[bookmark: _GoBack]A Critical Commentary on Ovid’s ‘Heroides 3’ Lines 51-76

“For so many lost to me I still had only you in recompense; you were my master, you my husband, you my brother. You swore to me by the godhead of your seaborn mother, and yourself said that my captive’s lot was gain—yes, that though I come to you with dowry, you may thrust me back, scorning’ the wealth that with me is tendered you! Nay, ’tis even said that when tomorrow’s dawn shall have shone forth, you mean to unfurl your linen sails to the cloud-bringing winds of the south. When the monstrous tale fell on my wretched and terror-stricken ears, the blood went from my breast, and with it my senses fled. You are going—ah me, wretched!—and to whom do you leave me, O hardened of heart? Who shall afford me gentle solace, left behind? May I be swallowed up, I pray, in sudden yawning of the earth, or consumed by the ruddy fire of careering thunderbolt, e’er that, without me, the seas foam white with Phthian oars, and I am left behind to see your ships fare forth! If it please you now to return to the hearth of your fathers, I am no great burden to your fleet. As captive let me follow my captor, not as wife my wedded lord; I have a hand well skilled to dress the wool. The most beauteous by far among the women of Achaea will come to the marriage chamber as your bride—and may she come!—a bride worthy of her lord’s father, the grandchild of Jove and Aegina, and one whom ancient Nereus would welcome as his grandson’s bride. As for me, I shall be a lowly slave of yours and spin off the given task, and the full distaff shall grow slender at the drawing of my threads.”

This passage of text is from Ovid’s ‘Heroides’, a collection of 15 poems written in Latin that were written from the point of view of women to their lovers from Greek and Roman mythology. The third letter, or ‘Heroides 3’ is the poem that the above lines are lifted from and Ovid writes this poem from the point of view of Briseis, the lover of Achilles in Homer’s Iliad.

These lines are lifted from mid-way through the poem and are set in the midst of Briseis lamenting everyone she has lost, including her previous husband and three brothers. For context’s sake, it is important to briefly summarize Briseis’ character arc in the Iliad. Briseis was the wife of a Prince of Lyrnesus but was claimed by Achilles as his prize when Achilles and his men sacked the city, killed the people and enslaved her. These events took place before the events of the Iliad but they are mentioned briefly by Achilles.[footnoteRef:7115] Briseis is an important character within the Iliad because she is a catalyst for the argument between Agamemnon and Achilles that surrounds the plot of the poem. [7115:  Homer. The Iliad. Book 19.] 


It is difficult to pin down exactly at what point during the plot of the Iliad that Ovid was having Briseis write this letter but from her lamentations at the beginning of the letter, it is obvious that it is after Agamemnon took her as his own slave[footnoteRef:12552], as she writes of how desperately she wants to return to Achilles, her former captor. We can also gather that this poem takes place after the Embassy, due to Briseis mentioning it happening but before the death of Patroclus. [12552:  Homer. The Iliad. Book 1.] 


One of the main themes to be found within this gobbet is the powerful love and dedication Briseis feels for Achilles, regardless of the power imbalance within their relationship. The line ‘For so many lost to me I still had only you in recompense...’ demonstrates that Briseis has come to rely on Achilles for comfort after her husband and brothers were slaughtered by his men. Morally speaking, this is a confusing sentiment for modern readers and may be seen as some sort of Stockholm Syndrome but for Roman readers it would probably seem less strange due to the reliance most Roman women had on men for protection, lifestyle and power. 

At its most basic level, this gobbet is simply a declaration of love and longing from a woman to a man and yet, when its broken down and the context of the Iliad is brought into it, it is slightly disturbing in many ways. For example, the lines ‘When the monstrous tale fell on my wretched and terror-stricken ears...’ and ‘May I be swallowed up, I pray, in sudden yawning of the earth...’ are both said by Briseis regarding when she heard that Achilles had threatened to take his men and sail back to Greece due to the argument with Agamemnon.  What we can gather from this is that Briseis automatically assumes that Achilles would not steal her back before leaving and the thought of this makes Briseis suicidal. This is a further demonstration of the unhealthy obsession Briseis has with Achilles, and yet it is understandable as a woman stuck in a man's world and Achilles being the only form of stability Briseis has found since the death of her family.

This idea of a need for stability is taken even further as the gobbet continues. Briseis goes on to say that she doesn’t even want to be Achilles’ wife and she’d be perfectly happy being kept as a slave who spins fabric, as long as she can only remain near Achilles. Indeed, her self-confidence is so low, remembering of course that she used to be a Princess of Lyrnesus, that she says ‘The most beauteous by far among the women of Achaea will come to the marriage-chamber as your bride – and may she come! - a bride worthy of her lord’s father, the grandchild of Jove and Aegina, and one whom ancient Nereus would welcome as his grandson’s bride.’ The demonstration of complete submission to Achilles by Briseis is interesting to experience as a reader and yet, it is uncomfortable because it is a demonstration of the human fear we have that we will lose our identity to someone else.

An interesting point of discussion with this passage, and indeed Ovid’s Heroides 3 in general is the historical context. Ovid was born in 43 BC and died in 17AD so he was writing under the reign of the first Roman Emperor, Augustus. One of the biggest controversies of Augustus’s early reign was his relationship with Antony. The reason I mention this is that Plutarch talks about the marriage between Augustus’ sister, Octavia the Younger and Antony and how Antony spurned Octavia, who followed him across the Mediterranean, for the Egyptian Pharoah, Cleopatra.[footnoteRef:32652] Whether Ovid was intending to create this interesting comparison is debatable, indeed unlikely, but it is interesting to think about. [32652:  Plutarch. Life of Antony. 54.1.] 


One final point of controversy I’d like to point out is that there is disagreement amongst modern scholars on whether the Heroides were even written by Ovid. Farrell talks about this at length in his 1998 article and states that he believes this is the reason for the Heroides being so rarely studied within academia.[footnoteRef:24205] If these poems were not written by Ovid, it would certainly make any analysis of the historical context a moot point but it does raise an interesting thought about the identity of the author and, as it was so rare for ancient literature to be written from the viewpoint of women, it could be possible that these poems were written by a woman but were mistakenly credited to Ovid. This is certainly a fascinating idea for future research. [24205:  Farrell, J. 1998.] 


In conclusion, this gobbet is an example of how the female voice was represented in ancient literature and can be used as an example of Roman love literature. It can certainly be read as a controversial piece of literature, depending on your viewpoint or area of research but, as a stand-alone passage, it is a beautiful and passionate declaration of love and desperation for a ‘lost’ lover that has resonated through the ages. While there are further controversies regarding historical context and possible mis-assignment of authorship, as mentioned above, that certainly deserve more in-depth study, Heroides 3 is a unique and interesting representation of Classical mythology in the Roman Imperial period.
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