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The Analysis of the Bird-Woman Figure in Slavic
Mythology with an Intertextual Approach
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Abstract

Mythology studies refer both to the study of myths and to the
collection of myths belonging to a specific religious tradition, serving
as a valuable step towards understanding humanity's mysterious past
and ontology. The bird-woman, as one type of composite being—half-
human, half-animal—has long held a place among mythical or
legendary creatures in most human civilizations, such as those of
Greece, Rome, Egypt, Scandinavia, the Slavs, and even Iran. These
beings have sometimes been associated with the concept of good and
sometimes with evil; in other words, they are either divine and
benevolent or demonic and malevolent. In the present research,
adopting an analytical-comparative method and relying on Gérard
Genette's theory of intertextuality, we aim to analyze the figure of the
bird-woman in Slavic myths and uncover its intertextual relationships
with similar examples in other civilizations. In Slavic myths, five
types of birds-woman exist, named Alkonost, Sirin, Gamayun, the
Swan Maiden, and Stratim, the similarities and differences of which
are elaborated in detail. Examination of the research findings reveals
that although the half-human, half-bird myths of Egyptian and
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Mesopotamian civilizations can be considered as initial pre-texts for
the bird-woman creatures among the Greeks and Slavs, the primary
pre-texts for Slavic myths are the Greek myths of the Harpy and the
Siren. The distinctive feature of Slavic myths is the manifestation of
religion in their imagery.

Keywords: Mythology, Slavic Myth, Bird-Woman, Intertextuality,
Gérard Genette.

Introduction

The present study explores the mythological image of the bird-woman
in Slavic civilization and examines its intertextual relations with
analogous figures in other ancient cultures. As hybrid beings with the
body of a bird and the face of a woman, bird-women appear in many
mythological systems, reflecting early human perceptions of the
connection between earth and sky. Within Slavic mythology, five
main types are identified: Alkonost, Sirin, Gamayun, the Swan
Maiden, and Stratim. Relying on Gérard Genette’s theory of
intertextuality and the comparative analytical method, this research
demonstrates that Slavic myths were influenced by Greek pre-texts—
especially the myths of Harpies and Sirens—while adopting a more
spiritual and celestial form in the Russian tradition.

Theoretical Background

As stated in The World of Mythology (McCall, 2006), “If you want to
understand a people, study their myths. No one can grasp the essence
of a nation’s history without looking through the veil of its myths.”
The study of hybrid beings—half human, half bird—has a long
tradition in mythology and anthropology. James Frazer, in The Golden
Bough, discussed the ritual and magical origins of such myths. Freud
and Jung viewed these creatures as projections of the collective
unconscious and as symbols of humanity’s longing to transcend
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earthly existence. In the twentieth century, with the rise of intertextual
theories, comparative mythology gained new interpretative dimensions.
Julia Kristeva and Roland Barthes, building on Bakhtin’s dialogism,
developed the concept of intertextuality, while Genette introduced the
notion of transtextuality—the network of relationships between texts.
Within this framework, every myth can be seen as a text interlinked with
its cultural pre-texts and hypertexts. This research therefore examines the
Slavic bird-women in intertextual relation to their Egyptian,
Mesopotamian, Greek, and Indian counterparts.

Research Objectives, Questions, and Hypotheses

The primary aim of this study is to analyze the structure and meaning of
the bird-woman myth in Slavic culture and to uncover its intertextual
connections with other civilizations.

Research Questions:

1. What are the cultural and mythological origins of Slavic bird-
women, and can they be seen as derivatives of Greek mythology?

2. What similarities and differences exist between Slavic bird-women
and their analogues in Egyptian, Greek, Indian, and Mesopotamian
traditions?

The hypotheses formed for the questions were:

1. The Slavic bird-women—especially Alkonost and Sirin—were
influenced by the Greek Harpies and Sirens, while older motifs from
Egyptian and Mesopotamian civilizations (e.g., the soul-bird Ba)
indirectly shaped their imagery.

2. In contrast to their demonic Greek prototypes, the Slavic bird-
women acquired a divine and sacred dimension. From Genette’s
intertextual perspective, Slavic myths represent a hypertextual
transformation of Greek pre-texts within a local religious and moral
context.
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Methodology and Data Collection

This study employs an analytical-comparative method. Data were
collected from library sources, mythological dictionaries, ancient texts,
and academic studies in Russian, Persian, and English. First, the primary
Slavic mythological sources and related artworks (notably the paintings
of Bilibin, Vasnetsov, and Vrubel) were examined. Second, the Greek,
Egyptian, and Indian pre-texts were analyzed in terms of lexicon,
iconography, and behavioral attributes. Finally, through Genette’s model
of intertextuality, both explicit and implicit connections among the myths
were identified and classified.

Findings and Analysis

The findings indicate that all bird-women across the studied civilizations
share a common archetypal origin—the human aspiration toward the sky
as the source and destination of the soul. Yet, cultural interpretations vary
significantly: In Ancient Egypt, the Ba-bird symbolized the human soul
flying after death. In Greece, the Harpies and Sirens embodied demonic
temptation and death. In India and East Asia, the Kinnara and Kinnari
were heavenly lovers and celestial musicians. In Slavic mythology, this
hybrid figure acquired new meaning: Alkonost and Gamayun became
divine messengers, while Sirin retained the seductive yet spiritual aspect
of her Greek counterpart. From an intertextual perspective, the Russian
Sirin is the closest analogue to the Greek Siren—both use magical song
to captivate and destroy—but the Russian version is depicted in a
paradisiacal setting, surrounded by halos and symbols of faith. This
transformation demonstrates a shift from pagan myth to Christian
allegory. The Alkonost and Gamayun, messengers of truth and light,
reflect the integration of Christian cosmology. The Swan Maidens,
associated with water and renewal, became symbols of purity and rebirth,
while Stratim, the mother of all birds, represents creation and the
continuity of life.
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Discussion and Conclusion

Intertextual evidence supports the conclusion that the Slavic image of the

bird-woman evolved through a progressive reinterpretation of earlier

Greek and Eastern pre-texts. The Greeks depicted the bird-woman as a

figure of temptation and death, while the Slavs reinterpreted her within

the framework of Christian spirituality and salvation. This evolution

reveals three historical stages:

1. Ritual and spiritual phase — in Egypt and Mesopotamia, where the
bird-woman symbolized the soul or divine messenger.

2. Tragic and demonic phase — in Greece, where she embodied
temptation and mortality.

3. Mystical and redemptive phase — in Slavic culture, where she became

a symbol of divine grace and faith.

According to Genette’s theory, these correspond to hypertextual
(direct transformation) and metatextual (reinterpretation) relations.
Hence, Slavic bird-woman myths can be regarded as spiritual re-creations
of Greek pre-texts that transitioned from mythology into the realm of
popular theology.
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Image 1: Shadow and Two Birds Ba, a wall painting in the tomb of Irenofer,
Thebes, Ancient Egypt; Photographer: John Bryan Bric (1927-1988).
/secret. its. and. bird . ba. Source: https://lampmagician.com/2024/01/06/the
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Image 2: Kinnara and Kinnari pair, mid-9th century AD, Shiva Temple,
Prambanan, Indonesia.
Source: Hasani and Asadi, 2021, p.33.
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Image 3: The Harpies in the
Seventh Circle of Hell (1861), the
Thirteenth Canto of Dante's
Inferno, Hlustrator: Paul Gustave
Doré (1832-1883), Source:
Wikimedia.

Image 4: A line drawing of a harpy.
Source: Wikipedia.

e O Ol glalzrle 5 ST s Olals (onf e Sl skl 3

5> ded (5 ety 03551 Cedas Sl g e 53 S add ke Ll S
L) sl G Gl ol 53 ST ASGUST el b jad cnl 51 s
ol sl LIS 5 o s 55 5 058 6aKiy K praanls nl e 1 (g

s oole 0,510 e L 8 aS 5y cpl ol Olde ag o3 S s S V"*'” e

YV



VEF Wil 5 pegs 8F Lot OF UL wole Slusl 5 oK 3 dolials gs

s g by sliladl w1 sl glde Sl s s easl g
DAY i) (LS las,w slad isor opl da ools ces jopd sl
S5 Lol us o S sl K bl L (OVAL o OYAY ( Llas e 5
b Lalisl 53 580 s sladss 4 asyamdy a5 Wles gy Lo Sl LSl
S5 e Sl bl 5 ey Al WS S 5 Slsaal Lol 0L L Lledd
ool p e LOT 5l &S pded 5 &S (G ks sdiest K 5 i
) 0358 LAl e slad s LT .ol [ Saan (solew 5 oo ( JluSis
OLslp e 5 VAAY (Caadl) S o OB5,e Sl el Oler s eds
polas s Ll opl by (IS e Ol (s ola L(FEY. o YAV ( alis st
Kol s gad b5 5 S e by s
Bl s Ko e pima b ol e oS5 S 3 Olzl Oded U3
sk GBI als (8 s, b Loyl s of lanl SKea ol i
S G 3 el esler Bl 4 b slal gl sla e 5 el o
b sbusles Aty (Dl QU o3 Slnl sBe DL ol 5 edd e AE pals
BT IG5 Ol e 1y S e aalie cpl SB3L ilesles Ol 1y sl 3ls 5 oy
O 3l Grpas e edalie Bamlaliy 6505 Glaadlin 5, posera S5
LS L3 pae (b ol eae (0p5a) Ol w5 B O L ossr s
5 el ()l ool o3 LSy ol seliculd 5 Clsbialicylae
(5 pyad) 4, e S 5l Ol s 3 O0F 2V e NFY LK
g Sl 3 O 5 o sl S ed a3 5 S & 5 setae

aly Oll o g odd G2 &S 1) Sllpe B8 5wl Siepd s L

Y¥FA



S5 e e gle ) shavl 53 0l 2 05 Gleww (5515

338 o ol s JKaa bl s )‘yifﬁ 3D 5,5 e e (S,LS
2 s S el Jlusles Sl Cosen S oS 5 Bl é‘j)b 3 o)

(Y5 ZY0. o AYAY (i) 5 s ,alb)

PR C IR ILEPI N VR N DR e

(i 5 5l taie) b, B Okl ¥R L Blls st bl e Oy sl
(¥ e YA NAV. o TYEY

Image 6: Delbath or Delhath, from Image 5: Source: National Library
the manuscript of 'Aja'ib al- Manuscript, 46-3343: p.1087.
Makhlugat, No. 28026, Library of
Astan Quds Razavi (Source: Taheri
& Zand-Haghighi, 2012, p.36).
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Image 8: Source: Manuscript of the  Image 7: Source: Manuscript of the
Farrukhnamah-i Jamali, 580 AH Farrukhnamah-i Jamali, 580 AH
(1184 CE): p.225. (1184 CE): p.231.
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Image 9: Ulysses and the Sirens (1891), by John William Waterhouse (1849-
1917), Location: National Gallery of Victoria, Melbourne, Australia.
Source:
ttps:/len.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ulysses _and_the Sirens %28Waterhouse%29
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Image 10: Sirin (left) and Alkonost (right). The Song of Joy and Sorrow
(1896), by Viktor Vasnetsov (1848-1926).
Source: ttps://my.tretyakov.ru/app/masterpiece/8450
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Image 12: Alkonost (1905), by lvan Av?
Bilibin (1876-1942). Image 11: Sirin, Ivan Bilibin
Source: (1876-1942).
_ ttps://lwww.wikiart.org/en/ivan Source:

1905 _ alkonost _ bilibin/bird https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sirin
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Image 13: Gamayun: The Prophetic Bird (1898), by Viktor Vasnetsov

(1848-1926), Location: Dagestan Museum of Fine Arts, Makhachkala.
Jvasnetsov _ may/viktor _ city.art/artists/05 _ http://www.visit:Source
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Image 15: The Swan Princess ) )
(1900), by Mikhail Vrubel (1856- Image 14: Swan Maidens, by Viktor
1910). Kharalov (1936-1989).
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