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The Lithuanian Legends of the Wild Hunt:
Regarding Origins of the Image

JURATE SLEKONYTE

Summary

In the end of the 19" century, five Lithuanian folklore pieces describing the so-called Wild
Hunt were recorded. In these narratives, the images of the hunt and the sounds made by the
ranging souls are described. These texts, having been recorded in the territory inhabited by the
so-called lietuvininkai (the Lithuania Minor) are truly unique. This land belonged to the Eastern
Prussia at the time and having been for the long period separated from the major Lithuania and
experiencing considerable German cultural influence, it acquired singular features.

So far the Lithuanian folklorists tended to interpret the legends in question as results
of the German cultural influence. Yet the available folklore data only partly supports such
opinion. The Lithuanian legends of the Wild Hunt are analyzed in the article by using the
contextual information from the Baltic mythology, folklore, history and archeology.

The motifs of the Wild Hunt are popular in the oral tradition of the European peoples,
comprising specific imagery depicting a ghostlike hunting party ranging across the sky.
Connections of this image with the cult of the deceased and the visions of the afterlife have
been repeatedly established by the researchers.

The current analysis reveals that Lithuanian legends of the Wild Hunt are related to the
German narratives of the Wilde Jagd not only in the name of this phenomenon. The Germanic
influence can also be traced in the fact that the Wild Hunt is observed on high, since similar
images are hard to find in the Lithuanian material. Other aspects of the phenomenon in
question have parallels in the traditional Lithuanian worldview and can be deciphered on the
grounds of the local folklore. Yet the origins of this image should perhaps be sought in the
earlier layers of the Baltic culture.

The territory of the Lithuania Minor has for a long time been the native land of the western
Baltic tribes — Prussians. Because of the assimilation processes and in result of a large number
of the local population perishing in the plague, the ancient Prussian language became extinct
as early as the beginning of the 18" century. Still the persistence of the Wild Hunt image in the
worldview of the local Lithuanians of the 19% century can well be related to this cultural layer.

In striking correlation with the historical cultural facts recorded in the chronicles, the
Prussian archeological data allows for assuming that local inhabitants used to imagine the
afterlife journey of the deceased as a ride on a horseback, while endowed with all the military
attributes. Yet this is valid only for the society members of the highest rank or the militants.
Nevertheless in case of the Prussians, who used to live under the circumstances of almost
ceaseless military campaigns, quite a number of mythical images could have incorporated the
military thematic, thus forming distinct manifestations of the warriors’ mythology: the journey
of the deceased to the afterworld on a horseback and with military equipment, the ghostlike
army seen in the sky as an omen of the imminent war, etc. In Lithuanian mythology, such
manifestations of the military worldview used to be best discerned in the 13"-14% centuries,
when tensions caused by the threats to the safety and integrity of the land were most acutely
experienced and the retaliatory military raids were frequently organized. This was also revealed
in the contemporary pattern of the state gods, which reflected the ideology of the military layer
of the society, while considerably lacking in representation of the lower rank of the deities (e. g.
those in charge of the economic sphere). Such reflections of the military mythology could have
well survived among the Lithuanian-speaking inhabitants of in the Lithuania Minor in the 19"
century, when folklore collector Vilius Kalvaitis recorded the five legends in question there.
It is reasonable to assume that such images used to become more prominent whenever fear
and foreboding of the imminent war were felt, while persistence of such imagery was likewise
supported by the existing similar Germanic notion of the Wilde Jagd.
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