
Who was Afraid of the Big Bad Wolf? Wolves in the Culture, 
Mythology, and Religion of Ancient Greece, Rome, and Scandinavia

Introduction
My main topic is the reception of wolves by the Greeks, the Romans, and the 
Scandinavian peoples.   I have included a section on werewolves in the three 
cultures, since werewolves are the most fascinating and popular uses of 
wolves in folklore.  the periods under discussion are: the Grecian archaic 
through classical period circa 800-300 BC, The Roman foundation until the 
Late Republic and Early Empire 753 BC-200 AD, and The Viking Age of Scandinavia 
793 AD-1086 AD. All of the time periods under study were polytheistic.
 The modern biological understanding of wolves is fundamentally different 
to  how they would have been perceived wolves during these eras. The modern 
conception is purely fixed in science while the ancient cultures still 
understood that they were animals and therefore entirely different to 
humans but without the rigid categorization in modern times.
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Research Methods
For this project the main sources are primary sources from Greek, Roman, 
and Scandinavian authors, 

The Greek sources include famous philosophers and historians such as 
Aristotle and Herodotus but also many other lesser known authors. The 
Greek accounts drawn from Around 300 BC to 200 AD..

The Roman sources follow suit with the Greeks, with many famous 
Roman authors like Plutarch, Livy, and Ovid being the main sources on 
wolves in Rome. These three authors all wrote around the late republic 
and early Empire.

The Scandinavian authors all wrote their works around 200 years after 
the end of the Viking Age,  after they had converted to Christianity. 
THIS change accepts the perspective of the Scandinavian texts.

Secondary sources were consulted to provide historical and religious 
context in addition to a different perspective.  where the primary 
sources could not and were essential in a few areas, such as wolves in 
Greek religion, where there was scattered evidence throughout the 
primary sources which needed to be collected and organized. 

Results
Greek perception of wolves was that they were dull creatures who 
thought more with their stomach and were prone to violence Roman 
perception of wolves was very similar with little deviation, however, 
there has been studies that point in the direction of wolves being taboo 
to kill in Roman culture. This is due to their absence from folk medicine 
and gladiator shows. Scandinavian written sources are so scarce that 
archaeological evidence is needed to understand how they thought of 
wolves and that evidence shows that wolves appear frequently on 
amulets. This means that they were respected and acknowledged enough 
to be culturally important.

Greek religion does not have the wolf as a central figure, however the 
land of Arcadia (a land in Greece near Sparta) had a special festival 
called the Lykaia. The Lykaia celebrates the story of King Lykaon, who fed 
human flesh to Zeus as a test to the god and was transformed into a 
wolf for his treachery. The festival features human sacrifice and 
consumption with young men in attendance. Those who consume the 
human entrails spiritually transformed into wolves themselves and 
being exiled from the city to the wild. They were permitted to return to 
the city after they had come of age. It was a coming of age ceremony.

Roman religion had a separate festival called Lupercalia dedicated to 
the story of Romulus, Remus and the She-wolf (lupa). the twin boys who 
would help found Rome were left in a basket to float down the river 
where a she-wolf found and suckled them. Lupercalia celebrated this 
story in a festival of purification. Priests of Lupercalia ran through the 
city and struck citizens with thongs made of animal skins to remove 
spiritual pollution. It took place at the end of the Roman year and was a 
fresh start for the new year.

Scandinavian mythology had a few major characters in the form of 
wolves.  Fenrir is the iconic giant wolf who is chained up to prevent the 
end of the world, in which he will devour  Odin king of the gods. His 
children who are also wolves will devour both the sun and the moon 
during Ragnarok. Wolves in this religion are seen as more of a 
destructive force who will bring about the end of the world.
Werewolves in all three cultures are creatures who commit terrible 
acts. Some are turned into wolves as a punishment, such as Lykaon in 
Greek mythology, while others in Scandinavian myth are heroes who 
find wolf skins that turn them into wolves. Universally the human in 
wolf form is voracious and murderous.
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Conclusion
the wolf while being one of the most prominent predators in Greek, Roman, and 
Scandinavian cultures, still was perceived in quite a few different ways. 

the wolf was  important to the Greeks who, celebrated a wolf festival, but was 
otherwise disregarded. 

For the Romans, wolves  have more positive connotations  but they maintain 
their reputations  reputation of ferocity.

The Scandinavians place the wolf front and centre as a terrible force who will 
help bring the end of the world.
Werewolves in all three cultures are evil creatures who do not fit with society 
and always have negative connotations surrounding them. 

While the ancient’s perception of the wolf seems to be entirely negative, there is 
some beauty to be found in the new perspective. The wolf was much more 
negatively relevant to human life in the past which would breed resentment 
which does not exist now. The modern reader should revel in understanding a 
common subject in a new way.
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