AGORA

Issue 8

4

Agora
Issue 8
CLASSICS TO SHARE & ENJOY

Summer 2022
Agora is back and we have three
brand new contributors whose
writing we know you’re going to
love! Our LSA CA Classics
Ambassadors have been working
hard to share this summer edition
of Agora with you and their
content exhibits a wide range of
interests: from Greek tragedy to
epigraphy, from the role of
ancient women in the study of
Classics to the reception of Roman
legend in the French Revolution.
Don’t forget to try out our new
Classical Crossword on page 7 on
the theme of myths and monsters,
for a chance to win a free copy of
John Hazel’s Who’s Who in the
Greek World? The deadline to
enter is Friday 21 October.
Good Luck!
It has been a busy and exciting few
months at the LSA CA, not least as
we’ve celebrated our Instagram
account’s 200th post, and hit the 1k
milestone for #learnancientgreek.

Earlier this season, our guest
speakers delivered fascinating
talks on subjects ranging from the
women of Knossos to the last
supper in Pompeii, not to mention
Michael Scott’s iconic Presidential
Lecture on Ancient Delos. Thanks
to our mixture of online and inperson talks, we have welcomed
new members from across the
country (and the world!) who have
tuned into our livestreamed talks,
including 100 new students. We
are still running our free student
membership offer – sign up here.
Our Classics book club (free to join
– shoot us a message at
lsaclassics@gmail.com) has met
several more times on Zoom and
we welcomed Jennifer Saint to a
live Q&A to discuss her new novel
Elektra and her previous bestseller
Ariadne, a huge treat for those
who attended. Four LSA CA
bursary-winning students recently
attended the Classics Summer
School in Sheffield this August,
whilst our Classics Competition
was another highlight as students
delivered
some
fantastic
presentations on their unsung
heroes from antiquity, which
ranged from Greek philosophers

to mythical beasts and Biblical
kings to a midwife, a poet and a
demagogue. At the Grand Final,
Dr Stephe Harrop faced a difficult
choice between four impressive
contenders. Sophia Fenton was
awarded the Lancashire Prize for
her impressive speech on
Artemisia, while the overall
winner was Emma Lester, whose
enthusiasm for the little-known
Cartimandua was shared by the
audience as they voted her the
People’s Choice. The 2023
Competition will be launching this
autumn…
We hope you enjoy this latest
edition of Agora and that you are
looking forward to the branch’s
2022-23 lecture season - make
sure you read until the very end for
the all-important dates and titles
of the talks we have in store for
you.
Cura ut valeas!

Emma Lester and Declan Boyd,
Editors
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The Oath of the Horatii: Classical
Reception in the French Revolution
by Sophie Bassano

In this Issue:
The Oath of the Horatii
The ancient world has had a varied reception
throughout history, in art, literature and a variety of
other media. In this article, Sophie Bassano explores the
way in which one Roman historical legend, the story of
the Horatii, expressed new meaning in visual art in the
French Revolution.

Page 2

Perceptions of Electra
Emma Lester, co-editor of this edition and winner of this
year’s LSA CA Classics Competition, explores the ways
in which the myth of Electra was adapted and explored
by the three great tragedians of Classical Athens.

Page 5

Should we cancel Ovid?
The women of antiquity have always been somewhat
more elusive than the men, given the prominence of
male-authored sources with which classicists work. In
this article, Ffion Shute explores how ancient Greek and
Roman women are becoming ever more visible in the
world of classical studies, and the impact that this is
having on the subject as a whole.

Page 8

Texts and paratexts
Declan Boyd explores how the contexts in which ancient
inscriptions were displayed should always be taken into
account when reading the content of inscriptions. Only
by considering the text and its outside context together
can ancient epigraphy truly be understood.

Page 10

The writings of the Roman historian Livy
have provided a great deal of
information on the early history of
Rome. Livy wrote his Ab Urbe Condita
some centuries after the history he
recounted supposedly took place; the
veracity of his account of early Rome is
therefore somewhat dubious at best.
Nonetheless, the Ab Urbe Condita is still
worthy of reading for various reasons: its
revelations on how Roman historians
received and presented their own
history are important, but equally so is
the way in which later societies, such as
eighteenth-century France, interpreted
Roman history and used it to express
themselves through art.
One passage drawn upon in France at this
time by painter Jacques Louis David was
Livy’s description of the battle between
the Roman Horatii triplets and the Alban
Curiatii triplets. The story runs as follows:
a dispute arose between the Roman king
Tullus Hostilius and Gaius Cluilius of Alba
Longa over a series of reciprocal cattleraids on the land that bordered the two
territories. Both Roman and Alban
envoys were sent to each other’s territory
to recover their stolen cattle, both being
instructed to declare war in the case of a
refusal to do so. Cluilius refused first,
leading Alba Longa and Rome to prepare
for a war that would take effect thirty
days after the declaration. Cluilius died
during this preparation period, leaving
Mettius Fufetius in his place. Mettius
suggested to Tullus that they find a
means to avoid the damaging losses that
would be precipitated by war, so a plan
was devised for the triplets in each army
to fight on behalf of Rome and Alba
Longa. These triplets were the Horatii
and Curiatii respectively; they would
fight to the death and the army of the
surviving victor would be the victor.

return to Rome, found his sister
mourning the loss of the Curatius brother
to whom she was betrothed. Overcome
with rage at the sight of her grief, he
killed her, shouting ‘So perish all Roman
women who mourn an enemy!’ Horatius
was tried and convicted of treason, but
evaded punishment by appealing to the
judgement of the people.
However, the peace between Rome and
Alba was short-lived. Mettius betrayed
Rome by encouraging other local tribes
to wage war against Rome, then
abandoning the battle which ensued.
Rome was again victorious in what Livy
describes as ‘the bloodiest battle that
Rome had yet fought’. Subsequent to his
betrayal, Mettius was tied by the legs to
two chariots, each drawn by four horses
in opposite directions, ripping his body in
half (an image which inspired Ovid in his
Tristia).
Jacques-Louis David was a prominent
painter in France who was commissioned
by Charles-Claude Flahaut de la

Statue of Livy

In short, Rome came out on top, leaving
the vanquished Alba Longa ‘subject now
to her Roman mistress’. The sole survivor
was one Horatius triplet who, upon his
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state because they were only able to
think about familial issues which would
prevent them from focusing on civic
duties. Here, there is a binary contrast
created between the world of men and
women which was present in the ancient
world. Men, as warriors, fight. Women,
as homemakers and wives, grieve.

Le Serment des Horaces, Jacques Louis David, 1784

Billaderie, assistant to King Louis XVI, to
produce a work which communicated
themes of patriotism and loyalty to a
France on the precipice of revolution. The
story of the Horatii is one of nationalism,
allegiance and courage, and thus
provided the perfect subject. When the
painting was finished, it was supposed
that Rome was representative of the
French monarchy and that the triplets
were showing loyalty to the French
monarchy as they were defending a king
(Tullus) themselves. The grieving women
allude to the death of the Horatii’s sister,
whose grief for the enemy incited
Horatius to kill her. Applying a promonarchist attitude to this would portray
her death as deserved: she did not show
total loyalty to her state. If this is true, it
would be plausible to conclude that
David was expressing anti-revolutionist
views. However, as the Revolution
progressed, David became increasingly
politically engaged, transitioning from a
monarchist to a revolutionist, and so the
painting was transformed into a symbol
of fighting against tyranny (Mettius was
a dictator of sorts). However, the
painting was not entirely misinterpreted
by revolutionists; it had the potential to
be transformed. After all, the story of the
Horatii can be seen as one not of loyalty
to a monarchy, but of dedication to the

creation of a Republic. It is unclear
whether or not David chose this story as
a subtle hint that he favoured the
Revolution. However, if true, it provides
an interesting insight into how art can be
used to express things covertly. If not, it
shows that the perception of art is as
important as its intention. Either way, it
is evident that the use of classical
subjects allows artists to communicate
more than what they paint.
On the right are three women and two
children. The identity of the woman in
the background is debated. One of the
remaining two women is the sister of the
Horatii triplets who is engaged to a
Curiatius brother. The other is the wife of
a Horatius but the sister of a Curiatius.
The perversity of their fate is clear:
whatever the outcome of the battle, they
will grieve for a brother or lover. David
presents the women as passive through
the use of curvilinear lines (curved lines
created through the arch of their backs,
their heads facing the floor, the drapery
of their clothing and the dangling of their
arms). David is thereby expressing not
only a rather Greco-Roman sentiment,
but also one from contemporary
philosophy. Enlightenment philosophers
such as Rousseau hypothesised that
women could not be true citizens of the

At least, this is true of epic poetry. In
Book 6 of the Iliad, for instance, Hector
temporarily returns from the war to Troy,
crossing from the boundaries of battle
into the domestic sphere of the city. The
reader is reminded of the woman's role at
home as Hecabe is sent by Hector to pray
for mercy at the temple of Athena, and
Andromache is seen with her son,
Astyanax. The temporary reunion of
Hector, Andromache and Astyanax is the
reconstruction of the family unit which
cannot be intact in wartime, shown
through this short-lived moment before
Hector returns to battle. Andromache
prematurely grieves the death of Hector,
in front of him, as she knows he will likely
die. The sisters of the Horatii act
similarly. Clearly, the ancients saw
warfare and the maintenance of family
structure as separate and mutually
exclusive. Clearly, both the ancient world
and eighteenth-century France believed
that this brief disturbance of the family
was necessary in the name of fighting for
freedom. This is shown through the
image of prevailing strength represented
by the brothers in the face of grief.
On the left, the father of the Horatii is
holding swords aloft as the sons take an
oath to fight to the death in the name of
Rome. The angular forms of the male
figures (the horizontal and vertical lines
of their arms and legs) are contrasted
against the curvilinear posture of their
sisters. The men are heroic and active in
the fight against tyranny, whereas the
women are depicted as helpless against
the vicissitudes of fate. The attention to
the anatomy of the men’s calves gives
the impression that they are pressing the
ground with force, standing upright and
rigid as if about to enter battle. The
strength of this stance illustrates their
sense of purpose, direction and
determination, all of which resonated
with the French public as the Revolution
gained traction. The repetition of stance
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among the brothers (their salute, the
position of their feet) shows them
working in unison. This suggests an
admiration of the idea of brotherhood
and of working as a collective, which was
vital during the French Revolution, where
members of all classes cooperated in the
hope of radical political and social
change. This virtue has been adopted by
France as one of their three national
mottos, ‘fraternité’.
Subject matter is not the only classical
influence in David’s painting. The
prevailing art style of his period was the
indulgent and decorative rococo style,
but David’s style contradicted this, and
subsequently engendered a new style
known as neoclassicism. The neoclassical
movement is characterised by its
classical subject matter or classicising of
contemporary subject matter, in tandem
with its use of sober colouring and
geometry. With the excesses of the
monarchy, and the rococo style, came a
demand by philosophers and art critics
for a new style that celebrated virtue. As
Diderot, a contemporary French art
critic, said, ‘to render virtue pleasant, vice
odious … that is the point of all men who
use a pen, a brush or a pair of scissors.’
The statue-like nature of the brothers’
stance is emblematic of Greek and
Roman sculpture, especially in the
painting’s attention to anatomy. This
compares well with the depiction of
athletes training on the relief base of a
late-sixth-century-BCE Attic kouros (a
statue of a nude youth).

4
The relevance of the legend of the Horatii
to the French Revolution extends beyond
the time at which the painting was
produced. The graphic and public
violence of the killing of Mettius bears
many similarities to the violence seen in
the Reign of Terror (1793-1794) during
the French Republic. This campaign of
brutal public violence, a decade after the
commission of the painting, was
responsible for the public beheading of
Louis XVI and Marie Antoinette, which
David himself openly supported.
Parallels are also evident in subsequent
historical reflections on the violence. Just
as the barbarity of the Reign of Terror
came to be regretted, so too Livy
reflected on the brutality of his own
history, labelling the murder of Mettius ‘a
punishment so utterly without regard to
the laws of humanity.’
The richness of the ancient historical
tradition allows a range of striking
parallels to be drawn between the past
and the present. Without the recording
of history, such parallels would be lost,
and one of the most iconic paintings of
Western civilisation might never have
come to be.

Find us on social media:

Twitter: @lsaclassics
@lsaclassicsoutr

Facebook: @lsaclassics

Athletes training on a Late Archaic
Attic kouros

The presence of neat Roman arches and
sturdy Tuscan columns in David’s
painting contextualises the scene while
also emphasising the aesthetics of
simplicity. This contrasts with the curvy
ornamentation and asymmetry of the
rococo style, a style adored by the ruling
class.

Instagram: @lsaclassics
@learnancientgreek

Website: www.lsaclassics.com

Email: lsaclassics@gmail.com

Artefact of the Issue:
Anatomical Votive

This striking anatomical votice was found
near the Pnyx, a hill in central Athens,
and dates from the second to the third
century CE. Carvings such as these were
commonly left at shrines to the gods
whose help was needed in healing
ailments, or to give thanks for cures.
Others may even have been left to ward
off illnesses. Shrines to Asclepius were
particularly popular for this purpose, as
he was the god who presided over
healing and medicine. The carvings
would represent the part of the body with
the ailment. Many were mass produced
in terracotta and could be purchased
from market stalls, but the more wealthy
would have had them specially
commissioned. Some of the earliest
examples of anatomical votives date
from the Minoan period (c. 2000 BCE).
This particular votive in marble, depicting
a pair of eyes, was dedicated to Zeus by a
man named Philomation (whose name
can be seen in the first line of the
inscription). It is one of the anatomical
votives held at the British Museum in a
varied collection. Some carvings of arms
and legs are only a couple of centimetres
long, whilst other representations of
hands and feet are life-size. This relief
measures approximately 14cm by 9cm.
The tradition of leaving offerings for
cures continued into the Middle Ages.
Wax representations of limbs have been
excavated from the tombs of saints who
were associated with healing particular
illnesses. For example, excavations at
Exeter Cathedral in 1942, unearthed
numerous wax models of hands, legs and
feet.
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Perceptions of Electra
by Emma Lester

The myth of Electra continues to intrigue
us, with imaginative renderings in novels
and new theatrical adaptations.
Although there is some variation in the
telling of this tale, the essential elements
are that Electra seeks revenge against
her mother, Clytemnestra, and her
mother’s lover, Aegisthus, for the murder
of her father, Agamemnon. As a woman,
she is unable to exact vengeance herself
and therefore looks to her exiled brother,
Orestes, to restore justice by taking the
lives of her father’s killers.

Vase depicting the murder of
Clytemnestra

We know that each of the three great
tragedians, Aeschylus, Sophocles and
Euripides, explored these events in the
House of Atreus, but we can go back
further in time to Homer in the Odyssey.
From the beginning of the poem, Homer
establishes the story of Agamemnon’s
murder as a cautionary tale to Odysseus,
who faces his own dangers on returning
home. Similarly, Orestes, the dutiful
avenging son, stands as an example to
Odysseus’ son, Telemachus, who must
rid the household of the arrogant suitors.
Clytemnestra also features when she is
named by Agamemnon as a treacherous
and unfaithful wife, in contrast to the
loyal Penelope who awaits Odysseus.
The only character absent from this cycle
of myths is Electra. It is some time before
Electra is made the focus of the drama.
The first tellings of her story survive only
in small fragments of ancient Greek lyric
poetry. Richard Lattimore suggests that

minor texts such as these were a popular
basis for plays because they allowed
tragedians to adapt the stories and
characters to create their own artistic
response. The figure of Electra became
one of the most featured characters in
Greek tragedy and her story one of the
most enduring myths.
Amongst
the
great
tragedians,
Aeschylus’ trilogy of plays, the Oresteia,
first looked at the cycle of vengeance in
the House of Atreus. Aeschylus was
primarily concerned with the concept of
justice. His trilogy moves from the blood
feud, following the murder of
Agamemnon, where justice is portrayed
as an act of personal vengeance, to
Orestes’s appearance in court, where
justice is served by the verdict of a jury.
Aeschylus was writing during the early
fifth century BCE, a time of prosperity for
Athens, and his play therefore celebrates
the institutions of law and justice in
Athenian democracy. The acquittal of
Orestes for matricide offers a decisive
ending. There are concerns surrounding
the morality of the matricide, considered
the most heinous act in Greek society,
but ultimately Clytemnestra’s murder is
deemed just by Athena’s casting vote in
the trial, following a hung jury.
Aeschylus’ focus in The Libation Bearers,
the second play of his trilogy, is not
Electra and she is not the driving force
behind the vengeance, as she is for
Sophocles and Euripides. Although
Electra is presented as a noble character,
dignified in her grief for Agamemnon,
she is also hesitant and requires direction
from the chorus. Nevertheless, her
resentment towards Clytemnestra runs
deep beneath her quiet demeanour. She
is incited by the chorus to call on Zeus to
crush the skulls of her father’s murderers.
Similarly, the chorus chastise Orestes,
who says that his father was ‘shamed’, by
countering: ‘Shamed? Butchered, I tell
you… mutilated- do you hear?’. At the
conclusion of the play, having propelled
Electra and Orestes towards murder, the

chorus vindicate Orestes as the agent of
justice.
Aeschylus’ Oresteia was revived in 424
BCE. It is thought that Sophocles and
Euripides wrote their versions of the
Electra myth in the decade between 420
and 410 BCE, although the exact dates
are not known. There is debate as to
which of the two plays was produced
first. Euripides’ version could be seen as a
subversion of Aeschylus’ dramatisation,
with Sophocles’ play coming later to
bridge the two. Or perhaps Euripides
responded to Sophocles’ interpretation
with a more daring and challenging
portrayal of Electra’s psychology. In any
event, the two tragedians would
certainly have had Aeschylus’ version in
mind and many elements of their plays
seem to be a direct response to
Aeschylus’ dramatic choices. Whilst
Aeschylus was writing at a time of
prosperity for Athens, the political
atmosphere had changed dramatically
by the time of Sophocles and Euripides.

Electra at the Tomb of Agamemnon, Sir
Frederic Leighton, 1868-69
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The Peloponnesian War caused great
social and political turmoil, leading the
two playwrights to create more
questioning responses to the myth.
Sophocles’
play
ends
almost
immediately after the matricide, with no
feeling of resolution or certainty about its
justification. In Euripides’ version, whilst
the Dioscuri may offer a hopeful message
in their deus ex machina, the characters of
Orestes and Electra see their fates as a
terrible punishment. Neither playwright
offers the decisive resolution to the myth
found in Aeschylus’ work.
I believe that Electra holds the key to this.
Euripides and Sophocles explore the
character of Electra in much greater
depth than Aeschylus. Sophocles’ Electra
has one of the largest parts in any of his
tragedies and dominates the stage with
her outpourings of anger and grief.
However, unlike the dynamic between
the chorus and Electra in Aeschylus’
version, in Sophocles’ play, Electra’s
feelings are so intense that at times the
chorus struggle to support her. They
point out that much of her suffering is
self-inflicted; her continual obsession
with avenging her father’s death has
caused a surfeit of grief. What makes
Sophocles’ portrayal of this tormented
figure so tragic is that we are also
presented with a view of what her life
could have been if she had let go of her
need for revenge.
Her sister, Chrysothemis, is a foil to
Electra (much like Ismene to Antigone):
where Electra advocates murderous
action, Chrysothemis pleads for
restraint. Electra also displays a violent
and pitiless side, calling on Orestes to
strike Clytemnestra harder with his
sword, and denying Aegisthus the
opportunity to speak in his defence
before he is led offstage by Orestes to his
death.
Sophocles appears to condone the killing
of Clytemnestra and Aegisthus: his
Orestes is not plagued by any doubt or
hesitation before committing murder
and, at the conclusion of the play, the
chorus find no fault with him and applaud
the ‘freedom’ he has earned for his
family. However, Sophocles makes us
question the justification for the killings
by portraying Electra in the extremes of
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emotion, almost at the point of
derangement; her call for matricide does
not proceed from a balanced mind. This
unnerving shift in dramatic tone serves to
make Sophocles’ tragedy a very human
exploration of a grief-stricken woman
tormented by the desire for revenge.
Through her character, Sophocles subtly
leads us not to condone the killings but to
denounce the murderers.
If Euripides’ version did, in fact, follow
Sophocles’ play, then he may be said to
have taken this treatment of Electra even
further. His portrayal of Electra is less
sympathetic than Sophocles’. In
Euripides’ version of events, Electra has
been married off to a peasant. She
wallows in self-pity about her marriage,
social isolation and the exile of her
beloved brother. As with Sophocles,
Electra’s despair is shown to be
somewhat self-inflicted. She laments
that she does not go to dance at festivals
anymore, then rejects invitations and
offers of dresses and jewellery from the
chorus. She complains about the menial
labour she must do (such as collecting
water from the spring) yet she has been
repeatedly told by her husband that she
does not need to do these chores. In
many ways, therefore, the audience is
encouraged not to sympathise with her.
Euripides is also the only playwright to
have Electra take part in the killing of
Clytemnestra. She plans her mother’s
murder, summons her to her house on
the pretence that she has given birth and
needs someone to perform the necessary
purification, then joins her brother in
delivering the fatal blows. However,
having committed murder, Electra
experiences a change of heart. In the final
200 lines of the play, which focus on the
aftermath of the murder, both siblings
acknowledge their wrongdoing. Orestes
criticises Apollo for commanding him to
commit such an abominable crime,
whilst Electra avows that she is to blame
for being the driving force. Filled with
regret and with no sense of optimism for
the future, both wonder what country or
friend would welcome them.
Euripides’ version is concerned with
subversion, in terms of the portrayal of
the characters, the moral order and
dramatic convention. Electra’s peasant

Kristin Scott Thomas as Electra (The
Old Vic 2014)

farmer husband displays more nobility
than any of the high-born characters. In
a perversion of rituals, Aegisthus is
murdered whilst carrying out a sacrifice
to the gods, and Clytemnestra is killed
when invited to a purification ceremony.
Descriptions of characters do not match
their appearances; the savage ‘lioness’
Clytemnestra is apologetic and regretful
when she enters. Euripides at one point
appears to cast doubt on the return of
Orestes, parodying the recognition scene
from Aeschylus’ play by having Electra
scornfully criticise the lock of hair,
footprint and scrap of clothing found at
Agamemnon’s tomb as inconclusive
indicators of Orestes’ presence. Yet
Euripides is unsettling the audience’s
dramatic expectations as Orestes has, in
fact, returned.
Each of the tragedians offers his own
perspective on the myth of Electra.
Aeschylus viewed Orestes’ acquittal for
Clytemnestra’s murder as a way to
represent the progression of humanity
from the ancient blood feud to the
“civilised” justice inherent in Athenian
democracy. Sophocles portrayed Electra
as a tragic heroine with complex
motivations. Perhaps of all three
tragedians, Euripides manipulated the
myth of Electra to the greatest extent,
depicting the psychological breakdown
of Electra and the horror of the murders.
Where
Electra
is
centre-stage,
unleashing the full force of her emotions,
we, the audience, cannot avoid
questioning the moral trajectory of the
myth of which she must be at the heart.
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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 free copy
of John Hazel’s Who’s Who in the Greek World? Entries close on Friday 21 October.
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Should we cancel Ovid? Getting the
balance right
by Ffion Shute

‘Who is your unsung hero from the
ancient world?’ As soon as I saw the
question for the 2022 LSA CA public
speaking competition, I knew what I
wanted to say. A talk on Hortensia the
orator would bring a little known but
interesting Roman woman out of the
shadows and use the techniques involved
in the study of Classics: make much of
limited sources, lean heavily on
interpretation, leaven the talk with a little
rhetoric and make a convincing case for
her modern relevance. But when I got to
the final, I found that three out of the four
talks were about women. What felt quite
daring and cutting edge in front of my
computer is in fact already well
established in the field of classical
studies. The women of the ancient world
are already not quite as oppressed as
they once were. How did we get here?
What if we go too far? Should we cancel
Ovid?
Back in 1975, American academic Sarah
B. Pomeroy wrote Goddesses, Whores,
Wives and Slaves: Women in Classical
Antiquity, a revolutionary book (still in
print), which combed through the
mainstream classical sources to find
mentions of women in the ancient world.
Pomeroy says that she set out to answer
the question
“what were the women
doing, when the men were doing
everything else that we were
studying?” and to produce a text that
could be used for university courses on
women in the ancient world. Her book
completely revolutionised Classics,
meaning that future generations have
now had the option of studying the
subject through a feminist lens. Pomeroy
thereby gave the subject an opportunity
to grow and diversify.
What was then a new field of enquiry has
now reached the secondary curriculum.
In 2020, I was among the first students to
take a new GCSE Classical Civilisation
topic dedicated to the roles and portrayal
of women in the ancient world, exploring

the lives of all kinds of women, such as
Helen of Troy, Aspasia of Miletus and
Cleopatra. There is no shortage of books
on the subject either, which range from
analysis of the role of the Roman matrona
to an impressively full biography of the
Greek
prostitute
Neaira.
Every
conceivable mention of a female in an
ancient text has been extracted and
offered up to the academic community
for analysis.
These developments seemed to me, as a
feminist in the twenty-first century, to be
positive. But what negative aspect might
there be to this shift in Classics?

Sometimes we do have the benefit of
more detail about an ancient woman but
this can pose a different kind of
interpretative challenge. A good
example of this is Agrippina, mother of
the emperor Nero. Tacitus, the main
authority on Roman history at this point,
has a lot to say about her, almost entirely
negative. He is famously critical of all
things imperial but works himself into a
particular lather over Agrippina,
depicting her as manipulative and
interfering. How do we interpret this? Is
he exaggerating her power by using
misogynist tropes to discredit Claudius
and Nero? Or does he nurse a genuine
horror that she really was a powerful
political figure in imperial Rome? We
must be careful that our own appetite to
find powerful women in classical
literature does not lead us to conclude
that she was more powerful than she
really was, in the same way that we
should not be quick to believe that the

Mentions of women make up a small
portion of the corpus of Greek and Latin
texts. For every thousand mentions of
male generals, you have to search hard
for one scant mention of a real woman (I
disregard here fictional women, such as
those of ancient Greek drama). I can
testify to late nights struggling to pick
through post-it notes stuck in the pages
of Thucydides, trying to find again the
tiniest mention of an inadequately
indexed and inadequately armed
woman, throwing roof tiles onto the
heads of an invading army. Once found,
this sort of mention is usually thin,
particularly when it comes to more
ordinary women (I disregard here
Cleopatra!).
The limited supply of this material and
our increasingly voracious demand for it
means that the subject now relies very
heavily on contextual interpretation. If
we wanted to know what Cicero thought
about the politics of his time, we can read
his every waking thought in his vast
bibliography. But if we want to know
about the life of an individual woman, we
have to dig through our post-it notes to
find her name, before interpolating facts
about her from our pre-existing
understanding of her society. This is a
perfectly valid method but a small seam
of literary material is easily exhausted.

Agrippina the Younger larger than life,
2000 years later
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latest piece of rubble excavated in Rome
is the tomb of Romulus.
Finally, I wonder what the future holds
for some of the traditional pillars of the
classical canon. I possibly feel more
ambivalent about them than previous
generations. For example, I find
Xenophon’s depiction of himself bravely
leading his army in the third person quite
irritating and egotistical. His accounts of
battles and military expeditions had a
great appeal in the first three quarters of
the twentieth century and still fill the
pages of Classical Greek textbooks. One
reason Xenophon is used for Greek
language textbooks is that it is relatively
simple Greek for beginners. That still
holds true, but I feel little enthusiasm for
the content of all but his minor works.
That is a large and prominent block of
material to dismiss.

We should be careful that we do not
completely dismiss large bodies of
literature and history because they do
not live up to modern scrutiny. They still
offer large amounts of other interest,
including vast swathes of cultural
explanation aside from issues of gender,
while poetry can be appreciated
separately from its subject matter for its
use of language and metre. Even works
that trouble us or which carry less appeal
than they once did can shed light on
ancient culture, and topical points of
comparison with modern culture show
how Classics can continue to be
important and relevant into the future.
The Roman poet Ovid

Agora 7 Crossword Answers!

Another major author that may come
under some scrutiny is the Roman poet
Ovid. Ovid’s Heroides is a fascinating
attempt to re-tell myths from the female
protagonist’s point of view, and yet
I
find much of his love poetry
uncomfortable to read, such as
his
gratuitous recounting of the rape of the
Sabine women (Ars Amatoria, I.100-134)
and a deeply disturbing discourse on
sexual consent (I.660-680). In 2015, a
group of undergraduates in the US
petitioned for trigger warnings to be
attached to his Metamorphoses for its
violent and misogynistic content. This
hints at a trend towards cancelling
sources that we disapprove of.
Ovid was famously cancelled by
Augustus, in part quite possibly because
the Ars Amatoria was out of tune with the
times. To be cancelled once may be
regarded as a misfortune. To be
cancelled twice looks like carelessness.
Classics has always been about
reinterpreting existing material to be
relevant to modern times. When we
study Classics these days, we are asking
different questions to fifty years ago, and
that is natural because times have
changed. But what if the culmination of
fifty years of feminism in Classics is to get
rid of the militaristic and misogynistic
sources? What will be left?

The hidden word was…

PETRONIUS (or ‘eruptions’!)
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Texts and paratexts: understanding
ancient inscriptions in their display
contexts
by Declan Boyd

The ancient Greek city-states (poleis) and
the city of Rome were filled with
inscriptions, which are highly valuable
sources for the study of ancient history.
All too often, however, it is only the
inscribed words that are taken into
consideration, as the texts of inscriptions
are frequently read today from
sourcebooks and thus taken out of their
original display context. And yet, in order
to wholly appreciate how inscribed texts
were viewed and interpreted by people in
ancient Greece and Rome, it is necessary
to think about how the words of the
inscriptions
interacted
with
the
environments in which the inscriptions
were placed, what Alison Cooley calls
their ‘paratexts’.
One notable epigraphic text from the
Greek world which interacts well with its
surroundings is an inscribed law dating to
the seventh century BCE from the Cretan
polis of Dreros (in fact our earliest
surviving Greek law). The surviving
portion of the inscription is very short and
merely outlines a limitation on the
holding of the magistracy of kosmos
within the polis: it states that no man may
hold this office more than once within a
decade and then lays down a series of
penalties for any man who is elected
twice within ten years. On its own, the
text of the inscription seems enough to
perform its desired function: the law has
the authority to restrict those in power,
but at the same time the very existence
of this law about the kosmos legitimises
the existence of the magistracy. This was
highly important given the fact that in
the seventh century, Greek poleis were
developing with more complex civic
structures, moving away from the older
monarchic systems of government and
towards the sharing of power among
various different magistracies.

Copy of the Dreros Law inscription
from Crete

Moving beyond the words, though, is
indispensable, as the text gains a greater
deal of authority from its paratext. The
Dreros Law was inscribed on the walls of
a temple dedicated to Apollo Delphinios,
a fact which is significant for a number of
reasons. Firstly, it is clear that the Greeks
in the archaic period had a sense of the
centrality of a temple to a polis: for
instance, the temple to Poseidon was
one of the earliest components of the
polis of Scheria to be established in the
Odyssey, along with the city walls and
houses. Therefore, the Dreros Law was
physically inscribed into the architecture
of, and would thus have been identified
as a fundamental part of, the polis. The
desire to preserve the developing system
of the polis as a stable one must have
contributed to the feeling that a law
inscribed on a building central to the city
was one which was inseparable from the
good of the polis itself. The connection
between the city and the law would have
dissuaded the people from opposing the
law if they desired the continuing
prosperity of their civic system.
Furthermore, the temple on which the
Dreros Law was inscribed must be
considered not only as a fundamental
piece of the polis, but also as a religious
building. By attaching this law to a
temple, those who established and
displayed it were forging a connection
between the law and the god Apollo,
granting divine authority to texts which
prided the power of the collective polis.
This is particularly significant when one
considers that it is firmly established in
the traditions of early Greek epic that

monarchical rule is endorsed by the gods:
in Book 1 of the Iliad, Nestor describes
how Zeus grants honour to King
Agamemnon, and Hesiod in the
Theogony sees the persuasive verbal
skills of kings as being a gift from the
Muses. The divine endorsement for these
laws can be seen as a way of challenging
divinely endorsed one-man rule: with
these laws in place on the side of a
temple, no one could now claim that their
own personal power had any more
backing from the gods than the laws of
the polis did. We can therefore see how
the context in which this law was
inscribed served the function of keeping
the antiquated rule of the monarch away
from the more developed form of the
polis.
Turning now from Greece to Rome,
similar interactions between text and
paratext can be seen in the Res Gestae
Divi Augusti, a text which the emperor
Augustus
wrote
outlining
the
achievements of his life in the run-up to
and during his time as emperor, and
which was inscribed and displayed not
only in Rome but throughout the Empire.
The text of the Res Gestae is far longer
than the Dreros Law, but it connects in
similar ways to the environments in
which it was displayed.
The copy of the Res Gestae at Rome
(which does not survive today) was
displayed after Augustus’ death on two
columns outside the Mausoleum which
he had built for himself and his family.
This was located on the Campus Martius,
which was also home to various other
Augustan monuments such as the Ara

A portion of the restored Res Gestae
inscription
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Pacis (Altar of Peace) and the
Horologium Augusti, an enormous
sundial made from an Egyptian obelisk.
By placing the Res Gestae in this context,
then, Augustus ensured that anyone
reading the text would be able to view
the impressive monumentalisation of
Rome which he achieved and of which he
boasts in the Res Gestae itself.
Verification of some of Augustus’ claims
was readily available at a sweeping
glance around the Campus, most likely
enticing any reader to trust the other
details in the inscription to a far greater
extent. This was particularly useful given
the strongly slanted picture of events
which the text paints in order to give as
favourable view of Augustus as possible;
some external proof of what he says must
have helped to favour his own case
greatly.
However, the interplay between the Res
Gestae and the Campus Martius has a
more complex level. These monuments
all share close thematic links with the key
messages of the Res Gestae. The Ara
Pacis, for instance, celebrates the
complete peace which Augustus boasts
of bringing to the Roman Empire: in his
outline of his military victories, Augustus
twice uses the verb pacavi (I pacified), as
well as pacificavi (with the same
meaning), both cognates of the noun pax
(peace) and therefore again linking to the
Ara Pacis (pacis being the genitive
inflection of pax).

The Ara Pacis Augustae, originally
located on the Campus Martius

Perhaps
most
importantly,
the
positioning in front of the Mausoleum, in
which not only he but also several other
members of his family were buried even
before he died, emphasises the dynastic
nature of Augustus’ rule. This notion of
dynasty is also played out in the Res
Gestae in his mention of his partners in
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tribunician power and his adoption of
Tiberius, who would become his
successor. In these ways, the Res Gestae
reflects on, and is in turn reflected on by,
the other Augustan monuments on the
Campus Martius, combining to form a
vast landscape that praises the
achievements of the emperor to an
immensely high degree. Had the Res
Gestae been published as a piece of
literature, these connections would
hardly have been as strong and could
perhaps have failed to enter a reader’s
mind, but, by having the text inscribed
and displayed, Augustus ensured that its
claims could be confirmed and enhanced
by the inscription’s surroundings.
As mentioned above, copies of the Res
Gestae were also inscribed around the
Roman Empire, and the preservation of
different copies in different display
contexts offers a fascinating insight into
how the same text with different
paratexts can be read differently. The
three surviving examples of the
inscription all come from the province of
Galatia, with the best-preserved example
coming from the city of Ancyra. Here it
was inscribed, in both Latin and Greek,
on the side of the temple of Roma and
Augustus. The presence of the Res
Gestae on the side of the temple must
have gone some way towards justifying
the presence of a cult of Augustus in
Galatia by highlighting the great and
memorable deeds that Augustus had
performed during his lifetime. Augustus
writes a great deal in the Res Gestae of
the benefits he bestowed on the Roman
provinces, and so the presence of the
inscription on the temple in fact helps to
add weight to the importance of the
temple here, rather than vice versa:
Augustus should be worshipped by the
Galatians because of all the deeds which
he performed on behalf of the provinces
of the Roman Empire.
Finally, something must be said about
the impact that these public inscriptions
had on even illiterate viewers. Many
estimates for the literacy rate in these
ancient societies are around ten per cent,
and so the majority of people would have
been unable to read the contents of these
inscriptions. However, the display
contexts remove a need for actually

Remains of the Mausoleum of
Augustus

reading the texts word for word. After all,
how likely is it that even a literate Roman
would stop on their way across the
Campus Martius and pause to read all 35
paragraphs of the Res Gestae? It is more
realistic to say that the imposing letters
on these monumental buildings, in the
case of both the Res Gestae and the
Dreros Law, would have been enough to
signal that these were important and
significant texts with a lot of weight to
them. Even the illiterate must have been
aware that the text inscribed on the
temple of Apollo Delphinios was a law
about office-holding, and that the
enormous inscription on the Augustan
Mausoleum was his account of his
achievements. This imposing nature is
enough to bring about the overall desired
effect of these inscriptions: they are texts
etched into the architecture and the
landscape of their cities, and this
permanence and visibility contributed a
great deal to their authority.
The Dreros Law and the Res Gestae,
therefore, offer clear examples of how
the paratexts of Greek and Roman
inscriptions contributed to their overall
effect, and how it is unwise to separate
the words inscribed from the context in
which they were displayed. This context
enhanced the force of the words, even
to those who could not read them, and
occasionally vice versa (as in the case of
the Res Gestae and the temple at
Ancyra). Epigraphy in the ancient world
provided opportunities for text and
architecture to interact, and it is this
interaction which yields the greatest
possible effect.
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