Ovid in Tomis
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What coarse god
Was the gearbox in the rain
Beside the road?

What nereid the unsinkable
Coca-Cola
Knocking the icy rocks?

They stare me out
With the chaste gravity
And feral pride

Of noble savages
Set down
On an alien shore.

It is so long
Since my own transformation
Into a stone,

| often forget
That there was a time
Before my name

Was mud in the mouths
Of the Danube,
A dirty word in Rome.

Imagine Byron banished
To Botany Bay
Or Wilde to Dawson City

And you have some idea
How it is for me

On the shores of the Black
Sea.

| who once strode
Head-high in the forum,
A living legend,

Fasten my sheepskin
By greasy waters
In a Scythian wind.

My wife and friends
Do what they can
On my behalf;

Though from Tiberius,
Whom God preserve,
| expect nothing.

But | don't want
To die here
In the back of beyond

Among these morose
Dice-throwing Getes

And the dust of Thrace.

No doubt, in time

To come, this huddle of

Mud huts will be

A handsome city,
An important port,
A popular resort

With an oil pipeling,
Martini terraces
And even a dignified

Statue of Ovid
Gazing out to sea
From the promenade;

But for the moment
It is merely a place
Where | have to be.

Six years now
Since my relegation
To this town

By the late Augustus.
The Halieutica,
However desultory,

Gives me a sense
Of purpose,
However factitious;

But | think it's the birds
That please me most,
The cranes and pelicans.

| often sit in the dunes
Listening hard
To the uninhibited

Virtuosity of a lark
Serenading the sun
And meditate upon

The transience
Of earthly dominion,
The perfidy of princes.

Mediocrity, they say,
Consoles itself
With the reflection

That genius so often
Comes to a bad end.
The things adversity

Teaches us

About human nature
As the aphorisms strike
home!

| know the simple life
Would be right for me
If | were a simple man.

| have a real sense
Of the dumb spirit
In boulder and tree;

Skimming stones, | wince
With vicarious pain
As a slim quoit goes in.

And the six-foot reeds
Of the delta,
The pathos there!

Whenever they bend
And sigh in the wind
It is not merely Syrinx



Remembering Syrinx
But Syrinx keening
Her naked terror

Of the certain future,
She and her kind
Being bulk-destined

For pulping machines
And the cording
Of motor-car tyres.

Pan is dead, and already
| feel an ancient
Unity leave the earth,

The bowl avoid my eye
As if ashamed

Of my failure to keep faith.

(It knows that |
Have exchanged belief
For documentation.)

The Muse is somewhere
Else, not here
By this frozen lake-

Or, if here, then lam
Not poet enough
To make the connection.

Are we truly alone
With our physics and myths,
The stars no more

Than glittering dust,
With no one there
To hear our choral odes?

If so, we can start
To ignore the silence
Of the infinite spaces

And concentrate instead
On the infinity
Under our very noses-

The cry at the heart
Of the artichoke,
The gaiety of atoms.

Better to contemplate
The blank page
And leave it blank

Than modify
Its substance by
So much as a pen-stroke.

Woven of wood-nymphs,
It speaks volumes
No one will ever write.

I incline my head
To its candour
And weep for our exile.
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