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“On Being a Classicist” 

 

It’s not every day that one has a poem written about oneself, but that recently 

happened to me. Before I came to St. Andrew’s, I was an English professor at small liberal 

arts college in Chestertown, MD. I taught literature, history, and writing classes, as well as 

elementary Latin and Greek. When my wife and I began teaching at the College in 2008, we 

were joined by a new creative writing professor, Jehanne Dubrow, who became my trusted 

friend and colleague. I’ve always admired Jehanne as an artist; she is at once fierce and 

unafraid, vulnerable and erudite.  

Jehanne and I started together, and in an unexpected turn she and I left the College at 

the same time. The reasons of our departures were different, but both of us were wounded in 

the maze of higher education. We suffered quiet indignities, casual cruelties, and public 

humiliations. Luckily we made it out, choosing to begin again, and finding happiness in new 

professional endeavors.  

A perceptive and emotionally honest poet, Jehanne mined her experiences at the 

College to write a book called Wild Kingdom, which was published in February. One of her 

poems, “Memory of a Year with Allusions to the Greeks,” features me, “the classicist.” It’s an 

elegiac poem about our friendship, specifically in that last year, and it’s a poem that can be 

understood on different levels: the intertextual references to ancient Greek drama and 
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Homer’s Odyssey, and the personal details that help me to remember the good and the bad. I 

asked Jehanne to read the poem for this talk, and I’d like to share her voice with you.1    

This poem stirs all kinds of emotions in me: appreciation for Jehanne and her gift of 

metaphorical expression; wistful nostalgia for my formative experiences as a college 

professor; bilious anger, sometimes, for those who could have helped me but chose not to; 

but, ultimately, deep gratitude for what I have now: my students, colleagues, and friends. 

In Jehanne’s poem I am a classicist, and at St. Andrew’s I am a classicist as well, but 

that title obscures much of my daily work: some of it professional, more of it human. 

Nevertheless, if I am a classicist, then I should explain to you what I think this means. So that 

is my subject today, and it is timely given recent scrutiny of the field of classical studies in the 

New York Times and elsewhere. However, I hope you will understand that to be a classicist is 

not just a title, job, or membership in an academic discipline. It’s an ethos, a way of looking at 

the world that is unique, joyful, and eternal.  

Perhaps you already have a sense of what it means to be a classicist: that classicists are 

students like Piper, Zadoc, Leila, Marvi, Riley, Will, Andrew, and Owen – our senior 

Latinists, some of whom also study ancient Greek. Classicists are like Christo, Edmund, 

Pranay, and Mr. Sanchez, who traveled with me to Italy in 2019 and learned so much about 

the ancient Mediterranean world. Classicists are like Adelaide, Sonal, Zoe, Sage, Jun, Shane, 

Noah, JT, Nate, Crawford, and Stewart – all currently studying ancient Athenian democracy 

 
1 The text of the poem appears at the end of this talk. Her reading can be found here.  

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1COEyfqnIOyIIOWWlQPp0QpHkKboTpHIF/view?usp=sharing
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and reading Thucydides’ History of the Peloponnesian War. Classicists are like Jake, Javi, Kyle, 

Will, Daniel, Elizabeth, Pearl, Julian, Ms. Ferguson, Dr. Hyde, Dr. Geiersbach, Mr. Gold, Mrs. 

Kelsey, and Mrs. Taylor – all of whom are supporting an integrated arts project inspired by 

Aristophanes’ ancient Greek comedy called Clouds.  

Classicists are everywhere, and you are a classicist, it seems to me, if you’ve ever 

wondered about the Greek and Latin of St. Andrew’s: on our school seal and diplomas, along 

the walls of the chapel, behind me on the Garth, or on the Wyeth mural in the dining hall.  

 

Take a look at our iconic mural, which was dedicated in 1938. On the left side is a 

foundational myth of St. Andrew’s: the enigmatic alma mater, the Latin for nourishing 

mother.2 She sits majestically, staring out at us, harnessing the power of the Macedonian lions 

perched on the chair behind her. Underneath is a stone pedestal, fronted with an imposing 

eagle, the bird symbolic of Olympian Zeus, of the Roman empire, and of the United States 

itself. Directly above the eagle is an ancient Greek inscription written in all-capitals: ΠΙΣΤΙΣ 

 
2 On the St. Andrew’s Mural, cf. Dana Byrd (2002): < https://d3b8mu96upy1t7.cloudfront.net/s3fs-public/2017-

10/1094_001.pdf> 

 

https://d3b8mu96upy1t7.cloudfront.net/s3fs-public/2017-10/1094_001.pdf
https://d3b8mu96upy1t7.cloudfront.net/s3fs-public/2017-10/1094_001.pdf
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ΚΑΙ ΕΠΙΣΤΗΜΗ, faith and learning. Our nourishing mother is surrounded by boys: 

scholars, athletes, poets, and patriots. They revel in her generative power.   

The mural is at once perfect and imperfect. Perfect, in the sense that it captures, like a 

snapshot of a single, completed action, the ideals of the school when it was founded – a 

visual preterite of a time now gone. The mural, however, is imperfect, because it reveals little 

about the future of the school: coeducational, diverse, dynamic, and international. We are 

also missing important contextual information, with rumors and anecdotes often replacing 

facts. What was Wyeth’s process as a painter? What do the illegible inscriptions around the 

canvas mean? Whose face was the model for the alma mater?3 

I hope that you’re starting to sense what it means to be a classicist. Classicists look 

carefully at the data presented – whether that data is a text, a painting, a sculpture, or a stone 

inscription. Classicists mine the archives, looking through old books to glean new 

knowledge. Most importantly, classicists see and document what is there, but are also 

sensitive to the twinges of what is not there – of what is missing – of what was but no longer 

is. As writer Daniel Mendelsohn beautifully articulates, “To be a classicist, to really be a 

classicist, is to bear the responsibility of being as aware of what we have lost as we are of 

what has survived.”4 

 
3 Information about the school mural can be found in N.C. Wyeth’s catalogue raisonné: 

<http://collections.brandywine.org/ncwcr/2162/murals--st-andrews-school/objects> 

 
4 Daniel Mendelsohn, “Lost Classics,” The American Scholar (2009). 

 

http://collections.brandywine.org/ncwcr/2162/murals--st-andrews-school/objects
https://theamericanscholar.org/lost-classics/
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Moreover, to be a classicist is to be sensitive to how the imagery and ideas of ancient 

Greece and Rome are utilized by the modern world. One does the work of a classicist when 

reading Salvage the Bones and considering how Jesmyn Ward universalizes the ancient myth 

of Medea – a woman who is at once a mother, fighter, protector, witch, avenger, and killer. 

To be a classicist is to explore the push and pull of ancient and modern, the dance of life 

between past and present. 

For every creative and affirming use of ancient Greek and Roman culture in the 

modern world, there are also negative receptions in which ancient material is used to 

validate xenophobia, misogyny, militarism, racism, white nationalism, and hate. To be a 

classicist, then, is to feel revulsion for ignorant, ahistorical misappropriations of classical 

ideas and to correct the record whenever possible.5 

 

 

 

One doesn’t need to be a classicist to apprehend the frightening events of January 6th, 

2021, about 100 days ago. An obstreperous, violent mob, egged on by cynical public figures, 

stormed the US Capitol, a temple of democracy, a phrase that could easily apply to the 

ancient Parthenon on the Athenian Acropolis. Like many of you, I watched the attack live on 

television, and I was disgusted by the images, sounds, and furies that emerged on that day. 

 
5 See, for instance, Donna Zuckerberg, Not All Dead White Men (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2018). 
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Particularly dismaying to me were those in the mob who costumed themselves like Greek 

hoplite soldiers; or who wore anti-Semitic t-shirts with Roman imagery; or who waved flags 

with the Greek phrase, ΜΟΛΩΝ ΛΑΒΕ (“come and take them”), an expression attributed to 

a Spartan king and often used by gun rights activists (#2).6 However, one photograph from 

that day remains stuck in my mind. Perhaps you saw it too and wondered about the 

symbolism. Why is this image so haunting? (#3) 

We’re looking at the east doorway of the Senate chamber. The 

inscription above the door reads, ANNUIT COEPTIS, a phrase inspired 

by the Roman poet Vergil. In the Aeneid, an epic poem that seems to 

sanction divinely inspired empire, the son of Aeneas, battling indigenous 

Italians, prays to Jupiter, the king of the gods: “All-powerful Jupiter,” he 

cries, “favor my bold undertakings.”7 In Vergil, the verb is an imperative, 

but in the American context, it is a third person singular, with no explicit subject. Instead, the 

subject is understood as the omnipotent Christian God or the rational eye of panoptic 

Providence. The inscription can thus be translated: “He has favored our undertakings.” 

 
6 The images in this talk were taken from Pharos: Doing Justice to the Classics: 

<http://pages.vassar.edu/pharos/2021/01/14/capitol-terrorists-take-inspiration-from-ancient-world/> 

 
7 Aeneid Book 9.625: Iuppiter omnipotēns, audācibus adnue coeptīs. In another work called the Georgics, Vergil 

addresses Augustus, the emperor of Rome: dā facilem cursum atque audācibus adnue coeptīs (Georgics 1.40). 

http://pages.vassar.edu/pharos/2021/01/14/capitol-terrorists-take-inspiration-from-ancient-world/
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Underneath the Latin inscription is a marble 

relief sculpture called Patriotism.8 An eagle stands 

on the left, with three military stars above its head. 

An idealized male citizen leans on a plow; he holds a sword in his right hand and an olive 

branch, a symbol of peace, in his left. By now I hope the classical imagery is apparent, and I 

hope you can understand how ancient words and symbols work together to tell a story of 

American ideals and divine grace. Despite the fact that most folks can’t understand the Latin, 

it nevertheless conveys timeless and austere authority, while the sculpture reifies American 

exceptionalism. 

But then there is the jarring presence of a man jumping down onto the Senate floor. 

What is he doing? Why is he there? I don’t know what is in this man’s heart, but as a 

classicist, I can tell you what it made me see and how it made me feel. The unlucky 

juxtaposition of monument and madness made me see the fragility of liberal democracy. It 

made me see our political vulnerabilities; it made me see the importance of capable 

leadership. For the first time in about twenty years, it made me feel the impermanence of the 

American democratic experiment, the closeness of chaos to our culture. It made me see the 

“illusion” of liberal-humanist values to which Kazuo Ishiguro prophetically refers in his 2017 

Nobel prize lecture.9 We suffered that day, but we survived, and we must bear the 

 
8 See William Kloss and Diane K. Skvarla, United States Senate Catalogue of Fine Art, p. 306-7. 

<https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/GPO-CDOC-107sdoc11/pdf/GPO-CDOC-107sdoc11.pdf> 

 

https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/GPO-CDOC-107sdoc11/pdf/GPO-CDOC-107sdoc11.pdf
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responsibility for what we lost – some innocence, some goodness, and, most regrettably, 

some human lives.  

I don’t want to leave you in a bleak mood, so here is an optimistic coda... We survived, 

and we as a community and a nation will be stronger if we who learn from suffering 

recommit to the ideals of liberal democracy – and, by extension, the ideals of liberal 

education. What that means, then, in very practical terms, is that we have to choose; we have 

to exercise the free will bestowed on us by the divine. We face big choices in life, we face 

strategic choices, but most of our choices are small – so small, so unglamorous, so quotidian 

that oftentimes we don’t even know that we’re making them. Over days and weeks these 

choices become habits – habits that become the air that we breathe – and we owe it to 

ourselves to cultivate a human habitat in which we breathe virtuous, alimentary air. If we do 

so, then over months and years this air becomes ethos, and they fuse together as if they were 

once whole – soulmates reunited – air and ethos, habits and character, ΠΙΣΤΙΣ ΚΑΙ 

ΕΠΙΣΤΗΜΗ.  

So if we can choose, let’s choose to listen to one another and find common ground. 

Let’s choose to be kind, compassionate, and loyal. Let’s choose to fight chaos with love. Let’s 

choose to live with confidence and conviction; let’s choose to be wary of hubris and discord. 

Let’s choose to remember the good and the bad; let’s choose to forgive and begin again. Let’s 

 
9 Kazuo Ishiguro, “My Twentieth Century Evening and Other Small Breakthroughs: The Nobel Lecture,” (New 

York: Knopf, 2017) 39. 
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choose to seek progress, not perfection. As a classicist, I contend that we must choose to 

believe in things bigger than ourselves – perhaps something divine, perhaps something 

mystical, perhaps something deeply humanistic. Let’s choose to have faith in our learning, 

and as Ms. Duprey eloquently explained last week, let’s choose to learn about the power of 

faith… These are our choices, and they start right now.  

 

After the talk, John Teti performed Cat Stevens’ “Miles from Nowhere.” 
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Memory of a Year with Allusions to the Greeks by Jehanne Dubrow  
 

When I had company, it might have been 

the classicist who sat with me—  

he would have called that year cloud-cuckoo-land.  

 

We worked in a place of claw and pinion. Beak.  

Outside, a shadow bird was cawing  

on the branch, all signs gesturing at catastrophe.  

 

Some ancient playwright said  

Grief’s an avalanche whose weight we cannot stop,  

of course, I’m paraphrasing here. 

 

We rolled boulders to a hilltop. 

We commiserated in the maze of our small suffering.  

The Greeks would have named the classicist kind natured.  

 

He told me once he hated 

how that year had smashed the clay of him,  

breathed anger in his lungs.  

 

Beyond my window, the great green lawn remained  

indifferent, and in the warmer months,  

students drowsed on towels, golden figures in the light.  

 

And then, sudden as a crane that lowers gods onto the stage, 

the classicist and I were both leaving, a strange departure  

from the mythology. We were leaving  

 

even the monster of that year—the many-headed one  

so hungry it would feed upon its own serrated self.  

I don’t remember our goodbye.  

 

I hope somewhere he’s still explaining 

what the Greeks believed about pain, how the body keeps on  

bleeding and we spit the poison out.  

 

That snake-bitten year—I’ll strike it  

in revenge for how it wounded us. I’ll string the bow.  

I’ll send the arrow through a dozen iron rings. 


