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WHAT USE IS MADE OF GEOGRAPHICAL SPACE IN HEROIDES?

Ovid (Publius Ovidius Naso) lived 43 BC - AD 17[footnoteRef:1] and, by his own account, he was the fourth of the principal Augustan love elegists after Gallus, Tibullus and Propertius[footnoteRef:2].  The Heroides was part of his early poetical output[footnoteRef:3] and it is thought its composition would have been in the period 10 - 1 BC[footnoteRef:4].    The work consists of 21 letters and of these, most modern scholars assume that Ovid is the author of the first 14[footnoteRef:5].  The fifteenth letter, referred to as the Epistula Sapphus, is of disputed authorship but Knox comes to the view that it was probably written by an author later than Ovid[footnoteRef:6].  Finally, there are 6 letters, in 3 pairs, between celebrated man-woman couples and whether Ovid wrote them is a matter of scholarly debate[footnoteRef:7].   [1:  Hornblower & Spawforth (2003),  s.v. Ovid]  [2:  Ov Trist 4.10.53:  [Tibullus] ...successor fuit hic tibi, Galle, Propertius illi; quartus ab his serie temporis ipse fui.]  [3:  Thorsen (2013),  p.115]  [4:  Boyd (2002), p.119]  [5:  Knox (1995), p.8]  [6:  ibid, pp.12 - 14]  [7:  ibid, p.7] 


In view of the doubts about their authorship, in this study Letters 15 - 21 will be set aside.  Focus will be mainly, but not exclusively, on letters 1, 5, 7 and 10 which together form a representative group.  The Latin text and English translations quoted are from the Loeb edition[footnoteRef:8].  'Geographical space' is interpreted in the widest possible sense to embrace all cases of physical separation as well as language to indicate place and movement.  [8:  Showerman (1914)] 


The writers of the first 14 letters are all female and they are writing to absent lovers or husbands who are at a distance.  They are not literary creations of Ovid but characters from works of Greek and Latin literature well-known to the educated audiences for whom the poems were intended.  The epistolary format was not original as it had already been tried by Propertius[footnoteRef:9] but Ovid's Heroides are unique in that 'we know of no other collection of fictional verse letters in Greek or Latin'[footnoteRef:10].  In addition, they are unusual in Latin literature because it is the voices of women which are foremost and those voices convey varying states of disappointment, despair and dejection.  The men are depicted in unflattering terms, as brave warriors but inconstant and treacherous lovers.   [9:  Prop 4.3 in which Arethusa writes to her husband Lycotas who is abroad on military duty.   ]  [10:  Boyd (2002), p.123] 


The style of the letters is closely related to the ancient rhetorical exercise of ethopoeia[footnoteRef:11] in which the student was invited to compose a speech which might have been made by a character in a work of literature.  However, in the case of Dido's letter to Aeneas (Her 7) the style is perhaps closer to the closely related rhetorical exercise of suasoria because Dido is trying to persuade Aeneas to a course of action.  The tone of the letters is elevated, literary and uncompromisingly elitist.  Ovid flatters his audiences by assuming they know the background story to each of the letters, so he does not need to inform them what is going on.  He feels able to insert the letters from his heroines into any point of the background myth. [11:  ibid, (2002), p.124] 


The first Letter is written by Penelope and links to the story, familiar from Homer's Odyssey, of the return of her husband, Ulysses, from the Trojan War.  Penelope, who by inference is at home on the island of Ithaca, laments that Ulysses has not written to her.  She knows Troy has fallen, Troia iacet certe (1.3);  the city has been turned to ashes and she knows her husband has survived:  versa est in cineres sospite Troia viro (1.24).  The leaders of the Greek expedition have returned home:  Argolici rediere duces (1.25).  She has had news of some of the incidents in the war through her son, who she had sent to King Nestor of Pylos:  Omnia namque tuo senior te quaerere misso rettulerat nato Nestor, at ille mihi (1.37-38).  She does not know what has caused the delay to Ulysses' return or even where he is:  victor abes, nec scire mihi, quae cause morandi, aut in quo lateas ferreus orbe licet (1.57-58).  Worried that she may be being stupid, she fears that Ulysses' attention may have been captured by a foreign lover:  haec ego dum stulte metuo, quae vestra libido est, esse peregrino captus amore potes (1.75-76).  Ever the faithful wife, she is determined to stay true to Ulysses:  tua sum, tua dicar oportet;  Penelope coniunx semper Ulixis ero (1.83-84).  Besieged by suitors, she is finding life difficult, her only company being her son, Telemachus, and an old man, Laertes:  Tres sumus inbelles numero, sine viribus uxor Laertesque senex Telemachusque puer (1.97-98).  She concludes with a plea that Ulysses should delay no longer and come home and observes that she was young when Ulysses went away but is now an old woman:  Certe ego, quae fueram te discedente puella, protinus ut venias, facta videbor anus (1.115-116).

Penelope is clearly at home as befits a faithful Roman wife but the letter creates a strong  impression of widespread travel around the eastern Mediterranean at the time of the Trojan War.  Ovid uses the names of many places and physical features which combine to give a sense of activity.  For example, Penelope sends for news of Ulysses, not only to the island of Pylos, but also to Sparta:
... incerta est fama remissa Pylo.
misimus et Sparten;  Sparte quoque nescis veri. (1.64-65)
... the word brought back from Pylos was nothing sure.
We have sent to Sparta too;  Sparta also could tell us nothing true.
Then there are references to men calling at Ithaca from other parts of Greece competing for Penelope's hand:
Dulichii Samiique et quos tulit alta Zachynthos
	     turba runt in me luxuriosa proci (1.87)
 	The men of Dulichium and Samos and they whom high Zachynthos bore  -  
	a wanton throng  -  come pressing about me suing for my hand.
Everyone rejoices when the men return from the war and Ovid creates a lively scene in which a soldier, resting on a table and using wine, recounts the battle positions around Troy, referring as he does so to the river Simois, the town of Sigeum and the citadel of Pergamum:
atque aliquis posita monstrat fera proelia mensa,
     pingit et exiguo Pergama tota mero:
'hac ibat Simois; haec est Sigeia tellus;
     hic steterat Priami regia celsa senis.
illic Aeacides, illic tendebat Ulixes;                              
     hic lacer admissos terruit Hector equos.' (1.31-36)
And someone about the board shows thereon the fierce combat
and with scant tracing of wine pictures forth all Pergamum: 
'Here flowed the Simois;  this is the Sigeian land;
here stood the lofty palace of Priam the ancient.
Yonder tented the son of Aeacus;  yonder Ulysses;
here in wild course went the frightened steeds with Hector's mutilated corpse'.
Elsewhere in the Heroides, various countries and cities which were famous in the ancient world are mentioned including: Athens (Her 2.83), Thessaly (Her 6.1), Mycenae (7.165), Crete (Her 10.67), Colchis (Her 12.1).   Place names are often used as epithets:  Cytheriacis aquis (7.60), Tegeaeus aper (9.87), Pelasgiadas urbes (9.3).  Sometimes Ovid uses alternative or poetical forms such as Ilion for Troy (7.151), Lacedaemon for Sparta (1.5), Heamonia for Thessaly (12.127), Trinacria for Sicily (12.126).  He also embroiders his poems with mythical references such as the labyrinth in which Theseus slew the Minotaur (10.103) and the symplegades, the clashing rocks which, according to legend, stood at the entrance to the Bosphorus (12.121).  Physical features include: the Rivers Xanthus (Her 13.53) and Simois (13.53), Mount Ida (Her 5.73), the marshes of Scythia (6.107), the waves of Tiber (7.144).   This profusion of names creates and exotic mix which adds colour and atmosphere while situating the poems and linking with the works of literature to which they relate.  In addition, the names dignify the text and elevate the literary register.  Without words resonant of mythology, namely the mountains of Rhodope and Haemus and the river Hebrus, this passage would be mundane and dull rather than majestic and dignified:  
quae tibi subieci latissima regna Lycurgi
nomine femineo vix satis apta regi,
qua patet umbrosum Rhodope glacialis ad Haemum
et sacer admissas exigit Hebrus aquas  (2.111-114)
I am she [O Demophoon], who rendered to you the broad, broad realms of Lycurgus
scarce meet to be ruled in a woman’s name, 
where stretches icy Rhodope to Haemus with its shades
and sacred Hebrus drives his headlong waters forth
Letter 5 is from Oenone, the first wife of Paris.  At home in Troy, she awaits the return of Paris    from Sparta and is aware he is bringing back a new wife.  She urges him to read her letter:  Perlegis?  an coniunx prohibet nova?  perlege! (5.1).  She reminds Paris that she is a fountain nymph, a demi-goddess, and she deigned to marry him while he was still a humble man and before he had become the son of King Priam of Troy:  Nondum tantus eras, cum te contenta marito edita de magno flumine nympha fui.  qui nunc Priamides ... servus eras (5.9-12).  Then she recalls how sad Paris was to sail away from her;  he wept, kissed her repeatedly and could hardly bring himself to say farewell: oscula dimissae quotiens repetita dedisti! quam vix sustinuit dicere lingua 'vale' (5.51-52).  After an interval she saw his returning sails but she was afraid because she noticed the cheeks of another woman in the vessel:  femineas vidi corde tremente genas (5.68).  She bitterly laments Paris' infidelity and the shamelessness of Helen who is accompanying him;  she fills the holy Mount Ida[footnoteRef:12] with her complaining cries:  implevique sacram querulis ululatibus Iden (5.73).  But Oenone has remained chaste even if her husband has deceived her:  at manet Oenone fallenti casta marito (5.133).  As she was with Paris in childhood years, she prays that she will continue to be his for whatever time remains:  sed tua sum tecumque fui puerilibus annis et tua quod superest temporis esse precor (5.157-158). [12:  Mount Ida.  Oenone is in Troy so this is the Mount Ida in Phrygia, near Troy, rather than the Mount Ida in Crete.] 


This is a story in which Ovid engenders pity for the blameless Oenone by drawing attention to her sense of rising horror as she sees, in the distance, Paris returning in his ship.  She wistfully recalls happier times spent lying with Paris in the humble surroundings of their earliest days together, their bed being grass or leaves:
saepe greges inter requievimus arbore tecti
     mixtaque cum foliis praebuit herba torum;
saepe super stramen faenoque iacentibus alto
     defensa est humili cana pruina casa. (5.13-16)
Oft among our flocks have we reposed beneath the sheltering trees
where mingled grass and leaves afforded us a couch;
Oft have we lain upon the straw or the deep hay
in a lowly hut that kept the hoar-frost off.
She later she rebukes Paris and reminds him that, as a nymph, she is more suited to a royal bed rather than a bed of beech leaves:  nec me, faginea quod tecum fronde iacebam despice;  purpureo sum magis apta toro (5.87-88).  

This picks up one of the recurring themes of elegiac poetry[footnoteRef:13], that bed is a place not only of intimacy and joy but a place in which the pains of separation and loneliness must be endured.   Bed for Ovid's heroines is more often a place of sorrow and the ever-faithful Penelope says regretfully that if adulterous Paris had not sailed to Sparta, she would not now be lying in a cold bed:  non ego deserto iacuissem frigida lecto (1.7).  And in Her 10, Ariadne recounts sadly:  [13:   Bed is referred to, for example, in Prop 1.3,  Tib 1.1.45 and Ov Am 1.5.
] 

saepe torum repeto qui nos acceperat ambos
     sed non acceptos exhibiturus erat
et tua, quae possum pro te, vestigia tango
     strataque quae membris intepuere tuis. (Her 10.51-54)
Oft do I come again to the couch that once received us both
but was fated never to see us together again
and touch the imprint left by you  -  tis all I can in place of you  -
and the stuffs that once grew warm beneath your limbs.

Phyllis reproaches herself for admitting Demophoon to her bed: 
turpiter hospitium lecto cumulasse iugali
     paenitet, et lateri conseruisse latus. (Her 2.57-58) 
Shamefully to have added to my welcome of the guest
the favours of the marriage bed is what I repent me of -
to have pressed your side to my own.
For Medea, her bed has been a place to shed many tears:
	ut positum tetigi thalamo male saucia lectum
	   acta est per lacrimas nox mihi quanta fuit (12.57)
Laying myself on the ordered couch within my chamber
grievously wounded in tears I passed the whole night long
And Hypsipyle rebukes Jason for allowing Medea to take her place in the marriage bed:
Barbara narratur venisse venefica tecum
in mihi promissi parte recepta tori. (6.19-20)
A barbarian poisoner, so the story goes, has come with you
admitted to share the the marriage couch you promised me.
The sense of place is particularly strong in Letter 7.  It reflects the patriotic story told by Virgil in Book 4 of the Aeneid which looks forward from Troy and Carthage to the founding of Rome.  Dido, Queen of Carthage, has discovered that Aeneas, who has been her guest and lover, is about to set sail to seek new lands in Italy.  She asks him whether he will ever find a wife to love him as she has:  unde tibi, quae te sic amet, uxor erit? (7.22) and entreats him to stay.  She emphasises the  dangers of sea travel:  multa tamen latus tristia pontus habet (7.56).  She reminds him that he was cast ashore in her kingdom and, although scarcely even knowing his name, she gave up her throne to him:  fluctibus eiectum tuta statione recepi vixque bene audito nomine regna dedi (7.89-90).  As a desperate ploy to win his sympathy, she tells him she is pregnant with his child:  Forsitan et gravidam Dido, scelerate, relinquas, parsque tui lateat corpore clausa meo (7.133-134) and tells Aeneas that if he will not change his mind she is determined to kill herself:  Si minus, est animus nobis effundere vitam (7.181).  Her sister, Anna, is ready to deal with her ashes:  Anna soror ... iam dabis in cineres ultima dona meos (7.191-192). 

Virgil was a well-known and popular author even in his own day.  Evidence is provided by  Tacitus, writing about 100 years later, who reported that the members of the audience at a theatrical performance attended in person by Virgil, on hearing a quotation from the poet,  rose to their feet and paid him homage just as they would have done to the Emperor himself[footnoteRef:14].  Therefore, ther can be little doubt that a knowledge of the Aeneid would have been in the minds of most Roman listeners to Her 7.   Ovid, like Virgil, emphasises that Aeneas' destiny is to found Rome;  his treacherous behaviour as a lover is brushed over and Dido is left to her lonely fate.  Unlike some of the other poems in which the location of the heroine is either unstated or unclear, this poem is emphatically placed in Carthage which is mentioned twice by name within the first few lines (7.11 and 7.19).  Italy is also clearly named as Dido asks Aeneas whether he is resolved to seek it out:   certus es, Aenea, cum foedere solvere naves, quaeque ubi sint nescis, Itala regna sequi? (7.7-8).  And later she points out that Aeneas is not interested in returning to his homeland near the river Simois (ie, the land near Troy) but is seeking the waves of the Tiber:  non patrium Simoenta petis, sed Thybridis undas (7.145).    [14:  Tac Dial 13.  Testes Augusti epistulae, testis ipse populus, qui auditis in theatro Virgilii versibus surrexit universus et forte praesentem spectantemque Virgilium veneratus est sic quasi Augustum.
] 


Using notions of geography and movement, Ovid paints Dido as a strong and capable women who is proud of her considerable achievements.  Having been driven into exile and compelled to leave the land of her birth, she arrived from the sea, purchased land and forged Carthage into a strong city which was envied by neighbouring kingdoms:
adplicor his oris fratrique elapsa fretoque;
     quod tibi donavi; perfide, litus emo. 
urbem constitui lateque patentia fixi 
     moenia finitimis invidiosa locis. (7.117-120)
Upon these shores I land;  escaped from my brother and the sea,
I purchase the strand that I gave, perfidious man, to you.
I establish a city and lay about it the foundations of wide-reaching walls
that stir the jealousy of neighbouring realms.
When Aeneas arrived, like her also a fugitive, she fell in love with him but she laments the day when, out hunting with Aeneas, a shower of rain forced them to shelter in a cave and she became pregnant, words which have a direct textual relationship with Virgil[footnoteRef:15].   [15:  Verg Aen 4.120-127 & 160-172.   ] 

illa dies nocuit, qua nos declive sub antrum
caeruleus subitis conpluit imber aquis. (7.93-94)
That dreadful day was my ruin, when a sudden downpour of rain
from the deep blue heaven drove us to shelter in the lofty grot.
While the sense of place is very strong in Her 7, it is not so pronounced in some of the other Letters.  Flanders points out that Medea in Her 12 lacks a clear physical context 'which prevents the reader identifying the heroine's location within the mythological framework ... not until three quarters of the way through the poem does Medea refer to Jason's wedding with Creusa, thereby acknowledging that she is writing from Corinth ...'[footnoteRef:16]    [16:  Flanders (2012). p.66] 


Letter 10 is inserted into the the myth of the betrayal of Ariadne by Theseus and her abandonment by him on the island of Naxos.  That this story was well-known in Augustan times is attested by the fact that it was referred to by Propertius[footnoteRef:17].  Furthermore, Catullus's epyllion about Peleus and Thetis contains a section of ekphrasis in which the story of Ariadne and Theseus is retold as embroidery on a coverlet[footnoteRef:18] and, in the view of Knox, Ovid was certainly aware of the Catullus text[footnoteRef:19].   The spatial setting of Letter 10 is immediate.  Ariadne says she is writing from the shore from which Theseus set sail without her:  quae legis, ex illo, Theseu, tibi litore mitto, unde tuam sine me vela tulere ratem (10.3-4).  She explains how she woke up to find Theseus no longer in bed with her:  incertum vigilans ac somno languida movi Thesea prensuras semisupina manus;  nullus erat (10.9-11).  Terrified, she rushed outside and, by the light of the moon, ran along the shore shouting 'Theseus';  interea toto clamavi in litore ‘Theseu’!  (10.21).  To obtain a better view she then climbed a nearby mountain from which she could see Theseus's ship disappearing in the distance: [17:  Prop 1.3.1-2.  Qualis Thesea iacuit cedente carina languida desertis Cnosia litoribus.]  [18:  Catull. 64.50-250]  [19:  Knox (1995), p.233] 

Mons fuit; apparent frutices in vertice rari; 
     hinc scopulus raucis pendet adesus aquis. 
adscendo; vires animus dabat; atque ita late 
     aequora prospectu metior alta meo (10.25-28)
There was a mountain with bushes rising here and there upon its top;
a cliff hangs over from it, gnawed into by deep-sounding waves.
I climb its slope  -  my spirit gave me strength  -  and thus 
with prospect broad, I scan the billowy deep.
In spite of her shouts and frantic signals, eventually, the ship disappeared from sight and Ariadne realised to her horror that she was alone on a deserted island:  Quid faciam?  quo sola ferar? vacat insula cultu.  Non hominum video (10.59-60).  She is helpless, a prey to ravening beasts:  destituor rabidis praeda cibusque feris (10.96).   Weeping, she pleads with Theseus to turn his ship around and come back:  per lacrimas oro ... flecte ratem, Theseu, versoque relabere velo!(10.151).

The departure scene is important as dramatically conveys Ariadne's plight and it is one of the stock images in the Heroides.  In Her 6 Hypsipyle watches Jason's Argo as it flies upon its way:
illa volat;  ventus concava vela tenet;
caerula propulsae subducitur unda carinae; (6.67)
It flies upon its way;  the wind bellies out the sail;
the dark blue wave glides from under the keep as it drives along;
Laodamia notices the sails of of Protesileus stretched by the wind as he departs:
Incubuit Boreas abreptaque vela tetendit, 
     iamque meus longe Protesilaus erat.
Boreas came swooping down, seized on and stretched your sails
and my Protesileus soon was far away. (13.15-16)
[bookmark: _Hlk91963066]Ariadne differs from some of the other heroines in that she manages to burst out of her domesticity while they are confined within their domestic situations;  Canace (Her 11) and Hypermnestra (Her 14) are detained in their familial homes by their fathers and Briseis is imprisoned in Achilles's tent.  As soon as Ariadne senses that Theseus has deserted her and sailed away, takes vigorous physical action, runs along the shore and climbs a nearby mountain.  There examples of similar impulsive movement in other poems including Medea (Her 12), who in fury and passion, rushes to disrupt Jason's wedding procession:  ire animus mediae suadebat in agmina turbae (12.155) and Phyllis who rushes to the sea whenever she sees sails approaching:
et quaecumque procul venientia lintea vidi
protinus illa meos auguror esse deos.
in freta procurro …
and whatever sails I see approaching from afar,
straightway I augur them the answer to my prayers.
I rush forth to the waters…  (2.125)
To conclude, Ovid's use of space is varied just as the myths from which he drew his inspiration are varied.  His poems engage his audience by assuming their familiarity with the literary models so he is able to imply rather than explain background details and locations.  His heroines are sad, angry and disappointed in varying degrees and are mostly static and confined in domestic situations.  The men to whom the letters are written are mostly far away, on the move and lovers inconstant, cruel and treacherous.  Nevertheless, the heroines plead for their return and recall happier times as they suffer loneliness, bitter regret and tearful sorrow in their beds.  It is difficult to conceive these poems without play on geographical space and movement and Ovid seizes the opportunity, mixing real and mythical locations with a profusion of names of countries, cities and mountains to create a rich text which is elevated, dignified, dense with meaning and with high literary aspiration.  It is hardly surprising that the Heroides has been preserved for two millenia!
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