The Silence of Homer's Sirens

This paper argues that the Homeric presentation of the Sirens perpetrates a kind of illusion. The Sirens are foregrounded as narrators in the Odyssey, yet they narrate nothing. If we should happen to notice that the index to Lillian Doherty's book Siren Songs contains the subheading "Sirens as narrators" (219), this would presumably strike most of us as a fitting descriptive category. And given the special (seductive and menacing) nature of the Sirens' song, it is thrilling that the epic poem presents the words of these famous singers directly (Od. 12.184–91). Perhaps even more remarkable, however, is the fact that the Sirens do not sing as expected; they do sing, but what they sing is a nonnarrative advertisement for the narrative song they would like to (and never do) sing for Odysseus. Although this obvious fact has certainly been acknowledged by scholars (including Doherty), its implications deserve further consideration. The scholarly literature has focused—with good reason, I should stress—on the epic-like singing of which the Sirens boast. But the expressive force of their silence merits exploration insofar as it derives from what we today might call a carefully crafted rhetorical feint.
As Pucci has suggested, "the Siren's unsung poem" about Troy is "incorporated" by the Odyssey; its absence is filled, its promise seemingly fulfilled, and its threat overcome by the Odyssey itself (1987: 212). My analysis adds an extra twist to Pucci's interpretation. I seek to explain the illusion whereby the Odyssey charms us into believing that we have overheard the fully potency song of the Sirens and survived to boast about it. Our sense of triumph over the Sirens, I suggest, leads us to overlook their silence.
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