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REVIEWS • RESENSIES 

Jo-Marie Claassen, Ovid Revisited: The Poet in Exile. London, Duckworth, 
2008. Pp. xii + 292. ISBN 978071563 7838. Price £25.00 

(The reviewer apologises for the lateness of this review.) 

One of South Africa's most prolific and respected Latinists, Jo-Marie 
Claassen, is an important voice in the current re-evaluation of Ovid's exile 
poetry, to which the twenty years of essays, articles and reviews repack
aged here in one volume alongside extra scholarly material and translations, 
bear witness. Yet if recent scholarship has begun to fixate on Ovid exsul 
and his relationship with other Ovidian personae playful love poet, 
erotic praeceptor, Roman vates and epicist - it is merely a belated 
recognition by classicists that Ovid's afterlife in literature has always been 
dominated by his evocation of the state of banishment, especially in the 
20th century work of Seamus Heaney, Derek Walcott, Osip Mandelstam, 
Ann Carson and Christopher Ransmayr. 

Claassen has always 'felt' Ovid more deeply than other contemporary 
Ovidians, who have tended to celebrate the poet's serious aesthetic 
ambition - his clever artistry, skilful allusiveness and metaliterary play -
over any idea that he was emotionally serious (and in so doing they simply 
re-evalue, rather than rebut, the 19th century criticism of Ovid as 
'insincere'). Claassen, however, believes strongly that Ovid's irreverence 
and iconoclasm in the exile poetry should be understood as working 
alongside emotional sincerity rather than undermining it. This is far less 
na·ive than at first seems - in fact, it's a timely reminder of how Ovid was 
read, in medieval and Renaissance times, as a poet of psychological and 
emotional profundities. 1 Claassen nails her colours to the mast early on, 
arguing that: 'These [exile] poems offer 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 as outright lies.' The rest of the book teases out the possible 

1 See Charles Martindale, Ovid Renewed: Ovidian Influences on Literature and Art 
from the Middle Ages to the Twentieth Century (Cambridge 1988) 17; also, for 
example, Cora Fox, Ovid and the Politics of Emotion in Elizabethan England 
(Palgrave Macmillan 2009). 
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meanings of Ovid's 'poetic truth', delicately disentangling it from (but by 
no means ignoring) the notion of historic truth, and exploring its relation 
with some kind of perception of emotional truth or 'sincerity', a particu
larly vexed question in a poet who appears so self-conscious and self
ironising, to us moderns at least, as Ovid. Daring to ask the question 'What 
did our poet feel?' (p. 7), seeking throughout what the relationship might 
be between poetic art and emotional content, Claassen, perhaps a little 
unfashionably, attempts to 'reconcile' (p. 10) Ovid the man and his many 
masks, including that of persistently irreverent ironist. Her solution is to 
argue that 'truth' in the exile poetry 'lies in the transcendental sphere of an 
existential myth: 'the myth of exile' (p. 10). This is an important articu
lation: the personal, subjective crisis of the exile assumes an objective, 
mythic truth in Ovid's hands, especially through his depiction of emotional 
and artistic resilience in the face of almighty power. 

An introduction maps swiftly the territory, covering debates such as 
the causes of Ovid's exile, interpretive trends in scholarship and the truth 
claims the exilic poems make about Tomis, Augustus and Ovid's poetic 
decline, as well as structural synopses of the poems themselves. Claassen's 
previously published articles have been reorganised under six headings, 
which reinforce her overall contention for the importance of Ovidian 
literary personae and ironic shifts of tone and style in re-evaluating the 
works. 

Chapter 1, 'Persons and Personalities', considers Ovid's mysterious error 
usefully in terms of the rhetorical purposes to which it is put in different 
poems and the various shifting identities and personifications Ovid utilises. 
The perennial question of how seriously his adulatory references to Augus
tus (whom Ovid more frequently names Jupiter than Jupiter himself) and 
the imperial family should be taken, is also dealt with. Claassen argues that 
Ovid repeatedly hollows out and ironises the Augustan programme of self
promotion. 

In Chapter 2, 'Poetic Nequitia', Claassen surveys exhaustively the tonal 
shifts and variatio of the exile poetry, emphasising throughout the poet's 
default position of irreverence and levity (nequitia), and offering a detailed 
reading of Ex P. 3.3. 

Chapters 3 and 4 concentrate on Ovid's poetic technique: 'Ovidius 
Poeta' is a study of Ovid's conception of his own poetry, and his use of 
metrics and sound effect, while 'Ovidian Logodaedaly', follows this with a 
lexical and semantic analysis of exile and his use of rhetorical devices. 

Chapter 5, 'Myth Metamorphosed', is the longest chapter, a major 
study of Ovid's deployment of myth in the exile poems, in relation to the 
rest of his works, especially the Metamorphoses. Chapter 6 combines a 
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discussion of the reception of Ovidian exile in later literature with some 
reviews of recent scholarship. 

Ovid's poetic aggrandisement of his own physical and emotional vicissi
tudes should be seen as no less an example of self-mythologisation as 
Augustan propaganda promoting the princeps as the son of a god, who was 
destined to restore the Republic and rule with the benign hand of a pater. 
As Ellen Oliensis has argued in a recent article, both Augustus and the 
exilic Ovid are rivals in representation. While Claassen carefully sifts the 
evidence and leans towards the conclusion that Ovid's exile was not a 
fiction, she also sidesteps the issue of whether it matters. Yet we must take 
seriously the exilic Ovid's claims to autobiographical truth - not unques
tioningly believe his picture of a frozen wasteland Tomis, nor his claims to 
be suicidal - but to recognise how deeply invested this poetry is in the 
representation of Ovid in a real, and really difficult, situation. While some 
of the discussions of Ovid's depiction of his relationship to Augustus and 
the imperial family might have been nuanced by reference to the work of 
Alessandro Barchiesi and Oliensis, amongst others, this is a relatively minor 
quibble - Claassen's take on Ovid's poetic self-construction in terms of the 
myth of exile is sophisticated without losing sight of what was at stake for 
both emperor and poet.2 

If much of the book is as meticulously and formally constructed and as 
exhaustively researched as one would expect from Claassen, the first 
section of her concluding chapter, 'Ovid Today,' is also poignant, especially 
in its discussion of the exilic motifs of Afrikaans poetry in which Claassen 
finds an unconscious Ovidianism. The writing here, especially on Breyten 
Breytenbach and later on the universality of the psychology and emotions 
expressed by the banished Ovid, displays her intuitive emotive connection 
with the existential state of exile and exclusion expressed so powerfully 
and so wittily in Ovid's texts. South Africa has a particularly intimate 
relationship with the relegatus, first itself as a place of religious exile and/ 
or refuge, then later as the motherland that cast out its political dissident 
offspring. 'Exile' itself is a powerful metaphor for the psychological, 
political and material exclusion suffered by the vast majority of South 
Africans under the previous regime, and still today. Both 'pathetic exile' 

2 E.g. Ellen Olien.sis, 'The power of the image-makers: representation and revenge 
in Ovid Met. 6 and Tristia 4', Classical Antiquity 23.2 (2004) 285-321; A. 
Barchiesi, The Poet and the Prince: Ovid and Augustan Discourse (Berkeley 1997); 
Thomas Habinek, The Politics of Latin Literature (Princeton 1998) 151-170; 
Sergio Casali, 'Quaerenti plura legendum: on the necessity of 'reading more' in 
Ovid's exile poetry', Ramus 26 (1997} 80-112. 
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and 'timelessly triumphant poet' (8), resilient victim of empire and 
irreverent ironist of its pieties, this South African scholar's deeply felt Ovid 
remains one of the most powerful voices for exiles anywhere. 

Mairead McAuley 
King's College Cambridge and the University of Johannesburg 

Michael Lambert, The Classics and South African Identities. London, 
Bristol Classical Press 2011. Pp. 160. ISBN 978-0-7156-3796-8. No price 
indicated. 

This book is aimed at showing the intricate nuancing of a sense of self of 
Classics scholars with different backgrounds in the South African context. 
This, inevitably, comes with two corollaries: the political views of its 
subjects and their respective positioning with regard to race and racism. 

An 'Introduction' and 'Conclusion' bracket three chapters, each titled 
'The Classics and ... Identities' (comprising, in turn, ' ... Afrikaner .. .', ' ... 
English-speaking South African ... ' and '. .. Black South African .. .'). The 
'Introduction' (pp. 7-19) eschews modern theoretical work on identity
formation in favour of a discussion of the portrayal of identity in Aeschy
lus' Suppliants as basis for analysis of the sense of identity of each of its 
subjects. The themes of migration, racial prejudice and language as being 
'at the heart of identity' lie central to Lambert's interpretation of the 
drama, and also of his view of South African Classicists' identities. 

Any complex, discursive and nuanced situation of necessity loses a 
great deal of nuancing in its presentation within the confines of a slight 
volume such as this; even more so, when it is briefly reviewed. Lambert, 
who detects some underlying racism in all South African Classicists, even 
himself, tends to portray all Afrikaans-speakers as if they were hewn from 
the same block of V erwoerdian granite. He appears to ascribe to all auto
matic membership of the secretive, manipulative Broederbond that direc
ted South African politics from 1948 onward. A Classicist who did not fit 
into this perceived pattern (J.H. Hofmeyr, brilliant Classicist turned 
politician) is relegated to the second chapter (English speakers) and his 
English-Afrikaans bilingualism is stressed. Only the esteemed T.J. Haar
hoff, the largely Anglicised Afrikaans-speaking V ergilian, is treated more 
indulgently, with a degree of exculpation for perceived paternalism in his 
approach to Africa and Africans. The author modestly ends his 'Introduc
tion' with an apology for possible Aeschylean 'othering' of his subjects (p. 
19). Lambert's interpretation of the sense of identity of some academics 
discussed does seem rather to be his own, rather than that of the person in 
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