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Ovid Heroides 
		
Commentary on Ariadne to Theseus, 10.21-56
  
This letter is another example of the rhetorical theme of the Heroides, namely querimonia on the grounds of betrayal by an ungrateful lover. It belongs to the group of four letters involving men who have sailed away or are about to do so, and thus can be linked with the epistles of Phyllis to Demophoon, Hypsipyle to Jason, and Dido to Aeneas. Some critics have considered that, in intratextual terms, the letters of both Phyllis and Dido have been influenced by Ariadne’s letter, part of which is here under discussion. The myth on which the Ariadne poem is based can be traced back to Homer (Od.11.321-5), and there were subsequently many variations in the story. However, whereas the source text for the epistle is clearly, in the main, Catullus 64, there are indications that Catullus himself, and possibly also Ovid, may have been influenced by a now lost Hellenic Greek text (Knox, 1995, p. 234). 

Ariadne’s letter is a declamatory monologue, in which there are short  addresses in direct speech to, firstly, Theseus (10.21, 10.35-6), and, secondly, the bed (10.56-8). In the section under review (10.21-56) Ariadne describes the immediate consequences of her discovery that Theseus is missing, her attempts to call him back, and her despair at failing to do so. The account, as Armstrong aptly says, ‘hovers precariously between the melodramatic, even farcical, and the genuinely pathetic’ (2006, p. 227).  The account contains a number of oblique references to Catullus 64, which will be discussed below.

Immediately at 10.21ff. Ovid presents Ariadne as both pathetic and as being very gently mocked, as her calls to Theseus along the whole shore are echoed back by the caves in an example of pathetic fallacy (Armstrong, 2006, p.228):
	interea toto clamanti in litore “Theseu!”:
	reddebant nomen concava saxa tuum,
	et quotiens ego te, totiens locus ipse vocabat.
	ipse locus miserae ferre volebat opem.
	(Her.10.21-4)
(And all the while I cried out “Theseus!” along the entire shore, and the hollow rocks sent back your name to me; as often as I called out for you, so often did the place itself call out your name. The very place felt the will to aid me in my woe.)

Ovid is interpreting the scene set by Catullus, whose clarisonas ... voces (64.124) are turned into Theseu, and whose me ... deserto liquisti in litore (64.132-3) becomes in litore; also the locus ipse and ipse locus chiasmus in 10.23-4 emphasise the point that Ariadne is alone and the only voice she hears is an echo of her own (Knox, 1995, p. 238), an echo that can be thought of as Ovidian gentle mockery.

There follows a graphic excursus, mons fuit ... (10.25-6), and a section where Ovid’s Ariadne continues to be far more active and practical (10.27-42) than her Catullan counterpart. The latter is initially overwhelmed and stands still in the shallows, ut effigies Bacchantis, like the stone statue of a Bacchante, her clothes dropping down, unheeded into the water (64.61-7 and 64.249-50). Only in the recapitulation at 64.123-31 does she find, firstly, her voice, and, secondly, her energy in climbing cliffs and running into the sea, even remembering to pull up her skirts mollia nudatae tollentem tegmina surae (64.129), a humorous touch rather more typical of Ovid than Catullus, before starting the long speech of 64.131-201, itself famous for being that of a person depicted in an ecphrasis. 

By contrast, Ovid’s Ariadne, more rationally, and in an implied criticism of the sequence of events in Catullus, after shouting along the beach, immediately climbs the cliff, vires animus dabat (10.27), and spots the departing ship from there, not sea level (Knox, 1995, p. 238): 
	inde ego, nam ventis quoque sum crudelibus usa –
vidi praecipiti carbasa tenta Noto.
ut vidi haut dignam quae me vidisse putarem,
	frigidior glacie semianimisque fui.
	nec languere diu patitur dolor; excitor illo,
	excitor et summa Thesea voce voco.
	(Her.10.29-34)
(From there – for I found the winds cruel, as well as you – I saw your sails stretched tight by the headlong southern gale. As I saw a sight such as I thought I did not deserve to see, I was colder than ice and half-dead. But grief does not allow me long to feel faint; I am roused by it, I am roused and I call out loud at the top of my voice.) 

The use of praecipiti (10.30) as a descriptor of winds is a common in poetry, but here it is also suggestive of the speed of Theseus’ departure. The use of the word carbasa (10.30), of Greek origin, meaning linen, for ‘sails’, is rare apart from in poetry, and is a heteroclite, that is feminine in the singular, and neuter, as here, in the plural.  The repetition of excitor, and its position at the start of the second line (10.33-34), make a sudden contrast with the semianimisque of 10.32 and the languere of 10.33. This temperamental lability can only be taken as another joke at the heroine’s expense, as can the alliterative pleonasm of voce voco (10.34) (Knox, 1995, pp. 239-40).

The activities Ariadne engages in on the cliff top do indeed tread ‘a fine line between the ridiculous and the realistic’ (Armstrong, 2006, p. 230). That long speech of 64.131-201 in Catullus is compressed, in another implied criticism, into a couplet:
	“quo fugis?” exclamo; “scelerate revertere Theseu!
	flecte ratem! numerum non habet illa suum!”
	(Her.10.35-6)
(“Where are you fleeing to?” I cry aloud. “Come back, O wicked Theseus! Turn about your ship! It has not got its full complement!”)

Ovid has replaced the perfide of Cat.64.132, 133 and periuria of 64.135 with scelerate. Although scelerate occurs elsewhere in Ovid at Her.2.17 and 29, it is found in Horace only at Satires 2.3.71, 221; Servius has commented (ad Aen.3.42) that its usage est sermo Plautinus; as Armstrong asks (2006, p. 230, n. 21), might a comic element be detectable here? It is certainly also possible to think so with regard to the reason, both euphemistic and bathetic, that Ariadne advances for coming back to shore, namely that the crew is one short.

Then there is the activity on the clifftop:
	haec ego; quod voci deerat, plangore replebam;
	verbera cum verbis mixta fuere meis.
	si non audires, ut saltem cernere posses,
	iactatae late signa dedere manus;
candidaque inposui longae velamina virgae-
scilicet oblitos admonitura mei!
(Her.10.37-42)
(Thus did I cry, and the defects of my voice I supplied by the beating of my breast; the blows I gave myself were mixed with my words. That you might at least see me, in case you could not hear, I signalled far and wide with my hands; and upon a long tree-branch I fixed my white veil – yes, to put in mind of me those who had forgotten!)

Whereas it is entirely reasonable to see the reversion here to the Roman norm of female lamentation, plangore (10.37), as again implying criticism of the extensive peroration of the Catullan Ariadne, as Knox asserts (1995, p. 240), this beating of the chest is one of a number of comic elements in this passage. The next line’s word-play, both alliterative and assonantal, of verbera cum verbis is similar to usage found in Plautus, Truc.112, Men.978, Terence, Haut.356, Cicero, Tusc.3.27.64, and Ovid himself, Am.1.6.19-20 (ibid.). In addition, the idea of being heard or seen from a ship about to go out of sight in a howling gale at night, is inherently preposterous.  There are other references to the Catullan account too. The removal of a piece of white clothing is a wry echo of the conceit of Ariadne’s clothes falling off at 64.63-9, and its use in Ovid as a putative signal, while ostensibly practical but actually risible, also foreshadows the forgetfulness of Theseus to hoist white sails when in sight of Athens as a signal to his father, king Aegeus. 

The scilicet of 10.42 is clearly highly ironic, and, as Knox says (1995, p. 241), should be taken with oblitos. Ovid’s Ariadne is extremely reluctant to think that her abandonment was deliberate. Her response remains mild compared to that of her Catullan counterpart, who ends up cursing Theseus. The rather naive Ovidian Ariadne is nonetheless sympathetic. Verducci’s dismissal of her as too shallow to experience deep emotion (1985, p. 260) seems too harsh. Her focus is on survival, per lacrimas oro ... flecte ratem, Theseu, versoque relabere verso (Her.10.150-1) (I beg you by these tears ... turn your ship about, Theseus, and glide back with reset sail), while Catullus’ Ariadne wants only to express her rage and to exact revenge, ego ... amenti caeca furore ... funestet seque suosque (Cat.64.196-201) (I ... blinded by mindless passion ... let him doom himself and his).

The following two couplets are among the most touching of the Ovidian poem:
	iamque oculis eruptus eras. tum denique flevi;
	torpuerant molles ante dolore genae.
	quid potius facerent, quam me mea lumina flerent,
	postquam desieram vela videre tua?
	(Her.10.43-6)
(And now you were torn from my sight. Then and not till then I let flow my tears; before that my tender eyes had been numbed with pain. What better could my eyes do than weep for me, when I had ceased to see your sails?)

The parataxis of the three statements in 10.43-4 reflects the abruptness of the loss of sight of the ship (Knox, 1995, p. 241), symbolising a loss of both physical and emotional contact. There are three words for ‘eyes’; the use of genae for oculi became common in Silver Latin poetry, and lumina is frequently found in poetry (Knox, 1995, p. 241). The vulnerability of Ariadne shown in this passage is diffused in the next, as Ovid shows his heroine once more concerned with how her hair looks (cf. Her.10.16, utque erat e somno turbida, rupta coma est ‘and tore my hair, tangled as it was after sleep’), and self-consciously moving about and adopting poses:
	aut ego diffusis erravi sola capillis,
	qualis ab Ogygio concita Baccha deo,
	aut mare prospiciens in saxo frigida sedi,
	quamque lapis sedes, tam lapis ipsa fui.
	(Her.10.47-50)
(Either I wandered around alone with streaming hair, like a Bacchant roused by the Theban god, or, looking out to sea, I sat, chilled, upon a rock, as much a stone myself as was the stone I sat upon.)

Ovid is adapting the Catullan reference to a bewildered and overwhelmed Ariadne sitting on the seashore like a stone statue of a Bacchante, ut effigies Bacchantis (Cat.64.60-1). Knox remarks (1995, p. 241) that the apparently paradoxical mixing of the ideas of the wild movements of the followers of Bacchus with the frozenness of a stone statue is appropriate for Catullus, in that he is at that point describing what is depicted on a coverlet. Ovid, on the other hand, splits the ideas, associating various kinds of literal and figurative movement, diffusis, erravi, concita, with the manic influence of the god, and cold stillness with the stone. These different effects are emphasised by the language he uses, with the soft sibilant ‘is’ endings of diffusis, capillis, and qualis (10.47-8) reflecting the fluidity of aimless wandering, and the hard consonantal ‘g’ and ‘d’ sounds of frigida, sedi, and sedes (10.49-50) the unrelenting hardness of stone. Various other points are mentioned by Knox (1995, pp. 241-2): the idea of the followers of Bacchus having ‘wild’ hair, diffusis (10.47) (cf. effusis comis in Am.1.9.38), is a stereotype in literature and art. The use of Ogygio (10.48) for ‘Theban’ is first found in Latin poetry here and is rare. It was used in Greek poetry to refer to both Thebes (Aeschylus, Apollonius) and Athens (Aeschylus). The use here of this term is considered to be another  indication of possible influence from a Hellenistic source. The term Baccha (10.48) was also commonly used in the comparison to Bacchantes of women distracted by love. A final point made by Knox asserts that the normally figurative expression lapis ipsa fui (10.50) is here to be taken literally. However, in fact it is hard to see this usage of Ovid’s as anything other than another instance of the figurative.

The reference by Ariadne to Bacchus (10.48) is another instance in this poem of foreshadowing. In the Catullan version of the story Ariadne’s rescue by Bacchus is implied (6.251-64), but at this point in the Ovidian story Ariadne still thinks there is no possibility of rescue or survival without Theseus’ returning. 

The next section consists of a lengthy conceit concerning the bed on which Ariadne and Theseus have just slept. It consists of a pathetic monologue and finishes naturally at the end of 10.58:
	saepe torum repeto, qui nos acceperat ambos,
	sed non acceptos exhibiturus erat,
	et tua, quae possum pro te, vestigia tango
	strataque quae membris intepuere tuis.
	incumbo, lacrimisque toro manante profusis,
	‘pressimus’, exclamo, ‘te duo – redde duos!
	[venimus huc ambo; cur non discedimus ambo?
	perfide, pars nostri, lectule, maior ubi est?]’
	(Her.10.51-8)
(Often I go back to the bed which had received us both, but which was not going to produce  again what it had received, and touch the imprints left by you, which is all I am able to touch in place of you, and the bed-coverings which have been warmed by your limbs. I lie down, the bed dripping with the tears I shed, and cry out “We lay on you as two people – give back two people”! [We came here as two; why are we not leaving as two? Treacherous little bed, where is the greater part of me?])

There are a number of literary antecedents for this conceit, which in its tragic form generally has two parts, a falling on the bed by the distressed and weeping person, and an addressing, either of objects the missing lover has left behind, or of the bed itself. Examples are provided by Dido (Aen.4.648-50), Euripides’ eponymous heroine (Alcestis.75-80), Medea in Apollonius’ Argonautica (3.655-66), and Polymele in a story by Parthenius (Erot.2.2) (Knox, 1995, pp. 242-3). There is a further note of irony in the use of this kind of speech, in that such addresses to the bed form a part, of course a positive one, of wedding hymns, as in Ticidas (FPL, fr.1 Buechner) and Propertius (2.15.1-2) (Knox, 1995, p. 243).

Despite the long and sad resonance of these examples and the affecting simplicity of this passage, Ovid nonetheless adds an element of humour to it with the use of a legal metaphor: non acceptos exhibiturus erat, ‘was not going to make good its receipts’; exhibere being a term often used for producing an object or person in dispute (Knox, 1995, p. 242). There is also an element of amusing hyperbole in the use of the verb manare, the equivalent of madere, in lacrimisque toro manante profusis (10.55), ‘the bed dripping with the tears I shed’ (Knox, 1995, p. 243).

The Ariadne letter has been considered by some critics to be the least successful of the Heroides poems. In the first place is its evident lack of realism. Ariadne, abandoned on an uninhabited desert island, with no supplies of any kind other than some bedding, starts writing a letter immediately after Theseus’ sails disappear from view. What is she writing on and with what implements? Why does she sit on a rock splashed by the waves to do it? Even if she had found a way of writing the letter, how would it ever leave the island? If there were a way of sending it, would she not also be able to leave, thus nullifying the letter’s predominant theme, a plea for rescue? The only thing she could reasonably presume would be the destination of such a letter; as she correctly writes to Theseus, ibis Cecropios portus (Her. 10.125) (you will go to the harbour of Athens). The second point of criticism has been the characterisation of Ariadne. Verducci (1985, p. 260 and passim) has been particularly critical of the superficiality of her response, especially in comparison with the powerful emotional reaction of Catullus’ Ariadne, whose destructive curse on Theseus is honoured by Jupiter. Armstrong, although finding Ariadne at times ‘mired in self-pity’ (2006, p. 239) and as having written a ‘weak and tearful entreaty’ (2006, p. 240), also finds her ‘energetic’, ‘practical’, and ‘strong-willed’ (2006, p.229), and to present a picture ‘of endearing ... innocence as well as of clueless self-righteousness’ (2006, p. 230), a view with which this writer would agree. The question inevitably arises as to why Ovid presented Ariadne in this way.

Perhaps the position of the poem in the group of the single Heroides gives some indication as to the answer. To deal with the lesser point first, Ariadne Theseo follows Deianira Herculi, a harsh story, of Metamorphoses-like tone, with a cruel outcome for both protagonists. There is a similar outcome for the two protagonists of the succeeding letter, Canace Macareo. As a contrast, Ariadne’s story offers some light relief, for the external reader will know that in the short term at least all will turn out well for the ‘virtuous’ heroine, and only the thoughtless ‘criminal’ will suffer grievous loss. 

The more important point is that the tenth epistle occupies a non-prominent position in the second half of the collection. It seems that Ovid felt free in a poem in that position to demonstrate his ability to use poetic artifice to undermine whatever it was that he appeared to be presenting or establishing in the Heroides as a whole. This trait, which became a prominent feature of much of his later work, is in this case directed primarily at the genre of epistula writing, of which he is considered to have been the main innovator. Both the lack of realism in the situation and the nature of the character of Ariadne in Heroides 10 are used to produce a rather mocking humour, as previously discussed. There are other targets, however. They include Catullus 64, some tropes of elegiac poetry, and the notion of female agency. 

About Ovid’s responses to Catullus 64, some comments have been made above. With regard to the elegiac tropes, the use of the bed for humour through hyperbole is evident at 10.51-6, as well as earlier at 10.9-12. The notion of the uncrossable threshold, usually represented as a closed bedroom door, with the male poet wanting but unable to enter, is here inverted; the barrier is the island-surrounding sea, the female wishes to cross it, but the male is unwilling and flees (Parkes, 2019c). 

Some critics, such as Fulkerson (2005), have considered that Ovid empowered the female voice in the Heroides. There is not space here to consider such arguments, but Ovid’s treatment of those female letter writers has been thought by Lindheim (2003), on the contrary, to be patriarchally disempowering. The section of Heroides 10 under review lends confirmation to Lindheim’s view, for while it is true that Ariadne is active, her activities are ineffective and very limited in both range and intent. Moreover, Ovid is constantly making fun of them and of Ariadne herself (v. sup.).

Although both poet and external reader may enjoy the display of the poet’s virtuosity, this exercise in undermining is not without its cost. Just as knowledge of prequels, paraquels, inquels, and sequels will affect the external reader’s re-reading of original source texts (Liveley, 2008, passim), so too, it could be said, will the reading of Heroides 10 affect the later reading or re-reading of the other Heroides poems, at the very least by exposing the poet’s invention, and thus running the risk of destroying belief in the integrity of a poem and its characters.  For Ovid, however, this risk was clearly worth taking, if it allowed him to demonstrate, when he so chose, his supreme and subtle skill at prising humour out of any mythological subject, even a sad one.
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