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Medea is a Greek tragedy which is based on the myth of Jason and 
Medea. The play depicts how Medea, Jason’s wife, finds herself and 
her position threatened when her husband betrays her for a Greek 
princess.  The play’s main theme and emphasis is centred on revenge 
and what ensues as a result of this. 

Prior to the events depicted in the play, Jason was on a quest, aided by 
Medea, to capture the Golden Fleece which would provide them with ultimate 
protection from Medea’s father, King Aeetes. In this quest, Medea had 
murdered her own brother for Jason’s sake. On discovering this, King 
Aeetes pursues them, therefore in order to distract him, Jason and 
Medea cut her brother’s body into small pieces which they scattered 
overboard. Aeetes stopped to collect the pieces, thus enabling Jason 
and Medea to escape.  

The tag line for this play is often referred to as ‘Hell hath no fury like a 
woman scorned’. It’s easy to see why as Medea enacts her revenge by 
killing their own children and the princess of Corinth (Jason’s new wife). 
Once this act of vengeance has been accomplished, she escapes to 
Athens to start a new life.

The play was written by Euripides in 431 BCE and the play only came 
third at the annual Athenian play competition at the Theatre of Dionysus. There were only two 
other playwrights in the running, namely Sophocles and Euphorin. Even though Euripides 
wrote an estimated 92 plays, he only won the competition five times, (including a posthumous 
award for The Bacchae). 

At times the ideas and themes in these plays were difficult for the Athenians to digest. This 
was due to his progressive ideas, his outlook on issues such as war, his sympathy with women 
and slaves and his criticism of ancient religion. It is easy to suggest that, as a playwright, he 
was ahead of his time. For instance, Medea is a play that revolutionised the genre of Revenge 
Tragedies, by allowing the heroine to ‘get off the hook’, as it were, and placing a vast amount of 
emphasis on the characters’ emotional lives. Whereas Euripides’ fellow playwright Sophocles 
was interested in the situation that produced the tragedy, Euripides was more fascinated with 
the psychology of the characters involved in tragedy.

One approach is to explore further into this psychology, as a means of character motivation 
and realisation in performance. The killing of children in literature is a literary motif called 
‘Kindermord’, where the death of children often represents the killing of some dimension of 
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the parents. Modern day analysis is more complex: The Los Angeles Business Wire Journal 
published the fact that more than 600 mothers kill their children each year and psychologist 
Robert R. Butterworth, Ph.D, cites that “there are six major personality profiles of mothers who 
kill their children.” 

1. The Mentally Ill Mother: A woman who may be acutely psychotic  

2. The Retaliating Mother: A woman who is jealous of her husband and/or envious of her 
children 

3. The Depressed Mother: Research shows that more than a third of the mothers killed their 
children under the influence of depression. 

4. The Unwanted or Unexpected Mother: Unwanted or unplanned children  

5. The Merciful Mother: A sick or diseased child is killed by the mother to protect the child from 
suffering.  

6. The Battering Mother: In a fit of rage, they accidentally batter the child to death
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All scenes within the play involve only two actors (chorus aside): Medea and one other 
character. These encounters highlight Medea’s determination and skill in manipulating male 
figures to achieve her own ambition and ends. 

CHORUS OF CORINTHIAN WOMEN 

1. The women of Corinth. Medea enlists their loyalty, extracting a vow of silence. They 
watch the horrific events unfold, but do not interfere. Though they condemn Medea at 
times, on the whole they seem to be more enthralled than disgusted by her. The only 
time we see them actually try and do something is at the beginning of the play when 
they attempt to lift Medea from her melancholy. They advise: 
 
‘So her husband revels in another’s bed –
Is it worth such frenzy, just for that?
Leave Zeus to settle it.
It’s over, your marriage.
No need to break your heart.’

The most obvious justification for the Chorus’s inactivity is that, like Medea, they are extremely 
dissatisfied with the treatment of women in their society. Their ode to female revolution 
supports this idea. Perhaps they represent the large number of women that are put upon, but 
don’t have the will for revolt.

CHARACTERS
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MEDEA 

Medea is a Princess, wife, barbarian, sorceress, woman of passion and rage. Clever, powerful, 
and ruthless, Medea enabled Jason to complete his quest for the Golden Fleece. For his 
sake, she murdered her own brother; because of this act, she can never return home. Now, in 
Corinth, she has been betrayed by Jason and she refuses to suffer in silence. She is fiercely 
proud, unwilling to allow her enemies to have any kind of victory; she murders her own 
children, in part because she cannot bear the thought of seeing them hurt by an enemy. She is 
also a cunning and cold manipulator, her revenge is total, but it comes at the cost of everything 
she holds dear.

‘Some envy me, some call me arrogant,
Some fear my secret ways…’

Here Medea says that she’s discriminated against just because she’s clever. This is 
undoubtedly true. Of course, she certainly doesn’t help these prejudices when she uses her 
skills and cleverness to murder and enact her revenge. 

JASON 

Jason is often depicted as an opportunistic and unscrupulous man, full of self-deception and 
repugnant smugness. Son of Aeson, hero of the Golden Fleece and leader of the Argonauts, 
Jason met Medea during his quest for the Golden Fleece. Although he has received credit for 
retrieving the treasure, Medea is the one who killed the monster guarding the Fleece. She also 
saved Jason’s life during the escape. Jason married her and fathered two children by her. Here 
in Corinth, Jason has gone behind Medea’s back and taken another bride. When Medea gets 
mad about it, he acts like she’s just being an overemotional woman, saying: 

‘Oh, women are all alike’: He continues: ‘We need another way to get us sons. No women then –
That way all human misery would end.’
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CREON 

King of Corinth. New father-in-law to Jason. Not to be confused with the Creon of Sophocles’ 
Theban plays. Creon exiles Medea, fearing that the dangerous witch will seek vengeance 
against his family. Medea takes advantage of Creon’s underestimation of her: she begs for 
one day to make preparations, and the king grants it. This day is enough for Medea to destroy 
Creon and his daughter.

Other characters include: Aegus, the Nurse, the Tutor & the Messenger. Although these 
characters contribute to a single scene, in the main, they nonetheless play an instrumental 
function within the play as a whole. 

REVENGE: 

Part of this play’s long lasting popularity is its seductive appeal of revenge. Medea is willing 
and ready to sacrifice anyone and everything to perfect her acts of revenge. It could be argued 
she murders her own children to protect and ‘save them’ from the counter revenge of her 
enemies, she also kills them to punish Jason, although in committing this act of revenge she 
is subjecting herself to a life of grief and remorse. Audiences watch the play with a horrified 
excitement as they witness its protagonist enact her revenge fantasy. 

	When teaching/exploring the theme of revenge in class it would be useful to consider 
the following:

DEBATE: Medea’s lust for revenge makes her an unsympathetic character

QUESTIONS: 
1. How do you interpret the fact that Medea suffers no consequences for her revenge?

2. What steps must Medea take in order to achieve her revenge?

3. What’s the difference between revenge and justice?

KEY THEMES / ISSUES
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WOMEN & FEMININITY: 

The play criticises and questions the very male dominated society of its time. Medea is a 
radical, who inspires both fear and admiration. As an audience, it is easy to sympathise with 
the protagonist in her downtrodden state, but equally applaud and encourage her intelligence 
and strength. Her vengeful rebellion remains shocking and unsettling even to modern 
audiences. Euripides shows us the trials that befall woman, real women who has become a 
product and twisted by their endured suffering. The protagonist doesn’t emerge victorious and 
we instead witness a war in which both sexes sustain scars. 

Of all Earth’s creatures that live and breathe,
Are we women not the wretchedest? – Medea

Euripides boldly states the central theme of the play: the sorry state of the female in Greece. 
This theme popped up in many of his plays. He is noted for taking up the cause of women 
in addition to the next lowest group on the totem pole, slaves. This is also a theme that has 
continued resonance for a modern audience.

	When teaching/exploring the theme of Women & Femininity in class it would be useful to 
consider the following:

QUESTIONS: 

1. How can Medea be seen as symbol of feminine revolt?

2. What are the major complaints Medea raises about the treatment of women?

3. Is Medea still relevant to the issues facing women today?

EXILE: 

Medea is laced throughout with the theme of exile. All the characters relate to it. Some, like 
Medea, have been banished from their homes; some are the ones doing the banishing. The 
theme of exile would have resonated strongly with Euripides’s audience of ancient Athenians. 
Their city-state was their lives and the very thought of being cut off from it and cast out into the 
wilderness would have been terrifying. 
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	When teaching/exploring the theme of Exile in class it would be useful to consider the 
following:

DEBATE:

Jason’s betrayal of Medea is intensified because she sacrificed her homeland and her brother/
father for the love of him

QUESTIONS: 

1. In what way is Medea responsible for her own banishment?

2. Is it wrong of Creon to banish Medea? Why or why not?

CLEVERNESS & CUNNING: 

Medea’s traits of cleverness and cunning are emphasised by the playwright throughout, she 
is symbolic in her talents imprisoned in a world of men. In the end her cunning becomes her 
ultimate weapon in her quest for revenge. These are traits which should be admired but also 
cause the protagonist major suffering.  

‘Frankly, you frighten me.
You can do things: destroy my daughter.
I’ve reasons for my fear:
You’re cunning; malice is your trade.’ – Creon 

	When teaching/exploring the theme of Cleverness in class it would be useful to 
consider the following:

1. What tactics does Medea use to manipulate those round her?

2. How does Medea’s intelligence make her dangerous?

QUESTIONS: 
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Greek Drama begins with a prologue which is shortly followed by an entrance of the chorus 
who would often have a leader, The Choragos.  The chorus would often provide the popular 
opinion during on-stage debates or arguments. The chorus was traditionally composed of 
fifteen actors and played the part of city elders. After the prologue, the play would alternate 
between episodes and choral odes, the episodes are similar to what we think of as acts (play 
within a play).

PROLOGUE: 

This is the introductory scene to a play. Usually it involves a limited number of characters that 
explain the necessary history to understand the current drama. In Medea this would be the 
scene between the Nurse (“O how I wish that ship the Argo/had never sailed off to the land of 
Colchis”), the Tutor (“Old slave from my mistress’ household, /why are you here, standing by 
the gate”), and Medea herself (“I can’t stand this pain, this misery. /What do I do? I wish I could 
die!”). 

PARADOS:

 The first song spoken or sung by the chorus. This scene begins in Medea when the Chorus 
Leader comes on. 

FIRST EPISODE:  

In an episode, characters and chorus members talk and advance the plot. It’s important to 
remember that in Greek theatre no more than 2 or 3 characters can be onstage (besides the 
chorus, who weren’t really onstage at all but in a separate place called the ‘orchestra’).

STRUCTURE OF THE PLAY
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CHORAL ODE: 

A song or chant performed by the chorus. Usually this would be combined with a dance or 
ritual of some kind. 

SECOND EPISODE: 

The second scene between characters. 

CHORAL ODE: The second choral ode. 

(...) The rest of the play should go back and forth between episodes and choral odes. 

EXODUS: Finally, at the end of the play, the chorus gives some piece of final wisdom. Here is 
the exodus from Medea:

‘In heaven, Zeus holds the balance.
Expect the unexpected.
What mortals dream, the gods frustrate;
For the impossible they contrive a way.
So it was with what happened here, today.’
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An exploration of staging the play in its original Greek Theatre production style, utilising original 
staging ideas, concepts and a traditional ethos of the origins of its history, would be useful. 
However, how an exploration of alternative setting and styles would be worthwhile. How could 
the role of the chorus, for instance, be represented and what would they stand for now in a 
more contemporary setting?  All of the themes and communication of them could also be 
looked at from this perspective, for a modern audience.

The staging of the play would work well on a proscenium or thrust stage, allowing the audience 
to face or surround the action. It could be performed in a large-scale space or a more intimate 
one. It would be worth experimenting with the relative merits of each of these options.

Although a naturalistic style would work effectively, there is scope to experiment with a 
Brechtian approach to presenting / exploring each scene in an episodic fashion.  Encourage 
the students to try out various staging ideas and styles prompting them to consider their 
effectiveness to deliver theme, mood, atmosphere and the playwright’s intentions. 

The staging of the 2014 National Theatre’s production of Medea (directed by Carrie Cracknell 
/ designed by Tom Scutt) saw the production presented on a split-level design stage. This 
worked effectively due to moments of dual action in which Medea was able to witness 
additional action on stage from a balcony perspective. The wedding of Creon’s daughter to 
Jason, is an example of this. 

The use of sound and lighting can be as straight forward or as challenging as the directors and 
young actors wish to experiment with. How could the use of lighting and sound be deployed 
in order to enhance the mood and atmosphere in the moments in which Medea enacts her 
magic, for example? It is important to ensure the learners consider the reasons behind each 
justification and how it links to an overall artistic vision that clearly depicts their intentions, 
coupled with those of the playwright. 

The use of mask was a key feature of Greek Theatre. Encourage actors to make / design 
masks for the role of the chorus to aid their interpretations. They could assess the relative 
merits of performing certain roles with and without these masks. How do they affect the use of 
movement, for example?

An interesting approach would be to take the students outside into a large space (playing field 
or similar) to read / perform extracts of the text in the wide open air. This would help them 
to gain an understanding of the demands of the staging, challenges for the actors and the 
proxemics of performing in the open air amphitheatre, as per original performance conditions. 
How does this compare with performing the scenes in a more naturalistic style? How does this 
affect the ebb and flow of the drama and tension within the play?

STAGING THE PLAY 
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