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Abstract: The Siren Painter’s famous eponymous vase1 contains details of much interest to students 
of nautical equipment and ancient seafaring practices. The representation of Odysseus tied to his 
mast has received understandably more attention than the image on the reverse side of the vase with 
its fantastical winged symposiasts. The two images are clearly related but their relationship, we will 
suggest, may be as much verbal as mytho-psychological. In essence, this extended article sets out to 
show that the two vase paintings represent the artist’s attempt to express the full gamut of 
etymological possibilities inherent in the name ‘Sirens’.  Our analysis is intended to enhance the 
reputation of vase painters as highly literate individuals whose artistic schemata are informed and 
even dictated by verbal interconnections. The second - but not secondary - aim of this article is to 
examine occurrences of the word ‘Sirens’ in the Septuagint. Here too etymologies will be seen to 
highly active in the penumbra of the text. 
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Introduction 
 
Our chief concern will be to analyse a gamut of words for their etymological values. In 
ancient authors words are not reduced to a single etymological root. Rather, poets in 
particular, delighted in proposing or unearthing a multitude of derivations. Moreover, it was 
the cogency of their arguments in favour of one root or another that enriched the narrative 
terrain of their work.  
Chapters: 1. Methodologies 2 The Helmsman’s Garment 3: The Ostrich; Eyesight:  4.The 
Iconography of the Ostrich:. 5 Biblical Sirens:  5a Isaiah (13-21) 5b: Isaiah 34-13: 5c Isaiah 
43-20 6 Biblical Sirens 7: Job: 29-30.  8: Jeremiah 29-30 9: 9:An Etymological Excursus 10: 
Lamentations 4.3.4: 11: Lamentations 4.3.4 12: Lamentations 4.3 13.1-8 Micah 13. 14: 14: 2 
Baruch 10.7-8 and 1 Enoch 19.2 
 

1. Methodologies 
 
There are essentially two methodologies at work in this paper. One uses ancient techniques to 
establish the credentials of the root of any one word. The second consists in the exploration 
of the reach and influence of such etymologies as, what we may term, narrative direction –
finders 
 

2. The Helmsman’s Garment 
On the main scene of the Attic Red Figure Siren Painter’s vase there is a garment or cape 
draped over the stern. This has also been observed on other less accomplished renderings of 
the same theme2. In our view it alludes to a perceived etymology of the name ‘Siren’. 

 
1 It is on display in the British Museum 
2 See Morrison Greek Oared Ships (1968) Plate 12b and discussion on p.87. This vase is of poor quality but it too has an 
item of dress towering over the stern. It is square. The excrescence at its top left corner may be an exaggerated helmsman’s 
head with petasos. Certainly the disproportionate size of the birds viz-a-viz the oarsmen allows us to visualise the helmsman 
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Hesychius defines a ‘σειρή’ as a ‘loosely-woven, thin over-garment’ or ‘himation’. He also 
tells us that the cognate word ‘σειρον’ is a Sicyonian word meaning both ‘male clothing’ and 
a ‘light summer garment’ whilst the word ‘Siren’ itself refers to a ‘thin, diaphanous chiton’3. 
Lastly a Lycurgus fragment mentions ‘σειρινα’ (‘light summer clothes’).On the Siren 
Painter’s vase, the garment draped over the stern has a distinctive fringe or hem. It does not 
appear transparent and, though it is no doubt a male summer cape of some sort, it seems best, 
in view of the tasselled hem, to categorise it as a ‘loosely-woven outer garment’. We recall 
meanwhile that in Homer, Odysseus’ ship is borne towards the Sirens’ island on a brisk or 
‘fair’ wind which gives way to a dead calm. The ship is forced to accelerate  past the island 
under oars. 

The vase painter synthesizes these consecutive periods of time as a single visual 
tableau. Simultaneously, he presents the sails as billowing (the initial wind), and the sailors as 
rowing (the wind having dropped)4. The helmsman’s outer garment plays its role in this 
scene. It has been discarded indicating a heat that (a) renders extra clothing supernumerary 
and (b) is strong enough to allow wax to be cut and moulded in readiness to be pressed into 
the sailors’ ears. In sum, the most convincing etymology of the word Siren (‘σειρή’) 
constitutes a ‘loosely-woven fringed outer garment’.   

The grammarian Dositheos defines the Latin ‘cimussatio’ as ‘ἡ σειρή τοῦ βιρροῦ’ 
(‘the fringe of a cloak’). He also refers to the verb ‘σειρῶ’ (‘cimusso’) meaning ‘I provide 
with a border’ (i.e. ‘fringe’). The fringe or edge of a garment may be defined therefore by the 
word ‘σειρή’. Nothing prevents such a hem being writ large as a tasselled hem such as we see 
in the Siren Painter’s scene. This is particularly the case given that the word ‘σειρή’ also 
means ‘lock of hair’ and is used of the seven locks of Samson’s hair in Judges 13:16. 
Meanwhile the word ‘tail’ is considered another meaning of ‘σειρή’ and this will suggest the 
form of a single tassel (or ‘lock of hair’). Thus the garment in the vase painting seems to 
allude twice (though in different senses) to a perceived etymology in the word ‘Siren’ 
(‘σειρή’). Indeed just as a tableau narrates a temporal succession of events in a single frame 
so we will find individual words blossoming into a multivalent narrative. 
 

3. The Ostrich; Eyesight 
 
However within the vase painting it is the emblema of the aphlaston (‘the stern-post 
ornament’) which provides the most convincing evidence of an etymologising intent on the 
part of the painter. Normally the aphlaston terminated in a goose’s head (the ‘cheniskos’) and 
examples of this can be found across the period of antiquity from Black Figure Vases to 
Trajan’s column5. On this vase however the avian finial must be, and can only be, an ostrich 
head. No other bird is so well evoked by the artist whose configuration of the eye renders it 
extremely large in proportion to the face. Indeed an ostrich has the biggest eye of any 

 
as being larger than life. On this reading the ‘baton’ in front of the helmsman’s head would represent the helmsman’s arm. 
The exaggerated gestures of the helmsmen on both this vase and that of the Siren Painter indicate the importance of visual 
commands during the encounter with the Sirens. For the oarsmen have wax in their ears and cannot hear the keleutes. Note 
that the strokeman on the Siren painter’s vase looks around, presumably to see whether Odysseus is trying to communicate 
something visually. The square cloth on Morrison 12b has two incised lines diverging to the right and emanating from the 
‘shoulder’ of the helmsman. These suggest the folding of the garment around the helmsman’s body. The plumes on the 
oarsmen’s helmets point towards the bows indicating a stiff following wind. This in turn explains why the helmsman keeps 
his cape to hand. The birds are not the Sirens but some form of Harpy. Elsewhere the Sirens are approaching, as appears on a 
non-Greek [Etruscan?] design of ship rather similar to the right-hand ship on the ‘Aristothonos’ crater (Morrison 9b,c). The 
imminent head-on collision of Greek and non-Greek ship on both the Aristothonos crater and the Corinthian aryballos knits 
these two scenes together. 
3 Hesychius Lexicon s.v. ‘σειρη’ ‘σειραι’ ‘σειρον’ ‘Σειρηνες’. 
4 Note however that the sails and oars could be deployed simultaneously in when the utmost speed was required (Plautus 
Asinus 175: ‘velo remigioque … festina’). 
5 See Casson figures 90, 128. Morrison Plate 13. 

Education, Research, Creation 
Vol. 12 No. 1 - 2026 305



terrestrial creature. At 5 cm in diameter this eye is as big as an entire humming-bird and 
bigger than the size of the ostrich’s own brain. Visual alacrity is the ostrich’s main defence 
against predators. The large number of photoreceptor cells in its eyes allows the ostrich to 
scan the savannah in great detail from its height of over seven feet. The ability of the ostrich 
to see overhead is very limited however. They have a blind spot in this region of up to eighty 
degrees. Moreover its laterally-set eyes (the widest apart of any bird) and its poor binocular 
field of retinal vision (20%) mean that it has a wide general field of vision but cannot see far 
above. In other words, in order to see its predators the lofty ostrich will look down and 
around, both because that is the how it has evolved and because those are the directions from 
which danger will be expected to present itself. These factors combine to explain why the 
ostrich in the picture is looking downwards and across as if to make eye contact with the 
enormous ship’s eye at the prow. At the same time the Sirens themselves look down and 
across from their promontories. Any ship’s crew arriving at the Sirens’ island will seek out a 
bay for mooring. Meanwhile the Sirens’ unorthodox field of vision will help it track any ship 
entering harbour. 

There are two other circumstances which lead us to believe the bird on the aphlaston 
is an ostrich. Firstly ostriches can close their ears. Such a facility allows them to see out a 
sandstorm, but more importantly for our current purposes it also renders the ostrich totemic 
of the fundamental driving force behind the painting’s narrative, namely that the ears of 
Odysseus’ men will be filled with wax rendering them unable to hear the Sirens’ seductive 
strains.. The second circumstance relates to etymology. The Greek word for ‘ostrich’ is 
‘στρουθοκαμηλος’ (literally ‘camel-sparrow’)6. However Hesychius tells us that the people 
of Attica also used the prefix ‘στρουθος’ (‘sparrow’) as a term for ‘ostrich’. Meanwhile a 2nd 
century Greek translator of the Hebrew Old Testament, namely Akylas, is said by Hesychius 
to have used the word ‘σειρῆν’ (‘Siren’) as a synonym of ‘στρουθοκαμηλος’ (‘ostrich’). The 
most we can say here is that in Attica ‘σειρῆν’ is a synonym of ‘στρουθος’ in the sense of 
‘ostrich’.  

To conclude this section, one would do well to consider what other cross-references 
exist between the iconography on our vase and the elements of the narrative as we know it.n 
 

4. The Iconography of the Ostrich 
 
If we now consider the eyes of the falling ostrich, we note that they are shut. This Siren is 
falling to its death. The Greek word ‘σειομαι’ (‘I leap down’) seems likely to be linked 
etymologically to the first syllable of ‘σειρή, the word which is the best candidate for the root 
of ‘Siren’. The etymologising is no mere jeu d’esprit’. Here it reminds us that the Sirens, 
committed suicide in ‘leaping down’ from their headlands. They did not fall. Moreover, they 
dived ‘headlong’ (= ‘στρουθος’ = ‘καταφερης’). Here another meaning of ‘στρουθος’ 
(‘headlong ‘Siren’) reasserts itself and indeed takes us further along this etymological maze 
in its guise as a synonym of ‘σιρια’. This word not only has close morphological ties with 
‘Siren’ but it takes our narrative further since it also means ‘safely from a fall’. Remarkably 
then the three candidates for the most etymological influence over the narrative have emerged 
from the pack to comment on the action up ahead. Even the tag of ‘falling safely’ does not 
vitiate the argument for in ancient etymological circles the polar opposite meaning to the one 
arrived at may be applied to the narrative. Thus ‘falling safely’ comes to mean ‘not falling 
safely’. This is called ‘kat’antiphrasin’ etymologising and its role in the Siren episode is 
significant. In circumventing the Sirens’ island without mishap Odysseus has been 
instrumental in the fulfilling of the prophecy that the Sirens would meet their deaths if ever a 

 
6 Note the long eyelashes and shallow jaw-line of both camel and ostrich. They are both at home in the desert. 
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ship’s crew was successful in sailing past their island unscathed7. In addressing the 
mythological demise of these ‘birds’, the artist cleverly constructs a narrative that 
demonstrates both that they die and how they die. Given the direction of their eyesight (down 
and around), we cannot claim that they do anything other than throw themselves off their 
promontories. And in any case the results obtained from etymologising the text bolster those 
conclusions. 

Nevertheless it is the Siren-Ostrich’s inability to fly that seals their fate.  A normal 
bird might have second thoughts about dying when they are half way down to the sea. But the 
flightless ostrich has no such recourse. Hence the plummeting Siren is practically already 
deceased. This is confirmed by the eye appearing shut as of a corpse. The sketching of the 
cliffs is a naturalistic detail which also points up the irony of the birds’ demise within the 
very environment, the sea-cliffs, where they would normally feel most secure and most at 
home. And as we have seen the non-flying ostrich enjoys no guarantee of a safe fall thanks to 
the ‘kat’antiphrasin’ methodology of etymologising that lies at the disposal of the reader 
In the meantime two other etymologies present themselves. One would derive ‘Siren’ from 
‘σιριos’ in the sense of ‘boorish’ ‘unrestrained’. This adjective evokes the behaviour of 
inebriated young aristocratic Athenians which is illustrated - again kat’antiphrasin - on the 
scene on the reverse of the pot. Here the artist views the well-behaved gods-as-young-men 
floating above the sea as though returning to Olympus to honour a long-awaited symposium. 
They will not have consumed alcohol before arriving at the symposium to where they are 
headed, for a powerful ‘catch-me-up’ potion was administered to those who were late. 
Sobriety was not an option. No doubt mortal symposiasts saw themselves as  demi-gods after 
a few potions. 

Athenian artists frequently recognised a particularly handsome local youth by painting 
the word KALOS (‘GORGEOUS’) onto the pot, followed by the boy’s NAME (‘SO & SO is 
BEAUTIFUL).On this pot however however, the place of KALOS has been taken by 
Odysseus’ own name. Furthermore, the artist has written the letters of ODYSSEUS parallel 
with, and diagonally along, the lowest of the eight red brailing lines. We should ask ourselves 
if there is something afoot. For no Greek or Etruscan client could have failed to recognise the 
scene of one of Odysseus’ most famous confrontations. Everyone knew the Siren episode by 
heart. There is therefore no obvious reason for identifying the hero in writing.  

The explanation is both playful and creative. The painter had just completed painting 
the whole set of red brailing ropes. Coincidentally these ropes were called  KALOI, or 
KALOS in the singular. This is an exact homonym of the word one would have found in 
contexts where the artist was soberly meting out praise upon the ‘BEAUTIFUL’youth. 
Comically Odysseue has usurped the role of the ‘BEAUTIFUL BOY’. Thus the viewer is 
prompted to read a verbal-cum- visual pun into the double meaning of KALOS 
(‘ODYSSEUS is ‘HANDSOME’ or ‘ODYSSEUS IS a [NINTH] BRAILING LINE’. 
Meanwhile the letters of Odysseus’ name become the parts of a rather sketchy brailing line. 
No doubt the painters were encouraged to develop such ‘jeux d’esprit’ to satisy the 
‘intellectual’ pretensions pf the Etruscan elite.  

These aristocratic drinking parties were held as inductions into Athenian society for 
those most recently ‘coming of age’. They often got out of hand however and caused offence 
in the streets of Athens. ‘Boorish’ is the perfect label for a symposiast involved in a rough 
house after the party. Here however all is orderly and serene. 

Returning to the vase, the closed eyelids of the birds also serve to engage the reader in 
an exploration of the specific routes through which death is meted out to the Sirens. As we 
have seen the closed eye is itself an icon of death. One might suggest that the Sirens’ fate has 

 
7 See Pseudo-Hyginus 141. 
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always been just out of sight around the maritime corner. Ships will always call at islands 
after all. But when the Sirens finally see their Nemesis their brains do not reflect on the 
prophecy that renders them always one step away from death. This is where the inability of 
the birds to fly constitutes the narrational ‘coup de grace’. All masts but one are lowered but 
this does not impede the Sirens’ ability to see external phenomena. Indeed the Sirens not only 
‘see’ but also ‘recognise’ Odysseus passing at speed, and under oars.  In their arrogance, 
however the Sirens do not ‘see’ him as a problem8.  

Like young female ostriches in today’s African savannahs, the Sirens produce a 
courtship song that is overpoweringly haunting. An enchanting magnetism holds the island in 
its grip. As we can see from the vase, Odysseus is straining to point his face upwards into the 
gaze of the Sirens from where the Sirens’ song descends. Ironically the Ostrich-Sirens see but 
do not hear, whilst Odysseus both sees and hears. What Odysseus hears is both poetry and 
music. We begin first with the words:  
 

5. The Sirens’ Song 
 
The first words of any ancient address were considered a source of omens. The Sirens’words 
are no different. The phrase ‘δεῦρ᾽ ἄγ᾽ ἰών’ can be construed as ‘come hither at speed’. Since 
Odysseus’ ship is already under oars, the emphasis should fall on the word ‘δεῦρ’ (‘come! 
make all speed to where we are!’). That is, the Sirens plead that the speed of the ship should 
be invested in bringing the ship onto the beach by dint of a headlong beached landing. It is 
over this bay, flanked by the two promontories, that the Sirens gaze down. Meanwhile the 
verb ‘ἰών’ frequently means 'at speed’ in for instance Od.12.427-4289 and speed is a recurrent 
theme of this passage (‘ὠκύαλος νηῦς’’ ῥίμφα διώκοντες’). However a further nuance of 
‘δεῦρ᾽ ἄγ᾽ ἰών’ conveys a sense of seductiveness (‘why not come hither as you voyage 
along?’ ‘stop off here?’). The casual invitation disguises the Sirens’ intentions, One might be 
reminded of contemporary massage parlours and their sweet-voiced attendants intent on 
fleecing clients. The Sirens seem to point into the bay as they say ‘lead, guide your fleet this 
way’. Moreover, in Eurpides’ Hecuba we see ‘ἄγε’ used in the portentous phrase ‘lead them 
to death’. There are a multitude of whitening bones strewn across the Sirens’ island and the 
Sirens know how to hint at the fate awaiting the hero. However their unremitting success in 
seducing other fleets has made them too self-confident. Lastly the etymological origin of the 
name ‘Siren’ may also lie in the word ‘bind’ ‘tie’. The Greek word ‘σeirάω’ is yet another 
candidate for the etymology of ‘Siren’. It translates as ‘bind’ or ‘entangle’.  Not only does 
this invoke the hitherto entrapping nature of the Sirens' songs it also echoes the repeated use 
of this nuance in the tying and securing of the ‘ropes’ around Odysseus’ body and the mast 
(‘σeirάi’ = ‘ropes’). The Sirens’ strategy is to show restraint and let their lyrics work their 
magic. T 

Meanwhile this ‘binding’ (‘σeirάω’) could be from a magical context of its own. 
Small birds were bound to a wheel which was then spun in one direction is an invocatory 
practice found in Theocritus 2.30-31 and designed to turn back the heart of a former lover to 
the ‘inamorata’. Here the capturing of Odysseus’ heart by the Sirens depends on enrapturing 
song. Homer takes us from an ‘unbridled lack of restraint’ to the opposite. . Indeed polarised 
psychological states are much in evidence during this episode.  Odysseus as he yearns to hear 
more of the Sirens’ music can hardly be restrained or rather ‘roped in’.  

 
8 Perhaps we are to see the act of ‘seeing’ as one of the  Sirens’ character traits understood ‘kat’antiphtrasin’’. The Sirens are 
programmed  NOT TO SEE WHAT IS COMING TO PASS. 
9 ‘ἔπρησεν δ᾽ ἄνεμος μέσον ἱστίον, ἀμφὶ δὲ κῦμα / 
στείρῃ πορφύρεον μεγάλ᾽ ἴαχε νηὸς ἰούσης’. 
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Thw use of a string of connected etymologies can be considered subversive of the surface 
narrative however. Thus the word ‘στρουθς’ (ostrich) can also mean ‘lewd’ or ‘lecherous’ in 
Hesychius. Are we to apply this characterisation to the Sirens just because the surface text 
does so? Or is Odysseus’ behaviour tantamount to an unhealthy indulgence in a sort of 
voyeurism? 

The reverse of the Siren Painter’s vase is also the scene of an etymological ‘tour de 
force’. The three presents being brought to the divine symposium consist of a hare, a chaplet, 
and a head-band. The hare in particular was a common present given by the inamoratus to his 
young beau. There are two words for ‘hare’ which have etymological interest for us as the 
researchers of this painting. One (which does not appear in the text) is ‘πτὼξ’ which may be 
thought to evoke ‘πτὼσιμος’ meaning ‘having fallen’. Does this suggest the image re-presents 
a falling through the atmosphere just as we saw earlier with the Sirens on the forelands? 
Another version of ‘hare’ in Greek is ‘στρὼνϋμενον’ [sic]. This verbal noun characterises the 
animal as ‘cowering’. But the hare was also considered highly concupiscent and this picks up 
the theme we dealt with in the last section of this work. We now find the word ‘στρουθος’ in 
the dock in the sense that it means both ‘lecherous’ and ‘ostrich’. Indeed the most common 
word for ‘ostrich’ is ‘στρουθος’ or ‘στρουθοκαμηλος’. The symposiast in the middle of the 
reverse side of the vase marks the etymological epicentre of this episode. This reveller carries 
a tendril with leaves. On arrival at the venue, he will create a green ‘Springtime’ chaplet 
which will be used, for instance, to identify whose turn it is at any given party game. But we 
can use our etymological schema to home in on the exact flower being used. 

Firstly we recall that ‘στρουθος’ itself means ‘lewd’ in Hesychius. This gives us a 
point of repair between creatures such as the ostrich and ‘sparrow (‘στρουθος’) and their 
unrestrained urges10. But ‘στρουθος’ also interconnects with yet another aspect of the natural 
world and that is the flower Saponaria Officinalis which was once more highly regarded for 
its cleansing properties11. Now this plant is we suggest the one that the middle reveller 
clutches in his hand as he flies across the sea. The tendril is empty of blossom revealing only 
the leaves which emerge as opposites. The crossbar on the leaf pieces is highly curvilinear 
and this is reflected in drawings and photographs that we might consult today. As the raw 
material for a chaplet, the Saponaria is much favoured today for its aroma and pinkish hue. 
The same was the case in ancient times as Athenaeus makes clear (Deipnosophists 15.679b). 

We come at last to the final present brought to the party by these winged springtime12 
demigods: Himeros,  Pothos, and Eros (Longing, Desire, and Love). Himeros carries a very 
large band which looks ornamental and indeed the Greek women often wore ornamental 
devices on their hair. These were called ‘ἀναδεσμάί’ and of all the meanings Hesychius 
ascribes to the word for a Siren (‘Σείρη’), this one ‘ἀναδεσμη’ takes pride of place. This 
makes us curious to know what particular quality this word possesses. It means ‘a snood for 
the female hair’ ‘a binding’ ‘a band for the female hair ‘a bandage for the female breasts’. 
Meanwhile an almost exact synonym presents itself in the shape of ‘ἀλϋσις’. In view of these 
meanings we are tempted to see a poetics element expressing itself in the sense that the 
etymologies and synonyms we have unearthed create a maze of underground connections that 
not only knit (‘bind’) the fabric of the story together but also suggest where the narrative 
might betake itself next. 

The words of the Sirens deserve further study. Words for ‘seeing’ (‘εἰδώς … ἴδμεν’) 
occur three times and the subliminal sense of ‘know’ (‘οῑδά’) within this verb is much to the 

 
10 See above on restraint and lack of restraint. 
11 See ‘στρουθος’‘στρουθειον’‘στρουθοκαμηλος’ and their convergence of meaning. 
12 The Sapo naria’s condition suggests that the Spring blossom has not yet appeared. 
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fore13. Odysseus does not see the Sirens but he has been well primed by Circe as to what to 
expect. He is ‘of many devices’ (‘knowledgeable’) as the Sirens point out, without realising 
the phrase’s application to themselves. The Sirens see Odysseus’ ship clearly (‘τὰς δ᾽ οὐ 
λάθεν ὠκύαλος νηῦς’) but are ignorant of the hero’s subterfuge.  
 
‘δεῦρ᾽ ἄγ᾽ ἰών, πολύαιν᾽ Ὀδυσεῦ, μέγα κῦδος Ἀχαιῶν, 
ατάστησον, ἵνα νωιτέρην ὄπ ἀκούσῃς. 
οὐ γάρ πώ τις τῇδε παρήλασε νηὶ μελαίνῃ, 
πρίν γ᾽ ἡμέων μελίγηρυν ἀπὸ στομάτων ὄπ᾽ ἀκοῦσαι, 
ἀλλ᾽ ὅ γε τερψάμενος νεῖται καὶ πλείονα εἰδώς. 
ἴδμεν γάρ τοι πάνθ᾽ ὅσ᾽ ἐνὶ Τροίῃ εὐρείῃ 
Ἀργεῖοι Τρῶές τε θεῶν ἰότητι μόγησαν, 
ἴδμεν δ᾽, ὅσσα γένηται ἐπὶ χθονὶ πουλυβοτείρῃ’.                        Odyssey 12.183f 
 

The Sirens claim to pass on knowledge of everything in the present and past, but 
tellingly they do not see the immediate future. A visit to the island for, as it were, pilgrims, is 
a pleasant and knowledge-enriching experience. Visitors leave ‘knowing more’ but the 
Sirens, it seems, do not know enough. Other points of interest include Odysseus’ height on 
the mast (7 feet) which situates him at the end of a descending diagonal, well above the other 
shipsινthat have the mast lowered (Sirens-Odysseus-fleet). The sharp-eyed Sirens ‘see’ him 
from the outset and begin their song. 

In conclusion, given the ancient preoccupation with etymologies, we should expect 
the vase painter to exploit and plunder as many dormant ‘words’ as he can from within his 
text and particularly those extracted from the name ‘Siren’. The results will have given the 
painter a fund of words from which to knit together his narrative. Etymologies pick out the 
themes of the story rather as stars pick out the sky14 
 

6. Biblical Sirens (a) Isaiah 13:21 
 

In the section of our thesis that follows, we will examine several passages in the Greek 
Septuagint where the word ‘Sirens’ is employed apparently in connection with ‘[the 
daughters of] ostriches’ and ‘jackals’. Our aim here is to convince the reader that in Greek 
‘young ostrich’ and ‘Siren’ were two words for the same creature. 

We begin with the Isaiah of the Septuagint. In describing the fallen Babylon, he 
suggests that ‘there the Sirens will take their rest’ (‘καὶ ἀναπαύσονται ἐκεῖ σειρῆνες‘: Isaiah 
13.21). Meanwhile, in the original Hebrew version, we learn that ‘jackals’ will be found in 
the city’s ‘palaces of delight’ and that, in general, the ‘howling creatures’ of the desert shall 
occupy Babylon’s homes. These ‘howling creatures’ are identified by the Hebrew text as not 
only he-goats, but also both hyenas, the daughters of ostriches, and jackals. In real life, all 
these animals have the ability to imitate the sounds of human agony. Goats produce 
strangulated screams; jackals disturb the evenings over the savannah by their pained cries; the 
hyena’s roars are similar to those uttered by a human male in the act of retching. The 
combined effect of the Hebrew passage is to create a virtual allegory of human lamentation 
following the sacking of a city.  

 
13 The Siren-ostriches can switch on deafness when it suits them. But Odysseus too can play with deafness. Hearing and 
paying heed to what is heard is an important theme of the story. 
14 It is hard to set aa limit on how much creative etymologising is at work within the visual detail of the artwork. For instance 
the verb ‘σειν’ is a provincialism deriving from the verb ’θειν’. The former begins with the same string of letters as the 
Greek spelling of Siren, that is ‘Seiren’ (‘Σει[ν] Σει[ρ] ). It is therefore a candidate for etymologising-The verb ‘σειν’ means 
‘to run’. Running is an importamt feature of the ostrich’s defensive strategy, given that it cannot fly. 
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Meanwhile the contribution to this bedlam on the part of the daughters of ostriches is 
overtly stated in the Hebrew. In this context the 2nd century CE connection between ‘ostrich’ 
and ‘Siren’ (observed above) gives us pause for thought. That is, of all the animals mentioned 
in the Hebraic version of the passage only the daughters of ostriches have any known 
semantic connection to Sirens. If this connection were to date from the era of the composition 
of the Septuagint then we must question why a bird that is associated in the Hebraic text with 
the sounds of human lamentation should be associated in the Greek text with a creature that 
had hitherto emitted the strains of an entrancing song15. 

First of all however the specific context of Isaiah 13:21 is worthy of our attention for 
a different reason. A creative etymology of the word ‘Siren’ (Σειρῆν) is elicited by the verb 
which the Sirens govern. The word ‘σειροι’ is morphologically very similar to ‘Σειρῆνες’ and 
is defined as ‘ἐπαυλεις’ by Hesychius. This word ‘ἐπαυλεις’ means ‘temporary quarters’ or 
‘encampment’. This is the type of accommodation which hosts the behaviour of the ‘Sirens’ 
who ‘will take rest’ (‘ἀναπαύσονται’) or ‘roost’ in Babylon’s abandoned homes. In taking 
rest here the ‘Σειρῆνες’ will be temporarily inhabiting - and will be etymologically deriving 
from - ‘σειροι’. Furthermore, allusions to this etymology of ‘Siren’ are disseminated across 
the passage16. One example depends on the ‘kat’antiphrasin’ interpretation of the above 
etymology. Thus we learn that the Arabians and shepherds do not ‘pitch tent’ or ‘sojourn’ in 
Babylon (‘οὐδὲ μὴ διέλθωσιν αὐτὴν ῎Αραβες; οὐδὲ ποιμένες οὐ μὴ ἀναπαύσονται ἐν αὐτῇ’: 
13: 19-20). Now clearly the motif of ‘temporary habitation’ pre-exists in the Hebrew version. 
Our contention then is both that the Greek word ‘Siren’ inspires the creation of an 
etymologically-based narrative, and that the introduction of the word ‘Sirens’ superimposes 
on the original a Greek stratum of literary interconnectedness which binds the strands of the 
narrative together17.  

It is not irrelevant to this discussion that, according to Hesychius, the associated word 
‘σειρή’ means ‘chain’ (‘ἁλυσις’),‘bond’ (‘δεσμος’), and ‘series’. Meanwhile the phrase ‘κατὰ 
σειράν’ means ‘from the roots’ or ‘as far as the roots’ (Codex Iustinianus 6.4.4.19b). Our 
contention would be that here the word ‘Siren’ makes its presence felt at a poetics level. In 
the act of etymological bonding with other words it elicits an allegorical sense of ‘binding’ 
from the meaning of the roots discerned. The word ‘Siren’ is totemic of the process of 
etymologising in general where links are identified not just within the immediate verbal 
context but even across a network of words. The verbal ‘bond’ (‘σειρή’) that exists between 
the word being etymologised and its root is also the building block of the verbal ‘chain’ 
(‘σειρή’) that represents a wider web of associations. This web is composed of the divergent 
strands of different creative etymologies of the word ‘Siren’ that spring from within the same 
passage. But it is also composed of the dissemination of the same single etymology across not 
just the relevant passage but also the Septuagint as a whole. In sum just as tree roots entangle 
themselves at a subterranean level they become bonded not only to their immediate 
neighbours but also to the furthest flung members of the relevant orchard. 
(b) Isaiah 34:13 
The etymologising strand created through ‘σειροι’ (‘ἐπαυλεις’) continues at Isaiah 34:13 
where a fate similar to that suffered by Babylon overtakes Edom (‘καὶ ἔσται ἔπαυλις 
σειρήνων καὶ αὐλὴ στρουθῶν’). In the Hebrew original, the jackals and daughters of 

 
15 See H. Rahner, Greek Myths and Christian Mystery, English translation B. Battershaw, London,1963,p. 357 ‘The 
Alexandrine translators who produced the Septuagint found six places in the ancient Hebrew books where there was mention 
of mysterious beasts referred to ‘astannim’ and ‘benot yaanah’, terms which mean literally ‘jackals’ or ‘hen ostriches’. They 
render these words by the Greek ‘Σειρῆνες’ (Sirens). What inspired this gross but most interesting mistranslation in the 
minds of these Hellenistic translators is a mystery which has hitherto remained unsolved’. 
16 13:21: ‘καὶ ἀναπαύσονται ἐκεῖ θηρία’. 
17 Whether Hebrew etymologies had performed a similar literary role within the original texts is not a question that can be 
addressed here. 
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ostriches use the city as a ‘place to stay’ and a ‘court’ respectively. In the Greek version 
meanwhile, the ‘Sirens’ use the city’s homes as a ‘steading’. The etymology we identified in 
the previous section is made overt through the juxtaposition of ‘ἔπαυλις’ and ‘σειρήνων’. 
And once again, the temporary nature of the accommodation spills over into other areas of 
the text. For instance, in the description of the ‘donkey-centaurs’ their ‘sojourning’ 
(‘temporary habitation’) is heavily underscored. The verb for ‘sojourning’ used here is 
accompanied by its cognate noun but it is the same as that used in association with the Sirens, 
shepherds and Arabians in 13:21(‘ἐκεῖ ἀναπαύσονται ὀνοκεύνταυροι, εὗρον γὰρ αὐτοῖς 
ἀνάπαυσιν’)18.  

The Sirens, it seems, in common with many other creatures (human and otherwise), 
do not treat their accommodation as permanent. Conversely, Isaiah pairs them with 
‘ostriches’ whose houses will constitute their ‘permanent estate’ (‘καὶ ἔσται ἔπαυλις 
σειρήνων καὶ αὐλὴ στρουθῶν’). We note here that the ‘jackals’ and ‘daughter ostriches’ of 
the original Hebrew have given way to ‘Sirens’ and ‘ostriches’ in the Septuagint. This 
suggests either (a) that in Isaiah’s mind ‘jackals’ are ‘Sirens’ or (b) that, in Greek, the words 
‘Sirens’ and ‘ostriches’ are not after all synonyms (just as Akylas’ had asserted) but 
identifiers of two different avian categories. There is however a way to square this circle and 
that is to suggest that ‘Sirens’ are intended to equate not to ‘ostriches’ in general but to 
‘daughters of ostriches’. These ostrich daughters, if considered from an allegorical point of 
view, are the category of being most suited to viewing the ‘estate’ owned by their parents as 
no more than a ‘temporary habitat’. And this perspective is not just a consequence of the 
etymological link between ‘σειροι’ and ‘Σειρῆνες’. 

It is not for adult ostriches that Babylon represents a temporary residence. Instead 
Babylon constitutes an intermediate [‘temporary’] stepping-stone for ostrich daughters. From 
an allegorical perspective this illustrates the unavoidable condition of females within a family 
group. That is, in ancient times, parents looked upon their home as their permanent domicile. 
Yet daughters treated that same ‘home’ as merely a staging-post on the route to their own 
conjugal ‘estate’.  A multi-layered interpretation of the allegorical content of the passage 
would see the grief of a fallen city shading into the grief of a family destined to be parted by 
marriage. In other words, against the background of the fall of Babylon, one hears the 
mingled cries of sadness and happiness (from daughter ostrich and Siren) that will be heard 
on the daughter’s wedding day, the day when her ‘sojourn’ at her parents’ home is over and 
she leaves to occupy her husband’s house1920. The connection between ‘Siren’ and ‘σειρή’ 
takes on the character of an allegorical ‘ab re’ etymology. The word ’Siren’ etymologically 
drives the ostrich daughters to treat the accommodation of their maidenhood as temporary. 
From the moment our Sirens acquire their permanent ‘estate’ they will no longer constitute 
either ‘ostrich daughters’ or ‘Sirens’ They will no longer ‘howl’ as if uttering a mating cry. In 
general terms therefore, the etymology of ‘Siren < σειρή’, established at Isaiah 13:21, has 
taken on an unexpected multiplicity of layers21. 

This view dovetails with another etymology of the word ‘σειρή’ which as we have 
seen is a worthy candidate for the root of the word ‘Siren’. That is, the substantive ‘σειρή’ 
also means ‘lineage’ or ‘family line’. This must relate to its meaning of ‘chain’. The hidden 
vignette of the daughter waiting to leave for what will be her own ‘estate’ dramatizes and 
epitomises the path of human life which is brought to life by the dynamic of one generation 

 
18 This is a literal translation of the word. It appears to suggest a tailless ape in Aelian. In Isaiah it is thought to evoke a 
demon of the wilderness.  
19 In modern-day Romania, wedding music includes the ‘doina’, a lament expressing the sadness of the bride at being parted 
from her childhood friends. 
 
21 The sound of a young female ostrich is not particularly mellifluous to our ears. It consists in a rising and falling trill or 
gurgle. 
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viewing ‘the home’ with eyes that the previous generation do not have (‘place of sojourn’ 
versus ‘palace’). The vignette also chimes with the rest of the Septuagint passage where the 
howling of the donkey-centaurs and satyrs shades into mating-calls22. The Lord brings 
couples together. The scene of the daughter ostriches, biding their time in their ‘temporary 
home’, is a prequel to this process. Fittingly the Isaiah chapter ends with the land of Babylon 
being possessed by these animals ‘from generation to generation’2324. The overarching 
narrative is supported by a sub-vignette which acts as a pre-narrational tableau. The Sirens, 
both as daughters and by etymology, are totemic of the cyclical nature of human life. Indeed 
when they are no longer daughters they too will be busy producing the next generation25.  

Of overriding importance to our thesis however is the fact that neither of the passages 
so far examined discourages us from equating the Hebraic ‘daughters of ostriches’ with the 
Greek ‘Sirens’. There is in fact a sound external reason for accepting this identification as 
secure. On the one hand adult ostriches produce a dull booming noise that has nothing to 
contribute to an allegorical narrative that evokes the sounds of grief. However ostrich chicks 
produce a sound that instantly renders them emblematic of lamentation. They ululate, just as 
female keeners used to do at funerals or weddings in rural Ireland, and as they still do in rural 
Eastern Europe and Africa. This gives the young (and female) ostriches a well-deserved place 
alongside the other animal representatives of human cries26. However it also gives the reader 
an allegorical handle through which ‘lamentation’ and ‘suffering’ in the Septuagint can be 
accessed and addressed 
(c) Isaiah 43:20: 
This brings us to a third Isaiah passage in which the author’s key modulates from grief to joy. 
At 43.20 we learn from Isiah’s Hebrew original that jackals and the daughters of ostriches 
will honour the Lord.  The Greek version meanwhile (‘εὐλογήσουσι με τὰ θηρία τοῦ ἀγροῦ, 
σειρῆνες καὶ θυγατέρες στρουθῶν’) generalises about animals that stalk the pasture-land (‘the 
wild beasts of the field’ = inter alia ‘jackals’). Jackals prey on chickens and lambs. They 
target the domesticated herds that constitute the conflictual interface between humans and the 
wild. However the generalisation ‘τὰ θηρία’ has the effect of throwing the spotlight onto ‘the 
Sirens and the daughters of the ostriches’ once a repunctuation of the passage is taken into 
account. For, we would wish the comma after the word ‘θηρία’ to exchange places with the 
word ‘καὶ’ (‘and’) to give the following reading: ‘the wild beasts, and the Sirens, namely the 
daughters of ostriches, …’ 27. On a more literary-critical note, the ululation of these young 
ostriches must now be an expression of joy or even ‘panegyric’ (‘εὐλογήσουσι)28.  

 
22 34:14: ‘καὶ συναντήσουσι δαιμόνια ὀνοκενταύροις καὶ βοήσονται ἕτερος πρὸς τὸν ἕτερον’. 
23 Meanwhile we will soon examine an extended passage in Job in which the careless parenting of the ostrich is highlighted. 
We may be correct in seeing a reference to this behaviour in the contrasting behaviour of Isaiah’s hedgehog which uses the 
earth to protect its eggs (‘καὶ ἔσωσεν ἡ γῆ τὰ παιδία αὐτῆς μετὰ ἀσφαλείας’). 
 
25 Ironically the fall of Babylon serves as a backdrop to the permanence of the daughter ostriches’ ‘’temporary’ dilemma.  I 
suggest we are to see the cry of the ‘ostrich daughter’ itself as a mating-call. Classical Sirens after all are programmed to 
attract the male crews of ships.   
26 The young ostriches are considered female (a) because their referent, the Sirens, are female and (b) because  ululation is a 
peculiarly feminine gift 
27 The word ‘Sirens’ is sometimes translated as ‘owls’. This is particularly the case with this passage. Although we disagree 
with this translation, the ululation of the owl (‘ulula’ in Latin) gives the owl some right to the term ‘Siren’. Indeed the low 
trilling of these two birds argues for their closeness. Regarding the passage itself, note that the reason for the ‘honour’ paid 
to the Lord by these animals relates to His provision of paths in the wilderness and water in the desert. Ostriches are known 
to be able to survive long periods of thirst. However they enjoy bathing (albeit often in the dust of dried water-holes) and are 
good swimmers. Thus their reaction to the water will be unalloyed joy not relief. This explains their ululation [apropos of 
which see above on the implied allusion to the ululation - both joyful and tearful - of the daughter ostriches allegorically 
‘leaving the home’ on their wedding day]. The jackals meanwhile will enjoy but not need the easy access the paths give them 
from their desert home to the pasture-lands. In real life they are often to be seen trotting slowly along country roads. They 
too, like ostriches, need little water.  
28 Following on from the previous note, a case may be made for reading ‘με τὰ’ as ‘μετὰ’. Given the lack of a definite article 
with ‘Sirens’ and ‘daughters’, one might expect the phrase ‘wild beasts’ to follow suit by dispensing with its definite article. 
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7. Job 30-29: 
 
There is a discernible development in the presentation of the Sirens in the pages of Isaiah. 
They evolve as allegorical representatives of human suffering and joy through their 
identification with youthful ostriches. The recasting of ululating ostrich chicks as ‘Sirens’ 
also serves to re-present the mytho-historical ‘Sirens’ themselves. It may be incumbent to 
reconsider the role of the Sirens in Greek art and literature in general if their Biblical persona 
has a ‘human’ voice that simultaneously sings of the joy of life and the darkness of death. In 
any case, from now on we will assume that in the Septuagint the ‘Sirens’ are ‘young ululating 
ostriches’ and observe whether this equation is supported by the contexts in which the term 
‘Sirens’ occurs.  

In the Hebrew text of the Book of Job, the author proclaims to the assembly that he 
has ‘become a brother to the jackals & a companion to the daughters of the ostrich’ (30:29). 
In the Septuagint’s version the jackals are (as commonly) replaced by the Sirens (‘I have 
become the brother of the Sirens and a disciple of the ostriches’)29. Meanwhile the parallel 
replacement of ‘daughters of ostriches’ with ‘ostriches’  serves to set adult ostriches against 
‘Sirens’. In doing so it also distances the adult ostriches from the Akylan label of ‘Sirens’ and 
renders the Hebrew narrative more coherent as we shall see. Yet, if Akylas is to be trusted, 
the ‘Siren’ label in Greek must attach itself to an ostrich of some description. We can only 
assume that the Hebraic ‘daughters of ostriches’ resurface in the Septuagint in their guise as 
‘Sirens’. Meanwhile, the differentiating factor between adult and child must consist to a large 
extent in the sounds they make since Sirens are practically speaking ‘voices’. Adult ostriches 
cannot ululate. They cannot represent the formalised expression of female grief. They cannot 
therefore counterpoint Job’s harp and lyre which have turned to producing mourning music 
(‘ἀπέβη δὲ εἰς πένθος μου ἡ κιθάρα, ὁ δὲ ψαλμός μου εἰς κλαυθμὸν ἐμοί’)30. 

The Job of the Septuagint has become a brother to the Sirens and [on our reading] a 
pupil of the ostriches (‘ἀδελφὸς γέγονα σειρήνων, ἑταῖρος δὲ στρουθῶν’).  Herein lies the 
coherence of the Greek text. Job has joined the migratory lifestyle of the ostrich family. He 
is, as it were, a disciple of the adults in the strict sense of the word. In the harshest of 
environments he follows them around for safety. His trust is well-placed. Ostrich parents 
commonly take up positions in the van and at the rear of the ostrich family column when it is 
on the move. As their ‘pupil’ he will learn much from their ability to find food and water 
where none seems to exist. Ostriches are in fact model parents. At the same time Job’s 
conversion to the rigours of a hard but loving ‘sect’ allow him to join the number of his 
mourning female siblings. Job embraces suffering (‘I have become …’) as a sorority. At this 
point we suggest a subsidiary etymology of ‘γέγονα’ becomes available to the emerging self-
portrait. The word ‘γέγωνα’ can hardly fail to be perceived in the purlieu of ‘γέγονα’. The 
former word means ‘make oneself heard by shouting’. This cascades across and illuminates 
several aspects of the text in which synonyms of ‘γέγωνα’, namely ‘κεκραγα’ (20) and 
‘κεκραγώς’ are prominent.  In the assembly, Job bawls no doubt to ‘make his voice carry’ 

 
The meaning would now be ‘after the wild beasts of the field, even (‘καὶ’) the Sirens, the daughters of ostriches, will give 
praise’. The paths provided in verse 19 are amongst the things that stimulate the joy experienced by the jackals. Regarding 
the Sirens however, the word even (‘καὶ’) makes the best sense if we assume that the daughters of the ostriches normally 
wail in lamentation. That is, the works of the Lord are so pleasing that even the animal most given to complaining about its 
lot (through ululation) will be moved to give praise (through ululation). The ostriches’ tolerance of thirst may also be 
relevant here in the sense that not only those experiencing little thirst (‘jackals) but even those experiencing almost no thirst 
(ostrich daughters) will give praise. Singing after all requires lubrication. 
29 Jackals are mentioned regularly in the Hebraic version of these passages but they never survive their translation into 
Greek. 
30 The participle ‘κεκραγώς’ onomatopoeically evokes the croaking of animals whilst the verb ‘κέκραγα δὲ πρός’ conjures 
up the act of yelling at a third party (Aristophanes Frogs 982). Job has become an unsubtle, monotonous communicator even 
in the assembly, the hall of oratory. 
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across the conflict of opinions. He also shouts to the Lord. More to the immediate point he 
will have to work hard to make himself heard above the hubbub created by his sister 
ostriches.  

As a pupil of the ostriches, Job is the disciple of those who themselves had once 
mourned and lamented but who had now found a different voice. Job suffers in the short term 
but he has committed himself to a sect which, as a blood kin, he cannot abjure, and the 
fathers of which he cannot doubt will lead him to salvation. In the Hebraic text by contrast 
the narrative logic is flawed. Any ‘brother of a jackal’ will be a predator of ostrich eggs. Job 
will find it impossible to be a ‘companion of ostrich daughters’ as long as he maintains the 
instinct to eat them before they are hatched31.  

It is striking, indeed paradoxical, that Job has become ‘the brother of the Sirens’ 
(‘ἀδελφὸς γέγονα σειρήνων’)32. It is impossible to become a brother except by adoption. That 
is ‘γέγονα’ also means ‘I have been made’ and suggests Job’s acceptance by the adults. Job’s 
brotherly role also throws into relief the unmarried sisterhood of the (sexually immature) 
Sirens as well as Job’s self-imposed task of learning ululation as a male. In this context, the 
word ‘ἀδελφὸς’ itself could be creatively etymologised to produce a particularly trenchant 
meaning. The privative ‘ἀ’ if attached to the word ‘δελφυς’ (‘ἀ / δελφυς’) throws up the 
deconstructed meaning ‘without a womb’. Job, the male ululator, has joined the grieving 
ranks of ululating females even though he does not have the equipment (‘womb’) which 
triggers and feeds this hysteria-inducing act of mourning. Women in antiquity were advised 
to resort to ululation as a purgative cure when suffering from ‘wandering womb’ syndrome 
[i.e menstruation]. The hysteria that they generated literally and etymologically derived from 
their ‘womb’. On the other hand ululation was also the natural reaction of women to happy or 
sad events. Prolonged ululation could (and still does) lead to heightened states of hysteria. 
This author has attended a Romanian funeral during which the village keener drove herself 
beyond the brink of tears. Upon completion of her duties she wiped away the tears and 
returned to her sedate, everyday self. Thus ‘becoming a brother’ to the Sirens is to be initiated 
into a female rite. This dovetails with Job’s sense of being a disciple to the parents. Job has 
become an adherent of a cult of grief33.  

Job ululates ‘without the muzzle’. This image evokes Job’s confounding of those who 
would restrain him from expressing his instinctual grief. Yet it also reminds us that ululating 
is physically impossible with a muzzle around one’s mouth. This unbridled surrender to 
lamentation counterpoints the behaviour of his detractors who cast the bit from their mouths 
as they attack Job without mercy. Job’s acceptance of the mantle of grieving provides the 
context in which the close of the chapter should be understood. His blackened skin and burnt 
bones can only represent self-immolation in the desert. Ostriches are known to rarely seek the 
shade however high the temperatures soar. By exposing himself to the life of ostriches Job 
becomes a holocaust of his own making. He has sacrificed himself to a life of a mendicant 
lamenter. And this picture of a pervasive, all-encompassing, self-imposed grief even extends 
to Job’s poetics. The finality of his decision to embrace grief is reflected in a fresh meaning 
of the expression ‘ἀπέβη δὲ εἰς’.  Job’s lyre, that is, has ‘turned out to be fit for’ or ‘has ended 

 
31 It is naturalistic to ascribe a sense of mourning to the ululating call of baby ostriches. Their harsh lifestyle and the loss of 
the majority of their siblings render their lives permanently insecure and grief-ridden. 90% of ostrich shells fall victim to 
predators. Of the young who successfully hatch 85% perish before adulthood. In becoming a brother to the Sirens, Job is 
filling the shoes of a lost generation.    
32 Of course in reality, amongst the children of ostriches there will also be males. The Bible’s reliance on the femininity of 
ostrich children must demonstrate the femininity of all ululating children. The equation of ‘daughters of ostriches’ with 
‘Sirens’ must represent the empirical observation that only female children ululated. 
33 There is irony in the fact that the ‘eloquence’ Job has inherited by this metamorphosis is restricted to a monotonous lament 
in the ‘ekklesia’ where expertise in verbal oratory was expected. 
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in’ an elegiac key34. Job’s pen has matured into the work that has presented itself to us. It is 
elegiac through and through35.  

8. Jeremiah 27:39 
 
In Jeremiah, the jackals and daughters of the ostrich renew their literary relationship. The 
second destruction of Babylon will bring into its midst the Sirens’ plaintive ululation and the 
jackal’s throaty howls as before, But Jeremiah also uses literary conceits to reflect the 
permanence of this Babylon’s demise. One conceit consists in the fact that the etymology of 
‘σειροι’ from ‘temporary habitation’ or ‘camp’ is turned on its head through a form of 
etymology ‘kat’antiphrasin. Thus the ‘Sirens’ that take over Babylon will now settle 
permanently. Allegorically, the verse suggests that grief is now Babylon’s permanent lot. 
Ululation has taken up residence at the expense of regrowth.  

The Greek text at 27:39 (‘καὶ κατοικήσουσιν ἐν αὐτῇ θυγατέρες σειρήνων’: ‘and the 
daughters of the Sirens will settle on the land’) may not be sound give that we are concerned 
with the ‘daughters of ostriches’ and ‘Sirens’ not with the ‘daughters of Sirens’. We would 
emend ‘θυγατέρες σειρήνων’ to read ‘θυγατέρες σειρήνες’. On the one hand this may be 
thought to accuse Jeremiah (and Micah) of unnecessarily glossing the word ‘daughters’ with 
the phrase ‘the daughters[ of ostriches]’)’. Nevertheless tautology does not necessarily 
constitute a literary impropriety. Indeed, in the current context, an emphasis on the Sirenic 
aspect of the ostrich daughters is to be welcomed for the reasons explained in section Isaiah 
(b) above. Human daughters are fated to treat their parents’ estate as temporary 
accommodation until the day of their marriage, the day when they cease to be daughters. Yet 
here paradoxically the Siren daughters, as daughters, take up permanent residence in the land 
of Babylon. In ‘having a permanent abode’ they are paradoxically importing the condition of 
settled adults into their adolescent mourning of the destruction of Babylon. Since they must 
remain sexually immature and untouched if they are to continue mourning, these Sirens will 
be perpetuating their pre-conjugal nature by denying ‘kat’antiphrasin’ the force of their own 
etymology. The anomaly expresses the permanent demise of a city that would normally be 
expected to rise from the ashes (as it had before). A final tableau will set the seal on 
Babylon’s disappearance. The picture of actual young ostriches being born in or wandering 
through the ruins of the city, illustrates the permanence of Babylon’s condition. Nature 
reclaims a land that had once been the last word in urban living.  

There seems to be an allusion to the condition of these daughters in the following 
verse: ‘οὐ μὴ κατοικήσει ἐκεῖ ἄνθρωπος, καὶ οὐ μὴ παροικήσει ἐκεῖ υἱὸς ἀνθρώπου’(‘nor 
shall man settle there nor shall the son of man sojourn there’: 50.40). Here the previously 
observed etymology of the [ostrich-daughter] ‘Sirens’, namely from ‘σειροι’ (‘temporary 
settlement’), is re-established in the wings of the text, where the etymology provides the 
backdrop to a conceit. Not only will man (allegorised in ‘the adult ‘estated’ ostrich’) himself 
not settle in Babylon, the Sirenic ‘son of man’ (= ‘the ‘tenanted’ Siren’) will not even 
‘fleetingly spend time’ there (‘σειρὴ’). Conversely the ‘ostrich daughters’, far from 
respecting the imperative to be transient dwellers imposed by (a) their etymology and (b) 
their ‘double-daughter’ status, will remain in Babylon for ever.  Babylon’s grief cannot now 

 
34 Note that the following chapter (31) relates to Job’s curbing of another instinct. He had been hungry in chapter 30. Now it 
is his sexual instincts that come under self-scrutiny. The image of him as a brother of the Sirens serves Job well here. In 
chapter 30 he had intruded a non-sexual relationship between himself and the Sirens, this time considered in their Classical 
guise as temptresses. 
35 The word ‘Siren’ does not appear in the Greek version of Job chapter 39:13, and indeed the assumption that the Hebraic 
text refers to an ostrich has been called into grave doubt. 
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be spent because the vacuum left by its people’s demise has been filled by a permanent 
cohort of ageless keeners36.  

9. An Etymological Excursus: 
 
Before we analyse the passage of Lamentations 4:3 which concerns daughters of ostriches, it 
is worth analysing the etymological technique of the Septuagint’s authors by reference to two 
examples of paronomasia.  
 

10. Lamentations 4:3:4 
 
In verse 4 of Lamentations 4:3 the author mentions the infants’ lack of someone to break their 
bread into manageable proportions. The implication is that the resulting morsels would have 
been of the dimensions of a single mouthful. Such morsels are termed ‘τρυφὴ’ in Greek. In 
the following verse the writer introduces us to ‘τρυφὰς’ which are ‘delicacies’. The clear 
morphological similarity between the words suggests that the narrative is being driven by 
etymological association operating between subtextual and textual terms. Yet this is no mere 
verbal exhibitionism. For these infants cannot avail themselves of even morsels of bread 
(‘τρυφὴ’) to replace the sumptuous delicacies (‘τρυφὰς’) that were once the norm for these 
daughters. On both lexical and gastronomic levels, ‘τρυφὴ’ would seem to the most 
appropriate substitute for ‘τρυφὰς’. Etymologically, it is as though there has taken place a 
Varronian ‘declination’ from the original ‘τρυφὰς’ to the evolved word ‘τρυφὴ’. Yet the 
narrative denies even the creation of ‘τρυφὴ’. The word does not make it onto the page 
because the bread is not broken. 
 

11. Lamentations 4.3.4 
A second example derives from the text of Job analysed above. The detractors of Job have 
made ready the paths (‘τρίβους’) of their destruction which is to be visited upon him 
(‘ὡδοποίησαν ἐπ᾿ ἐμὲ τρίβους ἀπωλείας αὐτῶν’). The image of the verb (‘made level’) elicits 
the ‘worn smooth’ etymology from ‘τρίβους’ (‘paths’) though ironically ‘paths’ as 
[etymologically] ‘places that have been rubbed smooth’ should not need ‘making smooth’37. 
The main reason for the verb’s presence is to act as an etymological signifier or synonym of 
the verb ‘τρίβω’ which means ‘make smooth by rubbing’ and is clearly cognate with ‘τρίβος’ 
(‘path’).  In any event, immediately afterwards we learn that their ‘paths’ of destruction are in 
fact ‘acts of attrition’ [not ‘paths’] which have ‘worn out’ Job or even ‘destroyed’ him’ 

 
36 There is a dichotomy in the passage between ‘islands’ and ‘mainland’. The country is defined as ‘γῆ’ (‘land’). Since this is 
the land of graven images and since such images have taken up residence in the islands (‘νήσοις’) then the islands will be 
part of the ‘land’. However any other ‘land’ (inhabited by something other than images) must be, by implication, non-insular 
territory. Note the exact antithesis of ostrich territory with island territory in the phrase ‘κατοικήσουσιν ἰνδάλματα ἐν ταῖς 
νήσοις, καὶ κατοικήσουσιν ἐν αὐτῇ θυγατέρες σειρήνων’. Thus the ostriches who establish themselves ‘in it’ must be living 
on the mainland (‘ἐν αὐτῇ’) The word ‘ἠπειρος’ is normally used to define land that is not an ‘island’. Thus, in Egypt, 
‘ἠπειρος’ is used of the land above the inundations of the Nile whilst the inundated terrain was termed ‘island’ (‘νήσος’). 
The word ‘islands’ appears twice in Jeremiah’s passage but not its counterpart ‘ἠπειρος’ which is begging to be used as a foil 
to the word ‘islands’. In other words, the word ‘ἠπειρος’ lurks in the wings of the text of Jeremiah. It defines the 
‘continental’ zone overtaken by the ostriches. Hesychius defines ‘ἠπειρος’ as ‘the whole desert’ and ‘barren land’ (also 
expressed by the word ‘χερσος’). This is the sort of land inhabited by ostriches (Micah 1:8). However the emptiness of 
‘mainland’ Babylon (‘the son of man shall not even sojourn’) is supplemented by the eternity of this condition. This emerges 
from ‘ἠπειρος’ as ‘ἀπειρος’ (Hesychius) where the word means ‘unlimited’ ‘without end’. The same word ‘ἀπειρος’ also 
means ‘untried’ ‘inexperienced’ and this we suggest alludes to the sexual inactivity of the Siren daughters who are the 
‘permanent’ ‘Vestal Virgins’ (‘ἀπειρος’/‘ἀπειρος’) overseeing the permanently lamentable site of Babylon. Note the 
insistence on ‘eternity’ of Babylon’s condition in the phrase ‘οὐ μὴ κατοικηθῇ οὐκέτι εἰς τὸν αἰῶνα’. Note also Hesychius’ 
accommodation of ‘ἀπειρια’ (‘Endless land’) to the word ‘ἠπειριτικος’ (‘continental’). The difference in the first vowels is 
no impediment to an etymological accommodation of the two words. 
37 A further tautology. 
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(‘ἐξετρίβησαν  τρίβοι μου’)38. This creates further play on the origin of the word ‘paths’ as 
‘places rubbed smooth’, for, on this occasion it is the ‘paths’ (as ‘acts of attrition’) that 
‘destroy’ (or ‘rub away’). The word ‘γάρ’ purports to explain these acts of attrition. One of 
them is the removal of Job’s garment, following which he is peppered with missiles.   
Now a ‘garment’ could be described as ‘τρίβων’, a word identical to the words ‘τρίβων’ 
(‘destroying’) and ‘τρίβων’ (‘of the paths/acts of attrition’).  In this context the verb ‘ἐξ / 
ετρίβησαν’ may be thought to etymologise (or deconstruct) creatively as ‘they undressed me’ 
(‘they de-robed me’). That is, the destructive acts of attrition of Job’s detractors begin with 
the removal of a garment. And Job is indeed stripped of his outer garment (‘ἐξέδυσαν γάρ 
μου τὴν στολήν’) before being ‘destroyed’ by missiles. Thus, to summarise, (a) the ‘path’ 
(‘τρίβος’) to Job’s destruction (‘τρίβω’) is made level (‘τρίβω’); (b) in practice this 
destruction consists in acts of attrition (‘τρίβοι’) one of which is the ‘de-robing’ as it were 
(‘ἐξετρίβησαν’) of Job’s ‘garment’ (‘τρίβων’). Later ‘death’ (with a hint of ‘undressing’) is 
said to ‘destroy’ Job (‘θάνατός με ἐκτρίψει’). This echoes the use of great force to encompass 
Job with the edge of his chiton. The garment itself (‘τρίβων’) is destructive (‘τρίβων’). 

The art of the etymologically-constructed narrative depends on the central etymology 
being identified only indirectly through synonyms. The term ‘τρίβων’ (‘garment’) does not 
appear as a word in the text. Instead it is evoked through allusion to ‘στολήν’ and other terms 
as we shall see39.  However the clothes and equipment that represent the etymology of the 
word ‘Siren’ intrude upon this schema from offstage. The reference to Job’s collar is 
particularly striking for the word ‘σειρα’ means ‘the fringe of a cloak’ as we have seen. 
Indeed the etymological threads that spin out from ‘τρίβων’ and ‘σειρην’ become even more 
enmeshed when we consider that ‘σειρην’ itself means ‘a light and diaphanous chiton’. With 
Job stripped of his outer garment we would expect the destructive article beneath to be a 
‘chiton’ as indeed it is.  

Meanwhile the word ‘τρίβολος’ has obvious similarities with ‘τρίβων’ and might be 
suspected in principle of operating within this wide-ranging etymologically-based narrative.  
It means ‘a part of a horse’s bit’ and it is perhaps no surprise that Job’s detractors remove the 
bit from before Job’s face. That is they speak unrestrainedly to him in his presence (‘χαλινὸν 
τοῦ προσώπου μου ἐξαπέστειλαν’). It is also likely that the word ‘περιστόμιον’ as well as 
meaning ‘a chiton’s collar-string’ defines part of the apparatus for keeping a bit attached to 
the horse’s mouth. Certainly a ‘περιστόμιον’ is used with a ‘φορβεια’ in Plutarch in the 
context of the bands that keep the aulos attached to the flute-player’s mouth (De Cohibenda 
Ira 6). Later we hear of Job himself casting off restraint by removing his own impediment to 
speech. He speaks ‘without a muzzle’ ‘ἄνευ φιμοῦ’ which he will remove by undoing its 
straps. Lastly, ‘τρίβολος’ also means ‘a missile’ and we hear of ‘darts’ being fired down at 
Job in the manner of javelins (‘βέλεσιν αὐτοῦ κατηκόντισέ με’). In this context it is 
noteworthy that Hesychius refers to ‘τρίβολον ἀκοντα’ (‘tripartite javelin’) as a ‘trident’. 

The destructiveness of Job’s garment represents a movement away from the received 
sense of ‘τρίβων’ as a ‘worn-out cape’. The root verb ‘τρίβω’ means ‘destroy’ but also ‘wear 
out’. Thus the most accurate etymology of the word ‘τρίβων’ (‘garment’) should consist in 
either or both these meanings interpreted as present participles. By privileging the active 
sense of the garment’s etymology in his discourse Job leaves no room for any sense in which 
his garment should be ‘worn out’ (as though it were a past participle). This is a form of 
etymological selection-of-the-most-exact. Garments in Job are ‘agents of destruction’ not 
‘articles that are worn out’. 
 

12. Lamentations 4:3 
 

38 The genitive ‘μου’ is objective (‘acts of attrition committed against me’). 
39 Hesychius Onomasticon: ‘τρίβωνοφορος’ = ‘ὁ στολήν φορων’; ‘τρίβων’ = ‘στολή …’. 
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The Greek text of Lamentations 4:3. is worth presenting in full with an important 
emendation: ‘Καί γε δράκοντες ἐξέδυσαν μαστούς, ἐθήλασαν σκύμνοι αὐτῶν· θυγατέρες 
λαοῦ μου εἰσι ὡς στρουθίον ἀνίατον [not ‘εἰς ἀνίατον ὡς στρουθίον’] ἐν ἐρήμῳ. 
᾿Εκολλήθη ἡ γλῶσσα θηλάζοντες πρὸς τὸν φάρυγγα αὐτοῦ ἐν δίψει· νήπια ᾔτηησαν ἄρτον, ὁ 
διακλῶν οὐκ ἔστιν αὐτοῖς. Οἱ ἔσθοντες τὰς τρυφὰς ἠφανίσθησαν ἐν ταῖς ἐξόδοις, οἱ 
τιθηνούμενοι ἐπὶ κόκκων περιεβάλλοντο κοπρίας’; ‘and even the snakes have bared their 
breasts and their daughters have suckled; [but] the daughters of my people are like an 
untended baby ostrich in the desert. Their tongue from thirst has indissolubly bound the 
suckling children to their palates. The children have asked for bread but there is no one to 
break it for them. They who once ate delicacies in the streets have disappeared from view; 
those who used to be suckled at the teats were encased by a midden-heap’. 

As reptiles, snakes do not suckle their young. Indeed the vast majority of snakes 
abandon their young after the eggs hatch. Snakes are more likely to eat their young than to 
feed them. The image presented here therefore is fittingly hyperbolic in its suggestion that 
snakes will breast-feed their young. Nothing could be further from the truth. Meanwhile the 
drift of the ensuing passage - namely that the daughters of the land are the victims of iniquity 
- is not commonly followed by translators. In line with the thrust of the snake analogy, the 
daughters of Jeremiah’s people should be considered not perpetrators of evil but the sufferers 
of evil. The guiltlessness of these daughters emerges from their comparison to an exposed 
and untended baby ostrich, its youth being signalled by the unobtrusive diminutive 
‘στρουθίον’ 40. Our emendation provides both the missing verb (‘εἰσι’) and a meaning of 
‘ἀνίατον’ derived from Hesychius, namely ‘ἀθεραπευτος’ (‘uncared for’ ‘neglected’). This 
adjective ‘ἀνίατον’ attaches itself to ‘στρουθίον’ giving the following overall translation of 
the emended section: ‘the daughters are as an untended baby ostrich’41. The author, we 
suggest, has extrapolated the apparent negligence of ostrich parents towards their eggs into a 
lack of care towards the hatched chicks themselves42. The chicks’ lamentation will be 
expressed by the typical ululation of the new-born ostrich.  

The ensuing image of the daughters’ tongues cleaving to their palates acquires great 
power from this prequel to the narrative. For it suggests that the ululating baby ostriches have 
been stopped in mid-ululation. Their flickering tongue suddenly remains stuck fast to the roof 
of their mouths because their thirst deprives them of the saliva required to lubricate their 
grieving. It would be hard to find a more arresting image of extreme suffering. It is well 
known that lack of water is the hardest part of being lost in the desert. The earlier reference to 
snakes suckling now comes into sharper focus. The aspect to be highlighted is the flickering 
of the snakes’ tongues. In retrospect this now takes on the guise of a despairing silent 
ululation which forces the mother to unbend and do whatever she can to alleviate the 
children’s appalling thirst. If the children draw blood (as they certainly will) then that is 
testament to the desperation of both parties43.  

Nevertheless, the words ‘Καί γε δράκοντες ἐξέδυσαν μαστούς, ἐθήλασαν σκύμνοι 
αὐτῶν’ present an alternative meaning and one that is much closer to the world of actual 
animal behaviour. First of all, one does not normally ‘doff’ the area of the body to be 

 
40 See Job 39:17 where however the presumed reference to negligent ostriches may be mistaken. See Arthur Walker Jones 
The So-Called Ostrich in the God Speeches of the Book of Job (39: 13-18) Biblica 86/4 (2005) pp. 494-510. 
41 For the simple phrasing introducing a simile (‘εἰσι ὡς’) see Hosea 5:14: ‘ἐγώ εἰμι ὡς πανθὴρ τῷ Εφραιμ καὶ ὡς λέων τῷ 
οἴκῳ Ιουδακαι’. 
42 Ostrich parents are in fact extremely attentive to their children. See this article passim. 
43 See Aeschylus Agamemnon for Clytemnestra’s dream in which she gives suck to a snake which draws both milk and 
blood. A similar image evocative of the despair of parents in the face of thirsty chicks occurs in the 2nd century CE text 
Physiologus where the pelican in pecking its back provides sanguineous refreshment for its young. See also the iconographic 
carvings in Corpus Christi College Cambridge. 
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stripped, one doffs the garment that covers that area. If then a different nuance of the verb 
were intruded into our translation, namely ‘they emerged from’, the accusative ‘μαστούς’ 
could be rendered as ‘little mounds’. Snakes regularly live in or near ant-hills which are 
breast-shaped. The image now suggests the adult snakes leaving their permanent source of 
food on behalf of their children. However, as it stands, the following verb still means ‘to 
suckle’ which is untenable in this new ‘realistic’ reformulation. For, from wherever snakes 
emerge, they still do not give suck. 

There is an unorthodox solution to this quandary. The letters of ‘ἐθήλασαν’ could be 
redivided to produce ‘ἐθ’ ἡλασαν’. The common verb ‘ἑλαυνω’ can mean ‘to harass’ whilst 
the word ‘ἐθα’ must be presumed to be elided to leave ‘ἐθ’. This unusual word is a synonym 
of ‘παλιν’ (‘in turn’). This leaves us with a quite different sentence, namely ‘and even snakes 
have emerged from ant-hills and the young cubs have harassed them in turn’. This creates a 
very naturalistic vignette. Snakes will not readily risk leaving their access to guaranteed free 
meals. However they have to emerge at some stage. At such times the sound they make 
(Jeremiah 46:22) will attract the attention not so much of a brood of their vipers as of a pair 
of lion cubs. Lion cubs regularly use ant-hills or termite mounds as a vantage point. Cubs will 
enjoy lunging at an emerging viper from different directions in turn. 

The translation we have offered above also contains another controversial 
reconfiguration. The word ‘κόκκων’ is normally translated as ‘scarlet clothes’. However with 
the participle meaning inter alia ‘suckled’ we suggest that ‘κόκκων’, just as Hesychius 
suggests, refers to ‘a woman’s sexual organs’, namely (in this case) the nipples44. Other 
pointers towards the meaning ‘nipples’ include the shape of the fruit of the Quercus Coccifera 
(acorns), and the button-shaped gall (‘κόκκος’) of the kermes oak. This reformulation alludes 
back to the breast-feeding snake of the chapter’s introduction. Indeed a principal motif 
running through the entire passage is the ‘mammary’ shape of many of its constituents. Thus 
the breast, along with the ant-hill which we unearthed from the same word (‘μαστούς’), 
evokes macrocosmically the shape of the teat. This leads us to ‘κοπριας’ which, rather than 
dung, means ‘midden-heap’. A foundling was regularly represented as being taken from a 
midden-heap where they had been cast by their mother. This vignette is consistent with the 
thrust of the passage which highlights the fall of children from a luxurious lifestyle to one of 
abject penury.  Thus instead of sucking the teat from the outside, the child now finds itself 
encompassed by the midden which ironically will be breast-shaped. This curious image of the 
‘swallowed child’ lying within a form of breast is picked up by the cannibalism of the 
‘merciful’ mothers in verse 10 (‘Χεῖρες γυναικῶν οἰκτριρμόνων ἥψησαν τὰ παιδία αὐτῶν, 
ἐγενήθησαν εἰς βρῶσιν αὐταῖς ἐν τῷ συντρίμματι τῆς θυγατρὸς τοῦ λαοῦ μου’)45. This 
devouring of one’s children itself looks back to the truth behind the suckling of baby snakes 
by their mothers. The mother snakes will in fact eat their children.  

The assumption that the Old Testament is without its digressive and/or playful side 
would be as much a mistake as to assume that lion cubs are anxious to kill snakes for food. 
Play is of great importance in literature as in life. Take the curious statement at Lamentations 
4.3.1 ‘ἐξεχύθησαν λίθοι ἅγιοι ἀπ’ ἀρχῆς πασῶν ἐξόδων’ (‘the holy stones have been rolled 
forth at the top of all the streets’). However figuratively one might interpret it, it still 
provokes uncertainty. In fact the sentence may be reformulated as a medical observation ‘the 
accursed stones have been drained off from all the orifices of the vital organs’. Here the 
preposition is to be taken with the second genitive with the possessive genitive sandwiched 
between them. Strong support for this reading comes in the shape of an alternative meaning 
of ‘πασῶν ἐξόδων’ namely ‘from all such things as promote the passage of [stones]’. This 
subtextual reading serves as a gloss on the body’s ‘orifices’ which self-evidently ‘promote 

 
44 The button shape may also indicate the clitoris as a possible candidate for Hesychius’ definition. 
45 The word ‘συντρίμμα’ derives from ‘συντρίβω’ and suggests the grinding into meal of the daughters. 
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the passage of’ stones. Meanwhile it is worth defining all the body’s orifices and their 
respective stones: gallstones come out through the anus; kidney stones though the urinary 
tract; salivary gland stones through the mouth. The abominable pain to which the author 
alludes makes this cryptic reading highly apposite in a book about ‘Lamentations’. 
To conclude this survey of Lamentations, we note that many genitives have been wrongly 
interpreted as subjective instead of objective. Thus the sentence ‘ἐμεγαλύνθη ἀνομία 
θυγατρὸς λαοῦ μου ὑπὲρ’ (‘the iniquity of my people’s daughter has been increased beyond 
…’) should be reconfigured as ‘the iniquity perpetrated upon my people’s daughter has 
increased beyond …’. Similarly the closing aspersions cast upon this collective daughter 
should be considered rather as iniquities inflicted upon the daughter (‘Εξέλιπεν ἡ ἀνομία σου, 
θύγατερ Σιών,… ἐπεσκέψατο ἀνομίας σου, θύγατερ ᾿Εδώμ· ἀπεκάλυψεν ἐπὶ τὰ ἀσεβήματά 
σου’; ‘the lawlessness inflicted upon you, daughter of Zion, has departed, … he has examined 
the lawless acts inflicted upon you, daughter of Edom, and he has uncovered the sins 
committed upon you’).  
 

13. Micah 1:8: 
 

A further reference to ostrich daughters occurs at Micah 1:8 (‘ποιήσεται κοπετὸν ὡς 
δρακόντων καὶ πένθος ὡς θυγατέρων σειρήνων (‘she [Samaria’] shall make the sound as of 
snakes and grieve as do the Sirenic daughters’). Here the snakes are co-opted into producing 
the same ululation we have noted repeatedly in connection with the ‘daughters of the 
ostriches’, which is the Hebraic text at this point. Now according to Hesychius, the word 
‘κοπετὸς’ means ‘lamentation accompanied by the striking together of hands’. The 
rattlesnake can imitate such a sound by regularly vibrating its tail. This imitates (without 
duplicating) the ululation of the tongue. As we saw earlier in our discussion of a Jeremiah 
passage, it is possible to interpret adjoining substantives (‘θυγατέρων σειρήνων’) as 
coextensive descriptions of the same thing.. Such a construction (‘of the Sirenic daughters’) 
is reasonably common in Greek. The ‘swan frogs’ of Aristophanes (Frogs 265: ‘βατράχων 
κύκνων θαυμαστά’) and the ‘diver cormorants’ of Aratus (Phaenomena 296: ‘κολυμβίσιν 
αἰθυίηισιν’) are two examples46. In translation however, one of these nouns will take on an 
adjectival role. Since the versions ‘the daughterly Sirens’ or ‘the daughterly daughters of the 
ostriches’ make little sense we must assume that the author is trying to express the notion of 
‘the Sirenic daughters’. This adequately conveys the meaning of Micah’s phrase. The 
daughters can only be those of ostriches since the adjective ‘Sirenic’ is only applicable to 
female birds with a beauteous but elegiac voice47.  
 

14.  2 Baruch 10.7-8 and 1 Enoch 19.2: 
 
Two further texts are worth mentioning. Firstly 2 Baruch survives only in Syriac. However it 
alludes to the Sirens at 10.7-8 as the same articulators of grief as in the Septuagint. This is in 
spite of the relocation of Sirens to their original Odyssean island48. The author recruits the 
Sirens as accompanists in his ‘raising of lamentation’. This suggests the incantatory element 
we have observed in the Sirens’ ululations.  

 
46 See however Kidd note ad loc. 
47 Samaria’s nakedness may be the result of her grief which leads her to tear her clothes. Similarly the snakes slough their 
outer skin. However ‘Sirenic daughters’ also conjures up the joyous singing of seductive Sirens 
48 But we, the living, woe unto us, / because we have seen those afflictions of Zion / and that which has befallen Jerusalem./  
I shall call the Sirens from the sea, and you, Lilin, come from the desert,  
and you, demons and dragons from the woods./ Awake and gird up your loins to mourn,  
and raise lamentations with me,  and mourn with me’. 

Education, Research, Creation 
Vol. 12 No. 1 - 2026 321

http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=batra%2Fxwn&la=greek&can=batra%2Fxwn0&prior=*xa/rwn
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=ku%2Fknwn&la=greek&can=ku%2Fknwn0&prior=batra/xwn
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=qaumasta%2F&la=greek&can=qaumasta%2F0&prior=ku/knwn


Lastly the Greek text of 1 Enoch 19.2 is disputed. Our preferred version is: ‘καὶ αἱ 
γυναῖκες αὐτῶν τῶν παραβάντων ἀγγέλων εἰς σειρῆνας [not ὡς ἐιρῆναιαι’] γενήσονται’. This 
translates as ‘and the women of the transgressing angels will be changed into Sirens’. Earlier 
in the chapter these angels had seduced the earthly women and led astray the men (’οἱ 
μιγέντες ἄγγελοι ταῖς γυναιξὶν). The women are as it were transfigured into mourning Sirens, 
a metamorphosis which, it is implied, will be permanent. That is, these ostrich chicks will not 
mature beyond the Siren stage. They are not only forever young but have also been reborn 
into prepubescence which retrospectively renders the stain of their sexual involvement with 
these ‘angels’ inexistent.  

 
15. Conclusions 

 
This article has set out to trace narrative pathways through hitherto uncharted terrain. 

In measuring the success of this venture we are conscious that following the etymological 
threads that wind through the text is an undertaking that is still considered peripheral to the 
work of expounding the texts of the ancient writers. However if we have managed to turn 
thoughts towards the exploitation of verbal roots to create a narrative that is at once mystical 
and deeply rooted in the prophets’ message then we have achieved ‘quod erat explicandum’ 
 
Appendix A: The Siren Painter’s Vase: 
The Ropes: 
Hesychius mentions that ‘σειραι’ are ‘entwined wreaths’’reins’ ‘plaited cables’ (‘πλεγματα’ 
‘ἡνιαι’ ‘πλεκτοι ἱμαντες’). As we shall see all these things are depicted on the Siren Painter’s 
vase. The specifically ‘twisted’ or ‘plaited’ nature of the ‘σειραι’ emerges from the same 
lexicographer’s definition of ‘πλεκτη’ (= ‘the ‘σειρα’, that is, of the ‘ἱμαντες’). The word 
‘ἱμαντες’ here could be a generic term for ‘nautical cables’ (Hesychius). Or it could refer to 
the traces on a chariot49 given that ‘σειρη’ is also defined as the cord that keeps ‘the trace-
horse’ (‘σειραφόρος’) attached to the chariot. Pollux (1.141) confirms the technical meaning 
of ‘σειρα’  as ‘trace’ and, crucially, in Homer the charioteer’s ‘σειρη’ is regularly ‘well-
twisted’ or ‘braided’ (Iliad 22.115; Odyssey 23.175).  
 
The Halyards: 
Our intention in the above analysis is to relate ‘σειρη’ in general to the nautical use of the 
word ‘ἱμαντες’ but also to such ‘ἱμαντες’ as were either plaited or twisted. This brings us to 
our first nautical manifestation of ‘σειρα’, namely the ‘halyards’. Halyards require to be made 
today of such substances as polyester which do not stretch like nylon (or leather). They bear 
an enormous weight, namely the sailyard and the sail, and that weight needs to be kept rigidly 
pinned to the mast. Halyards were not made of leather. Their heavily twisted cordage 
combined enormous strength with limited flexibility. They were, in other words, ‘πλεκτοι 
ἱμαντες’ or ‘σειραι’ in the sense of ‘plaited and twisted cables’. If then we can identify a 
context in which the word ‘ἱμάντες’ is used to refer to ‘halyards’ this will be enough to prove 
that ‘σειραι’ were also ‘halyards’.  The passage that best illustrates this occurs in Apollonius 
Rhodius’ Argonautica where the author refers to ‘ἱμάντες’ in his description of the Argo as it 
sails out to meet the Sirens50. The text at A.R.4.889-890 (‘ὕψι δὲ λαῖφος / εἴρυσσαν 
τανύσαντες ἐν ἱμάντεσσι κεραίης’) might reasonably be translated as follows: ‘they hauled 
aloft the sail having stretched it out on the cables of the sailyard’. In the words ‘they hauled 
the sail aloft’ Apollonius can only be referring to the halyard team who may be said to have 
finished ‘stretching the canvas’ at the moment the canvas is hauled ‘aloft’ into position. In 

 
49 Iliad 10.475; 499. 
50 Pollux defines a trace-rope as ‘σειραιος ἱμας’ and ‘ἱμας’ is the word used by Apollonius (4.890) of these ropes.   
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confirmation of the fact that the term ‘ἱμάντες’ was used to indicate ‘halyards’ we have 
Hesychius’ testimony that ‘ἱμάντες’ are ‘the ropes by which the sailyard is raised’. Now the 
Siren Painter lays heavy stress laid upon these ropes but the stress is deflected from the ropes 
themselves which can be seen as red lines running parallel along the length of the mast on 
both sides. Because the halyards are virtually reduced to the role of merely outlining the 
mast, the painter has chosen to attract attention to another aspect of their deployment. The 
apparatus at the top of the mast which provided the holes through which the halyards could 
descend back to the base of the mast was called the ‘καρχησιον’. Originally this was a term 
given to a drinking-cup with two large handles and indeed it is appropriate here on the part of 
the painter to allude to the destination of the water and wine that will be measured out in the 
mixing bowl or‘stamnos’ which he is here painting. Indeed, the secondary application of 
‘καρχησιον’ as a conduit for the halyards is nowhere else illustrated with such clarity in 
Greek art. The carchesion is deliberately emphasised here in order to write large the presence 
of the halyards, thereby bringing to the front of our minds the word ‘σειραι’ in its other role 
as an etymology of the word ‘Sirens’. 

However, the multifaceted words of Apollonius’ passage are capable of expressing 
the role of the halyards from a more human angle. At Iliad 16.475 we learn that the ability of 
Automedon’s horses to move has been compromised by the straps attaching them to a dead 
trace horse. Automedon frees them with his sword and the pair are then said to ‘have strained 
on (or ‘within’) the reins’ (‘ἐν δὲ ῥυτῆρσι τάνυσθεν’). The phrase’s meaning is disputed, but 
it seems to suggest that the pair, having been righted, returned to the fray by ‘pulling hard on 
the reins’. If we allow an intransitive meaning to be attached to ‘τανύσαντες’, such as is 
commonly found in its sister verb ‘τεινω’, Apollonius’ words could admit of the meaning, 
‘[the halyard team] having strained on the halyards of (= ‘on’) the sailyard’51. This would 
evoke the effort that had to be expended on raising the sailyard, the most arduous of all 
nautical chores.  
The Brailing Lines: 
Encouraged by the elasticity of the syntax and diction we may posit a further meaning of 
Apollonius’ words. Nothing prevents the word ‘ἱμαντεσσι’ in Apollonius from referring to 
the brailing lines. On the one hand ‘σειραι’ itself means ‘reins’ of a chariot and reins are a 
metaphor for brailing lines in Pollux (1.98) who refers to the helmsman as the ‘charioteer of 
the ship’. This in turn reminds us of a passage from Ovid’s Tristia where a helmsman, termed 
a ‘charioteer’ (‘auriga’), is said to slacken his ‘reins’ (‘frena remittit’: Tristia 1.4.14). Ovid is 
not using a simile here, for the word ‘frena’ (‘reins’) becomes a synonym for ‘brailing lines’ 
which (a) put a ‘brake’ on the sail, the sail which in the Tristian poem equates to the ‘rigid 
neck’ of the horse, but which also (b) when released (as in the Tristian passage) allow the sail 
to billow to its full extent. In ‘dropping the reins’, Ovid’s helmsman will be letting out the 
reefing lines to their full extent. They will be fastened at their extreme ends to cleats 
positioned behind the helmsman. Thus once ‘released’ from the hands of the helmsman they 
will have the effect of putting the ship not only under full sail but also at the mercy of 
whichever wind prevails. Far from constituting an act of utter futility and despair, the 
dropping of nautical reins will allow the winds to take the ship very fast in a particular 
direction. 

Returning to Apollonius, his words could feasibly apply to a very particular moment 
in the daily life of a brailing line. We suggest that brailing lines were commonly used to 
bundle up the sail against the yard prior to the yard being stowed. That is, once the yard had 
been lowered to chest height and before the ends of the halyards were removed from along 
the top of the yard, the halyard team will have re-secured the other end of the halyards to the 

 
51 The genitive becomes a partitive genitive of place in both the versions suggested here. 
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cleats which will have been on the foot of the mast. This will have left the secured and 
stabilised yardarm stretching horizontally in front of the chests of the halyard team (the tips 
overlooking the sea without resting on the gunwales). This will have been the perfect height 
for looping the two innermost brailing lines (now released by the helmsman) around the 
sailyard before tying off the ends. The next two brailing lines, one on each side, will have 
been treated in the same way. 

The outermost pairs of brailing lines however will be inaccessible since the outer two 
quarters of the yard will be staring down over the ocean. These will not be secured (or 
released by the helmsman) until the tips of what we may call ‘the [straightened] arms of the 
pair of compasses’ (that is, the sailyard straightened in the middle where it is articulated) are 
ready to be hauled by the bowmen from 3pm and 9pm respectively to 12pm on a horizontal 
clock in the direction of the prow where they will meet (at 12pm). Naturally, when this 
procedure is reversed, the tips of the outer brailing lines will have to be detached from the 
cleats at the bow before the halyard team one at either side of the mast, begin pulling the legs 
of ‘the pair of compasses’ from ‘half-bent’ to ‘straight’. It will have been the helmsman’s 
duty to assist and guide these ‘special teams’52 of halyard men and bowmen in the task of 
using the outermost brailing lines to wrench the two sailyard half-arms round to their fully 
extended position perpendicular to the ship. The fully bent‘ pair of compasses’ (stretching 
side by side from 12pm to the centre of the clock) have once again become a straight pair of 
compasses (stretching from 9pm and 3pm to the centre of the clock. Before the yardarms are 
made straight, the centre of the pair of compasses will locate the mast-foot, with the tips of 
the two yardarms at 12pm. After the yardarms are made straight, the tips of the brailing lines 
once more look down over the sea 

Lastly when the ‘pair of compasses’ have been decommissioned, the closed arms will 
be positioned in a slot that runs from mast to bows. The two banks of oarsmen will run 
parallel to them on either side 
The braces: 
 Another pair of ropes given prominence in the painting are the yard braces. These were 
attached to the tips of the sailyard. Called ‘σειραι’, the braces are the metaphorical trace-
horses of this nautical chariot. On the ship they are fixed in position on the corners of the 
sailyard at the start of the journey. They are part of the headstrong sail and dictate its 
direction. They are the chief means by which the ship is steered when under sail but are set in 
advance of the ship setting sail. Once the ship is under way, it is the job of the helmsman to 
finesse the speed and direction of the vessel by (a) using the brailing lines to rein in or let out 
the amount of canvas exposed to the wind and (b) by ‘making a foot’ (by creating a sheet to 
perform the same function). In Apollonius we remark on the bravura of the crew who are in 
an exuberant mood and fall to their work with alacrity and zeal (‘περιγηθέες’: 4.888)53. 

Of the braces one descends vertically towards the bows where it is tethered aft of the 
stem post. The other is the last rope on the right. It passes the wrist of the helmsman. Though 
this arrangement may simply be due to artistic licence, it was nevertheless also the case that 

 
52 The concept comes from American Football. 
53 The ‘stretching wide’ of sails in Latin poetry may suggest a similarly triumphant mood on the part of the crew. In 
Propertius 2.21 the triumphant husband is compared to Odysseus who leaves Calypso to return to Penelope. Odysseus 
‘stretches wide’ his sail fully aware that Calypso is watching (‘ … Calypso / vidit amatorem pandere vela suum’). He could 
have unravelled his sail in a conservative way. Pace A.T.Murray we know Homer’s Odysseus had brailing lines (Od.5.260: 
‘κάλους’). The sailyard (and sail) will have been permanently ‘fixed to the mast’ (5.254) meaning that halyards were not 
necessary. As a single-handed sailor he will have used the brailing lines, sheets, and braces for control (5.260). When he 
leaves Calypso’s island he will have loosened all the brailing lines. He ‘stretches sail joyfully into a [gentle, favouring] 
breeze’ (‘γηθόσυνος δ᾽ οὔρῳ πέτασ᾽ ἱστία δῖος Ὀδυσσεύς’). The ‘joy’ of Odysseus here will be picked up by the ‘extreme 
joy’ of the Argonauts who also set sail with sail fully stretched (on our second reading). The Homeric verb ‘πέταννυμι’ 
meanwhile is the equivalent of ‘pandere’ in Latin. However ‘pandere’ also connotes making something known or visible (to 
hearers or watchers). There is a sense of display in this verb which renders the action self-conscious.  
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two braces could have been (and in many cases clearly were) attached to each end of the 
sailyard such that one was attached forwards, the other aft, on both sides of the ship. The 
terms ‘hyperai’ (‘braces’) and ‘opisthyperai’ (‘back-braces’ or ‘preventer-braces’) were used 
of these ropes. One suspects that the preventer-braces (running to the bow) would have been 
very important in the event of a sudden 180 degree change from a following wind to a head 
wind. In such circumstances the back-braces would have taken the strain of the sail as it 
billowed back against the mast. Without such braces, the sail would have wrapped around the 
mast, imposing intolerable pressure upon it.  

However we have been implicitly assuming during this discussion of braces that 
braces too were counted amongst the ropes called ‘σειραι’ (or ‘ἱμάντες’). Curiously the best 
evidence for this emerges from the same passage of Apollonius which had ‘proved’ that 
‘ἱμάντες’ were ‘halyards’. An alternative translation of the words will allow the ‘ἱμάντες’ to 
metamorphose into ‘braces’. At the same time this retranslation will shine a light upon the 
nautical procedure that preceded the hauling aloft of the sail. It will also make better sense of 
the progression of tenses exhibited by the participle and main verb. Thus an earlier stage in 
the sail’s deployment emerges if we translate ‘τανύσαντες ἐν ἱμάντεσσι κεραίης’ as ‘after 
having stretched (the sailyard to twice its length] by using (‘ἐν’) the braces of the sailyard, 
they hauled aloft the sail’. On this interpretation, the ‘ἱμάντες’ must be the braces attached to 
either end of the sailyard. These are not the instruments by which the halyard team ‘stretch’ 
the sail upwards, but the means by which the crew as a whole pull apart (stretch’) the closed 
compass legs of the sailyard when it is brought out of storage with the sail firmly wrapped 
around it.  

Meanwhile the word ‘κεραίης’ (‘sailyard’) also means ‘a leg of a compass’ in the 2nd 
century CE author Sextus Empiricus. This is precisely the image required to illustrate the 
condition of the ‘hinged’ sailyard when it is in storage. Its two half-yards will form the legs 
of a closed pair of compasses which require ‘stretching apart’54 until they form a straight 180 
degree line. Meanwhile a passage of Hipparchus (Περι ἀφορων 244: ‘τα σκελεα τανυσας της 
γυναικος’; ‘having stretched apart the woman’s legs’) provides an exact parallel for the sense 
of ‘τανυω’ employed here.  
 
Appendix B 
 
How to Pack and Unpack a Sailyard: 
It is important to bear in mind that the sailyard will be composed of two half-yards which will 
be connectable by some form of joint. The halyard team - perhaps comprising the two rowers 
whose benches lay on each side of the ship just forward of the mast - will have connected the 
joint as soon as they pull to just stern of the mast the two inner ends of the yard (leaving the 
sail itself forward of the mast). The image that comes to mind is that of a baby’s bib, where 
the tying of the cords behind the child’s neck equates to the joining of the half-yards. The 
child’s neck will represent the mast while the bib will stand for the sail. To stow such a yard, 
the halyard team will disconnect the joint before easing the two disconnected ends around the 
mast so that the yard and its sail lie entirely aft of the mast. Then the ends of the braces will 
be gathered by the bowmen (with perhaps a colleague each in front of them in a tug-of-war 
formation). They will proceed to pull the tips of the yard in an arc towards them. The reefed 
sail will act as a cushion as the half-yards are dragged into the ship with the bow rails 
supporting them from beneath. Beginning at 9 o’clock and 3 o’clock respectively, and from a 
position well out over the ocean, the tips of the half-yards will arc round to a point where 
they are about to fall off the rails (at about 5.30 and 6.30 respectively near the prow). At this 

 
54 Hipparchus Περι ἀφορων 244: ‘τα σκελεα τανυσας της γυναικος’ (‘having stretched apart the woman’s legs’). 
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point the yard effectively constitutes a pair of closing compasses. To ensure the smooth 
progress of the arms of this ‘clock’, the halyard team will have been holding one each of the 
jointed ends while the bowmen have been hauling on the braces. At this point the bowmen 
lift the outer tips of the half-yards off the side rails and carry them to the middle of the ship’s 
‘aisle’ to face their halyard colleagues who are standing just forwards of the mast. The four 
men only have to move the packaged yard slightly towards the prow in order to drop it into a 
slot that runs down the middle of the ship from mast to prow. 

This account makes the reverse procedure for deploying the yard easy to follow. The 
bowmen and halyard team seize their respective ‘handles’ to lift the sailyard from its slot. 
The bowmen then carry the tips of the half-yards to the port and starboard sides before 
depositing them on the rails along the ship’s sides.  However it is now the task of the halyard 
team to pull this pair of compasses straight. If there are only two of them they can second 
another pair of men (the next two rowers just aft of the mast) to help them haul the arms of 
the yard from 12pm to 9 o’clock and 3 o’clock respectively [as seen from their perspective]. 
One imagines the men on each side adopting a tug-of-war formation. They will have retreated 
well to the stern by the time they have finished hauling the yard straight. Here they will be in 
the ideal position (near the helmsman and by the rails) to secure the braces to the ship’s side 
once the yard arms have been fastened at the centre and raised aloft by the halyard team. 
Meanwhile the bowmen will secure their preventer-braces at the prow (assuming these are 
provided. By allowing his malleable text to offer up another meaning, Apollonius has 
elucidated the earliest stage of the configuration of a ship for sailing under canvas. In doing 
so he has demonstrated that the word ‘ἱμαντες’ covers more than one type of ship’s cable. 
Perhaps indeed there is another cable to be unearthed 

Meanwhile, the artist of the Siren Painter vase can be seen to apply the same heavy 
emphasis upon the eight brailing lines that are attached to the gap between the braces. In this 
context we find that Hesychius also defines ‘σειραι’ as ‘ἡνιαι’ or ‘reins’. Thus we may be 
assured that the Siren Painter has made every effort to highlight etymologically important 
elements of his ‘Siren’ composition. Indeed this verbal backcloth contains other etymological 
sequins. The halyards are clearly depicted by the artist and these, along with the brailing 
lines, are defined as ‘ἱμαντες’ by Hesychius who then uses the phrase ‘plaited cords’ 
(‘πλεκται ἱμαντες’) to define ‘σειραι’. Thus halyards are themselves related to ‘σειραι’ and by 
extension to the Sirens. As ‘δεσμοι’ the ‘bonds’ that hold Odysseus’ wrists to the mast may 
also be defined as ‘σειραι’ (Hesychius), as may the ‘bands’ that secure all the Sirens’ hair55. 
On the same side of the vase, the narcolepsy that affects the toppling Siren is a function of the 
verb that most closely resembles the word ‘Σειρην’, namely ‘σειριαι’ which Hesychius 
defines as ‘καρουται’ (= ‘be plunged into deep torpor, be stupified’). Lastly even the semi-
ornithological character of the Sirens derives from a perceived etymology in ‘σειρη’ in its 
manifestation as a ‘small bird’.  
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