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ABSTRACT
The Rhetoric of Female Self-Destruction:
A Study in Homer, Euripides, and Ovid
Sheila M. Flaherty
Yale University
1994

Female self-destruction is a persistent trone in the
western literary tradition. This dissertation explores the
origins of the trope in ancient Greek and Roman poetry,
focusing on a heroine's statement of her wish to die. This
type of utterance is referred to as the rhetoric of female
self-destruction.

The three ancient poets in whose work the rhetoric of
female self-destruction is most notable are Homer, Euripides,
and Ovid. The dissertation begins with a study of Homer's
depiction of Helen in the Iliad: each time Helen appears in
the poem, she wishes for death. Helen's discourse is
comparable to the misogynous sentiments expressed by Hesiod,
Semonides, and Hipponax. The similarity between Helen’s
self-abuse and the archaic poets' abuse of women generally
suggests that the cultural prejudice against women is
ultimately the source of the literary tradition of heroines
who wish to die.

In Euripides the rhetoric of self-sacrifice is depicted
as a primarily feminine discourse. The heroines of the
Alcestis, Heraclidae, Hecuba, and Iphigenia at Aulis, all
consent to die. 1In part two of the dissertation, each of

these plays is looked at in turn, and it is argred that,



contrary to popular assumpticn, the plays suggest that self-
sacrifice is not a natural female urge, but rather a male
fantasy of female discourse and behavior.

The third part of the dissertation is a study of Ovid's
Heroides 1-15. Written as a set of letters from abandoned
heroines to their male lovers, the Hercides features the
rhetoric of female self-destruction as a prominent and
unifying motif. Almost all of the heroines either wish they
were dead or threaten to kill themselves. It is argued that
the Heroides does not suggest that women by some natural
weakness of character wish to die, but that men respond
positively, even erotically, to women wishing to die.

In conclusion, several texts from Europear literature
are examined (including Boccaccio's Elegy of Lady Fiammetta,
and The Portuguese Letters) as evidence that the rhetoric of

female self-destruction is an ongoing literary tradition.
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Introduction

"Tt just goes on and on. Last year the woman who
lives two doors down from me tried to commit
suicide. Nick said women are unstable, but I know
she did it because that was the only way she could
control her husband. He’s an awful runaround, and
he's not nice to Joan.”

The Women’s Roomt

The Women’s Room, by Marilyn French, was an immediate
bestseller when it was published in 1977; reprinted in 1993,
it is now considered a feminist classic. Its inmediate
subject is the condition of women, suburban housewives in
particular, in the 1960's and 70's; it explores women's work,
women's rage, and their relationships with men and other
women. Female suicide is not a major theme in the book. This
excerpt, however, raises a question that is central to my
thesis: how do we interpret a woman's apparent wish for
death?

The speaker, Samantha, and her husband, Nick, offer
conflicting interpretations of a neighbor’s attempted
suicide. Nick explains Joan's act of self-destruction as a
function simply of gender: he believes that instability is a

characteristic feature of all women. Samantha, meanwhile,

1Mari1yn French, The Women's Room [1977] (NY: Ballantine Books, rpt.
1953) 184. The 1993 edition contains a new introduction by the author
and an afterword by Susan Faludi.




implies that Nick is no authority on this matter; his answer
represents a stock male response to women. While regarding
Nick as superficial and glib in his understanding of women,
the speaker depicts herself as savvy and sympathetic: #“Nick
said women are unstable, but I know....” She seems to “know”
why Joan tried to kill herself because she, as a woman living
on the same street, both is sympathetic with other wives, and
has intimate knowledge of her neighbor's personal problems.
She rejects Nick’s argument that women are by nzture
unstable, and offers instead an explanation of Joan's suicide
attempt in terms of gender relations: her suicidal act is a
strategy of controlling an unfaithful husband. Samantha
clearly pities Joan, and despises Joan's disloyal husband
(#an awful runaround®“), implying that there is no end to
women'’s problems with men (*It just goes on and on.”).

This passage underscores the difficulty of interpreting
an act of self-destruction. Does such an act indicate
emotional instability, and thus a lack of control, or is it
the ultimate act of control and emotional manipulation? Nick
and his wife disagree in their interpretatiocn of the suicide
attempt: does their disagreement represent a gender
difference, suggesting, for instance, that while men see
female self-destruction as a sign of emotional instability,
women regard it--and use it--as a strategy of control in an

erotic situation?




I have deliberately extracted this passage from a work
of fiction as opposed to a study in psychology or sociology?
in order to highlight a central point in my thesis: female
self-destruction is a persistent trope in the western
literary tradition. From ancient Greek epic to recent
women's liberation fiction, the convention of female self-
destruction "just goes on and on.® In ancient literature and
mythology, examples of female suicides far outweigh male acts
of self-destruction: Jocasta, Eurydice, Evadne, Deianira,
Phaedra, Dido, and Lucretia, are just a few. In his study
From Autothanasia to Suicide: Self-Killing in Classical
Antigquity, Anton J.L. van Hooff compares the numbe; of male
and female suicides in ancient mythology:

Women are strikingly well represented in the mythical

material: there are seventy-one cases of female suicide

against fifty-one male ones....That sex ratio is not a

reflection of reality. It is more a case that myth is

the medium through which the more problematical nature
of female existence is handled....The life of a man is
less problematic; that is the reason why male suicide is
less represented in mythology.3

I do not necessarily agree with van Hooff’s explanation of

the disproportionate number of female suicides to male in

mythology. But the evidence he has compiled regarding male

2There is, of course, abundant research on suicide in the social
sciences. See, for example, Jean Baechler, Suicides, tr. Barry Cooper
(NY: Basic Books, 1979). On the interpretation of female suicidal
acts, Baechler writes, *“Typically female roles include attempted suicide
as a possible strategy. As daughters, wives, and mistresses, and

conforming to the dependence which nature [!] and culture encourage,
women have a greater tendency to reach their ends by the threat of
trying to kill themselves” (291). I reject the argument from “nature,”

and will emphasize the role of literature and other cultural influences
in establishing the rhetorical strategies available to women.

3aAnton J.L. van Hooff, From Autothanasia to Suicide: Selif-Kiiling in
Classical Antiquity (London and NY: Routledge, 1990) 21.



and female suicide in antiquity is compelling and useful.

Van Hooff’s research takes him to a wide range of
sources, fiction and non-fiction alike. His objective is to
survey the many types of self-destruction in antigquity, not
to study in detail any one particular manifestation. My aim,
on the other hand, is to examine the creation and development
of the self-destructive heroine as a character type in Greek
and Roman literature. With so many examples of self-
destructive heroines in the surviving literary sources, I
have chosen to focus on a particular manifestation of female
self-destruction: not the act of self-destruction itself,
but rather a heroine’s statement of her wish to die. I will
refer to this type of utterance as the rhetoric of female
self-destruction.

The rhetoric of self-destruction is marked in ancient
texts as a largely feminine discourse. Yet the poets in
antiquity were usually men. Thus the rhetoric of female
self-destruction is a literary discourse represented by male
citizens, the dominant group in ancient society, not as a
discourse of their own, but of women, a non-citizen group
under the legal control of men. I would like to explore the
way in which the literary discourse of female self-
destruction reflects the political condition of women in
Greek and Roman society.

The convention first emerges in the Iliad: each time
Helen appears, she wishes for death. No Homeric hero ever

utters a comparable wish. As a mode of discourse in the



Iliad, the death-wish belongs strictly to Helen. Likewise,
in Euripides the rhetoric of self-sacrifice is depicted as
primarily a feminine discourse. The heroines of the
Alcestis, Heraclidae, Hecuba, and Iphigenia at Aulis, all
~consent--to husband, father, soothsayer, or eneny army--to
die. Only once, in the Phoenician Women, does a male hero
(Menoeceus) offer himself in an act of self-sacrifice. The
same imbalance is reflected in Ovid‘s Heroides 1-15: written
as letters from abandoned heroines to their male lovers, the
Heroides features the rhetoric of self-destruction as a
prominent and unifying motif. Almost all of the heroines
either wish they were dead or threaten to kill themselves.
The rhetoric of self-destruction ceases to be a major feature
in the sequel, Heroides 16-21, which contains love letters
written by the heroes Paris, Acontius, and Leander. Thus,
throughout antiquity, from Homer to Ovid, we can observe a
strong literary association between self-destruction and the
feminine.

I will therefore argue that, as a literary convention,
the rhetoric of female self-destruction originates in the
Iliad, and is developed in the sacrifice-plays of Euripides
and Ovid'’s Heroides. Additionally, I will suggest that this
literary trope both reflects and influences western culture's
conception of female nature and female discourse. The
responses that we see in conflict in The Women’s Room are
representative of attitudes that are traditional in western

culture: women are sometimes perceived as unstable and, as a

N



result, suicidal, while at other times are thought to use
self-destructive acts as a strategy of erotic manipulation.
It has become customary to judge Euripides and Ovid as
the two ancient poets most sensitive to and appreciative of
female nature. For instance, L.P. Wilkinson claims that
Buripides, “like Ovid, had tended to see things from the
woman‘s point of view.?? Sarah Mack likewise boasts of Ovid’s
insight into women: *“Nowhere in literature are there more
penetrating studies of female psychology” than in Ovid. “In
the ancient world,” she adds, “only Euripides can match Ovid
in his interest and knowledge of women.”5 It seems to me,
however, that Euripides and Ovid were originally popularized
by male audiences; what this suggests is that Euripides and
Ovid are talented at depicting women as they are perceived or
as they are desired by men. This idea will be fully explored
below. I will argue that the sacrifice-plays of Euripides do
not support the idea that self-sacrifice is a natural female
urge, but that it is, rather, a male fantasy of female
behavior. Likewise, the Heroides does not suggest that women
by some natural weakness of character wish to die, but that
men respond positively, even erotically, to women wishing to
die. My approach is new principally because it resists at
every point the moral and erotic attraction that our culture

encourages us to feel for self-destructive heroines.

4L.P. Wilkinson, Ovid Surveyed (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1562) 34.
S5sarah Mack, Ovid (New Haven and London: Yale UP, 1988) 3.




Part One

Homer: Helen‘’s Death-Wishes in the Iliad

I begin with Helen as she appears in the Iliad becazuse her
portrait there serves as a model for the later depiction of
certain heroines in the Greek and Roman literary tradition:
the wish to die, first uttered by Helen in the 1liad, is
repeated by heroines throughout western literature. Sitting
on the Trojan walls with Priam, for example, Helen wishes
that death had “pleased” her when she eloped with Paris
(Iliad 3.173-75):

“ g Spehev Bdvatde pot a8l koxdg dnndte debpo

vidL 6d Erduny, OdAapov yvw1o0g e Mmoo

na1d& 1€ MAVYETV Kol dpnAtkiny épatetviiv . #1

“If only terrible death had pleased me when I followed

your son here, abandoning my bedchamber, my relatives,

my young daughter, and friends my own age.®
The remorse and self-hate evident in these words are
characteristic of Helen as she is portrayed in the Iliad. In
fact, she wishes for death every time she speaks in the poem.
In this chapter, I will examine each of Helen’s three death-
wishes (I1.3.173-75, 6.345-48, 24.764).

At the outset, I reject the essentialist view of women

as expounded, for instance, by Aristotle (and by many

lrext used is David B. Monro and Thomas W. Allen, eds. Honeri Opera, 2
vols. (Oxford: Oxford UP, rpt. 1976-78). Translations, unless
otherwise noted, are my own.



theorists after him) that “woman is...more easily moved to
tears, ...more gquerelous, more apt to scold and to strike
[i.e. than man is]. She is, furthermore, more prone to
despondency and less hopeful than the man, more void of
shame, more false of speech, more deceptive, and of more
retentive memory“ (Historia Animalium 608b7-14; emphasis

I

mine) .2 My study proceeds from a different assumption
think that women are not “by nature” prone to despair; we do
not “naturally” wish to die. I thus propose to explore the
invention of the heroine who wishes for death as a female
character type in the Greek and Roman literary tradition,
beginning with the first such female character, Helen in the
Iliad.

Helen’s wish for death is often read as the sign of a
fine and noble character.3 For instance, W.E. Gladstone, the
late nineteenth-century Homeric scholar and Liberal Prime
Minister of England, regards Helen’s wish for death as both
reassuring and virtuous:

...to the world, beneath whose standard of morality

she has sunk, she makes at least this reparation, that
the sharp condemnation of herself is ever in her mouth

2Translated by d'A.W. Thompson, The Complete Works of Aristoctle, vol.l,
ed. Jonathan Barnes (Princeton: Princeton UP, 1984) 948S.

3In Calhoun's discussion of ethics in the Iliad and the Odyssey,
*Helen's remorse* is adduced as an example of "Homeric manners® (and is
coupled, interestingly, with *Penelope's faithfulness"); see George M.
Calhoun, "Polity and Society: The Homeric Picture,* A Companion to
Homer, eds. Alan J.B. Wace and Frank H. Stubbings (NY: The Macmillan
Co., 1963), 451. For a lyrical essay focused on the character of Helen
in the Iliad, see Rachel Bespaloff, "Helen," trans. Mary McCarthy,
Homer: A Collection of Critical Essays, G. Steiner and R. Fagles, eds.
(Englewood Cliffs: Prentice-~Hall, Inc., 1962), 100-104. The essay
highlights Helen's penitence and majesty: "Shrouded in her long white
veils, Helen walks across the Iiiad like a penitent; misfortune and
beauty are consummate in her and lend majestv to her step.*




...her self-abasing and self-renouncing humility come

nearer, perhaps, than any other heathen example, to the

type of Christian penitence.?
But, in fact, the world depicted in the Iliad seems not to
expect reparation (or reassurance) from Helen, nor to loock
upon her as a fallen--or “sunken”--woman. On the contrary,
Priam treats Helen with fatherly affection; Hector is
brotherly in his devotion to protect her; and, even though
their "marriage® has been the cause of so much suffering,
Helen's Trojan husband Paris, in the third book of the poemn,
claims to feel more attracted to her than ever before.

There is a discrepancy between Gladstone, who expects
reparation from Helen, and the Homeric herces, who appear to
accept her unconditionally. This problem might be resolved if
we consider the nineteenth-century critic's "moral world, *
and his apparent yearning to translate the "heathen" poem
into his own Christian terms.® Gladstone's reading explicitly
declares its bias in an anachronistic comparison between

Helen and a Christian penitent; certainly no Homeric

4William Ewart Gladstone, Juventus Mundi: The Gods and Men of the
Heroic Age (Boston: Little, Brown and Co., 1869), 513. Of Homeric
scholarship in Victorian England in general and Gladstone in particular,
Stuart Gillespie writes, "One striking feature of the Victorian
engagement with Homer is the number of men in public life who worked and
wrote on him--...most famously Gladstone," in The Poets on the Classics:
An Anthology of English Poets' Writings on the Classical Poets and
Dramatists from Chaucer to the Present (London and NY: Routledge,
1988), 97.

5Gladstone is representative of the tendency among Victorian scholars to
regard Greek epic "as a commentary on the present and as a mirror of
their own particular interests or philosophies of life"; the Homeric
view of the world was frequently interpreted as "almost Christian": see
Donald M. Foerster, The Fortunes of Epic Poetry: A Study in English and
American Criticism, 1750-1950 (N.p.: Catholic University of America
Press, 1962) 124-12S5.
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character ever congratulates Helen for abusing herself the
way he does.

Yet Gladstone's view of Helen as a wrong-doer is in fact
supported by Helen herself, and the death-wishes that she
repeatedly utters point to a problem that never goes away:
the discrepancy in the Iliad between Helen’s view of herself
and the Trojans‘’ treatment of her. Three times in the poem
Helen maligns herself and wishes to have died, but she is the
only character in the Iliad (or the Odyssey ¢) who voices this
sentiment. All other characters in the Iliad are either
silent about Helen or exhibit affection for her. If evervone
in Troy treats Helen with such kindness, then why is Helen
unhappy? Why must she always wish for death?

The apparent discrepancy of opinion, I will argue, is
partly a function of the poem's economy: the heroes in the
poem treat Helen with such affection that, as a result, the
task of reviling Helen falls to Helen herself. I will show,
though, that the language with which Helen abuses herself is
similar to some of the misogynous expressions found in the
poetry of Hesiod, Semonides, and Hipponax. It is
conventional in archaic Greek poetry to blame women
categorically for human suffering and tos idealize the notion

of a world without women.’ I suggest that Helen’s wishes for

6Despite the long years spent suffering because of Helen's elopement to
Troy, Penelope nevertheless exonerates her in the Odyssey, maintaining
that a god drove Helen to the *foul act® of sleeping in another man's
bed (0d.23.218-24).

TFor the phrase *a world without women® see Marilyn B. Arthur, *The
Dream of a World without Women: Poetics and the Circles of Order in the
Theogony Prooemium, * Arethusa 16 (1983) 97-116.
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her own death in the Iliad and the misogynous erpressions
common in archaic Greek poetry are in some way correlative

utterances.

Helen’s first death-wish occurs in the scene from the
third book of the Iliad that is commonly referred to as the
teichoskopia: °the view from the walls" (I1.3.146ff.). The
title teichoskopia refers to the view from their walls that
the Trojans have of the Greek heroes on the plain beneath
them. Helen eventually sits on the walls with the Trojan
elders, watching and naming the Greek men for her Trocjan
father-in~law, Priam. But first, before taking her seat
among them, Helen is herself the object of their gaze. She
enters this scene in silence, veiled in "shimmering
garments." Aside from her veils, however, no other detail of
her appearance is described in the narrator's voice. Our
view of Helen is instead channeled through the gaze of the
Trojan elders as they watch her approach. Helen is the
silent spectacle in this scene, while the o0ld men sit on the
walls, looking at her and speaking among themselves
(r1.3.150-52):

TMpon 8N moAépoto nenaupévorl, dAA’ dyopntol

¢o0Aoi, tettiyecov dowkdteg, of 1e kB’ VAnv

devdpiw épelopevor Bna Aeiprdecoay iglot.

They had stopped fighting because of o0ld age, but they

were excellent speakers, like the cicadas that sit upon
a tree in the forest, projecting an ethereal voice.
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The comparison with the song of the cicadas implies that the
Trojan elders’ voices are eloquent and always present in the
background, a natural buzzing that one hears and takes for
granted.® The image thus establishes the sound of the elders’
voices as the natural background of this scene and perhaps
even of the poem as a whole. Their remarks about Helen thus
in some sense serve as an index to the poem’s attitude toward
her.

As they look upon Helen, the old men sympathize with
the Greek and Trojan warriors who are willing to fight for
her; she is, indeed, a great beauty (I1.3.154-60):

oid’ mg ovv £{8ov0’ ‘EAévnyv 2 sm m)pyov ioboav,
mca npog &AAnAovg & Enea ntepdevt’ ayopsnov .

"0d vsuecng Tpdog kot emcvmuSag Axououg
101118’ Gpl Yovaiki ToALY xpovov dAyeo naoxEv-
aividg aeavocmm Geng ig bmo: soucev

AL KoL @G tom mep eouc: év vm)m veéofo,
pund’ fuiv tekéect v dnicon nipa Airorto.”

When they saw Helen approaching the turreted wall, they
spoke winged words softly to one another: "It is

no disgrace for the Trojans and well-greaved Achaeans to
suffer for so long on behalf of a woman like this. In
her aspect she is like the immortal goddesses, dread-
fully so. But still, may she sail home, before she
becomes an eternal plague to us and our children.®

We are apparently to accept the elders’ judgment as a sound
one: they are *“excellent speakers,” and seem, moreover,
fairminded (they see both sides of the war, Greek and

Trcjan), pious (they fear divine appearances), and filled

8The song of the cicadas in Plato's Phaedrus provides the background to
the dialogue between Socrates and Phaedrus. The cicadas®' constant drone
is said to be inspiring but also potentially mesmerizing, and Socrates
warns Phaedrus of its effect. See Phaedrus 258e6-259d8; 26242-6. See
also G.R.F. Ferrari, Listening to the Cicadas: A Study of Plato’s
*Phaedrus® (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1587).



with paternal concern (they guard the well-being of their
children). But perhaps most significant is that the elders
sympathize with the warriors, Greek as well as Trojan.
Despite their advanced age, and despite their hostility
toward the Greeks, the patriarchs of the city respond to
Helen exactly as every voung Greek and Trojan soldier does.
This male bond is stronger even than nationalism. It is one
of those rare cccasions in the Iliad when enemies transcend
their hostilities for a moment and discover grounds for
sympathy and brotherhood®, though, paradoxically, what they
share (a desire for Helen) entails division and destruction
rather than unity.

The old men's description of Helen correlates with
Hesiod’s description of Pandora in the Works and Days, a poem
rooted in the same tradition from which the Iliad and Odyssey
emerge. Pandora is made "to resemble an immortal goddess in
appearance": &Bovdmg 8¢ Osfig eig dnax &loxewv (WeD 62), and she is
endowed by Aphrodite with the ability to provoke "troublesome
desire and limb-gnawing cares": wé0ov dpyodéov kol yviofdpovg
ueAedaovag (W&D 66) .10 Similarly, the Trojan elders in the
Iliad compare Helen's appearance to that of a goddess (aivig

&Bavimot Oefic eig dno Bowkev+) , and equate her presence in their

9such transcendent moments are experienced also by Glaukos and Diomedes
in Book Six, and Priam and Achilles in Book Twenty Four.

10priedrich Solmsen, ed., Hesiodi Theogonia, Opera et Dies, Scutum
{Oxford: Oxford UP, 19590).
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city with long-suffered pains (toifid’ queiyvvouki oAby xpdvov &dyea
nooyew) .11

Hesiod’s response to Pandora and the elders’ response to
Helen thus share the same mixture of fear, awe, admiration,
and attraction. 1In the Works and Days, this ambivalent
response turns out to be deeply and manifestly misogynous.
Assuming that Hesiod is recording a genuine aspect of the
archaic tradition in his depiction of Pandora, we can
speculate that whatever affection the Iliad’s elders feel for
Helen, it is nevertheless tainted with this same misogynous
ambivalence. As the final scene in the poem will show, horror
of Helen does in fact prevail throughout the city of Troyv.
When Helen expresses horror of herself, then, she gives voice
to a sentiment that has been internalized, but is not
explicitly spoken, by the characters in the poem.

Priam is singled out from the other elders as he calls
to Helen (I1.3.161-66):

... Mpilapog &’ “EAévnyv ékohécoato uvii-

"3cBpo napor®’ #ABoBoa, pilov téxog, lev 2usio,

Sppa 10 tpdtepdv 1 mdov ol 1€ Pldovg Te--

o? i pot aitin goot, Beot vO por aitiot sioty,

ot pot épdpuncayv nddepov moAdSaxpov Axondv--

¢ pot xai 16vd’ &vdpa neddpiov E€ovoutfvyg..."

Priam called out loud to Helen, "Come over here, dear
child, sit next to me so that you can see your former

llgheila Murnaghan, "Body and Voice in Greek Tragedy, " Yale Journal of
Criticism 1.2 (1988) 28, writes that the Iliad and the Odyssey “both are
finally more concerned with human efforts to find ways of keeping the
body out of view." While Murnaghan's argument is centered primarily on
the Homeric warrior's characteristic substitution of speech for bodily
contact, further support for her thesis is provided in the Trojan
elders' wish, at the sight of Helen's body, to banish her from their
land. Throughout the Iliad, I would add, Helen's body is the one that
most resists displacement.
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husband and your dear brothers-in-law--in my opinion you
are not to blame, but I think that the gods are to
blame, who, in my opinion, incited the grievous
hostility of the Greeks--and so that you can identify
for me this mighty man here..."
Priam is tender and paternal toward Helen: he calls her "my
child." He emphasizes that he does not blame her for
starting the war; he blames the gods. But by emphasizing his
personal belief in Helen’s innocence, Priam suggests that
someone else in fact does blame her. He repeats pot, for
example, three times: “"In my mind, you are not to blame, in
my mind, the gods are to blame, whe, in mv mind, kindled the
hostilities of the Greeks." As Adkins points out, Priam's
absolution of Helen and his impeachment of the gods do not
tally with the moral view typically presented in the Homeric
poems: "the belief in non-human causation of human action has
practically no effects on the ascription of responsibility."12
Priam's affectionate words to Helen gesture at, while at the
same time trying to conceal, someone else’s antipathy.
Helen's response to Priam is her first speech in the
poem. In the beginning she speaks gently and sweetly. But
her speech takes a sudden discursive dive, as if she has lost
control of her emotions, thoughts, and words. Self-abuse
disrupts the flow of her speech; despondency alternates with

lucid description. Nostalgia and remorse seem tc overcome her

as she remembers that she was once married to Menelaus. She

12arthur W.H. Adkins, Merit and Responsibility: A Study in Greek Values
(Oxford: Oxford UP, 1960) 25. As evidence of the traditional Homeric
morality, Adkins cites Zeus at 0d.1.32ff.: *[men] say that woes come

from us; but they themselves suffer pain huper moron because of their
own misdeeds® {Adkins' translation).



16

is sorry that she abandoned her daughter, her family, and her

friends (I11.3.171-80):

Tov & ‘EAévn pdBoiowv dpeifero, Sia yovoukdv-
"aidoldc 1€ poi oo, pide Exvpé, Sevdg te-

&¢ Spehev Bdvotde por &deilv kaxdg onndte Sedpo
vié 6 Enduny, BdAapov Yvatode te Atnodoa

7o1d& e TNAVYEMY Kol dpunAwciny épateviv.

GAAL T4 Y odx &yévovio- 10 kol kKAoilovea TEmKoL.
1010 3€ T épdw, S 1’ dvelpson NSE petadAgs:

oLTtéc Y’ Atpeidng sdpb kpeinv "Ayopéuvav,
apedtepov PactAedg 1’ dyoog kpotepdc v aixunTig:
damp avt’ €pdg Eoke kuvomidog, el mot’ En ye."

Then Helen answered him, goddess among women, *I am
humble before you and full of wonder, my father-in-law.
If only terrible death had pleasured me when I followed
your son here, abandoning my bedchamber, my relatives,
my yvoung daughter, and friends my own age. But it was
not to be; wherefore I am melting in my tears. I will
tell you this which you have asked and inguired about.
This is the son of Atreus, wide-ruling Agamemnon, both
a king and a mighty spear-fighter. He was my brother-
in-law, dog that I am, if ever there was."
According to the Trojan elders, Helen’s beauty is
frightening; she is visibly terrible and threatening. Her
words, however, serve to palliate the threat posed by her
appearance. By abusing herself and wishing for her own
death, Helen in a sense reassures Priam that she is weaker
and worse in every way than he is. Whereas he represents
monogamy, loyalty, and constancy, she admits her failure in
all these respects. With her voice, Helen thus transforms
herself from a dangerous figure to a helpless and therefore
reassuring one. By speaking this way, she effectively
neutralizes her appearance.

Priam's response suggests that he is ignoring most of

what she has said. He seems only to have heard her identify
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Agamemnon, for what he says after Helen falls silent is
addressed to Agamemnon, as if Agamemnon could hear him (he
cannot): "0 blessed son of Atreus, child of fortune, favored
by the gods..." (r1.3.182-190). He acts, in fact, as if
Helen has said nothing at all. There is, however, a hint of
his awareness that Helen is still sitting beside him and of
his discomfort about this. While admiring the large numbers
among Agamemnon's troops, Priam recollects the time when he
fought with a large number of Phrygians against the Amazon
warriors, female warriors whom he describes as avudveipor, "a
match for men." But they were fewer in number, Priam
concludes, and were ultimately defeated. While Priam does not
conspicuously fear Helen--in fact he welcomes her presence
beside him and in his city--his remarkable failure to respond
to her directly when she speaks, together with this timely
recollection of his victorious battle against the Amazons,
suggest that Helen does awaken fear and anxiety in him.13

If Helen's self-abuse reassures Priam of her
harmlessness, the text does not positively register it.

Turning now to the critics’ responses tc Helen's speech, we

13por a similar reading of Helen's dialogue with Priam, see Christine
Froula, “The Daughter's Seduction: Sexual Violence and Literary
History,* Feminist Theory in Practice and Process, ed. Micheline R.
Malson, et al. (Chicago and London: U of Chicago Press, 1986) 139-162.
Froula argues that Helen's death-wish expresses her resistance to male-
dominated society: “"she translates her desire for her ol4d life into a
death wish that expresses at once culturally induced masochism and the
intensity of her resistance to her own entanglement in the warriors®
plot® (142). *Priam,* Froula observes, “seems not to notice Helen's
misery....That Amazons come to his mind suggests that, on some level, he
has heard Helen's desires. Priam's speech recapitulates his conflict
with Helen, and hers with Greek culture, as an archetypal conflict
between male and female powers® (142).
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observe that Helen's words are generally perceived as
reassuring.i4 In the note appended to his translation of these
lines, Pope extols the depiction of Helen's diffidence and
remorse For its power to produce in every reader, not only
the characters in the poem, magnanimous and affectionate
feelings for her:
her amiable behaviour here, ...the relentings of her
soul, the confusion she appears in, the veiling her
face, and dropping her tear; are particulars so
beautifully natural, as to make every reader, no less
than Menelaus himself, inclined to forgive her at least,
if not to love her.
Perry, in nineteenth-century England, took a similar view of
the power of Helen's "sweet, penitential remorse for her past
transgression [to] render her one of the most interesting and
charming figures in ancient history." Mary Lefkowitz, in a
recent book on women in Greek mythology, views Helen's self-
effacement as one of the ways in which Helen "contrives to be
appreciated even by those who had suffered the most on her
account."1> This effect of Helen’s words, and perhaps even
her intention in uttering them, may be explained in simple
psychological terms. By blaming herself first, she

anticipates being blamed by others; if she attacks herself,

perhaps others will feel obliged to protect and comfort her

l4only Froula (1986) has noticed that Helen's words are received by
Priam as defiant; he is not at all reassured by what she says.
15p1exander Pope, The ‘Iliad' of Homer, vol.2 (London: F.J. DuRoveray,
1813) 36; Walter Copland Perry, The Women of Homer (NY: Dodd, Mead,
and Co., 1898), 171; Mary R. Lefkowitz, Women in Greek Myth (Baltimore:
The Johns Hopkins UP, 1990), 135. Compare Beye's argument that Helen
uses her physical beauty to win the affection of her enemies, because
she "has no legitimate male protector.* Her “often expressed desire to
die, ® Beye adds, is also a function of this deficiency: Charles Rowan
Beye, *“Male and Female in the Homeric Poems,* Ramus 3 (1974) 88.
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instead. Alternatively, it may be said that Helen's voice
serves to turn her into a fetish: the danger that her
appearance represents is defused by the counter-image
projected by Helen in her own voice. She represents herself
as dangerous chiefly to herself, as passive and "melting.*®
As Laura Mulvey states, the fetishized object "becomes
reassuring rather than dangerous."6

Helen's self-abusive speech is in fact frequently
analyzed in such psychological terms. But Helen is a
literary character after all, and her words have literary
sources and analogues. Her expressions of self-hatred have
not, however, been examined in their native literary context:
the misogynous sentiments which pervade archaic Greek poetry.
I propose this comparison as my method of study.

Let us begin with the most fundamental archaic
convention of female life, according to which a woman‘s life
consists of two (and only two) events: marriage (or sexual
initiation) and death.l? Helen reproduces this convention by
merging her wish for death with the memory of her elopement:
love and marriage are telescoped with death in her expression

of what she wishes. This configuration of female life

l60uoted in Any Lawrence, Echo and Narcissus: Women’s Voices in
Classical Hollywood Cinema (Berkeley and Los Angeles: UC Press, 1991)
49; see Laura Mulvey, *Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema," Screen 16
no.3 (1975) 14.

17por the Greek poetic convention of “shaping...human life into
helikiai* see Robert Garland, The Greek Way of Life (Ithaca: Cornell
UP, 1990}, esp. pp.3-4. Garland neglects to mention that the stages of
life established by Solon and Hesiod apply to men only. As Carson
(below, note 18) shows, women's lives were envisioned on a very
different scale.
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persists through every period of Greek poetry. One image, for
instance, that is used to represent the woman’s life is a
flower, which begins to wither and rot as soon as it has been
plucked.1® 1In the Cologne Epode of Archilochus, for example,
the narrator-seducer rejects the older sister Neoboule
because she is no longer a virgin (17-18): *&Adogdvhp ééta-
aiod, téneipo 3f néher/ &vBog 8° dneppinke rapbevijiov® ("Some other man
can have her; ahh! she is putrid indeed, now that her
maiden flower has dropped®) .!? The imagery suggests that a
woman 1is no longer desirable after her first sexual
experience, the dropping of her *“maiden flower.”

This use of flower imagery is not restricted to lover's
discourse in erotic poetry; in (the surviving fragment of) a
wedding song, Sappho compares a bride to a hyacinth (105c):

ofav tav vaxvOov év dpeor moipeveg dvdpeg
ndoor katocteifoiot, xapon 3¢ te méppupov &vbog. . .20

Like the hyacinth in the mountains which the shepherd
men with their feet trample, and on the ground the
purple flower. ..

The flower flourishes in the hills for the length of a verse;

the next verse pictures it dead on the ground. Marriage (or

sexual maturity) thus coincides on the symbolic level with

180n images of *ripeness®" used to connote female sexual readiness, see
Anne Carson, "“Putting Her in Her Place: Women, Dirt, and Desire,*®
Before Sexuality: The Construction of the Erotic Experience in the
Ancient Greek World, ed. David Halperin, et al.(Princeton: Princeton
UP, 19990) 145-48.

197he younger woman, resisting the narrator's erotic desires, insists
that Necboule is young and ready for marriage (Col. Ep. 3-4): *"fotwvév
finetépov i viv péy neiper ypov/ xadh tépeva napbévoc" (*In our house there is a
fine young woman who very much wants to marry now*). Text of the Cologne
Epode is from David A. Campbell, Greek Lyric Poetry (Bristol: Bristol
Classical Press, 1982) 463-64.

20campbell (1982) 50.
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death: "There is no such thing as sexually vigorous ripe
womanhood in the Greek view, * Anne Carson writes. *At her
peak a woman is sexually untried, whereas the HAikia or drndpa
of a man emphatically includes sexual activity....As soon as
she lets her anthos (flower) fall, the female is translated
to the slippery slope of overripeness.®?!

This conventional view of women is also reflected in an
apothegm attributed to Hipponax (Fr.Chol.Adesp.1l):22

86’ Huépar yovouxdg eiowy fidiotan,
Srov yopfi tig wdodpn telvnuiay .

Woman's two most gratifying days are when someone
marries her and when he carries out the dead body.

Women are here disparaged categorically. A woman's pleasures
are described as passive ones: she is happy when someone
marries her (not when she marries someone) and when he
carries her out as a corpse, no longer even alive to enjoy
the second happy day in her “life.”23 The narrator is
evidently a man; he claims to understand women and what makes
them happy. He states with authority that women only are
happy twice: when they marry and when they die.
Coincidentally, though, this view agrees with the one implied

by Archilochus in the Cologne Epode, where he wants to seduce

2lcarson (1990) 147.

22campbell (1982) 8§9. Stobaeus identifies Hipponax as the author of the
verses (4.22.35); but they appear also in a Berlin anthology, under a
different (illegible) name. See Campbell (1982) 377. Douglas E. Gerber
offers a (mild) defense of the attribution made by Stobaeus: “"the
satirical nature of the verses does not seem out of keeping with the
remains of Hipponax," in Euterpe: An Anthology of Early Greek Lyric,
Elegiac, and Iambic Poetry (Amsterdam: Adolf M. Hakkert, 1970) 297.

237 interpret yovoukdg as a subjective genitive: *the days a woman most
enjoys...." -
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only the virgin, not her older, more experienced sister. The
pithiness of Hipponax’s epigram itself reflects the brevity
of a woman’s life: the subject of a woman‘s happiness does
not require more than two verses; and the interval between a
woman ‘s wedding and her funeral is invisible, blotted out as
ki and #koépn are elided in the middle of the second verse.
Hipponax thus ascribes to woman's own desire the moral
objective that is traditionally prescribed for her.

Helen's speech to Priam on the walls resonates with
comparable diction and feeling. Homer attributes to her the
view that death is (or would have been) “pleasant”: "If only
terrible death had pleased me (&g 8peiev Odvatdc pot &deiv xoncds)
when I followed your son here." Eloping and dving are
featured as the salient events in Helen’s life; she spends
the interval between elopement and death "melting in tears"
(“GAAL T& ¥’ ovK &yévovto: 10 xoi KAaiovoo tétnra” ) . According to her
own description, her life consists in marrying and dying.

I would like to turn now to Helen'’s second death-wish,
found in Iliad 6. At this juncture in the poem, Helen is in
her bedroom with Paris, and they are visited by Hector.
Helen speaks to Hector in words that the narrator describes
as (paradoxically in my opinion) “soothing”: pdforpetiixiot
(I1.6.343). Hector, by contrast, uses deliberately abrasive
language: he has come back to Troy fresh from the heat of
battle looking for Paris in order to rebuke him with “shaming
words” (veixesoev...aioxpolic énéeool, I1.6.325). Hector lectures

Paris, urging him to leave his bedroom and return to battle.
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Hector intends to agitate Paris; he is clearly agitated
himself, troubled with the concerns of a leader in a time of
great crisis.

Helen's language is represented as the opposite of
Hector's: hers is “soothing” where his is rousing (though her
speech may be read as sexually arousing; more on this below).
Hector's speech 1is also effective: he succeeds in moving
Paris to fight. Helen's speech, on the other hand, is
ineffectual: she fails to make Hector sit down with her.
Hector expresses the wish to save Trojan lives, while the
wish for her own death is the central topic in Helen's
speech. Finally, their speeches are stylistically dissimilar:
Hector's is direct, without digression (r1.6.326-31):

" Soupdvi’, o0 pév kohd xodov 16v8’ EvBeo Bupd.

Aol pév ¢BiviBovet nept mtéAv aind te Tely0g

papvépevol: oéo & eivex’ duti 1€ RTOAEROG TE

8otV 100° apELdEdne: ov &’ &v poyéooro kol FAA®,

Ov rivé mov pebiévra 18o1¢ oTuYEpod ToAéporo.

SAN &va, ph tdxo &oto Tupdg Sniow Bépntan. ®

"Strange man, it is not fair that you harbor this wrath

in your heart. The troops are dying in the struggle

around the city and the wall; because of you this city
is hemmed in by the clash of arms and the call to
battle. You too would fight with the soldier you spied
dodging his dreadful duty. So get up! before the city
is burned by the enemy fire.®
The style and content of Hector's speech reflect his
character: he is devoted to the city and does not waste words
when he is needed on the battlefield.
By contrast, Helen' speech wanders and lurches

discursively in the style familiar to us now from her speech

to Priam on the Trojan walls. She invites Hector to sit down;
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her invitation is caught, however, in a web of words
suggesting despair, regret, and self-hatred (I1.6.343-58):

tov &’ ‘EAévn pdborcr tpoondda peihiyio G-

" S&Sp éucio k:uvbg Koucounxéwou 6Kpuoéoo'ng,
dep’ Soel’ nuom 1) O1e pe mpdrov tsvce pAtp
mxsceou npocpeponoa KokT GvERO10

el¢c dpoc fi ag lcupa nolv(plowﬁolo BuAd&oone,
&vla pe xop’ omoepcs ndpog ta88 Epya yeveceou
adtdp énel 1dde ¥’ @Se 0801 KOKO ‘rslqmpocvro
av8pog sneu u)(psl.lov auswovog glvor GKoLTIG,
o¢ 1i6n véueoiv 1€ kol aioxea OAA’ ew@pmmv.
1001® 8 obT’ &p Vv gpéveg Eunedot 0T’ &p’ dricow
gocovtan: 1@ xot pv éncupriosctot 6lw.

AN’ &ye vV eloedBe kol €Ceo 1@’ éni Slgpow,
daep, énel o pdAiota ndvog epévag apeiBéfnkev
givex’ #ueio kovog kol "AdeydvSpov Evek’ &g,
olow émi Zevg Bfixe xaxdv pdpov, bg xai dnicow
avOpdnoict nehdped’ doidipot éocopévoiot. "

And so Helen addressed [Hector] with soothing words:
*Brother-in-law of Helen, the horrible, evil-minded dog,
if only on the very day when my mother gave me birth a
terrible wrenching windstorm had carried me off into a
mountain or a wave of the plangent sea, where the wave
would have washed me away before these deeds were done.
But since the gods have decreed these evil deeds, I wish
then that I had been the wife of a better man, one who
understood the concept of blame and the standards of
human shame. This man's wits are infirm, they will never
be reliable; and I think he will feel the consequences
of that. But come now, approach and be seated on this
chair, brother-in-law, especially since trouble has
gripped your heart because of the dog that I am and the
crime of Paris, on whom Zeus has set a wretched fate,
that we might be sung in men's songs in succeeding
generations."”

Helen's language is marked by pleonasm, repetition, and the
juxtaposition of opposites (birth/death; mountain/sea; blame
of Paris/praise of Hector). Her speech is also marked by
ring structure, framed by the assertions that she is a "dog,"

and that her fate was decided by the will of the gods. We
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will be returning to these two conspicuously placed
assertions shortly.

But for a moment I would like to survey some of the
responses to Helen's "soothing words, " starting with
Hector‘s. Hector refuses her invitation to sit down: “pfipe
k6&018°, “EAévn, ohéovod nep- od8é pemeiceig® ("Don't make me sit down,
Helen, although you are very dear; vou will not persuade me, *
I1.6.360). Like Priam before him, Hector ignores Helen’s
self-abusive language, turning his attention away from her
and toward battle instead.

The epithet pewllixiot is a problem; Helen’s words are
certainly not very *“soothing,” least of all with regard to
herself. Several critics try to justify the use of this word
“soothing” as a description of Helen’s clearly troubled
speech.??4 For example, Emily Vermeule emphasizes the merely
decorative aspect of Helen’'s death-wish, identifying it as "a
safe feminine wish, unlikely to be fulfilled.”25 Others
analyze Helen'’s suggestion that Hector sit and rest as
erotic, claiming that her offer contains "sexual

overtones...presented with delicacy";26 the chair that she

24p variant in mss. g replaces mpoondda pethixiowt with dueiBeto 8o yovioxkdv, a
formulaic phrase that would solve the apparent problem ra’sed by
application of the adjective "soft" to words that are hard on Helen.
25Emily Vermeule, Aspects of Death in Farly Greek Art and Poetry
(Berkeley: UC Press, 1979) 169.

26por "sexual overtones* see Marylin B. Arthur, "The Divided World of
Iliad VI, " Reflections of Women in Antiquity, ed. Helene P. Foley (NY:
Gordon and Breach, Science Publishers, 1981) 29. Foley supports her
interpretation with references to Iliad 3, where to *sit next to Paris*
has apparently sexual connotations (3.406, 424-26). But a passage in
Iliad 24 militates against reading sexual suggestion into all references
to "sitting together®*; this scene, in which Achilles invites Priam to
sit with him, clearly shares something with Helen's words to Hector:
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offers him is said to "embody the attractiveness of yielding
to feminine persuasion and turning away from heroism. *27
Helen's address to Hector has thus come to be regarded as a
specifically feminine, even an erotic discourse. I argue
that such interpretations fail to account for the presence of
familiar male poetic conventions in Helen'’s speech. These
conventions become clear when we compare Helen’s speech to
Hector with passages from Hesiod's Works and Days and
Theogony, and from Semonides' famous diatribe against women
(fr.7) .28

The major points of comparison between Helen’s speech
and these poems are what was identified a moment ago as its
frame: she calls herself a dog, and holds the gods
responsible for her fate. Both of these ideas are
prominently featured in Hesiod's and Semonides' accounts of
female nature.

If she had been destroyed on the day she was born, Helen
says, she would have had no part in tdde&pya, "these deeds"

(345-48) . She is aware that the gods control 1éddexoxd, "these

“GAN &ye O kat® &p’ Elev &mi Opdvov, Ehyea & Bumme/ &v Bupd xotaxeiclon ddoopev dyvopevoi
nep” ("But come now, sit upon the chair, and we will let the pain rest
in our heart, although we are grieving.," 24.522-23). What Helen and
Achilles each demonstrate by this gesture is their desire to offer
comfort and safety; each, I think, perceives that he or she incites a
kind of fear in their visitor: Achilles in Priam and Helen in Hector.
27 por “feminine persuasion and turning away from heroism, * see Jasper
Griffin, Homer on Life and Death (Oxford: Oxford UP, 1980) 6-7.
Griffin's reading may owe something to the opinion expounded by J.
Kakridis, that "It is the main poetic mission of a woman in the Iliad to
consciously exert this restraining power over men, trying to avert them
from doing their duty as they feel they should,* in *The Role of Woman
in the Iliad," Eranos 54 (1956) 24.

28por the interpretation of Semonides fr.7 as a polemical reading of
Hesiod's story of Pandora see Nicole Loraux, *Sur le race des femmes et
quelques-unes de ses tribus,* Arethusa 11 (1978) 43-87.
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evil deeds™ (349), but this knowledge does not keep her
either from blaming herself for being kakoufiyevog, "evilminded®
(344), or from regretting that she married a shameless and
foolish man (350-51). Thus, even though Helen recognizes the
role played by the gods, and by Zeus in particular, in
determining her ®unhappy fate®" (357), she associates the
world’s problems with her own existence, and imagines that
they would all be solved if she were dead. Similarly, in
Hesiod's Works and Days the creation of the first woman,
Pandora, marks the end of man's carefree existence and the
beginning of sorrow, suffering, and disease. Here too the
gods are said to have created woman with the potential for
evil deeds:; Zeus in particular aims to take vengeance on the
human race by creating woman (W&D 54-82). Even so, Pandora
herself is represented in the poem as the agent of evil when,
by taking the 1lid off the jar full of evils, "she invented
sorrow and misery for men," &vOpdrowctd’ fuficarto xideo Avypd (WeD
95) .

In the Theogony Hesiod offers a different version of
woman’s origins. The gods design the first woman as a KoAdv
KokOv, a "beautiful evil" (Theog.585); men thus embrace her,
seduced by her appearance. However passive beauty is, the
first woman is nevertheless blamed for reproducing more woman
like herself (Theog. 590-93):

éx 'rﬁg Yop yévog éotl yovauc('f)v Gn?umspdw)v,
tﬁg yocp oAov 0Tt ysvog Kol QOAQ yuvaucmv,

mum uey ot evmoun uet avdpdot vousmoucw
oVvAopévng eving o cOpgopol, AL kdpoto.
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For from her springs the race of women and womankind and

from her comes the deadly race and the tribes of women,

who dwell among mortal men as a great source of woe, a

burden in hard times, if not in prosperity.
Woman cause a man to suffer whether or not he marries,
according to Hesiod: if he takes a wife, he is made
miserable by constant toil to keep his wife fed. On the
other hand, the man who does not marry is unhappy in old age
because he has neither a wife nor children to care for him
and to inherit his possessions (Theog.594-612).

Semonides likewise associates Zeus's creation of women
with the ruin of men (fr.7.115-18):

Zede yop néniatov 1001 éroinoev xakdv

kot Oeopdv dpeénkev &ppnrtov tédne,

€ 0 1¢ T0Ug pév "Aidng 85éEato

yovoukog eivex’ appidnpiopévovg. 29

For Zeus put this immense evil and unbreakable shackle

around man's foot; and since that time, Hades has been

greeting the souls of the men who died fighting because

of a woman.
Throughout this poem Semonides abuses and blames women
categorically: they are sloppy., fickle, discbedient, lazy,
moody, whorish, vain, and ugly; he praises only one of the
ten types of women that he describes: this one is the wife
who produces respectable children and refuses to gossip with
other women about sex (90-91). The ideal woman restrains her
speech, and it is this quality that sets her above the rest.

In other words, most women are not a reward worth fighting or

dving for. Semonides would agree with Helen that men suffer

2%gemonides fr. 7 in Campbell (1982) 13-17.
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not on behalf of the ideal woman, but for an evil-minded
woman who is ultimately not a prize worth keeping.

This comparison highlights as conventional the complaint
that life on earth is filled with pain and toil. Hesiod and
Semonides each offers as an aetiology for the human condition
a description of the origins and nature of women: women are
designed by the gods to cause men to suffer. Helen, too,
offers an aetiology--not of universal suffering, but of
Hector's in particular: he must toil, she says, because of
her own evil nature, wicked mind, and shameful character.
Even if the gods made her the way she is, she nevertheless
blames herself in almost the same way that Hesiod and
Semonides blame woman categorically.

Another feature of Helen's speech that reminds us of a
convention in the misogynous poets is her use oif “dog” as a
term of abuse.3? In the opening words of her speech, Helen
addresses Hector as, "Brother-in-law of an evil-minded
terrible dog, me,” and later in the speech calls herself a
dog again: “because of me, dog that I am” ("eivex’ éuelo kovodg, "
6.356). 1In Iliad 3 she refers to herself as “dog-faced”:
"Sahp odT’ Epog Eoke xovomidog” (" [Agamemnon] was brother-in-law to

me the dog-faced," I11.3.180. See also 0d.4.145, where Helen

30Por other associations of dogs in ancient literature, see Saara Lilja,
Dogs in Ancient Greek Poetry (Helsinki: Societas Scientiarum Fennica,
1976), esp. pp.13-53 on dogs in archaic poetry, and pp.21-25 on "'Dog'
as a Term of Abuse" in Homeric poetry. Lilja attaches no special
importance to Helen's application of the abusive epithet “dog” to
herself; its significance, in fact, is de-emphasized by Lilja, in
agreement with the opinion of an earlier scholar, William D. Geddes,
that ®self-accusation never has intensity like the taunt of another"
(Lilja, 22n.32).
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tells Telemachos that the Achaeans went to Troy * éusilo xovamidog
givexa®) .

Both “dog” and “dog-faced~” appear frequently in the
Homeric poems as terms of abuse against the enemy: *"the only
metaphorical term of abuse in Homer that is derived from the
sphere of animals,® writes Saara Lilja.31 It applies to both
men and women. For instance, Achilles calls Agamemnon “dog-

faced” when Agamemnon threatens to take Briseis away from him

(I1.1.159). Elsewhere in his speech Achilles declares
Agamemnon “"shameless" (149, 158). ®Shameless dog®" is almost
formulaic: sent by Zeus, Iris scolds Athena: ‘'dAAd&ocdy’

aivotatn, xoov &deée, &1 tedv ye/ toApnoeig Atdg &vta teAdprov Eyxog delpon ®

(*You are the fearsomest indeed, vou shameless dog, if you
actually are going to dare to raise your giant spear against
Zeus," I1.8.423-24). Hera likewise chastises Artemis for
daring to fight with her betters: "nd¢8&cb vdv pépoveag, xdov &deée,
v’ éuelo/ otioesBon; * ("Now what makes you think, you shameless
dog, that you can stand up against me?" I11.21.481-82).
Artemis, Athena, and Agamemnon are all "dcgs" when they act
or speak too boldly, and when, by their fierce determination
to do exactly what pleases them, they evince total disrespect
for the standards of social order and propriety. The maid
Melantho is also a "dog" in the Odyssey specifically because
of the impudent speech she addresses to Odysseus in disguise;
he reviles her and threatens: "I will tell Telemachos what

you say, you dog, when he comes to chop you up limb by limb"

3lnilja (1976) 21.
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(0d.18.338-39. The other maids are alsc “dogs” at
0d.19.154,372, and Clytemnestra is *“dog-faced” at 0d4d.11.424).

Although in Homer “dog” applies to men and women,
Semonides of Amorgos, tracing the origins of women to various
animal species, writes that one type of woman comes from the
dog (fr.7.12-20):

My &’ &k KuvOg AtTovpydv, adToptitopa,

i méve’ &Koi')om, vt & eidévon OéAer,

v &6 namoavouca Kot n?»avc)usvn

M—:?mxev, fiv. Kol un&sv avBpdrav ¢ opa.

navoele & &v pv ot draidficag &viip,

008 =l xo?\.coesu; g€apdEerev Ao

oSov'tag 008’ av ua?\.lxmg uuesousvog,

o0d’ el ropd §ewoww m_levn 'roxn .
AN’ éumédmg dmprtov adoviy Exet.

Another type is born of the dog: a scamp, just like her
mother; she wants to hear it all, to know it all: she
puts her nose into everything, ranges all over with her
loud barking, even if she doesn't see anyone. Her
husband couldn't restrain her with threats, nor, if
irritated, with a rock well aimed at her teeth, nor with
cajoling words; neither does the company of strangers
keep her in check; but she incessantly keeps up that
useless yammering.

Again, “dog” connotes impudent speech and action. It is

shameless for a woman to be the hearing, knowing, or speaking

subject.

Pandora in Hesiod's Works and Days is also described as
dog-like. Zeus ordered Hermes to endow the first woman with
"a dog's mind and a thievish nature" (xOvedv e vdov kol éxixAonov
ﬁ@og, wW&D 67-68). Following Zeus' orders, Hermes is said to
put in Pandora's breast ye0ded 0’ aipvAiovg 1€ Adyoug xad éxixAomov fifoc
(W&D 78); apparently the phrase yedded 8’ aipvAiovgizAdyovg, "lies

and wily words, " is the equivalent of wxbveovvdov, *"a dog's
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mind". Like Hermes, but also like a dog, Pandora is by her
very nature a trickster.

If "dog" is a conventional term of abuse ir Homer, used
of men as well as women, is it unusual that Hesiod describes
Pandora as having a dog's mind, or that Semonides derives one
type of woman from the dog? If this were the only point of
contiguity among the three texts, it might not mean much that
Helen calls herself a dog. But this word is not, in fact,
the only element in her speech that overlaps with the
misogynistic poetry of Hesiod and Semonideg. Helen also
evokes their depictions of woman by associating her existence
with the beginning of the world's woes. Moreover, in her
conversation with Priam in Iliad 3, Helen expresses a view of
her own existence which, by highlighting only marriage and
death, and by speaking of death as potentially a “pleasure,”
coincides with a common view of the female condition
expressed in archaic poetry. All of this evidence strongly
suggests that the language Helen uses to abuse herself,
including her wishes for death, corresponds to the language
used by Hesiod, Semonides, and Hipponax to abuse women
categorically. Thus placed in its literary-historical
context, Helen’s self-abuse expresses misogynous beliefs
generally prevalent in archaic writing.

Helen's discourse is usually regarded as markedly
feminine, on account of its discursive style, "soothing"
quality, its alleged seductive aim, and apparent

ineffectiveness. But because it resembles language used by
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Hesiod, Semonides, and Hipponax to abuse women generally, I
argue against defining it as “female” or “feminine.” Helen is
invented as a female character, but her self-hatred, self-
blame, and wish to die are clearly related to male and
cultural prejudices against women.

Helen is the only character in the Iliad allowed to
voice this cultural prejudice, and thus it comes to be
expressed as self-hatred. However, Helen frequently mentions
something that is never actually evident in the poem: that
she is insulted and reviled by the Trojans. Again, Helen
herself expresses out loud what other characters (and figures
in the Iliad’s background) are evidently thinking and
feeling. When, for example, she notices her brothers Castor
and Polydeuces missing from battle, she tells Priam they must
be hiding in fear of the "many insults and reproaches"
directed at her ("oiloyeo de1d1d1eg kai dveideo TOAN’ & ot otiv, *
I1.3.242). We never hear such insults, but clezrly Helen
does. Later, when Helen resists Aphrodite's order to join
Paris in their bedroom, she argues that if she goes, "all the
Trojan women will later blame me": "Tpoaidép’ dnicow/ ndoat
popncovtol® (I1.3.411-12). Finally, in the closing scene of
the poem, Helen says that she has always been hated by her
Trojan family; she is forever insulted by everyone in the
palace, except Priam and Hector, and they all shiver when
they see her (Iliad 24.768-75):

"GAN el Tig pe xoi EANog évi peydpotoy évintor
daépav fi yaorbov fi elvatépov ednérAioy,
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1} Exvpri--Exvpdg 8& mathp &g firiog aist--,

aAAQ oV TOV ENEECOL TOPULOAILEVOG KOTEPUKEG,

ol T’ &YovoPposcUVT] KAl GOTg &YaVols NEEGTL.

1® 6€ 0’ dpo Khaim xodi Eu” Eppopov dyvopévn kiip-

ob yap tig ot £1° &AAog évi Tpoin edpein

1iriog 008¢ @ilog, mavteg 8¢ pe negpikooiy . ®

*But if someone else in the house scorned me, one of my

brothers-in-law or one of their well-dressed sisters or

wives, or my mother-in-law--how gentle was my father-in-
law always--you would hold them back and appease them
with your words, with your kindheartedness and your kind

words. Therefore, at the same time I weep for vou and I

grieve in my heart for mvy own wretched fate. For there

is not a soul left in all of wide Troy who is gentle or

friendly to me, but everyone shudders at me.®
Helen's revelation that everyone in Troy has alwavs hated and
feared her casts new light on what the Trojan elders said
about her on the walls in Iliad 3. The elders’ voices were
compared with the cicadas’. We said above that ‘the defining
feature of the cicadas' song is its constant presence in the
background. The analogy thus implies that the elders® fear
of Helen's appearance and their wish for her departure from
Troy are ever present in the background of the poem. This is
confirmed by Helen's statement that everyone in Troy fears
and hates her.

Helen wishes for her own death three times in the Iliad,
but the people of Troy seem to wish constantly for her
disappearance; the Iliad does not explicitly record their
hatred of Helen, only Helen’s hatred of herself. Helen’s
last wish for death is uttered, appropriately, kefore the
entire population of Troy as she laments the death of Hector
(I1.24.762-64):

““Extop, &ud Bopd doépav nodd ¢iltore névrav,
N pév por wéoig éotiv "AAéEavdpog Beoer1diic,
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S’ dyoye Tpoinvd’- g rpiv dpeAdov dAécBan. "

*Hector, far the dearest to my heart of all my brothers-

in-law, my husband is Paris of god-like beauty, who

brought me to Troy; if only I had died before.®
Every thought leads Helen somehow to wish for her own death.
Hector reminds her of his brother Paris, who, in turn,
reminds her of herself; and this, finally, reminds her that
she wishes she had died. Helen's death-wish is here in the
context of a lament, and lamentation is a feminine discourse
in the Iliad. One might therefore be tempted to associate
her death-wish with this specific form of feminine discourse.
And yet, as I have shown, Helen‘’s death-wish is ultimately
related to popular sentiment: Greek and Trojan sentiments
implicit in the poem, and sentiments that are commonly
expressed by the archaic poets.

Critics often disregard Helen’s claim that she is hated
and constantly insulted in Troy. Lacking clear evidence in
the poem to support her claim, they dismiss it. M.L. West
writes: "In spite of what [Helen] says about the Trojans
hating her, Homer shows her always in a harmoniocus énd
affectionate relationship with those about her. His Helen
is...the most marvellous, sincere, sweet-natured woman in
ancient literature" (emphasis mine) .32 This statement
suggests that Helen'’s appearance is more reliable and
ultimately more meaningful than what she says. Like Priam and
Hector, West does not respond directly to Helen’s wish for

death, and fails to see that the source for Helen'’s death-

32M.L. West, Immortal Helen: An Inaugural Lecture (London: University
of London, 1975) 3.
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wish is a popular prejudice against her in the Iliad. But
West’s failure to see this is merely symptomatic of the
larger critical inability to recognize that Helen’s death-
wish derives from a popular prejudice of a much larger scope,
an archaic prejudice against women categorically. I propose
that we acknowledge not only this immediate connection
between Helen‘’s self-abuse and the general misogyvny of
archaic Greek poetry, but also the larger relationship
between this misogyny and, ultimately, the entire literary

tradition of heroines who wish to die.



Part Two

BEuripides: The Rhetoric of Self-Sacrifice

In Part One it was seen that Helen’s death-wishes in the
Iliad give expression to the antipathy that the Greeks and
Trojans feel for her, and that her language closely resembles
the language used by archaic poets in their poirtedly
misogynous texts. I argued that the heroine's own voice thus
serves as a conduit for the cultural prejudice against women.
Because it is her voice, and because she expresses, above
all, self-contempt and the wish for death, I argued that the
Iliad forges a link between this "rhetoric of self-
destruction® and women themselves. In this way the Homeric
depiction of Helen establishes at the root of western
literature the association between self-destruction and the
feminine.

Turning now to the plays of Euripides, we find in his
depiction of self-sacrificing heroines several variations of
the paradigm established by Homer’s Helen. Like Homer,
Euripides represents the heroines' voices being used as
instruments of other people's feelings: as his heroines adapt
their discourse to the discourse and the desire of male
characters, the female wish for death emerges as a

construction of male desire. In this chapter we will consider

37
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the rhetoric of self-sacrifice in four plays, Alcestis,
Heraclidae, Hecuba, and Iphigenia at Aulis. Each play
features a heroine who, by endorsing her own death, complies
with the wishes of principal male characters.

Euripides complicates the phenomenon of the female
death-wish by adding a specific, somewhat unexpected male
response: the heroine's self-sacrifice not only fulfils a
male fantasy, but also serves to awaken erotic desire among
the male characters in the play. Though not apparent in
every play here discussed, eroticization of the willing
female victim occurs as a major variation on the theme of
female self-sacrifice, most notably in the Hecuba and
Iphigenia at Aulis. If, in the other plays, the dying
heroine is not explicitly eroticized, she is at least
valorized in a way that implies a desire to have more women
like her. Alcestis, for example, is idealized in the text in
which she offers to die for her husband.

Critics have recently begun to examine the similar
tendency among readers of Buripides to idealize the heroines
in his plays of self-sacrifice. Until recently, Euripides'
self-sacrificing heroines were routinely celebrated as well-
drawn representations of feminine virtue. A. W. Schlegel,
for example, marveled that "the first half [of the Hecubal]
possesses great beauties of the kind in which Euripides is
chiefly successful: pictures of tender youth, female

innocence, and noble resignation to an early and violent
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death."l Even as late as 1990 this school of interpretation
still has its followers. Jennifer March, in "Euripides the
Misogynist?" argues that "one could pick out some of
Euripides' fine women, his noble, courageous, self-
sacrificing women, and say that no man who puts such women on
the stage could possibly be a misogynist.®? March adduces as
further proof that Buripides was not a misogynist his ®"acute
knowledge and understanding of female psychology.*3 This
popular critical opinion--that Euripides' self-sacrificing
heroines are "successful® and insightful portraits of good
women--implies that feminine virtue consists in women's self-
sacrificing or masochistic impulses.

But in my analysis of the plays, I will argue that the
offer of self-sacrifice should not be interpreted as a sign
of goodness or nobility. This may be the interpretation
advanced by certain characters in the play, but the texts
themselves invite us, the readers outside the play, to see
the heroine’s wish or willingness to die in a different
light. Thus I will argue that the self-sacrificing heroine in
Euripides does not suggest the greatness of women who are

willing to die; rather, Euripides employs the self-

laugust Wilhelm Schlegel, A Course of Lectures on Dramatic Art and
Literature (1809), tr. John Black (Philadelphia: Hogan and Thompson,
1833) 99-100.

2Jennifer March, “Euripides the Misogynist?* in Euripides, Women, and
Sexuality, Anton Powell, ed. (London and NY: Routledge, 1590) 33.
3ibid. Euripides' “"knowledge and understanding of female psychology,”
adds March, "is demonstrated throughout the whole corpus of [his] works,
and it does, of course, suggest (though not prove) that Euripides had a
strong svmpathy with the female sex" (64 n.7).
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sacrificing heroine to underscore a problem in Greek culture:

the male desire for, and reliance on, female self-sacrifice.

Alcestis

The Alcestis was produced in the year 438 B.C.E., seventeen
yvears after Euripides first competed in the dramatic
festivals at Athens. For modern readers, though, this play
marks in effect the start of Euripides' career, since it is
the earliest of his tragedies that have come down to us from
antiquity.4 From my own perspective, the Alcestis is primary
because it is the play in which Euripides first introduces
the theme of female self-sacrifice. By offering to die in
place of her husband Admetus, Alcestis anticipates the scenes
of female self-sacrifice that are a feature of subsequent
plays, including the Heraclidae (430 B.C.E.), Hecuba (424),
and Iphigenia at Aulis (405).

Although the Alcestis has always been a favorite play

among scholars and poets,>5 it is often excluded from critical

4scholars who consider the Rhesus a genuine work of Euripides usually
place it earlier than the Alcestis. See, for instance, Anne Pippin
Burnett, "Rhesus: Are Smiles Allowed?" in Directions in Euripidean
Criticism, ed. Peter Burian (Durham: Duke UP, 1985) 13-51, and for
further bibliography, 177-188.

S5ror a summary of the major scholarly interpretations, see Michael
Lloyd, “Euripides*' Alcestis,* G&R 32 no.2 (1985) 119-31, esp. 119-20.
The abundance of proposed interpretations of the play may be attributed
to the curious mixture of tragic and satyric elements in it; for this
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discussions devoted specifically to the theme of human
sacrifice in Euripides. It is, for instance, neélected in
E.A.M.E. O'Connor-Visser's book, Aspects of Human Sacrifice
in the Tragedies of Euripides, the scope of which is the
group of plays in which human sacrifice both "has been
instigated by a superhuman demand" and "serve[s] some
communal purpose.® What sets Alcestis apart from the self-
sacrificing heroines (and the hero, Menoeceus) studied by
O'Connor-Visser is that she "accept[s] death for purely
personal reasons."® This distinction is traditional: the
theme of self-sacrifice in Euripides has long been treated as
part of a larger story-pattern involving civic structures or
religious rituals.? In this view, the death of Alcestis is

anomalous because of its domestic and secular nature.®8

view, see Richard K. Garner, "Death and Victory in Euripides' Alcestis,"
CA 7 (1988) 58-59. Well-known poetic works based on Euripides' Alcestis
are William Morris' The Earthly Paradise (1868-70); Robert Browning's
Balaustion's Adventure (1871); T.S. Eliot's verse play The Cocktail
Party (first performed in 1949); and Thornton Wilder'’s Alcestiad (1955).
6E.A.M.E. O'Connor-Visser, Aspects of Human Sacrifice in the Tragedies
of Euripides (Amsterdam: B.R. Gruner, 1987) 1-2. The plays which
O'Connor-Visser selects for study are Heraclidae, Hecuba, Erechtheus,
Phoenissae, and IA.

TThe most recent discussions of this sort include Helene foley, Ritual
Irony: Poetry and Sacrifice Iin Euripides (Ithaca: Cornell UP, 1985);
Claire Nancy, °@dppaxovcoetnpiag: Le mécanisme du sacrifice humain chez
Euripide, " Thédtre et spectacle dans 1'antiquité (Leiden, 1983);

Philip Vellacott, Ironic Drama (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1975), pp.
178-205, "Sacrifice for Victory." For an excellent summary of the major
twentieth~century studies of human sacrifice in Euripides, see O'Connor-
Visser (1987) 5-17.

8The distinction between Alcestis and other characters in Euripides who
sacrifice themselves is developed by Lloyd (1985) 121-25. For a view
emphasizing the similarities among the sacrifice plays of all three
Greek tragedians, including Euripides' Alcestis, see Anne Pippin
Burnett, Catastrophe Survived: Euripides'’ Plays of Mixed Reversal
(Oxford: Oxford UP, 1971) 26-28.
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But I will be arguing that the Alcestis is the first of
several Euripidean plays which feature the rhetoric of female
self-destruction or self-sacrifice. I am interested less in
the civic and religious aspects of self-sacrifice, which have
been the traditional focus of study, and more in Euripides®

portrayal of the causes and effects of female self-sacrifice.

Unlike Euripides' other plays of female self-sacrifice,
the Alcestis does not contain a scene in which the heroine
reaches the decision to be sacrificed. Instead, the prologue
launches the audience in medias res: Apollo informs us that
Alcestis, at an unspecified time in the past, agreed to die
for her husband (17-18), and that today is the day appointed
for her death (24-27). Scholarship has yet, I think, to find
a satisfactory explanation for why Euripides presents
Alcestis' offer to die as an event anterior to the play's
opening action.® A.M. Dale suggests: "In choosing to relegate
the appeal, and Alcestis' response, to the antecedent
incidents, Euripides has sacrificed the portrayal of her

supreme moment of heroism."1? Scholars typically claim that

91 agree with Lloyd (1985) that this is *"[o]lne of the most important
features of Euripides' treatment of the story" (120). But Lloyd later
argues that the play's principal intent is ®"an examination of how a man
who has already accepted the sacrifice of his wife's life to save his
own is to behave®" (129). The focus of the play is indeed Admetus®
behavior following his wife's offer to die and then after her actual
death; I do not think, however, that Euripides intends Admetus to be
seen as a model for how a man in such a situation is supposed to behave.
My view is developed below.

10A.M. Dale, ed., Euripides: "Alcestis" (Oxford: Oxford UP, 1954) xvi.
The use of the word "sacrificed® is curious. It implies tunat Euripides
originally wanted to write such a scene, or that a scene iike this was
an indispensible part of the Alcestis legend. But the only known
source for the legend before Euripides is Phrvnichus®' Alcestis, the one




43

Alcestis' offer to die was "heroic® or "admirable," without
grounding their claims in the text of the play.ll! By treating
the offer as an "antecedent incident,*® Euripides seems to me
to suggest that it might not have been an act of "supreme
heroism." Can we be sure that Alcestis was not forced into
accepting death? 2And if she had been forced to die for her
husband, would she still be considered heroic?

I would argue that by not dramatizing Alcestis' offer to
die, Euripides pushes it into the background and asks us to
consider it obliquely. We consequently base our opinion of
her offer to die not on what she actually said at the time,
but rather on what is said about it by various characters in
the play, including Apollo, Admetus, the chorus, the slave
woman, and finally Alcestis herself. Society's response to
her offer to die is thus the primary focus of the play.

The manner in which Alcestis' offer is first presented
at once creates the impression that Alcestis is, from the
point of view of Apollo at least, a secondary figure next to

her husband Admetus.l2 Her offer to die, when Apollo first

~

extant line of which fails even to mention Alcestis; on this see D.J.
Conacher, Furipides: "Alcestis" (Wiltshire: Aris and Phillips, 1988)
31. Euripides' treatment of the Alcestis legend is evidently, in this
respect, original; for discussion and bibliography see Eva M. Thury,
“Buripides' Alcestis and the Athenian Generation Gap," Arethusa 21
(1988) 198.

1lrhus M. Dyson, *Alcestis' Children and the Character of Admetus,* JHS
108 (1988) 13: *I shall take more or less for granted a view of which
the main peoints are as follows: Alcestis loves Admetus and is wholly
admirable....® But one cannot simply take a character‘s hercism for
granted, a Euripidean character especially. One needs to argue for the
view that he or she is presented as a hero; see, e.g., Garner (1988).
121 agree with Charles Rowan Beye in “Alcestis and Her Critics,* GRBS 2
(1959) 122, that one effect of "limit{ing] the dramatic action to the
day of [Alcestis'] death,® is that it ®strengthens definitely the
position of Admetus....* However, I would add that it is from Apollo's
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mentions it in the prologue of the play, appears a minor
event compared to the difficulties experienced by Admetus in
trying to find someone to die for him (15-18):

névtog & Eléy §ag Ko 81s§slﬂmv pikoug,

natspa vepoudv 87 1 c(p sum'e untépa,

oVx TUpe n?unv yuvomcog ocmg neekev

Bavav mpd keivov unxét’ sicopav @dog.

After testing and reviewing all his dear ones, his

father and the aged mother who bore him, he did not find

anyone who was willing to die for him and to see the

light of day no longer, except his wife.l3
Apollo emphasizes Admetus' failure to find someone willing to
die for him, and adds the phrase "except his wife" almost
parenthetically, !4 because he is far less concerned with
Alcestis than he is with Admetus, his excellent host. 2apollo
returns the favor of hospitality by enabling Admetus to evade
death. At the end of the play, Admetus is again rewarded for
his hospitality with the gift of 1life; only this time it is
Alcestis who is brought back from the dead by Heracles. Yes,

her restoration is her husband's reward, not her own.l1l® The

point of view that Admetus' position is strengthened, and not
necessarily Euripides'.

13passages from the Alcestis are quoted from J. Diggle, ed., Euripidis
Fabulae, vol.l (Oxford: Oxford UP, 1984, repr. 1991). Unless otherwise
noted all translations are my own.

l4yerse 16 was deleted by Dindorf, who felt that it was an inadequate
apposition to the phrase in the line previous, ndviogeilovg. Diggle
subsequently places the line within square brackets. Dale, adducing
Alcestis as the third ¢ilog, restores the line (*nil mutandum, " ad 16-
17). Following Dale's text, I propose to read verse 16 as another
parenthesis: Apollo exaggerates his friend Admetus' exhaustive search
(line 15), but downplays the fact that the people Admetus actually
approached were only his own parents (16) and wife (17).

15Garner (1588) suggests that Alcestis' return is presented in terms of
an Olympic victory for Admetus.
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focus remains, throughout the play, on Admetus and his
special relationship with the gods.16

The offhand tone of Apollo's reference to Alcestis'
offer to die suggests that he is not alone in regarding her
husband Admetus of greater importance. By first presenting
Alcestis’ voice in indirect speech, Euripides raises the
possibility that her words are controlled and edited by male
"interpreters"” on stage. The actual voice of Alcestis is
heard in only one scene in the play. She is otherwise
silent, while other characters speak either to her or about
her. The chorus in fact mentions, after Alcestis dies on
stage, that she will be talked of throughout the Greek world
{453-54). The oral tradition thus will replace the living
Alcestis, subjecting her words to still further editing,
interpretation, and, Euripides suggests, the possibility of
misinterpretation.

Admetus equates his wife’s offer to die with the will to
die, but I argue that Alcestis' own words suggest the
opposite: that she does not actually want to die, but accepts
death under compulsion. In what follows, I will compare what
Alcestis says with what i1s said or implied about her; close
attention will be paid to her style of speaking and to
Admetus® role in influencing or changing her words. I will

argue that our reading of Alcestis' offer to die should be

lécharles Segal aptly observes in “Euripides' Alcestis: Female Death
and Male Tears,* CA 11 no.l (1992) 155: *{t]lhe play is called Alcestis,
but the real center is Admetus, and the real concern,® he adds, "is male
rather than female experience.®
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based on what she says about life and death, but that our
analysis of her voice is problematized by her husband's
deliberate efforts to obstruct her words and finally to

suppress the very fact of her death.l?

Alcestis may speak in only one scene in the play, but in
that scene her voice strikes two distinct chords. Just
before she dies she sings a monody in which she describes her
vision of death (244-72); at the end of this song, she
pronounces herself dead and bids her children farewell (270-
72). She seems to have spoken her final words. But
immediately she revives and makes another long speech, a
plainly spoken address in iambic trimeter to Admetus (280-
325) . The sudden change, after her apparent death, from the
lyric mode to the iambic, is a problem debated Ly many
scholars.

Dale suggests that the two passages, though different in
form, are consistent in content. Tragic convention, Dale
argues, allows a single experience to be expressed in two
forms:

There are many scenes where a situation is realized

first in its lyric, then in its iambic aspect--that is

to say, first emotionally, then in its reasoned form.

Where the latter appears as a development of the former,
picking up and expounding for rhetorical conviction what

17cf. Rosemary M. Nielsen, *Alcestis: A Paradox in Dyving,* Ramus 5 no.2
(1976) 94: *“Suppression of the truth is one of the trademarks of this
Play:; the truth comes out only for personal advantage or under extreme
provocation.*"
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passion had left only half-articulate...we accept the
sequence as natural.l®

This approach would certainly facilitate interpretation. If
Alcestis' iambic speech were a translation of the previous
moment's vision, then the monody would be less bewildering,
less mystical, less lyrical, as it were. The critic would
thus be relieved of the task of explaining the lyric
utterance (which was "only half-articulate® to begin with),
relying on Alcestis herself for exegesis.

Justina Gregory disagrees with Dale and offers a
different solution to the problem: *®[Alcestis'] change of
mood violates at once emotional and chronological
probability," writes Gregory, "and the discontir.uity cannot
be entirely attributed to the antinaturalistic conventions of
Greek theater." According to Gregory, then, ®*[t]lhe dual
death scene reinforces the play‘'s thematic motifs,® which in
her interpretation is "the confusion of categories that
follows upon Apollo's bargain with the Fates."19

I agree with Gregory that the alternating modes of
Alcestis' speech are significant.?? Her monody contrasts
sharply not only with her own later iambics, but also with

her husband’s interruptions, which are also in iambics.

18pale (1954) ad 280. Dale's view is supported by Thomas G. Rosenmeyer,
*Alcestis: Character and Death, " in The Masks of Tragedy (Austin, TX: U
of Texas Press, 1963) 225: *“[the lyric and iambic speeches] are not to
be understood as following one another in empirical sequence. They
present two sides of one and the same experience which, because of the
exigencies of literary formulation, have to be developed independently."
19Justina Gregory, Euripides and the Instruction of the Athenians (Ann
Arbor, MI: The University of Michigan Press, 1991) 32.

20The contrast is also appreciated by Segal (1992) 143, who suggests
that the variations in Alcestis' voice are used to illustrate *[t]jhe
process of coming to terms with death.*
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Alcestis' monody is not simply an outburst of passion, I
think, nor is the iambic speech that follows merely a gloss
on it. The analysis which reads this scene as an example of
reason opposing passion, fails to account for the more subtle
differences between the two passages.

In the monody, Alcestis addresses the sun, daylight,
clouds, earth, roof, and bridal chambers (244-47); later in
the song she converses with Charon, the ferrymaﬁ of the dead
(253), and with "winged Hades" (262). Admetus and the chorus
are present, but Alcestis seems not to see them, nor does she
hear Admetus speaking to her.

The way in which Alcestis excludes Admetus at this
juncture is worth close examination. He keeps trying to
change the subject of her song from her suffering to his,
while Alcestis consistently ignores him. He recontextualizes
her words by picking up one that she has just spoken, and
turning it into a complete sentence which gives the word a
meaning entirely different from the one she originally gave
it (244-47):

AL, "Ale kol @dog Guépog,

odpaviai te 81-
va veédag dpopoaiov.
AS. 0pQ ot xduE, 800 KoKdg TERPUYOTOC,
003ev Oeobg Spdoaviag évO’ &rov Bavii .

Al. O Sun and light of day and heavenly whirls of

running cloud!

Ad. It sees you and me, two unfortunate people who have

done nothing to the gods for which you should die.

Admetus takes Alcestis® invocation of the sun as an

opportunity to draw attention to himself. Thouch he borrows
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the word "sun® from Alcestis, we note that he does not adopt
the lyric mode, speaking instead in iambic trimeter, the mode
of ordinary language.?l This suggests that a more fundamental
distinction exists between him and Alcestis.22 By representing
Admetus' language in the plain style, and Alcestis'®' in an
elevated mode, Euripides may indicate a lack of genuine
sympathy between husband and wife.23

It is clear from this song that Alcestis is having a
private vision: she sees Death coming for her, and looks at
the sun in a unique way, since she is seeing it for the last
time. Admetus sees the sun differently, for he is not about
to lose sight of it forever. The solipsism of his wife's
vision obviously disturbs him, though, and he tries to
normalize her peculiar vision. She cries, "O sun!®" like one
about to be severed from the world; but Admetus rewrites her
exclamation into a statement about a sun which sees them

living and suffering together. By recontextualizing Alcestis’

2laristotle Poetics 144%a24-27: “For the iambic is the most speakable
of meters; proof of this is that we speak mostly iambics in
conversation with each other, rarely hexameters....”

22Noted also by Conacher (1988) ad 244-79: “The contrast between
Alcestis' lyric verses and Admetus' spoken and then chanted ones serves
to emphasize the psychic distance which, for all Admetus' attempts to
bridge it, continues throughout Alcestis' monody."

23By contrast, the sympathy between two characters is heightened when
they address each other in lyric song. The example of this that will be
discussed below is the song divided between Hecuba and Polyxena at Hec.
177-215. Singing with her mother, Polyxena reveals that she is
terrified and reluctant to die; but in dialogue later with Odysseus,
she calmly explains that she is willing to be sacrificed (342-78). These
passages deserve comparison. In both plays, I think, Euripides uses the
lyric mode to show that, if Alcestis and Polyxena were not under
constraint, they would be unwilling to die. Meanwhile, their willingness
to die is expressed in iambic trimeter, a confining verse form; this
serves as a reminder that the *willing® wvictim is actually urged by
necessity.
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expression, Admetus censors not her words but her meaning.
All of this is done without explicitly contradicting her, but
by undermining the words from inside. In this case, it is
not enough to say that Admetus *“has the last word~”; he takes
it.

Admetus intrudes a second time into Alcestis' song.
As she feels Death’s grasp, she cries cut, "What a journey I
am utterly doomed to begin!® (olav 0d0v & dei-/Aaiotata npofaive,
263) . To 080v Admetus attaches a statement of his own:
*...grievous to your friends, to me and your children
especially, since we share this pain®" (olktpév piioiow, £k 8E TdV
péArot 2poi/ kai manciv, oig O névlog év kowd 168e, 264-65). Speaking
again as if his addition (or edition) completed her thought,
Admetus emphasizes his own anguish; the children may share
it with him, he says, but the juxtaposition of pdAisr' and
éuot, with the elision, may serve to underline époti.

Alcestis, however, pays no attention to Admetus, pitying
the children instead (270-72):

1§Kga,1§5v’,oﬁk§xa§h

OUKETL HOLTTP SOPV ECTIV.

XOUPOVIESG, O Tékva, TO8E pGog Op@TOV .

Children, o children, no longer, no longer is your

mother alive! Farewell, o children, long may you enjoy

this daylight.
Thus the song ends, an uninterrupted expression of pain and
sadness. If we ask ourselves at this point whether Alcestis

is a heroine bravely embracing death, the answer, I think,
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would be negative.?4 In fact, she protests against Death:
"What are you doing? Let go!" (tipé€eig; &gsg, 263). Admetus
tries to diffuse her meaning and detract attention away from
her suffering, because her song testifies to her
unwillingness to die. The monody does not show Alcestis in a
particularly irrational state; she is not mad as, say,
Orestes is in Orestes, Heracles in Heracles Furens, Or
Cassandra in Agamemnon and Trojan Women. But she is
emotionally and verbally beyond the reach of Admetus; she may
be intellectually resigned to die for him, but in other ways
she is fighting him, just as she fights Death.

By contrast, Alcestis addresses Admetus in the following
speech in a controlled mode. The form of her speech is now
iambic trimeter, the sentences are complete, and in this
speech, addressed to Admetus directly (280), Alcestis appears
resigned to die. It is significant, I think, that the lyric
utterance excludes Admetus, while that which is spoken in
ordinary meter appeals specifically to him.

In the previous song, Alcestis spoke in an idiosyncratic
style (seen by us as lyric) to describe the apparitions that
only she could see. What follows is ordinary in form and
content. Alcestis argues that Admetus must not remarry, a

favor which she says he owes to her not because of their love

24But there is reluctance on the part of some scholars to pursue the
question at this point in the play. ®“It is true,* observes Lloyd (1985)
121, *that Alcestis seems less enthusiastic than Buripides® other self-
sacrificing characters...,® but the matter is left there.
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for each other, but because it is fair (8ikona), and because
they both love the children (299-303):

£lEv: o0 VOV ot TdVS’ drdpymoat xdowv-

aithoopar yép ¢’ &Eiav pév obrote

(yoxfic Yop 008év éott THpIddTEpOV)

dicono §°, dg pficeig 60 10063 Yap PrAsic

oby iooov i *yo naidag, sinep €0 Qpovelg.

Very well. Keep in mind the favor you owe me in return.

For what I will ask you (though it will never pay me

back; since nothing is more valuable than life) is fair,

as you will agree yourself. For vou love these children

no less than I do, if you are right-minded.
Alcestis' resignation is implicit in the dismissive tone of
eiev, "very well.®" Her resigned state is moreover apparent in
the distinction drawn between &&la and dixona: she accepts the
fact that she loses more than she gets, and is reconciled to
asking for the type of favor that even her husband will agree
is fair. In other words, she is conforming to socially
accepted standards of ®"fairness," suppressing her genuine
desire to live (which does not mean the desire is not there),
and considering the future needs of her children. As her
lyric voice was associated with resistance to both death and
Admetus, so her iambic voice is used to express the fact that
she is nevertheless resigned to both of them, death and
Admetus.

I would contrast Alcestis' submission to accepted
notions of "fairness" with Pheres' repudiation of those

notions. Everyone in the play disapproves of Pheres (as do

several critics) because of his refusal, against all social



53

expectations, to die for his son.25 Pheres tries to reason
with Admetus: "You enjoy seeing the light; do you think
your father does not enjoy it?* (yaipelgdpdv @ag: motépa 8 od
xoipetv dokelg; 691) . It is clear that Pheres and Alcestis derive
their definitions of what is right very differently. Pheres
argues that reason does not require him to die in his son's
place; his conclusion is based on the evidence of personal
experience: "if you love your life, everyone else loves
theirs" (703-04). Meanwhile Alcestis claims that it was wrong
for Pheres and his wife to refuse their son's regquest; her
conclusion is based on the argument that at their age it is
koAGv for them to die: *They had reached the time of life
when it is both proper for them to die, and proper to save
their son and die with a good reputation®™ (291-92).

What Pheres wants and what he thinks is right are in
agreement: he wants to live, that is, and beliéves that it
is right for him not to die for his son. But what Alcestis
wants is in conflict with what she thinks is right: 1like
Pheres, she does not want to die; this much was apparent in
her monody, sung without constraint and without regard for

either Admetus or public opinion. Yet she truly believes

25gee Conacher (1988) ad 734-38: *"No one likes Pheres*®; and Dyson
(1988) 21: *Pheres is unheroic and self-centred,* though "not all bad.*
My reading of Pheres is compatible with Beye's (1959). According to
Beye, Pheres is "a practical man®"; his ®"realistic discussion has forced
a measure of rationality on the son,* Beye writes, and *[t]he cocl and
z=mpzoad-tone of his speech in part dispels the heavy emovion that has
been earlier accumulating® (119). Beye concludes, "In a stituation
peopled essentially with shabby characters, Pheres hardly seems
conspicuously evil® (121). For Beye's strong critical look at the
scholars who "feel contempt for Pheres,*® see 120 n.15.
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that she must die. "Admetus,"™ she says, "vyou see the
situation I am in," referring to the fact that she is dying
(*Adpne’, bpag youp tépd mpdryno® dog #xer, 280) . It was possible for
her to live, she adds (moapdv porpm Baveiv,284). "But,® she
continues, "some god made events come out this way® (&AAdtadta
utv/ Oedv tig Eénpaev BB’ obtog Exetv, 297-98) . Alcestis here
acknowledges that her death is compelled by necessity, by
*some god." But this circumstance is ignored by her husband,
the very person who asked her to die, and whe now pretends
that Alcestis chose to die of her own free will. In the last
moments of Alcestis' life he begs her, "Lift your face!
Don't leave your children!® (&pBovnpdcunov, puf Alnng naidag célev,
388) .25 Alcestis underscores for the last time, It is not
because I want to (ob 810’ &xodody', 389).

The opening of the play may not explain the exact
circumstances surrounding Alcestis® offer to die, but her
dying words give us reason to believe that her willingness to
die was in some sense coerced.?’ This is an uncomfortable
interpretation because it implies forced consent, a

paradoxical notion. How are we to judge an act that is

26ps Lloyd (1985) 125, observes, throughout the play Adme-~us "uses the
standard language of lament.* But Lloyd defends Admetus' use of
conventional language ("how else is he to react?® Lloyd asks). I would
argue that Admetus loses the right to mourn his wife in the normal
fashion by asking her to die for him. His "conventional® response to
Alcestis can only sound reproachful and painfully inappropriate. Cf.
Nielsen (1976) 95: "It is unrealistic to expect anything but
insensitive behavior. There is no time for modesty or polite euphemism
when the alternatives of life and dcath must be weighed out in plain
sight of all.*

27plcestis' death was *fraudulently manipulated,® writes Nielsen (1876)
93. To be sure, the tone of the play is set in the prologue, where
Apollo openly owns up to his sly manipulation of the Fates (12).
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motivated by such conflicting impulses? Do we admire
Alcestis because she is williing to die, or pity her because
she is forced to? Either way it seems impossible to idealize
her without qualification, as Justina Gregory observes:
Just as Alcestis is perceived simultaneously as alive
and dead, so her act is adjudged simultaneously
voluntary and involuntary, and this double vision has
the effect of robbing Alcestis of her unique glory. If
making a virtue of necessity enhances many a sacrificial
hercine (Polyxena in the Hecuba, for instance), making a
necessity of virtue can only have the opposite effect.2?8
Yet with only one exception, every character in the play
does in fact idealize Alcestis without reservation. Her one
detractor is, predictably, Pheres. He alone sees Alcestis
with a "double vision, " which means that he does not believe
that she is exclusively good. When Pheres comes to visit his
son after Alcestis' funeral, he at first repeats the
platitudes that were already voiced by the chorus: Alcestis
was "good" and "chaste" (615), he says, and her corpse is
“worthy of honor” (619). But Admetus repudiates his father's
conciliatory gestures and begins to insult him. Rising to
his own defense, Pheres uncovers his true opinion of
Alcestis: she was, he admits, "not shameless, " obxd&vodig;
but, Pheres adds, Admetus took advantage of the fact that
Alcestis also was "foolish," &¢pav (118’ odk dvondfg: v’ endpeg

&opova, 728) .2°

28gregory (1991) 30.

29an interesting reading of Pheres' speech is found in Niclsen (1976)
98. The agon between Pheres and Admetus is studied in terws of Greek law
and customs in Thury (1888) 187-214.
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This bald statement is yet another reason for Pheres'
unpopularity both in the play and among scholars.30 aAs I
mentioned before, everyone but Pheres glamorizes Alcestis as
the ideal woman. The phrase most often used in the play to
describe her is yuovijidpiom, “"best woman® or "best wife.® Even
before she is dead, the chorus of old men from Pherae affirm
that she is "by far the best woman under the sun® (yovi1 d&plom
TV v’ Al paxpd, 151). The slave woman who serves Alcestis
agrees rather impatiently, "Of course she is the best. Who
will deny it?" (mdgd’ ok &pictn; tig 8’ évavtidcsetor; 152). Alcestis
herself tells Admetus to boast that he had the best wife, and
the children that they had the best mother {(xaiooipév, ot/
yovaik’ dpiomv ot kopndoon AaBelv./ duiv 8¢, noidec, pntpde dxnepuxévon, 323-
25). On what, though, does Alcestis base her opinion of
herself? It seems never to occur to the other characters,
but she might in fact pride herself not only on her
willingness to do what her husband asks of her, but also on
her record as a wife and mother even before she was asked to
die.

One consequence of associating Alcestis’ excellence
exclusively with her offer to die is the definition of female

excellence that this implies.3! Alcestis appears to set a

30geye (1959) 120-21, suggests that beneath the scholarly criticism
written against Pheres “lurks the rigorous denial of any adverse
criticism of Alcestis or her death which would upset the common
conception of the play and her position therein.®

3lThe distinction between male and female excellence is implicit in the
structure of the play: Admetus' virtue is shown by his hospitality to
gods and heroes, Alcestis' by her consent to die for her husband. A
further distinctien is suggested by Garner (1988} 65; Euripides may
implicitly associate Alcestis with Hector in the Iliad, writes Garner,
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precedent in her society. The slave woman, for one,
concludes from the experience that a wife shows her respect
for her husband by sacrificing herself to him: "How could
anyone better show honor toward her husband," she asks, "than
by dying willingly for him?® (xdgd’ &v udAdov &vdeifoitd tic/ mdowv
rwpotindo’ 1 0éhovs’ drnepBaveilv; 154-55) .32 Alcestis moreover
becomes for the chorus the standard by which to measure all
women and, ultimately, to find fault with them. The
idealization of Alcestis thus leads to the condemnation of
all women (or wives) who do not sacrifice themselves for
their husbands. The chorus wish for a wife like Alcestis, and
implicitly scorn women who are unlike her (472-75):

Tolor0TaG £iN pot KOpoat )

ovvdvadog grhiog GAdxov: 10 Y&p

év 161 ondviov puépog- 1 y&p av

gpory’ &Avrog 81 ai-

@vog &v Evvein.

I hope to find such a married love. For this is a rare

lot in life; I do surely hope to be with a woman who

gives no pain as long as she is alive.
One could imagine that Semonides of Amorgos cherished a
comparable wish, but he was one poet speaking in the voice of
one man. The chorus, however, are characters in a tragedy,
and this means that what they say cannot be dismissed as a

poetic commonplace. Their wish, though traditional in Greek

poetry, is here situated in the context of a society. The

but the association "points to suggestive differences between man and
woman": Hector wins fame by killing a man (I1.7.84-91), Alcestis by
dying for one.

32cf. Nielsen (1976) 96: “Prior to the queen's entrance, we learn from
the handmaid how fundamentally Alcestis has revolutionized the
obligations required of a wife.®
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men represent not the opinion of just one individual, but of
a collective group.

What does Euripides think about this response? Is there
anything wrong with men idealizing one type of woman--the
type of woman who would die for her husband? Well, Euripides
seems to say, the obvious problem with this attitude is that
the woman so idealized is dead, either literally dead, or
alive but unresponsive, and therefore virtually dead. This
is ideal from no one's perspective, male or female.

For Admetus, the fact that his ideal wife is a dead
woman means a life of seclusion from all young women, and
devotion to the image of the dead one, Alcestis. We are
unable to say how Admetus might have felt toward his wife
before she agreed to die for him. Another effect of the
play's opening in medias res is our uncertainty on this
point. According to the slave woman in the palace, though,
Admetus does not truly appreciate Alcestis until he loses her
(0¥ 188’ 018e Seondtng, mpiv &v ndln, 145). But the only difference
that we can mark for certain between his former feeling for
Alcestis and how he feels toward her now, is that his
feelings now are for a woman who is dead and incapable of
response. Evidently, her response is not essential, at least
as far as Admetus is concerned. He vowed before she died
that he would never remarry, and (without her prompting) that
he would keep in his bed a model of her body constructed by

artists (348-54):
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c09fi O& xE1pl TeEKTOVAV déNG 1O GOV

eixacBiv év Adtporov éxtabiicetan,

© TPOGTEGODUL KAL TEPINTVCOWV XEPOG

Svopo KOA@V ooV Ty olAnY &v &ykdAoig

36Em yovaixo kainep odk Exav Exewv-

Yoxpav pév, oipat, Tépyiv, AL’ Speg Bdpog

yoyfig drovtioiny &v .

A copy of your body made by the skilled hand of

craftsmen will be stretched out in my bed, which I will

fall upon, embrace and, calling your name, think that I

am holding my dear wife in my arms, though I am not. A

¢old pleasure, I suppose, but it will stop the flood of

sorrows in my soul.
The words "calling your name" highlight the fact that speech
is his prerogative only; Alcestis, since she is dead, may not
call out his name. Her name and the statue are objects which
represent what Admetus loves, but what does he cctually love?

At a point after Alcestis' death, Admetus specifies that
he loves the dead: "I envy the dead, I am in love with them.
I want to live in their house" ({nA& ¢Bytévoug, keivov Epapot,/ Kelv’
¢mBopud ddpeto vaicty, 866-67) . Both #popol and émbopd have sexual
connotations that suggest a range of meanings. On one level,
Admetus' expression is simply a peculiar way of saying that
he wants to die. This is remarkable enough considering his
previous decision not to die. On another level, though, this
wording gives us the grotesque impression that 2dmetus is
actually in love with a dead woman. Perhaps these two
meanings are connected. For now Admetus wants to die, but
earlier he did not. Now he also desires his wife: did he

not desire her before? Her death is said to prove to the

world that she is the best of women ("AAknotig, époindoi v’ &piom/
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86Eaca yovly, 83-84). Does it also prove to Admetus that she is
a sexually desirable one?

In the Alcestis Euripides broaches the topic of female
self-sacrifice for the first time, and foregrounds not the
heroine's actual offer to die, but her ambivalent feelings as
death approaches, and the responses her offer produces in
society at large, and in her husband in particular.3?® The
most general response is to idealize Alcestis as the perfect
woman or wife (yuovf] means both). Euripides endows Admetus
with more particular feelings and interests: he bans all
music from the city for a vear (430-31) and plans to avoid
the company of women who are the same age as Alcestis (952-
53). He wants to die (md¢é&voroipnv; 864), especially so that
he may lie with Alcestis in the grave (897-99), and live with
her in Hades (363-64) .34 Her death, it appears, has changed
his way of living and loving forever.

But in one important way Admetus is unaltered: he is
still a good host. Hospitality is the virtue for which Apollo
praises Admetus at the beginning of the play (10). Alcestis
ultimately suffers the consequences of her husband's virtue,
for when Apollo returns his host's favor, he opens up the

possibility of Alcestis' dying in Admetus' place. Admetus’

33cf£. Dyson (1988) 18-23.

34gegal (1992) 145, duly observes that Admetus' wish resembles the
wife's wish, conventional in Greek tragedy, to die with ker husband,
referring us to the suicides of Evadne (Supp.) and Deianiva (Sophocles'
Trachiniae). But Segal fails to comment on the fact that Admetus merely
evokes the conventional language of female grief; that unl!ike Evadne and
Deianira, he does not in fact die, but lives happily ever after. This
irony should not be overlooked.
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hospitality is thus the reason why Alcestis falls silent and
dies in the middle of the play. Admetus' virtue is
responsible for still other kinds of silence affecting
Alcestis in the play.

It was noted that Admetus intends to make everyone in
the land mourn for Alcestis: all Thessalians are ordered to
wear black and to cut their hair; the playving of flutes and
lyres in the city is explicitly forbidden for a year (425-
31). It seems that Admetus wants to observe Alcestis' death
as publicly as possible. Yet when Heracles arrives as a guest
at the palace, stopping over for the night on route to his
next labor, Admetus hides from him the fact that Alcestis is
dead. His grief, however, is visible: "Why are you weeping?"
Heracles asks Admetus, "Which of your dear ones is dead?® (ti
dfta Khaiag tic pidov 6 xatfavdv; 530). Admetus answers only, “A
woman® (yovfj, 531), not specifying his wife. ‘Thus, while
Admetus may make his grief a public matter, he guards
Alcestis' death in secret. So far the xAfog that was promised
to Alcestis is off to a shaky start.33 Didn't the chorus say
that, after her death, Alcestis would be celebrated far and
wide? (445-54) It is suddenly clear why Admetus has banned
music in Thessaly: as suggested by Dolores O'Hicgins,
"{Admetus'] abstinence from song may betoken more than grief;

his wife's kleos has been earned at his expense and

35«aAdmetus prevaricates, initiating his wife's posthumous kleos with a
paradox--he explains that Alcestis both exists and does not exist,
having promised to die for her husband; and those about to die might as
well be dead, " Dolores O'Higgins, "Above Rubies: Admetus' Perfect
Wife, " Arethusa 26 no.l (1993) 83.
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commemorative poetry will not redound to his credit."3% By
silencing the flutes and lyres, Admetus makes it impossible
to publish Alcestis' story anywhere in his kingdom.

But later that night, one of the palace slaves tells
Heracles that Alcestis is dead (821). The news stuns
Heracles, though not because of what it says about Alcestis.
He is moved instead by Admetus' generous nature and good
motives: "He hid [her death] because he is noble, and he
reveres me" (857). Heracles feels that to return the favor
(’Adpfte 0’ brovpyficon xdpiv) he must restore Alcestis to life
(840-42) .

The favor that Heracles does for Admetus is highly
appropriate to the one that he received from him. Admetus
honored Heracles by veiling Alcestis' death, or by keeping it
silent; in return, Heracles presents Admetus with a veiled
and silent woman who turns out, of course, to be Alcestis
herself, brought back from Hades. This hidden and voiceless
woman is, I think, an ironic representation of zdmetus®
conception of the ideal wife: a silent body that can be named
but cannot speak, much like the statue that he earlier

promised to keep in his bed.37

360'Higgins (1993) 83. See also Beye (1959) 115 and Segal (1992) 145.
37alcestis' silence says something different to everyone. G.M.A. Grube,
in The Drama of Euripides (London: Methuen and Co., 1941) 145, writes
that "the dramatic reason [for her silence] is [that] she could not say
anything without spoiling in retrospect the beautiful effect of her
death-scene." I disagree with Grube since I do not think that Alcestis®
death is "beautiful" (cf. Dyson [1988] 18: "this most beautiful
silence"). For other interpretations, see 0O'Higgins (1993) 95; Segal
(1982) 155, 157, and for further bibliography, 155 n.39; Erna P.
Trammell, *“The Mute Alcestis,* Twentieth-Century Interpretations of
Buripides' ®"Alcestis” (Englewood Cliffs: Prentice-~Hall, Inc., 1968) 85~
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Problems associated with Alcestis' voice persist
throughout the play: 2Apollo speaks for her in the prologue;
Admetus distorts the words she sings before she dies; her
voice ultimately falls silent in death, and she maintains
this silence even when she has been brought back to life.
Admetus rejoices to have his wife back, and though he asks
Heracles why she cannot speak, her silence ("the ominous
silence of death," writes Charles Segal3®) does not diminish
his happiness.3® His spirits are raised simply by the
presence of his wife's body.

Yet it is the very sound of Alcestis' voice that
inspires love in the palace slaves. The slave woman tells us
that before she died, Alcestis spoke to each one of them:
"No slave was so mean that she did not address him and have
him speak to her in return® (xoBticfv 0¥t Kaxde/ Ov od Tpooeine kol
wpoceppiOn ndAiv, 194-95). It is important to the slave woman
that Alcestis both spoke to each slave and listened to each
one's response.

Why is Alcestis able to converse with the palace slaves,
but not with Admetus? The answer, I think, has to do with
Alcestis' status as a woman. She may be the queen, but

because she is a woman, she is associated more closely with

91; Beye (1959) 127. For the view that the play's conclusion is "rich
in ironies," see Edward M. Bradley, “Admetus and the Triumnph of Failure
in the Alcestis,* Ramus 9 no.2 (1980) 125-26.

38gegal (1992) 157.

39A1cestis' silence could also be read as an implicit accusation of
Admetus, one which he, however, fails to understand. We might compare
Dido's silent reception of Aeneas in the underworld (Aeneid 6.467-76).
Aeneas at least feels chastised by the silent shade, and thus he weeps.
The silence of Alcestis, on the other hand, is wasted on Admetus.
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the slaves than with free men. There is evidence in the play
that Alcestis herself resents the subordinate position of
women in society. It is not on her own behalf that she
objects to society's treatment of women, but on behalf of her
daughter whom she pities more than her son because, as she
says, a daughter is cut off from her father (311-313)

Ko natg HEv ocpcmv uatsp Eer wopyov péyav,

[ov Ko npoosme Kol npoaeppn&n woAw. ]

ob &, @ Téxvov pot, Tidg kopevdiion kaAdg;

A son's father is like a great citadel: [he speaks to

him and is answered in return.] But you, my daughter,

how will you reach maidenhood properly?
Line 312 repeats almost exactly what the slave woman said
about Alcestis, "speaking to and being answered by" each of
the slaves in the palace. In its later position, however,
the line is spoken by Alcestis herself, and accentuates the
undemocratic, exclusive nature of dialogue between and among
men.

Though line 312 is contained in the manuscripts, Pierson
deletes it, and thus Diggle surrounds it with square
brackets.4® But if we reject line 312, in effect we silence

Alcestis and censor the play's most explicit statement about

the importance of free speech.4l

40pale (1954) ad 312, calls the line "a peculiarly senseless example of
the adscript,* i.e. of the scribal practice of writing parallel passages
in the margins of a text.

4lThe scholium ad 312 reads: *A male child is able to help himself; for
he enjoys the privilege of free speech with his father.*
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There are some plausible arguments for its deletion.42?
Assuming it was interpolated by a later hand, it nevertheless
serves as an important reading of the rest of the passage. In
lines 311 and 313-14, Alcestis implies that girls and women
are at a disadvantage in the world because they do not have
free access to their fathers. Line 312, whether interpolated
or original, associates the male's advantage and the father's
power with speech. This association is central to the play,
especially to the scene in which Admetus overpowers Alcestis’
speech.

It is, even without line 312, surprising to find
Alcestis sounding resentful of male privileges, because
nowhere else in the play does she seem to notice that her
husband enjoys certain advantages (his connections with
Apollo and the greater longevity this brings himn) that she
does not. She is able to make such a statement only when she
considers her daughter's situation. In this respect Alcestis
is the precursor to Euripides' later portravals of Hecuba and
Clytemnestra, both mothers who, as later discussion will
show, do not hesitate to fight against the male establishment
when their daughters' lives are at stake. But Alcestis'
acceptance of her own sacrifice also anticipates the
resignation of the daughters in these plays, Polyxena and
Iphigenia, who ultimately turn away from their mothers and,

by embracing déath, satisfy male expectations ot them. In

420n the repetition of lines in Greek tragedy, see Denys L. Page,
Actors'® Interpolations in Greek Tragedy (NY and London: Gariand, repr.
1987) 103-105.
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these respects we can see that the Alcestis, BEuripides®' first
prlay about female self-sacrifice, is a true anceastor of the

plays that follow.

Heraclidae

Scholars since at least the nineteenth century have argued
that the received text of the Heraclidae is not the play that
Buripides originally wrote and produced in fifth-century
Athens. In this play the daughter of Heracles (whose very
name is apocryphal, but let us call her, with tradition,
Macaria43) offers to serve her family and Athens as a
sacrificial victim. But her sacrifice--the death, that is--is
not described or even mentioned in the play after her exit at
line 607.4% Several critics object to the text’s apparent
failure to describe Macaria’s death and the reaction of the

other characters to it.45 Because of these perceived flaws in

43The daughter of Heracles is never referred to by name in the text of
the play, but is named Macaria in the play's hypothesis. Nor can we
consult with earlier tradition on this point since it is in Held. that
the sacrifice of a daughter of Heracles is first mentioned (John
Wilkins, Euripides: "Heraclidae*® {[{Oxford: Oxford UP, 1933] xvi).
Euripides may have invented it.

44gome scholars read vss. 819-22 as a reference to the sacrifice of
Macaria before the battle against Eurystheus. In these lines, according
to ms. L, a messenger describes the cutting of "human throats,” for
which the emendation has been proposed, "the throats of oxen,” which
Diggle has adopted. In this matter I agree with O'Connor-Visser (1987)
41-42, that for this line to refer to Macaria's death *would be too
callous to be credible."

45The lack of emotional response to Macaria's sacrifice was first felt
by Hermann in 1824, who consequently supposed a lacuna at the end of the
play; Kirchoff and Nauck moved the suppositious lacuna to the middle of
the play, following Macaria‘s exit; Wilamowitz's 1882 essay (to be
discussed below) finally gave the theory of the "mutilated" text its
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the text's presentation of both the sacrifice itself and its
reception within the play, many critics argue that our text
of the Heraclidae is either a "mutilated" or “"revised*
version of the play that Euripides originally wrote.4®

But I will argue that the received text of the play is,
in fact, entirely the work of Euripides. My method of
argumentation will not involve speculation about scenes that
may or may not belong to the "original®" text of Euripides®
play. Instead I propose to study the text's meaning by
examining the critical texts that it has produced. Since I am
interested in responses to the offer of female self-
sacrifice, I am intrigued that scholars routinely respond to
the Heraclidae by suggesting that the text itself is
mutilated. The exposition of the mutilated text in the
critical arena has been, I think, called forth as
compensation for the perceived failure of the text itself to
describe and celebrate the mutilation of Macarie's body.

Critics often describe the way in which the action of
the Heraclidae ought to proceed, deriving their critical
assumptions from the play's hypothesis, and from their

familiarity (through reading the Hecuba and the IA) with

fullest treatment. For a thorough history of the textual criticism on
the play, see O'Connor-Visser (1987) 32-43.

46In his prefatory note to the 1984 (repr. 1991) Oxford edition of the
play, J. Diggle suggests that this view is common, but not one to which
he personally subscribes ("mutilam esse vel ab homine scaenico
retractatam [sc. fabulam] sunt qui credant; mihi secus persuasum est").
In the earlier Oxford edition (1902, repr. 1958) Gilbert Murray
indicates a large lacuna after v.629 and v.1053, citing Hoarmann,
Kirchoff, and Wilamowitz. Most recently, John Wilkins (1993) doubts a
lacuna exists at 629; but, he writes, ®a lacuna after 1052 is more
likelv® (xxvii-xxx).
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scenes of virgin self-sacrifice presented by Euripides. I
will deal with problems related to the play's hypothesis
first. An ancient hypothesis might be considered a reliable
authority. The hypothesis of the Heraclidae, however,
disagrees on several points with the received text of the
play.47 It begins by teiling us that Iolaus, who as a young
man had assisted the hero Heracles in his labors, is now the
aged guardian of Heracles' orphaned children (&vyfipgtoig €€
#xeivov BonBoc s¥voug mapéom, 2-3) . Heracles' archenemy Eurystheus
has driven the children and Iolaus from every Greek city they
have fled to. The play (according to the hypothesis) opens
with the fugitives newly arrived at Athens, asking the
Athenian leader, Demophon, for protection. Dem@phon grants
them sanctuary, undeterred by threats madé by Burystheus
through his messenger, Kopreus. In preparation for the
impending confrontation with the army of Eurystheus, Demophon
consults the oracles, and is assured of victory on one
condition: &&v Afquntplthy edyeveotdmy napBévov cpdén: "if he
sacrifices the noblest virgin to Demeter" (9-10). This
statement points to a discrepancy between the hypothesis and
the text of the play, since the latter states that the
requisite virgin is to be sacrificed to Demeter‘*s daughter,
Persephone, not to Demeter herself (Hcld. 408-09). The
hypothesis continues: Demophon is unwilling to ask an

Athenian citizen to sacrifice a daughter on the suppliants®

47por discussion of the hypothesis see O'Connor-Visser (1987) 35-39, and
Gunther Zuntz, *"Is the Heraclidae Mutilated?" CQ 41 (1947) 48-49.
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behalf. At this juncture, one of Heracles' daughters, whose
name is given as Macaria, volunteers to die (pia1tdv ‘HpaxAéovg
raidwv Maxapio 1ov Bdvatov Ekovoiwg bnéom, 12-13). The following
scene, according to the hypothesis, dramatizes the principal
characters' response to Macaria's death: 1oy pév odv edyevidg
anoBavodoav ripnoav, odtol 88 Todg moAepiovg Enryvovieg rapdvrag sig v pdymv
apunoav (“They honored the girl who died nobly, and then,
discovering the enemy at hand, rushed into batt.e,® 14-15).

This statement leads one to expect a scene in the play
depicting the glorification of Macaria after her death. Many
critics argue that Macaria is not sufficiently honored in the
Heraclidae, at least not in the way promised by the
hypothesis, and that we expect (Wilamowitz says °"wir
verlangen®) a scene of lamentation or celebration featuring
the chorus or Macaria's grandmother Alcmene.%8 As a result,
both the accuracy of the hypothesis and the integrity of the
play have been disputed.

The critics’ misgivings about the text are other times
based on comparisons between Macaria's sacrifice in the
Heraclidae and the sacrifice of Polyxena in the Hecuba and of
Iphigenia in the IA. This is the method of textual criticism
employed by Wilamowitz, for example, to justify his objection

to the plain style of Macaria's final stage exit: "Jeder

48y, von Wilamowitz-M&llendorff, "Excurse zu Euripides Herakliden,*®
Hermes 17 (1882) 342: "wir verlangen, dass der Chor die Jungfrau nun
auch wirklich verherrliche®; A. Kirchoff, Euripidis Tragoediae (Berlin:
1867-68): "Post hunc versum [sc.629] multa desunt. Macariae narratio et
Alcmenae matris lamentationes cum chori cantico integro..." (Quoted in
O'Connor-Visser [1987] 33).
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Leser, der das Scheiden der Heraklestochter mit den
Parallelfiguren Polyxena und Iphigeneia vergleicht,
empfindet, dass hier die Grésse der Selbstaufopferung
ungleich schwacher hervortritt." In an essay published in
this country nearly fifty years later, John McLean adopts
Wilamowitz's method of analysis in order to reach essentially
the same conclusion: that the unexalted style of Macaria's
exit compares unfavorably with the high style of Polyxena's
and Iphigenia's; as they move offstage, "Polyxena and
Iphigenia cannot just speak," McLean observes; "they must
sing....Yet Macaria calmly talks herself to death in iambic
trimeters."4°

These two critics--Wilamowitz in the nineteenth century
and McLean in the twentieth--are the two most vocal revisers
of the play. But while McLean's essay readily exposes itself
as the sort of jaundiced thinking that, one hopes, will not
attract serious followers (he considers the Macaria-scene "a
positive nuisance," and Macaria herself "a bit of a prig"),50
Wilamowitz's 1882 essay (a clear source for McLean's) has
been extremely influential in the field of Euripidean
scholarship. In 1955, Ginther Zuntz noted with regret that
Wilamowitz effectively "stopped the process of the
interpretation [of the Heraclidae]l by asserting that this

play survives only in a mutilated and interpolated text."51

49John McLean, "The Heraclidae of Euripides,* AJP 55 (1934) 197-224;
p.205 on the comparison with Polyxena and Iphigenia.

50McLean (1934) 212, 206.

5lgunther Zuntz, The Political Plays of Euripides {(Manchester:
Manchester UP, 1955) ix.
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Albin Lesky's view in Greek Tragedy (first published in 1964
and reprinted in 1967) testifies to the lasting influence of
Wilamowitz's essay. According to Lesky, "We cannot help
suspecting that The Heracleidae, which with its 1055 lines is
the shortest of the Euripidean tragedies, was adapted to its
present form in the fourth century, although attempts have
recently been made to disprove this. 32

The theory (which Lesky supports because he ®"cannot
help®" it) that EBEuripides' Heraclidae was shortened to its
present form sometime in the century following the death of
Euripides, is the same view that Wilamowitz first proposed in
the 1882 essay. Wilamowitz's essay further argues that the
alleged fourth-century producer revised other portions of the
play in order to compensate for the omission of the scene
devoted to Macaria's sacrifice. But these revisions,
Wilamowitz asserts, fail to cover up the fact that something

is missing from the text of the play.53

If the presentation of Macaria's sacrifice in the
Heraclidae fails to satisfy the reader's desire for
completion, then we might begin our discussion of the play by
asking what, in fact, readers require from the text in order
to feel satisfied. 1In what way is the reader's desire for

completion aroused and manipulated by the text itself? 1In

52A1bin Lesky, Greek Tragedy, tr. H.A. Frankfort (NY: Barnes and Noble,
1964, repr. 1967) 148.
53wilamowitz (1882) 340: “Der Berarbeiter hat ein Episodion gestrichen
und den folgenden Theil des Dramas so weit umgeformt, dass er die Licke
nothdirftig verdeckte.*




72

other words, if there were no apparent "guide" to the
Heraclidae (such as the hypothesis, or the Hecuba and the
IA), would the critics still feel the absence of narrative
describing Macaria's death or the lack of response
celebrating 1it?

Let us first ask these questions of Wilamowitz. He and
his followers are dissatisfied with the present state of the
text, and insist upon revising or re-presenting it as the
site of textual violence and mutilation. Instead of looking
for the artistic design behind the play's unorthodoxies, they
choose to violate the integrity of the text themselves by
presenting it to the world as cut, torn, and mutilated.54
According to Wilamowitz, "every reader" discovers %"dass in
der Mitte die Handlung zerreisst.®5> Following Wilamowitz,
Page claims that fourth-century revisers "cut ovt a scene in
which the death of Makaria was reported," and that "this
excision" entailed subsequent changes in the play's
structure.%® McLean suggests a slightly different theory.
While he agrees with Wilamowitz that the play is ®sorely
mutilated, " in his view it has been altered by the addition,
not the subtraction, of the Macaria scene, which McLean

himself then wishes to "expunge.® "What we have left of the

S54zuntz (1947) 51, likewise comments on scholarship's failure to seek
*another explanation of the peculiar features of the Macaria scene...,"
adding that, to Kirchoff and Wilamowitz, “the 'mutilation®' of the drama
was a point of dogma.®

55Wilamowitz (1882) 338.

56penys L. Page, Actors Interpclations in Greek Tragedy (Oxford: oOxford
UP, 1934) 38.
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play, " he concludes, "after we have separated the chaff from
the grain®" is the genuine work of Euripides.57

Evidently the desire for “completion” or “wholeness”
leads some readers to envision textual mutilation precisely
at a point in the text where the physical mutilation of the
heroine (which has been promised to them) is, they feel,
notably missing. I would argue that the text itself, by
eliciting this response, uncannily reproduces in the
audience, or in the critical arena, the same desire for
mutilation that motivates Macaria's self-sacrifice in the
plot of the Heraclidae.®8

In the play, Macaria's offer to die is prompted by
oracular interpretation. The oracles' predictions regarding
Athenian victory are inconsistent, but they agree on one
detail, that a noble girl must be sacrificed (406-09):

Kol tdv piv dAAev Sidgop’ o1t Beopdtorg

7OAL’ - Ev O nioL yvdpa TardTOV Eunpéner-

o@d&Eo xeAebovoiv pe mapbévov kbpn

Aqpmtpog, fitig £6TL natpog eVYEVODC...

The oracles had many differences among themselves; but

one reading is agreed on by them all: they order me to

sacrifice to Demeter's daughter a virgin born of a noble
father ...

5TMcLean (1934) 224, 209, 224.

581n working out the connection between the text and its critical
reception throughout this dissertation but with regard especially to the
Heraclidae, I have found support for some of my ideas in Shoshana
Felman's essay "Turning the Screw of Interpretation,® in Literature and
Psychoanalysis, ed. Shoshana Felman (Baltimore and Londen: Johns
Hopkins UP, 1582) 94-207. Looking at critical reception of Henry James®
The Turn of the Screw, Felman argues that *The scene of the critical
debate is...a repetition of the scene dramatized in the text. The
critical interpretation, in other words, not only elucidates the text
but also reproduces it dramatically, unwittingly participates in it.
Through its very reading, the text, so to speak, acts itself out* (101).
I am grateful to Joanna Spiro for bringing this essay to my attention.
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Similarly, critics in ‘the century after Wilamowitz's
essay agree almost unanimously that mutilation of the play is
necessary for its success or "completion.®" In my opinion, the
central subject of the Heraclidae, especially evident as we
read the play in the context of such a critical history, is
not female self-sacrifice, but the male fantasy of female
self-sacrifice and mutilation. The text, then, is not
mutilated at all, although for some readers, the play itself
is not essentially over until a mutilation is enacted in the
text.

The Heraclidae produces a desire for the heroine’'s death
precisely because it perpetually defers a narration of the
heroine's sacrifice and a revelation (through description) of
her body. Below we will see that in the Hecuba, a sense of
completion is achieved through the messenger's description of
Polyxena's death. Far from hiding her body, Talthybius in
fact describes Polyxena's body and her final gestures in
detail; and the corpse remains in the hands of the Greek
soldiers, who plan to honor and adorn it. But the Heraclidae
does not describe Macaria's death at all; instead her death
is suggested by her exit in one scene, and the report of
Athens' victory in another.5® The audience's desire for a
description of Macaria's death, a desire that is well

documented in the critical arena, remains always

59The sacrifice of Macaria may not be realistically represented in the
text (i.e. through description), but this does not mean trat it is not
represented at all.
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unfulfilled.®? The audience or critics of the Heraclidae are
therefore frustrated on two accounts: the death and body of
Macaria are concealed, and the meaning of the text, they
feel, is also hidden. The elusiveness and mystéry of
Macaria's body provoke critics to mutilate the text
themselves, in an act that symbolically compensates for the
unnarrated mutilation of Macaria's body.

If, as I argue here, the reader's desire for mutilation
in effect completes the text, does this mean that the text
itself requires this response and is therefore responsible
for producing it? In other words, does the text deliberately
provoke this response? 2aAnd is the desire for mutilation the
only possible response to Macaria's announced wish to be
killed, or is there a way to read Macaria's offer to die that
makes the play complete without mutilating the text? I think
that there is. The reading that I propose completes the play
but neither mutilates the text nor glorifies Macaria's self-
sacrifice. Instead, this reading follows Macaria's own words

and instructions about playing out the sacrifice scene.

60compared with the Heraclidae's failure to narrate Macaria's death, the
description that the Hecuba offers of Polyxena's death fuuctions almost
as visual representation, following Peter Brooks®' distinction between
*narrative text® and “painterly representation® in Body Work: Objects
of Desire in Modern Narrative (Cambridge, MA: Harvard UP, 1993) 20:
*The greater reticence and indirection of the narrative text in
depicting the body, as compared to painterly representation, has to do
with the dynamic temporality of desire in narrative, the way in which
narrative desire simultaneocusly seeks and puts off the erotic dénouement
that signifies both its fulfillment and its end: the death of desiring,
the silence of the text."
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My reading addresses two of the points that Wilamowitz
presents as major problems in the text of the Heraclidae:
the apparent ®"rashness®" involved in Macaria's decision to
die, and the seeming failure in the text to glorify her after
her death.¢!

Macaria does indeed arrive at the decision to die
without any sign of anguish or reticence of the sort that
precede Iphigenia‘'s self-sacrifice in the IA and Polyxena's
in the Hecuba. Unlike Polyxena and Iphigenia, Macaria is not
specifically sought as a sacrificial victim before she offers
to serve as one; it is said that any noble virgin will do.
Iolaus tells her only that the sacrifice of a noble virgin is
needed for victory (488-91), and she replies at once that she
is "ready to die" (500-02):

un vov tpscng S‘t &xBpdv Apysmw S6pu-

£Yo Yop ou)‘m iV Ke?\.eucﬁnvm Yépov,

Gviickew £toiun kol napictacBor ooy .

Fear no longer the Argives' hostile spear, since I

myself, before I am compelled to do so, old man, am
ready to die and to surrender to sacrifice.

6lNeither of these points is satisfactorily treated in Zuntz (1947),
Peter Burian, "Euripides®' Heraclidae: An Interpretation,“CPh 72 (1977)
1-21, or O'Connor-Visser (1987), the three works which defend the
received text of the play. Neither Zuntz or O'Connor-Visser admits the
hypothesis as evidence in the argument over the play's completeness.
O'Connor-Visser justifies the quickness of Macaria's decision to die by
arguing that Euripides deliberately sought to limit her development as
an individual (27-28). Burian similarly views the minimalism of the
episode as an artistic decision made by Euripides in order to construct
*an idealized portrayal of self-sacrifice, an image of flawless
nobility....We are given perfect heroism,* Burian concludes, *and spared
the bloody details® (10). Wilkins (1993) argues that the *"initial
unwillingness® of the victim to die "may have been suppressed on formal
grounds®: ®"in rhetorical terms, " he explains, a scene of unwillingness
has much in common with scenes of supplication; such a scene has
already taken place in the drama* (xxi). Wilkins defends the truncated
response to Macaria's death by comparing the short remarks made by
Hecuba marking the death of Polyxena (xxix).
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Wilamowitz objects that Macaria's decision is "alarmingly
rash," and that the act of surrendering her life is not
heroic because she appears not to value life: (*[Makarial
entschliesst sich so erschreckend rasch, ihr Leben zu
opfern...dass wir es gar nicht fur so sehr heroisch halten
kénnen, wenn sie ein Gut wegwirft, das bei ihr so gering im
Preise steht®) .62 Macaria herself would agree that her wish
is, in a sense, precocious, in that she makes it before she
is ordered or forced into it, mpivxelsvoBfivar. With this
phrase Macaria gestures, somewhat cynically, I think, toward
what we are uncovering as one of the central topics of this
play, the inevitability of male desire for female mutilation.
What is striking, then, is not the quickness with which
Macaria reaches the decision to die, but Euripides®' decision
to create a character who could see immediately where this
plot is headed.$3 There is nothing missing from the text:
Macaria simply anticipates the necessity of her sacrifice and
leaps directly to it.

While Wilamowitz may claim that Macaria holds life
cheap, Macaria herself suggests that the world does not value
her life: 1if she continues to live in exile with her

brothers, society will brand them ¢@iAoyvyodvieg ("people who

62Wilamowitz (1882) 343. McLean (1934) 206, repeats and agrees with
Wilamowitz. It is worth noting at this point the conflict in the
scholarship on the Heraclidae and the IA between the opinicon that
Iphigenia‘'s will to die is too ambivalent, and that Macaria's is not
ambivalent enough. Both plays, it seems, cause critics to join in the
search for the "perfect*" virgin sacrifice.

63gven without having as a guide either Hec. or IA--which were both
produced later than the Heraclidae.
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over~value life,* 518). 1If, on the other hand, her brothers
die while she goes on living, she has no hope of happiness
(00dE...8ARIS° b mpdEev &xw, 521) since, as a woman, she will be
despised and unwanted: tigyd&p xbépnv £pnuov 7} ddpapt’ Eewv/H
nwondomoiely £€ éuod BovAficeton; ("Who will want to have an orphaned
girl for a wife, who will want to produce children from me?"
523-24). To say, finally, that Macaria does not value her
life is in essence to blame the victim.

The second point that this reading will address is what
Wilamowitz describes as our longing for the chorus to glorify
Macaria after her exit from the stage ("wir verlangen, dass
der Chor die Jungfrau nun auch wirklich verherrliche®"). The
play's hypothesis, we remember, refers to a scene following
Macaria's death in which she was honored (tadmv pévodv edyevig
énoBoavodsav étipnoav) .  Furthermore, in the Hecuba Polyxena is
praised by the Greek soldiers after her death, while in the
IA, the army interprets the apparent apotheosis of Iphigenia
as her reward for facing death bravely. The Heraclidae,
however, seems to defy tradition and frustrate cur
expectations, by never once referring to Macaria as dying or
dead.

Yet before she leaves she is in fact celebrated by
several characters including the chorus. Iolaus first
praises her for offering to be sacrificed, but then suggests
that her fate should be decided by drawing lots with her
sisters (539-46). When Macaria objects to this suggestion,

refusing to die in any way that might make her appear



79

unwilling (v éunyv yoxhv &ya/ 8idnop’ Exodoa 10168, dvayxacslsion 8° o),
550-51), Iolaus exalts her still higher (553-55):

88’ ad Xo'zog ool 10D Ttpiv euyevso‘tepog,

KAKEIVOg TV ocplo"tog AN ‘01t€p(p€p€lg

ToAun 1€ TOA ROV Kol AdYE xpnotd Adyov.

This speech of yours now is more noble thar the one

before, and that was already excellent. But you surpass

daring with daring and speech with excellent speech.
Later he pronounces her the bravest of all women (pénciov
éxnpénovs’ sdyvxie/ racdv yovoukdv) , and promises that she will also
be the most honored (tyuwtdt), both while she is alive and
after her death (597-99). Demophon likewise says she is the
bravest woman he has ever seen (tAngovecstartiyv df ce/ ROcHV yovoIKdV
£idov 600cApoic éydd, 570-71). The chorus finally conciudes the
scene with an ode that describes the fame that Macaria leaves
behind her (008’ dxAefigviv/86Ex npdg dvBpdnwv drodéEeton, 623-24),
and celebrates the victory of virtue over troubles (&8’ dpetd
Baiver S poybav, 625).

If Macaria's fame is supposed to last forever, then why
is she never again mentioned onstage after her exit? We can
best interpret the silence in the text from Macaria's point
of view. Speaking for the last time in the play, Macaria's
explicit wish is that death will render her oblivious to
everything, including the honors that the world will confer

upon her. She instructs her brothers (586-96):

KGv oma?«.layn TOVOV
Kot voctog vuiv aupeen nor ¢k Oedv,
pépvnole v cdrelpav (og Ga\you XPEDV
KQ’.?\.)\.IGTC! to1 Sikatov: o Yp sv8€ng
buiv napéotnv dAAX npotfavov yévou.
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148’ &vil notdwv 0Tl Hot keEnAto

kot napBeveiag, e1 11 81 kortd xBovic.

€in ye pévror undév- &l yap €€opev

kel pepipvag ot Bavodpevor Bpotdv,

o¥K 01’ &rot Tig Tpéyeton- 10 Yop Boveilv

Kak®dv pévictov pdppokov vopileron.

If the gods help you ever reach home trouble-free,

remember that you must bury the woman who saved you.

Fair is fair: I did not stand helpless beside you, but

I died for my family. This is what I can treasure

instead of children and virginity, if anything actually

exists in the underworld. I truly hope there is nothing.

Because if we have concerns even there when we are dead,

I don't know where anyone can turn. Death is considered

the most potent cure for troubles.
Macaria's disappearance and the silence regarding her death
that follow this are, I think, the text's way of honoring her
wish to be utterly annihilated by death. From Macaria's point
of view, nothingness is ultimately the highest "honor®" that
she can receive; it frees her from care and from perception,
of pain as well as of glory. As long as she is alive and
still rooted in the values and traditions of society, Macaria
is compelled to care about such things as the treatment of
her corpse; for this reason she reminds her brothers to honor
her by burying it. And for a moment she seems to think that
this form of respect will matter to her in the underworld,
that her tomb will be as important to her there as children
and virginity traditionally are to women living in the world.
But in the middle of this conventional sentiment, and in the
middle of a sentence, Macaria wearily wishes to be relieved
of human cares, including caring for her body. Glory and

physicality appear to be two of the concerns that Macaria

hopes to escape in the underworld.
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We might at this point note the distinct contrast
between the silence that follows Macaria's death in the
Heraclidae and the demanding voice of Achilles' ghost in the
Hecuba. As we will see in the following discussion of the
Hecuba, Achilles speaks from the grave, demanding the
sacrifice of Polyxena, his yépog. Honor and glory are
apparently important to him in the underworld, snd he still
desires the sacrifice of a female body as a mark of his
glorvy. Meanwhile, in the Heraclidae, Macaria's body and the
glory that her death is meant to win for her vanish at the
same time; as she leaves the stage to meet her fate, Iolaus
and the chorus speak for the last time of her supposed
eternal fame. But her own wish for freedom from what are to
her the burdens of life is fulfilled by the text's uncanny
silence after her exit.

My reading of Macaria's self-sacrifice differs from
traditional readings in that it emphasizes not what Macaria
wishes to obtain by her death (i.e. safety for her family and
for Athens, glory for herself), but what she wishes to
escape. The negative reasons that Macaria gives for dying
reflect, I think, her own mind and spirit, whereas the
positive reasons she recites echo Greek ideology. Her
personal distrust of society overrides any general respect
she might have for social norms. We observed already how
Macaria reasons that if she survives her brothers, as a woman
she will find herself barred from society. One thing Macaria

is impatient to escape, then, is the female condition in the
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society she would have to live in. Her disgust for the
abuses perpetrated by society, specifically the way in which
her corpse might be looked at and handled, is deeply felt in
her request to be allowed to die in the arms of her aged
guardian, Iolaus, and to have her body concealed by robes:
£nov 8¢, npéaPu- off yop évBavely xepi/ 08w, nénhoig 88 cdp’ 2udv kpOyov mapdv
("Accompany me, old man, for I wish to die in your hand; stay
near and hide my body with robes,® 560-61). When Iolaus
disappoints Macaria by refusing to be present at her death,
she asks him to make sure, then, that she dies in women's
hands, not men's (pfp’ év dpoévav/ AL’ év yovarkdv xepoiv éknvedoon Blov,
565-66) .

These final requests have been interpreted as the sign
of childish dependency or feminine modesty.%4 But I would
argue that Macaria is not childishly clinging to Iolaus, nor
is she concerned in her final moments with the world's
standards of appropriate female behavior. It is only
according to the perspective of dominant male society that
Macaria's rejection of the hands and eyes of strange men
appears as a sign of modesty (or what Grube refers to as
"engaging modesty"¢5). If, however, we think of Macaria not as
a child or a woman, but a person, then her wish to die in

Iolaus' hands suggests nothing so much as her despair of

640+ Connor-Visser (1987) 28, writes that Macaria ®*shows an almost
childlike dependence in her wish to die in Iolaus' or at least a

female's arms....Her wish to be covered in robes is also the personal
note of a young girl conscious of the demands of «aid@¢.* Wilkins (1993)
loc.cit.: *“The request that women...receive her body at the time of

sacrifice is a point of decorum akin to that of Polyxena and Iphigenia.®
65Grube (1941) 175.
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humanity. She may trust Iolaus, who until now has protected
her, but she appears to distrust the Athenians, despite the
fact that Athens has granted sanctuary to her family. She
may say that she hopes by dying to return the favor (yapig,
548) that Athens has done for them, but she appears to find
the Athenians personally abhorrent.

Second after the old man Iolaus, Macaria trusts women:
if we now think of her final request, the wish to die in
women's hands, and consider it from a specifically feminist
perspective, it suggests, in my opinion, that while Macaria‘'s
general misanthropy may yvield for women, with regard to men
it is adamant.®® Her insistence that her corpse be kept out
of men's hands brings to mind Hecuba's fear of the outrages
that the Greek soldiers might perform on the corpse of her
daughter Polyxena.

"Death for women in literature," writes Carolyn
Heilbrun, "is the ultimate room of one's own."$7 Macaria
longs to be left alone: by dying she deprives society of the
chance to abuse her; the mode of death that she specifically
requests further deprives society, specifically male society,
of the opportunity to see and touch her body. Euripides
likewise takes Macaria from our view; after she has left the

stage, we are not allowed to hear of her death, and in this

661 agree with Vellacott (1975) 191, that Macaria's wish to die in
women's hands “is pointedly not a gesture of maiden modesty....it is a
final despair of meeting nobility...in any man."

67Carolyn G. Heilbrun, Reinventing Womanhood (NY: Norton, 1979) 183.
Heilbrun is speaking specifically of the heroines in recent novels and
stories written by women, such as Kate Chopin's The Awakening and Doris
Lessing's ®"To Room 19.*
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way we are prevented from "seeing" her body. The humane

response to Macaria's offer to die is, I think, deliberately
not to insist that her death be described and celebrated, but
to acknowledge her very great need, and her perfect right, to

die--if she must die--in peace.®%8

Hecuba

The prologue of the Hecuba is delivered by the ghost of
Polydorus, Hecuba's youngest son, who was murdered before the
action of the play begins. He shares a fate sinilar to the
one that his sister Polyxena will suffer in the course of the
play: both the Trojan prince and princess are killed by
foreign powers (Polydorus by the Thracian king, Polyxena by

the Greek army). There is, however, a significant difference

68Letting Macaria die in privacy does not mean that we, or the text,
placidly accept the demand for female sacrifice in the first place.
Demophon himself refuses, on behalf of Athens at least, to sacrifice a
noble Athenian girl; there is, then, an implicit criticism, I think, in
his ultimate approval of the oracle when it does not involve the
daughter of an Athenian citizen. For the view that BEuripides is
criticizing not Demophon but only the oracles, see E.M. Blaiklock, The
Male Characters of Euripides (Wellington: New Zealand UP, 1952) 58:
*Buripides could hardly make it more clear...that the oracle was doing
its best to prevent the performance of an act of mercy, by demanding as
a prerequisite an act which offended the moral sense of an enlightened
Athenian." Demophon allows Macaria to sacrifice herself iyor Athenian
victory because, Blaiklock explains, "it is not the Athenian‘'s part or
duty to interfere with the scruples of other peoples.® Yet the oracles
which unanimously require the death of a noble girl are themselves
Athenian, and form an institution which the Athenian government,
represented here by Demophon, regards with great respect. Thus, while I
agree with Blaiklock that Euripides criticizes the oracles that call for
female sacrifice, I do not think that Demopheon, who admires Macaria's
offer to be sacrificed; is presented as a wholly "enlightened® man.
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in their experience. As he tells us in the prologue,
Polydorus was killed by the Thracian king Polymestor, to
whose care Priam had entrusted his voungest son as well as a
wealth of gold. Immediately after the fall of Troy,
Polydorus was murdered by his royal host, xpvood xdpwv, "for
the sake of the gold® (25). In other words, Polydorus was an
obstruction, coming between the king and the object of his
desire. But Polyxena is slaughtered as an actual prize and
object of desire. As Polydorus explains, the ghcst of
Achilles has demanded that Polyxena be taken and slaughtered
as his yépog ("prize," 40-41).

Thus, despite certain similarities (in age and fate),
Polydorus and Polyxena differ in their experience of death:
while death turns PclyxXxena into an object (the prize of
Achilles), Polydorus is, in death, a speaking and seeing
subject.®%® His voice transcends death: “Hko vexpdv
kevOudva.. Atmdv (*I am come, having left the hiding place of
the dead, " 1-2).70 The voice of Polydorus is, moreover, the
voice of an omniscient narrator, foretelling thé events that
will unfold in the course of the play: *Fate compels my
sister to die on this day. And my mother will see the two
corpses of her two children" (43-45). While Polydorus is the
narrator, Polyxena is narrated: this is the story of

Polyxena's death, her dead brother informs us. While

69Contrast Alcestis' inability to speak when she is returned from the
dead (discussed above).

7OPassages from the Hecuba are quoted from Diggle (1%$51). Unless
otherwise noted, all translations are mine.
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Polydorus sees his sister's future and exposes it to the
audience, he remains for his own part unseen: viv® Urdp untpodg
oiAng ‘ExdéPng dicow, oy’ épnuacag éudv ("I flit now over my dear
mother Hecuba, having left my body,*®* 30-31).7! His voice, and
his subjectivity, transcend physical existence fince he
speaks even though he has no body. Based on the remains of
Greek tragedy, this "prologizing ghost® is a Euripidean
invention.’?2 The ghost of Polydorus is used, I would argue,
to establish the ascendancy of the male voice and the male
gaze, and to prepare the audience for the spectacle of
Polyxena's death. Though they both suffer death at their
enemy’s hands, and pathos might have thus been stirred
equally for them both, yet the focal point of the play is not
the death of the young man, but of the young woman, Polyxena.
But Polydorus' voice is not responsible for the
treatment Polyxena suffers. Rather, her sacrifice is
required by the Greek hero Achilles, a man who, like
Polydorus, speaks from the grave. Though dead and buried,

Achilles nevertheless halts the Greek army's homeward voyage

Tlthe ghost's announcement that he has no body renders his appearance on
stage problematic. With Grube (1941) 215, I imagine that, in order to
make Polydorus appear "ghostly, " Euripides ®"must have relied on clothes,
mask and voice, especially...the last.® The problem may be resolved by
the distinction Justina Gregory makes in *Buripides Hecuba 54," Phoenix
46.3 (1992) 268-69, that while the ghost of Polydorus may indeed be
visible to the audience, he nevertheless does not appear to Hecuba
(asleep or awake), and thus he "must possess the power to influence her
by his proximity alone." For a contrasting view see 0'Connor-Visser
(1987) 52.

72p.L. Lucas, Euripides and His Infiuence (NY: Longmans, Green and
Co., 1923) 1%-20.
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and demands that the Trojan princess be slaughtéred at his
tomb. Polydorus explains (37-43):

0 [InAfwg yap maig drép TOpPov paveig

xazéoy’ "AyxiAAdede nav otpateop’ ‘EAdnvikdv,

7pog oixov £060vovtag évediov TAdmyv-

aitel &’ adsAonyv ™y éufv HoAvEévnyv

topBo gidov mpdogayna kol yépag AoPeiv.

xai tev€eron 1098’ 008’ &ddpnrtoc oiAmv

£oton pOg &vdpdv .

For the son of Peleus, Achilles, appearing above his

tomb, held back the whole Greek expedition as they

steered their sea voyage home; he demanded to receive my
sister Polyxena at his tomb as his personal sacrificial
victim and prize. And he will get this and will not go
unrewarded by his own men.
Achilles is known in the Iliad for his egoism and desire; in
fact his willfulness in the epic (after Agamemmon has taken
Briseis from him) imperils the success of the entire Greek
expedition against Troy. In the Hecuba, too, the success of
the Greek journey home is threatened by the insistent will of
Achilles. The welfare of the army depends on the satisfaction
of the hero's desire.

After the prologue, it is Odysseus who presses Achilles’
suit, acting as a kind of lawyer for the dead hero.
Throughout Greek mythology and literature, Odysceus
represents the power of language. The chorus of captive
Trojan women describe the force and effectiveness of the
speech he made to the Greeks in favor of Polyxena‘’s sacrifice

(130-35);

onovdai O& Adymv xotortevopévay
noav ool Twg, Tpiv 6 totkiAdppuv
komig dvAdyog dnpoxopiotic
Aceptiddng neifet orpamidy

pn) Tov dpictov Aavadv néviov



88

dobAwv ceayiny obvex’ dmmbely...

The intensity of speeches struggling against each other

was fairly balanced, until the wily, lying, sweet-

talking, people-pleasing, son of Laertes persuaded the
army not to repudiate the best of all the Greek men
because of the sacrifice of slave women...
The army thus favors unanimously the proposal to sacrifice a
captive woman. Because he is dpiotog (134), Achilles may
demand and receive Polyxena's slaughter. This is the first of
several formulations of aristeia in the play.

We can examine Odysseus' rhetoric first-hand in the
following scene when he comes to claim Polyxena. As Hecuba
tries to resist him, pressing her own claim to Polyxena, the
words they exchange underline the differences between them
and between their relative positions. In this arena, the
victorious Greek male successfully colonizes the defeated
Trojan female.

While Odysseus phrases his argument in impersonal terms,
Hecuba's language conveys intense personal feeling. Odysseus
issues imperatives, which he then qualifies by claiming that
he speaks not for himself but for the whole Greek army.73 In
the previous scene, the chorus told Hecuba that Odysseus had
successfully lobbied for the slaughter of Polyxena.

Odysseus, however, represents himself to Hecuba as a humble
follower rather than an arrogant leader. He tells her that

he is there merely to report the decree voted on by the army:

"it was deemed best by the Achaeans to sacrifice your chiid

731 agree here with Grube (1941) 217: “Most of what [Ody=seus] says is
quite reasonable, but we love him no better for that. In this he is
like Jason, and for the same reason: a complete lack of all sympathy,
indeed of all emotion.*®
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Polyxena" (218-21).7¢ Thus he legitimizes the act as
politically expedient and necessary. The army, ‘he claims,
dispatched him to be her escort (222-23). In a series of
imperatives, Odysseus finally urges Hecuba to accept her
defeat (225-28):

010'9 odv §  pdoov - pAT om:ocmacﬁnc_, Bla

U.T]T. & xep@dv piiav £EEAOMc & s;wl,

ywvmcncs 3’ ANV kol Tepovsiay KoK®dV

TV CAV.

You know what to do: Do not try to pull your daughter

away by force, nor enter in hand-to-hand struggle with

me; acknowledge my strength and the reality of your

troubles.
Odysseus has paved the way for this imperious térrorism with
democratic-sounding rhetoric: "The army voted...here's what
yvou have to do." Throughout the play, this democratic mode
of discourse is presented as standard form among the Greek
leaders. For instance, Agamemnon later appoints himself
arbitrator in the dispute between Hecuba and Polymestor:
("Speak, so that by hearing from you and her in turn I might
rule justly," 1130-31). Odysseus uses a democratic style of
speech in order to dissimulate personal interest in the
sacrifice of Polyxena.

In conflict against this rhetoric, Hecuba's own mode of
discourse proves ineffectual. Instead of couching personal

feelings in impersonal language as Odysseus does, Hecuba

exposes them to him. She responds, for instance, to his

741t is worth noting, with Gregory (1991) 88, that "[i]n reporting the
decision to sacrifice Polyxena (220), Odysseus adopts the stylized
language of an Athenian decree.*
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announcement of the army’s decision to kill her daughter with
a cry of sorrow and the wish that she were dead: oloi...xdyey
&p’ odk EBvnowov ob 1’ éxpfivBavelv (*Ah!....I did not die when I
ought to have died,® 229-31) Then in very poignant terms she
describes her loving and dependent relationship with
Polyxena: Polyxena, she says, is ndéAig, 1ibfvn, Bdxtpov, fiyepdv 650
(*my city, my nurse, my staff, the guide of my road,® 281).
By describing Polyxena as an active agent rather than an
object, and as her servant and her source of pride, Hecuba
implicitly challenges the Greek view of Polyxena as a victim,
the servant and the prize of their great hero Achilles.

Thus, however affectionate and tender Hecuba makes

herself appear, she is in fact aggressively arguing with
Odysseus, pitting personal feeling against democratic
decision-making, and a mother’s claim against the military’s.
Ultimately, though, she has recourse to objective arguments
and even flattery. She invokes the custom of pity for
captive women (287-90); she quotes the Greek law against the
killing of slaves (291-92). Lastly she flatters Odysseus:
his &élopo ("prestige,® 293) persuades men to do what he says;
it is this, she says, that is the source of his authority.
So that even if his actual words are not effective, his d&Eilopa
affects men's thinking and their actions. She begs Odysseus,
therefore, to draw on &&lopo in order to reverse the army's
resolution (293-95).

Hecuba must know her speech will fail, if for no other

reason than that she herself lacks &élopa. Can she, as a



91

woman, ever possess such a quality? The play suggests at
several points that male discourse is by nature different
from female discourse; that is, women do not have the same
strategies of persuasion available to them as men do. For
instance, while a man draws principally on é&flopa, his
prestige, a woman's ability to affect someone (a man?) is a
function of her body. The association between a woman's
voice and her body is fully explored in Polyxena's death-
scene, where the spectacle of her body, together with the
sound of her speech, persuade the Greek soldiers that she is
noble. The details of this scene will be considered below.
But for now, the conjunction between the female voice and the
female body is particularly relevant to the problem, which is
a recurring one, of Hecuba's failed discourse. For not only
does Hecuba's rhetoric fail to affect Odysseus, but later in
the play, when she needs Agamemnon to help her punish
Polymestor, her rhetoric is again unsuccessful. Struggling to
find the right words, Hecuba finally begs Agamemnon to "stand
back and look [at her] as a painter [looks, presumably at his
model]," as if the spectacle of her body might be effective
where the sound of her voice is not (807-08). Voice and body
are again curiously mingled in Hecuba's wish (836-40):

£{ pot yévorto ¢86yyog év Bpayxiootv

KOl XEPOL Koi KOpoLot Kol Toddv Pdost

| Aadddov téyvaicwy A Oedv Tivog,

Qg navd’ &poptii 6dv #xorto yovvatov

kAalovt’ , fmoKkirTovto Torvtoiovg Adyoug.

If only my voice were in my arms and my hands and my
hair and my footstep, by the art of Daedalus or some
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god, so that all crying they could at once hold your
knees, pressing words of all kinds upon you.

While the wish to possess the art of speaking may be a
commonplace in tragedy (e.g. Iphigenia at IA 1211 wishes for
the voice of Orpheus), the form of Hecuba's wish is unusual:
she wishes that the craftsman‘'s art could re-shape her body,
positioning her voice in her arms, her hands, her hair, her
footstep.?’> This wish to conflate the body and the voice is
especially unusual if we consider for a moment the
conventions of Greek literary tradition.

As Sheila Murnaghan points out, Greek tragedy is
implicated "in culture's constant project of protecting,
covering, disguising, concealing, and ignoring the body--and,
especially, replacing the body‘'s adventures with forms of
speech."’¢ Yet in the Hecuba, I would argue, this principle
applies only to the male voices: Polydorus and Achilles are
indeed represented solely by their voices. Hecuba, on the
other hand, wishes to mingle voice and body, and voice and
body are blended in Polyxena's death-scene, suggesting that
the female voice is inseparable from the female body. Hecuba
feels that her voice would be strengthened if it were
something other than a voice--if it were, paradoxically, her
body.

Polyxena speaks to Odysseus in his terms, and to Hecuba

in hers. Critics have often noted the modal difference

75Gregory (1991) 111 and 119 n.69 gives a pointed reading of the image
Hecuba uses, and defends it contra A. Michelini, who considers it
*astonishingly grotesgque.*

76gheila Murnaghan, *Body and Voice in Greek Tragedy,* Yale Journal of
Criticism 1.2 (spring 1988) 23,
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between Polyxena's lament, on the one hand, when Hecuba
informs her that the Greeks plan to slaughter her (177-215),
and, on the other hand, the speech she subsequently addresses
to Odysseus (342-78).77 On the whole, though, Polyxena's
transformation from a frightened victim to a2 willing one has
sparked nothing like the scholarly controversy caused by
Iphigenia's famous volte-face in the IA.78 But I argue that
the difference between Polyxena's two main speeches is more
important than critics usually allow, and that it is in fact
analogous to Iphigenia’s change of rhetoric in the IA. The
difference does not necessarily indicate an emotionally
charged change of heart (as it is usually argued for
Iphigenia), but is, I think, a deliberate change of voice.
Our task, then, is to analyze the modulation of Polyxena's
voice in the context of the two other voices, Hecuba's and
Odysseus', that attempt to control her discourse at these
critical moments.

Polyxena's two modes of discourse are aurally quite
distinct: her first words are part of an amoibaion with

Hecuba, whereas her later speech to Odysseus consists of

71see, for instance, O'Connor-Visser (1987) 64: *“The transition from
mourning-song (197-215) to rhetorical rhesis (342-78) is remarkable.
Whereas Hecuba makes a desperate attempt to persuade Polyxena to implore
Odysseus with emotional appeals, Polyxena is much more mature." I would
dispute the interpretation of Polyxena's second mode of discourse as a
sign of maturity, as the following argument will show.

78por the phrase volte-face see Herbert Siegel, "Self-Delusion and the
Volte-Face of Iphigenia in Euripides' Iphigenia at Aulis," Hermes 108
(1980) 300-21. For further bibliography on the question of Iphigenia‘'s
apparent transformation. see bibliography below on the TA,



spoken iambics.’® Polyxena's two ®"languages®" thus are
correlated with two poetic modes and, in turn, with two
distinct moods. For though iambic trimeter may sometimes
express emotion (chiefly anger), in general it indicates a
controlled state of mind, whereas the lyric meters usually
indicate heightened feeling (especially fear, sorrow, pity,
hope). Polyxena's exchange, in lyrics, with her mother is
thus marked as emotional, expressive, and relatively
unregulated, as is Hecuba's part in the dialogue. Her
principal feeling is one of fear, instilled in her by
Hecuba's call to her to come out of the tent. The summoning
voice of her mother, Polyxena says, "scared me out, as if I
were a bird, with such astonishment®: p’ ot Spviv/0duper 1§d’
g€éntafag, 178-79). Even before Hecuba explains the Greek
decree, Polyxena cries out Jdeuaive,deipoaive, patep ("I am
frightened, I am frightened, mother!® 184). Hearing finally

that she is going to be slaughtered, she laments (191-83):

ofpot, pitep, nidg ¢OEyM;
GpéyapTa KaK®vV Havuodv pot,
pdvooov patep.
Oh no, mother! What are you saying? Uncover for me my
unenviable sufferings, uncover them, mother.
Polyxena then begins to lament her impending death and her
mother’s suffering. When she opens with reference to

"suffering, feeling everything terrible": @ dewvdnaBodo’,d

navtAduewv (197), we assume Polyxena means herself and her own

79The similar arrangement of Alcestis' two major speeches (lyric song
followed by iambic dialogue) has been discussed in the previous section.
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pain. But the next word, u&iep, corrects our assumption:
Polyxena grieves not for her own suffering, but her mother's.
"What a blow to you,® she continues (ofov olavoadcotAdBav, 199),
and imagines her mother looking at her corpse (205-10):

oxopvov Ydp i° &ot’ odpibpéntav

pooyov deihaia Ssthaiav

( ) éodym

XEPOG AvapracTay

og &mo Acpdtopdv 6’ “Ardg

yag brorepmopévav cxdrtov, EvBo vexpdv péta
TaAova keicopon .

For you will look at me as at a mountain-bred cub or
calf--a wretched mother at her wretched babe--torn from
your hand, severed at the throat, and sent under the
earth to Hades, to the darkness, where in misery I will
lie among the dead.
The sympathy between Polyxena and Hecuba is underlined by the
epithet Osiheice, applied to both of them. Polyxena pities
herself and her mother equally, and in their misfortune they
are one, or, as the phrase Jdcldlaia detlalav suggests, Polyxena is

an inflection of her mother.

In contrast with the openly expressive language of the
lament sung in sympathy with Hecuba, Polyxena's address to
Odysseus is spoken in a detached tone, making it apparent
that she has ceased identifying with her mother, and is
trying instead to identify herself with the idealized image
of the male hero described by Odysseus. This change in tone
and perspective might suggest at first that Polyxena has
mastered her fear of death, when in fact what she is

attempting to do is master Odysseus' rhetoric. For her
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speech to Odysseus, in which she endorses her own death,
echoes the tone and language used by Odysseus himself.

Odysseus' speech rehearses the Greek code of heroism. 2
hero, he says, is "a brave and willing man® (307). Entire
cities collapse when the hero receives less honor than the
coward. Achilles, he continues, is &&logtiufic (*worthy of
honor") because he died on behalf of Greece (309-10). If
dead heroes are not honored, soldiers will stop risking their
lives in battle, and will cherish life over death
(prtloyvyficopsv, 315-16). For his own part, Odysseus claims to
despise great things in life, in favor of the more enduring
pleasure of having a highly visible and decorated tomb (317-
20):

Ka:t uﬁ'v Euorye Ladv pdv ko’ Huépav

kel opixp’ Eporp tévt’ &v dpxodvimg Exor-

topBov 8¢ BovAoipny &v d&rodpevov

T0v &ndv OpaoBon- S1& paxpod yip f xdptc.

And as for me, even if I were to have only small bits of

everything in my daily life, that would suffice. I would

rather my tomb be seen honored; for the gratification is

long-lasting.
Why does Odysseus lecture Hecuba and Polyxena on the
principles valued by the Greek army? Presumably he is trying
to convince them that Achilles deserves to be honored or
decorated (by Polyxena's corpse) because he was npéeuuog
(*willing”) and died for Greece.

But after hearing Achilles exalted and promised great

honor in death, Polyxena seems attracted to the heroic ideal,

identifying her fate with the heroic death of Achilles rather
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than with her status as a potential decoration for the hero's
tomb. As if inspired by Odysseus' description of the death
and glory of the warrior-hero, she sets out to prove that she
too is “a brave and willing man.” But the male hero's
bravery and willingness are quite distinct from Polyxena’s
action, which is defined by society as acquiescence or
compliance. Active heroism is impossible for Polyxena; she
can only achieve glory by redefining obedience as nobility.
She sets out to do this by displaying courage instead of
fear, by adopting the objective discourse used by Odysseus,
and by patterning herself not after Hecuba, but after the
Greek hero described by Odysseus.

Rejecting her mother's advice, then, to adopt the
language of a suppliant, Polyxena assures Odysseus that she
does not intend to argue with him or plead for her life. The
reasons she gives for her acquiescence are phrased largely in
terms borrowed from Greek ethics, including dvdykn, xoaxia, and
¢loyuyia. We sense both that she is a Trojan imitating Greek
values and a woman imitating male values (345-48):

Odpoer- népevyag 1ov épov Ixéorov Ala-

¢ Eyopal ye 100 T’ dvaykaiov xdpiv

avelv te xpnloves’ - el 8¢ pn BovAficopan,

KoKt avodpon Kod QrAdyuxog yovi.

Have courage: vyou have escaped my invocation of Zeus,

the god of suppliants; because I will certainly come

with you, compelled by necessity and desiring to die.

If I were not willing, I would look like an ignoble and

life-cherishing woman.

Only moments earlier Odysseus promised honor to the man who

was noble and willing to die for Greece, implyving that to
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cherish life was ignoble. So Polyxena, as if to prove that
she is as noble as Achilles, announces that she is willing to
die.

It becomes clear in the course of her speech that
Polyxena is motivated by a certain nostalgia for her former
status and the attendant privileges she enjoyed as a Trojan
princess, when one of life's pleasures was being "looked at*®
by the other women and girls (yovau&imnopBévoig 1’ dnéfAentog, 355).
Now, however, as a slave to the Greeks, she has no such
pleasures: viv & sipidodAn- mpdta pév pe tobvopa/ Bovelv 2pav 1iBnowv odk
elwBdg8v ("As things are now, I am a slave; in the first
place, the very name makes me desire to die, it being not
what I am used to," 357-58).

Dying a heroic death, however, is one way to attract
attention and admiration. But does it attract the kind of
attention that Polyxena formerly enjoyed? On the one hand,
Polyxena's nobility is praised by Hecuba and the chorus of
Trojan women (379-82); this is, in fact, the kind of
admiration Polyxena routinely enjoyed among "Trojan women and
girls.® What Polyxena is not used to, on the other hand, is
the gaze that is set on her by the Greek soldiers when she
dies.

For it is clear that the Greek soldiers lock at Polyxena
not merely as a royal woman, but as an erotically interesting
one. If what the dead hero desired was a woman of great
status, then Hecuba would have been a better wvictim than

Polyxena. Hecuba herself discovers this important
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distinction when she actually does offer, twice in fact, to
replace her daughter at the sacrificial altar (385-88 and
396) . The queen's offer attracts neither praise nor
admiration, but Odysseus refuses it outright, and some of the
play's readers find it laughable.®® wWhy is Hecuba not
celebrated (and killed) like her daughter? "The reasons may
well have been as much aesthetic as ritual,® writes Justina
Gregory, "for the spectacle of an aged body collapsing in the
dust would inspire very different emotions in the spectators:
grief, shame, disgust....Sacrifice is not a choice open to
Hecuba...."®l

It may be said that the Greek army’s interest in
watching the sacrifice of Polyxena coincides rather nicely
with her own nostalgia for the visibility that was once her
privilege as a princess. Yet, however complementary their
motives appear on the surface, it soon becomes apparent that
Polyxena's sacrifice is in fact viewed one way by Polyxena,
and the opposite way by the Greeks. For while Polyxena's
dying words indicate that she sees herself as ccmparable to a
male hero (or a hero of unmarked gender), the gaze of the
Greeks, and the particular manner in which they kill her,

mark her specifically as female.82

80grube (1941) 218 writes that Polyxena's speech "is full of quiet
dignity, " and thus she *lifts the proceedings to a higher beauty"; but
Hecuba, he adds, "makes the wild suggestion that they should sacrifice
her instead.* The implication that Hecuba's offer is errant madness
suggests (wrongly, I think) that Polyxena's is by contrast reasonable.
8lgregory (1991) 98.

82por further discussion of the erotic aspects of Polyxena's death see
Charles Segal, ®*Violence and the Other: G&reek, Female, and Barbarian in
Euripides* Hecuba,® TAPA 120 (1990) 111-12.
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The two viewpoints are presented simultaneously,
superimposed one on top of the other, since Polyxena's dying
words are reported in the play by Talthybius, a Greek
messenger. Though Polyxena's speech is embedded within a
Greek's, we can assume, based on Greek dramatic convention,
that she is being quoted accurately. I would also argue that
the comments made by Talthybius speaking as the messenger of
the Greek army are meant to be representative of the Greek
position generally; we "see" Polyxena's death through his
eves, but he is an insignificant character next to the Greek
army as a collective body. His interpretation of the event
may therefore be held to represent the Greek army's view of
it.

What Polyxena's language emphasizes about herself as she
dies is neither appearance nor femininity, but hrer high
status. She explicitly states that she will die as a member
of the royal family, Paciiig, and as one who is free, &AsvOépa.
The only reference she makes to her physical body is an order
forbidding the soldiers from touching it (547-52):

*Q v éunv mépoavteg Apysiot ndAv,

gxodoa Bviiokm- pA Tig ymton xpodg

10000 mapeEw yop dépnyv edxapding.

£devBépav 3¢ W’ , g EAevBépa Odva,

7pdg Oeddv, pebévteg xteivat’ - €v vekpoiot yap

d00An kexAficfon Bacidic 0ve” aioydvopon . *

'Greek destroyers of my city, I die willingly; let no

one touch my flesh: for I will extend my reck bravely.

I am free, and so that I may die free, by d¢od, let go

and kill me. Being a princess I am ashamed to be called
a slave among the dead.'
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But at the end of this speech, Polyxena draws the soldiers'
eyes to her body, by opening her dress and offering her bare
chest to the executioner. Talthybius (speaking for the army)
renders the scene, paying meticulous attention to the various
parts of her body that are exposed, especially her “breasts®
or "chest®" (558-565):

AoPovoa nérhovg £€ &xpag rmpidog

£ppnée Aaydvag éc péoag nap’ SpeoAdv

nootovg t’ Ederée otépva 6’ dg drydApatog
KOAAGTOL.. .

Taking her robes off her shoulders, she tore them to the
middle of her torso at the level of her navel and showed
her breasts and her chest, which was like a statue's,
most beautiful.
Talthybius focuses attention on Polyxena's bosom, using two
words, paoctoi and otépve, to describe it. The first term,
pootol, is the general term for a woman's breasts. The second
term, otépve, is usually unmarked for gender, but it becomes,
in Talthybius' usage, a marked one since it is cocupled by the
marked term for “a woman’s breasts” and by the qualifiers,
"like a statue's, most beautiful.* This suggests that the
Greeks look at Polyxena as at a beautiful statue of a naked
woman.

But Polyxena does not see herself as a woman baring
statuesque breasts. Her language suggests that, on the
contrary, she feels herself to be a male warrior baring his
chest (561-65):

..xoi koBeloo mpdg yoiav yovu

ELele mavtov TAnpovéstatov Adyov-

y ’ 2 ey » \ ’ O ’
1800, 108°, £l uév otépvov, @ veavia,
noigw npoBopd, naicov, €1 8 O’ adyévae
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xpnileic mapestt Aadg edtpentg 58<.

Then dropping her knee to the ground, she delivered the

pluckiest speech of all, *Look, here, if you want to

strike my chest, young man, strike; if you want to do

it on the neck, here, my throat is ready."
The baring of her chest may be construed as erotic, and
indeed, this is the interpretation given by the Greeks, to
judge from Talthybius' commentaryv. Another interpretation of
her gesture becomes possible, however, if we aliow Polyxena‘'s
own words to guide our reading. Polyxena presents the
executioner with the choice between striking her chest
(otépvov) and slitting her throat (Aoipdc) . Each mode of
execution has its own significance, as Nicole Loraux
observes: "in the throat, like a sacrificial victim, or in
the breast, like a warrior."83 As Loraux also points out,
when used of a man, otépvov "is a region of the body that is
thought a particularly good place to strike an enemy in
battle: he is killed at a blow and, not having run away,
earns a noble death®" (58). By contrast, Talthybius reports
that Polyxena uncovered her poactoogt’ otépva ("breasts and
chest"). The word pootd¢ in tragedy denotes specifically a
woman's breast: "the mother's breast swollen with milk [and]
the erotically provocative bosom..." (57). It is apparent,
then, that the gesture that Polyxena intends to be perceived
as brave and manly, is instead viewed by the Greeks as erotic

and womanly. The executioner’s ultimate decision underscores

Polyxena’s female nature: for he hesitates and then chooses

83Nicole Loraux, Tragic Ways of Killing a Woman, tr. Anthony Forster
(Cambridge, MA and London: Harvard UP, 1987) 60. The foilowing page
numbers in the text of this paragraph refer to Loraux (1987).
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the throat, treating Polyxena not as a warrior, but as a
sacrificial victim (or a woman) .84 Refused a warrior's death,
Loraux concludes (and I agree), Polyxena "is struck at
women's weak peint and is reclaimed at the last moment by
femininity.®"85

The response of the Greek army likewise imbues the death
with erotic meaning. Talthybius reports that immediately
after the sacrifice, virtually every soldier responded in the
same way, all of them setting out at once to gather leaves to
throw on the corpse, or logs to build a funeral pyre (571-
75). There was a problem, though, because one of (or some
of) the soldiers failed to have the response that was
automatic in the others. Talthybius speaks of the soldier
“not carrying, “ 68 o ¢épwv (575), meaning one not gathering
the leaves or logs or decoration with which the others all
plan to glorify Polyxena's corpse. The soldier who fails to
carry such things stands out among his comrades, who then
chastise him for his crude apathy (577-80):

“Eomxog, @ x&xote, 1f vedvidt

00 mérAov 00IE KOGHOV év XEPOTV Exmv;

ovx el Tt ddcav 1i} tepics’ edxapdin

yoxiv v dplotn;

"You stand there, great villain, without a dress or

jewelry in your hands for the young lady? Will you

offer nothing to the stunningly brave and roble-
hearted?"

84Loraux (1987) 57. Loraux adds: “there are very few women in tragedy
to whom death comes through the breast.®

85L,oraux (1987) 61. By contrast, when in Ovid's Metamorphoses Polyxena
again is said to offer both throat and breast, her executioner chooses
her breast (and she dies plus quam femina virgo, Met.13.47S5f.).
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But this soldier serves, I think, as an implicit rebuke of
the others. Though abused for his apparent lack of response,
the soldier in fact expresses his response silently; though
it obviously lacks the fervid passion of the others', this
response is charged with feeling. It is in fact the
pointedness of the soldier's inactivity that provokes anger
in the others.

The majority thus responds to Polyxena's death by
idealizing her and decorating her corpse; one soldier's
refusal to be a part of the celebration is interpreted by the
others as bad. But who are the true bad men from Euripides®
point of view? Which party responds in a way that Euripides
defends? A second passage in the play supports the argument
against the majority.

"In a huge army the unbridled mob and the wild sailors
are hotter than fire," says Hecuba (&vTotlpvpie
otpatedpot/dxoractog Sxhog votikh T’ vapyia/kpeiconv mopdg, 606-08),
and she asks Talthybius to make sure that none of those
lawless soldiers or sailors be allowed to touch Polyxena's
dead body. The mob of men, she fears, will swarm over her
daughter's dead body, and "the man who does nothing bad is
considered a bad man" (kakdgd’ O pnttdpdvkakdv, 608). The scene
that Hecuba anticipates is very similar to the one just
described by Talthybius, in which a soldier is rebuked by his
comrades for something that he does not do. In the first
instance, a soldier is xaxkd¢ because he does not carry a

contribution to Polyxena‘'s corpse (08 odoépwv); in the
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second, he is xox6¢ because he does not molest her corpse (O6pf
T dpddv xokdv) . The eche is, I think, deliberate. For while we
may accept the mob's response in the first passage as
conventional behavior after a successful sacrifice, the
second passage changes our opinion about mob responses,
however conventional they may be. We are simply appalled at
the idea of soldiers molesting Polyxena's corpse, and we are
sympathetic with the soldier who is faulted by the mob for
not taking part in the violent and perverse activity. We are
led, then, to draw an analogy between adorning Polyxena's
corpse and possibly raping it. The soldier who stands out,
refusing to participate in either activity, is, I think, a
conscientious objector.

Polyxena's wish to be treated like a Greek hero is
thwarted by the army's resolution to treat her like a woman
(a prize claimed by the hero Achilles). Because the Greeks
view her body as erotic, her words and her gestures are read
not as she intended them--as a warrior's--but rather as a
woman's; she is therefore treated as an erotic object both
during and after her sacrifice. The decree passed by the
army—--that the desire asserted by the "best of the Greek men"
justifies the "sacrifice of slave women"--is once again
democratically confirmed.

But this decree is symbolically challenged in the second
half of the play. I agree with the many critics who claim

the play falls into two distinct parts, though I differ with
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those who find little or no real connection betveen the two.86
The second half indeed breaks with the first, insofar as a
Trojan woman is no longer depicted as an object to be looked
at and murdered. But murder and the act of seeing remain
salient elements in the plot. Hecuba devotes herself in the
second half of the play to avenging the murder of Polydorus;
this has led critics to say that she has accepted her
daughter's murder but refuses to accept her son's.87 The
specific punishment that Polymestor is made to suffer
testifies, however, to Hecuba's memory of the horrible death
her daughter died. Polyvxena was slain before a crowd of
Greek soldiers, and her body was bared to their objectifying
gaze. Hecuba's retaliation strikes at the root of Polyxena's
humiliation: by scratching out Polymestor's eyes, Hecuba
wipes out the male gaze, Polyxena's symbolic oppressor. She
also murders his two sons and exposes their bodies, and the
king*'s blindness, to the suddenly empowered gaze of the
Trojan women (1049-53):

Sym viv aotic’ dvto depdtov ndpog

TVQAOV TVPAD OTEIXOVTA TOPaPOP® TOdT,

naidwv e Sicodv odpad’, odec ke’ &yd

obv 1016’ dpilotong Tpardowv: dtxny &€ pot

d&dmxe. xwpel §’, Gg oplc, 68’ £k dopwv.

You will see him presently in front of the building, a
blind man walking on a blind, staggering foot, and the

86por an updated bibliography on the perceived problems in the play's
structure see Segal (1990) 109 n.l. For his part, Segal argues that the
thematic unity of the play "rests...on the characteristically Euripidean
interconnections between war, monstrosity, barbarian violence, women,
and the erotic atmosphere of Polyxena's sacrifice* (109). My reading is
clearly in part compatible with Segal's.

87For this view see Grube (1941) 221-22, and Ra‘'anana Meridor, “Hecuba's
Revenge, " AJP 99 (1978) 34-35.
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bodies of his two children, whom I killed with these

noble Trojan women; he has given me my vengeance. Here

he comes, as you see, out of the building.
Thus a reversal of the play's first half is accomplished, as
woman is transformed from spectacle and victim to spectator
and killer. Moreover, the sign of feminine nobility accepted
in the first half of the play is effaced, and Hecuba appoints
a new definition: nobility is not manifest in z young
woman's self-sacrifice, but is found rather in the Trojan
women's accomplishment of vengeance. In other words, Hecuba

applies to women the same criteria used to determine the

nobility of the male warrior.

Iphigenia at Aulis

In this section I will examine the sacrifice of Iphigenia in
the last sacrifice-play of Euripides produced in Athens (it
was produced only after his death), the Iphigenia at Aulis.
In the play, Agamemnon deceives his wife and daughter by
representing Iphigenia’s sacrifice as a marriage to Achilles
(98-100); he later refers to the sacrifice as marriage to
Hades (461). In Greek thought, marriage and sacrifice are
structurally associated, and their homologous nature has been

much studied in recent years.88 But Euripides suggests that

88The most influential work in this area is that of Jean-'‘ierre Vernant;
see, e.g., his Myth and Society in Ancient Greece, tr. Jauwet Lloyd (NY:
Zone Books, 1990; first published in 1974) esp. 151. Following Vernant
in her reading of the IA is Foley (1985), esp. 84-92. See alsc Richard
Seaford, “The Tragic Wedding,* JHS 107 (1987) 106-30, esp. 106-07 and
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there is a particular association between the sacrifice of
Iphigenia and the marriage of another woman closely linked to
the Trojan campaign: Helen. This association, as it is
presented in the IA, has not yet been sufficiently explored.

The Oxford edition of the play opens with the monologue
of Agamemnon.®® Leda had three daughters, Agamemnon says:
Phoibe, Clytemnestra, and Helen. Helen's name subsequently
leads into the following digression (51-7):

‘EAévn 1e- Tordg ol 10 TpdT” dAPropévor

uvnotiipeg nABov ‘EAAGSoc veavia.

deval 8’ amethol kai kot’ GAAA®Y @dvoc

Evvictad’, Somig ph AdPor ™y mapBivov.

70 Tpaypo & dndpag eixe Tvddpew notpt,

dobvai te pn Sodva T&, Tiig TOXNCS Orwg

ayout’ dplota.

...and Helen. The young men of the highest class in

Greece came as her suitors. The threats were terrible,

and plans to murder the other suitors were made by

whoever thought he might not win the girl. The problem

kept her father Tyndareus in a state of aporia: to give

Helen and not to give her, how he could hit on the

happiest circumstances.
Why does the story of Helen'’s courtship start the play about
Iphigenia‘’s sacrifice? Why does Agamemnon, awake in the
middle of the night at Aulis, contemplating the sacrifice of
his daughter Iphigenia, recollect the courtship of Helen?

And why specifically the courtship of Helen and not, say, her

(on the IA) 108-110; and James Redfield, *Notes on the Greek Wedding, *
Arethusa 15 (1982) 181-201, esp. 187.

90Two prologues appear in the mss.: Agamemnon's monologue in iambics
(49-114), and the dialogue between Agamemnon and the old man written in
anapaests (1-48). I follow Gilbert Murray who prints Agamemnon's
monologue (49-114) first, followed by 11.1-48 and 115-163. Both
prologues are incomplete according to Murray. For discussion see
Bernard M. W. Knox, “Euripides®' Iphigenia in Aulide 1-163 (in that
order)," YCS 22 (1972) 239-61, and C.A.E. Luschnig, Tragic Aporia: A
Study of EBuripides’ Iphigenia at Aulis (Berwick, Victoria: Aureal
Publications, 1988) 6-7 and 19n.3.
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abduction, or the judgement of Paris, two of the more
traditional places to start the story?90

Agamemnon is, of course, giving a very thorough
aetiology of the present Greek expedition against Troy. But
his account is unigue, I think, in that it is told from the
point of view of the father, Tyndareus. The murderous
suitors, all desirous of Helen, were a significant problem
not for Helen, it seems, but for her father Tyndareus.
Whatever decision Tyndareus reached about his daughter's
marriage, it would have to satisfy the mob of hot-headed
suitors assembled at his door.

I believe there is a reason for Agamemncn's evocation of
the courtship of Helen, and for his doing so from Tyndareus'
point of view in particular. As Tyndareus once was, SO
Agamemnon is now in a state of aporia: should he sacrifice
his daughter or not?°! He realizes that it is potentially
dangerous not to sacrifice her. All the armies of Greece are
assembled at Aulis, and if they find out that victory over

Troy depends on the sacrifice of Iphigenia, they will force

900ur only source earlier than the IZ for the oath taken by Helen's
suitors is the Hesiodic Catalogue of Women (book 5.1-200). See M.L.
West, The Hesiodic Catalogue of Women: Its Nature, Structure, and
Origins (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1985), esp. 114-19 and 133-34. 1In
the Hesiodic version of the story, Helen's father is said to be Zeus
(but West takes this statement to be corrupt; see p.43 n.25), and the
oath is the suitors' own idea. Sources later than Euripides include
Isocrates, Encomium of Helen (10.40); Apollodorus (3.132;; and Hyginus
(fab. 78). Usually the aetiology of the Trojan War is evoked with
reference to Helen's abduction by Paris and voyage to Troy (e.g.Sappho
16; Aesch. Ag. 687-98; Herod. Hist. 1.4).

91p similar observation is made by Luschnig (1988) 73: “From the guilty
name of Helen, Agamemnon proceeds to his own account of history. By his
choice of words he shows the similarity of the two situations, the
past...and the present crises.”
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him to kill her (513-14). Agamemnon is convinced that they
will, in fact, find out, because either Calchas or Odysseus
is certain to tell them (518-26). "Can't you picture
Odysseus standing in the midst of the Greeks?" Agamemnon asks
his brother Menelaus. "He will command them to kill you, me,
and my daughter®" (528-33).

As we know, Tvndareus averted the potential blood bath
at his door by binding all Helen's suitors to her with an
oath: the suitors promise to defend her marriage to whichever
one of them she chooses to marry. Should she ever be
abducted, the suitors all promise to wage war against the
abductor and to destroy his city (57-65). This contract
apparently satisfies the suitors and solves Tyndareus'
aporia: 1in one sense, he gives Helen to all the suitors; yet
in another, he does not give her, in that only one man will
really possess her as his wife. This interpretation of
Tyndareus' solution is faithful to the Greek phrase, &odvaiie
pn Sobvaite, "to give and not to give." For while translators
frequently render the phrase "to give or not to give, *92 E.B.
England was right to insist that the real problem for
Tyndareus "was not whether he should or should not give his

daughter, nor even to whom he should give her, but how, in

92w.s. Merwin and George E. Dimock, Jr., tr., Euripides: "Iphigeneia at
Aulis (NY: Oxford UP, 1978) 27: *Should he give her to one of them/ or
not let her marry at all?® Arthur S. Way, tr. Euripides, vol. 1 (NY:
G.P. Putnam's Sons, 1930) 11: “"Then sore perplexed was Tyndareus her
sire,/ How, giving or refusing, he should 'scape/ Shipwreck..."
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the giving and in the refusing, he should escape the enmity
of the disappointed suitors" (England's italics) .23

Thus Tvndareus' aporia turns out to be highly relevant
to Agamemnon's own immediate problem. I am not suggesting
that Agamemnon himself is depicted as aware that their
situations are closely related; presumably he recollects the
courtship of Helen because, in his mind, it is ultimately the
cause for the present expedition. What I do want to suggest,
however, is that Euripides intends for us, the audience, to
begin to discover for ourselves other meaningful connections
between Helen's courtship and marriage on the one hand, and
Iphigenia's sacrifice on the other.

To start with, the soldiers who Agamemnon fears will
demand Iphigenia's sacrifice are in fact the very men who
some years earlier demanded Helen's marriage and vowed
subsequently to fight for her. It is significant, then, when
Achilles later says that the Greeks have a dewvi¢&pag, a
"terrible eros," for war (808-09), since the present "eros"
for.war against Troy springs ultimately from an earlier form
of eros, the desire to marry Helen.®%? Agamemnon's choice of
words likewise equates bloodlust with eros (1264-66):

péunve &’ "Agpodit tig ‘EAARvev otpatd
mAelv Qg tdyota BopPapav ént xBéva,

93p.B. England, ed., The "Iphigeneia at Aulis®” of Euripides (London and
NY: Macmillan and Co., 1891) loc. cit. England admits the possibility
that Euripides is imitating Aeschylus' Suppl. 379, where JSptwowite un dpaocai
1e is "to do or not to do"; but *the construction of the two passages,"
England maintains, "is different." See also Luschnig (1988) 112.

941t is of course true that not exactly all of the Greeks now headed for
Troy were part of the original gang of suitors; but they have all by
this time been assimilated to the group. See Luschnig (1988) 41,
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rnavoal 1€ Afktpav aprayde ‘EAANvikdy.

Some Aphrodite has maddened the army of Greeks to sail

as fast as possible to the land of foreignagys, and to

put an end to the rape of Greek beds.

But even if the present soldiers are like the former
suitors, how is Iphigenia like Helen? Iphigenia is a young
unmarried woman whose sacrifice is demanded by Artemis (89-
91), whereas Helen is a married woman inveclved with another
man and closely associated with Aphrodite (68-69). Helen may
not appear as a character in the IA, but her presence is felt
throughout the play, and she is mentioned several times,
always pejoratively (xaxdvAéyog, 389; xaxhyovRi, 1169).
Iphigenia, meanwhile, is represented in the play as pure,
brave, and good (1411, 1561-62).

Yet the IA destabilizes the traditional belief that
Helen and Iphigenia are opposites, the two "faces®™ of woman.
At the end of the play, Iphigenia is awarded the epithet
gAéntole ("destroyer of the city," 1476, 1511), a word coined
by Aeschylus in the Agamemnon to describe Helen, the
"destroyer® of Troy (Ag. 689-90).°° Two extremes thus come
together paradoxically in the figure of Iphigenia: for she
sees herself as simultaneously the savior of Greece (1383-84,

1420, 1472-73, 1502) and the destroyer of Troy.%6

95Noted by Luschnig (1988) 85; Dimock (1978) 11-12, writes: “Euripides
forces us to identify [Iphigenia)] with Helen....She has bacome as
responsible as Helen for the expedition to Troy, for the fall of the
city, and for the miserable homecoming of the Achaians.* The next
question is, how much "responsibility" is it fair to attribute to Helen?
96The merging of opposites is a central motif in the play; see also Dale
Chant's compelling paper on "Role Inversion and its Function in the
Iphigenia at Aulis,® Ramus 15 no.2 (1986) 83-92. Every savior in the IA,
Chant argues,; is also a destroyer, and vice-versa. For example,
Agamemnon, in the course of a single scene, goes from being Iphigenia's
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What, then, does Helen have to do with Iphigenia? This
very question is in fact asked by Menelaus in the play (118’
‘EAévng napBéve i ofi péta; 494) . I plan to address this problem by
examining the affect Iphigenia has on the two principal male
characters in the play, Agamemnon and Achilles.

Aristotle's remarks on the IA are well known. He was
bothered by the apparent inconsistency between Iphigenia's
first appeal to her father not to sacrifice her (pfp’ dmoAfong
Gwpov, 1218), and her announcement moments later that she has
decided to die (xatBovelv pév pordédoktor, 1375). Aristotle
objected to Euripides’ evident failure to demonstrate clearly
in the text the reason for Iphigenia‘’s change of mind.?%7

Several scholars have defended Euripides against
Aristotle’s objections. G.M.A. Grube, and later George
Dimock, say that Iphigenia intentionally "makes a virtue of
necessity." Wesley Smith, followed by Helene Foley, argues
that Iphigenia's offer to die is motivated by her newly
conceived love for the hero Achilles. Meanwhile Jasper
Griffin neither agrees nor disagrees with Aristotle: he
admits that Euripides gives Iphigenia no apparent motive to

change her mind. But why should he? "The world of the

savior to her destroyer, and Menelaus from destroyer to savior.

Achilles tells Iphigenia he will stand at the altar ready to save her
(1424-32), but is later reported to be an acolyte at the rite (1568-76).
In the end we are never even sure whether Artemis saves Iphigenia or
destroys her (Chant, 90).

97aristotle, Poetics 1454a28-33: *For the suppliant Iphigenia bears no
resemblance to the later Iphigenia.” See Bernard Knox, *Second Thoughts
in Greek Tragedy,“ in Word and Action: Essays on the Ancient Theater
(Baltimore and London: The Johns Hopkins UP, 1979) 231-49, esp. 243-46.
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Iphigeneia in Aulis,"™ writes Griffin, "is one in which
everyone changes his or her mind. *98

According to Marianne McDonald, the fact that Iphigenia
changes her mind shows that she is "teachable.®™ That is, she
is taught by Agamemnon that her sacrifice is necessary for
the good of Greece. While McDonald acknowledges that the
lesson Iphigenia learns from Agamemnon is "misguided, ®* she
nevertheless maintains that Iphigenia‘’s unconditional
devotion to her father makes her "a genuine heroine."9?

I agree with McDonald that Agamemnon misleads his
daughter. It is for this reason that I protest the use of
the word "teachable" to describe her, since it gives docility
virtuous associations. “Teaching®" implies improvement and
enlightenment; yet Iphigenia is neither improved nor
enlightened by her father’s views. She adopts his opinions
because she is young, impressionable, and committed to him.
The hallmark of Iphigenia’s character is neither chastity nor
altruism, but her sense of filial duty toward Agamemnon.

This aspect of her character is apparent almost as soon
as she arrives at Aulis. When Agamemnon accuses Iphigenia of
speaking "intelligently, " she sees how unhappy he is and

quickly offers to speak "unintelligently®" (653-54). To judge

98grube (1941) 437; Dimock (1978) 7; Wesley D. Smith, "Iphigenia in
Love,"* in Arktouros: Hellenic Studies Presented to B.M.W. Knox, ed. G.
Bowerstock, et al. (Berlin and NY: Walter De Gruyter, 1979) 173-80;
Foley (1985) 77; Jasper Griffin, “Characterization in Euripides:
Hippolytus and Iphigeneia in Aulis,® in Characterization and
Individuality in Greek Literature, ed. C. Pelling (Oxford: Clarendon
Press, 1990) 148. Luschnig (1988) 18, is in agreement with Griffin.
®°Marianne McDonald, *Iphigenia‘s Philia: Motivation in Euripides'
Iphigenia at Aulis,* QUCC 63 (1990) 76, 82, 81.
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from this exchange, then, (which we will presently examine in
detail) we see that Iphigenia is clearly affected by
Agamemnon, but not at all enlightened. I suggest that the
speech in which Agamemnon justifies killing his daughter,
echoed later by Iphigenia herself, constitutes not
*teaching, " but indoctrination, and that Iphigenia's lovalty
to her father therefore does not constitute heroism. She is
an impressionable young woman who, as Clytemnestra remarks,
lovas her father (¢idordtwp, 638).

The passage just mentioned is important to our
understanding of the dynamics between Iphigenia and
Agamemnon. Iphigenia has just arrived at Aulis and, seeing
her father’s dour mood, offers to cheer him up (651-54):

Ay. uwcpoc yap mnv 71 *mod6’ drovoic.

Ip. ovx 018’ 8 1L 9fc, 0dK 01da, qn?\:ta‘l: aum TaTEP.
Ay. o*uve'ta A.eyouco: uaM,ov etg ouc10v w ocyag
Ip. dolverd vov épodpuev, el 6€ Y’ 0QpavVd.

Ag. For your absence from me will be long.

Iph. I do not understand what you are saying, father my
dearest, I do not understand.

Ag. Yet you speak with intelligence, and move me more
to pity.

Iph. Then I will speak unintelligently, if I can cheer
you.

In a short while, when she learns of Agamemnon's plan to
sacrifice her, Iphigenia will want her father to pity her;
for now, however, still ignorant of her fate, she has no such
goal. But the effect that Iphigenia's voice has on
Agamemnon, and later on Achilles, is never the one that she
anticipates. She may swear to Agamemnon that she does not

understand what he is talking about, but he responds as if
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she understood everything. Her genuine ignorance (odx0id0&)
thus is taken (or mistaken) for intelligence.

Iphigenia evidently regards it as her duty to make
Agamemnon smile; if she has to speak differently to bring
about this result, she will. She does not understand the real
meaning of her father's words, vet immediately responds to
his suspicion that she sounds as if she did understand. If
he complains that she sounds ocuvverd, she will speak dovdveta.
This remarkable adaptiveness gives us our first glimpse of
Iphigenia, the "cheerful martyr.®100

This short exchange between Agamemnon and Iphigenia
foreshadows the later change in Iphigenia‘’s speech at the
climax of the play. Iphigenia starts out speaking candidly;
but when she sees that her speech displeases her father, she
offers to reconstruct her voice in order to cheer him.

The circumstances, however, are different in their later
exchange because Iphigenia now in fact does know that
Agamemnon has made plans for her sacrifice. She begs him not
to kill her (1211-19):

el név 10v "Opoéang sixov, @ tatep, Adyov,

neiBewv éndSoves’, b6’ dpaptelv por métpag,

KNAELV T€ 101G Adyoroty oV¢ éBovAduny, -

¢vtad0’ &v AABov- vOv 8¢, T’ £pod cogd,

ddxpoa tapé€n- TodTa yip Suvaipnsd’ &v.

ikempiav 68 yévaowv Eantw oélev

10 o@u TodNaY, Onep Etuctev 118e oo,

pA | droAfong dwpov- 1S yop 10 edg
BAéretv- (O’ bred yiig A p” 13l dvorykdong .

100"[N]ever was there a more vibrant, cheerful and affectionate martyr!*
D.J. Conacher, FEuripidean Drama: Myth, Theme, and Structure (Toronto:
U of Toronto Press, 1967) 263.
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If I had the voice of Orpheus, father, to persuade with
song the stones to attend to me, and to cast spells with
words over whomever I wanted, I would resort to it now.

But as it is, I will offer my own art, my tears: I

might discover power in them. 2and, like a suppliant

branch, I press to your knees my body, which this woman
bore to you: Do not kill me: I am too yvoung and I find
the deylight sweet to see; nor force me to look upon
the things under the earth.
Earlier Iphigenia moved Agamemnon to pity without so
intending. In the present passage, she uses certain
conventional rhetorical tactics for arousing pathos: she
claims her inexperience in the area of persuasion, and draws
attention to her tears and her body, which underline her
weakness and femininity. She even enlists the help (or more
precisely, the helplessness) of her baby brother Orestes,
though he cannot even speak (1245): i80b siendv Alcoetal ¢” 88°, @
notep ("Look! In silence he beseeches you, father®).

While these may be conventional methods of persuasion,
they are more poignant than usual because Iphigenia and
Agamemnon are daughter and father. She is not an Athenian
citizen pleading a case before a jury of fellow citizens.

She was once, as she carefully reminds him, a little girl
sitting on his knee, promising to care for him in his old age
(1221-30).

The earlier scene between father and daughter suggested
that Agamemnon was affected with pity by Iphigenia's speech.
But now, when Agamemnon's pity could save her life, Iphigenia
is unable to move him at all. Agamemnon protects himself

from her pleas by invoking the freedom of Greece and the

inviolability of Greek marriage; his patriotic, impersonal
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rhetoric serves as a defense against the personal appeal of
his daughter Iphigenia (1273-75):

é?\,s\)eépav y&p Sl viv Goov &v 601, téxvov,

Kool 'ysveceou, unde BapPaporg Hmo

“EAAnvag Svtog Aéktpa cvlacBon Big.

For Greece must be free, as much as it is in your power,

child, and mine; and being Greeks, our beds must not be

plundered forcibly by foreigners.

One might expect Iphigenia to respond resentfully to
this cold argument. In Aeschylus‘' Agamemnon it is said that
Iphigenia died with a curse on her lips; her mouth had to be
gagged by the Greek soldiers in order to keep her from
damning her father's house before being killed (Ag. 235-38).
Thus Aeschylus represents Iphigenia as angry, and her voice
as potentially treacherous, not unjustly treacherous either,
as the sympathetic-sounding chorus implies.

But there is no need to fear Iphigenia in the IA.
Instead of cursing her father, she essentially g¢ives him her
blessing; in fact she endorses her sacrifice in Agamemnon's
own terms.l10l Her death, she says, will stop the rape
(apralewv) of Greek women by foreign men (BdpBapor, 1380-81);
and by dying, she adds, she will free Greece (‘EAA&S’ dxg
nAevBépnco, 1383-84). "Iphigenia accepts Agamemnon's
reasoning, * writes Nancy Rabinowitz, "not because Euripides

thinks it is correct, but because she is emotionally--even

101y disagree with McDonald (1990) 78: *®"...the Euripidean Iphigenia may
first allude to her weaker Aeschylean counterpart by refusing to be
sacrificed, and then act all the more nobly when she has weighed the
data and come to a more informed decision." I argue that Iphigenia's
endorsement of her sacrifice in the IA is a stylized version of being
gagged in the Ag. 1In both plays something is put in her mouth in order
to ensure an auspicious sacrifice.
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erotically--attached to her father."102 I would emphasize
Iphigenia‘’s emotional attachment to her father, for which the
play gives us clear evidence. I would add, moreover, that her
emotional attachment to her father leads to an intellectual
dependence on him, as she apparently adopts his way of
thinking. This emotional and intellectual surrender to
Agamemnon leads ultimately to her death.

I am not the first to observe that Iphigenia adopts the
rhetoric of her father‘’s speech. For instance, Christina
Elliott Sorum remarks that, "Iphigenia perpetuates the
patriotic theme introduced by her father; she maintains his
fantasy that his act is justified, that he is nct
responsible." According to O'Connor-Visser, "...Iphigenia has
to adopt Agamemnon's arguments in order to reach the decision
to die."103 I would like to add, however, an observation that
I think has not been emphasized in previous readings of the
play: Iphigenia adopts the rhetoric of her father’s speech
because it is her aim--it is in fact her very nature--to
placate him. I would emphasize also that her speech, unlike
Agamemnon’s, has the effect of arousing erotic and

destructive impulses.

102Nancy Rabinowitz, ®*The Strategy of Inconsistency in Euripides'
Iphigenia at Aulis,® CB 59 no. 2 (1983) 24.

103¢ristina Elliott Sorum, “Myth, Choice, and Meaning in Euripides'
Iphigenia at Aulis,* AJP 113 (1992) 541; O'Connor-Visser (1987) 123.
See also McDonald (1990) 77; S.E. Lawrence, “Iphigenia at Aulis:
Characterization and Psychology in Euripides, " Ramus 17.2 (1988) 100,
Rabinowitz (1583) 24, Siegel (1680) 301, sSmith (197%) 174-75, Grube
(1941) 436.
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"A greater desire for your bed enters me,® Achilles
responds, "as I see into your true nature; for vou are
noble” (u&Alov 8t Aéxtpav cdv nébog 1’ Eoépyetayf &g thv giow BAdyoavta-
yevwodoydp €1, 1410-11). What Achilles means, of course, is
that he wants to marry Iphigenia. Her apparent propensity
for self-sacrifice suggests to him that she will be an
excellent wife. As we know from the example set by Alcestis-
-"best of women” because she agrees to die in place of her
husband--the ideal wife is one who would gladly lay down her
life. Achilles’ expression, though, is sexually suggestive.
It is not simply that he wants to marry Iphigenia, but, as he
puts it, he has a “greater desire for her bed.” This
phrasing is remarkable, and so is the fact that in this scene
male sexual desire is stimulated not by a flirtatious
expression or a longing look, but by a speech in which a
woman embraces death. Her willingness to die evidently
allows Achilles to "see" Iphigenia's "nature," although the
"nature® that emerges when she endorses her sacrifice has
been constructed on the spot out of her father's opinions. We
can see, based on Iphigenia‘’s prior words, that the wish to
die is in fact antithetical to her nature.

It has been said that Achilles desires Iphigenia mainly
because she endorses his point of view and “male” values.

For instance, Dale Chant writes:

subsequent to Iphigeneia‘'s speech of acquiescence in and
glorification of her sacrifice (and consequential
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endorsement of male values, perspectives and roles) he
[Achilles] becomes overwhelmingly infatuated with her.104

But the attitude that Iphigenia has adopted cannot be defined
simply, in any single way. Her new attitude (supporting the
army of Greece, the importance of Greek freedom, the glory of
self-sacrifice, and the sanctity of marriage) is not solely
the attitude of the play's male characters; the chorus of
women also endorses all the elements of her attitude lited
above: the planned military action, Greek freedom, self-
sacrifice, and marriage.l05 It may have originated as the code
of the male warrior, but by now it is the universal Greek
attitude.106

Achilles claims at this moment that he wants to marry
Iphigenia. Who can say precisely why? We observe that his
desire for her emerges when she has just adopted her father's
views, recited Greek values, and dedicated herself to death.
Whatever the source of Iphigenia's new attitude, Achilles®
desire can be characterized as specifically male desire, and
this, I would argue, is the point of the scene: to reveal
not the nature of the ideology held by Greek men and women,
but the nature and source of erotic desire in the Greek man.

Male erotic desire figures in a similar way in the IA

and the Hecuba. In both plays, young unmarried women present

104chant (1986) 85. Cf. Rabinowitz (1983) 25: *In this speech,
Iphigenia takes on the overt values of the patriarchy."

1051n the parodos (164-302) the chorus ogles the handsome Greek soldiers
armed for battle; the next ode (543-89) is a prayer for moderation in
love, or fidelity in marriage; the final ode (1510-31) celebrates
(proleptically) Iphigenia's sacrifice and the coming victory of Greece.
108or almost universal. I agree with Foley (1985) 95, that Clytemnestra
is the exception in the play, as the one character not supportive of
“Panhellenic idealism.”
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themselves as ready and willing to die, and thus
inadvertantly elicit erotic responses from the Greek
soldier(s) who watch. Polyxena literally exposes herself,
baring her upper body to the men in the Greek army, who are
subsequently struck by her beauty and nobility. Iphigenia,
without baring her body, but by offering to be sacrificed,
likewise arouses in Achilles a desire (mbfoc) for her bed
(Aéktpa) , and admiration for her nobility.

But in addition to having his erotic response, Achilles
also feels a sudden compelling desire for battle: d&yxBopait’.../
el pf oe cdco Aavaidonot did pdyme/ E0dv ("I am in agony...unless I
rescue you from the Greeks by fighting them in battle," 1413-
15) .107 The impulses to make love to and marry a woman and to
kill men surface simultaneously in Achilles, just as they did
in the suitors at the time of Helen's courtship. ‘This
comparison between Helen’s suitors and Achilles is observed
by Iphigenia herself. She fears that, just as Helen's body is
used by Greece as a reason to wage war against Troy, so
Achilles might also appropriate her body as an object of
desire and a cause to fight for (1417-20):

N TovSapig moig 1& 10 oK’ dprel pdyog

dvdpdv Ti0eloa kol povovg: ob &, @ Efve,

ph Oviioke 8v° épué pnd’ dmoxteivng Tivd,

£0. 0t ofyoal W ‘EANGS’, fiv Suvdpebor.

The daughter of Tyndareus is content that her body
causes fighting and killing among men. But yvou, my

1071 borrow from Charles R. Walker's excellent translation: "I am in
agony to throw/ Myself into battle with all the Greeks/ To save you,* in
Euripides, vol 4, ed. David Grene and Richmond Lattimore (Chicago and
London: U cf Chicage Press, 1958} 292.
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friend, do not die because of me and do not kill anyone;
just let me save Greece if I can!

In her own mind, Iphigenia is the princess in a children’s
storyv--a fairy tale almost--where the daughter obeys her
father the king and dies in order to save the people of the
land. She cherishes the conventional view of Helen as a
wicked woman, and fights the ironic similarity between Helen
and herself. She discovers, however, that she has stepped
unwittingly into an adult story of violence, passion, and
destruction, in which she plays the part of femme fatale
(which is Helen‘’s part in the traditional story of the Trojan
War) in Achilles’ own erotic and heroic fantasy.

Her dying words, instead of cursing her father, blame
Helen for the great pains she caused the Greek people (1315-
17, 1334-35). The traditional femme fatale in Greek history
is Helen; in Euripides, though, Iphigenia is also a
*destroyer of cities.®" The ancient distinction between the
adulteress and the virgin collapses on the late fifth-century
Athenian stage.

"What does the marriage of Helen and Paris have to do
with me?" (1236-37). Iphigenia returns to the question
raised by Menelaus earlier in the play. We can understand
their bewilderment because we, too, have long been deceived
by appearances and tradition: Iphigenia and Helen really do
appear to be polar opposites of one another, as do Artemis
and Aphrodite. Yet somewhere beneath the surface, these two
configurations of the feminine slide into one another. Both

Iphigenia and Helen arouse male erctic desire and the male
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desire to fight for a woman. 2and while both are eventually
*city-destroyers," they are at first ritually *given®" by
their fathers (in marriage or in the act of sacrifice) in
order to placate the unruly passions of men. Helen is
symbolically given by Tyndareus to the noblemen of Greece who
court her, and Iphigenia is given by Agamemnon (in fact she
gives her body to Greece: didop cdpc toopdv ‘EAAGStL. .., 1397-99)
so that the armies will not turn against him and destrcy his
family.108

The ironic similarity beween Iphigenia and Helen becomes
even more striking in the play's final scene. As she walks
off the stage toward the altar of Artemis where she will be
sacrificed, Iphigenia declares herself &Aéntolig (1475-76):
Gyeté pe 1av TAlov/ koi ppuydv EAéntolv (*Lead me away, the destroyer
of Troy and of the Phrygians®). The chorus of Chalcidian
women joins in celebrating her by this name (1510-12): 18eofe
v TAlov/ kol @poydv EAéntodv/ oteiyovsay (*See the destroyer of Troy
and of the Phrygians as she goes®"). Not only does the first
syllable of Iphigenia's new title evoke the beginning of
Helen's name, but it is, as scholars have noted, the epithet
coined by Aeschylus to describe Helen in the Agamemnon.

It is ironic that the women of the chorus are the ones
who, with this word, unwittingly identify Iphigenia with

Helen, because they hold religiously to the belief that there

108gelen marries Menelaus, but in a sense also Greece (or at least the
Greek aristocracy); Iphigenia is likewise, as noted by Rabinowitz
(1583) 25, *poised between two marriages, one to Achilies, the other to
Greece.*
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are two kinds of women: the good ones like Iphigenia, and
bad women like Helen. A woman cultivates virtue, they say,
by hiding her sexuality (568-70):

péyo T Onpedewv dpetdv,

yovouéi pév xard Kdnpwv

KPUTTAV...

A great thing to shoot for is wvirtue, which for women
consists in the hiding of Aphrodite...

In their view, then, Helen is to be condemned because she
left her husband and thus started the war, while Iphigenia is
laudable. The women do not take into account the fact that
Iphigenia is, in her own way, another woman (like Helen) who
launches one thousand ships, since her sacrifice gives the
Greek expedition against Troy its second start. Despite her
chastity, then, and all her noble aspirations, Iphigenia is
in some way a double for Helen, however unchaste and ignoble
Helen may traditionally seem.

In the Greek literary tradition, Iphigenia and Helen
represent the distinction between pure and impure womanhood
respectively. But Euripides' IA shows that at some level
these opposites merge, because they both trigger erotic and
warrior impulses. The only justification for exalting
Iphigenia and condemning Helen is, then, the
characteristically Greek habit of structuring the world in
terms of binary oppositions: the good and the bad; the

noble and the ignoble; the virgin and the whore.




Part Three

Before the Heroides: The Male Love Poet's "Death"

"I am miserable, prostrate with desire, dead...."®
Archilochus, in one of the earliest fragments of archaic
Greek love poetry that we have, is *dead® with desire, having
been "pierced through the bones" with invisible arrows shot
by the gods.l While he is clearly not *"dead" in the sense
that a fallen warrior in the Iliad might be, he is the first
known poet to use epic language in a poem about erotic
desire, and to write about what is ostensibly his own
experience. He is the first poet, in other words, to present
himself and love as the subjects cf poetry. By appropriating
the images of physical wounding and death from heroic poetry,
Archilochus gives the genre of personal love poetry a certain
gravity.

Thus the traditional link between love and death in love
poetry may have been originally conceived as a way of
establishing subjective love poetry as a serious genre next
to epic poetry. The figure of love as death enables a poet to
depict erotic experience in epic proportions, as it were,
without, however, requiring him to conform to the standards

of epic poetry. Even in the Hellenistic period, among poets

150otnvog Eykewon n68e/ dyvxog, xokerfiol Bedv 65Ovnow Emry nenappévog S’ dotéwv, fr. 104
in Campbell (1982} 7.
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who thoroughly rejected the epic style, erotic desire is
often treated as a tragic death. In the first Idyll of
Theocritus, for example, the whole countryside mourns the
*death, * that is the love, of Daphnis; the scene of universal
mourning in this poem is reminiscent of nothing less than the
lamentation for Hector that closes the Iliad. However much
the love poet may repudiate poetry written in the grand
style, and however "thin® his own poetry may be, he
nevertheless maintains the principle that, in order to be
superior poetry, a poem about love must be infused with
tragedvy. A love affair, a paltry topic in comparison with
war, thus comes to be treated figuratively as a ®"death.”®

Death may be a prominent figure in serious Greek love
poetry, but it appears to be a colloquialism in the lover's
vocabulary in Rome. Our evidence for this comes from Plautine
comedy: characters in Plautus commonly say that they are
dyving, pereo ("I die"), when they mean that they are in love.?
As we know, the plots of Roman comedy are generally involved
with the love affairs, not the deaths, of young men. Thus
the word pereo is only ever used in comedy in a purely
figurative sense.

In contrast with Plautus, Ovid's Heroides might appear
tragic: love is still the subject, but in this work, death
might not be just a figure of speech. In almost every one of
the single-letter Heroides, an abandoned heroine writes to

her lover wishing or threatening to die, making the rhetoric

2pl. Mer.218, 444; Poen.142.



of female self-destruction a major unifying theme in the
work.

Thus, in addition to inheriting the traditional poetic
rhetoric which equates love with death, Ovid also accepts
(and develops) in the Heroides another well-established
association, linking self-destruction and the feminine. This
tradition, as I demonstrated in Parts One and Two, originates
in the Iliad and is developed in EBuripides®' sacrifice plays.
Before turning to the Herocides, I will sharpen the contrast
between these two poetic traditions by examining in some
detail the various uses of death as a figure for the male
love poet's erotic feelings in Latin love poetry before the

Heroides.

128
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In the Heroides, the heroines imagine death as a form of
punishment for either themselves or their lovers. But in
Latin love poetry before the Heroides, death has several
different connotations, some of which are positive: death
serves as a trope for feelings of love or desire; the moment
of death is associated with the act of making love; and on at
least one occasion, Tibullus, Propertius, and Ovid (in the
Amores) each expounds the view that lovers, unlike ordinary
men, transcend death, or enjoy a transcendent death. Some of
these metaphorical meanings of death in Latin lcve poetry
will be illustrated with examples below; after presenting the
evidence for the range and versatility of the subject of
death in Latin poetry in general, I will focus on Propertius®
treatment of the subject in Books 1-3, for purposes of
comparison with Ovid's in the Heroides.

I mentioned already the use of the word pereo as an
expression of love in Plautus; its presence in Roman comedy
suggests that pereo might be a colloguial expression in real
life. It occurs in a figurative sense also in Catullus:
Catullus 45 contains a brief lovers' dialogue composed in the
tradition of amoebean song; it is a competition of words,
that is, between the lovers Acme and Septimius, in which each
speaker tries to surpass the other's declaration of love.
Septimius says, "I am prepared to go on loving you constantly

through all the years, to the greatest extent that a man is
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able to die of love" (amare porro/ omnes sum assidue paratus
annos,/ quantum qui pote plurimum perire, 45.3-5). Here
perire magnifies amare, with which it is parallel. Acme will
be hard pressed to cap plurimum perire, and Septimius chooses
his words for precisely this reason.

The verb pereo is said to be one of Propertius'
favorites, occuring twenty-nine times in his four books of
poems.3 He describes several men, including himself, as
*dying of love"; it is interesting to note, however, that
while men are often said to perire because of a woman,
Propertius never speaks of women as "dving of love® for men.
Instead he identifies women as the cause of men's "deaths.”
"Paris himself is said to have died of love for Helen when
she came naked out of Menelaus' bedroom® (ipse Paris nuda
fertur periisse Lacaena,/ cum Menelaeo surgeret e thalamo,
2.15.13-14). Men are also infatuated by women's physical
features: Propertius says that he is made to perire by
Cynthia's eyes ([luminal] quis ego nunc pereo, 1.15.41). In
another poem he refers to several other female attributes
which cause him to perire (sunt maiora, quibus, Basse, perire
iuvat, 1.4.12), such as a woman's complexion, her artistic
accomplishments, and gaudia, a euphemism perhaps for the
parts of a woman's body which are particularly arousing to

him (13-14). In all of these passages, the word pereo seems

3L. Richardson, Jr., Propertius: Elegies I-IV (Norman, OX: U of
Oklahoma P, 1977) ad 2.15.13: *The verb is a favorite of P....";
Occurences of perire are counted by Robert J. Baker, ®Laus in amore
mori: Love and Death in Propertius, * Latomus 29 (1970) 670.
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to refer to the subject's sexual arousal or desire. But
elsewhere in Propertius, "dying® (morior, not pereo) is a
metaphor for actually making love. "I saw you dying in your
girlfriend's embrace, Gallus," says the poet (te complexa
morientem, Galle, puella/ vidimus, 1.10.5-6). This passage
plainly refers to watching Gallus in the act of making love
to a woman, not merely desiring her.

On a linguistic level, then, death is one of the common
figures for male love in Latin love poetry. While this figure
may be said to be an element in the rhetoric of Latin love
poetry, I would like to underline the important distinction
between the figure of death as conventional poetic discourse,
and Ovid's incorporation of the death-wish into the discourse
of persuasion that is employed by heroines writing to their
lovers in the Heroides. When it appears in the discourse of
Latin love poetry, death is a trope used by the poet in
communication with us, the readers; if the reader is familiar
with the conventions of Latin love poetry, he or she _
recognizes pereo in this context as a trope with relevance to
love and language, not actually to life and death. Images of
death and dying may be present as metaphors in Latin love
poetry of the first century B.C.E., but only in the Heroides

might such images have literal significance.4 That is, in the

4see Gordon Williams, Figures of Thought in Roman Poetry (New Haven and
London: Yale UP, 1980) x-xi, on the distinction between *poetry of
immediate impact® (also called "rhetorical poetry*®) and "poetry of
meditation.* The former, writes Williams, is written for public
performance and is characteristic of Ovid, whereas every other major
poetic work from Catullus' time to Horace's is of the opposite sort, "a
private act of communication with an individual reader who responded to
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context of a letter sent by the heroine to her lover, pereo
might mean literallv, "I am dying." But what other meanings
might it have? When we turn to the Heroides, this is the
question we will ask.

The heroine wants her lover to believe that she might
truly die if he does not come back to her. Her words, then,
increase the literal sense of death and the immediate impact
of the letter. But the convention in Latin love elegy is the
opposite: to diminish the literal sense of deatl by using
"death" in a figurative sense--by converting it, that is,
into a figure for love.® The elegist thus manipulates death
from a superior position, while the heroine does so from an
inferior one. Death represents despair, need, and the end of
love in the Heroides; in the Amores, on the other hand, Ovid
imagines his death as a triumphant and joyous moment. A
soldier's life is epitomized by his death in battle,

according to Ovid, and a merchant's by drowning at sea; for

the fullest extent of his literary capacities.® Might the Heroides mark
the transition between these two stages of Roman poetry? For while they
are written in the same code as earlier love poetry, in which the poet
*could say one thing and mean another,*® the heroines' principal goal is
to make an impact by convincing the lover that they mean precisely what
they say. Cf. Harold Bloom's distinction between "rhetoric as
persuasion* and ®"rhetoric as a system of tropes,® in his critique of
deconstructionist theory in Wallace Stevens: The Poems of Our Climate
(Ithaca and London: Cornell UP, 1977) esp. 385-88. Deconstructionists,
writes Bloom, "attempt to see poetry as being a conceptual rhetoric, and
nothing more. Rhetoric, considered as a system of tropes, yields much
more readily to analysis than does rhetoric considered as persuasion...®
(386).

5The contrast between the fate of Daphnis in Theocritus Idyll 1, and
that of Gallus in Virgil Eclogue 10, highlights this particularly
figurative sense of death in Latin love poetry. Both Daphnis and Gallus
are said to be wasting away because of love; but whereas Daphnis dies at
the end of Idyll 1, Gallus simply leaves his native woods, and goes on
singing about his love for Lycoris. "Dying" in this context appears to
be a figure for singing in the elegiac mode.
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himself Ovid prays for a death suited to the character of a

lover (Amores 2.10.35-38):
at mihi contingat Veneris languescere motu,
cum moriar, medium solvar et inter opus;
atque aliguis nostro lacrimans in funere dicat:
"conveniens vitae mors fuit ista tuae!®

...but I hope that I become weak with love's motions

when I die, and that I am released in the middle of the

act; and I want someone weeping at my funeral to

comment, "That death of yours suited your lifel!®
Ovid first goes against convention by using "I die,® in an
elegiac poem about love, to mean literally "I die.® But then
he instructs the people living after him to interpret the
literal death of the poet as a symbol for his mode of life,
specifically his love life. In the end, then, the phrase
ista mors has more than one referent, denoting on a literal
level the poet's actual death, but suggesting figuratively
the lover's orgasm.

Death serves as a metaphor for the lover's way of life
also in Tibullus 1.3, though unlike Ovid, Tibullus does not
anticipate the mode in which he is going to die, but rather
the experience of the afterlife. The two poets share the view
that, because love is their principal occupation in life,
they will not suffer death like ordinary men. Ovid, we saw,
dreams of death and orgasm coinciding. Tibullus envisions the
erotic experience lasting even longer than the noment of
death (1.3.57-66):

sed me, quod facilis tenero sum semper Amori,

ipsa Venus campos ducet in Elysios.
hic choreae cantusque vigent, passimque vagantes

dulce sonant tenui gutture carmen aves;
fert casiam non culta seges, totosque per agros
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floret odoratis terra benigna rosis;
ac iuvenum series teneris immixta puellis
ludit, et adsidue proelia miscet amor.
illic est, cuicumgue rapax Mors venit amanti,
et gerit insigni myrtea serta coma.
But because I always yield to tender Love, Venus herself
will lead me into the Elysian Fields. Here lively
dancing and singing flourish, everywhere free-ranging
birds sound their sweet song from their tender throats;
the uncultivated field produces aromatic marjoram, and
across all the farmland the kind earth blossoms with
fragrant roses; a row of young men mingled with tender
girls plays games, and desire constantly merges them in
battles. 1In this place is any lover whom Death's grasp
has reached, and he wears myrtle wreaths upon his
distinguished head.
Both this passage and the one above from Ovid's Amores begin
with the words, "but as for me..." (at mihi, sec me); the
phrase each time prepares us to learn why this man, the
poet's persona, is distinguished from the others. The
distinction that Tibullus enjoys is the privilege of having
Venus herself escort him into the Elysian Fields when he
dies; that Venus protects lovers from the trials and
tribulations of ordinary human life, including therefore
death, is one of the commonplace topics of Latin love poetry.®
Both Tibullus and Ovid thus exempt themselves from the rules
governing ordinary mortal life, by claiming that, as lovers,
they are superior to other men; as a result, they expect
death will permit them to prolong life's erotic pleasures.
The perpetuity of the lover's erotic pleasure (amores) is
clearly a figure for the love poet's immortality through his

work (Amores).

fwilliams (1980) 103. See, e.g., Propertius 3.16.20: exclusis fit
comes ipsa Venus.
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Propertius 2.27 sharpens the contrast between the
mortality of ordinary men and the immortality of lovers. He
addresses the poem's first ten lines to "you mortal men," vos
mortales, an imperious phrase which implies that the poet
{ego) speaks as cne who is not mortal. He describes ®you
mortals® as seeking to "know the uncertain hour of death, and
by what path death is going to come; you want to know the
very things that the Phoenicians divined from a clear sky.,
including which star bodes well to man and which brings bad
luck!" (1-4). Propertius then continues in a Horatian mode
(cf. Odes 1.11), reflecting that astrology is useless since,
he says, "we' (vos is exchanged for nos) court danger
blindly, without knowing what will eventually kill "us":
"Whether we track the Parthians on foot, or the Britons in
ships, both on sea and land the dangers in our way are
invisible® (5-6). The poet's use of the first person plural
seems to be ironic here, since the way of life that he
describes in these lines is one that elegists like himself
typically repudiate.? The discrepancy in the poem between vos
and nos needs to be resolved.

In the second half of the poem, we learn that lovers
enjoy the privilege of knowing precisely what it is that "you
mortals" seek in vain to know (11-12):

solus amans novit, quando periturus et a qua
morte, neque hic Boreae flabra neque arma timet.

"Baker (1970) 672: *Propertius momentarily and ironically includes
himself among the generality of danger-prone common man....*
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Only a lover knows when he is going to die and by what

death, nor does he fear gusts from the north or arms.
A "dead" lover, the poem concludes, has only to hear his
girlfriend calling him back, and he comes back to life (si
modo clamantis revocaverit aura puellae,/ concessum nulla
lege redibit iter, 15-16).

What is the force of periturus in line 11?8 I take the
view that periturus is used in an erotic sense, whereby the
lover's "death" refers to his orgasm. A lover "dies" making
love, but then recovers his potency, or "comes again®

(redibit), when his mistress calls on him for more.®

While death in Latin love poetry serves as a figure for
a male falling in love, being in love, and making love, in
the Heroides, as we soon will see, Ovid uses the death-wish
as a unifying motif. Variety (variatio) is one of the
informing principles in Latin elegy; a poet wishes to die in
one poem, for example, but then professes to be immortal in
another.1® But in the Heroides, Ovid does not vary either the
theme or the language of the poetry from one letter to the

next. The constant refrain of the heroines writing to their

8genneth Quinn, Latin Explorations (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul,
1963) 186, interprets death in these verses as a figure for unrequited
love: a lover knows that he will be shut out by his mistress, and that
he will wait for her to call him back. Rejection would be comparable to
death from a lover's perspective.

S3The erotic sense of periturus was first suggested to me by Patricia
Rosenmeyer; the reading presented here was finally arrived at after
discussion with Gordon Williams. Contrast Baker (1970) 670-98, esp. 682-
84, for a literal reading of periturus.

10cf. paul Veyne, Roman Erotic Elegy: Love, Poetry, and the West, tr.
David Pellaner (Chicago and London: U of Chicago Press, 1588), 4:
*_..Roman erotic elegy resembles a montage of quotations and cries from
the heart....Above zll else, the poet seems to seek variety.*®
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lovers is, in summary, I will die if you do not come back to
me. Each heroine, from Penelope in the first letter to Sappho
in the last, is a woman abandoned by the man she loves: the
end of the love affair, and of the heroine's life, appear to
be close at hand. As a whole, then, the collection of
letters fails to have a beginning, a middle, and an end;
Ovid charts a circular course that, instead of roving in a
line from point A to point B, is coiled like a spring around
a single point, the desired but absent male lover. Narrative
is virtually non-existent; or what narrative there is--the
narrative of the abandoned woman--fails to advance in the way
that we expect it might; it is as if the same story were
being rehearsed fifteen times, each time in a different
female voice. Most scholars consider the repetitiousness of
the Heroides their greatest flaw,l! as if Ovid did not have,
as I will argue that he does, a particular point to make
through the use of repetition, circularity, and identity.
This lack of movement and variation in a collection of
elegiac love poems is highly unconventional. Consider, as a
counterexample, the poetry of Tibullus: Book One of Tibullus
contains a mixture of love poems, some of them written for
the poet's mistress Delia (1, 2, 3, 5, 6), others for a boy

named Marathus (4, 8, 9); Book Two, on the other hand,

llgee, for example, E.J. Kenney, “Love and Legalism: Ovid, Heroides 20
and 21, * Arion 9 (1970) 388-414: "The first fourteen epistles...suffer
from a fundamental identity of situation which, however ingenious the
variations introduced by the resourceful poet, manifests itself in a
fatiguing monotony of tone and treatment. It must be an unusual reader
who does not confess to the onset of boredom by the time e has reached
the tenth epistle or thereabouts® (389).
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contains love poems written for a new mistress named Nemesis,
and the change of address suggests that the poet has left one
mistress for another. Moreover, Books One and Two both
contain elegies that are not about Tibullus' love affairs at
all, such as the poem written in honor of Messalla‘'s birthday
(1.7). In Ovid‘'s Amores (originally published before the
Heroides; the revised edition appeared after the Heroides),
change and variation are the principles that ultimately
provide closure to the collection; for, while he embraces
love and elegy in the opening poem (1.1), he rejects both of
them in the closing one (3.15), anticipating instead the
composition of epic poetry, the genre he initially refused to
write. -

Variation in Propertius' treatment of the theme of death
provides closure to Books 1-3. Death is a recurring theme
throughout the collection. In poém 1.19 Propertius imagines
that Cynthia will not be still in love with him when he dies:
the thought of her attending his funeral with indifferent
feeling worries him more than the thought of death itself, he
says. In one poem Propertius imagines his tomb as a monument
visited by all the young men who appreciate his love poetry
(1.7.23-24); in another he gives Cynthia detailed
instructions regarding the arrangements for his funeral
(2.13); later he says it is glorious to die in love
(2.1.47). Yet in the penultimate poem of Book 3, Propertius
ceases to contemplate death; instead he compares himself to

a sailor who has just been delivered from death on the high

s wad +a
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seas and now thanks heaven that he is alive (3.24). The
poet's new resolution to recover his health and to cease
dwelling morbidly on thoughts of death, marks the distinct
end both of the affair with Cynthia and of the third book of
poems. This reversal of direction, from sickness and death
toward health and life, serves also as the culmination and
end of the collection as a whole. The three books are unified
chiefly by the poet's preoccupation with Cynthia, and in a
minor way by the nexus between love and death.!?2 1In the first
poem of Book One, Propertius compares falling in love with
Cynthia to enslavement (Cynthia prima suis miserum me cepit
ocellis, 1.1.1) and madness (nullo consilio, 1.1.6); in the
last poems of Book Three, he describes being emancipated and
returned to sanity. In the body of the work, a range of
feelings and experiences relevant to the poet's affair is
described, among which is featured the occasional wish to
die. But at the end of the collection, which is to say the
end of the affair, Propertius is healed (vulneraque ad sanum
nunc coiere mea), and we celebrate with him the conclusion of
both his love affair and his poetic masterpiece. It is common
in the Augustan age to end a collection of poems on such a
note of triumph (e.g. Horace's Odes 1-3; Ovid's Amores), a
tradition that makes the Heroides even more exceptional. For

the collection of single letters (Heroides 1-15) ends neither

120n the unity of Books 1-3 (“conceived as a single unit to be published
and read as a whole") see Gordon Williams, Tradition and Originality in
Roman Poetry (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1968) 479-95. Williams' views
are modified by John A. Barsby, "The Composition and Publication of the
First Three Books of Propertius,®* G&R 21 (1974) 128-37.
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triumphantly nor even conclusively, but the final lines of
the collection depict Sappho writing to Phaon of her plan to
jump from the Leucadian rock (hoc saltem miserae crudelis
epistula dicat,/ ut mihi Leucadiae fata petantur agquae! Her.
15.219-20) .13 The letters stop there, at a climactic moment;
there is no denouement. The reader is thus left hanging,
with Sappho, on a high point that ends abruptly.

Propertius may be determined to live at the end of Bock
3, but at several places earlier in Books 1-3, he
contemplates the possibility of dying.!? His interest in the
subject of death has been deemed noteworthy by many scholars;
R.O.A.M. Lyne writes: "Throughout his work Propertius
exhibits a preoccupation, even an obsession, with death.
Thoughts of his own death and burial fregquently intrude into
unobvious contexts."!> Georg Luck notes in particular that
Propertius "likes to dwell with a kind of morbid pleasure on
the physical details of decomposition.®l® Propertius thus
pursues the subject of death in some of the ways that Ovid
later does in the Heroides. We will shortly see that the

Heroides in fact bear certain traces of Propertian

13These lines will be discussed in the context of Sappho's letter below.
l4The studies devoted to the subject of love and death in Propertius are
Theodore D. Papanghelis, Propertius: A Hellenistic Poet on Love and
Death (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1987); Baker (1970); Agnes Kirsopp
Michels, ®"Death and Two Poets,® TAPA 86 (1955) 160-179. Tor shorter
discussions see Lyne (1980) 66, 101-02, 141-43; Georg Lucl, The Latin
Love Elegy (London: Methuen and Co., 1959) 119-22; and Betty Radice,
introduction, Propertius: The Poems, tr. W.G. Shepherd (NY: Viking
Penguin, 1985) 21-23.

15tyne (1980) 141.

18puck (1959) 119; Luck's examples are 1.19.6, 18; 2.13.42, 57f.;
3.13.21f; 4.5.3f; 4.7.93f; 4.11.20, 37, 74.
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influence.l? But however distinct the verbal and thematic
allusions to Propertius, it is the tone in which they are
written that separates the Heroides from any predecessor: the
heroines sustain a passionate tone of commitment to death
throughout the collection. The subject of death arises
frequently in Propertius, and sometimes Propertius even says
that he would 1like to die. Yet this is not his only attitude
toward death, but one of many: at the end of his work, as I
have emphasized already, Propertius is grateful to be alive.
One of the observations made by Agnes Kirscpp Michels is
that Propertius® attitude toward death varies sometimes even
within a single poem.l® We can mark such changes in
Propertius 2.15, for instance: Propertius first urges his
mistress to undress immediately and make love with him as she
did last night, because death will inevitably put an end to
such nights (dum nos fata sinunt, oculos satiemus amore:/ nox
tibi longa venit, nec reditura dies, 2.15.23-24).19 Only a few
lines later, however, it is said that true love never ends
(errat, qui finem vesani quaerit amoris:/ verus amor nullum

novit habere modum, 2.15.29-30). In fact, he goes on to say,

177hree poems in Propertius' Book 4 are written either entirely or
almost entirely in the female voice: 4.3 (Arethusa writes to her
husband Lycotas), 4.7 (Cynthia‘'s ghost addresses Propertius), and 4.11
(the ghost of Cornelia speaks to her husband Paullus). There has been
much worthwhile speculation regarding the possibile influence of the
Arethusa elegy on the Heroides. The nexus of love, death, and the
female voice exists in all three poems, though. On the question of
Propertian influence in Ovid's love elegies, see K. Morgan, Ovid's Art
of Imitation: Propertius in the *Amores” (Leiden: Brill, 1977).
18vichels (1955) 178.

19¢f. catullus 5, especially vss.5-6: nobis cum semel occidit brevis
lux,; /nox est perpetua una dormienda.
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if she grants him many nights of love, he will become
immortal (si dabit haec multas [sc. noctes], fiam immortalis
in illis, 2.15.39). But in the poem's closing couplet,
Propertius returns to the idea that death might come
tomorrow, even to those of us who make love today (sic nobis,
qui nunc magnum spiramus amantes,/ forsitan includet crastina
fata dies, 2.15.53-54). Poetic closure is thus achieved
through the use of ring composition.Z20

This poem is illustrative of the way in which
Propertius adapts the theme of death to fit his changing
moods .2l He is confident one moment that his love for Cynthia
will last forever, but a sense of fate creeps over him in the
next, persuading him of his own mortality or of the transient
nature of love. His changing feelings about death are almost
an index to his changing feelings about love. So it is that
as his status with Cynthia alters in the course of their
affair (and of the poetry collection), we detect a comparable
change in his attitude toward death. Death is desirable when
things are going badly with the couple; it is undesirable

when their affair either is going well or has ended.

20williams (1980) 102ff. puts Prop. 2.15 in a class of poems marked by
*a more sophisticated form of thematic anticipation® than ring
composition (he calls this technique Anticipation by Synechdoche e
sequentibus praecedentia). He explains, *The theme of death is no
sconer raised than it is immediately extinguished by the context. It
only finds full satisfaction in lines 49-54" (105).

2lgee also Propertius 1.19, with commentary by Lyne (1980%' 141:
*Propertius proceeds from belief in love transcending dea’h to tacit
acceptance that this belief is, even if true, irrelevant and unhelpful.*
Lyne goes on to observe generally that Propertius "likes his poems to
reproduce psychological uncertainty or vacillation" (144).
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In 2.17 Propertius is unhappy about the present state of
his affair with Cynthia. This poem is important to my thesis
because, as I will argue below, Ovid appears to allude to it
in Heroides 2, Phyllis' letter to Demophoon. The subject of
Propertius' poem is Cynthia‘'s infidelities, which cause the
poet pain and inspire him with thoughts of suicide. The
lover's complaint about his partner‘'s infidelity is a typical
scenario in Latin love elegy. In this regard, the Heroides
fits well into the elegiac tradition. But Propertius 2.17
also shares certain language and ideas with the Hercides that
are not typical of Latin elegy. One of these is Propertius’
assertion that his death will be caused by his wnfaithful
mistress: "To pretend we have a date, to lead on your lover
with promises, this will be to have bloodstained hands!*®
(Mentiri noctem, promissis ducere amantem,/ hoc erit infectas
sanguine habere manus! 2.17.1-2). Similar indictments, we
will see, are made by several of Ovid's heroines. In the
Heroides, it is also common to confront the unfaithful lover
with more explicit thoughts about suicide. Propertius does
this first, turning later in 2.17 to address Cynthia
directly: "Now throwing my body from a cruel réck is a
pleasure, faithless woman, and taking ground poison in my
hands" (nunc iacere e duro corpus iuvat, impia, saxo,/ sumere
et in nostras trita venena manus, 13-14). It appears that
Ovid had this couplet in mind when he composed the following
lines, in the voice of Phyllis writing to her lcver Demophoon

(Heroides 2.131-34, 139-42):
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Est sinus adductos modice falcatus in arcus;
ultima praerupta cornua mcle rigent.
Hinc mihi suppositas immittere corpus in undas
mens fuit--et quoniam fallere pergis, erit.
Saepe venenorum sitis est mihi, saepe cruenta
traiectam gladio morte perire iuvat.
Colla quoque, infidis quia se nectenda lacertis
praebuerunt, lagqueis implicuisse iuvat.
There is a bay, gently curved into the shape of a drawn
bow; the points of the horns rise erect from a sheer
mass of rock. From here it was my intenticn to let my
body fly into the waves below; and since you continue
to deceive me, it will be my intention.
I am often thirsty for poison; often it is a pleasure to
die a bloody death, impaled on a sword. My neck also
(because it let itself be embraced by unfaithful arms)
it is a pleasure to wrap in a noose.
Propertius uses the impersonal construction with iuvat once,
to identify the two methods of suicide that he enjoys: It is
a pleasure to fall from a height and take poison. In Heroides
2, the images of death drawn by Propertius are recalled as
Phyllis contemplates "throwing [her] body" from a cliff, and
says that she thirsts for poison. These images are then
followed by a distinct verbal allusion to iuvat in
Propertius' poem. With each repetition of iuvat in Phyllis'
letter, a new mode of suicide is described: It is a pleasure
to stab myself, she writes; it is also a pleasure to hang
myself. Ovid's verses ask to be compared with Propertius’,
and on comparison it must be noted that Phyllis gets double
as much pleasure from dying as Propertius does (iuvat,

iuvat), and that she can name twice as many ways of killing

herself. Her descriptions are more elaborate, her obsession
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is more intense; she is going to die more certainly than
Propertius is. What a thrilling victorv!??

The victory of Phyllis over *Propertius® (or Ovid's
victory over Propertius?) is thus assured. But it was, we
realize, a foregone conclusion since, in the last two lines
of 2.17, Propertius seems to abandonithe idea of killing
himself. This is one of the sudden shifts in his attitude
toward death that are so typical of the poet. The suicidal
impulses that have created the mood of the poem thus far are
washed away in its closing couplet by a wave of confidence
that Cynthia will come back repentant: "But in spite of the
circumstances, I will refrain from replacing my mistress:
then she will weep, when she realizes my faithfulness®" (quod
quamvis ita sit, dominam mutare cavebo:/ tum flebit, cum in
me senserit esse fidem, 2.17.17-18). Propertius appears to
have decided not to punish Cynthia by killing himself or
finding a new mistress.

In 2.17, then, Propertius passes out of his suicidal
mood and moves on. The wish to die is presented as an
intrinsic part of the cycle of events in his ongoing affair
with Cynthia: the feeling may be indulged temporarily

because Propertius has faith (fides) in Cynthia's contrition,

221t is reminiscent of the sense of victory apparently enjoyed by
Euripides' self-sacrificing heroines, who vaunt their superiority as
they die. 1In recent American poetry, perhaps the most notable
competitor in this area is the voice of Sylvia Plath boasting in *Lady
Lazarus*:

Dying

Is an art, like everything else.

I do it exceptionally well.
Ariel (New York: Harper and Row, 1961) 7.
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the next stage in the cycle. Another meaning of fides is
confidence. The poem may make death its central subject
because it is confident, in a sense, that its final lines
will reject death, as Propertius is confident at heart that
she will weep when she sees my faith. For Phyllis in the
Heroides, however, such faith or confidence is impossible,
since literary tradition has already written that her story
ends in death: her lover Demophoon returns too late to save
her from killing herself.

Propertius is the author of his own "ending,® and it
entails recovery, not death. At the end of Book 3, and of
his affair with Cynthia, Propertius has evidently been
rejected; in response, though, he does not choose death, but
is committed rather to recovering from love, as from a
disease.?3 He decides to leave Rome {(and Cynthia) and travel
to Athens, where intellectual work will cure his lovesickness
(3.21). If he dies in Athens, then he will die from natural
causes, not from love (seu moriar, fato, non turpi fractus
amore, 3.21.33). A few poems later, we see that the cure has
brought about the desired effect (3.24); Propertius now
speaks of his affair with Cynthia as a dangerous sea voyage
from which he has successfully returned (3.24.15-20):

ecce coronatae portum tetigere carinae,

traiectae Syrtes, ancora iacta mihi est.
nunc demum vasto fessi resipiscimus aestu,

23cf. catullus 8, in which the poet instructs himself to be sensible
about his mistress' recent rejection of him, and to *endure® (nunc iam
illa non volt: tu quogue impotens noli,/ nec quae fugit sectare, nec
miser vive,/ sed obstinata mente perfer, obdura, 9-11); in poem 76, he
prays that the gods will cure him of lcve.




147

vulnerague ad sanum nunc coiere mea.

Mens Bona, si qua dea es, tua me in sacraria dono!

exciderant surdo tot mea vota Iovi.

Behold! crowned with wreaths my ship has reached port,

the Syrtes have been traversed, my anchor has been let

down. Now, at last, and weary from the vast and stormy
sea, I have come to my senses, and now my wounds have

knitted back to health. Sound Mind, if you are a

goddess, I dedicate myself to your sanctuary! So many

of my prayers had fallen on Jupiter's deaf ears.
In a reversal of the traditional claim made by love poets
that Venus is their guardian and savior, Propertius here
dedicates himself to the goddess Mens, "Mind,® who has
rescued him from love. We are reminded by this that he went
to Athens hoping that intellectual experience would cure him
of his love for Cynthia. Thus love does not ultimately kill
Propertius; he is rescued from love by reason.

In the Amores, Ovid likewise uses reason as a weapon
against love and death. "No love is of such great value--
begone, quiver-bearing Cupid!--that I should so often pray to
die" (Nullus amor tanti est (abeas, pharetrate Cupido),/ ut
mihi sint totiens maxima vota mori, 2.5.1-2). Do the
heroines have recourse to reason in the Heroides? Are they
engaged in the same struggle as Propertius and Ovid, who
fight off love and death and secure their independence in the
end? The heroines, I argue, are fighting a different battle:
they struggle not to overcome their erotic obsessions, but to
win back the men they love; to be dependent, not independent.

The death-wish is one of the weapons in this struggle, but it

has the potential to backfire: it is at once a rhetorical
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statement made for effect, and an ironic foreshadowing of the

heroine's death.



Death-Wishes in the Heroides

As we turn now to the Heroides, let us keep in mind the image
of Propertius fervidly reading Greek literature and
philosophy at the end of his third book of poetry. In the
reading of the Heroides put forth in the following pages, I
will compare the study of Greek letters undertaken by
Propertius at the end of his affair with Cynthiz to the
actual writing of letters by Ovid's abandoned heroines. Just
as Propertius sets out to learn--in a setting clearly
associated with learning and instruction--how to cope
reasonably with a broken heart, so the abandoned heroines
seek instruction in the care of their own broken hearts. But
rather than turning away from their lovers--as Propertius
turns away from Cynthia in favor of the classical Greek
authors--the heroines in fact look toward their lovers
expectantly as a potential source of reason and strength. I
claim that the heroines' desire for guidance and correction
is revealed in their letters. However, it is not always
plainly revealed. One of the ways it is indirectly conveyed
is through the wish to die. I will argue that the heroine's
death-wish in the Heroides is a rhetorical strateqgy designed
to compel the lover to come back and correct her, reason with
her, and teach her that death is not the solution. The

explicit death-wish is an implicit wish to be asked to live.
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In 3.21 Propertius announces his intention to travel to
Athens in order to forget his love for Cynthia in the study
of Greek philosophy and letters. Shortly thereafter, in poem
3.24, it is clear that his Greek studies have in fact
effected a change in his feelings for Cynthia. The authors he
had gone to Athens to read (Plato, Epicurus, Demosthenes, and
Menander) do not, of course, explicitly instruct the
lovelorn; their writings are not didactic in the sense that,
say, Ovid's Remedia Amoris is. Yet Propertius approaches the
texts as if they were, in a way, remedial: love has deranged
him and he says that reading Plato will animum emendare,
correct his mind or spirit.?! In the final poems of
Propertius Book 3, love is a state of ignorance or neurosis
for which a course of reading classical texts is prescribed
as corrective therapy. We might also note that Propertius
insists on taking instruction in the actual city of Athens,
as if it were a holy land or sacred place known to have an
"improving" effect on its visitors.

Ovid, meanwhile, offers his readers advice on how to
cure themselves of love in the Remedia Amoris, a manual of
instruction, as it were, written principally for "young men
who have been deceived" by love: Ad mea, decepti iuvenes,
pbraecepta venite (Rem. Am. 41). The poem's objective, as

Ovid states in the preface, is to guide not only men, but--

lprop. 3.21.25-28: illic vel stadiis animum emendare Platonis/ incipiam
aut hortis, docte Epicure, tuils;/ persequar aut studium linguae,
Demosthenis arma,/ liborumgue tuos, docte Menandre, sales.
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Ovid adds--women, in the project of successfully ending their
love affairs without ending their lives (Rem. Am. 15-19):
at si quis male fert indignae regna puellae,
ne pereat, nostrae sentiat artis opem.
cur aliquis lagqueo collum nodatus amator
a trabe sublimi triste pependit onus?

cur aliquis rigido fodit sua pectora ferro?

But if someone is painfully enduring the rule of an

unworthy girl, let him not die; 1let him feel the power

of my art. Why has any lover, with a noose knotted
around his neck, hung his heavy burden from a high beam?

Why has anyvone dug into his breast with merciless iron?
Thus in the Remedia Ovid expounds the view that, while
suicide may often be linked to romantic despair, lovers
should instead read his poem and live.

But Ovid has already written a very different work
concerning the connection between eros and suicide--the
Heroides. 1In these fictional letters, he assumes the voices
and perspectives of lovelorn women, and in so doing he
composes a study of sorts in the suicidal impulses--or
suicidal rhetoric--generated by romantic despair. Together
the letters form a catalogue of death-wishes; parts of
individual letters are themselves such catalogues. "I am
often thirsty for poison,*® Phyllis writes in Heroides 2,
"often it is my pleasure to die a bloody death, impaled on a
sword. My neck also...it is my pleasure to wrap in a noose."
In the Remedia Ovid aims to rescue despairing lovers,
especially men, but he never interferes with the desperate
lovers--all of them women--depicted in the Heroides: he

speaks not at all as himself ("ego") in the letters, but

impersonates the heroines themselves. I would argue that the
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contrasting attitudes toward love and suicide that emerge
from each work constitute the salient difference--a
difference of genre as well as of gender: where the Remedia
aims to correct the suicidal impulses of its male readers,
the Heroides capitalizes on those of its female characters.

The Remedia Amoris is explicitly didactic. But in the
Remedia itself, Ovid acknowledges that all poetry, including
love poetry, is potentially didactic, insofar as it may
influence the reader's mood and behavior. It is for this very
reason that he warns his students in the Remedia not to read
love poetry (teneros ne tange poetas, Rem. Am. 757) when they
are trying to conclude a love affair. "Run away from
Callimachus; he is not an enemy of love,® he advises them,
adding Philetas, Sappho, Anacreon, Tibullus, Propertius,
Gallus, and finally himself (excepting the Remedia, of
course), to the list of poets that lovelorn men are to avoid
(Rem. Am. 759-66) .2

The Heroides is not mentioned by name in this passage,
nor anywhere in the Remedia for that matter. However, Ovid
reminds us of Heroides 2 in this line: "Phyllis would have

lived if she had employed me as her teacher" (vixisset

2By contrast at Ars Amatoria 3.329-46, Ovid advises women that, if they
want to have success in love, they should read Callimachus, Philetas,
Anacreon, Sappho, Menander, Propertius, Gallus, Tibullus, Varro, Virgil,
and his own Amores, Ars Amatoria, and Heroides. It should be noted that
the inclusion of the Heroides on this list by itself reminds us that the
Heroides is love poetry, and thus that the death-wishes are a mode of
erotic discourse, not literal wishes for death. Ovid later recognizes
the difficulties and dangers of using death rhetoric as erotic
discourse; I will argue below that he addresses this problem in the
Remedia Amoris.
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Phyllis, si me foret usa magistro, Rem. Am. 55). Phyllis
serves in this context as a negative example: she killed
herself because she was unenlightened by Ovid; if she had
only had the benefit of his instruction, then she would have
lived.

Instruction is thematized throughout the Heroides. Some
of the myths that are retold in the Heroides are about the
*teaching” of murder and suicide. Canace, for example, is
instructed by her father to kill herself; he sends her a
sword for this purpose. Hypermestra, on the other hand, is
given a sword and instructed by her father to kill her new
husband Lynceus. Meanwhile, Ariadne gives fatal
instructions, teaching her beloved Theseus how to kill the
Minotaur. These scenes of instruction are part of the
mythology that Ovid inherits, but it is worth noting that he
chooses to collect in the Heroides examples where death is
encouraged rather than avoided. What is original, however,
is the way in which the heroines themselves adopt the
rhetoric of instruction in order to communicate their own
death-wishes.

Dido and Sappho each writes, for instance, that someone
has instructed her to die. Briseis writes to Achilles
instructing him to run his sword through her chest, and
Hypermestra instructs her husband to kill her. Peianira in
Heroides 9 repeatedly asks herself, "Disloyal Deianira, why
do you hesitate to die?" (Impia quid dubitas Deianira mori?).

I would argue that this serves as a tvpe of self-instruction:
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having discovered her fatal error, Deianira prescribes death
as self-punishment. She not only contemplates death while
writing the letter, but if she reads it before sending it--as
letter-writers often do--the letter encourages her to die.
Words inscribed on a page have authority: when we are
serious about a promise or a complaint, we "put it in
writing.” Even the author may be subject to the power or
authority of his or her own writing. Deianira's letter is
designed to persuade her husband Hercules that she is going
to kill herself. Since erotic discourse has the effect of
stirring up the emotions, as Ovid suggests in the Remedia,
then reading and re-reading a love-letter wouldinot soothe
the letter-writer's feelings, but rather succeecs in stirring
them up even more. We will look at several letters in
addition to Deianira's which guide the author of the letter
herself to die.

In the following section we will look at death-wishes in
the Heroides that are formulated as types of instruction.
Passages are grouped in three divisions: 1) those describing
a scene in which the heroine writes that she has been
instructed to die; 2) those in which the heroine instructs
her lover to kill her; and 3) those in which the heroine
instructs herself to die.

Of course, not every death-wish in the Heroides suggests
a scene of instruction. Many are exclamatory wishes, such as
this one which Hermione writes to Orestes (Heroides 8.121-

22) :
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Aut ego praemoriar primoque exstinguar in aevo,
aut ego Tantalidae Tantalis uxor ero!

I will either die first and be annihilated in my youth,
or as a descendent of Tantalus I will be the wife of a
Tantalid!
The exclamatory death-wishes in the Heroides deserve separate
treatment.3 The focus of the present chapter is Ovid's use of
the didactic model to represent the heroines' wishes for
death, a model which both runs throughout the werk and helps

place the letters, as a collection, in the context of Ovid's

corpus.

3Exclamatory death-wishes include Her. 7. 183 (Dido to Aeneas): est
animus nobis effundere vitam; Her. 10.112 (Ariadne to Theseus): At
semel aeterna nocte premenda fui; Her. 12.118 (Medea to Jason): Sic
ego, sed tecum, dilaceranda fui! Her. 12.123-25 (Medea to Jason):
Compressos utinam Symplegadas elisissent/ nostraque adhaererent ossibus
ossa tuis!/ Aut nos Scylla rapax canibus misisset edendos! Her. 13.28
(Laodamia to Protesilaus): Indignor miserae non licuisse mori; Her.
14.59-60 (Hypermestra to Lynceus): Si manus haec aliquam posset
committere caedem,/ morte foret dominae sanguinolenta suae.



156

Instructed to Die

We have seen that when Propertius wants to conclude his love
affair with Cynthia, he goes on pilgrimage to Athens,
expecting to find instruction in the words of the great men
who once lived there. In desperation some people might turn
to god for salvation; Propertius, however, turns to the men
of ancient Athens as representatives of reason, common sense,
and self-control, or what the Greeks call sophrosune.

Ovid's heroines are also in a crisis caused by amor.

But where do they turn for assistance and instruction? The
heroines compose letters to the men they love appealing for
assistance. Their appeals sometimes seem paradoxical: a
heroine applies to her lover for his help, but simultaneously
claims not to need rescuing, since some other authority has
already advised her to die.

It is not a paradox, though, if we find a rhetorical
motive within the statement “I have been instructed to die.”
My contention in this chapter is that a heroine's death-wish
must be analyzed as rhetoric, that is, as a strategy of
persuasion. Implicit in the self-effacement of the heroine's
death~wish is the message, "Come back and instruct me not to
die." The wish is not written down solely in order to convey
information, but in order to create an emotional effect and
to elicit an active response from the one reader that counts-

-the abandoning lover. In the two letters that I will
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discuss below (Heroides 7 and 15), each heroine depicts a
scenario featuring herself and a counselling figure. These
instructors, however, do not represent the voice of reason,
as Plato does for Propertius, or Ovid does in the Remedia for
decepti iuvenes. In general the heroines claim to be
irrational, and call their lovers®' attention constantly and
deliberately to signs indicating the dominance of emotion
(especially rage, grief, and erotic passion) over reason in
their lives. Thus while Propertius solves his romantic
crisis by improving his mind, the heroines pursue quite
another strategy, writing letters that are meant to convince
the reader (the lover) that they are nearly out of their
minds.

The Heroides both offers and thematizes didacticism, as
we shall see in some detail. This aspect of the text takes
its most literal form in two elaborate and related scenes of
instruction: in Dido’s letter (Her.7), and Sappho’s
(Her.15). Both heroines claim to have received instruction
in a sacred place: they "hear voices," and the voices they
hear instruct them to die. Interpreted literally, the letters
affirm that the heroines have actually been in communication
with spirits, or at least believe they have been. I would
suggest, however, that they are not in fact passive vessels
receiving orders from outside. They may present themselves,
in their letters, as submissive listeners, but other aspects
of their letters--the very act of writing them--reveal that

the heroines are themselves active authors who initiate
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communication rather than waiting passively to be
communicated with. The heroine is not only the author of the
letter but also (and this is what she takes pains to conceal)
her lover's instructor: she instructs her lover--sometimes
directly, other times indirectly--to come back to her.

To occupy the role of author means more, though, than
simply writing a letter. The heroines are also authors of
certain fictions told in the letter, such as the scene of
instruction, in which they depict themselves being told to
die. Moreover, the letter as a whole creates the fictional
character of the letter-writer. The author of any letter
necessarily constructs a portrait of herself, and whether the
author intends to deceive or not, the character that emerges
from the text is partial, textual, and literary--in a word,
fictional.? Dido and Sappho are alike in that they present
themselves as what we might call superstitious, or possessed,
almost psychotic. I suggest that they deliberately portray
themselves this way as part of a larger project to persuade

the lover to return.

In her letter to Aeneas, Heroides 7, Dido employs
several different strategies of persuasion: she promises
Aeneas that he will rule her kingdom if he stays (7.149-52);

she warns him that she might be pregnant with his child

4Here I agree with Linda S. Kauffman: “"Since every letter to the beloved
is also a self-address...the heroine's project--aided by her reading and
her writing--also involves self-creation, self-invention,® in Discourses
of Desire: Gender and Genre, and Epistolary Fiction {Ithaca: Cornell
UP, 1986) 25.
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(7.133-34); she indicates that weather conditions are
unfavorable for his departure (7.41-44). Each cf these
utterances (promise, threat, statement) is clearly designed
to make Aeneas stay with her in Carthage. In this context we
ought to examine closely the purpose of every other utterance
in Dido's letter. When she writes, for example, that she has
heard her dead husband Sychaeus summoning her to join him,
she knows that she will give Aeneas the impression that she
is desperate and vulnerable. What could she gain by giving
him this impression? Before we can offer an answer, we need
to look back at Ovid's source for Dido and her plight.

In the Aeneid Virgil tells us that Dido hears Sychaeus
summoning her to the underworld. *®"There was in her palace a
shrine made of marble dedicated to her former husband....From
it voices seemed to be heard and the words of her husband
calling her...."> 1In the Aeneid, though, Dido's vision is
related by Virgil to the general reader, whereas in the
Heroides Dido herself writes to Aeneas: "I have a marble
shrine in which Sychaeus is worshipped" (Est mihi marmorea
sacratus in aede Sychaeus, 7.101). This shrine is for Dido
what Athens is for Propertius: while Propertius goes to
Athens to hear the improving voices of the past, Dido devotes

herself to the shrine. There she hears, or so she says, the

SAeneid 4.457-61:
praeterea fuit in tectis de marmore templum
coniugis antiqui, miro quod honore colebat,
velleribus niveis et festa fronde revinctum:
hinc exaudiri voces et verba vocantis
visa viri...
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voice of her dead husband instructing her to join him (7.103-
05) :

Hinc ego me sensi noto quater ore citari;

ipse sono tenui dixit, "Elissa, veni!"

Nulla mora est: venio, venio tibi debita coniunx.

From this place I have heard myself being summoned four

times in a familiar voice; he himself whispered,

"Elissa, come!" There is no waiting: I am coming, I am

coming, the wife owed to vou. )
At first Ovid's Dido speaks to Aeneas directly, and refers to
her dead husband Sychaeus in the third person. Then, as if
Sychaeus were present to her right now, she speaks to him
instead of Aeneas. "I am coming!® she tells him, turning
away, 1in one sense, from Aeneas, though without turning away
from the letter she is writing to him. In so doing, she
seems to be trying to make Aeneas jealous, letting him "see®
her (as if in a brief theatrical production) in the act of
abandoning him for another man while simultaneously flaunting
her fidelity and devotion to her first husbandg.®

In the fourth book of the Aeneid, on the other hand,
Dido's ongoing devotion to Sychaeus is a private matter;
jealousy is not one of the strategies that Virgil's Dido uses
to try to keep Aeneas in Carthage. Virgil tells the reader
about Dido's devotion to the memory of her husband, and thus
this bit of information may influence our view of Dido, but
not Aeneas'. Ovid, in relating the same scene in the

Heroides, accomplishes something else altogether. The marble

shrine is no longer a secret sign of Dido's fidelity to her

6As Dido literally does in Aeneid 6, walking away from Achieas in silence
with her husband Sychaeus.
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husband, because she thrusts it to the fore of her argument.
Ovid®s Dido exploits her own feelings of despair and devotion
for argument's sake. The reader of the Aeneid trusts the
narrator's presumably impartial description of Dido's
subjective experience--which is not to say that the reader
believes in the objective reality of the voice of Sychaeus,
but only that we have no reason not to believe that to
Virgil's Dido the voice is real. Genuine pity is stirred for
Virgil's Dido in the Aeneid, for while the narrator intimates
that she is going mad, Dido herself tells no one, least of
all Aeneas. Ovid's Dido, on the other hand, "confides® in
Aeneas that she is losing her mind; or rather, she lets him
"overhear" her mad dialogue with the dead, as if forgetful of
her letter-writing. “Venio, venio,” Dido writes, as if
addressing Sychaeus, not Aeneas.’

Dido is also adopting a rhetorical strategy that she
suspects Aeneas himself of using. In the Aeneid Aeneas
argues that he has had divine visions in which the gods
themselves ordered him--against his will--to leave Carthage
{Aen. 4.345-46 and 356-59). It is originally Aeneas, in
other words, who hears the voice of instruction. But Dido

seems to think that he invents this as an excuse for

7vDido [in Heroides 7} pulls us into a dramatic situation entirely by
her own words, and, by her obvious desire to dramatize herself, invites
us to pity her artistically contrived character, but at the same time to
admire the artistry which she (and Ovid) used to contrive it," W.S.
Anderson, “The Heroides,* in Ovid, ed. J.W. Binns (London and Boston:
Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1973) 49-83; esp. 54-55.
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abandoning her; in the Aeneid she immediately throws his
words back in his face (Aen. 4.376-78):
nunc augur Apollo,

nunc Lyciae sortes, nunc et Iove missus ab ipso

interpres divum fert horrida iussa per auras.

Now the prophet Apollo, now the Lycian oracles, now even

the messenger of the gods, sent by Jupiter himself,

carries through the air his formidable commands.
Virgil's Dido has no sympathy for Aeneas here at all. The
way she repeats his words suggests that she does not in fact
even believe him, but rather thinks that he is making up an
excuse for abandoning her. Likewise in the Heroides Ovid's

Dido taunts RAeneas with his own words (Her. 7.141-42):

nged iubet ire deus!*® Vellem, vetuisset adire,
Punica nec Teucris pressa fuisset humus.

"But the god orders me to go." I should have wished he
had forbidden you to come, and that Punic soil had never
been trodden on by Trojans!
The fact that Dido suspects Aeneas of lying to her suggests
that, in telling him a similar story, she is lying to him.
We may not be able to prove or disprove a person's claim to
divine or psychic vision, but we can disbelieve it. Ovid's
Dido not only disbelieves Aeneas, but she adopts his tactic.
There are two approaches to interpreting this passage
and the Heroides as a whole. Which approach we choose
depends on whether or not we attribute to the character Dido
(and to any of the heroines) the sense of language that, say,
a politician, lawyer, poet, or student of rhetoric might

have. Does Dido have any apprehension--learned or intuitive-
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-of the uses of rhetoric?® 1If not, then it must follow that
her letter is devoid of art. According to this view, then,
the letter is not a pointed piece of writing but an artless
transcription of Dido's thoughts, feelings, and experiences
as they occur.

This view (not one to which I subscribe) neglects
several significant aspects of epistolarity. 2 letter is
addressed to a specific person, and therefore the language of
a letter is intentional, pointed, edited. In short, it is
rhetorically formulated. I claim that Ovid does not aim to
portray the artlessness of heroines as a phenomenon in
itself. Rather, the heroines themselves aim to dissimulate,
to achieve an artless effect. It is this rhetorical
phenomenon--the heroines' art of representing themselves as
artless--that interests Ovid, and not only in the context of
manipulating their lovers' actions. "Where love is
concerned, * as Linda Kauffman observes, "Ovid recognizes how
large a role artifice plays in arousing and sustaining
desire."9

Sappho's letter is another case in point. Sappho is a

famous poet, and yet in her letter to Phaon (Heroides 15),

8Unfortunately the ancient treatises on rhetoric, the study of rhetoric
in ancient schools, and subsequent modern studies in ancient rhetoric
have combined to give the impression that rhetoric is more artificial
than language itself. o0Ovid, I believe, has a less elitist view of
rhetoric: throughout his corpus he underscores that humans use
‘rhetoric* insofar as we use language itself; he does not conceive of
language untainted with human intention (or what is these days called
*spin®).

9Kauffman (1986) 52.
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she claims that she is no longer able to compose poetry.l9
The Muses have deserted her, and instead she is visited by a
Naiad who instructs her to leap from the rock of Leucas, a
well-known Lover's Leap. Again I argue that the heroine is
not divulging secrets unwittingly, but relating a fictional
scenario in order to compel her lover to return at once to
save her. Folliowing a pattern that is familiar from Dido's
letter, Sappho goes to a sacred place as if looking for
divine guidance (Heroides 15.157-176):

Est nitidus vitreogque magis perlucidus amne
fons sacer; hunc multi numen habere putant.
Quem supra ramos expandit aquatica lotos,
una nemus, tenero caespite terra viret.
Hic ego cum lassos posuissem flebilis artus,
constitit ante oculos Naias una meos;
constitit et dixit: *Quoniam non ignibus aequis
ureris, Ambracia est terra petenda tibi.
Phoebus ab excelso, quantum patet, adspicit aequor:
Actiacum populi Leucadiumque vocant.
Hinc se Deucalion Pyrrhae succensus amore
misit et illaeso corpore pressit aquas.
Nec mora, versus amor fugit lentissima mersi
pectora; Deucalion igne levatus erat.
Hanc legem locus ille tenet. Pete protinus altam
Leucada nec saxo desiluisse time!*®
Ut monuit, cum voce abiit. Ego frigida surgo
nec lacrimas oculi continuere mei.
Ibimus, o nymphe, monstrataque saxa petemus;
sit procul insano victus amore timor.

There is a sacred spring, shining and clearer than a
translucent spring; many people think that a divine
spirit inhabits it. Over it a water lotus spreads its
branches, a grove by itself, and the ground is green
with soft grass. When I, in tears, had placed my weary
limbs here, there stoocd before my eyes a Naiad. She
stood and said, "Since you are being burned by the
flames of unrequited love, you must look for the land of
Ambracia. Phoebus from on high looks down at the sea,
as far as it extends; the people call him Apollo of
Actium and of Leucadia. From here Deucalion, burned by

10ger.15.13~14: nec mihi, dispositis gquae iungam carmina nervis,/
proveniunt; vacuae carmina mentis opus.
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love for Pyrrha, threw himself and pressed the waves
with his body unharmed. Without delay love turned and
fled the stubborn heart in his soaked body, and
Deucalion was relieved of passion's flame. This is the
law of that place. At once look for the height of
Leucas and do not fear to have leapt from the rock!®
So she advised, and vanished along with her voice.
Frightened, I rise, nor did my eyes hold back the tears.
I will go, o nymph, and I will look for the indicated
rocks! Let fear be congquered by mad love and be gone!
Sappho claims to have lost her ability to write, but she
writes this scene, in which she creates a character--a stand-
in for herself--who is a believer in nymphs, magic cures, and
myths. But we become unwitting victims of her rhetoric if we
confuse this character with the author herself, for this
scene of instruction is a fiction invented for Phaon's
consumption. The story of Deucalion's jump is a blatant
signal of this fictionality: in no other source is Deucalion
said to have leapt from the famous lover's leap at Leucas.
As Palmer notes in his Heroides commentary, all other
versions of the myth hold that "Deucalion and Pyrrha lived in
Thessaly and their love ran perfectly smooth.*1ll
Florence Verducci argues, in Ovid‘'s Toyshop of the
Heart, that Sappho's version of the Deucalion myth is
"intentionally deceptive." However, she does not see Sappho
herself as the author of the lying tale but as the victim of
the gods' deception. According to Verducci, the gods Apollo

and Aphrodite became angry at Sappho, and formed a conspiracy

to kill her; the Naiad serves as their messenger. Sappho's

llarthur Palmer, ed. P. Ovidi Nasonis Heroides (Oxford: oOxford UP,
1898) ad Heroides 15.167. On traditions associated with the rock at
Leucas, see Gregory Nagy, *Phaethon, Sappho’s Phaon, and the White Rocks
of Leukas,* HSCPh 77 (1973) 137-77.



166

"credulity, " Verducci claims, "is...too naive,® and she
believes the nymph.12

Verducci's reading runs opposite to my own. She claims
that Sappho's letter reflects, in short, the ramblings of a
gullible and unselfconscious character. But I see it as the
work of the character Sappho, someone for whom writing is,
after all, an occupation. It is true that neither Verducci's
interpretation nor my own allows us to avoid gender-typing
Ovid's Sappho: we must conclude that she is either an
artless and literal-minded woman, or a crafty and
manipulative one. But since Ovid himself considers it far
better for men at least to be artful than artless, my reading
is informed as much by his principles as by feminist ones. I
suggest that Sappho is the witting author of her own fantasy
of instruction and of the specially invented myth of
Deucalion contained therein. The threat of self-destruction
is, I claim, designed to persuade Phaon that, just as she no
longer is the author of poems, she is likewise no longer the
author of her own actions; someone else--the Naiad--advises
her what to do. If her letter is successful, then Phaon will
come back not simply to stop Sappho from killing herself, but

to protect her from her own susceptibility.

12pjorence Verducci, Ovid’s Toyshop of the Heart: Epistulae Heroidum
(Princeton: Princeton UP, 1985) 174-79, esp. 177.
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Instructions to Kill

In the first category of death-wishes, Dido and Sappho
communicate the wish for death in their letters by claiming
that they have received instructions to die. In the
composition of these scenes, the letter-writer invests
another voice (the ghost of Sychaeus or Sappho‘s Naiad) with
authority, while she herself mimics a helpless woman in need
of her lover's guidance and protection.

The second group of death-wishes also revolves around
scenes of instruction, but these heroines give overt
instruction rather than receiving it. The nature and tone of
the instruction change as well: instead of sounding lost and
confused, the heroines in these passages issue brazen, even
contemptuous commands--though as we shall see, this display
of courage is not long lived. The bold and challenging tone
of the passages we are about to examine invites comparison
with the sacrifice of Polyxena in the Hecuba discussed
earlier. Opening her robes before the assembled Greek
soldiers, Polyxena charges the executioner to "Look at this:
if you want to strike my chest, young man, strike; if you
want my neck, my neck is ready." The Greek army responds to
her death with praise for both the boldness of her spirit and
the beauty of her body: their response clearly indicates
that they find her not just morally admirable, Lut sexually

attractive as well.
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But "the sacrifice of Polyxena" is an ambiguous phrase.
While it is true that, on the one hand, the Greeks make a
sacrifice of Polyxena for the sake of their her¢ Achilles, it
should also be noted that Polyxena herself makes a sacrifice:
what she sacrifices is the integrity of her speech (she is
represented as wishing to live, but as saying she wants to
die), which she trades for glory and admiration.

Several of Ovid's heroines likewise sacrifice literary
integrity--that is, the unity and coherence of their letters-
-to their desire for reunion with their lovers. They do so
by daring their lovers to kill them, when in fact (as they
inevitably admit) they do not wish to die. Briseis, for
example, orders Achilles to attack her with his sword
(stricto pete corpora ferro, 3.145), but then recants at
once, begging him to save her life (A! potius serves
nostram...vitam! 3.149). Whether charging their lovers to
kill them or begging their lovers to save them, Ovid's
heroines are always trying to persuade them to return. It is
as if they learned from Polyxena that an ostentatious
expression of their desire for death will startle the viewers
(in Polyxena's case, the Greek soldiers) or readers (the
heroines' lovers) into action.

By charging her lover to kill her, then, the heroine
aims to elicit feelings of admiration and longing, a response
that is also linked in literary tradition with the
"beautiful® death of a male warrior. At the same time,

however, she admits that she is not brave and eager to be
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killed, but in fact lonely and afraid of death. These two
apparently contradictory utterances are in fact complementary
strategies of persuasion. I argue that the heroines use
disunity itself as a structuring principle and a rhetorical
strategy. The heroine’s goal in this respect is to give her
lover the impression that she is not a coherent, unified
subject, but a fragmented one. She will achieve unity only
by being reunited with him.

It is important, therefore, to look at the death-wish in
context; the contextual setting often changes the meaning of
the death-wish from literal to figurative. In this section I
examine four of the Heroides (3, 7., 10, and 14), in which the
heroine's self-contradiction creates disunity in the letter.
We will look at the inconsistency between each heroine's
instruction to her lover to kill her and her subsequent plea

that he save her.

The wish for death is a major motif in Heroides 3,
Briseis' letter to Achilles. Several times in the body of the
letter Briseis wishes to die, yet she finally begs Achilles,
in the letter's closing lines, to save her life. The first
death-wish belongs in the category that I have designated the
exclamatory type: Briseis announces that she would sooner be
killed by natural disaster than watch Achilles sail away and
abandon her (Her.3.63-66):

Devorer ante, precor, subito telluris hiatu

aut rutilo missi fulminis igne cremer,
guam sine me Pthiis canescant aequora remis,
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et videam puppes ire relicta tuas!

I pray that I may be swallowedby a sudden opening of

the earth, or burned up by a glowing flame of lightning

sent from heaven, before the seas can whiten with

Phthian oars without me, before I can be abandoned and

watch your ships depart.

Yet later in the letter she wishes not to ke killed by
natural disaster, but to die at Achilles' commard.
Abandonment feels like death to her, and she therefore
reasons that Achilles may as well order her to die (3.139-
44) ¢

aut si versus amor tuus est in taedia nostri,

quam sine te cogis vivere, coge mori!

utque facis, coges. abiit corpusque colorque;

sustinet hoc animae spes tamen una tui.

qua si destituor, repetam fratresque virumgque--

nec tibi magnificum femina iussa mori.

But if your love for me has turned into boredom, she

whom you compel to live without you, compel to die! You

will be saying in words what it is you already do in
deed. My body has wasted, my color has varnished; this
bit of life is supported by only a single hope anyway--
my hope in you. If I am deprived of that, I will look
for my {dead] brothers and husband--and a woman ordered
to die is nothing for you to boast about.
Here Briseis gives herself all the attributes of a weak
female. She submits to orders, even when ordered to die, and
her thinness and pallor suggest a feminine rather than a
masculine death. She cannot maintain herself, but relies on
male protectors. If Achilles refuses to support her, then
she must revert to the custody of her brothers and former
husband, even though they are dead. Finally she ;speaks
directly to the point: she is a woman (femina), and it would

be wrong for Achilles to cause a woman's death.
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In these lines Briseis uses gender typing ‘n order to
appeal as the quintessential helpless female to Achilles, the
male hero. She would sympathize, if she could only read them;
with the passages in Sappho's and Dido's letters describing
the orders they are under to die. While Briseis' letter
recalls those scenes of instruction (discussed in the
previous section), it also moves on to a different type:
first she tells Achilles to order her to die, but then she
corrects herself, ordering him to kill her himself (3.145-
48) :

cur autem iubeas? stricto pete corpora ferro;

est mihi qui fosso pectore sanguis eat.
me petat ille tuus, qui si dea passa fuisset,
ensis in Atridae pectus iturus erat!

Why though should you issue an order? Attack my body

with sword drawn; I have blood that can flow from a

pierced breast. Let that sword attack me which, if the

goddess had allowed it, would have entered into the

breast of Agamemnon!
As she invites Achilles to attack her, she figuratively bares
her breast, as Polyxena does literally in the Hecuba. This
dramatic gesture might have been an effective conclusion to
the letter. But Briseis keeps writing and once again changes
her expression (and presumably Achilles' too, as he reads).
Reverting to the role of a weak and submissive woman, Briseis
makes an impassioned plea to Achilles (3.149):

A! potius serves nostram, tua munera, vitam!

Ah! Instead may you save my life, your gift!

We can imagine at this point the criticism that

Aristotle (or an Aristotelian) might make of Briseis' letter.
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In the Poetics Aristotle openly criticizes Euripides®
Iphigenia at Aulis because the heroine first begs her father
not to sacrifice her, then suddenly proclaims that it is her
wish to be sacrificed. Aristotle regards this blatant
inconsistency as a failing on the part of the dramatist to
achieve artistic unity.l3 Heroides 3, according to
Aristotle's standards at least, bears the same defect:
namely, disunity of character caused again by the heroine's
failure to maintain a single position with regard to life and
death. One moment Briseis says she wants Achilles to kill
her; in the next she wants him to save her.14

But inconsistency does not have to be viewed as a
problem. It seems to me that Briseis is not striving for
unity in her letter, but disunity. Achilles would not be
attracted to her for her ability to express heréelf with
utter clarity and coherence, and Achilles' response (pace
Aristotle) is Briseis' only and absolute standard of
judgment. Unity may sometimes be a valid ideal, but not in a

poem or letter about love.l5

13poetics 1454a28-33; see discussion above.

l4Howard Jacobson, Ovid's *Heroides® (Princeton: Princeton UP, 1974)
24, analyzes certain other expressions in this letter which indicate
Briseis’ “inner confusion and conflict.” Jacobson later observes that
“many of the Heroides are disjointed and repetitive,” and singles out
Heroides 2 (Phyllis’ letter) as the most so (p.74). _

15Rauffman (1986) 52, invoking Plato’s aesthetics rather i‘han
Aristotle’s, reaches the same conclusion in her chapter ca the Heroides:
“Western literature'’s premises derive from Platonic models of the self
as coherent and unified, but the Ovidian self is capricious and
changeable, and Ovid constantly subverts the Platonic values of
consistency, clarity, and unitv.*®




In this connection we should recall the praise that
Longinus bestows on Sappho 31, a poem describing¢ the diverse
physical sensations of love ("When I look at you it is no
longer possible for me to speak, but my tongue is broken, and
a subtle flame suddenly races under my skin, I cannot see, my
ears ring, a cold sweat grips me, a trembling possesses me
all over, I am greener than grass, I seem little short of
dying..."). The particular feature that’Longinus singles out
for comment is the binding of opposites in the poem: “Do you
not admire,” he writes,

the way in which she brings everything together--mind

and body, hearing and tongue, eyes and skiri? She seems

to have lost them all, and to be looking for them as
though they were external to her. She is cold and hot,
mad and sane, frightened and near death, all by turns.

The result is that we see in her not a single emotion,

but a complex of emotions. Lovers experience all this;

Sappho's excellence, as I have said, lies in her

adoption and combination of the most striking details.l€
It is interesting to note that Longinus regards fear and
death (parallel with two other pairs of opposites: cold and
hot; madness and sanity) as contrary sensations, for these
are the same two states between which Briseis fluctuates, as
we have just seen. Since death is the state in which all
sensation is gone, it is in a way the opposite of fear, which
makes us most sensitive to the fact of our mortality.
Furthermore, Longinus associates these opposites precisely

with the experience of eros. Ovid's heroines appear to be

influenced by Sappho's representation of love.

1610nginus, On Sublimity, 10.3. Translated by D.A. Russell in D.A.
Russell and M. Winterbottom, Ancient Literary Criticism: The Principal
Texts in New Translations (Oxford: Oxford UP, 1972).
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Dido's letter to Aeneas (Her. 7), like Briseis' to
Achilles, also contains contrasting, apparently
contradictory, versions of the wish for death. We have looked
already at the passage in which Dido claims to have been
summoned to join her dead husband Sychaeus. This is not,
however, the only death-wish in the letter. Lile Briseis,
Dido also instructs her lover to be her killer. Her
challenge, again like Briseis', is juxtaposed with the
admission that she is weak (because she is female) and wants
her lover to save her.

Dido, the founding queen of Carthage, is less suited for
the role of a helpless female than is Briseis, captured in
war, and so a slave. But still Dido presents herself (offers
herself) to Aeneas as a defenseless and oppressed woman. To
do so she capitalizes on her own lack of military experience
and on the physical vulnerability of women in general (7.121-
26) :

Urbem constitui lateque patentia fixi

moenia finitimis invidiosa locis.

Bella tument. Bellis peregrina et femina temptor

vixque rudes portas urbis et arma paro.

Mille procis placui, qui me coiere querentes

nescio quem thalamis praeposuisse suis.

I established a city and built walls extending far and

wide that stir jealousy in the neighboring lands. Wars

swell. A foreigner and a woman, I am assailed with wars,
and with difficulty prepare arms and the crude gates of
the city. I have been attractive to a thousand suitors

who have gathered to complain that I preferred a nobody
to their own marriage offers.
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Carthage functions as a figure for Dido herself: both she
and the city may give the appearance of strength and
greatness, yet both are vulnerable to assault. Dido exploits
an inherent ambiguity in the word temptor to say two things:
*T--that is, my city--am attacked," and "I personally am
sexually assaulted.® Being a foreigner (peregrina) makes her
vulnerable to military attack, while being *"also a woman® (et
femina) makes her vulnerable to sexual assault.

This acknowledgment of personal vulnerabilty and
military inexperience carries with it an implicit request to
Aeneas for help. He is an experienced fighter and leader,
and Dido implies that he is obligated to defend her from the
suitors since he is her "husband" and the cause of their
resentment. But rather than ask Aeneas to protect her from
the hostile aggressors, Dido directs him in the very next
lines to betray her to them and let them kill her (7.127-30):

Quid dubitas vinctam Gaetulo tradere Iarbae?

Praebuerim sceleri bracchia nostra tuo.

Est etiam frater, cuius manus impia poscit

respergi nostro sparsa cruore viri.

Why do you hesitate to hand over the woman you have

conquered to the Gaetulian Iarbas? I would offer my

arms to your crime. There is also my brother, whose
disloyal hand demands to be sprinkled again with my
blood, having been sprinkled already with the blood of
my husband.

Following directly after her admission of weakness, this

challenge--almost an offer to surrender--is a startling

contrast.l?” Only a moment ago Dido sounded fearful and

17By contrast, in Aeneid 4 Virgil's Dido does not invite Aeneas to
participate in her downfall; Virgil's Dido is also less gruesome than
Ovid's Dido: *'What am I waiting for?'”*” she says to Aeneas. "'For my
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vulnerable. Now, though, she is not afraid of death, but
ready to lay down her life provided it is her lover who takes
her “captive” (capta). This, of course, is the act made
famous by Polyxena: the act of yielding to the enemy's
demand that she be killed. Dido depicts herself in a similar
situation--her blood too is in demand (poscit)--and she
follows Polyxena’s example of fearless self-surrender.

But Dido does not maintain this position for long. She
flirts only briefly with the idea of death before making a
heartfelt appeal to Aeneas for mercy {(7.165-70):

parce, precor, domui, quae se tibi tradit habendam!

quod crimen dicis praeter amasse meum?

non ego sum Pthias magnisque oriunda Mycenis,

nec steterunt in te virque paterque meus.
si pudet uxoris, non nupta, sed hospita dicar:
dum tua sit Dido, quidlibet esse feret.

I beg you, spare the house which surrenders itself to be

possessed by you! What crime can you say is mine except

to have loved? I am not Phthian nor did I come from
great Mycenae; neither did my husband and father stand
against you. If you are ashamed of “wife,” let me be
called not your “married wife” but your *“hostess?; as
long as she is “your Dido,” she will endure to be
anything at all.
This too is a form of self-surrender, but it is in sharp
contrast with Polyxena’'s famous self-sacrifice, and with what
Dido herself has written above in this very letter. Whereas
she previously submitted to being his prisoner (capta), she
now offers Aeneas her house (domus), referring to marriage.

Aeneas 1s the master in both scenarios: the master of her as

his slave or the paterfamilias of her house; but in the

brother Pygmalion to raze my city walls, or the Gaetulian Iarbas to take
me prisoner?'® (quid moror? an mea Pygmalion dum moenia frater/
destruat aut captam ducat Gaetulus Iarbas?' 2Zen. 4.325-23).
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latter case, instead of instructing him to kill her as he
would a prisoner, Dido begs him to possess her house, and by
extension herself as his wife.

Both Dido and Briseis vacillate on this point: they
instruct their lovers to abuse and kill them, aﬁd then they
beg their lovers for mercy and protection. My reading of
these contradictory wishes is based on the understanding, set
forth in the previous section, that the heroines use language
rhetorically--that their utterances are inseparable from
their desires and intentions--and that the wish for death is
part of a larger strategy of persuasion. We can begin to
appreciate at this point the complexity of the death-wish as
a rhetorical element in the Heroides. The heroines do not
merely use the threat of suicide as a means of coercing their
lovers to comply with their wishes, as the choruvs of Danaids
do in Aeschylus’ Suppliants, threatening to hang themselves
in the temple.l8 Rather, they use death-wishes of various
tvpes as a means of delineating their own character,
underscoring especially their femininity. The resulting
portrait--of a frail and unbalanced woman--is a familiar
female type that (as the heroine hopes) will cause her lover
to rise to her defense, since men are typically the
protectors of vulnerable women. In other words( the heroine
manipulates her lover's emotions not so much by the threat
that she might kill herself, as by the suggestion that she is

unstable and needs a man's--her lover's--guidance and

18pesch. Supp. 457-65.




protection. The success of her rhetoric depends on whether
the lover recognizes in her self-portrait a familiar female
character type, and whether it subsequently produces in him a
typical male response. Will the lover play the role that
"*naturally® complements the frail and naive heroine? Her
wish to die serves as an actor's prompt: "Enter hero:
strong, confident, soothing." She thus uses language
expressive of a suicidal intention to manipulate the male
response.

Throughout the Heroides the heroines descr:ibe themselves
using images of things shaking, quivering, and talling,
images which register at the visual level the overall
rhetorical strategy governing the letters. Canace, for
example, compares her quivering body to the surface of
rippling water and the branch of a tree moved by the wind
(11.77-79) :

ut mare fit tremulum, tenui cum stringitur aura,

ut quatitur tepido fraxinus icta Noto,

sic mea vibrari pallentia membra videres...

As the sea is made to ripple when scraped bhw a slight

breeze, as an ash tree is struck by a warm wind from the

sogth, so you could have seen my wan limbs made to
quiver...
The same effect is achieved whether a heroine says directly
that her body is frail and quivering, or gestures obliquely

to the frailness and quivering of her whole being, as it

were.l® In Heroides 3 and 7 Briseis and Dido indicate that

»19See also Her.2.129-130 (Phyllis describes herself fainting in the
surf); 3.141 (Briseis points out, "My body is vanished, and so is my
color"); 4.47-52 (Phaedra confides to Hippolvtus that she has fits of
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they are not stable and autonomous subjects: they do this by
fluctuating wildly between an extreme desire for death and an
equally extreme one for life. Through their dramatic style of
writing they thus portray a consciousness that is as
disheveled, wan, and shaky as their physical being.

The Heroides has often been compared to the dramatic
monologue. The analogy is useful because we accept that an
actor on stage presents himself or herself to the audience in
character. Letters, on the other hand, create the illusion
of sincerity and spontaneity. Although we are all familiar
with the letter as a literary genre as well as a form of
(non-fictional) communication, we still tend to experience
even the most obviocusly fictional letter as the truth. It is
difficult, therefore, to admit that Ovid's heroines are
involved in the act of self-presentation even when their
rhetorical strategies become clear to us. Unity ekists in
the individual letter only insofar as the writing subject--
the heroine--presents herself consistently as a fractured,
divided, and incomplete self. What she lacks is reason and
certainty--the very principles which the male, her lover,
represents.

As a third example, let us consider Ariadne's letter to
Theseus, Heroides 10. This letter contains many passages of
physical description, in much of which Ariadne presents

herself to Theseus as broken, lost, and manic. .She draws

madness that she does not remember, but which her companions tell her of
when the madness subsides); and so forth.
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herself as an eternal exile (10.65-66), and as a mad
Bacchante wandering with her hair undone (diffusis erravi
sola capillis,/ gqualis ab Ogygio concita Baccha deo, 10.47-
48). Earlier she describes herself with hair "torn®" (rapta
coma est, 10.16) running back and forth "without order® (nunc
huc, nunc illuc et utroque sine ordine curro, 10.19). Finally
she invites Theseus to witness (through her written
description) her trembling body, her dress soaked with tears,
and again her hair undone (10.137-40):

adspice demissos lugentis more capillos

et tunicas lacrimis sicut ab imbre graves!

corpus ut impulsae segetes aquilonibus horret,

litteraque articulo pressa tremente labet.

Look at my hair undone as if I were in mourning, and my

dress heavy with tears as if from the rain. My body

shivers like the crops beaten by the north winds, and
each letter collapses under the pressure of a trembling
hand.
Ariadne not only describes her physical appearance, but
interprets it for Theseus: “My hair is undone--that means I
am in mourning”; she also interprets her handwriting for him,
although that is something he can see for himself.

The counterparts to such physical description are the
uninterpreted and indirect signs sprinkled throughout the
letter of her vacillating desire for death. For while
Ariadne delineates the state of her physical self through
direct description of loosened hair, shaking body, and so

forth, she describes the equally precarious state of her

actual being by making impassioned statements about wanting
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to die. At first she tells Theseus that he ought to have
killed her (10.77):
me quoque qua fratrem mactasses, improbe, clava!

You ought to have slain me with the same club as you did
my brother [the Minotaur], you wicked man!

Ariadne's instruction takes the form not of a challenge or
order, as in the passages from Heroides 3 and 7, but of
correction or evaluation: *"You failed to carry out your
heroic duties properly.® But this wish--to have Theseus kill
her as if he were completing another heroic deed--reverses
itself in the lines that immediately follow. Like Briseis and
Dido, Ariadne juxtaposes the wish to be killed with the
admission that she is afraid of dying (10.79-88):

Nunc ego non tantum, gquae sum passura, recordor,

sed quaecumgue potest ulla relicta pati.
Occurrunt animo pereundi mille figurae,

morsque minus poenae quam mora mortis habet.
Tam iam venturos aut hac aut suspicor illac,

qui lanient avido viscera dente lupos.
Forsitan et fulvos tellus alat ista leones?

Quis scit an haec saevas tigridas insule habet.
Et freta dicuntur magnas expellere phocas:;

quis vetat et gladios per latus ire meun?

Now I consider not only what I am going to suffer, but
anything else that an abandoned woman could suffer.
There come to mind one thousand ways of dying, and death
itself is less punishing than waiting for death. Now
already I sense that wolves are going to come either
from this direction or that, who will shred my guts with
their hungry teeth. Perhaps that land over there even
breeds tawny lions? Who knows whether this island has
fierce tigers. BAnd the seas are said to cast forth
giant seals. Who would stop swords too from running
through my side?

If Theseus had not abandoned her, obviously he would be the
one to defend her from the swords that she fears, as well as

from the charging seals, tigers, lions, and wolves that she
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worries are about to kill her. Here I think Ariadne
implicitly reminds Theseus of his duty as a man to protect
women from violent attacks. Like Dido, Ariadne plays the
part of a sad and pathetic female, defenseless and
unprotected from wild predators--even though it was
originally Ariadne who protected Theseus from the beastly
Minotaur. She shudders now to think of the horrible ways in
which she might be killed, and wishes Theseus were there to
save her, as she saved him in the Minotaur’s labyrinth. Yet
only a moment (or line) earlier she seems to be playing a
different dramatic role, earnestly wishing that Theseus had
clubbed her to death.

Ariadne's sudden shift from a defiantly fatal stance
("You should have killed me") to a pathetically needy one
("I'm a poor helpless woman after all--who will save me?) is,
as I have argued, part of a rhetorical strategy, one that she
shares with Briseis and Dido. But in all three of these
letters (Her. 3, 7, and 10) this shift occurs dramatically;
that is, each heroine presents herself reversing her position
as if without intending to, or even without being aware that
she is doing it. This dramatic separation of the two stances
conceals their rhetorical and contextual connection. My
contention that the two opposing self-representations in fact
constitute an intentional strategy is confirmed by
Hypermestra's letter, in which the two are clearly combined

into a single gesture. Hypermestra's wish to die comes at

P
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the end of her letter to Lynceus (Heroides 14) and is
remarkable for the directness of its language (14.123-27):
At tu, siqua piae, Lynceu, tibi cura sororis
quaegue tibi tribui munera, dignus habes,

vel fer opem vel dede neci; defunctagque vita

corpora furtivis insuper adde rogis

et sepeli lacrimis perfusa fidelibus ossa...

But if you care at all for your faithful sister and if

you deserve to possess the gifts which I have given you,

either bring me aid or have me executed; and add my

body done with life secretly to the pyre and bury my

bones drenched with loval tears...
No other heroine is so terse in her expression: vel fer opem
vel dede neci: "Take care of me, or have me executed (and
take care of my corpse)...." Something in the expression
itself invites comparison with Dido's instruction to Aeneas
in Heroides 7: both heroines direct their lovers to choose
between saving them, and (not actually killing them but)
handing them over to the enemy to be killed. Dido's enemies,
the men who "demand" her death, are her brother Pygmalion and
the Gaetulian chief TIarbas; Hypermestra's enemy is her angry
father Danaus. By underlining the enemy's role, the two
heroines crown their lovers as their ultimate hero and
savior.

But in spite of its resemblance to what Dido says,
Hypermestra‘s expression is in other aspects unique. It
stands out for two reasons, the first being its relative lack
of dramatic gesture. For though the words carry the same
mixed message--instructing the lover both to kill the heroine

and to save her--Hypermestra's delivery is not dramatic. That

is, the words vel fer opem vel dede neci are more an
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exhortation than a character revealing statement.
Hypermestra's letter thus ends with a short and pithy
formulation of the message that the other three heroines
communicate dramatically and discursively. Briseis, Dido,
and Ariadne sometimes use the letter as if it were a stage on
which each of them plays the part of an unbalanced woman who
sometimes wants to be killed by her lover and other times
wants him to save her. Meanwhile Hypermestra, though she
does at times in her letter engage in histrionics, delivers
her instructions to Lynceus in the style not of an actor on
the stage, but of an orator at the podium. The phrase vel
fer opem vel dede neci--marked by terseness, parallelism, and
antithesis--is styled for rhetorical, not dramatic, effect.20
The second point that sets off Hypermestra's
expression from these others is that she does not just direct
Lynceus to save her or kill her, but instructs him also to
burn her corpse and bury the remains. This is actually a
common conceit in the Heroides: several letters contain
similar scenes of instruction regarding the disposal of the
heroine's body after her death, and a death-wish of sorts is
implicit in these passages, which are some of the most
gruesome and pathetic in the collection. Canace, for
instance, directs her lover (her brother) Macareus to gather

the remains of their murdered baby (killed by their father on

20The phrase invites comparison with Nathan Hale's admired utterance:
*"Give me liberty or give me death.® See Jacobson (1974) 135, for an
analysis of Hypermestra’s language throughout the letter (“One cannot
but be struck by the simplicity of the language and its easy
fluidity....?).
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the day of its birth) and lay them to rest with hers in a
single urn (11.123-26):

Tu tamen, o frustra miserae sperate sorori,
sparsa, precor, nati collige membra tui
et refer ad matrem socioque impone sepulchro
urnaque nos habeat quamlibet arta duos!

But you, o longed for in vain by your poor sister--I
pray that vou gather the scattered limbs of your child
and bring them back to his mother and place them in a
shared grave, and let one urn, however tiny, heold the
two of us!

Likewise Ariadne urges Theseus to come back to her, and if he
finds her dead already, to care for her remains (10.149-50):

Flecte ratem, Theseu, versogque relabere verto;
si prius occidero, tu tamen ossa feres.

Turn your ship, Theseus, and glide back with the wind
behind you; if I shall have died already, yvou will at
least carry away my bones.Z2l

21a variation on this motif is telling the lover what will be written on
the heroine's tomb. Dido reads her own epitaph to Aeneas (7.195-98):

Nec consumpta rogis inscribar Elissa Sychaei,
hoc tamen in tumuli marmore carmen erit:

Prasbuit Aeneas et causam mortis et ensem.
Ipsa sua Dido concidit usa manu.

Consumed by the pyre I will not be recorded as *Elissa, wife of
Sychaeus, * rather this will be the verse on my marble tomb:
*Aeneas provided the motive for death and the sword. Dido herself
fell dead using her own hand.*®

And Phyllis does the same (2.145-48):

Inscribere meo causa invidiosa sepulchro;
aut hoc aut simili carmine notus eris:
- *Phyllida Demophoon leto dedit, hospes amantem;
ille necis causam praebuit, ipsa manum.®

You will be recorded on my tomb as the despicable cause; you will
be known by the following verse, or one similar to it: *“Demophoon
gave Phyllis to death, the guest his lover; he provided the
motive for murder, she the hanga.*

We might contrast Horace ¢.3.11.51-52, in which Hypermestra instructs
Lynceus to remember her in his own epitaph: “...et nostri memorem
sepulcro/ scalpe querelam.”
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Here Ariadne issues Theseus a command: that is, she does not
ask him kindly to care for her remains, nor does she merely
imply that it is his responsibility, as her former lover, to
bury her. *“You will carry away my bones,” she tells him
unequivocally. However important it is for the heroines to
appear crazed and uncertain at other points in their letters,
they are never shy or ambiguous about telling tleir lovers to
shelter their bodies once they are dead. Thus, while giving
the lover the choice between killing her and saving her, the
heroine lets him know that if he chooses not to save her, it
will be his duty to dispose of the remains.

In interpreting these utterances it should be observed
that the form and function of the utterance are separate
matters. The care of one's own remains is a task one hopes
will be carried out by the closest family members and loved
ones.22 Thus, while in form the heroine's utterénce is merely
a funeral arrangement, in function it is a statement of an
obligation she demands of him.

I argue that this is true of the heroines' language
generally: that their meaning is not just a lexical
phenomenon but a discursive one. Meaning itself is the
interaction of linguistic function with contextual setting.?3
In that case, then, shared linguistic knowledge is not the

only key to understanding another person's utterance;

22Antigone's example is classic: she discbeys the king's orders in
order to ensure her brother a proper burial.

23This formulation is influenced by a paper read by Sally McConnell-
Ginet, “Gender, Power, and Meaning,” at Yale University, New Haven, 21
March 1994

- ia .
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culture and context are the other determining factors. What
immediately precedes an utterance--the setting or genre, the
gestures made by the speaker--all of these may bhe said to
pour content into words that in themselves are full of
lexical meaning already.

In the Heroides several utterances take the form, in one
way or another, of a wish for death. In this section I have
pointed out the importance of considering context in order to
interpret the meaning of a heroine's wish to be killed. A
similar pattern was observed in four letters where a
heroine's wish to be killed was either preceded or followed
by a wish to be saved. Aalthough the wish for death is not
exactly metaphorical, nevertheless the meaning of the
utterance does extend beyond the literal or linguistic level.
Its meaning is determined by the fact that it is situated in
a love letter (as opposed to a suicide note, for instance),
and that it is contradicted by a wish to be saved. Our
familiarity with female stereotypes also helps us interpret
the heroines' language. In view of these factors I have
argued that a hercine's language functions as a strategy of
informing her lover not so much of her wish to die or to be
killed (which is the linguistic function of the.utterance)

but of her wish for the continuation of their relationship.




188

Self-Instruction

The first type of death-wish that I identified in the
Heroides is set in the context of a scene of instruction:
the heroine, who is depicted (by herself) as overly docile
and credulous, hears or thinks she hears the voice of someone
advising her to die. Dido and Sappho use this image of
themselves as a strategy of persuasion, implicitly urging
their lovers to come back and protect them from their own
naiveté before they actually do kill themselves. In the
second category of death-wishes, four heroines (Briseis,
Dido, Ariadne, and Hypermestra) instruct their lovers
alternately to kill them and to save them. All of these
except Hypermestra portray themselves as unbalanced and torn
between extremes of passion. Again the heroine's self-
portrait is designed to spur the lover into action, in this
case by appealing to his masculine sense of duty to help
women (who are weak, emotional, and irrational) instead of
harming them. Hypermestra's instructions to Lynceus differ
from the others' in delivery, though not in content: she
gives him his instructions in an oratorical style, not a
dramatic one. That is, she does not act out alternate
desires (to live and to be killed), but simply exhorts
Lynceus vel fer opem vel dede neci.

With the exception of Hypermestra, then, the heroines

that we have looked at so far all use a variaticn of the
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death-wish in their letters, drawing a pathetic (and
typically feminine) picture of themselves that will arouse
their lovers' concern. At the same time, the heroines' self-
effacing portraits can be understood as a form cf male
filattery: by playing the part of a woman who is weak,
unbalanced, and naive, the heroine invites her lover to play
opposite her, and be strong, reasonable, and wise.

I will now consider my third and final type of death-
wish in the Heroides: heroines instructing themselves to
die. Here too I maintain that the heroine employs the death-
wish not as a direct threat, but as a means of advertising a
pathetic aspect of her own character which will elicit, she
hopes, her lover's sympathy and concern. In this context the
heroines present themselves as self-loathing and wicked.

They chastise themselves for falling in love (as usual in the
Heroides, the only real crime to which the heroines confess
is that of falling in love or of loving too much) and condemn
themselves to death. But the fact that each of these
heroines is writing a letter, instead of taking her own
advice and punishing herself by death, suggests that her real
purpose in publishing a wish for death is to compel the
reader (her lover) to exonerate her from her sins of passion
by having him deny that they were sins or crimes at all. If
this rhetoric succeeds, then the lover will come back to stop

her from abusing herself.
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In two cases that fall into this category, the heroine
links her wish for death with a wish that she had not made
love. Phyllis writes to Demophoon (Her. 2.57-60):

Turpiter hospitium lecto cumulasse iugali

paenitet et lateri conseruisse latus.

Quae fuit ante illam, mallem suprema fuisset

nox mihi, dum potui Phyllis honesta mori.

I regret that I flagrantly extended my welcome by

joining you in bed and pressing my side to yours. I

wish that the night before that had been my last, while

I could have died as honorable Phyllis.

A strikingly similar wish appears in Canace's letter to
Macareus (Her. 11.23-26):

O utinam, Macareu, qQuae nos commisit in unum,

venisset leto serior hora meo!

Cur umquam plus me, frater, quam frater amasti

et tibi, non debet quod soror esse, fui?

O Macareus, if only the hour which joined us into one

had come later than my death! Why ever did you love me,

brother, more than a brother, and why was I to you what

a sister should not be?

The heroine appears to be intent on effacing only herself:
she wishes for her own death, not her lover's. But she
humiliates her lover also, though it seems to be
unintentional, by saying that she would sooner die than make
love with him. Will the lover allow her to cast aspersions
on his love-making in this way? If the heroine's rhetoric is
successful, he will be goaded into defending their night (or
hour) of physical passion.

By wishing she had died before they made love, the
heroine appears to be criticizing only herself, but

implicitly she is asking her lover to criticize her self-

criticism. That is; she wants him to rebuke her and justifyv
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their love affair by proclaiming: "I am certainly glad that
vou did not die before that hour because I enjoved our
lovemaking, and will cherish the memory forever."

Such a rebuttal is exactly the response that a wish for
death elicits in Sappho 94. This poem opens with the
statement, "I truly wish I were dead," spoken by a woman at
the end of her love affair with Sappho.?% ¢“How terribly we
have suffered, Sappho,” she adds. To which Sappho replies,
in a gentle contradiction, that their experience together was
not one of misery but of pleasure and satisfaction. Though a
considerable portion of the poem survives only in fragments,
the essence of Sappho’s response to her partner's wish to die
is well preserved (6-8):

And I answered her as follows, "Farewell and leave with
the memory of me, for you know that I cared for you."

She then evokes the memory of their love by listing various
erotic tokens, including "many wreaths of violets and roses"®
(12-13), "abundant perfumed oil" (18-19) and "the soft bed"®
on which they satisfied their desire for each other (21-23).
While it may be fair to say that Sappho does not directly
address her lover's wish for death, I would argue that it is
in fact a direct response to the statement "I truly wish to
die." For while it is on one level a literal wish to die, it

underlines also, here and throughout Ovid's Heroides, a wish

241 read Sappho 94 as a dialogue between two lovers at the end of their
affair. Anne Burnett is one of the first in the field to propose this
reading, against the more popular reading (in 1979 at least) of the poem
as an internal dialogue that Sappho has with herself. See Burnett's
article "Desire and Memorv (Sappho Frag. 94),% CPh 74 (1979) 16-27.
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to be reassured. That is, the wish to die may iiterally and
grammatically denote, "I wish to die," but rhetcrically it
means something else altogether: it is a wish not for death
but for comfort, reassurance, and the abeyance of pain.Z25

Unlike Ovid’s heroines, whose letters are unanswered in
the collection of single letters (Heroides 1-15)2%, the woman
who tells Sappho that she wishes she were dead actually does
receive a reassuring response from her lover. Though at the
time of actual separation, the former lovers may be unable to
be truly happy, the poem suggests that the memory of sensual
pleasure (Sappho seems here to awaken her lover's sensual
memory) will eventually subdue the bitterness of romantic
despair. (I would contrast this with the cure that
Propertius takes at the end of Book 3: he does not recover
from love by remembering the happy times with Cynthia, but by
distracting himself in Athens, and doing his best to forget
her and his feelings for her.)

Medea’s wish for death in Heroides 12 is of the same
type as Phyllis’ and Canace’s, and thus it too bears
comparison with Sappho 94. Medea opens her letter to Jason
with the wish that she had died before their intolvement

began, regretting, like Phyllis and Canace, that she

25Burnett (1979), interprets Sappho's response to her lover's wish for
death as a form of instruction: ®"...in [frag. 94] Sappho delivers one of
her plainest lectures on love's philosophy* (23); and "It is part of
Sappho‘'s instruction, then, that the girl should view herself and be
viewed by others as a creature engaged in a repeated rite of
embellishment, devotion, and celebration® (26).

260vid reports at Amores 2.18.27-34 that his friend Sabinus wrote
responses from the heroes to at least some of the single-letter
Heroides.
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compromised herself by falling in love. But it is not just
physical passion that Medea regrets: she must confess to an
even greater crime. When she fell in love with Jason, she
first helped him claim the golden fleece, using her skills of
sorcery; she then eloped with him and brought her brother
along as a hostage. Their father chased after them as they
sailed away on the Argo, but Medea escaped him by killing her
brother, chopping his body into pieces, and sprinkling them
into the water, so that her father was compelled to abandon
his pursuit in order to collect the pieces (12.109-116). In
her letter Medea seems to speak confidentially--as if writing
to a friend who was not involved in the affair--when she
tells Jason that she wishes she had died before anvy of this
happened (Her. 12.3-8):
At tibi Colchorum, memini, regina vacavi,
ars mea cum peteres ut tibi ferret opem:
Tunc quae dispensant mortalia fata sorores,
debuerant fusos evoluisse meos.
tum potui Medea mori bene. quidguid ab illo
produxi vitae tempore, poena fuit.
But I recollect that as Queen of Colchis I put myself at
your disposal, when you asked whether my art could bring
you help. At that time the sisters who distribute the
fates of mortal men ought to have emptied my spindles.
Then I could have died nobly as Medea. Whatever life I
have led since that time has been punishment.
Like Sappho’s lover in poem 94, Medea recalls only a life of
suffering with Jason. The point of this statement ("my life
has been punishment since I met you") is to give Jason the
opportunity to correct her ("no, remember the joy..."), and

to assure her that, in his mind at least, she is still--and

always was--noble and good in her intentions if not alwavs in
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her actions. For while she may have betrayed her father’s
family, she has always been faithful to Jason. Medea hints
that this is the argument that she wants him to present to
her, since in the opening lines of this passage she
underscores that it was out of love and concern for him that
she acted as she did: *“I had time for you...my art brought
help to you.” I suggest that Medea does not have a death-
wish at all, but a wish for Jason’s love, sympathy, and
gratitude.

It is true, though, that Medea is a murderer. She is
guilty, and only Jason--for whose sake she stained her hands
with a brother’s blood--can excuse her. She tells him that
death would be her method of correcting herself, and in doing
so implicitly asks him for gentler treatment.

Deianira is like Medea in that she too is guilty of a
murder motivated by love. Deianira’s victim is,
unfortunately, Hercules, the very object of her desire. At
the beginning of Heroides 9, her letter to him, Deianira is
unaware that she has poisoned him, thinking that she has sent
him a garment soaked in love potion, not deadly poison. It
is in the course of the letter that she learns (from a
messenger) of her fatal error. Hercules lies dying as she
writes. Yet she goes on writing even after this discovery,
compelled, I would argue, by the hope that he will understand
her good intentions and relieve her of the guilt so that she
will not have to kill herself. This, at least, is how I

interpret her repeated wish to die in the letter: as a wish
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for forgiveness. For Deianira would never directly ask
Hercules to absolve her; instead she appeals to him through
the favorite strategy of persuasion throughout the Heroides--
a death-wish. She keeps asking herself why she hesitates to
die:

Impia quid dubitas Deianira mori?

Disloyal Deianira, why do you hesitate to die?

She reiterates the gquestion four times in the latter part of
the letter (9.146, 152, 158, 164).

This use of poetic refrain is unusual.?? Where the
refrain is used in Latin poetry, it usually takes the form of
an exhortation. In Amores 1.6, for instance, Ovid employs a
refrain, phrased as a command to the guard stationed at his
girlfriend’s door: tempora noctis eunt; excute poste seram
(*The night hours are passing; take the bolt off the door, ~
1.6.24, 32, 40, 48, 56) .28 Deianira’s refrain, however, takes
the form of self-interrogation, or--I would say--self-
instruction. *“Why don‘t you kill yourself?” she writes,
meaning clearly, “I advise myself to die.”

Why does she *hesitate to die” then? The unspoken
answer to this question is that she wants to finish writing
her letter to Hercules. In the course of the letter she
“incidentally” lets him hear her instructing herself to die,

because clearly she wants him to reassure her that her

27peianira‘'s refrain has been compared to a specific tragic form of
lament, the ephymnion; see Alessandro Barchiesi, "Future Reflexive: Two
Modes of Allusion and Ovid's Heroides," HSCPh 95 (1993) 2342.

28Compare the refrain in Catullus 64: Currite ducentes subtegmina,
currite, fusi (*Run ve spindles pulling the threads, run.’).
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mistake was innocent, her intentions were good, and she does
not have to punish herself by death.

The last death-wish that I would like to consider is the
long passage that ends Heroides 2, Phyllis’ letter to
Demophoon. It is remarkable for its discursiveress. I have
quoted a portion of the passage already in the context of my
discussion of Propertius C.2.17, to which Heroides 2 alludes.
It is worth quoting the passage in its entirety here

(Her.2.131-44):

Est sinus adductos modice falcatus in arcus;
ultima praerupta cornua mole rigent.

hinc mihi suppositas immittere corpus in undas
mens fuit; et, quoniam fallere pergis, erit.

ad tua me fluctus proiectam litora portent,
occurramque oculis intumulata tuis!

duritia ferrum ut superes adamantaque teque,
"non tibi sic, " dices, "Phylli, sequenduvs eram!*®

saepe venenorum sitis est mihi; saepe cruenta
traiectam gladio morte perire iuvat.

colla quoque, infidis quia se nectenda lacertis
praebuerunt, laqueis implicuisse iuvat.

stat nece matura tenerum pensare pudorem.
in necis electu parva futura mora est.

There is a bay, gently curved into the shape of a drawn
bow; the points of the horns rise erect from a sheer
mass of rock. From here it was my intention to let my
body fly into the waves below; and since you continue
to deceive me, it will be my intention. Having cast
myself into the waves, may they carry me to your shores,
where, unburied, may I meet your eyes! Though in your
hardness you are stronger than iron, steel, and even
yourself, you will say, "Not like this, Phyllis, ought I
to have been followed by you!" I am often thirsty for
poison; often it is a pleasure to die a bloody death,
impaled on a sword. My neck also (because it let itself
be embraced by unfaithful arms) it is a pleasure to wrap
in a noose. It is decided: [loss of] my tender
chastity will be compensated for by an early death. In
choosing a mode of death there will be little delay.

This passage is an extreme version of other death-wishes we

have looked at in the Heroides. Phvllis ends her letter with
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an array of death images, a tour de force unprecedented in
ancient literature and not soon to be surpassed in the
European tradition.?29

Phyllis presents Demophoon with a catalogue of ways in
which she might kill herself: a precipitous fall, poison,
self-immolation, hanging. There is variation not only in the
manner of death, but in her styvle of expression. She begins
in a familiar literary mode, with the description of a
landscape. Such passages often open with the phrase locus
est. The est sinus which opens Phyllis' passagé is a variant
of this convention. The conventional opening is misleading,
however, for the setting that Phyllis describes is not a
conventional locus amoenus, but rather a place suitable for
death. As this scene fades, another comes into focus: the
site is the opposite shore, where her body will wash up and
be discovered by Demophoon. The two scenes follow in
sequence, and Phyllis draws them to a close as she imagines
Demophoon crying, 'non tibi sic Phylli sequendus eram.'

But despite the completion of the scenario; Phyllis
postpones closure. She defers the end of the letter, because
on reaching the end, she may actually kill herself. The
postponement of closure indicates that it is not death that
Phyllis wants, but the prolongment of her affair with
Demophoon. And so even though in her letter she is dead

already, Phyllis writes several times again that she dies ("I

29pventually this passage will be outdone, by Boccaccio's Lady
Fiammetta. See discussion below.
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often thirst for poison; it often gives me pleasure to
die...").

Hypermestra occupies one end of the scale for the
extreme brevity of her death-wish (vel fer opem vel dede
neci); the other heroines are not as terse as she is, but
neither are they as prolix as Phyllis. Usually a death-wish
is expressed as a single thought, occupying one couplet or
two. The passages in Dido's and Sappho's letters describing
scenes in which they were instructed to die indeed are long.
But in each of these the heroine focuses on only one scene,
developing the image of herself being told to die in a single

setting.

Barlier in this section we saw that Phyllis and Canace
both write that they wish they had died before they slept
with the men they love. I said that what the heroines
actually want is not death at all, but a reassuring response
from their lovers. The last passage in Phyllis' letter
supports this interpretation of the wish for death. It is
one of the only death-wishes in the Heroides in which the
heroine actually reveals the type of response that she wants
from her lover. "I was not supposed to be followed by vou
like this!"--Phyllis fantasizes how Demophoon will respond
when her dead body washes up on his shore. In the scenario
Phyllis gives herself the part of a dead woman, and depicts

Demophoon chastising her: in her imagination he implicitly



At the beginning of this chapter I identified this
contrast between the Remedia Amoris and the Heroides: in the
Remedia Amoris Ovid instructs lovers, especially men,
suffering from romantic despair not to kill themselves,
whereas in the Heroides abandoned heroines are instructed to
die, instruct themselves to die, and instruct their lovers to
kill them. I have argued, however, that in the Heroides the
many types of death-wish are rhetorical tactics deployed by
the heroines in order to provoke their lovers tc do for them
precisely what Ovid does for lovers in the Remecia: instruct
them not to die. In fact the Remedia Amoris--a work that
Ovid clearly presents as a companion piece to the Ars
Amatoria--seems in part also to be a response to the

Heroides. I will flesh out this idea in the conclusion.

199



Conclusion: The Remedia Amoris and Beyond

I have suggested above that Heroides 1-15 and Remedia Amoris
are complementary. In conclusion, I would like to discuss the
relationship between these two works, and subsequently to
consider their relationship to the Ars Amatoria. In both the
Ars and the Remedia, Ovid reflects on the Heroides, directly
and indirectly. These reflections are immediately pertinent
to the main areas of my research, namely women and self-
destruction.

Many of Ovid‘'s poems are concerned primarily with the
early stages of romance. Two pairs of the double Heroides,
for instance, are letters exchanged by couples (Paris and
Helen [Her. 16-17}, Acontius and Cydippe {[Her. 20-21]) at the
start of their affairs. Likewise, in the Ars Amatoria Ovid
answers questions concerning the first steps in the pursuit
of love: where does one go to find romance, for example, and
what are some successful strategies of seduction? 1In
contrast, what the single-letter Heroides and the Remedia
share, and what therefore sets them apart from Ovid's other
works, is their focus on coping with the end of a love
affair. The two works, however, take very different
approaches to the problem of ending an affair: the Remedia
Amoris is explicitly didactic, whereas the Heroides offers no

direct advice at all.
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Ovid first announces in the preface to the Remedia
Amoris that his main objective is to teach the young men who
have been cheated by love (decepti iuvenes, Rem. Am. 41) how
to leave their girlfriends. He then adds, almost as a
footnote, that the Remedia can also help women. The note to
women is inserted rather than integrated into the poem:
self-contained in two couplets, it seems to have been added
at a later stage of composition. The poem's modern editors
do well to enclose the note to women in parentheses, thus
underscoring the basic onesidedness of Ovid's lecture (Rem.
Am. 49-52):

(sed, quaecumque viris, vobis quoque dicta, puellae,

credite: diversis partibus arma damus.

e quibus ad vestros si quid non pertinet usus,

at tamen exemplo multa docere potest.)

(But trust me, that whatever is said to men is also for

you girls: I give arms to both sides. If some of my

advice is not relevant to your purposes, all the same,

it can teach you much by analogy.)
Having addressed both men and women in his earlier work, the
Ars Amatoria, Ovid feels obliged to make a gesture of
addressing both in the Remedia. But once the bare gesture is
made, and he has secured the trust of women ("trust me..."),
he feels he has fulfilled his obligation; and continues,
throughout the rest of the poem, to speak to the men in the
audience. Women are briefly addressed only two more times in

the poem (607-08 and 813-14). A.A.R. Henderson aptly remarks:

*When he does advert to them {[sc. women] again...[it] creates
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the illusion that he has all along been writing for puellae
no less than iuvenes, which is not at all the case."30

Ovid's sporadic attempts in the Remedia to include women
in his field of vision only serve to emphasize the poem's
essential commitment to the male point of view; it does
nothing to mitigate the general misogynous tone of the poem.
Instead of incorporating women into the poem, and teaching
them female ways of hurting and abusing men, the Remedia
Amoris addresses women only in passing, and teaches men how
to hurt and abuse women.

As we will see, many of the remedies for love that Ovid
prescribes in the pcem (such as joining the army and pursuing
business) are available only to men. The situation in the
poem is thus comparable to a problem we confront in health
care in America: it has been pointed out, especially by
women's health care advocates, that medical research relies
principally on male subjects, and that, based on the results
of studies on men, women seeking care are treated, in
essence, as men. But as the advocates of women's health care
point out, women and men are different, have different
medical needs, and might respond differently to treatments.
Likewise, Ovid has studied the difficulties of ending an
affair from the male point of view, and prescribes a cure
specifically for men. Even he admits that some of his

treatments will not work for women; women reading his poem

30A.A.R. Henderson, ed. P. Ovidi Nasonis Remedia Amoris (Edinburgh:
Scottish Academic Press, 1979) 115. '
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and seeking a cure for love have to "learn by analogy® how to
treat themselves.

In breaking off an affair, Ovid strongly disapproves of
suicide (Rem. Am. 13-22). He instructs the readers to take
positive measures to heal their broken hearts. Venus loves
idleness, " Ovid warns (Venus otia amat, 143), thus advising
the reader to keep himself occupied with serious and manly
pursuits such as business, war, farming, hunting, and travel.
He also encourages the reader to look at his girlfriend in
only the most negative light. ®She should be called ‘*fat"® if
she is full-figured; if she has a dark complexion, let her be
called ‘'black'" (327). Additionally, Ovid recommends
replacing the old girlfriend with a new one (461-86), and
exercising indifference in the company of the one he is
trying to break with: "Take care not to be moved by the tears
of girls: they have taught their eyes how toc weep" (neve
puellarum lacrimis moveare, caveto:/ ut flerent, oculos
erudiere suos, 689-90).

The Heroides, on the other hand, is presented neither as
didactic nor as contemporary, since its heroines exist in
ancient myths. It does, however, dovetail with the Remedia
in one important respect: the heroines, abandoned by the men
they still love, would be the perfect candidates for the sort
of advice that Ovid claims to offer men and women in the
Remedia Amcris. Because they do not receive such treatment,
many of the heroines seem to act in exactly the manner that

Ovid advises against in the Remedia: they depict themselves
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as languishing in idleness and despair, feeding their erotic
obsessions, and contemplating suicide.

Twice, in fact, Ovid adduces his heroines as negative
examples, in order to teach the readers of the Remedia Amoris
how not to behave during a break-up. At Remedia 55-64, he
summarizes the myths connected with Phyllis, Dido, Medea, and
Phaedra, all of whom, except Medea, killed themselves for
love. Ovid suggests he could have saved their lives if he had
been their teacher.

Later in the poem (579-607) he devotes considerable
space to the plight of Phyllis in particular, while warning
the recovering lover to avoid solitary places: loca sola
caveto (579). He says that an unhappy lover is "safer"--less
likely to commit suicide, that is--if he mingles in crowds:
in populo tutior esse potes (Rem Am. 580). The mythical
heroine Phyllis, Ovid writes, was ignorant of this precept,
and it was because of this that she killed herself (Rem. Am.
591-608) :

guid nisi secretae laeserunt Phyllida silvae?

certa necis causa est: incomitata fuit.
ibat, ut Edono referens trieterica Baccho
ire solet fusis barbara turba comis,

et modo, qua poterat, longum spectabat in aequor,

nunc in harenosa lassa iacebat humo;

‘perfide Demophocon' surdas clamabat ad undas,

ruptagque singultu verba loquentis erant.

limes erat tenuis, longa subnubilus umbra,

qua tulit illa suos ad mare saepe pedes.
nona terebatur miserae via; 'viderit' inquit
et spectat zonam pallida facta suam,

aspicit et ramos: dubitat refugitque quod audet,

et timet et digitos ad sua colla refert.

Sithoni, tum certe vellem non sola fuisses:

non flesset positis silva comis.
Phyllidis exemplo nimium secreta timete,
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laese vir a domina, laesa puella viro.

What except the privacy of the woods killed Phyllis?

The cause of her death is certain: she was
companionless. She went forth--just as every other year
a crowd of foreign women returning to Bacchus with hair
filyving free customarily goes forth--and first, where she
could, she gazed over the open sea, and then lay down
exhausted on the sandy ground. "Treacherous Demophoon!*®
she kept shouting to the deaf waves, her words broken by
a sob as she spoke them. There was a narrow path,
darkened by long shadows, which she often followed to
the sea. The unhappy wcman was treading it for the
ninth time. "It will be his problem!”® she says, and
turning pale, she gazes at her belt, and stares at the
branches: she hesitates, shrinking from what she dares,
she is afraid and fingers her throat. Sithonian, I do
wish you had not then been alone: the forest had not
mourned Phyllis, shedding its leaves. [Ovid turns to
the reader] Learn from the example of Phyllis, and fear
places that are too solitary, o man wounded by a
mistress, o girl wounded by a man.

This passage (one of the three times Ovid addresses women in
the audience) serves as an epilogue to Heroides 2, Phyllis'
letter to Demophoon. That letter ends with Phyllis' threat to
kill herself; Ovid takes this opportunity in the Remedia
Amoris to resume the story and describe her finel moments--or
what happens, that is, after she writes the letter.

But the Remedia is not only an epilogue to Heroides 2,
it is also an interpretation. Ovid uses the Remedia partly to
clarify an important aspect of the Heroides--the rhetoric of
self-destruction--while speaking in his persona as a love
poet and teacher. In the Heroides itself he is Silent on
this point; nowhere in the work do we feel Ovid's overt
presence as its author. The hercines' letters are composed
solely in the heroines' voices, without the poet's explicit

editorializing. Therefore, nothing in the Hercides interferes
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with the dramatic illusion that the author is not Ovid but
each individual heroine.

To find Ovid's authorial voice, his commentary on the
Heroides, we turn then to the Remedia Amoris. Here Ovid
explicitly guides the male reader in the process of breaking
away from his girfriend, and vice versa. I would add,
however, that in the Remedia Ovid also guides the audience in
the process of reading the Heroides. Do his readers
understand that the heroines are not intended to be role
models when they are breaking off their own love affairs? The
Heroides is love poetry, and as Ovid says, love poetry stirs
up erotic feelings. The Remedia‘'s aim, meanwhile, is to teach
readers how to quell such feelings. How can Ovid ensure that
no reader, inspired by the heroines' letters, will kill
himself or herself? The heroines' letters seem to set a
standard for "true love," or for genuine erotic anguish.
Because so many of the heroines--almost all of them in fact--
demonstrate their urgency and sincerity by wishing for death,
the Heroides can leave the reader with the impression that
these lovers' self-destructive impulses are sincere, and,
moreover, normative. In the Remedia Ovid sets out to correct
that notion.

In fact the reason he gives for writing the Remedia
Amoris in the first place is the fear that his love poetry,
in which he tends to advocate complete dedication to the
erotic life (whether directly, as in the Ars, or indirectly,

as in the Amores and Heroides), mav lead the reader to self-
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destruction. In the preface to the Remedia Ovid discusses
this possibility with Cupid, his partner in several previous
erotic endeavors, persuading the god of love that it is their
mutual responsibilty to protect their followers from love's
excesses (Rem. Am. 33-38):
"fac coeant furtim iuvenes timidaeque puellae
verbaque dent cauto qualibet arte viro,
et modo blanditias rigido, modo iurgia, posti
dicat et exclusus flebile cantet amans.
his lacrimis contentus eris sine crimine mortis:
non tua fax avidos digna subire rogos."®
"Go ahead, let young men and shy girls hold clandestine
meetings, and let them, by any trickery they can, tell
lies to a suspicious husband, and let the lover who has
been shut out cajole her unyielding door one minute,
curse it the next, and sing a mournful tune. If you
satisfy vourself with tears such as these, vou will be
innocent of the charge of murder: vyour torch does not
deserve to be set beneath greedy funeral pyres.*®
Saving lives is thus the poet's principal objective. He
wants to avoid incurring guilt for murder.
Often we have been told that the Remedia Aroris and the
Ars Amatoria form a diptych. This seems reasoneble since
both works are explicitly didactic, and since the first
instructs the reader how to get a lover, while the second
gives advice on getting over a lover. But there is a sense
in which the Remedia responds more directly to the Heroides
than to the Ars Amatoria; 1 suggest that the Remedia is in
effect a palinode to the Heroides. The goal of the Remedia,
as Ovid states in the preface, is to save lovers from self-

destruction. Was it in the Ars Amatoria that Ovid taught the

public how to die cf love? Not at all. As I have tried to
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show, it is the heroines' letters that "teach" (implicitly or
potentially) the art of self-destructiocn, or the rhetorical
art of wishing and threatening to die. In this .respect, the
antecedent to the Remedia Amoris is not the Ars Amatoria, but
rather the Heroides, as the case of Phyllis demonstrates. In
the Heroides, Phyllis writes to Demophoon of her wish to hang
herself, stab herself, drink poison, and so forth; the letter
then closes, leaving us in suspense about her fate. In the
Remedia Amoris, Ovid reports that Phyllis ultimately did hang
herself, and charges the reader to avoid repeating her
mistake: "Do not be like Phyllis," he says (to paraphrase).
*Avoid solitude and despair, and do not kill yourself.=31

But the Remedia Amoris is not the only plaée where Ovid
responds to his heroines' self-destructive inclinations. In
the Ars Amatoria, the poem written before the Remedia, Ovid
offers a completely different approach to the Heroides,
suggesting that his female readers use fictional love letters
as an aid to seduction. In Book Three of Ars Amatoria--the
one book that is addressed specifically to women--Ovid tells

women to seduce men with song. "Let girls learn to sing,® he

311t is interesting to note that in the Middle Ages the Heroides was a
popular school text, taught as a set of counter-examples. As Ralph
Hexter has shown in a study of school commentaries of the period,
students were guided in their interpretation of the Heroides by
commentary explaining that almost all of the heroines are intended to be
negative examples. Hexter writes: "A moralizing, though in no way
explicitly Christian aim, was imputed to Ovid, the "auctor®--namely, to
praise chaste love. The prime example of chaste love was Penelope, the
sender of the first epistle. Others are few and far between; instead,
the many wicked heroines were conceived of as counter examples.® Ralph
J. Hexter, Ovid and Medieval Schooling: Studies in Medieval School
Commentaries on Ovid's ®"Ars Amatoria, " ®Epistulae ex Ponto, ® and
“Epistulae Heroidum® (Munich: Arbeo-Gesellschaft, 1986) 213.
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declares: discant cantare puellae (AA 3.315). He proceeds to
draw up a list of suitable Greek and Latin love poetry, on
which are featured the works of Callimachus, Anacreon,
Sappho, Propertius, Gallus, and Tibullus (AA 3.315-38). At
the end of this passage Ovid expresses the hope that one day
his own love poetry will be recommended to women for the same
purpose, that is, for the purpose of seducing men. The three
works Ovid names in this context are his Ars Amatoria,
Amores, and Heroides (AA 3.339-46):
forsitan et nostrum nomen miscebitur istis
nec mea Lethaeis scripta dabuntur aquis
atque aliquis dicet ‘'nostri lege culta magistri
carmina, quis partes instruit ille duas,
deve tribus libris, titulo quos signat AMORUM,
elige, quod docili molliter ore legas,
vel tibi composita cantetur EPISTULA voce;
ignotum hoc aliis ille novavit opus.'
Perhaps my name too will be mixed with these [other love
poets' names], and my writings will not be given to
Lethe's waters, and someone will say, "Read the
sophisticated songs of our master, who instructed both
parties [i.e. men and women], or select something from
the three books, which he marks with the heading Amores,
to recite softly in docile tones, or let an Epistle be
sung by you in a practiced voice; with this piece he
invented a genre unknown to others."
Ovid does not distinguish among the three works on love, but
simply groups them together under a single heading, as poetry
that, when sung by women to men, may be conducive to romance.
There are, however, differences among the three works.
Chief among them is the fact that the Heroides, unlike the
Ars Amatoria and Amores, 1is written in female voices.
Consequently, if a woman sings a piece from either of the

other works mentioned--the Ars Amatoria or Amores--it is
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clear that she is not representing her own points of view,
but is singing, rather, or quoting, a poem composed by Ovid,
a male poet. If, however, she serenades her lover with the
Heroides, something different and quite remarkable occurs.
The scenario that Ovid has poetically depicted n the single-
letter Heroides, of a woman addressing her lover, occurs in
reality. That is, a real woman sings to the man she desires
in the words of a fictional heroine writing to the man she
desires.

It is apparently the reader's responsikility--especially
the female reader's--to distinguish the didactic from the
entertaining. In the Ars Amatoria Ovid predicts that the
heroines’ letters will put men into a romantic mood, and that
women can exploit the poetry's power by singing to men about
the erotic longings and self-destructive impulses of other
women. Yet in the Remedia Amoris Ovid clearly opposes the
stirring up of such feelings. He instructs the readers to
restrain their emotions and their self-destructive impulses
at the end of their love affairs. Where the Heroides portrays
the unrestrained emotions of women abandoned by men, the
Remedia Amoris urges readers to exercise emotional restraint
at the end of an affair.

Ovid's intentions may have been democratic. He may have
wanted his poetry to give pleasure to both men and women, and
to be appreciated by both sexes. Whether he is ultimately
fair to women, and what effect his portrayal of women has had

on the western tradition, are the guestions to be addressed



by the present generation of readers, classicists and
feminists alike. The three works examined here suggest that,
whatever his intentions, Ovid found it difficult (or
unprofitable) to divide his concerns equally between women
and men. Heroides 1-15, for example, the single letters, are
poems written in only female voices. It is not just that Ovid
composes one poem from the point of view of an abandoned
woman; he writes fifteen of them, all from abandoned
heroines, and none from abandoned heroes.

Ovid evidently does have compassion for real people, men
and women, as the Remedia Amoris bears out.3?2 Aad it is true
that, writing in an age in which men governed women, Ovid
often stands out for his efforts to treat men and women
equally. He is more inclusive of women than perhaps any other
Roman poet. After dedicating two books of the Ars Amatoria
to men, for example, he writes one for women. And after
announcing that the Remedia Amoris is written for *cheated
young men, " he promises women that the poem can help them
too, mutatis mutandis (Rem. Am. 49-52). But the poem
ultimately neglects the particular needs of womén, and as a
result turns into a handbook of specific strategies of
abusing women: it recommends calling a woman “fat,* for
example, if her figure is well rounded; ignoring her
emotional outbursts, and cheating on her. The Remedia

contains hundreds of strategies of insulting women. In

32compassion for the heroines is shown by Ovid's friend Sabinus, who, as
I mentioned before (citing Am.2.18.27-34), wrote answers from the heroes
to some of the single-letter Heroides.
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short, Ovid stocks the male arsenal with weapons against
women, but fails to live up to his claim, that he “givel(s]
arms to both sides” (Rem. Am. 50).

He meanwhile (in Ars Amatoria 3) encourages women to
sing the Heroides to their lovers. Women, in other words,
are permitted to impersonate the heroines, and imitate their
high emotions (since recitation is a form of imitation),
whereas men, though Ovid invites them to be seduced by the
Heroides, are warned by Ovid not to imitate this discourse--
"women’'s” discourse, he implies--in their own lives. Women,
that is, are encouraged to contaminate their lives with the
emotions of literature, while men are strongly advised to
avoid this contamination.

Thus, reflecting on the Heroides (in the Ars and
Remedia), Ovid insists that men, at least, separate the
pleasures of literature from the pleasures of real life. He
suggests that while it may be pleasant to contemplate the
misery and pain of a fictional character in poetry or
tragedy, it is unpleasant to experience such feeling in one's
own life. It is entertaining, in other words, to read the
Heroides, but one wculd not enjoy being in the position of
the abandoned and suicidal lover. This same contrast between
the pleasures of life and the pleasures of literature is
underlined by Plato in Book Ten of the Republic (605d-e):

...the very best of us, when we hear Homer or some other

of the makers of tragedy imitating one of the heroes who

is in grief, and is delivering a long tirade in his

lamentations or chanting and beating his breast, feel
pleasure, and abandon ourselves and accompanyv the
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representation with sympathy and eagerness, and we
praise as an excellent poet the one who most strongly
affects us in this way....But when in our ocwn lives some
affliction comes to us,...we plume ourselves upon the
opposite, on our ability to remain calm and endure, in
the belief that this is the conduct of a man, and what
we were praising in the theatre that of a woman.33
It is interesting--though not surprising--to note that, with
regard to the emotions and their expression, Plato has one
standard for men and another for women. Women are excluded
from the statement, “we plume ourselves...on our ability to
remain calm and endure” (emphasis added). “We” in this
statement refers not to “we humans,” but “we men,” that is,
"we males." Plato observes, by contrast, that women do not
conduct themselves in a restrained and orderly tashion.
Women, it seems, do not “remain calm and endure* in the face
of calamity. Women, he implies, deliver long tirades; they
lament, chant, and beat their breasts in reality, as men are
seen to do only on stage.

The tone of the passage implies that Plato is recording
the plain facts of the matter: men control their emotions,
and women vent theirs uncontrocllably. But is this an
irrefutable truth about the difference between the sexes? Or
is Plato’s observation less a reflection on how .things are in
reality, than a prescription for how Plato want§ them to be?
Plato, I think, wants men to curb their emotions. If there
were empirical evidence that men in Plato's society already

did restrain their emotions, what need would there be to

shelter them from poetry? In the end Plato's argument is

33paul Shorey, tr., FPlato: Republic, vol. Z (Cambridge, MA: Harvard
Up, 1887) 459.
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hamstrung by his refusal to admit the weakness of men. The
boast that men already pride themselves on their emotional
restraint precludes the need to protect them from the
appearance of unrestrained emotion in poetry.

Ovid would not favor a total ban on love poetry in his
society, yvet he appears to make similar distinctions between
art and life, and as a corollary, between men and women. He
shares Plato's view that however pleasurable the
contemplation of certain emotions in love poetry might be, to
experience them in one's own love-life is unpleasant. He thus
permits men to enjoy listening to women singing the Heroides,
but he tries to prevent them from reproducing the heroines:®
emotions in their own lives. Because the Remedia is written
from a male perspective, it is primarily men who are advised
to practice emotional restraint; Ovid appears to accept
Plato's judgment that women are emotionally expressive. 1In
fact, Ovid claims that women typically employ oﬁtbursts of
emotion as a strategy of manipulation. "Take care," he warns
the men, "not to be moved by the tears of girls: they have
taught their eyes how to weep" (neve puellarum lacrimis
moveare, caveto:/ ut flerent, oculos erudiere suos, Rem Am.
689-90) At such junctures in the poem, when Ovid undermines
female erotic experience, it is easy to doubt the sincerity
of his claim to “give arms to both sides.* What could a
female reader learn “by analogy” from this advice? Such

disparaging descriptions of female "nature® are sprinkled
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throughout the poem, never compensated for by the addition of
a corresponding portrait of male nature.

There is something ultimately more insidious about
Ovid's representation of women than Plato's. 1Ir. the
Republic, Plato reveals in a straightforward manner his
disgust with men who act "like women." But the Republic is a
philosophical text, and while its impact on our culture has
been great, it has generally been read (along with Plato's
other works) by educated men--students and scholars, not the
general populace. Women did not start reading Plato until
relatively late, and thus Plato does not directly affect the
way women see themselves. Ovid's poems, on the other hand,
have insinuated themselves into the public conséiousness
because of their popularity and fictionality, and because of

their great influence on later writers.

Readers of the Heroides after Ovid

I would like, then, to sketch briefly the history of the
reading and interpretation of Ovid's Heroides as it is
reflected in the western literary tradition. For I would
argue that the Heroides has long influenced the way in which
European writers have depicted women in love. I suggest,
moreover, that the wish for death has persisted as an
essential feature in the portraits of such women. As a

result I would theorize that Ovid's Heroides has influenced



216

the way in which female writers portray female characters and
ultimately how female writers express themselves.

Two prominent epistolary fictions composed in the manner
of the Heroides are Boccaccio's Elegia di Madonna Fiammetta
(1343-45), and the letters of a nun named Mariana published
anonymously in France as The Portuguese Letters (1669). In
each of these male-authored texts, the abandoned and
lamenting letter-writer is depicted as female. There is no
tradition of fictive epistles written from a male perspective
comparable to the tradition of fictive epistles written (by
male authors) from a female perspective. It has been said
that with the Heroides Ovid invented the fictive epistle. I
would add that the writers I have mentioned learned from the
Heroides not only a literary form, but also a literary voice-
-the voice of an abandoned heroine.34

Boccaccio's Elegia di Madonna Fiammetta is presented as
an open letter sent by Lady Fiammetta to all women in love.
The Elegy relates the story of Fiammetta’s abidfng love for a
foreign visitor named Panfilo (from Greek, pan, "all," and
phileo, "love"). Panfilo and Fiammetta engage in a brief love
affair, after which Panfilo returns to his homeland, leaving
Fiammetta in a state of longing and despair. Fiammetta
records her response to his departure in the letter. "At

first I thought of sharp metal weapons," she writes:

341 am here emphasizing the influence of the Heroides on the poetic
tradition; another major source of abandoned heroines*®' laments is
Ariadne's lament in Catullus 64. See Lawrence I. Lipking, Abandoned
Women and Poetic Tradition (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
1988), esp. ch. 1 on Ariadne.
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which have caused the death of many, when I recalled
that Elissa, whom I already mentioned, died that way.
Then, I pictured to myself the death of Byblis and
Amata, whose methods of dying suggested themselves as a
means to end my life....Then I imagined doing what the
Saguntans did for fear of Hannibal the Carthaginian and
what, for fear of Philip the Macedonian, the citizens of
Abydos did by committing their belongings and themselves
to the filames....Then I thought of poisonous drinks
which in the past had brought an end to the days of
Socrates, Sophonisba, Hannibal, and many other
princes... .However, among all these ways of dving, I
thought of the death of Perdix, who fell from the
highest rock of Crete, and it pleased me to choose this
kind of sure death free from all infamy, and I said to
myself, 'If I throw myself from the highest part of my
house, my body, shattering into hundreds of pieces, will
release my unhappy, stained, and broken soul through
each piece to the fiendish gods....'35

This catalogue of ways to die is even longer than that of
Phyllis in Heroides 2. We might also compare the stated
purpose of Boccaccio's Elegy with that of Ovid's Heroides.
Ovid says in the Ars Amatoria that he hopes women will some
day serenade men with selections from the Heroides in order
to seduce them. The heroines' laments, in other words, might
be perceived by a male audience as erotic and entertaining.
In the Prologue to The Elegy of Lady Fiammetta, on the other
hand, Fiammetta states that "[she] does not care if [her]
speech does not reach the ears of men; in fact if [she]
could, [she] would entirely keep it away from them" (1). Her
objective, she says, is to "awaken pity" in the "noble
ladies® who hear her lament, so that she will have greater
pleasure in lamenting: *Unhappy people customarily take

greater pleasure in lamenting their lot when they see or hear

35Giovanni Boccaccio, The Elegy of Lady Fiammetta, tr. Mariangela Causa-
Steindler and Thomas Mauch (Chicago and London: U of Chicago P, 1990)
119-121.,
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that someone else feels compassion for them" (1}.
Boccaccio's Elegy thus promotes the idea of deriving pleasure
from lamentation, Plato's worst nightmare in the Republic.
Mariana's letters to her foreign lover, the travelling
Marquis de Chamilly, tell a similar story. Following the now
familiar pattern, the love affair of Mariana and the Marquis
is cut short by his departure. The abandoned woman writes
letters to her lover expressing the longing for his return
and the wish to be dead:
If I loved you as much as I have told you & thousand
times, should I not have died long ago? I ‘have deceived
yvou; it is for you to reproach me....Treat me harshly,
reproach me that my emotions are not ardent enough; be
more difficult to please; let me hear you wish me to
die of love....A tragic end would no doubt oblige you to
think of me often; my memory would grow dear to you,
and you might even be deeply touched by my unusual
death. Would not death be better than the state to
which you have brought me? Adieu....36
We can see in this passage the influence of Ovid's heroines
who beg their lovers to kill them. Mariana also seems to
hold herself to a standard set by Ovid's heroines: if her
love and pain were truly ardent, she would die,_wouldn't she?
Mariana's letters form an interesting chapter ir the study of
the female rhetoric of self-destruction because of their
obscure authorship. Ever since their publication in France
in 1669, the author's identity has been disputed. Did a real

nun named Mariana write the letters in sincere despair? Or

were they written by a man as an exercise in romantic

36The Portuguese Letters, tr. Donald E. Ericson, printed in Maria Isabel
Barreno, Maria Teresa Horta, and Maria Velho da Costa, The Three Marias:
New Portuguese Letters (NY: Doubleday, 1975) 403-29, esp. 416.
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fiction, perhaps even an exercise in forgery?3? I believe
that they are fictive epistles; there is a compulsion,
however, among the reading public to want to believe that the
character Mariana was a real woman.

I suggest that the distinction between real women and
fictional heroines becomes weaker with time, especially as
more women become published writers. When a sukstantial
number of women started to publish in the eighteenth century,
there was already a particular mode or style of discourse
designated "women's writing,® a stvle established by male
authors. We can trace the development of this style of
discourse by following the influence of the Heroides through
literary history.

To elucidate this idea, in the remaining pages I would
like to lay out a short history of the survival and reception
of the Heroides in English poetry in particular, and then
look closely at a few examples of modern (i.e. post-
Renaissance) English works that I think reflect the
internalization of the rhetoric of female self-destruction in
the English tradition.

Though out of fashion in the early Christian period, the
Heroides was frequently read, translated, and imitated from
the Middle Ages on. In English literature the influence of
the Heroides is first felt in Chaucer's Legend of Good Women

(written between 1372-86), a work which has beer. described as

37ror discussion of the debated authorship, see Kauffman (1986) 92-117,
esp. 92-100.
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*a martyrology, lists of well-known queens, nymphs and
noblewomen who have given all and lost all for 3_:ove."38
Almost two centuries later, in 1567, George Turkerville
published a translation of Ovid's Heroides titled Heroycall
Epistles. Michael Drayton, in 1597, used the Heroides as the
model for England's Heroicall Epistles, a collection of
twelve pairs of verse letters exchanged by lovers from
English history.3°

The first edition of John Donne's poems in 1633
contained a poem called "Sappho to Philaenis,®" a fictional
verse-letter clearly inspired by Heroides 15, Sappho's letter
to Phaon (though Phaon is a male lover while Philaenis a
female) .4® In 1680 a new English translation of Ovid's
Epistles appeared. It was "translated by several hands, "
including that of John Dryden, who was responsible for three
of the epistles (Canace's to Macareus, Helen's to Paris, and
Dido's to Aeneas) and for the Preface Concerning Ovid's

Epistles printed in the 1683 edition.4!

38Rachel Trickett, "The Herocides and the English Augustans,® in ovid
Renewed, ed. Charles Martindale (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1988) 194.
Chaucer's "good women" are Cleopatra, Thisbe, Dido, Hypsipyle, Medea,
Lucrece, Ariadne, Philomela, Phyllis, and Hypermestra. Six of these are
familiar to us from Ovid‘'s Heroides. R
39sMichael Drayton," in The Oxford Companion to English Literature, ed.
Margaret Drabble (Oxford: Oxford UP, 1985) 292. For furtler discussion
of the Heroides in Tudor England see Deborah S. Greenhut, Feminine
Rhetorical Culture: Tudor Adaptations of Ovid's "Heroides* (NY: Peter
Lang, 1988). On the Heroides in England's Augustan period, see Rachel
Trickett, "The Heroides and the English Augustans,® in Ovid Renewed, ed.
Charles Martindale (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1988) 191-204.
40gee Elizabeth D. Harvey, "Ventrilogquizing Sappho: Ovid, Donne, and
the Erotics of the Feminine Voice,* Criticism 31, no. 2 (Spring, 1583)
115-138.
4lpryden also wrote a lament in the voice of an abandoned woman. It
opens:

Farewell ungrateful traitor,
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The Heroides is thus very much in evidence in the
English tradition, most clearly in translations and
imitations that reproduce the stories of the very same
hercines Ovid depicted, or the epistolary form that he
pioneered, or both. After enjoving several centuries of this
kind of afterlife, the Heroides seems to have become
ingrained and internalized in the English literary mind. The
lament of the abandoned woman, with its attendant death-wish,
survived on its own as a commonplace in English poetry. It
provides the foundation, for example, for Pope's "Eloisa to
Abelard® (1717), and Tennyson's "Oenone," published in 1832.
In his retelling of Oenone's abandonment by Paris, Tennyson
discards the epistolary form, but retains the lament itself.
Like the letters that make up the Heroides, "Oenone® is the
lament of an abandoned women, addressed not to her lover in
this case, but to Mount Ida, the wilderness which she
inhabits. Though Oenone never utters an explicit wish for -
death, she indicates throughout her sad complaint that she is
on the verge of dying. Nineteen of the poem's stanzas begin
with some variation on the lines: "'O mother Ida, many-

fountain'd Ida,/ Dear mother Ida, harken ere I die.‘'"42

Farewell my perjured swain,
Let never injured creature
Believe a man again.
And closes:
Your love by ours we measure
Till .re have lost our treasure,
But dying is a pleasure,
When living is a pain.
42variations include "0 mother Ida, harken ere I die®; “Dear mother
Ida, harken ere I die*; and *O mother, hear me vet before I die.™
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An explicit death-wish is, however, the refrain of
Tennyson's "Mariana," published in 1830. There are actually
two poems about Mariana ("Mariana®" and "Mariana in the South®
[1832]), both suggested by Shakespeare's Mariana (of ®the
moated grange") in Measure for Measure. In both poems
Tennyson depicts women waiting in misery and loneliness for
the return of their lovers. All seven stanzas of the 1830
"Mariana® end with some variation on the refrain:

She only said, "My life is dreary,

He cometh not, " she said;

She said, "I am aweary, aweary,

I would that I were dead!"43
The loss of the epistolary frame constitutes an important
distinction between the Heroides and "Mariana.® In the
Heroides the death-wish is a strategy of persuasrion: each
poem is not a dramatic monologue, but a letter addressed by
the heroine to her lover. I have argued that in this context
the death-wish is less a sincere reflection of the heroine's
wish to die, than a rhetorical strategy designed to elicit
the lover's concern and effect his return. In "Mariana,"™ on
the other hand, the heroine utters the death-wish to herself.
Thus, while Ovid's Heroides may represent the death-wish as a
component in the erotic discourse of women addressing their

lovers, Tennyson's "Mariana® puts it in the context of a

43The final stanza has this variant:
Then, said she, "I am very dreary,
He will not come,* she said;
She wept, "I am aweary, aweary,
Oh God, that I were dead!*
In Sir John Squire, ed. Selected Poems of Tennyson (London: Macmillan
and Co., 1947) 1-3.
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woman alone, speaking to herself. The motivation is the
same: a woman abandoned by her lover says she wants to die.
But Mariana says it not to her lover, but to herself and to
the reader.

The Heroides thus is to be found at the foundation of
two very strong branches of English literary tradition. It
is often said that the epistolary genre, including the
epistolary novel (e.g. Richardson's Clarissa), starts with
the Heroides. I have sketched another traditior. initiated by
Ovid's Heroides: that of the abandoned hercine who wishes to
die. This type of heroine appears in many genres, including
poetry, novels, letters, and films. The question I would
like to raise in conclusion, and in anticipation of English
and American criticism yet to be done, is whether this
heroine is restricted to the pages of fiction and of male-
authored texts, or whether she is constructed also in texts
that are neither fictional nor produced by men. The scope of
this project, and my own limitations as a classicist, allow
me only to ask this question here; I cannot begin to answer
it. I would like, however, to conclude my discussion with an
excerpt from a letter written in 1839 by Charlotte Bronte to
one of her closest friends, Elizabeth Gaskell, in which she
describes recently receiving, and turning down, a proposal of
marriage. Bronte and Gaskell are among the greatest
novelists in English history; Charlotte Bronte is arguably
the greatest English woman novelist. If this thesis should

ever attract the interest of someone wishing to pursue the




study of the rhetoric of female self-destruction in English

letters (in the broad sense), she would perhaps begin her own

inquiry with this passage:

I had a kindly leaning towards him, because he is an
amiable and well-disposed man. Yet I had not, and could
not have, that intense attachment which would make me
willing to die for him; and if ever I marry, it must be
in that light of adoration that I will regard my
husband.44

441
(NY:

Elizabeth Cleghorn Gaskell, The Life of Charlotte Bronte [1857]
E.P. Dutton and Ceo., 1958) 112,
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