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LLn Hancock 
Depal'tmont of Linb u ist :i cs 
Th,· l'nin' csity of T~ xas at Austin 

1•; ,\ ! KI:!~. llat·bara (., ,. 198~. THE WOMAN'S ENCYCLOPEDIA OF MYTHS 

AND SECRETS. S,rn francisco: Harper & Row. Pp. xii + 1124; 

Tl1•.- il(Ji ,, -, ,, 11 t h •.? i,ack of this imprei::;sive volume, which is 

al11.osl 1111·1,(• i11,·.h,•,-; t·hick, statt' that i.1. is a "femi.nist cncyclo­

!H' ,!i:t. t1n•nl\ :·i._-,, 1·(:a1·~ i.n preparation ... to uncover precisely 

·.d1 :d ntJi,,r ,,11,·_,,:l1o!"'"L1.s J,Jav0 out. or misrepresent". '!'here has 

l1t•, :1 :1 <1,,,,iw1·at ,, 11,,,..,1 fo1· just such a work for centuries, among 

<>th»,· things tn d;sp<➔ l the vast amount of superstition and myth 

which ha,-. att.a,_:h,:,d ilse1f to women, and because of which women 

h;i1·,·. llP,'11 vict imL:'.Pd. The book makes it frighteningly clear how 

dt'<'p-n,010d and p1c1·va s i\'C this .victimization is, and for that Ms. 

Walkr•r must IH.' thankci (i; shP is evidently concerned with correcting 

the· miSt'(.')ll'<JS<'nl.ati.on and exploitation of women, and has quite 

r.J,,ar1>· r!on" an ,_,nr, rninu ~ an,ount of rei::;earch towards this Pnd. 

llut 111 st, d 1,ing, ,-;i) ,J has .in turn misrepresented and exploited 

Gypsies. as a 1·~sult caubing this reviewer at least to call into 

quc,stion the fid,, lity of her statements in areas which he is less 

competent t.o jucl s; r·. 

This misrC'p1·esentation is certainly not conscious, and simply 

rrflrct,:; the qualjty of her sources -- indeed, it is doubtful 

wlwtlwr ~ls. Walker actually perceives Gypsies to be real, contem­

IIPr accounts arc all in the past tense, a 

not uncommon cha1·act.crist i.c of non-scholarly wdting on Gypsies, 

and h<! I' sourc!'s a1·e without exception popular, raLlrnr than 

acacl, -mic. and ,.Jl l'.'ritt c n by non-GypsiP.s. When no n-Gypsies go 

to o tht•r non-(,yf)sies for thci r information about Gypsies, some 

p('rpPtuation n f , ·rt·or 1s to IJi, anticjpated. 

Ht>Jl't·en<:P>:; Lo (uncapitalized) "gypsies" are scattered through­

out th1• v,,lumt• , ilu1 most discussi.on is found under Lhc! entries 
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Gypsies (pp. 360-363), Hair (pp. 367-371) and Sara-Kali (pp. 

890-892). A sample of the general tone runs 

The matriarch was the center of gypsy tribal life. "Everything 

that went on around a tribal mother resembled the old pagan sex rites" 

[quote not referenced]. Her husband was a drone, whose function was 

to impregnate her. The tribe supported him in idleness, but looked 

down on him as a non-productive member. If he failed to beget perfect 

children, he was "accidentally" killed, and another stud-chieftain 

took his place. "Tribal mothers were often widowed half a dozen times 

over" (quote not referenced]. The male functionary closest to a tribal 

mother was not her husband but "the coaxer", a man trained from an 

early age ... to know all the sensitive and erotic zones of the female 

body (P• 31.1) • 
A later quote reveals that the source of this information 

is Derlon (1977), itself a valueless piece of fiction but which, 

in the same paragraphs from which the compiler culled the above, 

states that "The majority of Gypsies don't practice elaborate 

sexual relations", and "For the majority of Gypsies the sexual 

act has no other meaning than procreation" (op. cit., pp . 133-134) . 

Whether Derlon is right in these statements or not, the fact that 

they occur in the same source indicates "selection out of context" 

to make a point on the part of Ms. Walker; not the most unbiased 

journalistic practice. 

There are blatant errors almost serially, and space doos not 
-to,1.'l\\tr 

allow for them all to be dealt with here. But to illustrate,\-_with 

"Smith", "Faa" is said to be "the most common gypsy surname", and 

to mean "fay" or "fairy" (p. 361). This is in fact an old lowland 

Scottish surname and not Gypsy in origin at all, and adopted by 

them only after their arrival in Scotland in the late 1400s. 

Similarly, 

The popular gypsy surname Kaldera or Kalderas may have been 

derived from [ the name of the Hindu goddess) Kali-Devi ( p. 363). 

The reference given for this is Esty (1969:67) which, on being 

consulted, has the following: 
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... the Kaldcras tribe, that huge_ group of Gypsies spread 

halfway around the world . .. governed in patriarchal fashion. There 

is no kin!: or chief; all the men in the vitsa make the decisions. 

,,o mention of 1,;a1k0r's KaZdera, or of popularity, or of surnames. 
Else1rh0re slw !las a footnoted reference to a G.W. Summers which 

dn~s nn1 appear in her bibliography at all. Most of her informa­
tir,n, h.i1r,,,.·t•1·. is clc'rivccl from Leland's masterpiece of Victorian 
<,, ·cult 1it.<,1·:1tu:·,· ~y : .~:, :;or·ceY''J and fortun e telling (1891), from 
]), , ,.·1 un 's : . •t · · ; ,: ,:,/ t;i, ,; yp sies ( 1977) already mentioned, and 

Td gi;' s 11nl-pumTi, 1;:Jp s:- ·fomons c:.nd divinities ( 1973). 

Th ~ ~hnkinuss o f ~alker's scholarship, and her zeal to find 
SC' :-s c1 aJ s>·mboli;.;rn in almost everything. could probably be illus­
LraL 0 d h>· st".:1L,·mc nt s t ake n from anywhere ~ in the book. Just 
o n e that this n•1·i ewer c hanced upon was the suggestion that 

Cin cl<'rcl ·la ' s 6 1:i ss slipper •· perhaps stood for the Crystal Cave 
h y 1•:hi c h pagan lirc1·n , •s <' nl f> red the uterine underworld" (p. 18G). 
Conti11unLal 1·ursi.uns oJ th e Cinderella story have her wearing 

fu r s.l ipp<.: rs. not; glass ones, the English 1·ersion resulting from 
a 11: isintei·prrtat i on of French vair "squirrel fur" as vel'l'e "glass" 
( Smyt he-P,,lrnr: r, "t883 • 145). Aga.in, if such errors are evident in 
ma t erial one i J able to judge, how reliable can we assume the 

res t of the book ~o be? It is much to be regretted that once 
a gain, like filling a tray in a cafeteria, the latest publication 
to deal with Gy ps ies presents an eclectic hodgepodge of tid-bits 

wiLh as many different origins ns her equally inaccurate sources 
fH'()Vid ed. It i s a pity too, because if the compiler had taken 

Llw time' to undut·lal<c some serious resParch, and consulted any 
one of the growin g number of scholarly works a~ailable on the 
s ub.it•cl, shr would hav<i found plenty of aspocts of different 
Gy ps y cultures t.o s upport the fc~minist cause. As it is, Gypsies 
ha\'(' Ileen pres<'n t <' cl in a way more sui tee! to Chai• i o t o f th e Cods 

nr th,-' Ne: t ·i,o ,i :, i i"w1u i 1•er•, in a volume which purportedly deigned 
to " uncover misrep rc1:>enlalion" . 
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