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A great turnout for Professor Joann Fletcher’s (bottom left) fascinating lecture on Cleopatra!

Summer 2018
Moving into summer after an
unusually snowy spring,
Agora is back again with
more exciting news and
entertainment! In this issue,
you can find a brilliant
review of the new BBC show

Troy: Fall of a City, another
chance to win a prize in our
classical crossword, and find
out more about the lecturers
in our interviews. Although
this year’s wonderful lectures
have now come to an end,

the programme for this year
has now been released.
Here’s to another amazing
year of amazing lectures.
Stay tuned!
Alex Melling, Editor

Contact details: lsaclassics@gmail.com; lsaclassics.com
Editor: alexmelling28@gmail.com
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Five Decisive Battles of the
Classical World
DAN HUBBARD

There’s no denying the colossal number of bloody battles in the
ancient world, some of which were so important that they may
well have determined the way in which we live today.
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Sculpture of the
Issue:
Apoxyomenos

1. Battle of Salamis (480 BC): More so than any other
battle of the Persian Wars, it was this naval confrontation
between the fleet of the Achaemenid Empire and the Greek
coalition that decided the fate of the classical world. Prior to
Salamis the Persians under Xerxes had defeated a small
Spartan force at Thermopylae and sacked Athens, forcing
the Athenian population to flee. In order to force a
confrontation, the Athenian commander Themistocles
tricked the Persians into sailing into the narrow straits of
Salamis, allowing the smaller Greek fleet to trap them and
defeat the seemingly superior Persian force. This battle
shattered Persian naval might, cutting off their army in
Greece, the majority of which soon withdrew leaving only a
small force under the general Mardonius, a force which was
soon itself defeated at the Battle of Plataea. If the Greeks
had lost at Salamis it is probable the Persians would have
gone on to subjugate Greece, cutting off the roots of
European civilisation before they had even properly begun.
Thus, it could be argued that this battle was both the most
important in classical history and that of the world.
2. Battle of Chaeronea (338 BC): Following victory in the
Persian Wars and a brief period of peace, the Greek world
was soon rocked yet again by conflict with the
Peloponnesian Wars and later Boeotian War which saw the
Greek world descend into a state of civil war. During this
time the northern kingdom of Macedon had begun to rise,
establishing hegemony over the southern Balkans under
their king Philip II. By the 340’s the emboldened
Macedonian king had begun expanding his influence into
Greece properly and in 338 was met by a coalition of Greek
states at Chaeronea. As with many ancient battles the
details are hazy, yet the 32,000 strong Macedonian force
eventually overpowered the 35,000 strong Greek coalition,
with the young prince Alexander playing a decisive role in
decimating the elite Theban Sacred Band. Following the
Macedonian victory there
was no force in Greece to
resist the Macedonian
expansion, giving Philip’s
son Alexander the Great
a springboard for his
invasion of Persia.

Created by Lysippos of
Sikyon, Apoxyomenos, or
the “Scraper”, depicts an
athlete in the process of
cleaning himself with a
strigil.
This statue is the first
known to show a 3D
image, with the athlete’s
arm pointing out towards
the viewer.
A Roman marble copy like
this can be seen in the
Vatican.
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3. Battle of the Aegates (241 BC): By 241
BC the First Punic War had been ongoing
for 23 years. Rome had rebuilt an armada
of up to 250 ships, and laid siege to
Carthaginian controlled towns on Sicily.
The Carthaginian response was to levy
their own fleet of 350 ships and set out to
break the Roman blockades. Battle was
met off the Aegates Island in western
Sicily, with the more experienced Roman
crews on more mobile ships having caught
the Carthaginians unaware and thus
managing to break the Carthaginian fleet,
sinking 50 ships and capturing 70. After
this battle, the Carthaginians were forced
to make peace with Rome, ensuring
Roman naval dominance in the western
Mediterranean. While Carthage would
attempt to rise again under Hannibal,
Roman victory here meant his invasion
was all but doomed to failure, cut off from
the home city and allowing the Romans to
strike at the heart of the Carthaginian
empire when it suited them. Thus, it could
be argued that in effect it was this victory,
rather than Zama or the Siege of Carthage,
that ensured Rome’s rise as the
Mediterranean superpower.
4. Battle of Alesia (52BC): Having
subjugated all the Mediterranean basin
following victory in the Punic Wars, by the
mid-1st century BC the Romans under
Gaius Julius Caesar were expanding into
Transalpine Gaul. Having started
campaigning in 58 BC, the Romans had felt
they pacified Gaul by the close of the
decade. However, in 52 BC the Gauls under
Vercingetorix revolted against Caesar,
forcing him to lay siege to their citadel at
Alesia. Here the 75,000 Romans besieged
80,000 Gallic warriors, constructing a 16kilometre-long wall to encircle the citadel.
When Caesar found out that Vercingetorix
had summoned reinforcements, he then
performed the unprecedented feat of
building a second 20 kilometre
wall
outside of the first one facing the open
countryside, and when the 100,000
reinforcing Gauls attacked they were
repelled off the Roman ramparts. Already
facing starvation and having had to expel
the women and children from the citadel,
Vercingetorix surrendered himself and
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thus Gaul to Rome. This led to the Roman
occupation of Gaul and its gradual
romanisation, leading to the eventual
collapse of Celtic culture in Europe. In the
short term it also helped trigger Caesar’s
rebellion and the collapse of the Republic,
to be soon replaced by the Empire.
5. Battle of the Teutoburg Forest (9
AD): From 4 AD onwards the Romans
under the general Tiberius (later emperor)
had been expanding across the Rhine,
seemingly to establish a new frontier along
the river Elbe in Germany. Eleven legions
were present in Germany at the start of the
campaign, and initially they appeared to
have made significant headway. However,
by 9 AD eight of these eleven legions had
been moved to quell a rebellion in the
Balkans, leaving only three on the eastern
side of the Rhine under the command of
Quinctilius Varus. This presented the
Germanic chieftain Arminius, who had
been masquerading as an aide to Varus,
with a chance to expel the Romans from
the region. Persuading Varus to march his
three legions north with a fake report of a
rebellion, Arminius lured the Romans into
a forested ambush where the three legions,
plus auxiliary forces totalling up to 36,000
men, were destroyed in an ambush by a
coalition of Germanic tribes, with Varus
himself dying in the struggle. Almost
singlehandedly this victory put an end to
Roman expansion beyond the Rhine,
establishing the Rhine as the northern and
eastern border of the Empire for the rest of
its duration.
All of these battles highlight the impact that
ancient history has had on us even today, over
2000 years later. It is battles like these that
have determined our fate over the centuries.
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Kleopatra – History’s Greatest Cold Case
SAM HOLDEN

Runshaw College student and ambassador
Sam Holden discusses the mystery of the
death of Kleopatra, following Professor Joann
Fletcher’s March lecture on the Queen.

had died and proceeded to commit suicide.
However, she hadn’t died and they managed
to get Mark Antony to Kleopatra just before he
died via the tomb’s high-set windows.

Kleopatra - one of the most famous queens in
history, if not the most famous, with a death
shrouded in mystery, intrigue and deception.
We may never know how she died or what
became of her body or tomb, but what we do
know is that her legacy will live on for
centuries. It is surprising that we know very
little about the nature of the Egyptian
pharaoh’s death as this is possibly the most
famous part of her life, involving her obstinate
defiance against Octavian. Although much of
Kleopatra’s life is veiled in myths and
misconceptions, we have fairly conclusive
evidence of who she was and what she did.

When Octavian raided her tomb, he ordered
his men to take her alive and put her under
house arrest in Alexandria so he could parade
her around Rome when he returned for his
triumph. It would have been highly unlikely
that Kleopatra would ever give Octavian this
satisfaction. She requested that her servant
and hairdresser stayed with her under house
arrest which Octavian naively allowed.
Professor Fletcher believes that the poison
Kleopatra used to commit suicide was from an
Egyptian cobra, but she also pointed out that
there were three women whose joint suicides
would require a lot of poison – a cobra with
sufficient venom to kill is around two metres
long and discharges its venom in its first bite,
meaning three large cobras would have been
needed. The story goes that the snakes were
smuggled into the palace in a fig basket and
Professor Fletcher jokingly said that it must
have been a huge fig basket and waved
through by the same guards that let the carpet
merchant in all those years ago! Kleopatra
used her very sharp hair pin to create a
puncture wound so the poison could be
absorbed intravenously into their bodies.
When Octavian’s men realised what was going
on it was too late. Kleopatra was dying, and as
she died her hairdresser just managed to
adjust her royal diadem so she would die with
her characteristic dignity and style.

Kleopatra’s demise began in 32BC, when
Octavian convinced the Roman Senate to
declare war on her and Mark Antony, the
power couple of the ancient world. They
would fight together until their dying breath
in just two short years.
The following military campaign was
disastrous for the two. Octavian cornered
them at their camp at Actium with his fleet.
Kleopatra wanted to save her ships so they
decided to burst out of the bay with the fleet
and send the army over land. This was
successful and Kleopatra, with Mark Antony,
got back to Alexandria with the fleet, but the
land army was bribed to switch sides.
Professor Fletcher pointed out the fact that
Octavian never seemed to be involved with the
battles; at the battle of Actium he
mysteriously developed sea sickness.
Kleopatra then lost her fleet to Arabs at Petra
and Octavian refused her abdication in favour
of her children, so she sealed herself in her
tomb. Although Antony initially kept Octavian
out of Egypt, his forces eventually switched
sides leaving Antony alone. When Octavian
refused his offer of single combat Antony had
no choice but to return to the palace, only to
discover that Kleopatra, believing him dead,
had already sealed herself in her tomb. Upon
hearing this, Mark Antony assumed Kleopatra

The closest we may get to this legendary
woman is through her signature on a simple
tax exemption document. This piece of
papyrus had been recycled and was being used
to construct a cartonnage mummy case.
Discovered in 1904, her signature and the
phrase, “make it so” is perhaps as physically
close we will ever be able to get to the illusive
Kleopatra.
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An Interview with Professor Joann Fletcher
ALEX MELLING & LIV SAMPLE

In the hours leading up to the Association’s
March lecture, Liv and I sat with Professor
Joann Fletcher to ask her more about her
passion for Ancient Egypt.

a wonderful resource that the university has,
and the department of Egyptology had, so that
was my undergraduate degree. Then I did a
very lengthy PhD at the University of
Manchester, self-funded so it had to be part
time and it did take quite a while, but
university was wonderful.
In your opinion what is the best gallery or
online resource for learning about ancient
Egypt?

Runshaw College Head of Classics Francesca
Grilli with Professor Joann Fletcher at the
March lecture.
What started your interest in Egyptology?
Throughout my childhood I've always had a
passion for Egypt. My parents have always
had an extensive collection of history books
and before I could read I used to look at the
Egyptian books that they had and be drawn
very much to the imagery; to a child it seemed
everybody always looked happy, they're
always drawn really beautifully, and I just
developed a real interest in it. Then, when I
was six, the Tutankhamen exhibition came to
the British Museum for the first time in 1972
(so you know how old I am now!) and it was
everywhere – it was on Blue Peter, it was on
the side of buses, the world was going crazy
for Tutankhamen, and I was just totally,
totally besotted with the whole subject.
But it was quite tough growing up in the late
60s and 70s, as a girl, you know, you can
imagine, I was told by career teachers to do
something practical, to be a teacher or a
nurse. I'm from Barnsley which is a fabulous
town, but there weren’t that many jobs for
Egyptologists there! So obviously I had to
study elsewhere. My first choice of university
was University College London which had a
superb course and I was so lucky to get
accepted there and I had a wonderful three
years studying just down the road from the
British Museum with the Petrie Museum - it's

There are so many - how long is a piece of
string? Every part of Britain has a wonderful
collection, hidden away, sometimes in storage
but it's still there. For online resources I'd
probably say ‘Digital Egypt for Universities’,
which is a fabulous resource, a very clear, very
concise resource for anyone, wherever they
happen to be. But you know, on the ground,
there's everything from the British Museum in
London (where everybody makes a beeline
to), but there are also many other wonderful
collections, for instance just down the road
here, in Wigan, there is a superb collection of
Egyptian artefacts, and that gold mask, in the
Museum of Wigan Life; they only found that
in storage a few years ago, so it featured on
the TV series ‘Immortal Egypt’ and it's now on
permanent display.
What is your favourite ancient Egyptian
artefact and why?
That is a very good question. It has to be
either the beautiful almost perfect life size
statue of my favourite pharaoh Amenhotep III
that’s in the Luxor Museum - it's beautiful and
he's my favourite pharaoh. But I also love
quite a recent discovery - I think it was only in
2000 when it came to light - the very
handwriting of Cleopatra herself on a papyrus
document. That's just an amazing little piece
of ancient paper with the handwriting of this
fabulous woman.
At the present time, what are the most
exciting areas of Egyptology - what lies ahead
for the future of the subject?
Again the answers could be many and varied.
Some of the most exciting excavations are in
the biggest temple ever built in Egypt - the
funerary Temple of the guy I've just
mentioned, Amenhotep III. For centuries
people thought all that remained were the two
stone statues called the Colossi of Memnon,
but in the past twenty years or so my
!5
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colleague Dr Hourig Sourouzian and her team
have been excavating all around that site, and
uncovering literally hundreds of new statues
that once stood in this temple. She's
excavating the whole site, and that's
phenomenally exciting. But as a specialist in
mummification, I also have to say that a lot of
new scientific techniques are allowing us to
properly understand mummification for the
first time.

How important is it to you that Classics (and
Egyptology in particular) is accessible to
students?
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and they were all wonderful. Although our
findings were initially quite controversial, it's
very strange that in the intervening 15 or 16
years or so some of our harshest critics now
agree we were right.
On the same note, how do you deal with those
critics who don't support your theories?
I think it's a free country and good luck to
them in their own work. I have far, far too
much to be getting on with to worry about
who is saying what. Egyptology can be an
incredibly competitive subject; always has
been, probably always will be. When I was
your age I was told I wouldn't get anywhere in
the subject because I was too young, and then
because of how I speak (I have an accent
apparently!), and then because I'm female of
course. I've had it all thrown at me, and you
know what, at the end of the day I'm still
doing this, I love what I do, and everyone else
can get on with what they do. That's my
attitude to it.

It's hugely important because there can be a
feeling that the only way to understand
ancient Egypt is to visit the British Museum,
and therefore go to London; there’s almost a
feeling of "it's not for the likes of us". And
speaking as someone born and bred in
Barnsley, I've felt that kind of attitude my
whole life, so I think it's of vital importance
that this subject, ancient Egypt, the ancient
world that children love so much is accessible
to every child. I think that's why it's so
important that collections like Wigan and
other local museums are able to display and
bring to light a lot of their currently hidden
treasures. If the resources are made available,
it's brilliant for a school to be able to pay a
visit to their local museum, and think wow,
this is stuff collected by local people about a
culture we love. It's not an elite pursuit, it's for
all of us, so I think it's crucial that Classics
and Egyptology are made accessible to school
and college students.

QUICKFIRE ROUND:

You uncovered what may well be the mummy
of Nefertiti - how did that feel at the time?

Favourite Egyptian artefact?

Amazing! And increasing numbers of people
are coming to agree with us now, which is very
nice. Yet at the time it was also a complete
roller-coaster because we had to find the
evidence for this - we had this massive team in
the Valley of the Kings, and it was also being
filmed, so there was a lot of pressure to make
sure we could do the best job we could with
the big team of specialists that we'd assembled

Ptolemy or Cleopatra?
Cleopatra.
Memphis or Alexandria?
Alexandria.
Sphinx or Great Pyramid?
Sphinx.
Favourite Egyptian god?
Sekhmet.
Fields of Reeds or the Duat?
The Duat.

Statue of Amenhotep III in Luxor Museum.
Tutankhamen or Akhenaten?
Tutankhamen.
Favourite pharaoh?
Amenhotep III.
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Classical Crossword!

Use the letters in the boxes highlighted in red to
find the hidden word.
For a chance to win, email this word to
lsaclassics@gmail.com, and one entry will be
picked at random to win a £10 voucher for the
Association’s book stall!

l

pharaoh (10)
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How has ancient warfare (within both
history and mythology) influenced modern
biological and chemical warfare?
ALEX MELLING

A common misconception about biological
and chemical warfare is that it is a modern
phenomenon. This, however, is not the case.
Whilst this type of warfare was vastly different
to now, many ancient battles were fought
using poison projectiles, weaponised
pathogens, chemical incendiaries – the list
goes on. A lot of this warfare was used in
infamous battles and tales, but not everyone
realises that the strategies used are
biologically or chemically fuelled; Hannibal
and his war elephants is but one example of
many. Not only this, but ancient mythology
contains a plethora of poisoned weapons, and
also illustrates similar ethical issues to those
we face today regarding the use of weapons of
mass destruction – the weapons themselves
may vary, but the idea and the purpose is the
same nevertheless. It therefore becomes clear
that ancient warfare has massively influenced
modern military tactics.
The myth of Heracles’ Twelve Labours is
known around the world, but it is not
particularly common knowledge that this tale
highlights not only the use of poison
projectiles, but also the consequences, and
thus society’s attitudes to the “cowardly and
villainous” act of poisoning arrows. When
Heracles finally succeeded in defeating the
Hydra, a venomous monster with terrifying
regeneration capabilities, he cut open the
Hydra’s body and dipped his arrows in its
poisonous venom. This became history’s first
ever (discovered) instance of biological
weaponry. However, this also came to be the
starting point of a viciously fatal sequence of
events, not only for Heracles, but for his
friends and his enemies too. In fact, one of the
first to fall victim to Heracles’ arrows was an
old friend, the centaur Chiron. Although

immortal, the pain of the wound was so great
that he begged for death. His wish was
granted by Prometheus, who took eternal life
in his place.

Poison arrows do not just make a good myth,
though; they were a key weapon in antiquity.
In spite of their bad reputation as being
cowardly and cruel, a great deal of armies
used them as an essential guarantee of
success. One such case is that of the Scythians,
warlike nomads with a fearsome reputation.
In the fifth century BC, they resisted the
attempts of King Darius I and his Persian
army to take their vast territory, but they are
arguably most famous for their defeat of the
‘undefeated’ Alexander the Great. Alongside
being unrivalled archers, Scythian warriors
had mastered the creation of an extremely
deadly poison, known as scythicon. The
gruesome combination of toxins that went
into this poison created a substance that
would have caused excruciating pain, and
would have smelled terrible, similar to
modern ‘stench weapons’ that are deemed to
be psychologically toxic. These early examples
of biological weaponry have been the source of
inspiration for a wide variety of modern
weapons such as this, but the dangerous
consequences of their use, in particular
!8
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incidents of ‘friendly fire’, have also travelled
through time. In 1943, thousands of American
soldiers and Italian civilians were killed when
a US ship carrying two thousand chemical
bombs was shelled in the Bari harbour.
Hence, not only has ancient warfare massively
influenced modern warfare, it has also shown
us the consequences of using weapons of mass
destruction, whether we have learned from
them or not.

Scythian arrowheads were painted in patterns
that mimicked those of the snakes the venom
was taken from, to strike fear into the enemy
and demoralise them.
Poison wasn’t the only biological weapon
utilised in antiquity. The use of deadly,
disease-carrying animals and humans to
spread plague among the enemy was a
common tactic among many cultures and
across many centuries. The earliest examples
of this appear in tablets from the Hittite
civilisation, from around 1500-1200 BC. They
tell tales of infected women and animals being
driven out of cities into enemy territory, with
a clear intention to weaken the enemy with a
plague. Nowadays, the possibility to create
manufactured plague germs has become an
even more terrifying reality. Scientists can
easily create a poisonous strain of mousepox
simply by adding a mammalian gene to the
virus. The effects of this could be devastating.
The spreading of plague also plays a very key
role in a book that everyone has heard of – the
Bible. As children, most of us are taught about
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the Ten Plagues, but what is easy to forget is
that this may represent one of the earliest
examples of using nature to achieve strategic
goals. Let’s take the fifth and sixth plagues,
the diseased livestock followed by the
“festering boils” that covered the Egyptians. It
is very possible that both of these were a
direct result of an outbreak of pulmonary
anthrax, caused by the Israelites. Of course, it
naturally seems ‘biblical’ that only the
Egyptians and their cattle were affected, but
it’s important to remember that the Egyptian
cattle was kept in separate pastures to that of
the Israelites, and the two groups of people
lived separately. Anthrax has been a killer for
many centuries; in the 1600s it was known as
the “Black Bane”, and killed millions of
animals and at least 60,000 people! Plague is
something that has always hindered the
human race (and likely always will), but it is
the deliberate outbreak of such that turns
plagues into deadly biological weapons that
are capable of wiping out entire civilisations.

I could carry on giving examples of ancient
biological and chemical warfare for aeons, and
the point would remain the same – although it
is easily overlooked, almost all contemporary
warfare tactics are derived from the ancient
world, whether that is in the form of myth or
the epic telling of historical battles like the
Trojan War. As with so many other aspects of
our lives – art, music, sport, theatre, to name
but a few – the ancient civilisations have given
us a spectacular starting point, even if it is for
something as devastating as war.
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Troy: Fall of a City, Rise of Romance
NIAMH BANNER

Having long been obsessed with the fantastic
and timeless myths surrounding Troy, I was
interested to see the BBC’s ambitious take on
the fall of the city. Whilst heavily restricting
the plot, particularly in terms of character
exploration; instead of featuring as many
scenes from Homer’s Iliad (covering only the
wrath of Achilles) and including as many
heroes at they could, the BBC instead chose
romanticism over keeping as true to Homer as
possible. Essentially, the writers of Troy: Fall
of a City chose to entice their audiences with
the intense and sexual relationship between
Paris (also known as “Alexander”) and Helen,
played by Australian actor Louis Hunter and
German actress Bella Dayne respectively.

Paris (or Alexander) and Helen of Sparta
Invested as I was, I couldn’t help but feel
disappointed that the writers dismissed key
events as brief incidents, particularly the
death of Patroclus, where Achilles’ infamous
rage appeared to be downplayed to an extent,
not presenting Achilles as the heroic vengeful
character Homer illustrates him to be, but
rather portraying the warrior as nothing more
than a bit miffed. Consequently, I felt like an
opportunity had been missed here to show
members of the audience, who perhaps are
not massively classically educated, the true
embodiment of a Homeric Hero. However,
given that any good modern television show
aims to capture their viewers’ brief attention
spans for as long as possible, it makes sense to
an extent for them not to invest in Achilles’
character development as Homer would have
done. It is also worth noting that the heavy
focus on Paris, the protagonist of the series,
restricts the original admiration for Hector,
who in comparison to his brother, was

presented as the ultimate Ancient protagonist,
displaying all Homeric qualities of an ideal
prince, heir, husband and defender of his city.
Thus, the BBC created an unconventional arc
for Paris which amplifies his purpose more
than the Iliad and Greek mythology credits
him for.
Those who have read the Iliad will also
appreciate the heavy influence and interaction
of the gods throughout the conflict, where the
divinities are divided and interfere with the
Greek and Trojan mortals, sometimes
personally removing individuals from a
chance to prove their worth for the sake of
their survival (such as Aphrodite physically
whisking Paris away to his bedroom during
his losing dual with “auburn-haired” and
“godlike” Menelaus, merely because he is one
of her favourites - a very human quality).
Some of these viewers may have been
concerned that the inclusion of the gods
would be too fantastical or distracting, but
their minimal use was effective. Zeus,
Aphrodite, Hera, Athene and Hermes all
contribute, with even the huntress Artemis
making an appearance (yet without her
brother, Apollo). Achilles’ mother, Thetis,
would have been an appropriate addition,
however we know that Achilles is not the focus
of this retelling and so it makes sense not to
include her. In fact, the series as a whole
refrains from illustrating the complexities of
the immortals, the horrors of war and how
their privileged lives contrast with the tragic
ends of humans. Instead, these gods serve
more to hasten the plot. Nothing more nor
less. On a less serious note, I have to credit the
make-up artists who transformed these actors
into immortals; Aphrodite has been clothed
and painted as though she has just stepped
fresh out of Botticelli’s painting of Venus!
Hats off to them, I must say.
Those who followed the series would also be
aware of the flood of controversy it attracted
from the media; the BBC/Netflix were harshly
accused of “blackwashing” the cast of Troy,
with most articles claiming that it was
“inappropriate” for Zeus and Achilles in
particular to be Ethiopian (rather than Greek)
by choosing black actors. This however, was
deemed irrelevant by many, given how in the
actual series, racism is not one of the issues
!1 0
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concerning Troy, on top of the fact that they
are fighting a losing war. The director stated
in an interview that they didn’t take race into
consideration when casting, but rather stood
by a fair policy, saying “Whoever came and
inhabited the spirit of the characters best we
decided to cast”. Moreover, ancient Greece,
sitting at the ‘centre of the world’, was
extremely multicultural, making it more than
likely that not everyone was white. And I don’t
hear anyone complaining about the casting of
a white man for Odysseus, despite Homer’s
descriptions of him as “dark-skinned”.
Interesting…
Sexuality and arguably uncomfortably graphic
content are certainly frequent throughout the
series. I couldn’t bear to watch the overly
hubristic Agamemnon so savagely abuse his
concubine, the daughter of a priest of Apollo,
yet these are the sorts of scenes that evidently
attract viewers, since the series depended on
an element of shock and horror to balance out
Paris and Helen’s lovey-dovey scenes, so as
not to be classed as more of a romance than a
tale of a prolonged and gruesome conflict. The
sacrifice of Iphigenia, a classic myth, aroused
sympathy from all who watched, and also
provided a strong motive for Agamemnon’s
persistence in taking Troy for the plunder. As
for sexuality, the relationship between
Patroclus and Achilles is consistent with later
Ancient sources outside of Homer, yet the
inclusion of Briseis within this relationship, I
feel, is reverting to patriarchal views of
women as objects and not a display of sexual
liberation. Achilles, for example, owns her as
“my woman” or “my girl”. In terms of
emotional investment, however, you certainly
feel a pang of combined sorrow for Paris and
cringe on behalf of Helen, as she witnesses her
first husband murder her second husband on
her Trojan marriage-bed (how symbolic, BBC,
I like your style) only for him to totally backhand Menelaus AND Helen with those oh-someaningful words; “You will never have what
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we had” then turns to Menelaus with a cheeky
dying smile, “and you will never know how
that feels”. Fair play to you, Paris. Now that’s
the sort of stuff the BBC prioritised over
Homer’s gruesome re-telling of mass death
and spears flying about the place.

The Sacrifice of Iphigenia
Corrado Giaquinto, 1760
My only major complaint would have to be the
shortage of battle scenes. You do not really
witness much of a war on the battleground,
even though they have based the series on
what was, essentially, a war. Gone is Homer’s
grand aristeias. Graphic views? Viscera
pouring out on the ground as swords cut
through warriors’ chests? Nope, just a shedload of Helen’s anguish over her husbands,
and the odd appearance from the gods.
Despite this, I thought it was a grand piece of
television. Most re-tellings of Homer and the
Greek myths I have seen have been dire. My
dad once brought home a DVD of Troy, only
for Agamemnon to be a tattooed Australian
with an eye-patch, so I’d say this series is by
far a better version than whatever excuse of
cinema that was. After all, this story had been
retold thousands of times over the course of
thousands of years, so I say it is good to have
these different twists and turns on it. Variety
in his stories, I think, is what Homer would
have valued highly.

Crossword Answers
The hidden word is… AUGUSTUS
The winner of Michael Scott’s Ancient
Worlds is Mike Banner!
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An Interview with Mary-Ann Ochota
ALEX MELLING & LIV SAMPLE

chosen as a human sacrifice. That is so
different to how we would think if we were
being taken to the top of a mountain to be
murdered! I wanted to know how I could
learn more about that, and the answer is
anthropology and archaeology.
In your career, you have travelled all around
the world. What are your top 3 travel tips to
budding explorers?
Number one is that you don’t need lots of
money. Don’t let that put you off.
With the Association’s April lecture on the
horizon, Liv and I once again found ourselves
in the Clifton Arms, this time with social
anthropologist Mary-Ann Ochota, who would
be taking to the AKS stage a couple of hours
later.
How would you describe social anthropology?
Anthropology as a whole is the study of
people. It’s really broad and draws on lots of
disciplines like sociology, psychology,
philosophy, theology, archaeology – all with
the question of how we understand why
humans do what they do, how we have
evolved, how we structure our societies and
our biological life cycles. Social anthropology
focuses particularly on culture and how we
organise ourselves as social creatures, from
everything from why we go to school, to the
concept of God, and what is history….so it is
really broad. It used to be people in their
white pith helmets from colonial countries
going to places in Africa and Asia to find out
what the ‘natives’ do. Now, however, it’s much
more reflexive.

Also, make sure that you only tell people your
plans who will encourage you…because some
people will say “Really? That seems a bit
dangerous, why would you do that?” Those
people might put doubts in your mind. So if
you want to do something, plan it well, use all
the information and resources that you can,
and don’t let anyone talk you out of it. If they
are trying to give you advice, listen to the
advice, but if they just want you to stay at
home, then don’t listen or don’t talk to those
people in the first place!
Number two - if you don’t mind getting dirty,
you can get a lot more done! If you want to be
clean, travel neatly, and always have
somewhere to wash at the end of the day, then
you are always going to be restricted as to
where you can go. But if you say “we’ve got
amazing healthcare here, and I’m going to get
all my jabs, do my research and take a first aid
kit, and it doesn’t matter if I smell like a
badger by the end of the week”, then the world
is your oyster.
And number three - don’t take silly risks.

What got you interested in the subject in the
first place?

Why do you think that archaeology is so
essential in understanding the ancient world?

I got into social anthropology at first after
watching a TV documentary about child
sacrifice – some climbers had found a frozen
body, at the top of a mountain in South
America. It was an Incan human sacrifice, and
it had been frozen because of the permafrost
at the mountain top but had started to erode,
and it had been incredibly well preserved due
to the conditions - you could see the face, hair
and clothes, and I just thought it was
amazing! Not only is it amazing how much
you can learn from those human remains but
also that you might feel special to have been

Archaeology fills in many of the blanks that
aren’t covered by historical texts or
documents - when someone has bothered to
write something down or share that
information, they may have an agenda or they
might be writing only about a particular type
of person or activity in society. Archaeology is
something else - we all produce stuff, the
earth doesn’t care who produces it - man or
woman, grown-up or kid - so archaeology is
much more equal in terms of representing
people and how people have lived, and where
!1 2
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you may say one thing and do another,
archaeology shows up those differences and
discrepancies.
What is the most exciting thing that you have
been involved in discovering?
I think two things. A few years ago English
Heritage were working on a site called Silbury
Hill, in Wiltshire – it’s the largest man made
mound in Europe which dates from the end of
the Stone Age (end of the Neolithic and start
of the Bronze Age) when there were lots of
changes happening with new people and new
materials coming in. They built this massive
mound, like old fashioned monuments of
stone circles, and there are probably other
mounds like it, just not as big as Silbury Hill.
Antiquarians (diggers from the 17th and 18th
centuries) dug into the centre of the hill
looking for treasure. They thought this must
be the burial mound of a great king, and have
lots of gold and silver in the middle, and there
wasn’t.

There was probably a cremation burial but
they didn’t know what they were looking for
and they might have destroyed the evidence,
but it meant that there was this weird tunnel
dug into the hill where it should never have
been, so the modern archaeologists reexcavated the tunnel because it had already
been disturbed. I got to go into the tunnel as I
was doing a TV documentary about the work
on the site, and what it meant about British
pre-history. It was really cool, standing inside
an ancient mound. The original builders never
intended anyone to go into the mound like
that and you could see the stratigraphy, in the
layers of chalk, and that was pretty cool
because I was one of around 20 people who
will ever see this.
We’ve got a hard question now. Which ancient
civilisation had the best social structure?
Good question. I don’t know what the answer
is! What a teaser! I'm always quite intrigued
by the Ancient Civilisations in India. People
who built cities like Hampi. There may not
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have been the best social structure as there
was a lot of inequality but the Mongols were
absolutely focused on expanding no matter
what and it doesn't matter what the human
cost – that would be pretty impressive to
witness but not very easy to live through.
Why do you believe that it is so important to
promote anthropology and archaeology to
students and young people?
It’s really important that they get involved.
Lots of people say it, and it is generally true,
that if you don't understand where we've come
from you can't understand what is happening
now. It also trains you to think with more
depth, not just in an academic way but in a
way that means that you question your
assumptions about what is right, about what
is a good life, how should we structure
economics and politics, how we should be
represented to people in power - those are
really important things and you guys are
inheriting a very complex world where there is
so much noise and communication, but not
always an equal amount of understanding.
Archaeology and history are not just about
dry, old, dusty books, or kings and queens or
ancient civilisations, it's fundamentally about
understanding people.

Mary-Ann Ochota delivering an amazing
lecture titled “Rocks, Holes and Pots of Gold”
Find out more about Mary-Ann Ochota’s work
and keep up to date with her latest TV and
radio work at:
http://www.maryannochota.com
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Lytham St Annes Classical Association
Lecture Programme 2018 — 19
www.lsaclassics.com

lsaclassics@gmail.com

What the Greeks and Romans Did For Us

Where Eagles Dare - Delphi at the Centre
of the Ancient Mediterranean World

Dr Adam Hart-Davis

Presidential Lecture 2019
Professor Michael Scott

Scientist, Broadcaster,
Historian, Photographer
and Best Selling Author

Historian, Broadcaster, Author
Professor of Classics & Ancient
History, University of Warwick

Thursday 20th September 7pm

Septimius Severus in Scotland

Annual fee: £12 Students: £5

Thursday 10th January 7pm

The Secrets of Ancient Greek Music
Professor Armand D’Angour

Dr Simon Elliott

Associate Professor in
Classical Languages and
Literature, Jesus College,
University of Oxford

Archaeologist, Historian,
Author; Honorary Research
Fellow, University of Kent

Thursday 18th October 7pm

Thursday 7th February 7pm

Roman Art Beyond the Roman Empire:
A View from Gandhara and China

Boudica: What If She’d Won?
Manda Scott

Dr Peter Stewart

Columnist, Broadcaster and
Best Selling Author of
Boudica and the Rome series

Associate Professor of Classical
Art and Archaeology; Director of
Classical Art Research Centre,
University of Oxford

Thursday 14th March 7pm

Thursday 22nd November 7pm
Venue: AKS, Main Entrance, Clifton Drive South,

Lytham St Annes FY8 1DT

Herodotus: The Father of History,
The Father of Non-Fiction

Free to members
Non-members £5

Everyone Welcome
Free Car Parking

Lectures 7 - 8pm

Doors open at 6.15pm

An affiliated branch of the Classical Association, a charity registered in England No. 313371

Tom Holland
Historian, Broadcaster,
Best Selling Author of
Rubicon and Dynasty

Thursday 4th April 7pm
©Aryballos owl, Musée du Louvre
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