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Medea: Shadows and Longing



"O night, faithful friend of mysteries; and 
you, golden stars and moon, who follow 

the fiery star of day; and you, Hecate, 
goddess with threefold head, you know my 
designs and come to strengthen my spells 
and magic arts; and you, earth, who offer 

your potent herbs to magi; and airs, winds, 
mountains, streams, and lakes, and all you 

woodland gods, and all you gods of the 
night: Be present now."

—Medea's prayer to Hecate, Ovid, The 
Metamorphosis

Maria Callas in Pier Paolo Pasolini's "Medea," 1969.



Apollonius of Rhodes gives a charming picture of 
the beautiful witch Medea in the following lines 
from the Argonautica: 

Now soon as ever the maiden saw 
the light of dawn, with her hands 
she gathered up her golden tresses 
which were floating round her 
shoulders in careless disarray, and 
bathed her tear-stained cheeks, and 
made her skin shine with ointment 
sweet as nectar (aloiphēi
nektareēi); and she donned a 
beautiful robe (peplon kalon), fitted 
with well-bent clasps 
(eugnamptoisin … peronēisin), and 
above her head, divinely fair 
(ambrosiōi), she threw a veil 
gleaming like silver (kaluptrēn
argupheēn). (Argon. 3.828–35):40 





Prolog—Medea’s Truth

There are many stories told about us. Few of them are true. You already know 

that, for you are one of us. This is not a new story for you, but a memory long 

forgotten, now awakened. The plants of our Mother called out and you answered. 

Return with me now to her garden. Sit within her sacred grove and remember.

In the beginning, there was only darkness and light. They bore a child who 

became our Mother. With her first breath she created the universe and, with her 

second, her children. She, in her infinite wisdom, made us of her, uniquely crafted 

so we could summon the spirits of the world she created for our use. Hekate knew 

that without challenges to temper our talents we would quickly become restless, 

so she created the others so that we might learn from them. Their love and hate 

taught us the lessons necessary so we could transcend our weaknesses. They were 

the humans, and we were her witches.



Mother knows best, although we often fail to see this. She 

created me and my sister, and all the witches are our 

descendants. She taught us medicine to heal ourselves and 

others. This medicine did not merely ease our suffering but 

offered us entrance into her mysteries. She desired us to 

understand pain so that we could experience joy. We acquired 

power through weakness and hope through despair. Our 

companions were her Pharmakoi Kyrios, the plant masters, 

whom we wove into our charms and spells. They protected us 

from the harms of the humans who feared us. We were, and 

remain, one with her plants. They are bane and blessing— the 

poison that heals.



Our ways were not welcome by those who feared our 

power. At their hands, we suffered greatly. Through their words, 

we were reviled. It is now time for you to remember the truth 

and cast aside their lies. We are rising.

The men created their own gods, forever reminding Mother 

that she, too, must bear her burdens. These gods, made in the 

image of men, feared Mother. They sought to rob us of our 

rightful inheritance, that of the Green World. Through their so-

called civilization, they defiled the natural ways. But you 

already know this. 

Medea the Sorceress 1880; Valentine Cameron Prinsep (1838–1904)



Medea
ca. 1715
Charles Antoine Coypel

When I was young, I thought that I knew everything. I would not 

listen to Mother. She knew that my willfulness needed to be tempered 

through experience, so she did not interfere with my foolishness. Most 

likely, you have already learned this. Mother waits. She welcomes us into 

her sacred grove when we are ready. There are times when we rush into 

her Garden without thought. Perhaps you, like me, have denigrated her 

treasures in order to please a man. This was my failure, or so it would 

appear if you believe the stories they tell about me. Truth be told, it was 

my necessary lesson. I had to learn not to give away my power to the 

unworthy. 



Jason came to me, not out of affection, but out of greed. He 

had heard of my powers, such as they were when I was young. 

They are much stronger now. Even in my youth, they were 

considerable. Jason’s gods preyed upon his ambitions. They 

instructed him on how to seduce me. Lonely as I was, I 

succumbed easily. Not only did I welcome him into Hekate’s 

Garden, but I put a spell on the guardian of one of the most 

sacred pharmakoi, whom you call oak. This was the Tree of 

Knowledge, whose branches held the most powerful medicine. 

The serpent who protected this medicine I put to sleep in the 

name of my desire. That much of the story is true. 

Jason and Medea
1907, oil on canvas by John William Waterhouse (1849–1917)



Most of what you’ve heard has been twisted to make me the 

villain. This is a lie. Jason was a violent and greedy prince. I 

was heartbroken after all I had done to earn his affection. You 

see, I had raised his father from the dead, banished his enemies, 

and assured his power, only to be cast aside on his whim. What 

they tell you is that I killed my children. If I were to concern 

myself with the beliefs of humans, this is the only part of the 

story that would bother me. Look into your heart, for mine is 

within yours. You know I didn’t murder them. They live on still, 

as your angels and guides. I merely spared them the burdens of 

humanity. As for the serpent who guarded the oak, he has pulled 

my chariot across the Starry Road ever since. 



My sister has always been stronger than me. You 

know her name, for she has returned to your world. 

Circe has spoken. We all must heed. Yes, I still can 

have my moments of pettiness when it comes to her. I 

languished with Jason while she flourished on her 

island. She would tell you how she suffered at the 

hands of men—the stories she spins of Odysseus, the 

web of deception he spun around her until she no 

longer knew her own name. Her son, too, lives on. I 

will say this of my sister, her medicine is that of 

revelation. She didn’t turn men into pigs; they had 

always been so. Same thing for that maiden who was a 

monster in disguise. Copy of a Greek marble relief of ca. 420–410 B.C.



There are those who have spoken ill of Mother 

over the centuries, the same sort who spun their 

false myths of me and Circe. They created their 

false religion to control us, and they sought only to 

destroy the medicine of the Green World. They 

tortured and murdered her children. We were 

forced to protect ourselves. That time has passed.

Now the time has come for you to remember 

the magick, the medicine, and the mystery. Return 

to Mother’s Garden.

- Medea

Medea
1865; carved 1868
William Wetmore Story 



…the starting point of Medea’s story was an old cult legend that 
told about an unintentional murder that she committed in trying 
to immortalise her children in the Corinthian temple of Hera 
(cf. Med. 1378). On the basis of this assumption, he asks whether 
Euripides or another author – probably Neophron – was the first 
to turn Medea into the vengeful killer of her own children. The 
controversy surrounding the background and the author of this 
tragedy in ancient and modern discussions leads to the 
widespread assumption of a combination of two important 
mythological oral traditions: (1) the tradition of the Argonauts 
that brought Medea with Jason and the Golden Fleece from 
Colchis at the Black Sea to Greece and (2) the tradition that 
brought Medea with Jason and her seven sons and daughters from 
Iolcus to Corinth to rule over the city. In a rebellion, the 
Corinthians killed the children of Medea, who had fled to the altar 
of Hera. However, Euripides redesigned these mythological 
traditions, added new features and painted the portrait of Medea 
killing her own two sons and being herself rescued by a dragon.

The Shadow

Medea of Euripides and the Old Testament: Cultural critical remarks with special reference to the background of the Septuagint
Evangelia G. Dafni

An Episode from the Story of Jason and Medea
John Downman (1749–1824). Wolverhampton Arts and 
Heritage



LONGING

Medea (Med.), a masterpiece of Euripides performed in 431 
BCE, left the deepest impact in the history of culture 
(Lesky 1972:300). It aims at portraying the feminine aspect of 
the human condition (Jaeger 1954:434). Medea, whose name 
means ‘to know the wise advice’, is the granddaughter of the 
sun god, Helios, and the greatest sorceress of Greek 
mythology. She is presented as someone who has access to 
advice from a supra-human dimension and can even conquer 
the powerful dragon. After the basic ethical principle of mutual 
love, which makes married life happy, is disregarded and 
abolished by her spouse, she asserts her female rights and 
goes beyond the limits of what is morally acceptable – she 
even slaughters her own children – so that she can free herself 
and achieve all her goals (ed. Eller 1983:132; 
Latacz 2003:281ff.).

Medea of Euripides and the Old Testament: Cultural critical remarks with special reference to the 
background of the Septuagint
Evangelia G. Dafni

Birmingham Museums Trust
Medea 1868, Frederick 
Sandys

https://hts.org.za/index.php/hts/article/view/6145/15976#CIT0013_6145
https://hts.org.za/index.php/hts/article/view/6145/15976#CIT0011_6145
https://hts.org.za/index.php/hts/article/view/6145/15976#CIT0008_6145
https://hts.org.za/index.php/hts/article/view/6145/15976#CIT0012_6145


"Infanticide": Medea and her children, 1893, Paul Gascq. Jardin 
des Tuileries. (Image: Angela Natividad)





Medea with the Urn
By Anselm Friedrich Feuerbach (1829-1880).



Chaucer's 'Legend of Good Women' – Hypsiphile (Hypsipyle) And Medea by Edward Burne-
Jones (1864)



Medea in a fresco from Herculaneum.



Medea (17th century) Giovanni Benedetto Castiglione detto il Grechetto



Medea Escaping. Quilt by Marilyn Bedford.



Quilt by Marilyn Belford







Of all creatures that have breath and sensation, we 
women are the most unfortunate. First at an exorbitant 
price we must buy a husband and master of our bodies. 
[This misfortune is more painful than misfortune.] [235] 
And the outcome of our life's striving hangs on this, 
whether we take a bad or a good husband. For divorce is 
discreditable for women and it is not possible to refuse 
wedlock. And when a woman comes into the new customs 
and practices of her husband's house, she must somehow 
divine, since she has not learned it at home, [240] how she 
shall best deal with her husband. If after we have spent 
great efforts on these tasks our husbands live with us 
without resenting the marriage-yoke, our life is enviable. 
Otherwise, death is preferable. A man, whenever he is 
annoyed with the company of those in the house, [245] 
goes elsewhere and thus rids his soul of its boredom 
[turning to some male friend or age-mate]. But we must 
fix our gaze on one person only. Men say that we live a life 
free from danger at home while they fight with the spear. 
[250] How wrong they are! I would rather stand three 
times with a shield in battle than give birth once.

Euripides, with an English translation by David Kovacs. Cambridge. Harvard University Press. Helen McCrory as Medea





Modern Medeas
Like a tunnel full of mirrors, it both reflects and echoes. The question it asks the reader, 
through many voices and in many different ways, is: What would you be willing to 
believe, to accept, to conceal, to do, to save your own skin, or simply to stay close to 
power? Who would you be willing to sacrifice? – Margaret Atwood in the introduction.

Ah, Mother. I’m not a young woman anymore, but according to the Corinthians I’m still wild, as far as 
they’re concerned a woman is wild if she has a mind of her own.

Where can I go. Is it possible to imagine a world, a time, where I 
would have a place. There’s no one I could ask. That’s the 
answer.










