“Powerless figures.” Is this a fair description of Ovid's heroines in the Heroides?
Ovid’s heroines are often classified as powerless as the letters they send are ineffective. The women’s beloveds either do not return, return too late or return despite the letters rather than because of them. However, in my view, what gives the greater impression of them as powerless figures is their isolation. In Heroides 1, 5, 7 and 10, Ovid takes figures who should all inherently have power due to their social status but places them in their most vulnerable state. Penelope and Dido are queens, Penelope of famed noble lineage, and Dido has even founded her own kingdom. Ariadne is a princess with divine heritage, and Oenone, as she repeatedly reminds the reader, is a nymph and the daughter of a great river god. And yet, all four of these women, when abandoned by their men, find themselves in a position where they seem to have been stripped of their power. 
For these women, isolation is inherent to the perception of them as powerless figures, as this becomes the cause of their fear and desperation. Bolton (2009) discusses the idea that the women in the Heroides are limited in the spaces they can access because of their gender. The sea is the greatest boundary that divides the heroines from their men, and so isolates them. This is certainly true for the heroines of letters 1, 5 and 7, but none more so than for Ariadne in letter 10. Immediately from the start of her letter to Theseus, her isolation on Naxos seems complete as she wakes from her sleep to discover that both her lover and her only means of escape have departed. Ariadne describes her barren surroundings, concaua saxa (10.22), frutices… rari (10.25), scopulus raucis… adesus aquis (10.26) which give the impression of her trapped on a truly deserted island. Furthermore, she lists her futile attempts to attract Theseus’ attention: summa Thesea uoce uoco (10.34), quod uoci deerat (10.37) iactatae late signa dedere manus (10.40) and candidaque imposui longae uelamina uirgae (10.41). She also highlights the effort she must make to achieve even these fruitless endeavours: alta puellares tardat harena pedes (10.20). Ariadne appears powerless, trapped on a remote island, with no means of escape, as she sums up in line 61: omne latus terrae cingit mare. 
Her isolation is evidently a source of her fears. In lines 84-87 she worries about the wild animals that may attack her, from the savage lupos, leones, tigride down to the more comical phocas which may come after her. As well as wild beasts, she fears equally that there may be hostile men: quid uetat et gladius per latus ire meum? (10.98) and siue colunt habitantque uiri, diffidiums illis (10.97). As Armstrong notes, Ariadne has now learnt to fear what Armstrong calls “the equal threat offered by strange men” (2006, p.223) following Thesus’ arrival on Crete. Here, left alone, she would be powerless to fend off any attack. Moreover, her isolation leads her to fear that having been abandoned, she will die alone, without the proper funeral rites. In aiding Theseus, Ariadne has also betrayed her family and so, even if someone other than Theseus were to rescue her, she would not be able to return to them.  
As with the other heroines, it appears she hopes she will be able to persuade her beloved to return. However, from Ariadne’s perspective, unaware of Bacchus’ imminent arrival, Theseus seems like her only salvation. She seems to believe this to such an extent that as Armstrong (2006, p.234) notes, Ariadne diffuses the blame from Theseus for leaving her, by instead putting the blame on a range of inanimate objects, sleep, the bed, even the winds, in a desperate attempt to have him return to her. Unlike for Catullus’ Ariadne, for Ovid’s it is the bed that she labels as perfide (10.58) not Theseus, beholden as she still is upon his return. Given this, Ariadne’s isolation is therefore central to our impression of her as a powerless figure.
Although Dido is not left alone on an island like Ariadne, she too is isolated. She remains queen of her own kingdom and has the support of a loving sister. Yet she can be viewed as a powerless figure as, once Aeneas has departed, she sees that she will be isolated as a ruler and left powerless to protect her kingdom. Dido asks Aeneas quid dubitas uinctam Gaetulo trader Iarbae? (7.125) reminding the reader of the threat to her and her land from hostile former suitors. She also notes the threat from Pygmalion: est etiam frater, cuius manus impia poscit / respergi nostro, sparsa cruore uiri (7.127). Dido appears to be so concerned by the vacuum of power following Aeneas’ departure that she even offers to hand over her kingdom to him. In line 12 we see that she has already offered him power over her kingdom, nec sceptro tradita summa tuo, in lines 149 to 152 she urges him again to accept her kingdom and make Carthage his new Troy. It seems incredible that a woman who has fled her home country and founded a new city should willingly hand it over unless she thought there was no other option. And that certainly seems to be the case for Dido.
In her letter she gives the impression that her fate is already sealed. She opens her letter with sic ubi fata uocant (7.1) and compares herself to a swan in its dying moments. Just as the swan is destined to die, Dido is also powerless to avoid her fate. This is shown through Dido’s belief in the inevitability of Aeneas’ departure, which is a central theme to the first part of her letter. She claims that she does not think she will be able to change his mind, nec qui ate nostra sperem prece posse moueri, / alloquor (7.3-4), and also believes that some god is working against her, aduerso mouimus ista deo (7.4) which cements the idea that it does not matter what Dido does, Aeneas will leave anyway. Bolton agrees with this as she states that Dido “is aware of the possible futility of her attempt” (1986, p.91). The language she uses further emphasises this as she repeats certus es in lines 7 and 9. Just as Aeneas is certain to leave, Dido also seems certain that she will die. We see this in line 68 where Dido cites Aeneas as the cause of her death et Phrygia Dido fraude coacta mori. Her doom is raised again in lines 93-96. Where it appears that she once saw the wailing of nymphs as a wedding hymn, she now recognises it as the fateful sound of the Eumenides sealing her fate. For Dido these are certainly a force she has no control over. 
Lindheim (2003, p.93) suggests that Dido’s powerlessness is also shown in the way that she presents herself as replaceable. We see this in lines 17-18 where she highlights the alter… amor and the altera Dido. Additionally, Dido questions her own worth as she states non ego sum tanti… ut pereas (7.45-6).  Lindheim (p.94) further argues that this does not mean that Dido believes herself to be replaceable, but that it shows her urgency to be restored as the object of Aeneas’ desire. Lindheim (p.96) highlights lines 167-8 as an example where we see Dido’s desperation to remain in Aeneas’ life, willing to be a hospita if not his uxoris or nupta. We can also see her desperate love for him in unde tibi, quae te sic amet, uxor erit? (7.26). However, although Dido does not see herself as easy to replace, the line does not suggest that she has power or control over the situation. The pitiable tone signals Dido’s clear desperation, which she herself accepts as problematic. She acknowledges that she is not behaving rationally: et quo, si non sim stulta, career uelim (7.28). Aeneas’ permanence in her thoughts (7.25-6) and her clearly Catullan reference to unrequited love in odi (7.29) and amo (7.30) demonstrates how she feels she has no control over her feelings. 
In her letter to her absent husband Ulysses, Penelope repeatedly emphasises how she is isolated from the other women whose husbands have returned from Troy. In lines 25-36 she conjures up vivid scenes of men returning and recounting their tales to wives who hang onto their every word. Contrastingly, she is reduced to sending her son to try to gather information on her missing husband (1.37-8). She questions the point in Troy’s walls having fallen if it has made no change to her situation (1.47-50) and highlights her unique situation in line 51: diruta sunt aliis, uni mihi Pergama restant. 
That Penelope must rely on others for information about her husband is another means of demonstrating her powerlessness. In line 45 we see how she is held in a state of fear, metu micuere sinus, until she hears that Ulysses is safe. Equally, the passive dictus es (1.46) shows us just how reliant she is on news from others, giving the impression of Penelope hanging anxiously on to hear the outcome of Ulysses’ adventure. Similarly, she tells the reader nec scire mihi, quae causa morandi,/aut in quo lateas ferreus orbe, licet! (1.57-8), again demonstrating her frustration and sense of powerlessness stemming from the fact that not only does she not know what has happened to her husband, she is also not allowed to know. She sums up this frustration in line 71, quid timeam, ignore; timeo tamen omnia demens. 
Her relentless attempts to find out about her husband are increasingly hopeless. The letter Ovid’s audience is reading is by no means the first letter that Penelope has written. Penelope reveals that she hands them over to quisquis ad haec uertit peregrinam litora puppim (1.59) and interrogates them before they leave. We also see her sending Telemachus out in a desperate attempt to gather information: nos Pylon… misimus… misimus et Sparten (1.63-5) and this, revealing nothing, incerta est fama… Sparte quoque nescia ueri (1.64-5) emphasises her lack of control over the situation.
Not only is Penelope powerless in the dearth of information she is left with, but also in her ineffectual support in her home. She associates herself – the husbandless wife – together with the old man Laertes and the boy Telemachus as imbelles (1.97) This group of vulnerable people is hardly a match for over one hundred suitors who plot against them. The group of three slaves, including longaeuaque nutrix (1.103) are hardly any more help. In contrast to them Penelope reveals the power of the suitors that grows in Ulysses’ absence, quos omnes turpiter absens / ipse tuo partis sanguine rebus alis? (1.93-4). 
Furthermore, we see her powerlessness in the language of fear scattered throughout the letter. Lindheim asserts that one of the ways in which Penelope’s powerlessness is shown is through the way she puts the focus of her letter onto Ulysses and what may be happening to him, and thereby plays down the importance of her own character. Lindheim describes her as “a peripheral character in a story, her story, that revolves around him [Ulysses]” (2003, p.45). This is true in that initially her fear comes through her lack of knowledge as to what has happened to Ulysses in the twenty-year period he has been away, and Penelope devotes a significant proportion of the letter to her hypothetical worries. We see Penelope questioning quando ego non timui grauiora pericula ueris? (1.11) showing she does not even have control over her imagination when it comes to the disasters that may have befallen Ulysses. We see this again in line 13 with her use of the imperfect tense in fingebam and again in line 18 with flebam. Penelope is living in a perpetual state of worry. Lines 14 to 22 show how Penelope is scared even by the rumours of what has happened to other Greeks, let alone Ulysses. Again, the language used here emphasises her on-going worry. When she describes hearing Hector’s name she claims pallida semper eram (1.14). The death of Tlepolemi is a cura nouata (1.20), just another in a long list of worries. 
However, Penelope is not only powerless in her fears and ignorance concerning what has happened to her husband, but, like Dido, she worries that she is being replaced by another woman. Lindheim says that lines 77-78 “conjure up the picture of Ulysses holding a new lover spellbound with belittling stories about his wife” (2003, p.46).  In the Odyssey, the reader knows that Telemachus has learnt from Menelaus that his father is with the nymph Calypso, and depending on how much he has revealed to his mother, Homer’s Penelope may be aware of this fact. However, Ovid’s Penelope insists that Sparte quoque nescia ueri (1.65) which is perhaps indicative of the fact that she has not learnt anything from there and truly does not know that Ulysses is with another woman, or that in her inability to control the situation, she is feigning ignorance of it.   
In letter 5, we see Oenone sitting in isolation on Mount Ida, where her powerlessness is also revealed through her fear of being replaced. However, while Penelope is left to imagine Ulysses’ dalliances with his pererino… amore (1.76) Oenone can actually see her husband returning with his coniux… noua (5.1) but cannot do anything to prevent it. Oenone presents a pitiable figure as she recounts the hurt done to her by her husband. Even as she complains about him, she is still beholden to him and can only complain if he permits it: laesa queror de te, si sinis (5.4). Spentzou recognises the hopelessness of Oenone’s situation, writing that she is “trapped in a powerless position” and a “desperate heroine” (2003, p.44). She very much appears as someone who has been blindsided by the unforeseen events occurring to her. Oenone’s letter recalls her happy, pastoral life with Paris. We see that despite their different social statuses, she was happy as his wife: nondum tantus eras, cum te contenta marito…fui (5.9). And as far as Oenone could see, Paris was also happy in this union. He is depicted by Oenone as a typical elegiac lover who carves her name in a tree (5.21-2) and gives his promise that he would always love her (5.29-30). And yet, Oenone is still powerless when it comes to keeping her husband. 
Oenone depicts herself as being at the mercy of divine intervention when it comes to her love life. She questions quis deus opposuit nostris sua numina uotis? (5.5), in lines 57-60 her prayers to the Nereids to return Paris quickly are granted but only with the cruel twist of bringing Helen as well, and as Spentzou notes, the gods are responsible for “messing up her happy life with Paris” (2003, p.49). Oenone describes his recounting of the Judgement of Paris, and her awareness that all was not right: illa dies fatum miserae mihi dixit (5.33). Here, the reader is certainly aware that something is wrong. Either Paris has not been fully open about the consequences of his decision, or Oenone is deliberately choosing not to mention it, as the letter makes no reference to what Paris has been promised for selecting Venus. In either case, we have an impression of weakness with one possibility being that she has been deceived by her husband, and another being that she cannot bring herself to talk about the truth. Oenone’s claims that flesti discedens (5.43) and non sic appositis uincitur uitibus ulmus, / ut tua sunt collo bracchia nexa meo (5.47-8) therefore add to the sense of isolation and desertion. She trusted a husband that was lying even as he departed or is caught up in her own lie. 
Oenone further depicts herself as powerless through her inability to help herself. Firstly, she is unable to bring herself to move once she sees Paris returning with Helen, quid enim furiosa morabar? (5.69), removing her agency even in her ability to confront Paris and Helen. But perhaps more painfully to her, she is unable to heal herself from the hurt that Paris has done to her. She tells the reader how Apollo, having raped her, gifted her healing arts: ipse ratus Dignam medicas mihi tradidit artes (5.145). Spentzou (2003, p.57) notes that in this her innocence has been exchanged for knowledge of life in the woods, and so here we see Oenone doubly powerless. Firstly, powerless to protect herself from Apollo, and secondly powerless to cure herself: me miseram, quod amor non est medicabilis herbis! (5.149). 
Ovid’s heroines are clearly presented as being in situations that are far beyond their control. However, claiming that they are completely powerless figures is not entirely fair, and certainly ignores the power that the heroines reclaim through their own writing. As has often been noted, the impression of helplessness given by the women in their letters is, to an extent, superficial. Indeed, it is often exaggerated in an attempt to bring back their beloved. Lindheim (2003, p.106-7) notes that Dido deliberately undercuts her own strength and leadership to portray herself as utterly powerless in the hopes that her helplessness will render her desirable in Aeneas’ eyes. She also claims that “Ariadne also represents herself as hovering at death's door” and that “with a gusto unprecedented in the Heroides, Ariadne considers herself as if dead and vividly conjures up the ways in which she might actually die” (p.109). Therefore, the puellares pedes that Ariadne highlighted as hindering her are actually tools with which to manipulate Theseus, as are her exaggerated fears whereby even seals become a menace on a par with lions, tigers and wolves. 
Similarly, Knox claims that “Penelope means to worry Ulysses, not only about the damage being done to his possessions, but about the existence of powerful rivals” (1995, p.106). Her insistence that she and her household cannot hold them off therefore is used to expedite Ulysses’ return. Furthermore, where Penelope has seemed to be ignorant of the facts of the Trojan War, Green (2004, p.371) sees these as deliberate mistakes in her letters that knowingly mislead Ulysses into hurrying home all the quicker.
In the case of Oenone, Spentzou claims that Oenone fights back from her powerless position with “the safety and stability of her own love” (2003, p.44). Her bucolic reminiscence is not just a rustic idyll but something to lure Paris back in. 
 However, the epistolary nature of the heroines’ writing goes far beyond a means to bring back their lovers, it also functions as a way for these women to rewrite their own story and control their own narrative. Spentzou asserts that “the heroines' struggle for control over their own destinies is really these feminine literary figures' effort to (re)write their stories, against the will of the classical authorities” (2003, p.29). 
Looking at letter 10, Ariadne clearly differentiates herself from her Catullan model. Catullus’ Ariadne first appears to us like a statue and is so fixed on Theseus that she is even unaware of the state of her hair or the clothing that she is losing. She is a passive figure who, as Verducci notes (1985, p.257) does not even speak until Catullus has recounted the story of Theseus’ arrival in Crete. In contrast to this, Ovid’s Ariadne, branded as an adept storyteller by Armstrong (2006, p.225), rewrites herself as a more present and active heroine. While Catullus’ Ariadne is not entirely inactive, Verducci notes that “she does not cavort along the shoreline” (1985, p.257) and that her actions are there to emphasise the futility of her trying. In contrast to this, Armstrong notes the use of protinus in line 15 and suggests that “Ariadne is so used to playing the part of the deserted woman that she now gets straight down to the business of mourning her plight without a moment’s delay” (2006, p.228). This represents the start of a more active attempt to save herself, rather than just bemoaning her situation. Unlike Catullus’ Ariadne, she does not drop her veil absentmindedly into the sea, but instead tries to use it to signal for Theseus’ attention, realising that if she cannot be heard she might still be seen. 
Again, we see a contrast with Catullus’ Ariadne, in that she recognises her worth. As much as she laments being left behind by Theseus, it is not his love for her that she most wants to retain but her status and reputation. Verducci states that “she seems not really to care for Theseus himself (especially in comparison with Catullus’ heroine), because her love is too superficial” (1985, p.261). Catullus’ Ariadne was perfectly happy to be taken into Theseus’ home as a slave and carry out domestic chores, but this is something that Ovid’s heroine rejects: tantum ne religer dura captiua catena, / neue traham serua grandia pensa manu (10.89-90). She reclaims power through her pride in her royal and divine heritage, cui pater est Minos, cui mater filia Phoebi, (10.91) which she will not allow to be taken from her. 
Moreover, while she wants to be rescued, her greater desire is to be remembered. She cannot bear the idea that Theseus will retell the story and leave her out, me quoque narrato sola telluere relictam (10.129). As Lindheim states, “she insists that her part of the deed also be told” (2003, p.97). Vessey suggests that “Ariadne arouses our sympathy because her response to the situation is recognizable, is thoroughly human” (1976, p.97) which I very much agree with. Ariadne therefore manages to reclaim control of her myth and power by rebranding herself as an active heroine that wants to be seen and remembered.   
Ovid’s Dido is also effective in rebranding herself. Bolton (1989, p.85) notes that she manages to present herself as a more restrained character who does not lose control, unlike her Virgilian counterpart. Aeneid 4 is replete with references to Dido being amens, or demens. While Ovid’s Dido is certainly passionate, and sometimes shocking, certainly in her claims that she may be pregnant and will kill her unborn child (7.133-6), as Bolton states, “Ovid’s Dido knows exactly what she is saying and is in full control of her emotions” (1989 p.98).  
Despite her efforts to appear helpless for Aeneas’ sake, Dido, she also reminds us of her achievements namely, that she has already achieved what Aeneas is still seeking to, facta fugis, facienda petis, (7.13). And while she is now fearful of those surrounding her, she has, even as a refugee, still managed to escape her brother, purchase the shore to build her kingdom and establish walls so great that they are the envy of her neighbours (7.115-120). And as Lindheim notes, “Dido further emphasizes her power when she reminds Aeneas how she, the great ruler saved him” (2003, p101).  
While Lindheim has claimed that Ovid’s Penelope diminishes her role for Ulysses’ sake, I would disagree that this is entirely the case, and in her retelling, she writes power into her story. Smith argues that Penelope “now gets her opportunity to hell her side of the story” and resultingly, we see “a richer, more complex Penelope, whose misrepresentation of Homeric facts can be explained by a power as a character given new life by the poet” (1994, p.257). We have seen Homer’s Penelope in a passive role in the Odyssey where she is ordered around by both Telemachus and the suitors and where Telemachus acts without her knowledge. Ovid’s Penelope reclaims her household. It is she, not Athene, who sends Telemachus to find news of Ulysses, and Telemachus who does her bidding. She is resourceful enough not to need the help of a god, emphasised by the repetition of Telemachus being sent in lines 37-38 and in 63-65, the misimus in lines 64 and 65 making her role particularly evident. 
In contrast to Homer’s Penelope, who has traditionally been held up as a paragon of womanly virtue, Ovid’s Penelope reinvents herself in a sexual light. Her complaints about her deserto…lecto (1.7) and the spatiosam… noctem (1.9) give the impression of her missing her husband not just as the protector of her household but as a lover. She even subverts her weaving trick, perhaps the single thing most synonymous with her name. From tricking the suitors in Homer’s version we see her tricking herself in Ovid’s. Here she reshapes here identity from a paragon of chastity to a lover. 
With Oenone, it is harder to say how she manages to reinvent herself, given the lack of a primary intertext to work with, but it is still evident how Oenone uses the letter to make her future treatment of Paris seem more sympathetic. Oenone goes to great pains to emphasise her superior status over Paris. She is Phrygiis celeberrima siluis (5.3) and edita de magno flumine nympha (5.10). Lindheim (2003, p.57) highlights her exceptional skill, and Murgatroyed et al, note that she “is very much a goddess (albeit a minor one) and very intelligent (especially in contrast to the short-sighted Paris” (2017, p.60). Despite that, she was happy to marry Paris, of a far lower social status seruus eras; seruo nubere nympha tuli (5.12). I am in agreement with Drinkwater’s statement that “in light of this, her subsequent decision not to cure Paris, the very one who has inflicted her own suffering upon her, becomes all the more comprehensible” (2007, p.370). We see how badly she has been treated, understand everything she gave up when she took Paris as her husband, and sympathise with her. Oenone’s power here is to make the reader recall not just the scorned wife, but the nymph in pain. 
In summation, while the heroines of Ovid’s Heroides do at first glance appear to be powerless figures, this is not a fair statement. Their power extends beyond their limited control over their situations into their active decisions, as writers of the letters, on how to depict themselves.  
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