How and why does Ovid exploit the epistolary form in the single Heroides?


Ovid’s exploitation of the epistolary form in Penelope’s letter to Odysseus in his programmatic first epistle of the Heroides is the focus of my discussion.  Although Ovid subsequently claimed in Ars Am. 3.346 that he invented the epistolary form, “ignotum hoc aliis ille novavit opus”, literary letters in verse and prose were not previously unknown in Latin or Greek literature. His contemporary, Propertius, published an elegy in epistle form (4.3) c. 16 BCE which might have been the spark that ignited Ovid’s new literary project, the Heroides.  Propertius’ elegy is a plea from a wife for the safe and swift return of her soldiering husband: Ovid seizes upon this epistolary concept but transposes the setting from contemporary Augustan society to the world of mythical heroines. In doing so, he introduces a complexity and depth to the poems through the interplay of epic material composed in elegiac couplets that had not been exploited previously.  And certainly, the ensuing legacy of the epistolary form in European literature is a testament to his vision and the application of his originality. 

In his first collection of poetry, the Amores, Ovid proved himself to be the elegiac heir to Gallus, Tibullus and Propertius.  With the Heroides, his ‘break-away’ collection, he puts his own stamp on the elegiac genre.  Ovid had seized upon a key element of letter-writing which is the advantage - for someone in emotional distress - of having a blank page on which to express your feelings in an uninterrupted flow.  The notion of a blank page literally (for the heroine) and metaphorically (for Ovid) to write on allows them both the freedom to express themselves (for the heroine: her lament; for the poet: a generic freedom).  It is not a dialogue where thoughts and views can be refuted, challenged or belittled.  Moreover, the absence of a narrator allows the epistle’s author to take centre stage on the page and to control the narrative.  Ovid, by choosing abandoned mythical heroines as his theme, understood completely the broadest scope for the epistolary form by giving them a voice at the point of their deepest distress. It must have been a golden moment for him when he realised that he could develop and expand a new form by interweaving elegiac lament with elements of epic, rhetoric and lyric.  

Ovid, by giving these heroines a new voice, also gives himself a new voice. But it was a risk. A risk that his readers and audience might not only object to the heroines’ interpretation of their plight but to the heroine’s generic descent from epic to elegy. Notwithstanding the fact that, as Farrell[footnoteRef:1] remarks, “the woman writer was not a very widespread phenomenon in ancient literary culture” this does not deter Ovid.  He, not only playfully challenges the reader to reappraise the heroines but, is bolder still, by the act of transforming the heroines into letter-writers, he transforms the reader into the recipient, the confidant and the respondent.  Or does he?  The question of who is the reader and who is the writer is at the heart of the witty and ironic exploitation of the epistolary form that Ovid employs in the Heroides.  [1:  Farrell, 1998, p.311] 


As Rosenmeyer[footnoteRef:2] has pointed out, it is the Bellerophon passage in Il.6.151-195 that, “introduces the dangerous combination of a woman thwarted in love who turns to the power of writing to exact vengeance” and Ovid makes the theme of a woman thwarted in love central to his collection.  Penelope, if not thwarted, is deeply anguished by the twenty-year absence of Ulysses.   The question of time and how to construct a realistic timeframe to fully exploit the emotional and psychological experience that Penelope has undergone during Ulysses’ absence is explored in this first letter of the Heroides.  The passage of time for Penelope - from her girlhood to an imagined and impending old age - frames the letter as she veers from identifying with the “Danais … puellis” in 1.3 to her fear of becoming an “anus” in 1.116.  The reference to the Trojan war in 1.3, “Troia iacet certe, Danais invisa puellis” points to Penelope’s epic background so it is significant that “anus” closes the poem and therefore secures the elegiac focus of the poem. Ovid’s empathetic treatment of his heroine, his understanding that a woman’s appearance is bound up with her status and her worth allows the sense of spatial time (i.e., Ulysses’ twenty-year absence) to be overshadowed by Penelope’s anxiety about her appearance.  In the Odyssey Penelope reflects that, “any excellence of beauty and figure I had the immortals destroyed at the time the Argives embarked for Ilion, and among them went my husband, Odysseus.” Od.18.251-3 (trans. Green).  Where the epic Penelope exclaims that her beauty was taken from her when Ulysses left, the elegiac Penelope actively encourages Ulysses to return before she ages: her anxiety becomes an agent for freeing herself from her passive role in epic thereby enabling her to take command of her narrative: she is, after all, the writer of the letter. [2:  Rosenmeyer, 2001, p.43-44] 


The epistolary form, as Lively[footnoteRef:3] comments, “offers each heroine the opportunity to play with time and temporality, to bridge the gaps between past, present and future through textual discourse and so to narrate her own story.”  Penelope anchors time throughout her letter in her use of temporal language, e.g., “utinam tum, cum” in 1.5; ‘tardos ... dies” in 1.8; “denique” in 1.21; “iamque” in 1.31; “dum” in 1.45, 1.75, 1.100; “nuper” in 1.99 and “nunc” in 1.108 and these timely reminders vividly prods the reader into empathising with, and sharing, Penelope’s predicament.  Lindheim[footnoteRef:4] comments that, “epistolary language is preoccupied with immediacy, with presence, because it is a product of absence” and Ovid exploits the epistolary timeframe through Penelope’s elegiac lament of her protracted wait for Ulysses to return whilst maintaining the focus on the moment in time when Penelope is writing her letter.  Penelope’s life on Ithaca is at a standstill so the issue of time and how to endure it is key to understanding the background to her drama in the Heroides. [3:  Lively, 2008, p.90]  [4:  Lindheim, 2003, p.38] 


The descriptive passages of time draws the reader back to the epic heart of the poem, Troy, the cause of Penelope’s suffering. In 1.53-6, “iam seges est, ubi Troia fuit”, she imagines the Trojan wasteland renewed and fertile whilst she herself is bereft and alone. Ovid’s irony hovers playfully without diminishing her perceived reality.  Although Knox[footnoteRef:5] comments that this is an anachronistic portrait of Troy’s resurgence, the point is that Penelope is not using examples of historical verisimilitude to persuade Ulysses to return, instead she presents her interpretation of the facts using vividly pictorial language and images.  Indeed, as Altman[footnoteRef:6] states, “the memory is less important than the experience of remembering.”  However, the risk that Ovid was taking in enlisting heroines from epic to tell their version of events is manifested in 1.37-8 where Penelope’s account is at odds with Homer’s; here she claims that she sent Telemachus to Pylos when the reader would have known that it was, in fact, Athena who had instructed Telemachus to travel there.  There is a risk that not only is the coherence of the letter beginning to unravel at this point but also the credibility of the famously discreet and wise Penelope. Later, in 1.65, Penelope states, “Sparte quoqe nescia veri” which Knox[footnoteRef:7] extrapolates as Penelope “being disingenuous: in Od. 17.118-49 Telemachus repeats substantial parts of Menelaus’ account of the Trojan War and its aftermath to her, enough to inform Penelope that Ulysses is being kept captive by Calypso.”  She appears to be dissembling in 1.76 when she expresses her fear that Ulysses might have been detained by a “peregrine amore” - the reader knows that she knows this has happened from the report that Telemachus brought back from Sparta.  So, although Ovid appears to be careless in making these mistakes, he is, on the contrary, fully utilising the epistolary form to endow his heroine with the autonomy to express her disordered thoughts without narratorial correction.  He understands that the emotional strain is playing havoc with coherent thought, making her lose the thread of events and creating lacunae in her memory.  [5:  Knox, 1995, p.99-100]  [6:  Altman, 1982, p.128]  [7:  Knox, 1995, p.102] 


The conflict between Penelope’s story known to the reader and Penelope’s actual narration of events allows Ovid to employ dramatic irony. After all, a letter will tell one side of the story - that of its writer - and this is fully exploited by Ovid.  But it was a calculated risk nonetheless and one that he mitigates by deploying irony and wit.  In 1.77-78, when Penelope fears that Ulysses has described her unflatteringly as a “rustica coniunx”, the informed reader will know that, in Od. 5.214-20, Ulysses did indeed describe her unflatteringly to Calypso.  Later, in 1.115, she anticipates “protinus ut venias, facta videbor anus” when the reader will know that Ulysses is at that moment in the palace disguised as an old man.  Verducci[footnoteRef:8] remarks, “the wit which violates the intimacy of the form and interrupts the reader’s process of sympathetic rediscovery” and this can work against the epistolary project. But the point is that Ovid uses the subjectivity of the letter form to give Penelope an elegiac voice and by doing so, an erroneous recollection of her past is sanctioned.  Or, as Knox[footnoteRef:9] claims, “Ovid has found a precedent in his reading of Homer for a cunning Penelope willing to stretch the truth: at Od.18.257-73 Penelope is lying when she reports Odysseus’ injunction to her to marry.”  What is regarded as deceit in the epic genre is transformed and re-interpreted by Ovid in elegy. The epistolary form allows him to exploit and challenge the reader’s response; on the one hand the reader is the reader of a collection of elegiac epistles; on the other, as Anderson[footnoteRef:10] observes, the reader is looking over Penelope’s shoulder as she writes or, the reader is the addressee, Ulysses (who will not read the letter because he is already on Ithaca and about to make his appearance).  The critical reader knows the story and its outcome but, as Lively[footnoteRef:11] comments, “in altering what we thought we knew about the past … Ovid simultaneously alters what we think we know about her future” i.e. the dramatic progression of the epic Penelope’s story is halted in this moment in time through her subjective and spontaneous epistolary outpouring. [8:  Verducci, 1985, p.31]  [9:  Knox, 1995, p.96-7]  [10:  Anderson, 1973, p.66]  [11:  Lively, 2008, p.90] 


The influence of Hellenistic literature on Ovid continued beyond his collection, the Amores, to the Heroides. Lightfoot[footnoteRef:12] comments, “Hellenistic literature famously loves to explore the psychology of women in love” and Ovid espouses this hallmark wholeheartedly in the Heroides.  In the Amores, the female characters were the agents of suffering for the male poets who explore their discomposure using the tropes of servitium amoris and militia amoris within the overarching theme of self-absorbed alienation (i.e., unfulfilled love, frustrated love, rejected love and aloofness from contemporary affairs).  The epistolary form allows Ovid to turn this around and present the case for a woman afflicted by a frustrated passion.  This sense of ‘presenting a case’ is perceived throughout the poems by Ovid’s use of rhetorical devices such as ‘ethopoeia’ and ‘suasoriae’.  Critics[footnoteRef:13] have focused negatively on this aspect of the Heroides at times dismissing the poems as little more than versified rhetorical exercises.  However, this viewpoint misconstrues Ovid’s epistolary project, which is to hand over the narratorial baton to the heroine.  He is not subsuming Penelope’s story for the sake of rhetoric instead he is using the notion of a rhetorical device to allow Penelope to tell her story.  Knox[footnoteRef:14] elucidates further, “the ethopoeia as an imaginary speech suited to a character’s circumstances clearly has special relevance for the fictional epistles of the Heroides”.  Ovid uses rhetorical tools to allow Penelope to structure and strengthen her plaint against Ulysses as Jacobson[footnoteRef:15] comments, “the interwoven threads of rhetoric and poetry cannot be disentangled.”  The barbed use of legal language in 1.96, “tua damna” emphasizes the interplay of rhetoric within elegy and further liberates Penelope from her passive role in epic to the commanding role of letter-writer.    [12:  Lightfoot, 2009, p.233]  [13:  Jacobson, 1974, p.322-30]  [14:  Knox, 1995, p.16]  [15:  Jacobson, 1974, p.323] 


The elegiac couplet also becomes a tool for the fusion of genres and for the dual voice of the poems. As Knox[footnoteRef:16] explains, “the pentameter restates and amplifies the idea expressed in the hexameter.” Penelope’s elegiac ‘querela’ is expressed in pentameter and the hexameter reinforces the epic gravitas, for example, in l.22-3, [16:  Knox, 1995, p.89] 

“frigidius glacie pectus amantis erat.
Sed bene consuluit casto deus aequus amori”

The hexameter line references Penelope’s Homeric quality of being chaste whilst the pentameter line focuses on her current state of passionate anxiety and points back to the beginning of the poem in 1.7 where she describes herself as being “frigida”.  Penelope’s letter opens the collection with a direct assault on the reader’s preconception of the epic hero: she addresses Ulysses as “lento”.  As Boyd[footnoteRef:17] remarks, “though the appearance of lentus in the opening hexameter acknowledges the passage of time, the pentameter that follows immediately makes it clear the elegiac context.”  Ulysses, the wily epic hero is accused of lingering and deliberately delaying his return to Ithaca.  From the outset, Ovid presents an accusatory and impassioned Penelope who is questioning not only her predicament but the epic qualities of her husband, as Fear[footnoteRef:18] comments, “Ulysses stands transformed from the resourceful and hardy hero of epic into the negligent and inattentive lover of elegy.”   [17:  Boyd, 2017, p.191]  [18:  Fear, 1993, p.11] 


The insights into a woman’s psyche are fully exploited in this letter as Rimell[footnoteRef:19] states, “Ovid frames the Heroides as a response, or even a solution, to a crisis in elegy” with Penelope’s subjectivity dominating the narrative.  For Penelope, the fall of Troy was not worth the suffering it has caused her, and she exclaims in the second couplet of the poem, “vix Priamus tanti totaque Troia fuit.” This, along with “lento” in 1.1, is an outburst intended to shock and, importantly (as this is the first poem of the collection), Ovid makes it clear from the outset that his Penelope is not the received Penelope of Homer.  The letter-form allows Penelope to submerge herself in subjectivity and “mihi”, “mea” and “ego” are repeated emphatically throughout the poem as a sign of her distress but also to remind the reader (and Ulysses) that it is she who has suffered the most.  On a deeper level, Ovid understands that Penelope’s imagined fears evoke more distress than the actual events that took place and in the hexameter line in 1.11 she cries out, “Quando ego non timui graviora pericula veris?”  before replying to herself (elegiacally) in 1.12, “res est solliciti plena timoris amor.”  Her neurotic imaginings continue in 1.13 with “fingebam” and here the imperfect tense emphasises her continuing disassembled state. Jacobson[footnoteRef:20] writes, “fingo often carries a connotation of untruth, the imaginary.  Penelope suffered in such fantasies, but fantasies they were, products of her concerned imagination.”  This understates the fear that is gripping Penelope, in 1.71, she exclaims, “quid timeam, ignoro – timeo tamen omnia demens,” the repetition of “timeo” at the beginning of each phrase, hysterically builds up to 1.75, “ego dum stulte metuo” with “demens” dismissed as being “stulte”. The placing of “timeo” and “metuo” reinforces the difference between her two fears: the former indicating an external cause of terror (i.e., the fate of Ulysses) whereas the latter signifies a fear of a threatening evil which Penelope reveals in 1.76 is her presentiment of Ulysses’ infidelity.   [19:  Rimell, 1999, p.115]  [20:  Jacobson, 1974, p.251] 


Whilst it is understood that this is a literary letter, Ovid teases the reader by hinting at its material existence.  Fulkerson[footnoteRef:21] considers that, “the efficacy of the letters as letters is always a question in the Heroides, sometimes explicitly, as when Penelope and Sappho respectively demand that the recipients of their letters come back rather than writing” referring to 1.2 when Penelope writes, “nil mihi rescribas attinet: ipse veni!” Later, in 1.62, she writes, “digitis charta notata meis” which allows the reader to visualise her letters being regularly dispatched from Ithaca as well as serving as a reminder of her physical stasis, trapped on the island whilst also being trapped in her mental anguish.  The letters can travel but Penelope cannot. Indeed, as Lindheim[footnoteRef:22] asserts “(Penelope) chooses to underscore the futility of the letter-writing process rather than its potential to bridge distances.”  Ovid exploits the pointlessness of the act of writing to arouse sympathy for Penelope’s plight but the literary value of writing a letter is constantly reinforced throughout the Heroides by Ovid’s championing of his heroines’ right to speak for themselves. [21:  Fulkerson, 2009, p.87]  [22:  Lindheim, 2003, p.38] 


The epistolary form, which is not bound by generic markers, allows Ovid the freedom to explore the interplay between different genres as well as giving him the opportunity to confront his readers with a novel and unexpected treatment of the literary letter. As Barchiesi[footnoteRef:23] states, “Penelope is not only a character from epic. She is also a paradigm for elegy.” In 1.7, Penelope complains, “non ego deserto iacuissem frigida lecto” which emphatically introduces a passionate and erotic Penelope in contrast to her epic counterpart. Although Green[footnoteRef:24] suggests that the description of Penelope in Od.17.37 as “χρυσέῃ Ἀφροδίτῃ” gives an erotic twist to her renowned chastity, it is not inconceivable that Ovid seizes on this hint and teases out the possibilities for Penelope in an elegiac setting.  In 1.9-10, Penelope explains that she weaves to beguile the lengthy nights which is suggestive of her sexual frustration. In contrast, the epic Penelope weaves and then unpicks her weaving in order to deceive her suitors.  The sense of alienation is in full force here with Penelope inferring an erotic life that is associated with   weaving: this would have shocked Augustan readers, let alone the epic hero and recipient of the letter.  As Barchiesi[footnoteRef:25] explains, “a Roman sensibility would instantly have responded to this depiction of a faithful wife at her loom, a scene which typified for them all the essential feminine virtues.” The sexual undertones occur again in 1.88-90 when Penelope describes the “turba ruunt in me luxuriosa” who “viscera nostra, tuae dilacerantur opes”. As Lively[footnoteRef:26] remarks, “she describes her suitors in erotically charged language as a “lustful crowd” who “press against” or even “press into” her and, who, in Ulysses’ absence, “plunder” and pillage his possessions – including his wife’s “body.” Ovid confronts the reader with an alternative version of Penelope, a heroine who is perhaps not quite as virtuous as her epic history has depicted. [23:  Barchiesi, 2001, p.35]  [24:  Green, 2018, p.2612]  [25:  Quoted in Knox, 1995, p.91]  [26:  Lively, 2008, p.89] 


Penelope’s distraught descent into elegy challenges her status as an epic heroine and it could be argued that Ovid exploits the epistolary form to the detriment of her dignity.  Verducci[footnoteRef:27] asserts that, “the heroine becomes the unconscious victim of the poet’s authorial and allusively literary parody.” However, Ovid is not parodying the epic form, instead he is giving Penelope a platform on the epic stage from which to voice her emotions to her audience and readers.  Penelope’s confessions are validated by her epic framework rather than her epic status being devalued by her elegiac querelae.  Another interpretation of Ovid’s treatment of his epic heroines through this exploitation of the epistolary form is that he was challenging Augustan values.  His subversive, playful irreverence presents an alternative story to the nation-building epic of Virgil and, “casts a critical eye upon Roman vainglory, national pride, and the civic virtues that are the staples of epic.”[footnoteRef:28] By rejecting these self-styled Roman virtues, he is radically proposing a new cultural agenda with himself at the vanguard.  Again, in this respect, the Hellenistic influence can be detected as Lightfoot[footnoteRef:29] explains, “the Hellenistic period saw the emergence of forms that offer alternatives to martial epic.”  Ovid is removing himself from the shadow of Virgil and claiming literary prominence.  Pointed intertexts with the Aeneid occur throughout Penelope’s letter, e.g. in 1.30, “narrantis coniunx pendet ab ore viri” refers to Aen. 4.79 where Dido, “pendetque iterum narrantis ab ore.”  The irony would not be lost on Ovid’s readers, Ovid has lifted his epic heroine from the passive role of ‘hanging on every word’ to one of controlling the narrative.   [27:  Verducci, 1985, p.20]  [28:  Kauffman, 1986, p.39]  [29:  Lightfoot, 2009, p.221] 

In Heroides 1, Ovid presents his epistolary programme and establishes themes that he will develop throughout the collection. He explores what it means to write like a woman who is no ordinary woman but a mythic heroine and, in doing so, he plunders the full scope of the epistolary form to enrich his elegiac project and his literary reputation.
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