How and Why Does Ovid Exploit the Epistolary Form in the Single Heroides? 
The Heroides are believed to be the only work of their kind from the ancient world. Ovid writes himself in the Ars Amatoria that he ignotum hoc alius ille novavit opus.[footnoteRef:1] Ovid’s idea to write from the perspective of mythological characters was not entirely original, as the Heroides probably derived from a rhetorical exercise, where the students would practise writing speeches from the perspective of characters from the legendary myths.[footnoteRef:2]  [1:  Ov. Ars Am. 3.346]  [2:  Knox, 1996, 16] 


But Ovid seems to be the first to publish a series of letters from the perspective of women that were so ingrained in Roman and Greek mythology and culture, and there are no surviving works from the Greek or Roman world that have been written in a similar style,[footnoteRef:3] therefore, Ovid may be right in saying that his letters are truly unique. [3:  Knox, 1996, 14] 


Unlike the rhetorical exercises which were speeches, Ovid wrote the Heroides as letters. Both speeches and letters only provide one person’s perspective without the use of an omniscient narrator. This leads to the question, why Ovid chose to write letters rather than speeches. One of the reasons may be because women in the ancient world wrote letters,[footnoteRef:4] therefore, the epistolary form of the Heroides would have been plausible and relatable to his Roman audience.  [4:  Lindhiem, 2003, 13] 


As the letters are written from the first-person perspective, the letters allow ‘a self-portrait,’[footnoteRef:5] so that the reader can look into the writer’s soul. One of the other places in ancient literature where one can glimpse into women’s lives is their speeches in plays, particularly tragedy, when they give soliloquies to the audience about private feelings and motives.  [5:  Lindhiem, 2003, 23] 


Letters provide a similar insight into their private lives and thoughts, but unlike speeches which are spontaneous, letters can be ‘carefully constructed and edited.’[footnoteRef:6] Speeches could be seen as unpremeditated, but with letters, the heroines can edit the content as many times as they like before sending them, so they can present themselves in the best light, and make sure that they get their points across to the recipient. [6:  Lindhiem, 2003, 23] 


Ovid was far from the first person in the Roman world to publish collections of letters, Cicero and Seneca both published their private correspondence. But as Lindhiem notes, these letters were not as private as the original letters may have been because the letters would have been ‘edited and perfected before being published.’[footnoteRef:7] Although these collections of letters, such as the Epistulae ad Familiares and Epistulae Morales, are non-fiction unlike the mythological content in Ovid’s Heroides, Ovid, Seneca and Cicero seem to share similar views on letter writing which is evident in Ovid’s later collection Tristia. [7:  Lindhiem, 2003, 24] 


Numquam epistulam tuam accipio ut non protinus una simus.[footnoteRef:8]  [8:  Sen. Ep. 11.1] 


Aut quid mi iucundius quam, cum coram tecum loqui non possim, aut scibere ad te aut tuas legere litteras.[footnoteRef:9] [9:  Cic. Fam. 12.30.1] 

 
Sic ferat ac referat tactitas nunc littera voces, et peragant linguae charta manusque vices.[footnoteRef:10] [10:  Ov. Tr. 5.13.27-30] 


All three writers recognise that letter writing can create the illusion of the presence of the recipient. Cicero writes that the only thing better than seeing someone in person, is reading one of their letters or writing to them, and Seneca states that he cannot write a letter without imagining the other person’s presence.

Ovid himself writes about how letters can say things that spoken words cannot, things that he cannot voice. This is mirrored in Ovid’s earlier work Heroides 4, when Phaedra is writing to Hippolytus: dicere quae puduit, scribere iussit amor.[footnoteRef:11]  [11:  Ov. Her. 4.10] 


In the Tristia, charta and manus substitute speech, like in Phaedra’s letter. But Phaedra is writing because what she feels she has been puduit, forbidden to say, she has been iussit ordered to write. Puduit and iussit are opposites, and the two halves of the sentence are tied together with the two infinitives dicere and scribere. The Epistolary form provides Phaedra with a sense of freedom perhaps because she feels she is less likely to be judged and has more privacy writing something down rather than speaking when anyone could be eavesdropping, other than just the intended recipient Hippolytus.

Cicero and Seneca both imagine the recipient’s presence, as they are trying to create a conversation through letters rather than speech.[footnoteRef:12] If the addressee is absent, then the writer cannot talk to the reader in person, and by writing the letters they are trying to bridge the temporary or permanent distance, which is why both Seneca and Cicero imagine their friend’s presence. This could be why Ovid used letter writing rather than speeches as most of the women in the Heroides have been abandoned by their loved ones so they cannot talk in person, and letter writing is the closest that they can get to a conversation. [12:  Lindhiem, 2003 19] 


Ovid explored similar themes to Seneca and Cicero in his later letters, but he exploits the Epistolary form in his work though, by taking inspiration from a previous letter written by Propertius. Ovid exploits the genre by taking the familiar text by Propertius and imitating it in his own work. 

Knox and Lindhiem have both written about the similarities between Propertius 4.3 and Penelope’s letter to Ulysses at the beginning of the Heroides,[footnoteRef:13] but there is also a parallel in Briseis’ letter Heroides 3. In Propertius 4.3, Arethusa is writing a letter to her husband Lycotas who has been away for four years with the army, so Arethusa similar to Penelope and Briseis is separated from her husband whilst he is at war. There is another similarity between 4.3 and Briseis’ letter, as they both write that the letter may have been blotted by tears. [13:  Knox, 1996, 17; Lindhiem, 2003] 


Si qua tamen tibi lecture pars oblita derit, haec erit e lacrimis facta lictura meis.[footnoteRef:14] [14:  Prop. 4.3.3-4] 


Quascumque adspicies, lacrimae fecere lituras.[footnoteRef:15] [15:  Ov. Her. 3.3] 


Briseis wrote in line two that her letter had been written in bad Greek by her barbarian hand,[footnoteRef:16] as Greek was not Briseis’ first language. But her bad Greek has been made even harder to read because of her tears. Both Briseis and Arethusa showed their misery over being separated from their beloved by crying as they are writing their letters.  [16:  Ov. Her. 3.2] 


Lindhiem noted these letters could have been rewritten and edited before they were delivered to Achilles and Lycotas, therefore, it is possible that the women wanted to convey their misery and grief through their tears. This point is confirmed in Briseis’ letter, lacrimae pondera vocis habent, [footnoteRef:17] tears have the weight of words. Briseis and Arethusa may not have restarted their letters as they think that the tears convey their emotions better than the obscured words. [17:  Ov. Her. 3.5] 


The other letter that is heavily inspired by Propertius 4.3 is Heroides 1, not just because of their similar subject matter as both Penelope and Arethusa are writing to their husbands who are away at war, but they also share similar lines. This is most clearly shown in the opening line of each poem.[footnoteRef:18] [18:  Knox, 1996, 17] 


Haec Arethusa suo mittit mandata Lycotae.[footnoteRef:19] [19:  Prop. 4.3.1] 


Haec tua Penelope lento tibi mittit Ulixe.[footnoteRef:20] [20:  Ov. Her. 1.1] 


It is clear from these opening lines that Ovid styled the beginning of his Heroides after Propertius’ poem. Arethusa and Penelope point out that they are haec mittit, sending this letter or words to their husbands. Propertius and Ovid may have done this so that their readers were aware that they were actually reading a letter, as Propertius 4.3 was part of a poetry collection, and Heroides 1 was the first letter in Ovid’s collection. 

Another way how Ovid and Propertius demonstrate the letter form is how in the first line of both letters Arethusa and Penelope include the names of the addressee and the letter writer. This could have served as a reminder for the reader that they were reading a letter but is interesting that both Ovid and Propertius include Arethusa and Penelope’s names in the first line as often in a letter they are not used until the end. 

Interestingly though, Lycotae is in the dative form, which would make sense as the letter is being sent to Lycotas and in Ovid tibi is in the dative whereas Ulixe is in the vocative. Referring to Ulysses in the vocative may have reminded Ovid’s readers of the many epithets given to Odysseus in Homer. Even Penelope has given Ulysses an epithet, lento which can be translated to slow or even procrastinating. 

Penelope in this letter feels that Ulysses is slow to return as the Trojan War ended ten years ago and all the other warriors have returned home. Ulysses’ procrastination is a theme that is returned to later in the poem, and it is hinted that Ulysses’ absence is not unvoluntary. [footnoteRef:21] This can be seen when Ovid writes ubi lentus abes?[footnoteRef:22] Ovid uses lentus for a second time in this line and reminds the reader that whilst Penelope has been faithful and patiently waiting for him to return, Ulysses has not been faithful because he has just spent the last seven years staying with Calypso.  [21:  Knox, 1996, 88]  [22:  Ov. Her. 1.66] 


This slight difference in the opening lines of Arethusa and Penelope’s letter, where Penelope refers to her husband as lento Ulixe, could show more of a difference between the husbands than the wives as Penelope and Arethusa are both diligently writing to their husbands, but Penelope reminds Ulysses that he is being lazy for not having tried harder to return to Ithaca. Penelope even hints that she is aware of the fact that Ulysses has been having affairs,[footnoteRef:23] but this does not deter her desperation to have him come home so that she can see her husband once again, which highlights Penelope’s unwavering devotion in contrast to Ulysses’ unfaithfulness. [23:  Ov. Her. 1.76] 


In the second lines of their letters, Penelope and Arethusa both rebuke their husbands, Penelope tells Ulysses not to bother writing but ipse veni![footnoteRef:24] Come himself. Penelope orders Ulysses to come home by using an imperative which shows her desperation to see her husband. But the reader knows that Ulysses is about to reveal his identity to her, and Penelope has just been talking to him. We know that the letter is set just after Telemachus has returned to Ithaca, so Penelope has only just finished talking to the beggar, the very same stranger Penelope is about to give this letter to, hoping they can give it to Ulysses.[footnoteRef:25] [24:  Ov. Her. 1.2]  [25:  Ov. Her. 1.59-62] 


Arethusa also laments her husband’s long absence when she writes si potes esse meus[footnoteRef:26] if it is possible that you are mine. Arethusa may be questioning Lycotas’ faithfulness in this letter, as her husband is away at war and there is no way for her to know if he has been faithful or not. As Lindhiem notes, in the first line Lycotas is referred to as husband, but now Arethusa is wondering if he still counts as her husband because he has been away so long.[footnoteRef:27]  [26:  Prop. 4.3.2]  [27:  Lindhiem, 2003, 28] 


But in Propertius, it is not the wandering husband that Arethusa blames, but the war for keeping them apart which is a theme mirrored in Heroides 1. Arethusa writes that she is now weaving the fourth cloak for her husband,[footnoteRef:28] which suggests that Lycotas has been away from Rome for four years. Arethusa seems to hate the war that is keeping her apart from her husband, just like Penelope spends much of her letter complaining about the Trojan War. If their husbands had not gone to war, they would be at home and Penelope and Arethusa would not be writing, as they are only writing because their loved ones are absent.[footnoteRef:29] [28:  Prop. 3.4.18]  [29:  Lindhiem, 2003, 28] 


Taking inspiration from Propertius when writing Heroides 1 does not cancel out Ovid’s claim that the Heroides are an original work, unlike anything written before. Propertius’ characters of Lycotas and Arethusa are both fictional, but Ovid has replaced them with Penelope and Ulysses who are just as fictional but were one of the most famous couples in the mythological world. Although Ovid may have been inspired by Propertius, Ovid’s work takes a very different turn. Rather than just women writing letters to absent husbands, Ovid puts these women in centre stage and allows the reader to see the myths from their perspective as they are told in the first person without an omniscient narrator,[footnoteRef:30] the unfaithful Ulysses is no longer the hero, the patient and devoted Penelope is the heroine. [30:  Muraoka, 2016, 1] 


One of the main reasons why Ovid may have chosen to write his Heroides in the epistolary form is so that the women from the myths are finally able to tell their side of the story from a subjective viewpoint without being influenced by other people, or a narrator.[footnoteRef:31] The women writing these letters, such as Dido and Ariadne were famous in the ancient world because of the myths surrounding them. But in Ovid’s text, they are given the opportunity to speak and be heard that most heroines had not been afforded before.[footnoteRef:32] [31:  Muraoka, 2016, 1]  [32:  Muraoka, 2016, 1] 


Kennedy criticises the inconsistency in Penelope’s letter because her retelling deviates from the version in The Odyssey,[footnoteRef:33] Alden even suggests that it may have been because Ovid did not know his Homer well enough.[footnoteRef:34] These opinions arise from when Penelope writes in her letter that she is the one to have sent Telemachus to visit Nestor to go and find news about Ulysses.[footnoteRef:35] On the other hand in The Odyssey, Telemachus was sent by Athene and Penelope did not even know about the mission.[footnoteRef:36] [33:  Kennedy, 1984, 421]  [34:  Alden Smith, 1994, 257]  [35:  Ov. Her. 1.37]  [36:  Hom. Od. 2.373] 


Muraoka states that the letter form allows the women to be more active in the telling of the stories.[footnoteRef:37] It is possible therefore, that Penelope is trying to portray herself in the best light to her husband by writing that she was the one to send Telemachus to search for him, rather than being uninvolved in the decision-making process as described in Homer.  [37:  Muraoka, 2016, 1] 


Or, it could be that Ovid has decided to write a new version of Penelope who is actively involved in searching for her husband. Ovid’s Penelope writes how she has sent letters all over the known ancient world looking for her husband, sending letters with strangers hoping they might find Ulysses and deliver her notes, such as the one she is writing in Heroides 1,[footnoteRef:38] and she has sent Telemachus to Pylos and Sparta for news.[footnoteRef:39]  [38:  Ov. Her. 1.59-62]  [39:  Ov. Her. 1.63-4] 


Through these attempts at trying to find her husband, Penelope shows once again her constant devotion and love for Ulysses, which also shows her desperation to contact him as she is willing to write endless letters on the off chance that he will read even one. But it also shows Penelope’s powerlessness as she is a woman and controlled by the men, which means that she has to send letters with messengers, or send her son to find news rather than being able to go herself as she is spatially restricted and cannot leave Ithaca.[footnoteRef:40]  [40:  Muraoka, 2016, 2] 


She even refers to herself as a sine uiribus uxor,[footnoteRef:41] a wife without strength or power. Penelope knows that without her husband she cannot defeat the suitors on her own, and she is under constant pressure from her father to remarry.[footnoteRef:42] Penelope’s vulnerability is also illustrated by her being trapped in Ithaca because until Ulysses returns, she feels confined not just by the suitors, but also her father.  [41:  Ov. Her. 1.97]  [42:  Ov. Her. 1.81-3] 


It is not that Ovid is correcting Homer, but he is altering it slightly so it can be told from Penelope’s perspective.[footnoteRef:43] Penelope’s agency and determination are emphasised by Ovid by her sending Telemachus to Pylos, as she cannot go herself. By using the epistolary form, Ovid is able to show a new side to his heroines as they have a subjective narrative and are free to speak their minds without fear of judgment. [43:  Alden Smith, 1994, 257] 


One of the questions that appears when considering why Ovid uses the epistolary form is why the heroines are writing letters to contact their lovers when having an actual face to face conversation could be far superior. Muraoka considers this in his article and concludes that the reasons why the heroines are writing is often because they are spatially restricted or trapped, like Penelope being confined in Ithaca.[footnoteRef:44] [44:  Muraoka, 2016, 1] 


But Penelope is not the only person trapped, Dido and Ariadne have both been abandoned with no way of following their beloveds. Dido is stuck in Carthage as she has to protect her city from being attacked by intruders such as her brother, [footnoteRef:45] in Dido’s letter she is attempting to persuade Aeneas to stay, not because she wants him to take her with him.  [45:  Ov. Her.7.125-8] 


In contrast, Ariadne has been abandoned by Theseus on a deserted island, and she is using her letter to try to beg him to come back. Dido and Ariadne are in opposite situations, one begging her lover to stay, the other pleading with her lover to return, but both heroines are desperate and are using these letters as a last attempt to contact their lovers.

Dido’s letter is a desperate attempt to get Aeneas to return, which is shown when Dido writes that if Aeneas does not come back, she will kill herself and their unborn child.[footnoteRef:46] But as Aeneas is already sailing away so she cannot talk to him in person, Dido chooses the most effective method of communication available to her, letter writing, as it could travel far distances.[footnoteRef:47] [46:  Ov. Her.7.133-8]  [47:  Muraoka, 2016, 4] 


Ariadne is traumatized that Theseus has abandoned her which is shown through her repetition of nullus erat[footnoteRef:48] when Ariadne wakes up in the morning and finds Theseus gone. As she is alone on the island, Ariadne thinking her letter could be delivered to Theseus is delusional. [48:  Ov. Her. 10.11, Ov. Her.10.12] 


Heroides 10 is an example of the heroine trying to ‘approximate contact and conversation,’[footnoteRef:49] as although Ariadne is trapped, she is still attempting to talk to Theseus through the only means possible, because letters were used in the ancient world to make long distances between loved ones seem shorter. Letters were the best substitute for conversation, even if the dialogue was one sided.  [49:  Muraoka, 2016, 4] 


Ovid’s heroines such as Dido and Ariadne were determined to contact Aeneas and Theseus one last time, even if there was little to no chance that the letters will ever be delivered let alone read, and as they were prevented from following the men who have abandoned them, these letters were their last means of communication.

The last section this essay is going to explore is the importance of Ovid choosing the epistolary form. Speeches such as monologues given by women in tragic plays were already popular in the ancient world, and these would have provided the first hand perspective and lack of a narrator also found in letters, so why did Ovid decide to use letters rather than speeches in the single Heroides?

Penelope’s letter opens with a standard epistolary greeting by addressing it to her husband. Having this line at the very beginning of the collection could be seen as Ovid trying to demonstrate to his readers that they are reading a collection of letters. 

In the last two lines of Heriodes 15, Ovid reaffirms the fact that the Heroides are letters.[footnoteRef:50] By having these standard epistolary greetings at the beginning and end of the single Heroides, Ovid reminds the reader at crucial points that they are reading letters, not speeches or poems.[footnoteRef:51]  [50:  Ov. Her. 15.219]  [51:  Gibson, 2018, 216] 


The women in the Heroides are all very different from each other, some will never see their lovers again, some, such as Ariadne and Penelope, do not know whether their letters will ever be delivered. But there is one thing that ties them together, they are all writers as they are writing these letters. 

When men are referenced in Heroides 1, they communicate orally. Lindhiem discusses how Penelope eventually has to understand that speech is a much more reliable way of communicating, as although Penelope sends all those letters to Ulysses, he never writes back, whereas Telemachus goes to search for his father, and talks to other kings such as Nestor and finds out valuable information about his father.[footnoteRef:52]  [52:  Lindhiem, 2003, 38-9] 


Penelope did not have the freedom to travel like Telemachus, so this option was not available to her. Lindhiem expresses the opinion that Penelope was unsuccessful in her letter writing, especially when compared to Telemachus who is successful in finding out information on his father’s whereabouts.[footnoteRef:53] I agree that Penelope is unsuccessful in delivering the letters, but that does not mean that the letter writing was fruitless. It gave Penelope an opportunity to vent and express her opinions without fear of being overheard, as she was writing rather than talking out loud. It may also have provided Penelope with a feeling of hope that this latest attempt might just be successful. [53:  Lindhiem, 2003, 40] 


Although Ovid has chosen the epistolary form in this work, that does not mean that he does not recognise the problems that may arise from letter writing. Within the collection, Ovid’s various heroines have different feelings towards letter writing, Phaedra sings the praises of letter writing as it allows her to express the thoughts that speaking cannot.[footnoteRef:54] [54:  Spentzuo, 2003, 138] 


Oenone, in the very next letter in the collection, does not share this sentiment with Phaedra. Oenone shows readers the vulnerability of letters when she reminds them that just because a letter has been delivered that does not mean that it will be read, or private.[footnoteRef:55]  [55:  Spentzuo, 2003, 138] 


This can be seen in the opening line of her letter, Perelegis? An coniunx prohibit nova?[footnoteRef:56] Oenone opens her letter with a question, which provides a controversial and jarring opening to her letter, when she asks whether Paris will actually read this letter in its entirety.[footnoteRef:57] By Ovid opening Heroides 5 with this stark question, Perelegis, it reminds his readers that although a letter has been delivered it does not necessarily mean it will be read, whereas if talking to someone face-to-face, one can be more certain that the other person has heard what was said. In the same line, Oenone comments on the privacy of letters, as she asks whether Paris’ new wife Helen will allow to him read this letter.[footnoteRef:58] This demonstrates a point on the privacy of letters, as the sender never knows who is going to read the letter. Once the letter has been sent, the writer loses all control over who does or does not read the information in the letter. [56:  Ov. Her. 5.1]  [57:  Knox, 1996, 141]  [58:  Ov. Her. 5.1] 


Ovid does not shy away from the difficulties of letter writing in his collection, he embraces them. He recognises that letters are not always durable and long lasting or easy to understand, as Briseis references that the ink has been smeared by her tears as well as being written in bad Greek. He also recognises that letters are not always delivered or responded which can be seen in Penelope’s letter when she sends so many letters to Ulysses and never hears back from him. Even if the letter is delivered, there is no assurance that the letters will be read as seen in Heroides 5. 

But I think the main reason why Ovid chose the epistolary form and includes these vulnerabilities is to make his collection of letters and the heroines in them more realistic. By including the problems that the heroines have of sending these letters it makes them seem more vulnerable and relatable to the audience. This is a feeling that I think would have been harder for Ovid to convey if he had decided to write speeches or regular poems, as letters are meant to be read, so Ovid’s readers may be able to feel even for the briefest moment that the letters are addressed to them and not Ulysses or Aeneas, and for that moment these mythological characters may seem real.
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