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Euripides’ Alcestis and Medea are plays about a woman of exemplary virtue and a
woman of horrible vice, respectively. This thesis examines how both heroines have a
subjectivity that is destructive because they are female, and which is expressed by
making deals with men. Women’s deal-making is dangerous because it conflicts with
a system of exchange exclusive to men, in which women function as objects of
exchange which solidify men’s homosocial bonds. Alcestis’ and Medea’s deals with
men disrupt these bonds. Alcestis’ dangerous subjectivity is contained when she is
made the passive object of exchange between men, while in Medea’s case, the absence
of deals between men allows the uncontained effect of her deal-making to destroy her
family and community. Comparison of the plays shows that the suppression of
women’s deal-making, and not the benign or malicious intent of the deal-maker, is

crucial to the happy resolution of the play.
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Preface

Euripides’ Alcestis and Medea are about families in crisis; most Greek tragedies
are. The families and the crises in the two plays seem very different, and so too their
title characters. The first play is about an extraordinarily virtuous woman, and ends

happily; the other is about an evil woman, and does not.

Alcestis and Admetus are a devoted married couple, king and queen of their
city. Admetus is even favoured by a close relationship with Apollo. Tragedy strikes
this happy family when the Fates decree that Admetus has to die. Luckily, Apollo
intervenes, and arranges that a substitute may die in Admetus’ place. Alcestis, in an
exemplary act of uxorial devotion, volunteers to die when Admetus’ aged parents
selfishly decline to sacrifice themselves. Alcestis dies. Admetus, who had promised
her to mourn forever, thinks better of his promise when his friend Heracles comes
to visit. Heracles discovers that his friend has been hiding Alcestis’ death and so, as
a surprise, brings her back to life. Alcestis, the most virtuous of all wives, is reunited

with Admetus -- a happy ending.

Jason and Medea are a couple living together with their two sons in their
adopted city of Corinth, in exile from their respective home cities. Everything is
going reasonably well, and they are reasonably happy, until Jason decides to leave
Medea to marry the King’s daughter. Medea is extremely angry that Jason has
broken his promises to her, and is unmoved by Jason’s protestations that his

marriage is a good opportunity for social advancement for them all. To get her



revenge, Medea hatches a plot to murder Jason’s new bride, the King, and finally her
own children. The unspeakably evil Medea then makes good her escape to Athens --

a sad ending.

The crisis in Alcestis is Alcestis’ death. It is precipitated by Admetus’ selfishness
in refusing to die. The crisis is resolved, and the happy ending made possible,

through Heracles” heroism.

The crisis in Medea is Jason’s betrayal, which leads to Medea’s murderous
rampage. The sad ending -- the death of the children and Medea’s escape -- is
brought about through Medea’s intelligence and desire for revenge against Jason,

which motivates the unnatural murder of her children.

In fact, the differences in the plots of the plays only serve to obscure the fact
that each play grapples with the same danger: the destructive effect of uncontrolled
female subjectivity. That is, both plays explore the destructive consequences when
women assert their individuality and personhood, and that individuality and

personhood is recognized.

Female subjectivity has a destructive effect both when it is expressed by the
virtuous Alcestis and the vicious Medea; the dramatically different character of each
woman is an entertaining and emotive but irrelevant distraction. The ending of the
play is not determined by the vice or virtue of the heroine, but by how successfully
her subjectivity is contained. Alcestis’ subjectivity is contained and the play ends

happily; Medea’s subjectivity is left uncontained, and the play ends in disaster.



Both men and women assert their subjectivity in these plays by making deals
with men. On the one hand, deals between men are socially desirable and
constructive; they benefit the participants and strengthen their relationship. On
the other hand, deals between men and women are destructive and undesirable.
When women make deals with men, the deals have a destructive effect on the men,

and limit the men’s ability to form deals and maintain relationships with other men.

The threat of women’s dealmaking, and its destructive effect on men’s
homosocial bonds, is contained when women are made into the objects of deals
between men. When men exchange women, the women’s role as objects rather than
participants in the deal serves to contain the women'’s subjectivity, and reinforces

the deal between the men and the benefits that the men derive from the exchange.

In my Introduction, I will discuss some theories of exchange, especially as they
have been applied to literary criticism and the study of Greek tragedy, with
particular emphasis on the exchange of women. I will develop the framework and

define the terms that I will use for my discussion of Medea and Alcestis.

In Alcestis, I will discuss a case in which women’s agency is successfully
contained. Alcestis makes a deal with Admetus that, although on the surface
beneficial, is actually destructive to Admetus and his relationships with other men.
The destructive effects of Alcestis’ agency are reversed when she is made into the

object of a deal between Heracles and Admetus, and the play ends happily.

In Medea, I will discuss a case in which women’s agency is not contained, and

results in disaster. Medea is never made into the object of a deal, or exchanged by



men. Instead, she makes deals with Jason, Creon and Aegeus, to the detriment of
each. Medea destroys Jason’s and Creon’s homosocial bonds as a result of their deals
with her, and she disrupts their deal with each other. No men make deals with each
other during the action of the play. Instead, they try to contain Medea’s capacity for
destruction by making deals with her -- a tactic that has an opposite effect to the

one they intended, and reinforces her subjectivity.

[ will show how the deals in which each woman engages are destructive to
those around her, regardless of the nature of the deal or her motivation for entering
into it. Alcestis shows that even a woman sacrificing herself for her family is
destructive and dangerous. Medea shows that even a mother’s murder of her
children is a consequence of subjectivity which is dangerous and inappropriate in a

woman, not qualitatively different from Alcestis’ subjectivity.



Introduction

My thesis will examine how subjectivity is expressed through exchange (what I
will later call “deals”) in Euripides’ Alcestis and Medea, and how this expression of
subjectivity through exchange is gendered. 1 will use a model of exchange in which
exchange between men, particularly men’s exchange of women, is normative. These
exchanges reinforce the men’s subjectivity while suppressing women’s. Under such a
system, for women to engage in exchange as participants rather than objects is
transgressive - it is a dangerous expression of their subjectivity. In this Introduction,
I will discuss the theories of exchange which lead to and inform my analysis of
Alcestis and Medea.

The theory of exchange was first elaborated in anthropological and
ethnographic works, and has since been applied to literary criticism, and to Greek
literature and tragedy specifically. 1 plan to discuss very briefly the theory of
exchange, the exchange of women, a feminist elaboration and critique of exchange,
and finally the application of the resulting theory to Greek tragedy and to Euripides
specifically.

My aim in this discussion is not to offer a comprehensive summary or analysis
of any theorist’s work in its entirety. Rather, I plan to discuss those aspects of their
theories which are most relevant to my work, as well as those objections to their
theories which will allow me to more clearly define my own frame of reference for

this project.



In my discussion of Mauss and Lévi-Strauss, [ will show how their work, while
providing a crucial foundation for the analysis of exchange in tragedy, will
nevertheless not allow a complete analysis of Euripides. Lévi-Strauss in particular
provides a description of a system of exchange of women, but without an
acknowledgement that such a system, in which women are treated only as objects, is
in fact a highly problematic in view of the fact of women'’s subjectivity. Feminist
critiques like those offered by de Lauretis and Rabinowitz incorporate an awareness
of the reality of women’s subjectivity in their theories of the exchange of women,
and therefore are also able to acknowledge the existence and examine the
functioning of mechanisms for the suppression of women’s subjectivity within the
system of exchange. This acknowledgement is crucial for a study of Euripides, where
much of the tension and drama is derived from the incompatibility of the reality of
women’s subjectivity with a system that demands their passivity in exchange.

Having focused on larger issues of women and exchange in the first part of my
discussion, in the second part I will look at various definitions of exchange with a
view to developing my own working definition. One of the problems with work on
exchange is the lack of consensus on terminology. A variety of terms is used for very
similar and overlapping phenomena: exchange, reciprocity, gift-exchange, gift-
economy, negotiation are only some. The confusion caused by the excess of possible
terms is only increased by the multiplicity of definitions for any given term.
Theorists and critics tend to insist on their own idiosyncratic definitions of the same
term, often as a reaction against what they see as a misapplication of the term by

others. For these reasons, and to avoid possible confusion, after my discussion of the



body of work on what might loosely be called “exchange”, 1 will apply those aspects
that I find useful and relevant to my definition of what I will call a “deal”. This will

be the term that I will employ in my discussion of Alcestis and Medea.

Mauss

In his 1923 essay The Gift, Mauss gives a seminal account of the anthropological
theory of gift-giving and reciprocity in what he terms “primitive” or archaic
societies. He examines the social function of gift exchange, and how a system of
ritualized gift-exchange, which incorporates an expectation of equivalency and
reciprocity, accomplishes social goals, such as mediating interaction between groups,
and allowing for the establishment of common interest. The agents of exchange that
Mauss considers are men, and the common interest that he considers is also
exclusively male.

He stresses the idea of an obligation of reciprocation inherent in a gift

economy. This idea is explicit in his definition of the scope of his work:

We intend in this book to isolate one important set of
phenomena: namely, prestations which are in theory
voluntary, disinterested and spontaneous, but are in fact
obligatory and interested. The form usually taken is that
of a gift generously offered; but the accompanying

behaviour is formal pretence and social deception, while



the transaction itself is based on obligation and

economic self-interest.!

Mauss argues that gift exchange is something present in all societies, and draws
upon evidence from a wide range of what he terms primitive or archaic cultures. One
of the mechanisms by which he identifies a society as primitive is the extent to which
it engages in a gift-economy, but he believes that every society has an economic
market of some sort. The market economy is merely less developed in primitive
societies, in which a gift-economy is correspondingly more prominent. *

Mauss mentions marriage and the exchange of women, but is not focused on it,
and is certainly not remotely interested in an analysis which acknowledges the
problematic nature of treating women as objects. Mauss gives women as one item on
the list among the many goods and services that can be exchanged in a gift economy:
“what they exchange is not exclusively goods and wealth, real and personal property,
and things of economic value. They exchange rather courtesies, entertainments,
ritual, military assistance, women, children, dances, and feasts”.> Women and
children do not get any sort of prominence in this list, and there is no discussion of
the possibility that the exchange of a woman is a qualitatively different thing than
the exchange of feasts.

His concluding chapter is begun with a section entitled “Moral Implications.” In

this section he discusses the effect of the vestiges of a gift economy on the modern

1

Mauss, 1
2

Mauss, 2
3

Mauss, 3



world. He discusses the morality of the expectation of ostentatious generosity in
modern society, which may cause men to expend more than they can afford. He
discusses man’s obligation to man, but does not touch on the moral implication of
viewing women as exchanged objects, either in what he terms as primitive or
modern societies. He does, however, briefly touch on the moral implication of using
animals, in a short paragraph which describes various customs intended to accept
their transfer from one master and household to another. * This does acknowledge
some need to acknowledge animals as beings whose preferences have an effect on
the ritual process of their exchange. Women, and the effect that the fact of their
agency and volition has on a process of exchange which treats them only as objects

and denies that agency and volition, do not enter into his discussion.

Lévi-Strauss

When Lévi-Strauss begins his discussion of reciprocity in his 1949 work, he cites
Mauss’ work on gifts as the basis of his theory.” Lévi-Strauss accepts the basic
framework of Mauss’ theory, but he expands significantly on Mauss’ work, and it is
his theory which is most often adopted and criticized.

Lévi-Strauss insists on the pervasive nature of obligatorily reciprocal gift
exchange in cultures which practice it; that is, he insists that the expectation of
reciprocity extends beyond the immediately obvious context of gift exchange. He

uses his assertion about the pervasive nature of gift exchange to develop a general

! Mauss, 64
’ Lévi-Strauss, 61
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theory of society, based on “primitive” societies, but positing effects which he claims
linger in modern, Western society.

Like Mauss, the symbolic social value of gifts and gift-giving is crucial to his
analysis of reciprocity, and he excludes from his analysis those exchanges which are
purely economic in nature, that is, those exchanges which are made with a view to
economic benefit. °

Unlike Mauss, Lévi-Strauss is very interested in the exchange of women. Where
Mauss included women as just another item on the list of goods that might be
exchanged as part of a gift economy, Lévi-Strauss’ list makes clear that women are
the best and most important good that can be exchanged in his comprehensive
theory of gift exchange: “I’échange, phénomene total, comprenant de la nourriture,
des objets fabriqués, et cette catégorie des biens les plus précieux, les femmes™. A
woman might be la plus précieuse example of a good, but she is still a good. That a
woman is the most valuable object to be traded does not make her any less an object
to be traded. Lévi-Strauss specifically denies that the exchange of women functions
like the exchange of goods; in his view, the two systems are identical, because women
are goods: “Il serait donc faux de dire qu'on échange ou qu’on donnes des cadeaux, en
méme temps qu’on donne des femmes. Car la femme elle-méme n’est autre qu'un des

cadeaux, le supréme cadeau, parmi ceux qui peuvent s’obtenir seulement sous la

6

For a view which draws on more modern anthropological theory and evidence,
and disputes the notion that self-interested market exchanges may be cleanly
separated from altruistic gift-exchanges, see Van Wees 1998, and my discussion
below p. 25

’ Lévi-Strauss, 71
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forme de dons réciproques”.® Like Mauss, Lévi-Strauss fails to consider the
problematic fact of women’s agency and subjectivity in his analysis. Women are the
paradigmatic exchanged object, from which the rest of his theory of exchange may
be elaborated and understood, and so there is no suggestion that they do not fit
perfectly within a system of exchange.

Lévi-Strauss links his theory of the reciprocal exchange to the incest taboo:
“Comme I'exogamie, la prohibition de I'inceste est une regle de réciprocité: car je ne
renonce a ma fille ou a ma soeur qu’a la condition que mon voisin y renonce aussi; la
violente réaction de la communauté devant I'inceste est la réaction d’'une
communauté 1ésée -- a la différence de 'exogamie -- ni explicite ni immédiat: mais le
fait que je puis obtenir une femme est, en derniére analyse, la conséquence du fait
qu'un frére ou un peére y a renoncé.” In this theory, women are not assimilated to the
system of reciprocal exchange of objects; objects are assimilated to the system of the
reciprocal exchange of women. From such a perspective, there can be no awareness
that the treatment of women as objects creates problems within the system that
objectifies them, since the rules for the treatment of objects are said to be based
around them.

[ am not condemning Mauss or Lévi-Strauss for describing a system of
exchange in which women were treated as objects. To that extent, their description
is accurate. But an analysis of such a system is incomplete if it fails to take into

account the reality of women’s subjectivity and agency (the fact of women'’s

® Lévi-Strauss, 76
° Lévi-Strauss, 72-73
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personhood and independent and self-determined interest, and their ability to act on
that fact), because any system devoted to treating women as objects must
incorporate some mechanism for suppressing their subjectivity. The reality of
women'’s agency must be acknowledged before the mechanism by which is it
suppressed can be analyzed or even recognized.

The feminist criticism, revision and extension of Lévi-Strauss’ theory of gift
exchange bring it to a point where it can be usefully applied to Euripides, where it
can be used to show the constant concern in Euripides’ work not only with the

exchange of women, but also with the problematic suppression of their agency.

De Lauretis

In her 1984 book on feminist theory and cinema, de Lauretis offers an extended
criticism of Lévi-Strauss’ theory, which points out his blindness to women’s
subjectivity, and proposes a feminist reading of exchange theory.

She points out the fact that Lévi-Strauss’ discussion of his theory assumes an
exclusively male subject: “subjectivity, or subjective processes, are inevitably defined
in relation to a male subject, that is to say, with man as the sole term of reference.””
Consider the quote above (Lévi-Strauss 72-3) as an illustration of this principle.

Marriage is not only framed as an exchange between a father or brother and a

husband," but the reader is assumed, here and throughout Lévi-Strauss’ discussion,

' de Lauretis 1982, 8

"Which is an accurate description of the reality of marriage in Ancient Greek
society. The basis for criticism is not necessarily in a failure to describe the ideal
situation from the perspective of a system of exchange which treats women as
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to be male. Lévi-Strauss makes a statement of general principles in the first person
singular: “je ne renonce a ma fille...” in a way which forces the reader into the male
perspective. The reader, and the universal experience, is of giving and receiving
women. There is never any similar encouragement that the reader adopt a female
perspective.

De Lauretis shows how Lévi-Strauss’ quest for a neat and all-encompassing
theory of exchange and culture blinds him to the messy reality of women as subjects:
“But the point is this: the universalizing project of Lévi-Strauss -- to collapse the
economic and the semiotic orders into a unified theory of culture -- depends on his
positing woman as the functional opposite of subject (man), which logically excludes
the possibility -- the theoretical possibility -- of women ever being subjects and
producers of culture.”

De Lauretis shows how Lévi-Strauss’ neglect of women'’s subjectivity is not just
an oversight or a minor flaw in his logic, but actually central to his theory. She
argues that the key to Lévi-Strauss’ error is not in the ethnographic data that he
offers, but that “it is in his theory, in his conceptualization of the social, in the very
terms of his discourse that women are doubly negated as subjects: first, because they

are defined as vehicles of men’s communication --signs of their language, carriers of

their children”.” Her second point stems from her first; it is that Lévi-Strauss’ theory

objects, but failure to recognize that the fact of women'’s subjectivity would in fact
result in the failure of the system to work ideally, unless it incorporates some
mechanism for suppressing women'’s subjectivity and resolving the resulting
cognitive dissonance for men who know women who have the capacity for agency.
1 (%6 Lauretis, 20

B de Lauretis, 20
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positions women as the natural passive receptacles of desire, which is an active
property of men."* Lévi-Strauss offers a crucial insight into the exchange of women,
but he offers that insight from a perspective of the dominant male role within the
system. The possibility of a female perspective, and hence female agency, is not only
ignored, but unthinkable. De Lauretis exposes the hole at the centre of Lévi-Strauss’
theory, not precisely by saying that women exercise agency that Lévi-Strauss
ignores, but by saying that their lack of agency must be acknowledged and its

consequences considered.

Rabinowitz

De Lauretis criticizes Lévi-Strauss’ exchange theory by showing how it
precludes an analysis which acknowledges the reality of women'’s subjectivity. In her
1993 book, Rabinowitz shows how a feminist version of exchange theory which has at
its centre an understanding of women'’s subjectivity and the problematic nature of its
suppression can be usefully applied to an analysis of Greek literature and to Euripides
in particular. I am basing my own analysis on Rabinowitz’ model of the exchange of
women.

Rabinowitz argues that Lévi-Strauss’ theory of exchange and kinship is relevant
to antiquity. It is relevant in general because gift exchange and hospitality were
central to Greek society, and his work on the exchange of women is relevant in
particular because of the fact that Greek marriage was an explicitly negotiated

contract between a male guardian from a woman’s natal family, and the potential

" de Lauretis, 20
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husband, with the woman functioning as the object of exchange. ® But Rabinowitz,
like de Lauretis, argues that Lévi-Strauss’ “overt androcentrism” means that his
theory can not unquestioningly be applied in that form to Greek society." Lévi-
Strauss argues that the distribution of women by men underlies and is necessary to
support kinship systems, but never asks why it could not be, for example, women
who organize the distribution of men, if some sort of distribution is indeed
necessary."’

Rabinowitz notices Lévi-Strauss’ primary focus on the triangle formed among a
man, a woman, and a community, when a woman is exchanged; and his allusion to
the triangle formed among a woman and two men who are competing for her. But
Rabinowitz focuses on another triad of relationships which Lévi-Strauss neglects: the
relationship formed between the man who gives a woman, the man who receives her,
and the woman herself. This triangle gives the illusion that the woman and her
relationship to the men is of primary importance, when in reality she is only a means
of creating and reinforcing a relationship between men, who owe loyalty to each
other, but not to her.”® A woman is prevented, by virtue of being an object
exchanged between men, from acting as a subject. She notes that such a system is
clearly problematic for women, and less obviously to men as well, because both

women and men are constrained as to what sort of relationships they may cultivate.”

> Rabinowitz 1993, 15
' Rabinowitz 1993, 15-17
7 Rabinowitz 1993, 17
'® Rabinowitz 1993, 17-18
' Rabinowitz 1993, 20
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Rabinowitz then applies her description of the tension inherent in the system

of the exchange of women to Greek tragedy, and to Euripides:

The role of tragedy as a public art form was in
part to keep the system going. Even Euripides’ radical
plays do this cultural work, both revealing and
disguising the system whereby men exchange women to
institute culture, which excludes them. The plays are
informed by the pattern of the exchange of women, with
the suppression of female subjectivity that that
necessitates. They mimic the social structure, inscribing
a heterosexuality that is seemingly absolute for women
but consistent with, even predicated upon, homosocial
behaviour for men. Women are represented as torn
from associations with other women which might be
supportive; men are encouraged in their relationships
with other men. Female identification with men
supports male power by dividing women and making
them seem to be agents of their own suffering; men’s

. .. 20
same-sex relations similarly support male power.

I am adopting this framework for my own analysis. It is a clear and compelling

reworking of the theory of the exchange of women that includes the reality of

20 . .
Rabinowitz 1993, 21
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women'’s agency and the problem of its suppression. Crucially, Rabinowitz’ theory
asserts that the reality of women'’s lives is not identical to the portrayal of women in
tragedy, although the two are closely interconnected. *' This separation between
historical women and their fictional reconstruction allows me to consider patterns of
exchange, gifts and negotiation in tragedy without having to make my discussion
conform exactly to anthropological theory, while still allowing that theory, and
concepts of exchange and reciprocity centred in literary criticism, to inform my

analysis.

Definitions of systems of reciprocity and exchange

The discussion above focused on the exchange of women, and is of central
importance to my thesis. But I also wish to consider other types of exchanges, gifts
and negotiations which complement or operate in parallel to a system of the
exchange of women. In order to explain what I mean by “deal”, the term I adopt in
my discussion of Alcestis and Medea, 1 will first discuss some definitions proposed by

others related to exchange and reciprocity.

"' De Lauretis explicitly adopts a similar distinction between historical women and
women as social and literary constructs: “By “woman” I mean a fictional construct, a
distillate from diverse but congruent discourses dominant in Western cultures [...]By
women, on the other hand, I will mean the real historical beings who cannot as yet be
defined outside of discursive formations, but whose material existence is
nonetheless certain.” (5) While I appreciate the distinction between these two
categories and think that it is crucial to be aware of it, I will not myself adopt the
same singular/plural convention to distinguish the two.
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Herman

Herman takes a broad view of the extent of reciprocity in Greek society, and his
definition of the system of reciprocity in Greek society is similarly broad. He argues
that the system of reciprocity includes xenia, but is not limited to it. Herman declines
to use the term ‘xenia’ in his study, arguing that it has been too narrowly defined in
modern scholarship.”” He argues that xenia was present in those spheres where it has
traditionally been recognized -- in warfare, diplomacy, and trade-- but that it was not
limited to these spheres and could be found in virtually all co-operative ventures that
involve mutual assistance -- including family problems and the personal arena. *

Because he wants to make the broader implications of xenia clear, Herman
prefers the term ‘ritualized friendship’, which he defines as “a bond of solidarity
manifesting itself in an exchange of goods and services between individuals
originating from separate social units.”*

Herman argues for a division and distinction between two types of exchange.
He argues that goods and services can either be exchanged in the context of
friendship, or outside the context of friendship, and the two types of exchange are

mutually opposed: “Crudely, the distinction is this. Outside the context of friendship

-- in trading relationships, for example -- the exchange is a short-term, self-

* When defining the terms and purpose of his study, Herman argues that “what has
traditionally been labelled in modern scholarship as ‘guest-friendship’ is beset with
misapprehensions. [ argue that xenia can be located within the wider category of
social relations known to anthropologists as ‘ritualized personal relations’ [...] What
emerges at the end of this inquiry is a social institution with clear boundaries, well-
defined rules, and a remarkable degree of internal cohesion” (Herman, 7).

“ Herman, 128
“ Herman, 10



19

liquidating transaction. Once the benefits are obtained, the social relationship is
terminated. The transaction does not create moral involvement. By contrast, with
the framework of amicable relations, (kinship, friendship, ritualised friendship),
exchanges have a long-term expectancy. Gifts beg counter-gifts, and fulfill at one
and the same time a number of purposes: they repay past services, incur new
obligations, and act as continuous reminders of the validity of the bond.” * While I do
not agree with the analysis of friendship and market exchanges as distinct and non-
overlapping categories, for reasons I give in my discussion below, I nevertheless find
Herman’s description of the function of gifts in the context of amicable relations very
apt and appropriate to the study of Euripides, particularly his emphasis on the
capacity of gifts both to create and to fulfill obligations between the parties to the

exchange.

Van Wees

Van Wees rejects a strict and inflexible distinction between market/non-
market and reciprocal/non-reciprocal exchanges, which he argues are based on a
biased analysis of “native” societies. Van Wees comments on how the biases of
Western capitalist society contribute to simplistic mis-readings of anthropological
evidence from so-called primitive societies: “The distortions of native ideology, it is
said, are compounded by those of the modern Western ideology, which draws a
black and white distinction between ‘purely altruistic’ gift-giving and ‘purely

interested’ market transactions -- a distinction peculiar to capitalist society, and one

25
Herman, 80
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which obscures the mixed motives governing most forms of exchange most of the
time.” *

The argument that most if not all exchanges have mixed motives behind them,
and that they can serve more than one purpose, while seemingly obvious, is
nevertheless sometimes overlooked. It is dangerous to impute uncomplicated,
single-minded motives for exchange to people in what we term archaic or primitive

cultures, when a moment’s reflection on our own lives and society will let us know

this is actually very rarely the case for us. ¥

Belfiore

Belfiore takes an inclusive view of reciprocal relationships, based on the Greek
idea of philia, which she argues “includes the relationships of marriage, xenia, and
suppliancy, and recognition includes the acknowledgement and acceptance of

outsiders as philoi. Marriage, xenia, and suppliancy are all formal relationships

a Van Wees, 14

7 Van Wees argues throughout his article that in our own society, the overt rules of
exchange do not necessarily correspond very closely at all to the implicit ones. For
example, exhortations to “forget about” or “not mention” a favour or a gift, while
not precisely insincere, do not accurately reflect the real expectation of reciprocity
that is incurred. I find this view particularly relevant to exchange in Euripides. It is
reasonable to assume that patterns of exchange in Greek culture were different from
our own, but we cannot also assume this difference means that their systems of
exchange did not have the same degree of complexity and contradiction as ours.
Such assumption risks the possibility that the ambiguous interplay of ritual, social
and personal motives at work in their portrayals of exchange (in my case, in
Euripides) will be overlooked because of what we think we know about ancient
exchange. We should not assume that exchange relationships can be neatly
separated from concerns of family and friendship. Rejecting a clinical separation
between disinterested commodity exchange and personal and complex ritual
exchange will allow a messier, more ambiguous and more affective analysis, which is
useful in the study of literature and perhaps particularly Euripides.
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involving reciprocal rights and obligations, and are in many ways similar to blood
kinship. In all of these relationships, outsiders are brought into a philia relationship
by means of formal acts of reciprocity. To include reciprocal relationships as well as
biological kinships is not only useful for a study of Greek tragedy, it is also consistent
with Greek ideas about philia.” **

Though Belfiore is approaching her argument with a view to incorporating
formal reciprocal relationships into the idea of philia, I find the idea that philia
should be included in a study of reciprocity in Greek tragedy useful. It is particularly
relevant to the two plays I have chosen to analyze, in which deals between family
members are as important if not more important than deals between friends or
xenoi. Belfiore argues that relationships between blood relatives are functionally
very similar to the formal/personal relationships created through marriage, and
that these are similar to the relationships created through xenia. Belfiore’s position

is relevant to my study of Alcestis and Medea, because they all involve complicated

intersections of personal, family and political relationships.

Lyons

One element of exchange, reciprocity and gender that I have not yet focused
on, but which will be crucial to my discussion of Euripides, is the danger and
destruction that is associated with women and exchange.

In a recent work, Lyons articulates particularly clearly and forcefully the

causal relationship between gifts and women, and disaster. She points to Deianeira

28 .
Belfiore 1998, 144
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and the robe, Eriphyle and the necklace, Aerope and the golden lamb, and
Klytaimnestra and the cloth, and concludes: “No matter whether they are givers or
receivers, disaster follows. The message seems clear: while any exchange has the
potential for danger, women and gifts are a particularly deadly combination.” *

She goes further in identifying women'’s exercise of agency in exchanges, not
the mere combination of women and exchange, as the locus of the cultural anxiety
that is reflected in the portrayal of women and exchange as dangerous: “In a society
in some sense founded on the circulation of women, the possibility that a woman'’s
circulation will not end with her marriage remains an ever-present threat. At the
heart of this anxiety is a fundamental conceptualization of women as objects, not
agents, of exchange. The perverted exchanges [...]point to the possibility that once
she is established in her marital household, a woman may lay claim to a new
economic (and affective) power as a wife and mother, no longer allowing herself to
be a passively exchanged object.” *°

Women who claim agency in exchange, who give or receive, are doing
something dangerous and threatening. Lyons does not examine at any length the
corollary, that women who are the passive objects of exchange are not only safe but
that their role as exchanged object promotes a (constantly threatened) social
stability based on relationships between men. I will not be arguing that “women

and gifts are a particularly deadly combination” which is exacerbated by the

addition of female agency. Instead, I will show that women and agency are a deadly

? Lyons, 93
**Lyons, 95
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combination, which may be expressed in the context of gifts and exchange. Women
and gifts, where the women are the gifts and where they make no attempt at

negotiation or exchange of their own, are constructive rather than dangerous.

Xenia

Xenia is a form of exchange that has particular relevance to a discussion of
Alcestis and Medea, since the plots of both plays involve relationships supported by
mutual hospitality and gifts or favours given in exchange for or in the context of
hospitality.

As is suggested by my discussion above on competing definitions and theories
of reciprocity, there is no consensus on a precise definition of xenia. A basic
definition of xenia is: an aristocratic system of exchange of hospitality, and gifts
connected with hospitality, as a means of establishing and maintaining a friendly
connection between members of different family and political units. Particular
elements of this definition may be disputed, and acts in which they are absent may
still be defined as xenia, but it is not necessary for the purpose of my analysis to
arrive at an exhaustive or nuanced definition of xenia.

What is most important for the purpose of my argument is that xenia is a form
of reciprocity, a subset of reciprocal exchange. This is an uncontroversial aspect of
xenia; discussions of xenia often take place in the context of larger discussions of

reciprocity, and so assume its reciprocal nature. *!

" see for example Belfiore 1998, particularly p. 144-6; Herman 1987; Van Wees 1998,
particularly for how obligations to repay may exist despite the nominally “free”
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It is not crucial to my argument to believe that every example of xenia, in
literary or historical evidence, is immediately reciprocated or creates a feeling of
obligation to repay, although I would argue that they do. It is only necessary to
accept that acts of xenia can create this expectation of reciprocation, and that in
Alcestis and Medea, it does.

In Alcestis, the sense of obligation incurred by acts of hospitality is made
explicit in the text. No character demands repayment for his hospitality, since
hospitality is given as a gift. But Apollo, Admetus and Heracles all state that they are
performing a service for a host out of gratitude or obligation for the hospitality their
host provided.”” In Medea, which deals with the perversion of normal relationships
and proper hospitality, the obligation created through xenia may be observed in the

disastrous consequences of ignoring that obligation.”

nature of a gift; Konstan 1998 for the importance of reciprocity in relationships
conceived of as “equal” in the Athenian democracy, and how it operated in
conjunction with the affective aspect of friendship. Depew 1997, 233 lists hospitality
among the things regularly offered to establish the existence of a interpersonal
relationship that may be drawn on for a favour.

? See Apollo 10-12, Admetus 553-560, and Heracles 840-2. See Nielson 1976, 194 for
Apollo’s obligation to repay Admetus. See Hartigan 1991, 28 on Admetus’ obligation
to repay Heracles’ hospitality with hospitality, and p. 31 on Heracles’ obligation to
repay Admetos. See Padilla 2000, 185 for how the individual interest in giving a gift
need not be identical with the systemic purpose of the gift-giving. See Rabinowitz
1993, 90-2 for a discussion of gender and the xenia exchanges in Alcestis. See also
Wohl 1998, 128-30; Dellner 2000; Golfarb 1992.

» See for example Schein 1990, who discusses Medea in terms of reciprocal
friendships.
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What is a ‘deal’ ?

Rather than referring constantly to “exchange, reciprocity, negotiation, gift-
economy, ritualized friendship or xenia” in an attempt to encompass elements of all
the definitions I've mentioned , I will instead use the term ‘deal’. It is desirable to
use only one term for the sake of clarity and economy, particularly as previous
terms come encumbered with connotations that I wish to avoid.

For the purposes of the present study, a deal must involve two parties, though
third parties may be implicated in the terms of the deal. The participants will
normally be individuals, though they may, like the Fates, be groups acting as one.
They may be any two individuals, and they need not be members of a different social
unit, or of the same social unit. They may be male or female, and they may be gods
or humans.*

A deal must involve an exchange, though I am not restricting what I call a deal
by what is exchanged. What is exchanged may include, but is not limited to,
material gifts, services, and promises, which may be promises to undertake certain
behaviour, or to refrain from certain behaviour (as in a deal for mutual non-
aggression).

I am less concerned with the actual goods or specific conditions of the deal

than I am with the expressed intent of the participants, the behaviour of the

" The inclusion of gods as parties to a deal is appropriate for the work under
discussion. In Alcestis, the deal between Admetus and Apollo is treated by Euripides
as equivalent to other deals between males. Euripides emphasizes that the deal
between Admetus and Apollo is based on Admetus’ hospitality, as the deal between
Heracles and Admetus is based on hospitality. There are no deals, or interactions of
any kind, between gods and humans in Medea.
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participants in making their deals, and the effects of the deal on the behaviour of the
participants and on those implicated in the deal. A deal as I define it includes 1) the
negotiation of the terms of the deal by the participants, 2) agreement on the terms
and 3) how each party interprets and fulfills or fails to fulfill his or her obligations
under the terms of the deal. These stages are not only expressions of the deal, or
representative of the deal, but parts of the deal itself.

While my analysis of deals in Euripides will be informed by the structure and
theory of exchange, I am most interested in exchange theory as it is manifested in
“deals”. These manifestations are plentiful and intricately varied in Euripides, and
they are absolutely central to his work.” In Alcestis and Medea in particular, deals

form the bulk of the plot.

Conclusion

According to most theories of exchange in anthropology and literary criticism,
when men make deals with each other, they form and maintain relationships with
each other as a result of those deals. The outcome of these deals and relationships is

positive, as it is the product of men’s agency, itself desirable. Women are objects

” Buxton explains “Again and again in Euripides we find issues made explicit:
matters are debated and argued openly. The reason why it is especially risky with
Euripides to choose one speech or one argument from a play and say, ‘This is what
Euripides believed’, is that his works are composed of a series of interlocking
arguments. Various characters put cases, trying to persuade each trying to persuade
each other, and the audience, of the validity of their position. The effect of the play
consists of nothing less than the impact of all the interlocking persuasions,
arguments and cases.” (Buxton 1982, 150). What Buxton calls “interlocking
persuasions, arguments and cases” are subsumed in my definition of “deal” and
would often form a part of what I would call a deal, though they need not be present
in every instance of a deal.
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that men frequently exchange with each other, particularly in deals called
“marriage”. Here, the women serve as objects that reinforce men’s homosocial
bonds, which are constructive and desirable. This is what emerges from a
prescriptive model of the world Euripides describes in the plays discussed. In a
descriptive model, however, there is the confounding reality of women’s
subjectivity. In the plays I discuss, I will show how women'’s subjectivity, expressed
through deal-making, is destructive of men’s deals and their homosocial bonds. The
containment of their subjectivity as objects of deals between men is desirable, but
not always achieved. Alcestis provides an example of the successful containment of
women’s subjectivity through men’s deals, Medea shows the disastrous consequences

of women’s subjectivity left uncontained
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Alcestis

Deals in Alcestis

Alcestis is a play about a complex and interwoven series of negotiations,
exchanges and deceptions in which the characters are entangled. These
negotiations, exchanges and deceptions are themselves closely related: negotiations
lead to exchanges, and deception is sometimes employed to facilitate negotiation
and exchanges. I will refer to the process of negotiation and exchange as a ‘deal’, as
discussed in the Introduction (p. 25).

The play comes to a happy and successful conclusion once the terms of all the
legitimate deals have been fulfilled, and the terms of the illegitimate deals have been
broken. The process of resolving the play becomes the process of determining
which deals are legitimate, and which deals are illegitimate. *

Ilegitimate deals are those in which women are active negotiators (most
importantly, Alcestis’ deal with Admetus). Legitimate deals are those negotiated
only between men, and in which women function only as the objects of exchange in
the deal. In Alcestis, Alcestis also functions as an object of deception. By “object of

deception,” I do not mean that she is deceived. 1 mean that she is used by others

*Fora reading of Alcestis which argues that the tension between the values of philia
and xenia is a major issue in the play, see Goldfarb.
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(men) as a tool of their deception of each other, but does not participate in the
deception either as its perpetrator or its victim.”

The element of deception in deals serves as a distraction from the actual cause
of undesirable deals: women’s participation. ** In Alcestis, the fact that a deal
between men is founded on deception does not invalidate it. Alcestis demonstrates
that relationships between men may be strengthened through mutually deceptive
negotiations: the relationship which brings about the play’s happy resolution, the
one between Heracles and Admetus, is founded on mutual deception. The
relationship is successful because Alcestis functions as an exchanged object which
facilitates both Heracles’ and Admetus’ deception, with no capacity to assume the
role of active negotiator that she had taken for herself at the beginning of the play.

Alcestis demonstrates that deception is neither an exclusively female nor an
exclusively negative phenomenon. As my discussion of Alcestis will show, deception

is destructive and dangerous only when it is used by women,” and when it is used

7 Lefkowitz points out that Penelope and Alcestis serve as the (very rare) archetypes
of good women in Greek myth, and that Penelope has a deceptive intelligence.
(Lefkowitz 1986, 63) It is interesting to note that the possibility of active deception
and agency is available to (at least one) “good” Homeric woman in a way that it is
not available to this “good” Euripidean woman. See Holmberg 1995, 113-20 for
Penelope’s cunning and deceptiveness, and the tension between the extent to which
these qualities support the Odysseus’ goals, but also support Penelope’s subjectivity.

* Hesk sees deceit in Euripides as a vehicle for the representation of threats to
Athenian men and to their democracy: “Alongside persistent representations of
deceit as ‘unAthenian’, typically Spartan, feminine and cowardly in a range of texts,
we will see the opposition between apate and the Athenian male self being
articulated and problematised in Euripidean drama. This problematisation will
evoke the threat of deceit in democratic politics.” (Hesk 2000, 6)

” That deception is a feature of women’s speech is a common feature of the analysis
of women in Greek literature. For example, for a discussion of deceptive women’s
speech in Greek literature, particularly Hesiod and Homer, see Bergen 1983. See
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by women it is always destructive and dangerous, not because it is deceptive, per se,

but because any female agency is dangerous.

Apollo’s Deals

Apollo’s Double Deal with Admetus and with the Fates

In the Prologue of Alcestis, Apollo describes the current state of Admetus’
household, and explains how it came about. Apollo was compelled by Zeus to serve
in Admetus’ household. Admetus treated him well. In return for acting as a good
host, Apollo has granted Admetus a reprieve from an early death. So far Apollo is
describing an exchange of xenia gifts between men, which is orthodox in form if
extravagant in scale: Admetus acted as a good host to a god in a vulnerable position,
Apollo grants him an extended life in return.”

It is the mechanism by which Apollo is able to offer Admetus the gift of a

longer life that complicates an otherwise straightforward exchange of gifts.” Apollo

Holmberg 1995 for a discussion of the association between deception and the
feminine in Greek literature, especially in Homer. See Walcot 1996 for the use of
literary evidence to show the fear of women'’s deception and mistrust of women in
Greek society. Buxton explains the connection between deceit and subversive
activity, particularly women'’s subversive activity: “It is clear that dolos is a
subversive form of activity. It is often used in situations where one person wishes to
get the better of another who is superior in power: if your antagonist will not be
persuaded, and his superior strength rules out force, then your only resort is
cunning. Thus women were frequently imagined in Greek myth as overcoming their
inferiority to men by means of cunning.” (Buxton 64)

* For a description of the exchanges which led to the deal between Admetus and
Apollo, for alternate versions of the myths in the backstory, see Rabinowitz 1993, 68-
70.

" For Hartigan, it is Apollo’s offer to Admetus that disrupts the normal patterns of
Admetus life and household (Hartigan 19). I argue that it is important to emphasize
that it is Alcestis’ involvement, not Admetus’ and Apollo’s exchange, that is
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goes on to explain that he tricked the Fates into agreeing to let another unspecified

person die in Admetus’ place. Apollo’s deal with the Fates leads to Alcestis’

involvement; she is the only one who will agree to die in Admetus’ place. However,

her agreement to die doesn’t come for free. As a result of the deal with the Fates,

Alcestis gains the capacity to negotiate the terms of her death with her husband.

Apollo explains his deal with Admetus and his deal with the Fates in very quick

succession:

eAOQV d¢ yaiav tvd €PovpdpPouv Eévey,
kai 16V #owlov oikov ¢ 168 fiuépac.
ooiov yap avdpog So10¢ v ETvyxavov
Tadog dépnrog, Ov Oaveiv Eppuaduny,
Moipag doAwoag: fiveoav 6¢ pot Beai
"Aduntov "Adnv OV Tapautik’ EKQUYELY,
dAAov draAAa€avta TOig KATW VEKPOV.

(9-14)*

I came to this land and served as
herdsman to my host, and I have kept
this house safe from harm to this hour. I
am myself godly, and in Admetus, son of
Pheres, I found a godly man. And so
rescued him from death by tricking the
Fates. These goddesses promised me that
Admetus could escape an immediate
death by giving in exchange another

corpse to the powers below.

problematic and destructive. Luschnig similarly ignores Alcestis’ gender when
tracing the cause of the disruption back to Admetus, though she does acknowledge
Alcestis’ role: “It is in fact usually neither possible to take someone’s death nor
desirable: the former we know instinctively; the other is a strong (though perhaps
not a deadly serious) message in the play. The opportunity is an irrational gift to
Admetus, the desirability a thoughtless reaction on Admetus’ part and an aesthetic
choice on Alcestis’, which like any significant choice requires a narrowing of vision.”

(Luschnig 1995, 8)

* All Greek text, and English translation, is Kovacs’.
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He explains the essence of each deal in five words: ‘v Oaveiv éppuodunv/
Moipag doAwoag ([Admetus], whom I rescued from death by tricking the Fates). The
two deals are so closely linked in Apollo’s explanation that they are easy to confuse.
But they are, in fact, distinct: there is one deal between Apollo and Admetus, in
which Apollo extends Admetus’ life in exchange for his hospitality. ** This deal is
fulfilled if Admetus lives, but does not specifically require that Alcestis, or anyone,
die. The death of a substitute is merely one of the many possible ways in which the
deal could be fulfilled. The Admetus and Apollo deal is fulfilled through a separate
though related deal between Apollo and the Fates, whereby Apollo acquires the
means of offering Admetus his life. This is the deal that requires that a substitute,
Alcestis, die.

That the two deals are distinct is most easily demonstrated by the fact that at
the resolution of the play, only the deal between Apollo and Admetus remains intact:
Admetus is still alive. The deal between Apollo and the Fates is broken: Alcestis is no
longer dead.

In the Prologue, Apollo presents both deals as one. Admetus presumably
accepted both deals, either at the same time, or by later agreeing to allow someone
else to die after he had already accepted Apollo’s offer of life. That is, while agreeing
to accept the gift of a longer life from Apollo, Admetus consented to allow someone

else to die in his place as a condition of that gift. I am not arguing that the two deals

43 . . e g .

Rabinowitz makes a similar, though not an identical distinction when she argues
for an awareness of two separate story lines, which Euripides obscures: “As is the
case with many of the tragedies, there is more to the traditional story than Euripides
makes use of. In fact, there are two story lines: that of Apollo and Admetos, and that
of Admetos and Alcestis.” (Rabinowitz 1993, 68)
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are distinct in order to reduce Admetus’ moral culpability. Rather, I am arguing
that it is crucial to appreciate the distinction between Apollo’s two deals in the
Prologue, because these two deals serve as a model for other deals throughout the
play, most importantly Alcestis’ deal with Admetus and Heracles’ deal with Admetus.

Apollo’s deal with Admetus is a positive example of an appropriate deal. It is
negotiated exclusively between males, its terms are beneficial to both parties, and
neither party is inappropriately subordinated to the other. It prioritizes
relationships between males (Apollo and Admetus), over relationships between
males and females (Apollo and the Fates)®”. The deal between Heracles and Admetus
shares these characteristics. By accepting a deal with Heracles which emulates the
mutuality, equality, and exclusively masculine agency modelled in the deal with
Apollo, Admetus is restored to his proper social position, his household is returned
to a state of good order, and the play concludes happily.

By contrast, Apollo’s deal with the Fates is an example of the wrong sort of
deal. The Fates, as females, are active negotiators. Unlike Apollo, or Heracles, the
Fates impose terms on Admetus rather than offer gifts as part of a system of mutual
exchange. Where the deal between Apollo and Admetus is meant to benefit both

parties, the consequences of the deal with the Fates are destructive. Apollo’s deal

* For a reading of the play which examines both Admetus’ and Alcestis’ moral
positions see Nielson 1976.

45

I am using the terms “male” and “female” here to emphasize that gender is the
relevant distinction between the parties, not humanity or godhood. The central
deal which involves a god in Alcestis involves Apollo, whom Euripides domesticates
through the emphasis on the time he spent in Admetus’ household and the
hospitality bond they share as a result. Apollo’s domestication combined with the
centrality of his deal with Admetus domesticates the other gods involved in deals
with humans.
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with the Fates leads to further female agency, in that it put Alcestis in a position to
negotiate with Admetus. The deal between Apollo and the Fates begets the deal
between Alcestis and Admetus, which shares in the destructive characteristics of the
parent deal. The deals are closely connected, and both must be overturned, and
their consequences reversed (most notably with Alcestis’ return from the dead)
before the play can reach its happy conclusion.

It is true that Apollo’s deal with the Fates is founded on deception, something

that Thanatos is particularly eager to point out:

&d1keic ad TIHdC évépwy Are you engaged in more injustice,
&Pop1lOUEVOG Kal KaTtamadwy; curtailing and annulling the

OUK TjpKeoE 601 Ldpov Aduritov prerogatives of the gods below? Was it
drakwAToat, Moipag doAiw not enough that you prevented the
opRAavtL TEXVT; (29-34) death of Admetus, tripping up the Fates

by cunning trickery?

But it is not the fact of being founded on deception which invalidates this deal.
If that were the case, Heracles’ and Admetus’ mutual deception would also invalidate
their deals. 1t is the fact that it is a deal on the one hand negotiated with female
Fates, and on the other hand closely tied to Alcestis’ negotiation with Admetus, that
invalidates Apollo’s deal with the Fates. Despite Thanatos’ disapprobation, Apollo’s
deception of the Fates is a positive aspect of the deal, one that counteracts the

contamination of female agency. To the extent that Apollo’s deception of the Fates
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facilitates his deal with Admetus, it is a deception that strengthens and supports a

relationship between men.

Apollo’s deal with Thanatos

While Apollo tells the story of his exchanges with Admetus and the Fates to
Thanatos, he is in fact in the process of making a third exchange, with Thanatos
himself. Where Apollo’s deals in the Prologue serve to establish a pattern of
legitimate and illegitimate deals with a man as the negotiator, Apollo’s deal with
Thanatos serves to demonstrate Alcestis’ lack of agency in the deals which concern

her. In this exchange, Alcestis is very clearly an object being exchanged between

Apollo and Thanatos:
@dvatog: Tdg obv Onép Yfig éoTt KOO Death: Then how is he still on earth and
KAtw X0ovog; not beneath the ground?

AOAwV: dduapt’ dueipag, v oL vOv Apollo: By giving in exchange the wife

NKELG HETA. you have now come to fetch.
@davatog: kKdrmdloual ye veptépav LIO Death: Yes, and I will take her down
x0ova. below.

AnéAwv: Aafov 107 00 yap oid dv el Apollo: Take her and go. For I doubt if I
nelooui o, (43-48) can persuade you.

In this short space of this dialogue, Alcestis is used as the grammatical
and the actual object of two exchanges: between Apollo and Thanatos and between
Apollo and Admetus. In line 44, Apollo smoothly joins Admetus’ agreement to

Thanatos’ mission, making Alcestis the grammatical object of both the clauses in
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which the men are the subjects, as well as the object of the exchanges between men.
In Apollo’s view, Alcestis’ death fulfills the terms of two of his deals, neither of which
was negotiated with her. In line 48, he assumes closer control over Alcestis, granting
Thanatos permission to take her, while omitting any explicit mention of her; the
pronoun for Alcestis which is the object of ‘AaBwv’ is only implied. By doubling up
his role in the exchange that is Alcestis’ death, Apollo repeats the objectification of
Alcestis which he began in his deals with Admetus and the Fates. By making her an
object twice over, Apollo is erasing any hint of Alcestis’ own agency in any exchange
in which her death forms part of the terms. This negotiation with Thanatos over
Alcestis’ life anticipates her negotiation with Admetos. In that negotiation Alcestis
lays claim to her own life and the right to negotiate the terms of its surrender;
Apollo’s and Thanatos’ negotiation preempts this claim, by fixing in the audience’s
mind in advance that Alcestis does not in fact have the right or the ability to
negotiate with or for her own life. Apollo’s erasure of Alcestis from his account of
the interconnected series of deals makes Alcestis’ later attempts at negotiation seem
out of place, and foreshadows the play’s resolution, in which Alcestis is reduced to a

voiceless and generic object.*

* Garner also recognizes the effect of Thanatos’ presence in the Prologue on the
audience’s later perception of Alcestis’ sacrifice. He emphasizes the antagonism and
separation between Apollo and Thanatos rather than the unifying effect of their
joint negotiation, and so does not comment on the effect of Thanatos and Apollo’s
deal on Alcestis’ agency. He puts the figure of Thanatos at the forefront of the
conflict, arguing that “dying holds such importance for the play that although its
essence is final silence and inevitable material disintegration, it has acquired a voice
and body: Death himself, a crude and coarse ogre, interrupts the beautiful Apollo’s
dignified prologue, asserts himself rudely, and drives the brighter, purer god from
the stage. In this fashion, then, the death of Alcestis, foretold and foreseen, infects
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Apollo’s deals in the prologue thus set up the model for gendered deals and
the gendered use of deception in the rest of the play. Deceptive deals are to be used
to further relationships between men, when men are in control of the negotiation
and the deception and women are used as the objects of that deception, that is, as
tools which are used in a deception, not as active participants in it. Women’s
agency, expressed through their capacity to negotiate, is ultimately untenable. The
characters in the play are moving towards the successful application of these
principles in their own negotiations, and their eventual success allows the play to

end happily.

Alcestis’ Deals

Alcestis makes only one deal in the play: her deal with Admetus, which finally
proves unsuccessful. The terms of this deal are thoroughly reversed as a condition
of the play’s happy ending.

It has often been remarked that Alcestis seems to be acting like a hero,"” and
Alcestis, in both ancient and modern criticism, has been used as a model of
exemplary behaviour. But I follow O’Higgins, among others, in seeing Alcestis’
attempts at gaining kleos and acting like a hero as challenging, rather than
supporting, the male heroic tradition. O’Higgins comments on the contrast: “Of all

the women in Greek tragedy Alcestis is perhaps the most unambivalently “good,”

great stretches of the play in a way which is more reminiscent of the Iliad than it is
of any tragedy.” (Garner, 59) Against Garner, I argue that it is Alcestis’ choice, not
the fact of death, that is out of place and that infects the rest of the play.

47 y .
For example, see Segal 1993, 70; and Plato’s Symposium 179 b-d.
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yet, as we shall see, implicit in her famous action is a challenge to male authority, as
represented by her husband Admetus, the very man for whom she sacrifices
herself.”* Targue that a great deal of Alcestis’ challenge to male authority lies in her
appropriation of the capacity to negotiate. Alcestis and Admetus, whose marital
relationship is necessarily hierarchical, are engaged in a zero-sum struggle for
agency and the capacity to negotiate. The fact that Admetus negotiates with Alcestis,
even if he appears to fare better than she in the deal, as she cedes and he gains life,
is in and of itself dangerous. By being willing to engage in a deal with Alcestis at all,
Admetus loses some of his own capacity to negotiate. Alcestis and Admetus’
destructive relationship is juxtaposed with Heracles” and Admetus’ relationship.
Alcestis and Admetus engage in honest and direct negotiation, Heracles and
Admetus engage in mutual deception, but it is the latter and not the former
relationship whose effects are beneficial rather than destructive, and whose terms

remain in effect at the play’s conclusion.

Alcestis’ Deal with Admetus
Before her death, Alcestis approaches her negotiation with Admetus from a
position of strength: what she is willing to give, and what she is willing to sacrifice,

life, is of the greatest possible value both to herself and to Admetus.” In a 1995

* O'Higgins 1993, 80

¥ For an excellent discussion of Alcestis using her death as a commodity, see Dellner.
She summarizes: “Viewed by readers such as Wittig and Loraux, the women of Greek
tragedy, though understood to be tokens circulated within masculine sign systems,
have death to call their very own. Nowhere does this idea seem more obvious than
in Euripides’ Alcestis where death is Alcestis’ commodity and she its broker. Until,
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article, Luschnig follows Alcestis’ journey from the general (in the Prologue) to the
particular (reaching its apex at her death) and back to the general by the play’s
conclusion (with an upward bump in the descending curve during Alcestis’ funeral).
*® T agree that such a curve exists, and will show that it corresponds also to the rise
and fall of Alcestis’ individuality (rather than simply particularity, as Luschnig has
it) and her capacity to negotiate. **

The rise and fall of Alcestis’ individuality and ability to negotiate has an
inverse correlation with Admetus’ success in engaging in the correct form of deal-
making,” as modelled by Apollo in the Prologue. Alcestis’ moment of greatest
subjectivity, the moment of her death and the culmination of her deal with

Admetus, corresponds to his lowest point. Admetus’ increasingly successful

that is, one realizes that “her” death is someone else’s and that there is in fact more
than one “power on earth” (first Admetus, then Herakles) that can take it from her.”
(Dellner 2000, 1)

50 .
Luschnig 1995, 16-17

” The distinction between individuality and particularity for my purposes is this:
individuality consists of having characteristics which are used to meaningfully
distinguish a person or objects from others. Particularity consists simply of being
picked from among a field of functionally interchangeable objects or people, where
the person or object is not distinguished based on meaningful differences, but by the
simple fact of having been arbitrarily chosen.

” Chong-Gossard argues that Alcestis has control of the discourse in the time
immediately leading up to her death, while Admetus has none. He notes that in lines
244-70, Alcestis pointedly addresses her children and not her husband, and she
makes no response to Admetus. (Chong-Gossard 2008, 80-1) He further argues that
Alcestis resists Admetus’ interruptions and pursues her own themes as a means of
resistance to Admetus’ superior power (he argues that Admetus is more powerful in
that moment, since he will survive and Admetus will not). (Chong-Gossard 2008, 82).
I agree that Alcestis is pursuing her own themes as a means of asserting her voice
and her control, but I would argue that Admetus’ inability to counter with an agenda
of his own demonstrates Admetus’ inferior power. As I argue above, the fact of
Alcestis’ death in the face of Admetus’ survival makes her more powerful, not less.
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attempts at engaging in the sort of deal which reinforces male homosocial bonds
corresponds to Alcestis’ journey from subject to object.”

Alcestis is defined through her choice to die, and it is the only thing that offers
her any claim to individuality. It is how Apollo defines her in the opening lines of
the Prologue: “oUy n0pe ANV yuvaikog Sotic fi0ehev/Oavmv mpd keivou unkét
gloopdv @dog” (17-18). ** This is an allusive way of referring to Alcestis; it avoids her
name, and defines her only by her relationship to her husband. The indirect
reference is remarkable because it follows an opening speech in which a slew of
characters are mentioned by name: Admetus’ name is the third word in the play,
others mentioned in first fifteen lines are Zeus, Asclepius, and Pheres. Admetus is
mentioned twice more.

In his conversation with Thanatos, Apollo connects Alcestis’ final role as an
object to the legitimate deal between Heracles and Admetus. Apollo promises that
Heracles will bring Alcestis back from the dead, in the same breath that he mentions

Heracles’ xenia relationship with Admetus: “0¢ o1 EevwBeig toiod év Aduntov

dbuoig/ Pila yuvaika trvde o e€aprioetar” (68-9).>
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On the tensions between Alcestis and Admetus, Segal remarks “The play is called
Alcestis, but its real center is probably Admetus, and the real concern is male rather
than female experience. Alcestis is there as the object of loss but also as a problem:
she displays and embodies a heroism that Admetus himself cannot reach. By
shifting the focus gradually, but forcefully, from her experience in the house to
Admetus and then to Heracles, Euripides moves from female to male emotions in the
face of death.” (Segal 1993, 70)
>t he found no one but his wife who was willing to die for him and look no more
on the sun's light.”
* “He, entertained as a guest in this house of Admetus, shall take the woman from
you by force.”
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After Apollo’s Prologue, Alcestis’ choice to die continues to serve as marker of
her identity, as does the superlative nature of her uxorial and maternal devotion and
sacrifice. Alcestis’ exceptional action is also something that differentiates her from
the masses of interchangeable Greek wives and women after Apollo’s speech and in
the mouths of other characters,’ until she is forced back into voiceless and passive
anonymity at the end of the play.

It has often been noted that superlatives abound in references to Alcestis.
Alcestis is frequently called “ariste” in connection with her decision to die for

Admetus, as in this exchange between the Nurse and the Chorus:

Xopdg Chorus-Leader
ioTw vuv eDKAENG Ye KatBavouuévn Let her know then that she will die
yuvn T apiotn TV 0@’ AW YaKPQ. glorious and the noblest woman by far

under the sun.

Oepamatva Serving-woman
&G & ovk apiotn; tic & EvavtidoeTal; Noblest indeed! Who will say she is not?
Tl xp1) Aey€oBat thv UmepPePAnuévny What should we call the woman who

yuvaika; teg 8 &v pdAlov évdeifotd tig  surpasses her? How could any woman

OOV TPOTIH@®G 1 O€AoVG” UmepBavelv; give greater proof that she gives her
Kal tadta pev O ndo’ émlotatat ToOALG: husband the place of honor than by
a & €v dopo1g Edpace Bavpdon kKAVWV being willing to die for him? This, of

*® For example 1. 36-7, 1. 86, 1. 150-7(below), 1. 230
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(150-7) course, the whole city knows, but what
she did within the house you will be
amazed to hear.

The Chorus’ comments emphasize Alcestis’ exceptional nature. Alcestis,
having died (katOavovuévn) will become the single best woman (yovi] T dpiotn)
distinguishable from all the others (t@v 0@’ NAlw pakpd). For Alcestis, her newly
acquired uniqueness and identifiability is inextricably linked to her decision to die;
it is something that only happens while she is katBavovuévn.

Wohl argues that Alcestis’ superlative nature threatens her husband, in that it
demonstrates not only her superiority to other women, but her superiority to him.
Alcestis’ superiority to Admetus, she argues, threatens the exchange made between
Admetus and Alcestis, because it reaches a point where Admetus’ shameful life
cannot be considered equivalent to, and thus cannot be exchanged for, Alcestis’
glorious death. “So superlative is Alcestis that equivalencies become impossible.””
Death becomes a contest, one that if Alcestis wins, Admetus must lose. “To the
extent that this contest proves Alcestis ariste, best, it proves Admetus kakistos,
worst.”*®

I agree that Alcestis’ superlative nature puts her in competition with Admetus,

but I disagree that it is her death which gives rise to her superlative nature. Rather,

>’ Wohl, 139

* Wohl, 139. Wohl usefully lists the instances of superlative adjectives being applied
to Alcestis in the play. For example, ariste (83, 151, 152, 241, 442, 559, 742, 899.) Bassi
notes that the word “ariste” is seldom applied to women in tragedy. She observes
that Aeschylus never uses it to refer to a woman, and Sophocles only uses it three
times in that context. By contrast, Euripides uses it nine times to describe a
woman’s heroic nature. (Bassi, 61-62}
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it is her decision to die, and the capacity for agency and negotiation that that
decision implies, that gives rise both to her superlative nature and to her death. A
death, even of an excellent wife, that was entirely under Admetus’ control, would
not have put husband and wife into competition, and would not have been so
problematic. This is the case for Euripidean sacrificial virgins, who have no capacity
to negotiate their own deaths (though they will usually agree with their sacrificer’s
logic in the face of their inevitable slaughter) and whose deaths reinforce, rather
than threaten, male homosocial relationships and patriarchal order. Their
excellence enhances,” rather than destroys, the male relationships of which the
sacrifice is representative. ® So it cannot be Alcestis’ death, or her excellence, which
is threatening to Admetus. It is her capacity for agency and negotiation that are
threatening. It is her ability to negotiate her death that, when combined with her
excellence, expressed by the insistent use of superlatives, gives her a uniquely
identifying and therefore threatening quality, which carries over into the public
sphere.”

Alcestis’ decision to die makes her superlative in a way which can be
recognized in public, by the whole city (kai tadta pév 81 nao’ Eniotatat

ToA15)(156)%, and which brings her and her actions within the household, normally

59 . . . .
For an overview of the sort of excellence in Greek literature, see Finkelberg 2002.
For the sort of excellence appropriate to women, see p. 37.

* See Wilkins 182 on the need for perfect victims in Euripides’ pattern of sacrifice.

* Bassi argues that it is the act of making demands which makes Alcestis
unfeminine, and compares Alcestis’ demands to Medea’s speech, or Clytaimnestra’s
speech in the Agamemnon, both of which are acknowledged to have masculine

characteristics. (Bassi, 60)
*2 “This, of course, the whole city knows”
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private, into the public sphere. Unlike other tragic wives who die in seclusion,
Alcestis dies in the open.

Unlike tragic sacrificial virgins, who are usually killed in public, tragic wives
usually commit suicide in private, off stage and inside the house. Loraux lists this
hidden quality among the essential characteristics of women’s suicide in tragedy.
According to her, tragic female suicides 1) retain their femininity, 2) prepare their
deaths carefully, 3) die offstage and have their deaths reported in a messenger
speech. ® It has often been remarked, however, that Alcestis violates not only the
norms of tragic female suicide (or self-sacrifice) but of all tragic death, by dying in
the open, on stage. Like the superlatives which attach to Alcestis, Alcestis’ public
death serves to identify her uniquely, beyond what is accrued by most tragic women
in death. Alcestis’ public death gives her a public identity as an individual, separate
and distinguishable from Admetus and the household of which he alone should
properly be the public face. * If Alcestis is allowed to publicly claim an identity apart

from Admetus, then there is necessarily an implication that Alcestis, as an individual

* Loraux 1987, 20

" See Segal 1993 (Chapter 5) for a discussion of gendered interior and exterior spaces
in Greek tragedy. Segal observes on the typically masculine nature of public death:
“In archaic Greece, male heroic death had a carefully coded spatial representation.
The warrior, fallen in battle, outside the city and the house, was carried home by his
male companions. Once he had been returned to the civic and domestic space, the
women, inside, lamented his death and prepared the corpse for burial by the ritual
ablutions and by dressing it for the pyre of the tomb [...] Men, of course, died at
home too, but the exemplary male death had a public context.” (Segal 1993, 75).
Further, on interior space being gendered female and the dangers associated with
women venturing beyond the domestic sphere: “As far as literary representation is
concerned, both Homer and tragedy tend to associate women with domestic and
private space, and men with martial and political space; and tragedy tends to suggest
that the crossing of these lines, while not prohibited or even unusual, may be
dangerous or prefigure disaster” (Segal 1993, 75).



45

separate from the household, might have interests which are also distinct from the

household. This very implication is threatening to Admetus and to systems of

exchange which rely on the passivity and interchangeability of women.

Alcestis takes full advantage of the platform afforded her by her public death.

She makes very clear that she is choosing to die, and that she expects a return on

her sacrifice from Admetus:

"ASuN®’, 0pac yap Taua mpdyuad’ wg Exel,
Aé€at BéAw oot Tpiv Bavelv & PovAopat.
£YW o€ TpeoPfevovon KAVTL TAG EUTS
PuxAG KATaoTHoaox POG TOY glcopdv
OvNokw, Tapdv pot pur Baveiv OTEp oébev,
GAN Gvdpa te oxElV O@cooal®V OV F{felov
Kol d@ua vaiev SAProv tupavvidi.

KoUK 10éAnoa {fiv dnoonaocbeioa 6od

oLV Taiolv 0p@avoioly, 00d E@etodaunv
fifnc, #xova’ &v oic érepmduny éyw. (280-

90)

Admetus, since you see how things stand
with me, I want to tell you before I die
what I wish. Because I give you the place
of honor and have caused you to look on
the light instead of me, I am dying. I
need not have died in your place but
could have married the Thessalian of my
choice and lived in wealth in a royal
house. But I refused to live torn from
your side with orphaned children and
did not spare my young life, though I

had much in which I took delight.

Unlike sacrificial virgins, or wives who commit suicide after their husband’s

deaths, Alcestis makes clear that she has other options; she doesn’t see her death as

absolutely necessary: “mapdv pot pr| Oaveiv vnep oé0ev” (284).” Unlike most suicidal

tragic wives, she is not so overcome with grief at her husband’s death that she sees

* “I need not have died in your place”.
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no future but death.” She enjoys living, “#xovd’ év oig étepmdunyv &yod” (290)*” and
giving up life is a sacrifice. ®® As an independent agent with something of value to
offer, she is making a rational choice, and will negotiate the terms of her deal with
Admetus until they are sufficiently favourable: “Aé€a 0éAw oot piv Bavelv &
PovAouar.”(281)% Alcestis makes very clear that she sees her death as an exchange.
If her choice to die were only the ultimate enactment of dutiful and wifely
womanhood”, then she would not require or negotiate anything in exchange for her
death, not least because the ideal woman would not even have the power or desire
to negotiate.

To enhance her negotiating position, Alcestis makes clear that what she has to
offer is of more value than anything Admetus can hope to offer in return: “aitcouat
Ydp o &€lav uev obmote/ (Puyxng yap ovdév éott Tiwtepov)/ dikaix &, we @rioeig

AR ]

o0:” (300-2).”" She is offering something of immeasurable value, on which she is

The division of tragic heroines who die into sacrificial virgins and suicidal wives is

Loraux’s (Loraux 1987, passim)
“I had much in which I took delight.”

* For an overview of the hierarchy of nobility of motives for self-caused death in
Greek thought, and the moral distinction between self-sacrifice for other and

suicide, see Belfiore (Belfiore 2000, 105-6)
* “I want to tell you before I die what I wish.”

” Loraux argues that tragic women only truly become wives when they die, and that
in dying “they bring their marriages to fulfillment.” She cites Alcestis as the perfect

example of a tragic heroine who fulfills her marriage in death. (Loraux 1987, 28)

" “I shall not ask you for the return my act deserves (for nothing is more precious
than life), but for what is right, as you will agree.”
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nevertheless willing to put a price.”” The price will naturally be a high one, and one
which Admetus will be in no position to dispute, no matter what her demands.

Alcestis demands that her place in Admetus’ household be preserved: to
protect her children’s (especially her daughter’s) status in the household and
community,” and prospects for marriage, she requires that Admetus not remarry
(299-323).” She is trying to preserve the control over Admetus that she purchased
with her death even after she has died.

Alcestis’ unique identity, acquired through her decision to die, is brought out
by the laudatory superlatives and by the exceptional openness of her death. This
dangerously unique identity and agency, however, compete against an ambiguity
and liminality which threaten to overtake Alcestis throughout the play. Wohl notes
the emphasis on Alcestis’ liminal and ambiguous state at the play’s beginning:

“Throughout much of the play, Alcestis is simultaneously alive and dead. The

" Dellner observes that Alcestis’ gift to Admetus is by definition unrepayable: if he
were to die for her in return, he would in fact be rejecting her gift. Alcestis’ gift will
thus always leave her in a superior position in any gift exchange between them.
(Dellner 2000, 8) Padilla has a similar view: “Since Alcestis is providing [Admetus]
with a charis that he can never properly compensate (no matter now hyperbolic his
rhetoric becomes) -- and since his social status in relation to hers in the context of
the play’s peculiar organization of social relationships has accordingly been adjusted
downward -- his grieving for her must be done in a state of open humiliation for the
disparity of their gifts to one another.” (Padilla, 192)

” Dellner observes that Alcestis is “negotiating to retain her structural position in
the house, and the position of her children. Her body is expendable, her position
isn’t.” (Dellner 2000, 17-8)

" The choice that Alcestis rejects for herself; death of a spouse and then remarriage,
is what Alcestis specifically forbids from Admetus. Kaimio notes the explicitness of
Alcestis’ choice. (Kaimio, 103). She also notices that double standard likely inherent
in the perception of this choice: that a wife has no standing to demand monogamy
from her husband, even while alive, and that a husband has an absolute right to
expect it. (Kaimio, 107)
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chorus’ first lines call attention to this liminality: no one can say whether Alcestis is
alive or dead (80-83); she is a corpse already, it speculates, but not yet buried (93-94),
and therefore privately dead but publicly alive, actually dead but officially alive. She
is, according to the slave woman, both alive and dead (141). Her preparations for
death (narrated by the nurse) culminate in her appearance alive onstage: there she
will die once only to come back to life so she can die again.”

In the first instance of ambiguity that Wohl cites, Alcestis’ liminal state is

juxtaposed with the superlative excellence which confers a unique identity:

AN 00d¢ @idwv néhag <€ot’> 00de(G, What is more, there are not even any of
Gotig &v gimor mdtepov eOiuévnv his kin about who might say whether the
xpn PaciAetav nevOeiv 1 (O queen has died and one should mourn
€11 Q¢ Agvooet Mediov T6de Taig her or whether Pelias' daughter still
"AAKNoTIG, Epol T&ol T dplotn lives and looks on the light, Alcestis, the
d6&aoa yuvn best of wives to her husband, as I and
néotv €i¢ avTAC yeyeviioBat. (79-85) everyone regard her.

In lines 80 and 81, the person who may be alive or dead is identified first as
‘BaciAeatav, which identifies Alcestis obliquely through her relationship with
Admetus (she is Queen because she is married to him), and next as ‘naic ITeAiov’,
which identifies her explicitly through her relationship with her father. The first
word of the next line, following immediately after ‘naic’ is ‘AAknotig, and ‘dpiotn’ is

in the emphatic final position in that line.

" Wohl, 126
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The uncertainty and ambiguity about whether Alcestis is alive or dead at the
beginning of the play before her death is, as the above quotation from Wohl
suggests, echoed in the uncertainty as to her identity, and hence whether she is in
fact alive, at the end of the play. I argue that by the play’s conclusion, Alcestis’
identity is no longer in a state of tension with her ambiguity. The ambiguity has
won out, because the role she is to fulfill is generic: any woman who is a reasonable
approximation of Alcestis would suffice.

Though her death was her most powerful bargaining chip, it has an inherent
and important flaw: once dead, Alcestis is no longer in a position to enforce the
terms of her deal or to object if they are broken. After her death, Alcestis undergoes
a process of de-individualization which corresponds to the dismantling of the terms
of her deal with Admetus and culminates in her return as a silent, passive and
anonymous figure.

Following Alcestis’ death, the Chorus offers comfort to Admetus by turning his
loss into a commonplace rather than an exceptional one, and assimilating Alcestis to

every other dead wife: ‘ti véov 168¢; moANovg fidn/ mapéAvoey Bdvatog dauaptoc’

76

Dellner asks, of the tension between Alcestis’ individual vs. her generic identity,
that the “duplicitous rendering of Alcestis’ situation unfolds as the agonistic
structure of the drama, which reels between two assessments not merely of Alcestis’
agency, but her value as well. Is she unique, and therefore incommensurate, or is
she, as her dying suggests, the ultimate substitute, and easily replaceable at that?”
(Dellner 2000, 2). Dellner equates Alcestis’ death with the loss of power and identity.
I make the opposite association-- I argue that it is Alcestis’ death, or more
specifically her capacity to die in exchange for concessions from Admetus, that gives
her a unique identity, and that it is the renewed life which negates that capacity to
negotiate, which makes her into a generic woman.
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(931-2).”” Alcestis and her sacrifice are no longer being spoken of in exceptional
terms. Alcestis’ choice to die is removed from the Chorus’ description of her death,
and her death is reframed in terms of Admetus’ loss.

Admetus picks up on this theme in his response to the Chorus. First, he
downplays Alcestis’ sacrifice: he argues that her position is better than his, since her
suffering has ended, and she died a glorious death, while he is doomed to pain and
grief for the rest of his life (935-940). Alcestis’ ability to negotiate a deal with
Admetus was based on the enormity of her sacrifice, and the incalculable value of
her gift: calling her death happy and his life miserable is a preliminary step in the
dismantling of the deal, and the retroactive revocation of her power to negotiate.

Second, Admetus de-individualizes Alcestis by making it clear that he is not
grieving for her in particular, and the exceptional qualities which have so far served
to identify her, but for the inconvenient absence of a woman from his household:
&G Yap dopwv TOVY gicddoug avé€ouat;  Now I understand. For how shall 1
TV’ Qv mpoosenwy, To0 d¢ mpoopnBeig Umo  endure entering this house? Whom

TePTIVIG TUXOIW AV £166d0v; ol Tpéopar;  will I greet, by whom be greeted, to

1 HEV Yap Evdov EEeAd W pnuia, win pleasure in my coming in? Which
yuvaikog e0vag 0T dv eloidw kevag way shall I go? For the desolation
Bpdvoug T’ év olotv 1e kai katd oTéyag within will drive me out of doors when
abyunpdv ovdag, Tékva § duei yodvaot I see my wife's bed empty and the
nintovta KAain untép’, ot d¢ deomotTiv chairs in which she sat and in the

7 “This is not something new. Many men ere now have been parted from wives by

death.”



OTEVWOLV 010V €K dOUWV GTwAecaV.
TG PEV KT 0ikoug Toldd’: €€wBev &€ pe
yduot T éA®ot @sooal®v kai EOAAoyoL
yuvaikomAnOeic: ov yap e€avé€ouat
Aeboowv dapaptog TG Ui OURAIKAG.

(941-953)
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house the floor unswept and the
children falling about my knees
weeping for their mother, while the
slaves bewail what a mistress they
have lost from the house. So stand
affairs within the palace. But outside it
weddings of Thessalians and
gatherings full of women will drive me
back indoors. For I shall not be able to
endure the sight of women my wife's

age.

Admetus’ lament focuses on the spaces left empty in Alcestis’ absence, but he

does not use her name. He starts by using indefinite pronouns in his rhetorical

questions to allude to her absence. He then expresses his grief in terms of the

various positions that now stand empty in his household after Alcestis’ death: wife,

mother, mistress (yovaikoc, untép, deomdtiv). He is suffering a staffing crisis as

much as the loss of Alcestis as an individual.

Admetus’ Deals

After Apollo’s deal with Admetus in the Prologue, which serves as a model of a

valid deal reinforcing male homosocial bonds, Admetus enters into negotiation with

three people: Alcestis, Pheres, and Heracles. Each of these three deals draws closer

to a successful imitation of Apollo’s deal with Admetus, and further from the
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negative example of Apollo’s negotiation with the Fates. Admetus’ progress in the
play is toward a successful relationship with Heracles, mediated through their
mutual deception, and away from his honestly negotiated relationship with Alcestis.
Admetus’ attempt at a deal with his father Pheres serves as an unsuccessful

intermediary step.

Admetus’ Deal with Alcestis

Admetus’ deal with Alcestis is the wrong sort of deal. Admetus is made weak
and passive in its negotiation, in that he is subordinated to Alcestis. Relationships
between men and women cannot, by definition, be founded in equality. By entering
into a negotiation with her at all, Admetus is ceding his dominant position in the
relationship. Any attempt on his part to manoeuvre within the framework of his
deal with Alcestis is doomed to failure (as with his proposed creation of a statue-
replacement for Alcestis, or his negotiation with Pheres) since by acknowledging the
deal he is acknowledging her right and her capacity to negotiate, that is, her

agency.” In order for the play’s happy ending to come about, and for Admetus to

” Fletcher notes that oaths sworn by women in Euripides have destructive
consequences, I believe that the capacity to negotiate is similarly destructive, and
for similar reasons. On the representations of women and oaths in Euripides she
comments: “To a predominately male audience of the fifth century this degree of
female agency would represent a potential threat to the male hegemony that was
demonstrably nervous about women'’s use of language. Classical Greek literature
consistently manifests this anxiety in representation of women’s speech as
duplicitous or dangerous, a stereotype that includes oath-tendering females in
tragedy.” (Fletcher, 30) While I take Fletcher’s point, it is important to reiterate
that my own argument for Alcestis is that women’s speech does not have to be
duplicitous to be dangerous, like Alcestis’, and that men’s speech can be duplicitous
without being dangerous, like Admetus and Heracles’.
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regain his proper status, his deal with Alcestis has to be completely unraveled, and
its terms reversed.

Admetus is passive in his negotiations with Alcestis in that he simply accepts
her terms, rather than proposing any of his own. He readily accepts that his way of
life will forever after be shaped and constricted by Alcestis’ decision to die and the

terms that she proposes:

000 yap eOUEVNG OVKET v einv: For if you are gone I live no more.
év ool & éopuév kal (v kal pn: Whether we live or not is in your power,
oV yap @iAiav oePfduecbda. (277-9) for it is your love we hold in reverence.

He is permanently granting to Alcestis ultimate authority over his life. By
agreeing to abide by her terms, indeed by enthusiastically embracing them, even
while she is dead, he is permanently giving up any possibility of renegotiation. Even
while absent, Alcestis will maintain a life-like authority, and Admetus will be
reduced to death-like and feminine obedience. Though dead, Alcestis will continue
to exist as authoritative words while Admetus will be made voiceless by his inability
to speak to or engage in further negotiation with her. ”

The most important of Alcestis’ terms is her prohibition on Admetus’
remarriage. Admetus eagerly agrees to this condition. While repeating her

demands back to her, Admetus puts the prohibition against remarriage first:

” Luschnig notes that the “fact that [Alcestis] imposes terms allows her to remain in
control of the plot. It also gives substance to the life she is leaving and to which she
will return, not only as a statue, but as a woman. It is Admetus whose existence
needs substantiation before it can be improved.” (Luschnig 1995, 8) I agree that in
the first instance, Alcestis’ imposition of terms is an attempt to retain control after
her death. However, I will argue that this is an unsuccessful attempt, which does not
give any substance to the life to which she returns.
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It shall be so, fear not, it shall be so.
While you lived you were my wife, and
in death you alone will bear that title.
No Thessalian bride will ever speak to
me in place of you: none is of so noble
parentage or so beautiful as that. And of
children I have enough. I pray to the
gods that I may reap the benefit of them,
as [ have not of you. I shall mourn you
not a year only but as long as my life
shall last, hating her who bore me and
loathing my father. For their love was in
word, not deed. But you sacrificed what
is most precious so that I might live. Do I
not have cause to mourn when I have

lost such a wife as you?

In her demands, Alcestis was particularly concerned with having her place in

the household usurped, and with the consequences for her children (particularly for

her daughter) of being under the authority of a step-mother. Admetus promises not

only that he will not have another wife, and have more children, but also that

Alcestis will remain his wife, even in death: “kai 0avoGs éun yovi/udvn
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kekArion,”(329-30)* With a living wife (see the chapter on Medea), or a wife whose

death he demanded rather than negotiated, he would have been free to remarry.

Admetus is promising greater loyalty to Alcestis in death than she was strictly owed

in life.

Admetus’ promise not to remarry cuts him off from the very type of deal that

Apollo’s model suggests he should be making: a deal exclusively between men,

where a woman is the object of exchange who cements the relationship, but has no

part in negotiating it. The exchange of a woman between a son-in-law and a father-

in-law is the standard form of this exchange. Keeping to his deal with Alcestis,

Admetus can never again enter into a relationship with a new father-in-law.

Admetus is also constrained in his future role as father-in-law. He is implicitly

obligated to conform to Alcestis’ hopes for the marriages that will be arranged for

their children. Alcestis explains her expectations for the marriages of her son and

her daughter:

ex0pa yap 1 'modoa untpuid TEKVOLG
T01¢ TPdot), £x1dvng ovdEV ATIWTEPQ.
Kal Taig eV dponv matép’ €xel Tpyov
uéyav

[0V kal pooeine kal mpooeppnOn ndAwv]:
o0 &', & Téxvov uot, TéG kopeLOon

KOAQG;

80 «¢

and in death you alone will be my wife.”

For a step-mother comes in as a foe to
the former children, no kinder than a
viper. And though a son has in his father
a bulwark of defense, how will you, my
daughter, grow to an honored
womanhood? What sort of step-mother

will you get? 1 fear she will cast some



56

nolag tuyxooa oulhyoL T@ 6Q TaTpi; disgraceful slur on your reputation and
un oot v’ aioxpav mpoosPatoton in the prime of your youth destroy your
kAnddéva chances of marriage. For your mother
1iPng év axkuf] covg drapOeipn ydpoug. will never see you married, never stand
0V ydp o€ UNTNp oUTE VUUPEDTEL TTOTE by to encourage you in childbirth, my
oUT €v TOKo101 60101 BapouVel, TEKVOV, daughter, where nothing is better than a

Tapoda’, v’ 00dev untpog evpevéotepov.  mother's goodwill.
(309-319)

Alcestis allows Admetus his relationship with his son (she says that fathers
serve as protection for their sons), but keeps for herself the most critical role in
their relationship with their daughter, who is the future object of exchange in the
imagined marriage. By suggesting that a step-mother would ruin her daughter’s
chances for a good marriage (even while their son would be protected by Admetus)
she is denying that Admetus would have the capacity to negotiate a good marriage
for their daughter. By preventing Admetus from remarrying, she is keeping control
of her daughter’s marriage. Alcestis gets credit and control of her daughter’s
marriage because of her decision to die, which kept Admetus alive, and because of
her capacity to negotiate the terms of her death, which protects her daughter so
that she will one day be in a position to marry well.

As long as Admetus engages in negotiation with Alcestis at all, he cannot

escape the passivity which is the necessary consequence of Alcestis’ agency.* Even

81 . . . PRYs 1
Bassi notes that, in mourning for Alcestis “Admetus takes on the role of his female
literary antecedents. And it is important to stress that this role is not that of an
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Admetus’ capacity to merely agree to the terms of the deal is reduced: the Chorus
eagerly accepts on Admetus’ behalf before he gets the chance to respond to her
demands. When he does respond, as I noted above, he does not argue his own
position or attempt to get Alcestis to compromise hers, but rather willingly offers

Alcestis even more than she asked.

Admetus’ (Lack of a) Deal with Pheres

Pheres, Admetus’ father, shows up at Alcestis’ funeral with gifts for Alcestis’
corpse. Admetus rejects the gifts, and turns his father away from the funeral, angry
that Pheres rejected the deal that Alcestis accepted: to die in Admetus’ place.
Admetus and Pheres argue, and Admetus disowns his father, declaring that he will
accept the dead Alcestis as father in Pheres’ place (630-650). The deal that Admetus
and Pheres did not make is at the forefront throughout their conversation. The
imagined happier consequences of this unrealized deal are contrasted with the

unhappy reality of Admetus’ actual deal with Alcestis:*

Antigone, ie, the unmarried female of heroic stature, but that of the dependent wife
and mother.” (Bassi , 69) Wohl notes “Even in the supreme act of uxorial devotion, a
woman would seem to be a dangerous gift-giver, as Admetus loses not only his
reputation, but also his masculinity and legitimacy.” (Wohl, xvi). Murnaghan notes
that Admetus is also cast in the feminine role when he casts Alcestis choice to die as
a betrayal and begs her not to leave him. In so doing Admetus is using the
conventions of lamentation, a speech act which is very strongly gendered female.
(Murnaghan, 113)

* Burnett comments on the reintroduction at this point in the narrative of Pheres’
past refusal to make a deal with Admetus: “The refusals of Pheres and his wife, in
Alcestis, are placed well back in the past, that they should not interfere with the
necessity of the day’s death, but as soon as Alcestis is gone, they are disinterred with
peculiar violence and allowed to interrupt the funeral in a shocking way. Pheres re-
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When you were put to the test you
showed your true nature, and I do not
count myself as your son. You are, you
know, truly superlative in cowardice; for
though you are so old and have come to
the end of your life, yet you refused and
had not the courage to die for your own
son, but you and your wife let this
woman, who was no blood relative, do so.
I shall consider her with perfect justice
to be both mother and father to me. And
yet it would have been a noble contest to
enter, dying for your son, and in any case

the time you had left to live was short.

Admetus argues that the deal that Alcestis accepted would have more properly

been concluded with Pheres, a man with whom, like Apollo, he has a long-standing

relationship and an expectation of mutual obligation. Because, as Admetus sees it,

Pheres has not lived (or died) up to his side of the deal, Admetus is no longer willing

to fulfil his obligations to his father upon his death; care of his body and burial (665).

enacts his earlier refusal to die for his son in a scene whose only strained parallel is
Creon’s in the Phoenissae.” (Burnett 1971, 26)
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The bond between father and son is broken because Alcestis, not Pheres, made a deal
with Admetus.”

Admetus’ failed deal with Pheres was closer to Apollo’s model of a desirable
deal, in the sense that it was a negotiation with another man, whose relationship to
him is distinct from and existed prior to Admetus’ relationship with Alcestis. But
even if Admetus and Pheres had made a deal, it might still have been problematic in
so far as it accepted the premise of Apollo’s deal with the Fates: that someone must
die in Admetus’ place.

As the situation stands, the fact of Alcestis’ agency in her deal with Admetus
stands in the way of any reconciliation between father and son. Pheres speaks to his
son in a way that emphasizes Alcestis’ agency. She overtakes Admetus in his father’s
attention; Pheres moves very quickly (in the space of a few lines) from addressing
Admetus directly and consoling his son for his loss, to the praise of Alcestis, to

giving Admetus instructions regarding Alcestis’ body, to addressing the dead

Alcestis herself:

MKW KAKOTOL 60161 GUYKAUVWYV, TEKVOV: I come to share in your trouble, my son.
£00ATIG Ydp, 00dELG dvTepel, Kal For you have lost, as no one will deny, a
CWPPOVOG noble and virtuous wife. Yet you must

YUVOIKOG NUAPTNKAG. GAAX TADTX HEV bear these things though they are hard

QEpeLv avaykn Kalmep dvta dVogopa. to bear. Now take this finery, and let it

” In an article on marriage in Euripides, Seaford notes that it is an unusual feature of
Alcestis that a man, rather than a women, is alienated from his natal family “with
the irony that the continuity of the oikos for which Alkestis dies is combined with
total estrangement with the male line of descent.” (Seaford 1990, 166)
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be buried with her. We must show honor
to her corpse seeing that she died to
save your life, my son, and did not leave
me childless or let me waste away in a
stricken old age bereft of you. She has
given the lives of all women a fairer
repute by daring to do this noble

deed. To Alcestis You that both saved this
man's life and raised me up when I was
falling: farewell! In the house of Hades
may it go well with you! A marriage like
this, I maintain, is a boon for mortals,
and if not, it is never worthwhile to

marry.

Pheres goes beyond acknowledging Alcestis’” decision to die and praising her

for it. He frames her decision to die as a deal between the two of them, in which

Admetus’ life is the good which is exchanged: “® tévde uév owoac’, dvaoctfioaca 8¢/

Nuag mitvovtag, xaipe...” (625-6). Pheres’ attempt to build a relationship with his

son which is premised on the assumption that Admetus is an object he has received

in an exchange with Alcestis is doomed to failure, because, as Apollo’s model in the

Prologue, it is a deal negotiated with a woman that assumes female agency.

84 ¢«

You that both saved this man’s life and raised me up when I was falling, farewell”
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Admetus’ rejection of his father is also premised upon Alcestis’ agency and
power to negotiate, and his (Admetus’) relationship with her. Admetus rejects his
bond with his father in favour of his relationship with Alcestis. He claims that his
parents cannot have had any biological relationship with him, since they refused to
die for him (636-40). Since Alcestis did agree to die for him, he accepts her as both
mother and father in their place: ‘v £ym kal untépa/ kai matép’ av Evoikwg av
fiyoiunv udvnv.” *(646-7) In replacing his father with Alcestis, he is replacing
someone who properly has authority over him (Pheres) with someone over whom
he should have authority (Alcestis). Admetus’ relationship with his father is shaped,
and destroyed, by his deal with Alcestis. Rather than mitigating the passivity that
Admetus suffers as a result of his deal with Alcestis, his failed exchange with Pheres

exacerbates it.*

Admetus’ Deal with Heracles
In his deal with Heracles, Admetus succeeds in making the right sort of deal

according to Apollo’s model. He prioritizes the obligation of xenia (bonds between

* “I shall consider her with perfect justice to be both mother and father to me”

* Wohl argues that “Alcestis’ death preserves not only the link between father and
son, the vertical axis of the oikos, but also its horizontal axis, matrimony. For
Alcestis dies not only to save her children, but also to save her husband.” (Wohl,
136) I think rather that Alcestis’ negotiation of the terms of her death, while perhaps
preserving the link between Admetus and his son, destroys the father-son link
between Pheres and Admetus. Wohl does not devote adequate attention to the role
of Alcestis’ capacity to negotiate in the destruction of the relationship between
Pheres and Admetus. Wohl does acknowledge, however, that Admetus’ disowning of
Pheres in favour of Alcestis argues that Alcestis is appropriating Admetus’ patriline
in favour and replacing it with a matriline, and that while this has the immediate
effect of preserving succession, it does constitute a further problem which needs to
be resolved through Admetus’ reclamation of his patriline (Wohl, 138-9).
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men, specifically his relationship with Heracles) over the terms of his deal with
Alcestis. Discarding the terms of his inherently unequal deal with Alcestis, he
engages in a deceptive (but equal and mutual) exchange with Heracles. He uses
Alcestis as the object which facilitates his deception of Heracles, and in so doing
returns her to her proper role as an object whose use facilitates a relationship
between men.

Admetus uses evasion and wordplay to deny the fact of Alcestis’ death to
Heracles. He famously identifies Alcestis only as a generic ‘yov’ (531) when
Heracles asks the identity of the dead woman, and describes her relationship with
the family as “40veiog, EAwc & Av dvaykaia Séuoic” (533). He denies her
individuality and identity, and her specific importance to the household, even as he
denies the fact of her death, through which she achieved that identity and
importance. Admetus redefines Alcestis in terms of her transfer from her father’s
household to his: “natpog Oavdvrog EvOad wppaveveto” (535) in response to
Heracles” question about how she came to die in Admetus’ house. Her choice to die
and which resulted in her absence from the house is erased in favour of the transfer
between men which brought her into his household. This identification of Alcestis in
terms of exchange between men emphasizes even further the erasure of her identity

and the significance of her choice to die.

* “After her father died, she spent her orphan years here.” Hartigan observes: “Thus
by clever wordplay Admetos has denied the fact of Alkestis’ death, revealing the
truth of her prophecy (381). By his action he is also denying the validity of that
surprising on-stage death, the event which we all shared. There will be few more
blatant deceits or denials in Greek tragedy.” (Hartigan, 27)
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When the Chorus questions Admetus’ deception of Heracles and his decision to

act as a host in his time of grief, he justifies his actions in terms of xenia.

AN €l dduwv oge Kol TOAEwS drAaca
EEvov poAdvTa, udAdov dv W énrjveoac;
oV 3fiT’, Emel pot cuUEPOPd PEV OVAEV GV
uelwv gytyvet, a€evidtepog & £yw.

kai Tpdg kakoioty EANo TodT dv Av
Kakdv,

ddpovg kaAeioBat Tovug Epovg
gxOpo&évoug.

a0Tog & Gpiotov Todde TVYXAVW EEvou,
Stav ot "Apyoug dipiav EAOw xO6va.

(553-560)

Yet if I had driven from my house and
city a friend who had just arrived,
would you have praised me more? No,
indeed, since my misfortune would
have been in no way lessened, and I
would have been less hospitable. And in
addition to my ills we would have the
further ill that my house would be
called a spurner of guests. I myself find
in this man the best of hosts whenever

I go to thirsty Argos.

Alcestis doesn’t enter into Admetus’ justification of his behaviour; he doesn’t

mention her name, or even allude to her. Her death is now defined entirely in terms

of its effect on him (pot supgopd). When considering his own circumstances,

Admetus decides that it is best to follow the demands of xenia and protect his

relationship with Heracles. He justifies himself to the chorus, not in terms of what

Alcestis would have wanted or what is appropriate for her, but in terms of his

relationship with Heracles.
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Admetus responds to the Chorus’ continued questioning and focus on his

present state of grief by reiterating his overriding commitment to the principles of

xenia and maintaining his relationship with Heracles.

oUK &v 1toT NOEéAnoev loeABelv ddpoug,
€l TV EUQOV TL TNUATWV EYVWPLOEV.

Kod T uév, oiuat, Spdv Tdd o0 @poveiv
dok®

o0&’ aivéoel pe: Taua & ovk Emiotatal

He would never have consented to enter
the house if he had known anything of
my sorrow. And no doubt someone will
think that in doing this I am being

foolish and will not approve of me. But

uéAaOp’ amwbeiv o0y dripdalerv Eévovg.  my house does not know how to reject or

(563-7) dishonor guests.

He mentions his pain only as something that, if known, would be an
impediment to acting as Heracles’ host. He rejects the public acknowledgment of
Alcestis’ death, and his indebtedness to her, which was a critical feature of Alcestis’
negotiating position and the ongoing enforcement of the terms of their deal. Public
acknowledgement of her death, her decision to die, their negotiation, and Admetus’
death is entirely incompatible with the deceptive anonymity that Admetus needs to
impose on Alcestis in order to act as a good host to Heracles.

Despite their initial scepticism, after Admetus’ explanations the chorus
approves of Admetus’ deceptive hospitality: his reframing of the situation to erase
his deal with Alcestis has been successful, and is reflected in the Chorus’ description:
Kal vV dOHOV AUTETACAG And now, throwing open the gates of his

dé€ato Eivov votep®d PAedpw, house, he has received a guest though
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Tag @iAag kAaiwv GAdXoL VEKLV €v his own eyes were wet, weeping for the
ddpacty aptiBavi: loss of his dear wife so recently perished
TO Y&p €VYEVEG EKQEPETAL TIPOG AidD. in his house. For his noble nature runs
€V toig dyaboiot d¢ mavT €ve- unbridled towards pity and respect. All
oTLV: co@lag dyapal. that is good lives in the hearts of those
mpdg & éud Puxd Bpdoog fotat who are nobly born. I marvel at his

BeooefPii iTa kedva Tpdéerv. (597-605)  wisdom. And sure confidence sits in my
heart that the god-fearing man will
prosper.

That Admetus is hosting Heracles while grieving for the unnamed Alcestis
(&Adxov) is now a sign of his exceptional nobility, rather than an inappropriate
inconsistency with custom or with his deal with Alcestis. His receiving Heracles is a
sign that he is noble ‘edysveq” and acting with appropriate shame/respect (aid®).
That they now heap this praise on Admetus shows the Chorus endorses Admetus’
concern for his relationship with Heracles at the expense of his promises and
obligations to Alcestis, to the extent that they either forget or are willing to ignore
those obligations completely.

Admetus’ deception of Heracles is presented to him as a lavish act of xenia.
When Heracles asks whether Admetus has deceived him about Alcestis’ death, the
servant replies that yes, ‘dyav ékeivdg €0t dyav @iAd€evoc’(809) * his master is

extremely hospitable (lit. loving of those with whom he shares a bond of xenia).

% “My master is too, too hospitable.”
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Heracles does not immediately accept that Admetus’ act was proper, but is
quickly brought from a position of scepticism about Admetus’ deception to an
attitude of admiration and indebtedness. Halfway through the stichomythia, just as
Heracles is being made to appreciate the fact of Alcestis’ death and Admetus’
deception, he asks whether Admetus has done something terrible to him, ‘6AN’ A
nénovBa detv’ vnd E€vwv eudv;’ (816)* Even at this point of greatest doubt, he still
refers to Admetus as his xenos.

The answer to Heracles” question, whether Admetus has done something bad
to him, will in the end prove to be “no.” Only a few lines after asking his question,
Heracles explains to the servant that it was because of Admetus’ deception, which
he now accepts was a favour to him, that he feels obligated to bring Alcestis back
(826-829). Admetus’ deception was not a bad thing, but a xenia gift, which requires a
similarly extravagant and deceptive gift in exchange -- the return of Alcestis.

When Admetus justifies his deception to Heracles, he also appeals to the

principles of xenia:

oUtol ¢ atiwv ovd’ év éxBpoioty Tibeig I was not slighting you or regarding you
Ekpu’ €U yovaikog aBAlov toxag. as an enemy when I concealed from you
GAN &Ayog Ayet TodT Av v my wife's unhappy fate. Rather, it would
TPOOKEIUEVOV, have been pain added to pain if you had

el Tov Tpog &AAoL dduad wpuNong departed for some other friend's house;

EEvou: and it was already enough for me to

* “But has my host done a terrible thing to me?”
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dAc 8¢ kAadery ToOUOV v éuol kakdv. lament my loss.
(1037-1041)

Admetus’ justification answers any objection that Heracles may still be
entertaining to the deception, by making the deception into an act of friendship and
hospitality, not one that treats Heracles as an enemy or dishonours him (1037).
Admetus frames his hospitable gesture to Heracles in such a way as to affirm their

equality in inviting a reciprocal gesture of deceptive gift-giving.”

Heracles” Deal

Heracles repays Admetus’ deception with a mirroring deception of his own.
Where Admetus used the memory of Alcestis to enable his deception of Heracles,
erasing her ability to negotiate by ignoring his deal with her, and erasing her
identity by making her into an anonymous and generic woman,” Heracles makes her

silent and passive anonymity into a physical reality, by retrieving her in physical

* Dellner argues that Admetus’ exchange with Heracles is equivalent to Admetus’
exchange with Alcestis, in that both incur debts that Admetus can never hope to
repay(Dellner 2000, 10). In my view the two exchanges are crucially different:
Heracles and Admetus have a mutual exchange and engage in mutual deception, and
both use Alcestis as their medium of deceptive exchange. Heracles and Admetus
give gifts, Alcestis makes demands; that is, Heracles and Admetus benefit each other
through their exchange (gifts), and Alcestis offers a sacrifice in return for a sacrifice

(demand).

7 O’Higgins comments on the Admetus’ process replacing Alcestis with an idealized
substitute: “In the course of the play Admetus plans to replace his living wife with a
lifeless (but glamorous) substitute: before her death he promises to array her corpse
in splendid clothing; and later (but still during Alcestis’ life) he vows to console
himself with a crafted replica of his wife. At the play’s end, the “heroine” returns as
a speechless and veiled prize, won by Heracles. The audience may well suppose that,
far from being a triumphant return from the underworld, a classic heroic feat in
Greek and many other traditions, this “return” is in fact a regression to the suspect
automaton which instituted and defined the race of women.” (O’Higgins, 78)
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form from the underworld. He returns her veiled and physically indistinguishable
from any other woman, silent so that she is unable either to assert her identity or to
negotiate her to improve her position. * Heracles hands her over to Admetus as his
property, whom he chooses to give and whom Admetus chooses to accept, in an
exchange in which her actual identity is demonstrably incidental: Heracles is
deceiving Admetus as to Alcestis” identity the whole time the exchange is taking
place. Alcestis’ ability to negotiate, which stemmed from her ability to choose to die
publicly and openly, is completely removed when her life is restored and she is
returned to Admetus as both the physical sign of the relationship between the men
and the locus of the mutual deception which defines that relationship. *

When Heracles returns to Admetus’ house after retrieving Alcestis from Hades,
he tells Admetus that he objects to Admetus’ deception about Alcestis’ death, and
presents the deception as something that could threaten their friendship:

@iAov mpog avdpa xpn Aéyerv EAevBépwg,  One should speak frankly to a friend,
"Adunte, pou@dg & o) Umd omAdyxvol;  Admetus, and not silently store up
EXELV reproaches in the heart. 1thought it

oly®OVT. Eyw 8¢ 001G kakoioly N&lovv right that I should stand by you in your

** Both Rabinowitz and Foley comment on the resemblance of this scene to a
marriage or betrothal ceremony, in which Heracles is giving Alcestis away to
Admetus. (Foley 2001, 324-5, Rabinowitz 1993, 90)

” Segal argues that over the course of the play Admetus undergoes a transformative

grieving process, which is arrested by Alcestis’ return. From that he argues that
Admetus makes the wrong choice in accepting Alcestis from Heracles and
prioritizing his relationship with Heracles over his promises to Alcestis. (Segal 1992,
144) 1disagree, and argue that Admetus makes the right choice, and in accepting
Alcestis from Heracles is engaging in the sort of deal that Apollo’s model suggests he

should.
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misfortune and give proof that I was
your friend. Yet you did not tell me your
wife was laid out for burial but feasted
me in the house, saying that you were
busy with a grief not your own. So I
garlanded my head and poured libations
to the gods in your house in its hour of
misfortune. I do object to this treatment,
indeed I do. Yet I do not want to cause

you pain in the midst of your trouble.

Heracles’ objection to Admetus’ deception is disingenuous. As Heracles

explained to the Therapon before he left to retrieve Alcestis, it was Admetus’ gesture

of deceptive hospitality that caused him to set out to retrieve Alcestis in order to

repay Admetus’ gesture. In the course of that conversation, Heracles had already

come around to the view that Admetus’ deception was a noble gesture of excessive

hospitality to which his response was not offence, but reciprocation.

Heracles’ expression of disapproval of Admetus’ deception is a prelude to

Heracles’ own deception of Admetus. Heracles presents an anonymous Alcestis to

her husband, persuading Admetus to accept her into his household as a servant by

telling him that he won her as a prize in athletic competition(1020-1036). By

deceiving Admetus into unknowingly accepting the gift of his wife, Heracles

simultaneously repays both Admetus’ hospitality and his deception.



70

The exchange of Alcestis completes the deal between Admetus and Heracles,
confirming their capacity to engage in legitimate deals, and completely negates
Alcestis’ capacity to engage in deals, placing her firmly in the role of exchanged
object.

The story that Heracles invents about Alcestis reinforces her passivity and her
lack of agency. Heracles’ story equates Alcestis with animals that are exchanged
between men. He asks Admetus to keep Alcestis for him while he retrieves the
Thracian mares. The real errand that he uses as a pretext for depositing an
anonymous woman with Admetus is a reference to his obligation to Eurystheus and
the series of deals between men associated with that mythic tradition. Alcestis is
then associated with the objects and animals that are shuffled between men as part
of Heracles’ labours. In the invented athletic competition in which he claims to have
won Alcestis, Heracles says horses, cattle, and women were all awarded as prizes:

T Uév yap koD@a TOIC VIKQGTV AV Those victorious in the light events won

** Rabinowitz comments on the way that the interaction between Heracles and
Admetus turns Alcestis from subject to generic object following her potentially
threatening return from the underworld: “The residual power nonetheless
immanent in such a figure is controlled by making Alcestis the “subject” of a joke
and turning her into an object in an exchange of gifts between men. In this way, we
will see, the play deprives her of her potential strength and renders her a cipher --
meaning zero, and thus empty but nonetheless crucial as a placeholder. Having
been glorified (or, as I claim, fetishized) for her self-abnegation in sacrifice, she is
turned into a simulacrum, the imitation of her own rival.” (Rabinowitz 1993, 72)
While I agree with her assertion that Alcestis is made into a meaningless
placeholder, I disagree that the exchange interaction between Heracles and Admetus
which accomplishes this transformation is best understood as a “joke” (as
Rabinowitz does throughout her argument). By analyzing it instead as a deception,
and part of system of deceptive exchanges in the rest of the play, the scene is better
integrated into the rest of the play, and its importance is much easier to appreciate.
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inroug dyeobat, Toiot § av ta peilova horses as a prize, while those in the
VIKQOL, TUYHNV Kol TaAnv, fovpdpPra: greater events, boxing and wrestling,
yovn & €’ avtoic einet’: évruxdvt 8¢ won cattle, with a woman in addition.

adoxpov mapeivar képdog Av T88 evkAeéc.  Since I happened to be there, it seemed a
dAN, Gomep eimov, ool uéAelv yuvaika shame to let slip this chance for profit

Xpn: combined with glory. But as I said, you

oV yap kAomaiov GAAG oUv tévw Aafwv  must care for the woman. For I did not

NKw: XpOvw 8¢ kat oL Y aivéoelg 1owg steal her but won her with labor.
(1029-1036). Perhaps in time you will praise me for
this.

In Heracles’ fiction, Alcestis has come into his possession just as a cow or a
horse might; her agency is as irrelevant as theirs.

Alcestis’ reality is reflected by the fictional association with the exchanged
animals. Like the imagined animals, Alcestis is silent.” Like an animal, Alcestis is
being used not as an individual but as an example of her type: a cow may be of better
or worse quality, but one is not normally overly concerned with its specific identity
or individuality, other than for the purposes of establishing who owns it. Alcestis,
while veiled, is not Alcestis, but someone whose characteristics are pleasingly or
distressingly similar to the real Alcestis (who conforms most closely to the ideal

specifications of her breed as woman and wife). Admetus compares the veiled

” For an alternative explanation of Alcestis’ silence based on its ritual necessity, see
Betts 1965.
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woman to Alcestis’ body, making clear that she is important not for herself, but for
her resemblance to Alcestis:

o0 &, @ yoval, Woman, whoever you are, know that in
fitic mot’ €1 60, TalT #xovs” AAkHoTid shape you are like Alcestis and resemble

Hop@TiG pétp’ 1001, kai mpooniat déuag.  her in appearance. What agony! Take

otpot. kKOpLle TpdG Be®V €€ dupdtwy this woman out of my sight, by the gods,
yuvaika tvde, un W €Ang npnuévov. do not slay again one who is dead! For
dok® yap avTnyv elcop®dv yovaiy Opdv when I see her I think I see my wife. She
gurpv: BoAot 8¢ kapdiav, €k & duudtwy makes my heart pound, and tears stream
TNyoi KATEPPWYAOLV: O TAUWY YW, from my eyes. Oh luckless me! It is but
wg dptt TévBoug Tode yebouat Tikpod. now that I taste the full bitterness of this
(1061-9) grief!

That the veiled woman is in fact Alcestis does give her a greater claim to an
individual identity than if she were, as Admetus is led to assume, a woman who
strongly resembles Alcestis. ** That the resemblance is in this case perfect simply
means that Alcestis conforms as closely as possible to the ideal woman envisaged by
Admetus, and so will be able to fill the empty slot reserved for a woman in Admetus’

household.” Another woman might have filled this slot almost as well; the

” Luschnig comments on Alcestis in disguise and the “ambiguity of her
resurrection”: “Only by appearing to be somebody else can she make herself not
only appreciated but even known.” (Luschnig 1995, 10) I am arguing the opposite
point: that by appearing to be herself, Alcestis demonstrates the relative

unimportance of her identity and the loss of the recognition she had enjoyed before

her death.

7 . : . s .
Stieber addresses this theme in an article on the statue motif in Alcestis. She
argues that the audience is set up throughout the play to see statue-like qualities in
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recognition of her individuality that Alcestis gained with her death has been lost,

once she is no longer dead.

Conclusion

In Alcestis, Admetus’ deal with Heracles competes with his deal with Alcestis.
These deals are modelled after Admetus’ deal with Apollo, and Apollo’s deal with the
Fates, respectively. Apollo’s two models show that a deal between men is
constructive and desirable, and a deal between a man and a woman is not. A deal
between men is of mutual benefit to the participants, both of whom have a
legitimate claim on subjectivity. In a deal between a man and a woman, the more
the woman'’s illegitimate subjectivity, the less the man’s. Admetus’ deal with
Alcestis saps his subjectivity and capacity to make deals in support of Alcestis.

By the play’s conclusion, Apollo’s model of negotiations has been successfully
implemented. Admetus correctly prioritizes his deal with Heracles, and rejects his
deal with Alcestis. Through his deal with Heracles, Admetus regains the subjectivity
that he surrendered as a result of his deal with Alcestis.

Heracles and Admetus have succeeded in transforming Alcestis into a passive
object, whose exchange validates their deal and erases her capacity to negotiate.
Alcestis has regained her life, at the expense of her subjectivity and individuality,

the qualities she negotiated for when she surrendered her life in her deal with

Alcestis at the end of the play, so that they will recognize Alcestis’ silence at the end
of the play as statue-like. (Stieber 69) The audience is then primed to recognize
comments on how life-like she is, and how much she resembles Alcestis, as the sort
of praise one might give a high-quality portrait-statue (or funeral monument).
(Stieber 83-84)



Admetus. She has become a good woman not because of her noble death, but

because of the passive and anonymous life that replaces it.

74



75

Medea

Every deal in Medea is negotiated with the title character, and each one is
destructive. In Alcestis, men make deals with each other which contain Alcestis’
destructive subjectivity. In Medea, the men do not even interact with each other
during the action of the play.

Medea participates in three deals in the play -- with Creon, with Jason, and
with Aegeus. These deals form a cycle, and Medea shows their intersection. Jason’s
deal with Medea is in the past, and the audience sees only the end; Creon’s deal with
Medea is begun and completed during the course of the play; Aegeus’ deal is in the
future, and the audience only sees the beginning. Through references and allusions
to the past and future, all three deals are shown to be close analogues; each man’s
deal with Medea is characterized by interruption of the homosocial bonds formed
through marriage, and by harm to his children. Medea’s subjectivity is an
unchanging and destructive force because, unlike Alcestis, she is never made the

object of any deal.”

* Many readers interpret Medea, and Medea herself, as a warning against the
destructive power of women’s agency. Segal: “One can regard the play as the
exploration of a bold hypothesis. Suppose the suppressed woman of this patriarchal
society had the will and the power not only to express her resentment openly but
also to act on that resentment. What would such a woman look like, and what would
the world that contains such a woman look like? The play suggests answers to these
questions that must have been terrifying to many in the audience. It shows an ever-
widening rift between Medea’s helplessness as a woman in a male-controlled society
and her power as a granddaughter of Helios who possesses powerful instruments of
death.” (Segal 1996, 17). McDermott “[I]f, as Medea asserts at lines 214ff., she is like
all women, then perhaps all women (despite their disclaimers) are capable of the
same abominations as Medea. Such a reaction would result in a heightened sense
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Medea’s Deal with Creon

Medea’s deal with Creon takes place entirely within the space of the play. In
his only interaction with Medea, Creon is drawn into a deal with her against his
better judgment. Making a deal with Medea requires an implied endorsement of her
subjectivity. Creon’s willingness to treat Medea as a subject leaves him vulnerable to
her destructive influence. After the terms of their deal are negotiated, Medea
exploits Creon’s vulnerability. She uses his daughter as a means of exacting revenge
against him and against Jason, making the princess into a deadly and animated
corpse; a horrific physical manifestation of inappropriate female agency.

When Creon approaches Medea, his position is absolute: he is ordering Medea’s
immediate departure from the city with her children ‘uf T uéAAewv’ *(274). He does
not at first offer any justification or support for his position. He is communicating a
decision that has already been made, not giving an opening position in a
negotiation, which he may be willing to compromise over the course of a discussion.

But when Medea asks him directly for an explanation for his actions, appealing
to his sympathy for her self-described state of helplessness (277-281), Creon offers

her the explanation she demands:

that heavy societal restrictions laid upon women may potentially backfire, that the
subsurface smoldering that they generate may burst out into the open in destructive
flashes. We know that Euripides was aware of such repercussions of repression,
especially as regards women, from his great play on that theme, the
Bacchae.”(McDermott 1989, 50). See also Rabinowitz 1993 , 150. What has not been
explored is Medea’s destructive subjectivity as it is expressed by making deals, and
the extent to which her destruction is the result of men'’s failure to control her
through deals, rather than an inevitable consequence of her uniquely overwhelming
subjectivity.

* “Instantly”



§¢801kd o (008Ev Sel mapaunioxetv

Aéyouc)

un pot Tt dpdong maid dvAKESTOV Kakdv.

cuUP&AAeTan 8¢ TOAAX To0dE detyparta:
cOQT TEPUKAG KAl KAK®OV TOAAGV 10p1g,
Avumti] 8¢ Aéxtpwv avdpOg EdTEPNHEVN.
KAVw & Grethelv o, w¢ anayyéAlovoi
pot,

TOV dOVTA Kl YAHAVTA KOl YOUOUUEVHV
Spdoerv T TadT obV mpiv Tadeiv
@UAGEouaL.

Kpeiooov O€ Yot VOV mpdg o dmexOéabar,
yovat,

Tl aABakio0£vE’ Votepov UETAOTEVELV.

(282-291)

77

[ am afraid ( no need to dissemble )
that you will do some deadly harm to my
daughter. Many indications of this
combine: you are a clever woman and
skilled in many evil arts, and you are
smarting with the loss of your husband's
love. And I hear that you are
threatening—such is the report people
bring—to harm the bride, her father, and
her husband. So I shall take precautions
before the event. It is better for me to
incur your hatred now, woman, than to

be soft now and regret it later.

By showing himself willing to provide her with an explanation, Creon shows

that he is open to negotiation. When Creon gives the specific grounds for his fears,

he is offering arguments that Medea can counter. When he admits that he fears

Medea, he is admitting that she has power over him. When he admits that he will

incur Medea’s hatred, he is admitting that he has considered her perspective and her

emotional state, and that these considerations have some bearing on his action.

When he suggests that he may later regret his decision, he signals that he is

vulnerable to persuasion. While Creon may seem to be offering a strong defence of
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his position, the fact that he offers a defence at all signals his willingness to
negotiate. He is no longer making a decree; he proposing his terms and inviting a
counter-offer.

Medea responds to Creon by addressing his principal argument in favour of
her exile: that she will prove dangerous to him if allowed to stay. She argues that
since he has done nothing wrong to her (a premise it would be extremely awkward
for him to refute), she has no grievance with him (307-312). Medea then proposes
her own terms: that she be allowed to stay and in exchange she will concede his
authority and not act against him: “€até W’ oikeiv. kal yap fdiknuévor/
olynodueoda, kpeloodvwyv vikouevol” ' (314-15). Creon rejects her terms and her
argument, but does not end the conversation. He is unwilling to accept these
particular terms, but not unwilling to deal. He does not leave, or have Medea
expelled by force. His continued engagement with her allows Medea to establish a
greater claim on a reciprocal relationship with him. She begs him as a suppliant,
and appeals to their love of their respective homelands (324-30). Creon’s confession
that his concern for his daughter is of overriding importance to him, second only to
his love of his homeland (328), opens more common ground. The continued
conversation gives Medea an opportunity to propose another set of terms from the
physically close and morally compelling position of a suppliant (338-9):
plav pe peivatl TAVY €acov fuépav Allow me to remain this one day and to

ko Evpmepavat epovtid 1 pev€odueda,  complete my plans for exile and to

100 «¢

But let me stay in this land. For although I have been wronged I will hold my
peace, yielding to my superiors.”
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ensure some provision for my children,
since their father does not care to do so.
Have pity on them: you too are a parent,
and we might expect you to be well-
disposed towards them. I do not care if I
myself go into exile. It

is their experience of misfortune I weep

for.

Medea’s terms, that she will accept exile provided that she be allowed a day to

prepare, are strongly based in an appeal to her children’s welfare. Creon, against his

better judgement, accepts Medea’s terms, and allows her to stay in the city for one

day, even as he admits that he is probably making a mistake: kai vov 6p® uév

e€apaptdavwv'®(350). He enters into a deal with Medea in which he has nothing to

gain by negotiating, and which he knows can have only unhappy consequences for

him.

After Creon leaves, Medea takes great satisfaction in explaining to the Chorus

that she was negotiating in bad faith, and that her protestations of goodwill and

harmlessness and her appeals as a suppliant were all a deliberate deception to

extract the time she needed from Creon. She boasts:

dokelg yap av pe tovde Bwmeboai mote

101 ¢«

Do you think I would ever have fawned

And now, though I see that I am making a serious mistake”
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el un T kepdaivovoav f TExVWUEVNV; on this man unless I stood to gain, unless
o0d’ av mpoceinov ovd av NPaunv I were plotting? I would not even have
XEPOTV. spoken to him or touched him with my
0 & €¢ tocodtov pwplag deiketo, hands. But he has reached such a pitch

WoT, €60V avT® TdY eAelv PovAedpata  of folly that, while it lay in his power to

YA¢ EkPardvty, TV E@Tikev Nuépavy check my plans by banishing me, he has
peivad W, &v 1 Tpeic TV UiV éx0piv permitted me to stay for this day, a day
VEKPOUG on which I shall make corpses of three of

Onow, matépa te Kal kKOpNV MooV T Eudv.  my enemies, the father, his daughter,
(368-75) and my husband.

In this speech, Medea makes explicit the direct connection between Creon’s
susceptibility to her deception, her deal with him, and the destruction of Creon,
Jason and the Princess as a result of that deal. She is clear that the deal is not based
on mutual gain and that the deception is not intended to coax Creon into a deal
which would ultimately be to his benefit, as were the deceptive deals between men
in Alcestis. By her own admission, Medea’s deal and her deception are intended to
benefit only her, and to harm the man who enters into a deal with her.

Though Medea’s deception of Creon certainly contributes to her successful
negotiation for time to carry out her revenge, it would be wrong to attribute Creon’s
failure to stop Medea’s destruction only to her deception. Creon, although aware of
the danger that Medea poses (as he repeats several times), nevertheless allows

himself to be drawn into a deal with her. It is only once he agrees to deal with
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Medea that her intentions become relevant, and he becomes vulnerable to her
deception.

Creon and Medea never meet again. Medea uses the day’s grace she negotiated
to carry out her revenge, part of which is tricking the Princess into accepting
poisoned gifts: a crown and a robe coated in a substance which burns her flesh away
when she puts them on. A messenger reports to Medea how Creon dies from coming
into contact with his daughter’s toxic corpse. Upon his discovery of his daughter’s

body, he bemoans her death and embraces her, but is then unable to disengage

himself from her body:
génel 0¢ Opnvwv kal ydwv énavdoarto, But when he had ceased from his
xplwv yepatov é€avaotiioat d€pag wailing and lamenting and wished to

npooeixed’ Wote K1oo0g Epveoty ddgvng  raise up his aged body to his feet, he

Aentoiot mémAoig, deva & Av stuck fast to the fine-spun dress, as ivy
naAaioyarta: clings to laurel-shoots, and a terrible

0 uev yap RBeX’ é€avaotiioat yévv, wrestling ensued. For he wanted to rise
1 & avteAdut’: €l 8¢ Tpog Piav dyot, to his knees, but she held him fast and
OGPKAG YEPALAG EOTIAPACT AT OOTEWV. prevented him. And if he used force, he
(1211-7) would rip his aged flesh from his bones.

In throwing himself on his daughter’s corpse, Creon repeats the mistake that
he made when he was drawn into a deal with Medea. Creon treats his daughter’s
corpse, an inanimate although person-like object, as a person with whom he could
speak and interact. While it is not unusual in Greek tragedy for the deceased to be

addressed by a mourner, Creon’s physical engagement with his daughter’s corpse is
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shown to be inappropriate by its disastrous result. Creon’s error is not in lamenting
a corpse by addressing the deceased as though she were still alive, but in engaging
with his daughter’s corpse specifically. The Princess is to be objectified because
firstly she is female; her death reinforces rather than creates her status as an object.

Others knew better than to touch the corpse after seeing the manner of her
death, as the messenger explains: ‘ndo1 & Av @dPog O1yeiv/ vekpod: TOXNV Yap
gixopev di1ddokalov™” (1202-3). But Creon does not see the poison at work on his
daughter’s body, and although he sees the aftermath, he is not scared away from
touching her. His contact with her is physically destructive and ultimately fatal.'”
Once Creon chooses to touch her, the corpse is disturbingly active in its reluctance
to let him go; at this point the messenger goes back to using a female pronoun for
the corpse, and she is described as actively holding on to her father: “n &
avteAalut’.” The Princess’ corpse destroys her father in an act of frighteningly
inappropriate subjectivity.

Creon’s mistake in his interaction with Medea was treating her as an

appropriate person to make a deal with, when he should have realized that she, like

12 “And we were all afraid to touch the corpse, taught well by the event we had seen.”

" Mueller sees a connection between Medea’s destruction of the Princess through
dowry-like gifts, symbolically connected to her own marriage to Jason and the
Golden Fleece (the crown and the robe are golden and made of fleece, respectively).
“If the weaving of the fleece, then, can be read metaphorically as the union
(sumploke) of Jason and Medea through marriage, its unraveling is a logically parallel
enactment of that marriage’s destruction. Thus, when Medea’s peplos touches the
body of the princess, it destroys more than that woman and her father; the
disintegration extends to Medea’s own marriage, brought to an end symbolically by
the same objects with which it was first contracted.” (Mueller 2001, 492) See also
Mueller 2008, 164-5 for Medea’ plot against the Princess as a reenactment of
Medea’s own marriage to Jason.
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his daughter’s corpse, should only be treated as an object. Once he chooses to make
a deal with Medea, he finds it impossible to extricate himself from her influence.
Creon’s death is the result of his inappropriate involvement with Medea and with his
daughter. His deal with Medea allows her to wrap his daughter in poison, and his
emotional attachment to his daughter, which persists even after he has given her
away in marriage to Jason (a transaction in which Creon both objectifies and
surrenders his daughter), causes him to fall victim to the same poison.

Creon fails to complete his exchange of his daughter with Jason, because
Medea’s influence makes it impossible for him to separate his body from hers. The
pronoun in ‘| § dvtedalut’ can be interpreted as referring to the Princess’ corpse, as
above. But it can also refer to Medea. The part of the messenger speech immediately
preceding describes the robes that Medea poisoned, not the Princess’ flesh itself,
holding onto Creon’s body and wrestling with him for control. Creon is hopelessly
and fatally ensnared in his deal with Medea at the same time that he is fused to his
daughter’s body. Medea’s presence onstage for the messenger speech, and her relish
of the details of the deaths'”, can only enhance the impression that it is she who is

holding on to Creon, and not (only) the dead Princess.'” Creon experiences a

" Rabinowitz notes how through the messenger’s description, the Princess becomes
the object of Medea’s vicarious pornographic gaze. (Rabinowitz 1992, 49-50)

105 . . . . . . .
Hopman argues that in burning the Princess with poison, Medea is re-enacting

her meeting with Jason in Colchis and their marriage, and that the Princess serves as
a substitute for Medea in this re-enactment. Medea “stages a revised version of her
own wedding that emphasizes her autonomy as gift giver and enacts the
consequences that, according to her, result from Jason’s remarriage. The young,
innocent Medea inflamed by love for Jason has been annihilated and transformed
into a bride of Hades.” (Hopman 2008, 165)
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feminizing loss of bodily integrity in the face of Medea’s assault, in which she uses
his daughter’s body as a weapon against him.'”

Creon dies because of his literal inability to let go of his daughter.'” 1tis a
physical manifestation of his inability, shared with Jason and Aegeus, to engage in
appropriate deals with other men of the sort that would contain Medea’s

subjectivity and render her harmless.

Medea’s deal with Aegeus

The audience sees only the beginning of Medea’s deal with Aegeus. Medea and
Aegeus easily and apparently amicably negotiate the terms of their deal onstage. As
the play ends, Medea is about to leave for Athens where she and Aegeus are to carry
out the terms of their deal.

It would be easy to see Medea’s deal with Aegeus as positive and therefore
distinct from Medea’s other deals, and to see it as a useful and deliberate contrast to

the deal with Jason and Creon.'® In this view, the other deals have bad outcomes

" Rabinowitz notes the masculine and phallic nature of women’s violence “In
tragedy after tragedy, we see the female defined as sexual, possessed of a desire that
destroys. When women are active and assertive like Clytemnestra and Medea, that
sexuality is masculine and makes its object in turn a feminized victim; they usurp
the phallocratic subject’s privilege of pornography.” (Rabinowitz 1992, 51)

" See Seaford 1990, 152 for examples in Euripides of the danger present when the

transfer of a woman from her natal to her marital household fails.
" Buchan asserts that “Aegeus remains a foreign presence, a haphazard addition

and affront to any organic unity of the plot.” (Buchan 2008, 3). Boedeker contrasts
Jason breaking his oaths with Aegeus keeping his oaths (Boedeker 1991, 98). Mueller
argues that “Aegeus functions in several ways as a precise complement to Jason. His
marriage is childless, but he has remained loyal to his wife and seeks help from the
Delphic oracle.” Mueller also argues that Aegeus differs from Jason in that Aegeus is
able to see and acknowledge that Jason has treated Medea badly, and in that he
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because of Jason’s and Creon’s poor negotiating tactics and failure to properly
appreciate Medea’s subjectivity and the depth of her anger. Against this view, I
argue that it is the fact that they all enter into any deal at all with Medea, not the
particular way in which they negotiate, that is significant.

Aegeus, like Creon and Jason before him, will suffer the disruption of his
relationships with other men as a result of his deal with Medea. The fact that
Aegeus does not immediately appreciate or experience the repercussions of his deal
with Medea makes his deal more ominously similar to Jason’s and Creon’s, not less.
Jason and Creon both experience the worst effects of their deals when the terms are
carried out, not during the negotiation phase. Medea’s deal with Aegeus could be
the hopeful beginning of a deal with Medea that will have unprecedented success,
but it is more plausibly interpreted as a suggestion that Medea’s destructive cycle of

deals will continue.'”

offers Medea help (Mueller 2001, 487). Luschnig argues that Aegeus is different from
Jason in that Aegeus is a “good man,” and that Aegeus is different from Creon in that
he is a “good king”, even while acknowledging the implications in the play that
Aegeus is already coming under Medea’s control in the same way that the others did
(Luschnig 2007, 32). Schein, by contrast, interprets Medea’s encounter with Aegeus
as parallel to the others, in a reading similar to mine: “Throughout the play, in her
successive encounters with Creon, Aegeus, and Jason, Medea uses her understanding
of philia, and her ability to exploit it and other traditional institutions and
relationships of reciprocity, to achieve her own ends and defeat her enemies.”
(Schein 1990, 62)

" Nimis argues for the similarity between Aegeus’ and Creon’s deals with Medea:

“When the Athenian male hero Aegeus arrives on stage and Medea proposes to help
him with his problem, childlessness, in exchange for being allowed to enter his city
and find safety there -- the very devil’s bargain that Jason has just lamented earlier
in the play -- what was going through the minds of the Athenian men in the
audience? Did they, knowing what they did about Medea, begin yelling to Aegeus
like a child in a scary movie: “Don’t do it, Aegeus! She’s a witch!” “ (Nimis 2007, 402).



86

Aegeus makes clear from the friendly greeting at the beginning of his
conversation with Medea (663-4) that he is is happy to engage with her. Medea is
able to gently lead the conversation with Aegeus to achieve the deal she wants."*
Medea learns that Aegeus has been to Delphi to ask what he should do to beget
children, and has received an oracle he is unable to interpret. Medea inserts herself
into Aegeus’ effort to interpret the oracle:

M: ti §fjta ®oifog einé oot maidwv mépr;  M: What then did Phoebus tell you about
Az copwtep’ 1 Kat &vdpa cupPaleiv €mn.  children?
M: B€pig pev Nuag xpnouov eidévai Beod;  A: Words too wise for mortal to
A: uaAioT’, €mel Tot Kol oG deital interpret.
PpeVAG. M: Is it lawful for me to hear the
M: T AT €xpnoe; Aé€ov, €1 Béuig kAVetv.  response?
’A: GoKOD Ue TOV TpovXovTa U Aboat A: Most certainly: it calls for a wise
néda... mind.
M: mipiv &v ti dpdong A tiv’ é€ikn x00va;  M:What then did the god say? Tell me, if
'A: tpiv &v Tatp@av avdig éotiov ubAw. it is lawful to hear.
(674-81) A:‘Do not the wineskin's salient foot
untie. . .
M: Until you do what or come to what

country?

" Fletcher notes that the “liturgical quality of the stichomythia -- its antiphonal
question and response format -- enhances the impression that Medea is controlling
Aegeus’ speech.” (Fletcher 2003, 34). Compare Medea’s control of Creon’s body,
above.
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A:'.. until you come to hearth and home
again.’

Aegeus is describing a relationship with Apollo, where the result of their
interchange will be the production of children for Aegeus. In this sense, the
relationship between Aegeus and Apollo is analogous to the relationship between
father- and son-in-law, but without the exchange of a woman."! Aegeus admits that
he is not able to participate in his deal with Apollo, when he says that the oracle is
‘coptep fj Kat dvdpa cuuPalelv €nn’ (675).""? He says that the oracle is
incomprehensible to andres, ‘men’, not to anthropoi’, ‘humans’, as might be expected.
His word choice simultaneously calls attention to the presumption that deals for the
production of children should be conducted between men, and to his inability, as a
man, to complete this transaction with Apollo.

His word choice also pointedly leaves open the possibility that Medea, a
woman, will be able to interpret the prophecy. Medea does not immediately provide
Aegeus with an interpretation, but her ability to do so, and the possibility that she
will, has been strongly suggested.

After Medea inserts herself in the role of interpreter, she constructs a scenario
in which the exchange between Apollo and Aegeus alone is no longer sufficient to
enable Aegeus to have children. Medea’s help is now also necessary, since she is

needed to perform the act of interpretation on the prophecy on Aegeus’ behalf. She,

" The formulaic phrase for contracting marriage between a father- and son-in-law in
New Comedy is “I give you my daughter to sow for the purpose of producin
legitimate children.’ (Pomeroy 1997, 33) The relationship is between the men, an
its purpose is to produce children; the daughter is an instrument to fulfill this
purpose.

"2 “Words too wise for mortals to interpret”
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and not Apollo, would be the one to transmit the prophecy to Aegeus, in a form that
she has adapted to allow him to make use of it. As is the case in her other deals,
Medea’s help is not actually necessary or beneficial. Instead, she seduces Aegeus
away from appropriate deals with men for the production of children, and into
dangerous reliance on female subjectivity.

Aegeus’ unnamed wife has a passive and supportive role which may be
contrasted with Medea’s active role. She appears only very briefly in the text of the
play, when Aegeus informs Medea, when she asks, that he has a wife (672). It may be
inferred that Aegeus’ wife has already been given to him as the object of an
exchange, marriage, to allow him to get children through the use of her body.
Aegeus’ answers to Medea’s questions imply that her body continues to be available
to him for this purpose. The only contribution to this project required of Aegeus’
wife is to continue in a state of passive availability -- that is, to take no action.
Medea, however, has to choose to perform an action for Aegeus to have children.
This is an action that she can choose to perform or not, and puts her in an excellent
negotiating position in her deal with Aegeus.

When Medea puts forward the terms of her deal to Aegeus, she makes an
explicit offer to provide him with children in return for a place in his city and
household:"”

AOyw pev olxi, kaptepelv d¢ PovAeTat. But I beg you by your beard and by your

AN dvtopai og T0de TPOG YEVELAOOG knees and I make myself your suppliant:

" Euripides was likely familiar with the tradition in which Medea herself bore
Aegeus a child in Athens. (Segal 1996, 16)
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have pity, have pity on an unfortunate
woman, and do not allow me to be cast
into exile without a friend, but receive
me into your land and your house as a
suppliant. If you do so, may your longing
for children be brought to fulfillment by
the gods, and may you yourself die
happy! You do not know what a lucky
tind you have made in me. I will put an
end to your childlessness and cause you
to beget children, for I know the

medicines to do it.

Medea proposes the terms of her deal to Aegeus after a stichomythia, as she

did with Creon. As with Creon, she appeals to Aegeus as a suppliant, repeating the

phrase ‘mpdg ... yovdtwv ‘ (324, 709-10) from that earlier encounter. Aegeus is not

hostile as Creon was, so Medea has less need to press every advantage. However, her

use of the same tactic, and the structural similarity between the two encounters,

emphasize the overall similarity between the two deals, and the likelihood that

Medea’s relationship with Aegeus may become hostile.

Aegeus accepts Medea’s terms, admitting that his decision is influenced in

large part by her promise of children (719-21). When Aegeus leaves, they have

agreed that Medea will join him shortly in Athens. Aegeus has, at Medea’s urging,
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sworn oaths that once she arrives he will allow her to stay and defend her from any
enemies who may wish her harm.

The similarity between the deal with Aegeus and the other deals in Medea is
strengthened if Medea’s actions in Aegeus household in Athens are taken into
account. Medea’s attempt to poison Aegeus’ son Theseus (conceived with Aethra,

)114

daughter of Pittheus, whom Aegeus told Medea he was going to see)" is the subject
of Euripides’ fragmentary play Aegeus, which predates Medea'" The outline of the
plot is likely this: Theseus, having come of age, journeys to Athens, according the
the instructions that Aegeus left with Aethra. When Theseus arrives, Medea learns
that he is Aegeus’ son, although Aegeus does not. Medea plots with Aegeus to kill
Theseus by administering poison, and almost succeeds. However, Aegeus recognizes
his son just in time, and saves him. Medea is exiled. *°

There are obvious parallels between this and the outcome of Medea’s other

deals. She has already left a city after committing violence against the royal family

" Kovacs advances a theory that first, Theseus’ mother will be the wife that Aegeus

spoke of in Athens, and second, that this wife may very well be Pittheus’ daughter
Aethra. Kovacs proposes that after speaking with Medea, Aegeus abandons his plan
of going to visit Pittheus in Troezen, but instead returns home to Athens. There, in
accordance with the prophecy, he conceives Theseus with Aethra (Kovacs 2008, 298-
303) I find Kovacs’ argument plausible. If his interpretation is adopted, and we
believe that Aegeus is married to Aethra, then his deal with Medea has disrupted the
relationship he has with Pittheus, since after making the deal with Medea, Aegeus
chooses not to ask Pittheus for help. The interrupted relationship between Aegeus
and Pittheus is then comparable to, though much less extreme than, the
interrupted relationship between Jason and Creon. They are both father-in-
law/son-in-law relationships which Medea interrupts, and part of that interruption
consists of Medea’s presence as an actual or potential alternative mother for the
son-in-law’s children.

e Aegeus was produced soon after 450, Medea in 431 (Webster, 52)
He Webster, 77



91

in Colchis, Iolcus and Corinth. When she left her father’s household, and when she
left Jason’s, she killed their sons. That Medea did not succeed in killing Theseus is
unusual, but that she makes the attempt is entirely predictable.

When considered in its totality, Medea’s deal with Aegeus proves to be a close
parallel to Medea’s deals with Creon and Jason. Like Creon and Jason, Aegeus enters
into a deal with her that interrupts his homosocial bonds, first by displacing his wife
in her reproductive capacity (an interruption of Aegeus’ relationship with his
father-in-law), and secondly through the near murder of his son. The deals with
Creon and Jason both come to their violent conclusion during the action of the play;
the Aegeus episode reminds the audience that Medea’s cycle of destructive deals will

continue after she leaves the stage.

Medea’s Deal with Jason

The action of Medea shows the end of the initial deal between Jason and Medea.
In the backstory, this deal was negotiated at their meeting in Colchis, and Medea and
Jason have been living under its terms throughout their association. As the play
opens, Jason has announced that he wishes to end his association with Medea in
favour of a new marriage to the Princess. The play shows Jason and Medea
navigating the end of their deal, Medea’s revenge, and Jason’s downfall.

Medea and Jason meet three times over the course of the play. In their first
encounter, Jason tries and fails to negotiate a new deal with Medea: he asks that she
endorse his marriage to the Princess in return for financial support. She refuses. In

their second encounter, Medea tricks Jason into believing that she has had a change
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of heart, and negotiates a new deal with him. This new deal, like her deals with
Creon and Aegeus, is calculated to put her in position to carry out her revenge.
Having secured her deals, Medea kills the Princess, Creon, and finally her children.
In their third and final encounter, Jason returns and discovers her with the
children’s corpses. Medea describes how he will live alone until old age and then die
isolated and powerless. Medea leaves Jason with nothing, and leaves for Aegeus and
Athens.

Medea’s revenge against Jason consists of cutting him off from relationships
with others through a complete severance of his homosocial bonds. She
accomplishes this first by destroying his marriage bond: she kills the Princess, the
object which Creon and Jason had exchanged to cement their relationship, and
incidentally kills Creon himself. Second, she cuts Jason off from his patriline: she
kills Jason’s children (who are also her own), ending his relationship with them and
isolating him further.

According to the logic of the plot, Medea takes her revenge against Jason out of
anger at his betrayal. But I will argue that the manner of Medea’s revenge, rather
than an abrupt reversal of a heretofore beneficial association, is in fact the logical
and predictable culmination of their deal, the effect of which deal was always to
interfere with Jason’s homosocial bonds through marriage, and to violently

interrupt relationships between fathers and their children. The lesson is not that it
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is dangerous to end a deal with Medea, but that it is destructive to deal with her at
all 117

This is a lesson that Jason never learns. I will argue that even as he tries to end
his deal with Medea, he is drawn into a further deal with her. This deal, along with

the deals with Aegeus and Creon, enables her to take revenge.

Medea’s History of Destruction

Medea’s history with Jason is summarized twice in the play. The brevity of the
summaries belies the importance of the history in understanding Medea’s and
Jason’s relationship, which is demonstrated by the repetition of the history, and by
its placement at the very beginning of the play, and again in the agon between Jason
and Medea.

The Trophos gives her summary of Medea’s and Jason’s relationship as a causal
chain, leading inexorably to the crisis with which the play opens:
E{0” e\’ Apyol¢ ur) dramtdobat okdpo¢  Would that the Argo had never winged
K6Axwv £ alav kvavéag TuumAnyddag,  its way to the land of Colchis through the

und’ év vamnaiot IinAiov meoelv mote dark-blue Symplegades! Would that the

"7 Rabinowitz shares my conclusion that Medea’s violence is a manifestation of
destructive female subjectivity: “To the extent that she gets away with murder, the
play does represent a form of successful female subjectivity; it nonetheless supports
the continued control of actual women because it makes Medea’s very freedom
terrifying. One lesson to be learned is that the woman who is not exchanged, who is
not controlled by a man, who acts on her own sexual desire, will kill her own
children to get back at him.[...]The play, then, might well encourage men to control
actual women by portraying the disaster that occurs when a woman is out of
control.” (Rabinowitz 1993, 150) Rabinowitz’ analysis differs from mine in that she
does not explore how Medea’s subjectivity is manifested in making illegitimate (by
ﬂefigitii)n) eals, and how Medea’s destruction flows directly and consistently from

er deals.
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pine trees had never been felled in the
glens of Mount Pelion and furnished oars
for the hands of the heroes who at Pelias'
command set forth in quest of the
Golden Fleece! For then my lady Medea
would not have sailed to the towers of
Iolcus, her heart smitten with love for
Jason, or persuaded the daughters of
Pelias to kill their father and hence now
be inhabiting this land of Corinth, with
her husband and children, an exile loved
by the citizens to whose land she had
come, and lending to Jason himself all
her support. This it is that most rescues
life from trouble, when a woman is not

at variance with her husband.

Later, during her agon with Jason, Medea gives Jason an account of their

history, as a demonstration of the benefits he has enjoyed as a result of his

association with her:
€K TV O¢ TpWTWV TPp@TOV dpouat
Aéyerv:

g€owod o, w¢ toaoty ‘EAANvwV Goot

I shall begin my speech from the
beginning. I saved your life—as witness

all the Greeks who went on board the
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Argo with you—when you were sent to
master the fire-breathing bulls with a
yoke and to sow the field of death. The
dragon who kept watch over the Golden
Fleece, sleeplessly guarding it with his
sinuous coils, I killed, and I raised aloft
for you the fair light of escape from
death. Of my own accord I abandoned my
father and my home and came with you
to Tolcus under Pelion showing more love
than sense. I murdered Pelias by the
most horrible of deaths—at the hand of
his own daughters—and I destroyed his
whole house. And after such benefits
from me, o basest of men, you have
betrayed me and have taken a new
marriage, though we had children. For if
you were still childless, your desire for

this marriage would be understandable.
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Both histories cover the same series of events: Medea’s and Jason’s meeting
during the voyage of the Argo (when their initial deal took place), and Medea’s
departure from Colchis with Jason; the murder of Pelias by his daughters, under
Medea’s influence; and finally Medea’s anger at Jason as a result of his marriage to
the Princess in Corinth.

Both accounts are on the surface sympathetic to Medea. The Trophos is
Medea’s ally, and presents Medea’s predicament as a result of a series of events
outside of her control, set in motion with the building of the Argo. Medea gives her
history to Jason in order to emphasize the value of the services that she has
performed for him, and to establish that he is in her debt.

But while giving an account of Medea’s services to Jason throughout their
history, Medea and the Trophos simultaneously enumerate the occasions on which
Medea has interfered with Jason’s forming of homosocial bonds with men, and on
which she has used children to hurt their fathers, and cut fathers off from their

patriline through the destruction of children.

Interruption of Marriage Bonds

The first episode in Jason and Medea’s history is also the occasion of Medea’s
first and most wide-reaching interference with Jason’s ability to form homosocial
bonds with other men through the exchange of women in marriage. At their
meeting in Colchis, she makes a deal with him that in exchange for her help in the

retrieval of the Golden Fleece, he will enter into a marriage-like relationship with
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her."® In the Prologue, the Trophos’ causal chain identifies the voyage of the Argo as
the original cause of the crisis in Corinth. The Trophos’ description suggests a
continuity in Jason and Medea’s relationship, and highlights the importance of the
events in Colchis, the genesis of the deal between Jason and Medea, for the
interpretation of the end of the deal shown in the action of the play. At the play’s
conclusion, Medea’s description of her revenge and prediction of Jason’s death
reinforce the connection between Jason’s downfall and the entirety of his deal with
Medea.

In the final scene of the play, Medea has the children’s bodies in her dragon
chariot, and refuses to allow Jason to bury them. She has also made absolutely
certain that he has no sons, friends or allies to bury him when he dies. She explains
to him how he will die:
oV &, Gomep €1kdg, Kathavi] KakOC KaK®OG, But you, as is fitting, shall die the
'ApyoU¢ kapa 6OV Aenpavw memAnyuévog, miserable death of a coward, struck on
TUKPAG TEAELTAG TGOV EUQOV Yapwv 10wv.  the head by a piece of the Argo, having

(1386-8) seen the bitter result of your marriage to

" see Flory 1978, 70-1 for a discussion of why Medea is unable to contract her own
marriage. Rabinowitz explores the consequences of Medea’s union with Jason as
though they were married, while conceding that Medea was not exchanged: “As the
text makes explicit, Medea is both like and unlike other mortal women. The fact
that she was not exchanged but is yet recognizably feminine underlines the risks in
marriage by exchange: she is the extreme case of the outsider woman who marries
into the family, the woman located at the hearth who threatens the very oikos she
comes to stand for. Her loyalty to Hekate, goddess of the underworld, not Hestia,
goddess of the hearth, makes the point. Medea’s situation my be anomalous, but it
nonetheless points out a crux in the problematic relationships of women’s desire to
the institution of marriage.” (Rabinowitz 1993, 139)
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me.

Jason will die from being struck on the head with a piece of the Argo, a
physical link to what the Trophos identified in her Prologue as the beginning of the
crisis: the quest for the Golden Fleece during which he first made a deal with
Medea."” The Trophos bewailed the voyage of the Argo as the ultimate cause of
Medea’s misfortune, but it is now clear that it is the first cause and finally the
instrument of Jason’s. Furthermore, Medea tells Jason that he will see that death is
the bitter outcome of marriage with her (1388)." Though she argued earlier in
their conversation that she took revenge as a result of Jason’s recent betrayal, she is
now saying that Jason’s eventual ignominious death will be the result of their
marriage/deal as a whole, and not only of Jason’s betrayal and the end of their deal.

In contracting her own marriage, Medea has usurped her father’s prerogative
to use her as an object of exchange.”" In a system of the exchange of women, he
should be the one to exchange her in marriage and so to use her to form a

relationship with another man, a son-in-law, where the arrangement is

" As a further piece of continuity, Flory points out the connection between the
emphasis on the joining of right hands when Medea and Jason first swore oaths to
each other, to the right hand that Medea uses to kill her children. (Flory 1978, 70)

LT3

120

Mueller argues that Medea’s “autonomy, which was effectively silenced in the
earlier parts of the play, reasserts itself in the end, in the language of revenge.”
(Mueller 2001, 500) Against this view, I hope to have demonstrated in my discussion
that Medea’s autonomy and subjectivity were never truly suppressed, and Medea’s
revenge at the end of the play is the logical culmination of its continual expression.

121 . .

Mueller notes that Medea takes over the father’s role in her own marriage, and
that she repeats this behaviour even more overtly when she offers dowry gifts to
Creon’s daughter, and betroths the Princess to Hades (Mueller 2001, 499).
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advantageous and agreeable to both men involved. Instead, Medea chooses a
marriage partner for herself, based on her own preference. '*

Jason’s loss through his deal with Medea is less obvious than Aeetes’. By
entering into a quasi-marital but exclusive relationship with Medea, Jason is
deprived of the opportunity and ability to contract a marriage which connects him
to a politically and socially advantageous father-in-law. In the first instance, his deal
with Medea directly precludes Aeetes as a father-in-law, since the fact that Medea
deals directly with Jason cuts her father out of any negotiation. Medea emphasizes
the estrangement with her family she incurred as a result of her marriage with
Jason: “avtn 8¢ matépa kai dduoug mpodovo’ éuovg’ “'*(483) while listing her
sacrifices on Jason’s behalf, but the same deal that cut Medea off from her father cut
Jason off from a valuable potential ally. As a result of her deal with Jason in Colchis,
Medea will be in a position to interfere with Jason’s potential marriage alliances in
Iolcus and in Corinth.

Having established her claim on Jason in Colchis, Medea defends it from
possible threat when they establish themselves in Iolcus. At some point after they
settle in Iolcus, Medea does away with King Pelias by tricking or persuading his own

daughters to kill him. Both the Trophos and Medea include the killing of Pelias by

'”’Rabinowitz notes that in her decision and ability to contract her own marriage
Medea is “clearly an anomaly: she was never given in marriage the way that an
Athenian woman would have been; there was no ritual of betrothal, no exchange of
gifts between men. Rather, she chose Jason. This action is doubly significant, for if
not only raises her to Jason’s status as an equal -- no one gives her in marriage; she
has no male guardian (kurios) -- but also shows her to have sexual desire and to act

on it.” (Rabinowitz 1993, 138).
2 “0f my own accord I abandoned my father and my home”
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his daughters in their summaries of Jason and Medea’s history. The Trophos uses it
as an example of a tragedy which stems from the events in Colchis and precipitates
the couple’s move to Corinth. Medea uses it as an example of the benefits she has
given to Jason while acting on his behalf (486-88).

An explanation of Medea’s actual motive for orchestrating Pelias’ death is not
given in Medea. Whatever the motivation, it is possible to read Medea’s murder of
Pelias as an example of Medea’s interference with Jason’s opportunities to form
homosocial bonds through marriage.

The daughters of Pelias were strong potential marriage partners for Jason.

Had Jason completed his quest for the Golden Fleece independently, and returned to
Iolcus without Medea, then the standard fairy-tale trope leads one to expect that the
hero’s triumphant return to the kingdom upon completion of his quest will be
rewarded by the King with his daughter’s hand in marriage and a share of the
kingdom."” But Jason returns with Medea, and so is not free to contract a new
marriage alliance with Pelias. Medea also has some moral claim to control the
Fleece, which would make its exchange with Pelias problematic.

Jason’s motive to marry a Princess in Iolcus is the same as the one that
presents itself in Corinth. If Jason marries any of Pelias’ daughters, he would gain a
connection with the King, a path to political power, and increased social standing,
and eventually become king himself. This is the very rationale that Jason offers

Medea as explanation for his marriage to the Princess in Corinth. Although he

124 . . . . .
Laurel Bowman, private communication. For other examples of this trope in

Greek myth see for example Bellerophon (Il. 6.144-90), Perseus and Andromeda
(Apollod. 2.4.2-3), etc.



101

frames his statement in terms of what will benefit the sons he already has with

Medea, the benefits he names clearly apply to him as well:

gnel petéotnv debp TwAkiag x0ovog
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00y, 1] o0 kviln, cdv utv éxBaipwv Aéxog
Katvig 8¢ vOUQNG 1uépw TEMANYUEVOG
o0d’ i¢ GuIAAav TOAOTEKVOV 6TIOLdNV
EXWV:

GALG yap ol YEYDTEG OVOE UEUPOUAL:
AN’ WG, TO YEV UEYLOTOV, OIKOTUEV KAAKG
Kol un ornavifoipesda, yryvwokwv 6Tt
TévnTa QeVYEL TIAG T1G EKTTOdWV Qilov,
naidag d¢ OpéPory’ d€iwg dduwv Eudv
omelpag T &deA@ovg Toiowv €k o€bev
TEKVOILG

£ TaLTO Belnv, kai Euvaptroag YEVog
gvudatyovoinv. oot te yap matldwv ti dei;
guot te Avet toiot uéAAovoLV TEKVOLG

T {OVT dvijoat. (551-67)

When I first moved here from the land of
Tolcus, bringing with me many
misfortunes hard to deal with, what
luckier find than this could I have made,
marriage with the daughter of the king,
though I was an exile? It was not—the
point that seems to irk you—that I was
weary of your bed and smitten with
desire for a new bride, nor was I eager to
rival others in the number of my
children (we have enough already and I
make no complaint) but my purpose was
that we should live well—which is the
main thing— and not be in want,
knowing that everyone goes out of his
way to avoid a penniless friend. I wanted
to raise the children in a manner
befitting my house, to beget brothers to
the children born from you, and put

them on the same footing with them, so
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that by drawing the family into one 1
might prosper. For your part, what need
have you of any more children? For me,
it is advantageous to use future children
to benefit those already born.

In the last two lines, Jason states explicitly that a marriage to the Princess
would improve his way of life. This would be even more true in Iolcus, where
marriage to one of Pelias’ daughters would reinforce an existing claim to kingship
(since he is the king’s nephew), and forge a relationship with a hostile ruler. If Jason
had the same motive in Iolcus to wish to marry a Princess that he has in Corinth,
then Medea also has the same cause to object, and to take action to prevent Jason’s
marriage in Iolcus which is similar to the action she takes in Corinth.

The effect of Medea’s action in Iolcus is to sever a potential alliance for Jason,
and not to help him, as she claims. Rather than moving in to fill a vacant kingship,
Jason is forced to flee Iolcus ‘ToANAG EQéAkwV cupPopAg dunyavovg »(552),
without resources to draw on because he is without (male) friends. His deal with
Medea, and Medea’s actions as a result of that deal, did not result in a kingship for
Jason, where a deal with Pelias for the exchange of one of his daughters very well
might have. It should also be noted that Medea takes the same action, violent
murder of a royal family with marriageable daughters, in Iolcus when she claims to

have been helping Jason, as in Corinth when she admits that her goal is to harm him.

'# “Bringing with me many misfortunes hard to deal with”
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Medea’s Use of Children against their Fathers

The second part of Medea’s revenge, after she puts an end to Jason’s new
marriage, is to cut him off from completely from his sons, killing them and denying
Jason access to their bodies. Medea’s history with Jason shows her tendency to use
children to harm their fathers.'” Before Medea turned the Princess’ body into a
weapon which killed Creon, she used the daughters of Pelias as weapons against
their father.

Before she kills her own children to have revenge against Jason, Medea kills
her brother Apsyrtos in an act of aggression against her own father Aeetes. In both
cases she acts directly against the children, killing them and severing the father’s
relationship with their sons and their patriline, and leaving the fathers alive to

suffer.

The Daughters of Pelias and Creon’s Daughter

7

Neither the Trophos nor Medea give a detailed account of the death of Pelias."

The Trophos says only that Medea ‘persuaded’ (neioaca) (9) the Peliads to kill their

" See Luschnig 2007, 23 for Medea’s use of children to destroy their fathers. She
points out that Medea uses herself and her brother to destroy her father, Pelias’

daughters to kill Pelias, the Princess to kill Creon, and that she destroys Jason by
killing his children.

"’ The details that the Trophos and Medea give seem to conforms to the version of

the myth from Euripides’ lost Peliades, a summary of which survives from Moses
Chorenensis. ‘She (Medeia) allied herself with Jason and sailed from Scythia to
Thessaly. There having shown her skill in magic she decided to destroy by treachery
the local king. Therefore she spoke long to his daughters about their father’s great
age and lack of male offspring and offered to help in restoring his youth. After this
Euripides proceeds to narrate in detail how her end was accomplished, how Medeia
put a slaughtered ram in a cauldron and fired it from below, how by the boiling of



104

father. In fuller accounts of the myth, Medea persuaded (or deceived) them into
believing that if they dismembered their father and allowed Medea to boil him in a
magic potion, he would emerge with his youth restored.

There is a close resemblance to the death of King Creon, which I discuss above.
In both cases Princesses, whom Jason might marry, kill their fathers after coming
under Medea’s influence. Both the Peliads and Creon’s daughter come under
Medea’s influence when she tricks them into entering into a deal with her. In both
cases, Medea offers gifts to the other women which turn out to be deadly. Medea
offers the Peliads restored youth for their father. She offers the Princess a crown
and a robe. Both are examples of deals and deception between women where the
result is destructive of the relationship itself, and of the relationships and deals
between men in which the women are implicated.

In both instances making a deal with Medea, itself a display of inappropriate
agency, draws the Princesses into further grotesquely violent displays of agency. As
a consequence of her deal with Medea, Creon’s daughter kills her father. I have
discussed above how Creon’s daughter’s corpse displays an uncanny degree of
agency, and almost seems to be animated by Medea, when it kills Creon.

As a consequence of entering into a deal with Medea, the Peliads kill their
father -- they murder him using knives, a particularly masculine and active murder
weapon which anticipates Medea’s murder of her children, and they butcher him,

also a male task. Like Creon’s daughter, the Peliads are disturbing because they take

the cauldron she showed the appearance of a living ram and thereby deceiving the
daughters managed to get Pelias butchered. And he was, says Euripides, in the
cauldron and he adds nothing else.” Quoted in Webster 33.



105

action when they should be passive, but are also disturbing because the action they
take is not entirely their own. Just as she animated Creon’s daughter’s corpse,
Medea also has control of the Peliads when they kill their father. When describing
the murder of Pelias to Jason, she assigns herself the active role in his death: ‘TieAiav
T anéktewv”. She describes it as a murder that she carried out, by means of those
who physically committed the crime, his daughters, ‘taidwv Ur’ avtod’. Medea is
the guiding intelligence behind the murders; the Princesses are her tools.

The outcome of both the Peliads’” and the Creon’s daughters’ deals with Medea,
and their destructive agency, is the dismemberment of their fathers’ bodies. I have
already discussed how Creon’s death, when his flesh is ripped off his body as a result
of contact with his daughter’s corpse, is a feminizing loss of his body’s integrity. In
Pelias death, this effect is even more pronounced. His flesh is not just ripped from
his bones, his very bones are disarticulated as his body is cut to pieces. The bodies of
both fathers are feminized as a result of their daughters’ inappropriate and

masculine agency

Apsyrtos and Jason’s Children

The Trophos does not mention the murder of Apsyrtos during her summary of
Medea’s and Jason’s history, although it is a part of the events in Colchis, which she
does include. Medea makes explicit mention of Apsyrtos during her appeal to
Themis and Artemis that she be allowed to destroy Jason and the Princess. The

context of Medea’s admission is similar to her later summary during her agon with
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Jason; she includes the murder of her brother among the sacrifices that she has

made on Jason’s behallf.

& peydAa ©éut kai TVt "ApTept, O mighty Themis and my lady Artemis,
Aebooed’ & mdoxw, peydAorlg 6pkoig do you see what I suffer, I who have
EVONOAUEVA TOV KATAPATOV bound my accursed husband with

néo1v; v ot €yw vougav T éoidoy’ mighty oaths? May I one day see him
a0TOIG ueAdOpoic drakvatouévoug, and his new bride ground to destruction,
ol £ué Tpdodev TOAUDG &S1KETV. and their whole house with them, so

& TdTep, ® TOAIC, WV KoLV aloxp®dg terrible are the wrongs they are bold to

TOV €U0V KTeivao amevdodny. (160-167)'”  do me unprovoked! O father, O my
native city, from you I departed in
shame, having killed my brother.

There are similarities between the two events which show how the murder of
Apsyrtos is a precursor to the murder of Medea’s children. In both cases, Medea kills
the male children of the man whose household and control she is leaving; when she
leaves her father, she kills his son, and when she leaves Jason, she kills his sons.

Medea is also killing children she is related to in both instances; her father’s
son is her brother'”, and Jason’s sons are her sons too. In both instances, Medea
expresses shame and grief at the child she has killed, expressed in terms of loss of

family. In the passage quoted above, she calls her murder of Apsyrtos “aioxp@g”, and

* See Bremmer 1997, 84-6 for a description of variant versions of the Apsyrtos
myth, including versions in which Medea does not kill Apsyrtos

"’ See Bremmer 1997, 88-99 for Medea’s murder of Apsyrtos having particular
significance as the murder of a brother by a sister, given the closeness of the
opposite sex sibling bond and the rarity of brother/sister violence in Greek myth.
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mourns his loss along with the loss of her father and city. Medea’s famous debate
with her heart is an eloquent expression of the pain she feels at the thought of
killing her children. Even as she resolves to kill her children, she characterizes the
act in terms of grief and shame. Medea calls the murder of her children ‘dewva kaxd’,
(1244) and predicts that her life afterwards will be full of grief: ‘ €pne mpog PaAPida
Avrnpav Biov’ *°(1246) and that she will lament: ‘Bprjver’ (1250).

In both cases Medea kills the men’s only male children, cutting them off from
their patriline.””" After Jason discovers that Medea has killed Creon and the Princess,
he comes to Medea’s house to find their sons whom, now that there is no possibility
that he will father royal sons, he is eager to protect. When he discovers that Medea
has killed the children, he says that she has destroyed him by making him childless:
‘fric tékvorot coiotv éuPaleiv Elpoc/ ETAng tekobon kY dnad’ dnwAsoag™ (1325-
6). He is not grieved only or primarily by the loss of these children, but by no longer
being in a state of having sons.

When Jason confronts Medea about the death of his children, he connects her
murder of her sons with her murder of Apsyrtos:
gyw O€ VOV ppov®, TOT ol @poviv, Now [ am in my right mind, though I was
0T €k d0uwv ot PapPapov T &mo x0ovog  insane before when I brought you from

“EAANV’ &G oikov flydunv, kakdv uéya, your home among the barbarians to a

B9 “Go to your life’s miserable goal”
o Segal argues that Medea’s killing of two sons, rather than one, emphasizes that
her revenge consists of wiping out of a whole family by killing all the men, rather

than simply causing grief at the loss of a child. (Segal 1996, 16).

P2 “you brought yourself to take the sword to your own children and destroyed my
life with childlessness.”



Tatpdg TE Kal yig mTpoddtiv 1j ¢

edpéParo.

TOV 00V & dAdotop’ ei¢ Y Eoknav Beol:

KTavoUoa yap 81 60V KAGLV TapEGTIoV

70 KaAAInpwpov 1o€Png Apyols okaQoc.

Ap&w pev €k To1OVAE: vuupevOeion de
map’ &vdpl TMde Kal TeEKODOA Ot TEKVA,
€0VIG EKATL Kol AEXOUG 0@’ ATTWAEGOC.
oUK €oTLv MT1g ToUT &v ‘EAANVIG yuvn
&tAn o0, v ye Tpdabev nElovv Eyw
yhpat o€, kfidog €xBpov OAEDPLOV T Epof,
Aéavav, o0 yovaika, Thic Tuponvidog
TKUAANG €xovoav ayprwtépav @UoLV.

(1329-1344)
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Greek house. A great curse you were
even then, betrayer of father and of the
land that nourished you. But the
avenging spirit meant for you the gods
have visited on me. For you killed your
own brother at the hearth and then
stepped aboard the fair-prowed Argo. It
was with acts like these that you began.
But now when you were married to me
and had borne me children, you killed
them because of sex and the marriage-
bed. No Greek woman would have dared
to do this, yet I married you in
preference to them, and a hateful and
destructive match it has proved. You are
a she-lion, not a woman, with a nature
more savage than Scylla the Tuscan

monster.

Jason argues here that the same barbarian nature which caused Medea to

murder Apsyrtos in Colchis at the beginning of their association has caused her to

murder her children in Corinth. He calls attention to the similarity of the two

situations, saying that Medea killed Apsyrtos at the hearth (in her father’s home),
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before leaving on the Argo. Medea has just killed her children in their home, and is
about to leave in a chariot.

But while Jason recognizes the parallel between the violence that marked the
beginning of their deal and the violence with which it is concluding, he fails to make
the connection between the violence and the deal itself, and so his own role in the
deal. He argues that his mistake was in bringing as dangerous a barbarian as Medea
home, and denies that a Greek woman would have acted similarly. According to
him, the danger lies in the nature of the woman, and not the quality of his
interaction with her. He does not recognize that the death of his own children, like
the death of Apsyrtos, was caused by his continued willingness to deal with Medea
and his failure to contain her subjectivity. In the next section, I will discuss the how

Jason enters into a second deal with Medea and enables Medea’s revenge.

Negotiation Between Jason and Medea

Like Creon and Aegeus, Jason brings about his own downfall because he enters
into a deal with Medea. As 1 discussed in the last section, Jason’s history with Medea
is characterized by violence brought about as a result of their original deal in
Colchis. In this section, I will explore the ways in which Jason enables Medea’s

subjectivity by continuing to deal with her during the action of the play.
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Jason’s First Encounter with Medea

As soon as he approaches her, Jason shows that he is willing to continue to deal
with Medea; he immediately offers her terms of a new deal."”® He proposes that
Medea accept exile, and leave Corinth with her children, whereupon Jason will be
free to conduct his married life with the Princess unmolested. Jason offers to
provide financial support while they are in exile, and, somewhat facetiously, allows
that Medea may continue to speak abusively about him, while he protests that he
will never have hostile feelings towards her (446-58)."**

Jason is offering Medea less than what she is entitled to under her
interpretation of the terms of their original deal. In exchange for his financial

135

support, to which she already has a strong claim as his wife," she is to accept his

new marriage.

133

Foley argues that “Jason’s failure to treat Medea as the fully human (rather than
in the traditional sense Greek female) and even heroic being that he married with a
clasp of right hands and supplicated in time of trouble propels her to even greater
daring. “ (Foley 1989, 80-1) I argue exactly the opposite, that it is Jason’s failure to
treat Medea as female, rather than fully human, which enables her destruction.

"' Rabinowitz observes “Jason seems to believe that his relationship to the princess
and to Medea could have coexisted but for Medea’s passion. In his scenario, she
desires him, while he merely desires heirs and is trying to do what is best for them.
In other words, heterosexual desire is ascribed to women; men are motivated by a
homosocial drive for sons.” (Rabinowitz 1993, 140).

" see Mueller 2001 for an excellent discussion of the connection between philia, gift-
giving and obligation in Medea. She identifies in Jason and Medea’s conflict two
competing versions of philia. The first is familial philia, which obliges the head of a
household to provide for his dependents. The goal in providing for them is not
equality, but continuity of the relationship. The second type of philia is appropriate
for relationships between philoi who are not family, and between xenoi. With this
type of philia, gifts are exchanged on both sides to maintain the relationship and to
reinforce equality. She argues that Jason is trying to use both systems, but fulfills
the obligations of neither. If he is behaving as a husband, the proper context in
which to support Medea is within marriage, and he should not be offering her
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In response to Jason’s offer, Medea gives the summary of their history which I
discussed in the last section. AsIargued above, the same events that Medea
advances as benefits that she has provided to Jason are, in fact, incidents in which
she harmed him by interrupting his homosocial bonds.

Medea describes the deals in terms which emphasize her agency and Jason’s
passivity, which establishes her subjectivity and her claim on Jason.” The first
words she uses in her account of her participation in the voyage of the Argo are
“€0wod 0™’ (475). In her version, she did not just help Jason to accomplish his
goals; she is solely responsible for their accomplishment. She, in the first person
singular, killed the dragon ‘kteivac’ ‘, and offered Jason salvation ‘dvéoyov coi ¢dog

"% (482). He owes his success in his quest, and the fact of his survival, to

owThpLoV
her.
Unable to recognize the harm that he has suffered already through his first

deal with Medea, Jason persists in trying to make a new deal with her. In his

rebuttal to Medea’s history of their relationships Jason accepts the premise that they

money to destroy it. If he is behaving as her friend, then he should be rejecting the
language of profit and gain, and aiming for an equal exchange, rather than insisting
on his superiority (Mueller 2001, 474-6).

" McClure argues that: “As a drama about discourse, Euripides’ Medeq, like
Aeschylus’ Agamemnon before it, depicts a frightening status reversal brought about
by a verbally dominant female who powerfully manipulates discourse in order to
destroy her husband.” (McClure 1999, 376). Specifically I agree that Medea’s
manipulation of discourse is important, and argue that it is important as a

manifestation of her ability to deal.
P7 “T saved your life”
138 ¢«

I raised aloft for you the fair light of escape from death”
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have been engaged in a relationship of mutual exchange, but argues that it is he, not

Medea, who has offered gifts of greater value over the course of their relationship.
His first tactic is to try to ascribe Medea’s helpful actions in the past to

Aphrodite, but even then he does concede Medea’s point that she has taken helpful

action on his behalf in the past:

gyw &, ne1dn kai Aav mupyoig xaprv, Since you so exaggerate your kindness to
Kompiv vouilw tfig €ufig vavkAnpiag me, I for my part think that Aphrodite
owTelpav eivat Bedv Te kEvOpWTWV alone of gods and mortals was the savior
uovnv. of my expedition. As for you, I grant you
ool & €Tt puev voig Aemtdg -- GAN have a clever mind—but to tell how Eros
gnipbovoc forced you with his ineluctable arrows to
Ab6yoc 81eNBelv, w¢ "Epwe 0 AVAYKAOEV save me would expose me to ill-will. No, I

T6€01¢ AUKTOIG TOVUOV Eko®oat déuag  will not make too strict a reckoning on
AN 00K akp1B®OG a0TO Brjcopat Aav: this point.

8mn ydp o0V dvnoag ov kakg #xet. (526-  So far as you did help me, you did well.
» As a second tactic, Jason argues that Medea got more out of their exchange
than she gave: ‘ueifw ye yévror tig éufic cwtnpiag/ eAngag i §£dwkag, wg Eyw
Qpdow™ (534-5). This language admits Medea’s agency in his salvation: if she were

not responsible for it, why argue that what he provided in return was of an

appropriate value to cancel the debt? In arguing for the greater value of what he

% “So far as you did help me, you did well. But in return for saving me you got more

than you gave, as I shall make clear.”
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provided Medea compared to what she provided, Jason is conceding that they were
in fact engaged in a deal.

The benefits that Jason claims to have provided to Medea also depend on her
agency, not his."*® He argues that as a result of her deal with him, she lives in Greece,

and enjoys renown among Greeks:

mévteg 8¢ ¢ fioBovt oboav “EAANveC All the Greeks have learned that you are
coOQNV clever, and you have won renown. But if
kol 06&av Eoxeg: €1 8¢ TG € €oXATOIG you lived at the world's edge, there
8pototv GKeIg, ovk &v AV Adyoc cédev. would be no talk of you.

(539-41)

Jason takes credit for Medea’s presence in Greece, although he has conceded
that he himself was not responsible for the success of the expedition which allowed
them both to come to Greece. What is more, according to Jason it is not the mere
fact of her presence in Greece, but her wisdom and the reputation she has earned
her ‘co@nv kai d6&av’ (539-40) that has resulted in her renown. That Jason has
provided Medea any benefit at all is doubtful, and his arguments are unconvincing.
As the Chorus adjudicates (576-8), Jason is the clear loser in the agon with Medea. But
even if the Chorus had found him more persuasive, he would still be vulnerable in
that he was deeply engaged in negotiation with Medea.

Even after his clear defeat in their debate, and Medea’s recitation of past

violence that has arisen from their deal, Jason persists in trying to make a deal. At

e Luschnig argues that Jason is entirely dependent on Medea for his identity as a
hero (Luschnig 2007, 31).
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the end of their encounter, he offers Medea the same terms he had proposed at the

beginning of their conversation:

WG o0 Kprvodual TwvdE oot T mAsiova.
&AM, €1 Tt PoOAn Tatoiv 1 cavthi YUY
TPOCWPEANUA XPNUATWY EUOV AaPely,
A£Y": ¢ Etopog apOdvw dobvat xepi
E&voig te méumnetv oVUPoN’, ol dpdoovai o
€n.

Kal tadta pur) OéAovoa pwpaveig, yovat:
A&aoa & dpyfig kepdaveig dueivova.

(609-15)

I shall not argue any more of this case
with you. But if you wish to get some of
my money to help the children and
yourself in exile, say the word, for I am
ready to give with unstinting hand, and
also to send tokens to my friends, who
will treat you well. You would be a fool
not to accept this offer, woman. Forget
your anger and it will be the better for

you.

He offers Medea these terms even as he insists that he will not engage further

with her. But as before, he is offering her a deal even as he says that he is finished
with her. Jason’s persistent refusal to recognize that he is engaged in a deal with
Medea, and the danger that puts him in, is consistent through his every interaction
with her, and the source of his eventual downfall."!

In their first encounter of the play, Jason shows unequivocally that he is

willing and even eager to make a new deal with Medea to replace the old, and that

he can contain the destructive effects of Medea’s anger by negotiating this new deal.

141

Lloyd argues that the agon between Jason and Medea happens too late to have any
practical effect, since Jason is already married. (Lloyd 1992, 41) In my view, the
effect of the agon is not to prevent or continue Jason’s marriage to the Princess, but
to reaffirm and intensify Jason’s vulnerability to Medea’s subjectivity. To the extent
that it enables her revenge, the agon has a hugely important practical effect.
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This mistaken belief leaves him vulnerable to Medea’s deception, when in their
second encounter Medea pretends to accept the new deal he offers, using Jason’s

naive cooperation as a means of carrying out her revenge.

Jason’s Second Encounter with Medea

Jason immediately expresses his willingness to deal with Medea when meeting
with her for a second time, as he did at their first encounter. It is Jason’s willingness
to deal that makes Medea’s deception, and hence her revenge, possible. Jason
begins:

fikw keAevoBeic: kal ydp odoa Suoueviic  Thave come at your bidding. For though

00 TV audptorlg ToddE Y, GAN you hate me, you will not fail to obtain a
GKOUGOMAL: hearing from me. What further do you
Tl xpfiua PovAn kavov €€ €uod, yovar, wish from me, woman?

(866-8)

He has come when Medea called, and regardless of her feelings towards him
and the hostility that she has expressed, he is willing to listen to her demands.
Medea has yet to say anything untruthful to him; she did not need to employ
deception to get him to enter into this deal with her, only to hide her true intentions

and motives during the negotiation.
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To set up her murder of the Princess, Medea pretends to accept the deal that

Jason offered at their earlier meeting.' She has already explained to the Chorus

that she is making this deal with Jason in order to carry out her revenge. She says

that she is giving up her subjective stance, and she pretends to agree with Jason that

she should view her best interest as determined entirely by his:

VOV 00V émaIvé) 6w@POVETV Té Uot Sokeic
1] XpfiV UETEIVAL T@VSe TGV PovAevudTwy
kal Euumepaiverv kal mapeotaval Aéxet
vOouen te kndsvovoav 1idecbat o€bev.
GAN éopgv 0idv éopev, obk épd Kakdv,
YUVOIKeC: 0UKOLV Xpfiv ¢ Opotolodat
@voLv,

ovd’ avtiteivery VAT GvTi vmtiwv.
naplépecda, kal Qapev Kak®OG Qpoveiv
10T, GAN Guevov vov PePovAevuat tdde.

(884-93)

So now I approve and I agree that you
are acting with sober sense by
contracting this marriage-alliance for us.
It is I who am the fool, since I ought to be
sharing in your plans, helping you carry
them out, standing by the marriage-bed,
and taking joy in the match I was making
with your bride. But we women are, I
will not say bad creatures, but we are
what we are. So you ought not to imitate
our nature or return our childishness
with childishness. I give in: I admit that I
was foolish then, but now I have taken a

better view of the matter.

In so far as Medea describes the subordinate position that she should have

taken, she is speaking correctly. In a system where only men may act as subjects

1

42 . « o« . .
Foley comments on Medea’s deception of Jason “But this is all playacting on

Medea’s part: she cleverly mimics Jason’s own mode of ethical reasoning and feigns
female subservience only in order to deceive her adversary.” (Foley 1989, 64)
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and only they may make deals, Medea should be passive. Her deception is only in
telling Jason that she has adopted this position. But even as she says that she has
become passive, she continues to deal with Jason, and Jason continues to deal with
her. ' It is not so much Medea’s deception of Jason'*, as Jason’s persistent inability
to recognize that as long as he deals with Medea and engages with her as an equal,
she will not be passive and so will continue to be dangerous, and his inability to treat
Medea as anything but a partner in a deal, that is most dangerous and harmful.

Medea’s acquiescence is clearly not a manifestation of a new-found passivity,
in spite of what she says, since she demands and receives further consideration from
Jason in return for agreeing to his demands. Under the guise of securing a reprieve
from exile for her children, she gets Jason to take the children to the Princess, so
that the children can give her gifts from Medea, in an effort to persuade the Princess
to prevail upon her father that the children be allowed to stay in Corinth with Jason.
Had she truly been adopting a submissive position, she would not be demanding that
Jason make concessions in return for hers; Medea is able to send her poisoned gifts
to the Princess not because she deceives Jason, but because Jason continues to be
willing to deal with her.

As part of their new deal, Medea interposes herself into Jason’s relationship
with Creon, as a means of delivering the poisoned gifts to the Princess. Medea

instructs Jason to make a deal with Creon to lift the children’s exile. But under

® Foley comments on this interaction: “Medea also gives up on trying to persuade

Jason honestly. Instead, she successfully feigns being the helpless woman, given to
tears and irrationality, who will now for the good of her children accept, as a proper

woman should, her husband’s superiority and guidance.” (Foley 1989, 75)
' See for example Lawrence 1997, 52 for Medea as “arch-deceiver”.



118

Medea’s influence, Jason is no longer sure of his ability to engage in a deal with
Creon independently: ‘o0k 018 av el mefoonpt, merpdcOon 8¢ xpry’ **(941). Because of
Jason’s reluctance to trade on his own on the relationship he has established with
his father-in-law, Medea guides him easily into his habitual method of making deals
with other men: getting his wife to make the deal on his behalf. First, Jason agrees
to have the Princess appeal to her father on his behalf. Second, Jason agrees to let
Medea persuade the Princess on his behalf, by having the children bring the Princess
gifts from her. He is now conducting his deal with Creon at two removes, with two
women, his former quasi-wife and his new bride, as intermediaries.'*

Instead of using the new relationship with Creon established through his
marriage to make a break from Medea and deals with women, he allows Medea and
the Princess to gain control of his relationship with Creon. By ceding this territory
to Medea, he gives her space in which to carry out her revenge, where a refusal to
deal with her and an insistence on making his own deal with Creon would have

prevented the revenge. '

" “I don’t know whether I shall win him over, but I must try.”

" Mueller notes that “While Jason is the ultimate recipient of Medea’s gifts, he
never actually touches the objects. They destroy him indirectly, by destroying those
whom they do touch (the children, Creon, and Creon’s daughter).” (Mueller 2001,
496)

" Mueller comments on Jason’s inability to see the significance of the gifts Medea

offers for the Princess, and their potential danger as deal-making objects. “As the
speech unfolds, we recognize that what Jason sees when Medea offers (and perhaps
displays) the robe and the crown is a certain quantity of material wealth (chremata).
He does not accept the objects with the intention of either creating a new bond or
strengthening a preexisting relationship with their owner, for he still expects that
Medea will go into exile, with or without her children. Nor does he question
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Conclusion

The destructive consequences of Jason’s deal with Medea are evident from its
inception. Throughout her association with Jason, Medea has acted to interrupt
Jason’s homosocial bonds, and demonstrated her propensity to use children to harm
their fathers, particularly by severing the father’s patriline. Medea’s revenge
against Jason at the end of their deal is consistent with her actions over the course
of their entire relationship, rather than a sudden reversal inspired by jealousy.

Medea is able to successfully execute her revenge against Jason because of his
consistent willingness to deal with her. He makes deals with Medea both when she
emphatically asserts a hostile subjectivity, as in their first encounter, and when she
uses deception to present a falsely benevolent subjectivity, as in their second
encounter. He never realizes, as the audience must, that there can be no benevolent
female subjectivity.

His willingness to deal with Medea amounts to a failure to contain her destructive
subjectivity through relationships with other men, particularly the one formed with
Creon through his marriage to the Princess. Whereas in Alcestis, Alcestis’ subjectivity
was contained through Admetus’ rejection of his deal with her and investment in a
deal with Heracles, Jason never fully rejects his deal with Medea, or invests in his

deal with Creon.

Medea’s motive in giving a gift to a woman who is clearly not her friend.” (Mueller
2001, 497)
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Conclusion

Alcestis and Medea are plays about deals, and Alcestis and Medea are both
female, and therefore inappropriately destructive, deal-makers. The full effect of
Alcestis’ destructive subjectivity is not realized, as Medea’s is, not because one is a
good woman and the other bad, or because one makes self-sacrificing and the other
self-interested deals, but because Alcestis’ subjectivity is contained when she is
exchanged in a deal between men, where Medea’s subjectivity is encouraged by a

series of deals with men.

Alcestis makes a deal with Admetus that seems positive and appropriate to a
woman,; she agrees to sacrifice herself on behalf of her husband, family, and
community. But Alcestis makes demands in return for her sacrifice. These demands
are a dangerous manifestation of her subjectivity, and have the effect of
interrupting Admetus’ network of relationships with other men based on orthodox
deals. Order is restored to Admetus’ household and family once the terms of his deal
with her are undone. This process of unravelling culminates when Heracles undoes

her death, and exchanges her, anonymous and silent, in his deal with Admetus.

Medea makes a series of deals with Jason, Creon, and Aegeus. Her deal with
Jason seems to offer him vital support and success as a hero, but in reality, the list of
favours that Medea has performed for Jason as part of their exchange is a list of
occasions on which Medea has interfered with Jason’s homosocial bonds. Medea’s

revenge against Jason, the murder of his bride, father-in-law, and sons, is consistent
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with, rather than a deviation from, the effects of their deal since its inception.
Medea is able to take revenge because Jason, Creon and Aegeus all make deals with
her. These deals share a similar structure; they are negotiated with men who ought
to have power over Medea, and who surrender that power against their self-interest
as part of the deal. Creon experiences a loss of homosocial bonds and children, as

Jason does. Aegeus’ bonds are threatened.

During the action of the play, unlike Alcestis, the men never make deals with
each other. Had they done so, they could theoretically have contained Medea as

Alcestis was contained.

Both plays show the danger of female subjectivity, expressed through the
power to make deals. It is a constant. The danger that women pose is always
present, and will lead to disaster, regardless of the intention of the woman who
makes a deal. The variable in the equation is men’s subjectivity. They control the
outcome, by succeeding or failing to make deals with each other that neutralize the
danger. Though Alcestis and Medea show the danger of women’s action, men’s

actions are ultimately the ones that matter.
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