Ovid Heroides Gobbet, 3.51-82

The lines 51-82 of Ovid’s third Heroides encapsulate most many of the issues that Ovid’s attempts to address in the wider work. The lines show Ovid’s early interactions with the tropes of love elegy, such as the slavery of love, issues of a beloved of higher ranks and the importance of polygamy, monogamy and being the preeminent focus of a lover romantic focus. The letter of Briseis is written during the interim of her being given to Agamemnon after Achilles left the battlefield. Ovid gives us a window to witness Briseis under Agamemnon’s household, before she is returned to Achilles upon his return, a time period that we do not have much explicit information about.  The following gobbet will analyse the epistle in relation to wider love elegy, mythic representations of women and love and why Ovid decided to add or extenuate certain aspects of the traditional myth.

In the first line of this passage(51-55) we see Ovid manipulating the theme of the ‘slavery of love’, a typical trope found in Roman love elegies. Traditionally this theme revolves around the idea of a submissive male individual, typically the narrator. lamenting and adoring his superior female interest and this can be seen in both the works of Tibullus and Propertius, who set out the genre themes before Ovid[footnoteRef:1].  In this passage we can see that Briseis describes Achilles as her “master” her “husband” and her “brother”. This passage allows us insight into her mind to feel sympathy for her extreme devotion and reliance on Achilles. Briseis is completely dependant of Achilles and his affection for her and how he displays it. Ovid uses the elegiac depictions of love being a metaphorical form of slavery to emphasise her position as a literal slave to the one she apparently adores. Modern scholars often describe Ovid’s Heroides as a satirical or sarcastic[footnoteRef:2] interpretation of elegiac traditions, however, this line also reflects on the tragic irony of Briseis situation as well as her way of dealing with it. Just before this excerpt Briseis laments the loss of all her family and her previous husband. The memory is clearly painful and had left her feeling isolated and distraught, but she follows this lament up with a description of how Achilles came to replace all the losses she had suffered in one. She does not acknowledge that it was Achilles himself who was actively responsible for the deaths of her family, but any reader of Ovid's work in the ancient world would have most likely encountered the Iliadic tale in some form or another and would have picked up on the poetic injustice of falling in love with the one who had caused such misery. [1:  Lilja.1964.76-7]  [2:  Björk. 2016. 250] 


Whist many of the Heroides are debated as to whether they are originally Ovid’s own work, Briseis’ Epistle is rarely been doubted as an authentic and complete work of Ovid, due its innkeeping of the style and quality of Ovid’s later work[footnoteRef:3]. An indicator of this quality is Ovid’s ability to convincingly express the complex emotional perspective of Briseis, whilst able to overlay critical commentary on Elegiac themes as well as nods to the wider mythic tradition and stories.  One example of this, early in this passage of the epistle[footnoteRef:4], Briseis pleads her worth to Achilles; asking him to remember the promises he made her. This bargaining here revolves around Briseis arguing her worth as a wife to Achilles, an argument she later gives up on[footnoteRef:5] adding to the pitiful view of her position. Ovid writes so that her early pleas feed into the tragic irony of her case. Although she cites Achilles promise as an assurance of his own fidelity, the reader would clearly see that Achilles has not actually made any such promise to Briseis[footnoteRef:6]. The only agreement that Achilles ever came to, was that she was profitable to him at the time. Ovid offers insight into Briseis mind, something that we do not see in earlier Greek or roman tradition giving her a voice of desperation and pleading naiveté. This is seen in line “scorning’ the wealth that with me is tendered you!”[footnoteRef:7], where we can see that Briseis is under the belief that the trophies Achilles took from her home acted as a form of dowry for her and that it is his responsibility to treat her as a wife when he took her as captive. Although in reality she is aware she is a slave to Achilles[footnoteRef:8], Björk argues that Ovid’s Briseis honestly sees herself as a trophy, an object to be owned by Achilles[footnoteRef:9], also noting that Briseis sees herself as an object, but only in order to shame Achilles for abandoning things that should be in his care and responsibility[footnoteRef:10]. In her youthful naiveté she  believes Achilles to be responsible for her welfare and that in acting as a lover she acts in the role of a wife despite not being treated as such[footnoteRef:11].  [3:  Knox. 1955. 6]  [4:  Ov. Her.53-56]  [5:  Ov. Her. 67-70]  [6:  Björk. 2016. 248]  [7:  Ov. Her. 3. 56]  [8:  Ov. Her. 3.104. she refers to herself as a slave and a captured woman rather than as his ‘wife’. ]  [9:  Björk. 2016. 251]  [10:  Björk. 2016. 251]  [11:  Ov. Her. 3.102-5 When she refers to herself as Achilles lover and wife, she acknowledges she does this as a captive woman and it allows the reader to reflect that she would have no choice in this. ] 


Further analysis of the text shows that Briseis, despite being young and uncertain of her romantic position, acts as an essential literary tools to reflect the overdramatic nature of romantic perceptions of Love elegy at the point of Ovid’s writing. The Latin word “misera” appears twice in this small part of the letter[footnoteRef:12], three times in the whole epistle[footnoteRef:13], with Ovid manipulating her speech during the passage where Briseis is confronting her emotional turmoil, the reader is allowed to look past the veneer of vacuous romance from the Iliad and implement the idea of intensely dramatic love that develops out of Roman love elegy. The Dramatic nature of this passage is further emphasised by Ovid consistently so that Briseis writes only in the passive voice when talking about herself[footnoteRef:14]. The only times where Briseis describes herself in the active voice is when she is praying, both for death[footnoteRef:15] and for Achilles mercy[footnoteRef:16], or when she literally condemns herself to be his slave[footnoteRef:17].  Ovid allows the reader to experience the heart-rending irony to Brises words, in that her only actions that belong to her are done in service of her beloved. This is further highlighted by the lines before this where she describes her family using an active voice[footnoteRef:18], only to quickly replace them with the figure of Achilles as this all-consuming figure of safety[footnoteRef:19]. Ovid use of Briseis here is highly purposeful as the dramatic turmoil and circumstances would not be found in the mundane focus of earlier love elegies. However, despite the praise that the third epistle does get for exploring these dramatic concepts and overtures, it is generally considered that Ovid’s later works exploit the heightened drama of mythic conflict and romance to more effect that the singular epistolary form of the Heroides[footnoteRef:20]. [12:  Ov.Her. 3.59, 3.61]  [13:  Ov.Her. 3.138]  [14:  Björk. 2016. 251]  [15:  Ov.Her. 3.63]  [16:  Ov.Her. 3.77]  [17:  Ov.Her.3. 75]  [18:  Ov.Her.3.43-50]  [19:  Björk. 2016. 250]  [20:  Knox. 1955 73] 


It is clear in the epistle the lines 67-81 that there are issues concerning monogamy and polygamy within the text. Whilst neither romans nor Greeks had qualms with men having multiple female partners[footnoteRef:21], it is clear from Briseis’ words that there is a hierarchy for the women who are romantically involved with a man. Originally Briseis became Achilles new love interest, one who he left a previous wife and child for, however now she is the one being left behind, and she has no child of promise of marriage by which to barging with him to stay[footnoteRef:22]. Briseis summarises her abandonment with the metaphor of Achilles boats sails, retreating across the ocean[footnoteRef:23]. This would later become a recognisable Ovidian motif for the passing over of women for a new conquest, even seen in the Deidamia Achilli[footnoteRef:24], a work inspired by Ovid and written in the eleventh century[footnoteRef:25]. [21:  Ov.Her.3. 80-83]  [22:  Björk. 2016. 265]  [23:  Ov.Her.3. 56-59]  [24:  DA. 11]  [25:  Hagedorn. 2007. 44] 


Overall Ovid’s third epistle in his Heroides encapsulates best the writer’s early attempts to meld together the epic and elegiac genres for a literate roman audience. It is certainly noted by modern scholars that the Briseis epistle best represent Ovid’s future success with this genre concept in the metamorphoses. Ovid layers the genres to allow the reader to utilise the background knowledge that a well-educated roman would have had of the Iliad and its characters, and allow them to see them in a new light. However, despite the praise that this epistle receives, it is clearly the best work in the Heroides, and it would not be until later that the concepts explored in the letter from Briseis would be developed an improved upon.
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