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ABSTRACT

This thesis explores the role of women as helpers in Homer’s Odyssey and Apollonius of
Rhodes’ Argonautica. In writing this thesis, I had two goals: to better understand the complex
roles of the women in the Odyssey and to learn the complex ways in which Apollonius
incorporates and references these earlier women within his Medea. My first chapter examines the
actions of Odysseus’ main female helpers and how these women interact with Odysseus and
allow him to move closer to obtaining his goal of returning to Ithaca and retaking his house and
wife. My second chapter explores how Apollonius of Rhodes creates his Medea with numerous
similarities to the Odyssean women but also alters these models to separate her from her
predecessors. This thesis ultimately seeks to display Medea’s unusual prominence within the

narrative of the Argonautica through her similarities to Odysseus’ helper women.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION

The Odyssey, as it announces in its first several lines, is a poem about a man, his nostos,
the destruction of his companions, and the trials he faced on his way home. Odysseus is a tricky
hero, whose cunning and ability to “[speak] many false things like true ones” (yevdea TOALY
Aéyov étdpototy opoia, 19.203) often save him in difficult situations. The Odyssey is also,
however, a story about women and their role and abilities within Homeric society. The women
whom Odysseus meets contribute significantly to his nostos, as they provide crucial help to the
hero. They feed and clothe him, give him instructions, and manipulate those around them in
order to help him. In doing so, these women display a great deal of power in the narrative.
Indeed, a theme of the Odyssey is the overwhelming power of women,' and the poet shows this
idea through the way that Odysseus is helped most often by women and nearly destroyed by the
men he comes in contact with.? Women are Odysseus’ most significant helpers in his nostos;
without them, Odysseus would be unable to accomplish many of his deeds. The Odyssey’s
female characters serve dual roles within the epic; much of the time, they serve as hindrances to
Odysseus’ journey. As women, they serve as seduction figures® for the hero and threaten to hold
him back from completing his nostos. Upon meeting them, Odysseus must deflect and

manipulate their advances, and when he succeeds, these women become helpers of his cause.*

! Beye 1993, 162-163; also with the theme of the power of women comes the attempt to control it, which also
features heavily in the epic.

2 Ibid. 165.

3 With the exception of Athena, because of her virginity.

4 Doherty 1995a, 85; again, with the exception of Athena and perhaps Arete.



After this, Odysseus’ women are fully invested in him accomplishing his nostos. Thus, their
characters are defined by their helping or hindering capacities.® While Odysseus may very well
manipulate his female characters into helping him, they do not do it solely for his benefit. Often,
the women have their own motivations for helping the hero, and they might receive benefits like
kleos in return for doing so. In this way, the Odyssey tells much about its women and their
thoughts.

As an epic poet in the Hellenistic age, Apollonius of Rhodes employs many of the same
epic traditions as the Homeric poet. He writes in dactylic hexameter, uses Homeric vocabulary,
and creates a story of the heroic past, among other similarities. The story of the Argonauts is
much older than Apollonius; Pindar composes a shorter version in Pythian 4, and parts of the lost
Naupactica seem to be devoted to the tale.’ Thus, many of the events told by Apollonius are part
of a greater tradition. So as is fitting for the stories of old heroes, Apollonius writes an epic in
which he incorporates similar scenes and language into his poetic program. The Argonautica
itself, as an epic, begs to be read in view of the //iad and the Odyssey, and Apollonius’
incorporation of specific scenes and language demands that we view his characters and their
actions in view of the Homeric models. One way to examine Apollonius’ use of Homeric models
is through the creation of his Medea. She is a complicated character, and in her psychological
characterization, Apollonius creates a female character that goes far beyond her Homeric
predecessors in her power. She is more emotional, and the depth of her character, in terms of
strength and emotion, provides her the opportunity to nearly overtake Jason as the hero of the
epic. Aspects of her character come from many works; most obviously, Apollonius draws

Euripides’ Medea, especially in book four when Medea rages against Jason’s treatment of her.

5 Doherty 1991, 43.
® Beye 1982, 46-47 gives summaries of several fragments.



But many of Medea’s scenes, such as her wagon ride to the shrine of Hecate, also suggest direct
comparisons to the Odyssey. In examining Medea’s character, we can find many similarities
between Medea and the women who help Odysseus. Apollonius creates Medea in a way that
consistently draws back on Homeric models while also adapting these models in order to better
fit his Hellenistic epic.

In writing this thesis, I had two goals: to better understand the complex roles of the
women in the Odyssey and to learn the complex ways in which Apollonius of Rhodes
incorporates and references these earlier helper-women within his Medea. To accomplish this, I
examined the actions of these women through a framework like that of Vladimir Propp. In his
Morphology of the Folktale, Propp set out to discover the parts of a Russian wondertale whose
substitution might change the tale substantially.” Propp creates thirty-one “functions,” acts of a
character which have significance for the course of the tale, that are common within these
Russian wondertales.® In his work, Propp makes a distinction between function and action;,
different actions can perform the same function within Propp’s framework. Although Propp
focused on Russian wondertales, these functions can also apply more broadly to the story of the
Odyssey and that of the Argonauts. Propp himself found that the Argonauts follow the same
morphological pattern as the Russian wondertales.” However, I do not fully embrace Propp’s
framework within this thesis. Propp puts his focus primarily on the functions, not the characters
who perform them. In this thesis, the fact that women help Odysseus and Jason in these ways is

quite significant. The women could not be exchanged for men and the story remain the same.

7 Csapo 2005, 192.
8 Ibid. for the definition of a function.
° Propp 1984, 79.



Thus, I examine the actions of these women through a Propp-like framework but cannot commit
to Propp’s ideas fully.

The first chapter of this thesis discusses Odysseus’ main female helpers in the Odyssey:
Calypso, Nausicaa, Arete, Circe, Athena, Eurycleia, and Penelope. Through an examination of
their acts of help for the hero, I explore how these women interact with Odysseus and each allow
him to move closer to obtaining his goal of returning to Ithaca and retaking his house and wife.
As discussed above, many of these women begin their character as hindrances to the hero. Often,
Odysseus is also restrained at the homes of these women, and they hold the means for him to
continue on his nostos.!° Within this chapter, I also examine why these women might choose to
help Odysseus and what benefits they might receive in doing so. Many of Odysseus’ helpers
have a fondness for him, and I examine the reasons why they might have this connection. I
conclude with a discussion on how each of these women foreshadow Odysseus’ reunion with his
wife Penelope through their courtship and Penelope’s role as Odysseus’ ultimate helper within
the epic. In my second chapter, I examine the character and role of Medea in Apollonius of
Rhodes’ Argonautica. By examining her actions throughout books three and four, I discuss
Medea’s similarities and differences to the Odyssean women of chapter one. Medea contains a
multitude of similarities to Odysseus’ helper women; at the surface, she is a young princess like
Nausicaa and a sorceress like Circe and Calypso. She displays much of the same pfjtig as Athena
and experiences similar emotional turmoil to Penelope. She shows these similarities in a
multitude of ways, such as through similar scenes and specific language. Apollonius draws on
models provided by the poet of the Odyssey to craft scenes and emotions for Medea, but he

regularly alters these models to support his own story. Medea holds many of the same traits of

10 Examples of the means needed for Odysseus’ nostos are Circe’s instructions on where the hero must sail next and
the ship of the Phaeacians which carries him back to Ithaca.



these women, but she also has many traits that separate her from her Odyssey predecessors.
Medea is much more psychological than the women of the Odyssey; Apollonius gives her
emotional turmoil and an internal narrative, which most of Odysseus’ helpers lack. In giving
Medea, her actions, and her emotions more prominence, Apollonius creates his heroine in a way
that allows her more control of the narrative, and the story becomes just as much about her as the
Argonauts. Ultimately, this thesis seeks to highlight Medea’s role as a helper to Jason through
her similarities to Odysseus’ female helpers and to detail the ways in which Apollonius adapts

the roles of Odyssean women to better fit Medea in the Argonautica.



CHAPTER TWO
WOMEN AS HELPERS IN THE ODYSSEY

Within the Odyssey, Odysseus’ trials and adventures are numerous. To return to his home
and rightful place in his kingdom, he must conquer monsters, win the good opinion of the
Phaeacians, and defeat the suitors ravaging his household and attempting to marry his wife.
Odysseus does not accomplish these trials on his own; rather, he employs a significant number of
helpers in order to succeed in his nostos. Male figures do play some role in his story: Zeus sends
Hermes to free Odysseus from Calypso’s island, Aeolus manipulates the winds for him, and
Eumaeus and Telemachus play significant roles in the killing of the suitors. But throughout his
journey, the hero receives the most help from the women he encounters. Calypso, Nausicaa,
Arete, Circe, Eurycleia, Athena, and Penelope each provide Odysseus with crucial instruction
and aid to accomplish his nostos. Away from Ithaca, the women house Odysseus while he
recovers from his time at sea and instruct him on where he must go and what he must do next. In
Ithaca, his wife Penelope works within the house, setting up her weaving-trick and the bow
contest. And throughout the entire poem, Athena stands at Odysseus’ side, helping him through
many of his trials.!!

The roles of women in the Odyssey differ slightly from those of the typical woman in
archaic Greece.!? The real and fictional women share one main commonality in epic: their

weaving. Although women are often absent in extant sources, the women of the Odyssey are

! There is some debate on if Athena is truly unwavering in her support of Odysseus, particularly during the events
of books 9-12. See Clay 1983.
12 Wilson 2018, 39.



present and active in the story, both through their weaving and other deeds. At the surface, their
help seems freely given, with every action intended to help the hero on his way. With Odysseus
as the main character of his epic poem, all other characters are cast as either helpers or opponents
of the hero.!* The women who help Odysseus alternate between these two roles. Initially, despite
their eventual aid, the narrator of the Odyssey characterizes most of these women as threats to
Odysseus’ homecoming. Yet, in the resolution of the plot, these women are not barriers to the
homecoming of the main character but instead become helpers. Although they may seem to
provide aid only for the sake of Odysseus’ homecoming, each of these women has her own
motivation and reasoning. She decides why she must help Odysseus and how this action may
benefit her. With the male hero at its center, the Odyssey forces its subordinate female characters
to choose between helper or opponent to maintain the hero’s narrative dominance. However,
these women are still characters outside of Odysseus’ journey, and they hold their own thoughts
and feelings, which are clear in the ways they choose to help the hero. This chapter will explore
the various ways in which the epic poet employs women to help Odysseus reach his goal and
how these women use the opportunity to help to reveal their own motivations. This chapter will
conclude with a discussion on the range of women in the poem overall and the interconnection
among them as they anticipate Odysseus’ ultimate helper, his wife Penelope.
CALYPSO

The first female helper to appear in the Odyssey is Calypso. At the beginning of the epic,
we find Odysseus grieving on the shores of Calypso’s island, wishing to return home:

10D Buydnp dVGTNVOV OGVPOLEVOV KATEPUKEL,

aiel 0¢ pohokoiol Kol aiptoAiolct Adyoloty

0élyel, Ommg T0akMg Eminoetar avtap Odvoceng,

iépevog Kol Komvov dmofp®dokovTa voTjoot
NG yaing, Oavéew ipeiperat. ..

13 Doherty 1995b, 21.



“His [Atlas’] daughter detains the wretched, lamenting man, and always with soft and wheedling
words she bewitches him, in order that he will forget Ithaca; but Odysseus, wanting to see even the
smoke leaping from his land, yearns to die...” (1.55-59).

She has kept him there for years and does not want to release him. When she bids Zeus to free
Odysseus from the island, Athena says that Calypso ioye, restrains, Odysseus, with a decidedly
negative connotation (5.15). Here, Athena clearly means that Calypso is preventing him from his
freedom, as opposed to other possibilities of ioyw.!* This word also characterizes Odysseus’ stay
with Calypso twice more, at 4.558 and 17.144, emphasizing the harm she can cause. Her speech
to Hermes reveals her aid to Odysseus before the epic begins: she saved the hero from his
shipwreck and cared for him throughout the time that he has been with her (5.129-136). By the
end of book five, Calypso gives Odysseus the tools, materials, and information he needs to make
a raft and get home successfully, and she releases him, giving him a breeze to send him on his
way (5.228-281). Thus, although the poet only mentions her a few times, Calypso’s effect on the
poem is great.

As the poet portrays, Calypso is an unwilling helper. She does save Odysseus from his
shipwreck and care for him for an extended period of time, and she meets all of his needs during
his seven-year stay. However, her helpfulness does not extend to assisting Odysseus’ departure
from her island back to Ithaca. When the gods force her hand, Calypso still attempts to persuade
Odysseus to stay with her: she speaks of his evil fate, the advantages of staying with her, and
appeals to her own sexual charms, her §épag xai €id0g, before finally assenting to his leaving
(5.206-213).'% As she shows by her reaction to Hermes’ demand for Odysseus’ nostos, Calypso

is one of Odysseus’ more emotional helpers. McClymont describes her actions as selfish; in

14 Cunliffe 2012 provides more neutral definitions, like “hold in specified position” and “hold in hand” but cites this
usage as decidedly negative.
15 McClymont 2008, 26.



contrast to other helpers, Calypso has only her own interests at heart.'® This fact is clear in her
desire for Odysseus to stay, despite his unhappiness and tears. Odysseus may have been happy
with the nymph for a time, but at this point of his sentence, he is clearly not:

GAL 1 ToL VOKTOG eV laeskey Kol Gvarykn

&v oméoot yYhapupoiotl map’ ovk E0EAwv Eé0ehodon

fuato & Au TETPM oL Kol iovesot kabilwv

ddKpuot Kol oTovayfiol Kai dAyest Bouov Epéybav

TOVTOV €N ATpOYETOV dEPKESKETO dAKPLA AEiPov.

“But indeed he even sleeps nights by necessity in her hollow cave, not willing, beside her willing;
and during the days, sitting on rocks and on the shore, breaking his heart in tears and groaning
and pain, he looks at the barren sea, pouring forth tears.” (5.154-158).

Yet, Calypso still does not release him before the intervention of the gods. In fact, the verb
gpukm, used to describe Calypso’s detention of Odysseus at 1.14, is decidedly negative in its
meaning in this situation; Odysseus is clearly being held against his will, and this act ultimately
impedes his ability to return home. Though some scholars call Calypso’s effect of Odysseus’
nostos benign,!” her entrapment of the hero seems to be a great hindrance to his journey.
Additionally, her name highlights one of her roles within the story;'® Calypso means
“concealer,” and she succeeds in this role by hiding Odysseus from the world on her island.!® By
hiding him away, Calypso also attempts to take away any kleos Odysseus might gain by sharing
his deeds with others.?° Thus, Odysseus’ extended stay with Calypso ultimately has a negative
effect on his nostos, and Calypso serves, in one part, as a barrier.

When she is first introduced in the Odyssey, we find Calypso at her loom weaving, as is
proper for Homeric women (... 1 6" &voov 00101400G° 01l KaAR/ioTOV Emoryopévn Ypucein

Kkepkid Deparvev. “And she weaves, singing inside with a beautiful voice [and] approaching the

16 McClymont 2008, 26.

17 Doherty 1991, 42.

18 Heubeck et al. 1988, 73, 14n.

19 Schien 1995, 20.

20 Although this is likely not her intention, this is the result.



loom with a golden shuttle” 5.61-62). The acts of weaving and epic poetry are closely linked.
Just as an epic poet weaves together his story, an epic woman weaves together her work. Helen
in /liad book three proves a clear example of this fact. Here, as Iris comes to Helen so that she
might witness the duel between Menelaus and Paris, the goddess finds her weaving:

TV & ep’ v ueydapo. 1 88 uéyoy iotdv Heouve,

dimhaxa Topeupény, moAéag 6 Evémacaey dEOAoVG

Tpowv 0 itmodduny Kol Ayoidv YoAKOYITOVOY,

og €0ev glvek’ Emacyov T APNOG TAAAUAMY.

“And she [Iris] found her in the hall. She [Helen] was weaving a great web, doubled-folded
purple, and she was weaving the many competitions of the Trojans, tamers of horses and the

bronze-chitoned Achaians, which for her sake the Achaians were suffering by the hands of Ares.”
(1. 3.125-128)

Helen’s weaving clearly connects her to the art of epic poetry. Like an epic poet designs his
stories to preserve the kleos of heroes, Helen uses what is available to her as a woman, weaving,
to display how she experiences the war.?! She preserves the kleos of heroes on her web by
freezing the heroes’ actions in time, much in the same way the epic poet does in his songs. The
women of the Odyssey act similarly. Every woman whom Odysseus meets, apart from Nausicaa
and Eurycleia, is a weaver in some way. Calypso, Circe, and Penelope all weave explicitly, with
the poet or other individuals acknowledging the work. The poet describes the Phaeacian women
as skilled in weaving (6.110), and Nausicaa predicts that Arete will be spinning wool when
Odysseus finds her (6.306). Athena’s main example of weaving in the Odyssey is her weaving of
plots. The poet uses the verb vVpaive both for the physical act of weaving, as with Calypso at
5.62, and the weaving of plots, as with Athena at 13.386, connecting them to the epic poet in that
they are weaving Odysseus’ fate. Early Greek culture inherits a metaphor from Indo-European in

which poets describe themselves as “weaving” words.?? Bergren 1983 highlights this connection

2l Pantelia 1993, 495; in this scene, Helen is weaving scenes showing the Argives and Trojans fighting for her sake.
Her weaving gives her the voice to depict the war as she has seen it up until this point.
22 Bergren 1983, 72.
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using the story of Tereus, Procne, and Philomena. Although Tereus cuts out her tongue in order
to keep her silent about her rape, Philomena still tells her sister Procne about her husband’s
crime through the weaving of a peplos.?* This story shows the clear connection between
storytelling and weaving, which plays a great part in the Odyssey. As Odysseus’ women spin and
weave throughout the story, they display their ability to help Odysseus create his story, and their
weaving mirrors the effects they have on the hero’s nostos. By crafting actions that help
Odysseus return back to Ithaca, these women help him gain the kleos that a Homeric hero needs
and desires, to ensure that bards, like our Homeric poet, will sing his story and secure his fame.

On the surface, weaving shows Calypso sitting comfortably within the traditional role of
woman. Though a goddess, she is doing precisely what one might expect a woman to do. Her
weaving also serves a second purpose: to show her danger and power.?* Weaving can be a sign
of a woman’s trickiness, as seen in Penelope’s trick with the shroud of Laertes (2.94-110).2°
Thus, through her name and her weaving, Calypso shows her complexity and trickiness.
However, her weaving also serves a third purpose. As Calypso sits at her loom before releasing
Odysseus, her weaving represents her part in crafting of the hero’s story. Prior to the beginning
of the epic, she has already altered a great part of Odysseus’ story by entrapping him on her
island. As Penelope’s weaving represents her way of preserving Odysseus’ home, Calypso’s
weaving foreshadows how she is acting in the hero’s story. It shows that she is an active worker
in his story. Now, her weaving represents the next great change she will enact in his story:

releasing him.

23 This summary is a shortened version of that provided in Bergren 1983, 72.
24 Schien 1995, 19.
25 The suitor Antinoos clearly presents Penelope’s weaving as a trick (2.90-95).
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Ultimately, Calypso’s role as a helper in the Odyssey is complex. She undoubtedly helps
the hero, but her actions are not entirely altruistic. In fact, the poet, rather than declaring her a
true helper, presents her as holding him back from his goals, rather than pushing him forward.?
In this way, Calypso seems to be as great a hindrance to Odysseus’ nostos as she is a helper.
With her feminine tricks, she detains Odysseus from his journey and prevents his homecoming,?’
but she also is the only one who can release him and push him to continue to the Phaeacians,
where he will secure his passage to Ithaca. Calypso has a certain fondness for Odysseus; she
seems to enjoy the way he speaks plainly to her and persuades her to bend to his will (5.180-
181), and she notes her compassionate heart before she swears her oath to him. This admiration
creates her desire to have the hero as her husband, leading to her both helping him and
attempting to delay or prevent his departure. Neither the poet nor Odysseus tells the audience
Calypso’s precise feelings toward the hero; we hear only that she restrained him because “[she]
desire[s] him to be her husband” (MAatopévn oot etvon 1.15). Calypso helps him because the
gods command it and because, in the end, she recognizes that he must move on. Despite her own
desires, Calypso must turn from opponent to helper in order for Odysseus to succeed in his
nostos. She remains unwilling, so much so that Odysseus makes her swear an oath that she will
send him safely on his way, rather than try to foil him:

OAAG TO LEV VOE® Kal pplocopal, Goc” Gv Euol mep

ot undoiuny, éte pe ¥peid T0c0oV ikor

Kol yop €Uol voog E0Tiv Evaiotlog, 000€ Lot avTi

Bopoc évi otfecot 61dMpe0g, AAL" EenumV.

“But I am thinking and planning these things, as much as I would be minded for myself, when so
much need should come to me; for my mind is decent, and the spirit in my chest is not iron, but it
is compassionate.” (5.188-191).

26 McClymont 2008, 28.
27 van Nortwick 1979, 271.

12



Only at the intervention of Zeus does Calypso finally yield in her own wishes and concede that
Odysseus must leave. Thus, although the plot does force Calypso’s help to ensure the hero
reaches home, she remains an unwilling participant, only wishing for a husband to keep her
company on her island.
NAUSICAA

In contrast to Calypso, Nausicaa’s help is much more willingly given. After Odysseus
leaves Calypso’s island, he next lands at the island of the Phaeacians. He has just faced
Poseidon’s wrath in the form of a storm, and Odysseus is completely alone as he arrives
shipwrecked and sea-weary on the island of the Phaeacians. This is the first of Nausicaa’s two
interactions with Odysseus. Nausicaa finds him on the shore; at Athena’s bidding, she leaves her
home to wash her clothes in the river, and this action leads to Odysseus’ eventual arrival to the
palace. Nausicaa’s help is straightforward. She sees a stranger in need, and, understanding her
duty to provide strangers with xenia, Nausicaa orders her handmaidens to wash Odysseus and
instructs him about the place in which he has arrived (6.186-210). At his request, she tells him
how he will find the palace of Alcinous and whom he must entreat to succeed in securing his
nostos (6.255-315). She then leads Odysseus, at a distance, to her parents. The second interaction
of the pair occurs during a bathing scene, as Odysseus prepares to leave the island. Here,
Nausicaa reminds the hero of her help and bids him to remember her when he returns home:
xoipe, &V, tva kol mot™ €wv €v matpidt yain/puvhon €ued, 0t pot mpadtn Lwdypt” dpéidels. (“Be
glad, stranger, in order that you, being in your fatherland, remember me, because you owe your
life-price to me first.” 8.461-462). These two instances are the extent of Nausicaa’s interactions

with Odysseus, but her help to the hero is indispensable.

13



Nausicaa lacks much of Calypso’s duplicity. Unlike the goddess, her help is freely given,
not forced by the gods. Athena motivates Nausicaa with thoughts of a husband, but she does not
compel her. When Odysseus plans to leave, Nausicaa does not try to trick or beg him. She only
cleans Odysseus and tells him how to get to the palace; she does not go as far as securing his
passage home. He must persuade her parents to help him from there. The interactions between
the pair are simple and innocent, yet they are still tinged with romantic undertones, based on the
context of the scenes. Nausicaa herself is nearly the age for a husband; this fact is how Athena
motivates her to go to the shore, and this is Nausicaa’s own motivation for helping Odysseus.
When she sees Odysseus, she hopes that a man like him might be her husband and that, after
seeing her home and her people, he might wish to stay there: oi yap €upoi 101660¢ no6G1G
KekANUEVog in/évBade vartetdmv, kai ol oot avtdot pipverv (“Would that such a man might be
called my husband, dwelling here, and that it would be pleasing to him to stay here.” 6.244-
245).28 Their conversation is undoubtedly romantic; as Odysseus appears from the brush, all of
Nausicaa’s handmaidens flee in fear, and she remains alone, without a veil, with this strange
man. The poet highlights the danger of Odysseus’ presence by comparing the hero to a wild lion:

P & Tpev g te Awv Opecitpopog aAki memoBdg,

0g T’ €lo’ VOUEVOS Kal ANUEVOG, &V OE ol dooE

daietar avtap 6 Povot petépyeton N dlecow

NE net’ aypotépag EAAPOVS” KEAETAL OE € YOOTNP
WAV TEPTOOVTA Kol £C TUKIVOV OO0V EADETV

“And he went, having been emboldened in strength just as a mountain-bred lion, who was rained
and blown upon, and his eyes kindled; he attacks an ox or sheep or after wild deer; and his
stomach urges him to try also to go to the crowded home of sheep.” (6.130-134)

His comparison to a lion evokes Odysseus’ power to victimize Nausicaa and her handmaidens,

but the hero quickly subverts this characterization; Odysseus makes no move to harm the girls.

28 Thornton 1970, 18-19.
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Instead, he begins his pleading by remarking on Nausicaa’s beauty, though he does compare her
to Artemis to assuage any threat that his presence might cause: Aptéudi o &yd ye, A10¢g koOpM
LEYGAO10/£180¢ Te néyeddg T UV T &yyiota dioke (“I compare you most closely to Artemis,
the daughter of great Zeus, in respect to beauty and height and voice.” 6.151-152). Her speech
that follows eloquently mimics the syntax of Odysseus’ own, indicating her desire to impress this
handsome stranger.?® Once she agrees to his plea, Nausicaa urges Odysseus to follow at a
distance to prevent rumors about her search for a husband, but, regardless, she invites him to the
city both to help him and to entice him to stay. Though her presence is innocent, Nausicaa’s
interactions with Odysseus are colored with a romantic intensity that proves that she is not much
different from Calypso in her threat to the hero. Because she is a woman, she still has the ability
to prevent Odysseus from his ultimate goal: going home.*® Even though she is not as serious a
threat as Calypso or Circe, Nausicaa is a young woman and a seduction figure for the hero, and
thus she threatens his nostos.?! Her danger to the hero is clear within their final interaction, in
which Nausicaa finds Odysseus after bathing. Here, the poet uses the same phrase otf] pa wapa
otafpov té€yeoc moka monroio (“She stood near a column of the well-made roof” 8.458) that is
often associated with Penelope’s appearances in Odysseus’ palace.>? By employing this same
phrase for both women, the poet draws a distinct connection between Nausicaa, who desires
Odysseus for a husband, and Penelope. Nausicaa is a young maiden, ready to search for a

husband, and part of her role in the Odyssey is to prepare the hero to reenter courtship with his

29 Gross 1976, 314.

30 Doherty 1991, 42.

31 Doherty 1995a, 85. Here, Doherty discusses seduction figures as a threat that must be deflected by Odysseus, and
once he deflects them, these women become helpers. Doherty lists Calypso, Circe, Nausicaa, and Penelope among
such women.

32 Heubeck et al. 1988, 376, 458n. This phrase is used at least once for referring to Penelope (1.333) prior to this
scene.
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wife, Penelope.®® Similarly, Penelope has been without her husband for a long time and
throughout the epic seems to be preparing herself for courtship and marriage. The poet draws
connections between the two women and their situations through this phrase. However, Nausicaa
does not become his wife. Despite her father Alcinous’ quasi-offer, Odysseus declines the
opportunity to stay as Nausicaa’s husband, instead insisting on his desire to return to Ithaca. The
text does not suggest that the princess or her parents might detain Odysseus because of their
desire to matchmake, and so Odysseus is able to leave.>* Despite any potential threat she could
have posed, Nausicaa instead shows herself to be a true helper, despite any infatuation she might
hold for the hero. Additionally, Nausicaa’s interference allows Odysseus the ability to entreat
another, more powerful helper: her mother, Arete.
ARETE

Along with her daughter Nausicaa, the queen Arete provides Odysseus significant help.
When Odysseus arrives on the island, Athena (7.75-77) and Nausicaa (5.303-314) both tell him
that she is the one whose favor he must earn based on the power she holds on the island. Arete
ensures that Odysseus is washed and obtains the customary guest gifts from the Phaeacians. As
he recounts his quest, she admires his story, and at the end of Odysseus’ catalogue of heroines in
the Nekyia of book eleven, Arete urges the Phaeacians listening to honor him and give him gifts
due to the success of his storytelling:

Qainkeg, Tdg Dy avip 6d¢ paiveton glvan

€100¢ ¢ uéys@ég e 1€ ppévag Evoov loag;

E€vog & anT’ oG €oTLy, EKOGTOC & EUpopE TIUAG

TQ PN EMEYOUEVOL ATOTEUTETE, UNOE TO dDPAL

oUT® yp1MilovTt KOAOVETE" TOAAY Yap DUV

KTNUAT €vi peydpoiot Oe®dv 10TNTL KEoVTaL.

“Phaecians, how does this man appear to you to be in respect to his beauty and height and his
sound mind within? He is my guest, and each man gave him honor; do not send him away, being

33 For a more extensive discussion of this, see the conclusion of this chapter.
34 Heubeck et al. 1988, 295, 27n.
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eager, nor give gifts in small measure to him being in need in this way; for many possessions lie
to you in your houses by the will of the gods.” (11.336-341).

This is the extent of her help to the hero.

Arete, in contrast to many other women of the Odyssey, is invariably helpful.>> The plot
of the epic presents no other serious way for her to function. She could hold him back, because
she is a woman, a powerful queen, and thus a sexual distraction. Her daughter Nausicaa is also
reaching the age for a husband, and the queen could attempt to persuade Odysseus to take that
role. However, Arete proves herself as no real danger for the hero. She functions simply as the
queen he must win over to get his passage home.*® The true danger exists in Odysseus’ potential
inability to return home from Scheria. As a relatively neutral figure, her exact motivation for
helping Odysseus is difficult to discern. Initially, she seems to help Odysseus simply for the sake
of being helpful. Though he must prove himself worthy of their help, the Phaeacians exist within
the poem to help Odysseus. Alcinous promises when he first meets Odysseus that he and the
Phaeacians will help him (7.189-196). Arete, like the other women who help Odysseus, is not a
character without her own thoughts and motivations; her aid is not entirely selfless. The
Phaeacians are an isolated people; their island is distant, and they receive few visitors. Thus, they
lack the kleos that is so important in Homeric society. Like the heroes of the //iad, they need
their deeds to be seen and known by people outside their island in order to achieve any glory.
The king Alcinous admits his desire for Odysseus to tell his peers about the excellence of the
Phaeacians once he returns home:

GAL dye vOv €uébev Euvier Emog, dppa Kol GAAD

elnng Npoov, 8T KeV 601G &V LEYAPOITT

dovin mopd 67 T AAOY® Kol GOIGL TEKEGGLY,

MNUETEPNC APETHC HEUVNUEVOG, 010 Kol TUTV
Ze0g €mi Epya. TiONot Sopumepeg €€ ETL TaTPGV.

35 Schien 1995, 21.
36 van Nortwick 1979 274-275.
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“But come now, hear my word in order that you tell also to another hero, when you dine in your
halls beside your wife and children, remembering our virtue, such things as Zeus put continuously
to us from our fathers still for our works.” (8.241-245).

Arete, as the queen of the Phaeacians, wants the same thing as her husband: kleos for herself and
her people. This is her true motivation. Once Odysseus proves himself worthy of aid through his
storytelling, Arete will help him in order to obtain this much desired kleos. Notably, Arete is also
one of the few women in the Odyssey whose personal reasons for helping Odysseus are realized,
as the hero does return home and tells Penelope about the help and honor of the Phaeacians: 16’
¢ ¢ Dainkag aEiKeTo TOAAY LOYNGAG,/0t O piv mepi kTjpt BedV (G TNoAVTO/Kol TELYOY GUV
vni eilny &¢ notpida yoiav (“And how, having suffered many things, he arrived to the
Phaeacians, who honored him in their heart as a god and sent him to his dear fatherland with a
ship.” 23.338-341).
CIRCE

As Odysseus delivers his story to the Phaeacians, he explains his stay with the witch
Circe. He and his men sail to her island after a conflict with the Laestrygonians. They stay on the
island for two days without any interaction with Circe; on the third, Odysseus sends out men to
find the house on the island (10.207-210). Odysseus’ men encounter Circe in the same way the
audience finds Calypso at the beginning of the epic: at her loom, singing and weaving: Kipkng 6’
&voov GKovov Geldovog Ol KoAf),/iotov Emotyopévng péyav auppotov... (“They heard Circe
singing inside with a beautiful voice, walking along the great divine loom...” 10.221-222).
Quickly, Circe proves herself to be a danger to these men, as she feeds them each a pdppoxov
and transforms them into pigs:

&v 0€ oV TVPOV TE Kol AAPITO KOl LEM YADPOV

otve Ipapveio éxoka dvépoye 6¢ olto

eapuoka Ayp’, tva Tayyv Aaboiato matpidog aing.
avTap Enel O®KEV Te Kal EKTiov, avTik’ Emeta
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PAPO® TEMANYLIO KOTA CLEEOTGIY EEPYVV.

“For them she stirred cheese and barley and yellow honey with Pramneian wine; and she mixed
an evil drug with the food, in order that they would forget their fatherland entirely. But when she
gave it and they drank it, having struck them with her staff, she confined them in the hog-sty.”
(10.234-238).

This transformation seems to be typical of Circe, as she readily completes this act as soon as she
interacts with the men. She attempts the same trick with Odysseus as he arrives in search of his
men, but because of Hermes’ interference, he subverts Circe’s powers. Odysseus makes Circe
swear an oath that she will not harm him before he joins her in her bed, as she requested. From
here, Circe is transformed from a hostile, potentially harmful goddess into yet another helper-
figure of the hero Odysseus.

Once Circe swears her oath and shares a bed with Odysseus, his men are no longer a
potential threat to her safety, and Circe is no longer a potential threat to theirs. She welcomes
them to her island; she orders her maidservants to wash Odysseus and prepare a feast for the two,
and she transforms his men back into humans at his request (10.348-396). Odysseus and his men
reside with her for about a year, profiting from Circe’s hospitality and care: &vBa pév fjpota
névto TEAEcPOPOV €ig EvionTov/fjueda datvopevol kpéa T dometa kai péBv 60 (“For all our
days to a year’s fulfillment we sat, feasting on boundless meat and sweet wine” 10.467-468).
This is one part of her help, as she allows the hero and his men to rest from their journey until
“you take up the spirit in [your] chests” (Bouov &vi atnbecot Adfnte, 10.461) to continue their
nostos. When Odysseus and his men decide to leave, Circe does not try to prohibit their journey,
as Calypso does earlier in the narrative.’” Instead, she tells Odysseus that he must first journey to
the Underworld to speak with the prophet Tiresias before he can return home, and she gives him

precise directions about how to accomplish this task (10.488-540). When Odysseus returns from

37 Though later, chronologically.
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his katabasis, Circe continues her aid by giving him more specific directions to Thrinacia, his
next stop. Her narration fills in some of the gaps of Tiresias’ instructions; she tells him what
challenges he will face and how to make it through them as safely as possible. Circe feels no
need to hide anything from Odysseus, in contrast to another divine helper, Calypso. Rather, she
seems, through Odysseus’ narration of the tale, to tell him everything that she knows in order to
help him on his way. Though this seems unusual, considering Circe’s earlier threat to Odysseus
and his men, this indicates the progression of her character within the epic.

Circe’s character within the Odyssey is two-sided. She is both the evil witch who harms
Odysseus and a proper woman who helps his nostos. During their first meeting, she harms
Odysseus’ chances of returning home by turning his men into pigs and attempting the same trick
on him. Circe, as a sorceress, serves as a barrier meant to prevent Odysseus from his greater
goals and presents a very clear threat of keeping him with her forever. But, unusually for the evil
witch character, once she has sworn her oath and ensures her own safety, Circe transforms into
another of Odysseus’ helpers, and her actions aid him in achieving his nostos. Her willingness to
help, in contrast to the divine Calypso’s reluctance, indicates her transition from evil witch to
helper. Circe, like Calypso and Penelope, also weaves and thus connects herself more closely to
the work of a mortal Homeric woman. However, her work is divine (&uppotov, 10.222), and thus
above the level of a mortal woman; thus, Circe does not only succeed in the proper work of
women, but she excels in it because she is a goddess.’® However, Circe does not only weave
garments; her divine weaving represents also her crafting of Odysseus’ story, as Calypso’s does.
Circe weaves the next part of Odysseus’ nostos, his trip to the Underworld and arrival on

Calypso’s island, by giving him the instructions he needs to complete this journey. By holding

38 McClymont 2008, 22.
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Odysseus on her island for a year, Circe shapes the timing of his journey and his preparation for
returning to Penelope. Without her weaving, Odysseus likely could not succeed. To further
transform her into his helper, Odysseus forces Circe to swear an oath not to harm him. From
here, she must now interact with the hero on a more personal, less dominating level,*
transforming herself from a divine hindrance into a true helper. She questions him as mortals do
when he arrives at their homes: 1ig T60¢ev gig avopdV; OO To1 TOAIG NOE TokReg; (“Who are you
of men and from where? Where is your city and parents?” 10.325). Her sworn oath and
Odysseus’ prior avoidance of Circe’s trick function as ways of thwarting Circe’s control,
bringing her under his control and enlisting her to help his goals.*® Thus, Circe the witch
becomes Circe the helper, more like the mortal women who give their aid to Odysseus in her
immediate willingness to help him succeed. Her help and direction are imperative for the hero’s
successful nostos. Odysseus needs her knowledge of magic rituals and information on the
Underworld,*! and Circe gives it readily because she seems to have a certain fondness for
Odysseus. Circe understands the hero’s capacity for deceit and scheming, because she too, like
Calypso and Penelope, holds similar qualities.*> She shows some familiarity with the hero upon
their first meeting, and she seems impressed that he defeated her pdppokov:

Bodpa p’ Exel g ob TL AV TddE Papuax’ E0EAyONG:

00OE YOp 0VOE TIG AAAOG AVTp TAOE PAPUOK  AVETAN,

0g ke min Kol TpOTOV AUElYETAL EPKOG OOOVTMV.

“Wonder holds me that you were not bewitched when you drank these drugs; for no other man endured
these drugs, whoever drank them and first entered the barrier of his teeth.” (10.326-328)

39 McClymont 2008, 23.
40 Doherty 1995a, 85.

4l McClymont 2008, 24.
42 Wilson 2018, 59.
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Circe shows her capacity to deceive as she invites men into her home and bewitches them, and
her reaction to Odysseus’ trick shows that she appreciates that he can do the same. Additionally,
Circe seems to be impressed by Odysseus and the kleos he has obtained. When he avoids her
trick with the pappoxov, Circe knows that he must be Odysseus because he is one of the few
mortals who could subvert this trick. She identifies him immediately, indicating that his name
and deeds have traveled as far as her island, as told by Hermes: 7| 60 7" 'O8vcceig 661
TOAOTPOTOC, OV TE ot aiel/paokev EdevaesBot ypuooppamic apyeipdving (“You are resourceful
Odysseus, whom Argeiphontes of the golden staff was always telling me would come” 10.330-
331).

Circe’s motivation for helping is difficult to identify. Her fondness for him must play a
certain part. Additionally, while he is on her island, Odysseus is her responsibility. He is her
guest, and xenia demands that she care for him while he resides at her home. Circe may feel
some obligation to ensure that he can return home safely. Based on her willingness to provide
Odysseus with instructions on his next tasks, Circe shows that she cares about Odysseus’ journey
and wishes for him to accomplish his goal. Calypso, in contrast, does not feel the same
responsibility. In fact, where Calypso tries to hold Odysseus back from returning home for her
own benefit, Circe allows the hero to leave as soon as he pleases. For this reason, Odysseus, as
he narrates the story, seems to have a clear preference for Circe’s character; his experience with
Calypso is defined by the verb épvkw, describing her actions as “trapping.”*? From his own
narration of his time with Circe, Odysseus makes his stay sound significantly more pleasant, with
much less weeping. Circe thus presents herself as having Odysseus’ best interest at heart over her

own desires. But, despite her helpfulness and fondness for the hero, Circe still presents a clear

43 The poet uses this verb in reference to Calypso in multiple places, namely 1.14 and 9.29. The same phrasing at
these two lines is repeated to describe Calypso’s detainment of the hero and emphasizes Odysseus’ unwillingness.
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threat to Odysseus’ nostos. Once he arrives on her island, she detains him there with her, desiring
for him to be her husband: g o™ avtwg Kipkn xatepritvey &v peydpoiciv/Alain dordesaa,
MAatopévn oot etvon (9.31-32). Interestingly in book nine, as Odysseus begins to speak to the
Phaeacians, he describes his time with Calypso and Circe both as unwilling, though later he does
not recount his time with the latter in the same negative tone. In any case, Circe is a threat. As a
both an evil witch and a “proper” woman, she represents yet another sexual temptation for
Odysseus, attempting to persuade him from his nostos and keep him with her forever.** Once
again, though, Odysseus subverts the charms of Circe and thus forces her to transform from
hindrance to helper in order to help him on his way back to Ithaca.
EURYCLEIA

As Odysseus’ nurse, Eurycleia plays a significant role in helping Odysseus reestablish his
power on Ithaca. She first appears in book two, as Telemachus prepares for his journey to Pylos.
After he orders her to collect supplies for his journey, Eurycleia urges Telemachus not to leave
his home:

...t 6 €0€Ae1g i€var moAATV €l yoiav

Lodvoc €V dyomntog; 0 &° dAeTo TNAGOL ThTPNG

droyevig OdVGELS AAAOYVOTE EVi ONUW.

o1 8¢ ot aTiK’ 16VTL KoK PpdccovTal OTiGo,
Mg ke 00A® PBing, Téoe 6 avtol TavTa ddcovTat.

“In what way do you want to go to many lands, alone being beloved? Odysseus born from Zeus
was destroyed far from his fatherland in an unknown house. But the suitors will plan wicked
things for you at once when you return, so that you may die by trick, and they will divide all these
things.” (2.364-368)

In her speech, Eurycleia pleads with Telemachus not to leave because of the harms that might

befall him, just as a family member might attempt to persuade him. Nevertheless, Telemachus

insists on going, and she promises not to tell his mother Penelope and helps him as he asked.

4 McClymont 2008, 22.
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Eurycleia reappears again in book four as Penelope learns about her son’s departure. Penelope
condemns those who knew about the trip for not waking her, and Eurycleia informs her mistress
that she knew and was involved in Telemachus’ trip. She then tells Penelope to go upstairs and
pray for Athena to save her son. In the first half of the epic, Eurycleia plays a relatively small
role; she helps Odysseus indirectly, by helping Telemachus along his maturation journey, and
she calms Penelope in her frustration. In the second half of the Odyssey, Eurycleia holds a more
significant role in Odysseus’ plan against the suitors. Her most important act of help occurs
during her recognition of Odysseus. In book nineteen, after Penelope becomes acquainted with
the stranger-Odysseus and believes that he once met her husband, she summons Eurycleia to
wash his feet. Eurycleia does so, first lamenting the stranger before her who is so like Odysseus
in age and in story. She mourns that he, too, has lost his nostos (vdv 0¢ tot ol Taumav desiieto
véoTiov quap, 19.369). As Eurycleia begins to wash him, she notices the scar:

vile 8" dp’ docov iodoa dvoyd’ £ov: avtika & Eyve

0VANV, TV TOTE UV 6UC AOGE AEVKD 0OOVTL N

[Hopvnoovs™ EMBovTa pet’ AVTOALKOV T€ KOl LIOG. . .

“Coming very near, she washed her lord; and immediately she knew the scar, which once a wild
boar drove on him with a white tooth, when he was going to Parnassus with Autolykos and his
sons...” (19.392-394)

As she recognizes this mark, Eurycleia rejoices that Odysseus has finally returned home, and she
attempts to tell Penelope. Athena and Odysseus both intervene. As Athena ensures that Penelope
cannot look in Eurycleia’s direction, Odysseus seizes her. He accuses her of trying to kill him
and says that, despite any fondness he might hold for her for being his old nurse, he will kill her
if she betrays his confidence (19.479-490). Eurycleia immediately promises her allegiance to
Odysseus, and she tells him that she will give him the names of the women who have been

unfaithful to him in his absence, if he kills the suitors. Later, she does just so (22.419-434).
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Eurycleia has several other acts of help for Odysseus; she bars the doors shut during the
slaughter of the suitors (21.387), and she is the one who urges Odysseus to wake Penelope and
tell her what he has done (22.490-501), then, later, does it herself (23.1-84). But it is her
recognition scene, and her promise to keep safe Odysseus’ identity, that has the most impact on
Odysseus’ accomplishment of retaking his house.

By keeping Odysseus’ secret, Eurycleia helps the hero immensely. As Odysseus tells her,
anyone knowing that he has arrived back on Ithaca would ruin his plans and likely see him
killed. If Penelope learned of his arrival, she would have no need to stage the contest of the bow,
which sets the scene for the suitors’ slaughter. If the suitors found out, they would kill Odysseus
before he could enact revenge against them. Eurycleia, then, is the piece that prevents either of
these events from happening. In comparison to the other women who help Odysseus, her role in
hindering the hero’s ultimate goal is rather small. She does not serve as a sexual threat to him, in
the way that Nausicaa or Circe do,* and since Odysseus has already arrived home, she can do
little to prevent his actual homecoming. Instead, the simple idea of her spreading Odysseus’
presence is the threat. Still, Eurycleia’s knowledge presents a great safety threat to the hero, in a
way that few other women he meets do. But, she maintains, she will not betray her master.
Eurycleia, as Odysseus’ old nurse, has a great deal of fondness for him, and she wants to see him
retake his place in Ithaca. In his absence, she mourned him, as evidenced by her reaction when
she recognizes him: v &  dpa ybppa Koi dryog ELe @péva, To 8¢ oi §66e/daKkpLOPL TATIGOEY,
Badepn| ¢ ot Eoyeto pavn (“Joy and pain took her in her heart, and her eyes were filled with
tears, and her rich voice held her.” 19.471-472). By helping him, Eurycleia sees his house, and

her position in it, restored. Her potential for danger does not last long, and she quickly becomes a

45 Doherty 1995b, 123.
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loyal helper as the rest of Odysseus” women do. In contrast, many of the other female servants
do not stay loyal to Odysseus and instead choose to sleep with the suitors in his absence.
Eurycleia again proves her loyalty to the hero by ensuring that he knows of their deeds, so that
he might punish them for their disloyalty and further reclaim his home. Without her intervention,
the servant women would continue to pose a threat to him. Thus, her help in keeping his secret is
crucial, and Eurycleia plays a significant role as helper on Ithaca.
ATHENA

Athena is one of Odysseus’ greatest helpers in the Odyssey. The instances in which she
helps him are nearly innumerable. At the beginning of the poem, Athena persuades Zeus that it is
time for Odysseus to leave Calypso’s island:

‘Eppeiav pe&v €nerta dtdktopov Apyeipovny

vijoov &g Qyvyinv 6tpvvopey, 0ppa TayleTo

vOueN uTAoKAp® ginn vnueptéa fovAny,
vootov Odve610g TaAAGIPPOVOS, MG KE VENTOL

“Let us send the messenger Hermes Argeiphones to the island Ogygia, in order that he tell the
fair-haired nymph the plan clearly, the homecoming of stout-hearted Odysseus, that he might
return.” (1.84-87).

She urges Telemachus to leave Ithaca in search of news of his father Odysseus, setting in motion
the maturation arc of Telemachus. Though perhaps seeming more for Telemachus’ benefit than
Odysseus’, this journey for maturation gives Telemachus the ability to help his father with the
killing of the suitors. When Odysseus arrives on the island on the Phaeacians, Athena prods
Nausicaa to go to the beach to wash her clothes and ensures that she will find the hero (6.20-40).
Although Nausicaa tells him that he must entreat her mother Arete first (6.303-315), Athena, in
the form of a young girl, reiterates this fact as she guides Odysseus through the city by
describing Arete’s powers in dissolving quarrels (7.74-77). Under a cloud of mist, she makes

sure that his presence will not be known before he reaches the palace so that he will not face any
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unwanted attention or abuse. On the island of the Phaeacians, Athena works behind the scenes
for the benefit of Odysseus, changing his appearance from that of a beggar to a young, healthy
man as the situation calls. She also disguises herself to bolster his reputation in the athletic
competition of the Phaeacians; Athena appears as a man to assert Odysseus’ success. Though she
plays a significant role in the first twelve books, the second half of the epic is entirely under
Athena’s control.*® After the hero’s return to Ithaca, she hides his surroundings until she herself
can intervene. In this way, Athena ensures that it is her own plan of ridding his home of the
suitors that is used and may succeed, rather than anything Odysseus may create on his own.*’
She reveals Ithaca to him and sends him to the swineherd Eumaeus, whom she has chosen as his
next helper.*® Again, Athena changes Odysseus’ appearance to prevent his discovery. And when
the time arrives for him to kill the suitors, Athena is present with him, though she does not
intervene physically.*® Though she is not absent from the first twelve books of the epic, the
second twelve are Athena’s tapestry to weave, as she plots and persuades people as she needs in
order to resolve the plot of the epic in the way she, not Odysseus, thinks it should. As a goddess
associated with weaving, she holds the ability to weave the hero’s future. Odysseus tells her to
do just that: AN &ye pfty Benvov®’, dmwc droticopar avtodg (“But come, weave your plot, in
order that I will punish them.” 13.386). Athena follows his command by creating the plan to kill

the suitors.

46 Although her role in the second half of the epic is much larger, she is mentioned by name 87 times in books 1-12
and 75 in 13-24.

47 Murnaghan 1995 suggests that Athena is in charge of the entire plot of the Odyssey and describes numerous ways
in which she intervenes on the hero’s behalf, including how she manipulates other women such as Nausicaa and
Penelope.

48 Athena orders Odysseus to first go to the swineherd, Eumaeus, and wait with him at 13.404-412.

49 Her interventions include making the suitors’ weapons miss their marks (22.273) and confusing them in the
hallway (22.297-298) but no physical fighting.

50 1t is notable that Athena uses this phrase first to describe her reasons for coming at 13.304, and here Odysseus
reuses it. Clay 1983, 199 notes Athena’s use of pfjtig as it separates her and Odysseus in this moment. He can never
truly be her equal because he lacks divine pijtic.
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While the plot of the epic does, undeniably, center around Odysseus and his plight,
Athena’s decisions are wide-reaching throughout the entire story, as she crafts both the
characters and their actions to match how she thinks things should play out. As the epic poet
himself weaves the Odyssey, so Athena weaves her métis to manipulate characters and situations
to benefit Odysseus. Athena shows herself and influences the action numerous times within the
epic. However, Odysseus does not mention the goddess when he recounts his trials since leaving
Troy to the Phaeacians. Odysseus presents himself as without divine help as he battles against
monsters and other figures on his nostos; in fact, he portrays the gods as being actively against
him as he tries to make his way home.>! It is worth noting, however, that Odysseus is an
unreliable narrator; his goal is to tell a fantastical story to the Phaeacians so that he might win his
passage home. For this reason, he has no need to tell an entirely true story. Instead, he must
relate his trials in a way that presents him both as a hero worthy of his kleos and a good poet with
the ability to spread the kleos of the Phaeacians. Thus, Athena’s absence could be a product of
Odysseus’ storytelling. Regardless, we as audience members must assume that Odysseus’ tale is
true and Athena was absent from the bulk of his travels. The epic only presents the events as
Odysseus tells them, and this is the story we must accept. The hero also notes the goddess’
absence directly in their conversation in book 13:

10070 8 &YV €0 05, 6L pot tépog Nrin Roba,

nog évi Tpoin noiepilopev vieg Ayoidv.

avtap énel [Ipiapolo molv diemépoapey aimnyv,

Brinev 6 &v vieoaot, Bedg 8 Exédacoev Ayaiovg,

ol o€ v” &merta 1dov, kovpn Aldg, 008’ évonca

vNnog éung émpPdoav, Ommg Ti ot dAYog AAGAKOLS.

“I know this thing well, that you were once kind to me, while we sons of the Achaians were
fighting in Troy. But when we destroyed the high city of Priam, and we boarded the ships, and a
god scattered the Achaians, I did not see you then, daughter of Zeus, nor did I know you going
aboard my ship, in order to ward off some pain from me.” (13.314-319).

51 At 9.38-39, Odysseus calls his homecoming toAvkndnig and says that Zeus sent it to him. At 9.52, his evil luck is
from Zeus.
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Odysseus confronts the goddess about her absence, and so it must, on some level, be true. Thus,
Athena is not nearly as steadfast a companion as she would like Odysseus to believe. Her help is
not freely given but conditional, as she chooses to help at some times and ignores the hero’s
woes at another. The Greek gods are anthropomorphic and mimic humans not only physically
but also socially; in this way, the goddess Athena favors some heroes and holds grudges against
others, and her esteem can waver quite easily.’> Though her help is integral to the plot of the
Odyssey, Athena’s patronage of Odysseus is not so steadfast and seems to be something the hero
must earn.

The interaction between the hero and goddess in book thirteen gives the clearest
indication of why Athena might choose to patron Odysseus over other heroes. When Odysseus
arrives on Ithaca, Athena immediately disguises both herself and his surroundings so that she
“makes him unknown and tells him everything,” (&yvootov 1e0éelev Ekacta T pvbnoatto,
13.191). The two meet, and Odysseus quickly chooses to lie to her about his identity, as he has
with most other mortals he has come across thus far. The poet here describes Odysseus’ mind as
noAvkepdéa, thus highlighting his craftiness (13.255). After Odysseus gives his false
introduction to Ithaca, Athena praises him for his cleverness and admonishes him for attempting
to lie to her. Her attitude toward him his fond, evident in the way she raises her hand to stroke his
face. She praises him by noting that even a god would have to be particularly tricky to fool him
and by using his epithet mowihopng, which emphasizes his ability to plan tricks (13.293). This

praise seems to be part admonishment as well, as she warns him against trying to use his

52 Nestor at 3.135 notes that many of the Achaeans faced difficulties on their journey home because of Athena’s
anger. Clay 1983, 187 gives several reasons why Athena might be angry at Odysseus when he leaves Troy,
indicating that her favor may not be entirely steadfast.

29



trickiness against her, his patron. Athena then equates the two of them, to a certain level: ...&mel
oL Lév éoot Bpotdv Oy Aprotog amdvtwv/PouAf] Kai poboisty, £yd & év mdowv Beoicy/pnTL te
KA éopan kKol képdeotv... (“Since you are by far the best of all mortals in counsel and stories, and
I among all the gods am made famous by cunning and intelligence...” 13.297-299). Together,
the two of them excel in their respective brands of intelligence and thus nearly match each other
in intelligence and trickery. Athena goes on to emphasize her help with the Phaeacians and
promise her help with the suitors. As Odysseus accuses Athena of absence, the goddess denies
that she could abandon him when he is d0otnvoc and that she had confidence that he would
return to Ithaca (13.331-340). Athena blames her absence on Poseidon’s wrath toward Odysseus,
though this excuse seems weak. Their conversation continues, as Athena tells Odysseus what he
must do next to regain his place in his home, but the beginning of this conversation seems to
display her reasoning for preferring Odysseus. He is clever and cunning, and he shares these
traits with her. His epithet is moAvuntic Odysseus, and the goddess Athena holds métis in
abundance, though she makes clear that hers is a divine sort. Odysseus possesses the cleverness
needed to disguise himself and to hide behind false stories of his identity to maintain his safety.
Athena values his quick-thinking and tricks, as his other helpers Circe and Penelope do. This,
then, is the basis for her favor: the two of them share a kind of cunning that few, if any, others
can match. But, as her admonishment of him and her absence from his post-Troy wanderings
shows, this craftiness of Odysseus’ can also bring her ire. Because his cleverness is too close to
hers, Odysseus is the only hero who threatens her position as a holder of divine métis.

Athena’s esteem for Odysseus’ cunning is not the only possible reason for her help,
however. Athena, in addition to being a cunning, crafty goddess who weaves plans, is also a law

and order goddess. Her role in the /liad makes this clear. Paris violates xenia and kidnaps Helen,
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and thus Athena seeks retribution and the return of Menelaus’ wife because she demands order.
Athena acts similarly in Aeschylus’ Eumenides. In this play, Athena states, in defense of Orestes,
that she will always champion the man (Aes. Eu. 738). Athena will side with her father Zeus,
whose role as king of the gods is to uphold the structure of this patriarchal society. Thus, Athena
upholds these same values, even going so far as to threaten the Furies with Zeus’ thunderbolts if
they go against her ruling (Aes. Eu. 827-828). In the Odyssey, the disarray of Odysseus’ house
provides a reason for her to step in. By virtue of her role as a goddess of the oikos, Athena is
associated with patrilineal values, especially upholding them, and Odysseus’ power needs to be
restored in Ithaca.>® She establishes and reestablishes male order to spaces in both the Iliad and
the Eumenides, and her role in upholding patrilineal values may be a reason for her intervention
in the Odyssey.>* A third option for Athena’s aid stems from her conflict with Poseidon and
Poseidon’s issues with Odysseus. Athena and Poseidon have a long-established rivalry; their
conflicts begin with their competition over naming rights in Athens and follow through
numerous myths.> Odysseus angers Poseidon with his blinding of Polyphemus, and the god’s
wrath toward the hero is a great barrier to his homecoming. Murnaghan 19956 alludes to the
idea that Athena’s intervention on behalf of Odysseus could be a way of her attempting to

subvert Poseidon’s power. By bringing Odysseus safely home, Athena can once again assert her

33 Felson-Rubin 1994, 96.

54 Ibid. describes Athena’s role as goddess of the oikos and her commendation of Orestes’ vengeance in the
Eumenides. This act restored the patriliny in Argos. Burkert 1985, 140 mentions Athena’s role as goddess of the
citadel and city. Her intervention in Odysseus’ house, then, can be seen as her reinstating the rule of her favorite
hero Odysseus in his house because of her demanding of a stable oikos.

55 Athena and Poseidon’s competition over Athens is memorialized in the west pediment of the Parthenon. Another
notable conflict between the two is their competition over Troezen, as told by Pausanias 2.30.6, although Pausanias
says this land was held in common.

56 Murnaghan 1995 suggests that Athena rules over the entire plot of the Odyssey and describes many ways in which
the goddess manipulates those around Odysseus for his benefit. She must cede control of Odysseus’ journey to
Poseidon because of his anger, and the Odyssey is divided into two phases: one part controlled by Poseidon and
another by Athena. By bringing Odysseus home despite his wishes, Athena has a way of asserting her power over
Poseidon.
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power over Poseidon and prove herself the stronger divine figure. Poseidon’s hatred of Odysseus
makes Athena’s glory that much more pleasing. Regardless of the reason for her aid, Athena
provides it with incredible success. She is determined that Odysseus be reestablished in his role
as king of Ithaca, and she helps him as she sees fit. Her help is absolutely necessary to Odysseus’
completion of his nostos; without it, he could not achieve the transformation to make himself
unrecognizable that allows him to sneak into his own house.>” Because her help is so
instrumental, Athena, similar to other women who help the hero, still poses a threat to Odysseus
in this way.’® Without her, Odysseus has no other divine helper who can provide this imperative
aid. Though she is a threat because her favor is fickle and she has the power to withhold help, it
is not for long, and once Odysseus holds Athena’s esteem, she is a steadfast companion. As a
virgin goddess, she has no motivations for betraying him. She does not have any sexual designs
on him and has no true reason to keep him from his wife. Thus, Athena can serve as a true,
willing helper to Odysseus and presents only a small threat to the hero’s homecoming.
PENELOPE

Penelope, as Odysseus’ wife, provides the most significant help to the hero, aside from
perhaps the goddess Athena. Her acts are extensive and allow for the preservation of Odysseus’
home and rule in Ithaca throughout his absence. Throughout the Odyssey, Penelope’s help occurs
primarily in two ways: her weaving of the funeral shroud for Laertes and her contest of the bow.
In book two, the suitor Antinoos recounts Penelope’s first trick. Several years before the
beginning of the poem, Penelope begged the suitors to wait for her to finish her web, a funeral
shroud for Laertes, the father of Odysseus, before she would marry one of them (2.96-98).

During the day, Penelope spent her time weaving, as is proper for a Homeric woman; at night,

37 Clay 1983, 208.
38 Doherty 1995a, 85.
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however, she unwove the funeral shroud in an effort to keep the suitors at bay: &vBa kol fpotin
Hev veaiveskey péyav iotov,/viktog & dAlveckey, énel daidag mapadeito. (“There also during
the day she weaved her great loom, but at night she undid it, after she set torches beside.” 2.104-
105). Her plan works for a time. Antinoos states that she did this for nearly four years before one
of her serving women caught her and revealed her trick to the suitors, who then forced her to
finish it (2.106-110). He continues to detail the characteristics that allow Penelope to accomplish
this trick, including her wisdom, good character, and craftiness, traits that she also happens to
share with her husband. In epic, weaving is a tool that allows women to express themselves
visually. Here, Penelope uses her weaving as a tool for expressing her cunning and her
dominance over the suitors, as well as displaying her goodness as a woman. She is able to
employ weaving, the marker of a good Homeric woman, to her own advantage by stalling her
marriage to the suitors with the promise of finishing the funeral shroud. She also uses weaving to
the benefit of her husband. Like her husband’s other helpers, Penelope’s weaving can also
represent her ability to affect Odysseus’ story. By holding off the suitors for three years with her
weaving, Penelope prolongs the courtship period and provides Odysseus with a much greater
window within which to arrive home. Penelope’s language regarding her weaving is also
significant. She asks the suitors to wait until she finishes the shroud to continue their bid for her
hand, implying that she will finish it. Instead, she uses the weaving as an act to buy time for
Odysseus to return.’® Additionally, the poet, through Antinoos, presents her weaving as a 80A0g,
a trick (2.93). Penelope herself does not refer to it explicitly as such, but she does claim to carry
out her own trick, using the same word (d6Aovc, 19.137). Though she does attribute the idea to

some god (@papog péV pot mpdTov Evémvevoe @peai daipwv, 19.138), Penelope’s own cunning

39 Felson-Rubin 1994, 27.
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seems to have maintained her place in Odysseus’ absence. Penelope shows her superior
intelligence and cunning through the trick of the shroud as she keeps over a hundred suitors at
bay for over three years, entirely on her own.*

Penelope proposed the contest of the bow (19.572-581) as her second and final act of
assistance. Her reasoning for enacting this contest is unclear; nearly as soon as she receives
another indication (from Odysseus himself, no less) that her husband will soon arrive home,
Penelope decides that she must set up this contest. Telemachus’ maturation must play some part,
since she promised Odysseus that she would remarry if he had not returned upon Telemachus’
adulthood (18.269-270). But Penelope has a great deal of devotion for her husband, and it seems
unlikely that she would relent when she has another indication that Odysseus will soon return.
Regardless of her reasoning, she sets up the competition, and this contest gives Odysseus the
perfect opportunity to kill the suitors and finally retake his position in the house. The act itself is
straightforward; the contest benefits Odysseus by giving him the platform on which to defeat the
suitors and gives Penelope the ability to take control of her own future. The conflict of her
decision, then, exists in why Penelope chooses to set up the contest at this moment. At the point
of the contest’s inception, Penelope has had both dreams and people inform her that Odysseus’
arrival is imminent.

In addition to the conflict created by her choice to set up the contest, Penelope’s
conversation with the stranger in book nineteen shows a great deal of internal conflict. Her
opening speech emphasizes her grief in her husband’s absence. She tells the stranger that her
beauty was ruined when Odysseus left and she has spent her years grieving the evils of the gods:

‘Eiv’, 1| oL pév Eumy apetnv €100¢ Te dépag te/dresav addvarot, dte "Thov

0 Thornton 1970, 95-96.
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giocavéBavov/Apyeiot, petd toiot & &pog mocic nev ‘Odvoceig (“Stranger, indeed the immortals
destroyed my excellence and beauty and form, when the Argives went up to Ilion, and my
husband Odysseus went among them.” 19.124-126).%! Penelope also speaks of the suitors’
pressure for her to choose one of them to marry, leading to her trick with the funeral shroud
(19.136-140). After the stranger claims that he once hosted Odysseus, Penelope decides to test
him to determine his truthfulness, indicating her desperation for any true news about her
husband. Later, Penelope tells the stranger that her mind is divided on what she should do, if she
should continue to wait and stay in her home or marry “the best of the Achaeans,” of those
suitors who court her. She then asks the stranger to interpret her dream about the geese, and the
stranger-Odysseus informs her that the dream means her husband will soon return and will rid
the house of the suitors. Penelope dismisses this idea and determines that she will set up the
contest of the bow. Her motivation to set up this contest seems to be based in Odysseus’ parting
words, telling her that she may remarry once Telemachus comes of age. Though omens and signs
have come that point to Odysseus’ return, Penelope has no clear signs and thus she must act in
her own self-interest.®? Her loyalty to her husband, though, is what leads Penelope to decide that
a bow contest is the appropriate measure to take, because only a man most similar to her husband
would be able to accomplish this deed.5?

Penelope’s motivation for accomplishing these acts is double. On the first, most obvious

level, she sets in motion the weaving of the funeral shroud and the contest of the bow in order to

61 Tt is notable that Calypso uses the same phrasing (£166¢ 1€ S&pog €) at 5.206-213 in attempt to persuade Odysseus
to stay with her, while Penelope speaks of the gods ruining her beauty during her husband’s absence.

62 The return foretold by Odysseus himself seems to be another in a long line of omens. Penelope likely hears this
regularly; at 17.151-161, Theoklymenos prophesies that Odysseus is already on Ithaca, and she dismisses it. At
19.309-316, Penelope dismisses Odysseus’ statement that he is near. She seems like a woman who has lost hope at
all these omens. Although the story is correct this time, Penelope has no real reason to believe it, due to its
frequency.

93 Thornton 1970, 105 and 113.
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help her husband. The weaving of the shroud puts off Penelope’s impending problem of the
suitors and allows Odysseus more time to return home, and the contest of the bow sets the scene
for the killing of the suitors. On another level, though, Penelope seems not just to be acting in the
best interest of Odysseus; she is also acting in her own best interest. Her trick with her weaving
has the benefit of extending the courtship of the suitors, allowing her to thrive in the attention
and gifts of the suitors. Although Telemachus resents the suitors eating and destroying his house,
Penelope seems ambivalent to their presence. Her opinions regarding the suitors at the beginning
of the epic are not entirely positive; Telemachus says that the suitors énéypaov ovk €8glovon
(“attack her, being unwilling” 2.50), and, after learning about the suitors’ plan to kill
Telemachus, Penelope herself calls them kakd®c vrepnvopéovtag (“evilly displaying arrogance”
4.766). Her dream with the geese in book nineteen, as well as her occasional “showing herself”
to the suitors, though, indicates her fondness for the suitors. In her dream (19.535-553), she
weeps for geese, her suitors, after the eagle kills them, as throughout the years she has developed
an enjoyment for their presence and even a rapport with several of them. Any fondness she might
have for them, though, does not change her desire for her husband to return and her need to do
something about their presence. From this trick to extend the courtship, Penelope also displays
her intelligence and cunning over the suitors. The formulaic phrase often associated with
Penelope “though her mind had other intentions” assigns her the same duplicity as Odysseus,%*
and she uses this duplicity to outsmart her suitors. Her weaving also shows her resentment
toward the suitors in her house. If she truly wanted their presence and desired to marry one of the

suitors, Penelope would not have held off for so long. When this weaving-trick does not work,

4 Felson-Rubin 1994, 29.
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Penelope grows desperate, and she must consider some other way to either secure her own future
or further hold off the suitors.®®

The contest of the bow provides Penelope a similar opportunity to act in her own self-
interest. Penelope pictures several different outcomes for the contest. Felson-Rubin 1994
presents four potential reasons for why Penelope sets up this contest: she believes that the
stranger is Odysseus and thus gives him a chance to win her hand, she believes that Odysseus
will come home soon and hopes that this contest will buy her the necessary time, she believes
that no suitor will be able to string the bow, allowing her to maintain her freedom, and she
believes that the stranger before her will be able to string the bow and win her hand.®® In each
outcome, she receives a benefit from the resolution of the contest. If she knows the stranger
before her is her husband, the contest gives him opportunity to reinsert himself into the
household, preventing Penelope from having to make a choice in addition to the general
happiness of her husband’s arrival. If she believes that Odysseus is returning home soon, setting
the contest gives him more time to return, resulting in the same satisfaction. Penelope may also
believe none of the suitors will be able to string the bow, and this alternative would allow her to
stay in her home and continue her life as she pleases. Finally, if the stranger is able to string the
bow, Penelope has the opportunity to marry someone who is intriguing to her, with a mind and
physical strength that could match her husband’s. In these thoughts, it is simple to see a
motivation past that of helping Odysseus.®’ This is a way for her to help herself; by setting a

contest that only Odysseus has completed successfully, Penelope will ensure that anyone who

65 Although she has held the suitors off for roughly three years since her plan with the funeral shroud was
discovered, Penelope displays fresh frustration with her situation at 19.157-161. She says that she can no longer
think of a new plan to hold them off and describes Telemachus’ maturation and his new awareness of the threat of
the suitors perhaps as a catalyst for her decision.

% Felson-Rubin 1994, 33.

67 Schein 1995, 24.
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might accomplish this trial will be the most like her husband. Additionally, this contest again
allows Penelope the opportunity to display her own cunning and authority. By setting this trial in
motion, she is establishing her own bridal contest, taking an authority and autonomy virtually
unheard of in the Homeric world. Instead of her father or son instigating the contest, Penelope
uses her own cleverness to ensure that, if she must choose a suitor, he will be the best and most
like her husband of all men. Thus, she indeed does these acts in order to help Odysseus, but
Penelope also does them for her own benefit.
CONCLUSION: ALL ROADS LEAD TO PENELOPE

The hero Odysseus’ nostos would be virtually impossible without the aid of numerous
women across his journey. Calypso saves him from the sea and gives him a place to recover from
his travels; she then releases him, though reluctantly, when he must leave. Nausicaa gives him
directions to the palace of the Phaeacians and provides him insight to entreat her mother first.
Arete provides Odysseus with clothes and gifts, and she helps persuade her husband when
needed to send Odysseus home. Circe’s role is large; like Calypso, she provides Odysseus with a
safe haven to recover from his travels. When Odysseus is ready to leave, Circe gives him precise
directions on what he must do next and releases him. Athena works to ensure the hero’s safe
arrival home throughout the entire epic, disguising herself and persuading others to work for his
benefit. She also controls the plot of the second half of the epic, for it is her plan that Odysseus
follows once he returns. And finally, Penelope spends the epic maintaining her husband’s home
and creates two tricks that ultimately work to his benefit. Each of these women plays a large role
in Odysseus’ nostos, and they all also help for their own motivations, outside of helping
Odysseus. Additionally, each woman ultimately foreshadows Odysseus’ reunion with his wife.

Odysseus has the opportunity to reacquaint himself with the acts of courtship in his interactions
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with each woman he meets. He relearns how to flirt and other, more intimate acts after ten years
at Troy until he is finally ready to meet his wife again. Odysseus willingly embraces his
relationships with Calypso and Circe, using the women not only as helpers on his nostos but also
as maidens to relearn the acts of courtship. When he reaches Scheria, the maiden Nausicaa offers
Odysseus a final opportunity to practice his courtship-skills; their two private meetings are laced
with romantic undertones, as the hero re-learns how to interact with an eligible, mortal woman.
After leaving the Phaeacians, Odysseus has satisfied his need to roam and is ready to return to
his wife and engage in a new courtship with her.®® The description of the pin given to him before
he leaves for Troy by Penelope can be read as a metaphor for courtship:

...mepo10e 8¢ Saidarov Hev:

&V TPOTEPOLIOL TOOEGTL KO®V EXE TOIKIAOV EALOV,

donoipovio Adwv: 10 0& Bavpaleckov Gmavteg,

@G o1 YpHoEOL EOVTEG O LEV AdE VEPPOV ATy WV,

avTaP O EKQLVYEEWV PEPOMS IOTOPE TOOETTTL.

“...And [the pin] was cunningly wrought on the front: in its front paws a dog, seizing, held a

spotted fawn while it struggled; and all were amazed, how, being golden, the dog seizes the fawn,
strangling it, but it was struggling with its feet, wishing to flee.” (19.227-231)

Here, the pin’s meaning is twofold: on the surface, it celebrates Odysseus’ hunting prowess, as
he is the dog hunting down the fawn. On a deeper level, though, the pin represents Odysseus’
erotic conquest of Penelope.®® The fawn is a typical animal used by archaic poets to describe a
young, marriageable woman.”® Odysseus and Penelope seem to recreate this same act as they
reacquaint themselves with one another after twenty years and begin their courtship anew. In this

interpretation, the fawn’s struggling symbolizes Penelope’s hesitance in believing that the man in

%8 Felson-Rubin 1994, 49.
% Ibid. 30.
70 As in Archilochus’ “Cologne Epode,” line 31 (Archilochus 169A West).
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front of her is her husband until she is faced with indisputable proof.”! From there, they can
continue their new courtship.

There is also a strong sense that these women together are weaving the journey of
Odysseus. Calypso, Circe, Athena, and Penelope each greatly alter the journey of Odysseus as
they weave plans for him, ultimately leading to his successful reinstatement in his home.
Together, all the women helping the hero seem to flow into Penelope, as they not only provide
help for him to return to his wife but give him the social reintegration he needs to retake his
place back in Ithaca. As Odysseus frequently denies the advances of other women, Penelope’s
role as ultimate helper is emphasized. She stays faithful to him during his entire absence and
provides her husband with the help that maintains his house and reestablishes his rule in Ithaca.
Thus, each woman in the Odyssey and her role as helper simply functions as a stand-in for
Penelope herself, ultimately helping Odysseus return to his role not only as king of Ithaca and

head of his house but also to the role of husband.

71 Felson-Rubin 1994, 30.
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CHAPTER THREE
MEDEA AS HELPER IN THE ARGONAUTICA

This chapter seeks to show the connections between Medea and the helper-women of the
Odyssey, both thematically and verbally, and to show how Apollonius of Rhodes draws from
these various Homeric women to create a helper-figure in Medea that fits his poetic program.
Written in the Hellenistic period, the Argonautica features Medea as a main character, and she
serves as the primary helper of the poem. Generally, she has two sides; Medea is at once a
young, innocent maiden and a resourceful sorceress.”? Since Apollonius demands that we read
his epic against the //iad and the Odyssey, the roots for Medea’s character become clear when we
look at the Odyssey. Medea fuses into a single character what the Homeric poet spreads out
across Nausicaa, Calypso, and Circe.”? In book three, Medea seems most like Nausicaa in how
she interacts with Jason, and her devotion to Hecate and power in sorcery immediately connect
her to the witches of the Odyssey, Circe, Calypso, and Helen.”* She also takes up their roles as
helper-figures, as she helps Jason in ways without which he would not be able to accomplish his
quest. Apollonius also draws on Athena and Penelope in order to make his Medea the ultimate
helper-figure for Jason. However, Medea is never just one of these models. She holds aspects of
the Odyssean women all at once, and this complicates her character. Because of the layers of her

character, Medea’s true nature is difficult to pin down. This difficulty also affects her role as a

72 Crane 1987, 19-20.

3 Ibid. 21. Crane only remarks on Medea’s similarities to these three women.

7 1t is worth noting here that Apollonius’ characterization of Medea does not only come from the Odyssey. He also
draws heavily from Euripides’ Phaedra in Hippolytus and Sophocles’ Colchian Women (Hunter 2008, 143). The
knowledge of the events of Euripides’ Medea also hangs heavily throughout the entire poem.
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helper. Medea does help Jason with his goal in obtaining the Golden Fleece by giving him a
pharmakon to protect him as he yokes the bulls, but she also takes over the task herself to
bewitch the Colchian dragon. In this way, Medea goes beyond the model of helper provided in
the Odyssey. The same powers that make Medea an incredible helper to Jason also make her a
danger to the hero. Medea has her father’s temper, the magical powers of her aunt Circe, and a
great deal of pftic. Like she is a combination of all the women of the Odyssey at once, these
aspects of Medea make her both a helper and a threat to Jason and the Argonauts.

In describing Medea’s connections as a helper to the women of the Odyssey who act
similarly with Odysseus, one finds a link between the two heroes of the epics, Odysseus and
Jason. These men can immediately be connected in their sea journeys, primarily through the
destinations they visit. They are, however, very different characters. Most of Odysseus’ journey
home is a search for kleos; as he attempts to complete his nostos, the hero gathers gifts and
spreads his name across the Mediterranean, thus ensuring he returns home with the appropriate
amount of glory. In fact, he tells his story to the Phaeacians partly for the sake of kleos.” Jason,
however, does not undertake the quest for the Golden Fleece for fame and glory; Pelias forces
his hand (1.15-17). Initially, the Argonauts did not even choose him to be their leader. Heracles
was chosen but deferred to Jason (1.345-347). Additionally, the two heroes are separated by their
intelligence. Repeatedly throughout the Odyssey, the poet distinguishes Odysseus by his
intelligence and cunning. He creates elaborate lies quickly to cover his identity, and he is able to

trick everyone except Athena and Eurycleia.”® Apollonius’ Jason is aunfxovog; he lacks the

75 Alcinous asks Odysseus to share his story at Od. 8.536fT. Because a hero’s kleos is spread in the stories about
them, Odysseus shares his trials with the Phaeacians both to spread his fame and also to gain passage home.
Odysseus narrates his adventures starting in book 9 in a similar way to the bard Demodocus’ singing in book 8§,
which is a way of spreading kleos.

76 Though Burycleia is markedly different from the other women because she sees a physical indication of his
identity in his scar.
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extraordinary intelligence and supernatural skills of Odysseus.”” He is not the cunning hero who
is always one step ahead, but he often relies on those around him to help him accomplish his
feats.”® A final distinction in the two heroes is their prominence within their respective epics.
Odysseus’ centrality in the Odyssey is indisputable. Although he plays no part in the first four
books, the very first line of the epic names Odysseus as its subject: dvdopa moAvTponov. Jason is
not the sole dominant figure of the Argonautica. He does not appear in the proem of book one, as
Odysseus, Achilles, and Aeneas do in their epics,” and he remains largely absent from the action
of book four. While Jason is the leader and famed hero of the Argonautica myth, Apollonius tells
us that the poem is about ancient men (moloryevémv ewtdv, 1.1). While Odysseus’ actions in his
epic are nearer to the typical Iliadic heroism an audience might expect, that does not discount
Jason’s own fame. Just as Apollonius takes care to craft aspects of Odyssean women into his
Medea, he also constructs Jason differently from Odysseus to be a fitting hero for his
Alexandrian epic. Although Jason is not dominant in controlling his story, he shares the role well
with Medea, whose help leads to the success of the Argonauts.®
MEDEA AS A YOUNG MAIDEN

Medea’s first appearance in the Argonautica occurs at the beginning of book three. The
poet first mentions her in his invocation to Erato:

el 6’ dye viv, Epatd, mapd 0° iotaco, kai pot évione,

&vhev Omwg &¢ ToAkov dviyaye kdag Thocwv
Mnoeing vt EpoTL. ..

77 Hunter 1993, 24. The first instance of this descriptor occurs at 1.460.

8 Some scholars, such as Beye 1982, remark on Jason’s diplomatic abilities; he has “politeness and patience” (Beye
1982, 83), and he attempts to speak to Aietes as if he is a reasonable king, although he has been warned to act
differently. Although this scene and similar ones do portray Jason as having some diplomatic skills, he is, on the
whole, entirely unsuccessful. Beye 1982 does note, however, that Jason is most successful in the realm of love and
appropriately refers to him as a “love hero” (93).

79 Hunter 2008, 143.

80 Kenney 2008, 365.
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“Come now, Erato, stand beside me, and tell me how from then Jason led the Fleece to lolchos by
means of Medea’s love...” (3.1-3)

Here, Apollonius begins this book in the same way the Odyssey begins, by calling upon a Muse
for aid in telling the story and indicating the topic at hand, even using the same verb, évvénm.®!
Although Medea does not actually appear until 3.247, the poet announces that her presence,
actions, and choices will loom large on the second half of the epic.

Throughout this third book, Medea’s character most nearly mirrors that of Nausicaa in
the Odyssey. They are both young, foreign princesses at a marriageable age.? Divine
intervention leads both girls to meet their heroes; just as Athena sends Nausicaa a dream
persuading her to leave her home to wash her clothes, Hera intervenes in Medea’s day by
keeping her at home, away from the shrine of Hecate, so that she may see Jason and so that Eros
can strike.®> Medea and Nausicaa also both have dreams that drive their actions. Medea’s dream
is much less pleasant than Nausicaa’s (0Alooi dveipot, 3.618), but it does eventually lead her to
choose to help Jason, although this occurs after much mental anguish. In addition to these
general similarities, Apollonius makes a more obvious comparison to Nausicaa during Medea’s
wagon ride to the shrine of Hecate:

€k 8¢ BOpale kovoa Bofig Enefnoat’ dmnvng

oLV O¢ ol dpeirolot dowal ekdtepOev Efnoav.

avt & Mvi’ €dekto Kal gvmointov iacOAny
dekitept], Elaev 0¢ U doteog . ..

“And going out the door she got on the swift wagon; two handmaidens went on either side with
her. She received the reins and the well-made whip in her right hand, and she drove through the
city. ...” (3.869-872)

81.0d. 1.1 &vdpa pot évvene, podoa...; Evione, used above, is listed by Cunliffe 2012 as the aorist form.
82 Crane 1987, 19.

8 Interestingly, the poet uses the verb &puke for Hera’s restraint of Medea, the same verb used of Circe and
Calypso’s trapping of Odysseus on their islands.
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This scene evokes Nausicaa’s own ride to the stream at Od. 6.71-84. Apollonius connects the
two maidens through several verbal similarities. He employs the Homeric énefnoat’ dmmvng (Od.
6.78) to describe Medea at 869. Handmaidens surround both Nausicaa and Medea, as is proper.
The verb kiov describes both of their movements (Od. 6.84).

From these obvious verbal similarities, Apollonius continues to model the Homeric
scene, but he clearly alters it. The Homeric poet makes no mention of the Phaeacians’ opinions
of Nausicaa as she drives through the city, but Apollonius emphasizes the Colchians’ reactions to
seeing Medea: ...apoi 8& Aaoi/gikov, dAevdpevol Baciinidog dpupata kovpng (“And around her
the people withdrew, having avoided the eyes of the royal maiden,” 3.885-886). The Colchians
clearly feel some unease at Medea’s presence and even fear looking in her eyes. Additionally,
Nausicaa sets a leisurely pace for her journey to the stream, but Medea goes quickly because she
is hopeful to see Jason. Apollonius and the Homeric poet both describe their maidens by similes
relating to Artemis, although these similes produce different results for their subject. As
Nausicaa and her handmaidens play with a ball, they are likened to Artemis and her nymphs
playing (Od. 6.102-109). The poet’s emphasis in this simile is on Nausicaa’s physical similarities
to the goddess, in stature and in beauty (Od. 6.107-109). Apollonius significantly alters this
simile to fit Medea. He first shifts the simile earlier by comparing Medea in her wagon to
Artemis as she rides her chariot through the hills and beasts cower at her feet: ...auei 6¢
Ofpec/kvolnbud caivovoty vrotpopéovieg iodoav (“And around her while she goes, trembling
feasts fawn with a whine” 3.883-4). Within the simile, Artemis displays her power over the
beasts, so Medea’s comparison to Artemis in this moment must mean that she also holds a
similar power in her environment. The Colchian crowd that she drives through, then, are like the

beasts. The Colchians likely do not avoid her gaze simply because she is royalty; descendants of
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the Sun are characterized by formidable and eventually dreadful eyes.?* The power of Medea’s
eyes becomes more significant later, as she defeats the bronze giant Talos. In a more physical
way, Medea fits the age and stature of the maidens who follow Artemis. Because she is of the
type of maiden who could be familiar with Artemis, she is well-acquainted with Artemis’ more
dangerous and hostile side, the goddess who holds destructive powers.®> With this comparison to
Artemis within a direct modeling of Nausicaa, Apollonius makes a statement. Medea contains
the gentle and hostile sides of Artemis, and this helps represent the dual sides of Medea’s
character. Artemis herself is often associated with Medea’s patron goddess Hecate,?¢ and
Medea’s explicit comparison to the danger and power of Artemis connects her that much more
closely to the power of Hecate. In this way, Apollonius begins to tell his audience that Medea
holds a potential for true danger, even this early in her character.

Nausicaa and her handmaidens play with a ball while they wait for their clothes to dry. In
playing her game, Nausicaa acts, presumably, as an epic maiden should. Medea too urges her
handmaidens to play:

GAL émel ovv ikopeca, kai o vO Tic 8Alog Ensioy,

€10’ dye poAmi) Bupov dpedeing kopéompuey

petuyin, ta 6& KaAd tepeivng dvBea moing

Ae&apevor 10T Emert’ adTV Amovioooued” dpnv.

“But since we have arrived, and no one else will approach, but come, let us satisfy our hearts
unsparingly with a sweet game, and after we pick beautiful flowers from the smooth grass, let us
then go away at the same hour as usual.” (3.896-899)

Medea tricks her handmaidens by urging them to play. Then, she informs them of Jason’s arrival

and swears that she intends to trick him by taking his presents and giving him a more terrible

8 Vian 1980, 138.

85 Hunter 1989, 29; Hunter describes Medea as “reflect[ing] many aspects of Greek views of the female” because
she is a young, freeborn virgin. She also knows the dangerous side of Artemis because she serves as a priestess of
Hecate.

86 “Hecate” Henrichs 2015; in Athens, Artemis was sometimes worshipped as Artemis Hecate.

46



drug (xakdtepov eapuaxov, 3.910-911) than the one he expects. In this way, Medea begins her
deceit that follows throughout the remainder of the epic.®” The play, then, is a trick designed to
deceive everyone around her: on one hand, it is meant to settle her attendants into an action that
is presumably typical for them so that they do not suspect that she might have intentions which
go against her father. On the other, the play is designed to trick Jason into believing that Medea
is no harm to him. However, Medea is not a typical maiden like Nausicaa, who plays with balls
with her friends while she waits for her clothes to dry. She is a priestess who devotes her time to
tending to Hecate’s shrine. Priestesses do not play with balls, pick flowers, nor enjoy a normal
relationship with girls of their own age.®® In the chariot ride and the playing scenes, Apollonius
sets up an explicit comparison between the two young maidens and subsequently destroys it by
emphasizing Medea’s power and trickery.®® These scenes begin to show the cracks in her
Nausicaa-like fagade, and Apollonius gives his audience a glimpse at what lurks beneath
Medea’s initial character. This is one way Apollonius sets his Medea apart from her Homeric
models. Other scholars® see Medea’s shift from maiden to sorceress at the beginning of book
four, when her magical powers become more relevant, but I believe that the seeds of this
transition are planted here, as Medea makes known her ability and eagerness for deceit.

In another distinct contrast to Nausicaa, as the girls play, Medea is unable to find any joy
in the game:

000" apa Mndeing Bupog tpanet’ GAAa votioal,

peAmopévng ep Ouwc” maoot 8¢ oi, vty dBvpot

HOATNV, 00K €l dnpov Epnvoavev Eyidociat.

“But the heart of Medea did not at all turn to think other things, although she played all the same;
whatever game she played, none pleased her to play for a long time.” (3.948-950)

87 Hunter 1993, 63.

88 Campbell 1983, 60.
8 Ibid.

%0 Like Kenney 2008.
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Her reaction upon meeting Jason is also very different from Nausicaa’s. The Homeric poet goes
into no detail about Nausicaa’s thoughts and feelings upon seeing Odysseus for the first time,
only that Athena “put courage in her heart and seized the fear from her limbs”(0dpcog évi ppeoi
Ofjke kol €k 8€og €ileto yviwv, Od. 6.140).°! However, Apollonius goes into great detail about
the physicality of Medea’s symptoms upon seeing Jason, drawing not from the Homeric epics
but from the descriptions of lovesickness often found in in lyric poets like Sappho.®? Jason’s
attractiveness triggers the uncontrollable, unhealthy symptoms of love that are found in lyric
poetry, which culminate in immobility and speechlessness. This culmination is indicated by the
simile at 967 in which the pair stare at each other like firmly rooted trees.” It is Jason’s
comparison to Sirius, however, which holds the most implications for the future of Medea:

VYoo~ avabpdokov & te Leiprog Qreavoio,

0g 01 TOl KOAOG UV ApilnAog T° é~018é090u

avtéldel, undotol 8 &v dometov nkev oHv:

“rising up on high as Sirius from Oceanus, who rises beautiful and distinct to see and brings
unspeakable misery for flocks;...” (3.957-959)

Jason appears like Sirius, bright and clear but also ruinous. Apollonius employs the idea of love
as burning fire, also popularized by the lyric poets.”* The hero is like a burning star, which leads
to Medea’s suffering through the burn of love. The last line of the simile describes Sirius’
ruinous effects on flocks, and Medea’s physical ailments upon seeing Jason serve to foreshadow
her later ruin. Earlier in the book, the appearance of dawn brought Medea gladness and security
in her decisions (3.823-824); now, the light that Jason brings will only cause her suffering, in this

moment and in the future.”’

°! She does later at 6.237 admire him after Athena improves his looks.

92 Sappho 31 in particular.

93 Campbell 1983, 62.

%4 This is not the first time Apollonius has employed this metaphor. Earlier at 3.446, Apollonius describes Medea as
opvyovoa, smouldering, in her heart.

95 Campbell 1983, 60.
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When Medea meets the hero, Jason mirrors Odysseus as he promises that he comes to
Medea as a suppliant (ikétng E€vog 1€ o1 évB&d ™ ikdvm, 3.987), though he does not flatter
Medea as Odysseus does Nausicaa. Aware of her magical abilities, Jason instead bids her not to
deceive him with pleasant words (teprvoic énéecoty, 3.982-83). Odysseus wishes that the gods
reward Nausicaa for her help, but Jason promises that he himself will spread Medea’s fame
across Greece, as though she is a Homeric hero in need of kleos. His promise of kleos serves to
emphasize the significance of Medea’s help; with her name spread across Greece for this deed,
Medea becomes just as heroic as the Argonauts themselves. In one final similarity, Medea makes
Jason promise to remember her, just as Nausicaa does Odysseus, though Medea does not invoke
her help to the hero: pvieo o, fjv dpa 01 100’ VmdTpomog olkad” Tknat,/odvopa Mndeing
(“Remember the name of Medea, if you, returning, ever come home.” 3.1069-70).

In the Odyssey, Nausicaa’s help to Odysseus is great. On the surface, the maiden merely
helps Odysseus to the city, but Nausicaa also provides Odysseus with an opportunity to
reacquaint himself with the practice of courtship so that he may later reenter his relationship with
Penelope. In book three, Medea’s help does not look the same. She does not guide Jason to the
city, nor does she prepare him for any sort of courtship or sexual encounter; Jason’s preparation
for this moment occurred earlier in the epic on Lemnos (1.609-909). Rather, the promise of
Medea’s powerful help hangs over most of the third book of the Argonautica, and her magical
abilities distinguish her from Nausicaa of the Odyssey. In this way, Apollonius anticipates the
extensive help that Medea will give the Argonauts and the fact that their task will be nearly
impossible without her. Additionally, while her help is essential for the completion of the
Argonauts’ nostos, Medea also serves as a threat, just as Nausicaa does to Odysseus. She does

not threaten to restrain him from his journey as Nausicaa could, but the denial of Medea’s help
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would likely mean the failure to obtain the Fleece. Her refusal to help at this point is only a
marginal risk, though, due to divine intervention and eros. Instead, in Medea’s comparison to
Nausicaa, the promise of what the maiden could do has the biggest effect on the hero, and this
tension follows into the next stage of her character.
MEDEA AS A SORCERESS

As her magical powers begin to have more prominence in the plot, Apollonius starts to
shift the model of Medea’s character from Nausicaa to the sorceress figures of the Odyssey,
Calypso, Helen, and Circe. The first marker of Medea’s character shift is the moment when she
gives Jason her pharmakon and explains how he must use it (3.1026-1062). Apollonius’ model
for this scene is likely Circe giving Odysseus instructions on how to reach the Underworld and
what he must do when he arrives to speak to Tiresias (Od. 10.516-540). Medea and Circe both
give their heroes very explicit directions on what they must do and leave no room for questions.
Both journeys are figured as chthonic rituals; while Odysseus quite literally travels to the
Underworld, the description of Jason’s sacrifice recalls Odysseus’, and his calling upon Hecate
as a chthonic deity”® cements this as a kind of journey to the Underworld. The poet also
distinguishes Medea’s role from Circe’s in this scene. In contrast to Circe, who presents
Odysseus’ route and the tasks he must complete as the will of fate, Medea gives her instructions
as her own plan for Jason to follow: ppaleo viv, &¢ kév tot £yd punricop’” dpwynv (“Consider
now, how I will devise help for you.” 3.1026). The use of unriopou is striking, as it emphasizes
Medea’s role in crafting the plan and the cunning pfjtig that she employed in doing it. From this

point until Jason yokes the bulls, it is Medea’s plan to gain the Fleece that succeeds, and her

% Beye 1982, 132. Hecate’s worshippers associate her with reproduction and fertility, making her important to the
earth and linking her to the dead.
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uftig is responsible. Circe merely tells Odysseus the facts, but Medea inserts herself readily into
the quest and accomplishes it through Jason’s actions.

After Jason yokes the bulls, he and the Argonauts set out to take the Fleece. To do so,
they need Medea to bewitch the serpent who guards it. There is no exact parallel in Circe, Helen,
or Calypso, but the magic of the scene immediately recalls the sorceresses of the Odyssey. As
Jason and Medea leave to seize the Fleece, Apollonius states that they go at the time when
hunters leave (4.109-117) and compares the pair to the hunters themselves and their prey to the
Fleece. This emphasizes the deceit and concealment of the two, Medea especially, and connects
her to the deceit of Circe.”” Medea enchants the serpent first by calling out to Sleep and Hecate,
then by rubbing a potion, kvkedv (4.157), on its head and singing:

1 8¢ (v dpkevBolo véov TeTundTL BoAAGD

Bantovc’” €k KuKeEDVOG AKNPpATa PApUOK GOo1d0ig

poive kot dQOaAUGV TEPl T Al TE VIipiTog AdUN

eoppaxov dvov ERaiie’

“And she, with a newly cut branch of juniper which was dipped into the potion, sprinkled the
pure pharmakon over its eyes with song; and all around the immense smell of the pharmakon was
casting sleep.” (4.156-159)

The Homeric poet also uses this word several times in reference to the magic of Circe, as she
mixes a drug to transform Odysseus’ men and later the hero himself (Od. 10.234-236, 290, 316-
317). Although Medea does not transform the serpent, the kvkemv recalls Circe’s power and
connects Medea’s powers to those of her aunt, altering the audience’s ideas about Medea’s
danger. In describing the serpent itself, Apollonius emphasizes the fear that it brings to those
who hear it:

deipatt 8” €EEypovto Aeywideg, aupl 6¢ Touciv

VNIaY01C, o1 T€ oy VI’ AyKaAideaY Tovov,
poilm mardopévoig xeipag Parov AoyoAOwmoal.

7 Hunter 1993, 17.
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“Women who had just given birth awoke in fear, and being distressed they threw their hands
around their young children, who were sleeping in their arms, shaking at the whistling.” (4.136-
138)

By including this detail, Apollonius emphasizes Medea’s bravery in the way she does not
hesitate to approach the serpent. This bravery reflects a confidence in her magical abilities, and it
is a similar confidence to Circe’s own when she faces Odysseus’ crew.”® Jason, however, is
terrified. By speaking about the women’s fear of the serpent and Jason’s, Apollonius compares
his hero to the powerless children of the simile. In securing the Fleece, Jason must be completely
dependent on Medea, as these children are on their mothers. In this way, Medea seeks to protect
Jason just as a mother seeks to protect her child.”® Because this part of the quest takes magical
prowess to complete, Jason has given control to Medea, and now the kleos for it has become
hers. This surpasses the help that Circe or Calypso provides in the Odyssey and emphasizes
Medea’s power as a helper with distinct differences from those before her. Rather than strictly
help the hero achieve his goals, she now accomplishes them herself. Although Medea lets Jason
take the Fleece from the branch himself, the victory is hers, as Jason announces:

oM yap xpeld, Thg etveka TVY’ dAeysvnv

vauTiMny EtAnuev oo poybiCovtec,

E0TOAEMG KOVPTG VTTO ONVESL KEKPAAVTOL.

“For the need, on account of which we bore this hard voyage while suffering in misery,
has been accomplished easily by the plans of the maiden.” (4.191-193)

At this point, Apollonius brings the action of the epic to center solely on Medea, rather than
Jason.!% This theme continues as the Argonauts abandon Colchis and begin their journey home.

Medea seems to command the crew as she orders them to sail and stop so that she may propitiate

%8 As a lone woman, Circe has every reason to fear a group of men approaching her home. Her lack of fear then can
serve as a reflection of her belief in her abilities.

% Hunter 1993, 61; this scene of Medea protecting Jason as a mother does her children also holds a great deal of
irony, as Apollonius’ audience would be aware of the fate of Medea’s own children.

100 Beye 1982, 143-166 speak broadly about Apollonius’ shift from Jason as a central character to Medea.
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her goddess Hecate (4.241-52). By this time in the book, she is no longer the Nausicaa-like
Medea, but Aiain Mndewa (4.243), connecting her even closer to Circe.

Medea’s reaction to the deal made between the Argonauts and the Colchians for her
return is fierce (4.355-94). She rails against Jason, saying that he has abandoned the oath that he
made to her and beguiled her with sweet promises to leave her homeland.!! Medea reminds him
of the shame that she has brought upon herself by helping him. She is now completely dependent
on him because she has abandoned her family. Medea knows and fears her father, and she is
aware that her return will mean a severe punishment. At the end of her speech, Medea invokes
the Furies against Jason if he abandons her, and Apollonius tells us the true depth of her anger:

0O¢ 4t avaleiovsa Papdv yohov: feto & fye

vijo KataeAEat, O16 T Eumedo TAVTO KEAOOL,

&v 0¢ meoely ot LoAepd mTopi.

“Thus she spoke, seething deep anger; she desired to burn the ship completely, to split everything
completely, and to throw herself in the devouring fire.” (4.391-393)

This moment shows Medea’s potential destructive nature in a way that is different from the
destruction suggested by her magical powers. She holds the power to prevent the hero from his
course with romance as Circe and Calypso do, but she can also cause real harm, even death, to
Jason with both her powers and her anger. Her anger at the potential betrayal echoes Aietes’ own
anger at learning that Jason had come take the Fleece (3.372-81). In that moment, Aietes
threatens that if the men had not already eaten from his table, he would have cut out their
tongues. Medea’s threat to burn the Argo also recalls her earlier symptoms of love. Just as
Medea was earlier consumed by the flames of love, now she wishes to be consumed by the

flames of destruction for her betrayal. In her anger and emotion, Medea distinguishes herself

101 Medea’s accusation that Jason tricked her with sweet promises (pueitypoi vmooyeoiat, 4.359) recalls Jason’s
earlier bid that she not deceive him with tepmvoic énéecorv (3.982-83). Although these are not repeated phrases,
both characters seem to emphasize the deception and untrustworthiness of the other.
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again from the Odyssean helper women. The idea of remembering included at 4.383-84 (uvnooio
0¢ kol mot €ueio,/otpevydpuevog kKapdtolot) does recall the final exchange between Odysseus and
Nausicaa (Od. 8.461-68) and Jason’s tender exchanges with Medea in book three, as she asked
him to remember her when he left (3.1069-1071), but here the tone is much different.!?> There is
no love in Medea’s speech, only bitterness and anger. No woman in the Odyssey acts in this way
to help the hero; although they may take risks to help Odysseus, those women do not go to the
destructive lengths that Medea does, as she betrays her family to help Jason.

In her attack against Jason, Medea acts outside of her Homeric models and instead seems
more like the characters of tragedy in the self-destructive potential of her actions. In her anger
and her description of her folly (patin, 4.367), Apollonius casts Medea as Clytemnestra, as she
Kot 8 00ROV aicyog Exeva/Onivtéparc (“pour[s] down destructive shame on women” 4.367-
68).19 The Homeric poet uses these same words to describe Clytemnestra’s part in the murder of
Agamemnon (o1 t& kot’ 0ioy0g Exeve Kol dosopévnoty dmicom/mivtépnot yovouéi.. ., Od.
11.433-434); thus, Apollonius seems to indicate that Medea has Clytemnestra’s capacity for
destruction. Additionally, in calling on the Furies, Medea evokes the situation of Orestes. If
Jason forsakes her, he will be guilty of causing Medea’s death just as Orestes is guilty of causing
his mother’s.!% Finally, and perhaps most obviously, the entire scene of betrayal and anger
mirrors the agon between Jason and Medea in Euripides’ Medea.'® The conclusion of the Medea
hangs over the emotions of this scene, as it does much of the play because the audience knows

that this rampage is only the beginning of Medea’s rage.

192 Hyunter 2015, 135, 383-4n.

103 Tbid. 133, 367-8n.; casting Medea as Clytemnestra also implicitly casts Jason as Agamemnon. This is a fitting
connection as well, as it is Agamemnon’s betrayal of Clytemnestra through the sacrifice of their daughter that brings
about his fate, as Jason’s later betrayal of Medea brings about his own punishment.

194 Hunter 2015, 136, 386n.

195 Hunter 2008, 142.
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Her final act of anger includes the murder of her brother, Apsyrtos. This is another
moment without an Odyssean parallel of Medea taking complete control of the story. Medea
herself is at the center of her plans:

aOTaP EYD KEWVOV YE TEAG &C YETpOC ikEaBon

HEME®” oV 0€ PV Paidpoig dyamdleo dmpots.

el kév g KNpukag drepyouévoug temiforu
0100¢gv olov €uoict cuvapbutical Enéecoty. ..

“But I will implore that he come to your hands; show him affection with shining gifts. If only
somehow I would persuade the heralds leaving with my words to agree that he is alone... (4.415-
418)

Although it is a terrible action, this is another way she helps the hero. Because Apsyrtos follows
the Argonauts seeking the return of Medea, their nostos becomes unlikely, or at least
considerably more difficult. By killing her brother, Medea both frees herself from her family’s
reign and brings Jason that much closer to returning home. Although there is no exact parallel in
Circe’s actions, through this act Medea exhibits a similar trait to her aunt: a lack of concern in
harming others to meet her goals.!?® With this act, Medea seals her transition from young maiden
to formidable sorceress, as her veil becomes marked with her brother’s blood.'?’

In the final lines of the Argonautica, Medea defeats Talos. The bronze giant Talos
threatens their homecoming as he breaks rocks from a cliff and throws them to keep the
Argonauts far offshore. Medea does not hesitate to offer her help and is eager to show off her
magical abilities once more when she reappears after a significant absence from the events of
book four. Her destruction of Talos recalls her prayer over the Colchian serpent:!%®

&vBa 6’ dodtiov pethicoeto, puélme 6¢ Kijpag

BupoPopovg, Aidao Boag kbvag, ol mepl Taoav
népa dtvevovoar €mi {woiow dyovTat.

106 Knight 1995, 184.
107 K enney 2008, 370.
198 Hunter 2015, 302, 1665-72n.
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“Then she appeased him with songs, and she celebrated the heart-eating Keres, the swift dogs of
Hades, who as they roam around the whole air are led against men.” (4.1665-1667)

Medea calls upon a chthonic goddess just as she did before, and she utters similar incantations
and prayers. Apollonius adds something more sinister to this scene that was not included in her
magical act against the dragon: Medea sets her mind on evil (Bgpévn xokov voov, 4.1669). In this
way, she settles more firmly into her role in the epic as a sorceress, which Apollonius marks with
the use of the epithet moAvdppokov (4.1677), which the Homeric poet uses to describe Circe in
the Odyssey (Od. 10.276). Medea defeats Talos not simply to show off her magical power; she
also does so to increase her kleos. The poet chooses to craft this scene as an unusual version of
Iliadic single combat.!%” Medea’s combat takes place far offshore, and she kills the bronze Talos
with only her eyes. Her gaze itself does not strike Talos dead, but she uses her eyes to bewitch
the giant to strike his ankle against a sharp rock. Apollonius compares Talos’ collapse with a tree
chopped by woodcutters (4.1682-1688), and this comparison cements the scene with Medea as
an Iliadic hero because the Homeric poet uses these same types of similes to describe fallen
soldiers in the Iliad (Il. 4.482-7).!''° By employing this simile, Apollonius emphasizes Medea’s
search for kleos through the ways that she helps the Argonauts. This scene is Medea’s final
triumph and the final act of help that occurs in the epic. Before this moment, she has nearly
disappeared from the book and only reappears significantly to defeat Talos. If the final book
presents a shift in centrality from Jason to Medea, then Medea’s disappearance only to reappear
to close out the book secures the focus of the final book to be her, as it is her action that closes

out the nostos.

199 Hunter 2015, 301, 1654n.; the “usual” version of Iliadic single combat can be seen in /1. 3.1-120. Menelaus and
Paris are chosen and plan to fight against each other on a plain with their armies watching on.
119 Thid. 305, 1682-8n.
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The end of book three and start of book four present Medea’s transition from maiden to
sorceress, and naturally the audience begins to see a shift from the Odyssean models of Nausicaa
to the witches of the Odyssey as Apollonius makes this transition. Explicit references to Calypso
are minimal. One could potentially see some similarities in Medea’s fury at Jason’s betrayal and
Calypso’s indignation at being forced to release Odysseus. Additionally, Medea does show some
similarities to Helen of the Odyssey. Most significantly, both women employ the use of
pharmaka. Helen uses her pharmakon to affect the minds of those around her and ease their
burdens as they tell stories about Odysseus (Od. 4.220-226). Medea’s drugs as described in the
Argonautica seem to affect the body and literally protect or destroy a person, in contrast to the
psychological focus of Helen’s drugs. The pharmaka of these women are extremely powerful
and destructive in different ways and provide the women with a significant amount of power
over those around them. Apollonius also makes Medea like Helen in her actions. Medea faces a
similar choice to that of Helen, as she must decide whether to abandon her family for the sake of
a man. Like Helen, she does so. In this way, Apollonius employs several aspects of Helen’s
danger in Medea, and this in connection with Medea’s similarities to Circe enhances the danger
she can potentially pose to the hero.

However, despite her similarities to Helen, Medea seems to most clearly mirror the
ultimate sorceress of the Odyssey, Circe. Her magical ability connects her most closely to Circe;
verbal similarities occur much less frequently. In book three, as Medea is tricking her
handmaidens, she tells them kax®tepov dAlo mOpwuev eappakov (3.910-11). This phrase
describing her magic is a combination of phrases from Odyssey 10 which detail Circe’s own (Od.
10.213, 302, 392). Apollonius calls Medea Aiain (3.1136, 4.243) and moAvedppaxov (3.27,

4.1677) several times, both of which function also as epithets for Circe in the Odyssey (Aiain
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Od. 9.32,12.268, 12.273, mohvedpuaxov Od. 10.276). As the fourth and final book of the epic
progresses, Medea’s verbal similarities to Circe lessen. Knight 1995 notes only one similarity
between the two women at 4.731.!!! The reason for this is clear in the transition Medea’s
character makes within book four. As Medea transforms from innocent maiden to powerful
sorceress, Apollonius needs to stress her similarities to Circe less and less.!!'? Her magical
powers make it evident the kind of character she now is. Although Medea uses her magical
abilities primarily to help Jason, her resemblance to Circe constantly reminds the reader that she
has the potential for true danger, which she hints at in her fury at the beginning of book four.!!?
Medea uses her powers to intervene in Jason’s quest far more than Circe does in that of
Odysseus. Both women provide their heroes with help without which their quests would never be
completed, but while Circe has little to risk from helping Odysseus, Medea risks everything in
helping Jason. She invokes the rage of her father and is forced by her actions and propriety to
flee Colchis. Medea also differs significantly from Circe in the emotions she feels and the risks
she takes for the hero. In the fourth book, Medea’s actions also begin to surpass those taken
simply to help Jason. Rather, the sorceress’ actions become acts of heroism on her own part, as
she completes feats of bravery, like charming the Colchian dragon, that are fit to spread her kleos
across Greece, just as Jason promised.
MEDEA AS DIVINE HELPER

Although Medea most clearly resembles Nausicaa and Circe throughout her appearances

in the Argonautica, Medea’s skills at creating plans and her capacity to deceive also connect her

closely to Athena. In the Odyssey, Athena is one of Odysseus’ most important helpers. The hero

1 Knight 1995, 183; this verbal similarity occurs at 4.731, where Circe’s relationship to Aietes in the Odyssey (Od.
10.137) is recalled in a phrase describing Medea (BapOeppovog Aintoo).

112 Ibid.

113 Ibid. 182.
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employs her plan to reclaim his house in the second half of the Odyssey. Athena crafts this plan
with her pfitic. As Odysseus asks Athena to help him in this planning, he tells her dye pfjtv
vonvov... (“come, weave your plan...”13.386), and her divine pfitig ultimately accomplishes his
goals. Medea shares this pfjtic with her. Although she is not divine in the same sense,!'* her
ufric is still beyond that of those who surround her. Medea also contains some of the same
capacity for deceit that Athena does. In the same way that Athena manipulates herself and
Odysseus’ surroundings so that he does not have all the information until she is prepared for him
to, Medea crafts her image and story to best suit her audience, so that she gets the response she
needs for the Argonauts to continue their nostos.

Argos’ own pftic begins the events of book three: Aicovidn, ufjtv pév ovoécsceat, vy’
éviyo (“Son of Aeson, you will blame this plan, whatever [ will say” (3.475). He declares that
the men need Medea’s help. Argos’ pfitig proves itself to be a lesser kind than Medea’s because
he is a man;!!> he can create the idea to get Medea’s help, but he cannot develop the plan to
achieve their goals.!'® Medea invokes her own pfjtig as she designs the plan for Jason to defeat
the bulls: pdleo viv, Og kév To1 &yd pnticopn” dpwynv (“Consider now, how I will devise help
for you.” 3.1026). Without Medea’s help, the Argonauts have little hope for yoking these
otherworldly bulls, in a similar way to Odysseus’ inability to conquer the suitors without
Athena’s intervention. The men’s inability to create a plan shows that they need a greater pfitig

than their own to succeed in their feat. Argos’ description of Medea’s powers over nature is

114 Medea is still divine in some sense because she is a descendent of Helios.

15 Holmberg 1998, 136; Holmberg notes that the feminine in Greek literature is often associated with concealment,
secrecy, and deceit, and pfjtic comes to be associated with females. pfjtic in the Argonautica is also gendered, and
the most successful kind belongs to Medea.

116 At this point, Hera, Athena, and Aphrodite have also decided that Medea’s help is necessary to obtain the Fleece
and defeat Pelias; however, these goddesses only explicitly intervene and compel Medea. Argos’ plan seems to be
independent from their decision.
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fairly typical when talking about women who work with magic in the fifth century,'!” and this
situates Medea securely within the tradition of powerful sorceresses. Her power and influence
are heighted additionally by the degree to which the Argonauts allow her to lead once she has
given Jason the drug. Despite her powers, the men seem to trust her wholeheartedly, because her
uftic benefits them exclusively. Only Idas has reservations about accepting aid from Medea, but
it has little to do with a possible deception. The heroes continue to let her guide them into the
fourth book, as she directs them on how to conquer the Colchian dragon and gain the Fleece.
Once Medea has secured the favor of the Argonauts and they agree to take her to Greece, she
takes control of the journey, instructing them how to get to the sacred grove of the Fleece. And
Medea continues controlling the journey, as she directs them to sail and stop so that they may
offer sacrifices. In this way, Medea plots out the Argonauts’ journey and actions up to this point
in a similar way to Athena’s crafting of Odysseus’ plan. They have faith in Medea’s pfjtic, her
ability to help them, in the same way that Odysseus believes in Athena’s divine help.

After Aietes sends Medea’s brother Apsyrtos to bring her home, Medea decides that she
and Jason must kill him to secure their passage home. She displays no sorrow that this deed must
be done and again invokes her clever pfjtic:

epaleo VvOv. ypeid yap dekerlolow En” Epyolg

Kol T6de punricacOat, &mel To TpdTOV AAcONV
apmhokin, 0e60ev 8¢ KoK vueoa LEVOIVAG.

“Think, now. For there is a need to also plan this thing with disgraceful works, since I first was
misled by a fault and I completed the terrible desires from the gods.” (4.411-13)

This plan displays the more harmful, evil side of Medea’s cleverness. At this point, Medea has

only helped the Argonauts. Only lines before, in her rage against Jason, she has shown them that

17 Hunter 1989, 154, 531-3n.; at 532-33, Argos describes some of Medea’s supposed powers over nature, such as
stilling rushing waters and binding the moon and stars.
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she has the ability to turn cruel and harmful towards them. In crafting a plan to kill her own
brother, Medea casts herself outside the role of the innocent maiden she began as and instead
becomes the cruel sorceress, and her pfitig transforms with her. She can and will help the
Argonauts, but now she makes it clear that she also has the capacity to harm them, should they
truly betray her. In this way, Medea is also similar to Athena. Together, their pfjtic has the ability
to help heroes accomplish their goals, but they also have the ability to harm the heroes if they are
wronged. Even Medea’s most terrible acts, betraying her family and killing her brother, can be
seen by the Argonauts as helpful because they benefit them. But these acts are equally harmful to
the objects of her pfjtig, like the bulls and Talos, as she uses her cleverness to destroy them.!''8
As book four progresses, it becomes more difficult for the Argonauts, and the audience, to see
Medea’s pfjtic as entirely noble.!'” Athena’s pfitic displays a similar danger, as she uses it to
help her hero Odysseus and kill the suitors. The goddess’ help can be as fickle as a mortal
woman’s, as is clear in Athena’s apparent abandonment of Odysseus during much of his
wandering (Od. 13.318-323). Odysseus fears losing his divine helper, her pfjtig, and her ability
to conquer his problems. The Argonauts face the same issue. In her plan to kill the suitors,
Athena displays a similar brutality to Medea’s plan to kill her brother, as both prove that they
will employ their pfjtig in any way necessary to help their hero.

Another aspect of Medea and Athena’s shared pfjtig is their ability to deceive. Medea
displays this ability clearly throughout books three and four; many of her actions are designed to
deceive someone in some way. After the murder of Apsyrtos, Medea and the Argonauts are
driven to Circe so that she may purify them of the murder. Circe performs this task as she is

required by Zeus, and after this Medea begins to tell her aunt the story of the Argonauts.

18 Holmberg 1998, 147.
19 Ibid. 152.
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Apollonius does not present her account in direct speech, as one might expect in the Homeric
epics; instead, Medea details the expedition of the Argonauts in Colchian:

N0 dpa 1] Td EK0oTo dEPOpEVT KoTELEEEY,

Kolyida yfipov i€ica, fapvppovog Aiftao

KOVpN petMyimg, NUEV 6TOAOV 110& KeAevBoVG

npowv, 6ca T auei Booig Epuoynoav abroic. ..

“The daughter of grave-minded Aietes, speaking the Colchian language, recounted sweetly each
thing to her asking, both the expedition and the paths of the heroes, as much as they toiled in
sharp contests...” (4.730-733)

Apollonius gives a small summary of Medea’s speech in indirect statement, but he removes
Jason and the audience from the majority of her words. By excluding Jason from the narrative of
his own exploits, Medea can tell the story in any way she pleases. She can use this as an
opportunity to share her own kleos, rather than tell the true deeds of the Argonauts. Additionally,
since she does not welcome Jason’s input on the story, Medea can craft a new image of herself to
Circe, one who did not betray her family for the sake of a man. In fact, Medea changes her
reason for helping Jason entirely and blames her sister Chalkiope’s influence: &¢ te kacryviqtng
noAvknoéoc fAtte Povraic (“and how she sinned because of the will of her grievous sister,”
4.734). Here, Apollonius adds to the mystery of why exactly Medea chose to help Jason and
abandon Colchis. In this passage, the poet uses a repeated ¢ te that imitates the way in which
the Homer poet gives indirect speeches, such as at Od. 23.312, as Odysseus tells Penelope his
journey.'?” In the Odyssey, the audience is also left to question if Odysseus tells a true account of
his wanderings because the poet reports Odysseus’ words indirectly. Medea’s story has the same
effect. The audience, and Jason, is left to wonder what Medea might be saying in her account to
Circe. In this way, Medea shows herself to be like Athena in pfjtig by her willingness to alter a

story so that it will benefit herself and her hero.

120 Hyunter 2015, 187, 734-5n.
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Later in book four, Medea proves her ability to trick again, as she begs Arete to pity her
and not give her back to the Colchians. In her pleading, Medea says ¢ £poi £k Tukival Enecov
epéveg, o pev Eknti/papyocvvng (“Thus my shrewd mind fell from me, not for the sake of lust,”
4.1018-1019). As before with Circe, Medea changes her story to fit her audience and what they
might find appealing.!?! This ability and willingness to change a narrative to fit the expectations
of the audience is something also seen many times in Athena, such as when she manipulates
Odysseus’ environment in book thirteen until she believes that he is ready to see Ithaca again.
Also in this book, Odysseus accuses Athena of abandoning him to his wanderings. Athena’s
defense of herself is interesting; she promises Odysseus that she would not abandon him while
he is unhappy and states that Poseidon’s wrath against the hero is her reason for not involving
herself (Od. 13.330-343). Athena’s truthfulness cannot be known, but her speech here shows her
willingness to change a story for her own benefit. Athena does not want Odysseus’ anger or
resentment, so she ensures that her defense does not allow for it. When Medea tells Arete her
reasons for leaving, she offers an alternate explanation of her actions to the one that she offered
Circe. Here, Apollonius examines not only Medea’s ability to understand changing rhetorical
needs but also her frailty of personal knowledge.!?? This is how Medea differs from Athena in
her deception; it is not only trickery for the sake of it but also the effect of Medea’s emotions. At
this point in the epic, Medea is in such a state of upheaval that she cannot recognize why she is
acting in the way that she is. At one moment she blames love for her actions, then her sister, then

ruin. In her final words to Arete, Medea bids that the gods bless Arete with children, reminding

the audience of Nausicaa’s future role. The reference to Nausicaa also reminds the audience that

121 Hunter 2015, 223, 1019n.
122 Hunter 1993, 67; Gross 1976 notes Nausicaa’s rhetorical adeptness in the ways that she carefully imitates the
structure of Odysseus’ speech. Thus, Medea may also be sharing in Nausicaa’s rhetorical abilities here.
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Medea earlier cast herself into the role of this young princess'?® and now does so again as she
paints herself as innocent of any wrongdoing. Medea’s comparison to Nausicaa in this scene
when she mostly seems to reflect Athena and Circe only emphasizes the confusion of her actions
and her character.

Throughout her scenes of the Argonautica, Medea displays a pfjtig remarkably similar to
Athena’s in the Odyssey. She employs it in two main ways, the creation of successful plans and a
capacity for deception. As Athena does, Medea uses her pfjtig primarily to help her hero. This
cleverness, however, also has a more dangerous side. Although Medea never truly turns her
pfitig against Jason and the Argonauts, the potential for harm and hindering them from their goal
always lurks. Medea, like the women who help Odysseus, holds a great potential for holding the
hero back from his goals. Her use of pharmakon enhances her possible detrimental effects. This
danger presented by Medea’s pfjtig ultimately also connects her closely to Athena. The pfjtig of
both women holds the ability to help their heroes immensely; Medea and Athena both craft the
plans that lead to the success of their hero’s quest. Thus, by invoking Athena in Medea’s
character, Apollonius enhances Medea’s role as a helper figure to Jason.

MEDEA AS WIFE

Throughout her appearances in book three of the Argonautica, Medea faces a constant
choice: to act as a Penelope-figure and stay loyal to her house or to act as a Helen and betray her
family for love.'?* Although she makes this choice quickly based on her actions, Apollonius
emphasizes Medea’s potential for both roles with the mental turmoil that she faces through much
of the third book. As she decides whether to help Jason obtain the Fleece, Medea faces a great

amount of internal conflict, culminating in Hera’s intervention as she ponders suicide. Although

123 Thid. 70.
124 Hunter 2015, 132, 361-2n.
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these moments of turmoil go beyond any interior monologue included in the Odyssey,!?>
Medea’s conflict over her decision mirrors the internal struggle that Penelope faces throughout
the Odyssey. Penelope’s conflict in the epic stems from the instability of her house and the
absence of her husband; as the suitors continue to push her to make a decision, Penelope faces a
great deal of turmoil about what she must do. In the end, she remains faithful to her husband and
house for as long as she can, and Odysseus’ timely arrival and Athena’s plan prevent her from
going any further. Medea’s connections to Penelope occur within this mental turmoil.
Ultimately, despite their similarities, the paths of the two women diverge, as Penelope remains
loyal and Medea forsakes her house.

The first description of Medea’s mental distress occurs after the Argonauts have resolved
to persuade her to help them. She first has destructive dreams (6Aooi dveipot, 3.618), that hinder
her sleep. Medea dreams that Jason came to Colchis for her and that she is the one who conquers
the bulls and gains the Fleece. Fear of her angry parents awakens her. With this dream,
Apollonius displays Medea’s desire for love and kleos, two aspects of her character which drive
many of her actions in the Argonautica. Her dream is unusual within epic because it stands
outside the Odyssean models for dreams. There, dream figures give their audience information
like predications and warnings; the dreamer’s emotional state is not significant for the dream
itself.!?® Medea’s dream, in contrast, seems to stem from her emotional state, and she wakes
more confused and unsure than she was when she slept. At one moment, she tries to banish her
love for Jason, and at another she wants to see if her sister will beg her for help:

uvacOm £ov katd ofjpov Ayotida TA6OL Kovpnv

dupu 8¢ Tapbevin te pPéELOL Kol ODO TOKNOV.
guma ye unv Oepévn kbveov Kéap, oOKET™ dvevdev

125 Fusillo 2008 points out that Homeric poems do use monologues to describe the inner life of characters, but those
of the Odyssey often lack true decision making.
126 Reddoch 2010, 54.
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ODTOKOGTYVITNG TEWPNGOUAL, €1 kK€ 1 AEOAD
YPOUGUETV AVTIACTIOV, ETL GPETEPOLS BYEOVGA
ool TO KEV Lot Avypov €vi kpadin oPécat dAyoc.

“Let him woo some Achaean girl far off around his own home and would that my maidenhood
and the house of my parents be a care for me. In any case, putting aside my shameless heart, no
longer apart I will try my sister, if she would entreat me to defend her sons in the contest, since
she is grieving them; this thing may quench the mournful pain in my heart.” (3.639-44)

Apollonius narrates the beginning of Medea’s turmoil in her own voice. Medea’s body and mind
even conflict with each other as she attempts to leave her room:

...UET® & ETphmet odTIC OMIGGM
oTpePBeic’” €k O¢ maAv Kiev Evoobev, Gy T dhégtve
glom’ oot 8¢ modeg Pépov EvBa Kal EvOa-
fitol 6t iBvoetey, Epuké piv Evdobev aidmg
aiool & épyouévny Bpacig inepog dTpUVECKEV.

Tpic pév Emelprin, Tpic & Eoyeto, TETpOTOV ODTIC
AEKTPOIGY TTPMVIIG EVIKATTTESEY EiMyOTo0.

“Having been turned about, she turned herself back around again; she went back out from the
house, and she shrunk back inside; her idle feet carried her this way and that; now surely when
she was eager, shame restrained her inside; bold desire stirred her when she was barred by shame.
Three times it was attempted, and three times she was held back, [and] the fourth time she, having
been turned around again, fell face down onto the bed.” (3.649-55)

Thus, Medea’s distress manifests itself both mentally and physically.

No true model exists for Medea’s feelings in the Odyssey; Apollonius creates this
psychological description without much help from his Homeric predecessor. It is widely held
that Nausicaa’s dream in book 6 of the Odyssey has some role as a model for Medea’s dream,'?’
but this model only covers half of the dream. Nausicaa’s dream serves as a narrative model for
Medea’s because both dreams prompt the maiden to meet her hero.!?® However, Nausicaa’s
dream has no comparison to the emotional distress that Medea faces. Instead, Penelope’s distress

in book 19 of the Odyssey presents a better model for Medea’s feelings. Thematically, the

beginnings of these speeches are similar; Medea falls asleep in order to find rest from her grief

127 Hunter 1989, 164, 616-32n.
128 Reddoch 2010, 54.
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but is quickly assaulted by unpleasant dreams (3.618), and Penelope also speaks of sleep as a
way to assuage one’s mourning, although it does not work for her (Od. 19.510-516). In both
passages, the author uses adwvog to describe various aspects of the women. For Penelope, her
heart is a0wag, translated well here as “beating” or even “throbbing,” as she lies in her bed and
mourns her husband (Od. 19.516). Apollonius uses the same word twice in reference to Medea:
once when describing the kind of sleep that she is about to have (3.616) and again when Medea
wakes to describe her voice before she gives her speech (3.635). This serves to connect Medea’s
dream and the feelings that come after it to Penelope’s own turmoil without her husband. The
use of this word is significant because within the Homeric epics this is the only passage that uses
(0wvog in a context similar to Apollonius’ passage. More often, ad1vdc describes weeping or
wailing.'? As he often does with Homeric vocabulary, Apollonius chooses to employ one
specific usage of a Homeric word in order to call back to the Homeric passage. In this passage,
rather than describe Medea’s heart as she tries to sleep, as the Homeric poet does Penelope, he
uses the word to refer to her sleep more generally. This usage can be seen as similar to the
Hellenistic practice of employing Homeric hapaxes.'3° Apollonius takes this connection between
the two women further. Both are tormented by their situations; Medea is tormented by her
“destructive dreams” (6Ao0oi dveipot, 3.618) and Penelope by her own “sufferings” (peAeddveg,
Od. 19.517). Here, Apollonius uses the same word Homer does, £péBw, to ensure that his
audience sees the connection between the two scenes. Additionally, at Od. 19.524, Penelope
claims that 6vpog dpdpetan EvBa kai EvBa... (“[her] mind is stirred this way and that”), and

Apollonius provides the same &vBa kai &vBa when later describing how Medea paces in her

129 Reddoch 2010, 56, on Apollonius’ use of G8tvog,.
130 Ibid.
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shame as she tries to leave her room after her dream (3.652). In this way, Apollonius links both
women’s indecision.

Medea’s turmoil continues after her dream, into the night. After her conversation with her
sister, Medea is unable to sleep due to her worry for Jason. Her anxiety overwhelms her body
physically, similar to her earlier love:

daKpL & A’ dQOUAUDY ELED péev: EvOob O aiel

TP’ 00UVN opdyovod 61 YPodS, AUQL T  Apatdg

vog kai kepadic v veiotov iviov dypic,

&vO’ dheyevotoTov dUVEL Ayog, OTTOT Aviog
axapatol Tpamidoesov Evickipywot "Epwteg.

“A tear flowed from her eye from pity; within her bodily pain always oppressed her, burning
through her skin, around her thin tendons and head down under the innermost nape of her neck,
there the most terrible pain sunk, whenever the unresting Loves let grief sink into her heart.”
(3.761-65)

Medea’s physical suffering goes beyond the emotions of Penelope; her symptoms more closely
parallel the emotions of love in the lyric poets, as in Sappho fr. 31. She then faces another bout
of indecision over her actions. This time, though, Medea debates between letting Jason die,
helping him and dying herself, or simply dying. She imagines the words of her detractors,
shaming her for choosing a man over her family:

fTig kndopévn 1660V AvEPog GAlodamoio

Kkathovev, NTic ddp Kol 00 oyvve ToKNag,

popyoosvvn etéaco. T 8 ovk &udv E6GEToN 0iGYOG;

“She, caring for a foreign man in such a way, died, she shamed her home and her parents, having
given herself away in lust. What shame will not be mine?” (3.795-97)

Penelope faces no such derision for entertaining the suitors, real or imagined, but Nausicaa
imagines this same scene of her people shaming her if she walks to the palace with Odysseus.
Because of her shame, Medea decides that she must die without helping Jason, and she retrieves
her drugs for the task. As she sits with the drugs in her lap, Medea mourns: évOgpuévn 6 €mi

yobvat' 00VPETO. dede O€ KOATOVS/ AAANKTOV dakpvolst, Ta & Eppeev dotayeg adtmg... (“Having
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placed [it] on her knees, she cried. She wet her lap unceasingly with tears, which flowed,
gushing, in this manner,” 3.804-5). In this way, Apollonius mirrors the state of Penelope at Od.
21.55-56, as she cries over her husband’s bow: é{opévn 8¢ kat’ a0, eidoig &mi yovvact
Oeloa,/khaie pdia Ayémg, €k &° fipee T0&ov dvaktog (“Sitting down there, having placed it on her
dear knees, she cried very shrilly, and she took the bow of the lord.” Od. 21.55-56). Thus, Medea
is once again pictured as mourning Penelope. Thematically, Medea’s indecision here recalls the
turmoil that Penelope faces concerning the suitors. More specifically, she mirrors the indecision,
and the quick, difficult to understand decision to set up a contest, surrounding Penelope’s dream
of the geese in book 19. Prior to asking Odysseus about her dream, Penelope describes how the
gods destroyed her beauty by her husband’s absence (Od. 19.124-129). By detailing her dream,
Penelope displays her indecision concerning her suitors; although at other points in the epic she
seems not to appreciate their presence, in her dream Penelope enjoys watching the geese, and she
is sad when they are killed. After Odysseus interprets this dream, saying that it means that her
husband will soon return home, Penelope abruptly decides to institute the contest of the bow,
rather than continue to wait for her husband to return. This scene is a clear example of the
indecision that follows Penelope throughout the Odyssey. She is unsure that Odysseus will ever
arrive home, and so she moves to secure her own future with the contest of the bow, just as
Medea acts by helping Jason. Although Penelope’s marriage to Odysseus presents a small
contrast, both women face a choice. Penelope must choose between staying faithful to Odysseus
or marrying one of her suitors, and Medea must choose between her family and Jason.!*! In the
end, Odysseus’ arrival and his victory in the contest ensure that Penelope stays faithful to him.

Medea, however, chooses the other path and leaves her home for Jason.

131 Although, because of divine intervention, it could be argued that Medea does not have much of a choice; the gods
have decided that she must choose Jason.
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After Medea gives Jason the pharmakon and her instructions for using it, Jason leaves
happy, but she is once again in turmoil. At the beginning of book four, Hera strikes fear into
Medea’s heart and causes her to fear the consequences of her actions once more. Apollonius
compares Medea in her fear to a frightened deer: tpécoev 6, 0T T1g KOOET KEUAS, TV TE
Babeing/téppeotv €v EuAdyoto Kuv@dv EpoPnoev opokAn (“She fled, like some quick fawn, which
the barking of dogs frightened in the thicket of a deep forest” 4.12-13). This simile seems to
suggest the opposite of 3.883-884, in which the Colchians cower from Medea as beasts cower
from Artemis; now, Medea is the one fleeing in fear. Here, Apollonius uses a deer to represent
Medea’s vulnerability, a fairly common motif in Greek literature.!3> Medea’s panicked thoughts
recall her long night of torment in book 3, but here, her rejection of suicide belongs to Hera’s
intervention alone.!3* She has no happy thoughts that encourage her; divine intervention pushes
Medea to flee to the Argonauts. As she flees, Medea bids farewell to her former life by cutting a
lock of her hair and leaving it on her bed, evoking the actions of tragic heroines before their
suicide or death and indicating that this departure of Medea’s is a kind of death.!3* This act
reaffirms her connections to tragic figures, such as Orestes and Euripides’ Medea. As she flees
her home, Apollonius contrasts the earlier image of Medea as she rode to the stream. When she
first left to meet Jason, she was confident and powerful, like Artemis riding her chariot. Now as
she flees in the cover of darkness, Medea hides her face as she runs through the streets:

youvoictv o0& Tédecotv ava otevag Béev oiplovg,

Aouf] pev xepl mEmAoV €T dQPHOY AUl LETOTO

oteopévn Kol KoAd Tapnia, deEitept] o8
dicpnv VYoo TECav deptalovoa YrTdVOC.

132 Such as in Archilochus “Cologne Epode” (Archilochus 169A West). The image of the deer on Odysseus’ pin
(Od. 19.227-231) may also be a representation of female vulnerability.

133 Hunter 2015, 86, 11-25n.

134 Ibid. 88, 26-33n.; this is yet another way that Apollonius moves Medea out of the realm of epic maidens and into
that of tragic women.
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“With bare feet she ran upon the narrow paths, in her left hand having gathered her peplos at her
brow around her forehead and beautiful cheeks, and in her right hand lifting up the bottom of her
chiton high.” (4.43-46)

Apollonius again shows the complications of Medea’s character through her fear.

Medea approaches the Argonauts and begs them to take her with them now that she has
betrayed her family. She offers herself in marriage to Jason with the Fleece as her dowry and
pleads with him not to forsake her since she now has no guardians:

OO O YPVUCELOV £YD dEPOG, EVLVICOTO

QpoVPOV v’ TOVT ¢ Beovg évi Goioty £Taipoig,

Eeive, TedV Pobov €mictopag, obg pot VTEGTNC,

moinoor und’ Evhev Exaotépm opundeicav

YNTEL KNOEUOV@V OVOTTV Kol detkéan Oeing.

“I will give you the Golden Fleece, having put the snake acting as a guard to sleep; but you,
stranger, surrounded by your companions, make the gods witnesses of the stories which you
promised me; do not make me blameworthy and shameful because I have been driven very far off
in need of guardians.” (4.87-91)

Although Medea’s act of settling her own marriage and dowry may see unusual, it was common
practice even among noble families in the Hellenistic world.!* Penelope established her own
bridal contest in the Odyssey. Although she has just received a hint that her husband might soon
be returning, Penelope chooses to institute the contest of the bow as a bridal contest for herself,
so that, if she must marry, her new husband will be as similar to Odysseus as possible. In a
similar way, Medea secures her future by promising the Fleece to the Argonauts as her dowry.
She helps herself by fleeing before she experiences her father’s anger and the Argonauts by
fulfilling the final step of their quest. Medea acts in her own self-interest, just as Penelope does,
and each of their actions ultimately benefits their hero.

Unlike the figures of Nausicaa and Circe, Medea’s connections to Penelope are less

obvious and clear-cut in her character. Their connections appear in the descriptions of Medea’s

135 Hunter 2015, 95, 87-91n.
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mental turmoil and her conflict over if and how she must help Jason in books three and four.
Medea faces great amounts of mourning and indecision, and these are the same feelings that
plague Penelope’s character throughout the entire Odyssey. This is the indecision that drives
Penelope ultimately to establish the contest of the bow. Audience members may wonder about
why she makes this choice, as it seems that Penelope and Odysseus will finally be reunited; why
would she not hold out just a little longer? Medea and Penelope experience the same uncertainty,
and even they are not always certain on the motivations behind their actions. Penelope first says
that she has decided to institute a contest (Od. 19.572-581); then, the poet pictures Athena as
giving her the idea (Od. 21.1-4). Likewise, Medea gives multiple explanations for why she
helped Jason and betrayed her family. Medea and Penelope suffer mentally and emotionally in
their epics in very similar ways, as they are plagued by turmoil and confusion. And together, as
soon as these women secure their futures, both disappear from the narrative almost entirely.
Penelope does not appear after her reunion with Odysseus. After her marriage with Jason, Medea
very nearly disappears from the fourth book; she appears in fear while they are in Libya, and she
closes out the Argonautica with the defeat of Talos.!*® Additionally, Penelope serves as
Odysseus’ ultimate helper in the Odyssey. Every one of her actions works to preserve Odysseus’
house, and they also work to benefit herself. Medea functions similarly as Jason’s helper.
Without her intervention and help, the Argonauts’ quest would be impossible. Only Medea’s
magical abilities can defeat the bulls and obtain the Fleece. One of the final scenes of the epic is
Medea’s defeat of Talos, which officially secures the Argonauts’ nostos. Just as all of Odysseus’
helpers flow into one main helper, Penelope, the other helpers of Jason culminate into Medea

and her invaluable help. A clear difference exists in the endings of their stories, however. The

136 Beye 1982, 159.
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Odyssey ends as Odysseus reclaims his house and reestablishes his relationship with his wife;
Athena assures that the suitors are dead, their families mollified, and Odysseus will continue to
rule. The Argonautica ends similarly, as the heroes return to their home shores. But the audience
is aware that this is not the end of Jason and Medea’s story. The events of Euripides’ Medea
hang over the end of the Argonautica, leading to an unsettling ending. Medea may help Jason
here and secure the nostos of all the Argonauts, but she will soon ruin this peace.
CONCLUSION: MEDEA AS ULTIMATE HELPER

Apollonius’ Medea is a highly complex character whose personality he highlights with
numerous different literary models. She is not just a collection of traits from the Odyssean
women; Medea also contains echoes of a multitude of other epic and tragic women. But as
Apollonius writes an epic, he demands that we read his work up against the Homeric epics, and
thus connections between Medea and Odysseus’ female helpers can clearly be found. Medea is
similar to the young maiden Nausicaa in age and social standing, and Apollonius uses similes
and related scenes to connect the two even further. Medea’s role as a sorceress associates her
with primarily the Odyssey’s Circe, Calypso, and Helen, the witches of the Odyssey, and the
method in which she gives instructions to Jason and her epithets secure Circe as her model. She
displays her similarity to Athena through her pfitic and willingness to deceive those around her
to accomplish her goals. Finally, Medea’s mental turmoil completes her comparison to Penelope,
and the two women serve similar roles in how they help their hero. Apollonius creates his Medea
as a mixture of various aspects of these women, but her character is also distinct from those of
Odysseus’ helper-women. Apollonius takes aspects and actions of Odysseus’ women and
expands upon them greatly, giving each Odyssey-coded action Medea takes a double meaning or

undertone. This creates a Medea that is rich and complex and difficult to pin down. Because
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Medea’s character contains aspects of all of these helper women, she has the ultimate power to
help Jason and the Argonauts. She is the only one who can conquer the bulls and obtain the
Fleece; the Argonauts themselves simply do not have the power. Medea also holds the same
power to destroy that these other women do. Her pharmaka, both noble and destructive,
demonstrate both of these same abilities in Medea.!3” The danger she poses to Jason is extreme,
and Apollonius’ foreshadowing of the events of Euripides’ Medea only add to her threatening
nature. Her danger is unavoidable for Jason; not only does Medea mask this part of her nature
during her first interventions, but Hera also decides that Medea must help Jason so that the
goddess may seek revenge against Pelias. But Medea’s unique character and outstanding abilities
also provide her with an ability to take control of the narrative in a way that no Odyssean woman
does. She rules most of the fourth book, as she completes the quest and guides the Argonauts to
begin their nostos. Jason’s small role in this book makes it easier for Medea to take the reins, and
her conquest of Talos as the final act of aid in the epic secures the book as hers. Medea contains
aspects of the Odyssean women, but Apollonius amplifies them until she is able to become
Jason’s equal in the story. The poet incorporates the roots of Odysseus’ helper-women into his
Medea and expands upon them until he has created a heroine who fits within his new
Alexandrian epic. This expansion calls into question Medea’s true role as a helper in the poem.
In some ways, she seems to be a helper on the level of the women of the Odyssey, but Medea
also seems to do a great deal of the work herself. In this way, Medea’s role as a helper is as

difficult to pin down as her character.

137 Holmberg 1998, 147.
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CHAPTER FOUR
CONCLUSION: FINAL THOUGHTS ON MEDEA

So far removed from the original context of the Argonautica, it is nearly impossible to
gauge what Apollonius’ poetic goal for writing the epic may have been. Instead, we must turn
toward Alexandrian literature as a whole, to the things they favored, in order to see the
differences between the Argonautica and Odyssey and what these differences might mean.
Apollonius created his Argonautica within the academic environment of the famed Library of
Alexandria, which promoted the study of older Greek literature and other notable scholarly
pursuits. This epic, as noted before, is a testament to his knowledge of not only the Homeric
epics but also countless other works of literature. In understanding Alexandrian aesthetics,
though, one must turn to the works of Callimachus, rather than Apollonius. Callimachus’ critical
theories set the standard for the poetry of the Hellenistic Age.!*® He seems to have favored short
poems,3? and Beye 1993 notes that economy, refinement, and novelty are the operative terms of
the Callimachean aesthetic.'*? These ideas, then, set the tone for much of the Alexandrian poetry.
In many of these Callimachean poetic ideals, Apollonius seems to be the exception; he writes a
long epic, rather than short poems or epigrams, and he focuses on the heroic past rather than the
mundane, as other Alexandrian poets tend to do. He does, however, exemplify one marker of
Callimachean aesthetic: novelty. The poet breaks from many epic traditions, including the use of

141

repetition, most often seen in epithets, and type-scenes, like feasts,'*' and the Argonautica does

138 Beye 1993, 190.

139 Based on Aetia 1.1, line 24.

140 Beye 1993, 191.

141 For greater discussion on Apollonius’ use of Homeric type-scenes, see Knight 1995.
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not tell a story in the same way that the Odyssey does; where the Homeric poet has created a true
narrative story, scholars like Beye have commented on the disjointed nature of the Argonautica,
which reads more than a collection of scenes than any continuous narrative. Indeed, Apollonius’
novelty can be seen in numerous places throughout the Argonautica, but the most relevant to this
thesis is the creation of Medea.

The Argonautica is a scholarly work, designed, among other things, to display its
author’s familiarity with numerous Greek works coming before it. Through its creation,
Apollonius presents a way of reading the Homeric epics through scholarly pursuit and
preoccupation with literary forms and stylistic authenticity.!*?> Alexandrian poets, in an attempt to
recreate a literary past, closely imitated the works that came before them, and this imitation
showed their scholarly knowledge of the literature with which they worked. Their works are not
true imitations, however; Alexandrian poets like Apollonius create similarities and demand their
readers to notice the differences between their models and their creations.!** This is how
Apollonius treats his Medea.

While Medea has many notable literary models,!** the women of the Odyssey contribute a
great deal to her character. She is not, however, just a collection of Homeric scenes and
similarities. Instead, Apollonius often references her Homeric predecessors with specific
similarities and twists them in some way. Medea is like the female helpers who work in the
Odyssey, but she also goes far beyond them in her actions and emotions. Apollonius fashions his
Medea as a strong woman and character within the Argonautica. Her actions to help Jason take

control of the story in a way that no woman of the Odyssey really does. There, the women help

142 Beye 1993, 194.

143 Ibid. 195.

144 Outside of the women of the Odyssey, Ariadne, Aeschylus’ Clytemnestra, and Euripides’ Medea are some of the
most prominent, as noted by Beye 1993, 204.
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Odysseus, but ultimately it is the hero who accomplishes his deeds, even if he could not do it
without their help. Indeed, Athena creates the plot of the second half of the epic with her actions,
and Penelope plays a strong part in maintaining the domestic tasks in her husband’s absence, but
Odysseus is still the main character of the poem. Jason does not hold the same strength as a hero
as Odysseus does; he cannot accomplish much, if anything at all, without Medea’s help. Thus,
Apollonius gives Medea such narrative prominence that she threatens to overtake Jason as the
hero of the final two books. A combination of her monologues and actions solidify this place for
Medea. Through her sorcery and creation of plans, Medea displays her physical power to
succeed, which has the potential to rival that of the Argonauts themselves. But her monologues
in book three play a particular role in increasing her importance in the narrative. By giving her an
internal narrative that shows the complex reasoning of her actions, Apollonius shows Medea to
be more decisive in her actions than Jason is, and this helps make her a major figure in the
epic.!'* Medea’s monologues also set her apart from the women of the Odyssey. The Homeric
poet does not describe the interior thoughts of Homeric heroes; they speak what they are
thinking, and they can hide nothing from the narrator and audience. Thus, knowing Medea’s
thoughts and emotions in the rather intimate way provided by internal monologues makes her
powerful in a way that Odyssean women are not. Her actions make her impressive, and her
sorcery gives her a reputation. But knowing her mind and emotions gives her a power beyond
her magic, which has the potential to make her intriguing to audience members and make her
more important than the central heroic figure of the Argonautica.

The greatest display of Medea’s power occurs in the fourth book of the Argonautica. Her

decisions and actions are crucial to the success of the Argonauts, and at this point, Apollonius

145 Beye 1993, 205.
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seems to be placing a greater value on Medea’s actions than Jason’s, as evidenced in her
prominence throughout the book. In this way, Medea develops a kind of centrality to the
narrative that the Odyssean women do not have. And it is in this difference, then, that we can
begin to examine Medea as an example of Apollonius’ poetic intentions for his Argonautica. On
the surface, Medea’s character contains numerous references to the women of the Odyssey; thus,
Apollonius may have wanted his work to be in dialogue with the Homeric epic, or at least he
aimed to show his familiarity with older epic. The poet clearly did not try to recreate the
Odyssey, but rather he seems to want to create a work meant for Alexandria, which straddled the
border between performed and written poetry.!46 The city lacked a mythic past, as Athens had,
and the poets of Alexandria were tasked in creating it.'4” These poets were learned individuals,
and they set out to create learned works, which draw on the authors who came before them.
Apollonius, for his exceptions in Alexandrian style, acts similarly. Through Medea, he shows
that he employs the models provided for female helpers in the Odyssey and changes them, until
he has a powerful female figure who in many ways outshines her models. Thus, Medea herself
represents a shift in aesthetic from the old Homeric forms to a new style, which takes into
account an audience who might be more literate than previous audiences. She is no longer like
the flat, “predictable”!*® Homeric woman whose every action works to increase the kleos of her
hero, but she takes control of the narrative herself and proves to have some of the qualities of the

protagonist that Jason lacks.

146 Stephens 2018, 3 emphasizes the unique moment in history of the creation of poetry at Alexandrian, and how this
poetry “self-consciously situated itself as both performed and read.”

147 Stephens 2008 notes that Apollonius takes up this particular task in his story of the clod in book 4, which she
suggests helps make clear a Greek place in North Africa.

148 Quoting Beye 1993, 203.
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The exact statement which Apollonius seeks to make about his new kind of epic is
difficult to discern. Through examining Medea’s new role as a helper in comparison to the
women of the Odyssey, one can see that the poet pivots from the older Homeric epic models to a
newer style that allows a female character to be the hero. Holmberg 1998 also suggests that
Medea is the character most associated with the Argonautica’s difference from traditional epic.
Along with this, Holmberg describes Medea’s destruction of Talos as a potential metaphor for
Apollonius’ betrayal of traditional epic values.!*’ The poet notes that Talos is the last of the
Hesiodic bronze age of men (4.1641-1644), and he is the final obstacle they must conquer before
they return to Greece. Medea does this entirely on her own. I find myself persuaded by this
argument to a degree in my search to understand the choices Apollonius makes to distinguish
himself from earlier epic in the latter two books of the Argonautica, but it is difficult to truly
determine the poet’s goals. In any case, Apollonius uses his Medea to make a firm statement

about the new Alexandrian epic, even if it is difficult to determine what that statement is.

149 Holmberg 1998, 155; this argument is based on an earlier one by DeForest, who suggests that this scene
represents Apollonius’ destruction of epic entirely.
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