Ovid Heroides 3.51-76 (Loeb translation) Gobbet


This gobbet will analyse Ovid Heroides book 3, lines 51-76. Heroides 3 is an elegiac couplet based on Homer’s Iliad. Written from the perspective of Briseis, it focuses on the relationship between Briseis and Achilles. Writing in the persona of a character, like is the case in the Heroides, was common for Romans of Ovid’s time and class, says scholar Laurel Fulkerson[footnoteRef:2]. Of note is the opinion held by many scholars that Ovid’s Heroides is unreliable in its authenticity, both as a whole and as its individual books - with fifteen singles thought to have been written early in Ovid’s career, while the second series of letters comprise of three pairs of courtship letters, thought to be written later in his career based on the writing style used[footnoteRef:3].  [2:  Fulkerson, L. 2009. “The Heroides: Female Elergy?” in A Companion to Ovid (ed P. E. Knox). p.80.]  [3:  Fulkerson, L. 2009. “The Heroides: Female Elergy?” in A Companion to Ovid (ed P. E. Knox). p.79.; Farrell, Joseph. “Reading and Writing the Heroides.” Harvard Studies in Classical Philology, vol. 98, 1998, p. 308.] 


The epistle of Heroides allows a female voice, in this case Briseis, a minor character in the Iliad. The Heroides singles consist of fifteen poems written from the perspective of females who are writing letters to their lovers. This contrasts Ovid’s Amores (though both elegies) as the Amores are from the perspective of the male lover. In the Iliad there was very little erotic slant on the relationship between Briseis and Achilles. Briseis was, like many other female characters, merely a pawn to be used by the men. Heroides 3 introduces the love angle of their relationship as it is a love elegy.

[bookmark: _GoBack]Heroides 3 line 51, “For so many lost to me I still had only you in recompense;”[footnoteRef:4] eludes to the loss of her family, and her home of Lyrnessus where she was taken from[footnoteRef:5], and that being given to Achilles was the only compensation she received for such a loss.  [4:  Ov. Her. 3.51]  [5:  Hom. Il. 2.690; Hom. Il. 19.292-9] 


Briseis goes on to describe Achilles in line 52, stating “You were my master, you my husband, you my brother.”[footnoteRef:6]. The use of the word master (dominus) tells of Briseis being given to Achilles as a spoil of war, while the descriptions of him being husband (vir) and brother (frater) seems to show how she is defined by Achilles, not only by others but also by herself, showing her dependence on him. This is understandable as her position on the Greek camp was unsafe, not only as a woman being seen as second to men, but also as a slave who was not even a citizen.  [6:  Ov. Her. 3.52] 


Briseis seems to suggest in lines 53 and 54 that Achilles swore by his Devine nymph mother Thetis (“You swore to me by the godhead of your seaborn mother”[footnoteRef:7]) that Briseis’ life as his captive or concubine was better or perhaps safer than, most likely, the alternative with a different master (“and yourself said that my captive’s lot was gain—“[footnoteRef:8]). [7:  Ov. Her. 3.53]  [8:  Ov. Her. 3.54] 


The refusal by Achilles to take Briseis as his wife with a dowry is described by a possibly angered Briseis in lines 55 and 56 – “yes, that though I come to you with dowry, you may thrust me back, scorning’ the wealth that with me is tendered you!” 

Heroides 3 lines 57 and 58 describe Briseis having heard of Achilles’ possibility plans to leave – “Nay, ’tis even said that when tomorrow’s dawn shall have shone forth, you mean to unfurl your linen sails to the cloud-bringing winds of the south.”[footnoteRef:9] In lines 59-60 Briseis describes her terror at the prospect of Achilles leaving, without her, unknowing as to why - “When the monstrous tale fell on my wretched and terror-stricken ears, the blood went from my breast, and with it my senses fled.”[footnoteRef:10] [9:  Ov. Her. 3.57-8]  [10:  Ov. Her. 3.59-60] 


Lines 61 and 62 highlight how precarious Briseis’ situation is, as without Achilles, her perceived safety is lost - “and to whom do you leave me, O hardened of heart? Who shall afford me gentle solace, left behind?”[footnoteRef:11]. Briseis’ situation is not the same as the puella in love elegy like the Amores, where the lovers have other options if a relationship fails. Briseis is isolated, and she sees Achilles as the only one that can keep her safe.  [11:  Ov. Her. 3.61-2] 


In 63-4, Briseis laments her lot, saying “May I be swallowed up, I pray, in sudden yawning of the earth, or consumed by the ruddy fire of careering thunderbolt,”[footnoteRef:12]. [12:  Ov. Her. 3.63-4 ] 


Lines 65 to 67 seem to show an omniscient awareness of the events in the Iliad, namely those that occurred in book 9. “E’er that, without me, the seas foam white with Phthian oars, and I am left behind to see your ships fare forth! If it please you now to return to the hearth of your fathers,”[footnoteRef:13] –eludes to the Iliad 9.363 where Achilles threatens to set sail in the morning for Phthia, the home of his father Peleus[footnoteRef:14]. This omniscience could be classes as dramatic irony, as the reader would be aware of the events of the Iliad and where Heroides 3 takes place in the events of that work.  [13:  Ov. Her. 3.65-7]  [14:  Hom. Il. 9.363 ] 


In lines 68 to 70, shows Briseis attempting to convince Achilles to not leave her by professing her love for him. Line 68, “I am no great burden to your fleet.”[footnoteRef:15], shows the beginning of her pleading. Line 69 continues to shows Briseis beseeching Achilles to not abandon her. “As captive let me follow my captor, not as wife my wedded lord;”[footnoteRef:16] highlighting that she would be just his slave despite the position of inferiority rather than as his wife in an attempt to convince Achilles.  [15:  Ov. Her. 3.68]  [16:  Ov. Her. 3.69 ] 


Line 70 concludes this thread of Briseis’ pleading, stating “I have a hand well skilled to dress the wool.”[footnoteRef:17] Here, she implores him that she would be an asset to him on account of her womanly skills with wool that men were not typically in possession of. Briseis is used to show the love elegy situation exclusus amator, where a lover voices complaints against being separated from them.  [17:  Ov. Her. 3.70] 


Lines 71-2 mention Briseis’ perspective of Achilles bride, “The most beauteous by far among the women of Achaea will come to the marriage-chamber as your bride— and may she come!—”[footnoteRef:18]. Briseis seems encouraging of this prospect, likely due to her understanding of her place as a slave. Lines 73 and 74 continues the previous theme, as well as highlighting how Ovid often consulted many versions of the same myth[footnoteRef:19]. This is shown in Heroides 3 with the references to Achilles’ parentage. Line 73 mentions “the grandchild of Jove and Aegina”[footnoteRef:20], hinting at Achilles’ paternal grandfather Aeacus who was the son of Jupiter and the sea-nymph Aegina. Line 74 - “and one whom ancient Nereus would welcome as his grandson’s bride.”[footnoteRef:21] - again shows the knowledge of Achilles’ family history, with the mention of Thetis’ father and therefore Achilles’ grandfather. These references may be a way to show Briseis’ deference of Achilles and his heroic nature by mentioning his godly ancestors. Her statement of Achilles finding “a bride worthy of her lord’s father”[footnoteRef:22] again suggests to her deference and, as Fulkerson stated, that Briseis “undermines herself at ever step”[footnoteRef:23]. This assertion by Fulkerson is given credence with the final lines of this extract, lines 75 and 76,  which state “As for me, I shall be a lowly slave of yours and spin off the given task, and the full distaff shall grow slender at the drawing of my threads.”[footnoteRef:24] [18:  Ov. Her. 3.71-2]  [19:  Fulkerson, L. 2009. “The Heroides: Female Elergy?” in A Companion to Ovid (ed P. E. Knox). p.81.]  [20:  Ov. Her. 3.73 ]  [21:  Ov. Her. 3.74 ]  [22:  Ov. Her. 3.73]  [23:  Fulkerson, L. 2005. “A feminine reading of epic: Briseis and Hermione”in The Ovidian heroine as author: reading, writing and community in the Heroides. p.106. ]  [24:  Ov. Her. 3.75-6 ] 


Ovid in Heroides 3 gave Briseis, an otherwise minor, undeveloped character in the Iliad, a fuller, if subservient, personality. Briseis is seen by many, according to Fulkerson, as being the failure of the Heroides singles for this reason[footnoteRef:25]. What is clear in in Heroides 3 is that Briseis sees events in how they effect her and her relationship with Achilles, rather than the bigger picture of the Trojan War as shown in Homer’s Iliad, only caring about the embassy’s success as it would mean her return to Achilles.  [25:  Fulkerson, L. 2005. “A feminine reading of epic: Briseis and Hermione”in The Ovidian heroine as author: reading, writing and community in the Heroides. p.106. ] 
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