Heroides 6.1-82: notes
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Queen Hypsipyle to Jason (who stayed at Lemnos with his Argonauts en route for Fleece. See Knox
introduction to VI). H. not expecting too much- temporary stop, letter- but even that not carried out.
Lemnos had massacred its menfolk but Hypsipyle saved her father Thoas.

Literary models include: Apollonius Rhodius' Argonautica 1.609-909 (much more erotic treatment,
as befits elegiac bent); alternative tradition (Knox cfs RE ix 437-9); possibly Varro of Atax's
Argonautica; also Euripides' Hypsipyle (where Hypsipyle made to leave Lemnos after Argo leaves:
fraud found out)

Medea is an important presence in the letter (as well as mythical tradition generally, cf. Her. 12;
Met. 7; Ovid's lost tragedy Medea). Ovid engineers connections between Jason's rejection of
Hypsipyle and (later) rejection of Medea for Creusa. Much irony in view of what will happen to
Medea. Question of when do we place the letter. Medea plotting revenge by the time the letter
written/posted/potentially arrives?

Medea presented as active and Jason passive (helps excuse his behaviour/encourage him to change).
Hypsipyle's obsession and anger with Medea keeps surfacing (and reminders of Medea cause her
emotions to escalate). H's anger undermines effectiveness of her persuasive strategy.

Lindheim (p117): “Both Hypsipyle and Medea, considering what causes Jason to desire, come face
to face with the realization that Jason has abandoned them both for new lovers, and, in Medea's
case, has also loved another woman before her. The heroines, therefore, seek identification with
Jason's current, or past, lover. Further, Imaginary identification, as we have already seen, leads to
two distinct, antithetical responses to the person with whom one identifies. Not only do Medea and
Hypsipyle seek to construct themselves so as to resemble the other woman (women) who has
caught Jason's eye, but conversely and simultaneously they seek to underline their profound
differences from the very same woman (women).This is not to say that Jason (or the masculine
subject) becomes unimportant in the scheme of feminine desire...On the contrary, the heroine of-
fers a self-reconstruction that unveils similarities to, as well as sharp divergences from, the image of
another woman because she believes that it serves to enhance her own desirability in the hero's
eyes. The absent Jason remains powerful through the woman's urgent need for his recognition of her
status; he alone can guarantee her identity as object-cause of his desire.”; p118 “She reveals her
longing to reinstate herself as Jason's consort. With statements like obsequium, maneo si tua, grande
tuli ("if I remain yours, I have experienced great indulgence at your hands," 18) and sim reducis
coniunx, sicut euntis eram (" may I be your wife when you return as I was your wife when you left,"
112), she demonstrates, both in the nature of her request, and in the optative tone of the statement,
the urgency of her craving to be the one Jason desires. And yet, while ostensibly her missive serves
as an active attempt to portray herself in such a way as to refocus Jason's attention and desire upon
her, more striking to the reader are Hypsipyle's vivid, detailed and seemingly well-researched



descriptions of her rival, the woman for whom Jason has deserted her. 94 Indeed, Medea is at the
center of Heroides 6, simultaneously the paradigm for all Hypsipyle defines herself against, yet
also, paradoxically, all she aspires to become.”; “Quite consciously Medea becomes the focal point
of Hypsipyle's double self-representation.”; on the one hand different, on the other, similar.

p120 “Hypsipyle feels aggression and rivalry toward the woman with whom she identifies, and

struggles thus to differentiate herself.”

1-2: sets scene. Jason has returned to Thessaly with golden fleece (-and Medea). Leigh 997 explores
two intertexts containing a heroine lamenting the fact that a hero ever came to her land: Catullus
64.171-2 (Ariadne wishing that Theseus had never landed in Crete) and Vergil, Aeneid 4.657-8
(Dido) and also suggests evocation of wish of Medea/her nurse that Jason hadn’t come to Colchis
(Euripides, Medea 1-8, Ennius Medea fr. 103 (Jocelyn) AR Argonautica 3.774-9 and 4.32-3)

1 reduci ... carina: “your ship safely returned” (Knox). Not to Lemnos but shores of Thessaly.

2 diceris: emphasizes her lack of knowledge/distance (hint already that there are problems); also
could be nod to literary tradition. Uellere diues: “enriched by the fleece” (Knox): though Jason not
much enriched by this.

3 gratulor incolumi: “I congratulate you on your safe return” (Knox) — quantum sinis qualifies this.
Somewhat sardonic: Jason hasn't informed her of his return; again, relationship between writer and
addressee seems strained. By time of letter composition (time lag in arrival of messenger). Jason
unlikely to be safe! NB gratulor takes dative. Leigh (1997: 606) comments: “the congratulations of
Hypsipyle to Jason on his safe landing can only grate on a reader mindful of what perils he faces
now that he is back on land. What those perils are the close of the letter will establish with eerie
(because unwitting) precision.”

3-4 “yet I ought to have been informed of this very thing” (Knox).

5 pacta tibi: “pledged to you as my marriage portion” (Palmer). Knox ad loc notes at AR 1.827-9
Hypsipyle offered land to Jason and at 1.890-4 presented as offer to marry (not taken up: contrast
here); praeter: i.e. expecting a temporary stop on way back from mission.

6 understand secundos: “you may not have had fair winds” (Knox).

7 quamlibet: Knox says concessive with aduerso in abl. Absolute: “however adverse the wind may
be” (Knox).

8 clear now that it is Hypsipyle writing the letter; missa...salute: “the sending of a greeting” (Knox)
(participle phrase instead of verbal noun); digna: sounds tone of reproach.

8 digna: “The sixth heroine, who is a queen, calls herself Hypsipyle digna (Her. 6.8, ‘Hypsipyle the
worthy’). Notably, she uses the adjective for Jason too, but only in terms of being ‘worthy of death’
(Her. 6.146, qua nece dignus eras, see above) or ‘unworthy’ (Her. 6.148, non...tu dignus).”
(Thorsen).

9-54: had heard rumours that successful in Colchis (nb plays down achievements); also rumours of
Medea (didn't believe). Thessalian visitor unwittingly gives her information which causes letter to
be penned.

9 nuntia uenit: “came with word” (Knox); loeb reads ms variant de te quam littera; spoken v writen
word. fama ...uenit causes indirect statement construction. See Leigh 1997 on fama. Literary fama
and Hypsipyle’s own concerns about her fama in play.

10 feat of ploughing field with fire-breathing bulls; panda i.e. curved.

11-12 sowing of field with dragon's teeth (tradition that some of teeth of Theban serpent, sacred to
Mars); segetes ...uirorum: “crops of men”(Knox); adolesse: “reached maturity” (Knox, who points
out verb sometimes used metaphorically for plant growth).

12 inque necem: “for their slaughter” (Knox); Jason made to seem redundant. Praise of feats to
encourage Jason to read but accompanied by undercutting. Nb egere takes ablative.

13 Knox links word-order with sense; spolium “hide” (Knox).

13-14 theft of Fleece; here vague. Suspense for reader: what has Hypsipyle heard?

15 o ego: Knox adopts Heinsius' conjecture. loeb reads haec ego; timide credentibus ista: “those
who hesitate to believe these things” (Knox).



16 quanta forem: “how grand should I be” (Knox).

17-19 “why do I complain that as my reluctant husband you have failed to perform your duty? I
have received a great indulgence if only I remain yours” (Knox). Marital obligation v lover's
attention. What is Jason's obligation? At least, writing to her. Knox points out term in context of
marriage word refers to legal obligation of intercourse and procreation. Obsequium: elegiac term:
indulgences granted by a lover. “Hypsipyle is willing to discount Jason's dereliction if he still
regards her as a lover” (Knox).

17 queror: typical heroine of the elegiac epistles; lenti: cf Her. 1. Idea of Jason as husband.

19 barbara ... uenefica: i.e. Medea (first mention). Scathing: “a foreign sorceress” (Knox).
(Hypsipyle contrasts her own Greekness with M's barbarity in poem); also evokes future poisoning
of Creusa's apparel by Medea; narratur: “there is talk” (Knox). Hypsipyle in the dark (heard
rumours but are they true?); also sense in not wanting to believe it?

20 in ... parte recepta tori: “admitted to a share of the bed promised to me” (Knox). Stress on
marital promises/obligations (new).

21-2 jealous lovers quick to believe rumours. Hypsipyle not too hasty to believe. uir i.e “husband”.
Legal language of charging.

23-5 inverse cum clause (main idea in time clause). Hypsipyle may casually ask after Jason (“how
is he?”) but haste of questioning gives her feelings away (also nb meus); passionate, grief-stricken
reaction confirms. Nb welcomes stranger (cf. Argonauts), though might have been better being
hostile (to male, as Lemnian wont) and thus in ignorance.

25 “Curiously, although she places great emphasis on the theme, she never quite says that she is
Jason’s wife. Instead she refers to Jason as hers (quid agit meus?, 25), she draws attention to their
marriage (41-4, 134), and she pays partic ular attention to his role as her husband (18, 60, 111, 163).
Yet all of these methods do imply that she is Jason’s wife, and they work hand in hand with her
repeated attempts to cast Medea as his unlawful wife.” (Russell p54).

25-6: patronymic indicates Jason, son of Aeson. Knox suggests description of Jason at first meeting
evoked (AR1.784 “with his eyes fixed on the ground”).

26 haesit “hesitated” (Knox); opposita ... humo “the ground in front of him” (Knox).

27 exsilui: “I sprang up” (Knox).

29 timidus, timidum: Knox adopts Heinsius' conj. Stranger timid as he knows news won't go down
well.

31 ut rediit animus: “when my composure was restored” (Knox).

32ff. Stranger relates events at Colchis.

32 et aeripedes: mss reading adopted by Knox; et = etiam. AR 3.410 and 3.496 has bulls “with feet
of bronze”.

34 “and men suddenly sprung forth” (Knox).

35 ciuili Marte: “civil war” (Knox): born from same mother, Earth.

36 implesse ... suae: “fulfilled the fates of their lives in a day” (Knox).

37-8: Knox sees as interpolation; 38 alternant ... uices: “change places” (Knox).

39 studio cursuque: “in the rush of his excitement” (Knox); hendiadys.

40 ingenio ... suo: “unconsciously” (Knox); uulnera .. nostra: “the wounds I suffer” (Knox).

41-6 assertion that they were married (unlike in AR).

42 wedding/ funeral torch play.

43 non ego sum furto tibi cognita: “I was not your clandestine lover” (Knox).

43-4 Roman gods of wedding; 45f.: in retrospect, appears must have been Fury leading procession,
as ill-omened.

44 sertis tempora uinctus: “his brows bound with wreaths” (Knox); retained accusative after perpect
passive participle.

45 an: Postgate's conjecture; loeb reads at.

47-8 rising tricolon with anaphora.

47 Argonauts known as descendants of Minyas.

47 Tritonide pinu: i.e. the Argo (from cult-title of Minerva, who helped build the ship).



48 Tiphy: a Greek vocative; Tiphys= helmsman.

49-50 Knox ascribes imprecision of these lines to Hypsipyle's distress.

49 spectabilis: “remarkable” (Knox).

51 certa fui: + infinitive.

52: no repetition of massacre of men. AR has Lemnian women consider attacking; there was
tradition (e.g. Soph. Lemnia) where battle; hospita .. castra: “visiting troops” (Knox).

53-4: see Knox for H's reference to the crime.

53 nimium quoque: “even too much” (Knox).

54 milite tam forti: collective singular: “so bold a troop” (Knox)

54 Knox adopts Delz's conjecture (Hypsipyle concerned about the loss of her good name).

55-74: Hypsipyle's reasons for resentment.

55 urbe ... tectoque animoque recepi “I took you into my city, my home and my heart” (syllepsis);
uidua: “devoid of men” (Knox).

56: long stay (2 years; left during summer): shows strength of relationship; makes change of heart
more galling. In AR short stay of a few days (Arg. 1.861-2).

57-60: see Bloch p205 on repetition in Her. 12.

57 inverse cum clause; coactus: suggests Jason wanted to stay; in AR, Heracles gets expedition
back on track.

58 “your eyes filled with suitable tears when you spoke these words” (Knox).

59 abstrahor: emphasises that Jason wants to stay; contrast unemotional Jason of Apollonius (see
Knox for details); recursus “return” (Knox).

60 uir: Jason as husband.

61-2: Ovidian Jason more interested in paternal role than Apollonian. Ovidian Hypsipyle clearly
pregnant (will have male twins); e nobis: “by me” (Knox); children mentioned again at 119-28, 143,
and 155-56 (rhetorical ammunition).

62 eiusdem: Knox says almost = “also”.

63 hactenus et: “so much you said, and...” (Knox).

65 ultimus: contrast Apollonian Jason where first. Argo is sacred because partly built by Minerva.
Argo: Greek accusative.

66 uento concaua uela tument: “the billowing sails swell before the wind” (Knox); uentus ... tenet =
mss. Loeb has tenet.

67 “The dark blue wave is churned up from beneath the keel as it is driven along” (Knox);
separative dative with subduco.

68 juxtaposition of tibi and nobis mimics joining of gaze.

69 “exposed on every side” (Knox); circumspicit “surveys” (Knox).

71 Knox notes adversative sense of que: “I watch through tears and yet..”.

72 assueto: participle treated as noun.

73 adde: “consider also” (Knox).

75-108: vows> Hypsipyle thinks of the other woman. Medea now appears.

75: cf. Her. 5.59. First appearance of Medea's name. nb Medea thinks her efforts have benefited
Creusa. Note loeb has fruetur! contra Knox (fruatur?).

76 ira mixtus ... amor: “mingled wrath and joy” (Knox).

77 uiuum... perdo: Knox notes paradox (perdere suggests loss by death); Iasona: Greek accusative
79-82 cf. Her. 12.173-4.

79 equidem: “to be sure” (Knox).

80 nurus: as Russell (p54) notes, as at 106, word used in context which is meant to show how
untenable the situation will be back in Greece.

81 Medea as paelex since Hypsipyle is the wife (as Russell, p. 50, observes, presents Medea as
knowing about the relationship: blame on Medea). Still not naming. nocuit: but not physical harm,
like Medea will inflict on Creusa.

82 hostis: elegaic militia amoris language.



