Background to Medea:

Medea deals with part of the legend of Jason and the Golden Fleece.

The legend of the Fleece: 

· Marriage of Ino to Athamas, King of Orchomenos.

· He had to children by previous marriage, Phrixus & Helle.

· Ino (stepmother) wants children out of the way-plots this. (see pg 56)

· Creates a famine (burning seeds needed for next years plowing)

· Bribes messenger to report that Oracle at Delphi (where men ask Gods questions) says famine can only be averted if Phrixus & Helle were sacrificed to the Gods. 

· Nephele (minor goddess) intervenes-saves children/Ino meets unhappy ending.

· Saves children by sending flying ram with, whose fleece is made of Gold.

· Children escape to Colchis, Far Eastern shore of the Black Sea.

· King Aeetes ruler of Colchis (Medeas father & son of Helius, the sun God) – welcomes them. 
· In gratitude Phrixus hung magic golden fleece on an Oak grove sacred to Ares, where it was guarded by a magic dragon.

Story of Jason and the Argonauts:

· Jason = Son of Aeson, King of Iolcus.
· Before Jason born, Aeson excluded from throne by his wicked younger brother, Pelias.
· Attempt is made on life of Jason (who would have future claim to throne).

· Jason smuggled away to safety – looked after by a centaur Chiron i.e. he is an exile.
· Jason grows up – returns to claim his throne.
· Pelias sends Jason on a mission to get the Golden Fleece. 
· If he succeeds, he’ll get the throne back.
· Pt. of mission – to get rid of Jason.
· Jason sets sail for Colchis on a magical ship, the Argo, with his crew the Argonauts.
· Aeetes (Medeas father) displeased to see him.
· Gives him tasks to complete before he can get fleece.
Jason meets Medea: 

· She is a sorceress – clever and has knowledge of spells.
· She falls madly in love with him & helps him.
· She elopes with Jason and brings her brother Apsyrtus with her. Father pursues them.
· To stall him (have enough time to escape) she butchers her brother cutting him up into pieces so that the father will have to collect the pieces along the way. 
· Several adventures along the way in which Medea intervenes to save Jason and his crew.
· They return to Iolcus.
· Discover Pelias has murdered Aeson. Jason asks Medea to help him get revenge by murdering Pelias.
· She tricks his Pelias daughters into killing their father and boiling him, saying it will rejuvenate him.
· Then Acatus, son of Pelias, drives them out of Iolcus.
· They go to Corinth, where they are penniless exiles.  
· Medea bore Jason two sons.
· Years later, Euripides play begins where the myth had taken Jason to Corinth, where the action of the play is set.
Infanticide:

Note: Like other stories there are fixed points to the myth ie. Medea going & helping Jason & falling in love with him.

Non fixed parts ie. what they do when they come back to Corinth.

There were a number of versions of how Medeas children died.

Possible that Euripidies is first person to have Medea kill her chidlren.  Evidence that the murder of the children by Medea is a Euripidean invention.

Other accounts of how the children die include:

1. Medea kills her chidren unintentionally (trying to make them immortal- but something goes wrong with the formula)

2. Another version – children killed by Corinthians in revolt against Medea who they had appointed Queen of Corinth.

3. Creons kinsmen killed the children and spread the rumour that Medea had done it. 

There were a number of versions of the myth available to Euripides. He was able to choose which one he adopted.
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