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INTRODUCTION 
 

Myth and Image 
 

This book deals with the depiction of one of the most famous Greek myths, the main 
hero of which was Perseus.1 The 8th century BC has provided us with the earliest 
evidence that Perseus and his fateful adversary, Medusa, fascinated the Greeks. They 
continually returned to this hero in the centuries that followed, developing and 
enriching depictions of his myth with new themes. By doing so, they allowed the 
myth to remain in line with developments taking place in society. The legacy of the 
Greek myths was taken over by the Romans, who further developed it until the end 
of the ancient Roman Empire. Medusa’s head was one of the most frequently 
depicted motifs in the ancient world: it was visible everywhere – in temples and 
private houses, on coins, and on clothing and jewellery worn by men and women 
daily. These paintings and sculptures are not just illustrations of already existing 
mythical stories. 2 Word and image have been closely related since the beginning of 
the Greek mythical tradition, but they have mostly been independent of one 
another.3  Some mythological motifs first appeared as words, others as images; some 
motifs or whole stories are known only in their image form. 

It is interesting to follow how myths work in the society for which where they 
were created, but also how they operate in a completely different environment, 
which can be very distant both chronologically and geographically. The adoption of 
Perseus in the visual art of any culture of post-ancient Europe is as remarkable as the 
origin and development of this myth in ancient Greece. In 1349, an ancient Roman 
gem with the head of Medusa was part of the collection of Charles IV (1). Why did 
this King of Bohemia and Holy Roman Emperor keep several images of this monster 
in his collections? Why did he consider them so important that he had the Crown of 
the Roman king decorated with them, which was created in Prague around 1349? 
What did Medusa mean to him and how did he interpret this myth? When analysing 
an image inspired by the myth of Perseus, its broader historical context becomes the 
subject of interest. Who ordered the work? What was its function? What role did the 
work play in the life of the artist who created it? 

 
1 The publication of this book was supported by the Czech Academy of Sciences Strategy AV21 
Programme “Europe and State: Between Barbarism and Civilization“ researched at the Centre for 
Classical Studies, Institute of Philosophy of the Czech Academy of Sciences. The Czech version of the 
book: �-�D�Q���%�D�ç�D�Q�W����Perseus & Medusa (Prague: Academia, 2017). For the methodology of the book cf. Jan 
�%�D�ç�D�Q�W����Statues of Venus: From Antiquity to the Present (Heidelberg: Propylaeum, 2022) 
https://doi.org/10.11588/propylaeum.1015, 4. 
2 Thomas H. Carpenter, Art and Myth in Ancient Greece (London: Thames and Hudson, 1991). 
3 Jocelyn Penny Small, The Parallel Worlds of Classical Art and Text (New York: Cambridge University 
Press, 2003); Susan Woodford, Images of Myth in Classical Antiquity (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2003); Klaus Junker, Interpreting the Images of Greek Myths: An Introduction (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2012); Giuliani, Luca. Image and Myth: A History of Pictorial Narration in 
Greek Art. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2013; Katharina Lorenz, Ancient Mythological Images 
and their Interpretation: An Introduction to Iconology, Semiotics, and Image Studies in Classical Art History 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2016); Pascalle Linant de Bellefonds and Évelyne Prioux, 
Voir les mythes: Poésie hellénistique et arts figurés (Paris: Picard, 2017). 
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1. Medusa: Roman agate cameo, milk-white over blue, 1st–2nd  century AD. 24 x 26 mm. 
From the Crown of the Roman king Charles IV (the left great lily), Prague, around 1349. 

 
 This work does not interest itself as much with the timeless validity of the 

representation of Perseus and Medusa as it does with its temporary conditionality. 
The local and time-based conditions to which ancient myths responded in post-
ancient Europe are as crucial to us as the circumstances in which these myths were 
created in ancient Greece. We will understand the myth primarily as a means of 
expression by which the patron and the artist communicated with their 
surroundings. Traditional image types representing ancient myths were constantly 
changing; they were filled with new content, which was often in opposition to the 
original. In the oldest representations, Medusa is usually a hideous monster (2). 
Later, she was most often portrayed as a beauty, which can be seen in the cameo 
incorporated into the crown of Charles IV mentioned above. How then should we 
interpret these dramatic changes in the representation of the protagonists of mythical 
stories? Has the mythical story changed over time, or just its image? Answering these 
questions is one of the tasks of the research on the representations of myths.  

 

 
 

2. Antefix with the head of Medusa. Greek terracotta relief, Northern Ionia, around 550–525 BC. 
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The study of the literary tradition has had a millenary past, but the study of 
the tradition of images is a relatively young discipline, the foundations of which 
were laid at the end of the 19th century. Today, several monographs on the depiction 
of myths in ancient art, including a series of books by Karl Schefold, have been 
published. Researchers today use the monumental Lexicon Iconographicum 
Mythologiae Classicae (LIMC). Extensive and uniformly arranged articles, 
accompanied by rich image appendices, summarise the present state of knowledge in 
this area of research; the articles themselves contain exhaustive bibliographic 
appendices. The reception of ancient myths in the art of post-ancient Europe is much 
less explored, although there is a vast array of literary, musical and artistic works. 
We observe here, too, a striking disproportion. The attention of researchers has 
almost exclusively focused on the art of the Italian Renaissance of the 16th century, 
although the highest number of preserved representations comes from the 17th and 
18th centuries. Research on Greek myths in contemporary art began only recently. 

Research on depictions of the Perseus myth does not differ from the formula 
outlined above. Classical antiquity and literary traditions dominate in scholarly 
articles and monographs that have been published thus far.4  In addition to very brief 
overviews, various monographs dedicated to Medusa,5 Pegasus, 6 Andromeda,7  and 
several aspects of the Perseus myth have also been published, in which attention has 
also been paid to modern images.8  A reader of the most important texts about 
Medusa has been published, 9 along with lists of depictions of ancient myths in 
medieval and modern Europe,10 the online databases – ICONOS (Università di Roma) 
and “Gods & Myths” (The Warburg Institute). Nevertheless, this book is one of the 
first monographs devoted to the development of Perseus’ myths from the very 
beginning until the present.11  

The book has four chapters devoted to the main protagonists of the myth: 
Perseus, Medusa, Danae and Andromeda. In each of these four chapters, we will 
trace the changes in imagery from antiquity to the present day. We ensure an 

 
4 Daniel Ogden, Perseus (London: Routledge, 2008); David Adams Leeming, Medusa: In the Mirror of 
Time (London: Reaktion Books, 2013). 
5 Sara Damiani, Medusa: La fascinazione irriducibile dell’altro (Bergamo: Bergamo University Press, 2001); 
Valentina Conticelli, ed., Medusa: Il mito, l’antico ei i Medici (Florence: Polistampa, 2008); Kiki Karoglou, 
“Dangerous Beauty: Medusa in Classical Art,” The Metropolitan Museum of Art Bulletin, vol. 75 n. 3 
(Winter 2018), 4-47. 
6  Claudia Brink and Wilhelm Hornbostel, eds., Pegasus und die Künste (Munich: Deutscher 
Kunstverlag, 1993). 
7 Alain Laframboise and Franc�doise Siguret, eds., Andromède ou le héros à l’épreuve de la beauté (Paris: 
Klincksieck, 1996). 
8 Anne-Lott Zech, “’Imago boni Principis.’ Der Perseus-Mythos zwischen Apotheose und Heilserwartung in 
der politischen Öffentlichkeit des 16. Jahrhunderts (Münster: Lit, 2000); Christine Corretti, Cellini’s Perseus 
and Medusa and the Loggia dei Lanzi: Configurations of the Body of State (Leiden: Brill, 2015). 
9 Marjorie Garber and Nancy J. Vickers, eds., The Medusa Reader (New York: Routledge, 2003).  
10  Andor Pigler, Barockthemen: Eine Auswahl von Verzeichnissen zur Ikonographie des 17. und 18. 
Jahrhunderts (Budapest: Akadémiai Kiadó, 1956); Jane Davidson Reid, The Oxford Guide to Classical 
Mythology in the Arts, I–II (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1993). 
11 After finishing my book, I discovered the text of Alain Galoin, Le mythe de Persée dans l'iconographie 
antique (s.l., 2020). 
 https://www.academia.edu/42766533/Le_mythe_de_Pers%C3%A9e_dans_liconographie_antique. 
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unbroken narrative continuity by focusing attention on only one character. The 
disadvantage of this arrangement is that the same story will be repeated in all four 
chapters. The ancient myth was radically transformed in the European Middle Ages 
to incorporate it into the Christian worldview. In the Italian Renaissance, the way 
myth was portrayed in antiquity was partially restored. However, the medieval 
interpretation never lost its validity. The approach to Perseus, Medusa, Danae and 
Andromeda in the 19th and 20th centuries is also very similar.  However, by tracing 
the historical development of the representations of the different protagonists of the 
Perseus myth independently, we can demonstrate what unites them without 
distorting where they differ. 

In conclusion, it is necessary to explain why we should concern ourselves with 
the myth of Perseus. Above all, it was chosen because it is connected with the vision 
and images on which our contemporary culture is built. Perseus’ opponent was 
Medusa, who killed with her eyes. Everyone who looked upon her or those that she 
looked upon became stone statues. However, Perseus did not look at the monster in 
his fateful encounter, but saw her on his shield in which she was mirrored.12 The hero 
won by duplicating Medusa, which is the essence of figurative art, in which the 
image is always superior to the illustrated reality. Already in classical antiquity, the 
myth of Perseus had a relationship with visual art and artists.  In post-ancient 
Europe, this link has been further strengthened. In modern Western culture, Medusa 
and Pegasus have become the main symbols of art, artistic creation, and the alter ego 
of artists. The development of depictions of the myth of Perseus shows us how 
fundamentally the concept and social function of imagery and images changed over 
time. 

 

The Short History of Myth  
 

Before turning our attention to the depictions of Perseus, let us briefly summarize the 
development of the conception of classical myth. We must begin by pointing out that 
we cannot compare the central position of myth in Greco-Roman antiquity to 
anything we know today. Myths accompanied ancient Greeks and Romans 
throughout their entire lives. In their childhood, they first heard them from their 
grandmothers and mothers. When they came of age, they listened to them at 
banquets where wine was served in vases decorated with mythical stories. From the 
5th century BC on, they went to the theatre to see plays inspired by mythical stories.13 
Myths adorned the temple districts, where Greeks and Romans took part in religious 
ceremonies. Myths also accompanied them on their final journey as they decorated 
the tombstones and objects with which they were buried.  

In the advanced stage of the evolution of Greek society, myths were not 
replaced by history and philosophy but continued in parallel with both of these 
epochal novelties, with which the Greeks enriched the intellectual development of 
humanity. In ancient Greek, mythos and logos can refer to the same thing – an idea, 

 
12 Cf. Franc�doise Frontisi-Ducroux and Jean-Pierre Vernant, Dans l’oeil du miroir (Paris: O. Jacob, 1997). 
13 Richard Buxton, Myths and Tragedies in their Ancient Greek Contexts (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2013). 
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word, speech or narrative. The Greeks, of course, distinguished between mythos and 
logos; the latter was associated primarily with rational thought and evidence, but the 
terms were always two equivalent alternatives. They were two paths leading to the 
same goal, two ways to express the same thing. Myth was not the precursor to logos 
in ancient Greece, but one of its forms. According to the ancient Greeks, the plurality 
of myths was a counterpart to the plurality of forms of rationality. During the 6th–
4th centuries BC, we see the shift from predominantly mythical to predominantly 
rational thinking. The Romans took over this conception of myth and the entire 
Greek culture between the 3rd and 2nd centuries BC. As in all other areas, Romans 
not only imitated Greek patterns but also radically transformed them. However, 
myth remained an essential part of Greek and Roman cultural horizons until the end 
of their civilisation.14 

Even after the disappearance of the western half of the ancient Roman Empire 
in the 5th century AD, ancient myths, including those about Perseus and Medusa, 
did not disappear entirely from the European culture. In ancient mythology, Perseus 
was the only hero upon whom the gods bestowed the gift of flying. This inspired 
Christian Europe to treat him as a pagan ancestor of the Archangel. The reception of 
ancient myths was greatly facilitated by the fact that the Middle Ages also took from 
classical antiquity the allegorical interpretation of said myths. This allowed for the 
integration of pagan stories into Christian beliefs. Thanks to this synthesis, ancient 
myths were revived in 15th-century Italy. From the 16th to the 18th century, the best 
artists from across Europe competed in creating the most impressive renditions of 
the heroes of ancient myths, which the most powerful used to decorate their 
residences. In early modern Europe, Perseus and other figures of this ancient myth 
were not only revived, but also became celebrities whose popularity is unparalleled 
in contemporary art. 

The early modern tradition of representing the ancient myth continued to a 
limited extent in 19th century art, but in the following century, it was mostly only a 
personal choice of the painter or sculptor. The reason was the revolutionary new 
approach to art. In 1790, German philosopher Emanuel Kant put forward principles 
in the theoretical defence of the absolute autonomy of art in his “Critique of 
Judgment.” According to Kant, works of art are not bearers of purpose, but the sense 
of purposefulness, without this purpose being defined in any way. The only benefit 
that we have of the work of art is sensual, i.e. material pleasure. Above this, however, 
Kant placed aesthetic pleasure, which is immaterial and disinterested by nature. 
Consequently, art does not lead to knowledge. While aesthetic pleasure can be 
generic, it is never universal, and thus it is always subjective.  

Artwork was thus wholly redefined as a product of an autonomous area that 
is not dependent on life. The only goal of art is the beauty that visualises perfection 
and order. Aesthetic pleasure stems exclusively from the ability of the human mind 
to find unity in diversity. The consequences of this shift were far-reaching. It brought 

 
14 Richard Buxton, ed. From Myth to Reason? Studies in the Development of Greek Thought (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2001); Vinciane Pirenne-Delforge, “Under Which Conditions Did the Greeks 
‘Believe’ in Their Myths? The Religious Criteria of Adherence,” in Antike Mythen: Medien, 
Transformationen, Konstruktionen. Festschriften für Fritz Graf, ed. Christine Walde and Ueli Dill (Berlin: 
De Gruyter, 2009), 38–54. 
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about not only a theoretical justification of art independent of religious and political 
power, which was Kant’s intention, but also art liberated from any dependence, 
however it is defined. In art culture, which preaches absolute creative freedom, no 
tradition can ever be enforced. As Perseus and other figures of ancient myth ceased 
to be part of the cultural canon, the aims of artists changed in terms of their 
representations. The synthesis shared by an entire society, which dominated in 
previous centuries, was replaced by individual analysis. If a modern artist ever 
represents an ancient myth, he expresses his personal opinion of its essence. 

In the 18th century, however, there appeared also the view that myth could 
not be considered art as we understand it today, i.e. as an individual creation. The 
traditional concept that ancient myths were poetic creations that could but do not 
necessarily have a deeper meaning began to be criticised. Bernard de Fontenelle in 
France, Giambattista Vico in Italy, and above all Christian Gottlob Heyne in 
Germany understood ancient myths and mythical images as the oldest form of 
human thinking and artistic creativity. 15  For them, they were not individual 
creations, but an anonymous manifestation of unstructured social consciousness. 
Heyne, therefore, began using the neologism “myth” and “mythical.” Until then, the 
terms used in European languages were derived from the Latin word “fabula.” 
Fabula, like die Fabel in German, or fable in English and French emphasises the 
fictitiousness of ancient myths. To remove the stamp of false stories from classical 
myths, Heyne began using a brand-new term, the various versions of which are now 
used in all languages of the world. 

In 1793, Friedrich Schelling published the study “On myths. Historical legends 
and philosophical doctrines of the oldest world,“ in which he thoroughly elaborates 
on Heyne’s thesis. He came up with a radical thesis that the meaning of a myth lies 
only in what it is telling. It is not tied to anything beyond itself; it does not refer to 
religious beliefs and speaks of human problems in general terms exclusively. 
Mythical characters are an integral part of the story, and allegorical interpretations of 
the character or story disturbs the integrity of the myth. In the allegorical text, the 
message is detachable from the idea it expresses; in Schelling’s mythical text, one is 
inherently involved in the other. Schelling summed up his concept half a century 
later in his last work in the following and often-quoted sentences: “The mythology is 
not allegorical, it is tautegorical. The Gods are there actually existing beings that are 
not something else, that do not indicate something else, but that indicate only that, 
what they are.”16  In the allegory, the literal version is only a bearer of meaning, 
which is hidden, and it is necessary to know the key to reveal it. While in the allegory 
the word means something else, in its opposite, the tautegory, the words mean 
exactly what they refer to. 

 
15 Tanja Susanne Scheer, “Heyne und der griechische Mythos,” in Christian Gottlob Heyne: Werk und 
Leistung nach zweihundert Jahren, ed. Balbina Bäbler and Heinz-Günther Nesselrath (Berlin: Gruyter, 
2014), 1–28. 
16 Friedrich Wilhelm Joseph von Schelling, Sämtliche Werke, II, 1 (Stuttgart: J. G. Gotha, 1856). The 
English translation: Friedrich Wilhelm Joseph von Schelling, Historical-critical Introduction to the 
Philosophy of Mythology, translated by Mason Richey and Markus Zisselsberger (Albany: State 
University of New York Press, 2008), 136.  
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Despite the proclamations made by Heyne and Schelling, the search for the 
allegorical essence of myths continued to occupy researchers, and today there is a 
whole library on the subject.17 The allegorical interpretation that went out of fashion 
in the eighteenth century was resuscitated by Max Müller, who in the second half of 
19th century was the leading authority on classical myths. He was an orientalist and 
explained the similarity between the oldest Indian and Greek myths by the fact that 
they come from the first phase of human development. He claimed that myths 
originated as soon as people began to speak. Centuries later, their narratives became 
independent and began to live their own lives; people have believed in the reality of 
what their oral traditions have provided. Müller famously stated that the myth is a 
disease of the language – myths originated because, in the primitive developmental 
stage of the language, people lacked abstract concepts and the neuter. The God Zeus 
was initially a wholly common sign of something shining, and so on.  

The ancient rationalist strategy, which argued that verbal narratives began to 
be taken literally later, came back to the scene, although this time with a brand-new 
function. In the second half of the 19th century, classical mythology was not 
integrated into the Christian concept of the world as in Renaissance and Baroque 
Europe; on the contrary, scholars began to emphasise the uniqueness of the culture of 
ancient Greeks and Romans. In these interpretations, natural phenomena dominated 
so heavily that it began to seem ridiculous to researchers themselves. Lewis Richard 
Farnell bluntly remarked that it seemed as if ancient mythology was nothing but a 
noble conversation about the weather.18 

At the end of the 19th century, it was clear that ancient myths couldn’t be 
understood as the garbled results of observations of natural phenomena. A new 
potential source of mythical inspiration – ritual – therefore emerged in scholarly 
literature. In her work “Prolegomena for the Study of the Greek Religion,” first 
published in 1903, Jane Ellen Harrison wrote about Medusa: “in her essence Medusa 
is a head and nothing more … she is in a word a mask with a body later appended. 
The primitive Greek knew that there was in his ritual a horrid thing called a 
Gorgoneion, a grinning mask with glaring eyes and protruding beast-like tusks and 
pendant tongue. How did this Gorgoneion come to be? A hero had slain a beast 
called the Gorgon, and that was its head… the basis of the Gorgoneion is a cultus 
object, a ritual mask misunderstood. The ritual object comes first; then the monster is 
begotten to account for it; then the hero is supplied to account for the slaying of the 
monster.”19 

Fulgentius’ allegorical interpretation of Perseus’ myth from around 500 AD, 
with the help of which ancient myths were incorporated in Christian culture, and 
these modern interpretations are strikingly similar. The inspiration of the mythical 
story is allegedly an objectively documented fact or speculation to explain this fact. 
This method of interpretation is also popular today, as Stephen R. Wilk’s book 
proves.20 An alternative thesis that the ancient myth could only be understood based 

 
17 Eric Csapo, Theories of Mythology (Malden: Blackwell, 2005). 
18 Lewis Richard Farnell, The Cults of Greek States, I (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1896), 9. 
19 Jane Ellen Harrison, Prolegomena to the Study of Greek Religion (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University 
Press, 1991), 187. 
20 Stephen R. Wilk, Medusa: Solving the Mystery of the Gorgon (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000). 
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on the myth itself, which was defended by Heyne and Schelling, asserted itself only 
in the last third of the 20th century in the Paris structuralist school. However, it is 
clear today that, even after two centuries of diligent research, scholars have not 
reached any consensus on classical myths.  

The only thing that appears evident today is that it is futile to search for 
mythical archetypes. Even if “Urmythus” existed, we would never know anything 
about it because we have no way of doing so. Today, most scholars agree that each 
ancient myth and every aspect of it must be approached individually.21 All the links 
connecting ancient myths to the time in which they were created are potentially as 
important as the structure of the myth and its links to other myths. The author of this 
book would like to emphasise that his aim is not to reveal the secrets of Perseus and 
Medusa. There are so many essays and monographs today with this very aim that 
they could fill a large library cabinet. This book is not about Perseus’ myth, but about 
how people represented it. Why did they represent this myth in this or that 
particular way, and what does it tell us about them? How do we look at these 
sculptures and paintings today, at the beginning of the 21st century? What does it 
say about us? These are the questions that are asked in this book. 

 

The Story of Perseus 
 

In the last part of the introduction, we briefly summarize the story of Perseus. The 
following story is just one of the many ways in which the events of the myth about 
Perseus, which we know from literary tradition, can be arranged and intertwined.22 
Every retelling of the myth is its own interpretation, so every narrator automatically 
enters into a discussion about what the mythic story or motif means. It has been like 
this from the very beginning; everyone tells myths differently, though not arbitrarily, 
a fact which lends myths their admirable vitality. Sigmund Freud and all other 
modern interpreters of Greek myths have only continued on in the tradition 
established by those who created these myths. For this book, we can sum up Perseus’ 
story in a series of crucial events that feature a few highly personalised legendary 
figures. Acrisius, King of Argos, did not have a male descendant, and therefore went 
to the oracle for counsel. He learned that he would not have a son, but his daughter 
Danae would give birth to a son who would kill him. To prevent this, he locked his 
daughter in an impenetrable tower or in an underground bronze chamber. Whatever 
shape the prison had, it had to have an opening to ensure the flow of air. The 
supreme god Zeus used this to enter the prison in the form of golden rain and with 
Danae begot Perseus.  

The angry Acrisius did not want to call upon himself the wrath of the gods by 
murder, and therefore locked his daughter away for the second time, this time in a 
chest he had thrown into the sea. However, the chest with Danae and her son did not 

 
21 Roger D. Woodard, The Cambridge Companion to Greek Mythology (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2007); Ken Dowden and Niall Livingstone, eds., A Companion to Greek Mythology (Chichester: 
Wiley-Blackwell, 2014). 
22 Robert L Fowler, Early Greek Mythography II. Commentary (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), 
248–259. 
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sink and arrived safely at the island of Seriphos, where it was caught by Dictys, half-
brother of Polydectes, the local king. Perseus grew up in Dictys’ home, where he and 
his mother lived. Polydectes, however, wanted Danae to marry him, which she 
refused. Therefore, he sought to remove her only legitimate protector, her son 
Perseus. He provoked the hot-blooded young man to promise that he would bring 
him anything, even the head of the terrible Medusa. Perseus stunned everyone with 
his boastful proclamation but soon found himself trapped. He thus goes on an 
adventurous journey to Medusa’s land, while the gods, Athena and Hermes, help 
him. 

According to a later tradition, Medusa was originally a girl with beautiful hair, 
whom Poseidon raped in the temple of the virgin goddess Athena right before her 
eyes. Athena punished the girl by turning her into a monster with snakes instead of 
hair and giving her a petrifying gaze. The girl, transformed into a monster, began to 
transform all living creatures into stone. According to an older tradition, Medusa was 
one of the mythical Gorgons whose sisters were Graeae. The Medusa differed from 
them by being mortal, but Perseus had to learn how to kill her. This was revealed to 
him by Graeae, whose task it was to guard the Gorgons. While Medusa’s eyes were 
supernatural, Graeae were almost blind. They had only one eye that they shared 
amongst themselves. Perseus seized this eye and returned it only when they showed 
him the way to the Nymphs that guarded the weapons and instruments with which 
he could accomplish his mission. According to another version, he received these 
objects from Athena and Hermes. 

The Medusa was endowed with supernormal abilities so that no mortal could 
vanquish her. Perseus succeeded thanks to divine technology and instructions on 
how to proceed. He had winged boots and a winged cap so that he could fly. He was 
invisible thanks to the cap of Hades. He learned that he must not look at Medusa, but 
only at her mirror image on his shield. He also had a distinctive bent sword - a harpe, 
which could cut the monster’s hard snake skin, and a kibisis, which was the bag in 
which the head of the monster could be carried without threatening the hero. In this 
myth, it is striking that on his quest for Medusa’s head, Perseus experiences a series 
of mortally dangerous situations that all concern vision. The hero wins because he 
sees his enemy without being spotted; he knows what’s ahead of him without 
looking. First, he steals the Graeae’s eye in the moment that it is being passed from 
one to the other, and thus they cannot see anything at all. Then he kills Medusa 
because he does not look at her. He escapes her sisters - they do not see him, as he 
wears the cap of invisibility on his head. 

When the hero cut off Medusa’s head, Chrysaor and Pegasus, descendants of 
Poseidon and Medusa, sprung from the stump of her neck. Pegasus was a winged 
horse, which then created the spring of poetic inspiration with his hoof. On the 
return journey, Perseus used Medusa’s head as a weapon because it retained its 
lethal effects even after separation from the body. He used the head for the first time 
in conflict with the giant Atlas. When he refused to accept the tired hero into his 
house and thus violated the law of hospitality, Perseus petrified him with Medusa’s 
head. Thus, the Atlas Mountains emerged in Africa. When Perseus crossed over 
Ethiopia, a semi-mythical African country, he saw the local princess Andromeda. She 
was tied to a rock on the coast as the sea monster Ketos approached her. Poseidon 
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sent Ketos to punish Andromeda’s mother Cassiopeia for boasting that her daughter 
or she herself was more beautiful than the Nereids, the Sea Nymphs. Ketos ravaged 
the land, so the local King Cepheus had to sacrifice his daughter to appease this sea 
dragon. Perseus saved the girl, and her parents rewarded the hero by giving her to 
him as a wife. However, Phineus, Andromeda’s fiancé, attacked Perseus. The hero 
petrified him with Medusa’s head, and after returning to Seriphos, he did the same 
with Polydectes, who forced Danae to marry him after Perseus left the island. Later, 
during an athletic contest, Perseus accidentally killed Acrisius, so the prophecy that 
the grandson would kill his grandfather came true. There were different versions of 
Perseus and Andromeda’s next life. According to one of them, their son Perses 
founded the Persian Empire. 

It is incredible how easy it is to update Perseus and transfer him to the distant 
future. In 1981, the first of a series of blockbuster films featuring Perseus was 
released. 23  The hero, who overcomes the monster with snake hair, excels by 
performing his heroic acts lightly and as if without the slightest effort. Perseus differs 
from Heracles and all the other heroes, who carried out equally great deeds but first 
had to suffer for a long time. They were humiliated and ridiculed; their victory 
always came after a prolonged and exhausting struggle. Perseus is young and 
beautiful - he never hesitates and he is never tired. He is the darling of the gods, who 
shower him with their ethereal equipment and advices. People may admire Heracles, 
but if one wanted to be a hero, he would surely want to become Perseus.  

The hero is reincarnated in Luke Skywalker from the film epic Star Wars, the 
first episode of which appeared on screen in 1977. Skywalker was also of an 
uncertain origin and seemingly lacked any future, yet he was called upon to travel to 
the unknown, where he executed great deeds and liberated the princess. His 
predestined and powerful supporters equipped him with the necessary knowledge 
and technology. Perseus’ story seems to be written forever in the memory of 
humankind because, even after thousands of years, it attracts every new generation. 
How is this possible? The reason the ancient myth is able to move from one 
civilisation to another is because it expresses complex human experiences using 
impressive but intuitively understandable metaphors. When sharing elementary 
experiences, one can avoid complicated artistic conventions and long stories.  

 
23 1981, “Clash of the Titans“; 2010, “Clash of the Titans”; 2012 “Wrath of the Titans.”   
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PERSEUS  
 

Beginnings  
 

The very first depiction of Perseus and Gorgons is on an Athenian amphora from 
around 670 BC, on which only Perseus’ legs with wings have remained intact. 1 
Athena stands between the hero fleeing with Medusa’s head and her sisters pursuing 
him (3). The goddess, characterised by a sceptre, faces the Gorgons and therefore is 
Perseus’ helper; the representation proves that she has assumed this role from the 
very beginning of the image tradition. The author of the oldest surviving painting 
approached his new task much like a bricoleur - a handyman who creates new objects 
by using whatever materials are available. As a model for the head of the new 
monster, he may have chosen an object that he was already familiar with - a 
Phoenician metal pot with snakeheads on its edge. 2  Could this improvisation have 
inspired the idea of Medusa with snakes for hair? It is possible, as literary tradition 
has never been superior to artistic tradition in Greece, and both of them thus existed 
side by side, influencing one another.  
 

 
 

3. Gorgons. Athenian amphora, around 670 BC. 
 

To the left of the Gorgons, we see a headless Medusa lying in a meadow as her 
two sisters run behind Perseus. The speed of their movement is indicated by one of 
each of their legs extended forward. On their bodies, the Gorgons have scales, a 
reptilian attribute that corresponded to the snakes on their heads. Their broad faces 
are shown from the front, as was the case with Medusa later, and they have broad 

 
1 On ancient representations of Perseus cf. L. Jones Roccos, “Perseus,” in Lexicon Iconographicum 
Mythologiae Classicae, VII/1 (Zürich: Artemis, 1994), 332–348.  
2 Eg. Phoenician silver lebes with snakes at its rim, 660–650 BC. Roma, Museo Nazionale di Villa 
Giulia, 61566. 
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mouths with teeth; there are wrinkles on their noses similar to those of lions.3  The 
most notable feature of these Gorgons are their eyes, another attribute of reptiles. It 
should be noted that Homer does not mention snakes in connection with these 
monsters and emphasises only their eyes.4 

The oldest relief depicting Perseus and Medusa is also an exceptional 
representation; it is a characteristic feature of an experimental stage in the 
development of the pictorial type. Medusa here has the body of a horse, which 
indicates her wildness or close relationship with Poseidon (4). 5 Horses were the 
attribute of the god of the sea, and the winged horse, Pegasus, was born from 
intercourse between Poseidon and Medusa. This Gorgon also has a large face with 
emphasised eyes and sharp teeth. Perseus, with his cap of invisibility, turns away 
from her and has a small kibisis hanging over his chest. Similar to the above-
mentioned Athenian vase painting, on the Cycladic ceramic vase the action is set in a 
natural frame and, apart from the stylized vegetation, we also find a lizard on this 
relief.  
 

 
 

4. Perseus kills Medusa. Relief on a Cycladic pithos, around 670 BC. 
 

In the Spartan ivory relief of 625–600 BC, Perseus, again with his cap of 
invisibility, looks directly ahead so as not to see Medusa standing next to him.6 
Nevertheless, he firmly holds one of the snakes that grows from her head, and beside 
him stands the goddess Athena, leading his right hand with a sword. In later 
versions, Perseus looks backwards at this moment, which further stresses the frontal 
face of Medusa, which has become her primary attribute. The way the gods help 

 
3 Ingrid Krauskopf, “Gorgo, Gorgones. Gorgones in Etruria,” in Lexicon Iconographicum Mythologiae 
Classicae, IV/1 (Zürich: Artemis, 1988), 285–345; Maddalena Cima, “Imago Medusae. Miti e immagini 
del mondo antico,” in La Medusa di Gian Lorenzo Bernini. Studi e restauri, ed. Elena Bianca Di Gioia 
(Roma: Campisano Editore, 2007), 19–60. 
4 Homer, IIiad, 11, 36–37. 
5 Karen Topper, “Maidens, Fillies and the Death of Medusa on a Seventh-Century Pithos,“ Journal of 
Hellenic Studies 130 (2010): 109–119; Francesco Tanganelli, “Gorgoni e cavalli nel mito e nelle arti 
figurative di età orientalizzante e arcaica,”Archivi di studi indomediterranei 5 (2015): 1–23. 
6 Samos, Archaeological Museum, A 1682. 
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Perseus in these scenes shows that the Greeks understood them in the same way as 
we today imagine ghosts. Greek gods were omnipresent and invisible, and some 
mortals could see and talk to them. The ancient gods knew everything, but their 
ability to act in the world of mortals was sometimes limited. No one other than 
Perseus could cut off the head of Medusa. 

In the 6th century BC, the theme of Perseus running away with the head of 
Medusa and her winged sisters chasing after him was a common pictorial type. We 
find it also on the famous 6th century BC chest, which was one of the sights of Hera’s 
Temple in Olympia, but which we know only from the description.7 In the middle of 
the 6th century BC, the Medusa began to flee from Perseus, which is indicated by her 
arms and legs, which are outstretched and bent so that her body looks like a 
swastika. She is always looking directly at the viewer, and she usually has a large 
round face, huge bulging eyes, and a nose with horizontal wrinkles reminiscent of a 
lion’s nose. She is bearded, with mouth wide-open, and shows her boar teeth and 
with her tongue sticking out. She has snakes on her head and a snake belt. The 
repulsive features of the Gorgon, such as bulging eyes, stuck out tongue, receding 
lips baring her teeth, and her protruding hair could have been inspired by the 
appearance of a corpse beginning to decompose. The appearance of the Gorgon was 
an impossible combination of masculine and feminine characters, as well as traits of 
humans and animals or living creatures and corpses, which might have suggested 
that Medusa was in fact invisible. Medusa was never a human or a half-animal like a 
sphinx or a siren. She was a demon that could take any form. She could look like 
something no one had ever seen before, but could also be indistinguishable from a 
normal human being. There were no tell-tale signs; a Gorgon did not have to be 
female, and the oldest ones were bearded. 

In the first representations, we encounter Athena as Perseus’ helper; Hermes 
appears in this role only after the middle of the 6th century BC. Hermes’ help, which 
was limited to instruction and logistics in the mythical narrative, took the form of a 
physical intervention on an Athenian vase from 550–530 BC. Hermes stands in front 
of the fleeing Medusa with a raised herald’s staff. With his right hand, Hermes stops 
the monster so that Perseus can grab her head and cut it off. The hero is depicted 
similarly to Hermes. A kibisis, shaped like a large bag, is hanging over his shoulder. 
The gaze of the individual figures characterises them - Medusa stares at the viewer, 
the immortal Hermes looks at the monster, and the mortal Perseus turns his head 
away from her (5).8 The Medusa has wings on her back, which are also on the above 
mentioned Spartan ivory relief. The association of Perseus with Hermes, the patron 
of the Greek transitional rituals, shows how they perceived this hero’s adventures in 
ancient Greece. Divine technology and know-how are a key element of the myth of 
Perseus, who appears on the mythic scene as a naive, clumsy and weak young man. 
Only thanks to Hermes does he perform heroic acts in faraway lands, returning as a 
mature man whom the adult community must respect. The situation after his return 
from the mission is the inversion of the initial situation. Perseus begins his career on 

 
7 Pausanias, 5, 18. 
8 Igor Baglioni, “La maschera di Medusa: Considerazioni sull’iconografia arcaica di Gorgo,” in Storia 
delle religioni e archeologia: Discipline a confronto, ed. Igor Baglioni (Rome: Alpes Italia, 2010), 65–72.  
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the periphery of society, deprived of the family property; he is poor and means 
nothing in society. From his adventurous journey he returns rich and respected; the 
emblem of his new social status is Princess Andromeda, a trophy wife. Marriage with 
the royal daughter sealed Perseus’ maturity. 

 

 
 

5. Perseus kills Medusa. Athenian olpe, 550–530 BC. 
 

On Athenian kantharos from the end of the 5th century BC, we find Perseus 
and Medusa’s sister, but the characters are placed on opposite sides.9 We see Perseus 
with the head of Medusa, and only when we turn the vase, do we find that a winged 
girl is chasing him. Alternatively, we see a winged girl, and then find out that she is 
pursuing Perseus. The Greek image type of a woman chasing a man did not often 
appear; mostly the depicted situation is the opposite-the male deities as a rule hunt 
mortal girls to rape them. In Perseus’ case, the overturning of traditional roles may 
have been deliberate. We must not forget that these paintings adorned objects of 
everyday use and were primarily intended to be entertaining. Their additional 
function was to comment on mythical stories, a typical example being the Chalcidic 
amphora (6). To the right, we see Perseus with a sword behind his belt and behind 
him is Athena. Nymphs approach the hero from the left. From the first nymph, he 
receives his winged boots, from the second the cap of invisibility, and from the third 
the kibisis, which is richly decorated. The sequence of objects corresponds to the 
sequence of Perseus’ adventures: first, he flew to Medusa with his winged boots, 
then made himself invisible with the cap, and finally cut off her head and put it into 
the kibisis. From the same time as the Chalcidic vase, there is a bronze relief with the 

 
9 Strasbourg, Université, Institut d’Archéologie Classique, 1574. Karen Topper, “Perseus, the Maiden 
Medusa, and the Imagery of Abduction,” Hesperia 76 (2007): 73–105. 
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Nymphs handing over Perseus’ helmet and the winged boots, which Pausanias saw 
at the Spartan Acropolis.10  The nymphs were depicted in this role only in the 6th 
century BC; on later versions of the armament, it was Athena and Hermes who 
provided the hero with divine technology. 

 

 
 

6. Perseus receives arms. Chalcidic amphora, around 550 BC. 
 

On the oldest illustrations of Perseus’ expedition to Medusa, the objects that 
the gods give him are always emphasised.11  It is no coincidence that his divine 
supporters were Athena and Hermes, with whom the Greeks associated knowledge 
and artisanship. 12   Thanks to divine technology, Perseus could fly, which was 
necessary to defeat Medusa. There is conflicting information about where Medusa 
lived, but all ancient authors agree that it was a long way off. Perseus could never 
have reached this place alone, and that is why he needed to have magic wings. 
Perseus’ equipment and its function is described in a poem from 580–570 BC. 
Hephaestus decorated the shield of Heracles, the hero’s grandson, with a golden 
Perseus: “neither touching the shield with his feet nor far from it - a great wonder to 
observe, since nowhere was he attached to it … Around his feet he wore winged 
sandals; around his shoulders hung a black-bound sword from a bronze baldric. He 
flew like a thought.”13  

Around 500 BC, winglets appear on Hades’ invisibility cap, giving it the same 
appearance as Hermes’ cap. Perseus’ magic cap was not canonical in form; it ranged 
from a Greek felted hat called a petasos to tight headgear and winged helmets of 

 
10 Pausanias 3, 17, 3. 
11 Magdeleine Clo, “La panoplie de Persée: fonctions de l’objet-attribut,” Gaia: revue interdisciplinaire 
sur la Grèce Archaïque 16 (2013), 43–58;  Cursaru Gabriela, “Les �Ñ�Õ�Æ�Ò�Ý�Æ�Î�Õ�Â �Ñ�¾�Å�Ê�Ì�Â de Persée,” ibid.: 95–
112; Marco Giuman, “L’adamantino dono di Ermes. L’harpe di Perseo: uno strumento divino al 
servizio dell’eroe,” ibid: 59–79; Ezio Pellizer, “La kíbisis di Perseo: brevi riflessioni narratologiche,” 
ibid.: 81–93. 
12 Perseus not only used technological inventions, but he also invented a throwing disc: Pausanias 2, 
16. 
13 (Hesiod) Shield, 217–227, translated by Glenn W. Most. 
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fantastic shapes in the form of a Phrygian cap that appeared around 400 BC. At the 
same time, Perseus’ outfits are standardised; as a rule, there are winglets on the cap 
and the legs. The poem quoted above also lists the following about Perseus: “The 
head of a terrible monster, the Gorgon, covered his whole back; shining tassels hung 
down from it made of gold.” 14  The bag (kibisis) appears on one of the oldest 
depictions of Perseus’ adventure with Medusa from about 670 BC, the Cycladic 
pithos which was mentioned previously. In the painted metope from the end of the 
7th century BC, Perseus flees with Medusa’s head.15 The kibisis is not shown here, 
but this could be an artistic convention: the painter shows us what is in the bag that 
hangs on the hero’s arm. A unique scene with Perseus storing the head of Medusa in 
the kibisis is seen on an Etruscan gem of 450–400 BC.16 Medusa’s head is facing the 
viewer, but Perseus glances in the other direction while handling the head to avoid 
her deadly gaze.  

On the oldest representation of Medusa’s death, she was killed with a straight 
sword. The “harpe,“ which is the Greek term for a sickle, appears as the deadly 
weapon in the 5th century BC literary rendering of the Perseus myth.17 The oldest 
depiction of Perseus severing the head of Medusa with a harpe is on a Cypriot seal 
from the last quarter of the 6th century BC.18 Bearded Perseus turns away from 
Medusa, and both have wings on their feet. On the oldest representations, Perseus 
was not only a beardless youth but also a bearded adult man. The Cypriot origin of 
the depiction was probably not accidental. Since the 10th century BC this Greek 
island, thanks to its geographical location, was the main centre from which 
influences from the Middle East flowed into mainland Greece. A sickle with a jagged 
blade as a symbol of power and destruction was a traditional attribute of deities and 
kings in the Middle East, where the word “harpe” probably originated. 19 While on 
the oldest depictions Perseus’ weapon was either a sword or a sickle, from the 
beginning of the 4th century BC it was depicted by painters as a straight sword from 
which a sickle springs.20 

Hesiod knew that Pegasus and Chrysaor were born when Perseus cut off 
Medusa’s head. 21  However, the representation of this uncommon caesarean section 
appears only in the 6th century BC.22  Poseidon’s totemic beast was a horse, but with 
Medusa he conceived a winged horse because he lied with her in the form of a bird.23 
The unique Greek terracotta relief from the beginning of the 5th century BC shows 
Perseus riding on horseback, a harpe in one hand and Medusa’s head in the other.24 

 
14 (Hesiod) Shield, 223–226, translated by Glenn W. Most. 
15 Athens, The National Archaeological Museum, 13401. 
16 München, Staatliche Münzsammlung, AGD I,637. 
17 Aeschylus, Phorcides, fr. 262 TrGF. 
18 Berlin, Staatliche Museen, Antikensammlung, 2145. 
19 Martin L. West, The East Face of Helicon: West Asiatic Elements in Greek Poetry and Myth (Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 1997), 291. 
20 London, The British Museum, 1836,0224.85. 
21 Hesiod, Theogony, 280–281. 
22  Cf. Catherine Lochin, “Pegasos,” in Lexicon Iconographicum Mythologiae Classicae, VII/1 (Zürich: 
Artemis, 1994), 214–230.  
23 Ovid, Metamorphoses, 6, 119–120. 
24 London, The British Museum, 1842,0728.1134. 
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In front of the horse is the headless Medusa in a chiton with snake belt; a naked baby, 
Chrysaor, is emerging from her neck. On the vase painting from the beginning of the 
5th century BC, we see for the first time a scene that later became the main pictorial 
type of the birth of Pegasus (7). Blood flows from the neck of the headless Medusa as 
Pegasus leaps out of it. The horse has stretched wings, and its forelegs indicate 
running. In the background, Perseus flies away with a harpe in his left hand and a 
kibisis with Medusa’s head in his right. The flying Pegasus was a prefiguration of the 
creation of a source of poetic inspiration on the Mount of Muses, which was at the 
same time a source of glory and the immortality that resulted from it. 
 

 
 

7. The birth of Pegasus. Athenian white lekythos, around 480 BC. 
 

Myths and their depictions allowed people to enter into a chaotic 
subconscious, meet monstrous characters, experience irresolvable conflicts or 
unimaginable horrors, and above all carry out heroic deeds. In the case of Perseus, 
however, a true battle does not take place; its essence is that its progression and 
outcome cannot be predicted. Perseus carried out a series of planned acts and 
became a hero by precisely executing them. He first approaches the monster in the 
prescribed manner, and then, with a special tool, cuts off its head and puts it in a 
special bag. At the end of this deed, thanks to the special equipment (the cap of 
invisibility and winged boots), he returns home safely. Perseus’ act does not remind 
us so much of the heroic acts of other mythic heroes, but as a sequence of operations 
of an experienced peasant and soldier, i. e. a typical citizen of both Greek and Roman 
states. The Cypriot sarcophagus from the second quarter of the 5th century BC 
represents Perseus in this role, as a peasant returning from the field.25 To the left is a 
fantastic scene - the headless Medusa, from which Pegasus and Chrysaor are born. In 
the middle of the relief sits a dog who has turned its head toward the headless 
Medusa. To the right is the bearded Perseus, who has finished his work and smiles 
with satisfaction. He has relied heavily on his equipment and the training he has 
received. He has a cap of invisibility on his head and holds a harpe in his raised 

 
25 New York, The Metropolitan Museum of Art, 74.51.2451. 
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hand; over his shoulder he holds a rod from which the kibisis with the head of 
Medusa hangs. 

 

A Beauty and a Monster 
 

Medusa was not only the monster with snake hair and boar tusks that we know from 
the countless images of the 6th and the beginning of the 5th century BC.26 She was 
both a monster and a beautiful woman, and this duality has been Medusa’ attribute 
since the very beginning. According to Hesiod’s “Theogony,” Medusa had two 
sisters, Stheno and Euryale, who differed from her by being immortal. Nevertheless, 
Poseidon had given Medusa priority over her sisters, so she had to be beautiful.27  On 
the above-mentioned oldest representation, the Gorgons have grotesque heads but 
human bodies with ample bosoms. Medusa stands out from the others as the one 
with the amplest bosom (3). A Gorgon Medusa with standard human features can 
also be found on the also previously mentioned ceramic metope from the end of the 
7th century BC.28 This metope came from Apollo’s temple, and the double character 
of Medusa proves the fact that in the same temple there were also metopes depicting 
Gorgon as a bearded monster with bared fangs and tongue sticking out. On a 
carnelian scarab from about 500 BC, Medusa has snakes in her hair and around her 
neck; her face is swollen, but it is a human face, and she even seems to be smiling.29 
 

 
 

8. Perseus kills Medusa.  Athenian hydria, around 460 BC. 
 
From the second quarter of the 7th century until the middle of the 5th century 

BC, representations of Medusa as a monster prevailed, while later she was primarily 
depicted as a dazzling beauty. What caused this change? In Greek art of the 5th 
century BC, we see a tendency to humanise all monsters, which was related to the 

 
26 E.g. Athenian hydria, around 490 BC. London, The British Museum, 1867,0508.1048. 
27 Hesiod, Theogony, 277–279. 
28 Athens, The National Archaeological Museum, 13401. 
29 Los Angeles, The J. Paul Getty Museum, Villa Collection, Malibu, California, 81.AN.76.3. 
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fundamental change in the representation of the human figure. In the previous 
centuries, representation of the human figure in Greek art closely followed Egyptian 
models. In the early decades of the 5th century BC, however, Greek artists left 
Egyptian conventions behind and began to represent human beings as they saw 
them. Verisimilitude was also clearly required in the depiction of mythical monsters. 
In the mid-5th century BC, Perseus with a winged cap on his head takes away the 
head of Medusa in a kibisis (8). She has carefully coiffured hair without snakes, a 
regular face, and closed eyes. Behind Perseus, her headless body with wings drops to 
the ground; however, she manages to maintain her female grace even after death. 
Her legs are elegantly folded beneath her; the slim fingers of her hands with graceful 
movements touch the ground. Medusa’s attractiveness is also indicated in the fact 
that Perseus turns his head back to look at the beautiful decapitated body.  

 

 
 

9. Perseus kills Medusa.  Athenian pelike, around 440 BC. 
 

On a vase from the mid-5th century BC, we see Perseus approaching a 
sleeping Medusa; she is dressed in a short-girdled chiton and has short hair, an 
attribute of young girls.30 This Medusa is characterised as an exotic stranger, whose 

 
30 Paris, Louvre, 1286. 
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origin shows a distinctive African physiognomic feature - a broad, flat nose. On the 
left, we find Poseidon, Athena, and Hermes; from the right, Gorgons are 
approaching. The picture originated in Athens, which at that time tried to prevent 
marriages between Athenian citizens and foreigners. In 451 BC, Athenian politician 
Pericles declared that only those whose parents were both Athenian citizens were 
entitled to Athenian citizenship. This black Medusa could be seen as a warning that 
foreign women pose an even greater threat if they are beautiful. On an Athenian vase 
from around 440 BC, Perseus has rays around his head painted with added white (9).  

The hero was eventually rewarded by becoming immortal as a constellation of 
the night sky, which was sometimes indicated by the rays around his head. The hero 
depicted on the vase stands in front of the beautiful sleeping Medusa, who is a girl of 
non-Greek origin with short hair, coming from somewhere in the north, as can be 
seen from her embroidered garments, which were worn by Thracian women. This 
Medusa does not have snakes for hair, but has large wings on her back. In this duel, 
there is a striking asymmetry. The perfectly equipped hero, assisted by a powerful 
goddess, is attacking a beautiful sleeping winged girl who is glaringly vulnerable. 
Her left hand is placed under her head, and her right arm hugs it precisely as people 
do in their sleep.   

How should we understand this scene? The hero certainly does not need any 
physical help, which is implied by the fact that the goddess does not interfere in the 
event - she calmly stands behind Perseus and leans on her spear. So why does 
Perseus turn to Athena? To assure himself that he must kill the seemingly harmless 
Medusa? As long as Medusa was a hideous monster, it was not difficult to make sure 
the hero did not look at her. However, as soon as she turned into a beauty, this 
became a temptation against which no man was immune. Was Athena’s job to ensure 
that the hero did not begin to doubt the correctness of his act? Was the beautiful 
Medusa a femme fatale, a woman who seduces men to destroy them? A series of 
Athenian vases from the second quarter of the 5th century BC speaks against such an 
interpretation. On these vases, Perseus sneaks toward a sleeping Medusa, who has 
an unattractive round face and extended tongue. She may have fangs, but she looks 
somewhat comical and indeed not frightening. On the Athenian vase created before 
the mid-5th century BC, the hero leans forward to cut off the head of Medusa, but he 
turns his head from her.31 This Medusa would not seduce anyone, so we must find 
another explanation for why the hero turns back. 

The key to this series of scenes is an Athenian vase, on which we find an 
unsightly Medusa with eyes firmly closed (10). Perseus tiptoes toward her; behind 
him stands Hermes, his outstretched hand revealing the tension he is experiencing. 
Above Medusa stands Athena. Her gesture indicates that she is instructing the hero 
on how to step toward Medusa safely. On the other scenes from this series, the hero 
has turned his head away in fear that Medusa will open her eyes and kill him with 
her gaze. In this scene, he can look at Medusa because he is following Athena’s 
instructions. By doing so, he can get close to Medusa without waking her up.  

 

 
31 London, The British Museum, 1864,1007.1726. 
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10. Perseus about to seize the head of sleeping Medusa. Athenian hydria, around 450 BC. 
 
Medusa’s beauty and her sleep might be connected, as both motifs appear at 

the same time. When Medusa closed her deadly eyes, which was her most noticeable 
attribute in Archaic Greece, the snakes from her head disappeared, and she turned 
into a beautiful girl. With Medusa, everything was the opposite. People are 
sometimes beautiful when they live and always ugly after death. The Medusa was 
ugly when awake and maybe became beautiful when she closed her eyes in her 
sleep, bringing about her death. In ancient Greece, closed eyes were a sign of the 
absence of life. We die after our last breath; the Greeks died after their final gaze was 
cast. 

All Gorgons, not only Medusa, can be sleeping beauties in classical Greek art. 
On the vase from the third quarter of the 4th century BC, Perseus finds them sleeping 
under an apple tree.32 Four figures are all beautiful young girls with long blond hair 
painted yellow. Perseus holds the head of Medusa but he does not look at her; his 
head is cast upward. In literary sources, it is stated that there were only three 
Gorgons; this deviation can be explained perhaps by the fact that the vase painting 
shows two scenes separated by a tree. To the right are three sleeping Gorgons, and to 
the left is another sequence of the story - Perseus has now beheaded the Gorgon 
Medusa. From the 4th century BC on, Medusa was characterised not only by a 
beautiful girl’s face but also by her nudity. On a mirror from the 4th century BC, the 
erotic character of Perseus and Medusa’s encounter is emphasised by the fact that 
both are completely naked and Medusa is a girl with beautiful and perfectly natural 
curls. Perseus turns his face from her and cuts her head off. She touches him with 
both hands drawn behind her. One hand is on Perseus’ knee and the other tries to 
loosen the grip of the hero’s left hand, which pulls her head backwards.33 

In Ovid’s “Metamorphoses,“ which were published around the year 8 AD, 
Perseus himself tells the readers that Medusa was at first a beauty and only later a 
monster that he had killed. Ovid’s Perseus spoke of Medusa at a feast after 

 
32 Berlin, Antikensammlung der Staatlichen Museen, F 3022. 
33 Boston, The Museum of Fine Arts, 61.1257. 
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Andromeda’s wedding, where one of his guests asked him why Medusa was the 
only Gorgon to have snakes instead of hair. Perseus explains to him that Medusa was 
originally a girl with beautiful hair. He claimed to have met someone who had seen 
her with his own eyes, meaning she had been transformed into a monster only 
recently. 34  In Ovid’s myth, the transformation of beautiful hair into hideous snakes 
is another means of expressing Medusa’s impalpable nature.  

The poet first writes that she lived with her sister Gorgons in the desert at the 
end of the world, that is, outside the world of people. Several verses later, however, 
he states that Medusa had many suitors. She lived a mortal life like ordinary men, 
attended the temple of Athena, and differed from the other girls only by the beauty 
of her hair. To understand the beautiful Medusas in Greek art, we must bear in mind 
that the transformation of the monster into the beauty was not complete. Even in the 
5th century BC and in the following centuries, images appeared showing that 
Medusa had retained her original horrific form. For example, on the Roman bronze 
relief sculpture, Medusa is ugly; she has snakes around her neck and dogs’ heads in 
her hair.35 In exceptional cases she has scales on her cheeks which characterise her as 
a water monster, a being which she is related to by her origin. 

The image of Medusa evolved throughout ancient Greek and Roman 
civilisation. From the very beginning, she was a man and a woman, a man and an 
animal, a living creature and a corpse; from the 5th century BC on, she was a beauty 
and a monster. In Greek Hellenistic and Roman art, the physiognomy of Medusa was 
human as a rule; the supernatural character of the monster indicated only snakes 
instead of hair and wings on her head.36  However, in addition to the dreadful and 
beautiful Medusa, a third alternative appeared - the pained Medusa with a wrinkled 
forehead and an open and disfigured mouth (11). The absurd domain that 
characterised Medusa was thus further extended - alongside a ruthless assailant 
appeared a suffering victim.  

 

 
 

11. Medusa. Relief on a Roman bronze phalera, 3rd century AD. 
 

 
34 Ovid, Metamorphoses, 4, 794–797. 
35 London, The British Museum, GR 1867.5-10.2. 
36 Orazio Paoletti, “Gorgones Romanae,” in Lexicon Iconographicum Mythologiae Classicae, IV/1 (Zürich: 
Artemis, 1988), 345–362.  
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In the myth of Perseus, the most frequent pictorial type is the triumphant hero 
with Medusa’s head in his hand.37 It does not show any moment in this hero’s quest, 
because he had to flee immediately after the beheading of the monster. In the 
situation where Medusa’s sisters pursued Perseus, it would be absurd for him to stop 
and triumphantly raise his sword or the severed head. This image type does not 
illustrate the myth but summarises it and celebrates the hero. Pausanias, in his 
“Description of Greece,” states that at the Athenian Acropolis he saw Myron’s statue 
of Perseus, who had accomplished his deed with Medusa.38  However, neither the 
original sculpture nor any of its Roman copies have survived. This type of 
triumphant Perseus is first documented by a small statue in the Sparta Museum, 
which dates to the mid-5th century BC.39 Since then, we encounter this pictorial type 
frequently in Greek and Roman art. We find it in monumental art, on vases, small 
statues, coins, rings and amulets. It is one of the most widespread image types in the 
world. In following millennia, it smoothly crosses the boundaries between cultures 
and historical epochs.  

 

 
 

12. Perseus with the head of Medusa. Lycian marble acroterion from a heroonu, Limyra in Lykii, 370–
360 BC (reconstruction). 

 
Immediately after its inception, this image of the victorious Perseus spread 

beyond the borders of Greece. Already in the first half of the 4th century BC, we find 
it in Lycia. The sculpture in Lycia shows Perseus running with the severed head in 

 
37 Ernst Langlotz, Der triumphierende Perseus (Cologne: Westdeutscher Verlag, 1960). 
38 Pausanias 1, 23, 7. 
39 Sparta, Museum, 6277. Cf. Angelos Delivorrias, “Zum Motiv des triumphierenden Perseus,”Antike 
Kunst 12 (1969): 22–24. 
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his raised hand; at his feet we see the headless body of Medusa (12).40 This scene 
combines the pictorial type of Perseus fleeing the Gorgons and the type of the 
triumphant hero. The group of statues was part of a tomb decoration; the hero was at 
the top of the pediment, and at both ends were figures of running Gorgons. The tomb 
belonged to the local royal dynasty, which probably revered Perseus as its ancestor. 
At the same time, the type of the victorious Perseus appeared in Etruria. The 
Etruscan statuette in Leipzig depicts a cap on Perseus’ head in the shape of a swan; 
the hero holds a harpe in his right hand and in the left the head of Medusa, a girl 
with snakes in her hair (13). 

 

 
 

13. Perseus with the head of Medusa. Etruscan bronze statuette, c. 350 BC. 
 
The image of triumphant Perseus is often found on ancient Roman imperial 

coins. Perseus is shown naked with a cloak thrown over his back so that his whole 
body is revealed, a trait which characterises him as a mythical hero. In his left hand, 
he holds a large harpe; in his right is Medusa’s severed head. There are many 
variations of the coin type: the hero may hold Medusa’s head in his right hand, 
raised or lowered, and can look in the same direction as Medusa or in the opposite 
direction. This pictorial type existed in Roman art also in monumental form, which is 
evidenced by the statue of Ostia on which Perseus turns his head away so that 
Medusa’s head does not kill him. In this sculptural work, Medusa’s face is beautiful 
and her eyes are closed, suggesting that she is dead (14). In the luxury villa in Stabii, 
we find both Perseus and Iphigenia in one room (15). They both raise their trophies, 
Perseus the head of the Medusa, Iphigenia the image of Artemis. Above them is the 
goddess of victory, Victoria, with a palm branch. Thus, Iphigenia and Perseus are 
portrayed as winners who have won their trophies thanks to the gods’ favour.  

 
40 Jürgen Borchhardt and Gert Mader, “Der Triumphierende Perseus in Lykien.,” Antike Welt 3, no. 1 
(1972): 2–16; Kim J. Hartswick, “The Gorgoneion on the Aigis of Athena: Genesis, Suppression and 
Survival,” Revue Archéologique 2 (1993): 288–290; �7�X�Q�D���û�D�U�H�����´�7�K�H���6�F�X�O�S�W�X�U�H���R�I���W�K�H���+�H�U�R�R�Q���R�I���3�H�U�L�N�O�H���D�W��
Limyra: The Making of a Lycian king,” Anatolian Studies 63 (2013): 55–74. 
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14 (left). Perseus with the head of Medusa from Ostia.  
Marble Roman copy of a Greek original, c. 150 AD. 

15 (right). Perseus with the head of Medusa. Roman Wall painting, before 79 AD. 
 

The most widespread image type of the triumphant Perseus was the hero 
holding the head of Medusa in his lowered hand and raising the sword with which 
he performed his heroic deed. In this version, the attention is shifted from Medusa’s 
head to the sword, which has fundamentally changed the meaning of the 
representation. The point of Perseus’ existence is not to kill Medusa, an act by which 
he began his career, but his heroism, which is embodied in the raised weapon. This 
pictorial model became a model for the Perseus constellation, which explains its 
extraordinary popularity in later epochs. It entered illustrations of Greek 
astronomical writings already in the 4th century BC. Thanks to these illustrations, the 
triumphant Perseus never disappeared from the European cultural consciousness; we 
shall return to this later. 

Literary texts and works of art unambiguously prove that the myth of Perseus 
was not taken from foreign sources, but originated in Greece in the 8th–6th centuries 
BC. Image types and motifs that we cease to encounter afterwards point to 
experiments followed by careful editorial work that aimed to create the impressive 
picture of the hero, his opponents and the key events in the myth. At the end of the 
5th century BC, for example, we find in Greek art a representation of Perseus as he 
steals the eye of the Graeae, which then appeared also on an Etruscan bronze mirror 
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of 400–350 BC.41 The theft of the Graeae’s eye prefigures the acquisition of the head of 
the Medusa and her deadly eyes, but the Greeks apparently did not consider this 
moment to be visually impressive and thus stopped representing it. In the creation of 
the image types evoking the myth of Perseus, the Athens of the 5th century BC 
played a decisive role. The process of reducing, developing and interconnecting 
individual motifs eventually resulted in the pictorial types that are still in use today. 
Some motifs, however, appeared only in the ancient literary tradition, although they 
had enormous potential in the visual arts, which only exploited modern Europe. This 
was a case of representations of petrification. 
 

Petrifaction and Statues 
 

Already on the oldest representations, Perseus turns away his face from the ugly face 
of Medusa, but this action is not substantiated in the literary tradition of the time. He 
was superhuman, so why did this unsightly face scare him? In the Homeric poems, 
we read that the Gorgons were frightening monsters with terrible faces, the eyes of 
which were the most terrifying.42 Hesiod’s works does not give reasons for the hero’s 
averted glance. 43  Ancient Greek authors only explained precisely how Medusa’s 
deadly gaze worked in the 5th century BC when they began to write about her 
beautiful face. In Pindar’s Pythian odes from the first decade of the 5th century BC, 
Medusa has snakes in her hair and a “beautiful face;” Perseus cuts off her head, 
which brought a “stone death” to the inhabitants of Seriphos.44  Thus, Pindar knew 
that Medusa’s severed head also held the magical power to kill with its eyes, which 
Perseus could then use as a weapon. It not only transformed human beings but 
whole islands and everything that was on them.  

Through the petrification caused by Medusa’s gaze, a human being received a 
monumental and lasting form; a living organism became a stone statue. Pherecydes 
of Athens wrote that when Perseus returned to Seriphos, he came to Polydectes and 
asked him to gather all the inhabitants of the island to show them the head of 
Medusa. He then turned away and took out the head from the kibisis – the people 
looked upon it and turned into stone.45 It follows from Pherecydes’ account that 
Perseus’ contemporaries had no idea how Medusa’s head worked. If they had 
known, no one would have come to the main square of Seriphos. An explanation of 
this ignorance is simple – everyone who came to Medusa’s abode died, so they could 
no longer tell anyone else of their fate. The only one to know the terrible effect of 
Medusa’s gaze was Perseus, to whom the gods revealed their secret.  

Around 450 BC, not only Pherecydes of Athens, but also the author of the 
tragedy of Prometheus wrote that every mortal who looks upon the Gorgons was 
immediately petrified.46 In the 3rd century BC, Lycophron wrote about Medusa’s 

 
41 New York, The Metropolitan Museum of Art, 26.60.63. 
42 Homer, IIiad, 8, 349; 11, 36–37. 
43 Hesiod, Theogony, 276–277; (Hesiod) Shield, 230. 
44 Pindar, Pythian, 10 a 12. 
45 Pherecydes, fr. 11 Fowler. 
46 Prometheus Bound, 793–801. 
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gaze, which transforms everything into stone.47 In art, petrification from Medusa’s 
head was first shown around the middle of the 5th century BC; it was not a 
transformation into a stone statue but into a formless boulder.48 The petrification 
begins at the ground, so Polydectes merges with the rock on which his throne stood. 
Perseus holds the head of the Medusa so that he does not see her and does not turn 
into stone himself. Medusa’s gaze does not focus on Polydectes; the vase painter held 
to the convention of Archaic Greek art, in which a frontal gaze was an attribute of 
Medusa. However, the monster is no longer represented as in Archaic art; she has the 
face of a beautiful girl with completely normal hair. 

A slightly younger vase painting with the same theme in St Petersburg’s 
Hermitage demonstrates how the Greeks used the Perseus myth to think about 
petrification and mirror images. On one side of the vase, we see Perseus and 
Polydectes (16). The hero with Medusa’s head has one foot laid on a stone lying in 
front of him, signifying his triumph over Polydectes. The king of Seriphos stands in 
front of him and has already been turned into boulder up to his knees. Perseus is 
characterised in the usual way and turns his face away from Medusa’s head.  
 

 
 

16. Youth with a mirror and Perseus with the head of Medusa.  Campanian amphora, 440–420 BC. 
 

The manner in which he holds the lethal head is highly unusual. He does not 
raise the head by the hair, but holds it by the neck using both hands. On the other 
side of this vase is a scene with a girl and a young man holding a mirror, which is a 
commentary on the scene of Perseus and Medusa. The young man holds the mirror 
in the same way as Perseus grasps Medusa’s head. He is seeking the woman’s favour 
with this gift. Eros, who holds a ribbon in his outstretched hands, connects the scenes 
on the opposite sides of this vase. Medusa’s head, with which Perseus kills 
Polydectes without physical contact, creates a humorous commentary on the mirror, 
a gift with which the young man wins over the girl at a distance. In this vase 
painting, the mirror and the head of the Medusa affect those who look at them, but 
the intentions and the final consequences are the opposite. Perseus wants to get rid of 
Polydectes with the head of Medusa; the young man wants to attract the girl to him 
using the mirror. Polydectes vainly attempts with his raised hands to protect himself. 

 
47 (Lycophron), Alexandra, 843. 
48 Bologna, Museo Civico Archeologico, V.F. 325. 
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The girl does not protest; on the contrary, she is looking forward to receiving the 
mirror, the rear side of which is decorated with a female bust, a prefiguration of the 
girl’s mirror image. 

In the 5th century BC literary tradition of the myth of Perseus, the statue is 
mentioned exclusively in connection with Andromeda. In Euripides’ Andromeda, 
which premiered in 412 BC, Perseus happens upon Andromeda, who is chained to a 
rock. She seems so beautiful to him that he thinks a skilful sculptor created her from 
the same stone as the rock to which she is fastened.49 In this case, the petrification 
becomes the highest possible praise – the hero thinks the living girl is a perfect 
statue. Ovid compared both Andromeda and Perseus to statues: “As soon as Perseus 
saw her there bound by the arms to rough cliff – save that her hair gently stirred in 
the breeze, and the warm tears were trickling down her cheeks, he would have 
thought her a marble statue – he took fire unwitting and stood dumb. Smitten by the 
sight of the beauty he sees, he almost forgot to move his wings in the air.”50 Perseus 
sees the beautiful girl as a statue, and for a moment he himself changes into a statue, 
immobilised by her beauty. He avoids the deadly sight of Medusa, but the sight of 
Andromeda’s beauty nearly kills him. 

Perseus as a sculptor appears for the first time in Menander’s comedy 
Dyskolos, which premiered at the turn of 316 and 315 BC.  Misanthrope Cnemon, the 
main hero of this comedy, says. “Well, wasn’t that Perseus such a lucky fellow, on 
two accounts? He had some wings, and so didn’t meet any pedestrians on the 
ground. Moreover, then he owned a sort of instrument with which he petrified all 
who annoyed him! I wish I had one now! Then nothing would be commoner all over 
than stone statues!”51 Aelian, who lived in the years 175–235 AD, incorporated in his 
Letters from a farmer a paraphrase of Menander’s text. It is in the form of an answer 
from Cnemon to his neighbour, who complained that he was indecent to the people. 
If he were Perseus, as he wrote at the end of his letter, his neighbour would be the 
first one he would transform into a statue. 

According to Lycophron, who lived in the 2nd century BC, Perseus used the 
head of Medusa to make sculptures by turning people to stone from head to toe. In 
Ovid’s Metamorphoses, Perseus saw sculptures all around the Gorgon’s residence: 
“On all sides, through the fields and along the ways he saw forms of men and beasts 
changed into stone by one look at Medusa’s face.”52 On the way back to his home, 
Perseus left behind the stone sculptures of all who stood in his way. He first turned 
Atlas to stone, then transformed Phineus and his companions into stone statues in 
Ethiopia. He did the same to Polydectes at Seriphos and to Proetus, the hostile 
brother of Acrisius, at Argos. Ovid described in detail the transformation of Phineus 
and his companions. Andromeda’s fiancé refuses to accept that Perseus should have 
her hand in marriage. He sets out to kill Perseus with the help of his friends, but 
Perseus turns them all to stone. Ovid tells how in the fervour of the fight, Phineus 
calls his companions to help him, even though they are already stone statues. Their 

 
49 Euripides, Andromeda, fr. 125 TrGF. 
50 Ovid, Metamorphoses, 4, 673–677, translated by Frank Justus Miller, revised by G. P. Goold. 
51 Menander, Dyskolos, 153–159, translated by W. G. Arnott. 
52 Ovid, Metamorphoses, 4, 780–781, translated by Frank Justus Miller, revised by G. P. Goold. 
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semblance is so perfect that he recognises each one, but when he touches them, he 
finds out they are marble statues. Perseus mockingly promises Phineus that he will 
turn him into a statue, which will decorate Andromeda’s palace forever so she can 
enjoy the frightened face of her former fiancé.53 

Medusas’ residence and palaces, in which Perseus petrifies his opponents with 
Medusa’s head, becomes a mythical analogy in Ovid’s poem of the private homes of 
rich Romans. In these residences, stone statues were a common sight. Copies of the 
famous Greek statues of the classical epoch began to be made for Roman private 
residences in the middle of the 2nd century BC.54 The originals were made of bronze, 
which became the main material for Greek statues since the 5th century BC, but the 
copies were made of stone. From the 1st century BC up to the 3rd century AD, 
workshops in Greece and Italy produced thousands of marble copies of Greek bronze 
sculptures, which can be found today in Italian galleries and art collections around 
the world.  

In the 5th century AD, Nonnus surpassed Ovid in metaphors based on the 
analogy between the sculptures and the petrified victims of Medusa’s gaze. Hera 
encouraged Perseus to transform Dionysus’ supporters, who attacked Argos, into 
stone sculptures and decorate the squares of the cities in Argolis with them.55 When 
Perseus used Medusa’s head to petrify Ariadne, who was fighting on Dionysus’ side, 
the god of wine became furious, but Hermes pacified him by pointing to the 
advantages of Ariadne’s petrified state. He stressed that since she is dead, she can 
ascend to the heavens and become a constellation. The counterpart of the 
constellation of Ariadne in the heavens will be the stone statue of Ariadne on earth, a 
proof of her apotheosis. The stone statue of Ariadne will stand on earth next to that 
of Hera, the supreme goddess.56 

This rich literary evidence notwithstanding, Perseus’ creation of stone statues 
was never represented in ancient Greek and Roman art. In antiquity, the sculptures 
that Medusa created with her eyes lived only in literary tradition. The absence of 
these images is even more surprising when we realise that the Greek painters knew 
how to represent petrification, at least since the 4th century BC. We find it on a series 
of Apulian vases from 350–325 BC. The paintings were somewhat related to 
Aeschylus’ drama Niobe. In it, she mourns over her children, who have become 
statues, which is the same fate that also awaits her. The transformation of a living 
human body into a stone funerary sculpture is indicated by the fact that the lower 
part of the body is painted white. On one vase, the entire lower half of Niobe is 
white, transformed into marble. 57  Petrification by Medusa’s head began to be 
represented only a millennium later by painters of the Italian Renaissance. In 
Baroque painting, this pictorial type existed in several variations. 
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Mirror Image 
 

In the myth of Perseus, vision holds a crucial position because it determines the 
hero’s fate. In ancient Greece, vision was at the top of the sensory hierarchy. 
According to the accepted theories of the time, vision physically linked the seer to 
what was seen, while hearing implied a discontinuity between the speaker and the 
listener. 58 The sight of Medusa brought sure death, and this seemed to be the reason 
for the attractiveness of the oldest scenes of Perseus killing Medusa. In these 
representations, the Greeks saw Medusa gazing out of the image at them and staring 
straight into their eyes. At the same time, they saw the hero, who turns away and 
cuts off the head of the monster. Medusa’s gaze and Perseus’ averted eyes drew the 
viewer into the represented action. These features allowed the viewer to identify 
with the mythical hero, experiencing his fear as well as his triumph. At the same 
time, the picture illustrated the difference between reality and the display of reality. 
The viewer looks into the face of Medusa but is not turned into stone. 

Around 450 BC, Pherecydes of Athens enriched the myth with new features of 
far-reaching consequences. In his version of the myth, he incorporated not only the 
petrifying look that Pindar mentioned for the first time; he also comes up with a new 
element: the mirror image. He wrote that the gods (Athena and Hermes) advised 
Perseus that when severing the head of Medusa, who was the only mortal among 
them, he must turn away and showed him her image in a mirror. 59  The shield on 
which Perseus had seen the reflected image of Medusa allowed him to see her 
without coming into direct eye contact, which would have meant certain death. 
When looking at the mirror, the relationship between the source of the image and the 
perceived subject was interrupted, and the magical power of Medusa’s gaze lost its 
effect. However, the mirror image had another advantage – it allowed Perseus to see 
what Medusa looked like. The Greeks believed that reflections revealed the essence 
of what was being reflected in the mirror. The monster could be invisible or could 
conceal its nature behind its beautiful face, but the mirror revealed its true form.60    

Europe later came to know Perseus, who looks at Medusa’s mirror image 
while severing her head, primarily from Ovid’s Metamorphoses. Ovid emphasises 
that the hero did not look directly at Medusa but at her image (formam), which was 
reflected on his shield. He waited until Medusa and her snakes fell asleep and then 
cut off her head. 61  The Greek word “eikon,” which Ovid translates as “forma” also 
means a portrait or semblance; Perseus thus created an image of Medusa to defend 
himself from her spell. According to Ovid, however, he did his deed entirely alone 
without the help of the gods. The motif of Athena, who holds the hero’s shield, is 
found in Lucian’s text from the 2nd century AD, where the mythical sea deities tell of 
this event.62  In another of Lucian’s works, we also find a description of the picture on 
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which Perseus “is cutting off the head of Medusa, and Athena is shielding him. He 
has done the daring deed, but has not looked, except at the reflection of the Gorgon 
in the shield, for he knows the cost of looking at the reality.” 63  The difference 
between looking at Medusa and her image is the difference between death and life. 

 

    
    

17. Perseus kills Medusa. Roman wall painting, before 79 AD. 
 
The image of Medusa’s beheading was not as popular in Roman art as it was 

in Greece, but it is Roman art that showed Perseus looking at the mirror image 
during the beheading for the first time. On the fresco in Herculaneum from before 
the year 79 AD, Athena not only holds the shield so the hero can see Medusa’s head – 
at the same time she attacks Medusa with her spear (17). The scene takes place in the 
countryside outside the city gates, where we can find a shepherd sleeping peacefully 
in the background. We find this pictorial on the reverse of Emperor Caracalla’s coin 
198–217 AD and a series of reliefs found on the territory of the Roman provinces of 
Pannonia and Noricum, today’s Hungary (18) and Austria, 64  on which the Medusa 
is sometimes depicted completely naked.  

The Roman gilt silver plate found in today’s Portugal is perhaps the most 
detailed depiction of this theme.65 Perseus, who has a Phrygian cap on his head, is 
approaching the cave where the beautiful Gorgons sleep. Athena holds a mirror 
behind Perseus, reflecting his figure, which is ready to attack with the harpe that the 
hero holds in his right hand. Hermes, who stands in front of Perseus, also assists him; 
he lifts Perseus’ cloak so that the hero would not see the Gorgon if he were to look 
imprudently at the Gorgons. Votive objects in the foreground and a table, helmet, 
and torch define the environment as a sacred precinct. It is a shrine to Athena 
because there is an olive tree there dedicated to the goddess. On a branch of the olive 
tree sits an owl, another attribute of Athens. The scene of the end of the Medusa thus 
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evokes the beginning of her story – her rape by Poseidon, which took place in the 
shrine of Athena. Medusa is young, beautiful and almost naked on these Roman 
images. Her appearance seems to justify the presence of the virtuous Athena, who 
makes sure that Perseus does not fall victim to Medusa’s charm. 

 

 
 

18. Perseus kills Medusa. Relief from Roman marble sarcophagus, 2nd century AD. 
 

In addition to the pictorial type of Perseus looking at the mirror image of 
Medusa during the beheading, there was also a pictorial type of the hero looking at a 
mirror image of the monster’s severed head. In Greek art, Athena and Hermes 
accompanied him; in Roman art it was Andromeda. In these scenes, we see Perseus, 
who has successfully escaped the Gorgons with his trophy. He is now safe and 
inspects the face reflected in a shield or water surface together with his divine 
companions. It is to be noted that in the visual arts, the theme of the mirror image 
appeared in the 4th century BC, a century after its first mention in literary texts.66  On 
the Etruscan engraving, we see Athena in the centre with an aegis over her breasts 
and spears in her left hand.67 In her raised hand, she holds Medusa’s head. The 
monster does not have snake hair, and from her traditional appearance she has 
retained only an ugly-looking round face. On each side is Perseus with the harpe and 
Hermes with the caduceus. They all look down at the image of Medusa’s head 
reflected in the water. On the front side of this Etruscan mirror; its owner was thus 
inspecting her face while on its rear side Perseus, Athena and Hermes look at the 
mirror image of Medusa’s head. 

A Greek theatre play, which celebrated success on the stage in the 4th century 
BC Apulia but is now lost, apparently inspired vase paintings with Perseus and the 
gods studying the mirror image of Medusa’s head. In this series of Apulian vase 
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paintings, Medusa always has the face of a beautiful girl and the image is always 
displayed correctly, i.e., vertically overturned. We see Medusa’s face and its mirror 
image from the front, which was the standard way to represent this monster. Athena 
may be experimenting with the mirror image of Medusa’s head on her shield (19). 
On the left is Perseus with a cap of invisibility and winged boots; to the right stands 
Hermes with a caduceus. Although Medusa’s eyes are closed, everyone is careful to 
look down at the mirror image on Athena’s shield, which foreshadows the future. 
After the end of his adventures, Perseus gave the head of Medusa to Athena, who 
attached it permanently to her shield or aegis.  
 

 
 

19. Athena shows to Perseus the mirror image of the head of Medusa on a shield.   
Apulian bell krater (detail), 400–375 BC. 

 
Either Athena or Perseus can hold the head of Medusa; the painters also 

change the setting of the scene. They show us, for example, the well next to which 
Athena sits on the shield.68 Perseus, characterised by his cap of invisibility and harpe, 
may also be looking into the well.69 He raises his right hand in surprise to show the 
astonishment of what he has seen on the water surface. On the right, behind Athena 
with Medusa’s head in her hand, there is a satyr with his head turned away. The 
painter suggested how acute the threat of death was for the person who looked at 
Medusa’s head directly. Satyrs were famous for their curiosity in ancient Greece. 
They were voyeurs whose passion could only be stopped by one thing – Medusa’s 
head.  

On these vases, painters emphasise that the study of Medusa’s head took time; 
its participants are sitting or resting on something. On one painting, Perseus and 
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Hermes lean on a column.70 This picture is also interesting because Athena already 
has Medusa’s head on the aegis, so we see the monster’s head three times and in 
three different functions. We see the model and its mirror image on the shield, and 
we can find it on Athena’s aegis too. These Apulian vase paintings indicate that 
Athena’s aegis and shield were to be the final place for Perseus’ trophy from the very 
beginning of his adventure. These vase paintings also fundamentally modify 
Perseus’ status – the warrior has been replaced by a researcher trained by Athena, the 
goddess of wisdom. Athena not only counselled the hero on how to kill Medusa but 
also allowed him to inspect her face afterwards. Athena was Medusa’s chief enemy, 
and by letting Perseus look at her face, she completes Medusa’s humiliation. Perseus 
triumphs over Medusa not only by severing her head but also by the fact that he was 
the only mortal to look at her face, albeit in a mirror.  

In late Republican and Imperial Rome, the myth of Perseus was a popular 
subject in the decoration of Roman public buildings and private houses.71 In these 
scenes, Andromeda comes to the forefront and replaces Athena and Hermes in 
scenes with Perseus studying a mirror image of the terrible head. On the shore of the 
sea, Andromeda sits with Perseus, who holds Medusa’s head in his raised hand so 
that it can be reflected on the water’s surface.72 Perseus always holds the head, so it is 
he who shows it to Andromeda. We can find this image type on mosaics, gems, 
lamps and wall paintings. In Pompeii and Herculaneum, we repeatedly encounter 
variations on the same composition, and therefore we can assume that it is a 
reproduction of a lost original from Hellenistic Greece. This original was considered 
masterpiece at the time, and many Pompeii citizens wanted to have their house 
decorated with the reproduction of this painting.73 

These scenes are similar to one another, but they are not the same; they differ 
in the direction of the participants’ gaze. They can both look down to the water at 
their feet, which reflects the head of the Medusa held by Perseus in his raised hand. 
Virtually the same composition, however, can take on a completely different 
meaning when Perseus and Andromeda are looking at each other while the water 
surface reflects all three heads (20). In this case, it seems that the mirror image of 
Medusa is looking at Perseus and Andromeda. Perseus has a sword at his side, on 
the handle of which he places his left hand. The sword handle is at the centre of the 
composition and combines this scene with what preceded it – not only the liberation 
of Andromeda but also the beheading of Medusa. In the Roman scenes of Perseus 
studying the head of Medusa, a rescued princess replaces Athena, changing the 
meaning of the scene. In these scenes, two beautiful women’s faces confront the hero; 
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one of them brings death, the other life and happiness. In ancient Roman thinking, 
this was not perhaps about two kinds of female beauty, but two aspects of it that 
could never be separated from one another. 

 

 
 

20. Perseus shows Andromeda the mirror image of the head of Medusa on water. Drawing after 
Roman wall painting, before 69–79 AD. 

 
From the 1st century BC, Perseus observes the mirror image of the head of 

Medusa also on Roman gems. The hero, characterised by the harpe, is shown in a 
very unusual stance.74 Perseus raises and bends the hand that holds Medusa’s head, 
holding it before his own face. This pose was to ensure that Perseus did not see her 
and did not turn into a stone statue. In front of Perseus, there is a shield on the 
ground on which the hero can see the image of Medusa’s head. The head of the 
Medusa is often on the same side as the harpe, the instrument with which she was 
killed. On a chalcedony gem, the hero points at the severed head with his harpe as if 
it was a pointer.75 On a sardonyx cameo, a shield lies on the ground in front of 
Perseus, but the hero looks at the head of Medusa, which he holds in front of him.76 
This would then be his last glance before he was petrified. 

Is this the way he died? In the ancient myth about Perseus, who is 
continuously killing another, his death plays no part. This omission is remarkable 
because a warrior must die gloriously to become a hero. We have only two mentions 
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about Perseus’ death. According to one version, Proetus’ son Megapenthes killed 
him in retaliation for his father’s death.77 A Byzantine chronicler recorded a very odd 
version of Perseus’ death in the 6th century AD: “After some time King Cepheus, 
father of Andromeda, drew from Ethiopia against Perseus. Cepheus did not see 
anymore because he was old. When Perseus learned that he had declared war, he 
was furious and set off on it, waving Medusa’s head and pointing to it. Because 
Cepheus did not see her, he rode a horse against Perseus. Perseus did not know that 
Cepheus did not see anything, and he thought the head of Medusa was not working 
anymore. He turned it to him and looked at it. He was blinded, immobilised like a 
corpse and killed.”78  

However, the above-mentioned sardonyx cameo certainly does not portray 
this anecdote about the self-destruction of an ageing Perseus. The hero is depicted 
here as we know him from the illustrations of his famous acts – a naked young man 
with wings on his legs and the harpe in his hand. On a carnelian intaglio in Paris we 
find a similar scene, but here the personification of victory brings a wreath to 
Perseus.79 The pictorial type of Perseus looking closely at the head of Medusa has an 
analogy in the ancient depictions of actors who meditate on a theatre mask they have 
taken off after the show. We know some such images from the 4th century BC, in 
which the pictorial type with a victorious Perseus, who meditates on the head of 
Medusa, is likely to have originated. Perseus, immersed in himself and reflecting on 
what he has done, is a perfect theme for personal jewels. Their owners wore them 
hanging around their necks or adorning their clothes so that they could contemplate 
on the image of Perseus in their moments of leisure. 

The myth of Perseus has changed over the ages, but in it, we repeatedly 
encounter Athena.80 She performs a variety of roles in the myth, always as Medusa’s 
archenemy. According to Ovid’s version of the myth, Athena transformed her into a 
monster and helped Perseus kill her. According to the version of the myth circulating 
in classical Athens, it was the goddess herself who killed Medusa. In this alternative 
myth, Medusa was not the daughter of Phorcys, but of the Earth who bore her 
together with the Gigantes. With their help, Medusa attacked the Olympian gods, 
and Athena killed her. Creusa speaks about this in Euripides’ tragedy Ion, which 
premiered in Athens in 412–411 BC. Creusa is a trustworthy witness because the old 
Athenian man with whom she speaks asks her: “Is this the tale which I have heard 
before?”81 That could not be said if the Athenians sitting in the auditorium had never 
heard of it. Euhemerus, who lived in the 4th or 3rd century BC, also wrote that 
Athena had personally killed the Gorgon Medusa.82  

Apollodorus wrote in the 2nd century AD that: “it is alleged by some that 
Medusa was beheaded for Athena’s sake; and they say that the Gorgon was fain to 
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match herself with the goddess even in beauty.”83 In any case, Athena was obsessed 
with Medusa, which illustrates the story of her playing the sounds that accompanied 
her death. The Gorgons killed not only with their eyes but also the sounds they 
produced. In Nonnus’ epic poem, we read about the unconquerable roaring of 
Euryale, Medusa’s sister.84 According to a lost epic poem on Perseus, the terrible 
lamentation of the Gorgons was such an unforgettable experience that they named 
Mycenae after it (from the Greek word for roar, “mykethmos”).85 Athena decided to 
imitate it and invented the aulos instrument, with which she could mimic all the 
sounds.86 The sound came out of a thin bronze lamella that vibrated much like a 
clarinet or oboe. The instrument not only made it possible to play a vast range of 
expressive tones, it also allowed for several melodies to be played at once. Pindar 
writes that Athena called this music “many-headed.” 87  She wanted to play the 
terrible dirge of the Gorgons, in which the hissing of hundreds of snakes on their 
heads mingled with their terrible voices. No existing instrument could play this, and 
therefore the goddess invented the aulos to triumph over the Gorgons. 

The Medusa never left her home and therefore was not feared by people. She 
had done nothing at all to Perseus; the hero set off for her head out of youthful 
recklessness, which Athena used to give people a lesson on what it meant to be 
human. Medusa, as a combination of man and his counterpart, the snake, brought to 
an extreme the polarity of beauty and ugliness, life and death, and therefore she had 
to die. The permanent link between the goddess Athena and Medusa was perhaps to 
remind the Greeks that Perseus overpowered this monster only through her support 
and that the Greeks were full-fledged human beings thanks to their gods. Thanks to 
Athena, Medusa’s appearance did not deceive the hero, and he kept his vigilance 
even when he saw her sleeping. Reason and knowledge are useless if we do not 
know how to use them properly. Those who do not understand what they see differ 
not from those who are blind. However, one who does not know what he should not 
see is even worse off. One wrong look can mean instant death. According to the 
Greeks, eyes were at the top of the hierarchy of the senses, yet they were only a 
potential tool of knowledge; a visual perception could also be a deadly trap. We can 
never be sure of what we see, unless, of course, Athena is standing next to us. 

Ancient mythical stories never comment directly on current political events 
and social or cultural changes, but they are closely related. The Greeks created the 
myth of Perseus at a time when they began to live in a world of images that played a 
much more significant role in their culture than in cultures of the surrounding 
peoples. As soon as the enthusiasm for this new trend faded, the Greeks had to ask 
themselves what these pictures actually meant and, consequently, the role of the 
gods increased considerably. Without their help, one does not know what he is 
looking at. One does not know where to look; one also does not know who and what 

 
83 Apollodoros, Library, 2, 4, 3, translated by J. G. Frazer. 
84 Nonnus, Dionysiaca, 30, 264–267. 
85 Pseudo-Plutarchos, On rivers, 18, 6. 
86 Pindar, Pythian, 12; Franc�doise Frontisi-Ducroux, “Athéna et l’invention de l’aulos,” Musica e storia, 2 
(Venice: Fondazione Levi, 1994): 239-268. 
87 Pindar, Pythian, 12, 19 and 23. 



38 
 

he or she must not look at.  When Perseus looks imprudently at the terrible Medusa, 
whom he mistakes for a harmless girl, it may be the last thing he sees in his life. 

 

Medieval Perseus 
 

In western Europe, Ancient myths survived the extinction of the ancient world 
because new content often filled these stories. This was made possible by the fact that 
myths were interpreted as an allegory already in ancient times. The Three Books of 
Myths, which Fabius Planciadus Fulgentius wrote around the year 500 AD, was a 
primary source of inspiration in medieval Europe. In the 9th–12th century, the 
revived interest in ancient myths and their allegorical interpretation is evidenced by 
three anonymous Latin texts, the authors of which were the so-called Vatican 
mythographers.88  According to Fulgentius, Medusa personified fear, which Perseus 
overcame, so the threat turned into its opposite – the source of life and eternal glory. 
Its symbol was Pegasus, who was born of Medusa’s blood, “shaped in the form of 
renown (figura famae); whereby Pegasus is said to have wings, because fame is 
winged.”89 Pegasus, as a form of glory (figura famae) of which Fulgentius wrote, 
became the primary attribute of the Christian Perseus.  

Fulgentius’ allegories heavily influenced two 14th century books, which were 
very popular at their time. The French-written work Ovide Moralisé from 1316–1328 
was the first translation of Ovid’s Metamorphoses, but not a translation in the 
modern sense as we understand it from the 18th century on. The anonymous author 
has not only retold ancient myths but also interpreted them allegorically. He 
approached Ovid’s text in the same way as the text of the Bible. He assumed that 
stories in Metamorphoses had several hierarchical levels. At the lowest level was the 
historical dimension; above it was the moral message of myth while the spiritual 
sense was at its peak. For instance, Andromeda, who suffered for the boasting of her 
mother Cassiopeia, became a picture of the human race’s suffering from Eva’s sin in                   
the spiritual interpretation.90 The author of the Latin text Ovidius moralizatus from 
around 1340 was the French monk Petrus Berchorius (Pierre Bersuire), who 
approached the ancient myths similarly to the author of Ovide moralisé. From 
classical antiquity, we do not know any allegorical interpretations of 
Metamorphoses, so in both cases this is an original contribution of medieval Europe 
to the ancient mythological tradition. Perseus, as we know him, was thus created in 
medieval Europe, which carefully chose what best suited its specific needs from the 
heritage of ancient Greece and Rome. 

In the Divine Comedy from 1306–1320, Dante describes how the poet and his 
guide Virgil met at the gates of hell with the Furies, who called upon Medusa to kill 
the poet. Virgil covers the poet’s eyes and Dante turns to the reader: “O you 
possessed of sturdy intellects, observe the teachings that are hidden here beneath the 

 
88 Ronald E. Pepin, The Vatican Mythographers (New York: Fordham University Press, 2008). 
89 Fulgentius, Mythologies, 1, 21 (translated by Leslie G. Whitbread); Boccaccio, Genealogy of the Pagan 
Gods, 10, 27, 4. �&�I�����D�O�V�R���%�D�ç�D�Q�W����Statues of Venus, 95-108. 
90 Ovide Moralisé, 4, 6862–7073. 



39 
 

veil of verses so obscure!”91 According to Dante, Medusa, who turns people into 
stone, is the devil, who blinds men so they cannot see the truth hidden under the veil 
of their sensory experience. Therefore, Virgil covered the poet’s eyes to protect him 
from Medusa’s irresistible erotic attraction, which has fatal consequences for men. If 
Dante looks at Medusa, she will “petrify” him, i.e. he will cease to believe in God and 
fall from him. According to Dante, the meaning of the myth about Perseus is that 
turning away from oneself and the things of this world is a basic condition of turning 
to God. The poet in this scene plays the role of Perseus, and Virgil has taken Athena’s 
task, protecting his protégé from looking at the Gorgons. In the Venetian illustration 
of the “Divine Comedy” from the second quarter of the 15th century, we see Virgil 
covering the eyes of Dante on the left; on the gate to Hell, there are three Furies with 
snakes instead of hair.92  

According to Petrarch, a man cannot resist Medusa’s lure, even though he 
knows he will regret it. Petrarch’s Songbook from 1327–1368 is about his love, Laura, 
who he claims had the same influence on him as Medusa’s head had on Atlas, who 
she turned into a rock. Petrarch cannot detach himself from her curls, even the 
shadow of Laura turns him into ice, and his face is dangerously pale – her eyes have 
the power to transform him into a statue.93 In the next poem, a prayer to the Virgin 
Mary, Petrarch repents. He writes that Medusa and his mistake, Laura, have 
transformed him into a stone drenched by his vanity. In other words, it has made 
him into another Narcissus.94  

The first systematic attempt to present and interpret ancient mythology as a 
unified system was Boccaccio’s  On the Genealogy of the Gods of the Gentiles written 
in Latin.95 Boccaccio wrote the work from 1360 until his death in 1374. The first 
printed edition was published in 1472, followed by numerous re-editions and 
translations into Italian and French. Boccaccio interprets ancient myths in a medieval 
manner on several levels. Concerning Perseus, he writes that he was the son of Zeus, 
who killed Gorgon and ascended to the heavens if we read the text in a literal, 
historical sense. If we look for morality in it, however, the text tells of the triumph of 
a wise man, his victory over vices and the path to virtue. In the allegorical 
interpretation, the story tells of the pious mind despising worldly joy and elevating 
itself to heavenly heights. In the spiritual interpretation, we understand it as an 
analogy to the ascension of Jesus Christ to the heavenly Father and the victory over 
the rulers of this world. The source of the Muses is a stimulus and the goal of heroic 
acts; Perseus led by Pegasus is a man driven by the desire for fame. Athena’s shield is 
caution and the winged shoes are speed and alertness. Some of the interpretations 
are of course far-fetched – the curved sword, for example, supposedly means that 
during war, we must take our spoils. Boccaccio’s book together with the works 

 
91 Dante Alighieri, Inferno, 1, 9, 55–63 (translated by Allen Mandelbaum). Cf. John Freccero, “Medusa: 
The Letter and the Spirit,” Yearbook of Italian Studies 2 (1972): 1–18. 
92 Florence, Biblioteca Riccardiana 1035, fol. 17r. 
93 Petrarch, Il Canzoniere, 197. 
94 Petrarch, Il Canzoniere, 366. 
95  Giovanni Boccaccio, Genealogy of the Pagan Gods, I, edited and translated by Jon Solomon 
(Cambridge, Harvard University Press, 2011); Giovanni Boccaccio, Genealogy of the Pagan Gods, II, 
edited and translated by Jon Solomon. (Cambridge, Harvard University Press, 2017). 
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mentioned above, Ovide Moralisé and Ovidius Moralizatus, was the primary source 
of knowledge of ancient myths until the middle of the 16th century, when the first 
comprehensive mythological handbooks were published, the series of which 
continues until the present.  

 

 
 

21. Perseus kills Medusa, Byzantine book illumination, 11th century. 
 

According to Ovid, Athena accompanied “brother Perseus” and, after 
liberating Andromeda, the hero made sacrifices to Zeus, Athena, and Hermes. 
Athena was also the first of the gods who visited and welcomed the source of the 
Muse created by Pegasus, who was born from the beheaded Medusa. However, Ovid 
does not mention Athena and Hermes as the donors of Perseus’ armaments, nor do 
they give him any advice. When Perseus talks about killing the Medusa in the 
Metamorphoses, he does not mention any god. He says that he was looking at the 
image of a monster on a shield he held in his left hand. In ancient art, we do not find 
the illustration of Ovid’s version, but it is depicted in the 11th century Byzantine 
manuscript of Oppian’s Cynegetica, in which Perseus and Medusa are identified by 
inscriptions (21).96 Medusa is a snake from the waist down and she holds two of the 
snakes coming out of her head with both hands. Her attractive face with large eyes 
and sad expression is represented frontally. Perseus kills Medusa with a spear, but he 
turns his face away and looks into a round shield, which he holds in his right hand.  

Already in the 14th century, one of the first illustrated books on ancient 
mythology appeared in Western Europe, Libellus de imaginibus deorum, but the 
original illustrations have not survived. The oldest illustrated copy dates to 1420 (22). 
The illustration has little to do with how the mythical figures were depicted in 
ancient times. The winged Perseus has the severed head of Medusa hanging on a 
spear. Beneath him lie her slain sisters, whose heads he has also cut off with the 
harpe he holds in his right hand. In front of Perseus is Minerva, who hands him the 
“crystal shield” we read about in the text. 97   Post-ancient Western Europe has 
returned to the pre-Ovid conception of Perseus’ myth, in which the deities dominate 
as assistants and donors of technology, which was, however, fundamentally 
modified. While in ancient Greece and Rome the primary attribute of Perseus was 

 
96 Kurt Weitzmann, Greek Mythology in Byzantine Art (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1951), 
113–114. 
97 Hans Liebschütz, Fulgentius Metaforalis: Ein Beitrag zur Geschichte der antiken Mythologie im Mittelalter  
(Leipzig: B.G. Teubner, 1926), 124. 
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the harpe, which he used to attack, in post-ancient Europe his main attribute was the 
shield which he used to defend himself.  

 

 
 

22. Perseus myth. Book illumination, around 1420. 
 

This shield differed from its ancient counterpart in that it was understood in a 
spiritual sense, as it was used against the evil which Medusa personified. In the 
Ovide moralisé, the reader learned that Medusa was “very beautiful,” but she was “a 
slut ... smart and cruel, lousy and insidious.”98 Beginning with medieval Europe, the 
Gorgons were understood primarily as femmes fatale – seductive but spoiled women 
who embodied the greatest danger a man could experience. Petrus Berchorius wrote 
of them in this manner around 1340, claiming that Perseus had to look at them in his 
shield-mirror, which was the shield of wisdom. Perseus’ shield protected him 
without having to look at the image reflected on it.99  

The symbolic character of Perseus’ shield was best demonstrated by the fact 
that it was not made of metal, but of crystal or glass. The first mention of the crystal 
shield appears in the works of Vatican mythographers in the 9th–12th centuries, 
when the myth of Perseus began to be interpreted as a prefiguration of Jesus Christ 
fighting with the devil.100 The debauchery of the devil lies in covering up the real 
nature of the world. Perseus’ transparent shield, on the contrary, reveals it. Giovanni 
Boccaccio saw Perseus’ crystal shield as an attribute of all-pervasive knowledge.101  
The first appearance of Perseus’ transparent shield in visual art dates back to the 
second half of the 15th century.  

In the Dutch illustration of the “Ovide moralisé” from around 1484, all figures 
are portrayed according to the fashion of the time. Perseus hides his face behind the 
shield while preparing to behead Medusa, so it is clear that it must be transparent. 
Nevertheless, Medusa’s head is shown on it, so it must also be a mirror. In the text 
accompanying the picture, it is described as a metal shield on the surface of which 
her face is reflected (22).102 Medusa with one eye is lying down, sleeping, while her 
two sisters stand and gesticulate lively; this makes no sense, however, as they have 
no eyes. In the accompanying text, it is written that the Gorgons had only one eye 

 
98 Ovide moralisé, 4, 5740–5744. 
99 Petrus Berchorius, Ovidius Moralizatus, Fa. 13. 
100 First Vatican Mythographer, 127; Second Vatican Mythographer, 135; Third Vatican Mythographer, 14. 
101 Boccaccio, Genealogy of the Pagan Gods, 5, 48; 10, 11, 2 (“for crystal renders to the eyes of the beholder 
whatever is happening outside himself. So also a commander distinguished by foresight sees what the 
enemy might do, and so he makes himself safe while the plans of the others, which he has foreseen, 
are foiled,“ English translation: Boccaccio, Genealogy of the Pagan Gods, II, 517–519). 
102 Ovide moralisé, edited by C. De Boer, vol. II (Amsterdam: Müller, 1920), 130 (4, 5701). 
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which they shared, a motif that was transferred from the myth of the Graeae. 
Another illogical element is the presence of Pegasus behind Perseus, who is about to 
sever Medusa’s head, despite the fact that the text says Pegasus was born after 
Medusa was beheaded.  

    
 

22 (left). Perseus kills Medusa. Illustration of the Ovide moralisé, c. 1484. 
24 (right). Story Perseus. Flemish book illumination, around 1460. 

 
In the Middle Ages, the myth of Perseus and Medusa was represented 

differently than in antiquity. As in antiquity, however, Medusa was considered a 
dangerous adversary primarily because she was not what she appeared to be. This 
was emphasized by the illustration of the work of Christine de Pisan, the first female 
author in the history of French literature. Around 1400, she wrote the extremely 
popular L’Epistre Othea. In the Flemish illustration for it from about 1460, Medusa is 
a dragon that looks like a girl from the waist up (24). To her left, Athena is 
represented as a Flemish lady, but with wings. On the right, Perseus, in the form of a 
medieval knight, fights a dragon that shows the true form of Medusa.  
 

The Early Modern Perseus 
 

Because the tradition of ancient myths has never been entirely interrupted, it was 
possible to restore ancient pictorial types in the fifteenth century Italy rather 
quickly.103  One of the oldest surviving depictions of Perseus’ combat with Medusa in 
Renaissance art is found in Filarete’s decoration of the door of St Peter’s Basilica in 
the Vatican. He created it before the mid-15th century, and the doors were later 
transferred to the new St Peter’s Basilica (25). Around 1493, Perseus’ combat was also 
depicted on the tombstone of the Venetian Doge Andrea Vendramin in the Church of 
St John and Paul in Venice, “the most splendid tomb constructed up to that time in 
Venice and for centuries to come”104 (26). In both cases, these were very prestigious 

 
103 �&�I�����%�D�ç�D�Q�W����Statues of Venus, 4-6, 109-129. 
104 Anne Markham Schulz, The History of Venetian Renaissance Sculpture ca. 1400–1530, I (Turnhout: 
Harvey Miller Publishers, 2017), 234. On the church cf. Giuseppe Pavanello, ed. La basilica dei Santi 
Giovanni e Paolo. Pantheon della Serenissima (Venezia: Marcianum Press, 2014), 161–169. 
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commissioned works placed in ecclesiastical buildings and they must be interpreted 
in this context. Perseus is shown differently each time, indicating that at the time 
there was not a fixed tradition of representing this mythic hero.  
 

               
 

25 (left). Filarete, Perseus and Medusa. Relief on bronze door from the old basilica of St Peter in Rome, 
1433–1445. 

26 (right). Tullio Lombardo, Tondo with Perseus killing Medusa.  
Stone relief on the grave monument of Doge Andrea Vendramin, c. 1493. 

 
In both cases, the hero wears ancient armour; Medusa is not shown as a 

monster but as a girl. Filarete followed some ancient depictions and represented 
Perseus hiding behind his shield and Medusa with her tongue sticking out and 
snakes instead of hair. The severed head of the monster, however, lies beside the 
headless body of Medusa, who stretches her arms toward it. We do not find this 
scheme in any ancient depiction of Perseus’ duel with Medusa. The Venetian relief 
also depicts Perseus in an unconventional manner. The hero holds Medusa’s severed 
head, but he is depicted riding a horse, presumably chosen for an aesthetic reason, as 
the relief with Perseus forms a pair with the relief of Deianira riding Centaur. In front 
of Perseus, under the hooves of his horse is the headless Medusa. The image scheme 
was adapted from depictions of victorious Roman emperors in which we find 
defeated barbarian warriors in place of Medusa. Venetian Perseus has a beard; later, 
he was depicted beardless in conformity with ancient convention. 

In Botticelli’s illustration of the “Divine Comedy” from the end of the 15th 
century, we see the head of Medusa “all antica,” with snakes on her head twisting on 
all sides, emphasised eyes, a wide-open screaming mouth, and a face distorted by 
anger.105  As mentioned above, Dante describes in detail how at the gate to hell three 
Furies with snakes instead of hair call Medusa to petrify him. Virgil covers his eyes, 
and the angel arrives and rescues the poet before Medusa appears. Botticelli 
elaborated upon this scene with a devil raising the head of Medusa, a variation on 
the ancient pictorial type of the triumphant Perseus.106  

In Cremona around 1500 a richly decorated portal emerged with two of the 
most famous mythic warriors, identified by attached inscriptions. To the left is 
Heracles with a lion’s skin over his shoulders and an outstretched club; in the 

 
105 Dante, Divine Comedy, 1, 9, 55–63. Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana MS Reg. Lat 1896. 
106  Barbara J. Watts, “Sandro Botticelli’s Drawings for Dante’s ‘Inferno:’ Narrative Structure, 
Topography, and Manuscript Design,” Artibus et Historiae 16 (1995): 173–174. 
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medallion beneath there is the multi-headed monster Hydra, which he has defeated. 
On the right is Perseus, with a shield that matches the mirror’s size.107 The medallion 
under Perseus depicts the monster that he has overcome. We find here the three 
severed heads of the Gorgons with closed eyes and pained, open mouths. The 
depiction could have been inspired by an alternative tradition which we find in the 
illustration mentioned above in the Libellus de imaginibus deorum, where Perseus 
cuts off the heads of all the Gorgons. On the Cremona portal, the two Gorgons on 
each side have normal hair, the middle Gorgon has snakes in her hair, which defines 
her as Medusa, but she does not have wings on her head. The identification of 
Medusa is complemented by Pegasus, who is shown below her. All Gorgons have a 
third eye on their foreheads. As the French ivory carving shows, the three-eyed 
Medusa was not rare in the 16th century.108  

In the Hypnerotomachia (Poliphilo’s Strife of Love in a Dream) attributed to 
Francesco Colonna and published in Venice in 1499, the illustration of the Acrisius 
story is divided into three scenes (27).109 On the left, King Acrisius kneels at the oracle 
in the temple before the statue of a god. In the middle, the King gives instructions to 
the builder of the tower in which he intends to imprison Danae. On the right, he 
orders the guards to keep proper watch over the tower, in which his daughter is 
already imprisoned. Danae sits dressed, her legs stretched and her hands on her 
knees. She raises her head, presumably toward the golden rain, in which Zeus has 
transformed himself. Danae was represented similarly in antiquity, which may have 
been known to Renaissance artists.  

 

 
 

27. Story of Acrisius and Danae. Woodcut, 1499. 

 
107 Paris, Louvre, R. F. 204. 
108 Ecouen, Musée national de la renaissance, E. Cl.12044. 
109  Eric Jan Sluijter, “Emulating Sensual Beauty: Representations of Danaë from Gossart to 
Rembrandt,” Simiolus 27 (1999): 9–12. 
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28. Story of Perseus. Woodcut, 1499. 
 

The illustration of the Perseus story also has three parts (28). On the left, 
Athena gives Perseus a shield. In the middle, Perseus has just cut off the head of 
Medusa. On the right, Pegasus creates the source of the Muses on Helicon. In these 
illustrations, the author attempted to place the story in an antique environment, 
which he managed in particular in the scene with Acrisius in the oracle, where he 
depicted ancient architecture with a niche and an ancient statue of the naked god 
with a sceptre in contrapposto posture. In the Perseus story, the hero has ancient 
armour, but the author of the illustration focused on the key moments typical for the 
allegorical reading of the Perseus myth. It highlights the role of the shield of virtue 
that the hero has received from Athena and the link between Medusa and the 
creation of the spring of poetic inspiration on the mountain of Muses. The 
illustrations of the Hypnerotomachia document the tremendous progress in the 
revival of ancient pictorial types made by Italian artists in the second half of the 15th 
century. 

In 1497, Giovanni Bonsignori’s Italian retelling of Ovid’s Metamorphoses was 
published as a printed book. In a woodcut illustrating the story of Perseus, the hero 
in ancient armour has a winged cap and boots (29). Following medieval usage, the 
scene is also divided into three parts. On the left, the hero stands with the head of 
Medusa by her headless body lying on the ground as Pegasus flies away. In the 
middle, the hero flies through the air; below is Andromeda, chained to a rock. She is 
completely naked and has assumed the pose of the ancient statue of Venus 
characterised by a clear contrapposto stance and her head turned to the side.110 To the 
right, the hero flies down to a dragon that has emerged from the sea. This 

 
110 Cf. �%�D�ç�D�Q�W����Statues of Venus, 27, 41-43 The first naked Andromeda is in the French book illumination 
of 1494 (London, British Library  IC.41148 fol. 49).  
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CONCLUSIONS 
 
Perseus’ victory over the monster, whose gaze brings death, is not a variation on a 
foreign theme that the ancient Greeks may have appropriated and edited. They 
surely used a variety of characters and motifs borrowed from their Near Eastern 
neighbours.1 However, the myth of Perseus is an original Greek creation, the proof of 
which is that no other mythical hero has such sophisticated extra-terrestrial 
technologies as Perseus. He received from gods the invisibility cap, flying boots and 
instruments to defeat the invincible creature and to keep its severed head. Homer 
(8th century BC) and Hesiod (about 700 BC), the authors of the oldest Greek literary 
works, knew the myth of Perseus, but in different versions. The oldest 
representations of this myth in the visual arts, dating from 7th–6th centuries BC, are 
also very diverse. The analysis of the image tradition coincides with what we know 
about the beginnings of the literary tradition: the myth about Perseus and Medusa 
was created gradually after the 8th century BC. Only then did inspiration from the 
outside and diverse local traditions merge into the story of the Perseus, which was 
continuously transformed in the later centuries.2   

In the story of Perseus, the special equipment that the gods gave to Perseus, 
the backward glance that his divine protectors advised him to take, and the 
monstrosity of Medusa played a key role from the very beginning. The most 
significant emphasis was placed on Medusa’s head, which was often depicted in 
isolation. At the time the myth of Perseus originated, the Greeks began to define 
themselves as the exact opposite of the hybrid beings who, along with advanced 
technologies and visual art, they adopted from the Near East. In the case of the 
Medusa, the oldest depictions of which combine human beings and reptiles, this 
hybridity was carried out ad absurdum. The head is the dominant feature of the 
human being, which differs from animals in its upright stance. In the case of Medusa, 
however, this part of the body was connected with the opposite of humanity – a 
snake crawling on the ground. The Medusa, however, was different from the 
centaurs, sphinxes, and other mythical figures of Near Eastern origin that kept their 
hybridity until the end of antiquity.  

From the 5th century, Medusa could lose all hybrid features and be depicted 
as a beautiful sleeping girl. In classical Greece, not only the appearance of Medusa 
changed, but also the way in which she kills, how Perseus killed her and what role 
Perseus’ divine helpers played. At first, Athena and Hermes helped prevent the hero 
from perishing from his fear of the terrifying monster; later they had to prevent 
Medusa from seducing Perseus with her beautiful appearance and closed eyes. They 
used a mirror to show Perseus what Medusa looked like, the third innovation of 
classical Greek Medusa, next to her beauty and sleep.  

 
1 Walter Burkert, The Orientalizing Revolution: Near Eastern Influence on Greek Culture in the Early Archaic 
Age (Cambridge, Harvard University Press, 1992), 82–87; Joan Aruz et al., eds, Assyria to Iberia at the 
Dawn of the Classical Age (New York: The Metropolitan Museum of Art, 2014), 248–319. 
2 Timothy Gantz, Early Greek Myth: A Guide to Literary and Artistic Sources (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins 
University Press, 1993), 300–311. 
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