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       Commentary Medea Lines 236-55

The first episode (214-409) begins with Medea’s major rhesis, in iambic trimeter, to the chorus (214-66), made in her first appearance outside the house.  In marked contrast to the highly emotional depiction of Medea hitherto, almost the whole speech shows Medea in a calm and rational state of mind, able to present a series of coherent arguments designed to win the chorus over to her side.  She displays intelligence, command of language, and the ability to change seamlessly from one topic to another.  This is the speech of an accomplished rhetor in the Athenian assembly or law-court. 

She starts by declaring her willingness to appear in public, so no one should think her haughty.  She deplores the injustice of the common trait of judging others harshly at first sight, without knowing them or having been harmed by them (214-21).  She then declares the absolute need for a foreigner to adapt to local customs, and how much she condemns anyone who does not (222-4).  Altogether, the implication is that she is amenable, should not be unfairly judged, and has fitted in well.  She then switches to the highly personal, stating plainly how her unexpected abandonment by her husband, the worst of men, has broken her heart (225-9).  Having thus sought sympathy for herself, she then seeks to demonstrate how all Greek women are deserving of sympathy.  For all share the experience of the unequal and restricting limitations of their narrowly defined and closely controlled role in Athenian society, as possessions of father or husband, and as child-bearers.  After stating the critical importance of the ‘contest’ for a good husband, Medea turns to the vexed questions of divorce and of how to adapt to a new home and husband.  

236  οὐ ... εὐκλεεῐς ἀπαλλαγαί    A woman could be divorced for adultery, and could effectively divorce her husband for objectionable behaviour by returning to her father’s home.  Such a return might not necessarily be welcomed by the family, depending on the circumstances.  There would also have been the distinct possibility of a degree of opprobrium being attached to the woman, as Page avers, even if she were the innocent party.  See Anaxandrides fr. 56 K-A: χαλεπή, λέγω σοι, καὶ προσάντης, ὦ τέκνον, Ι ὁδός ἐστιν ὡς τὸν πατέρ’ ἀπελθεῖν οἴκαδε Ι παρ’ ἀνδρός, εἴ τίς ἐστι κοσμία γυνή. Ι ὁ γὰρ δίαυλος ἐστιν αἰσχύνην ἔχων.  Οn divorce in general, see Harrison (1968) 38-45, Garland (1990) 236-7, and Cohn-Haft (1995).  It seems that a woman divorcing a man was a rare phenomenon.

237  ἀνήνσθαι πόσιν    Mastronarde considers this phrase to mean refusal of ‘conjugal rights’, a view supported by Page and Mossman.  Such a ‘right’ is devolved from having a δεσπότην σώματος (233).  Mastronarde cites in support of his view (i) the use of the aorist aspect, (ii) references in various sources: Philip, Anth. Gr. 9.307.1; Oppian, Cyneg. 3.375; vita Homeri Herodotea, 417-18 Allen; Harpocration, and (iii) the use of the present aspect in Hipp. 14 in the different sense of a continuous shunning.  Kovacs interprets the phrase as ‘refuse wedlock’, i.e. when it is first proposed, in which case, Mastronarde persuasively suggests, such a meaning would require ‘marriage’ or ‘suitor’ as object, rather than ‘husband’.  Wecklein understands the phrase to mean that the woman is unable to refuse divorce, which would not be unexpected in a rigidly patriarchal society.  However, as the Greek is ambiguous, Medea could be held to be implying any combination of all three of these possibilities.   

[bookmark: _Hlk101385254][bookmark: _Hlk101384254]239   μὴ μαθοῦσαν οἲχοθεν    The use of μή rather than οὐ is justified by Mastronarde by reference to Smith (§§2728, 2737), that is to say, ‘μή  with the factual participle because it depends on an inf. phrase’.  Smith states that οὐ is found with the factual participle and μή with the conditional (2728).  Although in this instance it would be possible to argue that the participle phrase has an element of the conditional in it, which would thus justify the use of μή, it is the use of the infinitive, εἶναι, that would be made negative by the use of μή (2737), that provides the stronger justification.
There is in this phrase an example of Porson’s law or bridge, which involves a constraint on the ninth element of the iambic trimeter, that is the third anceps, here the σαν of μαθοῦσαν.  Unless that element is a monosyllable, it may only be long if it belongs to the same word as the following long syllable.  Here, therefore, it is short.

240  οἵωι μάλιστα χρήσεται ξυνευνέτηι     Following Page, Mastronarde asserts the unacceptability of the transmitted text ὅτωι μάλιστα.  The emendation οἵωι was proposed by Musgrave.  Meinecke proposed ὅπως.  Mastronarde quotes Soph. OT 1005, OC 652, 901, Ichneutae 257,  Ar. Ornithes 1072, Ploutos 966, as examples of μάλιστα having the meaning, which would be required after either such emendation, of ‘precisely’, ‘in particular’.  However, he, as does Page, regards ὅπως as fitting more naturally with ἄριστα, as proposed by Barthold.  It is ὅπως ἄριστα which is the reading adopted by Kovacs, rendered “how ... best deal”.  If ὅπως μάλιστα were preferred on the ground that it required a lesser emendation, then Page proposes “how ... exactly deal” to convey the sense.  The justification for the final remark of Mastronarde in which he suggests that ὅπως ἄριστα could not be applied to the initial stage of adjustment to married life is obscure.

241   ἐκπονουμέναισιν    In lyric and dialogue, metrical convenience permits a dative plural ending in -αις, -αισι, or -αισιν for nouns or adjectives, cf. θαλίαις (192), νάπαισι (3).  The use of this verb in the middle voice is infrequent, and implies the ‘auto-beneficial’ meaning, in this case for the new wife (Mastronarde, pp. 83 and 212).

242   μὴ βίαι φέρων ζυγόν    As Mossman points out, there is irony here, for in erotic poetry and marriage hymns it is the woman who is ‘yoked’ in marriage.  However, in tragedy the metaphor can include the man.  Instances of similar usage are found at 673, applicable to Aigeus, and Tro. 669-70, IA 805, Phaeton 108.

243  θανεῐν χρεών    Page considers Wecklein’s emendation of θανεῐν χάρις, after A. Ag. 555, giving ‘death is a blessing’, to be slightly better than ‘death is imperative’, but not enough to justify such a change to all MSS.  θανεῐν χρεών appears to be an idiomatic usage, but the absence of examples of such usage in the literature makes any attempt at a more precise translation uncertain.

245  ἔπαυσε καρδίαν ἄσης     The use of ἄση, a medical term, is very unusual in literature apart from the Hippocratic works, such as Epid. 7.10.  The verb, ἔπαυσε, is a gnomic aorist, signifying a generalisation, and should be translated as a present (Mastronarde, p. 88).

[246  ἢ πρὸς φίλον τιν’ ἢ πρὸς ἥλικα τραπείς]    This line is widely considered to be an interpolation.  The transmitted reading of  ἥλικα τραπείς requires a metrical lengthening of the final, short, ‘α’ of ἥλικα, which scholarly opinion considers impossible in spoken verse in tragedy (Mastronarde; Page; Descroix, Le trimètre iambique, p. 18).  Porson’s emendation of ἥλικας would solve that problem, but the line itself adds nothing to the sense, for the contrast between ‘inside’ and ‘outside’ is already explicit.  As Medea’s statement is vague about the purpose of going outside, there would be no real need for the schoolmasterly obfuscation of indelicate purpose which Wilamowitz suggested might have been the reason for the addition. 

[bookmark: _Hlk101554612][bookmark: _Hlk101553933]247   πρὸς μίαν δ’ ψυχὴν βλέπειν    Mastronarde’s interpretation of ψυχή as not ‘one person’ (as mostly translated) but ‘one fixed personality’ could perhaps be improved by Morwood’s ‘one soul alone’.  As Mastronarde says, the expected usage would be βλέπω εἰς (ἐς, Page) in the sense of ‘depend on’ (IT 1056, Soph. Ajax 514, Ant. 923) although βλέπω πρός is found (Her. 81).  Mossman detects an irony, which she does not define, in this generalised female  profession of faithfulness.  If the reports are true that Euripides had at least one unfaithful wife, if not two, Mossman could be right.

248-51   λέγουσι δ’ ἡμᾶς ... τεκεῖν ἃπαξ    Quintilian regarded the works of Euripides as  useful for teaching rhetoric, and this is an example of hypophora that illustrates the point.  Medea attributes to others a position that she then seeks to rebut.  The view that women had an easier life by remaining at home while men went outside and performed the dangerous and difficult tasks was traditional in a patriarchal society and is described as ‘misogynistic’ by Mastronarde.  He cites Garland (1990, 65-6) to support the idea that a death in childbirth was, just as one in battle, creditable.  However, Griffiths (2006, 74-5), following Allan (2002, 54-5), takes the view that an Athenian audience of the fifth century would have regarded Medea’s comparison of the relative dangers as ‘absurd’; such an audience, consisting very possibly only of men, might well have found her opinion insulting to Greek masculinity, offensive and shocking, and so have been pre-disposed to take an unsympathetic view of her for the remainder of the play.  Others, such as Mossman, taking into account the absence of ancient scholarly comment on this aspect of these lines, adopt a more nuanced and rather more persuasive position, namely that such an audience would have been quite capable of recognising the use, in a case such as this, of hyperbole as a means of persuasion. 

The twenty lines under discussion end at the point where Medea is reverting to a personal appeal for sympathy.  She differentiates herself from the local women, claiming, truly, to be isolated, lacking familial support and any refuge, but, falsely, to have been abducted (252-8).  Then, in an instantaneous change of tack, she declares her desire to exact revenge on her husband, and seeks to secure the complicity of the chorus through its silence (259-63).  The speech ends with the blood-curdling threat that her mind could not be more murderous (263-6).  Thus in these last lines there is a glimpse of the dangerous emotionalism previously expressed inside the house and to which the nurse referred (102-10), and which Medea immediately afterwards, still inside the house, demonstrated with her wish for her children and her husband to die and for his family/house to disappear (113-4).  The two prime aspects of her nature, the emotional and the calculating, have now been brought into relief outside the house for the first time.

The chorus, persuaded by the rhetoric, sees revenge as justified, and agrees to be silent (267-70).  Creon then enters and pronounces exile.  Medea, although shocked, responds throughout this dialogue-scene (271-356) in a relatively unemotional and remarkably self-controlled way.  Now she manipulates Creon, as, later, she does Aigeus (663-763) and Jason (866-975), with the same rhetorical skills that she had previously displayed, combined again with the unhesitating use of deceit.  In these four instances, the serial and at times openly acknowledged use of deception constitutes seriously transgressive behaviour, which does much, even before the filicide, to undermine Medea’s claim to moral superiority over Jason.

Medea is a ‘liminal’ character, constantly crossing the boundaries between male and female,  emotional and rational, Greek and barbarian, moral and immoral, mortal and divine.  Whereas there is much scholarly agreement that Euripides, especially in the first part of the play, including the twenty lines under review, under-emphasises Medea’s history of betrayal and of murder, and her abilities in the field of magic, in order to make her sympathetic, there is much disagreement as to the extent to which a fifth century, primarily male, audience might have remained so.  For some, such as Page and Griffiths, even early on there were too many warnings from the nurse, and admissions by Medea herself, for the latter’s violent nature to be overlooked.  Others, such as Mastronarde, Hall, and Mossman, have found Medea relatively sympathetic to the end of the sixth episode.  All, however, agree on the moral ambiguity of the conclusion.  The innocent are killed, the offenders survive, and the greater offender receives divine assistance to effect an escape, an escape moreover to that greatest exemplar of Greek civilisation, Athens, where she will eventually commit another act of betrayal.  This is a play in which Euripides raises questions about, inter alia, morality and honour, justice and revenge, social stereotyping (male, heroic and normal, and female), and divine prerogatives and interventions, without attempting to provide any answers.  Truly has the play been described as a ‘lesson in living with chaos’ (Griffiths, 2006, 9).  

There is no scope here to go into detail, but, with a portrait of the main character that, with regard to psychological realism, presents considerable problems, the youthful Wilamowitz’s low opinion of Euripides as a tragedian (Calder, 1986, 412), could, in this case at least, and despite the enduring power of the play, be considered justifiable.  The first episode and thus the twenty lines here analysed begin the process of revealing that Medea, however extreme her human reactions, has, as is shown in the exodos by the loftiness of both her pronouncements and her departure, far more in common with the Olympian gods than with any tragic hero or heroine of the ancient Greek or any other era. 

(Words 2182)
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