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tized by Euripides and later Seneca. So Ovid's audience had the 
pleasure of encountering epic and tragic heroines as elegiac lovers 
who WOO and complain about their lost loves with the typical 
strategies found in the elegists from Gallus to Ovid in the 
Amores. 

In order to make these poems uninterrupted, unintroduced 
monologues, in which we come to know the female speaker 
exclusively through our reactions to her words and without any 
help from the narrator, Ovid resorted to the fiction of a letter. 
We are reading the letter, or, to be more accurate, we are peeking ' 
over the woman's shoulder as she is writing it. Sometimes the 
fiction is transparent, or even breaks down. Penelope's letter to 
Ulysses is apparently one of those she gives to almost every 
passing sailor, in the hope that it will reach her husband (Epist., 
I. 61-1); but Ulysses never receives it. Ariadne writes to Theseus 
without even having someone at hand to deliver the letter. And 
Deianira, realizing that she has brought about Hercules' death, 
apparently breaks off her unsendable letter to him in order to 
express her despair before committing suicide; but the epistolary 
form remains unaffected.5 A good part of Ovid's art consists in 
creating the illusion that we are indeed meeting these women 
directly; that the letters they write express their feelings with 
total spontaneity. And although we remain aware of his clever 
fiction, we are easily trapped into responding sympathetically to 
their unhappiness in love, especially because we know that these 
letters will not change in any way the situation that prompts their 
writing. 

In the typical love elegy, the poet-lover, for all his complaints, 
sputtering anger and unhappiness, is close to a comic figure. 
He is in love with a dream of his own creation; and when the real 
woman who has inspired the dream turns out to be all too human 
(accordingly unfaithful or nasty or selfish or expensive), his dis­
illusion and irrational attempts to. cope with cruel reality are 
ineffective and silly. It is entirely true of Roman love elegy, to 
borrow the words of Rosalind in As You Like It, that no poet­
lover ever dies of love. On the other hand, the Heroides cannot 
be called simply comic. I have said that we are charmed by Dido 
and her fellow letter-writers because we appreciate the clever way 
Ovid has modernized and humanized (in his special fashion) the 
ancient female figures of myth and early literature. For a variety 
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of reasons, e.g. the Homeric avoidance o~ verbalizing feelings, 
the stereotyped attitude towards women, the decorum of epic 
and tragedy, none of Ovid's letter-writers was fully realized as 
a woman before the Heroides. Yet ev:en if we recognize the elegiac 
fitness of viewing Dido's predicament as analogous to that of 
the lover-poet, and even if we relish the sophisticated argument 
that she puts together, we cannot completely forget the pre­
scribed dramatic outlines within which, for a brief moment, she 
seems to move so freely. We admire the energy which a Dido 
can expend to preserve her love, but the myth prescribes that 
all that striking vitality is doomed. So Ovid has introduced a new 
note of genuine dramatic pathos into this novel kind of elegy. 
Dido, Phyllis and Phaedra will die for love as no poet-lover can 
do. All the heroines suffer radically, not merely in a silly juvenile 
way. 

The closest analogue to Ovid's Epistles that we now possess is 
Elegy, IV. ; of Propertius, in which the poet imagines a Roman 
wife, Arethusa, writing to her soldier husband in the East, 
expressing her deep loyalty to him. Like many critics, I consider 
it the prototype for Ovid's collection. We can see the powerful 
effect of the inventiveness in Propertius' Book IV not only in the 
Heroides but also in the Fa.rti and the Metamorphoses. What patti.:: 
cularly excited Ovid in the Arethusa elegy, it seems, was the 
dramatization of a woman's emotions through a total monologue, 
to express not the stereotyped Euripidean female fury but the 
softer sentiments of unhappy but still active love. Ovid then 
devised a new 'heroic' setting for his letters and a situation that 
stirs more pathos: instead of the everyday separation of husband 
and wife because of the man's military duties, we have an in­
genious evocation of two mythological lovers, either precariously 
married or not married at all, whose separation is now usually 
a hopelessly unbridgeable chasm (as we know from the myth, 
though the 'heroine' clings to her fond hopes).G The antique 
'heroic' setting keeps these elegies from being merely comic 
monologues. On the other hand, the many elegiac tactics which 
Ovid carried over from his Amores, his manifest wit and his 
patent display of ingenuity in the manipulation of Virgilian or 
Homeric nuances prevent the 'heroic' situation from effacing 
Ovid's characteristically sophisticated note. The fifteen mono­
logues, therefore, represent a first productivehlend of elegiac 
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