


Ovid Heroides 3.51-76 (1500 words)
Ovid (born Publius Ovidius Naso) lived from 43BCE to 17/18CE.[footnoteRef:1][footnoteRef:2] He wrote during the reign of Augustus and wrote a variety of works, including Amores, Ars amatorial and Remedia amoris.[footnoteRef:3][footnoteRef:4] The exact date of Heroides is not known but it is thought that it predates the second edition of his Amores.[footnoteRef:5] [1:  Knox, 1995, p.2]  [2:  Knox, 1995, p.5]  [3:  Knox, 1995, p.2]  [4:  Knox, 1995, p.3]  [5:  Knox, 1995, p.6] 

The form of Ovid’s Heroides is that of Roman love elegy. It follows the poetic structure of repeating a hexameter followed by a pentameter.[footnoteRef:6] This structure can be seen more clearly in the Latin form of the texts where the first line is longer than the second in each couplet. This structure gives the poem a steady rhythm. Roman love elegy is a collection of poems, written in the first-person, to or about a lover.[footnoteRef:7] It is usually presented as a letter from a man to the object of his love, however, in this case the convention is inverted with Briseis writing to Achilles. This inversion is interesting as it gives Briseis a voice, which is unusual in classical times. Her voice shows her powerlessness and vulnerability, which is emphasised by her bargaining to be taken with Achilles.[footnoteRef:8] Another emphasis of powerlessness comes with Briseis asking to be “consumed by the ruddy fire of a careering thunderbolt”.[footnoteRef:9] This wish for a godly act to remove her from the earth shows that she does not feel she is able to continue on with her life alone. She is dependent upon Achilles and he has become everything to her. This is especially important with the knowledge that Briseis family and homeland had previous been destroyed when she was captured.[footnoteRef:10] Her complete dependence on Achilles is shown in the line “you were my master, you my husband, you my brother”.[footnoteRef:11] This line makes more sense in the Latin when the context of the repeating verb can be read (“tu dominus, tu vir, tu mihi frater eras”[footnoteRef:12]). The repeating verb shows that Briseis is referring to Achilles fully in the past tense. He was these things before he left her. He has abandoned what he should be to her after becoming her only source of support. What this shows is that she is vulnerable and desperate because she has no one in the world and the one who should look after her is now also leaving her. [6:  Gold, 2012, p.1]  [7:  Gold, 2012, p.1]  [8:  Ov, Heroides, 3.67-68]  [9:  Ov, Heroides, 3.64]  [10:  Jacobson, 1971, p.343]  [11:  Ov, Heroides, 3.52]  [12:  Ov, Heroides, 3.52] 

As stated, Heroides 3 is a letter from Briseis to Achilles. These characters are from the Homeric story of the Iliad.[footnoteRef:13] Within Homer’s story, Briseis only has 18 lines of speech.[footnoteRef:14] This means that there is relatively little about her or what she feels and believes within the original story. This is yet another reason why Ovid giving her a voice is interesting. Ovid’s writing of Briseis shows her to be desperately in love with Achilles but how this can be interpreted is not clear. One interpretation is that she is the idealised woman, devoted to her man, much like Penelope is presented in the Odyssey. This is seen when she appeals to the traditional roles of spinners and weavers, with references to textiles and weeping that immediately echo Penelope and her long wait for Odysseus. One way she sees to be able to stay with Achilles is by offering her services in the textile trade.[footnoteRef:15] She refers to herself as “a hand well skilled to dress the wool”.[footnoteRef:16] This focus on her being good at weaving and craft mean she is skilled at work that would be traditionally done by a woman. This traditional skill and utter devotion to Achilles places her in a possibly idealised position for that of men. Her wanting emphasises Achilles’ masculinity and attractiveness. It also increases his heroic persona as it places him in a position to Odysseus. The other interpretation is that she is a barbarian ‘other’, like Talestris from the story of Alexander.[footnoteRef:17] At the start of the letter it says that Briseis writes her letter in Greek “by her barbarian hand”.[footnoteRef:18] This could have been written at the start to show how different she is from the women of Rome. Not only is she not Roman but she’s not Greek, which makes her even more of an outsider. Her barbarity could possibly be seen through the drama she put in her letter, with all the rhetorical questions and severe threats to what she will do to herself. This is also supported by the inversion of the form of elegy, maybe giving her a more outspoken appearance.  [13:  Jacobson, 1971, p.332]  [14:  Hom, Iliad, 19.282-300]  [15:  Ov, Heroides, 3.75-76]  [16:  Ov, Heroides, 3.70]  [17:  Curt, Historiae Alexandri Magni, 5.26-28]  [18:  Ov, Heroides, 3.2] 

In traditional love elegy the man is depicted as a slave to love.[footnoteRef:19] However, Briseis is a slave to Achilles both through love and through ownership, making her a double victim. She asks Achilles “as captive let me follow my captor, not as wife my wedded lord”.[footnoteRef:20] Her wanting of Achilles is so much that she would give herself to him and be viewed by him as a slave rather than be left by him. This demoting comment shows her devotion to him and how she would do anything to be by his side. [19:  Skoie, 2012, p.94]  [20:  Ov, Heroides, 3.69] 

Ovid plays between traditional and non-traditional forms of women’s roles, passive and active, idealised and othered. His willingness to give a woman a voice in a society that was not likely to listen to women is a curious idea to look at. This elegy gives women an opinion and shows them with view and ideas that may not have been seen in such a way before. Although, this is not as progressive as it may seem at first. Ovid is a man putting words into a woman’s mouth and writing for a male audience. Everything that is written may be for the pleasure and want of the men who read it, to think that women will yearn for a man in such a way. This could very easily be another form of male fantasy with the illusion of a woman’s voice.
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