Commentary of Ovid’s Heroides
Ovid’s Heroides 3 presents a striking reconfiguration of the Homeric epic the Iliad through the voice of Briseis, a captive woman taken by Achilles during the sack of Lyrnessus[footnoteRef:2] and who was later seized by Agamemnon, King of Mycenae.[footnoteRef:3] In Homer, Breseis functions largely as an object within the male economy of honour and possessions; she was a prize, whose removal provokes Achilles’ wrath and sets the epic in motion. Ovid’s elegiac letter radically shifts perspective, granting Briseis agency. In lines 1—26, Ovid constructs Briseis as both victim and author. The letter becomes a space where epic violence is translated into elegiac complaint, exposing the emotional cost of heroic conflict and questioning the female within patriarchal myth. [2:  Hom. Il, p. 113]  [3:  Hom. Il, p. 39] 

The poem begins with a direct address – “quam legis, a rapta Briseide littera venit”[footnoteRef:4] – to the reader, which is supposed to be Achilles. The opening phrase “quam legis”[footnoteRef:5] draws Achilles into the intimate role of reader rather than his traditional position as a warrior, while Briseis assumes the position of narrator. However, her self-identification is inseparable from violence: she describes herself as rapta,[footnoteRef:6] meaning captive.  Ovid’s word choice is especially pointed as the term indicates violent seizure, carrying connotations of sexual captivity and forced displacement. Briseis’ first self-definition is therefore as a war-plunder. In epic, such language is highly normalised within the heroic economy of spoils, yet in elegy it becomes morally charged and emotionally painful. The letter begins with an immediate collision between epic assumptions and elegiac subjectivity. Briseis insists her voice cannot be separated from the trauma of her abduction. As Jacobson observes, Ovid foregrounds Briseis’ status as captive precisely in order to expose what Homer leaves implicit – the human cost of heroic life.[footnoteRef:7] From the outset, Ovid insists that her authorship emerges from captivity rather than autonomy. This emphasis on authorship is central to the Heroides as a collection. Ovid repeatedly explores the relationship between reading and writing in the letters, staging communication as both intimate and unstable.[footnoteRef:8] Achilles is positioned as the reader, but the poem also implies the fragility of Briseis’ attempt to reach him. Her words may be ignored, delayed or ineffective. The epistolary form therefore highlights both voice and powerlessness. [4:  Ov. Her, 3.1 ]  [5:  Ov. Her. 3.1]  [6:  Ov. Her. 3.1]  [7:  Jacobson, 1971, p. 334-336]  [8:  Farrell, 1998] 

The emphasis on writing continues in Briseis’ description of her own “barbarian hands”,[footnoteRef:9] “vix bene barbarica Graeca notata manu” is translated in Loeb as “scarce characterised in Greek by her barbarian hand”.[footnoteRef:10] This line is deep with self-aware irony; Briseis, a captive, presents herself as linguistically and culturally foreign yet she nonetheless writes to Achilles in Greek. Thus, Ovid highlights the fictional and artificial nature of the scenario: a Trojan captive from Lyrnessus composing an elegant Greek letter is an impossibility within the mythic world. The metafictional gesture foregrounds the constructed nature of female voice in the collection. Lindheim notes that the Heroides operate through a kind of ventriloquism,[footnoteRef:11] in which Ovid both grants and controls the speech of his heroines. Briseis’ barbarian hands become a symbol of both exclusion and expression. At the same time, Ovid’s Briseis participates in a much older lament tradition. In the Iliad, Briseis is given only a brief moment of speech, most notably in her lament for Patroclus in Book 19.[footnoteRef:12] Ovid expands the marginal epic lament into a sustained elegiac complaint, transforming Briseis from an object into a speaking subject.  [9:  Ov. Her. 3.2]  [10:  Ov. Her, 3.4—5 ]  [11:  Lindheim, 2003, p. 15]  [12:  Ho. Il, 19.281—308] 

The generic tension between epic and elegy – a poem consisting of a dactylic hexameter verse then a dactylic pentameter[footnoteRef:13] – is central even in the opening lines. Breseis belongs to the world of Homeric warfare; however, she speaks not in the elevated registry of epic but through the plaintive mode of Roman love elegy. The Trojan War becomes, at the hands of Ovid, the backdrop of private suffering rather than heroic glory. Elegiac couplets traditionally express erotic complaint but here the emotional register is darker, rooted in enslavement and forced removal. Achilles’ rage, which in Homer drives the epic narrative, is reframed in Heroides as abandonment experienced by the captive woman. Briseis is thus transformed from a peripheral epic figure into an elegiac subject with depth and pathos. [13:  Merriam-Webster.com Dictionary] 

Briseis’ rhetorical strategy is heavily shaped by her powerlessness. She cannot act directly within the heroic world; she can only write. The restriction is crucial as Briseis’ only available action is textual. Unlike Achilles, whose anger reshapes the battlefield, Briseis possesses no martial or political agency. Her power exists only in persuasion, memory and emotional appeal. Therefore, the letter embodies Fulkerson idea whereby heroines of the Heroides achieve narrative authority only within the confines of abandonment and silence.[footnoteRef:14] This letter thus becomes her sole means of agency despite how limited it may be. The dynamic reflects the broader pattern of the Heroides in which female voices emerge only in the absence or silence of men. Fulkerson argues that Ovid’s heroines are repeatedly presented as authors, constructing identity through writing even while confined within patriarchal narratives.[footnoteRef:15] Briseis’ authorship is therefore both empowering and tragic. She speaks but only because she has been displaced from the sphere of action.  [14:  Fulkerson, 2005, 118-121]  [15:  Fulkerson, 2005, Chapter 4] 

The language of possession and exchange soon comes to dominate Briseis’ complaint. In Homer, her seizure is an issue of male honour; in Ovid, it is a personal catastrophe. Briseis is passed between men as property, her identity is shaped by the verbs of taking and giving. The brutality of this exchange is intensified by Ovid’s insistence on transactional vocabulary. Briseis’ identity is constructed through possession – taken, given, seized.[footnoteRef:16] In Homer, such transfers are framed as disputes over honour, however, Ovid exposes their human consequences. Briseis is the embodiment of patriarchal circulation, her body functioning as a token of male rivalry. The elegiac register exposes the brutality that epic suppresses. Briseis is not merely a lover lamenting absence but a captive protesting objectification. As Lesser and other feminist critics have noted that while Ovid grants Briseis a voice, he also underscores the limits of her agency, since her selfhood remains defined through the male desire and control.[footnoteRef:17] Thus the poem both challenges and reproduces patriarchal structures.  [16:  Ov. Her. 3. 15-21]  [17:  Lesser, 2025, 239—251] 

The letter is also fundamentally rhetorical. Briseis does not simply express grief but also attempts persuasion. By reminding Achilles of her suffering, she implicitly challenges the heroic values that prioritise male honour over female life. Her strategy depends on pathos and not accusation. She constructs herself as loyal, vulnerable and undeserving of abandonment. Unlike later heroines such as Medea, whose rhetoric becomes violent and threatening, Briseis speaks in a pleading tone. This contributes to her sympathetic portrayal as she is not responsible for her situation but suffers as a consequence of male conflict. The pathos lies precisely in her inability to alter events.
Intertextuality – the connection between different works and meaning created by them[footnoteRef:18] – with Iliad Book 1 is unavoidable. The contemporary Roman reader is aware Briseis’ removal triggers Achilles’ withdrawal from battle, a moment that sets the epic’s plot in motion. Yet Ovid’s Briseis reframes this foundational episode: what is an epic quarrel over honours becomes, from her perspective, an experience of loss and dislocation. The epic crisis is therefore transformed into personal trauma. As emphasised by Boyd, the extent to which Ovid’s engagement with Homer involves creative transformation rather than mere imitation.[footnoteRef:19] This letter therefore functions as a counter epic, retelling Homer from within the domestic and emotional point of view as opposed to the battlefield. [18:  Cambridge Dictionary]  [19:  Boyd, 2017] 

At the same time, the very act of writing destabilises epic hierarchy. Achilles, the great warrior, is positioned as reader, while Briseis becomes the active author. The letter forces the epic hero into the private, domestic sphere, exposing the emotional aftermath of heroic actions. Ovid thus interrogates what is considered ‘heroic’: the suffering of the enslaved woman becomes as worthy of poetic representation as the wrath of Achilles. Later literary traditions increasingly explore Achilles not only as a warrior but also as a lover, Briseis’ voice participates in this intertextual reshaping of the hero.[footnoteRef:20] [20:  Fantuzzi, 2012] 

The emotional tone of the opening is marked by vulnerability rather than anger. Briseis does not threaten revenge, she appeals for recognition. This rhetorical stance reflects her limited power and reinforces her moral position. Her lament shaped by displacement, loss and longing as opposed to heroic ambition. In this way, Ovid crafts Briseis as one of the most sympathetic voices in her Heroides, she is trapped within a story that is not her own, yet she is forced to endure its consequences. 
In conclusion, Heroides 3.1—26 establishes the central dynamics of Ovid’s project. Through the epistolary form, Briseis is granted a voice that epic tradition denies her, however, that voice remains marked by captivity and constraint. Ovid’s elegiac rewriting transforms Homeric warfare into personal trauma, critiques the objectification of women within heroic exchange and creates a counter narrative that exposes the emotional cost of epic glory. The opening lines therefore encapsulate the Heroides distinctive tension. The heroine speaks powerfully but always from within the limits imposed by myths, genre and patriarchal tradition.
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