CLA2323 A: the myth of Jason and the Argonauts
Some notes on Jason and the Argonauts 
Buxton pp. 108–113, also the page 8 table of mythology-authors   

The name “Argonauts” is just the ancient Greek Argonautai: “sailors on the ship Argo”.  
       Compare our modern word-coinage “astronauts”, which is made-up ancient Greek: “sailors of [or among] the stars”.   

The most famous episodes include (a) the Harpies and King Phineus (textbook page 111) and (b) the romance between Jason and the Colchian princess Medea (Buxton page 112).
       
• The Harpies are malevolent, winged creatures, first mentioned in Hesiod’s Theogony: textbook chart p. 45.  Visually they often were imagined as birds of prey, like hawks, but with human female faces.  

The Harpies somewhat resemble the Furies (pp. 86–87) and the Sirens (p. 142)—who likewise are mythical Greek “bad news” creatures often imagined as half-bird, half-human-female.  

The Greek name Harpuiai means “snatchers”, from a Greek word-root harp-: “to grab away,” “to seize”.  
       
The Harpies make perfect sense just as images of supernatural malice.  However, some modern scholars theorize that, in real-life origins, the Harpies may have been spirits of the wind of the windy Propontis shipping channel.  For the Propontis location, see the page 13 map, top, and compare with the page 109 map.

• Our sources for the myth of Jason and the Argonauts—  
       - Homer’s Odyssey (circa 750 B.C.) briefly mentions Jason and the Argonauts as being “that famous tale” that everyone knows.  
       - The tale gets elaborated briefly in the poet Pindar’s fourth Pythian ode (462 B.C.).  
       - But our main source is the clever epic poem Argonautica (meaning “Voyage of the ship Argo”) by Apollonius [Apollonios] of Rhodes (circa 260–240 B.C.).  
       - Other information is added by the mythographer Apollodorus [Apollodoros] (circa 125 A.D.) and by the Athenian playwright Euripides, in his stage tragedy Medea (431 B.C.).  

Footnote: two of the above writers’ names are forms of the god-name “Apollo”.  Apollonios is just an adjectival form, as if to say “belonging to Apollo” or “partaking of Apollo’s qualities”.  It was a popular male name in the later ancient Greek era.  
       Apollodoros means “gift of Apollo”.  The root dor- = “gift”.  

The ancient Greek poet Apollonius “of Rhodes”
Apollonius was a poet of Alexandria in Egypt in the mid 200s B.C.  Alexandria was a Greek city during Greco-Roman times, and during Apollonius’ lifetime it was the foremost city of the Greek world, economically and culturally.  

Apollonius served as director of Alexandria’s famous Library, before retiring to the Aegean island of Rhodes, which is perhaps where he wrote his Argonautica, about the adventure of Jason and the Argonauts.

His relatively short epic poem—just 5,834 lines, divided into four “books”—apparently drew on a number of now-vanished mythological writings, as well as on Greek geographical factual writings. 

The admired third book of the Argonautica describes the princess Medea’s desperate love for the handsome newcomer Jason, and marks an early treatment in Western literature of the psychology of a female character.  Psychology of female and male characters had already been explored in Greek stage tragedy, particularly in works by the Athenian playwright Euripides (latter 400s B.C.).  These famous stage tragedies had influence on Apollonius’ writing. 
Apollonius’ Argonautica ends with the heroes’ triumphant return to Iolcus [Iolkos] in Greece.  

The tragic final episode of the Jason-and-Medea story is told to us in Apollodorus and especially in Euripides’ tragedy Medea.

Some comments on the Jason-and-Argonauts myth
• The tale is our 2nd example of the “band of heroes” type of myth, after the Boar Hunt of Calydon.  

A few individual heroes of the Jason story were said to have been at the boar hunt, including Castor and Polydeuces [Kastor and Polydeukes], Peleus of Calydon, Acastus [Akastos] of Iolcus, Admetus [Admetos] of Pherae—and, in Apollonius’ version, Meleager of Calydon (a detail that oddly situates the Jason tale as being earlier than the boar hunt).  Usually, it’s the Boar Hunt that is imagined as occurring first.

• Like the Boar Hunt, the Jason tale is imagined as taking place one generation before the Trojan War.  The Argonauts include at least two heroes who will be fathers of Greek heroes of the Trojan War: Telamon of Salamis, father of Ajax, and Peleus, father of the great Achilles.  

• Note the overlap in storytelling details between the Jason myth and others that we’ve look at, so far.  Like Perseus on the island of Seriphus (Buxton p. 104) or Bellerophon at Tiryns (p. 160), Jason at the outset is a young, ambitious outsider, under suspicion from a malevolent ruler—that is, Jason’s uncle Pelias (p. 108).  

Therefore, Jason gets sent on an impossible mission, intended to get him killed (= Perseus, Bellerophon, young Heracles).  Then, at Colchis, Jason is given a 2nd impossible task, by the malevolent King Aëetes [Aietes] (p. 111).  

Meanwhile, princess Medea’s romantic attraction to Jason resembles that of Ariadne to Theseus (pp. 127–28).  

Toward the end, Jason’s revenge against the evil Pelias, back in Iolcus (p. 113), corresponds to Perseus’ eventual settling of scores with the old antagonist Polydectes.   

• Using comparison with the Perseus myth, how many of the ideal nine Greek-hero-myth elements can you find in the Jason story?  See the Nov. 3 (Class 7) slideshow: Slide 6.

A very old core-myth, later elaborated on
Three historical layers of accretion?

Layer 1: The myth of the Argo’s voyage, first mentioned in Homer, seems in its origins very old.  There may have existed a tale of the Mycenaean era (1300 B.C.?) or the post-Mycenaean era (1000 B.C.?) about a shipload of heroes who sailed—maybe westward, rather than eastward?—to a fabled land called Aea [Aia], somewhere at the edge of the world.  

Aea would have been imagined as the “last stop” before the encircling expanse of Ocean [Okeanos]: See page 47 (at top) for the textbook’s mention of Okeanos.  See also lecture-comments on Heracles’ Tenth and Eleventh Labours: Nov. 17: Lecture 8 slideshow, Slide 7.
       
Thus the original Argo story may have been partly a distortion of real-life, late-Mycenaean, long-range seafaring in the Mediterranean, perhaps the western Mediterranean.
       
In our received tale, the land of the golden fleece is ruled by King Aëetes, whose name just means “man of Aea”.

Intriguingly, Homer’s mention in the Odyssey (750 B.C.) has the Argo passing through the same vicinity where the hero Odysseus finds himself.  That region with Odysseus seems to be westward of Greece, perhaps at the Strait of Messina near Sicily.  
       However, the familiar Jason-story version that we know today, as told by Apollonius, places the land of the Golden Fleece eastward of Greece, at the eastern end of the Black Sea: See the Buxton page 109 map.  
       
One motive for the crazy geography of Apollonius’ Book 4 (see below) may be to create travels of the Argo, after Colchis, that will place the Argonauts west of Greece, in line with Homer’s mention. 

Layer 2: Eventually, probably in the 600s B.C., a 2nd storytelling layer would have been added, in which the Argonauts’ voyage was clarified geographically as heading to the eastern shore of the Black Sea, to the place that the real-life ancient Greeks called Colchis.
       
In real life, Colchis was a non-Greek region, now in western Georgia (of the former Soviet Union).  It was an emporium where overland caravans from north-central Asia met the sea trade of the Black Sea.   
       
This 2nd storytelling layer, from the 600s B.C., would have reflected real-life Greek sea-exploration of the Black Sea for trade.  This contact culminated in the creation of Greek colony-cities around the shores of the Black Sea in the 600s.  
       By the 500s B.C., the Greeks had a trade depot at Colchis.  Without doubt, this real-life Greek exposure in the Black Sea served to localize the Jason myth there, in the centuries after Homer’s mention.

Layer 3: Then a third storytelling layer: Apollonius’ embroidery in the 200s B.C.—
       
On the Buxton page 109 map of the Argo’s voyage, you can see that the outward voyage (black route) is sensible, but, according to Apollonius, the homeward voyage (orange route) is fantastical: ludicrously indirect.  This outlandish route home, from Book 4 of Apollonius’ poem, may have been prompted partly by the Odyssey mention (as above).  But partly it reflects Apollonius’ frivolous desire to show off his arcane geographical knowledge.  Without doubt, this aspect is not an early detail in the history of the creation of the myth. 
       
Another late element may be the psychological portrait of Medea in love—an artistic innovation by Apollonius, with debt to Athenian stage tragedy of 200 years earlier: See here page 1 bottom, above.

• The horrible revenge-story of Medea against Jason (at Corinth, after he plans to discard her) is told in Euripides’ stage tragedy Medea.  Medea is one of our most famous surviving Greek tragedies, valued for its sympathetic treatment of (a) an extreme psychological situation and (b) the disadvantaged position generally of females and wives in real-life ancient Greece.  See Buxton page 113.  
[end]
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