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The passage of lines 496-515 in the Medea opens with the exclamation φεῦ, here a marker for lamentation, and continues with both overt and implied elements of language and theme that draw on the wider issues of the play. Messages are delivered either openly, in context of the overall text, or else encoded within grammar or register. The lines touch on the shifting agency and authority of the protagonists, on Medea’s impasse at this point in the narrative and on the mythical space within which that narrative unfolds, as well as on key themes of oath, betrayal and alliance. Medea’s protestations can be linked to other actions and speech acts in this Euripidean version of the story to give insight into gender issues of perceived trust and proffered blame. Hints are found, too, in authorial choice of style and at word level, of the nature of Medea’s appraisal of her fate.
Structurally, the passage lies within an agôn logôn between Jason and Medea which shifts between the formal devices of legal discourse and, specifically in Medea’s case, apparently heartfelt emotion. The passage forms part of Medea’s role in a νεῖκος, a quarrel. It begins with φεῦ, first directed apostrophically to Medea’s hand, the hand once grasped by Jason in oath-making. The word, used elsewhere in the play 12 times by Medea, links the passage to its first appearance at line 147, where its doubled cry gives exclamatory intensity to Medea’s wish for death to release her from a hopeless situation. At line 496 it acts as a dramatic parallel to the earlier outburst, indicating that Medea’s situation, materially and emotionally, has not changed.
In terms of language, lines 496-515 offer strong clues to the situation of the exchange at the heart of a play that has been described as essentially about utterance, about the implication of words and the measure of trust they carry. Laura Boedecker has argued (Boedecker, 1991, p. 97) that the Medea “exemplifies a fascination with language, its dangers and powers”, and her assertion is pertinent within the compressed discourse found in 496-515. Here, Medea’s lines expose several types of speech acts: she is, by turns, invocational (φεῦ δεξιὰ χείρ), fleetingly persuasive (ἄγ’, ὡς φίλωι γὰρ ὄντι σοι κοινώσομαι) and censorial and insulting (καλόν γ’ ὄνειδος τῷ νεωστὶ νυμφίῷ). Each change of tone merits further scrutiny.
	The passage begins with apostrophe; Medea’s invocation to her hand and knees, references to the oaths Jason swore to her which he broke by entering into a new marriage. In summoning memory of the oath, her signalled distress at line 496 links the reference to other key points in the play. At lines 20/21, the Trophos, describing the physical manifestations of Medea’s state of mind, has spoken of her calling on oaths (βοᾶ μὲν ὅκους), again mentioning the bodily token of the oath, Jason’s right hand. At the play’s closure, too, at line 1392, Medea taunts Jason over his broken oath (τοῦ ψευδόρκου), saying no god will help him because of his transgression.
	Although the persuasive language of the law courts is present at all levels of the Medea, from the broad structuring of the agôn logôn to the detail of rhetorical technique, Medea’s momentary attempt to call on friendship at line 499 seems to hold more of heart than form, for she immediately revokes it. The line is awkward to decipher: her anger at this point allows nothing of the more sustained persuasive speech she has used to implore Creon for an extra day’s grace from exile, nor of her imminent imploring of Aegeus to swear he will not hand her over to her enemies. Here, Jason’s presence moderates rhetorical technique; Medea is at once scheming and passionate, her fury at her husband bubbling up to overwhelm measured comments. Mastronade (2002 p. 255) suggests the line signals the Greek “duty of friendship” to give verbal help to a friend in trouble, though here, the hasty abandonment of the conciliatory tone and rapid return to blame make it difficult to accept such a reading, either in formal or spontaneous delivery.
There are, however, several clearer signs of legal language in the passage. The apostrophe was a favoured device in the law-courts (Usher, 2010 pp. 352-363), though Medea’s apostrophe at line 496 can be categorised as appeal to nature rather than to a third-party present on stage. Indeed, Wagener notes that in Greek verse the apostrophe became a commonplace device used illustratively for “moments of crisis and climax in emotion” (Wagener 1931 p. 4). This reading, rather than an oratorial interpretation of the apostrophe at line 496, seems more plausible. It is, moreover, supported by modern scholarship. In Deflected Addresses: Apostrophe and Space (Hutchinson, 2010 p. 97), it is suggested that the literary use of apostrophe in both classical and more recent eras goes beyond convention, exploiting the “fruitful tension” between the audience’s perception of the device and its emotional cargo; in the opening of this passage, Euripides highlights Medea’s intense emotion by briefly changing the audience’s focus from the protagonists of the dialogue to an abstract recipient of address.
If authorial intent for the apostrophe is conceivably dramatic rather than legally framed, the same argument can be made for the series of rhetorical questions posed at 503-504. These  also appear natural within the context of Medea’s outburst to Jason, and in dramatic terms serve to vary the structure of the lines, a series of assertions.
Three other indicators of legal register, as present elsewhere in the play in both the dialogue and formal structure of Medea’s and Jason’s speeches, are also found in the passage. Euripides gives Medea meta-dialogue at line 501: ὅμως δ’, ἐρωτηθεὶς γὰρ αἰσχίων φανῇι - ‘for nevertheless, being questioned, you will appear disgraceful’. The exposition of oratorial craft is an artifice, out of keeping with the emotional force of the moment but, rhetorically, a justified device. A brief and formal announcement at line 506 begins a listing of reversed fortune (ἔχει γὰρ οὕτω – ‘This is how it is’), launching a balanced argument on how service to Jason has turned friends into enemies for Medea (lines 506-508); this section displays formal elegance of language. Finally, two examples show complexity arguably more suited for law court address than heated personal dispute. At line 507 Medea places her new enemies within an extended pronomial cluster improbable in informal speech – οὕς δε μ’ οὐκ ἐχρῆν κακῶς δρᾶν – while her sarcasm at 509-510, reflecting on the false presumption of her good fortune by Greek women, has a grammatical complexity equally unnatural in the heated cut and thrust of νεῖκος.
Aside from formal elements, however, Medea’s language contains much that is appropriate for the position of the passage within such a charged exchange, and it is in this category that insult is exposed. From opening exclamation to censure and concluding sarcasm about Jason’s reputation as a new bridegroom, Medea’s dialogue, by turns, sighs and spits. She bewails her predicament – where is she to turn? – and turns up emotional pressure with images of abandonment. At line 504, her conjecture on the welcome she would receive from Pelias’ daughters is similarly natural; Mastronade (2002 p. 255) then notes, however, that employing the double particle in καλῶς γ᾽ ἄν pinpoints intended meaning as ironic.
At word level, it is arguable that pronoun choice and placement in the passage act to reinforce the essential elements of the play: relationship between the protagonists; Medea’s services to Jason; his betrayal; her abandonment. The passage begins with implication held within pronouns in Medea’s address; here, the apostrophe is briefly launched to her right hand before the direction of Medea’s discourse returns rapidly to Jason, using the pronoun σὺ. The nominative effectively casts Jason as agent in the betrayal of bodily representatives of their shared oath, Medea’s hand and knees. Agency then returns to Medea, carried in dative second-person pronouns at lines 499, 503 and 508. With the repeated use of the dative σοὶ, Medea’s role in providing service to Jason is stressed. The dative pronouns form a tally of what Medea has done, preparing the passage for its final pronomial conclusion, given in the accusative, showing Jason as the recipient of the act of salvation: ἔσωσά σε – I saved you (line 515).
	The dative pronoun also acts to contrast Medea’s nominative/accusative self-representation with her acts carried out for Jason (acts which, as she stresses here, have cost her dearly in terms of friendship and alliance). No pronoun appears in Medea’s speech here to indicate that Jason has rendered any service for her. Luschnig has argued in Granddaughter of the Sun (Luschnig, 2007 p. 42) that Medea’s pronoun use at this point in the text evokes a state of interconnection between the protagonists, and goes on to write that Jason’s pronoun use (outside the passage under consideration here) reveals notably less referential targeting of the relationship. If that conjecture is accepted, it brings particular relevance to the polyptoton, the adjectival pairing at line 513; μόνη μόνοις contrasts the earlier “connected” pronoun use in the passage with the solitary outcome of Medea’s abandonment, excluded from the relationship.
	If the poet’s art is felt in the detail of this passage, its significance can also be read in terms of signposting the flow of narrative. The passage contains, in both linguistic and strategic aspects, a key development of the narrative exposition of the Medea. Here, Medea describes her lack of choice. The limits of her future action are set by her past acts (carried out, as she tells it, for Jason’s sake). She lists her restrictions in a pair of rhetorical questions at 503/504. At this moment she sees no way out. The future infinitive active πράξειν at line 500 reveals the present impasse; Medea reflects to Jason that she expects little good from him (δοκοῦσα μέν τί). The future infinitive here indicates her awareness that at this point her actions are in Jason’s hands.
The unresolved nature of her dilemma is also grammatically reinforced by the deliberative subjunctive τράπωμαι at line 502 – “Now where do I turn?” This indicates a question unanswered; a problem unresolved: Medea has not formulated a plan, because the conditions of formulation have not yet been met. The options first hinted at by the Trophos at lines 37-43 – specifically, murder of the royal family and an unspecified further outrage – are not available at this point. The speculative nature of the deliberative subjunctive here foreshadows the triggering event that will widen Medea’s options, the imminent arrival of Aegeus at line 663.
In narrative terms, the passage also reminds the audience of key elements of the story’s mythological basis, selected by Euripides to serve as backstory for the play. These elements – the murder of Pelias and the betrayal of Medea’s own household – are not merely listed for reminder, however, but provide a basis for Medea’s argument that despite potential appearances to the contrary in the public eye at 509/510 (τοιγάρ με πολλαῖς μακαρίαν Ἑλληνίδων ἔθηκας ἀντὶ τῶνδε), her actions for Jason, carried out before the staged section of the story, essentially leave her friendless and lacking resources.
Key to both the play and the development of Medea’s speech in this section of the νεῖκος are the implications held within the broken oath recalled at 496/497. In citing Jason’s treachery, Medea reminds her husband of the speech act that essentially propels the narrative of the play. Fletcher (2003 p. 30) has written that Euripides’ assignment of agency in oath-making to women – here in evocation of the past, at 496-498, and later in the oath she extracts from Aegeus – subverts a key symbol of male-dominated Athenian society. Medea’s insistence on oaths can thus be interpreted as a reversal of societal expectations. Fletcher argues that oaths giving power and authority to women act, within Euripidean drama, as forces of destabilisation, setting in motion an unforeseeable train of events. In this passage, the recalled oath reminds the audience of this unconventionality and perhaps presages its consequences. It thereby serves a double role, overt and implied, introducing both possibilities of chaos and the gender-directed grounds for their assumption.
	Jason’s betrayed oath in this passage is also dramatically matched in the narrative by Medea’s false supplication to Creon as she implores him for an extra day, ostensibly to plan exile for herself and her children but in reality to exact her revenge. While supplication is a more commonplace female act in Greek tragedy (McClure 1999 p. 373), the moral parallel is clear. The sole difference here is temporal; Jason has reneged on his promises, given genuinely at the time, after years of duty, while Medea has intentionally supplicated Creon with false information. When Medea berates Jason’s betrayal at lines 496-498, the audience has already witnessed Medea’s explanations to the Chorus at line 368, where she assures that she would never have supplicated Creon if not for the gains deception would bring her. The audience is invited to draw its own conclusion. Fletcher writes in Women and Oaths in Euripides (2003) of attitudinal stereotypes conflating women, oaths and deception, and it seems possible that this stereotype is dramatically exploited by Euripides at 496-498 through its close parallel just 128 lines before.
Several elements in the passage point to the importance of agency within the play. These include Medea’s insistence on her role as a provider of services for Jason, grammatically encoded in dative pronouns, as well as her awareness of the changed circumstance that leaves Jason as the enabler of action, indicated here by her own listed paucity of alternative, as well as grammatically (the future infinitive and the resignation of her low expectations at line 500), showing Jason’s subordinated role in the past has been reversed. In the wider play, this is a pivotal realisation, because this loss of agency is one of the factors, matching if not outplaying sexual jealousy, that Medea finds unsupportable, and that goad her future actions.
	McClure (1999 p. 373) suggests that the issue of agency plays a reinforcing role in supporting Medea’s status as partially divine. She argues that Medea’s language of censure and insult, present here at line 514 in ὄνειδος – reproach, blame, rebuke – reverses normal gender expectations in classical Athenian society, where surviving textual reference contains evidence of the usual flow of blame – from man to woman. McClure points out that censure directed by women at men, as present at 514, was so unusual that it helped to underpin the comedic foundations of Aristophanes’ Lysistrata. In the Medea, the blame offered towards Jason bolsters Medea’s strong agency, her ability to transcend societal norms and take control of shared discourse. In doing so, she moves a step away from the everyday, and a step towards the divine. The bitter irony at line 500 – δοκοῦσα μὲν τί –  would have compounded the audience’s awareness of reversed roles, already signalled by Medea’s role in the seeking of oaths, and by the Chorus’ song at the first stasimon at line 410: ἄνω ποταμῶν ἱερῶν χωροῦσι παγαι, καὶ δίκα καὶ πάντα πάλιν στρέφεται; here the reversals become clear, and a classical Greek audience would have understood the unorthodoxy in Medea’s words and attitudes.
	The passage reveals, too, the importance of alliances within both the classical Greek world and Medea’s history and present situation. She examines past crimes – her breach of trust to her own family and murder of Pelias, and draws conclusions wholly free from personal remorse. She cannot count on Pelias’ daughters due to her murder of their father and her betrayal has turned her into an enemy – τοῖς μὲν οἴκοθεν φίλοις ἐχθρὰ καθέστηχ’ (lines 506-507) – to her friends from her homeland, her own family. In place of alliance, and the implied power born of alliance, comes isolation. At line 513 Euripides chooses ἔρημος, with its connotations of solitude, desolation and deprivation, to describe Medea’s loss of the alliance of friends, and then drives home with repeated adjectival force - μόνη μόνοις - the abandonment both for herself and her children.
	Mueller (2001 p. 473) proposes that the narrative drive of the Medea is partly fuelled by ideas of reciprocity – gift and reception – encoded in Greek ideas associated with φιλία and χάρις. In this analysis, Medea’s actions, such as the fatally false gifts to Creon’s daughter, are to be interpreted in terms of the networks of friendship and favour through which she operates. In this passage, Medea has found these networks closed to her. Mueller suggests two areas of φιλία are represented in the play; Medea and Jason’s marital bond and an “aristocratic” φιλία that can produce conflicting motivations for both protagonists. This interpretation seems salient here. At line 499, Medea’s suggestions that she will treat Jason ὡς φίλωι shows her caustic appraisal of how far wife and husband have separated on the scale of friendship. The reference to φιλία at line 506, together with line 513 (φίλων ἔρημος – deprived of friends) reflect Medea’s keen sense of loss of the alliances of her aristocratic provenance, which, along with her divine link, form the basis of her authority. That Medea utters such regrets would, again, have been interpreted as a displacement of gender expectation to an audience accustomed to networks of φιλία as male preserves.
	Overall, language choices and thematic issues present within lines 496-515 map to wider issues within the play, to the mythology informing it and the societal norms of its initial audience. Culturally, it both draws from and offers insight into issues of trust and loyalty, prevailing gender expectations and the language imperatives of legal rhetoric. Registers shift and switch as the sharp tongue of νεῖκος stabs out from the conventions of agôn logôn. Dramatically, the passage depicts a vital moment, but its significance lies not in plot or structure, but in reflection. Here, Medea evaluates her fate. This self-awareness, displayed to Jason in anger at the overthrow of her status and the impasse that obstructs her as the agent of her own volition, is preparation for the opportunity she will fashion from Aegeus’ arrival. The oath that, broken, propels the play, here becomes insistent memory, and within a few hundred lines, another oath, duplicitously sought, will enable an inevitable revenge.
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