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INTRODUCTION

THe Medea, in spite of its background of wonder and
enchantment, is not a romantic play but -a tragedy of
character and situation, It deals, so to speak, not with
the romance itself, but with the end of the romance, a
thing which is so terribly often the reverse of romantic.
For all but the very highest of romances are apt to have
just one fiaw somewhere, and in the story of Jason and
Medea the flaw was of a fatal kind.

The wildness and beauty of the Argo legend run
through all Greek literature, from the mass of Corin-
thian lays older than our present Iliad, which later
writers vaguely associate with the name of Eumélus, to
the Fourth Pythian Ode of Pindar and the beautiful
Argonauatica of Apollonins Rhodjns. Qur poet knows
the wildness and the beauty: but it is not these quali-
ties that he specially seeks. He takes them almost for
granted, and pierces through them to the sheer tragedy
that lies below.

Jason, son of Aeson, King of Ibicos, in Thessaly,
began his life in exile. His uncle Pelias had seized his
father's kingdom, and Jason was borne away to the
mountaing by night and given, wrapped in a purple
robe, to Chiron, the Centaur. When he reached man-
hood he came down to ISlcos to demand, as Pindar
tells us, his ancestral honour, and stood in the markei-
place, & world-famous figure, one-sandalled, with his
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pard-skin, his two spears and his long hair, gentle and
wild and fearless, as the Wise Beast had reared him.
Pelias, cowed but loath to yield, promised to give up the
kingdom if Jason would make his way to the unknown
land of Colchis and perform a double quest. First, if
I read Pindar aright, he must fetch back the soul of his
kinsman Phrixus, who had died there far from home:
and, secondly, find the fleece of the Golden Ram which
Phrixus had sacrificed. Jason undertook the quest:
gathered the most daring heroes from all parts of Hellas;
built the first ship, Argo, and set to s¢a.  After all man-
ner of desperate adventures he reached the land of
Aiétés, king of the Colchians, and there hope failed him,
By policy, by tact, by sheer courage he did all that man
could do. But Aiétés was both hostile and treacherous.
The Argonauts were surrounded, and their destruction
seemed only a guestion of days when, suddenly, un-
asked, and by the mercy of Heaven, Aidtés’ daughter,
Médéa, an enchantress as well asa princess, fell in love
with Jason. She helped him through all his trials; slew
for him her own sleepless serpent, who guarded the
fleece; deceived her father, and secured both the fleece
and the soul of Phrixus. At the last moment it ap-
peared that her brother, Absyrtus, was about to lay an
ambush for Jason. She invited Absyrtus to her room,
stabbed him dead, and fled with Jason over the seas.
She had given up all, and expected in return a perfect
love.

And what of Jason? He could not possibly avoid
taking Medea with him. He probably rather loved
her. She formed at the least a brilliant addition to
the glory of his enterprise. Not many herces could
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produce a barbarian princess ready to leave all and
follow them in blind trust. For of course, as every
one knew without the telling in fifth-century Athens,
no legal mamfage was possible between a Greek and
a barbarian from Colchis.

All through the voyage home, a world-wide baffled
voyage by the Ister and the Eridanus and the African
Syrtes, Medea was still in her element, and proved a
constant help and counsellor to the Argonauts.  When
they reached Jason's home, where Pelias was still king,
things began to be different. An ordered and law-
abiding Greek state was scarcely the place for the un-
tamed Colchian, We only know the catastrophe. She
saw with smothered rage how Pelias hated Jason and
was bent on keeping the kingdom from him, and she
determined to do her lover anather act of splendid ser-
vice, Making the most of her fame as an enchantress,
she persuaded Pelias that he could, by a certain pro-
cess, regain his youth, He eagerly caught at the hope.
His daughters tried the process upon him, and Pelias
died in agony. Surely Jason would be grateful now!

The real result was what it was sure to be in a civil-
ised country. Medea and her lover had to fly for their
lives, and Jason was debarred for ever from succeeding
to the throne of I8lcos, Probably there was another
result also in Jason's mind: the conclusion that at all
costs he must somehow separate himself from this wild
beast of a woman who was ruining his life. He di-
rected their flight to Corinth, governed at the time by
a ruler of some sort, whether * tyrant™ or king, who
was growing old and had an only daughter. Creon
would naturally want a son-in-law to support and soc-
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ceed him. And where in all Greece conld he find one
stronger or more famons than the chief of the Argo-
nauts? If only Medea were not there! No doubt
Jason owed her a great debt for her various services.
Still, after all, he was not married to her, And a man
must not be weak in such matters as these. Jason ac-
cepted the princess's hand, and when Medea became
violent, found it difficult to be really angry with Creon
for instantly condemning her to exile. At this point
the tragedy begins.

The Medea is one of the eariiest of Euripides” works
now preserved to us. And those of us who have in our
time glowed at all with the religion of realism, will
probably feel in it many of the qualities of youth. Not,
of course, the more normal, sensuous, romantic youth,
the youth of Reweee and Julizt; but another kind— crude,
austere, passionate—the youth of the poet who is also
a sceptic and a devotee of truth, who so haies the
conventionally and falsely beautiful that he is apt to
be unduly ascetic towards beauty itself. When a
.writer really deficient in poetry walks in this path, the
result is purely disagreeable. It produces its best re-
sults when the writer, like Euripides or Tolstoy, is so
possessed by an mmward flame of poetry that it breaks
out at the great moments and consumes the cramping
theory that would hold it in. One can feel in the
Medea that the natoral and inevitable romance of the
story is kept rigidly down. One word about Medea's
ancient serpent, two or three references to the Clashing
Rocks, one startling flash of light upon the real love of
Jason's life, love for the ship Argo, these are almost
gll the concessions made to us by the merciless
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delineator of disaster into whose hands we are fallen.
Jason is a middle-aged man, with much glory, indeed,
and some illusions; but a man entirely set upon build-
ing up a great career, to whom love and all its works,
though at times he has found them convenient, are for
the most part only irrational and distorbing elements in
a world which he can otherwise mould to his will.
And yet, most cruel tonch of all, one feels this man to
be the real Jason. It is not that he has fallen from
his heroic past. It is that he was really like this always.
And so with Medea. It i3 not only that her beauty
has begun to fade; wot only thatshe is set in surronnd-
ings which vaguely belittle and weaken her, making
her no more a bountiful princess, but only an am-
bignous and much criticised foreigner. Her wvery
devation of love for Jason, now turned to hatred, shows
itself to have been always of that somewhat rank and
ugly sort to which sach a change is natural.

For concentrated dramatic quality and sheer intengity
of passion few plays ever written can vie with the
Medea, Yet it obtained only a third prize at its first
production; and, in spite of its immense fame, there
are not many scholars who would put it among their
favourite tragedies. The comparative failure of the
first prodoction was perhaps due chiefly to the extreme
originality of the play. The Athenians in 432 B.c. had
not yet learnt to understand or tolerate such work as
this, thongh it is likely enongh that they fortified their
unfavourable opinion by the sort of criticisms which
we still find attributed to Aristotle and Dicsarchus.

At the present time it is certainly not the newness
of the subject: I do not think it is Aegens, nor yet



