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Explore Euripides' use of the imagery of supplication in the Medea

In Greek tradition, the granting of a request was seen as forming a formal tie or contract between the two parties involved, as in the stories of Homer eg Phemius and Odysseus.
  In addition, a formal supplication which involved swearing by the gods then meant that these gods stood as witnesses to that oath.  Supplications, of course, were not always successful for various reasons, one of which could have been based of the judgment of the worthiness and piety of the supplicant.
   However the suppliant could affect that judgment by rhetoric.  Episodes of supplication are common in tragedy, but Euripides uses them to further the plot.
  Aristotle considered that he was “the most tragic of the poets”, a writer capable of producing pity from the audience as well as fear.
  The Athenian audience would recognise the ritual of supplication and approve of it.
  Although the dramatic effect of tragic ritual relied for its dramatic effect on the stage craft of masks and costumes.
  The imagery is sometimes very reminiscent of that of Apollonius.  

The first supplication of importance in the Medea takes place years before the play begins, but is pivotal to the plot.  She begged Jason to protect her, make  her his wife and take her away with him on the Argo
.  Jason had made a solemn oath to Medea which he has broken by his new marriage.  This oath is considered to be legitimate because it was sealed between equals by the right hand.
 
 Her 'legitimate' cause for anger gives her the right to challenge his behaviour with the support of the gods.  If the gods are witnesses to the granting of a request in formal supplication, the suppliant is aligned with the gods, so one could argue that each act of supplication including an oath to the gods consolidates Medea's cause and her relationship with those gods who will support her in her action against anyone who breaks that oath.  

Recurring themes of imagery
There are some recurring themes of imagery which are included in the scenes of supplication: The detail of the right hand, as well as showing Medea's equality at that time with Jason, also demonstrates that she was not given by her father or other male family-member into marriage which means that she has no-one to defend her when Jason abandons her for a new wife.  The significance of the marriage oath being sealed by the right hand as equal partners is echoed by the imagery of the supplications when the hand appears – another reminder to the audience of Jason's betrayal.  Medea says ''λάβεσθε χειρὸς δεξιᾶς'' (899).  The right hand is significant as the formal bond between Jason and Medea.  There is irony when Medea tenderly asks her children to take her right hand ''δότ', ὦ τέκνα, δότ' ἀσπάσασθαι μητρὶ δεξιὰν χέρα'' (1069-70) and then the contrast of the Chorus' fear that ''φοινίαν τέκνοις προσβαλεῖν χέρ' αὐτοκτόνον'' (1253-4).

Medea often refers to 'friends' and 'enemies', the imagery of conflict.  The maritime imagery of exile searching for a safe-harbour threatened on the seas appears several times (eg Chorus 362-3) and is included in the speeches of supplication.  These are constant touch-points in the play.   Maritime imagery occurs many times – a reminder of the Argo, and a familiar image to that audience with memories of sea-battles fresh in their minds.  The issue of children is also present in all the supplications which keeps the subject in the mind of the audience, increasing the tension, and creates an irony since it is signalled early on in the play that Medea and Jasons' children are potentially going to be victims of their mother's anger (36).  Indeed a marriage could be dissolved if there were no children (“for if you were still childless” 490).  In the Medea there are many references to the gods, as the witnesses to oaths, which gives the impression that the gods are truly involved in the lives of the characters and can intervene in the disputes – and Medea is saved by the chariot.
 

The power of supplication
In the episodes of supplication, Medea portrays herself as a wronged, persecuted woman in a position of weakness in her language as well as her physical position as suppliant.  She follows the physical acts of supplication, with the gestures towards chin and knees, having the same significance as touching an altar.
  Euripides uses the episodes of supplication to further the plot – for Medea to overcome the obstacles for the fulfillment of her revenge.  Medea is particularly clever in her approach to Creon who would like to have her physically removed from his country, since the very act of direct contact (quasi magical) makes immediate violence impossible since it would violate the norms and special status of the relationship between the suppliant and the supplicundus.
  It is also difficult for a formal request to be denied, in reality this can only be done  by ignoring the suppliant – Medea responds in this way to the chorus and to Jason.  The chorus uses the formula of supplicating by the knees, but she does not reply, she is not persuadable herself, the only time she wavers is not prompted by the speech of the chorus but by her inner dialogue.
  The emphasis on the language of supplication would be attractive to Athenians where the persuasion of rhetoric was important.

There are four major episodes of supplication: Medea to Creon, Jason and Aegeus, and finally Jason to Medea.  However there are elements of supplication when the Nurse is talking to the Tutor, and the Chorus to Medea, and the children.  Jason supplicates Medea at the end of the play.  Euripides has introduced the imagery of a counterfeit coin (516-519) and how appearances can be deceptive and this is certainly true in the case of Medea.
  The imagery of this has been described by Shirley Barlow as “the separation of appearance and character”.
  

The supplication of Creon 271 - 356
Creon is angry and fearful and is powerful (Euripides adds the detail of his attendants and threats of violence ''τάχ΄ ἐξ ὀπαδῶν χειρὸς ὠσθήσηι βίαι'',  335).  When Creon says that he does not have to cloak his words (''παραμπίσχειν λόγους'', 282) he is unwittingly describing exactly what Medea is about to do, hiding her real plan with words.  Creon sees her 'real' face.  He describes Medea's appearance as being sullen and angry, an accurate analysis, but Medea describes herself as utterly ruined and wretched.  Creon refers several times to the boundaries of his kingdom, which has the effect of putting in the mind of the audience their significance.  He is convinced that he has control and can protect himself, his daughter and Jason.  Medea says that she is as someone conquered by her betters (κρεισσόνων νικώμενοι'' 315).  She is not conquered.  Medea says her situation is that of someone under attack from enemies sailing towards her at all speed ( ἐχθροὶ γὰρ ἐξιᾶσι πάντα δὴ κάλων'' 278) but in reality it is Medea who is going all out for revenge.  .  She says that she has no easily accessible landing-place  (''κοὐκ ἔστιν ἄτης εὐπρόσοιστος ἔκβασις'' 279) 

Creon is certain that he wants Medea to go into exile and becomes impatient, and his suspicion of her is still there (καὶ μή τι μέλλειν 274), but he does give way to allow one day to make arrangements – swayed by the sympathy he has for her as a fellow parent.  Medea tries to allay his suspicions by saying that she is not alone in being criticised and ostracised for being too clever. Creon saw clearly when he said that he was afraid of her – and is still afraid that she is planning something awful – ''δέδοικά σ', ..., μή μοί τί δράσηις παῖδ' ἀνήκεστον κακόν'' (283).  Despite all this, he agrees to her request.  Even though Creon knew that she was skilled in methods of harm (285), he forgets that danger – the one skill that she is going to use.  She is just 'irksome' ('ὄχλον'' 337).  Creon is still angry, but is worn down finding her words 'soothing' (''μαλθάκ'' 316), but her actions will be different, he just wants Medea to leave under any circumstances.  

Medea supplicates by his knees and newly-wedded daughter (a clever choice) (324), and will not let go of his hand.  The hand is significant as the agent of a more binding oath.  It is hard to refuse a formal supplication. The threat of violence to remove Medea is ironic since when violence does come it will be directed towards Creon and his house. Creon foretells his own destruction by saying that he is too merciful a ruler and he has come to harm because of it, which is prophetic (348-349).  Creon says that she is wasting her words (''μὴ λόγους λὲγε''  321), but of course she is not. Medea's supplications are successful because of her powers of rhetoric, against his better judgment Creon accedes to her request.  

Medea's supplication has one aim – to delay her exile by one day – and she declares to the chorus that she played a part to Creon just to achieve that aim and it was feigned (368-70).  The imagery of fathers and children link to Medea's eventual murder of her own children and Jason being left childless.  However, Medea appeals to Creon's sympathies as a fellow parent to grant her the time to make plans for exile with her children, the irony being that it is by his love for his own child that he dies with her (''καὶ σύ παίδων πατὴρ πὲφυκας''  344-5).
Supplication of Aegeus 663 - 758
The supplication of Aegeus feels more genuine – she wants a place of refuge and she can help him – there is an element of reciprocity.  Aegeus  is shocked by Jason's callous treatment and she appeals to him as a friend and as someone who respects the guest-host role.   This is behaviour approved by an Athenian audience.  She elicits his sympathy (and that of the audience) and help by appealing to his role as a husband and potential father.  Aegeus greets Medea as an equal and as a friend (663-4) and they mutually feel satisfied at the outcome of their meeting.  Aegeus is portrayed as an honourable man, a high-status friend to Medea, a man who respects the gods, and is eager to help a friend in need.  Aegeus represents the man that Jason is not. There is also a sense of how Athens reacts to outsiders and wishes to protect the powerless.  Euripides makes Medea capitalise on the Athenian ideal of offering protection to the weak by emphasising her vulnerability in a country not her own, an outsider with no-one to defend her when she is wronged by her husband (800-1).  The Athenian response is a wish to protect her.

For the Athenian audience, Aegeus is a hero.
  His opinion of Medea would affect their response to her, his opinion would carry sway, and he would embody their spirit of the importance of treating outsiders correctly and would re-emphasis their horror of exile and so they will feel more pity for Medea.  The prevalent theme of children appears here – his childlessness (671), his regard for the advice of the oracle demonstrates his piety (667), and his offer of a safe haven for Medea shows his understanding of how an Athenian knows the honourable way of behaving to someone needing assistance who fall into the host/guest situation.   Aegeus is referred to as a haven for her plans (''λιμὴν'' 769).   Medea understands quickly the measure of this man and adapts her supplication to appeal to his sense of what is right ''θέμις μὲν ἡμᾶς χρησμὸν εἰδέναι θεοῦ;'' (676).  His desire for children contrasts with Jason agreeing to the exile of his own.  Medea's eyes and complexion wasted away are in keeping with the opening of the play of a woman in distress (689) and a detail which contrasts outward appearance with Medea's intent, and arouse his pity. The friendship which Aegeus demonstrates contrasts with the behaviour of Jason, since Jason is not faithful to his friends ''ἄτιμοι δ' ἐσμὲν οἱ πρὸ τοῦ φίλοι'' (696).  For Medea the formal oath is important and the episode draws out the oath from a mere verbal promise to one sworn by the gods named by Medea and the language includes the words ''πιστις'' and ''λογοι'' (731&734-6).

As for Aegeus, Euripides chooses to make the problem of his childlessness the reason for his presence, and there the irony is that while Medea offers to find a remedy for that, she is also planning to kill her own children and make Jason childless.  The Medea of the supplication of Aegeus appears to be the most sincere – although the asylum at this hearth will not be as idyllic as it appears since Medea will become an enemy to his house, regarding Theseus.
 

The Chorus 853 - 865
The Chorus supplicates Medea on behalf of her children and begs Medea not to kill her children (853-5) – they are sincere in their formal supplication (πρὸς γονάτων σ πάνται πάντως ἱκετεύομεν'' 854-5) and are voicing the feelings of the audience also in shock at the idea of a mother murdering her own children. ''ναί, πρὸς θεῶν, ἀρήξατ'” (1277),  the children beg for help.  The chorus imagine the children supplicating Medea.  But this hardly constitutes supplication but more of a desperate demand for help.  However, it could be considered as an inversion of the usual imagery of supplication with the unusual imagery of a mother killing her children.
  The Chorus too speak about the pleasures and pain of having children (1090ff).  Medea understands the grief that she will feel in the future when she will face old age and death without her children, (1033-1035).  

The supplication of Jason 866 - 975
Medea's supplication of Jason to allow the children to take the gifts to his bride and, in turn, request permission to remain in the country, demonstrates again her power to manipulate and to present herself in a way to Jason which he will accept – that is submissive, eager to get the best future for her children, and resigned to the situation (νῦν οὖν ἐπαινῶ σωφρονεῖν 884).  Yet again, Medea says one thing but actually is planning the opposite.  

Medea asks Jason for pardon ''παριέμεσθα καί φαμεν κακῶς φρονεῖν τότ''' (892-3).  Medea is pretending to be in agreement with him and to have abandoned her plans for revenge.  Medea asks Jason to supplicate Creon to prevent the exile (939-40).  She is not sincere.  She then asks him to persuade his new wife (942-4).  This diverts Jason's attention from possible violent revenge into thinking that it is the exile that she object to.  It is a clever move.  The children themselves are asked, in turn, to supplicate the new bride to allow them to stay in the country and not be exiled (971).  Once again, Euripides uses the ritual of supplication to solve another problem to Medea's revenge plot – how to kill the bride.  By sending the children with the gifts, Medea can kill her without having to approach her in person.  The Chorus and the audience will know that this supplication is a sham in order to hide Medea's real aim, which is the murder.
Jason's supplication of Medea 1377 - 1414
Jason's agony at the loss of his children continues the imagery of parents and children, ''κἄμ' ἄπαιδ' ἀπώλεσας'' (1326),  ''οὐ παῖδας οὓς ἔφυσα κάξεθρεψάμην ἔξω πρσειπεῖν ζῶντας ἀλλ' ἀπώλεσα'' (1349-50). Jason begs to be able to bury them « θάψαι νεκρούς μοι τούσδε καὶ κλαῦσαι πάρες'' (1377),  « χεροῖν θάψαι τε νεκρους” (1412) .  The irony of the revenge is that it is because of a broken oath that Medea goes on to use the ritual of supplication and oaths to perpetuate her revenge against Jason.  Each oath undermines Jason's position while strengthening her own, to such an extent that by the time Jason supplicates Medea calling on the gods to help him   « τίς δὲ κλύει σοῦ θεος ἢ δαίμων τοῦ ψευδόρκου καὶ ξειναπάτου;'' (1391-2), and “κἀπιθεάζω, μαρτυρόμενος δαίμονας” (1409-10) that neither the gods or Medea reply.  Jason's supplication is unsuccessful because he is unworthy of its success and by breaking his oath sworn to the gods he is being punished by those gods.  The refusal to Jason's plea   « δός μοι προς θεῶν μαλακοῦ χρωτός ψαῦσαι τέκνων'' (1402-3)  to touch his children and bury them is a final cruelty since earlier Medea herself wanted to touch her children one last time before they die.

Conclusion
Medea's plan for revenge is successful because of her skillful rhetoric, but most importantly because she has the support of the gods, each oath sworn to them increasing their support.  After each episode of supplication, she becomes more powerful as Jason becomes weaker.  She has removed the obstacles to her plan and with formal oaths sworn to the gods, her support from them becomes greater, ultimately leading to her safety.

The imagery of the supplications re-tells Medea's story and her grievances – the solemnity of oaths, the role of gods in upholding oaths, - but the supplications' emphasis on children heightens the tensions regarding the fate of Medea's children.  The imagery of the children appears in all the supplications, Creon is swayed by pity for Medea's children, childless Aegeus is desperate for children, the Chorus beg Medea not to kill the children, the children become the means by which Medea's plan to kill the bride succeed, and lastly Jason begs Medea to allow him to bury the children.  Euripides uses this imagery to provoke pathos and fear and it increases the tension and the growing sense of horror that Medea really is capable of killing her own children.  Euripides succeeds in making the audience feel sympathy for Medea, aware throughout most of the play of the manipulation through rhetoric in supplication.  There is an irony that while Medea was sincere in her oaths with Jason, that the supplications here are all subterfuges forming part of her plan of vengeance for a broken vow.  

Supplication for Medea is a means of achieving an end.  She is determined to avenge the broken vows and punish Jason.  Her children were the only things dear to her.  Euripides uses the imagery of supplication as a dramatic device to further the plot and with carefully chosen details and description he manipulates the reaction of the audience to stir them to feel the pathos and the horror of Medea's act.  Euripides relies on irony, and creates in Medea a woman who can convincingly play a part in supplication but the audience recognises the pretence and sees a clever, dangerous woman getting closer and closer to completion of her terrible act of revenge and punishment.  The episodes of supplication portray Medea's duplicity and the dichotomy between outward appearance and inner intent.
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