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Thesis Abstract

Early modern ideas about wolves were constructed by the English through both
observation and imagination. Among the period’s texts, works of natural history in
particular demonstrate people’s mixed understanding about wolves. The thesis discusses
how the natural history of wolves formed entertaining narratives of nature and
conclusively argues how such stories contributed to people’s attempts to understand
difference. To this end, it explores the wolf and its associations in natural history by
identifying entertaining episodes of the genre, dealing with vernacular works of natural
history around the beginning of the seventeenth century and related texts that circulated
between 1590 and 1620, when the genre especially valued associations. Whereas works
of natural history are often regarded as contextualising sources for literary texts, they
themselves convey preeminent narratives of nature. Natural history can be reevaluated
through its stories and its function as entertaining storytelling.

Focusing on The Historie of Foure-footed Beastes (1607) by Edward Topsell, the
first chapter reevaluates natural history through its function of vernacular storytelling.
Natural history in the period consists of assemblages of narratives as well as their
fragments. Stories develop through diverse associations of wolves with other creatures.
After analysing Topsell as a writer of natural history and contributor to the English
vocabulary, the chapter discusses how the natural history of wolves is turned into
entertaining narratives when the ferocity of the animal is emphasised. Topsell’s range of
stories on ferocious wolves is discussed through three types: moral tales, narratives of
crisis averted, and “textual spectacles.” In the first group of tales, religious meanings are
conveyed through the description of the ferocity shared by wolves and evildoers. The
second type exaggerates the supposed ferocity of wolves in describing cross-species
encounters and the miraculous survival of humans. The third type, which I call “textual
spectacles,” depicts the fights between wolves and other animals and resembles the
custom of animal baiting in its fury. In the latter two types, encounters between wolves
and others are dramatised so far as to transform the discourses into entertaining reading
material.

The second chapter discusses the unstable definition of wolves by further
exploring narratives of natural history. Comprehensive categorisation and inclusion of
wide-ranging stories in natural history result in obscuring the concrete understanding of
wolves. First, according to the inclusive system of categorisation, even uncommon
creatures such as sea-wolves and “thoes” are loosely classified as wolves. Second,
retellings of legends about Latona, Romulus and Remus lead to confusion not only
because they have multiple versions but also because they nearly merge the boundaries
between wolves and humans. In addition, stories of werewolves are often incorporated
in natural history even when the idea of bodily transformation was denied, and these

narratives unsettle the definitions of wolves as well as humans. Werewolf narratives



work as entertainment especially when werewolves and wolves are not clearly defined.
Whereas the definition of wolves is continually challenged, the rhetoric of the same
animal can be utilised in the new-world discourses to understand new animals and
inhabitants encountered by English explorers. Wolves intermediate between two worlds
as the marker of both similarities and differences.

Based on the premise that the ideas about wolves were developed through the
interplay of natural history and literature, the last chapter examines the natural history of
wolves in Thomas Adams’s sermons and John Webster’s dramas. Especially in literally
contexts, the natural history of wolves functions as the marker of difference. The first
half of the chapter focuses on the ubiquity of natural historical ideas in Adam’s
Lycanthropy (1615) and Webster’s The White Devil (1612). In Lycanthropy, Adams
widely incorporates what this thesis calls “commonplaces of natural history” about
wolves to underline the difference of evildoers. In The White Devil, the prevalence of
natural historical topics on wolves mirrors the omnipresence of its wolfish characters,
who perceive other characters to be different from themselves. The latter half of the
chapter revisits The Duchess of Malfi (1613-14) by exploring its network of canine
associations enriched by natural history and reinterpreting the Aragonian twins’
boundary crossings. In this tragedy, both the bond and the difference of the Duchess and
Ferdinand is strengthened by the same motif of wolves. Through the associations of the
Duchess with various canines, the complexity of her nature as well as the significance of
her cross-bred children can be observed. On the contrary, Ferdinand’s lycanthropy
reveals his attempt for reunion with his sister and his realisation that he is ultimately
different from her.

Borrowed in literary contexts, the natural history of wolves can be understood as a
reflection of people’s perceptions of difference. When stories from natural history are
interwoven in literature, wolves function as the marker of difference for the early
modern English in their attempts to understand what would appear incomprehensible
and alarming. Thus, the natural history of wolves does not only provide comprehensive
explanations of what people perceived as wolves, but also conveys entertaining
narratives that may help their understanding of various differences.
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