	
	
	



Through Ovid’s Heroides we get a glimpse into the thoughts of Briseis, the war prize that Achillies takes when he sacks her city during the war against Troy. While Ovid's letter is from Briseis point of view and is one of the first pieces to give her a voice Briseis is still confined to the gender expectations of the time it was written. As Ovid was thought to be writing his Herodies between 25 and 16 BC under the reign of Augustus which was a period characterised by its harsh restrictions and gendered expectations on women[footnoteRef:19365]. With Briseis being characterised as a woman who is grieving for her past relationship with Achillies, fearful of what her future will hold yet still a woman prepared to try and find a way out of her situation.  [19365:  Bier A. Rachel, Ovid's Insight into the Minds of Abandoned Women, 2013, Honours Bachelor of Arts, Paper 1, P 13, Available at: https://www.exhibit.xavier.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1000&context=hab#:~:text=He%20was%20separated%20from%20his,was%20exiled%20in%208%20A.D., (Accessed 25 April 2024)] 

[bookmark: _Int_uDEgo7B9]In the Iliad where the character of Briseis first appeared she is more of a plot device to begin Homers epic than a character in the story itself. She is described as a beautiful woman who belongs to Achillies who claimed her as a war prize after he sacked her home and killed her entire family, due to actions outside of her control she is then given over to Agamemnon as compensation due to the fact that Agamemnon had to give up his own war bride[footnoteRef:3301]. From the beginning we see that Briseis has a distinct lack of agency in her life due to her status as a slave and that her wants are not taken into consideration.  [3301:  Homer, Iliad, trans Murry A.T, 1924, Harvard University Press, London, Perseus Digital Library: https://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/text?doc=Perseus%3Atext%3A1999.01.0134%3Abook%3D1, (Accessed April 24 2024)] 

[bookmark: _Int_QNVRTziN][bookmark: _Int_VT2QX7BV][bookmark: _Int_NL9Bfmt8][bookmark: _Int_f7O7vzJA][bookmark: _Int_KBhw4FTe][bookmark: _Int_Uh3fTeLt][bookmark: _Int_TthVBoQI][bookmark: _Int_P7bDchLz][bookmark: _Int_0gX1QQXE][bookmark: _Int_1WkrqEyt][bookmark: _Int_uN9cJuYL]We see this theme continued in Ovid’s Heroides where Briseis laments that ‘Alas! When torn from you, I gave no parting kiss: but my tears flowed without ceasing.’[footnoteRef:13697] Displaying that she not only had no choice in where she was sent or who she was given to because of her status as a slave and that because of this her wishes of being able to see Achilles one last time were not heeded. We see in her letter that Briseis is desperate for Achilles to come and take her away from the awful situation she has found herself in. Throughout the text we can also see Briseis fear of abandonment by Achillies, a fear that is arguably validated in the text as we can see and sympathise with Briseis confusion that Achillies is still refusing her take her back even when he's been presented with many gifts[footnoteRef:6985]. As Briseis laments once again ‘You refuse to accept me with gifts, which had Agamemnon consented to my ransom you ought to with joy to have carried to him. What have I done thus to merit your neglect, Achilles?’[footnoteRef:10068] In her unstable position she has no choice but to hope that Achilles will take her back. And while in the text it’s presented as a tragic love affair from Briseis perspective we are never given any indication of Achilles feelings for her leaving both the reader and Briseis in this unstable position where she feels as if she has been discarded by a man who she thought cared for her[footnoteRef:3042]. Which clearly for the love that is being presented in the letter is a tragedy for Briseis. Yet it should be acknowledged that Achillies was also Briseis only lifeline. Not only was she a slave without a family to return to if she even managed to escape or was freed, but she was also considered to be a barbarian as she wasn't a Greek[footnoteRef:20194]. Therefore, she couldn't even use that as a means of protection as the Greeks often looked down upon all those who weren't Greek as we see in plenty of accounts that those who didn't claim Greek descent were thought of as lesser[footnoteRef:21559]. Without Achilles and his supposed love for her there is this possibility that she would be sold off again and I would argue that we are constantly reminded of this by the fact that when Briseis speaks of her loss of family she says that ‘Yet all these losses were recompensed in you and you alone; you were to me instead of a husband, a lord, a brother.’[footnoteRef:22084] While upon first reading this may come off as another romantic declaration by Briseis it highlights that whatever her feelings for him Achilles is her lord and master and ever her romantic feelings for Achilles are tangled up in her feelings for him as her lord. It's an inescapable fact of their relationship, she has to obey him.  [13697:  Naso Ovid Publius, The Epistles of Ovid, Briseis to Achilles, trans, Nunn. J, Priestly. R, Lea.R, Rodwell. J, 1813, Perseus Digital Library: https://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/text.jsp?doc=Perseus%3Atext%3A1999.02.0085%3Apoem%3D3, (Accessed 24 April 2024)]  [6985:  Isbell Harold, Ovid Heroides, 1990, Penguin Books, P 19]  [10068:  Naso Ovid Publius, The Epistles of Ovid, Briseis to Achilles, trans, Nunn. J, Priestly. R, Lea.R, Rodwell. J, 1813, Perseus Digital Library: https://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/text.jsp?doc=Perseus%3Atext%3A1999.02.0085%3Apoem%3D3, (Accessed 24 April 2024)]  [3042:  Isbell Harold, Ovid Heroides, 1990, Penguin Books, P 20]  [20194:  Glaicar Taylor Brieanne, Briseis’ Elegiac Failure in Heroides 3, 2017, Department of History and Classics, University of Alberta, P 46, Available at: https://era.library.ualberta.ca/items/641a56ff-48ad-42d9-bc76-bb73e2218121/view/494b3ec6-3ae0-434b-b108-7d82bdcffc49/Glaicar_Brieanne_T_201704_MA.pdf, (Accessed 24 April 2024)]  [21559:  Concordia University, Greeks and Barbarians: The Genesis of Hellenic International Thought, (no date), Available at: https://spectrum.library.concordia.ca/id/eprint/983158/1/Greeks-and-Barbarians.pdf, (Accessed 24 April 2024)]  [22084:  Naso Ovid Publius, The Epistles of Ovid, Briseis to Achilles, trans, Nunn. J, Priestly. R, Lea.R, Rodwell. J, 1813, Perseus Digital Library: https://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/text.jsp?doc=Perseus%3Atext%3A1999.02.0085%3Apoem%3D3, (Accessed 24 April 2024)] 

[bookmark: _Int_J5gFrTbF][bookmark: _Int_zfRwLfRm][bookmark: _Int_Gql2kHcw][bookmark: _Int_VFRlU9MI][bookmark: _Int_lqVaOcll][bookmark: _Int_svj6wmEF]it should arguably be taken into account that while Briseis feelings for Achilles may be genuine she also may be trying to manipulate him into taking her back by playing on Achilles sense of pride in his bravery and trying to rouse his guilt at leaving her. Which suggests that Briseis isn't just a woman wracked by grief over a lost love but an intelligent woman who is willing to use the intimate knowledge of her captor and lover to manipulate him into coming back for her. She even brings up Achilles duty as a member of the Greek army. Stating that ‘Meleager took up arms at the request of his wife.’[footnoteRef:24716] Implying that while she may not be his wife she's willing to take on the responsibilities if one to aid him in his war against Troy, her own people, indicating to the reader that despite everything Briseis is still able to uphold the warriors code and conduct and can see the bigger picture of what is happening in the war[footnoteRef:14537]. Perhaps even better than Achilles can. Which arguably fits with Ovid’s notion of giving these women a voice in their own narratives.  [24716:  Naso Ovid Publius, The Epistles of Ovid, Briseis to Achilles, trans, Nunn. J, Priestly. R, Lea.R, Rodwell. J, 1813, Perseus Digital Library: https://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/text.jsp?doc=Perseus%3Atext%3A1999.02.0085%3Apoem%3D3, (Accessed 24 April 2024)]  [14537:  Winkler M. Martin, Troy: From Homers Iliad to Hollywood Epic, 2007, Blackwell Publishing, P 155, Available at: https://classics.domains.skidmore.edu/lit-campus-only/secondary/Film/Allen%202007.pdf, (Accessed 24 April 2024)] 

[bookmark: _Int_T11EjEnl][bookmark: _Int_J4BDUKI1][bookmark: _Int_FJQ4pFLL][bookmark: _Int_NA8HQJ6K][bookmark: _Int_obnXHVLR]Yet it's important to note when the Heroides were being written as Ovid was living in the Rome Empire under Augustus and was also exiled under Augustus reign, possibly for his knowledge of a conspiracy against the emperor that involved Augustus grandchildren[footnoteRef:11967]. Or possibly for a poem or writings that were considered to be subversive to the laws of that period, particularly the Julian laws[footnoteRef:23318]. As under Augustus there was a rapid change in social policy regarding marriage that took the form in 18 BC as the Julian marriage laws[footnoteRef:2027]. These new laws were made to promote marriage and the procreation of children. It also made adultery illegal and punishable by death or exile[footnoteRef:20277]. The thought for many of these laws were put in place due to Augustus concern that the population was decreasing and with the new laws it was clear that he was hoping for an increase in the population[footnoteRef:5146]. As these laws cemented the position of Roman women as subordinate to their husbands and their fathers, with much of the rhetoric about women at the time being negative with women even being blamed for the fall of Rome due to their apparent lack of morality[footnoteRef:5670]. Many of the poems Ovid wrote were often concerned with this perceived ‘immorality’ as he seemed to be normalising and in a way promoting adultery amongst women[footnoteRef:11006]. Which went directly against what Augustus wished when it came to how women should behave both inside and outside of the home as he was a strict traditionalist.  [11967:  Goold P. G, The Cause of Ovid’s Exile, 1983, University of Illinois Press, Illionois Classical Studies, Vol 8, No 1, P 102]  [23318:  Goold P. G, The Cause of Ovid’s Exile, 1983, University of Illinois Press, Illionois Classical Studies, Vol 8, No 1, P 100]  [2027:  Frank. I. Richard, Augustus’ Legislation on Marriage and Children, 1975, University of California Press, California Studies in Classical Antiquities, Vol 8, P 44]  [20277:  Tursi Mary, The Shift in Womens Rights During the Augustan Age, 2016, The First Year Papers 2010-Present, Trinity Collage Digital Repository Hartford, P 2, Available at: https://digitalrepository.trincoll.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1069&context=fypapers, (Accessed 25 April 2024)]  [5146:  Tursi Mary, The Shift in Womens Rights During the Augustan Age, 2016, The First Year Papers 2010-Present, Trinity Collage Digital Repository Hartford, P 3, Available at: https://digitalrepository.trincoll.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1069&context=fypapers, (Accessed 25 April 2024)]  [5670:  Tursi Mary, The Shift in Womens Rights During the Augustan Age, 2016, The First Year Papers 2010-Present, Trinity Collage Digital Repository Hartford, P 3, Available at: https://digitalrepository.trincoll.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1069&context=fypapers, (Accessed 25 April 2024)]  [11006:  Tursi Mary, The Shift in Womens Rights During the Augustan Age, 2016, The First Year Papers 2010-Present, Trinity Collage Digital Repository Hartford, P 1, Available at: https://digitalrepository.trincoll.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1069&context=fypapers, (Accessed 25 April 2024)] 

[bookmark: _Int_x4Yb6EFh][bookmark: _Int_3lzCK1cu]And arguably we can see this perception of women in Briseis to Achilles as much of the poem is dedicated to Briseis mourning of the loss of Achilles and begging him to take her back, focusing on the relationship they had shared while often glossing over or excusing away the more uncomfortable parts of their dynamic such as Achilles sacking of Briseis home and the murder of her family and husband at his hands. In many ways we see Briseis as the model of Roman womanhood with her even reassuring Achilles that ‘One of the captives, I remember, called me a mistress. You only increase, said I, the weight of my servitude by that name.[footnoteRef:20482]’ Once again aligning Briseis with these ideals that were being pushed in Augusten Rome. She also confirms to Achilles that Agamemnon didn't touch her, and this reinforces the fact that Briseis is clearly trying to live by the standards of what was expected for a wife in Rome despite the fat she can never be Achilles bride[footnoteRef:20491]. Yet this is also an interesting dichotomy for the figure of Briseis as while she may not consider herself a mistress, she is sleeping with another womans husband. As Briseis herself acknowledges earlier in the poem when she begs Achilles that ‘grant only that your wife, who I fear will regard me as a rival, be not suffered to treat me cruelly[footnoteRef:24188].’ While in another text this may be thought of as subversive that Briseis would want to upset the status quo of the home by returning with Achilles as his mistress, yet she wishes to return with Achilles as simply another one of his slaves and not as his lover.  [20482:  Naso Ovid Publius, The Epistles of Ovid, Briseis to Achilles, trans, Nunn. J, Priestly. R, Lea.R, Rodwell. J, 1813, Perseus Digital Library: https://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/text.jsp?doc=Perseus%3Atext%3A1999.02.0085%3Apoem%3D3, (Accessed 25 April 2024)]  [20491:  Frank I. Richard, Augusts Legislation on Marriage and Children, 1975, University of California Press, California Studies in Classical Antiquity, Vol 8, P 44]  [24188:  Naso Ovid Publius, The Epistles of Ovid, Briseis to Achilles, trans, Nunn. J, Priestly. R, Lea.R, Rodwell. J, 1813, Perseus Digital Library: https://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/text.jsp?doc=Perseus%3Atext%3A1999.02.0085%3Apoem%3D3, (Accessed 25 April 2024)] 

In conclusion while Ovid grants Briseis her own voice in this letter that voice is very much confined within the gender expectations of the period Ovid was writing in. As while there is some subversive messaging woven into the text with Briseis place in Achilles life in the end the text only serves to reenforced gender expectations and the expectations on the role of women in relationships. 
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