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Chapter One: What do Merfolk Look Like?

Archetypes appear in literature more commonly than a plot line. In a story about an 

American highschool, there may be a blonde, a jock and a geek. Nearly every blonde will 

be flakey, every jock--rude, and every geek--nerdy. However, mythical creatures have 

simulates as well. We have dragons, fairies, ghosts and mermaids among some. 

Surprisingly, mermaid stories can be found in nearly any part of the world. Besides 

that, mermaids vary only slightly in appearance compared to what that one expect that it 

can be questioned whether they actually did exist. That is why a side-by-side comparison is 

necessary.

The names given to merfolk vary drastically between countries. We may have a 

“German Meerfrau, Danish Moremund, Icelandic Margyr or Breton Marie Morgan, Welsh 

Morva or Morreth, Dutch Zee-wjf, Swedish Sjötrold, Anglo-Saxon Merewif, Cornish 

Morhuch, Irish Merrow” (Bassett 168).  A west Africa ethnic group, Yoruba, call them 

onijegi (Fuja). That doesn’t include differences within one country. Russians have a 

Rusalka, or pluralized, Rusalki, which is the female version (Rappop); the male versions 

are vodyannies (Bassett 161). The Irish have both merrows and selkies, which seem to 

differ mainly in their transportation ability. The Germans have merefrau and nixes. One 

can become confused quite easily. 

This is why the term merfolk in this paper will refer to any creature that can assume 

at least half of human form and live in water at least as well as on land. Thus, mermaid and 

merman will refer to the female and male version of this creature respectfully. Although the 

native form may be used in particularly interesting circumstances, merfolk is the default.

How do all these creatures interconnect, however? Are there even any similarities?

The folk stories collected are often vague of details of practical life and offer very 

little to compare between cultures, but they paint a beautiful picture of life under the sea. 

In contrast, the physical description of merfolk is often rather similar. Though variations 

can be found, they can generally be clustered together easily. All in all, merfolk stories vary 

little across the world in regards to homes, transportation, appearance and voice. Each of 

these will be examined in turn.
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Although mermaids are generally thought to live in the sea, that is not an accurate 

fact. Irish mermaids have been seen living in rivers (“Shannon Mermaid”), a German 

mermaid in a well (Grimm Brothers “Water Nix”), in rivers, lakes, ponds and even as close 

to humans as a millpond (Grimm Brothers “Nixie”), and an Indian water sprite lives in a 

cave by a pond (Babbit). Perhaps an Icelandic merman put it best. When caught, the 

fisherman asked him where he  came from, to which the merman responded, he lived at the 

bottom of the sea. In short, merfolk live in any body of water. 

But what do those watery homes look like? As said before, most information 

gathered is vague.  In one part of Wales, they live in an underwater town in the middle of 

Crumly Lake. In another area of Wales, these merfolk live in gardens (Bassett 150). In 

Italy, there is a beautiful palace under the sea (Bassett 163). There are castles (Bassett 174) 

with pearly halls in Sweden (Hofberg). In a Canadian tale, The Mermaid of the Magdalense, 

the walls are made of shells (Cyrus). In short, many materials for these houses would be 

found underwater, but some stories add more details.

In an African-American story from Michigan called Sam and the Mermaid,  Sam is 

kidnapped by a mermaid and brought to her home, where he lived for six years. He 

described the home as being built like how al alligator builds his. “[The alligator] digs in 

the bank at water level; then he goes up--nature teaches him how high to go--then digs 

down to water level again, and there he makes his home, in from ten to twenty feet 

long.” (Dorson).

In Poland, Jurata, otherwise known as the Amber Queen, lives in a palace made of 

amber (Monte 22). When her home is destroyed, the sea animals say they will remember 

her by bringing pieces of amber onto the shore (Monte 27).

In his story Soul Cages, Yeats tells us about a merman’s home that exists under the 

sea in a little air pocket. Fish swim above it like birds. This air pocket is so dry, the merman 

has a fire in his house. The roof is slatted with oyster shells and the home has several 

rooms. 

In an alternation of the normal, China’s mermaid does not appear to live under the 

sea. Instead, Chen finds the mermaid’s home on an island after he is shipwrecked. There, 
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Chen sees a large palace with tall walls and a garden with trees and flowers. A red door 

leads into the garden. All this, however, is above the sea for the mermaid rode horses 

(Conway).

Japan seems to have the best idea as to the appearance of an underwater palace. 

One story says the sea king built himself a palace out of shells, coral, marble and precious 

stones (Conway). When Urashima visits it, he describes  it as built out of corals and 

decorated with pearls. He agrees with the turtle on the great size. The garden, however, was 

even more impressive than the palace; it held all four seasons in one. This garden had 

nightingales, butterflies, and crickets living in it at the same time as pure white snow 

(Ozaki).

The story of Urashima makes it difficult to know the exact location of this Sea 

King’s palace. One on hand, it must be underwater, for Urashima notices fish as doormen 

and servants. On the other hand, Urashima, a human, lives in the sea king’s palace for 

three days without drowning, even though he tells to his turtle guide upon their first 

meeting that he will drown if he goes there. Also, when Urashima leaves the palace, they go 

down to the shore (Ozaki). The only possible conclusion is that humans can breath 

underwater at the palace.

 Japan is not the only country to imagine fish as helpers or servants. In The Lady of 

Gollerus, the mermaid tells Dick that the fish bring her everything (Yeats). Also, Jurata, the 

Amber Queen, has a number of fish and other animals as servants, although she protects 

them as well (Monte). In the Chinese story, the mermaid does not have fish servants, but 

human-appearing attendants and guards, as suited her palace (Conway). 

A variation of this is seen in a Canadian story. In this story, the merman is equal 

with the fish, or perhaps even less than equal, because the lobster vindicated the sardines 

by bringing the maiden into the sea while the merman ran away out of fear, even though 

they both agreed to protect the sardines (MacMillian).

Family is almost more common than servants in many countries. Japan has a whole 

family, complete with a king, queen (Conway), and princess all of the sea (Ozaki). In an 

Iranian tale, a mermaid summons  her brother and mother after she has the king’s baby 
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(Conway). In Lady of Gollerus, when Dick takes the mermaid home, she sends word to her 

father and mother not to wait breakfast for her (Yeats). When one considers how common 

marriage is in mermaid tales, this trait of families is not surprising.

Everyone needs to eat, merfolk included. Irish mermen always love a good drink, 

particularly alcoholic drink. The story goes that the mermen of Ireland take their drink 

from sunken ships (Yeats “Merrow”). According to Coomara in The Soul Cages, they enjoy 

it so much in part because the sea prevents them from having a hangover, while still giving 

them the benefits of the drink. This benefit is lost once they drink on land, however. Shells 

serve as cups under the sea (Yeats). 

Whether merfolk actually eat fish can be debated. In The Kelly Mermaid, she 

disliked all meat, but most especially fish (O’Reilly). However, when Urashima marries the 

sea princess, they eat a feast of fish and seaweed (Ozaki). This dislike of fish cannot be 

rooted in the concept of fish being servants, since they are servants in both stories. 

Strangely, there is no report of them ever eating humans, although the mermaid in The 

Lady of Gollerus feared Dick would eat her initially after he stole her cloak (Yeats). 

Although a characteristic of merfolk is swimming through the sea, they have several 

alternative forms of transportation. Urashima traveled by turtle to reach the Sea King’s 

palace, but he may be an exception, seeing as how he is actually human (Ozaki). The same 

cannot be said of the sea queen, who has a boat made out of shells and who rides a dragon 

around an island (Conway). The mermaid princess of China rode horse and often visited 

with Chen on a barge (Conway). When Jurata of Poland lures the fisherman to his death, 

she and her mermaids ride in boat shells; later she rides in his boat (Monte). 

To understand the exact method of physical transportation under water can be 

difficult, since there is not one standard means. Some have tails, some only have legs so no 

one can know how they move and some turn into animals who can swim. Each of these will 

be shown here.

The common belief is that merfolk move through water by means of one large tail. 

That is a very reasonable assumption. When Liban was swept away in an Irish flood as a 

little girl, she prayed to be saved. As such, she sprouted a tail like a salmon’s and survived 
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under water for several hundred years (Conway). In a story from Guam, a girl is turned 

into half fish by the curse of her mother (Rameriz). 

In another story, two Native American girls turn into mermaids and each has their 

own tale (He Hwas). However, this is not a norm in Native American tales. In one story, the 

merman seen off the coast has two tails. He initially scares the people but later leads them 

to America (Baring-Gould). In another story, a man finds a mermaid on his front step, and 

she also has two tails. These tails slowly  come to resemble legs (Benwell). 

Just as often as they are seen with tails, they are seen with legs and feet. Such 

examples come from Poland (Monte), Iran (Conway), Ukraine (Sowyn), China (Conway), 

Ireland (Yeats), Germany (Haupt) and Africa (Fuja). However, how they move about in 

water with these feet either vary or is completely unknown. 

In Ireland, folklore explains the best way that a mermaid can travel underwater 

while still able to walk on land. This is by means of one of two objects: a red hat or a seal 

skin. When a mermaid has a seal skin, she is typically refereed to as a selkie. The selkie 

wear seal skins when they are underwater, but shed they when they rise to the surface, 

allowing them to take human form. Without this seal skin, the mermaid not only has no 

power but cannot return to the sea (Kennedy).

The red cap, called a cohullen druith (Yeats “Merrow”), is another means of 

transportation under the sea. This cap functions similarly to the selkie’s seal skin in that it 

allows a mermaid to travel under the sea. It also gives the human who has a hat power over 

the mermaid. One very interesting function of this cap, however, is that if a human wears it, 

he or she can travel under the sea as well (Yeats “Soul Cages”).

In one of the Irish stories, Soul Cages, the merman Coomara invites Jack to his 

home for some drinks. Coomara brings a hat to Jack so he can wear it under the sea. As 

soon as Jack has the hat on his head, it brings him promptly to the house. In order to 

return to land, Jack must wear the hat backwards. Jack could even steal the hat and travel 

by himself to Coomara's home (Yeats “Soul Cages”).

A rusalka, a russian mermaid, can be assumed to have legs and feet, since she is 

known to get out of the rivers she lives in and walk through the woods. By doing this, she 
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spreads moisture through the fields (Rappop). However, how this mermaid travels 

underwater is not fully known.

Another method of transportation is changing. In short, a mermaid has one form on 

land   and another form in water. Typically it is a human form on land and an animal form 

in the sea as seen earlier with the selkies. However, this too has variety.

A good example of this is found in a Yoruba tale. In it a girl sees a man in the market 

and wants to marry him. However, when she proposes, he tells her that he is really a fish 

and that the gods have given him the ability to be a fish in the river and a man on land 

(Fuja). 

In China, the princess is also a fish in the water. In the story, a general shoots a fish 

and pins it up on the mast while it is still alive. Chen pleads for the life of the fish, and it is 

thus returned to the river.  Later on, after he is caught exploring the palace, the princess 

releases him with an apology, since she was that fish he saved (Conway 31-2).

Japan has a story similar to the one found in China. In it, Urashima rescues a turtle 

that is being tormented by boys. He releases it back to the sea. The next day, the turtle 

climbs into his boat, has a conversation with him, and invites him to the Sea King’s palace. 

Once Urashima arrives in the palace, he meets the sea princess who is, in fact, the turtle he 

rescued (Ozaki).

A twist of the changing ability is found in Russia. A snake slithers into a girl’s shift 

while she is swimming. When the girl returns, the snake says he will leave the shift so long 

as the girl agrees to marry him. All her friends point out the illogicalness of a snake 

marrying a girl and tell her to say yes, so she does. The next week,  hundreds of snakes 

come to have her make good on the promise. They carry her into the lake. As soon as they 

are completely in the lake, the snakes all change into humans (Ralston).

One other variation is found in the story of Melusina. This story became popular in 

France and much of Europe during the middle ages. A man meets a beautiful woman at a 

fountain and, after a long conversation, asks her to marry him. She consents on the 

condition that he never sees her during Saturday. He agrees; for quite some time, he keeps 

his word. However, his brother raises the possibility of her infidelity during this time.  He 
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rushes to her room and peeks through the lock. There, he discovers her reclining in a tub 

with a fish tail on her lower half (Baring-Gould). 

With the fishlike characteristic of a tail, some of these other characteristics of 

appearance may not be surprising. First of all, scales are rather commonly seen on a 

mermaid. In one story, a mermaid is first seen as covered in scales on all parts of her body. 

As she becomes more human, these scales lessen (Benwell). Typically, children of a union 

between mermaids have small scales on their body as well (Yeats “Merrow”)(Kennedy). 

Often, they also have a webbing between their fingers. One Native American tale 

describes Squant as having webbed fingers (Reynard). Irish mermaids also typically have 

this web between their fingers (Yeats “Lady of Gollerus”). Just like the scaly skin, the 

children from a mermaid and human union have the thin webbing between their fingers 

(Kennedy). 

Body size and development typically does not vary much beyond humans. However, 

there are two variations. The first variation comes from Denmark and shows development 

in Olaf the Mermaid’s Son. Olaf arrives at his father’s smithy at age of six. He appears to be 

like a man, is incredibly strong and does to work equal with twelve men. However, he also 

typically has the appetite of twelve men (Lee). Nickets from Germany are also known for 

being very strong (Kuhn and Schwartz). 

Another difference comes in size. In one version of an Icelandic tale, a man captures 

a dwarf merman. He also has a broad head and large hands (Simpson). In the story of 

Squant, she is said to be a sea giantess (Reynard).

Mermaids are generally agreed to be beautiful, and perhaps they wish to show this 

off to their full advantage. As such, mermaids are typically seen as naked. In one Chinese 

tale, a mermaid learns to wear clothes while she is married to her husband. After his death 

his friends returned her to the sea. Soon afterwards, her clothes floated back to land 

(Cartucci). 

Sometimes they are seen wearing clothes. A typical garment is a white dress. When 

Raymond meets Melusina, she and her friends are wearing  white dresses (Baring-Gould). 

Rusalki, if they are clothed, wear white as well (Rappop). 
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Some variances occur, however. The most inventive one is seen in a Canadian tale, 

where a merman clothes himself with seaweed in shades of green and yellow. Japan also 

adds details. When Urashima goes to the sea princess, she wears red and green (Ozaki). A 

native American tale says that the sisters wore silver bands on their arms and neck (Ne 

Hwas). 

An English tale, Mermaid of Zennor, tells about the mermaid whose picture is 

carved in the pews. It is suppose to remind young men of the temptress ways of the 

mermaid that once went to church there. While she visited church, she was  richly dressed, 

which was part of what attracted the men to her.

Water nixes from Germany are dressed rather well too, and can be easily mistaken 

for humans. A male will wear brownish-yellow leather and red cap. A female will also dress 

as humans, but she is known for wearing red stockings. If they dress so closely to humans, 

how can one know they are not? It is by the wet hem of the clothing. If it is a male nix, he 

has a wet hem on his coat. If it is a female, she has a wet hem on her skirt. This wet hem is 

hereditary as well, even if the child is only half nix (Haupt). 

Universally, the hair among mermaids is long. It can be so long that it can wrap 

around people and protect them, as seen in the story of Sam and the Mermaid. When Sam is 

thrown overboard, the mermaid snatches him up, wraps him in her hair, and brings him to 

the mermaid city without him getting wet. She is also said to have purple lips (Dorson). In 

the Native American tale of Squant, Squant has been luring him to her home under the sea. 

After he finally agrees to come, she wraps him in her hair. It is believed he still sleeps there 

today (Reynard). In an Iranian tale, her hair is braided and it reaches her ankles (Conway).

Color varies drastically. Sometimes, it is a common color, like black. Both Native 

Americans and Japanese  merfolk have black hair (“Ne Hwas”)(Ozaki). That is a normal 

color for those people. Another merfolk group who has black hair is found in Germany. 

The male is reported to have an ugly face as well (Haupt). 

Shades of blond appear slightly more often. In The Mermaid of Zennor, the mermaid 

has blonde hair, as did the Irish mermaid in The Shannon Mermaid, Queen Jurata of 

Poland (Monte), and Melusina (Baring-Gould). All of these mermaids are found in Europe.



 9

The colors take a drastic change with the quite common seen green hair. Squant was 

said to have green hair covered in seaweed (Reynard), as did the merman who brought the 

Native Americans to America (Baring-Gould).  In an Iranian tale, although his sister has 

long, black hair and the mother had white, the brother has green hair (Conway). A Jewish 

water spirit was covered in green, seaweed hair on both head and arms (Levin). These 

coloration are not restricted to outside of Europe either. In the Irish Lady of Gollerus, she 

had green hair (Yeats). 

Another interesting variation occurs in a Chinese story. A mermaid is pulled from 

the sea and is said to look in almost every way like a human, except that she had little 

colorful hairs all over her body, very much like tropical fish (Cartucci). 

Perhaps the most interesting mermaid in regards to hair is the rusalka from Russia. 

A Rusalka’s hair can be either typical hair colors, such as blonde or brown, or it can be 

green. It is also wild and loose, perhaps in opposition to tradition’s expectation that a 

woman’s hair is to be confined. The most interesting trait, however, is that her hair holds 

part of her life in it. If her hair dries out, she is said to die (Rappop). 

Eyes are also important to some of the mermaids. With the Rusalki, their eyes are 

said to be “blazing” (Rappop). However, they are also said to have a light blue film over 

them (Sowyn x). In a story about Oleksandr, he desperately wanted to see  a rusalka. When 

he finally does, he notices the Rusalka has light blue film over her eyes. She introduces him 

to eleven other rusalki. Together, all of them dance until suddenly his protection is gone and 

they pounce on him. He wakes up the next morning and, though nothing physically 

happened to him, his eyes forever have this light, pale blue film (Sowyn). 

Another mention of eyes is found in an Iranian tale. The king sees a girl in a 

marketplace. Her eyes were so bright eyes, they could heal the sick. Later, the king learned 

that she is a mermaid (Conway). 

The general assumption of a mermaid is that she has a beautiful voice. In The Nixie 

and the Millpond, when the nixie first appears, she scares the miller. However, as soon as 

she speaks, she had such a sweet voice that it calmed all of the miller’s fears (Grimm 

Brothers). The Rusalka’s voice is reported as being so beautiful, along with her  laugh 
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(Rappop).  In Mermaid of Zennor, she is also said to have a beautiful voice. Since people 

only saw the mermaid of Zennor at church, it stands to reason that she sang beautifully as 

well. However, she is not by far the only mermaid who sang beautifully. One of the 

rusalka’s common characteristics is her ability to sing (Sowyn). 

Songs are not just for mermaids. The merman who led the Native Americans across 

the sea kept singing to them of the wonders he saw in the other land. It was his song that 

convinced them to finally follow him (Baring-Gould 237). 

Songs can also be used to trick humans. In the Amber Queen, a fisherman is caught 

fishing in Jurata's waters. She determines to get her mermaids together and sing to him so 

enchantingly that he is brought into the sea, where he drowns (Monte).  In an Italian tale, 

the mermaid sings Fortunio to sleep, then pulls him overboard him so she can keep him to 

herself (Straparola). 

These songs can be merely haunting. Squant is said to sometimes sing a sad song 

(Reynard). In an African tale, a girl tries to drown herself because her family killed her 

husband. Instead, she is turned into a mermaid. It is said that she can be heard singing 

softly along the edge of the river (Fuja). 

In an interesting change, some mermaids do not speak. In one of the Chinese tales, 

although she lived with a man for his whole life, she never spoke a single word (Cartucci). 

In Ireland, one of the mermaids that married a man did not ever speak or even laugh, 

except once at their child (“The Shannon Mermaid”). When  the king in an Iranian tale 

first bought the mermaid and made her his wife, she said nothing. However, when the king 

told her he would probably die of heartache if she did not speak, she relented and spoke 

(Conway).

A discussion about the physical attributes of merfolk cannot be complete without a 

mention of age. In Soul Cages, Jack meets a merman who knew his grandfather. While they 

are drinking under the sea, Jack toasts to the merman’s life, by s saying that he should live 

another fifty years. Coomara took that as an insult, and told Jack a much better number 

would be five hundred (Yeats).

Mermaids do not age much either. In an Irish story, a mermaid lives with her 
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husband for thirty years. During that time, she did age appropriately. However, when she 

finds her cloak and returns to the sea, she is instantly transformed into a younger version 

of herself (O’Reilly). In a Chinese story,  the woman lived with him his whole life, she  did 

not age. At the end of his life, she returned to the sea again (Cartucci).

In summary, merfolk live in underwater homes, typically palaces, with their families 

and sea creatures as servants. They move around the water by either some type of magical 

garment, a tail, or changing into an animal. They may be clothed in generally white or 

unclothed.  The traditional long hair is common, and varies in shades from green to brown, 

with seaweed as a common decoration. Their voice, if it is present, is sweet and often heard 

singing. 
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Chapter Two: What Do Merfolk Do?

First, we have seen the similarities and differences with the appearance of merfolk. 

As can be expected, they vary drastically across the world. However, the more important 

comparison is that of personality. According the Apple dictionary, personality is, “the 

combination of characteristics or qualities that form an individual's distinctive character.” 

For the sake of this paper, this will include such things their origin, relationship to humans, 

beliefs, future telling and magical ability and lastly, emotions. 

Since “Were do we come from?” is a major philosophical question that determines 

our personality, it must be addressed with merfolk as well. Although not impossible, 

merfolk origin stories are difficult to find. Merfolk can result from a number of causes, 

including both blessings and curses. 

Liban’s story is the most difficult to piece together, perhaps because it is dated as 

early as the sixth century (Monaghan 200). In short, before Christianity came to Ireland, 

Liban is swept away in the flood. She prays to be saved. She is therefore turned into half 

salmon. In that form, she lives for several hundred years. A fisherman catches her in his 

net. On seeing that she is a mermaid, he fetches the local priest.

From here, the story varies. In one version, the priest baptizes Liban so she can gain 

a soul, but she dies soon afterwards (Conway 24). In another version, the priest baptizes 

her and she does not die. Instead, she lives for some time, traveling around Ireland and 

performing miracles (Curran 7). In both versions, she is called a saint, St. Murgan, 

although she is not recognized by the Catholic church. 

In another version of the tale, Liban lives as a human under the sea for a year, then 

prays to be changed into a salmon because she sees them swimming outside her room. Her 

prayer is answered. In mermaid form she lives for several hundred years. For some reason, 

she decides first to go onto land and asks a fisherman to pull her up; then she decides to be 

baptized at the risk of death. In this version, she dies soon after her baptism (“Liban the 

Mermaid”).
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In this tale, not only can origins be seen but the status of spirituality among 

mermaids and the glimmer of magical ability as well, both of which will be discussed later.

Iran also speaks about humans turning into mermaids. In this story, the king and a 

mermaid have a son together. During the celebration for the child’s birth, the mermaid 

summons her brother to the surface. There, the merman grants the child the ability to 

breath underwater, thus making, by the definition perviously stated, a merman.

In some stories, a person becomes one of the merfolk as a punishment. For example, 

in a story from Guam, a daughter continually shirks chores and swims instead. In 

frustration and anger, the mother curses the daughter that she should become a fish. The 

daughter’s godmother interjects, requesting that “the half that belongs to her stays as it is.” 

With that curse, the girl becomes a mermaid (Rameriz). In a Native American tale, two 

girls go swimming against their parents’ wishes. Although they do this often with no 

problem, one day when they try to come ashore, they find that they have slippery tails (“Ne 

Hwas”). 

A Russian mermaid has a much darker origin. These mermaids are believed to be 

the souls of three types of people: a stillborn baby, a betrothed woman who died before she 

was wed, or a woman pregnant out of wedlock who committed suicide (Rappop). 

Vodyannies, the Russian mermen (Bassett 161), do not marry the rusalki; instead, they take 

drowned women as their wives (Bassett 162). 

Through the mermaid/human relationships, we can see much of the merfolks’ 

personality, since these relationships  play a predominant theme in merfolk lore. 

Relationships vary from just typical friendship to marriages and these marriages can vary 

from voluntary to abduction and forced marriage. 

Soul Cages tells about a young man, Jack, who befriends a merman, just as his 

grandfather had before him. Their friendship continues for several years until, one day, the 

merman doesn’t appear again (Yeats). 

In a Greek gypsy tale, a young man named Yannakis goes in search of what it means 

to be afraid. During his journey, he crosses over a river by boat. In this river lives a 

creature that demands someone to be thrown overboard in order for the boat to cross. 
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Yannakis volunteers to jump overboard. There, he meets a mermaid and demands that she 

stop kidnapping people. The mermaid is so surprised as his bravery that she thinks he is 

one of her people and tries to kiss him. He refuses, so she takes him back to her cave and 

tries again, for by this time she is in love with him. She then asks Yannakis to stay with her. 

However, Yannakis cannot be swayed in his mission, and leaves. On his way home, he stops 

by the mermaid’s cave again for dinner (Seal 243). 

Some tales aren’t so clear as to what happens once the woman goes into the sea. In 

South America there is a King of the Fishes named Uangala who has the ability assume 

many shapes. Through shape shifting, he lures women down to the sea with him (Bassett 

197). In a Canadian tale, a lobster brings the woman to the sea; it is rumored that she 

marries a merman, since shore folk are desirable companions (MacMillian).

In two other tales, the human is kidnapped to become a spouse of the merfolk. A 

European ballad tells of a merman who kidnaps a woman and brings her to the sea. 

However, it ends with her escaping him and avoiding such a marriage (Bassett 180). In 

another tale, the mermaid stops a ship and demands from the queen her son. Several years 

later, the prince’s horse suddenly plunges into the sea. He escapes after many difficulties 

(Bassett 176).

A rusalka is known to stalk men. Her desperation for a male companion sometimes 

causes her to try and bring one home. Unfortunately for the man, her home is underwater 

and this results in his death (Rappop). 

Death is not usually the fate of these marriages, however, in spite of the fact that 

humans cannot live underwater normally. In Sam and the Mermaid, the mermaid takes 

Sam to her underwater home after he is thrown overboard. There, she declares him to be 

“cute” and marries him soon afterwards. They live together for six years (Dorson). In a 

Swedish story, a mermaid lures a man down to her halls where he stays for three years. 

When he does return, it is only to see his wife married (Hofberg). In the Native American 

tale of Squant, Maushop is alive but sleeps with Squant at the bottom of the sea (Reynard). 

The Mermaid of Zennor tells about a beautifully dressed woman who came to church 

every Sunday. She caught the attention of all the young men. One day, Mathey followed her 
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from church. No one saw either of them again. Several years later a mermaid asked a ship 

captain to move his anchor, for it rested on the door of her home and she wanted to return 

to her husband, Mathey, and children. 

Some of these marriages are perfectly happy. Even though the merman, disguised as 

a sea snake, initially tricked the girl into marrying him by hiding in her shift, and then 

carried her off to the water, the girl only wishes to visit her mother. She even returns to 

him, only to find that he has been killed in the meantime (Ralston). 

A tale from Denmark contrasts with this one. A merman enticed a girl to his home. 

After many years, she wants to visit her home. He agrees, so long as she returns to him. 

She, however, does not. The merman is said to have mourned her betrayal (Bassett 177).

Although Jurata wanted to kill the Polish fisherman initially, she fell in love with 

him and he with her (Monte 24). They began to meet each night and ride in his boat. 

Unfortunately, this relationship ends when the gods become mad at her for loving a mortal. 

They sink the fisherman’s boat and destroy her palace. This results in her death (Monte 

26-7).

Urashima Taro of Japan and Chen of China have very smilier stories. In both cases, 

they find an other world after they rescued a helpless animal. This results in them both 

having a relationship with one of the ruling class. In Urashima Taro’s case, this resulted in 

his marriage to the sea princess and a three day celebration. When he said he must leave 

for his parent’s sake, the sea princess begged him not to go. Only when he seemed 

determine did she consent. However, by that time three hundred years had passed (Ozaki). 

Chen also wished to leave because of his parents, but the princess, instead of asking that he 

did not go, allowed him to be in two places at once. He did get to see his parents then again 

(Conway 31-2). 

In an Indian tale, a man finds an island after he is shipwrecked. When he looks into 

one of the wells on the island, he sees a beautiful woman who motions him to come to her. 

He jumps in and there he discovers the Kingdom of the Ocean. She asks to marry him, on 

the allowance that he does not touch the statue in the middle of the city. Eventually, he does 

and he is kicked out of the kingdom and back into his world (MacKenzie “Kingdom Under 
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the Sea”). 

This Indian story seems to echo the French story of Melusina. Melusina agrees to 

marry Reymond on the requirement that he does not look at her on Saturdays. During 

Saturday she has a snakelike tail; in other words, she becomes a mermaid. When Melusina 

discovers that Reymond has seen her with a tail, she leaves. However, in the between time, 

they have six children together. Surprising, for how fair of a maiden she is said to be, their 

children are quite ugly (Baring-Gould). 

In a very similar Estonian tale, a fisherman marries a woman who leaves him every 

Thursday. When he follows her, he discovers that she becomes half fish during that time, 

for she is the daughter of the Mother of the Sea (Bassett 194).

Irish mermaids are supposed to make superior wives with one slight problem: they 

tend to leave their husbands. A mermaid must marry the man who has her cap and the 

man must keep the cap well guarded. Typically, Irish marriage stories have a very similar 

pattern: The man finds the mermaid; the mermaid and he are married; they have children; 

the man absently discards the cap; the mermaid takes the cap and leaves.

In The Kelly Mermaid, Donal captures a mermaid’s cloak and refuses to return it no 

matter how much she pleads with him. He takes her back to his house and marries her 

shortly thereafter. Although he becomes richer through this marriage, so rich in fact that 

he can move to the capital, he also reduced his socialization and spent all his time with the 

mermaid. They were married for thirty years and have many beautiful children. However, 

just as they are about to leave for the capital, the mermaid finds her clock and immediately 

returns to the sea (O’Reilly).

The Shannon Mermaid has a few variations. The couple is only married for a few 

years. When the husband searches for something, he accidentally throws her cap on the 

floor. The mermaid silently takes it and leaves before he realizes what happened. 

In The Lady of Gollerus, Dick and the mermaid are happily married for three years. 

One day while the mermaid is cleaning, she finds her hat. Unlike many of the other stories, 

she thinks about whether she should stay with her husband or go. She decides to just visit 

her people and later return to Dick. However, as soon as she reaches the sea, she forgets 
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everything about her life on land (Yeats). 

A few variations to this pattern can be found. In one, when her husband 

continuously drove away the sea cows that bothered his land, the mermaid intentionally 

looked for her hat, so she could leave. In another tale, the mermaid does not actually seem 

to find her skin. Instead, after they have been married for several years, a merman finds 

where she is staying and rescues her. The merman allows the husband one look at his wife 

before they disappear under the sea forever (Kennedy).

A Chinese tale has much the same idea as Irish tales. A man finds a mermaid on the 

shore and takes her as his wife. Unlike the Irish tales, she stays with him until his death, 

and only then returns to the sea (Cartucci).

A Yoruba tale combines the marriage with secrecy in much the same way as the 

Russian story of the Sea Snake. A girl marries a Merman secretly and they spend time 

together on the beach every day. He brings her gifts and she brings him lunch. However, 

the family conspires against the girl to kill her husband and she, at the end, becomes a 

mermaid (Fuja). 

The Iranian tale differs in that the mermaid is not known to be a mermaid by the 

king. She is merely a beautiful slave he sees in the slave market. He buys her and tries to 

woo her, for he has the added complication to his life of not having a son in spite of a 

hundred wives. His wooing pays off in that she not only gives him a son, but stays with him 

even after the child is born (Conway 36-7).

The story of Nastasia from the Ukraine also has a mermaid voluntarily marrying a 

human. Tremsin captures Nastasia per a nobleman's request. However, for some strange 

reason the nobleman lets Tremsin keep her. In order to marry her, however, the hero must 

perform several feats as she demands. These include finding her coral necklace from the 

bottom of the sea, capturing her herd of wild sea horses, milking the wild sea mare, and 

putting the different temperatures of milk into different containers. The milk proved to be 

magical milk so that they never grew old. They were also able to spend half the time on 

land and half of the time in the sea (Conway 35-6).

Marriage for a Native American mermaid doesn’t have to be sad, as seen in 
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Squant’s story. In an Ottawa tale, the mermaid falls in love with an enemy chief’s son and 

he with her. The enemy tribe refuses to agree to the marriage. Since the mermaid has 

become human through the love of this man, the water spirits must defend their daughter, 

the mermaid. They kill all of the enemy tribe except for the chief’s son. The mermaid then 

rescues him and they are able to live together (Benwall).

Another aspect of merfolk’s relationships with humans is the occurrence of merfolk 

kidnapping humans. This can be done by a number of means and result in several 

consequences. Sometimes a mermaid will merely stop a ship and sometimes she will just 

pull someone overboard. The kidnappings can prelude a marriage, servitude, or, on rare 

occasions, death. 

In the Gypsi’s tale of Yannakis, a boy crosses the river on a boat. While he is 

crossing the river, something stops the boat as is expected and demands they throw a 

person overboard. This is a normal and expected happening along this river. As such, when 

Yannakis tells the mermaid to stop this mischief, he saves much of the town (Seal 243). 

In another story, a mermaid stops a boat and asks the queen for her son in 

marriage, nor does she allow the boat to continue until she has as much. Although the 

queen agrees and the ship continues on as planned, the prince is carried to the mermaid’s 

home some time later by his own horse (Bassett 176).

A merman stopped a ship in a German tale and also refused to let it go. However, 

instead of taking someone as his wife, he asked for the queen to come down to his palace 

and act as a midwife to his wife (Bassett 193).

One night while some Swedish fishermen slept, a “dew-speckled” hand reached into 

their hut and beckoned them to come. They all pretended to sleep and ignored the hand. 

However, a new member of their company came and boasted that he would take the hand if 

it appeared again; he wasn’t scared. When the hand appeared, he took it out of fear for 

what the others would say. He disappeared then, not to be seen for  three years (Hofberg). 

Indian merfolk also kidnap. In one story, three princes ran from home because of a 

threat to the older two princes’ lives. Now the merman had control over his pond so long as 

no one answered one certain question correctly. One by one the merman took the princes 
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down to his cave. There they would have stayed if the oldest prince did not answer the 

question correctly and free them.

An African tale talks about a Juju that at least has a personality similar to merfolk, 

if he is not specifically a merperson. Just like many other stories, he demanded that people 

pay something, in his case, small bits of food, to cross his river. When a person does not 

pay, the Juju carries him or her under the water to be his servant. The only way to free this 

person is by sacrificing more food than originally needed. Once the father sacrificed the 

food, the Juju flung the girl out of the water seven times. The father caught her and 

brought her back (Dayrell). 

This African story has several similarities between other mermaids stories; there is 

the theme of a person taken by merfolk, a person close to the kidnappee pays something, 

and the kidnappee is brought up out of the water in the only chance he or she has for 

survival. In order to see the full similarities, each one will be summarized; these following 

stories come from Chile, Italy and Germany.

In the Chilean story, a fisherman must bring fish to the palace every night or he will 

be killed. One night he has no fish. A mermaid appears and, noticing something is wrong, 

asks him to explain his problem. Once he tells her, she tells him she will give him all the fish 

he could want, so long as he gives her the first thing to come out of his house when he 

returns home that night. Since only his dog greets him, he agrees. However, his little son 

crawls out to greet him that night. 

When the son comes of age, the father tells him what he promised. The son comes up 

with, and executes, a plot that allows him to be free of the mermaid. Upon his escape, he 

flees into forest. There, animals give him the ability to turn into a lion, falcon and 

greyhound. The son continues through a series of adventures that end with him defeating a 

giant, marrying a princess the giant held captive and settling down. Before long, he forgot 

about the mermaid. 

The mermaid doesn’t forget about him. One day, in a moment of absentmindedness, 

he walks along the ocean. There the mermaid sees him and drags him under. His wife, on 

discovering he is missing, has a jeweler make three apples, one out of gold, one of silver and 
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one of bronze. She trades views of her husband for the beautiful apples. First, she sees just 

his head. Then, she sees up to his chest, and finally she sees his whole body above water. As 

soon as he is above water, he turns himself into a falcon and flies to the ship, free of the 

mermaid (Pino Saavedra).

The Italian tale follows the same general ending, but the beginning is different. In 

the beginning, Fortunio is adopted but as he grows older, he begins to be tormented by a 

younger brother. When he finally cannot stand it anymore from any of his family, he leaves. 

His mother curses him so that if he sails on the sea, he should be captured by a mermaid. 

During his travels, he gains the power of an eagle, an ant and a wolf. He woos a princess, 

marries her, and she becomes pregnant. However, he gets bored with his ordinary life and 

goes out to sea.

A mermaid sees him soon after he sets out to sea and drags him beneath the waves 

not ten miles from shore. The crew returns and tell his wife, but since she is quite pregnant, 

she can do nothing. Fortunio stays with the mermaid for two years. Then, the wife sets out 

to sea with three apples made of precious metals. The mermaid wants the apples and trades 

appearances of Fortunio for them. As soon as the husband is seen in full form, he turns 

himself into an eagle and flies to his wife (Straparola).

In a German tale, a miller has become poor through gradual bad luck and is trying 

to figure out what he can do. A mermaid appears to him out of the millpond and tells him 

that she will trade what was just born in his house for prosperity. He agrees, thinking that 

she just wants a dog or some other small animal. Soon afterwards, he discovers his wife just 

had a baby boy. 

The miller is wise, however, and teaches the child not to go near the millpond. The 

son grows up, becomes a huntsman, marries a beautiful girl and lives happily. However, 

one day while hunting he doesn’t realize he is washing his hands in the millpond. The 

mermaid sees him and pulls him under the water. 

His wife visits a wise woman and is told to leave three items: a comb, a flute, and a 

spinning wheel. Each time the wife leaves a gift, she sees a little more of her husband, until 

she is able to see his full body. As soon as he is free of the water, he leaps ashore and they 
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run away together (Grimm Brothers “Nixie in the Millpond”).

Africa, Chile, Italy and Germany all share very similar tales. In each one, a person 

is kidnapped for an oversight, and rescued by a significant other. They also all have 

merfolk who bring the person to the surface so the family member can see him or her. This 

kidnapped person is unable to escape until he or she is fully above the water however.

A good reflection on a person’s character is how he or she treats slaves, as seen 

especially in tales of German merfolk. In another tale recorded by the Grimm Brothers, a 

brother and sister fall into a well. The mermaid puts them to work doing impossible tasks 

and gives them old food. When the mermaid leaves one day, the boy and girl escape (“The 

Nixie”). A nicket will kidnap children and replace them with his own. However, this 

replaced child is generally rude, and disappears at about eight years (Kuhn).

Mermaids are rather two faced: either they are agreeable or they are murderous. 

Merfolk murdering humans is almost just as common as marriage. Sometimes the murder 

is indirect or direct, accidental, or intentional. Just like marriage and kidnapping, 

murderer tendencies tells us some of the merfolk’s personality. 

In Sam and the Mermaid, the story goes that mermaids could ask for anything on the 

ship by name, and it would be given to them. This led captains to rename many of the crew 

to common ship objects, such as Ax, Hammer, or Rope. Sam was kidnapped when the 

captain accidentally called him Sam and the mermaid heard. The mermaid said to give her 

Sam. If the captain refused, then the mermaid could capsize the whole ship (Dorson). In 

Germany, men and woman can be drowned by merfolk. When a drowned victim has little 

blue spots over his or her whole body, merfolk are suspected (Haupt). A tale goes in 

Scotland that a diver went into a castle moat looking for some treasure. There, a water 

demon threatened him to leave and never come back or the diver would die. The diver left 

as told, but when urged by his companions to return and get the treasure, he did. Soon 

after he dived into the lake, he floated back up to the surface--dead (Gregor). 

A rusalka kills people in two ways: tickling them to death or drowning them. 

Tickling is rather intentional, and she is said to stalk the trees in order to find a person. 

However, the drowning is rather accidental; she only means to bring them to her home. 
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However, since her home is underwater, the men cannot survive (Rappop). With the story 

of Jurata, she intends to lure the fisherman, who is killing her fish, with her singing into the 

lake, and so he will drown (Monte 24).

A Jewish story takes a different twist. A man, Reb Shmerl, makes the habit of 

sinning as he pleases, storing his sins where he can, and then throwing all his sins into the 

lake at the end of the year. However, one year Reb Shmerl commits this monstrous sin and 

throws it into the lake. The lake becomes angry at him, but since it has been commanded to 

accept all the sins, it can do nothing.

However, Reb Shmerl has a son on whom his cousin foretold that the child will not 

live beyond his thirteenth birthday. Reb Shmerl forgot the warning and did not prepare the 

boy. However, on the day of his son’s thirteenth birthday, Reb Shmerl remembers and stops 

his son from going swimming in the lake. He then locks his son in a room and stays with 

him all day. At noon, the water spirit, who has seaweed hair and seaweed covering his 

arms, appears and looks at all the villagers swimming in the lake. It realizes that Reb 

Shmerl’s son is missing and disappears into the lake with a grumble. With that, the boy is 

saved (Levin).

Reb Shmerl’s tale brings to light an interesting characteristic of merfolk tales; 

religion plays a predominate role in merfolk tales. Religion is such a fundamental part of a 

person, whether one is the most devote believer or an atheist. As such, religion's role among 

merfolk is important to examine while one is studying merfolk’s personality. 

Most notably it is believed that the merfolk do not have souls. Some say that St. 

Patrick turned those that would not convert to Christianity into mermaids and then 

banished them (Seiden). In another story, St. Patrick condemned them to sink below the 

waters for ignoring his message, and the mermaids in that area are descendants of those 

people (Bassett 151). Perhaps this causes the mermaids of Brittany to hate priests (Bassett 

164).

Since the church did not have a positive opinion of merfolk, this caused some 

problems among the merfolk. When Donal wanted to marry a mermaid, the priest initially 

told him no, since he cannot marry a man to a fish. However, upon the promise of money, 
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the priest consents (Yeats “Lady of Gollerus”). Depending on which story of Liban one 

reads, when Liban was baptized, she died shortly afterwards (Conway). Some mermaids 

can be taught to live as normal people. One mermaid in north Holland is said to have been 

buried in the church cemetery since she followed the church’s practices (Bassett 189).

Even if the church disliked merfolk, merfolk still desired a soul. In an Ottawa story, 

a mermaid is said to be neither mortal nor immortal. However, her desire is to gain a 

human soul and, when she falls in love with the enemy chief’s son, she achieves that. She 

knows this when she cries (Benwall). Sicilian mermaids often want a soul, although the 

mermen do not (Bassett 171). However, a kindhearted Swedish merman wants salvation 

(Bassett 159). One mermaid from Scotland asked a man, who was reading the Bible, if 

there was hope in there for her. On hearing his response in the negative, she screamed and 

vanished (Bassett 180). A Swedish mermaid, who would entice young men with her harp, 

threw away her harp upon the discovery that “she would not be saved like a 

Christian“ (Bassett 176). 

Since they are not Christians, things of the church can repel a mermaid or merman. 

When a person wears a cross, a rusalka cannot attack from that direction. That is why she 

always attacks from behind. When Oleksandr wanted to see a rusalka, the wise woman told 

him to buy a second cross and wear it on his back. That way, the rusalki cannot attack from 

the front or the back (Suwyn). In Icelandic folklore, a mermaid can be prevented from 

dragging down sailors by singing hymns (Bassett 174). Baptism keeps the German nix from 

kidnapping people’s children (Kuhn).

As with all negative parts of merfolk, however, it appears that there are some good 

merfolk as well. Some merfolk even go to church, mainly in Germany and England 

(Grimm Brothers “Water-Nix”). One mermaid meets her husband there and brings him 

back to her home (“Mermaid of Zennor”) and a merman meets his wife there and marries 

her (Bassett 193). 

Mermaids sometimes do more than just go to church. One Celtic mermaid brought 

stones to help the people build a church (Bassett 164). Some people reported that a 

mermaid off the Danish cost would preach against drunkenness and prophesy (Bassett 
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178). Another mermaid instructed a peasant to tell the queen God would give her a son 

(Bassett 177). 

The ability to tell the future can define a mermaid’s personality. Take the story of 

Melusina for example; one characteristic trait of Melusina is that she continued haunting 

the manor until it fell, appearing above the manor soon before one of the rulers died 

(Baring-Gould). The ability to predict the future is rather common actually. A Japanese 

mermaid predicted an epidemic (Bassett 195). One of the captured mermaids of Denmark 

would foretell future events (Bassett 192). In another story, a mermaid says that the town of 

Zevenbergen in Holland would be destroyed because of how evil it is. The people ignore the 

warning; later that year, a flood destroys it (Schele de Vere 25). 

In a less sinister aspect, a German nix can predict the price of certain items sold in a 

market place. If a nix sells grain higher than everyone else around him, the price is bound 

to go up. However, if he sells low, it’s going to go down. The female water nix foretells the 

prices in much the same way, except that she sells butter (Haupt).

Foretelling is not the only magical characteristic of merfolk. In fact, they seem to 

have a number of magical abilities in their repertoire. Since abilities define a person and a 

person’s personality, it is only logical to investigate what some of these magical abilities are. 

One of these abilities is to provide good luck and wealth. In The Nixie and the 

Millpond, a mermaid promises a miller that he will prosper so long as he gives her the thing 

just born in his house. When he agrees, he becomes a rich man over the years (Grimm 

Brothers). The same happens with a fisherman. A mermaid promises the fisherman will 

gain fish in exchange for what ends up being his son. Not only does he gain fish, but he ends 

up having enough to sell and becomes wealthy (Pino Saavedra). A Scottish fisherman is 

promised luck in exchange for the mermaid having three years with his son (Bassett 180). 

Lastly, Donal becomes more wealthy after he marries the mermaid (Yeats “The Kelly 

Mermaid”).

Granting luck is the least of their abilities. In an Icelandic story, the merman is 

known to have all the wisdom in the world. He accurately tells everything from the location 

of gold to that the fisherman’s wife is cheating on him. He also tells the fisherman how to 
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catch the best fish (Lee “The Merman”). However, in one version of the story, the merman 

predicts that the fisherman will die in three days (Simpson). 

The ability to control time and age is among one of their skills as well. One mermaid 

from Ukraine, named Nastasia, has Tremsin milk a sea cow and separate the milk into 

pitchers of hot, tepid and cold milk. Then, Nastasia and Tremsin jumped into the milk and 

became eternally youthful (Conway 36). Another mermaid turns a man into two separate 

people; when he dies in the real world, she takes him away so she will always be with him 

(Conway 32). In Urashima Taro, the fisher lad, Urashima Taro lives for three hundred years 

without gaining a day to his life. When he returns to the surface, however, the sea princess 

gives him a box that contains his age. When he opens the box, he immediately becomes old 

and dies (Ozaki). Mermaid magic of age can be so strong that one can eat mermaid flesh 

and it lengthens one’s life (MacKenzie 118). 

Sometimes, generalities must be given. Rusalki are said to have the ability to make 

plants grow better. This belief is so strong that if a particular area of the forest is especially 

lush and green, it is believed that rusalki danced on it (Suwyn). Liban, who later became St. 

Murgan, is said to have performed miracles (Curran), something that must be 

accomplished for her to be a saint. When a Scottish man caught a mermaid, she begged 

him to let her go on the condition that she would grant him three wishes. When he released 

her, she did just that (Bassett 186). 

In the Iranian tale of the king who bought the mermaid, the mermaid gives the king 

a son and later, it is her brother who gives the child the ability to breathe underwater 

(Conway 36-7). That may not be considered much magic, but since the mermaid is able to 

do it as soon as she pleases, and the king already had a hundred wives without a child, it 

does seem rather magical. In a Japanese story, when Toda slays the dragon for the sea 

queen, the sea queen gives him gifts. He discovers eventually that the robes never wear out 

and the wine jars and rice flasks never empty. Moreover, the sword is able to conquer 

everything that it touches (Conway 31). 

In France, a woman brought a mermaid back to the sea. In return, the mermaid 

gave the woman a shell full of a drink with the instructions that her son is to drink it. 



 27

Instead of listening to the mermaid, however, the woman gave the drink to her cat. This 

resulted in the cat becoming very wise, but malicious, and the son becoming dimwitted 

(Bassett 188).

In a Jewish tale, a girl, who is harassed constantly by her stepsister and stepmother, 

cries one day alone by a stream. When her tears touch the water, three mermaids appear 

and each give her a gift: the tub fills with gold when she bathes; the air smells good when 

she breathes; and roses appear behind her when she walks. In jealousy, the stepmother 

sends her stepdaughter to receive some of these wonderful gifts from the mermaids. 

However, the mermaids only give her bad gifts because of her bad spirit. From that time 

on, the stepsister has frogs in the tub when she baths, foul smelling breath when she 

breathes, and nettles in her wake as she walks. The girl does lose these gifts later on by 

intervention of a sorceress (Sherman).

Mermaids, perhaps from being so closely associated with the sea, affect the sea. 

There is even the possibility that merfolk like stormy seas. Jack did not meet Coomara 

until it was a blustery, stormy day (Yeats “Soul Cages”). Also, in Ukraine, the songs of the 

mermaids are heard during especially stormy times (Bassett 162). However, Norwegian 

stories say that the merfolk rise to the surface when it is calm (Bassett 172).

Merfolk are known for causing storms as well. With Irish stories, they need their 

cloak. In The Kelly Mermaid, although the mermaid threatens to send a wave against the 

rocky ledge where Donal walks, Donal knows she can’t because he has her cloak (Yeats). In 

a Scottish tale, the mermaid controls the storms and weather by tying knots: two for 

darkness and three for storms (Bassett 179-80). 

However, merfolk don’t always need something to help them control the weather. In 

the story of Squant, her moods control the waters; when she is happy, the water is calm, 

but when she is angry, the water is rough (Reynard). As well as controlling how crops grow, 

rusalki have the ability to control storms and rain (Bassett 161). In many places of 

Germany, if stones are thrown into a lake, the merfolk raise a storm out of anger (Bassett 

160). When the wife stole her husband away from the German mermaid, the mermaid 

became so angry she overflowed the lake and flooded the whole region (Grimm Brothers 
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“Nixie in the Millpond”)

Anger is not the only negative emotion that merfolk experience. In fact, merfolk 

experience a number of human-like emotions, ranging from anger and jealousy to loyalty.  

Once again, the personality of the merfolk is seen through examples in the emotions that 

the merfolk experience. 

When the other mermaids found Sam attractive, the mermaid who captured him 

became very jealous. It was jealously of the other mermaids that caused Sam to be freed 

(Dorson). Straparola describes the mermaid of Fortunio as very covetous. This can be seen 

in that, even though she had the bronze apple, she wanted the silver one. And even though 

she had the silver one, she wanted the gold one. Her desires led her to lose Fortunio. 

Perhaps some of these evil desires lead merfolk to do illegal activities beyond 

kidnapping humans. In a German tale, some merfolk attacked a countess while she bathed. 

They did not harm her, but took all of her jewels. However, when she asked to be allowed to 

keep her wedding ring, they left that for her (Bassett 194). In parts of China, merfolk have 

been known to borrow fishermen’s boats and use them as underwater submarines (Bassett 

165). 

In spite of these adventures, merfolk can be rather fearful. When Dick finds a 

mermaid on the shore, and captures her hat, she becomes very frightened in thinking that 

he would eat her (Yeats “Lady of Gollerus”). In a Japanese tale, the sea queen becomes 

scared when a terrible dragon attacks her island (Conway). Lastly, when the woman wants 

to eat the little fish, the merman doesn’t confront her about her misdeed; instead he fled 

back to his home (MacMillian). 

That is not to say that merfolk don’t protect things they care about. Jurata of 

Poland, fearlessly and relentlessly protected the sea creatures (Monte 23). In the story Ne 

Hwas, one of the girls had her hair cut off by a boater, since he couldn’t capture her. She 

threatened to capsize the boat if he did not give her hair back.

In addition to being protective, merfolk also have the tendency to be helpful on 

occasion. In the same story of Ne Hwas, the mermaids promised their parents they would 

pull the parents’ boat up and down the river. In a Mexican tale, the native Mexicans 
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traveled to Mexico over a bridge formed by a whale, tortoise and mermaid (Bassett 157). 

When the Icelandic fisherman freed the merman he captured, the merman promised to 

send a gift. Several days later, a sea cow appeared that was said to have the sweetest milk 

there was (Lee “The Merman”). 

Lastly, personality is indicated in the pastimes of the doer.  Common daily activities 

for mermaids may seem boring to us, from the little that can be connected on the subject. 

First of all, mermaids are quite fond of their hair. A rusalka is seen either brushing her long 

hair on the dock or dancing (Suwyn). When Dick found his mermaid, she too was brushing 

her hair (Yeats “Lady of Gollerus”). One paper suggests that the hair may have been a 

symbol of freedom compared to what the women of that time had (Rappop). However, that 

does not account for this characteristic also being seen in other mermaids.

Among other pastimes, mermaids enjoying playing with trinkets and other little 

toys. A man captured a mermaid by laying out a number of trinkets, then waiting for her to 

fall asleep before he captured her (Conway 35). Rusalki, as said before, are known for 

dancing in the forests (Suwyn). Some mermen have such skill in rowing that they are said 

to row at nine miles per hour. They use this skill to pursue boats (Bassett 178). 

Hopefully a side-by-side comparison has shown the true personality traits of the 

merfolk. In many ways, merfolk are similar to humans, from relationships to pastimes. In 

fact, the variations and differences among personality and activities are rare and usually 

induced by human interference. Interestingly, few of these characteristics are isolated by 

continent but instead span the world. As such, one may wonder what these stories are really 

say about humanity’s perception on itself and the world as a whole, or if these similarities 

are just coincidences. 
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Chapter Three: What do Merfolk Tales Say? 

So far we have looked at the similarities of merfolk around the world in both 

appearance and personality. The next step is to compare themes found in these stories. In 

order to do this as simply as possible, we will chose three tales from different countries to 

compare. With this comparisons, we can see commonalities that can help us draw 

conclusions concerning humanity’s perceptions of themselves. The stories to be used for 

this comparison are Urashima Taro, the Fisher Lad from Japan, Lady of Gollerus from 

Ireland, and Menanna and Piskaret from the Ottawa nation. 

However, in order to see the similarities, a brief summary of each is first required. 

In Urashima Taro, the Fisher Lad, a fisherman named Urashima Taro buys a turtle 

from its tormenters, some neighborhood boys, and sets it free. The next day, while he’s 

fishing, the turtle climbs into his boat and offers to take him to the Kingdom Under the 

Sea. Urashima has heard many times of this magnificent kingdom and agrees. There, he 

meets the Sea Princess and discovers that she was, in fact, the turtle he rescued. They are 

married and spend three glorious days together in celebration. However, Urashima 

remembers his elderly parents who need his care and, consumed with guilt, decides to 

return home. The Sea Princess at first does not wish him to go, but upon his demand, she 

agrees. She gives him a little wooden box as a parting gift and tells him never to open it.

The turtle brings him back to the shore. Urashima runs to his house. On his way, he 

notices that the town has changed; he recognizes no one. When he knocks on his parents’ 

door, a stranger answers. The stranger tells him that the Urashima Taro he knows of lived 

three hundred years ago and both he and his parents have been long dead. Despondently, 

Urashima goes to the edge of the sea and wanders along the shore. Now, he wants to return 

to his bride, the Sea Princess, for he has nothing left here. Then, he remembers the box she 

gave him. He thinks that it must be a way back to the Kingdom Under the Sea and opens it. 

When he does, a small cloud flies out, lingers on him a moment and then floats away. 

Urashima Taro falls dead to the beach, now an elderly shrunken man.
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In The Lady of Gollerus, Dick stands at the beach and reflects on how lonely he is. A 

few minutes later, he spies a mermaid combing her hair. He steals her hat with the intention 

of just asking for a wish. However, as she begins to cry and as he looks at her some more, 

Dick realizes that he wants to marry her instead. He tells the mermaid as such and they go 

to a priest to be married. The priest is reluctant at first, until Dick bribes, since the 

mermaid is a princess.

Married, they live together happily. The mermaid has three children, a girl and two 

boys. One day, however, while she is cleaning, the mermaid discovers her hat. She sits in a 

chair and stares at it for a while, trying to decide what to do. She determines just to visit 

her family, because she really does love Dick and her children but she also misses her 

family. However, as soon as she sees the sea, she forgets about her land family and 

disappears forever. 

In Menanna and Piskaret. a warrior finds a mermaid named Menanna on his front 

step one day. She explains to him that she used to be a mortal but she wished to explore the 

stars. The gods granted her the ability to explore them but after many years, she became 

bored and wished to return to Earth. The gods granted her this desire as well, but forced 

her to come back to Earth as “neither a mortal or an immortal,” in other words, a 

mermaid form she had now. Since then, she had been living with the water spirits as their 

daughter. Only when she could find someone to completely love her would she gain a soul 

again. 

The warrior took Menanna into his home and raised her as his daughter. Menanna’s 

mermaid form gradually shifted to that of a beautiful woman. One day, the enemy tribe 

attack her camp. When Menanna saw the enemy chief’s son Piskaret, and he saw her, they 

fell in love. At that moment, she gained a soul. However, the enemy would not consent to 

such a marriage because they heard rumors of her other form. The water spirits took 

Menanna back to live with them and then, to punish the enemy, attacked the enemy tribe 

as they traveled downstream. Menanna took Piskaret to be with her forever as a water 

spirit. The other water spirits turned the enemy tribe into eagles and chained them all to 

rocks near a waterfall, the ultimate torture for an eagle’s sensitive ears.
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At first, similarities between these stories may seem nonexistent or vague at best. 

However, many can be found, including those of appearance, skills and relationships. These 

all reflect insight on human’s perceptions

In all three stories, it is obvious that the mermaids had legs. Yes, in Menanna and 

Piskaret, Menanna started with two fins and those gradually changed to legs, but later “she 

was... indistinguishable from a normal Indian maiden” (Benwall). Moreover, all the 

mermaids change their appearances during the story; the Sea Princess became a turtle and 

the Menanna became more womanly. Only the mermaid in the Lady of Gollerus may be 

excluded from this similarity. However, since she is an Irish mermaid, she may change 

between land and water.

If appearance was the only physical characteristic of note, none of this would matter. 

However, family life is central as well. In all of the stories, the mermaids had at least 

adoptive parents. The mermaid in The Lady of Gollerus sends words to her parents not to 

wait breakfast on her when Dick takes her home. The palace in Urashima Taro, the Fisher 

Lad is refereed to as the Sea King’s palace, therefore suggesting she must have a father. 

Menanna was first adopted by the water spirits, and then by an Ottawa warrior. Besides 

family, both the mermaid in Lady of Gollerus and the Sea Princess have known wealth and 

servants. 

In each story, a mermaid and a human fall in love and marry. Both Urashima Taro, 

Piskaret and Dick eventually marry mermaids. However, their relationships are full of 

complications. Piskaret and Menanna are driven apart with very little chance of being 

reunited. In order to be reunited, both Menanna and Piskaret lose their human form and 

become water spirits. Urashima dies and Dick’s wife leaves him, creating unhappiness for 

the one remaining at the end of the marriage.

Moreover, all three of these characters lost their spouse because of family. Urashima 

Taro insisted he must return home because of his parents. Dick’s mermaid wife leaves him 

with the sole intention of visiting her family, although that ended in abandonment. Even 

Piskaret was kept from Menanna by his extended family, others in the tribe nor did 

Piskaret’s father, the chief, do anything to allow the marriage. 
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Another thing that keeps the mermaids and humans apart is the lack of humanness 

on the mermaid side. Dick’s union with the mermaid was hindered until he bribed the 

priest, because she was not a woman but a mermaid. Also, Menanna was kept from 

Piskaret because she was a daughter of the water spirits and not a real human daughter. 

Both of these mermaids were said to not have a soul, although Menanna eventually gained 

one. Although the Sea Princess is religious, Urashima Taro is kept from the Sea Princess’ 

world, since he cannot both provide for his parents and live with the Sea Princess.

One of the difficulties in penetrating human society is that all mermaids have the 

ability to control age and some general magic. Both Menanna and the Sea Princess are very 

old since Menanna has been wandering the sky for some time and only three days passed 

for the Sea Princess while three hundred years passed for the humans. Magic is also 

demonstrated subtly. In The Lady of Gollerus, the mermaid has a magical cap as typically 

seen of Irish mermaids. The Sea Princess is magical in three aspects; she is able to 

transport underwater Urashima Taro without him getting wet, the garden has four seasons 

in one, and both the Sea Princess and Urashima Taro are ageless in that world. Menanna’s 

only display of magic comes when she turns Piskaret into a water spirit. 

One final characteristic of note is the hospitality demonstrated in these stories. 

When Dick sees the mermaid, he brings her into his home without knowing first her 

background. Perhaps, his motivations are personal, since he wants a wife, but he still offers 

her a good home. In very much the same way, the Sea Princess offers Urashima Taro a 

home in her palace in return for rescuing her. Lastly, when Menanna returns to the earth, 

she is adopted by the water spirits. Then a warrior brings her into his home for shelter. 

This he does fully out of compassion for her. Hospitality varies in who offers it, bu it is 

there nonetheless.

Now that we have seen the general similarities, we can draw conclusions based on 

these similarities. As such, the expectation for love is demonstrated, the human ideal is 

represented, and humanity’s desire for themselves is whispered.

Perhaps mainly because love is universal, it appears commonly in these tales. 

However, the love stories represented here are not those found in perfect fairy tales. It is a 
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struggle to win the partner and often ends when he or she leaves. The union is torn apart 

by family commitments or expectations. In the view of the spouse who is left, the story 

appears to be one of heartache and pain, like a realization that all love eventually ends with 

one partner abandoning the other. 

However, when one considers the family’s view on the marriage, a different 

perspective can be seen. In general, marriage between people of different races was 

discouraged at this time, and still is in many areas of the world. Not only did the characters 

wish to marry someone of a different race, but they wanted to marry a different species. 

With the social code in consideration, the priest in Lady of Gollerus and Piskaret’s tribe 

actually wanted to protect him before he became hurt by an untrustworthy non-human, 

and not tear his love life apart.

People generally put the most desirable characteristics into characters; as such, the 

ideal person can be drawn from these stories. An ideal person has family connections. 

Family plays a major role in every single story, both for good and bad. Besides family, an 

ideal person has wealth in houses, gardens, servants and other possessions.

People also desire to be able to do more than a normal person can do. This is seen in 

the magical abilities often given to the merfolk. The mermaids in these stories can travel 

under water, change shape, and never age. The other tales we have examined briefly 

represent even a larger variety of possible skills, all of which seem to reflect the 

superpowers found in comic books of today. It is like everyone has a desire to be special 

and to be able to do something that no one else can do, but since this cannot happen, the 

dream is played out with characters.

Advanced age, a particularly desirable trait in today’s society, has a conflicting 

position in the stories. On one hand, the commonness for a mermaid to be multi-centuries 

old is found often. However, age is also tied in with godlessness as those with advanced ages 

often are not human. 

Up until now, we have seen the desirable attributes of a person, which include 

wealth, family, and special abilities. In general, one could possibly say that any person 

would trade places with a mermaid if given the opportunity, just like fans of a certain series 
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would like to travel to that world. However, it appears to be just the opposite; people want 

to stay human. This is demonstrated in three ways.

First, the appearance of all merfolk is generally that of a human. Some slight 

variations are used to distinguish them as different, such as scales and green hair. Even 

families appear to be structured the same. However, in general, merfolk look human, so 

much so that offspring occur without difficulty.

Secondly, the mermaids of Menanna and Piskaret and The Lady of Gollerus are 

shunned because they lack a basic trait of humanness: the soul. In spite of all their skills 

and wealth, discrimination plays a role, not because of magic, age, or anything else except 

that they are not human in a spiritual aspect. Even though Menanna looked like a human 

in every other aspect, she still wanted, more than anything, to have a soul and thus become 

human.

Moreover, although no discrimination is seen in Urashima Taro, the Fisher Lad, 

Urashima Taro had the opportunity to become very much like the Sea Princess. She, after 

all, did marry him and wanted him to live with her. However, Urashima left all that and 

returned to his earthly home.

In short, the tales of mermaids reveal aspects of humanity as a whole. The greater 

part of the world desires simple things: family, wealth, good characteristics and special 

skills among others. However, and even more important, we desire to be human and 

nothing else, as demonstrated through a comparison between Urashima Taro, the Fisher 

Lad, Lady of Gollerus and Menanna and Piskaret.
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Ireland

A girl, Liban, is swept away in a great flood. She prays and asks that she be 

saved, so she is turned into half a salmon. Some years later, fishermen 

catch her and bring a priest to her. The priest says that, because she is 

a mermaid, she can’t have a soul. He offers to baptize her in order to 

gain a soul or she could die right there. She agrees to be baptized, but 

dies right afterwards.

Japan

The palace is built with shells, coral, marble and precious stones. They also 

have a boat made of shells. Sea fairies also live under the sea and wear 

robes made of shells and pearls

The sea king rules over tides, rains and floods. He doesn’t leave the sea.

The sea queen leaves the sea and goes riding often on a little island with a 

dragon.

The sea queen builds a palace above the sea as well as one under it. A evil 

monster, Ja, attacks the queen’s palace. Toda, a young warrior, says 

that he’ll kill the dragon, and he does by moistening his arrows with 

saliva. Once he kills the dragon, the queen brings him to the land-

under-the-sea and rewards him with magical gifts that never run out.

Chinese.

The princess can turn into a fish. 

The palace of the princess fish has tall walls, beautiful flowers, tall trees and 

red doors into the garden. She also has horses and a barge. 

Chen saves a fish from being killed by a general. A year later, after his boat is 

wreck, he finds her island. For a little while, he watches the princess 

and her attendants of the islands, but then the guards find him and 
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throw him in prison. When he is brought before the princess, she 

apologizes and they celebrate. After three days, he begins to worry 

about his family. The princess then makes it so he can be two people 

at once, and spend some time with her and some time with his family. 

At the very end of his life, he doesn’t actually dies but he spends the 

rest of it with the princess.
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A nobleman orders a man to capture the beautiful mermaid Nastasia. To do 

so, he lays out trinkets on the beach. She comes ashore to play with 

them and then falls asleep in the tent. He captures her and brings her 

to the nobleman, who allows him to keep her.

However, the mermaid makes him do three things to win her love: find her 

coral necklace under the sea, capture her herd of wild sea horses, and 

milk the sea mare so the hot milk, tepid milk, and cold milk are 

separate. They jump into each container of the milk and turn ageless. 

Then they live together, half the year under the sea and half the year 

above it. 

Iranian tale.

Her hair is braided and reaches to her ankles. Her eyes are described as 

being so bright, they can heal the sick. She doesn’t speak initially 

because she is heart broken.

Her brother has sea green hair and looks young and legs.

The mother has white hair and legs

A king has a hundred wives, but no children. He sees a slave girl at the 

marketplace and buys her. Although he tries to win her, she doesn’t 

talk until he says that he will die if she didn’t. She tells him she’s from 

the land-under-the-sea. She wandered ashore in the moonlight and 

was captured. Because of his kindness, she gives him a son.

When she has the son, they have a ceremony. There, the princess summoned 
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her family by putting wood on the fire and whispering magical words. 

Her brother and mother then part the sea and walk out. The brother 

takes the child and jumps into the sea. When he returns, the child is 

unable to drown like all the other children of the sea.
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An Aferican tale.

A Ju-Ju lived in a stream. He demands a sacrifice of food if someone returns from a 

trip the same way he/she went. If a person doesn’t give it to him, then he 

drags them to his home and makes them work for him. 

A father’s daughter didn’t make the sacrifice. In order to retrieve her, he had to 

make a sacrifice of a goat and a dozen eggs. Then the Ju-ju threw her up 

seven times and the father had to catch her, or else he would never see her 

again.

Dorson, Richard M. “Sam and the Mermaid.” Folktales Told around the World. Chicago: 

The University of Chicago Press, 1975. 484-485. Web. rpt. in humanity.org. 20 Jan 
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2011. Retrieved from: <http://www.humanity.org/voices/folklore/mermaids/sam/#>

An American African tale from Michigan. 

The mermaid has purple lips and her hair was so long it could wrap around him. 

There wasn’t any men under the sea. The house is built like an alligator, in 

that it is built into the side of a wall and is about ten to twenty feet long. 

A long time ago, if a mermaid could ask for anyone by name on a ship, and they 

would receive that person. If the sailors did not give up the person, the 

mermaids would capsize the ship. 

Sam is thrown overboard on request of a mermaid. The mermaid wraps her hair 

around him and brings him to her home. She determines to marry him 

because he is cute. After a while, the other mermaids get jealous of Sam, and 

try to get him for themselves. His wife tells them to leave him alone, so 

another mermaid takes him to land out of spite. He spent six years with the 

mermaids.

Fuja, Abayomi. “The Beautiful Girl and The Fish.” Fourteen Hundred Cowries, and Other 

African Tales. New York: Lothrop, Lee & Shepard Company, 1971. Web. rpt. in 

humanity.org. 20 Jan 2011. Retrieved from: <http://www.humanity.org/voices/

folklore/mermaids/beautiful_girl_and_fish/>

A Yoruba (Africa) tale.

A man has the ability, given to him by the gods, to turn himself into a fish in the 

water and a man on land. He is very handsome.

The girl turns into an onijegi, which is a mermaid, and is now able to be heard 

singing softly on occasion. 

A girl sets her eyes to marry a handsome man, but he tells her he is a fish. However, 

she says that she wants to marry him anyway so they are married. The fish-

man brings her gifts of coral and gems. The family finds out that the girl 

married a fish, so they send her away to her father’s family. Then they kill 

him as he comes out on land, and he turns back into a fish as he dies. When 
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the girl returns home, she must eat him. Her brother starts to chant about it. 

She panics, runs to the river and asks the man to come up. When he doesn’t, 

she asks the gods to turn the river red. It turns red, so she decides to drown 

herself, but the gods turn her into a mermaid. 

Gregor, Walter. Notes on the Folk-Lore of the North-East of Scotland. London: N.p, 1881. 

67. Web. Rpt in Water Spirit Legends 1. ed/trans. D. L. Ashliman. N.p. 20 Nov 2011. 

Web. 23 Jan 1011. 

A Scottish story.

A water demon can live in ponds. A diver dove to find some treasure tossed out of 

the palace. The demon said to leave and not return. When the diver did 

return, he died in an instant and his organs floated to the top.

Grimm Brothers. “The Nixie of the Millpond.” Household Tales. Trans. Margaret Hunt. 

New York: Pantheon Books, 1944. Web. 19 Jan 2011. 

A German story.

A beautiful woman, with long hair that she held off her shoulders on both sides, and 

a white body. She lives in a millpond. She is also said to have a sweet voice.

A water-nix promises a miller wealth if he gives her what is just born in his house. 

He agrees, only to discover it is his son. The nix does give him all the wealth 

that she promised, and all the while the son is warned not to touch the water. 

When he does after going hunting, the nixie pulls him under.

Afterwards, we have the three characteristics of a lot of stories. The wife finds a way 

to give the nixie three gifts. Each time the man appears a little more, with the 

last time he is able to spring to shore. 

When the nixie gets angry, the water flows across the country and the pool roars. 

However, the man and his wife successfully escape by turning into a frog and 

toad respectfully. Later, they are reunited in a foreign country.
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Grimm Brothers. “The Water-Nix.” Household Tales. Trans. Margaret Hunt. New York: 

Pantheon Books, 1944. Web. 19 Jan 2011. <http://www.gutenberg.org/cache/epub/

5314/pg5314.txt>

A German story. 

A water nix lives in well. 

A boy and girl fall into a well, so the nixie kidnaps them and makes them do 

impossible tasks. When the nixie goes to church, the children escape and 

after glass hills are created, the nixie cannot pass them and must return 

home.

Haupt, Karl. "Die Wassernixen, der Wassermann und seine Frau." Sagenbuch der Lausitz. 

vol. 1, no. 44. 1862. 46-47. Web. 23 Jan 2011. Rpt in Water Spirit Legends 1. ed/trans. 

D. L. Ashliman. N.p. 20 Nov 2011. Web. 23 Jan 1011. 

German story.

The nix lives in rivers, lakes or ponds. 

A male nix wears a red cap. He can be distignished on land from a mortal by the wet 

hem on his coat. He is described as ugly, with a pale face and black hair. He 

wears brownish yellow leather. He is able to mate with humans and produce 

children. His children also have wet hems of dresses. 

 How the water-man sells grain at the market determines the future. If he sells high, 

it’ll go up; if he sells low, it’ll go down. His goal is to drown people in the 

river. One can tell that they have been drowned by nixies because of the blue 

spots on a person. 

A female nix wears red stockings. She can be seen by the wet hem of her skirt. 

She effects the price of butter the same way the male nixie does. Also, if she is seen 

spinning or bleaching her laundry, there will be rainy weather soon. 

Hofberg, Herman. “The Sea Nymph.” Swedish Fairytales. Chicago: Belford-Clark Co. 

1890. 75-76. Web. 13 Jan 2011. <http://www.pitt.edu/~dash/abduct.html#seanymph>
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A Swedish story

A white, dew-speckled hand is all we know of her appearance and that she lived in 

pearly halls. 

A sea nymph brings a man down to her halls, where he forgets all about his new 

bride for three years. He remembers her on the day of her second marriage, 

so he asks to return. She says he can, but cannot enter the house. He does and 

three days later, he dies.

Kennedy, Patrick. Legendary Fiction of the Irish Celts. New York: Benjamin Bloom, 1969. 

121-23. Print.

Irish.

Describes men merrows as having green hair and teeth, a red nose, and piggish eyes. 

They enjoy brandy and often steal it from ships that have sunk.

The woman has a red cap that must be kept away from her, or else she will 

invariably return to the sea. She is also makes a good wife.

In one story, a man was blessed, we are not told how, to have a merrow as his wife. 

However, sea cows kept coming on shore and grazing on his land. He 

continued to drive them away harshly. So the merrow found her cap and left 

him. Their children and grandchildren were said to have scaly skin and a 

membrane between fingers and tones.

In another tale, a man finds a selkie's skin and determines to keep it so he can have 

her as his wife. She goes home with him, and gives him two children. 

However, one night the man hears her talking to someone. He decides to 

investigate but before he can, while returning home the next day, he sees two 

seals on the shore. The male tells him that the man has deprived him of his 

beloved, but now he has found her and they are return home. Although she 

looks at him sadly, she leaves with the male seal never to be seen of again.

Kuhn, A. and W. Schwartz, Norddeutsche Sagen, Märchen und Gebräuche. 1848 92-93. Web 
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Rpt in Water Spirit Legends 1. ed/trans. D. L. Ashliman. N.p. 20 Nov 2011. Web. 23 

Jan 1011. 

A north German tale.

A nicket is a small gray creature with large broad heads and great strength. 

A nicket will steal unbaptized children and replace it with one of his own. If a 

woman travels over running water without baptizing the child, it will be 

stolen. The nicket lives for eight years and either dies or disappears.

Lee, F. H. “Olaf the Mermaid’s Son.” Folk Tales of All Nations. New York: Coward-

McCann Inc, 1930. 385-92. Print.

Denmark. 

The boy is six years old in the tale. He is incredibly strong, eats enough for twelve 

men, and looked to be about 18. He also slept as he pleased.

One day a man went sailing and disappeared for three days. He remembered 

nothing of the time. However, seven years later a man-boy appears. He says 

he is the son of the smith and a mermaid and that since his mother took care 

of him for seven years, now it is the smith’s turn. However, with the smith is 

unable to supply him with the necessary amount of food, Olaf goes to find 

work elsewhere.

He finds a farm where the farmer agrees to hire him to work the amount of 12 men 

in exchange for the food of 12 men. However, they soon see that Olaf is much 

too dangerous, since he is too strong and doesn’t do the work properly, they 

plot to be rid of him. First, they say the last one back from cutting trees is to 

be hanged. Then, they have him wash the well and throw rocks on his head. 

Then they ask him to go fishing in a haunted pond. Lastly, he is to demand 

the interest from the haunter of the pond for the last three years. Olaf, 

however, completes all these tasks to the extreme. As such, he tires of his life 

on earth and goes back to his mother under the sea.
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Lee, F. H. “The Merman.” Folk Tales of All Nations. New York: Coward-McCann Inc. 1930. 

591-92. Print.

Iceland

The merman lives at the bottom of the sea.

A fisherman catches a merman and although the merman asks to be set free, the 

fisherman refuses and instead brings him home. On the way, the merman 

laughs three times: Once when the man hits his happy dog, once when the 

man curses a hill he just tripped on, and once when his wife greets him 

warmly at the door and he returns it. The fisherman demands an explanation 

and so the merman complies on the promise that the man returns him to the 

seal. So the fisherman finds out that the dog loves him, his wife cheats on 

him, and the hill is full of gold. However, the fisherman refuses to return the 

merman until he confirms the fact that the hill is full of gold. Once he does, 

he lets the merman go. The merman promises to send a gift, which arrives 

seven days later in the form of a sea cow that is said to be have been the best 

in the land.

Levin, Meyer. “The Water Spirit.” The Golden Mountain. New York: 1932. rpt in A 

Treasury of Jewish Folklore. Ausubel, Nathan, ed. New York: Crown Publishers. 

1955. 182-86. Print. 

Jewish.

The arms are covered with hairy, green seaweed and the hair is also green seaweed. 

It’s voice is harsh and deep. It has a head, arms and half a body but that is all 

that rises out of the sea.

A man, Reb Shmerl, upsets the lake by throwing in a huge disgusting sin, since he 

does not care to be righteous and instead commits all the sins he waits, then 

tosses them in to lake as he is allowed once a year. Soon afterwards, the man 

finally gets a son. However, Rabbi Israel tells him that the son will be killed 

by the lake on his thirteenth birthday for the sin the father tossed in it. Rabbi 
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Israel gives him a sign: the day that the boy is suppose to die, the father will 

put two stockings on one foot.

The man forgets about the sign and tells no one. However, he remembers on his 

son’s thirteenth birthday when he does exactly as the rabbi says, then creates 

chaos in his house looking for the other one. His son, meanwhile, has 

determined to go swimming, since he loves the water. Reb Shmerl chases the 

boy down and brings him back into the house. For the whole day, he gives the 

boy nothing to eat or drink for fear even that will harm the boy and keeps 

him locked in a small room. At the end, the water spirit appears at noon, 

looks around at everyone swimming, and announces that one is missing 

before it disappears again. As such, the boy is saved.

“Liban the Mermaid.” Old Celtic Romances. London: C. Kegan Paul Co, 1879. p 100-105. 

Web. 14 Mar 2011. Retrieved from: http://books.google.com/books?

id=14AWAAAAYAAJ&dq=ancient%20celtic%20romances%20pw

%20joyce&pg=PA100#v=onepage&q&f=false

This tells the most indept and detailed story of Liban. In this, she is swept away as 

the result of a well overflowing. She lives under the sea in a chamber with her 

lap dog for a year, and becomes bored. THere, she prays and asks to become 

a salmon with the head and chest of a woman. She swims around for 300 

years before turning to land. There, an argument ensues about who she 

belongs to. Oxen appear and carry her to whom she belongs, which is the 

priest. He offers to baptize her and have her die immediatly, to which she 

agrees. 

MacKenzie, Donald, A. “Island of the Blest.” Myths of China and Japan. Whitefish, MT; 

Kessinger Publishing, LLC. Mar 2005. 117-18. Web. 20 Jan 2011. Retrieved from: 

http://books.google.com/books?

id=vzbeLy4TBa4C&printsec=frontcover&dq=Myths+of+China+and+Japan
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%22&source=bl&ots=J7lJTed-vy&sig=Kr1bRj7aVQugTflHE-

A Japanese tale.

This tells a story of the Japanese traveler Wasobioye. He was shipwrecked and 

visited a land of almost immortal people. After living there for twenty-five 

years, he decides instead of staying there for the rest of his life, he wants to 

travel more so he eats mermaid in order to live well beyond his years. 

MacKenzie, Donald, A. “The Kingdom Under the Sea.” Myths of China and Japan. 

Whitefish, MT; Kessinger Publishing, LLC. 96-97. Mar 2005. Web. 20 Jan 2011. 

Retrieved from: http://books.google.com/books?

id=vzbeLy4TBa4C&printsec=frontcover&dq=Myths+of+China+and+Japan

%22&source=bl&ots=J7lJTed-vy&sig=Kr1bRj7aVQugTflHE-

gb6BKixw8&hl=en&ei=BME4TdmyGcT6lwemstmCBw&sa=X&oi=book_result&ct

=result&resnum=1&ved=0CB4Q6AEwAA#v=onepage&q&f=false

An Indian tale 

A man is shipwrecked and finds a strange island. He looks into one of the pools 

where he sees a sea maid. She motions him to come. He dives in. There, he 

finds himself in the Kingdom of the Ocean. She is queen and she marries him 

so long as he doesn’t touch the statue. However, he touches it by accident 

later on and is kicked back into the mortal world by the statue. 

MacMillian, Cyrus. “The Mermaid of the Magdalenes.” Canadian Wonder Tales. London: 

John Lane, The Bodley Head. 1918. Web. Rpt. in surlalunefairytales.com. Ed. Heidi 

Anne Heiner. 28 May 2006. 19 Jan 2011. Retrieved from:  <http://

www.surlalunefairytales.com/books/canada/mermaid.html> 

Canadian.

A merman wears clean sea-weeds, and sea leaves in shades of yellow and green. His 

feet he covers them with bright shells and on his neck he puts pearls. A home 

of bright shells is also mentioned.
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A woman wants to eat some sardines but can’t open the box. However, the large fish 

of the ocean have promised to guard the sardines because they are such small 

fish. A skate fish and a merman decide against stopping the girl because they 

are scared of her, but a lobster drags her out to sea. Some say that the lobster 

sold her to the merman so he could have a shore wife, since the merman 

wanted a shore wife. Now every May, when there is moonlight and the sea is 

calm, they can see her comb her long hair, and looking in the mirror to see if 

she is turning any more into a fish. She is also said to sing a sad song, in 

hopes of getting land people to follow her into the sea.

“The Mermaid of Zennor.” Legend Land. London. Great Western Railroad. 1922.. 

Gutenberg.com. Web. 19 Jan 2011. Retrieved from: <http://www.gutenberg.org/

files/20170/20170-h/20170-h.htm#h2H_4_0002> 

An English story. 

She is beautiful, richly dressed and has a beautiful voice. Her hair is long and 

blonde. 

A stranger came to church every Sunday, and every man wished to have her. A 

young man, Mathey, decides to follow her. Once he does, he disappears and 

she never comes back to church. However, years later a ship captain is asked 

to lift his anchor, since it rests on a mermaid’s home and she wants to return 

to her husband Mathey and their children. 

Monaghan, Patricia. “Li Ban.” The Encyclopedia of Celtic Mythology and Folklore. New 

York: File on Facts, 2004. p. 288-89. Web. 14 Mar 2011. Retrieved from: http://

books.google.com/books?id=nd9R6GQBB_0C&lpg=PA53&dq=An

%20Encyclopedia%20of%20Fairies%2C%20Hobgoblins%2C%20Brownies%2C

%20Boogies%2C%20and%20Other%20Supernatural

%20Creature&pg=PA288#v=onepage&q&f=false

Irish
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Another story of Liban along with theroies about her source. Monaghen states thtat 

the story of Liban probably came from either the mixture of Christanity and 

paganism, thus making her a godess, or from the story of her being a fairy 

queen and the consort of Magmell.

Monte, Richard. “The Amber Queen.” The Dragon of Krakow: And Other Polish Stories. 

London; Frances Lincoln Children's Books. 2008. 22-27. Web. 23 Jan 2011. 

Retrieved from: <http://books.google.com/books?

id=20ZieUDoiJQC&printsec=frontcover&dq=warsaw+folklore

+mermaid&hl=en&ei=zLM8TYD3GIK0lQfs5rCVBw&sa=X&oi=book_result&ct=r

esult&resnum=3&ved=0CCkQ6AEwAjgU#v=onepage&q&f=false>

A Polish tale.

The queen has amber hair and green eyes. She has a palace made of amber. She is 

also said to have feet. Her voice can be so enchanting that she can caste a 

spell on a man. 

A mermaid queen, Jurata, keeps careful watch of her fish subjects. When a 

fisherman starts hunting them, she determines to lead him to the sea by 

singing, and then drown him. However, once she sees him, she falls in love 

with him and him with her. They meet each other at night. The gods become 

mad that she fell in love with a mortal and sink his boat. They then destroy 

her palace. Although the animals try to free her, she dies before they can. 

“Ne Hwas, the mermaid.” The First People - the legends. firstpeople.us. n.d. Web. 23 Jan 

2011. Retrieved from: <http://www.firstpeople.us/FP-Html-Legends/Ne-Hwas-The-

Mermaid-Passamaquoddy.html>

Native American.

They have long black hair, fish tails, bright black eyes and silver bands on arms and 

neck. They achieved this after being dunked in the lake slim a couple of 

times.
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The story of two girls go swimming against their parents’ rules repeatedly. One day, 

they turned into mermaids. The two girls tell their father to leave their 

clothes on the beach and promise to bring the canoe along whenever their 

parents travel.

Later on, two men are rowing and they see the girls’ clothes on the beach. They 

chase them down but can’t catch them because they are too slimy. However, 

One of them men grab the girl by the hair and cut it off. She demands it back 

or she will capsize the boat. He gives it to her again.

Ozaki, Yei Theodora. “The Story of Urashima Taro, the Fisher Lad.” Japanese Fairy Tales. 

New York: A. L. Burt Company, 1908. Web. Rpt. in surlalunefairytales.com. Ed. 

Heidi Anne Heiner. 18 May 2005. 19 Jan 2011. Retrieved from: <http://

www.surlalunefairytales.com/books/japan/ozaki/storyurashimataro.html>

Japanese tale.

The sea princess was beautiful, with flowing garments of red and green. She had 

black hair. Her voice sounded like music. 

The palace was magnificent, with a fish as a gatesman and fishes as servants. It was 

built of coral and decorated with pearls. The garden held all four seasons at 

one time.

A man, Urashima Taro, rescues a turtle from being tormented by some boys and sets 

it free. It returns to him the next day and offers to take him to the Sea King’s 

palace. Urashima agrees. The turtle then has him ride on his back to the 

palace. The whole time, Urashima’s clothes does not get wet. When he comes 

to the palace, the sea princess tells him that she was the turtle he rescued, 

and that she would like to marry him. He agrees and for three days, they 

have the most wonderful celebration. However, he then remembers his family 

and asks to go back. She tries to ask him to stay a little longer, but he refuses 

and so she gives him a box. He returns to his land, only to find that three 

hundred years have passed. In an effort to return back to his princess, he 
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opens the box where his age was kept, and promptly died.

Pino Saavedra, Yolando. Folktales of Chile. University of Chicago Press. Chicago, 20-26. 

1968. Web. rpt. in humanity.org. 20 Jan 2011. Retrieved from: <http://

www.humanity.org/voices/folklore/mermaids/poor_fisherman/>

Chile.

It tells very little of mermaids.

This story is similar to a lot of other mermaid stories. A poor father promises a 

mermaid the first thing that comes out of the house when he comes home in 

exchange for fish. Since the son never comes out, the fisherman agrees. 

However, that time the son does come out. The son was promised to the 

mermaid at age of 16. Meanwhile, the father grows rich.

When the son reaches 16, he is told of his fate. The son comes up with a plan to trick 

the mermaid. They do it successfully and the son disappears into the woods. 

There, he acquires the ability to turn into three animals: a lion, a falcon, and 

a greyhound. He then defeats animals attack sheep, defeats a giant, marries a 

princess and forgets about the mermaid.

However, the mermaid doesn’t forget about him. When he is walking along the 

ocean one day, she sees him and pulls him under. His wife has a jeweler make 

three apples for which she trades for s view of her husband. As soon as the 

husband comes out of the water, he turns himself into a falcon and is never 

caught again.

Ralston, W. R. S. “The Water Snake.” Russian Folk-Tales. London: N.p. 1873. 116-18. Web 

23 Jan 2011. Rpt in Water Spirit Legends 1. ed/trans. D. L. Ashliman. N.p. 20 Nov 

2011. Web. 23 Jan 1011.

A Russian tale.

The people are snakes on land and humans under the water. 

A sea snake tells a girl that he will get off her shift so long as she agrees to marry 
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him. When everyone tells her that there is no way she can marry a snake, she 

agrees. She goes home and forgets about the matter. However, a week later a 

horde of snakes come, break into the house and carry her away into the 

pond. There, they turn into people and she marries the man-snake, whose 

name is Osif. She has two children with him. 

Since she does remember her home, she asks him to let her return and just visit her 

mother. He finally agrees. The mother is delighted to have her daughter back, 

and contrives a way to have the daughter tell her how to summon her 

husband. After the daughter goes to sleep, the woman calls her husband and 

chops off his head, which turns the lake red with blood. When the daughter 

finds of this, she and her two children turn into birds forever.

Rameriz, Anthony J. I Tetehnan. N.p. 1978. Web. 20 Jan 2011. Retrieved from: http://

guampedia.com/sirena/#toc-origin-of-the-sirena-story 

Guam.

A mother curses her daughter so that she becomes fish because the girl gets 

distracted all the time and goes swimming. However, the godmother 

interjects quickly enough that she only becomes half fish. The mother cannot 

undo the curse, so Sirena is forced to live the rest of her life as a mermaid. 

Legend say she can only be caught in a net of human hair.

Rappop, Philippa. “If It Dries Out, It's No Good: Women, Hair and Rusalki Beliefs.” Slavic 

and Eastern European Folklore Association Journal. 4.1. (1999) 59-61. Web. 12 Jan. 

2011. 

Russia. 

A rusalka’s hair is permanently loose and uncontrolled. It is either light brown, 

blond or green. If it ever dries out, she will die. She is said to have “blazing 

eyes.” She is pale and, when clothed, wears white. Her voice is beautiful as 

well as her laugh. 
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She oftentimes stalks the trees in search of a male. Her goal is to either tickle this 

said male to death or to bring him to her home as companion. She comes out 

and dances in the moonlight.

She is thought to be either the soul of a stillborn baby, a bethroded woman who died 

unmarried, or a woman pregnant out of wedlock who died. She is repelled by 

the sign of the cross or by baptism and marriage. Some sources say that the 

fact that she can be repelled by a cross is a sign she came from a goddess who 

was forced to hide because of Christianity. She may also from an older 

society where women could freely express sexuality.

Mermaid week: 

Mermaid week is celebrated when the rusalka leaves her watery home and 

goes into the field to bring water to the fields for the year. Girls 

decorated trees with flowers and cloths and danced around them. 

They will also reenact how the rusalka tries to capture young men to 

tickle them. However, because the rusalka is feared as well, they offer 

sacrifices of trinkets. At the end of the festival, the image of the 

rusalka is escorted out of the town and either burned, sunk, or 

abandon her in the woods.

Reynard, E. “Squant, the Sea-Woman.” The Narrow Land. New York: Riverside Press, 

1934. 41-44. Web. Rpt. Humanity.org. 20 Jan 2011. Retrieved from: <http://

www.humanity.org/voices/folklore/mermaids/squant/#>

Native American.

She is a sea goddess. Her eyes are square. Her head is covered with seaweed. Her 

fingers are webbed. She sings a sad song. Her hair glistened green. Her body 

was “wide and flat like kelp.” Her mood effects the sea so when she is happy, 

it is calm, and when she is sad, it storms. She lived in a cave under the sea.

This story tells of the aftermath of Maushop’s fight against the bird monster. After 

Maushop killed the bird, he met the Squant. Squat asks him to come every 
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day to her cave, but he doesn’t, since he can’t live underwater. Finally, he 

decides to return back to his wife. He finds that she has cheated on him. He 

kills the man and her and throw his children into the sea where they become 

fish. Then, he returns back to Squant. She wraps him in her hair, brings him 

down to her cave, where he sleeps still today.

Seal, Graham. “Yannakis.” The encyclopedia of Folk Heroes. Santa Barbara: ABC-CLIO, 

Inc. 2001. 243. Web. 21 Jan 2011. Retrieved from: http://books.google.com/books?

id=qfTcKDzzqvIC&pg=PA284&dq=folklore

+mermaid&hl=en&ei=buE5TbqRMoSs8Ab_xNmwCg&sa=X&oi=book_result&ct=

result&resnum=2&ved=0CCYQ6AEwATge#v=onepage&q=folklore

%20mermaid&f=false

A Greek gypsy tale. 

A young man goes in search of what it means to be afraid. During his travel, he 

crosses a river where, in order to cross, the boat must sacrifice one passenger. 

Yannakis jumps in instead of an old man. There, he meets a mermaid. The 

mermaid determines to that he must be one of her kind, because he shows no 

fear of her. She takes him to her cave and kisses him. Then she gives him a 

gift. Later, as he returns home, he shares a meal with the mermaid and four 

other creatures he defeated because of his lack of fear. 

Schele de Vere, Maximilian . “Fables and Facts.” Wonders of the Deep. New York: Putman, 

1869. Web. 14 Mar 2010. 

This story tells about the city of Zevenbergen that is said to have been evil. 

Mermaids appeared and fortold that the city would be destoryed, but the 

people did not listen. Later that year, a torrential flood destroyed the city and 

only a tower was left of the city.

Seiden, Ellen. "Fatal Enchantment." Calliope 18.6 (2008): 24-27. EBSCO MegaFILE. 
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EBSCO. Web. 24 Jan. 2011.

Supposedly, St. Patrick would turn those who did not convert into Christianity into 

mermaids and then banish them from the world. The church lead people to 

feel sorry for mermaids, as they had no soul. The only way to gain one was to 

marry a Christian. Although scientist nowadays think that mermaids were 

either seals, manatees or sea cows, a law in England was just recently (20th 

century) removed said that mermaids captured did belonged immediately to 

the crown and some people in Scotland still dip their child’s hand into the 

water to protect against the mermaid’s deceit.

Sherman, Josepha. “Blessings and Curses.” A Sampler of Jewish-American Folklore. Little 

Rock: August House. 55-58. Web. 21 Jan 2011. Retrieved from: http://

books.google.com/books?id=dNXemchFutgC&lpg=PA192&dq=treasury%20of

%20jewish%20folklore&pg=PA192#v=onepage&q&f=false

Jewish.

Three water spirits appear when the girl’s tears touch the water. They each grant 

her one gift: roses will spring up as she walks, when she baths, the tub will 

have gold, and her breath will always be sweet. When the ugly stepsister goes 

down to the take to try to get the gifts, the water-spirits instead give her the 

gifts of having nettles spring up as she walks, frogs in the tub when she baths, 

and her breath to stink. Later on, after the sorceress stages the murder of the 

prince’s and her child so they think it is the girl, she lose these abilities. It is 

unknown whether she gains them back or not.

Simpson, Jacqueline. “Merman Laughed.” Icelandic Folktales and Legends. Los Angeles: 

University of California Press Berkeley. 1972. 92-93. 1972. Web. Rpt. Humanity.org. 

20 Jan 2011. Retrieved from: http://www.humanity.org/voices/folklore/mermaids/

merman_laughed/

Iceland
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A dwarf man with a big head, broad hands and a seal bottom. He was able to either 

tell the future or know all.

A variation of the story similar to the one spoken of earlier. The man curses the dog 

and the land, but kisses his wife. In this one, the fisher keeps the merman for 

three days in hopes of the merman teaching the fisher some magic, but the 

merman says nothing until he is brought back to sea. The fisherman than 

learns the best way to fish, his wife cheats on him, his dog loves him, there is 

gold on the land he cursed, and he will die in three days. And everything 

happens just as the merman said

Straparola, Giovanni Francesco. “Fortunio and the Siren.” The Facetious Nights. Trans. 

Jules Garnier and E. R. Hughes. 1901. Rpt. in surlalunefairytales.com. Ed. Heidi 

Anne Heiner. 28 May 2006. 19 Jan 2011. Retrieved from: <http://

www.surlalunefairytales.com/facetiousnights/night3_fable4.html>

Italian. 

The mermaid is spoken of very little in appearance. She is considered fair, but 

cunning. Her song lolled sailors to sleep, after which she promptly drowns 

them. She is also very covetous, since she wanted the three apples so badly. 

She had Fortunio stand on her back so his wife could see him. She has a tale.

A boy leaves his home after his mother curses him for being ungrateful. During his 

travels, he receives the powers of three animals (an eagle, ant and wolf), woos 

a princess and marries her. However, after some time he goes to sea for 

adventure. There, because of his mother’s curse, a siren lulls him to sleep and 

kidnaps him off the boat. His wife comes with three precious metal apples, 

trades them for a chance to see her husband. As soon as he is free head to 

foot, he turns himself into an eagle and flies away. 

Suwyn, Barbara J. The Magic Egg and Other Tales from Ukraine. Englewood: Libraries 

Unlimited, 1997. xx. 100-03. NetLibrary. Web. 12 Jan. 2011.
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Ukraine.

She sits on docks, combing her long green hair. She has legs and feet and sings 

beautiful songs. She could be either good or bad. Good because she brought 

water to the crops; bad because she would tempt people to drown themselves. 

They say a spot in the forest grew particularly well becomes a rusalka danced 

on it. Mermaid week is during the summer.

Oleksandr wanted to see what a Rusalka looked like, although no one had seen one 

and lived. Oleksandr consulted with the wise woman of the town, and she 

finally told him to buy a cross, because Rusalki cannot attack if there is a 

cross on both his front and back. He goes at the full moon, the best time to 

see one, and sees her in a long white dress and her eyes are glazed over with a 

blue film. The Rusalka took him to a circle where they danced with 11 other 

Rusalki. When they suddenly stopped his two crosses are in his front. Then, 

they pounce. However, he doesn’t die and nothing happened to him, but he 

lived alone and always had pale blue eyes like the Rusalki.

Yeats, W.B. “The Lady of Gollerus.” Fairy and Folk tales of Ireland. New York; Galahad 

Books. 1996. 328-32. Web. Rpt. Humanity.org. 20 Jan 2011

Irish.

The mermaid has green hair and was seen combing it on a rock. She had pale skin 

and a small web between the fingers. She thought when he first captured her 

hat that he would eat her. She also had a father, a king, mother and siblings. 

The fish brought her everything in her home. Also, she had fourteen oyster beds to 

sleep on. She knew nothing of money.

A man pines for a wife and suddenly finds a merrow. He captures her hat and tells 

her to marry him. She more or less agrees. They live in happiest for three 

years and she gives him three children. However, by accident she finds her 

hat. For a moment she thinks about staying, then she decides to go home just 

for a visit. However, once she reached the sea, she completely forget about 
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Dick and her children and is never seen of again.

Yeats, W. B. “The Soul Cages.” Fairy and Folk Tales of the Irish Peasantry. N.p. 72 -82. 

1888. Web. 20 Jan 2011. Retrieved from: <http://books.google.com/books?

id=imBjJfRSiFcC&dq=liban+st+murgen&q=merrow#v=onepage&q&f=false>

Irish.

The male merrow is described as before, wearing no clothes, with scales on his tale 

and short arms. He knew who Jack was before he introduced himself. He has 

lived over 90 years, and wanted to live much longer than 50 years more. He 

thought 500 would be a good number for a toast.

The merrow liked the stormy weather the best. They eat a variety kind of fishes. 

They drink out of shells and do not get drunk while under the sea, although 

they do get drunk while above the sea.

Jack is able to travel under sea just as easily as a merrow so long as he has the red 

hat. In the right direction it sends him to the house, and backwards, it sends 

him back to land.

The house is in an airpocket under the sea and has oyster shells for slates on a roof. 

It even has a fire.

Jack wants to meet a merrow, and although he tries to find one, he can’t. After a 

while he does meet a male merrow, Coomara, who knew his grandfather and 

his father. The merrow proposes to have a drinking party in his house and 

invites Jack down. The merrow comes, brings him a hat, and takes him down 

to his house. There, they drink, and Coomara shows him his soul cages. 

Coomara puts out lobster cages during a storm, and waits for a drowned 

sailor to die. The soul almost freezes and it runs into the cage for shelter. Jack 

says nothing of it, and returns home.

Jack decides to save the souls, so he invites Coomara to dinner with the plan of 

getting him drunk. Coo comes, but Jack gets drunk as well as Coo. Jack tries 

again, this time giving Coomara strong drink, and Jack waters down his. As 
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soon as Coomara is completely drunk, Jack steals the hat and goes. There, he 

freed the souls. Coomara never learned of the escaped souls and they stayed 

friends for several years until Coomara either left the area or died.

Yeats, W. B. “The Merrow.” Fairy and Folk Tales of the Irish Peasantry. N.p. 69. 1888. Web. 

20 Jan 2011. Retrieved from: <http://books.google.com/books?

id=imBjJfRSiFcC&dq=liban+st+murgen&q=merrow#v=onepage&q&f=false>

The male merrow is told to be the same as mentioned earlier with green hair and 

teeth, red nose, and pig eyes. 

If a woman descends from a merrow, she has scales all over her body.


