	1500 words: Critical commentary on Heroides 3.1-38 - Achilles and Briseis	
Through this essay, I will be looking at the relationship between Achilles and Briseis that is shown through her letters in Ovid’s Heroides that are written and inserted between books of The Iliad aiming to give reason as to why Achilles acts the way that he does within the epic and show how this affected other people close to him, including Briseis, as she was taken away from him by Agammemnon. Ovid’s Heroides were written as a collection of Latin poems in a style that was elegiac in order to be similar to an epic but not on the same scale. While we do not know when exactly the Heroides was written, there have been scholars who have looked into dating the piece such as Knox[footnoteRef:1] who states that the only collection of Heroides dates before another work of Ovid’s called Amores. [1:  Knox, Peter E (1995)] 

Firstly, the language throughout this section of her letter and how Briseis addresses Achilles is that of somebody who is shown and written as being very close to him and wanting to be with him. Briseis describes herself as “stolen” and Achilles as her “master and beloved” again showing both their roles in their relationship and their deep ties to one another amidst the huge war that is taking place that Achilles will be fighting in. Briseis herself comes across in her letter as a grieving wife and somebody that cares deeply about who she has attached herself to, that being Achilles, calling him an “eager lover” and herself as a “timid girl”, showing again their differences and possible reasons as to why they may have connected so well on an emotional level as well as Briseis being a war trophy for Achilles. Briseis’s emotions are shown throughout her letter, with the very first lines being that she has been crying and that her tears “have none the less the weight of words” again showing a very important emotional connection between the two characters and how upset Briseis is that she has been separated from the man who was supposed to have kept her safe from the horrors of the war, despite going into battle himself and risking his life daily.
How we, the reader, learn about Briseis is through her own words in this letter and not somebody else relaying a story in a message or by similar means. It is important that these words come from Briseis herself as it gives her character agency which she had been lacking in the original text of The Iliad, as we did not get to see much of her besides being taken by Achilles and being taken back by Agammemnon in order to in a way “force” Achilles to fight when he did not want to; essentially forcing him to pick either the woman who he loved or glory in battle. We do learn some more information about Achilles from Briseis’ point of view in her letter as well, showing us their power dynamic and how they interacted with each other; in one example, Briseis argues that she is “held cheap” by Achilles because he seemingly does not respect her as he sees her only as a trophy that he won in his spoils of war. Briseis, however, calls him “my master […], my husband, […] my brother” showing that even despite all the war and hardship that they are currently experiencing, she does indeed still love and cherish him and will continue to do so until she physically cannot anymore. Briseis is a woman with little known about her in the original text of The Iliad that can be explored in Ovid’s Heroides, for example again showing her thought process and that she has agency outside of the plot of The Iliad itself, and that she will continue to do so as long as the text stands to be relevant for Achilles.
In chapter four of her book The Ovidian Heroine as Author[footnoteRef:2], Faulkerson creates a discussion around the fact that Briseis sees herself as “[…] vital to Greek success” and seeks to “document her value” to the people around her. This is constantly asserted by Patroclus, as he reminds her that she is desired and that the gifts that she has given to Achilles seem to become symbolic of her “worth” and how other people see her as a person outside of simply being a woman and her connection to Achilles. Faulkerson claims that Briseis sees her anger as something that resulted in Achilles leaving her and therefore causing everything that is happening at this stage of her letter. It is stated multiple times within her letter that Briseis cannot step outside because she is scared that she will be taken away or captured the same way that Achilles captured her as a trophy of his war-spoils. This is emphasised by her seemingly deep attachment towards him, as she proclaims that even dying by his hand will prove to her that he loves her and that her existence has proof even outside of their brief partnership. This is reiterated by Marilynn Desmond in Ovid’s Heroides 3 and the inventio of Criseyde in the Medieval Matter of Troy[footnoteRef:3], mentioning that Briseis is given the rank of “prize” instead of being seen as another person that should be respected by all parties but instead is trafficked around those willing to do so. This being such a central theme to her letter brings up the question to Briseis’ autonomy being taken away from her in such a manner that all the reader gets to see of her is her letter to Achilles possibly not even being what she wanted to say directly, the proper message is instead conveyed solely by her tears that stain the page and tell the reader everything they need to know without reading a word of the letter itself. Briseis seemingly no longer has the family nor the protection to not be trafficked around a city that has no respect for her or her people anymore, having to slowly earn it back through acts such as writing her letter to people in a position of power like Achilles who she is attached to by a bond of love and affection. [2:  Fulkerson, L. (2005)]  [3:  Desmond, M. (2021)] 

In conclusion, Achilles and Briseis’ relationship is explored within the Heroides through the lens of their connection as people and how they make each other act in order to “prove” their worth and love towards the other. It is emphasised multiple times how Briseis sees their relationship as something that ties her and Achilles together and that her tears tell more than her words do in her letter. The select language and voice that the letter is written in helps to show us, the reader, insight into what Briseis was thinking of and how she perceived the people around her at the time of her writing. This is emphasised by her still being attached heavily to Achilles, mourning their separation from each other and dreading how she will be accompanied around and what her new life will be like if she is to be away from him any longer. One thing that Briseis’ letter does well is leaving room for thought about how the other party would respond to this letter if they received it, and how Achilles would take these words and use them to fuel his own anger on the battlefield when he does indeed go into the fight.
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