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ABSTRACT

WhatmakesMaryBearduniqueamongotherclassicistsishercontrarianattitudetorejectcommon
factsrelatedtoclassicworld.Bread’sraregiftforcommunicatingwithawiderangeofaudiences
hascausedher togainsomedegreeof famebeyond theacademicenvironment.Confronting the
ClassicsisacollectionofBeard’sfearlessandpenetratingreviewsandessaysoverthelastcoupleof
decadeswhichhavepublishedintheLondonReviewofBooks,TheTimesLiterarySupplementand
TheNewYorkReviewofBooks.AsBreaddiscussesinthepreface,confrontingtheClassicisabout
howwecanengagewithorchallengetheclassicaltradition.Italsoprovesthatclassicscholarship
isstillaprogressinworkwhichneithercompletednordustedmatter.Asamatteroffact,theclassic
traditionsseemtobeacontroversialsubjecteveninthetwenty-firstcentury.
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INTRoDUCTIoN

Descripts of Confronting the Classic
AsBeardexplainsinthepreface,Confronting the Classicisabouthowcontemporarywesternculture
canengagewithorchallengetheclassicaltraditions.Italsoprovesthatclassicalscholarshipisstilla
workinprogress,whichisneitheracompletednordustymatter.BasedonBeard’sbelief,theclassic
traditionsseemtobeacontroversialsubjecteveninthetwenty-firstcentury.

Beard’s revolutionary view urges her audiences to re-examine so many assumptions of the
classicaltraditions,whichareacceptedasgospel.Theseassumptionsincludetheactualimportance
ofCleopatratoRomanhistoryorthenotionsthattheEmperorCaligulawasinsaneandNerowasa
monster.Beard’sviewisadventurousenoughinconfrontingclassicaltraditionsthatleadstoinnovation
inacceptedfactsoftheclassicalworld.Thewordsofthebook’ssub-title-Traditions,Adventures,and
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Innovations-alsorevealsBeard’sopinioninconfrontingtheclassicalworld.Itisabrilliantconcept
havetheclassicalworldconsideredan“adventure”andan“innovation”,aswellasa“tradition.”

Asshearguesintheintroductionofthebook,Confronting the Classicanswerstotwotypes
of questions related to the classic world. First, she addresses the age-old questions that are still
controversialamongclassicists,whichincludedisagreementsabouttheimportanceofCleopatrain
thehistoryofRomeorconsideringEmperorCaligulaasasimplebanker.Second,sheconsidersnew
adventurousquestionsaskedbycuriousmindssincemoderneyesnotonlyfindwaystoopenupnew
questionsrelatedtotheclassicworld,butalsofindnewanswersforpastdebatablequestions.Asshe
assertsinanobviousway,herhopeisthatConfronting the Classicbringstolifesomeofthecurrent
debatesabouttheclassicaltraditions.

Beardopensanintelligentconversationontheclassicinvestigations.Thisconversationconsiders
notonlytheancientliteratureandmaterials,butalsoscholarswhohaveattemptedtointerpretthe
Greeks andRomansover centuriesbeforeus.Sheputs stresson earliergenerationsof scholars,
archaeologists,artistsandantiquariansinthisbookandexplainstherolethattheyhavehadinpublic
awarenessandbeliefabouttheclassicworld.

Theintroductionofthebookstartswiththisquestion,“Doclassicshaveafuture?”Toanswerthis
question,Bearddemonstratesthecritic’sviewsaboutdeclineoftheclassicalstudies.Inheropinion,
althoughclassicallanguages,suchasGreekandLatin,areendangeredspecies,therearestillpermanent
interestsamongthepublicintheancientworld.Aviablewitnessoftheseinterestsisthesuccessof
movieslikeGladiator,Ben-Hur,andSpartacusorthesuccessofpopularclassicalbiographies.Beard
emphasizesthatsurvivaloftheclassicalculturedependsonexistenceoftheclassicallanguages.So
classicalliteraturehasbeenconsideredasanineradicabledialectofwesternculture.Sheclaimsthat
thereisonlyonereasonforlearningclassicallanguages,whichistounderstandtheremainingancient
documentsfromancientGreeceandRome.Bearddefinestheclassicsasawaythatwesterncitizens
thinkaboutthemselvesandabouttheirhistory.Beardstatesobviouslythatclassicsareaboutwestern
citizensasmuchasabouttheGreeksandRomans,andsowecannotescapefromMediterranean
cultureproducts.Attheendofthebookintroduction,Beardwarnsthatifweweretoamputatethe
classicsfromthemodernworld,itwouldinflictbleedingwoundsinthebodyofwesternculture.

SinceConfronting the ClassicisacollectionofBeard’sreviews,ithasbeencategorizedinto
fiveseparatedsections,whichineachsection,Beardassistsheraudiencesenvisiontheclassicworld.
Throughoutthebookreadersencountersomeofthemostfamousorinfamouscharactersintheancient
history,suchasSappho,AlexandertheGreat,Hannibal,JuliusCaesar,CleopatraandNero.

Beardproves a challengingnotion that the classicalhistory isnotonly about emperors and
victoriesofmilitaryheroesbutalsoaboutthelivesoftheenormousmajorityofordinaryGreeksand
Romans.Itisaninterestingsectionofthebook,whichquotesthelifestylesofslaves,soldiersinthe
army,andmillionsofinhabitantsacrosstheRomanempirelivingundermilitaryoccupation.The
detailsofordinarypeople’slivesareevenportrayedprecisely.Howdidtheylive?Whatmadethem
laugh?Whatweretheirmarriageslike?Wheredidtheygoiftheywereimpoverished?Andmaybe
justasastonishing,howdidtheycleantheirteeth?However,otherclassicistsclaimthatemphasizing
classicpeople’slifestyleswiththeirdetaileddailyactivitiesareanundesirableinfluenceonclassic’s
popularization.Sosuchapproachtotheclassicalstudieswilldebunkthisareaofacademicresearch
inappropriately.

ThefirstsectionofthebookisaboutancientGreece.Theunderlyingthemeofthissectionis
aboutwhatweknowaboutvariousaspectsofancientGreeceandthedifferentwaysthatweacquired
evidencefromtheancientworld.Itisafactthattherearenotasmanysurvivedproductsfromthatera.
BeardclaimesthatlimitedknowledgeaboutancientGreeceisbasedonthepast’sassumptions.To
provethisclaim,BeardquotesSirArthurEvans’biography.Evansisconsideredaremarkableperson
inrediscoveryofGreekprehistorysincehereconstructedtheremainsofavastpalaceexcavatedat
Knossosbasedonhisimaginations.
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Furthermore,inanotherexample,BeardcastsdoubtonwhatisknownaboutSapphoasafamous
Greekpoetwhoisasymboloffemalehomosexualityintheclassicworld.Shebelievesthatfew
survivingwritingscannotreflectSappho’shomosexualorientation.

The final part of the section is related to Alexander the Great. Although numerous ancient
literatures of Alexander’s extravagant lifestyle have remained, none of these were written
contemporarilybyAlexander’slife.Beardassumesthesurvivedliteratureswereinscribedagainst
thebackgroundofRomanimperialism.Sothetrustworthinessofthesurvivedliteraturesisinshadow
ofdoubt.Additionally,thateventhebasicgroundworkoftheclassicalworldisanactiveareaof
investigationforclassicists.

Inthesecondsectionofthebook,Bearddiscussesonothercriticalissuesrelatedtotheclassic
history.First,shequotesRome’sfoundationstory.Indeed,shebelievesthatmanyofthesurvived
evidencefromtheclassicworldaremore likemyths thanconcretehistorical facts.Toproveher
opinion,BeardexplainsthestoryofRomulusandRemus,recognizedasfoundersofancientRome.
ThisstoryprovidesheraudienceswithaseriesofassumptionsaboutthecultureofearlyRome.Due
tothelimitationofexistingliteraturesrelatedtoearlyRome,classicistshavereconstructedextensive
partsofthedocuments.Bearddeclaresthesesurvivedliteraturesareunreliablesincetheyarebased
onimaginationsofclassicistsaboutearlyRome.

Attheendofthissection,BeardwritesaboutordinaryRomans,asking‘Whatwerethepointsof
viewofordinaryRomansaboutthecityandemperor’spolicies?’Sheassertsthatsurvivingevidence
aboutRomewerewrittenbyaffluentandprivilegedinhabitants.Thus,thereisagapinthesurviving
evidencesaboutearlyRome.Sheaskshowthepoorpeoplethoughtaboutvictoriesandmassacres.
Becauseoftheshortageofsolidhistoricalevidence,manyhistoriansreconstructtheclassicalevents.
BeardexplainshowtheRomanhistorianLivymadeastoryoutofthegreatwarbetweenRomeand
Hannibal.

ThethirdsectionofConfronting the Classicturnsthespotlightontosomeofthemostfamous
namesoftheRomanempire,suchasAugustusandHadrian,andtheirenemies,includingCleopatra
andBoudicca.Bearddeclaresmodernbiographiesoftheseemperors,empressesandtheirenemies
seemtobemuchmoreoffantasy.Furthermore,shediscusseshowreputationsoftheseemperors,
empressesandtheirenemieshavebeenformed.Beardbelievedfictionsandmoviespossessremarkable
rolesinformingworldimaginationaboutRomanimperialism.

ThefourthsectionofConfronting the Classicisthemostimpressivepart,whereBeardstates
characteristicsofancientRomefromthepointofviewofordinaryRomans,suchastheslavesorthe
soldierswhopatrolledHadrian’sWall.Throughthissection,lifestylesofotherRomanswhoarenot
rich,powerfulorfamousarediscussed.Withnodoubt,Beardargueswritingabiographyforany
ordinaryRomanisevenlesspossiblethananemperor.Nevertheless,theworldofpoorinhabitants
ofRomeareportrayedbyawholevarietyofmaterialthatsurvivesfromtheclassicworld.

Ontheotherhand,thevariousaspectsofRomanimperialismarepivotalissuesofthissection.
First,slaveryasoneofthemostdebatableandpuzzlingissueraisesmanyquestionsinthissection.
WhydidRomansfreesomanyoftheirslaves?WhatdifferencediditmaketoRomansocietyin
generalthatsomanyfreecitizenswereex-slaves,ordescendedfromthem?Thesecondaspectis
themilitarism.BeardencountersaudienceswiththesedebatesonhowmuchRomanswereeager
forwar.Weretheyreallyascommittedtobrutalityastheyhaveoftenbeenpainted?Anotheraspect
ofRomanimperialismislanguage.AsBeardargues,Latinwipedouttheotherlanguages,whichit
metinitspath;also,shediscussesthatdifferentmethodsofcommunicationtookplacebetweenthe
Romangovernors,militaryofficialsandtheirstaffs,andtheprovincialpopulations.Thedifferent
essayswhicharereviewedbyBeardinthissectionseemtobethemostcohesiveones.

Thefinalsectionofthebookfocusesmoreonpeoplewhohaveintroducedclassicaltraditions
tothemodernworld,suchasthescholarswhohaveinterpretedtheclassicalworld,theartistsand
dramatistswhohaverecreatedclassicalproductsandalsotheearlytravelersandtouristswhoexcavated
theMediterraneanlandsoftheGreeksandRomans.
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The Strengths of Confronting the Classic
Thestrengthsofthebookcanberestrictedintosomemainaspects.First,sheisadventurousenough
toassertnewassumptionsrelatedtoacceptedclassicalissues;furthermore,sheisinnovativeenough
tofindnewanswersforthesequestions.Asaresult,thisbookisconsideredauniquecollectionof
bothage-oldandrecentassumptionsrelatedtoclassicalscholarshipandBeardinvestigatesawide
rangeofclassicaltraditionstofindlogicalanswersforthesequestions.Indeed,thetitleofthebook
representshermannerinconfrontingwithclassic’straditions,adventures,andinnovations.

Second,Beardpairssomeantiquefactswiththeirrecentinterpretationssointhiswayshetracks
theircontinuitywithmodernlife.Forinstance,shementionsJohnF.Kennedy’suseofRomanslogans
asanewinterpretationofclassicaltradition.

Third,heroesofthisbookarenotselectedonlyamongemperors,empressesandtheirenemies.
BeardalsoanalyzesthepointsofviewofordinaryRomans.Indeed,shedescribesancientworldbased
onordinarypeople’spointsofview.Thishistoricalmethodisconsideredabottom-upapproach.

Thelastpositivepointisthenarrativecharacteristicofbook.Beardnarratestheclassicalhistory
whileshecriticizesimaginaryassumptionsinancienthistory.Thisnarrativethemeofthebookmakes
itmuchmoreinterestingforunprofessionalaudiences.Unprofessionalreaderswhoareinterestedinthe
classicaleraenjoyreadingthisbook.Thus,Beardgainsawiderangeofaudiences,suchasscholars,
archaeologists,artists,antiquarians,travelers,touristsandwhoeverisinterestedintheclassicalworld.

The weaknesses of Confronting the Classic
Confronting the Classicalsohasfewlimitedweaknesses.First,thereareplentyofunfamiliarLatin
wordsinthecontextofthebook,whichmakeitespeciallydifficulttounderstandforunprofessional
audiences.Second,Beardassertsheropinionsindirectly.Theintentionoftheauthorisnotclearenough
somostofthetimereadershavetoguessherintentions.Thus,theauthor’spointofviewseemstobe
ambiguousinsomepartsofthebook.Third,thereisnocohesionamongsubjectsofeachchapterin
onesection.Inotherwords,theloosethesisofthebookcannottiealltogether.Andfourth,sometimes
theauthorpresentsfascinatingquestions,buttheiranswersarenotseeninanypartofthechapter.

CoNCLUSIoN

Beardhasconservativeviewpointsaboutthemodernworld.Shebelievesthatstudyingtheclassical
istoenteraconversation.Thensheaskswhyoneshouldenterthisconversationeveninthemodern
world.Beardoffersaseriousargumentinthisbook.Ifweweretoamputatetheclassicalfromthe
modernworld,itwouldinflictbleedingwoundsinthebodyofwesternculture.Asaresult,futureof
westernculturecanbedark.Also,shedemonstratesthatresearchinClassicisthestudyofwhathappens
inthegapbetweenantiquityandmodernworld.So,routesoftheclassicworldinthemodernworld
canbetracked,andthisshowsthatclassicalresearchisstillalive.Asthereisareciprocalrelationship
betweencultureandtechnology,routesoftheclassicalinmoderntechnologycanbetracked.
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