
Folklore 111 (2000):123± 138

REVIEWS OF FOLKLORE SCHOLARSHIP

Bibliography of Classical Folklore
Scholarship: Myths, Legends, and Popular
Beliefs of Ancient Greece and Rome

Compiled by Adrienne Mayor

Introduction

Ancient Greek and Roman literature contains rich troves of folklore and popular beliefs,
many of which have counterparts in modern contemporary legends. For a number of
reasons, today’s folklorists are generally unaware that valuable primary source material
from antiquity exists in English translation (for a wide selection of Greek and Latin
literature in translation, see the Loeb Classical Library volumes in any good library).
Classical scholars have published numerous studies of legends, myths and folklore from
antiquity, yet their work remains generally unknown to folklore scholars. And for their
part, most classicists have no idea that analogues of what they consider to be tales
con® ned to the ancient Greco-Roman world still circulate today.

Both disciplines would reap bene® ts if they renewed their acquaintance. (The es-
trangement between classics and folklore since the 1920s is discussed in William
Hansen’s insightful essay of 1997, ª Mythology and Folktale Typology: Chronicle of a
Failed Scholarly Revolution,º in Journal of Folklore Research 34; see also the interview in
Folklore Forum 29 [1998]:91± 108, esp. 101± 3).

The lack of communication between classicists and folklorists is manifested in the
dearth of classical examples in folklore motif indexes and re¯ ected in the lack of classical
scholarship in the most up-to-date folklore bibliographies. In Contemporary Legend: A
Folklore Bibliography (New York: Garland, 1993), for example, Gillian Bennett and Paul
Smith annotated 1,116 publications from ten countries and in eight languages, drawing
together international legends from a ª very wide range of material ¼ in many different
sorts of communication-modes and over a surprisingly long time-span.º The compilers
expressed surprise that analogues of modern contemporary legends existed ª as long
agoº as the sixteenth century (p. xvii).

As a classical folklorist, I was dismayed to ® nd only three entries representing legends
from antiquity in the Contemporary Legend Bibliography. Those threeÐ Raymond
Himelick’s 1946 note on the ª Poisoned Dressº in ancient Greek legend, Bill Ellis’s 1983
article on the ancient Roman roots of the ª Blood Libelº legend, and my 1991 note on
classical Greek parallels of a Gulf War legendÐ were published in folklore journals,
which accounts for their inclusion. When I contacted Bennett and Smith about classical
folklore’s regrettably low pro® le, they encouraged me to gather this list of classical
legend publications of interest to the folklore/contemporary legend community. This
bibliography of classical folklore scholarship is not intended to be exhaustive, of course,
but it does demonstrate the wide variety of sources and commentaries available on
ancient myth and popular lore. I hope that this list will encourage a new and creative
dialogue between those who study legends and beliefs that were current in the ancient
world and those who investigate recurrent legends of the present day.

Traditionally, most ancient folk material has appeared in publications directed toward
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antiquarians. In 1994, however, John Miles Foley noted a ª burgeoning of scholarly
activity in ancient Greek studiesº with ª direct relevance for folkloristsº in his review
essay of six exemplary classical books for the Journal of American Folklore. A small group
of scholars who de® ne themselves as classical folklorists are making an effort to
communicate with colleagues in folklore by publishing their ® ndings in folklore-oriented
journals as well as classical venues. Classical folklore goes by many aliases: popular
literature, oral tales, folk tale, myth, novel, paradoxography, and recurrent, international,
or migratory legends. The problem of clear terminologyÐ whether ª contemporaryº can
refer to tales that circulated in past societiesÐ is unresolved. The dif® culty of identifying
a recognised ® eld of classical legend studies is compounded by the negative perceptions
of ª popular folkloreº among traditional classicists and ancient historians, many of whom
would be surprised to ® nd themselves cited here. The lack of a motif or theme index for
classical mythology and folklore is another serious drawback to comparative study of
ancient material. I can report, however, that in June 1999 an international group of
classical scholars, folklorists, and others such as art historians, met at the Norwegian
Institute at Greece to discuss the creation of a Motif Index of Classical Antiquity,
modelled on motif indexes published by folklorists.

This annotated bibliography was compiled in consultation with classical folklorists
and scholars of ancient literature, religion, magic and history. The list of more than 150
publications embraces a broad range of classical legend methodologies and material. (A
few highly recommended entries that I have not seen appear without annotation.) I
concentrate on recent works in English, but pioneers, old standards, and unique texts
(such as Calame, Hartland, Jedrkiewicz, Oesterley, Rose) are included, along with
previous bibliographies (Carnes, McCartney, Perry, Scobie). A few classical legend
studies have been reviewed in folklore journals (for example, Carnes, Wiseman, Hansen,
Gantz, Gardner, Reece) and the Journal of Folklore Research devoted an issue to classical
folklore in 1983 (vol. 23:2/3). Some new translations and commentaries of ancient
writings are veritable treasuries of ancient popular beliefs (Hansen, Stern, Temple). For
non-classicists who want to work with classical lore, the previously mentioned Loeb
volumes, and the encyclopaedic works by Gantz and Rose are indispensable. (I also
recommend the 1993 Oxford Guide to Classical Mythology in the Arts, 2 vols, and the Oxford
Classical Dictionary, 3rd edn.) William Hansen’s book in progress on more than one
hundred international oral tales with parallels in ancient Greek and Roman literature
will be a landmark in classical folklore (see later).

Anyone interested in the stories that circulated in ancient Greece and Rome, either in
their historical and narrative context or in comparison with modern lore, will ® nd here
a ® ne array of primary and secondary sources under-utilised by most students of
international or migratory legends. Studies that explicitly compare motifs and meanings
of ancient and modern beliefs and tales (for example, Dodds, Dundes, Ellis, Felton,
Hansen, Lawrence, Levine, Leavy, Mayor, Panofsky, Payne, Penzer, and Sobol) are of
special interest to contemporary legend scholars. Classical folklorists have analysed the
meaning of UFOs in ancient Rome, prototypical vampire tales, voodoo dolls, ª Poison
Dressesº in ancient Greek myths, a ª Choking Dobermanº urban legend in the late
Roman empire, the earliest recorded ghost stories, Swan Maidens as ª runaway brides,º
Greek epics in modern comics and science ® ction, ancient ª ouija boards,º and rumours
of ¯ exible glass as an ª Improved Productº legend in ancient Rome. I hope that these
examples will stimulate fellow folklorists to search out the ancient parallels of what may
appear to be newly emergent urban legends, and invite them to delve into ancient
folklore for its own sake.

I would like to thank Bob Daniel, Lowell Edmunds, Christopher Faraone, Debbie
Felton, Bill Hansen, Stefano Jedrkiewicz, Sarah Iles Johnston, David Jordan, Larry Kim,
Henrik Lassen, and Liz Locke for valuable suggestions.



Reviews of Folklore Scholarship 125

The Bibliography

Aycock, Wendell M. and T. Klein, eds. Classical Mythology in Twentieth Century Thought and
Literature. Lubbock, TX: Texas Tech Press, 1980. Essays trace patterns of ancient Greek myth in
modern culture, from oracles and seers, to death and rebirth, and science ® ction and fantasy
literature.

Barrett, D. S. ª `One-Up’ Anecdotes in Jewish Literature of the Hellenistic Era.º Prudentia 13
(1981):119± 26.

Bergman, Charles. Orion’s Legacy: A Cultural History of Man as Hunter. New York: Penguin, 1997.
Explores male hunting traditions since antiquity, using Orion (the great hunter of Greek myth)
as the central metaphor. Drawing on narratives of legendary hunters from antiquity (Nimrod,
Gilgamesh, Orion, Heracles), the Middle Ages, and modern times (Daniel Boone, Hemingway),
Bergman shows how the experience and imagery of hunting permeates male sexuality and
helps explain stalking, rape, and murder.

Bernstein, Alan E. The Formation of Hell: Death and Retribution in the Ancient and Early Christian
Worlds. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1993. The idea of HellÐ exile from God, subjection
to worms, demons, ¯ ames, darknessÐ has shaped dread and solace for millennia. Comparative
study of folklore, myth, and theology of ancient Egypt, Mesopotamia, Greece, Rome, and Israel
in the development of the concepts of eternal punishment.

Bodson, Liliane, and Daniel Marcolungo. L’oie de bon aloi: Aspects de l’histoire ancienne de l’oie
domestique [The goose in ancient life and folklore]. Vise: MuseÂ e Regional d’Archeologie et
d’Histoire de Vise, 1994. Covers the image and lore of domestic geese in classical antiquity, with
a separate chapter on the goose in folklore.

Bonner, Campbell. ª Demons of the Baths.º In Studies Presented to L. L. Grif® th. 203± 8. London:
Egypt Exploration Society, 1932.

Braginston, Mary V. The Supernatural in Seneca’s Tragedies. Menasha, WI: George Banta, 1933.
Surveys ghosts and sensational occult phenomena on the Roman stage in the time of Nero (® rst
century AD).

Brewster, Paul G. ª The Foundation Sacri® ce Motif in Legend, Folksong, Game, and Dance.º In The
Walled-Up Wife: A Case-Book, ed. Alan Dundes. 35± 62. Madison, WI: University of Wisconsin
Press, 1996. Drawing on biblical, Roman, and early European examples of an international folk
motif, Brewster searches for the origins of the belief that ritual human sacri® ce ensures
successful construction of an edi® ce.

Bruce, J. Douglas. ª Human Automata in Classical Tradition and Medieval Romance.º Modern
Philology 10 (1913):511± 26.

Buxton, Richard. Imaginary Greece: The Contexts of Mythology. Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1994. Essential for decoding the function of Greek myths in their narrative and historical
settings. Buxton’s engaging book builds on etiological, religious ritual, and structuralist inter-
pretations to gauge the ª distance and interplayº between the realities of Greek life and
imaginary situations in legend and myth.

Calame, Claude. ª Les leÂ gends du Cyclops dans le folklore EuropeeÂ n et extra-EuropeeÂ n: Un jeu de
transformation narrativeº [Legends of the Cyclops in European and non-European folklore].
Etudes de Lettres (Bull. de Fac. des Lettres Lausanne) (1977):ser. 3± to pt 2: 45± 79. Compares the
Cyclops episode in Homer’s Odyssey with modern international tales of one-eyed, cave-dwelling
ogres.

Calame, Claude. The Craft of Poetic Speech in Ancient Greece. Trans. Janice Orion. Ithaca, NY: Cornell
University Press, 1995. Rethinks the principles of ancient myth-making, using semiotics to
explore Homeric epic, Greek tragedy, and history.



126 Reviews of Folklore Scholarship

Carnes, Pack. Fable Scholarship: An Annotated Bibliography. New York: Garland, 1985. This user-
friendly bibliography collects nearly 1,500 works, from traditional Aesopica to Sumerian animal
tales and modern fabulists such as James Thurber. Carnes includes three indexes: the ® rst
contains names and topics; the second is keyed to the Greco-Roman fable texts found in Perry
(see later); and the third covers tale-types.

Carrubba, Robert W. ª Englebert Kaempfer and the Myth of the Scythian Lamb.º Classical World 87
(1993):417. The fabled ª vegetable-lambº believed in the Middle Ages to grow in Central Asia is
shown to have roots in classical Greek texts. Argues that tale of the fur-bearing plant was a
garbled description of the unfamiliar cotton plant.

Casson, Lionel, trans. The Periplus Maris Erythraei, Text and Commentary. Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 1989. A Roman merchant describes customs and lore of the Red Sea area and
India, in this memoir written c. ® rst century AD; with explanatory notes by Casson.

Cherry, John, ed. Mythical Beasts. London: British Museum Press, 1995. Chapters on ancient and
medieval legends of unicorns, sphinxes, grif® ns, mermaids, and other creatures, with up-to-date
bibliographies and ® ne illustrations.

Comotti, Giovanni. Music in Greek and Roman Culture. [1979]. Revised and expanded edn, trans.
Rosaria Munson. Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1989. Drawing on a full range
of ancient sources, from Plato to recent papyrus ® nds, Comotti examines musical forms,
instruments, composers, and the roles of music in Greece and Rome.

Crum, Richard Henry. ª Additions to the Bibliography of Greek and Roman Folklore.º Classical
Weekly 42 (1949):234± 6. Crum’s list enlarges on McCartney’ s 1947 ª Bibliography of Greek and
Roman Folklore,º listed later. Crum adds ten secondary sources relating to Apuleius, one on
Nonnius, and twenty-two on Petronius.

Daniel, Robert W. and Franco Maltomini. Papyrologica Coloniensia XVI. Vols 1± 2, Supplementum
Magicum. Opladen, 1990± 2. English translations of one hundred magical papyri from ancient
Egypt, with commentaries and full indexes. The subject index makes these protective charms
and magical spells accessible to folklorists interested in occult practices by ordinary people in
antiquity.

Dingwall, E. J. Ghosts and Spirits in the Ancient World. London: Kegan Paul, Trench, Trubner, 1930.

Dodds, E. R. ª Supernormal Phenomena in Classical Antiquity.º Proceedings of the Society for
Psychical Research 5 (March 1971):189± 237. Reprinted in The Ancient Concept of Progress and Other
Essays on Greek Literature. Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1973. Classic essay by a distinguished
classicist and student of the paranormal. Collects beliefs about the occult in ancient Greece and
Rome, including ghosts, poltergeists, false memories, magic, divination, dream interpretation,
telepathic experiments, evil eye, ª slate-writingº oracles, clairvoyance, seances, ESP, ª crystal
balls,º and even ancient ª ouija boards.º

Dowden, Ken. Death and the Maiden: Girls’ Initiation Rites in Greek Mythology. London: Routledge,
1989.

Dundes, Alan and Lowell Edmunds, eds. Oedipus: A Folklore Casebook. New York: Garland, 1983.
A folklorist and a classicist trace motifs and themes of the Oedipus legend across cultures and
times.

Edmunds, Lowell. ª Thucydides on Monosandalism.º In Studies Presented to Sterling Dow. 71± 5.
Durham, NC: Duke University, 1984. The ancient Greek historian Thucydides reported that a
party of Athenians made a daring escape across a Spartan blockade in 428 BC; each man had
only his left foot shod. The historian’s explanation, that this was to avoid slipping in the mud,
has gone unquestioned by classicists, but Edmunds marshals evidence to show the religious
signi® cance of monosandalism: gods and mythical heroes are often depicted with only one
sandal.



Reviews of Folklore Scholarship 127

Edmunds, Lowell. ed. Approaches to Greek Myth. Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins University Press,
1990. This collection of eight essays by classicists is a valuable spectrum of methods for the
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the hero exposed at birth. Huys compares the narrative sequence of motifs in this tale pattern
in Euripides’ s tragedies (mostly fragmentary). Uses folkloric methodology but his arguments
are heavily philological and the Greek and Latin (and other languages) are not translated.
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appeared in imperial Rome, in claims of ¯ exible glass. The genre continues today in tales of
perpetual light bulbs, ever sharp razors, cars that run without gas, disks that clean laundry
without soap, etc.
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beliefs about sorcerers and female vampires (lamiae) in Greek and Roman texts through
Apuleius and shows how they pre® gured modern witchcraft and vampire legends.
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Classi® cation. New York: Oxford University Press, 1989. Explores how myth, ritual, and
classi® cation bind and reconstruct societies during crises. Draws on Platonic philosophy, the
Upanishads of India, ancient Celtic nabquets, the Spanish Civil War, the Iranian revolution, and
professional wrestling.
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world-views via a feminist anthropology of sacri® ce.

Luck, Georg. Arcana Mundi: Magic and the Occult in the Greek and Roman Worlds. Baltimore, MD:
Johns Hopkins University Press, 1985.

Matthews, John. ª Macsen, Maximus, and Constantine.º Welsh Historical Review 11 (1983):431± 48.
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Mayor, Adrienne. ª Giants in Ancient Warfare.º MHQ: The Quarterly Journal of Military History 2.2
(Winter 1999):98± 105. Surveys legendary and historical battles with giants, from Goliath to the
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inspired by descriptions of beaked quadruped dinosaur fossils in gold deposits of Central Asia.
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Russell, W. M. S. ª `A Funny Thing Happened ¼ ’: Humour in Greek and Roman Life, Literature
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notes the de® ciencies of the Stith Thompson Motif-Index for ancient Near Eastern, Greek, and
Roman narratives. Chapter 1 surveys ancient oral literature, storytelling, and the novel. Chapter
2 addresses witchcraft and shapeshifting; chapters 3 and 4 analyse the migratory legends about
witches and human± animal transformations in Apuleius’s second-century AD novel The Golden
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