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In "Essays in Little," Andrew Lang presents a collection of brief yet profound essays that epitomize the art of concise writing. Each essay delves into assorted themes ranging from folklore and mythology to critiques of contemporary society, all conveyed with Lang's characteristic wit and charm. The book is structured in a way that reflects the Victorian era's fascination with brevity and literary precision, capturing the essence of a variety of subjects while engaging the reader with its lively prose and insightful observations. Lang's literary style, marked by a blend of erudition and accessibility, invites readers to explore complex ideas in an elegantly compact form. Andrew Lang, a notable Scottish poet, novelist, and literary critic, was heavily involved in the study of folklore and mythology, which greatly influenced his writing. His extensive background in classical literature and his intimate knowledge of cultural narratives informed the essays in this compilation. Lang was also a member of the so-called 'Lang School' of anthropological thought, which valued narrative as a means to understand cultural dynamics, lending depth to his essays. "Essays in Little" is an essential read for those who appreciate the beauty of language and the power of brevity. It serves as both an introduction to Lang's literary prowess and a reflection on the cultural milieu of the era. Readers seeking a thoughtful exploration of diverse topics, presented in a clear and engaging manner, will find this collection not only enlightening but also a testament to Lang's enduring legacy.
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In "The Secret of the Totem," Andrew Lang weaves a rich tapestry of folklore and mythology, drawing on his extensive knowledge of various cultures and their beliefs. The narrative unfolds in a fantastical realm where totems serve as vessels of history and magic, intricately linked to the identity of the characters who interact with them. Lang employs a vivid and lyrical literary style, skillfully blending elements of adventure, mystery, and spirituality, all set against a backdrop that reflects the stylistic influences of late Victorian literature and Romanticism, ultimately inviting readers to explore the interconnectedness of humanity and nature through the lens of mythology. Andrew Lang, a Scottish poet, novelist, and anthropologist, was a prolific figure in the late 19th and early 20th centuries, best known for his colored fairy books and studies of folklore. His fascination with anthropology and indigenous cultures undoubtedly influenced the themes in "The Secret of the Totem." Lang's deep appreciation for storytelling as a means of cultural preservation led him to explore the meanings behind totems, examining their significance in the societies that revere them and enriching his narrative with layered symbolism. This enchanting tale is highly recommended for readers who cherish mythology and folklore. Lang's ability to craft engaging narratives imbued with cultural significance will captivate anyone interested in the intersection of literature and anthropology. "The Secret of the Totem" not only entertains but also provokes thoughtful reflection on the traditions and beliefs that shape our understanding of the world. In this enriched edition, we have carefully created added value for your reading experience: - A succinct Introduction situates the work's timeless appeal and themes. - The Synopsis outlines the central plot, highlighting key developments without spoiling critical twists. - A detailed Historical Context immerses you in the era's events and influences that shaped the writing. - A thorough Analysis dissects symbols, motifs, and character arcs to unearth underlying meanings. - Reflection questions prompt you to engage personally with the work's messages, connecting them to modern life. - Hand‐picked Memorable Quotes shine a spotlight on moments of literary brilliance. - Interactive footnotes clarify unusual references, historical allusions, and archaic phrases for an effortless, more informed read.
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In "The Making of Religion," Andrew Lang embarks on a scholarly exploration of the origins and evolution of religious beliefs and practices. This nuanced work combines ethnographic observations with a historical lens, presenting religion as a complex tapestry woven from human experience, cultural exchange, and societal needs. Lang employs a comparative method to analyze various religions, emphasizing their similarities and divergences within a framework that is both accessible and intellectually rigorous. His prose reflects a Victorian sensibility, blending literary finesse with meticulous research, making the book both an engaging narrative and an academic resource. Andrew Lang, a prominent Scottish poet and anthropologist, delved into the intersection of folklore and religion throughout his prolific career. As a member of the early anthropology movement, his interest in mythology and beliefs was deepened by his scholarly pursuits and personal travels. Lang'Äôs involvement in collecting folk tales and his understanding of cultural anthropology inform this work, as he seeks to untangle the threads of human belief and ritualistic behavior that shape societal norms across different civilizations. For readers intrigued by the foundations of belief systems and the human propensity for spiritual expression, "The Making of Religion" is an essential text. Lang'Äôs comprehensive approach invites the reader to ponder profound questions about faith, culture, and the shared narratives that bind humanity. This book is highly recommended for both scholars and general readers eager to gain insight into the transformative power of religion.
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In 'Method in the Study of Totemism', Andrew Lang presents a pioneering investigation into the intricate societal and spiritual dimensions of totemism. Employing a meticulous ethnographic approach, Lang deftly weaves together anthropological insights with folklore, employing both descriptive and analytical narratives to navigate the complexities of totemic beliefs. His literary style is characterized by clarity and eloquence, allowing readers to engage deeply with the multifaceted nature of totemism as a cultural phenomenon intertwining mythology, kinship, and identity. The book emerges within a broader context of Victorian anthropological discourse, challenging existing paradigms and influencing future studies on native customs and beliefs. Andrew Lang, a Scottish writer and anthropologist, was deeply fascinated by folklore, mythology, and the rich tapestry of human customs, which likely motivated him to explore totemism. His diverse background, ranging from a classical education to an active engagement in the burgeoning field of anthropology, equipped him to address the complexities and nuances of this subject. Lang was known for his scholarly rigor and his commitment to elucidating the cultural significance of seemingly esoteric practices, paving the way for modern anthropological methods. 'Method in the Study of Totemism' is an essential read for anyone interested in anthropology, cultural studies, or the intersections of mythology and society. Lang'Äôs insightful analysis not only enriches contemporary understanding of totemic practices but also invites readers to consider the broader implications of cultural beliefs and their roles in shaping human experience. This book is a seminal contribution that merits a place on the bookshelf of scholars and enthusiasts alike.
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In "Magic and Religion," Andrew Lang explores the intricate tapestry weaving together the realms of magic, myth, and religious practice. Employing a comparative approach, Lang delves into diverse cultural traditions and belief systems, elucidating how magical practices often coexist with, and sometimes predate, organized religion. His literary style is characterized by a blend of analytical rigor and vivid narrative, drawing on ethnographic evidence and folklore to illustrate the universal themes that underpin human spirituality. This work emerges against the backdrop of 19th-century anthropology, a time when the scientific study of culture was blossoming, and offers insights that resonate with contemporary debates in the field. Andrew Lang, a Scottish folklorist, anthropologist, and writer, was deeply immersed in the study of mythology and folklore throughout his scholarly career. His wide-ranging interests were informed by his travels and exposure to various cultures, fostering a belief in the interconnectedness of human experience. Lang's contributions to the understanding of narrative and belief provide a foundational perspective in this area, drawing on his extensive knowledge of anthropology and literature. This book is essential reading for anyone intrigued by the origins of belief systems and the role of magic in societal structures. Lang's deep insights and engaging style make complex ideas accessible, encouraging readers to reconsider the boundaries between magic and religion. "Magic and Religion" is not merely a scholarly text; it is a thought-provoking journey into the heart of human culture.
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    At once curious and skeptical, Custom and Myth explores how the everyday practices of communities shape, and are in turn shaped by, the stories they tell about the world and themselves.

Andrew Lang’s Custom and Myth is a work of nonfiction written in the tradition of Victorian folklore and comparative mythology. First published in the late nineteenth century, it emerges from a period when scholars in Britain were debating how best to interpret myths and rituals. Lang, a Scottish man of letters and folklorist, positions his essays at the meeting point of literature, anthropology, and cultural history. The result is not a travelogue or a single narrative, but a set of inquiries that treat myths as meaningful human creations connected to social habits, ceremonial practices, and inherited customs.

Readers encounter a collection of essays that compare narratives and usages from classical antiquity with accounts of diverse oral traditions available to Victorian scholars. Lang writes in an accessible yet scholarly voice, moving briskly from example to interpretation with a taste for illustration and analogy. The mood is speculative in the best sense—testing explanations against evidence rather than settling for tidy formulas. The book invites a contemplative, wide-ranging experience: you browse, pause, and return, finding patterns in unexpected places while remaining aware that myths live within contexts that shape their form and function.

A central feature of the book is its participation in contemporary debates about method. Lang engages with philological approaches that read myths chiefly as products of language, while advocating for comparative study grounded in custom, belief, and practice. He treats folklore as data for understanding how communities explain origins, regulate behavior, and transmit memory. Without reducing all stories to a single cause, he tests competing explanations—ritual, morality, play, and mistaken inference—against the recorded traces of tradition. The essays model a way of reading that values plural causes, historical layering, and the stubborn persistence of usage alongside shifting narratives.

The themes are wide but coherent: the reciprocity of story and ceremony, the endurance of taboo and etiquette, the transformation of sacred into everyday habit, and the resemblance of distant traditions without erasing their differences. Lang is attentive to how practices travel, how analogies can illuminate as well as mislead, and how explanations must be tempered by the limits of available evidence. He is especially interested in what continuities suggest about human imagination—its tendency to personify forces, ritualize transitions, and make sense of uncertainty through patterned tale and repeated act.

For readers today, the book matters as both an introduction to and a critique of a formative scholarly moment. It demonstrates how comparative study can broaden perspective, while also reminding us that interpretations are historically conditioned. Lang writes with curiosity and restraint, but the materials he cites reflect the categories and terminology of his era. Approached with that context in mind, the essays remain a stimulus to think carefully about cross-cultural understanding, about how evidence is gathered and used, and about how myths—ancient or modern—organize experience, justify rules, and offer shared frameworks for explaining the unexpected.

Custom and Myth offers a reflective, energizing encounter with the ways human beings bind narrative to practice. Its essays do not promise a master key; they offer a disciplined, imaginative method for noticing connections, weighing arguments, and keeping multiple possibilities in view. Readers who enjoy intellectual travel—across periods, genres, and social forms—will find a companionable guide that rewards sustained attention. In a moment when inherited traditions are continually questioned and repurposed, Lang’s inquiries invite us to read customs and stories together, to ask what they do as well as what they say, and to consider how they endure.
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    Andrew Lang’s Custom and Myth is a collection of essays that applies comparative anthropology to the study of folklore, myth, and ritual. Written in the late nineteenth century, it examines how traditional customs illuminate the origins and meanings of stories. Lang outlines a method that places social practice, belief, and material culture alongside texts, arguing that myths often preserve traces of early mental habits. He emphasizes assembling parallel cases from diverse societies to identify recurring patterns. Throughout, he presents evidence with an aim to clarify how narrative motifs relate to customary behavior, without insisting on a single, universal key for interpretation.

The opening essays define the scope of comparative inquiry and critique dominant scholarly approaches of the era. Lang challenges purely philological explanations, notably “solar” interpretations that derive myths from misunderstood nature-phrases, and he questions Euhemerism, which reads myths as distorted history. He proposes that myths frequently arise from the same mental processes visible in contemporary or documented traditional societies. This approach shifts attention from etymology to custom, ritual, and belief. By assembling cross-cultural examples, he aims to show that similar narrative features can emerge from shared institutions and practices, rather than from linguistic accidents or conjectural historical events.

Lang introduces the concept of “survivals” to explain how archaic practices linger within more complex cultures. He treats myths as narrative reflections of customs such as taboo, marriage rules, name-avoidance, and restrictions on food or contact. Where a practice has become obscure, the accompanying tale may remain, supplying a rationale adapted to changed circumstances. He illustrates how rites linked to fertility, initiation, or mourning can leave narrative residues—explanations framed as adventures of gods, beasts, or ancestors. In this account, custom serves as the persistent underpinning, and myth is frequently the post hoc rationale, shaped to make inherited behavior intelligible.

Examining kinship and social organization, Lang discusses totemism and associated taboos. He considers how animal or plant emblems, clan names, and exogamous rules generate stories of descent, transformation, or alliance between human groups and nonhuman species. Such beliefs can give rise to myths explaining the origin of prohibitions, the sanctity of certain foods, or the special status of creatures regarded as kindred. Lang underscores that these narratives are not arbitrary inventions but reflect institutions that structure marriage, inheritance, and identity. By viewing tales within this social framework, he links recurring motifs—metamorphosis, kinship with animals, sacred names—to concrete communal practices.

Turning to ritual and magic, Lang surveys beliefs in animism, witchcraft, and sacred instruments, arguing that these shape both ceremony and story. A notable example is the bull-roarer, an instrument found in initiation rites across distant regions; he compares it to ancient Mediterranean devices like the Greek rhombos. Such parallels suggest either diffusion or similar responses to shared social needs. Lang shows how ritual secrecy, sacred sounds, and ceremonial objects become narrative elements—tokens of divine power or tests for heroes. Magic and rite thus provide a vocabulary for mythic episodes, embedding social experience in dramatic forms recognizable across cultures.

Lang applies this anthropological lens to classical mythology, reinterpreting well-known Greek tales by referencing documented custom. He considers myths such as Cronus devouring his children not merely as astronomical allegory but as expressions of early beliefs about kinship, succession, and taboo. He explores vegetation and seasonal cults to clarify stories of dying and rising figures, and he examines beliefs about amulets and herbs—topics like “moly” and the mandrake—to show how magical botany moves from practice into legend. Throughout, he argues that classical narratives gain coherence when read in light of institutions and beliefs shared, in variant forms, worldwide.

Folk-tales receive similar treatment. Lang surveys international variants—among them stories akin to Cupid and Psyche, Cinderella, and animal-bride or beast-marriage cycles—to illustrate how domestic life, marriage exchanges, tasks, and prohibitions translate into narrative trials. He demonstrates that motifs recur where family structures, tests of obedience, or ritual passages are comparable. The tales often preserve archaic logic—spirit spouses, tabooed acts, name power—even when the original practice has faded. By comparing European literary versions with oral traditions from other continents, he shows that widely dispersed plots can be understood through shared social themes rather than through a single textual source.

Addressing transmission, Lang weighs diffusion against independent invention. He notes the role of trade, migration, and contact in spreading stories and rites, but he also argues that similar social conditions can produce similar narrative solutions. Classification, motif comparison, and attention to context are presented as tools to sort genuine resemblances from chance echoes. He stresses careful use of evidence, warning against universalizing any one cause. The method relies on converging indications: when custom, rite, and tale align across cultures, the inference strengthens. This balanced stance frames the book’s case studies, which demonstrate multiple pathways to parallel myths.

The concluding perspective emphasizes that myth is intelligible when read through the lens of custom, early belief, and social organization. Lang’s central message is that stories conserve the logic of institutions—totems, taboos, initiations, magical practices—even after those institutions diminish or change. By prioritizing comparative anthropology over purely linguistic or historical conjecture, he offers a program for interpreting both classical and folk traditions. The book closes by advocating a cautious, evidence-based synthesis: align narrative with documented practice, respect local contexts, and avoid single-explanation theories. In this way, Custom and Myth proposes a durable framework for understanding traditional narrative.
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    Custom and Myth (1884) emerged from late Victorian Britain, principally London and Oxford, where Andrew Lang worked within a dense network of museums, libraries, and learned societies. The British Museum, well stocked with Assyrian, Egyptian, and Greek antiquities by the 1870s, and the expanding University of Oxford provided unparalleled comparative materials. Industrialization and empire connected Britain to global sources via steamships and the telegraph, making travel narratives, missionary reports, and colonial blue books readily available. The book is thus set, intellectually, in a metropolitan center of information exchange at the high tide of the British Empire, when comparative inquiry into custom, religion, and myth was a public and scholarly preoccupation.

The Darwinian revolution decisively shaped the intellectual climate in which Lang wrote. Charles Darwin’s On the Origin of Species (1859) and The Descent of Man (1871) reframed questions about human origins, culture, and mental faculties. In the 1860s–1870s, evolutionary social thought (for example, Herbert Spencer’s Principles of Sociology, 1876–96) and Edward B. Tylor’s Primitive Culture (1871) popularized the idea of survivals—customs that persist after their original function has faded. Facts: these works established a developmental framework for explaining ritual, taboo, totemism, and myth as products of early human reasoning. Connection: Custom and Myth adopts this comparative-evolutionary outlook, treating myths as explanatory narratives born of early conjecture, while testing, accepting, or qualifying evolutionary claims with cross-cultural data rather than metaphysical speculation.

A public controversy over the origins of myth pitted philology against anthropology. Friedrich Max Müller’s Comparative Mythology (1856) and his Oxford Lectures on the Science of Language (1861–64) advanced the solar and meteorological reading of myths, attributing them to a disease of language in Indo-European roots. Facts: Müller became Oxford’s first Professor of Comparative Philology in 1868 and dominated British myth study for decades. Connection: Custom and Myth directly contests this paradigm by showing, with examples from Greek lore and non-European traditions, that ritual and social custom often precede and shape narrative. Lang’s essays attack solar reductionism, arguing that myths reflect institutions, taboos, and magical thinking observable among historically documented societies.

The institutional consolidation of anthropology and folklore in Britain provided Lang with forums and frameworks. Facts: the Anthropological Institute of Great Britain and Ireland was formed in 1871 (receiving the Royal charter in 1907), the Folk-Lore Society was founded in London in 1878, and the Folk-Lore Record (1878–82) and Folk-Lore Journal (1883–89) began serial publication. In 1884, Tylor was appointed Oxford’s first Reader in Anthropology. Connection: Lang published, debated, and corresponded within these circles, drawing on society papers, questionnaires, and museum typologies. Custom and Myth reflects this institutional moment by systematizing scattered reports into arguments about totemism, taboo, and kinship, and by addressing an audience trained to weigh comparative evidence.

Imperial expansion furnished the ethnographic record that undergirds Lang’s comparisons. Facts: the Indian Rebellion (1857) led to Crown rule in 1858; the Suez Canal opened in 1869, shortening imperial routes; and the Berlin Conference (1884–85) formalized the Scramble for Africa. Missionaries, administrators, and travelers produced key sources: Sir George Grey published Polynesian Mythology (Auckland, 1855) and earlier Australian expedition journals; Henry Callaway’s The Religious System of the Amazulu (Natal, 1868–70) documented Zulu belief; Wilhelm Bleek and Lucy Lloyd recorded Bushman folklore in the 1870s; Henry R. Schoolcraft compiled Native American materials (1839–57). Connection: Custom and Myth mines precisely these imperial conduits, juxtaposing Greek and Norse tales with Australian, African, and American practices to argue that similar customs—marriage by capture, totemic names, scapegoat rites—recur under comparable social conditions, not merely within Indo-European languages.

Archaeology and museum display reoriented myth toward material history. Facts: Heinrich Schliemann excavated Hisarlik (Troy) in 1871–73 and Mycenae in 1876, suggesting historical strata beneath epic legend; Austen Henry Layard’s Assyrian finds (1840s–50s) and the 1857 decipherment of cuneiform (Rawlinson, Hincks, Oppert) broadened the ancient Near Eastern record. In 1884, General Pitt-Rivers’s typological collection founded Oxford’s Pitt Rivers Museum, arranging artifacts to illustrate evolutionary sequences. Connection: Lang’s method in Custom and Myth mirrors this material, stratigraphic thinking, using artifacts, rites, and law-like custom to test stories, and to propose that narrative motifs crystallize around enduring social practices.

Victorian debates over scripture and ritual shaped the anthropology of religion that Lang engages. Facts: W. Robertson Smith’s heresy proceedings in the Free Church of Scotland (1877–81) and Julius Wellhausen’s Prolegomena zur Geschichte Israels (1878; rev. 1883) advanced historical criticism of sacrifice, taboo, and priestly law. Public lectures and trials made ritual origins a civic issue in Britain. Connection: Custom and Myth, while focused broadly on myth and custom, absorbs this climate by treating sacred stories as outgrowths of communal rites and prohibitions. Lang’s discussions of taboo, manes worship, and fetish-like practices situate biblical and classical materials alongside ethnographic cases to illuminate shared institutional logics.

Custom and Myth functions as a critique of late-Victorian complacency about European uniqueness and academic authority. By demonstrating that British and classical customs preserve survivals akin to those reported in colonized societies, the book unsettles imperial hierarchies and class pretensions that equated modernity with moral or intellectual superiority. Its sustained rebuttal of philological dogma exposes how elite methodologies can naturalize exclusionary assumptions. Politically, the work implies a check on empire’s self-justifying narratives by insisting on a common human repertoire of rites and explanatory tales. Socially, it highlights how communal norms, taboos, and sanctions—at home and abroad—govern behavior, urging a humbler, evidence-based view of culture.
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Though some of the essays in this volume have appeared in various serials, the majority of them were written expressly for their present purpose, and they are now arranged in a designed order. During some years of study of Greek, Indian, and savage mythologies, I have become more and more impressed with a sense of the inadequacy of the prevalent method of comparative mythology. That method is based on the belief that myths are the result of a disease of language, as the pearl is the result of a disease of the oyster. It is argued that men at some period, or periods, spoke in a singular style of coloured and concrete language, and that their children retained the phrases of this language after losing hold of the original meaning. The consequence was the growth of myths about supposed persons, whose names had originally been mere ‘appellations.’ In conformity with this hypothesis the method of comparative mythology examines the proper names which occur in myths. The notion is that these names contain a key to the meaning of the story, and that, in fact, of the story the names are the germs and the oldest surviving part.

The objections to this method are so numerous that it is difficult to state them briefly. The attempt, however, must be made. To desert the path opened by the most eminent scholars is in itself presumptuous; the least that an innovator can do is to give his reasons for advancing in a novel direction. If this were a question of scholarship merely, it would be simply foolhardy to differ from men like Max Müller, Adalbert Kuhn, Bréal[1], and many others. But a revolutionary mythologist is encouraged by finding that these scholars usually differ from each other. Examples will be found chiefly in the essays styled ‘The Myth of Cronus,’ ‘A Far-travelled Tale,’ and ‘Cupid and Psyche.’ Why, then, do distinguished scholars and mythologists reach such different goals? Clearly because their method is so precarious. They all analyse the names in myths; but, where one scholar decides that the name is originally Sanskrit, another holds that it is purely Greek, and a third, perhaps, is all for an Accadian etymology, or a Semitic derivation. Again, even when scholars agree as to the original root from which a name springs, they differ as much as ever as to the meaning of the name in its present place. The inference is, that the analysis of names, on which the whole edifice of philological ‘comparative mythology’ rests, is a foundation of shifting sand. The method is called ‘orthodox[2],’ but, among those who practise it, there is none of the beautiful unanimity of orthodoxy.

These objections are not made by the unscholarly anthropologist alone. Curtius has especially remarked the difficulties which beset the ‘etymological operation’ in the case of proper names. ‘Peculiarly dubious and perilous is mythological etymology. Are we to seek the sources of the divine names in aspects of nature, or in moral conceptions; in special Greek geographical conditions, or in natural circumstances which are everywhere the same: in dawn with her rays, or in clouds with their floods; are we to seek the origin of the names of heroes in things historical and human, or in physical phenomena?’ {3a} Professor Tiele, of Leyden, says much the same thing: ‘The uncertainties are great, and there is a constant risk of taking mere jeux d’esprit for scientific results.’ {3b} Every name has, if we can discover or conjecture it, a meaning. That meaning—be it ‘large’ or ‘small,’ ‘loud’ or ‘bright,’ ‘wise’ or ‘dark,’ ‘swift’ or ‘slow’—is always capable of being explained as an epithet of the sun, or of the cloud, or of both. Whatever, then, a name may signify, some scholars will find that it originally denoted the cloud, if they belong to one school, or the sun or dawn, if they belong to another faction. Obviously this process is a mere jeu d’esprit[3]. This logic would be admitted in no other science, and, by similar arguments, any name whatever might be shown to be appropriate to a solar hero.

The scholarly method has now been applied for many years, and what are the results? The ideas attained by the method have been so popularised that they are actually made to enter into the education of children, and are published in primers and catechisms of mythology. But what has a discreet scholar to say to the whole business? ‘The difficult task of interpreting mythical names has, so far, produced few certain results’—so writes Otto Schrader. {4} Though Schrader still has hopes of better things, it is admitted that the present results are highly disputable. In England, where one set of these results has become an article of faith, readers chiefly accept the opinions of a single etymological school, and thus escape the difficulty of making up their minds when scholars differ. But differ scholars do, so widely and so often, that scarcely any solid advantages have been gained in mythology from the philological method.

The method of philological mythology is thus discredited by the disputes of its adherents. The system may be called orthodox, but it is an orthodoxy which alters with every new scholar who enters the sacred enclosure. Even were there more harmony, the analysis of names could throw little light on myths. In stories the names may well be, and often demonstrably are, the latest, not the original, feature. Tales, at first told of ‘Somebody,’ get new names attached to them, and obtain a new local habitation, wherever they wander. ‘One of the leading personages to be met in the traditions of the world is really no more than—Somebody. There is nothing this wondrous creature cannot achieve; one only restriction binds him at all—that the name he assumes shall have some sort of congruity with the office he undertakes, and even from this he oftentimes breaks loose.’ {5} We may be pretty sure that the adventures of Jason, Perseus, Œdipous, were originally told only of ‘Somebody.’ The names are later additions, and vary in various lands. A glance at the essay on ‘Cupid and Psyche’ will show that a history like theirs is known, where neither they nor their counterparts in the Veda, Urvasi and Pururavas, were ever heard of; while the incidents of the Jason legend are familiar where no Greek word was ever spoken. Finally, the names in common use among savages are usually derived from natural phenomena, often from clouds, sky, sun, dawn. If, then, a name in a myth can be proved to mean cloud, sky, sun, or what not (and usually one set of scholars find clouds, where others see the dawn), we must not instantly infer that the myth is a nature-myth. Though, doubtless, the heroes in it were never real people, the names are as much common names of real people in the savage state, as Smith and Brown are names of civilised men.

For all these reasons, but chiefly because of the fact that stories are usually anonymous at first, that names are added later, and that stories naturally crystallise round any famous name, heroic, divine, or human, the process of analysis of names is most precarious and untrustworthy. A story is told of Zeus: Zeus means sky, and the story is interpreted by scholars as a sky myth. The modern interpreter forgets, first, that to the myth-maker sky did not at all mean the same thing as it means to him. Sky meant, not an airy, infinite, radiant vault, but a person, and, most likely, a savage person. Secondly, the interpreter forgets that the tale (say the tale of Zeus, Demeter, and the mutilated Ram) may have been originally anonymous, and only later attributed to Zeus, as unclaimed jests are attributed to Sheridan or Talleyrand. Consequently no heavenly phenomena will be the basis and explanation of the story. If one thing in mythology be certain, it is that myths are always changing masters, that the old tales are always being told with new names. Where, for example, is the value of a philological analysis of the name of Jason? As will be seen in the essay ‘A Far-travelled Tale,’ the analysis of the name of Jason is fanciful, precarious, disputed, while the essence of his myth is current in Samoa, Finland, North America, Madagascar, and other lands, where the name was never heard, and where the characters in the story have other names or are anonymous.

For these reasons, and others too many to be adduced here, I have ventured to differ from the current opinion that myths must be interpreted chiefly by philological analysis of names. The system adopted here is explained in the first essay, called ‘The Method of Folklore.’ The name, Folklore, is not a good one, but ‘comparative mythology’ is usually claimed exclusively by the philological interpreters.

The second essay, ‘The Bull-Roarer[5],’ is intended to show that certain peculiarities in the Greek mysteries[4] occur also in the mysteries of savages, and that on Greek soil they are survivals of savagery.

‘The Myth of Cronus’ tries to prove that the first part of the legend is a savage nature-myth, surviving in Greek religion, while the sequel is a set of ideas common to savages.

‘Cupid and Psyche’ traces another Aryan myth among savage races, and attempts to show that the myth may have had its origin in a rule of barbarous etiquette.

‘A Far-travelled Tale’ examines a part of the Jason myth. This myth appears neither to be an explanation of natural phenomena (like part of the Myth of Cronus), nor based on a widespread custom (like Cupid and Psyche.) The question is asked whether the story may have been diffused by slow filtration from race to race all over the globe, as there seems no reason why it should have been invented separately (as a myth explanatory of natural phenomena or of customs might be) in many different places.

‘Apollo and the Mouse’ suggests hypothetically, as a possible explanation of the tie between the God and the Beast, that Apollo-worship superseded, but did not eradicate, Totemism. The suggestion is little more than a conjecture.

‘Star Myths’ points out that Greek myths of stars are a survival from the savage stage of fancy in which such stories are natural.

‘Moly and Mandragora’ is a study of the Greek, the modern, and the Hottentot folklore of magical herbs, with a criticism of a scholarly and philological hypothesis, according to which Moly is the dog-star, and Circe the moon.

‘The Kalevala[6]’ is an account of the Finnish national poem; of all poems that in which the popular, as opposed to the artistic, spirit is strongest. The Kalevala is thus a link between Märchen and Volkslieder on one side, and epic poetry on the other.

‘The Divining Rod’ is a study of a European and civilised superstition, which is singular in its comparative lack of copious savage analogues.

‘Hottentot Mythology’ is a criticism of the philological method, applied to savage myth.

‘Fetichism and the Infinite,’ is a review of Mr. Max Müller’s theory that a sense of the Infinite is the germ of religion, and that Fetichism is secondary, and a corruption. This essay also contains a defence of the evidence on which the anthropological method relies.

The remaining essays are studies of the ‘History of the Family,’ and of ‘Savage Art.’

The essay on ‘Savage Art’ is reprinted, by the kind permission of Messrs. Cassell & Co., from two numbers (April and May, 1882) of the Magazine of Art. I have to thank the editors and publishers of the Contemporary Review, the Cornhill Magazine, and Fraser’s Magazine, for leave to republish ‘The Early History of the Family,’ ‘The Divining Rod,’ and ‘Star Myths,’ and ‘The Kalevala.’ A few sentences in ‘The Bull-Roarer,’ and ‘Hottentot Mythology,’ appeared in essays in the Saturday Review, and some lines of ‘The Method of Folklore’ in the Guardian. To the editors of those journals also I owe thanks for their courteous permission to make this use of my old articles.

To Mr. E. B. Tylor and Mr. W. R. S. Ralston I must express my gratitude for the kindness with which they have always helped me in all difficulties.

I must apologise for the controversial matter in the volume. Controversy is always a thing to be avoided, but, in this particular case, when a system opposed to the prevalent method has to be advocated, controversy is unavoidable. My respect for the learning of my distinguished adversaries is none the less great because I am not convinced by their logic, and because my doubts are excited by their differences.

Perhaps, it should be added, that these essays are, so to speak, only flint-flakes from a neolithic workshop. This little book merely skirmishes (to change the metaphor) in front of a much more methodical attempt to vindicate the anthropological interpretation of myths. But lack of leisure and other causes make it probable that my ‘Key to All Mythologies’ will go the way of Mr. Casaubon’s treatise.

THE METHOD OF FOLKLORE.
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After the heavy rain of a thunderstorm has washed the soil, it sometimes happens that a child, or a rustic, finds a wedge-shaped piece of metal or a few triangular flints in a field or near a road. There was no such piece of metal, there were no such flints, lying there yesterday, and the finder is puzzled about the origin of the objects on which he has lighted. He carries them home, and the village wisdom determines that the wedge-shaped piece of metal is a ‘thunderbolt,’ or that the bits of flint are ‘elf-shots,’ the heads of fairy arrows. Such things are still treasured in remote nooks of England, and the ‘thunderbolt’ is applied to cure certain maladies by its touch.

As for the fairy arrows, we know that even in ancient Etruria they were looked on as magical, for we sometimes see their points set, as amulets, in the gold of Etruscan necklaces. In Perugia the arrowheads are still sold as charms. All educated people, of course, have long been aware that the metal wedge is a celt, or ancient bronze axe-head, and that it was not fairies, but the forgotten peoples of this island who used the arrows with the tips of flint. Thunder is only so far connected with them that the heavy rains loosen the surface soil, and lay bare its long hidden secrets.

There is a science, Archæology, which collects and compares the material relics of old races, the axes and arrow-heads. There is a form of study, Folklore, which collects and compares the similar but immaterial relics of old races, the surviving superstitions and stories, the ideas which are in our time but not of it. Properly speaking, folklore is only concerned with the legends, customs, beliefs, of the Folk, of the people, of the classes which have least been altered by education, which have shared least in progress. But the student of folklore soon finds that these unprogressive classes retain many of the beliefs and ways of savages, just as the Hebridean people use spindle-whorls of stone, and bake clay pots without the aid of the wheel, like modern South Sea Islanders, or like their own prehistoric ancestors. {11a} The student of folklore is thus led to examine the usages, myths, and ideas of savages, which are still retained, in rude enough shape, by the European peasantry. Lastly, he observes that a few similar customs and ideas survive in the most conservative elements of the life of educated peoples, in ritual, ceremonial, and religious traditions and myths. Though such remains are rare in England, we may note the custom of leading the dead soldier’s horse behind his master to the grave, a relic of days when the horse would have been sacrificed. {11b} We may observe the persistence of the ceremony by which the monarch, at his coronation, takes his seat on the sacred stone of Scone, probably an ancient fetich stone. Not to speak, here, of our own religious traditions, the old vein of savage rite and belief is found very near the surface of ancient Greek religion. It needs but some stress of circumstance, something answering to the storm shower that reveals the flint arrow-heads, to bring savage ritual to the surface of classical religion. In sore need, a human victim was only too likely to be demanded; while a feast-day, or a mystery, set the Greeks dancing serpent-dances or bear-dances like Red Indians, or swimming with sacred pigs, or leaping about in imitation of wolves, or holding a dog-feast, and offering dog’s flesh to the gods. {12} Thus the student of folklore soon finds that he must enlarge his field, and examine, not only popular European story and practice, but savage ways and ideas, and the myths and usages of the educated classes in civilised races. In this extended sense the term ‘folklore’ will frequently be used in the following essays. The idea of the writer is that mythology cannot fruitfully be studied apart from folklore, while some knowledge of anthropology is required in both sciences.

The science of Folklore, if we may call it a science, finds everywhere, close to the surface of civilised life, the remains of ideas as old as the stone elf-shots, older than the celt of bronze. In proverbs and riddles, and nursery tales and superstitions, we detect the relics of a stage of thought, which is dying out in Europe, but which still exists in many parts of the world. Now, just as the flint arrow-heads are scattered everywhere, in all the continents and isles, and everywhere are much alike, and bear no very definite marks of the special influence of race, so it is with the habits and legends investigated by the student of folklore. The stone arrow-head buried in a Scottish cairn is like those which were interred with Algonquin chiefs. The flints found in Egyptian soil, or beside the tumulus on the plain of Marathon, nearly resemble the stones which tip the reed arrow of the modern Samoyed. Perhaps only a skilled experience could discern, in a heap of such arrow-heads, the specimens which are found in America or Africa from those which are unearthed in Europe. Even in the products of more advanced industry, we see early pottery, for example, so closely alike everywhere that, in the British Museum, Mexican vases have, ere now, been mixed up on the same shelf with archaic vessels from Greece. In the same way, if a superstition or a riddle were offered to a student of folklore, he would have much difficulty in guessing its provenance, and naming the race from which it was brought. Suppose you tell a folklorist that, in a certain country, when anyone sneezes, people say ‘Good luck to you,’ the student cannot say à priori what country you refer to, what race you have in your thoughts. It may be Florida, as Florida was when first discovered; it may be Zululand, or West Africa, or ancient Rome, or Homeric Greece, or Palestine. In all these, and many other regions, the sneeze was welcomed as an auspicious omen. The little superstition is as widely distributed as the flint arrow-heads. Just as the object and use of the arrow-heads became intelligible when we found similar weapons in actual use among savages, so the salutation to the sneezer becomes intelligible when we learn that the savage has a good reason for it. He thinks the sneeze expels an evil spirit. Proverbs, again, and riddles are as universally scattered, and the Wolufs puzzle over the same devinettes as the Scotch schoolboy or the Breton peasant. Thus, for instance, the Wolufs of Senegal ask each other, ‘What flies for ever, and rests never?’—Answer, ‘The Wind.’ ‘Who are the comrades that always fight, and never hurt each other?’—‘The Teeth.’ In France, as we read in the ‘Recueil de Calembours,’ the people ask, ‘What runs faster than a horse, crosses water, and is not wet?’—Answer, ‘The Sun.’ The Samoans put the riddle, ‘A man who stands between two ravenous fishes?’—Answer, ‘The tongue between the teeth.’ Again, ‘There are twenty brothers, each with a hat on his head?’—Answer, ‘Fingers and toes, with nails for hats.’ This is like the French ‘un père a douze fils?’—‘l’an.’ A comparison of M. Rolland’s ‘Devinettes’ with the Woluf conundrums of Boilat, the Samoan examples in Turner’s’ Samoa,’ and the Scotch enigmas collected by Chambers, will show the identity of peasant and savage humour.
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