Fiercer Than Skylla:  Character and Recognition in Euripides’ Medea


Within five lines of his tirade against Medea after the murder of his children, a horrified Jason denies his former wife’s womanhood and likens her instead to a lioness and Skylla (Eur. Med. 1339-43), an image which Medea herself repeats at lines 1358-60.  Although scholars have identified Euripides’ Medea as a woman who attempts to navigate male spheres of speech and action, Jason’s perception of her character has received less attention (Boedeker 1991, Rehm 1989).  The repeated Skylla comparison marks a shift in the relationship between Jason and Medea.  During most of the drama he is aware of Medea only as a spurned wife.  Labeling her as a monster signifies the point at which Jason appears to realize that she is a hybrid character, not bound by the expected limits of femininity.
In order to understand the dramatic effect of these lines, we must first look at Skylla’s reputation in the preceding literature.  She appears in Homer as a monstrous man-eater, with twelve feet, six mouths, and triple rows of teeth (Od.12.89-92).  In Aeschylus’ Agamemnon, Cassandra compares Clytemnestra to Skylla for the audacity of her lethal actions (Ag.1232-4).  Thus, by Euripides’ time the image of the murderous woman as a Skylla would certainly resonate with a portion of his audience.  Jason’s accusation, however, acts as more than a simple literary or mythological reference.  Monsters and other mixed creatures in Greek literature typically contain familiar elements that comprise a strange whole (Clay 2003).  So, although the Skylla is composed of recognizably human and animal parts, in sum she is a monstrous hybrid.  Jason’s critique gains meaning by invoking the monster, for Medea’s character is equally hybridized.

From the beginning of the play, Medea is portrayed, by herself and others, in various and conflicting roles.  She speaks of herself as a prized princess, carried off as booty (λεληισμένη, 256).  This image is complicated, however, by the recurring mention of the right-handed oath she swore with Jason (21-22, 161, 492), an action typically observed between the groom and father of the bride.  She also speaks of her active role in Jason’s quest, particularly in the slaying of the dragon (κτείνασ’, 482), a typically heroic pursuit.  Finally, by plotting against Jason and exacting revenge, Medea takes on a villainous persona.  Vladimir Propp’s distinction of character roles is useful here for cataloguing the elements that comprise Medea’s character.  Although his analyses typically identify patterns of plot, the fact that Medea is able to occupy several mutually exclusive catagories effectively demonstrates her hybrid character.  Throughout the play, then, she assumes the roles of the Princess and her Father, the magical Helper, the Hero or False Hero, and the Villain (Propp 1968).
Medea acts on various planes, but Jason’s understanding of her outrage is extremely limited; at first he is only able to comprehend her anger as womanly and domestic.  He repeatedly states that she is provoked by his new marriage (555, 568), and denies her role in his quest by claiming that she was compelled by Aphrodite (528).  This stunted view prevents him from foreseeing Medea’s drastic retribution.  His moment of dramatic recognition occurs midway through his speech (1323-1350) after viewing his children’s corpses.  Initially, he curses Medea as a “woman most hateful to the gods” (1323).  In the middle of this speech, however, he abruptly alters his language.  He says that no Greek woman would dare such a thing (1339), then denies that she is a woman at all (1342); this is the last instance where he uses the word γυνή in association with Medea.  The comparison to a monster marks Jason’s recognition of Medea’s hybrid nature.  In denying her womanhood, Jason understands that Medea is a detached character; her amalgamation of roles makes her unpredictable and therefore dangerous, inspiring her equation to the Skylla.  

These lines also signal an ironic shift.  Throughout the play Medea attempts to prove herself as more than a woman to be cast aside, often using heroic language to do so.  Thus, Jason’s response reconstitutes their relationship in terms of a familiar epic opposition, Hero and Monster.  Although Medea is successful in exacting revenge and winning some recognition from Jason, her equation to Skylla suggests a limited victory (confirmed by her failed plot against Theseus in Athens), for all monsters in Greek myth are eventually defeated.
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