Medusa and the Depiction of Monstrosity in Greco-Roman Mythology.
In modern society Medusa is thought of as being a female creature with snakes for hair and eyes that can turn people into stone[footnoteRef:1]. Some depictions of her even go so far as to portray her with a snake’s tail instead of legs[footnoteRef:2]. This however was not always the case, as with the majority of long-lived myths, Medusa’s story has changed over time. For example, the ‘snake-haired’ aspect of Medusa supposedly did not become wide-spread or popularized until the first century BC[footnoteRef:3], and whilst her origins lie in the tales of ancient Greek mythology, her story has transcended cultures whose authors have all added their own embellishments. There are many variations as to the birth of Medusa, with authors such as Hesiod claiming her to be one of three sisters called the gorgons and authors like Ovid who described her as originating as a beautiful woman[footnoteRef:4]. In Hesiod’s fables the gorgon sisters were supposedly born to the deities Phorcys and Ceto but whilst Medusa’s siblings inherited their parents’ immortality, she however did not[footnoteRef:5]. [1:  Percy Jackson & the Olympians: The Lightning Thief. 2010.]  [2:  Clash of the Titans. 2010.]  [3:  Glennon. SV. Medusa in Ancient Greek Art. 2017.]  [4:  Ov. Met. 4.794-797.]  [5:  Hes. Theog. 270-280.] 

The earliest surviving literary reference we have to Medusa dates back to approximately the late 8th or early 7th century BCE[footnoteRef:6] in the Homeric epics the ‘Odyssey’ and the ‘Iliad’,  in which Medusa is described as “the head of the Gorgon, that awful monster.”[footnoteRef:7] And “therein is the head of the dread monster, the Gorgon, dread and awful, a portent of Zeus that beareth the aegis.”[footnoteRef:8]. Medusa’s monster status is clearly established within these descriptions. The artistic depictions of Medusa date to around the sixth century BCE if not slightly earlier[footnoteRef:9]. [6:  Affleck. 2011. 25-26.]  [7:  Hom. Od. 11.634-635.]  [8:  Hom. Il. 5.741-742.]  [9:  Cartwright. SV. Selinus. 2014.] 

[image: ][image: ]In many artists’ renderings of the gorgons the creatures were female in gender with wings emerging from their backs and snakes for hair. This is corroborated in Aeschylus’ Prometheus Vinctus with the lines “three winged-sisters, the snake-haired Gorgones”[footnoteRef:10].  The original depictions of the gorgon Medusa however were less human and far more androgynous; with a large rounded head, fierce expression bearing long fang like tusks and sometimes even sporting a beard. [10:  Aesch. PV. 797.] 
Figure 2 Terracotta Stand ca.570 BC. Met Museum.
Figure 1 Terracotta pelike (jar) ca.450-440 BC. Met Museum.

Some earlier scholars such as Frothingham (writing in 1911) believed Medusa to actually represent balance with both the life giving and destructive nature of women, in a similar way to some of the primordial goddesses such as Gaea as well as the Olympian Demeter[footnoteRef:11]. This balance is supposedly demonstrated in Medusa’s story via her giving life to Pegasus and Chrysaor[footnoteRef:12] versus her ability to destroy with her gaze. The society contemporary to when the myths were written however vilified her instead and labelled her as a monster.  [11:  Frothingham. 1911. 369-370.]  [12:  Hes. Theog. 280-287.] 

Monsters are intertwined through the mythology of ancient Greece and Rome and so it is important to consider what attributes one might possess in order to be labelled as such. For example, there is what is considered a monstrous visage. This can be seen in Hesiod’s Theogony when he describes Cottus, Briareos and Gyes, the children of Zeus who each had fifty heads and a hundred arms. He stated that even the god Zeus turned away from them and from the moment of their birth he hid them away “and Heaven rejoiced in his evil doing.”[footnoteRef:13]. The wording of this is very interesting as it very obviously states that what Zeus did was morally wrong but due to their deformities the gods applauded him and found his actions justified.  As although the creatures have done nothing untoward to those within the story, they are still considered monstrous because they do not conform to the physical standards of humans or even the gods.  [13:  Hes. Theog. 149-159.] 

This is not an unfamiliar trait though as in real life there was evidence that the Greeks actually based some of their mythological creatures on different tribes that they had encountered in order to show their otherness[footnoteRef:14]. Otherness is a large factor when it comes to looking at the characteristics of monsters, as even in modern civilisation people are considered monsters if they do not conform to the norms of the surrounding society and perhaps this is something that should be further explored in the Medusa story. Medusa is clearly depicted as a monster but it is important to consider why, for instance, monsters are such a recurring theme in Greco-Roman mythology. What is it that the monsters are used to communicate within their stories? [14:  Mayor. 2000. 232.] 

The particular features associated with Medusa have changed over time, however some of them such as her dangerous gaze have persisted throughout her transformations. How can we understand the unique monstrous aspects of Medusa? What do they mean and why is she depicted as such? It is likely that there are clues in the history of the Greco-Roman world that will help us to understand the aspects and features of her depictions. How do her specific monstrosities relate to the Greco-Roman world from which she came?
One of the most striking aspects of Medusa’s monstrosity is her deadly gaze which is at odds with the modest feminine ideals of the Greco-Roman society. Many scholars have already addressed the topic of sexual symbolism of the direct female gaze[footnoteRef:15], but it is important to identify the social implications of why this attribute would be considered monstrous. [15:  Keith. 2018. 145. Currie. 2011. 172.] 

This essay argues that Medusa’s story reflects the embedded ideologies of the Greco-Roman world, and in particular its view of a woman’s place within its society. This includes a strict view on whose place it is to control a woman’s sexuality[footnoteRef:16], which is seen to be both deviant and dangerous when not controlled. The Medusa story further goes on to warn both men and women about the dangers of leaving a woman’s sexuality unbridled. [16:  Russell. 2003. 79.] 

Also known as Ovidius Naso, Ovid was a Roman poet who lived approximately 43 BCE to 17 CE[footnoteRef:17]. His masterwork Metamorphoses was completed around 8 A.D[footnoteRef:18] and tells his version of the creation myth and goes on to narrate stories involving different Roman gods .  Medusa, although the focal point of this essay, only featured in part of Perseus’ story which in itself was only a small section of the complete narrative[footnoteRef:19]. There are several different themes demonstrated throughout the different tales within Metamorphoses including divine rape, defilement of purity, victim blaming and physical transformation. These are presented from the beginning through the interactions of Phoebus and Daphne[footnoteRef:20] as well as Jupiter and Io[footnoteRef:21]. Medusa’s story very much embodies these themes, having been born a great beauty until she was assaulted by the sea god Neptune in the temple of Minerva which led to Minerva transforming her into a monster in her rage[footnoteRef:22]. Ovid’s version of the Medusa tale within Metamorphoses is the primary source material this essay focusses on[footnoteRef:23]. It is the oldest depiction of Medusa’s tale that actually showcases the transformation that the myth has undergone in a more deliberate way.  Aspects of the monstrosity in the Greco-Roman mythology are examined and, following this, is an examination of the messaging and symbolism of Medusa within Ovid’s text. [17:  Leeming. SV. Ovid. 2005]  [18:  Mack. 1939. 1.]  [19:  Ov. Met. 4.604-5.73.]  [20:  Ov. Met. 1.452-566.]  [21:  Ov. Met. 1.567-745.]  [22:  Ov. Met. 4.793-803.]  [23:  Ov. Met. 4.615-5.249.] 

 
Section One: Monstrosity
Monsters within Greco-Roman myth often had physical disfigurements or differences. The Homeric epic The Odyssey is littered with an array of different monsters. The hero Odysseus encountered such beasts as the six-headed sea monster Scylla, the cyclops Polyphemus, and the half-woman half-bird sirens who lured men to their deaths.  These monsters are easily identified as such through their noticeable disfigurements and, more often than not, they present a danger to those they encounter. Polyphemus was a giant with a singular large eye, his cave dwelling littered with the bones of the human men he devoured. Medusa herself had a monstrous appearance with her inhuman features. REF Oddysey
[image: ][image: ]Medusa’s monstrous visage has evolved over time. Originally, she was depicted only as a head with distorted and exaggerated features, such as her misshapen face and tusked fangs. Throughout the decades and centuries however, Medusa began to take on a more humanoid countenance and became distinctly feminine in her appearance within both literary and artistic representations[footnoteRef:24]. It is possible that this is a deliberate attempt to portray Medusa’s sexuality in a more overt way. When Ovid first introduces her, he describes her serpent locks “Medusa only of the sisters wore snakes mingled with her hair”[footnoteRef:25]. This aspect of her appearance is the one that he chooses to focus on immediately in order to identify her as a monster. Later when Perseus is threatening his rival with Medusa’s head, Phineus exclaims "Take away your monster and the face that turns men to stone”[footnoteRef:26]. This demonstrates that Medusa’s monstrosity is very much established at this point in the story.  [24:  Currie. 2011. 171.]  [25:  Ov. Met. 4.790-795.]  [26:  Ov. Met. 5.240-250.] 
Figure 3 Red-figured hydria ca.490 BC. British Museum.
Figure 4 Terracotta askos ca.300-250 BC. British Museum.

Medusa’s direct gaze is an aspect of her monstrous appearance. When Ovid describes Perseus’ encounter with Atlas, he details how he uses her power. “he held out from his left hand the ghastly Medusa-head. Straight away Atlas became a mountain”[footnoteRef:27]. The mechanism by which she turns people into stone is made clear. Typically, women almost never faced directly forward in contemporary artwork, instead having their heads tilted to the side or lowered to show deference towards their male counterparts. This rule is not strictly true for goddesses however, but that is because divinity takes precedence over gender in ancient beliefs, even if the pantheon itself is patriarchal in its hierarchy. Much like the inequality between men and women, the gods were above reproach when it came to the reproof of a goddess, which in turn could explain why it was Medusa who Minerva chose to punish rather than Neptune. In ancient times, temples were often thought quite literally as the house of the gods they were dedicated to, and as such while Medusa was defiled within the temple of Minerva, so too was Minerva’s home defiled. Such a pollution enraged the goddess of wisdom and battle strategy and so, demanding retribution, she turned her gaze upon the victim as she could not go against Neptune[footnoteRef:28]. And so now Medusa is shown to be staring straight out, eyes wide to stare at the viewer, disregarding the hierarchy where Minerva did not in her furious judgement. [27:  Ov. Met. 4.655-658.]  [28:  Ov. Met. 4.795-800.] 

The portrayal of being dangerous is often seen with Greco-Roman monsters. Within Homer’s Odyssey alone there are plenty of examples of this throughout, each creature shown heralding calamity. Homer describes “godlike Polyphemus, whose might is greatest among all the Cyclopes”[footnoteRef:29] as an eater of man[footnoteRef:30]. The “dread goddess”[footnoteRef:31] Circe was a witch who turns Odysseus’ men into swine[footnoteRef:32]. Scylla, is probably the most physically obvious “evil monster” [footnoteRef:33] with her twelve mishappen feet and six heads each containing three rows of teeth, which she uses to snatch men from their ships[footnoteRef:34]. Another type of sea monster are the Sirens; sister sea nymphs who bewitched men with their songs, seducing them from their families to perish at their sides[footnoteRef:35]. Homer shows this in the line “men’s corpses lie heaped up all around them”[footnoteRef:36]. All these monsters within the Greco-Roman myths playing the role of a challenge to overcome or an antagonist to defeat. The monsters are an essential ingredient of the hero narrative which serves to promote the bravery and skill of the hero. [29:  Hom. Od. 1.70-71.]  [30:  Hom. Od. 10.200.]  [31:  Hom. Od. 10.136.]  [32:  Hom. Od. 10.335-340.]  [33:  Hom. Od. 12.87.]  [34:  Hom. Od. 12.85-100.]  [35:  Atsma. SV. Seirenes. 2017.]  [36:  Hom. Od. 12.45-46.] 

Monsters in Greco-Roman myth are often characterised as outsiders and outcasts of society. Polyphemus, with his singular large eye and giant-like stature, resided alone in a cavern and as such Odysseus wonders if he is ignorant of the traditions between host and guests[footnoteRef:37]. This physical segregation of the monsters is to further highlight that they are outcasts and uncivilised in their behaviour. Comparable as Medusa herself is an outcast. Hesiod’s Theogony describes the fringes of the world where monsters lived in chaos[footnoteRef:38]. The description of the place where Medusa lives emphasises the remoteness and wildness of the location “far, remote, through rocky pathless crags, over wild hills that bristled with great woods, I thence arrived to where the Gorgon dwelt.” It is also often said that the gorgons themselves dwelled at the edge of the world[footnoteRef:39]. Through these oddities the ‘monsters’ are meant to stand apart from society as distinct and ‘othered’. [37:  Hom. Od. 9.215-229.]  [38:  Hes. Theog. 810-815.]  [39:  Hedreen. 2016. 187.] 


Section Two: Ovid’s Medusa within Metamorphoses
Ovid was a Roman writing for a Roman audience, but his version was based on the ancient Greek myth that would have been passed down through the oral tradition of storytelling and the artistic depictions. Within his Metamorphoses he provides a little more of a background to Medusa and her sisters but is really detailing a hero narrative of Perseus[footnoteRef:40]. [40:  Ov. Met. 4.604-5.249.] 

Within Ovid’s Metamorphoses Medusa is not the central character of the story. Ovid, whilst he does offer more information on the transmutation of Medusa, he chose to do so in a seemingly inconsequential conversation Perseus has when recounting his heroics. This demonstrates to the readers that Ovid gives little relevance to who Medusa was before she met her pitiful fate. We first encounter medusa in book four of Metamorphoses at which time she has already been bereft of her head[footnoteRef:41]. [41:  Ov. Met. 4.615.] 

It is Medusa’s direct gaze that makes her so dangerous in this story.  She is described as dangerous with her stony gaze but throughout the different interpretations of her stories it appears to be only men that have been met with this cursed fate. “On all sides of the fields and along the ways he saw the forms of men and beasts changed into stone by one look at Medusa’s face.[footnoteRef:42]” This aspect of the tale is very important to consider when it concerns a society which veiled its women.  [42:  Ov. Met. 4.779-785.] 

Greco-Roman society valued submissiveness in its female citizens. Traditions such as veiling could act as evidence as to why a direct gaze from a female would be seen as shocking. During and since the archaic period at least, it was expected of women in both the Greco-Roman and Mesopotamian regions[footnoteRef:43] to wear a covering around their head in order to hide the majority of their face[footnoteRef:44]. Llewellyn-Jones, whilst acknowledging the restrictions to women’s freedom that veiling posed, also offers a positive way to understand this information stating that “whilst it was desirable for the women of ancient Greece to remain separated from male society, when they were allowed out of their houses, their use of the veil enabled them to operate with some autonomy.”[footnoteRef:45]. Where veiling was expected custom, a woman who looked directly at a man such as Medusa would be considered challenging and immodest. Another attribute valued by the Greco-Romans was the purity of its women[footnoteRef:46], so when the beautiful maiden Medusa was robbed of her virginity, she became unworthy and less in the eyes of her peers. This could be understood as a form of commodification of a female’s purity. This idea that a woman’s worth it tied into her sexuality was ingrained within the very foundation of Greco-Roman society with them believing that a ‘respectable woman’s’ sexuality belonged solely to her husband, whilst those of disrepute were available to many[footnoteRef:47].  [43:  Ahmed. 1992. 12-15.]  [44:  Hemingway. SV. Women in Classical Greece. 2004.]  [45:  Llewellyn-Jones. 2007. 257.]  [46:  Russell. 2003. 79. Clark. 1981. 202.]  [47:  Ahmed. 1992. 12.] 

The difference between what was considered appropriate or acceptable feminine behaviour is demonstrated in the Medusa fable by the contrasting characters of Medusa herself and Andromeda in Metamorphoses. Andromeda fully embodies the characteristics of a respectable woman when she ensnares the attention of the hero Perseus. When Perseus first sees her “save that her hair gently stirred in the breeze, and the warm tears were trickling down her cheeks, he would have thought her a marble statue”[footnoteRef:48]. The idea that being docile and statue-like are attractive qualities in Greco-Roman women is an interesting one, especially considering Medusa’s ability to turn men into statues. Forcing men to take on the entirely passive role which was usually imposed upon women[footnoteRef:49]. These ideas were looked into more in depth by Currie when she compares Ovid’s Metamorphoses to Goethe’s Faust[footnoteRef:50]. The propriety of looking a man in the eyes is once again demonstrated through Andromeda’s character “She was silent at first, for, being a maid, she did not dare address a man; she would have hidden her face modestly with her hands but that her hands were bound”[footnoteRef:51]. Keith is one of the many scholars that makes the link between Medusa’s gaze and female sexual power “we can see the Latin epic poets treating Medusa’s gaze as a powerful image of the desiring female and wrestling with the threat it poses to masculine projects”[footnoteRef:52]. Keith demonstrates how feminine power is decisively brought under masculine control by both Perseus and Ovid through their use of Medusa. [48:  Ov. Met. 4.675-680.]  [49:  Currie. 2011. 170.]  [50:  Currie. 2011. 174.]  [51:  Ov. Met. 4.681-685.]  [52:  Keith. 2018. 145.] 

Within Ovid’s portrayal of Medusa, female sexual power was dehumanised as its potency exists even after her demise, becoming a weapon for Perseus to manipulate. The idea of a woman’s sexuality being used as a weapon was not unseen in Greek literature, with Aristophanes’ comedic play Lysistrata, exploring this very idea some four centuries prior[footnoteRef:53]. In this play, Greek women attempt to use their sexuality in order to manipulate their men into ending a war they have grown weary of[footnoteRef:54] but they are ultimately unsuccessful, being unable to restrain themselves. Within this, Aristophanes ultimately mocks them in their efforts and goes on to infer that it was only men that could control female sexuality[footnoteRef:55]. Medusa’s severed head acts as a potent weapon not only through her stony gaze manipulated by Perseus but also in the unintentional effect that it had when her blood sprang forth snakes in the desert.  [53:  Cartwright. SV. Aristophanes. 2013.]  [54:  Ar. Lys. 1-45.]  [55:  Ar. Lys. 117-129.] 

As he was flying over the sandy wastes of Libya, bloody drops from the Gorgon’s head fell down; and the earth received them as they fell and changed them into snakes of various kinds. And for this cause the land of Libya is full of deadly serpents.[footnoteRef:56]  [56:  Ov. Met. 4.620-625.] 

Perseus also uses her head in order to defeat the sea monster set on attacking Andromeda and then against his rivals[footnoteRef:57]. [57:  Ov. Met. 5.1-249.] 

Medusa has been objectified since the beginning of her tale, first by being raped by Neptune, then by Perseus who uses her severed head as a weapon and ultimately by Ovid. The tone of Medusa’s tale is established from the beginning identifying Medusa as subject to male dominance. Ovid’s use of the hero narrative and his denying Medusa a voice further enforces the objectification of Medusa as it is only her use to Perseus that is important rather than her as an individual. The fact that most of the narrative occurs after her death continues to cement this notion and whilst his description of her origins illustrates Medusa as a victim, both Perseus and Ovid offer her little sympathy for her unjust fate[footnoteRef:58]. All the attention and sympathy of the author and in turn the audience are focused on the supposed hero Perseus. Minerva’s wearing of Medusa’s severed head on her aegis provides a legitimate use of the gorgon’s gaze by a female, but only in battle. Furthermore, there is almost no references of Minerva having ever actually having used the abilities of the head other than as a fierce adornment for her shield[footnoteRef:59].  [58:  Ov. Met. 4.782-786.]  [59:  Ov. Met. 4.800-803.] 

The messaging within this tale tells of the dangers of a woman’s sexuality and power. Only men seem to be affected by the gorgon’s gaze[footnoteRef:60]. This very much showcases the fable’s message warning men of the dangers of female sexual power and women of the consequences of female disobedience. This is shown in Metamorphoses with Medusa as the representative of non-conforming and rebellious women, presented as a danger to the very foundations of a patriarchal society. As for women however, it warns of what could become of a woman should she defy her male counterparts; despised, disfigured and outcast.  [60:  Ov. Met. 4.779-785.] 


Medusa’s story provides an insight into the Greco-Roman world in which women were encouraged to be submissive and passive to their male guardians. Female sexuality was appropriated for the male agenda within their patriarchal society. The myth of Medusa serves as propaganda that uncontrolled female sexuality is dangerous. The Medusa story achieves this by presenting her as a monster with her monstrous visage and hideous features. While the specific features of her monstrosity have evolved over time, her direct stony gaze has remained a consistent feature. Her identity as a monster is further confirmed by her condition as an outcast living without the guidance of men. Ovid’s Metamorphoses contains one of the most complete versions of the Medusa’s story however tellingly within it, she is not the central character, which was a position reserved for the hero Perseus. The directness of her gaze is what vilifies her in the eyes of the audience who lived in a society that desired submissiveness in females. This direct gaze is symbolic of female sexual power in a society whose women were veiled in the public sphere. Ovid’s Medusa was disarmed, or rather beheaded, by the hero who in turn controls her power for his own ends. This objectification and forced subjugation is a running theme throughout Medusa’s story, beginning with her being assaulted by Neptune and finally by Minerva’s continued use of her decapitated head as a decoration. This tale could very well be classified as a fable, containing internal messages of the perils of female power and sexuality.
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