

WHAT USE IS MADE OF DRAMATIC IRONY IN THE HEROIDES? (Tim Gilbert)

This examination of dramatic irony in Ovid’s Heroides explores the ideas of plausibility, timing and other factors which underpin the effective use of this literary technique. It draws upon the work of several recent scholars and investigates dramatic irony in several of the single Heroides, but mostly in Heroides 1.
The Heroides are generally placed firmly within the tradition of love elegy, and it is easy to see why: the poetic structure of elegiac couplets in preference to the dactylic hexameters of epic; the theme of love and the topos of servitiam amor, albeit with an interesting gender reversal where men are the rotters and the women subservient; and the theme of separation between lovers continues. However, such rigid classification should not overlook the grander scale of things in the Heroides: the separation is usually the result of great events – war, the founding of nations etc., resulting in real tragedy, broken lives and death, while in the love elegies the worst that can happen is generally rejection and a broken heart. And while the elegies, e.g. Ovid’s Amores 1, make extensive use of tales from mythology to reinforce their narratives, the Heroides in general do not, though admittedly the heroines themselves are (mostly) mythical. And where in the elegies Cupid rules, the gods have generally been left out of the Heroides and the women are left to battle on alone. It seems that Ovid is making use of the elegiac form to do something much more dramatic. These are personal stories of anguish and high drama; that is their overriding effect, and it is frequently enhanced by the judicial use of dramatic irony.
For dramatic irony to exist two things are needed: the actors playing out their fate with their necessarily limited personal view of events, and readers who know what’s going to happen through having encountered the source story before; the irony lies in the difference between what the actors and readers know, and the drama arises from the tension created by this disparity.  By this definition it should be impossible to create dramatic irony in a first-person narrative alone, such as a letter. It only comes into being when this narrative is derived from a pre-existing source narrative known to the reader. But precisely because of this limitation, a letter naturally lends itself extremely well to the creation of dramatic irony, especially as it is simultaneously a vehicle for offering a different, but blinkered perspective on events and also a means by which the character and actions of the letter writer can be developed. Dramatic irony involves its readers in the story and it has its effect by increasing the emotional response in the mind of the reader as they wait for the moment when, or if, the characters learn what they already know. This response, however, can be of various forms – sympathy (for Penelope’s lack of knowledge of her husband’s cavorting); horror at the possibility Canace may kill herself unnecessarily; or, elsewhere, even amusement: – ‘He’s behind you!’ It is a very direct interaction with the reader, a way of playing on the reader’s privileged view of the totality of the situation. However, Kennedy (1984) postulated that the epistolary form has its constraints and that two considerations must be met:  that of plausibility, which necessarily places a constraint upon the author, and timing, where the author has a much freer hand. The letter has to be produced at a specific time, but this is a time chosen by Ovid, rather than by the character. He also suggested that the motivation for writing the letter must arise naturally from the situation in which the writer finds herself. And, finally, that the letter should move the story forward, something which he admits happens in the double Heroides but not really in the single Heroides, so will not be considered further here. 
Ovid’s Heroides are a very suitable vehicle for exploiting the power of irony as they are derived (mostly) from earlier myth and epic, which have their own historical reality. The only permissible factual inaccuracy is, of course, the existence and, therefore, the actual writing of the letters themselves, but the reader has already allowed for that; they create their own new reality, just as the original myths created theirs. Although none of the letter writers are real (except Sapho), neither are they gods, but fully formed characters from established myth and they are placed in recognizably human situations and stories, so when I refer to facts, I mean mythological facts, i.e. those which are true and consistent within the context of the myth. And this is the test of plausibility. It must be remembered that Ovid, by writing these highly dramatic letters is often creating a new persona for these women: they become the Ovidian Penelope, as opposed to the Homeric Penelope, and the two may be very different, as we shall see. And this duality creates a certain background hum of dramatic irony even before any plot unfolds; the reader enters each letter anticipating irony. 
It’s fair to assume that Ovid’s intended audience was well-educated and familiar with the range of legends and stories underpinning each letter. Unfortunately, not all of these have come down to us and some must have been partly lost, e.g. Heroides 11, making it difficult to establish the ‘factuality’ of the source story. But in most cases we have enough, especially, of course, those rooted in Homer or Virgil.
The final point to consider here is whether or not the dramatic irony already existed within the source document and was then imported intact by Ovid into the Heroides, and perhaps enhanced in the process, or whether irony was first created by the fact of its inclusion in the letter. This will become clearer later when we look at specific examples.
There are two factors that may affect the impact of dramatic irony. The first is factual plausibility, and this varies throughout the poems. Questions that may arise in the readers mind are - Could it have happened? For example, Penelope’s letter to Ulysses is entirely plausible within the framework of the Odyssey, but it is not clear how Ariadne was planning to send her letter, or even how she had the means to write it. However, readers may be generally willing to suspend disbelief on this point and accept the letters’ existence as a reality. But there is a second type of question that may arise – Did it happen?  Did Penelope send Telemachus on his mission? And the answer to this sort of question does matter, because plausibility leads to credibility and without it the irony starts to break down and the effect gives way to puzzlement or irritation as the reader sees something in the letter that contradicts a ‘fact’ in the source story. These aren’t amusing letters, or poems, written by frustrated and privileged you lovers: the Heroides are much more serious and aim to stir other, deeper emotions, and to sustain this a fair degree of plausibility is needed: the burden of proof is greater. This is at the heart of dramatic irony; the letters have to be ‘grounded’. But this is not always the case and there are numerous ‘factual’ inaccuracies, and this was the problem which Kennedy (1984) set out to resolve, as it risks diminishing the effect of irony on the readers. 
The second major factor affecting dramatic irony is that of timing. If plausibility limits the options open to Ovid, then he has more freedom in how he uses timing; he can position his letter at whichever point in time he chooses. Timing, as any comedian knows, is critical, and Ovid choses his moment with great care, though at times this is less obvious than at others. The letters themselves did not exist in the original source stories, so, not only did he create the letters, but he chose where to place them in time. And if you change the timing, so the irony changes with it. Kennedy (1984) went to great lengths to pinpoint the timing of Penelope’s letter and some of his reasoning will follow below. 
Just as other elegiac collections had a carefully chosen first programmatic poem, e.g. Ovid’s Amores and Propertius’ collection of love elegies, so Grace Kroner (2013) considered Heroides 1 to be programmatic. She noted how it introduced the theme of abandonment, which permeated later letters, and also how it set a precedent of what she called ‘imitation with change’, meaning that it could take the original but add a twist, straying from the ‘facts’ of the Odyssey without undermining the story. In this way it established the possibility that further letters may do the same. What’s more, as Kroner (2013) notes, the overall plausibility of Penelope’s letter carries forward to reinforce the epistolary nature of the others, some of which are more like “mournful soliloquies” (Kroner, 2013, p7) or suicide notes dressed up as letters.
For these reasons Heroides 1 is indeed a good first poem in the collection as the story of the Odyssey was already rich in dramatic irony and widely known, unlike perhaps the source stories of Heroides 2. Regarding credibility, it is entirely plausible for Penelope to have written this letter as, although it did not feature in the Odyssey her search for the truth about her the fate of her husband did. What’s more she had also worked out an entirely practical means by which these letters would be delivered –  by asking passing travellers to deliver them for her, including the newly arrived beggar: “Quamque tibi reddat, sit te modo viderit usquam, Traditur huic digitis charta notata meis.” (Knox ed. 2000, p43)   Penelope had the wealth, resources, leisure time and possibly enough education to write them. She also had the motivation: finding out where her husband is and to tell him about the suitors but also, perhaps more importantly, to persuade him to come home. The readers of this poem are well primed to notice any deviation from the source story. 
The first instance of dramatic irony occurs in only the second line, when she urges Ulysses to come home ipse veni. The readers know he will – or already has - depending on their understanding of the timing. She then moves on to relate what she knows of the war, how Troy lies in ruins, the names of the warriors and specific fights, and her endless nights at the loom “Nec mihi quaerenti spatiosam fallere noctem, Lassaret viduas pendula tela manus” (Knox ed. 2000, p41). And she tells Odysseus how she came to know all this from the leaders who returned to Greece. And in this way Penelope, who in theory must not know anything that is not included in, or which contradicts the source story, continues to reassure the reader that her narrative is well grounded in ‘fact’. Until that is, line 38, when she says “omnia namque tuo senior te querere misso, Rettulerat nato Nestor, at ille mihi,” (Knox ed. 2000, p42) at which point doubts may enter the mind of the astute readers, because here she is claiming that it was she who sent Telemachus on his mission (aa claim restated in 64-65). At this point, whatever emotions had been hitherto stirred by Penelope’s lament might be replaced by some puzzlement, because she didn’t send Telemachus on his mission, the goddess did. But the puzzlement is mixed with irony, because the reader knows she is wrong, and surely so must she. She is either confused or lying. It could of course have been an error by Ovid. Perhaps he was not overly concerned with sticking too closely to the original, or took some artistic liberties. Or perhaps he did not expect his readers to be overly concerned. Kennedy (1984), however, suggest a different explanation, which was essentially that in the Heroides the letter-writers, who have essentially stepped out of the pages of myth, are now speaking with their own voices and expressing their own thoughts and feelings. They are speaking from desperate situations revealing thoughts and fears that had not been given expression in the originals. So, when Penelope said she sent Telemachus on his journey, she herself knew that wasn’t true, but that is what she wanted Ulysses to believe (if ever received the letter).     
Kennedy (1984) also refers to a similar incident in lines 75-76 when, knowing what her husband is like, “esse peregrino captus amore potes” (Knox ed. 2000, p43), she voices suspicion that he may be dallying with another woman. Now, the readers know this to be true, but, most importantly, Penelope knows this too, at least in part. Telemachus was told by Menelaus on Sparta that Ulysses had been detained by Calypso, but not that he had been sexually cavorting with her. It is interesting, as well as ironic, that Penelope knows more about her husband’s going on than she reveals to him. She deliberately holds things back. So she is not telling the truth when she says “Sparte quoque nescia veri” (Knox ed. 2000, p43).  One may be tempted to feel some sympathy for Penelope in her incomplete knowledge, but perhaps not in her willingness to conceal and deceive. She, the Ovidian Penelope, is playing games of her own, games that we might not have readily attributed to the patient, chaste Homeric Penelope. There is irony again in lines 87-94 when she complains about the behaviour of the suitors, and the readers know full well that the turba luxuriosa will not be troubling Penelope for much longer, though she doesn’t. This is irony which Ovid has created merely by its inclusion in the poem. It did not exist in the Odyssey where it was part of the ongoing narrative both for Penelope and the readers alike. 
The most tantalising irony in Heroides 1 is Penelope’s apparently unknowing handing of the letter to her husband; this is less immediately obvious and has to be deduced from a close examination of the timing, and this Kennedy (1984) does for us. The summary of his argument is that the letter was written after the fall of Troy and the return of the Greek leaders, but also after the return of Telemachus from his fact-finding mission, and that ended a day or two before the suitors were killed. And as she was giving such letters to all travellers   “Quisquis ad haec vertit peregrinam litora puppim,/ ille mihi de te multa rogatus abit,/ quamque tibi reddat, si te modo viderit usquam” (Knox ed. 2000, p43), then it is probable that she also handed this particular letter to the wandering beggar, whom the readers know full well is none other than Ulysses himself, but Penelope doesn’t. The poem does not explicitly say that she handed a letter to the beggar, but if Kennedy (1984) is right then Penelope really is passing the letter to her husband, and the readers are doubly privileged: not only do they know that Ulysses is still alive, but they are in on the extreme irony that she is actually handing the letter to the person she is asking about. Even more ironic is the fact that Ulysses knows who she is, but she doesn’t recognise him, and still he doesn’t immediately reveal himself to her.  This irony has been imported and then enhanced.
This may be the greatest and most dramatic irony of the poem, but one final ironic touch is to be seen in the final line, where Penelope is expecting possibly a further long wait for her husband’s return, saying that even if he comes soon, she will be an old woman. However, astute readers know that she will actually be no more than a day older. We therefore have a subtle use of dramatic irony at the very beginning and very end, and how well these first and last couplets, and their language, bracket the entire poem. Both are rich in pathos, the same verb veni/venias appears in each; each is spoken directly to Ulysses - tua…tibi/te.
So, although there are specific instances where the irony is more obvious, it actually underlies the whole poem. The readers know throughout that Penelope’s lamentations are not necessary, that Ulysses will be home soon. This tempers their sympathies with frustration that they can’t tell her the good news. The irony rises and falls as the poem unfolds, mixing with images of the returned warriors, the ruined city and lonely Penelope at her weaving, with her anger, fears, loyalty, bitterness, sarcasm and longing.
The underlying point here is that these apparent implausibilities do not undermine the credibility of the poems. Rather, with close and compassionate reading they enhance the credibility as they reflect the actions and emotions of a more human and multi-dimensional woman. Kennedy (1984, p421) suggested they are clues intended to “prompt us to question Penelope’s state of mind and motives”. These are tales that keep on being retold: even today modern female writers are still seeking to give these women the chance to express themselves.
Let us briefly look at plausibility and timing in Heroides 3. The letter begins with Briseis explaining her poor command of Greek and here Ovid is perhaps pandering to his readers expectations of plausibility. They would not expect her to know much Greek, let alone be able to write any. As for the delivery of the letter, that is far more conceivable given the short distance between the camps of Achilles and Agamemnon and the frequent communications between the two: a secret messenger could easily have been contrived. It was obviously written after she was handed over to Agamemnon, but before the death of Patroclus and her return to Achilles. At this point she did not know what would happen to her, but the readers did, so by placing the letter at this point Ovid has created the irony. Patroclus’ words of comfort in lines 23-24 “quid fles? hic parvo tempore dixit eris”[footnoteRef:1] as she is taken to Agamemnon, were mere platitudes rather than a confident prediction. What’s more, this didn’t exactly happen in the Iliad, but he did comfort her after her husband was killed, an act which earned him her friendship. Kennedy (1984) suggests that Ovid made this slight adjustment to highlight Achilles’ lack of concern for Briseis, which was the general thrust of her letter anyway. [1:  P. Ovidius Naso, Epistulae, Briseis Achilli (tufts.edu)] 

And finally, Canace’s letter to Macareus. No complete coherent source for the story of Canace has been passed down to us. It is probable that Euripides wrote a play Aeolus, which told the story of the king, his daughter Canace and the other eleven offspring, but that is only known by references elsewhere, including the paintings on a vase. Given this lack of complete source material it is difficult to ascertain what the ancient reader might have known and hence the degree of plausibility and dramatic irony in Ovid’s poem. Gareth Williams (1992), acknowledging the painstaking approach of Kenndy’s study of Heroides 1, sought to bring some coherence to the story from the various fragments and thereby establish as far as possible the general outlines of the plot. There is clearly a degree of factual plausibility. It doesn’t stretch the imagination that the daughter of a king could write and had the materials, just as Penelope did, but without access to a proper written source narrative we are unable to detect any deviations from it. Williams’ (1992, p201) purpose, therefore, was ‘’to establish a similarly privileged position for the reader of Heroides 11, a position from which Canace's death can be seen to be both ill-timed and unnecessary.”  In particular, he sought to establish the possibility that Canace’s incestuous brother made two trips to their father: the first to seek his approval for their marriage and the second, crucially, to appease him and seek his forgiveness for Canace. As he says – ‘’…if Ovid inherited a tradition….which reported two visits by Macareus to Aeolus, then Canace's situation in Heroides 11 takes on a novel, highly dramatic and ironic dimension.’’ (Williams 1992, p206). In other words, neither Canace, nor her brother, who subsequently also killed himself, needed to have died and the dramatic irony and high tension lies in the reader knowing that forgiveness is on its way but may not arrive in time to save her life. So, precisely while Canace is penning her sad lament and farewell to her baby, Macareus is rushing to stop her killing herself – and the reader knows this – but Macareus arrives too late. Ovid has chosen his moment with devastating precision.
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