


There are other Greek myths in which women
covertly help protect each other—and in almost
all of them, it’s after a woman has been raped.

""Who feels sorry for a creature who has snakes for hair,
and tums innocent men to stone?” the novelist Natalie
Haynes asks. 3 Medusa gefs no respect, and who can
hear her name without picturing those hissing snakes in
place of hair, a horror to behold? And when we recall
that the father of psychoanalysis equated the face of
Medusa with the fear of castration, another layer of
revulsion is added to the image. Medusa's face
exemplifies apotropaic magic, a charged symbolic image
(like the evil eye) designed as a weapon fo ward off
harm. Medusa petrifies with her gaze, and so it is hard fo
imagine why Pindar would write abouf a “fair-cheeked
Medusa.” But in fact, when we turn, again, to Owvid, we
discover that Medusa was once a fair maiden of
exquisite beauty. She was, in other words, not born that
way."

— from "The Heroine with 1001 Faces




Medusa, offspring of earth and ocean,
nurtured by the wellsprings of life.

Serpent tendrils crown you, whispering
wisdom and white noise to shield you from
the taunts of those maddened by your
power. Fecund Gaia and Oceanus course
through your veins, and the curse set upon
you is a circlet of enlightenment.

You speak the Oldest Truths and foretell
the futures of men, who have no stomach to
hear them.

For this, you are scorned;

for this, you shall be exalted.

Oracle by Janet Guastavino
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Aspecta Medusa (for a Drawing)
BY DANTE GABRIEL ROSSETTI

Andromeda, by Perseus sav'd and wed,
Hanker'd each day to see the Gorgon's head:

Till o'er a tount he held it, bade her lean,

And mirror'd in the wave was safely seen

Thart death she liv'd by.

Let not thine eyes know
Any forbidden thing itself, although
It once should save as well as kill: but be

Its shadow upon life enough for thee.

circa 1867
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Around 700 BC, Hesiod imagines the Gorgons | = theno (the mighty), Euryale (the far-springer, or of the wide sea). and Medusa (the guee

t of the Gorgons, the three sisters that have the hair of living, venomous snakes.



“Because, O Stranger, it is your desire

to learn what worthy is for me to tell,

hear ye the cause: Beyond all others she
was famed for beauty, and the envious hope
of many suitors. Words would fail to tell

the glory of her hair, most wonderful

of all her charms—A friend declared to me
he saw its lovely splendour. Fame declares
the Sovereign of the Sea attained her love

in chaste Minerva's temple. While enraged
she turned her head away and held her shield
before her eyes. To punish that great crime
minerva changed the Gorgon's splendid hair
to serpents horrible. And now to strike

her foes with fear, she wears upon her breast
those awful vipers—creatures of her rage.

Ovid. Metamorphoses. Brookes More. Boston. Cornhill Publishing Co. 1522.

Luciano Garbati’s “Medusa With the Head of
Perseus”

Medouoa



The goddess Athene, who was a virgin goddess of wisdom
and intellect, also carried images of her darker aspect. The
Gorgon's head was closely associated with Athene, being
pictured on her shield or on her aegis. In legend, the Gorgon

was Medusa, a woman with snakes for her hair whose deadly

gaze turned men to stone. Her blood had the power to kill or

to renew, depending on which vein it came from. The fact
that her face was surrounded by writhing snakes, reflecting
the image of the vulva, made her a symbol of sexuality,
regeneration, creation, renewal and death. Athene was also
depicted with the owl, with its associations with death and
the powers of prophecy.

Red Moon, Miranda Gray







1 Museum.

There are, practically, three forms to consider : (13 The

full figure of the Gorgon Medusa and of her two sisters, either
alone or in the Perseus myth; (2) the head of Medusa, usually
called Gorgoneion ; (3) the aegis, with its decoration of ser-
pents and Gorgoneion.

Medusa, Apollo, and the Great Mother
Author(s): A. L. Frothingham

Source: American Journal of Archaeology, Jul. - Sep., 1911, Vol. 15, No. 3 (Jul.
1911), pp. 349-377




her fateful encounter with the Greek hero Perseus. A dishonorable king
demanded that he bring him an impossible gift: the head of Medusa. Perseus set
out with the aid of the gods, who provided him with divine tools. While the
Gorgons slept, the hero attacked, using Athena’s polished shield to view the
reflection of Medusa's awful face and avoid her petrifying gaze while he
beheaded her with a harpe, an adamantine sword. Such a violent act resulted in
the birth of Medusa’s children, the winged horse Pegasos and the giant
Chrysaor, who sprung from her neck. The two immortal sisters pursued Perseus
with fury, but the hero escaped with his prize using Hermes’ winged boots and
Hades” helmet of invisibility. Not even death, however, could quell Medusa’s
power, and Perseus had to keep her decapitated head in a special sack strong
enough to contain it, called a kybisis. On his travels, he used the head to turn his
enemies to stone and rescue the princess Andromeda from a sea monster

(20.192.16). before giving it to Athena for her aegis (34.11.7).

Head of Medusa. Antoine Bourdelle, 1925.

Medusa in Ancient Greek
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striking frontality. It is rare in Gre t figure tof

almost all representations of Medusa, despite style and medium, she stares

Medusa (Caravaggio)

) - Medusa. 1597




In common parlance today, Medusa’s name is synonymous
with monster. But Dante, Shakespeare, Shelley, and other

writers have all invoked her name in poems that celebrate the

paradoxical logic of her image as capturing monstrosity and

beauty, threat and defense, toxin and remedy. And feminists
have reclaimed her, rehabilitating her as a figure who is not
all “deadly,” but beautiful. “She’s laughing,” Hélene Cixous
tells us in an essay that urges women to assert their identity

through writing 4

The Heroine with 1001 Faces, Maria Tatar







Pythian 12
For Midas of Acragas Flute-Playving Contest 490 B. C.

I beseech vou, splendor-loving city, most beautiful on earth, home of Persephone; yvou who inhabit the hill of well-
built dwellings above the banks of sheep-pasturing Acragas: be propitious, and with the goodwill of gods and men,
mistress, [5] receive this victorv garland from Pvtho in honor of renowned Midas, and receive the victor himself,
champion of Hellas in that art which once Pallas Athena discovered when she wove into music the dire dirge of the
reckless Gorgons which Perseus heard [10] pouring in slow anguish from beneath the horrible snakev hair of the
maidens, when he did away with the third sister and brought death to sea-girt Seriphus and its people. Yes, he brought
darkness on the monstrous race of Phorcus, and he repaid Polvdectes with a deadly wedding-present for the long [15]
slavery of his mother and her forced bridal bed; he stripped off the head of beautiful Medusa, Perseus, the son of
Danae, who thev say was conceived in a spontaneous shower of gold. But when the virgin goddess had released that
beloved man from those labors, she created the many-voiced song of flutes [20] so that she could imitate with musical
instruments the shrill cry that reached her ears from the fast-moving jaws of Eurvale. The goddess discovered it; but
she discovered it for mortal men to have, and called it the manyv-headed strain, the glorious strain that entices the
people to gather at contests, [25] often sounding through thin plates of brass and through reeds, which grow beside
the city of lovely choruses, the city of the Graces, in the sacred precinct of the nvmph of Cephisus, reeds that are the
faithful witnesses of the dancers. If there is anv prosperity among men, it does not appear without hardship. A god will
indeed grant it in full today ... [30] What is fated cannot be escaped. But that time will come, striking unexpectedly,
and give one thing bevond all expectation, and withhold another.

Odes. Pindar. Diane Arnson Svarlien. 1990.
PINDAR
OLYMPIAN ODES
PYTHIAN ODES

The Messos Amphora from around 620-610. The neck shows Herakles battling the centaur Messos while the belly
shows the Gorgons chasing. WILLIAM I RACE

Edued and Tanddated by




How You Can Reattach Medusa’s Head

Marguerite Rigoglioso, Ph.D.

THIS ARTICLE IS A CALL TO ACTION and to healing for those who have felt deeply
disturbed by the beheading of Medusa and know that the ripples of that event still
affect us today.
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In this reimagined story for the YA audience, Jessie Burton
portrays a Kore Medusa, who longs for acceptance. In what
ways have you hidden your truth in order to fit in?

Similar to Cassandra, Medusa is not believed by the powerful.
How does she cope with this? What similar experiences have
you had?

Like Circe, Medusa is on an island. Why do you think that the
writers of myths, which were typically men of power, put
“dangerous” women on islands? Have you been isolated for
displaying your power?







