Ancient Erotic Poetry: Essay: Ovid’s Heroides:
The Heroides provide readers of the ancient world with a rather unique opportunity. That being, the ability to read works from the female perspective, or so it would seem. Ovid’s work contains twenty-one letters, each of which is presented as having been authored by a variety of heroines from story, myth and legend. Said heroines are seen to write letters of woe, anger and pleading to absentee lovers. Whilst it may be tempting to take this supposed penwoman ship at face value we must remember to retain the true author behind such works whilst reading, Ovid. 
Like much of Ovid’s work the Heroides has undergone fluctuating scholarly praise and attention for some time. Relatively little of either was focused upon Ovidian works prior to the 1950’s. This soon changed however, following the International Congress of Ovidian Studies during 1958, an event held in celebration of his bimillennial birthday.[footnoteRef:1] For a short while Ovid was seen as a self-satisfying poet who’s works served only to display his chauvinistic wit. It was not until the 1980’s that he truly picked up serious academic traction. Alternative approaches emerged via numerous commentaries published at the time.[footnoteRef:2] It would seem that Ovid was able to undergo, “recovery from contemptuous oblivion”.[footnoteRef:3] [1:  Gariepy, (1958-68), 37.]  [2:  Barchiesi, (1986), 147-150.; Barchiesi, (1987), 63-90.; Henderson, (1986), 7-121.; Kennedy, (1984), 413-422.; Knox, (1986), 207-223.]  [3:  Spentzou, (2003), 2-3. ] 

The Heroides, as poems written in the form of letters, are certainly epistolary in genre but this is not the only genre to which they apply. Most immediately it is clear that elements of epic will be present based on the famous heroines included such as, Penelope, Dido and Helen. Not only this but also aspects of tragedy given the inclusion of Medea. Whilst these genres do lend certain aspects and ideas to individual letters of the Heroides, it is clear that the most influential genre to be made use of within the work as a whole is elegy. This is perhaps not surprising given that the main theme of said letters is love. Particularly love scorned, love gone wrong or love that is doomed to failure. The Heroides can be seen to overlap in many ways with the content typical of Latin love elegy. By looking at specific motifs shared by both it is possible to illuminate how Ovid made use of his elegiac past when curating the Heroides. 
Before analysis can take place, it is important to note that the letters, contained within the work, are produced in such a way as to exist as a frozen moment in time within the stories from which they were inspired. By paying close attention to the source text Ovid expertly places his poem within the established story at exactly the most poignant moment. He does so with care and brilliance so that the reader is reminded of the story and its events. They are then invited to piece together a littering of clues to specify when the letter is imagined as having been written. This attention to detail for the positioning of the Heroides along with sincere respect for the source text allows Ovid to find a, “blank space”,[footnoteRef:4] within which to add his own poem. He seamlessly weaves his new addition into the traditional story without demolishing either works integrity.  [4:  Barchiesi, (1987), 31.] 

It is also important to note that many of the women used by Ovid within the Heroides find their origin in a variety of non-elegiac genres. However, any inclusion of such heroines is done so convincingly because, even when in their traditional narratives, these women contained elements of elegy. Ovid is able to transfer them across generic uses because the women selected lend themselves to an elegiac recasting. As mentioned previously Penelope, Dido and Helen are utilised and adapted so as to take on the elegiac material. So that this shift in genre is not a stark rewriting of their established literary persona’s Ovid has chosen women with pre-existing elegiac inclination. Penelope fulfils the role of an elegiac mistress whom has many a rival for her male lover, given the suitors surrounding her throughout the Odyssey. Dido is seen to be suffering from the love she feels for Aeneas in much the same way that an elegiac lover suffers from a mistress’s mistreatment. And finally, Helen plays the part of the married mistress whose erotic desire ends in doomed adultery. Clearly then Ovid intends to give voice to these women through the filter of elegy because they are already well suited to elegiac themes and content. 
Heroides 1 is a letter written from the prospective of Penelope to Ulysses. Following the clues left by Ovid, it is clear that the letter can be placed in the traditional story as being produced after Telemachus has visited and subsequently left Nestor’s home. Throughout the entire poem a number of elegiac themes and content are interacted with. As the first poem within the work this letter serves as an indication of what to expect. For this reason, it is worth noting that immediately elegiac content is evoked in the readers mind. Within the opening lines Penelope chides Ulysses for his failure to return home following the end of the Trojan War. In this first sentence of the entire work the final words used are, ‘ipse veni!’ [come yourself!] (1.2). The word choice here is specific and should serve to prompt the reader to remember elegiac material elsewhere. Ovid’s own Amores includes a poem centred around the jubilation he will feel upon receiving a tablet from his beloved saying, ‘only this: come!’ (1.11.24). This is a purposeful and effective way for Ovid to allude to elegiac content and let the reader know to look out for and expect further such allusions.
There are a number of typical motifs one could expect to find in most amorous elegiac material. One such motif is that of servitium amores [lover as a slave, servitude of love]. Examples of the lover being reduced to the status of a hapless helpless slave finds early origin in Catullus. This notion is explicitly made by Ariadne in Catullus 64 when she says, ‘to serve thee as a slave with labour of love’ (64.160-163). Tibullus can be found using this same principle when he imagines becoming an agricultural worker when his love moves to the country. He can be seen as subjecting himself to work most unsuited as a result of love which he is powerless to fight.[footnoteRef:5] Propertius also made use of this motif many times over. Some examples include, ‘love made me lower (…) and trod my head beneath his feet’ (1.1.2-3), ‘to live in bondage I have grown used to’ (1.4.1-5), ‘the harsh bondage of my sweetheart’ (1.5.17-20). As one could expect Ovid continued this theme in his Amores, ‘take one who (…) would slave for you’ (1.3.1-5), ‘I’ve shed my shackles’ (3.11a.1-5) and , ‘anyone who thinks it shame to be a girl’s slave, will surely judge me guilty’ (2.17.1-3).  [5:  Propertius, 1.2.] 

Now that the elegiac precedent for this motif has been established, we must consider to what extent it is made use of within the Heroides. Heroides 6 sees the motif of love as slavery in that Hypsipyle complains that Jason has been subjected to the service of Medea by some magical means, ‘she must have forced you to bear the yoke’ (6.95-100).[footnoteRef:6] In the traditional love elegy the idea of servitium amores is tied to the suffering and subjugation of the male lover under the dominant female mistress. Ovid uses this notion in the Heroides in much the same way. It displays the lacking strength of the supposed heroic male against a dominating female presence. The elegiac theme is made use of in order to underpin the male’s fickle nature and so place him as being no more in control than that of the typical male lover in elegy.   [6:  Copley, (1947). 285-300. ] 

The next elegiac topoi to be identify within the Heroides is the idea of milita amores [love described in military terms, war of love]. Again, this theme can be found multiple times in Latin love elegy and as such can be seen as a customary aspect of the genre. Tibullus compares the, ‘steel-hearted’ (1.2) soldier on campaign to his position as a, ‘prisoner in tender arms’ (1.2). Propertius in book 4 also uses this motif when tying the desperation of a lover to the researching and following of her beloved on military campaign.[footnoteRef:7] Ovid himself also makes use of this militant notion of love, ‘were not a war!’ (1.6.1-32), ‘discharged from love’s campaign’ (3.11a.14). Whilst the notions of love and war may initially seem in opposition, love elegists make use of the apparent friction to create amusement.[footnoteRef:8] [7:  Propertius. 4.4.19-22, 33-4. ]  [8:  Murgatroyd, (1975), 59-79.] 

As with the prior motif there too are examples in the Heroides. The most obvious examples coming from Phyllis in Heroides 2. Multiple times love is described in terms of being a military weapon with which to wage war, for example, ‘Venus and the weapons that wound me’. This is a sentiment shared by Dido in Heroides 7. She too notes that love is similar to a weapon and that much like a soldier in war she is to be wounded by it. Given that in the Aenead we learn of Dido’s suicide emphasis makes clear that she is writing the letter as nothing more than a last resort but that ultimately, she has decided her fate. She is to use a sward left behind by Aeneas to make his abandonment all the more deadly. In the closing of the letter she notes, ‘nor does my heart now for the first time feel a weapon’s thrust; it already bears the wounds of cruel love’. For her the hardship faced at the hands of Aeneas is just as painful and just as real as any wound a soldier may bear. 
The Heroides takes the theme of milita amores and pushes it to its absolute furthest. In the traditional love elegy, all the examples deal with the war of love in a metaphorical sense alone. It is a given that none of the participants are involved in or indeed likely to be involved in any real warfare. For this reason, normally the comparison serves only as humorous hyperbolic nonsense. When applied to the letters of heroines from tragic epics, wherein we know they actually do face real danger and death, it shifts this theme into serving as a foreboding and prophetic irony. Giving weight to the otherwise witty elegiac theme in this way outlines the significant difference in terms of the settings of the material. Whilst Tibullus, Propertius and even Ovid himself write about the warfare of love they really don’t risk anything in doing so. These heroines are trapped in the canonical narrative of their eventual death and in engaging with this elegiac theme show a bittersweet false awareness of the suffering they are doomed to endure. 
An elegiac theme which has been included in many of the Latin love elegists works is the idea of the exclusus amator [locked out lover]. In earlier poems this is shown by the lover waiting on the doorstep of his beloved who has seemingly shut him out. Propertius uses this theme as a warning to a rival saying that if he isn’t careful, ‘no doorstep will welcome you’ (1.4.21-22). He also puts a creative twist on the theme when writing from the prospective of the door, ‘he never allows my portals any respite’ (1.16.14-17). Ovid also engages with this theme and berates the door repeatedly in one poem, ‘the night is slipping by; unbolt the door’ (1.6.32). The inclusion of the door is not always necessary however and sometimes the locked-out lover is separated by other obstacles. Ovid in his Amores uses the imagery of a river having cut him off from his lover, ‘you flooding river (…) you’ll be loathed’ (3.6.20-22). The idea of lovers separated by a vast body of water must have been one Ovid liked given that he went on to utilise it often in the Heroides.
Many times, the lovers included in the Heroides are on islands and find themselves kept apart by oceans that cannot be crossed. The most striking of which are Leander and Hero. The source myth tells of a couple on either side of the Hellespont who long to be with one another. Due to familial differences their love is prohibited. In their dedication to one another, they come up with a way to meet in secret hidden by nightfall. It is agreed that Hero will place a light in her window to guide Leander as he swims across the water in the dark. In Heroides 18 Leander writes to say that he cannot get across because of a storm and is left to, ‘look sadly on your [Hero’s] shores’.[footnoteRef:9] Despite the verdict that the sea is far too unsafe to cross he non the less cries out to Venus to aid him and settle the ocean so that he and his love may reunite. The continued way that Leander stresses their separation keeps the idea of the exclusus amator in the forefront of the readers mind.  [9:  Worthy of note here is the inclusion also of milita amoris in that he accuses the sea of waging a war with him. ] 

Given a knowledge of the way in which the story ends, with Leander drowning at sea and Hero commenting suicide after his death, again the humorous elegiac scenario is given deeper more tragic connotations. This is perhaps the last night the lovers might have met up and their separation here is about to become eternal in death. In her response Hero says that she is writing by the candle that lights her lover’s way and makes note that it, ‘has sputtered’. Whilst she sees this as a, ‘favouring sign’, that they shall see one another that evening, the reader cannot help but wonder is this the last letter she will ever write? We know not how many times Leander has swam across before his death and are unable to predict if this time will be the one that takes his life. In this frozen moment one has to question whether Hero, in writing the letter with the lamp sat beside her, was the cause of her lover’s death. If the lamp is sputtering now and we know that the loss of its light lead to Leander drowning, did the letter we read cause his demise?
The Heroides makes use of the elegiac theme of an exclusus amator and previous content relating to this theme in a variety of ways to a variety of effects. The very fact that the Heroides are written in the epistolary genre means that the writer of the letter and the receiver must be separate in some way. The very nature of the format of the poems requires that the lovers are kept apart therefore making the inclusion of a “locked-out lover” intrinsically necessary. The separation is however played with in a typically Ovidian fashion. In some instances, the separation is more of an abandonment chosen by one member of the love affair.[footnoteRef:10] In others its forced upon the lovers by elements out of their control.[footnoteRef:11] By utilising this theme in such a way Ovid is able to develop and diversify how it may be used in forming elegiac content.  [10:  Ovid, Heroides, 2; 5; 6; 7; 12.]  [11:  Ovid, Heroides, 1; 8; 13; 18; 21.] 

Perhaps the most prominent element of Latin love elegy is the representation of a rival who fuels the insecurities, jealousy and suspicion of both the lover and the mistress. Catullus 68 shows this in his comment that although Lesbia is not, ‘content with Catullus alone’ (68.131-149) he will love her all the same. The faithlessness of the lovers in elegy is at the very heart of the genre. Propertius exposes his anxiety about his mistress when he drunkenly stumbles home and worries that she has not been alone all night. Equally we hear Cynthia accuse him of spending his nights with other girls.[footnoteRef:12] This is an ongoing worry for the poet and becomes a real threat when Cynthia plans to go away with another man. Propertius is outraged and does all he can to prevent her leaving, ‘is that fellow (…) so highly prised that you are ready to go without me?’ (1.8a.1-5). Again, he is made angry by his mistresses’ lack of dedication to him alone and complains that, ‘there be no shortage of those who have a right to kiss you’ (2.6.5-10). [12:  Propertius, Elegies, 1.3.40-45.] 

In the Heroides this fear is ever present, and the heroines face the aftermath of what can happen when the lover chooses someone else. The idea that a lover cannot ever be free from the fear of competition, a rival and eventual infidelity is shown multiple times within the Heroides. Hypsipyle upon witnessing Jason returning with Medea in Heroides 6 notes that, ‘full of fears is love’. Penelope too outlines this quite clearly when she says that, ‘love is a thing ever filled with anxious fear’ (Heroides 1). Of course, her fear is doubled by the worry of Ulysses’ potential death, but it becomes clear her real and most significant anxiety is that he is now, ‘captive to a stranger love’. After refusing to remarry and spending all her long nights alone in her, ‘deserted bed’, she has behaved in the appropriate manner and, unlike the elegiac mistress, remained faithful to her husband. It would be insulting to find that Ulysses was unable to do the same (which of course the reader knows he does not). Phyllis in Heroides 2 shares in this anxiety of a lover unreturned due to a rival. She accuses Demophoon of infidelity and suggests that, ‘promised word has not been kept’. Dido continues this theme when imagining the life Aeneas is going to live now that he has abandoned her. She assumes that now, ‘a second love lies in store’ (Heroides 7). 
Unlike in the other versions of elegiac material exemplified, these fictitious authors of the Heroides are the wronged party. They are the innocent victims of another’s lustful crimes. They can be seen as a counterpart to the husbands whom the typical elegiac mistress is unfaithful to. Instead of perpetuating this immoral behaviour or indeed engaging in it, as the elegiac lover and poet does, they are very much opposed to it. This use of the elegiac themes and content allows Ovid to turn the typical narrative on its head and expose the other side of both the heroic male and the elegiac lover. 
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