
Tomis 
 
Ovid wasn’t exiled from Rome,  
but relegated, in 8 AD, to Tomis, 
a barbarian town on the Black Sea. 
Exiles could travel and live  
anywhere but Rome; “relegated”  
meant you had to stay  
where you were sent. So Ovid  
spent the rest of his life in Tomis,  
where the people wore animal skins,  
spoke no Latin, and winters were so cold  
his wine froze in its jars. 
To his friend Maximus in Rome, 
he wrote, “Let that place be Rome,  
which fate has given me.” 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Loyalty 
 
When the Ming dynasty collapsed  
riven by dissension, bankruptcy, famine, 
scheming eunuchs, finally traitors  
opening the gates to Manchu invaders, 
 
in the imperial garden the Chóngzhēn Emperor  
hanged himself, followed by hundreds 
of scholars and courtiers,  
 
but many others retired to seclusion,  
 
some in remote mountains, some 
staying where they were but retreating  
to a private life, revealing, 
through recondite allusions in paintings and poems, 
their loyalty to the old virtues. 
 
A few gained fame as recluses,  
admirers crowding their gates,  
and some were constrained 
to make accommodation to the new rulers. 
 
Realism is not hypocrisy. 
The emperor was dead. The Manchu ruled. 
You can’t eat virtue. 
 
Of course, the next generation was loyal  
to the new regime, and the old loyalists died off,  
so their integrity meant nothing in the end,  
though their paintings hold a curious appeal: 
 
pavilions concealed in valleys, trails 
climbing precipitous mountains,  
temples obscured by mist. 
 
 
  



Lamballe 
 
Oh, look! It is the head 
of the princesse de Lamballe 
bobbing through the crowd 
impaled on a pike 
just back from the hairdresser 
who has washed out the blood 
and arranged the coiffure  
so she will look her best  
when she visits Marie Antoinette. 
 
Helpfully, the people 
will hoist the head 
up to the balcony of the room 
where the queen is imprisoned 
so she may the kiss the lips, 
the people insist, of her dear friend. 
 
But, alas! something is wrong! 
Word has reached the people 
that the queen, informed 
of their solicitous gesture, 
has fainted. She will not 
appear at the balcony to kiss 
her dear friend’s lips, 
perhaps rather cold now. 
 
She has rejected the people’s 
gesture; she is a bad queen,  
unworthy of their affection. 
 
If that is how she treats her people, 
how can she expect them 
to take her head to the hairdresser  
when its hair is stained with blood? 
 
 



Skepticism: Five Demonstrations   
  “We admit the apparent fact,” say they, “without admitting that it really is  
   what it appears to be.”. . .[I]n his work On the Senses, [Timon says,] “I do  
   not lay it down that honey is sweet, but I admit that it appears to be so.” 
   —Diogenes Laertius, Lives of Eminent Philosophers, IX.105  
 
1. 
It was a warm day, or so it seemed, 
and the sea was calm, but it might have been 
snowing, and the sea rising in towering waves. 
 
2. 
It had all the appearances of a criminal war, 
unjustifiable on any grounds, but 
it may have been necessary and honorable, 
as it seemed to those who started it. 
 
3. 
In the fog-wrapped, golden city, 
the young were discovering sex and drugs, 
but whether this was a model of the angelic life 
or a trap set by demons is pure speculation. 
 
4. 
Though the bomb apparently vaporized  
tens of thousands of innocents, perhaps  
they had merely left for a picnic at the beach. 
 
5. 
I will admit we sat beneath the willow tree, 
practically in one another’s arms, 
but I could not say his lips were sweet, 
only that they appeared to be so. 
 
 
 
 
 
  



Ritual  
 
The ritual implements wear out   
and are replaced,  
and servants of the ritual  
wear out and are replaced,  
but the ritual continues. 
 
The ritual continues 
even when the rites have been abandoned. 
 
Even when the bells and gongs, 
the ceremonial blades and sacred vessels, 
the goatskin drums 
and the embroidered robes 
are discarded, forgotten, decayed, 
   
the ritual continues unobserved 
 
awaiting the auspicious hour  
to again bring forth the servants  
and their instruments, and people,  
people from all over, carrying on their backs, 
pushing in carts, or leading by ropes 
their sacrificial offerings. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  



Proxima Centauri b 
   Space, here I come!  —Dr. Stephen Hawking 
 
With his arrival at Proxima Centauri b 
in a spaceship complete with cloning kit, 
Dr. Hawking had fulfilled his life’s desire: 
to escape the dreary, used-up Earth, 
 
and was unperturbed to find his chosen planet 
underwater, for he had faith 
that Darwin’s theories obtained here, too.  
 
And he was right: his DNA evolved  
into a bloom of brilliant green intellectual 
algae filling the waters with its spongey mass. 
 
Which is why today in the darkness of space  
Proxima Centauri b gleams like an emerald  
displayed on black velvet, worthy to rest  
upon a downy décolletage,  
or adorn the reliquary of a saint. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  



Song of the Frozen Embryos 
 
We are pure possibility 
in horizons of liquid nitrogen, 
 
eternal potentiality, 
contingent on monthly storage fees.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Weakness 
   Power is made perfect in weakness. 2 Cor. 12.9 
  
When the towers fell, 
bringing down  
American exceptionalism, 
 
not even kids lighting candles  
on porches in the dark 
could trivialize the weakness 
 
that poured over the land 
for a few days. For a few days 
we were powerful. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  



This is what the Lord God showed me: 
   Amos 7.1 
 
in a silver bowl two scorpions fighting. 
 
What do you see? he said. 
I said, scorpions fighting. 
 
Then he poured fire into the bowl, and said, 
What do you see now? 
Ashes, I said. 
 
He emptied the bowl, filled it  
with wine. Drink, he said. 
I drank. 
 
And now?  
Shepherds and shepherdesses, I said, 
sporting in amorous play, 
as in a painting by Watteau. 
 
Drink more, he said. 
The shepherdesses have now retired, I said, 
to their boudoirs, and the shepherds  
lie together wrapped in sheepskins  
on the stony ground. 
 
Finish, he said. 
I drank the bitter dregs, 
and the Lord took me by the hand, 
for now I could see nothing. 
 
The thinking apparatus has done its work, 
he said, and has concluded 
that nothing more can be seen or said, 
 
but there is much to know, 
and the purgation of the affective apparatus 
will now begin. 
 
The Banquet 



 
Having cleared the rubble 
we entered a small room, 
empty, and without decoration, 
but for a mural on the wall 
opposite the doorway. 
 
It seemed to depict the room itself 
arranged for its ritual purpose: 
in the center, a table with two chairs; 
on the table, two plates, 
two knives, two cups for wine. 
 
Nothing more, except for a puzzling  
inscription: The Banquet. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Lago di Como 
 



He was sitting on the café terrace 
overlooking Lago di Como, two waiters 
attending him, one bringing  
the espresso doppio, the other  
a chocolate biscuit on a white plate.  
It was the end of summer; boys  
of impossible beauty drifted by. 
How could he not think of Aschenbach? 
 
Triangular sails glided, ferryboats puffed  
rhythmically. The waiters approached,  
naked, but this didn’t seem unusual,  
lifted and carried him to a waiting ferry.  
He wept at their tenderness.  
 
A dog barked, the boat began to move,  
the waiters were gone, but the captain,  
a boy in a loose white shirt, said, 
“I will take care of you now,” speaking  
without words, directly into his heart. 
 
They neared a landing of veined marble  
on which two candles flickered  
from tall candlesticks. Little waves  
splashed against the stone; there was  
no one to meet him. “Don’t worry,”  
the ferryman said, speaking again  
into his heart; “everything is provided for.” 
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