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course,”! a play preoccupied with language and the uses and abuses

of persuasive speech, scant attention has been paid to Medea’s lan-
guage, especially her use of blame discourse. Even B. M. W. Knox, who first
argued in 1977 that Euripides modeled this character on the Sophoclean
hero, has little to say about the speech practices that may have strengthened
her epic connection.? Blame speech may be generally defined as “words
uttered to another person or persons blaming him for an action or omission,
disapproved of by his society, which he . . . is in a position to remedy.”* The
Medea organizes this type of speech around a veikog (638, 904, 1140), aber-
rantly staged between a husband and wife, that reaches its climax in a sophis-
tic “contest of words” (AutAAav . . . Adyov, 546). Through her use of blame
discourse, Medea is said to provoke such “wordy wars” (au@royovg dpydg,
637-38): she utters curses (112—14, 160-67 and passim), threats (dneiAeiv,
287), reproaches (6veidog, 514; dveidioag, 547) and engages in name-calling
(xakiotog at 229 and passim), discursive strategies not normally considered
appropriate to wives. Through Medea’s abusive language, the play suggests
a transgression of normative gender roles that prefigures her elevation to
semi-divine status at the end of the play.

Combined with more traditional feminine means of persuasion, such as
supplication, Medea’s blame discourse wins the sympathy of the female
chorus and persuades her powerful male interlocutors—Creon, Aegeus, and
Jason—to do her bidding. Through these verbal performances, Medea gains
control of her opponents and becomes the “author” of a new discourse about

3 LTHOUGH EURIPIDES’ MEDEA has been termed a “tragedy of dis-

1. Boedeker 1991, 97 refers to Euripides’ Medea as “a tragedy of discourse.” All unattributed Greek
references in this essay are to the text of D. L. Page, Euripides’ “Medea.” 1 would like to thank the editor
and the two anonymous readers of Classical Philology for their advice.

2. Knox 1979, 298-99 does not consider abusive language in his list of heroic attributes, perhaps be-
cause it is not confined exclusively to their speech. The idea of the Homeric insult is latent in Bongie’s dis-
cussion of Medea's use of Uppile at 603; see Bongie 1977, 45. Although Pucci 1980, 101-7 alludes to
Medea’s use of invective, he does not analyze specific linguistic features; instead, he argues more generally
that her invective, stemming from “the dike of consciousness and of love” has a remedial effect on herself.
Boedeker 1991, 100 does consider Medea’s abusive language in somewhat more detail but focuses on other
aspects of her speech.

3. This definition comes from Adkins 1969, 7.
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Jason and herself.* She concocts for her husband a legacy of blame similar
to the one the male poets perpetuated about women, exposing him as a wom-
anish paramour and indicting the institution of marriage as a kakdv, an evil
for women, in an inversion of the traditional ydyog yvvouk@dv, “invective
against women.” Because of the pervasive association between speech and
power in Classical Athens, female control of discourse, particularly invec-
tive, a literary and verbal genre often involving the ridicule of subordinates,
represents a form of subversion that challenges the prevailing social and
political organization of the contemporary polis, and its institutions.

WOMEN AND BLAME SPEECH

With the notable exception of certain festivals, like the Athenian Thesmo-
phoria and the Adonia, which sanctioned risqué badinage and verbal mock-
ery among women, abusive language, both as a literary genre and as a
discursive practice was normally not associated with females in ancient
Greece, especially when directed toward males.? Such ritual mockery often
took place away from men, among women only, although Plutarch does
mention a Spartan ritual in which girls publicly humiliated cowardly men
while praising others.® In Attic old comedy, female characters, with the ex-
ception of crones, utter far fewer primary obscenities than their male coun-
terparts, and very seldom do so in the company of men.” Contemporary
studies in sociolinguistics have also identified obscene usage and slang as
traditionally the province of males, while noting that strong and abusive
language has historically been considered inappropriate for women in West-
ern European cultures.?

Among the women poets, there are few, if any, examples of blame dis-
course. Some intriguing fragments of Sappho suggest mild rebuke, espe-
cially her criticism of her brother for his relationship with an Egyptian-Greek
prostitute named Rhodopis or Doricha (Hdt. 2. 135 = frag. 202 Campbell).
In the best-preserved fragments, she prays for her brother (frag. 5 Camp-
bell) while denouncing the woman (frag. 15 Campbell). Another series of
fragments criticizes several women, some of whom appear to have been
poetic rivals, or young women who left her group to join these rivals (frags.

4. For this idea, see Boedeker 1991, 109.

5. Sexual joking was not strictly masculine in ancient Greece, but frequently occurred at women-only
religious festivals such as the Thesmophoria; see Winkler 1990, 188-209.

6. Plut. Lyc. 14.4-6; for a discussion of the passage, see Stehle 1997, 34. This comment on Spartan
custom is typical of ancient views of Laconian women as dominating and outspoken.

7. Sommerstein 1995, 79 observes that out of seventy-five instances of primary obscenities uttered by
characters in the three Aristophanic comedies featuring women (Lysistrata, Thesmophoriazusae, and Eccle-
siazusae), fifty-five instances occur in the speech of men, twenty in that of women, usually speaking only
among themselves. More recently, I have shown that most of these obscenities tend to occur in the speech of
crones; see McClure 1999, 211.

8. Although Otto Jesperson was the first to argue that avoidance of obscenity was characteristic of
women’s speech, Bornstein 1978, 135 has shown how cultural prescriptions, as found in etiquette manuals
and magazines, have shaped this view. Lakoff 1973, 50 describes obscenity as masculine and argues that
women tend to use weaker expletives, such as “oh dear.” See also Henley 1977, 147; Coates 1986, 108-9;
and de Klerk 1997, 152, who associate this verbal genre with a dominating discursive style.
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55, 57,71, 131, 144, and possibly 178 Campbell).” A similar use of invec-
tive against a female poetic rival is found in a fragment of Corinna on
Myrtis (frag. 664a).

Among non-tragic literary representations of women, Helen in Book 3 of
the Illiad provides an early example of a female character whose speech
challenges or undermines her husband’s authority (Hom. /. 3.428-36).
Although in a domestic context, Helen rebukes Paris not for shirking his
marital duties, but for his poor performance on the battlefield, as if seeing
him from a male perspective, “You left the battlefield; I wish you had per-
ished there, conquered by the stronger man, who was once my husband”
(filbeg &k molépor’: dg dpeleg adtdd’ dAécbor, / Gvdpl doueic kpatepd,
d¢ &uog mpdtepog mooig Nev, Hom. 11, 3.428-29). This scornful abuse, with
its goading imperatives and negative epithets, resembles the hostile speech
of sparring warriors, thus suggesting that she places herself on a level equal
with her husband.!® Her language recalls the insults Hector had earlier
heaped on Paris: both compare him unfavorably to Menelaus (3.52-55;
cf. 432-36), and both express a wish to see him dead (Hom. /I. 3.40). Helen’s
appropriation of the heroic taunt in this scene reinforces the idea of gender
inversion already implicit in Paris’ womanish flight from the battlefield to
the bedroom.

In a more contemporary text, Euripides’ Andromache, the poet models
Hermione after her epic mother by portraying her as a bourgeois scold. In-
stead of winning her husband’s affections with blandishing and seductive
words, with her goading she incurs his hatred; like Helen, Hermione feels
her marriage to a social inferior potentially jeopardizes her own status (Andr.
209-12). Hermione’s boast of discursive entitlement (§AgvBepoctopciv, 153)
violates the ideology of silent subordination promulgated within the play by
Andromache and possibly reflects contemporary Athenian views of Spartan
women as disdainful and deprecating toward their husbands. In his discus-
sion of the timocratic youth in the Republic (Resp. 549c—e), Plato depicts
status-conscious Spartan wives as verbally domineering and querulous toward
their husbands. He suggests that this linguistic inversion has a direct impact
on the masculine political sphere by producing avaricious and prestige-
seeking children who value money over virtue (Resp. 551a). Similarly, in
Aristotle’s view such a state of affairs within the house leads to gynecocracy
in the city (yvvaikokpotovpevar, Pol. 1269b20-25), a situation aggravated

9. On the idea of a separate women'’s poetic tradition, see Skinner 1993. Lardinois 1996 argues for a
separate tradition of male and female public poetry performed in gender-specific contexts. Two fragments
of Sappho conveying a tone of reproof appear to address uneducated or rustic women (55, 57 Campbell);
in the latter example, Athenaeus describes the words as a form of mockery (cxdntet). P Oxy. 1787 frag. 6
contains the vocative xa[xé]tpone while frag. 131 Campbell consists of a kind of self-blame. Fragments
144 and 178 appear to speak of poetic rivals. At Hdt. 2.135, Sappho is described as reviling Rhodopis
(moA& katexeptounoe), her brother’s prostitute-lover, in her verses. On these fragments as evidence of
blame poetry in Sappho’s corpus, see Lardinois 1989, 16-17.

10. In similar fashion, Agamemnon later goads his troops into battle by name-calling and insults (Hom.
Il. 4.242, 370-71, and passim). The fact that denouncing a warrior as a yovf (woman) represents one of the
worst forms of Homeric abuse further suggests the pervasive derogation of women in ancient Greek culture;
cf. Hom. Zl. 8.163. Worman (forthcoming) argues that Helen’s speech at many points resembles that of the
male warrior.
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by the frequent absence of men on military campaigns (Pol. 1270a1-8).
That Athenian wives also had a tendency toward lowsopia is apparent in
Socrates’ criticism of the tragic actors who impersonate women on stage:
“We will not then allow our charges, whom we expect to prove good men,
being men, to play the parts of women and imitate a woman young or old
wrangling with her husband. . . .” (o0 &% émitpéyopev, Qv 8’ &£y, OV oty
kndecBar kai Seiv avtodg dvdpag GyaBovg yevécBai, yovoiko pipeicOot
dvdpag dvtag, 7 véav f{ npeoPutépav, i Gvdpt Aodopovpévnyv. . . . Pl. Resp.
395d5-€2).

These examples of challenging female speech suggest that the Greek
imagination associated such verbal dominance with inverted gender roles,
with powerful women and emasculated men. Indeed, it is part of the topsy-
turvy, upside-down world of the Lysistrata that Aristophanes portrays Lysis-
trata not only as making a public oration before a male audience, but as
reviling them (Aowdopficar, Ar. Lys. 1128). The numerous references to this
character type in the classical period, especially in Athenian drama, may
have reflected the increased attention given to issues of discourse and power
in the classical polis.!! As a drama about discourse, Euripides’ Medea, like
Aeschylus’ Agamemnon before it, depicts a frightening status reversal
brought about by a verbally dominant female who powerfully manipulates
discourse in order to destroy her husband.

THE TRADITION OF INVECTIVE AGAINST WOMEN

While there are few examples in the literary tradition, especially in Athenian
tragedy, of challenging speech uttered by women, women frequently serve
as the objects of blame discourse both in early epic poetry and in genre poems
devoted to this type of invective. This remarkably heterogeneous discourse
appears as early as Homeric epic and extends to the fifth century c.g.'?
Helen’s self-reproach in the /liad may point to a separate blame tradition
directed toward her, and other women, in lyric poetry and possibly alluded
to in a fragment of Alcaeus (é¢ Adyoc, 42 LP).!? This tradition may have had
a counterpart in non-Homeric hexameter poetry, since in the Cypria, Momos
(Censure) is made to suggest that Zeus should beget Helen, while Hesiod
describes how Aphrodite cast her and the other daughters of Tyndareus “into
ill repute” (kaxfj . . . @uy, frag. 176 M-W).!% Indeed, the song of loathing
that Agamemnon predicts will attach not only to Clytemnestra for his mur-
der, but also to womankind in general, may refer to a different type of poetic
treatment, a blame tradition separate from epic but coextensive with it, “And

11. Ober 1989, 5-6 and passim stresses the importance of exclusivity as a means of coalescing politi-
cal identity in the classical polis: as a group, the citizen body distinguished itself from others, especially
foreigners, metics, women, and slaves, through its elite practices, particularly its access to political speech.

12. In a provocative discussion, Loraux 1993, 1067 argues for the continuity and heterogeneity of the
blame tradition against women in the Greek literary corpus, but locates its origins in Hesiod and Semonides
rather than in any earlier tradition. For further discussion of this invective, particularly in Euripides, see
Nancy 1984.

13. Graver 1995, 55-59.

14. Ibid., 56.
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a hateful song will be hers among mortals, and it will bring a harsh reputa-
tion to womankind, even to one who does good things” (ctuyepn 8¢ T’ dowdn
/ €ooet’ &n’ avBpdmovg, yolennv 8¢ te @iy dndooel / Bnlutépnot yuv-
aél, xal § k* edepyodg Enotv, Hom. Od. 24.200-202).

The idea that the misdeeds of one woman can bring disgrace upon all
women is central to subsequent blame discourse: unlike Helen’s specific at-
tack on her Trojan husband, the invective against women treats all women
as generically the same. Hesiod’s depiction of the first woman, in the Theog-
ony, involves similar elements of invective: from the individual example of
Pandora, the poet generalizes about all women, or, as he terms it, “the race
of female women” (yévog . . . yovaik@v Onivtepdov, Hes. Theog. 590),"
characterized as deceptive, treacherous, and troublesome to men (86Aov
aindv, aunyavov, 589; nfjpa péya, 592). The poet underscores this idea by
his multiple repetitions of the word xaxdv (evil) in connection with them
(xahov kakdv, 585; kakdv, 600; cf. 570, 602, 609, 612; cf. Op. 57, 58, 88).

While Agamemnon’s almost bardic prophecy about female ignominy in
the Iliad may well reflect a very early poetic tradition of invective against
women, Archilochus and Semonides are traditionally, although probably
inaccurately, credited with the invention of the iambic genre and its use of
abusive language in the seventh to sixth centuries B.C.E.'® This genre typi-
cally consists of a poetic monologue of simple structure composed in iambic
trimeter or trochaic tetrameter; the speaker addresses himself to a public, an
individual, sometimes a friend, but more often to an object of derision. The
poet ridicules or denounces particular persons or universal types, frequently
deploying sexual innuendo and vulgarity.!” The most famous example of an
iambic invective against women is Semonides’ fragment 7, a poem from the
last half of the seventh century B.C.E. that parodies women through a series
of unflattering comparisons to animals; only the silent and industrious bee
woman incurs no blame (udpog, 7.84).'8 West notes that fragments address-
ing the evils brought about by women also appear in Hipponax 68 and Sus-
arion, an author credited with the invention of comedy in the Attic deme
Icaria, while another parallel classification of women according to different
animals appears in the hexameters of Phocylides.!® This evidence suggests,
as does Graver’s work on dog-insult in the Iliad, that the invective against
women may have been a very early feature of the ancient Greek literary
tradition.

By the time of tragedy, the invective against women, whether understood
as a yoyog yovark®v modeled on Hesiod and the earlier tradition, or simply

15. Loraux 1993, 72—110 notes that the denunciation of women as a kaxév in literary invective always
involves a fundamental asymmetry of the sexes: women are seen as an isolated group, a separate tribe or race,
yévog yovark®v or 6fjlv yévos, while men are never referred to in this way, with the exception of Eur.
Med. 429 and Ion 1095, two passages discussed later in this paper.

16. Lloyd-Jones 1975, p. 11 and n. 4.

17. West 1974, 28. Rosen 1988 discusses the role of personal invective in the iambic poets and argues that
the targets of this poetic antagonism must be understood as stock or fictional figures rather than actual people.

18. On the dating of this poem, see Lloyd-Jones 1975, 16. Because of the pervasive confusion of Se-
monides with Simonides among ancient writers, the poet’s floruit is very uncertain.

19. West 1974, 32.
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as a form of kaxd¢ Aéyeiv (slander), is a literary commonplace epitomized
in a fragment from Euripides’ Aeolus, “Whoever stops slandering women
will be called a wretch and a fool” (yvvaiko & Ootig madcetar Aéyov
Kakdg, / dvotnvog Gpa kod copdg kekAnostal, Eur. frag. 36 N2). This tra-
dition extends to late antiquity, to Athenaeus in the second century C.E., and
to Stobaeus in the fifth century c.E., whose Anthology collects examples of
this discourse in a chapter entitled Wéyog T'vvaukédv, a work no doubt respon-
sible for preserving a vast number of misogynistic sentiments from Eurip-
idean drama.?® But even as early as the late fifth century B.C.E., the poet
seems to have had a special association with this type of discourse: when
the female chorus in Aristophanes’ Thesmophoriazusae playfully mock the
idea of women as a curse with their ironic repetition of the word kaxév,
they refer not only to the legacy of Hesiod, but to Euripides himself, the
very man they have sought to put on trial for slandering them (Ar. Thesm.
786-99).2!

Hippolytus’ notorious diatribe against women (Eur. Hipp. 616-68), per-
formed just three years after Medea, provides a good example of the Eurip-
idean invective against women. In this speech, Hippolytus resorts to a
generalized attack on the female race in response to the actions of two
specific women, Phaedra and the Nurse, borrowing several motifs from
Hesiod, particularly the idea of women as a kakdv, an extravagant nuisance
for men. But the speaker departs from the earlier tradition in a significant
way: in his final condemnation, he configures his hatred of women as a
speech act comprised both of curse and diatribe that will perpetuate a leg-
acy of slander against women (6Aowce. piodv 8’ obnot’ éuminodrcopon /
yovaikog, o0’ €1 gnoi tig u’ dei Aéyewv, Hipp. 664—65). At the same time,
Euripides has several of his female characters defend themselves against
either a staged or imagined male discourse of blame. For example, Mela-
nippe in a fragment from the lost Melanippe Desmotis, a play apparently
full of invective against women,?? disparages men for criticizing women,
“In vain is the invective against women launched by men, a futile shot, and
in vain is their slander” (natnv ap’ €ic yovaikag &€ avdpdv yoyog / warlet,
kevov 1éEevpa, kot xokdc Aéyet, Bur. Melanippe Desmotis frag. 499 N2).
Thus Euripidean tragedy conceptualizes the yoyog yvvaik@v as a type of
speech act, whether formal or informal, performed mostly by men and di-
rected toward controlling women’s sexual behavior. Moreover, the tragic
genre, staged before predominantly male spectators in a civic context, itself
plays an important role in shaping and transmitting this blame discourse.

20. Nancy 1984, 113-15 and passim. The amount of blame discourse in Euripides’ plays strikingly
contrasts with that of the other tragedians, perhaps underscoring his concern with the domestic drama.

21. Note that the women of the chorus also mockingly refer to themselves as a yvvaikeiov gdrov (Ar.
Thesm. 786), the designation commonly used in the male blame tradition. On this speech as a response to
men’s blame discourse, see Loraux 1993, pp. 73-74 and n. §5.

22. For examples of blame discourse in the fragments of Melanippe Desmotis, cf. Eur. frags. 493, 494,
498, 502 N2. The fragment appears to introduce a longer speech on the important religious role played by
female priestesses in the polis, for which see Page 1942, 112-15. For another example of this counter-
discourse, cf. Eur. Protesilaus. frag. 657 N%: 3ot 8¢ ndoog cuvtifeig wéyet Adyw, / yovaikag £&7g, okaidg
#0711 k0O copdG* / TOAA®V Y&p ovo@dv ThHy piv edpioetg kakny, / thv 8’ donep abtn Ajp’ Exovoav evyevég.
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Although the Medea antedates the aforementioned plays, it nonetheless
reflects Euripides’ preoccupation with the tradition of the ydyog yvvoikdv
at several key moments. It depicts Medea as delivering a “woman’s com-
plaint” (230-66) that borrows its language from the tradition of invective
against women to denounce the institution of marriage from a female per-
spective. But instead of indicting men as a separate race, the speech consists
of a personal invective directed toward a single man. Such a generalized
blame discourse could occur only if women had control of the poetic tradi-
tion, as the female chorus suggest in their choral ode at 410-30, which
expresses a wish to replace the yoyog yvvak@v with a song of praise for
women. Later, Medea cunningly directs this invective against herself in an
attempt to reconcile with Jason. By the end of the play, however, Euripides
reinscribes the ydyog yuvoik@dv through Jason’s scathing denunciation of
his wife as treacherous beyond all other living creatures.

MEDEA’S BLAME LANGUAGE

The prologue immediately identifies Medea with angry and condemnatory
speech even as it attributes the tragic chain of events to Jason’s unsettling
abuse of language, the oath sworn to Medea upon their departure from her
native land and later broken.?* The intensity of her speech derives from her
implacable anger (Sucbvpovpévn, 91); rather than fighting to maintain a cir-
cumspect silence, as does Phaedra in Hippolytus, she openly rages because
she has nothing shameful to conceal. The Nurse depicts Medea as loudly
denouncing her perfidious husband and noisily wailing (drownaéy, 31),
“She cries aloud ‘oaths’ and calls upon the mightiest assurance of the right
hand, invoking the gods as witnesses” (Bod p&v opkovg, dvakaiel 8¢ de&iag
/ miotwv peyiotny, kai Beodg paptipetor, 21-22). Unlike the Homeric Helen,
however, she takes her husband to task not for his martial performance, but
for a domestic and erotic failure incongruously conceptualized as a gentle-
manly breach of contract. Although it is not clear whether she refers to a
violated nuptial oath, sworn between herself and Jason, or simply to Jason’s
promise of marriage in response to her act of supplication (496-98), Medea’s
almost legalistic language implies an egalitarian political alliance rather than
the hierarchical arrangement typical of the average Greek oixoc.?* From the
Athenian standpoint, the union of Medea and Jason has no legal basis be-
cause it was contracted not between the father of the bride and the husband,
but directly between husband and wife. Also uppermost in the minds of the
spectators may have been Pericles’ law of 451/0 prohibiting the offspring of

23. Boedeker 1991, 97 details Jason’s misuses of language, including violations of oath taking, suppli-
cation, and persuasion. For allusions to Jason’s broken oath within the play, cf. lines 20-23; 160-63; 492~
95. Burnett 1998, 196-97 views Jason as the quintessential Hesiodic perjurer, citing the verbal echo in the
fourth stasimon, pkwv xdpig, (439-40) that recalls ebopkov ydpig at Hes. Op. 190-91 and 199-200.

24. On the idea of Jason and Medea’s union as a political contract between (male) equals, see Burnett
1973, 13; Foley 1989, 75; Williamson 1990, 18; and Boedeker 1991, 95. Some scholars interpret the refer-
ence to 3e€id at 21 as a handshake: in Burnett’s words, the pair are united “as two states might be,” their mar-
riage sealed by a handshake. Flory 1978, 70-71 notes that the handshake, normally a feature of contracts, was
not standard practice in the wedding ceremony; because it usually occurred only among men, this gesture
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unions not contracted between two citizens from participating in the city
(Arist. Ath. Pol. 26.4). Medea’s initial censure of Jason thus hints at her dom-
inating discursive practices and infuses the play with a central irony: although
her interlocutors frequently describe her speech as vain and ineffectual (in the
same way as the male chorus disparage the speech of women and Clytem-
nestra throughout the Agamemnon), her verbal facility gives her the upper
hand throughout the play.?’

Indeed, her first speech act onstage consists of a curse, “O cursed chil-
dren, may you perish at the hands of your hated mother along with your
father, and may the whole house be damned” (¢ katdpatot / naidec SAotcbe
oTuyepdc patpds / obv matpi, kai mdg dopog Eppot, 112-14). She quickly
reinforces this curse with another one calling for the death of Jason and of
his bride (160-65):

® peydra Oéut kol moTVL " ApTept
revooed’ & naoyo, peydiolg OpKolg
£VONCOUEVA TOV KATAPATOV

noov; Ov ot £yd vopgav T’ éoidowp’
a0TOolg HeAdBpOLg dlaKValOpEvoug,

ol' &ué mpdcOeEV TOAUDG GSIKETV.

O goddess Themis and queenly Artemis,

do you see the great troubles I suffer,

even though I bound my accursed husband to me

with great oaths? May I look upon him and his new wife
crushed to dust, house and all,

for the injustice they dared commit against me.

Medea’s use of the verb évdéw at 162 echoes the contractual language found
in the prologue, while its middle voice possibly suggests a more active role
in forming the alliance than was customary for Greek women; this shift away
from the passive voice will be seen again in her first address to the chorus.
The chorus sympathetically interpret her plangent rage as a form of mourn-
ing, “I heard the sad cry of lamentation as she wails her shrill, painful grief ”
(&yav d-/rov moAdoTOVOoV YOwV, / Aryvupd & dyeo poyepd Bod / tov v Aéyet
npodotav kakovopeov, 204-6; cf. vépog oipwyfic, 107; dyav, 149). In Clas-
sical Athens and elsewhere, women’s laments were often viewed as danger-
ous because they could serve as a public vehicle of protest and resistance,

further suggests a political activity. But it is also possible that the term 3¢&ia refers to a gesture of suppli-
cation, a ritual activity in which hands played a central role.

By contrasting oaths and the right hand in a puév/8¢ clause at 20-23, the text suggests two separate
actions, the swearing of an oath and physical contact, whether a handshake or act of supplication. Burnett
1973, p. 13, n. 22 and 1998, p. 202 and n. 56 argues that the text refers to a nuptial oath, elsewhere unat-
tested; she cites Aesch. Eum. 217-18 where the nuptial bed is said to have a greater power than the oath
(eVvh) yop avdpt kai yovaiki pépoipog / dpkov ‘ot peilov); Archil. 173W; Theoc. Id. 22.147-48, ydpog
£v 0pk@; and the ploughing metaphor, Men. Pk. 1010. For children as a kind of marriage pledge, cf. Aesch.
Ag. 878.

25. Boedeker 1991, 103 observes that “Despite Medea’s effective and critical use of language, she is
told by many that she speaks pointlessly, in vain (udtnv)”; cf. Eur. Med. 152, 333, 450, 883, and 959.
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especially when they contained elements of blood vendetta and cursing.
Moreover, blame and criticism are also a regular feature of women’s laments
in modern Greece.?” The loudness and violence of Medea’s speech serve as
the tangible signs of a greater disturbance in the oixog, an aberrant equality
of status between husband and wife brought about by Jason’s crime of perjury.

Medea’s discursive power may also be viewed as reinforcing her char-
acterization as an epic hero, an idea first put forth by A. Maddalena in
1963 and elaborated by Knox and by E. Bongie in 1977. She possesses the
same “passionate intensity” characteristic of the hero: she is “high-spirited”
(peyoréomiayvoe, 109), full of resolve and daring.?® This temperament con-
tributes to her inability to tolerate injustice or disrespect, as evidenced by
the number of epic value terms found in connection with her (firypacpévn,
20; dripdoag, 1354; Adiknuévn, 26; UPpile, 603). Medea also exhibits a
strong preoccupation with avoiding the laughter of her enemies, a potential
source of shame and fear: “In dying I will become a joke to my enemies”
(Bavodoa 6Mcw Toig poic £xOpoic Yéhwv, 383; cf. 398, 404-5; 797; 1049—
50; 1354-55, and 1362). Like a hero, she wishes to appear formidable and
invincible rather than vulnerable in the face of her opponents: “Let no one
think me trifling and weak, or gentle, but of the opposite temperament,
difficult to my enemies and well-disposed to my friends” (undeig pe eavinv
KaoBeviy voplléto / und’ fiovyaiav, aAAd Botépov Tpodmov, / Bapeiav £ybpoig
kai @ithotowv edpevii, 807-9). Given this ethical position, she perceives
Jason not so much as a husband, but as an enemy (§y6iotog, 467) on whom
she desires revenge (viv &’ éAmig £xBpovg tovg épovg teioey dikny, 767).
And like the epic hero, and not like a wife, she longs for kAéog (810), the
fame and glory through song reserved for warriors and typically denied to
women, at least for the type of action Medea contemplates.

But as critics more sensitive to gender issues have noted, Medea is not
wholly an epic construction: because she unites feminine self-posturing
with a heroic subjectivity, she may be viewed as a “confused imitator of
heroic masculinity,” a figure who departs radically from her Sophoclean
prototype.? Euripides portrays her as manipulating Greek conventions of
feminine behavior when attempting to gain the compliance or sympathy of

26. On blood vendetta and women’s laments, see Holst-Warhaft 1992, 5-6, 33, 118; as a form of social
protest in Attic tragedy, see Foley 1993, 113.

27. Holst-Warhaft 1992, 73-93.

28. On Medea’s heroic attributes, see Maddalena 1963, 132-41; Knox 1979, 298-99; Bongie 1977, 29—
34; Gellie 1988, 16; Barlow 1989, 161-63. Knox specifies as heroic attributes her determination and uncom-
promising resolve (cf. av@ddovg, 104; Suokardnavotog, 109; Epyactéov, 791; dedoypévav, 822; toduntéov,
1051; 8é8oxtar, 1236); her recalcitrance (28-29); her implacable wrath (y6\ov, 94; dpydv, 176) and savage
nature (&yprov Mg, 103) as well as her suicidal intentions (ti 8 pot {fjv &1t képdog, 145, 798). Bongie 1977,
29-30 discusses much of the same material to arrive at a similar conclusion, that the same heroic motivations
of honor and glory motivate both Euripides’ Medea and the Sophoclean Ajax. In the same way, Foley 1989,
76 observes that Medea *“thinks and acts not like a classical woman but like an archaic and Sophoclean hero
when he feels he has been wronged.”

29. Foley 1989, 81; this confusion arises in part from her “feminine role-playing” (74-75), in which
she deceptively adopts whatever pose might effectively persuade her interlocutors, while as the play
progresses, her feminine mask gradually slips away to reveal her heroic persona. On this mixture of mas-
culine and feminine roles, see Burnett 1973, 22 and 1998, 194; Bongie 1977, 28; Barlow 1989, 167; Rehm
1989, 109; Rabinowitz 1993, 148; Segal 1997, 18.
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her interlocutors, in a manner similar to the Aeschylean Clytemnestra. Only
at the end of the play does Medea appear as a figure of masculinized bold-
ness who has subordinated maternal scruples to an all-consuming passion
for revenge. Their similarity is further suggested by the fact that Medea,
like Clytemnestra, is never given lyric song, not even as she stands over the
corpses of her children: she sings in anapaests, a marching meter suitable
“for indomitable, masculinized females.”3°

This combination of feminine and heroic self-presentation finds expres-
sion in Medea’s famous comparison of battle to childbirth, an assertion that
exemplifies the mix of heroic and maternal modes repeatedly exhibited by
her character: “I would rather stand before a shield three times than give
birth once” (¢ tpig dv nap’ donida / otfjvar Bhon’ v paddlov i tekeiv
ana&, 250-51). This comparison recalls the birth similes in the lliad that
accompany battle scenes, such as the one that likens the wounding of
Agamemnon to the fierce pangs brought on by Eileithyia (Hom. /. 11.269—
72; cf. 17.4-5 and passim). Medea’s comparison of childbirth to battle both
reinforces her status as mother and alludes to her characterization as an epic
warrior in an unsettling conflation of gender categories.’! And yet in sub-
sequent lines she evokes the forlorn and tearful Andromache at the end
of Iliad Book 6 (6.429-30) when she speaks of herself as a spear prize
(AeAnopéven, 256) bereft of kin (o0 untép’, odk Aderpov, odyl cvyyevi,
257), an ominous allusion to her role in her brother’s death. As Foley and
others have shown, the traditional view of Medea’s heroic qualities must be
qualified by an understanding of the feminine self-representation Euripides
assigns to her. Her use of the language of invective similarly straddles two
spheres, affiliating her, on the one hand, with the aggressive taunting of the
Homeric hero, while at the same time revealing her transgression of the
strictures against outspokenness in the legitimate wife and mother.

In the quarrel scene at 446-626, Medea’s verbal presence assumes a form
of kakdc Aéyelv, a phrase that can refer in other dramatic contexts to the
“slander” or insult typically directed toward women by men, as discussed
above. Even the structure of the agon, in which Medea accuses Jason of
betrayal, reflects her unusual verbal status, since this type of scene in Eurip-
idean drama typically stages a conflict between men of equal status.*? In his
Medea, however, the tragic poet constructs the scene as a domestic dispute
in which a scorned wife scathingly derides a glib and fickle husband. In his
opening words, Jason emphasizes his wife’s verbal excesses, attributing her
exile to her verbal incontinence, “On account of your empty words, you
will be driven into exile” (Aoyov pataiov obvek’ Ekneo) xBovég, 450). A

30. Hall 1999: 115; see also Pintacuda 1978, 114 and 171-73, who argues that the anapaests of
Clytemnestra and Medea indicate a dominating, masculinized temperament.

31. Easterling 1977, 182 takes this assertion as a comment on “the emotional hazards of being a mother,”
while Bongie 1977, 37 argues the opposite, that it indicates her assimilation to male values. At the very least,
it foreshadows the child murder; see Barlow 1989, 160.

32. Lloyd 1992, 3 lists thirteen scenes in Euripides’ plays generally acknowledged to be formal agones:
most occur between men (Alc. 614-733; Heracl. 120-283; Hipp. 902-1089; Andr. 547-746; Supp. 399~
580; Phoen. 446-635; Or. 470-629; IA 317-414); three take place between two women (Andr. 147-273;
Tro. 895-1059; EI. 988—1138); and only two occur between a woman and a man (Med. 446-622; Hec.
1109-292).
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few lines later he reiterates that her sharp tongue and penchant for kg
Aéyew have piqued the wrath of Creon, resulting in a decree of exile, “You
will not give up your foolishness, always bad-mouthing tyrants. For this
reason, you are driven out of this land” (o0 &’ obk dvielg popiag, Aéyovs’
Gel / xak®d¢ tupdvvovg totydp éxkmect] yBovog, 457-58). Indeed, Jason
portrays her throughout the scene as inappropriately quarrelsome and out-
spoken, finding fault with her “fierce garrulity” that blasts him like a gale
(v ofv otéuapyov, @ yvvat, yroscalyiav, 525).

Medea does not deny Jason’s accusations; instead, she argues that her use
of kaxdg Aéyetv, or insult, will alleviate her own suffering while increasing
his, “For I will unburden my soul by bad-mouthing you and you will be hurt
by listening” (§yd te yap Aé€aca koveiobnoopar / yuyfv Kakdg oe Kol
oV Amfon kMWev, 474-75). But Medea does more than insult her husband:
she constructs an almost literary invective against him by revealing his self-
serving cowardice, “Once interrogated you will appear even more base”
(¢pwtndeic yap aioyiov eavii, 501). Medea’s remedial discourse converts
the epic tale of Jason’s heroic struggles into a story of tragic disgrace; as
Boedeker puts it, “Medea retains the upper hand not least in her authorial
role, her collusion with Euripides in creating her own new Adyog.”3?

In contrast, Jason largely avoids the language of abuse in the agon,
claiming an intention to remain well disposed toward his former wife, “For
even if you hate me, I would not ever be able to think badly of you” (xai
vop el oV pe otuyeic, / odk Gv duvaiunv ool kak®dg @poveiv mote, 463—
64). His explicit avoidance of blame discourse is expressed in the phrase
o0d¢ pépeopar when he asserts that he does not find fault with Medea for
failing to produce children, since she has given him two sons (GAig ydp ot
yey®dteg ovde péppopar, 558). When he sarcastically invites Medea to con-
tinue railing against him, “Don’t ever stop saying that Jason is the worst
husband” (uf) mavon note / Aéyovs’ ‘lacov’ ®¢g KAkloTog 0T’ Gvnp, 451—
52), he seems to encourage her to employ a blame discourse traditionally
employed by men.

And yet Jason does not entirely avoid the invective mode he imputes to
Medea. At one point, he sounds remarkably like Hippolytus in his desire to
eliminate women from the reproductive process: “Mortal children should be
born from some other source, not from the female race; then they would not
be an evil to men” (ypfiv yap GALobEv mobev Ppotodg / naidoag tekvodobat,
Ofilv & odx eivar yévoc / yoBtwg dv odk v obdEV GvBpdmolc Kakdv,
573-75). This commonplace makes reference to two traditional elements of
the yoyog yuvoik@v: the idea of women as an evil to men, a kakdv, and as
a species distinct from them, the 6fjhv yévog. Similarly, one of Medea’s final
comments attributes a threatening undertone to Jason’s words when she
taunts, “Go on and insult me, since you have somewhere to turn” (Vfpi(’,
gneldn oot pgv €ot’ dmootpoen, 603). These instances of invective in Ja-
son’s speech prefigure his final denunciation of Medea at the end of the play
(1323-50) as well as the chorus’ subsequent apostrophe about the grie:

33. Boedeker 1991, 109.
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brought about by women and marriage (1290-92), since the union that
brought him children will now take them away.

Another unusual feature of Medea’s speech in the agon is her use of derog-
atory address, since female characters normally do not employ this type of
construction in Euripidean tragedy, especially when speaking to men. Pejo-
rative terms used as a form of address, such as noykdxiotog and kdxictog,
appear far more frequently in male speech, particularly in quarrel or debate
scenes and occur only five times in the speech of women in Euripides.** It
is therefore significant that two of these examples occur in the agon as
Medea derides her husband for his cowardice and perfidy, “You utter scoun-
drel, for this is the worst thing I am able to call you in speech for your lack
of manliness” (@ maykdkiote, T0dT0 Yap G eineiv Exw / yAdooy uéyiotov
gic dvavdpiav kaxdv, 465-66). Later in the rhesis, her derogatory address,
o kdxiotT avdpdv (488), punctuates a long list of past favors she performed
for the thankless Jason.

The final part of the agon again assimilates Medea’s blame speech to the
verbal genre of the curse. When she asks why she has received a sentence
of exile, Jason specifies that she brought it upon herself by calling down
curses upon the royal family (dpdg tvpdvvolg dvociovg dpopévn, 607). In
response, Medea identifies herself with the power of the curse when she
says to Jason, “Yes, and I am a curse to your house too” (kai coig dpaia y’
oboa toyydve dépoic, 608). By the end of the quarrel scene, Medea becomes
more than the vehicle of vilification, instead embodying the curse she had
earlier uttered against Jason and their children, a speech act that has as its
counterpart her final emasculating prophecy. The agon thus does not merely
portray Medea’s blame discourse as an aspect of her heroic characterization;
rather, it shows how she constructs for Jason a “fair reproach” (koAdv 7y’
Sveldog, 514) similar to the male poets’ age-old censure of women.

ELEMENTS OF INVECTIVE IN MEDEA’S FIRST RHESIS

Euripides lays the groundwork for the “fair reproach” Medea constructs
for her husband in her first long speech at 214-66. This speech attempts to
elicit the sympathy of the female chorus through its elaboration of women’s
plight within the male-governed oikog, resembling, in parts, the rhesis of
Procne in Sophocles’ Tereus.?> Medea deploys numerous commonplaces as

34. This type of utterance frequently appears in agon scenes, most of which are between men in Eurip-
ides; cf. Andr. 590, 631, 719; Alc. 697, 717; Or. 719; and Hipp. 959; for this insult among men only in other
scenes, cf. Supp. 513; Hec. 577; and HF 182. Similarly, the vocative & oyéthie appears only in the speech of
men in the Euripidean corpus (cf. Alc. 824 and Bacch. 358; & navobpye, Hec. 1257). See McClure 1995,
54-55; see also Bongie 1977, 42.

McClure 1995, 54-55 notes that of the five examples in Euripidean drama of mortal women employing a
negative form of address, such as naykdkiote and kdxkiote, two belong to Medea (465, 488); at Tro. 943,
Helen addresses Menelaus in this way; at Hipp. 682, Phaedra denounces the Nurse for revealing her £pwg to
Hippolytus; and at Hec. 1199, Hecuba derides Polymestor for killing her son; cf. Heracl. 947 where Alc-
mene uses & navodpye of Eurystheus; for an example of a goddess using this phrase of a mortal man, see
Eur. Hipp. 1316.

35. Knox 1979, 312 compares this speech to that of Procne in Sophocles’ Tereus (Soph. Tereus. frag. 583
Radt), a play concerned with infanticide also, and full of programmatic statements about women; see also Mills
1980. The differences between the two speeches are, however, more striking than the similarities. Although
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a means of conveying her adherence to the feminine status quo, a strategy
that later reappears in her mock reconciliation with Jason. At the same time
she turns the traditional elements of invective against women to critique the
social institution of marriage from a female perspective. Medea’s invective
against Jason, however, must deviate from the traditional yéyog yvvoik®dv
uttered by men in one important way: because women do not retain control
of poetic discourse, as the chorus later point out, her attack must be con-
fined to her husband and does not extend more generally to the “race of
men.” Whereas Hippolytus employs a critical discourse about women, al-
luding to them as a kax6v (Hipp. 627; cf. 616, 629, 632, 649, 651, 666) and
stating a generalized hatred for them (uo®, Hipp. 640), Medea’s invective
takes a more personal form: she begins by denouncing Jason with the su-
perlative adjective, kdxiotog; this word and its cognates comprise the heart
of her blame discourse here and elsewhere. In fact, she refers to her husband
as a xaxdg, a base and cowardly man, ten times in the course of the play,3¢
and later states to Creon that she passionately hates her husband (GAL* éuov
noowv / pod, 310-11).

As if in imitation of the yoyog voiced by men about women, Medea shifts
from a personal attack on Jason as a kakdg to a more general condemnation
of men and marriage as a kakdv (234), a word which further plays upon the
tradition of women as a curse (228-34):

év @ ydp Mv pot mdvta, Y1yvdoKet Kahdg,
Kaxiotog Gvipdv EKBERMY’ oOpOG ToHOLG.
ndviov 8 80’ €01’ Epyuya Kol yvounv gyet
yuvaikég opev dOMGTATOV QUTOV”

ag mpdTa pEv del ypnudtov VrepPolrfi

néowv mpiacbal, deondTnV 1€ CMOPATOG
AaPeiv kakod yap 100t €1 dAylov KokKOv.

He knows full well that my whole life was bound up with him;

and he, my husband, has turned out to be the worst of men.

For of all things which are living and have judgment

we women are the most wretched creatures.

First, we must buy a husband for ourselves

by outbidding others with a wealthy dowry, and then take him

as a master over our bodies. And this is an evil worse than that evil.

the two women begin their complaints with a commonplace about the wretched lot of women, “We women
are nothing” (&g 00dév Eopev, 583. 3; cf. Med. 231), Procne dwells on the delights of a girlhood spent in
her natal oikog and her reluctance to marry. Her use of the passive voice to describe the role of girls in
marriage strongly contrasts with Medea’s deployment of the active voice: they are “thrust out” of their fa-
thers’ houses (360Vued’ £&w, 583. 7) and “traded” between men (Siepnordpeba, 583. 7). Everything about
Procne’s speech suggests girlish modesty and loyalty to her paternal household; in contrast, Medea boldly
proclaims to Jason her willingness to betray her family (adtf) 8 matépa kai 86povg mpodolc’ épodg / Thv
MnudTuv eig Todkdv ikéunv / odv ooi, npdbupog pdrhov fi copwtépa, 483-85). For others, this speech
marks her as a conventional Greek woman in order to earn the sympathy of the female chorus; see Bongie
1977, 36; Foley 1989, 74 and Rabinowitz 1993, 134.

36. For the word xakdg used in connection with Jason, cf. 84, 498, 586, 618, 699, 1386; in a general
sense, cf. 518. For the superlative kdkiotog, cf. 229, 452, 488, 690.
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Her claim that men are an economic liability because brides must buy their
husbands with their dowries (232-33) amplifies the Hesiodic undertone in
its evocation of the female bees who sit idly indoors and reap the rewards
of others (Hes. Theog. 596—99). Hippolytus makes the same complaint about
the dowry fathers must pay to marry off their daughters (Hipp. 628-29) and
employs the same term, npioacBor (Hipp. 622), in his fantasy about purchas-
ing babies from temples. Moreover, by using the active rather than the pas-
sive voice, Medea strikingly portrays women as active partners in the
marriage arrangement (232-33), a role reversal further reinforced by her
use of yapodoo at 606.3” The shift from passive to active voice further
recalls the opening allusion to the broken nuptial contract described in
political terms as an alliance between two equal entities. But even as the
- speech borrows the language of invective to describe marriage from a
woman'’s standpoint, it also deploys the commonplace of women as a gutdv,
a race or species apart.

In the next section, Euripides has Medea echo Hesiod in yet another way
(cf. Hes. Theog. 607—-10) when she states that everything depends upon
whether a woman marries a good or bad man (235-40):

KGv 108" dydv péyiotog, 1 kakov AoPeiv
A xpnotov. ob yap ebkAeeis drorrayal
yovandiv, 008’ 0idv T dvivacBar téotv.
gc xouvd &' 6 kai vopoug derypévny
dei pdvtiv gival, pufy pobolicav oikobev,
Onwg pditota yprioetar EuvevveTn.

And this is the greatest struggle, whether she takes a bad husband
or a good one. For divorce does not bring fair repute

to a woman, nor may she renounce her husband.

But arriving among new customs and laws,

she must divine—if she has not learned this lesson at home—
how she might best manage her husband.

The repetition of the infinitive Aapeiv in 234—35 reinforces the woman’s role
in the nuptial process as active rather than passive. Her reference to the win-
ning of a husband as a kind of male athletic competition, an dydv, is also
peculiar, since in Greek myth marriage frequently awaits the male victor in
such contests, while females serve as the prize.*® Finally, her allusion to
divorce in terms of xAéog prefigures her own heroic preoccupation with this

37. Williamson 1990, 19 discusses the phrase ypnudtov vnepPorfi nootv mpiacOar as an example of
how Medea sees herself as an active partner in the marriage transaction; on the peculiarity of yapoUoa as
an active form, see Foley 1989, 76; see also Rabinowitz 1993, 137.

38. Foley 1989, 75 cites Medea’s allusion to marriage as an dy@v as an example of violation of conven-
tional feminine norms. It is also worth mentioning that in Greek myth, women often serve as the prize
awarded to the victorious athlete or hero; for examples, cf. Pind. Ol. 1. 144-45, in which Pelops wins Hippo-
damia from Oenomaus in a chariot race; and Pyth. 9. 195-206, in which Danaus offers his forty-eight daugh-
ters as a reward for victors in a foot race, specified as an éydv. The metaphor of marriage as an dydv also
recurs in Antiphon B49 DK, e.g., péyoag yap dyodv ydpog dvbpdne (49.3—4). On this passage in connection
with Medea, see Knox 1979, p. 311 and p. 322, n. 78.
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concept only fully revealed after her interview with Aegeus (edkAeéotatog
Biog, 810).

In subsequent lines, Medea inverts the traditional invective against
women: her oblique reference to men’s access to other sexual partners out-
side marriage seems to apply a feminine standard of sexual self-control and
marital fidelity to husbands (244—47):%°

avip &, Stav toig Evdov dybnton Euvov,
£&w pordv Enavoe kapdiav dong:

[A mpdg gihov TV’ A mpdg HAka tpaneic:]
fuiv 8 dvaykn mpdg piov yoymv Prémewv.

But a man, whenever he grows tired of

consorting with those within the house,

goes outside and puts an end to his vexation,
[turning either to some friend or companion.]

But for us it is necessary to look to one soul alone.

Medea credits her domestic trouble to men’s access to sexual partners out-
side of marriage and to an overvaluation of €pwg characteristically associ-
ated with women (¢pocbijvor Aéyovg, 491), even though Jason adamantly
denies that he has been so overwhelmed by desire (inépe memhinypévog,
556). The verb nAnoocw (strike) assimilates Jason to the feminine sexual
folly originally attributed to Medea by the Nurse (Epott 6upov ékmhaysioa,
8). Clearly the chorus in their prayer that Aphrodite not “strike them with
desire for someone else’s bed” (Bupov éknAnéac’ Etéporg émi AéxTpolg, 639)
allude not to so much to Medea but to Jason as the partner who has strayed
from his marriage, while the feminine participle implicitly suggests that
such sexual betrayal is womanish. Similarly, Medea uses the words n66o¢
(623), with its crudely sexual meaning, and vécog, a term frequently applied
to female sexual passion in Euripides, to describe Jason’s feelings for his
new bride.? In effect, Medea holds her husband to the same standard of sex-
ual fidelity normally reserved for women and conveyed by the word nictig
(492; cf. 22). She sarcastically remarks in the agon, “What a wondrous and
loyal husband I, long-suffering, have in you!” (avpactov 8¢ ot / €xo nécy
Kot motov 1 tahoy’ éym, 510-11) and then confides to Aegeus that Jason
has not been motég (faithful) (698).4! Medea imputes dniotoctvn, the sex-
ual betrayal ascribed to women in the first stasimon (422), to Jason, thus
inverting the discourse of blame normally directed toward wives. In rec-
onciling with him later in the play, her use of the term dmiotriow (927) in
reference to his deceptive words ironically reinforces this sexual betrayal.

39. Page 1938, 90 takes 245 to mean “that the husband consoles himself with other women” and brack-
ets 246 on the grounds that it ““eliminates this indelicacy” since the man turns to his male friends and com-
panions.

40. For some examples of the term applied to female sexual desire in Euripides, cf. Med. 1364 and 16;
Andr. 220, 956; Hipp. 479, 512, 698, 730, 766. On the idea of Jason as motivated by £pwg, see Pucci 1980,
101-2, who argues that he mistakes sexual infatuation for love, as implied by his praise of Aphrodite as his
rescuer (526~28).

41. For a parallel, cf. Aesch. Ag. 606 where the phrase yvvaika motrv (faithful wife) refers to the sexual
self-control expected of wives in ancient Greece.
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At the same time, in condemning Jason’s actions as an £pyov aicyictov
(695), Aegeus suggests that such behavior on the part of men has dire social
consequences also, because it imperils the civic institution of marriage and
its main purpose, the propagation of citizens.

Lastly, Medea seems to allude, at least indirectly, to the male discourse
that has shaped these prevailing ideas about women, “For men talk about
how we live a cowardly life inside the house, while they do battle with
the spear. How wrong they are!” (Aéyovot 8 fludg dg dxivéuvov Biov / {dpev
kat’ oikovug, ot 8¢ papvavrot dopi- / kakdg ppovodvieg, 248—-50). The mas-
culine noun Gvnp at 244, and the masculine pronoun ol & at 249 suggest
that Aéyovot refers to the ideas and words publicly generated by men, per-
haps even their invectives against women.*? Her dismissive phrase, xakac
ppovobvteg, indicates how completely she attempts to rebut this talk through
the creation of a counter-discourse in which husbands, not wives, are blamed
as the source of domestic ills.

A PALINODE FOR WOMEN

In the first stasimon, this counter-discourse receives poetic expression in
the form of a collective praise ode honoring women, one that reverses the
@apar of the past and confers glory instead of blame on women.*? This
“song for feminists,” as Conacher calls it,** introduces the possibility of a
remedial, feminine discourse that will counteract the traditional invective
against women (410-20):

dve Totapdv epdv ywpodot mayai,

Kol 8ika Kal mavto TdAlv oTpé@eTat.

dvdpdot ptv d0Aar Bovrai, Oedv &’

obkéTL mioTig dpape”

Tav & guav ebkAeiav Eyev Plotav oTpéyovot eapat’
EpyeTar Tid yuvaikeio yéver

oUkéTL duokéLadog pdpa yuvaikag E&et.

Back flow the waters of the sacred rivers,

justice and all things turn back again.

The counsels of men are treacherous, and the faith vowed
by men in the name of the gods is no longer secure.

The legends will change so that women will win fair repute.
Honor will come to the female race.

No longer will women receive a bad name.

42. Barlow 1989, 159-60 argues that with this term Medea “dissociates herself not just with [sic]
women’s stereotypes as they are commonly accepted by women as well as men, but more important from
the myths and fictions that men particularly propagate about women.”

43. It is possible that passages such as this one, in which a female chorus mock male blame discourse
and accuse men of the crimes typically associated with women, e.g., Jon 1090-98 and Ar. Thesm. 785-
845, in addition to Eur. Med. 410-30, derive in some way from ritual mocking choruses of men and
women like those found in the Syracusan cult of Demeter (cf. Diod. Sic. 5.4.7) and in the Demetrian festi-
val at Pellene; cf. Paus. 8.27.9.

44. Conacher 1967, 191.
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The words ebkAewa and Tipd evoke Medea’s heroic affinities and posit a form
of public acclaim for female agency. And yet, the chorus imply that such a
reversal of discourse and action could only occur in a world turned upside
down, where rivers run away from the sea and the whole order of things is
altered, a state brought about in the play by Jason’s broken oath, here the-
matically underscored by the term mictic.*> In another choral ode strikingly
close in language and thought to this one, a female chorus similarly decry
the biased songs of men and their depiction of women’s loves as lawless
and unsanctioned (Eur. Jon 1090-98). Like the chorus in Medea, they call
for a palinode that could exculpate women and expose the erotic misdeeds
of men (roAipgopog Gowdd / kol povo’ eig dvdpag ito / dvokéhadog Auet
réktpov, Eur. Ion 1096-98).

While female heroism might occasion a new poetic discourse, the chorus
nonetheless recognize, as Medea had earlier, that the blame tradition is the
product of women’s exclusion from male poetic activity; if they had been
the singers, the ignominy of men and the glory of women would have been
the subjects of song (421-30):

poboat 8 modoryevémv Afgovs’ Goddv

Tav éuav dpveboar dricToolvav.

o0 Yap &v QueTépq yvapg AVpag

@nace Biomy dodav

Doifog, dyftwp perémv: énel dvidyno’ v tuvov
apoévav yévvg. pakpdg & aibv £xet

TOAAL pEv Guetépav Gv3pdv Te poipav eimeiv.

For the songs of the ancient poets will stop singing of our treachery.
But Phoebus, lord of music,

did not endow us with the divine song of the lyre.

If he had, I would have sung a response to the race of men.

Long years have as much to tell about men’s lives as ours.

The epic elements present in this strophe, including dactylic meter, Ionic
forms (Opvedoor dmotocvvav, 422) and Homeric diction (dnoce 6éomv
Gowdav, 425; cf. Hom. Od. 8. 498), may allude to the tradition of non-Homeric
hexameter blame poetry discussed above. It is also possible however, that
the Ionic dialect refers instead to the iambics of Hipponax, Archilochus, and
Semonides.*® And as if to imitate this blame discourse and respond directly
to the traditional description of women as yévog yovaik@v,*’ the female cho-
rus atypically refer to men as a separate and isolated group, the “race of
men” (dpoévev yévva, 429). As a quasi-epic song, the ode glorifies Medea
while imputing to Jason, in a gesture familiar from invective, the type of
faithlessness typically associated with women and designated in the next

45. Burnett 1973, 20.

46. On the nature of the duckéladog gapa, see Page 1938, 103—4, who, following Verrall, appears to
view it as a reference to iambic songs, and perhaps to an earlier tradition like the one discussed by Graver
1995. For a discussion of both epic and iambic possibilities, see Boedeker 1991, p. 108, n. 53.

47. On this passage, see Loraux 1993, 107; for a similar allusion to men as a race apart, cf. dpotov
avdpdv, Eur. Jon 1095.
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strophe by the hapax, dniotocvvn (421). A further irony is implied: the
heroic action of Medea, the woman who inspires their song, must take the
perverted form of child murder.

Whereas the first stasimon indicates how completely Medea has won the
allegiance of the chorus, their sympathy gradually diminishes as they grapple
with the depth of her destructive violence revealed in her revenge speech at
764-810, a sea change accompanied by a shift in discourse from praise to
blame.*® In the fifth stasimon, the chorus repudiate their own verbal author-
ity and further downplay the possibility of a female poetics intimated in the
praise ode: they assert that most ideas are beyond the reach of women
(1081-84), attributing poetic skill to only a few women (ndcaict pEv ob-
nodpov 8¢ 1 &M / yévog év mollaic evpoig av Towg / odK Gndpovcov to
yoveik®v, 1087-89). This pessimism accompanies the chorus’ increasing
awareness of Medea’s capacity for violent revenge and their role in abetting
her crimes.*’ By the end of the play, with its shocking revelation of child
murder, the chorus adopt the stance of traditional blame poetry in their de-
nunciation of the trouble married women cause men: “O grief-filled nuptial
bed of women, how many evils have you contrived for mortals!” (& / yv-
vairk@v Aéyog / moldmovov, oca Bpotoic Epeog HdN kokd, 1290-92). The
transformation of the chorus, from sympathetic protofeminists to exponents
of the very discourse they had earlier denounced, implicitly ridicules the
idea of a palinode for women and prefigures Jason’s scathing castigation of
his wife in the play’s final scene.

MEDEA AS MODEL WIFE

Before Medea can carry out her treacherous plans, however, she must regain
her husband’s trust. In order to persuade him, she recasts the discourses of
praise and blame she has earlier deployed, becoming the embodiment of the
conventional Hellenic wife evoked in her first rhesis. In their penultimate
exchange, at 866-975, Medea uses Jason’s assumptions about women
against him in fashioning her self-invective.’® She blames herself for the
trouble she has caused, addressing herself with a derogatory adjective,
oyethMo (873), in the same way she had earlier derided Jason. She then
claims that once she came to her senses, she rebuked herself rather than her
husband (¢ye &’ &pavtf] S Adyov dgikopnv / kdhodopnoa, 872-73).
Now, instead of reviling Jason, she praises him (¢naiwv®d, 884) for being a
chepwv (sensible) man (884), while denigrating herself as aGopov (without
sense, 885). She defers to his authority, acknowledging the wisdom of his
counsel (toict Bovievovorv &, 874) and the shortcomings of her own
(dBovriav, 882). This feminine role-playing culminates in her assertion that

48. Conacher 1967, 192 is right to see Medea’s interactions with the chorus at 214-66, 364—409, and
764-810 as an “ascending scale” in which she maximizes their support and sympathy. And yet, once they
have heard her revelations, their allegiance begins to wane, as indicated by the choral ode at 824-65.

49. Segal 1997, 171 views the fifth stasimon as a moment in which the chorus is forced “into shock-
ingly direct contact with the crime that it has reluctantly abetted.”

50. On Medea’s manipulation of female stereotypes in this scene, see Barlow 1989, 163-64; Foley
1989, 74-77; Boedeker 1991, 99.
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she should have offered to preside over his impending nuptials, like the
mother of the bride (887-88), a gesture of self-sacrifice paralleled only by
Andromache’s outrageous willingness to nurse Hector’s bastard children in
another Euripidean tragedy (Eur. Andr. 224-25).

To render her performance even more plausible, Medea deploys two gno-
mic statements, one of which evokes the ydyog yvvaik@v inverted by her
earlier speech: “We women are such as we are—I won’t say an evil” (GAA’
goptv oldv éopev, odk &pd kakdv, / yuvaikeg, 889-90). This ambiguous
assertion simultaneously reinforces and undermines a traditional male sen-
timent regarding women. By echoing the Hesiodic definition of women as
a curse, xakov, Medea tells Jason what he wants and expects to hear,
thereby joining herself to the blame discourse she had earlier repudiated
and signaling an acceptance of a subordinate female role. Her apostrophe to
her children (894-905), whom she already intends to kill, followed by her
gnomic assertion that women by nature are given to weeping (yovi 8& 8fjv
Kani dakpoog €pu, 928), completes her portrayal of a repentant wife with
a maternal flourish. Her final allusion to Jason as the “best” of husbands, a
phrase laden with all the irony of her earlier references to him as a kakdc,
shows how fully she exploits discourses of praise and blame in order to gain
control over her husband, “in you she [Glaucé] gains the very best man as
a husband” (avdpdg 1 dpicTov ol tvyods’ dpeuvétov, 953). Duped by this
performance, Jason rewards Medea with a discourse of praise: “I praise
what you have said, nor do I find fault with it” (aiv®d, ybveu, tdd’, o0d’
éxeiva pépgopat, 908) and then deems her a cdgpwv wife (913). The phrase
008’ . . . pépgopan echoes Jason’s earlier use of the phrase in the agon and
shows how completely he has reversed his prior stance in response to his
wife’s performance. By appearing to embrace the blame discourse perpetu-
ated by men against women, Medea convinces Jason of her loyalty and obe-
dience, even as she prepares to destroy him, in a verbal strategy strongly
evocative of Clytemnestra’s duplicitous and ambiguous response to the
messenger at 587-615 in Aeschylus’ Agamemnon.

JASON’s INVECTIVE AGAINST MEDEA

In the final scene of the play, these discourses of praise and blame suffer a
final overturn. Once he has learned the full extent of his wife’s crimes, Jason
resorts to invective and reinscribes in the strongest terms the traditional
yoyog yovaik@®v; and yet his invective, like that of Medea, has a more per-
sonal object, since he directs it mostly toward his wife (1323-50). In lan-
guage and content, this speech recalls the numerous passages in Euripidean
drama in which women are denounced for their domestic treachery, and
returns full circle to the gnome Medea pronounces at the end of her first rhesis
(265-66).%! Several verbal echoes evoke his wife’s earlier use of invective:
just as she constructed a blame discourse for him (koAdv vy’ Fveidoc, 514),
so in turn he denounces her with countless reproaches (pvpiolc éveideot,

51. On female domestic treachery in Euripides, cf. Andr. 269-73; Ion 843-46; frags. 276, 429, 1159 N2.



392 LAUrRA McCLURE

1344). The magnitude of his hatred, expressed in an exceptional apostro-
phe, now surpasses that of his wife because it encompasses the hatred of all
mortals and even the gods, “O hateful thing, O woman hated most of all by
the gods, and me, and the entire race of mortals!” (@ picog, ) péyloTov
£xBiotn yovor / Bgo0ig te Kdpol novti 1° avBpdnwev yével, 1323-24). Simi-
larly, the other vocatives with which he addresses his wife, aioyponoié and
t€kvov pougove (1346), far exceed the derogatory superlatives she had
earlier uttered (e.g., ® maykdkiote, 465). In designating Medea an “evil
mother” (untpog . . . koakfg, 1363), Jason recalls her repeated denuncia-
tion of him as a xaxdg. And just as Medea had previously condemned Ja-
son’s house to oblivion, so now he heaps imprecations on her (Aoto, 1329;
gppe, 1346), and his culminating curse similarly invokes vengeance deities,
“May the Erinys and murderous Dike destroy you for the sake of your chil-
dren” (GAMd o’ "Epivdg dAéoete tékvev / govia te Aikn, 1389-90). Medea
now becomes the enemy, spawned by their hateful and destructive union
(xfdog €x0pOV OAEBPLOV T° époi, 1341).

Whereas the first part of the Medea inverts the genre of the yoyog yv-
vauk®v, redirecting it against men and simultaneously creating a new dis-
course of praise for women, Jason’s speech partially restores the traditional
masculine view of women. He appropriately refers to his matrimonial
actions with the active voice, yfjuar of (1341; cf. fydpnv, 1331), while
designating her role with a passive participle, vopgevfeica (1336), a gram-
matical shift that contrasts her perversion of active and passive voice in the
first rhesis. Borrowing the language of Hesiod, as Medea had earlier, he
refers to her as a kakov péya (1331), specifically in a nuptial context. And
as in Semonides’ iambic and the diatribe of Hippolytus, the female is com-
pared to wild and supernatural creatures outside human civilization: “You,
a lion, not a woman, who has a nature fiercer than Tuscan Scylla” (Aéowvav,
ob yuvaika, thg Tuponvidog / TkVAANG Exovoav dypiwtépav gvotv, 1342—
43), a comparison that evokes her Aeschylean counterpart, since Clytem-
nestra receives a similar condemnation in the Agamemnon (Aesch. Ag.
1232-33). As Jason’s betrayer (npoddtiv, 1332), Medea has proven the truth
of women’s dniotoovvn proclaimed by the poets.

But his words have no effect on Medea; in rhetoric like that of the self-
confident Jason earlier in the play, she exhorts him to continue hating her
(otdyet, 1374) and denounces his speech as empty and vain, using pdtnv
as he had of her (uatnv €nog Eppinrtor, 1404). At the level of grammar,
Medea’s abrupt imperatives underscore her discursive dominance.3? Func-
tioning as a dea ex machina, with her words assuming the power of a de-
ity, she delivers a final prophecy over Jason, “As for you, a base man you
will die basely, as is fitting, your head struck by a fragment of the rotting
Argo” (o0 &, donep eixdg, kotbovf kaxkodg kakdg / Apyodg kdpo GOV
rewydve memAnypévoc, 1386—87).%3 Earlier identified with a vengeance deity,

52. Cf. Aéye, 1320; oag’ {06, 1362; otdyer, 1374; oteiye . . . Odnte, 1394; péve, 1396.

53. Collinge 1962, 170-71 argues that the staging of the final scene creates a striking visual metaphor
for a “dehumanized” Medea; others have viewed her as a primordial, feminine vengeance deity; see Foley
1989, 77, Rabinowitz 1993, 132 and 136; and Burnett 1998, 224.
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an didotop CEpivdv vrnardotopov, 1260), Medea appears in the play’s final
moment in a deified form, as “Curse-demon satisfied,” one that compels
Jason to look upon his crime and calls him “false to his oath” (yevdépxoc,
1392).>* All of Medea’s earlier speech acts, particularly her use of curses
and invective, culminate in this prophecy, while the repetition of kaxdg
kakdc evokes all of her allusions to Jason as a deficient spouse. The parti-
ciple memAnypévog, a word placed in the same metrical position as in its
earlier occurrence at 556, recalls the £épwg that has consumed and destroyed
him, and its just punishment: instead of being “stricken with desire” (inépe
nemAnypévog, 556), he will die stricken by a segment of the ship that
brought him glory. The prophecy thus deprives Jason of his heroic legacy,
cloaking him instead with tragic ignominy and reducing him to the speaker
of a womanish 8p#jvog (1409).%3 Through the character of Medea, Euripides
contrives a “song of loathing” for Jason, as the earlier poets had for women
in their invectives, and, in the process, shows us a truly terrifying world, in
which women are capable not merely of adultery, or even of murder, but of
controlling discourse.

University of Wisconsin—-Madison

54. Burnett 1998, 218-19. Rabinowitz 1993, 136 also views Medea as a deity, but as a symbol of the
matriarchal power repressed by Hellenic male civilization.

55. Boedeker 1991, 109 shows how the play, through Medea, provides a new, tragic Adyog for Jason
which supplants that of the heroic past.
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