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Agora returns with a late 
summer sizzler to celebrate the 
past nine months of Virtual 
Classics at the Lytham St Annes 
Classical Association.  

Although the pandemic 
continued to put paid to best 
laid plans, such as catching up 
with friends over a slice of cake, 
or visiting the bookstall in 
search of a bargain, a great deal 
has still been accomplished: our 
online webinars have 
consistently attracted large 
audiences, and with our Chair 
deftly moderating the chat 
function, a variety of original 
and probing questions were 
eloquently answered by our 
speakers.   

And nothing, certainly not 
Covid, was going to stop our 
President, Professor Michael 
Scott, from delivering his 
annual Presidential talk, this 
time via Zoom.  

 

His erudite talk on Athenian 
democracy was, as always, a 
hugely enjoyable and well-
attended event.  

In March, our annual Classics 
Competition went ahead, again 
online, with four outstanding 
finalists answering the question 
‘If you could travel back to one 
day in the ancient past, which 
would it be and why?'. Once 
more it was Professor Scott to 
whom we turned to make the 
difficult decision as to who 
should be crowned winner; 
after much deliberation, he 
chose Martha Gayer’s 
persuasive and passionate take 
on the City   Dionysia, with the 
audience’s online votes 
resulting in the People’s Choice 
Award going to Ethan Gallant.   

Our 27 Classics Ambassadors 
have not let the pandemic 
dampen their creative output 
either - in particular, our social  

media presence (especially our  
two Instagram pages) has 
flourished thanks to their 
efforts. 

Furthermore, this issue of 
Agora is full of fascinating 
pieces by some of our 
Ambassadors, from the oracles 
of Ancient Greece to the 
retelling of the myth of Theseus 
from a female perspective. We 
very much hope you enjoy 
reading these articles. 

And finally, you can try our 
Classical Crossword (p4), the 
theme of this edition being 
women of the ancient world. A 
signed copy of Rubicon by one 
of our previous speakers, the 
author and broadcaster, Tom 
Holland, is up for grabs!  

Liv Sample, Guest Editor 

Declan Boyd, Editor 

 

 

Summer 2021 

https://www.instagram.com/lsaclassics/
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 In This Issue: 

“I will not distrust your words”:  

the power of language in 
Euripides’ Medea 
 

Words matter. And never more so than in fifth 
century Athens where rhetoric was prized highly 
when employed by men but viewed with suspicion 
and discomfort when used by women. Declan 
Boyd explores the Athenian fascination with 
language through the lens of arguably Euripides’ 
most subversive character, Medea.  

Page 2 

Greek Oracles: Demystifying the 
divine 
 

In these uncertain times, many of us would love to 
know what the future holds. For the early Greeks, 
the solution was obvious: seek the advice of an 
oracle.  Esmé Goodson, Classics Ambassador, 
travels from Delphi to Dodona to delve deep into 
their mysterious world and provide us with many 
insights into this ancient belief system. 

Page 5 

Ariadne by Jennifer Saint 
 

Classics Ambassador Lorna Lee reviews the debut 
novel by Jennifer Saint, in which the famous myth 
of Theseus and the Minotaur is retold from the 
viewpoints of Ariadne and her younger sister, 
Phaedra. 

Page 7 

Annual Review 
 

Our Chair, Katrina Kelly, looks back on another 
successful year for the LSA CA. Take a trip down 
memory lane and relive all the highlights which 
have kept us going through this challenging time. 

Page 9 

 

Euripides’ tragedy Medea is centred 
around the title character’s murders of 
King Creon, Princess Glauce and her own 
children in order to get revenge on her 
ex-husband Jason, who has left her for 
the princess. As the play depicts a 
powerful and dynamic female lead 
(radically different from the norm for 
women in Classical Athens) and deals 
with the horrors of filicide, another major 
theme is often overlooked: the power of 
language. Euripides was writing in the 
democratic context of fifth-century BCE 
Athens, when issues and debates 
surrounding the use of language were 
beginning to emerge, so this focus on 
language should not be unexpected. But 
how are persuasion, manipulation and 
debate used in the Medea, and to what 
effect? 

 

Throughout the play, Medea herself 
manipulates her language to craft a 
strong argument targeted at those 
whom she is trying to persuade. For 
instance, she begins her speech to the 
tragic Chorus, in which she aims to 
convince them that it is right for her to 
punish Jason, by addressing them as 
“Corinthian women”, immediately 

establishing a common ground with 
them as a woman.  

She then continues to refer to the toils a 
woman must suffer. For instance, she 
states that women must buy a husband 
who will then become a master of their 
body, a clever rhetorical inversion of a 
master-slave relationship where the 
woman makes a payment (i.e. a dowry) 
as a master would, only to become a 
slave. This helps to make Medea’s 
situation seem highly unfair to the 
Corinthian women, who she hopes will 
sympathise with her on account of their 
common experience, so from Medea’s 
first appearance on stage it is clear that 
she is masterful in the art of persuasion.  

In fact, when the audience considers this 
situation more closely, it becomes clear 
that Medea is being particularly cunning 
in presenting this as the plight of all 
women, as it does not apply to herself: 
she has willingly betrayed her family and 
homeland and exchanged marriage 
oaths with Jason as an equal, an atypical 
situation. She is thus shown to be a 
deceitful speaker, yet one who can craft 
her words and is skilled in appealing to a 
specific audience. 

In her pleas to Creon, Medea speaks in a 
rather different manner, presenting 
herself as his subject and suppliant. She 
incites pity for herself by opening with a 
line to the effect of: “Alas! I am wretched 
and completely destroyed!” In Greek, 
each word in this line (aiai: panōlēs hē 
talain’ apollumai) is a familiar expression 
of lament found commonly in Greek 
tragedy, which adds to Medea’s pitiable 
self-portrayal here. She then incites 
Creon’s goodwill by asserting that she 
has no anger towards him and by praising 
his good sense in marrying Glauce to the 
man his heart chose. She also appeals to 
him as a father so that he might pity her 

Medea kills one of her children, neck 
amphora, 4th century BC 

“I will not distrust your 
words”: the power of language 
in Euripides’ Medea 
by Declan Boyd 
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children and allow them and her to 
remain in Corinth for a day (which allows 
her to enact the three murders). This is 
notably different from her attitude of 
solidarity with the Chorus, so Medea is a 
figure who uses well-crafted rhetoric to 
persuade different audiences and to win 
over a range of characters, a skill which 
was a familiar topic in the discourse of 
Classical Athens.  

As a result, Euripides can be seen as 
responding critically to his society and 
the way in which rhetoric was utilised 
within the Athenian democratic system: 
just as Medea’s skill in speaking will 
ultimately allow her to put herself in a 
situation where she can murder Creon, 
Glauce and her own children and safely 
escape, so too, Euripides may be 
reflecting, does Athenian rhetoric have 
the ability to lead Athens into a 
potentially destructive situation (such as 
the Peloponnesian War, which was 
declared in 431 BC, the same year in 
which Medea was first performed). 
Clearly, then, Euripides’ obsession with 
language here is a response to the 
importance of words in Classical Athens 
and a warning about their potential to 
lead to disaster. 

Words emerge again as a major driving 
force in the agōn or verbal contest 
between Medea and Jason, which 
reflects the importance of language 
presenting different points of view in 
Classical Athens and the use of language 
to defend one’s own argument against 
that of another. Here, for instance, both 
sides argue that the other has betrayed 
them after receiving great benefits: 
Medea highlights the fact that she slew 
the serpent that guarded the Golden 
Fleece and betrayed her father and 
country for Jason’s sake, only to be 
abandoned by him, while Jason argues 
that the only aid that he had was 
Aphrodite (i.e. Medea fell in love with 
him and so did not act of her own accord) 
and that by bringing Medea to Greece he 
gave her a better life than in Colchis, as 
well as granting her and the children 
greater safety by marrying Glauce.  

Here, Euripides displays to his audience 
the power of words to shape perceptions 
of reality: Medea and Jason both describe 
the same events, but each with a 

different slant, and the audience must 
examine the situation and come to their 
own decision about who is in the wrong.  

In this way, then, the tragic agōn can be 
compared to another major area of 
Athenian civic life where the use of words 
to shape reality was of utmost 
importance, namely the lawcourts: two 
alternative stories are presented which 
cannot be reconciled and which Euripides 
does not resolve, so one must be chosen 
in favour of the other based on the 
judgement of the audience. The 
interpretation, therefore, is left 
completely to the audience, just as in a 
courtroom.  

Due to the inclusive nature of Athenian 
democracy, it is likely that a large 
proportion of the audience would have 
served in the law courts at some point on 
their lives, and they would thus have 
been familiar with the process of coming 
to a judgement based only on two 
conflicting truths, the only evidence for 
which was the words of the speakers. 
Here too, then, Euripides focuses on the 
power of rhetoric to reshape reality from 
different perspectives, and words thus 
emerge once more as a major theme. 

What is particularly fascinating is that 
Euripides has focused the manipulation 
of language around a woman, who in 
Classical Athens did not have a public 
voice. Why, then, does Euripides explore 
the importance of words by having a 
woman exercise this verbal power? The 
answer may lie in the fact that Euripides 
was able to create a greater sense of 
danger and destruction by presenting to 
the male Athenian citizens a very non-
Athenian woman who was cunning and 
deceitful in her use of language and who 
utilised such cunning and deceit to 
achieve horrific ends such as murdering 
her own children. Perhaps the most 
telling point in the play that 
demonstrates what the sphere of 
language, which was male-dominated, is 
capable of when wielded by a woman as 
opposed to a man is Medea’s monologue 
as she debates with herself whether to 
murder her children. In this 
unprecedented and experimental 
internal debate, Euripides has Medea 
take up both stances, thereby effectively 
conducting an agōn with herself and 

engaging herself in a battle of words. The 
result is that, without the restraint of a 
male opponent, Medea talks herself into 
her infanticide, and this must surely be 
seen as the result of what female speech 
can achieve when unchecked.  

This could also represent the dangers of 
proceeding to commit actions without 
thorough deliberation and consideration 
of an issue from different parties: this, 
then, seems to be a view that Euripides 
shared with Thucydides’ Pericles, who in 
his Funeral Oration remarked on the 
importance of debate before taking 
action on any issue. Therefore, despite 
the focus on a woman’s words, these 
ideas nonetheless stem from the view 
that persuasion through words can result 
in disaster, and the messages contained 
in the play are still relevant to the male-
dominated Classical Athenian society in 
which Euripides’ plays were performed.  

Words and the power they possess 
therefore emerge as a major theme in 
this play, and Euripides is certainly critical 
about the role of persuasion in Athenian 
society. The views that emerge from this 
play are closely tied to Athenian 
democracy, and they are therefore a 
product of the thought about the nature 
of democracy that was arising in that 
context. This play can thus be seen as a 
reflection of a collective Athenian 
obsession with language, and its very 
nature fundamentally rests on the use 
and abuse of rhetoric. 

 

 

 

Pericles gives his funeral oration 

Philipp Foltz (1852) 

A prime example of Athenian rhetoric in action 
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Classical Crossword 

Across 
6. The rain that trickles through Mount Sipylus is said to represent 
the tears of this grieving mother 
8. Athenian midwife mentioned by Hyginus in his Fabulae 
10. Fourth wife of Claudius, she allegedly hastened his demise by 
serving him poisoned mushrooms 
11. Nurse to Telemachus in the Odyssey; name means “broad 
fame” 
12. Daughter of Neoptolemus I of Epirus; played by Angelina Jolie 
in Oliver Stone’s 2004 film 
13. Less notorious daughter and half-sister of Oedipus; younger 
sister of Antigone 
15. Heinrich Schleimann claimed to have discovered this Trojan 
princess’ tomb in Mycenae 
 

   Down 

1. Archaic Greek poetess from the island of Lesbos; known 
as the ‘Tenth Muse’ 
2. Female sleuth in the Roman Mysteries series 
3. Goddess of youth; genus of plants native to New Zealand 
4. Astronomer and mathematician from Alexandria; central 
character of the film Agora 
5. First name of actress who played Medea to high acclaim 
at the National in 2014 
6. Hairstyle associated with the women of Augustus' 
household, in particular Livia 
7. Devoted wife and quick- witted observer of gods 

amongst humans 
9. “The Medea of the Palatine” according to Cicero 
14. Roman goddess of dawn; singer of ‘Runaway’ 

Use the letters in the boxes 
highlighted in red to find the 
hidden word.  

Email this word by 10th 
September to 
lsaclassics@gmail.com for a 
chance to win a signed copy of 
Rubicon by Tom Holland! 

mailto:lsaclassics@gmail.com
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For the ancient Greeks, the gods 
impacted all aspects of their daily lives. 
They believed the gods could influence 
and control human events (often 
supernaturally) and knew things beyond 
mortal understanding. These ideas were 
central to ancient oracles. An oracle 
could be defined as three separate 
things. These included the person giving 
a prophecy, the prophecy itself or the site 
of the oracular consultation. Contrary to 
portrayals in modern media, oracles did 
not only foretell the future, but also 
provided advice on matters concerning 
day to day living such as health, work, 
and family. While the Greeks believed 
that oracles spoke the words of the gods, 
there are countless rational explanations 
for these phenomena.  

 

An Attic kylix by the Kodros painter 
depicting a consultation between King 

Aegeus and the Pythia at Delphi. 

The Oracle at Delphi is perhaps the most 
famous ancient oracle, for each of its 
three definitions.  Situated on the south-
western slope of Mount Parnassus lies 
the oracular sanctuary to Apollo, 
referred to in ancient times as the 
omphalos or ‘centre of the world.’  

 

 

 

Here, those wishing to consult the oracle 
would trek up the mountain and through 
the sanctuary across the sacred way until 
they reached the temple of Apollo where 
consultation took place. These 
consultations were a privilege since the 
sanctuary was only open for consultation 
once every month and closed completely 
in the winter. Consultations would take 
place with the Pythia - a priestess who 
could be found within the temple of 
Apollo. Sat upon her tripod, she would be 
asked questions by visitors from across 
Greece as well as further afield. She was 
known for answering these questions in 
riddles so that the visitors would have to 
interpret the answer themselves. One of 
the well-known maxims inscribed onto 
the temple itself were the words: know 
thyself. It was the responsibility of the 
visitor to know and understand the 
question they were asking so that they 
could interpret what the Pythia had told 
them.  

So how were these prophecies created? 
The answer lies not within the heavens, 
but with the earth. Sitting beneath the 
temple of Apollo is a fault line, from 
which gases such as ethylene, ethane and 
methane rose. Ancient sources 
recounting consultation would describe 
gases bubbling to the surface from 
fissures in the bare, rocky ground as well 
as sweet-smelling fumes (which is 
characteristic of ethylene.) The three 
gasses that the Pythia would have been 
breathing in all have the potential to alter 
one’s mental state: creating feelings of 
euphoria as well as occasionally inducing 
behaviour that can only be described as 
frenzied. The characteristics of these 
gases match up nicely with ancient 
accounts of the oracular site and the way 
the Pythia acted during consultation.  

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

This makes it very likely that the oracles 
given at Delphi were likely an effect of 
mind-altering vapours from the earth 

Oldest of all the ancient oracles is 
Dodona. Situated in the north-west of 
Greece lies the scared forest of trees 
where consultations with Zeus and Dione 
occurred. While it was less well known 
than Delphi, it was just as important with 
people travelling from far and wide to 
consult the oracle. It is referred to in the 
Odyssey with Odysseus himself claiming 
to have visited there. It is also mentioned 
in the Iliad which describes questions 
being answered by the rustling of leaves 
and bare footed priests. These aren’t the 
only accounts of the famous oracle with 
Herodotus describing ‘doves’ speaking in 
human voices and Plato describing 
priestesses entering a prophetic state. 
The priestesses at the site of Dodona 
were known as the Peleiades, from 
peleiai meaning ‘doves.’ These 
priestesses had the role of interpreting 
the sounds in the forest including the 
rustling of tree leaves and the sounds of 
birds in order to translate the oracle from 
Zeus. They would do this after the visitor 
had written their question on a lead 
tablet.  

So how exactly did the Peleiades 
interpret these prophecies? Unlike 
Delphi, there were no fault lines beneath 
the earth so there were no gases that 
could induce trances. However, the 
prophetic state that Plato mentions does 
indicate that the priestesses were in an 
altered state of mind whilst 
simultaneously translating these 
prophecies from the surrounding sounds. 
There are several ways this state of mind 
could have been invoked, including forms 
of meditation as well as drinking certain 
liquids.  

 

 

Greek Oracles: Demystifying the divine 
by Esmé Goodson 
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However, it is not exactly clear which 
method the Peleiades used to enter their 
prophetic state. Much easier to explain is 
the other type of divination that occurred 
at Dodona: divination by lot. The 
question would be written down before a 
coloured pebble or lump of clay would be 
randomly removed from a jar. Each 
colour would correspond with an answer 
to the question. This can easily be 
explained by the element of chance 
involved in this particular divination 
method.  

        

A lead tablet from Dodona  

inscribed with a question 

The sanctuary of Asclepius at Epidaurus 
is best known for being part of the 
panhellenic healing cult to Asclepius, 
though an oracle was also present at the 
sanctuary. Those visiting the site asked 
questions to Asclepius relating to 
medicine, health and disease. Unlike 
Delphi and Dodona, the visitors at 
Epidaurus not only wanted advice but 
direct action. This would occur through 
incubation. Visitors would sleep in the 
temple of Asclepius overnight and would 
dream of Asclepius and/or his children 
visiting them. The dream was meant to 
be Asclepius directly curing them of 
whatever illness or injury they suffered as 
they slept. When the patient woke up, 
they would be healed of their ailments 
and if they weren’t they would be advised 
to stay another night in the sanctuary 
until they were healed. Healed visitors 
would leave votive inscriptions and 
anatomical votives to the gods that 
healed them, describing their dreams 
and experiences at the sanctuary.  

So what explanations are there for these 
miraculous healing events? Rites are 
described as having taken place before 
incubation and trances are mentioned to 
have occurred during slumber. This 
implies that similarly to the other oracles 
covered so far, the dreams during 

incubation were perhaps a product of an 
altered state of mind. It is therefore likely 
that part of the rites before incubation 
involved inducing this state of mind 
through methods mentioned previously. 
The other question to answer is how 
these visitors were genuinely healed. The 
answer to this is simple. Priests devoted 
to a specific god would have had a range 
of skills necessary for worshipping their 
god. Since Asclepius was the god of 
healing, it is likely that the priests of 
Asclepius at Epidaurus would have had 
some knowledge of medicine and would 
have been capable of medical procedures 
such as surgery. This can be backed up 
through archaeological evidence with 
ancient medical instruments being found 
at Epidaurus which were likely used in 
this surgery.  

     

A votive relief from Epidaurus depicting 
Asclepius healing a woman with his 

daughter Hygeia behind him. 

It is evident that there were many 
rational explanations behind these 
mysterious oracles, but did the ancient 
Greeks realise this? Most Greeks 
probably didn’t question the reliability of 
oracles: engrained beliefs brought trust 
in their power and reliability. Important 
figures and influential city-states such as 
Athens and Sparta consulted oracles in 
times of need. The decision to consult an 
oracle at such times implies that oracles 
were believed to be crucial forms of aid in 
these situations. This reliance on oracles 
indicates that they were widely believed 
in. As expected, predictions were not 
always accurate. In fact, it was predicted 
that the Greeks would be defeated 
during the Persian wars. After they then 
claimed victory, belief in oracles started 
to dwindle. Despite this, the ancient 
Greeks had multiple explanations for why 
an oracle may not have come true. These 
included not correctly completing the 

rituals before the consultation, not 
asking the right question or not 
interpreting the prophecy correctly. The 
latter was the case for the infamous 
consultation of King Croesus of Lydia 
who was told by the Delphic oracle that if 
he went into battle, a great empire would 
be defeated. It turned out to be his own.  

While the majority believed in the power 
of oracles, there were definitely sceptics. 
In an otherwise lost play by Euripides, 
one surviving fragment states that “the 
best seer is he who guesses well.” This 
highlights the scepticism around oracles 
that must have been somewhat present 
in society for it to have cropped up in a 
Euripides play. This scepticism could be 
found particularly amongst prominent 
thinkers such as Xenophanes. The latter 
criticised traditional views of the gods 
such as their anthropomorphism since he 
believed that the gods could not take on 
a mortal form or speak directly to 
mortals. This contradicts the very 
concept of oracles - a way to directly 
speak and interact with the gods. These 
influential and pervasive ideas from pre-
Socratic thinkers contributed to the 
reduced influence of oracles in later 
centuries, despite the gulf in time.   

It was only after the 4th century AD that 
belief in oracles completely diminished. 
More criticisms cropped up during this 
time including Lucian’s questioning of 
the feasibility of oracles in his Dialogue of 
the Gods from the 2nd century AD in 
which he highlighted the ridiculousness 
of Apollo travelling between the many 
oracular sites he was patron of and being 
ready to turn up whenever one of his 
priestesses enter a trance and call upon 
him. While scepticism like this grew over 
the centuries, belief endured for many – 
pointing to the power of oracles in 
shaping ancient Greek society. 
Therefore, by demystifying the divine 
ourselves we uncover a reality that both 
warps and explains the fantastical nature 
of Greek religious practices, which in turn 
helps us to understand the lives of the 
ancient Greeks. 
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 ‘No longer was my world one of 
brave heroes; I was learning all too 
swiftly the women's pain that 
throbbed unspoken through the 
tales of their feats'.  

 
 
In this outstanding debut novel by 
Jennifer Saint, the myth of Theseus and 
the Minotaur is retold from the 
perspectives of Ariadne and her younger 
sister, Phaedra. We follow these two 
sisters as they navigate their lives as 
princesses of Crete, learning to live with 
the terrible bellows of their youngest 
brother trapped beneath their feet, 
plagued by malicious whispers on all 
sides and ever in the shadow of a 
malevolent father and a mother so 
broken she can barely bring herself to 
breathe. With the arrival of Theseus, we 
are swept up in an exhilarating whirlwind 
of emotion as Ariadne wrestles with her 
decision to betray her family and 
country; and we witness the lives of these 
two very different women as their paths 
diverge, taking them on equally 
disparate journeys. This is one of the 
books I was most excited to read this year 
and I am very happy to say that I was not 
disappointed. 
 

The main thing that struck me when 
reading this novel was just how beautiful 
the writing is; lyrical, poetic and utterly 
immersive, the words seem to sweep you 
up and carry you away like a warm 
breeze. This writing style was slightly 
hard to get into at first because I wasn't 
used to it, but the more I read the more it 
pulled me in until I found myself 
completely engrossed. Jennifer Saint's 
language is extremely emotive, and the 
descriptions seem to jump off the page; 
you feel every flutter of happiness and 
spasm of sorrow, the simmering tension 
that cloaks the palace of Knossos and 
every sickening thud and 'guttural howl' 
of the monster trapped beneath it. 
Ariadne's dizzying euphoria as she falls 
head over heels for Theseus and 
Phaedra's agonizing experience as a 
mother both stood out for me, as did the 
description of a fleeting character, 
Cinyras of Cyprus, which made my skin 
crawl. 
 

'The cold green of his eyes. Like the 
shock of the chill waters when the 
sea floor drops away unexpectedly 
beneath your feet and you realise 
you have swum out far beyond your 
depth'.  
 
This book was split into four parts, the 
first and fourth centre solely on Ariadne 
and in parts two and three we get the 
dual perspectives of Ariadne and 
Phaedra. I really enjoyed this structure 
and thought it provided ample 
opportunity to dive deeper into some of 
the characters and the various 
mythologies surrounding them. I was 
especially intrigued to see how Jennifer 
Saint handled the character of Theseus 
and I loved how we got to see his heroic 
facade, that so charmed Ariadne, 
crumble through the eyes of Phaedra, in 
part 2, to reveal the ugly truth behind 
those 'cold green' eyes. 

 

 

 

 

 

I really liked this character portrayal 
because I thought the way that Jennifer 
Saint dialled back the strength of 
Theseus' character, by sketching him as a 
vain and shallow man, obsessed with his 
own heroics, rather than evil and 
intimidating, put emphasis on Phaedra.  
 
I also really loved the focus on the 
characters in this book and it was 
fascinating to watch Ariadne and 
Phaedra grow together and then 
separately (the book essentially covers 
their entire lives) and see how they were 
affected by their different journeys; their 
contrasting experiences as mothers was 
particularly striking. Both women had 
their flaws, but that just made them all 
the more human and believable to me. I 
loved the twist on Phaedra's irrational 
infatuation with the pure and kind 
Hippolytus and it has completely 
changed the way I think about the 
original myth.  

 

Fresco from Pompeii depicting 
Phaedra and Hippolytus 

I also really enjoyed the insight we got 
into Dionysus and through him, the gods, 
and heroes in general. It was so 
interesting to read Jennifer Saint's 
exploration of the various sides of his 
character that we see in the original 
mythology, and it was very intriguing to 
read about how his mortal following 
affected him and the tragic repercussions 
thereafter. 

'I would be Medusa, if it came to it, I 

Ariadne by Jennifer Saint: a review 
by Lorna Lee 
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Agora 5 Crossword Answers! 

resolved. If the gods held me 
accountable one day for the sins of 
someone else, if they came to me to 
punish a man's actions, I would not 
hide away like Pasiphae. I would 
wear that coronet of snakes and the 
world would shrink away from me 
instead'. 

I thought Jennifer Saint perfectly 
captured the unfairness of life for women 
in Ancient Greece and the idea of women 
paying the price for the shallow pursuits 
of gods and heroes was a really powerful 
motif all the way through. Ariadne in 
particular is determined not to suffer the 
same fate as countless other women in 
mythology, such as Scylla (who betrayed 
her father to help Minos, and was 
ultimately drowned by Minos for her 
treachery) and Medusa (who was cursed 
to petrify others with her gaze and given 
a writhing mass of snakes for hair, all 
because she was attacked by Poseidon in 
Athena's temple). I really enjoyed the 
myriad of other myths that Jennifer Saint 
interlaced into this novel, which often 
complemented some of these main 
themes; as well as placing the events of 
the story within the wider context of 
Greek mythology, such as the tragic 
flight of Daedalus and Icarus, witnessed 
by Phaedra, and Dionysus' spectacular 
entrance aboard the Tyrrhenian Pirate 
ship. 
 
I also really enjoyed how Jennifer Saint 
wove in some familiar epithets, such as 
'rosy-fingered dawn', 'white armed Hera' 
and 'wine dark sea', which greatly 
increased the feeling of epic poetry that I 
got from this novel. I loved how she 
managed to knit lots of archaeological 
and historical references into the 
narrative, without it seeming forced, 
including having Phaedra start the 
tradition of gathering local women to 
help weave a peplos robe (p213), to drape 
over the statue of Athena, which I 
thought was such a clever detail. 

'I know that human life shines more 
brightly because it is but a 
shimmering candle against an 
eternity of darkness and it can be 
extinguished with the faintest 
breeze'. 

 
I was in awe of how Jennifer Saint 
managed to take on a myth as famous as 
this one and still create heaps of 
suspense. I was on the edge of my seat 
for the entire book wondering how we 
would get to the various twists and turns 
that I knew would come; and there were 
still some surprises. I am thinking of the 
ending in particular here, which was 
beautifully poetic and a complete shock. 
I really did not see it coming but that just 
made it even more dazzling. 
 
Overall, this book was absolutely 
stunning. It was thought-provoking, 
moving, completely mesmerizing and I 
would highly recommend it! Reading it 
made me really intrigued to learn more 
about the original mythology 
surrounding Ariadne, and if I could, I 
would happily talk to Jennifer Saint for 
ages about this book because I came 
away from it with so many thoughts and 
questions. I think Jennifer Saint has 
sculpted such a wonderful story and I am 
very excited to read her next book, 
Elektra, which will be published April 
2022. 
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It’s been another strange and difficult 
year, but thanks to support from the 
national CA, we’ve been able to move 
online in 2020-21 and not only hold a 
lecture programme but also keep in 
touch with members, reach new 
audiences and grow our Classics 
community virtually. 

Our webinars started in October 2020 
with Polly Low’s excellent talk on 
Thermopylae as she explained how this 
battle was commemorated in antiquity 
and how the Spartans’ lives and deaths 
have been (mis)remembered in popular 
culture. Perhaps most memorably, she 
revealed that the war monument in 
Southport’s Lord Street bears a 
Simonides reference!  
 
Professor Llewelyn Morgan then took us 
on an around-the-world cultural voyage 
in the company of Hercules, the many 
named, multi-faceted and paradoxical 
hero and demi-god, before our President 
Professor Scott revealed the inner 
workings of Athenian democracy in 
January, a lovely evening albeit a 
bittersweet reminder of how we normally 
enjoy a celebratory dinner all together – 
roll on 2022 when we can celebrate his 
winning the prestigious 2021 Classical 
Association Prize!  
 
In February, Ben Kane enthralled us with 
an ancient epic journey across mountains 
and sea as Greece and Rome clashed 
empires in the second century BCE 
before Professor Helen King answered all 
of our questions on ancient medicine, 
covering a myriad topics, from pessaries 
and plasters to surgery, first aid kits and 
dentistry. Finally, in May, Dr Peter Liddel 
revealed the unexpected journeys and 
resting places of hundreds of ancient 
Athenian artefacts, across the UK.  
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

A huge thank you to all of our speakers 
for being so enthusiastic and generous 
with their time despite speaking online – 
hardly conducive to the cake-eating and 
chatting we normally enjoy at events!  
We’re very grateful to them all and to our  
200+ audiences for joining us on Zoom 
and asking lots of brilliant questions.  
 
Moving online has allowed us to try new 
things and it has been great fun to start 
our free, virtual Book Club, a great 
opportunity to focus our reading, share 
our thoughts in an informal setting and 
explore how the ancient world has been 
received by different writers in the 
modern world – you can discover here 
which three books we chose to read first. 
We welcomed Dr Emily Hauser for an 
excellent author’s event and we have lots 
to look forward to including online Q&As 
with Prof. Armand D’Angour in 
September and Lucy Hughes-Hallett in 
December – email us at 
lsaclassics@gmail.com if you’d like to 
attend any of these events. All welcome 
and no prior knowledge is needed, 
although if you have read the book, that’s 
a bonus!  

We’ve also started an Ancient Greek 
Beginners’ group, thanks to our member 
Laura, and it’s been great to have twenty 
members start learning Greek with her 
guidance and support using the John 
Taylor Greek to GCSE textbooks; again, 
just let us know if you’d like to get 
involved.  

Online events have removed barriers of 
distance, meaning that we have 
welcomed members and ambassadors 
from further afield, as well as joining 
events run by other CA branches, and our 
2021 Classics Competition received a 
record-breaking number of entries from 
students across the globe.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 You can read all about the Grand Final 
and the great array of answers given to 
this year’s question here: congratulations 
to the overall winner Martha Gayer. 

            

Our 27 Classics Ambassadors have been 
busy writing blogs, curating this 
newsletter and its previous edition, and 
creating content for our social media – 
particularly our Temple Tuesday series 
and ‘Learn Ancient Greek’ Instagram 
page, and in June we held our end of year 
Ambassador celebration event with 
Professor Scott and awarded prizes to 
the winners of our Agora Writing Awards 
– Liv, Imogen and Abigail – and to Esmé, 
Declan, Florence and Lorna for their 
outreach work and social media support.  

   

 

 

Annual Review: 2020-21 
  by Katrina Kelly 

 

We look forward to welcoming you all back to the branch in September for our first 
lecture of the new season, and to continuing many of the online activities that have 
brought us joy, companionship and entertainment over the past eighteen months. 
Thank you for your ongoing support. To learn more about our work or how you can get 
involved visit https://lsaclassics.com/.  
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