Critical Commentary on Ovid’s Heroides 3.51-82

Ovid’s Heroides comprises of 21 (both single and paired) epistles, or love letters, composed as elegiac poems and from the point of view of a number of famous mythological heroines. Heroides 3 is written from Briseis to Achilles, two very well known Homeric and Iliadic characters. Of course, this is the Ovidian Briseis- one that we do not come across in the Iliad and she may therefore be presented differently to the original Briseis which we can explore throughout the letter.

The overall aim of Briseis’ letter is clearly an attempt to stop Achilles from sailing away and leaving her behind as a captive of Agamemnon after she discovers that this is his plan; from privileged knowledge that we as the reader have due to our access to the whole of Homer’s Iliad we can place this epistle fairly accurately around Book 9 of the master text, the Iliad, during and after the embassy at which Achilles’ plea to King Agamemnon fails and he therefore makes the decision to leave, rejecting the opportunity to take Briseis away with him. Although, one stand out question would be as to why Briseis is so desperate to remain with Achilles- because she is in love with him, or because she is in an extremely vulnerable position and he is her best option? Similarly, are Achilles’ feeling towards her of the romantic kind, or is she nothing but a prize to him?

The passage begins with Briseis’ lamenting of her losses, “I still had only you”[footnoteRef:1] which is representative of how she lost her family and everything that she had when she was captured and given to Achilles and he is therefore the only thing that she has left. This might suggest that Briseis does not necessarily have an emotional attachment to Achilles, but more so that she is attempting to keep hold of what little she has- however it is quite often strongly believed that Briseis was most definitely in love with him, which would in turn demonstrate her appealing to the emotions of Achilles, “O hardened of heart?”[footnoteRef:2]. Here, Briseis seems to attempt to manipulate Achilles’ emotions and feelings towards her by implying that he does not care about her despite that he is allegedly in love with her.  [1:  Ovid 3.51-82]  [2:  Ovid 3.51-82] 


Ovid exploits elegiac material here by underscoring pathos; Briseis is in a much more vulnerable position than usual- she is a captive of Agamemnon and is thought of as nothing much other than an object and a prize. Something to be bargained with, demonstrated by the context of this letter in which she is aware that she has been presented as such to Achilles who has, regardless of his claim to love her, chosen to sail without her. This implies that Achilles does not actually have romantic feeling towards her, however, critics such as Fantuzzi have claimed that Hellenistic interpreters “downplay the few sentimental phrases Achilles utters about Briseis”[footnoteRef:3] in order to place greater emphasis on her love for him, this makes Briseis’ feelings seem much more intense, dramatic and emotional. Fantuzzi also claims that this, in turn, makes Achilles’ feelings towards her “chilly”[footnoteRef:4]. His feelings do, in fact, feel non-existent in Heroides 3 as he is portrayed this way by Briseis whom he allegedly loves and cares for. This allegation is utterly contradictory with Achilles’ actions when he leaves her behind. [3:  Fantuzzi, 2012]  [4:  Fantuzzi, 2012 ] 


In relation to the nature of the relationship between Briseis and Achilles, she is successful in “confusing the state of their relationship”[footnoteRef:5]. Briseis does this by referring to Achilles as “my master, you my husband, you my brother.”[footnoteRef:6]. It is likely that she makes a familial and emotional connection with Achilles as a method of appealing to his emotions in an attempt to make him take her away with him, although “the loss of her kin makes Briseis especially sensitive to familial relationships”[footnoteRef:7] which could further the implication that she is simply in a sensitive situation as opposed to being madly in love with Achilles as is so often implied. This portrayal of Briseis is also in keeping with the typical emotional woman that is so often presented in the Iliad; similarly to when Briseis is given a voice for the first time in the epic to lament Patroclus’ death in Book 19- she is presented only to be emotional. [5:  Lively, 2005]  [6:  Ovid 3.51-82]  [7:  Jacobson, 1971] 


The use of first person speech makes this letter much more personal, we are not hearing about Briseis from a male perspective- which common in the Iliad – but from her own. It humanises the character that Homer fails to give in detail, making her no longer a colourless and hollow secondary character, but a human being with feelings. Although, it is perhaps important to be aware of the fact that this is Ovid’s Briseis as opposed to the Homeric Briseis that we are most familiar with as the letter has “two notional authors”[footnoteRef:8], one being the heroine and the other being Ovid. This, in turn, makes the reliability of the narrator questionable as this would mean that we are in fact hearing Briseis’ side of the story from a male perspective which once again supports the appearance of her only to present emotions and or as a tool to further expand on the male characters. [8:  Kennedy and Hardie, 2012] 


Within Homer’s Iliad, the character of Briseis is secondary and appears only when relevant to the story of the epic or Achilles’ character- this may have been particularly useful to Ovid in the composition of the Heroides as he almost had “a blank canvas on which to work”[footnoteRef:9]. The privileged reader knows that Briseis makes very little appearance within the Iliad which allows for Ovid to sculpt her character in almost any way that he likes, creating the woman that Homer did not. It has been claimed that Briseis in the Heroides is more Roman than Greek, which would support this notion, “the Romans made Briseis … their exemplum for 1) the power of love and 2) the love of a man for a social inferior”[footnoteRef:10]. This demonstrates that Ovid manipulated and moulded Homer’s Briseis to be more relatable to a Roman audience, it is possible a Greek audience may not even recognise this Briseis.   [9:  Bolton, 2009]  [10:  Jacobson, 1971] 


Ovid’s Romanisation of Heroides 3 is further explored by Cunningham, who suggests that due to the way in which the Heroides is composed, it is a novelty and written to be performed on stage due to it being “so dramatic in form and conception”[footnoteRef:11]. He argues that the way in which Ovid presents Latin erotic elegy is adaptable to “a new type of theatrical performance”[footnoteRef:12] that would allegedly have been introduced in Rome around the time that Ovid was young. This would explain the techniques which Ovid uses to compose Briseis’ letter and to develop her character- she is quite dramatic throughout the whole of the epistle, for example “may I be swallowed up, I pray”[footnoteRef:13]; here she is particularly theatrical in her pleas which makes Cunningham’s suggestion seem plausible.   [11:  Cunningham, 1949 ]  [12:  Cunningham, 1949]  [13:  Ovid 3.51-82] 


Briseis’ pleas to Achilles continue, “I am no great burden to your fleet”[footnoteRef:14]. By this point in the epistle, she is clearly becoming desperate not to be left behind, a captive to Agamemnon- claiming that should Achilles take her with him she would be no bother; she will even “follow [her] captor, not as wife my wedded lord”[footnoteRef:15]. Despite the clear implication that she has romantic feelings towards her lover and her clear wish to be his wife, Briseis is willing to accompany Achilles in any way that he will have her- that even though she loves him, she is willing to be nothing but his captive while he takes another wife. This illustrates the vulnerability of her situation, furthered by her promise to be “a lowly slave of yours”[footnoteRef:16]. Or perhaps, Briseis truly loves him to the extent of allowing herself to be humiliated by a lowly position- judging by Ovid’s moulding of her character, this is a possibility. [14:  Ovid 3.51-82]  [15:  Ovid 3.51-82]  [16:  Ovid 3.51-82] 


Overall, Ovid’s Heroides 3 is clearly a plea from Briseis to Achilles not to abandon her. There seem to be two major ways in which the character of Briseis can be approached within the text; as being in love with Achilles- being hurt that he would leave her behind, and secondly that she is simply in a vulnerable position and he is her best option. It is likely that she was in fact, in love with him as this is the way she is wholly presented in most literature including this passage. It is also important to remind ourselves that this is the Ovidian Briseis, as opposed to the well-known Homeric heroine and that the dramatization and changing of her character is due to the potential reasoning behind Ovid’s composition of the epistle.
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