The Medea of Luripides

B. MW KNOX

In (41 w.c. Buripides competed against Sophocles ad Luphorion
with three tragedics, Medea, Philoctetes and Dictys, followed by
asatyr play, Theristae; he was awarvded the thivd prize.!

But his Aledea left a deep and lasting impression inthe minds of
his Athenian audience; comic parodics,® literary imitations? and
representations in the visual artst reflect s immediate impact and
show that the play lost none ol its power to fascinate and repel s
the conturies went by, Tustruck the age as new, bt ke all innova-
tive masterpieces, it had its deep roots in tradition: it looks hack
to the past while it gropes for the futoe. In it we can see what
Furipides took over from his predecessons and contemporanies,
how bLe transformed what he Teanned from theny, and what he
invented and was to refine and develop as his own unigue tragic
vision in the Tast twenty yeavs of his long dramatic career.

e had heen fascinated by this stovy from the very heginning.
Fis first offering in the Dionysiac contest (in 55 n.o, only three
years alter the staging of Acschylus® Oresteia) inctuded the Peliades,
the story of Medea at Tolcos, her deceitful promise to rejuvenate
old Pelias, its king, and the king's death at her hands. Some tine

1. Cf. the hypothesis attributed o Arvistophanes of Byzantivin, Sophocles
came in sceond,

2. Cf. Ar. Th. 1ig0; Ra. 1382; Fupolis, Demoi K go; Stiattis, Aledea K43 7
(apparently a full-length travesty); Plato Kio; Fubulus K26; Alexis Ki76;
Philemon K79, Cantharus K, 1, p. 764 Medea.

9. WAL Friedrich’s * Medeas Rache” (Vorbidd und Newpest iltung, Sechs KNapitel
2ur Geschichte der Tragidie (Giattingen 1967), pp. 7 56, now repuinted in Wege
der Forschung rxxxix, Furipides, o, LR Schwinge (Davmstadt 1968),
pp. 177 237) is a brilliant comparative study ol later versions of the Medea
which works backwards (*Von Grillparzer zu Euripides’) to an illuminating
discussion of all features of the Euripidean original.

4. L. Séchan, Ftudes sur la tragidie grecque dans ses rapporis avec ln (éramique
(Paris 19215, vepr. 1967), pp. 396 -422; D. L. Pagr, Ewipides, Medea (OQxford
1938), pp. Wil dxviii; ACD. Trendall and 1B L Webster, Hlitrations of
Greek Drama (London 1g71), pp. 96- 7.
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later (we do not know the date - it may have been belore the
Medea ov after 105 Furipides produced the degeus, the story of
Medea at Athens, narried to old Acgeus, its king, and her un-
successlul attempt to engiveer the death of his son Thesceus. In
431w, twenty-four years alter his fiest production, he staged
the play we have, the story of Medea and Jason at Corvinth.

We know that the version of the wyth which hie used i this
play was not imposed on him. ‘The many vaviants of the legend
which canstill be found in ancient wythogeaphers and commenta-
tors as well as in the fragments of lost epics show that he had
a wide freedom ol choice.® One aceount had Medea kill her
children unintentionally (she was trying (o make then irniortal
and something went wrong with the formala); o another the
childeen were kitled by the Corinthians in a revolt against Medea,
whom they had appointed queen of Corintly, and i yet another
Medea killed Creon, left hey children in the temple of Hera, and
fled 1o Athens — whercupon Greon’s kinsmen killed (he children
and spread the ramor that Medea had done it At least two of
these versions (and probably more besides) were available 1o
Euripides, but he made his own by combination, addition, selec-
ton. In i, Medea, far from being queen of Covinth, is a refugec
there. Deserted by hier husband, Jason, sheis to be deported, hot she
kills Jason’s bride, the bride’s father, Creon, king of Corinth, and
her own children, whiose bodies she leaves in the temiple of Hera
Akraia hefore she departs for Athens, And it seems e be suggested
Dy the evidence that the murder ol the childven by Ldedea herself
is Luripidean invention.?

5. ‘There scems o be a consensus that the Aegeus was produced before the
AMedea: sce, for references, AL Lesky, Die tragische Dichitung der Hellenen (Gollingen
1972), p- 305, 0. 27. Thereis however no external evidence for the date except
vase paintings (on which sce UL B. L. Webster, The Tragedies of uripides
(London 1967}, pp. 79 8o, 2097-8). But the argument from vase-paintings
assumes oo much; how do we know that the representations, frequent afier
410, of Medea at Athens were notinspired by the Aegens of Sophocles? Or of
some ather dramatist? Or by no dramatist at all? The fragments themselves
are insignificant and dates based on metrical statistics arc in this case quite
worthiess. .

6. Sce the discussion in Page, Furipides, Mcdea, pp. xxift.

7. T am convinced by Page’s demonstration (pp. xxx(T.) that Neophron's
Medea is Tater than that of Luripides. (For a survey of the controversy sec
Lesky, Tragische Dichtung, p. 301; Lesky agrees with Page) K. ov. Friwz, Antike
wnd maoderne "I'ragidie (Berlin 1962), p. 386 (reprint of an avticle published in
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Out of the old storics available to him, Eavipides created a new
one; a version more shocking, move physically and psychologically
violent than anything he found in the tadition. What is even
more renurkable is the way he handles 10 Hlow was he to present
such a shocking series of actions to an Athenian andience i the
theater of Dionysos?

There were several possibilitics open to b Fle might have
made Medea a Clytaemnestra figie a0 magnificent ciinnnal
whose violence represents the primitive past ol the race, posed
against the civilized, rational values of male democraey, repre-
sented, in this case, by Jason. He might have created o version of
the story in which Medea was punished for hiee crimes, and so
shown the working o the justice of the pofis * vepresented hy Creon,

19509), belicves that Neophron's carelul motivation ol Aegend” appeiance was
known 1o l",ulipi(l(‘s but deliberately avoidod by him (St cina eWIssen
absichtlichen cigenwilligen Nichtachtung) for o porpose. This argoment s
developed by 1L Rohdich,  Die Euipndeiche Dragodie (e henr g6y,
pp. sl Eavipides” Medea does not even offer tomnterpret the aracle Negens
has veccived trom Delphi; Neophron's Negons says Te L came to Clorinth
expressly 1o ask her 1o do so. Eavipides” parpose in abandaning the plansible
motivation lor Acgeas' entrance provided by his poecedocior was, acconding 1o
Robdith, ‘1o protect his Medea from the suspicion that e sophia was somie-
thing extraordinarvy and superhuman. . His Medea vemams completely inthe
realin of the haman® (p. 52). But s seems 1o Joad ihe Faripidean passage
with more weight than it can bear, Ttnceds no superhuman wisdom to interpret
the oracle given to Acgeus; everyone in the andicnce wounld have understond
at once the patently sexual purport of i. And there was suflicient reason why
Medea shoubd net interpret the aracle, The binth of Athens’ patton hera
Theseus was 1o follow rom  Pittheas” aisinterpretation of it (Plotaach,
Theseus 3) 5 if Medea explains 10 Acgeus that he is not to have sexaal in@ercomse
hefore retwming to Athens, hie will never get 1o Troczen and Aethea, (One
wonders, in fact, what Neophron did about this)) According o 5L Sehilesinger,
‘Zu Earipides” Medea’, Hermes g4 (1966), 7, Puvipides wants the andience to
think that Acgeus did not go on 10 Troczen but returned at ance to Athens
(to be on hand for Medea's arrival). * Euripides gibt jacdeattich zu verstehen,
dass cr nut ciner anderen Sagenform arbeitet.” Tois orae that Faoripides presents
us with an Acgeus alrcady married, that Medea promises to cure his stenility by
pharmaha, and that the chorus’ favewell 1o Acgens can be interpreted (though
it need not be) as a hint that he will go divectly to Athens, But the exploits of
the young ‘Fhescus o his way from his home in Troczen o Athens were so
central 1o Athenian patriotic saga, so Lamiliay to the audience (e Bacohylides,
Dithyramb 18}, Furipides, Hippolytes 7600 for example) that it as havd to
imagine Buripides ‘working with a different version of the saga’ which had
Theseus born elsewhere than Troezen.

8. Inthe Medea of Carcinus there scems to have been a tial: Medea used the
argument katda 10 elkds (Arist. Rh. 1400 b ).
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or ol Zeus, aimounced by a god from the machine - Hera, perhaps,
would have heen appropriate, or that old standhy, Apotlo. 1le
might hive presented us with a Medea who murdered her children
while insane, Tike Tno (who is actually veferved 1o in the play) or
one who murdered in cold blood but was then consamed by ever-
lasting vemarse, like Proene. But he did none of these things; what
he did was, like the endings of so many ol his plays, unexpected.

The prologue introduces the situation swilily - a wife aban-
doned with her children for acroyal bride in a foreign city. Medea
will take no food; hsten to no comlort, no advice: she will only
weep and rage. But it soon hecomes clear that she is no passive
suflerer. “Liom afraid?) says the Nurse; ‘sheis planning somcthing
drcadlul.” As the action develops we begin (o feel the brooding
menace ol the unseen figure hehind the stage-door; she is planning
sutcide or revenge and the Nurse fears for the children’s lives.
Soon we hear Medea’s desperate eries from inside the stage-door,
her curses, her wishes for death and general destraction.

This is no ordinary woman wronged tin fact the stage situation
may have reminded the audicnce of o play they had (probably)
seen some yeaus before? -~ the Ajax of Sophocles. There too we hear
the hero’s desperate and terrifying cries from inside the stage
building, " where, like Medea, he lies, vefusing focd ;" there too
a woman [cars for the protagonist’s child (and has had it taken
away o safety)'2 And there are many other resensblances. Both
Ajax and Medea fear more than anything clse in this world the
mockery ()f their enemies; for both of them a time-limit of one
(l ay is scl,' hoth in a sct speech explore the possible courses ol

action open to them and, rejecting alternatives, decide, the one

for suicide, the other for vevenge.'s And these stmilaritics are
enforced by some striking verbal parallels between the (wo plays.'6

9. On the date of the Ajav see now Lesky, Tragische Dichiung®, p. 180, n. 2.

0. SoAL 334, 930, 3423

1. B Afed. 24 xetton 8 &ovros; S. Aj. 321 kelpevos, 32.4 &crtas.

12. S. Aj. 531, 531, 535-

13. B Afed. 383, 404, 797, 1049, 1355, 1362; S. Aj. 367, 362, 454, 961, 909
cte. The four resemblanees between the two plays discussed 1bove arce noted
by A. Maddalena, ‘La Medea di Euripide’, RFIC (19673), 137 -8.

14. . AMled. 355 t" fuépav plav; S. Ay, 756 11vd’ €07 Auépav pdvnv.

5. L. Afed. 364 409; S. Aj. 430-8o.

16. B Afed. 74 v épd Tuyeiv (vengeance): S, Af. 685 1olpdv Qv Ep§ xtap,

967 @v yap fpaadn Tuxelv (suicide). E. Aled. 93 &g Tt Bpaoelovoav: S. Aj. rli5
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These resemblances are not coincidence. Nedea i Lt s
presented (o us, from the starg, in heroie terms, Her language and
action, as well as the familiar fraone i which they operate; mink
liev as a heroie character,'? one of those great individuals whose
intractable firmness of purpose, whose defis mee ol threats and
.l(l\l((‘ whose relusal to betray thei ideal vision of their own
natare, were the central preoccupation of Sophoclean tragedy;
The structare and Language of the Aedea is that ol the Sophoclean
hevoie play. Thisis the only extant Faripidean tragedy construeted
according (o the model which Sophocles was to perfect in the
Oedipus 1 yrannos and which Uirough the influence of that supreme
dramatic achicvement and its exploitation by Avistotle as e para-
digm hecame the model for Renaissance and modern elassieal
tragedy — the play dominated by & cential figure who holds the
stage throughout, who initiates and campletes, against obstacles,
advice and threats, the action, whethevithe diseovery orrevenge '8
Other Furipidean tragedies ave diflevent. flippolytus is a0 drama
with four prmeipal characters. ™ Iecuba, who s onstage through-
out the Diajan Women, is no dominating fipure hat o passive
victim, as sheis also in the play maaned alier her, uniil she tns
into a revengelul Medea-figure at the end. Pentheas, Heracles
and Andromache are victims rather than actors. Electa i her
Bpantloig, 126 &g 11 Bpaceiwy kaxdv. (This is a ve verh: i S only heve and
P2t in Eoonly here and Pheor208, notin Acsehylus, in panateapic passages
Ar. Pax G2, Vesp 168.) Comparce also o ATed 7 Band S0 A7 5200 (Childien
wnconscious of the sorrows of their elders), I M ed. 1730 and SO0 3110 (the
chorus fecls that the protagonist’s passion will he calimed by thei |)|(‘\l'||((’)

17. Maddalena, “La Afedea’, pp. 144 4. deaws attention to Medea’s concern
for mwn. l)mnnmala. dnpdzw o drnpde & Ia parola greca che indica Poflesa
all'onore: ¢ la parola usata da Omero nell’ iade & dive V'ollesa tecata ailonore
di Achille: ¢ la paroia usata da Sofocle nell’/biaee a dive Pollesa patia da Niace,
% anche 1a parola usata da Euripide nella Aledea. Diversi o simili sona 1"'Achille
omerico, I'Aiace soflocleo ¢ la Medea di Bunipide: diversi nei Tatti ma simili
nell’animo.’

18, W, Sweidle, Studien zim antihen Drama (MMuanchen 1g68), p.o1g2, n, 1
‘rechinet man die Chorverse ab, so vmbassen ihee [d.h, Medeas] Aussernngen
mehr als ein Drittel des Slii(ks was ihre ungewilinliche beherschende Rolle
hinlianglich deutlich macht’.
1971), p- 31: ‘La Aledea. . . & dominata dal principio alla fine, in una misura
che non trova riscontro in nessuna delle tagedie euripidec a noi pervenute,
dalta personalitd della protagonista.’

19. CL B. M. W. Kuox, “The Hippolytus of Fauripides’, 105 < (1gq )

(in German translation Wege der Forschung exxxix (Darmstadt I{)()”),
238 9).

V. di Benedetto, /ml/m/r Featro ¢ Societd ((Torino
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own play comes nearest to Medea in stage importance, but she
cannot act without Ovestes, and in the Orestes he shares the stage
with fer. Phoenissar has no central chavacter at all and lon,
Iphigenia in Tauris and Helen ave plays of a different type, in which
the “incurable” tragic act is avoided.2e The AMedea is the only

Euripidean tragedy (in the modern sense of that word) which is

tightly constructed around a ‘hero” —a central figuce whose in-
flexible purpose, once formed, nothing can shake -a purposce
which is the mainspring of the action.

And Nedea is presented to the andience i the nnmistakable
style and Language of the Sophoclean hero.2! ‘These have been
isolated and discussed elsewhere;22 all that is nccessary here is to
demonstrate their presence and fanction in the Aedea. She has
the main characteristic ol the hero, the determined resolve,
(&Bl?‘sm‘(l in uncompromising ters - the verbal adjective ergasteon
(791) ‘the deed must be done’; tolmeteon (1051) 1 must dare’;
the decisive futures — especially Ateno <1 shall kill® - this word
again and again. The firmness of hier resolve is phrased i the
customary Sophoclean terms dedoktai (1236), dedvgnionon (822) -
“my mind is made up’. She s deal to persuasion - she will not
hear (akowet 29). Sheis moved by the typical hicrote passion, anger,
orge (176 cte.), wrath (cholos g4 cte.). She exhibits the character-
istic heroie temper daring (tolma 394 cte.), and vashness (thrasos
856 cte.): sheis fearful, terrible (deine 44 cte)) and wild, like a
beast (agrios 193 ctc.). She is much concerned, like the herocs,
for her glory (eUxAeéotatos Plog 810): she will not put up with
injustice (oud’ dvégetan 38), with what she regards as intolerable
(oU...TAnTOV 797). Above all, she is [ull of passionate intensity,
that thiwmos which i her case is so marked a fcature of her make-
up that in her famous monologuc she argues with it, pleads with

20. Cf. . M. \W. Knoax, ‘Euripidean Comedy’ in The Rarer Action, Essays in
honor af Frances Fergusson (New Brunswick 1970), pp. 74 1%

21. 1o 431 n.c., of course, the only Sophoclean hero-plays we can be certain
Euripides knew are the Ajax and Antigone. 'The characteristic 1100d, Janguage
and situation of this type of drama were however already present in the
Acschylean Promethers Bound and in any case stem from FHooer's Hiad. (CLL
. M. W. Knox, The Heroic Temper (Berkeley and Los Angeles 1964, pp. 45~
n2.) The case for Sophoclean influence on the Afedea is strengiher cd by the
fact that no other extant Euripidean play deploys the full armory of Sophoclean

heroic situation and formula.
22. Herotc Temper, pp. 10-44.
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it for merey, asifitwere something outside herself. Like the heroes
she feels that she has heen treated with disvespect (elimasmene 20,
atimasas 1354 ctc.), wronged (edikemene 26 cte) and insalted (hubri 2’
Goq cte). Her greatest torment s the thought that her enemies
will Lingh at her (gelos 3873 cte.) : like the Sophoclean heroes she
curses her eneniies (607 cte.) while she plans her revenge. She

and 1 her

)

is alone (mone 513) and abandoned (eremos 2195 etc))
isolation and despair she wishes for death.

Like the Sophoclean tragic hero she cesists alike appeals for
moderation and harsh summonses to reason. She is admonished
(nouthetowmene 20) by her fiiends, bt pays no more attention than
a rock or the sea-waves. She s hegged (o Cconider’ {shepsar 851)
but to no avail: she cannot he persaaded (peithesthar 1811 o valed
(archesthar 120). The chorus beg her as sapplionts Gketevomen 85.4)
to change her mind, bhut to no effect. To others her resoluton
seemis Lo he stupidity, folly (moria 407 ete ) and sellwilled scuhborn-
ness (authadia 621) 123 she is like a wild anmad o bull (g2 ctel),
alioness (187 etel).

As in Sophoclean heroie tragedy ) there s also asecondary figure
whose pliability under pressurve throws the hero’s unbending will
into bigh veliel, s not, in this play, asweak caster, hke Tsmene
or Chrysothemis, but a mam, Iike Creanin the culigone; in fact
he has the same name, Creon; he s king of Corinth. 1Te comes on
stage his mind made up: he has prodaimed seutence ol immediate
exile for Medea. She must feave at onee: hie is alvaad of her Her
clogquent appeal falls on deal cars: his resolve, he says, is lixed
(arare 322). She will never persuade him (0¥ yap &v meloais moTé
325). But she does. Tle yields, though he knows that he is making
a mistake, and gives her one more day.

However, the structure of the Medea does differ from that of the
Sophoclean hero-play in onc important respect: the hero (like
Clytacmnestra in the Agamemnon) must conceal her purpose from
everyone clse in the play, except, of course, the chorus, whom
(unlike Clytacmnestra) she must win over to her side. Conse-
quently, a charactenistically Sophoclean scene is missing @ the two-
actor dialoguce in which the heroic resolve is assailed by persuasion
or threat or both - Ismene to Antigone, Creon to Antigone,

23. On this word cl. Fricdrich, Vorbild und Neugestaltung, pp. 51- 2 (Wege der
Forschung vxxxix, Furipides, pp. 233 4).
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ceh

Chrysothens to Electra, Teemessa to Ajax. But there as aspe
in the Medea which rolls out all the clichés of the appeal to reason,
the summons to surrender which, in Sophocles, all the heroes have
to Lace. TUis Lypical of Buripides’ originality, of the way he makes
things new, that this speech is delivered by Medea lersell.

It is her false declaration of submission to Jason, her fulsome
conlession that she was only a foolish emotional woman, the
speech that Tures him o his doom. *1 talked things over with
mysell”, she tells him, “and veproached mysell bitterly.” As she
reports her sellzrebuke she pulls out alb the stops of the Sophoclean
sumimons to reason. C\Why do T act like a mad woman? (matmomai
8714) and show hostility to good advice?” (Toio BouAedouoiv €
874). “Shall T not vid mysell of passion?’ (thumow 87q). L realize
that my judgment was bad (aboultan 882) .. Traged in pointless
anger (parny Gupoupévn 883). .. T was mindless (aplion 885) ... 1
confess Twas full of bad thoughts then . hut have come to better
counsel now (kardds gpoveiv TOT . .. duevov. . . PePolievpan 892~
3). My anger has subsided” (peGéoTnrev x6Aos 898,. And lLater,
when Jason accepts her apologics, she says, *T shall not disobey
you" (apisteso g27).  What you did was best (or me’ (lotsta g35).2

Jason is understanding and sympathetic. ‘1 congratulate you
on your present frame of mind —and | don’t bltame you for things
past. Angeris something you have to expect from a woman. .. But
your mind has changed for the better” (& 16 Agov g11). As he
turns from Medea to his sons, BEuaripides puts in his moutha subtle
variation on a Sophociean theme - the threat to the hero that he
will realize the need for surrender, in time (yv&vai. .. Xpovy).?
“You have realized what the best decision is’, he says to her,

24. Rohdich, Euripideische Tragodic, p. 59, n. 78, draws attetion to alimost
all the words cited above and characterizes Medea’s speech as one ‘die den
Niitzlichkeitsaspekt der intellektuell fndierten awgpogtvn auch Lcrinino-
logisch ginzlich iibernommen hat’. His Jason represents “dic vom Intellekt
kontrollicite, auf den Nutzen gerichtete owgpoauvn’ - the (ifth-renty ry sophis-
tic claim to intellectual mastery of the world (Yin ihnu stehit cie sophistische
Idee intellektuell gefuhrter Welthewiiltigung aul der tragischen Bulac’, p. 58)
which is to be revealed as a mere illusion by Medea's action (Yist der ‘Triumph
des Untiagischen nur verblendender Schiein’, p. 59).

Rohdich’s theory of Euripidean tragedy is an atiractive onc, brilliantly
presented: but in this case the fact that the “terminology’ of Nitzlichkeit is
employed also against Promethens and the Sophoclean heroes suggests that it

has older sowrces than the fully developed sophistic claims of the late (ifth
century. a6, [leroic Temper, pp. 25 6.
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“though it took time” (Eyvews. .. 1@ xpove gire). He has sswallowed
hait, hoak, line and sinker: the way is now prepared for the
murders that will wreck his life s

This speech is part of NMedea’s grand design: these formulas of
dissuasion masquerading as terms of submission are the instru-
ments of Lier revenge. As il this were not asaflicientty daring
adaptation of the patterns of the hievoie play, Fanpides presents us
with another, There is one person who can and does pose areal
obstacle (o Mede’s plans, who can effectively confront her with
argument  Medea hersel(27 Tothe monologue she delivers after
shie hiears that her fatal gifts have heen delivered it the princess’s
hands by lier children, she pleads with hevself, changes her mind,
and changes again and then again to detonrn finally and fiomly 1o
Liet intention o kill them. When the childien fook atherand siide,
she loses hier courage, Farcwcll, my plans! (o8 But then she
recovers,  Shall T earn the worlds Tonghrer hy leacig my concemies
unpunished? No, T st dare o dothis? (rogg g0 Then
a sudden surge ol love and pity overcomes her again and she
addresses hersell o her own thianos, hier passionate heroie anger,
as it it were something outside hersell, Do not doiat Let them go,
hard-hearted - spare the childven!™ (1o56 7). But her oo will
not relent: the children must dies Inohis great scene the grim
heroie resolve trinmphs not over an outside adversary or advisor
but over the deepest maternal feelings of the hero hersell

This presentation in heroie terms ol rejected oreign wile, wha
was 1o kill her hushand’s new wile, the hide’s Fother, s finally
her own childven, muost have made the aundience which saw it for
the Lirst time in 431 B.coa wille aneasy. Tevoes, 10was well known,
were violent beings and since they Tived and dicd by the simple

26, On Jason's Blindheit” with vegand to NMedea see Koy Pz, Tragodie,
pp- 3oll.

23. CL1. . Conacher, Furipide Drama (Toronto vgh7), p.o1g5: *Nedea
heesell is veally the only one capad be of resisting Medea !

28, Cf Schlesinger,  Favipides” Medea?, poogos on the conflictin Nedea's
monologue as

Cder Widerstand des Glisckstrebens des gewahnhiohen NMenschen m the gepen
das Los das b zageladlen ist, Taten von abamensehlichem Ansmiasse za
vollbningen, heroische Taten i gricchischen Sinncdes Wortess Im Grande
witd hier in dev Sprache dev zweiten TRl des g fhssnichis andernes gesa
als das, was im Monolog Hektors in Xonnd in Achillens” grosser Rede in
auspesprochen s’
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code “help your friends and hurt your enemies’ 10 was only (o be
expected that their revenges, when they felt themseives unjustly
treated, dishonored, scorned, would he huge aud deadily. The epic
pocms do not really question Achilles” vight to bring destruction
on the Greek anmy to avenge Agamemnon’s insults, nor Odysscus’
slaghter of the entive younger genevation of the b hacan aris-
tocracy. Sophocles” Ajax sces nothing wrong in his attempt (o kill
the commanders of the army for denying him the avmor of
Achilles; his shame springs simply [rom his failure to achieve his
bloody objective. But Medea is a woman, a wile and mother, and
also a forcigner. Yet she acts as il she were a combination ol the
naked violenee of Achilles and the cold craft of Odysscus, and,

what is more, itis in these terms that the wouds of Faripides” play

present hers “Let no one’, she says, “think me contemptible and

weak, nor inactive cither, but quite the opposite - dangerous (o
my conemies, helpful to my friends. Such are the qualities that
Ining a life glory® (8071T). Tt is the ereed by which Fowmeric and
Sophoclean heroes live — and die.?

She is a hero, then, but since she is also awoman, she cannot
prevail by brute strength; she must use deceit.? She s, as she
admits hersell, a “clever woman’, sophe, and this cleverness she
uses to deceive everyone in the play, beuding them to her frightful
purpose. Creon s tricked into giving her onc day’s grace; she
knows (hat his initial bluster hides a soft heart?® and fawns on

2q9. CE Lesky, Tragische Dichtung?, p. q06, ‘cinen Satz alter Adelsmoral”;
Schlesinger, “Luripides’ Medea®, p.ogg, “Das st dic gewihuliche Sprache der
Heroen. 1h Oupds verlangt nach whéos, nach dem edxhetotaros Plos, und dics
ist nach gucchischem Faipfinden cine durchaus edele Taltung.”

q0. CL K. v. Feitz” brilliant analysis (Tragidic, pp. 46111) of lires 407 9.
Women are not capable of #08A& - “dic grossen, dic herrlict.en Taten, die
Heldentaten, die von jedermann bewundert werden! - their mosition in ife
makes that impossible. But they understand xaxd ~ “dic krumnic Wege'. Jason,
by breaking his oath, has descended to such means, and by i em he will be
defeated. But Medea speaks also of her 16Apa and edyuyla:

“Auch darin enthullcsich alse cine Umkehrang der traditionelen Wertungen

wund Begrifle, So wie hinter den taOAG, dic Tason vollbracht zu haben

seheint, seine kaxla zum Vorschein komsnt, so verbirgtsich hinter den kakd,

die Medea vollbracht hat und noch vollbringen will, il Téhpa, ihre

evpuxla, in gewisser Weise ihre wlomis, alles Dingc, die cigenthich zu den

toOMG gehiren, dic in der Tradition als dem minnlichen Gesvhlecht vorbe-

halten gelien.’

a1. G K. v. Fritz, Tragidie, pp. 395/ (with a defensc of the last two lines
of Creon's speech, athetized by some critics).
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him (her own term, thopensar 368) to gain tine. Acgeus s icked
into promising her asylum in Athens: ticked is the word, forifhe
had realized that she intended o destroy the voyal house ol
Corinth and her own childiren e would never ave promised her
protection. She knows this, and that is why she binds him hy
asolenm oathe And Jason she takes in completely by e assamp-
tion of the role of repentant wiles she showers T with such
abject sellzabasement, such fowning reitevation of all the male
Greek chichés about women (shecven siys: A woman is fende
i1Cs her nature o weep” 289)22 that one wonders how Jason can
helieve 1t But she knows her man. Fhat's the way a sensible
wornan should act’, he says, yuvaikds {pya Taiita aoppovos (9113).
And so the poisoned gifts are taken to the new bride; Medea,
when she hiears that they have heen delivered and aceepted,

suceessfully resists the templation to spare the children, and then,

alter savoring at fength®the Moessengers fightnl description of

the poison’s cllects, she kills hiev sonss Her revenpe s complete
when Jason comes o save thew; she holds then hodies in the
chaiot sent by her grandfather Telios, and] sale frome Jason,
Grunts him with the wreck of adl Tus hopes) i chuldlesaess. The
end of the play sces her leave (o depostt the childiven’s hodies mn
Hera’s temple and then go off 1o Athens.

She triumphs. She will always suller Tiom the memory ol

what she did to the children, as she geadpingly admie o Jason
(1961 2),% but she has her full and exquisite revenge. “lhese
children are dead’) she says o him, “that s what will torment
you' (1370). And she escapes the consequences of hey action, goes
safe to Athens.

This is very unlike what happens to most Sophoclean hievoes,
Ajax trinmphs in a way, but he is dead, and Ocdipus wins a kind
of victory, but he is blind, and Antigone’s victory comes alter she
has hanged herself. This complete suceess of Medea is connected
with another feature of the way she s presented whiclvis also in

42, yuvip 8¢ 0fAv. “The neater B7AY s contemptuous hove ™ (Pawe, ad loc)).
CILS. 17, 1obz yuviy B¢, 8ijAus oloa kouk Gvbpds puorv.

9. 1134 4 SAR& uR awépyov, ¢lhos, | AMov bi.

34. CLW. Steidle, Studien, pp. 166 70 Pl Dillev, Enbctiens s Pantiquité
cdassique vi (Genéve 1960), p. 32.

35. Cf. Steidle, Studien, p. 167, n. go: " Wie wenig dic moralische Seite des
Muticrmords cine Rolle spiclt, zeigl der geringe Raam, ded il gewidimet st
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sharp contrast with the Sophoclean hero. She is quite sure, from
stavt to linish, that the gods are on her side.

A the Sophoclean heroes feel themselves, sooner or later,
abandoned by gods as well as men: their loncliness is absalute,
they can appeal only (o the silent presence of mountains, sea and
a* But Medea from hier first appearance has no doubts that the
gods supporther cause. She appeals to Themis (ancestral law) and
Arvtemis (woman’s help in childbirth!) o witness Jason’s unjust
action (160); she calls on Zeos, who, she says, knows who
responsible for her sorrows (332), swears to avenge hersell in the
name of Tecate’? “the mistress T revere above all others, my
chosen helpmate’ (39511). She asks Jason if he thinks the same
gods by whom he swore fidelity no longer reign in power (493):
appeals again 1o Zeus (516) and calls exultantly on “Zeus, the
Justice of Zeus and the light of the Sun’ (764) as shé sces her plans
lor revenge ensured by Acgeus’ promise of shelter in Athens. After
the murderof the children sheis still conflident, in her eomfrontation-
scene with Jason, that Zeus is on her side (1352) and makes plans
to deposit the hodies of her sons in the temple of Hera Akraia
(1379). When Jason appeals to the avenging Erinyes and blood-
retribution (Iomus. .. Dike 13489l she dismisses his clavm to divine
protection with scorn: *What god or spirit listens to_your prayers?’
(1391). She never wavers from her Gaith that what she docs has
divine approval.38 She can even say, to the Messenger wao brings
the news from the palace which seals the fate of the children:

36. Heroic Temper, pp. 33-4.

37. This invocation of Hecate is often cited as parvt of (h+ evidenee that
Medeais presented throughout as a sorceress, a ‘witch”. CfL 1 ge on line 364:
on line 367 he cites Jon 650 (which must be a misprint {or 1050) but that passage
1s an invocation of Kore in her aspect of Einodia, not Hecate, and asks her aid lor
Creusa’s plan to poison lon. (For ‘witcheralt” and poison sce helow, pp. 211ifT).
But there was an aspect of Heeate which had nothing to do w:lh sorcery or
poison but rather with the home and woman's functions in it. An clfigy of
Hecate stood in front of every house door (A, [r. 742 Mecite, Ar. V. 8o4, Ra.
366, women 1sk((| H(c:\lcs a(lvuc as they left the house (Ar. Lys. 64), and
played games with their dmlghl(ls in her honor (lbld 700 ~ ‘hausliche Kult
der Hekate’ says Wilamowitz ad loc.); women called on her in childbirth
(A Supp. 676H. “Aptemv 8" "Exdrav yuvaikév Myos tpopevev). Hecate is
obviously an ambiguous figure and Medea's devation 1o her cannot be mlcr-
preted as an attitude typical ‘of a sorccress unless reinforced by the context

(which it is nnl).

38. CI also 22, 169, 209, 1372.
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“These things the gods and T, with my evil thoughts, have con-
tived® (valta yap Beol | K&y kakdys ppovouo’ Eunyavnoduny
1011 14).

“The gods and 17 - she sees hersell as their instrament and
associafte. ™ And the play gives us no reason to think that she is
wrong: on the contrary, it confirms her claim in spectacular
fashion. All through the play appeals are made (o two divine
heings, Eacth and Sun. Itis by these divinities that Aegeas is miade
to swear the oath that he will protect Medea from hey enemies
ounce she reaches Athens; it is to Earth and Sun that the chorus
appeals at the last moment, begging them to prevent the murder
of the children, ;ln(l”jggm, in the Tast scene, asks Medea how,
with her childven’s blood on her hands, she can look at Earth and
Sun. “What Earth will do we shall not be told " but Helios, the
Sun, is clearly on Medea’s side. Not only are the poisoned gifis sent
to the princess an inheritance from Tehos (and the poison acts
like a concentration of the sun’s fire) but, more important, it is
Helios who sends Medea the chatiot on which she escapes to
Athens. “In the gods’ namnce’, says Jason, ‘let me touch the solt

skinjol my sons’ (1402-3). But iis appeal (o the gods has no effect;

“Your words arc wasted” (1404) Medea tells him, and draws
away in her chariot as Jason appeals again o Zeus. The chorus
cnds the play with lines which appear in our manuscripts at the
end of several other Euripidean plays; some erities have thonglit
them inappropriate here,* but they are obviously and squarely
in their right place.

Zecus on Olympus has many things in his store-roommn:

the gods bring to pass many surprising things.

What was expecled is not fulfitled.

For the unexpected the gods find away.

So this story turned out.
Medea’s appcarance as a heroic fligure, as the murdever of her
clildren who cscapes the consequences of her actions, apparently
with the blessing of the gods, must have scemed to the audieuce

39. 1t is typical of Jason's blind nisunderstanding of his situation (and
Mecdea's) that he can call her, in the teeth of the evidence, £x8loTn yOvan | 8eois
(r323-4).

go. 1L DT Kitto, Greek Tragedy? (London 1961, p. 19q.

41. ‘llere they scem a litde inapposite’, Page ad loc; " Dic Schilussverse des
Chorces. . .haben hier bestimmt nichts za suchen’, Lesky, Tragische Dichtung,
p- 300.
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surprising heyond description. Euripides himscll, like the gods,

has many things in his storc-room; he has deficd cxpectation

and Tound @ way for the unimagined.

11

But he has another surprising thing in his store-room: Medea's
final appeavinee. She has been on stage since near (e |)(‘g;i'n';|i>hg
ol the play; she leaves only towards the end, when she goes through
the palace doov to murder her sons. When she enters again, to lace
Jason, she is on the charioCsent by Helios, her gran:ather, high
up in the aie, This lastdetailis notCelearly stated in the texd, butno
other stage aangement would explaim why Jason cannot reach
her, and must beg her to lethin touch the bodies of his sons. She
must he cither on the rool of the stage building (but that would
present mechanical difliculties) or in the mechane - her chariol
sswwung out over the stage arca on a crane.*? In cither case, sheas
high up and out of reach. But this is the place reserved in Attic
tragedy for gods; this is not, as the chorus of the Iectra says, the
pathway of mortals (oU yap funtdv v’ 1B kéAeuBos 1235-6). And
as the scene progresses, this hint that she has become something
more than mortalis confirmed. Her situation, action and language
are precisely those of the divine beings who in so many Euripidean
plays appear at the end in power! to wind up the action, give

judgment, prophesy the Toture, and announce he foundaton

of a veligious ritual 44

q2. CE Page, Fwipides, Medea, ad 1414; Séchan, Etudes, p. 415, n. 7; Steidle,
Studien, p. 1006.

43. CLM.P. Cunningham, ‘Medea ATTO MHXANHZ?, €7 xtax (1954),
152: *Medea appears aloft in the place and after the manner of a theos. She
appears as a theos appears; she acts as a theos acts and she says the sortof thing
a theos says.”

44- The argunent which follows in the text assumes that the appearance of
a theor on the mechane was a spectacle familiar 1o the andieii-e of 43¢ n.c.,
though it is of comrse trae that all the extant examples ol this phenomenon are
dated (some certainty, the others probably) fater than the Aedea. (The first
version of the Hippolytus, however, probably had a deus ex machina — c[. Wcebster,
Tragedies of Furipides, pp. 65, 70 — and may have preceded the Afedea) It scems
unlikely, in view of the exact correspondence of all the features of Medea’s final
appearance with the lunctions ol the dens in the later plays (see helow, pp. 2071T.)
hat this can have been the first use of this device, The mechans atscll was uscd
in the Acschylean Psychastasia and possibly in his Cartans or Lurcpa {cf. 1. B. L.
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I'vom her unapproachable position on high she intenupts and
pitts astop o the violent action of the humman heings on the lower
level (Jason is rying o hreak down the paface door) and in this
she is like Apollo in the Orestes, Athenacin the fon and Iplngenia
Tanris, the Dioscuri in Helen, and Tlevmes in the Antiope s She

Justifies hier savage revenge on the grounds that she has heen

treated with disrespeet and mockery (151 5), dike Dionysos in
the Bacchae: in this she is like Aphrodite v the Hippolyins prologue,
Athena in the prologue to the, Troades. She takes measures and
pives orders for the burial of the dead (her own sons 17810 and
the princess 1394)% like Thetis in the cndvomache, Athena in the
Supptiants and Erechtheus, Tevmes in the Antope awnd the Dioscuni

in the Electia. She prophesies the future (the ignominions death ol

Jason) like Thetis in the Andromache, Athenacin the Suppliants and

Ton, the Diosenri in Electra and Helen, Apollo in Oredtes and Diony-
sos in (he Bacchaet? She announces the oundation of o enlt (for
her own children in Corinth 138200 like Avtenis in the Thppolyti,
and Athena in the Iphigenia v Tawos and Facchthens 2 She
amiounces her departure and destination (ogf g Ey Tike the Dios-
curiin Llecha and Apotlo i Orestes v

And Medea speaks in phiases which veain in the pnonounce-
ments of the gods from the macline. “Why e you ying to
break down the doors with crowhas? she asks Jason. “Stop!”?
Webster, Grech Theatre Production (Fondan 1g456), por2) and the appearaoce ol

IRV Kl
a god at the end of the play to bring a conchision ocous in the Aeschylean
Promethens Bound and (probably) in the lost Oanatdes.

45. CLD. L. Page, Greek Literary Papyn (Carmbridgre, Mass. and London
1942), p. 68 One may compare also the end ol the Frechthens of Favipides
(C. Austing, Nova Fragmenta Fuipidea (Belin 1968), p.g6) where Atliena inter-
venes to prevent Poseidan from destroying Athens by canthquake,

46. 1391 0&nr &Aoxov. This is, in its context, a savage, exultant rejoinder
to Jason's reproaches, butitis also a regular featare and fnmula of the address
of Wi theos. CL T Andr. 1239-40 ydvov | 8dpov; 1. Lrechihiens {Austin fr. 65,
v. 67) 8awov viv; B Antiope (Page, GLE, p. 68) drav b 0dmns &royov; E. 1.
1278 8o uniépa. .. Mevidaos. , CEAbun Te Bdypr; Lo 1T 16y oU kal TeBayn
kat1favoloa.

47- An unidentificd divine figure seems 1o have prophesied at the end ol the
Phaethon: 1. . Diggle, Furipides’ Phacthon (Cambridge 1g970), pp. 4411, 51.

48, According to a papyrus lypothesis of Rhadamanthys (Anstin, Nova Frag-
menta Fwipidea, p. 92, no. 14) Avtemis tmpaveioa orders the foundation of cult
(7ds) for the Dioscwni.

49. CL also E. Jon 1616 fpopar & tyw (Athena); V. LT, 1488 oupmno-
pevgonar &ty (Athena); E. Hel. 1665 aréwpopey (the Dioscwni).
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(pawsai 1419). *Why are you divecting a pursuit?” Athena asks
Thoas at the end ol the Iphigenia in Tawis. *Stop!” (pausai 1437).
So Apollo to Menelans in the Orestes (pausat 1625). This 1s not
the only command Medeaissues fronu the mechane: Tike the gods
she is prouc to imperatives. She dismisses Jason. ‘Gal” she says o
him “and bury your wile” (steiche 1394). So Athena the fon
dismisses Ton and Greusa: “Gol (steicheth 1616) anc the Dioscuri
in Ldectra send Orestes on his way to Athens with the same word:
CGol (steeel’ 1343) .50

Medea shows the same merciless, even vindictive attitude (o
Jason that characterizes the Furipidean gods. “The children are
dead. This is what will give you pain’, she says to hrm, asing the
same word dévetai (1370) Artemis uses in the Hippolytns when she
rebukes Theseus: Do my words pain you?” (daknei 1313). Like
Artemis she holds out the prospect of move sullering to come.
“Listen (o what comes next— you will ery out in cven greater
agony’ says Artemis (1314) and Meden tells Jason: *You are not
sortowing yet. Wait until you are old’ (1396).50 A statement of
Arvtemis about the \\u\yx of gods with men sums up what Medea
lmghl have claimed: “Those who are evil we destroy, children
and home and all” (1340-1). Except that Medea’s nLove exquisite
revenge is o leave Jason alive and alonc amid the ruin of his hopes
for his sons aud his marriage.

Medea is presented to us not only as a hero, but also, at the end of
the play, by her language, action and situation, as a theos or al
least something more than human) She does not start that way,
but that is how she ends. Ends, that is to say, in this play:52 she is
going to Athens, as she tells us, and what form she will assune
there we are not told. Ttis not likely that Euripides’ audience was
worricd about that point: they must have been sufficiently taken

(f, also B Ton 1572 xopel, Kpiouaa; L. ElL 1289 xope; T I.T. 1448
prn ). Or. |(»7ﬂ yoopeite; . Antiope (Page, GLIP, p. 68, v.81) voopeite; E. Andr.
12673 07\7\ iptee; I Tel 1663 el

51. Compare Medea's “Too late!” viv oge mpooaubds, vitv domagy, 167
&mwaduevos (1.401-2) with Dionysus’ 6y’ 8ud0ed” fiuds, Sve bt xpiv, oux fibete
(F. Ba. 1345).

52. Cf. Cunningham, ‘Medea’, P- 159 *Although this linal appearance of
Medea involves an iltusion that she is a theos, we are also reminded that it is not
a truc apotheosis. .. She is going oll to Athens to live with Acgeus there!”
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aback by the appearance of Medea, the mudere ol hier sons, i the
“habilinrents of the goddess”, assuming the attitude and nsing the
Language of the stage thees.

[t is very hard to imagine what it meant to them (and what
it shonld mean to us), for there is no pavallel o itin Attie drama,
Peleas in the Audromache is told that he will hecome atheos (1256)
and given a rendezvous for his apotheosis (120501), but it docs
not take place onstage. Helen, at the end ol the play which hears
her name (1667), is given asimilar assurance (not fulfitled on
stage) and in the Orestes she actually appeus on the ight hand of
Apolto, on hiev way to rejoin Castor and Polydeuces i the heavens
(163110, hut she does not say anything. There are lwo cases in
which a human heing at the end of the play perfonms one ol the
functions ol the deus ex machina. Favysthens, in the Heradidae, on
the point ol death gives instructions for his Dunial Crog6) and
reveals a Delphic ovacle which gives his huried corpue pratective
powers for Athens in future wans (rog21l). {TTawever he expressly
[orhids a cult of his grave 1ogo 1) La the Heada, the Plinded
Polymestor prophesies the transfonmation ol Hecuha, the deaths
of Agamenmon and Cassandia (rongil). These aue faint and
pattial approximations but there is nothing v motely comparable
o Medea's [ull exercise of all the functions af the theos and her
tinmphant god-like departure thiongh the i,

The effect of this investment of NMedea with all the propertices
and [unctions ol stage divinity musthave been to bring home to the
audience the conviction that Medea is not merely anindividual
woman wronged and revengeful; she s, at the end, o ligure which
personifies somcething permanent .m(| powerful in the haman
sitaation, as Aphrodite clearly does, and Dionysos also. These two
were Olympian deities, worshipped in state cult and portrayed in
temple-sculpture, but the Greek imagination created many other
theot, was apt, in fact, to sce a theos in every corner. “All things are
[ull of gods® said Thales, and from Hesiod on through the Bith
and foumrth centuries, Greek literature presents ns with theoi who
represent almost cvery phm(‘ ol human activ llv and circumstance -
luv(',lly, Plague, Reputation, Force, Telplessuess, Ambition,
Time and Sorrow, to name just a few. A sentence of Menander
gives a clue to what lies behind this prolilerating  theogony:
adding & new theos to the unoflicial pantheon  Shamcelessness
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(Anaideia) - he says: Whatever has power is now worshipped as a
god.’s?

Medea, in her last appearance, certainly has powsr but it is not
casy o define exactly what she represents. Theve is a theos in
Acschylus which bears some resemblance 1o her: the house-
destioying theos of the Seven against Thebes (Tav wheoiokov Oedv ou
Oeois opolav 720 -1). But this theos is almost immediaicly (723)
identificd as an Krinps, and that will not do for Medea; in fact, as
a spiller of kindred blood she should be their allotted victim, as
Jason vainly hopes she will be (1389).54 Revenge -- dike in the
simplest serise - certainly has something to do with it, but she is
more than Lesky’s *Diimon der Rache’ ;55 there would have been
no need to give her the style and appurtenances of a theos for
that — as scems clear from the figure of Hecuba o the last scences
of the play which hears her name. Perhaps the appearance of this
ferocious incaamation of vengeance in the place of an Olympian
god is meant to reinforce in the audicnee’s mind that disconcerting
sense of the disintegration of all normal values which the play as
a whole produces, o emphasize visually that moral chaos which
the chorus sang of carlier:

The spell cast by sworn oaths has faded; respect for others no fonger
remains anywhere in Greeee, it has taken wing up to the sky (43911).

power, something deeply rooted in the human situation, as
{]ung(‘r()us as it is universal. It hias something to do with revenge
for betrayal butits peculiar ferocity must stem fron. the fact (hat
belore she was a hero and through her action became a (stage)

theos, shc was a woman.
IUis clear from Medea’s very firstspeech that this strange drama,

5. A. Koerte, Menandri quae supersunt. 11 (Leipzig 1959), fv. 223 T kpaTolv
yap viv voulzeTan Beds.

n1. &AAG o "Epwis SAdoete Tékveov. Tt is truc (hat the chorns, at the height
of its renzied appeal to Helios to prevent the murder of the children, uscs
Janguage which is generally thought to deseribe Medea as an Erinys: GAA&
viv. . .k&TEIpYE KaTanavooy, E§eN oikwy TdAavay goviav 7' "Epiviv (125811).
The words £€eA” oikwv, however, scem rather inapposite if the object is Mcdcea
herself, and would make more sense as a wish to clear the house of the spirit of
vengeanee. So the scholiast understood it: aUTiy enor ThHv Baluova, oU THv
M#Beiav. UmelAnTTon ydp TGV TO10UTWV KAKGDY altia elven fy "Epwus. CIL A
Ag. 1ok

55. Tragische Dichiung?, p. 309.
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which uses Sophoclcan heroie formulac to produce a most un-
Sophoclean result, is grounded in the social reality and problems
of its own tme. There can be no donbt, to anyone who reads it
without prejudice, that the Medeais very much concerned with the
problem of woman’s place in human socicty. T do not ol course
mean to revive the idea, fashionable in e carly years ol this
century, that Baripides is a feminist 50 Even though tradition
has it that speeches from the Medea (in the ianslation of Gilbert
Mureay) were read aloud at salfliagette meetings (a0 carclul

selection, no doubt), it is not likely that Sylvia Panklrst would

)
have admitted Medea to membership in the Leapne, Furipides is
concerned in this play, not with progress or vefmm s7 hut {just as
in the Hippolytus and the Bacchae) with the ciuption in (ragic
violence of Torees in lmman nature which have heen repressed and
SEQHI(‘(I, which in thetr long-debayed hreakont exact o monstyous
revenge. The Medea is not about woman's vights; it s abont

.
woman's wrongs, those done to her and by her.

11

'

This aspect of the play is usually ignored or disnissedon the
grounds that Medea is atypical: she cannot he considered as
a figure relevant o the problems of Athenian socicty hecanse she
is au oriental barbarian and also a witeh s? *Becanse she was
a lorcigner’, says Page, “she could kill her children: hecause she
was a wilch she could escape in a magic chaniot™” The second

n6. 1 Bloch, “Alkestisstudien’, Newe Jalibicher, Band 7 {1901y, qor n
seinem Herzen, stand er aul der Seite des damals gerade inmichtiger Bewerung
aufwirtsstrebenden Geschlechtes,” Bloch refers with approval 1o Ivo Brans
“feine und riehtige Beobachtung' (in Frauenemancipation in Athen (Kicl 1900),
p. 9) ‘dass Euripides dic an Zahl noch geringe fortschnitdiche Partei der
athenischen Frauen in den Chorlicdern der * Medeia ™ za Warte kommen Eisst.”

57. GL K. J. Reckford, *Medea's First Exit’, 7APA xerc (1968), 239 'This
is not 1o say that Euripides is acting as the women's champion. . or writing
social ariticism or pleading for some veform.”

58, W. Schmid, Geschichle der gricchischen Lateratnr, Band e (Manchen g o,
repr. 1961), p. 360: ‘den kisst der Dichter noch wissen, dass sie als Barbanin
cine Tat verithen konnte, der cine Griechin nicht filng gewesen wiive und dass
dic Titerin eine Zauberin ist, dh. er stellt sie ausserhalh des Keeises normaler
gricchischer Weiblichkeit'.

59. In view of the total disagreement with Page's overall conception of the
Medea cxpressed in this article, it scems only fair to acknowledge at this point
my deep indebtedness (o his masterly commentary on the text.
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hadf of this magisterial pronouncement kills two Livds with one
stone; in addition to deaying the play any relevance to Athenian
socicty iCalso disposes ol the svkward questions vaised by Medea’s
apperance as the theos on the machine - she s just awitch on
aglovified Tellenic broomstick. Since Page gives no other evidence
that Medea is wowiteh, what he scems to mean is vather: ‘since
she can escape in a magic chariot, Medea is a witeh’. But super-
natuval winged chariots are havdly an identifying mark ol witches:
they are propertics, in Greek mythology, of gods, of Apollo, of
the Attic divinity ‘Triptolemos, above all of Helios, the sun (who
is, of course, Medea's grandlather). And yet Medea as a witeh or
sorceress appears as a regular feature ol most discassions of the
play.e There are of course passages in ancient hiterature which
present us with avid pictures of Medea as a figure resembling our
conception of @ witch. T the following lines, lor example, she

addresses her prayer to Tecate:

For thee, my e Howing free as is the custom of my race, T have paced
the sacred groves harcloot T have called down rain from dry clouds,
driven the waves to the sea-bottom. . .changed the order of the seasons
. hrought wheat to harvest in the winter time,

Another poct gives us a detailed deseription of the witches’ brew

she cooks for old Acson: i

Go. This is cxpeaally true of erities writing in Eaglish and French, See, for
example, G N Grube, The Drama of Euwripides (New Yok tg41, repr. ig6i),
Pr- 152 A EGor, Faipides’ Medea (Oxford 1969), on lines 395, 13175 DLW,
1acas, The Greek Tragic Pocts? (New York 1959), p. 199: “a genuine witch’;
Conacher, Fuipidean Drama, pp. 188 g; Canningham, *Medea®, poo1g1;
Reckford, “Medea’s Fivst BExitc”, pp. 433, 3745 L. Mévidier, Furipide, to0 (Paris
1926, vepr. 19G5), po 11g: ‘une magicienne redoutable” cte. The evidence is
swrveyed in (L FC S Headlam's edition of the play (EYPIAIAOY MHAEIA
(Cambridge 1900)) as an appendix, ‘Nedea as a sorceress” (pp. 105-7).
Headlam's conclusion is that *Euvipides. . .in his play wiscly keeps this occalt
power somewhat in the background and it greatly conduces o the dramatic
clTeet that his hevoine fmpresses us as a womain, hot as a witct.’

In recent German (and more rarely Ttalian) literature the normal, human
aspeets of Furipides” Medea have been emphasized (see Rolhdich, Euripideische
Tragidie, pp. 44 G, for citations and discussion). Rohdich himsell speaks of “das
Bemihen des Dichters seine Medea der ihr vom Mythos Fer anhaftenden
Monstrositit zu entkleiden und als normale Frau hir den Zus-hauer verbind-
lich zu machen’ (p. 41). This goes oo far in the oppoesite direction; Medcea
is not a ‘normale Frau’ but an extraordinary one, as her presentation in
hieroie terms makes clear.
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And ail the while the brew in the hronze cauldron hoiled and frothed
white:in it were herb-roots gathered from T hessaly’s loncly vales. . and
hoar-frost taken at the fll of the moon, a hinot-on s winies and flesh,
A werewoll's entrails also, and the filet of fenny snake, the liver of the
slag.

But the fist of these passages is from the Medea of the Roman
dramatist. Sencca® and the sccond from the Metamorphoses ol
Ovid®2 Tt is in fact in the Roman pocts of the [ost centaries nee.
and A, (Hovace, Virgil, and Lucan) that something resembling
our conception of a witch first appears, to give literary shape to the
medieval witeh of Christian times who serves the Devil instead of
Hecate but chims the same powers (o raise the dead, emse, blight,
transflorm; and prophesy. From the cantents of Ovid's cauldron
to that ol Shakespeare,

Finger of birth-stameded habe

ditch-delivered hy a dialy

make the groel thivk and slab o

there vuns an unbroken line. But it does not so hack as far as the
fifth contury noe The term “witeh ™) with s nedioval overtones of
l)l;u'k'm;lgi(‘, ugliness and malevolenee, hias no place ina deserip-
tion of Faripides’ Medea,

Theve is, however, one incident in Medea’s caveer, well-known
to the hfth-century audience, which, though it does not justify
the anachronistic use of the term “witcheradt’, does associate her
with the use of magic - her deliberately unsuceessful attempt (o
rejuvenate old Pelias by cutting him into picces and boiling him
i a pol. Interestingly enough, this s not magical practice, but
a dcliberate murder which uses other people’s helief in magic to
mask its real nature. Stll, itis at any rate a magical context for
Medea and it was a popular story; Sophocles dramatized it in his
Rhizotomoi® and it was the subject of the Peliades at the very
beginning of Euripides’ carcer as a deamatist. Tt would therefore
have been very casy for him to emphasize this aspect of Medea's
action: the material was familiar, needing only an emphasis on

61 Lines 7521 (excerpted).

62. 7. 26211, T'ranslated Ly Rolfe Humphyics, Ocid's Aetamarphoses (Bloom-
ington, Indiana 1957). 63, Aacheth 1v.iqofl.

64. The three surviving lragments (A, C. Pearson, The Fragments of Sophocles

(Cambridge 1917), pp. 534-6) contain in their 14 lines more of the atmosphere
of sorcery than can be found in the 1420 lines of Euripides’ play.
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the deamatisCs part to bring it to the surface of the audiencc’s
memory and cast a balelul spotlight on Medea the sorceress. But
he hardly mentions it, and when he doces, it is in the blandest of
terms: it is described simply as a mvder - T killed Pelias, the
most painful way to die, at the hands of his own daughters’
(48611) - without any ol the sensational details. In [act, when one
thinks how naturally a scathing relerence to this episode would
have fitted into Jason’s desperate invective at the endofthe play,®s it
seemsasif Buripides wasdoing hishest toavoid thesubjectaltogether.

And in any case, in the play Euripides wrote, Medea has no
magical powers atallz untif she is rescned by the god Helios, and is
hersell transformed into some kind of superhuman being, she is
merely a helpless hetrayed wile and mother with no protection of
any kind. She has only two resources, cunning — and poison.

Perhaps it is the use of poison which has led so muny eritics to
use the word “witch’. For the only hifth-century Greek word for
“witeh” the dictionaries can suggest is pharmakis, which means of
comrse a woman who deals with love-charms, drugs and poisons.
This certainly applies to Euripides” Medea e but it has nothing
to do with witcheralt. Love-charms, drugs and poizons are the
age-old Tast recowrse of the unloved or vengelul wile, ‘in hlth-
century Athens, modern Egypt, nineteenth-century India or for
that matter Victorian England 97 everywhere in fact before the
scicntific detection of poisons made these things tco dangerous
(for the poisoner) to usc. And Mecdea is not the only pharmakis in
Athenian literature. Detanira in Sophocles’ Trachiniae tries to win
back her husband's love with a love-charm which, like Medea’s
gilt to the princess, is a poisoned robe (and has the same cffect on
its victim).%8 The stepmother, in Antiphon’s speech, gives hier

65. Jason mentions ber betrayal of her father and l.nur(l(‘r of her Lrother
(1332-4) but then proceeds dircctly to the murder of ln.s awn sons. o

66. Cr. Robdich, Enripideische Tragodie, p. 48: * Auch hier zeigtsich Faripides
bemiiht. . . dic das Normale iibersteigenden Fihigkeiten Medeas aul dic Kennt-
nis der pappaxa zu bheschrinken,”

67. CI. Fricdrich (Vorbild und Neugestaltung, p. 37, \N(-'gr.‘ der Fmsrllllng
Lxxxix, Euripides, p. 216): * Denn die " Weisheit” mit der sicihre \Vl(lFrsaclncr
zugrunde richtet, ist nicht gottlicher als dic der Locusta, (|(“.r Brinvilli¢re ‘un(l
der Gifimnischerinnen unserer Tage, dic mit Pllanzenschutzmitieln und Pralinen
arbeiten.’

68. The messenger speeches describing the effects of the poison in.bolh plays
have often been compared: see, c.g., Page, Luripides, Medea, p xxvi, n. 4.
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hushand a Jove-charm {drinkable this time) which kills him; the
prosecution cliims that was exactly what she intended.® The Athe-
nian princess Greusa (no barbarian witeh thisone) uses in FParipides’
Ton o poison just as magical as Medea’s? (o try to kill the boy she
thinks is her husband’s bastard son. All three of these Tadies use
poison, intentionally or not, to redress the balance of their unequal
struggle with their husbands - bat no one dreams of calling them
witches,

Of course Greek men did not-approve of such feminine initia-
tives but they did not invest them with (the supernataral and
diabolical associations of the modern word “witeh™. In any case,
the particular lunction of the medieval witeh  cursing, produacing
barrenness in women, a murrain on the cattle, disease and death
for whole families — was in the ancient world not the provinee of
specialists hut the normal recownse of ordinary individuals. Fhis
is all too clear to anyone who studies the hate-lilled tnseriptions
known as defixiones, which show, [rom the Lifth century on ordinary
persons, in Greece and elsewhere, solemmly recording on tablets of
lead or picces of hroken pottery theiv spells Tor the paimful destine-
tion of their neighbors and business tivals. < 1T eall down on Andro-
ton a fever to recur every fourth day until e dies” vans one ol the
milderspecimens—scratched ona fifth-centiny Athenian potsherd. 7

Medea then, in the body of the play, has no supernatural
powers or cquipment: all she has is o very powerful poison - bt
this merely puts her in the same class as Deianiia and Creusa,

69. Antiphon, 1. 14fT.

70. . Ton 1003l

71. M. P. Nilsson, Geschichte der griechischen Religion®, vol. 1 (NMunchen 1967),
p. Bor (with illustration). ‘Theocritus’ jilted ginl Simactha (Idyll 2) is a literary
cxample of such private initiative. She is not a ‘witch ' she is (to quate Gow's
characterization) ‘poor. . .perhaps an orphan, presumably bourgeoise; she is
nat a ralpa (q1). Her position appears to be that of several young women in
the New Comedy’ (AL S, F. Gow, Theocritus (Cambridge 1965), vol. 1y, p. 314).
For an act of sorcery performed by a whole community sce the inscription
fiom Cyrene (R, Mciggs and D. Lewis, A Selection of Greek Tistorical Inseriptions
(Oxford 196g), 5M): knpivos WAGooavies kOAGOOS KaTéxaiov EITapecpevol
Twavies ouvevBovTes kal &vbpes kal yuvaikes kal waides kal naibioxar. Ton nR
tupdvovTa TouToIs Tols dpkiois dAAG wapPedvra kaTakelPeobal viv kal kaTappév
®owep 165 kohoods. A. D. Nock (quoted by Meiggs and Loewis ad foc.) says
of this extraordinary procedure that the community ‘reinforces the magical
potency of the curse with a magical act, identical with the practice of what
we regard as anti-social black magic.” (The inscription is dated to the fourth
century ne. but 1ihe ceremony described may be as old as the seventh centuary.)
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These are of course not the parallels cited by the proponents of
Medea the witch. They cite Circe and Heeate. Bat Heeate is
a great goddess and of course Girce is a goddess taa, as Homer
plainty tells us.72 The Medea of the body of the play is not com-
parable in any way with these powerful figuves.

But il 1o call Medea a witch [alsifics the situatior, she is also,
according to many modern critics, a barbarian, an Oriental,
and therelore equally irrelevant to the problems of Creck socicty.
This case is most cloquently argued by Page. “She is just such a

“woman as his audience would expect a forcign princess to be. She
ll:lswlru‘:n'rly all the features of the type — unrestrained cxcess in

~Jamentation, a readiness to Fawn on authority, the powers ol inagic,

‘ childlike surprise at falschoods and broken prowises. .. It was
natural then that Medea should be unrestrained in the expression
ol her sorrow, like a Phrygian or a Mysian. . .she was like a wild

 beastin her grieCand anger. And then in a moment she changes
Lier mood and cringes before the King. . oa second time. . belore
Acgeus, a third time before Jason. Respect for authority was the
primary cause. The Oriental was accustomed 1o despots whose
word was law. . Broken promises Medea finds it. . . diflicult to
forgive. .. "FThe contrast of truthful bavbarian and lying Greek had
long been a commonplace.’??

The case could not be more cloquently stated, but it is flawed.
Medea is indeed unrestrained in the expression ol sorrow, but
the comparison should be - ‘like Ajax, Odysscus, Achilles,
Heracles’. 7t She is compared to a wild beast, but 0, sooner or
later, are all the Sophoclean heroes.s The way sac fawns on
Creon, Acgens and Jason has nothing at all to do with respect for
authority; she is deceiving them all, and two of them she is luring
“to their ruin.? As for her ‘childish surprise at [alichoods and

72. Od. 10. 146, 220, 297 clc.

73. Page, Euripides, Medea, p. xix; cl. Méridier, Euripide, p. 118: *Il ne faut
pas oublicr d’aillcurs que Médée n’est pas une grecque mais une Barbare. . . De
la Barbare clle a la ruse ct la puissance de dissimulation; Pélan sauvage de sa
passion, la cruaulé raflinée de scs plans, I'éncrgic farouche dont «llc en poursuit
I'exécution, s’expliquent par son origine.’

74. V. di Benedetto (Euripide, p. 33) takes issuc with Page on this point:

/ ‘almeno per questo rispetto il personaggio di Medea non ¢ meno *““greco” di
V' Aleesti ¢ Fedra'. 75. CI. Heroic Temper, pp. 42-3.
76. CIL di Benedetto, Euripide, pp. 37-8, on Medea’s ‘hicddo calcolo ¢

ragionata astuzia’.
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broken promises’, this is a trait she shaves (apart from the pre-
Judicial adjective) with Greusa, Philoctetes, and of course the
Greck chorus of the AMedea.

Page finds that “above all the imhuman quality of the child-
murderess was a typically foreign quality. The chorus could think
of only one other example in the legends of Greece oo’ (though,
as he points ont in a note, “they might have added at least Agave
and Proene’). But Page does not produce any castern stories which
will serve as cogent parallels. In fact) as an example of the “appal-
ling cruelty” of “forcign countries’ he cites Astyages who ‘set
a Thyestean feast before Tarpagos™. But the adjective “Thyestean’
gives the game away - that's a Greek storyt and the list ol
Persiann atrocities whiclh follows contais nathing which cannot be
paralleled, or for that matter bettered, from Greck myth and
history.7?

“No Greek woman would have had the heart to do what she has
done’; Page quotes Jason to sum up his case. But dramatic
characters do not necessarily speak for their creator, And this
speech is neatly cancelled out by one of Thoas, the harhinian king
in thet same dramatist's Iphigenia in Taws. Informed that the
capturcd Orestes has murdered his mother, hie exelaims (using
exactly the same verb as Jason - ¢flé) “Apollot Not even among
the barbarians would anyone have the heart to do what he has
done’ (r174).

In any case, there is no suggestion in the play that anyone
vegards Medea as a barbarian, except of course, in the end, Jason,
The chorus of Corinthian women fully approve of her first
announcement that she plans revenge on her hushand (267 8).
When she makes clear that this means death not only {or Jason bt
also for the king of Corinth and his daughter, they raise no
objections: in fact in the chioral ode which follows they sing
exultantly of honor coming for the female sex. When she tells
then that her plans have changed - she will now kill the princess,
‘whoever touches her’ and also Jason's sons, they cry out in

77- There is a passage in the Andromache which chavges the hanharian races
with incest (father and daughter, mother and son, brother and sister) as well
as iurder of kin: but the speaker is Hermione who, with her father Menclaos,
kidnaps Andromache’s child, forces her to leave sanctuary by threatening to

kill it, breaks the promise made 1o spaice its life, and would have murdered
mother and child if not prevented.
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protest: butitisonly the murder of the children which appals them.
Their protest brushed aside, they say only that she will be the
unhappicst among women. Where they could have intervened
decisively — the seene in which Medea entraps Jason by feigned
Finally, after listening to the

humility - they remain silent.

Messenger’s ghastly account of the deaths of the king and his
daughter, their only commentis: ‘It scems as il heaven today were
bringing much evil on Jason - as he deserves!” (1 131-2).

The chorus obviously feel that Medea's situation might well be
their own: as far as they are concerned, she speaks like and for
them, and when alter the offstage murder of the children they
sing their antistrophe, far from suggesting that she is a witch and
oriental bharbarian (and surely this was the place to make Pagce’s
point) they find a parallel in their own Greek tradition. *Only one
woman, only one, have I heard of who in time past raiscd her
hand against her children. 1t was Ino, driven mad by the gods’
(1282(1.). The forcignness of Medea was fixed in the legend and it
suited Euripides’ purpose, since it made possible the liquid fire
and the chariot of the sun, but Euripides” Medea, .n her thought,
speech and action is as Greek as Jason, or rather, as Ajax and

Achilles.

v

But she is a woman and hev lirst speech, thatof a woman spcaking
to women, ((l)l()lls and appeals to their feclings of sympathy. Ttis
of course one of the most famous speeches in Greek tragedy. No
more howls of despair, or threats of suicide - she comes out of the
house to win the support of the chorus for her still nebulous plan
for revenge. She is apologetic, conciliatory, a forcigner who must
carcfully observe the proprictics. But her life, she says, has been
destroyed; her husband, who was ceverything to licr, has turned
out to be the vilest of men.

“Of all the creatures that have breath and intelligence, we
women are the most afllicted.” We buy our husbands with our
dowry — her argument proceeds — not knowing [ they will be
good or bad, go into a new home unprepared for the new lifc.
I{ we work hard and make a success of it, we're lucky, if not, death
would be better. The man, when he tires ol our company, can
go out for distraction; we are forced to keep our cyes steadily on
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one single human being. They say we live at home in safety, while
they Gight the wars — what fools! I'd vather stand in the battde hne
three times than go through child-hearing once.

1t is magnilicent rhetoric, and it wins theiv heart, Buticis not,
as has so olten heen claimed, just vhetoric. Tehas its vital function
in the construction of the drama but it must also reflect some con-
temporary reality. For dramatists, especially the greatest dramad-
ists, arc not philosophers, not original thinkers; they reflect and

use, dramatize and intensify the thought and feeling of then time.

And in fact there are many signs thatin the intellectual ferment of

Iate filth-century Athens, the problem of women’s vole in socicty
and the Gamily was, like cverything else, asubject for discussion
and reappraisal. In Ewrvipides’ Melamppe Desmotis, Tor example,
someone (presumably the heroine) makes a long polemical speech
demonstrating woman’s moral and religious superiority to man
(Page, GLP 112).
hilatious comedy butithas a deeply serions undercmvent ol feeling,

The Lysistrata ol Avistophaaes is ol cowrse o

and the heroine of the play, the woman who organizes her sex on
hoth sides to stop the war, is wholly sympathetio it is quite clear
that her creator admired her, J. T Finley Tong ago diew attention
to the resemblances (some ol them \'rllml) hetween Medea's
speech and the arguments against maniage set forth (from the

man'’s point ol view) by Antiphion the sophist.?® And one cannot

help suspecting that much lLater, Plato, when he says in the )

Republic that to divide mankind into male and female for the!

purposes of public life or education o1 anything, except the he-
getting and bearing of childeen, is just as absuid as to divide itinto
the long-haired and the bald?o — Plato may well be adapting o
his own purpose, as he so olten does, ideas that were first putinto
circulation by the sophistic radicals of the filth century.

Even if it is conceded that the rvole of women in family and
socicly was a problem under discussion fifth-century Athens,
it may be objected that it was a theme a tragic poet might well
avoid, and that even if he did choose to handle it, he would never
take as his protagonist a woman who butchered her own sons.

8. J. WM. Finley HLS.CP. 1. (1919), G3fl. == Thice Essays on Thucydides
(Cambridge, Mass. 1967), pp. 92 4. Cf also Recklond, “Medea’s First Exit’,
pp- 3361%

79 Rep. v 454C-E.

21

——



B. M. W. Knox

Yet this same strange combination, of infanticide and a pro-
grammuatic speech about the lot of women, appears in another
tragedy, which was produced belore 414, how many years before,
we do not know;# its author is none other than Sophocles. His
Tereus told the story of the Athenian princess Procne, marricd o
Terens, king of Thrace. She persuaded him to bring her sister
Philomcla from Athens to join her. ‘Terens, on the way home,
raped Philomela, and then entout her tongue so that she conld not
denounce him. But Philomela wove the story of the outrage on
a picce of embroidery and so Proene learned the truth. She killed
her son by Tercas (his name was Itys), cut up the flesh, cooked it
and served itup to Tereus who ate it. The gods, in pity and disgust,
changed all three of them into birds, Terens to a hoopoc, Philo-
mela to a swallow and Procne into a nightingale, whosc song is
a perpetual mourning for Ttys.

T'his metamorphosis almost certainly did not take place onstage
(though Tereus in the Birds of Aristophances ¢ mplains that
Sophocles gave him a beak) and in fact we have very little idea of
how Sophocles treated this horrendous tale. But among the few
fragiments that survive there is one speech of Procie, the wronged
wile, which runs as follows:#t

Now, separated (from my family), T am nothing. Many a time [ have
observed that in this case our sex, the female sex, is nothing. When we
are children, in our father’s home, our life is the most pleasant in the
world; young girls grow up in thoughtless delight. But when we reach
maturity and intelligence, we are expelled, bought and sold, far away
from the gods of our fathers and from our parents, some to harbarians,
smne 10 houses where everything is alien, others to houses where they
meet with hostility. But all this, when one night has joined us to our
hushand, we must acquiesce in, and pretend that all is well.

Bo. The date of production of Aristophanes’ Birds (414) is the lerminus anle
guem. 1. B. L. Webster, An Introduction to Sophocles® (London 1969), p. 4, dates
it before 431 on ‘external evidence’ which (pp. 176-7) turns out lo be its
resemblance in theme and (reconstructied) ‘diptych form’ to the Trachiniae,
which he also dates before 431, W. Buchwald, Studien zur Chronologie der
attischen Tragidie (Konigsberg 1939), pp. 35fF, also puts it before Medea: it was
the model for Medea’s murder of her sons. Others, basing their proposals on
‘contanporary allusions’, have dated it nearer to 414. There is n. ccrtainty,
or cven prohability, hiere: * Keine der angefithrien Daticrungen kann Sicherheit
beanspruchen’ (Lesky, Tragische Dichtung®, p. 262).

81. Pearson, Fragmenis of Sophocles, p. 583. 1 follow Jebb's interpretation of
the difficult opening lines.
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We do not know the context of this speech but its content is
astonishingly close to Medea’s opening address to the chorus, and
itis made by a woman who, like Medea, butin even more gruesome
circumstances, kills her child to punish her hushand, The atweibu-

tion of such sentiments to two such similar characters by two)

different playwrights suggests that the Tot ol women was, in late
fifihi-century Athens, very much o question of the day, and also
asubject that fascinated the tragic pocts.

Lven those who recognize that Medea's speceliis not mevely the
rhetorte of an oriental witch but a reflection of Athenian social
conditions, nsually tamp down tts explosive potential by explain-
ing that since women in fifth-century Athens (unlike women
today) were confined to the home, childien and servanis, excluded
from active social, cconomic and political life, some such protest
was only natural in the work of an intetlectual diamatist, Though
this view of woman’s lowly position i Oith-century Athens has
heen doubted by influential scholars i recent years, 2 it scems
to me, on the whole, 1o be faicly close to the tradhs But what is no
longer true s the implied compatison which makes our own
socicty look extremely advanced in this matter and peomits sming
and carcfully qualified understanding of Medea's protest as a
historical curiosity. For our own complacency about the freedom
of wonmen in modern industrial democracy has been exploded by
the literature of the militant wonmen’s movement of the last decade.

In fact, almost everything the play says about women’s position in

socicty isstill relevant (except perhaps [or the dowry, hut thatis still
an important matter in France, Haly and, above all; in Greece),
and the startling universality of Euripides” play is clear from the
fact that it says some things that do not scem to have oceurved (o
anyone again® until Simone de Beanvoir wrote Le Deuxiéme Sexe.

Medea’s speech wins over the chorus but now she has to deal
with Creon and his sentence of immediate expulsion. He is afraid
of hier and one thing which contributes to his fearis the fact that,
as he says himsclf, she is a clever woman (gogn méqukag 285).%

82. A. W. Gomme, ‘The Position of Women in Athens’, CR 20 (1925), 1- 25
(reprinted in Essays in Greek History and Literatiue (Oxford 1937)}; 11 DL T, Kitto,
The Greeks® (Harmondsworth 1957), pp. 219 16.

8. With the startling exception of Geofliey Chavcer; cfon. fi5,

B4. cogly mipuras kal kakdyv ToRAGY 16pis. This phrase is taken by many
proponents of Medea the witch as evidence for their ease. But, though “wisc
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“Clever’ is not an adequate translation of seple: — but then, there
isn'Cone. Ttis a word which in the fifth century was used to describe
not only the skill of the artisan and the poct, not only the wisdom
won by experience and reflection, but also the new intellectual,
enlightened outlook of the great sophistic teachess and the gencra-
tion they had taught. Fhis is why Creon fears her; it is on this
point that she must reassure him, and she docs. She admits that
she is sophe - intellectual, a person of great capacity - but points
out that it has not done her any good. She speaks in generalitics
but it is clear enough what she is talking about. Men distrust
superior intelligence in general but they really fear and hateitin
a woman. Sophos, a clever man, is bad enough, Lut sophe - a clever
woman !
This is not the first time, Greon -~ iCs one of many - that my reputation
thwarts and harms me. No one who has his wits about him should
have his children taught to he unusually clever (sophous). They will be
called lazy, indolent, and, worse than that, they’ll win the jealous
hatred of their fellow-citizens. 10 you offer new and clever ideas 1o
fools, they'll think you good for nothing, not clever. And then again,
il the city at large ranks you above the recognized intellectuals, they'll
e your hitter encmies. This is what has happened (o me, exactly this.
I am clever; some hate and envy me; others find e withdrawn, others
just the opposite, and stitl others offensive. T am not so clever.
~These lines have sometimes been seen as Furipides’ bitter reflec-
tions on his own isolation as an advanced and intellectnal poct.
"“I'here is much truth in this view, but the lines are also Medca’s,
the complaint of a woman of great intellectoal capacity who
finds herself excluded from the spheres of power and action.

She wins her one day’s delay from Creon and tells the chorus
her plans; so far, they do not include the murder of the clildren.
The chorus evidently approve, for they plunge streight into the
great ode which celebrates the new day coming Jor tac female sex.

The waters of the sacred rivers run upsirea n;
the right order ol all things is reversed.

woman® meant “witch” in scventeenth-eentury English, the Greek word sophe
has no such connotation. The saphia Creon fears is the eraft that rescued Jason
from his pursucrs at Colchis and brought death to Pelias: these are kaka in the
scnse defined by v. Fritz (cf. n. 30). Medcea of course d-liberately misunder-
stands his drift, but the charge she is evading is not *witcheraft’. And her
argument, after all, is soundly based. Iler sophia has broueht her to her present
statc, a woman abandoned in a hostile country.
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Now it is men who deal in treachery: )
now covenants scaled in heaven's name are worthless.

So much for Jason’s betrayal. But they go on.

Legends now shall change direction,

Woman’s life have glory.

Fonor comes to the female sex.

Woman shall be a theme for slanderous tales no more.

The songs of pacts from byygone times shall cease

to harp on our (aithlessness.

Tt was not to our minds that Phochus, lord of melody,
granted the power to draw heavenly song from the lyre:
for il s0, we would have chanted

our own hymus of praise

to answer the race of man.

Time in its long passage has much to tell
of our destiny as of theirs.

This i1s an extraordinary passage. All the songs, the stories, the
whole literary and artstic tradition of Greece, which had created
the larid figures of the great sinneis, Clytacmunestra, Helen, and
alsp the desirable figures (from the male point of view) of faithful

Penclope and Andromache  all of i, Hesiod's catalogues of

,
scandalons women, Semonides’ 1ogues’ gallery of women com-
paved to animals, s dismissed; it was all written by men. The
chorus has suddenly realized the trath contained in the Aesapian
story of the man and the lion who argued about which specices was
supertor.® Shown as proofl of man’s dominance a gravestone on
which was carved a picture of a wman downing a lion, the lion
replied: *If hons could carve scuiptures, you would sce the lion
downing the man.’

Xenophanes had remarked that if cows, harses and lions had
hands, could paint pictures and carve statues, they would have
made gods looking like themselves. It took Euripides to apply the
revolutionary implications of that staterment to the relation be-

8r. Ilausrath Hunger 264: cf. Babrius 19 (Crusius) and Chavcer, Wife of
Bath's Prologue 6g2fT.

Who peyntede the lioun, tel me who?

By god, if wommen hadde written stories

As clerkes han withinne hire oratories

They wolde han written of men more wikkidnesse
Than alt the mark of Adam may redresse.
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tween micn and women. ‘Legends now shall change direction;
‘woman’s lild have glory sings the chorus, but the future tensc is
unnccessary. Luripides’ play itself is the change of direction. 8

For though ke has spared us no detail of the hideous revenge
Medea exacts from her enemics, he has preseated that revenge in
hieroic terms, as il she were not a woman but an Achilles or Ajax.
She has no doubts about the rightness ol her course — her one
moment of hesitation she dismisses as cowardice. Like Achilles in
his rage against Iector she surpasses the bounds of normal human
conduct: Achilles wishes that his spirit (Yumos) wenld drive him
to strip Hector’s flesh from his body and ecat it raw and docs treat
his cnemy’s body shameflully. Medcea kills her sons .o make Jason
a lonely childless man. The one is as heroic, and tragic, as the
other.

But Achilles relents. Medea does not. Her final words to Jason
arc full of contempt, hatred and vindictive triump’h: her rage is
ficrcer than the rage of Achilles, even of Ajax: it has in the end
made her something more, 'm(l less, than huma=, somcthing
lnhumnn, a theos.

But this was only to be expected. For Ajax and Achilles have
run their full course as men in the world of men, carned their
share of glory, used to the full the power and skill that was theirs,
before thetr time came to die. But Medea is a4 woman: no matter
how great her gilts, her destiny is to marry, bear and raise children,

-go where her hushand goes, subordinate her life to his. Husband,

(

children, this is all she has, and when Jason betrays her the [ull
force of that intellect and cncrgy which has llOWh(‘l z clse to go is
turncd against him.

Onc passage in their last confrontation is revealing. ‘Did you
rcally think it right to kill them’, ‘Just because of
what goes on in bed?” (lechous 1367).87 And she answers: Do you
think that is a small suffering for a woman?’ It is a great suflcring -

he asks her,

for she has nothing clse. Tt was to this marriage that she devoted
all the courage, skill and intellect she possessed - to save Jason in
Colchis, to murder Pelias, for his sake, in Tolcos; to this marriage

86. CI. 1. Caimo, Dioniso 6 (1937-8), 4: ‘in rcaltd I'inno che cclebra la
donna ¢ suona per contro Pignominia all'uomo ¢ gid qui nel suo nucleo
primordiale’.

87. CL Rohdich, Eusipideische Tragédie, pp. 59[.: ‘Dic Antithese: Ayos und
Alfckt’.
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she has devoted all her energy, all her power. She could have
been a queen, and who knows what besides, in her own country;
she gave it np for her marriage. And when that was taken away
from her the encrgy shie had wasted on Jason was tempered to
a deadly instrument to destroy him. It becane a theos, a relentless
merciless [orce, the unspeakable violence of the oppressed and
|)('(|.1ycd which, because it has been so long pent up, carrics
cverything before it to destruction, even if it destroys also what it

loves most.88 -

88. The text of 1his article was delivered to the editors in June 1974.





