his eyes closed, and they started off.

Soon the husband heard voices of people, and was preparing to look, when the large man forbade him. This happened several times until they reached the shore.

Meanwhile the two children had seen their father coming, and had gone indoors to inform their mother. She, however, said that they were mistaken, for they had gone entirely too far for him ever to come. The children then told her to come out and look for herself, but she was so certain that she did not even do this. Soon the children came in again, saying that their father was coming, and again she refused to believe them or to look. Then the man himself entered, and now she quickly feigned to be dead. Her husband took her up, carried her away and buried her, covering her with stones. Then he went back and sat down, pulling his hood down as a sign of mourning. Meanwhile his wife arose again, and began walking about the tent in which her husband was. Then he took his spear and killed her. Thereupon a great many geese came, which he also killed, but the two boys went away.

Eskimo

(Thompson, Tales pp. 198‑199, originally entitled "Swan‑Maidens")


PETER DIMRINGER VON STAUFFENBERG

The story of Peter von Stauffenberg had circulated in oral traditions and relatively obscure written works for many centuries before the Grimm brothers, most famous as collectors of fairy tales, brought it to the attention of the literary public in their collection of German legends. This was published in 1816‑1818. The story was to inspire many poets from the romantic period to the present. The Stauffenberg family, whose origin is celebrated here, went on to produce Claus Schenk von Stauffenberg, who heroically attempted to assassinate Hitler in 1944 and was subsequently executed. 

Stauffenberg, the ancestral palace of the knight Peter Dimringer, lies in the region of Ortenau in Baden, not far from the town of Offenburg. According to legend, one day Peter had a servant to saddle his horse and prepared to ride to Nu Bach for mass. His page rode on ahead and was about to enter a forest when he saw a finely dressed maiden of unearthly beauty sitting completely alone on a rock. She greeted the page, but he simply rode on. 

Then Sir Peter himself approached. He smiled at the maiden, and returned her greeting. She nodded and said, "May God thank you for not passing by." When Peter dismounted, she held out her hands. He lifted her from the stone and embraced her. They sat together on the grass and talked intimately.

"Please, lovely lady, allow me to ask one thing. Why are you sitting alone here? Why have you no companions?"

"I will tell you, friend. By all that is sacred, I have been waiting here for you. I have loved you ever since you first mounted a horse. I have watched you in secret, in battle and in sports as well as on the roads, with my own hand shielding you from harm."

The knight then chivalrously replied, "Now that I have seen you, I wish nothing more than to remain with you until death."

"That can indeed be accomplished," said the maiden, "if you do as I say. If you love me, then you must never take another as your bride. Otherwise, you will die in three days. But whenever you are alone and wish me to come, I will be there. Now, go and live in joy."

Sir Peter said, "Is this all true, my lady?" She swore by God that it was so. Then Peter promised to love only her, and they solemnly promised to be faithful to one another.

The wedding was to be held, according to the wishes of the lady, at Stauffenberg. She gave him a splendid ring. After they had smiled and embraced, Sir Peter continued on his journey. He heard the holy mass in the village, said his prayers, and then returned to his castle. 

As soon as he was alone in his chamber, he thought, "If only my beloved bride, whom I met upon the stone were here!" And as he spoke these words, she stood before his eyes. They kissed and spent the evening in joy.

And so they lived for a while. The woman gave Peter money and property, so that he might live comfortably. Wherever he journeyed, his wife would appear as often as he wished.

Finally, however, he returned home. His brothers and friends urged him to marry. Frightened, Peter began to make excuses. His relatives increased the pressure, and called on patriarch of the family persuade him. Peter said, "I would rather be cut into pieces than marry." 

His lady already knew what the family was up to. When the two were together that evening, she had Peter reaffirm his pledge to be faithful. But the time soon came for the coronation of a king of Germany, to be held in Frankfurt. The Stauffenberg family, accompanied by nobles and servants, went to the festivities. Peter so excelled at jousts and games that even the king noticed him. The monarch, at last, offered his niece from Carinthia in marriage. With much distress, Peter declined. 

All the princes tried to persuade Peter to accept this proposal of marriage and demanded a reason for his refusal. Finally, Peter confessed that he already had a lovely wife, to whom he owed much. Because of her he could take no other, and, were he to do so, he would die within three days.

The bishop then said, "My Lord, let me see this woman."

"She lets nobody see her except for me," Peter replied.

"Then she is not truly a woman," they all exclaimed. "She is from the host of Hell. If you take a she‑devil as your wife, your name, and honor will be destroyed."

In confusion and distress, the Lord of Stauffenberg promised to do all his king desired. He was immediately betrothed and received precious gifts from the king. According to Peter's wish, the wedding was to be held in Ortenau. 

When his lady was once again in his presence, she reproached him with plaintive words for breaking both his word and her prohibition. Now, his young life, she said, was at an end. She added, "As a sign, at the wedding, you and all the guests will see my foot. Then confess and prepare for death."

Peter remembered the words of the bishop, and thought she meant to move him with idle threats and lies. The new bride was brought to Stauffenberg Castle, and a great wedding feast was held. However, when the knight seated himself at the table opposite his bride, the guests suddenly saw something come right through the ceiling. It was the beautifully formed foot of a woman, with a leg up to the knee, white as ivory.

Peter grew pale and cried, "Woe, my friends, you have destroyed me. In three days I will be dead." The foot then vanished without leaving any hole in the roof. The bagpipes, singing, and dancing, stopped for good. A priest was called. After Peter took leave of his bride and confessed his sins, he died. His young bride entered a convent and prayed to God for his soul, and the valiant knight was mourned throughout Germany.

In the sixteenth century, according to Johannes Fischart, everyone in that whole region still knew the story of Peter von Stauffenberg and the lovely water fairy, as she was then called. One can still see the stone marker along the road between Stauffenberg, Nu Bach, and Weilershofen, where she first appeared to him. And the room of the castle where the water fairy used to stay, is still pointed out to visitors. 

German

Grimm, legend # 528

(Translated by Boria Sax from Deutsche Sagen, vol. 2, pp. 202-206. Another translation may be found in Grimm’ German Legends, as listed in the bibliography)

THE LEGEND OF MELUSINE

This is an abridged version of the story of Melusine, as told in the medieval narratives of such authors as Jean d'Arras, Couldrette and Thüring von Ringoltingen. It adds, however, some traditions associated with French estates other than Lusignan. These illustrate vividly the intense fascination with Melusine for people in much of medieval Europe. For the sake of simplicity, I have incorporated material originally in contained in footnotes into the text itself. I have also somewhat simplified the highly eccentric diction of the original, since it is sometimes very difficult to understand. I have, however, refrained from modernizing it entirely, in order to preserve the early Victorian style.
Elinas, king of Albania, to divert his grief over the death of his wife, amused himself with hunting. One day, during the chase, he went to a fountain to quench his thirst. As he approached the water, he heard the voice of a woman singing. On coming to the water, he found there the beautiful Fay Pressina.

After some time the Fay bestowed her hand upon him on the condition that he should never intrude on her solitude. She had three daughters at one birth: Melusine, Melior and Palatina. Nathas, the king's son by a former wife, hastened to convey the joyful tidings to his father, who, without reflection, hurried to the chamber of the queen, and entered as she was bathing her daughters. Pressina, on seeing him, cried out that he had broken his word and she must depart. Taking up her three daughters, she disappeared.

She retired to the Lost Island of Cephalonia, so called because it was only by chance that anyone, even those who had repeatedly visited it, could find it. Here she reared her children, taking them every morning to a high mountain whence Albania might be seen and telling them that but for their father's breach of promise they might have lived happily in that distant land. When they were fifteen years of age, Melusine asked her mother what their father had been guilty of. On being told, she conceived a plan of revenge against him. She engaged her sisters to join in her plan, and they set out for Albania. On arriving there, they enclosed king and all his wealth by a charm in a high mountain called Brandelois. They later told their mother what they had done. She, to punish them for the unnatural act, condemned Melusine to become a serpent from the waist downwards every Saturday. The enchantment would only be broken should Melusine meet a man who would marry her under the condition of never seeing her on a Saturday and keep his promise. Pressina inflicted other punishments on the two sisters of Melusine, less severe because of their lesser guilt. 

Melusine went roaming through the world in search of the man who would deliver her. She passed through the Black Forest and the forest of Ardennes, and at last she arrived in the forest of Colombiers in Poitou. Then all the Fays of the neighborhood came before her, telling her they had been waiting for her to reign.

Raymond, having accidentally killed his uncle, the count, by the glancing blow of his boar-spear, was wandering by night in the forest of Colombiers. He arrived at a fountain that rose at the foot of a high rock. People called it the “Fountain of Thirst” or the “Fountain of Fays” on account of the many marvelous things which had happened at it. Every day in the month of May a fair is held in the neighboring meadow, where pastry cooks sell figures of women called "Merlusines." When Raymond arrived at the fountain, Melusine and two other ladies were diverting themselves there by the light of the moon. Her beauty and her amiable manners quickly won his love. Melusine soothed Raymond, concealed the deed he had done, and married him. He promised on his oath never to desire to see her on a Saturday. She assured him that a breach of his oath would forever deprive him of her whom he so much loved condemn both of them to a life of unhappiness. Out of her great wealth, she built for him, in the neighborhood of the Fountain of Thirst, the castle of Lusignan. She also built La Rochelle, Cloitre Malliers, Mersent, and other places.

But destiny punished Melusine for her wedding. The marriage was made unhappy by the deformity of the children, but still Raymond's love for the beauty that ravished both heart and eyes remained unshaken. Destiny now renewed her attacks. Raymond's cousin provoked him to jealousy and concealment, by malicious suggestions about the retirement of the countess on Saturdays. Raymond hid himself and saw how the lovely form of Melusine ended below in a snake, gray and sky-blue, mixed with white. But it was not horror that seized him at the sight. It was infinite anguish at the reflection that through his breach of faith he might lose his lovely wife for ever. Yet this misfortune would not have come soon, were it not for his son, called "Geoffroi with the tooth" on account of a boar's tusk that projected from his mouth. Geoffroi burned his brother Freimund, who lived in the abbey of Malliers, together with the abbot and a hundred monks. On learning of this, the afflicted father, Count Raymond, when his wife Melusine was entering his closet to comfort him, broke out into these words against her before all the courtiers who attended her: "Out of my sight, thou pernicious snake and odious serpent! Thou contaminator of my race!"

Melusine's former anxiety was confirmed, and the evil that had lain so long in ambush had now fearfully sprung on both man and wife. At these reproaches Melusine fainted. When she eventually revived, full of the profoundest grief, she declared to Raymond that she had to depart from him, and, in obedience to a decree of destiny, fly about the earth as a specter in pain and suffering until the day of doom. Only when one of her race was to die at Lusignan would she become visible.

Her words at parting were these: "But one thing will I say unto thee before I part, that thou, and those who for more than a hundred years shall succeed thee, shall know that whenever I am seen to hover over the fair castle of Lusignan, the castle will get a new lord within a year. Though people may not see me in the air, they will see me by the Fountain of Thirst. Thus shall it be so long as the castle stands in honor and flourishing ‑ especially on the Friday before the lord of the castle shall die." Immediately, with wailing and loud lamentation, she left the castle of Lusignan, and has ever since existed as a specter of the night. At her departure, she left the mark of her foot on the stone of one of the windows, where it remained until the castle was destroyed in 1574. Raymond died as a hermit on Monserrat.

The president de Boissieu says in his poem about Melusine that she chose for her retreat one of the mountains of Sassenage near Grenoble on account of certain vats that are there. She also communicated a virtue which makes them, at this day, one of the seven wonders of Dauphiné. They are two in number, of great beauty and so admirably cut in the rock that it is easy to see they are not the work of unaided nature. The virtue which Melusine communicated to them was that of announcing, by the water they contain, the abundance or scantiness of the crops. When there is to be an abundant harvest, the water rises over the edges and overflows. In middling years, the vats are but half full. When the crops are to fail, the vats are quite dry. One of these vats is consecrated to corn, the other to wine.

The popular belief was strong in France that she used to appear on what was called the tower of Melusine whenever any of the lords of the race of Lusignan was to die. When the family was extinct and the castle had fallen to the crown, she was seen whenever a king of France was to depart this life. Mézeray informs us that he was assured of the truth of the appearance of Melusine on this tower previous to the death of a Lusignan or a king of France by people of reputation who were not by any means credulous. She appeared in a mourning dress and continued for a long time to utter the most heart‑piercing lamentation.

The following passage occurs in Brantôme's "Elegy for the Duke of Montpensier," who in 1574 destroyed Lusignan and several other retreats of the Huguenots: "I heard, more than forty years ago, an old veteran say that they brought Emperor Charles V to Lusignan to hunt deer when he came to France. These were there in great abundance in the fine old parks. His Majesty was never tired admiring and praising the beauty, the size and the chef d'oeuvre of that house, built by a lady of whom he made them tell him several fabulous tales. Stories of Melusine are quite common there, even among the good old women who washed their linen at the fountain. Queen Catherine de Medici, mother to the king, used to question these old women and listen to their stories. Some told the queen that they sometimes used to see Melusine come to the fountain and bathe in it. Melusine had the form of a most beautiful woman and the dress of a widow. Others said that they used to see her, but very rarely, and that on Saturday evening [for in that state she did not let herself be seen] bathing, half her body being that of a very beautiful lady, the other half ending in a snake. Still others said that she used to appear on top of the great tower, both in a very beautiful form and as a snake. Some said that when any great disaster, death, change of reign or misfortune of the royal family was to come, she was heard three days before as she cried three times. Her voice was shrill and terrible.

"This is held to be perfectly true. Several persons of that place, are positive of it. The report is handed down from father to son. They say that, when the siege came on, many soldiers and men of honor affirmed that Melusine appeared. When the order was given to throw down and destroy her castles, she uttered her loudest cries and wails. This is perfectly true, according to people of honor. Since then she has not been heard. Some old wives, however, say she has appeared to them, but very rarely."

Jean d'Arras declares that Serville, who defended the castle of Lusignan for the English against the Duke of Berry, swore to that prince, upon his faith and honor, "that, three days before the surrender of the fortress, a large serpent entered into his chamber, though the doors were shut. The snake was enameled with white and blue, and it struck its tail several times against the feet of the bed where Serville was lying with his wife. She was not frightened at all, though he was terrified. When he seized his sword, the serpent changed all at once into a woman, and said to him, “How, Serville, you who have been at so many sieges and battles, are you afraid! Know that I am the mistress of this castle, which I have built, and that you must surrender it very soon.” When she had ended these words she resumed her serpent-shape and glided away so swiftly that he could not perceive her." The author adds that other credible people swore to the prince that they too had seen Melusine at the same time and in the same form at other places in the neighborhood.

The old castle of Pirou, on the coast of the Cotentin in Lower Normandy, likewise, according to Mademoiselle Bosquet, owes its origin to the fays. These were the daughters of a great lord of the country, who was a celebrated magician. They built the castle long before the time of the invasions of the Northmen and dwelt there in peace and unity. But, when these pirates began to make their attacks on the coast, the fays, fearing their violence, changed themselves into wild geese. They did not, however, altogether abandon their castle. The elders of the place assert that every year, on the first of March, a flock of wild geese returns to take possession of the nests they had hollowed out for themselves in its walls. It was also said that when a male child was born to the illustrious house of Pirou, the males of these geese, displaying their finest grey plumage, strutted about on the pavement in the courts of the castle. If, on the other hand, the baby was a girl, the females, in plumage whiter than snow, took precedence over the males. If the new-born maiden was to be a nun, one of them did not join with the rest but kept alone in a corner where she ate little and sighed deeply.

The following traditions, reported by Mademoiselle Bosquet, are attached to the castles of Argouges and Rânes, in Normandy. One of the lords of Argouges, when out hunting one day, met a bevy of twenty ladies of rare beauty, all mounted on palfreys as white as the driven snow. One of them appeared to be their queen, and the lord of Argouges became all at once so deeply enamored of her that he offered on the spot to marry her. This lady was a fay. She had for a long time secretly protected the Sire d'Argouges and even gave him victory in a combat with a terrible giant. As she loved the object of her care, she willingly accepted his troth, but under the express condition that he should never pronounce in her presence the name of Death. So light a condition caused no difficulty. The marriage took place under the happiest auspices, and lovely children crowned their union. The fatal word was never heard, and their happiness seemed without alloy. One day the wedded pair were preparing to give their presence at a tournament. The lady was long at her toilet, and her husband waited for her with impatience. At length she made her appearance. "Fair dame," said he, when he saw her, "you would be a good person to send to fetch Death, for you take long enough to perform what you are about." Hardly had he pronounced the fatal word when, uttering a piercing cry, as if actually struck by death, the fay lady disappeared, leaving the mark of her hand on the gate. She comes every night clad in a white robe, and wanders round and round the castle, uttering deep and continuous groans, amid which may be heard, in funereal notes, "Death! Death!"

The same legend is told about the castle of Rânes. There, however, the fay vanished from the top of a tower, leaving, like Melusine, the mark of her foot on the battlements. It may still be seen.

In explication of the former legend, M. Pluque observes, that at the siege of Bayeux by Henry I in 1106, Robert d'Argouges vanquished in single combat a German of huge stature. He also observes that the crest of the house of Argouges is an image of Faith in the form of a woman naked to the waist, seated in a bark, with the motto, or war-cry, "a la Fé!" (i.e. "a la Foi" which the people pronounce "a la Fée!")

So much for the genuine French fays. In the Renaissance, they appear to have been almost forgotten. Then the memory of them was awakened by the appearance of the translation of the Italian tales of Straparola, many of which seem to have become current among the people. In the end of the seventeenth century, the "Contes des Fées" of Perrault, Madame d'Aulnoy, and their imitators and successors gave them vogue throughout Europe. These tales are too well known to our readers for us to retell them.

France, from a chronicle of 1698

(Keightley, pp. 480‑486)


THE SEVEN MERMAIDS

Though representations of them go all the way back to the ancient Near East, the lore of mermaids grew considerably with the expansion of maritime trade from the late Middle Ages through the nineteenth century, especially in the far North of Europe and the East Coast of the United States. Sailing was a purely masculine profession, but mariners viewed the sea, like their ships, as feminine. Mermaids embodied this seductive yet unpredictable environment. Tales of love between a sailor and a mermaid abound. Most of them end tragically. This story has many elements that are reminiscent of Andersen's "The Little Mermaid," especially the description of the mermaids as sisters. In both stories, the mermaids are intrigued by the sailors, yet, in general, feel little empathy with them.
A sailor in the Frisian Islands was getting ready to leave port. Standing on board his ship, the mariner raised his hand and solemnly pledged his loyalty to the sea. If the waters would be gentle to him, sparing his ship and his cargo, he would remain faithful to the sea until death. Never would he set foot on shore for more than a brief sojourn. 

Seven mermaids raised their heads and torsos above the waves, listened to his pledge and then plunged back into the depths.

For a long time, the sailor traveled from sea to sea, from port to port. He became ever more wealthy, but all the treasure heaped up aboard the ship brought him no joy. More and more, he longed for the solidity of the land.

One day his ship arrived on a luxurious shore with magnificent palaces and fragrant gardens. Among the flowers, the mariner saw a beautiful girl. He immediately fell in love. 

The two soon became engaged, and the sailor sold his ship. He ordered a splendid home built along the beach, which he filled with the treasures collected in his travels.

On the night of his marriage, as the sailor rested in the arms of his beloved bride, the seven mermaids rose by the bank of the sea and sang an unearthly melody. An enormous wave leaped over the dike and shook the foundations of the house. A second wave followed, broke through the doors and entered the hall. A third wave broke through the lower windows, and a fourth broke the upper ones. A fifth wave swept the sailor away, and a sixth tossed him down into the turbulent sea.

The mermaids grasped the sailor and carried him to the very bottom of the sea. He lives there to this day.

Every year, beneath the May moon, the sailor rises with the waves and swims toward the ruin of his house, hoping to find his beloved. Then the mermaids seize the mariner once again, to draw him back into their watery kingdom.

Frisian Islands (Röhrich, p. 58) 

retold after the German original by Boria Sax

THE PEASANT AND ZEMYNE

A folk deity whose name means "earth," Zemyne has affinities with many great mother goddesses. In many Balkan villages, offerings are left form her to celebrate the birth of a child. She has often been associated with vegetation, especially with trees. In this tale, however, she is more intimately linked with death than with life. This probably reflects an effort to demonization Zemyne and discourage her cult. Nevertheless, while making Zemyne a figure of terror, it also expresses a nostalgia for her benevolent aspects. 

In order to provide background, I have appended material from several legends in the first three paragraphs of the tale. After that, the translation is faithful to the original. My only subsequent liberty is in the last sentence, where I have used the word "kiss" for the German "Biss," which more literally would be translated as "bite."

Zemyne is a snake with a single eye. Whoever she bites will die immediately. She may only be seen in summer, and then only at either noon or midnight. The blood of Zemyne is black, but it can cure every illness. Whoever bathes in the black blood of Zemyne is protected against all magic.

God has granted Zemyne dominion in the realm beneath the ground. The metals belong to her. "If I had two eyes instead of one," Zemyne once said, "I would kill enough people to cover the walls of my home with their skulls."

Some say Zemyne was once a lovely young girl who refused the advances of a wicked magician. Upon his curse, she assumed her present form. Whoever wishes to rescue her must beat her until her skin falls off. Then, he must burn the skin immediately.

A young peasant habitually killed all the snakes which he found in the garden, forest and field. One day he was cutting the grass in a meadow, when he suddenly heard a loud hiss. He became aware of a movement in the grass behind him. Looking around, he recognized Zemyne. 

Seeing his chance, the peasant pinned the head of Zemyne firmly against the earth with the blade of his sickle. Then he grabbed a knotted branch with his free hand and pounded the snake furiously, until the skin of Zemyne broke open. All of a sudden, a beautiful maiden was standing before him. Beside her sparkled a many‑colored dress.

The maiden immediately reached for the dress, but the peasant was faster. He grabbed the garment, placed it beneath his arm and led the maiden to his home. There he gave her food and new clothes.

The young people were married and lived happily together for many years. Their joy increased still more as the wife presented her husband with many children.

But one day the wife found a chest containing the many‑colored dress. She put it on, changed immediately back into a snake and killed husband and children with her poisonous kiss. Leaving the farmstead, she took up her old residence in the meadow by the forest.

Lithuania, adapted from the German by Boria Sax

(Versteckenstedt, pp. 149‑150)
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Orlando Furioso (epic by Ariosto)

Orpheus and Eurydice (myth)

Osage Indians

Osiris

Ovid

Paganism   , see Neo-Paganism

Paley, William

Pan Ku

The Panchatantra
Paracelsus

"The Peri Wife" (tale)

Perrault, Charles

Peter von Stauffenberg

pets

pig

Plantagenets, see Angevin family

Pliny the Elder

Poseidon

Prometheus

Propp, Vladimir

Pyramis and Thisbe (legend)

Quetzalcoatl

rat

Regan, Tom

religion

Rennut

Rhea

rhinoceros

Richard the Lion Heart

romanticism

Rome

"Romulus and Remus" (legend of)

Rousseau, Jean Jacques

rusalkas

Sachs, Nelly

Saint George

Saint Patrick

salamanders, see gnomes

"The Sandman" (story by Hoffmann)

Sauin

Sax, Boria

Sayles, John

sea

seal

Sebek

"The Secret of Roan Inish" (film)

sentimentality

serpent, see snake

"Seven Mermaids" (tale)

Sexton, Ann

Shakespeare, William

Shamesh

shark

Shell, Marc

Shelley, Mary

Shepard, Paul

Shetland Islands

sibyls     , see Cumean Sibyl

Singer, Peter

The Sleep of Stone (novella by Cooper) 

snake    as totem, as the original animal bride    , shedding of skin ' as erotic symbol  , as symbol of eternal life  ,  in Garden of Eden

   , and women

Snyder, Gary

soul   , concept of    , quest for

Spenser, Edmund

spider

squirrel

Stauffenberg, Claus Schenk von

Stauffenberg, Peter von, see Peter von Stauffenberg

Stauffenberg, Egenolf von, see Egenolf von Stauffenberg

swan, see bird

"Swan Lake" (opera by Tchaikovsky)

swan maidens

sylphes, see undines

Tammuz

Tchaikovsky, Peter Ilyich

Teshub

Theophrastus von Hohenheim (see Paracelsus)

Thompson, Stith 

Thomas, Elizabeth Marshall

Thor

Thüring von Ringoltingen

Tiamat

Tieck, Ludwig

Tlingit Indians

toad

totemism   , defined   , in the middle ages    ,   in the modern era    , in contemporary society

Twain, Mark

Typhon

"Undine" (Story by Fouqué)

undines

unicorn

"Vasilissa the Beautiful" (tale)

Venus      , see Aphrodite

Virgil

Vishnusharman

vulcans

water

water fairy   , see nixie

whale

White, Lynn Jr.

"The Wife's Tale" (story by Le Guin)

Wilde, Oscar

Willis, Roy

Williams, Terry Tempest

Wilson, Edward O.

witches

witch trials

wolf

"The Woman Who Married a Bear" (story by Snyder)

Wood, Reverend J. G.

Wordsworth, William

Wu k'ung

Yahweh

Yeats, W. B.

Ymir

zemyne

Zeus

Zimmern, Count Froben Christoph von

Zoaroastrianism

Zoolotry

Zuni Indians

* All translations of Biblical passages use the Jerusalem translation.





