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ON BRISEIS, THE OVIDIAN HEROINE

Panagiotis ASIMOPOULOS 
HELLENIC MILITARY ACADEMY, GREECE

ABSTRACT

The famous «Heroides», the incomparable inspiration of sensitive Ovid are 
identified with the ideal intertextual incarnation and the harmonic artistic coupling of the 
Hesiodic catalogues, the Euripidean monologues and the Propertian elegies. «This playful 
poet of tender loves» performs a perfect result of cultural syncretism, whilst he supports an 
emerging genre in Latin literature. 

Fifteen epistolic treatises in verses concerning mythical female figures reflect their 
wounded erotic feelings, although at the same time they function as an authentic invitation 
to their inconsistent lovers or unfaithful spouses. Furthermore, the Roman creator provides 
them with the adequate background in order to accomplish the significant upgrade of their 
universally acknowledged humble status. Against the strict framework of the male-
dominated social fabric their beautified victimization and their recent reputable identity 
will contribute decisively to become clear that in essence these unfortunate beings surpass 
their heartless rulers.

The third Ovidian epistle is based on the eliciting factor of the shocking anger of 
theomorphic Peleus’ son: Homeric Briseis makes a scathing denunciation of the coward 
abduction, the violent sexual exploitation, the brutal imprisonment of all the defenseless 
«barbarian» women by the «noble» Achaeans. With her multifaceted presence, the young 
Trojan girl attempts to achieve her individualized exhilaration in a dedicated and 
submissive partner.

At the same time with magnificent generosity she annuls the innate feminine shyness. 
Indeed, Briseis banishes the reasonable hatred towards the implacable enemy of her 
motherland and consciously defects. Turning a blind eye to the proverbial eroticism of her 
lover that is inherited by Zeus, the common progenitor of heroes and the archetypal pattern 
of sexual liberation she decides to assert his heart with unprecedented passion.

However, the arrogant conqueror, the merciless slaughterer of her loved persons in 
a fraudulent, almost cynical way that is inappropriate to his heroic ideal sidelines her. 
Provocatively he ignores her passionate epistle and he doesn’t hear her ardent request for 
the immediate release from Agamemnon, the crass commander in chief.

KEYWORDS' Ovid, Heroides, Briseis, letter, love

Introductory notes
In the Homeric epic the beautiful princess from Lyrnessus, also 

known as Hippodameia or Astynome, Briseus’ daughter or the captive from 
Brisa[1] occupies a primary position, since she functions as: 

(i) the emotional alibi of mythical Achilles on which his 
tremendous „�����“ (wrath) and his disastrous decision to retire from the 

��
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However, the arrogant conqueror, the merciless slaughterer of her loved persons in 
a fraudulent, almost cynical way that is inappropriate to his heroic ideal sidelines her. 
Provocatively he ignores her passionate epistle and he doesn’t hear her ardent request for 
the immediate release from Agamemnon, the crass commander in chief.

KEYWORDS' Ovid, Heroides, Briseis, letter, love

Introductory notes
In the Homeric epic the beautiful princess from Lyrnessus, also 

known as Hippodameia or Astynome, Briseus’ daughter or the captive from 
Brisa[1] occupies a primary position, since she functions as: 

(i) the emotional alibi of mythical Achilles on which his 
tremendous „�����“ (wrath) and his disastrous decision to retire from the 
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homicidal battles are based;
(ii) Achilles’ respectable mistress[2] and not a humble slave[3] 

who is subjected to her merciless fate and obliged to serve the 
unscrupulous murderer of her legal husband and three siblings with 
exemplary devotion[4];

(iii) the female figure that the authentic love[5] of the pre-elegiac 
amator equates her to the actual spouses of the rest Achaeans and 
specifically to fabled Helen;

(iv) the historical background in which the destructive dispute 
between Achilles and Agamemnon is showed vividly as compared with 
the hard conflict between Menelaus and Paris;

(v) the inspired signal for the elegiation of hero’s story with the 
proud Trojan girl and for its skillful reduction to an elegiac „origo“
(origin, source; ancestor)[6].

In the Propertian elegy Briseis’ love story is deployed as a unique 
„exemplum“ (example; instance; case), as the acute mental pain that 
overwhelms Achilles, the elegiac „amator“ (lover; enthusiastic admirer; 
man fond of women) because of her violent abduction redeem him from the 
dynastic feelings of impudent depreciation and ineffable despair[7]. At the 
same time the sincere mourning of faithful Briseis is contrasted with the 
unacceptable reaction of disloyal Cynthia[8]. In addition it highlights the 
insurmountable supremacy that is reflected by the elegiac pain of the non-
marginalized, but exemplary „puella“ (young girl; maiden; slavegirl) against 
the emotional instability of the multipraised „amator“[9]. Undoubtedly the 
characteristic „asceticism and the elite aversion towards the body“[10], the 
analogous performance of the historical framework, as well as the artful 
humanization of the mythical figures with the impressive inversion 
concerning the orthodox elegiac version[11] are included among the 
remarkable elements of the Propertian poetic approach.

The thematic axis of the Horatian ode seems to be the agonized 
attempt of the heroine to be proved to be worthy of her admirable standard 
through her affected social position and the basic parameters of her 
remarkable temperament. For this reason with particular humor the poet 
intends to emphasize Phyllis’ false decency and her self-interested 
attitude[12] and to underline the noticeable dominance of her royal 
origin[13],[14]: Horace makes an imaginative word game, due to the fact he 
harmonizes the etymological convergence of Xanthias who is inferior to 
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