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Editorial 
 

EMILY LYLE 
 

 
This issue contains two articles related to the conference on “Symbols 
on Stones and Stones as Symbols” held in June 2006.  Sandis Laime 
travelled from Latvia to Scotland to give his paper, and Polly 
Schaafsma had hoped to come from the United States of America but 
in the event was unable to attend.  

The other two papers, by Kenneth Lymer and Louise Milne, were 
presented at the “Deep History of Stories” conference held in 
Edinburgh in August 2007.  This conference was a joint one of the 
Traditional Cosmology Society and the newly formed International 
Association for Comparative Mythology, and other papers from it 
will appear in Cosmos 23 (2007). 

This issue, Cosmos 22.1, with the cover date June 2006, is going 
to press in August 2008, but efforts to catch up are continuing and it 
is hoped that the cover date and the publication date will coincide by 
the time of the appearance of Cosmos 25 (2009). From that point, it is 
likely that there will be a new editor.  In my Annual Report for 2007, 
I invited members of the society to consider who might be editing 
Cosmos in years to come, and I am happy to say that a member of the 
Advisory Board, Professor Mirjam Mencej (Slovenia), may well be 
prepared to take on the editorship in due course although discussion is 
still at a preliminary stage.  With the current issue, Dr Karen Bek-
Pedersen takes over as Review Editor, following the resignation from 
this post of Dr Aude Le Borgne, who has now joined the Advisory 
Board of the journal.  
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Rock Carvings as a New Kind of Cultural and 

Historical Resource in Latvia 
 

SANDIS LAIME 
 
 
Latvia is located within the East European Plain, and bedrock 
outcrops are not characteristic of most of the country’s territory. 
However, in some regions of Latvia (such as the Gauja Basin), the 
glacial meltwaters have carved out deep valleys, and here outcrops of 
Devonian sandstone do occur. By processes of dissolution, caves 
have formed in this sandstone. Currently, more than two hundred 
natural caves are known in Latvia. A large proportion of the 
sandstone cliffs and caves are protected geological sites, and some of 
the ancient sacred caves (there is information about approximately 
fifty sacred caves in the area of present-day Latvia) are listed as 
archaeological monuments.  

The sandstone in Latvia is very soft and, because of this, the 
tradition of carving one’s name in the rock is very popular among 
tourists. Even the very earliest illustrations of caves in Latvia, drawn 
by Johann Christoph Brotze in the late 18th century, show visitors 
carving their names in the rock face of Gūtmanis’ Cave. There is 
evidence that the oldest inscription on the walls of Gūtmanis’ Cave 
dates from 1521. The oldest inscription preserved up to the present 
day, with the date 1647, can be seen in the cave Lībiešu Upurala 
(“Liv Offering Cave”).  

However, apart from the inscriptions carved by tourists on rock 
faces and cave walls in Latvia, other kinds of carvings have also been 
discovered: various kinds of crosses, hollows, human figures and 
elements of geometric design. Although more than thirty years have 
passed since the first rock carvings of this kind were discovered in the 
area of present-day Latvia, discussion of the cultural and historical 
significance of the motifs carved in the rock has begun in the 
academic literature only in recent years.  

Rock carvings were first discovered in the territory of Latvia by 
the cave researcher Guntis Eniņš in 1971, when he was studying the 
Lībiešu Upurala cave (Eniņš 1984: 146-55). In 1972, under the 
leadership of Eniņš, work was undertaken to clean out sand from the 
cave, and it was studied as a geological feature. In 1973, Juris Urtāns 
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directed an archaeological excavation there (Urtāns 1974), obtaining 
an extensive amount of readily dateable material. This permitted him 
to conclude that offerings had been made in the cave in the 14th-19th 
centuries, with the greatest intensity of offerings in the 16th and 17th 
centuries. At the time of the excavation, attention was also drawn to 
the carvings on the walls of the cave (Urtāns 1980: 18). 

Next to be discovered, in 1986, were the rock carvings on Virtaka 
Rock, on the bank of the River Brasla, also found by Eniņš. These 
carvings covered an area of the sandstone rock face measuring 3.5 x 2 
m (Fig. 1). Of the various rock carving sites in Latvia, it is this group 
of motifs carved on Virtaka Rock that has so far engendered the 
greatest amount of public discussion. In 1987, archaeological 
excavation took place at the foot of the carved rock face under the 
direction of Urtāns, but no proof of human activity at the foot of the 
rock was discovered, and neither was any evidence obtained that 
might serve to date the carvings (Urtāns 1988a: 141). This gave rise 
to a variety of speculations regarding the age and significance of the 
newly-discovered rock carvings. After consulting geologist Vilma 
Venska, Eniņš concluded that the carvings might be about five 
hundred years old, up to a maximum of a thousand years (Eniņš 1988: 
32). The age estimates by Eniņš are in accord with current research 
opinion, but his interpretations of the motifs can best be regarded as 
constituting an unusual expression of national consciousness at the 
time of the National Revival. Within this group of carvings, Eniņš 
distinguished six vertical columns of motifs which he regarded as 
ideograms containing information about the mythical concept of the 
world held by those who had left the carvings (Eniņš 1988: 33). The 
present author agrees with the view of Oskars Stalidzāns that such an 
interpretation largely came about as a response to a social need in the 
period of the National Revival (Stalidzāns 1998: 20).  

After the discovery of the carvings on Virtaka Rock, suggestions 
as to what they might mean were also expressed by the linguist 
Konstantīns Karulis (Karulis 1988). In the opinion of Karulis, the 
motifs carved on Virtaka Rock constitute an example of an 
ideographic script, interpretable in a similar way to that suggested by 
Eniņš: the motifs were interpreted as evidence of the mythical world 
view of the Balts, along with the conclusion that “the shape of the 
World Tree determined the arrangement of the mythological 
ideographic characters in a column” (Karulis 1988: 119-20). Karulis 
assumes, although he does not explain the grounds for such a view, 



Rock Carving as a Historical and Cultural Resource in Latvia  

 

5 

 

that the carvings on Virtaka Rock are no older than 200-300 years, 
although at the same time he regards them as essentially “so archaic 
that they correspond to the Indo-European world view and the way of 
representing it several thousand years ago” (Karulis 1988: 119). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

Figure 1. The Virtaka Rock carvings, group F: a typical example of the 

ownership-mark type. 

 
The most objective conclusions regarding the motifs on Virtaka 

Rock were expressed by Urtāns, who perceived a similarity to 
medieval ownership marks and expressed doubts concerning the 
presence of “columns” of marks. Important is his conclusion that the 
marks on the rock face were not all carved at the same time. In view 
of the similarity of the motifs to ownership marks, and using as an 
analogy the carvings in the Lībiešu Upuralas cave, Urtāns dates the 
carvings on Virtaka Rock to the Late Middle Ages (Urtāns 1988b: 
121). 

In 1987, 150 m from the carvings already discovered on Virtaka 
Rock, Eniņš discovered another group of carvings. This mainly 
consisted of vertical lines arranged in groups of nine. Eniņš named 
this part of Virtaka Rock the “Calendar Rock” (Kalendāra klints), 
since he regarded the groups of lines as representing an ancient nine-
day lunar calendar (Eniņš 1988: 38). 

After surveying Virtaka Rock, archaeologists and ethnographers 
did not continue the search for new sites of this kind, and once the 
wave of interest in the sensational discovery had subsided, no further 
attention was given to Virtaka Rock. It is possible that the disregard 
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for such sites partly came about as a result of the speculation 
surrounding the Virtaka Rock carvings (see, e.g., Graudonis 1988: 
41). However, survey work on rock carvings was continued with 
considerable success by Eniņš and the amateur group he led. After 
this, apart from Eniņš, important rock carving sites were discovered 
by the local historians Imants Jurģītis, Sarmīte Ansberga, Ansis 
Opmanis and Andris Grīnbergs, and by the Gauja National Park 
inspector Māris Mitrēvics. Eniņš led the cleaning of the identified 
sites, removing talus accumulations where necessary (e.g., at Režģi 
Rock and Krusti Rock), and the carvings were copied from the rock at 
scale 1:1. Eniņš has so far refrained from making publicly known the 
locations of the identified rock-carving sites, in order to protect the 
sites from an influx of tourists and thus reduce the danger of damage 
to the rocks through the addition of new carvings. So far, Eniņš has 
described the discoveries made after Virtaka Rock only in the press 
(e.g., Eniņš 1988; 1993; 1994a; 1994b) or in popular science 
publications. Grīnbergs has also described his discoveries (e.g., 
Grīnbergs 1993; 2005). 

After the discovery of more rock carving sites, Eniņš refrained 
from any interpretation of the “columns” of motifs on Virtaka Rock, 
and mentioned the similarity with ownership marks (Eniņš 1994b: 
67). 

The newly-discovered rock carvings also made Karulis change his 
views, and he, too, refrained from any interpretation of the “columns” 
of motifs on Virtaka Rock, asserting instead that “in typological 
terms, these motifs relate to the transitional period from stylised 
drawings of a symbolic kind to ideographic script, where each motif 
or combination of motifs has a particular meaning” (Karulis 1997: 
159). 

A turning point in academic research on the rock carvings was 
marked by Urtāns’ 2001 study of the ship representations carved on 
Raksti Cliff  in an article entitled “Representation of a Medieval Ship 
on a Sandstone Rock Face along the River Rakstupīte in Latvia”, 
which is the first academic publication discussing the rock carvings 
as a cultural and historical source. Analysing the formal character-
istics of the ships carved on Raksti Cliff, and comparing the carvings 
with analogous representations in medieval civic coats-of-arms and 
church graffiti, Urtāns cautiously dates the ships on Raksti Cliff to the 
12th /13th-14th centuries, thus suggesting that at least some of the 
rock-carving sites identified in the area of present-day Latvia may 
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date from the Middle Ages (Urtāns 2001: 164). He points out that so 
far not much use has been made of the rock carvings as historical 
sources and that they hold good potential for further research. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

Figure 2. The distribution of rock-carving sites in Latvia, with an indication 

of the number of signs in these sites: 1 – 1-50; 2 – 51-150; 3 – 151-300; 4 – 

>300. 

 
Considering the various unfavourable conditions affecting the rock 

carvings (cliff erosion, scratches made by animals and people, etc.), 
in 2001 the present author began a project with the support of the 
State Culture Capital Foundation under the title “Documentation of 
rock carvings in Latvia”. The aim is to systematically examine all the 
known sandstone rock outcrops in the territory of Latvia and identify 
rock carving sites preserved up to the present day. The carvings of the 
previously known rock-carving sites and the ones discovered in the 
course of the project are being documented, by recording the 
dimensions of the motifs, describing and photographing them and 
copying them at scale 1:1. Publication of the results of the project 
began with a study of the rock carvings of the cave Rauņa Velnala in 
2004 (Laime 2004a), and the first catalogue of rock carvings is being 
prepared for publication in 2008. This will include the material from 
three rock-carving sites on the banks of the Raunis Stream. Other 
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papers have also been published on various aspects of the rock 
carvings (Laime 2003; 2004a, b; 2005; 2006). 

Currently, the author has information about more than forty rock 
carving sites in the territory of Latvia, most of them on the banks of 
the River Gauja and its tributaries, but important rock carving sites 
(e.g. Zārtapi Cliffs in Slītere National Park and the cave Lībiešu 
Upurala by the Svētupe) have also been identified in other parts of 
Latvia (Fig. 2). The distribution of the rock carvings has been 
influenced by various factors. Firstly, sandstone outcrops do not 
occur throughout Latvia. Secondly, because the Devonian sandstone 
in Latvia is poorly cemented, it is comparatively soft and very 
susceptible to damage by people and by erosion. For example, the F 
Group of the above-mentioned Virtaka Rock is incompletely 
preserved since the carved cliff face has eroded at both ends. Thus, it 
is possible that one section of the rock carvings is lost to us. The 
majority of rock carvings in Latvia are carved in the sandstone of the 
Gauja Series, which is relatively more resistant to erosion. 

So far, within the frame of the project “Documentation of rock 
carvings in Latvia”, the study has focussed on the cliffs along the 
Gauja and its tributaries between Valmiera and the mouth of the 
River Brasla. Comprehensive analysis and interpretation of the rock 
carvings will only be possible after completion of the project, but in 
order to focus attention on this topical research theme, the author 
presents the observations and conclusions drawn so far in the course 
of documenting the rock carvings. 

Already at this stage of the research, it is clear that the rock 
carvings in Latvia are not all of the same kind, as indicated mainly by 
the different composition of motifs in the groups of rock carvings and 
the traditions of their use. A cliff face may have several groups of 
motifs, which may be typologically similar or different. Thus, we 
may conclude that the carving of the motifs in the rock face was 
connected with different traditions, or with various forms of 
expression of a tradition that changed over time. Thus, several types 
of rock carvings can be distinguished on the basis of formal 
characteristics.  

The rock carvings as a cultural and historical source can be viewed 
from a variety of perspectives: 

- as an extensive collection of carvings; 
- as evidence of traditions that are not preserved up to the present 

day; 
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- as a potential source of information about the role of cliffs and 
caves in the sacred landscape of the western part of the 
Vidzeme region and the northern part of the Kurzeme region. 

 
 
ROCK CARVINGS: A RICH COLLECTION OF MOTIFS  
 
The carved motifs themselves constitute one of the main aspects of 
the rock carvings to be considered in utilising them as a cultural and 
historical resource. Although a precise assessment of the number of 
carved motifs on cliffs in Latvia will only be possible after the 
completion of documentation and processing of the data, approximate 
calculations show that the rock carving sites known so far have about 
three thousand motifs altogether. Soon after the discovery of Virtaka 
Rock, it was suggested that the newly-discovered carvings were a 
forgery; namely that they had been left by neo-pagans in the first half 
of the 20th century. Nowadays, such ideas have been ruled out by the 
observation that at several locations the carvings on the rock have 
also been found underneath talus accumulations. For example, at 
Režģi Cliff, which is richest in carvings, with about 570 motifs, a 
pine tree was growing on the talus slope at the foot of the cliff. When 
the tree was felled, it turned out to be almost two hundred years old. 
Thus, even if we assume that the carvings were made immediately 
before the cliff face collapsed, and that the pine tree began to grow on 
the fallen material immediately, the minimal age of the Režģi Cliff 
carvings is almost two hundred years. 

Research on rock carvings so far permits the carvings on the cliffs 
to be dated to the Late Middle Ages and the Early Modern Era 
(approximately the 14th to the early 19th century) (Laime 2003: 136; 
Laime 2004b: 63). The late medieval material known so far is quite 
limited, since after the Late Iron Age the rich tradition of decoration 
on archaeological artefacts comes to an end while the ethnographic 
material dates mainly from the 19th and early 20th centuries. Thus, 
the rock carvings are an important source of information about the 
signs used in this period. For example, the rock carvings significantly 
augment the evidence we have regarding the forms of late medieval 
ownership marks, their regional distribution and functions. So far, the 
main sources for the study of late medieval ownership marks were 
connected with the town of Riga, where some such marks have been 
observed on particular objects found in archaeological excavation and 



Sandis Laime 10 

in the Riga revenue records (Caune 1998: 37-88). Evidence of 
ownership marks is even sparser in the rest of Latvia. Although there 
has not so far been any study specifically focussing on the ownership 
marks on the cliff faces, they may number around a hundred. 
Particular groups of marks (at Virtaka Rock and Dankas Cliff) show 
the development of ownership marks over as many as five 
generations. 

 
 

ROCK CARVINGS: EVIDENCE OF LOST TRADITIONS   
 
Research so far has shown that the various sets of motifs carved in the 
cliff faces, while they may differ from the motifs occurring on nearby 
cliffs, sometimes resemble groups of motifs found at more distant 
sites. For this reason, it is possible to distinguish two main types of 
rock carvings: the ownership-mark type, characterised by the 
predominance of ownership marks in the group of motifs, and the 
cross type, which, as the name indicates, mainly consists of various 
forms of crosses. The research so far indicates that these two types of 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3. The development of funeral tradition from the 15th century to the 

20th century as found in the Raunis rock-carving sites. Dan-A – Dankas 

Rock, group A; Vel-A – Velnala Rock, group A; Mīl-A-G – Mīlītes Rock, 

groups A to G. O = the ownership-mark type; C = the cross type. 
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rock carvings have to do with some kind of funerary practice, the 
earliest phase of which is connected with the ownership-mark type, 
and the more recent phase relating to the cross type (Laime 2004c; 
2005) (Fig. 3). The connection between the rock carvings and 
funerary practices is discussed in greater detail below. 

The cross-type rock-carving sites have a typological similarity to 
the tradition of “cross trees” that has existed up to the present day and 
is still encountered in Gulbene and Madona Districts. “Cross trees” 
occur in a wider area than the cross-type rock carvings. A cross is cut 
in the bark of the tree at the time of the funeral when the body is 
taken to the cemetery with the idea that the soul, coming from the 
cemetery, would not be able to pass the cross carved in the tree (Fig. 
4). It seems that in antiquity such a tradition was much more 
widespread, but has disappeared over the course of time. The events 
of the past half-century have not favoured the continuation of this 
tradition. For example, the local historian Oļģerts Miezītis from 
Galgauska relates the fate of the Cross Pines at Silieši (Eniņš 2002: 
9): 

The mourners, driving from Galgauska to Tirza Cemetery, carved 
crosses in the Silieši Pines by the Elkšņupīte Stream. Before the 
war, a large number of crosses had been carved there. But after the 
war, under Russian rule, when people had to undertake large 
amounts of forestry work, those who hadn’t completed their 
allotted forestry labour, were ordered, as a punishment, to cut 
down the whole of that forest along the bank of the Tirza, since 
nobody was willing to cut the pine trees with crosses. And so the 
carving of crosses came to an end. My father was buried in 1942. I 
myself cut a cross for him in a cross pine.  

Studies of “cross trees” have been undertaken in recent decades in 
Latvia (Eniņš, Opmanis, Stiebre 2000), as well as in Estonia (Torp-
Kõivupuu 2003) and Finland (Vilkuna 1992). Judging from these 
studies, the cross-tree tradition existed in south-eastern Finland and 
the adjacent part of Russia between Lake Ladoga and the Gulf of 
Finland (where it died out in the early part of the 20th century), in a 
large part of Estonia (where it is still practised in southern Estonia) 
and in Vidzeme, where most of the “cross trees” are in the area 
between Gulbene, Smiltene and Madona. In the Gauja Basin, between 
Liepa (Cēsis District) and Sigulda, the same kind of ritual was 
practised on cliffs (Fig. 5). 
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Figure 4. Cross tree in Liezēre Parish, Madona District. 
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Apart from the parallels with “cross trees”, the rock carvings 
themselves display some features suggesting that the ownership-mark 
and cross types have some connection with funerary rites. As regards 
the ownership-mark type, it should be added that in certain areas 
where ownership marks were still used in the early part of the 20th 
century, they were carved on crosses or grave monuments in the 
cemetery (e.g., Kupše 1926), the ownership mark serving to identify 
the burial. The form of such grave monuments is almost certainly 
related to a characteristic motif occurring in the cross type of carving: 
the “roofed cross”. Such grave monuments ceased to be made in 
Vidzeme in the late 19th century (Pāvuliņa 1934). 

Based on the analysis of the rock carvings, it is also possible to 
reconstruct the part of the funerary ritual that took place at the rock 
face. Judging from the parallels in the “cross-tree” traditions, where 
the cross is cut in the tree on the day of the funeral when the body is 
taken to the cemetery, it might be assumed that a similar practice was 
followed in the case of the rock carvings. Although the rock carving 
sites are nowadays quite hard to reach, there are indications that these 
sites were formerly much more accessible. In some cases, footpaths 
leading to the cliff can even be observed. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5. The Krustu Rock carvings: a typical example of the cross type. 
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The groups of the ownership-mark type do include other kinds of 
motifs, apart from the ownership marks, and these might be termed 
“protective marks”. The purpose of carving the ownership marks 
would possibly have been to “announce” the deceased individual to 
the world of the dead, while the protective marks functioned either to 
protect the deceased on the way to the world beyond, or the exact 
opposite – to protect the living relatives. This is seen most vividly in 
Group F on Virtaka Rock. The ownership marks are generally carved 
quite large, while the protective marks tend to be comparatively 
small. The ownership marks are usually not repeated within a single 
group, while the protective marks may be repeated in unlimited 
numbers. Apart from slanting crosses, other motifs – swastikas, 
crosslets (crosses with crossed arms), potent crosses (crosses with a 
bar at the end of each arm) and probably circles, too – occur as 
protective marks in Group F on Virtaka Rock. Almost all of these 
motifs are also found in the patterns on woollen shawls worn by 
Latgallian women around the 12th century (Zariņa 1970). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 6. Cup marks carved in the Ūzas Rock. 
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When the funerary ritual changed to the cross type, certain aspects 
of the character of the ritual also changed. At sites of the cross type, 
we no longer see such an emphasis on protective marks (the carving 
as such may be regarded as protective), and new groups of motifs 
appear. Regularly encountered in the groups of cross-type motifs are 
crosses in circles, cup marks (Fig. 6), lattices and anthropomorphic 
figures, although such motifs do not constitute a large proportion of 
the motifs in the groups.  

From the observations described above, we may draw the 
following conclusions: initially, a funerary ritual was practised that 
involved carving the ownership mark of the deceased on the cliff 
face, along with a protective mark. Relatives usually had their marks 
carved close together. Based on the similarity in terms of structural 
principles between the ownership marks carved in the cliff faces and 
the Liv ownership marks recorded in the Riga revenue books of 1342-
1349, the ownership marks on Virtaka Rock, and probably those of 
Dankas Cliff as well, may be dated to this period. It is thought that in 
about the 16th century, there was a change from the ownership-mark 
type to the cross type. There is a view that the tradition of “cross 
trees” developed at this time, under the influence of the Reformation 
(Vilkuna 1992: 208). This process could have influenced the 
transition from the ownership-mark type to the cross type. Group D 
of Ramāti Cliff, a classic example of the cross type, has the carved 
date “1673”, and the carvings might be thought to be contemporary 
with this. The group also includes a representation of a gallows with a 
hanging human figure, most likely dating from the 16th or 17th 
century – the most active period of witch trials. Thus, it seems that 
the transition to the cross type had already occurred at this time in the 
Vidzeme region. 

Accordingly, the transition to the cross type may have occurred in 
the main area of distribution of the rock carvings around the 16th 
century. The tradition is thought to have gradually disappeared in the 
period up to and including the 18th century. From the 19th and early 
20th centuries, there are framed personal names or initials carved at 
some of the rock-carving sites, together with a cross. In some cases, 
the year is also carved next to them, and this permits the carvings to 
be dated precisely. This practice is seen as a manifestation of this 
same funerary tradition, connected with the period of its decline, and 
is also encountered in Finland, where it likewise began to appear in 
the middle of the 19th century (Vilkuna 192: 206).  
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A minor section of the rock carvings in Latvia are connected with 
rituals of a different kind, such as fertility rites (the Lībiešu Upuralas 
caves and possibly also Režģi Cliff, cf. Fig. 7), healing rites (Virtaka 
Rock and Patkuls Cave), and in certain cases we might possibly be 
dealing with black magic (Ramāti Cliff and Līči Cliff). Some motifs 
carved in groups that show a connection with both funerary and 
healing rites may be related to similar motifs on distaffs and to 
cosmological ideas reflected in folklore (cf. Laime 2006). 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 7. The Režģu Rock carvings: a part of group A. 

 
 
CLIFFS AND CAVES WITH ROCK CARVINGS AS ELEMENTS OF THE 

SACRED LANDSCAPE  
 

The motifs carved on cliffs provide evidence of traditions connected 
with the cliffs and caves, and this contributes to our understanding of 
the role of such places within the surrounding landscape. The carved 
motifs in caves can be used to interpret the role of sacred caves. Up to 
the discovery of the carvings, the sacred role of caves was mainly 
indicated by folklore (an exception being the Lībiešu Upuralas caves, 
where, in the course of excavation, Urtāns discovered a very rich 
array of offerings in the form of coins and other artefacts). The 
carvings open up new possibilities for interpreting the sacred caves.  
An interesting observation has been made in relation to the above-
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described change in funerary rites: when the tradition of carving 
ownership marks in cliffs changed, the location of the ritual also 
changed, so that now, instead of an ordinary cliff face, a cliff by the 
entrance to a cave or an actual cave was chosen. Thus, the funerary 
rite took place by the very entrance to the world of the dead, and the 
cross carved at this site had to ensure that the deceased would remain 
in the world of the dead, rather than disturb the living. In this way, the 
significance of the cliffs and caves with carvings as part of the sacred 
landscape of a particular district may be revealed, marking the cliffs 
and caves as elements in the sacred space connected with the 
underworld and the world of the dead.  

These examples show that rock carvings provide an interesting 
and many-sided group of sources. At the present time, the main tasks 
are to complete the documentation, analysis and publication of the 
material, and to develop further the interpretive potential of the rock 
carvings discussed briefly here.  
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Xeroxed on Stone: The Navajo Holy People  

in their Landscape Contexts 
 
POLLY SCHAAFSMA 
 
 
INTRODUCTION 
  
The earliest Navajo archaeological sites in the American Southwest 
occur in the Chama River Valley in the 17th century (C. Schaafsma 
2002) and slightly later in the area known as the Dinétah – the  
traditional Navajo homeland, also known as the Gobernador (Figure 
1). The rock art in the latter region, the upper San Juan River drainage 
of northwestern New Mexico (c. AD 1670-1760), is the focus of this 
paper. In addition to rock art, the deteriorated remains of hogans (the 
traditional house), stone masonry pueblitos, lambing pens, a variety 
of ceramics, and a few well-preserved caches of ceremonial para-
phernalia comprise much of the material evidence of this phase of 
Navajo culture history (Brugge 1994; 1996; Carlson 1965; Dittert et 
al. 1961; C. Schaafsma 2002; P. Schaafsma 1963, 1965, 1980: 301-
33, 1992: 26-41; Towner 1996). 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1. Map of the Navajo country, past and present. The boundaries of the 

Navajo Reservation are shown as contemporary. All photographs and drawings 

are by the author, unless otherwise stated. 
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The Navajo as a discrete ethnic group came into being in Proto-
historic times. Deriving from Apachean populations entering the 
Pueblo region of the Rio Grande Valley from the Plains in the period 
around AD 1500 (Hester 1962; Schaafsma 2002), the people now 
known as Navajo distinguished themselves from other Apacheans in 
the 17th century by adopting numerous Puebloan practices and many 
aspects of Pueblo cosmology and ritual. Both maize horticulture, 
borrowed from the Rio Grande Pueblos, and sheep husbandry 
(Spanish) characterised Navajo life by the early 17th century.  

Their earliest known rock art, however, also Pueblo-derived, dates 
from the late 1600s and early 1700s, when the Navajo had been 
pushed north and west out of the Rio Grande into the canyons of 
southwestern Colorado and northwestern New Mexico (Figure 1; 
Jeancon and Roberts 1923: 16-9; Schaafsma 1963). This rock art, 
although dating from the historic period, is fully indigenous in 
content and reflects a cosmology derived from the Pueblos in which 
beliefs pertinent to maize horticulture, and masked and other 
supernatural beings figure prominently (Figure 2). The imagery 
features not only corn (maize), cloud, lightning, snakes, eagles and 
star ceilings, but, importantly, it is distinguished by multitudinous 
representations of supernaturals, also known as the Holy People. 
Included among the Holy People, are the ye’i, the masked 
supernaturals associated with the Nightway, Plumeway, and possibly 
other ceremonials, and who are impersonated by masked dancers in 
the Nightway Yeibichai performance. The Holy People are 
supernatural powers that are “personalized in the Navajo mind as 
beings … capable of assuming human form”, and whose powers are 
“interdependent complementary items in a well-ordered universe” 
(Wyman 1983a: 17). According to oral tradition the ye’i and other 
Holy People were present and active among the Navajo after the 
emergence from the underworlds and while the earth was being made 
suitable for human life. Ultimately, however, “The creation of the 
Navajo world concludes with the departure of the Holy People … to 
their own spiritual domains. [They] depart, announcing that they will 
never again be seen in their primordial forms, but that they will be 
forever overlooking and directing life in the Navajo world” (Gill 
1983: 505).  At this critical juncture, the Holy People are said to have 
put their images on the cliffs – “like a Xerox” – so that they would 
not be forgotten and as reminders of their continued spiritual presence 
among the Navajo (Will Tsosie, personal communication c. 1991). 
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Figure 2. Petroglyph panel at the junction of Crow and Largo Canyons. 

Featured is a large maize (corn) plant growing out of a terraced cloud. The 

flanking deities or their symbols pertain to rain and fertility, based in a Pueblo-

derived cosmology. The hourglass attached to the corn is a scalp knot, symbol 

of Born-for-Water, the younger of the Hero/War Twins, and in the Pueblo 

Southwest a fetish for rain. Still further to the left is a band of zigzag lightning, 

a sign for Monster Slayer, the elder Twin, possibly again, seen in this context, 

fostering the growth of corn. To the right the Humpback God, related to 

mountain sheep, wears a hump representing a cloud with moisture indicated 

within. 

 
 
HOLY PEOPLE ON STONE: SOME POSSIBLE FUNCTIONS OF NAVAJO 

CEREMONIAL ROCK ART 
  
The rock art from this period has been described and its content 
interpreted in numerous publications (Brugge 2001; Chamberlain and 
Rogers 2001; Chamberlain and Schaafsma 1993; Copeland 2001; 
Copeland and Rogers 1996; Schaafsma 1963, 1965, 1980: 301-33, 
1992: 26-41, among others). The imagery pictured in the landscape of 
the Dinétah is closely allied with that of the much later ritual 
sandpaintings, also known as “drypaintings”, first recorded in the late 
nineteenth century (Matthews 1887, 1902; Stevenson 1886). The 
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latter, however, due to their ephemeral nature, are not known from 
archaeology. While the sandpainting tradition is on-going, the 
practice of rendering ceremonial themes and supernaturals on cliffs or 
under shallow rock overhangs was rare by the end of the 1700s or 
possibly shortly after 1760 when the Dinétah country of northwestern 
New Mexico was vacated for points west and south in Southern Utah 
and northern Arizona. The scarcity of religious content in later 
Navajo rock art would seem to signal a significant change in ritual 
practices and how rock art functioned within Navajo culture.  While 
later Navajo rock art occasionally features Yeibichai dancers (ye’i 
impersonators) and much more commonly social Squaw Dance 
scenes at Enemyway gatherings – also known as the Girls’ Dance 
(Haile 1938: 11) – depictions of the Holy People themselves are 
absent from these renderings (Schaafsma 1992: figs 44, 45).  
Alternatively, secular drawings, incised or sketched in charcoal, 
picturing horses and other livestock, Navajo cowboys, trains, shoot-
outs and so forth (Kolber 2001; Schaafsma 1992: 46-7; Yoder 2001) 
became popular. 

In the course of the following discussion I address the possible 
ways in which the permanent rock art images from Navajo 
cosmology may have functioned in their proto-historic landscape 
settings, as opposed to the fleeting images of the historically known 
sandpaintings. In so doing, I explore certain Navajo values in regard 
to image making and ways in which ceremonial practices and some 
attitudes may have changed over time. An examination of the 
purposes served by the transitory depictions of the Holy People in 
drypaintings is critical, in order to understand the possible roles 
played by these same images, or sets thereof, as rock art. 

 
 

THE ROCK ART 
 
The ceremonial Navajo rock art in the upper San Juan drainage was 
produced in an inspirational milieu and florescence of creativity 
during the formative years of Navajo cultural development (c. 1670-
1760). By this time, Navajo religion as we know it today was 
synthesised, incorporating important selected elements of Pueblo 
cosmology, myth and symbolism (Schaafsma 1963: 57-60; 1980:  fig. 
199). The related rock art displays a complex iconography in which 
images and symbols of the Holy People are not only commonly 
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present but often predominant. Although cautionary advice on 
interpretation is well taken (Blackhorse 2001: 74) and some figures 
are unidentifiable, others are easily tied to supernaturals still evoked 
in Navajo ceremony. Distinguishing attributes include head-dresses, 
body form and design, and in-hand paraphernalia. The War Twins 
(also known as the Slayer or Hero Twins), and/or their symbolism, 
occur frequently (Figures 3-5, 9). In some localities along cliff faces 
or under overhangs, linear sequences of ye’i or other Holy People 
suggest groups pictured in historic/contemporary sand-paintings 
(Figures 6-8, 10). In numerous instances, complexes of these deities 
are even assignable to chantways still ongoing. This is especially true 
of the Nightway, Mountainway, the Shooting Chant and possibly 
others (Figures 7, 8, 10) (Wyman 1983a: figs 6 and 7; Schaafsma 
1963: 60-3). Unrecognisable or seemingly non-specific imagery may 
relate to chantways long since abandoned by Navajo medicine 
practitioners. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Figure 3. Bows and scalpknots comprise the repeated motifs near the 

petroglyphs in Figure 2. The bow and scalpknot are symbols for the Navajo 

War Twins, the bow being an alternative symbol for Monster Slayer. 
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Both rock art content and ethnographic evidence can be 
marshalled to indicate that one of the important functions of rock art 
for the early Navajo as recent immigrants was to establish themselves 
in place and render it meaningful.  Their landscape was infused with 
significance by identifying sacred places, including those important in 
origin mythology. Within a wide geographic region, the significance 
of major topographic features of importance was borrowed from the 
resident Pueblos, who had already established their sacred landscape 
“texts” centuries earlier (see Ortiz 1969: 171, n. 15; Parsons 1939: 
221; Reichard 1963: 20; Thompson 1879: 321). In the Dinétah itself, 
however, abandoned by ancestral Pueblo people by AD 1050, the 
landscape was open to rewriting and redefinition. Making rock art at 
chosen localities was one means of doing so.  

It is apparent that the issue of “power” was present early on, as 
many locations selected by the Navajo for making rock art were 
places already “marked” by Anasazi figures, the presence of which 
had connotations of power (Will Tsosie, personal communication c. 
1991). Some Navajo rock art sites have the appearance of shrines that 
were revisited, refurbished, and thus revitalised on numerous 
occasions. Signs of repeated “use” of these sites, include worn rock 
surfaces, evidence of “handling” such as soiled spots, rubbing, 
smoothing of the sandstone in preparation for making a painting or 
erasing an older figure to receive another, and the repainting of 
figures (Copeland and Rogers 1996: 228). In some instances, holes 
were drilled in the vertical cliff face for the probable insertion of 
prayer sticks or feathers in or near the rock art (Figure 7b). In this 
regard, the Junction site (described below), the Todosio Canyon 
paintings at junction with the Pine (also known as the Los Pinos) 
River (Schaafsma 1963: 64-5), the numerous petroglyphs at the 
mouth of Crow Canyon at its junction with the Largo drainage (see 
Figures 2 and 3; Schaafsma 1980: figs 253, 254, 261), the Delgadito 
site in the Carrizo drainage with its Nightway iconography (Figure 7), 
and others in the upper Largo drainage (Copeland and Rogers 1996) 
are noteworthy as probable sacred places visited on numerous 
occasions. 
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Figure 4. Paintings in red and white of the Twins in Largo Canyon. Note the 

hourglass motif incised through the red paint on the body of Born-for-Water. 
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Figure 5. Painted petroglyph of the Sun in human form with the symbols of his 

sons, the War Twins, inscribed on his face. Upper Largo Canyon. 
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Figure 6. Four ye’i and a corn plant symmetrically arranged in a linear pattern 

similar to the layout of a sandpainting. Their attire consisting of tasselled kilts 

and sashes is typical. Note the baseline and the central maize plant with 

disproportionately large ears of corn. Largo Canyon. 

 
One such site remained active through the mid-twentieth century 

until it was flooded by the waters of Navajo Reservoir.  Known as the 
Junction Site, or “the Place of the Meeting Waters”, the rock art here 
occurs near the spot where the San Juan and the Pine Rivers join 
(Figure 1). Described in detail elsewhere (Schaafsma 1963; 1980: 
310-12), the locality is an excellent example of a synthesis of 
landscape, the Navajo Creation story, and rock art. This “place of the 
meeting waters”, has been noted on various occasions in the 
archaeological literature as well as documented in Navajo myths 
themselves. The rock art at this site is dominated by two large shields, 
reputedly representing the sun and moon, on whose faces the War 
Twins are sketchily pictured (Figure 9). The Twins are said to have 
retired to this location once they had destroyed the monsters and 
made the world safe for the Diné (the Navajo people). “The 
celebrated twins went to a place called Tho-hyel-li, the junction of the 
two rivers in the valley of the San Juan, where their images may yet 
be seen reflected in the waters. They still dwell in a mountain cavern 
near this place.” (Matthews 1883: 224). The images are purported to 
have been made by the Hero Twins themselves (Van Valkenburgh 
and Kluckhohn 1974: 150), an ascription consistent with Will 
Tsosie’s observations cited earlier. Other images in the Junction 
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Figure 7, a-b. Two photographs of sections of a Night Chant rock painting from 

Delgadito Canyon, Carrizo Canyon drainage. Above (7a) is the large humpback 

figure that leads the group. He is followed by other supernaturals that include 

other humpback ye’i and the female god of the Night Chant denoted by her 

manta dress and square mask (7b, right). Missing in these photos is 

Fringemouth God who was located in between. Unfortunately, the entire group 

fell from the cliff in 1965 and was subsequently destroyed. 
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vicinity relating to the Twins were eradicated in a major flood in 
1912 (Van Valkenburg 1941: 155-6). Historically Navajos returned 
there to pray after their return from Bosque Redondo (Roessel 1983: 
510-19) in the 1860s when the people were in a state of semi-
starvation, when they again faced hard times during the stock 
reduction program in 1929, and in various times of drought (Van 
Valkenburg and Kluckhohn 1974: 146). 

While it is possible that some rock art sites may have served as 
mnemonic devices for Navajo singers, it seems dubious that this was 
the primary reason for creating rock art.1  Once engraved or painted 
on stone, however, this imagery could have at least secondarily 
functioned to preserve ceremonial knowledge. The use of mnemonic 
devices per se by Navajo singers is known ethnographically. Frisbie 
(1987: 54, 56, 60, 439, n. 6) describes sketchbooks containing 
memory aids in jish, otherwise known as “medicine bundles” (see 
Frisbie 1987: 12-7 for a full definition of “jish”). One Shootingway 
bundle from Waterflow, New Mexico, contained pictures largely 
done in watercolour and felt-tip pen of the Twin War Gods, one of 
the Twins on the Sun, and Female Snakes Crossed on the Wind, and 
other supernaturals (Frisbie 1987: 56). Such notebooks described as 
“common” in jish (Frisbie 1987: 439, n. 6) were the property of 
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accomplished singers. Elsewhere Frisbie (1987: 86-7) notes that, 
traditionally, mnemonic props were not used by apprentices learning 
the chantways. 

Pertinent to this discussion is a Nightway account by Hosteen 
Klah in which the Dreamer, or Hero (the Navajo visionary who 
makes a supernatural trip to acquire religious knowledge for his 
people), is asked by Fringemouth god to draw the ye’i gods on a rock 
wall (Faris 1990: 131). There is, however, no implication that these 
ye’i were made for mnemonic purposes by the visionary.  More likely 
any rock art whose origins were (are) so ascribed, were viewed as 
validating the spiritual journey, and therefore perceived as having 
sacred origins and links to the supernatural realm. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 8. Night Chant sandpainting showing similar ye’i. The painting is 

“protected” by a rainbow person, and a maize plant is a central theme. 

(Stevenson 1886: Plate CXXIII). 

 
Navajo sacred places are described in some detail by Frisbie 

(1987: 186). These places include various landscape features such as 
mountains, caves, creeks, river junctions, springs, bluffs and rock 
crevices, as well as rock art sites. Activities traditionally conducted in 
designated sacred areas include gathering of materials for ceremonial 
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use, praying, and leaving offerings. Frisbie notes that such places are 
sacred because of mythological associations with particular deities 
and that only ceremonial practitioners can visit these spots. This 
information fits well with what is known about the Junction site 
previously described. 

The remaining question is not whether these rock art locations 
were regarded as “sacred”, but what were (are) the underlying 
perceptions that facilitated the use of these sites in religious or 
ceremonial contexts. How were images perceived to function?  In 
order to examine this issue more deeply, I will now consider the 
depiction of the supernatural being or Holy Person, in its 
ethnographic context and the values ascribed to it, in order to 
understand the dynamic forces at work pertaining to imagery in 
landscape settings. 

 

 
 
Figure 9. Large shields or disks representing the sun and moon at the Junction 

Site near the confluence of the Pine and San Juan Rivers. Preliminary renditions 

of the Twins are painted on the faces of the shields. Tradition holds that these 

paintings were made by the Twins themselves. 
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THE POWER OF THE IMAGE 
  
Pictures of the Holy People in the ceremonial dry paintings are said to 
be invisible powers made visible. As explained previously, the Holy 
People represent the human inner forms of natural phenomena, the 
“lying-in-ones”. These powers may be dangerous, and Navajo 
sandpainting rituals are designed to control these Holy People for 
positive and specific ends (Wyman 1983b: 552). Navajo ceremonies 
are held for restoring harmony, balance and health. The focus of these 
ceremonials, that may last as long as nine days in some cases, is the 
sandpainting with its elaborate images of the Holy People and other 
spiritual beings that are coerced into attendance as described below. 
While these rituals are being conducted within the hogan, the 
landscape is engaged in the process of compelling the Holy People to 
attend, by the planting of prayersticks in designated surrounding 
locations (Reichard 1963: xxxv). 

The purpose of drypaintings is to attract holiness, to restore, and to 
reorder (Faris 1990: 120). Drypaintings act both as magnetic fields 
and diffusers of supernatural power (Kenneth Foster 1964: 3 in 
Wyman 1983a: 33). While they are perceived as indifferent to human 
affairs, the Holy People are irresistibly attracted or even compelled to 
the ceremony being performed through prayers, offerings, song, and 
“by their own likenesses drawn in the colored pigments of the 
drypaintings” (Wyman 1983a: 16). They come to look for their 
portraits, and once arrived they become their likenesses. These dry 
paintings are likened to holy altars and are called “’iikááh”, meaning 
the entry of several entities or beings (Wyman 1983a: 33). The 
powers thus invoked by the images are then actively engaged during 
the healing processes of the ritual, when the dry pigments from 
different parts of the images are applied to various parts of the patient 
who, in turn, sits on the painting itself. In this way the patient absorbs 
the powers pictured and becomes strong and immune to danger 
(Wyman 1983a: 33). As the patient is identified with these 
supernaturals (Reichard 1963: 112), the sands, in turn, absorb the 
“evils” that have caused the illness being treated. Therefore, ritual 
disposal of the dry sandy pigments, that have absorbed the malevolent 
powers that caused the illness, is necessary at the end of the 
ceremony. 

This information regarding Navajo cosmological concepts and the 
perception of the power of imagery may provide some insight into 
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understanding how similar imagery and rock art sites themselves may 
have functioned in landscape contexts. If the drypaintings repre-
senting the Holy People command their presence, then logically their 
portraits painted and carved on sandstone cliffs and in rock shelters 
would have had a similar effect. The locations in the landscape where 
their images are found, therefore, would seem to be where the 
supernaturals pictured are perceived to reside in spirit form and where 
communication with the Holy People is facilitated. A little known 
rock art image of the Humpback ye’i in southern Colorado is located 
in a canyon in the upper San Juan drainage that is still remembered as 
being a favourite home of the ye’i (Jeancon and Roberts 1923; 
Matthews 1897: 238). Historically the previously described Junction 
site is another case in point, further validating this interpretation. 

As well, cliff faces and rock shelters where the Holy People are 
pictured give the impression of being removed from places of 
habitation, in which case they may have been places visited only by 
ceremonial practitioners who could control the powers pictured.  
Future surveys of these Navajo sites could verify this perceived 
distribution. That visitation to sacred sites was said to have been 
limited to religious practitioners was mentioned earlier. 

In spite of the formal similarities between the sandpaintings and 
the rock art in terms of iconography and the presumed ability of both 
to attract the supernaturals they represent, a basic difference has yet 
to be pointed out.  The sandpaintings are ephemeral and in their ritual 
functions – during which they are destroyed through application –
process, not product, is paramount. The images are utilised and in the 
process destroyed. Thus the short-lived image becomes more 
“valuable” – a term denoting spiritual importance. As the aesthetic 
and emotional impact of the “fleeting image” empowers the 
ceremony within which it is created, the temporality becomes an 
important aspect of the power of art itself. The rock art images, on the 
other hand, remain permanent in the landscape, thus implying a 
significantly different functional role. 
 
 
IMAGES, CONTEXT AND TABOOS 
 
When the Navajo moved out of the Dinétah in the mid-eighteenth 
century, for the most part – the Junction site being a notable 
exception – they abandoned the memory of this region with its many 
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images as they resettled to the west and southwest. Notably Van 
Valkenburgh (1941: see especially pp. 86-7, 111, 123) in his review 
of Navajo Places notes that there were no oral traditions in regard to 
Largo and Carrizo Canyon and other locations in the Dinétah region 
where Navajo ceremonial rock art is prevalent. In moving, the Navajo 
often “took their sacred locations with them” in that they redefined 
the cultural landscape to conform with new surroundings and re-
ascribed the places of importance and mythic times to new 
topographic features and places (Jett 1982; and see Luckert 1977: 24-
6 for the significance of the confluence of the San Juan and Colorado 
for Navajo Mountain Navajo). Meanwhile, the practice of painting 
and carving the Holy People on stone nearly stopped by the end of the 
eighteenth century. The new landscape, even when important 
topographic features are identified with mythic events and times, 
usually lacks the pictured presence of the Holy People. Holy People 
in Canyon de Chelly and Del Muerto rock art are depicted only 
rarely. In canyons east of Chinle Wash near the New Mexico/Arizona 
line, social gatherings revolving around the Squaw Dance, are 
pictured at many sites, all probably dating after c. 1760 (Gilpin 1996: 
195), but renderings of the Holy People are scarce (see footnote 1). A 
single figure, also post-dating 1760, is hidden under a tall rock slab 
near the San Juan River in Utah.  Sacred landscape locations and the 
belief in the presence of the Holy People in the landscape, however, 
has not waned (see interviews with western Navajos in Luckert 
1977). The Holy People pervade the landscape via their travels as 
described in myths, but their absence in rock art after the late 
eighteenth century is notable. 

It is significant that the rock art in the Dinétah region with its 
emphasis on the Holy People, the Navajo Creation story, and other 
cosmological themes was made when the Navajo were establishing 
themselves in the Southwest. At this point in their history they were 
creating a cultural identity, and constructing a newly synthesised 
cosmology that they tied into the landscape of which they were 
recently in possession. This phase lasted less than 100 years. By the 
late 1800s from which the first ethnographic records derive, although 
they continued to command the assistance of the gods that had been 
with them at the time of their Creation, these gods were pictured 
ceremonially only in the context of sandpaintings. 

Beginning in the late nineteenth century and continuing into the 
twentieth, the ethnographic documents cite taboos regarding the 
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picturing of the Holy People outside of ceremonial contexts (Reichard 
1977: 6). As we have seen, notebooks in jish bundles contained 
sketchbooks with the Holy People pictured for mnemonic purposes.  
These, however, were (are) still carefully under the control of the 
owner of the jish and not publicly available. The discussion of taboos 
frequently has to do with picturing ye’i on rugs or as ye’ibichai dance 
impersonators in sculpture, both for sale to a White market.2 Picturing 
“a reflection of the divine form of the Holy People” – images that 
actually compel their presence – outside of a ceremonial context, and 
therefore beyond ritual control, is clearly deemed inappropriate and 
even dangerous (Reichard 1977: 6-7). A “Yeibichai curse” resulting 
in paralysis and blindness and even death is specifically cited as a 
result of breeching this taboo (Valette and Valette 2000: 54, 56; 
Valette and Valette 1997: 68 n. 3).  

Prohibitions against invoking the Holy People outside of the 
controlled ceremonial environment are deeply rooted in Navajo 
traditions – within the myths themselves.3 When the Holy People 
instructed the Hero in the ways of a particular myth and the images to 
be invoked, it is said that Navajo were to represent them in sand so 
that they would not be lost (i.e. abandoned or forgotten), or “wear out 
or be stolen, soiled, or damaged” (Wyman 1983a: 43). In the course 
of instructing the Hero, the Holy People are said to have made these 
paintings on sheets of sky, on sheets of cloud, or on black fog, or 
cotton blankets, which were subsequently rolled up and taken away or 
thrown away to the north in the manner of sandpaintings today 
(Wyman 1983a: 43). In one case: 

 
The yéi who unfolded it [the painting] to show the prophet 
said: “We will not give you this picture; men are not as good as 
we; they might quarrel over the picture and tear it, and that 
would bring misfortune; the black cloud would not come again, 
the rain would not fall, the corn would not grow, but you may 
paint it on the ground with colors of the earth.” (Matthews 
1902: 165) 

 
Provocative in this regard is a rock painting on the Pine River 

LA3041, executed prior to c. 1720, that consists of a panel of 
Mountain Chant Holy People pictured against a background of blue 
clouds (Figures 10 and 11). This is very reminiscent of Matthew’s 
reference to a Mountainway story (1887: 404): “They drew from one 
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corner of the cave a great sheet of cloud, which they unrolled, and on 
it were painted the forms of the yays [sic] of the cultivated plants.” At 
a minimum, the rock painting indicates that a similar concept – 
painting the ye’i on a “sheet of clouds” – was present at an early date. 
The rock painting, however, was “lost” and subsequently damaged 
(Fig. 11), thus justifying the admonishments against permanent 
imagery reiterated above by Wyman (1983a: 43). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 10. Reproduction of polychrome paintings of Mountain Chant ye’i on 

the Pine River (Schaafsma 1963: Pl. IV). The supernaturals are shown 

superimposed on a background of blue clouds indicated by stacked inverted 

triangles. Gaps in the design indicate the chiseled defacement (see Figure 11). 

 
Prohibitions against permanent imagery, so poetically expressed in 

Navajo mythology, were apparently developed after the rock art 
featuring Holy People in the Dinétah was created. Following the 
evidence provided by archaeology, these prohibitions came into 
place, seemingly gradually, sometime after 1760 when the Dinétah 
was vacated. The question has not been answered, however, of why 
the Holy People gradually ceased to be pictured – and thus conjured – 
in rock art. It appears that changes occurred in ceremonial and social 
practices and related values that dictated a ban on ceremonial land-
scape imagery. There is little ethnographic documentation in this 
regard, except for the evidence already cited. Any hypothesis to 
explain this change has to be grounded in inferences based on 
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tangential ethnographic information, and a certain amount of 
speculation is inevitable.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 11. Photograph of three of the ye’i in Figure 10 showing the gouged 

chisel marks damaging the painting. (Photographer unknown). 

 
It is likely that prohibitions against painting and carving these 

figures in the landscape were responses to several issues. Among 
possible factors for change in this regard were increased social 
tensions as Navajo culture interacted more closely with dominant 
Western society during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. One 
well-documented response to these tensions was witchcraft 
(Kluckhohn 1944: 95). Given the forces that these images are 
perceived to embody, left unprotected in their landscape settings, they 
may have been increasingly viewed as dangerous and a source of 
power that could be used toward malevolent ends. That “power” in 
and of itself is conceived as neutral, but once tapped it can be 
manipulated for purposes either good or malevolent. Therefore, to 
avoid these powers being accessed by evil-doers, prohibitions against 
picturing the Holy People outside of well-controlled ceremonial 
contexts may have evolved over time in an environment of increasing 
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uncertainty, social conflict, and distrust, as traditional values were 
threatened. 

Once an extant image has been targeted by a witch for its power, a 
counter-response has been to destroy the figure in question, thus 
voiding it of its potency and rendering it useless. The chisel marks in 
the painting illustrated in Figures 10 and 11 exemplify the kind of 
damage being discussed. The destructive activities at this site were 
undoubtedly provoked by the same fear of witchcraft that has 
promoted purposeful destruction of rock art on the San Juan River 
and elsewhere on the Navajo Reservation (Will Tsosie and Mr 
Maryboy, personal communication c. 1991).4 In summary, one 
possible explanation for the later scarcity of pictures of Holy People 
in landscape contexts may be that it resulted from a taboo against 
their representation, thereby both avoiding a power source for evil-
doers, and also protecting the supernaturals from maltreatment, and 
so recalling the admonitions described previously that were given by 
the Holy People themselves to the Dreamer. 

 
 
XEROXED ON STONE: THE PERSISTENCE OF THE ROCK ART IMAGES OF 

THE DINÉTAH 
 

The mid-twentieth-century “rediscovery” of the rock art in the 
Dinétah and neighbouring regions was due in large part to the salvage 
archaeological work in preparation for the construction of Navajo 
Dam (Schaafsma 1963) and to oil and gas exploration in the Largo 
Canyon drainage to the south (Olin and Hadlock 1983). While the 
Junction site had never been lost from memory, the others –  
previously forgotten – have subsequently been reintroduced to 
Navajo awareness. The power of rock art takes many forms and 
imagery is never mute. Once made, rock art becomes a dynamic force 
in a landscape evoking new meanings as time goes on and assuming 
new roles in the historical/cultural process. Today, the Navajo in the 
neighbouring vicinity of Farmington are redefining their cultural 
history as a result of this awareness, as they incorporate specific 
places in the Dinetah landscape into their oral traditions. As well,  
Night Chant singers from further west on the reservation (Will 
Tsosie, personal communication) have renewed their relationships 
with the Night Chant panels Xeroxed on stone. It is not known, 
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however, if their recent knowledge of  the 18th century rock art  has 
had any effect on ceremonial practices or associated mythologies. 
 

Museum of New Mexico 

Santa Fe, New Mexico 
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Notes 
 
1 In a story related by Hosteen Klah to Franc Newcomb (1964: 93-5) the 

discovery of a cave with ye’i paintings in the Chuska Mountains evoked 

the suggestion that they might have been painted to preserve ceremonial 

knowledge before the forced evacuation to Bosque Redondo. The cave, 

unlike those in the Dinétah was well hidden, and medicine bundles had 

been left on the cave floor. If the interpretation offered is correct, the 

Chuska paintings would post-date the Dinétah rock art by over 100 

years, and the motivation would have been specific to a particular 

historical crisis. 

2 Because these products were attractive to Whites, they brought money, 

and therefore, traders in the early twentieth century, emphasising their 

rarity to White customers, encouraged the Navajo to produce ye’i rugs 

and wood carvings of ye’ibichai dancers for sale, in spite of cultural 

prohibitions against them (Valette and Valette 1997; Valette and Valette 

2000). A fury against the making of ye’i blankets is described by 

Amsden (1990: 105-6) who also mentions that a transgression will result 

in blindness. Ye’i rugs are described as “bad taste” and a sacrilege and 

out of context of ceremony. He notes that there is nothing ceremonial 

implied in the weavings or their use. An even more conservative view 

has been expressed by Harry Walters of Tsaile who explains that the 

human body is a “reflection of the divine form of the Holy People” and 

mailto:shingo3@aol.com
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therefore a ceremonial context is the only one appropriate to rendering 

the human form at all (Valette and Valette 2000: 54).  

 In the face of strong pecuniary pressures, individual weavers and 

other artists have been persuaded to render these images for sale. It 

should be noted, however, that often ceremonial protection is sought for 

these transgressions. 

3 Note that these oral traditions cannot be dated. Whether they developed 

as a creative response to a gradual development of restrictions in regard 

to rendering the image of the gods in permanent media or whether they 

preceded it is simply not known. 

4 A multitude of Basketmaker anthropomorphs (c. 200 BC - AD 400) were 

attacked with chisels by Navajos during a flu epidemic in the late 1950s. 

The Navajos responsible believed that the illness was caused by a 

person who got power from these images and used it for pernicious 

purposes. 
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The Light Fantastick: Rock Art, Visions  

and the Myth of Solarism in Central Asia 
 

KENNETH LYMER 
 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 
Rock art is considered by many to be an important avenue of research 
in discussions about the archaeology of prehistoric myths. It provides 
evocative evidence of the worldviews of ancient communities, 
especially where there is a dearth or absence of written texts. 
Understanding the use and meaning of the imagery heavily relies on 
comparative studies and analogies based in explicit or implicit 
theoretical frameworks. In the case of rock art imagery carved into 
the cliffs of Central Asia the mythic themes have tended to be 
interpreted through traditional ideas of primitive religion, such as 
hunting magic, totemism and solarism (e.g., Chernikov 1947; 
Golendukhin 1971: 187; Davis-Kimball and Martynov 1993). 
Whereas hunting magic and totemism focus on scenes of animals, 
solarism embraces all images as any marking or representation can be 
linked to the sun, especially circular shapes which are intuitively 
considered to be mythological symbols. Depictions of so-called “solar 
gods”, “solar animals” and “solar symbols” have time and time again 
been believed to be the fossilised remains of heliolatry at numerous 
rock art sites not only across Central Asia but Eurasia as well. 
Solarism, however, is a problematic concept and its overriding 
concern in establishing the existence of primitive solar cults has 
excluded the exploration of other significant relationships in which 
the images were embedded. 

 
 

SOLARISM AND ROCK ART 
 

The formalisation of the concept of solarism came about in the 
nineteenth century.1 By this time scholars familiar with the 
mythology of the Classical world and the Near East had remarked 
upon the abundance of deities with solar attributes. The key figure in 
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the development of the universal theory of solarism was the 
philologist Max Müller. He took the comparative methods utilised in 
the study of Indo-European languages and applied them to the study 
of religion. He believed the sun was “the hidden life of all religion 
and of all mythology” (Müller 1885: 908) and went to great lengths to 
demonstrate the solar connections of many things through the 
linguistic examination of words. The sweeping nature of his research 
and the methodology used to substantiate it was famously parodied in 
R. F. Littledale’s tale of “The Oxford Solar Myth” (1906). Using 
Müller’s linguistic comparative method, Littledale not only asserted 
that the former was a solar god and solar hero but ultimately that the 
linguistic solar connections of Oxford indicated that Müller himself 
was a solar myth. This humorous tale poignantly points out the 
central problem of Müller’s comparative method: words can be 
uncritically decontextualised in order to establish relationships 
predetermined by their perceived solar connotations which create an 
autonomy of myth in language. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1. Scenes of so-called “solar gods” from Saimaly Tash, Kyrgyzstan 

(after Martynov et al. 1992: figs 49, 51, 55, 67). 
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Though the origins of the universal theory of solarism are now 
largely forgotten, it still continues to be a pervasive concept, 
especially in studies of prehistoric art and rock art. In Central Asia it 
has been suggested that scenes of Bronze Age rock art represent acts 
of solar worship and that these are carved in high places closest to the 
sun (Ksica 1992: 510). This assertion, however, is largely based on 
the unique case of the Saimaly Tash rock art complex in southern 
Kyrgyzstan (Bernshtam 1952; Golendukhin 1971; Martynov et al. 
1992). It is a major concentration of multi-period petroglyphs – 
images carved into natural stone – including a few “solar symbols” 
and so-called “solar gods” (Figure 1). Collectively, the petroglyphs 
are situated in the high altitudes of the Fergana mountains at about 
3500m above sea level. This lofty mountain location is speculated to 
be a good place to offer prayers to the sun in high summer (Davis-
Kimball and Martynov 1993: 213-14) as the rock art complex could 
have been a sanctuary that was equivalent to Stonehenge and its 
suggested summer solstice rituals (Golendukhin 1971: 187, 189-90). 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

Figure 2. Scenes of so-called “solar gods” from Tamgaly, Kazakhstan 

(figures a and b reproduced with the kind permission of A. Rozwadowski; 

figure c – tracing by author and recorded during fieldwork research in 2000). 
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Unfortunately, rock art sites with alleged “solar symbols” can also be 
situated in medium-sized hilly ranges and low-lying rock outcrops in 
the steppes. The famous “sun deities” from the rock art complex of 
Tamgaly, Kazakhstan, for example, are carved in the lower relief 
outcrops of the Anrakhai mountains (Maksimova et al. 1985; 
Rogozhinskii et al. 2004). They are placed in varying locations within 
the valleys of the Tamgaly River ranging from high up the cliffs 
(Figure 2a), at middle levels of the hills (Figure 2b) and in positions 
near the valley floor (Figure 2c). Moreover, this reflects the nature of 
rock art positioning in general as images are placed within sites in 
different spots ranging from top to bottom of a mount or hillside. 

The “solar gods” of Saimaly Tash and Tamgaly are tentatively 
dated to the Bronze Age2 and are considered to be produced by artists 
from the Andronovo archaeological culture that stretches from 
Central Asia into the southern Urals. It is theorised that the 
Andronovo were Indo-Iranian speakers – the so-called Indo-Aryan 
tribes – who were agriculturists and herders that spread across Central 
Asia as far as India (e.g., Kuz’mina 1986; Francfort 1998). 
Consequently, Bronze Age petroglyphs are only seen to function as 
illustrations of the oldest parts of the Rig Veda and Avestan texts. 
Some “solar-headed” figures, for example, could have represented 
archaic forms of Indo-Iranian gods such as Mithra (Francfort 1998: 
307). This interpretation, however, is problematic as it does not 
embrace the depth and complexity of Zoroastrian beliefs and only 
presents a highly reductive summary that misleadingly focuses upon 
solar attributes. Additionally, archaeological excavations within the 
vicinity of Tamgaly have found no evidence of inscriptions or written 
texts associated with the local Andronovo culture (Rogozhinskii et al. 
2004). Therefore, we do not know if the people who used the 
Tamgaly valley were a preliterate or nonliterate society. It is 
recognised, however, that the variability between archaeological 
assemblages and rock art imagery simply can not be explained by 
comparisons with Vedic and Avestan texts (Francfort 1998: 311).  

Moreover, I contend that the petroglyphs are not simple scenes 
like those in a comic book as this monolithic approach relies too 
much on creating reifications of Indo-Iranian deities into essentialist 
archetypes and denies the dynamic roles that art, myth and religion 
perform in society. 

The idea that petroglyphs are snapshots of solarism is also related 
to the notion that the rock art sites of Central Asia are outdoor art 
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galleries or open air museums (e.g., Sala and Deom 2005). In 
particular, the main solar god scene at Tamgaly (Figure 2a) is 
considered to be “a masterpiece of primitive rock art [sic]” 
(Rogozhinskii et al. 2004: 54). The framed portrait is static and 
unchanging as it hangs in the protected indoors of the salon. 
Conversely, rock art images are dynamic and ever-changing as people 
over the centuries add to and modify them, while their stone surfaces 
are subject to weathering and other natural processes (Lymer 2006: 
17). Moreover, one must find them amongst nooks and crannies 
which, in turn, requires strenuous physical exertion to climb steep 
cliffs and ascend high mounts to view them. Thus, such encounters 
with the rock art images must have involved more dynamic processes 
than merely the pursuit of the aesthetic appreciation of pictures by 
ancient “primitive” peoples. 

As we know from ethnographic studies, art and myth do not 
behave as disjunctive categories in many societies as their creation 
and use are integrated within social practices. Art objects in many 
native North American cultures, for example, are not passive artefacts 
but nodes of experience and actions (Vastokas 1992). In particular, 
art among the First Nations of the Northwest Coast of Canada is 
closely entwined in performance as living stories empower the 
objects with meaning in performance (Vastokas 1992: 27-9). Not 
only do the myths entertain, but they are actively used in the nego-
tiation of clan and sub-group identities. Moreover, Vastokas points 
out that the bodily movements of the artist are required to reshape 
materials (1992: 17). So, one could consider the artist as a performer 
and art-making as the process of mythic performance which unfolds 
in multi-level engagements with individuals and society.  

Therefore, it is put forward here that rock art is not an incidental 
phenomenon which passively records scenes of myths from ancient 
societies, but that it is a material reality integral to the practices and 
experiences of living peoples. The carved scenes and individual 
images physically and psychically impact upon an observer and are 
mediated through multi-sensory engagements. Moreover, as opposed 
to Müller’s idea of the autonomy of myth in language, myth-making 
is embedded in dynamic processes that play an active part within 
societies. These fresher perspectives then can be explored through 
examining archaeological case studies from the Republic of 
Kazakhstan that shed new light on depictions of so-called “solar-
gods”. 
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THE LIGHT FANTASTICK 
 

To begin with, there is a large concentration of petroglyphs on the 
southern end of the Bayan Zhurek mountains in southeastern 
Kazakhstan (Lymer 2006). Here we find two figures with bent legs, 
stylistically dated to the Bronze Age, that are important to our 
discussions: one found on a lower ridge (Figure 3a), while the other is 
placed near the peak of the highest summit (Figure 3b). Significantly, 
the postures of these figures are highly suggestive of dance 
movements. Upon closer inspection we see that the former (Figure 
3a) clearly possesses an elaborate semi-circular headdress comparable 
to ones on figures at Saimaly Tash (Figure 1a). The latter (Figure 3b) 
has a headdress made of radiating lines that is similar to feathered 
headdresses worn by present day Altaian and Tuvan shamans. It is 
also accompanied by indistinct animal forms, as one was damaged 
while the other one could be a coarsely pecked wild goat. 
Additionally, among the rock art images within its immediate vicinity 
there is a related scene of another caprid associated with a 
“snowstorm” of pecked dots (Figure 4).  

There is also a scene found at Saimaly Tash which involves a 
single figure with an enlarged head and it is accompanied by human 
figures with bent legs in a similar posture to the above Bayan Zhurek 
figures (Figure 1d). This has a correspondence with the most famous 
scene from Tamgaly which features two anthropomorphic figures, 
with enlarged heads radiating halos of lines and dots, standing above 
a row of tiny human figures in various postures indicating movement 
(Figure 2a). Their body motions may have been more than 
celebratory as we know from ethnographic studies, and by watching 
whirling dervishes, that dance can be used to take participants into the 
realms of trance and ecstasy. Perhaps, the moving figures in the 
above petroglyph scenes could be dancing to facilitate the attainment 
of visions and encounters with other-than-human-beings. We can 
relate this to John Milton’s poem L’Allegro (published 1645) where 
he asks Euphrosyne, the goddess of mirth, to: 

 
 Com, and trip it as ye go 
 On the light fantastick toe, 
 And in thy right hand lead with thee, 
 The Mountain Nymph, sweet Liberty … 
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The word “trip” refers to a step or dance full of life and vigour and 
so, for Milton, the “light fantastick” could apply to the vibrant dance 
of the gods. Public healing ceremonies conducted by San Bushmen of 
southern Africa are also relevant here. As explained by one male 
healer, when the people dance “they are asking god to put more 
potency into their spines so that it will boil up and explode in their 
heads thus carrying them off to the spirit realm” (Lewis-Williams 
2002: 253). Perhaps, the Saimaly Tash and Tamgaly figures with 
enlarged heads could have been representing personal experiences 
relating to this explosion of energies, while the lines could have been 
emanations of spiritual powers. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

Figure 3. Figures with headdresses from Bayan Zhurek, Kazakhstan (figure a 

– tracing by author; figure b – tracing by Zh. Zhetybaev). Tracings were 

made during fieldwork research in 2000. 

 
The quotation from Milton becomes even more illuminating when 

we consider that mountain spirits are acknowledged by the Altaians, 
Khakass and Buryats of southern Siberia. South Siberian peaks are 
commonly associated with ancestors, spirit owners and mountain 
masters to whom offerings are made (e.g., Hamayon 1994: 82-83; 
Humphrey 1995: 145; Kazachinova and van Deusen 2002). The 
Bayan Zhurek figure with the headdress of radiating lines (Figure 3b) 
is located on top of a high peak, and this location strongly suggests it 
could have been a mountain master. From its vantage point there is a 
commanding view of the plains below and to the south is the jagged 
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peaks of a mountain range which separates Kazakhstan from China. 
Here the figure could have danced the light fantastick and may have 
been given offerings or been called upon for various forms of 
protection by peoples of the past. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 

Figure 4. Scene with dots and a caprid at Bayan Zhurek (photo taken by 

author during fieldwork research in 2000). The rock surface is highly 

reflective of light and creates a visual effect of the images appearing on a 

shimmering white background. 

 
The light fantastick takes on another dimension when we consider 

that particular graphic elements in the above petroglyph scenes are 
highly suggestive of being derived from visual phenomena related to 
visions. The idea that visions can be identified in art is not new (e.g., 
Singer 1917) and various avenues in its study have been adopted 
since the beginning twentieth century. The link between rock art and 
visions has been critically discussed elsewhere3 but essentially 
involves a model that utilises clinical research reinforced by 
ethnographic field data. With regards to the scenes at Bayan Zhurek 
and Tamgaly, they utilise dots that may relate to pulsating lights 
documented in clinical observations of subjects experiencing 
hallucinations (e.g. Horowitz 1964, 1975; Siegel 1977). These forms 
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can combine with realistic images from the person’s memory and 
produce surreal imagery, bizarre experiences and extraordinary 
sensations. Visionary scenes documented amongst contemporary 
South American peoples, like the Shuar and Tukano, also feature 
flashing spheres of light that are graphically rendered as dots by 
indigenous artists (Harner 1973: fig. V; Reichel-Dolmatoff 1978).  

Ethnographic studies also importantly demonstrate that these 
visual forms and experiences are not random delusions but socially 
situated apparitions which are culturally meaningful and actively used 
in the expression of personal experiences. Therefore, the scene with 
the wild goat amidst a “snowstorm” at Bayan Zhurek (Figure 4) may 
correspond to a vision involving pulsating dots of light associated 
with the manifestation of a spirit animal (caprid) which is also 
uncannily associated with figures radiating lines from their heads 
(Figures 1c and 3). Meanwhile, the scenes of figures with enlarged 
heads (Figures 1 and 2) may depict the dynamic emanations of bright 
energies exploding from their heads as they “trip on light fantastick 
toe”. 

The dark patinated sandstone surfaces in which the petroglyphs 
are carved are highly reflective of light and produce the optical effect 
of a shimmering white surface (Figure 4) (Samashev 2002: 37-8; 
Lymer 2004). By moving around the scene and shifting one’s viewing 
perspective the shimmering effects of light brings a sense of 
animation to the figures that further emphasises their dancing 
movements. Perhaps the reflecting light played an important role in 
experiencing the powers of the images and may have been perceived 
as part of religious and mythic realties.  

An object comes to life through performance among the 
Northwest Coast peoples of Canada (Gosden and Marshall 1999: 176) 
and leads us to think about the ways in which the shining petroglyphs 
could have been activated. Among the Daur Mongols, for example, 
images of shamanic spirits (barkans) were smeared with blood to 
make the images come alive (Humphrey 1996: 20). Meanwhile, the 
Buryats and Mongols create ongons which are figurative objects 
similar to dolls or drawings on flat surfaces that powerful beings and 
spirits incarnate into after being summoned through chants and ritual 
performance. In particular, the drawings of a bull can become the 
receptacle of the spirit of the Buryat deity Buxa-Noyon who is called 
down from his heavenly abode to inhabit the bovine image and bring 
good fortune to clan members (Humphrey 1974).  
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Moreover, the rock surface itself may have been a permeable 
boundary as the shimmering light also creates the illusion of the 
images appearing and disappearing when viewed at different angles. 
This strongly suggests the very rock surface itself was a threshold to 
other realities. In Central Asia contemporary legends abound about 
Muslim saints and heroes passing through hillsides and leaving 
miraculous marks in stone. At the shrine of saint Paraw Bibi in 
Turkmenistan there are impressions of her knees and hands embedded 
in the rock (Tyson 1997). Local tradition states that in order to escape 
her pursuers Paraw Bibi commanded the mountain to split open so 
that she could enter into it. The impressions are, thus, a testament to 
her translation and a shrine to her was built near the place where she 
passed through the veil of the rock. Additionally, in southern Siberia 
the Khakass people tell tales about individuals who pass though 
hillside thresholds to visit the realms of mountain spirits or encounter 
them by entering into caves and through special access points in the 
rock (Kazachinova and van Deusen 2002).  

The location of the rock art images in selected parts of the hills 
and valleys also provides other clues towards their significance. The 
articulation and placement of the Bayan Zhurek and Tamgaly figures 
indicate that one has to possess knowledge of where to go to find 
these images. This knowledge was probably held by particular 
individuals or sub-groups in society and they would have wielded 
socio-political authority from this exclusivity.  

Art in Australian Aboriginal societies importantly connects people 
with the ancestors and the spirit world of the dreamtime while at the 
same time contributing to indigenous hierarchies of restricted 
knowledge (Morphy 1991). Dreamtime beings and their associated 
places (including where they are painted on the rocks) are used by 
different clans to legitimatise and claim ownership over particular 
territories. Dreaming cosmologies link people and places and are 
bound to certain rights and responsibilities as there are rules relating 
to how one engages with the landscape. Knowledge of the existence 
of rock art paintings in an area establishes the right of a group to 
access its resources and ancestral forces (Morphy 1998: 149). The 
awareness of these paintings and the right to create them is strictly 
regulated as the art can only be made by certain artists who are 
approved by the community to do so. Clans have their own set of 
myths known amongst themselves and senior members have the 
privilege to recite and sing these tales. These members take custodial 
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responsibility in the management of clan estates which includes 
conducting ritual performances that engage with the spirits of the 
land. Deeper levels of the sacred lore can be transmitted to selected 
individuals usually in private ceremonies in special spots like rock art 
sites. Accordingly, access to sites with depictions of dreamtime 
beings can be restricted through various prohibitions. The Rrarigurak 
Gurumba Gurumba clan, for example, do not allow women near their 
sacred rock shelter featuring a figure of their ancestral hero Kurka 
Akowar (Peterson 1972: 18-19). Moreover, male clan owners cannot 
visit the site without the permission of kinsfolk custodians to whom 
they must give gifts in payment. 

Similarly there could have also been access restrictions on visiting 
the areas with images of visionary beings at Tamgaly, with only 
selected members of Bronze Age society with special status being 
allowed to view them closely. This is in contrast to the idea that rock 
art sites are “art museums” which implies that they were intended to 
be open access places, that could be freely visited by all (Lymer 
2004: 16). Such restrictions could have been upheld by community 
rules and custom, so that only certain individuals, such as lineage 
elders or other persons with special abilities, like shamans, would 
have been allowed to visit particular places. The power of a core 
group can be negotiated by participant members in particular ways 
and persons external to it lack knowledge and power because they 
cannot participate in the deeper meaning(s) (Hyder and Caloss 2001: 
3-4). Individuals outside the group, however, can react to the images 
in their own ways even when they cannot understand the esoteric 
meanings. In particular, the famous Tamgaly scene (Figure 2a) is 
situated on a natural ledge high on a hillside with a commanding view 
of the valley below and may have been exclusively visited by special 
individuals as a place for secretive performances, dream incubation 
and initiatory retellings of sacred lore. Other members of society may 
have never seen them close-up but were aware of these 
representations in other social situations like community festivals. 
These members may then have connected with the power of the 
shimmering petroglyphs in other ways like having their burials placed 
nearby in Andronovo cemeteries which lie at the front and back 
entrances of the petroglyph laden river valley of the Tamgaly River. 
The cemeteries define the boundaries of a special area that clans 
could have claimed ownership over and it would have also been a 
place where oral histories, tales and legends of these groups 
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permeated the local landscape. All these aspects give strength to the 
argument that the overall area of Tamgaly was a large multi-faceted 
sacred site of importance to local Bronze Age communities, but 
engaged with on different levels by different members of society.  

 
 

CONCLUSION 
 

In summary, the concept of solarism involved misplaced concerns 
about “primitive” religions which, in turn, were linked to nineteenth-
century Western ideas of how “primitives” and prehistoric societies 
were thought to have behaved. The sun was not the only natural 
phenomenon recognised by Bronze Age peoples, as attested by the 
numerous other kinds of depictions (e.g., goats, animals, people, etc.) 
which have been documented at rock art studies across Central Asia 
over the years.  

Rock art is more than merely the by-product of prehistoric 
consciousness as it is a special form of material culture that is 
embedded in complex webs of relationships. The so-called “solar 
god” images were not fossils of heliolatry in outdoor galleries but 
rooted within the ways people interacted with the world around them. 
We have tacit dimensions of light, space, time, motion and rhythm 
that are part and parcel of people’s engagements with the rock art 
imagery as well as their experiences of mythic performance. The 
petroglyph scenes mentioned above also demonstrate the closeness of 
intangible realities to everyday life. The scenes were not simply 
frozen montages of figures in static poses, but embody encounters 
between people and other-than-human entities that exist in dynamic 
temporal and spatial dimensions. The areas in which the petroglyphs 
were carved were most likely important places to dream and 
encounter spirits. Thus, the petroglyphs were powerful visions of the 
spirit world as well as the visible manifestation of powers in the rock 
itself. Moreover, rock art imagery in general is an intrinsic part of 
processes that individuals and communities utilise to transform 
natural places and landscapes.  

In the absence of documentary inscriptions, rock art provides 
valuable data on the worldviews of prehistoric societies. Petroglyphs, 
however, should not be solely constrained by the exegesis of ancient 
texts, especially when dealing with preliterate peoples, for image-
making involves many other dynamic facets that need to be 
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considered. As we have seen, the petroglyphs of Bayan Zhurek, 
Saimaly Tash and Tamgaly are much more than mere picture book 
illustrations of texts – they are the tangible realities of past societies 
that actively played a part in ongoing social, religious and political 
processes. Rock art is a tactile form of visual culture that involves 
multi-sensory engagements and it is necessary to situate these visions 
within their experiential context among the members of past societies. 
Thus, it is by considering the complexity of the nexus of relationships 
in which rock art images are embedded, that we are able not only to 
explore the nuanced nature of art and performance in the deep past, 
but also further our understandings about the active roles that visual 
culture and myths played in prehistoric societies. 

 
Wessex Archaeology, Salisbury 

k.lymer@wessexarch.co.uk 

 

Notes 

 
1 See R. M. Dorson (1955) for a historical overview of the proponents of 

solarism and their critics since the nineteenth century. 

2 In the case of Tamgaly only singular images placed on slabs in three cist 

tombs indicate that some of the rock art images date to the time of the 

Andronovo cemetery of Tamgaly II, around 14-13 centuries BC 

(Rogozhinskii et al. 2004: 51). These cist images do not feature any 

depictions of “solar gods”, so the dating of all the “sun deities” along 

the valley sides of Tamgaly is not conclusive. This is the problem of 

rock art research in general because much of it is dated through the 

relative method of stylistic comparison, as absolute dates are difficult to 

obtain. 

3 Over the past two decades there has been much critical discussion at an 

international level on identifying visionary elements in rock art imagery 

and I shall only point out key readings which include: Wellmann 1978; 

Lewis-Williams and Dowson 1988, 1994; Dronfield 1995, 1996; Lewis-

Williams 2004. With regards to the field of Central Asian rock art 

research see Rozwadowski 1998; Lymer 1999; Rozwadowski 1999; 

Lymer 2000; Rozwadowski 2001; Lymer 2002; Rozwadowski 2002, 

2003; Lymer 2004. Similar research has also been conducted in 

identifying the nature of visionary experiences described in ancient 

religious texts by Nicholson (2001, 2002, 2004). 

mailto:k.lymer@wessexarch.co.uk
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Mermaids and Dreams in Visual Culture 
 
LOUISE MILNE 
 
 
THE MERMAID AS A VISUAL-ORAL IMAGE 

 
The mermaid-siren demonstrates great longevity as a supernatural 
motif in European folk-culture, literature and the visual arts.1 This 
tenacity goes hand in hand with the motif’s equally remarkable 
variability in visual form. This essay explores the typology of human-
animal hybrids used to represent the supernatural character of 
mermaids and kindred water-spirits, and considers how this typology 
expresses the deep roots of the mermaid-complex, as a figure of 
dreams and desire. At the same time, this condition of hybridity 
enabled the radiation of the motif into multiple visual variants. The 
evolution of mermaid-siren imagery thus offers a valuable case-study, 
allowing us to see a frontier between oneiric and occult experience, 
shifting its terrain and altering in complexity over time.2  

First, some definitions and contexts. What is a mermaid-siren, and 
what does it have to do with dreams and visual culture? The word 
mermaid in English places the creature exclusively in water; the 
French sirène – applied both to a fish-woman or a bird-woman – 
better conveys the much larger phylum of occult bird- and water-
women, to which the mermaid belongs. The mermaid or water-
woman motif belongs to the world of dreams in several different 
ways. First of all, it is a motif of the imagination, as well as an art-
motif. The idea of the water-woman is maintained in oral culture as a 
set of visual variables with inbuilt narrative potential; it may be 
connected to linguistic and literary traditions, or stand independent of 
them. Simple examples of this appear in the Märchen of the Grimm 
brothers.  There we find, for instance, concerning water-maidens: “in 
Hesse, not far from Kirchhain, there is a very deep lake called the 
Spring of the Nixies [where] Nixies can frequently be seen sunning 
themselves” (Ward 1981: 1.56). This statement does not constitute a 
“tale” in the modern sense. The nixie-filled lake is more like a marker 
of the imaginary, designating a place where the other world and the 
real landscape overlap. It also functions as a kind of “proto-story”, 
capable of being unfolded (or spun) into a narrative episode in (or 
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bridge to) many other tale-types and motifs. This quality is inherent 
in the attributes of the supernatural water-woman: the motif is a 
charged field whose potential invites discharge through narrative or 
visual patterns. 

Such motifs can be defined in much the same way as the 
“building-blocks” of oral texts: we might think of them as comprising 
a parallel visual-oral tradition. What Zumthor calls a “prefabricated 
discursive fragment” well describes the image of the mermaid; a 
“ready-made” artefact semantically more stable than the narrative 
contexts in which it may appear (1984: 27).3 To some extent, the 
visual-oral stands to the visual arts as the folk-oral stands to written 
literature; but they are not completely analogous. The situation is 
complicated by the “catch-all” nature of the word image, at once 
referring to mental, material, drawn, written or spoken repre-
sentations. As an image, the mermaid-siren exists in all these forms: 
mentally, as an aspect of folk fantasy in oral culture; materially, 
through “fixed” representations in visual media. These aspects inform 
each other in a complex feedback relationship. Decisions as to which 
variants to depict in permanent visual media – such as sculpture – 
shift the repertoire in certain directions, or fix specific forms, 
preventing them from evolving further. A fixed image-type may 
continue to act as a direct reference-point for the mental visual-oral in 
communities culturally many generations removed from the original 
makers. In short, the material art-work “hangs around”: a Roman 
carving may be seen in the same town square for two thousand years. 
Different stories and interpretations may be woven around it, because 
its visual-oral potential remains coiled in the form.  

In the mental domain, visual collective fantasy is bound up with 
cultural traditions of dream-production. Biologically, the true moment 
of the dream (or vision) is “really” a suspension of consciousness. 
What we commonly mean by “the dream” is a kind of text: it comes 
into existence after waking, in the social world of consciousness, in 
the form of dream-memories, which are representations (Milne 2004: 
142-4). In the medieval West, as elsewhere, dreams and waking 
visions were, “part of a general belief-system ... extending the limits 
of knowledge concerning the mysteries of the above and beyond ... 
rooted in the dual heritage [of pagan and biblical authorities] is the 
view of dreams as interaction between the dreamer and invisible 
powers” (Schmitt 1999: 274-5). Conversely, culturally-held concepts 
of these invisible (i.e. occult) powers shaped the content of medieval 
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dreams and visions; as the former changed over time, so did the 
latter.4 Elements of fear and sexuality in mermaid-lore also invite 
analysis through the psychoanalytic view: that dream-fantasy is 
driven by and gives form to unconscious desire. In the “deep history 
of stories”, the water-woman is therefore liminal on several 
overlapping levels: she is a creature and sign of the dreamtime 
(waking visionary or otherworldly experience);5 she mediates 
between seen and unseen, conscious and unconscious, birth and 
death; she marks the boundaries of the mundane with the other world; 
her material representations adorn actual portals. A full history of 
mermaid-imagery would have to consider how its figures, rhetorics 
and arenas of deployment developed in all such arenas, over the 
longue durée. Here, I present only a cross-section of this material, 
and focus on some main patterns of variation. 

 
 

THE MERMAID-SIREN IMAGE IN ANTIQUITY 
 

The genealogy of the mermaid-sirène complex extends back to the 
Odyssey and beyond. Like sphinxes, Greek sirens appear on funerary 
monuments; they were originally the nymph-companions of 
Persephone, Queen of Spring and Hades at once.6 This tradition gives 
them the role of psychopomp, and informs Plato’s identification of 
them with the Fates (Republic 617C). In Homer, the sirens are a type 
of negative muse, making music to cast a glamour over sailors. They 
also claim prophetic knowledge: 

 
Draw near ... and bring your ship to rest that you may hear our 
voices. No seaman ever sailed his black ship past this place 
without listening to the sweet voice that flow from our lips, and 
none that listened has not been delighted and gone on a wiser 
man. For ... we have foreknowledge of all that is going to 
happen on this fruitful earth. (Odyssey 12.184) 

 
The listeners’ one thought is to reach the source of the music, 
disregarding the foul appearance and lethal reputation of its makers 
(Fig. 1a). Here, at or near the beginning of the Western tradition, the 
siren-image contains the key elements of the water-woman complex: 
overwhelming desire, linked to death, sexuality, suspended ego-
consciousness and hallucination.  
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By the end of the first millennium, the image-constellation of 
woman-fish, or woman-bird, already had deep roots and a wide 
distribution. Variants of the motif appear, for example, in the greater 
image-traditions of Athena and Artemis. Athena’s typical epithet in 
Homer, glauk-ôpis, “owl-eyed”, refers to one such hybrid form. In the 
women’s cult of Athena, the virgin goddess was a protector of 
fertility and patron of textiles. This Athena could be depicted in 
several ways: a woman holding an owl (Fig. 1b), or a fusion of owl 
and woman, as in this Classical loom-weight, showing a human-
handed owl spinning (Fig. 1c). The Arcadians understood their river-
goddess, Eurynome (“wide-ranging”), as a local aspect of Artemis. 
Pausanias visited her sanctuary, home of a cult-statue which depicted 
her as fish below the waist (Description of Greece 8.41.4-6).  

Artemis could also be represented as a Mistress of Animals, a 
composite image-type akin to the mermaid-siren: a female figure 
flanked by two creatures, often birds. On a Boeotian funerary 
amphora from c. 700 BCE (Fig. 1d), these motifs appear condensed 
together. This “Mistress” is flanked by pairs of birds and animals, she 
wears long sleeves and has a large vertical fish on her skirt – or 
between her legs, or in place of her legs – depending on how one 
reads the schema. This example illustrates a crucial point which 
distinguishes the visual hybrid image and helps explain its “occult 
potential”: it is polysemous; capable of supporting several different 
readings at once. A close relative to the Mistress of Animals is the 
Mistress of Birds (Fig. 1e), another complex form whose drastic 
evolution – or devolution – can be seen in Slavic embroidery designs, 
collected in the nineteenth century. These schematise the composite 
into a nearly abstract pattern, as in the “Protectress” (Berehinja) 
motif, used on women’s upper clothing, here just legible as a flower 
woman in the birthing position (Fig. 1f).  

 
 

FOLK WATER-WOMEN 
 

The “great traditions” of classical antiquity shed light on the 
longevity and meaning of the “little traditions” and vice versa. In an 
important study, Barber (1997: 6) connected these ancient materials 
with representations of the Eastern European vily or rusalki in 
modern ethnography. The latter are female water-spirits, envisaged 
as: 
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beautiful, long-haired maidens ... appear[ing] both in human 
form and as ... animals ... most often birds (especially white 
migratory birds like swans and geese) or fish, occasionally [as] 
frogs and snakes ... folk-art generally represents them as birds 
or fish with a girl’s head and sometimes with the breasts and 
arms of a human female as well. Verbal descriptions often 
portray them as girls with bird-wings. 

 
Barber was the first to see what these animal-aliases have in common: 
fish, frogs, water-fowl, and water-snakes are all egg-layers. The egg 
is a primary symbol of spring and fertility (cf. Newall 1971); “watery 
egg-layers” are the alter-egos of female spirits who incarnate this 
vitality in the more ambivalent “no man’s land” of water, also 
symbolic of the unconscious and the other world. 

Rusalki images were carved and painted on farm-house gates and 
window-frames, and embroidered on curtains and cloths in Slavic 
regions (Fig. 2a). In Russia, the roussalki were girls with fish tails 
and long green hair; Ukranian drowned women become roussalki 
with long streaming wet green hair. When they comb their wet hair, 
rain falls on the crops. Their bird-like aspect was represented in folk 
costume as extra-long sleeves, like wings. In the tale of the Frog 
Princess, at the wedding feast, the Princess empties her drink into one 
long sleeve, and hides the bones of her swan-meat in the other. When 
the king commands her to dance: “she waved with the left sleeve and 
a lake appeared; she waved with the right and white swans were 
swimming on the water; the tsar and guests marvelled” (Barber 1997: 
6). Legends of this kind formed the basis for Tchaikovsky’s Swan 
Lake (1877), Dvorák’s Rusalka (1900), and Chopin’s Les Sylphides 
(1909). 

The Europe-wide Midsummer revels, held on St John’s Eve, took 
the form of a vily/rusalki festival in the east. From the twelfth through 
the sixteenth-century, churchmen regularly condemned “plays spoken 
by dolls and players, and the dancing of Rusalii, and all demonic 
carnivals” (Barber 1997: 18), at which, “Some banged tambourines, 
others played.. flutes, yet others put skuraty (leather masks) on their 
faces and made fun of people ... And the name of these celebrations 
was Rusalii” (Rybakov 1968: 40). 
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Figure 1. a. Odysseus and the sirens, English, 2nd quarter 13th c., Bodleian 

Library 764, Oxford (after Leclercq-Marx 1997; drawing, Hodges 2007).    

b.  Athena with owl, 1st c. BCE, marble relief, Virginia Museum of Fine Arts, 

Richmond (after Barber, 1997). c. Athena as owl, spinning, Classical Greek 

loomweight (after Barber 1997). d. Mistress of animals: female figure with 

ultra-long-sleeves flanked by birds and animals, c. 680 BCE, Boeotian 

funerary amphora (Wolters 1892: pl. 10; after Barber 1997). e. Protectress 

(Berehinja), birds and animals above, row of  “mothers” (skirted women, 

arms bent down) beneath, embroidery design, woman’s shirt shoulder, 

Kargopol (after Barber 1997). f. Mistress of Birds, stylised as flowering 

plant in birthing position, embroidered rusnik (sacred towel) purchased 

Novgorod, 1992 (after Barber 1997). 
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Figure 2. a1. East Slavic Vily or Rusalki: a pair of bird-maidens, 12th c. gold 

earring (kolt), Kiev; a2. bird-girl and mermaid, 19th c. wood-carvings from 

houses in Upper Volga and Nizhny Novgorod areas (after Barber 1997). b. 

Russian costumes with ultra-long sleeves, 19th c.; Left: Tambov province, 

full sleeves (also Kursk, Voronezh, Tula, Khar’kov); Right: Penza province, 

narrow tubular sleeves (also Tambov, Kursk, Rjazan’, Moscow, Tver) (after 

Barber 1997). c. Old man and a Siren, marble, prob. from Hymettos, 

Roman, Imperial Period, 2nd c. CE, 40 x 39 cm, gift of F. and E. P. Warren, 

Museum of Fine Arts, Boston. d. Siren in sexual intercourse with upside-

down man, French Romanesque, portal capital, Ste Marie des Dames, 

Saintes (after Bougoux 1992). e. Figures of dancers and musicians, 12th c. 

bracelets and bracelet-moulds. L to R: bracelet, Kiev Historical Museum; 

mould from Serensk; bracelet from Kiev (after Barber, 1997). f. Festival 

celebrations, hop-vines and vegetation-figures, 12th c., silver bracelet from 

Tver hoard (after Barber 1997). 
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Figure 3. a. Water-nymph, Roman bone figurine, 52mm, Corinium Museum, 

Cirencester, Inv. 742. b. Sequana in her duck-boat, bronze, Gallo-Roman, 

Musée archéologique de Dijon, cliché F. Perrodin. c. Arthur B., De Clas, 

pencil on paper, dream-drawing, early 20th c., Prinzhorn Coll. Inv. 239. d. 

Giovanni di Paolo, St Nicholas of Tolentino Saving a Ship, 1457, tempera 

and gold on panel, 52.1 x 42.2 cm, Philadelphia Museum of Art, Inv. 723. e. 

Kârale Andreassen, Tupilak harpooned by man in a kayak, drawing, before 

1990, National Museum of Denmark (after Jakobsen 1999). f. Female 

Tupilak (c. 1900), Ammassalik, East Greenland, wood, 12.4 cm. Gift of 

Therkel Mathiassen, National Museum of Denmark (after Jakobsen, 1999). 
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[At the] Rusali – on St John’s Eve [June 23rd] and on the eve 
of the birth of Christ and Epiphany, men ... women and girls 
gather ... for night-time diversion ... obscene talk ... demonic 
songs .... dancing ... and ... impious deeds, and there is 
profanation among the boys and corruption of the girls ... when 
night passes ... they go off to the river with a great cry like 
demons, and bathe in the water ... [at] matins ... they go off to 
their homes and fall like the dead [into deep sleep] out of 
tremendous exhaustion. (Propp 1987: 151) 

 

The visual culture of the vily/rusalki includes details found in the 
prehistoric imagery, for instance, the Bronze Age Mistress of 
Animals (Fig. 1d) wears extra-long sleeves like those worn by swan-
girls in the rusalki dances of the 1930s (Fig. 2b).  

Occult water-women once wielded similar powers over a territory 
from the Mediterranean to the Baltic and Atlantic coasts, and their 
cults had a marked public presence. The mermaid-siren was used as a 
civic symbol by the magistracies of great ports or spas. The 
constellation appears, for example, in the sanctuaries of water-deities 
such as Nehalennia, protector of sea-travellers, situated at river-
mouths on the Netherlandish coast.7 The Neapolitans identified their 
double-tailed mermaid as the nymph-siren, Parthenope (“maiden-
face”), who died on the site of the city, of a broken heart, having been 
rejected by Odysseus. 

References in visual art, performance and ritual show the 
“potential energy” of the water-woman constellation as bound up 
directly and indirectly with dreams, sexuality and sleep; all portals to 
the other world. Sirens, sex and dreaming are linked in a Roman 
relief, depicting a clawed female incubus descending on a sleeping 
man (Fig. 2c). This siren-incubus shares the unusual semiotic 
character of the Classical oneiros (dream): it is represented both as 
the bearer of the dream, and as itself the dream-message incarnate.8 A 
French Romanesque siren is shown in sexual intercourse with an 
upside-down man, on a portal capital at Saintes (Fig. 2d; Bougoux 
1992: 188-9); the design suggests the license of demonic carnivals so 
railed against by monastic commentators (Milne 2007: 394-402).  
Special beers made from mildly hallucinogenic hops seem to have 
been prepared for the Rusalii festivals, presumably to assist 
“dionysiac” dancing (Fig. 2e) and death-like sleep. Twining hops and 
vines surround Rusalii dancers on twelfth-century bracelets (Fig. 2f). 
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In the Mistress of Birds and Protectress embroidery motifs, limbs and 
clothing merge into foliage; the vagina-opening marked as a flower 
(Figs 1 e, f).  

Dreams and water-women were linked directly in the institution of 
incubation, practised at the caves or springs of water-nymphs (e.g. 
Fig. 3a), from antiquity into the twentieth century. At the sanctuary of 
Fontes Sequanae – the source of the Seine, north of Dijon in 
Burgundy – the river goddess, Sequana, was represented standing in 
her special duck-boat (Fig. 3b). Gallo-Roman pilgrims came here in 
their thousands to bathe and seek healing dreams. They left vast 
quantities of votive images; eyes and heads especially may have 
directed divine attention to the need for a vision, or testify to the 
centre’s reputation for occular medicine (Aldhouse-Green 1999). In 
the sixth-century, the Church masculinised the cult of Sequana into St 
Sequanus. Under his patronage, the shrine continued to be a centre for 
healing pilgrimage. In the Balkan territories, into the 1930s, help was 
sought from the vily in this way:  

 
In Bulgaria at the feast of the Rusalje – the date varies, but 
Ascension Day will do as an example – on the eve of the feast 
[when spirits walk] a person suffering from a vila disease went 
to a field near water where the vila’s plant – Rosen, dittany – 
grew, with someone of the opposite sex who was willing to 
become a [ritual] brother or sister. An offering of food and 
wine was made and one of the flowers was balanced over a 
new vessel of unbroken water, beside which the sick person lay 
down and slept while the other watched ... (Kemp 1935: 95) 

 
Such powers and practices share a rationale in peasant agricultural 

cosmology. As Barber demonstrated, the vily/rusalki were seen as the 
spirits of unmarried women – virgin and pregnant suicides, betrayed 
fiancées, abandoned lovers (like Parthenope) – who died without 
donating their store of fertility to the community (in the form of 
[legitimate] children). Occult water-women embody this unused 
potential energy. The community can petition them, through ritual, to 
release it as healing or fertile power. But this is “wild” energy, and it 
may equally be released disastrously, as disease or death. 

As Gallo-Celtic and Gallo-Roman deities interchanged in France, 
Burgundy and England, minor deities such as water-nymphs merged 
(Fig. 3a), diverged, exchanged and shared attributes. These processes 
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continued under Christianity, with the key difference that water-
nymph cults were no longer part of la vie sérieuse (serious religious 
life), apart from a few wholesale recuperations such as Sequana-
Sequanus. Deflected away from the central channels and institutions 
of civic religious life, more ambivalent and monstrous shapes became 
the preferred dominant variants. As water-women came to be 
visualised as literally more feral, their defining “package” of elements 
was stretched and re-stressed in new directions, and their role in the 
popular imagination changed accordingly. 
 
 
VISUALISING WATER-WOMEN 
 
We can see how this affected the “mental visual-oral” – the mermaid-
siren image in people’s minds – by looking at an image from the far 
end of that process. In the early twentieth-century, a German asylum 
patient, Arthur B., made a drawing (Fig. 3c) which he called De Clas 
(“water spirits”), based on a recurring nightmare: 
 

I was sitting in bed, then out of the water came just sort of – 
how shall I say? – sort of beasties, and my mother was one of 
them. They were half human, half animals; I saw that quite 
clearly. There was some witchcraft in it. I think my mother was 
trying to pull me into the water, and perhaps that way I would 
have been taken out of this world – when I lie still, it still 
happens now and then. In the air I see it, it’s best in twilight. 
(Brand-Claussen 1996: 52)  

 
The associations here – motherhood, the night, witchcraft, water and 
multiplicity – come from the accumulated imagery of the mermaid-
siren constellation. The figures include the dreamer’s mother, who 
enacts a sort of reverse birth, pulling him from his bed (the location 
of childbirth, sleep and death), into engulfing water. The vision takes 
place halfway between day and night, air and water. Like sirens, the 
Clas try to draw the dreamer out of this world, into death. But 
visually these water-women merge into multiple entities, lacking 
definition and detail. 

Arthur B’s drawing foregrounds a key issue in the history of the 
mermaid-siren: how is the creature’s occult dimension to be conveyed 
in a visual representation?  In modern terms, this is to ask how such 
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an image-complex is related to the representation of dreams and 
visions per se. To address this, we need to examine more closely the 
roots of this relationship in visual culture. 

Consider the depictions we have seen so far of the mermaid-siren, 
in folklore, literature, folk and fine art. In antiquity, the question of 
how to represent her visually had already achieved its most 
recognisable aesthetic solution: the classic formula of the woman’s 
torso and fish-tail (or woman’s torso and bird’s lower body). 
However, ethnographic and literary evidence makes it clear that this 
visual hybrid does not literally correspond to what people believed 
one would experience if one encountered the creature in the flesh. 
Classical water-nymphs need not be depicted as hybrid (cf. fig. 3a); 
Homer’s Nereids have ankles (Homer’s epithet for Ino is “fair-
ankled” (Odyssey, 5.346; cf. Burnell 1949: 201). In ballad-types and 
folk-tales from all over Europe, the water-woman is typically 
described not as a hybrid, but as having two distinct forms, between 
which she can switch at will. Such a creature seems to be what 
Paracelsus (1556: 231-46) had in mind when he speaks of melosinae 
(water-nymphs) as serial beings, as opposed to fused hybrids, which 
he classes as monsters.  

In versions of “Clerk Colvill, or, The Mermaid” (Child 1.371ff; 
no. 42, A11.3-4, B9.3-4; cf. Prior 1860: 2.130-5, no. 61; Wimberly 
1965: 287), the merwoman protagonist has a human likeness on dry 
land. When threatened, she shape-shifts: 

… she’s become a fish again,  
 And merrily sprang into the fleed. 

… she was vanishd to a fish,  
 And swam far off, a fair mermaid. 

This follows the rules governing shape-shifting generally in folk-tales 
and ballads, where human metamorphosis is usually triggered in 
extremis, as an act of revenge or to escape mortal threat. Thus, in a 
Middle-Irish poem (MacNeill 1908: 21, 119), Iuchra gets rid of her 
rival in love by turning her into a water-bird:  

Iuchra, enraged, beguiled Aoife to come swimming, it was no 
happy visit / when she drove her fiercely forth in the form of a 
crane ... / Aoife then demanded, “How long am I to be in this 
form ...?” Iuchra answers, “You shall be two hundred years in 
the noble house of Manannán” (i.e. in the Sea God’s domain). 
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The archaic world-view that human desire is a transformative 
occult force, casting visible shadows in the minds of others, is given 
clear expression in the Norse concept of the fetch: an animal alter-ego 
which appears in dreams.12 In the Sagas, one man’s desire to kill 
another enters the victim’s dreams as animal-predator. Male heroic 
mana itself produces these dream-sendings. However, when women 
do it, real magic is involved.13 Controlled shape-sending was part of 
female seiðr magic, sometimes involving water-alter-egos. In 
Kormáks saga (9th-10th c.), the seið-witch Thórveig manifests herself 
as a walrus to attack a ship: 

The two brothers had but left the roadstead, when close beside 
their ship, up rose a walrus. Kormák hurled at it a pole-staff, 
which struck the beast, so that it sank again: but the men 
aboard thought that they knew its eyes for the eyes of Thórveig 
the witch. That walrus came up no more, but of Thórveig it was 
heard that she lay sick to death; and indeed folk say that this 
was the end of her.  (ch. 18; Collingwood and Stefánsson 1902; 
cf. also Schlauch 1934: 5-33) 

This double nature is apprehended by the men, as if they see one 
appearance through another: “they thought they knew its eyes”. This 
is also how Hagen in the Austrian Nibelungenlied (c. 1200) 
recognises the Rhine maidens as wise-wives: “Like water-fowl they 
floated before him on the flood / Therefore he thought they were 
gifted with second sight.”14 

Visual context alone could be enough to identify an occult water-
woman. The Siennese painter, Giovanni di Paolo, depicted St 
Nicholas of Tolentino saving a ship from a storm caused by a sea-
monster (1457; fig. 3d). Nine passengers kneel on the deck of the 
sinking ship, praying to the saint, who appears in the sky at top right, 
calming the storm with one hand. Below in the ocean, the “sea 
monster” is depicted simply as a swimming nude woman, with no 
hybrid element. 

According to the Grimm brothers, a range of visual clues express 
the occult nature of the German Wassernixe, a creature first known 
from a late 13th-c. poem by Konrad von Würzburg (Ward 1.334):  

Outside the city gate at Halle there is a pond called Nix 
Pond, from which Nix women emerge and enter the city to buy 
staples. They can be recognised by the wet hems of their skirts. 
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Otherwise their dress, language and money are the same as 
everyone else’s ... 

At Magdeburg, [the] beautiful Elbe Maiden sometimes 
emerged from the river to shop at the meat market. She bore 
herself as a well-mannered bourgeoise, was neat and clean and 
carried a shopping basket. One could not tell her from any 
other maiden unless one ... saw that a corner of her snow-white 
apron was always damp – a sign of her watery origin. A young 
fisherman fell in love with her ... and plunged into the water 
after her ... shortly after, a red gusher burst forth. This was a 
sign that the maiden’s relatives had not been pleased with the 
suitor and had killed him. 

Occasionally Nix women were seen emerging from the 
Saale River at the city of Saalfeld [near Weimar] where they 
would go to the market and buy fish. One could recognise them 
by their dreadful eyes and the hems of their skirts which were 
dripping wet. These were said to have once been mortal 
children for whom the Nixies had left changelings ... (Ward: 
1.59-60) 

 
Like the mermaid in the ballad, the Nix eclipses her water-nature in 
favour of a human form on dry land. The signs of her doubleness vary 
widely, from a wet apron-corner, to dreadful eyes, like the seið-witch. 
These examples suffice to establish the key issue of variability: the 
half-and-half visual form of something like a mermaid in folk and 
archaic thought was one means among many of representing the 
creature’s double nature.  

 
 

MONSTROUS WATER-WOMEN AND WATER-SPIRITS AS  
DREAM-IMAGES 
 
While it may be the case that the more deadly the water-woman, the 
more monstrous her visual depiction, much turns around the question 
of what is hidden about the creature’s nature and how this is 
represented. In narrative, the revelation of the entity’s doubleness – 
the moment when its occult nature is made manifest – is always the 
climax of the scenario. In the case of serial beings – creatures which 
can be first one thing, then something else, like the melosinae – there 
is a separation between the initial visual appearance of the seið-witch 
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or nix and the revelation of its doubleness; so much so, that the 
revelation in these cases consists of a moment of insight whereby one 
appearance is apprehended, as it were, through the other. The Greek 
sirens, on the other hand, initially appear beautiful; their “unmasking” 
as ugly hybrids is at once a revelation of duplicity and the point at 
which the direction of desire in the narrative reverses character: the 
desirable sirens become murderous, the sailors’ longing becomes 
fear.11 This capacity to “switch-back” desire, is the pivotal point in 
these narratives. It is central also to the volatility of the siren-
mermaid as a visual image. Here, the “pivotal points” which change 
the direction of desire reside in the paradoxical composition of the 
hybrid form. Movement between the parts is the mechanism out of 
which further monstrous variations can be generated. 

A similar paradoxical structure characterises mermaid narrative 
when the creature is represented as ugly in the first place, and the 
element of “unmasking” is absent. An early nineteenth-century 
account (Miller 1854: 202) describes an unpleasant Scottish mermaid, 
or water-wraith, who inhabited the river Conan in Ross-shire. Her 
appearance was straightforwardly fearsome: 

 
[She was] a tall woman dressed in green ... distinguished 
chiefly by her withered meagre countenance, ever distorted by 
a malignant scowl. I knew all the various fords – always 
dangerous ones – where she used to start, it was said, out of the 
river, before the terrified traveller, to point at him in derision 
with her skinny finger, or to beckon him invitingly on: and I 
was shown the very tree to which a poor Highlander had clung, 
when in crossing the river by night, he was seized by the 
goblin, and from which, despite of his utmost exertions, though 
assisted by a young lad, his companion, he was dragged into 
the middle of the current, where he perished. (Briggs 1976: 
429)  

 
The scenario is close to a nightmare (like that of Arthur B.); it 
happens in the dark, at its centre is the fear of engulfing water. Still 
this tale contains the rudiments of the essential siren-constellation of 
doubled-up desire. The creature points in derision or beckons 
invitingly; the victim is dragged towards her despite himself; she 
arouses revulsion and at the same time is impossible to resist.  
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Alternatively, siren-imagery can be inflected to carry a weight of 
terror through a complication of its doppelganger character. A range 
of examples demonstrating this kind of development can be found in 
representations of water-creatures from the far North-West. The 
ferocious sea-wolf known to the Haida and other Amerindian tribes 
has two forms, a wolf on land and a killer whale in water; when 
represented on tribal carved poles, it is depicted as a combination of 
the two. The palraiyuk from Point Barrow, on the Arctic coast of 
Alaska, is engraved driving fish towards the men’s traps (Fig. 4a). It 
has a serpent body, inside which its occult nature is represented as 
multiple by medallions containing body-parts of different animals 
(Ray 1977: 224-5, Fig. 243; Mundkar 1994:171-3). 

In Greenland, the dangerous sea-spirit tupilak is thought of as 
having two forms, visible and invisible. In an image by a 
contemporary Greenlander artist (Fig. 3e) the tupilak looks like a seal 
above the waterline; hidden under the surface, its occult aspect is 
indicated by its multiple limbs, again from different animals 
(Jakobsen 1999: 42-146). A similar effect is achieved in a Middle 
Irish legend: the mermaids Roth hears singing are “the fairest of 
shape and make, with yellow hair and white skins above the water. 
But huger than one of the hills was the hairy-clawed bestial part they 
had beneath.” Roth falls asleep and they tear him to pieces (Stokes 
1894: 433-4; Benwell and Waugh 1965: 64). The twist of desire in 
this tale has four parallel pairings: attractive/monstrous; visible/ 
hidden; above/below water; sleep/dismemberment.12 The change of 
scale is also one of the hallmarks of the medieval nightmare 
(phantasma): that the dreamer sees “things out of all natural 
proportions in size” (Macrobius: I. iii). 

The tupilak shape-shifts from simple to hybrid – not just from one 
form to another – and this produces an increased shock in the 
narrative revelation. Translated into sculpture however (Fig. 3f), the 
female tupilak is represented as fully monstrous (i.e. multiple). The 
interest for us, in this range of visual solutions for depicting the 
powers of such water-spirits, is their common ground. Their hybridity 
is multiplied. This constitutes a dimensional shift of gears, beyond 
that of the “simple” double-natured (or serial) creature, such as the 
mermaid in the ballad. In narrative terms, a revelation of monstrous 
hybridity trumps that of mere duality.  

In “proto-narrative” terms, the threat of monstrous hybridity holds 
more explosive occult potential than that of the serial being. The 
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clearest metaphor for this is given by a German legend (recorded in 
1894), where a man trying to plumb a “bottomless” lake causes a 
frightful monster to rise from the deeps and warn him: “If thou 
fathomest me / I shall eat thee!” (Ward 1981: 1.337). In visual 
representations, this “unfathomable” quality is expressed by 
compressing together, in one image, the elements of before/after, 
hidden/patent, visible/invisible.  

 
 

PSYCHOANALYTIC ASPECTS OF THE MERMAID-SIREN 
 
It seems that the more complex the hidden hybridity of the water-
spirit, the greater the shock it can unleash.13 This suggests a further 
relationship between the “occult potential” of the water-woman 
complex – its capacity to trigger positive and/or negative desire, 
turning on that which is hidden or “double” about it – and the 
semiotics of dream-representation. Here the occult and the un-
conscious can be treated as two views of the same phenomenon. In 
Freudian psychoanalytic theory, dream-imagery consists of a small 
amount of overtly memorable (manifest) content, and a much greater 
bulk of hidden (latent) content; together they give shape to the 
dreamer’s unconscious desires. As an image, the mermaid-siren 
resembles the distorted signs found in dream-representation: it is a 
condensed figure which is also a displaced combination of elements 
(Freud 1978: VI, A and B, 383-421). Matteo Blanco explains these 
terms (1975: 417-18; emphasis added): 

 
dream-thoughts are enormously compressed in comparatively 
few images, which represent many things. A short dream, if it 
were expressed in logical discourse, would fill many pages. 

the work of condensation produces a strong impression of 
inter-penetration between the various thoughts ... compressed 
in one element of the dream ...  

the contiguity and well-ordered succession of wakeful life, 
gives way to an inter-penetration of the various elements of the 
dream, a sort of mutual getting inside one another. In terms of 
three-dimensional space this appears chaotic, but ... we [can] 
consider the question in terms of space, as we actually do, with 
the help of images ... 
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[To] represent thoughts or feelings ... these images must show 
that each thought or feeling occupies the whole of the ego 
while being at the same time only a part of the ego. This is 
what in fact the dream-thought does in the work of 
condensation, in which exactly the same image may serve in its 
totality to express various thoughts. These two requisites of 
“partness” and wholeness cannot coexist if three-dimensional 
material images are employed for a representation. Hence the 
peculiar impression that dreams produce when they behave as 
though this were possible.  

 
This is very close to what is accomplished by the structure of the 

visual hybrid. In the depiction of the palraiyuk (Fig. 4a), for example, 
its hidden nature is literally contained in its outline. As separate 
images, the medallions embedded in its body express different kinds 
of hidden content in the creature, analogous to the latent content of 
dream imagery. Distortions and multiple chains of associations in this 
content are caused by the presence of otherwise inaccessible affect: 
emotional weight or repressed desire. Something like the invisible 
hybridity of the tupilak, parallels this latent affect; its slippery visual 
nature marks its potential as a site of desire: it engenders fear 
(negative desire), and it induces curiosity or apprehension, as a thing 
of hidden parts.  

Seen, in Matteo Blanco’s phrase, as a “condensed” image, 
something like the tupilak does indeed seem to interpenetrate itself. It 
stretches at the limits of representation because its full double-being-
ness exists partly outside the world, and is not accessible to the 
senses. Because the totality of the entity defies complete perception, 
the image which indicates this impossibility threatens to overwhelm 
the perceiving self. The hybrid-image acts as a sort of vertiginous 
pivot for the ego, marking two sets of boundaries: in dreams, between 
the conscious and the unconscious; in culture, between the visible and 
the occult. In practice, the desire this image-type invokes may be 
experienced as fear, longing or awe, depending on the cultural 
location of the composite: helpful vily or palraiyuk; lethal wraith or 
tupilak. Conversely, changes in the matter of mermaid-siren 
representation act as a barometer for the ways desire is knotted into 
the general psychology of the occult belief-system of which it is a 
part. 
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Figure 4. a. Palraiyuk chasing fish into a trap, engraved tusk, collected 

between 1894 and 1901, St Michael area, Western Alaska, Lowie Museum 

2-168 (now Hearst Museum, Berkeley) (after Ray, 1977). b. Siren and comb, 

French, 2nd half 12th c., limestone double-capital, 29x52x31cm, from 

Prieuré Notre-Dame de la Daurade, Musée des Augustins, Toulouse, Ra 484, 

cat. Me 178. Photo: Bernard Delorme. c. Mey (Moselle), 1st half 12th c., 

lintel, Chapel of the Birth of the Virgin (after Leclercq-Marx 1997; drawing, 

Hodges 2007). d. Siren, Moulins-lès-Metz (Moselle), 12th c., from the old 

church, Metz, La Cour d’Or, Musées de Metz (after Leclercq-Marx 1997; 

drawing, Hodges 2007). e. Modena (Emilia), San Geminiano, capital, 12th c. 

(after Leclercq-Marx 1997; drawing, Hodges 2007). f. Saint-Révérien 

(Nievre), anc. Priorale Saint-Révérien, c. 1150 (after Leclercq-Marx 1997; 

drawing, Hodges 2007). 
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Figure 5.  a. Brexia (Galicia), Santiago, capital, end 12th c. (after Leclercq-

Marx 1997; drawing, Hodges 2007). b.  Macqueville (Charente-Maritime), 

capital, Saint-Étienne (after Leclercq-Marx 1997; drawing, Hodges 2007).  

c. Double-tailed siren suckling snakes, Pavie (Lombardy); capital from San 

Giovanni in Borgo, 12th c., Museo Civico del Castello Visconteo, Pavie 

(after Leclercq-Marx 1997; drawing, Hodges 2007). d. Strasbourg (Bas-

Rhin), 13th c. decorative niche, north transept, Notre Dame (after Leclercq-

Marx 1997; drawing, Hodges 2007). e. Bâsel, c. 1200, capital, Notre-Dame 

(after Leclercq-Marx 1997; drawing, Hodges 2007).  f. Serrapio (Asturia), 

capital, San Vicente (after Leclercq-Marx 1997; drawing, Hodges 2007). 
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Figure 6. a. Civray (Vienna), 2nd half 12th c., capital, old Priorale Saint-

Nicolas (after Leclercq-Marx 1997; drawing, Hodges 2007). b. English, end 

of 12th c., Cambridge, University Library, MS Ii.4.26 (drawing, Hodges 

2007). c. Loro Ciuffena (Tuscany), San Pietro di Gropina (after Leclercq-

Marx 1997; drawing, Hodges 2007). d. Saint-Cydroine (Yonne), end of 11th 

c., capital, old Priorale Saint-Cydroine (after Leclercq-Marx 1997; drawing, 

Hodges 2007). e. Female sea-monsters, engraving, from Konrad Gesner, 

1558, Historiae Animalium, v. 4, 175 (Zurich, 1551-8). Photo: US National 

Library of Medicine. f. René Magritte, Collective Invention, 1934, Oil on 

canvas, 73.5 x 97.5 cm, Kunstsammlung Nordrhein-Westfalen, Düsseldorf, 

Germany.   
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CHRISTIANISED MERMAIDS AS DREAM-IMAGES  
 
The view that the hybrid image is bound up with the representation of 
both dreams and occult creatures through the medium of desire sheds 
considerable light, I suggest, on the manner in which the mermaid 
and her kin spectacularly enter the visual arts in the twelfth century 
(Andersen 1977: 113; Weir and Jerman 1986: 21), as part of a 
kaleidoscopic culling or translation of materials from the visual-oral 
to the visual-aesthetic, from the folk-pagan to the popular-Christian. 
This translation levelled out certain types of double-nature forms, 
while complicating others.  

In the new churches built along the pilgrimage routes of south-
western France from the mid-twelfth century on, thousands of 
mermaid-sirens were created, using an extraordinary variety of 
shapes. The mermaid-body divides and recombines: a sirène 
intertwines two fish-legs into curling vines (Fig. 4b); the ends of a 
double-tail split and metamorphose into foliate decoration (cf. rusalki 
embroidery and jewelry patterns, Fig. 4c, 4d); or separate completely 
from the torso, as two gripped fish (Fig. 4e). Tails twist into knots 
and sprout serpents’ heads (Fig. 4f). Some mermaids clutch small or 
outsize fish (Fig. 5a, 5b, 6b), or suckle serpents (Fig. 5c) or merbabies 
(Fig. 5d) who may also grip a fish (Fig. 5e), and whose tail may be in 
turn sucked by a monster (Fig. 5f). Some become wholly fish or birds 
with human heads (Figs 4f, 6a), some combine bird and fish 
extremities (Fig. 6b). Grotesque double-tails appear juxtaposed with 
(Fig. 6c), or incorporated into, blatantly sexual carvings (cf. Fig. 2d).  

This extraordinary expansion of shapes for the mermaid-siren 
raises many issues. Here I want to focus on the semiotics of visual 
variability in this set of “wild” mermaid-sirens, as an episode in the 
art history of supernatural fantasy clearly allied to shifts in the codes 
of dream-representation (i.e. in the mental-visual sphere), along the 
Freudian axes of displacement and condensation. Most notably, the 
sheer number of visual variants is not matched by any corresponding 
expansion of nomenclature: visual variability vastly exceeds the 
available vocabulary for categorisation or description. The usual 
accounts given to justify the presence of mermaid-sirens in 
ecclesiastical decoration – that they represent Lust, or the Babylonian 
sirens of the Bible – bypass this issue. However, the seeds of visual 
multiplicity can be found in Christian writing about sirens, sexuality 
and sin, if we look at how these texts envisaged their imagery as 



Mermaids and Dreams in Visual Culture 

 

87 

occult and psychosexual. Their construction of the siren-mermaid 
worked to destabilise relationships among the internal components of 
the constellation, and so accelerated its potential for variation in 
unexpected directi 

In literary terms, Patristic culture created a “syncretic 
contamination” of bird-and fish-women (Menke 2000: 552ff.) with 
Eve and her attribute, “the tempting snake with the forked tongue” 
(cf. Figs 4f, 5c, 6b).14 According to Menke, “the Sirens become a 
counter-figure to Mary”; who overcomes Eve’s sin and bears the True 
Word. The “referentiality [of Mary’s image] is secure and ... able to 
guarantee the referentiality of images in general”. In other words, the 
sirens are the “counter-figure” to Mary, not just because they “stand 
for” sin, but because they are empty and multiple, where she is 
unique and full. Against this benchmark, the Sirens stand for “the 
empty and deceptive figures of rhetoric”; they are “signifiers meaning 
nothing more than themselves, the illusion of signification, mere 
surface, promising what they cannot deliver” (Menke 2004: 6; cf. De 
Rachewiltz : 73-90).  

Precisely for these reasons, novel mermaid-siren imagery has 
much to tell us about the changing situation of phantasmogoric 
dream-representations, which were equally regarded as “signifiers 
meaning nothing more than themselves, promising what they cannot 
deliver”, etc etc. All medieval writers on dreams followed Classical 
precedents and the authority of Augustine and Macrobius in 
distinguishing a sliding scale of true and false dreams, depending on 
the degree of their occult cause. Augustine argued that the “highest” 
form of divine dream had no visual content at all; by the time of 
Villanova, doctors recognised three main classes: divine, occult 
(demonic, astrological etc), and “natural” (i.e. due to wholly 
physiological, internal causes). The third class – the “natural” – 
essentially took over the Macrobian definition of the nightmare 
(phantasma); it was characterised by surreal or phantasmogoric 
imagery, multiple and evanescent. 

 
strangely moving or swimming forms, distorted in appearance 
and out of all natural proportions in size ... tumultuously 
whirling kaleidoscopically changing things, either delightful or 
disturbing (Macrobius: I. iii)15 
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Because such dreams lacked occult agency, their only possible 
significance was medical: they indicated a disorder in the patient’s 
humours, inducing a state of emotional imbalance (“delightful or 
disturbing”). They were thus the earliest type of “personal” dream 
(Milne 2007: 127-32). 

The effect of an image such as the double-sirens at Saint-
Cydroine, Yonne (Fig. 6d) – displaced hands protruding from 
mouths, claws framing a small disembodied head – is indeed purely 
rhetorical, and also dream-like. As “mere surface”, siren-imagery had 
an obvious affinity with old ideas about the multiplicity and thinness 
of dreams (Milne 2007: 130-1). Hesiod speaks of the Tribe (or Host) 
of Dreams (Theogony 200-25); in Herodotus, dreams are “phantoms 
wandering among men” (History 7.16b). According to Ovid 
(Metamorphoses 11.613-5), in the House of Sleep: “on all sides lie 
empty dream-shapes, mimicking many forms, many as ears of grain 
in harvest time, as leaves upon the trees, as sands cast on the shore.”  
At the same time, the idea of sirens as emblematic of deceitful desire 
resonated with more specific mutations introduced into water-women 
visual traditions by monastic writers.  

 
 

PHYSIOLOGUS AND THE CLOSING OF THE HYBRID 
 
It is notable that in the many translations of Physiologus’s bestiary 
(Greek 2nd c.?, Latin, before 386), the mermaid-siren was often the 
only mythological entity listed.16 Monastic writers were interested in 
the creature primarily as a type of half-woman with animal nether-
region: part-fish, part-fowl, even part-horse; in the bestiary tradition, 
all could be types of siren. This at once broadened and narrowed the 
mermaid-siren’s frame of reference: it became immutably identified 
with hybridity and isolated from other water-nymph traditions.  

An eleventh-century version from Bishop Theobald, Abbot of 
Monte Cassino from 1022 to 1035, repeats as common knowledge 
that: “sirens are born from the sea ... in the higher part of their body, 
they have the appearance of a beautiful virgin, but from the navel 
downwards, namely the lower part of the body, they have the 
appearance of a bird or a fish. Wherefore they are called monsters.” 
(Theobald 1492). The Middle English text (Armistead 2001: 86) 
sticks to the woman-fish, retelling the story from the Odyssey, but 
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now the sirens’ capacity to intoxicate is re-interpreted as power over 
sleep. 
 

This marvel dwells in an unstable place where the water subsides. 
She sinks ships and causes suffering, 
She sings sweetly – this siren – and has many voices, 
Many and resonant, but they are very dangerous. 
Sailors forget their steering because of her singing;  
They slumber and sleep and wake too late, 
And the ships sink in a whirlpool and cannot surface anymore. 
But wise and wary men and are able to return; 
Often they escape with all the strength they have (ll. 396-404) 
 

No one is impelled by magical hallucination to reach these mermaids; 
they command listeners’ minds by causing them to lose memory and 
consciousness; so Odysseus’ crew is shown sleeping in manuscript 
illustrations, against the logic of the text (cf. Fig. 1). The switchback 
reversal of desire from attraction to repugnance is sunk entirely in 
favour of an awakening into death as the victims drown. At the same 
time, the bestiaries asserted that the visual (and visible) hybridity of 
the creature is also a sign of inward (i.e. invisible) duplicity:  

 
this siren ... is so grotesque, 
Half maid and half fish: something is meant by this. 
Many men have the sign 
Of this thing that is given as an example: 
Outside they wear a sheep’s skin; 
Inside they are all wolves (ll. 405-10)  
 

This apparently simple moralisation created a decisive semiotic turn 
in mermaid-siren imagery. 

Recall that the visual hybrid form in folk usage normally stood for 
a double-natured creature, capable of changing from one (complete) 
shape into another. In certain cases (Norse witches, some nixes) – 
visual tell-tales allowed the watcher to discern one shape through the 
other; that is, to apprehend what was hidden in the appearance of 
singleness: the condensed or occult nature of the sign. Shape-shifts 
among Northern water-creatures involved rather a more complex 
movement of revelation from simple to multiple monstrosity. Though 
bestiary lore in general – common knowledge from Ireland to Iceland 



Louise Milne 90 

– certainly had some input into these deceptive transformations, the 
Physiologus tradition proper effected further dimensional twists on 
these possibilities.  

Because it is double, the creature is said to be an emblem of 
duplicity, and likened to a wolf in sheep’s clothing. This approach 
rearranged its duality to signify the doubleness of a pot and its 
contents, or a book and its cover. But it has only one shape, which is 
hybrid; hybridity is locked in its appearance. Physiologus et al thus 
turned the mermaid-siren into the equivalent of a wolf in half-wolf, 
half-sheep’s clothing; as if the tupilak were to reveal itself at first 
sight not as a seal but as a hybrid seal-tupilak. This asymmetrically 
reinforced the siren’s monstrosity and “displaced” it, in the direction 
of visibility, by condensing it on to the surface of its form.  

What difference does it make then, when this kind of visual 
variant is given cultural preference over another? Viewed as a 
cultural predecessor to Freudian dream-imagery, the whole typology 
of occult water-woman forms can be regarded as simultaneously 
displaced and condensed; all function as screens and conduits for 
desire. On the other hand, as individual variants, their manners of 
operation as objects of desire are not identical.  

Once constructed in this way in the medieval Christian context, 
the fused variant started to work as a representation of frustrated or 
misplaced desire, in a number of differenr directions. One of the 
simplest is that the female sexual characteristics are drastically 
rearranged when a woman’s upper half is fused with a fishtail; breasts 
are privileged, while genitalia (also the womb-portal) vanish. 
Imagined as serial beings, water-nymphs, selkies, etc, can mate with 
men while in their human form; monstrous half-women permanently 
sealed with a fish-tail cannot. This is more than mere Freudian cliché. 
In Menke’s summary of contemporary theoretical readings, it is not 
just the tail which is phallic here, but the whole creature: 

 
Because Sirens, water-nymphs, and Melusines are produced as 
part of the construction of femininity as the other, these images 
have a phallic function [however] tempting and threatening 
[they seem]. Images in this sense are a mere Schein-Leben 
[whose] power rests in the fact that they are not transparent: 
they stand in front of life and instead of life. [Because they are] 
substitutive in a particular manner [i.e. phallic] and [so] 
deceptive [they] function as a distorting screen preventing 
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access to that [to] which they claim to refer (2004: 4-5; cf. 
Stuby 1985; Roebling 1992). 
 

In narrative terms, as we have seen, an encounter with the fused 
hybrid tends to produce an explosive climax in the form of terror, 
rather than (say), religious revelation or erotic union (recall the fate of 
Roth). It may also release a significantly displaced affect, or no affect 
at all, if the creature’s first move is to induce sleep or 
unconsciousness. 

In psychoanalytic terms, however, these are paths to the same 
ultimate object of unconscious desire: oblivion; the suspension of ego 
in sleep or death; the shattering of the ego through ecstasy or death. 
Oblivion returns the subject to that ultimate occult place before 
culture and language, the invisible interior of the female body, to 
which no sign or image can give access.17 Olender comments: 

 
[surely the] insistence on speaking of a woman’s genitals as a 
hidden entity [is] the product of fascination with a place that is 
inaccessible to sight, and that even nudity does not expose. 
(1990: 90) 

 
To which one might add, this place remains inaccessible, even when 
it is represented “out of all proportion”, as in the kindred motifs of 
sheela-na-gig and Baubo. As well as representing the phallus, then, 
the closed siren-hybrid incarnates the birth-hole, source and end of all 
desire, into which no-one can see, any more than we can see beyond 
the surface of an image or a dream.  

However, it is also the case that, in the visual ecclesiastical 
imagery, the more emphasis is placed on the water-woman’s 
appearance as visibly hybrid, the less the image succeeds in operating 
as a marker of the serious “world beyond perception”, whether this is 
understood as oneiric or occult. This shift is bound up with the 
motif’s capacity to act as an emotional trigger. The occult potential of 
the motif depends on its having something hidden, something in 
reserve. In the visually fused hybrid, the double-nature is rendered 
immediately legible. Such an image directs attention to its surface, 
and becomes drained of gravitas. As “mere surface”, its fully legible 
hybridity turns it into a meta-image, a sign of pure imaginary-ness. It 
becomes more like the kaleidoscopically changing things of the non-
occult dream, evoking weaker emotional responses, such as curiosity 
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or fascination. Such imagery works indeed as a distorting screen, 
alluding to, yet cutting off access to, unconscious desire.  

 
 
INTEGUMENTA: MORALISING AS PSYCHOSEXUAL-REPRESENTATION 
 
Under the anti-sexual Christian stance, water-woman imagery 
remained a vehicle for desire (understood as fear and lust), but the 
fluid serial being of the water-woman was increasingly “overwritten” 
by the fused visual hybrid form. When monastic educators faced the 
task of rendering images of sexuality repellent to the male 
imagination, their efforts introduced further semiotic twists and 
complications into this already complex psychosexual picture. Ramon 
Llull (1232-1315), for example, recommended to novices that:  

 
When one’s thoughts start to imagine the beauty of women, 
lust extends and spreads through the sensitive power: and, the 
more frequently it imagines, the more strongly the sensitive 
soul is filled with a burning lust. Thus the man who wishes to 
extirpate and annihilate lust from his sensibility should imagine 
other things which are neither beautiful nor attractive. (Liber 
contemplationis (1273-4), ch. 143, §4: Jacquart and Thomasset 
1988: 150).  

 
Later efforts to re-arrange the psycho-sexual effects of female hybrids 
built on this principle; thus Pierre Bersuire commented on the correct 
attitude of “Neptunes” to “gorgons”:  
 

Would that all gorgons, that is all evil women, who fornicate 
with our Neptunes, that is, religious and ecclesiastics, in the 
temple of religion and of the church, or in homes which belong 
to the church, might be marked with such a sign, and be made 
to have snakes for hair.18 

 
This rhetorical technique uses the hybridity of a the woman-snake 
like a set of railway points, to redirect desire within the image and so 
turn carnal attraction into revulsion.  

From the twelfth century on – as the carvers were making their 
new mermaid-siren forms – writers revived the interpretative practice 
of integumenta: the assumption that pagan myths “cloak” holy truths 
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(Barkan 1986: 308, n.17; Milne 2007: 88-96). Bersuire’s Sirens are 
winged maiden-faced sea-monsters, terminating like fish, whose parts 
are dealt with separately: 

 
This fable ... show[s] the nature of sirens. Proserpina is the 
soul. The girls are the soul’s powers: reason, memory and will. 
When the girl’s master (the soul) is seized by Pluto (the devil) 
through sin, and is carried into a place of difference, [to] seek 
her diligently ... they ... desire the wings of contemplation and 
change themselves into sea-monsters by sorrow of heart. They 
should at one time fly into the air (heaven) through 
contemplation, and at another time dwell in the sea (sorrow of 
the heart) through contrition ... [they] retain a maiden’s face 
(innocence and purity) and sweetly sing songs of divine praise. 
(Reynolds 1971: 242-3) 

 
In Ovid, the water-nymph Arethusa is changed into water by Artemis 
to escape rape by the river-god Alpheus, who then himself became 
water to possess her (Metamorphoses 5.572ff). Arethusa is 
interpreted as the fleeing sinful soul; Alpheus is God, who “follows 
her because of desire, and takes pleasure in seizing her through 
preachers and joining her to himself through grace” (Reynolds 1971: 
244). 

Efforts to allegorise the mermaid-siren image thus re-tooled the 
arrangement of signs within the composite in number of crucial ways. 
The elements of the magical hybrid were mentally cut apart and 
individually re-tagged as separable allegorical equivalents. The 
visible or external shape-shift of the body was interpreted as invisible, 
psychological change. At the same time, movements of desire evoked 
by the image were recast as the soul’s desire for God or vice versa.  

However, this psycho-sexual strategy depended on re-directing 
occult potential within the image; and the existence of that potential 
itself was a consequence of the image’s special hybrid or dual 
structure. Undo that hybridity entirely, and no re-direction could 
occur. So the deconstructive separation of the parts of the composite 
(face, wings etc) had a limit: without the revulsion caused by 
hybridity, the image could not operate as a deflector of desire. This 
set up a strong internal tension in the constellation, which now 
demanded to be read both as parts and as fused hybrid. 
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CONCLUSION: THE MERMAID-SIREN AND DREAM-REPRESENTATION 
 
One major consequence of introducing these folds and tensions into 
mermaid-siren imagery was to render it much more dream-like, in the 
modern sense of “surreal”. A sense of more than meets the eye, 
inherent in the hybrid variants, is now perceived as paralleling the 
sense of something inexplicable or unresolvable in dream-
representation. Consider Wittgenstein’s analogy of the dream as a 
folded picture: 

 
one could imagine a large piece of paper with a picture drawn 
on it: the picture is now pleated up in such a way that pieces 
which were quite unrelated in the original picture are now 
visually adjacent and a new picture (meaningful or 
meaningless) results: this new picture would be the dream as 
dreamed, while the original picture would correspond to the 
latent dream content.  

[The dream] functions as part [of] a story the remainder of 
which is in the dark ... when someone shows me that the 
original story wasn’t a proper story at all but was really based 
on quite a different story ... I am inclined to exclaim, in 
disillusion, “Oh, is that what it was!” ... the impression remains 
that I have been robbed of something. ... as the paper unfolds 
the original picture disintegrates – the man I saw was taken 
from there, his words from here, the surroundings [from] a 
third place, but the dream-story has a peculiar charm, like a 
painting that attracts and inspires us (1948: 68-9; McGuinness 
1998: 30-31) 
 

This clarifies how and why hybrid images are perceived as having 
latent – and hence being laden with – oneiric or occult significance. 
Their resonance depends on their situation as palimpsest-like figures 
whose “whole story” – as in the lineaments of Wittgenstein’s 
“original drawing” – is felt to be occluded or hidden. What is missing 
– the apparently eclipsed or repressed terms we imagine would enable 
us to make sense of the image – is as important as what is shown. But 
this absent element can no longer be a cathartic revelation of 
hybridity – that path has been closed. 

The effect is ultimately to aestheticise the material, now 
apprehended as having dream-like charm, rather than threatening 
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occult potential. In the huge “set” of wild ecclesiastical mermaid-
sirens, “folding” creates “evolutionary sequences”, directing novel 
variants towards the phantasma, and away from the folk-occult, or 
dream-time tradition. Such lines of evolution map limits of variability 
within visual-oral composites generally, and indirectly explain how 
such constellations maintain identity over such long periods. The 
legibility or otherwise of any given variant is determined by the 
visual “grammar” of the composite: its boundary conditions. 
Developed beyond these limits, the motif loses its identity; it ceases 
to be composite, or ceases to work as a sign of occult potential.  

We see examples of such limiting conditions operating in the 
wider water-woman constellation as a whole. Consider the “primary” 
visual-oral encounter, where the water-woman’s double-being is 
mentally “apprehended” as occult and condensed (Kormák and his 
crew “thought they knew its eyes”). This kind of psychological 
identification may have little or no translatable visual factor (not the 
same as no visual factor); or it may depend on disambiguation, 
through context (St Nicholas’s sea-monster, Fig. 3d), or narrative 
sequence. The boundary condition in each case is the viewer’s 
possession of appropriate expectations and training. Related to this is 
identification by attribute (e.g. Athena and her owl, Fig. 1b); an 
additive formula also dependent on awareness of the wider 
constellation. One must know that this woman-with-owl signifies a 
woman who in some sense is also an owl; lose the owl, and the image 
no longer signifies Athena. The boundary conditions of hybridity are 
more complex but equally effective. Internal complication may create 
a hybrid from an additive image. So the Mistress may merge with her 
flanking Birds; internally, Birds and Mistress lose legibility, and 
finally become pure pattern (Figs 1d, 1e, 2f, 1f).  

As a fused hybrid, the mermaid-siren need not be half-and-half. 
She may be almost wholly human, with dreadful eyes; or almost 
wholly walrus, with human eyes. In Classical art, the siren is typically 
shown as having only a human head; or as clawed (Figs 2c, 4f, 6b). 
But there is a point of no return at each pole of hybridity: a woman-
fish must retain traces of both fish and human, to remain identifiably 
mermaid. The mermaid (Fig. 6e) in Konrad Gesner’s early zoological 
text is closer to a sea-monster than a mermaid; this retains hybridity 
but shrinks the woman-element; evolution in this direction equally 
dissolves the composite as mermaid. 
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Finally, evolution through complication limits fused hybridity 
also. Here we approach an unexpected consequence of medieval 
genetic engineering. “Cuts” fragment the hybrid, as crosses or 
transplants to increase monstrosity (on the part of the artists), or as 
separation by allegory to achieve a new pattern (on the part of the 
commentators). These weaken the constellation’s occult potential. 
The representation of double-sirens with mouth-hands (Fig. 6d) draws 
attention to its surface “folding”. This deflects affect into descriptive 
pleasure, instead of signalling mysteriously condensed presence. 

About this semiotic hall of mirrors, Wind wrote:  
 
[W]hen complication reaches its height, and the opposites 
become indistinguishable, all multiplicity vanishes in the One 
beyond Being – the absolutely unfamiliar, for which there is no 
fitting image or name. It follows that all mystical [i.e. occult] 
images, because they retain a certain articulation by which they 
are distinguished as hedges or umbraculae, belong to an 
intermediate state, which invites further complication above, 
and further explication below.  

They are never final in the sense of a literal statement, 
which would fix the mind to a given point, nor are they final in 
the sense of a mystical Absolute in which all images would 
vanish. Rather they keep the mind in continued suspense by 
presenting the paradox of an inherent transcendence; they 
persistently hint at more than they say (1968: 206).  
 

Magritte’s fish-torso mermaid (Fig. 6f) represents the best 
comment on the scale of umbraculae; in fact, the whole history of the 
mermaid-siren constellation is woven of endless evolutionary 
sequences of complication above, and explication below. So, the 
Mistress of Animals is “complicated with” the mermaid, explicated 
back into a Mistress of Birds, and complicated again in a flower-
woman design, one step from pure pattern. We can deduce that all 
such image-constellations maintain themselves effectively by 
“shucking off” decomposing parts as illegible, or recomposing parts 
as new image-entities. The constellation itself persists as “certain 
articulation” of parameters, thus “presenting the paradox of an 
inherent transcendence”. At the moment where the variant is in 
convolution, we are most likely to read it as dream-like, because that 
is the point at which most attention is directed to its form.  
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In 1855, Gérard de Nerval converted this material into a dream-
text, which makes a fitting place to end this exploration:  

 
[A]s the lady guiding me passed beneath these arbours, the 
shadows of the intertwined trelliswork changed her figure and 
her clothes ... we came out to an open space. Traces of the old 
paths which had crossed it were just visible ... clematis, hops 
and honeysuckle ... stretched their long clinging tendrils ... 
[she] slid her bare arm around a hollyhock. Then she began to 
grow in such a way that gradually the whole garden blended 
with her own form, the flowerbeds and trees became the 
patterns and flounces of her clothes ... I lost her thus ... she 
became transfigured ... [and] seemed to vanish in her own 
immensity. (Aurélia, 1855)  
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Notes 
 
1 There is a vast literature on the mermaid-siren: for a survey of ancient 

and medieval visual imagery, Leclercq-Marx, 1997; for the German 

materials, see Ward, 1981: 1 and 2.49, 51-4, 57-61, 63-5, 67, 69, 203, 

305, 307-8; and Benwell and Waugh 1968; see also de Rachewiltz, 

1987: 117f. and n. 47; Travis 2002: 60, n. 76. 

2 By “occult”, I mean broadly the supernatural dimension: that which is 

hidden from, or lies beyond, ordinary human perception. Here I follow 

Alfred Gell’s useful definition of the occult as “the place where events 

are when they are not happening” (the hidden past, hidden future and 

hidden or mysterious aspects of present experience). Gell (1974: 17-26) 

distinguishes between this posited occult realm per se, and its 

manifestation in signs. As an aspect of culture, occult thinking assumes 

“that the relation between experience and the totality of the cosmos can 

be mediated by signs”. Thus occult sign-systems (including the 

mythological image-repertoire) constitute “a doctrine which 

‘semanticises’ the perceptual world [and thus] break[s] down the 

otherwise impenetrable barrier, allowing access to [an] imagined 

totality of which the perceived world is only a fragment” (1974: 21). 

mailto:louisemilne@compuserve.com
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3 Zumthor 1984: 27: “The oral text, by virtue of its mode of conservation, 

is less easily appropriated than a written one; it constitutes a common 

good in the social group which fosters its production ... it is more 

concrete than writing: the prefabricated discursive fragments that it 

conveys are both more numerous and semantically more stable. Within 

a single text – as it is being transmitted – and from text to text, one 

observes admixtures, reprises and repetitions which are ... allusive in 

nature. [These] “exchange phenomena” ... give the impression of 

wandering textual elements melding at each instant with other to form 

provisional compositions. [The work’s] “unity”... appertains to the level 

of its movements ... to perceive this type of unity in performance [is] a 

matter... of situating it among its possible variants” [emphasis added]. 

4 Cf. Schmitt 1999: 274-5: “[D]reams [are] a historical phenomenon 

which in different times and places subscribes to different value 

systems and varies in content ... Athough by definition a personal 

experience, the dreams of an individual, from the moment they are 

recounted, put in writing disseminated and addressed to everyone, take 

on a collective value and a social significance.” For an account of how 

styles of dreams changed with respect to occult belief-systems and 

collective traditions of visual fantasy, see Milne 2007: ch. 1. 

5 The term dream-time is a translation from the Australian Aboriginal 

ngarungani, referring to the eternal present tense of myths and dreams, 

where animals can be people and vice versa. For definitions, see e.g. 

Duerr, 1985: 73-5; 287, n. 22. 

6 Persephone-Proserpina also had a hybrid aspect. In late antiquity, 

popular funerary figurines, in inexpensive terracotta, depicted her fused 

with her mother Kore-Cybele, as a double-headed woman. 

7 Travellers from Rome to Switzerland thanked Nehalennia for 

preserving sailors from storms; her temple at Domburg, Isle of 

Walcheren (2nd-3rd c. AD) yielded thirty altars; ninety more came from 

Colijnsplaat at the Oosterschelde estuary (Hondius-Crone 1955; 

Aldhouse-Green 2004: 82-3). 

8 The sight of a supernatural human image was by far the most common 

of all ancient dream-representations; the most famous type of this kind, 

the angel (lit. messenger) was quickly visualised as an animal-hybrid 

(i.e. winged), through fusion with Classical models. In Dodds’ words, 

Homer “never spoke as we do of having a dream, but always of seeing a 

dream ... the very word oneiros ... nearly always means dream-figure, 

not dream-experience ... This dream-figure can be a god, or a ghost, or 
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a pre-existing dream-messenger, or an “image” (eidolon) created 

specially for the occasion ... it exists objectively in space, and is 

independent of the dreamer, [who] is almost completely passive” (1951: 

104-105); cf. Hundt, 1935. 

9 Cf. Atli’s dreams in the early 10th-c. Second Lay of Gudrun 

(Gurúnarkviða, II.37ff), and Kostbera’s in the 12th-c. sequel 

Greenlandish Lay of Atli (Atlamál in Grœnlenzko, 14-19); Kelchner 

1935: 17-29. 

10 Nibelungenlied XXV; composite trans. from A. T. Hatto 1969 and 

Online Medieval Texts Berkeley. 

11 Freud originally conceived of unconscious desire (wollen) as positive; 

later he coined two terms, eros and thanatos, designating loving and 

self-destructive desires respectively. However, later theorists see these 

as two sides of the same coin. In post-Lacanian psychoanalytic theory, 

there is only (one) unconscious desire (appetite, lack, absence, etc) as 

the motivating force of consciousness, constantly propelling the ego 

from one object of desire to another; each desire extinguished by its 

fulfillment in the vanishing distance between self and object(ive); 

Lacan 1955; 1954: 174f., 230f., 142f. The desiring ego simultaneously 

seeks and fears this cessation of desire, and concomitant release from 

consciousness (Milne 2004: 142-4). It is more useful then to speak of 

desire as rendered positive or negative (i.e. polarised) by culture (cf. 

Žižek 1992: 6-8, on Hitchcock’s objects; Safouan 1981: 75-89), whose 

narratives and norms semanticise potential objects of desire as coercive, 

beautiful, evil, transgressive, etc; thus the dream-monster threatening 

the ego in a nightmare is as much an “object of desire” as the attractive 

object of a sexual dream.  

12 For dismemberment as a metaphor for the dissolution of the ego during 

sleep or visionary experience, see examples in Milne, 2004: 142-4; 

2007: 134-6, and forthcoming.  

13 Cf. the lethal Norwegian draug, which can take many shapes (Bain 

1893). There is no reason, of course, to believe that benign water-spirits 

pre-date malignant ones, logically or chronologically. Both formulae 

are doubtless as old as folk-culture itself. In the same time-frame, one 

civic institution – monastic training, Latin education – organises the 

complex so that it appears malevolent, while another institution – such 

as the Rusallii festival – does the opposite. 



Louise Milne 100 

14 Weir and Jarman (1986: 21) put it earlier, starting in western France 

and Normandy: “between 1080 (Saint-Savinien, Melle; Saint-Hilaire, 

Poitiers) and 1250 (cathedral of Saint-Pierre, Poitiers), peaking c. 1150 

(later in the British Isles).” 

15 See Augustine’s reflections on erotic dreams in De genesi ad litteram, 

12.15; Dulaey 1973: 135-9. His distrust of concupiscence and man’s 

capacity for sexual fantasy is well-known.  

16 Along with the onocentaur (ass-centaur; a creature unknown to classical 

antiquity); coupled together due to their association in the Sepuagint 

(Isaiah 13:21-22 and 34:11-14); on this see Travis (2002: 32-38), who 

lists the recensions of Physiologus, 72-81. The shape of the onocentaur, 

however, hardly varies in visual representations. In this section I 

summarise arguments presented in greater detail elsewhere: Milne 

2007: 120-37; 154-6. 

17 Unused womb energy is, of course, in Barber’s analysis (1997), the 

source of the power of the folk vily-rusalki, and the reason for its 

ambivalence. 

18 Pierre Bersuire, trans. Reynolds 1971: 221. His Ovidius Moralizatus (c. 

1342) collated and standardised previous mythographical texts; cf. 

Barkan 1986: ch. 3, 94-136.  
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Gary Urton, Signs of the Inka Khipu: Binary Coding in the Andean Knotted-

String Records.  Austin: University of Texas Press, 2003.  ISBN 0-292-

78539-9; pbk. 0-292-78540-2.  202 pp.  

 

This book opens up exciting new possibilities.  It has been recognised that 

the khipu of the Andean region, of which there are about 600 examples 

extant, are not fully understood.  They were handled by special khipu makers 

and it is clear from the Spanish accounts from the sixteenth and seventeenth 

centuries that they were used both in accounting and in the oral performance 

of narratives.  What is not at all clear is how the relevant information was 

encoded in the khipu.   However, certain things have been known for some 

time, especially about numbering.  There is place notation with the position 

on a string indicating units, tens, hundreds and thousands. There are also 

three types of knots – a) long, b) figure-of-eight, c) single, – which designate 

in certain khipu: a) 1, b) 2-9, c) 10, 100, 1,000 or 10,000. 

What Gary Urton has done is to look more closely at the elements of the 

khipu and to identify a series of binary choices some or all of which may 

well be meaningful, as he suggests.  If so, the complexity is such that it 

would be possible for them to have equivalents in the sounds of  language 

and to convey meaning glottographically. Urton does not stress this aspect 

unduly, but argues that meaning is being conveyed in some way and that a 

first stage of enquiry requires that all the known khipu should be studied in 

minute detail to produce a data base.  

He posits a series of 7 binary choices. (1) The material used (cotton or 

wool).  A point to be made is that, as Urton notes, other materials such as 

vegetable matter and hair were also employed, though less frequently, which 

does cast some doubt on the binary nature of this choice. (2) Colour class 

(red rainbow or dark rainbow).  These categories are used by weavers and 

correspond roughly to light and dark colours. Again, there are in-between 

colours in grey and brown, and a binary division does not seem to exhaust 

the possibilities. (3) The manner of making the string which is either spun to 

the right (with complementary plying to the left) or spun to the left (with 

complementary plying to the right). These are referred to respectively as Z 

spun and S plied and as S spun and Z plied. Urton clarifies the point that this 

is not a matter of the spinners being right-handed or left-handed.  Fieldwork 

showed that spinning practice is independent of handedness. (4) The 
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attachment of a string to the main cord in one of the two ways referred to as 

recto and verso. (5) The tying of a knot in one of the two ways referred to as 

Z and S. (6) Odd number or even number. (7) Decimal or non-decimal 

information.  Granted all seven members of this binary sequence, the total 

number of elements is 128, i.e. 27.  Comparing it with other binary systems, 

this falls between the 64 (26) of the Chinese hexagrams and the 256 (28) of 

the Yoruba ifa. Neither of these is mentioned in Urton’s book and possibly 

he wishes to avoid connections with what are primarily known as divination 

systems when he is exploring the clearly flexible use of the khipu.  However, 

it does seem as if this range of binary coding should be explored through 

comparison with the Chinese and West African systems to see what 

suggestions they can yield, in addition to any other approaches that may be 

employed. In both cases, they are elaborated forms related to simpler binary 

pairings and I have argued that the three polarities of the eight Chinese 

trigrams are among the manifestations known throughout the Old World of a 

set of polarities that can be categorised as A (above/below, male/female); B 

(wet/dry, peaceful/ warlike) and C (dark/light, dead/living). Although I have 

studied mainly the Old World, I have drawn attention in one article (Cosmos 

13.119-26) to ways in which links might be made with the Inka system.  I 

see a connection between the conceptual dualities and the social system and 

Urton draws attention to the hierarchical Upper/Lower pairings in Andean 

society and also thinks that connections can be made to social context, so we 

may perhaps hope for developments in this area. 

It is disappointing to find, after the meticulous presentation of specific 

potential khipu binary oppositions, that the whole notion of dualities 

receives rather cursory treatment under the term “markedness”.  There has 

been some rather loose use of this term in the literature but, as precisely 

defined, it is a pairing where one member appears on both of two levels and 

the other on only one.  The first of these, the unmarked, can be said to 

encompass the other.  Urton has an excellent case of this in the odd and even 

numbers (p. 90).  The number one is regarded as the mother and the number 

two as the eldest son.  Before the birth the female (unmarked) is present 

alone on level 1 and after the birth is still present together with the other 

element (the marked) on level 2.  Urton comments that the unmarked is 

usually superior to the marked, and this may be the case, but the important 

point to note is that the “usually” indicates that there are exceptions and that 

there is therefore no necessary connection between the unmarked and the 

superior.  Unmarked/marked and superior/inferior vary independently.  It 

seems that there is inevitably hierarchy in any pairing, but this does not tell 

us in any simple way which partner is the superior either in the case of 
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markedness or in the case of features, which is lumped in with markedness 

in the discussion in this book.  The A, B and C polarities mentioned above 

do not exhibit the characteristics of markedness but can be treated in terms 

of features.  In unravelling the intricacies of the khipu, scholars will need 

every possible aid and I suggest that tight definitions of the various types of 

duality proposed are in order. 

There is a massive number of unknowns in the coding of the Inka khipu 

and this makes it very intriguing.  If it can be decoded it is likely to throw a 

flood of light both on the Andean context and on information coding in 

general.  Urton, when speaking in terms of the possibility that the system is a 

carrier of language, is not thinking purely of the 128 elements of the 

sevenfold binary sequence, but is using a sixfold binary sequence, excluding 

colour, and a full range of 24 colour distinctions, giving 26 = 64 x 24, i.e. 

1,536 distinct information units. The possibilities are dizzying, and the field 

is at the exploratory stage when it is not at all clear where break-throughs 

will occur.  It is good to know that this enquiry is in the hands of Gary Urton 

(among the others who are or will be involved) for he has published most 

illuminating studies in the past based on extensive fieldwork in the Andes, 

and has a subtlety of approach to match the subtlety of the Andean modes of 

expression of which the khipu is one.  (Emily Lyle)     

 

 
Miranda Anderson, ed. The Book of the Mirror: An Interdisciplinary 

Collection exploring the Cultural Story of the Mirror. Newcastle: Cambridge 

Scholars Publishing, 2007. ISBN 1-84718-193-7; ISBN 13:9781847181930. 

183 pp. 

 

This is a multidisciplinary collection of thirteen articles, two of which are by 

the editor, Miranda Anderson, who has studied the mirror extensively and is 

now focussing her research on “representations of cognition and subjectivity 

in literary and cultural texts” (p.182). As she declares in the Preface, this 

book aims to “investigate the mirror, as a material object and in visual and 

verbal imagery, and examine its relationship to the ideas of knowledge, 

perception and human subjectivity in various socio-cultural and 

technological contexts” (vii). 

Indeed, the book is not just about mirrors as objects. After a most 

comprehensive introduction, by Mark Pendergrast, on the history of the 

mirror, the remaining articles present us with a set of reflections on the 

implications that mirroring and the mirror as metaphor have had in many 
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fields, such as religion, philosophy, science, literature, psychology, popular 

culture and belief, and visual art.  

The articles, although all connected by a guiding thread, are grouped in 

four parts, each of which has its own focus. Part 1, “Mirrors of Antiquity”, 

deals with the mirror as a means of gaining knowledge otherwise hidden to 

us. Melanie Giles and Jody Joy explore the meaning and function of mirrors 

in the society of the British Iron Age, while Crystal Addey focuses on 

catoptromancy (divination through mirrors) in the Graeco-Roman world. 

Moving into metaphor, Ross Hulkes comments on Seneca’s inspiring 

writings on the possibility of functioning as a human mirror for Nero, in 

which the emperor, by exercising empathy and clemency, would be able to 

see his own traits reflected. 

In the next section, “Mirrors of God”, the mirror is fully interiorised and 

is seen as a Christian metaphor for man’s limited nature. It is no longer a 

window on truth, but a deceitful instrument, which either reflects vaguely 

similar images, or accepts reflecting good and bad alike. Mark Kauntze 

explains Saint Augustine’s use of the mirror as a metaphor for the human 

mind (Saint Augustine stressed the common root between speculum – mirror 

– and speculatio – abstract thought) and his conclusion that it is impossible 

for the human mind to reflect, or indeed reflect upon, a truthful image of 

God. Miranda Anderson’s article focuses on Chaucer’s mirror imagery: 

again a mind mirror which, by its tendency to reflect (upon) both mundane 

and sacred images, symbolises the contrast between man’s attraction toward 

the divine and his fallible nature. Closing this part is Jacomien Prins’s 

account of Ficino’s fascinating concept of internal mirrors (not the mind but 

the liver in this case) as “transmitters of divine harmony”.  

The third part, “Mirrors of Perception”, still deals with internal 

projections, but abandons the divine realm to focus on human nature and 

explore perception of self-reflections. Richard Gregory takes a visual-

cognitive approach, thus explaining not only how reflection works in 

scientific terms but also how our mind participates in interpreting 

reflections. Miranda Anderson continues with a cognitive approach, and 

compares the mirror to language on account of the function it plays in the 

formation of a concept of self. Finally, Lynn Holden examines, across a 

wide range of fields (from myth to literature, psychoanalysis, film and 

popular culture), the fascination and anxiety connected with the idea of the 

double, the doppelgänger, as a visible manifestation, as well as an abstract 

product of the human mind. 

The fourth part, “Mirrors of Art”, explores the meaning and limitations 

of mirrors as means for self-representation in visual art, from painting to 

calligrammes. Beth Williamson analyses the presence or absence of mirrors 
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in medieval religious paintings, thus providing insight into “how pictures 

discuss visually the act of looking” (p.132). Judith Varga explores the use of 

mirrors in self-portraits and the meaning of their often deceptive reflections, 

which possibly conceal the author’s true self from those who look. Finally, 

Katherine Shingler explains Apollinaire’s attitude towards visual mimesis, 

which seems to reaffirm the superiority of the “arbitrary word” as a means of 

self-representation (p.178). 

At times, while reading this book, one gets the impression of having been 

transported far away from what was promised in the title. Should the title 

have said “reflection” instead of “mirror”? Ultimately, I do not think so. It is 

clear that the kind of debates reported here could not have been generated by 

any reflective surface, such as water, but only by one whose mimetic power 

is so puzzling that it can instil anxiety about the existence of a double, or the 

possibility of achieving perfect representation.  Therefore, far from being a 

contradiction, the distance we perceive from the object mirror in some pages 

is actually a proof of the resonance the object has had on human perception 

and expression. The book succeeds in conveying to us the immensity of the 

echo and impact that this reflective surface has had on the human mind, 

becoming an indispensable cognitive tool through which we interpret and 

decode what is around us, as well as in our minds.  

Mark Pendergrast (already author of Mirror Mirror, 2003) says in the 

introductory article that when he decided to begin the study of mirrors, he 

“didn’t realise in how many directions it would take [him]” (p.4).  And this 

is the feeling one gets while turning the pages of this book, which, especially 

because of its interdisciplinary nature, provides an inspiring web of thoughts. 

Faithful to its subject, the book is a kind of mirror game in itself, as each 

article provides a different reflection of the same object, according to the 

angle from which the author has approached “the mirror”. (Licia Masoni) 

 

 

George Mifsud-Chircop (ed.). Proceedings of the First International 

Conference of the SIEF Working Group on The Ritual Year, 20-24 March 

2005. San Gwann, Malta: PEG Ltd, 2006. ISBN-13: 978-99909-0-442-0;  

ISBN-10: 99909-0-442-1. 540 pp. 

 

This publication contains the papers that were presented at the first 

conference organised by the working group “The Ritual Year”, during Easter 

2005 – a group created under the auspices of the Société Internationale 

d’Ethnologie et de Folklore in 2004. Hosted by the Department of Maltese at 

the University of Malta Junior College, and organised by the late George 

Mifsud-Chircop, the conference gathered papers from all over Europe, 



Reviews 

Cosmos 22 (2006) 

110 

Canada, America, and Tibet. They are arranged in the Proceedings under 

three headings, “Rituals from Malta” (seven papers), “Rituals from Europe 

and Elsewhere” (thirty-one papers), and “Final overview” (five 

contributions); the Preface (G. Mifsud-Chircop) and Introduction (E. Lyle) 

to the book are followed by the Welcome Address (M. Mifsud), An 

Introductory Overview of Papers to the Conference (P. Clough), and the 

Opening Address (E. Lyle) which were given at the conference.  

The “Maltese” papers can be subdivided into three categories – 

archaeology (A. Boz-Cardona and A. Pace); folk drama/literature/carnival 

(G. Misfud-Chircop); and festas (J. Boissevain, C. Cassar, J. F. Grima and 

G. Iacovazzi). In the last category, the festas – popular celebrations in 

honour of a parish patron saint or linked to the major catholic festivals – all 

the articles, albeit studying them from different perspectives, convey their 

extraordinary resilience (not only to religious authorities but also to political, 

economical and social changes), and their importance in the lives of the 

Maltese, which is undoubtedly part of the reason why these celebrations 

have endured thus. Aside from their overt religious function, Boissevain 

found that they serve to “structure and project group identity. They also 

mark boundaries and generate rivalry, which in turn, increase pressure to 

expand them in order to defend community honour” (p. 28).  

But as well as being a way to externalise a sense of belonging to a parish 

or community, festas also provide participants and onlookers alike with a 

very important link to the past – whether real or imagined (cf. Cassar p. 48) 

–, a feature that Pace thinks already existed in Late Neolithic Malta (p. 160) 

and which is the raison d’être of most customs presented here. In Emily 

Lyle’s words: “For some societies, rituals have been lost and are being 

recovered or created from scratch in a thoroughly modern cultural 

environment while for other societies archaic practices have continued 

without interruption below a veneer imposed by religious and political 

structures at the state level.” (p. 11)  

This diversity of approaches is reflected throughout the second part of 

the book, Rituals in Europe and Elsewhere. Of the thirty-one articles 

presented here, three deal with “elsewhere”, namely Tibet (M. Gouin, pp. 

271-84), Canada (J. Roper, pp. 453-48), and America (D. Stanley, pp. 499-

508); ten concern Scandinavian countries; eight deal with central and eastern 

European peoples; seven with Western Europe; and the last three take a 

more “worldwide” or theoretical approach. 

Interestingly, both Gouin and Stanley view the ritual year inasmuch as it 

relates to life-cycle rituals. In the case of Gouin, she underlines the link 

between New Year ceremonies and funeral rituals which “both mark a 

transition from old to new and involve the cleaning away of accumulated 
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‘debris’ in preparation for the new situation” [p. 272]). Stanley, for his part,  

stresses how interwoven the working-life cycle and official calendar 

festivals are in a cowboy’s life. I wrote “interestingly”, because this relation 

between microcosm and macrocosm, man and nature, day and year, is one 

that E. Lyle, one of the founders of the group and its President, is very keen 

to see developed as she has been doing herself for a number of years now in 

this journal and elsewhere (see her article pp. 373-81). Other contributions, 

such as T. Gunnell’s (pp. 285-302) and E. J. Håland’s (pp. 303-26), working 

respectively with Icelandic and Greek material, also build bridges between 

the yearly cycle and divisions and their human counterparts or equivalences, 

as it were. Both these authors – amongst others – move between old written 

sources and their own modern fieldwork observations, creating a stimulating 

dialogue between past and present and a rich cultural substrate perfect for 

comparative studies.  

One of the great achievements of the volume, and beyond it of the Ritual 

Year Working Group, is to bring to English-speaking audiences the work of 

researchers which would otherwise be inaccessible to all but speakers of 

Eastern-European languages, thereby widening the availability of resources 

and opening yet more comparative possibilities. S. W. Czerwonnaja (pp. 

227-31), is a case in point with a colourful presentation of the “Holydays of 

the Plough” for Turkish peoples of Eurasia. A salient point in her 

contribution was the tension between the comparatively recent, 

homogeneity-driven Soviet rule, which tried to impose an arbitrary date for 

what was essentially an agricultural festival on the one hand, and the 

ancestral beliefs and practices of these Turkish peoples, some Christians, 

other Muslims or even Buddhists on the other, all living in different 

geographical, climatic and calendar systems, but who had managed to retain 

the sense of the festival through their practical and magical relation to 

nature. Given the diversity of events taking place during this festival (horse 

races, wrestling, particular foodstuffs prepared and shared, etc.) and their 

similarity with other European practices, it is a real benefit for all interested 

scholars to be able to share their knowledge and thus advance their research 

and possibly, and this is a most exciting prospect, to establish new 

theoretical grounds.  

Beyond the differences between and “uniquenesses” of all the 

contributions, I agree wholeheartedly with Lyle’s self-proclaimed utopian 

hope that “in the long term [the Ritual Year Working Group] could make a 

significant contribution to humanity’s self-understanding and ability to draw 

out the common elements that may give coherence to its total value system” 

(p. 374). Having published the proceedings to its 2006 and 2007 
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conferences, one could say that the Group is actively working towards this 

goal.  (Aude Le Borgne) 

 

John Beech, Owen Hand, Fiona MacDonald, Mark A. Mulhern and Jeremy 

Weston (eds). Oral Literature and Performance Culture. Edinburgh, John 

Donald in association with The European Ethnological Research Centre and 

National Museums of Scotland, 2007. ISBN 9780859766791. xx; 616 pp. 

£45. 

 

The latest book to make its appearance, in a projected series of 14 volumes 

entitled Scottish Life and Society: A Compendium of Scottish Ethnology, 

issued by the European Ethnological Research Centre based at the Scottish 

School of Studies at the University of Edinburgh, is volume 10: Oral 

Literature and Performance Culture. Along with a useful introduction that 

sets the scene very well, the book is organised into three parts: 1) Narrative 

and Verse; 2) Song and Music; 3) Dance and Drama. The essays are 

provided by subject experts in their own disciplines giving the book its 

authoritative academic status. What strikes the reader is the comprehensive 

sweep of subjects dealt with as well as the engaging style in which many of 

the essays are written. The book is illustrated throughout, which makes the 

volume more attractive to the eye by breaking up the text and has the general 

effect of adding to this volume’s handsomeness. 

Highlights for the present reviewer were three essays (on Gaelic heroic 

tales, panegyric verse and waulking songs respectively) presented by John 

MacInnes; an essay by Domhnall Uilleam Stiùbhart on the historicity of 

Gaelic oral sources; a study of nineteenth-century Gaelic poetry concerning 

the clearances, land agitation and evangelical revival by Donald Meek; an 

analysis of storytelling and the international folktale by Barbara Hillers; a 

short piece on the collection of Gaelic song by Morag MacLeod; as well as 

two essays by John Shaw, one on the context and function of storytellers in 

Scotland, and the other on overseas traditions deriving from the Scottish 

diaspora. Much of what MacInnes has to say has been written by him 

elsewhere but it is as refreshing as ever to see his thoughts re-cast and 

presented anew. MacInnes has a remarkable facility to offer insightful 

perceptions while maintaining clarity. So, too, Stiùbhart, engages in the 

fascinating enterprise of disentangling and making sense, as well as avoiding 

the pitfalls, of oral traditions in connection with their historical value. 

Stiùbhart finishes his study by making the valid point that interpretative 

frameworks for the understanding of the Highlands (or Gàidhealtachd) can 

be derived from historical traditions but that a chronic shortage of academic 

historians competent in Scottish Gaelic obviously mars such an enterprise. 
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Donald Meek continues in the vein of some of his previous studies and 

offers a useful study of poetry in connection to the land struggle and 

religious revivals during and after the clearances. The international tale in a 

Scottish context forms the subject of Barbara Hiller’s study which looks at 

both Gaelic and Scots traditions. Morag MacLeod gives a useful, if short, 

historical study of the collection of Gaelic song from the eighteenth-century 

onwards. John Shaw’s studies offer a brief background to the context and 

transmission of oral traditions both in Scotland and abroad. All of these 

highlighted studies give the most up-to-date scholarship that has been cast 

into an essay format which, by its very nature, not only makes them 

digestible but also, in the main, lends itself to clarity. 

Nevertheless, it is conventional in reviewing a collection of essays to 

lament omissions. This volume would have benefited from the addition of 

chapters dealing more specifically with the theory of oral communal 

transmission as well as the use of orality and cultural aesthetic transmission 

within a Scottish context. Some of the essays appeared to be a bit thin in 

comparison to others. This is not to say, of course, that every subject is 

deserving of the same amount of scholarly attention but some of the shorter 

studies would have benefited from some more discussion. This, however, 

would have added some length to a volume that is already lengthy (though 

not excessively so). If anything, though, this merely whets the appetite to 

learn more about the wide-ranging subject matter to hand. Unsurprisingly, 

perhaps, given the scope of such a volume, a number of minor errors have 

been noticed: John Dewar produced 7 volumes and not 5 (p. 14); Campbell 

of Islay was born in 1821 and not in 1822 (p. 12, p. 156); Angus MacMillan 

is mentioned as being from both Benbecula and South Uist (p. 158); Duncan 

MacDonald was born in 1882 not 1883 (p. 159); Fr Allan MacDonald should 

be McDonald (p. 443); not all twentieth-century Gaelic ‘star’ storytellers 

hailed from the Hebrides (p. 158): John MacDonald from Brae Lochaber is 

worthy of note, not to mention those in Nova Scotia, and so on. Such errors 

could have been avoided but it would be unnecessarily fussy to say that 

mistakes such as these mar such a wide-ranging volume. Perhaps it would 

have been better to offer a consolidated bibliography rather than separate 

bibliographies appended to each essay. This, in itself, would have provided a 

comprehensive and up-to-date bibliographic resource with regard to oral 

tradition and performance within a Scottish context. 

Putting such minor caveats to one side, all the editors and contributors 

are to be congratulated on producing such an impressive array of scholarship 

that imbues this elegant volume throughout. It may well be one of the most 

accessible volumes in this projected series, and it will no doubt deserve its 

canonical status for many years to come. There is much food for thought 
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presented between the covers of this collection of essays and, for the 

foreseeable future, it will be a boon to both students and scholars alike of 

Scottish ethnology. More importantly, perhaps, anyone with a particular 

interest in the subjects offered in this volume will not be disappointed by its 

impressive contents. (Andrew Wiseman) 

 


