
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Jennifer Ingleheart (Durham), ‘High culture in low company? The reception of 

ancient ‘homosexuality’ in the pornographic The Sins of the Cities of the Plain: 

The Recollections of a Mary-Ann (1881).’ 

 

The Sins of the Cities of the Plain is an anonymous, privately printed pornographic 

novel of 1881 which depicts a variety of sexual encounters. It largely purports to 

be ‘The Recollections of a Mary-Ann’, the rent boy ‘Jack Saul’, whose marked 

preference is for sex with men. The text concludes with ‘Essays’ on ‘Sodomy, etc.’ 

and ‘Tribadism’, which look back to ancient Rome as a society in which sodomy 

between men was ‘one of the most important … vices and amusements’, and in 

which tribadism ‘flourished’; the essays combine prurient anecdotes, assertions 

about ‘homosexual’ practices and mores in ancient Rome, references to Latin 

authors (Martial, Juvenal, and Suetonius), and an extended survey of the sex lives 

of the Roman emperors. In looking back to antiquity as part of their broader 

engagement with contemporary sexual practices, the essays are in dialogue with 

contemporary works such as Richard Burton’s 1885 ‘Terminal Essay’ on pederasty, 

and apologies for contemporary same-sex relations which utilize ‘Greek love’. 

However, despite, or, perhaps because of, their pornographic affiliations, the 

essays offer a new and valuable perspective on responses to ‘homosexuality’ in 

antiquity.  

 

My paper examines this neglected text and its engagement with classical material, 

with a particular focus on probing the contrast between the cultural cachet of 

classics in Victorian Britain and its exploitation within the doubly marginalized 
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and stigmatized genre of homosexual pornography. It examines the place of the 

essays dealing with Rome within the wider text and the crossover between 

pornography and classical reception, and attempts to answer a number of pressing 

questions. What do the classics look like when they feature in this context? What 

are ‘essays’ treating classical material even doing in this company? In what ways 

can this reception of the classics offer a fresh perspective on how the late Victorian 

age engaged with the classical world and conceived of homosexual roles and 

behaviours? 

 

  



Edith Hall & Henry Stead (King’s College London), ‘Classics down the mineshaft.’ 

 

Mining, especially coal mining, directly underpinned the economy of the British 

industrial revolution. Mining in England and Classics have been connected since 

Charles Davenant’s reactionary economic reading of Xenophon’s discussion of the 

organization of mine work in Ways and Means, published in together with 

Discourses on the publick revenues, and on the trade of England (1698). The 

relationship continued throughout the entire period when Classics formed the 

heart of the ruling-class curriculum, taught at institutions financed by the labour 

of slaves, imperial subjects, and the domestic British proletariat.  

 

From the 18th to the earlier 20th century, writers (usually middle-class but of 

diverse political agendas) invoked the classical imagery of Titans, Cyclopes, and 

Underworld katabases in their accounts of the mining industry. Cartoons in the 

press, especially Punch Magazine, used the figures of Vulcan and Atlas in their 

(usually negative) portrayal of miners engaged in industrial action. The classically 

educated wealthy, extracting huge fortunes from the unrelenting physical labour 

of pit-men, women, children and ponies beneath the earth, transformed the capital 

they accumulated into dazzling neo-Palladian palaces stuffed with classically-

themed art and sculpture; these edifices were often erected close to the mineshafts, 

which were hidden by tasteful classical landscaping and follies.  

 

Yet the relationship of mining and classics was by no means one-way. In this paper 

we gather evidence for the responses to the ancient Greeks and Romans evinced 

by some of the (few) British miners whose experiences it is possible to excavate. 

The Pitmen Painters of Ashington in Northumbria discussed Plato’s Republic at 

their debating society. One of their number, killed down the mineshaft, was found 

to have a copy of Thucydides in his pocket, earmarked at Pericles’ funeral speech. 

John Wesley insisted that the miners’ children he taught at his Kingswood school 

studied Latin and Greek authors to improve their preaching. Ernest Rhys, Joseph 

Dent’s preferred editor for the earlier volumes of the Everyman series of classics, 

much favoured by pitmen, had wide experience of teaching in miners’ self-



education institutes. The miners of Lanchester in County Durham were keen 

Roman archaeologists and depicted a Roman soldier on the banner of their local 

branch of the NUM. Gilbert Daykin, a South Yorkshire pitman and painter, used 

Prometheus to portray the plight of the mineworkers in a painting shortly before 

he died—literally—down the mineshaft at Warsop Main Colliery. Barry 

Unsworth’s commitment to rewriting the story of Iphigenia in Songs of the Kings 

from the lower-class perspective had a great deal to do with his upbringing in a 

slum in a County Durham mining village. 

 

Coal mining is one of the most dangerous of all occupations and historically one of 

the most low-paid. Mining, especially in deep shaft mining as opposed to surface 

extraction, has placed British working-class people into some of their most 

extreme predicaments. They have not often had time and opportunity to take 

Classics with them down the mineshaft. But in our paper we try at least to 

document some telling occasions when they did. 

 

  



Barbara Goff (Reading), ‘Greek Art on Brick Row: coming to the Classics via the 

WEA.’  

 

This paper will investigate some of the ‘extraordinary readers’ of the classics 

among the early members of the Workers’ Educational Association, which was 

founded, like the Classical Association, in 1903. No women, and not all men, were 

eligible to vote in the UK, and access to university was highly restricted, yet the 

WEA assumed that all workers who wished could commit to and profit by a 

demanding course of liberal education. What part did the classics play? Although 

material from classical antiquity never formed a substantial part of the organised 

teaching, archival research shows a persistent ‘background hum’ of classical 

reference. This occasionally emerges into greater prominence in the reports by 

class secretaries, in autobiographical fragments that recall ‘epiphanic’ (Rose) 

moments of pleasure in the classical repertoire, or in the rhetoric of the in-house 

magazine, The Highway. The latter, for instance, encourages worker-students to 

understand themselves partly by comparison with the autodidacts of the 

nineteenth century, whose acquisition of Latin and/or Greek was often an 

essential part of their development. The early issues of this magazine also feature 

articles by Murray, Livingstone and Zimmern, all engaged in promoting a ‘secular 

humanist’ (Stray) version of the classics that fosters social reform. 

 

The conference invites us to move beyond case studies, compelling though these 

are, to theorise more rigorously about the role of classics ‘in extremis’. I shall 

suggest, tentatively, that the classics resonate within the documents of the WEA 

because they offer a striking metonymy for the cultural transformation that 

Britain was undergoing in the early years of the twentieth century. The barrier of 

‘compulsory Greek’ at university entrance was a real barrier, systematically 

preventing social mobility, but an idealised Hellenism could celebrate classics as 

a means towards class unity. 

  



Stefani Dixon (Berkeley) & Djesika Ilèn Watson, ‘Per Tot Discrimina Rerum: 

Classical Pedagogy by/for Urban Students Experiencing Crisis and Poverty.’ 

 

In speaking of classical reception “in extremis,” one must confront the semantic 

range of such a Latin phrase-- one that may carry implications not only of extreme 

circumstances, but of geographical or cultural distance. Indeed, classical 

scholarship around “extraordinary readers” has often focused on those readers 

separated by time, location, or political situation from the contemporary university 

environments most familiar to many professional classicists. This paper aims to 

confront the fact that readers of the classics in extremis are not only located 

“elsewhere,” but also consist of many current students at American or British 

universities-- students whom professors of the classics may interact with every 

day. It focuses primarily on classics majors at an urban American university, 

CUNY Brooklyn, who are experiencing or have experienced long-term crises--

primarily homelessness, physical or sexual violence, and chronic illness. Brooklyn 

College, a low-cost public university, consists largely of poor, first-generation 

students of color. 82% receive financial aid, and over half of all students are Pell 

eligible1. How is reception of the classics at such a university affected by “extreme” 

student histories, which are often prone to being dismissed as “personal issues” in 

academic settings? For example, consider the implications of teaching the Iliad to 

a veteran who has seen combat in Iraq, or reading Ovid’s exile poetry as a student 

who is herself displaced and homeless. In preliminary interviews with current 

CUNY students, the authors of this paper have seen the ability of these classics 

majors to develop a “classical imagination” that not only rejects classics’ 

reputation as a subject of the elite, but in fact involves students in extremis 

claiming a privileged relationship to classical texts on the very basis of their 

marginalization. As one student expressed for example: “Who’s really going to 

understand the Aeneid better? An Ivy League student living in a dorm, or me? I’ve 

actually experienced having to flee from my home country after violent disaster, I 

do think that gives me a special perspective on Aeneas.” While this paper will 

utilize the critical pedagogy frameworks of Paulo Freire and bell hooks in framing 

                                                                 
1 http://www.forbes.com/colleges/cunybrooklyncollege/ 



these student interviews, it also aims to be a collaborative work that incorporates 

the personal along with the theoretical. In particular, the two authors of this paper 

are themselves alumnae of Brooklyn College, who experienced long-term 

homelessness and economic crisis as students-- one of whom went on to pursue a 

PhD in Classics and currently teaches Latin at another public university. 

 

  



Constanze Güthenke (Princeton), ‘“The Blossoming of Doctor Dryasdust”: Basil 

Gildersleeve in Germany.’ 

 

The engagement that Americans have had with Classics, in terms of content as 

well as disciplinary shape, is not only one that has had its fair share of discomfort 

and distance (as well as enthusiasm), but also one that unsettles certain of the 

assumptions of Reception Studies as applied to Europe, not least the one about the 

historical place of Classics valued as a marker of the educated elite. American 

readers of ancient materials and scholars of the ancient world were challenged to 

put the Classics on a complicated cognitive and territorial map: Classics could 

equal an Old European entitlement to culture that in turn was able to provoke 

fears of belatedness as much as confidence in novelty and that could be rejected as 

much as desired.  

 

Basil Gildersleeve, the first chair holder of Greek Philology at Johns Hopkins 

University and a driving force behind the promotion of the German model of the 

research university in the second half of the nineteenth century, exemplifies many 

of those anxieties, and was more than happy to articulate them in a wide range of 

genres, from specialised research to programmatic speeches, journalistic 

commissions, travel reports and an (unpublished) fragmentary autobiographical 

novel about his student days in Germany.  

 

I will look at how his encounter with the core territory of Classics and classicism 

reflects not only his own position as an American scholar caught in a complex web 

of home and away, but also how it magnifies the tensions over the role of the 

scholar, with its extremes of dead learnedness and creative force, that was just as 

much at play in the relative comfort zone of European scholarship. 

 

  



Thomas E. Jenkins (Trinity), ‘Extreme metaphor: American Receptions of the 

Ancient World after 9/11.’ 

 

For classical texts that already directly concern politics—such as Oedipus 

Tyrannos—or the West’s clash with the East—such as the Bacchae—the 

aftermath of 9/11 tests the 

extremes to which artists 

may deploy (or re-deploy) the 

metaphors and parallels of 

antiquity. This is nowhere 

more strikingly figured than 

the bravura opening of Tom 

Kurzanki and David 

Hopkins’ 2006 comic version 

of Sophocles’ Antigone (at 

left), which juxtaposes 

gnomic lines from the play 

with key events in world 

history: the student 

uprisings at Tiananmen 

square (1989); Jack Ruby’s 

murder of Lee Harvey 

Oswald (1963); the Kent 

State massacres in 1970; and, perhaps most affectingly, the attack on Manhattan’s 

Twin Towers in 2001. Kurzanski and Hopkins thus not only translate the play into 

comics, but into modernity, as they search for parallels to Athenian political 

tragedy: they are attempting to locate moments when global political values were 

challenged by extreme social forces, including civil strife and terrorism, and 

thereby make sense of what’s at stake in the original Antigone.  

 

My contribution to “Classics in extremis” examines artistic receptions of classical 

texts in the aftermath (and aftershocks) of the 9/11 attacks, including Craig 



Wright’s Obie-awarding winning play Small Tragedy (2003), which refigures the 

events of Oedipus from a surprising geopolitical angle (and which explicitly—and 

sometimes shockingly—challenges Charles P. Segal’s humanistic interpretation of 

the play). I pair this with Richard Nelson’s Conversations in Tusculum (2008), 

another off-Broadway play that views a contemporary crisis (the American 

invasion of Iraq) “through” antiquity, as the warmongering Caesar is figured as a 

transparent (and perhaps all-too-blunt) metaphor for George W. Bush. In each 

case, the interpretation of a classical work (whether of Oedipus or Cicero’s 

Tusculan Disputations) is pushed to the extreme, as a metaphor for the strategies, 

and failures, of American foreign policy. My paper therefore combines classical 

reception studies with contemporary trends in political science as well as 

performance studies.  

 

  



Luke Richardson (University College London), ‘“And over our heads the hollow 

seas closed up”: Primo Levi and Reading the Odyssey after Auschwitz.’ 

 

Primo Levi was twenty-five when he was deported to Auschwitz. His account of 

his survival and eventual liberation from the concentration camp, Se questo è un 

uomo (1958), has rightly become recognised as one of the most important accounts 

of the Nazi atrocities. This paper will explore the presence in his literature of a 

figure famed for journeying, suffering, descending into hell but, ultimately, 

returning home – the mythic figure of Odysseus. For Levi, the Odyssey is an 

analogue for the torment of a lost, unreachable home, but also for the power of 

literature, imagination and humanity to penetrate the barbed wire fences 

separating from his home. A later work La Tregua (1963) extended the scope of 

Homeric reference in relation to his own experience. Levi’s identification with the 

Homeric hero was intensely personal. The Odyssey becomes a site where he could 

not only explore the pain of the victim/narrator, but also more broadly discuss the 

benefits and limitations of literary narrative when faced with great pain and 

horror. 

 

My paper will explore the Homeric resonances in Levi’s work but critically locate 

this reception as part of a broader context. Before Levi, Paul Rassinier (a denier 

of the Nazi genocide) had titled his own work Le Mensonge d’Ulysse (1950). 

Rassinier understood Odysseus as trickster and dissembler whose stories of the 

Cyclops and Sirens were products of exaggeration. Levi mounts an effective 

reclamation of Odysseus, a battle for how the myth was understood. His Odysseus 

also interrogates the concept of the myth in the Dialectic of Enlightenment, and 

how the Shoa can be understood against the principles of modernity. This paper 

will discuss how the Odyssey after Auschwitz illuminates of nebulously complex 

and constantly evolving role Greek myth could play when faced with the 

unspeakable historical moment of mid twentieth century Europe. 

 

 

  



Jennifer Wallace (Cambridge), ‘Picturing the Greeks: Photography, Performance 

and Julia Margaret Cameron.’ 

 

In the last decade, critics have turned their attention to the question of gender and 

classical reception. Literary historians have pointed out that in the nineteenth 

century and earlier, women learned Latin and Greek, if they did at all, in a 

different institutional context from their male counterparts; they learned at home, 

in the family or through friends, via translations or adaptations, against 

conventional expectations. How far did this affect their encounter with the 

classical world and their attitude to it? 

 

I wish to focus on the work of the photographer Julia Margaret Cameron, whose 

work includes 36 images on classical subjects.  Cameron, who taught herself to use 

the camera in the 1860s and who mounted exhibitions which the establishment 

famously criticised for being out of focus and amateurish, created tableaux of 

classical scenes and “portraits” of classical figures using her servants and willing 

friends as models. The exercise raises a number of issues which trouble the 

boundary between good taste and vulgarity upon which “acceptable” and 

“unacceptable” classical reception has traditionally depended: high art v low art, 

fantasy v realism, scholarly v domestic, male v female. I’m interested too in the 

sculptural and dramatic qualities of Cameron’s pictures, the extent to which the 

photographs can be seen as performances, and the relationship between classical 

translation and the daguerrotype. 

 

 

  



Amanda Klause (Princeton), ‘Daphnis Transformed: Virgilian Pastoral, Lucretian 

Materialism, and Aphra Behn’s Politics of Translation.’ 

 

Aphra Behn’s “To the Unknown Daphnis on his Excellent Translation of 

Lucretius,” is one of a series of commendatory poems printed in the second edition 

of Thomas Creech’s translation of Lucretius’ De Rerum Natura (1683). Behn’s 

contribution demands attention by virtue of its uniqueness as the only poem in the 

collection written by a woman and the only one that does not address Creech by 

his own name in its title. I argue that Behn’s choice of antiquity’s famed pastoral 

singer as a moniker for Creech signals her understanding of translation practices’ 

critical role not only in making classical literature accessible to women, but also 

in empowering female intellectuals. It is in “translating” translation that Behn 

becomes an “extraordinary reader” who discovered a reason why antiquity “was 

worth fighting for.”  

 

Behn announces early in the poem that Creech’s translation is particularly 

valuable to women in an era when few were classically educated: “Thou by this 

Translation dost advance/ our Knowledge from the State of Ignorance/ And 

equall’st us to Man” (41-3).” Behn’s poem employs the figure of Daphnis to 

illustrate translation’s potential to make men and women equal. In the Eclogues, 

Daphnis’s multiplicity and fragmentation, already latent in the Idylls, are made 

more prominent by virtue of his status as translated subject. In “To the Unknown 

Daphnis” Behn mirrored Virgil’s technique in creating a Daphnis who appears at 

multiple points in various forms. Creech is ostensibly Daphnis, but Behn’s 

description of his libertine translation practice, purportedly justified by his 

acceptance of Lucretian materialism, more readily corresponds to her description 

of her own poetic endeavors than to Creech’s Lucretius. Combining such evidence 

with material from the period describing the feminized status of translation, I 

argue that far from advertising female passivity as a reader of translated verse, 

Behn actively assimilates herself to the figure of Creech/Daphnis the translator. 

More broadly, Behn’s poem serves as a model of how women, through translations, 

could assert ownership over classical texts. My analysis also points to the 



increasing importance of paratextual material in shaping a mixed gender 

audience’s reception of a classical text, as mass production translations made such 

works more accessible.  

  

  



Davina Benstead-Cross (St Andrews), ‘Voyaging into the past: Pacific Exploration 

and Classical Reception in the late eighteenth century.’ 

 

Separated from the known world, sailing to chart the unknown, the Pacific 

explorers of the late eighteenth century were crammed into wooden ships that 

could take them from home for several years. How did these men, so disconnected 

from the known world, interact with and relate to the Classical past? What 

meaning did the ancient world have for them as they voyaged to find and explore 

new worlds? How did these meanings and interactions differ from those of the 

scholars who remained in the libraries at home? 

 

In my paper I explore these questions by examining the journal accounts of Louis-

Antoine de Bougainville and Johann Reinhold Forster, as well as a selection of 

artistic and literary representations of the Pacific world. Through use of this 

evidence I argue that these explorers did not restrict their interactions with the 

Classical past to that of reading and study; rather they incorporated it into their 

own experiences. Through their own voyages they sailed with Aeneas. They used 

the Classical past both to understand and describe the peoples they encountered, 

and as a direct way of connecting with their own adventures. I also discuss the 

different uses made of the Greek and Roman pasts: Greek references appear to be 

more common in connection to the people encountered, whilst the Roman past is 

more closely associated with the travellers themselves.  

 

Ultimately, the Pacific explorers in this second age of discovery did not just study 

or retell the Classical past – they lived it. In their writings they voyaged with the 

ancient heroes and, on arriving in the Pacific, they identified them with the people 

they encountered.  

 

  



Rosa Andújar (University College London), ‘Tragedy and Revolucíon: Adapting 

Greek drama in Fidel’s Cuba.’ 

 

In this paper I examine some of Latin America’s most innovative adaptations of 

Greek tragedy: Virgilio Piñera’s Electra Garrigó, José Triana’s Medea in the 

Mirror (Medea en el Espejo), and Antón Arrufat’s Seven Against Thebes (Los Siete 

contra Tebas), plays which were written and staged in Cuba in the years 

immediately before and after the Revolution. I discuss the ways in which these 

Cuban dramatists with varying degrees of success make use of Greek Tragedy as 

a medium for social and political expression, and in particular how two of these 

plays (Electra and Medea) garnered general acclaim for the manner in which they 

subverted established classical models in order to dramatize contemporary Cuban 

life. My paper will then discuss in detail Antón Arrufat’s explosive 1968 adaptation 

of Aeschylus’ Seven Against Thebes, which, despite being the most faithful to its 

Greek source text, was the most controversial of the three. Arrufat chose to ignore 

the successful model of classical reception espoused by his predecessors; that is, 

he did not ‘Cubanize’ the original Greek tragedy as Piñera and Triana had done, 

which crucially involved inserting elements of parody and Cuban humour (choteo) 

guaranteed to delight a native audience, and instead presents a serious drama 

that in the author’s words ‘did not flee from the text of Aeschylus but rather sank 

itself in it.’ Despite winning the prestigious ‘José Antonio Ramos’ prize from the 

Cuban writers’ and artists’ guild (UNEAC), the play, with its unique focus on 

politics and violence rather than the ‘safer’ social themes of Electra and Medea, 

was immediately banned on the grounds that it was ‘counterrevolutionary’ and 

Arrufat, an established author, was banished from the Cuban literary stage and 

forced to work in a stockroom of a municipal library. As I argue, these Cuban 

examples offer a valuable insight into the potential of —and especially the limits 

of — Classical dramas to address fraught political and social realities in the 

modern world. 

 

 


