Ovid’s Heroides gives a voice to the women who are often looked over in the Greek myths. Each poem is written as a letter from one woman to her husband, or partner, giving them a voice where they are often silent.[footnoteRef:1] Heroides three focuses on the character of Briseis, a trojan princess who was taken by Achillies as a war prize. Within the Iliad she is a strange juxtaposition that she is the cause of many of the major plot points within the Trojan war, but she does not actively do much. She speaks very rarely, most notably when gives her lament after Achillies death. Ovid gives this very significant but quiet character an active voice with this letter and allows us to understand and relate to her struggles and suffering.  [1:  Ovid, Heroides, Trans Harold Isbell, (Penguin Books, 1900, this edition 2004) p.viii] 

The poem overall is a letter from Briseis, to Achillies, asking him to rejoin the fighting in the trojan war, and to claim her back as a war prize, after she was taken by Agamemnon, the letter devolves as it progresses from Briseis begging for Achillies to take action to her requesting that Achillies doesn’t forget her or leave her on the Trojan shores.[footnoteRef:2]  [2:  For the most part until specifically specified I have used the Harold Isbell translation of this work] 

The poem starts by introducing us to our speaking character, the letter comes from ‘stolen Briseis,’[footnoteRef:3] who is described as an ‘alien who learnt some Greek’[footnoteRef:4] this allows us to understand our narrator better, someone who feels isolated and alone, the usage of the word Alien in the modern translation gives imagery of people who can never return home no matter how much they may want to. Ovid also notes that the text is ‘blurred by fallen tears,’[footnoteRef:5] this serves to effectively set the scene to the audience, the understanding that this is going to be a tragic letter – contextually the people who would consume these letters would be those in the upper classes, those who could afford to see these letters read.[footnoteRef:6] [3:  Ovid, Heroides, Trans Harold Isbell, (Penguin Books, 1900, this edition 2004) p.21]  [4:  Ibid. 21]  [5:  Ibid. 21]  [6:  E A Mackay, Signs of Orality. The Oral Tradition and its Influence in the Greek and Roman World (Byrn Mawr Classical Review,1999)] 

Briseis addresses Achilles differently depending on translation, in the translation of J. Nunn et al 1813 Briseis refers to him as ‘lord and husband,’ in a more modern translation by A. S. Kline from 2001 the same titles are translated as ‘lover, and master,’ the actual Latin is ‘dominoque viroque’[footnoteRef:7] which can be translated either way correctly, this dual meaning is perhaps on purpose, Achillies is all of the those things to Briseis, she is his slave, making him master and lord, lover and husband can also be very similar translations but each variation adds a differing spin onto the contents of the letter.  [7:  Ovid, The Heroides, (The Latin Library) https://www.thelatinlibrary.com/ovid/ovid.her3.shtml [Accessed 6/5/2024]] 

Briseis details her experiences through the Iliad, she  lays out what happened to her, her being take from Achillies by Agamemnon. Interestingly, Briseis’ writes of Achillies, ‘failed’ her, ‘by too easily giving,’ her ‘up,’[footnoteRef:8] someone who knows of the Iliad, would know this to be false Achillies is so upset by Briseis being taken away from him, he stops fighting for Agamemnon until Patroclus is killed.[footnoteRef:9] In the Iliad we don’t know what Briseis sees and experiences while she is with Agamemnon, he states the two did not sleep together but how truthful he is being cannot be determined, in this poem Briseis backs this up as well, although again to what extent she is being honest cannot be determined easily.[footnoteRef:10] The implication here however is that she doesn’t know about his actions after she is stolen away from him – adding onto the underlining dramatic irony that colours her writing. The audience knows the fate of Achillies the moment he returns to the field, that this request for her to continue fighting will lead to his early death.[footnoteRef:11] [8:   Ovid, Heroides, Trans Harold Isbell, (Penguin Books, 1900, this edition 2004) p.21]  [9:  Homer, Iliad, Translation by Samuel Butler, Book XXIV. (http://classics.mit.edu/Homer/iliad.24.xxiv.html)  [Accessed 3/5/2024]]  [10:  Ibid. 23]  [11:  Homer, Iliad, Translation by Samuel Butler, Book XXIV. (http://classics.mit.edu/Homer/iliad.24.xxiv.html)  [Accessed 3/5/2024]] 

Briseis continues her lament, asking why Achillies would 'Oppose my [Briseis] return to you,’[footnoteRef:12] here she is given a very active voice, and with it she lays out the continuing theme for the letter – that she feels as if she has been abandoned by Achillies as both a husband and master. Actively, the writing implies that Briseis does not necessarily love Achillies as a husband but sees him as security, as the letter progresses she switches from referring to Achillies as her husband and instead refers to herself as ‘captive’ or as a ‘slave; spinning out my day’s work until the distaff; once full of new wool grows thin as threads; are drawn from it.’[footnoteRef:13] It’s an interesting metaphor, Briseis was a noble woman before her capturing by Achillies and her acceptance of her fall from her pervious station, and allows for the audience to understand that Briseis is happy to go anywhere where Achillies is, no matter what status that means she has, she’s “happy” as long as she is with him. Although, she does also note that she knows how to deal with wool[footnoteRef:14] so it may not be her abandoning all pretence of status.  [12:  Ovid, Heroides, Trans Harold Isbell, (Penguin Books, 1900, this edition 2004) p.21]  [13:  Ibid. 23 ]  [14:  Ibid. 23] 

The character of Briseis is both an integral and minor part of the Iliad. She speaks rarely, most extremely when she laments the death of Patroclus in book 19.[footnoteRef:15] She does however silently impact the rest of the poem as it is Agamemnon taking her as compensation for Chryseis, this is the major source of conflict for the Iliad and is the course for Achillies leaving the war and sulking until the death of Patroclus.[footnoteRef:16] From Greek sources not much of her personality can be distinguished, the Iliad does not even name her fully, referring to her as the daughter of Brises.[footnoteRef:17] there is a probable Ancient Egyptian source, but this is an artwork showing her being  taken away from Achillies camp.[footnoteRef:18] Ovid is the first writer to attempt to give her a rounded voice, the poem wouldn’t pass the Bechdel test, it’s entire contents is about her feeling about a man (And there is no conversation).  [15:  Homer, Iliad, Translation by Samuel Butler, Book XXIV. (http://classics.mit.edu/Homer/iliad.24.xxiv.html)  [Accessed 3/5/2024]]  [16:  Britannica, Achilles, (https://www.britanica.com/topic/Achilles-Greek-mythology [Accessed  6/5/2024] ]  [17:  C. Due, Homeric Varriations of a Lament by Briseis, (Rowman & Littlefield, 2002) (https://nrs.harvard.edu/urn-3:hul.ebook:CHS_Due.Homeric_Variations_on_a_Lament_by_Briseis.2002) [Accessed 6/5/2024)  ]  [18:  Library of Congress, Abduction of Briseis, (https://www.loc.gov/item2021668104/ [Accessed 6/5/2024]] 

Briseis is also seemingly feels a level of responsibility for what has happened to her, she calls out to Achillies, ‘What act of mine has cheapened me in your eyes?’[footnoteRef:19] Exactly where she gets this idea rationally isn’t expanded upon within the text – however this could be read as a lament, or rhetorical question, Briseis crying out to those around her in anguish at her situation, it is also the first turning point of the letter down into her deep loneliness as it continues.[footnoteRef:20] [19:   Ovid, Heroides, Trans Harold Isbell, (Penguin Books, 1900, this edition 2004) p.22]  [20:  Ibid. 20] 

Briseis invokes sexual imagery,  in the hopes of enticing Achillies back to her, but instead of focusing on the sexual aspects of what she is saying she uses words like ‘Stir your heart’[footnoteRef:21] the implication being that what she holds in her heart for Achillies is inherently romantic rather than sexual, she also references her own emotional state citing that her ‘tears and silence will crush’[footnoteRef:22] Achillies – implying as well that the feelings he feels for her are romantic at their core.  [21: Ibid. 24 ]  [22:  Ibid. 24] 

Ovid’s depiction of women is incredibly unique for the Roman world. The poet is known for his subversive works, that go against the wishes of the ruling classes around him.[footnoteRef:23] His Ars Amatoria played the line of the times; with its modern messaging, clashing against the early republics ideas of a good nation.[footnoteRef:24] It is however significant to note it is still not a ‘feminist’ depiction, Ovid is still writing with the social conditioning of a 1st Century AD Roman Empire. Brisieis’ is not given the ability to speak about her own life, and the focus is on her in relation to men.  [23:  J. C. Thibault, The Mystery of Ovid’s Exile (University of California Press, 1964) p. 30-32]  [24:  Ibid. 33] 

Briseis lament culminates in her begging for orders from Achillies,  she pleads with him ‘But I beg you, whether you decide to remain; or leave, be my Lord, command that I go with you.’[footnoteRef:25] While following the common theme of desperation that follows through the whole poem, the imagery invoked is that of soldiers, thematically linked with the ideas of the Trojan war. The letter also ends with a very different request , and seemingly a more honest one – and one that mirrors sections of Achillies own change of heart on Briseis throughout the Iliad going from a man who describes himself as her loving husband to wishing she was dead, perhaps mirrored in Briseis thoughts of her loving husband to commander and owner by the end.  [25:  Ovid, Heroides, Trans Harold Isbell, (Penguin Books, 1900, this edition 2004) p.25
] 
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