
a n d  t h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p s  w i t h i n  each  g r o u p ,  t h e  s o c i a l ,  p o l i t i -  

c a l  and  e c o n o m i c  h i s t o r i e s  o f  e a c h  r e g i o n  and  c o u n t r y  and  
s o  f o r t h "  (P.  98 ) .  One may t h e n  ask  why he  d e d i c a t e s  t h e  

l a r g e s t  p a r t  o f  h i s  work  t o  s u p e r f i c i a l  a n d  q u e s t i o n a b l e  

c o m p a r i s o n s ,  b a s e d  a l m o s t  e n t i r e l y  on  w r i t t e n  s o u r c e s ,  
if he i s  c r i t i c a l  o f  t h i s  a p p r o a c h  h i m s e l f .  The b o o k  i s  

o b v i o u s l y  c o n c e i v e d  f o r  a  w i d e  a u d i e n c e ,  e v i d e n t  i n  t h e  
l a c k  o f  f o o t n o t e s  a n d  p r o p e r  a t t r i b u t i o n  o f  q u o t a t i o n s ,  
as w e l l  a s  t h e  p i t i a b l y  b r i e f  b i b l i o g r a p h y  w h i c h  d o e s  n o t  
e v e n  c o v e r  a l l  t h e  w o r k s  c i t e d  i n  t h e  t e x t .  P e g g l s  n o b l e  
a t t e m p t  t o  c o r r e c t  t h e  common m i s c o n c e p t i o n  t h a t  a l l  f o l k  
c u s t o m s  h a r k e d  b a c k  t o  t h e  d im,  pagan  p a s t  i s  d i m i n i s h e d  
b y  h i s  own i n c o n g r u o u s  a p p r o a c h .  F u r t h e r m o r e ,  t h e  p u b l i s h e r  
f a i l s  t o  g r a s p  P e g g t s  p o i n t  and  a d v e r t i s e s  R i t e s  a n d  R i o t s  
p r e c i s e l y  as wha t  i t  i s  n o t ,  a  book  d e s c r i b i n g  ! I t h e  h e r i t a g e  
o f  any  p e o p l e  o f  B r i t i s h  o r  E u r o p e a n  a n c e s t r y "  and  u s e f u l  
t o  "anyone  who p l a n s  t o  t r a v e l  t o  G r e a t  B r i t a i n  o r  E u r o p e "  
( t h e  d a t e s  o f  m o s t  o f  t h e  c u s t o m s  a r e  n o t  i n d i c a t e d ) .  

The m a j o r  s t r e n g t h  o f  t h e  b o o k  l i e s  i n  i t s  i l l u s -  
t r a t i o n s .  Some of  t h e  p h o t o g r a p h s  d a t e  f r o m  t h e  t u r n  o f  
t h e  c e n t u r y ,  a n d  t o g e t h e r  w i t h  t h e  r e c e n t  c o l o r  p l a t e s  
and  t h e  o l d e r  e n g r a v i n g s ,  v i s u a l  v a r i e t y  t h r o u g h  t i m e  a n d  
s p a c e  i s  p r o v i d e d .  R i t e s  a n d  R i o t s  r e m a i n s  t h e n  one o f  
t h e  many " p r e t t y  p i c t u r e  books , f l  w h i c h  f a i l  t o  p r o v i d e  
f u r t h e r  i n s i g h t s  i n t o  t h e  d y n a m i c s  o f  c u s t o m s  and  r i t u a l s .  
T h i s  i s  a l l  t h e  more r e g r e t t a b l e ,  a s  Bob P e g g l s  p r o m i s i n g  
i d e a s - -  h a d  t h e y  b e e n  g r a n t e d  more  t i m e  t o  r i p e n - -  w o u l d  
h a v e  made h i s  book  f a r  more  s a t i s f y i n g  n o t  o n l y  f o r  t h e  
w i d e r  a u d i e n c e  i t  i s  a i m e d  a t  b u t  a l s o  f o r  t h e  f o l k l o r i s t  
a n d  h i s t o r i a n .  

NOTES 

1. S i r  James F r a z e r ,  The G o l d e n  Bough  o on don: M a c M i l l a n  
P u b l i s h e r s  L t d . ,  1907-15) .  

F a m i l i a r  M y s t e r i e s :  The T r u t h  i n  Myth .  By S h i r l e y  P a r k  
L o w r y .  Pp. x  + 339, b i b l i o g r a p h y ,  i n d e x .  New Y o r k :  
O x f o r d  U n i v e r s i t y  P r e s s ,  1982.  $19.95 C l o t h .  

R e v i e w e d  b y  E r i c  M o n t e n y o h l .  



Familiar Myster ies  claims f a m i l i a r i t y  with f o l k l o r e  
m a t e r i a l s  and purpor t s  t o  be of ut i l i ty t o  f o l k l o r i s t s ,  
both on t h e  book jacke t  and i n s i d e .  The author  i s  knowl- 
edgeable i n  f o l k l o r e  i n  t h e  same sense t h a t  Indiana Jones 
(of Raiders  o f  t h e  Lost Ark) i s  a  t r a d i t i o n a l  American 
f o l k  hero. This book i s  c e r t a i n l y  no c o n t r i b u t i o n  t o  f o l k -  
l o r i s t i c ~ ;  i t  f a i l s  on t h e  most bas ic  grounds, not the  
l e a s t  of which i s  t h e  promise expressed i n  t h e  s u b t i t l e .  

A con t inua l  problem w i t h  the  book i s  t h e  a u t h o r ' s  
d e f i n i t i o n  of " m y t h f f  ( p .  3 ) :  "In t h i s  book, l f m y t h l t  will 
mean a  s t o r y  about a  c u l t u r e l s  gods or  heroes,  a  s t o r y  
whose v i v i d  symbols render  concre te  a  s p e c i a l  percept ion 
about people and t h e i r  world." The f i r s t  p a r t  of t h e  d e f i -  
n i t i o n  seems t o  be one w i t h  which a  f o l k l o r i s t  can agree.  

B u t  t h e  Ifor heroes ,  ..." i n d i c a t e s  t h a t  Lowry has chosen 
t o  speak of m y t h  i n  t h e  vaguest p o s s i b l e  terms.  B u t  t h i s  
only demonstrates  t h a t  Lowry has no sense t h a t  m y t h  i s  
one of t h e  o r a l  forms of f o l k l o r e .  Her book dwells  on 
non-oral,  non-sacred l i t e r a r y  or  s u b l i t e r a r y  s t o r i e s ,  from 
Homer t o  t h e  I n c r e d i b l e  H u l k  and S t a r  Trek. 

The r e s u l t  of Lowry's d e f i n i t i o n  of 9 n y t h 1 I  and at tempt 
t o  d i s t i n g u i s h  m y t h  from legend or f o l k t a l e s  ( c i t i n g  G.S. 
Kirk)  i s  her u t t e r  abandonment of any sacred  n a r r a t i v e s .  
Should any re fe rences  t o  sacred  n a r r a t i v e s  appear i n  t h e  
book, i t  i s  not because they a r e  sacred  t o  a  c u l t u r e ;  i t  
i s  because Lowry can claim t h a t  t h e  c u l t u r e  u t i l i z e s  some 
of t h e  same symbols a s  n a r r a t i v e s  from o ther  c u l t u r e s .  
The book, then ,  i s  not an examination of m y t h  ( sacred  
s t o r i e s ) ,  b u t  an at tempt t o  draw examples of s i m i l a r  o r  
r e c u r r e n t  symbols from random world c u l t u r e s  t o  impress 
t h e  reader  w i t h  Joseph Campbell's t h e o r i e s .  

Chapters 1-3 a r e  a l l  grouped toge ther  a s  "The Symbolic 
Language of Myths." In these  chap te rs  Lowry begins as- 
sembling symbols f o r  l i f e  and death and g iv ing  examples 
from c u l t u r e s  around t h e  world, i n  the  t r a d i t i o n  of nine- 
t een th  century a n t h r o p o l o g i s t s .  Here she claims the  una- 
n i m i t y  of human experience and thought over and over: 
llBecause i n  human experience f l y i n g  i s  the  f r e e s t  form 
of motion and b i r d s  a r e  t h e  most conspicious f l y i n g  c rea-  
t u r e s ,  we o f t e n  p i c t u r e  the  soul  as  f l y i n g  l i k e  a  b i rd . "  

( p . 6 6 )  or " B u t  p r e c i s e l y  because water i s  f o r  most oeooles  
an a l i e n  medium, a  n a t u r a l  b a r r i e r ,  t h e  separa teness  of 



t h e  O t h e r  Wor ld  i s  o f t e n  s y m b o l i z e d  by a  boundary  o f  water."  
(p .  6 7 ) .  I n  h e r  s e l e c t i o n  o f  symbols and examples and 
i n  h e r  a t t e m p t s  t o  a s s e r t  t h e  u n i f o r m i t y  o f  human ex is tence,  
Lou ry  b l e n d s  t h e  d i v e r s e  human c u l t u r e s  i n t o  a  pablum. 

Perhaps t h e  b e s t  example o f  t h i s  i s  L o w r y l s  own c o n c l u s i o n  
t o  t h e  s e c t i o n :  "we come t o  t e rms  w i t h  even t h e  g r e a t e s t  

m y s t e r i e s  by s e e i n g  them as ana lagous t o  f a m i l i a r  t h i n g s "  

(p .  7 2 ) .  T h i s  i s  h a r d l y  p ro found .  
The second s e c t i o n  o f  F a m i l i a r  Hysterics s h o u l d  o f f e r  

more t o  f o l k l o r i s t s ,  as Lowry t u r n s  t o  "The Hero." Chapter  
4 i s  e n t i t l e d  l1What Heroes Do.Il D e s p i t e  p r e f a c i n g  t h e  
c h a p t e r  w i t h  two q u o t a t i o n s  f rom t h e  Grimms' Kinder-und- 
Hausmarchen, t h e  a u t h o r  r a p i d l y  abandons any d i r e c t  use 
o f  m y t h i c  o r  f o l k l o r i c  n a r r a t i v e s .  I n  c o n s i d e r i n g  "The 
Dark  F o r e s t "  as a  r e c u r r e n t  symbol i n  h e r o i c  n a r r a t i v e s ,  
Lowry m i g h t  have used any of  a  number o f  t r a d i t i o n a l  n a r r a -  
t i v e s .  I n s t e a d ,  she examines (1) D a n t e ' s  The D i v i n e  Comedy, 
( 2 )  Spenser ls  The F a e r i e  Queen, ( 3 )  C o l e r i d g e ' s  " C h r i s t a -  
b e l , "  ( 4 )  Hawtho rne ' s  "Young Goodman Brown," and ( 5 )  James 
D i c k e y l s  D e l i v e r a n c e .  The book seems t o  have abandoned 
a l l  i n t e r e s t  i n  myth  t o  f o c u s  on l i t e r a r y  symbol ism, 

"What Heroes DoH (as  t h e  a u t h o r  a d m i t s  she draws f rom 
Joseph Campbel l )  i s  ! +Ques t ,  boon, and r e t u r n ;  T h i s  i s  t h e  
essence o f  t h e  h e r o i c  l i f e - p a t t e r n .  The h e r o  l e a v e s  t h e  
s a f e t y  of  home, v e n t u r e s  i n t o  t h e  w i l d e r n e s s ,  f i n d s  some- 
t h i n g  t h e r e  t h a t  i s  m y s t e r i o u s l y  dangerous o r  v a l u a b l e  
- - o f t e n  both--and r e t u r n s  home i n  t r i umph . "  (p .  78 ) .  T h i s  
i s  a b s o l u t e l y  t r u e  f o r  t h e  romance and i t s  r e l a t e d  l i t e r a r y  
forms. B u t  Lowry o m i t s  t h a t  t h e r e  a r e  he roes  i n  myth,  legend, 
f o l k t a l e s ,  and l i t e r a t u r e  who a r e  n o t  l lher ioc.u What o f  
t h e  g r e a t  number of  s t o r i e s  u h i c h  a r e  m y t h i c  b u t  n o t  h e r o i c  
i n  t h i s  sense? 

O f  p r i m a r y  conce rn  i n  t h i s  c h a p t e r ,  though,  is t h e  
a u t h o r ' s  use o f  l i t e r a t u r e  t o  d e s c r i b e  m y t h i c  symbols (appa- 
r e n t l y  because M e l v i l l e ,  Conrad, B e o u u l f ,  Wu the r i ng  H e i g h t s ,  
Thomas Hardy, H u c k l e b e r r y  F i n n ,  and S t a r  Wars a r e  more 
f a m i l i a r  t o  us t h a n  myths  a r e ) .  T h i s  use o f  l i t e r a t u r e  
and l i t e r a r y  symbol ism t o  d e s c r i b e  myth  and m y t h i c  symbol ism 
i s  a  c o n s i d e r a b l y  more complex i s s u e  t h a n  t h e  a u t h o r  f aces .  
She assumes t h a t  symbol ism i s  symbol ism, m y t h i c  o r  otherwise. 

N e i t h e r  l i t e r a t u r e  n o r  myth  e x i s t s  i n  a  vacuum; each fo rm 
can c r e a t e  symbols.  Bu t  each a l s o  can bo r row  symbols f r om 
t h e  o t h e r .  I n  d o i n g  so, one fo rm canno t  mere l y  i l l u s t r a t e  



o r  d e s c r i b e  a  s y m b o l  w i t h o u t  c o m m e n t i n g  o r  c r i t i c i z i n g  
t h e  o t h e r ' s  use--and t h u s  a  c o m p l e x  i n t e r a c t i o n  b e g i n s .  
A s s e m b l i n g  l i t e r a r y  s y m b o l s  t o  seek  "The T r u t h  i n  My th"  
i s  c e r t a i n l y  n o t  u s i n g  t h e  b e s t  e v i d e n c e ,  m y t h  i t s e l f .  
I n d e e d ,  t o  s t u d y  " w h a t  h e r o e s  dol l  one m u s t  d i s t i n g u i s h  
b e t w e e n  l i t e r a r y  h e r o e s  ( w h e t h e r  H u c k l e b e r r y  F i n n  o r  W a l t e r  

M i t t y )  and m y t h i c  h e r o e s  ( O d y s s e u s ) .  
C h a p t e r  5 p u r s u e s  "The H e r o i c  L i f e - P a t t e r n , "  a  s u b j e c t  

t a i l o r  made f o r  f o l k l o r i s t s .  L o w r y  a g a i n  depends  on  J o s e p h  
C a m p b e l l  f o r  t h e o r y ,  a d d i n g  h e r  own e x a m p l e s :  R o b i n  Hood, 
N e a l  C a s s i d y ,  Han S o l o ,  and  Humphrey B o g a r t .  I t  i s  v e r y  
d i s a p p o i n t i n g  t o  f i n d  t h a t  h e r e ,  on a  t o p i c  a b o u t  w h i c h  
f o l k l o r i s t s  h a v e  w r i t t e n  f a i r l y  f r e q u e n t l y ,  t h e  a u t h o r  
seems w h o l l y  i g n o r a n t .  Lowry  does  b a s e  h e r  e l a b o r a t i o n  
o f  t h e  h e r o i c  l i f e - p a t t e r n  on  C a m p b e l l ' s  The Hero with 
a Thousand Faces; i n  t h e  same f o o t n o t e  s h e  a l s o  c i t e s  J a n  
de  V r i e s l  Heroic Song and Heroic Legend. She m e n t i o n s  
L o r d  R a g l a n ,  a l t h o u g h  s h e  a c c u s e s  The Hero: A Study in 
Tradition, Myth, and Drama o f  " f r e q u e n t  l a p s e s  i n  l o g i c  
and  s c h o l a r s h i p H  (p .  313) .  T h e r e  e x i s t  numerous  o t h e r  
s o u r c e s  f r o m  A m e r i c a n  f o l k l o r i s t i c s  t h a t  Lowry  s h o u l d  have  
c i t e d ,  w o r k s  f a m i l i a r  t o  m o s t  A m e r i c a n  f o l k l o r e  s c h o l a r s .  1 

If Ms. L o w r y  h a d  c o n s u l t e d  some o f  t h e s e  o t h e r  s o u r c e s ,  
s h e  w o u l d  h a v e  d i s c o v e r e d  s u p p o r t  f o r  some o f  h e r  a r g u m e n t s  
a b o u t  t h e  r o m a n t i c  h e r o ' s  l i f e - p a t t e r n .  B u t  s h e  w o u l d  
a l s o  d i s c o v e r  t h e  c o m p l e x i t i e s  i n  m a k i n g  g e n e r a l i z a t i o n s  
a b o u t  t h e  l e g e n d a r y  f o l k  h e r o ,  t h e  p o p u l a r  h e r o ,  o r  any 
f o l k  h e r o .  

S e c t i o n  3 o f  t h e  book ,  "The C o m p l e a t  Home a n d  t h e  
M o n s t e r  a t  t h e  Door, ' '  and  S e c t i o n  4, ! ! C o n q u e r i n g  Death , "  
c o n t i n u e  t h e  a u t h o r ' s  w o r k  o f  a s s e m b l i n g  s y m b o l s  and  exam- 
p l e s  f r o m  a r o u n d  t h e  w o r l d .  T h e r e  i s  l i t t l e  c o n c e r n  f o r  
c u l t u r a l  d i f f e r e n c e s  s o  l o n g  as t h e  c u l t u r e s  s h a r e  s i m i l a r  
s y m b o l i c  r e p r e s e n t a t i o n s .  S e c t i o n  3 i s  more i n t e r e s t i n g  
t h a n  t h e  f i n a l  one,  w h i c h  i s  d o m i n a t e d  b y  a  d i s c u s s i o n  
o f  C h r i s t i a n i t y ' s  c o n c e r n  w i t h  d e a t h  and  t h e  changes  i n  
t h o s e  a t t i t u d e s .  T h i s  s e c t i o n  p l o d s  b a d l y  i n  c o m p a r i s o n  
t o  t h e  r e s t  o f  t h e  book .  

I n  sum, t h e  b o o k ' s  c l a i m s  a r e  b a d l y  o v e r s t a t e d .  
Familiar Mysteries o p e r a t e s  w i t h  t h e  l i t e r a r y  c o n c e p t i o n  
o f  my th ,  n o t  an a n t h r o p o l o g i c a l  o r  f o l k l o r i s t i c  c o n c e p t i o n .  



The book does n o t  seek " t h e  t r u t h  i n  mythw so much as r e -  
c u r r e n t  symbols.  And, as i t  c o n t a i n s  no s i g n i f i c a n t  amount 
o f  f o l k l o r e ,  i t  o f f e r s  n o t h i n g  consequence t o  f o l k l o r i s t s .  
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