A Critical Commentary of Ovid’s Heroides 3 (Her. 3.1-38)

Ovid’s Heroides are a collection of elegiac ‘letters’, written/narrated as dialogues between prominent figures in Greek mythology, such as Helen and Paris, whilst incorporating real figures like Sappho. Its written structure can be identified with the traditional Roman elegy, which Ovid affiliated himself with, written in elegiac couplets, and employing ethopoeia. Whilst not all ‘written’ by women (as seen with Her. 16, 18 and 20) fifteen women are represented, creating a ‘female-led’ chronicling, unlike that of contemporaneous texts. Maecenas, friend, and collaborator of Augustus was an acquaintance and patron to many leading poets of the Augustan Age (particularly close with Propertius). From this, many encomiastic passages towards Augustus and his reign can be attested. Ovid is the most ‘Augustan’ of the Roman Elegists, in growing up under his rule and writing prolifically during the subsequent course of his rule.[footnoteRef:1] His initial works were complementary of Augustus, his works reflecting his perception of a period marked by prosperity, safety and multiple opportunities, however, following his exile, the works became to explore the conception of powerlessness (though others indirectly appealed to Augustus for leniency). Dating of the Heroides is uncertain, but it is thought to be amongst his earliest works, attested by his reflective commentary on ethopoeia in Amores (16 BC, later revised in 2 AD).  [1:  Citroni, 2009, p.16] 

 
This passage builds on the Homeric account of the Iliad, revolving around an imagined dialogue between from Briseis to Achilles, set amidst the Trojan War. Briseis, daughter of King Mynes, was ‘won’ and enslaved by Achilles who captured and ransacked Lyrnessus. However, Briseis was soon taken by King Agamemnon (of Mycenae), looking for a new concubine, and held at his camp. Infuriated by Agamemnon’s actions, Achilles (an acclaimed Greek warrior) excludes himself from fighting, remaining isolated in his tent. Despite Agamemnon’s attempts to remedy the situation, offering an abundance of precious goods, captured women and one of his daughters, Achilles remains steadfast. Briseis is angered by Achilles’ indifference towards the war and her, and writes to Achilles, entreating him to intervene and ‘claim her back’, also encouraging Achilles to take arms and resume fighting. The Iliadic components in Heroides 3 are seen with Briseis’ enslavement by Agamemnon and Achilles’ initial fury manifested in Book One (though his anger is inexplicit here). Later, Agamemnon’s offers of mediation alongside Achilles’ repudiation are detailed in Book Nine.
 
As imagined, Ovid was not the first to employ ethopoeia, but in a Roman context he perhaps inaugurated its extensive/continual use. This adopted rhetoric tradition is rooted in contemporary oratological practice (most notable in the works of Propertius). However, the use of ethopoeia in an Ovidian context, emblematises a distance from typical Roman elegy, which Björk, in following James, succinctly expresses: “On the contrary, in the Heroides, the doors lock in the girl”.[footnoteRef:2] This sentiment of female entrapment, abandonment/exclusion runs through the Heroides, explicit in Briseis’ uprooting from Achilles, a process out of her hands, and further connoted where she declares “victorem captiva seuar/I will follow my conqueror as a captive”.[footnoteRef:3] Thematically, this recalls Ovid’s earlier dialogue between Penelope and Ulysses (Heroides 1), where she views herself as: “sine viribus uxor/a powerless wife”.[footnoteRef:4] A point touched upon by Boyd,[footnoteRef:5] which should be stressed in analysing Heroides 3, is the intimacy and deeply personal nature of the text (exaggerated further by Ovid’s employment of ethopoeia). Distinct from the typified (and ‘serene’) Roman elegy, curated for an elite male audience, both verbosity and ‘elaboration’ are stripped back[footnoteRef:6], with Briseis’ voice and psyche clear, and Achilles’ attitudes only relayed through Briseis. The grandiose and ’epic’ hero Achilles is unravelled, his prior armour-clad figure left bare to Briseis’ judgement. Heightening this, Achilles is (frequently) addressed simply as ‘you’, by Briseis, not only a woman, but a slave, who was heavily omitted in the Iliad.  Of course, the original intended audience is unclear, but given a general favouring of education towards men, and those of an elite status (though elite women were educated) in ancient Rome, this must have been shocking; a divergence from the ‘norm’. Ethopoeia, however, presents an obvious stumbling block in our conceptions of these texts. Despite the elucidation by Ovid of a female-led narrative, his male voice: “lurks under the words of the women (and men) he so vividly portrays”.[footnoteRef:7]  [2:  Björk, 2016, p.197; James, 2003, p.111]  [3:  Ov. Her. 3. 68 (trans. Showerman)]  [4:  Ov. Her. 1.97 (trans. Showerman)]  [5:  Boyd, 2018]  [6:  Fulkerson, 2005, p.94]  [7:  Fulkerson, 2009, p.89] 

  
In line with Fulkerson, however, it would be reductive to regard these texts as “anti-feminist”[footnoteRef:8], although he prolongs the ‘abandoned’ and passive Homeric trope. Ovid gives greater credence to Briseis (whose voice and appearance was disempowered in the Iliad), where her perspective and situation is considered and conveyed. This is aided by the uninterrupted nature of a letter, where an omniscient third-person narrator is absent.[footnoteRef:9] Though Briseis refers to Achilles as ‘master’, Ovid appears to partially defy (if not physically then psychologically) the duality of the dominus/domina stance, where Ovid ‘allows’ her to be angry, breaking her free from the constraints of imposed Homeric passivity. In lamenting Achilles’ tardiness, Ovid relays a narrative in which a woman is not only very aware of her own situation but questions her servitude. Of course, the repudiation of slavery is a given, but a solely female perspective is marginalised in the greater narrative of Roman poetry. Moreover, all the women are presented as writers (through their opening addresses – though these may not be original) rather than codified by an intermediary. By employing, and addressing others through a monologue, Ovid: "has the opportunity, unusual in antiquity, to imagine a high-born slave's conception of her own servitude".[footnoteRef:10] The importance of this should not be understated. The author would agree with Cahoon (though he discusses the Metamorphoses)[footnoteRef:11], that the multiplicity and richness of female characters (who assume their own artistic voices)[footnoteRef:12] in the Heroides signify that the epistolary collection are open to numerous perspectives, “including that of a female reader”.[footnoteRef:13] [8:  Fulkerson, 2009, p.82]  [9:  Muraoka, 2016, p.2 ]  [10:  Verducci, 1985, p.98]  [11:  Salzman-Mitchell, 2005, p. 20; Cahoon, 1996]  [12:  Spentzou 2003; Salzman-Mitchell, 2005, p. 20 ]  [13:  Salzman-Mitchell, 2005, p. 20] 


Dramatic irony (a characteristic feature of Ovid’s poetry) is prevalent in the Heroides and is seen in this passage. During Patroclus’ dialogue with Briseis (a fictionalised event by Ovid), he reassures her that she would be reunited with Achilles shortly. However, the reader is aware that, although she will be reunited with Achilles, it was mainly motivated by the Agamemnon’s woes over ever increasing losses in battle and was exacerbated by the death of Patroclus, which reignited Achilles’ ‘urge’ to fight, in enacting revenge upon Hector. His feud with Agamemnon was ceased, and she was returned, used in a power-struggle between Agamemnon and Achilles as a ‘bargaining chip’. 

Contrary to the ‘Rage of Achilles’ outlined in the opening passage of the Iliad (and maintained throughout), in the Heroides, Achilles is a physically and metaphorically distant figure, much reduced. Briseis plays on Achilles’ ’notorious’ anger, and almost ‘goads’ Achilles to rouse his courage, to take up arms and resume fighting (for the war, and invariably her), declaring “your anger is slow”.[footnoteRef:14] This is no clearer than in the statement: “Go now, deserve the name of an eager lover!”.[footnoteRef:15] This could further allude to militia amoris, recalling Ovid’s declaration of: “militat omnis amans / every lover is a soldier”.[footnoteRef:16] Although the passage strongly adheres to conventions in Roman elegy, most interesting is the notion of the elegiac lover. Whereas the elegiac lover was frequently male (interacting with a female who did not reciprocate his feelings), here we see a gender reversal, where the (typically) suppressed domina addresses Achilles directly, with Briseis’ emotional reciprocation framed by her own circumstances - of separation and desperation. Whereas Augustan love poetry (like that of Horace and Propertius and earlier Ovidian works) romanticised Achilles, and often reinforced the explicit demarcation between a male dominus/female domina, (the male who metaphorically ‘romantically enslaved’ himself to the woman), in their relationship, Ovid paints a figure that is increasingly distanced and ‘unfeeling’ akin to the ‘unreceptive/unresponsive’ domina of archetypal elegy. The melancholy and dejected Achilles illustrated by Propertius (Prop. 2.8. 29-40) is absent here, as echoed by Fantuzzi.[footnoteRef:17] The notion of servitium amoris is not negated, but mirrored, where Briseis leads the dialogue, even though Briseis is the one ‘imprisoned’.  [14:  Ov. Her. 3. 21 (trans. Showerman)]  [15:  Ov. Her. 3.26 (trans. Showerman)]  [16:  Ov. Am. 1.9 (trans. Showerman)]  [17:  Fantuzzi, 2012, p. 104] 


The dominant/submissive precept is furthered within the syntax, witnessed in Briseis’ recognition of herself in relation to Achilles. In line 5, Briseis wishes to complain to Achilles, but is reticent towards: “mihi … dominoque viroque/my master and my beloved”.[footnoteRef:18] Quite tellingly, in referring to her abduction by Agamemnon after already being enslaved by Achilles, she indignantly proclaims: “I seemed a second time to suffer the captive’s fate!”.[footnoteRef:19] This highlights a (perhaps intentional) Ovidian commentary on the status of Homeric women, where the enslavement and ‘exchange’ of concubines/slaves became expressions of honour, seen in the Iliadic declaration of Achilles’ feelings towards Briseis: “any good man of sense loves his own wife and cares for her – as I too loved this girl from my heart, even though I won her by my spear”.[footnoteRef:20] This conflation meaning in essence, honour became commoditised amongst Iliadic heroes. [18:  Ov. Her. 3. 5 (trans. Showerman)]  [19:  Ov. Her. 3. 15-16 (trans. Showerman)]  [20:  Hom. Il. 9.341-3 (trans. Hammond)] 

 
The Heroides presented a new means of expression, alternate yet still interlinked, to the typefied Roman elegy. Though the notion of a dominus/domina duality is continued (through servitium amoris and militia amoris allegories), it now operated in very different parameters. As Fulkerson reiterates: “The predominant pattern of the single Heroides at least is an exact reversal of that of Latin (love) elegy. For, in the Heroides, it is regularly the woman who grovels and humiliates herself, not the man”.[footnoteRef:21] Ovid deliberately applied a purposed exaggeration (as a literary device) to emphasis the disparity in situation between Briseis and Achilles. Whilst scholarly debate (rightly) remains around the influence of ethopoeia in Ovid’s work, and to what extent it is percipient of Roman femininity, what cannot be dismissed is the prominence and wealth of both mythological and literal female figures, bringing their voices, who collectively reconfigure and redefine a medium as essential/entrenched (to both Greeks and Romans) as Greek mythology, a narrative upon which people derived norms and guidance.  [21:  Fulkerson, 2009, p. 84] 
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