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The joint Organizing Committee of the CAC and AAH conferences hosted by Classical Studies in
the spring, with Professors Serrati, Beck, and Fronda in the center.

Why should we study past peoples, cultures such as ancient Greece and Rome,
far removed from our own in time and space, whose social, political, economic,
and religious structures are in so many ways vastly foreign? Do we study the
past to apply its lessons for today, or to predict the future? Should we extract
what is good and noble from antiquity to make our world better? Is the past
useful in the search for universal truths, or Truth? Perhaps we are obliged to
preserve the memory of Greece and Rome because we are their cultural heirs,
or because it is our duty more generally to pass on a shared human heritage.
Maybe we use the past as mirror, to see in the ‘other’ ourselves. Or maybe
Classical antiquity is a blank screen on which we project our own values and
concerns, our shaping of the past merely a means to order our own world and
make sense of our place in it. All these and other justifications for studying the
past, especially antiquity, have been proposed over the years.
Indeed, it was a question the ancients themselves asked. The Roman author
Livy, in the preface to his monumental history of Rome, proposed this reason
for studying the misty origins of the Roman people: “I, on the other hand, seek
a further reward of my work, that I turn my gaze from the evils which our
generation has witnessed for so many years, while I, free from all concerns,
devote my thoughts to the brave old days.” In other words, Livy wrote about
the distant past in order to forget the present. Such a justification would
probably not receive wide acceptance these days, though I must (cont. page 3)
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Recalibrating the View on Greek History. The Charms of Going Parochial (Hans Beck)
In her inaugural email address from September 2013,
Suzanne Fortier, 17th Principal of McGill University,
declared that it is “with great enthusiasm that I return
to McGill and Montreal and the province of Quebec,
places that I have always called home. At the same
time, I am conscious of our growing role in the larger
global community, and how those international
relationships help us thrive at home.” The tension
referenced by Fortier is one that is universal.
Throughout history, human societies extended their
horizons step by step, literally and figuratively, at times
with dramatically accelerated speed: in the Age of
Alexander as much as during the Crusades, in the
Colonial Age, the Cold War era, with its new capacity to
engage in intercontinental warfare, and in our own
globalized world. With each step of expansion,
societies go through the pains of positioning
themselves vis-à-vis shifting frontiers. But the opening
of new horizons is only one side of the picture. At the
other end of the spectrum, as their perception of the
world grows larger, the lives of most people remain
rooted in the ambience of a distinctly parochial
environment which they “call home”. As societies
experience the challenge – and sensation – of
connectivity, the most influential source that brings
order and meaning to this experience lies in their
sociocentric convictions and beliefs.
Historians are naturally drawn to the big picture of
connectivity and cultural encodings that hold the
course of events together or trigger change. The
triumph of micro-history, so prominent in the
Humanities since the 1990s, marks an important
counterbalance. The study of small-scale interactions,
based on bodies of local documents, often covering
only a short period of time, offers thoughtful insights
and sometimes stunning aperçus. In Ancient History,
with its limited access to sources of such a nature,
micro-history is usually superseded by local history that
explores the diachronic evidence of manageable realms
– cities, tribes, pockets, etc. This trend has become
influential, as it steers the investigation towards
territories and terrains that are overshadowed by the
manoeuvres of the great powers of the day. In Greek
History, in particular, the thrust towards local history
has manifested itself in a high volume of studies on the
cities and leagues of what is famously labeled the
“Third Greece”, beyond Athens and Sparta. The study

of the alternatives to Athens has, in turn, resulted in
nothing less than a quantum leap in our understanding
of Greek history.
This is where my new research operation on The
Parochial Polis kicks in. Only rarely has local history
undertaken the effort to break into the communicative
realm of local polis worlds. While the impact of the
distant past of polis societies, captured in legendary
traditions and mytho-history, has been thoroughly
examined, surprisingly little has been written on
negotiations of the everyday. In their assessment of
history and politics, Greek city-states relied on the same
mechanisms to construe their ‘truth’ of the story as
they did in the appraisal of, say, their primordial
descent. Historical narratives were generated within
the confines of small citizen communities;
commemorative practices to keep the narrative alive
staged before a local audience; the community’s
success, on the battlefield and beyond, measured
against the particular understanding of its very own
people. Across the plain or mountain range, in another
polis, another ‘reality’ prevailed. The Parochial Polis will
explore the Hellenic thrust towards localism, drawing
on the full breadth of human experiences of it: local
diets and cuisines, cultural expressions such as dances
and clothing, local pride in athletic performance, and of
course local understandings of politics and its
continuation in war.

The project will be launched during an upcoming
lecture tour to Australia this winter. In 2015 I will host a
symposium at the European Culture Centre in Delphi
and teach a summer course in Greece, all of which will
also be designed to support the application for
funding. We’ll see how it goes. In the meantime, see
hansbeck.org for more.

Newsletter 7: 2014/15 – Page 2

Classical Studies at McGill

Workshop Announcement: Citizens and Commoners in Ancient Greece, Rome, China
Organizers: Hans Beck and Griet Vankeerberghen

The Global Antiquities Research Network will host an
international symposium on the notion of ‘people’ in
antiquity. Starting from the observation that the Greek,
Latin, and Chinese words for people (demos, populus,
min) all had distinct political, cultural, and societal
encodings, the workshop will explore some of the most

Welcome
(cont. from page 1) confess that the very uncertain times
we live in today – the seemingly ever more disturbing
headlines daily from around the world and even here at
home – leave me rather sympathetic to Livy’s point of
view.
Why we study Classical antiquity, and the related
question of how we study it, was a common theme at
the 2014 annual meetings the of Classical Association of
Canada and the Association of Ancient Historians,
hosted jointly last May in Montreal at McGill. The
meetings, the culmination of two years of planning by
our Classical Studies team at McGill, were a great
success. More than three hundred participants, from
undergraduate and graduate student volunteers to
academic colleagues including senior scholars and
leading experts from across Canada, the United States,
Australia and Europe came to McGill to share in a week
of academic talks, workshops, lectures, performances,

basic foundations of ancient Mediterranean and
Chinese political cultures. The event will kick off
with the inauguration of a new endowed lecture
series that was made possible through the
generous donation of Mr. Yan Lin to the Faculty,
delivered by Professor Josiah Ober (Stanford) at
the Montreal Museum of Fine Arts (October 22,
4:30 pm). The workshop will be held on the
subsequent days at Thomson House, October 23
and 24, with scholars from Canada, the US, China,
Israel, Spain, Germany, and Australia.
Professors Beck and Vankeerberghen have been
teaming up on comparative research and
teaching for the past years, which included a
lecture tour to various Chinese Universities in
2010. They are teaching a comparative course this
fall. “The financial support from Yan Lin’s Towards
Citizenship Trust,” says Beck, “bolsters our work.
It allows us to take it to a new level. We look at the
‘People’ cluster as a start to a series of workshops.
Some of the future themes have already been
determined.” The workshop at Thomson House will be
open to students of all levels but they are requested to
register with the organizers in advance.

and related cultural events. Every discipline was
represented: history, philology, literature, drama,
epigraphy, archaeology, religion and philosophy, and all
centred on classical antiquity. The week was bookended
by world-renowned photographer Alfred Seiland’s
opening lecture at the Musée des Beaux Arts, a visual
tour of contemporary landscapes of the Roman Empire,
and by emeritus professor Kurt Raaflaub’s tour de force
performance at the closing banquet, a monologue in the
voice of Livy on the writing of ancient history. Both hint
at the diverse engagements with the classical world on
display throughout the meetings.
Why study the classical world? The answers are as
diverse as the individuals, both students and professors,
who comprise Classical Studies at McGill. We had a
banner year in 2014-15. With a full slate of courses, guest
speakers, and other events lined up already for this year,
2014-15 promises to be just as exciting and provocative.
Have a great year!
Michael Fronda, Chair of the Classics Program Committee
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The McGill Classics Play. New Models of Community Engagement
By Lynn Kozak
The 2014 McGill Classics Play, Aristophanes’ Lysistrata,
directed by Negar Banakar, was our most successful
play so far, with an audience of close to 500. For four
nights in February at the Mainline Theatre on the Main,
we discovered that everyone loves a comedy—even
one that’s 2500 years old. In Lysistrata, the women of
Athens and Sparta stage a sex strike to stop the war
between their cities. The issues of how war affects
everyone, not just those who wage it, and the power
dynamics between the genders, remain resonant
today.
Negar’s vision saw these issues transplanted into a
WW2 era, with the classy dames, led by Lysistrata
herself, waging their own kind of war against the bums
in charge of Athens and Sparta. Negar’s main
inspiration? Jazz. The Classics Play has been gradually
increasing our exchanges with local artists through the
years—we’ve hired local composers, DJs, and
musicians in the past. This year, we were very fortunate
to engage a professional jazz trio for all the shows,
under the very strong musical direction of local bass
player/arranger Liam Tucker, while local singer (and
Classics alum) Shy Shy Schullie and undergraduates
Sebastian Grant and Alex Borodovski provided vocals.
This live jazz element and amazing choreography by
Classics Research Associate Monica D’Agostini made
the choruses come alive as they never have before—
this ancient Greek comedy would have felt very at
home on Broadway!
Our reaching out to local artists extended beyond the
run-time of the show, as we enlisted several Montrealbased
professional
comedians
as
“comedy
consultants”. Mike Paterson, Alain Mercieca, Keith
Waterfield and Joseph Shragge lent us their comedy
insights and joke tips during the translation process,
and every performance was opened with a set by a
professional comedian. The McGill Classics Play hopes
to carry on with cultural exchanges with our Montreal
community such as these in future productions.
We also made greater efforts with trying to reach new
audiences in Montreal, through free community
performances. The Classics Play performed at
Westmount’s Victoria Hall as part of the Westmount

Winter Festival, for an audience of over 80 who were
able to enjoy the show for free. We also performed at
the Hellenic Community Center, where all proceeds
from the performance went to the Greek schools.

In addition to our cultural programming, the Classics
Play was pleased to host a public guest lecture by Prof.
Peter Meineck (NYU/Nottingham) that reached across
disciplines to discuss theatre practices and the
cognitive sciences in the production of drama—in
Ancient Greece as well as today.
In the upcoming years, we hope to continue these
trends of engaging with our broader communities,
within McGill and within Montreal, seeking out new
artistic partnerships and new audiences. The McGill
Classics Play is very pleased to announce that our 2015
play will be Seneca’s Thyestes, directed and translated
from the Latin by Duncan McDonald, at the Sala Rossa
from the 9th-12th of February. A series of community
shows and guest lectures will be scheduled for that
week, while we will have cultural outings and lectures
throughout
the
year:
watch
our
website
(www.mcgill.ca/classics/classicsplay) or like us on
Facebook to find out more.
The 2014 Classics Play was generously supported by the
Dean of Arts Development Fund, the Phrixos B.
Papachristidis Chair in Modern Greek and GreekCanadian Studies, the John MacNaughton Chair of
Classic, and people like you. Please consider supporting
us by visiting our webpage. For further information or
enquiries, please contact Prof. Lynn Kozak
(lynn.kozak@mcgill.ca). See you at Thyestes!
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The McGill Summer Institute in Classical Studies
By John Serrati, Director of SICS
The summer of 2014 saw the Summer Institute for
Classical Studies welcome its largest cohort ever,
eighteen undergraduate and high school students from
three different countries. All of these came to McGill to
study Classics in what turned out to be a beautiful
summer in Montreal. Many of the participants lived as
students in University residences, and all of them took
classes with regular McGill undergraduates in History
and Classical Studies.
The course slate featured CLAS 203 Classical Mythology,
which introduced students to the rich literary traditions
of the Greeks and Romans. CLAS 206 Classics and
Modern Media offered a glimpse of how the ancient
world has been received, interpreted, used, and abused
in modern times. And CLAS 210, an intensive
introductory Latin course, once again anchored the
program, as students were able to immerse themselves
in the ancient language for eight weeks. A fourth course
was added this year: HIST 413 took place in Spain during
the History and Classical Studies field across the length
and breadth of the Iberian peninsula.
Back in Montreal, the participants experienced not only
campus life, but also a culturally vibrant and diverse city
that played host to both large international festivals and
sporting events, as well as more boutique and personal
offerings. Academically, several students this year came
in order to lay groundwork for the future, as the
Summer Institute offered them a strong platform for
applying to McGill as well as to other undergraduate and
graduate programs. Students enrolled at other
universities came for summer credit so as to further

ongoing studies, while a small but dedicated group
journeyed to Montreal with the goal of beginning their
Latin training in an intensive course.
From everything we have seen via our student surveys
as well as on social media, the participants as well as the
professors had a fantastic and rewarding summer
studying classics in both Spain and Montreal. We look
forward to building off of this year’s success and
expanding the courses on offer in 2015.

“CLAS 206 Classics in Modern Media is a great class because it plunges us into popular culture’s perception of
classical themes” says François Gauthier who taught the course this summer. The fact that this class attracts
students from very diverse backgrounds is a testimony to the vigorous renewal of interest for classics in film and
television effectively triggered by the release of highly
successful movies and television series such as Gladiator,
HBO/BBC’s Rome, and more recently 300. For four weeks we
embarked on an exploration of Hollywood's sword and sandals
epics, realizing how powerful cinema is in shaping our
understanding of the ancient world. Watching a movie set in the
Greco-Roman world after taking this class is a whole different
matter!
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Academic Exploits: A European Adventure
By Katrina Van Amsterdam
This past summer was one of great opportunity for me.
In the hopes of furthering the research of my Master’s
thesis on Hellenistic ruler cults, I was generously given
grants from the Arts Graduate Student Travel Fund and
the MacNaughton Chair of Classics so that I could travel
to Europe and work with prominent scholars in the
field of Hellenistic history.

The next leg of the trip brought me to Utrecht to meet
with Dr. Rolf Strootman, a leading scholar in the field of
religious and court culture of Hellenistic Kingdoms in
the Near East. His current research projects focus on, in
part, the role of cults as part of the political institution
of kingdoms as well as the invention of local cultural
identity by the ruling elite in the Seleucid Kingdom. He
has also worked on the kingdom of Kommagene, which
is one of the case studies in my thesis. I spent close to
two weeks during in Utrecht in order to study under Dr.
Strootman, which was paramount for my chapter on
Kommagene. His recent conference paper on the cult
sanctuary at Mount Nemrut focuses on the royal
genealogy depicted at the site; this genealogical record
is crucial to my case study on Kommagene’s ruler cult.
Next stop on my travels was Edinburgh, at the Celtic
Conference in Classics. Of the seventeen panels, one
focused entirely on ruler cult in the ancient world. This
panel allowed me to connect with various scholars who
have studied these cults in great detail, and opened up
new channels of questioning for my thesis as I continue
to compare minor kingdoms with their larger
counterparts.

Katrina with graduate student Alex McAuley and Professor Beck
before the Historical City Hall of Münster.

I began my journey in Spain, where I traveled with the
McGill Classical Studies’ annual Historical and
Archaeological Tour of the Mediterranean. Staying in
seven cities along the way, the group saw twelve
archaeological sites and dozens of museums devoted
to the preservation of ancient history and
archaeological materials. Spain truly holds a wealth of
ancient finds as ancient Iberian, Carthaginian, and
Roman sites often overlap, marking the passage of
time at each location. I believe I can speak for all those
on the tour when I say that the archaeology of Spain
certainly contributed greatly to our understanding of
western Mediterranean world during antiquity (cf. also
page 7, Trip to Spain).

Much of the secondary scholarship needed for my
thesis research is in German. Thus, by traveling to and
doing research at the Westfälische WilhelmsUniversität Münster for a week in early July, I had
unparalleled access to many resources needed for my
thesis. I spent the week in the university library with a
wealth of materials at my fingertips. During my time in
the city, I was able to connect with Professor Peter
Funke, Vice President of the German Research
Foundation and the Chair of Classics at Münster. The
trip was both a research and a networking opportunity.
My travels to Spain, the Netherlands, Scotland, and
Germany were invaluable to the research for and
writing of my Master’s thesis. To all this, add the
experience of following the final round of the FIFA
World Cup in the Netherlands and then in Germany –
priceless (watching the US defeat by Belgium
notwithstanding). I am extremely grateful for the
opportunities that the trip provided for both my
personal and professional growth.
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Modern Hellenic Studies: From the Crisis of Poetry to the Poetry of Crisis
By Tassos Anastassiadis
Over the last years Greece has been on the news because of financial turmoil
linked to the now infamous Eurocrisis. And yet despite this crisis (or maybe
thanks to it), the proliferation and modernity of the adaptations of Greek
drama during the last Epidaurus festival was highly commented in a recent
blogpost by the British ambassador in Athens and Cambridge-trained Hellenist.
This should come as no surprise to McGill’s students familiar through the
Classics play or the various reception classes of the diachronic value of Greek
comedy and tragedy. In these plays the word ΚΡΙΣΙΣ takes its full meaning.
During the Winter 2014 term, students of Modern Greek film had the possibility
to explore the way myths and drama were still re-enacted today and debate it
with our Resident Artist, filmmaker Sotiris Gkoritsas, who worked with them on
his last comedy about the Greek crisis inspired and named after this unique
hero of critical moments, Odysseus.
This upcoming year, we will move from film to poetry. Students will have the
opportunity to understand how modern Greek poets such as Seferis and Elytis
or the most famous of all, Cavafy, engage not only with a 3000-year old
language and its subtleties but also with the tropes and cultural baggage that it
vehicles. Once again, they will also discover with our Resident Scholar/Artist the
importance of poetry in times of crisis and will work on the preparation of the
Greek poetry events during Montreal’s Blue Metropolis Poetry festival, which will take place in April 2015. And of
course, for those who want to push the discovery to its natural next phase, the McGill 2015 summer school in
Thessaloniki and the Grand Tour summer fellowship will be soon looking for candidates.
Photo image: Chryssanthos Bostanzoglou, Alexander the Great and his Sister, Gorgon

Summer Field Trip to Spain (John Serrati)
May and June of 2014 saw the eighth student field trip
to the Mediterranean. As much as we saw strong
elements of continuity via many returning students,
there was even greater change as this summer
represented our inaugural voyage to Spain. The trip
featured Professors Serrati and Russell (John Abbott
College), and seventeen McGill students journeying for
two and a half weeks over the length and breadth of
the country. Beginning with the Iberian settlement at
Numantia, we constructed a narrative of the peninsula
as we moved to Phoenician Cadiz, Hannibal’s capital of
Cartagena, the Republican colonies at Tarragona and Italica, and finally to the Augustan foundations at Baelo Claudia
and Augusta Emerita (Merida). The journey served as the first glimpse for many of the rich culture possessed by the
ancient Iberians, a point which is often overshadowed by the literary histories of Spain’s invaders. Concerning the
latter, we were also reminded of the importance of Spain first to Carthage, and then to the nascent Roman Empire in
the second century BCE. The trip formed part of the McGill Summer Institute in Classical Studies, and served as a
course (HIST 413), in which students received credit for written analyses of archaeological monuments. We were
blessed with one of our most enthusiastic groups ever this year, and are hoping that many of these people will bring
their passion back to the field trip when we return to Greece in the summer of 2015. Details to follow in October 2015.
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From the Graduate Corner: Modern Questions, Ancient Answers (Alex McAuley)
Over the past winter term several of us were fortunate
enough to take part in the ‘McGill for Humanities’ series.
It was a refreshingly frank experience, grappling with
some of the fundamental questions that have been
bandied about lately with varying degrees of coherence:
why do the Humanities matter, why should we bother
devoting time, effort, and money on them instead of
more ‘relevant’ subjects?
Is there a right answer to any of these? Perhaps not, but
the process was revelatory. Among the critics, Classics
was a favorite target as the most ‘humanities-esque’ of
all the Humanities disciplines, the most detached and
the least relevant from the twenty-first century reality.
Or is it? Much of my work over the past year has
responded, unsurprisingly, with a resounding ‘no.’ And
what a year it has been, in Quebec as elsewhere.
Questions of integration, of accommodation, and how
the global manifests itself in the local have been
dominating headlines. The tension between past and
future has seldom been so palpable.
We, as it turns out, are not the only ones to have been
staring such issues in the eye. The Greeks of the
Hellenistic Period were presented with an eerily similar
situation: they were part of a bigger, more diverse,
world in which they were no longer dominant, and
faced with new traditions that challenged their own.
Understanding their response, for better or worse, can
inform ours. What I have unearthed so far shows that
the Greeks carried on then as they had for centuries.
They seem not to have been the cosmopolitan

urbanites that we
perhaps hoped they
were; if anything, they
grounded themselves
ever more firmly in
their own ways of
living and thinking.
Confronted with what
then seemed to be
the
global,
they
turned towards what
they knew: the local.
Whether this came to their benefit or detriment is
another matter entirely, but the judgment of their
reaction is of equal importance to us now as them back
then.
Elsewhere, the work of seeing the spectre of the
ancient in the modern carries on. Finding ancient
inspiration for modern federalism in Cyrene, seeing the
shadows of Prometheus in the Marxist narrative of Fritz
Lang’s film Metropolis, and wondering why ancient
Romans keep being shown (ab)using contemporary
drugs in film and television, have been a few of the
items on the research agenda. In all, the ancient past is
never as ‘past’ as it may seem.
But there is much left to be done, and there must be
ever more creative ways of answering ‘no, this is not
irrelevant,’ and in the process one hopes to come across
yet more ancient answers to modern questions.

Welcome from the Classics Students Association (Brett Clapperton, CSA President 2014-15)
On behalf of the executive, I would like to welcome you to what will surely be another fantastic year with the CSA.
Our aim is to bring together all of those who are passionate about the Ancient Mediterranean world through fun and
academic events. This coming year, look forward to Wine & Cheeses, movie nights, the Seventh Annual Montreal
Inter-University Classics Colloquium, and much more. If you would like to get involved or learn a little more about the
CSA, we will be holding our Members at Large elections in mid-September, and everyone is welcome to run. The
dates and times of the elections, as well as announcements regarding upcoming events, will be published on the
Listserv at the beginning of the month. If you have any questions, do not hesitate to contact us by email at
classics.students.mcgill@gmail.com or come visit us in our office on the sixth floor of Leacock.
In addition, Hirundo, McGill’s undergraduate Classics journal, will publish its thirteenth issue this year. Authored,
edited, and organized by undergraduates, the journal publishes articles in both English and French and has won
several awards. Hirundo continues to strive for excellence in its coverage of the language, literature, history, and
culture of the ancient world. The CSA and Hirundo play an important role in encouraging the vibrant student life
present at McGill University, and we look forward to another great year with all McGill Classics enthusiasts.
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