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LAMIA (PIERRE GRIMAL. The Dictionary of Classical Mythology)  

1.- A daughter of Poseidon who bore by Zeus the Libyan Sibyl.  

2.- A female monster who was said to steal children and was a terror to nurses. There 

were various stories on this theme. In one account Lamia was a young girl of Libyan origin, 

the daughter of Belus and Libya. Zeus loved her and had an affair with her, but every time 

she gave birth to a child, Hera, out of jealousy, arranged for it to die. Lamia hid herself in 

a solitary cave; in despair she became a monster jealous of mothers more fortunate than 

herself, and she seized and devoured their children. In order to punish her yet more, Hera 

made it impossible for her to sleep, but Zeus, having pity on her, gave her the power to 

take out her spirits which attached themselves to children in order to suck their blood 

were also called Lamiae. The legend of Alcyoneus mentioned a monster called Lamia 

which lived in the mountains near Delphi. Lamia was also another name for the monster 

Gelo.  

 

LAMIA (ROBERT GRAVES. The Greek Myths) 

Belus had a beautiful daughter, Lamia, who ruled in Libya, and on whom Zeus, in 

acknowledgement of her favours, bestowed the singular power of plucking out and 

replacing her eyes at will. She bore him several children, but all of them except Scylla 

were killed by Hera in a fit of jelousy. Lamia took her revenge by destroying the children 

of others, and behaved so cruelly that her face turned into a nightmareish mask.  

 Later, she joined the company of the Empusae, lying with young men and sucking 

their blood while they slept.  

*  
1.- Lamia was the Libyan Neith, the Love-and-Battle goddess, also named Anatha and 

Athene, whose worship the Achaeans suppressed; like Alphito of Arcadia, she ended as a 

nursery bogey. Her name, Lamia, seems to be akin to lamyros (“gluttonous”), from laimos 



(“gullet”) –thus, of a woman: “lecherous” –and her ugly face is the prophylactic Gorgon 

mask worn by her priestesses during their Mysteries, of which infanticide was an integral 

part. Lamia’s removable eyes are perhaps deduced from a picture of the goddess about 

to bestow mystic sight on a hero by proffering him an eye. The Empusae were incubate.  

 

LAMIA IN ANCIENT TEXTS  

§ “Since the portentous is not only pleasing, but fear-inspiring as well, we can employ 

the pleasing myths to spur them [the children] on, and the fear-inspiring myths to 

deter them; for instance, Lamia is a myth, and so are the Gorgon, and Ephialtes, and 

Mormolyce” (Estrabón, Geografía I, 2, 8. Traducido por Jones). 

§ Ogden, Daniel (2013). Dragons, Serpents, and Slayers in the Classical and Early 

Christian Worlds: A Sourcebook. Oxford University Press. 

o The myth of the archetypal Lamia: Duris of Samos FGrH 76F17 (280 BC. 

Greek); Schol. Aristophanes Peace 758 (Hellenistic-Byzantine. Greek).  

o The archetypal Lamia rationalised: Diodorus 20.41.2-6 (ca. 30 BC. Greek), 

incorporating Euripides F472m TrGF (later V BC. Greek); Heraclitus De 

Incredibilus 34 (II AD. Greek).  

o Lamia: from individual to category: Hesychius s.vv. Lamia (ca. 500 AD. 

Greek); Isidore of Seville Etymologies 8.11.102 (ca. 630 AD. Latin).  

o Coroebus slays a baby-devouring lamia sent by Apollo against Argos: 

Statius. Thebaid. 1.562-669 (92 AD. Latin).  

o The lamiai creatures of Lybia and their devouring of young men: Dio 

Chrysostom Orations 5.1, 5-16, 18-21, 24-7 (ca. 100 AD. Greek).  

o Eurybatus throws Lamia-Sybaris of Mt Cirphis: Antoninus Liberalis 

Metamorphoses 8 Lamia or Sybaris (II AD. Greek), paraphrasing Nicander 

(II BC. Greek).  

o Apollonius of Tyana exposes a lamia in Corinth before she devours one of 

his pupils: Philostratus Life of Apollonius 4.25 (ca. 220 AD.).  

 

See also:  

§ Ogden, Daniel (2013). Drakon: Dragon Myth and Serpent Cult in the Greek and Roman 

Worlds. Oxford University Press. 



 
 
OTHER DESCRIPTIONS:  

§ “Cuadrúpedo completamente cubierto de escamas, con rostro de mujer, zarpas en las 

patas delanteras y cascos en las posteriores, pecho femenino y órganos sexuales 

masculinos” (Izzi, s. v. “Lamia”).  

SIMILARITIES WITH LILITH  
 
§  “God created man in his own image, in the image of God, he created him; male and 

female he created” (Génesis 1:27).  

§ Isaías 34: 14: "Desert creatures will meet with hyenas, and wild goats will bleat to each 

other; there the night creatures will also lie down and find for themselves places of 

rest".  The term used in the original text is lilit o liliz, commonly traslated as “owl”, but 

also as “ghost” or “night creature”. In the Vulgata it was traslated as “Lamia”.  

§ “Said the Holy One to Adam, 'If she agrees to come back, what is made is good. If not, 

she must permit one hundred of her children to die every day.' The angels (…) told her 

God's word, but she did not wish to return. The angels said, 'We shall drown you in the 

sea.’ 

'Leave me!' she said. 'I was created only to cause sickness to infants. If the infant is 

male, I have dominion over him for eight days after his birth, and if female, for twenty 

days (…) Whenever I see you or your names or your forms in an amulet, I will have no 

power over that infant.' She also agreed to have one hundred of her children die every 

day. Accordingly, every day one hundred demons perish, and for the same reason, we 

write the angels' names on the amulets of young children. When Lilith sees their 

names, she remembers her oath, and the child recovers” (The Alphabet of Ben Sira, en 

Stern and Mirsky, 1998: 183-184).  

§ “If an abortion had the likeness of Lilith, its mother is unclean by reason of the birth, 

for it is a child, but it has wings. So it was also taught: R. Jose stated, It once happened 

at Simoni that a woman aborted the likeness of Lilith, and when the case came up for 

a decision before the Sages they ruled that it was a child but that it also had wings” 

(Talmud, Tratado de Nida, Folio 24b) 

SIMILARITIES WITH THE LANGSUYAR 



It is said that, knowing the misfortune of her own son, who was born dead, she (…) incited 

by grief, decided to flee to the woods to deepen her tragedy, turning into a shy, unfriendly 

owl. In fact, she transformed herself into a green-clothed monstrosity with long nails and 

splendid hair down to her knees, a chimera intertwined with the “White Lady” or the 

“Banshee” who, from that day on, stalked children in order to drink their blood through 

a peculiar hole dug out in the back of their necks. (Olivares, 2001: 109; my translation) 

 

THE RECEPTION OF THE MYTH OF LAMIA IN CONTEMPORARY ENGLISH LITERATURE  

Agatha Christie, By the Pricking of my Thumbs (1968) 

"It was a girl, you know. Yes, I’m sure it was a girl. She came and she wanted other 

children. Then, I got the command. I couldn’t have any children. I’d married and I thought 

I’d have children, when my husband wanted children passionately but the children never 

came, because I was cursed, you see. You understand that, don’t you? But there was a 

way, a way to atone. To atone for what I’d done. What I’d done was murder, wasn’t it, 

and you could only atone for murder with other murders, because the other murders 

wouldn’t be really murders, they would be sacrifices. They would be offered up. You do 

see the differences, don’t you? The children went to keep my child company. Children of 

different ages but Young. (…) It was such a happy thing to do. You understand that, don’t 

you? It was so happy to release them so that they’d never know sin like I knew sin". 

(Christie, 1984, 183. The italics are mine).  

 

Susan Hill, The Woman in Black (1983): 

"And Jennet watched. She was at the house, watching from an upper window, waiting for 

them to return. (…) The bodies were recovered but they left the pony trap, it was held 

too fast by the mud. From that day Jennet Humfrye began to go mad. (…) Mad with grief 

and mad with anger and a desire for revenge. (…) Whether because of her loss and her 

madness or what, she also contracted a disease which caused her to begin to waste away. 

The flesh shrank from her bones, the colour was drained from her, she looked like a 

walking skeleton—a living spectre. When she went about the streets, people drew back. 

Children were terrified of her. She died eventually (…) And whenever she has been seen 

(…) in the graveyard, on the marsh, in the streets of the town, however briefly, and 



whoever by, there has been one sure and certain result. (…) In some violent or dreadful 

circumstance, a child has died" (Hill, 1993, 148—149. The italics are mine). 

 


