Werewolves in Folk
Belief and Legend

• compound of Old
English were (“adult
male”) and wulf (“wolf”)
• also known as a
lycanthrope, a Greek
compound from lykos
(“wolf”) and anthrōpos
(“man”)

• there is also a clinical
lycanthropy, a delusion
that an individual has
the power to transform
into a non-human
animal

In Greek mythology, King
Lycaon was changed into a
wolf by the gods after serving
them human flesh at a
banquet.

• the origins of the
belief date to prehistory, perhaps
tracing back to
beliefs in totemic
animals that are
identified with a
clan of people (e.g.,
tribe of the wolf)

Wolf, Font-de-Gaume, France,
cave art, ca. 17,000 BCE

Swedish beserker (wearing the
skin of a wolf), copy of pattern on
bronze plate, ca. 6th century CE

• in many tribal
societies, certain
members of the
warrior class were
thought to have the
ability to transform
into animals or
become possessed
by their spirit in battle
• in medieval Europe,
the Catholic Church
identified such ideas
with demon
possession

• most modern ideas
about werewolves
developed in the late
Middle Ages, especially
from the 15th century
onward, when references
to them becomes more
commonplace

“Werewolf” by Lucas Cranach the
Elder, German woodcut, early 16th
century

• in Western Europe,
werewolves were
associated with
witchcraft, and there are
several documented
witch trials of
werewolves
• in Eastern Europe they
were more likely to be
associated with
vampires, a wolf being
one of its forms

16th century German woodcut of
Peter Stumpp, executed for
cannibalism and werewolfery in 1589

Werewolf, German woodcut,
early 18th century

• the folk beliefs about werewolves are not uniform:
it may be a permanent or temporary
transformation; it may be a man transformed into a
wolf; it may be a doppelgänger (German:
“double”); it may be a familiar spirit (in witchcraft,
a sort of demonic pet-- such as a witch's black cat)

• in most traditions,
the human
transforms into an
actual wolf, though
in some the
werewolf takes on
a hybrid form

the 1685 Wolf of Ansbach

• there are physical
signs that someone
could be a werewolf
(eyebrows that meet,
curved fingernails,
wolf-like ears, or a
swinging stride)
werewolf, Weird Tales (1941)

• werewolves are often
said to feed on
recently buried
corpses

• in the folk tradition
there are several
ways to become a
werewolf: wearing
wolf skins, drinking
magical potions,
sleeping outside
under a full moon on
certain nights of the
year, deliberately
making a pact with
Satan, or, perhaps
most commonly,
being bitten by
another werewolf

a pact with Satan, 16th
century woodcut

• in folklore, one can
be cured of
lycanthropy by the
herb wolfsbane or
an exorcism

The Wolf Man, starring
Lon Chaney, 1941

• the modern belief
that werewolves are
vulnerable to silver
weapons is recent,
dating to the early
20th century

• the folk beliefs about werewolves are not uniform: it may be a
permanent or temporary transformation; it may be a man transformed
into a wolf; it may be a doppelgänger (German: “double”); it may be a
familiar spirit (in witchcraft, a sort of demonic pet-- such as a witch's
black cat)
• in most traditions, the human transforms into an actual wolf, though in
some the werewolf takes on a hybrid form
• there are physical signs that someone could be a werewolf (eyebrows
that meet, curved fingernails, wolf-like ears, or a swinging stride)
• werewolves are often said to feed on recently buried corpses
• in the folk tradition there are several ways to become a werewolf:
wearing wolf skins, drinking magical potions, sleeping outside under a
full moon on certain nights of the year, deliberately making a pact with
Satan, or, perhaps most commonly, being bitten by another werewolf
• in folklore, one can be cured of lycanthropy by the herb wolfsbane or
an exorcism
• the modern belief that werewolves are vulnerable to silver weapons is
recent, dating to the early 20th century

