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Canace to Macareus

If any of the words I write should be blurred by dark stains,
the blood of its mistress shall have blotted this small letter of mine.
My right hand holds the pen, the other an unsheathed blade,
and in my lap the scroll lies unrolled.
This is the image of Aeolus’ daughter, writing to her brother;
in this posture, it seems, I can sweeten a cruel Father’s heart.
I wish he were here himself, an onlooker at my death,
and that the work were done in his sight, and what he commanded, he saw.

Savage as he is, and so much fiercer than his own East Winds,
he could look upon my wounds without a tear.
No doubt it has its effect, a life led among raging winds:
his temper is perfectly suited to the nation he rules.
It is Notus and Zephyrus and Sithonian Aquilo he governs,
and even your wings, wanton Eurus, obey his command.
He governs the winds, yes, but not his own swollen rage.
Compared to his dominions, the realm of his imperfections is unconfined.

What good is it then that I, through the names of my ancestors, have ties with the sky,
and I can, among my relations, number great Jove? '
Does that make this knife-—this funeral offering—less lethal,
this weapon so strange to me that 1, a woman, hold in my woman’s hand?
O Macareus, 1 wish that the hour that made us one
had come after my death!

Why, brother, did you ever love me more than a brother
and why was I more than what a sister should be to you?
I was enkindled too; I recognized the warmth of my heart, the presence of some god,
one who was everything I used to be told he was.
The color had fled from my face; my body wasted, grew thin;
what little food I took was forced on me.
My sleep was troubled; a night was a year for me,
I sighed, but no wound caused my pain.
And I couldn’t understand why 1 did all this,
and I didn’t know what “in love” meant, but I was,

With an old woman’s understanding, my nurse was the first to guess my trouble;
she was the first to say to me: You, Aeolus’ child, are in love!
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S1Qua tamen caecis errabunt scripta lituris,
oblitus a dominae caede libellus erit.

dextra tenet calamum, strictum tenet altera ferrum,
et iacet in gremio charta soluta meo.

haec est Aeolidos fratri scribentis imago;
sic videor duro posse placere patri.

ipse necis cuperem nostrae spectator adesset,
auctorisque oculis exigeretur opus!

Ut ferus est multoque suis truculentior Euris,
spectasset siccis vulnera nostra genis.

scilicet est aliquid, cum saevis vivere ventis;
ingenio populi convenit ille sui.

ille Noto Zephyroque et Sithonio Aquiloni
imperat et pinnis, Eure proterve, tuis.

imperat heu! ventis, tumidae non imperat irae,
possidet et vitiis regna minora suis.

Quid iuvat admotam per avorum nomina caelo
inter cognatos posse referre lovem?

num minus infestum, funebria munera, ferrum
feminea teneo, non mea tela, manu?

O utinam, Macareu, quae nos commisit ir1 unum,
venisset leto serior hora meo!

Cur umquam plus me, frater, quam frater amasti,
et tibi, non debet quod soror esse, fui?

ipsa quoque incalui, qualemque audire solebam,
nescio quem sensi corde tepente deum.

fugerat ore color; macies adduxerat artus;
sumebant minimos ora coacta cibos;

nec somni faciles et nox erat annua nobis,
et gemitum nullo laesa dolore dabam.

nec, cur haec facerem, poteram mihi reddere causam
nec noram, quid amans esset; at illud eram.

Prima malum nutrix animo praesensit anili;
T . M M M ”»
prima mihi nutrix “Aeoli,” dixit, “amas!
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I blushed, and modestly looked down at my lap:
even in someone silent, this was sufficient sign of confession.
And then the freight of my violated womb began to swell,
and the secret burden made my weakened body heavy.
What herbs and what remedies did my nurse not bring to me
and apply to me with her own daring hand
so that deep inside me—this was the one thing I concealed from you—
the burden that was increasing there might be dislodged.
Ah, all too alive, the baby resisted the stratagems we used
and remained safe from its hidden enemy.

And now the most lovely sister of Phoebus had risen for the eighth time
and the moon, for the tenth time, was driving on the stallions of light.
Ignorant of what caused the sudden pains,
I was untried, a fresh recruit to birth,
and so did not remain quiet. “Why” said she, knowing my secret,
“should you betray your crime?” and pressed her hand over my mouth.
What, in my misfortune, could 1 do? The pain summoned cries of pain from me
but fear and my nurse, and modesty itself, said no.
I repress my groans and try to take back the sounds that have escaped
and force myself to drink down my own tears.
I saw death before my eyes, and Lucina still refused to help me—
and death too, if I were to die, would be a heavy crime—

when, hurling yourself upon me, tearing away my robe and my hair, you brought

warmth back to my breast by pressing your breast on mine,
and you said to me: “Sister, O my dearest sister, live
and do not, by your own death, be the death of two!
Let good hope lend strength to you: for you shall be your brother’s bride:
he who made you a mother shall make you a wife as well.”
Believe me, I was dead, but at your words I came to life
and delivered my womb’s cargo, its crime.

But why rejoice? Aeolus sits in the heart of the palace;
our crime must, in secret, be removed from his sight.
Carefully, the old woman covers the child with fruits,
and with boughs of whitening olive, and with delicate ribbons,
making the pretense of a holy rite and speaking words of prayer.
The assembled crowd parts for the ritual, my father himself gives way to let
her pass.
She was already near the threshold . . . the sound of the baby’s crying reaches
my father’s ears; he is betrayed, and by his own sign.
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erubui, gremioque pudor deiecit ocellos;
haec satis in tacita signa fatentis erant.

iamque tumescebant vitiati pondera ventris,
aegraque furtivum membra gravabat onus.

quas mihi non herbas, quae non medicamina nutrix
attulit audaci supposuitque manu,

ut penitus nostris—hoc te celavimus unum—
visceribus crescens excuteretur onus!

a, nimium vivax admotis restitit infans
artibus et tecto tutus ab hoste fuit!

lam noviens erat orta soror pulcherrima Phoebi,
denaque luciferos Luna movebat equos.
nescia, quae faceret subitos mihi causa dolores,
et rudis ad partus et nova miles eram.
nec tenui vocem. “quid,” ait, “tua crimina prodis?”
oraque clamantis conscia pressit anus.
quid faciam infelix? gemitus dolor edere cogit,
sed timor et nutrix et pudor ipse vetant.
contineo gemitus elapsaque verba reprendo
et cogor lacrimas conbibere ipsa meas.
mors erat ante oculos, et opem Lucina negabat—
et grave, si morerer, mors quoque crimen erat—
cum super incumbens scissa tunicaque comaque
pressa refovisti pectora nostra tuis,
et mihi “vive, soror, soro o carissima,” aisti;
“vive nec unius corpore perde duos!
spes bona det vires; fratri nam nupta futura es.
illius, de quo mater, et uxor eris.”
mortua, crede mihi, tamen ad tua verba revixi:
et positum est uteri crimen onusque mei.

Quid tibi grataris? media sedet Aeolus aula;
crimina sunt oculis subripienda patris.
frugibus infantem ramisque albentis olivae
et levibus vittis sedula celat anus,
fictaque sacra facit dicitque precantia verba;
. dat populus sacris, dat pater ipse viam.
1am prope limen erat—patrias vagitus ad auris
venit, et indicio proditur ille suo!
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Aeolus snatches up the child, uncovers the false sacrifice,
the whole palace echoes to his maddened cry.

Just as the sea is made to tremble, when it is ruffled by a faint breeze,
just as an ashen bough is shaken by the warm wind from the South,
so you might have seen my body, ashen-white, trembling:
the bed on which T lay shook from its tremors,
He rushes into my room and with his shouts publishes my shame to all,
scarcely able to keep himself from beating my face with his hands.
I, in my humiliation and shame, did nothing but sob.
Speech froze upon my lips, checked by glazed terror.

Already he had commanded that his tiny grandson be given
to the dogs and the birds, left in some abandoned place.
The poor thing began to wail—you would have thought he understood—

and with what sounds he could, he began to beg for his grandfather’s pity.

How do you think T felt then, brother—
you can judge my feeling from your own—

when before my eyes the enemy took the child of my body
to the deep forest, there to be eaten by wolves.

My father had now left my room; now at last it was possible
to beat my breasts, and to tear my cheeks with my nails.
Meanwhile one of my father’s attendants appeared, with a look of grief,
and even then pronounced these disgraceful words:

to judge from your own conduct what it may mean.”

[ know what it means, and I shall use the cruel sword bravely,
burying deep in my breast my father’s present to me.
With gifts like this, father, do you give me away in marriage?
With this dowry, father, shall your daughter be rich?

Deluded Hymen, take your wedding torches far away
and be quick to escape these sacrilegious halls!
Raven-black Furies, bring me those glowing brands you carry
and ignite my funeral pyre with your smouldering light.
My sisters, marry under a better fate than mine, and be happy,
but remember me, even though T am lost to you.

What crime did the little boy commit in the few brief hours of his life?
He was scarcely born: how could he have harmed his grandfather?
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B eripit infantem mentitaque sacra revelat

Aeolus; insana regia voce sonat.

Ut mare fit tremulum, tenui cum stringitur aura,
ut quatitur tepido fraxina virga Noto,

sic mea vibrari pallentia membra videres;
quassus ab inposito corpore lectus erat.

inruit et nostrum vulgat clamore pudorem,
et vix a misero continet ore manus.

ipsa nihil praeter lacrimas pudibunda profudi;
torpuerat gelido lingua retenta metu.

lamque dari parvum canibusque avibusque nepotem
iusserat, in solis destituique locis.
vagitus dedit ille miser—sensisse putares—
quaque suum poterat voce rogabat avum.
quid mihi tunc animi credis, germane, fuisse—
nam potes ex animo colligere ipse tuo—
cum mea me coram silvas inimicus in altas
viscera montanis ferret edenda lupis?

Exierat thalamo; tunc demum pectora plangi
contigit inque meas unguibus ire genas.

interea patrius vultu maerente satelles
venit et indignos edidit ore sonos:

“Aeolus hunc ensem mittit tibi”—tradidit ensem—
“et jubet ex merito scire, quid iste velit.”

Scimus, et utemur violento fortiter ense; .
pectoribus condam dona paterna meis.

his mea muneribus, genitor, conubia donas?
hac tua dote, pater, filia dives erit?

tolle procul, decepte, faces, Hymenaee, maritas
et fuge turbato tecta nefanda pede!

ferte faces in me quas fertis, Erinyes atrae,
et meus ex isto luceat igne rogus!

nubite felices Parca meliore sorores,
amissae memores sed tamen este mei!

Quid puer admisit tam paucis editus horis?
quo laesit facto vix bene natus avum?
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ah, poor thing, he is punished for the guilt that is mine.

Oh my son, your mother’s sorrow, now the prey of by wild beasts,
torn to pieces on the very day of your birth,

son, pitiful pledge of an ill-fated love,
today was your first day on earth, today your last.

I was not allowed to shed for you the tears that were your due,
nor to carry to your tomb the lock cut from my hair.

I did not bend over you, did not tear cold kisses from your mouth:
ravening beasts are tearing apart the child of my flesh.

I too, bearing my own wound, shall follow after my baby’s shade, ,
and only briefly shall I have been called either a mother, or childless mother.
But you, nevertheless, whom hope promised to me in sorrow, and in vain,
gather up, I beg you, the scattered limbs of your son,
and bring them back to their mother, and place them with her in her tomb,
and let one urn, however cramped, carry the ashes of two.
Live, remembering me, and pour your tears into my wounds, and do not
recoil from the body of one you love, one who loves you.
Of you I ask this: that you carry out the last desires of the sister you loved
too well. I shall execute the will of my father myself, alone.
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si potuit meruisse necem, meruisse putetur—
a, miser admisso plectitur ille meo!

nate, dolor matris, rapidarum praeda ferarum.
ei mihi! natali dilacerate tuo;

nate, parum fausti miserabile pignus amoris—
haec tibi prima dies, haec tibi summa fuit.

non mihi te licuit lacrimis perfundere iustis,
in tua non tonsas ferre sepulchra comas;

non super incubui, non oscula frigida carpsi.
diripiunt avidae viscera nostra ferae.

Ipsa quoque infantis cum vulnere prosequar umbras

nec mater fuero dicta nec orba diu.
tu tamen, o frustra miserae sperate sorori,
sparsa, precor, nati collige membra tui,
et refer ad matrem socioque inpone sepulcro,
urnaque nos habeat quamlibet arta duos!

vive memor nostri, lacrimasque in vulnera funde,

neve reformida corpus amantis amans.
tu, rogo, dilectae nimium mandata sororis
petfer; mandatum persequar ipsa patris!
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IT was the Marquis de Sade who once asked, “What better place to find
love than in the bosom of one’s own family?” Few writers have had
the temerity, or the affectation, to dismiss so unblushingly that uni-
versal cultural negative: the prohibition against incest. Still fewer have
had the wit to smother it in the capacious blanket of a rival, if less
urgent, cultural imperative: family solidarity. Yet it comes as n’o great
surprise to us that Ovid’s Myrrha flaunts her illicit desires after first

cloaking them, rather transparently, in the Augustan hairshirt of pie-
tas:

humana malignas
cura dedit leges, et, quod natura remittit
f'nvida lura negant. gentes tamen esse feruntur,
in quibus et nato genetrix et nata parenti
lungitur, et pietas geminato crescit amore, (Met. 10.329—33)
Human care
has made spiteful laws, and what nature permits,
jealous laws forbid. Still, there are said to be races
in which a mother mates with her son, a daughter
with her father, so that piety is increased by a doubled love.

That the plea of pietas to dignify and excuse incest is not unexpected
is perhaps surprising in itself. Yet Myrrha’s irregular defense of her
Incestuous passion for her father is no haphazard quiddity, no accident
of Ovidian prodigality. It is, rather, one of a discrete number of Ovid’s
topoi of incestuous love,

Ovid, like Catullus before him, characteristically explored aberrant
aspects of human personality and action. Like Catullus, he exploited
obsgssive, erotic human drives exacerbated by contact with ethical and
socw!l norms as a medium for poetry. In Catullus such an interest
manifests itself often in an evocation of mood accomplished by a
method which seems unprecedented in Latin poetry; he extends the
boundaries of lyric expression to meet the boundaries of personality:

What appealed to the Romantics about Catullus was the widening
of the area of poetry, the liberation of sensibility and emotion from
Fhe conventional persona, the search for the unique, the personal
gnvo'lvement in an experience so individual that the glow and colour
is still upon it, the exploration of a terrifying vision of desolation
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such as that of Ariadne on the shores of Dia or of nightmare images
like those of Attis.

Given their postulated similarity of interest and subject matter, Ca-
tullus’ method could not be more different from Ovid’s. It would be
mistaken—and an injustice to Catullus—to invoke here the sometimes
helpful but more often misleading antithesis between Erlebnisdichtung
and Kunstdichtung. For Ovid, especially in his treatment of characters
driven by inconcessi ignes, the boundaries of personality seem nar-
rower because his method of depicting forbidden love usually takes
the form of a vacillation between fixed, and hence predictable, moral
and rhetorical parameters. Only within those fixed and arbitrary limits
does Ovid resemble his Ulysses who, forced to tell the insatiate Calypso
each night the story of the fall of Troy, would often repeat the same
tale but in different words: aliter [ille] referre aliter, saepe solebat idem
(Ars. Am. 2.128). While Ovidian nuance and the degree of his poetic
sympathy are never predictable, the topoi of incestuous love seem
almost regular, so regular indeed that if we examine three treatments
of the incest theme in Ovid—Phaedra’s epistle (Her. 4) and the stories
of Byblis (Met. 9) and Myrrha (Met. 10)—it will not be difficult to
establish a “canon” of the predominant devices and motifs governing
his treatment of incestuous love.

Such a canon will perforce be artificial. It will, by definition, oblit-
erate distinctions in treatment, tempo, and characterization. It will
obscure, as well, those differences in innuendo which are the stamp
of Ovid’s “polytonality,” of his irony, his virtuosity, and, in short, his
genius. Nor will it take into account the very great divergence in generic
motive (i.e., heroic epistle and epic narrative) which these examples
embrace. And it will not do justice to the devices which most vividly
bring to life each woman’s inimitable vivacity, tenacity, and desper-
ation: Byblis’ irresistible dream; Phaedra’s mastery of the sophists’
unwritten manual on how to make the lesser cause the greater excuse;
Myrrha’s suicide attempt, her first hesitant, nocturnal tryst with her
deceived father, her later courageous self-knowledge and repentance,
and finally her stunning and compassionate transformation. Yet this
canon of Ovid’s incest topoi will throw into bolder relief some un-
expected and even extraordinary characteristics of a fourth Ovidian
treatment of incest, the letter of Canace to her brother Macareus, and

*R. D. Williams, “Changing Attitudes to Virgil,” in Virgil, ed. D. R. Dudley (New
York: Basic Books, 1969), p. 132.
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it will isolate the poetic motives informing this epistle’s dramatic atyp-
icality.

(1) Each of the three examples of incestuous love operates poetically,
structurally, and conceptually upon a familiar series of related modal
antitheses: ratio and furor, pietas and scelus, pudor and amor, timor
and audacia.* Except in the case of Phaedra, who is a calculated
perversion of her Euripidean prototype or perhaps a throwback to the
discarded heroine of the Hippolytus Calyptomenus, these antitheses
embody, on one level, the Latin equivalents of that ambivalence of
volition which Phaedra had called the two kinds of aidos: diooai &’
glolv, | uEv o0 xawi, / 1 8 &xog oizwv (There are two kinds of shame:
the one is not a bad thing, but the other is a burden on the house,
Hipp. 385—-86). For Byblis and Myrrha, ratio, pudor, and pietas each
have that same fatal ambivalence; that is, each can seem in the eyes
of the deluded heroine to remain somehow intact in the very process
of its undetected conversion into its opposite. Barrett explains the
mechanism as a kind of double inhibition: the aidos

which inhibits a man from self-assertion in the face of the claims
of others is properly a virtue; but it can easily turn into a diffidence
or indecisiveness which prevents him from taking a firm line at all,
and that done it becomes a vice—he aideitai, cannot bring himself
to do even what he knows to be right.?

Thus Byblis and Myrrha seem at times helpless to resist because their
resistance is a via negationis, and is thus helpless. On another level,
however, beyond ethical niceties, the antitheses represent a conflict
between strong libidinal drives and crippled social imperatives. It is a
conflict in the process of resolution in Byblis and Myrrha, but a conflict
ex post facto and only vestigial in Phaedra, whose intellectual audacia
betrays more ratio than furor and who is, for that reason, far more
witty than pathetic. For Phaedra, pietas, pudor, and timor are the
postulated values of her audience (Hippolytus) and thus become the
enemy defences of the fortress her rhetoric will storm.

(2) Within the vacillation between these antithetical extremes, there
is usually a discernible narrative development from the initial uncertain
stages of incestuous infatuation to abandoned commitment, discordia

= A good example is Myrrha, Met. 10.319~24; see also Met. 9.509—15, §26—27, 460—
61, 540—45, 556—57; Met. 10.369—72, 351-55, 36667, 410-14; Her. 4.9-10, 51—

53, 13134, 150-56. o
3 W. S. Barrett, Euripides Hippolytos (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1964), p.

230.
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mentis.+ The point of inception is unconscious in Byblis,s conscious
in Myrrha and Phaedra.s While in Phaedra’s case the exigencies of her
particular rhetorical aim naturally limit a narrative development such
as is available to the more expansive epic treatment, Phaedra herself
does objectify to some extent the stages of her infatuation. Moreover,
the tone of her epistle exhibits a correlative development in rhetorical
stance from reserve, tinior (manifested first in her euphemistic prescript
and then in her subsequent self-justification),” to abandoned temerity,
audacia.?

(3) In each case, despite the presence of some narrative development,
there is a distinct subordination of the narrative dimension to the
ethical interest. Such a subordination is manifested in the emphasis
on the interior debate of the afflicted woman or, in Phaedra’s epistle
and in Byblis® letter, in a transference of that debate to the realm of
the poeticized suasoria.

(4) In each case, at those moments in which the narrative element
does dominate, Ovid nevertheless emphasizes the ethical content of
the action, focusing on the preliminary awakening of incestuous desires
or on the preliminary communication, either by way of a letter or an
encounter mediated by a go-between. The narrative will thus serve as
a frame; it is of secondary importance to the evocation of complex
psychological tensions.

(5) The result is that the narrative description of action, no less than
the interior debate (whether monologue or poetic suasoria), empha-
sizes the moment most relevant to the ethical bias of each treatment
of incest: the moment of decision.

(6) Each of the incestuous lovers employs specious argument to
persuade either herself or the object of her desires that the illicit is
somehow licit, that the projected scelus is a form of pietas, the nefas
not absolute but rather nomina vana (empty words).s

(7) Such reasoning often takes the form of the argument from ethical
relativism. As such, it invokes generic or geographic exceptions to the
incest prohibition. Examples of divine, human, and even animal be-
havior are offered in support of the claim that incest is no violation
of a larger “natural” scheme of things.*

(8) Each lover, in different ways, addresses the question of the

4 For example, Met. 9.635—38; Met. 10.445; Her. 4.47-52.

s Met. 9.457—67. $ Met. 10.319; Her. 4.69—72.

7Her. 4.11-14, 17-34. ® Her. 4.154~55.

? Met. 9.497-501, 55155, 10.329-30, 334=35; Her. 4.111-26, 129—30.

> For examples of divine behavior, see Her. 4.131-36 and Met. 9.498—501; for
human, see Met. 9.507 and 10.331-33; and for animal, Met. 324—29.
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dignity or the social status of her lover. In a manner axiomatic for
ethical subjectivism, the notion of individual worth is seen to eclipse
the value of communal standards and thus override shared cultural
imperatives or prohibitions.

(9) Nevertheless, each lover admits—whether indirectly, inadvert-
ently, or wholly unwittingly—to the power and the permanence of the
values against which she reacts. Most frequently she advocates the
dissolution of such values only in her own case, while she exploits
related cultural or ethical norms for her own expediency.

(r0) Each lover alludes to the facility of concealment: the public
will easily misconstrue the unnatural behavior of the incestuous couple
as a natural manifestation of filial or sibling love.

(1) Each treatment of the incest motif either anticipates or describes
the repugnance of the male: he sees the incestuous drive not as amor
but as an unhappy expression of naked libido. s

(12) There is an attempt in each case, sometimes independent of
the motive of persuasion, to make some rational sense of an admittedly
irrational situation. The attempt is usually punctuated by emotional
parentheses and by questions (unanswered and unanswerable) as to
why such a baffling condition should have arisen,+

(13) Each lover’s obsession is so extreme that she sees the choice
between incest and abstinence as no choice at all. That is, it is not for
her a decision between two modes of action but between her own
continued existence and her death: the one imagined alternative to
incest is suicide.™s

Each element within this “canon” of the Ovidian topoi of incestuous
infatuation, whether emphasized or merely glanced at in passing, whether
subordinated to each woman’s very distinct personality bias or ex-
aggerated by that same bias, contributes to an artificial yet, for our
purposes, useful picture of Ovid’s incestuous women. They are usually
women who are responsive to social and cultural norms but who now
find themselves at the mercy of other, more commanding forces from
within. As a result, they are neither tepid nor submissive creatures.
They are, instead, volatile and passionate women violently buffeted
by their desires—strongly obsessive, intensely driven, and yet, in vary-
ing degrees and at different times, resistant to the impulse to which

* Met. 9.475~78; 10.336—37; Her. 4.18, 31-34.

2 Met. 9.535-39, §56—60; 10.356—67, 467—68; Her. 4.10, 138—46.

© Met. 9.505-6, 574—77, 474~75; 10.354~55, 472753 Her. 4.129—30.
4 Met. 10.346~55; Her. 4.150—52,

s Met. 9.502~5; 10.377-81, 428; Her. 4.1—2.
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they ultimately succumb.™ They are, moreover, representgd as intel-
ligent women. They are sufficiently articulate not only to ob]ec!:lfy anfi
describe their own feelings but to react to them crltlga!ly in their
attempts to subdue or justify them. Fina!ly, however, their mtelllgenc:e
is at the mercy of their desires. Their mlpds are resourceful, bqt thf:lr
thought, in the last analysis, willful. Their knowle'dge, the .appllcatlon
of reason to experience, is not suspended or selectively gbhterated but
perverted to serve the ends of passion.’” They are, thus, living examples
of what Socrates calls the view of hoi polloi, the many:

doxet 8¢ tolg moAholg mepl EmLOTAUNG TOLOUTOV TL, fn’m i(s),(ugf‘wyoiyé
fiyeuwovixdv ovd” doxwov elvar oddE g mepl ‘liOLO'U‘liOU avfov\ dvtog
duavoovvtar, AN’ Evovong morhdug dvBomrg émotmmg\ 013 ttnv éJ’u-
otiunv adtov Goxewv AN GAMO TL, TOTE pev Gvué\:, tote 8¢ n(‘;}ovnv,
toté Ot Momnv, éviote 8¢ Epwta, mohhdxmig 8¢ $oOBov, dreyvie Ot-
avoolpevor mepl Thg dmotiung Gomep megl Avdoamddov, TEQLEARO-
HEVNGC VIO TV M@V ddviwy. (Prot. 352b)

Most people think, in general terms, that it [knox:vledge] is' nothing
strong, no leading or ruling element. They don’t see it like that.
They hold that it is not the knowledge that.a man possesses which
governs him, but something else—now passion, now Pleasure, now
pain, sometimes love, and frequently fear. They just think of knowl-
edge as a slave, buffeted by all the other affections.

Byblis, Myrrha, and especially Phaedra are all subjected to soms
degree of Ovidian mockery. But where we find sugh mockery, we fin
that it occurs without cruelty, without Tacitean viciousness or Juven—
alian disgust. Indeed, especially in the Metamorphoses, it is dellv.ereg
with a restraint that borders on what one might venture to call charlty..
I shall cite only one example. When Byblis prays that she may die
before she yields to her passion for Caunus, she says:

aut nostro vetitus de corde fugabitur ardor
aut, hoc si nequeo, peream, precor, ante toroque

6 Myrrha is most resistant, and most consistently so. Shfi is never, like l;ybllﬁ, ptglﬁ?;
demens. Her moral tension is sustained and gradually intensified so that her

ition i 1 ia mentis.
condition is not madness, but true discordia e of
7 Quid’s Metamorphoses, Books 6—10, ed. W. S. Anderson (Norman: University o

Oklahoma Press, 1972), p. 456. ) _ ) ~
® Compare Byblis’ transformation (533—34) with Myrrha’s (497—98 and s01—2).
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mortua componar, positaeque det oscula frater!

et tamen arbitrium quaerit res ista duorum:

finge placere mihi: scelus esse videbitur illi. (Met. 9.502—6)

Either my passion, forbidden, will flee from my heart

or if I cannot do this, I pray I may die first, and be laid out dead
on my couch,

and as I lie there may my brother kiss my lips.

And yet that act requires the will of two!

Suppose it pleases me: to him it will seem a crime.

Byblis exhibits here the characteristically ambivalent death fantasy of
the thwarted adolescent. But her scenario undergoes an abrupt change
in tone, a shift from the histrionic-pathetic to the erotic. W. S. An-
derson has managed to capture, quite faithfully, the elusive comic note:

Byblis has momentarily recovered her sense of right and so she
proposes for herself either of two courses of action, to thrust the
passion from her heart or to die. But the first has a future verb, t.he
second only a present subjunctive. The uncertainty which that in-
dicates quickly becomes obvious. Byblis imagines herself dead,
stretched out on her bed (toro) and Caunus coming to kiss her.
Immediately she ceases wanting to be dead.™

Yet Ovid’s jest is at once created and delicately qualified within the
last couplet: if the decision for suicide requires the arbitrium duorum,
Byblis’ incestuous desires require it no less. And in the last line, in
which Byblis (unlike her mythological prototypes) renounces suicide,
her thought applies more nearly, if less grammatically, to incest than
to suicide: Finge placere mihi: scelus esse videbitur illi. In choosing to
live, Byblis unwittingly pronounces the sentence of death upon herself
which will be fulfilled in the ensuing narrative.

It is in this verbal irony that the generosity of Ovid’s mockery lies.
Byblis resembles Claudio in Measure for Measure. Although con-
demned to die for his sensuality, Claudio is so incorrigibly and sen-
sually alive that in the very moment of his greatest resignation, he still
cannot distinguish death from sensuality: ““I will encounter darkness
as a bride / And hug it in my arms.” Ovid’s Byblis, like his Phaedra
and Myrrha too, is nimium vivax. Her vivacity is, while not beyond
ethical judgments, still not convincingly deplorable. Ovid ultimately

*s Anderson, Metamorphoses 6—10, p. 454-
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leaves his heroines of inconcessi ignes to heaven. For these women,
despite the brilliance of their rebellious gamble, are doomed from the
beginning to lose: life has held, all along, the high cards.

In sum, each element of Ovid’s canon of incestuous love points to
a strong moral and ethical bias. Within that bias, however, Myrrha,
Byblis, and even Phaedra are depicted critically, but with enormous
sympathy. What must be stressed here is that both the critical and the
sympathic qualities of Ovid’s treatment emerge chiefly from the sub-
ordination of narrative interest to the depiction of complex, anxiety-
ridden states. The narration of events is at frequent intervals superseded
by extended interior monologues which focus not on action at all but
on the quality of action and on the decisions ensuing from or leading
to action. Thus we cannot dismiss Ovid’s heroines with any com-
fortable or facile opprobrium. On the contrary, even the reader who
is in search of pure entertainment will be required to linger reflec-
tively—and, in the last analysis, sympathetically—upon these depic-
tions of conventionally criminal, immoral, and perhaps repellent pas-
sion.

Among the great portraits of human aberration, guilt, and obsessive
passion in the Metamorphoses there are not a few studies in character
and pathology unsurpassed in Augustan literature. These are studies
framed by superbly entertaining, engrossing narratives, stories whose
often strangely compelling force derives from that residuum of mystery
and brilliant unreality untouched by the enameled poetic surface of
the text. But when Ovid’s interest becomes predominantly moral or
ethical, or when he requires a moral or ethical empbhasis as a backdrop
for creating convincing amoral and irrational passion, his reliance
upon narration diminishes correspondingly. In fact, both in the He-
roides and in the Metamorphoses, an emphasis upon the narrative
dimension of an event becomes one index of Ovid’s detachment from
his subject, an instrument of an Ovidian alternative to poetic sym-
pathy: comic dissonance. In Heroides 11, as elsewhere in Ovid, the
presence of a seemingly dominant narrative interest is, like any other
aspect of style, not merely an end in itself but a vehicle for poetic
value, its ends inseparable from poetic meaning.

If we turn now to Heroides 11, we face a task beset with obstacles.
The largest and most formidable of these is virtually insuperable. It
will, I think, be fairly simple to establish Ovid’s divergence from what
I have, for convenience, termed his “canon” of incestuous love. Yet
the greatest single asset we have for an examination of the wit and
counter-rhetoric pervading the Heroides is the availability of the Greek
or Latin prototypes upon which Ovid drew. The epistles of Briseis,
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Penelope, Phaedra, Medea, Ariadne, Sappho, and Dido are built upon
a sometimes slight and at other times massive fabric of allusion, a
fabric which inevitably encourages a comparison between the proto-
type and the new Ovidian design. We may most accurately appreciate
Ovid’s intention by measuring, as we were no doubt intended to do,
the degree and quality of his deviation from the tradition he inherited,
or the selective preferences and emphases he exhibits vis-a-vis the
variations available within the tradition. Yet Canace’s epistle baffles
such an approach. It is almost certain that it derives from the Aeolus
of Euripides, but that play, except for a few scattered fragments and
summary remarks by ancient authors, is lost to us.

Palmer’s conjectural summary of the plot of the Aeolus relies on
Plutarch,?> Stobaeus,** the scholiast on Aristophanes’ Clouds,** Dio-
nysius Halicarnassus,?s and on Ovid’s Heroides 11. Palmer writes:

Euripides dramatized the story in his “Aeolus,” a play which greatly
scandalized the Athenians. This play was probably the only source
of Ovid’s epistle, and we may guess accurately enough at its plot
from the remarks of Dionysius and Stobaeus. Macareus, having
seduced Canace, and fearing the wrath of Acolus for himself and
for her, tells Canace that he will persuade their father to allow him
to marry her. He gains his father’s consent after a specious argument:
but meantime Canace’s child is born. Aeolus, ignorant of its pater-
nity, dooms her to die, and sends a sword to her. Macareus, hearing
of this, goes again to Aeolus, confesses all, and implores his pardon
for her and himself. He succeeds, and rushes to Canace’s chamber
with the news, but only to find her dying of a self-inflicted wound,

2 Plutarch, Moralia 312C (Daniel): Atohog, 1dv xomdt Tuoenviav Baoihevg, Boxev &€
"AudBéag Buyatépag BE xai ioovg &ooevag. Moxageds 8¢ & vedratog Eowt EpBerge piowy,
| 8¢ mondiov éwimoev- dumecoioo (l. texovoa Wytt.) 8¢ xai Eidoug nepndévrog VO ToD
mateds, Evopov xpivaoca Eavtiv diegydoator Spoiwg 8t ol & Manopetc: o Zdoteatog &v
devtépa Tuponvindy.

2t Stobaeus, Florilegium 4.20.72 (Wachsmuth): Zwotpdrov &v Seviéon Tupovvinav (l.
Tugenvix@v): Alokog tév xatd Tupenviov Booiheds ténwv Eoyev &€ "AudiBéag Buyatégog
€ ol Tov attov dQLBudy dppévay naidwv, dv 6 mpeofitatog Moxagetg Kavéimng tig adehdrig
€aoBelg &Pboato v mooeignuévny. Alohog 88 meQl TtV pobov T Buyatel Eipog
Emepypev- 1) 8¢ g vopov (L. Evouov) deEayévn tov oldngov attiv dveike. Moxagevg 8¢ tov
vevwlioavta mposEewobpevog Edpauev eig Tov Bdhapov: eboav 8¢ v dyamwpuévy aipop-
eayovoav ) altd Eider 1ov Blov megLéyoape.

** Aristophanes, Nubes 1371: 6 8 eb8ic fjo” Edoinidov Ofiolv v’ dg #Blver / &del-
$Sc, dreEinaxe, Ty Spountolav &dehgrv. On which the scholiast comments: yéyoamtat
Edouridou Alorog ddpa obtwg xohovuevov &v § magriyaye Maxapéo tov maida 1o Aléhou
PBeigovra Kavéyxny tv adehdnv.

*3 Dionysius Halicarnassensis, Ars Rbetorica C.9.11: &v 1 Aldhy 6 Manopeic oty
dukioag Ty adehdy) %ol AavBdvov xai ovufovhetwv 1@ matol TG ddehdir Tolg &deldoig
auvouxioon tva 1o olxeiov Sowrontar.
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on which he slays himself with the same sword. The play must have
been painfully tragical.>+

The publication in 1961 of an ancient hypothesis of E:lrlpldes’ play
(POxy. 2457) sheds new light on the plot of the play. : It supporzi
Palmer’s contention (against the doubts of Rohde and Wllam9w1tz)
that Heroides 11 was based on the lost Euripidean play, and it lerids
some support to Palmer’s guess (disputf:d by Ro_bert)17 that Aeolus
was somehow persuaded to sanction the intermarriage of his progeny.
It also provides evidence of another twist in the plot: the marrflalg.es
were to be decided by the casting of lots, and Magareus, success ; in
convincing his father to allow the incestuous marriages, falle'd toh raw
the lot which would have made Canace his V.VlfC,. thus losing her to
one of his own brothers. The papyrus is specific in yet apother area
where other hypotheses are not. Canace c?oncealcd hf{r 1_r1d1;§retlon
vooew mpo[omom]twg (by pretending to be sick). Th'at within this c?fn-
text no mention is made of any attempted abortlon' seems to offer
reason to conclude that Canace’s effort to abort her child is an O\{ldlan
invention. Furthermore, there is no evidence that any author Eno;1 to
Ovid depicted a Canace who reciprocated the sexu:jll love of her brother,
a Canace who was “in love” with Macareus. Finally, there is every

ides, p. 381. .
: Ililil‘llif‘!l(?;;‘ﬁe;’ﬁ;f:, ‘,"II")he3 Oxyrhynchus Papyri 27,” in Gnomon 35 (1963), . 443:
Avohrog ou [ag]xn
7 dewa xou dvoyvwota Bouk[ever Beog
20 1) 8¢ voBeorg
AL0AOG QX BEWV EXWV TNV TWV OVERWY d[torxnowv
ovwxnoey ev Taug xata Tvpenviay vnoo[ig viovg e§
xat BUyaTEQOS TS Loag YEYevwnxag tloutav d o
VEQTOTOG MaxaQeus pag twv ader[pwv e
25 paoBelg SiedOelpev M EYRVOG yevn[Beroa
TOV TOXOV EXQUITEY T VOOELV 700 ortow)-
TG 0 OE VEAVLOKOG ETELCE TOV TUTEQQ [Tag Bu-
YOTEQAC GUVOLXLOOL TOLS V1OLG O B uvit.[
pevog xAngov Tou yapou maocy eEepafwvero
30 mrowoag Be mepL Tov makov o Tavta k[nxo-
VYOQPEVOG MTUXEL TNV YOO UTO TOVTOV [dre¢pBap-
PEVNV XANQOG TT0g aAkou oupPLwo(v evup-
poywiylew ouvdoapovies & Ztg 10 ot\th[)og ol
L TO pev Yevvn0ev 1 Te0do!
lsx\g’(;)l:e.lt[ 1 ho]ge toude:’nonv;trate in thi.s chapter is that the doué)ts of‘ ROh'?Ee?Ig}
Wilamovitz were justified: Heroides 11 is not a straightforward a aptatl(zn :llter ‘O
the tone or of the plot of the Aeolus. Ovid goes to some lengths songetméesRo alterand
sometimes to suppress events crucial to the action of the play. et? g a(:l p [} Der
Griechische Roman (Leipzig: Breitkcipf & H:)irtel, 19 14),3p. 108, n. 2; an .
i i leine Schriften 5 (Berlin 1937), p. 57, n. 3.
Wiﬂﬁoﬁ‘gf’lérf Die Grieciischse Heldensage (Berlin: Weidmann, 1881), p. 383.
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indication that in Euripides’ play Canace died because the birth of her
child had been detected by Aeolus, the birth, that is, of an illegitimate
child—but, in particular, a child who was the offspring of an inces-
tuous union. Aeolus did not condemn his daughter as a result of her
incest, it would seem, but simply because she was an “unwed mother.”
Indeed, we have little reason to believe that Aeolus even knew that
Canace’s son was Macareus’ son as well. Nevertheless, it is likely that
the issue of incest, not the fact of this particular liaison, was the focus
of Euripides’ play. *

The ancient hypotheses identify and elucidate the situation in which
Ovid’s Canace finds herself, but the fragments bear no concrete or
significant relationship to anything Canace says or does in Ovid’s
epistle. Ordinarily, we would dismiss the fragments as in themselves
interesting for the light they shed upon Euripides’ play but, regrettably,
of insufficient value in the assessment of Ovid’s treatment of the tra-
dition. Yet given these fragments, and armed by what little we know
from other sources of the events of the play and of the contemporary
public reaction to it, we unearth a perhaps predictable but still crucial
fact: the play was Euripidean, Euripidean in precisely the way that
Ovid is Euripidean (despite clear divergences) in his Medea and Phae-
dra epistles and in his treatment of Byblis and Myrrha. Most impor-
tant, the Aeolus was Euripidean in precisely the way Ovid’s epistle is
not: in its ethical bias, its predominant emphasis on incest as an ethical
and moral issue.

The most notorious of the fragments of Euripides’ Aeolus introduces
us at once to the ethical climate of the play. It is, presumably, an
example of what Palmer calls Macareus’ “specious argument”: ti §°
aioxeov fiv uij toiot xewpévorg doxf) (What is shameful, if it does not
seem so to those who do it?).28 Dodds writes; “The line understandably
created a scandal. It shows just where ethical relativism lands you.”>s
In fact, it provoked two famous rebukes. Aristophanes parodied it in
the Frogs 1475: © & aioyedv, fiv wy toic Bewpévors donij (What is
shameful, if it does not seem so to those who view it?), and, according
to Serenus in Stobaeus 5.82, Plato undertook to challenge the senti-
ment personally:

Edownidns eddoxiunoey &v Bedrow eimdv “ti & aloyodv &v ui
(40 X un
Toig ve xowpévolg doxn;” xai 6 IMdtwv Eviuxav attd “d Edouwridn”

28 A, Nauck, Tragicorum Graecorum Fragmenta, fr. 19.
» E. R. Dodds, The Greeks and the Irrational (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University
of California Press, 1951), p. 187.
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&pn, “oloxeov 16 ¥ aloxedy, b douf xdv wi) douy.”

Euripides gained applause in the theatre when he said, “What is
shameful, if it does not seem so to those who do it?”” Then Plato
met him and said, ““Euripides, what is shameful is shameful, whether
it seems o or not.”

Certainly Macareus’ argument exemplifies the erosion by subjectivism
of what C. D. Broad would call “deontological” criteria of ethical
behavior:

Deontological theories hold that there are ethical propositions of
the form: Such and such kind of action would always be right (or

wrong) in such and such circumstances, no matter what its conse-
quences might be,3°

Other fragments of the Aeolus suggest that the play was wholly
pervaded by ethical propositions and arguments of a similar nature.
Not all of them attack the incest prohibition, but instead assert the
relativity of other conventional values. The boldest is an assertion of
the arbitrary nature of “nobility””:

Ty O edyévelav mEog Bedv wi pot Aéye,

&v yoruaow 16d° éoti, ui yaveod, métep:
wOnho yaQ Eomer 1@ piv £00°, 6 & ol Exerr
xowvoioL 8’ adroig yedped™ @ & &v &v dépoig
X0OvoV guvoLxy) ThEloTOV, 00TOG EbYEVTC.3!

Don’t talk to me about god-given nobility. This kind of thing de-
pends on money. Don’t pride yourself, father, for it goes in cycles—
one man has it, another does not. We all use money, but the house
where it stays the longest, there’s your nobleman.

Another proclaims the interdependence and interreliance of what men
take to be separable and absolute values and properties:

doneir’ av olueiv yaiav, el mévng dmag
Aaog molMtedoito mhovoiwy ateQ;

» C. D. Broad, Five Types of Ethical Theory (Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall,
1965), p. 206.
3t Nauck, TGF, fr. 22.
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0% &v Yévoito ywolc 26OMY nal RO,
GAN” Eon Tig ovyrpaoLe, dot’ Exewv naldc.
& pn yap ot 1) mévn mhovaotog

didwa™ & & oi mAovtodvres o xextipeda,
TOLOLY TEVNOL XOMUEVOL Tuuhpeda. 3>

Do you think you could manage the land, if the entire poor pop-
ulation should conduct the government without the help of the
wealthy? Noble and base cannot exist apart, but a kind of blending
takes Place so that all is well. What the poor man lacks, the rich
man gives; and what we rich men do not possess, we get in com-
pensation by using the poor.

A th'ird fragment affirms the subordination of values to the accidents
ambiguities, and vagaries of time: wiei pgv &y, 1 68 useiowra:
®ou6v, / 10 8 ab médmvev a¥bi ¢E doxiic véov (Some evils exist for-
ever, some change, others spring forth utterly new from the start).’s
A fourth dispenses with wealth as a positive value, descrying its validity
as a measure of success and, presumably, championing subjective ex-
perience at the expense of accepted standards of value: un mhoitov
elang: ovyl Bavpdto Bebdv, /6v X6 kéuotog ading Extioato (Don’t speak
of wealth. I do not honor a god whom the basest of men acquires
with ease).34

Other fragments in the play further reinforce the climate of ethical
controversy. There is a choral pronouncement on poikilia prapidon

Whlch may reflect in a general way upon Macareus’ particular exhi-
bition of intellectual audacity:

1 Boayd ol oBévo dvégog B
oLtk moamidwv

dewva utv @ika mévrov

xBoviov t° deplwv te

ddpuvato maudevpara.’s

Puny is th? strength of man; but by his subtle wits he tames the
dreadful tribes of the sea and the creatures of earth and sky,

There is a solemn warning against intellectual arrogance and moral
iconoclasm:

32 Nauck, TGF, fr. 21.

s Nauck, TGF, fr. 3.
34 Nauck, TGF, fr. 2o0. ane F fr. 35

35 Nauck, TGF, fr. 27.
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otydv dpoovoidvta xpeiooov’ elg dphiov
neodvror 1o0Tw & avdpl unt’ einv ¢pihog
whte Evveiny, dotig avtdoxn dpoovely
némolfe dovAovg Tovg Pidovg yovpevog.3é

The man who falls in with company is better off if he is prudent
and keeps quiet. I don’t want to be friends with nor associate with
a man who dares to think independently, and takes his friends for
slaves.

There is, further, a commonplace about the undesirability of young
women marrying young men. They are too close to each other in age:

naxdV yovaina 1o véav CedEal véov:
porol yoo toybs uddlov dooévav pével,
OMhera 8 1ffn Baooov éxheinel dépag.3”

It is not good to marry a young man to a young woman; for the
great strength of men is more lasting, while a woman’s bloom more
quickly abandons her body.

If this argument were applied to brother-sister incest, as it might well
have been, it would be what Broad would call “teleological” ethical
argument:

Teleological theories hold that the rightness or wrongness of an
action is always determined by its tendency to produce certain con-
sequences which are intrinsically good or bad.3®

And if this “teleological” counterargument were invoked in the play,
it would seem almost as specious as Macareus” own. Yet it would not
be inappropriate to the debate of the play. It is well to remember that
Socrates himself, the exemplar of deontological extremism, was not
above using, if at times playfully, a similar if more sophisticated defense
of the prohibition against parent-child incest. Xenophon reports that
Socrates, challenged by the Sophist Hippias to show that the incest
prohibition was more than mere convention, since not universally

36 Nauck, TGF, fr. 29. 37 Nauck, TGF, fr. 24.

38 Broad, Ethical Theory, p. 207. I mention the “teleological’” argument reported as
Socrates’ by Xenophon only because unless it is understood that it can be and was used
in defense of **conservative ethics” it will perhaps appear that both sides in the Aeolus
are exponents of ethical relativism.
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observed, replied with an appeal to Hippias’ own banner, physis (Mem.
4.4.20). He argued that nature herself obviously discourages incest by
guaranteeing that incestuous partners will not make decent parents,
since one of them will be too old to carry out adequately, over a period
of many years, the full obligations of child-rearing.

Still other fragments from the Aeolus further enlarge the play’s
context of outraged convention. One, addressed to “maidens” (per-
haps a preface to the report of Aeolus’ decision to sanction the mar-
riages of his children), employs aporia in the face of the unspeakable:
doEdoou Eott, ndpat- TO & Evitupov odx Exw eimelv (I can express an
opinion, girls, but I cannot speak the truth).3> Another strikes a note
of shocked incredulity: &g’ Etwuov damv Eyvav, / Aloke, 6° edvalewv
téuva didtato; (Surely the report I have heard is not true, Aeolus, that
you are having your own children marry one another?)+ None of the
fragments I have singled out do much to support Palmer’s conjecture
about the play’s “painful tragicality.” Nor do they refute it. What
they do suggest is that the play, much like Ovid’s treatment of his
heroines of inconcessi amores, was pervaded to a marked degree by
subjective argument and by a climate of ethical dispute hinging upon
the conventional gradus of all ethical discussion: persuasion, conver-
sion, decision. By what means would Macareus attempt to win his
father over to his point of view? Would Aeolus be convinced? Would
his conviction result in decision, and decision in the kind of action
naturally consequent upon it?

The particular quality of the play’s “painful tragicality” is probably
to be sought in the conjunction of the intellectual unorthodoxy and
subjectivism of such sentiments as those above, with the arbitrary,
accidental, yet acid logic of its action. It may have even pointed to a
“moral” which, mutatis mutandis, became the commonplace of a later
age: non in dialectica complacuit Deo salvum facere populum suum.

We cannot tell, either from the fragments of the Aeolus or from the
ancient hypotheses, what manner of creature Euripides’ Canace was.
Common sense and familiarity with Euripides’ techniques combine to
suggest that if Canace was assigned a major or even a large role in
the play (something we cannot really assume), then she may have been
in some respects a foil for the articulate, sophisticated, manipulative,
and desperate Macareus. Had she been such a foil—demure (relatively
speaking), bewildered, suppressed, inarticulate, or pathetically long-
suffering—and if we knew with some assurance that she had been,
then the portrait of Canace which emerges from Ovid’s Heroides 11

39 Nauck, TGF, fr. 18. 1 Nauck, TGF, fr. 17.
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would emerge with sharper definition and thus yield more readily an
appreciation of the poetic intention of the piece. As it is, however,
Ovid’s Canace is a bewildering figure. She is unreflective. She cannot
be said ever, really, to think. She is neither rebellious, energetic, nor
passionate. Yet we have good reason to be surprised at the absense
of those characteristics, especially when we consider Ovid’s other por-
traits of incestuous heroines. And we have further reason to expect
some volition from her, some vehemence, when we consider that Ovid
alone in antiquity depicted a Canace who was not a victim either of
her brother’s rape or of his masterful seduction, but a girl voluntarily
responsive to her brother’s attentions and thus a partner in whatever
responsibility or even guilt should result from their liaison. What she
did was done knowingly, intentionally, and amorously.

Sociologists and comparative anthropologists agree that incest is the
only universal cultural prohibition, despite the many variations in the
definition of the kinship relationship which must remain free of sexual
interaction.** Psychologists, on the other hand, argue that incest is the
most powerful preconscious libidinal imperative.+* It would seem to
follow that those who voluntarily indulge in its dubious pleasures and
knowingly take upon themselves its culturally assigned pollution are
intrepid, willful, assertive people. One does not lightly fall into bed
with one’s mother, father, sister, or brother. (Coercion of the very
young is, of course, a special matter which does not obtain here.) The
further assumption that aberrant volition is of necessity conscious,
when not god-inflicted, has, in the ancient world, all the force of
convention. When Hippolytus is told of Phaedra’s incestuous infatua-
tion with him he cries out in anger:

dqotov & St 1O Pndév, AL dvadehc

eimdiq xar’ olxov idourar yuvy.

gopny 8¢ wod: iy ya v vy’ &uois dépotg

eln deovoidoa mheiov 7 yuvaina xoH.

10 Yae mavoveyov parlov Evrixter Kumolg

&v tolg codaiotv: 1) & dunyavog yuvi

yvoun Boaxetq wootov adnoédy. (Hipp. 638—44)

He who wins a cipher is happiest, he in whose halls
a mindless thing is throned in uselessness.

# Cf. Claude Levi-Strauss, The Elementary Structures of Kinship (Boston: Beacon
Press, 1969}, especially pp. 9—10 and 24.
+ Levi-Strauss, Elementary Structures, pp. 17, 491.
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But I hate the keen-witted woman: in my house

may no woman live who is more subtle than is woman’s due;
for Cypris brings her mischief to birth better

in clever women: the resourceless one escapes

that folly by the short weight of her wit.

Hippolytus prefers, he says, a woman who has not the intelligence to
be a fool. What he says isolates that aspect of Canace’s character
which is the more surprising to us to the degree that we share Hip-
polytus’ prejudices and expectations; that aspect is her lack of asser-
tiveness. Hippolytus’ premise, 10 yap mavoigyov parhov dviixter K-
s / &v vaig sodaiow (for Cypris brings her mischief to birth better
in clever women), is, after all, the foundation upon which the Ovidian
canon of incestuous love rests.

The Canace of the Heroides is unlike any of Ovid’s other heroines
of inconcessi ignes. In fact, her epistle is the companion piece, in
reverse, of Phaedra’s, Heroides 4. Unlike Phaedra, Canace is im-
mature, fundamentally unrebellious, quiet, even sedated. She is not
passionate, and she is certainly not strident. Nor is she, it seems, very
much in love. She has no decision to make, nothing to persuade. She
neither resists nor enquires. Her incest is not (for her) an issue: it is
a given. Therefore, her portrait does not draw on the “canon” of
Ovid’s motifs of incestuous love. It does not exploit the milieu of
ethical controversy, retrograde subjectivism, and cultural nihilism
common to the Aeolus and to Ovid’s depiction of Byblis, Myrrha, and
Phaedra. The result is that Ovid’s Heroides 11 is at once more su-
perficial and more ambitiously understated than any other Ovidian
treatment of incestuous love and than any other epistle in the collec-
tion. It stands alone among the Heroides for another reason: in the
almost universal critical approbation lavished upon it, an approval
which has resisted any imprint of the changing critical standards and
values which mark the Ovidian controversy of the past three hundred
years.

Howard Jacobson’s estimation of Canace and her epistle is an ar-
ticulate distillation of the traditional mode of appreciation the poem
has elicited. He opens his chapter on Canace with a summary of past
laudations, and then adds his own:

Who could be heartless enough not to commiserate with, even shed
+ See Heinrich Dérrie, “Untersuchungen zur Uberlieferungsgeschichte von Ovids

Epistulae Heroidum,” in Nachrichten der Akademie der Wissenschaften zu Gottingen
(1960), p. 72.
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a tear for, the wretched girl? Ovid does not lose the advantage
inherent in such a tale, but it is especially to his credit that the
obvious pathos never degenerates into nauseating mawkishness. Tbe
poem is testimony to Ovid’s ability, which he did not often exploit,
to profit from tact, restraint, and self-control.44

Jacobson concludes this analysis by remarking on the conspicuous
absence of traces of the incest “canon” in this poem:

Nowhere the slightest attempt to justify her deefi. This heroing is
too young, too naive, too modest, or perhaps snmply too upright
[sic] to question the criminality of her incest. . . . she will not attempt
extenuation of her actions, defense of herself. What other letter in
the Heroides can make this claim?4s

He ends his chapter by remarking on the characteristics of this poem
which exalt it within the collection:

Undoubtedly, the absence of those pleas, cries and claims which
abound elsewhere must, if for no other reason than the temporary
relief from grating and carping women, be among the factors, if a
minor one, that make this letter so appealing.+¢

Ovid’s Heroides 11 does stand alone in the collection, and fc.>r. the
reason Jacobson and so many others have approved: its aml?ltlous
understatement. But the ensuing effect of that understatement is not,
I think, a poem of high and delicate pathos. It is, instead, Ovid’s richest
venture in the fascination of the banal. S .

Canace opens her epistle on a note of operatic rigidity. And if the
surprisingly childish irony she directs agai.nst he_r father at the enq Qf
her prescript mitigates the operatic but unmte.ntlonal self—parody,. it is
only because that irony transforms her efficiently from the aspiring
Callas to an infant diva too long confined to the chorus:

Siqua tamen caecis errabunt scripta lituris,
oblitus a dominae caede libellus erit.

dextra tenet calamum, strictum tenet altera ferrum,
et iacet in gremio charta soluta meo.

44 Jacobson, Ovid’s Heroides, p. 159.
+5 Jacobson, Ovid’s Heroides, pp. 174—75.
46 Jacobson, Ovid’s Heroides, p. 175.
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haec est Aeolidos fratri scribentis imago;
sic videor duro posse placere patri. (1—6)

If any of the words I write should be blurred by dark stains
the blood of its mistress shall have blotted this small letter of
mine.
My right hand holds the pen, the other an unsheathed blade,
and in my lap the scroll lies unrolled.
This is the image of Aeolus’ daughter, writing to her br’other;
in this posture, it seems, I can sweeten a cruel Father’s heart.

: : o
Canace’s prescript bears a decided relationship to that of Propertius
prototype of the femina amans et scribens. A comparison of thg two
passages will illustrate their nonetheless decisive, remarkably pointed

differences. Arethusa begins:

Haec Arethusa suo mittit mandata Lycotae,
cum totiens absis, si potes esse meus.
siqua tamen tibi lecturo pars oblita QCrit,
haec erit e lacrimis facta litura meis:
aut si qua incerto fallet te littera tractu,
signa meae dextrae iam morientis erunt. (Prop. 4.3.1—6)

This charge Arethusa sends to her Lycotas,

if I may call you mine, when you are so often apart from me.
If as you read this, any part is lost and obscured,

that blot will have been made by my tears. .
Or if any letter confuses you by its uncertain outlines '

it will be the mark of my right hand, the hand of one dying

€ven now.

Even though Canace’s prescript does finally relax into a near-f::omic
and certainly surprising approximation of a preadol.escent version of
scathing irony, she does not elicit the sympathy available for Proper-
tius’ emotional, mobile Arethusa. Each of Arethusa’s three hexameters
contains a reference to her lover, suo Lycotae, tibi, te. Arethuga reaches
out, and reaches toward someone. She questions th.e quality of her
relationship to Lycotas. But Canace creates herself, in contrast, as a
static imago scribentis. Her brother, who is not named, isan 1np1dental
dative construct adduced to complete the picture, whl!e the picture of
Canace which finally emerges effectively banishes erotic lpve from her
epistle. Canace is not Macareus’ sister and lover as much as she is a
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child, a daughter, Aeolus’ daughter. Arethusa says that her letters may
be smudged by her tears and the characters indistinct through the
hesitation of her dying hand. But Canace, with prim schoolgirl com-
punction, blots her characters carefully: it is not tears or a faint hand
that will obscure her words, not emotion and suffering, but caedes,
the bright jet of blood from the dutifully inevitable wound. Canace’s
prescript is at once more pictorial and less pathetic than Arethusa’s.
We learn immediately and graphically who she is, where she is, how
she sits, and what she holds. What we do not discover is what she
hopes for or how she feels. She is an imago scribentis, an artifact, in
a context not of impending subjective pain but of impending exter-
nality and severe factuality.

When Canace’s letter does shift to the level of querela, incorporating
the strands of complaint and exhortation which we expect of Ovid’s
letter-writing heroines, she unleashes her bitterness in an unexpected
way against an unexpected target: her father. It is all his fault. He
should be required to witness in person the disastrous consequences
of his command: Ipse necis cuperem nostrae spectator adesset, | auc-
torisque oculis exigeretur opus (I wish that he were here himself, an
onlooker at my death, and that the deed were done to his satisfaction,
in the sight of the one who commands it, 7—8). Her tone is that of
outraged innocence and moral superiority. Her father, she says, has
taken on the moral nature of his realm, the swollen violence of his
own winds: imperat heu! ventis, tumidae non imperat trae, | possidet
et vitiis regna minora suis (He governs the winds, yes, but not his own
swollen rage. Compared to his dominions, the realm of his imperfec-
tions is unconfined, 15-16). Of what avail, she asks, is her divine
ancestry if it cannot cancel the lethal authority of the blade (17—20)?
The rhetorical force of Canace’s querela is this: her father’s treatment
of her is unnatural; the sword he has sent her an inappropriate funebre
munus (funeral gift); her required suicide a cruel violation of her
feminine identity. Her father, the moral incarnation of all unrestrained
force in nature, is alike insensitive to the civilities of culture, the de-
corum of death, the decorum of sexual distinctions. Propriety and
protocol alike are lost on him.

The force of Canace’s pedantic evaluation of her father’s turbulence
is blunted by her transparent shift of responsibility from herself to her
father. The moral implications of Canace’s own past are ignored,
ignored despite the fact that the Canace of this epistle is an heroine
who, in what seems an unexampled Ovidian permutation of the tra-
dition, was herself complicitous in the act of incest. Instead, it is her
father’s moral character which is exclusively and aggressively at issue.

209



V ORDINARY INCEST

Canace’s prescript, which somewhat jars our expectations for a heroine
afflicted with inconcessi ignes, is the proem to a lengthy narrative
exposition, one so lengthy that it is interrupted only in the final twelve
couplets of the poem. The poem itself is one of the briefest of Ovid’s
Heroides; it thus contains the strongest narrative emphasis, and for
sheer violence of content it is unrivaled in the collection. It unfolds a
story of incest, unsuccessful abortion, difficult childbirth, discovery,
child exposure, and involuntary suicide. But in exquisite tension against
this violence is the conventional, childish, naive, prim, and at times
even stolid voice of the protagonist, Canace. Always obedient to the
letter of her father’s command—iubet ex merito scire, quid iste [ensis]
velit (he instructs you to judge from your own conduct what it may
mean, 96)—Canace is never obedient to its spirit. Although she acts,
she never seems to act on a judgment that she has made, and even
‘when her death is imminent she responds only to compulsion.

Canace’s almost placid description of the first stages of her love for
Macareus comes as something of a shock following the righteous
indignation with which she excoriates her father’s violent impulsive-
ness. But her confession is disturbing for another reason: the fact (as
stated earlier) that she confesses, however vaguely and euphemistically,
her own love for Macareus (21—32). Canace prefaces her narrative
with two highly conventional and thetorically polished sentiments,
one a wish, the other a question:

O utinam, Macareu, quae 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? (21—24)

O Macareus, I wish that the hour that made us one
had come after my death!

Why, brother, did you ever love me more than a brother
and why was I more than what a sister should be to you?

In Ovid’s other treatments of incestuous women, such sentiments are
usually prefatory to lavish amplification and appraisal.+” With Canace
they open and close the subject of incest with epigrammatic yet eu-
phemistic brevity. They seem merely de rigueur. What concerns her

+7 Canace’s formulation resembles in its detachment the narrator’s assertion which
opens the Byblis episode: non soror ut fratrem, nec qua debebat, amabat (Met. 9.456).
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is not her own incestuous motivation but the consequences of it: letp
meo. When she does describe her infatuation, she .neglects what is
obviously unusual in it and fastens on what is conspicuously normal.
She recites a catalogue of the elegiac lover’s symptoms: the pallor,. the
emaciation, the sleeplessness. Her catalogue is framed by protestations
of naiveté:

ipsa quoque incalui, qualemque audire solebam,
nescio quem sensi corde tepente deum. (25—26)

I was enkindled too; I recognized the warmth of my heart, the
presence of some god,
one who was everything I used to be told he was

and

nec, cur haec facerem, poteram mihi reddere causam
nec noram, quid amans esset; at illud eram. (31—32)

And I couldn’t understand why I did all this,
and I didn’t know what “in love” meant, but I was.

The usual ratio-furor, pudor-amor, timor-auafacia antitheses. are
conspicuous only by their absence. But because ratio, puc{or, and timor
are absent, the other extremes are diminished in intensity. Cangce is
passive, not daring; submissive, not frightened. Love exists less in her
subjective feeling than in the objective symptoms whlch should, but
do not, convincingly represent the condition of passion. As.a. r'esult,
her love seems to be the function of a commonplace seps1b111ty. It
scarcely achieves the first rung of Prodicus’ klimax, “Desire doubled
is love, love doubled is madness.”+# Without thought, shame, anfi fear
to irritate and exacerbate her condition, Canace does not arrive a’lt
that discordia mentis whose absence clearly separates her frpm Ovid’s
other incestuous heroines. She is, as she protests, unconscious. Love
is something she has heard about: qualemque audire solebam. Incest
steals upon her unawares.

The effect of Canace’s confession, and of her subsequent treatment
of her subject, is a strange banality, entirely comic bllJ.t‘fOI' the shgdqw
of violence and death which haunts Canace’s simplicity and childish

48 Prodicus in Ancilla to the Pre-Socratic Philosophers, ed. Kathleen Freeman (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 1948), p. 140 (84.7).
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speech. W. H. Auden’s definition of the banal applies quite closely to
the Canace of Heroides 11:

The human person is a unique singular, analogous to all other
persons but identical with none. Banality is an illusion of identity,
for, when people describe their experiences in clichés, it is impossible
to distinguish the experience of one from the experience of another.
The cliché user is comic because the illusion of being identical with
others is created by his personal act. He is the megalomaniac in
reverse. Both have fantastic conceptions of themselves but, whereas
the megalomaniac thinks of himself as being somebody else—Julius
Caesar, Napoleon, Michael Angelo, etc.—the banal man thinks of
himself as being everybody else, that is, nobody in particular.+

Ovid’s heroines are all women of legendary and momentous stature,
incarnations of intense and often tragic literary moments of the past.
Hence it is, admittedly, part of the humor of the Heroides when these
same women conceive of themselves as quaevis amans. But elsewhere
in the Heroides the banal intrudes itself upon our perspective at ran-
dom and unpredictable moments; here it pervades the voice, if decid-
edly not the narrative content, of an entire poem. And the more pre-
posterous the illusion of normalcy becomes as its tension against the
narration increases, the more singular the effect of Canace’s banal
simplicity. Canace’s is a reverse megalomania.

Canace’s disinclination for self-examination has occasioned some
benevolent critical regard. Palmer writes, “The poem is the most fin-
ished of the whole series. The subject was one of those in which the
soft genius of Ovid luxuriated. And there is nothing forced or unnat-
ural in it.”’s® Heroides 11 has also been admired for its tact: Ovid does
not “dwell” on the actual incestuous encounter of brother and sister.
But an examination of the passage in which Canace describes her
nurse’s discovery of her condition will, I trust, show that Ovid’s treat-
ment of Canace aims not at soft and luxuriant pathos but at the wit
of understatement supplying the glaring deficit of pathos, a lurid wit
of undertones and suppressed implications with a strong undercurrent
of the grotesque.

When Canace’s nurse anili animo (in her old woman’s way, 33),
perceives the girl’s condition, she says, quite bluntly, Aeoli, amas (34).
Canace blushes (erubui), and shame makes her look down at her lap:
gremioque pudor deiecit ocellos (35). For the nurse, this is sufficient

4 W. H. Auden, “Notes on the Comic,” in Thought 27(Spring 1952), p. 64.
se Palmer, Heroides, p. 381.
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confession that Canace is in love: haec satis in tacita signa fatentis
erant (36). Yet, because Canace has not named her lover, we do not
expect the scene to have closed. There are certainly strong precedents
for its continuation, the most notorious of which is the long scene in
Euripides” Hippolytus in which the nurse persistently and doggedly
exacts from Phaedra what for her is almost unspeakable: the naming
of Hippolytus. What we expect of Canace’s narrative of the nurse’s
discovery is that the scene will develop with Canace sitting looking at
her lap, the nurse beginning to interrogate her, drawing the infor-
mation as yet undivulged that the man she loves is her brother, and
with Canace then offering justification, perhaps defending, perhaps
lamenting her incestuous union.s* Instead, Canace’s account of the
situation remains on a narrative level of strict, strictly abbreviated
factuality. And (almost as though Canace is still looking down at her
lap, so strong is the graphic bias) we discover that iamque tumescebant
vitiati pondera ventris | aegraque furtivum membra gravabat onus (And
then the freight of my violated womb began to swell, and the secret
burden made my weakened body heavy, 37—38). Time, we find, has
passed, and the passing time has been suppressed by the poet, not in
the interest of tact but for the purpose of surprise and rapidity, that
“dissolution of continuity” which Bergson calls ““the parent of the
comic.”s* And that we may not lose the odd impression of Canace,
modestly blushing while looking at her swelling lap, the nurse is still

present, employing the conventional Euripidean pharmaka but to a
very different end:

quas mihi non herbas, quae non medicamina nutrix
attulit audaci supposuitque manu,
ut penitus nostris—hoc te celavimus unum—
visceribus crescens excuteretur onus!
a, nimium vivax admotis restitit infans
artibus et tecto tutus ab hoste fuit! (39—44)

What herbs and what remedies did my nurse not bring to me
and apply to me with her own daring hand
so that deep inside me—this was the one thing I concealed from
you—
the burden that was increasing there might be dislodged.
) st As the scene develops, for example, in the Myrrha episode, Metamorphoses 10.393—
30.

5 Henri Bergson, “Laughter,” in The Comic in Theory and Practice, ed. John Enck
{New York: Appleton-Century-Crofts, 1960), p. so.
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Ah, all too alive, the baby resisted the stratagems we used
and remained safe from its hidden enemy.

Canace’s attempt to abort her unborn child has been virtually ig-
nored out of existence by critics who lavish their praise on this poem,
some even going so far as to compare it to Sophocles’ Oedipus Ty-
rannus. But that attempt is perhaps the clearest clue yet to Ovid’s
reservation of full sympathy from the “feign’d person” of Canace. As
far as we know, no such abortion attempt occurred in the Aeolus.
Furthermore, Canace’s remark to Macareus, hoc te celavimus unum
(41), a parenthesis which lends intensity to her already suspicious
detachment from her lover-brother, is probably an acknowledgment
of the poet’s already radical departure from his sources. The abortion
attempt is also a departure for Ovid in another sense. It is the only
reference to abortion in the collection, and even given the different
generic and contextual aims, its treatment is remarkably dissimilar to
the treatment of the same subject in Amores 2.13 and 2.14. What
prompted Ovid’s special treatment here, what the differences are, and
what different meanings they elicit, an examination of the texts will
show.

Amores 2.13 is an exercise in hypocritical compassion. The elegiac
poet-lover, whose mistress has endangered her life by an abortion
attempt, indulges in a witty variation on the conventional prayer for
a pregnant woman: et in una parce duobus (and by sparing the life
of one, spare two, 15). In this case, the second life to be spared is not
the child’s life but the poet’s own: nam vitam dominae tu dabis, illa
mibi (for you will give life to my mistress, and she will give life to me,
16). Amores 2.14 is more ambitious. Here the lover adds another
dimension to the militat omnis amans theme, for his mistress makes
war against her own body. The imagery is drawn from battle and
employed with surpassing, if seemingly pacifistic, virulence: Quae prima
instituit teneros convellere fetus | militia fuerat digna perire sua (She
who first took it upon herself to tear loose her tender young deserved
to die in her own warfare, 5—6). The topic offers the libertine poet
the opportunity to pursue with Augustan moral rectitude his mistress’
violation of the mos maiorum: Si mos antiquis placuisset matribus
idem, | gens hominum vitio deperitura fuit (If this same habit had been
sanctioned by mothers of old, the race of men would have perished
by this vice, 9—10). It is a topic he pursued to the brink of Augustan
exhaustion. If mothers of eld had done what Corinna tried to do, the
ship of state, perish the thought, might have foundered on a barren
shore. No Achilles. No Romulus. No Aeneas. And worse still, no
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Augustus. Si Venus Aenean gravida temerasset in alvo, | Caesaribus
tellus orba futura fuit (If Venus, when pregnant, hac! defiled Aeneas
in the womb, the earth would have been orphaned of its Caesars, 17—
18). Yet the catalogue of consequences does not conclude here. What
should be the climax becomes something of a somersault. There might
also have been no Corinna. Worst of all, there might have been no
poet, the Ovidius Naso who was fortunately preserved by his mothe{"s
restraint for happier forms of carnal extinction: Ipse ego, cum fuerim
melius periturus amando | vidissem nullos matre necante dies (I myself,
although destined to a better death through love, would never have
seen the day had my mother killed me, 21-22). .

Most important, in neither of these two poems, qesplte the fact that
both pretend to assume the criminality of abortlop, does the poet
employ the one device by which he might shadow l"llS argument with
pathos and with seriousness. In neither case, that is, doc;s he endgw
Corinna’s fetus with personality. Yet that is just what Ovid doe§ with
Canace’s infant. Her child is a will, a volition resisting extinction. It
is, rather unlike its mother, a nimium Uivax.. Furthern}qre, the de-
scription of Canace’s abortion attempt is demgned to elicit our sym-
pathy—not for Canace, for the child—by a curious and. masterful
inversion of poetic perspective. In Amores 2.13 the fetus is thp con-
ventional “hidden burden”: quarum tarda latens corpora tendit onus
(20). But in Heroides 11 Canace, not the child, is a hidden enemy: a,
nimium vivax admotis restitit infans | artibus et tecto tutus ab hoste
fuit (Ah, all too alive, the baby resisted the stratagems we used and
remained safe from its hidden enemy, 43—44). We are invited here to
imagine not the child from Canace’s point of view but Canace from
the child’s. The description of Canace as the child’s hlflden‘enemy
provokes sympathy for the infant and, by its unconventionality, en-
larges the impact of the abortion motif. Moreover, t'he_mannered
artificiality of the conceit (tecto hoste) seems doubly artificial, doubly
excessive, when voiced by so naive and simple a 'speaker as Cangce.

Canace begins the narrative description of her infant’s l_)lrth w1th‘a
delicate circumlocution: Iam noviens erat orta soror pulcherrima Phoebi |
denaque luciferos Luna movebat equos (And now the most lovely
sister of Phoebus had risen for the eighth time and the moon, for the
tenth time, was driving onward the stallions of I@ghF, 45—46). The
liquid elegance and heightened tone of her periphrasis dlstanc,:e us from
the momentary vagrant sympathy aroused tow‘ard Canage s.unborn
but stubbornly alive child. The tone of the ensuing narrative is some-
what elusive, somewhat fluctuating. Ovid mocks Canace, to be sure,
and in the same vein in which she has been mocked throughout. She
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is nescia (47), and the word is emphasized by the early caesura and
by the contrast with conscia (50). She is ignorant both about what is
happening to her body and about how she ought to behave. She is in
pain, gemitus dolor edere cogit (53), but has not the self-control to
groan less vocally. She wants to cry out, sed timor et nutrix et pudor
ipse vetant (but fear and my nurse, and modesty itself, said no, 52).
Here timor and pudor make their belated entrance into the poem in
the guise of a zeugma which distances us from Canace’s plight. Yet
this zeugma does not function simply to produce verbal wit for its
own sake. It reminds us of the girl’s naiveté, her inability to reflect
upon those values which, by her behavior, she has violated. These are
values of which the nurse is an objective reminder. Even her own
imminent death is for Canace not a matter of feeling. It will be a too
revealing event, an externalization of her guilt: et grave, si morerer,
mors quoque crimen erat (and death too, if I were to die, would be a
heavy crime, 56). In the same way, Canace’s child is for her merely a
too revealing fact: crimina sunt oculis subripienda patris (our crime
must, in secret, be removed from his sight, 66).

In this sequence, as earlier in the poem, Canace’s situation is treated
lightly, her persona diminished. When her brother assures her that
illius, de quo mater, et uxor eris (he who made you a mother shall
make you a wife as well, 62), she comes back to life and produces her
infant with astonishing dactylic rapidity: Mortua, crede mihi, tamen
ad tua verba revixi: | et positum est uteri crimen onusque mei (Believe
me, | was dead, but at your words I came to life and delivered my
womb’s cargo, its crime, 63—64). Canace describes her relief at Ma-
careus’ promise as a physical, not a psychological, fact. Her response,
so swift as to seem automatic (as though Macareus had pressed a
hidden button or wound up a hidden key), is amusing because it is,
as Bergson would say, “something mechanical encrusted upon the
living.”s3 Similarly, when Canace responds so mechanically to the
pressures of her nurse rather than to the perceived significance of her
situation, she is again treated comically, for “any situation is comic
that calls our attention to the physical in a person when it is the moral
side that is concerned.”’s+ But Ovid’s comedy is neither facile nor
unadulterated. It relies on complicated shadings, transient shiftings
into another key.

Ovid’s imposition of a comic perspective on a situation traditionally
tragic or pathetic occasions a freedom that is unavailable within the
confines of a strictly comic genre. Louis Kronenberger writes, “Com-

s3 Bergson, “Laughter,” p. 49. s+ Bergson, “‘Laughter,” p. s1.
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edy is much more reasonably associated with pessimism—with at any
rate a belief in the smallness that survives as against the greatness that
is scarred or destroyed.”ss Ovid, who escapes the limitations of the
cgmic genre, can, when he chooses, include the tragic or pathetic within
his comic perspective. By introducing some pity for Canace’s situation,
if not for her persona, and by introducing Macareus (who will in fact
be “scarred and destroyed”) as an intense and living presence within
the poem, Ovid creates a tension which heightens the effect of Canace’s
banality and at the same time delicately softens it. If Canace is an
instance of “the smallness that survives” for as long as her speaking
voice survives in the poem, at some points in the epistle that surviving
smallness is created against and enlivened by an unexpectedly deepened
and varied background of possibilities. She is created comically within
the poem, against a tragic backdrop.

In the childbirth sequence Canace speaks with the young, immature,
and unreflecting voice established earlier in the poem, and at times
that voice does occasion a vivid or subdued irony. But elsewhere in
the passage Canace’s situation speaks more vehemently than she does,
and at those times we objectify her as much as she objectifies herself.
The result is that instability of tone characteristic within the Heroides.
She is, we perceive, terribly inept, terribly young to enlist in the war
game of life and love: “et rudis ad partus et nova miles eram” (I was
untried, a fresh recruit to birth, 48). If earlier she did not even try to
think, now she genuinely does not know what to do: quid faciam
infelix (51). She cannot afford even pain’s own natural mitigation: et
cogor lacrimas conbibere ipsa meas (1 force myself to drink down my
own tears, 54). In each of these instances Ovid somewhat enlarges
our perspective of her smallness by allowing the entrance of a minimal,
brief, yet telling note of pathos. The intrusion of Macareus into her
chamber operates in a similar way and is even more important. We
discover that if Canace is not particularly loving, she is still an occasion
for a passion of a grand sort. Macareus tears his hair, tears open his
robe, leans over her in an abandoned posture (one which, the situation
reminds us, might less than facilitate the result he so vehemently de-
sires), and he commands her to live:

cum super incumbens scissa tunicaque comaque
pressa refovisti pectora nostra tuis,

et mihi “vive soror, soror o carissima”’ aisti;
“vive nec unius corpore perde duos!

55 Louis Kronenberger, The Thread of Laughter (New York: Knopf, 1952), p. 27.
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spes bona det vires; fratri nam nupta futura es.

illuis, de quo mater, et uxor eris.” (57—62)

when, hurling yourself upon me, tearing away my robe and my
hair, you brought
warmth back to my breast by pressing your breast on mine
and you said to me: “Sister, O my dearest sister, live ’
and do not, by your own death, be the death of two!
Let good hope lend strength to you: for you shall be your
brother’s bride:

he who made you a mother shall make you a wife as well.”

Maczilrt.eus’ command hazards and belies the triviality of the elegiac
lover’s injunction to his mistress (A 2.13). It is both superficial and
dpep, for, as we know, he will later kill himsef when he discovers his
sister’s dead body, his spes bona shattered by the inopportune malice
of t.ime. The warm pressure of his body restores Canace. The pressures
of life, of Aeolus’ power and anger, will destroy them both. Macareus’
qseless consolation thus strengthens the tensions within Ovid’s par-
ticular kind of comic pessimism. It reminds us of that larger world of
stronger feeling, the world to which Canace does not aspire, a world
which nevertheless creates and includes her. And it remind; us that
this time at least, not even smallness will survive. Smallness banality’
and the illusion of normalcy have like other illusions, their ,own dalnj
gerous frailties.

. The passage in which Aeolus discovers his daughter’s indiscretion
is another instance of Ovid’s contrived mixture of modes and tones,
The scene, one of the most dramatically vivid in the H. eroides, is comic
even farcical, lurid, and yet pathetic. Again, Canace’s persona recedes,
somewhat, and the situation dominates. Canace, as remarked earlier
when told that her relationship with Macareus will be normalized anci
legitimized, delivers her child with alacrity, and the account of the
cbi?d’s discovery is undertaken with a rapidity no less impressive: quid
tl.bl grataris¢ media sedet Aeolus aula; | crimina sunt oculis subri-
pzenda. patris (But why rejoice? Aeolus sits in the heart of the palace;
our crime must, in secret, be removed from his sight, 65-66). Thé
d§scr1ptlon of the setting, media sedet Aeolus aula, interrupts the
d}StiCh at the hexameter caesura and dominates it while Canace con-
tinues, in the pentameter, to enlarge upon the consequences of her
delivery—as usual, omitting what is felt and limiting her narrative to
what happens. The subsequent action is reminiscent of New Comic
farce. Everything turns on timing and logistics. The father sits in state,
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presiding over a sacrifice. The nurse, carrying Canace’s concealed child
and muttering fictive suppliant prayers, tiptoes past him. The crowd
parts; even the king steps aside. She is at the threshold, almost out
the door. Will she make it? It’s all over; the game is up, the child
wailing. The while passage contrives comic apprehension. Our atten-
tion is less directed to the actors than to the action for its own sake.
There is a succession of five short clauses resembling each other struc-
turally with but minimal variation. Each clause is distinctly severed
from the next, either by the caesura or the verse break. But at the
discovery concinnitas gives way to confusion, and profusion asserts
itself in the emphatic enjambment of venit (72), in the hyperbaton of
patrias auris (71), in the early caesura after venit, and in the sonorous
finality of indicio proditur ille suo (72).

The New Comedy elements in the discovery scene serve the impres-
sion of Canace’s banality and exert a tension against the incest theme
of the poem. For Canace’s is not an ordinarily illicit amour which
must be concealed from a parent who has another more financially
advantageous or politically strategic alliance in mind. The fact of the
child’s existence is not nearly so important, in the framework Ovid
creates, as the fact of the child’s incestuous parentage. But Canace’s
description of the scene sacrifices its import. Here, as elsewhere in the
poem, she might well be any young girl whose previously undetected
affair is, in the eyes of the world and especially of her father, a crimen
but not nefas or sacrilegium. Yet the passage does not unqualifiedly
trivialize Canace’s dilemma. There are clues in the scene that our
perspective must transcend hers. That Aeolus is conducting a religious
sacrifice with great solemnity in the discovery scene acts as an irritant,
a delicate corrective to Canace’s standardization or normalization of
her position. The camouflaging of the child in the basket is a similar
corrective device: frugibus infantem ramisque albentis olivae / et le-
vibus vittis sedula celat anus (Carefully, the old woman covers the
child with fruits, and with boughs of whitening olive, and with delicate
ribbons, 67—68). The effect of this distich somewhat mars the shallow
veneer of the scene. The nurse’s manipulative energy is overshadowed
by the lingering detail of fruits, whitening olive, and delicate fillets—
things bespeaking both fertility and sacrifice, suggesting the child’s
destiny.

For Canace, the discovery results in a curious permutation of the
childbirth scene. The description of her delivery and the description
of her father’s reaction to it employ not only the same words but the
same motifs—to a particular end, I think. Canace had been warned
earlier to suppress her cries, to drink her tears. Pudor, and her nutrix,
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hold her in check: “quid tua crimina prodis?” (“Why should you
betray your crime?” 49). Three verbs—contineo, reprendo, and' co-
gor—amplify her coercion, repression, and duress, but now the irre-
pressible cries of the child break the hush, and the verb is once again
proditur: et indicio proditur ille suo (he is betrayeFl, and.by his own
sign, 72). At that point, Aeolus’ cries drown the child’s—insana regia
voce sonat (the whole palace echoes to his maddened cry, 74)—and
then inruit et nostrum vulgat clamore pudorem (He rushed into my
room and with his shouts publishes my shame to all, 79). Once again,
Canace can only cry, cannot speak, is cold: ipsa nibil praeter lacrimas
pudibunda profudi. | torpuerat gelido lingua retenta metu (I, in my
humiliation and shame, did nothing but sob. Speech froze upon my
lips, checked by glazed terror, 81—82). . '

If the childbirth and the discovery passages are similar in their
account of the effects of the situation upon Canace, the tone is harsher
in the second sequence. In the first, some pathos touches Canace§ in
the second, it is efficiently dispelled. Canace rises to her rhetorical
occasion frigidly, with rigidity. Rather too appropriately (as daughter
of Aeolus), she compares her trembling limbs to a sea ruffled by winds
and to brances agitated in the breeze. This is her second attempt at
sustained metaphor in the poem, and it is drawn from the same natural
sphere as the first attempt: the winds. Fecundity, whether llteraFy or
biological, is not her forte. And even the limited success of her simile
is undercut, in the final pentameter, by her lethal factuality. What
concerns her always is evidence: quassus ab inposito corpore lect{us
erat (the bed on which I lay shook from its tremors, 78). Once again,
that “encrustation of the mechanical upon the natural” at the root of
comedy diminishes Canace’s human stature, makes her, like her bed,
a trembling thing. .

Despite the varied shadings of Ovid’s treatment of Canace, that is,
despite his quiet evocation and retardation of sympathy for her, it
seems clear that the whole narrative embracing childbirth and dis-
covery is based on a pattern of repetition and controlled by a chiastic
ordering of motifs:

(A) Canace, in childbirth, cannot cry out and can only.weep. N

(B) Macareus enters and takes away her sham(;, warming (refovisti)
her

(C) The child wails and is discovered

(C) Aeolus shouts

(B) He then, like Macareus, enters Canace’s chamber and also cannot
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refrain from touching her; but unlike Macareus, he exposes her
shame and chills her by his presence

(A) She, once again, cannot speak or cry out but can only weep

The comic speed of the narrative, strengthened by the economy and
control of the chiastic arrangement, imposes a sense of rigor and
natural inevitability on what, in the Aeolus, must have seemed an
unusually chaotic, accidental, and arbitrary order of events. There,
time and chance fail to stamp Macareus’ unorthodox logic with their
necessary imprimatur. But the rapidity and chiastic order of Ovid’s
narrative serve another related purpose. The narrative is remarkable
for several reasons, for what it suppresses. First, there is no strong
suggestion that Aeolus ever sanctioned the incestuous marriages of his
children. Macareus’ consolation seems to be what in fact he calls it,
a spes bona, a desperate expediency, not a justifiable or convincing
guarantee. Moreover, there is no mention of the plan (which may have
backfired in the Aeolus) that the brothers and sisters draw lots for
their respective partners. And there is no suggestion that the occasion
for Aeolus’ rage is not incest but rather, as in the play, his daughter’s
clandestine intercourse. The chiastic order, in which Aeolus’ scene of
abandoned rage parallels Macareus’ earlier scene of abandoned ardor,
contrasts the high emotion of her father and brother with Canace’s
understated estimation of her guilt and her love. But as I have explained
it also serves a more crucial function. It suppresses and disguises a
fundamental violation of the Euripidean prototype.

The suppression of Aeolus’ motivation, of the drawing of lots, and
of the other consanguineous marriages is essential to Ovid’s portrait
of Canace. Heroides 11 is an incest poem. It would substantially
diminish the effect of Canace’s comic banality to elaborate on or even
openly acknowledge those aspects of the Aeolus suggesting a permis-
sive context, a context of less than rigorous values. From the very
beginning of the poem, we are encouraged to believe that the sword
sent to Canace is a direct retaliation for her incestuous union: cur
umquam plus me, frater, quam frater amasti, | et tibi, non debet quod
soror esse, fui? (Why, brother, did you ever love me more than a
brother and why was I more than what a sister should be to you? 23—
2.4).

When suggestions to the contrary are included, they are veiled in
intentional obscurity. Macareus does tell Canace he will marry her,
yet he does not tell her Aeolus approves and ambiguously calls his
assurance a spes bona. When Canace refers to the marriages of her
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sisters (103—4), she does so, it seems, merely to heighten the pathos
of her own situation. The imagery of the cheated hymeneal (99-102)
is too conventional to ring true. There is no suggestion of rancor that
her sisters, unlike herself, will be allowed to marry their brothers, or
even that their marriages are decided, much less imminent. Canace
merely enjoins them to marry, ambiguously, Parca meliore (1o 5)- And
when Aeolus sends Canace the sword, he only ambiguously names
her crime: iubet ex merito scire, quid iste velit (he instructs you to
judge from your own conduct what it may mean, 96). While we do
not know what interpretation Euripides’ Canace placed upon the same
order, Ovid’s Canace seems to take ex merito to mean incestuous love.

Ovid is unwilling to blunt the force of Canace’s simplicity by in-
cluding her in a banal world, a world where there are no exceptions
that cannot be included in the rule. The illusion of normalcy which
dominates her rhetoric never seems anything less than illusory. For
the poet, then, whose poetic intention requires him to suppress Aeolus’
motivation, the most dangerous territory will naturally be the scene
in which the king discovers his daughter’s illegitimate progeny. To
what, precisely, will he react? To his daughter’s sexual indiscretion?
Or to incest? Ovid, as I have shown, skirts the danger by the clever
exploitation of two devices: the rapid economy of the narrative and
the chiastic order embracing the whole section of childbirth and dis-
covery, an order in which Macareus’ incestuous ardor is the structural
counterpart to Aeolus’ uninhibited rage and thereby seems to be its
efficient cause. Ovid thus sidesteps the hazard to his poetic intention.
Neatly, he blurs the issue with a patina of precision.

When the infant is discovered, Canace is silenced. She cannot even
commence to bewail her situation until relieved of her father’s intim-
idating presence. Her child, however, is not silenced: vagitus dedit ille
miser—sensisse putares— | quaque suum poterat voce rogabat avum
(The poor thing began to wail—you would have thought he under-
stood—and with what sounds he could, he began to beg for his grand-
father’s pity 85-86). The contrast between Canace and the child is
pointed and suggestive. Most of Ovid’s heroines lament, resist, and
debate the decisions of the men whose power designs their fate, often
despite their own open acknowledgement of the futility of resistance
and debate. Canace neither resists nor questions. Once given her fa-
ther’s command, she responds with unquestioning promptitude to his
patria potestas: scimus, et utemur violento fortiter ense (I know what
it means, and I shall use the cruel sword bravely, 97). She maligns her
father guardedly and always on the same oblique grounds: he doesn’t
treat her as befits a daughter, a marriageable daughter, a woman, a
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woman of noble lineage. She never throws herself on his Fenderer
mercies. And she concludes her epistle with the'resentful> irony of
adolescent nolens volens: mandatum persequar ipsa patris (I shall
myself execute the will of my father, 128). Because Canacehaccepts
without question the imperative of obedience, that is, because_: she nev&r
resists when resistance alone offers the rhetorlcgl opportunity of.se -
revelation, one can never say of her what she said of her ch11d~——.e1t.her
sensisse putares (you would have thought she understood) or a nimium
] o alive). B

Uui?cjcr (fhlist: reason)s, most of the pathos attending Canace’s position
is attached at the end of the poem not to herself but to her child. For
Canace, it is the justice of the child’s death, rather than her own, tha(;
is, however slenderly, at issue. Yet bf:cause spch pathos as is ociasmne f
by the child’s exposure is necessarily qualified by what we know oc1
Canace’s behavior (which has been unorthqdox, to say the leas'F) and
her perspective (which is banal), it is consistently a pathos adjuste
and even undermined by irony. ‘ .

In the last sections of the poem, Canace brings her narrative full
circle. She tells of her father’s cruel exposure of her infant and of ;lhe
indignos sonos (94) delivered by the patrius vultu maerente ;ate es
(93), the injunction that the sword be put to good' use. Her r et(;rlc
too comes full circle with its echoes of her opening attack on her
father: his mea muneribus, genitor, conubia donas?/hqc tua dote,
pater, filia dives erit? (With gifts like this, father, do you give mi ?way
in marriage? With this dowry, father, shall your Fiaughter be ric d 99—
100) Once again, Aeolus does not escape whlpplng, .and Canace’ obes.
But the poem’s diminuendo is not without its surprises. CanacE s ba-
nality takes on a new dimension. Whereas earlier in the poem she wis
quaevis amans, an inexperienced creature cagght off guard in the toi Cs1
of a conventional passion, now she is quaevis mater, newly bergave
of her newborn infant. And whereas earllier in the poem th‘e foil lflor
her banality was our knowledge of hgr incest, now the foil for Er
protestations of grief is her attempt, without known precedent in the
Aeolus, to abort her infant.

. . ,
Canace first formulates her reaction to her infant’s exposure as a
question:

quid mihi tunc animi credis, germane, fuisse—
nam potes ex animo colligere ipse tuo—
cum mea me coram silvas inimicus in altas
viscera montanis ferret edenda lupis? (87-90)
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How do you think I felt then, brother—
you can judge my feeling from your own—

when before my eyes the enemy took the child of my body
to the deep forest, there to be eaten by wolves.

Her hypothesized details of the child’s death, thrown into a lurid relief
by the “silver” pentameter, are a rhetorical escalation of the more
conventional and hence less vivid dari canibusque avibusque (to be
given [as carrion] to the dogs and the birds, 83). Her question is, for
her, a characteristic evasion, feeling sacrificed to sensational fact. Her
question merely aspires to aporia. It aspires equivocally and unsuc-
cessfully. This is not to suggest that Canace does not feel for her infant.
She must. But the implied identification of her feeling with Macareus’
includes a built-in suspicion.

Macareus’ animus is tuned to a higher pitch and intensity than his
sister’s. And it was, presumably, her own suspicion of their differences
that led her in the first place to conceal her abortion from him: hoc
te celavimus unum (41). Thus for the reader (if not for her brother)
to whose imagination she appeals (87), her credibility is tarnished, her
fides perceptibly flawed. Her question, then, raises another. It raises
a question central to the comic design of the poem. Is the correlation
between fact and sensibility, between experience and perception, as
straightforward as one might be inclined to assume? Canace, who has
taken a giant step toward libertinism, unorthodoxy, and iniquity, a
step that seems to lead past play into tragic experience, still plays at
playing a grownup game. Her smallness dwarfs the magnitude of her
fate. When her father leaves her chamber, her feclings are left to
Macareus’ superior (we expect) imagination. For her part, she plays
her part: exierat thalamo; tunc demum pectora plangi | contigit inque
meas unguibus ire genas (My father had now left my room; now at
last it was possible to beat my breasts, and to tear my cheeks with
my nails, 91—92). Yet what Canace does not reveal is what she is,
even if she does do the conventional “right” thing. Neither born nor
yet become sensitive, Canace cannot have sensitivity thrust upon her.
She is, as Dorrie says, “unreif.” And, usually, ripeness is a special
premise for moral authenticity.

Canace’s final apostrophe to her infant is memorable. Palmer, who
only rarely lets down his philological guard, singles these lines out as
“pathetic in a high degree.”s¢ For Wilkinson, they are more than

s¢ Palmer, Heroides, p. 381. He also quotes Loers quoting Amar, p. 385: “Hi versus
et qui sequuntur ad usque v. 124 ex animo vere materno effluunt, nullo apparatu,
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pathetic. They are the cool spring for which the thirsty critic searches
(mostly in vain) in the “desert of debating points” that is Ovid’s
Heroides:

nate, dolor matris, rapidarum praeda ferarum.
ei mihi! natali dilacerate tuo;
nate, parum fausti miserabile pignus amoris—
haec tibi prima dies, haec tibi summa fuit.
non mihi te licuit lacrimis perfundere iustis,
in tua non tonsas ferre supulcra comas;
non super incubui, non oscula frigida carpsi.
diripiunt avidae viscera nostra ferae. (rrx~18)

Oh my son, your mother’s sorrow, now the prey of wild beasts,
torn to pieces on the very day of your birth,

son, pitiful pledge of an ill-fated love,
today was your first day on earth, today your last.

I'was not allowed to shed for you the tears that were your due,
nor to carry to your tomb the lock cut from my hair.

I did not bend over you, did not tear cold kisses from your

mouth:
ravening beasts are tearing apart the child of my flesh.

Wilkinson’s remarks on this passage should be quoted in full:

Here and there amid the desert of debating points we do come across
cases of what seems genuine feeling or pathos, when the poet forgets
himself and his audience. Canace, doomed to die herself for her
incest with her brother Macareus, laments for their newborn child
as many an innocent mother must have lamented in times when this
barbarity was the normal form of birth control.s? (My emphasis)

I do not think that Wilkinson’s spring is mere mirage. The lines are
beautiful, and they are emotional. They are Latin poetry at its near
best: evocative, sensuous, a lament for lost possibilities, for the use-
lessness of love, for the remote consolation of ancient traditions—all
sheltered in the uncharitable embrace of unbeautiful realities and algid

ambitione nulla infucati; et quod apud Nasonem rarius nullius hic poetae locus; totum
mater occupat” (my emphasis).

57 L. P. Wilkinson, Ovid Surveyed (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1962),
P- 39.
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brutalitic?s. Latin dolor was scarcely ever more Latinate than this, or
more painful. Still, I would suggest that if Ovid has, as Wilkin,son
says, forgotten himself and his audience, he has not for:gotten Canace
It wc_)uld be preposterous to call lines so beautiful banal. And perha s
that is not necessary. But if the poetry is not banal, it nontheless issulzs
from Canace’s “reverse megalomania.” ’

T!]ese llnt?s are not simple prosopopoeia. They are in an understated
tension against their context—an example of the fine irony whereb
Ovid does not imply the opposite of what his character intends bu};
merely does not intend exactly what his character says. For Canace
laments, exactly as Wilkinson says, “as many an innocent mother must
have lamented,” even though she is not innocent, and even though
she her.self has only recently attempted a less effecti,ve if, to man legss
bar})‘arlc form c?f birth control. Her lines are not only what any m}:;ther
Or "many an innocent mother” would say. They are dramaticall
consistent, dramatically authentic. They are what Canace says wher);
she is being (or claiming to be or playing at being) “any mot}}’ler ” as
well as any lover whose amor has been, at the height of periphr’asis
parum faustus (not exactly fortunate). Although her child is but min-’
utes qld, Canace grieves as eloquently as we would expect Andromache
to grieve fo‘r Astyanax or Euryalus’ mother to grieve in the Trojan
camp at Latlum—except for that in the last case, of course, the molth-
er’s grief is so ove_rwhelming as to render her insensible, Thf’:re is, then
almost-an excessive propriety in Canace’s lament. And this n;te 0%
excess is upderscorcd by the antithesis (haec tibi prima dies, haec tibi
summa .futt) axiomatic or, less generously, automatic in ’Ovid an
ant.lthegls‘which does not heighten but scarifies the nostalgia and,one
:thch, In its context, calls Canace’s hyperdecorous decorum iilto ques-
ion.

Canace ends her epistle with two modest proposals. In the first
Canace as mater speaks: ’

tu tamen, o frustra miserae sperate sorori,
sparsa, percor, nati collige membra tui,
et refer ad matrem socioque impone sepulchro
urnaque nos habeat quamlibet arta duos! ’ (121-24)

But you i i
you, ne.verth.eless, whom hope promised to me in sorrow, and
in vain,
gather up, I beg you, the scattered limbs of your son,
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and bring them back to their mother, and place them with her in
her tomb,
and let one urn, however cramped, carry the ashes of two.

Her plea is pathetic, to be sure, and the pathos is enlivened by the
apostrophe, in which frustra miserae sperate sorori glances delicately
at their incestuous love. Speratus, less assertive than sponsus but syn-
onymous, is in this context suggestive of tensions between desire and
legitimacy. The pentameter, however, which completes and particu-
larizes socioque impone sepulchro and seems to aim at pathos, dispels
it with a touch of gross specificity: the urna quamlibet arta is too
concrete for comfort, too close for the elegiac obliquity the convention
(una duobus urna) requires. It hazards a vision, rather too accurate,
of big bones crowding little ones in an overcrowded jar. But if the line
disturbs the sentiment, it restores the Emily Post persona. Canace is,
throughout, thoroughly sensitive to the etiquette of logistics, if not of
love.

In her second request to Macareus, Canace asks as little as in the
first: vive memor nostri, lacrimasque in vulnera funde, | neve refor-
mida corpus amantis amans (Live, remembering me, and pour your
tears into my wounds, / and do not recoil from the body of one you
love, one who loves you, 125—126). The modesty and restraint of what
Canace requests are, however, offset by the rather grim specificity of
her formulation, a specificity so at odds with the pathos of Canace’s
earlier address to her child that Heinsius rejected these lines as spu-
rious.s® Palmer, who had once concurred with Heinsius, when con-
fronted with the manuscript authorities unequivocally reversed his
opinion: non sunt spurii ut Heinsio mibique visum. And in his new
edition Dorrie follows Palmer. The authenticity of Canace’s request
is further confirmed by her characterization throughout the epistle.
The lines do not derive from a tasteless or weary slackening of poetic
vision. On the contrary, they deliver a final pointed and vigilant coup
de grice.

The expression lacrimas in vulnera fundere,s although a favorite

58 The lines are included in P (Codex Parisinus 82.42.) of the eleventh century, as well
as in Planudes’ translation, which is itself often an authority as good as or better than
P. P. is in several places superior to G (Codex Guelferbytanus M.S. Extrav. 260 of the

twelfth century), which also includes these lines and which is generally regarded as
better than the plethora of thirteenth-century manuscripts.

59 The expression is used in Metamorphoses 4.40 and 13.490, and in Epistulae ex
Ponto 4.11.4. Despite the fact that the best manuscript (P) has lacrimas in vulnera
funde, as well as that numerous others have either that or lacrimas in vulnere funde,
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with Ovid, gains abnormal pungency from the fact that it is a rec-
ommendation of the dying to the living, and from the fact that her
vulnera are not general but specific: we are all too familiar with the
sword and its destined locale. But the expression is preface to an
anticipation which subtracts from the mercy of its already qualified
vagueness: “do not let the natural repulsion of the living for the dead
get the better of you.” Canace concludes her epistle with a couplet
that one again defines incest as the reason for her punishment: tu,
rogo, dilectae nimium mandata sororis | perfer; mandatum persequar
ipsa patris (Of you I ask this: that you carry out the last desires of
the sister you loved too well. 1 shall myself execute the will of my
father, 127—128). She ends on a note of obedient martyrdom, as if to
say, “T'll obey my father and die. You, who may live, can at least obey
my minimal demands.” The poem closes with the heroine’s ironic
misunderstanding of the motivation of her lover, which is common in
the Heroides. Canace’s mandata will not in the end be performed—
in this instance, however, not because her lover loves her too little but
because he loves her too much.

The irony of the ending is specifically appropriate to Canace’s pet-
sona as it has been developed throughout the poem. She fears that
Macareus will be afflicted by a normal repugnance for her corpse and
thus deterred from a normal lover’s obsequies. Her fear is touching.
She is, after all, too young to die, and she transfers her natural fear
of death to his presumed fear of her inanimate body. Thus her com-
mand mitigates, beautifully, the stoic rigidity of her suicide. But there
is more to it than that. Canace doesn’t ask or expect much—not
because of reserve, humility, or charity, but because her vision is
limited by its childish simplicity. Her brother, who loves her more
than she knows, who is more than she understands, will do more than
she could ever think to ask.

I have dwelled at length on Heroides 11 because the poem represents
aradical departure not only from the poetic aims of the other Heroides
but from Ovid’s treatment of the incest motif in the Metamorphoses.
In the other Heroides Ovid’s usual technique is to grant his heroines
at the outset the pathos of an intense emotional condition, sometimes
verging on hysteria, and deriving from the conflict between their fem-
inine aspirations and the unkind realities of a masculine world. This
framework offers him license to develop the personalities, the idio-
syncrasies, the special character of each heroine. Each of his women

Dérrie in his 1971 edition has emended the lacrimas in fulnere funde of a single man-
uscript (G) to lacrimas in funere funde, thereby emptying the line of its (regqgnant?)
specificity. Yet lacrimas in vulnera funde is entirely in character, if not difficilior.
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will struggle in her own way to persuade her lover of the claims of
her own values, to subdue her feelings by reason and, when that fails,
color her emotions with the hues of rationality. Thus love in the
Heroides takes on the moral dimension with which Ovid endows love
in the Metamorphoses.

It is only within the psychological moral-erotic framework that
Ovid’s comic treatment arises. By employing various devices of in-
nuendo, exaggeration, trivialization, verbal point, and his heroine’s
own hyperrhetorical atrocities, he undercuts the pathos granted at the
outset, exposing his heroine’s delusions, obsessions, misapprehensions,
follies—and frequently their banality. His women, however, rarely
forfeit his sympathy entirely: they are too alive, too demanding, too
sensitive, too desperate. They are too full of feeling to be dismissed
as fools or hysterics. They are too close to the one truth about the
human heart, what both Vergil and Horace reveal, but what Ovid
more than any other Augustan can be said to explore: that the heart
exists, that it makes, for good or ill, strong claims upon us, that it is
indulged at our peril but denied, often, at our equal peril. If Ovid’s
comic cynicism is not ubiquitous but sporadic, it is nontheless real.
His is not cynicism of the rigorous kind that cuts out pain, leaving
only the embroidered surface.

Given these claims for Ovid’s occasional moral seriousness (the
Myrrha episode is perhaps the best example), claims increasingly ac-
knowledged by modern Ovidian scholarship,° the Canace epistle would
seem to be an extreme exception. Ovid goes to some lengths (by means
of verbal and structural ambiguities that do not entirely obliterate his
Euripidean source) to suppress the fact that in the Aeolus Canace’s
crime was not, in her father’s eyes, incest. He also makes it clear that
Macareus’ love for her was that sort of passionate fixation which
alone might lead a man to challenge the strongest taboo of civilized
man, as well as to prefer death to life were the object of his love
unattainable. In these respects, it is Macareus who resembles Byblis,
Myrrha, and Phaedra. He is, however, vastly different from his sister
Canace, whose condition is emptied of its moral dimension, who does
not display exorbitant passion for her brother, and who alludes to her

¢ See W. S. Anderson, AJPhil. 11, no. 35 (July 1969), p. 354: “If it can be dem-
onstrated as he [Bernbeck, Beobachtungen zur Darstellungsart in Ovids Metamorphosen
(Munich, 1967)] has done, that the essential quality of Ovidian style is unevenness,
then it should follow that Ovid will occasionally alternate the playful with the serious.

That is the virtue of flexibility. . . . Variety and effective unevenness do constitute basic
elements of Ovidian style; playfulness may derive from unevenness . . . but does not
necessarily define all stories. . . . Even single stories may be composed in a variety of

tones, mixing the playful and serious and leaving the audience in a state of ambivalence.
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incest only sufficiently to tell us that it did occur. She shows neither
extreme feeling nor extreme volition but is, throughout, passive and
unreflective. Most disconcerting of all, she is always ordinary.

If Ovid’s near-caricature of Canace is a departure from his usual
treatment of incestuous love, Canace’s particular kind of comic ba-
nality represents a stylistic departure as well. Banality, it must be
admitted, is one of Ovid’s specialties. But when he employs it elsewhere
in the Heroides or in the Metamorphoses it is frequently a literary
banality of a different order from Canace’s and is employed toward
a different end. It occurs quite often in the form of the literary cliché,
and signals a dwindling of authorial sympathy or increase of authorial
distance at the expense of a character, speaker, or situation. In the
Metamorphoses the poet-narrator himself will sometimes employ it,
and the result will be the usually abrupt redirection of a narrative
mood into an alternative perspective, usually one of comedy or irony.
In other cases it is used by a persona who intends to heighten or
enliven, rather than normalize, the characterization of his special sit-
uation. In such instances the speaker will succeed, contrary to his
expectations, in sounding suddenly hollow or, worse, in seeming fool-
ish, as one inevitably seems foolish who, in a moment of apparently
ungovernable passion, pauses to check his ravaged visage in the mirror.
For example, in the middle section of the Byblis episode (after Caunus’
outraged response) Byblis, now male sana, forfeits the sympahty which
will be restored to her only much later, in her final phase of suffering
and transformation. Byblis here resorts to the cliché of “testing the
winds” in the “ship of love”’:

Et merito! quid enim temeraria vulneris hujus
indicium feci? quid, quae celanda fuerunt,

tam cito commisi properatis verba tabellis?

ante erat ambiguis animi sententia dictis
praetemptanda mihi. ne non sequeretur euntem,
parte aliqua veli, qualis foret aura, notare
debueram tutoque mari decurrere, quae nunc
non exploratis inplevi lintea ventis!

auferor in scopulos igitur subversaque toto
obruor oceano, neque habent mea vela recursus.

(Met. 9. 585—94)
I deserve this suffering! For why was I so rash as to tell him

of this wound? Why did I so quickly entrust those words
I should have concealed to a hasty letter?
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I should first have explored the attitude of his mind

with veiled speech. So that it would have favored my course,

I should have tested the breeze with a reefed sail

and so have traversed the sea in safety, I who now

have filled my sails with unexpected winds.

And therefore I am borne upon the rocks, overturned and
overwhelmed

by the whole ocean, and my ship has no hope of return.

The elaboration of the image, directed toward an unreal refuge in
an argument by fraudulent analogy, discloses how fa.r Byblis .is from
risking a genuine appraisal of her situation. The cliché, which she
elaborates, as it were, by rote, distances the reader from her authentic
pain, awakens the reader to her guilt, and brings into clqs_er focus
what is willful in her nature, that essentially arbitrary volition con-
firmed by the fraudulent conclusion she draws from her analogy:
Nonne vel illa dies fuerat, vel tota voluntas, | Sed potius mutanda dies
(Should not that day—or rather my intention—or rather that day.—
have been changed? 598—99). Byblis’ cliché ultimately backfires. It is
so much a cliché that she ignores its real import. That is, she decidf:s
to set sail against Caunus again—vincetur! repetendus erit (He wn'll
be conquered! I will go to him again, 616)—forgetting that she is
already shipwrecked on the rocks of a too irresistable passion.

Byblis’ use of the conventional topos of “testing the winds” closely
resembles Cicero’s use of what was no less a cliché in prose, a topos
he invokes equally to defend and to obscure his volte face vis-a-vis
the Triumvirate:

Numgquam enim in praestantibus in re publica gubernand'a viris
laudata est in una sententia perpetua permansio, sed, ut in navigando
tempestati obsequi artis est, etiam si portum tenere non queas, cum
vero id possis mutata velificatione adsequi, stultum est eum tenere
cum periculo cursum quem coeperis, potius quam €o commutato
quo velis tamen pervenire sic, cum omnibus nobis in a.dn'nmstFanda
re publica propositum debeat esse, id quod a me saepissime dictum
est, cum dignitate otium, non idem semper dicere, sed idem semper
spectare debemus. (Fam. 1.9.21)

For never has an undeviating persistence in one opinion been reck-
oned as a merit in those distinguished men who have steered the
ship of state. But just as in sailing it shows nautical skill to run
before the wind in a gale, even if you fail thereby to make your
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port; whereas when you can get there just as well‘ by slanting. your
yards, it is sheer folly to court disaster by keeping your .ong.mal
course, rather than change it and still reach your desired destination;
on the same principle in the conduct of state affairs, while we should
all have as our one aim and object what I have so repeatedly preached—
the maintenance of peace with honour—it does not follow that we
ought always to express ourselves in the same way, though we ought
always to have in view the same goal.

It is only fair to note that Cicero found cold comfort in his own algid
rhetoric. Unlike his correspondent Lentulus Spinther (and unlike By-
blis, for that matter), he was at heart disabused of the banalities he
professed. For Canace, however, banality is not a literary expedient.
It is occasioned not by her self-deceived artifice but by her self-deluded
identity. It derives not from miscalculated literary cunning bqt from
psychological necessity. For her, it is a way not only of seeing t.he
world but of being in the world, and in this sense Canace’s banality
is a departure for Ovid. The literary device transcends itself. Style
becomes a fictive sensibility.
In his “Notes on the Comic,” W. H. Auden writes:

There is not only a moral norm but also a normal way of trans-
gressing it. At the moment of yielding to temptation, the pormal
human being has to exercise self-deception and rationalization, he
requires the illusion of acting with a good conscience; after the
immoral act, when desire is satisfied or absent, he realizes the nature
of his act. He who feels no guilt after transgressing the moral law
is mad, and he who, at the moment he is transgressing it, is com-
pletely conscious of what he is doing, is demonic.6*

Auden’s description of ““the normal way of transgressing” the moral
norm isolates what is “normal” in Byblis and Myrrha before the
communication of, or indulgence in, their incestuous desires. The ex-
ercise of self-deception and rationalization described by Auden ac-
counts for much of Ovid’s “canon” of incestuous love, especially since
in his treatment of Byblis and Myrrha, Ovid’s narrative emphasis is
not on the aftermath of incestuous passion but on the moments of
decision and conversion which transform his heroines before their
literal transformation. This is not to say that Ovid neglects the after-
math. Byblis does not “feel guilty” or repent, because she is no longer
even male sana but palam demens (openly mad). Myrrha, on the other

é* Auden, “Notes on the Comic,” p. 66.
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hand, who never—to her credit—achieved the full “illusion of acting
with a good conscience,” repents tragically and designs her own pur-
gation: her life, not her mens, is her pollution.

Auden’s further remarks not only elucidate the difference between
Phaedra and Myrrha and Byblis but also the difference between Can ace

and Phaedra. Auden writes that the “two commonest satirical devices”
are

I. to present the object of satire as if he or she were mad, i.e. unaware
of the nature of his act and

2. to present the object of satire as if he or she were demonic, i.e.
completely conscious.s*

The epistle of Phaedra, Heroides 4, is of the second sort. Pudor, timor,
and pietas are externalized and objectified in Phaedra’s epistle; they
are the province of Hippolytus’ resistance. They exist only to be over-
come by ratio and audacia, both of which are enlisted in the service
of Phaedra’s illicit amor. The poem’s considerable comic power derives
from the gradual revelation that whatever its intellectual garb, this
amor is unequivocally furor. Phaedra’s epistle is the most intellectual
of Ovid’s Heroides because Phaedra is throughout presented as con-
scious and deliberate in her intention. Unlike Byblis and Myrrha, and
unlike her Euripidean prototype, she is beyond indulging in doubts
and hesitation: her object is persuasion.

Canace, on the other hand, transgresses abnormally and reacts ab-
normally after the fact. Yet what Auden would call her “madness” is
not the normal discordia mentis but the reverse: the absence of mental
conflict. She is neither inquisitive about her own motivation, nor ded-
icated to her infatuation, nor curious as to its meaning or her own
responsibility. Her unconsciousness is the calculated reverse of Phae-
dra’s “demonic” consciousness. Hence it requires a greater departure
from that “canon” of incestuous love which rests largely on motifs
suggesting great passion and especially on patterns of subjective ra-
tiocination.

What, then, is Ovid’s achievement in this poem? [ think the poem
stands alone in the Heroides as a comic revision of literary and psy-
chological expectations. The comedy is, however, only seldom achieved
(as it is elsewhere in the Heroides) by means of excessive but revealing
conceits, by extravagant rhetorical display, innuendo, or inopportune
verbal point. Nor is pathos undermined through occasional incon-
gruous wit. Instead, the reverse occurs: Canace’s banality is occasion-
ally adjusted by pathos. The comedy, which dominates, is the comedy

¢ Auden, “Notes on the Comic,” p. 70.
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of an uncomprehending voice consistently maintained. Canace de-
scribes urgent emotion, an aberrant liaison, and violent action in the
flat tones of an upper-class puella complaining that she must—it’s
unfair but she’ll do it—card a little more than her usual quota of wool.

The singular persona of Canace is achieved by two means in the
epistle. The first is a reliance upon strict narrative unparalleled in the
Heroides. Otis has noticed quite correctly that the Canace epistle seems
to transcend the limits of elegiac discontinuity. He writes:

But though the limits of elegy might be stretched, they remain a
barrier to both effective continuity of narrative and serious treatment
of major themes. It is true that some short elegies do express grief
or passion, but these are not usually narrative in any strict sense.
Ovid perhaps came nearest to such narrative in a letter like that of
Canace to Macareus or in such episodes of the Fasti as the Ceres-
Demeter legend.¢?

In Heroides 11 the effect of the narrative emphasis is not the “serious”
expression of “grief or passion,” but just the reverse. The narrative
interest supersedes and suppresses introspection, reflection, moral eval-
uation, rhetorical justification, and emotional reaction—in short, all
that we expect of an ambiguous heroine of incestuous love. The nar-
rative bias of the epistle keeps us at a distance from Canace. Her soul
is no arena of moral conflict or moral turbulence. She is, primarily,
what she does, and what she does is not very much. She is at best a
passive accomplice in the action, at worst an uncomprehending victim
of it.

Ovid’s second instrument in the creation of Canace’s strange sim-
plicity is closely allied to the first. It is the quality of the action she
narrates. As the catalogue of horrors which is her story unfolds, her
normality and unreflecting acquiescence seem more and more at odds
with their context, more and more the humorously audacious “reverse
megalomania” of which Auden speaks. To a Roman audience, and
even to our more libertine, or liberated, sensibilities, she must have
seemed, and now seems, oddly paradoxical: an unmotivated rebel, an
inconsequential sinner, an uninspired lover and mother, an unattrac-
tive victim. She is most distinguished by what is least distinguished in
her: her inflexible lack of moral tension. She is minime vivax. Non
putares eam sensisse.

¢ Brooks Otis, Ovid as an Epic Poet (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1966),
p. 38.
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