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The Ring inside the Fish: A Comparison of the Use of a Similar
Folklore Motif in Herodotus and a Dutch-Frisian Folktale!

One of the best known Dutch folktales, "Het
Vrouwtje van Stavoren," (The Lady of Stavoren),
which is of Frisian origin, features a striking
folklore motif: in a fit of fury and spite, after she
has just comm itted an act of outrage which would
seem to invite divine retribution, she takes a
precious ring from her fingers and hurls it into the
sea with the defiant cry that it is as likely that she
will be punished by being reduced to poverty as
that this ring will be returned to her - and the ring,
of course, does return. As a classicist, 1 am
reminded of the story of the ring of Polycrates as
told by the fifth century B.C. Greek historian
Herodotus (3.40-43). This paper wishes toexplore
the basic similarities, but even more the telling
contrasts, in the use made of this colourful
folklore motif in the two stories.

Sith Thompson’s multi-volume Motif-Index of
Folklore Literature shows that the tale of a lost or
cast-away valuable ring which is returned to its
owner from the belly of a caught fish is
recognized as an authentic folklore motif that
turns up in a wide variety of cultures.? One can
readily see why such a remarkable event,
spectacularly defying the odds, but still not
entirely outside the realm of the possible, would
appeal to the folk imagination. A ring is typically
a prized object, and in myth, legend, and folktale
often invested with magical and numinous
POWETS; in the classical tradition, the story of the
ring of Gyges - in Plato’s Republic (2 259¢-260b)
- which bestowed invisibility on Gyges and
enabled him to seduce the king's wife, slay the
king, and seize the kingdom of Lydia for himself,
comes immediately to mind. The return of a
prized ring in such a virtually miraculous way
would be readily interpreted as betokening a

dramatic turn of either good or bad fortune - good
or bad depending on the full context in which the
event occurs; and so this motif could be used for
a great diversity of narrative and moral-didactic
purposes.

This diversity is well illustrated by the use made
of the motif in the Sanskrit play by Kalidasa,
Shakuntala, dating perhaps from the fourth
century. Here the miraculously returned ring
portends a happy ending. Shakuntala is justly
admired for its exquisite poetic style, which is
well conveyed by the translation of Michael
Coulson in the Penguin Classics series.” It was
warmly received in the West after it had been
translated into the principal Western European
languages in the late eighteenth and early
nineteenth centuries; indeed, it inspired Goethe
with the idea of a prologue consisting of a
dialogue among the director, poet-dramatist, and
a clown at the beginning of his Faust.

In the Shakuntala, the motif is used in a
straightforward fashion jeading up to a happiness-
filled denouement. The king falls passionately in
love with the young woman Shakuntala, and she
becomes pregnant by him. However, after she
accidentally loses aring that had been a present to
her from her lover, he fails to recognize and
acknowledge her, and she leaves his presence
rejected and humiliated. This unfortunate turn of
events is due to a curse placed on Shakuntala by
the sage and ascetic Durvasas, who had felt
slighted by the young woman - although the
slight had been unintentional and had amounted
only to an absent-mindedness on her part;
Durvasas had said that the king would fail to
recognize and acknowledge her, and that this







