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Introduction

JEAN MENZIES

With 71 per cent of the earth’s surface made up of oceans – oceans that measure more than 10,000 metres at their deepest point, but which we have only explored a mere 5 per cent of thus far – is it any wonder that we are fascinated by the sea, and what might be out there?* For millennia, cultures around the world have speculated as to what mysterious creatures might live beneath the waves, in caverns, along coasts, and even in their local loch (cough, Nessie, cough).

Babylonian mythology featured wise fish-men called Uanna, who simultaneously possessed the tail of a fish and human feet so they could wander around on land before going for a swim. The Assyrians, according to Diodorus Siculus, worshiped Atargatis, a goddess whose body was partly transformed into a fish when, out of shame and grief for killing her lover and child, she threw herself into a lake. Meanwhile, the Ancient Greeks celebrated Triton, son of the god Poseidon, whose lower body was variously depicted as one fish tail, two fish tails, and even a lobster.

But of course, the sea, with its dangerous depths, wicked waves and treacherous temperatures, must be home to more than just deities and wisemen. While many modern mermaids might be friendly and kind, even desperate to be ‘a part of our world’, the mermaids of lore are often reflections of humanity’s own rather difficult relationship with the sea, luring sailors and fishermen to their deaths either on the rocks by the shore or beneath the water itself.

But what exactly is a mermaid? Or merperson should I say. The word ‘mere’ comes from the Old English and can refer to various bodies of water including seas, lakes, pools, and ponds – inside all of which you might find creatures akin to merfolk. So, essentially, a person of the water. In reality, the term itself says nothing in particular about how said merfolk look, and yet there is no denying that the popular image of a merperson is a creature with the tail of a fish and body of a human – whether it be man or woman.

From the ancient walls of Pompeii to the pages of eleventh-century Japanese newspapers, from the margins of medieval English bestiaries to the dioramas of twenty-first-century theme parks, mermaids are, and seemingly always have been, all around us. So much so that they have frequently broken free of their mythological confines and made their way into our everyday lives.

For example, you might have heard of the ‘Fiji Mermaid’: the mummified creature of disputed origin, half monkey, half fish, sewn together and displayed to the public as part of P. T. Barnum’s infamous ‘Museum’. But did you know that the Roman naturalist Pliny wrote of scale-covered nereids and tritons (not the god, it seems) washing up on the shores of Spain and Portugal? Or that a mummified ‘mermaid’ held by a temple in the Okayama Prefecture of Japan was only recently shown to be made up of various materials including a pufferfish skin?

While these modern mermaids have since been outed as hoaxes, it is clear that as humans we remain constantly on alert for any sign of these magical creatures. So much so that organizations such as NOAA (the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration, in the US) have had to publish disclaimers on their website that no evidence of mermaids exists.* To put it simply: we are enamoured.

Regardless of what you choose to believe, however, there is no denying mermaids (and their kin) their cultural and historical significance. Early modern maps are littered with illustrations of these fishy women alongside various monsters of the deep, serving to demarcate mysterious lands and uncharted waters. Distinctly tempting despite the danger they pose, the mermaid has acted as a visual and oral representation of the myriad dangers faced by humans at sea – whether it be the lure of the sirens’ call or simply the unforgiving nature of the currents.

Mermaids are as much a mystery as the 95 per cent of the oceans we have yet to explore, a reflection of our tumultuous relationship with the world’s watery depths throughout history, a relationship that never fails to pull us back. To imagine that all legendary creatures of the water must appear the same, therefore, is to truly limit the possibilities of such a vast and murky world. So, don’t be surprised if in these stories of ‘merfolk’ from around the world you meet those with serpentine and avian lower halves; those who don seal skins before they dive beneath the waves; those with the capacity to transform into sharks and eels; those who look deceptively human in their entirety; and just some good old-fashioned talking fish.




THE MERMAN

Why not counter your expectations by opening a volume entitled Mermaids, Sirens and Selkies with a story of, instead, a merman? The following tale of ‘The Merman’ comes from Icelandic Legends, a collection of folk-tales compiled by nineteenth-century folklorist Jón Árnason, who is often credited with publishing the first ever collection of Icelandic folk-tales – a contribution this volume must surely be grateful for. Translated here by George E. J. Powell and Eiríkur Magnússon, this story of the merman is one that reminds us to be kind to the sea and the creatures within it. This at least is the lesson the fisherman at the centre of the story must learn, and is it not therefore an excellent lesson with which to begin this collection? It is also one which, I hope, stands regardless of whether or not said magical creature can offer you gifts of gold or cattle.

[image: ]
Long ago a farmer lived at Vogar, who was a mighty fisherman, and, of all the farms round about, not one was so well situated with regard to the fisheries as his.

One day, according to custom, he had gone out fishing, and having cast down his line from the boat, and waited awhile, found it very hard to pull up again, as if there were something very heavy at the end of it. Imagine his astonishment when he found that what he had caught was a great fish, with a man’s head and body! When he saw that this creature was alive, he addressed it and said, “Who and whence are you?”

“A merman from the bottom of the sea,” was the reply.

The farmer then asked him what he had been doing when the hook caught his flesh.

The other replied, “I was turning the cowl of my mother’s chimney-pot, to suit it to the wind. So let me go again, will you?”

“Not for the present,” said the fisherman. “You shall serve me awhile first.”

So without more words he dragged him into the boat and rowed to shore with him.

When they got to the boat-house, the fisherman’s dog came to him and greeted him joyfully, barking and fawning on him, and wagging his tail. But his master’s temper being none of the best, he struck the poor animal; whereupon the merman laughed for the first time.

Having fastened the boat, he went towards his house, dragging his prize with him, over the fields, and stumbling over a hillock, which lay in his way, cursed it heartily; whereupon the merman laughed for the second time.

When the fisherman arrived at the farm, his wife came out to receive him, and embraced him affectionately, and he received her salutations with pleasure; whereupon the merman laughed for the third time.

Then said the farmer to the merman, “You have laughed three times, and I am curious to know why you have laughed. Tell me, therefore.”

“Never will I tell you,” replied the merman, “unless you promise to take me to the same place in the sea wherefrom you caught me, and there to let me go free again.” So the farmer made him the promise.

“Well,” said the merman, “I laughed the first time because you struck your dog, whose joy at meeting you was real and sincere. The second time, because you cursed the mound over which you stumbled, which is full of golden ducats. And the third time, because you received with pleasure your wife’s empty and flattering embrace, who is faithless to you, and a hypocrite. And now be an honest man and take me out to the sea whence you have brought me.”

The farmer replied: “Two things that you have told me I have no means of proving, namely, the faithfulness of my dog and the faithlessness of my wife. But the third I will try the truth of, and if the hillock contain gold, then I will believe the rest.”

Accordingly he went to the hillock, and having dug it up, found therein a great treasure of golden ducats, as the merman had told him. After this the farmer took the merman down to the boat, and to that place in the sea whence he had caught him. Before he put him in, the latter said to him:

“Farmer, you have been an honest man, and I will reward you for restoring me to my mother, if only you have skill enough to take possession of property that I shall throw in your way. Be happy and prosper.”

Then the farmer put the merman into the sea, and he sank out of sight.

It happened that not long after, seven sea-grey cows were seen on the beach, close to the farmer’s land. These cows appeared to be very unruly, and ran away directly the farmer approached them. So he took a stick and ran after them, possessed with the fancy that if he could burst the bladder which he saw on the nose of each of them, they would belong to him. He contrived to hit out the bladder on the nose of one cow, which then became so tame that he could easily catch it, while the others leaped into the sea and disappeared. The farmer was convinced that this was the gift of the merman. And a very useful gift it was, for better cow was never seen nor milked in all the land, and she was the mother of the race of grey cows so much esteemed now.

And the farmer prospered exceedingly, but never caught any more mermen. As for his wife, nothing further is told about her, so we can repeat nothing.




THE HORNED SERPENT

While you will find that many of the tales in this collection feature women of the sea, who either lure sailors to their sides or else are whisked away as their brides, both willingly and unwillingly, this next story is one in which the human tempted by a mysterious creature of the water is instead a woman who is ignorant of her mysterious husband’s true identity. The tale of ‘The Horned Serpent’ (or ‘The Horned Serpent Runs Away with the Girl Who is Rescued by the Thunderer’) belongs to the indigenous American people of the Seneca Nation, one of the six Iroquois nations. The story as it is told here was preserved by the twentieth-century historian and folklorist Arthur Caswell Parker – who himself was a member of the Seneca nation – in his collection Seneca Myths and Folk Tales. It also features Hé-no, an Iroquois thunder spirit.
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There was a Thunderer named Hi” no” who often hovered about a village where he sought to attract the attention of a certain young woman. He was a very friendly man and would have nothing to do with witches. He hated all kinds of sorcery and his great chief up in the sky whom we call Grandfather Thunder hated all wizardry and sorcery too. All the Thunderers killed witches when they could find them at their evil work.

Now, this Hi” no” was very sure that he would win the girl he wanted and he visited her lodge at night and took a fire brand from the fire and sat down and talked with her, but she kept saying, “Not yet, perhaps by and by.”

Hi”no” was puzzled and resolved to watch for the coming of a rival. He told the girl’s father that he suspected some witch had cast a spell on her or that some wizard was secretly visiting her. So they both watched.

That same night a strange man came. He had a very fine suit of clothing, and the skin had a peculiar tan. It was very clean, as if washed so that it shone with a glitter. Over his back and down the center there was a broad stripe of black porcupine quills with a small diamond-shaped pattern. He had a long neck and small beady eyes, but he was graceful and moved without noise. He went directly to the lodge and taking a light sat at the girl’s bedside.

“Are you willing?” he asked her. “Come now, let us depart. I want you for my wife. I will take you to my house.”

The girl replied, “Not yet, I think someone is watching, but in three days 1 will be ready.”

The next day the girl worked very hard making a new dress and spent much time putting black porcupine quills upon it as an ornamentation. It was her plan to have a dress that would match her lover’s suit. Upon the third day she finished her work and went to bed early. Her apartment was at the right side of the door and it was covered by a curtain of buffalo skin that hung all the way down.

Hi” no” again called upon her, taking a light and seating himself back of the curtain. “I am willing to marry you,” he said. “When will you become my wife?”

“Not yet,” she replied. “I am not ready now to marry.”

“I think you are deceiving me,” answered Hi” no”, “for you have on your new dress and have not removed your moccasins.”

“You may go,” the girl told him, and he went away.

Soon there came the stranger and he too took a little torch and went behind the curtain. Soon the two came out together and ran down the path to the river.

“I shall take you now to my own tribe,” said the lover. “We live only a short way from here. We must go over the hill.”

So onward they went to their home, at length arriving at the high rocky shores of a lake. They stood on the edge of the cliff and looked down at the water.

“I see no village and no house,” complained the girl. “Where shall we go now? I am sure that we are pursued by the Thunderer.”

As she said this the Thunderer and the girl’s father appeared running toward them.

“It is dark down there,” said the lover. “We will now descend and find our house.”

So saying he took the girl by the waist and crawled down the cliff, suddenly diving with a splash into the lake. Down they went until they reached the foot of the cliff, when an opening appeared into which he swam with her. Quickly he swam upward and soon they were in a dimly lighted lodge. It was a strange place and filled with numerous fine things. All along the wall there were different suits of clothing.

“Look at all the suits,” said the lover, “when you have found one put it on.”

That night the couple were married and the next day the husband went away. “I shall return in three days,” he announced. “Examine the fine things here, and when you find a dress that you like put it on.”

For a long time the girl looked at the things in the lodge, but she was afraid to put on anything for everything had such a fishy smell. There was one dress, however, that attracted the girl and she was tempted to put it on. It was very long and had a train. It was covered all over with decorations that looked like small porcupine quills flattened out. There was a hood fastened to it and to the hood was fastened long branching antlers. She looked at this dress longingly but hung it up again with a sigh, for it smelled like fish and she was afraid.

In due time her husband returned and asked her if she had selected a suit. “I have found one that I admire greatly,” said she. “But I am afraid that I will not like it after I put it on. It has a peculiar fishy smell and I am afraid that it may bring evil upon me if I wear it.”

“Oh no!” exclaimed her husband, “If you wear that suit I will be greatly pleased. It is the very suit that I hoped you would select. Put it on, my wife, put it on, for then I shall be greatly pleased. When I return from my next trip I hope you will wear it for me.”

The next day the husband went away, again promising soon to return. Again the girl busied herself with looking at the trophies hanging in the lodge. She noticed that there were many suits like the one she had admired. Carefully she examined each and then it dawned upon her that these garments were the clothing of great serpents. She was horrified at the discovery and resolved to escape. As she went to the door she was swept back by a wave. She tried the back door but was forced into the lodge again by the water. Finally mustering all her courage she ran out of the door and jumped upward. She knew that she had been in a house under water. Soon she came to the surface but it was dark and there were thunder clouds in the sky. A great storm was coming up. Then she heard a great splashing and through the water she saw a monster serpent plowing his way toward her. Its eyes were fiercely blazing and there were horns upon its head. As it came toward her she scrambled in dismay up the dark slippery rocks to escape it. As the lightning flashed she looked sharply at the creature and saw that its eyes were those of her husband. She noticed in particular a certain mark on his eyes that had before strangely fascinated her. Then she realized that this was her husband and that he was a great horned serpent.

She screamed and sought to scale the cliff with redoubled vigor, but the monster was upon her with a great hiss. His huge bulk coiled to embrace her, when there was a terrific peal of thunder, a blinding flash, and the serpent fell dead, stricken by one of Hi” no”’s arrows.

The girl was about to fall when a strong arm grasped her and bore her away in the darkness, Soon she was back at her father’s lodge. The Thunderer had rescued her.

“I wanted to save you,” he said, “but the great horned serpent kept me away by his magic. He stole you and took you to his home. It is important that you answer me one question: did you ever put on any dress that he gave you? If you did you are no longer a woman but a serpent.”

“I resisted the desire to put on the garment,” she told him.

“Then,” said he, “you must go to a sweat lodge and be purified.”

The girl went to the women’s sweat lodge and they prepared her for the purification. When she had sweat and been purged with herbs, she gave a scream and all the women screamed for she had expelled two young serpents, and they ran down and slipped off her feet. The Thunderer outside killed them with a loud noise.

After a while the young woman recovered and told all about her adventure, and after a time the Thunderer came to her lodge and said, “I would like to take you now.”

“I will give you some bread,” she answered, meaning that she wished to marry him. So she gave him some bread which he ate and then they were married.

The people of the village were now all afraid that the lake would be visited by horned serpents seeking revenge but the Thunderer showed them a medicine bag filled with black scales, and he gave every warrior who would learn his song one scale, and it was a scale from the back of the horned serpent. He told them that if they wore this scale, the serpent could not harm them. So, there are those scales in medicine bundles to this day.




LEGEND OF MELUSINA

Meet Melusina, also known as Melusine. Melusina is a figure who appears across various European mythological traditions, including in France, Luxembourg (where you’ll find her statue along the edge of the river Alzette), and Germany; she is also the perfect example of how it is often difficult to distinguish mermaids and the like from fairies more generally (you can check out the fairy volume in this series for more fairies). It is perhaps no surprise therefore that she proved a subject of interest to Thomas Keightley, who included the following rendition of her tale in his nineteenth-century collection The Fairy Mythology. Keightley for his part was particularly interested in the comparative study of folklore – drawing parallels between similar tales from around the world. So, while this is a great place to start, why not read another version of Melusina’s tale once you’re done?
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Elinas, king of Albania, to divert his grief for the death of his wife, amused himself with hunting. One day, at the chase, he went to a fountain to quench his thirst: as he approached it he heard the voice of a woman singing, and on coming to it he found there the beautiful Fay Pressina.

After some time the Fay bestowed her hand upon him, on the condition that he should never visit her at the time of her lying-in. She had three daughters at a birth: Melusina, Melior, and Palatina. Nathas, the king’s son by a former wife, hastened to convey the joyful tidings to his father, who, without reflection, flew to the chamber of the queen, and entered as she was bathing her daughters. Pressina, on seeing him, cried out that he had broken his word, and she must depart; and taking up her three daughters, she disappeared.

She retired to the Lost Island; so called because it was only by chance any, even those who had repeatedly visited it, could find it. Here she reared her children, taking them every morning to a high mountain, whence Albania might be seen, and telling them that but for their father’s breach of promise they might have lived happily in the distant land which they beheld. When they were fifteen years of age, Melusina asked her mother particularly of what their father had been guilty. On being informed of it, she conceived the design of being revenged on him. Engaging her sisters to join in her plans, they set out for Albania: arrived there, they took the king and all his wealth, and, by a charm, inclosed him in a high mountain, called Brandelois. On telling their mother what they had done, she, to punish them for the unnatural action, condemned Melusina to become every Saturday a serpent, from the waist downwards, till she should meet a man who would marry her under the condition of never seeing her on a Saturday, and should keep his promise. She inflicted other judgements on her two sisters, less severe in proportion to their guilt. Melusina now went roaming through the world in search of the man who was to deliver her. She passed through the Black Forest, and that of Ardennes, and at last she arrived in the forest of Colombiers, in Poitou, where all the Fays of the neighbourhood came before her, telling her they had been waiting for her to reign in that place.

Raymond having accidentally killed the count, his uncle, by the glancing aside of his boar-spear, was wandering by night in the forest of Colombiers. He arrived at a fountain that rose at the foot of a high rock. This fountain was called by the people the Fountain of Thirst, or the Fountain of the Fays, on account of the many marvellous things which had happened at it. At the time, when Raymond arrived at the fountain, three ladies were diverting themselves there by the light of the moon, the principal of whom was Melusina. Her beauty and her amiable manners quickly won his love: she soothed him, concealed the deed he had done, and married him, he promising on his oath never to desire to see her on a Saturday. She assured him that a breach of his oath would for ever deprive him of her whom he so much loved, and be followed by the unhappiness of both for life. Out of her great wealth, she built for him, in the neighbourhood of the Fountain of Thirst, where he first saw her, the castle of Lusignan
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