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El canto de las sirenas en Auvernia-Velay: Una historia de 
peregrinación exegética en la Via Podiensis

Resumen: En su viaje de la mitología griega a las Sagradas Escrituras  y textos eclesiásticos, las sirenas 
son mejor conocidas por los peligros que supusieron en el camino de Ulises, que por los que ejercieron 
en el de Cristo crucificado y en el del peregrino, dos significados que Ulises, el viajero eternamente 
atado al mástil, llegó a simbolizar en la Edad Media.

Como bien constató la historiografía del pasado, el motivo de la sirena era entendido como una imagen 
de múltiples capas, cuyas connotaciones homéricas negativas servían para una gama aun más amplia 
de significados destructivos de tipo moral, social y político. Mas que pura misoginia, las híbridas sire-
nas representan el quebrantamiento del orden social, sobre todo del mundo masculino. Por ello, no es 
por casualidad que las encontremos habitando la depravada ciudad bíblica de Babilonia, y en la tierra 
de Edom, destinada a ser destruida, junto con los híbridos centauros, tanto en la Septuaginta como en 
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la Vulgata. Estas bestias cobraron gran popularidad a lo largo de la Edad Media, y encarnan, en última 
instancia,  el significado del mal en el bestiario medieval, así como en una amplia literatura exegética. 

Este desarrollo pudo favorecer la enorme difusión del motivo de la sirena en la escultura románica. De 
intención edificante, la sirena se asociaba con la corrupción urbana, la Lujuria y la Avaricia, y representa la 
amenaza del pecado con el que seduce a la humanidad para que caiga. El cristiano virtuoso, al reconocer

el longevo motivo clásico en su nuevo contexto cristiano, debería seguir el ejemplo de Ulises en su tipolo-
gía cristológica y evitar el mal. 

A pesar de ser un motivo bastante popular en la escultura románica en general, las sirenas parecen habi-
tar muchas de las iglesias de las regiones francesas de Auvernia y Velay, en santuarios de peregrinación 
situados a lo largo de la Via Podiensis y rutas transversales, hasta conformar una característica notoria de 
la imaginería local. Más que puro entusiasmo por lo antiguo, como defiende la historiografía del pasado, 
el canto que hacen las sirenas de Auvernia-Velay parece un canto muy local y específico. Al constituir un 
motivo principal, que testimonia  un profundo entendimiento de sus implicaciones contextuales, ellas 
representan una imagen de múltiples facetas que denota mensajes didácticos, apotropaicos, litúrgicos, 
sociales y políticos. El contexto de la peregrinación y los caminos de peregrinación parecen haber consti-
tuido el marco perfecto para esta multitud de sirenas. La Via Podiensis era conocida por ser especialmente 
poco acogedora. Su orografía montañosa, infestada de forajidos y bandoleros, ofrecía oportunidades 
lucrativas en el asalto a los peregrinos que hacían el camino.

Este artículo pretende desvelar la versatilidad de significados del antiguo motivo de la sirena en el arte 
románico de Auvergne-Velay, al llamar la atención sobre su meticulosa y desconcertante manera  de de-
limitar el contexto de las penurias reales que sufrían peregrinos y fieles en los santuarios y caminos de 
peregrinación. La primera parte de este artículo analizará la gama de significados alegóricos de las sirenas, 
desde Homero a san Jerónimo y la exégesis medieval, seguido de una descripción de las sirenas en Auver-
nia-Velay. Después, me gustaría proponer una nueva lectura de la particular representación de las sirenas 
en la pequeña iglesia de Pont-du-Château y en el santuario de peregrinación de Notre-Dame de Orcival, 
que tal vez posean un significado histórico local, resultado de la conflictiva situación de los peregrinos en 
su camino hacia la adoración del Reino de los Cielos.

Palabras clave: Sirena, Centauro, Ilíada, Ulises, Troya, Bestiario, Criaturas Híbridas, Bestias, Monstruos, 
Escultura Románica, Auvergne, Velay, Le Puy-en-Velay, Porche du For, Via Podiensis, Peregrinación, Pont-
du-Château, Notre-Dame de Orcival, St-Etienne-Lardeyrol, Le Monsatier-St-Chaffre, Haute-Loire, Babi-
lonia, Isaías, Virtudes y Vicios, el Bien y el Mal, Avaricia, Moral Cristiana, Topografía, Alegoría, Homero, 
Jerónimo, Hijos de Israel, Escritura, Exégesis, Padres de la Iglesia, Vulgata, Septuaginta, Virgen María, Ho-
norio de Autun, Werner de St-Blaise, Philippe de Thaün, Exorcismo, Demonios, Ritual, Insignias de Pere-
grino, Vizcondes de Polignac, Peajes de caminos, Clermont-Ferrand, Brioude, Voie Regordane, St-Michel 
d’Aiguilhe, Laicos e Iglesia, Riom-ès-Montagnes, Campesinado, Senores Feudales y Guerreros, Pastores, 
Besse-en-Chandesse, Auzon, St-Julien-Chapteuil, St-Paul-de-Tartas, Chamalières-sur-Loire, Alleyras, Fix-
St-Geneys, St-Pal-de-Mons, Antoing,  Combronde, Chanteuges, Puy-de-Dôme, La Chaise-Dieu, Macizo 
Central, Trono de Sabiduría, Adam de Saint-Victor, Fiesta de la Asunción de la Virgen.
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Sirens Chanting in Auvergne-Velay: A Story of Exegetical Pilgrimage 
on the Via Podiensis

Abstract: Migrating from Greek mythology to scripture and ecclesiastical writing, sirens are best known for the perils 
they put on the road of Odysseus, and conversely, on that of the crucified Christ and on that of the pilgrim, two significa-
tions that Odysseus, the eternal voyageur tied to the mast, came to symbolize in the Middle Ages. 

Long acknowledged in past scholarship, the siren motif was perceived of as a multi-layered image, whose negative Ho-
meric connotations suited an even vaster range of destructive meanings, moral, social and political. More than sheer 
misogyny, the hybrid sirens represent violation of social order, mainly that of the manly world. It is therefore no coinci-
dence to find them dwelling in the biblical debauched town of Babylon, and in the land of Edom, destined to be destroyed, 
alongside hybrid centaurs, both in the Septuagint and in the Vulgate. These beasts gained much popularity throughout 
the Middle Ages, and embody the ultimate significance of evil in the medieval bestiary, as well as in a wide-ranging 
exegetical literature. 

This development may stand for the immense dispersion of the siren motif in Romanesque sculpture. Meant at an edify-
ing purpose, sirens associated with urban destruction, lust, and avarice, signify the menace of sin they seduce humanity 
to fall into. The virtuous Christian, recognizing the long-enduring classical motif in its new Christian context should take 
the paradigm of Odysseus in his Christological typology, and restrain from evil. 

Though constituting a rather popular motif of Romanesque sculpture in general, sirens seem to inhabit many of the 
churches of the Auvergne and the Velay regions of France, along pilgrimage shrines, located lengthwise the Via Podi-
ensis and crosswise routes, thus forming a marked feature of the local imagery. More than sheer enthusiasm for the 
antique, as past scholarship would have it, sirens seem to have chanted a very specific local chant in Auvergne-Velay. 
Constituting a major motif, which testifies to a profound understanding of their contextual implications, they represent 
a multifaceted image, denoting didactic, apotropaic, liturgical, social, and political messages. The context of pilgrimage 
and pilgrimage roads seems to have constituted a perfect setting for this multitude of sirens. The Via Podiensis was known 
as particularly uninviting. The mountainous topography, infested with thieves and brigands, provided lucrative oppor-
tunities of ambushing pilgrims on their way.

It is the purpose of this paper to uncover the versatile imports of the siren antique motif in Romanesque Auvergne-Velay, 
by pointing out their meticulous perplexing delineation in the context of actual hardships pilgrims and congregants 
endured within pilgrimage shrines and roads. The first part of this paper will survey the range of allegorical significances 
of sirens from Homer to Jerome and to medieval exegeses, followed by a description of sirens in Auvergne-Velay. Then, 
I would like to suggest a new reading of the particular rendering of sirens in the small church of Pont-du-Château and 
in the pilgrimage church of Notre-Dame of Orcival, which may bear a local historical significance, resulting from the 
conflicting situations of pilgrims, on their way to worship the celestial realm.

Key words: Siren, Centaur, Iliad, Odysseus, Troy, Bestiary, Hybrid Creatures, Beasts, Monsters, Romanesque Sculp-
ture, Auvergne, Velay, Le Puy-en-Velay, Porche du For, Via Podiensis, Pilgrimage, Pont-du-Château, Notre-Dame de 
Orcival, St-Etienne-Lardeyrol, Le Monsatier-St-Chaffre, Haute-Loire, Babylon, Isaiah, Virtues and Vices, Good and 
Evil, Sin, Avarice, Christian morals, Topography, Allegory, Homer, Jerome, Children of Israel, Scripture, Exegesis, Fa-
thers of the Church, Vulgate, Septuagint, Virgin Mary, Honorius of Autun, Werner of St-Blaise, Philippe de Thaün, 
Exorcism, Demons, Ritual, Pilgrim Badges, Viscounts of Polignac, Road Tolls, Clermont-Ferrand, Brioude, Voie Rego-
rdane, St-Michel d’Aiguilhe, Laity and Church, Riom-ès-Montagnes, Peasantry, Feudal Lords and Warriors, Shepherds, 
Besse-en-Chandesse, Auzon, St-Julien-Chapteuil, St-Paul-de-Tartas, Chamalières-sur-Loire, Alleyras, Fix-St-Geneys, St-
Pal-de-Mons, Antoing,  Combronde, Chanteuges, Puy-de-Dôme, La Chaise-Dieu, Massif Central, Throne of Wisdom, 
Adam of St-Victor, Feast of the Assumption of the Virgin.    
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O canto das sereas en Auvernia-Velay: unha historia de 
peregrinación esexética na Via Podiensis

Resumo: Na súa viaxe da mitoloxía grega ata as Sagradas Escrituras e aos textos eclesiásticos, as sereas son 
mellor coñecidas polos perigos que supuxeron no camiño de Ulises, que polos que exerceron no de Cristo 
crucificado e no do peregrino, dous significados que Ulises, o viaxeiro eternamente atado ao mastro, chegou 
a simbolizar na Idade Media. 

Como ben constatou a historiografía do pasado, o motivo da serea era entendido coma unha imaxe de múl-
tiples capas, cuxas connotacións homéricas negativas servían para unha gama aínda máis ampla de signi-
ficados destrutivos de tipo moral, social e político. Máis ca pura misoxinia, as híbridas sereas representan 
o quebrantamento da orde social, sobre todo do mundo masculino. Por iso, non é por casualidade que as 
atopemos habitando a depravada cidade bíblica de Babilonia, e na terra de Edom, destinada a ser destruída, 
xunto cos híbridos centauros, tanto na Septuaginta como na Vulgata. Estas bestas adquiriron gran popula-
ridade ao longo da Idade Media, e encarnan, en última instancia, o signficado do mal no bestiario medieval, 
así como na amplia literatura esexética.

Este desenvolvemento puido favorecer a enorme difusión do motivo da serea na escultura románica. De in-
tención edificante, a serea asociábase coa corrupción urbana, a Luxuria e a Avaricia, e representa a ameaza do 
pecado co que seduce á humanidade para que caia. O cristián virtuoso, recoñecendo o lonxevo motivo clásico 
no seu novo contexto cristián, debería seguir o exemplo de Ulises na súa tipoloxía cristolóxica e rexeitar o mal. 

Aínda que constitúen un motivo bastante popular na escultura románica en xeral, as sereas parecen habitar 
moitas das igrexas das rexións francesas de Auvernia-Velay, en santuarios de peregrinación situados ao longo 
da Via Podiensis e rutas transversais, ata conformar unha característica notoria da imaxinería local. Máis que 
puro entusiasmo polo antigo, como defende a historigrafía do pasado, o canto que fan as sereas de Auvernia-
Velay semella un canto moi local e específico. Constitúen un motivo principal, o cal é testemuño dun fondo 
entendemento das súas implicacións contextuais, e representan unha imaxe de múltiples facetas que denota 
mensaxes didácticas, apotropaicas, litúrxicas, sociais e políticas. O contexto da peregrinación e os camiños 
de peregrinación parece ter constituído o marco perfecto para esta multitude de sereas. A Via Podiensis era 
coñecida por ser especialmente pouco acollente. A súa orografía montañosa, infestada de foraxidos e bando-
leiros, ofrecía oportunidades lucrativas no asalto aos peregrinos que facían o camiño.

Este artigo pretende desvelar a versatilidade de significados do antigo motivo da serea na arte románica de 
Auvergne-Velay, sinalando a súa meticulosa e desconcertante maneira de delimitar o contexto das penurias 
reais que sufrían peregrinos e fieis nos santuarios e camiños de peregrinación. A primeira parte deste artigo 
analizará a gama de significados alegóricos das sereas, desde Homero a san Xerome e a eséxese medieval, 
seguida dunha descrición das sereas en Auvernia-Velay. Despois, gustaríame propoñer unha nova lectura da 
particular representación das sereas na pequena igrexa de Pont-du-Château e no santuario de Notre-Dame 
de Orcival, que talvez posúan un significado histórico local, resultado da conflitiva situación dos peregrinos 
no seu camiño cara á adoración do Reino dos Ceos.

Palabras clave: Serea, Centauro, Ilíada, Ulises, Troia, Bestiario, Criaturas Híbridas, Bestas, Monstros, Es-
cultura Románica, Auvergne, Velay, Le Puy-en-Velay, Porche du For, Via Podiensis, Peregrinación, Pont-du-
Château, Notre-Dame de Orcival, St-Etienne-Lardeyrol, Le Monsatier-St-Chaffre, Haute-Loire, Babilonia, 
Isaías, Virtudes e Vicios, O Ben e o Mal, Avaricia, Moral Cristiá, Topografía, Alegoría, Homero, Xerónimo, 
Fillos de Israel, Escritura, Esexese, Padres da Igrexa, Vulgata, Septuaxinta, Virxe María, Honorio de Autun, 
Werner de St-Blaise, Philippe de Thaün, Exorcismo, Demos, Ritual, Insignias de Peregrino, Vizcondes de 
Polignac, Peaxes de camiños, Clermont-Ferrand, Brioude, Voie Regordane, St-Michel d’Aiguilhe, Laicos e 
Igrexa, Riom-ès-Montagnes, Campesiñado, Señores Feudais e Guerreiros, Pastores, Besse-en-Chandesse, Au-
zon, St-Julien-Chapteuil, St-Paul-de-Tartas, Chamalières-sur-Loire, Alleyras, Fix-St-Geneys, St-Pal-de-Mons, 
Antoing,  Combronde, Chanteuges, Puy-de-Dôme, La Chaise-Dieu, Macizo Central, Trono de Sabedoría, 
Adam de Saint-Victor, Festa da Asunción da Virxe.
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The story of Romanesque sirens is a story of migration. The immigrant sirens, 
emerging from their original encounter with Odysseus, make a striking ap-

pearance in Scripture and in ecclesiastical writings, becoming a popular antique 
motif figuring in Romanesque sculpture. Divorced from their primary context, 
they appear in many churches in Romanesque Auvergne-Velay (Figs. 1-36). To 
be sure, no one read the Odyssey in the Massif Central. Besides, it would appear 
that the sirens there are not meant to illustrate the Homeric episode, as the de-
lineation lacks the human protagonist, Odysseus. While they constitute a rather 
widespread motif of Romanesque sculpture in general, sirens particularly inhabit 
many of the churches of the Auvergne and Velay regions of France, forming a con-
spicuous part of the local imagery. Rather than implying enthusiasm for the an-
tique, as past scholarship has had it, their prominent presence in the province, at 
first seeming perhaps incongruous, especially in cases where they do not integrate 
into a legible narrative context, these sirens seem to have chanted a very specific 
local song, probably addressed at pilgrims coming to the renowned pilgrimage 
centers of the province. 

Constituting a major motif, testifying to an understanding of their contingent 
implications, they epitomize an image denoting didactic, apotropaic, social and po-
litical messages, converted into an idiomatic rather than a narrative representation. 
One should wonder what encouraged this torrent of articulated sirens, unveiling a 
distinctive applicability of an old myth, contextualized anew.1 

It is the purpose of this paper to investigate the versatile meanings of the antique 
siren motif in Romanesque Auvergne-Velay by looking at their meticulous, perplex-
ing delineations in pilgrimage churches as well as in minor ecclesiastical buildings, 
enshrining miraculous statues venerated by pilgrims coming from afar and local 
congregants alike. The Via Podiensis, marking the point of departure to Santiago 
de Compostela, with the miraculous statue of the Virgin treasured in the cathedral 
of Le Puy-en-Velay, as well as other more inner itineraries leading to other pilgrim-
age churches and lesser in scale houses of worship, contextualizes my historical and 
political query. The first part of the paper will survey the range of allegorical signifi-
cations of sirens from Homer to Jerome and to medieval exegeses, followed in the 
second part by a description of siren representations in Auvergne-Velay. I would like 
to suggest a new reading of the rendering of sirens in the province, which may reflect 

1	 A	most	intriguing	reading	of	the	early	sculptural	program	of	the	ambulatory	of	the	cathedral	of	Santiago	de	
Compostela	(mainly	 the	San	Salvador	chapel),	discussing	the	meanings	of	myths	and	fables,	 is	offered	by	
Victoriano	Nodar	Fernández,	introd.	by	Manuel	Casiñeiras,	Los inicios de la catedral románica de Santiago: 
El ambicioso programa iconográfico de Diego Peláez	(Santiago	de	Compostela,	2004),	esp.	pp.	48-55,	84-93.	
For	the	imprint	of	Romanesque	Auvergne	on	Santiago,	see	ibid.,	pp.	103-111.	For	that	matter,	as	well	as	for	the	
context	of	the	pilgrimage	to	Santiago,	see	Manuel	Castiñeiras,	“Périégesis	et	ekphrasis:	les	descriptions	de	
la	cathédrale	de	Saint-Jacques-de-Compostelle	entre	la	cité	réelle	et	la	cité	idéale,”	Cahiers de Saint-Michel de 
Cuxa,	Vol.	44	(2013),	La cathédrale romane: architecture, espaces, circulations,	pp.	141-155;	idem,	“La	catedral	
de	Santiago	de	Compostela	(1075-1122):	obra	maestra	del	románico	europeo,”	in	Siete maravillas del románico 
español,	ed.	Pedro	Luis	Huerta	(Aguilar	de	Campo,	2009),	pp.	227-278. 
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a local historical setting, revolving over the Via Podiensis and other pilgrimage routes 
and shrines crisscrossing the region. 

The Sirens’ own Odyssey 

Traveling from Greek mythology to Scripture and exegesis, sirens are best known 
for the perils they placed on the road of Odysseus, and, accordingly, on those of the 
crucified Christ and of the pilgrim, two significations that Odysseus, the eternal 
voyager tied to the mast, came to symbolize in the Middle Ages.2 

Long appreciated in past scholarship, the siren motif was perceived of as a mul-
tifarious image whose negative Homeric connotations suited an even wider range 
of condemnatory meanings. Lamenting the destruction of Troy, the sirens had only 
the knowledge of the tragic past; they knew nothing of the present or the future. Un-
aware that Odysseus is safely tied to the mast,3 they sing their eternal song. Odysseus 
had come to represent the anti-hero, since the defenders of Troy, perceived as the 
heroes of the epic, were all dead heroes. But he acquires a new heroism, linked to the 
variety of dangers he encountered and overcame. Odysseus thus came to symbolize 
the suffering and victorious Christ as well as the undying pilgrim, and, by extension, 
the Children of Israel, who, curiously, confronted some sirens in their forty years of 
wandering in the desert (see below). 

But before discussing the later exoduses of the sirens, let us examine their prima-
ry appearances in history and myth. After visiting the Underworld, Odysseus reach-
es the island of Circe, who warns him about the dangers he will have to face on his 
homeward journey to Ithaca:

“Then the queenly Circe spoke in words and addressed me: 
So all that has been duly done. Listen now, I will tell you all, but the 
very god himself will make you remember. You will come first of all to 
the Sirens, who are enchanters of all mankind and whoever comes their 
way; and that man who unsuspecting approaches them, and listens to 
the Sirens singing, has no prospect of coming home and delighting his 
wife and little children as they stand about him in greeting, but the Si-
rens by the melody of their singing enchant him. They sit in their mead-

2	 Maximus	of	Turin,	Sermones,	Sermon	37.1-2	(“De	die	sancto	Paschae	et	de	cruce	Domini”),	ed.	Almut	Mutzen-
becher,	CCSL,	Vol.	23	(Turnholt,	1962),	pp.	145-146	(see	also	PL,	Vol.	57,	cols.	339-340).	For	an	English	transla-
tion,	see Sermons of St. Maximus of Turin,	trans.	Boniface	Ramsey,	Ancient	Christian	Writers:	the	Works	of	the	
Fathers	in	Translation,	Vol.	50	(New	York,	1989),	pp.	89-90.	For	the	Odysseus-Christ	parallel,	see	Hugo	Rahner,	
“Antenna	Crucis.	I.	Odysseus	am	Mastbaum,”	Zeitschrift für Katholische Theologie,	Vol.	65	(1941),	pp.	123-152,	
No.	106;	idem,	“Odysseus	on	the	Mast,”	in	his Greek Myths and Christian Mystery	(London,	1963),	Chapter	7,	
pp.	328-386.	

3	 Siegfried	Walter	de	Rachewiltz,	“De	Sirenibus:	An	Inquiry	into	Sirens	from	Homer	to	Shakespeare,”	Ph.D.	diss.	
(Harvard	University,	1983,	Ann	Arbor,	2003),	p.	58.
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ow, but the beach before it is piled with bone heaps of men now rotted 
away, and the skins shrivel upon them. You must drive straight on past, 
but melt down sweet wax of honey and with it stop your companions’ 
ears, so none can listen; the rest, that is, but if you yourself are wanting 
to hear them, then have them tie you hand and foot on the fast ship, 
standing upright against the mast with the ropes’ ends lashed around 
it, so that you can have joy in hearing the song of the Sirens; but if you 
supplicate your men and implore them to set you free, then they must 
tie you fast with even more lashings. (Odyssey, 12.36-54)”.4 

Pietro Pucci describes the chant of the sirens as Iliadic in essence.5 The sirens 
promise Odysseus to tell him of the deeds of Troy (a knowledge which Odysseus 
already has). Thus the Odyssey appropriates the Iliad in order to better portray the 
sirens as singers of the song of death and destruction. Allegorizing the temptation 
of knowledge, the sirens approach Odysseus with ingratiating words: “Come this 
way, honored Odysseus, great glory of the Achaians.”6 But the enticement may prove 
deadly, as they seduce him to enter into the tradition of earlier voyagers, all become 
skeletons piled in the sirens’ meadow: “For no one else has ever sailed past this place 
…until he has listened to the honey-sweet voice that issues from our lips.”7 This is 
followed by a delusory promise to bestow on him some special knowledge (which 
Odysseus already possesses, namely the Iliad story of the fall of Troy): “then goes on, 
well pleased, knowing more than ever he did; for we know everything that the Ar-
gives and Trojans did and suffered in wide Troy through the gods’ despite. Over all 
the generous earth we know everything that happens.”8 The sirens know all about 
the past (their version of the Iliad), but are completely unaware of Odysseus’ (pres-
ent) deceit, following Circe’s instructions.9

According to the analysis of Siegfried de Rachewiltz, the account discloses the sto-
ry of a two-fold deception: whereas Odysseus by now knows how to avoid the fatal end 
of earlier travelers, the sirens offer him only half the truth. The honey-sweet voice is 
a falsehood, because by acquiring its knowledge, the well pleased sailor will die. The 
sirens call on their deceiving victim (though they are unaware of his deception) to be-

4	 Quotations	are	from	The Odyssey of Homer,	12.36-54,	trans.	Richmond	Lattimore	(New	York,	1967;	repr.	1975),	
p.	186.	Sirens	appear	also	in	the	Argonautica:	Apollonius	Rhodius,	Jason and the Golden Fleece (the Argonau-
tica),	1.23-25,	4.892	trans.	Richard	L.	Hunter,	World’s	Classics	(Oxford,	Eng.,	1993;	repr.	1995),	pp.	3	and	119	
respectively.	However,	the	Odyssey	had	the	stronger	influence	on	the	dissemination	of	the	myth	in	Classical	and	
later	in	Christian	culture.	See	Jacqueline	Leclercq-Marx,	La Sirène dans la pensée et dans l’art de l’Antiquité et du 
Moyen Age.	Du mythe païen au symbole chrétien	(Brussels,	1997),	pp.	1-4.	

5	 Pietro	 Pucci,	 “The	 Song	 of	 the	 Sirens,”	 Arethusa,	 Vol.	 12	 (1979),	 pp.	 121-129.	 See	 also	 John	 Pollard,	 Seers, 
Shrines and Sirens. The Greek Religious Revolution in the Sixth Century B.C.,	Unwin	University	Books,	Vol.	21	
(London,	1965).

6	 The Odyssey of Homer	(as	in	n.	4),	12.184,	p.	190.	
7	 Ibid.,	12.187-88,	p.	190.	
8	 Ibid.,	12.188-91,	p.	190.	
9	 De	Rachewiltz,	“De	Sirenibus”	(as	in	n.	3),	pp.	28-29.	
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come yet another dead Iliadic hero whose bones will be added together with the many 
already crowding the meadow. To vanquish the sweetness of deception, Odysseus used 
a device of a related genre: following Circe’s counsel, he stopped his sailors’ ears with 
“sweet wax of honey,” thus counteracting the sweet, but noxious, voice of the sirens.10

By previously having visited and left the Underworld, Odysseus emerges victori-
ous from the death and perdition of the Iliadic destiny. His meeting with the sirens, 
equipped as he is with Circe’s instructions, constitutes a high point in his release 
from the bonds of Iliadic fatality on his way home.11 By definition, the sirens are 
meant to lure their victims into their deceptive net.12 They are thus associated with 
Circe, who is described as “singing in a sweet voice as she went up and down a great 
design on a loom.”13 Singing and weaving is her habit, when mortals are not trapped 
in her web. Her spell fascinates Odysseus’ crew, who eagerly wish to meet her: “some-
one inside going up and down a great piece of weaving is singing sweetly, and the 
whole place murmurs to the echo of it, whether she is woman or goddess.”14 No less 
than the chant of the sirens, Circe’s song is captivating and deceptive, and leads to 
a fatal end. But Odysseus, the anti-Iliadic hero, enters into the “shining doors” of 
Circe’s dwelling, well instructed by Hermes how to prevail over her bait,15 just as he 
is warned by Circe herself of the mortal lures of the sirens. Thus, as De Rachewiltz 
shows, the Odyssey becomes an epos of overcoming death: not only does Odysseus 
return from the Underworld unharmed, he learns how to avoid Circe’s mortal web 
and that of the deadly enchanting sirens.16

Throughout the Odyssey, Odysseus is told to remember, so that he can retell his 
story. In reciting Circe’s instructions to his crew, he deliberately omits the main as-
pect, the danger posed by the sirens’ chant to human ability to remember. The sailors, 
their ears sealed by sweet wax, are actually deaf, whereas Odysseus alone is privileged 
to hear the sirens’ song, and stay alive. By an act of magic, the “enchanters of all man-
kind”17 bewitch travelers, in that they lead them to distraction and perdition. Circe 
tells Odysseus that if he wishes to delight “his wife and little children as they stand 
about him greeting,”18 he must follow her instructions. By emphasizing remembrance 
and transmittance of the story to the family, Circe evokes the fatal threat of the sirens 
to domesticity and social order. A danger to mind and to memory, the sirens trap 
their victims on their windless, calm island, while they chant the song of death and 
oblivion. To avoid the bonds of the sweet song, the crew becomes deaf, and Odysseus 

10	 Ibid.,	p.	26.
11	 Ibid.,	pp.	7-9
12	 According	to	the	etymological	significance	of	their	name.	See	ibid.,	p.	24.
13	 The Odyssey of Homer	(as	in	n.	4),	10.221-22,	p.	158.	
14	 Ibid.,	10.225-28,	p.	158.
15	 Ibid.,	10.275-301,	pp.	159-160.	
16	 De	Rachewiltz,	“De	Sirenibus”	(as	in	n.	3),	pp.	7-12.	
17	 The Odyssey of Homer	(as	in	n.	4),	12.39-40,	p.	186.
18	 Ibid.,	12.42-43,	p.	186.
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is firmly tied to the mast. He deceives the deceptive sirens by actually stealing their 
song, remaining alive and able to transmit a memorable experience.

Prophesying a false benevolent future, which is refuted by the skeletons on the 
meadow and Circe’s description, the sirens are deprived of their magical prowess 
when Odysseus breaks the Iliadic sequence of the story (which was supposed to end 
in his death). As a result, the sirens will either die or cease singing. Indeed, according 
to later tradition, the sirens killed themselves and were transformed into rocks. De 
Rachewiltz remarks that Odysseus’ victory may therefore be understood to lie in his 
heroic ability to conquer the untamed, to domesticate the decisive undomesticated. 
His victory is two-fold: not only has he heard the deadly chant; he also subsequently 
tells the story of his wanderings and adventures, negating the very danger to memory 
represented by the sirens. The sirens are a threat to the narrative sequence, to the con-
tinuation of Odysseus’ voyage, and to his memory, a threat to culture, to domesticity 
and to the happy ending of the Odyssey; but at the same time, they have mastered 
the magic skills of the arts of speech and song, highly appreciated in Greek culture.19 

It is rather strange that Homer did not describe the physical appearance of the 
sirens, or specify their location, in contrast to the multiple portrayals in later tra-
ditions. We will probably never know how Homer and his audience imagined these 
enchanters, but vagueness and ambiguity are precisely at the base of their magical 
existence, as De Rachewiltz shows,20 lending themselves to a variety of post-Homeric 
elucidations. Posterity, it seems, resolved the Homeric lacuna by endowing the sirens 
with definite characteristics, names and number (two, and later three), a genealogy, 
and a specific location.21 In the Greek world they are bird-sirens, that is, hybrid crea-
tures, to whom the ancients assigned various provenances. Without giving a precise 
explanation, Apollonius Rhodius recounts that as playmates of Persephone, the si-
rens were completely human in form; they underwent a profound metamorphosis 
after the abduction of Persephone.22 It was therefore only natural for Ovid to deal 
with these transformed hybrids in the Metamorphoses, letting the sirens ask for wings 

19	 De	Rachewiltz,	“De	Sirenibus”	(as	in	n.	3),	pp.	29-41,	55,	57;	Félix	Buffière,	Les mythes d’Homère et la pensée 
grecque,	Collection	d’Etudes	Anciennes	de	l’Association	Guillaume	Budé	(Paris,	1956),	pp.	235-237,	380-387,	467-
481.	For	the	suicide	of	the	sirens,	see	also	Leclercq-Marx,	La sirène	(as	in	n.	4),	pp.	9-10.	For	their	transformation	
into	rocks,	see	Virgil,	The Aeneid,	5.863-71,	trans.	W.	F.	Jackson	Knight	(Harmondsworth,	1956;	repr.	1983),	p.	146.	

20	 De	Rachewiltz,	“De	Sirenibus”	(as	in	n.	3),	pp.	2-5.	See	also	Leclercq-Marx,	La sirène	(as	in	n.	4),	p.	4.	
21	 De	Rachewiltz,	“De	Sirenibus”	(as	in	n.	3),	pp.	50,	55-56;	Leclercq-Marx,	La sirène	(as	in	n.	4),	pp.	6-8.	The	name	

of	the	sirens’	island,	Anthemoessa,	is	first	mentioned	in	Hesiod;	see	Fragmenta Hesiodea,	ed.	Reinhold	Merkel-
bach	and	Martin	Litchfield	West	(Oxford,	1967),	Cat.	27-28,	p.	19.	Apollonius	Rhodius,	Argonautica	(as	in	n.	4),	
4.892,	p.	119	follows	this	identification.	Sophocles	mentions	their	father,	Phorcys,	the	“greybeard	of	the	Sea”	(fr.	
861,	cited	by	Georg	Weicker,	Der Seelenvogel in der alten Literatur und Kunst. Eine mythologisch-archaeologische 
Untersuchung,	Leipzig,	1902,	p.	49.	See	The Fragments of Sophocles,	ed.	Alfred	Chilton	Pearson,	Camridge,	Eng.,	
1917,	Vol.	3,	p.	66,	No.	861).	A	later	legend	relates	to	the	river-god	Achelous	as	their	parent	(see,	among	others:	
Lucian,	De saltatione,	50,	ed.	Austin	M.	Harmon,	Loeb	Classical	Library,	Cambridge,	Mass.,	1936,	Vol.	5,	pp.	
258-259).	Preferring	three	sirens	to	two,	Hesiod	names	them	Himerops	(“she	whose	voice	awakens	desire”),	
Thelxinoe	(the	“enchantress”),	and	Aglaope	(“she	of	the	glorious	voice”):	Hesiod,	Cat.	27,	p.	19.	An	alternative	
name	for	one	of	the	three	is	Peisinoe	(the	“seductive”).	

22	 Apollonius	Rhodius,	Argonautica	(as	in	n.	4),	4.896,	p.	119.	See	Leclercq-Marx,	La sirène	(as	in	n.	4),	p.	7.	
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in order to look for Demeter’s missing daughter.23 Yet his contemporary Hyginus 
describes this metamorphosis as resulting from the wrath of the grieving mother 
against her daughter’s friends for not having safeguarded her as she had expected.24 
Whatever the cause, in effect Greek art presents only bird-sirens, as Jacqueline Lecler-
cq-Marx meticulously shows.25 

Finally, in post-Homeric times sirens were associated with lamentations over the 
dead in ruined towns. This latter contextualization is of great significance for the lat-
er Christian tradition, which had them howling and lamenting over the ruins of the 
biblical towns, Babylon and Edom (see below). 

Sophocles describes the “two sirens, daughters of Phorcys, who sang the songs of 
Hades.”26 But it was probably Euripides who associated the sirens with Helen’s lam-
entation over the destruction of Troy.27 Their penetration into Greek funerary art fol-
lowed.28 By association, the road to other destroyed towns was short. The ruins of Troy 
provided a model for other towns, Hellenistic (Corinth), biblical (Babylon and Edom), 
or Crusader (Jerusalem). This particular emphasis on death, destruction and perdition 
appears to be linked with some of the Auvergnat sirens to be discussed below. 

The Migration from the Odyssey into the Bible and Exegesis

Forever doomed, the sirens were endowed with profoundly reproachful associations 
in medieval exegesis; they appear in contexts of sin, moral, social and political. More 
than sheer misogyny, the hybrid sirens represent a violation of the social order, mainly 
that of the manly clerical world. As a hybrid, the siren epitomizes the fear in medieval 
Christianity of the hybrid “other.” In the phrasing of Jacques Le Goff, Christian tradi-
tion identified the “good” with unity, and the “evil” with diversity.29 Gregory the Great 
(C.E. 540-604), for instance, linked the half human, half bestial, nature of hybrids with 

23	 Ovid,	Metamorphoses,	5.531-552,	trans.	Frank	Justus	Miller	(London	and	Cambridge,	Mass.,	1971),	Vol.	1,	pp.	
274,	276	(Latin),	pp.	275,	277	(English	translation).	See	De	Rachewiltz,	“De	Sirenibus”	(as	in	n.	3),	pp.	56-57;	
Leclercq-Marx,	La sirène	(as	in	n.	4),	pp.	7-8.	

24	 Hyginus,	Fabulae,	141,	ed.	Peter	K.	Marshall,	Bibliotheca	Scriptorum	Graecorum	et	Romanorum	Teubneriana	
(Leipzig,	1993),	p.	103.	See	Leclercq-Marx,	La sirène	(as	in	n.	4),	pp.	7-8.	

25	 Leclercq-Marx,	La sirène	(as	in	n.	4),	pp.	10-40,	discusses	the	iconography	of	sirens	in	Greek	art,	as	well	as	their	
mystical,	philosophical,	and	cultic	implications.

26	 Sophocles,	The Fragments of Sophocles	(as	in	n.	21),	Vol.	3,	p.	66,	No.	861.	See	De	Rachewiltz,	“De	Sirenibus”	
(as	in	n.	3),	p.	50.

27	 Euripides,	Helen,	55.165-79,	in	Euripides,	trans.	Richmond	Lattimore,	The Complete Greek Tragedies,	ed.	David	
Grene	and	Richmond	Lattimore	(Chicago	and	London,	1952;	repr.	1973),	Vol.	2,	pp.	198-199:	“.	.	.	O	sirens,	if	you	
would	only	come/	to	attend	my	mourning/	.	.	.	with	tears	of	your	own	to	give/	the	singing	of	all	my	unhappi-
ness./	With	passion	for	passion,	sorrow	for	sorrow,/	melody	matching	my	dirges	.	.	.”.	See	De	Rachewiltz,	“De	
Sirenibus”	(as	in	n.	3),	p.	51.

28	 De	Rachewiltz,	“De	Sirenibus”	(as	in	n.	3),	pp.	51-54.	
29	 Jacques	 Le	 Goff,	 La civilisation de l’Occident médiéval,	 Les	 Grandes	 Civilisations,	 Vol.	 47	 (1964;	 repr.	 Paris,	

1982),	p.	244.	
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the irrational and with grave sin.30 By extension, any exception to the rule of unity 
was considered monstrous and sinful. Thus, for example, Alain of Lille (C.E. 1128-
1202), described the improper insertion of two or three offices into the mass (missa 
bifaciata or trifaciata) as a monstrous spectacle, belonging to the mythological Cerbe-
rus, lamenting that the mass resembles a tripartite diabolical head.31 The sirens that 
inhabit many Romanesque churches, in particular in Auvergne would probably have 
outraged him, as they did Bernard of Clairvaux (C.E. 1090-1153). In his famous Apolo-
gia, Bernard wonders about the necessity of images of “that ridiculous monstrosity… 
an amazing kind of deformed beauty and yet a beautiful deformity”; and among them 
“the creatures, part man and part beast… On one side the tail of a serpent is seen on a 
quadruped, on the other side the head of a quadruped is on the body of a fish.”32 Ev-
idently thinking of the mermaid, or the fish-siren (which replaced the former bird-si-
rens in many Romanesque churches), Bernard totally rejected such a “deformity.” I 
will return to this point. But let us first examine the migration of our mythical hybrids 
into the Greek and Latin versions of the Bible. The unexpected appearance of sirens 
in the Bible was discussed at length by Jacqueline Leclercq-Marx and William Travis.

It is no coincidence to find sirens dwelling in the debauched town of Babylon, 
destined to be destroyed, alongside centaurs. Their first unanticipated appearance 
in the Septuagint was probably the outcome of the difficulty the translators faced 
in finding adequate terminology for exotic Hebrew demonology. Attempting to find 
equivalents for the Hebrew beasts, haunting the ruins of the sinful city of Babylon in 
Isaiah’s vision, the translators made an effort to overcome the linguistic obscurity. 
The prophecy of the destruction of Babylon reads:

“But wild beasts of the desert [zyim] shall lie there; and their houses 
shall be full of doleful creatures [bnot yaanah, i.e. female ostriches]; and 
owls [ochim] shall dwell there, and satyrs [my italics; seirim, i.e. hairy 
beasts] shall dance there. And the wild beasts of the islands [iyim] shall 
cry in their desolate houses, and dragons [my italics; tannim, i.e. jackals] 
in their pleasant palaces: and her time is near to come, and her days 
shall not be prolonged (Isa. 13:21-22)”.33

30	 Gregory	the	Great,	Moralia in Job,	7.28.36,	ed.	Marcus	Adriaen,	CCSL	Vol.	143,	(Turnhout,	1979),	pp.	359-360	
(see	also	PL	Vol.	75,	col.	786):	“Pilosi	ergo	nomine	cujus	libet	peccati	asperitas	designatur,	quod,	etsi	quando	ab	
obtentu	rationis	incipit,	semper	tamen	ad	irrationales	motus	tendit,	et	quasi	homo	in	bestiam	desinit.”	See	the	
discussion	of	Jacques	Voisenet,	Bêtes et hommes dans le monde médiéval. Le bestiaire des clercs du Ve au XIIe 
siècle	(Turnhout,	2000),	pp.	21-27,	esp.	p.	24. 

31	 Marie-Thérèse	d’Alverny,	Alain de Lille. Textes inédites. Avec une introduction sur sa vie et ses œuvres,	Etudes	de	
Philosophie	Médiévale,	Vol.	52	(Paris,	1965),	p.	151. 

32	 Bernard	of	Clairvaux,	Apologia,	29,	in	Conrad	Rudolph,	The “Things of Greater Importance. Bernard of Clairvaux’s 
Apologia	and the Medieval Attitude toward Art	(Philadelphia,	1990),	pp.	11-12	(English	translation),	and	p.	282	
(Latin).	

33	 All	biblical	quotations	are	from	The Holy Bible,	King	James	Version	(1909;	repr.	New	York,	1945).	Terms	in	rect-
angular	brackets	are	the	transcription	of	the	biblical	Hebrew	ones.	
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The Septuagint scholars, however, rendered the passage slightly different:

“Now beasts make their home there and an empty echo is heard in 
the houses. Sirens [my italics] have their habitation there and demons 
dance. Onocentaurs [my italics; i.e. ass-centaurs] dwell there and hedge-
hogs breed in the halls (Isa. 13:21-22; transl. William Travis)”.34 

Inhabiting also the deserted land of Edom, sirens, satyrs and other wild mytholog-
ical beasts were again interpolated into the Septuagint: 

“But the cormorant and the bittern shall posses it: the owl also and the 
raven shall dwell in it: and he shall stretch out upon it the line of con-
fusion, and the stones of emptiness. They shall call the nobles thereof 
to the kingdom, but none shall be there, and all her princes shall be 
nothing. And thorns shall come up in her palaces, nettles and brambles 
in the fortresses thereof: and it shall be an habitation of dragons [my 
italics], and a court for owls. The wild beasts of the desert shall also meet 
with the wild beasts of the island, and the satyr [my italics] shall cry to 
his fellow; the screech owl also shall rest there, and find for herself a 
place of rest (Isa. 34:11-14)”.

Although the Hebrew has yet other exotic beasts, the Septuagint translators once 
more interpolated the hybrid onocentaurs (ass-centaurs) and sirens into the Greek 
version: “and the hamlet shall be full of sirens and the house shall be full of sparrows. 
And spirits shall meet with onocentaurs and they shall call to each other.”35

 Perhaps more baffling than the exact identity of the mythical hybrids (sirens, 
satyrs and onocentaurs) interpolated into the Septuagint,36 is the prominence of lam-
entation prevailing in destroyed Babylon and Edom: “an empty echo is heard in the 
houses” of Babylon; “the satyr shall cry to his fellow” in the deserted land of Edom. 
As in the Odyssey, penetration into the sound realm of beasts (sirens in the Odyssey; 
sirens and satyrs in the Septuagint) signals ill-omened vicinity.37 This aspect is vali-
dated by another prophetic destruction, of Samaria and Jerusalem: “Therefore I will 
wail and howl, I will go stripped and naked: I will make a wailing like the dragons, and 
mourning as the owls” (Micah 1:8). 

The Greek scholars were not deaf to these wailings, in seeking mourners over the 
empty houses of Babylon. Introducing the image of sirens hovering over the deserted 

34	 Septuaginta: Vetus Testamentum Graecum,	ed.	 Jospeh	Ziegler,	 3rd	ed.	 (Göttingen,	 1983),	p.	 172.	For	 the	En-
glish	 translation,	 see	 William	 J.	 Travis,	 “Of	 Sirens	 and	 Onocentaurs:	 A	 Romanesque	 Apocalypse	 at	 Mont-
ceaux-l’Etoile,”	Artibus et Historiae,	Vol.	45	(23)	(2002),	p.	33.	For	the	onocentaurs	(ass-centaurs),	see	ibid.,	pp.	
29-62.	For	the	Septuagint’s	sirens,	see	also	Leclercq-Marx,	La sirène	(as	in	n.	4),	pp.	41-43.	

35	 The	translation	is	by	Travis,	“Of	Sirens	and	Onocentaurs”	(as	in	n.	34),	p.	34.	
36	 For	an	analysis	of	 the	Septuagint	scholars’	knowledge	of	Homer,	see	Sylvie	Honigman,	The Septuagint and 

Homeric Scholarship in Alexandria: A Study in the Narrative of the Letter of Aristeas	(London,	2003).	
37	 For	the	emphasis	on	the	vocal	element	with	regard	to	the	Homeric	sirens,	see	De	Rachewiltz,	“De	Sirenibus”	

(as	in	n.	3),	pp.	23-26.	
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town, they may have recalled Euripides’ Helen, calling on the sirens to contribute 
their share to her mourning over the ruined town of Troy.38 Having resolved the se-
mantic gap, the same sirens, unlike their traditional wailing, are destined to glori-
fy the Messiah at the Redemption, according to Isaiah: “The beast of the field shall 
honour me, the dragons (sirens in the Septuagint) and the owls: because I give waters 
in the wilderness, and rivers in the desert” (Isa. 43:20).39 Our lamenting sirens have 
turned into glorifying chanters, playing an anti-model of themselves. 

This contextualization holds good for the legion of sirens in the form of night-
owls (according to Cyril of Alexandria, C.E. 380-444), or wild ghosts (according to 
Eusebius, C.E. 265-340), that haunted not only the ruins of Babylon, but also the 
minds of the Fathers of the Church.40 The interpolation of bird-sirens of whatever zo-
ological sort into accounts of ravaged lands and cities may be less surprising in view 
of the emergence of a literary tradition running from Euripides’ Helen to Antipater 
of Sidon (c. 100 B.C), lamenting the demolition of Corinth: “Nothing remains of its 
former splendor, only the Nereids, the daughters of Oceanus, remain by the ruins, to 
lament the fate of the city like kingfishers.”41 Though Nereids take the place of the 
more prevalent sirens, their hybrid nature conforms to the rule of chaos. 

The wailing of the hybrids endured. We find it in a Syrian song about the conquest 
of Jerusalem by Saladin: “The siren wails among the people for the killing of the 
orphans, the peacock in the rushes laments the young dead.”42 This tradition, to be 
discussed below, may provide the setting for the dirge over afflicted towns, haunted 
and mourned by sirens, integrated into stone sculpture in some Auvergnat churches. 

It appears that the Septuagint translators let loose a biblical and exegetical 
throng of sirens. Jerome (C.E. 340/2-420) employed a similar Homeric vocabulary 
when he met the Hebrew menagerie.43 He dwelt (in his Latin translation) on the dev-
astated sinful city of Babylon on the day of God’s vengeance:

“Sed requiescent ibi bestiae, et replebuntur domus eorum draconibus, 
et habitabunt ibi struthiones, et pilosi saltabunt ibi, et respondebunt ibi 
ululae in aedibus ejus, et sirenes in delubris voluptatis (Isa. 13: 21-22)”.44

Where the Septuagint had houses filled with an empty echo, Jerome manipulat-
ed the scene, and dramatically turned them into temples of pleasure, inhabited by 
dragons. The howling of owls and sirens is again employed to implement the air of 
melancholy and perdition. Listing the beasts in a different order (doleful creatures—

38	 See	n.	27	above.
39	 De	Rachewiltz,	“De	Sirenibus”	(as	in	n.	3),	pp.	64-65.
40	 Cyril	of	Alexandria,	Comment. in Isaiam,	PG,	Vol.	70,	col.	908D;	Eusebius,	Comment. in Isaiam,	13.21,	PG,	Vol.	

24,	col.	189D,	both	cited	by	De	Rachewiltz,	“De	Sirenibus”	(as	in	n.	3),	p.	66,	and	nn.	5-6.	
41	 Anthologia graeca,	 trans.	William	R.	Paton	(London,	1918-1927),	Vol.	 10,	p.	 151,	cited	by	De	Rachewiltz,	“De	

Sirenibus”	(as	in	n.	3),	p.	67,	and	n.	8.	For	Euripides,	see	n.	27	above.	
42	 Weicker,	Der Seelenvogel	(as	in	n.	21),	p.	78,	cited	by	De	Rachewiltz,	“De	Sirenibus”	(as	in	n.	3),	p.	67,	and	n.	9.
43	 Leclercq-Marx,	La sirène	(as	in	n.	4),	pp.	44-45;	Travis,	“Of	Sirens	and	Onocentaurs”	(as	in	n.	34),	p.	34.	
44	 Quotations	are	from	Biblia Sacra, Vulgate Editionis, Sixti V Pontificis Maximi	(Turin,	1851).
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bnot yaanah, owls-ochim, hairy beasts—seirim, the wild beasts of the islands—iyim, and 
jackals —tannim—in the Hebrew Bible; beasts, dragons, ostriches, hairy ones, screech 
owls, and sirens in the Vulgate), the sinful temples of pleasures were disgracefully 
repopulated. Nevertheless, weeping prevails, as the sirens master the lamentations 
previously assigned to the Hebrew jackals (tannim).45 

Looking at the Jerome’s commentary on Isaiah, one gets the impression that the 
translator invites us to share his semantic considerations.46 Jerome opens his entry 
on Isaiah 13:20-22 with a description of the desolated and dilapidated town, where 
no Arab, Saracen or shepherd tents lie, because it is now inhabited by beasts that leap 
across the ruined walls. Then follows a detailed list of the Hebrew beasts in Latin 
transcription and translation, with an exhaustive explanation. Jerome was probably 
better as a Christian translator in suiting Latin terms to the moral lesson of Isaiah’s 
prophecy than as a zoologist. The beasts of the desert (SIIM) remind him vaguely of 
demons or phantasms. The houses are filled with dragons, replacing the Hebrew owls 
(OHIM), which clamor and make a noise. By the same token, the hairy dancing beasts 
have turned into satyrs, the flat-faced men, who belong to some demonic species. 
For HIHIM (the iyim in Hebrew), those island beasts that yowl like jackals, Jerome 
gave screech owls, accompanied by jumping onocentaurs (i.e. ass-centaurs). Our si-
rens designate the sniveling THENNIM (tannim in Hebrew, i.e. jackals, metaphorically 
designating scoundrels), also of demonic or monstrous derivation. Jerome goes on 
to describe them as big, plumed flying dragons (which follows the recurrent use of 
dragons in other translations and texts). The depopulated town, once so powerful 
(apparently signifying superbia), had become a deserted wasteland, where only a mul-
titude of demonic and mythological beasts dares enter.47 

In his commentary on Isaiah 14:1, Jerome set another paradigm for generations 
to come. In this passage he refers to the Homeric episode more fully, yet in a meta-

45	 In	the	description	of	 the	deserted	 land	of	Edom	(Isa.	34:11-14),	 Jerome	omitted	the	(Septuagint)	sirens,	but	
included	the	onocentaurs.	See	Travis,	“Of	Sirens	and	Onocentaurs”	(as	in	n.	34),	pp.	34-35.	See	n.	34	above.

46	 Edmond	Faral,	“La	queue	de	poisson	des	sirènes,”	Romania,	Vol.	74	(1953),	pp.	434-437.	See	Paul	Antin,	“Les	
sirènes	et	Ulysse	dans	l’œuvre	de	saint	Jérôme,”	Recueil sur saint Jérôme,	Latomus,	Vol.	95	(Brussels,	1968),	
pp.	59-70. 

47	 Commentaires de Jérôme sur le prophète Isaïe,	5.20,	Is.	13.20-22,	ed.	Roger	Gryson	and	J.	Coulie,	Vetus	Latina,	
die	Reste	der	altlateinischen	Bibel,	aus	der	Geschichte	der	lateinischen	Bibel,	Vol.	27	(Freiburg,	1994),	Vol.	1,	pp.	
559-560:	“In	tantum	Babylon	uastata	erit	atque	deserta,	ut	ne	ad	pascua	quidem	armentorum	et	pecorum	utilis	
sit.	Non	enim	tendet	ibi	Arabs	Saracenusque	tentoria	nec	pastores	post	uestigia	gregum	fessi	labore	requies-
cent,	sed	 inter	parientinas	et	angustias	ueterum	ruinarum	habitabunt	SIIM,	quod	soli	bestias	 transtulerunt,	
alii	ipso	nomine	quod	apud	Hebraeos	scriptum	est,	uolentes	genera	daemonum	intellegi	uel	phantasmata.	ET	
REPLEBUNTUR,	inquit,	DOMUS,	ut	nos	diximus,	DRACONIBUS,	ut	Aquila	transtulit	“typhonibus,”	ut	Symma-
chus	OHIM,	ipsum	uerbum	hebraicum	exprimens;	uero	et	Theodotio	clamores	uel	sonitus	interpretati	sunt.	
Quodque	sequitur	PILOSI	SALTABUNT	IBI,	uel	incubones	uel	satyros	uel	siluestres	quosdam	homines,	quos	
nonnulli	fatuos	ficarios	uocant,	aut	daemonum	genera	intellegunt.	Pro	ululis	quoque	omnes	ipsum	uerbum	he-
braicum	HIHIM,	soli	onocentauros	transtulerunt.	Sirenae	autem	THENNIM	uocantur,	quas	nos	aut	daemones	
aut	monstra	quaedam	uel	certe	dracones	magnos	interpretabimur,	qui	cristati	sunt	et	uolantes.	Per	quae	omnia	
uastitatis	et	solitudinis	signa	monstrantur,	quod	tanta	sit	depopulatio	urbis	quondam	potentissimae,	ut	prae	
multitudine	daemonum	ac	bestiarum	nullus	in	eam	audeat	pastorum,	id	est	deserti	appetitor	intrare”.	
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phorical way: the sirens’ chant is sweet and mortal, hurling souls down into a pit, 
followed by shipwreck.48 

It seems that the sirens kept haunting Jerome. He used them metaphorically re-
peatedly. Remarkably, they reappear quite surprisingly in his description of the hard-
ships of the Children of Israel in their wanderings in the desert. Though lacking the 
maritime venue, Oboth, a station on the road, induced him to elaborate a fantastic 
account of looming sirens: “and they departed from Punon, and pitched in Oboth” 
(Num. 33:43). Jerome goes on to praise the Children of Israel who are not afraid of 
the attack of noonday demons, as they stop their ears, and do not listen to the en-
chanted voices; they completely shut out the sirens’ chant, using their most precious 
treasure, their faith, to keep guard of their hearts.49

This latter flight of the imagination of Jerome is highly suggestive. Defeating temp-
tation, virtuous Christians (in the typological form of the Children of Israel) overcome 
sin, embodied by the well-known mythological pitfall, the chant of the sirens. Rather 
than being limited to a dreary enumeration of place names, the wanderings of the 
Children of Israel, like those of Odysseus, were endowed with a fantastic Christian 
morality, based on classical mythology, signifying the progress from sin to virtue.50 

Moreover, the wanderings of the Children of Israel, like those of Odysseus, sym-
bolize the road taken by the Christian, a pilgrim in a morally dangerous world. 
Jerome thus adds an effective moving allegory to a rather unexciting catalogue of 
place names. The ambiguous Homeric sirens become more tangible, more seductive 
and utterly threatening the Christian pilgrim. The new pilgrimage context of the 
sirens left a profound imprint on medieval exegesis. Odysseus sailing past the sirens’ 
island stood for the Christian soul sailing to virtue and to divine providence on the 
ship of the universal Church. The challenge of the Christian pilgrim and soul was to 
make a spiritual effort and pilgrimage, to avoid, like Odysseus, a shipwreck.51 This 
particular symbolism found symbolical and typological expression in the installing 
of carved sirens in the nave (ship) of Romanesque churches. 

48	 Ibid.,	5.21-23,	Is.	14.1,	Vol.	1,	p.	562:	“sirenae	.	.	.	quae	dulci	et	mortifero	carmine	animas	pertrahunt	in	profun-
dum,	ut,	saeviente	naufragio…”.	See	Faral,	“La	queue	de	poisson”	(as	in	n.	46),	p.	436;	Leclercq-Marx,	La sirène	
(as	in	n.	4),	p.	44.	

49	 Jerome,	Epistulae,	78.38	(to	Fabiola),	ed.	Isidorus	Hilberg,	CSEL,	Vol.	55	(Vienna	and	Leipzig,	1996),	p.	80:	“non	
timebimus	ab	incursu	et	daemonio	meridiano,	sed	obturabimus	aures	nostras,	ne	audiamus	uoces	incantan-
tium,	et	sirenarum	carmina	neglegemus…	sed	nos	qui	habemus	pretiosissimum	thesaurum	…	omni	custodia	
circumdemus	cor	nostrum.”

50	 Travis,	“Of	Sirens	and	Onocentaurs”	(as	in	n.	34),	pp.	40-41,	discerns	eight	biblical	citations	in	Jerome’s	letter	
to	Fabiola	(see	n.	49	above),	which	amplifies	the	interpretive	meaning	of	the	short	text	of	Num.	33:43.	

51	 Ambrose,	Enarrationes in XII psalmos Davidicos,	Ps.	43.75,	ed.	Michael	Petschenig,	CSEL,	Vol.	64	(Vienna	and	
Leipzig,	1919),	p.	315;	Maximus	of	Turin,	Sermones,	sermon	37.1-2	(as	in	n.	2),	pp.	145-146;	Sidonius	Apollinaris,	
Epistulae,	Ep.	9.6.2,	ed.	and	trans.	André	Loyen	(Paris,	1970),	Vol.	3,	p.	141;	Cassiodorus,	Variae,	2.40,	ed.	The-
odor	Mommsen,	MGH,	Auctores	antiquissimi,	Vol.	12,	p.	71.	For	the	symbolism	of	the	ship	and	shipwreck,	see	
Rahner,	“Antenna	Crucis.	I.”	(as	in	n.	2),	pp.	123-152;	idem,	“II.	Das	Meer	der	Welt,”	Zeitschrift für Katholische 
Theologie,	Vol.66	(1942),	pp.	89-118	and	“III.	Das	Schiff	aus	Holz,”	ibid.,	pp.	196-227.	See	also	De	Rachewiltz,	
“De	Sirenibus”	(as	in	n.	3),	p.	72;	Leclercq-Marx,	La sirène	(as	in	n.	4),	p.	55.		
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Biblical Sirens in the Physiologus

Educated in the classical heritage, Jerome recognized what beasts would best char-
acterize the sites of doomed cities and the dangerous routes of Christian pilgrims, 
thus effectively overcoming his limited acquaintance with the accurate vocabulary 
of the Hebrew biblical beasts. Together with the unexpected appearance of sirens 
in Jerome’s Vulgate and exegesis, these beasts gained much popularity throughout 
the Middle Ages, and came to personify evil in the medieval bestiary, as well as in a 
wide-ranging exegetical literature. Let us first examine the Physiologus in its Latin 
version, the Bestiary.

Having navigated from the Odyssey to the Vulgate and ecclesiastical texts, we 
find the sirens once again in the Physiologus (The Naturalist), a second-century Greek 
compilation, presenting real and fabulous animals that reveal Christian truths and 
morals. Making headway together with the Vulgate, the colorful Physiologus grew 
to be a medieval bestseller. It was translated into Latin, Arabic, Syrian, Armenian, 
and Ethiopian, and into all European vernacular languages. Whatever the many 
versions and alterations of the original compilation,52 the now biblical sirens and 
other beasts kept recurring in their original alignment and symbolism. The relevant 
passage always opens with the citation of Isaiah 13:21-22, followed by a description 
of the fabulous beasts and their legend, and concludes with a moral lesson. 

The earliest known Latin bestiary, fashioned after the Physiologus, is the so-
called B version (dated before C.E. 386). A twelfth century Bestiary in this tradition 
goes into much detail:

“The sirenae (Sirens), so Physiologus says, are deadly creatures who are 
made like human beings from the head to the navel, while their lower 
parts down to the feet are winged. They give forth musical songs in a 
melodious manner, which songs are very lovely, and thus they charm 
the ears of sailormen and allure them to themselves. They entice the 
hearing of these poor chaps by a wonderful sweetness of rhythm, and 
put them to sleep. At last, when they see that the sailors are deeply 
slumbering, they pounce upon them and tear them to bits. That’s the 
way in which ignorant and incautious human beings get tricked by 
pretty voices, when they are charmed by indelicacies, ostentations and 
pleasures, or when they become licentious with comedies, tragedies and 

52	 It	is	beyond	the	scope	of	the	present	study	to	discuss	the	versions	of	the	bestiary.	See	Xenia	Muratova,	The 
Medieval Bestiary	 (Moscow,	1986);	Barbara	Schuchard,	“La	vérité	d’un	bestiaire,”	Cahiers de Saint-Michel de 
Cuxa,	Vol.	17	(1986),	pp.	111-132;	Debra	Hassig,	Medieval Bestiaries: Text, Image, Ideology,	Res	Monographs	on	
Anthropology	and	Aesthetics,	ed.	Francesco	Pellizzi	(Cambridge,	Eng.,	1995);	Ron	Baxter,	Bestiaries and their Us-
ers in the Middle Ages	(London,	1998).	For	the	role	of	the	bestiary	in	the	ecclesiastical	world,	see	Voisenet,	Bêtes 
et hommes dans le monde médiéval	(as	in	n.	30).	For	the	medieval	sculpted	bestiary,	see	Victor-Henri	Debidour,	
Le bestiaire sculpté du Moyen Age en France,	Grandes	Etudes	d’Art	et	d’Archéologie,	Vol.	2	(Paris,	1961).	
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various ditties. They lose their whole mental vigour, as if in a deep sleep, 
and suddenly the raving pounce of the Enemy is upon them”.53

Followed by a portrayal of the onocentaurs, the sirens’ companion male hybrids, the 
bestiary cites 2 Tim. 3:5: “Having a form of godliness, but denying the power thereof: 
from such turn away.” The warning against the deadly creatures is further reinforced 
by a citation from Psalms 49:20: “Man that is in honour, and understandeth not, is like 
the beasts that perish.” The half-human, half-bird sirens sing a sweet but mortal song. 
Men attracted to their chant on a long journey are ignorant and foolish, for they sur-
render to the worldly and sensual lures of the flesh, and enjoy spectacles, theatre, and 
mundane songs. As shown by William Travis, half-beast, half-human, doubly menacing 
female hybrids, sirens are associated with onocentaurs, whose symbolism they share.54 

Inasmuch as the semantic field of sirens expanded, the more they became fe-
male, the more they encouraged misogynist fear on the part of the clerical world.55 
The church fathers found no difficulty in providing an elaborate Christian allegory 
for the biblical sirens who originated in the pagan and secular Odyssey, converting 
them into a many-sided image of vice. Playing on a very sensitive string, the pene-
tration of siren symbolism into ecclesiastical writing proved powerful.56 The vivid 
pagan image was frequently cited, and despite the contra-apologetic tendency to re-
ject ancient literature “as a diabolical aping of Christian truth,”57 the church fathers 
seem to have followed in the steps of Clement of Alexandria (C.E. 160-215), who, en-

53	 The Book of Beasts, translated from a Latin Bestiary of the Twelfth-Century,	ed.	and	trans.	Terence	Hunbey	White	
(1954;	repr.	Stroud,	1992),	pp.	134-135.	The	translation	is	of	MS.	LI	4.26,	Cambridge	University	Library.	For	a	Latin	
version,	see Physiologus latinus: éditions preliminaries, versio B,	12,	ed.	Francis	J.	Carmody	(Paris,	1939),	pp.	25-26:	
“Sirenae	(iniquit)	animalia	sunt	mortifera;	quae	a	capite	usque	ad	umbilicum	figuram	hominis	habent,	extrema	
uero	pars	usque	ad	pedes	uolatilis	habent	figuram;	et	musicum	quoddam	ac	dulcissimum	melodiae	carmen	
canunt,	ita	ut	per	suauitatem	uocis	auditus	hominum	a	longe	nauigantium	mulceant	et	ad	se	trahant,	ac	nimia	
suauitate	modulationis	prolixae	aures	ac	sensus	eorum	delinientes	in	somnum	uertunt.	Tunc	deinde,	cum	uider-
int	eos	grauissimo	somno	sopitos,	inuadunt	eos	et	dilaniant	carnes	eorum,	ac	sic	persuasionis	uocis	ignaros	et	
insipientes	homines	decipiunt	et	mortificant	sibi.	Sic	igitur	et	illi	decipiuntur	qui	deliciis	huius	saeculi	et	pompis	
et	theatralibus	uoluptatibus	delectantur,	tragediis	ac	diuersis	musicis	melodiis	dissoluti,	et	uelut	grauati	somno	
sopiti	efficiuntur	aduersariorum	praeda.” 

54	 Physiologus latinus	(as	in	n.	53),	pp.	25-26.	See	Travis,	“Of	Sirens	and	Onocentaurs”	(as	in	n.	34),	pp.	36-38;	
Faral,	“La	queue	de	poisson”	(as	in	n.	46),	pp.	437-439;	De	Rachewiltz,	“De	Sirenibus”	(as	in	n.	3),	pp.	82-86;	
Leclercq-Marx,	La sirène	(as	in	n.	4),	pp.	45-47,	62-65.	

55	 Medieval	misogyny	is	much	discussed	in	scholarship.	See,	for	example,	Henry	Ansgar	Kelly,	“The	Metamor-
phoses	of	the	Eden	Serpent	during	the	Middle	Ages	and	Renaissance,”	Viator,	Vol.	2	(1971),	pp.	301-327,	esp.	
pp.	311-312;	Marie-Thérèse	d’Alverny,	“Comment	les	théologiens	et	les	philosophes	voient	la	femme,”	Cahiers 
de Civilisation Médiévale,	Vol.	20	(1977),	pp.	105-129;	Chiara	Frugoni,	“L’iconographie	de	la	femme	au	cours	
des	Xe-XIIe	siècles,”	ibid.,	pp.	177-188;	eadem,	“La	femme	imaginée,”	in	Histoire des femmes en Occident,	ed.	
Georges	Duby	and	Michelle	Perrot,	Vol.	2,	Le Moyen Age,	ed.	Christiane	Klapisch-Zuber	(Paris,	1991),	pp.	357-
437;	Jacques	Dalarun,	“Regards	de	clercs,”	in	ibid.,	pp.	31-54;	Nona	C.	Flores,	“Effigies Amicitiae . . . Veritas 
Inimicitiae.	Antifeminism	in	the	Iconography	of	the	Woman-Headed	Serpent	in	Medieval	and	Renaissance	Art	
and	Literature,”	in	her	Animals in the Middle Ages. A Book of Essays	(New	York	and	London,	1996),	pp.	167-195.	

56	 Leclercq-Marx,	La sirène	(as	in	n.	4),	pp.	56-57.	
57	 Tertullian,	cited	by	Rahner,	“Antenna	Crucis.	I”	(as	in	n.	2),	p.	142.	See	De	Rachewiltz,	“De	Sirenibus”	(as	in	n.	3),	

p.	69;	Nicole	Zeegers-Vandervorst,	Les citations des poètes grecs chez les apologistes chrétiens du IIe siècle,	Recueil	
des	Travaux	d’Histoire	et	de	Philologie,	4e	série,	fasc.	47	(Louvain,	1972).	
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chanted by pagan culture, invited his audience to a typological study: “Come, I shall 
show you the Logos, and the mysteries of the Logos, and I shall explain them to you 
in images that are known to you.”58 For Clement, approaching the Logos meant 
calling on a more refined culture, namely the Greek literary tradition; in his view, 
the companions of Odysseus who sealed their ears refuse to listen to this wisdom.59 
The Dark Ages, however, thought otherwise. The chant of the sirens advocated by 
Clement, who compared it to the voice of God,60 was identified with the treacherous 
song of demons. Yet Clement, as virtual sailor and pilgrim, ambiguously recognized 
the distracting quality of the sirens’ chant: “Sail past pleasure, sail past the song, it 
causes death.”61 

In consequence, the sirens’ destiny was sealed. Listening to them meant ship-
wreck of the soul.62 As shown by William Travis, they chant the tune of heresy63 
and lust (sirens are considered prostitutes),64 of vice65 and vanity,66 of pride and flat-

58	 Clement	of	Alexandria,	Proteptikos,	 12.119.1,	ed.	and	 trans.	Claude	Mondésert,	Sources	Chrétiennes,	Vol.	2B	
(Paris,	1949),	pp.	187-188.	See	De	Rachewiltz,	“De	Sirenibus”	(as	in	n.	3),	p.	70.	

59	 Clement	 of	 Alexandria,	 Stromata,	 6.11.89.1,	 ed.	 and	 trans.	 Claude	 Mondésert,	 Sources	 Chrétiennes,	 Vol.	 30	
(Paris,	1951),	p.	95.	See	De	Rachewiltz,	“De	Sirenibus”	(as	in	n.	3),	p.	70.

60	 De	Rachewiltz,	“De	Sirenibus”	(as	in	n.	3),	p.	71.	
61	 Clement	of	Alexandria,	Proteptikos,	12.118.1-4	(as	in	n.	59),	pp.	187-188.	See	De	Rachewiltz,	“De	Sirenibus”	(as	in	

n.	3),	pp.	71-72.	
62	 See	n.	51	above.	
63	 Hyppolitus	of	Rome,	Refutationis omnium haeresium,	7.13,	ed.	L.	Duncker	and	F.	G.	Schneidewein	(Göttingen,	

1859),	pp.	347-349,	cited	by	De	Rachewiltz,	“De	Sirenibus”	(as	in	n.	3),	p.	72.	See	also	Leclercq-Marx,	La sirène	
(as	in	n.	4),	pp.	60,	63.

64	 The	dissemination	of	the	linkage	between	sirens	and	lust	culminated	in	the	eleventh	and	twelfth	centuries.	
See	 among	 others:	 Anonymous,	 Quid suum virtutis,	 verses	 209-220,	 459-464,	 851-854,	 919-937,	 ed.	 Anke	
Paravicini,	Quid Suum Virtutis: Eine Lehrdichtung des XI. Jahrhunderts,	Editiones	Heidelbergenses,	Vol.	21	
(Heidelberg,	1980),	pp.	42-44,	60,	88,	92-94;	Hildebert	of	Lavardin,	Epistolae,	Ep.	6	(to	Countess	Adela),	PL,	
Vol.	171,	cols.	152-153	(see	the	remarks	of	Dalarun,	“Regards	de	clercs,”	as	in	n.	55,	pp.	44-45);	Guibert	of	No-
gent,	Moralium in Genesin,	8.28,	PL,	Vol.	156,	col.	215.	See	De	Rachewiltz,	“De	Sirenibus”	(as	in	n.	3),	pp.	76-81;	
Leclercq-Marx,	La sirène	(as	in	n.	4),	pp.	89-90;	Travis,	“Of	Sirens	and	Onocentaurs”	(as	in	n.	34),	pp.	39-40.	
For	sirens	as	harlots,	see	Pierre	Courcelle,	“L’interprétation	evhémériste	des	Sirènes-courtisanes	jusqu’au	XIIe	
siècle,”	in	Gesellschaft, Kultur, Literatur. Rezeption und Originalität im wachsen einer europäischen Literatur 
und Geistigkeit,	ed.	Karl	Bosl	(Stuttgart,	1975),	pp.	33-48;	Anthony	Weir	and	James	Jerman,	 Images of Lust. 
Sexual Carvings on Medieval Churches	(1986;	repr.	London,	1993),	pp.	48-57;	Hassig,	Medieval Bestiaries	(as	in	
n.	52),	pp.	104-115.	

65	 Aelred	of	Rievaulx,	Sermones de oneribus,	Sermon	14	(“De	eo	quod	scriptum	est:	et	ait	Babylon”),	PL,	Vol.	
195,	cols.	414-416:	“.	.	.	ut	ostendi	possit	quomodo	in	Babylone	jam	damnata	bestiae,	sive	vitia,	sive	maligni	
spiritus	intelligantur,	valeant	requiescere	.	.	.	Si	autem	domus	uniuscujusque	conscientia	propria	est,	tunc	re-
plebuntur	domus	ejus	draconibus,	quando	vitia	quae	nunc	jucunda	videntur.	.	.	.	Ita	profecto	vitia	et	peccata	
quae	nunc	delectant,	damnatis	apparebunt	horrenda,	et	materiam	aeterni	incendii	administrantia.	.	.	.”	See	
John	Morson,	“The	English	Cistercians	and	the	Bestiary,”	Bulletin of the John Rylands Library,	Vol.	39	(1956-
1957),	pp.	146-170;	Leclercq-Marx,	La sirène	(as	in	n.	4),	pp.	56-57,	104;	Travis,	“Of	Sirens	and	Onocentaurs”	
(as	in	n.	34),	p.	39.	

66	 Honorius	of	Autun,	Dominica in Septuagesima, Speculum ecclesiae,	Pt.	3,	PL,	Vol.	172,	col.	856:	“.	.	.	Talem	can-
tilenam	vana	cordi	insonat	usque	dum	miserum	a	bono	vacuum	vorago	mortis	devorat”.	See	Leclercq-Marx,	La 
sirène	(as	in	n.	4),	pp.	108-109;	Travis,	“Of	Sirens	and	Onocentaurs”	(as	in	n.	34),	p.	39.	
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tery,67 of hypocrisy,68 treachery and conspiracy. It is noteworthy that the first great 
archbishop of Santiago de Compostela, Diego Gelmírez, employed the image of the 
sirens when relating to treachery and plot threatening his huge new scheme of estab-
lishing the Camino and his newly lavished cathedral.69 Sirens were also associated 
with sloth,70 avarice71 and malice,72 war and rebellion — all in all an infernal chorale 
of evil spirits, indeed an atrocious omen. 

This stream of allegations signifies the multi-layered nature of the mythic “oth-
er,” here the sirens that live at the margins of culture, and violate its order. Sur-
prising as it is to find them in the Bible, what can be said about their visualization 
and pervasive representation in ecclesiastical buildings in general and pilgrimage 
shrines in particular? Moreover, what historical contextualization the ancient sirens 
could have pictured, serving as an informative symbol for a harsh reality wandering 
pilgrims actually confronted on the pilgrimage roads? 

The Sirens’ Voyage to Auvergne

In trying to solve this mystery, I directed my inquiry into the contexts that led sirens 
to the pilgrimage shrines of Romanesque Auvergne, along the famous Via Podien-
sis, a steep pilgrimage road, leading to Santiago de Compostela, and along subsid-
iary routes, interweaving the province. The twelfth-century Bestiary of Philippe de 
Thaün is a good point of departure:

“SERENA en mer hante,/ Cuntre tempeste chante/ E plurë en bel tens,/ 
Itels est sis talenz;/ E de feme at faiture/ Entresqu’a la ceinture./ E les 
piez de falcun/ E cue de peissun./ Quant se volt dejuër/ Dunc change 
halt e cler;/ Se dunc l’ot notunier/ Ki najant [vait] par mer,/ Le nef met 
en ubli,/ Senes est endormi./ Aiez en remembrance,/ Co est signefiance./ 

67	 Aelred	of	Rievaulx,	Sermones de oneribus,	Sermon	14	(as	in	n.	65),	p.	415:	“Porro	adulatores	Sirenis	congrue	
comparantur,	qui	blando	quidem,	sed	mortifero	sono	audientis	aurem	demulcent,	et	nisi	prudentius	aure	ob-
turata	transierit,	in	scopulos	superbiae,	vel	in	praesumptionis	Charybdim	inducent.”	For	a	similar	late	medieval	
approach,	see	L.	A.	J.	R.	Houwen,	“Flattery	and	the	Mermaid	in	Chaucer’s	Nun’s	Priest’s	Tale,”	in	his	Animals 
and the Symbolic in Medieval Art and Literature,	Mediaevalia	Groningana,	Vol.	20	(Groningen,	1997),	pp.	77-92.

68	 Aelred	of	Rievaulx,	Sermones de oneribus,	Sermon	14	(as	in	n.	65),	pp.	414-416.
69	 Historia Compostellana,	3.46	(“De	conspiratione	facta”),	ed.	Emma	Falque	Rey,	CCCM,	Vol.	70	(Turnhout,	1988),	

p.	555.	See	the	Spanish	translation:	Historia Compostellana,	3.46	(“Sobre	una	conspiración”),	trans.	Emma	Fal-
que	Rey	(Madrid,	1994),	p.	576.	See	the	historical	analysis	of	Barbara	Abou-El-Haj,	“Santiago	de	Compostela	in	
the	Time	of	Diego	Gelmírez,”	Gesta,	Vol.	36	(1997),	pp.	165-179,	esp.	n.	63.	

70	 Anonymous,	Quid suum virtutis,	verses	209-220,	459-464,	851-854,	919-937	(as	in	n.	64).	See	Travis,	“Of	Sirens	
and	Onocentaurs”	(as	in	n.	34),	p.	40.	

71	 Honorius	of	Autun,	Dominica in Septuagesima, Speculum ecclesiae	(as	in	n.	66),	col.	856.	

72 Bernard	of	Clairvaux, Sermones de diversis, Sermon	24.1	(“De	multiplici	efficacia	verbi	divini”),	ed.	Jean	Leclercq	
and	Henri	Rochais, Bernardi opera (Rome,	1970),	Vol.	6,	No.	1,	p.	185.	For	a	French	translation,	see	Bernard	of	
Clairvaux, Oeuvres, trans.	M.	M.	Davy,	Les	Maîtres	de	la	Spiritualité	Chrétienne:	Textes	et	Etudes	(Paris,	1945),	
Vol.	2,	pp.	380-381.	
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LES SEREINES ki sunt/ Richeises sunt del munt ;/ La mer mustre cest 
munt,/ La nef gent ki i sunt,/ E l’anme est notunier,/ Nef cors ki deit na-
gier./ Saciez maintes feiz funt/ Les richeises del munt/ L’anme e le cors 
pechier/ — C’est nef e notunier — / L’anme en pechié dormir,/ Ensur-
quetut perir. (…)/ SEREINE est d’itel ester/ Qu’ele chante en tempeste;/ 
Co fait richeise el munt/ Quant riche ume confunt/ — C’est chanter en 
tempeste/ Quand richeise est sis maistre/ Que om pur il se pent/ E ocit 
a turment./ La sereine en bel tens/ Plurë et plaint tuz tens:/ Quand om 
dune richeise/ E pur Dé la depreise,/ [l]lores est bele ure/ E la richeise 
plure./ Saciez ço signefie/ Richeise en ceste vie”.73

 Condemned by both ecclesiastics and laymen, sirens defy nature in their essen-
tial hybridism. Yet Philippe de Thaün introduces other characteristics. As discussed 
by William Travis, the sirens upset nature and thus God, when they chant during 
tempests and weep in good weather (cuntre tempeste chante/ e plurë en bel tens) — an 
unlikely capricious behavior. Extending the allegorical field, Philippe refers to the 
harmful attraction of the riches of the world, whose scenery is a sea (La mer mustre 
cest munt), inhabited by sirens who torment the Christian soul represented by the 
sailor.74 We shall soon find avaricious sirens, whose greed disturbs the social order. 

Philippe mentions another feature, the fishtail of the siren (cue de peissun), 
which became her most popular trademark in the church art of the twelfth century. 
Whereas the ancient winged sirens hovered over deserted towns, the Middle Ages 
sent them undersea. The sea (an allegory of the world and its temptations accord-
ing to Philippe, and earlier Ambrose and others)75 was always associated with the 
sirens as an inherent constituent of their legend, and they either sailed over the sea 
as bird-sirens, or wavered in it as mermaids. The introduction of the mermaid image 
can be traced to the seventh or early eighth century Liber Monstrorum, produced in 
an Anglo-Saxon milieu:

“Sirenae sunt marinae puellae, quae navigantes pulcherrima forma, 
cantus mulcedine decipiunt. Et a capite et usque umbilicum, corpo-
re virginali, et humano generi simillamae, squamosas tamen piscium 
caudas habent, quibus semper in gurgite latent”.76 

73	 Philippe	de	Thaün,	Bestiaire,	verses	1109-32,	1361-1414,	ed.	Emanuel	Walberg	(Lund	and	Paris,	1900;	repr.	Gene-
va,	1970),	pp.	41-42,	51.	

74	 Travis,	“Of	Sirens	and	Onocentaurs”	(as	in	n.	34),	p.	38.	See	also	Faral,	“La	queue	de	poisson”	(as	in	n.	46),	pp.	
483-84;	Leclercq-Marx,	La sirène	(as	in	n.	4),	p.	111.	

75	 See	n.	51	above.
76	 Liber monstrorum (De monstris),	ed.	Friedrich	Pfister	and	Helmut	Van	Thiel,	in	Friedrich	Pfister,	Kleine Schriften 

zum Alexanderroman,	Beiträge	zur	Klassischen	Philologie,	Vol.	61	(Meisenheim	am	Glan,	1976),	pp.	381-382.	
For	the	controversial	provenance	and	authorship	of	the	Liber,	see	Faral,	“La	queue	de	poisson”	(as	in	n.	46),	
pp.	441-478.	See	also	May	Vieillard-Troiekouroff,	“Sirènes-poissons	carolingiennes,”	Cahiers Archéologiques,	Vol.	
19	(1969),	pp.	61-82;	De	Rachewiltz,	“De	Sirenibus”	(as	in	n.	3),	pp.	92-93;	Leclercq-Marx,	La sirène	(as	in	n.	4),	
69-87,	esp.	pp.	75-78;	eadem,	“De	l’art	antique	à	l’art	médiéval.	A	propos	des	sources	du	bestiaire	carolngien	
et	de	ses	survivances	à	l’époque	romane,”	Gazette des Beaux-Arts,	Vol.	113	(1989),	pp.	61-66.	For	the	fish-siren,	
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Swimming in a deep sea of exegetical and secular literature, disseminated by 
wandering scholars, troubadours and pilgrims, mermaids seem to take the place 
of their bird-siren ancestors.77 Romanesque Auvergne, where mermaids successfully 
came to dry land, was almost obsessed with them, and we can find them in major 
pilgrimage shrines and in minor ecclesiastical settings. 

As Caroline Walker Bynnum showed, the obsession with boundary-crossing im-
ages of otherness and hybridity was an effort to draw social ranks and to establish a 
strong sense of identity by confronting dichotomy. Looking at the first visual image 
of the mermaid in the West, appearing in the Sacramentarium of Gellone (dated to c. 
790-795) exemplifies the menace of the hybrid creature on identity,78 which appears 
to have been resolved liturgically. Drawn between the lines, the mermaid represents 
a beast vanquished by the Virgin or Ecclesia, who extends her cross to the left. The 
text of the Sacramentarium, which includes also a Martyrologium, may imply that 
the twisted creature symbolizes a vital threat to church ritual and Christian order. 
Her presence between the lines of the authoritative ecclesiastical text functions as 
a warning against estrangement and dissension, embodied by inserting the “oth-
er,” the mermaid, into a canonical book.79 This latter association of the mermaid 
with the church ritual and with the Virgin, who defeats her, is highly suggestive. I 
will return to this opposition of Virgin and siren, particularly relevant to the under-
standing of the imagery of the shrine of the Virgin in Marian pilgrimage centers in 
Auvergne-Velay, and particularly in Notre Dame of Orcival.

Sirens constitute a major sculptural theme in the twelfth century.80 Intended to 
edify the onlooker, sirens associated with destroyed cities, lust, avarice, and vice in 
general, signify the danger of the sinfulness into which they seduce humanity. The 
virtuous and learned Christian, recognizing the long-enduring classical motif in its 
new Christian context, should adopt the paradigm of Odysseus in Christological 
typology, and refrain from evil.81 Yet Auvergne features a legion of mermaids with 

see	also	W.	Deonna,	“La	sirène	femme-poisson,”	Revue Archéologique,	Vol.	27	(1928),	pp.	18-25;	Denise	Jalabert,	
“De	l’art	oriental	antique	à	l’art	roman,”	Bulletin Monumental,	Vol.	95	(1936),	pp.	433-471,	esp.	pp.	457-471.	

77	 Leclercq-Marx,	La sirène	 (as	 in	n.	4),	pp.	69-87,	173-201;	eadem,	“Sirènes-poissons	romanes.	A	propos	d’un	
chapiteau	de	l’église	de	Hernet-lez-Louvain,”	Revue Belge d’Archéologie et d’Histoire de l’Art,	Vol.	40	(1971),	pp.	
3-30.	I	am	grateful	to	Jacqueline	Leclercq-Marx	for	providing	me	with	this	article.	

78	 Caroline	Walker	Bynum,	Metamorphosis and Identity	(New	York,	2001,	repr.	2005).	For	the	Gellone	Sacramenta-
ry,	see	Paris,	Bibliothèque	Nationale,	latin.	12048	R,	Fol.	1r.	See.	n.	110	below.

79	 According	to	De	Rachewiltz,	“De	Sirenibus”	(as	in	n.	3),	pp.	87,	91-92,	the	siren	represents	dissent	generated	
by	heresy.	See	also	Vieillard-Troiekouroff,	“Sirènes-poissons	carolingiennes”	(as	in	n.	76),	pp.	68-70,	and	Fig.	1;	
Leclercq-Marx,	La sirène	(as	in	n.	4),	p.	79,	and	Ill.	40;	eadem,	“Exorcisme	symbolique	et	quête	de	l’égalité	d’âme	
sur	un	bas-relief	roman	de	Ligurie,”	Cahiers de Civilisation Médiévale,	Vol.	27	(1984),	pp.	247-249. 

80	 Leclercq-Marx,	La sirène	 (as	 in	n.	4),	Chapter	4,	pp.	93-228.	See,	 for	example,	 the	siren	of	Vézelay:	Marcello	
Angheben,	“Apocalypse	XXI-XXII	et	l’iconographie	du	portail	central	de	la	nef	de	Vézelay,”	Cahiers de Civilisation 
Médiévale,	Vol.	41	(1998),	pp.	224-226.	See	also	the	cloister	sirens	 in	St-Michel-de-Cuxa:	Thomas	E.A.	Dale,	
“Monsters,	Corporeal	Deformities,	and	Phantasms	in	the	Cloister	of	St-Michel-de-Cuxa,”	Art Bulletin,	Vol.	83	
(2001),	pp.	418-420.	

81	 See	n.	2	above.	It	should	be	noted	that	Pierre	Burger	and	André	Crémillieux,	La sirène et le chapiteau roman, 
Velay	(Saint-Julien-Chapteuil,	1997),	implausibly	contend	that	the	siren	represents	the	divine	Word	(reminiscent	
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no Odysseus in sight. It is also doubtful whether the Homeric context was known 
in the region. A multitude of sirens, lacking an Odysseus, and represented in partic-
ular local terms and meanings engulfs us here. Who was to be threatened by their 
prominent presence? 

One can list some fifty representations of sirens in the province, sometimes more 
than one in the same church (Figs. 1-36). Well recognized in scholarship,82 the mo-
tif has mainly been treated in isolation, without considering the contextualization 
of sirens in a warlike environment. Most studies have concentrated on tracing an 
ancient model for the sirens in Auvergne, a region whose Gallo-Roman past did, 
in effect, produce a strong feeling for the antique.83 This approach links the Au-
vergnat siren motif with the condemnation of evil and vice in general, a supposition 
that could be applied to any other Romanesque siren. Auvergne, however, manifest 
some particular choice of ancient motifs —sirens, centaurs, minotaurs, gesticulated 
shepherds, genii, atlases, and griffons— whose application in twelfth century monu-
mental church art transforms the original source, whatever it might be, in that it is 
made to carry new local perspectives, cultic, social, political, and historical.84 In our 
case, the isolation of the sirens from its Homeric comprehensive narrative in a novel 
idiomatic mode generates a new framework for the ubiquitous siren motif. 

Sirens at the Doors of Auvergne

Let us start our quest for Auvergnat sirens in three interwoven ecclesiastical estab-
lishments: St-Etienne-Lardeyrol, Le Monsatier-St-Chaffre, and the episcopal see of 
Le Puy. All exhibiting sirens at their doors, they seem to imply a specific pilgrimage 

of	Clement	of	Alexandria’s	ambiguous	claim;	see	n.	58	above).	Similarly,	A.	Guillaumont,	Pourquoi des sirènes 
dans nos églises romanes	(Saint-Saturnin,	2000),	unconvincingly	claims	that	the	siren	is	an	allegory	of	Baptism.	
Yet	sirens	sometimes	played	a	maternal	role,	as	in	the	celebrated	case	of	the	Melusina.	See	Le	Goff,	“Melusina:	
Mother	and	Pioneer,”	in	his	Time, Work and Culture in the Middle Ages	(Chicago	and	London,	1980),	pp.	205-
222;	Claude	Gaignebet	and	Jean-Dominique	Lajoux,	Art profane et religion populaire au Moyen Age	(Paris,	1985),	
pp.	137-141	(see	pp.	142-153	for	the	siren);	Françoise	Clier-Colombani,	La fée Mélusine au Moyen Age. Images, 
mythes et symboles	(Paris,	1991).	For	breast-feeding	sirens,	see	Jacqueline	Leclercq-Marx,	“Du	monstre	andro-
céphale	au	monstre	humanisé.	A	propos	des	sirènes	et	des	centaures	et	de	leur	famille,	dans	le	haut	Moyen	Age	
et	à	l’époque	romane,”	Cahiers de Civilisation Médiévale,	Vol.	45	(2002),	pp.	55-67.	I	am	grateful	to	Jacqueline	
Leclercq-Marx	for	providing	me	with	her	article.	

82	 Zygmunt	 Ś	 wiechowski, Sculpture romane d’Auvergne, Collection	“Le	Bibliophile	en	Auvergne,”	Vol.	 16	 (Cler-
mont-Ferrand	1973),	p.	289;	Jacqueline	Leclercq-Marx,	“Centaures,	minotaures	et	sirènes	dans	la	sculpture	ro-
mane	d’Auvergne.	Sources	d’inspiration	et	modes	de	transmission,” Revue d’Auvergne (2003),	Actes du colloque 
“Persistances et résurgences de l’Antiquité à l’époque romane,” Issoire,	18-20	November	2001;	eadem,	“La	sirène	
dans	l’histoire,”	published	by	Club	Historique	Mozacois.	I	wish	to	thank	Jacqueline	Leclercq-Marx	for	providing	
me	with	these	articles.	

83	 Leclercq-Marx,	“Centaures,	minotaures	et	sirènes”	(as	in	n.	82).	
84	 For	 the	 shepherd	 motif,	 see	 Avital	 Heyman,	 “Good	 or	 Bad	 Shepherds	 in	 Twelfth-Century	 Auvergne:	 Visual	

Evidence	of	Social	Structures	and	Tensions,” Gazette des Beaux-Arts, Vol.	142	(2000),	pp.	57-68;	eadem, “That 
Old Pride of the Men of the Auvergne” –Laity and Church in Auvergnat Romanesque Sculpture (London,	2005),	
Chapter	3,	pp.	99-118.



Ad Limina / Volumen 4 / N.º 4 / 2013 / Santiago de Compostela / ISSN 2171-620X [91]

avitaL HeyMan Sirens Chanting in Auvergne-Velay…

context. Whereas the former two churches might indicate a local pilgrimage, it is 
clear that Le Puy was designed as a meta-pilgrimage center based on its own merits, 
and also on its role as one of the departure points leading to Santiago. 

St-Etienne-Lardeyrol (Haute-Loire) was a priory united in 950 with the Benedic-
tine abbey of Le Monsatier-St-Chaffre. According to a bull of Alexander III conced-
ed to the bishop of Le Puy, Peter IV of Solignac, since 1164 St-Etienne-Lardeyrol 
enjoyed the protection of the Holy See, alongside adjacent priories and convents. 
St-Etienne-Lardeyrol served only a small community, located in a rocky landscape, 
and probably did not attract hordes of pilgrims. However, the barons of Lardeyrol 
seem to have benefitted from their strategic location, and the toll exerted on the 
roads enabled them to maintain solid relations with the neighboring lords. Under 
the aegis of the bishopric of Le Puy until 1167 (when Bishop Peter of Solignac grants 
the church to the prosperous Benedictine abbey of La Chaise-Dieu), the priory func-
tioned quite modestly and stably, 85 though the mountainous environment and its 
vicinity, including the diocesan see of Le Puy, saw the eruption of lordly violence 
enacted at pilgrims on the Via Podiensis and the renowned cathedral of Le Puy. 

Thus it would be of no surprise to meet a bifid mermaid at the entrance to the 
church. Two capitals, which seem to correspond to each other, flank the small en-
trance (Fig. 1). The right-hand capital shows a siren whose physiognomy is damaged 
by erosion (Fig. 2). She is holding her bifid fishtail in both hands as if to expose her 
vulva. In itself, the bifidity of the fishtail signifies deception and trickery, added to 
the siren’s essential hybridism (both as bird and fish-siren) indicating double speech 
or hypocrisy, and ultimately defying nature and the divine order.86 

Her companion on the left-hand capital is a monstrous bald-headed masculine 
head, tortured by a bird on either side (Fig. 3). The specific torment inflicted links 
the head with the siren’s menace to speaking and hearing: the birds stick their beaks 
into the mask’s ears, while their tails penetrate the mouth. Illustrating the treacher-
ous allure of the siren’s chant, the message is made clear by showing the threat, and 
the disastrous effect on memory and cognition of yielding to temptation, a funda-
mental significance of the siren already found in the Odyssey.87 

Maximus of Turin (C.E. 380-465) declares that one who wishes to avoid ship-
wreck should stop his ears with divine Scriptures against the sweet enticement of 

85	 The	priory	is	first	mentioned	in	chart	189	of	c.	1021-1028	in	the	cartulary	of	Chamalières:	Augustin	Chassaing,	
introd.	Antoine	Jacotin,	Cartulaire de Chamalières-sur-Loire en Velay, prieuré conventuel, dépendant de l’Abbaye 
de Saint-Chaffre	(Paris,	1895),	No.	189,	p.	97.	For	the	bull	of	Alexander	III,	see	Tablettes historiques du Velay,	Vol.	
4,	p.	479.	In	1167,	along	the	priory	of	St-Pal-de-Mons,	Bishop	Peter	donated	St-Etienne-Lardeyrol	to	the	Bene-
dictine	abbey	of	La	Chaise-Dieu,	bequeathing	its	abbot	with	a	canonical	prebend	in	the	cathedral	chapter	of	Le	
Puy,	equal	to	the	one	given	to	the	abbot	of	Cluny.	In	addition,	he	was	admitted	a	seat	next	to	that	of	the	provost	
in	the	cathedral	choir.	See	ibid.,	Vol.	4,	p.	527,	n.	7,	and	Pierre-Roger	Gaussin,	L’abbaye de La Chaise-Dieu (1043-
1518)	(Paris,	1962).	

86	 Physiologus latinus	(as	in	n.	53),	p.	114;	Carmina Burana,	41,	ed.	Alfons	Hilka	and	Otto	Schumann	(Heidelberg,	
1930-1941),	Vol.	1,	p.	66.	See	Leclercq-Marx,	La sirène	(as	in	n.	4),	pp.	63,	65,	109-115.	

87	 See	n.	19	above.	
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the sirens’ chant, which weakens the spirit, subjugated through culpable flattery. 
Temptation blocks the way to the desired haven; in Maximus’ terms the road to sal-
vation.88 This road could be taken by celebrating the sacrament of the Eucharist at 
the altar after a long and perilous journey, as Ambrose (C.E. 340-97) recommends.89 
The siren at the door of St-Etienne-Lardeyrol might connote this by its installation 
opposite the image of the tormented all-ear head. 

The location of this unequivocal imagery on the church portal may bear an apo-
tropaic significance. The exterior is thus marked as tempting, enchanting, but fatal. 
Crossing the boundary of profanity and peril, and entering through Christ, who is 
the door, will grant salvation,90 an echo to Jesus’ words: “I am the door: by me if any 
man enter in, he shall be saved, and shall go in and out, and find pasture” (John 
10:9). The original Homeric narrative, re-narrated in exegetical writings to denote 
(among other significances as described above) the dangers of a Christian pilgrimage,  

88	 Maximus	of	Turin,	Sermones,	Sermon	37.1-2	(as	in	n.	2),	p.	145.	
89	 Ambrose,	 Expositio	 evangelii	 secundum	 Lucam,	 Book	 4.2-4,	 ed.	 Marcus	 Adriaen,	 CCCM,	 Vol.	 14	 (Turnout,	

1957),	pp.	105-107.
90	 I	tend	to	apply	apotropaic	significance	to	the	pairing	of	a	winged	siren	and	a	centaur	on	the	eastern	Crusader	

lintel	of	the	Holy	Sepulcher	(the	two	lintels	are	conserved	in	the	Rockefeller	Museum	in	Jerusalem).	See	my	
article	in	Hebrew	(an	English	version	is	forthcoming):	“Fulcher’s	Bestiary	at	the	Door	of	the	Holy	Sepulcher”,	
in	Yitzhak	Hen	and	Iris	Shagrir	(eds.),	“See and Touch”: Pilgrimage and Holy Sites in Judaism, Christianity and 
Islam – Essays presented to Ora Limor	(Ra’anana,	2011),	pp.	215-230.	

Fig. 1. St-Etienne-Lardeyrol, Portal (Photo: Author). Fig. 2. St-Etienne-Lardeyrol, Right-hand capital of 
portal, Siren (Photo: Jacques Mollon, Brioude).
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and integrated into stone sculpture as an idiomatic image, is divorced from the Ho-
meric setting and hero (Odysseus)91 in an abbreviated form. In St-Etienne-Lardeyrol 
the exegetical expansion of the semantic field of the siren results in a contraction 
into an isolated siren and a suffering head. 

A similar interpretation could be assigned to other sirens in the region. In St-Chaf-
fre in Le Monastier-sur-Gazeille (Haute-Loire; also known as le Monastier-St-Chaffre, 
with which St-Etienne-Lardeyrol was united in the middle of the tenth century; at 
its apogee, by 1179, the abbey possessed as many as 235 dependencies92) a lone siren 
stares at the visitor at the southern transept entrance (Fig. 4), accompanied on the 
opposite capital by two male heads from whose open mouths plants emerge (Fig. 5).  

91	 See	the	provocative	interpretation	of	one	of	the	figures	accompanying	a	siren	as	Odysseus,	represented	on	the	
twisted	columns	of	Santiago	Cathedral	(originating	in	the	non-extant	Porta	Francigena,	now	preserved	in	the	
cathedral	museum):	Francisco	Prado-Vilar,	“Nostos:	Ulysses,	Compostela	and	the	Ineluctable	Modality	of	the	
Visible,”	in	Compostela and Europe. The Story of Diego Gelmírez.	Exhibition	Cat.,	ed.	Manuel	Castiñeiras	(Mila-
no,	2010),	pp.	260-269.	As	shown	in	my	current	discussion,	Odysseus	does	not	form	part	of	the	representation	
of	sirens.	

92	 See	the	section	“La	diffusion	chaffrienne”	by	various	authors	in	Martin	de	Framond,	et	al.	(ed.),	Les bénédic-
tines de Saint-Chaffre du Monastier. Histoire et archeology d’une congregation,	Actes	du	colloque	des	7,	8,	et	9	
novembre	1997,	Mémoires	de	la	Jeune	Loire	et	du	Mézenc,	Vol.	1	and	Cahiers	de	la	Haute-Loire	(Le	Monas-
tier-sur-Gazeille,	 1998),	pp.	89-277.	For	 the	building	and	 its	decoration,	see	Laurence	Cabreo-Ravel,	Bernard	
Galland	and	Bernard	Sanial,	“Nouvelles	réflexions	sur	l´ancienne	abbatiale	Saint-Theófrède	du	Monastier,”	in	
ibid.,	pp.	301-320.	

Fig. 3. St-Etienne-Lardeyrol, Left-hand capital  
of portal, Bald-headed masculine head  
(Photo: Jacques Mollon, Brioude).

Fig. 4. Le Monastier-sur-Gazeille, St-Chaffre, 
Southern transept entrance, capital, Siren  
(Photo: Jacques Mollon, Brioude).



Ad Limina / Volumen 4 / N.º 4 / 2013 / Santiago de Compostela / ISSN 2171-620X[94]

avitaL HeyMan Sirens Chanting in Auvergne-Velay…

The emphasis is once again on cause and effect: the siren commits her crime, and 
destroys cognition; her unaware victim is trapped by her dishonest words, and is lit-
erally thus depicted. Yet merely entering the church does not seem to exorcize the 
demonic, as a second siren and a hybrid female flank the window of the third bay of 
the southern aisle. The siren exhibits her bifid fishtail, which ends with rich plant-like 
leaves, also discernible in her ornate coiffure (Fig. 6). The second hybrid, which has 
two distorted legs and one tail, is shown in profile, attacking a beast (Fig. 7). 

The depiction seems to correspond to the bestial dwelling of sirens according 
to Isaiah 13:21-22 cited above. Exegetical writings compared sirens to the Homeric 
sea monster, Scylla, accompanied by her atrocious dogs,93 along other beasts and 
demons.94 Accordingly, it is not surprising to find the creature overcoming her ani-
mal adversary opposite the siren capital. This bringing of the “other” into the sacred 
confines of the church building was probably meant to keep the congregants aware 
of the continuous menace of evil. 

The image appears again as apotropaic in the south porch of the cathedral of 
Le Puy (Haute-Loire), dated to the 1180s (under the episcopacy of Bishop Peter IV 
of Solignac), where there are two mermaids, holding their bifid fishtail (Fig. 8). It 
is interesting to note that a siren of earlier date is now inserted into the cathedral 
wall, next to the cloister (the original location is unknown; Fig. 9). The south porch, 
known as the Porche du For, is inhabited by other beasts and contorted heads. The 
porch shelters two entrances: the eastern leads to the south transept, whereas the 
southern, smaller one leads to the south chapel of the chevet. 

A portion of a late antique sepulchral monument, recognized as the Tomb of 
Scutarius, an early founder of the cathedral, is inserted into the Porche du For.95 It 

93	 See,	for	example,	Dungal	Scot,	Epist.	6,	Epistulae,	MGH,	Epist. IV. Epistolae	karolini	aevi,	ed.	Ernst	Duemmler,	
Vol.	2,	p.	581.	

94	 See,	for	example,	John	Cassian, Collationes XXIV, Conference	VII,	Chapter	32,	ed.	Michael	Petschenig,	CSEL,	Vol.	
13,	Pt.	2	(Vienna,	1886),	pp.	212-213	(see	also	PL,	Vol.	49,	cols.	717-719.	See	the	English	translation	and	commen-
tary	in	John	Cassian,	The Conferences, trans.	and	annotated	Boniface	Ramsey,	Ancient	Christian	Writers:	The	
Works	of	the	Fathers	in	Translation,	Vol.	57,	New	York,	1997,	p.	270):	“Nocturnos	quoque	siue	diurnos	ac	me-
ridianos	daemonas	similiter	scripturarum	auctoritas	docet.	de	quorum	diuersitate	perlongum	est	si	uolumus	
omnia	scripturarum	uolumina	perscrutantes	singillatim	percurrere,	qui	per	prophetam	onocentauri,	qui	pilosi,	
quae	sirenae,	quae	lamiae,	quae	ululae,	qui	struthiones,	qui	hericii	designentur	[cf.	Esai.	13	et	34],	qui	apsis,	
qui	basiliscus	 in	psalmo	 [Ps.	90:13],	qui	 leo,	qui	draco,	quiue	scorpios	 in	euangelio	nuncupetur	 [Luc.	 10:19;	
Ioh.	14:30],	qui	princeps	mundi	huius,	qui	rectores	harum	tenebrarum	quaeue	spiritalia	nequitiae	ab	apostolo	
nominentur	[Eph.	6:12],	quae	uocabula	non	casu	nec	fortuito	indita	illis	debemus	accipere,	sed	significatione	
istarum	ferarum,	quae	apud	nos	uel	minus	noxiae	uel	magis	perniciosae	sunt,	 illorum	ferocitates	rabiesque	
distingui	et	ex	similitudine	nequitiae	uirulentae	seu	principatus,	quem	istis	inter	ceteras	feras	siue	serpentes	
quaedam	excellentia	malitiae	suae	confert,	illos	quoque	eorum	uocabulis	nuncupari,	ut	scilicet	alius	quidem	ob	
uehementiam	furoris	et	rabiem	ferocitatis	suae	leonis	appellationem,	alius	basilisci	ob	illud	mortiferum	uirus	
quod	priusquam	sentiatur	interimit,	alius	uero	ob	teporem	malitiae	suae	onocentauri	aut	hericii	nomen	struth-
ionis[q]ue	sortitus	sit.”

95	 Louis	Pascal, Bibliographie du Velay et de la Haute-Loire (Le	Puy,	1903;	repr.	Marseille,	1980),	pp.	607-610.	Sup-
posedly	the	architect	of	the	first	cathedral	built	on	Mount	Anis,	Scutarius’	name	appears	also	on	an	architrave	
found	in	the	nineteenth	century	in	a	garden	in	the	vicinity	of	the	cathedral.	The	inscription	reads:	SCUTARIUS	
EPIS	SENATUR	ARTEFEX	FECIT.	 It	 is	assumed	that	 this	now-scattered	monument,	whose	remains	are	now	
kept	 in	 the	Musée	Crozatier,	 formed	part	of	 the	west	 façade	of	 the	early	cathedral.	See	Francisque	Mandet,	
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Fig. 5. Le Monastier-sur-Gazeille, St-Chaffre, 
Southern transept entrance, capital, Two male heads 
(Photo: Jacques Mollon, Brioude).

Fig. 6. Le Monastier-sur-Gazeille, St-Chaffre, 
Southern aisle, Window of third bay, capital,  
Siren (Photo: Jacques Mollon, Brioude).

Fig. 7. Le Monastier-sur-Gazeille, St-Chaffre, Southern 
aisle, Window of third bay, capital, Hybrid creature 
attacking a beast (Photo: Jacques Mollon, Brioude).

Fig. 8. Le Puy Cathedral, Porche du For  
(southern porch), capital, Siren (Photo: Jacques 
Mollon, Brioude).
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is surmounted by a late antique gable, inscribed SCUTARI PAPA VIDE DEO (Fig. 
10). The inscription may have an apotropaic function, placing a barrier between the 
infernal—the sirens—and the divine, at the threshold of the shrine to the Virgin. 

Obviously not intended as mere decoration (as many scholars would have it), the 
sirens together with the inscription seem to have been linked with a certain exorcism 
ritual, aimed to repulse and deflect a host of demons, allegorically waiting to attack 
pilgrims. The ritual of exorcism, attested in liturgical texts,96 might be addressed to 
serpents and dragons or the noonday demons (daemones meridiani), endangering 
the roads taken by the Children of Israel according to Jerome.97 The ritual had a 
lengthy list of demonic names read aloud, following the rule that the omission of a 
single name could offer the devils a dodge through which they could resurface and 
cause trouble. One name figuring in such rituals was that of Lilith whose harmful 
character the sirens share.98 Mentioning the names of evil spirits, or alternatively, 

“Notre-Dame	du	Puy,”	in Histoire du Velay (Le	Puy,	1860),	Vol.	2,	pp.	78-86,	and	Fig.	on	p.	80;	Marcel	Durliat,	
“La	cathédrale	du	Puy,” Congrès Archéologique (Velay), Vol.	133	(1975),	p.	148,	and	n.	174;	Xavier	Barral	I	Altet	
(ed.), La cathédrale du Puy-en-Velay	(Paris,	2000),	pp.	235,	253.	

96	 “Exorcisme,” in Dictionnaire d’Archéologie Chrétienne et de Liturgie, eds.	F.	Cabrol	and	Henri	Leclercq	(Paris,	
1924-1953),	Vol.	5,	pp.	964-978.	

97	 Jerome,	Epistulae,	78.38	(as	in	n.	49),	p.	80.	For	the	noonday	demons,	see	Roger	Caillois,	“Les	démons	de	Midi,”	
Revue de l’Histoire des Religions,	Vol.	115	(1937),	pp.	54,	143.	

98	 A.	A.	Barb,	“Antaura.	The	Mermaid	and	the	Devil’s	Grandmother,”	Journal of the Warburg and Courtauld Insti-

Fig. 9. Le Puy Cathedral, Siren, inserted into 
the cathedral wall near the cloister.  
The original location is unknown  
(Photo: Jacques Mollon, Brioude).

Fig. 10. Le Puy Cathedral, Porche du For (southern porch), 
early inscribed gable inserted into the 12th-century 
entrance (SCUTARI PAPA VIDE DEO) (Photo: Jacques 
Mollon, Brioude). 
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placing them in siren shape on church portals, was an effective means of countering 
their malevolent powers.

With regard to St-Etienne-Lardeyrol, whose portal siren was formerly discussed 
(Figs. 1-3), legend has it that Saint George, using his sword, killed a serpent twisting 
over the rocks. In memory of his victory, a certain stone of the vicinity is inscribed with 
the name of Saint George (Pierre Saint George, conserved in a nearby site called Pail-
hère).99 Would it be that the sirens carved at the doors of the discussed churches, with 
Le Puy cathedral at head, imply for a similar connotation in the collective memory of 
local congregants and pilgrims coming from afar? I believe that the installation of the 
image in stone sculpture, or rather, “stoning” it metaphorically by fixing it to the gate, 
reflects the desire to tame and subjugate the mythological and exegetical danger. 

This latter contextualization evokes the popular pilgrimage to the illustrious 
shrine of the Virgin in Le Puy. The town of Le Puy, situated on the confluence of 
two rivers, and built on a defendable mountain, had many natural advantages that 
fostered the pilgrimage. Since it was the starting point of the Via Podiensis leading to 
Compostela, crowds of pilgrims brought prosperity to the town.100 The topography 
of the road leading from Le Puy to Compostela implies a net of routes and sub-routes 
crisscrossing the Haute-Loire.101 These routes, known since Roman times, connected 
Lyon and Marseille, crossing villages such as Lardeyrol and others (Annonay, Yssinge-
aux, Le Pertuis, Montferrat, Le Mont), and heading towards Le Puy. A Roman bridge 
near Montferrat served a tollbooth of the lords of Lardeyrol. The prosperous pilgrim-
age to the renowned shrine of Puy-Ste-Marie (as the town of Le Puy was called, after 
its volcanic podium—Puy in French—named Corneille; another famous rock, in the 
form of a needle—Aiguilhe in French—is crowned by the St-Michel d’Aiguilhe chapel 
constructed in 961, and enlarged in the 1180s) was endangered, especially in the great 
feasts of the Virgin, as is attested in an 1180s chronicle.102

It would not be overestimating to claim that the entire town of Le Puy revolved 
over what Esther Cohen termed, the pilgrimage industry.103 The town offered hospi-
tals for the poor and for pilgrims (the Hospital of St-Nicolas, of which only its chapel 

tutes,	Vol.	29	(1966),	pp.	4-5.	For	apotropaic	imagery,	see	Christa	Sütterlin,	“Universals	in	Apotropaic	Symbol-
ism:	A	Behavioral	and	Comparative	Approach	to	Some	Medieval	Sculptures,”	Leonardo,	Vol.	22,	No.	1,	Art and 
the New Biology: Biological Forms and Patterns	(1989),	pp.	65-74.	

99	 Auguste	Aymard,	“Notes	sur	les	roches	à	bassin,“	Annales de la Société académique du Puy,	Vol.	22	(1859),	pp.	
341-371,	esp.	p.	347.

100	Barral	I	Altet,	La cathédrale du Puy	(as	in	n.	95),	pp.	121-133.
101	 I	treat	the	issue	of	the	network	of	roads	in	the	Massif	Central	and	its	implications	for	cultic	practices	in	a	study	

I	am	currently	working	on:	Romanesque Visions on the Roads of Auvergne.	
102	The	Anonymous	of	Laon,	Ex chronico anonymi Laudunensis canonici,	Recueil des Historiens des Gaules et de la 

France,	ed.	Léopold	Delisle	(Paris,	1878),	Vol.	17,	pp.	705-706.	See	the	1929	edition:	The	Anonymous	of	Laon,	
Chronicon universale anonymi Laudunensis (1154-1219),	ed.	Alexander	Cartellieri	and	Wolf	Stechele	(Leipzig	and	
Paris,	1929),	p.	370. 

103	 Esther	Cohen,	“In	the	Name	of	God	and	of	Profit:	The	Pilgrimage	Industry	in	Southern	France	in	the	Late	Middle	
Ages,”	Ph.	D.	diss.,	Brown	University,	1976	(Ann	Arbor:	UMI,	2002),	pp.	2-13,	139-80.
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survived, and the Hospital of Notre-Dame, constructed later),104 and saw the flow-
ering of an attractive cult of the Virgin and of Saint Michael the Archangel.105 Since 
November 1210 the Hospital of Notre-Dame monopolized the profitable right to 
sell pilgrim badges, a claim that has outraged the town merchants for two centuries. 

The lively trade established afoot the cathedral, in an area called the Market of 
Grazes (Marché des Grazes), resulted in an indignant series of conflicts.106 The fairly 
modest economic reputation of the Via Podiensis, manifested in the twelfth century, 
brought about the emergence of yet another crisis. The episcopacy of Le Puy pursued 
an unrelenting struggle against a most powerful family of the Velay, the viscounts 
of Polignac, over the tolls they wished to extort along the Clermont — Le Puy road. 
Strategically located in their fortified village atop the mountainous countryside sur-
rounding Le Puy, the Polignac levied disproportionate tolls that repelled pilgrims, 
merchants and travelers altogether off the road. 

Yet independent of the roads to Compostela, the north-south path leading from 
Paris to Clermont-Ferrand via Brioude and Le Puy to Nîmes, the Voie Regordane, 
serving since Antiquity for transhumance (and in my view also for the transmittance 
of cultic practices and traditions), became the arena of a hostile battle, decreasing 
shrine profits in lack of bold travelers, escaping confrontation with violent road in-
truders that demanded excessive route monies from “all those who come to perform 
a pilgrimage and to pray.”107 This unhappy scenario played a definitive role in the 
aspiration of the bishopric of Le Puy to assert itself against menacing laymen, and 
to construct and reconstruct a successful and lucrative shrine, resulting in an am-
bitious building campaign in the 1180s that involved the cathedral and the enlarge-
ment of the St-Michel chapel (earlier constructed and dedicated in 961; the chapel 
was dedicated by Bishop Gotescalc, known to have taken the pilgrimage road to 

104	Later	acts	refer	to	the	chapel	of	the	Hospital	of	St-Nicolas	of	Aiguilhe,	constructed	afoot	the	rock,	and	known	to-
day	either	as	the	Temple	of	Diana	or	as	the	Chapel	of	Ste-Clair.	See	Archives	départementales	de	la	Haute-Loire,	
série	H	suppl.	Fonds	de	l’Hôtel-Dieu,	II	1	C	6;	Ulysse	Rouchon,	“La	chapelle	octogonale	d’Aiguilhe	ou	Temple	
de	Diane,”	in	Mémoires et procès-verbaux de la Société Agricole et Scientifique de la Haute-Loire,	Le	Puy	(1902-
1903),	Vol.	12,	pp.	113-140,	esp.	pp.	135-136;	Eliane	Vergnolle,	“La	chapelle	Saint-Clair,”	Congrès Archéologique 
(Velay), Vol.	133	(1975),	pp.	317	and	n.	18.	The	chapel	is	extensively	documented	since	the	17th	century	(ibid.,	pp.	
318-320).	For	its	restorations	and	sculptural	minor	decoration,	see	ibid.,	pp.	314-329;	M.	de	Caumont,	“Rapport	
verbal	fait	à	la	Société	Française	d’Archéologie,”	Bulletin Monumental,	Vol.	22	(1856),	pp.	463-466;	Noël	Thiolli-
er,	“La	chapelle	Saint-Clair	ou	chapelle	octogone	d’Aiguilhe,”	Congrès Archéologique (Le Puy),	Vol.	71	(1904),	pp.	
29-32.	For	the	Hospital	of	Notre-Dame,	see	Barral	I	Altet	La cathédrale du Puy	(as	in	n.	95),	pp.	102-108;	Martin	
de	Framond,	“L’hôpital	general,”	in	ibid.,	pp.	109-110.

105	 Barral	I	Altet,	La cathédrale du Puy	(as	in	n.	95),	pp.	124-125.
106	Cohen,	“Pilgrimage	Industry“	(as	in	n.	103),	pp.	39-40,	155-178;	eadem,	“In haec Signa: Pilgrim-Badge Trade in 

Southern France,”	 Journal of Medieval History,	Vol.	2	(1976),	pp.	193-214;	Barral	 I	Altet, La cathédrale du Puy	
(as	in	n.	95),	pp.	124-125;	Michel	Pomarat,	“Les	enseignes	de	pèlerinage,”	in	ibid.,	p.	134;	Fabrice	Denise,	“Le	
marché	des	Grazes,”	in	ibid.,	p.	135.

107	 Antoine	Jacotin,	Preuves de la Maison de Polignac	(Paris,	1898-1906),	Vol.	1,	p.	120,	“omnes	causae	peregrina-
tionis	et	orationis	incendentes,”	cited	by	Cohen,	“Pilgrimage	Industry“	(as	in	n.	103),	p.	35.	See	eadem,	“Roads	
and	Pilgrimage:	A	Study	in	Economic	Interaction,”	Studi Medievali,	3a	Serie,	Vol.	21	(1980),	pp.	330-331;	Pierre	
Peyval,	“Aspects	de	la	puissance	féodale	de	l’évêché	du	Puy	aux	XIIe	et	XIIIe	siècles,”	Cahiers de la Haute-Loire	
(1972),	pp.	7-32.



Ad Limina / Volumen 4 / N.º 4 / 2013 / Santiago de Compostela / ISSN 2171-620X [99]

avitaL HeyMan Sirens Chanting in Auvergne-Velay…

Santiago in 950, and for bringing to Le Puy the Ildofensus treatise of the perpetual 
virginity of the Virgin).108

Having been compelled to confront the violence perpetrated along the pilgrimage 
roads of the region, local residents of the region probably recognized the idiomatic 
sirens as a sign and symbol. While praying in their own churches (St-Etienne-Lard-
eyrol, for instance), they could constantly observe their local sirens. Pilgrims from 
afar might have passed by these small structures, overshadowed by the celebrated 
shrine of Le Puy, distinguishing, however, the repeated representation. 

In this respect, the text of Jerome, interpolating sirens in the account of the Children 
of Israel wandering in the desert is highly evocative. Sealing their ears to avoid listening 
to the magical voices of the enchanters, the Israelite travelers (an emblem of Christian 
pilgrimage) despised the sirens’ songs. All sorts of vigilances helped the pilgrim to fight 
serpents and harmful artifices. Walking “through the valley of the shadow of death” 
(Ps. 23:4), they feared no evil. “A thousand shall fall at thy side, and ten thousand at 
thy right hand” (Ps. 91:7)—but the faithful pilgrims escaped the snare, and feared no 
noonday demon.109 Acknowledging sirens on their road, both literally and allegorically, 
facing them at the church entrance, they exorcized them and obtained deliverance.

The vanquished mermaid of the Sacramentarium of Gellone here comes to mind. 
The siren appears again in the manuscript, in an exorcist ritual context, this time 
decorating the initials V and D of the Verum Dignum, preceding the rite of Maun-
dy Thursday, which is associated with the blessed effect of the holy oil of the olive 
branch brought to Noah after the Deluge. The sacred olive oil obliterated the world-
ly crimes represented by the tiny siren,110 which is thus presumed to have curiously 
swum in the very waters of the Deluge. Jacqueline Leclercq-Marx shows that a siren 
holding a cross, depicted on a Romanesque relief in the church of S. Maria at Mas-
sasco (Liguria), had an exorcist function. In this case, the holy cross held by the 
beast performs the exorcism, suppressing the evil forces, symbolized by the siren.111 

108	The	violence	of	the	Polignac	lineage	brought	about	the	establishment	of	a	local	combative	confraternity,	named	
after	their	white	hood	the	Capucciati,	actually	forming	part	of	the	Peace	of	God	movement.	I	am	working	on	this	
topic	for	a	forthcoming	publication,	titled	at	the	moment Sirens on the Rock. Ignoring	the	historical	and	cultic	
context	of	Le	Puy	as	a	pilgrimage	center	as	well	as	other	aspects,	such	as	the	architectonic	and	sculptural	addi-
tions	to	the	St-Michel-d’Aiguilhe	chapel	in	the	1180s,	the	Capucciati	were	insufficiently	and	inaccurately	studied	
by	Nurith	Kenaan-Kedar,	“L’évêque,	le	comte	et	le	charpentier:	à	propos	de	deux	monuments	commémoratifs	
du	XIIe	s.	à	Notre-Dame	du	Puy,” Cahiers de Civilisation Médiévale, Vol.	33	(1990),	pp.	205-217.	More	recently,	
the	history	of	 the	Capucciati	was	reexamined,	disregarding,	however,	 the	art-historical	aspects	 it	 implied,	by	
John	France,	“People	against	Mercenaries:	The	Capuchins	in	Southern	Gaul,” Journal of Medieval Military His-
tory, Vol.	8	(2010),	pp.	1-22.	For	Gotescalc,	see	L.	Bourbon,	“Gotescalc.	Evêque	consécrateur	962	et	pèlerin	de	
Saint-Jacques	en	950,”	Saint-Michel d’Aiguilhe. Commémoration du millénaire de l’érection de la chapelle. Bulle-
tin Historique, Scientifique, Littéraire, Artistique et Agricole de la Société Académique du Puy et de la Haute-Loire, 
Vol.	40	(1962),	pp.	56-73;	Barral	I	Altet, La cathédrale du Puy	(as	in	n.	95),	pp.	121-122.	

109	See	n.	97	above.
110	 Paris,	 Bibliothèque	 Nationale,	 latin.	 12048	 R,	 Fol.	 1v.	 See	 Vieillard-Troiekouroff,	 “Sirènes-poissons	 carolingi-

ennes”	(as	in	n.	76),	p.	70,	and	Fig.	2.	For	the	text	of	the	Sacramentarium	of	Gellone,	see	CCSL,	Vol.	159	(1981).	
111	 Leclercq-Marx,	“Exorcisme	symbolique”	(as	in	n.	79),	pp.	247-49;	eadem,	La sirène	(as	in	n.	3),	pp.	64-67,	159-

161,	and	Ill.	109.	
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Though the Auvergnat portal sirens do not hold a cross, their location and apot-
ropaic context may invoke a ritual of exorcism, considered necessary on the perilous 
pilgrimage roads. 

The Via Podiensis was known as particularly uninviting. The mountainous to-
pography provided lucrative opportunities of ambushing pilgrims on their way. In-
fested with thieves and brigands, the difficult path was described as locus “horroris 
et vaste solitudinis.”112 The local conditions could thus have bestowed a strong actual 
emphasis on the acculturated siren motif. In addition to Jerome’s text, the exege-
sis of Alain of Lille compares sirens to brigands,113 and we have already noted the 
connotation of avarice in Philippe de Thaün’s Bestiary,114 a notion very relevant to 
historical reality in twelfth century Auvergne. 

Alongside the repeated siren motif, the Auvergne shows a whole series of capi-
tals depicting avaricious laymen, indulging in sin and varieties of malicious behav-
ior.115 This visual proximity has a counterpart in church texts. In the first half of the 
twelfth century, Werner of St-Blaise denounces the chant of the sirens as the chant 
of avarice, which is insatiably devouring. The victorious navigation of Odysseus is 
compared to that of the Christian in the ship of the Church, providing him a safe 
harbor. It is interesting to note that among the good deeds expected from the Chris-
tian, such as church restoration and alms giving, Werner also mentions the idea of 
pilgrimage (to Jerusalem).116 The journey of Odysseus and his encounter with the 
maleficent sirens offers a supreme metaphor for pilgrimage. Similar emblematic lan-
guage occurs in the Speculum Ecclesiae of Honorius of Autun.117

Good Warrior and Evil Hybrids in Pont-du-Château

Thus a visitor to these churches might well perceive the moral lesson of the visual 
metaphor. Appropriating the image of evil meant taming it in the protective con-
fines of the sacred. The imagery of the church of Pont-du-Château (Puy-de-Dôme) 
may exemplify this concept. A pair of male sirens (or tritons) on one capital (Fig. 11) 
seems to correspond to other depictions of distorted naked figures, some of which are 

112	 J.	L.	Rigal	and	P.	A.	Verlaguet, Documents sur l’ancien hôpital d’Aubrac	(Rodez,	1913-1917),	Vol.	1,	pp.	3-5,	21,	cited	
by	Esther	Cohen,	“Roads	and	Pilgrimage	(as	in	n.	107),	p.	325	and	n.	16.	I	addressed	this	topic	in	my	book,	“That 
Old Pride of the Men of the Auvergne”	(as	in	n.	84),	pp.	31-32,	34-35.	

113	 Alain	de	Lille,	Sermon,	 ed.	Marie-Thérèse	d’Alverny,	 in	“Variations	sur	un	 thème	de	Virgile	dans	un	sermon	
d’Alain	de	Lille,”	in	Mélanges d’archéologie et d’histoire offerts à A. Piganiol,	ed.	R.	Chevallier	(Paris,	1966),	3:1523,	
cited	by	Leclercq-Marx,	La sirène	(as	in	n.	3),	p.	106.	

114	 See	nn.	73-74	above.	
115	 I	treat	the	topic	at	length	in	my	book,	“That Old Pride of the Men of the Auvergne”	(as	in	n.	84),	pp.	17-49;	as	well	

as	in	my	article,	“Virtuous	and	Iniquitous	Nobles	in	Romanesque	Auvergne,”	Iconographica,	Vol.	4	(2005),	pp.	
22-45.	

116	 Werner	of	St-Blaise,	Liber de florationes,	PL,	Vol.	157,	cols.	848A-49B.
117	 Honorius	of	Autun,	Dominica in Septuagesima, Speculum ecclesiae	(as	in	n.	66),	col.	856.	
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bald-headed (Figs. 12-13). The conquest of vice is allegorized in yet another sculptur-
al motif of the region, a man roping a monkey (Fig. 14).118 Another capital depicts a 
mediating chain-mailed warrior, who leans with his right hand against his lance while 
his horse is grazing nearby (Fig. 15). The warrior puts his left hand to his mouth, a 
significant gesture, probably linked with his recognition of the menace contained in 
the voice of sirens and their obscene mates, to his good Christian cognitive capability. 

The appearance of the contemplating warrior recalls the good warrior in the ser-
mons of both Werner and Honorius.119 Hildebert of Lavardin (1056-1133/4) uses the 
same symbolism with reference to the Christian, successor of Odysseus. The wise 
Christian is expected to use the shield of his faith against the evil forces.120 Likewise, 
the Israelite wanderers in the desert, says Jerome, conquer the malicious sirens, de-
fending themselves with their vessels of treasure, which is faith.121 

The metaphor of the good warrior received a significant sculptural expression 
in the province. The capital of the virtues at Volvic (Puy-de-Dôme) renders Forti-
tude clad in chain mail (Fig. 16), implying that the virtuous and powerful could use 
their might for good ends.122 The opposition of good and evil combatants is seen in 

118	 Zygmunt	Swiechowski, Sculpture romane d’Auvergne, Collection	“Le	Bibliophile	en	Auvergne,”	16	(Clermont-Fer-
rand,	1973),	pp.	194-96	and	Figs.	187-205.	

119	 Werner	of	St-Blaise,	Liber de florationes	(as	in	n.	116),	col.	848D:	“.	.	.	tunc	dicunt	te	bonum	esse	militem.”	The	
phrase	is	repeated	in	Honorius	of	Autun,	Dominica in Septuagesima, Speculum ecclesiae	(as	in	n.	66),	col.	856.	

120	Hildebert	of	Lavardin,	Epistolae,	Ep.	6	(as	in	n.	63),	p.	152B.
121	 Jerome,	Epistulae,	78.38	(as	in	n.	49),	p.	80.	
122	 Yvonne	Labande-Mailfert,	“L’iconographie	des	laïcs	dans	la	société	religieuse	aux	XIe	et	XIIe	siècles,”	in I 

Fig. 11. Pont-du-Château, capital, Male sirens  
(or tritons) (Photo: Jacques Mollon, Brioude).

Fig. 12. Pont-du-Château, capital, Bald-headed 
figures (Photo: Jacques Mollon, Brioude).
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Fig. 13. Pont-du-Château, capital, Distorted naked 
figures (Photo: Jacques Mollon, Brioude).

Fig. 15. Pont-du-Château, capital, Chain-mailed warrior (Photo: Jacques Mollon, Brioude).

Fig. 14. Pont-du-Château, capital, A man roping a 
monkey (Photo: Jacques Mollon, Brioude).
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the apse of Riom-ès-Montagnes (Cantal), where a host of righteous knights punish 
wicked lords (Fig. 17).123 Oppression of the peasantry on the part of covetous lords 
was also a frequent phenomenon. An allusion to the adversities of Auvergnat shep-
herds is found in a capital in Besse-en-Chandesse, where a menacing fully-armed 
warrior intimidates a group of unhappy shepherds (Fig. 18).124 

To complete our discussion of the sculptural imagery of Pont-du-Château, we 
should look at another capital, the only one to show images of the holy (Fig. 19). A 
haloed eagle, probably representing the Logos, occupies the center of the capital. A 
guardian seraph stands at the left, and an indistinct haloed figure, holding a cross, 
closes the depiction on the right. Again, exegesis provides a possible commentary. 
When describing the difficulties and perils of the journey of the “Christian Odysseus,”  

laici nella “Societas Christiana” dei secoli XIe e XIIe, Atti	della	terza	Settimana	internazionale	di	studio	La	
Mendola,	21-27	August	1965,	Milano,	Publicazioni	del’Università	Cattolica	del	Sacro	Cuore,	Miscellanea	del	
Centro	di	Studi	Medioevali,	Vol.	5	(Milan,	1968),	p.	501;	eadem,	“Pauvreté	et	paix	dans	l’iconographie	romane	
(XIe	–	XIIe	siècle),”	in Etudes sur l’histoire de la pauvreté, ed.	Michel	Mollat,	Publications	de	la	Sorbonne,	
Série	“Etudes,”	Vol.	8	(Paris,	1974),	Vol.	1,	pp.	338-340;	Heyman, “That Old Pride of the Men of the Auvergne” 
(as in n. 84), pp. 39, 52. 

123	 Avital	Heyman,	“The	Hand	that	Severs	and	the	Severed	Hand:	Sculptural	Evidence	for	the	‘Mountain	People’s’	
Defeat	in	Auvergne,” Arte Medievale, II	Serie,	Vol.	12-13	(1998-1999),	pp.	75-82.	

124	 Eadem,	“Good	or	Bad	Shepherds”	(as	in	n.	84),	pp.	58-59,	63-64,	and	Figs.	13-14.

Fig. 16. Volvic, St-Priest, capital, Virtues: Fortitude to the right (Photo: Author).
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Fig. 17. Riom-ès-Montagnes, Apse capital, Warriors (Photo: Author).

Fig. 18. Besse-en-Chandesse, St-André, capital, 
Shepherds attacked by a chain-mailed warrior 
(Photo: Author).

Fig. 19. Pont-du- Château, capital, Haloed eagle, 
Seraph, and Holy figure holding a cross (Photo: 
Jacques Mollon, Brioude).
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both Werner of St-Blaise and Honorius of Autun refer to the road to the celestial 
realm accomplished by acknowledging the incarnation.125 Prayer and holy chant are 
the means of conquering the vices symbolized by sirens. In other words, church ritu-
al chases away the demons. Thus, the figure holding the cross next to the Logos and 
the seraph could be associated with a rite of exorcism. To conquer evil and attain 
salvation, the prudent Christian has to endure a challenging journey. 

The sirens decorating two apse capitals at St-Julien-Chapteuil (Haute-Loire), 
were most likely meant to distract the congregant by their chant, but the holy rite 
performed at the altar will defeat evil. The small church of Auzon (Haute-Loire) 
houses two striking siren capitals (one shows a siren and a triton), attracting the 
eye of the beholder (Figs. 20). A console supported by a realistic hand reinforces the 
symbolic message: two hideous birds stick their talons into the ears of a male head 
(Fig. 21), visualizing the fatal end of one who listens to the sirens’ chant, as in St-Eti-
enne-Lardeyrol (Fig. 3). Similarly, sirens inhabit the church of St-Paul-de-Tartas 
(Haute-Loire), where four mermaids are compressed into the limited space of the 
capital. The sirens capital of Chamalières-sur-Loire (Haute-Loire) follows the same 
line, and also depicts four sirens (Fig. 22). Though extremely eroded, the sirens of 
Alleyras, Fix-St-Geneys, and St-Pal-de-Mons, all in the Haute-Loire, clearly belong 

125	 Werner	of	St-Blaise,	Liber de florationes	(as	in	n.	116),	col.	849;	Honorius	of	Autun,	Dominica in Septuagesima, 
Speculum ecclesiae	(as	in	n.	66),	col.	857.	

Fig. 20. Auzon, capital, Sirens (Photo: Jacques 
Mollon, Brioude).

Fig. 21. Auzon, console, Hideous birds and a male 
head (Photo: Author).
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to this assembly. Other mermaids appear in the church of Antoing (Fig. 23). Female 
or male sirens and tritons recur in Chauriat, Courpière, Ennezat, Glaine-Montaigut, 
Mailhat, Nonette,126 St-Dier, and Chambon-sur-Lac, all in the Puy-de-Dôme. The 
sole Auvergnat bird-headed winged siren is seen in Combronde (Fig. 24). Here the 
grimacing winged creature faces a goat rider, both symbols of lust and promiscuity.

The sirens of Chanteuges (Fig. 25) and Brioude (Fig. 26) (both in the Haute-Loire) 
are particularly interesting, in view of the harsh conditions prevailing in the region 
in the first half of the twelfth century, the approximate date of the decoration of 
these churches. The stylistic affinity of the imagery of Chanteuges and Brioude sup-
ports the assumption that the historical background acted as a formative circum-
stance in generating a consistent visualization of evil. 

La Chaise-Dieu took the abbey of St.-Marcellin at Chanteuges under its aegis 
in 1137, following the complaints of Raymond, Abbot of Chanteuges. In the char-
ter registering the absorption by La Chaise-Dieu, Raymond describes the devasta-
tion of Chanteuges, which had become a fortress inhabited by a mob of robbers and 
murderers.127 Because of its superior strategic position over the Allier River, it was 

126	 The	church	portal	is	curiously	decorated	by	a	siren,	accompanied	by	the	Lamb	of	God	and	the	Archangel	Mi-
chael,	reminiscent	of	the	twelfth-century	sculptural	program	of	the	St-Michel	d’Aiguilhe	chapel	in	Le	Puy	(Haute-
Loire).	I	treat	the	two	programs	in	a	study	I	am	currently	working	on. 

127	 A.	C.	Chaix	de	Lavarène	(ed.), Monumenta pontificia Arverniae decurrentibus IXe, Xe, XIe, XIIe saeculis. Correspon-
dance diplomatique des papes concernant l’Auvergne (Clermont-Ferrand,	1886),	pp.	474-475;	Gallia	Christiana,	

Fig. 22. Chamalières-sur-Loire, capital, Four sirens 
(Photo: Jacques Mollon, Brioude).

Fig. 23. Antoing, capital, Sirens (Photo: Jacques 
Mollon, Brioude).
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important to bring Chanteuges under control. The reform probably reopened the re-
gion to commercial and religious traffic.128 The ruinous state of Chanteuges and of 
the road passing it may have suggested the representation of sirens (Fig. 25), symbol 
of perils on the roads and of wrecks. 

The church also contains an image of an avaricious personage, represented like 
a contemporary local lord. Flanked by two horrible dragons, ready to knock him 
down, the greedy nobleman may well commemorate the robbers and murderers 
haunting Chanteuges in Abbot Raymond’s reproach.129 The sirens, accustomed to 
wail and moan over ravaged sites, perfectly fit into this scheme. As we have seen, vari-
ous writers portray their grasping, avaricious appetites. The sculptural imagery thus 
becomes more coherent, actual and immediate, connected to the troubled period 
recorded prior to the absorption of Chanteuges by La Chaise-Dieu.

Vol.	2,	p.	82;	Gabriel	Fournier, Le peuplement rural en Basse Auvergne durant le haut moyen âge, Publications	
de	la	Faculté	des	Lettres	et	Sciences	Humaines	de	Clermont-Ferrand,	2e	série,	Vol.	12	(Paris,	1962),	pp.	565-568	
and	n.	12.	The	annexation	by	La	Chaise-Dieu	was	confirmed	by	the	chapter	of	Brioude.	See	Augustin	Chassaing	
(ed.),	Spicilegium Brivatense. Recueil de documents historiques relatifs au Brivadois et à l’Auvergne (Paris,	1886),	
pp.	13-14,	No.	6.

128	 Robert	Melzak	discusses	the	scene	carved	on	a	capital,	which	shows	the	patron	saint	of	Chanteuges,	Saint	
Marcellin,	standing	in	a	boat.	According	to	Melzak,	the	depiction	refers	not	only	to	Marcellin’s	Vita,	but	also	
to	the	saint	as	guardian	of	means	of	transport,	assisted	by	two	flanking	griffins.	See	Robert	Melzak,	“Saint	
Marcellinus	between	Griffins	on	a	Romanesque	Capital	at	Chanteuges,” Source, Notes in the History of Art,	
Vol.	9	(1990),	pp.	6-10.	

129	 Heyman,	“That Old Pride of the Men of the Auvergne”	(as	in	n.	84),	pp.	44-45,	and	Fig.	46.	

Fig. 24. Combronde, capital, Bird siren  
(Photo: Jacques Mollon, Brioude).

Fig. 25. Chanteuges, St-Marcellin, capital, Sirens 
(Photo: Jacques Mollon, Brioude).
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Fig. 26. Brioude, St-Julien, capital, Sirens (Photo: Jacques Mollon, Brioude).

Fig. 27. Brioude, St-Julien, capital, Centaurs and obscene personages (Photo: Jacques Mollon, Brioude).
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Brioude endured similar hardships in the twelfth century, when in 1136 Robert 
III, Count of Auvergne, made an offensive move against the chapter. The canons 
of Brioude were forced to take up arms to defend the shrine of Saint Julien. In the 
battle, one of the canons was severely injured. Having thus violated clerical privilege, 
the count was bound to yield to a public penitence ritual, expressing remorse for his 
violent behavior, swearing to compensate his victim and never again to commit a 
comparable misdeed against the Church.130 This state of affairs coincided with the 
commissioning of a large part of the church capitals.131 

It is therefore not surprising to find the ill-omened sirens (Fig. 26), beside hid-
eous centaurs accompanied by obscene personages (Fig. 27), tritons (Fig. 28), and 
other impious figures (Fig. 29), as sign and symbol for what had become a long en-
during tradition: the wailing sirens and their malicious companions were notorious 
for inhabiting ruined towns. The context of war and rebellion is well attested in the 
depiction of a certain victim of armed assault (Fig. 30). The shrine of Saint Julien 

130 L’art de vérifier les dates, des faites historiques, des chartes, des chroniques	(Paris,	1818),	Vol.	10,	p.	136;	Pierre	
Cubizolles,	Le noble chapitre Saint-Julien de Brioude	(Aurillac,	1980),	p.	309.	See	Etienne	Baluze	(ed.),	Histoire 
généalogique de la Maison d’Auvergne	(Paris,	1708),	Vol.	2,	pp.	59-60.	

131	 In	dating	the	sculptures	of	Brioude,	I	follow	the	suggestion	of	Bernard	Craplet,	Auvergne romane,	La	Nuit	des	
Temps,	Vol.	2	(La	Pierre-qui-Vire,	1955;	repr.	1978),	pp.	272-275,	who	distinguished	four	ateliers	working	on	the	
capitals	from	west	to	east	during	c.	1060-1150,	and	completing	the	chevet	capitals	c.	1165-1180.

Fig. 28. Brioude, St-Julien, capital, Tritons (Photo: Jacques Mollon, Brioude).



Ad Limina / Volumen 4 / N.º 4 / 2013 / Santiago de Compostela / ISSN 2171-620X[110]

avitaL HeyMan Sirens Chanting in Auvergne-Velay…

attracted a celebrated pilgrimage throughout the Middle Ages.132 The influx of pil-
grims was endangered as a result of the violent conduct of Count Robert. The peace 
treaty of 1136 was aimed at establishing order in the troubled holy place, an invalid 
expectation in view of the later history of Brioude.133 The visual imagery linked with 
restoring the cult and providing for a secure pilgrimage, incorporated the prevalent 
siren image, among comparable signs, in the chapter’s attempt to safeguard the re-
nowned pilgrimage. 

Siren and Virgin at Orcival 

The context of pilgrimage and pilgrimage roads seems to have constituted a per-
fect setting for this multitude of sirens. Returning to Le Puy, not only do the 
mermaids of the Porche du For welcome pilgrims (Fig. 8), but others too attract 
attention, either on one of the nave capitals (Fig. 31), or on the curious lintel of the 

132	 For	the	tradition	of	pilgrimage	to	Brioude,	established	 in	the	early	Christian	period,	see	Gabriel	Fournier,	
“Les	plus	anciens	sanctuaires	élevés	sur	le	tombeau	de	Saint	Julien	de	Brioude.	Contribution	à	l’étude	de	
l’architecture	et	de	la	piété	aux	époques	paléochrétienne	et	mérovingienne,”	Almanach de Brioude,	Vol.	47	
(1967),	pp.	13-28.

133	 Heyman,	“That Old Pride of the Men of the Auvergne”	(as	in	n.	84),	Chapter	2,	pp.	75-90.	

Fig. 29. Brioude, St-Julien, capital, Impious figures 
riding beasts (Photo: Jacques Mollon, Brioude).

Fig. 30. Brioude, St-Julien, capital, Armed assault  
over a naked victim (Photo: Jacques Mollon, Brioude).
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St-Michel d’Aiguilhe chapel,134 as well as in miniature form on one of the exterior 
arches of the Ste-Claire chapel. The cathedral of Le Puy enshrined a miraculous 
statue of the Virgin.135 As it will soon become clear, a sharp rivalry was instituted 
between the malevolent sirens and the pious Mother of God. It should be kept in 
mind in this regard, that the cult of Mary prospered impressively in the Massif 
Central, and that dozens of statues of the type of the Throne of Wisdom were the 
center of devout worship and pilgrimage,136 as is attested in the procession held 
at the feast of the Assumption to this day (Fig. 32). It is therefore no coincidence 
to find dozens of sirens in the region, highlighting their exegetical, idiomatic por-
trayal as a constant threat to the pilgrimage to the various Marian shrines of the 
Massif Central. 

In our investigation of this opposition of siren and Virgin, we have reached the 
celebrated shrine of the Virgin at Orcival (Puy-de-Dôme). Its statue of the Virgin was 

134	 Barral	I	Altet,	“La	chapelle	Saint-Michel	d’Aiguilhe	au	Puy,”	Congrès	Archéologique (Velay),	Vol.	133	(1975),	pp.	
230-313,	esp.	p.	260;	idem, La cathédrale du Puy	(as	in	n.	95),	p.	220.	Barral	unconvincingly	interprets	the	sirens	
on	the	lintel	as	inhabiting	the	Sea	of	Glass	of	Revelation	4:6.	I	treat	the	twelfth-century	portal	in	the	study	I	am	
currently	writing: Romanesque Visions on the Roads of Auvergne.	See	also	Leclercq-Marx,	“La	sirène	dans	l’his-
toire”	(as	in	n.	82).	

135	 Barral	I	Altet,	La cathédrale du Puy	(as	in	n.	95),	pp.	141-158.
136	 Ilene	H.	Forsyth, The Throne of Wisdom: Wood Sculptures of the Madonna in Romanesque France (Princeton,	

1972).	The	cult	of	the	Virgin	in	the	Massif	Central	forms	a	major	issue	in	the	study	I	am	currently	working	on:	
Romanesque Visions on the Roads of Auvergne.

Fig. 31. Le Puy Cathedral, capital, Siren (Photo: Jacques 
Mollon, Brioude).

Fig. 32. Orcival, Feast of the Assumption of the 
Virgin (Photo: Author).
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miraculous, known to have liberated many captives and prisoners, who presented to 
Nostre Dame des fers et des captifs of Orcival their votive offerings of iron chains.137 
Whereas sirens trap by deception and flattery, the Virgin liberates. Thus, sirens play 
a profound role in the Marian cult of the region, and their depiction does not simply 
reflect some taste for decorative antiquarianism. 

Notre-Dame of Orcival is rather poor in sculptural decoration, thus the few 
historiated capitals are consequently bestowed with a reflective impact. Two am-
bulatory neighboring capitals create an allegory linked with the malevolent si-
ren’s chant (Fig. 33). A single fishtailed siren is represented frontally, holding her 
long hair on the capital to the right (Fig. 34). A hideous bird stands on the curve 
of her tail. The capital to the left presents an ugly half-naked demon, holding a 
short knife in his right hand as he grips the hair of a figure whose body is covered 
with an oblong shield (Fig. 35). Two companions escort the demon. One of them 
is a chain-mailed warrior, holding a spear and an oblong shield on the left side of 

137	 Jacques Branche, La vie des saincts et sainctes d’Auvergne et de Velay	 (1652;	 repr.	Clermont-Ferrand,	1858),	
Vol.	1,	pp.	66-67.	The	abbey	came	under	the	aegis	of	La	Chaise-Dieu	in	1169.	For	the	history	of	Notre-Dame	
of	Orcival,	see:	 Jean	Fouilhoux, Histoire d’un sanctuaire d’Auvergne. Notre-Dame d’Orcival (Paris	and	Lille,	
1894),	esp.	pp.	26-57,	241-245;	Henri	du	Ranquet,	“Orcival,” Congrès Archéologique (Clermont-Ferrand), Vol.	87	
(1924),	pp.	384-405;	Laurence	Cabrero-Ravel,	et	al.,	Notre-Dame d’Orcival, Collection	Images	du	Patrimoine	
(Clermont-Ferrand,	1995).	

Fig. 33. Orcival, Notre-Dame, Ambulatory capital, 
Demon riding a lamb (Photo: Author).

Fig. 34. Orcival, Notre-Dame, Ambulatory capital, 
Siren (Photo: Jacques Mollon, Brioude).
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the capital, indifferent to the victim’s fate. A winged demon resembling the active 
satanic attacker appears on the right, impiously riding a lamb (Fig. 33). The lat-
ter rider resembles a demon in Issoire (Puy-de-Dôme) (Fig. 36). The scene might 
imply the devilish prevalence of sinister armed warriors (recalling the shepherds’ 
attacker in Besse, Fig. 18), acting in presence of the siren, unlike the virtuous com-
battants (metaphorical, as in Volvic, or real, as in Riom-ès-Montagnes) previously 
mentioned (Figs. 16-17). 

The location of this imagery in the ambulatory, circling the altar, upon which 
the celebrated statue of the Virgin of Orcival is placed, again constructs an opposi-
tion between good and evil. A certain competition between the Mother of God and 
the mermaid is thus established, instituted in exegesis. As shown by Jacquline Le-
clercq-Marx, a hymn for the Assumption of the Virgin by Adam of St-Victor clearly 
expresses this rivalry. Maria as Stella maris is asked to expel danger from this sea 
of life (huius vitae mari), embodied by enchanting sirens, a dragon, dogs (probably 
of Scylla), and pirates. All these demons cause death and despair. Mary is asked 
to protect navigation in the stormy sea, and lead sailors to a safe haven.138 This 

138	 Adam	 of	 St.-Victor,	 In Assumptione Beatae Mariae sequential,	 ed.	 Guido	 Maria	 Dreves,	 in	 Ein Jahrtausend 
lateinischer Hymnendichtung	(Leipzig,	1910),	Vol.	1,	p.	270,	cited	by	Leclercq-Marx,	La sirène	(as	in	n.	3),	pp.	
105-106.	

Fig. 35. Orcival, Notre-Dame, Ambulatory capital, 
Demon attacking a small figure, A chain-mailed 
warrior on the left (Photo: Author).

Fig. 36. Issoire, St-Austremoine, Transept capital, 
Demon riding a lamb (Photo: Jacques Mollon, 
Brioude).
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ritual connotation is decidedly imperative for the celebration of the feast of the 
Assumption, well-rooted in the region (Fig. 32). The etymological affinity between 
the Hebrew word for sea (yam) and the Hebrew name of Mary (Miriam), as well as 
the Latin term for sea (mare), probably instituted the symbolism of Mary as the 
protective Star of the Sea.139

It seems likely that the conflicting symbolism of the Virgin versus the siren 
shaped the sculptural setting of the siren and demon capitals (Figs. 33-35). Praying 
for deliverance in front of the statue of the Virgin at Orcival and ritually expressing 
gratitude becomes more comprehensible, in view of the idiomatic use of the siren 
motif. The alluring chant metaphorically sung behind the altar is defeated by the 
holy hymn praising the Virgin, Star of the Sea. Honorius of Autun exhorts his au-
dience to abandon the chant of sadness in order to attain the harmonious chant 
of joy, together with the celestial choir of angels. Only turning one’s back on the 
sirens’ temptation can guarantee salvation of the soul. The voice of Christ, says 
Ambrose, should unquestionably replace that of the sirens. The former gives life, 
the latter takes it away. Only the sacrament in Christ will grant redemption. The 
metaphorical ship of Odysseus and, by implication of the church, where ritual is 
celebrated through attention to virtue and sacrament, will decisively prevent ship-
wreck.140 Accordingly, the sculptural decoration provides a setting for this notion. 
The seductive siren, ensnared in stone thus became an edifying idiomatic expres-
sion of traditional exegesis. 

One could join Bernard of Clairvaux and wonder, “what is that ridiculous mon-
strosity doing… before the eyes of the brothers while they read”?141 Or, alternatively, 
be aware of the many significations of sirens in Christian cult and culture.142 The fig-
ure of the siren, navigating for centuries in the deep seas of literary tradition, cross-
ing the Mediterranean towards the Bible, European exegesis, and remote mountain-
ous regions was destined to perdition. Singing in ruined towns, biblical and histori-
cal, and placing obstacles on the roads to salvation, sirens had no alternative but to 
be doomed to hell. The siren effect appeared so persuasive, that even in a treatise of 
a seventeenth century rabbi, Leone da Modena (Tsemah Tsaddiq), their vicious nature 
prevails.143 Yet the echo of the captivating, if fatal, chant of the sirens, captured in 

139	 Barb,	“Antaura”	(as	in	n.	98),	pp.	13-14.	Violence	enacted	on	pilgrims	at	the	feast	of	the	Assumption	is	attested	
in	Le	Puy	of	the	1180s.	See	the	chronicle	cited	in	n.	102	above.	

140	Ambrose,	Expositio	evangelii	secundum	Lucam,	Book	4.2-4	(as	in	n.	89),	pp.	105-107.	A	similar	notion	is	to	be	
found	at	Werner	of	St-Blaise,	Liber de florationes	(as	in	n.	116),	col.	849;	Honorius	of	Autun,	Dominica in Septu-
agesima, Speculum ecclesiae	(as	in	n.	66),	col.	857.	For	the	recurrent	symbolism	of	shipwreck,	see	n.	51	above.	

141	 See	n.	32	above.	
142	 Bernard	himself	used	the	metaphor	of	sirens	in	a	conspicuously	misogynic	way.	See	Bernard	of	Clairvaux,	Liber 

de modo bene vivendi	ad sororem,	57,	PL,	Vol.	184,	col.	1285.	
143	 Rabbi	 Leon	 Modena,	 Tsemah Tsaddiq	 (Venice,	 1600;	 repr.	 New	 York,	 1899),	 17,	 pp.	 32-34	 (in	 Hebrew).	 See	

Shalom	Sabar,	“The	Right	Path	for	an	Artist:	The	Approach	of	a	Seventeenth	Century	Venetian	Rabbi	(Leone	da	
Modena)	to	Visual	Art,”	in	Eshkolot. Essays in Memory of Rabbi Ronald Lubofsky	(Ormond,	2002),	pp.	181-212,	
esp.	p.	192	and	Fig.	8.	I	wish	to	thank	Shalom	Sabar	for	indicating	this	rabbinical	source	to	me,	and	for	providing	
me	with	his	article.	
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stone in pilgrimage and minor churches in Auvergne-Velay, testifies to their long 
enduring charm to be forewarned from in this deep sea of life. 

No wonder, that Manuel Castiñeiras, a great scholar of Santiago and pilgrimage 
church art, cited Arthur Kingsley Porter, the early twentieth-century pioneer of the 
study of pilgrimage art and roads: 

“The pilgrimage road may be compared to a great river, emptying into 
the sea at Santiago, and formed by many tributaries which have their 
sources in the far regions of Europe”.144 

All we have to do is be aware of the sirens, chanting on the pilgrimage roads. 

144	Manuel	Castiñeiras,	“Presentación:	El	legado	de	Diego	Peláez,”	in	Nodar	Fernández,	Los inicios	(as	in	n.	1),	p.	19	
and	n.	a.	The	citation	is	from	Arthur	Kingsley	Porter,	Romanesque Sculpture of the Pilgrimage Roads	(New	York,	
1985,	repr.	of	1923	ed.),	Vol.	1,	p.	175.	




