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The Future of Postgraduate Training and Skills 

Development 
 

Could We All Be Better Linguists? 
 

Whatever else happens, languages rema in a t the heart of wha t Classic ists and 
Anc ient Historians do. Some of us do our researc h into them and  most of us 

c onduc t researc h in ways tha t assume fac ility in, sensitivity to or apprec ia tion of 

language.  This engages a ll of us, to varying  degrees, as language teac hers or 

language learners or both. This short a rtic le exp lores the ways in whic h Classic ists 

c a re about both c lassic a l and  modern languages. Here now are two illustra tions of 

wha t our p rofession has been, and  wha t it might bec ome.
1
 

 

The first examp le c onc erns the la te Hugh Lloyd -Jones, an old -sc hool Oxford  

c lassic ist who, ac c ord ing to his ob itua ry in the Telegraph (5 Oc tober 2009), ‘had  a  
good  nose for the killer quota tion … His most empha tic  put-down, however, was 

a lways: “ But he doesn’ t know Greek!” ’  This c urious insult is exp la ined , in the 

introduc tion to a  Festsc hrift by Bernard  Knox, as follows: 

 

 did my best to explain that Hugh was assessing knowledge of the ancient 
Greek language by standards so demanding that I, for one, could never 
meet them. He was a product … of a type of training in Greek and Latin 

which was uniquely characteristic of the best English schools, a programme of 
frequent translation from English to Latin and Greek from the earliest years, 
starting with prose and proceeding to verse composition in a variety of 
metres, a programme continued at a more intensive level at the university … I 
[on the other hand] had to learn Greek in a school which offered only Latin, 
German, and French; with the aid of the smaller edition of Liddell and Scott 
and an occasional session with one of the Latin teachers who knew some 
Greek, I hacked my way through Murray’s Oxford edition of Aeschylus, making 
what sense I could …2 
 

From this I take the view tha t yes, we c ould  a ll be better linguists, but we may 
a lready be p retty good  c lassic ists. I sha ll try to expand  on this point as I go on. 

 

The sec ond  examp le c omes from an extraord ina ry series of ema ils tha t were 

exc hanged  pub lic a lly on the Classic ists’  List in the ea rly sp ring  of 2013. It began with 

a  perfec tly sensib le genera l inquiry from a  postgradua te student who wanted  to 

know whether a  number of Frenc h, German and  Ita lian a rtic les on Mithra ism were 

ava ilab le in Eng lish transla tion. The first of severa l rep lies read  somewhat tersely: ‘As 

fa r as I know, there are no transla tions of the books quoted  – and  if you study 

Classic s, you must be ab le to read  Frenc h, Ita lian and  German anyway ’ , and  this 
was ec hoed  in severa l further ema ils. The exc hanges swiftly sp lit into a t least two 

streams. In the first stream a  sma ll number of senior c olleagues gave sensib le 

reasons tha t this ema il thread  should  end  immed ia tely. But in the sec ond  stream a 

                                                           
1
 This short paper was presented as part of a CUCD/JACT panel on the future of PGR studies during the 

Classical Association conference at Nottingham in April 2014. Thanks to Genevieve Liveley for organising the 
panel. 
2
 B.M.W. Knox, ‘Introduction’, in J. Griffin (ed.) Sophocles Revisited: Essays Presented to Sir Hugh Lloyd-Jones 

(Oxford 1999) 1-9, at pp. 7-8. 
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number of peop le c arried  on the deba te regard less, lamenting  the hea lth of the 

p rofession and  the tendenc y of British and  North Americ an c lassic ists, in pa rtic ula r, 

to avoid  read ing sc hola rship  not written in Eng lish. 

 

My first reac tion to this was to yell loud ly a t my c omputer sc reen tha t I, for one, 
would  happ ily lea rn another language just as soon as minority of smug polyg lots 

lea rn some basic  c ourtesy. My sec ond  was to write a  b rief ema il, off list, to  the 

author of the orig ina l ema il, saying  how sorry I was to read  a ll this and  tha t she 

should  not be d isc ouraged . At the same time I was intrigued  by this sec ond  stream, 

the one c onta ining  the smug polyg lots. The puzzling  thing  about their inc reasing ly 

obsc ure and self-absorbed  c omments was how wrapped  up  they seemed to be in 

a  matter of high p rinc ip le. In a  way I admired  them for seeming  to c are so muc h 

about it, bec ause of c ourse on one level they were right: we c ould  a ll be better 

linguists. Wha t I found  depressing was a  tendenc y to d isparage peop le with wha t 
they perc eived  to be an inferior set of skills while apparently taking no responsib ility 

for this sta te of a ffa irs.
3
 

 

I should  say tha t I am well p lac ed  to c omment here bec ause – a lthough I c an a t 

times be smug – I am in no way a  polyg lot. In desc end ing order of c ompetenc e: 

my Eng lish is OK and  I even know some words tha t other peop le do not; my La tin 

p robab ly peeked  about ten years ago when I stopped  teac hing it, and  Greek a  

few years la ter for the same reason; I have spent  a  c onsiderab le amount of time 

and  money in the last few years trying  to improve on my GCSE Frenc h, so tha t I c an 
read  books and  a rtic les and  susta in c onversa tion if peop le are prepared  to be 

pa tient; some time ago I put a  huge effort into getting  my Germa n to a  point 

where I c an read  it slowly with a  d ic tionary; I lea rnt some Ita lian onc e when I was 

on holiday, likewise on another oc c asion Russian; my Welsh is limited  to the 

enthusiastic  rend ition of a  c oup le of rugby songs and my Mandarin (so fa r) to the 

rec ognition of one or two simp le c harac ters. 

 

I sha ll persevere with European languages a lthough not everything tha t I fling  a t 

the memory seems to stic k; and I have a  pa rtic ula r d iffic ulty with spoken as 
opposed  to written language – more of a  dec oder tha n an ac tor or a  mimic , it is 

for this reason tha t I leant towards the c lassic a l languages in the first p lac e. But I 

sha ll p robab ly never lea rn Swed ish. Hungarian rema ins a  c losed  book a long with 

Urdu, Swahili, Pidg in and  over 6,900 other languages tha t a re  spoken in the world  

today. What is more, I have no fac ility a t a ll in C++, Curl, Java , Perl, php , SPARQL or 

Python.
4
 

 

At the same time my La tin and  Greek will never be as good  as I’d  like them to be. I 

went to Cambridge a  few years before the Classic a l Fac ulty c ame to the 
rea lisa tion tha t they needed  ac tua lly to teac h some La tin and  Greek to their 

students. The exc ep tions were the students on the intensive Greek trac k, who had  

regular language c lasses: I c ould  see them gradua lly overtaking me as a  Hellenist 

simp ly bec ause they were so well taught. The one linguistic  skill I ga ined  was the 

                                                           
3
 I’m going to refer to these smug polyglots a few more times in this paper. This is an unfair way of grouping 

together a number of people whom I think I have never met and whose views I was only briefly exposed to. It 
is best to think of smug polyglotism as a rhetorical position for the purposes of the current article, and not as 
a movement. Multilingualism, on the other hand, is in itself unproblematic and is practised by nearly half my 
colleagues in the Classics Department at Reading, well over half of the children with whom my daughters play 
at school and, indeed, most of the human race. 
4
 I owe this point to Elton Barker in his contribution to the exchanges on the Classicists List that I refer to 

above. 



 
 

CUCD Bulletin 44 (2015) 
 

P
ag

e3
 

ab ility, pa instaking ly and  with the a id  of a  d ic tionary, to render thirty ha rd  lines of 

La tin or Greek into tolerab le Eng lish p rose – bec ause tha t was wha t I was taught to 

do. 

 

So how c an I c a ll myself a  p rofessiona l c lassic ist and do I rea lly deserve to be where 
I am today, simp ly bec ause twenty-five years ago I was not pa rtic ula rly troub led  by 

an A Level La tin unseen? What I c an now do is two things. First, I c an read  and  

d isc uss d iffic ult litera ry texts with advanc ed  students on the bac k of less than an 

hour’s frenzied  prepara tion. It’s the same fea t of short-term memory, I might say, 

tha t these days gets me through university c ommittee meetings with 150 pages of 

papers to read over my c ornflakes. In other words, it ’s a  p rofessiona l skill. Sec ond , I 

c an ana lyse language with some sensitivity and , if you a re rea lly interested , I c an 

g ive you the results of my researc h on the use in Greek litera ture of a  very sma ll 

number of abstrac t nouns. 
 

From this experienc e I have formed  the view tha t teac hing matters. Yes, I d id  take 

some responsib ility for my own language learning as an undergradua te and  have 

done ever sinc e. But a  good  teac her will assess a  student ’s lea rning needs and 

instruc t them ac c ord ing ly. Self-d irec tion does not a lways get the best results. So the 

smug polyg lots I spoke of above need  to take responsib ility for teac hing and  not 

simp ly expec t everyone to help  themselves. My further c onc lusion is tha t, for a  

c lassic ist, a  language c ompetenc e is a  p rofessiona l skill. If my La tin or Greek is not 

better than it c urrently is, tha t’s p robab ly bec ause it does not need  to be muc h 
better. I get on OK in my job ; if my work required  me to work more c losely with 

Greek texts then I would  p robab ly have to be better a t Greek. 

 

A PhD is (among many other things) a  professiona l qua lific a tion and  so researc h 

students need  to ga in p rofessiona l skills as part of the proc ess. I’m glad  to see tha t 

we a re inc reasing ly not jo ined  in the p rofession by c olleagues limited  to the pub lic  

sc hool bac kground  of a  Hugh Lloyd -Jones, just as I am g lad  to have peop le with 

tha t sort of expertise a round  for wha t they offer. It is severa l dec ades sinc e British 

university Classic s departments rea lised  tha t they d id  not have to – nor should  they 
– rec ruit only undergradua tes with a  sc hool bac kground  in c lassic a l languages. The 

next step , whic h I believe is underway, is to open up  the sc hool and  university 

teac hing professions fully to peop le with good  degrees in sub jec ts like Classic a l 

Stud ies or Anc ient History. The p rofession c an only benefit from this b read th of 

ta lent but we a lso need  to develop  it. The key, it seems to me, is to approac h the 

linguistic  needs of our researc h students from the point of view of p rofessiona l skills. 

 

At the University of Read ing  we have addressed  postgradua te language skills a t 

departmenta l and  institutiona l level. The departmenta l initia tive, whic h I believe 
p lac es us slightly ahead  of the c urve, is to run a  La tin summer sc hool spec ific a lly for 

postgradua te students with little or no bac kground  in the language. This c ame 

d irec tly from an HEA sub jec t c entre c onferenc e, held  in Bristol in January 2011, 

whic h foc used  on ab initio  language teac hing for postgradua tes. The university-

wide initia tive, in whic h we p robab ly c a tc hing up , is to offer teac hing in a  range of 

modern foreign languages free of c harge to researc h students. 

 

This emphasis on p rofessiona l skills is reflec ted  in by fa r the most useful reac tion to 

tha t terrib le series of ema ils last yea r. It was by Neville Morley and  he wisely kep t it 
off list and  in his own b log. He wrote: 
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here is an unmistakable archetype of the ideal classical scholar lurking 
behind all this: not, as one might initially imagine, the academic in his 
fifties or sixties, but rather a research student in his twenties who is as 

that sixty-something academic was at that age, or an idealised version thereof. 
And, yes, I’m pretty sure that it’s a ‘he’ as far as the collective consciousness of 
the discipline is concerned.  So, youngish in age but old in attitude, polymathic, 
skilled in ancient and modern languages, either single so he can be monkishly 
devoted to his research in case he comes across another language he has to 
learn, or supported by loyal and self-effacing girlfriend/wife so he can be 
monkishly devoted to his work with occasional extra benefits … 
 
What most struck me …  was the way that this Heroic Classicist is conceived, 
quite unconsciously, as a Lone Scholar … Even if he’s part of a department, he 
researches alone, which is why he needs command of all these languages and 
other skills.  Obviously he can’t talk to anyone else or draw on their expertise, 
because that’s not how things work … 
 
If we think of scholarship in terms of a collective enterprise – still more if it’s 
actually organised as a team – then what matters is the blend of skills and 
knowledge within the team, not the individual accomplishments of a single 
person.5 
 

And  Neville goes on to mention his own c ollabora tion with politic a l sc ientists on his 

Thuc yd ides p rojec t. I think this p rovides us with a  useful temp la te for the future of 
Classic a l teac hing and  researc h. Instead  of bemoaning the sta te of language 

educ a tion in modern Brita in, we should  ask ourselves: wha t else do our best 

undergradua tes have to offer? and , wha t p rofessiona l skills do they ind ividua lly 

need? 

 

I should  end  with a  sma ll c avea t on p rofessiona l skills. A little while ago my 

c olleague Eleanor Dic key, a lso posting  on the Classic ists’  List, identified  the prob lem 

tha t we have fa r more PhD gradua tes seeking ac ademic  jobs than there a re jobs 

to go to. The responses, whic h were then c olla ted  and  posted  by Eleanor, inc luded  
the sensib le view tha t an ac ademic  c areer should  not be over-romantic ised  or 

trea ted  as the only ob jec tive of doc tora l researc h.
6
 So, when I desc ribe a  PhD as 

p rofessiona l tra ining , I am ac tua lly taking a  ra ther na rrow view. My usua l view is tha t 

a  degree programme of any kind  is educ a tion first and  tra ining  sec ond . PhD 

students a re c erta inly tra ined to so a  job  in the sense  tha t they a re apprentic ed to 

estab lished  researc hers for three years and  (hopefully) g iven some tra ining  as 

teac hers too. But they a lso have the ta lent to go out and  do a ll sorts of other things. 

 

D. M. Carter, University of Reading 

www.reading.ac.uk/ classics/ about/ staff/ d-m-carter.aspx  

Twitter: @DrDMCarter 

                                                           
5
 http://thesphinxblog.com/2013/03/29/foundational-myths-and-archetypes/  

6
 See also Eleanor's contribution to this Bulletin at 

https://www.royalholloway.ac.uk/Classics/CUCD/Dickey.pdf 
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