Mother Earth, Pisces and the Two-Tailed Mermaid

Lloyd D. Graham

A fascinating paper by Nikos Chausidis in a recent British Archaeological Report' traces
the development of “Mother Earth” iconography in a trans-historical and pan-geographic
synthesis that identifies five conceptual types. The category that concerns us here is that
of the “zoomorphised female figure,” an archetype consisting of a birth-giving goddess
whose lower anatomical features (most obviously, legs) are represented by creatures of
the lower earth — snakes or fish. It occurred to me that some other imagery not mentioned
in the paper could represent additional embodiments of this template, or could at least be
influenced by it. Reciprocal interactions (in which the Mother Earth imagery becomes
modified in response to independent but visually related motifs) are also likely. The
purpose of the present essay is to explore some of these possibilities.”

Mother Earth, Sirens and mermaids

Many of the illustrations of the fish-legged Mother Earth offered by Chausidis are
medieval depictions of creatures that are more conventionally identified as Sirens, two-
tailed mermaids or melusines. In classical mythology, the Sirens — famed for luring
sailors to their death with their irresistibly seductive song — were usually taken to be half-
woman/half-bird, but their association with the sea meant that later, especially in the
Christian era, they came to be seen as half-woman/half-fish.> In many Romance
languages, the word for “mermaid” is actually a derivative of “siren.” Since fish
symbolise the lower earthly realm, the piscine portion of the chimera is invariably its
lower half. Depicted with either one or two tails, it is the latter creature — the so-called
Sirena bicaudata — that conforms to the birth-giving Mother Earth template (Fig. 1). The
connection to pregnancy is underlined by the bulging female abdomen that often features
in the representations (Fig. 1a). The two tails, which are usually shown folded back
towards the mermaid’s head (Fig. 1a,b), are transformations of the legs of the earth
goddess which are spread either in coitus or in childbirth.* While no longer part of the
popular imagination, a twin-tailed mermaid in this classical pose is the basis of the logo
used by the Starbucks Coffee Company.’

Melusine is the name of a composite human/fairy individual in medieval European
folklore who, at least for one day of each week, was a snake from the waist down.® The
story has her hybrid form being discovered by her human husband who spies on her while
she takes a bath, and in pictorial representations of this scene she looks very much like a
mermaid. She flees his scorn by flying away; wings on the upper body (a feature of the
classical Siren or bird-woman) are not an uncommon embellishment of the animal-legged
Mother Earth archetype.” While originally the name of an individual, the word melusine
is now used as a generic term to describe a woman/snake or woman/fish hybrid. The
latter is distinguished from the Sirens and mermaids by having her origins in fresh rather



Fig. 1. Two-tailed mermaid. (a) Mermaid, fifteenth century Norse woodcut, and inspiration for the
Starbucks logo.® (b) Melusine, heraldic crest of the De Ritter family, Nuremberg.’ (C) Siren, 12" century,
Monestir de Sant Pere de Galligants, Girona, Catalonia, Spain,10 with thanks to the Museu d'Arqueologia de
Catalunya, Girona. (d) Siren, Musée Alsacien, Strasbourg. Photo courtesy of Fiore S. Barbato, Naples.'!



than salt water. In heraldry, the melusine is usually depicted with two tails and is
indistinguishable from the twin-tailed mermaid (Fig. 1b). The mermaid/melusine emblem
is considered to symbolise eloquence in its positive aspect (presumably in deference to
the irresistible song of the Sirens) and vanity in its negative one, which is accentuated
when the creature holds a mirror and comb. '

Snake-legs and a Gnostic god

The snake/fish equivalence of the melusine legend is just one instance of the
interchangeability of these species in terms of mythic iconography. Chausidis gives many
examples of snake-legged depictions of the Earth Mother. These are particularly common
in Scythian culture, whose origins lie in Classical Antiquity and whose range spans from
Eastern Europe to Central Asia. One is immediately reminded by these snake-legged
hybrids of the Gnostic god/archon/aeon named Abrasax (sometimes Abraxas), who is
typically shown as having a human torso, the head of a cock, and a pair of snakes as legs
(Fig. 2)."” From the o century CE onwards,'* we find many amuletic gemstones
engraved with his image and name. As with Sirens and melusines, we find bird anatomy
(a symbol of air, the upper earth) at the top of the body and snakes (a symbol of the lower
earth) at the bottom; these features indicate that the origins of Abrasax lie in the Mother
Earth archetype. The switch in gender is not unprecedented; Chausidis notes that the
template often receives masculine features in medieval Germanic cultures, and a
Scandinavian example of a twin-tailed merman is shown."

Fig. 2. Depictions of the Gnostic deity Abrasax. (a) Details from an illustration by Bernard de Mont-
Faucon, 1722.' (b) Amuletic gem, illustration by Charles King, 1887."

Pisces

The fish-legs in depictions of the two-tailed mermaid or melusine are not always fully
integrated into the human figure (Fig. 3)."® In such cases, the pair of fish are very much
reminiscent of the two fish in the Zodiac sign Pisces (Fig. 4). In terms of correspondence
with the body, Pisces rules the feet, so it is natural to associate the two fish with human
legs.

The Pisces fish can be tethered either by the tail or by the mouth, but it seems that the
former has somewhat older roots. In his Phaenomena, '’ Aratus (315 — 245 BCE)



Fig. 3. Two-tailed mermaid/Melusine depictions with incomplete or no assimilation of the fish. (a) Twin-
tailed siren, Museo Lapidario di Duomo de Modena, Italy; note the fish mouth and eye on the right limb
(lower), and the human foot as part of the tail on the same side (upper). Photo™ by kind permission of

© Francesco Santo, Parma, Italy. (b) Pfarrkirche St. Valentin, Kiedrich, Germany, where the fish are
completely separate from the female torso. Photo courtesy of Andreas Praefcke.’

Fig. 4. The two fish of Pisces. (a) Tethered by tail and facing approximately the same direction: Kitab al-
Bulhan, 14" century Arabic text, Bodleian Library, Oxford. (b) Tethered by mouth and facing opposite
directions: Zodiac window, Chartres Cathedral, France, ca. 1220. The reciprocal combinations are also

possible (see text).



describes the constellation as follows:

Still further in front of the Ram and still in the vestibule of the South are the Fishes. Ever
one is higher than the other, and louder hears the fresh rush of the North wind. From both
there stretch as it were, chains, whereby their tails on either side are joined. The meeting
chains are knit by a single beautiful and great star, which is called the Knot of Tails.”

Depictions of the Piscean fish tethered by the tail include the Dendera Zodiac of 50
BCE,” a woodcut print by Guido Bonatti (ca. 1282) in his Decem Tractatus
Astronomiae,** and a 14" century illuminated manuscript of the Arabic Kitab al-Bulhan
(Fig.4a). Depictions of the fish tethered by the mouth include a Roman coffin-lid from
the 2™ century CE,” and the Zodiac window of Chartres Cathedral (ca. 1220) (F ig. 4b).
The Mother Earth/two-tailed mermaid iconography supports both alternatives, insofar as
the heads of the fish connect at or within the base of the female torso, while their tails are
gripped and bridged by the female’s hands and arms (Figs. 1 & 3). In the latter instance,
the “Knot of Tails™*® corresponds to the mermaid’s chest or head.

Independent of the position of the tether, the Pisces fish can be shown as swimming
in the same direction, as seen in the Roman coffin-lid, Dendera Zodiac and Kitab al-
Bulhan (Fig. 4a), or as swimming in opposite directions, as in Bonatti’s woodcut and the
Chartres Zodiac window. Once again, the Mother Earth/two-tailed mermaid template
accommodates both forms; in more spread-legged poses, the leg-fish face towards each
other almost horizontally and thus point in opposite directions; in less splayed positions,
both heads point up towards the torso and the fish face approximately the same direction.

Leviathan, Behemoth and Ouroboros

The Pisces fish may also have a parallel in Leviathan and Behemoth, the huge creatures
described in the Old Testament’s Book of Job (Job 40). In apocryphal literature, both
were originally sea creatures (II Esdras 6:49-53). Even though Behemoth is described in
the Old Testament as a land animal, it is described as “drinking up a river” (Job 40:23)
and has long been identified with the semi-aquatic hippopotamus,?” whose closest
evolutionary relatives are whales, dolphins and porpoises.

The two giant beasts are sometimes shown graphically in Ethiopian magic scrolls (Fig.
5a-c), which are talismanic Christian amulets intended to cure illness and ward off evil.
The Ethiopic church is unique in having preserved many archaic elements which give it a
strongly Jewish flavour and result in an emphasis on Old Testament motifs.” In some
scrolls, the two beasts look more like snakes and resemble a double Ouroboros, in that
they face opposite directions and form a circle by biting each other’s tails (Fig. 5¢).” In
circular form they are said to “wall out evil” by forming a protective enclosure.’® In other
scrolls, similar-looking snake/fish/dragons form a circle flanked in the four quadrants by
the symbols of the four evangelists, but here their tails are tied together and their faces
(each with a large central eye, prominent ears, long parted jaws and a protruding tongue)
are directly opposed (Fig. 5a,b).”' In some instances, their tongues intertwine so that they
appear tethered by the mouth as well as the tails (Fig. 5a). There are uncanny echoes of
the jaws, tongues and ears of the two opposed animals in versions of the Tarot trump
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Fig. 5. Behemoth and Leviathan in Ethiopian magic scrolls, and a possible echo in a Tarot trump. (a) This
scroll*? is relatively crude, but comparison with the next panel reveals that the circle in the centre of each
worm-like beast’s head (top centre) is an eye, the feet-like projections are parted jaws, and the intertwined
filaments are protruding forked tongues. In the centre of the circle formed by their bodies is a spiral
invocation in the liturgical language, Ge’ez.*’ The symbols of the four Evangelists (clockwise from top left:
man, bird, ox and lion) appear in the four corners. (b) A less abstract depiction of the same animals framing
a published talismanic design.** Photo © Guy Vivien, used with permission. () A published motif showing
a snake-like Behemoth and Leviathan arranged head-to-tail in a circle around a spiral prayer in Ge’ez.*
Photo © Guy Vivien, used with permission. (d) La Lune (Moon) card in the Marseilles Tarot deck; it
corresponds to Pisces. The dogs’ heads are reminiscent of the beasts’ heads in the panel above.

titled Moon, whose Zodiacal counterpart is Pisces. In the 18" century Marseilles and 20™
century Rider-Waite decks, an opposed dog and wolf straddling a circular pool bay at the
moon (Fig. 5d),”® a motif for regeneration that — surprisingly — dates back at least to the
Cucuteni culture of ca. 3700 BCE.*” In the 15" century Charles VI deck, the jaws take
the form of two opened callipers wiclded by astrologers.* In many Tarot decks, there is a
sub-echo of the two jaws in the two pincers of the crustacean emerging from the pool.



Cultures wholly unrelated to Ethiopian Christianity, such as the Udegejcy people of
Siberia, also use pairs of curved elongated fish or snakes to form an outer circle in their
traditional cosmographic designs, in which the creatures represent the waters that
sunounqothe earth.”” Once again, the animals may be arranged either head-to-tail or head-
to-head.

The Woman of the Apocalypse

In the New Testament’s Book of Revelation, a celestial woman in childbirth is menaced
by a dragon with multiple heads who “stands before her;” ready to devour her child as
soon as it is born (Rev 12:1-4). Prof. Bruce Malina has compiled much evidence to
support the identification of the pregnant sky-woman with the constellation Virgo.*' “The
great dragon was cast out, that old serpent” (Rev 12:9) establishes the equivalence of the
dragon with the snake, while another dragon with the same physical features (seven heads
and ten horns) is unequivocally assigned to the sea (Rev 13:1). Pisces is located directly

Fig. 6. Two-tailed mermaids/melusine depictions where the fish-legs could be seen as entities threatening
to an emerging child. (a) Siren with crown, Acerenza Cathedral crypt, ca. 1524; photo courtesy of Petrus
Agricola.*” (b) Late Gothic fresco, San Egidio church, Valdaora-Mitterolang, Italian Tyrol; two photos by
Wolfgang Sauber, stitched.”’ (c) Pseudo-Sirena bicaudata on ceiling boss, Ardagger Stift, Austria.



opposite Virgo in the Zodiac, and in that sense “stands before her.” The zoomorphic
appendages of a snake- or fish-legged Earth Mother in childbirth could easily be
misinterpreted as water-monsters, dragons or snakes poised to devour her newborn child
(Figs. 3 and Fig. 6), and it would not be difficult to conflate these to form a single multi-
headed beast. Interestingly, in addition to the “groin-feeding fish-legs” of Fig. 6b, a
demon with two horned heads has been placed between the splayed tails of the mermaid.

Since the pregnant woman in Revelation wears a “crown of twelve stars” (Rev 12:1),
it is interesting to note that many depictions of the twin-tailed mermaid show her wearing
a crown (Fig. 1a,b; Fig. 3b; Fig. 6)44’45 or with star-like adornments around her head,46 or
with both — as in the current Starbucks logo.*”** In Ethiopian magic scrolls with a similar
design, the central crowned figure (shown only to the waist) is identified as Solomon and
this king is flanked, in the exact position of the mermaid’s legs/tails, by two scaly and
tentacle-like demons that he has summoned.*’ An 18" century Greek marble shows a
crowned two-tailed mermaid with a lunar crescent under one tail — cf. Rev. 12:1, “the
moon under her feet” — and with a dragon-head staring intently between her legs/tails.™
More generally, we should note that the splayed mermaid tails form a crescent-shape
below the female figure (Figs. 3 & 6).

The remaining descriptor of the woman in Revelation 12:1, “clothed with the sun,”
has a parallel in Chausidis’ observation that many depictions of the fish- or snake-legged
Mother Earth display, between the zoomorphic legs, a rayed disc which seemingly
represents the re-emergence of the sun from the earth at sunrise.”’ This configuration also
bears an uncanny resemblance to the astrological concept of the ecliptic dragon, a
bipartite or two-headed dragon thought to devour the sun or moon during solar and lunar
eclipses, respectively.’? Probably arising from Late Antique adaptations of the ancient
Egyptians’ sun-quenching Ouroboros,” the visual motif of the ecliptic dragon was well
established in the medieval Islamic and Hindu worlds.> Although inexplicably
overlooked® or dismissed,’® it seems inevitable that this concept also underpins the East
Asian visual paradigm of the dragon — sometimes shown as a fish’>’ — holding a flaming
sun-ball or moon-like “night-shining pearl” in its mouth.”® Indeed, Chinese and Japanese
depictions often show two dragons facing each other, with the luminous disc floating
between their jaws.””*° The possibility of a connection between the ecliptic dragon and
the one that menaces the Woman of the Apocalypse has been raised previously.”' We
may see an echo of the threat to the celestial woman and her child in the zodiac adorning
the Mithraeum of Ponza (ca. 3™ century CE); this shows an ecliptic snake encircling both
the Great and Little Bear, who form the centre of the composition.*®

While it is unclear whether John of Patmos would have had much exposure to
imagery that (despite its ancient roots) seems to have reached its zenith during the
medieval and post-medieval period, it is nevertheless tempting to feel that there may be
some connection — psychological if not historical — between the woman of the
Apocalypse and the Earth Mother/mermaid mythos (Fig. 7).



Fig. 7. Depictions of mermaids and melusines with their legs/tails lowered can resemble the scene in
Revelation 12:1-4. (a) Melusine prepares to take flight after being discovered by her husband, Raymond de
Lusignan; engraving, 1870.® (b) Imagery familiar from the Mexican icon Our Lady of Guadalupe, here

showing the sky-woman of Revelation fighting the dragon.**%>

Conclusion

We have taken a visual Odyssey that began with a birth-giving Mother Earth and —
fittingly enough, given their Homeric connections — ventured first through the ocean
world of Sirens and mermaids, then visited the rivers and bathtubs of melusines, and were
drawn thence to lands ruled by a snake-legged Gnostic god. The seductive two-tailed
mermaid morphed into Pisces, whose fish in turn yielded Behemoth and Leviathan,
which led us to Ouroboros and the Tarot. Like the original Melusine, we finished by
taking to the sky, where we found the child-bearing Woman of the Apocalypse being
menaced by a dragon.

The connections between these archetypal images are of course suggestive rather than
conclusive. Some will suspect that this essay uncovers ancient visual resonances, while
others will see it as an indulgence — just so much cultural cappuccino-froth from the
Starbuck of Revelation. Either way, I hope that you enjoyed the adventure as much as I
did.

Text and Fig. 5a © Lloyd D. Graham, 2013; v06_05.12.14
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5 A counterpart to this image which conveys us from Siren to Apocalypse (the direction opposite to that in
the previous note) is found in the background of the work Lacrimae by the Spanish Surrealist Dino
Valls, online at http://www.dinovalls.com/es/galeria/77/. In the fresco on the rear wall of the painted
scene, two-tailed mermaids are backed by their radiating golden hair such that each appears to be
standing in front of the sun, a winged cherub head (suggestive of a baby’s head emerging from the
birth canal) floats between each pair of spread tails, and each mermaid directs a spear downwards in a
manner analogous to the elongated cross in Fig. 7b. The dragon is absent from this image, but not from
the artist’s visual repertoire; see, for example, his Dies Irae, online at
http://www.dinovalls.com/es/galeria/5/.




