
1

INTRODUCTION

Give me a copper coin and you’ll hear a golden tale!
— Roman storyteller’s street cry1

I begin with three instances of storytelling.
One hot day Socrates and a companion Phaidros sought relief from the 

sun by strolling alongside the cool stream of the Ilissos outside the walls of 
Athens. The place brought to Phaidros’s mind an event from the distant 
past. “Tell me, Socrates,” he said, “wasn’t it from somewhere around here 
that Boreas is said to have carried off Oreithyia?” He was thinking of the 
myth according to which the Athenian king’s daughter was playing on the 
banks of the stream when suddenly the god of the north wind snatched 
her up and carried her off to his cold kingdom. “Yes, that’s what they say.” 
“Was it from here, then?” “No,” Socrates replied, “the spot is actually some 
distance downstream. There is an altar of Boreas there.” Phaidros asked if 
Socrates believed the story was true. Socrates replied that although clever 
men might explain the story away, he did not care to waste time on such 
speculations and was content to accept the usual beliefs (Plato Phaedrus 
229a– 230b; cf. Finkelberg 2014).

On a different occasion, a group of persons was traveling and partying 
together aboard a ship. One of the men, Eumolpus, made a comment on 
the unfaithfulness of women, adding that he had in mind not women in 
the old tragedies and legends but a woman of their own day. When all 
ears turned to him, he told about a matron of Ephesos who was famous 
for her fidelity to her husband. When the man died, she kept company 
with his corpse in his tomb, fully intending to follow him in death. A 
soldier on guard duty nearby, noticing a light shining from the tomb, 
joined the widow in the underground chamber. Gradually the matron 
was won over by the comfort of the soldier’s company, and in the end 
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the two lay together in the tomb. As Eumolpus concluded his story, the 
sailors laughed, a woman blushed, and a man who had been cuckolded 
grumbled (Petronius Satyrica 109– 113).

In an essay on the art of conversation Plutarch recommends that the 
questions posed by symposiasts should be simple and uncomplicated and 
the topics familiar, so as not to exclude the less intellectual guests. Persons 
who propose intricate subjects for discussion are no better fit for parties 
than are Aesop’s fox and crane. A fox once entertained a crane at dinner, 
Plutarch explains, and served a broth, pouring it out upon a flat stone. The 
crane looked ridiculous as it tried to eat the broth with its bill. But it now 
invited the fox to dinner, serving the meal in a jar with a narrow neck. 
While the crane easily inserted its bill, the fox could not get its mouth in-
side. In the same way, Plutarch concludes, whenever philosophers plunge 
into subtle topics at a symposium, they are irksome to most of the guests, 
who cannot follow, and in consequence the other diners throw themselves 
into singing songs, telling silly stories, or talking business, with the result 
that the fellowship of the party is lost (Plutarch Table Talk 1.5, Moralia 
614d– 615a).

The events recounted about the wind god and the princess, the widow 
and the soldier, and the fox and the crane are traditional stories (or, in 
the case of Boreas, an allusion to such a story), while the narratives them-
selves, the circumstances of their telling, and the intent of their narrators 
are quite different.

The myth of Boreas and Oreithyia was part of inherited Athenian 
tradition that was probably familiar to every resident of the city, so that 
Socrates and Phaidros could discuss it without actually having to narrate 
it. The event is set in the distant past, back when Athens was ruled by 
kings. It is precisely localized: the exact spot where the central action 
occurred— the abduction of a princess by the North Wind— was known 
and commemorated with an altar. The characters themselves are named, 
and they fit into known genealogies and sequences of events in Athenian 
prehistory. It is clear that, for all its improbability, the story was gener-
ally regarded as being true, although the question of its historicity was 
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something one could discuss, as Phaidros and Socrates do as they walk 
along the Ilissos, much as today two Americans might explore a Civil War 
battlefield and talk about what is said to have happened here and there. It 
is significant that Socrates and Phaidros do not actually relate the story 
but merely discuss it, not only because both of them already know it but 
also because there is nothing to be accomplished by telling it. The story 
did not serve to make or clarify a point of some sort or to entertain or to 
console; that is, it had no immediate purpose or application. It came up 
as a matter of information because the two men happened to be strolling 
near the traditional location of the abduction.

The story of the widow and the soldier is much less anchored in his-
tory. Although the city of Ephesos is given as the site of the events, the 
characters themselves are nameless and the action is set at an unstated 
time in the vaguely recent past. The narrator declares that the events 
really happened, but his interest and that of his listeners are on the ac-
tion and not on the question of its historicity. And the tone is different, 
for whereas the atmosphere of the myth is weighty and dignified, even 
 solemn, with its important figures (a god, a princess) and dramatic event 
(abduction of a human by a supernatural being), the tone of the Ephe-
sian tale is light and, for most of the listeners, humorous. It is essentially 
entertainment, a story told for its own sake.

The third narrative, the fox and the crane, is an entirely unrealistic tale. 
The characters are animals that behave like humans, they are generic (the 
fox is any fox, the crane is any crane), and the setting is as vague as can be 
(somewhere sometime in the past). There is no question of the narrator 
or his readers giving the tale a moment’s consideration as being something 
that actually happened. Its tone is neither serious nor entirely humorous, 
but rather instructive in a light sort of way. Whereas the myth tells of 
an important event in early Athenian history and the Ephesian tale is a 
bawdy novella of sexual seduction set in the recent past and told to amuse, 
the fable is an extended metaphor that illustrates in a somewhat absurd 
fashion, via humanlike animals, how guests should not behave at a dinner 
gathering. The narrator’s intent is to persuade.
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Traditional narratives are not, then, a homogeneous kind of discourse 
with regard to their content, form, presumed historicity, and regis-
ter. The Greeks and Romans, like other peoples, recognized that such 
stories are expressed in different genres, or conventionalized narrative 
forms (cf. Swales 1990; Bauman 1992:53), although they did not always 
give them distinct labels. The ancients possessed relatively specific terms 
for short narratives such as anecdotes, jokes, and fables, according these 
genres explicit recognition, but for most extended kinds of story they did 
not, referring to them simply by one or another general word for “story.” 
The lack of a label did not necessarily mean the absence of a kind of story, 
only the absence of conscious and explicit cultural recognition of a kind 
of story. Thus, although urban legends are attested in classical antiquity, 
a term for them did not come into use until the twentieth century.

Broadly speaking, systems of oral- narrative classification are emic or 
etic. Emic genres are traditional categories of narrative discourse that 
members of a society themselves devise and employ in their daily lives. 
Etic genres are categories that analysts devise in order to classify and 
talk comparatively about the oral narratives of different cultural groups. 
Whereas native taxonomies arise piecemeal and serve mostly casual 
purposes, analytic categories tend to be more defined and systematic, 
since investigators create them for the purpose of scholarly study and 
communication.2

The genre categories that we English speakers ordinarily employ for 
ancient short narratives correspond approximately to the ancient emic 
categories: we distinguish anecdotes, jokes, and fables and employ specific 
terms for them, as the Greeks and Romans did. But for more extended 
forms of narrative the current practice does not match the ancient one. 
For example, scholars writing in English recognize certain kinds of real-
istic tales as “novelle” and generally lump together all stories of gods and 
heroes as “myths,” whereas the Greeks and Romans had no emic terms for 
novelle or for mythological narratives, neither mythos nor anything else. 
So the emic system employed by the ancients and the etic system used 
today in Anglophone scholarship agree generally in their classification 
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of simple narrative forms but disagree in their handling of complex nar-
ratives. Since neither the ancients nor the moderns make many discrim-
inations among kinds of extended narrative, neither system is adequate 
for the scholarly study of ancient traditional narrative.

Our own use of the word “myth” to refer broadly to classical narratives 
of gods and heroes goes back only to the German philologist Christian 
Gottlob Heyne (1729– 1812), who popularized the Greek word mythos 
and its forms as a replacement for the then more usual Latin term fabula 
and its forms. In the course of the nineteenth century the older term 
“fable” and the newer term “myth” competed for favor among English 
speakers, and “myth” eventually predominated.3 It was a reflection of the 
times, then, that in 1855 when Thomas Bulfinch published his popular 
compendium of mythology, he called it The Age of Fable; or, Stories of 
Gods and Heroes, but that toward the end of the same century an editor 
renamed the book, giving it the title by which it is commonly known 
today, Bulfinch’s Mythology (Hansen 2013:24– 26). But the victory of the 
word “myth” in popular and scholarly usage did not mark an advance in 
analytic sophistication, since it amounted merely to the replacement of 
one more- or- less suitable term for fabulous stories for another such word.

The present- day understanding of ancient oral narratives is hindered 
by the fact that we have a wholly inadequate system of generic classifi-
cation as well as an overall atomistic approach. By this I mean that my-
thologists study myths, fable scholars study fables, and others study the 
Greek novella, the Roman anecdote, and the like, but no investigators 
view the object of their study as being a part of a much larger whole, that 
of traditional narrative. Just as our understanding of classical art would 
be severely limited if it consisted only of studies of individual arts such as 
sculpture, architecture, painting, pottery, and jewelry, and possessed no 
notion of the ancient arts as an interrelated whole or an overall concept 
of classical art as such, so also our understanding of traditional narrative 
is constrained by our particularistic focus upon individual genres. For a 
clearer understanding of traditional narrative and its manifestations in 
antiquity we need a holistic vision of ancient story (Hansen 1983).
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To distinguish the forms and variety of ancient popular narratives more 
clearly, I propose below a taxonomy of Greek and Roman oral- narrative 
genres. I begin with the emic categories that we find in use at different 
times among the ancients, and supplement them with etic categories that 
modern folk- narrative scholars find useful for cross- cultural study (e.g., 
Dégh 1972; Honko 1989). I distinguish genres mostly by internal criteria 
(i.e., form and content) because more is known about ancient texts them-
selves than about their contexts and the intentions of their narrators, who 
cannot now be interrogated, but sometimes I also give attention to the 
presumed communicative purposes of different genres (e.g., amusement, 
clarification, crystallization).

I use the term “credence narratives” for stories that ancient narrators 
shaped in such a way as to present, or imply, a claim to historicity. For 
example, in early Greek literature (epic poetry, lyric poetry, prose my-
thography) narrators handle narratives of prehistoric times respectfully 
as appropriate subjects for artistic treatment and retelling in dignified 
forms of literature. Although individual persons did not have to accept 
in full or even in part an implicit or explicit claim of veracity, hearers and 
narrators generally treated the issue of truth and historicity as something 
at least discussable by competent adults, as illustrated by the discussion 
of Socrates and Phaidros regarding the tradition of the North Wind’s 
abduction of an Athenian princess. In short, credence narratives were 
subject to listeners’ and readers’ evaluation of their truth- value (cf. Nagy 
1990:59– 72). “We know how to speak many false things (pseudea) that 
seem genuine,” declare the Muses to Hesiod, on whom they are about to 
confer poetic powers, “and we know how to utter true things (alethea) 
when we wish to” (Hesiod Theogony 27– 28). Although the Muses con-
stitute for human beings, and for bards in particular, the primary font of 
information concerning what happened in the remote past, they them-
selves announce to Hesiod that the information they choose to provide 
is not always reliable.

In the case of recent events, the sources are human beings alone, but 
human narrators are not necessarily trustworthy either. “Odysseus, as 
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we look upon you, we don’t regard you as one of those imposters and 
cheats whom the dark earth nourishes in abundance, persons who fashion 
falsehoods (pseudea) that no one can test,” exclaims King Alkinoos, at 
whose court Odysseus has been recounting his extraordinary experiences 
(Homer Odyssey 11.363– 366). While Odysseus was telling of his adven-
tures, his listeners were silently judging the credibility of his report, for 
human narrators may introduce details of their own invention, as the poet 
Pindar (Olympian 1.28– 29) observes when he declares that the narration 
of a “true story” (ton alathe logon) can become embellished with “elabo-
rate lies” (pseudesi poikilois). Discriminating between truth and fiction was 
an integral part of listening to, or reading, a narrative, and it is doubtless 
a universal preoccupation of audiences.

Moreover, the system I set forth is tripartite in that it classifies individ-
ual oral narratives broadly as myths, legends, or folktales, a division that 
reflects the basic classification of traditional narratives that is found in 
many native systems of genre (Bascom 1965). The tripartite division of tra-
ditional narratives is usually traced back in European scholarly thought to 
the early nineteenth century, when the Brothers Grimm sorted German 
narratives into folktale (Märchen) and legend (Sage), and suggested that 
some of the fabulous tales of the present day were transformations of an-
cient myths.4 These three categories are in common use by folk- narrative 
scholars, who analyze them into numerous subgenres (Bødker 1965), and 
the system is sometimes employed for ancient story.5

The Kinds of Ancient Story

Traditional Credence Narratives

Myth

In the context of traditional Greek story, myths are traditional credence 
narratives whose principal characters are gods and other supernatural be-
ings, whose events are set in the remote past during the formative era of 
the cosmos, and whose central topics, taken as a whole, are the origins of 
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the physical world (cosmogony), of the gods (theogony), and of human 
beings (anthropogony), as well as the establishment of cosmic order.6 
Other notable topics of Greek myth are important events in the lives of 
the gods (birth, loves and conflicts, acquisition of prerogatives, founding 
of cult sites), the establishment of the conditions of human life such as 
the advent of toil and death, and cosmic catastrophes such as the Great 
Deluge. The lives of the gods are only partial biographies, for once divin-
ities are born, they quickly mature and thereafter remain indefinitely at a 
particular developmental stage, usually mature adulthood (e.g., the elder 
Olympian deities) or youthful adulthood (the younger Olympians). Many 
mythic narratives are etiological in that they tell of how some familiar 
feature of the world came into being.

Toward the end of the mythic period, the physical cosmos possesses 
its present structure and nature in its essentials, the Olympian gods are in 
firm charge, the relationship of gods and humans has been defined, and 
the basic qualities of human existence have been determined. In short, 
the big matters have been taken care of.

The mythic era as described above is a feature of Greek more than of 
Roman tradition, at least initially, since Roman sources preserve little na-
tive tradition of myth. Such myths as the Romans once had either ceased 
to be told or were historicized by being converted into episodes of early 
Roman history. Subsequently the Romans reacquired myth by borrowing, 
primarily from the Greeks.

Although it is usual in anthropological and folkloristic scholarship to 
characterize myth as sacred narrative, this feature is not part of the present 
definition because sacredness does not make a good fit in the Greek and 
Roman case, and classicists rarely speak of myths and sacredness in the 
same breath. Myths do not appear to have been regarded as sacred stories 
in the classical lands, unless one means by “sacred” a narrative in which de-
ities play a role, in which case the category of sacred story is too large to be 
of any practical use (Hansen 2002b:20– 21). The Greeks did acknowledge 
a genre of traditional story to which they expressly attributed the quality 
of sacredness, namely, “sacred story” (hieros logos), to which I return later.
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Heroic Legend

Heroic legends are traditional credence narratives set in the age of heroes, 
which in Greek tradition is the era that follows the mythic period and 
precedes our own era. In his Myth of the Ages the poet Hesiod tells of a 
species of person called heroes, or demigods, who lived upon the earth 
immediately before ordinary humans. These heroes fought in the great 
wars at Thebes and Troy. Some survived, some died there, and others were 
translated by Zeus to the Isles of the Blessed at the ends of the earth.7 
Heroes predominated on the earth for around nine generations (Cobet 
2002:405– 411).

In early Greek literature the term “hero” is approximately synonymous 
with “warrior.” Although not all members of the heroic era were warriors, 
heroes characterize the age and give it its name (M. L. West 1978:190). 
They exceeded today’s humans in mind and stature.8 Hesiod can describe 
the heroes as a “divine species” (theion genos) and as “demigods” (hemi
theoi) because many of them were literally the offspring of a deity and 
a human being. Perseus, for example, was the son of the god Zeus and 
the mortal woman Danae. It was presumably the divine component in 
persons of the heroic age that led them to achieve the extraordinary feats 
that made that age so splendid and memorable. The age of heroes came 
about as a result of the mating of deities and human beings, and it came 
to an end when this activity became less frequent.

Heroic legends, like myths, focus sometimes upon the doings of in-
dividual characters such as notable fighters (e.g., Achilleus, the foremost 
combatant at Troy), questers ( Jason, who goes in search of the Golden 
Fleece), monster- slayers (Perseus, who slays the sea monster Ketos), trick-
sters (Odysseus, who devises the stratagem of the Trojan Horse), and 
seers (Melampous, who understands the speech of animals). Other heroic 
legends tell of group efforts such as the Argonauts’ quest for the Golden 
Fleece, the hunting of the huge Calydonian boar, and engagement in two 
great wars, those at Thebes and at Troy, the Trojan War being the culmi-
nating endeavor of the age of heroes.
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No sharp border separates the mythic and the heroic eras. Instead, 
there is a region of fuzzy overlap as the focus of narrative interest shifts 
from gods to demigods and other mortals, and similarly a murky period 
exists when early human communities are found and younger deities such 
as Apollon, Persephone, Hermes, and Dionysos, offspring of the elder 
Olympians, seek niches for themselves in the cosmos.

Taken together, these two genres of traditional story, myth and heroic 
legend, focusing respectively upon supernatural beings and heroic beings, 
the era of the gods and the era of the demigods, and providing between 
them a more- or- less continuous account of events from the beginning of 
the cosmos to the end of the heroic age, constitute what we have come 
to call Greek mythology, or, after its adoption and incorporation by the 
Romans, classical mythology. Although the Greeks themselves did not 
give this set of traditions the name “mythology” or any other special ap-
pellation (cf. Detienne 1986), they appear to have regarded these stories as 
belonging together and, as discussed below, as being in some ways distinct 
from stories set in later times. In a telling passage in which narratives of 
the distant past are distinguished from those of the recent past, the his-
torian Herodotos (3.122) contrasts traditions about a figure of the heroic 
era, King Minos of Crete, with those about a ruler of more recent times, 
Polykrates of Samos, who lived in what Herodotos refers to as “the so- 
called human age.”9 For Herodotos, then, the present era is the age of 
humans, and it followed the age of heroes, just as, presumably, the age of 
heroes in its turn succeeded the age of gods.

As a historian of the Persian Wars, Herodotos is interested mostly in 
the events of the human, or historical, age, but there are other Greek 
authors who treat, in the form of prose compilations of Greek myths and 
heroic legends, the events that precede it. A work that survives mostly 
intact is Apollodoros’s Library, a work of Hellenistic mythography that 
recounts events in the form of a continuous narrative from the mythic 
origins of the world to the aftermath of the Trojan War, the end of the he-
roic age. Greek prose mythography of this sort goes back to compilations 
of stories and genealogies made in the late sixth and early fifth centuries 
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BC by Hekataios, Akousilaos, Pherekydes, and others. The Greek epic 
poets and tragedians drew their plots almost exclusively from such myths 
and heroic legends. These practices constitute a tacit recognition that the 
mythological traditions of Greek prehistory constituted for the Greeks, 
and subsequently also for the Romans, a distinctive set of stories (Fowler 
2000:xxvii– xxix).

The popular genres, as it will be convenient to call them, differ from the 
mythological genres in their characters, settings, and register. The focus 
of myths and heroic legends is upon the lives and deeds of divinities and 
heroes, while that of the other genres is upon the doings of human be-
ings (or, in the case of fables, upon the activities of animals and plants 
and the like). Temporally, the events in mythological stories take place in 
the distant past, whereas popular stories are set in the historic era or in 
an indefinite past. With regard to register, the tone of the mythological 
narratives is one of weight and dignity. They are, as it were, high church, 
as shown by the fact that the composers of the loftiest and most dignified 
genres of ancient literature— epic and tragedy— drew almost exclusively 
upon them for their plots, as well as by the fact that mythological stories 
were frequently the subjects of parody, for nothing invites parody so much 
as high seriousness and dignity.10 In contrast, the tone of the popular 
genres is less formal. They are, to continue the metaphor, low church, 
although not all to the same degree, ranging as they do in dignity from, 
say, historical legends at the heavier end to jokes and fables at the other.

Generically, popular stories can be sorted into two large groups: leg-
ends (or traditional credence narratives) and folktales (or traditional fic-
tions). The opposition of legend and folktale is basic to folk- narrative 
scholarship, going back at least to the Brothers Grimm, who famously 
observe that “the folktale is more poetic, the legend more historic.”11 
Their formulation is relative, since legends need not be devoid of aesthetic 
qualities nor folktales of historical elements (Röhrich 1991:12), but on 
balance the presence or absence of presumed historicity along with the 
corresponding implication for belief is the basic distinction by means of 
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which ordinary traditional narratives are sorted into two great categories, 
legends and folktales, or traditional credence narratives and traditional 
fictions (Lüthi 1975).

Legends set in the historic period, as opposed to the heroic era, can be 
termed simply historic legends, but because of the large number and kinds 
of such legends it is useful to treat several kinds individually in accordance 
with their natures. Those distinguished here are historic legends as such, 
religious legends, belief legends, contemporary (or urban) legends, and 
anecdotes. In addition, it is convenient to include the quasi- legendary 
genre of the personal- experience narrative.

Historic Legend

Credence narratives set in the human age are historic legends. They in-
clude stories about important persons, places, and events— rulers, states 
and cities, settlement, wars and pestilences, and so on— as well as about 
notable persons of more modest station— philosophers, artists, athletes, 
thieves, and the like— and of small events of regional or local interest 
such as etiological traditions about the names of towns and the origins of 
natural features. In short, such legends focus upon supposedly real persons 
and events of the relatively recent past, that is, Herodotos’s human era, 
as opposed to persons and events of the more distant heroic past. They 
range in magnitude from long saga- like narratives such as the traditional 
history of the Lydian Empire to short anecdote- like accounts such as that 
of the death of the poet Ibykos or how Ophiteia (“Snaketown”) got its 
strange name.

An interesting example is the curious legendry, discussed by both 
Herodotos and Thucydides, that developed around the Athenian youths 
Harmodios and Aristogeiton.12 In the late sixth century BC the city- state 
of Athens was ruled by tyrants, first Peisistratos and then his son Hippias. 
(The Greek term “tyrant” referred to a ruler who had taken control of a 
state by force; it did not necessarily imply that he ruled it oppressively.) In 
514 BC, acting on a personal quarrel, the Athenian youths Harmodios and 
Aristogeiton assassinated the younger brother of the tyrant, Hipparchos, 
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during a festival, and were themselves executed. The killing of Hipparchos 
did not put an end to the tyranny, which ended several years later, but 
after the expulsion of the tyrants political reforms taking place under the 
leadership of Kleisthenes led to the momentous creation of democracy 
in Athens. Despite the fact that Harmodios and Aristogeiton acted for 
personal reasons and despite the fact that they did not actually put an end 
to the tyranny, the two were transformed into culture heroes, celebrated 
in popular tradition as the liberators of Athens and the founders of the 
democracy. Statues of the so- called tyrannicides were erected in Athens, 
public sacrifices were made to them, drinking songs were composed in 
their honor, and civic privileges were granted to their descendants.

Religious Legend

Religious legends are credence narratives set in the historical period that 
recount the epiphany of a deity who performs a wonder of some kind or 
otherwise affects human affairs in a significant way.

This category usefully distinguishes narratives of divine epiphanies set 
in the human era from those set in the mythic or heroic eras. Compare, 
for example, two deluge stories, one a myth set in the remote past and the 
other a legend set in the recent past. According to Apollodoros (Library 
1.7.2), Zeus decided to destroy the humans of the Bronze Age. The god 
Prometheus privately advised his mortal son Deukalion to build a chest, 
fill it with provisions, and embark on it with his wife Pyrrha. Presently 
Zeus brought about an immense flood that covered most of Greece and 
destroyed virtually all human life. Deukalion and Pyrrha floated in their 
chest for nine days and nights, landing finally on Mt. Parnassos. After 
the rains ceased, Deukalion disembarked and sacrificed to Zeus, who 
thereupon dispatched Hermes and allowed Deukalion to make a wish. 
He wished for people. The two survivors were instructed to throw stones 
over their heads, and those cast by Deukalion became men, while those 
thrown by Pyrrha became women. For this reason, having come from 
stones (laas), humans were called people (laoi): “people” from “pebbles,” 
as it were.
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In a different flood story Ovid (Metamorphoses 8.620– 724) relates how 
the gods Jupiter and Mercury, in the guise of humans, came to a place in 
Phrygia where they sought shelter. A thousand homes rejected the trav-
elers before finally an elderly couple, Philemon and Baucis, took them in 
and offered them the modest hospitality that their means afforded. Pres-
ently the two strangers revealed themselves to be gods and declared that 
the impious community would be punished. They instructed the couple 
to follow them on foot to the top of a nearby mountain. Philemon and 
Baucis did so, and when they turned around, they saw that every house 
in the region was covered by water, or rather every house except theirs, 
which had become a temple. Jupiter asked them what they might wish, 
and they answered that they wanted to serve as priests in the temple and, 
when their days reached their end, not to outlive each other. So the pious 
couple tended the temple until the time came for them to die, when they 
metamorphosed into two trees, which to this day the local peasants ven-
erate with offerings.

These two narratives are constructed upon the same plot. (1) The prin-
cipal god decides to destroy human beings, but (2) a pious couple is tipped 
off. When (3) the god causes a great flood, (4) the couple escapes by boat 
or on foot, and (5) comes safely to the top of a mountain. There (6) the 
gods offer the couple a boon of their choice, and (7) they state their wish, 
(8) which the gods fulfill. The stories conclude with a transformation and 
an etiology: stones metamorphose into people, or people metamorphose 
into trees.

What distinguishes the stories from each other is not their basic se-
quence of action, which is the same, but the scale and significance of the 
events. In the former story the world, or at least the world known to the 
narrator, is covered with water, and nearly all living creatures perish. The 
devastation is so complete that a new creation of human beings is called 
for. In contrast, the latter text describes a regional catastrophe. A Phrygian 
town is inundated; its houses disappear under water and its inhabitants 
perish. One story is a myth and the other a legend, not because of the 
plot but because of the implications of the events, which in one case are 
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of cosmic significance and in the other have only regional implications 
(Hansen 2005:171– 173).

Religious legends, set as they are in the human era, are narrated from 
the viewpoint of human beings, into whose world the divine makes a 
brief incursion. Several legends of this sort, for example, are found in the 
Lindian Chronicle, an inscription that was displayed in the sanctuary 
of Athena above the town of Lindos on the island of Rhodes (Higbie 
2003). The text includes a description of an epiphany of Athena that took 
place around 490 BC when King Darius of Persia sent a naval expedi-
tion against the island. The Persians besieged the Rhodians at Lindos. 
A lack of water eventually wore down the inhabitants, who considered 
surrendering the city, but the goddess Athena appeared to a city official 
in a dream and urged him to take heart.13 Presently a large cloud settled 
over the acropolis, and a great storm followed such that the besieged now 
had abundant water. According to the Lindian Chronicle the astonished 
Persian admiral sent offerings of his own to Athena, lifted the siege, and 
made a treaty of friendship with the people of Lindos.

Aretalogy

The legend of Athena’s epiphany at Lindos is an instance of what Greeks 
called an aretalogy (aretalogia), or narration of a miracle performed by 
a deity.14 Correspondingly, an aretalogos was an expounder of such won-
ders, either a professional attached to a particular cult or an independent 
story teller. It is perhaps unsurprising that such persons had a reputation 
for being garrulous and mendacious (Scobie 1979:240). The satirist Juve-
nal compares Odysseus’s apologue to the Phaeacians in Homer’s Odyssey  
(9– 12), in which Odysseus regales his hosts with an account of his amaz-
ing adventures with the witch Circe, a Cyclops, the cannibalistic Laestry-
gonians, the ghosts of famous persons in the death realm, and so on, to 
that of a “lying aretalogist.”15 Many aretalogical texts have come down to 
us, such as the inscriptions displayed at the healing shrines of the Greek 
god Asklepios and of the Egyptian god Sarapis that told of miraculous 
cures effected by these deities.
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Sacred Story

Somewhat similar is what the Greeks called a sacred story (hieros logos). 
Although the term had multiple meanings, its central sense was probably 
that of an esoteric credence narrative associated with a sacred rite (Hen-
richs 2003). Knowledge of such a story was restricted largely to an inner 
circle. For example, Herodotos comments several times that the Pelasgians 
or the Egyptians tell a sacred story about a particular cultic practice, and 
each time he respectfully stops at that point, not revealing the content of 
the story.16 Instances in which ancient writers actually reveal the plot of a 
sacred story are rare. In one of them, Lucian discusses the self- castration of 
priests belonging to the cult of the Syrian goddess, offers a possible etiology 
for the origin of the custom, and then mentions an alternative etiology: 
“Others recount a sacred story on this subject, saying that Hera, in her 
love for Kombabos, put the idea of castrating themselves into the minds 
of many men in order that Kombabos might not be alone in mourning his 
manhood. This custom, once adopted, has abided to our own day.”17 Lu-
cian’s sacred story clearly falls within the definition of, and can be classified 
as, a religious legend, and it seems likely that the sacred stories known to 
Herodotos are of the same sort. A sacred story, then, is like an aretalogy 
in being a form of religious legend, but the two are dissimilar in that an 
aretalogy is a virtual public advertisement that calls attention to the powers 
of a particular deity, whereas a sacred story is the arcane property of an in- 
group. Unfortunately, so secretive a category of story has limited usefulness 
for the present- day classification of ancient narrative.

Belief Legend

Like religious legends, belief legends, or legends reflecting a particular 
folk belief, concern human encounters with the supernatural.18 Whereas 
religious legends may call forth pious feelings, belief legends, focusing 
as they do on controversial beliefs in ghosts, haunted localities, witches, 
werewolves (and in our day fairies, flying saucers, and extraterrestrials), 
tend rather to raise basic questions concerning the reality or nonreality of 
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particular supernatural phenomena, and so of different listeners’ stances 
toward them (Dégh 2001). An ancient example can be seen in Lucian’s 
dialogue The Lover of Lies, in which the author portrays a group of men 
exchanging reports of the supernatural and disputing among themselves 
the credibility of each narrative.19

Belief legends range from well- constructed narratives to virtually form-
less statements with a bare claim to the label of story. These extremes can be 
illustrated in a single ancient document, the famous letter on ghosts writ-
ten by the younger Pliny (7.27) to Licinius Sura. Pliny asks Sura whether 
he believes in ghosts or thinks they are merely creations of our own fears. 
He acknowledges that he himself is inclined to believe in their existence 
because of what he has heard about the experience of Curtius Rufus, who 
once encountered a female figure of superhuman size and beauty. She fore-
told Rufus’s future, and events turned out just as she had said.20

Pliny goes on to relate two more stories of the supernatural. The first 
concerns a haunted house in Athens. In a large residence the clanking of 
iron was heard during the night. These sounds were followed by the specter 
of an old man with chains on his wrists and fetters on his legs. Because of 
the terror caused by the apparition the mansion stood empty. At this junc-
ture the philosopher Athenodoros showed up in Athens and rented the 
haunted house. In the evening he positioned himself on a couch, and after a 
while the ghost approached. Entering the room, it beckoned Athenodoros 
to follow. The philosopher did so, and the ghost vanished suddenly at a 
certain place. Athenodoros marked the spot, and on the following day the 
magistrates dug in the ground, finding bones and chains and fetters. After 
the remains had been given proper burial, the spirit appeared no more. This 
first story, says Pliny, he recounts as it was told to him. By this statement 
Pliny says in effect that while he himself is a reliable narrator, he assumes 
no personal responsibility for so colorful a narrative.

But his second story, he declares, is one that he can vouch for himself. 
One of Pliny’s freedmen was sleeping in bed with his younger brother, 
and dreamt that he saw someone sitting on the bed and cutting the hair 
on the top of his head with a pair of scissors. In the morning he found that 
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the top of his head had been shorn and hair lay on the floor. A short time 
later a similar thing occurred to a slave boy who was sleeping in the slaves’ 
quarters. Two men in white clothing entered through the window, cut his 
hair as he lay there in bed, and departed. When daylight came, the slave 
boy too discovered that his head had been shorn and his hair scattered 
about. Pliny speculates that these experiences were possibly a portent. In 
any case he concludes his letter with a request that Sura give his opinion 
on the question of ghosts so as to put an end to Pliny’s doubts.21

Pliny’s letter is belief legend in a nutshell. The story of the haunted 
house in Athens is an aesthetically well- structured, traditional narrative 
that begins with mystery and fear, introduces an intelligent protagonist, 
and concludes with a resolution of the problems of the house (haunt-
ing) and the ghost (improper interment). In contrast, the haircutting 
incidents are strange, rather formless events that are possibly connected 
with one another and possibly not, may involve supernatural agency and 
may not (ghost? practical joke? unreliable reporting?), and so remain 
unresolved and mysterious. In any case, the events challenged members 
of the household to take a position regarding the reality of ghosts and 
ghostlike beings.

Contemporary Legend

Contemporary legends, also known as urban legends, are short credence 
narratives that tell of an unusual event belonging to the very recent past. 
Unlike the typical historic legend, in which the events are usually set a 
generation or more in the past and often involve notable persons, the con-
temporary legend is set almost in the present day, often in the narrator’s 
own community, and typically features ordinary people.22 The narrator 
may support the credibility of the story by alleging that the events hap-
pened to a friend of a friend.23 Although three degrees of separation is 
common in contemporary legends, it is not peculiar to them.

The contemporary legend frequently concludes with a surprise such as 
a reversal or irony that resembles the punch line of a joke. For example, in 
the modern legend known as the Solid Cement Cadillac a man driving a 
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cement truck noticed a new convertible parked in his own driveway and 
his wife inside the house with a strange man. In jealous anger he filled the 
car with cement. Later he learned that the stranger was a car dealer who 
was delivering the convertible to the truck driver’s house. His wife had 
ordered it as a birthday present for him.24

Although folk- narrative scholars initially supposed contemporary leg-
ends to be a new kind of legend, one expressive of a society that was no 
longer predominantly rural, scholars now perceive that stories of this sort 
have been in circulation for a long time. Indeed, there are ancient parallels 
to several contemporary legends that circulate in modern times, or at least 
to their principal motifs (Ellis 2001:46– 57).25 The existence of parallels 
between ancient and modern narratives is not in itself remarkable, but the 
urban- legend parallels seem more striking because such legends give the 
impression of being stories about current events and because, unlike many 
other traditional narratives, they are the sort of story that we ourselves 
hear, initially believe, and perhaps transmit. Because the legends are con-
tinually adapted to changing circumstances and are set in the very recent 
past, they have the feel of being new reports (Klintberg 1990).

Thus a Roman legend recounts how a craftsman created a glass bowl 
that was unbreakable. He secured an audience with the emperor, and 
when he was in the emperor’s presence, he deliberately dropped the bowl 
onto the floor, picked it up, and repaired the dent with a hammer, ex-
pecting the emperor to be mightily impressed. The emperor asked him 
if anyone else knew of this technique for tempering glass, and the crafts-
man said no. Then the ruler had the man’s head cut off, thinking that if 
the process should become general knowledge, gold would be worth no 
more than clay (Petronius Satyrica 51). In this story the ruler suppresses 
the secret of making unbreakable glass in order to protect the price of 
gold, just as in present- day rumors and stories a particular marvelous 
invention— an everlasting razorblade or lightbulb, an amazing additive 
for gasoline, and so on— has allegedly been suppressed, usually by a cor-
poration that would suffer financially if the technology should become 
widely available.
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Anecdote

Traditional anecdotes are credence narratives consisting of a brief incident 
that culminates in a memorable utterance or action by a named person, 
most often a humorous remark in direct speech.26 They are told only of 
historical, not mythological, characters.27 Ideally the story captures some-
thing deemed characteristic of the figure. Although the anecdote may 
seem to be a trivial form of expression, its importance is shown by the 
fact that it is the most abundantly represented genre of traditional story 
in Greek and Roman literature. Many hundreds of ancient anecdotes are 
known, far more than any other genre of traditional narrative.

Structurally, anecdotes are simple narratives. They typically consist of a 
single scene with two characters, the principal character and a lesser char-
acter whose narrative function is to provide the occasion for a comment 
or gesture made by the character of interest. For example, a Greek anec-
dote tells of an encounter between the philosopher Diogenes of Sinope 
and King Alexander of Macedon, known later as Alexander the Great. 
The philosopher was sunning himself in a grove as Alexander arrived in 
town. When Alexander stood over Diogenes and offered him anything he 
wanted, Diogenes merely asked him to move out of his light (Diogenes 
Laertios 6.38). The utterance fits the popular image of the Cynic philos-
opher, in particular his disdain for worldly possessions as well as his habit 
of frank speech (parrhesia).

As it happens, Diogenes was a magnet for anecdotes. Hundreds of 
stories circulated about him in antiquity, more than are told of any other 
ancient figure, and they continued to be recounted long after his death. 
As late as the second century of our era Dion Chrysostomos (Oration 
72.11) remarks on the popularity of Diogenes stories. The philosopher 
was a local character who became an international figure.28 And just as 
some persons such as Diogenes were the subject of many anecdotes, some 
anecdotes were attached to multiple persons.29

Although our word “anecdote” derives from Greek anekdoton, the 
Greek word did not bear its present meaning in the ancient language 
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and was not an early term for the genre. Rather, the adjective anekdoton 
(etymologically, “not given out”) signified something “unpublished” such 
as an unpublished text, or, by extension, something secret. In the sixth 
century the Byzantine author Prokopios employed the word in the plural 
as the title of a literary work, Anekdota, usually rendered Secret History, 
an intimate and scurrilous account of the regime of the emperor Justin-
ian and the empress Theodora. Prokopios’s Anekdota appeared in print 
in 1623, after which the word “anecdote” gradually acquired its modern 
sense in English and other languages.

The Greek narrative category that was closest to the present- day no-
tion of anecdote was the chreia, which ancient rhetoricians defined as a 
concise reminiscence of an utterance or action attributed in a fitting way 
to a particular person.30 Since the principal meaning of the noun chreia 
was “use, service,” the ancients explained the term as being a reference to 
the usefulness of the genre. This perhaps unexpected idea is connected 
with the fact that in antiquity anecdotes were closely associated with the 
philosophic tradition. Chreiai, it was thought, crystallized and preserved 
teachings of the philosophers (Hock and O’Neil 1986:3– 10). Thus the 
usefulness of a chreia was not so much that it allowed one to learn about 
an interesting character as to learn from such a character, and although 
many kinds of persons, from emperors to courtesans, star in anecdotal 
narratives, the ancient repertory of anecdotes teems disproportionately 
with philosophers.

Apothegm

A common subform of the anecdote is the apothegm (Greek apoph
thegma), a pointed utterance or retort.31 Although apothegms can be 
transmitted as mere statements attributed to a particular person, more 
often they are given a setting, however minimal, and usually they have 
the form “A, when asked such and such by B, said C.” For example, 
“Aesop, when asked by Kelaites what would produce the greatest disor-
der among humans, replied, ‘If the dead should arise and demand their 
property back.’”32
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Apothegms are also found contextualized and expressed in a more 
natural manner, as in Xenophon’s account of the arrest and execution of 
the Athenian politician Theramenes. Upon being condemned to death, 
Theramenes was seized by an agent of the ruling oligarchy and dragged 
away through the agora. The victim cried out about the injustice he was 
suffering, prompting the goon to warn him to shut up or he would be 
sorry, to which Theramenes responded, “And if I do keep quiet, then 
I won’t be sorry?” Later, when he was compelled to drink hemlock, he 
mockingly toasted the man who had condemned him to death. Xeno-
phon comments that while such apophthegmata possibly do not merit 
recording, he himself admires Theramenes’s self- possession and humor 
in the face of death (Hellenika 2.3.56).

Generically, the anecdote and the historical legend are close relatives, 
and many short belief narratives preserved in ancient literature in which 
authors tell about some remarkable person or event do not fit squarely 
into one category or the other. Depending upon the individual case, one 
might think of a particular narrative either as a short legend or as a dif-
fuse anecdote, and for such stories the term “anecdotal legend” is perhaps 
descriptively apt.

Catch Tale

Several comic anecdotes told in antiquity are cast in the form of a catch 
tale, a kind of narrative in which the speaker induces the listener to ask a 
particular question for which the speaker has a ready answer that makes 
the listener appear foolish.33 Thus a story told of the orator Demades 
relates how he was once declaiming to the Athenians, who paid him lit-
tle attention. So he asked if he might tell them an Aesopic tale. When 
they assented, he said that Demeter, a swallow, and an eel were traveling 
together. When they came to a river, the swallow took to the air and the 
eel went in the water. Then Demades fell silent. The listeners asked, “And 
Demeter, what did she do?” Demades responded, “She is angry with you 
for being content to listen to an Aesopic fable and neglect the affairs of 
the city!”34 There was of course no tale for Demades to finish, for there 
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was no such fable. The whole point was to embarrass the audience. In 
written texts, catch tales are necessarily represented as dialogues since they 
involve the spoken participation of both teller and listener.

Personal Narrative

The personal experience narrative, or simply personal narrative, is a first- 
person narration based upon, or supposedly based upon, actual experi-
ences that the narrator has had.35 It is the sort of everyday, conversational 
story that we relate to friends and acquaintances when we tell of some-
thing that has happened to us. Personal narratives are sometimes called 
personal legends, but they are perhaps best regarded as a quasi- legendary 
form, since they are not traditional in the usual sense of the term. Special 
forms include the memorate and the personal fable, which I discuss below.

Homer relates how the royal couple Helen and Menelaos were relaxing 
in their palace with their young guests Telemachos and Peisistratos, when 
Helen slipped her grief- banishing drug into the wine and proposed that 
they pass the time telling stories: “Now sit in the hall and feast, and take 
pleasure in stories. I’ll tell one myself that’s apt” (Odyssey 4.238– 239). She 
proceeded to tell of a personal experience (she described it as “apt” be-
cause it features Odysseus, whose son she is at that moment entertaining), 
after which her husband Menelaos recounted a personal experience of 
his own. Since the ancients had no special term for the genre of personal 
narrative, Helen speaks simply of exchanging “stories” (mythoi).

There is some generic sleight- of- hand here. Inasmuch as Helen and Me-
nelaos are characters of the heroic age, stories that are personal- experience 
narratives for them may be heroic legends for us. Helen’s story has to do 
with an occasion at Troy when Odysseus disguised himself and daringly 
made his way into the city, where Helen recognized him and secretly 
helped him. Menelaos’s story describes the tense occasion when Menelaos, 
Odysseus, and other Greeks sat concealed within the Wooden Horse.

But there are many straightforward instances of the personal narrative 
in ancient literature. Lucian, for example, recounts experiences of his own 
in his essay Alexander the False Prophet (53– 57).36 The essay begins as a 
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third- person account of the life and career of a religious charlatan, but 
toward the end the author himself enters the story, as Lucian charts Al-
exander’s growing hostility toward him, which ends with an attempt on 
the author’s life. Here, as in most personal narratives, the narrator’s own 
experience takes center stage, but sometimes another person is the focus 
of narrative interest.37

Memor ate

A subset of the personal- experience narrative is the memorate, or first- 
person account of a supernatural experience.38 Whereas a belief legend is a 
third- person narrative of someone else’s encounter with the supernatural, 
a memorate is a first- person account of one’s own experience. An ancient 
example is the striking account that the poet Hesiod gives of his encoun-
ter with the Muses. Once, as Hesiod shepherded his sheep at the base of 
holy Mt. Helikon, the Muses appeared to him and addressed him, handed 
him a staff of laurel, “breathed into” him a divine voice with which to 
celebrate things future and things past, and told him to sing of the blessed 
gods (Theogony 22– 34), whereupon he became a bard.39

While we possess Hesiod’s own narration of his paranormal experi-
ence, for the memorate of Curtius Rufus, mentioned earlier, we are de-
pendent upon retellings by Pliny and by Tacitus.40 Is a retelling of Ru-
fus’s memorate still a memorate? It seems preferable to refer to a retelling 
of another person’s story as a vicarious narration (Labov and Waletsky 
1967:32, 34). Thus Rufus’s first- person account of his encounter with a 
supernatural being is a memorate, whereas tellings by Pliny and Tacitus, 
at an unknown remove from Rufus’s, are properly vicarious narratives, or 
vicarious memorates.

Personal Fable

The personal experience fable, as we may call it, or simply personal fable, 
is a rare but interesting form that combines two narrative models, the 
personal narrative as a first- person account of the speaker’s own expe-
rience and the fable as a simple metaphoric narrative possibly with an 
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application to the immediate situation. Although the ancient instances 
of the personal fable are set in the heroic age, I locate it here among other 
personal narratives because the essential idea of the subgenre is not its 
content but its structure. It is at bottom a rhetorical device.41 Thus Homer 
recounts how Odysseus came in the guise of an old beggar to the hut 
of the swineherd Eumaios. In the evening the weather turned rainy and 
windy, and Odysseus, hoping to induce his host to lend him a cloak, said 
he was going to express a wish in the form of a story (epos). He then told 
how, as a younger man at Troy, he and other soldiers had encamped for 
the night, and the weather turned bitterly cold. He had neglected to bring 
a cloak. He mentioned his plight to his commander, who cleverly devised 
a way for him to have the use of another man’s cloak. When Odysseus 
finished his story, the swineherd commented, “That was a fine ainos you 
related, old fellow,” and provided him with warm clothing for the night.42

The term that Eumaios uses for the beggar’s story, ainos, signifies a 
narrative that has a hidden (i.e., metaphoric) meaning. Like the Aesopic 
fable, the personal fable is a traditional rhetorical device in which the 
speaker relates a brief story that is meant to be understood metaphorically 
and applied in some way to the present situation. The difference between 
the two lies in their content. The person who employs a personal fable 
draws upon a personal experience, or simply invents a realistic tale, as 
Odysseus does in the Homeric passage, and reports it as something he or 
she experienced. In contrast, the person who uses a fable of the Aesopic 
kind ordinarily draws upon a repertory of traditional fables and recounts 
an obviously fictitious tale featuring talking animals or the like. In the 
present scene the personal fable enables the guest to express a need with-
out rudeness and presumption.

Traditional Fictions

Traditional fictions can be grouped together under the umbrella- term 
folktale, or simply tale. Since folktales are generally presented by narrators 
as fictional, they do not normally raise issues of historicity or belief. The 
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characters are usually nameless or bear generic folktale names, and the 
action is usually set in a generic location in the vague or timeless past. 
Narrators make little attempt to lend credibility to such narratives by 
claiming to have been present or by attributing their story to a reliable 
source, unless they do so in a playful spirit.

The principal genres discussed here are the wonder (or fairy) tale, the 
religious tale, and the novella, which are complex tales, and the animal 
tale, the fable, and the joke, which usually are simple tales. Frequently the 
tone is comic, especially in the shorter forms. Some of the genres may be 
regarded as nonbelief counterparts to particular credence genres, notably, 
the wonder tale to the heroic legend, the religious tale to the religious 
legend, and the tall tale to the personal narrative.

Wonder Tale

The stories known to English- speakers as fairytales are complex (that is, 
poly- episodic), artistically formed traditional tales of fantasy that mix 
the supernatural into the natural.43 To folklorists they are magic tales 

Ancient Folk- Narrative Genres

Traditional Credence Narratives

Myth
Heroic Legend
Historic Legend
Religious Legend

Aretalogy
Sacred Story

Belief Legend
Contemporary (or Urban) Legend
Anecdote

Apothegm
Catch Tale

Personal Narrative
Memorate
Personal Fable

Traditional Fictions

Wonder (or Fairy) Tale
Religious Tale
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Milesian Tale
Animal Tale
Fable

Short Fable
Comic Tale
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Chain Tale
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(Zaubermärchen) or wonder tales (Wundermärchen), since the element 
of magic along with an atmosphere of wonder are characteristic, whereas 
fairies rarely appear in them. I shall refer to them by the etic term “wonder 
tale” as well as by the familiar emic designation of “fairytale.”

In many such tales a young hero or heroine goes out into the world, 
where at some point he or she encounters the supernatural, overcomes 
obstacles, and triumphs by means of kindness, perseverance, and/or luck, 
achieving wealth or elevated social status or both.44 The wonder tale is the 
genre par excellence for happy endings in an atmosphere of the marvel-
ous. Tales teem with such elements as enchanted spouses, supernatural 
adversaries (monsters, ogres, witches, etc.), mysterious helpers, talking 
animals, and magic objects, not to mention princes and princesses and 
kings and queens. Unlike characters of legend, who respond to super-
natural phenomena as something extraordinary, characters in the wonder 
tale exhibit neither astonishment nor fear at giants, speaking animals, and 
other marvels, but treat them as perfectly ordinary.45

One such wonder tale has come down to us in classical literature, 
the enchanting story of Cupid and Psyche, which is recounted by the 
Roman novelist Lucius Apuleius in his Metamorphoses, also known as 
The Golden Ass. In this tale a beautiful princess, Psyche, was obliged to 
marry a mysterious supernatural being, who visited her nightly but for-
bade her ever to look upon him. When she was induced by her jealous 
sisters to break her husband’s strange taboo, he departed, never to return. 
She regained him after a long and arduous quest, and they were happily 
reunited (4.28– 6.24).

An abstract of the plot does not capture the tale’s qualities of won-
der, which are found mostly in the details. Thus Psyche, attired for her 
wedding, was led by her grieving parents to a cliff to be claimed by her 
mysterious husband- to- be, where the West Wind gently lifted the girl up 
and deposited her below in a flowery valley. From there she made her way 
through a woods to a palace of divine craftsmanship, full of treasure, and 
was welcomed by an invisible servant, who suggested that she rest, bathe, 
and proceed to the banquet table. And so on.
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Although today wonder tales are generally treated as children’s litera-
ture, historically they were a form of entertainment primarily for adults. 
Still, some traditional wonder tales are designed to appeal to children, 
and although none has survived entire from antiquity, we have tantalizing 
allusions to ancient children’s tales and legends that attest to the existence 
of stories of this sort.

Religious Tale

Religious tales are traditional, noncredence narratives focusing upon 
some aspect of the relationship of humans and gods. An ancient Greek 
story, for example, relates how a man witnessed a ship sink with everyone 
onboard, whereupon he declared that the gods were unjust, since many 
innocent persons perished merely because, as he assumed, one impious 
man had been aboard. In the meantime some ants crawled upon him, and 
when one ant bit him, the man trampled on them. Thereupon the god 
Hermes appeared, saying, “So, then, won’t you let the gods be your judges 
the way you are the judge of the ants?” (Babrios 117).

Religious tales are the folktale counterpart of religious legends. In 
religious tales, as in wonder tales, humans respond without awe to the 
appearance of the supernatural. So in the foregoing narrative the focus is 
upon what Hermes has to say, almost as though he were a human inter-
locutor, and not upon his sudden epiphany. In contrast, humans in belief 
legends and religious legends treat the supernatural as a startling intrusion 
into their world.

Novella

Like wonder tales, novelistic tales, or novelle, are complex narratives of tra-
ditional fiction, but they are realistic rather than fantastic.46 The novella 
features domestic and urban themes such as love, seduction, cleverness, 
and thievery. Its heroes and heroines are ordinary people rather than roy-
alty, the action takes place in realistic settings, and the protagonist faces 
social enemies rather than monstrous antagonists. When characters and 
places are named, they serve to create a realistic atmosphere rather than 
to lend serious credibility to the events.
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An example of a novelistic tale of clever thievery is “The Treasury of 
Rhampsinitos.” King Rhampsinitos of Egypt had a stone treasury con-
structed to house his valuables, but the man who built it secretly made 
one of the stones removable, and on his deathbed he revealed to his two 
sons this vulnerability of the king’s treasury. The sons went to the build-
ing, removed the stone, and took away much of the king’s money. The 
next time that the king visited his treasure- house, he was surprised to 
find that although the locks were intact, some valuables were missing. So 
he set a trap inside the treasury and when the two thieves struck again, 
one of them got caught. The ensnared thief instructed his brother to cut 
off his head in order to prevent his identification. The other brother did 
so, replaced the stone, and departed with his brother’s head. Although 
the monarch tried again and again to catch the clever thief, the youth 
always outwitted him, until finally the king offered the thief a pardon 
and a reward. The youth presented himself to the king, who gave him his 
daughter in marriage (Herodotos 2.121).

Milesian Tale

A well- known ribald novella is exemplified by the tale “The Widow of 
Ephesos” mentioned earlier. A matron of Ephesos was famous for her 
fidelity, and when her husband died, she followed his corpse to his un-
derground vault and remained there in constant mourning. Meanwhile, a 
soldier, seeing a light in the tomb, descended into the vault to investigate, 
and found the beautiful widow. He offered her food, which eventually she 
was persuaded to accept, and presently the two were passing their nights 
together in love. When the soldier discovered to his horror that one of the 
corpses he was supposed to be guarding had been stolen, the widow came 
to his rescue by replacing it with the dead body of her own late husband 
(Petronius Satyrica 110.6– 113.9).

The bawdy novella of the widow is the sort of narrative that the Ro-
mans called a Milesian tale.47 The appellation derives ultimately from a 
Greek literary work, Milesiaka, composed in the second century BC by 
a certain Aristeides, which seems to have been a compilation of amusing 
and licentious short stories in prose much like Boccaccio’s Decamerone, 
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possibly set in the city of Miletos. Its favorable reception is evidenced by 
the fact that it was translated into Latin, though very little survives of the 
original or the translation.48

Although Aristeides popularized the bawdy novella, the form predates 
him, for we find a ribald novella, lightly mythologized, centuries earlier 
in Homer’s Odyssey. Ares and Aphrodite carried on an affair in her own 
home in the absence of her husband, the blacksmith Hephaistos. When 
the cuckold learned of the affair, he went to his smithy and forged fetters 
as fine as spiderwebs, which he draped around his bed. No sooner were 
the two lovers in bed together than they found themselves trapped in 
place and unable to move. Hephaistos summoned the other gods to view 
the discomfited pair (Odyssey 8.266– 369). The mythic coloration here 
is superficial. The narrative is essentially a realistic tale of adultery and 
revenge set in the vague past in a nameless Greek village: a handsome 
soldier begins an affair with the beautiful wife of a lame blacksmith, but 
the cuckold has a trick of his own, trapping the lovers and displaying them 
publicly to their shame and for the amusement of others.

Animal Tale

The traditional animal tale is a short folktale featuring animals as char-
acters, or animals and humans. A story told whimsically as an etiological 
tale about why dogs sniff one another relates how the dogs once sent 
ambassadors to Jupiter in order to complain of the poor treatment they 
received at the hands of humans, and to petition for a better lot in life. 
The ambassadors sniffed around for food on the way, took a long time 
to reach Jupiter’s palace, and when they finally beheld the face of the 
mighty god, were so frightened that they shat all over the palace, where-
upon they were driven away. The dogs then dispatched a second group 
of ambassadors, who took pains to guard against a similar mischance by 
stuffing their rear ends with perfume. But when they faced the father 
of the gods sitting on his throne and brandishing his thunderbolt, they 
promptly voided shit and perfume. The gods were indignant, and Jupiter 
decreed that dogs would evermore be tormented by hunger as well as 
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experience bad treatment from humans. The dogs of today, who are still 
awaiting the return of their ambassadors, sniff the hind end of every new 
dog that shows up.49

Fable

Traditional fables are short tales that feature animals and, less often, hu-
mans, gods, plants, or the like as characters, and are meant to be under-
stood both literally and metaphorically.50 Like the anecdote (and, as we 
shall see, the joke), the fable is a simple form that typically consists of two 
characters and a single scene. Fables were not normally related as inde-
pendent narratives having their own interest as stories, but rather played 
a subordinate role in several kinds of discursive context such as a conver-
sation, speech, or essay. The fable’s principal function was to convey the 
speaker’s point metaphorically for the sake of emphasis or clarification, 
or to express a possibly unwelcome message by indirection.

An example of a fable in live social interaction is one employed by the 
philosopher Socrates in conversation with an acquaintance, Aristarchos.51 
After a dozen female relations had moved into Aristarchos’s house, he 
provided them with wool so that they might engage in productive work. 
The work made them content, but now they chided him for being idle 
while they were working. Socrates said, “Why don’t you tell them the 
tale (logos) of the dog? For they say that back when animals could talk 
a sheep said to her master, ‘It’s surprising that you give us sheep nothing 
beyond what we ourselves get from the land, though we supply you with 
wool and lambs and cheese, whereas you do share your own food with 
your dog, who supplies you with nothing of the sort.’ Now the dog heard 
this and said, ‘Yes by Zeus he does, because I keep you from being stolen 
by people or carried off by wolves. Without my protection you would not 
even be able to graze on your own for fear of being killed.’ The sheep, they 
say, acknowledged that the dog should be honored above themselves. And 
so in your own case tell the women that you function as their watchdog 
and superintendent, and it is because of you that they live and work safely 
and happily.”
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This incident is characteristic of ancient fable- telling in a number of 
ways. First, ancient authors regularly represent fables as being commu-
nicated by an adult to other adults. Only recently in Western culture 
has the fable become a genre of story that is employed primarily for the 
edification and entertainment of children. Second, Socrates’s fable is a 
simple tale consisting of one scene and two speaking parts (sheep, dog). 
The characters are animals that possess the faculty of human speech but 
otherwise preserve their animal relationships. The narrative offers enough 
of a story to be interesting, but just barely, so as not to distract from 
the point that its narrator wishes to make. Third, Socrates refers to his 
fable merely as “the tale of the dog,” but he frames it with stereotypical 
expressions that were anciently associated with the fable. He begins with 
a common introductory formula (“back when animals could talk”), sig-
naling that the narrative to come is a beast fable, and concludes with a 
coda or transitional formula (“And so in your own case . . .”), introducing 
the application of the fable to Aristarchos and his female relations.52

Most of the fables that have come down to us from antiquity have been 
preserved not in discursive contexts such as that of Aristarchos but in 
compilations. Inasmuch as fables in collections lack particular contexts, 
they can be equipped only with general, or ideal, applications. Accord-
ingly, ancient literary fabulists frequently placed a generalized moral such 
as “This tale is suitable for an untruthful man” before (promythion) or 
after (epimythion) individual fables (Perry 1952:28). Over time epimythia 
predominated and developed into a regular feature of the literary fable, 
the familiar “morals” that conventionally follow fables in books.53

The Greeks and Romans referred to fables simply as “tales,” as Socrates 
does above when he refers to his fable as the “tale of the dog.” One could 
specify “fable” in particular by calling it an “Aesopic tale,” since fables 
were closely associated with the figure of Aesop, an apparently historical 
person of the sixth century BC who in Greek tradition was a renowned 
teller of fables.

Animal fables, sometimes called beast fables, are not precisely identical 
with animal tales. Whereas the fable is told to instruct, the animal tale is 
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told primarily to amuse.54 Still, animal tales and animal fables do overlap 
in that both are simple narratives with sometimes stereotyped characters: 
clever fox, stupid wolf, and so on. And most of the animal tales that have 
come down to us from antiquity have been preserved in fable compila-
tions, where fabulists convert them into fables or quasi fables by virtue of 
including them in a book of fables and sometimes equipping them with a 
moral. Although some fables and tales portray animals in a natural way, 
more often the animal characters speak and act to some extent like human 
beings, a phenomenon that has been termed “analogism.”55 Plants and 
nonliving things can also receive analogistic treatment.

Short Fable

A minor subform of the fable is the short fable, or fable proverb, a narrative 
only a sentence or so in length that may be regarded as a fable or a proverb 
or both.56 This ambiguity is possible because some proverbs have the form 
of mininarratives, as in our “curiosity killed the cat.”

An ancient example is “A mountain was in labor and gave birth to a 
mouse.” The paroemiographer, or proverb scholar, Diogeneianos includes 
it in his compilation of proverbs, while the fabulist Phaedrus has it in his 
fable collection.57

Comic Tale

The traditional comic tale is a loose narrative category that includes hu-
morous tales, both simple and complex (Oring 1992:81– 93).

Humorous narratives, like anecdotes, sometimes cluster around a par-
ticular figure. An ancient instance is the cycle of tales about the simple-
ton Margites, who lacks an adult understanding of sexuality. An entire 
comic epic, now mostly lost, was composed about him.58 Similarly, hu-
morous  cycles can develop around whole communities or regions or eth-
nic groups, a phenomenon found in many lands: the English tell of the 
silly people of Gotham, the Germans of the Schildbürger (inhabitants 
of the fictional town of Schilda), the Danes of the Molboer (inhabitants 
of Mols), the modern Greeks of the Chiotes (inhabitants of the island 
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of Chios), the Italians of the inhabitants of Bergamo, and so on.59 In 
antiquity proverbial Greek cities of fools included Abdera, on the north 
coast of the Aegean Sea, home of the dull- witted Abderites, and Kyme, 
on the east coast of the Aegean, home of the foolish Kymaians.60 Differ-
ences between Abderite and Kymaian jokes are very minor, “Abderite” 
and “Kymaian” signifying little more than “numskull.”61

A different sort of comic cycle features the delicate, luxury- loving Sy-
barites. A Greek city in southern Italy, Sybaris was renowned for its wealth 
and luxury (as our word “sybarite” continues to attest) until the city was 
destroyed in 510 BC. By the fifth century good- natured traditions about 
its self- indulgent inhabitants appeared (Herodotos 6.127), and in time a 
cycle of comic tales and jokes developed that treated Sybarite delicacy and 
extravagance with extreme exaggeration.62 For example, Smindyrides the 
Sybarite went so far in delicacy that after sleeping on a bed of rose petals, 
he woke up complaining of blisters (Aelian Historical Miscellany 9.24). 
That so and so “went so far in delicacy” or “ran aground in delicacy” are 
conventional formulas that sometimes introduce Sybarite tales.63

Another kind of witticism about Sybarites consists not of tales but of 
descriptions of Sybarite culture in the spirit of caricature, such as that the 
Sybarites roofed over the roads that led to their country estates. This form 
of humor is called “caricaturism.” A modern example is “He is so tall that 
he has to stand on a chair to brush his teeth” (Esar 1952:153– 156).

Joke

Traditional jokes are succinct, humorous tales featuring generic characters 
and consisting of a setup and a punch line.64 Like anecdotes and fables, 
jokes are simple tales, consisting usually of two characters in a single scene. 
The narration provides a setting for a culminating utterance, which in 
ancient jokes is most often a foolish comment, just as in anecdotes it often 
is a clever put- down and in fables an epigrammatic statement that gives 
the point of the tale.

Many jokes turn upon what has been termed an “appropriate incon-
gruity,” which the listener must perceive in order to understand the joke 
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and enjoy its humor.65 For example, in an ancient Greek joke a numskull 
wanted to sleep but did not have a pillow, and so told his slave to place a clay 
jar under his head. When the slave pointed out that the jug was hard, the 
numskull told him to fill it with feathers (Philogelos 21). The listener must 
recognize that although stuffing a clay headrest with feathers is incongru-
ous, there is a kind of appropriateness to it in that pillows are conventionally 
stuffed with feathers. If the numskull had told his slave to fill the jar with 
water, the incongruity would be arbitrary and there would be nothing hu-
morous about the incident. So jokes, like fables, require a certain amount 
of decoding on the part of the listener for their point to be appreciated.66

After numskulls, the next most frequent kind of character in ancient 
jokes is a person of quick wit.67 For example,

When a talkative barber asked, “How shall I cut you?” a wit re-
sponded, “In silence.”

This joke is structured as an apothegm, and indeed we find the same 
story told of a historical character and recounted as a comic apothegm:

When a garrulous barber asked him [King Archelaos of Macedon], 
“How shall I cut you?” he responded, “In silence.”

These texts illustrate how the same comic idea can be expressed through 
different genres.68

Obscene, or “dirty” (as we call them), jokes were recognized by the 
Greeks and Romans as a category of witticism, and several specimens sur-
vive.69 Cicero, for example, declares that obscene humor is unworthy not 
only of public oratory but also of private parties (On the Orator 2.62.252).

Tall Tale

Tall tales, or lying tales, are traditional narratives of humorous and out-
rageous exaggeration.70 Raconteurs tell of impossible or nearly impossi-
ble occurrences, frequently playing with the listener’s credulity by dryly 
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presenting the events as something that the speaker actually experienced. 
In such a case tall tales are jocular tales in the guise of personal narratives, 
or, more precisely, just as the personal narrative may be regarded as a first- 
person form of the historical legend, and the memorate as a first- person 
form of the belief legend, so the tall tale might be thought of as a first- 
person form of the comic folktale.

In his True Stories Lucian relates how he and his companions were sailing 
upon the sea when they encountered a fish that was over 150 miles in length. 
The monster came at them with its mouth open, and presently Lucian and 
his fellows were swallowed, ship and all. Inside the belly of the fish they saw 
wrecked ships, human bones, fish, and a large island. After cooking a meal 
they explored the island, whose perimeter was twenty- seven miles, and came 
upon a woods and a temple of Poseidon as well as a farmhouse. There they 
spoke with the farmer, who gave them an account of the different warring 
tribes that inhabited the great fish. After defeating them in battle, Lucian 
and his allies lived well for two years. Still, they wanted to escape their 
prison. Since they were unable to dig their way out, they finally started a 
forest fire, and after twelve days the creature was all but dead. They propped 
open its mouth and escaped with their ship into the open sea.71

Lucian’s True Stories, a first- person account of the narrator’s astonish-
ing adventures, including a voyage to the moon, is a concatenation of tra-
ditional and original tall tales. Lucian himself asserts that the inventor of 
this sort of nonsense was Odysseus, for in his apologue to the Phaeacians, 
Odysseus tells of enslaved winds, one- eyed beings, cannibals, multiheaded 
creatures, and metamorphoses, and so is the prototype of the raconteur 
who tells lies to credulous listeners.72

Chain Tale

My taxonomy concludes with chain tales, which are cumulative narratives 
constructed upon a succession of linked items on a particular theme.73

In a traditional chain tale known in many countries the protagonist de-
clares that a particular being (or thing) is the strongest thing in the world; 
however, there proves to be another thing that is stronger, and another 
that is yet stronger. The series of successively stronger items eventually 
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concludes, sometimes with comic irony. An ancient example appears in 
a scene in a Greek comedy by Diphilos in which three girls are riddling. 
When someone asks what the strongest thing of all is, one girl answers, 
“Iron,” since people use it to dig and cut everything. A second girl says 
that the blacksmith is stronger than iron, since he bends and softens it. 
But the third girl declares that the penis is the strongest of all, inasmuch as 
it pierces the blacksmith’s rump (Athenaios 10.451b– c). Here the under-
lying chain is iron, blacksmith, penis.

In the foregoing taxonomy I offer an ordering and description of genres 
of traditional oral narrative found in the ancient Greek and Roman rep-
ertory. The taxonomy is mostly etic, and so is more extensive and system-
atic than the narrative categories of everyday Greek and Roman life. The 
native classification tells one that there is, for example, a narrative form 
known as chreia, but it does not tell one how this genre fits into the larger 
spectrum of ancient traditional story, whereas my descriptive taxonomy 
tells one that with regard to belief and setting the chreia, or anecdote, is 
one of several kinds of popular credence narrative set in the historical 
period, and that in its structural simplicity and pointedness it is closely 
allied to two fictitious genres: jokes and fables.

The purpose of this survey is to provide a clear and useful vocabulary 
and system of classification that more accurately reflect the realities of 
ancient narrative than the rough system that currently prevails among 
persons who work with ancient narrative. Still, one should keep in mind 
that the etic genres defined here are graded categories. While some texts 
are clear instances of a particular narrative genre, others escape neat clas-
sification. Like male/female, life/death, and other binary categories of our 
daily existence, analytic genre categories are useful even though they are 
challenged by fuzzy instances that do not make a clean fit.

The Present Book

The present work presents a generous selection of Greek and Roman tra-
ditional stories, illustrating genres and themes preserved in the rich liter-
ature that stretches from the earliest poets to the authors of late antiquity.
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Three principles govern my choice of narratives from the ancient story- 
hoard, to borrow an image. First, I select those stories that, in the course 
of my reading classical literature over five or so decades, have persisted 
in my memory because of their artfulness or cleverness or bizarreness, or 
because they crystallize a feeling or attitude so well. They are stories that 
I hope you, my reader, will encounter as old friends or welcome discov-
eries. To this base of personal favorites I add tales whose popularity and 
widespread appeal is proven by the fact that they have remained generally 
familiar over many centuries. I mean such stories as the anecdote of the 
philosopher Diogenes walking the streets of Athens with a lantern in 
search of an “honest” man, the legend according to which the emperor 
Nero sang while Rome burnt, or the Aesopic fable of the tortoise that 
outraced a hare. I supplement these two groups of tales with narratives 
that further illustrate the generic range, typical content, and recurrent 
themes of Greek and Roman storytelling. I emphasize the popular genres 
because they existed in far greater numbers than the mythological genres 
and because they were the tales that the Greeks and Romans most fre-
quently told. I treat the notion of “story” somewhat loosely, as a graded 
category, admitting some texts that could more accurately be described 
as “self- contained narrative units” than as stories.

I translate the stories directly from the ancient sources, letting the orig-
inal authors speak for themselves, rather than synthesizing and paraphras-
ing. I do not modify the content other than to take the small liberties that 
translators allow themselves, such as to replace a personal pronoun with a 
proper name for the sake of clarity (thus, “Alexander” for “he”). To explain 
possibly obscure references I insert clarifying words in brackets here and 
there, or append a footnote.

One consequence of my presenting the original sources in translation 
is that the texts display their differences in tone, fullness, and purpose 
openly, since I do not coerce them into a uniform style and pace. Con-
scious artistry alternates with casual narration, a story told fully is neigh-
bor to one related elliptically, verse mingles with prose, the restrained 
archaic style of a Hesiod stands next to the lively prose of a Lucian. The 
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principal advantage is that I bring you, the reader, as close as possible to 
the ancient narratives, so that you experience something of their charm 
and their ordinariness, their familiarity and their otherness. In some in-
stances I offer more than one version of a narrative, especially when a text 
offers interesting details that are not found in another.

My arrangement of the narratives reflects a mix of genre and theme, 
bringing out, I believe, interesting and occasionally surprising connec-
tions among the stories. A strictly generic ordering would be dull, it seems 
to me, in addition to the fact that not all narratives are easily classified 
by genre, which are only ideal categories. Although a strictly thematic 
arrangement might be interesting, it would also be somewhat arbitrary 
since almost any story displays more than one theme. So in the present 
work themes and genres weave in and out of one another. The selection 
begins with the famous fairytale of Cupid and Psyche and other fantasies 
of palaces and royal persons. It goes from there to stories of the super-
natural and continues with a mix of legends on different themes, some 
bizarre and others familiar. Tales of tricksters and lovers are next, followed 
by stories of two kinds of public performer, artists and athletes. These 
stories lead into anecdotes and legends about other well- known persons, 
which are followed in turn by traditions about sages and philosophers 
and wisdom in general. The anthology concludes with jokes and other 
humorous tales.

A disadvantage of limiting myself to texts in translation is that I am 
obliged to exclude some stories that I would like to include, stories whose 
texts are too long for a book of this sort or that contain too much extra-
neous material or that are unsuitable in some other way. An example is 
an interesting portrait of the Athenian statesman Perikles and his young 
charge Alkibiades, not yet twenty years old. Alkibiades asked Perikles if 
the older man could explain to him what a law was. Certainly, replied the 
elder statesman, that wouldn’t be difficult at all. As Perikles proceeded 
to instruct Alkibiades, the youth responded with one pesky question 
after another in the manner of a Socrates (of whom, of course, the young 
Alkibiades was an admirer). Perikles finally said, in effect, “You know, 
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Alkibiades, when I was your age, I too was very good at this, coming up 
with and trying out clever arguments.” To which Alkibiades responded, 
in effect, “Ah, then, I wish I had known you back then when you were at 
your best” (Xenophon Reminiscences 1.2.40– 46). I first encountered this 
story in Berkeley in the late 1960s in a course on Aristophanes’s Clouds 
taught by the late K. J. Dover, who recounted it as evidence that ado-
lescent rebelliousness against elders has a long history. Alkibiades was 
provoking Perikles, and Perikles recognized it because he had done the 
same when he was younger. Over the years the story stayed in my mind, 
and I was pleased to encounter it again when I read Xenophon’s Reminis
cences. Unhappily for my present purpose, Xenophon’s narration is very 
long; he re- creates the entire dialogue. For Xenophon’s ancient readers 
much of the interest of the narrative doubtless lay in the details of the 
give- and- take between the uppity youth and the prominent statesman, 
whereas for me it lies in the fact of the conflict of generations and in the 
portrayal of the particular personalities involved. The text has too much 
extraneous material for inclusion in the present compilation, and so it 
did not make the cut, although, as you see, I have managed to find a way 
to mention it anyway.

Some narratives that I would have liked to include have been omitted 
for reasons that have nothing to do with their textual qualities. Consider 
a striking story I remember, or think I remember, about the great church 
of Hagia Sophia in Constantinople. On the occasion of its dedication 
the guests entered the nave and presently fled in terror since the dome 
seemed to them to be floating in the air unsupported, somewhat as al-
legedly happened in 1895 during the first screening of Louis Lumière’s film 
The Arrival of the Train, when the spectators are said to have run out of 
the Cinématographe Lumière in panic, thinking that the filmic locomo-
tive was headed right for them.74 Since I did not know offhand what the 
Byzantine sources for the Hagia Sophia story were, I pulled all the books 
on Hagia Sophia from the shelves of the Indiana University Art Library 
and went through them page by page, expecting soon to find many men-
tions of the story. To my bewilderment I encountered not a trace of it. I 
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mentioned my quest to my friend and colleague Henry Glassie, who, as it 
happened, also recalled the story. He joined my search but likewise came 
up with nothing. I wrote to Byzantinists here and abroad, who suggested 
as a possible source this and that Byzantine work, each (for me) less fa-
miliar than the last. I am still looking.

At the back of the book I provide notes on the ancient sources of 
the translated texts, related texts of interest, and bibliographic references 
to the scholarly literature. These notes make no claim to be exhaustive. 
When a story is migratory, or widely distributed, and has been so classi-
fied in folkloristic indices, I include this information.

For many of the texts I append brief comments of a cultural or his-
torical nature. I pay no attention, however, to the question of the extent 
to which individual stories have, or may have, a historical basis, a topic 
with which classical scholarship seems to me to be unduly obsessed; in-
deed, I myself assume that most traditional stories, regardless of genre, 
are historically untrue, if not entirely then for the most part. It is time 
to dispense with the oft- repeated article of faith that legends preserve a 
kernel of truth. Why should they? To take a familiar example from heroic 
legend: from ancient commentators to present- day scholars the Trojan 
Horse has often been rationalized as being a distorted memory of a siege 
engine. Speaking against this explanation is the fact that siege engines are 
not attested until centuries after the period in which the Trojan War is set. 
But even if that were not the case, nothing is gained by trying to explain 
the device away as distorted history, for what is striking and memorable 
about the stratagem of the horse is precisely its wonderful improbability, 
its boldly treating a fantastic idea with all the seriousness and weight of 
an actual event. The hollow horse may be bad history or not, but it is fine 
legendry.75

Notes
 1. Pliny the Younger Letters 2.20.1: Assem para et accipe auream fabulam.
 2. Bascom 1965; Pike 1971; Ben- Amos 1976.
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 3. Graf 1993:9– 13; Fulk 2002:226– 228; Pàmias 2014:64– 65.
 4. In fact, the idea precedes the Grimms, though its widespread acceptance is probably 

owed to them (Hansen 2002a:25 n. 2).
 5. For example, James George Frazer divides traditional ancient stories into myths, 

legends, and folktales ([1921] 1:xxvii– xxxii), and H. J. Rose sorts them into myths, 
sagas, and Märchen (1929:10– 14).

 6. On myth see, for example, Dundes 1984 and Schrempp and Hansen 2002. For a 
critique of sacredness as a criterion of mythic narrative see Hansen 2002b:20– 21.

 7. Works and Days 156– 173; M. L. West 1978:190– 196.
 8. Aristotle Politics 7.13.3; cf. Hansen 1996:137– 139.
 9. Histories 3.122.2; Asheri et al. 2007:508. For Romans the historical era can be con-

sidered to begin with the foundation of Rome (Hawes 2014:166– 167).
 10. Accordingly, the plots of the comic poets are sometimes mythological parodies, 

sometimes adaptations of folktales, and sometimes inventions of the playwrights. 
See Hansen 1977.

 11. The observation appears in the introduction to their collection of German legends; 
cf. Grimm (1981) 1:1.

 12. See Herodotos 5.55– 65, 6.123; Thucydides 1.20– 21, 6.53– 59.1; R. Thomas 1989:238– 
282; and M. W. Taylor 1991.

 13. Athena’s father, the sky god Zeus, is the deity in charge of weather.
 14. Longo 1969; Scobie 1969:24– 27, 1979:240– 244.
 15. Juvenal 15.13– 16: mendax aretalogus.
 16. Herodotos 2.51.4, 2.62.2, and 2.81.2.
 17. Lucian On the Syrian Goddess 26. For the context see story 136 in this book, “The 

King’s Trusted Friend.”
 18. On belief legends see, for example, Klintberg 1989; Dégh 1996; and Ellis 2001.
 19. See Ebner et al. 2001 and Ogden 2007.
 20. See further Felton 1999:29– 34, 62.
 21. See further Felton 1999:63– 65.
 22. For samplings see, for example, Brunvand 2001 and Bennett and Smith 2007. Brun-

vand 1993 (325– 347) has produced a provisional type- index of contemporary leg-
ends recorded in the United States. For a bibliography of scholarship on the con-
temporary legend see Bennett and Smith 1993.

 23. The “friend of a friend” connection has become so familiar that the International 
Society for Contemporary Legend Research (ISCLR) has whimsically adopted it as 
the name of their newsletter, FOAFtale News.

 24. Brunvand 2001:400– 401; Bennett and Smith 2007:93– 94.
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 25. See Ellis 1983 (gang initiation), Mayor 1991 (a parent’s request), Mayor 1992 (chok-
ing Doberman), Mayor 1995 (poisoned blankets), Lassen 1995 (improved product), 
Hansen 2002a:367 (cadaver arm), Bennett and Smith 2007:239– 243 (the master 
craftsman and his apprentice), Ingemark 2008 (alligators in the sewer).

 26. On anecdotes see, for example, A. Taylor 1970; EM 1:528– 541; Bauman 1986:54– 
77; Hock and O’Neil 1986, 2002; Dillon 2004; Cashman 2008; and Goldhill 2009. 
I restrict the term “anecdote” to the sense described here. It does not advance the 
present purpose to employ it loosely, as some persons do, to refer to any short, hu-
morous tale.

 27. Dillon 2004:188 n. 14.
 28. On anecdotes about the Cynics, especially Diogenes of Sinope, see, for example, 

Halliwell 2008:372– 387. On local- character anecdotes see Stahl 1975; Mullen 
1978:113– 129; and Cashman 2008.

 29. Some ancient anecdotes are told of as many as three or four different persons; cf. 
Hard 2012:217, nos. 350 and 353. On migratory anecdotes see Barrick 1976.

 30. I synthesize the definitions of Theon, Quintilian, Hermogenes, Priscian, Aphtho-
nios, and Nikolaos; see Hock and O’Neil 1986.

 31. On apothegms see Gemoll 1924 and Russo 1997:57– 64.
 32. Perry 1952:249, no. 4; similarly, Life of Aesop 47.
 33. On catch tales see Esar 1952:185– 188; Hansen 2002a:75– 79. The term derives from 

“catch” in the sense of “snare, trick.” Ancient catch tales are recounted as anecdotes 
told of historical persons, for which reason I discuss them here, whereas in modern 
oral tradition they are normally playful fictions.

 34. Perry 1952:63.
 35. On personal- experience narratives see, for example, Labov and Waletsky 1967; Stahl 

1989; Dégh 1995; and Georgakopoulou 1997.
 36. Lucian’s personal- experience narrative reads very much as though it were a response 

to the question that Labov and Waletsky (1967) asked their informants, which was, 
approximately: “Did you ever have an experience in which you felt your life was in 
danger?”

 37. On other- oriented and self- oriented personal narratives see Stahl 1983.
 38. On the memorate (rhymes with “thanks a lot”) see, for example, Honko 1964; 

Jauhiainen 1998; and Dégh 2001:58– 79. The Swedish folklorist Carl von Sydow 
(1948:73– 74) proposed the term originally as a designation for first- person 
personal- experience narratives of any sort, distinguishing them as a genre from leg-
ends. Folk- narrative scholars have adopted the term (Anglicized also as “memorat”) 
but in practice restrict it to personal narratives of supernatural experience.
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 39. Cf. M. L. West 1966:158– 161. To West’s list of parallels add that of Life of Aesop (Vita 
G) 4– 8. Originally mute, Aesop encounters the goddess Isis and the Muses in the 
field where he is working. After he treats them kindly, they grant him speech and 
eloquence and inventiveness.

 40. Pliny the Younger Letters 7.27; Tacitus Annals 11.21.
 41. Other instances of the personal fable include Sophocles Aias 1140– 1162 and, in 

the Old Testament, 1 Kings 20:38– 43. See further Meuli 1954:73– 77, 85– 86; Perry 
1959:23; and Verdenius 1962.

 42. Odyssey 14.457– 522. See further Minchin 2001:209– 216.
 43. On the wonder tale generally see, for example, Dégh 1969; Lüthi 1986; Holbek 1987; 

and Propp 2012:147– 224. On correspondences between ancient traditional narra-
tives and modern wonder tales see Siegmund 1984; Anderson 2000; and Hansen 
2002a, 2008. Some authors reserve the term “fairytale” (a rendering of the French 
conte de fées) for literary tales composed in the manner of the oral wonder tale. On 
the literary fairytale see Zipes 2000.

 44. Haney 1999:92: “The wondertale is basically an oral story about a young man’s, or 
less often a girl’s, initial venture into the frightening adult world.” We know little 
about the ancient repertory of wonder tales, but the plots of several ancient hero leg-
ends (e.g., Perseus and Andromeda, Theseus and Ariadne, Jason and Medeia) agree 
essentially with those of particular modern wonder tales and seem to be adaptations 
of ancient wonder tales (Hansen 2002a:15– 16 and passim).

 45. See further Lüthi 1975.
 46. On the traditional novella see, for example, Rohde 1914; Cataudella 1957; Trenkner 

1958; and Propp 2012:225– 274.
 47. Greek Milesiakos logos (Lucian Loves 1), Latin Milesia (sc. fabula) (Apuleius Meta

morphoses 4.32).
 48. See further Harrison 1998; Schmeling 2011:358– 359; and Bowie 2013.
 49. Phaedrus 4.19 (Perry 1952:517). Phaedrus, however, does not venture to offer a 

moral for the tale. See ATU 200B Why Dogs Sniff at One Another.
 50. On fables see, for example, Perry 1959; Karadagli 1981; Dijk 1997; and Holzberg 

2002. For a bibliography of fable scholarship see Carnes 1985. On animal tales see 
Propp 2012:283– 299.

 51. Xenophon Reminiscences 2.7. For a survey of ancient fables recounted in situational 
contexts see Karadagli 1981:6– 52.

 52. The commonest introductory formulas for the Greek fable are “At the time when 
animals spoke the same language as humans” and “Now hear this tale.” See Crusius 
1879:134– 135 and Karadagli 1981:99– 100.
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 53. See further Perry 1940.
 54. Perry 1959:21 n. 16.
 55. Sydow 1948:134– 135, 144.
 56. “Fable- proverb” is Perry’s term (1959).
 57. Diogeneianos 8.75; Phaedrus 4.24. See further Otto 1890:234– 235, no. 1173; and 

Perry 1965:xxviii– xxxiv.
 58. On Margites see M. L. West 2003:224– 253.
 59. See, for example, Stapleton 1900 on Gothamites; Bausinger 1961 on the Schild-

bürger; Christensen 1939 on the Molboer; Orso 1979:81– 84 on the Chiotes; and, in 
general, Clouston 1888.

 60. Thierfelder 1968:16– 17; Baldwin 1983:80– 81. The ancient Greek jokebook, Philo
gelos, features a section devoted to Kymaian jokes (nos. 154– 182) and another to 
Abderite jokes (110– 127); it also includes some Sidonian jokes (128– 139), although 
the Phoenician city of Sidon is not elsewhere treated as a city of stupid folk.

 61. Beard (2014:192– 193) perceives small differences among jokes told of the foolish 
inhabitants of Abdera, Kyme, and Sidon.

 62. See Rohde 1914:587– 589; Trenkner 1958:8, 175– 176; Hansen 1997; Bowie 2013:252– 
255; and Gorman and Gorman 2014.

 63. See further Gorman and Gorman 2014:212– 238.
 64. On jokes and comic tales see, for example, Freud 1960; Röhrich 1977; Baldwin 1992; 

Bremmer 1997; Graf 1997; and Andreassi 2004. The notion that punch- line jokes 
first emerged, or were recognized, only in the nineteenth century (Röhrich 1977:4, 
8) cannot be maintained, since punch- line jokes are attested in antiquity.

 65. Oring 1992:1– 15 and 2003:1– 12; however, see Schrempp 1995 on the presence of ap-
propriate incongruities also in nonhumorous contexts.

 66. Oring 1992:6 (jokes as puzzles with solutions); Perry 1959:23 (fables as metaphors), 
35 (a fable has a lysis, or solution).

 67. In his Nicomachean Ethics (4.8) Aristotle discusses the man of ready wit (eutrapelos) 
as a type, and contrasts related character types such as the buffoon and the boor.

 68. The sources are, respectively, Philogelos 148 and Plutarch Apothegms of Kings 
and Generals: Archelaos 2 (Moralia 177a). See further Nicolson 1891; Andreassi 
2004:75– 76; and Beard 2014:213.

 69. For example, Philogelos 45, 245, 251.
 70. On the tall tale see, for example, Henningsen 1965; G. Thomas 1977; Mullen 

1978:130– 148; Bauman 1986:78– 115; C. S. Brown 1987; and Rammel 1990.
 71. True Stories 1.30– 2.2. See further Hansen 2002a:261– 264 and ATU 1889G Man 

Swallowed by Fish.
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 72. Lucian True Stories 1.3, with reference to Homer Odyssey 9– 12.
 73. On chain tales see Esar 1952:34– 37, 49– 52; and Propp 2012:275– 282. Chain tales, 

like catch tales, are structurally defined forms. Folklorists classify them both as for-
mula tales.

 74. Loiperdinger 2004. He demonstrates, however, that there is no real evidence that 
the spectators reacted with panic to the fifty- second screening, and argues that the 
story is a cinematic legend.

 75. See further Hansen 2002a:174– 175.
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