Assignment 2: Write a critical commentary on Ovid, Heroides 3
Ovid’s Heroides 3 follows the trend of Ovid’s innovative writing, which in various texts has both bought something innovative and challenging to the Augustan period poetry, as well as marking a massive shift of perspective onto females, as seen in Briseis in this example, which can still be seen today. In this commentary aspects of the Heroides 3 are studied, and the significance the Heroides has on the rest of classical literature is discussed.
To appreciate this text fully, understanding the context it is written is important to see the full effect of Ovid’s innovation. The Heroides 1 - 15 are all written from the perspective of a famous female from the classical texts, in the structure of romantic Elegy. In Heroides 3 Briseis, Achilles “prize” slave girl, who in book 9 of the Iliad, known commonly as The Embassy, he professes to love as much as any man loves his wife.[footnoteRef:1] The Heroides 3 begins immediately showing the devastation Briseis is feeling, when she describes the blotches on the page from her tears, caused by the grief and sorrow she feels for being apart from Achilles.[footnoteRef:2] We learn early on in the Iliad that Briseis was a captive, but we know she and Achilles fell in love, and the forced separation placed upon her by Agamemnon demand for her in place of his old slave girl Krisayis marks a great turning point in the Iliad as it causes Achilles to refuse to fight for the Greeks, but in this Heroides it marks a turning point in Briseis’ story, for she remarks that the forced separation made her captive twice.[footnoteRef:3] It is interesting already to see how Ovid gives a more personal story to a female character.  [1:  Iliad: Book 9, 264 - 249]  [2:  Ovid, Heroides 3, 2 - 4]  [3:  Ov. H. 3, 16] 

We can assume Briseis writes her letter at about the same time as “the Embassy” passage in book 9 of the Iliad.[footnoteRef:4] We see the list of Agamemnon’s gifts to Achilles if he agrees to start fighting again, a message conveyed by Odysseus,[footnoteRef:5] but Briseis in her Heroides is clearly also privy regarding Agamemnon’s offerings. Briseis tells us how much distress it causes her, for and accuses Achilles of treating her cheaply, for not even accepting the grand offerings open to him. Alongside Briseis herself, Agamemnon offers seven beautiful high noble women from the recently captured lesbos, nineteen other beautiful maidens from the spoils of the Achaeans, and even his own daughters to choose from – no to mention other treasures too.[footnoteRef:6] But to Briseis’ clear despair Achilles refuses, and perhaps this is what causes Briseis to write to him so strongly. [4:  M. Snow]  [5:  Iliad, Book 9, 264  - 249]  [6:  Et al.] 

Heroides 3 shows us Briseis’ side of the story, excluded from the Iliad. The most emotion we see in her character comes in book 19, after Patroclus’ death, which causes her great sadness. Her letter recalls Patroclus too, whilst remembering how she watched her family and husband die. It is only thanks to Patroclus that she falls in love with Achilles, yet she actually berates Achilles, seen in the quote:
 “Menoetius’ son himself,a at the time I was delivered up, whispered into my ear: “Why do you weep? But a short time,” he said, “will you be here. And not to have claimed me back is but a slight thing; you even oppose my being restored, Achilles.”[footnoteRef:7] [7:  Ov. H. 3, 23 - 25] 

This mention of Patroclus perhaps echoes Book 19 of the Iliad, where we see Briseis weep terribly over Patroclus’ death, remembering how Achilles was all he had left.[footnoteRef:8] But this scene is made more dramatic through the Heroides 3, as we see the implication of Achilles not accepting her back. She calls him a coward, and spends the rest of the letter trying to persuade him to take her back. She wants an elegiac lover, and appeals to the softer side of Achillis’ character: [8:  Iliad, Book 19, 282 - 300] 

“Safer is it to lie on the couch, to clasp a sweetheart in your arms, to tinkle with your fingers the Thracian lyre, than to take in hand the shield, and the spear with sharpened point, and to sustain upon your locks the helmet’s weight.”[footnoteRef:9] [9:  Ov., H. 3, 117 - 120] 

Ovid’s Heroides 3 is truly a moving piece of literature. The lengths Briseis is willing to go in order to come back to Achilles is immense, and she is even willing to remain his slave. This kind of vulnerability is not uncommon in the Heroides and is a feature of Ovid’s female elegy.[footnoteRef:10] But what makes this text so significant? [10:  J. Farrell] 

Firstly, Ovid’s work was radical, challenging the typical Roman male voice of Augustan poetry at the time. Scholars like Fulkerson have encouraged readers to see the Heroides as a literary innovation and a gender-aware contribution to Augustinian poetry.[footnoteRef:11]  [11:  Fulkerson] 

As highlighted by J. Farrell, the gender of love Elegy was originally male, the Heroides being one of the earliest examples of Female Elegy. It is significant that Ovid chose Woman to write at this time. Whilst it is true that high classed Roman women at the time did write letters and even poetry, to have a recognised female writer or author in the public was a phenomenon and even looked down upon due to the roles of the “Guardians” of wives and daughters.[footnoteRef:12] [12:  J. Farrell] 

This was significant as Ovid wrote during the Augustan error of poetry (early 1st century AD). It was a time characterised by legal and moral reform led by Augustus, and saw changes reforms on the laws of marriage, moral legislation and public behaviour. Ovid’s poetry did subtly challenge some of these politics. For instance, his later works Metamorphoses, and Ars Amatoria are particularly provocative, and counter the criminalisation of adultery, and the encouragement of marriages as a Roman traditional value. The Heroides are no different, for a female voice to be writing so strongly, even at times challenging and belittling figures as famous as Achilles, who represented the ideals of Roman soldiery, would have been extremely shocking to a Roman audience at the time. Ovid’s success gave him and his works popularity, so the social influence was a real risk to Augustinian regime, so much so to point he was eventually exiled.[footnoteRef:13] [13:  Elyse, K.] 

But scholars such as Barchiesi reject the idea that Ovid’s work was anti-Augustan. He highlights how Ovid’s work was much more interested in poetic strategy, rather than political opposition. Ovid’s work engages Augustan policy but doesn’t attack it. He also has remarked that the Heroines writings challenged the moral authority of previous authors of myth, like Virgil, Euripides and Homer.[footnoteRef:14] Mortal women were never the centre of attention of these stories, and at a first glance come across as shallow and uninteresting, practically just objects, even though they were critical to the progression of the stories. In the Iliad, the entire Trojan war is caused by Helen’s abduction. Switching the gender roles of Elegy and focusing on the women of the classical texts in the Heroides could be seen as an early sign of feministic movement by Ovid, but it is more likely it was a literary strategy to turn Elegy into a tool for reinterpretation and offer something new to Augustan poetry. [14:  Barchiesi, 2001, 1997] 

Evidence for this is seen in how Ovid uses Epistolary (letters) to reshape the myths from something seen as heroic and epic, to a standpoint of something more emotive and intimate. This has multiple effects. It makes the women of the stories less passive, but also deeply explores emotions across space and time, and lays the foreground for expression in classical literature.[footnoteRef:15] Highlighting a form of this expression is quote from Heroides 3: [15:  Trey, M. Muroaka] 

“Gone is my flesh, and gone my colour; what spirit I still have is but sustained by hope in you”[footnoteRef:16] [16:  Ovid, H. 3, 141] 

Ovid gives these forgotten heroines real psychological depth, which is a stark contrast to how they are originally seen in the older texts. Ovid allows them to express real emotions, which was primarily reserved for the heroic men.[footnoteRef:17] [17:  R. Bier & Jacobson] 

The content of these stories is given a different angle too, as well as the introduction of the Heroines feelings. Boyd highlights this in his commentary on the Iliad; the erotic and more intimate scenes written by Ovid in the Heroides contrast heavily to the epic themes seen in the classical texts. He specifically highlights Heroides 3 and Ovid’s version of the character of Briseis’, who writes from particularly tragic and helpless view, and it’s easy to feel sorry for her as the letter unfolds.[footnoteRef:18] [18:  Boyd] 

What’s clear is that, as mentioned before, Ovid’s Heroides was innovative. The shift to more emotional content, and the introduction of a women’s direct perspective, has dramatically shaped literature over the years. Susan Wiseman shows us how the Heroides of Ovid paved the way for adaptions and rewrites across the Medieval period, influencing the likes of Shakespeare, John Donne, and Michael Drayton. They continue to move readers today, and the Heroides 3 concerning Briseis is a proven example of how significant these works were in starting a turning point in classical literature.
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