A CRITICAL COMMENTARY ON OVID, HERIODES 3. 1-26

The Heroides are a collection of elegiac poems written by the Roman poet Ovid mostly during the reign of Augustus.[footnoteRef:1]  Following on from his Amores, the Heroides take the form of letters written by women to absent lovers or family members. Each woman faces different challenges. Heroides iii is one of the fifteen letters known as the Single Heriodes because the dialogue is in one direction.[footnoteRef:2]  The heroine, Briseis, is a captive given to Achilles after he captured her city.  Agamemnon had been forced to return his captive, Chryseis and wants compensation. Quarrelling with Achilles, he claims Briseis as recompense. Later, when the Trojans are doing well, Agamemnon tries to get Achilles back by offering him Briseis. Achilles rejects the offer and threatens to sail home. It is at this point that Briseis writes her letter. She is now in love with him and has convinced herself that he loves her.[footnoteRef:3] According to Laughman, the poem contained three aims. Firstly Briseis wants to return to Achilles at any cost secondly, she wants Achilles to declare his feelings for her, and lastly, she wants to" weaken Achilles' mental state" by manipulating his feelings for her.[footnoteRef:4]  [1:    Newlands, 2015, p. 6.]  [2:    Laughman, 2019, p. 3.]  [3:    Murgatroyd, Reeves & Parker, 2017, p. 10.]  [4:    Laughman, 2019, p. 14.] 

 Ovid's work, particularly the Heroiides, has been the subject of exhaustive scholastic analysis. Much of that discussion has centred on the originality it displayed. "Ignotum hoc aliis ille novavit opus,” [footnoteRef:5] was Ovid's bold, almost boastful statement about the Heroides contained in his third book, the Ars Amatoria. According to Jacobsen, Ovid had realised very early on in his writing career that Elegy was an artistic seam that had been exhausted, and he had embarked on a "new genre of poetry", which was "often interesting, and, on occasions when innovation, insight, and sensitivity felicitously conjoined, strikingly brilliant and poetry of the first rank."[footnoteRef:6]  Reeson said that whilst the epistolar nature of Heroides was not new because Propertius’ Arethusa letter had already established a precedent, the Heroides heroines had a mythological element, whereas Propertius' were a complete invention.[footnoteRef:7] Opinions vary on what constitutes innovation within the Heroides. Cunningham contends that the new part is that they are "Latin erotic elegy in a form adapted to a new type of theatrical performance."[footnoteRef:8]  Others say that it is the inversion of author that is new. The letters are originated by women rather than men. [footnoteRef:9]  Ovid is, therefore, standard poetry with a twist. "Ovid's 'female  elegy' in the Heroides depends substantially on Augustan elegiac poetics but reverses the usual gender roles of elegy."[footnoteRef:10] [5:    Ovid, Ars Amatoria,  3. 346.]  [6:    Jacobsen, 1971, p. 331. ]  [7:    Reeson, 2001,  p. 7-8.]  [8:    Cunningham, 1949, p. 100.]  [9:    Newlands, 2015, p. 48.]  [10:   Fantuzzi, 2012, p.33.] 

Not only is the source inverted, but the Briseis’ letter is an elaborate step by step progression towards entrapment. Lines 1-26 merely set the scene, attempting to gain Achilles’ sympathy. “Quam legis, a rapta Briseide littera venit, vix bene barbarica Graeca notata manu"[footnoteRef:11] is a self-deprecating introduction to this very purpose. Ovid seems determined to immerse the reader in the emotions of the letter writer and its recipient. To do so, he adds emphasis to Briseis' pleas by employing anacoluthons such as  “non, ego poscenti quod sum cito tradita regi,"[footnoteRef:12] including the superfluous ego for dramatic effect.[footnoteRef:13]. In so doing, he is forced to depart from what facts were open to him.  [11:   Ovid, Heroides, 3. 1-2. 
]  [12:   Ovid, Her. 3. 7-8.]  [13:   Jacobsen, 1971, p. 341-2.] 

"Nam simul Eurybates me Talthybiusque vocarunt"[footnoteRef:14] indicates an intimate knowledge of Homer's Illiad but Ovid is keen to adapt his work to the Roman world. Despite the intertextuality prevalent in his work and no doubt throughout the educated Roman readership, he is willing to abandon the spirit of the original story. "Ipse Menoetiades tum, cum tradebar, in aurem  'quid fles? hic parvo tempore,' dixit, 'eris,'”[footnoteRef:15]  represent a dramatic variance with Homer. According to Boyd, this not only "explodes the decorum of the Homeric scene" but does not fit well with the idea that Achilles is apoplectic.[footnoteRef:16]  A dichotomy here is that Ovid surreptitiously demonstrates his knowledge of Homer when he uses Patroclus' patronymic in this verse in the same way that Homer had.[footnoteRef:17]  However, the very idea that a captive would write a letter is an anomaly in the Greek world. [14:   Ovid, Her. 3.9.]  [15:   Ovid, Her. 3. 23-24.]  [16:   Boyd, 2018, p. 2.]  [17:   Boyd,2018, p. 2.] 

Ovid crafts his poem by the use of immersive suasoria in verse.[footnoteRef:18]  The letter takes the form of a structured argument, which carefully treads a line between accusation and understanding. “Sed data sim, quia danda fui—tot noctibus absum nec repetor; cessas, iraque lenta tua est"[footnoteRef:19]  conveys Briseis' acknowledgement that she understands Achilles had no choice in letting Eurybates and Talthybius remove her whilst at the same time questioning why so much time has passed without him attempting to resolve the matter. The letter represents a conscious effort by a woman to manipulate a man in a way that would have been impossible within the Greek framework of Homer. According to Laughman, Ovid is weaponising the concept of love in order to achieve a goal which, in this context, will have political repercussions.[footnoteRef:20] As such, this is a further example of the Romanisation of the story. Romans were familiar with women seeking to influence politics. Laughman refers to Cicero’s  Epistula Ad Familiares 14.2, in which Cicero points to his wife Terentia’s efforts to get him readmitted to public life.[footnoteRef:21]  In fact, Ovid is so intent on making Briseis into a central character that he has rewritten the Homeric history so that the cause of Achille’s return to war is not Patroclus' death but Breiseis’ love.[footnoteRef:22]  Clearly, Ovid felt that the manipulation of stories was acceptable poetic license because he did the same to Penelope in Heroides I by portraying her as "a Roman materfamilias".[footnoteRef:23]  [18:   Cunningham, 1949, p. 100.]  [19:   Ovid, Her. 3. 21.22.]  [20:   Laughman, 2019, p. 1.]  [21:   Laughman, 2019, p. 12.]  [22:   Laughman, 2019, p. 24.]  [23:   Laughman, 2019, p. 24] 

[bookmark: _Int_R6yhug5Y]The elevation of Briseis’ importance is enhanced by Ovid’s use of audience intertextuality. The Roman audience would have known the story and its’ outcome whilst Briseis writing before that outcome could not and yet did! “But of course, she had already ‘read’  the whole of Homer: the cahiers-de-doleances which she ranges against Achilles are therefore much richer than any which the Homeric Briseis could have drawn up at the time of Iliad 9."[footnoteRef:24]  Having said that, there is little material surviving that points to non-Homeric references to Briseis. “An obscure reference to Mynes in Sophocles’ Aichmalotides may bear witness to her presence in this play, while an unsure reading might-no more-testify to her appearance in Aeschylus’ Phrygians. That is all."[footnoteRef:25] Jacobsen sensibly argues that Ovid has virtually free rein in developing the character in any manner that suited him. No doubt, this was done with commercial intent in mind and playing on the intellectual snobbery of his audience, who might be disinclined to reveal any perceived lack of knowledge to their peers. [24:   Fantuzzi, 2012, p. 25.]  [25:   Jacobsen, 1971, p. 335.] 

Ovid continues, therefore, to contrast Breseis' tearful emotional prostration such as "quascumque adspicies, lacrimae fecere lituras;  sed tamen et lacrimae pondera vocis habent”[footnoteRef:26] with an altogether more aggressive comment at the end of the reviewed passage, “ Nec repetisse parum; pugnas ne reddar, Achille! I nunc et cupidi nomen amantis habe!"[footnoteRef:27]  This is a sarcastic remark from a social inferior, intimating that Achilles' military prowess and prestige is misplaced if he is afraid to fight for the woman he loves.[footnoteRef:28]  It also fits nicely into Laughman's description of the Roman concept of a slave becoming a wife. “The practice was so common that Dio reports that Augustus granted sanction and legitimacy to the practice of marrying freewomen to all Romans outside of the senatorial class (54.16).”[footnoteRef:29]  It continues the slowly evolving and constant pressure Briseis applies in her psychological battle, such as that contained in line 12, " quaerebant taciti, noster ubi esset amor,"[footnoteRef:30] which questions Achilles' love for her. [26:   Over, Her. 3. 3-4.]  [27:    Ovid, Her. 3. 25-26.]  [28:    Jacobsen, 1971, p. 350.]  [29:    Laughman, 2019, p. 12.]  [30:    Ovid, Her. 3. 12.] 

Some, such as Jacobsen, have argued that there is a definite structure to the poem in which he says that "Ovid has cleverly dovetailed chronology and rhetoric."[footnoteRef:31]  Even during the first 25 lines, Ovid follows the sequence of events described in the Iliad. Line 1 seems to indicate that Briseis has only just been abducted, and time is allowed to move forward so that by lines 21-22, the question of why Achilles has made scant effort to get her back is seen as a point in history just prior to the embassy from Agamemnon.[footnoteRef:32]  This, Jacobsen deduces, is because "if Achilles had already rejected an opportunity to get her back, she would not simply be complaining of his unwillingness to reclaim her."[footnoteRef:33]  In other words, she would be more open in her criticism of Achilles. I think this is, at best, an over-analysis of the poem and, at worst, a misunderstanding, for it is in line 26 that she calls into doubt Achilles' bravery and reputation. [31:    Jacobsen, 1971, p. 354.]  [32:    Jacobsen, 1971, p. 344.]  [33:    Jacobsen, 1971, p. 354-355.] 

In attempting to create a work that would appeal to his target audience and realising that most of the stories surrounding events contained in the Illiad had already been told, Ovid has been a willing participant in the mythopoeia of a minor, almost inconsequential, Homeric figure. Just as the juxtaposition of Wagatha Christie and The War in Ukraine reflect the misplaced focus of a pampered society today, so Ovid's Heroides reflected the demands of affluent Roman society searching for an alternative to the epic events of  Augustus Caesar’s reign.
(1516 word count, excluding titles and citations).
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