How and why does Ovid exploit the epistolary form in the single Heroides?

Introduction:
This essay will explore a number of ways in which Ovid exploits the epistolary form to develop the voice of Penelope, as well as exploiting the existence of a physical letter and playing with the reader. The focus of this essay’s attention will lay with the programmatic opening poem of the Heroides, a personal verse letter sent from Penelope, the heroine of Homer’s Odyssey, to her absent husband, Ulysses. This poem takes the audience to book 19 of the Odyssey, where Penelope meets Ulysses in disguise, and it is this character of Penelope portrayed in Homer’s Odyssey which Ovid takes and to which he adds his own voice (Knox, 1995, p.18-19). This opening and programmatic poem shows the main themes of the collection of epistles as well as Ovid’s treatment of them (Knox, 1995, p.86), and provides excellent material for the discussion of Ovid’s exploitation of the epistolary form. Barchiesi (1993, p.334-335) states that the reader is forced into a discussion with the text about who this new character is in this setting made popular by Homer’s earlier epic. This essay will show that Ovid exploits the epistolary form to ask questions about Penelope’s character and to create a sense of immediacy and subjectivity to the poem. Ovid though does not go to the extent of re-imagining the character of Penelope or re-imagining an alternate world for Penelope to inhabit but stays within the confines of the Homeric story. Ovid further exploits the genre when he places a physical letter in Penelope’s hands and offers it to anyone she can. The letter has its own presence within the poem and there is a sense of dramatic irony created. Ovid highlights the emotional distance between Penelope and Ulysses and plays with the timing and distance involved with these characters. It is at this point Ovid lets us look on with a sense of dramatic irony at Penelope’s words to Ulysses, as she battles with her feelings for him and the state of her life. Because Penelope has reached an end point in her relationship with Ulysses, her viewpoint expresses her actions as habitual and sees herself as powerless.
Discussion:
[bookmark: _Hlk92031761]Through choosing to use the form of a letter for his poetry, Ovid has been able to create a “Subjective narration” (Lindheim, 2003, p.13), which creates a feeling of immediacy in the text. This immediacy which Ovid creates brings us, the reader, into Penelope’s world, and which Ovid was able to use to bring out an elegiac colouring too. We hear the inner thoughts of Penelope, and we hear her inner fears about Ulysses, her future, and her wasted past: we feel pain and feel sympathy through accessing Penelope’s voice. When Ovid wrote the opening lines to the first poem of the book of Heroides, he introduced us to a version of Penelope we hadn’t seen before by leading us into the private world of Penelope. By reading this letter we are eavesdropping on Penelope’s private feelings, and we can therefore feel the tone with which she talks to Ulysses. At the beginning of the poem the reader hears Penelope’s voice: “Haec tua Penelope lento tibi mittit, Ulixe” “This missive your Penelope sends to you, O Ulysses, slow of return that you are” (1.1)[footnoteRef:2]. The reader immediately recognises this is a private letter because Penelope immediately chastises Ulysses with the first evaluative word: ‘lento’, a word which is commonly used by the elegists (Knox, 1995, p.88). Ovid the elegist shows us signs of what is to follow: that he will be combining features from several literary forms (Knox, 2002, p.123) and recasting epic heroines with elegiac voices (Knox, 2002, p.139). The reader feels sympathy immediately because we can hear the voice of Penelope, when it is learnt that it is not a letter she wants to return to her but he himself “nil mihi rescribas attinet; ipse veni!” “writing back is pointless; come yourself!” (1.2). Ovid chooses to exploit the subjective narration to display events through Penelope’s eyes which are contradictory with the events in the Odyssey. For example, when Penelope says: [2:  All translations are taken from LOEB edition, Goold, G.P. and Showerman, G.,1914.] 

“nos Pylon, antiqui Neleia Nestoris arva, misimus; incerta est fama remissa Pylo” “We have sent to Pylos, the land of ancient Nestor, Neleus’ son; the word brought back was nothing sure” (1.63-4). 
Penelope is here displaying that she was involved in the mission to Pylos, though we know it was Telemachus’s decision to travel to Pylos (Kennedy, 1984, p.421). So, why does Ovid depart from the Homeric text at this point? Ovid makes the moment more dramatic because the Roman audience would have recognized the deviation. According to Barchiesi (1993, p.350) “The heroines’ struggle for control over their own destinies in the face of adverse or even impossible conditions is dramatic for the very reason that these destinies have already been recorded and written down.” According to Kennedy (1984, p.421) Penelope deviates from the Odyssey as source text and lies to Ulysses in order to exaggerate the fact that she has done all she can do to find him and can thus marry one of the suitors. The result of this deviation from the truth, though, lets the audience feel Penelope’s struggle, lets one understand Penelope’s mindset, and brings one closer into Penelope’s viewpoint. Ovid can then use the subjective viewpoint of Penelope to explore her mindset and feelings, for example Penelope “sees herself as an elegiac poet would describe her” (Barchiesi, 1993, p.335) when she says of herself “facta videbor anus” “I…shall seem grown an aged dame” (1.116) which is an allusion to Propertius 2.9.8. “illum exspectando facta remansit anus”. It is with subjective words like these that Ovid allows Homer’s Penelope to express herself and be seen in a new light, or as Knox (2002, p.134) states, “Throughout the Heroides Ovid seizes upon moments in which…Ovid causes the reader… to question the values represented…by endowing his heroines with a new voice…as an elegist”. 
[bookmark: _Hlk92130993][bookmark: _Hlk91275265]Does Ovid highlight Penelope’s doom or will she live happily ever after? Ovid sets Ulysses up to succeed when Penelope describes Ulysses’s duties in the elegiac manner: Penelope’s elegiac complaints are several and include: being left alone in bed “non ego deserto iacuissem frigida lecto, non quaererer tardo sir relicta dies” “Then had I not lain cold in my bed, nor would be left alone complaining of slowly passing days” (1.7-8); that Ulysses has not performed the duties of the father “qui mollibus annis in patrias artes erudiendus erat” “who in his tender years should have been trained by you in his father’s ways”(1.111-112); that Ulysses should return to his wife “ipse veni” “come yourself!”(1.2); that Ulysses should see his father before he dies “ut tu sua lumina condas” “in the hope that you will come at last to close his eyes” (1.113). These are complaints of an elegiacally cast Penelope who is stating Ulysses’s duties as she sees them. Ulysses’s duties can be wrapped up with the word pietas, and although Ulysses is neglecting his duties, ultimately these questions of Ulysses, which Ovid sets in Penelope’s elegiac voice, will be answered by his Homeric return. Lindheim (2003, p.34) states “Rather than struggling against the tellings that the prior texts have provided in an effort to rewrite their stories, the heroines choose to inhabit their traditional, recognizable selves and stories.”. Although Ovid explores the character of Penelope by opening a window into a section of the Odyssey, Ovid chooses then to close the window and leave Penelope’s anxieties fall away, when the Odyssey continues without Ovid. What Ovid has done is to exploit the epistolary form’s unique ability to get into the mind of Penelope to alter the audience’s perception of Penelope and to view her in a different light. In Homer’s Odyssey Penelope occupies the role of a faithful wife (Knox, 1995, p.86), where she awaits her husband’s return, passing time weaving and unweaving, as well as lamentation and mourning as she carries out her tasks (Knox, 1995, p.90). Ovid created the subjective viewpoint for the heroines and so created an abandoned elegiac character out of Homer’s Penelope. Ovid took Homeric Penelope and gave her “casto…amori” “chaste love” (1.23) like Catullus (76.2) who is “pium” and who has fulfilled his part of the contract “foedere” (76.3) who wants a lover to be ‘pudica’ (76.24), so Penelope becomes a wife complaining of Ulysses’s Roman ‘pietas’ and the legal “damna” (1.96). but to what end? We know from Homer’s Odyssey that Penelope was faithful and cunning too delaying the suitors, like Ulysses, but Ovid isn’t interested in her cunning as she weaves because the reason for weaving is glossed over. Instead, the weaving is meant to display Roman female virtue and faithfulness (Knox, 1995, p.91). Ovid highlights Penelope’s elegiac ‘Romanitas’ and in contrast highlights Ulysses’s flawed ‘Romanitas’.
Penelope hand writes her letters, and this fictional letter is brought to life for the reader by Ovid’s use of concrete images in his language. For example, the hands writing and the paper it is written on: “digitis charta notata meis” “the sheet writ by these fingers of mine” (1.62). The word ‘notata’ according to Drinkwater (2007, p.383) recalls the marking ‘stigmata’ on a papyrus and provides us with a close sense of the physical letter: the letter, and so the event of Penelope sat writing, is not a distant object but is now proximate to both the intended reader of the letter and us the audience reader of the letter. The reader can imagine Penelope sat writing and perhaps the detail of the ‘charta notata’ is brought out in the reader and in Ulysses. Ovid takes the physical nature of the letter one step further in the letter from Briseis: she weeps onto her letter as she writes to her absent lover Achilles “quascumque adspicies, lacrimae facere lituras” “Whatever blots you shall see, her tears have made” (3.3).  Penelope describes her action of handing the note herself to strangers:
“Quisquis ad haec vertit peregrinam litora puppim, 
ille mihi de te multa rogatus abit, 
quamque tibi reddat, si te modo viderit usquam, 
traditur huic digitis charta notata meis”
“whoso turns to these shores of ours his stranger ship is plied with many a question ere he go away, and into his hand is given the sheet writ by these fingers of mine, to render up should he but see you anywhere” (1.59-62).
It is the choice of Ovid to place us, the audience, in this time and to let us watch Penelope hand a letter to Ulysses. It is according to Lindheim (2003, p. 19-20) because there is a distance between two people that a letter exists, and the letter creates an illusory conversation and illusory presence. Ovid here plays with this illusory presence created by the existence of the letter, to highlight both the distance and the proximity between Penelope and Ulysses: perhaps the proximity felt by Ulysses to Penelope and the distance felt by Penelope to Ulysses. Ovid’s reason for placing a letter in Penelope’s hand isn’t to bridge a gap between two people because Penelope and Ulysses are standing next to each other. Penelope stands on the shore with letter in hand and it might be expected that the feelings in her mind would be of hope at finding him, but instead they are feelings of doubt over finding him: “si te modo viderit usquam” “should he but see you anywhere”. The reader knows what Penelope’s future holds because they have read Homer, and they know that Ulysses will return the next day, and this creates a sense of drama. Additionally, they know that any feelings Penelope holds are now only going to be short lived, and so any doubt in her mind is highlighted. Penelope standing on the shore with letter in hand is a source of irony too because she is searching for a husband with a letter to hand to him and he is in fact the stranger she speaks to (Kennedy, 1984, p. 413-422).  It is this knowledge of the future which is the source of irony, according to Barchiesi (1993, p.334-335).
One of the ways in which Ovid exploits the letter genre is to highlight and play with the distance between Penelope and Ulysses. It is quite easy to read Ulysses as the hero of an adventure, returning in time to defeat the suitors, but we would be overlooking the prolonged distance created between Penelope and Ulysses. Ovid brings this to centre stage. Penelope feels alone and desires touch of her husband “ipse veni!” (1.2) because Uysses is distant from her, both geographically and emotionally. We know from the Odyssey that Ulysses has been absent for ten years and he hasn’t contacted Penelope, leaving her feeling a lack of emotional connection. According to Lindheim (2003, p.19) a letter exists because there is distance separating two correspondents and (Lindheim, 2003, p. 13) it’s the mark of a letter to create an illusionary presence of an absent addressee. Ovid exploits the fact that the heroines of his letters are separated by distance, time, and emotion, and in Penelope’s letter Ovid is highlighting the lack of illusionary presence (Lindheim, 2003, p.37) created by a letter and a sense of closeness, which, in effect, makes this letter itself redundant. The letter was viewed by Ovid as equivalent to spoken words (Lindheim, 2003, p. 38) and could replace the absent person. But in Penelope’s letter she has given up on seeing Ulysses: she isn’t holding a conversation with Ulysses where a response is welcomed: “ipse veni!”. Those conversations are likely to have occurred during the previous ten years. But now, ten years later, Penelope creates a hostile environment where her relationship has now passed to the state of legal terminology (Knox, 1995, p.108) and duty, because for Ovid’s Penelope the relationship is built on a contract: “ultimus accedunt in tua damna” “are the crowning disgrace now added to your disgrace” (1.96). 
The heroines of myth may not be central characters in their epic or dramatic setting, but in the Heroides Ovid places them in central roles and their own stories require exploration, as their heroes’s stories have. Ovid lets us look at Penelope and understand what she is feeling, and she is angry with Ulysses and at the brink of a great change: when one of the suitors may finally realise their desire of marrying Penelope. Ovid chooses to pick this point in time and to exploit it. It is a time of confusion for Penelope. Ovid creates the image of a woman who passes her life in habitual tasks: in complaining “non quererer tardos ire relicta dies’’ “nor would now be left alone complaining of slowly passing days” (1.8), in letter writing ‘‘Quisquis ad haec vertit peregrinam litora puppim…traditur huic digitis charta notata meis” “whoso turns to these shores of ours his stranger ship…and into his hand is given the sheet writ by these fingers of mine” (1.59-62), in fearing “quando ego non timui” “when have I not feared” (1.11), and in endlessly delaying “immensas increpat usque moras” “and ever chides me for my measureless delay” (1.82). Penelope has passed her youth away in doing these things and is now an old woman, which Ovid emphasises with the placement of “puella” at the end of line 115 and then mirrors its placement with “anus” at line 1.116, “Certe ego, quae fueram te discedente puella…facta videbor anus” “as for myself, who when you left my side was but a girl…I surely will seem grown an aged dame” (1.115-116) occupying an important position and completing the opening letter of the collection.
The fact is Penelope is a habitual letter writer and she has, we can only imagine, been writing letters for ten years without reply. From the opening word ‘haec’ (1.1) followed later by ‘traditur…charta’ (1.62) we know that there is more than one letter. She writes letters and sends them around the world because she has no idea where Ulysses is: “nec scire mihi, quae causa morandi, aut in quo lateas ferreus orbe, licet” “you are yet not here, nor am I let know what causes your delay, or in what part of the world hard-heartedly you hide” (1.57-58). Penelope’s loneliness and her isolation are exploited by Ovid by her choice of medium, the letter.  Penelope feels alone when she elegiacally feels that Ulysses is ‘ferreus’ (1.58), which makes Penelope the elegiac ‘exclusus amator’ at this point in her relationship with Ulysses. Penelope also feels powerless, and her view of the world sees those who are powerful as those who can speak (Lindheaim, 2003, p.40); whereas Penelope can only write a letter, an act which is itself a solitary one, and which has been habitually recurring, compared with the social act of speaking. So where Penelope is solitary in writing a letter, Ovid creates Penelope’s  viewpoint where she sees successful males all relay events through the medium of speech: Ulysses himself uses the social act of speaking: “narres, quam sit tibi rustica coniunx” “you tell how rustic a wife you have” (1.77), and the heroes returning from Troy relay to their wives: “narrantis coniunx pendet ab ore viri” “the wife hangs on the tale that falls from her husband’s lips” (1.30). The act of letter writing is reserved for Penelope alone. Her social events seem to amount to questioning strangers on a shore “ille mihi de te multa rogatus abit” “is plied with many a question ere he go away” (1.60). Ovid creates a letter writer to exploit Penelope’s sense of loneliness.  In Penelope’s letter Ovid exploits this moment at which Penelope has a chance meeting with Ulysses who is in disguise. The distance now between Penelope and Ulysses is suspended by Ovid. The purpose of the letter is to bridge a gap and create proximity, yet we know Penelope is handing the letter to Ulysses and their proximity negates the need for a letter. The audience knows that Penelope’s whole purpose for writing, her loneliness, her fears, is purposeless now, because Ulysses is present and will be returning the next day. When Ovid places the letter in Penelope’s hands and she gives it to Ulysses in disguise, he has placed the characters in a precise moment of his choosing. At this point in time, Penelope’s feelings for Ulysses are confused: her hero isn’t at home “victor abes” “a victor, you are yet not here” (1.57) and Ulysses has not fulfilled that part of the duty which requires he returns after war, which makes him “ferreus” “hard-hearted[ly]” (1.58) and she accuses him of hiding “lateas” “you hide” (1.58). This language shows that Penelope has reached some sort of an end point in her patience and communication with Ulysses. Penelope is ready to make a change to her life just at the time that he returns. It is like a climactic scene in a movie where two people meet, the build up to it is added to by Ovid at this point, because it is about to happen. The scene is all the more dramatic now because Ovid is dramatizing it by choosing to explore an epistle at this moment. 
Conclusion:
Ovid’s first poem of his Heroides is understood when read against Homer’s Odyssey. As the main literary model, the reader can view and enjoy Ovid’s interplay with, and deviations from, the Odyssey (Knox, 1995, p.86-87). Ovid chose to exploit the epistolary form because it allowed the audience access to Penelope. Firstly, we could feel Penelope’s pain and feel sympathy for her because we could access Penelope’s voice. Secondly, we could hear Penelope’s chastising tone when she wrote to him using the elegiac voice. Thirdly, we could feel Penelope’s struggle with separation from Ulysses because we had access to her mindset when she deviated from the Homeric text. Because we could see Ulysses through Penelope’s eyes as a series of elegiac duties, we could see that Ovid made the choice to view Penelope anew and with elegiac eyes, but ultimately chose not to change the Homeric story. Ovid brought to life the letter by placing it in Penelope’s hands so she could hand it on to a stranger: he chose to display the image of Penelope’s hands holding the paper and writing over it in ink. Ovid chose to highlight Penelope’s distance from Ulysses and loneliness through her choice of letter medium, which ultimately descended into duty and legal language. Penelope by the epistolary form is shown to be too distant for even the letter writer and had passed the point of illusionary presence when she wrote letters. This end point which Penelope had reached was used by Ovid to form the basis for dramatic irony. Penelope had lost the power of speech which Ulysses still had, and which other victors of the Trojan war had. The letter which we the audience read is all rather futile in its existence because it will never be sent or held and read by another, because Ovid closes the window into Penelope’s world. The Odyssey will continue as it did before and the Penelope character we have come to know will cease to be.
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