The Uneasy Suitor:  Poetry and Power in Tristia 3.7


One of the most overriding concerns in the third book of Ovid's Tristia is the issue of fame: Ovid characterizes himself throughout, in true poetic fashion, as someone mad, bad, and dangerous to know. The use of a name in Tristia 3.7, pseudonym or not, thus challenges the book's prevailing theme, setting it apart from the rest of the collection in a particularly noteworthy way. Scholarship on the poem has generally been content to assume a historical identity for the poem's 'Perilla', whether as Ovid's stepdaughter (Wheeler, Nagle, Helzle) or some other young woman (Luck, Courtney). On the contrary, I suggest reading the otherwise unattested Perilla as a poetic construct rather than a historical figure (pace Hallett, Hemelrijk), hence situating the poem in its literary, rather than historical or biographical, context. To Ovid, she serves the role of both a poetic protegeé and, more subversively, an elegiac puella docta (James), leading to an interplay of tension throughout the text between the poet's need for a name (Oliensis) and the modesty, even anonymity, necessary for a respectable woman – or an exile. The use of “Perilla” here, I argue, is therefore another way for Ovid to negotiate the shifting roles of poetry and politics in the early imperial period.


Other than Ovid's wife, who is herself kept nameless, Perilla is the only woman to whom Ovid writes throughout the exile poetry; the combination of her status as poet and her gender, however, make her a paradoxical figure. While addressing her as a poet, Ovid has a long and positive epistolary tradition to draw on, but the act of writing to an unmarried young woman necessarily evokes the dangers of deceit and eroticism lurking between the lines of both elegy and the epistolary mode (Rosenmeyer). By reminding Perilla of her own approaching age (a method of persuasion generally associated with the erotic sphere,) as well as the use of subtle verbal and contextual clues that bring his earlier elegiac oeuvre to mind –  a need for secrecy, the letter as go-between, the didactic tone of the exchange – Ovid calls attention to the uneasy position she occupies as both the subject and the object of elegiac literature (Hallett). In fact, this is a position mirrored by Ovid himself, whose exile poetry is in many ways a commentary on poetic “freedom” in Augustus' new Rome. In writing to Perilla, then, Ovid merges two normally dissimilar discourses – Horace's grand monumentum aere perennius and the subversive persuasion of love elegy – into a new kind of writing, one which attempts to balance the twin demands of Augustan poetry and Augustan politics. 


The final irony of the poem is that while Ovid is quick to assure Perilla of her safety as long as she shows discretion in her poetic output, his choice of pseudonym epitomizes the concept of retribution for art. Perillus, the Sicilian artisan of Phaleris' bronze bull who was destroyed by his own creation, carries particular resonance for the Ovid of the exile poetry, and the echo of his name in this poem acts as an ominous reminder of poetry's dangers, as well as its dividends.
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