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News from Durham University 
Dear Alumni,      

Welcome to this third issue of our Depart-

mental newsletter. All of us at the Depart-

ment of Classics and Ancient History 

hope you have had a wonderful year.  

         In this newsletter, we want to give you a taste of some of 

the work the Department has been doing, over the last few 

months—from Dr Ivana Petrovic’s collaboration with the direc-

tor Oliver Stone, to Dr Jennifer Ingleheart’s research on Rome 

and the history of sexuality. 

         Thanks to the generosity of many of our alumni, we’ve 

been able to develop our outreach and community engage-

ment work in some really exciting ways over the course of this 

year. More details of the work we’ve been doing can be found 

in this newsletter—and we’ll keep you up to date with develop-

ments in the coming year. Outreach is an increasingly vital 

part of every University’s role—and we’re immensely grateful 

to our alumni for helping to support this effort. 

          Durham is recognized as one of the very best Classics 

departments in the UK. We’re ranked third (for the third year 

in a row) in the 2014 Times Good University Guide, fourth in 

the Guardian University Guide 2015, and fourth in the 2015 

Complete University Guide. We want to build on this success 

in years to come—and continue attracting some of the very 

best undergraduates and postgraduates in the world. Key to 

that ambition is the Jenkinson-Rhodes Fund, a new postgrad-

uate studentship fund which we set up this year—named in 

honour of Edna Jenkinson, who made a substantial bequest 

to the Department, and Emeritus Professor Peter Rhodes, 

whom many of you will remember as one of the defining fig-

ures of Durham Classics. (We’re very happy to report that Pe-

ter has been elected as President of the Classical Association 

for 2014-15!) 

         Over the last year, we’ve been delighted to meet many 

of our alumni—and to hear from many more. Do send us your 

news at alumni.classics@durham.ac.uk, and drop by our Fa-

cebook page (Durham Department of Classics) to catch the 

latest updates. We look forward to hearing from you! 

Dr Ed Richardson, Director of Communications 
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Dr Ivana Petrovic’s work with Oliver Stone 
         Recently, an article by Dr Ivana Petrovic caught the at-

tention of the director Oliver Stone. Ivana, who has a research 

interest in the Hellenistic world, wrote an article on Stone's 

Alexander and its use of Plutarch in 2008. Stone loved the ar-

ticle - recommending it to his thousands of Facebook follow-

ers - and asked Ivana if she would be interested in writing an 

introduction to his latest cut of Alexander, framing the film 

from a scholar's perspective. 

         Alexander the Great is one of antiquity’s most quicksil-

ver characters—the stuff of legend, even during his own life-

time; reinvented time and again by future generations. Captur-

ing his life on film was an incredible task. As Ivana puts it:  

         ‘Stone’s astonishing accomplishment is that he pro-

duced the most historically accurate depiction of the Ancient 

World on film, despite the paucity and unreliability of sources. 

Stone relied on modern scholarship, but also consulted the 

original, ancient sources: Plutarch, Curtius Rufus, Diodorus of 

Sicily and Arrian. Both Stone and ancient historiographers 

used similar strategies: They lived much later than the events 

they described and used previous histories, now lost, to shape 

their own view of events. Stone’s approach is most similar to 

Plutarch’s, who described his Life of Alexander as a biog-

raphy, and his goal as depicting the character of a man. 

Stone’s biopic and Plutarch’s biography both use visual im-

agery, quotations and allusions to shape the life of Alexander 

into a drama and cast him into a tragic hero.’ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

           Stone’s film, for Ivana, is an invitation ‘to observe Alex-

ander as a complex mixture of “larger than life” hero and just a 

man troubled and scarred by his relationship with his parents. 

“Which am I, Hephaistion, weak or divine?”, is a question Al-

exander poses to his friend, and Stone to the viewers of his 

film.’ Expect to hear about more results from this very exciting 

collaboration soon. 
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Durham’s commitment to outreach 
 

         Durham’s research in Classics and Ancient History is 

world-leading – but so too is our commitment to reaching the 

broadest audience possible. From developing ground-

breaking software to collaborating with Hollywood, members 

of the Department are at work on a wide range of projects 

across the world. We’re equally passionate about making sure 

that no-one is deterred from applying to Durham because of 

their background or financial circumstances. This year, we’ve 

made sure that message is heard. 

         Thanks to the support of our alumni, we’ve been able to 

put on a series of events for schools, families and the local 

community. Talks from members of the Department have 

been arranged for schools across the North East—and many 

pupils have visited us in Durham, to see for themselves what 

Classics in Durham is like. In June, a group of 35 children 

from disadvantaged backgrounds, aged between 8 and 16, 

spent the afternoon with us as part of a trip to Hadrian’s Wall. 

Dr Darrell Rohl, a recent PhD graduate in Archaeology, told 

them about his research on the Wall (pictured), and our post-

graduate students showed them around Durham. It was a 

very successful afternoon. Later that month, Francesca Rich-

ards, one of our PhD students, organized the major ‘Who Was 

Homer?’ outreach event—she reports on it overleaf. 

         Our plans for next year are even more ambitious—and 

we’ll be sure to keep you updated on what we’ve achieved. 



 

Francesca Richards on ‘Who Was Homer?’ 
 On Saturday 28

th
 June 2014, an event called ‘Who 

Was Homer?’ asked the public to share their views of Homer 

and the Odyssey with researchers from Durham. This was 

organized as part of the Living Poets project, which is funded 

by the European Research Council, and led by Prof. Barbara 

Graziosi in the Department of Classics and Ancient History. It 

seeks to develop a new approach to ancient poetry, based on 

how readers imagine the ancient poets. ’Who Was Homer?’ is 

part of an on-going programme of public engagement which 

we have been running for two years in the Durham area. In 

this particular event, we asked people how the Odyssey and 

Homer might be relocated in Durham. By doing this, we could 

engage with the local community in a fun way, and also expe-

rience how audiences make imaginative connections in rela-

tion to ancient poets and their work – which is often in direct 

relation to their own life experiences.  

For the big day, we opened up the Pemberton Building 

on Palace Green to the public: once inside, our visitors were 

introduced to the Odyssey, and we asked them to imagine the 

events of the poem if they took place in Durham itself.    
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Some suggestions were that Odysseus’ departure from Troy 

would be from the bus station, with its turbulent comings and 

goings, whilst Crook Hall with its beautiful gardens and old 

house, became the home of Circe, and the Cyclops was a 

gruff barman at Jimmy Allen’s! Following this introduction, 

PhD students and staff from the Classics department were 

on hand to tease out ideas as to who might have created 

such a story – what did he or she look like? What kind of per-

son were they? For the families there, this meant a fun after-

noon of mask–making and portrait–drawing, whilst the stu-

dents collected quotations from visitors. By the end of the 

day, a collection entitled ‘The Durham Homer’ had been filled 

up with these impressions, which saw Homer as a traveller, 

or as an invented character, or even as a military veteran 

himself: all ideas which have been suggested by Homeric 

commentators across centuries, being brought to life inde-

pendently by Durham schoolchildren  

          The highlight of the day was a reading by our very 

special guest, award–winning children’s author Gillian Cross, 

who gave us a dynamic reading from her recent  

version of the Odyssey for children. In the evening, she was 

interviewed by Prof. Graziosi about the issues involved in 

adapting Homer for children, about her own life and work, 

and also gave us all a sneak preview of her forthcoming ver-

sion of the Iliad for children. 

      This event was the culmination of a year-long outreach 

program: a series of Odyssey-themed primary school work-

shops were led by graduate students from the Classics de-

partment – which included visits to Newton Hall, Gilesgate, 

Framwellgate Moor, Spennymoor and Kirk Merrington. 

These sessions involved a reading, some dynamic storytell-

ing with role-play, and writing exercises. Our students were 

called ‘inspiring’ by teachers, who said it was great that their 

pupils had the opportunity to engage with Classics. In taking 

the initiative to approach schools, and the general public, the 

‘Who Was Homer?’ event suggested that there is real and 

valuable reward in taking the risk of organizing such events 

for the local community. 

         For more on the Living Poets project please see:         

livingpoets.dur.ac.uk.    
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Francesca Richards on ‘Who Was Homer?’ 



       What have the Romans ever done for us? Ancient 

Rome's contribution to the modern world in areas such as 

sanitation, aqueducts and roads is well known, but the extent 

to which it has shaped modern thinking about sexual identity 

is not nearly so widely recognised. My latest project, 

'Romosexuality’ seeks to underline the importance of Rome in 

shaping modern homosexual identities -  a topic which has 

been largely overlooked until now.  

          Attention has focused instead on ancient Greece as a 

model of a society in which same-sex relationships were insti-

tutionalised and celebrated; Greece was revisited by early gay 

activists who championed a vision of 'platonic' love between 

males that led to the education of young citizens by their el-

ders. These activists thought that Rome had corrupted Greek 

homoerotic ideals. Rome was decadent and licentious, the 

playground of sexually unbridled emperors such as Nero, who 

made decadence into an art, and whose outrages to public 

opinion included marriages to men, as both bride and groom; 

even such a paragon of masculinity as Julius Caesar was ru-

moured to have submitted to another man in his youth, and 

was known as 'the queen of Bithynia'.   Roman poets such as    
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Dr Jennifer Ingleheart discusses her research 



Catullus and Martial wrote as graphically about sex as any of 

the authors who scribbled graffiti at Pompeii, while  Petronius 

in his Satyrica had conjured up an outrageous vision of or-

gies, cross-dressing, and bathhouses where spectators ap-

plauded at the sight of an enormous penis. Early apologists 

for homosexual love wanted to distance themselves from ex-

cesses of this kind in order to gain acceptance for their own 

desires, and therefore found it important to contrast Roman 

'vice' to Greek 'virtue'. This vision of Rome was appalling to 

some, but it is easy to see why it was appealing to others. 

The pornographic Victorian novel Teleny, which has some-

times been attributed to Oscar Wilde, features a gay orgy at 

which the participants are turned on by images that recreate 

wall-paintings from Pompeii, and the star-crossed male lov-

ers at the heart of the novel appear as another emperor Ha-

drian and Antinous, the beautiful youth turned into a gay icon 

by Hadrian, who obsessively commemorated him in artworks 

after his death. These lovers retain their ability to fascinate; 

the singer-songwriter Rufus Wainwright is currently writing 

an opera on them. The figures of the Roman gladiator, and 

the emperor and his slave, are fixtures in gay pornography, 

eroticising differences in power between men and fitting well  

into a modern gay aesthetic that places a high value on ex-

aggerated masculinity.  

          Nor is Rome's appeal only to gay men. Although Juve-

nal attacked lesbian sex in his Satires, this didn't stop Anne 

Lister (1791-1840) of Shibden Hall, near Halifax, from finding 

his poetry on this theme arousing, and a useful way of 

sounding out whether other women were interested in lesbi-

an encounters. More recently, the novelist Ali Smith in her 

2007 Girl Meets Boy explored Ovid's tale of Iphis, born a girl 

but raised a boy, who falls in love with a girl. Rome also 

gives models for transgendered identities, sexual fluidity, and 

a range of 'exotic' sexual configurations.  

          The conference that I recently organised on this topic  

examined these and other aspects of the history of 

'Romosexuality', exploring how Rome has offered a model of 

a society in which same-sex desires were widespread, with 

authors who were frank about sex and its many possible per-

mutations and pleasures. Rome holds out the promise of a 

sex-positive and multi-faceted vision of sexual possibilities 

that challenges the more famous, but also more limited, ver-

sion of Greek homosexuality that has played such an im-

portant role in history.    
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Dr Jennifer Ingleheart discusses her research 



Front cover: 'Durham Cathedral', 1836, after J.M.W. Turner. 

Photographs of outreach events: Edmund Richardson & Francesca Richards. 

Busts of Hadrian and Antinous, The British Museum.  

Every effort has been made to ensure that all information is accurate at the time of going 

to press in September 2014. However, changes may occur and Durham University re-

serves the right to amend or change any information contained in this brochure at any 

time. 

Copyright © Durham University 2014 

Durham University and the Durham University Logo are registered trade marks of the 

University of Durham trading as Durham University. All rights reserved. ® 


