Apollonius’ innovation in the character and role of Medea in the Argonautica
	
Introduction	
The Argonautica by Apollonius of Rhodes has sometimes been dismissed by modern critics as poor quality pastiche of earlier Homeric epic (see for example, Clack 1972, Nelis, D.P. in Foley (ed) 2005, Gutzwiller 2007). However, I hope to demonstrate in this essay that this judgement has relied on limited and reductionist ways of reading the text. Opening up the text by situating his work and thought within the historic and literary context in which he was writing, enables us to see how deliberately innovative Apollonius was, across numerous dimensions. I will explore this specifically in relation to his characterization of Medea.
Reductionist readings of the text and of Medea
To start by clearing the ground, I will give examples of at least three critics who have taken a reductionist approach to the Argonautica. Dyck (1989) argued that Apollonius has failed to pin down Medea’s character, insisting that she must be either “ingénue or witch”, but cannot be both. This critiques Apollonius for failing to pigeonhole Medea into an existing stereotype, rather than recognizing the deliberate complexity of the character Apollonius has created. At points some critics reveal their own misogyny in their inability to see Medea a whole character, for example in simplistic characterisations of Medea as “the helper maiden from hell” (Clauss, in Clauss and Johnston eds.1997) or in references to her “seducing” the reader (Dyck, 1989), which, rather than acknowledging the complexity of her character, seem almost to resent the centrality of her role in achieving the heroic mission of the Argonautica. 
A second type of reductionist approach to the text takes place when critics only approach it as referential to/embodying previous Homeric examples. While analysis of the Agonautica’s constant and clever references to Homeric precedent is illuminating in many ways – to take just one example among many, the parallels and contrasts between Nausicaa of the Homeric Odyssey and Apollonius’ Medea – to assume that all that Apollonius was doing was looking back to the epic canon, is to lose much of the value and originality of the Argonautica. An example of this approach can be seen in Clauss, (Clauss and Johnston eds, op cit) where the critic seems to want to analyse Medea as either like Homer’s Nausicaa, or like Homer’s Circe, without exploring the possibility that Apollonius may have created a new characterisation of Medea, which cannot only be reduced to one or other of these previous female characters. 
A third type of reductionist reading in recent criticism relates more to Jason’s character, as ‘unheroic’ in his dependence on others, specifically Medea (see for example, Hunter’s critique of this in his introduction to his own translation of the Argonautica (Apollonius; Hunter 1998)). As in the case of Medea’s own character, to approach Jason’s characterization simply as a poor reflection of Homeric heroism is to miss Apollonius’ point. Much of the critique of Jason’s lack of traditional Archaic heroism rests on the same reductionist (to Homeric precedent) and binary (in relation to gender roles and stereotypes[footnoteRef:1]) blinkers which  the full have held back full appreciation of the creative and innovative elements in the Argonautica[footnoteRef:2].  [1:  See for example Holmberg’s treatment of constructions of masculine versus feminine μῆτις, or cunning (Holmberg, 1998). ]  [2:  Bracke’s discussion (Bracke, 2019) of how our understanding of the concept of μῆτις continues to be shaped by the structuralist approach of Detienne and Vernant is also illustrative.  ] 

As Hunter argues in his introduction to the Oxford Edition of the Argonautica “Apollonius has frequently been charged with failing to accomplish what there is good reason to believe he had no desire to do.” (Apollonius; Hunter, Introduction, 1998).
Apollonius as innovator
Having outlined approaches which have prevented a full appreciation of Apollonius, I want to take seriously the proposition that Apollonius was deliberately innovating with the wide range of versions of the myth of the Argonauts and of Medea available to him, as well as with the Homeric ‘canon’, in order to explore specific and new ideas. 
Using the idea that a key purpose of myth is that it is ‘good to think with’, I want to make the case that Apollonius, while highly erudite on the Homeric texts and other lost sources, was deliberately recreating his own version of this particular myth to explore and ‘think with’ ideas current in C3rd BC Alexandria that were radically different to those being explored and expressed in either the Archaic or Athenian contexts. I will explore his historical, cultural and literary context below, but first I will examine four specific ways in which Apollonius can be seen as innovative:
First, Apollonius’ use of simile has been explored as innovative. It continues the Homeric tradition of the extended simile, but unlike Homer, Apollonius is innovative in using extended simile to describe female activity and emotion (Clack, 1973) as for example in his description of Medea’s emotions
As when a woman heaps up twigs around a burning brand – a poor woman who must live from working wool – so that she might have light as she sits in her dwelling at night as she sits very close to the fire, and a fierce flame spurts up from the small brand and consumes all the twigs, just so was the destructive love which crouched unobserved and burnt in Medea’s heart. (Apollonius; Hunter op cit, Book 3, 291-298)
Helen Foley points out that Medea is often described in language associated with male characteristics in Apollonius’ similes (Foley H. P., in Foley J. M. ed. 2005), while Apollonius also innovates in using a masculine simile to describe female emotion or activity, and feminine simile to describe male emotion or activity, as for example at Book 4 167-70 where Jason is described as being like a girl with a dress:
As when a young girl catches in her fine dress the gleam of the full moon hanging high over her bedroom under the roof, and her heart is delighted at the sight of the lovely radiance; just so then did Jason rejoice as he lifted the great fleece in his hands, and over his fair cheeks and forehead the sparkle of the wool threw a blush like flame. (Apollonius; Hunter op cit)
Virginia Knight points out how this gender reversal in simile adds to the shifting, ambiguous quality of the power balance between the key protagonists (Knight, 1991) whilst Bremer (Bremer, 1987) points out the multiple similes in this passage to multiple other references in the Argonautica to the moon, with its erotic and nuptial connotations. Furthermore Bremer points out that this simile “must have had the effect of directing the readers' attention to the joy which permeates Medea, walking at Jason's side as his bride-to-be” but further that this gender-switched simile allows the reader to empathise with emotion of both Jason and Medea at this critical moment in the narrative (Bremer, 1987). This passage also resonates with the bridal simile used previously for Medea herself where her torment over Jason is compared to that of a young bride, whose bridegroom dies before they can marry (Apollonius; Hunter op cit, Chapter 3 line 654 page 81). 
As second innovative aspect of the Argonautica, is in its mixing of the genres of love poetry and the epic, the first example we have of this in the extant Ancient literature. The focus throughout the epic is on the power of love to motivate the action of the epic, and Jason’s dependence on Medea’s love to achieve his heroic quest. This enables Apollonius to use the epic tradition in an entirely new way, to explore a new theme, that of the power and the dangerous nature of love and erotic attraction as the key motivating driver of action. As an erudite and highly intellectual author, he was able to draw on precedents of both epic and erotic poetry, as seen for example in the innovative opening invocation of Book Three to Erato, which we can juxtapose immediately with Homer’s invocation of the Muse at the opening of the Iliad (Clauss, in Clauss and Johnston ed, 1997) 
Fusillo (op cit) points out that Apollonius’ innovation has a third key aspect, which has continued to resonate throughout the Western literary tradition, in his ‘invention’ of interior monologue in the Argonautica. ‘Invention’ Fusillo holds in inverted commas, to acknowledge there are very limited precedents for interior monologue in both Homer and other ancient texts – the single example in the Iliad for example, being of Achilles’ premonition of the death of Patroclus. However, as Fusillo argues, the concept of an ‘inner life’ was problematic in Archaic times. With Apollonius, particularly in his writing of crisis situations, where his characters are torn between different responsibilities and emotions, and their decisions are pivotal to the plot, we see “the element of inner conflict becoming central to the whole narrative”. We see this for example most clearly in Medea’s inner monologue in Book Three, where she agonises over the terrible choice before her:
“Alas, which of these miseries am I to choose? My mind is utterly at a loss, nor can I find any way to stop the pain … For if I devised aid with my drugs, how could my parents fail to notice? What could I say? … Shall I meet him alone, without companions? Ah I do not imagine that even his death will stop the terrible ache; that is just when he will bring me pain, when he no longer lives! Away with shame, away with fine reputation! My efforts shall save him! … Of what disgrace will I not be accused? Alas, for my mad folly!” (Apollonius; Hunter op cit, Book 3, lines 771-800)
In this passage among others we see how Apollonius uses repeated rhetorical questions, and constant going back and forth between her different options, thoughts and feelings, to demonstrate and explore both her inner torment, and the process of her decision making, which ultimately ends with her defying shame, despite recognising that do so is “mad folly”. As Medea says at line 771, both options before her are “miseries”, both of which will cause her, and those she loves, intense pain. If she helps Jason she will pain her parents and destroy her own reputation. If she fails to help him, the man she has fallen in love with will die. Recognising there is no easy answer, Apollonius takes us into the heart of the experience of inner torment and conflict, poignantly illustrating both the practical process of deciding between irreconcilable goods and ills, and the emotional cost of such situations. 
Fusillo also points out that Medea’s dream immediately preceding this at Book 3 line 614, although not exactly describing an interior monologue but an inner experience, is entirely unique in Ancient literature, and prescient of Freudian analysis, in its exploration of repressed desire and wish fulfillment. As Gutzwiller (op cit) has argued, Apollonius’ deeper use of interior monologue enables him to explore “a more nuanced and realistic approach to ethical behavior”, and I would argue, therefore, to explore what it is to be human.  
Fourth, Apollonius is innovative in writing against the ‘barbarian’ scapegoating and Girardian ‘othering’ of Medea (see Vernant, in Zeitlin, F ed, 1991) in other extant texts and versions of the myth (Vellacott, Introduction to his translation of Eurpides, 1963). In showing a complex, multi-faceted and human Medea, Apollonius refuses simply to demonise her as a barbarian ‘other’. This stands in sharp contrast to the other surviving texts and versions of Medea that we know from both Euripides (who it seems, may have invented the version of Medea as the murderer of her own children) and Pindar’s Medea, which concentrates on her ‘otherness’ (O’Higgins, in Clauss and Johnston ed, 1997). 
In conclusion to this section then, these four aspects have shown the extent of the innovation that Apollonius was undertaking, in what Fusillo (op cit) has called his deliberately “modern and experimental re-writing of a canonical genre.” 
Apollonius, particularly in his creation of the character of Medea, clearly chose carefully among the many options available to him, (including for example in relation to his version of the death of her brother, Apsyrtus) and wrote his own version of her, enabling him to emphasize both her human vulnerability and her power. The final question I want to address therefore is – why? What prompted him to innovate in this way? To answer this, we need to set Apollonius more clearly within the historical, cultural and literary context in which he was writing.
Apollonius in his historical context:
To understand why Apollonius chose to innovate with Medea’s character and role in the way he did we need to understand his work within his historical, cultural and geographic context. This insight, as Gutzwiller (op cit) argues, is at the heart of the “new historicism” in approaching literary texts. Four key elements give us an insight into what motivated and enabled Apollonius’ innovation in the writing of the Argonautica. 
First, Apollonius was writing within the highly erudite and literary context of Alexandria in the Third Century BC. He himself was extremely well read, and was indeed the librarian of the greatest library in the world at Alexandria, built by the Ptolomies to bring together all of existing Greek and other known literature. The Greek literary elite within the city were living at a time of great literary energy and innovation, revisiting of the interpretation of the Homeric ‘canon’ and innovating in poetry, epic and other genres. Theocritus’ in his Idyll 13 and Callimachus’ in his Aetia, for example (both contemporaries of Apollonius) referenced versions of the myth of the Argonauts, emphasizing different elements and characters within the story, and it has long been argued over whether these works reference Apollonius or vice versa (Hunter, in his introduction to his translation of Apollonius, 1998).  
Key to understanding what was new in this period, by contrast with the contexts of Archaic and Athenian authors, was the emergence of women as both poets and philosophers (Pomeroy, 1975). Examples of this include the lyric poetry of Sappho, and the Distaff, written by Apollonius’ (probable, but her dates are contested) contemporary, Erinna, which explores the subjective, emotional, inner life of a young woman (Gutzwiller, op cit). Apollonius would have known the work of these women poets and writers, and likely drew on them as sources to shape his own exploration of female experience and inner life in his depiction of Medea, particularly in her emotional and erotic reaction to Jason. 
A second key element in the wider literary culture in which Apollonius was writing was a growing interest among male authors in female identity. Philosophers were debating the role and character of women, with a few, like Epicurus, arguing for full equality between women and men. As Gutzwiller (op cit) points out, authors like Dionysius Scytobrachion[footnoteRef:3], whose work we only have in fragments, also wrote a version of the Argonautic myth in which Medea was portrayed as both humane and virtuous; and Callimachus (mentioned above) wrote a new version of the myth of Theseus’ victory in his Hecale, which refocused the myth on the role of a woman, the eponymous Hecale. These examples and many more show that Apollonius was writing in a context not just in which female authorship existed, but in which male writers were re-telling and playing with traditional myths, to explore and recast the characters and roles of women in new ways.  [3:  Dionysius (12) Schytobrachion, Oxford University Press; The Oxford Classical Dictionary, 2012
] 

A third crucial element of the context in which we need to understand Apollonius’ work, is the geographic location of Alexandria, where he was writing as a Greek in an Egyptian city. Greek culture had for hundreds of years feared Egyptians, seeing them the barbarian ‘other’. However in the circumstances in which the Greek authors of Alexandria found themselves in Egypt, with the patronage and protection of the Ptolomies, Greeks were living in and among Egyptians with direct experience of their and many other cultures. This had two key consequences for their authorship, which have a crucial bearing on the Argonautica. 
Life for Greeks in Alexandria involved a breaking with the traditional bonds and identity markers of Greek culture, of kinship and polis, as neither held strong significance for Alexandrian Greeks. Instead, the mixing of cultures and experience of being in and among ‘the other’, enabled the growth of a new humanism, in which a deep interest in what makes us all (Greek, Egyptian etc) human (Gutzwiller, op cit). It also enabled Greek authors to step back from the instinctive ‘othering’ of the barbarian, which had so shaped earlier versions of the Medea in the telling of the Argonautic myth, including Euripides’ version of Medea. Apollonius was thus able to write his new, more humane and nuanced version of Medea, 200 years later, I would argue, precisely because he was living in a culture in which the boundaries between ‘us’ and ‘them’ were far more porous. 
Concrete evidence of this blending of cultures directly impacting the lives and rights of women can be found in Looney’s fascinating analysis of Greek and Egyptian marriage contracts, demonstrating a blending of elements of both in the 3rd Century BC, enabling greater rights within marriage for Greek women, as their culture ‘borrowed’ and integrated elements from the native Egyptians (Looney, 2019).  Apollonius was writing in a context in which the distance between foreigner and other was blurred, with specific and empowering implications for Greek women – all of which can be seen reflected in his empowered and self-determining Medea. 
Fourthly and also crucially, Apollonius and others writing in 3rd Century Alexandria were writing in a context in which royal women held and shared power with men. Within Egyptian culture Queens had often ruled as co-regents with the King, who was also often their brother, and ruled alone upon the death of the King. Ptolemaic Queens both served as powerful role models of men and women sharing power, and as patrons of culture, commissioning works in their own honour. Callimachus’ portrayals of the Ptolemaic queens in his poetry honouring the monarchs show Berenice I and II as both sexually and politically powerful. Ptolemaic queens were well known to use their power, both alongside and independently of the men within the Royal household (Pomeroy 1990), and there was much literary exploration of exactly how their power was exercised alongside that of fathers, brothers, husbands and sons. Beyond the central figure of Medea, Apollonius’ text is replete with examples of women exercising wisdom and judgement (Circe), negotiating (Chalciope) and using their power as regents in subtle and sophisticated ways (both Hypsipyle and Arete). As Gutzwiller (op cit) argues “Apollonius portrayal of Medea indicates a very real change in attitudes to Greek women … a cultural advance in coming to terms with women’s power and privilege.”
Caneva (2014) points out that in literary explorations of romantic love in this period “the rhetoric of reciprocal love is associated with a model of a royal couple where competences are destabilized from a gender basis, just to be strategically integrated in a common aim.” It is precisely this deliberate ‘de-stabilising’ of gender roles that we see in Jason and Medea’s relationship in Apollonius’ Argonautica, where Jason and Medea need to work together, across traditional gender roles and boundaries, if the overall heroic quest is to succeed. 
Against the backdrop of this highly specific aspect of the political, cultural and literary context, entirely new to Greek authorship, Apollonius’ Medea, in her ‘co-regency’ of the epic along with Jason, can be understood as reflecting both the direct the experience of co-regency in Ptolemaic Alexandria, and the wider literary exploration of the internal dynamics of co-regency by the Greek authors. 
Conclusion
Apollonius was underappreciated by critics who read him solely in relation to earlier epic authors and versions of Medea’s story. However, more recent criticism, particularly that which starts from seeing Apollonius within his historical, literary and cultural context, reveals his skill and intention as an author. Apollonius deliberately innovated with the character of Medea, to introduce a new theme (love) into epic, to explore and create a new version of heroism in the character of Jason, and to create for the first time a more real, whole, and complex picture of a woman’s character, both vulnerable and powerful, with a rich inner life, complex moral commitments, and a growing sense of determination to follow her own path.
That he writes this without choosing to fall into traps and stereotypes of the ‘good’ or ‘bad’ woman, both shows Apollonius’ courage and skill to rework an existing myth and medium to new ends; his prescient insight into human psychology (eg in Medea’s dream, interior monologues); and his reflection on the potential for equal partnership between men and women (unique to this time and place in Ancient History). In Apollonius we find a highly skillful, authentic (to human experience) and modern (in the negotiated partnership between the male and female protagonists) retelling of the Argonautic myth. 
Elizabeth Nelson October 2023
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