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letter from Thracian princess  Phyllis to Athenian Demophoon (note background of Demophoon's
father as Theseus); In Am. 2.18.32, Ovid indicates that Sabinus wrote a reply from Demophoon
Read esp. with Her. 1 (ought to have taken patient Penelope as model) and 7 (Dido); see also the
Vergilian Dido (cf. Fulkerson 2005)
Other heroines to have in mind= Medea (nb who hates Theseus), Hypsipyle, Ariadne
Fulkerson sees her as modelling self on foundational tales of abandoned women (eg Dido, Medea, 
and Ariadne): limiting narrative. See also Lindheim on links to heroines
Fulkerson 2002: Ovid's Phyllis is the only Phyllis abandoned by a Demophoon who (she says) 
never intended to return to her. In other versions of the myth, Demophoon actually did return to 
Phyllis, but she had already killed herself. 
Difficulty faced by critics due to poor sources for this tradition (esp. loss of Callimachus), despite it
being well-known in antiquity (cf Persius 1.34) : for sources see e.g. Fear 88ff.; Knox; Fulkerson
2002: Demophoon came to Thrace and married the princess Phyllis, receiving the kingdom as a
dowry (Apollod. Epit. 6.16-7). Demophoon then left for Athens, his home, swearing to return (Hyg.
59). Phyllis walked with him to the Nine Ways, gave him a casket that she said held a sacrament of
Rhea, and instructed him not to open it until her had abandoned hope of returning to her, which was
to happen by a specified day.
“When the appointed time for Demophoon to arrive had passed, Phyllis cursed Demophoon and 
hung herself (Serv. ad Ed. 5.10). The sources differ after this, and in an important way. One version 
says that Demophoon later opened the casket, was struck with fear and accidentally impaled himself
on his sword. In the other version, he returned to Phyllis, but too late; she had already committed 
suicide in despair. If it is this second version that Heroides 2 presupposes (an assumption on which 
my reading is based), we get a very different picture of Phyllis, one who is predisposed to be too 
credulous - not of Demophoon but of her own irrational fears - and to assimilate too quickly her 
own story to other stories of abandoned women that superficially seem like hers. It is significant 
that no extant version of this story (besides Heroides 2, according to most scholars) features a 
Demophoon who unambiguously abandons Phyllis; he generally wants to return but is prevented by
circumstances. His deliberate abandonment has been taken as an Ovidian innovation; perhaps it is 
rather an innovation of Phyllis. As her letter will show, Ovid's Phyllis kills herself because she has 
never believed in Demophoon's return; her saturation in stories of tragic desertion cause her, at 
precisely the moment he is late, to envision herself as a suicidal heroine. Within this single day, all 
of her misgivings leap to the front of her mind, and she becomes convinced that she has been 
betrayed. Phyllis is impressionable, and she lets other women's stories persuade her that she has 
been deserted when precisely the opposite is true.” (Fulkerson 2002).
No mention of revenge tradition or tradition of her metamorphosis in this poem.
nb identities of Phyllis: competent (Lindheim 99) and vulnerable queen (feigning?? just princess?), 
lover, wife, hostess..
Questions raised of what is time scale in relation to her suicide (still wavering here in this, as in
other things? Optimistic and pessimistic) and whether we are meant to think that D is coming back
(but will be too late, given suicide). Loss of sources makes it hard to be sure
What is function of letter? Prompt her lover to come back (reproach, making him feel guilty)?
Psychological aspect? Working through her feelings and suicide options? How rational/mad? Is she



acting out naïve persona (lindheim)? Fear sees Phyllis as now able to analyse and express doubts
after  three  month  cooling-off  period.  Fear  suggests  intermittent  belief  in  D now motivated  by
attempt to block her own capacity for destructive introspection. Again, loss of sources makes it
hard..
Possible parallels with Canace's premature actions in Her. 11.
Backstory: Knox ad loc. on changes eg not chance; predetermination to commit suicide; 
“exploration of the process of despair”
Callimachean version known to Ovid (which may have influenced Vergil; note Ovid's evocation of 
Dido; also poss model for Catullus' Ariadne, another lit predecessor for P. See e.g. Fulkerson)
1 epistolary feel. Hospita cf.  Dido, Callimachean presentation as faithless guest; Knox: amphibole. 
Importance of geography: distanced. Fear wonders if to suggest other hospitae around the Med! 
Also > propriety.
2 complaint (cf elegy), as 8, 26. Now seems more than hostess
3 modern ed prints semel  (so Knox) not quarter: if quarter Phyllis writes on the very day after 
Demophoon is due back to remind him of his promise (Fulkerson). Jacobson (who reads 
semel)thinks the delay of three months makes Phyllis seem overly credulous (71). Fulkerson 
comments that three months, while a long time for a lover, is not an unreasonable time for a trip of 
this length in the ancient world. attempt to sail to Athens and back in a month would be impractical 
on Demophoon's part. See Lindheim's view p95; also Fear 97ff. (reassessment, increasing 
suspicion?)
Hyginus Fab. 50 says that when D didn't come on the appointed day, P rushed to shore x 9 and 
killed herself. Here haunting the shore generally
“Mythical tradition gives no help in resolving this issue since the variants are vague on the time by 
which Demophoon promised to return. Hyginus alone notes that Phyllis killed herself eo die, on the 
very day Demophoon was supposed to return, although he does not specify the length of time 
stipulated for Demophoon's journey (59). By accepting the reading quater, we can assume (as in 
Hyginus) that Ovid portrays Phyllis as intending to die immediately after Demophoon's promised 
and unfulfilled return. Given that in the second version of the myth outlined above, Demophoon 
returns to Phyllis after she is dead, there may be an unnoticed irony in this poem: Phyllis has 
perhaps killed herself prematurely, despairing for no reason. Instead of believing Demophoon, 
Phyllis is seduced into killing herself by what she thinks she knows, by the weight of literary 
parallels that press upon her.” (Fulkerson)
4 “it was agreed that you would drop anchor on our shores” (Knox).
pacisco – suggestive as term for betrothal.
5: indication of time scale 4 months gone (waits 3 months after she thought he was going to before 
despairing).
6 but not.
7-22 patience, foolish to believed.
7-8 “if you were to add up the days, as we who are in love do with care, my complaint does not 
come before its appointed time” (Knox)
9 lentus like D 23
10 “your lover is reluctant to believe you guilty now” (Knox).
11 repetition of saepe.
12 alba: Knox suggests evokes Theseus; South wind would bring D back from Athens to Thrace, 
word play.
13 strong; cf Knox- shows Ov change.
15-20 fear of shipwreck, D already suffered probs (Knox 45 n).
16 cana: “foaming” (Knox); naufraga: “drowned in shipwrecked” (Knox).
18 “I begged the gods as I prayed” (Knox).
23-62 at and change to present: realizes fooled. Thinks back-and 23 lentus abes
23-4 iurata …. / numina “the oaths you swore by the gods” (Knox).
24 “moved by any love for me” (Knox: possesive adjective used for objective genitive).



25 “the winds carried off your words and your sails” (Knox) : syllepsis. Familiar complaint from 
abandoned woman.
27-30: P protests her innocence.
27-34 cf Medea; oath cf Med and her. 12.
27 “but loved unwisely” (Knox); Fear sees P as trying to counter a sense of rising guilt in 27ff.
28 “by my very fault I might well have won you for my own” (Knox).
29 in me: abl. “in my case” (Knox).
30 pondus et instar “equal weight” (hendiadys) (Knox).
31 “Where now is you rpromise of faith?” (Knox); see Knox on tricolonate structure.
32 deus = Amor; “ever on your lying lips” (Knox).
33 “promised for years of life together” (Showerman). Marriage-god Hymenaeus stands for bond of
marriage.
34 Hymenaeus, invoked by D, becomes for P guarantor of marriage contract (Knox ad loc.); legal 
terminology.
35ff See Knox ad 35-44 for artful structure. rep of per.
35 Knox adopts conjecture totiens in place of mss totum; emphasis on changeableness of sea > 
ironic for Demophoon to swear by.
36 Knox adopts nempe in place of mss saepe.
36 variation in tenses.
37 casting aspersions; see Knox ad loc. for unusual rhythm which emphasises iurasti.
37-8 Demophoon's grandfather was Neptune (alleged paternity for Theseus); Knox notes enclosing 
word-order.
39 “the weapons that are all to well fitted to wound me” (Knox).
40 word order; Cupid has bow and torch.
41 “And Juno, who graciously presides over the marriage couch” (Knox)
42 Demeter associated with bearing torch due to carrying them in her search for Persephone; secret 
rites i.e. Eleusinian mysteries. As Knox observes, common oath (esp. for Athenian like 
Demophoon)
43-4 “If each of the many gods you have wronged should avenge himself, you by yourself would 
not satisfy the penalty” (Knox): i.e. leaves gods to punish (contrast tradition by which she cursed 
him); tot / unus contrast
44 “to pay the penalty” (Knox) 
45 “Morover, I was actually mad enough to repair your shattered ships” (Knox): only here in extant 
tradition
45ff. cf. Dido.
45 furiosa “in my madness” (Knox).
46 qua desererer : final subjective “by which I might be abandoned” (Knox).
47 Knox adopts quo ...abires over the variant quod ... haberes (“by which you were to leave, 
intending to run away from me”; nb abire verb in Heroides.
49-51 credidimus at start of line x 3: emphasis on her credulity.
49 cf. Cat. 64,139-40 (Ariadne) “at non haec quondam blanda promissa dedisti / uoce mihi”
50 hendiadys “your distinguished ancestry”; nb Theseus lineage. Sign of P's naivety? (as well as 
glorious deeds listed later on is the abandonment of Ariadne and Theseus' forgetting of promise to 
father).
51 Kox ad loc cfs Ars (later/roughly contemporary). Phyllis' naivety stressed by fact she doesn't 
know that (elegiac) lovers fake tears.
53-4 Knox prints Kenney's conjecture “his nos”.
53 Understand verb. “Why make all those pledges to me?” (Knox). Phyllis' credulity underlined.
54 capi: “be deceived” (Knox).
55 nec moveor: adversative nec: “but I am not upset” (Knox).
56 “This ought to have formed the limit of my kindness” (Knox).
57-8  “I regret the disgrace of having crowned my act of hospitality by marrying you” (Knox); 



lectum iugale previously at Aen.4.496 (arguably significant in light of evocation of Dido).
59-60 “I could wish that the previous night had been my last, when I could have died in possession 
of my good name” (Knox); regret for her loss of virginity; Knox suggests her use of proper name 
adds dignity.
61-2 see Fear p120f.: 55-6 initial acts of hospitium ought to have been total of meritum (not 
including sex which is a crimen) but implication in 55-8 that merita includes sex: through sex she 
has earned his consideration. Fear notes a use of demereo for earning money from sex: image of sex
as downpayment for marriage. Phyllis saw sex as a meritum and tolerated as she believes it was part
of the marriage.
62 aequa venit i.e. “is just”; merito “deservedly”.
63-90 see Knox ad loc for addition of Ariadne abandonment (only parallel) to conventional list
63-4 “it is a cheaply earned reputation” (Knox).
64 simplicitas: “guilelessness” (Knox), something desirable in a lover (and attractive to D). Fear cfs
Her. 20.104 (Cydippe sees her simplicitas as the reason for her erotic capture).
65-6  “I was deceived by your words, because I was in love and because I am a woman. May the 
gods grant that this be the sum total of your praise!” (Knox; see his comments ad loc.); ut omitted
67 Aegeus was D's grandfather; “let a statue of yourself be put up” (Knox).
68 “resplendent in his titles” (Knox).
69ff. List of characters who have violated hospitality (so Jacobson) (Sciron, Procrustes, Sinis; 
Thebans who denied burial, Pluto who keeps Pirithous). Fear contrasts singular/plural nature of 
titles (where D. has unmartial, inglorious deed)
69 “when the name of Sciron has been read”; robber Sciron killed by Theseus on road near Megara;
Procrustes tortured victims using bed.
70 Sinis (tied victims to pine trees); Minotaur (hybridity reflected in word-order? Knox).
71 Theseus's attack v Creon to ensure burial.
72 i.e. Dis (underworld and inhabitants typically black).
73 referring to inscriptions on statue; D's betrayal will be memorialized. NB writing of a different 
kind. See Knox 147-8 n for motif of incorporating inscriptions into elegy and cf. Her. 7.195-6. illos 
is a potential textual problem (see Fear p 123f.).
74: dolus: wiles characteristic of elegiac lover, suggesting D as artful seducer (Fear p125); Fear 
argues that before P had tried to separate love and hospitium; following rehabilitation of sexual act, 
uses amans hospita.


