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How Ovid’s Heroides 3 interacts with Achilles in the Iliad.

[bookmark: _Hlk31385998][bookmark: _GoBack]The Iliad has always been an important part of Classical Literature in the West, and most ancient sources would have known of how Homer portrayed Achilles, as well as the events which supposedly happened at Troy. Because of the importance of the text, there have been many responses and additions to the content which it covers throughout history, as well as an interest in the characters which were perhaps not as expanded on within the Iliad as they could have been. These adaptations and additions of the story of Achilles and Troy bleed in to how we read the original source text,[footnoteRef:1] and are therefore important to consider whilst contemplating who Achilles as a character was and what his literary purpose may have been. The Iliad treats Achilles very much as a masculine male, his fiery anger as a positive trait, but does not make much of his music playing and dropping out of battle at important strategic moments to play his lyre and mourn his losses. This essay will focus on Ovid’s Heroides 3 in particular with the view that Ovid was trying to use his heroine in a way to bring light to Achilles’s flaws as well as show Briseis as a less passive figure than portrayed in the Iliad, and one with actual emotions wants and needs as well as the power of words in her mouth. Since there has not been as much research or value put into the study of Ovid’s Heroides 3 in comparison to his other works, it is hard to draw on many scholarly articles,[footnoteRef:2] but an attempt to join what has been written by previous scholars will be undertaken, hopefully successfully. [1:  Alessandro Barchiesi, Matt Fox and Simone Marchesi. Speaking volumes: narrative and intertext in Ovid and other Latin poets. (London: Duckworth Academic, 2001) p.31]  [2:  Laurel, Fulkerson. ‘The Ovidian Heroine as Author Reading, Writing, and Community in the Heroides.’ (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 2005) p.1] 

The ‘Epistulae Heroidum’ otherwise known as ‘The Letters of the Heroines,’[footnoteRef:3] or the Heroides, were written sometime between 10 and 1 B.C.E,[footnoteRef:4] and were a collection of elegiac letters from mythological female characters to the men which they were romantically involved with. It was not too long after writing this collection that Ovid was banished from Rome in 8 A.D, an action he implies was due to his writing as well as some puzzling mistake which has since been lost to history.[footnoteRef:5] Though there have been some authorship issues around the Heroides, book 3 has as of yet had no issue with this and therefore it is most likely of Ovidian origin.[footnoteRef:6] It is intriguing to think of why Ovid decided to give these women a voice, with particular focus on those only briefly mentioned in their source texts,[footnoteRef:7] as he intentionally chose to do so in a repetitive way which brings to focus certain themes that the women all suffer.[footnoteRef:8]  Each letter is written within an important moment which intertwines with the literary plot of the work which it is based upon but offers no background to their circumstances, therefore assuming that the reader has the knowledge required to understand what each character is talking about and where they are in the plot in regards to their intertext.  [3:  Ovid. ‘Heroides,’ trans. by Harold C. Canon (London: Unwin Books, 1972) p.8]  [4:  Peter E. Knox. ‘The Heroides 3: Elegiac Voices’ in Brill’s Companion to Ovid, ed. by Barbara Weiden Boyd. (Leiden: Brill, 2002) p.119]  [5:  Ovid. p.7]  [6:  Knox. p.120]  [7:  Fulkerson. p.3]  [8:  Fulkerson. p.4] 

Ovid’s Heroides 3 is written from Briseis to Achilles. Briseis was part of the royal house of Lyrnessus before Achilles sacked it, killed her family and husband and took her as a war prize.[footnoteRef:9] She was the cause of strife between Agamemnon and Achilles in the Iliad as Agamemnon takes her off Achilles as compensation for him having to return Chryseis; this dishonour makes Achilles refuse to fight, and therefore unintentionally causes the death of Patroclus. It can be assumed that Briseis is writing the letter just after the embassy, which she seems to know a lot about, and around the time of the night raids;[footnoteRef:10] as well as just after Achilles has threatened to leave the Greek camp. The part of the Iliad which covers these events does not mention Briseis,[footnoteRef:11] except for the fact that she will be returned to Achilles if he fights, amongst other gifts. However, her not being physically present does not take away her symbolic presence; especially since it is her absence that is the primary cause for the need to have an embassy. It is clear from her being given back as compensation amongst other gifts that she is not being returned as a wife, as he calls her in the Iliad,[footnoteRef:12] but as a slave.  [9:  Homer. Il. 2.690]  [10:  Barchiesi. p.57]  [11:  Homer. Il. book 9]  [12:  Homer. Il. 9.264-429] 

Heroides 3 interacts with the Iliad, though very much for its own purpose as a letter written by a lover scorned by a fickle man. In normal elegiac letters, the woman would usually run a higher risk than the male whilst sending a letter as she would have more to lose if she was found out.[footnoteRef:13] In the Heroides Briseis runs a greater risk by not sending the letter than she does sending it as she obviously sees the letter as a last attempt to be returned to Achilles, and the risk she runs is one which could be the cause of her demise. At the beginning of her letter, Briseis states that she has been crying, and apologises for her bad Greek.[footnoteRef:14] This on its own is a conundrum to the reader, as it is obvious that we cannot see these supposed physical stains, and nor was Ovids Heroides 3 written in Greek at all, but in Latin. This not only raises issues of translation, as Farrel suggests,[footnoteRef:15] but also of the originality of the poem itself since it is not written in Greek and nor does it have any physical stains on the pages.  [13:  Joseph Farrel. ‘Reading and Writing the Heroides’ Harvard Studies in Classical Philology Vol. 98 (1998) p.316]  [14:  Ovid Her. 3.1-4]  [15:  Farrel. p.334] 

Ovid’s entire Heroides plays with gender roles, as elegiac letters were generally written by men to the women they loved from a relatively small distance; here the roles are reversed, and the woman is writing to the male.[footnoteRef:16] The women use their voices to speak out as individuals to introduce a wider scope to the narratives within which they are placed.[footnoteRef:17] However, even though there is a gender play on the person doing the writing, the women are still confined to the womanly sphere, being stuck in the space where they belong, the home (or in this case, the tent).[footnoteRef:18] This is alluded to within Heroides 3 when Briseis states she does not mind where she is as long as she is with Achilles, but that she imagines herself within his chamber.[footnoteRef:19] Throughout the small dialogue we do get from Briseis in the Iliad there is no mention of feelings of displacement or of mourning for the confines of space or Achilles’s bedchamber, [footnoteRef:20]  though she does mourn Lyrnessus and her dead husband and family in a way which Heroides 3 replicates. Briseis in the Iliad actually seems to have cared more for Patroclus than for Achilles, though this may be because she had just been returned to him and does not really speak of Achilles except for when mentioning that he murdered and sacked her city. [16:  Efrossini, Spentzou. ‘Readers and Writers in Ovid's Heroides Transgressions of Genre and Gender’ (Oxford: Oxford UP, 2003) p.129]  [17:  Megan O. Drinkwater. ‘Which Letter? Text and Subtext in Ovid's "Heroides"’ The American Journal of Philology Vol. 128.3 (2007) p.367]  [18:  M. Catherine Bolton. ‘Gendered Spaces in Ovids Heroides,’ The Classical World Vol.102.3 (2009) p.276]  [19:  Bolton. p.276]  [20:  Homer. Il. 19.285-302] 

It is interesting that Briseis seems to mock him with sarcasm when she writes;
‘The Greeks suppose you mourn! you play the lyre, 
And some loose girl absorbs you with her fire,
And men are asking why you will not fight!
Fighting is hard, but love and song delight.’[footnoteRef:21]  [21:  Ovid Her.3.113-6] 

[image: File:Chiron instructs young Achilles - Ancient Roman fresco.jpg]This passage directly interacts with the Iliad which mentions Achilles playing the lyre, an instrument which he was raised with by Chiron, as he mourns the loss of his honour. The Romans were interested in Achilles’ education, as can be seen in some of their artwork and literature, and it is interesting that Ovid brings this reminder of his lyre into the Heroides in a part of the letter where Briseis is taunting Achilles. This implies that Briseis might think that by seeking refuge in the arts and his music he is performing a lesser action. Image 1: Chiron teaching Achilles the Lyre. 
From a 1st Century A.D. fresco.

What we see is something we see within other Latin texts which cover Achilles from around the same time, a question over his virtus and manliness; this coming from Briseis, a self-declared slave, is with the intention to goad. Lyre-playing could also be seen in contrast to Deidamia and how Achilles supposedly wooed her in Statius’s Achilleid;[footnoteRef:22] therefore the lyre to Briseis is not only being used as a symbol of unmanliness, but also one of romance, a romance which is not needed if she were to be returned to him from Agamemnon. To intertwine these two traditions could be wrong, since Statius was writing after Ovid, but it is still likely that the myth of Achilles teaching Deidamia was known to Ovid also and therefore it could also be considered as a possibility.  [22:  Stat. Achilleid 1.573-9] 

Briseis is fully aware of how precarious her position currently is, especially since Achilles will be leaving her in Agamemnon’s hands, hands which killed his own daughter Iphigenia in order to receive favourable winds from the Gods.[footnoteRef:23] Agamemnon was not the kindest man, and was often impulsive and cruel, Achilles was the better bet, and this is confirmed by Briseis when she states that she would rather work as a slave for his wife as long as he ensures that nobody harms her in his household as she begs him to remember that, ‘She too once was mine.’[footnoteRef:24] This does not scream a slave mentality such as Verducci claims haunts the character. [footnoteRef:25]  A slave would not care as much for their fate as Briseis does, this screams of a desperate woman who has no other option. It therefore seems as though Barchiesi is more in tune with Briseis as a character; as a woman who is so desperate that she feels the need to beg her captor to reclaim her.[footnoteRef:26] It seems as though through the loss of her self into slavery, and into the hands of Agamemnon, the only identity she can now confidently own as hers is that which is sexual, and she is seeking ‘to reestablish at least her sexual identity by close physical proximity to Achilles, regardless of what status this proximity might entail.’[footnoteRef:27] [23:  Homer Il. 9.145]  [24:  Homer Il. 9.264-429]  [25:  Florence Verducci. ‘Ovid's Toyshop of the Heart: Epistulae Heroidum.’ (New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1985) p.98]  [26:  Alessandro Barchiesi. ‘Future Reflexive: Two Modes of Allusion and Ovid's Heroides’ Harvard Studies in Classical Philology Vol. 95 (1993) p.336-337]  [27:  Bolton. p.276] 

However, she seems to be very much aware that Achilles does not really seem to want her as much as he says, and that the mourning he acts out with the lyre is more dependant on his lost honour than his love for her. Even during the embassy he is very flippant about having her back as he says ‘let him lie by her side and take his joy,’[footnoteRef:28] hardly the words of a besotted lover. Ovid seems to have picked up on this, and Briseis’s seemingly in-depth knowledge of the embassy scene would make the reader suppose that she had heard this too, and therefore that he will not fight for her safety. There are other scenes in the Iliad within which Achilles slights Briseis,[footnoteRef:29] but since the embassy is most pertinent to the Heroides, they are not mentioned here. This knowledge Briseis has of the embassy as well as the tone of some of the passages suggests that she was only writing this letter for self-preservation, and not for a deep love for the man to whom she was writing. This may be why she stresses her sub servitude as much as she does,[footnoteRef:30] as he is not looking for a lover but the recovery of his honour, which he can obtain from retrieving her.  This letter therefore shows Achilles as one who wears the mask of a lover; yet does not know how to be one in truth. One who acts as a lover of the arts, but only when war does not suit him. [28:  Homer Il. 9.328-346]  [29:  See Homer. Il. 1.965-60/Il. 9.663]  [30:  Fulkerson. p.91] 

Many ancient authors have interacted with the Iliad, created adaptations and expanded on the original content, but the way and form that Ovid used to do this was quite unique, and was later expanded on by Medieval scholars too; such as within the Deidema Achilles, which has many similarities to Heroides 3.[footnoteRef:31] By focusing on how Briseis sees Achilles, he plays around with a plethora of other content which can be linked to his unmanliness, his distaste for actual war, and his general conflict between being a lover and a warrior. [31:  Deidema Achillles] 
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