Topographia Hibernica
By Giraldus Cambrensis

Of the Prodigies of our Times, and First of a Wolf Which Conversed With a Priest

| now proceed to relate some wonderful occurrences which have happened within our time
About three years before the arrival of Earl John in Ireland, it chanced that a priest, who was
journeying from Ulster towards Meath, was benighted in a certain wood on the borders of Meath
While, in company with only a young lad, he was watching by a fire which he had kindled under
the branches of a spreading tree, lo! a wolf came up to them, and immediately addressed them to
this effect: “Rest secure, and be not afraid, for there is no reason you should fear, where no fear
is!” The travellers being struck with astonishment and alarm, the wolf added some orthodox
words referring to God. The priest then implored him, and adjured him by Almighty God and
faith in the Trinity, not to hurt them, but to inform them what creature it was that in the shape of
a beast uttered human words. The wolf, after giving catholic replies to al questions, added at
last: “There are two of us a man and a woman, natives of Ossory, who, through the curse of one
Natalis, saint and abbot, are compelled every seven years to put off the human form, and depart
from the dwellings of men. Quitting entirely the human form, we assume that of wolves. At the
end of the seven years, if they chance to survive, two others being substituted in their places,
they return to their country and their former shape And now, she who is my partner in this
visitation lies dangeroudly sick not far from hence, and, as she is at the point of death, | beseech
you, inspired by divine charity, to give her the consolations of your priestly office.”

At this word the priest followed the wolf trembling, as he led the way to a tree at no great
distance, in the hollow of which he beheld a she-wolf, who under that shape was pouring forth
human sighs and groans. On seeing the priest, having saluted him with human courtesy, she gave
thanks to God, who in this extremity had vouchsafed to visit her with such consolation. She then
received from the priest al the rites of the church duly performed, as far as the last communion.
This also she importunately demanded, earnestly supplicating him to complete his good offices
by giving her the viaticum. The priest stoutly asserting that he was not provided with it, the he-
wolf, who had withdrawn to a short distance, came back and pointed out a small missal-book,
containing some consecrated wafers, which the priest carried on his journey, suspended from his
neck, under his garment, after the fashion of the country. He then intreated him not to deny them
the gift of God, and the aid destined for them by Divine Providence; and, to remove all doubt,
using his claw for a hand, he tore off the skin of the she-wolf, from the head down to the navel,
folding it back. Thus she immediately presented the form of an old woman. The priest, seeing
this, and compelled by his fear more than his reason gave the communion; the recipient having
earnestly implored it, and devoutly partaking of it. Immediately afterwards, the he-wolf rolled
back the skin, and fitted it to its original form.

These rites having been duly, rather than rightly, performed, the he-wolf gave them his
company during the whole night at their little fire, behaving more like a man than a beast. When
morning came, he led them out of the wood, and, leaving the priest to pursue his journey, pointed
out to him the direct road for along distance. At his departure, he also gave him many thanks for
the benefit he had conferred, promising him still greater returns of gratitude, if the Lord should
call him back from his present exile, two parts of which he had aready completed. At the close



of their conversation, the priest inquired of the wolf whether the hostile race which had now
landed in the island would continue there for the time to come, and be long established in it. To
which the wolf replied: —“For the sins of our nation, and their enormous vices, the anger of the
Lord, falling on an evil generation, hath given them into the hands of their enemies. Therefore, as
long as this foreign race shall keep the commandments of the Lord, and walk in his ways, it will
be secure and invincible; but if, as the downward path to illicit pleasures is easy, and nature is
prone to follow vicious examples, this people shall chance, from living among us, to adopt our
depraved habits, doubtless they will provoke the divine vengeance on themselves also.”

The like judgment is recorded in Leviticus —“All these abominations have the inhabitants of
the land done, which were before you, the land is defiled. Beware, therefore, that the land spue
not you out also, when ye defile it, as it spued out the nation which was before you.” All this was
afterwards brought to pass, first by the Chaldeans, and then by the Romans. Likewise it is written
in Ecclesiasticus —" The kingdom is made over from one nation to another by reason of their
unjust and injurious deeds, their proud words, and divers deceits.”

It chanced, about two years afterwards, that | was passing through Mesath, at the time when the
bishop of that land had convoked a synod, having aso invited the assistance of the neighbouring
bishops and abbots, in order to have their joint counsels on what was to be done in the affar
which had come to his knowledge by the priests confession. The bishop, hearing that | was
passing through those parts, sent me a message by two of his clerks, requesting me, if possible,
to be personally present when a matter of so much importance was under consideration; but if |
could not attend, he begged me at least to signify my opinion in writing. The clerks detailed to
mc all the circumstances, which indeed | had heard before from other persons, and, as | was
prevented by urgent business from being present at the synod, | made up for my absence by
giving them the benefit of my advice in a letter. The bishop and synod, yielding to it, ordered the
priest to appear before the pope with letters from them, setting forth what had occurred, with the
priest’s confession, to which instrument the bishops and abbots who were present at the synod
affixed their seals.

It cannot be disputed, but must be believed with the most assured faith, that the divine nature
assumed human nature for the salvation of the world; while in the present case, by no less a
miracle, we find that at God's bidding, to exhibit his power and righteous judgment, human
nature assumed that of a wolf. But is such an animal to be called a brute or a man? A rationa
animal appears to be far above the level of a brute, but who will venture to assign a quadruped,
which inclines to the earth, and is not a laughing animal, to the species of man? Again, if any one
should day this animal, would he be called a homicide? We reply, that divine miracles are not to
be made the subjects of disputation by human reason, but to be admired. However, Augustine, in
the 16th book of his Civit Dei, chapter 8, in speaking of some monsters of the human race, born
in the East, some of which had the heads of dogs, others had no heads at al, their eyes being
placed in their breasts, and others had various deformities, raises the question whether these were
really men, descended from the first parents of mankind. At last, he concludes, “We must think
the same of them as we do of those monstrous births in the human species of which we often
hear; and true reason declares that whatever answers to the definition of man, as a rational and
mortal animal, whatever be its form, is to be considered a man.” The same author, in the 18"
book of the Civit. Dei, chapter 18, refers to the Arcadians, who, chosen by lot, swam across a
lake and were there changed into wolves, living with wild beasts of the same species in the
deserts of that country. If, however, they did not devour human flesh, after nine years they swam
back across the lake, and reassumed the human form. Having thus further treated of various



transformations of man into the shape of wolves, he at length adds, “1 myself, at the time | was in
Italy, heard it said of some district in those parts, that there the stable-women, who had learnt
magical arts, were wont to give something to travellers in their cheese which transformed them
into beasts of burthen, so that they carried al sorts of burdens, and after they had performed their
tasks resumed their own forms. Meanwhile, their minds did not become bestial, but remained
human and rational.” So in the Book which Apuleius wrote, with the title of the Golden Ass, he
tells us that it happened to himself, on taking some potion, to be changed into an ass, retaining
his human mind.

In our time, aso, we have seen persons who, by magica arts, turned any substance about them
into fat pigs, as they appeared (but they were always red), and sold them in the markets
However, they disappeared as soon as they crossed any water, returning to their real nature; and
with whatever care they were kept, their assumed form did not last beyond three days. It has also
been a frequent complaint, from old times as well as in the present, that certain hags in Wales, as
well as in Ireland and Scotland, changed themselves into the shape of hares, that, sucking teats
under this counterfeit form, they might stealthily rob other people’s milk. We agree, then, with
Augustine, that neither demons nor wicked men can either create or realy change their natures,
but those whom God has created can, to outward appearance, by his permission, become
transformed, so that they appear to be what they are not; the senses of men being deceived and
lad asleep by a strange illusion, so that things are not seen as they actually exist, but are
strangely drawn by the power of some phantom or magical incantation to rest their eyes on
unreal and fictitious forms.

It is, however, believed as an undoubted truth that the Almighty God, who is the Creator of
natures, can, when he pleases change one into another, either for vindicating his judgments, or
exhibiting his divine power, as in the case of Lot's wife, who, looking back contrary to her lord’s
command, was turned into a pillar of salt, and as the water was changed into wine, or that, the
nature within remaining the same, he can transform the exterior only, as is plain from the
examples before given.

Of that apparent change of the bread into the body of Christ (which I ought not to call apparent
only, but with more truth transubstantial because, while the outward appearance remains the
same, the substance only is changed), | have thought it safest not to treat; its comprehension
being far beyond the powers of the human intellect.



