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I wrote the present volume to fill the need for a study on the life and work of Ovid in exile on the Black Sea coast, in Tomis, present-day Constanţa in Romania. I also wanted to place Ovid’s life in exile in the context of the history of the Greek city-states on the coast and their relations with the native population, known as the Getae, one of the ancestors of the Romanian people. For Romanians, Ovid is a symbol of their participation in the creation of the lyrical values of human civilization. 

This book was written in Constanta, ancient Tomis – so familiar to the author of these pages – within whose defensive walls, two thousand years ago, the magical lyre of the leading poet of cultivated society vibrated. Ovid had been banished from the imperial capital to spend the last years of his life in an undeserved exile, while fulfilling his destiny as a precursor of the Romanians whose history is marked by their Geto-Dacian and Latin origin and demonstrated by a vast array of archeological evidence, a linguistic treasury represented by many important Latin testimonies, all of which are amply illustrated in Trajan’s Column, the Dadan Sarmizegetusa, and the triumphal monument of Adamclisi – Tropaeum Traiani.[1] Publius Ovidius Naso, the sensitive bard of love and suffering, son of Sulmo and citizen of Tomis, glorifies this heritage.

This volume is meant to enhance the reader’s understanding of Ovid’s poetry by following its natural evolution from Rome to Tomis. Had the poet not experienced the torment of exile we would not have today The Letters from Pontus, with their mature, sensitive expression, written in perfect verse inspired by genius.

Undoubtedly, the permanence of Ovid’s work over the course of twenty centuries is explained both by his prodigious talent, as well as his exile in Tomis. These are the two existential conditions that have always attracted the curiosity of readers and the interest of researchers in chronicles and archives which disclose nothing more than the poet himself revealed after his banishment from Rome. As for Ovid’s exile in Tomis, it seems to have been imposed not only by the thick walls of the polis, but also by his blind powerlessness to escape his isolation decreed by the autocratic Augustus. Although his fragile body remained inside the fortress, his glory transcended all obstacles and lives on today. Overcoming the confinement of the city, the crystalline sound of his lyre entered into eternity, into the conscience of future generations, into the cultural heritage of the world.

This book, far from being an exegesis or a critical effort at synthesis and analysis, is intended to reconstitute for the reader the small universe of Ovid, which will surpass the limits of some works dedicated to his life and work. I have sketched a historical portrait of Ovid, always placing him in the environment in which he lived. I have combined, perhaps more than is usual, the man with his environment, using selected information to help depict a veridical fresco of the epoch and its history.

Readers will find in the following pages elements that will help them understand the poet as reflected in his own creations. I have written this book for the purpose of enhancing the reader’s understanding of Ovid’s life and poetry. This book is also intended to be an introduction for the many visitors who come to Constanţa each year on holiday to visit the land where Ovid lived and wrote. Romania is a country enriched by the history of both the Geto-Dacian and Roman civilizations, and, during a time of interaction between these two civilizations, Publius Ovidius Naso dominated the shore of the Black Sea like a Prometheus.

Chapter I
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Tomis and the Black Sea Coast 
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Any examination of Romanian literature studying the profound implications of its poetry requires a retrospective of two thousand years when, in Tomis, on the shore of Pontus Euxinus, the ancient name for the Black Sea, one could hear in Latin the elegies of two great works: Tristia and Epistulae ex Ponto by Publius Ovidius Naso. Ovid, along with other Latin poets, opened the paths to a universe of immortal creations, followed later by an entire pleiad of poets from all parts of the civilized world. Late antiquity, the Middle Ages, the Renaissance, the Modern Age, and the Contemporary Period owe tribute to Ovid and his creations of elevated inspiration.

For Romanian poetry, Ovid represents not only an artistic and literacy pinnacle, as well as a source of historical information, but he was also the bard who, at the beginning of a new era, sang to the austere souls of the Geto-Dacians. In both Romanian and world literature, Ovid has remained as a symbol of the greatest artistic and literary creation, which has kept him alive in the memory of each generation over the past two millennia.

Let us begin our study by examining the land where Ovid was sent into exile. There are few sea shores in the world that completely enjoy the generous sun and abundant sand, fine and clean, such as that of the western shore of the Black Sea. Over a distance of 245 kilometers, the length of the eastern border of Romanian Dobrogea, from Chilia on the Danube Delta, as far south as Vama Veche, a beautiful beach extends, with few interruptions, like a silver ribbon, marked by a series of resorts, hospitable oases, and health spas enjoyed by millions of people each summer.

Since the earliest times, the sun, the water, and the sand increased the possibilities for food and warmth for man, cured his illnesses, and helped him recover his strength, opening for him infinite horizons, as well as providing inspiration. The boundless surface of the sea often called him, with its hidden voice, to witness its infinity – that apparent joining of the sky with the boundless waters, just like the joining of night and day.

Beyond the strip of sand on which the foam brought by the waves dissipates, the Dobrogean plateau begins, delimited by the Danube to the north and west, and bordering the pre-Balkan plain to the south. The hills, the valleys, and the old mountains in the northwest, all with a unique geological structure, give the Romanian trans-Danubian region an intrinsic touristic potential.

If we add to this the wonderful natural environment, with its unique landscapes, a second quality, the vestiges of its rich history, we can fully understand why this region is visited each year by tourists from all over the world.

Indeed, the fertile land of Dobrogea, a land inhabited in ancient times by the Getae and Romans, and later by the Romanians, the offspring of these two ancient peoples, has been a place that has seen a succession of civilizations, in an uninterrupted evolution. From early antiquity until the present day, the people who have lived here have left everywhere traces of their work and deeds, marked in clay and stone, brick and marble, glass and metal. In this environment, spiritual manifestations of a remarkable essence took place; this was reflected in art, poetry, and literature.

Uncovered from under the earthen veil that preserved them until our time or taken from the shelves of libraries – when we speak of books – they are monuments to the greatness of previous generations, messages transmitted from the earlier centuries to us, allowing us to communicate with our ancestors, to learn about their struggles and aspirations, their faith and traditions, their wisdom and poetry, their sufferings and joys, as they truly were. Here on the shore of this hospitable sea, the muses accompanied both the anonymous bard and the poet-genius whose name became immortal.

Everywhere you look, you can see how nature and man-made creations, both past and present, unite the beautiful and the useful in a unique harmony, characteristic of the Romanian shore of the Black Sea. Here, history has been embodied in ruins of fortresses and fortifications, in stone, marble, and bronze monuments, in remnants of architecture and sculpture, all attesting to a rich multi-millennia history.

Nevertheless, between past and present there are many bridges of knowledge, which we are able to cross. Let us first look at the heart of Dobrogea, contemporary Constanţa, a city with a history of over two thousand five hundred years, both to admire its most hidden historical vestiges, but also to listen to the lament of the crystalline echoes rising out of the undulating sea, in their joining with the verses created and spoken by Ovid along its shore. We shall make our way toward him, with reverence and respect because his poetry belongs to us. It is the gift offered to us two thousand years ago by history, whose muse, Clio, gave Euterpe[2] the privilege to let her lyric echoes be heard, through Ovid, as far as the land of the Getae.

***
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All roads leading to the Romanian seashore, coming from any cardinal point, and especially from Ovid’s native Sulmo (the Italian Abruzzi), pass through Constanţa, the ancient Tomis, the adopted city of the poet. Moreover, within the city, they all lead to Independence Square, or, as the locals call it, Ovid Square.

Ancient Tomis – modern-day Constanţa – occupied the high peninsula, with steep shores jutting out like arrows into the sea, whose winter uproar was increased by submarine currents coming from the northeast; but the quietness of the south-southwestern gulf offered ships its shallowness preferable for both fishing and nautical shelter. The ancient Greeks anchored comfortably in this gulf during this time when they were sailing the sea in great numbers (especially during the seventh and sixth centuries B.C.), looking for shelter and for people to whom they could offer artisan goods in exchange for goods produced by the native population on the fertile land which they had farmed since time immemorial (stones, first carved and later polished, prove their perennial presence in this area).

Along the hospitable shore, the sea offered the essential conditions for an advantageous commercial activity as part of the material and spiritual dialogue that had already been established in the middle of the sixth century B.C. between the foreign visitors and the native Geto-Dacians. At that time, the Geto-Dacians were at an evolutionary stage of military democracy, a society in which the tribal democracy sought and purchased luxury goods sold by the Greeks. Thus, the newcomers chose this small settlement and transformed it over time into a city. The area occupied by the inhabitants, who mixed throughout the centuries with the natives, expanded as far as the promontory, where the high, often rough shore offered shelter and safety for their settlement. Recent archeological excavations in the courtyard of St. Peter and Paul’s Cathedral, near the southeastern end of the peninsula, revealed unquestionable vestiges that confirm the massive presence of Geto-Dacians in the “pre-colonial” phase of the city. The area of today’s Ovid Square, where the continental part of Constanţa begins, contains similar evidence. Here, at the narrowing point of the peninsula, the strata of ancient civilizations were superposed: the Geto-Dacian, Greek, Roman, Byzantine, Genoese, Ottoman, and Romanian civilizations, in their chronological succession. The archeological excavations, systematic or occasional, have revealed facts that otherwise would have remained unknown. A Greek agora existed here – forum in Latin and piaţă in Romanian – as evidenced by the great Roman edifice with a mosaic on the sea wall of the modern port. Although it dates from a later period, the third through the seventh century A.D., the construction justifies the presumption of a similar urban society, in an environment in which civic, commercial, and navigational life thrived. Tradition imposed here a true ecological unity with a complex structure but, as we have mentioned above, with a precise destination: agora, forum, piaţă – in the languages of the creators of the civilization of this place.

In modern times, Ovid Square is a reminder of the elevated spiritual and historical status of Romania’s oldest city – Constanţa. This is the center of the city where all roads converge. Here, the bewildered eyes of the traveler experience the joy of the end of a journey that has brought him to the halls of the museums rich in history and in front of the statue of the poet whose name has been [image: image]preserved throughout the centuries: Publius Ovidius Naso – the first bard of the Romanian lands by the sea, the author of the eternal Metamorphoses and Letters from Pontus. Let us try to unravel the mystery that envelops the bronze statue and to know him in the privacy of his unhappy life.

***
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The statue was commissioned between 1883-1884 by the authorities of the city of Constanţa. It was the creation of the Italian sculptor Ettore Ferrari,[3] and was unveiled in Constanţa in 1887. The dramatic and sometimes tragic events centered around this monument over the course of more than a century since its realization, especially during World War I, represent dark and sad pages in its history.[4] Only in modern times have its tribulations ended. The statue entered definitively into the patrimonial and cultural conscience of the municipality.

But the statue itself, detached from the context of its significance, appears to the casual observer as a piece of clay molded with artistry and then immortalized in the ennobled hardness of bronze, representing “a Latin poet;” the latter, in his meditative posture, with a book in his left hand and his head supported by his right hand in which long ago he held a pen, is dressed in a draped toga which falls all the way down to his ankles. 2.60 meters tall – much taller than the average height of a human being, respecting certain traditional canons, the statue of the poet is placed on a Dobrogean stone pedestal with the dimensions of 2.68 x 1.61 x 1.61 meters. The face has typical features, similar to the numerous classic marble creations that abound in the halls of museums famous for their ancient statuaries, such as those of the National Museum in Athens or of the Vatican in Rome to mention only some of the most famous.

A more profound understanding of this unique monument placed in the modern city of Constanţa at the end of the nineteenth century, at a time of revival, can be obtained when one reads on the front of the pedestal, in both Latin and Romanian, the famous, moving epitaph written by Ovid himself, in Tomis, in the manner of the funerary verses of his time: 


I, who lie here, with tender loves once played 
Naso, the bard, whose life his wit betrayed. 
Grudge not, o lover, as thou passest by, 
A prayer: “Soft may the bones of Naso lie!”[5] 
Hic ego qui iaceo tenerorum lusor amocum 
Ingenio perii Naso poeta meo 
At tibi qui transis ne sit grave quisquis amasti 
Dicere Nasonis molliter ossa cubent. 

(Tristia, III, 3, V, 73-76) 

Nevertheless, the statue rendering Ovid meditating surpasses the strict representation of a character of unique talent, dear to the entire Latin race (and to humanity in general) which, from antiquity until today, is indebted to his creation. Shortly after the reintegration of Dobrogea within the natural borders of the lands of the ancestors of the Romanians, more than one hundred and twenty-five years ago, the inhabitants of Constanţa, led by Remus Opreanu, an ardent promoter of the Romanian spirit and of the Latin origin of the Romanians, ordered the statue of Ovid,[6] in the conception of the great Italian sculptor. The bronze statue symbolized the birth of the Romanian language and people in the Carpathian-Danubian-Pontic area and attested to the continuous presence for thousands of years on this territory of a people born from the mixture of Latin genius with Geto-Dacian heroism. It symbolized the ethnic origin of the Romanians, which was, at that time, being revealed by the archeological research in Dobrogea of Grigore Tocilescu.[7] The testimonial monument to this origin is, undoubtedly, the great triumphal monument at Adamclisi, Tropaeum Traiani, built in A.D. 109.

The statue of Ovid represents, therefore, because of its historical, artistic, and social significance, a symbol, an urban adornment, and, at the same time, an aureole of a people of Latin origin, present for thousands of years on this land, the creators of a civilization and beneficiary of the cultural traditions inherited from their ancestors: the Romans and the Geto-Dacians. The latter, in Ovid’s vision, had the cruelties of their warlike life imprinted on their faces, but they always found, in the depths of their souls, comforting words for the exiled poet, during his bitter suffering in Tomis.

To understand further the significance of this statue it is necessary to examine Ovid’s life, from his birth in Italy to his tragic end in Tomis.

Chapter II
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Ovid in Italy
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Who was Ovid and where did he come from? What were the circumstances that drove him away from his country? These are questions we can answer by scrutinizing the distant centuries of Roman history, when social and political unrest required the establishment of an autocratic form of government, which would endure for many centuries in the form of the empire, a rare thing in the history of humanity. 

The second half of the first century B.C. was characterized by the disappearance of the republican form of government in Rome and the transition to the empire. This transition took on violent forms, and to understand this process requires careful examination.

Gaius Julius Caesar, victor at Pharsalus in the year 48 B.C., eliminated his most daring adversary in the triumvirate, namely Pompeius Magnus, thus consolidating a dictatorship that would prepare his dynastic crown. Political motives that superseded his hidden aspirations determined him to be prudent and not accept it. Caesar drew up the first plan to conquer Dacia, which had reached its peak development at that time under the leadership of King Burebista, because the Geto-Dacians had aided his adversary at the battle of Pharsalus. However, there was great unrest in Rome. In addition, fear of the Geto-Dacian warriors in the area of the Danube, the Carpathians, and the Pontus Euxinus was great. This sentiment was reflected in verses from the time:


Oh heavenly gods, keep this madness away from me,
And make it so that, should a disaster set the Dacians
and the Getae afoot,
And should Rome fall, I shall remain safe.
Procel hunc arcete furorem,
O superi, motura Dahas ut clade Getasque,
Secure me Roma cadat.[8]

This testimony is given to us by Lucanus, a Latin poet who lived in Nero’s time, in his famous epos Pharsalia, in which he expresses his fear of the people that lived in the area of the Carpathians and the Danube and who Cato the Elder knew well, with all of their characteristics.

In the year 44 B.C., the last great triumvir, Caesar, was removed from the arena of events with his body bleeding from stab wounds inflicted by the conspirators, led by Brutus and Cassius, the last fanatical defenders of the decaying senatorial republic. 

That same year, King Burebista, the creator of the first centralized and independent Dacian state, met his end while he was preparing to confront his powerful adversary. It is possible that right in Argedava,[9] the capital of his kingdom, the conspirators of the aristocracy – the Tarabostes –, driven by their passion for power and fear of conflict with their powerful neighbor, assassinated their king, preferring a disgraceful peace to freedom through a heroic fight, on the grounds of a pretended friendship with Rome.

But fate charted a different course.

In Rome, the aristocracy could no longer recover the virtues of their ancestors, which would have helped it rebuild the republic. Thus, with the violent disappearance of the dictator, a series of struggles began that allowed for the establishment of autocratic leadership, known to history as the Empire of Augustus. In his will, Caesar named Gaius Octavianus, his nephew by his sister, as his legal heir. Swarthy, young, and almost beardless, the new pretender to power proved himself capable, tactful, and persevering. He took advantage of favorable circumstances to eliminate gradually all of his adversaries who were watching him from the loftiness of their authority and equivocal experience. 

During his long reign, the borders of the empire expanded considerably. The foundations of the empire had not yet been laid when, in the Lower Danube region, the Geto-Dacian tribes, who earlier had been part of the centralized and independent Dacian state of Burebista, became increasingly hostile toward each other at the instigation of the proconsul of Macedonia, Marcus Licinius Crassus, who applied the principle of divide and conquer. Attacked by the Dacians and the Bastarns, the Thracian tribe of the Denteleti managed to drive away their enemies with the support of the legions of Crassus. The Denteleti also had the support of Roles, a Geto-Dacian chieftain in the southwest of Dobrogea, emphatically entitled “friend and ally of the Roman people.”

Other chieftains in the Lower Danube, namely Dapyx and Zyraxes, the latter with his capital at Genucla,[10] were defeated after fierce resistance and subjected to Roman domination. This domination was exercised indirectly, through the Odrysii tribe of Thracians who posted their garrisons in the Dacian fortresses on the right bank of the Danube.

The Greek commercial fortresses on the
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