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PREFACE

Medea is probably now the play of Euripides most widely known to
the general public, from exposure to translations in classes in sec-
ondary schools and colleges and from performances either of trans-
lations of the Greek text or of looser adaptations of the plot. In the
curriculum of programmes in ancient Greek, too, Medea is frequently
an assigned text for study in the original language, and is sometimes
the first Greek drama or first Greek poetry that a learner studies. In
carlier generations, the play was equally studied but often frowned
upon, for unAristotelian motivation and causation, for the extremity
of Medea’s action, and for the moral shock of its conclusion. In more
recent times, the play has deservedly attained a better reputation, as
critics and audiences have become more open to acknowledging the
tensions and contradictions of classical Greek culture, to appreciat-
ing the chaotic as well as the harmonious and serene. Rather than
seeing Medea as a realistic or psychological study, scholars now con-
centrate on issues like the problematics of the heroic code, the reli-
gious and ethical aspects of revenge, oath, and supplication, and
the socio-political tensions reflected in the contest of genders and
ethnicities evoked by the play.

The goal of this commentary is to make the play accessible in all
its complication and sophistication to present-day students. It aims to
provide, on the one hand, the linguistic and technical information
that will support the task of translation and equip the student to ap-
preciate the formal and artistic devices of Greek tragedy: hence, the
sections Language and Style, and Prosody and Metre that follow the
General Introduction. On the other hand, it is equally important to
give an introduction to the major interpretive problems, with refer-
ence to some further discussions (mostly in English), and this purpose
is addressed both in the Introduction and in the Commentary itself.

The aim has been both to replace, and not to replace, the famous
commentary of Denys Page (Oxford 1938). Page’s work contains
many fundamental discussions of matters of tragic language and style
and constitution of the text, but many of his notes are too technical
for the modern student commentary, or concern matters on which
later generations have not been in doubt, thanks in part to Page’s

vii
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viil PREFACE

work. In some respects, his work is, not surprisingly, outmoded,
partly because of changes in critical approaches, and partly because
of new evidence (papyri and vase-paintings) and new work on the
textual tradition. But no one should doubt that the advanced student
of Greek tragedy still has much to learn from Page’s commentary.

My task in writing this book has been facilitated greatly by the
recent work of high quality done on the text of the play, particularly
that of James Diggle in the Oxford Classical Text Euripides (vol. 1,
1984) and David Kovacs for the new Loeb edition of Euripides (vol. 1,
1994). I have also benefited from reference to the Teubner edition of
H. van Looy (Stuttgart and Leipzig 1992) and the edition with intro-
duction, translation, and notes by V. di Benedetto and E. Cerbo
(Biblioteca Universale Rizzoli, Milan 1997). I am grateful to the edi-
tors, Patricia Easterling and Richard Hunter, for the invitation to
work on this play in this format and for their helpful advice and
criticism, and to several other scholars for generously providing
comments and corrections on various parts at various stages of their
drafting: James Diggle, John Gibert, Luigi Battezzato, Mark Griffith.
I owe advice on particular points to Michael Haslam, Andrew Gar-
rett, Tony Long, Peter Parsons, and Henk Versnel, and I thank Ted
Brunner, former Director of the Thesaurus Linguae Graecae at the
University of California, Irvine, for his help. Among the students
who have offered specific comments or discussed the play with me,
I would like to acknowledge here Frank Cope, Melissa Mueller,
and Mario Telo, as well as Alex Kozak, Donna Sy, and Kurt Lampe
for bibliographic work, proofreading, and reference-checking. Two
undergraduate classes and a graduate seminar also helped me make
progress. The early stages of my work were supported by a sabbatical
leave from the University of California, Berkeley, and a fellowship
from the American Council of Learned Societies.

I am pleased to dedicate this book to my Classics colleagues and
students at the University of California, Berkeley.
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ABBREVIATIONS

NOTE: ‘Introd.” followed by a number refers to the numbered sec-
tion of the General introduction, ‘SE’ refers to the section Structural
elements of Greek tragedy, ‘LS’ refers to the section Language and
Style, and ‘PM’ refers to the section Prosody and Metre. Fragments of
Aeschylus and Sophocles are cited from the editions of Radt in TrGF,
those of Euripides from Nauck. Other commentaries and secondary
works referred to are listed in the Bibliography at the end of the
volume.
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