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A Critical Commentary on Ovid's Heroides 3 lines 1 - 26
  Ovid was a Roman poet born in Sulmo, Paeligni, in 43BC.[footnoteRef:1] He pursued an education intending to become employed in a public career, but at around the age of twenty, he began his literary career that would last the rest of his life.[footnoteRef:2] About a decade before his death, Ovid was exiled to Tomis, where he remained sadly until his death in 17AD.[footnoteRef:3] The reason for his banishment is not known for sure; however, it may have had something to do with the conduct of the emperor's granddaughter Julia.[footnoteRef:4]  [1:  Ovid and Showerman, 1914, p.2.]  [2:  Ovid and Showerman, 1914, p.3.]  [3:  Kenney, n.d.]  [4:  Ibid.] 

  Ovid's literary exploits were numerous and included amatory poems, the Fasti and the Metamorphoses.[footnoteRef:5] Among his amatory poems were the Heroides, a collection of letters written from the perspectives of a variety of different legendary women.[footnoteRef:6] These letters/poems fall into the category of female-empowering "elegy."[footnoteRef:7] All the women's letters share a common feature of being away from their beloved and their love causing pain. Marco Fantuzzi (2012) explains further that "the collapse of a pre-existing love is an essential point de depart of the heroine's misery", and this is consistent throughout all the Heroides.[footnoteRef:8]  [5:  Ovid and Showerman, 1914, p.3.]  [6:  Ovid - Works, n.d.]  [7:  Brady, 2002, p.21.]  [8:  Fantuzzi, 2012, p.142.] 

  Heroides 3 is a letter written from Briseis to Achilles, in which Briseis is desperate for her lover and master Achilles to retrieve her from the king Agamemnon.[footnoteRef:9] Agamemnon had taken Briseis due to being forced to give up his own prize, Chryses.[footnoteRef:10] In this letter, Briseis tries to persuade Achilles to collect her and go back to fighting the war against the Trojans. She questions his love for her and is prepared to return to him as a servant if he will not accept her as his wife.[footnoteRef:11] [9:  Ovid and Showerman, 1914.]  [10: Homer and Murray, 1924, p.27. Lines 180-187.]  [11:  Ovid and Showerman, 1914. ] 

  The section of Heroides 3 that this commentary will be focusing on is the beginning of her letter, in which she expresses her misery at being separated from and her desperation to be reunited with Achilles.[footnoteRef:12] [12:  Ovid and Showerman, 1914, p.32-35. Heroides 3 lines 1-26.] 

“Quam legis, a rapta Briseide littera venit,
vix bene barbarica Graeca notata manu.
quascumque adspicies, lacrimae fecere lituras;
sed tamen et lacrimae pondera vocis habent.
Si mihi pauca queri de te dominoque viroque                            5
fas est, de domino pauca viroque querar.
non, ego poscenti quod sum cito tradita regi,
culpa tua est—quamvis haec quoque culpa tua est;
nam simul Eurybates me Talthybiusque vocarunt,
Eurybati data sum Talthybioque comes.                                      10
alter in alterius iactantes lumina vultum
quaerebant taciti, noster ubi esset amor.
differri potui; poenae mora grata fuisset.
ei mihi! discedens oscula nulla dedi;
at lacrimas sine fine dedi rupique capillos—                              15
infelix iterum sum mihi visa capi!
Saepe ego decepto volui custode reverti,
sed, me qui timidam prenderet,1 hostis erat.
si progressa forem, caperer ne, nocte, timebam,
quamlibet ad Priami munus itura nurum.                                   20
Sed data sim, quia danda fui—tot noctibus absum
nec repetor; cessas, iraque lenta tua est.
ipse Menoetiades tum, cum tradebar, in aurem
“quid fles? hic parvo tempore,” dixit, “eris.”
Nec repetisse parum; pugnas, ne reddar, Achille!                    25
i nunc et cupidi nomen amantis habe!”
						(Heroides 3.1-26)
  Briseis begins her letter by reminding Achilles that she is not Greek by saying that she is writing in "her barbarian hand" (line 2). This could show that the letter is difficult for her to write, but she desperately wants Achilles to read it. The text is not actually written in Greek, as Ovid writes in Latin. But the text that Ovid has read and is responding to with this letter is written in Greek.[footnoteRef:13] So, in the same way that Briseis is connecting to Achilles through his language, Ovid could also be seen as connecting to Homer through the mention of language.[footnoteRef:14]  [13:  Brady, 2002, p.29.]  [14:  Ibid.] 

  She goes on to say that the letter will have blots made by her tears (lines 3-4). There will not actually be any blots as this is a work of fiction. Joseph Farrell (1998) has attempted to indicate that this adds an extra layer of complexity to this poem by saying that this means there would have had to have been a translator and editor who may have decided the words which were absent originally because of blots and decided what they could have been.[footnoteRef:15] In my opinion, these blots were mentioned by Ovid in order to indicate the emotional state of Briseis as a way to convey her emotions as an upset woman. [15:  Farrell, 1998, p.335.] 

  Addressing him as her master and lover (lines 5-6) almost mirrors how Homer had Achilles talk about Briseis in the Iliad, where Achilles refers to her as his wife and prize.[footnoteRef:16] She addresses him as master because, technically, she is nothing more than a slave to him. However, a slave would not write these words, and a lover would. She has been promised marriage to him through Patroclus.[footnoteRef:17] Perhaps this promise made her feel entitled to write this letter. Achilles has indicated his love for Briseis in the Iliad, but perhaps as the time passed between her being taken and Achilles refusing to have her restored, she feels more like the forgotten slave. She is the abandoned woman featured in this poem, as are all the women in the Heroides.[footnoteRef:18] [16:  Homer and Murray, 1924, p.418-419. Lines 330-340.]  [17:  Homer and Murray, 1925, p.356-357. Lines 295-300.]  [18:  Ciccone, 1997, p.3.] 

  Briseis states that she does and does not blame Achilles for her being delivered to Agamemnon. (lines 7 -8) She means that she knows that she must be given as she says in line 21 and does not blame him for her being taken, but she blames him for being handed over too quickly, as can be seen from line 13.
  The way Briseis interprets the silent look that Agamemnon's heralds Eurybates and Talthybius give each other when Achilles hands her over is that they were questioning "where now was the love between us?" (lines 11-12) They are not silent because they are questioning the love, but because they are unwilling to take her, but Agamemnon told them they must.[footnoteRef:19] Briseis's interpretation of the silent look between them could be because she herself is questioning his love for her. This is carried forward into the following lines when she says, "my going may have been deferred; a stay of my pain would have eased my heart." (line13). She knew that she must be handed over to the heralds, but that Achilles did not fight or attempt to delay her going could have caused this questioning.[footnoteRef:20]  [19:  Homer and Murray, 1924, p.36-37. Lines 325-335.]  [20:  Fantuzzi, 2012, p.140.] 

  Briseis refers to Patroclus as "Menoetius' son." (lines 23 - 24) By calling him Menoetius's son Ovid is copying the way that Patroclus is introduced by his patronymic in the Iliad.[footnoteRef:21] Ovid is also taking words from Briseis's lament over Patroclus' dead body in book 19 of the Iliad, where she says that Patroclus "would not even let me weep."[footnoteRef:22] Ovid's Patroclus says, "why do you weep?" (line 24) Ovid using this similar phrasing to Homer is a way that he has not changed the personality of Patroclus from how Homer had written him, despite putting the words earlier in the overall story of the Iliad, as homer does not say this till book 19, but scholarship shows this letter is to placed shortly after book 9.[footnoteRef:23] By adding to it that she would be there just a short time, Patroclus maintains the reassuring tone that he apparently had used on her when Achilles first took her. [21:  Boyd, 2018. V. Elegiac Eavesdropping: Briseis on the Embassy to Achilles.]  [22:  Homer and Murray, 1925, p.356-357. Lines 292.]  [23:  Fantuzzi, 2012, p.130.] 

  In line 25, Ovid reveals that Briseis has information that she should not have; "you even oppose my being restored" (line 25). In the Iliad, only Achilles, Patroclus and the three men that Agamemnon sent to persuade him to return to battle, Odysseus, Aias, and Phoenix, were present during the Embassy.[footnoteRef:24] Agamemnon had offered gifts, including the return of Briseis.[footnoteRef:25] She knew that Agamemnon had offered to restore her to Achilles but that Achilles had refused. In the Iliad, she was not mentioned as being present during the Embassy, so perhaps this was a slip by Ovid, and she should not have known this. Barbara Boyd (2018) argues that Briseis was "apparently out of sight but not out of earshot during the embassy", and considering the information that Briseis has further in Heroides 3, this seems likely.[footnoteRef:26] However, if she had been present during the Embassy, she would have also heard Achilles refer to her as his "sweetheart wife",[footnoteRef:27] and further in the Heroides 3 poem, she accuses him of not loving her (lines 40 – 42) she would not believe he had stopped loving her if she had heard that.[footnoteRef:28] Alternatively, perhaps the reader is expected to read between the lines and make reasonable assumptions that she had heard this information second-hand when the people that Agamemnon sent to have the Embassy with Achilles returned to tell Agamemnon Achilles' reply.  [24:  Homer and Murray, 1924, p.406-407. Lines 163-173.]  [25:  Homer and Murray, 1924, p.404-405. Lines 130-135.]  [26:  Boyd, 2018. V. Elegiac Eavesdropping: Briseis on the Embassy to Achilles.]  [27:  Homer and Murray, 1924, p.418-419. Lines 334-335.]  [28:  Fantuzzi, 2012, p.130.] 

  As Howard Jacobson (1974) suggests, it is possible that Ovid had other sources to draw from that are now lost that may have contained more information surrounding Briseis.[footnoteRef:29] However, it is more likely that Ovid was using only Homer and the Iliad as inspiration for his Briseis.[footnoteRef:30]  [29:  Jacobson, 1974, p.30.]  [30:  Jacobson, 1974, p.35.] 
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