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Ovid Heroides 
		
        Translation 6.113-26

If noble birth and high-born titles affect you, look, I am spoken of as being born from Thoas the Minoan! Bacchus is my grandfather, [and] the wife of Bacchus, wreathed round with a crown, outshines the lesser constellations with her stars. Lemnos will be the dowry for you, a land naturally suited to cultivation; you can have me also among the dotal slaves. Now I have even given birth; congratulate us both, Jason. Sweet was the burden [which you] the progenitor had made for me [in making me] pregnant. I am also fortunate in the number, and I gave [you] twin offspring, two children, through the support of [the goddess of childbirth] Lucina. If you ask to whom they are similar, you will be recognised in them: they do not know how to cheat [but] the other traits of their father’s they do have. Them I almost gave as ambassadors fit to be carried on behalf of their mother;  but [the thought of] their savage stepmother held [me] back from starting out on [such a] path {lit. paths}.  

   
Translation 6.127-45

I feared Medea: Medea is more than a stepmother; the hands of Medea are at work in every [kind of] crime. Would she, who has been able to scatter the cut-up body parts of her [own] brother through the fields, spare my dear ones? But you, O madman, led astray by the Colchis poisons, will be said to have preferred this woman to the marriage-bed of Hypsipyles. Shamefully that adulterous maid had sexual knowledge of my husband; [whereas] a chaste wedding gave me to you and you to me. She betrayed her father; I snatched Thoas away from  destruction. She deserted the Colchians; Lemnos holds me and mine. What does it matter if the wicked woman defeats the pious woman, and by the same criminal act has been endowed with a dowry and has earnt a husband? I blame the crime of the women of Lemnos, [which] I do not admire, Jason; [however,] that [sort of] resentment produces weapons in [the hands of] even the most cowardly.  Go on, tell me if you, as it ought to have been, and [your] companion, driven by unfavourable winds, had come into my harbours, and I had come out to meet you accompanied by the newly delivered twins (certainly the earth needed to be asked to open wide for you [to be swallowed up]), with what look on your face would you have seen the newborn, and with what look me, O wicked one?


Commentary 6.127-45
  
This letter is another example of the rhetorical theme of the Heroides, namely querimonia on the grounds of betrayal by an ungrateful lover (Bloch, 2000, p. 197). It starts with a gentle introduction, in which Hypsipyle welcomes Jason’s return to Thessaly, and expresses, in her attempt to win him back, only rather mild (quantum sinis, 3) reproach to Jason for his lack of communication (1-8). She acknowledges his exploits (9-16), but then develops a more intense complaint with the first mention of ‘barbara … venefica … in mihi promissi parte recepta tori’ (19-20). The account given by the Thessalian stranger exacerbates her feelings when he inadvertently ‘detegit … vulnera’ (40), and she elaborates on the betrayal of the marriage vows (17-46). In a softer passage, she emphasises her innocence of matters Thessalian and her generosity towards the Argonauts. This leads to a reminder of Jason’s intensely emotional parting from the pregnant Hypsipyle (47-74). There follows a section of detailed criticism of Medea as a barbara paelex (81) and an evil witch (75-94). Hypsipyle then attempts to make Jason see that the untrustworthy ‘Phasian girl’ (103) is unsuitable for him, taking his fame from him and not being Greek, and that she, Hypsipyle, with her royal blood and substantial dowry, is a far better choice (95-118). There follows another reminder of their twin progeny, partly appealing to, partly critical of Jason (119-26). Then comes the passage under review (127-45). It consists of a series of comparisons between Hypsipyle’s virtue and Medea’s lack of it, a brief reflection on the Lemnian massacre, and another attempt at shaming Jason (quo vultu … videres, 145). The conclusion of the letter (146-64) builds up to a climax with a most bitter cursing of Medea, rounded out with the inclusion of Jason in the curse of the final line.

It has been noted by critics that Heroides 6 is far more about Medea than it is about Jason. The attack on Medea builds up in stages as with each circling of the argument Hypsipyle becomes ever more enraged. Whereas at first Hypsipyle seems keen to attract back Jason, by the end it is clear that she has not merely given up all hope of doing so but actively wishes him ill.  Jason’s betrayal thus has thrown Hypsipyle by stages into a state of mind which resembles that of Euripides’ Medea at the end of that play. This is one of the many intentional ironies Ovid has introduced into Heroides 6. As Bloch points out (2000, p. 202), Jacobsen has drawn attention to Hypsipyle’s character development, ‘virtually unique among Ovid’s heroines’, as she ‘moves from proud and scornful anger to the depths of violence and hate’ (1974, p. 104). 

Heroides 6 is unique among the single epistles in having such a close relationship with another of the epistles, that is, Heroides 12. They are not formally a pair, but ‘acquire enhanced meaning’ when ‘read together’ (Bloch, 2000, p. 198). Heroides 12, consisting of Medea’s letter to Jason on learning that she has been supplanted by Creusa, produces many resonances with the abandonment experienced by Hypsipyle. It is clear that Ovid wrote Heroides 6 in such a way as to provide precursors to the events that both happen in 12 and are presaged as happening afterwards. That this device should work depends on the reader’s intertextual knowledge, at the very least of Appollonius’ Argonautica and Euripides’ Medea, and, preferably, also Euripides’  fragmentary Hypsipyle. However, such knowledge also causes somewhat of a difficulty. Contrary to Barchiesi (2001, p. 31), perhaps as the exception that proves the rule, in Heroides 6 Ovid has not sewn up seamlessly the tear he has made in the fabric of the original tale (of Appollonius) but left it gapingly open. Firstly, he has excised the critical role of Hera in the project (Arg. 3.55-75). Secondly, and more importantly as far as the motivation for writing the letter is concerned, Jason’s stay on Lemnos has been extended from a few days to over two years, he and Hypsipyle have gone through a formal marriage ceremony, and Hypsipyle is heavily pregnant when he leaves. The poet evidently considered these fundamental changes to be essential if Hypsipyles’ intense emotional engagement were to be felt authentic. In addition they were necessary in order more nearly to equate the situations of Hypsipyle and Medea and thus to reinforce the parallels and ironies between the two in their ultimate states of abandonment. However, while poetic reception was clearly not new even in the time of Ovid, making such fundamental changes in the attempt to justify the new approach, might be considered to bring with it the danger of undermining the reliability of and trust in both traditional and revised stories. This approach worked well in Ovid’s later work Metamorphoses, where preposterous exaggeration and innovation could make tales of the mythological doings of the gods and other figures truly laughable, but it could be argued that elegiac poetry of the kind found in the Heroides, with its attempt at sensitive exploration of emotional extremes, requires a supporting attitude on the part of the writer, not an undermining one. The reader well-versed in the source texts might well start to wonder which other parts of the Appollonius and Euripides accounts could be regarded as dispensable. Such thoughts could only detract from the persuasive power of the narrative. Equally, because the nature of the enterprise on which the poet is engaged in the Heroides is essentially serious, it is difficult to see the cogency of Russell’s diagnosis of the humour in the work (2011, pp. 58-97). He does indeed point to the many instances of irony, subtle referencing and layered meaning on the part of Ovid in Heroides 6 and 12, but irony and wit are not by definition necessarily humorous. If Ovid were indeed trying to be humorous, and were successful in so doing, he would have been in danger of undermining the prime purpose of his work, in exactly the same way as he could be considered to have been in making very substantial changes to the traditional story-line.

The rising tricolon with anaphora of Medea’s name in the polypopton of different cases of 127-8  (Knox, 1995, p. 196) shows a development of attitudes towards Medea, starting from treating her as a person of whom one should simply be afraid, then as a person worse than the proverbial stepmother, renowned in Roman times for being hostile to her stepchildren, and finally as a person known to be capable of committing any crime. The textually informed reader knows Hypsipyle’s description to be no exaggeration, for Medea, having already been implicated in the killing of her own brother, and shortly to be responsible for the killing of Pelias, will end up killing her own twins, yet to be born. Hypsipyle’s curse that Medea should lose two children and a husband (155-6) will be fulfilled. Ironically, this has the effect, for the well-informed reader, of implicating the wronged Hypsipyle in the further wronging, as Medea sees it in Heroides 12, of herself by Creusa. 

At 129 Knox (1995, p. 197) dilates on fratris. He states, citing Roscher 1 3-4, that Ovid follows an account of the death and dismemberment of Medea’s brother that is different from what appears in Appollonius. It is hard to understand the justification that is given for this statement. There is no mention in Heroides 6 of the brother’s being young, or taken hostage, or that his limbs were scattered on the sea, which Knox cites. Ovid in fact uses the word agros (129) for the scattering, and forms of ager are frequently used as the antithesis to mare. There is, however, a way, unmentioned by Knox, in which Ovid does deviate from Appollonius. It is in the reference to the scattering of the limbs. Appollonius states that Jason dismembers the body and buries the corpse (Arg. 4.452-80). What happens to the limbs is not explicitly stated at that point or later. Furthermore, the possibility of immediate pursuit is nullified by the massacre of the whole crew of the nearby Colchian ship and the immediate departure of the Argo at night (Arg. 481-503).

Hypsipyle’s characterisation of Medea as adultera virgo (133) is, as Knox (1995, p. 197) says, oxymoronic, but, as Russell points out (2011, p. 51), there is no reason to suppose that Medea knows anything about the existence of Hypsipyle and her marriage to Jason. Thus in the realm of sexual relations Medea may have more virtue than Hypsipyle here allows her.

As Knox (1995, p. 198) points out, there is an irony at 136 with me mea Lemnos habet, for in Euripides’ Hypsipyle the eponymous heroine is later exiled from Lemnos. Thus her claim of offering Jason a more substantial dowry, through a royal life on the island, is no more substantial than Medea’s ‘dowry’ of the golden fleece, which was supposed to bring, but did not, even after the death of Pelias, the kingdom of Iolchos. In this conceit there is also the ironic parallel that while Hypsipyle’s saving of a king, her father Thoas, eventually leads to her being exiled, Medea’s destruction of a king, Pelias, eventually leads to her and Jason’s being exiled.

The next line, 137, commences with quid refert, made emphatic by position, and the question that it introduces may be taken as the ultimate in sarcasm; for the underlying assumption of Hypsipyle’s argument in the letter has been that nothing matters more than the triumph of virtue. However, ipso crimine (137-8), referring to the taking of the golden fleece, raises an important question about the nature of that act. For Jason had done what king Aeetes had specified in order to be entitled to be given the fleece that very day (Arg. 3.396-422). However, Ovid’s Hypsipyle has fallen in with the literary tradition that it was a crime to take the fleece, when it could be argued that, if there was a crime, it was the one that took place against morality, in the reluctance of Aeetes to honour his own promise and freely give the fleece  to Jason (Arg. 4.6-10). Thus Hypsipyle, as with the adultera virgo description of Medea (v. sup.), shows how her hatred of Medea leads her to assume the worst of her rival. 

Knox (1995, p. 198) agrees with Peters (1882) that the next two lines, 139-40, are an insertion, arising probably from a marginal annotation. They do not contribute to the sense at this point, and were therefore better disregarded.

From 141 onwards, Hypsipyle’s mode of expression is one of ever more biting invective. She mixes irony (iniquis), with reproof (ut oportuit and hisce  … tibi terra roganda fuit),  mockery (quo vultu … videres), and insult (scelerate). There are two climactic points in the subsequent closing section. The first is when she declares that, if Jason had called in at Lemnos on his way back to Thessaly, she would have been, if Medea had been present, a literally bloody Medea to Medea (149-51); this represents a conscious acknowledgement of her own capacity for murderous revenge. An extremity of passionate anger has led her to abandon for herself the pietas and virtus she had formerly been demanding of Jason. The second is the crescendo of the prolonged cursing of Medea alone and then of Medea and Jason combined (151-164). 

(1893 words)
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