Critical commentary of Ovid, Heroides III, 51-82.

Ovid, born 43 BC, can be considered one of the Augustan poets who grew up during the principate. Others such as Virgil and Horace had already established themselves as statesmen and poets while it was Ovid who was a product of the Augustan poetic movement itself (Griffin, 2005, p. 306). His elegiac prose was never particularly in line with Augustan messaging of duty, morality and virtus. Of course, Ovid was not solely the only elegiac in the Augustan period; Propertius enjoyed Augustan (and Maecenas’) friendship while writing love-poetry yet Ovid is widely remembered by historians, and perhaps his contemporaries, for his exile to Tomis in 8 AD. Perhaps for breaking the leges Juliae of 18 BC, establishing strict laws against adultery and laws which restricted the circumventions upper-class Romans were abusing, usually by betrothing themselves to young girls, to sleep around with whomever they wished. Though, the Heroides are not written during Ovid’s exile, whose poetry stylistically wildly changes (Coon, 1927, p. 360.), they are written while Ovid still enjoyed freedom and the benefits which came with a new-found peace and ‘Golden age’ of poetry in Rome.

	The Heroides set themselves apart by Ovid’s choice to have a female voice and point of view in each poem, this choice allows Ovid to question and try to perceive the power, or perhaps lack of, that women have in relationships, Homeric and even contemporary Roman. Briseis as a character in the Iliad is famously the catalyst for the feud between Achilles and Agammemnon and is not allowed the same autonomy that Ovid portrays in the Heroides. To compare the position of Briseis in the Heroides and the Iliad from the perspective of Briseis herself shows us the disparity of power that she has in this relationship. Although a woman of great beauty and the reason for the feud between Achilles and Agamemnon, she is discarded by Achilles; “I am left behind” (Ov. Her. 3.66). This coincides with the Homeric tradition, as Briseis pales in comparison with Patroclus and his death in book 19, Achilles’ true soul mate and partner. Briseis, however, is a statement of his kleos, his honour as a warrior, which has been ripped away from him. It is not Briseis he wants, as he has other slave-women to accompany him but it is rather the status of Briseis and the honour that is associated with owning a multitude of concubines that attracts Achilles. This, in turn, is represented through Briseis’ dejected perspective in Ovid’s prose. 

	Lines 51-82 are common with the theme of dejection, powerlessness and the attempts Briseis makes to gain favour back with Achilles, though it is assumed that it is unrequited. Jacobson (1971, p. 332) correctly states that Homer and the Iliad played a large role in the Roman educational curriculum, thus, the figure of Briseis would be known to a Roman audience, elite and non-aristocrat alike, so the new focus on Briseis highlights the lost female voice lost in an overwhelmingly male narrative. Briseis is shown as almost supplicating herself to Achilles and his love; “you swore to me … I come to you with dowry” (Ov. Her. 3. 53-55). Ovid here highlights the power of Achilles dejection and the effect that it has on Briseis. For she, now taken from her home, only has Achilles left who himself no longer seems to have interest in her or even the dowry, which may be an intertextual reference to Agamemnon’s gift to Achilles in book 19 (Hom. Il. 19. 194-5) or the booty that Achilles won from sacking Lyrnessos. The theme of unrequited love in the Heroides is further shown in lines 68-71, Ovid portrays shows Briseis’ state of supplication and begging to defeat, casting away the thought of her being a wife and lover to Achilles and placing herself back as a “captive.” Ovid highlights the sense of defeat that she feels in the face of a wholly disinterested Achilles, one so wrapped up in Trojan war and his own personal quarrels. “I have a hand well skilled to dress … wool.” (Ov. Her. 3.69), since physical qualities are not enough for Achilles, Briseis again tries to offer herself to him through her skills at weaving, assumedly even weaving for a prospective future wife of Achilles placing herself as a slave to her. Spentzou (2003, p. 115) asserts that Briseis is “impregnated by expressions of servility” and this is seen throughout the passage and quotes above. Briseis, who would be a great spoil for any other Greek in the Iliad, is cast away by Achilles and Ovid explores the lengths Briseis has to go to maintain her appearance as a worthy prize. Ovid portrays her as willing to demean herself as a “lowly slave” and “shall grow slender” (Ov. Her. 3.74-5). Physical allure is removed from Briseis, Ovid highlights the almost obsessive love Briseis maintains for Achilles, she is willing to be this unattractive slave figure, not a bride nor concubine even, just to be in his presence and his household and even willing to be in the service of his future wife (Ov. Her. 3.78-80). 
	Since the Heroides play and twist with Greek and Roman mythic tradition, the character of Briseis is intertextually linked with the Iliad, and only the Iliad as Briseis does not feature in any other large quantities of mythic tradition (Jacobson, 1971, p. 339). From lines such as “you mean to unfurl your linen sails” (Ov. Her. 3.58-9), it is assumed that Briseis is writing her letter during the Achaean embassy to Achilles, where he proclaims his desire to leave Troy. Again, since the voice of Briseis is Ovid’s rendition of Homeric canon, it is unknown if Briseis would have been aware of this nether the less it is used by Ovid to portray the tragic condition she finds herself in. Bolton (2009, pp. 273-4) links the usage of water in the Heroides to the “idea of sexual experience”. However, this is only true for the male characters in which Ovid is basing the Heroides in. To account lines 51-82 into this; Achilles, upon his “fleet” of ships, will find a new “bride” away from Briseis and Troy. Unlike other narratives in the Heroides, the male hero has not yet escaped so Ovid portrays Briseis as selling herself to Achilles as the perfect slave, and perhaps, the perfect wife. Bolton further adds to this; “this separation may be the separation of silence rather than … space” (2009, p. 274). Achilles, in these lines is portrayed as distant and emotionless. Ovid of course does not give him a voice, his voice is in the Iliad, yet the pathos of the letter addressed to him shows how deeply affected Briseis is by his dismissal of her. “Who shall afford me … solace, left behind?” (Ov. Her. 3.62-3); Ovid further plays with the intertextuality between the Heroides and the Iliad. To Briseis, Achilles is the best of the Achaeans yet in his rejection of her, she is left behind with no one by her side. It can be assumed that Ovid portrays her in this liminal space between Agamemnon and Achilles, the former is underserving of her love yet the latter is refusing the accept her (and her love).
To conclude, Ovid portrays Briseis as a wholly tragic figure within the canon of the Iliad. Her love is unrequited no matter how much she gives up her own reputation and self-worth: “she remains no more than a helpless … slave.” (Jacobson, 1974, p. 25). Through a unique form of love poetry, Ovid is allowed to capture, his interpretation, the pathos and voice of a female character so paramount to the feud between Achilles and Agamemnon yet again so easily dismissed by the two later. The Heroides III, 51-82, go to highlight the great effect war, for Briseis would have never gotten captured without a Trojan war, and the male dominated space has on women and the dynamics of unrequited love, though rarely seen through the eyes of a woman. 
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