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Professor P. J. Rhodes is one of the most distinguished historians of the ancient Greek 

world, both nationally and internationally. Literacy and historical awareness manifested 

themselves in an early epiphany when – before he started attending school – he 

deciphered a newspaper headline, and announced to his mother that Hitler was dead. He 

later attended Wadham College, Oxford, and graduated with a BA in Literae Humaniores in 

1963. He went on to study for a D.Phil. at Merton College, and graduated in 1969, with a 

thesis on the Athenian Boulē (the council of five hundred which played a central role in the 

government of Athens). Peter was appointed to a lectureship in Durham two years later, 

became Senior Lecturer in 1977, and Professor of Ancient History in 1983. He served as 

Head of Department three times in the course of his career. During his third term, the 

Department obtained a ten-year grant from the Leverhulme Trust which laid the basis for its 

current flourishing. 

 

While working conscientiously and indeed generously as a teacher and administrator, Peter 

established himself as a world authority on Greek history, and particularly Athenian 

democracy. This is a contested field, since what we say about ancient democracy affects 

how we define, understand, and shape democratic institutions today. Peter’s publications, 

many of which are now standard works of reference, are marked by an enviable command 

of disparate and often difficult evidence, as well as an acute and fair sense of judgement. 

Peter does not shy away from debate (see, for example, his corrective interventions against 

the notion that Greek theatre was the product of democracy), but his emphasis is on 

establishing a secure basis for knowledge, and therefore also for discussion. His editions, 

with translation and commentary, of Greek historical inscriptions, published with Robin 

Osborne, strike me as particularly important in fulfilling this aim. Another volume is to 

appear shortly, and testifies to Peter’s prowess in research, ten years into his retirement. 

Two books appeared last year alone, and two more are due for publication this year: 

Thucydides (an account of the historian for general readers), and a co-authored edition of 

the fragments of the laws of Solon, an Athenian reformer. 

 



Peter is the recipient of many distinctions: he is Fellow of the British Academy, and Foreign 

Member of the Royal Danish Academy, for example. Still, recognition in his home institution 

is of special importance, given how generously he has served Durham University for more 

than 50 years. I would like to end on a personal note, and hope that Peter will not think that 

I am hi-jacking his distinguished career in order to make some feminist point of my own. 

Peter was Head of Department, when my husband, Professor Johannes Haubold, and I 

were appointed to lectureships in Durham. A few months later, I went on maternity leave. 

Because of my lack of service, I qualified for only minimal benefits, but Peter and 

colleagues arranged informally for a reduced marking load. This inspired in me long-lasting 

gratitude, and a desire to serve. It is an episode which, for all I know, he may not even 

remember, and yet speaks of his quiet kindness, fairness, and clear judgement – qualities 

he displays in scholarship as in life. 

 

Acting Vice-Chancellor, I present Peter J. Rhodes to receive the Chancellor’s medal. 
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