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Regular updates on the Department’s news (such 
as the Department and its work in the news, guest
lectures, the award of doctoral degrees, and research
awards) can be found at our regularly updated
Facebook group ‘Durham Department of Classics and
Anciuent History’. Please do join the group and ‘like’
us on Facebook (we’re delighted that 460 of you have
‘liked’ us so far). We’re also keen to hear your news
and to have you contribute to your alumni newsletter:
see below for a call for alumni to send us your
memories of your time in Durham, and do write 
to us (alumni.classics@durham.ac.uk) or contact us
via Facebook. This newsletter is where we tell you
some of our news as a Department, but we’d also like
to include news from you, our alumni. Please do send
us news of births, career changes, civil partnerships,
marriages, publications, relocations, and anything else
you’d like to share with your fellow alumni (even if 
you have already shared it on Facebook or a similar
platform). We look forward to hearing what you 
have been up to!

In terms of staffing news, during the academic 
year 2012-13, three members of staff left the
Department: Professors Ingo Gildenhard and Paola
Ceccarelli (who joined us in 2006) left for posts at the
University of Cambridge, and Professor Edward Harris
(who took up his post in the Department in 2005)
retired at the end of September 2013. Some new staff
have also arrived: Miss Maxine Johnson becomes the
third member of the team in the departmental office;
Dr Amy Russell came to Durham in September 2012
on a temporary lectureship and begins a new

appointment as a permanent lecturer in September
2013 (I present an interview with her on pages 04-05);
and Dr Edmund Richardson joins us from September
2013 as a permanent lecturer, after holding a
lectureship at the University of Leeds (however, this
constitutes a return to Durham for Ed, as he was with
us as a Leverhulme Early Career Fellow from 2010-12,
and also did some teaching for us during that time;
there will be an interview with Ed in the next issue of
this newsletter).

At page 06 of this newsletter, as part of our regular
feature showcasing the research of a member of the
Department, Dr Andrej Petrovic writes about his most
recent research.

Also in this issue, Emeritus Professor Peter J. Rhodes
(see page 07) pays tribute to his former colleague,
Professor Michael Stokes, who died in 2012. Professor
Stokes, who was Professor of Greek from 1974 until
1993, made a substantial and generous bequest of his 
books to the departmental library, which has helped to
ensure that Durham has one of the leading collections
of works on ancient philosophy in the UK. This is a
fantastic resource for our current students and we 
are most grateful to him.

Speaking of our current students, at page 09 we have
an account from the current Freshers’ Representative
of the Classics Society, Zenia Selby, of how she made
the most of Durham’s location near Hadrian’s Wall, 
her skills in film-making, and her longstanding interest
in the emperor Hadrian, to make a documentary on
Hadrian, not as part of her academic work but simply

Dear alumni,

Welcome to the second issue of our departmental alumni newsletter.
The Department has – as ever – been busy and as far as we can manage
in a few pages, we hope to give you some indication of what we have
been up to recently, as well as to jog your memories about your time in
Durham and the Department, and ask you to send in your own news.
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out of love for Classics and a desire to communicate
this interest to others. Such devotion to the subject is
typical of many students who are part of the Classics
Society, which is open to all students with an interest
in the Classical world (and which has members 
from outside our own Department). For more on this
thriving student-run society, check out their webpage
at http://durhamclassoc.moonfruit.com/#.

Another of our students, George Pearson (1st year
Classics) has just won the ‘Arts and Humanities’ prize
in a student writing competiton run by UCAS and 
The Times which invited students to talk about their
passion for their degree subject; his award winning
entry is reprinted at page 12.

It was wonderful to welcome a number of our alumni
back to Durham in February 2012 as we held a dinner
at St Aidan’s College to celebrate ten years of the
Department’s association with the Leverhulme Trust;
Professor George Boys-Stones provides a report on 
the dinner at pages 08 of this newsletter, and Justine
Wolfenden, our Language Teaching Coordinator, 
talks at pages 10-11 about the important work that the
funding that we received from the Leverhulme Trust
allowed the Department to do towards making the
teaching of Latin and Greek so vibrant and successful.
Durham is unusual among UK Classics Departments
in offering the ancient languages to students at all
levels, including to beginners at any stage of their
studies, and Justine (who oversees our language
provision and teaches many of our language classes
herself) explains the great success of the Department
in encouraging as many of our students as possible 
to take up Greek and Latin. 

Page 05 contains the winning entry from a photographic
competition (sent in by Zenia Selby, who wrote the article
at page 09) held this summer among our current
students, who were asked to submit photos that gave
some idea of their time as students in the Department.
As you can see from the winning entry, academic work
plays an important part in life in the Department for our
current students (whatever you may read in the national
press about how little work students do nowadays;
something which all of us who teach them know is
simply not the case), but such work itself also includes a
large element of play! We’re keen to build up an informal
archive that chronicles life in the Department, giving an
idea of what it’s like to study at Durham, and so we’re
opening up our photographic competition to our alumni
for our next issue; there must be many photographs out
there that capture what life has been like for students in
the Department over the years, so do raid your files to
find the best of these and email a hi-res image plus a
sentence or two about that image to us at
alumni.classics@durham.ac.uk. 

The winning entry or entries will be included in the next
issue. (Alternatively, we realise that before the digital 
age, many memories of your time in Durham won’t
include photographic evidence, and we’d like to
encourage you to send in written accounts as well of
your time in Durham; it would be great to be able to
build up a picture of how being a student in the
Department has changed over the years and also the
ways in which the experience has also stayed similar). 
In order to show you that we’re keen to receive any
photos that capture your time at Durham, however
embarrassing you may find the hairstyles, clothes or
activities involved, we’ve included a recent shot on page
000 of several members of staff and a celebrity. Those 
of you who graduated between 2005-2011 will doubtless
have a must-have graduation photo of yourself with 
our then Chancellor, Bill Bryson. In his last year as
Chancellor, our own staff wanted to get in on the act,
even though we weren’t graduating ourselves at
Congregation in June 2011. We look forward to seeing
your entries and hearing about your time at Durham.

As alumni of the Department, you are very
welcome to visit the Department at any time 
and we enjoy catching up on your news and
hope to be able to spend some time with you
(and maybe have a pint or a coffee with you 
as we catch up). We’d also be very grateful if 
our alumni could find the time to speak with 
our current students about their career path 
or paths and offer advice on job applications,
interviews, and the world of work. Today’s
students enter a job market which is highly
competitive, and despite the fact that a 
degree from Durham can open many doors, 
our current students would welcome the 
chance to learn from our alumni about the
choices that you have made and to benefit 
from your advice in pursuing careers after 
their time in Durham. Please do contact us at
alumni.classics@durham.ac.uk; we are very
interested in hearing about the use to which you
are putting your classical learning in your current
careers, and I know that our current students
would find this both inspiring and useful.

We look forward to hearing from you, whether 
you can offer us some help on this front or simply
have some news or photographs of a student
Classics Society play or a night out with fellow
Classicists to share …  

With very best wishes

Jennifer Ingleheart, 
Alumni relations (Senior Lecturer in Classics)
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Question Time

Introducing Amy: My main preoccupations in 
life are ancient history and music, and I began
my career in both in 1991 when I became 
one of the first ever girl choristers at Salisbury
Cathedral. That meant moving to the Cathedral
School, which taught Latin. I read Classics at
Oxford and then went on to an MPhil in Roman
history, and at the same time I was starting out
in opera. I had to pick one, and in the end I
went for a clean break: I moved to California 
to do a PhD at Berkeley. Between getting my
doctorate and starting at Durham, I was living in
Rome, which is my favourite place in the world.

What would you be doing if you weren’t an
academic?
I’d be an opera singer: it was a close-run thing.

What made you into an academic?
When I finished my BA, and then again when 
I finished my MPhil (and even my PhD) I just
knew that I wasn’t done with Classics yet - there
were still so many questions I wanted to answer.

Which three people from the ancient world 
would you invite for dinner (and why)?
Oh, I have some very specific questions 
I need to ask some of my Late Republican
personalities. And I’d be a real geek about it:
although it would be great to sit down with Livius
Drusus or Sulla or Julius Caesar and just talk
over political strategies or the extent of popular
power, that would have to wait until after I got
concrete answers to some of the really annoying
problems in ancient history that we’re never
going to be able to solve any other way. When
exactly did Caesar’s command in Gaul legally
end? Where exactly was the Porticus Minucia
Vetus? What kind of permission did a victorious
general need to build a new temple? One of the
really fascinating things would be to hear how
they spoke Latin: we really have so little idea
about everyday idiom or pronunciation.

In this section, we present an interview with a member of staff. 
In this issue, Dr Jennifer Ingleheart interviews new lecturer, 
Dr Amy Russell.

Amy Russell
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“My main
preoccupations 
in life are ancient
history and music”
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Best/ worst experience in the classroom?
The best are in seminars, when a real debate
gets going: if the group is evenly divided on an
issue, the competitive spirit comes into play. 
The worst are always to do with technology.
Once this year I managed to lose electronically
my handout and my powerpoint, which was 
a disaster.

What’s the best discovery you’ve made 
in your time at Durham so far?
Well, neither of these are really ‘discoveries’, 
but I love walking along the river and going to the
cricket at Chester-le-Street. I’m only just getting to
know Newcastle, and I’m really enjoying that too.

The winning entry in our student
photographic competition (right) comes
from Zenia Selby, who is about to enter
the second year of  her Classics degree.
Students were asked to provide an image that
captured the experience of being a student in 
the Department, and Zenia comments on her
winning submission that ‘The photo arose out of a
series of revision sessions that I organised at the
end of last academic year for everyone studying
the Remembering Athens, Intermediate Greek

and Monuments and Memory modules. I had
been revising and working earlier in the year 
with some friends from college, and found those
sessions very helpful, so I decided to try and
extend that to as many people as possible. 
For the Remembering Athens revision session, 
I decided that the most helpful thing would be 
to draw a giant map of Athens and annotate it
with everything we knew about the city, its
buildings and its traditions. A group of us met 
in the Riverside Cafe, spread out nine pieces of 
paper, and spent a couple of hours sketching,
annotating and learning from each others' notes.’

Photography Competition

Newsletter Issue 02 | 05
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On the last Sunday before Christmas any Serbian child of
entrepreneurial spirit would know how to secure additional
income: by ritually tying down their father, and by
subsequently releasing him when symbolic (or, these days,
real) currency has changed hands. Until he is unbound, the
parent is a child’s subject, controlled by a cord, compelled
to capitulate and coerced into compliance. It is on this day
that Orthodox Christians in Serbia celebrate Ocevi,
literally, ‘the Fathers’, a holiday which only in name
resembles Father’s day as celebrated in the rest of  the
Western World. Ocevi, celebrated in early winter, is an
obvious residue of  practices from festivals of  licence - one
of  numerous remnants of  pagan Slav religion which have
survived until today in the syncretistic amalgamation that 
is Serbian (Eastern) Orthodoxy.

The act of tying and untying a father - a powerful force to
a child’s mind, a source of joy and gifts when amiable,
but potentially threatening when irate - mirrors Indo-
European and Graeco-Roman customs of impeding and
subsequently releasing divine beings in a structured
world of ritual actions. Almost all religions stemming
from the Indo-European religious substrate provide
narratives and / or rituals echoing such practices, and
some of these customs live to this day, from Europe to
India, and beyond. 

The book project I am currently working on, together
with Dr Ivana Petrovic of Durham University, investigates
narratives and rituals involving the binding and releasing
of divinities in the Greek world. By looking at
mythological tales attested as early as Homer and the
Homeric hymns, and at remnants of rituals involving
ritual bondage, we aim to cast more light on the
theological thinking of the ancient Greeks – Greek gods
in myth, like their statues in ritual, were subjects not only
of veneration and pious care, but also of human
aggression and manipulation, and the Greeks bound
their divine statues for many reasons – to punish the
gods, to coerce them into supporting their community,
and/or to prevent their statues and hence their powers,
from being stolen by other communities. 

As many tales intimate, the anthropomorphic gods of the
Greeks tended to be open to negotiation with human
communities, and much communication with the
divinities was defined through acts of positive exchange
and reciprocity: hymns, prayers, dedications, and

sacrifices tended to find grateful recipients in the Greek
gods, and the favours would normally be paid back, or,
indeed, paid in advance, by granting worshippers
victories, love, marriage and offspring; or, more generally,
the welfare and protection of their communities. But
what happens when humans invest in this exchange,
and there is no return? What happens when a gods send
war, promiscuity, disease and famine? To put it in a
nutshell, our book looks at cases of Greek gods
‘behaving badly’ — to quote the title of a recent
delightful novel by Marie Phillips (and a forthcoming film
boasting Edie Falco as Artemis, Sharon Stone as
Aphrodite, and Christopher Walken as Zeus!) – and
human attempts to influence and change reality by
manipulating divine statues: several cities in Asia Minor,
for instance, pestered by constant attacks of pirates,
were advised by an Apolline oracle to set up a statue of
Ares and bind it with chains: the god of war was to be
depicted as a suppliant, in iron chains, and begging for
mercy, having tasted a bit of his own medicine. On the
flipside, Greek cities also bound divinities in order to
profit from their constant presence: for example,  the
Athenians believed that by representing the statue of
Nike, the goddess of victory, without wings, victory would
always stay within the city. Even the Christian convert
Constantine, when he consecrated his new capital on
the Bosporus, had an image of Tyche, the goddess of
good fortune, bound in the city centre, in order to secure
prosperity for the city: Tyche, so we hear, was
represented bound to a cross with a golden chain and a
lock, while the key to the lock was buried deep in the
foundations of the building that housed the statue. The
message was clear: no one was to remove the statue
from the city– a reasonable concern in a world in which
communities often had to reckon with the theft of divine
statues by other city-states, and envisaged divine statues
leaving of their own accord. 

With a project like this, fun is guaranteed for Ivana and
myself – and how could it not be so, given  the richness
of sources, abundance of exciting narratives, and
amusing rituals, as well as cultural interactions (for
example, exciting things happened to divine bondage in
Asia Minor at a time when Christianity was spreading).
By the way, did anyone spot during their time at Durham
the chained statue of Marilyn Monroe in University
College’s Undercroft bar? 

Divine bondage: Dr Andrej Petrovic
talks about his current research
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Michael C. Stokes was the second of
three Platonists (he followed Joe Skemp
and was followed by Christopher Rowe)
who held the Chair of  Greek in the
Department in the second half  of  
the twentieth century.
He was born in Clitheroe, where his father was
headmaster of the Royal Grammar School, and 
the family moved to Oxford in 1939, when his father
took up a post at the Oxford Delegacy of Local
Examinations, one of the boards adminstering what
were then the School Certificate and Higher School
Certificate. Michael was diagnosed as deaf at the 
age of seven, but he learned to cope by means of 
lip-reading and hearing aids. He attended the Dragon
School in Oxford, and then Eton and St. John’s
College, Cambridge, winning a series of scholarships
and prizes and at Eton becoming Captain of the
School.

After a year at Balliol College, Oxford, he was first
lecturer and afterwards senior lecturer at Edinburgh.
In 1963/4 he spent a year on research leave at the
Center for Hellenic Studies, Washington, D.C.; and 
he returned to America in 1970 to be Associate
Professor at Cornell University, at the appropriately-
named Ithaca, N.Y. He was appointed Professor of
Greek at Durham in 1974, and remained in the post
until 1993, when he retired at the age of sixty in order
to have more time for academic work (at first he did
some part-time teaching at Newcastle). Both at Cornell
and at Durham he took his turn as Chairman of the
Department, but at Durham he was able to avoid
further administrative burdens by insisting that his
deafness would make it impossible for him to handle
large meetings and to serve effectively as Dean of 
the Faculty of Arts.

He was a productive and important scholar, writing
four books (and was jointly editor of another) and 
a number of shorter pieces, and was still academically
active at the time of his death. He was notable for
emphasising that the Platonic dialogues are not simply
philosophical texts but are to be taken seriously as
conversations, in which Socrates does not propound
doctrines but asks genuine questions in order to
interact with the other characters; and his edition of
Plato’s Apology of Socrates treated that work not 
as a factual report of Socrates’ defence when put 
on trial but as a work of fiction which explains
Socrates’ mission. 

As a teacher he believed strongly in the need to 
make Classics available to those who have not had 
the traditional education which he had enjoyed: he
introduced a degree in ‘Classical Studies — Greek
Option’ (his colleague Gavin Townend saw no need for a
‘Latin Option’) for those who had not learned the Classical
languages at school but wanted to embark on Greek at
the University; and he took his position as Professor 
of Greek seriously, and was happy to lecture on Greek
language and literature as well as on philosophy.
Meanwhile his philosophical interests led to cooperation
with the Department of Philosophy, and to the
introduction of a joint degree in Greek and Philosophy.

Members of the Department will remember that,
because of his deafness, when alone in his room he
kept the door locked, not out of unfriendliness but from
a fear that somebody might enter the room without his
realising; and that, so that even he should be saved, the
Department was given special fire alarms loud enough
to destroy the eardrums of anybody who did not leave
the building as quickly as possible. He warned classes
chanting the conjugation of Greek verbs to him that,
because he could lip-read, nobody would be able to get
away with ‘rhubarb, rhubarb’ instead of the verb. He
could be a caricature of the absent-minded professor,
who not once but twice went shopping with a small
child and returned home with the shopping but without
the child; but he could also be persistent and effective
in pursuing a cause which he saw as important.

In 1962 he married Ann Crawford, who had been one
of his pupils at Edinburgh. They had two sons and a
daughter; and they later separated but remained good
friends. In the last ten years of his life Michael had a
happy partnership with Joan Zanelli, and from 2005 he
lived in Reading. His upbringing had given him not only
a good education in the Classics but also a wide
knowledge and enjoyment of English literature and of
classical music. He was always fair-minded, and with
his family and in his dealings with other people of
various kinds he had a gift for taking a genuine interest
in whatever interested them. He died suddenly at
home, after a happy visit to his daughter.

Peter Rhodes

In Memoriam

Michael C. Stokes (1933–2012)
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Our Department has changed and 
grown enormously over the last 10 
years, adapting to new economic and
intellectual imperatives to maintain – 
and enhance – its reputation as one of
the most vibrant centres of  Classical
research in the world. It is not often we
pause to celebrate the accumulation of
achievements that this has involved, 
but we had the ideal opportunity to
reflect on our position in 2012, having 
come to the end of  a 10-year funding
arrangement with the Leverhulme Trust.

Back in the Summer of 2000, the Trust invited
UK Classics Departments to bid for two major
grants, worth around £1.5M each, to secure 
the future of world-class Classical research in
this country. The successful Departments were
asked to show, in particular, that they could
develop 21st-century teaching programmes
which did not compromise on the core linguistic
skills needed for research in the subject.
Durham won one of those grants (the other 
was won by Exeter). At the heart of our bid 
was a proposal to rethink systematically how 
a successful research community today ought 

to be structured, and how their work should
inform our teaching. We developed a research
strategy which has informed everything we have
done since – including, most importantly, the
compete rewriting of undergraduate and Masters
teaching programmes, which are designed to
attract the best students, and turn them into
graduates who are profoundly informed by the
complex skill-set required by researchers – and
desired by employers.

And so, on 12th February 2012 we held a 
black-tie dinner in St Aidan’s College, attended
by students, staff, alumni and friends of the
Department, to a total of some 50 people. 
We were delighted that the Vice-Chancellor and
the Head of our Faculty were in attendance;
another notable guest was Dr Avril Pyman, who
had recently donated to the Department of a
number of paintings and screen-prints by her
late husband, the artist Kirill Sokolov. We are
especially grateful to those alumni who not 
only came to the dinner, but also took part in
workshops with our undergraduates earlier 
in the day to share their experience of how 
the skills that come with a Classical education
benefitted them in their careers. (It is not for
nothing that we are the top-rated UK Classics
Department for ‘employability’.)

Professor George Boys-Stones

February 2012Leverhulme dinner
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I have always found the Emperor Hadrian
fascinating. Although I never studied him at school, 
I researched him and his architectural legacies in my
spare time, and became more and more drawn to 
this incredible character who was both admired and
despised by his contemporaries, who set physical
boundaries to the Roman Empire, who loved another
man explicitly, and who indulged his intellectual
interests as well as creating firm military precedents.

At the end of my first year at Durham, I found
the perfect opportunity to share my knowledge
and passion for this unusual interest with others,
and decided to make a documentary about him
and his most iconic legacy: Hadrian’s Wall. 
I am Vice President of the Durham Student Film
society, so I was able to work with a team from
the Film Society to go on location to Hadrian’s
Wall and shoot most of my film there. I also
worked with Professor Hingley, Dr Witcher and 
Dr Petts from the Archaeology Department, and
Dr El-Rashidi from the Heritage Centre, who
helped me with more detailed research about 
the Wall, gave me the chance to interview

Professor Anthony Birley at 
Vindolanda and granted me access to the
excavations at Binchester Roman Fort.

In the process of making the documentary, 
I have learned a huge amount - not just about 
the sheer amount of planning, scriptwriting and
organising of people and equipment involved, 
but also about the wonderful idiosyncrasies of
Hadrian’s Wall, the character of Hadrian himself,
and the latest theories about how those two were
inextricably linked and interdependent! My script
kept evolving as I found out more fascinating
details about the internationalism of the soldiers
stationed at the Wall,  the wide range of religions
brought to and practised there, and the effect
that Hadrian’s statement of Roman power in
Northern Britain had on the local community.

I hope that this will be my first documentary of
many! It has deepened both my understanding 
of film-making and my interest in the Emperor
Hadrian. I also hope that this project will extend
this interest to others!

Zenia Selby
(2nd year, Classics) talks about her documentary on Hadrian
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A number of  recent articles in the
broadsheets have been lamenting the
slow demise of  language acquisition 
in British schools and universities.

It has been noted that the number of universities
offering modern language degrees dropped from
105 in 2000 to 62 at the start of this academic
year, and a former government higher education
adviser, Professor Mike Kelly, warned that if the
trend continues as many as 40% of university
language Departments would be likely to close
within a decade [http://www.theguardian.com/
education/2013/aug/17/language-teaching-
crisis-universities-closure]. This was not the first
time the issue had been raised; it has been a 
hot topic for several years now as apparent, to
take one example, from the open letter sent 
by 50 leading academics to The Observer in
December 2006 attacking government policies
on language teaching in schools and asking 
that languages remain compulsory beyond 
the age of 14 [http://www.theguardian.com/uk
/2006/dec/03/schools.education]. In response 
to these recent expressions of concern, The
Guardian in conjunction with the British
Academy has commissioned a series of articles
exploring and putting forward ‘The Case for
Language Learning’ and suggesting reasons 
for and remedies to ameliorate the situation
[http://www.theguardian.com/education/series
/the-case-for-language-learning].

Given this significant drop in modern language
learning, one might think that the picture would
be even worse in ancient languages. Yet, at the
same time these articles were appearing, we in
Durham were holding pre-term meetings to
discuss how we were going to manage the

teaching of our language modules in the coming
academic year. Pre-enrolment figures have been
booming, with, for example, student numbers for
five of the seven undergraduate Latin modules
that we are offering in 2013-14 coming in at
between 45 and 60. As language teaching co-
ordinator for the Department, dealing with these
large groups can, I confess, sometimes cause
something of a logistical headache as we juggle
teaching allocations, timetabling, budgets, and
so on but, at the same time, it is indeed inspiring
and heartening to see how many students wish
to take Latin and Greek with us, whether as 
part of degree programmes offered by the
Department or as elective modules taken 
by students on other degree programmes.

As George Boys-Stones notes elsewhere in the
newsletter, the award of our Leverhulme Trust
grant in 2000 led to a period of extensive and
significant change in the Department which
afforded an opportunity to think hard about how
our language provision should function in the
future. In particular, we wanted to put in place
structures that would enable students to study
with us without prior experience of languages 
yet still gain appropriate training so that they
would be able to use their languages to read 
and research in Latin and/or Greek, and go on 
to pursue further study in Classics or Ancient
History, should they so wish. The initiatives we
implemented at the time (and subsequently) –
which include the creation of the post I hold, with
dedicated responsibility for languages – have
proved very successful. Many of our single- and
joint-honours undergraduates choose to take
language modules during their degree – and not
only those students who had already studied Latin
and/or Greek before coming up to university.

Greek and Latin
teaching at Durham
(and language teaching in the UK)
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Indeed, our students come to us with very
different prior experience and expertise in
languages. A small number arrive with ‘A’-levels
(or equivalent) in both Latin and Greek but many
come with an ‘A’-level in only one language or
sometimes with a GCSE. In addition, some
students start their degrees possessing no
knowledge of ancient languages and,
increasingly, with limited (if any) experience 
of modern languages. This is not only the case
with undergraduate students. Often we admit
students to our graduate programmes who
require training in Latin and/or Greek ab initio
and we have devised highly specialised courses
directed towards teaching them not only to read
Latin and/or Greek from scratch but to reach a
point, after only one year of intensive study,
where they are able to apply their language 
skills to their chosen field of research. 

In the six years that I have been at Durham, 
I have seen a steady increase in the number of
students starting and continuing languages with
us. Beginners’ modules regularly attract 20-30
students each year with approximately a third to 

a half of these students choosing to continue
with languages to higher levels. Latin modules
have always been popular modules and they
continue to recruit high numbers. But we have
also seen a significant increase in enrolment for
our Greek modules. (In 2008-9, 14 students
enrolled for Intermediate Greek; in 2011-12 it
was 35; for Higher Greek we had 4 students 
in 2008-9, but 18 are enrolled for the coming
year.) But of course the story doesn’t end there.
Several students who took languages with us
from Beginner’s level have gone on to study 
for PGCEs in Classics so that they might teach
Latin and Greek in schools; others have gone 
on to graduate study at Durham and elsewhere
with students currently pursuing Masters and
doctoral level work at universities such as
Cambridge, King’s College London, and 
St Andrews, so that they too might one day
pursue academic careers and through their
research and teaching pass on their knowledge
and love of Latin and Greek to their own
students in turn.

J T Wolfenden, Language Teaching Coordinator.
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George Pearson
1st year Classics undergraduate 

I’m a year older than Alexander the Great was when he
began his career as just plain old Alexander, went on 
to be undefeated in any battle, and ultimately became
one of history’s finest ever military commanders. I’m a
year older than Ovid when he began to recite his poetry
in public, before posthumously becoming the single-
most influential author on European art and literature,
and a primary influence on the world’s greatest
playwright, Shakespeare. I’m also the same age as 
the Roman Emperor Augustus when he was granted
the title of consul, the highest political honour in the 
Roman Empire. 

I’m 19, and a first-year Classics student, as you might
have guessed. My lifetime achievements so far pall by
comparison. 

So how did the great figures of the classical world
convince me to rack up £27,000 of debt over three
years on university fees – before buying food and 
beer, or even winning a single battle? 
Is it really worth it? 

Would Alexander the Great be in the history books
if he’d done the same? Many see university as a
stepping-stone to the next level; a tick in the box; a
necessity; an indispensable line on the CV. And this 
is true. But it isn’t the point. 

At its core, higher education has a principle of play, not
work. In the dialogues of his Republic Plato wrote that
‘the most effective kind of education is that a child
should play amongst lovely things.’ 

Interestingly, Plato’s philosophy is one of the longest-
enduring schools of Western thought, and his teaching
was based on the premise that education would not
lead to a better life materially, but spiritually. 

It is going too far to describe university as a form of
enlightenment, in the way that Plato considered his
enquiries. However, the most valuable part of university
is that it not only equips you to deal with the world, 
but also changes the way you view it. Knowledge is 
not just power, but perception, and university is a 
form of priming for life as a whole. Whatever we 
deeply immerse ourselves in will have a lasting effect,
consciously or unconsciously, on the way we live 
and view the world around us. 

Perhaps the most famous person to come out of Plato’s
Academy (a renowned ancient Athenian educational
forum) is Alexander the Great himself, a perfect ancient
equivalent of a university student who benefited from
‘higher education’ and made it big. He said that while
his father gave him life, the education from his tutor,
Aristotle, gave him the gift of putting that life to good
use. ‘Gift’ is the right word. 

The cost of that ‘gift’ today may be £27,000 over three
years, but I’m convinced, after just one year of being 
at university, that in the long term, fiscally, practically,
and spiritually, I made the right decision. University 
is turning out to be a great primer, before I go on to
conquer the world.

UCAS/The Times student
writing competition
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