Lecture 10: The Heroes – Jason and Medea   


The basic dynamic of the hero, moving out of the familiar environment to the unknown and embarking on a journey that involves a transformation (trials, challenges), and then the hero returns to the known. 


Vladimir Propp
A soviet scholar working in the earlier part of the 20th century. He was a formalist where his method of study was to look at narrative and to find what are the patterns and structures that define diverse types of story telling.

He came up with 31 narrathemes – 31 ‘episodes’ – folk tales – he was looking at Russian folk tales and medieval literature. Some have applied his analysis to the ancient Greece

Morphology of the Folktale – the various ways a language manifests itself and how it can be described systematically? How does a hero’s journey unfolds?

1st sphere – introduction (circumstances/context)
· The pretext of the quest is established
· The hero is established and introduced
· The hero seeks something and is warned of the dangers
2nd sphere – body of the story (implementation of the hero’s response) 
· The need is identified
· Hero discovers the lack of the need
· Hero choses a positive action
· Hero leaves for the mission
3rd sphere – Donor Sequence
· Hero is challenged to prove his qualities
· Hero responds to the test
· Receives a magical item or is aided by a deity
· The donor is the gift itself to the person who gives it to him
· Hero defeats the villain 
4th sphere – The Hero’s Return
He comes home
· Hero comes back to see that there is someone who replaced him
· Hero is recognized, false hero is exposed
· Hero marries and ascends throne. 

Library of Alexandria

Apollonius of Rhodes
He was a Hellenistic scholar and a poet. He studied Homeric tradition and also produced his own poetry (Argonautica). One of his major rivals was Callimachus. The literature that tells the story is considerably later than what we see in the Homeric poems. It comes from a far more academic and scholarly culture. The Iliad and Odyssey are from a long generational series of poetry that was put into writing. The Argonautica is the creation of a single author who is crafting his work in a refined way. 

Origin of the Golden Fleece
‘The ultimate treasure’
It is found at the edge of the known world. This was the Black Sea region, beyond which was a great unknown of darkness. The story tells how Jason along with a group of companions made up of heroes and demi-gods. It’s a super hero story where they gather key figures and they do one thing together. 

The ocean king named Amathus marries a woman name Nephele (cloud). Athamas the king gets lonely because his wife has gone away. He marries Ino, who is a wicked stepmother. She is jealous of the previous children and she goes out of her way to destroy them. In her anger, she causes famine throughout the land. This lack of fertility is a motif in the Oedipus story. (Sphinx comes to Thebes and imposes famine on the land). 

Athamas is angry at this situation that nothing is growing. He sends a message to the oracle of Delphi, but the stepmother intercepts the message. She replaces it with her own response calling for Amathus to sacrifice his son in order to end the famine. 

The king was about to carry out the sacrifice, but Nephele comes and carries the children off at the last minute and puts them on a ram with a golden fleece, which carries them to the end of the earth. 

Jason is the nephew of Athamas; the throne of his hometown (Yolkus) has been usurped by his stepbrother. 

Pelias (usurper) consulted the oracle. God warned him to be careful of the man with a single sandal. He first didn’t understand this, but then Jason goes to a river and loses his sandal. Pelias sees him and assumes he is the threat to his kingdom. Peleus saw him; he remembered what the Oracle said. He went up to Jason and asked what he would do if he had received a threatening Oracle – someone was going to murder you. Jason answered by commanding the person to bring the Golden Fleece – send them on an impossible errand. Pelias then tells him to go get the Fleece – it is at the edge of the world and is guarded by a dragon.  

Jason and the Argonauts
He needs a ship to get the fleece. The ship is called the Argo and he needs a crew to help him along the way (the Argonauts – a sailor of the Argo). The team consists of the best of the best (Orpheus, Heracles, Theseus, etc.) it also includes the fathers of many of the Trojan war heroes – really glorifying the earlier generation. 

The nature of their journey was similar to the Iliad and the Odyssey. The voyage back was very much like an Odyssey – much longer than the way there. 
The further they get away from their home, the more fantastical things become. 

Amicus – the king has a weird habit to boxing matches. One of the Argonauts rises to the challenge. The king dies, so they leave the next destination with haste.
Symplegades – frees the king from the Harpies. The word means grabber. 
Colchis – meet king Iyetes who will let him claim the fleece only if Jason can perform some labors. Jason is to join together a pair of fire-breathing bulls. He must plow a field using them. Then he must sow the fields with dragon’s teeth. Once he does that, he has to defeat these mysterious armed warriors that will spring up. The supernatural (donor) help arrives in the form of Medea.

She ends up being the love interest of Jason. She is the daughter of the king of Colchis. She agrees to help him; she gives him these supernatural aids to seize the fleece. She can do this because she is a priestess of a Goddess – has dark arts and sorcery. She gives him an ointment that will protect him from being injured. 

Jason Takes the Fleece
They reach the shores of the sea of Colchus. He asks for the fleece after coming all of this way. However, Jason had to complete the trials. Medea fell in love with him and promised to help him with his tasks if he would swear to take her as his wife and would take her back to Greece. He completed the tasks at the help of Medea’s ointment, which protected him. He did this by turning the beasts on each other so they would be distracted. Eventually, the king did not give him the fleece, but Medea took him at nightfall to take it. She took the fleece away from the Dragon (she put it to sleep) and they went away back to Greece. 

The story involves a complicated journey home – it takes much longer to get back home (parallels to the Odyssey). 
 
One version has Medea’s brother coming back with them. In another version, her brother is pursuing her to get her back. 

They cross over the Black Sea, sail through Eastern Europe (Danube River). They go around Italy, pass thru Libya and get back home. 

Off the coast of Crete, they face off against a bronze giant named Talus. He has a vulnerability in his heel (Achilles). Because Apollonius is a poet and a scholar, all of these parallels we see are very deliberate references as a way to display his knowledge. 

Finally Jason returns to Yokus and gives the fleece to Peleus. Unfortunately, in the wider traditions, all doesn’t end very well; Medea and Jason return to his hometown where she engineers the death of Peleus to help her husband regain the throne. This backfires since the two of them are driven out because of the murder. They settle in the city of Corinth for the time being. Her children and the death of her children – she kills them because Jason has divorced her so she tries to get back at him. Another version, Hera promises her to make her children immortal. She misreads it, and her children are left in the temple of Hera where they are left to die. 

The idea of Medea killing her children and this tragic end has a connection to some scientific hypothesis; the idea behind the Gaia hypothesis is that the biosphere is seen as a living entity that wants to perpetuate itself; it is a total system (the earth mother imagery).  The Medea hypothesis is that the biosphere has a bias to microbial life and that it is a way to describe mass extinctions as somehow being self engineered by the biosphere as a Medea figure killing her children.

Apollodorus’ description:
They both went to Corinth and lived happily for 10 years, until the king of Corinth exposed Jason to his daughter to which he married her. Medea ends up killing Jason’s new wife, Glauce, via a robe steeped in poison. She has also killed the children she bore with Jason and ran away on a dragon. Another version said she let her children behind.

Medea came to Athens, and bore a son named Medus. However, she was driven as a fugitive from Athens with her son because she was plotting against Theseus. Her son conquered many barbarians and called the whole country under him Media, and marched against the Indians to meet his death.  She came back to her hometown of Colchis and found out that her father’s brother killed her father and she killed him (Perses). She restored the kingdom to her father. 

Medes inhabited Media, which is northern Iran and parts of Iraq. The Persian’s homeland was more to the east. They were both Iranian tribes and were connected ethnically. But they are often competing for who is going to be in power. One of the things Greek authors were interested in using myths to explain the relationships between the various cultures of the world. The story of Medea is woven into a narrative of where these ancient people came from. 

[bookmark: _GoBack]She is also a popular figure for various painters. 






