Assignment 2

Translation  Heroides 6: 113-126

If noble blood and high born titles move you

Lo, I am spoken of as the daughter of Minoan Thoas!

Bacchus was my grandfather; the bride of Bacchus, garlanded with crown

Outshines with her stars the lesser constellations.

Lemnos will be my marriage portion, land suited by nature to the farmer;
You are able to have me too among the dotal slaves.

And now too I have brought forth; be happy for both of us, Jason!

Sweet to me, a pregnant woman the burden, the author had made it so.

I am happy in the number too, through Lucina’s favour 
I gave pledge to twin offspring to us both.

If you enquire to whom they are similar, you are recognised in them.

They do not know how to deceive; other things they have in their father.
I almost gave them to be carried to you, the ambassadors to their mother;

But thought of their savage stepmother held me back from that path.
Commentary on Heroides 6: 127-145

Hypsipyle is the first heroine who writes to Jason in the Heroides.  She is the queen of   the island of Lemnos, and while visiting the island on the Argonauts’ outward voyage, Jason impregnated Hypsipyle. She subsequently gave birth to twins while waiting patiently for Jason’s return. This section witnesses Hypsipyle’s developing anger and obsession with Medea.  Hypsipyle calls herself Hypsipyle digna in Heroides 6.8, an adjective she would use to describe Jason too, but only in terms of being worthy of death in line 146, que nece dignus eras.  The epistle is set in the aftermath of Jason’s return to Greece with Medea as his bride. 
  Medea was a wild girl and celebrated sorceress, with the love and ability to provide Jason with the resources to vanquish monsters. She was also daughter of Aeetes, King of Colchis, and reminders of her cause Hypsipyle’s emotions to escalate.  This resentment reaches exasperation in lines 127-8, where the thought of Medea as step mother – proverbial for their cruelty - to her children is manifested in the tricolon, where repetition of Medea’s name (anaphora) in different cases (polyptoton)   enhances this effect.  Faciunt ad scelus omne would suggest that Medea is capable of any crime. Hypsipyle is clear in explaining her reluctance to send her children as ambassadors to Jason. As Bloch states, dramatic and future reflexive irony contribute to this couplet’s success.
 Fratris in line 129 refers to Apsyrtus, Medea’s brother. When she fled from Colchis with Jason, fearing that she might be overtaken by her father, Medea cut her brother in pieces before scattering his limbs on the sea in order that Aeetes, who would spend time gathering them, might be stalled in the pursuit. Certain sources believe the body parts to have been strewn over fields. When Jason sailed away with Medea as his bride, he would not have known or even suspected that she was able to kill. Medea had of course slain Pelias, who had usurped the throne of Lolcus in Thessaly from Jason’s father, Aeson. It was as a consequence of this that Jason was compelled to embark on his quest for the Golden Fleece in Colchis. Medea’s role in this fratricide does vary according to tradition but at the very least it would have taken some forward planning and effort to effect such an outrageously hideous act.
  Ovid’s account of Apsyrtus’ murder differs from that of Apollonius of Rhodes in the Argonautica, where he is an adult.  Knox suggests that Ovid’s preference for this version is on account of the rhetorical development of this passage, as Hypsipyle reflects on her children.
This section witnesses Hypsipyle engaging in her rival’s more sinister deeds in order to juxtapose them with her own more positive attributes.  The language in lines 131-2 is highly emotional.  Hypsipyle asks whether a woman, capable of killing her own brother can possibly sympathize with her predicament, and deplores the fact that her husband demens Colchisque ablate venenis in all probability had slighted the marriage bed with Hypsipyle, his only legitimate spouse. The word diceris ( line 132 ) affirms that Hypsipyle has heard indirectly.   Use of aufero here implies that Jason has been abducted; he is portrayed as a bewitched victim.  The constant use of hanc, as in line 131, together with similar words in place of the proper noun manifests Hypsipyle’s desire to compare Medea unfavourably with herself.  Jason preferring the bed of ‘that’ woman we know would prove false; in time Jason would not prefer Medea’s bed but that of Creusa, with Medea levelling the same accusations against Jason as Hypsipyle does now. Interestingly, in Apollonius’ account Hypsipyle and Jason were never married although it is implied; indeed Bloch relates that the Apollonian narrative suggests that Jason’s stay on Lemnos was only a few days, whereas Ovid suggests that it was two years, thus strengthening Hypsipyle’s claim on Jason as husband and father of her three children.   
  Russell argues, in his thesis on Media, that such is Hypsipyle’s anger, resentment and jealousy towards Medea that it undermines her own preservation, and her ability to win Jason back. Instead of succeeding in doing this, highlighting Hypsipyle’s good qualities and Jason’s familial obligations, the epistle unravels in a torrent of abuse directed at Medea.
  Lines 133-36 illustrate a contrast between the respective claims of Hypsipyle and Medea which, Knox states, are borne out in a series of antitheses grouped as a falling tricolon:  Turpiter……dedit, (lines 133-4) constitute the first member, after which there is a fall to shorter antitheses in the following hexameter (135) and pentameter (136), where we read that whereas Medea betrayed her father through assisting Jason in his project of carrying off the golden fleece, Hypsipyle rescued her father, Thoas, from death, here in the Greek accusative, Thoanta.  
  Medea’s abandonment of her father and fatherland contrasts with the cherishment Hypsipyle holds for her father. Hypsipyle is playing to Jason’s love for his father and endeavouring to entice him to remain with her on Lemnos.   Clever placing of forceful words at the beginning of lines 133 and 135 – turpiter and prodidit have the effect of emphasizing Hypsipyle’s ill feeling. The placing of toro and virgo at the end of successive lines, 132-3 is effective in contrasting the bed which has been sullied with that of the chaste Hypsipyle; contrasting impiety with piety.  

  As Russell points out, although Medea did betray her father and abandon Colchis, she committed such acts entirely for Jason’s benefit; he would never have obtained the fleece without her assistance.  Medea’s father was subsequently killed by Meleager in a skirmish that happened between him and the Argonauts upon the shore.

     Whereas Medea deserted the Colchians, Hypsipyle did not turn her back on Lemnos.  The Lemnian women had formed a conspiracy against all men, on account of their having been slighted by their husbands who, going to the wars of Thrace had brought home with them on their return, women from that country. Line 140 signifies this indignation or a resentment of wrongs. Hypsipyle, having saved her father through artifice, is seen as distancing herself from the massacre of the Lemnian men; nevertheless she proceeds to excuse it, quamlibet infirmis ipse dat arma dolor. In Apollonius’ Argonautica, Hypsipyle actually tries to hide the crime. Tradition relates that she was eventually forced into exile when the Lemnian women found out that Hysipyle had saved her father.
   Medea’s betrayal is affirmed in lines 137-8, ipso / crimine, which refers generally to Medea’s role in taking off the fleece.  Hypsipyle does not discount any opportunity to discredit her rival while making herself appear to the advantage.  The apposition of character is affecting and strongly marked.   Adultera virgo (line 134) is an oxymoron. In epic verse, virgo is merely a synonym for puella, but in the single Heroides it always means ‘virgin’. Hypsipyle’s tone here is particularly sarcastic. Taeda pudica emphasizes what Hypsipyle believes to be the propriety of their marriage and the matrimonial torch. The juxtaposition in line 137 is pointed: scelerata piam. Such clashing, or antipodal words is an effective device to stress the manifest contrast and conflict. 
  The distinctions that Hypsipyle makes between herself and Medea are striking. As Russell relates, she compares proper marriage to shameful adultery, love won by virtue to that won by trickery, her beauty to Medea’s implied ugliness, and her nurturing thoughts about her children to Medea’s penchant for killing children.

  Line 137 refers to the dowry provided by Medea. It contrasts markedly with that provided by Hypsipyle.  Medea’s dowry however is of greater value to Jason, and the sacrifice she has made could be viewed as being greater than that of Hypsipyle.
  Having rigorously compared herself to Medea, from line 141 a new train of thought emerges and the tone changes abruptly with dic age. Two imperatives used together like this have the force of an interjection.  Bloch states that Heroides 6 has won praise on account of its character development.  Hypsipyle moves from proud and scornful anger to the depths of violence and hate, in which she is unique among Ovid’s heroines. Any mention of return and reconciliation are now eschewed, with vengeance on Medea and subsequently Jason paramount. The tone of the letter becomes emotional and erratic.
    Jason is seldom portrayed in a positive light by Ovid yet, as Knox states, Hypsipyle spares him the worst until the conclusion of the epistle whereupon she curses Jason and his new bride. In line 141, the words ut oportuit convey a rebuking tone, and the irony of iniquis to describe the gales as unfriendly is telling, given the animosity Hypsipyle feels towards Medea and by now, Jason. The use of que in line 142 ( polysyndeton ), although previously uncommon, is a standard element in poetic language by Ovid’s time and has the effect here of highlighting the contempt Hypsipyle feels towards Jason and Medea, the latter of whom she cannot bring herself to name.   In line 143, the twin sons born to Hypsipyle are referred to as fetus, the word used for young children as opposed to new born babies. Knox suggests that it is a novelty used here to evoke sympathy for Hypsipyle. In line 144, hiscere nempe tibi terra roganda fuit, Hypsipyle says that Jason must be praying surely that the ground would swallow him up rather than that he might face the wrath of his estranged wife.  So overwhelmed with guilt and consciousness of his own treachery, Hypsipyle believes that Jason must wish his own demise, something which she would welcome.  In line 145 the one verb, videres, together with vultu applies to both Hypsipyle and her children, thus having the effect of uniting them in their predicament. Scelerate is used to describe Jason in this line, as it described Medea in line 137. Such is Hypsipyle’s condemnation of Jason that they are deemed as bad as each other and thus suitable mates. In line 145, Hypsipyle asks Jason with what type of expression he would look on his living children, which reminds one brutally of the end of Euripides’ Medea, where Jason looks on the dead bodies of his children with Medea as she carries them off.
    The line following this section, line 146, has what might be termed a rhetorical question, perfidiae pretio qua nece dignus eras,‘What death would you not deserve as the price of your perfidy?’ Thorsen suggests that Hypsipyle tries to mitigate it by adding, reassuringly, ipse equidem pere me tutus sospesque fuisses/ non quia tu dignus, sed quia mitis ego (lines 147-8), ‘And yet you yourself would have met with safety and protection at my hands – not that you deserved, but that I was merciful;’  so mild, states Thorsen, that she slew all the men on her island on account of their having found other women, just as Jason himself had done in Medea, at the time Hypsipyle wrote her epistle to him.
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