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Letter from the OCC President

D

ear Colleagues, I’d like to begin by thanking
Ed Cueva and his local planning committee
for all his work in putting together this past
October’s meeting at Xavier University. With
the great range of papers and presenters there
must have been plenty to offer everyone.
This year’s meeting will follow last year’s
modified format and be held on Friday, Oct. 26th
and Saturday, Oct. 27th, 2007. It will be held in
Toledo, Ohio at the Hilton Hotel on the campus
of the Medical University of Ohio. Given our
meeting’s proximity to Toledo’s wonderful
museum of art, one of our themes will be art of,
or inspired by, the classical world. Submissions
dealing with other topics related to the classics
are of course welcome.
I encourage you to consider presenting a
paper at this meeting. Presentations should be
approximately 15 minutes long and there will be
time for questions following each presentation.
Additionally, at one of our luncheons there will
be time for presentations of helpful classroom
ideas. If you do something in class which you
would like to share with other instructors, please
consider doing so at this luncheon.
If interested in either of these opportunities, the
deadline for submissions of abstracts is June
1st. Submissions should include your name,
the name of your institution and the title of the
presentation. Abstracts may be submitted via
e-mail or hard copy to:
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Steven Strauss
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Finally if any of you are out there winning
awards or commendations, please let me
know so we can get the good news out in the
next issue of Humanitas.

Thank you very much.
Steven Strauss.
President, Ohio Classical Conference

Letter from the Editor

D

ear Colleagues: This issue of Humanitas
presents versions of several papers presented at the recent Ohio Classical Conference
in Cincinnati last October.
These papers include a joint presentation by
Patrick Beasom and Lynne Kvapil, graduate
students at the University of Cincinnati, entitled
“Making Latin Concrete.” They accompany the
text of their presentation with an extremely
useful series of handouts, including lesson
plans and further bibliography. These include
subjects such as the “Roman Jet-Set Society
in Cicero’s Pro Caelio” and “Catullus taught
through Paleography”.
Next, Edith Foster discusses “Construction
Stories in Herodotus and Thucydides.” Prof.
Foster discusses Herodotean narratives such as
Nitocris’ construction of defenses for the city
of Babylon and their subsequent undermining
by Cyrus the Great, as well as the story of Xerxes’ canal at Mt. Athos. Thucydides’ multiple
construction narratives are represented here by
the story of the fortification of Pylos.

Finally, please find entry forms for a design
contest at the end of the issue. As the contest
description states, “Students are challenged to
create an original design for a folder cover that
educates their school and community about
the importance and relevance of Latin, Greek,
and/or Classics.”

D

eadlines for material for the next two issues are 1 August and 1 December. Please
submit materials of interest from the media,
articles you have written, papers you have delivered, or reflections on the profession to:
Neil Bernstein
Department of Classics and World Religions
210 Ellis Hall, Ohio University
Athens, OH 45701
740-597-2100 (tel)
740-597-2146 (fax)
bernsten@ohio.edu
Thank you very much.
Neil Bernstein
Editor, Humanitas
H U M A N I T A S



Vol. 30

Spring 2007

Issue 3

Making Latin Concrete
▪ Patrick Beasom and Lynne Kvapil, University of Cincinnati,
beasompt@email.uc.edu and kvapilla@email.uc.edu

W

e

decided to address the issue of incorporating archaeology and material
culture into classes devoted to Latin literature
last spring, while Patrick was teaching Latin
and Lynne was teaching Roman Civilization.
Both of us were confronted with the danger
of losing the interest of students who once
had a burning desire to learn about the ancient world. Our aim is to offer up some suggestions for ways that, through collaboration
between specialists in philology, history, and
archaeology, we can keep the Classical world
dynamic and relevant.
With this goal in mind, we have prepared
four different lesson plans, three of which
have been included in the pages following
this article. Two of the lessons, on Cicero’s
pro Caelio and Caesar’s de Bello Gallico, use
material culture to breathe life back into texts
whose practical value is often lost precisely
because they have been standards in the educational canon for so long. The other lessons
are meant to demonstrate how two textual
media, inscriptions and manuscripts, can be
used to demonstrate the connections between
the material world of the Romans while highlighting the Latin language.
We will begin with Cicero. The pro Caelio
is a standard text in the AP Latin program
and is often required reading for Latin Lit-

erature courses. It stands as a deftly crafted
work of rhetoric and persuasion, written in
language that lends itself to introductory
studies of prose rhythm and style. Despite
the obvious value of such a text, reading a
rhetorical speech is often considered a chore
by students who struggle to grasp Cicero’s
argument or struggle to stay awake. In these
cases, a look at the social and archaeological aspects of Cicero’s speech can be helpful, encouraging students to take a step back
and look at the bigger picture of the lifestyles
of rich and famous Romans during the Late
Republic.
In fact, Caelius’ relation to the world of elite
Roman society is an integral part of Cicero’s
speech. Much of the first half of the speech
is Cicero’s argumentum e victu or argument
drawn from one’s way of life. He addresses
one of the informal charges the prosecutors
raised against Caelius – that of an overlysumptuous lifestyle. The society that Cicero
describes will sound familiar to anyone who
has ever perused a tabloid or caught an episode of Entertainment Tonight. It is one of
wealthy celebrities and jet-set socialites who
inhabited the same sought-after neighborhood on the Palatine Hill, frequented the
same pleasure-gardens, and traveled south to
the resort at Baiae whenever the mood struck
them. Cicero vividly describes this world
H U M A N I T A S
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in his speech, but there are also a number of
archaeological finds that help to bring this
description to life.
The lesson is designed to give students a visual background to the world of the pro Caelio.
The format of the lesson has been designed so
that it can be completed in a single class period followed by an optional writing assignment
which can be completed outside of class. The
first section is a short presentation introducing
some of the material culture associated with
the elite lifestyle of the Late Republican period, which Cicero presents in his defense.
Cicero emphasizes that Caelius moved into
the Palatine neighborhood to be near his mentor and his clients, but this also threw him in
the path of the seductive widow Clodia who
was living in the ancestral house of Quintus
Metellus. Early reconstructions of the neighborhood relied on textual evidence alone.
However excavations on the Palatine have uncovered traces of Late Republican residences
which have helped to flesh out our knowledge
of this area. The houses of Cicero and Clodia
are thought to have been located on the Germalus part of the hill crowded in with temples
and commemorative monuments. Caelius’
rented apartment would have been part of the
Clodian insula or apartment block. Many of
the houses shared party walls, a fact of which
Cicero reminds us when he reminisces on
hearing the cries of a dying Metellus through
the walls of his own house. And, although
some of these houses were known to have
been luxurious precursors to the Palatine’s
imperial palaces, many were somewhat mod-
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est, mostly due to the lack of available space
on the hill.
One type of elite yet spatially efficient adornment of these houses was colorful interior wall
paintings. In fact, wall-paintings provide the
best visual evidence for another sign of luxurious living described by Cicero – the pleasure
garden. Clodia had pleasure gardens along the
Tiber River, which she later refused to sell to
Cicero – perhaps there were some lingering
hard feelings after this speech. Cicero also
refers a number of times to the resort at Baiae.
The remains of lakeside villas and spa-style
thermal baths, long covered by the waters of
the Bay of Naples, have recently been rediscovered through geophysical prospection.
Finally, two pleasure barges from the reign
of the emperor Caligula, were uncovered in
Lake Nemi. These carefully excavated ancient
yachts reveal just how sumptuous the life of a
wealthy Roman could be.
After a short introduction, students can relate
the presented material culture to the content of
the pro Caelio. Small and large group discussions can result in short synthetic papers or
branch out into research projects on various
aspects of Roman material culture like houses,
resorts, baths, and gardens.
Now for a less standard type of text – inscriptions. Latin inscriptions include the carving
of texts on stone, metal, bricks, tiles and even
glass. Hundreds of thousands of such texts are
known with hundreds of new texts discovered
every year. It is easy to forget that the written
word was prolifically displayed all over the
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Roman world. Inscriptions adorned tombstones, monuments, and mile-markers. Walls
were covered with graffiti, advertisements, and
political propaganda. Even building materials
like bricks and lead pipes proudly displayed
makers-marks or donor’s names.
These stone documents can seem intimidating
due to their specialized use of the Latin language, frequent abbreviations, and unfamiliar
formulae. However, there are a number of
inscriptions that can be made approachable
with a little assistance. Any student can easily be introduced to the epigraphist’s art, and,
through the marriage of text and object, they
will gain a grander view of the ancient world.
This lesson is designed to introduce students
to the world of Latin epigraphy. The first part
of the lesson involves a background presentation by the instructor. Here students can learn
about what sorts of objects were inscribed, the
sculptor’s craft, the types of inscriptions like
dedications, decrees, and epitaphs as well as
idiosyncrasies like numerals, titles and the 21
letter alphabet – remember: there is no J in the
Latin alphabet.
Students can then read their own inscription as
an epigraphist would, making sure to remember that only after the primary object is examined, should a transliteration and a working
text of the inscription be attempted. We have
provided transliterations for five easy inscriptions – these include dedications from the Arch
of Titus and thermal baths from Pompeii, a
mile-marker from the Via Domitia in France,
the dedication from the Temple of Antoninus
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Pius and Faustina and the grave marker of a
Roman soldier in Britain.
The final product of this activity can range
from a creative story for students at the Middle
School level, to a researched history of the object for upper level students. Another optional
result of this lesson is for the student to create
his or her own inscription. They could compose their own dedication or commemoration
or, something suitable for this time of year (i.e.
Halloween), design a Roman-style gravestone
complete with epitaph in Latin. This may be
the easiest Latin composition assignment a
student will ever encounter! The lesson as a
whole provides a good opportunity to discuss
the importance of the context of monuments
as well as the perspectives of the sculptor, the
dedicator, and the viewer. It is also a good
time to talk about the difference between a
carved text and a written text.
Catullus is one of the most frequently studied Latin authors at all levels, whether for AP
Latin or the collegiate classroom. The textual
history of Catullus being what it is, an interesting new possibility is opened for the teacher
of Catullus: supplementing the study of the
author with the study of paleography and the
manuscript tradition.
Why does Catullus particularly lend himself
to study through the lens of paleography?
Remembering the tale of Benvenuto Campesani and his discovery of the lone manuscript
of Catullus “under a bushel” and the prompt
disappearance of this manuscript serves as
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a prime example of the tenuousness of the
transmission of ancient texts to the modern
reader. Had Campesani not discovered that
manuscript under the bushel (whether he actually did or not is irrelevant), it is quite likely
that Catullus, that widely read AP Latin author,
would have disappeared entirely, save a few
passing references. No Clodia, no passer, no
odi et amo.
So fragile is the tradition that one of the two
original copies of Campesani’s manuscript
preserves a complaint of an earlier copyist: it
is better to have copied a poor copy than to
have no copy at all. Such is all too frequently
the case with ancient authors. Here we present a sample of the ways in which the textual
tradition can be used to connect students to the
Latin they are reading by presenting it concretely in the form of paper, quill and ink.
At least three potential projects present themselves to the new student of the manuscript
tradition. First, one can provide students with
examples of the various scripts of the ancient
and medieval worlds, and then charge them
with fashioning their own quill or reed pen
with the final objective of creating their own
manuscript in one of these scripts. Secondly,
one can add to the above by having their students attempt to transcribe an ancient text
from a photograph of a manuscript, whether
from the Internet or another source. Finally,
as another level of complexity to the basic
premise of copying an ancient text, the student
could create their own manuscript of a text and
then introduce a level of damage to the text;
the damaged manuscript would then be passed
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on to a peer who would attempt to transcribe
and identify the text, and, depending on the
level of the class in question, create their own
“edition” from the manuscript. To ground the
project in the study of Catullus, it is possible
to use a problematic text from that author,
such as carmen 107 (especially lines 7-8), as
an exemplar text for the students’ “edition”.
Such projects lend themselves to completion
over the course of a term, whether a semester
or quarter, and can easily form the backbone
of an extended class project.
Having provided some suggestions for the
study of Catullus via paleography, We will
now pass to another of the great Latin authors frequently read at the intermediate level.
Caesar’s Gallic War, once the food on which
generations of students of Latin were nourished, has undergone a decline in popularity
as a school text for beginning to intermediate
students of Latin. Although the reasons for
Caesar’s decline as a school text are manifold,
perhaps the most prominent and oft cited is
that he is “boring”.
What then can the instructor do to help alleviate the admitted monotony of the text? By
approaching selections of the Gallic War via
material culture, it is hoped that the students
will be able to connect with the text on a level
beyond the repetition of ablative absolutes and
result clauses. Moreover, rather than attempting to tackle large tracts of the text in an unbroken sequence, the selection of excerpts of
a few chapters on specific topics can also help
alleviate the boredom some might say is inherent in the work’s nature as memoir. Happily,
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Caesar’s is a text which lends itself quite well
to such an approach in select passages such as
the various “ethnographies” of the barbarian
tribes, passing mentions of Caesar’s army and
its great battles or his engineering exploits.
Admittedly, many of these various approaches
to the materiality of the Gallic War do not
necessarily lend themselves to hands-on projects for younger students (it is quite difficult
to build one’s own ballista, for example!), but
they do lend themselves toward the researching of the material aspects of the text, and
many of the resources for such an investigation are available online. Further, some of
the passages for suggested reading will likely
pique the interest of even those disinterested in
the text, for example the discussion of human
sacrifice at Book 6, chapter 16.

Issue 3

ship’s various interpretations of the text. Said
project could be accomplished by a simple
research paper, or by the building of a model
or drawing of a plan of the student’s interpretation of Caesar’s description, or a combination of both.
Similar projects can be undertaken for other
passages like the siege of Alesia or Avaricum,
which lend themselves particularly well to
the creation by the student of scale models,
or poster presentations. Students could also
undertake to research and report on the equipment of the Roman legionary of Caesar’s
army. This project is aided by numerous, easily accessible images of reconstructions of the
equipment of the Roman legionary, as well as
many introductory-level books on the subject.

We have seen thus far how teachers at all
For this particular subject, the “lesson plans”
levels might supplement the reading of Latin
provided are more ideas for directed readings
texts by the application of aspects of material
in the Gallic War that lend themselves to study culture to the text at hand. By approaching
via material culture and methods of engaging
the study of Latin with an eye towards matespecific selections from the text through proj- rial culture at least two goals can be reached:
ects or research papers. Exemplary of such
reminding the student of the reality and physian approach is Book 4, chapter 17, Caesar’s
cality of the Roman world they view through
famous description of the bridging of the
the lens of Latin texts, and, perhaps even more
Rhine. Much scholarly ink of the 19th century importantly, providing some renewed sense of
has been spilled and many models built in the relevance for a discipline that can easily seem
search for understanding what Caesar’s bridge disconnected from the modern world.
actually looked like. Because of the relative
brevity of the passage (about a page in length) All too often students at an introductory or
and its straightforward syntax, the general
intermediate level fall prey to viewing the
thrust of the description should be easily unstudy of Latin as a simple mechanical process
derstood. The project would be, however, for of translation, divorced from any context or
the student to engage with the text’s descripany thought of the people who wrote the texts
tion of the physical object and modern scholar- found on their page. But these texts were
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written by real men who were participating in
real events; they did not just spring up on the
student’s page at the urging of a publisher bent
on causing mental anguish.

before the printing press. The lives and experiences of Caesar’s legionaries on the march
are little different than those of the modern
soldier, save a few creature comforts.

The highlighting of material culture pertaining
to a given text can serve to create a link between the student and that text. Cicero, Caelius, Clodia and Catullus, too will seem far less
distant and aloof to the student who can draw
a parallel between their ancient cosmopolitan
lifestyle and the jet-set lives of Paris Hilton
or George Clooney. It is also important that
students not forget that for the average Roman
on the streets of Rome, the city was alive with
text: with advertisements, with pictures, with
slogans, just like Times Square is alive with
neon and billboards. The journey of Catullus’ Carmina across two millennia from his
wax tablets to the printed page of an AP Latin
textbook can be made more understandable, if
the student has an idea of the labor invested in
the publication of the written word in an era

By approaching the study of Latin at all levels
with an eye towards the reality and physicality of the lives and events contained within
the dusty texts of the classics, it is hoped that
students of our ever more modern world will
come to a deeper understanding of what they
read in Latin and see some relevance for their
own lives in the study of people and events so
distant in time from themselves. We hope that
the ideas provided in this presentation can help
teachers at all levels make Latin concrete.
[We would like to thank Prof. Holt Parker, in
whose paleography seminar many of the ideas
contained within this paper found root and
who provided a large number of the electronic
resources found on your handout.]

The new Ohio Classical Conference website
http://www.xavier.edu/OCC
Thanks to Ed Cueva and Xavier University, the Ohio Classical
Conference now has a new website at http://www.xavier.edu/OCC.
This site includes information regarding upcoming annual meetings,
OCC scholarships, and an archive of prior issues of Humanitas in PDF
format. Please consult the membership and email directories and add
or correct your information as appropriate. Thanks!
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Making Latin Concrete
Handout
Roman Jet-Set Society in Cicero’s Pro Caelio
Project Goal: to explore what the elite society described in the Pro Caelio looked
like and how Cicero uses it in his defense of Caelius.
Directions:
Part I (in class)
Short power-point presentation introducing students to displays of wealth by the elite Romans like Clodia in
the 1st C BC like the neighborhood on the Palatine Hill, pleasure-gardens, pleasure-barges, and Baiae.
Part II (in class)
Small group or large group discussion. (These questions can also be discussed in small groups as a lead-in to
large group discussion.) Students should have their textbook at hand in order to be able to cite the text in their
discussion. It may also be useful for them to have a printout of the power-point presentation so that they can
refer to specific images. Address the following questions (or questions like them):
1. In chapter 18, Cicero states that was important for Caelius to live on the Palatine Hill. What reasons does
he give? According to Cicero what are the positive and negative outcomes of his move? Considering the location of the neighborhood, the reality of its crowded and cramped spaces, and the location of the Palatine hill
in Rome, what are some possible unstated advantages or disadvantages to living there?
2. How does Caelius’ elite status bear on Cicero’s defense? After getting a picture of what that life looked
like, do you think that Cicero’s argument is sound? What is Cicero’s opinion of Clodia’s lifestyle? How does
he justify Caelius’ participation in similar types of activities? Why does he treat the two differently?
3. Keeping in mind that Cicero also lived on the Palatine Hill, that he tried (and failed) to purchase Clodia’s
gardens by the Tiber, and that he was a novus homo, how do you think he really felt about wealthy society?
4. In chapters 33-34, Cicero addresses Clodia in the guise of her ancestor Caecus. At the end of chapter 34,
he mentions two examples of famous Claudian architectural projects. What are they? How do they exemplify the difference between how the two generations publicly displayed their wealth?
5. Can you think of any modern examples of high profile legal cases where an elite lifestyle and conspicuous
displays of wealth affected the defense, prosecution, and outcome of the case?
Part III - (optional) Take Home Assignment
Any of the above questions can be turned into a short (1-2 page) paper assignment.
Other related topics could be more research oriented, perhaps leading to papers with in-class presentations on
topics like Roman houses in and out of the city, Roman resorts and baths (like those that are discussed in the
poison section of the defense), and Roman gardens, etc…
H U M A N I T A S
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Reading Latin Inscriptions
Project Goal: To show that many Latin inscriptions can be easily read and to explore how they can illuminate various aspects of Roman culture.
Part I: Background presentation on Inscriptions
An in-class presentation giving background on Latin inscriptions, what kinds of inscriptions there are,
how an epigraphist approaches a text, and what kind of information we can learn about Roman culture from
inscriptions.
Part II: Learn to be an Epigraphist
Step 1: Describe the stone and the inscriptions
Is the inscription on an object or a monument? What do the letters look like? How are the words separated?
How much other decoration is there and what does it look like?
Step 2: Transcribe the letters
Write out the letters of the inscription. Write out any abbreviated words or phrases completely.
Step 3: Guess at the date.
Look at the style of lettering or use or particular phrases (the cheat sheet will be helpful here!) Is a political
figure mentioned? Can you guess? Describe how you arrived at your conclusion.
Step 4: Translate your inscription!
Most Latin inscriptions are rather formulaic. They usually begin in the nominative or dative case. Names,
especially of prominent political figures, are often followed by a list of honorary titles. Use the cheat sheet to
help with abbreviations or unfamiliar words.
Step 5: Present your inscription to the rest of the class.
Part III: Take-Home Assignment
Option 1: Write a history of the monument.
Answer any of the following questions that apply:
What kind of inscription is it? [Epitaph, Dedicatory, Public Works, Honorary, etc…)
Who dedicated it? To whom was it dedicated?
What does the monument commemorate? What was the purpose of the inscription?
Who would have seen the inscription? Who could have read it?
Why do you think they abbreviated more in some inscriptions than others?
or
Option 2: Write your own inscription using the cheat sheet. Choose any of the types of monuments that were
presented in class. Make your inscription personal to you.

H U M A N I T A S
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Sample Inscriptions for Class Activity
Inscription 1: The arch of Titus
SENATUS | POPULUSQUE ROMANUS | DIVO TITO DIVI VESPANIANI F | VESPANIANO AUGUSTO
Inscription 2: Baths of Marcus Crassus Frugi from Pompeii
(CIL X.1063)
THERMAE | M CRASSI FRUGI | AQUA MARINA ET BALN | AQUA DULCI IANUARIUS L
Inscription 3: Milestone from Via Domitia. [This road the first Roman road built in Gaul ca.
118 BC by Gn. Domitius Ahenobarbus, and it ran from Toulouse to Bordeaux.]
(CIL XVII.223)
IMP CAESAR | DIVI HADRIAN F | T AELIUS HADRIAN | ANTONIN AUG PIUS | PONT
MAX TRIB POES | VIII IMP II COS IIII | P P RESTITUIT | VII
Inscription 4: Dedication on the temple of Antoninus Pius and Faustina
DIVO ANTONINO ET | DIVAE FAUSTINAE EX S C
Inscription 5: Tombstone of Marcus Favonius Facilis, a soldier from Colchester
M FAVON M F POL FACIL|LIS LEG XX VERECUND|US ET NOVICIUS LIB
POSU|ERUNT H S E
Some Helpful Websites
The American Society of Greek and Latin Epigraphy
http://asgle.classics.unc.edu
Introduction to Greek and Latin Epigraphy: A Beginner’s Guide
http://odur.let.rug.nl/~vannijf/epigraphy1.htm
Pyrrha’s Roman Pages
http://www.pyrrha.demon.co.uk/
H U M A N I T A S
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Inscription Cheat Sheet
Some Roman Pranomina
G				
Gaius
M				
Marcus
P 				
Publius
Q 				
Quintus
T				
Titus
Abbreviations
BALN			
balneum			
COS			
consul			
D M			
dis manibus			
D S P			
de sua pecunia		
F			
filius / filia				
H S E		
hic situs / sita est			
IMP			
imperator				
L			
libertus
/ liberta		
P P			
pater patriae				
PONT MAX
pontifex maximus			
S C			
senatus consulto			
S T T L		
sic tibi terra levis			
TRIB POTES tribunicia potestas			
V S L M		
votum solvit libens merito
Common Words and Phrases
annorum						
ex testamento					
fecit							
senatus populusque romanus			
restituit						
thermae						
vivus sibi fecit					
vixit annis / annos plus minus 		

bath
yearly Roman magistrate
to the sprits of the dead
at their own expense
son / daughter
he / she lies here
imperial title or acclaimed victor
freedman / freedwoman
father of his country
chief Roman priest
by decree of the Senate
may the earth lie lightly upon you
held tribunician power
fulfilled his vow willingly and deservedly

of years
according to the provisions of the will
made
The Senate and the Roman People
restored
hot baths
had it made for him/herself while still living
lived ____ years more or less

H U M A N I T A S
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Catullus Taught Through Paleography
1. Concept:
I. For any Latin class above the intermediate level, especially those whose text is Catullus.
II. Because of the tenuous nature of the Catullan manuscript tradition, he provides a good
starting point from which to introduce paleography.
III. The teaching of paleography and the manuscript tradition reminds students of the fact that
a text is (or was) a physical object and that the text of an author that appears in a textbook did
not magically appear on the page, and further, for more advanced classes, serves as an illustration of the reasons why critical texts are supplied with apparatus critici.
2. Lesson Plan
IV. Introduction to paleography.
a. Definition of paleography.
b. Definition of relevant terminology (e.g. minuscule/majuscule, serif, ligature, textura/formata, codex, folio, recto/verso, Tironian notes, etc.).
V. (Chronological) Introduction to various Latin scripts (rustic capitals, uncial, insular,
Merovingian, Carolingian, Beneventan, Gothic, etc.).
a. Depending on the level of students, this can be introduced simply by images of the various scripts or supplemented with a more intensive introduction to the script (e.g. with descriptions of distinctive letters within that script and their ductus).
VI. Introduction to textual analysis (for more advanced classes only).
a. Recension, examination, conjecture.
b. Genealogical approach of Lachmann.
VII.The physical text.
a. Look at photographs (digital or otherwise) of MSS of various ancient authors.
i. A rustic capital text or uncial text is a good starting point for ease of reading.
1. The Vergilius Romanus (Vat. lat. 3225 and 3867), digital images of which can easily be
found by doing a Google image search for “Vergilius Romanus” (results, e.g. http://vergil.
classics.upenn.edu/images/images.html) .
b. Draw attention to illumination.
c. If resources permit, have students interact with a facsimile of a MS; particularly good
way to avoid the tendency inherent in the digital world to attempt to “zoom in” electronically
and forces students to look at a text in nearly the same format as a scribe copying the text
would have seen it.
VIII.Application via project(s).
a. Students transcribe a text from an image and create a diplomatic text.
i. Using Catullus 107 if an image of a MS can be found.
H U M A N I T A S
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b. Students make their own quills or reed pens and transcribe a modern printed text into an
script of their choice.
c. Above, with students passing their manuscripts to other students for transcription.
d. As a short exercise for advanced students, provide them with a copy of a poem from a
critical edition (e.g. OCT or Teubner) and then provide them with photographs of MSS of the
passage in question and see if they can place the various unknown MSS into the tradition by
variant readings offered (and identified by the apparatus criticus of the critical edition).
3. Annotated collection of Internet resources for the teaching of paleography:
a. http://medievalwriting.50megs.com/writing.htm
b. http://www.unigre.urbe.it/pubblicazioni/lasala/WEB/INDICE.HTM
c. http://image.ox.ac.uk/list?collection=bodleian
d. http://www.ualberta.ca/~sreimer/ms-course.htm
e. http://www.georgetown.edu/labyrinth/subjects/mss/paleobib.html
i. a bibliography of paleography and codicology
f. http://sunsite.berkeley.edu/Scriptorium/
g. http://www.geocities.com/TimesSquare/5615/quill/english.html
h. http://vindolanda.csad.ox.ac.uk/index.shtml
i. http://www.nd.edu/~medvllib/scripts.html
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			 Construction Stories in
		
Herodotus and Thucydides
▪ Edith Foster, The College of Wooster, efoster@wooster.edu

O

nce upon a time, writes Herodotus, there
was a very intelligent queen of Babylon,
called Nitocris. She thought to defend Babylon
from the Medes by rerouting and slowing the
Euphrates River, which flowed right though
the city, and thus to make it more difficult for
the Medes to attack or to spy on her affairs
(1.185.1-7). The fulfillment of this idea
required an enormous amount of construction,
including digging and reinforcing new river
channels and an artificial reservoir for the
Euphrates (1.185.2-7). Nitocris completed
these constructions, but she failed of her
larger aim when Cyrus the Great imitated her
cleverness. The Persian learned from Nitocris’
example and constructions (1.191.3), and then
turned Nitocris’ strategies against Babylon:
by building a second reservoir he once again
slowed down and lowered the Euphrates River.
As is famous, the tactic made it possible for his
soldiers to walk into the heavily fortified city on
the riverbed of the Euphrates (1.191.3-4).
A few generations later, and after Nitocris’
descendents had been subdued, there was another great King of Persia. He harnessed the
powers of nature, joining lands separated by
the sea and separating lands by inserting sea
into them. This was Xerxes, son of Darius,

who bridged the Hellespont, and built the
canal at Athos.
The epic proportions of these constructions
reflect the epic roles Herodotus gives to the
royalty who built them. Herodotus devotes to
his construction accounts full blown stories,
with beginnings, middles, and ends, morals and moralizing, and the full panoply of
rhetorical devices that makes his writing so
fascinating and entertaining. One of these devices is certainly akribeia: the precise depiction of the physical realities of construction. I
this paper I discuss a few sample construction
stories and their narrative contexts, not just
in Herodotus, but also in his imitator, Thucydides.
Let us begin with Xerxes’ canal at Athos.
Herodotus begins his story of the Athos canal
by describing the size and fame of Mount
Athos and the number of cities upon it. Then
he remarks on Xerxes’ power to change the
nature of this place. There were at least six
cities on Athos, “which cities,” Herodotus
says, “the Persian was at that time setting out
to make into island cities instead of mainland
cities” (7.22.3).
Herodotus says that Xerxes intends to cause
the cities to become island rather than mainland places. This remark seems strange to us
until we remember how important the disH U M A N I T A S
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tinction could be, and that others had publicly
dreamed they could do that which Xerxes was
here achieving. For instance, we might remember Pericles’ wishful remark about Athens in
book one of Thucydides: “If we were islanders,” he says, “who could take us?” (1.143.5).
As an island, Pericles imagines, Athens would
be fundamentally more secure.
Herodotus’ remark imputes to Xerxes the
intention to use a power others can only wish
for, and links this construction story to his
exploration of Xerxes’ monarchical power. As
we shall see, Herodotus’ analysis of the effects
of this power is at the center of his Athos narrative.
Herodotus writes up the story of the Athos
canal as follows:
[1] …the barbarians were digging in the following way, once they had distributed the land
among the peoples. Having made a straight
line along the city Sane, when the ditch got
deep, those standing at the lowest level were
digging, and others handed on each successive
load of landfill to still others who were standing higher upon the scaffolding, and these, in
turn, were passing it on to others, until it came
to those on top. These carried it out and threw
it away. [2] And it is a fact that the breaking
edges of the ditch were giving double labor
to everyone but the Phoenicians. For since
they had made the openings above and below
with the same measure, this sort of thing [i.e.
double labor] was going to happen for them.
[3] But the Phoenicians showed intelligence in
their other projects and especially in this one.
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For having parceled out by lot as much land as
fell to them, they dug the upward opening of
the ditch, making it twice as wide as the channel itself needed to be, and as the work progressed they made their channel narrower and
narrower. And at the bottom their work was
equal to the others… (7.23.1-3)
Herodotus’ compressed description of how the
project was measured out and the dirt traded
up to the top gives an initial impression that
the construction process was well organized.
In the second sentence, however, this impression is contradicted. In fact, wasteful lack of
organization was characteristic of all peoples
except the Phoenicians, who are introduced
in sentence three. Initially, therefore, the story
has all of the appearances of a fable, and the
moral seems clear, perhaps even boring: Because they tried to do the least possible work,
the other peoples have been punished with
“double labor.” Only the Phoenicians have
taken an intelligent approach, digging at a
manageable angle so that their wastes can be
hauled away efficiently.
We notice that the point for point explanation
of the physical processes of construction is
intermittent. Detailed description of labor is
deployed when it contributes to characterizing
the workers. Otherwise, the construction process, for instance of the initial stages of digging the canal, is not described (cf. sentence
1). Clearly Herodotus was more interested in
characterization than comprehensiveness. Why
did Herodotus chose to tell the story in this
way, and what does the story mean? The explanation comes in the next sentence:
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And to sum it all up I find that Xerxes commanded them to dig the ditch out of arrogance,
because he wished to display his power, and
in order to leave behind a monument. For it
would have been possible with no labor to
drag the boats across the isthmus, but he commanded them to dig a ditch for the sea wide
enough for two triremes to sail abreast. The
same men who were assigned the digging were
also assigned to bridge the Strymon River by
a bridge, yoking it [i.e. joining the two banks].
(7.24.1)
The point of the characterizations of the
workers was to reveal the effects of Xerxes’
tyranny. The workers could no doubt see
what Herodotus relates, namely that the huge
project fulfilled no practical need. Moreover,
Herodotus’ timely relation of the fact that these
same people would soon be sent out to the
next project shows that endless labor was their
fate. The psychological inertia of the conscript
peoples reflects their reaction to the necessity
to fulfill Xerxes’ irrational commands, and
is comparable to the behavior Herodotus describes as typical of the conscripts in Xerxes’
army.
Thus the little story is nicely constructed.
Xerxes will make the cities of Athos into island cities, and not for any reasonable cause,
but because his hubris requires this particular
excess: the judgment we read here is in fact
one of Herodotus’ harshest words on Xerxes.
Furthermore, there is a direct relation between
Herodotus’ carefully organized description of
the physical reality of the construction process and his judgment upon Xerxes. At Athos,
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Herodotus shows, a lot of people loaded baskets of dirt and bumbled around in the muck.
Xerxes can compel them to labor in this way,
and this labor is the actual physical sign of his
power. However, this labor was hardly glorious, indeed: the quality of labor Xerxes can
compel is of the very lowest. By choosing to
depict the dirty process of construction, rather
than the finished deed, Herodotus has robbed
the project of all glamour. At Athos only the
Phoenicians are admirable, and in their intelligence they contrast sharply with Xerxes’
wasteful use of imperial resources. In a sense,
they rise above the king, refusing to be reduced to beasts of burden by the king’s heavy
and unnecessary commands, but insisting on
an intelligent procedure. Herodotus has rewarded them with eternal praise.
One further note: Herodotus’ mention of the
ordinary elements of nature in this story helps
to display a lesson about nature that seems to
be important in both historians. For Herodotus
shows, here and elsewhere, that the elements
themselves do not bend or change for Xerxes,
although he may briefly compel them to assume unnatural roles or situations. The stubbornly friable banks of the canal display the
limits of Xerxes’ power over nature, which
remains fundamentally intractable to his commands, becoming inglorious mud regardless of
his grand conception of the project.
Thucydides’ reputation as a fierce scientist
of warfare leaves us unprepared for what we
actually find when we look at construction stories in Thucydides’ History. For many of them
are stories of construction chaos. We think of
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the frantic building of the Athenian city wall in
book one (1.90-93), the equally frantic contest
of building and destroying siege walls at Syracuse in book six (6.75.1-7.6.4), or finally, the
example in the present paper, the story of the
fortification of Pylos. By contrast to Herodotus’ story of Xerxes’ over-determined project
at Athos, nothing could be more random than
the story of the fortification of Pylos in Thucydides. The construction was a project literally
without a leader or a plan, and the fortification
worked only because it was the right idea at
the right time.
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thenes’ point of view, partly simply by spending some time spelling it out, and partly by
contrasting it with the witty, but unproductive,
put-down cited as the opposing opinion. The
reader is therefore on Demosthenes’ side. Furthermore, Thucydides supports Demosthenes
in even another way, for he shows that Demosthenes is basing his plan on a perception and
analysis of the natural world.

Compare very briefly Thucydides’ presentation
of Themistocles at 1.93.3, where Thucydides is
talking about the plan of the Peiraeus wall and
its significance: “[Themistocles]”, he writes,
In Thucydides’ story the general Demosthenes “believed that the place was good [kalos],
has seen the natural advantages of Pylos, a
since it possessed three natural harbors…”
site on the west coast of the Peloponnesus. He Themistocles, like Demosthenes, bases his
is encamped there with a large contingent of
plan on a perception of a natural advantage:
Athenians, but has failed to convince his felthis type of character is opposed to characters
low generals, or anyone else, for that matter, to like Herodotus’ Xerxes, who try to impose
fortify the place.
themselves and their plans with or without
nature’s cooperation. We can observe that the
Demosthenes wanted to fortify the site as soon historians often depict an intelligent perception
as they got there…and he showed [them] the
of natural facts as the foundation of a successready supply of heavy wood and stones and
ful construction or military plan. Demosthenthat the place was by nature strong and that
es, in this case, had formulated an intelligent
both the place itself and the country around
analysis. As Thucydides tells the story, he got
were entirely deserted. For Pylos is about 400 no official support of any kind for his idea, but
stades from Sparta, and is in the land that was nevertheless, it was carried out:
once Messenia, but the Spartans call it Koruphasios. They, however, responded that there
And so he didn’t persuade either the generals
were lots of deserted promontories in the Pelo- or the soldiers, and later on, after he had also
ponnesus if he wanted to cost the city money
shared his idea with the divisional commandcapturing them. (4.3.2-3)
ers, [the Athenians] were at leisure because
they could not sail until the urge to fortify the
Without being able to cite the narrative context place fell upon the soldiers themselves, since
in detail, it is perhaps relevant to point out that they were standing around with nothing to
in this passage Thucydides sides with Demos- do. And once they had taken the job in hand
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they kept working at it, although they had no
iron tools for working stone, but were bringing unworked stones, and they placed them
where each one happened to somehow fit. And
the mud, if they somehow happened to need
it, since they lacked baskets they were carrying it on their backs, bending forward so that
it would stay up better, and intertwining their
hands behind them so that it would not fall
off. And they were hurrying as much as they
could so as to fortify [Pylos] as defensibly as
possible before the Spartans could come to the
rescue…(4.4.1)
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techniques, but has an opposite intention. The
improvised and mucky effort at Pylos lays the
foundation for an extraordinary Athenian victory, one that will bring the Spartans to their
knees in a way not previously imagined. Preparation, planning, convenience, organization:
all these things turn out to be secondary to the
fact that the construction achieved a necessary
aim at a necessary time.

Thus we once again notice that the plot of the
story is tightly constructed. Demosthenes’ idea
was a good one, and it did not matter that he
was not the one to bring it to fruition. The eaThucydides follows Herodotus’ techniques for gerness of the Athenian laborers reflects their
creating this kind of scene. Like Herodotus
conviction that idea was sound. Contrast this
he uses precise description of human labor
to Herodotus’ Athos story in which the highand the materials of construction to reveal his est imperial aspirations to glory are thwarted
workers. The Athenians’ self-motivated energy by the uselessness of the main idea. Contrast
and determination at this moment emerges
also the psychology of the workers: the unfrom a presentation of the specific ways in
commanded Athenians find ways to get things
which they solved their problems. Lacking
done, although they have almost nothing to
tools, as Thucydides twice points out, and
work with but nature itself. The enslaved
building with unworked stones, the Athenians conscripts of Xerxes’ host do not, for the most
must deploy their bodies, here vividly prespart, try to solve problems. The plots are opent in the story about how the soldiers carried posed, but the message is the same: appearancmud on their backs, and must make energy and es can be deceptive. The character or meaning
improvisation accomplish what could have
of a construction project is determined by the
been done much more easily with tools and
intelligence and situation of those who commachines.
mand and build. Xerxes’ project seems grand.
The fortification of Pylos seems humble. The
The vivid description of the muddy ordinaritruth is otherwise.
ness of it all makes the opposite point from
Herodotus’ description of the dirty diggers at
Finally, the means used to tell the two stories
Athos: Herodotus’ story confounded Xerxes’
are quite similar. In both, the vivid descripdelusions of grandeur, and gave glory instead
tion of the construction process, rather than of
to the level-headed Phoenicians. The story of
a finished project, is used to characterize the
the fortification of Pylos employs the same
builders in a precise way, to show their situ-
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ation, and to set the reader on the road to the
next actions of the plot. I argue that our sample
stories of Athos and Pylos show that construction stories in the historians are far from mere
reportage. They have close rhetorical connections to the surrounding narrative context,
and are deployed to support the authors’ over
all narrative intentions.
Throughout the previous argument I have emphasized the commonalities between Herodotus and Thucydides in respect to construction
narratives. It is therefore only a slight digression from our main theme if I emphasize once
more that Thucydides’ imitations of Herodotus’ style in regard to construction stories can
be very close. To illustrate this, I would like to
pull out a sentence from Herodotus’ story of
the construction of the defensive wall across
the Isthmus of Corinth during the Persian
Wars, and put it beside a sentence drawn from
Thucydides’ description of the construction
of the Spartan siege wall at Plataea during the
Peloponnesian War.
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cording to the rests they took, with the result
that some were carrying and others taking
sleep and food.” (2.75.2-3)]
One sentence from each author is obviously
not enough to prove the close connection I am
claiming here, but together with the other evidence we have seen today, it can help demonstrate that connection. Like Herodotus, Thucydides chooses a variety of nouns, rather than
a variety of verbs, to create a vivid picture of
the construction process; like Herodotus, he
eschews adjectives. In both historians the accumulating concrete nouns, joined by polysyndeton, illustrate the historians’ explanations of
hectic and unceasing labor: there was no time
to be fussy about materials, everything useful went into the job. The similarities of style
seem to me to be marked, and it is useful to
note that Thucydides must have read Herodotus’ construction stories carefully.

Finally, let us return very briefly to Nitocris,
Cyrus, and the story of their transformations
of the Euphrates River. Herodotus lavished
Concerning the fortification of the Isthmus, at intense attention not only on his description
8.71.2 Herodotus reports that the Spartans and of the construction of the walls of Babylon
their allies “… brought in stones and bricks
(1.178-179), but also on his description of the
and logs and baskets full of sand, and those
organization of the magnificent city within
who had come to help rested at no time, during them (1.180-183). In these narratives we find
neither the night nor during the day.” Thucythe close descriptions and focus on the condides, in his turn, is reporting on the Spartan
crete that characterize the construction stories
siege of Plataea in 428. He reports that the
we have looked at today. By contrast, the subSpartans at Plataea “were carrying wood for
sequent story of Nitocris’ and Cyrus’ projects
[the mound] and stones and earth and whatev- does not contain detailed close up descriptions
er else, being thrown in, would help hurry the of the construction process. Our introductory
job along. And they labored for [an unknown] example belongs to a different species of narnumber of days continuously, divided up acrative. In fact, the Cyrus and Nitocris story
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focuses on the commands and achievements of chose to emphasize the characters of the leadeach ruler, and does not provide much detail
ers, and therefore chose a different narrative
about how these commands were achieved.
strategy. The story of the two clever rulers is a
story of competing constructions, in which he
And this is not unimportant to note. In the
who constructed last, laughed last. This narratwo historians the depiction of the constructive required more summary than detail, and
tion process can be pushed to the surface of
the adoption of a narrative perspective that
a narrative, or also not, since each historian
frequently included a bird’s eye view of the
uses construction stories for a variety of
planet, rather than a close up view of muddy
purposes. When the construction process is
trenches. We cannot discuss these strategies
emphasized, the people fulfilling the comhere, but can only remark on the range of techmands and the materials necessary to achieve
niques deployed to make construction stories
the tasks become prominent. By contrast, in
effective for a variety of aims in both historithe story of Nitocris and Cyrus, Herodotus
ans.
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Ohio Classical Conference
Annual Latin Week – Folder Cover Design Contest
For students enrolled in Latin, Greek, or Classics courses
Purpose: Students are challenged to create an original design for a folder cover that educates
their school and community about the importance and relevance of Latin, Greek, and/or Classics.
Participation: Students may participate in one of three divisions, as follows:
1. Middle School (grades 5–8)
2. High School, Level I (grades 9–10)
3. High School, Level II (grades 11–12)
Requirements: In order for the judge to consider a design, students must meet the following criteria:
1. Designs must be 8 ½” x 11”. Please indicate the desired color of the lettering and the
background.
2. Designs must be original.
3. Two copies of each design must be submitted, each with a copy of the Application Form.
Teachers can make copies of the Application Form as needed. Students should place their
names and school information on the Application Form, not on the design itself. Please attach
the Application Form to the design.
4. Only five different designs may be submitted by a school in any single division.
5. The teacher of the competing school must be a member of the Ohio Classical Conference.
6. All designs become property of the Ohio Classical Conference and will not be returned.
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Criteria for Judging:
1. VISUAL IMPACT: Does the design have visual impact? Is it neat and well presented? Is
the design appropriate for a folder cover?
2. VERBAL IMPACT: Does the message promote the Classics? Is the wording correct, appealing, and memorable? Were Latin or Greek words used correctly?
3. CREATIVITY: Is the design original? Did the student show imagination
Prizes:
First and second place winners in each category will win a set of twenty folders with their
designs. The first place winner will also receive a monetary award.
First prize:
Second prize:

20 folders with design of the winner + monetary awards
20 folders with design of the second-place winner

Use of Winning Design: Winning folder designs will be displayed, publicly recognized, and
available for sale at the next annual meeting of the Ohio Classical Conference. The winners
will also be announced in a future edition of Humanitas, the newsletter of the Ohio Classical
Conference.
Deadline:
All entries must be postmarked by Friday, May 18, 2007.
Submission:
Send all entries to:
Gwen Compton-Engle
Department of Classical & Modern Languages
John Carroll University
20700 N. Park Blvd.
University Heights, OH 44118
e-mail: gcomptonengle@jcu.edu
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Ohio Classical Conference
Annual Latin Week – Folder Cover Design Contest
2006–2007 School Year
Student’s Name: ________________________________________________
Home Address: ________________________________________________
City, State, Zip: ________________________________________________

Check the division in which this design is to be entered:
_____ Middle School (grades 5–8)
_____ High School, Level I (grades 9–10)
_____ High School, Level II (grades 11–12)
School Name:		

________________________________________________

School Address: ________________________________________________
City, State, Zip: ________________________________________________
Teacher’s Name: ________________________________________________
Teacher’s Address:

________________________________________________

City, State, Zip: ________________________________________________
Teacher’s phone: ________________________________________________
Teacher’s e-mail:

________________________________________________

H U M A N I T A S

25

