“Myths are a product of a specific time and place”. Discuss the extent to which this statement is valid in relation to your own reading of one of the texts you have studied on this module.
While there are many different types of myth that share common themes despite vast differences across space and time, such as creation myths, myths surrounding the afterlife and myths designed to teach moral lessons, there are many more which do not fit into specific archetypes, which can often be unique to the location or period from which they originated. Some myths may borrow aspects of other culture’s mythology and incorporate it into their own without borrowing its deeper cultural meaning and significance, creating two different stories from what seem to be superficially similar elements. The idea of myths being produced from a specific time and place becomes more muddled when there are many different civilizations with their own mythology developing closely in both proximity and time to each other, such as Greek and Roman mythology, late ancient Egyptian mythology and early Christian mythology whose sources would later be compiled and condensed into the Old Testament. The figure of Medea from the ancient Greek myth of Jason and the Argonauts was written into popular mythology within this climate, and this essay aims to explore how much of Medea’s character was influenced by the world in which Apollonius of Rhodes was writing Argonautica, and Euripides writing the play Medea, which are the two versions of her story that will be examined with the most depth. It is also important to examine how she compared to other female figures in mythology at that time, and how Medea has since been reinterpreted by more modern scholars. 
An important note on Medea, as with many popular mythological figures, is that she has been written by many different authors over a short period, each with their own ideas and messages they want to convey using the character. There are five distinct stories based around Medea, each tied to a specific locale, with Apollonius’ depiction of Medea being the first[footnoteRef:1]. This suggests that location is a significant factor in the creation and retelling of Medea’s story, reinforcing the statement “Myths are a product of a specific time and place”. In some less popular depictions, Medea becomes more of a standalone character, no longer relegated to playing a part in Jason’s story, but many elements of her character remain consistent. This is because Medea’s tale is not the only one of its kind; it is a Tarpeia-type myth, named after the Roman myth of Tarpeia and characterised by a traitorous woman, displays of the “wrong” type of sexuality and the perversion of acceptable femininity having major consequences[footnoteRef:2]. In contrast, the similar elements present in both myths suggest not a specific place from which these myths were born but a specific time. Comparison of these two myths demonstrates that fear of a dangerous, subversive female figure was not geographically exclusive to either ancient Greece or ancient Rome. These myths both reflect the culture of their respective civilizations, one in which women are seen as property of their husbands or fathers and female sexuality is demonised where male sexuality is celebrated. Women in ancient Greece and Rome could not vote, but could influence male figures in their lives[footnoteRef:3], which combined with the fear of female sexual expression resulted in myths in which “evil” women use their sexuality to exert negative influence on the men and society around them. In ancient Egypt, women were comparatively more independent and equal to men, having legal rights and the ability to own businesses and property[footnoteRef:4]. The lack of an immediately obvious Tarpeia-type myth from ancient Egyptian mythology indicates that the myths of Medea and Tarpeia were founded from cultural fears and the rejection of undesirable traits in women, further supporting the idea that myths are born out of specific places and periods of history. [1:  Graf (1997) p.22.]  [2:  Sebesta (1997) p.531.]  [3:  Milnor (2009) p.278.]  [4:  Wilfong (2010) p.165.] 

One of the few constants within each of the many stories involving Medea is that she is a foreigner. Fear of the unknown and distrust of foreigners is incredibly common throughout history and a vast majority of cultures will have myths based around fear of foreigners in some form or other. While this points towards cultural influence impacting the myth of Medea, it does not clearly indicate the influence of one specific time or place on the myths. Another constant is her connection to cult, magic and ritual. While the rituals differ, many can be connected to initiation rites[footnoteRef:5] such as the transition from childhood to adulthood as seen in the Corinthian telling of Medea’s story. The concept of Medea as a guide of sorts during initiation rites borrows from different Greek goddesses: Aphrodite for puberty and sexual awakening, Artemis, the protector of youths. These attributes are typical of what was expected of women in ancient Greece, that is to be wives and mothers, explaining why these attributes are traced back to the roles of goddesses rather than gods and onto Medea and other female mythological figures such as Ariadne. This once again displays that cultural attitudes towards women in ancient Greece influenced how women were portrayed in myths but is once again a common attitude seen in much of written history and mythology and does not indicate any one specific time or place from which authors drew inspiration from, as women have always and will always be associated with motherhood and children no matter how equal or progressive a culture may be.  Similarly, the killing of children either one’s own or another’s is a near universal and timeless taboo throughout recorded history, especially so when committed by a woman due to their association with children and motherhood, so although it is not a constant presence in Medea’s mythology, its inclusion as an act of evil is hard to trace to one specific culture’s influence. [5:  Graf (1997) p.42.] 

Due to the many iterations of Medea’s story throughout Greek mythology, she can be seen as quite a nuanced and sympathetic figure despite her actions or simply her heritage being commonly accepted indicators of evil or untrustworthiness. Graf argues that after her appearance in Argonautica, in which her only goal was to help Jason in Aia, aspects of her character seem to be “chance additions, accrued during centuries of storytelling.[footnoteRef:6]” Despite some of Medea’s most core character traits carrying negative connotations, she has not always been portrayed as a villain in her stories. Many modern scholars argue that her character is more nuanced and sometimes justified in her actions depending on the story and translation they are drawing from. Although translation would not have posed a problem to the authors of Medea’s stories, oral histories and recounting of Medea’s myths would have undoubtedly been imperfect recreations of the original, and later authors who were inspired to document a story involving Medea may have truly believed that in her original depiction, Medea had always been a caricature of evil, or conversely one of pure good. Thus, we have different interpretations of Medea. Whether or not imperfect storytelling is to blame, each writer would have had their own perceptions of Medea based on their own judgements of her character, her foreignness and her femininity. Given that each subsequent appearance of Medea in mythology post Argonautica would have been written from the perspective of someone’s opinion of the preexisting character of Medea, it can be argued that the Medeas portrayed in mythology by later authors were very much influenced by a specific time and place, not just by the culture of ancient Greece but by the specific period and area of ancient Greece each author lived in, as well as their own personal experiences influencing the way Medea is written into mythology. [6:  Graf (1997) p.37.] 

In conclusion, the statement that the myths of Medea are the product of a specific time and place is a rather valid one. Although her portrayal as a woman in Greek mythological texts is nonspecific to one time or place, the vast differences in her character seen in different myths she is a part of shows that her myths were very much a product of specific circumstances. There are at least five distinct stories involving Medea currently known to history, all written by different authors. Although many of her basic character traits remain constant due to them not being explicitly tied to one time or place, the variation of her character as written by five different people living in what would appear to be fairly similar environments speaks volumes to how not only specific but unique each author’s “time and place” must have been in order to produce such varied takes on the same mythological figure, clearly displaying the validity of the statement.
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