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Shapeshifting the Werewolf in Literature

 


My hunt for the
best werewolf short stories published between
1800-1849 in the English language was difficult. This is largely
because the werewolf short story was in its infancy during this
period. All great monsters of our modern literature germinated, at
some point, out of superstitions; from superstitions they grew into
the saplings of folklore, and from folklore into the redwoods of
legend and finally into great literature. Werewolves are no
different.

At the beginning of the
19th century, legends of this monster existed in the Greek,
English, Italian, German and French tongues. In each, varying names
were used for what we today call a “werewolf.” The devil or
sorcerers were typically the cause of werewolfism. In Vol. I, page
98 of The Menageries:
Quadrupeds, published in 1829, we find the
following passage in reference to Verstegan’s Restitution of decayed
Intelligence in Antiquities concerning the most noble and renowned
English Nation, Antwerp, 1605.

 


‘Were-wulf:
this name remaineth still known in the Teutonic,
and is as much to say as man-wolf— the Greek expressing the very
like in Lycanthropos. The were-wolves are certain sorcerers,
who, having anointed their bodies with an ointment which they make
by the instinct of the devil, and putting on a certain inchanted
girdel, do not only unto the view of others seem as wolves, but to
their own thinking have both the shape and nature of wolves, so
long as they weare the said girdel; and they do dispose themselves
as very wolves in wurrying and killing, and waste of humane
creatures.’

 


In reference to German
legends of the werewolf, The Menageries:
Quadrupeds, continues:

 


The Germans had a similar
superstition; and, as late as 1589, a man was executed in the
Netherlands under the charge of being a were-wulf. This pretended
sorcerer, assuming one of the most formidable shapes of mischief,
was called, in France, loup-garou.
It is said that the wolf, when it has once tasted
human flesh, gives it the preference over all other animal food;
and from this cause it probably arose that, for many centuries of
ignorance, when the influence of evil spirits was universally
believed, and the powers of witchcraft were not doubted even by the
learned, a raging wolf, devouring every thing in his way—the sheep
in its fold, and the child in its cottage bed,— and even digging up
newly buried bodies from their graves, should be supposed to be
possessed with some demon more fearful than its own insatiate
appetites.

 


Great Britain took the
legends and superstitions of werewolves a step further. On page 397
of The Living Age Vol. V of 1845, there is the
following passage:

 


The common peasant, who
alone knows anything about the animal, is withheld by superstition
from even mentioning the name of wolf; and if he mentions him at all,
designates him only as the “old one,” or the “grey one,” or the
“great dog;” feeling, as was also the case in parts of Great
Britain with regard to the fairies, that to call these animals by
their true name is a sure way to exasperate them. This caution may
be chiefly attributed, however, to the
popular and very ancient belief in the “Wär Wolf;” not a straightforward,
open-mouthed, plain-spoken beast, against which the cattle may
plunge, and fight, and defend themselves as best they may, and
which either wounds or kills its prey in a fair and ferocious way;
but that odious combination of human weakness and decrepitude, with
demoniacal power and will, which all nations who have believed in
have most unjustly persecuted and most naturally hated—in other
words, a bad, miserable old woman leagued body and soul with Satan,
who, under the form of a Wär Wolf,
paralyses the cattle with her eye, and from whom
the slightest wound is death. Be this as it may, the superior
intelligence of the upper classes is to this day occasionally
puzzled to account for the fate of a fine young ox, who will be
found in the morning breathing hard, his hide bathed in foam, and
with every sign of fright and exhaustion, while, perhaps, only one
trifling wound will be discovered on the whole body, which swells
and inflames as if poison had been infused, the animal generally
dying before night. Nor does the mystery end here; for, on
examining the body, the intestines will be found to be torn as with
the claws of a wolf, and the whole animal in a state of
inflammation, which sufficiently accounts for death.
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