Critical Analysis  Heroides 1: 1-36
     Penelope, the first of Ovid’s heroines, is viewed by poets as being an exemplum pudicitiae, in that she represents a standard of conjugal love by which all the ensuing heroines can be measured.
 
    Penelope, as is the case with other women selected by Ovid for his epistles, has a precedent as a sender of messages in her previous literary incarnation.
 The point of previous communication is ripe for elegiac refashioning. Not only are new windows opened which provide fresh perspectives on mythological stories within their original framework but Ovid develops the heroines within that original framework by taking note of and elaborating on the myths. 
 Penelope is placed firmly within the realm of love elegy where the female characters regularly appear not as wives, Thorsen explains, but puellae
. 
  The epistolary form of the Heroides establishes the man’s role as that of reader who is to act on what he has read from the woman, whose prerogative, Farrell states, it is to write.
  The date of composition of the epistle is determined by Homeric references to particular events:
  It is clear that Penelope writes following the fall of Troy and the return of the Greek heroes, but references to Telemachus’ mission to Sparta and Pylos would suggest that the epistle follows Penelope’s interview with Telemachus which, in the Odyssey occurs on the morning of the day before Penelope’s suitors are killed. It is by skilful juxtaposition of the Ovidian Penelope’s tale with the Homeric poem, that we discover when our heroine composes her epistle.
 
   Penelope composes an epistle each time a foreigner arrives in Ithaca who could carry it for her.  She believes that Ulysses is far away and clearly does not know whether he will receive the epistle. Epistolary discourse is not always effective; as Liveley states, it must manipulate both space and time in order to overcome these barriers so as to make communication relevant rather than anachronistic at the moment when the letter is read.

   Having realised the date of the epistle’s composition, much of what Penelope says takes on irony:
 her appeal for Ulysses to come in person, in line 2 and her complaints that time moves slowly, from line 7.  On the day before the suitors are killed a man arrives who appears to be a passing foreigner, a disguised, impoverished Cretan beggar, having fallen on hard times who happens to be Ulysses himself.
 
 Homer’s Odyssey includes emotional interest: Penelope longs for her husband.  In elegy the poet and the lover coincide; elegy’s horizons are reduced, and in the end the text only sees what its protagonist sees.  Ovid provides a medium for the heroine to relate her side of the story.  Deserted by her lover she endeavours, in her own words to compel his return. Such subjective narration provides rhetoric potential for persuasion.
 A letter provides Penelope with the illusion of communicating with Ulysses, and thus epistolary composition becomes a frequent activity for her. Penelope becomes obsessed with obtaining information about and achieving contact with her husband. 
  Portrayals of Penelope in the post Homeric era stress her qualities of steadfastness and loyalty.  Ovid develops this but also reveals a woman deeply wracked by timor and querella. 
   Penelope is not the worthy wife of the Homeric Ulysses, but a Roman wife of the Augustan age who, racked by jealousy and being very much the peevish lover of elegy, yearns for the return of her husband from war. As opposed to being an extra in an epic plot, Penelope now becomes the main protagonist in a specifically erotic conflict.

    The first ten lines establish the prevalent theme of querella.  There has been a gap of twenty years between Ulysses’ departure and his return to Ithaca. From Penelope’s opening words, she draws the readers’ attention to the opposition she establishes between oral and written communication. Haec tua Penelope lento tibi mittit, Ulixe, affirms the polarity between herself, a writer of epistles, and her husband, who appearing in person should make use of oral communication, the opposite meaning, ipse veni.
  
    The plaintive heroine regards herself as sola, deserta, relicta.
  Palmer speaks of lentus as conveying reproach of deliberate tardiness
, but this is not mere slothfulness as he is inordinately late.  It is very much a standard epithet in the elegists’ arsenal of reproachful epithets for the less amorous partner in a love affair whose absence is not entirely involuntary.
 Lentus can also indicate a lack of sexual energy, as when Cynthia rebukes her lover: illa meos somno lassos patefecit ocellos/ ore suo et dicit ‘Sicine, lente, iaces?’  From an elegiac viewpoint, Ulysses’ behaviour is reprehensible.  If Cynthia is able attribute the epithet lentus to Propertius on account of his discontinuing love making for a few hours, we begin to appreciate that lentus is not perhaps strong enough when referring to a man who last made love to Penelope twenty years previously
.  Penelope probably includes herself in puellis (line 3). Although she tries to give the impression throughout the epistle that she is a desirable young woman, the passage of time has played its part; before too long she will be an anus, which must frustrate her already troubled mind. Penelope’s best years have been consigned to solitude, fear and uncertainty.
   The real significance of the Trojan War was that it deprived the women of Greece of sexual partners for ten years, for which the destruction of Priam and the city provided no compensation. As Fear succinctly states, the Trojan War is a conflict brought about by a sexual crime (Paris’ adultery), adulter (line 6) that has a sexual consequence (enforced chastity for Greek women) and is resolved ultimately, so Penelope believes by her chastity. 
 Indeed such is Penelope’s resentment of Paris that she cannot refer to him by his proper name. 

  Lines 7-10 emphasize how Paris’ actions have affected Penelope personally:  frigidus and desertus are common within an elegiac context, and emphasize this lack of sexual activity: frigidus in viduo destituere toro in Amores (3:5.42).  Deserto is especially forceful, suggesting that Penelope is not merely alone but has been wilfully abandoned
.  Relicta, and use of the word queror in line 8 are particularly common in elegy, as is seen in Interdum leniter mecum deserta querebar, (Propertius 1.3.43).  For Jacobson, much of the language used, especially in these initial ten lines would suggest that Penelope is a ‘sex starved, sex obsessed woman’.
 I would suggest that it is a feeling of isolation just as much as it is of feeling ‘sex starved’ which concerns Penelope, but she would certainly have felt resentment at Ulysses’ dallying with Calypso.
   Time moves slowly for Penelope on account of such dereliction; her days are tardos, while the night is spatiosum. One begins to see a vivid contrast between Paris’ behaviour as adultor and Penelope’s exemplary conduct as Ulysses’ faithful wife, something she believes merits her husband’s return post haste. Given that she was regarded as a paragon of virtue in the ancient world, Penelope’s references to her supposed suppressed sexuality are particularly forthright.
    Penelope’s fidelity is most obviously associated with the story of her weaving. Ovid incorporates this most famous Homeric example of Penelope’s treatment of Laertes’ funeral shroud to indicate that Ovid’s Penelope resorts to trickery just as much as the Homeric Penelope does.  In the Homeric text she holds the suitors at bay by stating that she could not remarry until such time as she had woven the shroud. Famously Penelope worked on her loom during the day before unravelling what she had done, at night. This time, there is no master stratagem designed to deceive the suitors, rather it represents a means of passing the time in the futile hope that her lover might reappear. 
 As her counterpart does in Propertius, nam modo purpureo fallebam stamina somnum (1.3.41) she endeavours to cheat the night, not the lovers.  
   The weaving isn’t so much a device for staving off unwanted lovers, as it is a means of coping with her own unfulfilled sexual energy.
  The very fact that she spends the night weaving would indicate isolation but also a paucity of sexual activity, something which is associated in Greek epigram with reluctant chastity.  Lindheim is somewhat disparaging of the Ovidian Penelope, suggesting that the only cunning she can muster is an attempt to fool herself;
 her nights are interminably long, she is tired and lonely and in trying to deceive herself about the passage of time (fallere) she attempts to lull herself into believing that the nights are passing more quickly than they actually are. Nevertheless, Penelope does retain a sense of pride because, as Jacobson suggests, although she refers to herself as tua Penelope in the opening line and expressively professes her fidelity to Ulysses in line 84, she neither wishes to confirm her faithfulness to him, nor give the impression that she is absolutely devoted, so plays down the act of guile.
  Green suggests that Penelope could have made more in her letter of this art of trickery and deceit, which she had, after all been playing on the suitors for years.
 A Roman sensibility would have responded instantly to this depiction of a faithful wife at her loom, a scene which typified for them the fundamental feminine virtues.

  It is in the couplet which follows the initial ten lines that the theme of timor is introduced, Quando ego non timui graviora pericula veris ?/ res est solliciti plena timoris amor.  We move from a sense of physical deprivation to one of anguish. Love is connected with fear, as is demonstrated by the assonance of timor and amor in line 12. Penelope is clearly devoted to Ulysses, so that the imaginary fears she experiences are said by her to be greater than those actual fears her husband might have entertained on the battlefields of Troy. Indeed lines 13 forward are designed to support this view:  in te fingebam violentes Troas ituros/ nomine in Hectoreo pallida simper eram.’ Such is her love for Ulysses that Penelope naturally feared the worst; in her mind, as Fear states, he became the focus of the enemy’s intent.
 Indeed mere mention of Hector’s name was sufficient to turn Penelope’s complexion into a pallor   (Line 14). 

  It is the supposed error on Penelope’s part in line 15 which is of especial interest as it demonstrates once again that Penelope’s intellectual trickery is very much the equal of her Homeric counterpart.
  In her epistle, the Ovidian Penelope relates vague reports which she has received from Troy which confirm the state of uncertainty which prevails in her mind.  In the process of doing this it is said that she deliberately included a glaring, factual error in the form of the incorrect killer of Antilochus, the son of Nestor. 
 All manuscripts agree in reading ab Hectore victum, but this contrasts with the Odyssey, where we are informed that Antilochus is killed by Memnon, leader of the Ethiopean allies of Troy, not by Hector. It was assumed initially that Penelope was not sufficiently au fait with the Homeric epic, but Jacobson, in his review of the poem has great difficulty in believing that Penelope could have been this careless. 
 
   Penelope is a clever woman whose husband is absent, the latter of whom cannot be sure what his wife knows in relation to the war, nor indeed what is happening in Ithaca.  Having impressed upon her husband the fear she experiences through not knowing exactly what is happening, and including in her epistle a factual error, Penelope would have alerted Ulysses’ mind to the grave nature of her predicament. It is, as Green suggests, an ingenious way of forcing the point home. She will do anything in order to entice her husband back.  Such textual deviation, as seen in line 15, is indeed part of a wider strategy in the epistle and has something significant to say about the characterisation of Penelope, the primary speaker.
 
  Penelope’s thoughts in relation to the Trojan War preoccupy everything else.  As Jacobson remarks tellingly, each one of five distichs, from lines 13 to 22 moves from the plains of Troy to the mind of Penelope, where the hexameter focuses on Troy and the pentameter on Penelope’s reaction to the War.
 The hexameter thus refers to a heroic occurrence in the War and the pentameter draws attention to Penelope’s personal reaction.  Penelope therefore includes herself tangentially in those activities which occupy her husband and which keep him absent from her; she at least, as Lindheim states, becomes a marginal, peripheral part in her story which centres round Ulysses.
 This need to be connected, informed and relevant resounds through the epistle.
   Penelope also tries to implicate herself in the conclusion of the Trojan War which, as seen by Penelope comes to an abrupt end in lines 23-24.  She believes that her perseverance in the face of a prolonged, frustratingly tiresome absence from her husband has merited reward. Ulysses’ survival is thus, not a result of chance rather, that of an aequus God, who had taken note of her castus amor, and rewarded her for her devotion. Safety can only be ensured by a cessation of hostilities and, given her exemplary conduct this is exactly what a deus equus procures.
 Here we see a contrast between the Ovidian Penelope and Helen, who was punished for her adulterous love.
 The connection between the end of war and safety, together with Penelope’s implication in both, is indicated by the sentiment of line 23 which finds its conclusion in the interlocking word order of the following line, versa est in cineres sospite Troia viro.
 The ablative absolute, sospite….viro, firmly links Penelope’s chastity with divine favour. 
    The return of the surviving, jubilant veterans alluded to in lines 25 – 36 contrasts with what Penelope continues to feel in the absence of Ulysses. The war has been concluded victoriously with the Greek chieftains having returned, to be welcomed with thanks offerings to the gods. As the wives listen attentively to the stories of their heroes, parrantis coniunx pendet ab ore viri, Penelope, reflects somewhat wistfully that she is denied the same opportunity. Given that the admiration borders on infatuation, it has sexual implication and reminds one of Dido in Aeneid 4 ( Penditque iterum narrantis ab ore 4.79 ), in her eagerness to hear the tale of Troy again from Aeneas.
  

   The thoughts of the wives in line 30 are not entirely focused on the story; there is, in addition, a sense of eroticism.  Where sexual activity seems imminent for the majority, Penelope is left feeling frustrated as this is not true for her.   Fear, in highlighting the felicitous events that burnished the lives of the majority, draws attention to the collective nouns which support this: Argolici, duces in line 25, nymphae, pro salvis mariti in line 27 and iustique sense trepidaeque puellae, in line 29.
  In contrast we have the generalisation of Penelope’s narrative which implies that she has no one to whom she can relate. Given that Ulysses is bereft of this opportunity to rejoice, Penelope might possibly be persuaded to believe that the gods are more capricious than she had previously thought. 
  Whereas Penelope’s anxiety remains, real anxiety has ceased for the returning heroes and their families.  This is made clear by the convivial atmosphere suggested in lines 31 and 32 where the events of the Trojan War are related in a series of after dinner speeches.  The use of the ablative absolute, mensa posita, to convey the returning men relating their heroic campaigns on the top table adds, as Knox suggests, a touch of realism to the scene. 
The whole of Troy can be encompassed in a drop of wine, exiguo…mero.
  Such images resemble more closely the nature of speech than of epistolary discourse.  Pictures, sketched in wine do not tell the story in its entirety. As Lindheim states, the artist must complete the narrative of his sketches with oral explanation.
 Here, aliquis in line 31 relates to his audience the layout of the land, the positioning of strategic warriors and ultimately the dragging Hector’s corpse; it provides evidence that men communicate most effectively through speech.
 
  The final four verses of the section, lines 33 – 36 echo somewhat ironically the most celebrated after dinner conversation in Roman poetry, that of Aeneas describing the Trojans’ inspection of the deserted battlefield before Troy, images which would have been instantly recognisable to readers of Ovid. 
 There is reference to  Sigeia tellus,  the land of Troy itself, named after Sigeum, the promontory, and burial place of Achilles and Petroclus; Priami….senis, Priam’s acknowledged nickname in Latin poetry, and Aeacides, Achilles himself, the son of Aeacus. The section comes to a close, in line 36 with the vivid description of Hector’s mangled corpse being dragged behind Achilles’ chariot around the walls of Troy.  This graphic recollection of triumph might have been a source of infinite satisfaction for the returning warriors but to Penelope, Ulysses’ prolonged absence meant that any celebration would be muted.
  One certainly feels sympathy for Penelope’s plight.  The sense of dereliction is   manifest; she has been effectively abandoned for twenty years, a feeling exacerbated by the return of the Greek soldiers without her errant husband.  However the deceit Penelope employs in trying to entice Ulysses home would suggest that intellectually she is not forlorn. The continual sending of epistles indicates that she is not bereft of hope. There is certainly a sense of sexual deprivation and isolation but the ways and means Penelope employs to try to overcome this show admirable initiative.  
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