Transformation and Resemblance in Heroides 15


One of the most burning questions concerning Heroides 15 has been the identity of its author (Rosati 1996, Tarrant 1981). I assume the epistle is Ovidian and instead examine the identities of its narrator, Sappho, and the object of her infatuation, Phaon. I argue that Ovid accentuates the difficulties Sappho faces as she attempts to become an older elegiac heroine by depicting how easily the rejuvenated Phaon takes on the role of elegiac love object. 


Though all the heroines face challenges in finding their own voices in elegy, Sappho would seem to be the most naturally suited to her new role as elegiac letter-writer because she is already an author. Nevertheless, Sappho appears in Heroides 15 transformed from the identity she created in her own lyrics (Lindheim 2003, Verducci 1986, Jacobson 1974). Ovid’s Sappho forsakes her lyric meters for elegiac couplets and rejects the love of women in favor of an infatuation with the young Phaon. In one respect, however, she still resembles the woman she was: she is as old as she was in her own poetry, much older than the typical elegiac heroine. As such, she makes an awkward puella. Her feeble argument that her appearance is the result of natural ugliness rather than the ravages of time does little to ease this difficult transition into Latin elegy.


Phaon, by contrast, easily slips into his new poetic context. He was transformed before he ever met Sappho. His dazzling youth was a reward for an act of pietas: he gave Aphrodite, disguised as an old woman, a ride in his ferry (Stehle 1996, Nagy 1973). Sappho’s depiction of herself therefore resembles Aphrodite on that fateful day: old on the outside, but still a passionate love goddess on the inside (Davis 2005). I argue that Phaon is not simply the empty pretty boy some have surmised (Verducci 1986, Jacobson 1974). Compared to Sappho’s difficulties, Phaon’s easy accommodation of the demands of the elegiac genre underscores the requirement that elegiac women be either the young puella or the elderly lena, and makes plain that Sappho, unlike her beloved, comes from an historical time in which magical rejuvenation should be impossible. 

At the end of this paper I situate the epistle within its Augustan context, in which rejuvenation is surprisingly achievable. I suggest that appreciating the connection we find in Phaon between pietas and its youthful reward makes an amusing counterpoint to Augustan morality. Phaon received his youthful good looks for an act of piety to the goddess, the ancestress of the Julian line. The pietas of the princeps also appeared to be rewarded with eternal youth, in a manner of speaking, on display in portraits all over the empire.
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