
Utile dicebas ipse fuisse capi:  Ovid’s Heroides 3 and the crisis of Roman identity

Recent studies of Augustan elegy discuss the genre’s inherent tensions in terms of its highly charged historical context (Janan 2004; Miller 2004). Ovid’s Heroides have received no such sustained treatment. This paper illustrates how Ovid’s heroines provide access to the anxieties accompanying the cultural shifts of the nascent empire. Using Heroides 3, Ovid’s imagined letter from Briseis to Achilles, as a case study, it argues—contra Miller— that Ovid’s elegies do not uniformly reproduce the Augustan system, but rather resist and comment on it through the vehicle of his female speakers. Many of the marked changes Ovid makes to his tragic and epic source-texts focus on political or personal loss, public degradation, failures of self-identification, or an inability to speak freely. In Briseis’ letter, kinship (47-52; 103-8), loss of political status (fueram patriae pars ego magna meae, 46), public shaming (11-12, 79, 101-2), an instable self-identification that degrades from wife (nupta, 69) to mistress (domina, 101) to slave (captiva, 60; famula, 75; serva, 100) to mere baggage (sarcina, 68), and the assertion of a failed bargain with her master Achilles (utile dicebas ipse fuisse capi, 54) provide compelling parallels to the changing role of the citizen and the reality of disenfranchisement at the end of Rome’s republic.

In the past decade scholarship on the Heroides has made innovative strides.  Recent studies provide glimpses of Ovid’s imagined authors as failing to present themselves to their best advantage (Lindheim 2003), as resisting readers of their own stories (Spentzou 2003), or as a community of writers who learn from-- or fail to learn from-- each other’s narratives (Fulkerson 2005). Only very recently indeed has there been any attempt to consider the Heroides as providing commentary on Augustan practice (Davis 2006), yet Heroides 3 has been left untouched in this regard. Analysis of Briseis’ letter has instead focused on Ovid’s psychological acumen (Jacobson 1971, 1974; Kelly 1999), perverse wit (Verducci 1985), and elegiac exploitation of a suitably lamentable erotic episode in Homer’s epic (Barchiesi 1992; Spoth 1992; Bolton 1997). My focus on the moments of marked change from Homer instead illustrate their reflection of a pervading experience of subjection under the new, and itself evolving, system of the principate.
Beyond suggesting that even Ovid’s Heroides have a role to play in representing the shifting realities of Rome at the birth of the empire, the broader scope of this paper is to resist the persistent claim that Ovid, as the last of the elegists, was not affected by the civil wars that were the backdrop of his childhood (Miller 2004). References in the poem to the death of family members and loss of property recall the bloody civil wars, while the loss of political power reflects the disenfranchisement of Roman males under Augustus. A focus on public disgrace, Briesis’ inability to identify herself in her new position as subject to a dominus (5, 100, 127, 154), and resentment of her place in that context reflect conflicting emotions about the bargain Romans struck of a disempowered and unstable personal and political identity in exchange for a stable government (Osgood 2006). That the Heroides were among Ovid’s earliest works, perhaps even before 20 BCE (Knox 1995), makes them an ideal locus for reflection of ruminations on the impact of the civil wars, and of Augustus’ gradual and evolving leadership as the new princeps. 
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