If Looks Could Kill: Vision and Division in Euripides’ Medea

Euripides’ Medea contains many instances of Euripides’ characters and chorus explicitly
commenting on Medea’s vision: they note where or at whom she looks, when, and in what
manner she communicates her gaze. This paper considers those comments on Medea’s vision
and how that outward vision is connected Medea’s inward motives. It asserts that Medea’s
outward vision is a direct indicator of her inward emotional or mental state. Further, it argues
that this framework of outward indication of inward condition exists in duality: on the one hand,
a pointed and intentional gaze from Medea communicates a decisive (and often destructive)
motive or desire, while on the other hand, an instance of Medea struggling to look in a certain
direction indicates a state of ambiguous (and often more tender) emotional turmoil. Further, this
paper demonstrates that the other characters in the Medea are able to understand, anticipate, and
react to Medea’s future actions only to the extent that they understand this mechanism, and only
when Medea’s gaze communicates the decisive and destructive. In cases of Medea’s gaze
portraying external ambiguity, her interlocutors are left unable to interpret and react to her
internal state. Finally, the paper discusses Medea’s own awareness of her outward, physical
vision as it relates to her internal, metaphorical “vision” for her future, and how that awareness
transcends that of all the other characters. As Medea reaches the point of ultimate decisiveness at
the end of the play, bent on Jason’s destruction through the slaughter of her children, she
expresses this destruction in terms of a limitation of sight.

The paper develops its argument by discussing two pairs of passages in which there is
explicit commentary on Medea’s outward vision. The first two are examples of individuals (the
Nurse and Creon) correctly identifying a decisive emotional state based on a specific and
intentional gaze from Medea and being able to predict and react to her future actions based on
her current internal condition. The second pair of passages, in contrast, depict Jason and the

Pedagogue confronted with an internally conflicted Medea and left unable to predict her future
actions, which are not decisively indicated by the object and manner of her gaze. In addition, the



paper analyzes a counterexample of a misinterpretation of Medea’s inward-outward vision
complex by the Chorus, and how this lack of understanding ends in a failed attempt to alter
Medea’s internal state. Finally, the paper ends with an exploration of Medea’s own conception of
her inward and outward vision, how she resolves her internal ambiguity and reaches a point of
ultimate decisiveness, and how the execution of her final decisiveness, the destruction of her
children, is framed in terms of sight, explicitly aimed at limiting what Jason will see in the future
both physically and figuratively. Thus, this paper maintains that vision, both inward and
outward, is a critical component of Medea’s character in the eyes of others and in her own eyes,
and that an understanding of the relationship between Medea’s internal and external vision is
crucial to an understanding of the evolution and execution of her motives and desires throughout
the play.

Bibliography

Bongie, Elizabeth Bryson. "Heroic Elements in the Medea of Euripides." Transactions of the
American Philological Association (1974-) 107 (1977): 27-56. doi:10.2307/284024.
Euripides. Cyclops. Alcestis. Medea. Edited and translated by David Kovacs. Loeb Classical Library

12. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1994.
Fletcher, Judith. "Women and Oaths in Euripides." Theatre Journal 55, no. 1 (2003): 29-44.

http://www.jstor.org/stable/25069178.

Foley, Helene. "Medea's Divided Self." Classical Antiquity 8, no. 1 (1989): 61-85.
doi:10.2307/25010896.

Kavouras, Pavlos. "The Medea of Euripides: An Anthropological Perpective." Dialectical
Anthropology 13, no. 2 (1988): 123-41. http://www jstor.org/stable/29790268.

Lawrence, Stuart. "Audience Uncertainty and Euripides' Medea." Hermes 125, no. 1 (1997): 49-55.
http://www jstor.org/stable/4477177.

Syropoulos, Syros. “S-light Anomaly: Dark Brightness in Euripides’ Medea.” In Light and Darkness
in Ancient Greek Myth and Religion, edited by Menelaos Christopoulos, Efimia Karakantza,

and Olga Levaniouk. Greek Studies: Interdisciplinary Approaches. Lanham, Md: Lexington


http://www.jstor.org/stable/25069178

Books, 2010.
https://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true& AuthType=athens&db=nlebk & AN=350
312&site=ehost-live.

Van Zyl Smit, Betine. "Medea the Feminist." Acta Classica 45 (2002): 101-22.

http://www jstor.org/stable/24595328.



