Epistolary Sex, Violence, and Persuasion in Heroides 16-17
Ovid’s Heroides 16-17, the exchange between Paris and Helen, give us a glimpse of the early chronology of their relationship.  While a guest of Menelaus and Helen in Sparta, Paris writes a love letter to Helen, trying to persuade her to embark upon a grand love affair, to leave her husband and sail off to Troy with him.  Helen responds, expressing outrage at his boldness, concern for her reputation, anxiety about the possible ramifications of such an affair. Set at the crucial moment just before the two leave Sparta for Troy, this pair of letters engages a central issue in the established mythical tradition surrounding them, namely Helen’s agency in her departure from Sparta to Troy.  The interplay between voices in this exchange complicates ideas of agency in persuasion as both writer and addressee assert power over each other; at issue in these letters are the shifting dynamics of seduction and, more broadly, the dynamics of communication, especially in writing.  Throughout their letters, both Paris and Helen call attention to the ability of the letter as a physical object to mediate between writer and reader and to negotiate that relationship.  As is typical of letter writing, the medium of communication itself receives much attention (Altman 1983); and the physicality of the letter is a recurring theme of the double Heroides, frequently expressed with sexual metaphors (Kennedy 2002).  I argue that the vivid terms of epistolarity foreground the ambiguity of persuasive agency that defines the relationship between Paris and Helen.

First, I examine the metaphors of sex and violence used to describe this epistolary exchange. Paris fantasizes that as Helen has taken in his letter, so she will take in Paris himself (16.13-14); Helen claims that Paris’ letter has violated her eyes (17.1); both make coy references to their verbal intercourse (16.283-4; 17.181-4, 261-2).  The letters themselves thus are refigured as simultaneously violent, sexual, and persuasive objects.  Next, I turn to the ways both Paris and Helen conflate persuasion and force in their letters as they negotiate their positions relative to each other.  As scholars have noted, in her various literary incarnations, Helen herself often represents the triangulation of the forces of love, violence, and persuasion (Belfiore 1980; Worman 1997); Heroides 16-17 fit into this tradition as Paris and Helen consider various strategies for furthering their relationship, including rape (16.325-30; 17.185-8), elegiac seduction (16.241ff.; 17.75ff.), verbal persuasion.  Finally, I argue that the concentration on the terms of epistolarity in this letter-pair engages the broader question of agency and positionality.  Through their metaphors of sex and violence, both Paris and Helen cast the process of written persuasion as one that exerts nearly physical force on the reader.  The terms of epistolary dynamics in this exchange suggest that the letters themselves embody the overlapping forces of persuasion, seduction, and violence that define the mythical relationship between Paris and Helen.  
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