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Why has Medusa looked the way she has throughout history?
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Summary

The Gorgon Medusa has been depicted countless times throughout history and continues to be the focus of work today. However, the reasons why she has been depicted in the ways she has is yet to be explained. This work explores the way she has been depicted as well as trying to make sense of the depictions and ultimately find the reasons behind them by methodically looking at individual pieces of art.  
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Introduction

The Gorgon Medusa is known today as a beautiful woman who had snake hair and who was cursed to turn any onlooker to stone. However, this is not how she is always portrayed throughout history. The Ancient Greeks believed her to be a real creature, and so she had one true form in which to exist. However, how she is portrayed changes drastically throughout history. The reason for this is what will be explored in this report. This will be done by looking at how she is represented in the myths and artwork of old, as well as more recent depictions. 

[bookmark: _Toc505113150]Aims and Objectives

By cross referencing the written works we should be able to draw out the key features of the Gorgon, thus piecing together a profile of her from myth; this will then be compared to how she is depicted in artwork. By examining the time period that the artwork originates form, we should be able to better explain why certain depictions are favoured in different places at different times. The ultimate aim being to identify if geography and date do correlate with favoured depictions, or if they are ultimately sporadic and random. 
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Explaining the myth of Medusa is not as simple as it would seem at first glance. There is not one definitive story of the Gorgon and her life, but scholars such as David Leeming have traipsed through the different versions of the myth that can be found, to try and create a single biography of Medusa’s life that best encompasses all telling’s of the myth. Leeming presents his telling in his book: Medusa In The Mirror Of Time, his findings seem to be well presented and acknowledge the different myths as well as who and when they were penned [Leeming.2013]. This work helps here to give as close to a definitive story as can be found, thus helping to aid answer the question: why did Medusa look the way she did throughout history?
The story seems to begin with Medusa’s parentage, she was born to Phorkys (The Old Man of the Sea) and Keto (a sea monster). But Medusa was not their only child, they are said to have spawned the Graiae, Thoosa, Ladon, Echidna. Medusa was born along with two sisters, making the Gorgon’s triplets, they were named Sthenno and Euryale. However, Medusa was said to be the only mortal one out of the three, leading Hesiod to state that her ‘fate was a sad one’: a slight understatement perhaps [Leeming.2013: 9-10]. Knowing Medusa’s heritage is important as it gives a back story to her life as well as giving an indication as to what she could look like. For example, Medusa’s watery parentage goes a way to explaining her serpent hair. For this aspect of the Gorgon is one which never seems to be disputed throughout her depictions. 
The reason there are so many myths is because they were part of an oral tradition for goodness knows how long before they were finally written down. This of cause begs the question as to the origins of the myths, without written records it is hard to tell where the myths themselves originate from, or even if the writers made them up. Many of the Ancient Greek’s myths probably originated, at least in part, from other cities, even other countries. But that is not to say that they were not still Greek at heart. 
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Medusa has been the focus of many pieces of work, however, they are often stories based around her life and death. Very little has actually been written on why she looked the way she did, and thus primary examination of the data is key. The myths that we have seen in the stories of old, can be seen in more than just the literature, they are depicted in artwork of the time as well as throughout history. These depictions give us the faces of the characters from the stories, that we could only dream of when reading about them. But, the artwork gives a much more intimate insight into the myths. 
In figure.1. Medusa can be seen depicted in Caravaggio’s painting from 1597. Although clearly not a Classical depiction of the Gorgon, it does show us how Medusa has lasted in popular culture throughout the ages and while the painting may be new, the scenario in which she is depicted is very classic. Many depictions of Medusa show her in the moment of her death, often with Perseus holding her decapitated head, this is what we see in the painting by Caravaggio. Here she is not seen as the boar tusked and bearded monsters as she is elsewhere, but simply as a woman with snake hair. 
Figure.2. shows the Gorgon in red attic figure ware. This image shows the rarer depiction of the Gorgon as alive. Unlike other figures depicted in red attic ware, Medusa is almost always shown as facing outwards from the vase, others are always depicted in profile. This begs the question as to why Medusa of all beings would be depicted differently? The answer most likely is because she could petrify and a profile view of her (even in death) defeats the purpose of her existence. While Medusa is seen as alive in this representation, the wider scene does seem to be depicting the myth of her death, immortalising the moments leading to her demise. 
Lastly, figure.3. is representative of perhaps the most common depiction of the Gorgon. Here she can be seen as the Gorgoneion on Athena’s aegis, part of a bigger statue of the goddess herself. Here she can be seen as the more ‘monstrous’ looking Gorgon, with huge teeth and a masculine appearance, also with snakes around her face giving the illusion of a beard. Many original statues, such as this one, had metal snakes protruding from the breastplate, although all that is left of these today are the holes in which the snakes ones sat.
These three examples all demonstrate the different states in which Medusa exists: alive, at the moment of death, and as the Gorgoneion on Athena’s aegis. Although there are many more examples of Medusa depicted as the Gorgoneion, however when she is placed on the aegis she no longer exists as the monster she was, but instead as a symbol of protection. Because of this change in meaning, she is barely the same Medusa as is depicted elsewhere. 

The sheer volume of depictions creates a sea of Gorgon faces, all of them different and all in different mediums. It seems that a sense of order is needed to organise the depictions to better enable the possibility of a pattern emerging: Fig. 4 and 5 have been constructed for this very purpose. To give the best possibility of finding a pattern, both time and geography are being addressed in these figures. 
	Figure. 4 is a timeline inclusive of a wide variety of depictions of Medusa that date from the Ancient Greco-Roman period to the modern day. By looking at the data in this way, it is possible to see if time has played a contributing factor in how Medusa is depicted. It would seem, from the data selected, that there is no smooth transition over time in how the Gorgon is presented. Instead it seems that the changes in depiction are sporadic and have little consistency that can be drawn from the timeline alone. It is however clear that the Classical Revival period brought about more depictions of Medusa. Surviving examples seem to suggest that after the Greco-Roman period depictions of the Gorgon decline, until they come back into popularity in the 17th-18th Century. And while this may rule out time as the decisive factor, that is not the only factor in play here.
[bookmark: _Toc505113153]	Figure. 5 is a map that shows the origins of the various depictions collected for the purpose of this analysis. The purpose of the map: to see if the varying depictions are localised, within regions, if not whole countries, or favour specific representations of the Gorgon. The sample depictions come from several different museum catalogues (as well as a few specific examples added in), this means that the images are exemplar of a wide variety of depictions. Despite this, it would seem that there are few depictions of Medusa from Ancient Greece; there would be a wider selection had images of Athena been added as these would include the aegis and thus the Gorgoneion. However, as previously stated, in becoming the Gorgoneion the image of Medusa ceases to be an image of the Gorgon as she was in life and instead becomes an icon with a very different meaning. As Athena is a common feature in art and the myth of Medusa less so, this is where we would normally get a lot of the imagery from, however for the purpose of this work they will be left out, instead focusing on the Gorgon in her life and in the moment of her death. As such only one depiction of Medusa originates from Greece, in the given data set. This depiction shows a youthful woman, with snakes reminiscent of curled hair. Spanning two-thousand plus years, Italy offers the most diverse collection of depictions of Medusa, and yet despite the sheer number of depictions, it would seem that there are few common features between the depictions, instead they all show very different Medusa’s. This shows that geography perhaps is not the key feature in the differing depictions of the Gorgon. Even more widely, there does not seem to be any connection in the depictions.  

Reasons for depictions (Context) 

The context behind the various depictions of Medusa should give more of an insight into why there are such different representations. In looking at the context, we will be looking at both the original geographical and dating of the piece. For consistency, the context shall be sought for same examples as given in the map and timeline. 
	Starting with an early depiction, Figure. 6 shows an image of Medusa from Greek Apulian. The pottery fragment shows a clearly beautiful woman, whose snake hair could very easily be mistaken for tight curls. This shows anything but the monstrous Gorgon one might expect from the ancients, instead it shows a very humanoid and attractive Medusa. This begs the question as to why the images of Medusa are depicted in the way they are; for this the context behind the images must be examined to better understand the people who created the depictions. Much can be said about Medusa from what the Ancient Greeks thought of women. Even the most ordinary of woman was seen as a threat as she could become wild and unrestrained at any moment, thus justifying male control (in the ancients minds anyway). They also thought that women were less capable of controlling their sexual appetites than men were, hence why they should be kept at home [Blundell.1995: 171]. This makes sense why they had ‘monsters’ such as Medusa, the Sirens and Circe. They feared women because of what they were capable of doing, thus they villainised them to justify why all women should be kept under male control. When looked at closer, these monstrous women all exhibit the feminine qualities feared by men as their defining villainous features. This explains the depictions of Medusa as a beautiful woman, her beauty luring men to her, only to be turned to stone when they lay their eyes on her. Beauty could be dangerous as it could mesmerise men into petrification. 
	Figure. 7 shows a very different depiction of Medusa than in Figure. 6. The Gorgon we see engraved here comes from Wester Greek Italy and depicts a very physically monstrous version of the creature. The oddest thing about this depiction is that it dates to around the same time as that of the beautiful Medusa in Figure. 6, conclusively proving that time did not shape the image of Medusa. Here we can see the monstrosity that we see in the persona of the beautiful Medusa, physically manifested in the appearance of the ‘monster’ Medusa. The fear men had of women is not shown here in her beauty, but rather in how dangerous she clearly is noticeable from her appearance. 
	Moving away from Ancient Greece to Egypt, we see Figure. 8 depicting a once again beautiful Medusa, but this time with wings sprouting from her head. In Blundell’s book ‘Women in Ancient Greece’ he states that that the Gorgons where ‘three sisters who had golden wings, boars’ tusks and snaky hair’ [Blundell.1995: 17]. This description of Medusa can be seen in the previous Figure. 7 as well as here in Figure. 8, they almost seem to split the description between them. Here we see the wings sprouting from her head, not necessarily because this is where they saw the wings as being, but because they wanted to show the wings in the depiction and so artistically placed them on the head. A theory behind the wings could come from the theme of birds linking the living world and the afterlife. This could explain the link with Medusa as in the act of turning men to stone she is linking this life and the next [Dillon. 2017].
	Next, we see the move away from Ancient Greece, towards Rome. Figure. 9 shows a denarius coin with the head of Medusa on one side. This shows a very similar depiction of the Gorgon as seen in Figure. 6, in the sense that they are both relatively attractive depictions of the ‘monster’. This links the depictions to the myth that she had been a very attractive woman who was cursed by the goddess Athena to have snake hair and to turn people to stone. The fact that she is on coins says something about what the image of Medusa became she warded of evil and acted to protect the people. This is why she can be found on so many coins from the period, as well as on the front of temples, specifically that of Athena (unsurprisingly). 
	Another image from Ancient Rome can be found in Figure. 10, this image shows a depiction very similar to that found in Egypt with Figure. 8. Here we have a woman who, despite perhaps having a masculine face, is not wholly unattractive. It would seem that this depiction also follows the myth that Medusa was beautiful, however, we do also get aspects of the monstrous Medusa creeping in here. The wings on their own may not be significant but, coupled with the tongue sticking out and the hair wrapping around her face, brings to mind depictions of the Gorgon who had boar tusks and a beard. This creates an amalgamation of the depictions, perhaps suggesting a joining of the myths to create the carving we have here. This sheds light onto the fact that the Roman attitude towards women was not far removed from that of the Greeks, by bringing aspects of the monstrous and placing them on a more beautiful depiction of Medusa it could be expressing that women have an ability to bring out their monstrous side, it could also be suggesting that the beautiful and monstrous women alike are still dangerous. 
	Figure. 10 shows another engraving, this time from Imperial Rome. The glass etching is almost identical to that shown on the pottery fragment in Figure. 6. They both not only shown a very beautiful Medusa with curled hair but they also both show her facing slightly away from centre an unusual angle for the Gorgon. It is no surprise that most depictions depict Medusa facing out showing her petrifying glare that she is famous for. However, by showing her full face it perhaps suggests that she is not there as her monstrous self and perhaps is an image of the former beautiful woman who was seduce by the god Poseidon. Both of these examples almost definitely are depicting the Medusa from the Poseidon myth as this is the only time she is expressly stated as being beautiful. 
	 The next image, Figure. 12, sees a shift in time from the Greek and Roman empires to the late fifteen-hundreds AD. This jump in time suggests that there was a lull in popularity of the ancient myths, specifically in those that feature Medusa. Although in fifteen-hundreds much had changed in Italy, this was not necessarily shown in the social attitudes towards women, meaning that change is not necessarily shown in how an artist may depict the Gorgon. The graphic nature of the image not only depicts Medusa in the moment of her death, but with the amount of gore and the shocked expression on her face, it also shows the violence of the action. We like to think that by killing a monster you are a hero, but what if that monster was just a cursed woman, would that make the ‘hero’ a monster? This is the question that this image could be asking. 
	Figure. 13 plants us firmly in the Greek Revival, making it very unsurprising that differing depictions of the Gorgon start to crop up as interest in the ancient increased. The pencil drawing shows a very rare depiction Medusa, in the sense that she is alive. Because her fame stems from her death it is not very common for her to be depicted in any other way. Hesiod himself, when listing the genealogy of the gods in his ‘Theogony’, only briefly accounts Medusa’s birth before discussing her death, no mention being given to any other notable event within her life [Hes. Theogony]. The image shows her very much alive and although her body in profile, her face faces outwards from the sketch. Not only this, but it is very much eluding to the monstrous depiction of Medusa that has not been seen often in the depictions found. Perhaps, had more examples survived we may have seen more images of the Gorgon as living and not beheaded, as it is with the data set being used, it seems to be a rarity. 
	The next example comes from the modern day and is in fact a very different representational medium of the Gorgon. Figure. 14 is a depiction of Medusa in the Versace logo, this shows her in perhaps the least monstrous out of all the depictions. She has a beautiful face with waved hair, the only indication we have that it is not just a beautiful woman is the Greek Labyrinth pattern around the face. Versace has however been very open about its use of the Medusa in the logo, stating that its founder, Gianni Versace, grew up in Italy that had been occupied by the Greeks in ancient times, thus the town was infested with Greek imagery. He stated that the depiction used in the logo is the one he grew up with, of a beautiful woman who was cursed to become the monstrous Gorgon, but that he chose the pre-cursed image of her as she was said to have been the most beautiful woman [Stitch]. Thus, he saw the beauty behind a woman who has been villainised throughout her history in mythology. Today, we are beginning to see the monsters that are inside people, rather than the physical monsters from folklore, this is reflected in horror movies that depict humans as the enemy rather than hideous monstrous creatures; but Gianni Versace chose to see the beauty instead. 
	The last two examples show two very different depictions of Medusa from films. Figure. 15 is how Medusa was shown in the ‘Clash of the Titans’ film, with Figure. 16 showing her in the ‘Percy Jackson and the Lighting Thief’ film. These two examples come not long after the Versace logo was created, and thus their context behind is very similar, and yet the depictions are very different. Firstly, ‘Clash of the Titans’ shows a very different depiction of Medusa than we are used to. Here she can be seen with not only snake hair, but also with a snakelike lower body. This specific depiction of her is not something we have seen from the other examples examined and clearly shows that the team behind the film wanted to make her as physically monstrous as possible. And while we do not see Medusa as having anything other than snake hair, there is another ‘monster’ named Echidna who was supposedly a woman with the lower half of a snake; it would seem that this film has chosen to combine the two depictions [Ruickbie. 2016: 63]. This could link in to the earlier theory that by making her more physically monstrous she becomes less human looking, thus making it okay for the ‘hero’ to behead her. This is a very different approached to that taken in the Percy Jackson series, where she is seen as a very attractive woman with snake hair. In the film Medusa specifically says that she used to date Percy’s father – Poseidon, thus showing that they have chosen to use the myth that sees the god and Medusa entwined, ending in the goddess Athena cursing Medusa [Percy Jackson and the Lighting Thief. 2010]. 

These examples have shown that there sometimes is often a link between depictions of Medusa and the time in which they were created. It also shows, however, that the artists take theatrical licence when depicting the Gorgon and thus depict her however best suits their intentions. Medusa is used by the artists to either make a statement or she is formed to fit in with the wider artistic design. 
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Conclusion 

Ultimately it would seem that it is not often time, geographical, or any other reasonable factor that has affected the differing depictions of Medusa. It does seem to be the case that the most common depiction is that of a more attractive Gorgon, however, this does not include the much wider data set of Gorgoneion’s where she is depicted as a more hideous creature. It definitely does seem to be that artists manipulate and distort her image to fit their work and perhaps favour a more aesthetically appealing depiction as it romanticises the ‘monster’. It also would seem that as soon as science comes into play, Medusa becomes a figure of fun and fantasy rather than a depiction of someone that was believed to have existed. This all means that the answer to the question: ‘Why has Medusa looked the way she has throughout history?’ is because that is how artists wanted to depict her, and it really does seem to be as simple as that.
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Figure. 1 – Caravaggio’s Medusa 
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Figure. 2 – Medusa on Red Attic Ware 
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Figure. 3 – Medusa as the Gorgoneion, from Athena’s aegis 
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Figure. 17
Figure. 4 – A timeline of the chosen depictions of Medusa 
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 Figure. 5 – A map to show the geographical origins of the chosen depictions of Medusa 
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[image: Fragment of pottery krater handle.  Design painted in white, yellow, and brown on black ground, within a yellow border.  Head of Medusa slightly turned to left; hair, eyes, and lips painted brown; eyelashes and other markings yellow; face white; long curly snake-like hair.]
Figure. 6 – Medusa as depicted on a fragment of pottery form Greek Apulian 
[image: Cornelian seal engraved with a siren in low relief, and on the reverse, a head of Medusa.]
Figure. 7 – An engraving of Medusa from Greek Italy 
[image: Egyptian terracotta fitting of Gorgon's head; a decorative attachment for a wooden coffin. A coffin-attachment of a mask of Medusa with curling hair falling on each side of her face and snakes tied in a Hercules Knot above her brow and below her dimpled chin. Large wings, the right one broken at its tip, are applied to her temples. Two holes for attachment are pierced, one at each side of the eyes. The back is concave, with a flattened edge where it came into contact with the wood of the coffin. The face was pressed into a plaster mould and the separately mould-made wings were added. Minute traces of a white dressing on the front, with flecks of pink paint. Much of the hair, which does not seem to have received the dressing, is painted orange. Some red paint survives on the flattened edge at the rear, probably from the coffin. Brown Nile silt with abundant fine gold mica, quartz and white inclusions.]
Figure. 8 – An Egyptian terracotta coffin-fitting of Medusa’s head
[image: Silver coin.]
Figure. 9 – A denarius from the Roman Republic, featuring Medusa on one side 
[image: Bronze head of a marine Medusa; probably decorated a box.]
Figure. 10 – A Bronze head of Medusa – Roman 
[image: Cameo of glass paste imitating sard, engraved with a head of Medusa with a pained expression, curling snake-like locks and snakes knotted under her chin.]
Figure. 11 – An engraving of Medusa in glass, from the Imperial Rome
[image: Image result for medusa]
Figure. 12 - Caravaggio’s Medusa 
[image: Gem engraved with Medusa kneeling on one knee, with four wings spread and holding a snake in each hand (BM Cat. Gem1036).  Graphite with brown and grey wash on a sheet of paper, which is stuck down onto a second sheet watermarked '1794 J WHATMAN' together with 2010,5006.1228 - 1232; the assemblage framed in a graphite border.]
Figure. 13 – An image of Medusa, previously part of Charles Townley’s collection  
[image: Image result for versace]
Figure. 14 – Versace’s Logo
[image: https://images-na.ssl-images-amazon.com/images/M/MV5BMTczMDc0MzIzNF5BMl5BanBnXkFtZTcwMTkxNzIwNA@@._V1_.jpg]
Figure. 15 – Medusa as depicted in the 1981 film ‘Clash of the Titans’
[image: https://images-na.ssl-images-amazon.com/images/M/MV5BMTI2Nzg3NzI5OF5BMl5BanBnXkFtZTcwOTExNzYxMw@@._V1_SY1000_CR0,0,1543,1000_AL_.jpg]
Figure. 16 – Medusa’s as depicted in the 2010 ‘Percy Jackson and the Lightning Thief’ film
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