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Introduction

In December 2013, I saw a mermaid in Madrid. She was 
about four foot long from her waving curls to her tail-fin, 

scrawled on a wall in red spray paint. Instead of  a mirror 
she had a heart in her hand, next to the feminist symbol 
of  a circle and cross; beneath her was the slogan Abajo el 
patriarcado! – ‘Down with patriarchy!’ Alongside, another 
message read: No dejes a tu vida, sea escenario! – ‘Don’t give up 
on your life, take centre stage!’

To a writer just embarked on a history of  mermaids, this 
was a gift: evidence that my subject was alive and well, and 
had become an urban warrior. Other recent examples I’d been 
considering were very different. Pirates of  the Caribbean: On 
Stranger Tides (2011) features gorgeous, bloodthirsty beings 
who drag their prey to the depths to drown and devour them. 
Then there’s the Little Mermaid, who barters her sweet voice 
in exchange for a fully human form, in order to be with her 
prince. Whether in Disney’s animated adaptation of  1989, 
as the iconic Copenhagen statue, or in Hans Andersen’s 
1836 fairytale, she’s no man-eater, but all too vulnerable. My 
Spanish Siren was yet another kettle of  fish, neither vamp 
nor victim, but a self-aware female, angry and confident. 

Apart from their tails, these marine sisters are as unalike 
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as the daughters of  King Lear. How are they related? What 
separates them, and what unites them? 

The enduring popularity of  mermaids as a cultural 
phenomenon means that their story spans eras, continents 
and art forms. The earliest surviving images date from over 
three thousand years ago; since then, mermaids have been 
carved in temples and churches, decorated fountains and 
palaces, and been used as inn signs, figureheads and tattoos. 
Sightings of  fishy humanoids were reported by the first sailors 
in the Mediterranean and by pioneers to the New World, and 
are still rumoured around busy modern coasts. Mermaids can 
be emblems of  maritime trade, of  the sea’s beauty and terror, 
or of  feminine seduction, and legends of  water-spirits, both 
romantic and frightening, are told worldwide. 

A mermaid’s meaning depends on who’s interpreting her. 
To a mariner, traditionally, she’s an omen of  storm; poets 
have employed her as a symbol of  fickle womanhood, her 
sinuous tail meaning she’s slippery by nature; a showman 
might advertise a stuffed specimen as a marvel, to bring 
in the crowds. Representations change over time, too. 
Whereas in antiquity, a hybrid woman-fish was an image 
of  a goddess or at least an attendant on the deities of  the 
sea, later iconography made her signify sin and temptation, 
a metaphor reworked by Pre-Raphaelite artists to whom a 
Siren was a sexy model. 

No possible approach to such richly varied material 
is straightforward, and my Madrid encounter suggested 
an angle which, if  no simpler than any other, might give 
a fresh perspective. So direct was that Siren’s appeal, her 
assertion of  immediate presence and personality, it seemed 
to demand that I should take my starting point from 
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her, the most up-to-date mermaid I’d met, and trace the 
evolution of  the species backwards as you might investigate 
someone’s family tree. Like all families, it’s complicated, 
with great-grandparents on one side turning out to be 
cousins of  a separate branch: the chronology isn’t clearcut, 
and sometimes a thematic explanation is easier to follow 
than a timeline, but as a rough guide, the opening chapters 
explore the present and recent past, with several sections 
focusing on the nineteenth century, the heyday of  mermaids 
in folklore, art and entertainment. From there the story goes 
back to the Renaissance and Middle Ages, and finally arrives 
at the ancient world.

Alan Sorrell, mural painted for the Festival of  Britain (1951)


