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The Sirens and the Sphinx: Female Wise Monsters in Ancient Greek Mythology


Both the Sirens and the Sphinx are very similar. Interestingly, what is not known about them is as similar as is what is known about them. Their roles are very similar; both monsters appear wise yet horrible. They are obstacles that, although in different ways, must be overcome by the heroes to make them heroes. However, the details of these monsters are vague. What exactly did they do? Why did they do what they do? There is no conclusive evidence to these questions.  More importantly, what do these wise female monsters represent?

The Sirens are found in Book 12 of Homer’s Odyssey. Before leaving Circe’s island, Circe tells Odysseus that when a man “catches the Sirens’ voices in the air,” there will be “no sailing home for him” because the “thrilling song of the Sirens will transfix him” (Homer 12.47-50). Evidently the Sirens are some sort of monster that stand in the way of Odysseus’ nostos. Assuming Circe is right, hearing the Sirens’ song causes one to be unable to leave. However, what it is that causes one to stay is unclear, and Homer makes no specific mention to it. When Odysseus does hear them, the Sirens call to him by name, knowing of his involvement in the Trojan War. They say they know “all that comes to pass on the fertile earth, [they] know it all” (Homer 12.207).

For Homer to mention that they know all when so little else about them is mentioned is interesting. Their gift of prophecy must have been an important aspect of them. Is this what makes them monsters? Odysseus is a hero who overcomes his problems with wit rather than brawn. This might indicate that the Sirens’ dangerousness comes from Odysseus’ curiosity. However, I believe Gerald K. Gresseth in his article “The Homeric Sirens” is correct in saying that this could not be the case because although Odysseus has enough time to ask questions of the Sirens while his crew rows past, he does no such thing (206). He goes on to say that Odysseus does not ask about a way to return home, and the Sirens make no reference to his voyage home (206). This is peculiar because if information is what is important about the Sirens, why is this information not sought when it is Odysseus’ obvious goal to return home? In lines 51 and 52 of The Odyssey, Circe says that there are corpses and bones around the Sirens, which indicate that indeed people die there, but it is unclear how exactly they die. It is also interesting that it is assumed that the Sirens do indeed have the gift of prophecy and know all, but the evidence of this comes from the Sirens simply stating that they know everything. However, they also state that when a man does hear their singing, “once he hears to his heart’s content sails on, a wiser man” (12.204). Assuming Circe is correct in saying that one cannot leave if one hears the Sirens’ songs, then the Sirens are lying when they say one can sail away. If they are lying about that, it follows that they may also be lying about their gift of knowledge.
Just as the Sirens plagued sailors, the Sphinx plagued the Thebans. The first known mention of the Sphinx in text was by Hesiod in his Theogony. He wrote that “the deadly Sphinx… destroyed the Cadmeans” (325-330). H. C. Baldry, in his paper “The Dramatization of the Theban Legend,” states that in the Oedipodia, Creon’s son Haemon was killed by the Sphinx (27). He goes on to say that Korinna wrote that Oedipus saved Thebes from both the Sphinx and the Teumessian Fox (28). A vase dated from the fifth century, near the same time as Korinna, and described in Hetty Goldman’s “Two Unpublished Oedipus Vases in the Boston Museum of Fine Arts” shows Oedipus facing forward, left leg towards the Sphinx, left hand raised towards the Sphinx, right arm holding a club, with the Sphinx raising its paw aggressively towards him (379, 382). This vase shows that at this time Oedipus was believed to have killed the Sphinx rather than outwitted it. However, H. C. Baldry writes that a fragment from some time before 467 B.C. refers to a woman’s riddle, which is presumed to be the Sphinx’s riddle (29).
Hesiod makes no mention of who defeated the Sphinx. Later we see Oedipus fight the Sphinx physically, and then we see him defeat the Sphinx by solving her riddle. Of course, this is not an error; it is simply because the story changed over time. However, there is an interesting ambiguity in the story of the Sphinx other than how Oedipus defeats her. Aeschylus, in “Seven against Thebes,” states that the Sphinx’s prey was man, implying that the Sphinx eats her victims (766-791). This is commonly accepted. In Euripides’ “Elektra,” the Sphinx is shown carrying off her prey (antistrophe 2). Where does she take her victims? Does she eat them after taking them away? Why must she take them away to eat them? It is unclear what exactly she does with her victims, similar to how it is not known how the Sirens caused the deaths of their victims.
Both the Sirens and the Sphinx somehow cause the deaths of men, but the details of how are not known. Both monsters are also wise. The Sirens apparently were all knowing, and the Sphinx was also thought of as wise. While the Sirens use sweet singing to lure men in, the Sphinx also sings. It is not the singing itself that caused any damage, and what the Sphinx sings is not known, but surely it was some words of wisdom. It is also interesting that the appearance of the Sirens and the Sphinx varies throughout descriptions and art. Sometimes the Sirens are shown as human, and sometimes as variation of birds with human heads. The Sphinx has a tail of varying length, is sometimes winged, and is sometimes wingless.
Although both the Sirens and the Sphinx sing, what the singing causes is different. The singing of the Sirens is described very poetically, such as their “honeyed voices” (Homer 203). The Sirens may be all knowing, but it is something about their song that brings men to them. Either their singing is amazingly beautiful or there is some magic going on. In either case, the singing is different than the singing of the Sphinx, which does not lure men in at all. The fact that the Sirens have such sweet voices is indicative of how ancient Greeks felt about women. These women are able to beautifully sing, using their sweet voices to lure men to them. Perhaps this is because Greek men feared what power women had over them using such simple means as talking or singing. The Sirens then represent the temptress, using sexuality to control men. This motif is exemplified in many other texts, such as Aristophanes’ “Lysistrata.”
Greek men also must have feared cleverness in women. The Sirens and the Sphinx are wise monsters and are depicted as such for a reason. While Odysseus never attempts to find out any information from the Sirens, they are depicted as all knowing. Obviously this must have been a trait Greeks feared in women or the Sirens would not have been given the trait. This is exemplified in the Sphinx. This monster is not just wise, but the Sphinx uses her wisdom to bring about the deaths of men. When a man was near the Sphinx, she would ask him her riddle. If he could not answer, he was killed. What was it that killed the man exactly? The man was killed for not knowing the answer to something that a woman, the Sphinx, did know the answer to. The Greek men feared women who knew more than them. Keeping this in mind, it is easy to see now why the Sirens, who are both all knowing and capable of enchanting men with their voices, are so dangerous.
These two monsters are disastrous to all who come near them. Yet they are very important in their stories. Rather than characters that interact with the heroes, they are portrayed as mere tasks or obstacles. A hero is only a hero if he does something heroic, and to do that he must overcome some terrible obstacle or save others from some disaster. By getting past the Sirens, Odysseus overcomes a dangerous obstacle and shows his heroicness. Similarly, Oedipus proves himself a hero to the people of Thebes by outwitting the Sphinx, solving her riddle and causing an end to her torment over the people. These monsters represent problems that must be solved, but they also represent the fear the Greeks had for women with power.
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