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Ovid Heroides 
		
        Translation 7.17-30

Of course, another love is in store for you and another Dido, and one you can again, while giving another pledge of faithfulness, deceive. When will it be that you may found a city the equivalent of Carthage and, high from its citadel, look [down] at your peoples? Should all these things come to pass and the gods do not delay [the answering of] your prayers, from where will there be for you a wife who loves you in the way that I do? I am burning, as a waxed torch covered in sulphur, as holy incense placed on smoking altars. Aeneas is always in my eyes while I am awake, and the peace of the night brings Aeneas back into my mind. He is indeed not grateful and is insensible to my affectionate services, and from whom, if I were not foolish, I would wish to be free. But I do not hate Aeneas, although he feels ill disposed [to me], but I do complain about the faithless man, and, having complained, more badly do I love him.

         Translation 7.115-130

I am driven into exile and I leave behind the ashes of my husband, and my fatherland, and I am swept away in uncertain directions by a pursuing enemy. I steer to these shores, and having escaped from my brother and from the sea, I procure the shore, which, o treacherous one, I presented to you. I established a city and I attached wide and extensive walls, envied by the neighbouring regions.  Wars swell up; I, a foreigner and a woman, am being tested by the wars, and with difficulty do I make ready the badly made gates of the city and weapons. I have been acceptable to a thousand suitors, who have joined in complaining that I have preferred some unknown man to their marriage beds. Why do you hesitate to hand over a woman in chains to Gaetulan king Iarbas? I should proffer my arms for your crime [in so doing]. There is also my brother, whose impious hand demands to be splashed with my blood, [as it was] with the blood of my husband. Lay aside [those] gods and sacred vessels which you desecrate in touching: it is not good when your impious right hand worships the gods.



Commentary 7.115-130
  
This letter is another example of the rhetorical theme of the Heroides, namely querimonia on the grounds of betrayal by an ungrateful lover. It belongs to the group of four letters involving men who have sailed away or are about to do so, and thus can be linked with epistles 2, Phyllis to Demophoon, 6, Hypsipyle to Jason, and 10, Ariadne to Theseus. The position of this letter, number 7, is important in two ways. Firstly, coming immediately after that of Hypsipyle, although having a similar ground, it provides a marked contrast in content and outcome. Secondly, it is effectively at the centre of the presumed first edition, which contained only the fourteen or fifteen single epistles. Such a prominent position is entirely appropriate for a subject that is derived from Virgil’s Aeneid, the epic which was already in Ovid’s time regarded as the supreme example of Roman literature.
The broader implications of Ovid’s choosing this theme will be addressed below, but the most immediately striking aspect of the letter is its presentation of a heroine in a very different psychological state from that found in Virgil. Notwithstanding that fact, Ovid took great care to make many linguistic references to Virgil’s text. These ‘echoes’ (Murgatroyd et al., 2017, p. 85) are listed in detail in Fear (1993) and Knox (1995). As far as the passage under review is concerned, it starts in the middle of Dido’s account of her historical sufferings. This account is designed to evoke sympathy. Of course, Dido had been tested, both as a peregrina and a femina (121), in her role as widowed leader of the exiles, but in Virgil she had acquitted herself well. In this passage, however, she seeks to emphasise her vulnerability. The account is exaggerated in numerous places, of which more below, and is gradually invaded by expressions of anger towards Aeneas. They start in a small way, with perfide in 118, quoting inter alia the Aeneid  4.305-6 (Knox, 1995, p. 125), continue with the ‘contemptuous’ nescioquem in 124, ‘often used in elegy of a successful rival in love’ (Knox, 1995, p. 223), become sarcastic in 125, with quid dubitas vinctam Gaetulo tradere Iarbae?, a reference to Aeneid 4.325-6 (Fear, 1996, p. 212), and end in vituperation, 129-30, with pone deos et quae tangendo sacra profanas!/ non bene caelestis inpia dextra colit. As Knox (1995, pp. 223-4) points out, this use of profanas to mean ‘desecrate’, rather than the earlier ‘consecrate’, is not found before Ovid (Am. 3.9.19 and Met. 4.390) and Livy (31.44). This reference to the Penates and the sacred objects, which Aeneas brought from Troy, is an attack on the most sacred symbols of that Roman core value, pietas, that is, loyalty to the gods, to family, and to the city-state itself. The use of impia in 130 provides a parallel with its use in 127 to describe Dido’s murderous brother (itself a reference to Aeneid 1.349), and is ‘a pointed barb at pius Aeneas’ (Knox, 1995, pp. 223-4), that description of Aeneas that is used so often in the Aeneid.
A reader well-acquainted with the Aeneid would have recognised the exaggerations and, indeed, misrepresentations in the Ovidian Dido’s account. She was not driven into exile, but left freely, albeit covertly, and was not pursued. There had been no war in Africa. Even though mille (123) is well understood to mean simply ‘many’, of suitors Virgil mentions one alone, namely Iarbas (Knox, 1995, p. 223). Such a well-versed reader would also have noted that the single epistolary form allows Aeneas no opportunity to respond to the plaints made against him, and that the poet offers no defence on his behalf. The element of active intervention by the gods, which is instrumental in the Aeneid in determining the outcome of almost all the significant interactions between Aeneas and Dido, is entirely absent from Ovid. References to the gods are used by Dido either ironically (31-2) or to reinforce remarks about Aeneas that are sarcastically dismissive (107-8, 129-32, 139-42).
Virgil provides a sympathetic picture of Dido from the very beginning in Aeneid 1. She is represented as both regal and human. In Aeneid 4 the human side comes to the fore and she becomes very much an elegiac figure, whose emotional extremes, even hysteria (Parkes, 2019b), remain sympathetic to the reader. Ovid’s Dido has recently been considered not to have been heroic, but mainly elegiac (Fear, 1993, p. 158, Gross, 1979, p. 314, Ramsby, 2005, p. 388). Whereas Fear acknowledges that this form of the elegiac does not make Ovid’s Dido particularly sympathetic (1993, p. 231), Gross considers the exaggerations in expression to be primarily amusing (1979, p. 310). This is a view with which Murgatroyd et al. concur: Ovid ‘caps him’ [Virgil] ... with ‘lots of irreverent levity’ ( 2017, p. 85). The more traditional view, represented by Jacobsen, is to see the Ovidian Dido as being depicted as a paragon of virtue and rhetoric, mixing the modes of suasoria and ethopoeia. Both Gross (1979, p. 309) and Björk (2016, passim), favouring the latter concept of ethopoeia, have emphasised the element of monologue in Heroides 7. If that is correct, then the putative persuasive element is effectively nullified and the rhetorical devices apparently aimed at manipulating Aeneas’s feelings are mere pointless ratiocination. This would mean that, contra Barchiesi (Parkes, 2019b), Dido’s early statement of the intention to commit suicide (1-2) was not a mask hiding a desire to manipulate but was in fact genuine. Furthermore, Dido’s use of the inscription (195-6) could be held to have been intended to ensure a memorialising effect which would exacerbate and, in a sense, make permanent, the feelings of guilt that a reading of her letter was undoubtedly intended to provoke in Aeneas. 
If the idea is correct that the representation of the psyche of Ovid’s Dido is not to be regarded as a rhetorical artifice but rather as in some important ways realistic, how is such a view to be justified? Parkes (2019b) has suggested that Dido’s searching for any grounds of persuasion, whether true or not, can be seen as an attempt, by no means necessarily convincing, to cover up through reason the raging unreason of emotions barely under control. Certainly Dido’s anger is increasingly expressed in the passage under review. Certainly Dido was a woman used to being in charge and in control. Certainly her hauteur and lack of deference towards Aeneas bespeak an attitude of superiority towards him, while at the same time her anger clearly arises from her acute sense of her need for him (Gross, 1979, pp. 313-4). So far such a depiction has plausibility. There remains, however, the question of the suicide itself. Modern psychology sees suicide as arising far more from the kind of depressive state into which Virgil’s Dido falls, than from the angry, perhaps somewhat manic, one that Ovid’s Dido exhibits. Is it psychologically convincing to see this act by Ovid’s Dido as ‘a bold statement of defiant, albeit self-destructive autonomy’, and the use of Aeneas’s sword, with its phallic symbolism, as a sign of ‘virile potency in her self-annihilation’ (Ramsby, 2005, pp. 377-8)? Perhaps the act can better be understood in terms of the long-established Roman tradition of self-sacrifice for the preservation of honour. There is even a female exemplar in Lucretia, who seems a close model, at least with regard to suffering a similar sense of unbearable psychological violation.
If the conclusion of the preceding paragraph is correct, it would lead to yet another paradox, namely that Ovid had, perhaps even inadvertently, lent support to a tradition which his oeuvre as a whole would suggest he would have preferred to repudiate. Fear (1993, p. 157) quotes Jacobsen (1974, p. 90) in order to dismiss him:
Ovid was congenitally averse to the Vergilian world-view and quite unable to sympathize with a Weltanschauung (sic) that could exalt grand, abstract – not to mention divine – undertakings over simple individual, human and personal considerations, and could dictate the sacrifice of the self for “higher ends”. In this poem [Her. 7] we hear not simply Dido struggling with Aeneas, but Ovid waging war with Vergil.
Fear comments, firstly, ‘The fact that Heroides (sic) 7 is based upon a contemporary poem does not necessarily indicate that Ovid’s motivation must have been in any sense political’ (1993, p. 158), and, secondly ‘it is difficult to conclude that this poem [Her.7] can be usefully employed to support the assumption of an anti-Augustan poet’ (1993, p. 229). He again quotes Jacobsen (1974, p. 103) to disagree with him: 
‘Vergil vindicates Aeneas, Ovid vindicates Dido. In Heroides (sic) 7 all Aeneas’ positions seem untenable. In contrast, Dido is reasonable, loving, sensible, and without malice. There can be no question here as to who is right and who is wrong.’
Fear (1993, p. 230) takes the view that Ovid’s Dido is not beyond reproach, for reasons that have been discussed above, a view that seems in itself unexceptionable. But whereas Fear deems that the mischaracterisation of Ovid’s Dido by Jacobsen is sufficient to dismiss the notion altogether that Heroides 7 is capable of an anti-Augustan interpretation, it is also possible to argue that Ovid’s treatment of Dido is irrelevant to making such a decision, and that what is important is Ovid’s treatment of Aeneas.
The tenor of critical discussion of Ovid’s treatment of Aeneas in Heroides 7 can be demonstrated in two further quotations. Knox, for example, says on this subject (1995, p. 202):
But by refuting the arguments adduced by Virgil’s Aeneas to justify his actions, O. poses a fundamental challenge to the heroic values of the Aeneid. What Lanham (1976) 60-1 has observed of the Met. is also true of this epistle: ‘Dido can be left behind [sc. in the Aeneid] because Virgil accepts Rome as an external sanction, the source of all legitimating explanations. There is no sanction in O.’s poem.
O.’s other allusions to Dido’s story are consonant with the interpretation of the Aeneid that forms the basis of this poem ... [Ars Am. 3.39-40, Met. 14.78-81]. In O.’s view Dido was betrayed by the man she took in: the so-called ‘pessimistic’ reading of the Aeneid, current in so much modern criticism of Virgil, began with O. It forms the basis for his portrayal of Dido in this epistle.
In a more modern formulation, Murgatroyd et al. confirm this view: ‘There is supreme cheek in our young poet taking on the sublime Vergil and a major and tragic episode in his epic, and being so flippant and subversive while doing so’ (2017, p. 85). If the balance of critical interpretation of Heroides 7 is then in favour of this position, there is much less clarity and agreement about Ovid’s Dido. While it is possible to argue that there is a substantial realism in the way that she is depicted through the letter, and that it is quite incorrect to see her as no more than a rhetorical symbol, the notion that her suicide is justifiable in psychological terms is far less certain.
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