
CHAPTER 4 

The Representation of Medea in the 
Roman House 

1\t!argherita Carucci 

Introduction 

Episodes from M edea's story have been illustrated in a variety of visual forms in 
classical art, including Greek vase paintings, engraved Roman gemstones, Italian 
terracottas, Pompeian wall paintings, Roman sarcophagi and mosaics. In the 
context of domestic art, however, only one version of M edea's story is represented, 
namely, her contemplating the murder of her children. The scene appears on the 
wall paintings of two Pompeian houses and on the floor mosaics of a townhouse 
in Antioch 1 and a countryside villa at Torre de Palma.2 The preserved material is 
only a fraction of what existed: Ovid (Tr. 2.525- 26) reports that paintings show ing 
Medea as a mother with sin on her face abounded in Roman houses.3 Though other 
scenes from Medea's story may have decorated the ancient house, the choice of 
this specific mythological episode gives rise to a number of questions. Why is this 
specific subject represented in a domestic context? What message does the scene 
convey to the ancient viewer? How can the image of a woman contemplating the 
murder of her sons be integrated into the normal lives of the inhabitants of a house? 
Using iconographic and literary evidence, this chapter will attempt to answer these 
questions. 

The Image of Medea in Roman Domestic Art 

Medea contemplating infanticide appears in two very similar Pompeian paintings. 
In the Casa di Giasone at Pompeii Medea is portrayed sitting and holding a sword 
in her lap. Her pose - right elbow resting on her knee and head propped on 
her right hand - connotes thought. To the left two children play with astragaloi 
(knucklebones): one kneels on his right knee and looks up from his game; the 
other hastens toward Medea with a sprig in his left hand. From behind the scene 
the tutor looks on. The painting, an example of the Third Pompeian Style, 4 dates 
to Augustan times.5 A similar scene occurs in a wall painting from the Casa dei 
Dioscuri at Pompeii (Figure 4.1). Medea holds a sword in her left hand and moves 
her righ t hand towards the hilt; she stands facing the viewer, but casts her eyes right 
towards her children. T he latter are playing w ith astragaloi on a rectangular support. 
Behind them, within the frame of a door, the tutor looks at the two boys, head on 
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Fig. 4.1. Medea, attributed to Perseus Painter, wall paiming from the peristyle of the 
House of the Dioscuri, Pompeii (third quarter of first cemury AD), 

120 X 97 em, inv.-no. 8977, Naples, Museo Nazionale Archeologico 

hand as a sign of meditation. Belonging to the Fourth Style,6 the wall painting dates 
to the Neronian or Flavian era (c. 50-70 AD and last quarter of the first century 
AD respectively)? The portrait of Medea displays close similarities to a fourth- style 
painting from Herculaneum8 representing Medea facing the viewer and holding 
a sword while looking to her right. The fragmentary panel from Herculaneum is 
commonly assumed to be the reproduction of a Hellenistic painting by Timomachus 
of Byzantium9 and to be based on a series of ecphrastic epigrams describing this 
Greek painting. 10 Purchased by Julius Caesar and displayed in the Temple ofVenus 
Genitrix at Rome, 11 Timomachus's painting was w idely replicated in painting and 
other media . 

Ecphrastic epigrams are representations in text of paintings and statues. M any of 
those were intended as gifts of poetry for patron and friends on replicas placed in 
their private houses. For example, Martial 's Apophoreta, which are epigrams on gifts 
given to dinner guests, include several descriptions of statues and paintings, some 
of which were replicas of well-known Greek works (14. 170-75, 177-82). Ecphrastic 
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epigrams, therefore, may be instrumental in giving information on works of art that 
are now lost. However, they also document the viewer's experience of art, namely 
how the artistic subjects were interpreted and judged. I 2 In Timomachus's time, the 
Euripidean monologue of Medea served as a paradigm for philosophical debate 
about the interaction of reason and emotion. N evertheless, it is better to be cautious 
in arguing that all representations of Medea provoked the same response in viewers . 
In the different reality of Roman society there may have been other readings of the 
image of Medea. Westall, for example, explains Caesar's dedication of Medea and 
Ajax paintings to his patron goddess Venus in political terms: the mad Ajax would 
represent Pompey while Caesar, hesitant about war but influenced by desire, would 
play Medea to Pompey's Jason. IJ However, within the more private context of the 
Roman house the image of Medea as a mother/ killer may have provoked other 
responses, as will be discussed later. 

The portrait of Medea standing and holding a sword appears again in a mosaic 
panel from the fourth-century century villa at Torre de Palma in Lusitania: the 
woman stands with a sword in her left hand, itself interlaced with the other hand 
in front of her. q However, the Torre de Palma mosaic differs to some degree from 
the Pompeian paintings in the elements of its composition. To the left stands a 
child, a stick in his right hand. H e looks at a young man who moves left holding 
a torch in his raised left hand and a whip in his lowered right one. Lancha argues 
that the figure represents Apsyrtus, who was killed and cut into pieces by his sister 
Medea as she escaped w ith Jason from Colchis. Her interpretation is based on lines 
963-70 of Seneca's play, when the ghost of Apsyrtus, who seeks vengeance for his 
own murder, appears to Medea at the very moment she is about to kill her sons. 
However, Lancha's argument assumes a close relationship between text and image 
which is far from certain. Moreover, in the Senecan play Medea's description of her 
brother as an indistinct, dismembered shade (line 963) I5 would not correspond to an 
image w ith a distinctively human appearance as it is depicted on the mosaic panel 
at Torre de Palma. R ather, the appearance of a man holding a torch next to Medea 
as killer on an Apulian vase from Canosa I 6 suggests the figure is the personification 
of Oistros, the fury who leads the mother to her crime. 

A further scene with similarities to the Torre de Palma mosaic appears on a mid­
second-century AD mosaic panel in the House of the Red Pavement at Antioch. I7 

The seriously damaged panel represents, on the right, a woman standing with her 
front to the viewer but her head turned right towards a male figure; her curly hair 
and gloomy eyes seem to denote anguish. In the centre a man moves towards the 
woman, dragging a child in his right hand; the child holds a torch which rests on his 
right shoulder. To the left and behind this scene a female figure holds an unidentified 
object in her right hand and looks at the central scene; remnants of grey hair suggest 
her old age. Levi argues that the scene re~resents an episode from the tragedy of 
Troy, namely, the slaughter of Astyanax. I In his view the mosaic illustrates the 
moment preceding the child 's death when U lysses drags Astyanax away from his 
mother Andromache; the old woman on the left represents a priestess from the 
sanctuary where the slaughter takes place. However, the composi tion of the scene, 
which separates a physically static but emotionally active woman from a cluster of 
other figures, recalls the layout of Medea scenes discussed above. Moreover, the 
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Greek mosaic contains some iconographic detai ls which occur again in the mosaic 
panel from Torre de Palma. This similarity suggests that the Antiochene panel, too , 
represents the most dramatic moment in Medea's story. 19 As in the Torre de Palma 
mosaic, on the Antiochene panel Medea is accompanied by only one child. Though 
artistic and literary tradition always describes two children, the representation of 
one child may result from the personal choice of the mosaicist to concentrate on a 
few pivotal figures in order to represent the climax of Medea's story. 20 The child 
is the element crucial to the interpretation of the scene as taking place w ithin the 
realm of the family. A further detail that closely relates the Greek mosaic to the 
Torre de Palma panel is the torch: this element may suggest the presence of Oistros , 
the fury symbolized by a running figure in the latter. However, the image of 
the boy holding a torch also reminds the viewer of the Roman procession which 
escorted the bride to her new home: the torchbearer who led the procession had 
to be a boy whose parents were still living, as the Oistros was symbol of the fertile 
and generative power of nature believed to be embodied in the element of fire. 
However, the torch was also closely associated with the funerary ceremony in 
Roman custom, especially the one for children.2 1 In the Torre de Palma mosaic, 
the torch held by the boy may signify the violent death awaiting Medea's son and 
the destruction of the concept of fertility within the family. The male figure in the 
centre is too damaged (head and right shoulder are missing) to determine whether 
it represents a young hero, as Levi suggests. Rather, the male figure may be the 
tutor bringing the child to his mother: in Euripides' tragedy the tutor enters the 
scene with Medea's children, who have just given their mother's gift to Creusa 
(II. 1175-99). The old woman may be the Nurse, who looks at the scene aware of 
Medea's criminal intentions but unable to take any action against her. 

The iconographic analysis of the image of Medea in Roman ho use shows that 
either famous works of art or plays exercised an influence on the patron's and artist's 
choice to represent Medea as a son-killer. However, as w ill be discussed later, a 
Roman patron's motivation for his choice of this specific subject from Medea's 
story was also influenced by fundamental changes in the nature of gender roles in 
Roman society of the Imperial period. The Pompeian paintings are well integrated 
into the political circumstances and cultural constructions of the Imperial system 
that contemporary Augustan legislation created, with a considerable impact on 
the private experience of the upper class for the rest of the pagan period.22 The 
representation of Medea as a mother/killer in other provinces of the Roman Empire 
up to the fourth century is evidence for that. In fact, though the scenes of Medea 
on which the present paper focuses appear over a great range of time (from the first 
century to the fourth century AD) as well as geography (from Italy to Lusitania to 
Asia Minor), the reasons behind the choice of this subject for domestic decoration 
seem to be generated by the same ideas as a consequence of the w ide diffusion of 
the culture of the ruling class. The result was a great uniformity oflmperial culture 
in terms of art, architecture and, indeed, social habits in the elites of the provinces 
of the Roman Empire as expression of Rol/laniras. 
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The Representation of Medea in Art and Literature 

The artistic representation of mythological episodes is often seen as the visual 
reproduction of stories told in literature.23 The influence of literature on the 
scenes of Medea contemplating the murder of her sons is especially significant. In 
fact, there exist a number of literary versions of the death of Medea's sons that all 
insist the children died accidentally or at another's hand and that Medea was no t 
responsible fo r killing them in revenge for Jason's infidelity. 24 The theme of Medea's 
infanticide was first introduced by Euripides, who m ay have borrowed it from a 
play by N eophron (fifth century BC).25 Following the performance of Euripides' 
Medea, the image of a mother killing her own sons appeared in art and this version 
of the myth was accepted by writers of later generations. 26 In the fi rst century AD 

Seneca w rote a tragedy which resembles the version of the story told by the Greek 
playwright four centuries earlier. 

The association w ith a play is immediately evident in a painted scene (c. 69- 79 
AD) which decorated the tricli11illm (i.e. dining room) of the Casa del Centenario at 
Pompeii: the panel, which was accompanied by other tragic scenes, shows Medea 
pointing the sword at her children, who are being brought to her by the tutor; all 
the figures wear stage costumes and tragic masks. 27 It is likely that the source for 
this dramatic scene is Seneca's play, in which Medea kills her children in front of 
the audience, whilst in Euripides' play this dramatic moment was performed off­
stage. The decoration of domestic space w ith a scene drawn from the theatrical 
repertory suggests the house- owner's interest in the theatre. Visitors may have 
associated the scene w ith some then fa mous play and acknowledged the house­
owner 's cultured natu re.28 However, it is not possible to ascertain whether the 
artist is simply illustrating the text of a play or recalling a specific performance. It is 
often assumed that the scene with Medea and her children depends on the plays by 
Euripides or Seneca, as both playwrights accept the version of the myth according 
to which Medea kills her sons. However, it is highly unlikely that Euripides' Medea, 
a play performed in Athens in the fifth century BC, was still bei ng illustrated in the 
Roman provinces of Imperial times, i.e. first to fifth century AD. Seneca's tragedy 
may have influenced the choice of Medea as subject on the part of the patron, but 
in the R oman playwright there is no mention of the tu tor, who is, by contrast, 
represented in the Pompeian paintings. It is arguable that the Pompeian painting 
illustrates or recalls another, no longer extant, tragedy on Medea in which the tutor 
appears on stage. Ovid, for example, who lived at the height of the Pompeian wa ll 
paintings, w rote a tragedy Medea, but only two lines survive. 29 

The representation of an extant tragedy in the other scenes under discussion is 
debatable as there is no element that might suggest a link between pictorial scenes 
and dramatic performances: no stage is portrayed; the fi gures do not wear either 
theatrical dress or masks. Indeed, one might argue that artistic representations of 
mythological scenes follow their own conventions and need not necessarily show 
any elements of a stage performance to the ancient viewer, who might in any case 
easily have related the pictorial representation to an extant tragedy.3° Consequently, 
all the pictorial scenes portraying Medea as her sons' killer might depict theatrical 
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scenes as a means of displaying the patron's highly developed cultural awareness. 
H owever, this reason ing is very slippery. Artistic representations of Medea as a killer 
are not necessarily dependent upon theatrical repertory: the version of the myth 
that Euripides first introduced in the fifth century BC became part of a tradition 
upon which both artists and playwrights drew. 

A thorough analysis of the domestic scenes of Medea in terms of iconographic 
detail and their relation to other scenes in the architectural context they decorate 
suggests various reasons for a patron's choice of such an emotionally disturbing 
subject to decorate his house. The Medea panels on which the present contribution 
focuses are not isolated images within a certain domestic space, but are accompanied 
by representations of other mythological episodes. It is the interaction of these 
scenes w ith one another and with the semantic framework that enabled viewers to 
make sense of the images. 

The painted scene of Medea in the Casa di Giasone at Pompeii decorates one 
wall of a wbiwl11111 , a private room set aside not only for sleeping but also for 
relaxi ng during the day, receiving friends and conducting business. On either side 
of the Medea scene are two more mythological illustrations. Upon entering the 
room, one sees on the left the representation of the myth of Phaedra, Theseus's 
wife, who fell in love w ith her stepson Hippolytus; he, as a follower of the chaste 
goddess Artemis, spurned her love. O n the opposite wall a further painted panel 
represents the story of Helen, the beautiful wife of the Greek Menelaos who was 
kidnapped by the Trojan Paris as Aphrodite's gift. As Bergmann points out, all 
three panels are thematically linked by the representation of a tragic wife who is 
about to destroy what is sacred in the family through infanticide (Medea), incest 
(Phaedra) and adultery (Helen).3' The same scenes appear again in the mosaic panel 
from the House of the Red Pavement at Antioch.32 The two panels representing 
Phaedra and Hippolytus on either side of the Nurse and Paris and Helen before 
Aphrodite frame the central image of Medea. The scenes are accompanied by two 
further representations of mythological love: Meleager and Atalanta as the symbol 
of inverted male-female roles;33 and Adonis and Aphrodite between an eros as the 
expression of the tragic consequences of immoderate love.34 

In the Casa dei Dioscuri at Pompeii, the painted panel of Medea was placed 011 

the end pier of the colonnade in the peristyle; 011 the opposite pier was the scene of 
Perseus rescuing Andromeda.35 Visible through the large doorway of the tricliuiu111 
which opened at the eastern end of the space, the two panels would have been seen 
as pendants. T he link between the two scenes seems to be the contrasting image of 
woman in her role as wife and mother. Andromeda fits the paradigm of the good 
woman: delivered by Perseus from the sea-monster to which she had been offered 
in order to save her people, Andromeda leaves her father's house and follows her 
hero-husband Perseus, whom she has borne many children. Perseus's gesture- he 
holds Andromeda's arm firmly - is an image of the bond between a man and a 
woman as the support of the family. Medea's encoun ter with Jason is, too, the story 
of delivery from a monster and Medea, too, leaves her father's house for the sa ke 
of marriage and bears Jason two sons. However, Medea is the opposite of the good 
woman: she breaks with her natal family by killing her brother and destroys the 
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conjugal family by killing her sons. The composition of the painting, which isolates 
and separates Medea from the other figures, communicates the inevitable isolation 
of a woman who fails as both wife and mother. 

On the floor mosaic of the Villa at Torre de Palma, the Medea panel was set 
in a more complex composition.36 Upon coming into the reception room, the 
visitor was welcomed by a picture of the Nine Muses, who stand in a row facing 
the entrance. On the opposite side is the Triumph of Dionysos and beneath the 
Dionysian procession a square panel depicts Theseus killing the Minotaur. The 
central part of the pavement is divided into eight panels showing different scenes: 
a satyr and a maenad; an old Silenus held by a satyr; two maenads dancing; two 
Dionysian figures; Hercules drunk, held by Hermes; Daphne being transformed 
into a laurel tree before Apollo; Medea; and Hercules killing his son in the 
presence of his wife, Megara. The arrangement of the panels raises the question as 
to whether the images in the floor mosaic are intended to be diverse and isolated 
or whether they are thematically linked. Among its eight central panels those 
illustrating Medea and Hercules appear to form a complementary pair: they are 
each framed by a rectangular panel whilst the other representations are contained 
within a medallion within a smaller rectangular panel. The decorative layout of the 
two panels emphasizes the thematic link between the two scenes as illustrations of 
a parent about to kill her/ his son. However, the two scenes may have prompted 
further associations in the ancient viewer: Diodorus Siculus37 (4.55) tells a version 
of the H ercules story in w hich it was Medea who cured Hercules of his madness. 
All eight scenes are thematically linked by the idea of the passions; these are 
mainly Dionysian in inspiration (satyrs, maenads, H ercules drunk) but can also be 
the driving force behind human actions in a more domestic context (Medea and 
Hercules as killers). However, the arrangement of the Muses and Theseus panels 
on either end of the composition suggests that education (the Muses) and virttts 
(Theseus) can safely control destructive passions. 

The Roman Family 

The analysis of the Medea scenes found in a domestic context shows they are 
thematically linked by their visual representation of ideas about the dynamics of 
marriage and the role of the woman as wife and mother. The image from a myth 
gains immediacy and conveys a morally significant message when it shows the 
viewers familiar scenes in which heroes, though their exceptional state of being 
demi-gods, display the same sort of feelings and hold essentially the same values 
~s humans. As the main components of any mythological story are the divine or 
the supernatural or the heroic living in a time which cannot be placed in our time 
i.e. human time), myth is not a documentary containing historical data. In spite 

of its predominantly fictional character, however, my th proves itself more useful 
than documentary evidence as it illustrates common attitudes more clearly and 
~imply than history and expresses the complexity of cultural norms, values and 
preoccupations. All mythological stories explore and raise questions about the 
relationship of men with the .:m;ne. n;tture. family and society throughout the 
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ages. The number of variants of the same story shows that myth was continuously 
reshaped, adapted and reused as a reflection of the concerns and beliefs of a society 
in a specifically historical time. In this sense, fictional myth is embedded within 
history.38 Within the domestic context, myths become a mirror of the household 's 
interests, dreams and concerns about life. In fact, a wide range of images filled 
the houses of Roman society: the walls, ceilings and floors of rooms were mosrly 
adorned with representations of Greek and Roman myths, such as the story of 
Medea, which ought to be placed within a larger social framework. 

The scenes with Medea allow the viewer a glimpse of the normal life of an ordinary 
family: a mother, her children and thei r tutor. In the Pompeian paintings the two 
children are represented playing with knucklebones, one of the commonest pastimes 
of boys in antiquity; the image signifies the happy innocence of childhood . T hese 
scenes as an illustration of a moment from domestic life are the visual expression of a 
prevalent attitude about family in Imperial times. In the years following Augustus's 
victory in the civil wars (27 nc) and his foundation of the imperial system, the state 
of Rome underwent political, military, legal and social changes that had a deep 
impact on the cultural shape of the Roman family and of gender roles. By way 
of marking the return of law and order after the chaos of the civil wars, Augustus 
introduced a series of laws enforcing the type of Roman behaviour which would 
have been appropriate to the restored res publica. The laws on marriage, procreation 
and large fam ilies that Augustus promoted served, first, as a means of reinforcing 
the emperor's power and his image as pater patriae; but they also created far-reaching 
changes for the aristocracy in its attitude towards the family and in gender roles 
during the following centuries of the Imperial experience.39 These cultural changes 
marked innovations in imagery, too, with the increased representation of family 
groups, children and mothers which characterized both state and private art. An 
illustrative example are the sculpted images decorating the Ara Pacis, the altar that 
Augustus commissioned in the ninth century BC to celebrate the peace established 
in the Empire. The sculptures depict scenes of sacrifices to the gods as an image of 
traditional Roman piety: here Augustus is surrounded by members of his family, 
including women and children, something very rare on public monuments."~0 

As Kleiner points out, the unusual appearance of women and children as public 
historical subjects is meant to signal fam ily responsibility. +• Further examples of the 
representation of women and children as members of the audience at public events 
come from the Column of Trajan (1 10 AD) and one of the panel reliefs of Marcus 
Aurelius in Rome (176 AD). Following the example of state imperial imagery, scenes 
of family groups abound in Roman literature, in inscriptions, in commemorative 
reliefs as well as in domestic decoration: they all reflect a sentimental ideal of fami ly 
life based on conjugal happiness and harmony (concordia) and on a love for children. 
In the Casa di Marcus Lucretius Fronto in Pompeii, for example, a small room 
was decorated w ith a wall painting from the Augustan period illustrating the story 
of Pero and Mycon . Mycon was unjusdy imprisoned+2 and condemned to starve 
to death but his daughter Pero saved her father's life by suckling him in prison:H 
The three elegiac couplets that accompany the scene make the significance of the 
painting eminently clear. The reference to pietas as fami ly sentiment explains the 
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painted scene as an example of filial piety and devotion. The scenes w ith Medea, 
too, are inserted into this social frame of the sentimental ideals of conjugal and 
familial happinessH which developed in Imperial times, though w ith different 
implications. In fac t, the absence of Jason as husband and father in these scenes 
significantly suggests that this ideal of happy, united, affectionate family may be 
threatened by the more dramatic realities of divorce, remarriage and the death 
of children. The representation of Medea as a figure who appears isolated in the 
foreground focuses the viewer's attention on another theme of dramatic actuality: 
the role of the woman w ithin the context of the family. 

In Roman society, the role of any woman was mainly that of wife and mother 
- both functions linked to the benefit of one man , since the main purpose of 
marriage was to assure a male line of descent from the do111tts of a pateifa111i/ias. 
Pliny's letters about his w ife's miscarriage make this unmistakably clear. In letter 
6.4 to Calpurnius Fabatus, his w ife's grandfa ther, immediate reference to the loss of 
a potential heir reveals Pliny's concern about his own well-being, as well as that of 
the family group. In the letter to Calpurnia's aunt (8.u }, by contrast, Pliny focuses 
on the well-being of her niece. The difference in the tone and content of Pliny's 
letters about the same topic may indicate a difference in the concerns and interests 
of men and women from a male point o f view: men's concern is to produce the next 
generation of the family line as a civic duty, whilst women, who care more about 
the physical pain and sufferin g involved in childbirth, seem to live in a more private 
world. N evertheless, women, too, were affected by this social pressure, albeit 
differently: for a woman, in fact, producing offspring was the only way to construct 
her ow n identity as w ife and mother. In this sense, the divorce from her husband 
involved for the woman who had been abandoned the loss of both her marital 
.md her maternal identity: in Roman society the separation from her husband also 
involved the separation from her sons, who would remain in their father's house.45 

However, the significant cultural transformations of the early Empire promoted 
maj or changes in the position of women w ithin the domestic sphere of family 
.lS well as in the outside world. There is, in fact, a considerable body of literary 
e\·idence w hich indicates that the R oman 111atro11a enjoyed a certain amount of 
.lutonomy and participated in a wide range of activities which took her out of the 
house: women emerge into public discourse as benefactors, patrons and property­
owners. 46 As women m ight have been seen to have access to power and authority, 
their position was perceived as h ighly problematic and a source of tension by the 
traditionally dominant group of men. But despite their new position, wealth and 
tatus, the elite Roman women of Imperial society continued to be defined by the 
~cially constructed image of the woman as a w ife and mother belonging mainly to 
the domestic sphere. T he description of women in speeches to empero rs, letters to 
mothers and epitaphs is evidence for that: in these passages women are praised for 
their traditional domestic values according to a set of formulae that changed little 
over the Imperial period. However, as literary accounts of womanhood were the 
product of a restricted group, i.e. the male members of the upper class, it is evident 
that the ideal image of the ' "''oman was constructed and defined according to the 
n lues and interests of this elite group whose position was most affected by women. 
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In this view Medea's tragedy dramatizes the social reality of women in the 
Roman Empire and highlights tensions within the Roman family. In fact, albeit 
within the framework of a mythological story, Medea represents a real woman 
whose identity is shaped by the male ideal of a wife and motherY In all the 
representations discussed above Medea is, significantly, represented not as a witch 
with evil supernatural powers but as a normal woman encapsulated in a family 
drama and represented in a moment of agonizing decision about her role as mother 
and wife. It is her sword that distinguishes the mythological representation from 
a scene from ordinary life and functions as the visual signifier of the impending 
murder. In this analysis, the sacrifice of the children as the visual manifestation of 
the bond between husband and wife makes the separation a loss not just for the 
woman who has been abandoned but also for the man who has benefited from the 
union. The compensation of loss becomes the terrible instrument by which the 
woman reacquires her identity. In the real world, probably no ordinary woman 
would have used a violent weapon to hurt men in the sacred dotmts in this way. 
Nonetheless, behind Medea's story lurks the possibility that other women might 
follow her example and adopt equally destructive behaviour towards men. 

It is, then, evident that the scenes with Medea function as the visual expression of 
the subjective male point of view. That the imagined viewers of the Medea scenes 
are men is confirmed by their display in a certain type of room. The reception 
room in the villa at Torre de Palma; the peristyle piers conveniently located in 
front of and visible from the tricli11irmr in the Casa dei Dioscuri; the wbicrtl11m in 
the Casa di Giasone at Pompeii, presumably reserved for the house-owner or 
male guests because of its location next to the triclinirnu in the public section of the 
house, were all rooms designed for male-defined activities. In the arrangement of 
domestic space , the entrance hall , audience chamber, dining rooms and other types 
of reception room were in the first instance associated with the dominus alone. 
Their architectural and decorative layout was constructed principally as a means of 
display intended to enhance the reputation of the domirws and allow more striking 
self-presentation.48 Significantly, the only male figure to appear in most Medea 
scenes is the tutor. In both Pompeian paintings he is placed behind the scene as the 
silent spectator who meditates upon the impending drama but does nothing to avert 
it, as if he were paralysed in his actions. One may wonder why the tutor does not 
intervene. As a servant, the tutor is distanced from the normative self of the Roman 
male and zoomed to the world of women, whose identity and role in society are 
shaped by male power (and the male ideal of fami ly). Through his gaze the tutor 
may resemble the visual equivalent of the viewer, who is invited to read the scene 
through masculine eyes; in his immobility, the tutor signifies male impotence. 

Hence the representation of Medea as a normal woman acting in a domestic 
setting becomes more disturbing to the male viewer because it suggests that the 
ordinary woman embodied by the mythological figure of an infanticide may also 
commit an 'unwomanly' act. Medea does not kill her children by means of the 
poison or magic arts traditionally associated with female behaviour; rather, she 
uses a sword, the typically male weapon. The image of Medea as a woman in 
distress and an extreme situation unmasks the Roman male's suspicion about their 
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deficiency of virt11s, as idealized masculinity, in the private realm of their home. 
It also reveals male fears concerning women, fears born of the realization that all 
men are subject to a similar fate and that, like the tutor, they are unable to control 
women's dangerous potential. 
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