‘Myths are a product of a specific time and place.’ Discuss the extent to which this statement is valid in relation to your own reading of one of the texts you have studied in this module. 

[bookmark: _Int_pAaxR4jd]While some myths appear to be products of a particular era and locality, others, such as the myth of Medea, cannot be included in such straightforward categorisation due to their inherent complexity. When considering whether myths are fundamentally products of a specific time and place, a range of factors are involved, namely: the nuances of different iterations, the overlay of contemporary ideologies on collective interpretation, and the popularisation of certain variations over others. The myth of Medea and its multifaceted characterisation epitomises this complexity due to its numerous renditions throughout literary history. In this essay, the focal point will be Euripides’ iteration of Medea, with a consideration for why it has become the most widely recognised version of this myth, and what implications its complexity holds for the broader discussion on the temporality of myth. 

[bookmark: _Int_Gmk0HAHA][bookmark: _Int_G2XlQpO6][bookmark: _Int_miejgPeE][bookmark: _Int_Gb4zkUI0]The multiplicity of versions surrounding the myth of Medea highlights the inherent complexity of examining the origins of ancient narratives. Euripides’ iteration of Medea[footnoteRef:25345] has become the most well-known among contemporary audiences, but it is crucial to examine the changes in narrative and intention that occurred before he composed his tragic version to understand the nuances of this myth. Eumelus’ epic poem[footnoteRef:22168] entitled the Corinthiaca, of which only fragments survive, presents two potential endings for the Medea myth, both of which seem to have had a significant impact on ancient Corinthian society. In the poem, after killing Creon, Medea takes her sons to the temple of Hera Acraia to immortalise them before fleeing Corinth, not much survives of this text, so it is unclear why she tried to do this - perhaps she believed her sons to be in danger or they were already harmed. Eumelus ends the myth with the rite going horribly wrong and her sons dying, a conclusion which, much like Euripides’ later version, suggests an element of divine intervention. Corinthian folklore, however, tells of the boys meeting a grim death on the altar of Hera’s temple at the hands of the citizens in revenge for Medea’s killing of their king. Considering its grim reflection on Corinthian society, this myth appears to have influenced a cultural legacy of penance[footnoteRef:31991], with festivals dedication to expiation, underscoring the enduring impact of each individual iteration of a myth. Despite the fragmentary nature of the Corinthiaca, the surviving excerpts related to Medea example how myths are ever-changing in nature, and therefore difficult to attribute to a specific period or place. For Corinthians specifically, the impact of Eumelus’ variation of Medea’s tale influenced civic religious practises: with folklore telling of various rites performed at the temple of Hera Acraia, reflecting a sense of communal guilt and atonement. However, this iteration might not carry the same weight in Athens as they were devoid of such civic culpability. This disparity suggests that the impact of mythical narratives varies depending on their consumption context rather than place of origin. Furthermore, as interpretations of Medea shift - from a jealous woman to a loyal wife or a desperate mother - so too do the overarching themes and implications of her story. The surviving fragments from Eumelus’ 8th century BCE version of Medea emphasises the citizens of Corinth rather than Medea herself, indicating a shift towards a civic myth and a change in the extent of her culpability. This evolution highlights the dynamic nature of myths and suggests that the Medea myth cannot be confined by specific temporal or spatial contexts, instead embodying a narrative that continually evolves.  [25345:  Britannica, The Editors of Encyclopaedia. "Medea". Encyclopedia Britannica, 1 Mar. 2024, Accessed 10 March 2024. ]  [22168:  Pausanias, ‘Description of Greece’, 2. 1. 1.]  [31991:  Holland, Lora L. “Last Act in Corinth: The Burial of Medea’s Children (E. Med. 1378-83).” The Classical Journal, vol. 103, no. 4, 2008, pp. 407–30. JSTOR, Accessed 9 Mar. 2024.] 


[bookmark: _Int_RweJC7Hk]In the various renditions of Medea, she consistently emerges as a figure marked by emotional volatility, reactivity, and a need for vengeance. The works of Seneca[footnoteRef:26194], Apollonius of Rhodes[footnoteRef:20995], and Euripides all characterise Medea through her jealousy at Jason’s desire to remarry. However, it is crucial to contextualise Medea’s actions by considering how ancient tragic audiences might have resonated with her rationale. Central to this understanding is the gravity attached to oath-breaking[footnoteRef:14594] in societies of the classical world: it was a transgression considered particularly egregious as it defied the domain of Zeus Horkios, the deity presiding over oaths. By choosing to prioritise his desire for Creon’s daughter, Jason betrays his marital vow to Medea and forsakes their children - an action that is critical in comprehending Medea’s subsequent desire for revenge. Her retribution is epitomised by her act of reclaiming her sons’ bodies using her grandfather’s chariot drawn by drakones as it suggests the potential for divine sanction of her actions. This is particularly intriguing when considering how a profound reverence for the dictates of the divine was woven into the fabric of social norms, particularly within ancient Greece, thereby lending further credence to the acceptability of Medea’s quest for vengeance in the eyes of ancient tragic audiences.  [26194:  Cleasby, Harold Loomis. “The Medea of Seneca.” Harvard Studies in Classical Philology, vol. 18, 1907, pp. 39–71. JSTOR, Accessed 10 Mar. 2024]  [20995:  Pavlou, Maria. “Reading Medea through Her Veil in the ‘Argonautica’ of Apollonius Rhodius.” Greece & Rome, vol. 56, no. 2, 2009, pp. 183–202. JSTOR, Accessed 10 Mar. 2024.]  [14594:  Carter, David. “Could a Greek Oath Guarantee a Claim Right?: Oaths, Contracts and the Structure of Obligation in Classical Athens.” Horkos: The Oath in Greek Society, edited by Alan H. Sommerstein and Judith Fletcher, 1st ed., Liverpool University Press, 2007, pp. 60–72. JSTOR, Accessed 10 Mar. 2024.] 


A common modern interpretation of Medea is a woman who is emotionally unstable and volatile due to our social belief that any mother who commits infanticide to seek revenge against her husband is so overwhelmed by jealousy that she has become mentally unhinged. However, to say that this interpretation of her actions would also have been made by tragic audiences reflects modern bias and is an assumption that overlooks the diverse perspectives prevalent in the ancient world - particularly in the polis of Athens, which functioned as an academic and cultural hub in Classical Greece, and was where the most popular version of the myth (as composed by Euripides) was performed. There is a lack of empirical evidence to support the notion that classical society viewed her actions as disproportionate or aberrant, or indeed that this was the message Euripides intended to get across in his version[footnoteRef:23737]. Instead, within the context of a society that placed immense value on familial honour, it is reasonable to suggest that Medea’s act of filicide may have been interpreted as emblematic of a mother’s unwavering devotion to her children: a drastic measure to safeguard her sons from potential exile following Jason’s remarriage, effectively punishing him for his betrayal. Additionally, her familial connections to Helios and the perceived endorsement of her actions by divine entities further suggest a broader range of interpretations beyond petty jealousy or mental instability offered by Euripides. Therefore, while the religious elements of Euripides’ rendition certainly reflect the society in which he was composing his tragedy, the intended and actual messaging of his Medea has been clouded by contemporary interpretations. From a modern perspective, Euripides portrays Medea as vengeful and unhinged because that is how we interpret a mother’s decision to kill her children, but it is important to recognise that this characterisation is a contemporary one and therefore does not definitively reflect social attitudes of Euripides’ time.  [23737:  Charles Lloyd. “The Polis in Medea: Urban Attitudes and Euripides’ Characterization in ‘Medea’ 214-224.” The Classical World, vol. 99, no. 2, 2006, pp. 115–30. JSTOR, Accessed 10 Mar. 2024.] 


[bookmark: _Int_Mn1PHKhz]When one version of a myth becomes dominant, it influences interpretations of related themes and characters, which can lead to the marginalisation or suppression of alternative interpretations. The widespread acceptance of a single version can reinforce certain stereotypes that perpetuate existing power dynamics or social norms. In the context of Medea, Euripides’ rendition from 431 BCE is the version most familiar to modern audiences, characterising Medea as unstable, vindictive, and consumed by jealousy. However, as a single tragedian, Euripides does not represent a homogenous perspective, and factors such as the availability of education[footnoteRef:20741] in ancient Greece complicate the matter further as the viewpoints held by the educated minority would likely not have reflected those of the wider population. Scholar Matthew Wright[footnoteRef:9106] posits that what defines Medea is not solely her actions, but the multitude of stories in which she appears, influencing literary figures beyond those explicitly named after her. The predominance of Euripides’ portrayal has shaped contemporary perceptions, and Wright argues that it may have distorted our understanding not only of Medea, but also of similar female characters with which tragic audiences would have been familiar. Wright’s theory underscores how the popularisation of specific mythic iterations can significantly influence collective interpretations, obscuring alternative narratives that may not be as well-known, and erasing the fluidity and universality that is naturally inherent in myth. Thus, the emphasis on certain variations over others complicates the consideration of whether myths truly reflect a particular time and place, as each iteration becomes inseparable from the perceived cultural identity of a specific society. [20741:  Morgan, T. J. “Literate Education in Classical Athens.” The Classical Quarterly, vol. 49, no. 1, 1999, pp. 46–61. JSTOR, Accessed 10 Mar. 2024.]  [9106:  Wright, Matthew, ‘Making Medea Medea,’ in Female Characters in Fragmentary Greek Tragedy, ed. by P. J. Finglass and Lyndsay Coo (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2020), pp. 216–43] 


[bookmark: _Int_i8t03Xtf]In focusing on Euripides’ version of Medea, this essay has explored the reasons behind its widespread popularity and the broader implications of the character’s complexity. Overall, myths often are a product of a specific time and place, but the influence of popularisation, interpretation, and variation means our understanding is far more complex. The popularisation of particular variations means a myth can become connected to a specific culture and society, even if it did not originate there. We see this with Euripides’ Medea being the primary reference point for the character of Medea in contemporary academia, despite his rendition not being the ‘original’ or sole version. However, the interpretation of myth is not relegated to a specific time or place. While the characters, locations, and behaviours portrayed in a mythic tale reflect the period in which it was composed or written, the interpretation of myth changes over time. In the case of Medea, the way contemporary audiences view her character and actions will not mirror how ancient tragic audiences felt. This is because of changes in social expectations, religious perspectives, and global culture; as well as the impact of different iterations. 
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