Why did the representation of Medusa change over time?

The tale of Medusa has been told many times throughout the centuries and this has led to many different adaptions of the tale yet at its core “Poseidon and Medusa, who was then a beautiful young woman, made love in a temple of Athena; Athena was so infuriated by the desecration of her sanctuary that she turned Medusa’s hair into snakes”[footnoteRef:1], however she is mostly known for her role in the legend of Perseus. Still just as there are many versions of the tale there are also many different variations of her in art.  [1:  Gagarin, 2010, p.457] 

[bookmark: _Hlk21610304][bookmark: _Hlk21612832]The earlier adaptations of Medusa in the ancient period specifically the Archaic period show Medusa as a horrific figure with fangs and a large protruding tongue, the ancient Greeks believed that these features helped ward off evil, this is due to the fact that in the legend of Perseus he is aided by Athena and as a result Athena places Medusas head on his shield to strike fear into her enemies. A Terracotta gorgoneion antefix (roof tile) dated around 580–570 B.C[footnoteRef:2], this piece from the Metropolitan Museum clearly shows the earlier influence of the myth. You can see on the tile the over accentuated mouth drawing attention to the four fangs along with the oversized tongue. What’s particularly interesting in the earlier artworks of Medusa is that despite the earlier periods focusing on the scarier aspects of the allegory to frighten away evil, however in another version of the myth Medusa told by Apollodorus wherein “they say that the Gorgon was fain to match herself with the goddess even in beauty[footnoteRef:3]”. This is significant as not only would gorgoneion repel evil, but this earlier version also doubles as a warning to young women to refrain from vanity or otherwise risk the wrath of the gods. This would explain why the earlier interpretations (or at least the archaic period) show her as this monstrous being. [2:  Picture1 – Terracotta gorgoneion antefix roof tile (ca. 580–570 B.C.) 
 https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/248331 ]  [3:  Apollod. Lib, 2.3] 

The second piece of archaic art is a Terracotta amphora from 530 B.C.[footnoteRef:4]. This second interpretation of Medusa (Shown on the woman on the far right) is like the earlier one in 580-570 B.C. in that they both feature a large mouth with the large tongue; however, this later version appears to be more proportional to the face. In addition to this   the fangs are no longer present, on the other hand unlike the earlier tile this representation features six long snakes, although they are fainter than the face which could indicate that they were not meant to be the main feature of this rendering. All these different aspects considered although this shares a familiarity with the tile it is already starting to move away from the less monstrous aspects of the myth and depict Medusa as more as a beautiful woman. [4:  Picture2 - Terracotta amphora (jar) 
https://www.metmuseum.org/toah/works-of-art/63.11.6/] 

[bookmark: _Hlk21610589]To effectivity understand why the representation of Medusa changed over time, after observing two works from the archaic period we move onto the Neoclassical period. The first work from this period being the Head of Medusa[footnoteRef:5] made in 1806–7 by Italian sculptor Antonio Canova. This adaptation of Medusa is clearly very different from the earlier versions found in the ancient period, firstly Medusa no longer has any monstrous features bar the snakes that are wrapped around the base of the sculpture. This is significant as this shows the already apparent transition of Medusa being a monster to a woman in the Pythian Odes Pindar describes “the head of beautiful-cheeked Medusa[footnoteRef:6]”. This is significant as to why her representation changed as the Metropolitan Museum is quoted saying “Artists were challenged to capture in the motif a perfect stasis between the macabre and the sublime[footnoteRef:7]”. This being considered it is clear as to why Medusa’s image evolved from a monster to an almost, she-tragedy as the myth focuses on Medusa’s suffering for having committed a sin. [5:  Picture3 - Head of Medusa (1806–7 Studio of Antonio Canova Italian)
https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/204759?&searchField=All&sortBy=Relevance&ft=Antonio+Canova&offset=0&rpp=20&amp;pos=13]  [6:  Pindar, 1997, p. 393]  [7:  European Sculpture, 1400–1900, in The Metropolitan Museum of Art
https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/204759?&searchField=All&sortBy=Relevance&ft=Antonio+Canova&offset=0&rpp=20&amp;pos=13] 


The second piece of Neoclassic art is a painting by Arnold Böcklin titled Medusa[footnoteRef:8] in 1878. This piece is perhaps the most haunting out of the works Böcklin depicts Medusa as a ghostly figure, firstly note that Medusa’s face is human with almost a haunting elegance, yet Böcklin brings attention to the main feature of the myth unlike the other works which is the hair. The snakes draped around her head in ghastly figure, unlike that of the other works Böcklin has captured both sides of the myth the monstrous aspect that the archaic period has (the snakes) and the beauty which was the focus of Canova’s neoclassic piece. Why this representation of Medusa changes is significant as Böcklin is highlighting both the beauty and the punishment that came as a result, not only this but this work also captures something that the others miss which is the decay, after all Medusa was decapitated and although the heads powers remained the image of a severed head is a haunting one which Böcklin captures. [8:  Picture4- Arnold Böcklin - Originally uploaded at en.wikipedia: 04:18, 5 March 2004
https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/e/eb/Medusa.jpg] 

[bookmark: _GoBack]Finally moving on to a modern adaptation of Medusa which is the 2010 rendition in Percy Jackson & the Olympians: The Lightning Thief. Now although a movie based on a book about Greek mythology the movies interpretation of Medusa is significant as it represents the modern adaptation. Acted by Uma Tharman this version of Medusa much like the neoclassical works accentuates both the monstrous and the beautiful, however unlike any of the other versions this brings attention to two very important aspects the first being that Medusa’s gaze can turn people to stone which much like the archaic rendition is a monstrous trait. However, this movie portrays Medusa as a victim and less of a monster which is something that the other works can only interoperate instead of just say.
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