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When you hear the word mermaid, your mind probably conjures the image of a beautiful woman with flowing hair and a fish tail. This modern concept is only one interpretation of the mermaid. There are countless depictions that have been found in the myths of different cultures over thousands of years. Some mermaids in the Amazon region, for example, have the tail of a river dolphin. There’s a water spirit in Polynesia with the upper body of a man and the tail of a shark. In parts of Africa and Asia, there are reptilian merfolk with the lower body of a snake or dragon. Even Starbucks cups diverge from typical mermaid iconography—have you ever noticed that the siren in the logo has two tails instead of one? In this book, you’ll find a sea of different aquatic creatures that merge human forms with nonhuman forms.


The hybrid nature of merfolk sometimes manifests as shape-shifting. In Scottish folklore, there are horses that live in water and shape-shift into humans on land. German fairy tales recount water spirits that can change into different creatures, including humans. Water itself is a shape-shifting form, something that can be difficult to grasp and has a transformative impact on everything it touches. We need water to survive, so it’s not surprising that people from a wide range of cultures and time periods have ascribed religious meaning to water and developed their own water deities. Many of the creatures in this book are revered as gods or godlike beings. In ancient Mesopotamia, Oannes was a divine being who was depicted as part man and part fish. Mami Wata is a water goddess who is celebrated in present-day African and African diaspora cultures.


Belief in mermaids isn’t only evidenced in folklore and religion. Throughout history, real-life encounters with mermaids have been recorded as fact. In 1493, Christopher Columbus saw “three mermaids” when he was sailing near what is now the Dominican Republic. The sighting was recorded in his journal, in which he described them as “not half as beautiful as they are painted.” Although it’s almost certain that Columbus actually saw manatees, the account reveals how merfolk have often been the subject of scientific inquiry. In 1723, a royal commission from Denmark investigated reports of mermaid sightings in the Norwegian Sea. Even today there are people who claim to have interacted with aquatic humanoids.
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Mermaids and other hybrid sea creatures continue to capture the imaginations of people around the world. Just like a reflection in the surface of the water, representations of merfolk reflect a society’s culture, beliefs, and people.
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THE AMBOINA MERMAID


IN THE EIGHTEENTH century, Dutch writers reported the capture of a live mermaid. The creature was supposedly caught in 1712 on the island of Amboina in what is now Indonesia. According to their accounts, the mermaid was five feet long and had pink hair growing along its green tail. It was presented to the Dutch governor of Amboina province (now Maluku) and came into the possession of the artist Samuel Fallours. He kept the mermaid in a tub of water in his house, where it survived for four days and seven hours. During that time, it refused all the food it was presented. It would not eat fish, shellfish, mosses, or grass. Some reports say it made no detectable sound, while others say it screeched like a mouse.


The mermaid appears in the 1719 publication Fishes, Crayfish, and Crabs, a collection of Fallours’s artworks of the region’s sea life. It is believed to be the world’s first color book of fish. In Fallours’s original painting, the mermaid has the body of a woman, an eel-like tail, and wears a straw cape around its waist. It’s possible that Fallours created this fantastical depiction to attract buyers and patrons. Present-day experts believe the Amboina mermaid was likely a dugong, a marine mammal that is similar to a manatee. Dugongs are found in waters throughout the Indo-Pacific region. In the Malay language, the word duyung means “lady of the sea.”


ATARGATIS


A MERMAID IN ancient Syria inspired one of the largest slave rebellions in Roman history. Atargatis (known as Derecto in Greek) was already a goddess when she became a mermaid after falling in love with a mortal. According to one myth, people worshipped Atargatis on the shores of a great lake in Syria. When another goddess put a curse on Atargatis, she fell in love with one of the worshippers. The curse was like a love spell. Possibly due to the spell wearing off, Atargatis felt deeply ashamed to have given birth to a human child. She killed the man and abandoned her baby, then tried to drown herself in the lake. But when she entered the water, her body turned into a fish while her head stayed human. Hence, the goddess was portrayed as a mermaid.
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When enslaved people were brought to ancient Italy from Syria, their religious beliefs traveled with them. An enslaved Syrian man named Eunus was reputed to be a prophet of Atargatis. He claimed to receive visions and supernatural powers from the goddess and went on to gain prominence in the region. In 135 BCE, he led a slave revolt against the Romans known as the First Servile War.


Priests who worshipped Atargatis castrated themselves at her temple in Hieropolis. After the ritual, they wore dresses and makeup and took on duties typically performed by women. Some present-day scholars have interpreted these leaders of Atargatis’s religion as transgender women.


AYCAYIA


MERMAIDS CAN BE found in old Taíno legends. The Taíno were indigenous people of the Caribbean whose culture was almost entirely wiped out after Spanish colonization in the late fifteenth century. Most of the Taíno died from enslavement, massacre, or disease. Today, their stories survive through Neo-Taíno communities in Cuba, Jamaica, Puerto Rico, Haiti, the Dominican Republic, and the Virgin Islands. The legend of Aycayia is one such story.


Aycayia was a beautiful young woman who loved to sing all day and night. (Her name means “sweet voice.”) Men were drawn to her beauty and music, and they would abandon their duties to watch Aycayia sing. The other women grew jealous and spiteful, so they prayed to the powerful goddess Jagua to put a curse on Aycayia.


One day, there was a party on an island. Aycayia planned to travel there with the other women, but she was late, and the boat left without her. When the vessel ran into a storm, it sank and took the women with it. They turned into mermaids, and Aycayia, who had stayed on land, turned into a majagua flower. In some versions of the tale, Aycayia herself is transformed into a mermaid by Jagua’s curse and exiled by her community. This version inspired The Mermaid of the Black Conch, an award-winning novel by the Trinidadian-British author Monique Roffey. The book is set on a Caribbean island in the 1970s, where a local fisherman falls in love with the cursed mermaid Aycayia. As their relationship develops on land, Aycayia begins to transform back into a woman.
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BEN-VARREY


THE WATERS THAT surround the Isle of Man are home to mystical creatures known as ben-varrey (the Manx word for “mermaid”). In Manx folklore, these mermaids are half human and half fish, with long, flowing hair and gold scales. They are often portrayed as beguiling and seductive, but otherwise benevolent and kind to humans. Those who help ben-varrey have been blessed with good fortune and even guided to hidden treasure.


Sophia Morrison, a prominent folklorist from the Isle of Man, recounted ben-varrey in her 1911 collection Manx Fairy Tales. In the tale “Teeval, Princess of the Ocean,” a handsome young man named Conchubar wished to be king. He was a poor fellow who owned nothing but the sword in his hand, so he asked a local druid what to do. The druid instructed him to go to the Isle of Man and ask Culain, the great smith of the gods, to make him a sword and shield. With these, he would win the kingdom of Ulster and rule the land.


Conchubar set sail for Man and found Culain. The great smith agreed to make the weapons but cautioned that it would take a long time. Conchubar stayed on the island and waited while Culain worked away in his forge. Early one morning, Conchubar wandered along the beach and saw something glistening at the edge of the waves. He raced toward the water—it was a sleeping mermaid! She was the most beautiful woman he had ever seen. Her hair was golden, her lips red, and her rosy cheeks glowed against her pale skin. She wore a dress of many-colored seaweeds and gleaming pearls around her neck and arms. He knew she would slip back into the ocean as soon as she woke. So, for fear of losing her, he tied her up with his girdle.
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