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Preface

Published in time for the bimillennium of Ovid’s relegation by the emperor Augustus to Tomis on the Black Sea, this book examines aspects of Ovid’s poetry from exile. It is unashamedly diffuse in character, covering topics that range from quasi-historical studies, to stylistics, to literary comparison and various matters between. It offers a wide-ranging overview of the exiled poet and the autobiographical elegiacs of his last years in a compilation of my previously published articles or reviews. Any observed omissions or redundancies must be ascribed to this fact: not only has Ovid been revisited, but also the matter of each of the six chapters. My aim is to make easily accessible research papers and reviews published over more than twenty years in a variety of journals spanning eight different countries. These have been abbreviated, rearranged and merged in logical, rather than chronological, order.

Overlaps in the introductions of various articles that form subsections of chapters have been weeded out, as have all foot- and endnotes. A small proportion of previously unpublished material has been added (some passages deriving from aspects of my Stellenbosch dissertation, others are new). Those few articles that were integrated into the fabric of my Displaced Persons (London, 1999) have not been reused. I have tried to offer the material in a palatable form, also for non-specialists, with a minimum of references to other secondary material. To make the book more readable, all quotations and excerpts have been furnished with fairly literal translations. These are, unless otherwise acknowledged, my own, and are presented in ‘free verse’ format where line-by-line equivalence is possible, but as prose where logical English equivalence cannot retain the integrity of the Latin word order over a couplet. Non-specialist readers may feel happier to skip the more technical third sections of Chapters 3 and 4.

The title of the book is a tribute to L.P. Wilkinson’s Ovid Recalled (Cambridge, 1955), while respectfully disagreeing with the master as to the literary value of the poems. That his poetry from exile is consistent with the rest of Ovid’s oeuvre in quality and style has been the underlying assumption upon which my research was based. My publications from 1986 onward have consistently treated Ovid’s poems from exile as the literary, as well as the chronological, culmination of his oeuvre, ascribing the poet’s palpable resilience in the face of extreme hardship to the relief that his poetry afforded him.

My earlier research mostly concentrated on the uses to which Ovid put his exilic poetry and his manner of composition, but more recently I have ventured into the twin minefields of literary comparison and armchair psychology. Chapter 6 is a compilation of two papers resulting from research on Ovid’s universalisation of exile funded by the South African National Research Foundation, which body is again thanked. Here the degree to which Ovid universalised the sufferings of the dispossessed is assessed by comparing his exilic works with modern exilic literature. Recent events in southern Africa have led to severe displacement of many, so that the topic has increased in poignancy for me.

To take the topics of the other chapters in order: the Introduction considers the phenomenon of Ovid’s continued popularity, explaining the importance of chronology in our reading and critical judgement of the exilic poems. Ovid’s first readers would have received his missives from Tomis over time and in serial format, unrolling the scrolls and reading the poems in the order in which the author presented them. Hence the Introduction ends with a brief summary of the contents of the Tristia and Epistolae ex Ponto, divided into five chronological phases, to be read rapidly and in that order. Topics of subsequent chapters range from consideration of Ovid’s relationship with Augustus and with his own poetry, to his ubiquitous humour, to his skill as poet, including metrics, vocabulary and verbal play, and to Ovid’s use of mythological figures from earlier parts of his oeuvre. Finally, an Excursus examines some historicist conjectures about Ovid’s exile, ending with adaptations of some recent book reviews, the whole serving to indicate some of the directions that Ovidian studies are taking today.

The number of the chapter into which each source has been incorporated is given in parentheses after each in the list of my publications (‘Sources’, pp. xi-xii below). In some cases the disiecta membra of an article have been redistributed over various chapters. This is indicated merely by listing these chapters after the title and provenance of a particular paper. Readers wishing to pursue any topic in greater depth are referred to the original journals from which these chapters derive. Sincere thanks to the anonymous readers of these journals, who originally each individually contributed to the logical flow and tautness of the respective articles. Thanks, too, to my editor Deborah Blake for advice and encouragement, to Gareth Williams for his careful scrutiny and meticulous annotation of the manuscript and his many helpful suggestions, to Maridien Schneider for years of research assistance, and to my husband Piet, for endless support.

Jo-Marie Claassen
Stellenbosch, June 2008
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Introduction

1. Setting the scene: why Ovid remains so popular, and what this book is about

Ovid’s versatility may perhaps explain his continued popularity, but fashions in judging of his place in the Classical pantheon come and go, as do fashions in the evaluation of his exilic works. In the 1950s, L.P. Wilkinson’s otherwise measured judgement of our poet’s oeuvre (Ovid Recalled, Cambridge, 1955) still took at face value Ovid’s many protestations of the inferiority of his poems from exile and his conversion from flippant player to serious emperor-worshipper. For a long time these poems were considered mainly as historical source material. The British scholar E.J. Kenney, in ‘The poetry of Ovid’s exile’, PCPhS 191 (1965), 37-49, finally alerted the scholarly world to the poetic and imaginative quality of the exilic poems, both regarding style and in the manner in which style reveals emotion. Kenney’s seminal article opened up a new direction. By the 1980s it was possible to write seriously of the value of the exilic poems without eliciting disapproving frowns from colleagues.

By the beginning of this century it has become a matter of mainstream scholarship to consider the exilic poems as poetry without having to apologise. My own efforts over the past twenty years seem to have become increasingly acceptable to specialist colleagues. I no longer seem unusual in my identification of irreverence and iconoclasm in these poems, that have come into their own in an irreverent and questioning era. We have long ceased to view empire in the rosy light that suffused Augustan studies in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Reception of both Ovid and Augustus has changed. This will be more thoroughly discussed during the course of this book.

Ovid’s literary popularity, even when his exilic poetry was valued only as a quarry for historical factoids, may be judged from the amount of non-literary activity elicited by his relegation to Tomis, modern Constanza, on the Black Sea, which event took place in AD 8 or 9. The Excursus at the end of this book discusses some of the endless historicist researches into Ovid’s exile, while offering reviews of diverse recent publications. This includes an important collection of essays on Ovid’s Metamorphoses as example of the kind of attention our poet now enjoys. Recent scholarship assumes that Ovid spent part of his exile on finally polishing his carmen perpetuum; hence the inclusion of this review in a work about the exilic poetry. The continued interest of modern scholars in other aspects of the exiled poet’s art and life is also briefly and selectively surveyed in that chapter.

2. Brief overview of the facts of Ovid’s exile

No other contemporary sources mention Ovid’s exile. We have only his own evidence, contained in five books of the Tristia, ‘Sad songs’, and four collections of Epistolae ex Ponto, ‘Letters from the Black Sea’. There is a remarkable paucity of autobiographical, ‘factual’ material on the poet’s life before the decree of relegation, but rather, on the emotional level, a paradoxical mixture of apparent humble contrition about and strong pride in the poet’s past achievements.

Born into an aristocratic family in 43 BC, Publius Ovidius Naso grew up in the turbulent times that followed the death of Julius Caesar, but spent his adult years in the comparative stability of the Augustan era. He could afford to ignore the exigencies of a state-oriented career and devote himself to otium. His Amores did not fit in with the serious Augustan call upon Roman men of letters to write patriotic poetry. With the publication of his Ars Amatoria, Ovid’s jocular stance as independently-minded Master of Love turned his jaunty and irreverent attitude to love and marriage (in Rome not automatic harness-mates) into an act of social sabotage, duly reported to Augustus at some time during the next ten years. By AD 8, when Augustus deemed that his granddaughter Julia Minor had absorbed too much from these racy precepts and banished her from Rome, along with her lovers, Ovid, too, was banished. In his case a second, rather mysterious, accusation – perhaps political – his error, accompanied the first, the accusation of subversion of public morality through his carmen, construed as ‘immoral poetry’. The poet tells us that his error was not illegal: Nec quicquam, quod lege vetor committere, feci (‘Nor did I commit anything which is forbidden by law to do’, Ex P. 1.6.71). He vehemently defends his poetry against charges of subversion. The major part of Tristia 2 is devoted to showing up the hollowness of such a charge. Why an exiled poet would have resorted to the very medium and even metric form that caused his downfall is a question that should always be considered when looking at the nature of Ovid’s exilic poems.

Ovid’s laments from Tomis, the Tristia and Epistolae ex Ponto, together with his famous farrago of curses, the Ibis, constitute the exilic poetry that has undergone strong scrutiny in the last forty years. Opinion is still divided on who his intended audience was, whether the poet was serious in the recantation of all that he stood for before, and whether his ostensibly subservient appeals to the Emperor should be taken at face value or whether there is a subversive subtext.

Ovid’s two reasons for his punishment, carmen and error (Tr. 2.207f.), have been much debated. John Thibault, The Mystery of Ovid’s Exile (Berkeley, 1964) exhaustively discussed the possible reasons for the poet’s exile, and finally (pp. 125-8) gave a chronological list of theories from Sicco Polento (1437) to Norwood (1963). Fashions in theory changed over time: at first a sexual misdemeanour was the most popular theory, then some connection with the younger Julia, either sexual or political. Early in the twentieth century Robinson Ellis suggested that the error was religious in character, the violation of the sacred mysteries of Isis. ‘Field research’ for the Fasti has been suggested as a reason for the conjectured violation of some ceremony such as the Bona Dea celebrations, famously desecrated by Cicero’s opponent Clodius.

More recently a political interpretation has predominated. Peter Green in the Introduction to his Penguin translation of the love poems (1982), summing up the theoretical field to that date, gave greatest weight to political reasons. This stance Green maintained, some twelve years later, in his Introduction to his Penguin translation and commentary (Ovid: the poems of exile, Harmondsworth, 1994). A beguiling modern theory, which I have not encountered elsewhere, is worked out in David Wishart’s novel, simply titled Ovid (London, 1995). The work postulates that Ovid was aware of, but did not report, the involvement of the empress Livia in the events that led to the Varian disaster. That this is patent fiction goes without saying. These theories will be dealt with in greater detail in the Excursus (pp. 232-4 and 250-1).

The poet’s various works have in turn been suggested as both carmen and error. Carmen has generally, following the poet’s own interpretation in, for example, Tr. 2.239-50, been taken to refer to the Ars Amatoria (perhaps also the Remedia Amoris) whose flippancy and generally amoral tone violated all that Augustus had envisaged with his programme of cultural and moral uplift. Augustus’ programme had included laws that made adultery a civil offence, and were intended to encourage marriage and family life. Instead of advocating marriage and the advantages of a family establishment, Ovid’s works, including the Amores, first published in about 25 BC, and later republished in a shortened edition, gave a cold-blooded, racy view of the kind of otium enjoyed by the Roman fashionable world. That it was possibly nearer the truth about contemporary society than Virgil’s or Horace’s apparently patriotic restatements of ‘pristine values’ (now increasingly interpreted with a degree of nuancing) probably added to its unpopularity with the emperor.

The appearance of the Ars Amatoria in 2 BC and Remedia soon after had perhaps passed unnoticed by the princeps; at some later stage it may have been brought to his attention. By AD 8, if not published in final form, the Metamorphoses was in general circulation: it, too, may have given offence. The first six books of the Fasti were perhaps in private circulation, perhaps published. Here too, depending on the reader’s response and interpretation, offence may be inferred. Ronald Syme in his The Roman Revolution (Oxford, 1939: 486) points out that Augustus’ sterner measures of repression were employed against truly ‘noxious literature’ such as contemporary political pamphlets. ‘Trifles’ such as the Ars Amatoria were not consigned to public bonfires. However, the poet managed, in some way or another, to give mortal offence, and during AD 8 or 9 suffered a decree of relegation to Tomis, a Greek city, originally a colony of Miletus, on the Black Sea.

The earliest allusion, other than in the exilic poetry, to Ovid’s banishment and the place of banishment, is in Pliny the Elder, Nat. Hist. 32.152, referring to the Halieutica, ascribed to Ovid: … his adiciemus ab Ovidio posita animalia, quae apud neminem alium reperiuntur, sed fort-assis in Ponto nascentia, ubi id volumen supremis suis temporibus inchoavit … (‘To these we shall add those animals described by Ovid, which are found in the works of no other author, but which are perhaps bred in the Black Sea, [which is the area] where he started this volume toward the end of his life …’). Pliny does not specifically name Tomis, but speaks in general terms of the Black Sea area. The problem is compounded by the fact that it is now generally accepted that the Halieutica was not written by Ovid. Pliny was writing more than fifty years after the poet’s presumed demise. Statius, celebrating a friend’s wedding in Silvae 1.2.254-5, is more explicit: ambissent laudare diem, nec tristis in ipsis/Naso Tomis … (‘They would have sought to praise the day, and even Naso would have been glad at Tomis itself’). For Statius, the exiled poet has taken on the status of a mythological exemplum, even a mythical archetype.

The Tristia chronicle the journey into exile, the first years at Tomis, and the exile’s inner turmoil. The Epistolae ex Ponto, as a series of personal epistles to friends in Rome, depict the last years of the exile’s life. Both works are in elegiacs. The poet himself pretends that they are as sterile as his place of exile, which he portrays as a region of perpetual winter, the verifiable absurdity of which statement has sometimes been insufficiently questioned. These poems offered a form of occupational therapy to an eminently industrious poet, who consistently dealt in poetic truth, which may or may not show affinity with literal truth, but cannot be dismissed outright as ‘lies’.

The poet remained a prolific writer. There are signs of a reworking of the first six books of the Fasti during his exile. Although Ovid avers in the Tristia (1.7.15-16) that he held a symbolic conflagration in which the ‘unfinished’ Metamorphoses was consigned to the pyre, the final polishing and editing of the work (which was not lost) was probably completed during the years 8 to 12. Officially, the books were banned from public libraries: actually, they all appear to have been in free circulation.

3. Problems of approach

The question of the interpretation of Ovid’s poetry of exile is complex. Ovidian research has been much affected by the ‘historicistic approach’. Earlier critics tended to believe even verifiably fantastic depictions of the Tomitan area as perennially snow-bound (Sir Ronald Syme is said to have carried about with him a photograph of an ice-bound Black Sea beach, taken no doubt during a very cold wintry spell). Individual critics differed in their approach to the poet’s various works. Historicists tended to doubt the ‘sincerity’ or ‘factual truth’ of the Amores, but turned around and accepted as literal fact all that the poet chose to represent in the exilic poetry, as if ‘relegation’ had caused a type of ‘Damascus-road conversion’. Critics with a more literary bent tended to judge the erotic and ‘national’ poetry by literary and generic standards, whereas the poet’s protestations about and explanations of the ‘poor quality’ of the exilic works were accepted without ado and without application of standard literary-critical methods. Acceptance of the poet’s claims of ‘decadence’ and poetic debility led to discovery of such ‘decadence’ in a variety of stylistic approaches. Chapters 2 to 4 represent my attempts to counter some of these with stylistic analyses of my own.

Concentration on Ovid’s subject matter to the exclusion of his style implies that his poetry is of an inferior sort. Concentration on stylistics, and consideration of the poet’s mind at work, brings us nearer both to understanding the tone and setting of the poetry and grasping the poet as historical person. The central question should be how the poet’s style reflects his attitudes: the lover’s stance toward his mistress, the exile’s reactions to his place of banishment, his fluctuations of hope and despair. Ancient theoretical description often lagged behind ancient literary practice. A poet’s intuitive system appealed to a reader on an intuitive level, whereas criticism confined itself to ‘sets of rules’. For that reason the terminology and concepts employed in stylistic analysis, as we have them from the ancients, are sometimes over-precise and over-defined, and sometimes sadly lacking in precision. My analyses largely ignore traditional categories, considering in turn units of diction (vocabulary, aural effects and the tectonics of verse-making) and units of thought (that is, those stylistic ploys which are generally included under ‘rhetorical devices’ in discussion of both poetry and prose). General literary mechanisms such as parody, imitation and generic experimentation merit attention, whatever they are labelled.

The poet’s depiction of the physical aspects of exile, when compared with archaeological evidence and literary antecedents, shows very little relation between subjective poetic information and objective, verifiable fact. Tomitan archaeology shows strong Milesian connections, a flourishing Greek community, an advanced state of Thracian culture and even indications of much larger Roman occupancy than Ovid admits to. Agricultural, geographical and meteorological evidence also diverges sharply from the picture the poet paints. To explain these discrepancies as ‘understandable exaggeration’ is inadequate. The erroneousness of the verifiable facts of the exile’s external circumstances seems to cast a strong shadow of doubt on any autobiographical information the poet cares to divulge. The exile apparently intends to strengthen his appeal by the pathetic depiction of his circumstances. Information on the exile’s own more personal circumstances is equally paradoxical and inconsistent. The poet realistically externalises inner suffering in concrete, physical terms, which has sometimes led to critics’ acceptance of these externals as factual rather than metaphorical.

Hence controversy has long raged about how much of what Ovid says in his ostensibly biographical poetry can be taken as literally true or ‘sincere’. Critics (particularly if lacking a sense of humour) sometimes labelled him ‘shallow’, or ‘insincere’, or ‘without depth or emotional involvement’, usually in a deleterious comparison with a predecessor or contemporary. Criticism has of late, as I indicated above, tended to modify this approach. It is now a commonplace of criticism that poetic reality stands somewhere between poetic fiction and historical reality. We can comfortably assume that Ovid’s approach to truth is essentially Aristotelian, portraying potentiality, rather than actuality. In modern idiom, Ovid’s ‘sincerity’ is not necessarily based on ‘factual reality’. Ovid addressed himself to this same problem in Tr. 2.253-466 in an elaborate defence of his art as opposed to his life.

The problem of ‘historic truth’ versus ‘poetic truth’ is crucial in Ovidian studies. The search for ‘facts’ in poetry was countered in the middle of the last century by A.W. Allen’s insistence in a seminal article (‘ “Sincerity” and the Roman elegists’, Classical Philology 45, 1950, 145-60) on poetic rather than factual sincerity as a function of style. Yet ‘historicism’ and ‘the literary approach’ need not be mutually exclusive. Jasper Griffin in Latin Poets and Roman Life (London, 1985) rebuts Francis Cairns’ concept of total distancing between life and literature in the ancient world (Generic Composition in Greek and Roman Poetry, Edinburgh, 1972). For Griffin, Augustan poetry was based on contemporary Roman experience, not on Hellenistic typology. Griffin’s interpretation of Augustan poetry as a reflection of the realities, whether factual or emotional, of contemporary life, postulates a compromise between consideration of poetic craft and emotional content. Green’s Introduction to his Penguin translation of the exilic poems (xxxi) makes a similar point. Arguments for the predominance of literary precedent over emotion with Ovid have problematically been resuscitated by Jan-Felix Gaertner in a recent collection of essays on ancient exile edited by him (2007).

A series of paradoxes precludes a final reconciliation of all the disparate aspects of the exilic oeuvre into one clear picture of ‘poetic truth’. Hence an essentially paradoxical approach is needed. Problems addressed by modern Ovidian historicist criticism must be reformulated on the literary level, and a compromise attained. Historicist problems relating to the identity of ‘Corinna’, the reasons for Ovid’s exile, the historic ‘reality’ of his geographical and meteorological descriptions and the discrepancy between the poetic and the historic ‘Tomis’ bring the reader no nearer to any understanding of the poet as a member of Roman (or Tomitan) society, or of the exile as a literary persona. Both Ovid’s humanity and his poetry often get lost in historical research.

The modern iconoclastic mind detects, throughout Ovid’s oeuvre, a sympathetic note of irony, a gleam of irreverence or glimpse of critical questioning of ‘accepted’ values behind the apparently bland representation of both Augustan value-judgements and of the traditional attitude of the elegiac lover. Recent criticism exhibits a greater appreciation of Ovidian tone and tonal shifts (the topic of the first half of Chapter 2). It is impossible to pin Ovid’s attitude down to a single stance, whether blandly accepting or ironical. We need to ask, ‘Are what the poet appears to be saying and what the poet intends to say, identical?’ Modern criticism often questions authorial intention as a concept, stressing the role of the reader in re-forming the text and in deconstructing its verbal exterior and semiotic interior. Yet research into an
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