Heroides 18 and the Elegiac Paraclausithyron


The exchange between Hero and Leander, Heroides 18-19, is prompted by a storm that renders the Hellespont uncrossable.  Hero and Leander, lovers bound to keep their affair hidden from their families, were accustomed to meet secretly at night when Leander swam the crossing from his home in Abydos to Hero in Sestos. Unable to make his usual swim, Leander writes to Hero instead.  The relationship between these two letter writers is different from that of the other double Heroides as Hero and Leander are already in love; both use their letters to lament their separation. 

Leander’s letter bears numerous resemblances to the elegiac paraclausithyron (Kenney 1996, Rosati 1996, Hardie 2002).  It is a letter to his beloved from whom he is barred access, which laments their separation and focuses especially on the barrier enforcing that separation.  Ovid makes a quintessential elegiac situation of the mythical outlines of the story.  I argue that this letter grounds elegiac themes in the physical circumstances that define their relationship and thematizes the dynamics of epistolary exchange. 

In this paper, I explore first the structural similarities between Heroides 18 and the elegiac paraclausithyron.  Here, the storm-tossed Hellespont takes the place of the closed door, Leander becomes the exclusus amator, and Hero the inclusa amica.  The lines often singled out as constituting the excluded lover’s lament itself are 18.37-46, Leander’s address to Boreas; this passage serves to sharpen the generic significance of the surrounding epistolary context.  I then turn to the ways the letter makes use of prayer formulae typical of the paraclausithyron as Leander calls upon the winds to stop and to open the way for him to reach Hero.  Finally, I argue that by engaging the generic expectations of the paraclausithyron, this letter underscores the potential of the letter to negotiate distance between writer and reader.  The paraclausithyron is defined by static inaction and is always doomed to fail: success would immediately render it redundant.  Committing the exclusus amator’s lament to a letter adds yet another layer to this re-imagining of myth as an elegiac situation.  The letter, with its emphasis on its status as a physical object and its method of arrival to Hero, transforms the barrier, uncrossable for the lover himself, into a conduit for epistolary communication.  The writer, through the form of his letter, can surreptitiously gain access to his beloved.  There is a generic guarantee that the request that physical access be granted will fail, but in the letter, the lover has found a way to surmount the barrier.  The elegiac framework foregrounds the ability of the letter to gain entry to spaces denied to the writer himself. 
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