Write a critical commentary on the following Ov. Her. 3.1-26

Ovid’s third letter in his Heroides conveys the letters between Achilles and Briseis. The letter that Ovid writes in his Heroides is from Briseis to Achilles about her capture by King Agamemnon. In Ovid’s letters, Briseis is complaining to Achilles about her apparent abandonment by Achilles. Ovid’s writing is characterised by his time of writing and the audience in which he writes for.
Throughout the letter, Ovid makes it exceptionally clear that Briseis is unhappy with her situation, and her annoyance is easily perceived through her tone of voice. The line “From stolen Briseis is the writing you read, scarce charactered in Greek by her Barbarian hand.” This sentence can be both read as Ovid inserting himself briefly into the letter to give context to the following words, or as Briseis herself narrating her letter for further context. If we were to interpret it as Briseis writing it herself then the choice word of “stolen”[footnoteRef:1] within this quotation clearly shows that Briseis feels that she is merely perceived as an object that can be passed around and stolen from others, rather than as her own individual person. However, if we were to interpret it as Ovid speaking before the letter begins, then the word “stolen” may present Ovid’s views on the life that Briseis has been forced to lead. The verb “stolen” generally has negative connotations which therefore would imply that Ovid had a negative view of the life of Briseis. If this is the case then Ovid is clearly showing his disgust at the people that have stolen Briseis and his belief that she deserves her freedom. [1:  Jeffrey Henderson •. Gesine Manuwald, ‘Poem III’, Loeb Classical Library, n.d. <https://www.loebclassics.com/view/ovid-heroides/1914/pb_LCL041.33.xml> [accessed 20 February 2026].] 

Briseis had led a hard life. She was married to King Mynes until Lyrnessus was sacked by Achilles during the Trojan war. At which point, Briseis was taken by Achilles as his concubine. However, Briseis was then later taken by Agamemnon as a replacement for his concubine Chryseis. Briseis had been taken many times in her life, with her changing hands from different powerful men frequently. It is only right that Briseis would write of her frustration at her predicament.[footnoteRef:2] It is also clear that Ovid may have been disillusioned by the hardship of Briseis’ life. This is exceptionally evident in the vocabulary that he utilises to portray Briseis’ annoyance, such as the verb “stolen” and the abstract noun “complaint”.  [2:  ‘Briseis in Greek Mythology’, Greek Legends and Myths, n.d. <https://www.greeklegendsandmyths.com/briseis.html> [accessed 20 February 2026].] 

Ovid held many female friends which may have had an impact upon his writings of women. This quite often materialising in a more empathetic writing of female voices in his Heroides. Clare Pollard talks about the idea of gender within Ovid’s writing. She writes that distinguishing between a male and female voice is rather difficult and based [footnoteRef:3]around many varying factors such as upbringing. And while she writes that Ovid’s voice clearly shows through his writing of women, that it is merely Ovid showing that these women in his poems and the myths themselves are just as intelligent as he is.[footnoteRef:4] It could be said that this is true, that Ovid is merely showing that these women are as intelligent as their male counterparts, however, it could also be taken to be that Ovid’s voice was merely slipping through. The women of these myths and most myths were rarely written about, with women quite often being an afterthought. In fact, Briseis is only briefly mentioned in the Iliad, such as the quotation “But then Briseïs, who was like golden Aphrodite, when she saw Patroclus mangled with the sharp sword, flung herself about him and shrieked aloud, and with her hands she tore her breast and tender neck and beautiful face”[footnoteRef:5] Therefore, if Ovid were to be writing from the perspectives of these women, he would have very little original source material to base his characters upon, especially in contrast to the men that they write to. With this in mind, Ovid may have allowed his voice to leak through in order to permit these women with a wider scope of personality than was permitted them in the original myths and legends.  [3:  Jeffrey Henderson •. Gesine Manuwald, ‘Book 19’, Loeb Classical Library, n.d., p. 355 <https://www.loebclassics.com/view/homer-iliad/1924/pb_LCL171.355.xml> [accessed 20 February 2026].]  [4:  Clare Pollard, Essay: Ovid the Feminist, 18 September 2014.]  [5:  Manuwald, ‘Book 19’, p. 355.] 

In the Heroides Third poem, Briseis appears to be very confident in her writing, especially in the quotation, “If ’tis right for me to utter brief complaint of you, my master and my beloved, of you, my master and my beloved, will I utter brief complaint.”[footnoteRef:6] In this quotation, Briseis uses her position as a woman to be seen as meek and obedient while also subverting the generally ideas of women during this time. She is more forthright in her words than would have been expected and uses her words in order to present her grievances in a socially acceptable way. The sentence shown in the quotation is also an antimetabole.[footnoteRef:7] Antimetaboles are generally used as a way to emphasise the point of the sentence, it is also used to make a sentence more memorable. Clearly, Ovid was attempting for this sentence, perhaps the opening sentence to Briseis’ letter, to be remembered above most of the rest of the poem. It is therefore obvious that Ovid was attempting to emphasise Briseis’ distaste for her situation and the restraints of her gender while complaining. If she were a man, she would have been able to air her complaints without asking the permission of Achilles, a man and her apparent owner.  [6:  Manuwald, ‘Poem III’.]  [7:  ‘LitCharts’, LitCharts, n.d. <https://www.litcharts.com/literary-devices-and-terms/antimetabole> [accessed 20 February 2026].] 

Ovid’s Heroides was written between 25 and 16 BCE.[footnoteRef:8] This places it at the start of Imperial Rome. During Imperial Rome, women were gaining more independence from men as Kennedy writes in “through a sine manu marriage an aristocratic Roman wife typically retained control of her own inheritance and property”[footnoteRef:9] and “The Roman empire also expanded a woman’s rights as a daughter or slave, including protection from sexual exploitation”[footnoteRef:10] With this in mind, it could be said that Ovid’s more favourable writing of women was influenced by the changing attitudes towards women’s independence and power. Ovid’s opinions of women would have been influenced by the more independent women that he would have encountered due to this change in dynamics and the women in his life, most likely, would have been wishing to read about more independent, fully developed, female characters as a reflection of their newfound freedoms. It therefore could be said that Ovid’s Heroides was significantly influenced by the social climate in which he was writing. Heroides was written just at the start of this change and could have been seen as a pioneering piece in which women’s views, opinions and independence from the men in their lives were valued, much like women in Imperial Rome were beginning to become themselves. It is a reflection of the time in which it was written and the changing ideals of Rome. To call back to earlier, the verb “stolen” that is used near the start of the poem is even more relevant in this context. The idea that Briseis had her rights taken away from her by the men in her life, would have been in contrast to the idea that noble women now “retained control of her own inheritance and property”[footnoteRef:11] This therefore would further the idea that Ovid was displeased with Briseis’ treatment by Achilles and the other men in her life.  [8:  ‘Ovid’s Heroines | Bloodaxe Books’, n.d. <https://www.bloodaxebooks.com/ecs/product/ovid-s-heroines-1071> [accessed 21 February 2026].]  [9:  Jordan Kennedy, Women’s Rights in Ancient Rome: From Republic to Empire, 2017, p. 4.]  [10:  Kennedy, Women’s Rights in Ancient Rome: From Republic to Empire, p. 4.]  [11:  Kennedy, Women’s Rights in Ancient Rome: From Republic to Empire, p. 4.] 

To conclude, Ovid’s Heroides is exceptionally favourable towards women. It is clearly shown in his writing through the way that he describes Briseis when introducing his letter and the way that he allows her to convey her opinions and thoughts when she is talking in the first person. This may have been for many reasons, it may have been the women that he surrounded himself with. Or it may have been for the women he was writing for who were discovering their newfound independence and wished to have strong female characters in their myths to look up to. However, it may have also just been Ovid’s own voice slipping through his writing and portraying the women in the more masculine sense that Ovid himself would have written in. 






Bibliography


‘Briseis in Greek Mythology’, Greek Legends and Myths, n.d. <https://www.greeklegendsandmyths.com/briseis.html> [accessed 20 February 2026]
Kennedy, Jordan, Women’s Rights in Ancient Rome: From Republic to Empire, 2017
‘LitCharts’, LitCharts, n.d. <https://www.litcharts.com/literary-devices-and-terms/antimetabole> [accessed 20 February 2026]
Manuwald, Jeffrey Henderson •. Gesine, ‘Book 19’, Loeb Classical Library, n.d. <https://www.loebclassics.com/view/homer-iliad/1924/pb_LCL171.355.xml> [accessed 20 February 2026]
——, ‘Poem III’, Loeb Classical Library, n.d. <https://www.loebclassics.com/view/ovid-heroides/1914/pb_LCL041.33.xml> [accessed 20 February 2026]
‘Ovid’s Heroines | Bloodaxe Books’, n.d. <https://www.bloodaxebooks.com/ecs/product/ovid-s-heroines-1071> [accessed 21 February 2026]
Pollard, Clare, Essay: Ovid the Feminist, 18 September 2014

