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The present article is dedicated to the analysis of the pre-Euripidian sources and literary premises of a
classical version of the myth of Medea. The very first references and details of the character are being exam-
ined in this research in order to give the readers a full comprehension of the construction of an image of a
barbarian, murder, mother and lover which interlace in all its complicity of features.
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In a world literary tradition the source of the myth of Medea is considered to be the
homonymous drama of Euripides, dated 431 BC. Due to the great influence and authority
of the ancient poet, his drama became a source of a reference for a range of distinguished
authors, such as Corneille, Grillparzer, Alvaro, Anouilh, Tomassini, Theodorakis, Miil-
ler, etc.!. However, the aim of this research is to reveal the existence of the image of
Medea long time before the version of Euripides, thus, we will examine the first mentions
of the hypostasis in the early pre-Eurpidian literature that existed long time before the
creation of the classical variant. According to the purpose of the research paper, we can
determine the following objectives:

1) to identify the pre-Euripidian texts related to the myth of Medea;

2) to define the first allusions of Medea and Argonauts in the Antiquity;

3) to confront the early mentioning with the subsequent image of Medea;

4) to reveal the positive nature of the character in pre-Euripidian literature.

Thus, the object of the research is the works of Homer, Hesiod, Pindar, Eumelus of
Corinth, Carcius of Naupactus, Mimnermus and Herodotus that existed long time before
the Euripides' version; while the matter of the discourse is the evolution of the image of
Medea and the alteration of its perception by the ancient authors.

The originality consists in the thesis of existence of the positive image of Medea in the
early ancient literature, which gradually evolves into the incarnation of all the evil due to
historical changes and inability to justify the deeds of the barbarian.

According to numerous previous researches, the first allusions of Argonauts and
Medea, wife of the leader of expedition — Jason, appear in the pre-Homeric epos, how-
ever, the only explicit image of the barbarian magician and the description of the voyage

! For a full list of works based on the myth of Medea, consult:. Caiazza, Medea: fortuna di un mito, "Dioniso" 59,
1989, pp. 9-84, ibidem 60, 1990, pp. 82—118; ibidem 63, 1993, pp. 121-141.; ibidem 64, pp. 155-166;
1. Toppani, Perché Medea ebbe tanta fortuna?, "Sileno" 21, 1995, pp. 139-60; J. Schlondorff, Medea:
Euripides, Seneca, Corneille, Cherubini, Grillparzer, Anouilh, Jeffers, Braun, Miinchen-Wien 1963;
M. G. Ciani (a cura di), Euripide, Seneca, Grillparzer, Alvaro, Medea. Variazioni sul mito, Venezia 2003.
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is depicted in "Odyssey", the episode when Circe admonishes Odysseus to take the direc-
tion towards Trinkarsus, the path that was surmounted only once, by Argonauts:

€vBev pev yop TETpaL emmpedéeg, TPoTL & adThG

kOpe péye poxBel kvavwmidog Audrtpltng:

ITAaykTog 6M ToL TOG Ye BeOl MOKAPEG KAAEOUOL.

TH WEv T 000E TOTNTE ToPEPYETaL OVOE TEAELOL

TpNpwreg, Tal T auPpooiny ALl Tatpl pépouvoLy,

GAAG TE KAl TOV aley adolpeltal AL TETPN:

QAL GAANY €vinoL Tatnp €vaplBuLov elval.

f & ol W TLg vNig diyer avdpdv, N Tig Tknral,

GAAG 6 OpOD Tivakag T€ VE@V Kol OWHKTH GWTEY

KOMa®’ aA0g dopéovol Tupog T  0A00to BUEAL.

ol &M kelvn ye Tapémiw TOVTOTOPOS VNG,

"Apyw maoL wérovow, Tap’ Alntao TAEouOw.

kel V0 ke TV év0’ Oko Pader peyaiag TOTL TéTpoC,

aar’ “Hpn mopémeuper, émel dpiroc Rev  Thowy’

[Homer, Odyssey, XII, v. 59-72].

The description of the colliding cliffs contaminates two versions of the myth: the first
one insists on the sea breaker of the cliffs provoking the risk of integrity of the ships,
while the second underlines the danger of the clashing rocks of this particular region.
Such particularity of double interpretation derives from the previous epic poems, which
have permitted classical poets to interpret this threat for sailors in their according to their
own vision. Thus, Homer gives the name to dangerous cliffs — Scilla and Cariddi, per-
sonifying them into two mythical creatures. Pindar and Antimachus used the cliffs to de-
scribe the unknown passage of the Bosphore, referring to the region as to the least ex-
plored by the sailors. Thereby, the figure of Medea has a positive shade in early ancient
works, as her magical powers were correlated with other mysterious creatures and events
that people were not yet able to explain, thus didn't dare to attribute a negative interpreta-
tion of the divine powers. In late ancient works Medea, on the contrary, became an expla-
nation of all the unfavorable occurrences that were still remaining inexplicable. For in-
stance, in "Theogony" Hesiod doesn't give detailed description of the character of magi-
cian, but only mentions that she was a wife of Jason and gave a birth to their son, Medus
[Hesiod, Theogony, 956-62, 993—-1002]. While subsequent references of Pindar and He-

2 Explanations about the hypothesis of Homer's "Odyssey" being the first source of explicit description of
Medea can be found in E. Will, Korinthiaka. Recherches sur 1' histoire et la civilisation de Corinthe des
origines aux guerres médiques, Paris 1955, p. 129. For the iconographic documentation see C. Isler-Kerényi,
Immagini di Medea, in Medea nella letteratura e nell arte, a cura di B. Gentili e F. Perusino, Venezia 2000,
pp- 117-138.

* [59] For on the one hand are beetling crags, and against them [60] roars the great wave of dark-eyed
Amphitrite; the Planctae do the blessed gods call these. Thereby not even winged things may pass, no, not the
timorous doves that bear ambrosia to father Zeus, but the smooth rock ever snatches away one even of these,
[65] and the father sends in another to make up the tale. And thereby has no ship of men ever yet escaped that
has come thither, but the planks of ships and bodies of men are whirled confusedly by the waves of the sea
and the blasts of baneful fire. One seafaring ship alone has passed thereby, [70] that Argo famed of all, on her
voyage from Aeetes, and even her the wave would speedily have dashed there against the great crags, had not
Here sent her through, for that Jason was dear to her. [Murray, XII, v. 59-72].
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rodotus become estranged from the positive image: in "Pythian" Pindar describes Medea
as a prophetess of bad news, foretelling the Argonauts all the dangers that they might
meet [Pindar, Pythian 4, Olympian 13.53—54]. Herodotus uses the image of Medea to ex-
plain the Persian-Greek conflict and puts the magician in the middle of it, blaming her for
the aggravation of the tense relations between the nations [Herodotus, 1.2, 7.62].

In order to explain the origin of magic powers, poets decide to reveal its evil nature
and begin to emphasize the bounds between Medea and Circe. This way, in Pindar's work
Medea's magic powers are represented as a destructive force, this idea evolves in
"Medea" of Euripides. The great classical poet goes in details of the personality of the
magician; he is the first one to lay out the specifics of the portrait of Medea; that is one of
the reasons why his work became fundamental for the later re-writings of the myth. How-
ever, Euripides proposes a completely negative and dark image by providing circumstan-
tiates of the murders committed by the magician: murder of her brother and Pelias, deaths
of Creon, Creusa and those kings who were appearing on the way of Argonauts, not to
mention her own children. Thereby, Medea becomes a vengeful and furious murderer in
the ancient literature.

Coming back to earlier versions of the myth, it is impossible not to mention the work
of Eumelus of Corinth (known from retellings by Pausanias), who represents Medea as a
legitimate empress of Corinth. In particular, Eumelus of Corinth underlines her contribu-
tion to the formation of an adequate city-state of Corinth.

BooLAelely pev on 61 avtny Taoove év KopivBw, Mndelq d¢ maideg pev
yilveobaL, TO 8¢ Gel TLKTOREVOV KaTOKPUTTELY aDTO €C TO LepOV (Gépouoay
e “Hpag, katakpOmtely 8¢ adavdtoug éoeobot voputlovony: TéLog de
a0tV T€ Podely ¢ Nuaptnkol Thg €ATLdog kol due LTO Tod Taoovog
dwpadeloay - 00 yop aDTOV €XELV S€OUEVT) OUYYVWUNY, GTOTACOVTE ¢

& TwAkov olyeoBuL -, ToOtwY 8¢ éveka ameAdelv kol Mmndelow
Tapdodoay Broddy Ty apxrv’ [Pausanias, 11 3,11].

Moreover, Eumelus of Corinth deviates from connections with Circea and associates
Medea with a positive figure of Aphrodite, according to whose will Jason becomes a legal
husband of the magician:

Mnédelag 8¢ €ml Bpovou kadnpivng Taowy év deEd, tf 8¢ Adpoditn
TOPEOTNKE: YEYPUTTaL &€ Kol €mLypoppo €m’ avtolc: Mnderar Taowv
yopéeL, kéretal & "Adpodite’ [Pausanias, V, 18, 1-3].

Already in 5-6™ centuries B.C. the role of Medea diminishes and, under such condi-
tion, creates its double interpretation. Carcius of Naupactus in his "Poems about Nau-
patica" attributes Medea a secondary role in Jason's achievements: she is not intervening
during Jason's trials to obtain the Golden Fleece, nor leaves her motherland on her own
will. Only upon decision of Gods she falls in love with her kidnapper, Jason:

4 Through her Jason was king in Corinth, and Medea, as her children were born, carried each to the sanctuary
of Hera and concealed them, doing so in the belief that so they would be immortal. At last she learned that her
hopes were vain, and at the same time she was detected by Jason. When she begged for pardon he refused it,
and sailed away to lolcus. For these reasons Medea too departed, and handed over the kingdom to Sisyphus.
[Jones, 11, 3, 11].

> Medea is seated upon a throne, while Jason stands on her right and Aphrodite on her left. On them is an
inscription: Jason weds Medeia, as Aphrodite bids. [Jones. V, 18, 3].
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0 t0 NowTokTLke TeTolnkwe umo  Agpoditng dnol tov Alqtny
KQToKOLUNOAVL... SedeLTIMKOTOY Tap’ adTGL TAV ~Apyorautodv
Kol KOLLWUEVWY, St TO BolAecBul adtov Thy vadv éumpiont: O
10T ap’ Alntnt moBov éuBaie 817 “Adpoditn

EOpuAliTng GLAGTNTL pLynuevat, g GA0YoLo,

KNOOWEYT ppeciy NLoLY, OTwe Wet’ dediov Thowy

VOOTNONL OLKOVSE OUV QYYEUKYOLE ETAPOLOLY.

0 8¢ "Iopwr ouviike TO yeyordg kol duot

"devyéueval Leyapolo Bonmy dLi vikTe péAaivay.”

v 6¢ Mndelaw thr modolodlay akodonouy avaoTdony
ouvvelopuioat.

bevyéper ek Meivekn® [Carmen Naupactium, schol. Ap. Rhod. IV 86].

Pindar reconfirms the unwillingness of Medea to leave her home, but, on the other
hand, attributes her the role of a savior who protects the Argonauts and her bellowed from
all the dangers on their way to Greece:

€metal & €V EKROoTw

WETPOV: VOUfo0L 8¢ KaLpOG BPLOTOG.

€Yo 8¢ 16L0¢ €V koL@ oTaAelg

uftiv te yaplwy Tedelyovwy

TOAEWOV T~ €V Mpwialg apetaioly

o0 Yetoop” apdl Koplvby, Llovhov pev mukvoTator TaAdLeLS
W¢ Bedv,

Kl Tow Tatpog avtio Mndetav Beuévar yapov adTd,

vl oddtelpay TApyol kol TpomdroLe’

[Pindar, Olympian, XIII 47-54].

The theme of love® is widely judged later on, as many poets tend to regret the decision
of Jason to take Medea with him to Greece. Mimnermus was the first one to express his
regret in the poem and his disappointment echoes with Euripides', who blamed Medea in
all the misfortunes of Greece that she had brought from Colchide.

0UGE KOT™ AV pEYn KOG Grnyayey avtog  Inowy
€€ Alng teléong aAryLvéeoonr 080V,

UBpLoth Ieiin tedéwr yoremhpeg debrov,

008" av € "Qkeavod KaAOV TKoVTo pOOv.

® The author of the Naupactica says that Aietes was put to sleep by Aphrodite . . . after the Argonauts had
dined with him and were going to bed, and she did this because he intended to set fire to the ship: Then high-
born Aphrodite cast desire upon Aietes to unite in love with Eurylyte his wife; she was concerned in her mind
that after his great trial Jason should come safe home with his combative comrades. Idmon understood what
had happened, and said: "Flee from the hall, swift through the dark night!" As in fr. 4, the task is that of
yoking Aietes' fire-breathing oxen. And Medea, hearing the noise of feet, got up and set off with them.
[Naupactium, 278-279].
7 [47] Each thing has its limit; knowing it is the best and most timely way. And I, sailing on my own course
for the common good, [50] and singing of the wisdom and the battles of ancient men in their heroic
excellence, shall not falsify the story of Corinth; I shall tell of Sisyphus, who, like a god, was very shrewd in
his devising, and of Medea, who resolved on her own marriage against her father's will, and thus saved the
ship Argo and its seamen.[Morice, XII, 47-54].
8 The love of Medea is depicted in poems by Alcmane [fr. 163 PMGF], Ibic [fr. 291 PMGF], Simonide
[fr. 53/558 PM@G], Pindar [Pyth, IV 11], Apollonious of Rhodes [Ap. Rhod., IV 811-815].
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skskok

Alrtoo TOALY, TOBL T Wkéog ‘Hellolo
GKTIVEC YPUOER KelaTol €V BoAauw

"Qeavod Tapk xeLAog, v @yxeto Belog THowv.
[Mimnermus, fr. 10 PETFr.]

Herodotus uses this regret as an argument to justify his theory of the origin of a con-
flict between Persians and Greeks and proposes a theory of two nations settling a score
with each other and opposing two ideologically different cultures’:

“"EAAnpac altioug thy Seutépng adiking yevéoBul:
KQTOTAWORVTOG Yop Makpf) vt €¢ Alav te thy KoAylde kal €ml
®adLy ToTapov, evOedTey, SLaTPNENLEVOLG Kol TRAAX TOV €lvekey
amikeTo, apTaonL ToD PaoA€og Ty Buyatépa Mndelny.
mepfovta 8¢ Tov Kodywv Paoiiée €¢ thy EAAaSe knpuke oltéeLy
Te Slkag ThC apTayfc Kol amaLtéely Ty Buyatépr. Tovg 6¢
UTokplvaoBol wg obde éketvol’ Todg the Apyeing €doodv odL Stkag
Thg apTachc: ovde WV ahTol SWoELY €kelvoLoL .
[Herodotus, I, 2, 1-3]

As a consequence of our short overview of the ancient sources of the myth of Medea,
we came to the conclusion that the character of Medea in antique literature has evolved
from a positive image of a savior and a guide to the source of all evil. Euripides' work
becomes a breaking point in the evolution of the image of Medea and in later works, such
as Apollonius' "Argonautica" and Apollodors' "Medea", we see his strong influence. The
mythographic evolution of Medea leads to the construction of a pure negative image, a
personification of hate, infanticide and fury. Thus, our short discourse into the past re-
veals the positive nature of the origin of myth about Medea.

CrarTio IpUCBSYEHO aHali3y mHo-EBpimimoBux BHUTOKIB KiacHuHOI Bepcii Midy mpo Meneto. Bymu mpo-
aHaJTi30BaHI HaHTIepIi 3raJKu Ta IeTaii 00pa3y 3 METOK PEKOHCTPYKIIil 00pa3y BapBapKu, BOUBIIL, MaTepi Ta
KOXaHKH, 1110 NEePeIUTTAlOThCs B MapaJoKcaTbHOCTI 00pa3y. BussieHi mo3utuBHi npaodpasu Menei Ha npo-
TUBAry mi3HIM BepcisM Midy.

Kmiouoei cnosa: odpaz Menei B 1o-EBpinizioBux TBopax, BUTOKH Midy, moOymoBa oopa3sy Menei.

Crathsl TIOCBSIIICHA aHANIN3Y 10-EBpennaIoBbIX HCTOKOB KiaccHueckoil Bepcun Muda mpo Menero. beum
MIPOAaHATN3UPOBAHbI CaMble TIEpPBbIe BOCIIOMUHAHHMS H J€Tall 00pa3a ¢ IIeNbl0 PeKOHCTPYKIMK 00pasa BapBa-
PKH, yOuiis!, MaTepH, JIOOOBHHIBI, KOTOPBIE TIEPEIIETAIOTCS B MapaJOKCaTIbHOCTH 00pasa. BeisBieHbI T0-
3UTHBHBIE IPaoOpa3sl Meen B MPOTHUBOIIOIIOKHOCTE O0JIee TO3THAM BepCHsIM Muda.

Kniouesvie cnosa: obpaz Menen B 1no-EBpHITIIOBEIX COUYMHEHMSX, HUCTOKH MHda, ITOCTpoeHHe obpasa
Menen.

? Likewise, this is the reason why the word "barbarian”" or "foreign" had a negative connotation in Ancient
Greece — due to numerous invasions, especially after the Persian-Greek conflict, it started to associate with an
"enemy".

'971] But after this (they say), it was the Greeks who were guilty of the second wrong. [2] They sailed in a
long ship to Aea, a city of the Colchians, and to the river Phasis: and when they had done the business for
which they came, they carried off the king's daughter Medea. [3] When the Colchian king sent a herald to
demand reparation for the robbery and restitution of his daughter, the Greeks replied that, as they had been
refused reparation for the abduction of the Argive lo, they would not make any to the Colchians. [Godley,
1.2.1-1.2.3]
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