[bookmark: _Hlk165814354]For so many lost to me I still had only you in recompense; you were my master, you my husband, you my brother. You swore to me by the godhead of your seaborn mother, and yourself said that my captive’s lot was gain—yes, that though I come to you with dowry, you may thrust me back, scorning’ the wealth that with me is tendered you! Nay, ’tis even said that when tomorrow’s dawn shall have shone forth, you mean to unfurl your linen sails to the cloud-bringing winds of the south. When the monstrous tale fell on my wretched and terror-stricken ears, the blood went from my breast, and with it my senses fled. You are going—ah me, wretched!—and to whom do you leave me, O hardened of heart? Who shall afford me gentle solace, left behind? May I be swallowed up, I pray, in sudden yawning of the earth, or consumed by the ruddy fire of careering thunderbolt, e’er that, without me, the seas foam white with Phthian oars, and I am left behind to see your ships fare forth! If it please you now to return to the hearth of your fathers, I am no great burden to your fleet. As captive let me follow my captor, not as wife my wedded lord; I have a hand well skilled to dress the wool. The most beauteous by far among the women of Achaea will come to the marriage-chamber as your bride—and may she come!—a bride worthy of her lord’s father, the grandchild of Jove and Aegina, and one whom ancient Nereus would welcome as his grandson’s bride. As for me, I shall be a lowly slave of yours and spin off the given task, and the full distaff shall grow slender at the drawing of my threads. Only let not your lady be harsh with me, I pray—for in some way I feel she will not be kind—and suffer her not to tear my hair before your eyes, while you lightly say of me: “She, too, once was mine.” Or, suffer it even so, if only I am not despised and left behind—this is the fear, ah woe is wretched me, that shakes my very bones!        (Ov. Her. 3.51-82)

The extract above is taken from Heroides 3, composed by Roman poet Publius Ovidius Naso. The Heroides are one of Ovid’s earlier works, his oeuvre spanning the late 1st century BCE and early 1st century CE, however, a precise date for their publication is not known and they can only be tentatively dated to around 20-13BCE.[footnoteRef:1] Comprised of fifteen poems, the Heroides are a series of epistolatory elegies written from the perspective of, mostly mythological, women, to their romantic partners.[footnoteRef:2] Heroides 3 gives voice to Briseis, a captive of the Greeks during the Trojan War. The poem is set during the time that Briseis is held in Agamemnon’s tent prior to her return to Achilles, whom her letter is for.[footnoteRef:3] Despite being the catalyst for most of the events of the Iliad, Briseis only has thirteen lines of speech in the entire poem, spoken after the death of Patroclus.[footnoteRef:4] Heroides 3 grants Briseis a much larger opportunity to discuss her plight. The section discussed here is 3.51-82, taken from around the middle of the poem. [1:  Fulkerson, 2009, p.79; Knox, 2009, p.xviii, 6]  [2:  Fulkerson, 2009, p.78]  [3:  Ov. Her. 3.1-18]  [4:  Hom. Il. 19.287-300] 

In line 52 Briseis refers to Achilles with “you were my master, you my husband, you my brother”, stating that she has lost every other person in her life and now only he remains.[footnoteRef:5] This declaration is remarkably reminiscent of an encounter between Hector and Andromache in book 6 of the Iliad where Andromache says of Hector, “you are father and mother and brother to me, as well as my strong husband”.[footnoteRef:6] Briseis and Andromache have both lost their families to the Trojan War and are left with only one person to fill the empty space that loss has left in their lives. Further to this, Briseis and Andromache both lost their families to the same man, Achilles. In a painfully ironic twist on Andromache’s circumstance, while Andromache can seek comfort in her husband, Hector, Briseis is forced to substitute her family with the very man who murdered them.[footnoteRef:7] This irony is not lost on Briseis, rather it is exactly why she mentions it. The lines immediately preceding the declaration of what Achilles is to her comprise of an evocative account of the fall of her city and the murder of her brothers and husband.[footnoteRef:8] Briseis’ words, while appearing to demonstrate the depth of her feeling towards Achilles, also serve to remind him that he is responsible for her current circumstances and her herself. It is also of note that Andromache issues her statement during a speech where she pleas with Hector to leave the fight and stay with her, where he will be safe.[footnoteRef:9] This is subverted in the Heroides, where Briseis attempts to persuade Achilles to go back into battle, and indeed, kill Hector.[footnoteRef:10] [5:  Ov. Her. 3.51-52]  [6:  Hom. Il. 6.429-430]  [7:  Jacobson, 1971, p.347]  [8:  Ov. Her. 3.43-50]  [9:  Hom. Il. 6.430-440]  [10:  Jacobson, 1971, p.347; Ov. Her. 3.83-88, 3.115-126] 

In lines 55-56, Briseis makes the claim that she had “come to you [Achilles] with dowry”, despite acknowledging immediately before this that she is with him because she was taken as a captive, and would therefore not be in possession of a dowry.[footnoteRef:11] Later in the extract Briseis also explicitly states that she is not Achilles’ wife, again affirming that she could not have actually come to him with a dowry as they are not and never have been married.[footnoteRef:12] Instead, it appears that Briseis is perhaps interpreting the gifts Agamemnon has offered to Achilles, listed earlier in the poem, as her dowry.[footnoteRef:13] This parody of a real marriage produces a comic effect, however it is also distinctly uncomfortable as it shows how Briseis is unravelling somewhat in her desperation.[footnoteRef:14] Lines 53-54 say that Achilles “swore to me [Briseis] […] that my captive’s lot was gain”, perhaps implying that Achilles had sworn to Briseis that he would marry her, therefore increasing her status once more. This is reminiscent of the section of Briseis’ speech in the Iliad where she says that Patroclus provided her with comfort when her family was killed and told her that he would make her the wife of Achilles.[footnoteRef:15] By replacing Patroclus with Achilles in the Heroides Ovid again emphasises the responsibility Achilles has for Briseis as he has sworn an oath to her, it also establishes a bond between the two and presents a more caring side to Achilles, although this previous care does increase Briseis’ feeling of betrayal. The mention of a dowry may serve not only to remind Achilles of his promise but also to legitimise the relationship between him and Briseis, and increase Briseis’ importance beyond that of simply one of his slaves. Briseis makes multiple attempts throughout the poem to assert her importance to Achilles, these attempts are however continually undermined by her own admission that her position is that of a slave and she does not have any real agency. Despite her posturing she is evidently just a pawn in the larger scheme of the Trojan War.[footnoteRef:16] [11:  Ov. Her. 3.53-56]  [12:  Ov. Her. 3.69. See also 3.98-100 for another assertion that she is not Achilles’ wife.]  [13:  Ov. Her. 3.25-42]  [14:  Verducci, 1985, p.108]  [15:  Hom. Il. 19.295-299; Jacobson, 1971, p.347]  [16:  Fulkerson, 2005, p.98-99, 105-106] 

A popular conceit in Roman elegy was that of servitium amoris, servile love. This metaphor involved the upper-class male Roman poets positioning themselves as slaves to their lovers, powerless to their love.[footnoteRef:17] Ovid turns this convention on its head in this poem by putting a woman in the position of servile poet, going against the norms of love elegy by restoring traditional societal gender norms and having a woman take the more submissive role. Moreover, it puts a very literal spin on the genre, with Briseis actually being Achilles’ slave.[footnoteRef:18] Throughout this extract, and indeed the rest of the poem, Briseis however proves herself to be a rather unslavelike slave. As previously discussed, Briseis oscillates between asserting herself and accepting servitude, struggling to find her place. In addition to asserting herself, Briseis also makes demands of Achilles. In line 69, she says “let me follow my captor”, simultaneously issuing a request and conceding her position as captive.[footnoteRef:19] Later, in line 77, she commands that Achilles “let not your lady be harsh with me”, something she is not in a position to ask as in the scenario she is presenting she says she “shall be a lowly slave”.[footnoteRef:20] She goes on to retract this request, “Or, suffer it even so”, perhaps belatedly remembering herself.[footnoteRef:21] This pattern persists across the whole poem.[footnoteRef:22] Despite her demands, Briseis does use primarily passive language across her letter, presenting herself as little more than an object.[footnoteRef:23] These conflicting attitudes are reflective of the fact that Briseis has been, up until this point in her life, a free woman, and her current situation of servitude is new to her. Her distress at her change in status is most obviously seen later on in the poem when she recalls an incident where another slave mistakenly referred to her as mistress, something that increased her upset at her current status, presumably due to the reminder of the freedom she has lost.[footnoteRef:24] Briseis is a living prize of war, painfully cognisant of her own dehumanisation, primarily at the hands of the man she is now forced to beg not to abandon her as he is all she has left. [17:  Fulkerson, 2013, p.180-193]  [18:  Verducci, 1985, p.99]  [19:  Ov. Her. 3.69]  [20:  Ov. Her. 3.75-77]  [21:  Ov. Her. 3.81]  [22:  Jacobson, 1971, p.342]  [23:  Fulkerson, 2005, p.90]  [24:  Ov. Her. 3.101-102; Verducci, 1985, p.114-115] 

Another prominent theme throughout the text is Briseis’ repeated mentions of Achilles’ family. When referencing the oath Achilles swore to her she notes that he swore it by “the godhead of your seaborn mother”, when discussing his potential return home she phrases this as “return to the hearth of your fathers”, relating Achilles’ actions back to his parents.[footnoteRef:25] In line 73 she again references Achilles’ father Peleus, however she then extends this mention to Jove and Aegina, the grandparents of Peleus. Then in the following line she refers to “ancient Nereus”, the father of Achilles’ mother, Thetis. In doing this she draws to mind Achilles’ divinity through his relation to Jove, Nereus, and Thetis, adding to the obsequiousness of the lines immediately prior to this where she contemplates how beautiful his future bride will be.[footnoteRef:26] This focus on defining Achilles by his family highlights her precarious place in the world now she has lost her own family.[footnoteRef:27] Briseis’ loss echoes through her continual mentions of family, displaying how she values familial bonds and how keenly she feels the loss of hers. These mentions could also potentially serve as a reminder to Achilles that he has his family and she does not have hers, maybe prompting him to feel some guilt and responsibility for her as she attempts to manoeuvre herself into a better position. [25:  Ov. Her. 3.53, 3.67-68]  [26:  Ov. Her. 3.71-74]  [27:  Fulkerson, 2005, p.91] 

This section of Heroides 3 gives insight into Briseis’ predicament as a captive of war, highlighting how it is not just those on the battlefield who are suffering. The poem has a very unusual feel to it and fails entirely at coming across like love elegy, if it was ever meant to come across that way. Rather, it is an unsettling account of the loss of a woman’s personhood and family. Briseis’ desperation is often uncomfortable and as a reader you sometimes have to fight the urge cringe, however it is exactly that which makes the poem so compelling, the intensity of emotion and discomfort it is able to instil. Whether it was the intent of Ovid or not, inflicting the desire to cast your eyes away from the text occasionally due to the overwhelming outpouring of emotion from Briseis is an effective tool in making the reader part of the experience of the poem. By reading this desperate letter and casting your eyes away, are you not also complicit in the suffering of Briseis.
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