Course Syllabus

Ancient Gods, Changing Identities

Classics 327

(meeting twice a week for two hours each session)

Instructor: Sarah Iles Johnston

Office: 424 University Hall

Mailbox: 414 University Hall

Telephone: 292-2085 (office) 292-2744 (messages)

E-mail: johnston.2@osu.edu   Note: I do not accept assignments via e-mail 

Office Hours: TBA

Course description: 


In this course, we will do two interrelated things.  First, we will examine the ways in which humans create the images of their gods to suit various needs.  We will focus on the ancient Greek gods in order to do this.  We will start by looking closely at some ancient works of literature that portray the gods, asking such questions as, in what senses are the gods anthropomorphic and in what senses are they not?  How, therefore, do they reflect or contradict the concerns and aspirations of those humans who read or listened to these literary creations?  Do literary creations give a different view of the gods from that which an ancient individual got during cult (that is, formal worship of the gods)?  All of these questions will contribute to a much bigger one: how does belief in a god or gods (or even just membership in a society that talks about these gods) contribute to establishing or challenging one's identity—either one's personal identity or one's identity as a member of that larger group?  (We will also frequently look at ancient visual representations of the gods in order to supplement our discussion of their representations in literature during this part of the course.)


Second, once we have come to some understanding of who the ancient Greek gods "were" and how they helped the Greeks establish identity, we will look at some of the many ways in which those gods were re-created and re-used by subsequent cultures to express new ideas of identity—sometimes playfully, sometimes seriously.  This part of the course will fall into three segments: 1) an examination of the reuse of Greek gods by the Romans, and particularly by Ovid, the Roman author most responsible for crystallizing images of the gods that passed into the Renaissance and from there into our own literature and art; 2) an examination of literary re-uses of the Greek gods in contemporary American literature, and  3) an examination of Hellenic Reconstructionism, a form of neopaganism that strives to recreate the ancient worship of the Greek gods.  When studying the literary works, we will ask how the traditional pictures of the Greek gods were being used to comment on first, Roman religious and social values of Ovid’s times and then, later, the challenges of modern life as we experience it ourselves.  When studying Hellenic Reconstructionism, we will ask what must be done to "adjust" an ancient deity before he or she can serve in the modern world.

Course Objectives: Broadly speaking, the course aims to help students develop the skills to think critically and in depth about two questions: (1) how does literature convey or meditate on religious concepts?  What does it add that cannot be conveyed strictly through theological discourse? (2) why is religion, and especially as it is expressed through literary sources, so central to identity?

GEC Requirement:  This course meets the general principles of the model curriculum for the GEC category Arts and Humanities, Literature, according to which students will be required to "evaluate significant writing and works of art…develop capacities for aesthetic and historical response and judgment; interpretation and evaluation; critical listening, reading, seeing, thinking, and writing; and experiencing the arts and reflecting on that experience."

Requirements for Course:

It is extremely important that read the assigned texts with close attention before they come to class on they day that we will be discussing them, and be prepared to offer their own insights as to what the texts mean.  Achieving success on any of the components of the course for which students receive grades depends on having done this reading on a regular basis.

Breakdown of grading percentages:


Daily Observations: 38%


Quizzes: 32%


Essay Exams: 30% (15% for each of two exams)

•Students must prepare for each day an "astute observation" about the material they read in preparation for class.  Each should be one or two sentences (no fewer than 30 words but no more than 60 words).  These observations must be typed, double-spaced, using good grammar, syntax and spelling.  Observations that are not typed will not be accepted.  


The observations must go further than a simple restatement of what was read—perhaps distilling the material into a new form that takes it further, perhaps suggesting ways in which the new material reacts to materials read earlier in class, etcetera.  They must be original and the product of the student's own thoughts; they may or may not be "correct" in the sense of reflecting what current scholars would say about the figure (that is, I do not expect students necessarily to know what scholars know) but they must be intelligent, well thought-through and not neglect materials we have already covered or discussions we have already had.  


Students will be expected to use these observations to help start discussions in class, and will turn them in at the end of each session.  Late assignments will be penalized by 50% unless you have an acceptable excuse (see below).  In order to pass the course you must turn in observations for each session.  Each observation will be judged "adequate" (1 point) "inadequate" (not turned in or poorly done—zero points) or "above adequate" (2 points).  At the end of the quarter I will average your score on these observations: an average of zero points = "E", an average of ½ point = "D", an average of 1 point = "C"  an average of 1 ½ points = "B" and an average of 2 points = "A".  An "E" = 0/38 points, a "D" = 8.5/38 points, a "C" = 19/38 points, a "B" = 27.5/38 points and an "A" = 38/38 points. Cumulatively, the observations and your participation in class discussion are worth 38% of your grade; you can earn up to 38 points towards your final grade from the observations.  Actual in-class participation can affect your score here in two ways: significantly better than average participation can raise a score several points; significantly poorer than average participation can lower a score several points.  Thus, a student whose observations are nearly always perfect (e.g., who scores 36/38 points, cumulatively) may be moved down to a 34/38 if s/he never speaks in class.  A student who sometimes struggles to articulate his or her ideas in writing (e.g., who scores 27/36 points cumulatively) but who participates enthusiastically and often in class discussions, may raise his or her score to a 30/36.
•Quizzes: we will have five quizzes, spread approximately evenly throughout the quarter.  These will be fact-based and are designed to test your knowledge of the material we have been studying.  They will consist of eight multiple choice questions.  Each quiz is worth 8 percent of your grade, but the lowest quiz score will be dropped; thus, cumulatively the quizzes are worth 32% of your grade; you can earn up to a total of 32 points towards your final grade from the quizzes.  


The quiz papers will be handed out two minutes after the class bell rings and will be collected five minutes later.  Students who arrive late to class on quiz days will take the quiz immediately after class under the supervision of the instructor, provided they have an adequate written excuse for being late.


The first quiz you miss counts as your "dropped" quiz.  If you miss another quiz and have an adequate, written excuse, you will be eligible to take a comprehensive make-up quiz at the end of the quarter.

•Essay Exams: Twice a quarter, on the same day as a quiz, we will have essay exams.  These exams will require you to have digested the material we have read and discussed critically, to consolidate what you have learned, and to be able to formulate ideas that draw upon it. You must use good grammar, syntax and spelling.  Each essay exam is worth 15 points; cumulatively, the essay exams are worth 30% of your grade; you can earn up to a total of 30 points towards your final grade from the exams.
Grading scale for final grades:

A = 93-100 points

A- = 90-92 points

B+ = 87-89 points

B = 83-86 points

B- = 80-82 points

C+ = 77-79 points

C = 73-76 points

C- = 70-72 points

D+ = 67-69 points

D = 65-66 points

E = below 65 points

There is no extra credit available in this course.

Excuses: Adequate excuses for missing class, coming late to class or missing an assignment include: your own illness; illness of a child or someone else who relies on you such as an elderly parent; death of a family member or close friend; wedding of a family member; participation in the wedding of close friend (e.g., service as a bridesmaid); graduation of a family member; court appearance; job interview; participation in university sponsored events.  All of these require written substantiation (e.g., doctor's excuse, copy of obituary or wedding program).  No other excuse is assumed to be adequate.  Vacations, including family vacations, are not adequate excuses.  Your parents buying you a plane ticket to go somewhere without consulting you first is not an adequate excuse.  Sleeping late is not an adequate excuse.  Having an exam in another course on the same day is not an adequate excuse.  I may choose to excuse you for other reasons that I do not list here, but I reserve the right not to do so.  You must inform me of the reason for your absence within 24 hours of missing the quiz or exam, by e-mail or telephone.  Whenever possible, inform me in advance of the absence.  

Academic Misconduct: University rules regarding academic misconduct will be strictly enforced. The term “academic misconduct” includes all forms of student academic misconduct wherever committed; illustrated by, but not limited to, cases of plagiarism and dishonest practices in connection with examinations.  For more information on what constitutes academic misconduct and how it is dealt with by the university, go to: http://oaa.osu.edu/coam/faq.html 

Disability Services: Students with disabilities that have been certified by the 

Office for Disability Services will be appropriately accommodated, and should inform the instructor as soon as possible of their needs. The Office for Disability Service is located in 150 Pomerene Hall, 1760 Neil Avenue.  Tel.# 292-3307; http://ods.ohio-state.edu

Texts: some very short texts will be posted on the Carmen site for this course.  The ones you need to buy (available at SBX and in many libraries as well) are: 

[note: in this preliminary syllabus, I do not specify whose translations of ancient texts I would order for the course; the availability and price of various translations changes periodically.  Wherever possible, I try to order the least expensive of acceptable translations]

Homer, the Iliad and the Odyssey (selections in course packet)
Hesiod, Theogony and Works and Days

Aeschylus, Prometheus Bound

Euripides, Hippolytus and Bacchae

John Updike, The Centaur
Marie Phillips, Gods Behaving Badly

Sabina Magliocco, Witching Culture

Course Packet: a few additional readings will be excerpted in a course packet available at UniPrint.

Course Schedule:

Week One:

Day One: introduction to the course; comments by instructor on the nature of "religion," "myth," "anthropomorphism" (and the problems of defining them) as well as how these things were particularly manifested among the ancient Greeks; reading (from photocopies handed out in class) and discussion of Herodotus' famous statement that Homer and Hesiod gave the Greeks their gods

Day Two: Homer, The Iliad, Books 1, 3, 4, 14  (All selections from Homer are in course packet. You will also find in the course packet a resume of the portions of the Iliad and Odyssey that I do not ask you to read, so that you know what happened in the plot in between) 

Week Two: 

Day Three: Homer, The Iliad, Books 19 and 24 with brief excerpts from Books 20 and 21;  The Odyssey, Books 1, 2, 5, 

Day Four: Homer, The Odyssey,  Books 10, 11, 12, 13 and a selection from Book 8.

Week Three:

Day Five: Quiz One; Hesiod' Theogony and Works and Days (read all of both)

Day Six: Selections from The Homeric Hymns: read  Hymns  2 (Demeter) 3 (Apollo) 4 (Hermes) 5 (Aphrodite) 7 (Dionysus) 24 (Hestia) (all are in course packet)
Week Four: 

Day Seven: Gods on Stage: Aeschylus' Prometheus Bound

Day Eight: Gods on Stage: Euripides' Bacchae
Week Five:  

Day Nine: Gods on Stage: Euripides' Hippolytus
Day Ten: Quiz Two and Essay Exam One 

Week Six: 

Day Eleven: Greek gods with Roman names: Ovid, selections from the Metamorphoses: all of Book 1 and Book 2 through line 530;  Book 6 lines 1-312 and 382-400; Book 8 lines 611-724  (all selections from the Metamorphoses are in the course packet)
Day Twelve: Ovid continued, selections from the Metamorphoses: Books 3 and 4

Week Seven:

Day Thirteen: Quiz Three; Greek gods in modern literature: introduction to the myth of Chiron (from sources posted on Carmen) and pages 3-99 of John Updike, The Centaur 

Day Fourteen: pages 99-190 of John Updike, The Centaur

Week Eight: 

Day Fifteen: pages 190-299 of John Updike, The Centaur

Day Sixteen: Greek gods in modern literature, continued: chapters 1-21 of Marie Phillips, Gods Behaving Badly

Week Nine:

Day Seventeen: Quiz Four; chapter 22-Epilogue of Marie Phillips, Gods Behaving Badly 
Day Eighteen: Greek gods and modern worshippers: instructor lecture on neopaganism in general, followed by discussion.  In preparation, read: several short encyclopedia entries from Christopher Partridge and J. Gordon Melton, eds., New Religions: A Guide; pages 28-54 of Helen Berger, Witchcraft and Magic: Contemporary North America; Barbara Jane Davy, Introduction to Pagan Studies 89-102 (all in course packet)

Week Ten: 

Day Nineteen: the Hellenic Reconstructionists.  Read: Sabina Magliocco, Witching Culture 1-94 and 185-238.  Also, we will read materials collected from Reconstructionist web-sites and other sources (posted on Carmen where possible, handed out when not possible).  We will discuss what they have changed about the ancient gods whom their worship, what they have retained, and why.

Day Twenty: Quiz Five and Essay Exam Two.

