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Abstract:



Folklore exists in all human groups, small and big. Since early modernity, scholars have provided various definitions of the phenomenon, but earlier texts may also reveal awareness and reflection on the specific character folklore. In this short article, we wish to explore and look into the various definitions and characterizations of folklore given by ancient writers from various times and cultures. We will try to draw a cultural map of awareness to the phenomenon of folklore in ancient Near-Eastern texts, Greco-Roman culture, the Hebrew Bible, Early Christianity and Rabbinic literature. The main questions we wish do deal with are where and if we can find explicit mention of folklore; which folk genres are dominant in ancient writings and what was the social context of ancient folklore? That is to say, whom those text integrated in social frameworks, enabling their users to gain power or to undermine existing cultural, theological and social structures.
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1. Introduction


Folklore exists in all human groups, small and big. Since early modernity, scholars have provided various definitions of the phenomenon,1 but earlier texts may also reveal awareness and reflection on the specific character folklore.2 The modes and forms of folkloric creativity and communication change according to the conditions in which they take place. Visual and tangible forms of folklore depend, among other things, on the materials available, the climate, and the economic potential of their practitioners. Verbal forms of folklore are dependent on languages, as well as on the situational contexts and the social frameworks in which they are performed.



Today, studying the verbal folklore of the past is different from studying that of the present, lacking the contemporaneity of performers and those who study them. Until less than two centuries ago, the audial aspects of past folklore performances were not retainable, they could only be recorded as notations, such as notes. Even though technology has provided us with an array of devices to preserve both voices and images—still, as well as moving—much of the contextual information which gives folklore its meaning is lost in recordings.3 The study of ancient folklore is thus dependent on the written medium transmitting to us the genres of verbal folklore—although at least partly performed orally—as well as descriptions of other genres, such as rituals and games, and contextual knowledge of all kinds. Folklore, when interwoven into ancient texts, is particularly entangled with other modes of culture; it is part of the repertoire of sophisticated written literatures in all periods, including antiquity.4 Ancient folklore has also reached our times through visual representation, such as sculptures, frescoes and mosaics.



Limitations of language and cultural proficiency dictate the choice of ancient cultures that we are able to review in this short essay. Thanks to our being scholars of late antique Rabbinic, and Talmudic-midrashic texts from folkloristic, ethnographic and literary perspectives, we have a certain competence vis a vis the folklores of the ancient Near East, including that in the Hebrew Bible, and those of the Classical Greek world, as well as the Hellenistic, Roman and early Christian cultures. Cultural contact of the Rabbinic world with the Indian and Persian worlds, and with pre-Moslem Middle Eastern, as well as early Moslem culture, allow us to refer to them too. We regret the omission of other antiquities, among them the Chinese, Japanese, African and the pre-Columbian American.



The identification of folklore in ancient texts depends on hermeneutical operations based on disciplinary models derived from the study of folklore in times closer to ours. Scholars of ancient folklore primarily use three methodological approaches to identify the objects of their study: explicit mention of folk, popular and oral sources, such as the Talmudic formula quoting proverbs “this is what the people say”; application of typological criteria developed in later materials, such as tale types;5 and the identification of genres based on phenomenological criteria.6




2. In Their Own Words: Explicit Mention of Folk, Popular and Oral Sources


The man commonly known as the Father of History was evidently endowed with this sobriquet before the fields of ethnography and folklore were fully recognized (as Herodotus could actually rightfully be called the Father of Ethnography and Folklore). Like the British enlighteners whom Bauman and Briggs set at the beginning of our disciplinary lineage,7 Aubrey and others, Herodotus too was analytically aware of an epistemological level of perception that contradicted scientific and other provable findings:8


The Thessalians themselves say that Poseidon made the channel through which the Peneios flows; and reasonably they report it thus, because whosoever believes that it is Poseidon who shakes the Earth and that the partings asunder produced by earthquakes are the work of this god, would say, if he saw this, that it was made by Poseidon; for the parting asunder of the mountains is the work of an earthquake, as is evident to me.9







Herodotus’ rhetoric demonstrates a particularly early expression of a well-known approach, especially among cultural elites, i.e., that folklore belongs to “them”. However, the ancients also observed the complex processes in which authors turned orally performed cultural modes into written texts, preserving them for posterity.



No less than Roman rhetorician Quintilian (c. 35-100 CE) has described, in some detail, the process of transposing ancient oral traditions in writing:


Therefore let pupils learn to paraphrase Aesop’s fables, which follow closely upon the stories of nursery, in plain and unexcessive language; and thereafter to effect the same simplicity of style in writing.10







Quintilian’s gaze on folklore remains that of an outsider, hailing its simplicity, as would numerous writers after him. For Quintilian, Aesop’s tales were cultural goods transmitted from the past. The earliest editions of the ancient Greek fabulist known to us stem from Quintilian’s own period, attributed to Phaedrus (ca. 15 BCE-50 CE) and Babrius (2nd century CE), but since they were mentioned by earlier authors—e.g., Aristotle, Herodotus, Plutarch—Quintilian, provides a good example of the awareness of the ancients of the orally performed tales that were transmitted to them. The Aesopic tales are a prime example of the early distribution of folklore, since there are a fair number of parallels to them and, not only in the late antique Rabbinic Talmudic-Midrashic texts,11 but also in the major Indian tale compilations, such as the Panchatantra.12



Paul Veyne has, in his classic Did the Greeks Believe in their Myths?, made a strong point about the transmission of myth in the genre formations of folk tales and nursery rhymes, among others, in the private context of homes, as well as in oratories and philosophical discourses of the symposia.13 Others have added more detail: “tragedy, and comedy, epideictic oratory (and particularly in funeral speeches), in sophistic teaching, in festivals, and a variety of other contexts in which storytellers might perform”.14 In another cultural context, and from a different hermeneutical perspective, Paul Ricoeur has highlighted the everyday life practices in which Jesus’ parables are set.15 The Rabbis were certainly aware of oral modes of transmission, and even in their non-literary, legal, halakhic discourse, they saw it, for a long time, as the preferred mode of transmission.16 They also consciously recorded story-telling events.17 Scholarship has also revealed a particular awareness for folk narratives that may be epistemologically categorized as belonging to a world of yore and there, that existed in the imaginary world of the Rabbis of Babylonia in the fifth century, in the West, the Land of Israel, Roman Palestine, and a couple of centuries earlier.18




3. Genres in Ancient Folklore


The concept of genres has illuminated the field of folklore in its implicit articulations that we have suggested above, explicitly formulated in its early disciplinary formations. It became central since the systematic historical model of the Brothers Grimm19 at the early 19th century, and later in the long reigning “Folkloristic Method” of the geographical-historical or Finnish School.20 One basic genre distinction would be from early on between short and long forms. Among the short, or “minor” genres, proverbs are the most commonly used.



Since ancient times, humans have created proverbs and used them, as Samuel Noah Kramer has shown in his masterful History Begins in Sumer.21 The ancient Greeks—Aeschylus (Agamemnon), Aristophanes (Thesmophoriazusae, Birds), Apollodorus (Library, Epitome) among many others, quoted proverbs in their work often spelling out the genre label.22 Aristotle, who quotes ample proverbs in the Nichomacean Ethics, provided in his Rhetoric (3. 11 (14)) a characterization of the genre and a concrete example, obviously set in an oral context:


Proverbs also are metaphors from species to species. If a man, for instance, introduces into his house something from which he expects to benefit, but afterwards finds himself injured instead, it is as the Carpathian says of the hare; for both have experienced the same misfortunes.23







The Hebrew Bible, as canonized by Jews and Christians alike, not only includes the Book of Proverbs, but also explicitly introduces proverbs as a popular genre. Thus, in Genesis, popular wisdom opens, as well as concludes the story of the creation of woman: “It is not good that man should be alone” (Genesis 2:18) and: “Therefore a man shall leave his father and mother and be joined to his wife, and they shall become one flesh” (Genesis 1:24).24 Like in the story of woman’s creation, proverbs also frame the story of Saul’s crowning as king of Israel, that in fact exposes the process of proverb formation, visible in the variation from the first to the second application of the same proverb with very slight variation. The first proverb appears at the very beginning of Saul’s appearance in the narrative:


And it happened, when all who knew him formerly saw that he indeed prophesied among the prophets, that the people said to one another, “What is this that has come upon the son of Kish? Is Saul also among the prophets?” Then a man from there answered and said, “But who is their father?” Therefore it became a proverb: “Is Saul also among the prophets?”.



(1 Sam 10:11–12)







The second instance shows that the proverb has been “orally canonized” as confirmed by usage:25


And he also stripped off his clothes and prophesied before Samuel in like manner, and lay down naked all that day and all that night. Therefore they say, “Is Saul also among the prophets?”



(1 Samuel 19:24)







Riddles too have an ancient lineage, as the following Sumerian didactic example shows:


A house based on a foundation like the skies/A house one has covered with a veil like a secret box/A house set on a base like a goose/One enters it blind,/Leaves it seeing,/Answer: the School.26







The riddle of the Sphinx was apparently so well known in Ancient Athens that Sophocles needed not to spell it out in his Oedipus Tyrannos, and we know it from a later source.27 The Hebrew Bible provides a context of performance, demonstrating the riddle’s social power and efficacy:28


Then Samson said to them: “Let me pose a riddle to you. If you can correctly solve and explain it to me within the seven days of the feast, then I will give you thirty linen garments and thirty changes of clothing. But if you cannot explain it to me, then you shall give me thirty linen garments and thirty changes of clothing.”



And they said to him: “Pose your riddle, that we may hear it”



So he said to them: “Out of the eater came something to eat, and out of the strong came something sweet.”



Now for three days they could not explain the riddle.



But it came to pass on the seventh day that they said to Samson’s wife: “Entice your husband, that he may explain the riddle to us, or else we will burn you and your father’s house with fire. Have you invited us in order to take what is ours? Is that not so?”



Then Samson’s wife wept on him, and said: “You only hate me! You do not love me! You have posed a riddle to the sons of my people, but you have not explained it to me.”



And he said to her: “Look, I have not explained it to my father or my mother; so should I explain it to you?” Now she had wept on him the seven days while their feast lasted. And it happened on the seventh day that he told her, because she pressed him so much. Then she explained the riddle to the sons of her people. So the men of the city said to him on the seventh day before the sun went down: “What is sweeter than honey? And what is stronger than a lion?”



And he said to them: “If you had not plowed with my heifer, You would not have solved my riddle!”



(Judges 14:12)29








4. The Social Context of Ancient Folklore: Tools of Power and Subversion


Ancient texts also retain a rich variety of folk narratives. In the Rabbinic literature of the Talmuds, the Palestinian Talmud or the Yerushalmi and the Babylonian Talmud or the Bavli, and the Midrash compilations, the preferred folk narrative genre is the legend with its demonstrable roots in the experienced and known reality. Among the legends of the Rabbis, those that describe the acts and events relating to individuals from their own elite milieu are abundant.



A good example of the way such legends construct authority and social order is the tale of the death of the imposing figure of Rabbi Judah Ha-Nasi, also known as the Prince. Rabbi Judah served as the political leader of the Jewish population in Roman Judea, and edited the constitutive text of most rabbinic literature, the Mishnah, at the beginning of the third century CE. Set in the tractate Ketubot (“marriage contracts”) of the Bavli, the tale articulates hegemony and social gaps in multiple ways:


On the day when Rabbi died, the rabbis decreed a public fast and offered prayers for heavenly mercy. And they announced: Whoever says “Rabbi is dead” will be stabbed with a sword.



Rabbi’s maidservant ascended the roof and said: “Those above claim Rabbi, and those below claim Rabbi; may it be the will that those below will overpower those above.” Yet when she saw how often he restored to the privy, painfully taking off his tefillin [phylacteries] and putting them on again, she prayed: “May it be the will that those above will overpower those below.” And the rabbis did not cease to pray for mercy.



She took a jar and threw it down from the roof to the ground. [Because of the noise] they were silent [from asking mercy], and Rabbi died (bKetubbot 104a).30







The tale displays a series of hierarchical relationships: between men and women, between Rabbi Judah as primus inter pares and the other rabbis, and not least between the human sphere below, and the divine sphere above. It also shows how those two spheres are functionally interconnected, as the prayer of the sages prolongs the life of Rabbi Judah, and the trick of the maidservant releases him from his suffering. The narrative becomes a strong statement about the tabooed theme of merciful death, almost in favor of euthanasia. The hierarchical system, at least for a moment, albeit in a crucial moment, collapses, as the maidservant undermines the effect of the prayer of the sages.



The presence of women who have a say, and a powerful say at that, is relatively rare in Rabbinic texts. Dina Stein concludes her chapter on the relationship between Rabbi Judah and his maidservant in a number of tales, as follows:


In the body of rabbinic discourse, Rabbi Judah’s maidservant is an other within, and other who is recognized as being seated at the heart of its being. Insofar as discursive practices are the mechanisms through which a culture constructs its identity (and, by implication, it hegemony), this stranger within plants seeds of ambiguity.31







Stein shows how the tale both establishes Rabbinic authority and power, and points to its cracks that let other powers, such as the female voice here, act out their presence.



Dream interpretation is a privileged cultural practice in the Ancient Near East32 and in Greece.33 In Late Antiquity, it continued being a respected art of divination, as well as a means of diagnosing and healing disease.34 It is thus with good reason that Michel Foucault took the most famous book of ancient dream interpretation, Artemidorus’ Onerirocritica,35 as his point of departure for the third volume of his History of Sexuality.36 We do not however share Foucault’s tendency to see the dreams as reflections of social realities, overly underplaying the role of imagination in the production of dreams and the discourses on them.37 Rabbinic literature has produced a veritable “dream tractate” in the last chapter of tractate Berakhot (“blessings”) of the Babylonian Talmud, that rather than listing patent interpretations for dreams, embeds them in narratives and interactive discourses. Similar texts of dream interpretation are also extant in other Rabbinic works, such as the one below:38


A woman once came to Rabbi Eleazar.



She said to him: “In my dream I saw the beam of the house breaking.”



He said to her: “That woman [meaning the dreamer] will bear a male child.” And so she did.



She came at another time and did not find him [R. Eleazar] there, but found his students. She said to them: “Where is your Rabbi?”



They said to her: “What do you want?”



She said to them: “In my dream I saw the beam of the house breaking.”



They said to her: “That woman will bury her husband.”



When she left she heard that her husband was dead and she began to scream. R. Eleazar heard her voice and said to her: “What do you want?”



His students said to him: “She came and asked us about a dream.”



Said he to them: “And what did you tell her?”



Said they: “We told her that that woman would bury her husband.”



Said he: “You have lost a human being. Is it not written ‘And it came to pass, just as he interpreted to us, so it happened’? (Genesis 41:13 NKJV)



(Lamentations Rabbah 1, 1).39







The tale is embedded in the Rabbinic elaboration on the Biblical Book of Lamentations (ca. 6th century CE; however, the dating of Rabbinic literature is too complicated to introduce at length here). The tale demonstrates how dream interpretation is constructed in a discursive interaction, and how it is contingent on the life experience and the wisdom of the interpreter. The inexperienced students provide a rash and morbid interpretation, flatly interpreting breaking as death, thus leading to death, whereas the master’s ripe experience of life produces life and birth, interpreting the beam as the body of the birth-giving woman, and labor as its temporary breaking.



This dream also serves to demonstrate the intertextuality of various folklore traditions of the ancient world. Thus, Penelope’s rather famous dream in the Odyssey also figures the beam of her home and foresees her husband’s return.40 The prominence of beams in dreams in this cultural sphere may well stem from the word play in the Greek language between δόκος (a beam) and δοκή (a vision). An additional association to τόκος—child bearer, mother—may also echo. Freud’s linguistic approach to dream interpretation is thus rooted in a deep knowledge and intuition of cultural traditions.41



Dreams interpreted in Rabbinic literature are therefore closely linked to textual interpretation, and especially the interpretation of Scripture, which is the intellectual and epistemological basis of the rabbinic project in general. Dream interpretation is positioned in a juncture between textual practices and embodied practices, and it translated texts and visions into rituals, customs and even objects, such as amulets.



Finally, we shall mention one more genre of folklore that is pregnant with subversive power, namely laments.42 Almost universally viewed as a genre practiced by women, laments relate to existentially explosive and vital themes. They are set on the volatile bridge between life and death, marked above all by disconnection and total separation. Laments have been part of human expressive culture since earliest antiquity, found in ancient Mesopotamian and Egyptian texts, as well as in literary documents such as Homer’s Iliad, the book of Lamentations, and other texts in the Hebrew Bible. They also often bear in the text itself the most palpable references to the performing body of the lamenters. That may be the reason that the study of laments, perhaps more than of any other genre, has stimulated the study of classical Greek sources illuminated by ethnographical, folkloristic, and anthropological research. The pioneering study of oral performance in the work of Margaret Alexious,43 and in particular in the feminist scholarship of Nicole Loraux (2002),44 much inspired by Jean-Pierre Vernant,45 are important examples. The biblical book of Lamentations was quickly recognized as part of the folk poetry of the ancient Israelites. Johann Gottfried Herder (1744–1803), a central figure of the German Enlightenment and Romanticism, and a forerunner of modern folklore studies, mentioned Lamentations in his elaborate essay “Vom Geist der hebräischen Poesie”.46 An early ethnographically informed work on Lamentations was Hedwig Jahnow’s comparative study, based on earlier studies of Middle Eastern folk customs and oral literature collected mainly in Palestine by pioneering scholars in the field, such as Gustaf Dalman (1855–1941).47 Jahnow’s (1879–1944, in Theresienstadt) comparative method echoed contemporary Central and North European folklore studies, and drew inspiration from Sir James Frazer’s “Myth and Ritual” school.



As Nicole Loraux has demonstrated with regard to laments in classical Athens and Vered Madar among Yemeni Jews,48 lamenting is a strictly restrained and policed activity. Representatives of the male hegemonic order have, in these and many other cultures, instituted firm regulations about where, when, and for how long laments may be performed, and especially where and when they will not be tolerated.49 Lamenting involves challenging the divine force or forces, and men cautiously seem to prefer not to take the risk, unless they are select, exceptional, indeed, almost marginal individuals, such as prophets, who frequently challenge God. As lamenters, women are thrown into a zone of risk somewhat akin to the situation of the Pythian oracle at Delphi, placed between the known and the unknown, and of the Woman of En-Dor, with her special talent to tread the borderlands between the dead and the living, and to summon a dead spirit.50 The Book of Lamentations itself underlines from its opening lines the utter solitariness of the lamenting woman:


How lonely sits the city



That was full of people!



How like a widow is she,



Who was great among the nations!



The princess among the provinces



Has become a slave!



(Lamentations 1.1; NKJV)







The Book of Lamentations is part and parcel of a shared tradition of the Ancient Near East. At the heart of the ancient Babylonian city, laments were weeping gods and especially goddesses, who lamented their destroyed cities and temples.51 Texts found in the North Canaanite city of Ugarit on the coast of the Mediterranean also mention lamenting as a women’s genre.52



Scholars of Ancient Near Eastern poetry and culture have emphasized the strong embeddedness of the laments in ritual and ceremonial contexts.53 The texts themselves bear witness to the performative aspects of the laments by referring to gestures, expressions and movements related to lamenting.54



Rabbinic literature has retained some texts of laments, such as the patriarchs’ poetic lament mourning the terrible fate of their offspring being dragged to exile in Babylonia. This is the only poem of its kind in Lamentations Rabbah, mentioned above, using the spoken Aramaic idiom and, in what seems a natural rhetorical choice, focusing on the suffering bodies:


Woe that this has befallen our children,



how you were like fatherless orphans,



how you were struck by midday sun and summer heat without dress or cover;



how you were pushed in lines, stripped of shoes and without sandals;



how you were carrying heavy burdens;



how you were bound with your arms behind your backs;



how you could not swallow the saliva of your mouth.55








5. Closing Words for an Incomplete Essay


We knew even before we undertook the task that there would be no way to bring to the readers the indescribable abundance of the folklores of the Ancient world. Instead of making long inventories and providing summaries and reviews of works, we chose to present some of our favorite ancient folklore texts, trying to sketch an outline and to introduce some concrete examples. Hampered by the limits of time, space and our knowledge, we can only hope to serve the readers with an aperitif that will whet their appetites.



We shall, however, demonstrate in this final section how texts identified by us as ancient folklore challenge the epistemological dimensions of our perception of the past.



In the Lives of the Emperors by Suetonius an anecdote on Tiberius is told in chapter 60:56


A few days after he reached Capreae and was by himself, a fisherman appeared unexpectedly and offered him a huge mullet; whereupon in his alarm that the man had clambered up to him from the back of the island over the rough and pathless rocks, he had the poor fellow’s face scrubbed with the fish.



And because in the midst of his torture the man thanked his stars that he had not given the emperor an enormous crab that he had caught, Tiberius had his face torn with the crab also.57







Folk narrative scholars will recognize the motif J2563: “Thank God they weren’t peaches!”58, well known in Southern Europe and among speakers of the Romance languages. Suetonius (69–122, or later, CE) was a Roman biographer-historian, well connected with rulers (e.g., Trajan, Hadrian), and intellectuals (e.g., Pliny). His writings have been trusted by generations of historians regarding mainly 1st century CE life and politics in Rome. In a somewhat less trusted, and about three centuries later work, the pseudonymously collectively authored Historia Augusta (Scriptores Historiae Augustae), which is one of the main sources for the life of Emperor Hadrian, there is the following tale about him:


He surpassed all kings by his gifts. Often he bathed in the public baths, even when everyone was present, as a result of which the following bathing joke became well-known: on one occasion he had seen a certain veteran, known to him in military service, rubbing his back and the rest of his body on the wall; he asked why he had the marble scrape him, and when he learned that this was done for the reason that he did not have a slave, he presented him both with slaves and with the cost of their maintenance. But on another day when several old men were rubbing themselves on the wall to arouse the emperor’s generosity, he ordered them to be called out and to rub each other down in turn.59







In both tales, the narrator focuses on the power of the emperor with regard to his subjects. Whereas the unpopular Tiberius is described as erratically acting out of sudden fright, causing the poor well-meaning fisherman undue suffering, the much admired and—like many other emperors—posthumously deified Hadrian, is shown as a just and a smart judge of human nature, as well as a man of the people. Like so much else reported on Hadrian, this may have happened,60 but is also articulated in terms of a culturally specific genre, a “bathing joke” apt for Roman emperors known for building baths. Both cases substantiate Bowersock’s claim; “For any coherent and persuasive interpretation of the Roman empire, it becomes obvious that fiction must be viewed as part of its history.”61 For scholars of folklore, the texts map the genre of legend, bearing witness to the inevitable interaction between imagination and reality in the verbal articulation of the past, and defying the stark dichotomy between fact and fiction.



To further illuminate the potentials of legendary history, let us bring one more example from Rabbinic literature, which is discernably connected with the two historical legends quoted from Roman historical sources:


Hadrian, let his bones be milled, was walking up from Tiberias to the Land of Israel when he saw a man planting saplings.



Said Hadrian: Old man, old man, up at sunrise free at sunset—had you toiled in your youth you would be free of toil in your old age.



Said the old man: By your life sir, I have toiled sunrise and sunset and what He wants He does.



Said Hadrian: By your life old man, if these saplings yield in your lifetime, let me taste them.



The old man was fortunate and the saplings yielded in his lifetime. So he filled a basket with figs and went and stood in [Hadrian’s] presence.



Said [the emperor]: Who are you?



And he replied: I am the old man whom you passed by and told, if these saplings yield in your lifetime let me taste them.



Said [the emperor]: Empty his basket and fill it with dinars.



That having been done to him he went home and told his family.



When the neighbor heard that, she went and said to her husband: Son of dark, son of dark, have you heard that this king loves figs?



Her husband asked her: How do you know?



She told: Our old neighbor filled his basket with figs, and it was filled with dinars.



So he got up before daybreak and filled his saddlebag and loaded the donkey and went and stood in the emperor’s presence.



When he was asked “who are you” he told them: I have heard that this king loves figs.



[The emperor] told [his servants]: Go and make him stand at the gate of the palace and every one who happens to pass by throws [one of his fruits] in his face.



That having been done to him he went home and told his family.



They told him: Praise your Creator that they were figs rather than citrons, and that they were ripe rather than unripe.62







In classical folk narrative study terms, this tale exhibits a conglomeration between two international tale types: “Planting for the next generation” (AT 928), a wisdom novella on “clever acts and words”, and “Thank God They Weren’t Peaches” (AT 1689), a humorous tale on “the stupid man”.63 It demonstrates the genre versatility of ancient folk narratives, combining the wisdom novella where the old man knows the right answers to persuade the emperor, the humorous tale, punishing the greedy neighbor with a characteristic anti-feminist flavor, a moral tale, praising the old man’s selfless care for the next generation, and a historical legend about Hadrian. It also fits into the Scripture based framework of the Rabbinic texts, in its association with the lectionary from Leviticus 19:25 (NKJV): “When you come into the land, and have planted all kinds of trees for food, then you shall count their fruit as uncircumcised. Three years it shall be as uncircumcised to you. It shall not be eaten.”



The multi-genre character of the text may account for the multiple levels of interpretation that it produces. There is moral retribution to the virtuous old man, and the order on earth where the emperor rewards and punishes parallels the cosmic order where the Creator rules, and where trees and fruits grow and ripen in due time. On this level the tale seems to accede to the existing hierarchy, including the Roman rule in Judea and the Galilee, following the policy of Rabbi Judah ha-Nasi, mentioned above. Notably the only sign of animosity against Hadrian, who is in most Rabbinic historical accounts portrayed as a cruel and arbitrary tyrant, is in this tale the formulaic curse attached to his name: “may his bones be milled”. However, another interpretive possibility looms: the stereotypically “evil neighbor woman” known from Hellenistic dramas of Menander and from folk literature, carries here as elsewhere the female voice of subversion against authority. She plans the reversal of the imperial taxation that was especially heavy under Hadrian, according to Talmudic sources. Her pelted husband emerges as nothing less than a local hero, a suffering hero. She does not succeed but the tale communicates the inherent value of resistance against evil domination.



Ending our brief journey through ancient folklore will hopefully leave the reader with a taste for more. There are so many texts that we could not introduce in this short piece: the Golden Ass by Apuleius, the legends and anecdotes included by historians Josephus, Suetonius, Dio Cassius, and others, the ethnographer Epiphanius’ “Medicine Box”, Panarion, the traveling historian Pausanias’ Description of Greece. We could have introduced the epithalamia of the Song of Songs, the riddle tales of Lamentations Rabbah, the epic creation myths of ancient Babylonia, the foundation legends of the patriarchs and the tribes of Genesis, early Christian apocryphal saint’s legends, and much more. Reflections on folklore too may be interesting for readers, such as Lucian’s True Story, being a satire on folklore. We could also have shown some of the numerous mythical, legendary, quotidian, and imaginary illustrations carved in stone, arranged in mosaics, painted on stucco, drawn on parchment, etc.



Approaching ancient texts through the lens of folklore often enables us to hear the multiple voices encoded in them, and the many ideological and religious imaginations that have produced them.64
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