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Ovid Heroides 
		
        Translation 1.42-52

You have dared, O much too much, forgetting your family members, to enter by a trick the Thracian camp by night, and at the same time, aided by [just] one other to slaughter so many men! But you had been very cautious and, beforehand, mindful of me. My heart fluttered with fear until you were said to have gone through the friendly army line with the horses of Mount Ismarus. But what does it benefit me that Troy has been destroyed through the strength of you and your companions, and that the wall that was is on the ground, if I remain in the state I was when Troy was holding out, and I must do without my missing husband [who] is absent without end? Laid waste for some, for me alone Troy remains, [while] the victor, a resident, ploughs [on] with a captured ox.


Translation 1.81-100

My father Icarius is trying to force me to leave my bereft bed and rebukes me all the time for 
my unending delays. Let him rebuke as much as he may: I am yours, and I must be said to be 
yours; I, Penelope, will always be the wife of Ulysses. He, however, is touched by my 
sense of duty and my chaste prayers, and he himself is moderating the force [of his demands]. 
An extravagant crowd of men from Dulichium and Same, and those whom high Zacynthos 
bore, rush down on me as suitors, and rule your palace with nothing denied [to them]; our  
flesh [and] your wealth are being torn to pieces. What should I relate to you of the horrible 
Pisander, Polybus and Medon, of the vehemently desiring hands of Eurymachus and 
Antinous, and of the others, all of whom you yourself, shamefully absent, feed with the 
things produced by your [own] blood? Irus, the needy one, and Melanthius, the one who 
drives in the flock to be eaten, are added as the final disgrace in your loss. We non-
combatants are three in number, your wife, without strength, the old man, Laertes, [and] the 
boy, Telemachus. He [,Telemachus], was recently almost taken from me while he was 
preparing to go to Pylos when all [of the suitors] were unwilling [that he should do so].



Commentary 1.81-100
  
The letter up to this point has been about Penelope’s anxiety about Odysseus’s fate. Her whole concern about the Trojan war itself has been the fate of Odysseus. In the section immediately preceding 1.81 Penelope has stated her anxieties that Odysseus’s return after victory may have been delayed either by the perils of the journey or because of love for                                                                   another, more sophisticated, woman. These attempts to evoke sympathy and pity in the intended recipient of the letter are followed in the section under review by attempts to evoke a different feeling, one of outrage. This is to be produced by means of sexual jealousy, proprietorial pride, and family loyalty: so many are the suitors and so presumptuous, so great is the damage being done to the resources of the house, so marked is the disloyalty of some of the servants, so weak are she herself, Laertes, and Telemachus, and so patent is the threat to the latter’s life. This letter is undoubtedly an attempt to persuade, indeed to manipulate. As Knox says, it certainly implies a criticism of Odysseus (2000, p.104, 81-96) and, indeed, also states it (‘turpiter absens/alis’, 93/4, Knox, 2000, p. 107, 93). 

As Fear has said (1993, 11), Odysseus has been assigned the normally female role of the fickle and absent partner in the tradition of Roman love elegy, while Penelope has taken over the normally male role of the importunate partner. This reversal of roles is used throughout the Heroides as a variation on the love elegy theme of servitium amoris, used by, among others, Propertius. The use by Ovid of a mythological literary source, in this case Homer’s Odyssey, is also paradigmatic in the Heroides, with the one exception of Epistula XV, where the subject is the real-life Sappho. Although there are many references to myth in the work of Propertius (e.g. 1.3), only in one of his poems is there a similar kind of reworking of the central character.  Tarpeia, in 4.4, just as Ovid’s heroines in the Heroides, puts love above all else. Tarpeia, a figure from the histories of Rome, and Penelope, a figure from epic poetry, are both turned into elegiac figures. An important difference, however, between Tarpeia and Ovid’s heroines, is that she is young, a puella, and Ovid’s subjects are either older or have been in established relationships. The common feature of all these relationships is separation from the beloved (exclusus amator), and the desires and endeavours of the heroines to bring such separation to an end. The use of the letter as a means of so doing and as a framework for a whole work is an innovation, although it is not entirely new as a poetic device in love elegy, for it appears also once in the work of Propertius (Arethusa to Lycotas in 4.3). Ovid’s use of mythological literature assumes a thorough acquaintance with the sources. Without such knowledge much of the subtlety and precision of the development of what are peripheral characters in the original works would be lost on the reader (Barchiesi, 2001, p. 31).

Penelope’s long-standing reputation as the epitome of wifely loyalty and devotion is reinforced in this Ovidian interpretation. It is possible to regard Knox’s assertion (2000, p. 105), that, in 83-4, where Penelope asserts her absolute loyalty to Odysseus, Ovid is departing significantly from the Homeric version, as not taking sufficiently into account the original context in Homer and the different, earlier, point in the chronology that Ovid chooses. In Homer, Penelope’s proposing of the arrow shooting contest in conversation with the disguised and unrecognised Odysseus occurs after she has stated that Telemachus wants her to choose one of the suitors in order to preserve what, now that he, Telemachus, has become a man, is his estate (19.524-36). In addition, she has just had a powerful dream in which she received the message that her husband would return and would take revenge on the suitors. The strangely authoritative beggar confirms this. Penelope is less certain about the reliability of dream interpretation and says she intends to propose the contest and to go away with the victor. The disguised Odysseus urges Penelope not to delay, and the ‘wise Penelope’ addresses him in reply as ‘my friend’ (19.536-88). On one level this suggests a subtle meeting of minds. It could also be argued that this goal of Penelope’s of saving the estate was unrealistic, as the suitors undoubtedly wished to take over the comparatively rich house of Odysseus themselves, and marriage to Penelope was the means of doing so. Was this apparent lack of clear thinking on Penelope’s part Homer’s way of showing Penelope finally being worn down by twenty years’ of worry, strain and separation? In a related way, some critical comment about the confused sequence of thought in Ovid at 97-116 has led to the suggestion in some quarters that 103-4 should follow 96. In contrast, Knox’s conclusion is that it is likely that this sequence is a deliberate attempt to indicate Penelope’s distress (2000, p. 108, 97-116). He cites the example of Telemachus’s trip to Pylos. While in Homer it was revealed to Penelope that there was to be an attempt on the life of Telemachus on his return (Od. 4.698-702), a journey which Telemachus had undertaken without Penelope’s knowledge, in Ovid Penelope states that the attempt had been made before the departure of Telemachus to Pylos (99-100) and that she (‘misimus’) had instigated the trip (63-4). Thus Penelope’s confused state of mind in Ovid may be a reflection of a similar state in Homer. A more important point perhaps is the one related to chronology. When Penelope in Ovid is writing her letter there is no indication that matters are as advanced as in book 19 of Homer. Odysseus as the disguised beggar figure is absent, and Telemachus is still a ‘puer’ (98). At this point in Ovid, Penelope’s father has been weakening his demands that she should take a new husband (85-6), and Telemachus has not yet begun to encourage her to do so.

Ovid is true to the love elegy convention in using the elegiac couplet in the Heroides. As far as poetic devices are concerned, enjambement is used at 82-3 and 85-6 to emphasise the pleasingly antithetical action of the two verbs, ‘cogit’ and ‘frangitur’, which start the second line, both being applied to the actions of Penelope’s father towards her. Another instance of similar word positioning is at 95-6, where ‘ultimus’ at the start of 96 adds impact to the harsh meaning. There is another typically Ovidian usage in the zeugma in 90, which also contains a subtle irony. The use of ‘dilacerantur’ with ‘viscera’ and ‘opes’ demonstrates the conventional combination of literal and metaphorical subject/object with one verb, but, in this case, the apparently literal ‘viscera’ is meant figuratively, and the apparently metaphorical ‘opes’ is meant literally. In addition, this line shows a chiasmus, ‘viscera nostra, tuae … opes’, in which the displacement of the verb ‘dilacerantur’ rearwards from the central ‘silver line’ position serves to emphasise the savage effect of its meaning, an effect which is increased by the metonymic hard-edged consonants in the last two-thirds of the word itself. There is a polyptoton at 82-3 (‘increpat’/’increpet’); the plosive ‘p’ sounds in these two words, also in 84 (‘Penelope’), and in 85 (‘pietate’, ‘precibus’, ‘pudicis’), serve to emphasise Penelope’s preparedness to speak out emphatically. The use of polysyndeton in 91-2 (‘-que’ appears four times) and the assonance (‘a’) of 92 and the first half of 93, together with the repetitive, mainly dactylic, rhythm of the metre at this point, combine to produce a sense of the long, tedious, seemingly unending line of suitors (Homer stated that there were 108 and Apollodorus listed 129 names {Knox, 2000, p. 107, 91}).

It is the view of Isbell, inter alia, that the first fifteen letters of the Heroides were published in the earlier part of Ovid’s career, after the first edition of the Amores, and that the last six  date from the time of the Fasti (1990, p. xv). The first fourteen take female characters from literature as their subjects, and the fifteenth the real Sappho. The Ovidian exploration of the psychological state of these women, with its themes of emotional conflict, separation and death (Isbell, 1990, p. x), is held to be well-suited to the elegiac poetic form which Ovid used throughout (Knox, 2000, p. 24). The position of Penelope’s letter in the sequence is potentially significant. It is the one that is most illustrative of altruistic love and of a virtue and probity that is found elsewhere in the Heroides only in Laodamia’s letter (XIII) (Isbell, 1990, p. x). Was it the case that Ovid wished to emphasise that, by putting Penelope’s letter first, that is in the most prominent position, he knew that there was another side to love than the perhaps rather superficial and stereotypical, and in his case at least, sometimes facetious, one portrayed in love elegy in general and the Amores in particular?
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