[footnoteRef:1]Medea Essay  Lines 1-20 [1: ] 

A Literary and Historical Analysis
The setting for the play is the skene where Jason and Medea had previously resided, but which Jason has now abandoned in favour of the bridal house. In Medea the prologue speaker is not a major character who thus gains immediate access to the sympathy of the audience, but a minor character (the Nurse) who will not be seen again following the prologue scenes.  A parallel for the delayed entry of Medea is that of Odysseus (another exile) in the Odyssey, whose entry is delayed for four books, or of Agamemnon in Aeschylus, Agamemnon, and of Philoctetes in Sophocles, Philoctetes.[footnoteRef:2] We do not know for certain whose nurse is speaking, although indications in line 49 are that she is Medea’s, not merely the children’s. In contrast to Euripides, Seneca the Younger opens his play with an impassioned plea from Medea herself, who is adamant in her determination for vengeance.  [2:  Mossman  2011:  212] 

   Given Medea’s turmoil, the Nurse begins her monologue in a despondent frame of mind, wishing not merely that the Argo, whose voyage and return are an epic success story, had never come to Colchis, but that it had never been built.  She refers to the Clashing Rocks, in origin a mythical obstacle to passage from the everyday world to a distant magical realm. Comparisons could be drawn to the Hyperboreans, a mythical people who lived beyond the North Wind, and to the Pillars of Hercules, which referred to the promontories that flank the entrance to the Strait of Gibraltar.  Such rocks are described in Pindar,[footnoteRef:3] although similar ones, known as the Wandering Rocks, are referred to in Odyssey, 12.59-72, where Hera had sent the Argo through unscathed ὲπεὶ φιλος ἠεν ‘Ιήσων since Jason was dear to her.[footnoteRef:4] Interestingly, in Apollonius of Rhodes, Argonautica, the Argonauts pass through the Clashing Rocks in the east on the outward journey whereas they come to the Wandering Rocks in the west on the homeward journey.[footnoteRef:5] It is Heubeck’s view that Homer had tried to outdo the older version of this dangerous passage between hazards by introducing a new element to the story, where Odysseus chooses to proceed via the straits between Scylla and Charybdis.[footnoteRef:6]    [3:  Pythian Odes:  4.208-9  in Page, Rouse  1915:  220 ]  [4:  Odyssey:  12:72  in  Goold   1995:  452]  [5:  Heubeck   1989: 121]  [6:  Heubeck   1989: 121] 

   Reference is also made to the Golden Fleece, which Jason, characteristic of such myths, was assigned to fetch as a condition of his recovery of the throne from Pelias, half-brother to Jason’s father, Aeson. The hope for Pelias was that Jason would perish trying to secure it. Castalia, the oracle, had impressed on Pelias the need for this quest to be fulfilled, with Pelias reassuring Jason, καί τοι μοναρχεῖν καὶ βασιλευέμεν ὄμνυμι προήσειν, I swear that I shall deliver up to thee the sole sovereignty and kingdom.[footnoteRef:7]  If Pelias did carry out his promise, his murder (Medea tricked the girls into killing their father and then boiling his limbs, having convinced them that by doing so they would bring to effect his rejuvenation) can be viewed as a further sign of familial hatred; if he did not, it would appear to be an act of vengeance for further injustice by Pelias.  [7:  Pythian Odes:  4.165-66  in Page, Rouse  1915:  216] 

The ‘Colchian Land’  (Κόλχων ἐς αιαν) referred to in line 2 was believed to be Aia, of whom Aeetes, son of Helios and father of Medea, was lord. Lesky located this mythical land as being on the Ocean stream at the eastern edge of the world,[footnoteRef:8] which the Greeks identified as the territory at the eastern extreme of the Black Sea, around the mouth of the Phasis river.[footnoteRef:9] Πηλίου (line 3) refers to Mount Pelion in Magnesia (Thessaly). It towers over the far northern reaches of the of the Gulf of Pagasae, where Iolcus, Jason’s family home and starting point of the Argo’s journey, is situated. Centaurs are associated with the mountain, notably Chiron as educator of Achilles and Jason. It was here too that Peleus, following a wrestling match with Thetis, married the sea nymph, a marriage attended by many of the Olympian gods. [8:  Lesky  1948: 36-9 in Mastronarde  2002: 162]  [9:  Mastronarde   2002: 161 ] 

 The ἀνδρῶν ἀρίστων referred to in line 5 were more ‘heroes’ than ‘excellent men’ and certainly not confined to the aristocracy.  These Argonauts comprised select volunteers, men keen to show the world their mettle. Apollonius refers to them as such (ἀριστῆας), where we are told that τόσσοι ἄρ Αἰσονίδη σθμμήστορες ἠγερέθοντο so many were the helpers who assembled to join the son of Aeson.[footnoteRef:10] Pindar relates expressively that they are ναυτῶν ἄωτος, or ‘flower of the seamen’.[footnoteRef:11] [10:  Apollonius Rhodius 1.229  in Seaton   1961:  18]  [11:  Pythian Odes:  4.188  in Sandys  1915:  210 ] 

 The Towers of Iolcus, mentioned to in line 7, are indicative of a sanctuary for Jason and Medea in their flight from Colchis. Such towers and fortifications have been the subject of much recent debate and remain the most conspicuous ancient monuments to survive in the rural landscape of Greece. Known as ‘island towers’ they characterise every region of the Classical Greece polis. [footnoteRef:12] Work carried out by the Eastern Korinthia Archaeological Society, completed in 2008, revealed three significant undocumented sites with preserved architecture of late Classical to Hellenistic era, which have been called Lychnari Tower, Ano Vagia and Kato Vagia. The towers have rough polygonal masonry, including huge stones.[footnoteRef:13] The location of these towers together with the local topography would suggest that they were used for defence as opposed to domestic or agricultural purposes.[footnoteRef:14] [12:  Morris & Papadopoulos  2005:  155]  [13:  Caraher  2010:  402]  [14:  Caraher  2010:  409] 

 Extant sources confirm that Medea’s actions were driven initially by an erotic fascination with Jason (line 8), which is corroborated by Pindar who relates that her heart was all aflame ἐν φραςὶ καιομέναν. This was attributed to the will of the gods,[footnoteRef:15] and would provide her motive for murder;  indeed, Medea included it as one of the many benefits Jason had received from her, καὶ ταῦθ’ ὑμῶν.[footnoteRef:16] In lines 9-10, Medea’s trickery is referred to as πείσασα.  ‘Inducing’ is one translation of the word; an act of deceit, with Buxton referring to Medea’s power as peitho dolia.[footnoteRef:17] The incident was the subject of Euripides’ first play, the Daughters of Pelias. [15:  Pythian Odes:  4.213-19  in Page, Rouse   1915:  222]  [16:  Medea:  488  in  Goold  1994:  338]  [17:  Buxton  1982:  154] 

 Life as an exile in Corinth is alluded to in line 10, and was a common occurrence in the Classical period, either due to fleeing the law or political upheaval. Heroic myth is replete with incidents of exile, many of which were explained by the need to expiate bloodguilt.[footnoteRef:18] This could be brought about by an agreed temporary absence, as when Theseus, consenting to a year-long exile from his home, and his wife fled to Troezen following the murder of Pallantidae, ἐνιαυσίαν ἒκδημον αἰνέσας φυγήν. It could also result in permanent exile, as when Theoclymenus fled prosecution instigated by relatives who were determined on revenge following an act of man slaughter.[footnoteRef:19] For both Jason and Medea, exile from Iolcus was permanent and shared because we learn later (lines 552-67) that Jason is unable to divorce Medea and return to Iolcus, as if she were entirely to blame. [18:  Mastronarde  2002:  164]  [19:  Odyssey: 15.223-78  in Mastronarde  2002:  164] 

  It is noted that Medea was ἁνδάνουσα (pleasing) as an exile to the citizens of Corinth. Such a relationship with these citizens indicates an assimilation of male norms and privileges. This, as Mastronarde states, was probably the result of her having bound herself to Jason through the exchange of oaths and the pledging of right hands, thus acting as an equal partner.[footnoteRef:20] One author suggests that Medea had pleased them by both bringing an end to a famine and healing them with certain incantations. Furthermore, she herself was pleased with Corinth as the Corinthians too were said to be knowledgeable about drugs (φαρμακικοί).[footnoteRef:21]  [20:  Mastronarde  2002:   19]  [21:  Mossman  2011:   215] 

 There is a certain ambiguity regarding how Medea complied with Jason, πάντα ξυμφέρουσ’. Did she ‘assist in all matters,’ as is suggested in the merchant’s reply to Philoctetes in Sophocles, Philoctetes. 627[footnoteRef:22], where he states, σφῶιν δ’ ὁπως ἄριστα συμφέροι θεός, may god help the two of you for the best? Does it mean ‘yield to him’, as in Sophocles, Electra. 1465, where Electra commends herself for having, τῶ γὰρ χρόνω νοῦν ἒσχον, ὡστε συμφέρειν τοῖς κρείσσοσιν, the sense at last to be on the side of those with the greatest power.[footnoteRef:23]  The  middle, συμφέρεσθαι would suggest, ‘agree with Jason in all matters’.[footnoteRef:24] The contrast mirrors the different interpretations of Medea and Jason themselves: Is she, as Mastronarde enquires, a valuable agent to be treated as an equal, or a tool, assumed to be subordinate?[footnoteRef:25]  [22:  Mastronarde 2002:  165 ]  [23:  Electra:  1464-5  in March  2001:  126]  [24:  Mastronarde  2002:  165]  [25:  Mastronarde  2002:   165] 

  The state of a harmonious marriage in line 15 compares interestingly with Odysseus’ words to Nausicaa in the Odyssey (6.182-4) where we are told that οὐ μὲν γὰρ τοῦ γε κρεῖσσον καὶ ἄρειον, ἤ ὁθ’ ὁμοφρονέοντε νοήμασιν οἰκον ἔχητον ἀνὴρ ἠδὲ γυνή  ‘there is nothing better and finer than this, when a husband and wife as a pair keep a household, sharing one mind.[footnoteRef:26] These words are more balanced than those seen in Medea, and indicate the importance of a two-sided relationship of respect and consultation. Odysseus dwells on the reaction of friends (delight) and enemies (chagrin) to the happiness of the couple; indeed, in line 16 the polarity between friends and enemies, νῦν δ’ἐχθρὰ πάντα, καὶ νοσεῖ τὰ θίλτατα, is a primary example of a recurrent theme in the play of helping friends and harming enemies. [footnoteRef:27] [26:  Odyssey 6.182-4  in Goold  1995:  232]  [27:  Mossman  2011:   215] 

  νῦν stresses the contrast between how things are now, and how they were for Jason and Medea when they first arrived in Corinth. Τὰ φιλτατα is a tragic idiom which Mastronarde states refers either to a husband, daughter or son one cherishes, or to one’s own life.[footnoteRef:28] It is seen in Alcestis, where Admetus, king of Pherae, commends his wife, Alcestis for sacrificing τὰ φίλτατα so that he might live.[footnoteRef:29] While in Hippolytus, Theseus refers to Phaedra’s having destroyed that which was τὰ φίλτατ’ to herself for enmity of Hippolytus.[footnoteRef:30]  [28:  Mastronarde  2002:  166]  [29:  Alcestis:  340  in Goold  1994:  192]  [30:  Hippolytus:  965  in Goold  1995:  216] 

  The word προδοὺς constitutes a serious moral offence committed by Jason. It is also used of Medea’s treatment of her natal family by the Nurse in line 32. Her treachery to them is punished by Jason’s to her. Irrespective of Medea’s behaviour, the Nurse and the Chorus still firmly recognise that she has been dealt a rough deal. Indeed, Jason’s bedding down in a royal match with Creon’s daughter, with the sole intention of improving his social and financial position (line 19) has raised questions surrounding the legitimacy of his divorce of Medea, with tragic drama being virtually silent on the subject. The ‘other woman’ is quite common in tragedy, but it doesn’t usually lead to divorce.[footnoteRef:31]  Jason could argue that, in adhering to the legal conditions of contemporary Athens,  Medea, had neither been given in marriage by her father or brother[footnoteRef:32], or that he himself had acted in according with a citizenship law passed by Pericles in 451, which discouraged Athenians from marrying non-Hellenes. In contrast, Medea’s supporters could argue that because the play operated in the heroic world, she was exempt from the legal conditions of contemporary Athens. Furthermore,  Medea had no family to whom she could be sent back, while it was usual in Athenian marriage to take into consideration the reaction of relatives to such a dismissal.[footnoteRef:33]  In Comedy, which deals more readily with contemporary matters like divorce, there are no discernible references to the subject. [31:  Cohn-Haft  1995: 1]  [32:  Todd 213]  [33:  Cohn-Haft  1995: 1] 

  Finally, in line 20 we are faced with Medea’s acute feeling of having been dishonoured (ἠτιμασμένη), which might have undermined people’s respect for and fear of her.[footnoteRef:34] Whereas such concerns are evidence of masculinity, Ancient Greek women are often represented as being keenly aware of their honour, especially in relation to marriage, and were anxious to maintain it.[footnoteRef:35] In the Iliad, for example Phoenix describes how his father having dishonoured his mother by sleeping with a concubine, is persuaded by his mother in return, to sleep with the concubine, thus alienating her affections from the old man. He promptly cursed Phoenix with childlessness, stating that μή ποτε γούνασιν οἱσιν ἐφέσσεσθαι φίλον νἱὸν ἐξ ἐμέθεν γεγαῶτα he should never set on his knees a dear child begotten by me (Phoenix).[footnoteRef:36]  Medea’s sense of feeling dishonoured is not because she is competing with men, but because her husband is marrying another woman, thus lowering her status and giving the impression that she had failed as a wife. [34:  Mastronarde  2002:  167]  [35:  Mossman  2011:  217]  [36:  Iliad:  9:455-6  in Goold  1999:  426


] 

  In conclusion, the opening twenty lines give us a sense of the anguish Medea is experiencing in the wake of Jason’s betrayal. We learn from the Nurse of the sacrifices which her infatuated mistress has made in support of her husband, and of the Nurse’s own anxieties. We gain an impression of Medea’s eagerness for revenge and her intent on defending her honour, which manifests itself gradually until the lightning behind the persistent clouds of Medea’s lamentation strikes in the most fearful manner imaginable. 
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