“Do You Recognize Me Now?”:  Medea as Aphrodite


Though the influence of the Homeric Hymns upon Latin literature may have in the past been neglected, more recently the Hymns have begun to receive their due as influential works in Rome. Stephen Hinds’ book The Metamorphosis of Persephone, most prominently, examines Ovid’s use of the h.Dem. in the Metamorphoses and Fasti, and Barchiesi sees not only the h.Dem., but also the h.Dion. and even the h.Ap. in the Metamorphoses (Barchiesi 1999, cf. Malten 1910). Additionally, many have noted the resonance of the h.Aphr. in the Aeneid, most famously in the episode in which Venus appears to Aeneas in the guise of a huntress (Reckford 1995, Casali 2008). It seems undeniable that the Homeric Hymns, individually if not as a body, were available to the literati in Augustan Rome and respected well enough to be quoted and referenced in literature. Most of the studies that have examined this influence, however, have focused on Augustan Latin epic.


In light of the established connections of the h.Aphr. to Latin literature, I would point to one more: the influence of the h.Aphr. on Seneca’s Medea. Throughout the play one finds many thematic connections that suggest that Medea, by means of her exercise of magical/divine power, is attempting to gain recognition as a divine figure much as Aphrodite in the h.Aphr. is taken for granted to be (Littlewood 2004, Walsh 2011). One finds in both works the same anxiety surrounding the boundaries between the mortal and divine spheres, the same apprehension around powerful females, and the same dangers concerning women who cannot be incorporated into conventional marriage structures. Furthermore, the necessity for Medea to present herself to authority figures as harmless until she has accomplished her revenge recalls the necessity for Aphrodite to disguise herself as a sexually inexperienced maiden before she can accomplish her goal of having sex with Anchises. Medea’s prominent supernatural power in Seneca’s play creates a noteworthy contrast with Euripides’ Medea, whose power for the most part is invested in persuasion and murder by conventional means; her supernatural side is greatly downplayed. It is not until Seneca’s finale, however, that the Medea modulates into explicit quotation of the h.Aphr.: when Medea stands on the roof alongside her dragon-drawn chariot and cries down to Jason, conjugem agnoscis tuam?, she paraphrases Aphrodite, who, after she has reassumed her divine appearance, awakens Anchises with an imperious άἴὁίἐὼἰά
ἶἵήὸῶἐὀῖόAt last these women have revealed their true and terrifying natures--Aphrodite assumes her fearsome divine radiance, and Medea beside her dragons horrifies Jason with his murdered children--and they depart for the skies. 

Medea’s idea of herself as divine is crucial to the play. Though Medea’s status as other in Corinth is seen by the Corinthians and Jason as a defect, Medea views this otherness in terms of her divine heritage rather than any barbarian aspect. The play’s preoccupation with pernicious contact between the mortal and the divine (a great concern also in Anchises’ story), and Medea’s strenuous efforts to cross the boundary that separates these spheres, are manifest in Medea’s final assertion of dominance over Jason. Here she attempts to be recognized by mortal authorities as the dangerous semi-divine being that she sees herself as. In her final question, conjugem agsnoscis tuam, she asks Jason (and the audience) whether he will yet acknowledge her attempts to model herself after Aphrodite. Jason, however, is given the last word and asserts that, in spite of the grief she has caused him, he will not recognize her as more than mortal. In this exchange, I argue that Seneca invokes the quest of humans for divine honors, and makes clear that the power Medea has gained in this endeavor has come at too great a cost to her own soul. Medea’s relentless efforts to appropriate honors that are only half hers are central to the tragedy, and her loss of humanity in the quest for divinity is the paramount issue.
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