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Summary

This project concerns itself with the characterisation of Ovid’s Medea, as she appears in the
twin letters Heroides 6 and 12, and in Book 7 of the Metamorphoses. The thesis argues first
that the Ovidian Medea can be read as an example of coherent and persuasive characterisation;
second, that the poet depicts Medea as one consistent personality-type in both the Heroides
and the Metamorphoses. This reading stands in opposition to the prevailing scholarly
assessment of Medea, which holds that she is one of Ovid’s least successful characterisations,
and that the poet develops her character very differently in his epic and elegiac narratives.

The premise of the thesis is that the so-called ‘difficulties’ with Ovid’s characterisation of
Medea arise from the critic’s assumptions about how the heroine should think, feel and behave
within the Ovidian sphere. The project argues that Medea shows consistency in her modes of
thinking and reasoning across her Ovidian texts, but that this is apparent only if the reader sets
out to examine the ways in which Ovid’s heroine differs from those of the preceding Greek
tradition. Specifically, the reading suggests that Ovid’s Medea lacks the moral stature of the
heroines of Apollonius and Euripides: she is self-focused and unsympathetic, driven by the
desire to possess and exercise control over the other characters of her myth.

Methodologically, the project sits at the intersection of several fields of literary criticism,
without deriving from any one approach. The thesis relies on a close analysis of the Ovidian
texts, whilst employing aspects of different critical theories to illustrate the view of Medea’s
characterisation. As with much contemporary Ovidian scholarship, the reading has been
heavily influenced by the traditions of feminist and intertextual criticism. However, the
interdisciplinary element of the project derives from psychoanalytical and forensic theory,
arguing that Ovid’s depiction of Medea’s personality-type shares some similarities with the
modern understanding of the psychopath.

The thesis finds that Ovid’s characterisation of Medea can be viewed as both consistent and
plausible, if only the reader is prepared to jettison the expectation that the heroine will
significantly resemble her counterparts in Apollonius and Euripides. Despite the relative
unpopularity of characterisation as a topic for Classical research, a focus on the process of
Ovid’s construction of his heroine’s literary personality enables the reader to establish a
rationale for some of the most challenging aspects of Heroides 12 and Metamorphoses 7. The
reader’s point of view is thus crucial to the perception either of the ‘success’ or the ‘failure’ of
the poet’s characters.
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Introducing Ovid’s Medea

If you once understand an author’s character,
the comprehension of his writings becomes easy.
— Longfellow, Hyperion

This thesis takes as its central concern the character of Ovid’s Medea, as she appears in the
twin letters Heroides 6 and 12, and in Book 7 of the Metamorphoses. Despite her towering
profile in Greek literature, where she is the heroine of Apollonius’ Argonautica and
Euripides’ eponymous tragedy, the Ovidian Medea has achieved considerably less
notoriety, and therefore less critical attention from scholars. Those who have engaged with
Ovid’s Medea have found her to be broadly unsatisfying. Heroides 12 is criticised as an
infelicitous depiction either of a love-sick girl or of a caricatured villain, in both cases
devoid of the moral stature that piques the reader’s interest in the portraits of Apollonius
and of Euripides. In the epic sphere, the Medea of Metamorphoses 7 is thought to lurch
improbably between the overtly dutiful heroine of the early narrative and the cruel witch of
the later episodes.' These unfavourable interpretations have resulted in a relative dearth of
critical analyses of the Ovidian Medea, compared to the numbers devoted to the other

women of the Heroides, and to the rest of the Metamorphoses.

Scholarship on the Heroides often elects to deal with Medea’s letter in ‘snapshot’ form, by
way of illustrating a connection with another poem which the critic considers to be of
greater interest — for example, Phyllis’ Heroides 2. Fulkerson (2002b) develops a
persuasive interpretation of Phyllis as a reader of Medea’s Heroides 12, yet Fulkerson’s
approach is representative of the scholarly tendency to read ‘past’ Medea in order to focus
on another heroine, rather than committing to an examination of Medea herself. Spentzou
(2003) is similarly emblematic: she describes Heroides 12 as ‘one of the most fiercely
disputed letters” in the collection; nonetheless, her study refers to Medea only in passing,

offering detailed discussions of other heroines while Medea lurks unobtrusively in the

' On Heroides 12, see Verducci (1985), pp. 66-81, for a reading of Medea as a love-sick girl; and
Jacobson (1974), pp. 120-3, for the villainous heroine. On Metamorphoses 7, Newlands (1997) and
Liveley (2011), pp. 77-8, provide useful summaries of the perceived difficulties with Medea’s epic
characterisation.

1



Introduction

background.” Analyses of the Metamorphoses are perhaps even more partial: an inspection
of the list of passages cited from several of the most significant monographs on the epic
reveals that Book 7 — especially the first half devoted to Medea — is either passed over
altogether, or receives only one or two citations whereas those of other more popular books

number into the hundreds.’

Surveying the landscape of Ovidian criticism at the end of the twentieth century, Myers
(1999) observes that a great deal of scholarship continues to cluster around the same few
texts and passages within texts.” I propose that Medea is an obvious victim of this situation,
particularly as regards Metamorphoses 7: we have an overabundance of readings of
Arachne, Orpheus, Pygmalion, the Trojan story and the so-called “political” passages of
Book 15, yet very few on many of the other myths. As Myers argues, this focus on specific
aspects of Ovid’s poetry effectively prevents the rehabilitation of other parts of the Ovidian
oeuvre, which are not being subjected to the kind of close analysis which has advanced
Ovidian scholarship so greatly in the last few decades.” In such a critical context, the aim
of this project is simple: to take a comparatively neglected Ovidian heroine and subject her

to a close reading.

This project began with Stephen Hinds, whose 1993 article on the authenticity of Heroides
12 begins by asking: ‘How many Medeas are there in Ovid?*® For Hinds, the question is
but a precursor to his argument that the Medea of Heroides 12 can be read as reflecting the
potential for a number of different characterisations across different texts and genres.
Hinds takes the ‘number’ of Ovidian Medeas to be directly proportional to the critic’s

ability to identify their individual silhouettes in the shifting landscape of Ovid’s poetic

? Spentzou (2003), p. 32.

3 Consider, for example, the indices of: Wilkinson (1955), Due (1974), Galinsky (1975), Tissol
(1997), Hardie (2002) and Feldherr (2010). This list is indicative, serving to demonstrate that the
lack of critical interest in Medea’s Book 7 spans scholarship both old and new. Wilkinson (1955), p.
149, asserts that Ovid does not re-treat material from the Heroides in the Metamorphoses, declaring
that ‘the misfortunes of Medea, Dido, Laodamia and Ariadne are passed over in a few lines’. This
seems an extraordinary way to dismiss the 424 lines of Medea’s myth in Ovid’s epic, yet
Wilkinson’s attitude is not atypical amongst scholarship on the Metamorphoses.

* The exception to Myers® observation is surely the exile poetry, which began to experience a
revival in the mid-1990s, and which has taken off in the years since Myers” article. The long-
overdue appearance of volumes such as Ingleheart’s (2010) commentary on 7ristia 2 has made the
exile poetry accessible to undergraduates as well as to Ovid specialists.

3 Useful examples here would include Knox (1986), Hinds (1987) and Keith (1992), all of which
are much cited in Ovidian bibliographies as examples of innovative readings facilitated by close
textual analysis, and as monographs which shaped the scholarship that followed.

® Hinds (1993), p. 9.
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allusions. By contrast, I wanted to find out whether it is possible to build a reading of
Medea that arrives at a single, unified characterisation — counter to Hinds” assertion that
we can read the Ovidian heroine as representing in some sense all of her differing literary
incarnations at the same time. It seemed to me that if we could make a case for a uniquely
Ovidian Medea, distinct and separable from the Apollonian and Euripidean Medeas, then it
might be possible to undermine the critical consensus that Ovid’s heroine — whether in the
Heroides or the Metamorphoses — represents one of the poet’s least successful artistic

creations.
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Framing the discussion

This project has four principal strands. First, | develop a reading of Medea which is
consistent across the Heroides and the Metamorphoses, arguing that we have ample
evidence to treat her as the ‘same’ character in both texts. Typically, scholars have
regarded the Medea of Heroides 12 as ‘one’ heroine, and the Medea of the Metamorphoses
as ‘another’ — two different characterisations reflecting two different moments in Ovid’s
compositional life, and two different narrative frames within which his Medea is being
shaped.” By contrast, I propose that the notion that we are dealing with two different
Medeas is a matter of poetic sleight of hand: Heroides 12 and Metamorphoses 7 appear at
first glance to be so different that we are inclined to assume that the heroines we find
within them are similarly divergent. Heroides 12 belongs to the elegiac genre,
Metamorphoses 7 to the epic; Heroides 12 is written in the first person, in Medea’s ‘own’
voice; Metamorphoses 7 in the third person, the voice of Ovid’s anonymous narrator.
Moreover, the Medea of Heroides 12 is at a much later stage of her mythological life, just
about to enter Euripides’ play and commit the infamous filicides; the narrative of the epic

Medea opens much earlier, when the Argo has just landed in Colchis.

I suggest that these differences of genre, narration and mythological chronology have
caused Ovid’s external readers to infer that the heroines depicted are as dissimilar in
character as their narratives appear in form. I argue that the reader’s perception that we are
dealing with two different Medeas is an illusion unsupported by a close reading of Ovid’s
characterisation of his heroine within each text. In my reading, a detailed examination of
‘each’ Medea reveals a surprising degree of commonality between the two, suggesting that
Ovid has conceived his heroine as depicting one stable characterisation captured at two
different periods of the heroine’s mythological life, and seen from two slightly different
narrative perspectives. The challenge posed by Ovid’s presentation of Medea is to
successfully combine these two perspectives into one coherent reading. I imagine it like
encountering a statue in a museum, when the viewer has only ever seen still photographs,
taken from one angle at a time. Not until we can examine the whole object — whether
sculptural or textual — can we understand how the separate, optically-flattened images fit

together into a whole that is more affecting and more successful because it is integrated.

7 See, for example, Kenney (2001), who notes what he considers to be several key points of
difference between the Medeas of Heroides 12 and Metamorphoses 7.
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Second, my reading of Medea as one consistent characterisation allows me to challenge the
assessment that the heroine represents one of Ovid’s least successful endeavours. A
significant number of discussions spanning more than a century advance the view that the
Ovidian Medea — especially that of Heroides 12 — does not really ‘make sense’.® Critics
have argued that Medea’s apparent modes of reasoning and feeling are unclear, that they
are unpersuasive, that they do not harmonise with the events of the mythological tradition
— either because a heroine so cold cannot kill her children out of desperation, or because a
heroine so weakly hero-dependent cannot kill out of rage and in revenge.’ In either
assessment, scholars are more-or-less agreed that the Ovidian Medea comprises an
unsatisfying jumble of characteristics. I stand in opposition to this tradition, arguing that
Ovid’s Medea can be said to make perfect sense if only we can find a suitable framework
within which to examine her, and if we can identify a consistent thread in how Ovid
depicts her. In particular, I propose that it is necessary to abandon the expectation that the
Ovidian Medea will significantly resemble her predecessors — whether Apollonian or
Euripidean — in order to perceive the coherence in Ovid’s portrayal. I suggest that the
Ovidian Medea appears to be distinctly unlike her earlier Greek incarnations: that she is

calculating, self-focused and unemotional, but not unconvincing.

The third strand of the thesis derives from the second: I consider some possible reasons
why critics are typically so unhappy with the Ovidian Medea. In the case of the Heroides,
scholars have suggested that the poems which are most enduringly popular are those whose
writers have a well-known mythological pedigree.'” This is the premise of Anderson’s
(1973) analysis of Dido’s Heroides 7: Anderson finds Ovid’s Dido to be ‘gentler’ than her

Virgilian predecessor; he asserts that the reader’s interest in Ovid’s portrait lies chiefly in

¥ Palmer (1898, rp 2005), pp. 386-400, is perhaps the earliest to provide a detailed account of what
he considers to be the eccentricities of Heroides 12. Much more recent studies are similarly
unfavourable in their conclusions about Medea’s letter: for example, Lindheim (2003), pp. 114-33,
and Davis (2012). Davis’ argument proceeds from the tacit assumption that Heroides 12 can only
be read successfully if we accept from the outset that Medea is yet to achieve any real agency or
critical interest because she has already quit her Apollonian sphere, but not yet arrived in the
Euripidean. For Davis, the Medea of Heroides 12 is literally ‘nowhere’. As regards Metamorphoses
7, scholars such as Rosner-Siegel (1982) and Newlands (1997) are emblematic of a critical trend in
which the epic Medea can only be said to make sense if we treat her as undergoing a complete
personality shift across Book 7.

? See here Jacobson’s view (1974), pp. 121-3, that the Medea of Heroides 12 appears too amoral to
ever become Euripides’ heroine; and Lindheim’s argument (2003), pp. 128-33, that Medea is
totally dependent on Jason’s view of her, thereby sacrificing the agency that she acquires in
Euripides.

' Barchiesi (1993) and (2001) offers perhaps the most articulate and compelling discussions of this
phenomenon.

5
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the contrast it offers with the heroine of the Aeneid, as one of the most influential women
in Roman literature.'' In the same way, Kennedy’s ground-breaking (1984) treatment of
Penelope’s Heroides 1 argues virtually beyond contention that the success of the poem
derives from Ovid’s exploitation of the reader’s self-satisfaction at knowing more of
Penelope’s story than she does, at being several steps ‘ahead’ of the Ovidian heroine

because of our familiarity with Homer.

On the other hand, I observe that some of the Heroides do not conform to Anderson’s and
Kennedy’s pattern, where the most popular letters are those with the most prominent
literary histories. Phyllis’ Heroides 2 must suffer from having a literary tradition that is
largely lost, and yet Phyllis’ poem has achieved arguably greater prominence in
contemporary Heroides scholarship than has Dido’s Heroides 7. The same is true of
Oenone’s Heroides 5, which lacks not only a complete extant tradition, but also the
element of drama which informs the majority of the epistles. In Oenone’s case, there is no
impending crisis to create tension in the narrative, and neither Paris’ distant death nor
Oenone’s is even alluded to."® These difficulties notwithstanding, Heroides 5 features in
most of the recent monographs on the collection, and in Knox’s (1995) edition of selected

14
letters.

I suggest that Phyllis* poem and Oenone’s each capture the reader’s interest in a different
way, making up for the deficiencies of their literary traditions by being interesting on other
levels. In Phyllis’ case, the element of dramatic tension contributes to the success of the
narrative: Phyllis draws her reader in as we watch her build herself up to suicide. Oenone’s

poem is slightly different, involving the reader in a game of competing literary genres, as

' Cf. Anderson (1973), pp. 60-2.

"2 See Knox (1995), pp. 111-40, and Fulkerson (2009) for an account of Phyllis’ probable
provenance, most likely Callimachus’ Aetia. Knox’s commentary, in particular, offers some
excellent observations regarding the structure of Ovid’s poem and his presentation of Phyllis as a
character; these go a long way, I suggest, towards undermining the view that the Heroides cannot
be enjoyed without the reader having detailed knowledge of the specific tradition from which Ovid
is working. For two in-depth discussions of Heroides 2, see Fulkerson (2002b) and Lindheim
(2003), pp. 89-114. Both depend in part on arguing that Phyllis reprises themes from the poems of
her sister-writers, yet both also demonstrate that Phyllis’ letter makes a commanding read on its
own. On Dido: Barchiesi (2001), p. 42, labels her the ‘least loved [heroine] in the whole collection’.
See also Desmond (1993) for a study of Ovid’s Dido as a hostile revision of Virgil’s canonical
character.

" In this respect, I take issue with Knox’s suggested translation of Her. 5.26 as ‘grow straight to
become my memorial’ — an interpretation which suggests some awareness of impending death that
does not appear anywhere else in the letter. Cf. Knox (1995), p. 148.

' Fulkerson (2005) is a notable exception here. The only two Heroides which Fulkerson’s
monograph does not treat at all are Penelope’s Heroides 1 and Oenone’s Heroides 5.
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the pastoral heroine finds herself in conflict with Paris and Helen, who hail from the epic
genre. Thus, it seems that individual Heroides can achieve popularity in different ways:
Dido has her powerful literary tradition, Phyllis the drama of her suicide, Oenone the

struggle of a heroine against her genre.

In my view, the critical attention devoted to Heroides 2, 5 and 7 renders the lack of interest
in Medea’s Heroides 12 all the more surprising, since Medea appears to collect in one
poem the narrative interest of all three of her sister writers. Medea possesses a literary
tradition of similar stature to Dido’s; she has the dramatic potential of Phyllis’ poem, being
about to commit murder; and she inhabits both the epic and tragic spheres in Apollonius
and Euripides, giving her the generic depth of Oenone. Perhaps most perplexing is the
critics’ apparent lack of concern with the dramatic potential of Heroides 12, which |
suggest is unparalleled within the collection: three of Ovid’s women close their letters
immediately before committing suicide, but Medea is the only heroine who exits Ovid’s

epistolary frame to perpetrate multiple homicide.'

Its obvious complexity notwithstanding, Medea’s poem remains troublesome to its critics.
I propose that there are a number of reasons why this is so, chief among them Ovid’s
depiction of Medea as highly self-focused. Medea’s apparent lack of feeling for the other
characters of her story makes her difficult for the reader to identify with or to like —a
theme made plain by comparison with Hypsipyle’s Heroides 6, also addressed to Jason. In
one sense, Hypsipyle’s letter is less ‘successful’ than Medea’s, in that Hypsipyle is
dependent upon the hero and struggles without Jason to define her. Nonetheless, I suggest
that Hypsipyle appeals more to Ovid’s reader than does Medea, because we perceive that
Hypsipyle sees herself in relation to other characters. Unlike Medea, Hypsipyle is easy to

comprehend because she is outwardly-focused and interpersonally aware.

As regards Metamorphoses 7, 1 suggest that the same aspects of Medea’s Ovidian
characterisation come into play — the heroine of the epic is similarly self-focused, which

jars against the Apollonian tradition especially, where we are familiar with a Medea who is

' Cf. Phyllis® Heroides 2, Dido’s Heroides 7 and Canace’s Heroides 11. Heroides 9 is potentially
another such letter: Deianira declares that she should not hesitate to die [ Her. 9.146], yet Deianira’s
situation is slightly different, in that she only receives the news that precipitates her desire for death
‘while’ she is writing Heroides 9. The other heroines all demonstrate some consciousness from the
start of their letters that they are moving towards their own deaths. Consider, for example, Dido’s
image of the dying swan [Her. 7.1-2] and Canace’s sword lying ready in her lap [Her. 11.3-4].
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genuinely distressed by Jason’s probable demise. Secondly, the Medea of the
Metamorphoses appears on the surface to shift rapidly from a naive heroine to a callous
murderer. This seems to leave the reader with two possibilities: either Medea undergoes a
complete psychological change across Book 7, or Ovid has crafted a flawed
characterisation. By contrast, 1 argue that there are enough connections between the
heroine’s portrayal in the earlier and later episodes of the myth to support one consistent
and comprehensible view of Medea’s epic personality — if we know what we are looking

for.

Fourth and finally, this thesis aims to demonstrate that a reading of the Ovidian Medea —
one of the least-loved characters in Ovid’s corpus, although Liveley (2011) labels her also
the ‘most memorable’'® — can suggest alternative avenues for investigating other Ovidian
characters. The comparative analyses of Penelope, Phyllis, Oenone and Hypermnestra in
Chapters One and Two, and those of Scylla, Arachne, Niobe and Procne in Chapters Three
and Four combine to highlight the diversity of Ovidian characterisation, even in cases
where the heroines appear to be inhabiting variations on the same situation. My reading of
Medea attempts to resist the tendency to homogenise literary characters according to
gender or narrative situation, by analysing how different is Medea both from her canonical

incarnations and from her fellow women in Ovid.

' Liveley (2011), p. 77.
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On texts: Tristia 3.9 and Ennius’ Medea

Readers will observe that I am dealing only with the Medeas of Heroides 12 and
Metamorphoses 7; 1 am not investigating the heroine as she appears in 7ristia 3.9. The
reasons for this are two-fold. First, although I consider it theoretically possible to argue for
a reading of Tristia 3.9 as depicting the same characterisation of Medea that we find in
Ovid’s earlier texts, such a discussion is beyond the scope of this work. Rather than
attempting to analyse all three texts in this thesis, and thereby treating each only two-thirds
as thoroughly as I have been able to by focusing on two Ovidian poems, I choose instead
to build a detailed reading of the Heroidean and Metamorphosean heroines, with a view to

creating a sort of template for any critic wishing to test a similar model on 7ristia 3.9.

Secondly, and perhaps more importantly, 7ristia 3.9 is a very different kind of poetic work
to either Heroides 12 or Metamorphoses 7. As Williams (1994) argues, the exile poetry is
bound up with an exploration of Ovid’s own poetic life and identity in a way that his other
works are not, or at least not to the same extent.'” Therefore, the figure of Medea in the
Tristia is less likely to represent a fully-envisioned characterisation of the heroine than it is
to play a role in reflecting and embodying Ovid’s own experience of exile in Tomis."® In
other words, I think it likely that the Medeas of Heroides 12 and Metamorphoses 7
perform quite a different function within Ovid’s texts to that of the heroine from 7ristia 3.9.
This makes the question of character comparison somewhat problematic. In my view, it is
not impossible to treat the Medea of Tristia 3.9 as the ‘same’ heroine whom we observe in
the Heroides and the Metamorphoses; however, it is a different and possibly more
demanding task to attempt to separate the layers of Medea-as-Ovid from Medea-as-
character before commencing such an analysis. Therefore, for the purposes of this

discussion, I limit myself to the heroines of Heroides 12 and Metamorphoses 7.

As to Ovid’s poetic models, readers will likewise note that I am largely concerned with the
heroines of Apollonius and Euripides, and not with the Medea of Ennius. Although Ennius’
tragedy must have been an influential source for Ovid, I suggest that the available
fragments are too limited to enable us to advance any persuasive view of Medea’s Ennian

characterisation. The most substantial fragments suggest that Ennius’ play strongly

' Cf. Williams (1994) for an analysis of some of the key aspects of the exile poetry.

'8 For an alternative view, Hinds (2007) offers an excellent discussion. He argues that 7ristia 3.9 is
unusual in Ovid’s exilic oeuvre, being the only poem in the 7ristia which is not overtly concerned
with Ovid’s life in Tomis.
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resembled that of Euripides — at least in its central conflict — but any analysis of the
depiction of Medea must depend on wild extrapolation, since it is not possible to develop
an accurate impression of a literary personality from a few disconnected words at a time."”
For this reason, I limit the project to a discussion of the Ovidian Medea and her Apollonian
and Euripidean predecessors, since we have in the 4rgonautica and in Euripides’ tragedy

adequate text to support an interpretation of the heroine’s characterisation.

' For an analysis of the Ennian fragments, see Jocelyn (1967), who notes the apparent similarities
between Ennius’ Medea and Euripides’.
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Mapping the literary landscape

The landscape of Ovidian criticism has changed dramatically in the last hundred years,
making Ovid arguably one of the most interesting subjects for contemporary research. Few
Classical poets have experienced such a diametrical revision of repute: criticised as
lightweight and shallow in one century, only to be regarded as profound and artistically
sophisticated in the next. The scholastic giants of the mid-twentieth century, such as
Frankel (1945) and Wilkinson (1955), began the task of resurrecting Ovid’s reputation
within the world of literary studies; however, their assertions that Ovid’s poetry repays
close analysis were undermined by their equally strong conviction that he is a poet whose
lack of depth must preclude him from achieving the literary heights of Virgil. Both critics
objected strongly to the Heroides, finding them tedious and artificial, with Wilkinson
famously comparing the collection to an indigestible plum pudding.*® Their views of the
Metamorphoses reached scarcely higher, despite Friankel labelling it ‘one of the finest
poems handed down to us from antiquity’.*' For Frinkel and Wilkinson, the
Metamorphoses is simply too diffuse to be taken seriously, a tour de force of Ovidian
story-telling without the stylistic coherence or thematic unity that characterises the

5799
Aeneid.

Otis (1966) represented a significant step forward, in that he advanced a theory regarding
the organisational rationale of the Metamorphoses, treating Books 6 to 11 as the ‘heart’ of
the epic and designating its theme ‘the pathos of love’.”* Although Otis substantially
revised his conclusions in his second edition (1970), the monograph is a brave attempt to
challenge the assumption that Ovid’s masterpiece must be as confused in its structure as its
diverse stories can appear to the modern reader. On the other hand, Otis is quite as critical
of the Heroides as are Frankel (1945) and Wilkinson (1955), deriding the heroines’ ‘empty
emotionalism’, and singling out the epistles of Canace, Medea and Hypermnestra as the
only poems worth reading for their inclusion of ‘dramatic movement’ in the women’s

myths.**

2% Wilkinson (1955). p. 106.
?! Frinkel (1945), p. 72.
2 Cf. Wilkinson’s comment (1955), p. 144, that *Virgil had now set a new standard for epic,
infusing it with philosophical import, and Ovid was no philosopher’. Later, Wilkinson refers to the
structure of the Metamorphoses as a ‘jigsaw-puzzle’, p. 147, assuming that Ovid lacked the critical
capabilities to do anything other than assemble his tales in a linear fashion.
# Otis (1966, rp 1970). p. 166.
* Cf. Otis (1966, rp 1970). p. 17.
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Scholarship on the Heroides turned a corner with Anderson’s (1973) contribution to the
J.W. Binns compendium on Ovid. In his chapter, Anderson argues that critics ought to stop
comparing Ovid’s women unfavourably with their canonical predecessors, that we should
concern ourselves with what Ovid might be doing with the characters in his own right.
Anderson was thus an early proponent of taking the heroines ‘on their own terms’,
although his efforts to defend Ovid’s Dido are hampered by his determination to treat the
character of Heroides 7 as both truthful and disingenuous — ‘charming’ where Virgil’s
heroine is heroic.*® Jacobson’s (1974) monograph appears to answer Anderson’s call to
action, being the first full-length study devoted entirely to the Heroides, and to date the
only in-depth treatment of all of the single epistles. In the tradition of Palmer’s (1898)
commentary, and J.N. Anderson’s (1896) notes on Ovid’s sources for the collection,
Jacobson set out to measure the degree of Ovid’s originality by mapping the poet’s
dependence on or departure from preceding literary sources.”® Jacobson reads the
collection ‘psychologically’, exploring the idea that Ovid was chiefly interested in
character rather than plot. Jacobson’s approach represented a new frontier in Heroides
studies, serving to highlight the individuality of the Ovidian heroines, yet also passing over
much of the humour and dramatic irony of the poems in favour of an unrelenting focus on

the women’s epistolary psyches.”’

At the same time in Metamorphoses studies, Due’s monograph Changing Forms (1974)
attempted to recapture an image of Ovid’s ancient reader, moving away from the criticisms
of Otis (1966) and Wilkinson (1955) to present a view of Ovid as a poet engaged in ironic
dialogue with Virgil and Horace. Despite the difficulties of Due’s reading — encapsulated
in the declaration that his study deals only with ‘historical facts’ — Due propelled the
scholarly conversation forward by observing that the only truly relevant reading of a poem
lies in how it is understood: that is, in how a reader chooses to interpret a poem. Galinsky’s
(1975) volume pursues themes raised by earlier scholars, performing a comparative

analysis of Ovid’s Trojan material and Virgil’s Aeneid, and using this to argue for the unity

* Cf. Anderson (1973), pp. 60-2, where he contrasts Ovid’s Dido against the ‘grandeur’ of Virgil’s
heroine, who is ‘majestic’ at the point of her suicide. By contrast, Anderson argues that Ovid’s
portrait of Dido is ‘humane and courtly’.

% Jacobson’s (1974) analysis follows Ovid’s infamous assertion at Ars Am. 3.345-6: vel tibi
composita cantetur epistola voce: / ignotum hoc aliis ille novavit opus.

?7 A second problem with Jacobson’s work — in my view the more significant — is noted by
Kennedy (2002), p. 219, in his essay on the Heroides in The Cambridge Companion to Ovid.
Kennedy observes that Jacobson’s book is ‘pervaded by a profound sense of disappointment’, and
this is indeed the most noticeable feature of the monograph: Jacobson fails to like any of Ovid’s
epistolary women, and seems as a result irrevocably committed to his negative conclusions.
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of the Ovidian epic as centred in its inherent variety. Galinsky echoes Otis (1966) in
concluding that love, not metamorphosis, is the theme of the poem, and like Otis he is
interested in the origins of Ovid’s stories rather than in Ovid’s unique treatment of them.
For the reader concerned with Medea’s Book 7, 1976 saw the appearance of the third
volume of Bémer’s commentary on the Metamorphoses, begun in 1969. Bémer’s approach
to Book 7 — as to all of the Metamorphoses — is vastly more detailed than Anderson’s
(1972) earlier commentary on Books 6 to 10; neither, however, is much concerned with

examining the place of Medea either within Book 7 or within the central pentad of the epic.

Vessey (1976) continued the gradual redefinition of criticism on the Heroides, offering an
important antidote to Jacobson’s (1974) dour discussion by focusing on the role of humour
and irony in the collection. Vessey theorised that ‘the poet at play is not necessarily the
poet trivialised’, an observation that seems to presage much of the Ovidian scholarship
soon to appear.”® In 1981 Sabot devoted nearly a hundred pages to an analysis of the
Heroides in that year’s volume of Aufstieg und Niedergang der romischen Welt, taking up
Anderson’s (1973) challenge to resist pejorative comparison of the Ovidian heroines with
their earlier incarnations.”” Sabot is largely sympathetic to Ovid’s women, arguing that
Ovid manipulates his heroines’ characterisations to create ‘des étres nouveaux’, an implicit
criticism of Jacobson’s persistently negative treatment of the poems.*” Like Otis (1966),
Sabot observes that virtually all critics who dislike the Heroides make an exception for at
least one of them, signalling the extent to which the prominence or popularity of a poetic

work is determined by the reader’s individual temperament.”’

The 1980s fostered an explosion of interest in the topic of epistolarity, which was
particularly beneficial to scholarship on the Heroides. Altman’s (1982) monograph ranks
alongside that of Kauffman (1986) as important studies exploring the tension between
presence and absence in epistolary narratives, thereby drawing novel comparisons between

ancient and modern manifestations of epistolarity.*” In the same vein, Kennedy (1984)

% Vessey (1976). p. 94.

? The ANRW article represents a re-working and a further development of the chapter on the
Heroides from Sabot’s (1976) monograph dealing with Ovid’s early works.

3% Sabot (1981), p. 2610. Sabot does, however, agree with Jacobson (1974) that Ovid is chiefly
interested in exploring the psychology of his characters.

31 Sabot (1981), p. 2553.

s Kennedy (2002), who credits critics such as Altman (1982) and Kauffman (1986) with kick-
starting interest in the Heroides by expanding the critic’s understanding of the epistolary form
more generally. On the ancient side of the epistolarity debate, Rosenmeyer (2001) is a more current
study that repays careful attention.

13



Introduction

fashioned a turning-point in Heroides studies with his influential discussion of Penelope’s
Heroides 1: Kennedy argues persuasively that the success of the poem turns on Ovid’s
reader being able to divine when Penelope is supposed to be writing, relative to the
mythological chronology as established by Homer. By focusing scholars” attention on the
sense of satisfaction we derive from knowing more of Penelope’s literary history than does
Ovid’s heroine herself, Kennedy reveals hidden layers of irony in Ovid’s poem, and thus

sets the scene for much of the intertextual criticism that has developed since.

Verducci (1985) produced one of the most controversial treatments of the Heroides, not
wholly dissimilar to Kennedy (1984) in her assertion that critics should acknowledge the
extent to which Ovid frustrates his readers” expectations of his heroines and of his texts.
Verducci challenges the views of Jacobson (1974) and other critics before him that the
Heroides are a series of monotonous whinges, arguing for a reading based on the tension
between Ovid’s use of wit and of serious revision in his treatment of canonical myths.
Most significantly for the purposes of this discussion, Verducci advocated that Hypsipyle
and Medea be read as having swapped literary personalities — Hypsipyle becoming Medea-
like in her obsessive hatred of her rival, while Medea achieves only the colourlessness
afforded to Apollonius’ Hypsipyle.** Verducci’s readings are ambitious and entertaining,
yet she seeks to reform the critic’s view of Ovid’s poetic abilities by ridiculing his heroines,
an unhappy sacrifice that perhaps reflects the difficulty of defending the Heroides at that

time. >

Moving back to the Metamorphoses, Knox (1986) evaluated some of the generic
implications of Ovid’s epic, arguing against Heinze (1919) and Otis (1966) that Ovid owed
much more to the elegiac tradition than to the epic. Knox’s study was unusual in departing
from the preoccupation with Ovid’s relationship to his epic predecessors; nonetheless,
Knox propounds a view of genre as essentially immutable, with epic and elegy each having
clear boundaries. In contrast, Hinds (1987) discusses the Persephone myth in
Metamorphoses 5 and Fasti 4 from a standpoint that treats genre as dynamic. Hinds
contends that Ovid is both epic and elegiac, by way of illustrating a view of the poet as an

artist interested in self-commentary and in the prosecution of poetic practice. Both Knox

3 Verducci (1985), pp. 56-85.

34 Cahoon (1988) offers a valuable commentary here. Cahoon’s review of Verducci (1985) points
out that Verducci has very much fallen into the trap identified by Anderson (1973) — that of
choosing to evaluate the epistolary heroines solely in terms of their appeal to a male-dominated
literary tradition.
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and Hinds employ close readings of Ovidian texts to support their innovative arguments —
a practice that has since become indispensable in Ovidian studies. Solodow (1988) belongs
to the tradition of Due (1974) and Galinsky (1975), being chiefly concerned with Ovid’s
interaction with Virgil. Importantly — and setting him apart from Knox (1986) and Hinds
(1987) — Solodow rejected structural interpretations of the Meramorphoses, arguing that
the only constant in Ovid’s work is variety, with metamorphosis the sole recurring thread

in the epic.

As with the Metamorphoses, scholarship on the Heroides turned towards genre and
intertextuality.” Barchiesi (1987) advocated the collection’s significance in opening ‘new
windows” onto stories already completed, arguing that Ovid sought neither to subvert nor
to parody epic and elegy, but rather to probe the conventions of each from a vantage point
outside the canonical myth.*® Rosati (1992) pursued Barchiesi’s interest in Ovid’s attitude
to genre, tracing Ovid’s use of elegiac topoi in the Heroides, and examining the Ovidian
formation of the elegiac ego.”’” Spoth (1992) belongs to the same school, being the first
monograph to focus exclusively on the elegiac aspects of the Heroides. Spoth analyses all
of the single epistles except Hypsipyle and Sappho, making his study unusually
comprehensive even today; moreover, he challenges the idea that the characterisations of
Ovid’s women have to be seen to change throughout their epistolary narratives — an

important forerunner of this project’s reading of the Ovidian Medea.

In 1993, Barchiesi returned to the intertextual angle, demonstrating that the Heroides can
be shown to involve the reader in a sort of conspiracy with the author against the character.
Barchiesi’s discussion posits a reading of Ovid’s poems as engaged in a sophisticated
conversation with other texts; nonetheless, Barchiesi regards the letters themselves as
‘naive, sentimental fictions’ whose chief interest derives from Ovid’s treatment of the
generic implications of his decision to recast figures from earlier myths.*® Hinds (1993)
takes the critical debate somewhat further, arguing against Knox’s (1986b) assertion of the

inauthenticity of Heroides 12. For Hinds, the ‘evidence’ for or against a particular

35 Casali’s chapter (2009) in the Blackwell Companion to Ovid gives a useful overview of the
relationship between intertextual scholarship and Ovidian studies more broadly.
3% Readers should note that Barchiesi (1987) was reprinted as an English translation in Barchiesi
(2001).
37 Rosati (1985), (1988) and (1989) are also relevant here — it is interesting to trace the
development of Rosati’s view of Ovid’s use of genre over time. The 1985 study on Phaedra
suggests that Rosati, like Knox (1986), considered genre to be largely fixed in its nature; the 1992
article shows a greater degree of fluidity in the interpretation of Ovid’s epistolary poems.
38 Cf. Barchiesi (1993), p. 350.
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scholarly viewpoint is often a matter of the critic’s willingness to accept having our
expectations of a text met only in part or not at all. In advocating for a connection between
Heroides 12 and Metamorphoses 7, Hinds promotes a less proscriptive approach to the
Heroides as a collection, and offers a precedent for this project’s aim of reading Medea as
one consistent characterisation. On the other hand, the growing prominence of intertextual
approaches served to shift the critical debate away from considerations such as
characterisation, creating an interpretive gap within Ovidian studies and leaving space for

readings such as this one.

Alden Smith (1994) is sometimes overlooked in bibliographies on the Heroides, yet his
article is an influential precursor to the monographs of the early 2000s. Alden Smith takes
a gendered approach, arguing for the efficacy of reading the Heroides as evidence of the
heroines’ ‘own’ interpretations of events from their mythological pasts. He treats Ovid’s
women as showing personal ‘growth’ between their different poetic texts, a view that both
complements and contrasts with Rosenmeyer’s (1997) analysis of the Heroides and the
exile poetry, which focuses on the inherently constructed nature of the women’s epistolary
realities. Common to both Alden Smith’s discussion and Rosenmeyer’s is the view of the
elegiac heroines as ‘playing characters’ within their own epistolary worlds, an approach
very different from Bessone’s (1997) commentary on Heroides 12, which deals almost
exclusively with the generic and intertextual echoes between Medea’s letter and Euripides’
tragedy. Meanwhile, Farrell (1998) proffers a reading of the Heroides as built on a
dichotomy between women as writers and men as readers; in Farrell’s terms, Ovid’s
women are truthful and guileless in contrast to the duplicity and self-service of their men.
Farrell’s analysis combats the view of the women as a homogenous group, arguing that the
heroines are more dissimilar than they are alike — a concept that challenges the readings of

Alden Smith (1994) and Rosenmeyer (1997).

Discussion of the Metamorphoses moved along similarly diverse paths: Tissol (1997)
attempted to recalibrate the debate about Ovid’s structure and style. Through an
examination of Ovid’s use of humour in the epic, Tissol asserts that the poet aimed to be
both subversive and disturbing, aims which are reflected in Ovid’s deliberately haphazard
poetic style and narrative organisation. Tissol takes metamorphosis to be the binding theme
of the epic, and his view that an evaluation of Ovid’s narrative structure is imperative has
shaped my own reading of Book 7, which I discuss in Chapter Four. However contentious

Tissol’s conclusions — his reviewers, for example, are diametrically opposed — his
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monograph makes an important case for treating Ovid as a serious poet and the
Metamorphoses as a poem of profound substance.” Wheeler (1999) focuses on Ovid’s
manipulation of his audience throughout the epic, examining the Metamorphoses from an
overtly narratological standpoint.*” Wheeler’s focus on performance rather than on
narrative sets his study apart from the dominant thread of intertextual studies, such as those
collected in Hardie’s (1999 ed.) Ovidian Transformations volume, which incorporates a
number of influential essays on the reception and interpretation of the epic: Keith on epic
masculinity, Liveley on ‘resistant’ readings, Gildenhard on Ovid’s appropriation of tragic
figures and Farrell on the interaction between poetic ‘body’ and poetic text. Wheeler’s
second monograph (2000) maintains its narratological focus, while turning to Ovid’s
narrative dynamics — asking what mechanism drives the poem forward from one episode
to another. Wheeler, too, has influenced my discussion of Metamorphoses 7 in Chapter

Four.

The growing quantity of scholarship on the Heroides fairly doubled in the new century,
begun with Landolfi’s (2000) monograph on the epistolary lament. Although dealing with
only a few of Ovid’s heroines — including Medea — Landolfi’s study is noteworthy for its
inclusion of heroines who have historically been less popular, including Phaedra and
Oenone. Jolivet (2001) also attempts a reading of some ‘unloved’ heroines, such as
Deianira, but Jolivet’s monograph is significantly weakened by covering some of the same
ground as earlier critics — for example, Casali (1995, 1995b) on Heroides 9 — and by
declining to advance any coherent view either of the collection or of the individual poems
surveyed. Hardie’s Poetics of lllusion (2002) embraces the whole of the Ovidian corpus,
providing close readings of specific episodes rather than taking a unified approach.
Unusually for analyses of the Heroides, Hardie focuses on the paired epistles — Acontius /

Cydippe and Leander / Hero — which sets him apart from the monographs soon to follow.*!

Lindheim (2003) shares a small commonality with Hardie (2002), in that both apply
Lacanian theory to the analysis of Classical texts. Lindheim’s monograph examines the

single Heroides from the point of view of the women’s epistolary desires: she argues that

*% Cf. Morgan (1998), who is thoroughly unconvinced by Tissol’s focus on Ovid’s wit and humour;
he contrasts with Newlands (1999), who is extremely positive about Tissol’s contributions to the
Ovidian debate.
It is perhaps worth noting here that Barchiesi (2001b) labels Wheeler’s monograph the most
detailed account of Ovidian narratology to date.
! The only single epistle that Hardie (2002) analyses is Laodamia’s Heroides 13.
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all of the women fail to capitalise on the position afforded them by the univocal epistolary
format, instead choosing to fashion themselves according to what (they think) the hero
wants. Spentzou (2003) approaches the collection from a related standpoint, using a French
feminist framework to suggest that the single letters can be read as a ‘discourse of
subversions’ in which the heroines struggle fruitlessly to escape the bonds of the male-
authored literary tradition.* Unlike Lindheim, Spentzou treats the women as
predominantly truthful, in contrast to Lindheim’s focus on the women’s construction of

epistolary personalities designed to appeal to men.

Fulkerson (2005) fits into the feminist school with Lindheim (2003) and Spentzou (2003) —
all three monographs decline to subordinate the study of the heroines to a discussion of
Ovid’s authorial poetics. However, Fulkerson produces rather different readings of the
collection by treating the heroines as an interpretive community — women whose letters are
shaped in the context of their sister-writers’ epistolary concerns, in a sort of time/space
vacuum that allows all of the women and all of their writing to exist simultaneously.
Although Fulkerson neither attacks nor overtly revises much of the scholarship on the
collection, her analysis demonstrates that innovative readings of the Heroides can be
achieved through the adoption of a radically unexpected viewpoint; in this respect, this
project’s approach to Medea owes much to Fulkerson’s work. As with the intertextual
critics, however, the growth of feminist scholarship altered the interpretive framework of
the Heroides, being concerned with the construction of gender rather than of character, and
thus creating space in the debate for my focus on Ovidian characterisation. At the other
end of the critical spectrum, meanwhile, lies Davis’ (2006) political reading of Ovid’s
amatory works: he treats the women of the Heroides as products of a uniquely Augustan

social environment, committed to an Augustan paradigm of faithful marriage.

The last ten years in Metamorphoses criticism has brought forth an exciting array of
approaches. Brown (2005) follows on from Brown (1999) to pursue the thread of Ovidian
reception, offering provocative modern readings of some of Ovid’s most challenging
figures, including Pygmalion and the Procne-Philomela duo. Salzman-Mitchell (2005)
shares Brown’s preoccupation with difficult characters, using a framework of gaze theory
to argue that some of the Metamorphoses’ most controversial women — Medea, Scylla,

Arachne, Byblis and Myrrha — are marginalised by their forceful appropriation of the

“2 Cf. Spentzou (2003), p. 3.
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powerful gaze usually reserved for men. Johnson (2008) takes the theme of problematic
readings still further, analysing Ovid’s treatment of the relationship between the poet and
his audience. Through an examination of poetic contests — the Emathides and the Muses,
Orpheus, Arachne and Minerva — Johnson offers a political reading of the epic as a poem
bound up with Ovid’s experience of living under Augustan ideology. Pavlock (2009)
moves back into the arena of reception studies, although with a similar focus on the roles
of the fictional audience and by extension the Ovidian reader. Pavlock treats only
transgressive characters — Narcissus, Medea, Daedalus, Orpheus and Ulysses — whom she
reads as analogues for the poet attempting to subvert the conventions of the epic genre.
Pavlock’s monograph is unusual, both in considering Medea’s Book 7 at some length, and
in highlighting the interpretive significance of binary oppositions in Ovid’s poem: male

versus female; powerful versus disempowered; fluid bodies versus fixed identities.

Feldherr (2010) takes a narratological approach to the epic, arguing that the poem is built
on a number of competing perspectives, and on Ovid’s ability to persuade his reader to
shift between these differing viewpoints as and when it suits him. Feldherr’s analysis is
subtle and ambitious, drawing out several different dimensions of Ovid’s poem and asking
what effect such a text might have on a Roman audience’s understanding of their
relationship to literature of their own epoch. However, like Hardie (2002), to whom he is
much indebted, Feldherr’s monograph is more in the nature of collected observations than
a unified thesis. Approaching the poem from a totally different angle is Vial (2010), whose
vast monograph seeks to redress the lack of scholarly focus on metamorphosis as a
thematic concept. Vial’s text is extremely dense, incorporating a number of complex
readings but without drawing these together into an overarching web of interpretive

ideas.”?

Fratantuono’s (2011) commentary would seem to stand in opposition to works such as
Feldherr (2010) and Vial (2010): Fratantuono’s thesis is that ‘madness’ is the foundational
theme of the Metamorphoses, linking Ovid’s poem to Virgil’s 4eneid before it and
Lucan’s Bellum Civile after. Fratantuono asserts that Ovid’s driving concern is
philosophical, rather than political or literary; he refuses to concede that the
Metamorphoses is partly a poem about the writing of poems, which places his commentary

in an entirely different interpretive sphere from much of the preceding scholarship on

“ In my view, Vial (2010) makes some perplexing analytical choices: she devotes a whole section
to the role of magic in the Metamorphoses, yet she, too, handles Medea’s myth only in passing.
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genre, intertextuality, irony and other topics linked to the nature of narrative texts.**
Perhaps surprisingly, Kenney’s (2011) Fondazione Valla commentary resembles
Fratantuono’s in more than one respect. Like Fratantuono, Kenney all but ignores critical
theory; and like Fratantuono, Kenney views the Metamorphoses as a poem the central
preoccupation of which is humanity, rather than overtly political or artistic considerations.
Kenney also devotes significant space to the women of Ovid’s epic, a change which is as
welcome as the cultural shift that is implicit in these two volumes: it is once more
acceptable to posit a reading of Ovid as being concerned with something other than the

demonstration of his own literariness.

The contemporary Ovidian critic thus finds himself in a very fortunate position: the
scholarship of even the last ten years provides much food for thought.*> On both the
Heroides and the Metamorphoses, some significant work has been done in article format,
maintaining the momentum of critical interest by tackling smaller issues that contribute to
the wider literary landscape. Although it seems invidious to cite only a selection, Liveley
(2008), Bolton (2009), Davis (2012), Murgatroyd (2014) and Drinkwater (2007, 2015)
spring to mind as studies of the Heroides that have highlighted the enduring appeal of the
collection and the need for ongoing research in a variety of guises. On the Metamorphoses,
Von Glinski’s (2012) monograph focuses on simile as a way of interpreting Ovid’s
treatment of changing bodies and identities, while the field is amply served by no fewer
than four compilation volumes on Ovid published since 2000. Hardie (2002 ed.), Weiden
Boyd (2002 ed.) Knox (2006 ed.) and Knox (2009 ed.) between them assemble the most
influential Ovidian scholars of our age, with particular benefits, in my view, for the reader
of the Metamorphoses. 1 suggest that it is much to be celebrated that, rather than creating
the impression that there can be nothing left to say about Ovid, these critics have between

them demonstrated the need for ever more comprehensive and innovative research.

* Cf. Fratantuono (2011), p. XVii.

*3 Readers will observe that this discussion does not use gender-neutral vocabulary: I refer to
Ovid’s external reader as ‘he’ throughout. Whilst I understand the reasons why some scholars —
particularly those of the feminist school — prefer to use expressions such as ‘s/he’ to describe the
reader, this terminology seems incongruous in my own text, since it does not conform to the way in
which I was taught to write. I anticipate that my views on this matter may change as [ become more
experienced as a scholar, and I trust therefore that readers will accept my use of ‘he’ as reflecting
the particular time-period in which this project has been developed. The vocabulary is chosen to
reflect as accurately as possible the voice of the writer, rather than to defend a particular critical
position.
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On Methodology

Methodologically speaking, this is an eclectic project; the discussion finds itself at the
intersection of a number of fields of literary criticism, without subscribing exclusively to
any particular model. In the preface to his 1987 study of the Ovidian Persephone, Hinds
observes that some critics are still unwilling to subject Ovid to the sort of close reading
that his texts demand, and this is the premise from which my analysis commences.*° I
centre my arguments around a close reading of Medea’s Ovidian narratives, and employ a
range of aspects of different critical theories to help me organise and articulate my views
of the text. Like Spentzou (2003), I take the view that theory ought not to be an end in

itself; it is a tool which allows the development of a clearly-defined reading, but which

should not dictate the reading that is to be found.*’

Unsurprisingly, for a thesis about a female character inhabiting the most female-centric
text in the Ovidian corpus, this project is descended from the strong tradition of feminist
scholarship that has developed in Classics since the 1970s. Of great influence to me — as to
most women Classicists of my generation — has been the infamous 1990 issue of Helios, in
which Phyllis Culham theorises about rejecting the critical centrality of the literary text, as
an object which is (almost always) male-authored and which is therefore at best a
masculine representation of an authoritative reality for the women of literature. Mary-Kay
Gamel’s (1990) counter-attack regarding the inherently constructed nature of all literary
texts, whether purporting to depict a male or a female reality, offers an invaluable
counterpoint to Culham for any scholar of the Heroides, where we are wrestling with a
minimum of two layers of representation: how the heroines are representing themselves

within their story worlds, and how Ovid represents the heroines representing themselves.

The kind of opposition explored in Culham’s article and Gamel’s — between the author
constructing and the character being constructed — has shaped the presentation of my
analysis of Heroides 6 and 12. 1 divide the discussion into two parts: the first prioritises the
view of the heroines obtained from within the story worlds, looking at how the women
seem to be presenting themselves to the hero. The second part examines the way in which
we can chart Ovid’s manipulation of his heroines’ self-portrayals. Only by considering the

two levels of artistic representation together, and by identifying the extent to which they

“ Cf. Hinds (1987), p. xi.
7 Cf. Spentzou (2003), pp. 6-8.
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reinforce each other, can we arrive at a properly rounded reading of the Ovidian Medea,

which is exactly the kind of critical circumspection advocated by the contributors to Helios

1990.

In the same vein, I have taken direction from the work of scholars such as Alison Sharrock
(1991, 1991b, 1991c¢c), Maria Wyke (1987, 1994) and Sharon James (1997, 1998, 2003),
using their arguments in the field of elegy to shape my response to the Ovidian Medea.
Sharrock, Wyke and James all explore the notion of elegiac puellae as representations of
women created — and therefore controlled — by male artists. This approach first
demonstrated to me the potential value of an analysis of the Ovidian Medea centred around
her characterisation: we need to be able to answer the question “how is Ovid depicting his
Medea?’ before we can have another kind of conversation about the text more broadly.
This, it seems to me, is the point that Sharrock and a number of other scholars are making
about elegy, asking what use it is to investigate the conventions and ideologies of a genre
without a complementary focus on the literary figures being created within that genre.
Virtually all of the available scholarship on the Ovidian Medea emphasises comparison
with the portraits of Apollonius and Euripides. However, if we seek to break new ground
regarding the character of Ovid’s Medea and her role within the Ovidian corpus, then we
have to commit to an examination of the heroine herself and of how her artist appears to be
crafting her — just as Sharrock, Wyke and James proposed for the advancement of elegiac

criticism.

In relation to recent Ovidian scholarship, this project has most in common with the
monographs of Spentzou (2003) and Fulkerson (2005) on the Heroides. Both advocate
taking Ovid’s heroines ‘on their own terms’, rather than commencing their analyses from a
point of view that privileges the concerns of the poet and of the literary tradition above
those of the writing women. Although a similar approach to Metamorphoses 7 has never
been applied, I transfer the same principle to my discussion of Medea’s epic incarnation,
following in the tradition of studies such as Liveley (1999) and Keith (2000), which both
assert the value of re-reading texts in the epic genre from an overtly feminocentric point of
view. Unlike these scholars, however, I am not especially concerned with the gendered
aspects of the Ovidian Medea. I am interested in how Ovid represents Medea as a
character rather than as a specifically female figure; in this respect, my study is enabled by
the tradition of feminist scholarship that has gone before, which argues that critics need to

take women characters seriously, but this project is not itself a feminist analysis.
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In particular, I suggest that the Ovidian Medea benefits from a discussion which treats her
from a non-feminist standpoint, since feminist approaches tend to emphasise the
similarities between literary heroines, rather than their individuality. As I argue in
subsequent chapters, Medea appears to be very unusual amongst Ovid’s literary women;
thus, a focus such as mine on characterisation allows Medea’s atypical Ovidian personality
to come to the fore, whereas an overtly gendered analysis may be forced to subordinate
these aspects of the heroine to a discussion of Ovidian femininity. Spentzou (2003) offers
an important illustration here: her French feminist model, depending on Kristeva’s
‘speaking subject’ and Cixous’ ‘écriture féminine’, reads the Heroides as a group of
women trapped within a world of female-only writing by the male authors of the dominant
literary tradition. Ironically, it is Spentzou’s critical framework which dictates that the
Heroides be read as subversive, created out of a position of powerlessness. In my view,
Spentzou’s feminist angle does Ovid’s epistolary women a disservice, by suggesting that
the defining features of the Heroides are the heroines” marginalisation and

disempowerment, rather than their distinct and individual epistolary personalities.

In comparison with Spentzou’s, this thesis is perhaps best labelled ‘post-feminist’ — a term
used by Fulkerson (2005), whose approach is concerned as much with the heroines as
communicators as it is with their identities as literary women.*® Although I share the
trepidation of Spentzou and of other feminist scholars regarding the difficulty of
recovering a ‘female reality’ from a collection such as the Heroides, where the heroines’
words are mediated by a male poet, I do not consider this an insuperable problem in the
case of this project. Given that [ am evaluating Ovid’s presentation of Medea as a literary
personality, the poet’s manipulation of his heroine’s gendered self need not be a primary
consideration of this analysis. In the end, therefore, I part company with the likes of
Culham (1990), however much altered | have been by the realisation that I, too, having
been raised in an era of supposed ‘gender equality’, was thoroughly conditioned to read
according to male-authored power dynamics. Unlike some of the prominent feminist
scholars of literature in the English language — the so-called ‘gynocritics’ — I do not
concede that Ovid’s role as Medea’s ventriloquist undermines the value of Medea’s text as

a whole.”” At least, I do not believe that it prevents the critic from developing a persuasive

“ Cf. Fulkerson (2005), p. 5. Fulkerson’s elaboration of the ways in which her study differs from
preceding feminist approaches is particularly illuminating, I suggest, for critics wishing to identify
the aspects of the text in which they themselves are most interested, pp. 5-7; 15-16.

9 See here, for example, Gilbert and Gubar’s ground-breaking (1979) The Madwoman in the Attic.
In much the same school, I suggest that Showalter (1985 ed.) is a particularly illuminating volume,
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reading of Medea’s Ovidian characterisation, and for the purposes of the present study that

is enough.

In common with the vast majority of contemporary scholarship on Classical literature, this
thesis is also indebted to the field of reader-response criticism, which has redefined the
way in which critics evaluate their relationships to literary texts. Iser (1978) argues for a
model in which the reader and the text between them create meaning in a narrative; he
regards the text as a discrete literary object over which the reader has some measure of
influence, in that the reader responds to it based on his own previous experiences of text,
but which the reader cannot entirely control. Despite the enduring influence of Iser’s work,
I disagree that it is always possible to treat the text as an independent entity apart from any
specific reading. This is particularly problematic in the case of Heroides 12: which text
would Iser take to be the ‘authoritative’ one to which the reader responds? Would it be
Ovid’s text, in which the poet records a version — that is to say, a reading — of Medea’s
concerns; or Medea’s ‘own’ letter, which Ovid’s external reader cannot access except

through the lens of Ovid’s interpretation of it?

Iser’s model seems to present us with a circular problem of interpretive priority, which in
my view is largely resolved by Fish (1980), who argues that the reader is the chief creator
of meaning within a narrative. This project takes direction from Fish’s assertion that the
perceived qualities of a text are significantly influenced by what the reader chooses to
make of them; in other words, by what the critic goes looking for when he reads the text.”
This principle forms the basis of my argument that the characterisation of the Ovidian
Medea can be said to make complete sense, if only we can find an appropriate vantage
point from which to study Ovid’s portrayal. Following on from Fish’s analysis — and
before him that of Booth (1961) — I propose that if we readers are able to change the angle
from which we approach Medea’s poems, then aspects of the narrative which have hitherto
been regarded as problems with the actual content of Ovid’s text resolve themselves into
some semblance of order. Put simply, the act of seeking out a coherent and rational

explanation for Ovid’s Medea is perhaps the very thing that allows us to find one.

incorporating a wide variety of discussions by critics including Gilbert and Gubar. Cf. also

Kolodny (1976) and (1980).
%0 Schweickart (1986) provides a useful summary of the Iser/Fish divide, particularly for critics

studying female characters in female-authored texts.
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If there is one single volume from which this project derives its greatest influence, it is
Fulkerson’s (2005) monograph on the Ovidian heroine as author. Like Fulkerson, |
consider a good deal of Heroides scholarship inherently reductive in its determination to
measure the ‘success’ of the heroines’ letters according to the heroes’ failure to return; and
like Fulkerson, it seems to me that the concerns of Ovid’s epistolary women are ‘man-
centred only on the surface’.’' Fulkerson’s discussion lies firmly in the realm of reader-
response criticism, since she examines the women of the Heroides as an internally-
cohesive community of writers. This approach has affected my own reading in two ways:
first, it has strengthened my belief in the diversity of the characters of Ovid’s epistolary
collection rather than in their homogeneity; second, Fulkerson’s analysis supports my view
of Medea’s Heroides 12 as a poem that betrays a complex epistolary agenda, having very
little to do with desire for the return of the hero. Although I do not treat Ovid’s elegiac
heroines as self-conscious readers of each other’s poems, Fulkerson’s approach offers an
approximate reflection of the process of reading which I argue has been detrimental to the
study of the Ovidian Medea thus far. Fulkerson suggests that the Ovidian heroines are
aware of each others’ letters, and that they often ‘misread’ aspects of the other poems
according to the peculiarities of their own situations — such as Phyllis, who concludes that
suicide must be the appropriate reaction to her own abandonment, because it appears to

mirror Dido’s circumstances and response.

Therefore, in demonstrating that the Heroides can be read as poems from which the readers
— whether real or fictitious — extract only the significance that suits them, Fulkerson’s
study confirms the possibilities of my own approach to Medea. I argue that the critic will
find in Ovid an Apollonian or a Euripidean Medea if that is what he sets out to find;
however, we perceive a uniquely Ovidian style of heroine if only we resolve to look for
one. Fulkerson’s model has been criticised because it appears to work better for some
letters than for others, and because it does not attempt to tackle the whole collection.” I do
not regard this as a fundamental problem: in line with my conviction that Ovid’s women
are more dissimilar than they are alike, I do not concede that the most important critical
consideration ought to be finding a framework that can unify the collection. Nor does such
an approach determine whether an individual reading — such as mine of Medea — is useful

or persuasive.

fl Fulkerson (2005), p. 5.
*? Cf. Fulkerson (2005). pp. 23-39.
> See, for example, the criticisms of Bessone (2007) and Kennedy (2007).
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This project is likewise the product of intertextual criticism, which has taken Ovidian
studies by storm in the last three decades. Ovid is a poet of exceptional intertextual acuity,
as Hinds (1987, 1993) so persuasively argues; Barchiesi (1987, 1993, 2001) has been
similarly influential in demonstrating that the number of possible interpretations of Ovid’s
poetry is limited chiefly by the reader’s expectations of the text — the harder we look, the
more we find to challenge us. A number of intertextual scholars, however, and Barchiesi is
perhaps the best example here, are of the view that the key interest of Ovid’s poetry lies in
its interaction with its predecessors. In his 1993 article on the Heroides, Barchiesi argues
that the success of the collection lies in Ovid’s exploitation of his readers’ relationship to
the ‘master fiction[s]’ of the literary tradition — the dominant versions of the heroines’
myths which hover in the back of readers’ minds when we encounter Ovid’s poems.”
Although Barchiesi’s views have been instrumental in advancing the study of the Heroides
and of Ovidian poetics more generally, I do not agree that the most significant or most
interesting intertexts are necessarily those between Ovid and the preceding literary

tradition.

In this respect, my discussion applies the principles of intertextual criticism rather
differently to most other studies of Ovid’s characters. Whereas Barchiesi and others have
conditioned scholars to focus on intertexts between Ovid and his literary forebears — a sort
of conversation between poets — I suggest that in the case of Ovid’s Medea it is equally
beneficial to explore the intertextual relationship between different narratives each
belonging to the Ovidian corpus. The study is therefore both inzertextual and inzratextual:
Medea inhabits two different Ovidian texts, separated by genre and chronology — both
compositional and mythological — yet she appears in another sense to inhabit the same
textual landscape all along, since I argue that Ovid depicts her as one stable
characterisation spanning diverse poetic environments. Here, my approach owes much to
Fowler’s (1997) compelling defence of intertextual studies generally, in which he argues
that the reader is inseparable from any perceived set of intertexts, and that intertexts are
always changing, along with the readers of a poem. Like Fowler’s, my analysis proceeds
on the basis that there can be no fixed number of intertexts within a narrative, just as there
can be no fixed set of readings. The project is therefore as much a product of Barchiesi’s
assertion that it is the critic who limits the available readings of Ovid as it is a departure

from Barchiesi’s focus on the relationship between Ovid and the literary canon.

> Barchiesi (1993), p. 346.
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Finally, and perhaps most controversially, the project draws on the field of psycho-
analytical criticism. I am wary of any approach to a text which appears to function by
explaining away any and all complexities within the narrative; this, I think, can happen
where the critic chooses his brand of psycho-analytical theory and uses it to shape the
reading of the text according to what the psycho-analytical model says he ought to be
finding.”® Notwithstanding, I remain convinced that psycho-analytical approaches to
Classical literature can be of value, if applied with circumspection and with a keen eye to
avoiding as much as possible the charge of anachronism. My thinking in this area owes
much to Brooks (1984), who argues both bravely and lucidly that psycho-analytical and
literary criticisms are natural bed-fellows, since each field seeks on some level to expose or
explain something fundamental about the literal world, so that the patient or reader can
better understand the phenomenon under discussion, and his own reactions to it. Brooks
sees psycho-analysis and literature as having the same end. However contentious the
underlying principle, 1 suggest that Brooks’ model can be useful when we as critics are
confronted by an aspect of a literary text — such as Medea’s complex Ovidian
characterisation — which appears to defy our field’s typical methods for dissecting and

discussing it.”

On the Heroides, Lindheim (2003) is the most recent critic to take an overtly psycho-
analytical approach to the collection.”’ Lindheim’s focus is Lacanian, and I find that her
study falls into exactly the trap that I identified earlier — that of choosing to read every
aspect of the Heroides as being about the thwarting of the heroines’ romantic or sexual
desires, because these are the parameters dictated by the Lacanian framework. Lindheim’s
critical model is arguably more limiting than it is expansive in its possibilities. In contrast
with Lindheim, I incorporate an analysis of the Medeas of Heroides 12 and
Metamorphoses 7 that derives from forensic psychiatry. In examining Ovid’s

characterisation of his heroine against some of the criteria for psychopathy — the

> See here Janan (2004), who raises some valid concerns about Hardie’s use of a Lacanian
framework in his 2002 monograph. For a contrasting view on Hardie’s critical models, see Feldherr
(2003).

°¢ An excellent and up-to-date example of psycho-analytical criticism in the Classical field is Zajko
and O’Gorman (2013 eds.). The volume is largely Freudian in its interpretive slant, and devotes
perhaps more space to Virgil than to other poets; nonetheless, the chapters collectively demonstrate
the currency and innovation of psycho-analytical approaches to complex texts.

*7 There are, of course, earlier critics whose discussions have leant towards the psycho-analytical:
Haley (1924) is a fascinating example, in that Haley approaches the Heroides from the point of
view of the early twentieth century concern with ‘neurosis’, a psychiatric concept that has
undergone substantial shift since the 1920s.
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psychiatric condition that centres in the subject’s inability to experience emotion — I
propose that we find a helpful framework in attempting to answer the question ‘does
Ovid’s Medea make sense in how she appears to think and feel?”

Importantly, I do not argue, as the early psycho-analytical critics did, that Ovid’s Medea ‘is’
a psychopath; rather, that an examination of the typical personality traits of a psychopath
can allow us to perceive that we do not have to regard Medea as implausible or
inexplicable in Ovid’s treatment of her. Moreover, the notion that Ovid may be depicting
Medea as sharing certain of these unusual psychological hallmarks can provide a rationale
for some of the more challenging aspects of Medea’s characterisation — for example, her
persistent self-focus in the face of other characters’ suffering. The aim of my blend of
critical models, then, is to enable me to build a coherent reading of the Ovidian Medea as

one consistent characterisation across her epic and elegiac incarnations.
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Structuring the argument

The thesis comprises four chapters. Chapter One is the first of two devoted to Heroides 6
and 12 — the letters of Hypsipyle to Jason and Medea to Jason. In this chapter, | am
concerned with the heroines’ self-presentations as viewed from within Ovid’s story worlds.
I argue that the women portray themselves according to opposing principles: Hypsipyle is
a reactive heroine, driven by the opinions that she believes other characters hold of her;
Medea is independently active, the controlling force of her own narrative and relationships.
I suggest that the poems depict Hypsipyle as hero-focused, in contrast to Medea who is
self-focused. The chapter has four parts. First, I identify the central or most important
character in each letter, arguing that the heroines’ dissimilar focuses reflect their differing
personalities. Next, I examine the figure of Jason, observing that the hero serves a
markedly different purpose in each of the two narratives, consistent with the view that
Ovid characterises his heroines in opposing ways. Third, I analyse the women’s
interpersonal relationships more generally, concluding that the portrait of Jason forms a
template for the heroines’ interactions with other characters. Finally, I contrast the agency
of Medea’s epistolary identity with the passivity of Hypsipyle’s, arguing that the acting /
reacting dichotomy strengthens the reader’s interpretation of the heroines’ self-focused and
hero-focused personalities. The chapter also includes two comparative analyses, of
Penelope’s Heroides 1 and Phyllis® Heroides 2, in which I observe that both heroines seem
quite dissimilar to Medea, whose epistolary characterisation becomes even more intriguing

by comparison.

Chapter Two continues the analysis of Heroides 6 and 12, this time from the point of view
of the poet and his external reader. I suggest that Ovid’s epistolary framing of the women’s
narratives enhances the view of their characters that I develop in Chapter One. Again, the
chapter has four sections. To begin, I focus on epistolary purpose: what does each heroine
allege that she is trying to achieve, and does the narrative context of Ovid’s poem support
this? Next, I examine the imagery of the women’s narrative spaces, arguing that Ovid’s
spatial organisation of the poems supports my reading of Medea as a character in control of
her own narrative, and of Hypsipyle as a heroine controlled by others. In section three, I
take a different approach, analysing some of Medea’s most extreme behaviour through the
lens of forensic psychiatry. I suggest that Ovid’s characterisation of Medea could be said to
reflect a personality with psychopathic tendencies; in turn, this enables me to refute the

recurring allegation that Ovid’s Medea appears inconsistent or unconvincing in her
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epistolary incarnation. Finally, I argue that Ovid exploits the epistolary form to enable him
to dramatise aspects of his heroines’ personalities which are not conducive to the ways in
which the women are attempting to represent themselves. In my reading, this double-edged
narrative technique allows Ovid to highlight for his reader the very same aspects of the
heroines’ characterisations which I have identified throughout the two chapters. Chapter
Two incorporates a further two comparative analyses — Oenone’s Heroides 5 and
Hypermnestra’s Heroides 14, poems which share certain similarities with Medea’s

Heroides 12, and yet which achieve a very different effect on Ovid’s reader.

In Chapter Three, I turn to the Medea of Metamorphoses 7, arguing that we can identify in
Ovid’s epic heroine the same self-focus, the same unemotional bargain-based thinking that
has characterised our reading of Medea in Heroides 12. These observations support my
view that Ovid depicts the ‘two Medeas’ as one and the same character. The discussion
focuses on three episodes from Medea’s Book 7: the heroine’s opening monologue, the
rejuvenation of Aeson and the murder of Pelias. In the monologue, I argue that Ovid
illustrates Medea’s concern with self-promotion, if necessary at the hero’s expense; this
separates the Ovidian Medea from her Apollonian predecessor. The rejuvenation of Aeson
intensifies the theme, as we perceive Medea’s love of being acknowledged to be more
talented and more powerful than others. In the case of Pelias, Medea’s capacity for cruelty
comes to the fore, reprising an important aspect of Medea’s elegiac characterisation. To
conclude, I return briefly to the concept of the psychopathic personality, observing that
Ovid’s depiction of the escalation of Medea’s behaviour in Book 7 corresponds to the
typical criminal trajectory of the psychopath, whose actions rarely show a diminution of
extremity. Taken together, I suggest that we have a clear connection between the heroines
of Heroides 12 and Metamorphoses 7 — the same heroine captured at two different

moments in narrative time.

Chapter Four functions as an extended conclusion, drawing together some of the different
threads of my reading of the Ovidian Medea. Here, I address in detail the dormant debate
about the authenticity of Heroides 12. Furthermore, I draw out one possible reason why
scholars are traditionally so critical of the elegiac Medea; namely, Ovid’s selection of the
heroine’s moment of composition, which brings her into conflict with the heroine of
Euripides. Next, I offer a rationale for the composition of Medea’s myth in Metamorphoses
7 — a historically neglected topic. I observe that Ovid’s structural presentation of the

narrative appears to offer indirect support for my reading of the heroine’s characterisation.
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I take a similar approach to the heroines of Books 6 to 10 of the Metamorphoses,
suggesting that we can read Medea as one of a number of female characters whose
narratives are conditioned by the women’s explorations of their desire for notoriety, for
influence or for control over their own stories. In the concluding section, I make some
observations about characterisation as a topic for literary criticism, placing the project in
the context of some recent work on Classical characterisation, and arguing that we can use
my reading of Medea as a template for developing readings of other Ovidian characters,

particularly those which frustrate straightforward interpretation.

A key contribution of this project, then, is to begin redressing the imbalance in critical
attention to which the Ovidian Medea has thus far been subjected. Medea has traditionally
been neglected by scholars, and yet my analyses demonstrate that we can arrive at a
coherent and persuasive reading of her Ovidian characterisation, if only we look carefully
enough and are prepared to have our expectations challenged by Ovid’s unusual treatment
of a canonical heroine. In other words, | am engaged in the rehabilitation of a literary

character considered by some to be beyond saving.

Linked to my concern with the figure of Medea is the question of characterisation, which is
an aspect of Classical texts that nowadays receives relatively little critical attention. As
noted briefly earlier in this introduction, characterisation is a useful point of view from
which to study a narrative, since it evaluates different aspects of poetic competence to
other critical frameworks. Intertextual and feminist approaches, for example, tend to flatten
out and simplify literary characters, owing to their concern with the resemblance between
one text and another, or between one female figure and another. By contrast, examining a
narrative with a view to the presentation and development of its characters enables the
critic to more easily identify what makes literary figures individual; in turn, I propose that
this approach suggests to the scholar new and unusual readings by virtue of focusing the

reader’s attention on aspects of the text which may have been hitherto overlooked.

Following on from the importance of poetic characterisation, this project also has
implications for the expanding range of interdisciplinary frameworks available to the
contemporary Classicist. The field of forensic psychiatry, although traditionally alien to
Classics, can assist the critic in shaping innovative responses to Classical narratives,
assuming that the scholar has identified a suitable combination of forensic model and

literary text. Given that no Ovidian scholar could reasonably challenge the assertion that
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Ovid’s poetic choices are sometimes radical, often unexpected and always complex, then 1
think we cannot avoid confronting the conundrum of the Ovidian Medea. After all, none of
Ovid’s other female characters merits so many separate re-tellings. I would like to know,

therefore: what is so special about Medea?
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CHAPTER ONE

plus est Medea noverca:
Reading the Medea of the Heroides

This is the first of two chapters concerned with Hypsipyle’s Heroides 6 and Medea’s
Heroides 12. In this chapter, [ analyse the poems from a vantage point inside the Ovidian
story world, examining how the heroines present themselves as characters. I argue that
Ovid constructs the women according to opposing principles: Medea as an active,
controlling personality, Hypsipyle as a reactive heroine who is driven by the opinion of

others. In my reading, Hypsipyle is hero-focused whereas Medea is self-focused.

I explore four aspects of the letters which illustrate my interpretations of Medea and
Hypsipyle. First, I ascertain who is the most important character in each letter, and what
the heroines’ dissimilar focuses reveal about their epistolary identities. Next, I consider the
figure of the hero, arguing that the women’s divergent portrayals of Jason reflect the hero’s
differing role in each heroine’s poem. Thirdly, I discuss the women’s attitudes to
interpersonal relationships more generally, observing that the portrait of Jason forms a

template for interactions with other characters.

Finally, I consider the agency of Medea’s epistolary identity versus the reactivity of
Hypsipyle’s, arguing that the dichotomy between acting and acted upon is key to the
reader’s understanding of the women’s characters. This chapter also includes two
comparative discussions, of Penelope’s Heroides 1 and Phyllis® Heroides 2. 1 propose that
analysing Medea alongside other women of the Heroides enables the reader to perceive

how atypical is Medea’s poem, even within the wider context of Ovid’s elegiac collection.
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1.1 The Centre of the Narrative

This section introduces the theme of the opposition between Hypsipyle’s Heroides 6 and
Medea’s Heroides 12. 1 argue that identifying the central character in each poem allows us
to perceive the heroines’ strikingly dissimilar priorities and personalities. In my reading,
Hypsipyle’s narrative is centred around Jason, to the detriment of Hypsipyle herself.
Heroides 12, on the other hand, presents Medea as the most important character in the
poem, relegating Jason to the background. Two elements of each letter illustrate this point.
First, the poems’ opening couplets, where the heroines reveal very different approaches to
the topics of speech and memory — Medea claiming unambiguously her role as narrator of
her own story, while Hypsipyle parrots the narratives of others. Likewise, the secondary
narrators of each poem: in Heroides 6, the hospes exposes Hypsipyle’s isolation from her
hero; in Heroides 12, the figures of Jason and of Medea’s small son support the view that

Medea is the most dominant character in the narrative.

Speech and Memory

From the opening lines of Heroides 6 and 12, Ovid emphasises how dissimilar are his two
heroines. Through careful framing of each woman’s narrative, Ovid conveys to the reader
that Hypsipyle is dependent on the approval of the characters around her, and in particular
of Jason, whereas Medea’s personality is the opposite, appearing to be self-driven and

unconcerned with the opinions of others. Consider the beginning of Medea’s Heroides 12:

At tibi Colchorum, memini, regina vacavi,
ars mea cum peteres ut tibi ferret opem!

tunc quae dispensant mortalia fila sorores,
debuerant fusos evoluisse meos;

tum potui Medea mori bene! quidquid ab illo
produxi vitae tempore, poena fuit.

Yet I remember that I, the queen of the Colchians, was at leisure for you when you
sought my skill that it might bring you help! Then the sisters who allocate the
threads of mortal living ought to have wound off my spindles. Then I, Medea,
would have been able to die well. Whatever life I have led from that time has been

a punishment.’
[Her. 12.1-6]

Here Ovid positions Medea as the powerful centre around which the narrative revolves.
The introductory ar is a striking commencement: it implies that the writing heroine can

contain herself no longer, as though Heroides 12 forms but one part of a pre-existing train

! Translations from Latin are my own; where included, translations from Greek texts are cited.
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1.1 The Centre of the Narrative

of thought.” The reader’s impression is that Ovid has created a character whose personality
extends beyond the boundaries of his poem, a heroine whom we are meeting just at the
moment when she chooses to speak. The adversative connotations of af indicate that
Medea is offering an alternative to a contradictory account, inserting her own view of
events so as to set the record straight.’ I suggest that Ovid depicts his Medea from the very

first as a heroine preoccupied with the articulation of her own concerns.

More interesting is Medea’s choice of memini to frame her account. Hinds (1998) explores
the verb’s function as an ‘Alexandrian footnote’, designed to communicate the writer’s
familiarity with earlier literature and thereby drawing him into a tradition of interlinked
authors, all reading and responding to each others’ work.* Memini thus seems singularly
appropriate to the Heroides, where the poems appear to be in conversation with each other
as well as with their preceding traditions.” However, memini occurs in only six of the 14
single epistles, and then only once in each missive.® Significantly, Medea is the only
heroine to employ the verb in recalling an action of her own.” In Heroides 6, Hypsipyle
refers to Jason’s actions immediately before quitting Lemnos [Her. 6.64]; Briseis repeats a
slave woman’s words at Her. 3.101; Oenone remembers a place she shared with Paris
before his betrayal [Her. 5.23];® Hermione dwells upon the kidnap of Hippodamia at Her-.
8.75; and Ariadne’s memory is of her lost betrothal to Theseus [Her. 10.91].

? Several scholars note the abruptness of Medea’s opening words. Cf. Jacobson (1974), p. 114;
Knox (1986b), p. 209; Bessone (1997), p. 62.

* For an alternative view on Medea’s opening line, see Bessone (1997), pp. 62-3. Bessone focuses
on the resemblance between Her. 12.1 and the depiction of Virgil’s Dido at Aen. 4.1: at regina
gravi iamdudum saucia cura. For Bessone, p. 62, the echo of Dido ‘sottolinea...]’alta tensione tra
regalita e amore’.

* Cf. Hinds (1998), pp. 1-16, where he outlines his approach to the topics of intertextuality and
allusion in Roman poetry. Hinds’ discussion further develops the arguments of Conte (1986),
whose Rhetoric of Imitation offers perhaps the most influential account of this literary
phenomenon. For a complementary analysis of Ovid’s use of memory in his oeuvre, see Miller
(1993).

> Fulkerson (2005) provides the most comprehensive discussion on this point.

g Although memini occurs twice in Hermione’s Heroides 8, 1 take this as one occurrence, since the
repetition serves to highlight the tension between Hermione’s wish to forget and the invasive
presence of the memory. Cf. Her. 8.75-6: vix equidem memini, memini tamen: omnia luctus /
omnia solliciti plena timoris erant.

7 Verducci (1985), p. 71, notes of Medea’s use of memini: ‘there is no other letter in the Heroides
whose organization is so dominated by the narrative of past events recalled from the vantage of the
present’. Bessone (1997), p. 63, likewise observes Medea’s preoccupation with remembrance,
labeling it the heroine’s ‘ossessione del ricordo’.

¥ Iinclude Her. 5.23-4 as per Knox’s 1995 text. Palmer (1898, rp 2005) omits these lines as
spurious, but I defer in this case to Knox.
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I suggest that the memini of Heroides 12 is significant for two reasons. First, it appears at
the very start of Medea’s epistle, thereby achieving greater poetic impact than in the other
letters, where the verb is buried amongst the heroines’ reminiscences. Second, Ovid
permits Medea to use memini self-referentially, drawing the reader’s attention to the
heroine’s new-found role as narrator of her own story. Taken together with the verb’s
programmatic placement, the effect is to position Medea as the story-teller most visible to
the reader, making an unequivocal statement of her ownership of the narrative. The first-
person account enables Ovid to depict Medea as having successfully bridged the gap
between poet and character: we briefly lose sight of Medea as an Ovidian construction,
being encouraged instead to focus on her confident appropriation of her recollections. In
the other Heroides, memini serves to highlight the heroines’ helplessness, because it
signals to the reader of a past which has been taken from the women without their consent.’
In Medea’s case, memini draws our attention to a narrative of the heroine’s own creation,
to a past which is about to be given up by Medea of her own volition, as we know from the
narrative traditions of Euripides and of Ennius. In this interpretation, Medea’s memini
offers an indication of the heroine’s self-appointed authorial power — a reclamation of her
past, and of the right to construct it according to her will and her memory.'® Thus the
image of Medea as a writer and an active character is foremost in the reader’s mind, even

before we have been introduced to the substance of her account.'’

Ovid strengthens the reader’s impression of Medea in the next few lines: the heroine
describes herself as having ‘leisure’ for Jason (vacavi), juxtaposed with the responsibility-
laden title regina.'* Such a characterisation of Medea contrasts sharply with Apollonius,

where the heroine is described in this early section of the myth either as map6évog or as

° An arguable exception here would be Oenone, whose Heroides 5 1 discuss in Chapter Two.
suggest that, in Oenone’s case, the use of memini is slightly more hopeful than it is for the other
women, because Oenone is recalling an incident which acts within the narrative to create a link
between the heroine’s past and future. Oenone’s ‘Alexandrian footnote’ is not solely concerned
with a recitation of loss, but speaks also to the possibility of hopeful change which is not dependent
on the absent hero. In this respect, my reading of Oenone differs from those of Lindheim (2000)
and Drinkwater (2015), whose focus is on Oenone as a heroine of the pastoral genre.
' Spentzou (2003) is a crucial study here, in terms of looking at how the women of the Heroides
construct their pasts. See, in particular, Spentzou’s chapter on the heroines’ ‘landscapes of lost
innocence’ (2003), pp. 43-83.
" Hypsipyle’s use of memini at Her. 6.64 also serves to underline the opposition between the two
letters — where Medea recalls her own action, Hypsipyle recalls one of Jason’s.
"2 1n the Heroides, the only other heroines who use vacare are Phaedra and Ariadne. Cf. Her. 4.18
and 10.59. For instances of the verb that resemble Medea’s use of it in Heroides 12, see Suet. Aug.
8.2 and Ves. 21.1. Likewise, Tacitus’ account of Nero’s objections to Thrasea Paetus at Ann.
16.22.1.
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kovpn." In Ovid, however, Medea chooses a label for herself that establishes her superior
status over Jason — a dynamic unfamiliar to the reader of the Argonautica. Here in
Heroides 12, Medea sketches the hero as the recipient of extraordinary condescension, the
proximity of #ibi and Colchorum implying Medea’s generosity in attending to the needs of
the one man before those of the many.'* The heroine’s ars is emphatically placed at the
start of the second line, while Jason is reduced to a position of supplication — peteres —
which both erases his heroic status and reinforces Medea’s role as the character of greatest
importance. The prominent images in these first couplets are all of Medea’s life
(fusos...meos), Medea’s imagined death (potui...mori bene), Medea’s experience of
misfortune (poena fuir)."> In contrast to the majority of the other Heroides, the hero does
not appear as a figure of substance in the early part of Medea’s letter. In my view, this is an
Ovidian intimation that Heroides 12 is less a poem about the hero-heroine relationship than

it is about Medea’s conception of herself as the protagonist of her own story.'®

Hypsipyle’s introduction stands in opposition to that of Heroides 12. Whereas Jason
appears to be a secondary consideration for the self-focused Medea, Hypsipyle is almost

obsessively concerned with her hero:

" See, for example, Arg. 3.142; 3.477; 3.528. At no point in Apollonius is Medea described using
an equivalent of regina. By contrast, Bessone (1997), pp. 62-3, notes that Ovid’s regina offers an
echo of Euripides, as when the nurse implies that Medea’s behaviour resembles that of a topavvog
[Med. 119-21].
" Phyllis’ Heroides 2 acts as a counterpoint here, in that Phyllis’ position in Thrace is the same as
Medea’s in Colchis. Phyllis calls herself hospita [Her. 2.1], a term suggesting a reciprocal
relationship with responsibility on both sides — hers as the host, Demophodn’s as the guest.
Medea’s regina is much more remote, serving to depict Medea as elevated above Jason’s level in a
way that Phyllis’ letter does not. For further discussion of the dissimilarities between Phyllis and
Medea, see the comparative study at the end of this chapter.
"® Davis (2012), p. 34, argues for the similarity between this passage of Heroides 12 and Medea’s
early exclamations in Euripides, where she longs to die [Med. 96-7; 144-7]. Unlike Davis, | suggest
that the wish in Heroides 12 works as a rhetorical ploy, enabling Medea to emphasise to the hero
her perception of her own self-sacrifice on his behalf; I do not agree that the Medea of Heroides 12
must genuinely be thinking of death. In Euripides, a number of characters describe to the audience
Medea’s distressed and unpredictable emotional state, including the nurse, Creon and Jason.
Therefore, Medea’s wish to die makes sense in the tragic context, because we have corroboration
for the heroine’s avowal. By contrast, I propose that Ovid does not characterise Medea at any point
in Heroides 12 as the sort of heroine who might be so overcome by emotion that she would
contemplate death. For this reason, I take the wish at Her. 12.3-4 to be indicative of the elegiac
Medea’s focus on Jason’s culpability, and not reflective of the heroine’s emotional state within the
letter.
' Knox (1986b) offers a useful comparison here. Although he disputes the Ovidian authorship of
Heroides 12 — a problem to which I return in Chapter Four — Knox is one of the few scholars who
observes that the elegiac Medea does not appear to be primarily concerned with the hero, or indeed
to want him back.
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Litora Thessaliae reduci tetigisse carina
diceris auratae vellere dives ovis.

gratulor incolumi quantum sinis; hoc tamen ipso
debueram scripto certior esse tuo.

You are said to have reached the shores of Thessaly, your ship safely returned, rich
with the fleece of a golden ram. I congratulate you, safe as you are, as much as you
permit; however, I ought to have been made certain of this very event by your own

words.
[Her. 6.1-4]

In contrast to the clear ‘I’ of Medea’s memini, Hypsipyle elects to give Jason pride of place
— diceris. The hero’s exploits occupy the whole first couplet of Heroides 6, painting a vivid
picture which seems incongruous to Ovid’s reader, given Jason’s physical remoteness from
Hypsipyle. The implied separation between Hypsipyle and Jason is symbolised in the
passive verb of speaking, as is the dissimilarity between Hypsipyle and her rival Medea:
where Medea’s memini is active, Hypsipyle’s diceris condemns her to a passive recitation
of someone else’s account, the closest that Hypsipyle can approach to the hero’s real
actions.'” In narrative terms, Hypsipyle fades into the background, our image of the writing

queen supplanted by the ships and shores of her mind’s eye.

In line 3, Hypsipyle ‘congratulates’ Jason, but the sentiment is subordinated to the more
important material, which is the sketch of the hero’s homecoming. Quantum sinis is
perhaps the crucial phrase: in only the third line of her poem, Hypsipyle admits that she
moderates both her feelings and her actions according to the hero’s own, even when he is
absent from her. Notice that Hypsipyle attempts to change tack, reproaching Jason for not
apprising her of his success scripto...tuo. To Ovid’s reader, however, Hypsipyle’s criticism
of her beloved is ineffectual, because the heroine has already established that — in her mind
— it is for the hero to choose how he behaves, and for Hypsipyle to accept it. Thus, the
opening couplets of Heroides 6 offer a clear contrast to Medea’s Heroides 12, revealing
that the writing Hypsipyle is not the most important character in her own poem: she awards

that place to the absent Jason.'®

'” Readers will observe that I diverge here from Knox (1995), p. 171, Hypsipyle’s most recent
commentator: he describes Hypsipyle’s diceris as ‘scathing’. However, Knox resembles Palmer
(1898, rp 2005) and Jacobson (1974) in tending to assume that the heroines are being viciously
sarcastic, where I consider a less negative reading to be equally supportable.

'® Leigh (1997) offers some interesting comments on Hypsipyle’s opening lines, noting the verbal
similarity between Her. 6.1-2 and the laments of Ariadne in Catullus 64.171-2 and of Dido in
Aeneid 4.657-8. He argues that Hypsipyle’s congratulatory tone contrasts with the tones of the
other two women. Leigh’s observation complements my argument: Hypsipyle is presented as
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Other Narrators

The secondary narrators of Heroides 6 and 12 develop the themes of the opening couplets.
In Hypsipyle’s case, the hospes acts as a barrier between the heroine and Jason, reminding
the external reader that Hypsipyle is not permitted to tell Jason’s story first-hand, but only
to repeat the words of others. In Heroides 12, there are two secondary speakers — the hero
Jason and Medea’s young son — each serving to underline Medea’s role as the most
important character in the letter. Jason’s speech [Her. 12.73-88] depicts Medea as
primarily concerned with protecting her own interests, while the child’s brief narration
[Her. 12.151-2] positions Medea as the hero’s victim by focusing on the only event over

which she has no control: Jason’s new marriage.

Early in Heroides 6, Hypsipyle tells us that news of Jason’s Colchian exploits came to her
first from fama [Her. 6.9] and then from an unexpected hospes [ Her. 6.23-40]. Both
sources highlight how divided Hypsipyle is from her hero: fama, in particular, emphasises
the heroine’s dependence on unpredictable and potentially inaccurate reports. '
Hypsipyle’s lack of direct access to information about Jason increases the reader’s
perception of the heroine’s isolation, as does the content of Hypsipyle’s own reporting.

Cur mihi fama prior quam littera nuntia venit:
isse sacros Martis sub iuga panda boves,
seminibus iactis segetes adolesse virorum
inque necem dextra non eguisse tua,
pervigilem spolium pecudis servasse draconem,
rapta tamen forti vellera fulva manu?

Why did a rumour about you come to me before your letter? A rumour saying that
the bulls sacred to Mars had gone beneath the curving yokes; that crops of men had
grown up from seed scattered about, and that for their deaths they had no need of
your right hand; that the sleepless serpent safeguarded the prize of the ram, the
golden fleece nonetheless snatched away by your brave hand?

[Her. 6.9-14]

divided from the hero, just as Leigh suggests that she is also divided from her fellow women of
Roman literature.

' The appearance of fama early in the letter contrasts with Hypsipyle’s use of the same word in a
different context later on, when she refers to the Lemnian massacre as an exercise in protecting the
women’s reputations: milite tam forti fama tuenda fuit [Her. 6.54]. The commonality between the
two occurrences, | suggest, is the way in which they both depict Hypsipyle as being concerned with
how matters appear from the outside — what people on the street are saying about Jason, and how
the women of Lemnos will be perceived following their actions against their husbands. Cf.
Jacobson (1974), pp. 97-100, regarding Hypsipyle’s concern for her own reputation. Concerning
the Hypsipyle of Apollonius, George (1972) offers a useful discussion of the Lemnian episode,
arguing that the Hypsipyle of the Argonautica is also motivated by concern for her self-image.
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The accusative and infinitive structure places Hypsipyle in story-telling mode, but she is
deprived of the luxury of a good tale by her scrupulous honesty, which admits that fama
‘tells” how the bulls were yoked, the field ploughed and so on. In contrast to Medea’s eye-
witness account of the same events [Her. 12.39-50], the reported speech of Heroides 6
renders Hypsipyle’s physical separation from Jason brutally obvious, strengthening the
reader’s focus on the heroine’s concomitant emotional isolation.”” The most noticeable
feature of these early lines is that Ovid does not permit Hypsipyle to say ‘7 tell you
how...’, even within the context of her own letter.?' The heroine is entirely at the mercy of
other characters’ narrations, conveyed by the infinitive verbs which pile on top of each
other to emphasise that the central action is happening where Hypsipyle is not. This type of
reported speech recurs throughout the first half of Heroides 6, suggesting that Hypsipyle is
trying to carve for herself a role in the hero’s life, by foregrounding the figure of the hero

at the expense of her own narrative.

Hypsipyle’s hospes compounds the reader’s initial impressions of the heroine. The
vocabulary of the two figures — guest and heroine — form a striking opposition, suggesting
the activity and power of the one, and the reactivity and helplessness of the other.

“vivit? an,” exclamo, “me quoque fata vocant?”
“vivit,” ait timidus; timidum iurare coegi.
vix mihi teste deo credita vita tua est.
Utque animus rediit, tua facta requirere coepi:
narrat aeripedes Martis arasse boves,
vipereos dentes in humum pro semine iactos
et subito natos arma tulisse viros,
terrigenas populos civili Marte peremptos
inplesse aetatis fata diurna suae.
devictus serpens. iterum, si vivat lason,
quaerimus; alternant spesque timorque fidem.

* Medea’s letter incorporates two eye-witness accounts of Jason’s labours [Her. 12.39-50; 12.93-
102], which mirrors Hypsipyle’s double treatment of the same events [Her. 6.9-14; 6.32-8]. In both
cases, the reader is aware that Medea relates an event that she personally experienced, whereas
Hypsipyle’s anecdotes are mediated, the first by fama, the second by the unnamed hospes. |
suggest that the structural similarity between this aspect of Heroides 6 and 12 works to highlight
the dissimilarity of the writing heroines — one in the midst of the action, one set apart from it. The
repetition of ante oculos at Her. 12.59-60 emphasises for the reader Medea’s proximity to Jason
and to the labours; Hypsipyle’s poem never achieves this sort of immediacy.

! Readers should note that in most of the other Heroides, the women’s accounts of the heroes’
actions are based on their own memories or experiences. See, for example, Phyllis [Her. 2.93-8];
Oenone [Her. 5.15-30]; Ariadne [Her. 10.71-4] and Canace [Her. 11.55-62]. This tendency
accounts in part for the scholarly criticism that the heroines are unaware of or uninterested in the
epic or tragic concerns of their heroes, because they insist on presenting the material from their
narrow, ‘domestic’ point of view. On this point, see Anderson (1973). In narrative terms, however,
the heroines are at least permitted to voice their own points of view. Ovid denies Hypsipyle even
this measure of autonomy, since the most prominent account of the hero’s past actions is

ventriloquised through the hospes.
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“Does he live? Or are the fates calling me also?” “He lives”, replied the guest
fearfully; I compelled the fearful one to swear it. [Even] with a god as witness,
scarcely was I able to trust in your being alive. When my senses returned to me, |
began to ask about your deeds. The guest related how the bronze-footed cattle of
Mars ploughed; how the serpent’s teeth were sown into the ground instead of seed;
how the men that appeared so suddenly carried arms; how the earth-born people
were cut down by civil war, having fulfilled the fates of their lives in a single day.
The serpent was conquered. Again, I ask if Jason lives; hope and fear alternate
with conviction.

[Her. 6.28-38]

Ovid sets up a clear disjunction between the reporting Hypsipyle and her speaking guest.
In line 28, Hypsipyle’s exclamo creates an illusion of affirmative action, but the substance
of the outburst demonstrates only the heroine’s ignorance — ‘does he live?” We perceive
that even Hypsipyle’s first-person verbs underline the heroine’s tendency to react to the
threat of loss rather than to manage her fears proactively. By contrast, the hospes occupies
an unambiguously active role. Ovid gives him no name, no personal history and no
physical features, yet the verbs aif and narrat afford him a position of narrative
superiority.”” The hospes answers where Hypsipyle can only question; he communicates

the story that Hypsipyle can only beg to hear.

Ironically, in line 29, Hypsipyle describes the hospes as timidus. For the Ovidian reader,
the label serves to highlight the heroine’s disempowered position: the #ospes might be
fearful of Hypsipyle’s response to his news, but it is Hypsipyle who in her ignorance has
reason to fear. In line 31, Hypsipyle says that she ‘compelled’ the hospes to swear to
Jason’s safety, a statement that fails to acknowledge the power imbalance. The Aospes,
possessing all the information, can choose whether or not to indulge Hypsipyle; the
heroine, meanwhile, is completely dependent on the guest to allay her anxiety.* I argue
that the Hypsipyle-hospes interaction is representative of the dynamic of Heroides 6 more
generally: the non-Hypsipyle character — whether the /ospes or Jason — is dominant where
Hypsipyle is subordinate. Observe that Hypsipyle is forced to enquire from the hospes

(quaerimus, requirere coepi), and to believe his tale (credita), both actions suggesting a

*2 Readers of Apollonius will observe that the Ovidian situation mirrors that of the 4rgonautica,
where Hypsipyle’s relationship with Jason is mediated in its initial stages by the Argonauts’ herald
[4Arg. 1.640-52]. In Ovid, too, Hypsipyle is condemned to experience important events at second-
hand. Cf. Drinkwater (2007), pp. 380-1.

** I suggest that the hospes ' position in Lemnos echoes the situation familiar to the reader of the
Odyssey, where Alcinous asks Ulysses to identify himself and to tell his story [Od. 8.550-86].
Although Ulysses is indebted to Alcinous for hosting him, as the hero himself notes at Od. 9.17-18,
within the story-telling context Ulysses retains the power of the narrator, and his mastery over his
audience is evident in Homer’s description of the Phaeacians’ reactions to the tale at Od. 13.1-2.
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lack of leverage over the interlocutor. As in the earlier passage, the reported speech
telegraphs to the reader that this is not Hypsipyle’s account; our focus remains on Jason,
even at second- or third-hand, and the figure of Hypsipyle is effectively obscured by the

internal narrators of her own story.

Hypsipyle’s hospes shares some similarities with the secondary narrators of Penelope’s
Heroides 1 — the anonymous soldier who brings news of the Trojan War, and Penelope’s
son Telemachus who brings news from Ulysses’ comrade Nestor.”* In both poems, the
secondary speakers act as a barrier between the writing women and the actions being
described: the embedded male accounts of male action locate the female reporters in an
entirely dissimilar context, domestic and non-heroic, cut off from the events in which they
long to be involved. More significant, however, is the differing effect of the two narrations.
In Penelope’s Heroides 1, Telemachus’ report of Ulysses’ daring functions as a precursor
to the hero’s return to Ithaca, a return achieved by the very same dolus that Ulysses is
described as using to infiltrate the Thracian camp [Her. 1.41-3]. Readers of Homer will
perceive in the Ovidian narrative a foreshadowing of the story-telling in Odyssey 23,
through which Ulysses and Penelope are reunited.” In my view, the reader’s pity for
Penelope’s suffering as she listens to the soldier and to Telemachus is tempered by our
knowledge that it is soon to be alleviated.”® Thus, the secondary speakers of Heroides 1

can be read as emphasising the strength of the bond between hero and heroine as much as
they do the cost of Ulysses” prolonged absence. Hypsipyle’s situation is much less hopeful:

the reader knows that Jason will not return to Lemnos, and so the #ospes’ account, rather

* Cf. Her. 1.31-44. Jacobson (1974), pp. 100-101, argues for the similarities between Hypsipyle
and Penelope more generally. Jacobson is of the view that both poems present an essentially
scornful account of the hero’s deeds; conversely, I propose that the connection between Heroides 1
and 6 is structural rather than tonal.
** Moreover, I suggest that the dynamic between Penelope and the secondary speakers of Heroides
1 creates an echo of the situation in Odyssey 19, where Penelope pours out her troubles to the
beggar-hero [Od. 19.124-63]. In Heroides 1, Penelope listens to other characters conveying their
superior knowledge of the Trojan War, whether gained from first-hand experience, as with the
soldier, or from other combatants, as with Telemachus’ account of Nestor’s information. In
Odyssey 19, the positions are reversed, as Penelope explains to the beggar-hero her superior
knowledge of the situation on Ithaca, to a listener who has a vested interest in the outcome of the
situation. In Heroides 1, Penelope is the character who needs information but who is not permitted
to communicate it; in Odyssey 19 that role belongs to the beggar-Ulysses, while Penelope occupies
the marginally more powerful role of the communicator. I suggest that Ovid has remodelled the
Homeric scene of the protagonist and the anonymous interlocutor so as to reflect the elegiac
Penelope’s frustration at her situation, without the need for a beggar-hero figure. Cf. Kennedy
(1984) for a reading of the complex interconnections between Ovid’s narrative and Homer’s.
¢ Both Kennedy (1984) and Barchiesi (2001), pp. 29-30, are emphatic that Heroides 1 is highly
dependent on the reader’s awareness of the Odyssean chronology for its poetic impact.
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than heralding the resumption of a relationship as in Heroides 1, instead reminds us that

Hypsipyle will only become more irrelevant to her hero as time progresses.

The secondary speakers of Heroides 12 achieve quite a different effect to Hypsipyle’s
hospes, drawing attention to Medea’s centrality in the narrative in contrast to Hypsipyle’s
disempowerment. Halfway through the letter, Medea’s young son conveys the news of
Jason’s wedding to Creusa [Her. 12.151-2], enabling Ovid to define the position of
Heroides 12 within the pre-existing mythological chronology. In my view, it is significant
that Ovid chooses to place this information in the mouth of Medea’s child. The secondary
narrator enforces a level of distance between Medea and the event being described;
moreover, | suggest that Jason’s wedding is the only event in Heroides 12 of which Medea
does not wish to take ownership, because it does not suit her.

cum minor e pueris (iussus studioque videndi
constitit ad geminae limina prima foris):

“hinc” mihi “mater adi! pompam pater” inquit “Iason
ducit et adiunctos aureus urget equos!”™

... when the younger of the boys spoke. (He stood at the outer threshold of the
twin doors, having been instructed to do so and being eager to see the sight.) He
said to me “Mama, come here! My father Jason is leading a procession and — all in
gold! — he is driving a team of horses!”

[Her. 12.149-52]"

Most unusually for Heroides 12, Medea gives us a precise physical context for the child’s
exclamation.*® By placing him at the threshold of the house — where he can see the
procession, but not participate in it — the child occupies a liminal space, quite literally in
between his two parents. Medea’s subsequent outburst [Her. 12.153-4] reveals that the

boy’s announcement is the first irrefutable communication of the event which is to trigger

%7 Her. 12.149 is the subject of some dispute. Readers will observe that I use Bessone’s (1997) text,
which has iussus studioque videndi, in contrast to the texts of Palmer (1898, rp 2005), Showerman
(1914), Dérrie (1971), Goold (1977) and Heinze (1997). Reeson (1999), pp. 53-5, raises valid
concerns about Bessone’s textual choices in general. Nonetheless, 1 defer to Bessone in this
instance for three reasons: first, her version dominates the manuscript tradition; second, it makes
reasonable sense, compared to the tortured attempts of Palmer and the two Loebs; third, none of the
commentators provides in my view an adequate rationale for their particular suggestion. For a brief
but useful account of the textual issues with Heroides 12, see Heinze (1997), pp. 43-9. Cf. also
Bessone (1997), pp. 207-11.

% In Chapter Two, I discuss in more depth Ovid’s use of physical space in Heroides 12. Medea, 1
suggest, is quite an unusual heroine for this collection, because we struggle to visualise her clearly
in any particular location, which contributes to our sense that she is not really engaged with the
characters and situation around her.
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so much carnage.”® The child’s youthful excitement at Jason’s golden robes is thus

implicitly juxtaposed with the terrible news he unwittingly imparts to his mother.

The episode takes on a different and more sinister cast, I propose, when we observe that
this is the Ovidian reader’s sole encounter with either of Medea’s children. The boy’s one
purpose in the letter is to be the messenger of doom, since the reader knows that he will
soon pay for these events with his own life. The boy’s status as an innocent dependant
located between two warring parents reminds the reader that Jason’s abandonment has
been enacted upon the child without his understanding or consent. In my reading, placing
the declaration of Jason’s final betrayal in the mouth of the hero’s child enables Medea to
give the impression that the entire situation, not only the child’s articulation of it, has been
forced upon her in the same way that we feel it has upon the child. The reader’s sympathy
for the child temporarily obscures our view of Medea as the controlling force of the
narrative, and the heroine is able to elide her own experience with that of her son. I argue
that these couplets form a clear contrast with the memini of Medea’s opening lines: this is a
situation, I suggest, of which Medea does nor want to take ownership, and the child as
secondary narrator facilitates this, serving to depict Medea as Jason’s victim. The focus of
the narrative, however, remains the figure of Medea and the pain that the child unwittingly
gives her [Her. 12.153-8], and so Medea’s role as the most important character in the poem

is maintained.

Jason’s speech in Heroides 12 works rather differently to that of the child. I suggest that
the hero articulates a view of Medea which appears to offer story-world corroboration for
Medea’s self-perception as the most influential character in the poem. Jason’s speech
comprises 16 lines, of which Medea says et quota pars haec sunt? [Her. 12.89], implying
that Heroides 12 includes merely a selection of the hero’s oratory.*” Jason accounts for

almost the entirety of the direct speech in Heroides 12 — roughly a tenth of Medea’s letter —

¥ Verducci (1985), p. 78, calls this scene the ‘temporal fulcrum of the poem’, marking the point at
which Heroides 12 turns from being directed by Medea’s ‘memory’ (that is, her past) towards the
poena that is shortly to be enacted upon Euripides’ stage. In my reading, the scene may represent a
turning point in terms of the events of the myth, but in terms of our understanding of the Ovidian
Medea’s character, the fulcrum of the poem is undoubtedly Jason’s speech at Her. 12.73-89.

% Davis (2012), p. 38, argues that Medea’s expostulation serves an important purpose as a
secondary ‘Alexandrian footnote’ after the opening memini, connecting Ovid’s poem with earlier
versions of the myth that inform our reading. In Davis’ view, Medea is playing up her credibility
by association, yet Davis’ argument depends on the presence of similarities between Medea’s
Heroides 12 and the narrative of Apollonius, a position with which I disagree. In my reading, we
could equally take Medea’s statement ef quota pars haec sunt? as an Ovidian invitation to consider

just how dissimilar are the approaches taken by the heroes of Heroides 12 and the Argonautica.
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which contrasts with the other letters of the Heroides, where only half of the heroes
‘speak’ at all in the single epistles. Those who do voice either a formulaic farewell or a
protestation of enduring love, which the heroine recalls within her letter as evidence of the
hero’s faithlessness.’' Hypsipyle, for example, cites Jason’s parting words at Her. 6.59-62,
where the hero comments that he would like to stay, and gives instructions in the event of
Hypsipyle’s having a son.*? Jason’s speech in Heroides 12 is therefore unusual in both its
length and its content.*® I propose that the purpose of Jason’s words becomes clear when
we examine the way in which he seeks to persuade his lover:

“ius tibi et arbitrium nostrae fortuna salutis
tradidit inque tua est vitaque morsque manu.

perdere posse sat est, siquem iuvet ipsa potestas;
sed tibi servatus gloria maior ero™.

“Fortune has handed over to you both authority and judgement upon my safety.
and in your hands are both life and death. It is enough to be able to destroy
someone, if power itself should delight anyone; but I will be a greater glory to you
once I have been saved.”

[Her. 12.73-6]

In my reading, these lines form the crux of Jason’s speech. The most important feature of
the entreaty is that Jason does nor address Medea as though she were the puella simplex
that she claims to be at lines 89-90. Instead, the hero approaches Medea as though she
were the regina whom we met in line 1, declaring that she possesses ius...et arbitrium,
terms deriving from the male-dominated Roman legal world. In a departure from the

narrative of Apollonius, where Jason focuses on Medea’s ability to help him on an

3! Jason is by far Ovid’s most talkative Heroidean hero: in total, there are 30 lines of hero ‘speech’
in the single epistles, of which Jason alone accounts for two thirds. Amongst the 13 heroes of the
14 single epistles, there is an even split between those who ‘speak’ at some point in the heroine’s
letter, and those who do not. Jason is, however, the only hero whose words span more than a line or
two. Consider the following examples. The ‘speaking’ heroes are: Demophodn [Her. 2.98]; Paris
[Her. 5.29-30]; Jason [Her. 6.59-62]; Aeneas [Her. 7.139]; Theseus [Her. 10.73-4]; Macareus
[Her. 11.59-62]; and Jason again [Her. 12.73-88]. 1 am counting Jason as two heroes for the
purposes of this discussion. The heroes who do not speak are: Ulysses, Achilles, Hippolytus,
Orestes, Hercules, Protesilaus and Lynceus.
32 Jason’s departing words in Heroides 6 are substantially the same as his words at Argonautica
1.900-9. In the Argonautica, however, it is Hypsipyle who asks what she should do in the event of
having a son, and so Jason’s intensely practical reply lacks the dismissive tone which it has in
Heroides 6, owing to the lack of contextual material.
** In terms of direct speech more generally, Medea’s Heroides 12 includes a much greater
proportion than almost any other of the single epistles. Hypermnestra’s poem, Heroides 14, is the
only letter which boasts a greater quantity of direct speech, at 12.8% to Medea’s 9.9%. The
similarities between the two letters are, I suggest, reflected in this unusual distribution of direct
speech. Through the missives, we see both heroines contemplating an extraordinary course of
action, and their inclusion of direct speech helps to unravel for the reader their deliberative
processes, by drawing on ‘evidence’ from other characters. I discuss the relationship between these
two letters in Chapter Two. For a compelling analysis of Heroides 14, see Fulkerson (2003).
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individual level, the Ovidian hero chooses vocabulary that depicts Medea as having control
over others in a very broad sense, since both terms refer to the general exercise of
authority.** This seems an ambitious step up from the 4rgonautica’s far simpler
declaration that without Medea’s assistance the hero cannot succeed.’® Perhaps most
surprisingly, the Ovidian Jason designates Medea the master of ‘life and death’ [ Her.
12.74], a statement which may be literally true in the hero’s case, but which in its
grandiosity implies a far greater and more widespread influence. The images in the
Ovidian Jason’s speech are centred on dominance, on personal power and status — these are
not the ideals one would think of as appealing to the girl whom the hero identifies in

Apollonius as being fearful, gentle and shy.*®

I propose that it is equally important to observe what the elegiac Jason does not say. He
does not appeal to Medea’s pity, by invoking the likelihood of his own gruesome demise;
he does not appeal to her sense of justice, by explaining the righteousness of his quest to
reclaim his throne.?” Instead, he focuses on the caprice inherent in possessing power over
others, from which the reader may infer that this is the approach the hero considers most
likely to affect this uniquely Ovidian heroine. Line 75 is unmistakeable from this point of
view: Jason argues that Medea does not need to actually destroy him; she ought to be
content with knowing that she could.*® The hero casts himself as a mere instrument of
Medea’s influence, suggesting that his survival is desirable for Medea because of the
control that she can secure over him, provided that he does not die. The dissimilarity to
Apollonius becomes truly striking — it hardly seems likely that the elegiac Jason’s

persuasions would succeed with the hesitant and inexperienced heroine of the epic.” In the

3* Consider the intensely personal tone of the hero’s first speech to Medea at Arg. 3.975-1010.

3 Cf. Arg. 3.988-9.

3 See, for example, Arg. 3.975; 3.1006-7; 3.978.

37 The Ovidian Jason does refer briefly to his sufferings at Her. 12.77, where he says: per mala
nostra precor. However, this is the only reference he makes to his misfortunes, suggesting that he
does not regard this as a primary weapon in his attempt to secure Medea’s favour.

3 Jason’s approach to the Heroidean Medea bears some similarity to the epic hero’s approach to
Aeétes in the Argonautica. At Arg. 3.386-95, Jason characterises the tyrannical king as ‘godlike’
[3.392] in his attempt to deflect Aeétes’ anger. Jason also offers assistance with military conquest,
intimating that Aeétes, like his daughter in the Ovidian text, is swayed primarily by the prospect of
controlling others. In the Argonautica, Jason’s approach is unremarkable, because Aeétes has
already demonstrated his violent temper; the hero is thus reacting to the situation as presented to
him. The peculiarity of the scene in Heroides 12 is that Jason leads with the characterisation of
Medea as a heroine who shares her father’s unsympathetic traits. In contrast to the Jason-Aeétes
meeting in Apollonius, the elegiac Jason does not appear to arrive at his strategy after a softer
ogpening fails him.

% For a contrasting view of the Jason-Medea dynamic in Argonautica 3, see Ojennus (2006), who

analyses the use of gestures in Apollonius. Ojennus argues that Medea’s gestures towards Jason in
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Argonautica, Jason seems in part to win Medea over by showing her how she can act both
for her own and the hero’s good, with Jason’s survival and Medea’s future in Greece
treated as matters of equal weight and significance.*” By contrast, Jason’s portrait in
Heroides 12 suggests that we are dealing in Ovid with a very different Medea, one who
acts principally for her own benefit and who enjoys the exercise of controlling others. The
ambiguous term arbitrium feeds this portrait of Medea as a power-hungry character:
although referring most commonly to the arbitration of a legal question, we can also
interpret it as representing an inclination, a whim or an irresponsible action.’! This seems
entirely consistent with Jason’s depiction of himself as a ‘glory’ to Medea [Her. 12.76] — a

hero whose cause cannot hope to compete with Medea’s own concerns.

I argue that Jason’s speech characterises the Ovidian Medea as self-focused and driven by
the desire for power, rather than by any interest in the hero himself. Perhaps most crucial,
however, is the role of Jason’s speech in establishing that Medea’s self-interested nature
must have been present before the arrival of the Argo in Colchis. I suggest that we can
infer this from the fact that Ovid’s Medea did go on to aid the hero in his labours. The
speech thus served its intended purpose, and the images of dominance and glory must have
appealed to the heroine who later records Jason’s words with such apparent relish. In the
Argonautica, we observe Medea’s development from a young girl, tormented by divided
loyalties, to a murderess in exile. In Ovid, the development is considerably less clear: the
portrait of Medea espoused in Jason’s speech suggests that the heroine was all of a piece
from the very first. This generates a very different impression of Medea to that created by
the heroine of Apollonius, because we cannot trace the elegiac Medea’s decisions as we do
in the Argonautica, observing how slippery is the slope between the first betrayal and those

that inevitably follow.*? Through the voice of Jason, Ovid’s poem provokes the unsettling

the temple scene depict her as the more ‘aggressive’ of the two parties, p. 261, in contrast to the
more common view that the hero is in control of the interaction with the heroine.

“ Consider, for example, that the largest part of Jason’s three speeches to Medea before his labours
aim to assure Medea of the hero’s concern with protecting her well-being. The power dynamic in
Apollonius is therefore quite different to that indicated by Jason’s speech in Heroides 12. Cf. Arg.
3.975-1010; 3.1079-1101; 3.1120-30.

‘' Cf. OLD 7b.

“2 Here we encounter one of the problems with the Heroides as a collection: they present snapshots
of the heroines’ lives, and thus lack much of the natural momentum of other narrative forms. See
Barchiesi (2001), who offers an incisive discussion of how the Heroides derive much of their
tension and impact from the unarticulated back-story of the literary tradition, of which the external
reader is already aware. Because the heroines present an essentially static view through their
letters, it is much more difficult for the poet to depict his characters as dynamic epistolary
personalities, because he is capturing them at only one moment in their narrative lives. I argue that
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question of whether Medea was always as she appears to us ‘now’, in the narrative present
encompassed by the letter — so consumed by her own interests that she does not feel for the

other characters of her story.

Genette (1990) observes that extended dialogue quoted ‘verbatim’ by a first-person
narrator is the hallmark of the fictionality of an account — a significant point when
assessing Jason’s speech in Heroides 12.* If we deduce from Medea’s reproduction of the
speech that the heroine believes it to reflect well on herself, attesting to her influence over
the hero, then we understand that Medea’s aim seems to be to protect her position as the
most important character in the story. In turn, this explains why Medea alleges that she can
recall with accuracy Jason’s words, because their inclusion in the poem enhances her self-
image.** In contrast to Genette’s assertion, I propose that it does not matter very much
within Heroides 12 whether or not we entertain Medea’s account of Jason’s words as ‘true’
and accurate reporting. Ovid has rendered the point moot for the purposes of examining
Medea’s character: either Jason considers his speech to give a good likeness of Medea, or
Medea herself thinks so. For the external reader, the result is the same, and Medea’s self-
focus is illustrated either in the hero’s voice or in her own. The speaking Jason thus
contributes to the continuing opposition between Medea’s poem and Hypsipyle’s: where
Hypsipyle’s hospes illustrates the heroine’s impregnable isolation, Jason’s role in Heroides
12 is the reverse, pushing the figure of Medea to ever greater prominence within the

narrative.

Jason’s speech is thus a brilliant device on Ovid’s part: it allows him an unusual ‘window’ into
Medea’s narrative past, influencing our reading of her in her writing present through the view of
another character, a view which is now itself in the past.

** Genette (1990), p. 761.

* We should remember, here, that Medea is purporting to be able to recall Jason’s entreaties word-
for-word after a lapse of some several years. This must be a problematic assertion for the external
reader to accept.
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This section examines the figure of Jason in Heroides 6 and 12, arguing that the heroines’
presentation of their hero strengthens the view of the women’s personalities that we
developed in the previous section. In my reading, the Jason of Heroides 6 is an idealised
character whose prominence in the narrative demonstrates how central is Jason’s approval
to Hypsipyie’s sense of self. Medea’s Jason, meanwhile, is the alter ego of Hypsipyle’s —a
hopeless adventurer in constant need of Medea’s help. These ‘two’ Jasons contribute to
divergent portraits of the writing heroines: Hypsipyle’s personality appears to be subsumed
by the figure of the hero with whom she is preoccupied; Medea remains self-regarding,

interested in Jason chiefly as an object of unfavourable comparison with herself.*’

Hypsipyle’s Obsession

I suggest that Ovid shapes his Hypsipyle as a character whose sense of identity is
predicated on the hero’s positive opinion of her. In the early sections of Heroides 6, we
observe that Hypsipyle’s letter compensates for a lack of information about Jason’s
exploits by including miniature ‘fantasy narratives’, in which the hero acts exactly as
Hypsipyle wishes him to.

hoc ego si possem timide credentibus “ista
ipse mihi scripsit” dicere, quanta forem!

Quid queror officium lenti cessasse mariti?
obsequium, maneo si tua, grande tuli.

Oh, if I myself were able to say to those people believing but fearfully “He himself
wrote me of it”, how great I should be! Why should I complain that my sluggish
husband has given up his duty? I have received a great indulgence if I remain
yours!

[Her. 6.15-18]

The conditional structure signals at once to Ovid’s reader that this event derives from

Hypsipyle’s imagination;*® more important, however, is what the heroine’s approach

** Readers will observe that my reading of the elegiac Jason stands in opposition to that of Bloch
(2000), who argues that there are parallels in Heroides 6 and 12 between the heroines’ depictions
of the hero. In Bloch’s view, the abandonment of Medea is prefigured in Jason’s treatment of
Hypsipyle, and so the abandonment of Creusa is foreshadowed in the hero’s behaviour towards
Medea.

*® We know, too, from the literary tradition that Hypsipyle is unlikely ever to receive such a
missive from the errant Jason. Readers of Euripides’ fragmentary Hypsipyle can be left in no doubt
that Hypsipyle’s fate and Jason’s lie along wildly dissimilar paths. See Collard, Crop and Gilbert

(2004) for a helpful discussion of the available fragments.
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conveys about her sense of self. Notice, for example, that Hypsipyle describes the hero’s
wished-for letter not as a source of peace of mind, but as an indication of her own
importance to Jason. As with many aspects of Heroides 6 and 12, perhaps of greatest
significance is what the heroine does not say: Hypsipyle does not say how happy she
would be if sure of Jason’s safety and free from her dependence on fama; she does not say
how comforting would be a declaration of love in the hero’s own words; she does not even
say that she desires the notoriety of being the first to impart news of Jason’s labours.
Instead, she says how great she would be, quanta testifying to the social capital that such a

letter could confer on its addressee.*’

Hypsipyle’s sentiment is highly unusual amongst the Heroides, not least because
Hypsipyle appears unconcerned as to Jason’s success in his endeavours.*® In general, the
heroines express concern for the heroes’ safety, which depicts the women as selfless in
some measure: they want the heroes to live because they love.*’ By contrast, Hypsipyle
shows a surprising lack of investment in Jason’s fate. The implication of these lines is that
Hypsipyle would derive more-or-less the same status from Jason’s missive regardless of its
contents.’® This sits in opposition to heroines such as Laodamia and Penelope, for whom a

report from the hero would assure them of his safety and of the endurance of their

7 Knox (1995), p. 175, offers ‘how grand I should be’ for quanta. This suggested translation
captures perfectly the social focus that I perceive dominates Hypsipyle’s thinking in this part of
Heroides 6. Palmer, too, (1898, rp 2005), p. 327, emphasises the point: ‘great in the opinion of my
hearers as well as proud myself’.

“® In my interpretation, the majority of the other heroines fall into two types when contemplating
what the absent heroes might be doing. These types are exemplified by Laodamia’s Heroides 13,
where the heroine is tormented by not knowing whether her hero lives or dies; and by Penelope’s
Heroides 1, where the heroine longs for the hero’s return, that he might rescue her from an
intolerable situation. Other examples of the first type would be Phyllis® Heroides 2 and Canace’s
Heroides 11; of the second Briseis’ Heroides 3 and Ariadne’s Heroides 10. Heroines who fall into
neither category would include Oenone’s Heroides 5, Medea’s Heroides 12 and Hypermnestra’s
Heroides 14. 1 discuss Oenone and Hypermnestra at greater length in Chapter Two.

9 Some scholars would dispute this point in the case of certain letters. For example, Jacobson
(1974), pp. 243-76, takes an entirely contrary approach to Penelope’s Heroides 1, as does
Lindheim (2003), pp. 37-50. Reeson (2001) is similarly critical of Hypermnestra’s Heroides 14. All
three critics argue that the women are self-serving and largely uninterested in the outcome for the
hero.

30T suggest that this appears to be Hypsipyle’s view of the situation, which is not necessarily the
same as that of her social circle. Clearly, the lover of a conquering hero is more impressive than the
lover of a vanquished one. That Hypsipyle seems not to regard this point is, I think, evidence of the
heroine’s narrow focus — her concern is with the status of the relationship between herself and
Jason, and she inadvertently assumes that the rest of the world accepts and even reflects her
prejudices.
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marriages.”’ Hypsipyle seems to prefer the letter ifself to the news it might contain; such

unusual priorities intimate that Hypsipyle is less interested in Jason’s welfare than she is in
occupying the role of the hero’s favoured correspondent.’® The difficulty, however, is that
Hypsipyle waits upon the hero, and so the role that she desires for herself serves largely to
highlight the extent to which Hypsipyle subordinates her own identity to the actions of the

hero.

In my view, these lines also reveal the extent to which Hypsipyle’s Jason is idealised, and
likewise her relationship. In line 17, we observe that Hypsipyle does not complain about
Jason’s silence (quid queror), instead, she re-frames her sentiment as a self-criticism. This
is the crux of the matter: if Jason fails the standard that Hypsipyle sets for him, she
responds by adjusting the standard. Therefore, Jason cannot be said to ‘fail’, because
Hypsipyle manipulates her expectations to mirror what Jason is prepared to give. Line 18
emphasises the point: Hypsipyle describes being Jason’s lover — fua, we notice, although
the hero is never meus — as a grande obsequium. The reader’s impression is that Hypsipyle
has no fixed concept of her relationship, or of her hero as a character; both are flexible

entities determined by what Jason elects to give.

Hypsipyle’s depiction of her situation takes us straight back to the imaginary letter, as we
begin to understand that the heroine’s concern with the letter as an object can be taken as
representative of the hero-heroine relationship as a whole. Hypsipyle appears to desire the
illusion of a continuing relationship — symbolised in the letter — more than she desires the
hero himself. I propose that this aspect of the writing heroine contributes to the reader’s
sense that Heroides 6 presents but a facsimile of both hero and romantic relationship,
because Hypsipyle seems chiefly concerned with being able to demonstrate her Jason-
oriented position to the outside world. We notice that the content of Hypsipyle’s fantasy

letter — the substance of the hero’s communication — is not discussed within the story world

*! Penelope opens her letter with this very point, entreating Ulysses to bypass the act of writing
back in favour of returning in person: nil mihi rescribas attinet: ipse veni! [Her. 1.2]. As Kennedy
(1984) has argued, the irony of this entreaty is striking to Ovid’s reader, since we suspect Ulysses
to already be lurking in the palace.
32 The arguments of scholars such as Rosenmeyer (1997) and Spentzou (2003) would suggest that
Hypsipyle’s tendency exemplifies a wider trend in the Heroides, whereby the heroines’ narrow
viewpoints reduce them to worrying more about their letters — as their only means of self-
expression — than about the heroes for whom those letters are supposedly intended. In Spentzou’s
reading (2003), pp. 123-59, this aspect of the poems is key to understanding the failure of the
heroines’ writing as a communicative endeavour.
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of Heroides 6; in my view this is because the Ovidian Jason is inaccessible to the writing

heroine.

The account of Jason’s labours in Heroides 6 makes a final compelling comment about
Hypsipyle’s Jason-centrism. In the first section, I argued that the reported speech in the
labour narrative serves to distance Hypsipyle from the act of story-telling. However, it also
dispenses with the need to mention Medea or her involvement in Jason’s success. By
stating simply that the bulls were yoked, the field was ploughed, Hypsipyle is able to skate
over the precise details of how this was achieved. For example, in line 37, Hypsipyle
reports devictus serpens, the passive verb both concise and suitably vague about the
method of conquest. As Hypsipyle records the tale of poisonous teeth and earth-born men
civili Marte peremptos [Her. 6.35], the vivid imagery works to gloss over the space in the
narrative that is Medea’s unacknowledged agency. Observe that Hypsipyle refers only to
Jason’s role, enquiring after tua facta [Her. 6.31] and si vivat lason [Her. 6.37]; these
bookend the hospes’ account of the event and edit Medea out altogether. At lines 19 and
20, Hypsipyle reveals her hero-bias still more strongly, referring to Jason’s new
relationship so as to give the impression that the two events are unconnected.

barbara narratur venisse venefica tecum
in mihi promissi parte recepta tori.

A barbarian poisoner is said to have come with you, having been granted a share in

the marriage bed that was promised to me.
[Her. 6.19-20]

By labelling Medea as a ‘barbarian poisoner’ rather than as a sorceress and the daughter of
Aeétes, from whom Jason steals the Golden Fleece, Hypsipyle avoids any appearance of a
connection between Jason’s quest and his new lover. I suggest that a reader unacquainted
with the Apollonian tradition would not necessarily infer from these lines that Medea
played any part in the events which Hypsipyle records so faithfully. As critics accustomed
always to reading through the literary tradition, it is all too easy to overlook the fact that
Hypsipyle’s account of Jason’s heroism represents a skewed reality in which Jason is the
absolute master. Such a reality mirrors our earlier observation that Hypsipyle crafts her
portrait of Jason around the prejudice that he is the best and most important character in

the scene, with the writing heroine herself noticeably absent.
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Medea’s Objectification

The Jason of Heroides 12 could hardly offer a more emphatic contrast to the hero of
Hypsipyle’s conception. Where Hypsipyle affords Jason ever greater prominence in her
narrative, Medea stresses that Jason could not have achieved anything without her
assistance. | propose that Jason acts for the Ovidian Medea as a kind of prism, refracting
through his actions her own greatness. In the first half of Heroides 12, Medea narrates the
tale of Jason’s labours three times, on each occasion placing her own influence centre-
stage. The first iteration is an Ovidian reimagining of the nurse’s opening speech in
Euripides, a series of unfulfilled conditions which explore the ramifications of Medea’s
elegiac wish that the Argonauts had never come to Colchis.>

aut, semel in nostras quoniam nova puppis harenas
venerat audacis attuleratque viros,

isset anhelatos non praemedicatus in ignes
inmemor Aesonides oraque adusta boum!

semina iecisset totidem sevisset et hostes,
ut caderet cultu cultor ab ipse suo!

Otherwise, when once the strange ship had reached our shores and had brought her
bold men, the heedless son of Aeson would have gone unprotected into the fires
exhaled from the flaming noses of the bulls. He would have sown the seeds, and
the same number of enemies as those seeds, so that the sower might fall at the hand
of his very own crop!

[Her. 12.13-18]

Here Medea entertains an unrealised outcome, a familiar aspect of the Heroides, and yet
Medea’s account is unusual in that it reveals a contrast with the heroine of the earlier
Greek tradition. Unlike the Medeas of Apollonius and Euripides, who openly acknowledge
their roles in the theft of the Golden Fleece, Ovid’s heroine inserts herself into the
narrative surreptitiously. Observe that the succession of unfulfilled conditions appears to

focus on Jason — Jason’s arrival [Her. 12.13-14], Jason’s confrontation with the bulls [Her.

33 Cf. Eur. Med. 1-10. The correlation between Medea’s account and the nurse’s is clear: both
accounts commence by questioning why the Argo should ever have come to Colchis. In Euripides,
however, the nurse’s speech is couched as a wish, while the Ovidian Medea approaches the same
material as open-ended questions: cur umquam [Her. 12.7; 12.9] and cur mihi [Her. 12.11].
Although the similarities between the two scenes must be intended to draw the reader’s attention to
Medea’s imminent translation from elegy to tragedy, the section has a very different effect in
Heroides 12. In Euripides, the nurse invokes the Argo’s Colchian journey in a general sense, as the
cause of all the suffering that has succeeded it. In other words, she is wishing a bad situation
unmade for everyone’s sake. Medea, on the other hand, does not actually say that the Argo should
not have come. Instead of wishing away a complex and painful situation, Medea explicitly
entertains the hero’s death that would necessarily have followed from her refusal to help him. Ovid
thus transforms the general lament of the Euripidean nurse into an indication of the elegiac
Medea’s capacity for self-service at the expense of others.
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12.15-16], Jason’s battle with the autochthonous army [Her. 12.17-18]. On the other hand,
the grammatical structure of the lines creates an opportunity for Medea to subtly emphasise
her own control over the hero: by dissecting so minutely what she wishes had happened —
that Jason had not secured her aid — Ovid’s heroine contrives to draw the reader’s attention
to what actually happened — to the assistance which enabled Jason to avoid death.”
Praemedicatus, in particular, highlights the extraordinary nature of Jason’s protection, its
qualifying non signalling Medea’s role as director of the hero’s fate. This largely implicit
portrayal of Medea’s influence stands in opposition to equivalent scenes in the
Argonautica and in Euripides, where the heroine is only too happy to frame the narrative
of Jason’s trials in terms of what she herself did.> In this important opening section of
Heroides 12, 1 suggest that Ovid is illustrating for his reader Medea’s penchant for
manipulation and misdirection: she organises her narrative so as to emphasise her own
contribution, without having to declare her purpose by stating directly ‘7 achieved this, not

you’.

The second narration is the emotional ‘centrepiece’ of the three. Medea dwells on the
sensational aspects of Jason’s trials; her focus provides a narrative anchor for the earlier

and later iterations, where Medea features as Jason’s protectress.

Dicitur interea tibi lex, ut dura ferorum
insolito premeres vomere colla boum.

Martis erant tauri plus quam per cornua saevi,
quorum terribilis spiritus ignis erat,

aere pedes solidi praetentaque naribus aera,
nigra per adflatus haec quoque facta suos.

semina praeterea populos genitura iuberis
spargere devota lata per arva manu,

qui peterent natis secum tua corpora telis:

** Had Medea simply reminded Jason of his debt to her — ‘had we not met, you would not have
succeeded’ — I suggest that the emotional impact of the Ovidian scene would be negligible. At Arg.
4.355-8, Medea reproaches the hero in exactly these terms, asking him whether his success has
made him forgetful of her help. In Apollonius, however, the tone of the scene is altered by Medea
going on to enumerate to Jason the things he promised her in his speech at Arg. 3.975-1010. The
less confrontational opening to Medea’s Apollonian speech is consistent with her epic
characterisation; Ovid’s heroine, on the other hand, depicts her influence in much stronger terms.
% For example, contrast the Euripidean Medea’s first speech to the hero at Med. 465-519. At line
473, Medea launches into her accusations of Jason with £y, effectively framing the monologue
with an image of herself. Moreover, the tragic Medea refers to ‘my’ father and ‘my’ homeland
(¢povg), juxtaposing these with the escape to Jason’s native lolchus (oUv cot). Likewise, in the
Apollonian scene cited at n.54 above, images of Medea’s own actions dominate the speech she
delivers against Jason. I suggest that Ovid’s interpretation of the heroine intimates that the
Heroidean Medea possesses greater emotional distance than her counterparts in Apollonius and
Euripides — her epistolary style is more oblique than confrontational. For this reason, I do not
accept Bessone’s contention (1997), p. 22, that these lines in Heroides 12 are a straightforward
translation of the Euripidean material into the elegiac context.
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illa est agricolae messis iniqua suo.
lumina custodis succumbere nescia somno
ultimus est aliqua decipere arte labor.

Meanwhile, an instruction is conveyed to you that you should press the hard necks
of the fierce bulls beneath the unfamiliar yoke. The bulls belonged to Mars, and
were cruel with more than just their horns, bulls whose breath was terrible fire;
their feet were of solid bronze; bronze was stretched across their noses and was
blackened by their own exhaled breath. Moreover, you are ordered to scatter with
doomed hand across the broad fields the seeds that will bring forth a people who
will attack your body with weaponry that was born along with them; an evil crop is
this one for its own farmer. The final task is to deceive by some contrivance the
eyes of the guardian which know not how to give in to sleep.

[Her. 12.39-50]

The imagery in this section aims for maximum impact. The bulls themselves are saevi;
their breath is not merely fire, it is ferribilis. The effect is to place the hero in a context of
unnatural action which he cannot control, and Ovid’s choice of verbs supports this: notice
that Jason is acted upon rather than acting in this scene. An instruction is given 7o him by
Aeétes (dicitur...tibi); the passive iuberis frames the hero against the statement of
another’s power; the serpent is couched as the ultimus labor, an impersonal construction
removing Jason altogether from the reader’s field of vision. Perhaps most interesting is line
48. Medea describes Jason’s harvest of warriors as inigua, denoting its grim or ill-starred
quality. If, however, we embrace the ambiguity of iniqua, we have also the characterisation
of Jason as ‘unequal’ to his harvest, physically unable to defeat the spartoi and
metaphorically unable to contain the consequences of his own actions in sowing the
serpent’s teeth. In contrast to Hypsipyle’s hero who is beloved, the Jason of Heroides 12 is

instead completely taken over by his trials.

The final narration completes the portrait of Jason’s helplessness [Her. 12.93-102]. Medea
positions herself as a spectator to the scene, emphasising by contrast Jason’s embattled
position. Medea is shown sitting pallida [Her. 12.97] literally in the middle of the account
— after the ploughing of the field and before the clash with the spartoi. The balanced
construction creates an impression of Medea sitting still (and safe!) in the midst of Jason’s
action, making explicit the division that we have noted in the other accounts, where Medea
is in a position of advantage corresponding to Jason’s disadvantage.’® All three versions
purport to be about Jason’s extraordinary victory, yet the first and last give Medea greater

prominence at the hero’s expense. The middle account, meanwhile, sketches Jason as a

% Cf. Davis (2012), p. 39-40, who observes the distinction between Medea’s ‘colourless’ narration
of Jason’s own deeds compared with the emotive value of her own.

59



1.2 The Presentation of the Hero

helpless victim, the scene bookended by intimations of Medea’s superior control. | suggest
that the overall effect of Jason’s labour narratives is to convey to Ovid’s reader that the
story of Heroides 12 is not really about Jason, but rather focused through him or framed by

him: the character of real consequence is Medea herself, in striking contrast to Hypsipyle.
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I turn now to examine Penelope’s Heroides 1, which offers a counterpoint to my reading of
Medea’s Heroides 12. 1 argue that — although Penelope and Medea appear in certain
respects to be alike — a consideration of the two characters helps us to perceive how
atypical is Medea’s epistolary personality. Both heroines make clear statements of identity
which do not look to the hero-addressee for his approval; second, both women occupy
overtly influential roles in the events of their narratives, in comparison with several of the
other heroines in the collection. These similarities notwithstanding, I suggest that the
characters of Medea and Penelope produce opposite effects on Ovid’s reader, depicting
Penelope as duty- and family-centred, while Medea remains preoccupied with her own

interests.

In contrast to virtually all of the other Heroides, Penelope depicts her marriage in terms
that reflect her sense of herself as an integral and influential member of her family unit.
Whereas most of the other heroines appear to write their letters out of a sense of
helplessness, Penelope’s poem focuses on the actions that she has taken in Ulysses’
absence.’’ In the early lines, Penelope refers to her famous web, the stratagem by which
she outwits the suitors: nec mihi quaerenti spatiosam fallere noctem / lassaret viduas
pendula tela manus [Her. 1.9-10].>® In the same way, she tells Ulysses that she has been
making enquiries of all visitors to Ithaca, sending out letters in the hope of reaching him
[Her. 1.59-62]; meanwhile, Telemachus has travelled to Pylos and Sparta in search of
news, Penelope’s own role in the expedition suggested by the first-person misimus [ Her.
1.63-5]. The reader’s impression is of a heroine who is accustomed to acting independently

of the hero, as is Medea.

On the other hand, Penelope’s position is much more embattled than Medea’s — as the
heroine herself attests in describing the suitors, who are called a rurba luxuriosa [ Her.
1.88], hostes [Her. 1.106] and inimici [Her. 1.109]. I propose that Ovid constructs

Penelope quite differently to Medea, using the depiction of the heroine’s challenging

*7 See here Holzberg (1998, rp 2002), pp. 72-6, and Barchiesi (2001), pp. 34-7. Both focus on
Penelope’s programmatic status within the collection.

%8 Readers will note, however, that Penelope does not refer explicitly to the web as a stratagem —
she alleges that she uses her weaving to beguile the night rather than the suitors (fallere noctem).
Penelope thus offers an excellent illustration of Farrell’s argument (1998) that the Heroides
dramatise the danger of writing for female characters, whose missives might be intercepted and the
contents used against them.
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situation to highlight Penelope’s commitment to her role as Ulysses’ wife, rather than to
focus on the heroine as a lone actor, as appears to be the case with Medea’s Heroides 12.

Me pater Icarius viduo discedere lecto
cogit et immensas increpat usque moras.
increpet usque licet—tua sum, tua dicar oportet;
Penelope coniunx semper Ulixis ero.

My father Icarius compels me to abandon my widowed bed, and he reproaches my
long delays. Let him reproach as much as he likes — I am yours; it is right that I
should be called yours. I shall be ever Penelope, the wife of Ulysses.

[Her. 1.81-4]

These lines depict for the reader the loneliness of Penelope’s position. With the heroine’s
own father demanding that she give up her vigil for Ulysses, the situation is grave indeed.’ @
The second couplet, however, intimates that Penelope is not so easily persuaded — rua sum
makes a clear statement in favour of Ulysses’ influence over Icarius’. Penelope crystallises
this thought in line 84, calling herself coniunx Ulixis. Whereas, in another letter, such an
appellation might diminish the heroine to the status of a possession, Penelope’s poem is
much more complex. The composition of the line highlights Penelope’s active
appropriation of her title: she commences with her own name and finishes emphatically
with the future tense ero, asserting that this is the heroine’s choice and the heroine’s
action.”” The self-description coniunx thus becomes in Penelope’s voice an affirmation
which connotes Penelope’s personal investment in the marriage; it is not merely a legal
title. Ovid’s line also reflects the harmony between his lovers, since it encompasses both
Penelope’s name and Ulysses’.®" Each spouse occupies one half of the line, connected by
semper; the balanced construction suggests complementarity between the parties, two

separate but interlinked roles which depict Penelope as a heroine the equal of her husband.

** In the Odyssey, Athena tells Telemachus that Penelope’s father wants her to marry [Od. 15.16-7],
but Penelope herself does not mention Icarius when speaking to the beggar-hero at Od. 19.157-61.
Instead, Penelope says only that she feels she cannot escape marriage much longer, and that
Telemachus is annoyed at the gradual ruination of his inheritance by the suitors. In Heroides 1, the
invocation of Icarius by name is consistent, I suggest, with the more personal tone of the epistle.
See Knox (1995), pp. 104-5, for an alternative view; likewise Jacobson (1974), pp. 260-2, who
interprets the figure of Icarius as a foil to the suitors, enabling Penelope to stir up Ulysses’
jealousy, as is the convention of the elegiac genre. Jacobson treats Penelope chiefly as a hostile and
unsympathetic heroine. Frécaut (1972), pp. 195-206, also regards the Ovidian Penelope as an
unfavourable caricature of her Homeric incarnation.
% Consider here Farrell’s argument (1998), pp. 323-4, that Penelope characterises herself as the
writer in Heroides 1, and Ulysses as the character responding to what she has written. I would take
this one step further, and observe that Penelope’s letter indicates that she is acting as well as
writing.
61 We might argue here for a correlation between Penelope’s presentation of her marriage in
Heroides 1 and the qualities of homophrosyne that Ulysses describes to Nausicaa at Od. 6.180-5.
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Thus we observe that Penelope’s approach seems very different to Medea’s. Whereas
Penelope is fua Penelope in the opening line of her poem, Medea is regina. One heroine
chooses a label that symbolises her interconnectedness with her spouse, the other a term
that elevates her above the hero of the historical recollection. I suggest that the
dissimilarity between the two heroines’ self-identifications is emblematic of the divergence
between the two women more generally: Penelope represents herself most often in the
context of other members of her household, whereas Medea appears largely in isolation.
This in turn communicates the heroines’ differing world-views — Penelope is outward-
looking and family-focused while Medea is inward-looking and self-regarding. A similar
passage from each poem illustrates the point, as Penelope and Medea each pose a
rhetorical question signalled by referam.

quid tibi Pisandrum Polybumque Medontaque dirum
Eurymachique avidas Antinoique manus

atque alios referam, quos omnis turpiter absens
ipse tuo partis sanguine rebus alis?

What can I say to you about Pisandrus and Polybus and harsh Medon, [what] of
the greedy hands of Eurymachus and Antinous, and the others whom you yourself
— disgracefully absent — feed with goods all purchased by your blood?

[Her. 1.91-4]

In my view, these couplets reflect Penelope’s weariness with her struggle against
remarriage. In the lines immediately preceding, the heroine summarises the scale of the
battle with the suitors — Dulichii Samiique et quos tulit alta Zacynthos [Her. 1.87].
Referam follows on from Penelope’s account of her trials to suggest a situation the
magnitude of which cannot be captured in epistolary prose. The lone first-person verb
appears insubstantial beside the catalogue of the heroine’s enemies, and we notice that
referam is barricaded into the middle of the line, as though poetically oppressed by the task
of enumerating the hostile suitors and their misdeeds.®* Seen in the context of Penelope’s
earlier account of the actions she has taken to protect Ithaca, the effect of this section is to
position Penelope as a heroine whose resources are almost exhausted. I propose that Ovid

chooses referam by way of implying that Penelope may have the strength to hold off the

52 These and other similar aspects of Heroides 1 inform Baca’s assertion (1969) that the Ovidian
Penelope is much less self-assured than her Homeric counterpart. Baca treats Heroides 1 as a
‘psycho-drama’, p. 5, arguing that Ovid’s Penelope is driven by fear and resentment, in contrast to
the queen of the Odyssey. In my view, Baca derives his conclusions from the fact that Penelope is
unusual amongst the women of the Heroides — able to articulate clearly a range of problems, not
merely her own emotional turmoil. I suggest that the assumption that Penelope must be ‘judging’
Ulysses proceeds from the critic’s expectations of the conventions of elegy, where the poem’s
focus is on one lover’s dissatisfaction with the other.
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suitors, but that she now finds herself unable to put those events into words.*® Although we
know from Homer that the heroine’s wait is nearly over, we also know how difficult
Penelope has found the waiting, as the Homeric heroine admits to the beggar-Ulysses in
Book 19.% T suggest that the elegiac Penelope’s referam performs an important function in
humanising this independent heroine for the Ovidian reader, suggesting that Penelope’s
control of her narrative slips momentarily, just as her holding off of the suitors cannot go

on forever.

The effect of the same verb is quite different in Heroides 12. In Medea’s narrative, referam
appears as a rough analogue of the expression ‘What do you want me to say?’, serving to
distance the writing heroine from an event that she considers unworthy of detailed
reporting, and in which she wants to communicate no personal investment.®®

Quid referam Peliae natas pietate nocentes
caesaque virginea membra paterna manu?

ut culpent alii, tibi me laudare necesse est,
pro quo sum totiens esse coacta nocens.

What should I say about the daughters of Pelias, made harmful by their piety; or
about the limbs of their father, slain by a virgin hand? Although others will blame
me, you must praise me, you on whose behalf I have been so often compelled to be

harmful.
[Her. 12.129-32]

Here Medea attempts to reproach Jason with some of the acts she has committed,
supposedly on his behalf. In my interpretation, these lines reduce the gruesome murder of
Jason’s uncle Pelias to a mere indirection — Medea’s referam implying that there is nothing
really worth saying about the event.®® The tone of the couplets suggests a breath-taking
indifference to a cruel deed of Medea’s own devising, which deliberately involved Pelias’
daughters in his destruction. Perhaps most arresting, however, is the disparity between

Medea’s casual reporting and the content of the episode. The bloody imagery of the

% For an alternative viewpoint here, see Drinkwater’s analysis (2007), in which she argues for
reading Ovid’s Penelope as a heroine who has an established history as an active sender of
messages. Cf. Od. 2.91-2, where we find out that Penelope has been distracting the suitors with
messages, whilst she is plotting her weaving stratagem.
* Cf. 0d. 19.124-63.
% There are two other instances in the single epistles where the heroine uses refero in a similar
way, to question her own narration or to pass over an event and on to another. See Her. 9.143,
where Deianira uses refero; and Her. 14.109, where Hypermnestra says referam. Neither instance
offers the striking contrast, however, that we perceive between Penelope and Medea.
% Consider, for example, how the Ovidian Medea’s approach to the murder differs from that of
Euripides’ heroine. In the tragedy, Medea admits not only that she personally killed Pelias, but that
she did it in an unusually cruel fashion: ITetiav T° anéktewv’, donep dryiotov Bavely, / naidov O’
avtod, Tavta T EEethov dopov [Med. 486-7]. Cf. Bessone (1997), pp. 191-3.
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butchered limbs is juxtaposed with the ‘virgin hand’ which makes such an unlikely
assailant, and both limbs and hand undermine Medea’s assertion that the event barely
merits retelling. Moreover, we notice that Medea devotes the same amount of space — two
lines — to the acknowledgement of Pelias’ murder as she does to the subsequent declaration
that Jason should praise her for her actions. Pelias’ suffering is forced to share space with

Medea’s concern for her own ‘reward’.

Medea alleges that she has been coacta nocens, the repetition of noceo from line 129
drawing an implicit comparison between the heroine and the grieving daughters. However,
the comparison serves chiefly to differentiate Medea from the Pelidae, because the
daughters were harmful through their piety, as well as through ignorance of Medea’s real
intentions. In defence of her owrn actions, Medea offers only that she was ‘compelled’, a
contention scarcely substantiated by the rest of the poem in which the reader perceives the
heroine to be the character in control. Outside of the literary tradition, I suggest that we
would hardly divine that Medea is responsible for this murder, based on such a brief aside
in Heroides 12; thus the rhetorical referam contributes to a portrait of the Ovidian Medea

as uninterested in the suffering she has caused.

Finally, I suggest that our competing impressions of Medea and Penelope are reinforced by
our knowledge of their ‘futures’ in other texts. In Penelope’s case, we know that she is
rescued by Ulysses and the suitors expelled. Moreover, we know that Penelope’s delaying
tactics play a vital role in Ulysses’ nostos; thus Penelope’s Ovidian self-presentation as
protector of her family is vindicated by Homer’s plot. By contrast, Heroides 12 looks
forward to the bloodshed of Euripides. I argue that the Ovidian heroine’s apparent
indifference to the death of Pelias foreshadows the carnage of the tragic stage, thereby
enabling Ovid to position Medea’s self-focus as the trait most visible to his reader.
Penelope and Medea thus appear to be fundamentally dissimilar — one viewing herself as
interconnected with her family and household, one apparently devoid of connection with
other characters, even those such as the Pelidae upon whom she has had such a devastating

impact.
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I turn now to examine Hypsipyle’s and Medea’s attitudes to interpersonal relationships
more broadly, arguing that the same dynamics we have observed in the hero-heroine
relationships are visible in the women’s interactions with other characters. In my reading,
the Ovidian Medea is characterised by a pragmatic and self-focused approach to
interpersonal contact. This takes two forms: first, the heroine is concerned with securing
practical benefit for herself, if necessary at the expense of other characters. Secondly,
Medea shapes her epistolary account so as to obscure the reader’s perception of her own
complicity in events such as the betrayal of her family — using her connection with other
characters to divest herself of responsibility. Both aspects of Heroides 12 sketch Medea as
a heroine unburdened by concern for others. Hypsipyle is again the reverse, appearing to

view relationships in terms of the self-validation and social capital that they confer; the

heroine’s attitude depicts her as socially-grounded in contrast to Medea’s self-involvement.

Medea’s culture of transaction

I argue that Medea’s Heroides 12 demonstrates the heroine’s mercantile attitude to
interpersonal interaction. This is evident, I suggest, in Medea’s presentation of her
relationship with Jason, and also in her speculations about Jason’s new relationship with
Creusa. Medea is unusual amongst the women of the Heroides in that her epistolary
vocabulary is centred on bargaining and repayment rather than on emotion. While many of
the other heroines dwell at length upon their feelings,®’ Medea appears to be preoccupied
with the practical benefits — or lack thereof — resulting from her liaison with the hero. The
heroine’s concerns become apparent as she summarises her deeds on the hero’s behalf:

proditus est genitor, regnum patriamque reliqui,
munus in exilio quod licet esse tuli,

virginitas facta est peregrini praeda latronis,
optima cum cara matre relicta soror.

%7 Historically, this has been the most common criticism of the Heroides. See, for example, Haley
(1924) and Wilkinson (1955), although the trend continues right through to Lindheim (2003). Even
Jacobson’s extremely thorough (1974) analysis is hindered by his obvious irritation with the
women’s emotions. The scholarly determination to focus on the heroines’ epistolary ‘feelings’ has
resulted in insufficient attention being given to heroines such as Medea, who do not appear to be
especially emotional, and whose poems benefit from being read according to a different set of
parameters.
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My father was betrayed; | abandoned my kingdom and my homeland. I have
received my reward, which is that I am allowed to live in exile! My virginity was
made the prize of a foreign vagabond; my dear sister left behind, along with the
best of mothers.

[Her. 12.109-12]

This section illustrates the heroine’s treatment of relationships as a bargaining process.®®

Each line forms a contrast with the one following, the pattern setting up a clear economic
model: loss / profit / loss / profit. The hexameter lines represent the outlay or ‘loss’ —
Medea’s actions on behalf of Jason — and the pentameter lines her ‘profit’. At line 110, the
heroine draws attention to these concepts by referring explicitly to her munus, the anti-
reward of living in exile.®’ The repetition of the structure over two couplets creates an
impression of dispassionate calculation on Medea’s part, the dualistic construction evoking
the dry precision of an accountant’s ledger.”® I suggest that the book-keeper’s columns of
figures are here transcribed into corresponding lines of poetry — A /B / A /B — intimating
that Medea is tallying up the debits and credits of her alliance with Jason as though they

were business partners.

A second point of interest is the voice in which Ovid’s heroine presents her accusations.
The couplets contain three passive verbs, an unusual occurrence in Heroides 12, where
Medea generally prefers to claim actions for herself.”’ T propose that Medea’s use of the
passive voice serves to distance the writing heroine from the events with which she seeks
to reproach Jason, suggesting first that Medea is unconcerned by the suffering that her
liaison with the hero has precipitated, and second that she is to blame for none of it. In line
109, for example, Medea says proditus est genitor, referring to Aeétes, defrauded of the

Golden Fleece by his daughter’s artifice. However, Medea does not say that ske betrayed

58 Although Medea refers to Chalciope as cara, I suggest that the adjective functions as a
convenient label with which the heroine can reproach Jason, and that it does not reflect Medea’s
genuine attachment to her sister. First, the inclusion of cara forms a contrast with Medea’s
unemotional presentation of the other elements of the situation; second, Medea does not refer to her
sister in similar terms at any other point in Heroides 12. The heroine’s point, perhaps, is that
Chalciope is a more deserving individual than Jason himself — furthering Medea’s negative
characterisation of the hero. In the context of a comparison with Jason, we could equally read cara
in the sense of ‘costly’, as though Medea is suggesting that Chalciope is too high a price to pay for
marriage to Jason, that the hero is not ‘worth’ the sacrifice of a sister.

%9 See here Rosati (1989), who argues that Medea presents herself in this section as Jason’s spoil of
war.

70 Cf. Bessone (1997), pp. 169-72.

7! Statistically speaking, this section represents the densest concentration of passive verbs in
Heroides 12, whether referring to Medea or to any other character.
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her father, nor does she mention his name.”* I suggest that the label genitor is significant,
enabling Medea to diminish the reader’s sense of Aeétes’ personal identity by describing
him only in terms of his relationship to herself. The Aeétes of Heroides 12 functions as a
social role rather than a character, which allows the writing heroine to avoid having to

engage with the personal cost of her familial betrayal.”

More important, perhaps, is the sole first-person verb in this section — religui — which
contributes to the illusion of Medea’s blamelessness. The message is clearly that the
heroine abandoned her homeland for Jason, and thus a clever strategy emerges: the one
action for which Medea takes responsibility is subsequently laid at the hero’s door, thereby
disguising Medea’s agency and acquitting her of deliberate cruelty towards her family.
Furthermore, by cobbling together the betrayal of Aeétes in the passive voice with her own
departure in the active, Medea contrives to elide the two actions, implying that her
departure was the sole constituent of her betrayal, and avoiding any reference to her other
unsavoury actions.”* Medea’s epistolary technique serves to indict the hero on two fronts,
since the heroine argues that Jason is to blame for both the risks that she has taken and the

reward that she has (not) received.

We observe a similar rationale in the second couplet: Medea states that her virginity was
‘made’ Jason’s prize, her characterisation of the hero as a latro presenting the event as
something that was done to her without her consent. This portrayal of the affair omits all

mention of Medea’s own passion, shaping the heroine’s ‘risk” on the hero’s behalf into

72 This section contrasts with the heroine’s equivalent admission in Euripides [Med. 483-5], where
Medea says that she betrayed her father — an active construction. In both texts, Medea refrains from
using Aeétes’ name, and we could therefore treat the occurrence of genitor in Heroides 12 as a
direct echo of the scene commencing at Med. 483. The Ovidian Medea uses the term pater in the
scene at Met. 7.51, offering a more precise reflection of Euripides than does Heroides 12. Lindheim
(2003), p. 126, argues that it is significant that the Heroidean Medea refers to Aeétes only as
‘father’ and never as ‘king’. Cf. also Heinze (1997), p. 161-3; Bessone (1997), pp. 169-72.

* We could equally treat Medea’s decision to call her father genitor rather than Aeétes as a
representation of the elegiac egocentricity of the heroines in this collection. As many scholars have
observed, the women are focused on themselves and their lovers to the exclusion of everyone else.
which can result in caricatured portraits of other characters. See, for example, Anderson (1973) and
Barchiesi (2001), p. 32, who notes that Ovid’s heroines are engaged in ‘reducing’ their external
realities to focus completely on the persona of the lover. Medea, however, resists this interpretation
precisely because she appears less concerned with the figure of Jason as her lover than are most of
the writing women of the collection.

™ For a completely opposite reading of this passage, see Davis (2012), pp. 35-6, who argues that
Medea’s awareness of her own guilt comes across more strongly here in Heroides 12 than it does in
Euripides. Davis approaches the elegiac Medea as an inherently moral heroine, which accounts in

large part for our divergent readings.
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something coercive, which focuses the reader’s attention on Jason’s wrongdoing rather
than the heroine’s.” In the same way, Medea’s mother and sister are ‘left behind’ in the
passive voice, converting the heroine’s own desire for a future in Greece into a cruel
separation foisted on her by Jason. Thus we observe that the elegiac Medea appears to be
measuring each of her sacrifices on Jason’s behalf against the yardstick of its reward, a

surprisingly passionless approach to the end of a love affair.

Medea’s repeated references to her dowry further strengthen the reader’s perception of the
heroine’s mercantile attitude.” In the other single epistles, six heroines refer to a dowry at
some point, yet none includes it as a specific reproach against the hero.”’

dos mea tu sospes, dos est mea Graia iuventus.
i nunc, Sisyphias, inprobe, confer opes.

Your own life saved, you are my dowry. My dowry is the Greek youth! Go now,
wicked one, gather in your Corinthian wealth.
[Her. 12.203-4]

Here Medea characterises Jason’s successful capture of the fleece as the direct result of her
assistance. Line 203 is particularly interesting in that it reprises the loss / profit pattern of
our earlier passage. Each half of the line contains an opposition, as Medea sets up a
contrast between her assistance and the benefits that have accrued to Jason as a result: dos
mea / tu sospes / dos mea / Graia iuventus. The tone of the couplet is depersonalised; just
as Medea diminishes Aeétes by labelling him genitor [Her. 12.109], here she allows Jason
neither name nor personal attributes, referring to him in the general context of the Graia
iuventus. The hero’s role in this scene is to testify to his failure to repay Medea’s favours, a
view supported by the striking A / B/ A / B construction.”® As with the earlier passage, we

perceive the Ovidian Medea’s apparent lack of feeling: she seems less grieved at the loss

7> Although we might argue that the Apollonian Medea was coerced by the strange passion with
which she is divinely fired, there is no evidence in Heroides 12 that Ovid subscribes to this version
of the myth. In such a context, I consider it justifiable to infer that any accusations of coercion from
the Heroidean Medea must be directed at Jason himself.
7 Medea uses the term dos six times, each in tandem with a reminder to the hero of the aid she has
rendered. Cf. Her. 12.53; 12.103; 12.199; 12.202; 12.203.
77 For the occurrences of dos in the other single Heroides, see Briseis [Her. 3.55]; Phaedra [Her.
4.163]; Oenone [Her. 5.92]; Hypsipyle [Her. 6.117-18; 6.138]; Dido [Her. 7.149] and Canace
[Her. 11.100]. Phyllis [Her. 2] and Ariadne [Her. 10] are interesting comparisons here, in that both
resemble Medea in providing assistance to heroes in extremis. However, neither Phyllis nor
Ariadne uses dotal imagery, nor do they focus specifically on the heroes” abuse of their aid. Both
women are chiefly concerned with their feelings of personal loss, and — in Phyllis’ case — of the
loss of self-respect. I discuss Phyllis’ Heroides 2 in more detail at the end of this chapter.
78 For an alternative view, see Bessone (1997), pp. 266-7, who treats this scene as Medea’s elegiac
‘response’ to Jason’s second speech in Euripides, in which the hero justifies his decision to
abandon Medea and marry Creusa. Cf. Med. 522-75.
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of the hero than she is annoyed by the insufficient return she has received on her

investment in him.

I suggest that Medea displays an identical attitude towards interpersonal relationships
when she argues for her own superiority over Jason’s new bride Creusa. Although several
of the heroines allege that they are ‘better’ than the hero’s new lover, Medea takes an

unusual tack in arguing her case in purely economic terms:

hoc illic Medea fui, nova nupta quod hic est;
quam pater est illi, tam mihi dives erat.

hic Ephyren bimarem, Scythia tenus ille nivosa
omne tenet, Ponti qua plaga laeva iacet.

There was I, Medea, what your new bride is here. As rich as her father is, so rich
was mine. Her father rules Ephyrus of the two seas, mine everything which lies on

the left bank of the Pontus, as far as snowy Scythia.
[Her. 12.25-8]

As with several aspects of Heroides 12, it is crucial to observe what the writing heroine
does not say. She does not say that she loves Jason more than does Creusa; nor that she is a
heroine of finer moral stature than her rival; nor that she, Medea, chose Jason for herself
where Creusa is having the hero chosen for her. These arguments resemble those we are
familiar with from other heroines in the collection, as when Oenone declares that she is
morally superior to Helen because Helen has abandoned Menelaus for the sake of Paris
[Her. 5.79-88; 5.105-6]; or when Hypsipyle laments that she is loyal to Jason whereas
Medea is dangerous to those around her [Her. 6.125-32].” Conversely, the Medea of
Heroides 12 ignores such emotional appeals, making no reference to Creusa’s personal
qualities. As in several of the other poems, the couplets make an explicit comparison
between Medea and Creusa, but the writing heroine’s focus is limited to each woman’s
role as conduit of her father’s wealth. Observe the repeated binary composition, with
Creusa occupying one half of a line and Medea the other: quam pater est illi, / tam mihi

dives erat [Her. 12.26].

7 Penelope’s Heroides 1 offers an interesting contrast to the letters of Oenone and Hypsipyle, in
that Penelope imagines Ulysses criticising her to his new lover: fortisan et narres, quam tibi sit
rustica coniunx / quae tantum lanas non sinat esse rudes [Her. 1.77-8]. Although Penelope appears
in many ways to be a stronger figure than is, for example, Hypsipyle, here in Heroides 1
Penelope’s confidence in her self-worth seems to fail, and she does not argue explicitly for her own
superiority as do Oenone and Hypsipyle. Cf. Knox (1995), p. 194, who comments that rustica is
‘Ovid’s favourite epithet for describing...lack of sophistication’.
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The view of herself that Medea espouses in these couplets is not consistent with the
portrait that she has developed elsewhere — that of a strong and independent heroine. |
propose that the implication of these lines is that Medea considers her father’s wealth to be
her most important asset when looking at the situation from the hero’s point of view.
Medea returns to this theme throughout Heroides 12, twice pointing out that Creusa could
not have helped Jason obtain the Golden Fleece [Her. 12.53-4; 12.103-4]. Taken together
with the couplets above, the elegiac Medea contrives to present herself as a better ‘bargain’
for the hero than is Creusa.®® Whereas the other heroines attempt to win their heroes back
with feeling, Medea does so with hard-boiled negotiation. This conveys to the reader that
the Ovidian Medea assumes Jason to have the same loss / profit approach to relationships
as does Medea herself — an unambiguous indication of the heroine’s self-focused epistolary
personality, which cannot entertain the notion that other characters think and feel
differently from herself.*! I suggest that the combined effect of these two passages —
Medea’s approach to Jason, and Medea’s speculation about Jason’s approach to Creusa —

is to depict Medea as a heroine whose guiding principle is the pursuit of personal gain.

Readers will observe that Medea’s preoccupation with repayment recalls some of the
hallmarks of Roman amicitia, which held that the provision of services for mutual benefit
was an integral part of a good friendship.*> However, critics both ancient and modern
concur that amicitia could not be based solely on the expectation of reciprocal aid, that a
degree of goodwill was necessary for a relationship to meet the criteria of true amicitia.®

Cicero, who writes at length on Roman friendship, is particularly emphatic on this point,

80 As critics, we observe that Medea omits the fact that Creusa has provided Jason with a social
position in Corinth, which Medea cannot do. From the external reader’s point of view, Creusa is
arguably at least as good a ‘bargain’ as is Medea, given the hero’s present circumstances. That
Ovid has Medea ignore this aspect of the situation is, I suggest, further evidence of the heroine’s
self-absorption: she proceeds from the assumption that she is always the most important character
in the scene.

81 Critics have noted this as a feature of the Heroides more generally — that the women write as
though all of the characters operate according to their own elegiac principles, which leads to
criticism of the heroes whose priorities are different. For example, Jacobson (1974), pp. 254-8, is
particularly critical of Penelope in this respect, arguing that Penelope ridicules Ulysses by being
scathing about the stratagems that he uses against the Trojans [Her. 1.41-4]. For an analysis of the
elegiac self-absorption of the collection as a whole, Rosenmeyer (1997) offers a useful study.

82 Qee, for example, Cic. De Am. 6.22.

8 Cf. Williams (2012), pp. 22-3, for a useful ‘definition’ of amicitia, despite the difficulties of
arriving at a precise characterisation of Roman friendship, owing to the inevitable disconnect
between the philosophical ideal and the everyday reality. Saller (1982), pp. 15-22, includes a useful
list of Latin terms used to describe amicitia, which acts as a counterpoint to Williams’ analysis.
Konstan (1997) offers a complementary discussion which focuses mainly on an examination of
amicitia as it relates to modern conceptions of healthy relationships.
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which suggests that the Ovidian Medea represents a very poor exponent of amicitia, even
as she appeals implicitly to its standards in her reproaches of the hero.** Nowhere in the
passages we have examined is there evidence of affection or goodwill towards the hero, or

of concern for his welfare that matches concern for Medea’s own.

The first passage, in which Medea states that she betrayed her father [Her. 12.109-12], is
particularly significant from this point of view. While Medea asserts that she has obtained
no reward for the deeds she has undertaken on Jason’s behalf, neither does she accept
responsibility for her actions, couching events as the hero’s fault.*> Such an approach
implies that Medea fails according to a second of amicitia’s core principles — that of
reciprocity. Although Medea constructs the hero as having responsibilities to Aer, she
declines to acknowledge her own responsibilities to other characters, such as Aeétes.® The
Ovidian Medea appears to view relationships as a one-way street, where she derives
benefit and other characters must protect their own interests. Cicero remarks on just such a
personality-type in De Officiis, noting that people of influence regard themselves as having
conferred a favour by condescending to accept one from someone else.®’ The self-focused
world-view to which Cicero refers closely resembles that of the Ovidian Medea, as we
observe that the heroine’s chief concern in Heroides 12 is with the gratitude that is owed o
her rather than the gratitude which she herself may owe. Viewed in the context of amicitia,

I suggest that Medea’s poem reveals the heroine’s determination not only to secure

¥ Cf. Cic. De Inv. 2.167.1 do not consider it incongruous to consider the concept of amicitia when
evaluating Medea and Jason’s relationship. First, there appears to be a general consensus that the
vocabulary of amicitia was very flexible, and could be applied to a surprising variety of
relationships and situations. Konstan (1997) is particularly interesting on this point. Secondly, I
consider amicitia not incongruous with Medea’s self-appointed role as elegiac letter-writer, since
the descriptive vocabulary of amicitia could be used to characterise the relationship between poet
and puella. See, for example, Gibson (1995). Finally, Ovid constructs his Medea as much more
concerned with status and self-worth than many of his other heroines. I argue that it is therefore
consistent for a character such as Medea to call on the vocabulary of amicitia, which allows her to
present herself as Jason’s equal — if not his superior.
%5 Regarding the question of amicitia, we should also note that Medea’s loss / profit evaluation of
her relationship with Jason suggests that she would not have undertaken deeds on the hero’s behalf
had she known that she would derive little benefit from the interaction. As we have noted above,
Cicero takes an unfavourable view of this attitude in De Inventione [2.167].
% Mueller (2001) provides a complementary study of the way in which the language of reciprocity
shapes the depiction of Euripides’ characters and their behaviour. Mueller’s discussion follows on
from that of Gill (1996), who argues that the revenge at the centre of the tragedy is the culmination
of a relationship built on exchange between hero and heroine.
%7 Cf. De Off. 2.20.69. Immediately after this pronouncement, Cicero counsels against performing
services for the wealthy and influential in the hope of deriving benefits from them in the future,
observing that powerful people are rarely as grateful for assistance as those with fewer resources.
Cf. De Off. 2.20.70-71.
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advancement for herself, but to disregard the interests of other characters where they

collide with her own.

Family and Motherhood

I suggest that the dissimilarity between Medea’s attitude to interpersonal relationships and
that of Hypsipyle affects the heroines’ epistolary presentations of their families, and in
particular of their children. Medea’s preoccupation is with material gain, whereas
Hypsipyle appears to derive satisfaction and self-confidence from her role as a member of
her family. This reaffirms the division we have identified between the two heroines —
Hypsipyle is a social being who depicts herself predominantly in the context of other

characters; Medea operates in isolation.

Hypsipyle’s depiction of her father Thoas offers a useful characterisation of the writing
heroine. In examining Hypsipyle’s account of her rescue of Thoas from the Lemnian
massacre, we perceive that the well-being of her family is one of Hypsipyle’s chief
considerations. In the first half of the chapter, we observed that Hypsipyle appears very
dependent on Jason’s wishes and actions; by contrast, she is less overawed by her fellow
women of Lemnos. In line 53, recalling the Argo’s arrival, Hypsipyle says: Lemniadesque
viros — nimium quoque! — vincere norunt [Her. 6.53].%® I propose that this reference to the
massacre is significant, in that Hypsipyle implies a criticism of the women’s actions.
Whereas we might expect Hypsipyle to describe the Lemniades in the first person, she uses
a third-person verb — norunt. The effect is to position Hypsipyle outside the group, an
impression compounded by the obliquely judgemental phrase nimium quoque. Unlike
Medea, who devotes very little consideration to the other characters of her myth,
Hypsipyle characterises herself in relation to a social group, even when she is setting

herself apart from the Lemnian women. For Ovid’s reader, Hypsipyle appears as a heroine

8 Hypsipyle also says that her reception of the Argonauts was conditioned in some measure by
‘fate’: sed me mala fata trahebant [Her. 6.51]. In Apollonius, however, we have no sense that the
Lemnians’ reaction to the men stems from anything other than an acknowledgment that they could
be useful to each other. See, for example, Polyxo’s speech to the queen at Arg. 1.675-96. This is a
very small point, but it seems to me that the Ovidian Hypsipyle may be trying to distance herself
from the Lemnian women, in preparation for her explicit condemnation of the murders at Her.
6.139. Put simply, I suggest that the writing Hypsipyle is looking to justify to the reader and to
herself why she went along with the women on this particular occasion, when she is also arguing
that she refused to comply with them in the earlier perpetration of the massacre. My reading here
contrasts with Verducci’s (1985), pp. 56-66: Verducci argues that Hypsipyle lacks self-awareness.
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who places greater value on her interpersonal relationships than does Medea. In this case,
the sense of separation between Hypsipyle and the Lemnian women sets the scene for the
entrance of Hypsipyle’s father, who is clearly more important to her than the women of her

community.

prodidit illa patrem—rapui de caede Thoanta.
deseruit Colchos—me mea Lemnos habet.

Quid refert, scelerata piam si vincit? et ipso
crimine dotata est emeruitque virum.

Lemniadum facinus culpo, non miror, lason!
quamlibet ignavis ipse dat arma dolor.

That woman betrayed her father; I snatched Thoas away from death. She
abandoned the Colchians; my Lemnos has me still. What does it matter, if a
wicked woman conquers a pious one, and if she is richly endowed and has
purchased her husband by that very crime? I condemn the Lemnian women’s
crime, Jason, I do not revere it. Grief gives arms to a person, however cowardly.
[Her. 6.135-40]

Here Hypsipyle argues for her own superiority over Medea. Readers will observe that this
passage offers a complete contrast to Medea’s evaluation of Creusa: whereas Medea is
concerned with each woman’s economic value to the hero, Hypsipyle critiques each
heroine’s role as a daughter. Line 135 and 136 recall Medea’s comparison of herself with
Creusa [Her. 12.25-6], except that Medea draws attention to her material assets, while
Hypsipyle’s view is that each heroine’s treatment of her father and community is of
greatest significance. A second resemblance between this part of Heroides 6 and Medea’s
poem is Hypsipyle’s inclusion of quid refert? [Her. 6.137]. As we discussed in the section
on Penelope, Medea uses quid referam to enable her to brush over a consideration of other
characters’ interests in favour of a focus on her own [Her. 12.129-30]. Hypsipyle, on the
other hand, uses the same rhetorical structure to draw the hero’s attention to a general
moral principle, intimating that Jason cannot be helped if he is determined to value
Medea’s wickedness above Hypsipyle’s own pietas. In line 139, Hypsipyle specifically
condemns the massacre of the Lemnian men, enhancing the portrait of her as a heroine
who judges herself against the norms of social behaviour. Notice that Hypsipyle sets up her
own view of the murders in opposition to the Lemniadum facinus, the two first-person
verbs grouped together away from the Lemnians, poetically separated by the ‘crime’. In
contrast to Medea, Hypsipyle argues that her worth as a heroine is demonstrated not by

superior wealth or skill, but by her behaviour towards those deserving of her loyalty.®

% Hypsipyle’s inclusion of dotata [Her. 6.138] is also interesting, in view of Medea’s repeated use

of the term. Whereas Medea uses dos to refer to herself four times out of six [Her. 12.199-203],

Hypsipyle uses it twice of herself [Her. 6.117-18], and once of Medea [Her. 6.138]. Both heroines
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Likewise, Heroides 6 conveys Hypsipyle’s pride in her role as a daughter, compared to
Medea’s complete lack of engagement with her birth family:

si te nobilitas generosaque nomina tangunt:
en ego Minoo nata Thoante feror.

Bacchus avus: Bacchi coniunx redimita corona
praeradiat stellis signa minora suis.

dos tibi Lemnos erit, terra ingeniosa colenti;
me quoque dotalis inter habere potes.

If my noble birth and distinguished name touch you — consider, I am called the
daughter of Minoan Thoas. Bacchus was my grandfather; the wife of Bacchus, her
head encircled by her crown, outshines the smaller constellations with her stars.
Lemnos will be for you my dowry, a land generous to its cultivator. You can

possess me also, amongst my dotal gifts.
[Her. 6.113-8]

Several of the heroines in the collection draw the hero’s attention to their illustrious
histories, but this section serves a double purpose in implicitly juxtaposing the figure of
Hypsipyle with that of Medea.” We observe that, in contrast to Medea’s self-appointed
title regina [Her. 12.1], Hypsipyle does not insert herself forcibly into the text: the
generosa nomina and the nobilitas to which she refers apply equally to all members of her
family. Calling herself the daughter of Minoan Thoas demonstrates respect, but also
intimates that Hypsipyle does not need to be centre-stage, being content to present herself
as part of a larger familial entity. The heroine shows the same outward-looking attitude
towards her self-avowed dowry: terra ingeniosa colenti connotes benefits which are shared
amongst many and support the daily life of an entire community. Hypsipyle’s dowry is
quite unlike Medea’s, which comprised a binary interaction between the heroine’s

individual gift and the hero’s individual benefit.”’

are contrasted with a general lack of dotal imagery in the single epistles. The recurrence of the term
here in Heroides 6 offers additional justification, I suggest, for treating this episode as offering a
critique of Medea’s approach to similar topics in Heroides 12. An interesting counterpoint here is
Davis’ (2006) chapter on the Heroides, in which he argues that Ovid characterises his heroines as
being committed to an explicitly Augustan model of marital fidelity and social responsibility.
Hypsipyle appears to be a good example of Davis’ thesis.

% See, for example: Oenone’s pastoral ancestry at Her. 5.10. Likewise Hermione, who reminisces
at some length about her familial connections [Her. 8.27-50]; and Ariadne, who laments that her
lonely fate is not commensurate with her lofty position [Her. 10.89-92]. Finally, Hypermnestra’s
digression about lo [Her. 14.85-108] is an inverted approach to family history — Hypermnestra uses
lo’s story to draw a connection between the two women’s sufferings.

! Whilst one could argue that the capture of the Golden Fleece ultimately benefited all the people
of lolchus, by allowing Jason to depose his uncle and restore rightful rule to his homeland, I do not
consider this point relevant for an analysis of Heroides 12. Medea gives no indication that she cares
at all for this outcome, or is even aware of it.
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Hypsipyle’s family-oriented approach bears little resemblance to Medea’s treatment of her
relatives in Heroides 12. Consider, for example, the absence of the figure of Chalciope.
Given the Ovidian Medea’s apparent determination to avoid taking responsibility for
unpalatable events or outcomes, it is surprising that the heroine fails to argue that her
betrayal of Aeétes stemmed from concern for her sister and for her sister’s imperilled
children. In Apollonius, Chalciope’s fear for her sons is clearly a matter of some weight to
the epic Medea, although she has already been afflicted with passion for the hero.’?
Despite the fact that Chalciope’s wishes and Medea’s coincide in the Argonautica, we
have no reason to imagine that Medea’s distress on Chalciope’s behalf is not genuine,

which makes the omission of Chalciope’s character in Ovid all the more striking.

In Heroides 12, Chalciope is mentioned only twice: once, as we have seen, in Medea’s
loss / profit scene; once when Medea describes how she wept through the night for Jason’s
imminent demise, and Chalciope finds her still weeping in the morning.” In the first
instance, Chalciope furnishes for Medea a source of reproach against the hero; in the
second, she acts as a descriptive addition to Medea’s narrative, offering objective ‘proof
of the depth of Medea’s suffering on the hero’s behalf. The Ovidian Medea’s lack of
engagement with Chalciope indicates to me the heroine’s overall lack of concern with the
feelings or interests of her family. Even in a situation where the inclusion of Chalciope
might have strengthened Medea’s epistolary position, corroborating Medea’s version of
events in which she is blameless, the heroine ignores her sister, suggesting that Medea
does not consider Chalciope of sufficient importance to be depicted as a fully-fledged

character in her own right.

Aeétes suffers similar treatment, in that he features in Heroides 12 only to motivate the
necessary action, having no emotive value himself. The second iteration of Jason’s labours
is a citation by Medea of her father’s words, but we realise this only after the narration has
ended — dixerat Aeétes [Her. 12.51]. Even when Medea has the opportunity to include
Aeétes in her poem, and even when to do so would likely increase the reader’s fear for
Jason and dislike of the tyrannical king, Medea prefers to keep her father in the

background of the missive.” The only other references to Aeétes occur in the context of a

%2 See, for example, Chalciope’s first speech to her sister at Arg. 3.695-704.

% Cf. Her. 12.112; Her. 12.62-4.

* A complementary study here is Williams (1996), who discusses the character of Aeétes in

Apollonius, arguing that scholars have traditionally overlooked Aeétes, despite his significant role

in motivating the action of the epic. Within the story world of Heroides 12, Ovid’s Medea shows a
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direct reproach to the hero: proditus est genitor [Her. 12.109] and laese pater, gaude!
[Her. 12.159]. The latter is unusual in that it takes the form of a rhetorical apostrophe, and
so is concerned with Medea’s own situation, having nothing to do with Aeétes at all.
Neither reference, nor Medea’s persistent comparison of Aeétes’ riches to Creon’s,
suggests the kind of personal connection conveyed by Hypsipyle’s emphasis on her
relationship with Thoas. In my reading, Medea’s limited epistolary engagement with her
family offers a poetic illustration of the heroine’s self-focus. The presence of Chalciope
and Aeétes as mere ‘stock figures’ in Medea’s arsenal against Jason strengthens our
impression that Medea’s world-view is a culture of transaction, in distinct contrast to that

of Hypsipyle, which is predicated on social engagement.

The heroines” attitudes to motherhood function as a final indication of the dissimilarity
between Medea’s interpersonal relationships and Hypsipyle’s. Hypsipyle appears to have a
strong sense of herself as a mother, and the future that she imagines for herself with Jason
and her children — although impossible — underlines Ovid’s depiction of her as a heroine
invested in the well-being of others. Medea, however, makes only glancing references to
her children, which suggests that they are of little significance to her and that she feels
little for them. The Ovidian Medea’s lack of interest in her sons forms a strong contrast
with the heroine of Euripides, who ruminates on her fears for her children’s situation in
Corinth.” Near the middle of Heroides 6, Hypsipyle reflects on the future that she desires
with Jason and her children.

Nunc etiam peperi. gratare ambobus, lason—
dulce mihi gravidae fecerat auctor onus.

felix in numero quoque sum prolemque gemellam
pignora Lucina bina favente dedi.

si quaeris, cui sint similes, cognosceris illis:
fallere non norunt, cetera patris habent;

Now I have even given birth: rejoice for us both, Jason. The cause made my
burden sweet during my pregnancy. I am blessed, too, as to the number — I have
given you twin offspring, a two-fold pledge with Lucina favouring me. If you
should enquire as to who they resemble, you will recognise yourself in them. They
do not know how to deceive, but they have the rest of their father’s qualities.

[Her. 6.119-24]

I suggest that this is one of the few passages in Heroides 6 in which Hypsipyle gives the

impression of being happy. The aggrieved tone which permeates much of the poem is

similar lack of interest in her father as a character; perhaps scholars of Apollonius and the Ovidian
Medea share the view that Aeétes is not germane to their interpretation of the events of the
narrative?
% See, for example, Eur. Med. 780-3.
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briefly diminished as the heroine focuses on her children, the verb peperi drawing attention
to the physical connection between mother and child. 4mbobus in line 119 is interesting:
Hypsipyle articulates to the hero her belief that parental joy ought to be shared, revealing
that she views both herself and Jason as being of central importance to their family.”
Lines 123 and 124 expand on this theme. Hypsipyle’s description of the children’s features
creates a complete family portrait by including the absent hero in the narration of his
family’s story. However, Jason does not appear as the focus of this scene, which is unusual
in Hypsipyle’s poem; his centrality has been temporarily supplanted by his children, the
descriptions of whom are universally positive — they are dulce, while Hypsipyle herself is

felix.

Hypsipyle’s self-presentation as a mother forms a crucial aspect of her Ovidian
characterisation, since the poet diverges here from the Apollonian tradition to which he
otherwise adheres.”” In the Argonautica, Hypsipyle has no children at all; in Heroides 6,
Hypsipyle has not only two sons, but twins.”® The value of this Ovidian invention is that it
slightly elevates Hypsipyle above her rival Medea, at least as far as motherhood is
concerned. Ovid’s reader knows from the Euripidean tradition that Medea has two sons
and therefore two separate claims on the hero. Within the context of Heroides 6, however,
Ovid contrives to bestow upon Hypsipyle a still more auspicious situation by giving her
twins. I suggest that Ovid’s alteration of the mythological tradition is entirely consistent
with the view of motherhood espoused by each heroine — Hypsipyle seems engaged with
her children where Medea does not; thus her superiority as the mother ‘more blessed’

seems not only justified, but an important reflection of the heroine’s characterisation.

By contrast with Hypsipyle’s idealised family portrait, Medea’s children are largely absent

in Heroides 12. As we discussed earlier, the elder of Medea’s sons does not appear in the

5 Hypispyle’s words here echo Jason’s own sentiments, as reported by Hypsipyle on the occasion
of the hero’s departure from Lemnos at Her. 6.59-62. Jason allegedly wishes that they may each
(uterque) be a parent to Hypsipyle’s unborn child, and so the heroine’s anecdote feeds into an
earlier narrative of the lovers’ history. It does not, however, bear any relation to the tradition as
established by Apollonius, in which neither Jason nor Hypsipyle foresees a joint-parenting
situation.
7 Ovid adheres to the Apollonian tradition only in the case of Heroides 6. Readers will observe
that my interpretation of Medea’s Heroides 12 highlights the numerous ways in which Ovid does
not follow the tradition of the Argonautica, yet this deviation appears to be confined to Heroides
12. For a contrasting view of the Apollonius-Heroides 12 relationship, see Kenney (2001).
% The notion of the twins seems to be an Ovidian invention. Apollodorus [Bib. 1.9.17] refers to
two sons, Euneus and Nebrophonus, while Statius reports that the second son was called Thoas
[Theb. 5.465], however neither refers to the boys as twins. Cf. Knox (1995), p. 196.
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poem at all, while his brother enters the narrative only briefly to relay news of Jason’s
marriage to Creusa. Such a striking contrast with the reader’s knowledge of the heroine in
Euripides intimates that Ovid is conceiving of his heroine very differently, that the elegiac
Medea does not consider her sons to be an integral part of her life and relationship with the
hero, as Hypsipyle so clearly does. Apart from the account of Jason’s wedding, Medea
mentions her children only once, when recalling how she gave up her home: iussa domo
cessi natis comitata duobus [Her. 12.135]. The line is interesting in part because it echoes
Hypsipyle’s use of comito in imagining Jason’s homecoming to Lemnos — obviaque
exissem fetu comitante gemello [Her. 6.143]. I argue that the voice of the two verbs draws
an important, if subtle, distinction between our heroines: Hypsipyle’s comitante is active
and inclusive, suggesting that each member of the family participates equally in the
imagined reception of the hero. Medea’s verb is passive — comitata presenting the event
from Medea’s point of view, focusing on her own experience rather than on the act of

. % . 9
departure to which her sons were likewise condemned.”

I argue that Medea’s omission of an account of her sons” feelings on being forced to leave
their home — or of Medea’s own feelings on their behalf — testifies to the heroine’s lack of
emotional investment in her children. They exist in the scene only to provide a context
within which to judge the hero’s actions, indicting Jason still further by avowing that he
drove out not only his wife but his small sons also. In my interpretation, the children of
Heroides 12 serve a similar purpose to the figure of Medea’s sister: both Chalciope and the
boys allow Medea a greater measure of indignation against Jason, effectively legitimising
her allegations of Jason’s wrongdoing by assembling an entire cast upon whom the hero
can be said to have inflicted suffering.'” Such a reading of Medea’s epistolary tactics
encourages the reader to perceive a clear contrast between Hypsipyle’s parental focus and
Medea’s dispassionate allusion to the murders she is about to commit:

quos equidem actutum—sed quid praedicere poenam
attinet? ingentis parturit ira minas.

quo feret ira sequar. facti fortasse pigebit;
et piget infido consuluisse viro.

viderit ista deus, qui nunc mea pectora versat.
nescio quid certe mens mea maius agit.

% Cf. Huskey’s observation (2004), pp. 274-5, that Medea and Hypsipyle employ names and
relationships very differently in Heroides 6 and 12. Hypsipyle is happy to include other characters
in the narrative and bring them to life, as with the portrait of her children; Medea prefers to keep
her references oblique, relegating other characters to the background. My own thinking on
Heroides 12 owes a particular debt to Huskey’s evocative title: ‘strategies of omission’.

19 0On Chalciope, see Her. 12.109-12; for Medea’s reference to her sons see Her. 12.133-6.
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1.3 Interpersonal Relationships

Those who indeed... but what good is it to foretell your punishment? My anger
brings forth great threats. Whither my anger leads, 1 shall follow. Perhaps I shall
repent of my deeds; I repent, too, of caring for an untrustworthy husband. The god
[Cupid], who now sways my heart, will have [fore]seen those things. Assuredly,

my mind struggles towards some greater deed.
[Her. 12.207-12]

Although Medea does not refer directly to her children’s impending deaths, the reader can
be in little doubt about the future that our heroine is entertaining. Parturit in line 206
seems an especially loaded choice of verb, given Medea’s cursory engagement with her
role as a mother. Ovid’s birthing vocabulary appears to underline the very reading of
Medea towards which we have been moving: our observations thus far suggest that she is
more capable of ‘mothering’ her anger than she is her own sons. Lines 207 and 208 are
perhaps the most chilling of the epistle, as Medea approaches the revelation of her
devastating intentions, before reverting to oblique threats. The rhetorical quid attinet offers
an unsettling echo of the heroine’s casual dismissal of Pelias’ murder at line 129; more
importantly, it implies the inevitability of the Euripidean ‘solution’, by failing to
equivocate as to the necessity for punishment. In Medea’s mind, there has to be poena —

the only uncertainty lies in its form.

In my view, the elegiac Medea’s self-absorption is all the more noticeable in these closing
lines because the reader has in mind the tragedy of Euripides, where the children’s fate so
dominates the thoughts and actions of the characters. Our impression is that even when we
might most expect the Ovidian Medea to acknowledge her children, still she declines to do
s0."%" I suggest that the reader’s disquiet stems from the realisation that Medea does not
appear to feel any maternal responsibility, even as she approaches the destruction of her
children by her own hand. In contrast to Hypsipyle’s concern for the members of her
family, Medea shows herself unwilling to entertain any solution except her longed-for
vengeance, and her focus remains on herself to the very end — referring only to mea
pectora and mens mea [Her. 12.211-12]. This contrast is emblematic of the two heroines
overall: Hypsipyle is outward-looking and invested in relationships; Medea is chiefly

concerned with her own ends.

1% This aspect of the Ovidian Medea offers perhaps the strongest contrast with the heroine of
Euripides, whose concern with her children pervades the tragedy. Cf. Luschnig (2006), pp. 85-117,
and Emmett (2010) for two excellent studies of the construction of the Euripidean heroine as a
mother. Emmett performs a comparative analysis with the protagonist of Toni Morrison’s Beloved,
in my view highlighting the lesser-studied aspects of the Euripidean Medea’s identification of
herself with her children.
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1.4 Action and Reaction

In this section, I argue that the dissimilar characterisations of Hypsipyle and Medea enable
Ovid’s reader to identify an important incongruity in Medea’s Heroides 12. As we
discussed earlier, at certain points in the poem Medea attempts to present herself as Jason’s
victim — a common occurrence in the Heroides, where all the women have had their faith
in the heroes abused in some measure. However, Medea’s approach jars with the reader’s
impression elsewhere in the letter that Medea is a character in control of her own future. |
suggest that we can interpret Medea’s self-depiction as a heroine acted upon by others as a
self-exculpatory strategy; this view is supported by comparison of Heroides 12 with a
poem such as Hypsipyle’s Heroides 6, where the heroine appears to be genuinely and
consistently reactive. In my view, a reading of Hypsipyle’s letter encourages the critic to
perceive that the Ovidian Medea adopts a pose of victimhood only when it suits her; in
turn, this highlights Medea’s attempt to revise the historical events of her myth for her own

benefit.

Rhetorical Questions

The use of rhetorical questions in Heroides 12 offers an indication of how different is
Medea’s epistolary strategy from Hypsipyle’s. We noted earlier that Medea’s reference to
the murder of Pelias is couched as a rhetorical question [Her. 12.129-30], which works to
obscure the reader’s perception of Medea’s own role in the event. Now I propose that the
poem’s other rhetorical enquiries perform the same function.

Ei mihi! cur umquam iuvenalibus acta lacertis
Phrixeam petiit Pelias arbor ovem?

cur umquam Colchi Magnetida vidimus Argon
turbaque Phasiacam Graia bibistis aquam?

cur mihi plus aequo flavi placuere capilli
et decor et linguae gratia ficta tuae?

Woe is me! Why did the wood of Mount Pelion ever seek Phrixus’ ram, driven
onward by youthful arms? Why did we Colchians ever see the Magnesian Argo,
and why did your Greek crowd drink the waters of the Phasis? Why was your
golden hair more pleasing to me than was right; likewise your grace, and the false

charm of your tongue?
[Her. 12.7-12]

These lines follow Medea’s opening characterisation of herself as regina, in contrast to
Jason, who is positioned as a suppliant; the reader recalls the power imbalance that is

conveyed through the differing verbs assigned to hero and heroine — peto versus vaco [Her.
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1.4 Action and Reaction

12.1-2]. The passage above represents a sudden change of tone, as Medea uses a rhetorical
structure to suggest that she was helpless in the situation. Once more, we observe that
Medea differs from her fellow heroines: several of the women wish that their fates had
been different, but Medea expresses similar sentiments not as a wish but as a series of
would-be questions.'** Notice, too, that Medea’s questions are depersonalised, distancing
the writing heroine from the material under discussion in a way that could not have been

achieved if the heroine were forced to say ‘how I wish...’

Instead of saying “how I wish that they had not come’, or even ‘why did I fall in love with
him?’ Medea asks ‘why did they come?’'®® The implication is that Jason and his men were
to blame simply by arriving. All three of the above couplets conform to this pattern. Medea
constructs the latter two couplets as the unavoidable consequence of the lines preceding:
Why did the Argonauts come? Why did we, the Colchians, thus see and receive them?
Why was Jason thereafter so irresistible? The approach is subtle, in that it trains the
reader’s eye on the first event — Jason’s daring to come to Colchis — which allows the
heroine to position each subsequent occurrence as inevitable. We are encouraged to focus
only on the event of Jason’s arrival, for which Medea cannot be expected to take any

responsibility.

Despite its obliqueness, Medea’s strategy fails on two fronts. First, the reader of
Apollonius is alive to the fact that the Ovidian Medea chooses to focus her narrative
around Jason’s actions only. We know that the elegiac heroine is excluding from her poem
the hesitation and self-analysis which plague the heroine of the 4rgonautica, and which
affect the Apollonian heroine’s decision to assist Jason with the labours. In suggesting that
events proceeded inevitably from the arrival of the Argonauts, the elegiac Medea
inadvertently highlights her determination to avoid acknowledging that she herself could

have behaved differently.'™ We are thus aware that the Ovidian Medea has edited out of

e See, for example, Dido’s Heroides 7: ‘sed iubet ire deus.’ vellem, vetuisset adire / Punica nec
Teucris pressa fuisset humus [Her. 7.139-40]. Notice the inclusion of volo. Dido’s approach is
more emblematic of the collection generally.

"% Ennius’ Medea offers an interesting contrast here, in that it takes the line of ‘how I wish that
they had not come’. The fragment of the tragedy that appears to correspond to the nurse’s opening
speech in Euripides [Med. 1-8] commences with utinam ne, an approach which highlights the
dissimilarity of the elegiac Medea’s approach, which reframes the sentiment as ‘why did they come
at all?’ I suggest that Ovid’s deviation from both Greek and Latin models must have some
si§niﬁcance. Cf. Enn. Med. 208-16 Jocelyn.

' Huskey (2004) offers a useful discussion here, highlighting the various aspects of the
Apollonian narrative that Medea chooses to leave out.
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1.4 Action and Reaction

Heroides 12 her own role in electing to help Jason, which mitigates the reader’s view of
Jason’s alleged culpability. Secondly, even within the Ovidian story world Medea’s
account betrays an incongruity, since Ovid’s reader cannot help but ponder the
characterisation of a heroine who depicts herself as regina one moment, and the blameless

victim of circumstance the next.

By contrast, Hypsipyle appears less calculating:

Quid mihi cum Minyis? quid cum Tritonide pinu?
quid tibi cum patria, navita Tiphy, mea?

non erat hic aries villo spectabilis aureo,
nec senis Aeetae regia Lemnos erat.

What had I to do with the Minyae? What with the Tritonian pine? What had you to

do with my fatherland, helmsman Tiphys? The ram, resplendent with his fleece of

gold was not here, nor was Lemnos the kingdom of the old man Aeétes.

[Her. 6.47-50]

In comparison with their counterparts in Heroides 12, Hypsipyle’s questions suggest the
heroine’s bewilderment at the situation in which she finds herself. Where Medea aims to
distance herself from the integral role she played in Jason’s quest, Hypsipyle’s words
emphasise a genuine lack of significance to<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>