
Ovid heroides 3 text analysis

Ovid was a Roman poet born in 43BC and is well known for his many works of literature which include Metamorphoses, Amores and Heroides [footnoteRef:1]. The themes of love that often appear in Ovid’s works are innovative for the time as most classical writers were looking to create epic stories about war and fighting. Scholars have noticed that many of Ovid’s writings place women prominently and give them voice[footnoteRef:2]. [1:  Kenney 2024]  [2:  Merwe 2020; Glacaicar 2017] 

The Heroides is made up of fifteen letters, all from the perspectives of different mythological and ancient Greek women, written in the first century BC [footnoteRef:3]. Heroides 3 is presented as a letter from Briseis to Achilles. The letter is set during the events of the Iliad, with Briseis likely writing it during the day of fighting that followed book 10 but before Patroclus leaves to fight [footnoteRef:4]. She writes as if she had recently overheard the talks between the embassy sent from Agamemnon and Achilles in book 9. Ovid seems to have placed her among the other offerings that were to be given to Achilles in supplication of his anger in an attempt by Agamemnon and the Greeks to get him to fight with them again. While she had always been mentioned as part of the supplication, in the Iliad there was never any mention of where exactly she was at that time, nor that the gifts were brought with the embassy to Achilles’ hut [footnoteRef:5]. The embassy was made up of Odysseus, Ajax and Phoenix, each having a different way of pleading with Achilles. [3:  Rand 1907, 287]  [4:  Boyd 2017, 97]  [5:  Jones 2003, 149 (Hom.Il.9.165)] 

Briseis as a character would have been known to Ovid’s audience as a character in the Iliad. Homer’s Briseis and Ovid’s are slightly different, with Ovid giving Briseis more of a chance to have a voice and express her autonomy. Unlike many female characters in ancient literature Briseis was given chance to speak, as opposed to the silence many female characters are subjected to. She gave an emotional lament when Patroclus’ body was brought back to the Myrmidon ships[footnoteRef:6], which was the only time she spoke during Homer’s epic, with her only appearing briefly two other times[footnoteRef:7].  [6:  Jones 2003, 345 (Hom.Il.19.289)]  [7:  Allen 2007, 149] 

To give context the extract, Heroides 3 opens with Briseis stating that she is writing as a captive, that she is “stolen” [footnoteRef:8]. Briseis goes on to recount the events that lead her to her capture by Achilles and proceeds to entreat him not to abandon her. Her tone is passionate and emotional as she pleads with him and tries to persuade him. She is also certain that she could be more persuasive than the embassy at getting him to fight Hector. The letter ends with a final plea for Achilles to either kill her or take her with him. [8:  Showerman 1914, 33 (Ov.Her.3.1)] 

The extract discussed here is lines 51-76. Briseis implores Achilles not to abandon her, and tries to promote her skills and present an impassioned entreaty for him to not forget her. She begs him to consider her, whether as a wife or as a slave, anything to not be left behind. Ovid’s use of the female perspective in this extract is notable and it is possible to use a feminist approach to examine it.
The extract begins with Briseis talking about all she has lost. She describes how Achilles has become her protector “for so many lost to me I still had only you in recompense; you were my master, you my husband, you my brother”[footnoteRef:9]. In saying this Briseis is reminding him of his responsibility to her after he has killed her husband and brothers, it seems like a subtle rebuke wherein she does not blame him outright but passively places the deaths of her family upon him. In this extract Ovid highlights the vulnerability of women in times of war[footnoteRef:10], where they are bargaining chips and spoils of war, considered to be objects. This is seen in Briseis’ bargaining for her place with him. Briseis holds Achilles to a promise he made her, invoking his mother Thetis, that her “captive’s lot was gain”[footnoteRef:11]. This line highlights how much a woman’s life was dictated by the men she was surrounded by, a good captor could improve her life and be beneficial to her, however it also shows how women in this society were at the mercy of men[footnoteRef:12]. Briseis mentions that she came with a dowry, however the “dowry” is likely to be the spoils that Achilles got from sacking her city, the term serving as a reminder that he both did not marry her officially and that he stole her after murdering her family. This is interesting because Ovid has Briseis frame her predicament in terms of marriage when officially it is not. From one perspective this allows Briseis to elevate and protect her position as wife rather than slave, but it may also be a subtle way for her to offer Achilles a more honourable role as husband rather than cruel captor. Ovid does not specify but allows the audience to interpret as they wish. This is another example of Ovid giving Briseis chance to use her agency through her powers of persuasion. Her passionate plea employs various rhetorical devices, such as displaying all three aspects of Aristotle’s triangle: pathos, logos and ethos[footnoteRef:13]. Ovid is well known for playing with rhetoric and other literary techniques[footnoteRef:14].    [9:  Showerman 1914, 37 (Ov.Her.3.51)]  [10:  Allen 2007, 149]  [11:  Showerman 1914, 37 (Ov.Her.3.54)]  [12:  Rabinowitz 2013, 195]  [13:  Palmer 2020]  [14:  Auhagen 2007, 416] 

She expresses her upset at his plans to leave since he will be leaving without her, which adds evidence that the letter is set before Patroclus’ death as that is what cements Achilles’ decision not to leave. 
Briseis is distraught, scared and desperate in her letter “the blood went from my breast, and with it my senses fled”[footnoteRef:15], terrified at the “monstrous tale” of Achilles leaving her behind. This terror and the question of “to whom do you leave me?”[footnoteRef:16] helps create an understanding of the issues women faced, often being turned into objects which was a common view of women in Ovid’s time[footnoteRef:17].  [15:  Showerman 1914, 37 (Ov.Her.3.60)]  [16:  Showerman 1914, 37 (Ov.Her.3.61)]  [17:  Greene 1999, 411] 

Achilles comes across in Heroides as harsh and absent, Briseis referring to him as “O hardened of heart”. Briseis was kidnapped twice and had the man she loves not only not ask for her return but also actively turn her away, giving an impression of Achilles being cold. This is an interesting characterisation for Ovid to give Achilles for several reasons. One reason is that in the Iliad Achilles was not so stoic about Briseis being stolen, rather he starts crying as soon as she is taken[footnoteRef:18]. Crying was an important part of epics, with men frequently weeping and expressing emotions with tears[footnoteRef:19]. The second reason Achilles’ presentation is interesting is because it contrasts with how men were typically represented in elegy. Roman love elegy is usually a poem, written in elegiac metre, which tells a first-person story of the narrator’s relationship with their lover[footnoteRef:20]. It was common in elegy for a man to be a slave to love, expressing deep emotion and suffering madness from the love he has towards a woman who often takes a masculine role[footnoteRef:21]. In Heroides 3 Ovid plays with the concept of being a slave to love by showing a slave in love. [18:  Jones 2003, 13 (Hom.Il.1.349)]  [19:  Follinger 2009, 17]  [20:  Auhagen 2007, 159]  [21:  Gibson 2005, 161] 

Briseis further shows how desperate she is in her situation by stating that she would rather die than be left behind. Quotes such as her asking to be “consumed by the ruddy fire of careering thunderbolt” convey a severity to her wishes by invoking gods, such as Zeus by the reference to a “thunderbolt”[footnoteRef:22]. Her attempts to persuade him to bring her with him display further uses of rhetoric, such as pathos by displaying her desperation, and the ultimatum of Achilles either taking her with him or her dying adds ethos[footnoteRef:23]. Briseis brings logos into her plea by telling Achilles that she would be “no great burden to your fleet”[footnoteRef:24] and that she has “a hand well skilled to dress the wool”[footnoteRef:25]. The use of rhetoric is likely a combination of the influence rhetoric had on Ovid’s style[footnoteRef:26] and Ovid giving Briseis a chance to use her agency. Women in Ovid’s time had very little autonomy, however they did still have agency; something rarely shown through literature. Ovid taking the time to give Briseis, and other women is something not often seen at the time[footnoteRef:27]. Following this, Briseis paints a picture of Achilles having the most beautiful wife, “a bride worthy of her lord’s father”[footnoteRef:28], while she follows around as a “lowly slave”. This image of the future, Achilles having a beautiful wife and a willing, beautiful slave would appeal to the male gaze of both Achilles and Ovid’s audience[footnoteRef:29]. [22:  Showerman 1914, 37 (Ov.Her.3.64)]  [23:  Palmer 2020]  [24:  Showerman 1914, 37 (Ov.Her.3.68)]  [25:  Showerman 1914, 37 (Ov.Her.3. 70)]  [26:  Auhagen 2007, 416]  [27:  Merwe 2020, 2]  [28:  Showerman 1914, 37 (Ov.Her.3. 73)]  [29:  Greene 1999, 411] 

In conclusion, Heroides 3 is a letter from Briseis to Achilles. It showcases Ovid’s love of rhetoric and has the ability to be read with a feminist approach due to Ovid giving Briseis clear agency and use of rhetoric in ways most of Ovid’s contemporary authors did not do. Briseis begs Achilles to not abandon her across her letter, especially in the extract, as an attempt to not end up in a worse situation. 
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