Critical Commentary on Ovid, Heroides 3.1-38
Ovid’s Heroides 3 presents a fictional elegiac letter from Briseis to Achilles, written during her removal from Achilles’ tent following Agamemnon’s seizure of her as compensation for Chryseis. In Homer’s Iliad, Briseis occupies a largely passive narrative position: she functions primarily as a catalyst for male conflict and epic wrath, rather than as an agent with an articulated interior life. Ovid’s poem radically revises this dynamic. In lines 1-38, Briseis is transformed from a silent prize into a speaking subject whose emotional authority, rhetorical skill, and literary self-consciousness reshape the meaning of her story

This passage is particularly rich because it establishes the generic, emotional, and intertextual framework of the entire letter. Ovid’s decision to frame Briseis’ speech as an elegiac letter is itself significant: associated with passion and emotional negotiation, elegy displaces epic values of honour and military excellence with vulnerability and affective persuasion[footnoteRef:28097]. Ovid invites the reader to reassess Achilles’ heroism and the role of Briseis within the Trojan War narrative. The letter thus positions itself in dialogue not only with Homeric epic but also with Roman love elegy, standing in sharp contrast to the military ethos of traditional epic. In this sense, lines 1-38 are designed to secure Achilles’ sympathy and the reader’s emotional investment. Briseis is not simply expressing personal grief, she is shaping it into a persuasive narrative. As Thorsen observes, Ovid’s female figures use elegiac prose to assert agency even within positions of social powerlessness[footnoteRef:19231], where their vulnerability becomes a source of strength.  [28097:  Ovid, Heroides, trans. by Grant Showerman, rev. By G. P. Goold, Loeb Classical Library (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1977), pp. 16-19. ]  [19231:  Thea Selliaas Thorsen, Ovid’s Early Poetry: From his Single Heroides to his Remedia Amoris (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2014), pp. 45-49.] 


The letter opens by foregrounding the material act of writing through tears, a familiar elegiac trope that emphasises sincerity while simultaneously displaying rhetoric intention. Her tears blur the letter, collapsing the boundary between physical suffering and textual production. This gesture asserts Briseis’ voice as both emotionally authentic and literary: she is a speaker who understands the conventions through which suffering becomes persuasive. 
The emphasis on her writing is crucial. In Homer’s Iliad, Briseis is largely silent and her voice is mediated through masculine narration. By contrast, Ovid’s Briseis asserts agency through authorship and genuine emotion. As Barchiesi notes, the Heroides do not merely invert epic hierarchies but expose their ethical insufficiency by shifting interpretative perspective[footnoteRef:30074]. The letter thus becomes a corrective intervention into epic tradition.  [30074:  Alessandro Barchiesi, Speaking Volumes: Narrative and Intertext in Ovid and Other Latin Poets (London: Duckworth, 2001), pp. 79-83. ] 


In lines 9-18, Briseis recounts the destruction of her family and city, situating her suffering within the broader violence of the Trojan War. Yet Ovid’s focus is selective: rather than epic spectacle, the emphasis is on her private loss and emotional aftermath. The Loeb translation highlights the restraint of Briseis’ language; her grief is articulated through controlled lament rather than rhetorical excess. This restraint in the selective presentation of trauma enhances Briseis’ moral authority. She does not accuse Achilles directly, nor does she dramatise her suffering excessively. Instead, her grief functions as implicit and self-evident reproach, inviting Achilles to recognise his own role in her emotional turmoil. This aligns with Roman elegiac norms in which persuasion often depends on emotional credibility rather than overt argument.
Moreover, Briseis’ articulation of loss complicates the Homeric ideal of honour. In epic, her value lies in her symbolic function as a prize, but her value in elegy lies in her capacity to remember and articulate pain. Thorsen’s analysis of Ovid’s voice is relevant here: his work crafts speakers who appear emotionally transparent yet rhetorically competent, using elegiac convention to construct credibility[footnoteRef:3356]. Briseis’ grief is therefore both personal and strategic. [3356:  Thorsen, Ovid’s Early Poetry, pp. 48-51. ] 


As the letter progresses, Briseis subtly challenges Achilles’ defined identity. Rather than an epic warrior, he appears as an emotionally conflicted figure. This reframing draws on Iliad 9, where Achilles withdraws from battle. sings to his lyre, and reflects on the costs of heroic life, embodying a tension between heroic duty and personal desire. Ovid assumes the reader’s familiarity with this episode and exploits it to reframe Achilles within an elegy.
Ovid’s Briseis exploits this tension by addressing Achilles as someone capable of emotional attachment. In doing so, she undermines epic logic that renders him as a noble warrior and her as a mere prize. Barchiesi notes that Ovid’s allusion frequently works by reassigning value to familiar scenes: Achilles’ withdrawal from battle becomes evidence of emotional susceptibility rather than heroic autonomy[footnoteRef:3216]. Her rhetorical power lies in her capacity to articulate a version of Achilles that aligns with her own survival and dignity, rather than in her status as a captive. [3216:  Barchiesi, Speaking Volumes, pp. 85-88.] 


The final portion of the passage intensifies Briseis’ appeal without abandoning its elegiac tone or seeking to provide closure. She does not demand action, but invites recognition by positioning herself as emotionally indispensable. This rhetorical strategy exemplifies what Thorsen identifies as Ovid’s investment in subjective dialogue: Briseis’ identity emerges through imagined interaction with Achilles rather than through narrative description alone[footnoteRef:11150].  [11150:  Thorsen, Ovid’s Early Poetry, pp. 56-59.] 


Importantly, Ovid avoids closure or certainty. Lines 1-38 end without resolution, mirroring the suspended emotional state characteristic of lament. The lack of closure is significant. Briseis’ letter does not resolve her situation, just as elegiac desire is rarely fulfilled. This suspension mirrors her social position: she exists in a state of uncertainty, dependent on the decisions of others. Yet within this uncertainty, she asserts a form of agency through speech. Thorsen emphasises that Ovid’s heroines often achieve agency not through action but through discourse, reshaping relationships by redefining emotional terms[footnoteRef:18753]. The reader, like Achilles, is left in a position of response rather than judgement. This rhetorical strategy reinforces the poem’s ethical challenge: to recognise Briseis as a subject rather than an object, and to reassess the values that govern heroic action.  [18753:  Thorsen, Ovid’s Early Poetry, pp. 56-59.] 


In Heroides 3.1-38, Ovid transforms a marginal epic figure into a compelling lamenting speaker whose voice challenges the values of heroic tradition. Through epistolary form and elegiac metre, Briseis articulates a version of the Trojan War grounded in emotional reality rather than martial glory. Modern scholarship, particularly Barchiesi’s work on intertextual dialogue and Thorsen’s analysis of Ovid’s voice, highlights the sophistication of this transformation.
The passage exemplifies Ovid’s broader poetic framework:  the renegotiation of epic through elegy. By allowing Briseis to speak, Ovid invites readers to reassess the ethical foundations of epic heroism itself.
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