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Ovid, full name Publius Ovidius Naso, was a Roman poet in the first century during the rule of Roman Emperor Augustus, previously known as Octavian. Ovid is one of the most influential Latin literature writers, so his work is often seen as important especially for scholars. Although he was in Rome under the rule of Augustus he was banished by Augustus across the black sea where he lived out the rest of his days until his death in 17/18 AD.[footnoteRef:1] Ovid wrote ten known collections that are: Heroides ("The Heroines"), Amores (‘The Loves’), Medicamina Faciei Femineae (‘Women's Facial Cosmetics’), Ars Amatoria (‘The Art of Love’), Remedia Amoris (‘The Cure for Love’), Metamorphoses (‘Transformations’), Fasti (‘The Festivals’), Ibis (‘The Ibis’), Tristia (‘Sorrows’) and Epistulae ex Ponto (‘Letters from the Black Sea’). The Heroides is a collection of twenty-one epic poems which include many mythical characters, including the adventures of Achilles in the Trojan war. In this gobbet Heroides 3 will be analysed. This epic is all about Briseis who was captive of war taken by Achilles. Briseis was a spoil of war and came with a dowry in order to be taken by Achilles. The section that will be focused on takes place when Briseis was once again taken but this time she was taken from Achilles by Agamemnon. As a result of this she wrote a letter to Achilles asking to save her, while he was pouting in his tent refusing to fight. It can be argued that the purpose of including this letter from her in Ovid’s Heroides is to show the male and female dynamics. There is a clear focus on the strong masculinity and lack of female status or importance. It seems that women are only included in histories to benefit the male’s image. This is done in this letter by the diminishing of Briseis’ worth as she is portrayed in a certain light. She is shown to offer to do anything just to be with Achilles again. [1:  Millar, 1993. pp 831–17] 


The first part of the selected passage, lines 51-82, starts with ‘For so many lost to me I still had only you in recompense; you were my master, you my husband, you my brother’.[footnoteRef:2] This line can be interpreted to mean that Briseis was taken from all the male authorities when she was taken as a spoil of war. As a result of this she believes that Achilles is all she has and that he should now become her everything, especially due to the time period women were second to the will of men. In this letter she refers to Achilles alleged promises when she was taken, ‘You swore to me by the godhead of your seaborn mother, and yourself said that my captive’s lot was gain…’[footnoteRef:3], further showing that women were used as material worth to men. The worth of a women during this time was usually in conjunction with marriages where the recipient of the wife also receives a some of money. Briseis’ case was no different in this regard, ‘…yes, that though I come to you with dowry, you may thrust me back, scorning’ the wealth that with me is tendered you!’[footnoteRef:4]. Although there is not much evidence that they were ever married which is shown in further lines when she further puts down her value. [2:  Ovid. Heroides 3. Line 51-52.]  [3:  Ovid. Heroides 3. Line 52-54.]  [4:  Ovid. Heroides 3. Line 54-55.] 


The alleged implication that when she was taken she would be of wife value to Achilles is further disproved to be the case as when she was taken by Agamemnon, she recounts 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:5] This line suggests that Achilles gave up on pouting in his tent refusing to carry on the fight when she was taken but instead was thought to be off on a new voyage. Much like the rest of the epic when Briseis finds out she is being left, she becomes even more hysterical and dramatic. ‘May I be swallowed up, I pray, in sudden yawning of the earth, or consumed by the ruddy fire of careering thunderbolt…’[footnoteRef:6]. This may be due to the nature of the writing tools used when writing an epic poem or the image of how women act that Ovid portrays.  [5:  Ovid. Heroides 3. Line 56-58.]  [6:  Ovid. Heroides 3. Line 61-63.] 


The genealogy of Achilles is also including in the passage with reference to him returning to the ‘hearth of’ his ‘fathers’[footnoteRef:7], which can be interpreted to the returning to his homeland. During this section when Briseis talks about the mythological connections that the great Achilles of the Trojan war has, the gods ‘…Jove and Aegina…’[footnoteRef:8] are mentioned. Jove is another name for the god Jupiter in Roman culture and Zeus in Greek culture. In every culture this god is considered to be a very important god and is often call the ‘god of gods’ so to have family connections to this god in particular is a very powerful mythicization technique often used in literature to immortalise male figures that may or may not have existed. It is also done in the case of Alexander the Great.  [7:  Ovid. Heroides 3. Line 66.]  [8:  Ovid. Heroides 3. Line 70-71. ] 


The rest of the lines diminishes her even more as she offers to be less than a concubine and that Achilles can even have other women who has relations with even as far as marriage. While Briseis is left to do all the domestic tasks, ‘I shall be a lowly slave of yours and spin off the given task…’[footnoteRef:9], such as the spinning to make linen ‘…and the full distaff shall grow slender at the drawing of my threads…’[footnoteRef:10]. The tradition of spinning is a gendered skill which is associated with women, along with other domestic duties. The inclusion of this detail by Ovid further implies the literature technique of using the difference between masculine and feminine and the gender roles that form as a result. This aspect is very commonly found in ancient works as during the time they were written the statues of women were lower than that of men. Although Ovid seems to be giving women a voice in his work as its supposed to written from Briseis perspective, it is actually written from his perspective of how women should be to fit with the society he is writing in. [9:  Ovid. Heroides 3. Line 72.]  [10:  Ovid. Heroides 3. Line 73.] 


In works of literature in varied time periods techniques are used to construct the perfect narrative. In the works of Ovid this is no different. As previously mentioned, he uses the representation of women to show the readers the idealised male and female relationship. Consequently, Ovid subliminally makes a comment on masculinity and femininity to show that a women is used as an object to elevate a males standing, especially when Briseis is shown to be willing to do anything for Achilles if he would just save her. Another perspective to look at the works of Ovid is, the Heroides is written in the form of Roman Elegies with the theme of unrequited love. In the case of Briseis and Achilles, Briseis is portrayed to be the subject who loves Achilles hopelessly. This is shown in many lines throughout the Heroides 3, as she constantly refers to wanting to be with Achilles. Often people of Roman elegies are thought to be writing in this way as they are or have previously experienced this kind of love for themselves. This could be an alternative explanation of the way Ovid wrote this piece. By changing the balance to make the female the one suffering instead of the man. 
Women are usually portrayed in love elegy as having the power over the man who desires them. Here Ovid flips the roles. This is different to Homer’s Iliad in which Achilles declares his love for Briseis calling her, ‘my wife, the darling of my heart,’.[footnoteRef:11] This prompts the question, why does Ovid present Briseis in this way. Lindheim argues that the Iliad emphasis the fate of women to submit to the will of man.[footnoteRef:12] Briseis in Ovid shows she understands this when offering to spin for him. Marriage is mentioned many times, whereby Briseis refers to herself as ‘wife of my wedded lord,’ she also shows how her dowry was rejected. Then Briseis imagines another bride ‘worthy’ enough for Achilles and describes how she would be a servant. Is Ovid emphasising her unworthiness? She is also introduced as a ‘barbarian’ [footnoteRef:13] who can barely write Greek in the start of the Heroides and is shown brazenly taking the male role in elegy. She can be compared to Talestris, Queen of the Amazons, another women who is seen to take the male role in other ancient works and time period.   [11:  Homer. Iliad. 9.264-429]  [12:  Lindheim, S.H. 2003. P60]  [13:  Ovid. Heroides 3. Line 1] 
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