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RoNALD BLANKENBORG”

Bridging the Gap with Epic: the Nurse in
Euripides’ Medea

Abstract

This paper argues for a deliberately epic role for the nurse in Euripides’ tragedies, es-
pecially in his Medea. In that specific play, the nurse’s influencing of events resembles
the omniscient characters familiar from narrative epic like Homer’s Iliad and Odyssey.
In Homer’s Odyssey, as in Aeschylus’ Oresteia, the nurse tends to align either with the
household norms, generally labelled patriarchal, or with the lady of the house left be-
hind. In Choephori 748-762, the task, duties, and responsibilities of the nurse are suffi-
ciently presented. In Aeschylean and Sophoclean drama, nurses act and speak within
the limits of these duties and responsibilities, while in Euripidean drama, however, the
nurse’s role changes. Acknowledging the special position of the nurse’s contribution
in Euripides’ Medea as discussed in Ian Ruffell’s “The Nurse’s Tale”, I link the changing
and changed role of the wet nurse to the characteristics of epic behaviour: a certain
amount of providence, combined with typically human indifference, and, ultimately,
helplessness. She is the only one who, in lines 36-37 and 89-95, foresees the event that
must have been a great unpleasant surprise (if not shock) for the audience: infanticide.
It has been suggested that the nurse’s “epic” behaviour, speech, and foreknowledge
develop in the context of the societal circumstances in 421 BCE; in other (lost) plays
by Euripides, nurses are allegedly involved in the psycho-sexual problems of their
mistresses. In Medea, however, the issue is infanticide. The level of transgression in
Medea’s planned behaviour, I argue, is mirrored in the level of “epic” as shown in the
nurse’s self-importance and presumptuousness. Her speech in the prologue equals
prologues spoken by omniscient and influencing characters, e.g. Dionysus in Bacchae
and Aphrodite in Hippolytus, as does her self-reflection in the course of the play.

KEywoRDSs: nurses in Greek tragedy; prologuing characters; double motivation; tragic
transgression

1. Introducing Transgression

Euripidean tragedy tends towards transgression (Reilly 2007; Thumiger 2007;
Swift 2006, 2009; Lush 2015; Verheij 2016). Many characters involved, both
on the human and the divine level, display a behaviour that transgresses

' I thank the editor Rosy Colombo and the anonymous reviewers for their helpful
comments and suggestions.

* Radboud University - ronald.blankenborg@ru.nl
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58 RONALD BLANKENBORG

the values of society as well as the conventions of the tragic genre (Steiner
2004, 10-11). Aeschylus confronts man with the gods, even in a fellow
human being.? In Sophocles, man is confronted with himself, and the
rare appearance of a god only serves to underline the characters’ correct
balancing of what seem to be incompatible, but equally accepted, norms
and ethical guidelines.® Euripides was (in)famous for his lavish use of the
deus ex machina to put an end to tragic suffering and lack of prospect.* In
his plays, man falls victim to his own shortcomings, the inevitable outcome
of human nature. Thus, the deus ex machina proves to be a necessary and
merciful safeguard for humankind in the face of man’s fallibility, and his
inborn impulse towards transgression.’ Transgression may be presented as
a side-effect of what is in principle a rational and well-balanced decision,®
especially in Aeschylean and Sophoclean drama.” In Euripidean tragedy,
transgression is more frequently resulting from character flaws; not a side-

2 The suffering Persian court in Persae (first produced in 472 BCE) recognises the
divine hand in the unexpected defeat at the hands of the Greeks, as do the survivors
in Septem (467 BCE). In Prometheus Vinctus the mortal hero Heracles is the instrument
of Zeus, even for an immortal protagonist. The Oresteia (457 BCE) concludes with
introducing the gods to the human stage to bring a solution for irresolvable and
contradictory complexities. While in Agamemnon and Choephori humans err and act
with reference to divine order or justification, in Eumenides the gods appear in person
to take responsibility for apparently unjustifiable moral behaviour; they demand
retribution, and finally solve the inherently inhuman dilemma (Fletcher 2014).

3 Cf. e.g. Lawrence 2005 for the Ajax. In the play named after him, Philoctetes, as
another example, accepts Heracles’ confirmation that both he and the bow need to
return to Troy despite the Greeks’ low trick to try and rob him from it, and possibly
from his livelihood, through deceit (Tessitore 2003).

+ Cf. Worthington 1990 on the deus ex machina in Eur. Med. vis-d-vis Aristotle’s
criticism of the scene in Poet. 1454a37-b2, and his general criticism of the feature in
Poet. 1454b2-5.

5 According to Aristotle’s analysis of tragedy in Poetics, this is the essence of
tragedy as a genre, and as a type of mimesis of reality: the tragic character, of
sufficiently high class to emphasise the discrepancy between societal privilege and
depravation but nonetheless relatable for a democratic audience, is subjected to
suffering and loss as the result of a hamartia, a personal mistake that does not stem
from character, but rather from misinterpreting the possible reactions to very specific,
demanding circumstances (Taylor 2008, 269-72; Kim 2010, 38-46).

¢ As a form of ‘corruption’, e.g. of ritual, cf. Lush 2015.

7 Sophoclean characters like Creon, Antigone, and Oedipus show transgression
as a result of a deliberate decision even more poignantly: their considerations count
as rational, but once decided upon their actions and words tend to be harsher than
initially required, and meant to enforce the path chosen rather than to allow for any
more criticism, reconsideration, or reflection. Creon resorts to torture instead of milder
punitive action; Antigone to suicide rather than being content to fulfil her filial duties
(discussed as transgression of gender norms in Penrose 2020, 31-2).
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effect but rather the execution of hamartia.® Divine intervention is thus a
remedy to balance human imperfection.’

In several instances, however, human transgression in Euripides is not
just man’s shortcoming; it may be divinely ordained, predicted, exploited,
instrumentalised (Hamilton 1978; Sypniewski and MacMaster 2010). In the
latter case, the hamartia from which it stems or which it entails is equally not
a human shortcoming: it is a deliberate action, orchestrated by a prologuing
god, to exercise influence, power, or vengeance in the mortal domain." It is
therefore a divine transgression."

Such morality, if it may be called so, is reminiscent of epic poetry rather
than of the Attic drama as it is found in Aeschylus and Sophocles (Sypniewski
and MacMaster 2010). The double motivation, with human decision-making
as the effectuation of the gods’ setting-in-motion of fate, resembles the Iliadic
“will of Zeus”, and the “decision by the gods to have Odysseus return to Ithaca”
in the Odyssey. In tragedy, similar patterning becomes tangible in the plays
that do not allow for options and choice (however wrong or misgiven) by the
human protagonist(s), due to divine direction (Hamilton 1978). The deus ex
machina nullifies characters’ psychology through the wisdom of hindsight;'

8 Cf. Verheij 2014, 190-95 on the cohesiveness of Medea’s motivation to commit
infanticide.

9 In Sophocles, the “care of the gods” (Phil. 196) (Pucci 1994, 17-21).
Papadimitropoulos 2011, 501 (on Apollo’s epiphany in Eur. Or): “The god imposes order
in a disorderly state of affairs and manages to reconcile the opposites by bringing about
peace in a situation consistently dominated by strife”.

© Examples from Euripidean tragedy are Bacchae and Hippolytus. Both plays feature
a god delivering the prologue in which they proclaim they will get someone into
trouble and subsequently punish him or her.

" Allan 2013, 593 argues for the efficacy of revenge through violence in Attic drama:
“tit-for-tat violence is characterized as problematic from the earliest Greek literature
onwards, but also stresses the continuing importance of anger, honour, and revenge in
classical Athenian attitudes to punishment and justice. With these continuities in mind,
it analyses the new process by which punishment and justice were achieved in Athens,
and argues that the Athenians’ emphasis on the authority of their laws is central to
understanding tragedy’s portrayal of personalized vengeance and the chaos that ensues
from it. Though (for reasons of space) it focuses on only a selection of plays in detail
(Aesch. Eum., Soph. EL, Eur. EL, Or.), the article adduces further examples to show
that the same socio-historical developments are central to the portrayal of retaliatory
violence throughout the genre, and ends by considering how tragedy, in depicting
revenge as problematic, offers a more positive alternative to such violence which does
justice to the emotional and social needs of its audience”.

> Cf. the standardised choral ending, as in Med. 1415-19: TOAAGV Topiog Zedg év
‘OMOpTte, / TOAAR & déATTTRg Kpaivovot Beoi / kal T SoknBévT ok éterécbn, / TdV &
adoknTwv Topov NOpe Bedg / Tolovd &méPn t6de mpaypa (“Olympian Zeus has many
things in his treasury, and the gods accomplish many things contrary to expectation.
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the deus in prologo does so from the start, with only horrible consequences to
be expected by the audience.

In this contribution, I argue that, next to the dei in prologo, there are
other signallers of similar “epic” reminiscences with regard to a higher level
of transgression expectancy in Euripidean drama. Particularly interesting is
the role of the nutrix in prologo in Medea; with reference to nutrices in other
plays by the same author, I will show that the epic predecessors of Medea’s
nutrix paved the way for the decisive influence she exerts on the irreversibly
destructive behaviour of her mistress.

2. Nutrices priores

In Homer’s Odyssey, a nurse figures prominently in the character of Eurycleia,
who nursed both Odysseus and his son Telemachus. The epic is explicit about
Eurycleia’s provenance and the nurse’s working circumstances. She works
in the Ithacan royal household as a slave:"

EvpokAer’, "Qmog Buyatnp Hewonvopidao,

v ote AaépTng mplato KTedTEGOLY £0IGLY
TpwONPNV €T’ éodoav, éetkocdfola & Edwkev,
ioo 8¢ v kedvij dAoxw Tiev év peydpolowy,

eovij & ol mot’ EpikTo, YOAov & adéelve yovalkog
(Od. 1.429-33)

[Eurycleia, dochter of Ops son of Pisenor, whom Laertes once bought with
his wealth when she was still in her first youth. For her he gave the price of
twenty oxen. He cherished her on a par with his spouse inside, but he never
slept with her — and thus he shunned the wrath of his wife.]

Though the Odyssey does not explicitly state that Odysseus’ father was
already married when he invested in a slave girl, apparently Eurycleia,
herself of good family given the naming of her father and grandfather, has
been bought with the prospect of replacing Laertes’ lawfully wedded wife
Anticleia as a mistress, as a housekeeper, and as a mother. The latter only
in the sense of a foster mother, as Laertes never shared her bed: whether or
not married at the time of the purchase, Laertes explicitly reserved sexual
contact and motherhood in the royal family for Anticleia (Marshall 2017,

What was expected did not come to pass, but for the unexpected a god found a way. In
such fashion was the completion of this play”).

3 Editions from which passages have been cited are in the references. All
translations are by the author.

4 Like Eumaius (Od. 15.403) and his Sidonian nursemaid (Od. 15.427), Eurycleia was
presumably kidnapped by pirates, cf. Heubeck, West and Hainsworth 1988, 126.
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188-90). Nonetheless, he bought Eurycleia at a very young age and against
a high price,” suggestive of the exploitation of her breeding potential. The
underlying assumption seems to be that in general young girls were added to
the affluent household to serve as housekeepers, sex slaves, and breeders of
bastards, with the buyers only refraining from the latter usability for reasons
of discretion and intermarital respect and restraint. Replacing the biological
mother with a nurse, however, was not considered an infringement on
marriage and, instead, one of the main tasks of the acquired female servant
(cf. Od. 19.482-3).

The Odyssey does not comment on the relationship between Anticleia and
Eurycleia.’® The latter did, however, acquire a solid position in the palace:
next to breastfeeding baby Odysseus, she was tasked with supervising the
provisions and the wine cellar. When Odysseus’ son Telemachus leaves
for Pylos and Sparta, he acknowledges her overview of the household’s
provisions, as well as her ability to manage and to distribute the stock.”” In
addition, he beseeches her secrecy: when Eurycleia protests and warns him
not to leave the house, Telemachus urges her to swear not to tell his mother
that he left for at least eleven or twelve days. And so she does (Od. 2.377-8).
This is not the only occasion in the Odyssey where the nurse Eurycleia is
approached as a confident: both Penelope and Odysseus confide in her, even
when her position as an intimate threatens one’s safety. Once recognised
despite his disguise as a beggar (Od. 19.392-3, 467-8), Odysseus has to prevent
Eurycleia from shouting out to Penelope through smothering her and

5 Names like Algesifoia, Epifowa, and IToAOPora similarly suggest cattle as a
standard of value, but rather with regard to marriage-prospects than trade (Heubeck,
West & Hainsworth 1988, 126). A similar amount, 20 oxen, is suggested as compensation
for Odysseus per suitor (Od. 22.57). The Iliad provides comparison for the high value:
4 oxen for a skilled labour woman (Il 23.705), 100 oxen for a set of golden armour (II.
6.236), a male prisoner (Il 21.79), 12 oxen for a tripod (II. 23.703), 9 oxen for a set of
bronze armour (IL. 6.236), and 1 ox for a cauldron (Il. 23.885).

® Cf. Od. 11.155-62, 181-203, 216-24.

7 po’, &ye 81 pot olvov év dperpopedoy &puocov / 180v, 8Tig peTd TOV AapdToTog
Ov ob gpulaooelg / keivov Otopévn TOV Kéyppopov, el mobev Aol / doyevrig ‘Odvoedg
Bavartov kol kfpag GAVEaG. / dmddeka & EPTANCOV Kol TOHXGLY &poov Gmovtag. / év
8¢ pot dhgita xedov ebppapéecat dopoioty: / gikoot 8’ Eotw pétpa PUANPAETOL GAPiTOL
aktiG. / avtn & oin tobr T §” abpda mhvta teTOXOw- / EoméPLOg Yirp EydV aiprjcopat,
onmdte kev 8N / pujtnp eig dmepd’ dvapPri koitov te pédntar. (Od. 2.349-58; “Mother,
pour me sweet wine in vessels, the second best, right after the one you guard, always
pondering on that wretched man, if godlike Odysseus may from somewhere return,
having escaped death and fate. Fill me twelve of them and close them all carefully with
covers. Pour me barley meal into well-sewn skins: there should be twenty measures
of ground barley meal in each. You must be the only one to know: make sure all this
is brought together. For I will come to collect it in the evening, when my mother will
retreat to her chambers and mind her rest”).
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making her swear an oath not to divulge his identity: if she betrays him, she
is like a mother causing the death of her own child.”® Upon Odysseus’ return,
Eurycleia’s loyalty to him outdoes her loyalty to Penelope.” For twenty
years, she was her support and protector as well, tending to the household
and to Telemachus (Od. 17.31-5, 23.289-92), and serving as Penelope’s eyes
and ears throughout the palace.”” At several occasions, the nurse functions as
an advisor and instigator,” suggesting that the nurse’s role may well exceed
the limitations of replacing motherhood.

In Aeschylean and Sophoclean tragedy, nurses feature prominently.
There, too, they tend to align with the household norms, generally labelled
patriarchal, or with the lady of the house left behind. In Choephori 743b-65,
the task, duties, and responsibilities of the nurse are sufficiently presented.
Answering the worries of the chorus in response to the message of Orestes’
alleged passing, Orestes’ nurse Cilissa comments on her position:

O TV £y

G HOL T HEV LAY CLYKEKPOHEVOL

alyn Sboolota tolcd v ATtpéng dopolg
TUXOVT UMV fAYLVEV €V GTEPVOLS PPEVAL.
AAN oUTL Tw TOLOVSE AW Gvea O V-

T PHEV YOp GAAO TANROVWS VTAOLY Korkd-
@idov & Opéotny, Mg Euijg Yuxng Tppnv,
ov €€¢0peiar pntpobev dedeypévn,—

KOK VOKTUTAGYKTWV 0pOlov KeEAEVUATWV
Kol TOAAQ Kok poxOnp’ aveweéAnT épol
TAGOT) - TO P} PPOVODVY Yop GoTepel fOTOV

1) yap ABnvain voov étpamev- avtap Odvcoeds / xelp’ EMPACTAUEVOG PAPLYOG
A&Pe Selitephior, / T & étépr £0ev docov éphocato pavnoév Te. / poda, Tin | 0éhelg
OAéoan; ob O¢ P ETpeeg avTh) / TG 0@ €l pald- vov § &hyea moAA& poynoag /
fAvbov eikoot( Etel ég matpida yoiawv. / GAN émel eppaobng kai tol Beog EpPoie
Oupd, / olyo, pf tig T dAhog évi peydpoiot mbnton (Od. 19.479-86; “Athena had
diverted Penelope’s attention. But Odysseus grabbed her by the throat with his right
hand, and with his left he pulled her closer and said: ‘Mother, why do you want to
ruin me? You fed me yourself at your breast. Now, after suffering many woes, I have
returned to my native country in the twentieth year. Now, since you discovered me and
a god somehow allowed you to find me out, keep your silence, lest anyone else in the
house finds me out, too.”).

¥ Cf. Eurycleia’s consolation of Penelope in Od. 4.742ft.

2 Following the slaughter of the suitors, Eurycleia brings the message of Odysseus’
return to Penelope (Od. 23.1-84). As long as he had to maintain his disguise, Odysseus
was secretly informed by her as well, cf. Od. 22.4171f.

2 Eurycleia keeps the maid servants locked up when the weapons are removed
from the great hall (Od. 19.15-30) and during the slaughter of the suitors (Od. 21.380ff.,
Od. 23.41ff)). Afterwards, she oversees the cleaning of the hall (Od. 22.480ft.).
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TPEPELV AVAYKN), TOG Yap oU; TPOTW PPEVOS:
00 Ya&p TL Vel TG €T OV €V omapydvolg,
el Apog, 1) iy T, 1§ Avpovpio

gxeL- véa 8¢ vnddg atbTdPKNG TEKVOV.
TOOTWV TPOUAVTIC 0DGA, TOANX &, olopa,
Yevobeloa moudog oapydvov padpdvrpia,
YVoupedg Tpo@eg Te TadTOV elyéTnv TéAoG.
eyo dumAag 8¢ thode xelpwvakiog

gxovo’ Opéotnv é€edekapunv matpi-
TeBvnkoTog 8¢ VOV TdAova tevbopa.
otelyw & e dvdpa tdVSe Avpavtrplov
olkwv, Béhwv 8¢ TOVvde meboetal Aoyov.
(743b-62)

[Wretched me! How the old unbearable troubles, one heaped on top of the
other, in this palace of Atreus continuously caused pain for my heart in my
breast! But never did I sustain a blow like this: all other troubles I withstood
patiently, but now my beloved Orestes, my soul’s only care, whom I got
handed over from his mother and nursed, and from the loud cries in broken
nights both many and troublesome failures for me despite my efforts — for
one must nurse the unthinking thing like an animal, what else? You just
follow your instincts. The child does not yet speak while still in swaddling
clothes, not when hungry or thirsty, or in need: the young children’s lower
body follows its own rules. I tried to anticipate such, but often, I reckon,
became the baby-linen’s washer as I was mistaken; laundress and nurse had
the same aim. I had these same two handicrafts when I received Orestes for
his father. And now I, wretched one, hear that he is dead. I will go to the man
who brings destruction over this house, and he will hear the news he has

been hoping for.]

Both the service as a replacement mother and the confidentiality vis-d-vis
the keepers of the household norms become apparent in her speech. As the
nurse in other Aeschylean and Sophoclean plays, Cilissa speaks and acts
within the limitations of her position as a servant and as a woman.*

3. Nutrix Euripidea

The nurse’s role changes in Euripides where she appears in Medea (431
BCE), Hippolytus (428 BCE), and Andromache (ca. 425 BCE). Actually, it is
extended to encompass active influencing of protagonists and of the play’s
plot. Euripidean nurses are still concerned with their protégés and with the

> Though speaking from her own thoughts and judgements, cf. Van Emde Boas
2018, 328.
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daily care for the household, but, unlike their predecessors, they exercise a
strong and steering influence on their adoptive child — always female - in
especially the aspects of adult life in which she replaces them as a tpogog:
motherhood, childcare, role as a (threatened and abandoned) spouse, and
sexuality. As a rule, nurses assume this role when they are taken in on their
protégé’s despair as an ultimate confidant: in their attempt to replace their
protégé psychologically as well as physically, they contribute to the psycho-
sexual stress of the mistress, and actively steer her — and the plot - to death
and disaster.

In Andromache, the Nurse steps in (802) once her mistress sees no way
out: jealous of her potential rival Andromache (Torrance 2005, 45-50),
Neoptolemus’ share of Troy’s spoils, Hermione, herself childless, planned
to make use of her husband’s absence to murder Andromache and her
child. In the play’s first half, she found a willing accomplice in her father
Menelaus, but he was stopped from committing the crime through the
timely intervention of Peleus, Neoptolemus’ grandfather and master of the
house in his grandson’s absence. Now that her scheme failed and her father
Menelaus left Phthia, Hermione fears her husband’s homecoming: with rope
and sword she tried to end her live,” but servants prevented her suicide.
Urging her mistress to face her husband Neoptolemus, the Nurse comments
on Hermione’s sexuality, and steps in as the guardian of her mistress’ proper
behaviour in public.?* The Nurse equally comments on Hermione’s position
as a potentially abandoned spouse, but downplays the risk that presented
itself so readily: Neoptolemus lending his ear to Andromache does not imply
the end of his and Hermione’s marriage.” Further discussion of this issue,
the threat to Hermione’s marriage constituted by Neoptolemus’ spoil of war

8 The attempt to commit suicide by hanging confirms Hermione’s interpretation of
her misdeed against Andromache as sexually motivated. In Andr. 930-38a, Andromache
admits having succumbed to other women’s scorn of her sexual-competitive position
against Andromache.

2 'Ep. {® poi pou / omdpoypa kopag dvoywv te / dé dpdyporta Ofcopat. / Te. &
nad, Ti dpaoelg; odpa ooV kotoukifj; / EP. alod alod- / €pp’ aiBéprov mAokapwy PV
amo, / Aemtopitov @apog. / Tp. tékvov, kbAvnte oTépva, cOVONGOV TETAOLG . . . QAN
€lod elow pnde pavtalov dopwv / Tapobe TdVSE, pur TV aloxovnv AdPng / [rpdcbev
HeA&Opwv TOVS Opwpévn, tékvov] (Eur. Andr. 825-32, 876-8; “HERMIONE Oh no, I will
tear out my hair and horribly scratch myself with my nails. NUrse What will you do,
my child? Maim your own body? HERMIONE Please, no, away from my braids into the
sky, you, lightly-woven cloth. NUrsE Cover your chest, child, and close your garments
... Come on, come inside and do not show yourself outside this house, lest you load
some shame onto yourself (when you are seen in front of this palace, child”).

5 Tp. oby OS¢ kfidog ooV Sidceton mooLS / Padlolg yovoukodg PapPépov metsheig
Aoyoug (Eur. Andr. 869-70; “NURSE Your husband will not undo your marriage like that,
won over by the idle reasoning of a foreign woman”).
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Andromache, is delegated to Orestes who happens to run into Hermione
and her Nurse, and chooses words that resemble Aegeus’ in Medea. Orestes
also addresses Hermione’s childlessness, and thus adds to the interference
by her Nurse: whereas the Nurse thought of her mistress’ replacement as a
spouse, Orestes makes Hermione speak explicitly about her replacement as
a mother.*

In Hippolytus, the Nurse is much more proactive as a dramatic character:
she acts independently in order to further the plot as a tool of divine will.#’
Like her counterpart in Andromache, she steps in when her mistress Phaedra
seems to be ill (176, 205, cf. the chorus in 269). Initially, she does not know
what befell her mistress, though her plaint that mortals “appear to be
problematically in love” (193, dvcépwteg dn pouvoped 6vteg) foreshadows
what is wrong. She duly corrects Phaedra’s incomprehensible utterances
about “hunting in the mountains”, with the chorus as her witness (286,
g av mapodoa kai o0 pot EvppapTLPRG “as you, since you are present,
may testify to as well”), but notices that Phaedra responds to the mention
of Hippolytus (310). In her lead-in to mentioning his name, she has also
touched on Phaedra’s role as a mother: giving in to her illness, Phaedra will
bring Theseus’ bastard Hippolytus in a favourable position when compared
to her own children by Theseus.” Phaedra’s response to the mention of her
stepson’s name appears at first sight to be the Nurse’s finally successful
attempt to break through her mistress’ defences.

What seems to be an issue of inheritance, however, quickly turns out to
be a matter of forbidden love, a confession extracted from Phaedra® by her

2°0p. tig 00V &v &ln pf mepuKdTOV YE T / Taidwv yuvauki cupgopd TARV &ig
Aéxog; / ‘EP. ToDT adTO Kol vocoDpev- €0 [ dmnydyov. / Op. &AANV TV e0VAv &vti
ool otépyel mooig; / Ep. v aixpdrotov EKropog EvvevvéTwy. / Op. kaxov y élekag,
ocv6poc Sloo” Exewv Aéxn. / ‘EP. towdta Tadta. kAT Eyoy fuovauny (Eur. Andr. 904-910;

“OresTEs What trouble can there be for a woman other than her marriage, as long as
there are no children yet? HERMIONE Exactly that is where we suffer; you sharply see
my soft spot. ORESTES Does your husband long for another to replace you? HERMIONE
The wife of Hector, won by the spear. ORESTES You mentioned something shameful: a
man having two wives. HERMIONE Exactly that — but I took countermeasures.”’)

*7 As she rightfully acknowledges in 359a-61.

#Tp. AN 100 pévror — mpog téd adBadeotépa / yyvouv Baddoong — el Bavy,
npododoa covg / maildag, matpewy pr pedéovtag dopwv (Eur. Hipp. 304-6; “NURSE
But know this, and as far as I am concerned you remain more stubborn that the sea in
this regard: if you die, you have betrayed your children, for they will not share in their
father’s wealth”.

» PA. Tl 7000 0 O Ksyoucw avbpwmovg épav; / Tr. fidotov, @ mad, THTOV
dhyewov 0 Gpa. / PA. fipeig & elpev Batépe kexpnpévor. / Te. Ti onig; £pgs, O TéKVOV;
avOponwyv tivog; / PA. doTig 0O 00Tdg €68, O ThG Apalovog . . . / Tp. TemdAvtov
addag; / PA. oo T&d’, obk épod kAvelc. / TP. olpol, Tt AéEelg, Tékvov; OG P AmdAecag.
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Nurse® to her own demise: nurse and protégé go down together (Castrucci
2015, 416-18). In this case, however, the Nurse does not support her mistress’
self-constraint; on the contrary, she rapidly shifts side to, unknowingly, join
Aphrodite in convincing Phaedra to accept — and yield to — her longing.
Instead of actively protecting her mistress’ private peace of mind and public
appearance (as did the Nurse in Andromache), she encourages Phaedra to be
sexually proactive in order to “save her life”* The arguments she mentions
in the process are to be considered indicative of the character of the Nurse
herself: preference of impulse and instant pleasure over thoughtfulness and
reputation, eagerness to take sexual initiative, overstatement of personal
suffering, lack of self-restraint. The Nurse promises Phaedra not to betray
her to Hippolytus (521), but soon enough she proves to have done just that:
in addition to being a nurse, she has now become a matchmaker (589-90). She
tries to downplay her betrayal of Phaedra with Hippolytus, only enticing the
latter to his famous speech on the analogy between trouble and women (616-
68). Phaedra realises that the Nurse’s actions will cause her death, and curses
her. After the Nurse is dismissed and has left the stage, Phaedra announces
that she will take Hippolytus with her in her downfall, thus paying her debt
to Aphrodite. The Nurse has no further role to play than to find her mistress
hanged.

(Eur. Hipp. 347-53; “PHAEDRA Men call it ‘being in love’: what does it mean? NURSE
The sweetest thing, my child, and at the same time the most painful. PHAEDRA I can
only make use of the latter. NURSE I beg your pardon: are you in love, my child? With
whom? PHAEDRA Whoever he is, the son of the Amazon . . . NURSE Hippolytus, you
mean? PHAEDRA Those are your words; you do not hear me say such. NURSE O dear,
what are you about to say? How you have ruined me!”).

> Presumably not present in the first, failed version of Hippolytus (Hutchinson
2004), where Phaedra delivered the incriminating letter confessing her passion for
Hippolytus herself.

3 TP. 00 yop meplocov o0dev 008 Ew Aoyou / mémovloag, dpyal & ég o améoknfov
Oedc. / épg Tl TodTO Badpo; cbV oAoig Ppotdv. / kamelt Epwtog obveka Yuxmnv
OMElG; / . . . TL ogpvopvbeic; o0 Adywv evoxnpovey / Sel o', dAAX Tavdpdg. g Tdxog
ductéov, / TOV 0BV EEeuovTog dpgl 6o Adyov. / el pév yap fv oot pr ‘mi cupgopaig
Blog / tolaicde, cOPpwv § 0o’ étdyyaveg yovi), / o0k &v motT ebvig obvey Noviig
Te of)g / pofyov v ot dedpo- viv § dyav péyog / odoot PBlov cov, kovk émipbovov
t68¢ (Eur. Hipp. 437-40, 490-7; “NURSE You do not experience something extraordinary
or beyond explanation: you have simply been struck by the goddess’ anger. You are
in love — what is so extraordinary about that? It happens to many people. And now
you plan to destroy your life because of love? . . . No more solemn words! You do not
need well-arranged arguments — you need the man! We must make it clear as soon as
possible how things truly stand with you by making it explicit. If your life were not in
such perils as it is now, and if you were a sell-controlled woman, then I would never
guide you in this direction for the mere pleasure of sex. Now, however, the stakes are
higher, saving your life, and there is nothing reproachable in that!”).
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The Nurse’s developing and changing role in Hippolytus — from caring for
her mistress to acting independently with a certain amount of providence and
indifference for her protégé’s interest, to utter helplessness with regard to the
destructive outcome of her initiatives — is, of course, instrumental to the divine
will that determines the play from the start. In her prologue, Aphrodite explicitly
states the purpose of the play (Danek 1992): to demonstrate that individual gods
destroy hubristic humans through using other humans as defenceless pawns -
in this case, to show that she will bring down Hippolytus through sacrificing
Phaedra.* The Nurse’s considerations and actions in Hippolytus represent the
double motivation familiar from epic: the mirroring of divine council, will, and
decision through human deliberation, consultation, and determination. Human
protagonists seemingly act on their own accord, but whatever they do or say
proves to have been prepared and fated on the level of the gods. At times, humans
in epic are vaguely or painfully aware of this, as is the Nurse in Hippolytus.
Nonetheless, her behaviour is transgressive, as is the goddess’ motivation and
execution: the downfall of tragic protagonists is not primarily the result of their
Aristotelian hamartia within or before the play’s plot, but rather a premeditated
and highly personal divine vendetta.An audience can hardly feel engaged with
the undeservedly non-productive exertions of the tragic character and experience
fear and pity accordingly; they remain rather detached from identification with
a protagonist who is from the outset condemned by an outside higher force and
whose suffering within the play, like that of the divine pawns, is both the reason
for, and the result of, transgression.

22 ADP. cpdAhw & 6ooL ppovoloLy eig NUAG péya. / Eveatt yap 81 kv Bedv yével
08¢ / Tipdpevol yaipovow avBponwy bmo. / deiw 8¢ pobwv OV dAnBeov thya
.../ 6§ eig & Nuaptnke Tipwpricopon / TrwdAvtov v THS Npéps T TOAAX O¢ /
et TPokOYao', o0 VoL TOAAOD pe el . . . / doboa Paidpa kapdiav katéoyeto
/ EpwtL dewv@ TOiG époig PovAedpacty . . . / Ebvolde & obTIG oikeT®dV vosov. / AN
obtL tadTn TOVY Epwta Xpr) meoely, / deifw ¢ Onoel mpdypa Kakeovoetal. / Kol
TOV P&V NIV ToAépiov veaviav / kTevel mathp apaictv . . . / 1) & edkAeng pév dAN
Opwg amoAvtal Paidpa- TO yop tHod 00 mPOTHRoK KAKOV / TO Ur) 00 TaPACXELV
ToUG Epovg £xBpodg €pol / Siknv tocadtny GOt épol kahdg Exewv (Eur. Hipp. 6-9, 21-
3, 27-8, 40-4a, 47-50; “APHRODITE I will bring down those who do not respect me. For
within the race of gods the following applies: they enjoy being worshipped by men. I
will swiftly demonstrate the truth of these words . . . for what he did me wrong I will
punish Hippolytus today. I have prepared many things in advance - it will be an easy
game to play for me . .. when she saw Hippolytus Phaedra was captured by a terrifying
passion; all that was my doing . . . among the palace personnel no one knows of her
affliction. But her love may not end like that: I will show Theseus the entire matter and
everything will come to light. The father will kill this young man, so hostile to me, with
his curses . . . she will keep her good reputation but she has to die anyway - Phaedra.
I will not value the evil that befalls her higher than the prospect of not punishing my
enemies to an extent that satisfies me”).
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Both Aphrodite’s and the Nurse’s transgression in Hippolytus is thus
comparable to divinely instigated transgression in similar situations, like
Dionysus’and Pentheus’ in Euripides’ Bacchae(405BCE, staged posthumously).
In this play, as in Hippolytus, a god uses the prologue to explain the play as
a demonstration of divine revenge (Allan 2013, 601-2): Dionysus chooses to
introduce his worship in Thebes, as the first city in Greece, to take revenge
for the treatment of his mother by her sisters and to punish the already
condemned king Pentheus, his cousin, for not acknowledging his divinity.*
Dionysus’ condemnation of Pentheus, as well as the latter’s predestined and
mechanically staged downfall within the play, are reminiscent of the divinely
ordained, supervised, and executed destruction of the epic hero, as it is found
in the treatment of, for example, Sarpedon, Patroclus, and Hector in the Iliad,
or the suitors in the Odyssey (Allan 2013, 593-5). The ‘epic’ combination of
being the instrument of divine will made explicit, and, at the same time,
acknowledging that what appears to be one’s own free will is actually
predestined thought and action, characterises secondary characters in the
plays of Euripides. Determinant prologuing, as in Bacchae and Hippolytus,
makes for characters’ behaviour that is as unpredictable, or implausible, as
the playwright’s heavily criticised ex machina.

4. Medea: nutrix epica

A particularly remarkable instance of a determinant prologue is Euripides’

3 AL mpotag 8¢ ONPag tiode yijg EAANvidog / avwloivEa, vePpid eEajog xpoog
/ Bbpoov te Sovg £g xelpa, kioowov Pélog: / émel P adelpai pnTpodc, GG fiKioTe Xpiv,
/ Atdbvucov ok Epackov ekgdvar Adg, / Zepenv 8¢ vopgpevdeicav ék Bvntod Tvog /
&g Ziv' avagépew v apaptiov Aéyovg, / Kadpov copiopad’, dv viv obveka kravelv
[ ZRV' éEexauy®dvO’, 0Tl y&povg €fedoato. / TOlydp Vv adTag €k dOHWwV HoTPNnG
¢yo / paviaig, 8pog & oikobol mapdkomol @pevdv . . . / Kédpog pév odv yépag te
kol Topavvida / IevOel didwot Buyatpog ExmepuidTy, / 0G Beopoyel Ta Kot €pe Kol
omov8®dv &rto / GOl 1, v ebyaig T o08opod pveioy Exel. / v obivex’ adtd Bedg yeyg
évdeifopan / maoiv e OnPaiowswv (Eur. Bacch. 23-33, 43-8a; “DioNysus As the first city
in Greece I have caused Thebes to shout out loud, covering them in deer skins, and
handing them the thyrsus, a weapon topped with ivy. Without being provoked to do
so at all, my mother’s sisters openly proclaimed that I, Dionysus, was not the child
of Zeus, and that Semele was defloured by a mere mortal and put the blame for her
pregnancy on Zeus. A clever scheme conjured by Cadmus, for which Zeus allegedly
burned her to death, as she lied about the affair. As punishment I have driven them out
of their houses in madness, and now they camp on the mountain, insane . . . Cadmus
leaves privilege and kingship to his daughter’s son Pentheus, who opposes my divinity
and worship, keeps me at bay from sacrifices, and never mentions me once in prayers.
In retaliation, I will show myself in my full capacity as a god to him and to all of
Thebes”).
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Medea, where it is uttered by her Nurse. As in Andromache and Hippolytus,
the Nurse in Medea steps up at a time of great psycho-sexual stress on the
part of her mistress, this time already begun before the start of the play. In her
prologue speech, the Nurse testifies to her position as a confidant assuming
multiple roles, well beyond those of replacement-mother and housekeeper:

Tp. Séomowv’ Epn
Mndewx . . .
gpwtL Bupov éxmhayeio’ Thoovog

abtd te Thvta Evpgépovs’ Tacovt:

fimep peylotn ylyvetan cwtnpia,

Stav yovny Tpog Gvdpa pry Suyootaty).

vOv & éxOpa mavta, kal vooel T pidtata.
p0odolg yap adTod Tékva deaTOTIV T EUnjv

a0t TPOG LTV TTATEP” ATTOLHOEN iAoV
Kol yoiaw otkoug 0, obg mpodoto’ dpiketo
HET avdpog OG ope VOV ATHAOOG EXEL.
(6-8, 13-17, 31-3)

[NURSE My mistress Medea, hopelessly in love with Jason . . . and complying
with him, with Jason, in everything: precisely the best protection, when a
woman is not in discord with her husband. Now all is hate, and what used to
be dear rots away - for he has betrayed his children and my mistress . . . she
cries for herself and for her beloved father, her native land and her home. She
betrayed all just to arrive here with the man who now brushes her aside.]

The nurse’s prologue has drawn the attention of scholars:* it is considered
remarkable that a play should open with a setting of the stage by a low-
status figure, soon to be accompanied by yet another, the tutor of Medea’s
sons. Ruffell 2014, 67 further comments:

In addition, the nurse shapes audience expectations and emotional response
through three filters: the nurse as a faithful servant, going back at least to the
Odyssey; the nurse as confidante of the tragic heroine, not least in relation to
transgressive sexuality; and the broader run of low-status and slave characters
in Greek tragedy. Yet the nurse is also a moral agent in her own right and it is
her tale and her moral predicament that grounds the play.

Ruffell also hints at the “heroic” or “epic” wording the Nurse uses to describe
the situation: Medea is “dishonoured” (20, 26, 33), and she speaks of “oaths
and betrayal” as taking part in an exchange between male epic heroes (cf.

3 To the extent of being experienced as pedagogical, cf. Smith 2010.



70 RONALD BLANKENBORG

Boedeker 1991; Mueller 2001; Levett 2010). On the other hand, the Nurse
speaks against inequality “on a democratic basis”, going “beyond what is
realistic in having the nurse articulate these thoughts” He observes that
there is something peculiar in the nurse’s role at the time of Medea’s first
staging:

The most obvious points of comparison for the nurse in Medea are the parallel
characters in the series of plays that were picked upon by Aristophanes as
examples of Euripides’ unhealthy interest in women and in sexual morality
- or immorality. In Frogs, the Aristophanic Aeschylus claims that Euripides’
women, who explored sexual desire, such as Stheneboea and Phaedra, were
notorious (1043-4), These scandalous women all belong to plays of roughly
the same time as Medea, and all seem to have been accompanied by a nurse,
who was speaking and a very active character, and deeply impacted in the
psychosexual problems of their mistresses. The nurse of Medea, I suggest, is
not only parallel to these but actively draws upon their example. Or, to put it
another way, audience expectations would have been framed by this cluster
of Euripidean interest. (Ruffell 2014, 70)

Let me add that the Nurse’s providence equally frames the audience
expectations. While Medea herself speaks of suicide (145-7), then of killing
Jason and the rest of the royal family (163-5), then again of suicide while
taking the boys with her (111-18), the Nurse fathomed the danger to Medea’s
sons much earlier (Papi 1991, 294-5).** She knows that her mistress is a
dangerous woman when enraged, and having noticed that she gazes at her
children the way she looks at enemies, the Nurse actively moves to keep
the boys at a safe distance from their mother. Her presentiment, however,
proves to turn out correct, of course. In my view, the combination of the
Nurse’s “heroic” language and her role in the prologue confirm as a “further
possibility” Ruffell’s observation “that the Nurse is ultimately . . . the one
who most helps Medea bring about the destruction of Creon’s family and
the murder of her children” (2014, 79-80). For him “this suggestion turns
on whether the nurse returns with Medea at 214 and stays on stage to be

5 Tp. oTuyel 8¢ moidag o0 Opda” evgpaivetal. / dédowka & abTrv prj Tt fovAedon
véov .../ 1T, €0 yop Eotal, Swpdtwy Eow, Tékva. / ob & &g péhiota Toved épnumcag
Exe / xod piy médole pnpt SucOupovpévy. / fdn yap eldov Sppa viv tawpouvpévny /
0168, &g TL dpaceiovoav- 00dE madoetal / xOhov, che’ olda, mpiv kotackiPal TvL.
/ €xOpovg ye pévtol, pr gilovg, dpaoeté tu (Eur. Med. 36-7, 89-95; “NURSE She loathes
her children, and does not rejoice seeing them. I fear her, lest she devices something
unheard of . . . Come now, it’ll be alright, boys. You, tutor, keep them as far from her as
you can and do not let them near their despairing mother. I already saw her throwing
them that savage bull-like look, as if she might do something to them. She will not stop
her anger, that I know for sure, until she had her way with someone. I only hope she
moves against enemies, and not against her near and dear”).
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brought into the plan at 820-3, and exits with the children at 1076 to take
them to their death” (80).

I argue, in addition, that the nurse’s steering influence on the plot and
on Medea’s unforeseen decision to murder her own children rather stems
from the comparison with similar epic-like prologuing characters (Hopman
2008). Like the prologuing Dionysus in Bacchae and Aphrodite in Hippolytus,
each presenting the protagonists’ acts and decisions as predetermined and
hence severely inhibiting the capacity of the audience to identify with
Bacchae’s Pentheus and Cadmus as well as with Hippolytus Phaedra and
her Wet Nurse, in the same way the prologuing nurse of Medea sets the
stage for the inevitability of unspeakable acts by Medea (cf. Sypniewski
and MacMaster 2010). Whereas pre-Euripidean versions of the Medea-story
commonly presented the heroine as taking her revenge for Jason’s betrayal
on him, his wife, and the further royal family (cf. 374-5; Graf 1997), Euripides
was probably the first playwright to have her kill her own sons with Jason
(Micheline 1989, 120-4; cf. Boedecker 1997). The ominous words of the
Nurse in 36-7 and 89-95, prepare the audience as irrevocably as Dionysus’ in
Bacchae 23-33, 43-8a and Aphrodite’s in Hippolytus 6-9, 21-3, 27-8, 40-4a, and
47-50. She actively keeps the boys from going to their mother,* but foresees,
in response to Medea’s wish for her sons to die with their father* that an evil
outcome may not be averted.®

For some running time, still, the possibility remains that the play may
have another outcome: not until the fortuitous but very useful meeting with
the Athenian king Aegeus, stopping by on his way from Delphi to Troezen
and unknowingly offering Medea the opportunity to execute her horrifying
plan with a change of escape (Sfyrouras 1994; Blankenborg forthcoming),
does the Nurse’s announcement of the children’s fate resurface in Medea’s
words:

MH. vdv éATtig £xBpole todg Epovg teloely diknv.
o0Tog Y&p &vip 1] HEMOT éxépvopey

AV TEQOVTOL TOV POV BOLAEVPHATOV:

¢k 100 avodpesOo TpupviTNV KA AWV,

36 Tp. omebdete Oaoocov doparog elow / kol pr meddont Oppotog €yyvg / pnde
pocéAOnT (Eur. Med. 100-2a; “NURSE Hurry, quickly, into the house, and do not go
into her view, do not come near her”).

¥ MH. & katdpatol / maideg dhoishe otuyepdg patpdg / cOv matpl, kol g S6pog
éppot (Eur. Med. 112b-14; “MEDEA Cursed children of a wretched mother — wish that
you would die together with your father”).

% Tp. i 0¢ ool maideg maTpog apmAakiog / petéyovoy; Tt Tovsd €xOelg; oipot, /
téxva, P L 6N og dmeporyd (Eur. Med. 116-18; “NURSE What part do your sons
have in their father’s wrongdoing? What do you hate them for? Oh, boys, I am so
afraid that you may suffer some consequence”).
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(Eur. Med. 767-73a, 783, 788, 790-3)

[MEDEA Now there is hope that my enemies will be punished. In my moment
of need this man has appeared as a safe haven for what I plan to do. I will
securely moor with him, once I have reached the city and stronghold of Athena.
Finally, the moment to tell you all that I have planned to do has come . . . yes, I
plan to kill the king’s daughter through trickery ... and everyone touching her
will die a gruesome death . . . but from this point I do not so readily continue
speaking of my plan - I have cried over the task that I have to perform next:
I will kill the children, my own boys. No one will ever take them from me.]

With or without the Nurse attending the scenes as a silent character, from
this point on Medea is herself helpless against her own predestined resolve
to murder her sons, echoed by the chorus in 976-1001. Feigning against Jason
to want only what is best for their sons, she cannot hide her true emotions
from him:* she knows that his wish for “long lives” will be in vain. In lines
894-976 the children are on stage, probably together with a supervisor, either
the Nurse or the paedagogus. The reappearance of the latter together with
the children in 1002 suggests that he was also accompanying them in the
previous scene; the Nurse does not get an explicit second staging. After a
final moment of hesitation, Medea confirms her resolve with reference to
a force stronger than her own plans:** emotions overpower reason. Having
heard the death of the princess, she confirms her resolve again, in 1236-40:
speaking to the chorus she argues that others will kill her children if she

% TA. Tl 81, tdhawva, toiod émoTévelg tékvolg; / MH. étiktov avtoig (v & 6T
¢Endyov Téxva, / ¢oiABE [ oiktog &l yevijoeton T¢de (Eur. Med. 929-31; “JasoN Why then,
poor woman, do you cry for these boys? / MEDEA I bore them. When you just prayed that
they may live long lives, I felt a sudden stroke of pity — will this be the case for them?”).

© MH. Bupog 8¢ kpeloowv TV EudV BovAevpdtwy, / 6omep peyioTwY OlTlog KKV
Bpotoig (Eur. Med. 1079-80; “MEDEA Irrationality is stronger than my plans - it is the
main reason behind mortals’ misery”).
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does not.” Having killed the Corinthian king and his daughter she can only
hope to save her own life.

And so she proceeds; she Kkills the boys as the Nurse predicted, against
her better judgement. In the play’s final scene, Medea appears as the
revengeful goddess, reminiscent again of Dionysus and Aphrodite, thus
combining aspects of the prologuing Nurse’s providence and plot-steering,
as well as of the spiteful divinities who got their way as they themselves
announced. Medea appears as a deus ex machina, standing on the chariot of
her grandfather the Sun God, her children with her. From here, she makes
clear that she will take care of them alone, thus replacing the nurse and
arranging a proper funeral well outside the mortal realm (Holland 2008). The
prospect sketched by the Nurse in the prologue is brought to the foresaid
conclusion by Medea as goddess.

5. Conclusion: an Epic Ring

In Medea, the Nurse and Medea constitute a pattern of words and acts that
corresponds to the double motivation of epic and its narrative predestination.
More than in the extant plays that better conform to Aristotle’s analysis of
tragedy as mimesis through acting out (Murhaghan 1995), but in ways similar
to Euripides’ ‘divinely-determinant’ plays like Hippolytus and Bacchae, the
presentation of the plot and its performance have much in common with the
Aristotelean description of epic as mimesis through narration. At the play’s
start, the Nurse, in line with epic diction and concepts, speaks with self-
importance and presumptuousness, regularly showing signs of a character
using a democratic stance in a pre-democratic society, like the mythological
(and, possibly, in the view of contemporary Athenians [Lloyd 2006]) Corinth.
More importantly, she displays a level of omniscience and foresight in her
- correct — prediction of the murdering of Medea’s sons by their mother,
a plot development that was an innovation by Euripides.** Her subsequent
reflections and comments, as Ruffell shows, not only prepare the audience
for what is to come, but also help Medea develop into the infanticide she is
destined to become. Helpless against what has been ordained in the play’s

# MH. ¢idou, d¢doktan Todpyov &G TéxloTd pot / moidag ktavovon thad agpoppdcbort
x0ovog, / xai pry oxoAnv dyovcav ékdodval tékva / GAAY @ovedoat SuopevesTépy Xepl. /
évtog o’ avaykn katbavelv (Eur. Med. 1236-40; “MEDEA Dear friends, my decision has
been made to murder the children as soon as possible and then flee from this land, so as
to not by doing nothing extradite them to be killed by another, more hostile, hand. They
must die in any case”).

+2 Holland 2003 argues that infanticide was already a feature of Aeolus’ pedigree.
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prologue, and defenceless against the potentially destructive irrationality that
incites an unprecedented indifference towards human suffering in tragedy,
Medea gradually changes into the entity responsible and accountable for
all the protagonists’ transgressive behaviour. On a par with goddesses
she transcends the human level, both in claiming responsibility for what
has happened, and for the replacement of the Nurse in taking care of the
children’s dead bodies. Clearly the Nurse, built from the many models of
nurse-behaviour predating Euripides, particularly from the epic tradition,
and considered a character fitting for prologuing a ‘determinant’ plot, could
not bring such a play to completion. Such a task befalls to larger-than-
human characters alone: Artemis in Hippolytos, Dionysus in Bacchae, Medea
in Medea. For the Nurse as a tragic character, this unique ‘epic’ performance
resulted in a return to the more common use of the character,* as a confidant
in the psycho-sexual problems of their mistresses, be it with an undeniable
propensity to arbitrariness and transgression from now on.
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