Ovid in the Land of the Dead

Ovid’s portrayal of himself in his exile poetry as an epic hero is well known from the work of Claassen, Drucker, Ehlers, Videau-Delibes, Williams, and others. The same scholars have also noted the similarities between Ovid’s description of Tomis, the place chosen for his banishment, and depictions of the Underworld. They have not, however, made the connection between these two elements of Ovid’s epic tale of exile. As it happens, almost all of the heroes to whom Ovid compares himself both directly and indirectly are specifically katabatic heroes. For example, Odysseus, the subject of a long syncrisis in Tr. 1.5, is known for descending to the land of the dead and returning to the land of the living. By comparing himself to Odysseus and other katabatic heroes and by depicting Tomis as the land of the dead, Ovid situates his experience of exile in the context of a katabasis, which necessarily involves a return to the land of the living.

I shall present a way of reading Ovid’s exile poetry that unites the two notions of Ovid as the hero of an epic of exile and Tomis as the land of the dead. By portraying himself as a katabatic hero, Ovid draws on the generic elements of the katabasis story to underline his pleas for an end to his banishment. Although Ovid himself never returned to his home, his exile poetry itself perpetually enacts the hero’s return to the land of the living with every reading.
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