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Ov. Her. 3. 1-38 Critical Commentary
Ovid’s life coincided with the period of Augustus Caesar (formerly Octavian). There were two versions of the Heroides: the single collection and the paired. Briseis is from the single collection whereby the female is the protagonist who is writing to her male counterpart, and so this letter does not include the response received from Achilles. This elegiac narrative aims to be the commentary from the point of a lover over anything else, and all the Heroides fit this ideology using famous key figures from history and creating a different narrative which is from the female standpoint. Resultantly, it makes sense that Ovid these well-known characters as they would be more relevant to the contemporary audience of the time. Ovid’s elegiac writing evokes and exploits the tradition in order to be more relevant to the readers, allowing them to be fully immersed in the experience of the epistolary conventions. Ovid makes claims that he developed the concept of elegiac love letters, however the act of writing letters was not something new and this must always be considered when evaluating this Ovidian medium.
The first aspect to mention within this section of the Heroides is the inversion of gender roles that are apparent as the males have subjected themselves to the women in which the letters were written by. This alteration of hierarchal standards is extremely prevalent in Heroides 3 due to Briseis characterisation as a slave who is pleading for Achilles to rescue her as his actions have caused her to be captured by Agamemnon’s men. This feminisation of elegy can be related to the “Augustan elegiac poetics, but the reverses the usual gender roles”.[footnoteRef:1] This places the piece within the context of an Augustan empire. [1:  Fantuzzi, 2012 :144] 

Ovid begins the epistle with creative imagery in order to depict that his format was that of letter writing. He may have chosen this format in order to suggest the distance between the two characters. As seen in Penelope’s letter to Odysseus, a previous letter within this compilation, there is the physical barrier which separates the two lovers.[footnoteRef:2] This can be contrasted to that of Briseis and Achilles and may be alluding that although they are much closer in proximity, Briseis love and affection towards her beloved can be paradoxically connected to that of Penelope and Odysseus. This may be significant to the contemporary audience as it suggests parallels between Penelope and Briseis, despite their relationships to the recipients of the letters being different. This distance is also further enforced through the letter itself as Briseis could not speak these words to Achilles and instead had to have someone act on her behalf to allow Achilles to read her words. [2:  Ov. Her. 1] 

Creative imagery is also apparent within the first few lines of the epistle where Ovid writes, “Whatever blots you shall see, her tears have made; but tears, too, have none the less the weight of words.”[footnoteRef:3] This emphasis on tears exaggerates Briseis’ despair and is relevant in terms of fictionality as those reading this letter would not be reading the ‘original’ and instead would be reading a manuscript on parchment.[footnoteRef:4] Resultantly, the reader is able to visualise what the letter would have looked like and this can create a sympathetic tone towards Briseis who is completely besotted with the hero Achilles and allows an immediate understanding of how heartbroken she is due to the removal of Achilles from her presence. [3:  Ov. Her. 3. 1-5]  [4:  Original is used here within inverted commas as there was never really a physical copy of such a letter as it was fictitious. ] 

Briseis’ letter is extremely important as it enables both classical and contemporary readers to gain a greater understanding of Briseis and the female voice as a whole. The only other depictions we have as an audience are within Homer’s Iliad, and although Briseis is present, it is difficult to grasp a deeper meaning for her purpose. Ovid’s narration, regardless of its authenticity, is an important instantiation none the less and it would have been well read. Despite this piece being fictional, Ovid, a male poet, is still in charge of the imagery created despite trying to replicate a female viewpoint. This female perspective replaces the typical ideology of fickleness which is placed on women within love elegy as Ovid subjects elite men to such characterisation.
Briseis sees Achilles as both a lover and warrior using the words “beloved” and “master” which may suggest a Stockholm syndrome present which has allowed the Trojan to have such an emotional connection to the Greek, Achilles.[footnoteRef:5]  Brady (2002) suggests that this description of ‘master’ is “an accurate representation of their relationship in epic terms” and can further solidify the idea of Briseis as a possession rather than a person.[footnoteRef:6] This then changes as the epistle divulges and Briseis’ ideas divulge down a different route. [5:  Fantuzzi, 2012: 139]  [6:  Brady, 2002: 23] 

Ovid’s Heroides will typically show the vulnerability of the female voices through their existing familial relationships and children as seen with Penelope’s letter to Ulysses.[footnoteRef:7] However, Briseis does not have such ammunition when writing to Achilles due to her lack of marital status and children. This could explain why Ovid names Ajax, Ulysses and Phoenix of Amyntor when describing to Achilles that if he agrees to fight for Agamemnon then Briseis would be returned to him.[footnoteRef:8] The use of such powerful names hidden within patronymics also allows the readers to remember the significance of Achilles character and in return could give a similar status to that of Briseis who is at current a mere slave. However, Briseis also suggests that alongside many other treasures to be awarded to Achilles, there would also be, “Lesbian girls surpassing fair, maids taken when their home was overthrown; and with all these —though of a bride you have no need—as bride, one of the daughters three of Agamemnon”.[footnoteRef:9] This reinstates exactly what Briseis’ value is in the eyes of Agamemnon and many other elite men as a spoil of war which can be taken and given whenever a man decides. Briseis’ fate is at the hands of Achilles and his decision to re-join the war and Agamemnon. This suggests that despite the allusion of Briseis’ control through her letter writing, she will never have any control of the factors which determine her fate. Briseis has no real jurisdiction except this very letter which is evidential fictional and written by a male poet. Boyd (2018) further elaborates that although Briseis lacks power, her knowledge of the spoils suggest she does have some knowledge of her surroundings and this can chronologically place the writing of this letter after Iliad Book 9.[footnoteRef:10] [7:  Ov. Her. 1. 63]  [8:  Ov. Her. 3. 27]  [9:  Ov. Her. 3. 36-38]  [10:  Boyd, 2018: 97] 

	Ovid’s Heroides is extremely important when discussing the Trojan War, specifically in reference to Achilles and gaining an understanding of his relationships to women. However, this is not the only instantiation where Briseis is prevalent. Homer’s Illiad presents Briseis as a voiceless character which contrasts it greatly from Ovidian poetry and this would have been noted by the audience who would have had a great understanding of the original source text.[footnoteRef:11] This relates to the social, political, and geographical contexts in which Ovid was writing in. Overall, Briseis’ epistle exists to exaggerate the dramatic impact that was present alongside Achilles’ spoils of war being removed by Agamemnon. This characterisation of his female slave as merely a possession accentuates Achilles’ pride and can offer an explanation as to why he did not want to fight alongside the Greek king. However, Ovid does allow the allusion that women could be used to create sympathy accompanying the other epistles within this context, especially those enslaved during the Trojan war.[footnoteRef:12] [11:  Hom. Il]  [12:  Murgatroyd, P. 2017: 36.] 
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