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Letter from the Editor 
May 2021 

Dear Members of the Graduate Institute Community, 
  
I’ll begin by thanking the whole of our Graduate Institute community at St. 
John’s: your unique presence enriches our program and the work we set out to 
do in our seminars, be they at a table or through a screen. I want to especially 
thank the members of the Colloquy editorial board, our contributors, and other 
community members who made possible the issue you have before you. I’d like 
to thank Ms. Langston for her commitment to providing Colloquy with the 
support we need for success, and Ms. Kraus, my mentor, for her guidance and 
encouragement throughout the semester. It’s an honor to be your Editor-in-
Chief, but this title doesn’t encompass the totality of people that are essential to 
this process. Through our collective efforts, we have put forth a diverse and 
compelling issue of work that we can all be proud of. 
  
This semester, I had an eye towards the future of Colloquy. With collaboration 
from the board, we developed a Colloquy Constitution and other materials that 
formalize our processes and procedures. I do this in hope that Colloquy can 
continue to showcase the impressive work of our GI community long after my 
tenure at St. John’s. We also endeavored to solicit a broad range of submissions 
from students on both campuses and studying online. Each of us brings a fresh 
perspective to the program and our voices and ideas should be highlighted. It is 
my hope that these perspectives will develop as Colloquy grows. Regardless of 
geographic location or class format, we are united by the work that we do in this 
program. Let us celebrate that unity here. 
  
As we continue our studies from various places and slowly work towards a return 
to, or reinvention of, normalcy in many aspects of our lives, I hope Colloquy will 
augment the sense of community that is developed through our time at St. John’s 
and serve as a reminder of the strength and diversity of our polity. 
  
Thank you all for your talent, trust, and time. 
  
 Sincerely, 
  
 
 
Olivia Braley 
Editor-in-Chief 
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Colloquy Constitution 
The Editorial Board 

Preamble 

The mission of Colloquy is to curate a diverse journal that mirrors the unique work of the 
Graduate Institute community.  

The vision of Colloquy is to provide a space for all members of our community to continue the 
conversation. We will showcase the great breadth of the Graduate Institute’s work: our content 
will highlight the cultural elements and ideas of the Graduate Institute, such as visual art, 
creative writing, and personal essays that do not always have a natural place in our classroom, 
alongside our most attentive and compelling academic work. 

Article I 
Staff 

1. Editorial Board 

a. Editorial board membership shall be open to all students and alumni of 
the Graduate Institute.  

b. Editorial staff are responsible for electing the editor-in-chief, spreading 
awareness of the journal’s calls for submissions, reading and reviewing all 
submissions, providing consultation on final publication pieces, and 
reviewing final drafts before publication.  

c. More specific roles, titles, and responsibilities may be granted to editorial 
staff as necessary in consultation with the editor-in-chief.  

d. Editorial staff may be removed by the board for misconduct following a 
motion and subsequent vote of no confidence. 

2. Editor-in-Chief 

a. The editor-in-chief position shall be held by a degree-seeking student 
currently enrolled in the Graduate Institute. If there are no degree-
seeking students on the editorial staff, the editorial board may elect any 
enrolled student or alumnus of the Graduate Institute to hold the 
position in trust until a degree-seeking student joins the board. 

b. The editor-in-chief shall be elected by the editorial board each year.  
c. Tenure for the position is two semesters and there are no term limits. 

i. There may not be vacancies of any length for the position of 
editor-in-chief.  

ii. The editorial board may allow single-semester terms for editors-
in-chief when suitable.  
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d. The editor-in-chief is responsible for recruitment to the editorial board, 
submissions management, board meeting management, journal 
administration, and publication and dissemination of the journal to the 
Graduate Institute community.  

e. The editor-in-chief shall ensure that geographically disparate editorial 
staff have access to board meetings and decision-making processes.  

f. The editor-in-chief may be recalled and removed by the editorial board 
for misconduct following a motion and subsequent vote of no 
confidence.  

3. Internships 

a. Funded internships for students are occasionally offered by St. John’s 
College to students for positions on Colloquy staff. Coordination of 
internships is managed by the Office of the Dean of the Graduate 
Institute.  

b. The college shall identify a member of the faculty to serve as a mentor 
for the intern. 

c. In order to maintain student control over the journal and preserve a 
competitive internship application process, the board’s election process 
for the position of editor-in-chief and the college’s internship application 
process shall be mutually independent.  

d. Interns may concurrently serve as editor-in-chief if separately elected to 
that position by the board. For the semesters in which these positions 
are held by separate individuals, roles and responsibilities may be decided 
as appropriate between the editor-in-chief, intern, and faculty mentor.  

Article II 
Administration 

1. Constitution Review 

a. The constitution shall be reviewed by the editor-in-chief every semester 
and disseminated to the editorial board at the beginning of each 
publication cycle.  

b. The constitution may be edited as necessary by the editor-in-chief in 
consultation with the editorial board. Consultation with the Office of the 
Dean of the Graduate Institute is required only for changes relating to 
Article I Section 3.  
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2. Submissions and Publication 

a. Submissions shall be accepted from current students, alumni, and tutors 
of the Graduate Institute. Other submissions from associates of the 
college may be solicited and accepted at the discretion of the editor-in-
chief. 

b. Calls for submissions and deadlines shall be established and disseminated 
to the Graduate Institute community by the editor-in-chief for each 
publication cycle. The editor-in-chief may determine the nature, scope, 
and type of media called for each semester.  

c. Published material shall align with the mission of Colloquy. In general, 
content which was created for a different academic institution, Graduate 
Institute admissions essays, and submissions which are not reflective of 
the work of the Graduate Institute may not be considered for 
publication. 

d. The editor-in-chief shall consult with the editorial board in deciding the 
final disposition of all submissions.  

i. All submissions will be made available for review to all members 
of the editorial board.  

ii. Submissions will be made anonymous by the editor-in-chief 
before presentation to the editorial board for review. 

iii. Following consultation with the editorial board, the editor-in-
chief retains final authority in selecting which submissions may 
be published.  

iv. The editor-in-chief shall coordinate timely individual responses 
from the editorial board to all submitters following publication 
decisions.  

e. Graduate Institute prize winning essays shall be automatically eligible for 
publication in their entirety within the journal released immediately 
following selection of the prize winners.  

i. Submission of prize winning essays shall be coordinated 
between the Office of the Dean of the Graduate Institute and 
the editor-in-chief. 

ii. The editor-in-chief shall obtain permission to publish these 
essays from the prize winning authors prior to publication.  

f. Publications shall be released at least twice a year, one each at the end of 
the spring and fall semesters. 

g. Publications shall be made available to the Graduate Institute 
community in hard-copy and electronic formats.  

i. The editor-in-chief shall coordinate funding for publication with 
the Office of the Dean of the Graduate Institute. 
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ii. The editor-in-chief may select the press for hard-copy 
publication each semester.  

iii. Electronic copies of the journal shall be made publicly available 
on the internet.  

3. Documentation of Processes and Turnover 

a. The editor-in-chief shall be responsible for maintaining and updating the 
codified processes of the journal such as financial processes, press 
contacts, dissemination lists, formatting guides, social media, and any 
other information deemed necessary by the editor-in-chief.  

b. Codified processes shall be maintained separately from the constitution, 
and may be updated and disseminated by the editor-in-chief when 
required.  

c. The editor-in-chief shall meet with their replacement as necessary to 
conduct a turnover of the codified procedure materials and ensure a 

seamless transition of the role and associated responsibilities.  
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Three Poems 
Andrew Laurence Graney 

Stand-up 
 
I wake up down because the woman who gives me gooseflesh 
didn’t call me back, 
 
then walk downstairs and am surprised to see my 
mother’s not at work: 
 
Your MRI shows signs of MS in the brain. 
Oh-kay. Finally. After all  
 
the fucking blood-work taunting me with negatives, pure diagnosis  
comes as a gift. Something physical  
 
to rip me out of swirling dark and back into  
daylight. Finally, 
 
a concrete reason for my dizziness, my numbness, and my limp.  
Something I can name.  
 
Scars in my brain.  
New material for my stand-up:  
 
my blood’s got so much work done it deserves a raise.  
If you know anyone looking for scars, I got multiple. 
 
So she didn’t call me back...  George Carlin said death is  
caused by swallowing 
 
small amounts of saliva over a long  
period of time.  
 
Meantime, every swallow is  
a blessing. I’ll stand 
 
up until I don’t. Eventually,  
love must call.  
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On Having to Take Daily Medication 
 
Because it makes me feel robotic, 
this blue-green capsule, which keeps my nervous system 
 
settled, unsettles me. I realize  
robots wouldn’t take pills, but the thing’s not food or drink, 
 
and yet, to function, I have to have it. 
Twice Daily. I could go longer without water. That can’t be 
 
human. But it works. I haven’t 
had a relapse since the first attack, when I learned what MS means: 
 
my nervous system fights itself. 
Now that’s human. Like it’s confused or mussed up with blues. 
 
If I could speak to my addled system 
I could say, I feel you, man, and it could fight fright with a joke, 
 
When they named me Nervous System, 
what did they expect? Foolish, I know, this exchange, but it helps 
 
to imagine my nervous system is just 
a friend who misses signals, mixes up the ones he does catch, 
 
who tries his best to keep me on my toes 
and says, Dude, MS drugs could win the ‘Most Improved’ award 
 
in Medication School, and you  
complain they turn you robot? Oh, the humanity.  
 
What’s really got you wrinkled? 
This medicine, in keeping me well, reminds me I am not 
 
in control, 
every time I swallow the blue-green pill. 
  



Creative Writing 

8 

Boarding a Redeye in Phoenix, I Hear a Man Talking on his Phone 
 - after Alexander Long 
 
He sounds tired, deflated. Still, he leaks 
hope, like he’s just discovered a sort of air  
pump for his spirit:  

     I had such a good time 
with her today. She said, ‘Papa, are you  
gonna be able to play hide and seek with me  
again?’. I told her, ‘Yes, when I get back  
from my trip’. She said, ‘Papa, you hide  
and I count’. I said, ‘okay’. So.  

    May he return  
to his child, may his home always be hers,  
may they laugh and laugh and laugh before 
and after problems inevitably rise again 
like vapor to form clouds over their common 
ground, may hide and seek be, once and for all, 
only a game, may she find him wherever. 
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Excerpt from Argos' Odyssey - Lost Years 
Winston Elliott 
 
 Odysseus was once like the young Argos. He was a noble boy who was trained 

to hunt and expected by his family to be strong and swift. We know this from the 

story told of Odysseus’ naming by his grandfather Autólykos and the boar hunt, 

where Odysseus wins the famous scar used to identify him when he returns home 

(Fitzgerald, Bk. 19, 460-550). This story shows that Odysseus, like the dog he bred 

and trained, was a hunter from his early days. 

 

With hounds questing ahead, in open order, 

the sons of Autólykos went down a glen, 

Odysseus in the lead, behind the dogs, 

pointing his long-shadowing spear (Fitzgerald, Bk. 19, 508-510). 

 
Of course, Odysseus was in the lead. This is his “pup” training analogous to the 

training he gave Argos. But he is also “behind the dogs.” This is the life he and 

Argos would have enjoyed if his allies had not called Odysseus to Troy. Even as a 

boy Odysseus is strong and resilient:  

“Odysseus…had the first shot…but the boar had already charged under the long 

spear…he hooked aslant with one white tusk and ripped out flesh above the 

knee…Odysseus’s second thrust went home…and the beast fell” (Fitzgerald, Bk. 

19, 520). This character began early his telling of tales, for when he returned home 

his parents wanted to know how “he got his wound; so he spun out his tale, 

recalling how the boar’s white tusk caught him when he was hunting on Parnassos” 

(Fitzgerald, Bk. 19). Odysseus was always full of skill and luck, taking impossible 

risks and doing remarkable things. This is the Odysseus who was lost to Argos, to 

Telemachus, and to Ithaka for twenty years. 

In the absence of computer data bases and DNA testing, the people of Ithaca 

relied on other incontrovertible means of identification. Eurykleia recognized the 

scar, before she “saw” her master. Odysseus could not dispute it, but to guarantee 

success of his mission, he demanded her silence with threats of death (Fitzgerald, 

Bk. 19, 550). Eurykleia also uses the scar as proof of Odysseus’ identity in her 

conversation with Penelope, saying, “But there is one sure mark that I can tell you: 

that scar left by the boar’s tusk long ago” (Fitzgerald, Bk. 23, 80). Odysseus proves 
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his identity to Eumaeus with “a sign that you can trust me, look: this old scar from 

the tusk wound that I got boar hunting….” (Fitzgerald, Bk. 21, 240) Finally, Laertes 

is shown the scar by Odysseus:  

 

“Oh, Father, I am he! Twenty years gone, and here I’ve come again to  

my own land!”.... “If you are Odysseus, my son, come back, give me some 

roof, a sign to make me sure.” His son replied: “The scar then, first of  

all” (Fitzgerald, Bk. 24, 350) 

 
Here the tears may flow, finally, after all the disguises and lies are put aside. These 

tears need not be hidden, as they had been for Argos. Odysseus’ adventure with 

the boar hunt as a boy shows us the true identity of Odysseus-- born to be 

Odysseus the adventurer, the master strategist, taker of risks, and man of courage 

beyond all measure. He was brave, skillful, and perhaps reckless enough to need 

luck, or the help of Athena. This scar will prove to be the only certain way to 

identify Odysseus, even for those who know him best.  

How remarkable, then is the single glance of “knowing” that is all Argos will 

need to recognize his master, despite all the years that separated them. But Argos 

ran out of luck when Odysseus left for Troy, and Athena apparently did not come 

to him on her visits to the household. And yet, twenty years is a long time for dogs 

to live. Athena’s blessings had been showering down on Penelope and Telemachus, 

and perhaps a few sprinkles reached Argos to extend his life until Odysseus 

returned. Argos’ story is linked to the story of Odysseus, for Argos owes his very 

existence to Odysseus. After all, Odysseus bred Argos. Odysseus wanted Argos to 

join him on the great hunts to come so he bred a dog that would be strong and 

swift. Argos would never lose the scent of the prey because he was a fine dog who 

had been trained by a skillful and wise master. Surely Argos was meant to be at 

Odysseus’ side.  

For Ithaka, Penelope, Telemachus, and Laertes, Odysseus did finally return. 

We are left with hope that Ithaka will be reunited and once again have its King. A 

loyal wife will once again be with her beloved husband. Our young prince is now 

guided by Athena and his father. A father is reunited with his long-lost son and 

may now rest in true peace. But Argos has no future with Odysseus, only a “last 

look, and having seen him, dies; So closed for ever faithful Argus’ eyes!” (Pope) I 

wish that Odysseus had let his guard down long enough for this to happen: 
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My master takes my head in his hands and looks deep into my eyes. 

“Can it be that you still live? Truly the gods are good…. 

Now you may let go of your duty to me and hunt the wild stag and the 

fearsome boar on Mount Olympus. They wait for you on the other side, 

most loyal of all creatures.” 

 
This passage is not from any of the translations of Homer’s Odyssey I consulted. It 

is from a novel I recently discovered (Argos, Ralph Hardy, Harper Collins, 2016). 

This is the ending moment Argos deserved. Why wouldn’t Homer write this ending? 

I think for the same reason Odysseus doesn’t throw his arms around Telemachus, 

Penelope, Laertes, or Eurykleia. It does not fit Odysseus’ plan to be recognized 

before he is ready. Is this selfish or merely hardheaded realism? With Odysseus it 

is a mixture of both. 

In a way, Argos is like Simeon, who had waited many years for a glimpse of 

the baby who would be the savior of the world, which he had been promised. 

When the promise is fulfilled, he can die in peace. When the child was brought to 

the temple for a blessing, overjoyed, Simeon uttered these words, which were his 

last: 

 

Lord now lettest thy servant 

Depart in peace, according to thy word 

For my eyes have seen your salvation 

That you have prepared  

in the presence of all peoples. (Luke 29:31)  

 

This man waited for years, longing for the arrival of the promised one who would 

put right in the world all the things that are crooked. Finally, justice and goodness 

would arrive and reign with equity. Is it too much to say that in a secular sense, 

Odysseus was to be the “salvation” for his beleaguered wife, his endangered son, 

and lawless Ithaka? In this beautiful moment, in the last breath of Argos, he finally 

sees the promised one, who will put right all that is not so in Ithaka. And having 

finally seen him, Argos dies. 

Odysseus, although a mortal, had godlike characteristics that were given to 

him when Athena cloaked him in golden splendor, making him taller and younger, 
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with hair like hyacinth blossoms. In crucial moments in battles, Athena deflected 

spears that would have killed Odysseus. At critical junctures she appeared in the 

guise of Mentor, to guide him with divine wisdom. Although Odysseus was a 

mortal, he had encounters with the divine often enough to reliably seek and find 

divine solutions. And Odysseus definitely had people who “believed in” him, in 

the sense of relying on him and trusting his capabilities. Penelope was one, robust 

enough in her faith to hold on for twenty years without a single letter or message, 

without news from people who had seen him or his men. Nothing. That is 

extraordinary faith. And Telemachus, although he remembered nothing of his 

father, and wasn’t even sure of his parentage, wanted to believe. When he finally 

talked with the war heroes who knew his father and recognized Odysseus’ 

characteristics in him, Telemachus became a true believer. And of course, there 

was Argos, who needed no proof whatsoever to “know” Odysseus, who believed 

that his master would finally come home. 

 Homer’s Odyssey is a marvelous story offering exciting tales of goddesses, 

giants, six headed monsters, grand victories, and deadly defeats. In the midst of the 

epic adventures of the wily Odysseus, Homer artfully paints the doubt, despair, 

and disorder, which plagues a leaderless land. Those who are left behind for two 

decades pay a heavy price. Argos’ story is a delicately painted miniature offering 

the reader of the Odyssey a vibrant portrait of life in Ithaca without a master, a king, 

a father, a son, and a husband. Athena always aided Odysseus when he needed her 

most. Penelope never failed her husband. Telemachus, empowered and 

encouraged by Athena, grew to be a prince. Eumaeus remained steadfast. Argos? 

He was touched by greatness in his youth as he was bred and trained by the 

transformative spirt of his master. When Odysseus was gone, Argos was forgotten, 

abandoned, and cast away in disordered Ithaca. But Odysseus never left his heart. 

In the end, Argos was reunited with Odysseus and a salt tear from his beloved 

master quenched his parched spirit, as Argos sailed off on his final journey. May 

we, like Argos, always keep Odysseus in our hearts.  
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"Here, Cyclops...now drink some wine" Odyssey, (Emily Wilson) Book 4. 345 

Mosaic floor, Villa Romana Del Casale, Sicily photographed by Elizabeth Janthey
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Dialogue and Understanding in the Seminar Oral 
Courtney White 

 
When I think of good opening questions, “What's the point of it all?” is not 

one of them. That might be considered a question worthy of existential 

philosophy, but I chose it as my opening question for my literature seminar oral 

with Mr. Townsend. This type of question is generally thought of as too broad. 

In my previous orals, I brought an opening question that was specific, and 

prepared by looking over the texts, assuming that the conversation would be 

directed in specific ways. Despite all the preparations, the tutors seemed to take 

the conversations into unknown territory where I felt like I was hit by a torpedo 

fish. What led me to ask this question?  

I never quite understood the draw of literature, so I chose to take the math 

and science segment first, followed by the history segment. The scientific proofs 

invigorated me and the specificity of geometry gave an illusion of clarity in a 

chaotic world; this kind of analysis carried over well to the history segment. 

Emboldened by my newfound knowledge of ancient philosophy and Greek 

history, I felt ready to take on the literature segment, which was always a weak 

area for me. I read Homer through the lens of Vico, and Shakespeare through 

the lens of Plutarch. I attempted to analyse the texts with the same specificity of 

math and science, but literature resists such scrutiny. After some time, however, I 

was able to shed my need for finding historical accuracy, through being drawn to 

the emotional portrayals of the human experience. 

Still, despite being sympathetic to some of the various characters, I was 

repulsed by the horrible actions of pretty much every one of them. What values 

are these texts teaching us when we read that Achilles drags Hector's dead and 

bloodied body around? What are we supposed to believe when we read that 

Dionysus puts a spell on women who not only dance and drink but tear animals 

to pieces with their bare hands? I kept asking myself as I read, how do we know 

what a virtue worth pursuing is? Who sets the standard? Is it the gods or is it 

man? Who is a virtuous man? Can we justify revenge or murder for the sake of 

honor? Can we justify lying for the sake of storytelling? As a Christian, I take to 

heart when St. Paul says to dwell on whatever is good, noble, and pure. The 

content of the literature we read made me question if there was anything in it that 

was good, noble or pure. As my oral approached, I still had not gotten the 
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illumination I was seeking. I was also starting to despise the texts we were 

reading. There really wasn’t a more honest or more pointed question for the oral 

than “what’s the point of it all?” 

With two semesters under my belt, I knew that the tutors were there to help 

me discover and grow. At this point I was grateful that St. John's puts so little 

emphasis on grades, emboldening me to take a chance. My question wasn’t 

rhetorical, rather it was a plea to truly get what I was seeking. Mr. Townsend had 

the patience and subtlety to draw out my thoughts and feelings and to expand my 

question. He asked me questions as if I were the author of a great book. Like 

Socrates, he helped me to discover and to see things in a new perspective. He 

was humble, patient, and deeply attentive. He was not afraid to get to the heart of 

the issues most people are afraid to broach. Mr. Townsend asked me if I was 

looking for a judge to determine what is right, like Athena in Eumenides. That 

didn’t seem to resonate with my deeper concern. When he pointed to Hippolytus 

as an archetype of a sacrificial figure, I began to see how I could find value in 

these texts. 

It seemed that my main issue with the Greek texts was that there was no 

guiding light of truth. A source of truth was what I was looking for, an 

anchor. Mr. Townsend assured me that, even in a secular college, it's acceptable 

to come in with my own religious convictions as a compass for interpretation. 

One way to look at it, he told me, was to believe that God providentially created 

all people in such a way that certain truths can be illuminated through their 

actions. So, is there anything good, noble or true in these texts? As I thought 

about it, examples flooded my mind: The desire to sacrifice oneself for a higher 

cause, in Hippolytus, the desire to forgive in the Iliad, an acknowledgement that 

revenge perpetuates violence in the plays of Aeschylus, the desire to conquer 

death in Antony and Cleopatra. 

Although my opening question wasn’t directly answered, the desire of my 

heart was. I wanted to find value in literature, and reconcile my emotional draw 

to the characters with my desire for a clear understanding of virtue. I am now in 

the Philosophy and Theology segment where I can explore the concept of virtue 

in more depth. My next opening question: “Can we even call something good or 

bad without evoking an externally derived moral standard?”
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“Therefore etc”: Bang or Whimper? 

Jeremy Sheeler 
 
 I must confess, Euclid just does not speak to my soul. Despite understanding 

intellectually why he is so important (both foundationally for mathematics, and 

because so many thinkers whom I respect hold him in such high regard), I 

cannot help but find him boring. Somehow I doubt the beauty of an elegant 

construction will ever move me, nor, as in the case of an affected acquaintance of 

one of my classmates, will I ever shed tears of joy over him. I am certainly awed 

by Euclid’s god-like powers to create a world ex nihilo from the abyss of 

breadthless depthlessness. Yet, this realm lacking space or time, for me, also lacks 

life. Though apparently a later substitution by our esteemed translator Heath for 

the full re-enunciation intended by Euclid, I cannot think of a better way to sum 

up the feeling I get after working through a proposition than the underwhelmed, 

“Therefore etc.” Still, I cannot help but wonder to what sort of soul such a 

project does speak? 

 As with Aristotle, there is a dry austerity to Euclid’s procedure: proposition 

following upon proposition, piece by piece, step by step, till this rigorously 

rational world is created. What I cannot decide, though, is if dry necessarily means 

arid? Heraclitus once proclaimed that “To souls, it is joy to become wet;” 

however, in his typical self-countervailing fashion, he also admonished, “It is the 

dry soul which is wisest and best.” While there is much joy to be found in the 

excesses of the Dionysian flood, the more delicate growths of reason and 

prudence tend to be drowned in the torrent. Yet so too, it would seem, is the 

aridity of the desert an equally inhospitable climate for life.  

 The Dictionary of Scientific Biography opens its lengthy article on “The 

Geometer” by admitting, “Although Euclid is the most celebrated mathematician 

of all time, whose name became a synonym for geometry until the twentieth 

century, only two facts of his life are known, and even those are not beyond 

dispute.” It is postulated, however, that in addition to compiling the Elements, he 

also wrote treatises on spheres and cylinders, geometric optics, analytical problem 

solving, and, most-contested of all, a mathematization of music. Yet, despite our 

lack of any definitive knowledge of his life, perhaps, we could draw out some 

aspects of his soul merely from his work. As Nietzsche purports in his Philosophy 

in the Tragic Age of the Greeks, “Philosophic systems, even if completely erroneous, 
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have always one wholly incontrovertible point: personal mood, color.” Though 

being far from qualified to judge the efficacy of Euclid’s enterprise itself, I feel at 

least slightly more comfortable formulating some hypotheses about the possible 

character traits one could deduce from such a painstaking attempt at 

systematization. 

 What drives someone to desire this degree of order and exactitude? Is it 

really just for knowledge’s sake—a disinterestedness desire for the Truth, with 

uncompromising reason merely seen as the straightest path? It is certainly a noble 

image, and the prevailing one we continue to hold of the “Man of Science” 

today. But if one peers beyond this façade, there is no man who appears behind 

this scientist—only method. Euclid, the man, disappears in his work, no more 

material than the world that he has so carefully constructed. Still, there must be 

something there, something to this need that Euclid felt. For though a perfect circle 

can never actually exist, nor will a straight line ever sit at a perfect right angle 

upon a plane, there must be some sort of connection to the “real” world.  

 But what if my inability to appreciate him is not simply a matter of personal 

preference, but instead a personal failure? If the effusiveness of so many of my 

colleagues is any indication, not only is the solemn reverence that I have so far 

managed to muster warranted, but a genuine excitement is possible. Their 

enthusiasm, however, seems to stem from two entirely different (and conflicting) 

sources: either his procedure accords with their nature; or it arises from a self-

aware recognition of lack—either they already love order; or they are perceptive 

enough to know that they need it. What if Euclid, the man, did not feel the need 

to live in his work because the dryness of his intellectual pursuits was actually a 

counterbalance to the joyous overflow of his actual life? While unfortunately the 

details of his biography have been lost to the sands of time, there is another 

figure that perhaps can be justifiably put in his place to judge the soundness of 

the project. 

 The renowned historian of mathematics Thomas L. Heath was born in 1861, 

in the small English village of Barnet-byle-wold. His love of the ancient world 

began early in life at the knee of his father, a farmer with a penchant for the 

Greeks, and would eventually lead him to a degree in both mathematics and 

classics from Trinity College Cambridge. After graduation, Heath became a civil 

servant in the national treasury, but his desire to continue living the “life of the 

mind” never faded. When not engrossed in official duties, he engaged in 
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independent scholarship, and, despite never holding any academic position, is 

now revered as one of the leading authorities in the history of mathematics. Yet, 

in addition to these staid and scholarly pursuits, he was also an accomplished 

pianist, literature and train enthusiast, mountaineer, as well as a loving husband 

and father. Indefatigable to the very end, he climbed his last mountain at the age 

of seventy and left behind an unfinished work on Aristotle’s mathematics when 

he died suddenly of a stroke in 1940.  

 Now this is hardly the image of a man living apart from life, rather of one 

engaged in all its fullness and multifarious offerings. He seems to be the very type 

of individual whom St. John’s wishes to midwife into the world: one who not just 

knows arête, but practices it; one not just locked away in a sterile laboratory, 

creating impossible worlds, but using the knowledge gained there for this one. 

Euclid’s imaginary world is then perhaps not in parallelity to life, but in harmony 

with it. But as Heath so acutely recognized: it is a means, not an end.  

 In his essay The Abolition of Man, a reflection on the disintegration of the 

human soul under modern philosophy theories, C.S. Lewis contends that there 

are certain “qualities” in the world that “demand” certain responses from us—

that is, whether we like it or not. To illustrate this, he admits that, although he 

does not particularly enjoy the company of small children, he sees this as a defect 

in himself, instead of a mere personal preference. The goal of his essay is to show 

that there are standards—goods—in this world that, by necessity, transcend an 

individual’s subjectivity—which if we lack, then there is something fundamental 

missing in our lives. He calls this sort of judgment, “Speaking from within the 

Tao.”  

 Perhaps my failure to appreciate Euclid is of just this sort of deficiency. 

Perhaps, it is a refusal to become whole, an attempt to instead hide away as a self-

contented half-man. Yet so too would this be the case for the those who love 

Euclid simply because he comports with their inner nature—but for the opposite 

reason. The tallest growths, it would seem, flourish only in flush environments. 

But lucky for us humans this does not depend solely upon the lottery of birth or 

accident of location: it is a choice we are all given to create for ourselves. 

So, then, to attempt to answer my titular question: Is “Therefore etc,” as an 

end to Euclid’s propositions, a bang or a whimper? Maybe it is neither. Heath 

was just too busy living his life to tell you what you already know.  
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The Eternal Kingdom of the Triangle by Jaime Marquez
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Why I Am Here 
Bonnie Naradzay 
Ibykos fragment 286, translated using only words from Martin Luther King’s Letter from the 
Birmingham City Jail (After Anne Carson in Nay, Rather) 
  
In Birmingham, on the one hand,  
early Christians, 
being willing to face hungry lions 
where a higher law was involved, 
while white mothers 
screaming 
on television 
were seen. 
On the other hand, for me 
an unjust law distorts the soul. 
Nay rather, 
like a code  
inflicted on a minority, 
creating with unjust methods 
parading without a permit, 
on its face,  
nothing 
wrong 
man’s tragic separation. 
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A Conversation with Louis Petrich, Tutor 
Charles Green & Jaime Marquez, Colloquy 
 
Colloquy: How did you arrive at St. John's?  
 
 Louis Petrich: That’s a long story. How far back should I go? I think the 
intellectual seeds for becoming a tutor were sown in college, by diverse studies at 
Northwestern University.  
 
I started out in “the integrated science program,” an intense curriculum for kids 
very strong in math and science, who did not want to major in any one science, 
but preferred to study all to become interdisciplinary researchers. I did that for 
two years. Almost all my classes were physics, chemistry, biology, and 
mathematics. But I took an elective my sophomore year, a survey of Western 
literary classics, most of which we read at the College. I fell in love with the great 
epics, dramas, poetry, and novels, and felt deprived that I wasn't getting more, to 
learn how to express that very love. The sciences do not teach you how to talk 
with the beloveds. So I switched majors to English, though first I took off a 
quarter to read on my own. (Northwestern is on the quarter system.) I mostly 
read the Romantic writers of the American tradition--Emerson, Thoreau, and 
Whitman. Students who have done zoom classes with me will recognize the 
portrait of Thoreau that hangs in my office.  
 
His book, Walden, had a tremendous influence on me. I went to Concord, 
Massachusetts, for a summer to study Thoreau and Emerson, who both lived 
there. I stayed in a replica of his hut. I got to know some estimable 
“Thoreauvians,” and wrote a one-man show on the life of Thoreau that I 
performed locally when I returned to Northwestern. I still maintained my studies 
of math and the sciences, by making them my electives. So I graduated college 
with (what felt like) a dissonant double background of poetry and science. I went 
immediately to the University of Chicago to harmonize that doubleness in the 
Committee on Social Thought, which allowed graduates to pursue their own 
questions with anyone who shared them. Owing to the influence of one of my 
mentors, David Grene, an Irish classicist and farmer, I became more and more 
interested in Shakespeare and the theater. I got involved in a local professional 
company at the University of Chicago, and I started writing a dissertation on 
Shakespeare and performance. This was all in the 1980’s. Then in the fall of 1989, 
the world changed as the communist countries in Eastern and Central Europe 
collapsed in a heap. The Soviet Union would as well, two years later. I learned 
through a friend that the Fulbright Scholar program, under the agency of the 



College Ephemera 

22 

State Department, was having a hard time filling its slots for Romania, which had 
a bloody revolution in December ‘89. Conditions were very bad and few people 
wanted to risk the rampages of Romanian miners, who were making front-page 
news. I dropped right into those alien waters, like jumping off a cliff at high tide. 
By that time, I was tired of being in graduate school, preparing for a career in 
some American English department, most of which had enthralled themselves to 
political and sociological agendas that did not suit my tastes, which as I said were 
acquired in the knowledge-driven laboratories of science and the beauty-driven 
stagings of Shakespearean verse. So I up and left for Romania as a Fulbright 
Scholar to teach American studies--not my field, but that’s what the freed 
Romanians wanted. My only qualification--being American--was enough. I really 
loved it. The Romanians were very pro-American and eager to read our books, 
previously prohibited. If they were taught anything about us, it was through a 
Marxist-Leninist indoctrination. Though no one believed in that, they felt 
compelled to go along, until enough of them realized they needn’t, and there I 
was. 
 
I ended up teaching for ten years in several former communist countries of 
Eastern and Central Europe and the Soviet Union--until 9/11. Then the world 
changed again, and the borders, newly opened across the once half-forbidden 
globe, were closing because of terrorism and overstated fears. The resources that 
supported my work in education were redirected to fighting terrorism and 
keeping us all safe. By that time I was married and had a son. We were living in 
Bishkek, Kyrgyzstan, north of Afghanistan, a Moslem country. It was deemed a 
precarious situation, though really there was nothing that warranted the closures 
and evacuations. I had tucked away in the back of my mind an idea I never 
thought would come to pass: to teach in the U.S. at the only College that fully 
suited my waywardness, St. John’s. I knew about it because there's a lot of 
crossover between St. John's and the University of Chicago. So I applied for a 
tutor position. The Dean flew me half-way around the globe for an interview in 
January of 2002, and by April the Instruction Committee had decided in my 
favor. So if not for Osama Bin Laden and 9/11, I would probably have remained 
a happy expatriate, teaching American studies to our former official enemies, 
who now number among my best and oldest friends. I do miss that life--the 
adventures and freedoms, not to be had now--but of course I’m grateful to tutor 
in Annapolis, for as long as the students want it. 
  
CQ: Do you do you notice any differences between teaching undergraduates and 
teaching at the Graduate Institute? 
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LP: I get asked that a lot. I'm not sure why people are so interested in that 
question. There are differences, obviously. GI students are older. They tend to be 
more settled in their lives than the College kids. They're not living together in 
campus dorms like the undergrads. So they are not as dependent on the 
community for their well-being, and consequently they have adjusted better to 
the online medium than my younger students.  
 
One thing I do miss in the GI is the chronological program of the College. With 
any group of undergraduates, I know what they have read before. In the GI, 
students take the segments in any order. I'm often tempted to make a reference 
to another book in the program, but I can't do that in the GI as I can among the 
undergraduates, who share an enlarging common ground for discussion. But the 
GI students have chosen to come back to school, after an interim of some years 
spent in a world delinquent in the things we do; thus they’re all the more 
appreciative of the books and conversations and friendships to be made here, like 
nowhere else, they tell me. 
 
I have personal reasons (that aren't so interesting) for teaching in the GI, but I’ll 
mention them. I like getting a new group of students each semester. I like that 
there are smaller classes in the GI than in the College. And I've gotten to like 
being the solo tutor in seminar. I've learned a lot by having to carry responsibility 
for the seminar’s questions and conduct. I like teaching a preceptorial alongside 
the seminar, for there’s always a book I want to work on for sixteen weeks. So 
there are many things to please me in the GI. I’ve also done much teaching in the 
College’s continuing education program. A Friday night lecture I gave on 
Chekhov had its origin in a weekend community seminar, with people off the 
street interested in his stories, still students. 
 
CQ: I'm wondering if you could talk about your Friday night lecture on Falstaff 
which you gave in the spring of 2019. 
 
LP: That lecture was a joy. We were trying with difficulty to schedule it in April, 
a very busy month, with croquet, Senior Prank, and other activities that cluster at 
the end of the year. But it suddenly occurred to me that this would be a great 
prank lecture, because of Falstaff, who (among other roles) is a prankster. So I 
said to the Dean, “All right, let's schedule it right after Thursday’s senior prank, 
as long as certain conditions are met.” These included advertising the lecture so 
that people would not know what to expect: something prankish, but nonetheless 
serious? The occasion made me push quite far in vindicating Falstaff’s comic 
excesses, rooted in the body and a deep longing for dimly remembered paradise.  
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In fact I rewrote the lecture with an audience of senior pranksters in mind, who’d 
be turning of the College into a kind of Boar’s Head tavern of Eastcheap. You 
see it was first drafted a couple of years before, while I was on sabbatical, on the 
shores of an island in the Caribbean, my little piece of paradise. Falstaff lays claim 
to paradise, in that he doesn't consent to death; he doesn't sweat at labors; he 
gardens pleasures and reaps what others sow, without guilt, without trepidation. I 
had a lot of fun releasing him as the center of meaning in Henry IV, Part 1. He’s 
the one attractive alternative to the ugly politics of Hal's father, and the excessive 
honor-loving of Hotspur, who, though beautiful, is too vulnerable to destruction 
by the politicians. I tried to offer Falstaff as a third way, whenever life presents 
itself in the form of two deadly necessary alternatives.  
 
CQ: What distinguishes Shakespeare's plays from those of his contemporaries, 
like Marlowe or Ben Johnson, such that he’s still read and performed today?  
 
LP: Well, if you read a late play of Shakespeare, say Henry VIII, on which he 
probably collaborated with John Fletcher, you can immediately hear the 
difference between Shakespeare's dramatic verse and his popular colleague’s. 
Marlowe is credited with introducing blank verse to the English stage. But his 
verse, great as it is, doesn't convince you the way Shakespeare’s does. Marlowe is 
more cumbersome and literary. Read the plays aloud and see for yourself.  
 
By the way, an interesting thing to note about Shakespeare is that even though he 
knew, along with everyone else, that he was the greatest writer of his time, and 
would remain a treasure forever, he didn't succor the kind of pride that forbade 
collaboration with others. He was willing to share the creative work, not only 
with his own company of actors, but also with lesser playwrights. I think that was 
part of his strength--not caring much about possessing and controlling his 
creations, his Ariel and Caliban loves. Think about that the next time you read or 
see The Tempest. 
 
Also wonderful, along these lines, is that Shakespeare never put effort into 
publishing his plays. He left them to chance, or to other people. I think they 
were, to him, a kind of ephemera, written one after another (about two per year) 
to entertain the high and low of London. And all the while he was reviving and 
directing old and new plays by others and co-managing the company. He wasn’t 
writing dramatic “literature,” and yet he struck such deep chords that the plays 
seem miraculous, such that many seek to assign them to an illustrious author. In 
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the end, Prospero, the stage master, would have tossed the whole corpus into the 
sea. That’s worth thinking about, too. 
 
CQ: Do the techniques of acting and drama translate at all to leading a seminar 
or tutorial?  
 
LP: I think in some ways, yes, definitely. Actors must learn to be believable 
onstage, by delivering their lines freshly minted, even if they’re as old and 
handled as pewter. I’ll never forget an actor’s workshop I attended in London 
one summer, in which we were asked, one at a time, to stand up and recite 
Shakespeare’s sonnet 18: “Shall I compare thee to a summer’s day?” We all took 
our turns, but not one of us got beyond the twentieth word or so before the 
Anglo-Irish instructor, from England’s top school of drama, precisely 
interrupted, “Stop, I don’t believe you just now. You can sit down, please. Next.” 
We had to believe ourselves that the words of that sonnet had never been writ or 
said before we pronounced them--that they were our original creations of the 
moment. In seminar or tutorial, tutors return to the same books over and over 
again, making believe, because it’s true, that they never grow old or stale. It 
should always be an original moment of creation in discussing them. Otherwise, 
it’s time to stop. Participants in seminar, like actors, must listen genuinely, not 
robotically, not waiting for the cue to say something expected of them. We need 
to appreciate being part of an ensemble, and not just a bunch of solo performers. 
Good timing is essential, along with a balanced facility for comedy and tragedy, 
something Socrates advocates, for aren’t we all fools, we brave-hardy fallen 
equals of the lettered great? In both capacities, a modulating voice that brings out 
the shifting meanings of speech is such a help. The books we read come from 
breathers like us. Often people forget that. So they don't modulate. Everything is 
spoken and heard in a deadly monotone. So having some background in theatre 
helps readers become co-creators, as I think they should be, now more than ever, 
to thwart the machines. 
 
CQ: Do you think live theater will survive this period of extended closures and 
quarantine?  
 
LP: Definitely. There've been plagues in the past and theater has survived their 
closures. You know not long after Shakespeare's death, the theaters were closed 
by the Puritans for twenty years! The real threat to theater is not disease, but 
righteous politics and purifications. Besides, what's the point of saving lives if 
you get rid of the things that make life worth living? If we’re going to keep safe, 
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at least let’s do it Falstaff’s way, rising up to full cheeky liveliness, having 
counterfeited death for a while. 
 
You know, I recently streamed a very successful National Theatre production of 
Twelfth Night, my favorite Shakespearean comedy. But it's not nearly the same 
thing as being there, live. These streamed productions are missing the risk of 
spontaneity and contact with human bodies onstage, spitting heart and mind into 
the rapt audience. If streaming plays is the future, then we won’t keep funding 
theater, we’ll just have film. 
 
CQ: Would it be fair to say, by way of analogy, that streaming a play is akin to 
seeing video images of beautiful places, rather than visiting the actual sites?  
 
LP: That's the effect. I find it demoralizing, really, that all these travel companies, 
who have found me out, deluge me with cheerful offers of a “virtual travel 
experience.” Why should I enable the doctrine of the enemy? 
  
CQ: You’ve contributed many poems to Colloquy over the last several years. 
Could you talk a little about some of your poetic influences and favorite poets? 
 
LP: My main influence is blank verse, iambic pentameter, owing to all my 
drinking in of Shakespeare. I’d have to make the effort to avoid it, but why? I like 
rhyming, but not at the expense of sense, so I’ll often admit rhymes anywhere in 
the line, so long as the words say precisely what is wanted. I am fussy about 
rhythm. I count syllables and stresses, and fight against lazy irregularities. But 
laziness often gets the better of me. 
 
CQ: Can you talk more about the process you go through in writing some of the 
poems you’ve contributed to Colloquy? 
 
LP: My process is continual revision. In the morning hours, words that somehow 
were found in sleep, sound out and self-select. I’m learning to get out of their 
way. From whence they come, who knows? Formerly, the sources were called 
“muses,” a useful term still for the faces and voices that get inside you. I regret 
the fact that meeting deadlines requires premature parturition, which vanity 
assists, and later regrets. There’s much sense in Emily Dickinson’s process: keep 
working at your poems until you’re dead; let others see to their publication; and 
thereby keep the muses from feeling betrayed by missteps in public rehearsal.  
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Another creative “process” I learned from performing in Othello. I’m sure that 
Shakespeare felt Iago as deeply as he felt Othello. He does not censure his 
capacity for the darkness that owns the light, and that’s a giant part of his 
strength. Theatrically and poetically, Iago is a power to be husbanded, as 
questions are. They make for a pleasing whole that contributes to knowledge. For 
hate knows its objects as deeply as love does, and questions them with like 
authority. Something else relevant to writing poetry I learned from King Lear: to 
speak from stirred lips that aren’t specific to the owner. Personal experiences are 
straw, to be spun into the silk that is simplicity itself. Lear gets there by the end. 
Shakespeare’s dark lady sonnets spring from personal experience of betrayal in a 
love triangle, but it would be vulgar-minded to read them primarily as 
autobiography. His Richard II supposedly drew from Queen Elizabeth the 
response that Richard (being deposed) was her; a dangerous identification to 
make, but Shakespeare must have trusted that she would not mistake a poetic 
character for her own history. It’s discomforting to treat life as scraps for 
composition, but each of us does this at night in dreams. Out of vanity we see 
ourselves there, though it is merely an elbow that is wanted by the poet, the 
dreamer, the lover. I might start a poem with some woman’s elbow, a catchy 
saying, a breakfast taste, a spasm of jealousy, but soon these things go roaming 
for words that live out there, where Cordelia’s lips have gone, and then I’m free 
of my dead-end self, to borrow breath from what’s forever stirring in the air. 
We’ve all had that experience, right?—when you read something and say, “That’s 
me, and I could’ve written it, if only I knew how to write!” We’re all out there, when 
smitten, like Orlando posting love poems on embarrassed trees. The poems I 
post may be like the abrupt body of Richard III, sent before his time into this 
breathing world, scarce half made up. But let the dogs bark, that hunchback 
knew how to get the girl and the crown, though he didn’t keep them long. 
 
CQ: If you could add any books or authors to the Program, which would you 
add?  
 
LP: James Joyce. I think his story, “The Dead,” is the greatest short story I've 
read. And Ulysses, my God, yes, yes, because there is probably no other College in 
America, or the world, that better prepares its students for the amazing feast that 
Joyce serves up in that book. I'd like to read more American authors: Frederick 
Douglass, his autobiography, I'd want to include with Ben Franklin's. Each of 
them solves the problem of life, as it faced him, and each still speaks to the 
question of identity that so occupies us today. Augustine’s shouldn’t be the only 
autobiography we read. We don't read any dramatists after the 17th-century. I 
would at least add Chekov. His Cherry Orchard is about keeping a good thing 
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going in a world opposed to that thing. It would make an apropos final reading 
for seniors and their tutors. 
 
CQ: Are there any books on the program currently that you feel are no longer 
helpful, that don't serve their purpose anymore? Or that don't excite you when 
you enter into them? 
 
LP: That's very rare. Carl Jung’s book on Freud, which we read in the GI, is an 
interpretation, and I’d rather read Freud himself and form my own 
interpretations. There’s been a fair amount of experimentation on how to end the 
senior year. What’s a fitting end to this chronological program of ours? We finish 
by going back to the Phaedrus, implying that the end is the beginning. I like that 
idea, but not by itself. I got to see, while living abroad for many years, something 
you hear said: that civilization, which takes a long time to erect, can be lost damn 
quickly. The way to keep it going is to return to the beginning, but with a 
conviction of how precarious it is. That’s why I would end with Chekhov, for he 
knew the fragility of that cherry orchard, which we hear being chopped down at 
the end of the play, to make money. Its caretakers did not take proper care. I 
think that’s where we always are in danger. 
 
CQ: What's your experience been leading online classes? 

 
LP: Going into it, a year ago, I felt the dread of exile to Siberia (which I’ve been 
to, in winter). It feels to me antithetical to community, humanity, and love. What 
we value at the college is learning from each other face to face--in person--getting 
energized from each other's actual company. Plato's word for that, as we all learn 
to appreciate, is eros. When you're disembodied online, you lose that erotic 
energy. This makes learning exhausting, and not much fun, either. Who looks 
good online? Whose words are not impeded by the removal of common breath? 
Who has not felt the urgent need to chuck the screens into the nearest river? But 
I have to admit, nonetheless, that my online GI classes have gone much better than 
I expected. Their success makes me want to say, like Polus, “I have to agree with 
the argument, but still, I’m not going to live that way.” Lab classes in the College 
suffer because there are no practica to perform with one’s own knowing hands. 
So lab ceases to be lab, and science becomes more authoritarian. Math tutorial 
also suffers, because we do need a real blackboard to give room to the beholding 
of truths and the gestural expanding of thoughts--spontaneously. That’s a synonym 
for life, you know. 
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The Pandemic and the Iliad 
Will Harvard 
 
We all can look back on the past year and reflect on how we coped with the 

dramatic change and shift that Covid-19 brought to our individual and collected 

lives. Zoom became the world in which people went to work; school; even happy 

hours and family gatherings. It would be the place I would spend my final 

summer before graduating from St. John’s Graduate Institute. Four summers, 

this was not how I wanted to end my tenure. And yet, I could not help but think 

of the undergraduates who spent even more time than I did at St. John’s and 

their loss of a senior spring on the beautiful Annapolis grounds. People lost jobs, 

and relationships became strained for many communities living together. Screens 

and the information contained on them, be it print, or video, became a lifeline 

for a majority of people around the world. And although I count myself as one of 

those people, I also craved silence and reflection. Too much screen time left me 

fatigued and feeling even more distanced from people. By the end of the summer 

I had taught the final two months of the school year on zoom as well as attended 

my final St. John’s classes on it as well. I was averaging anywhere from two to six 

hours on it: I needed a break, and this break came in the form of rereading an 

edition of the Iliad I had had since college. 

 

My initial hope was to reread the epic poem in the original Greek with all the 

time I had to spare since most things in my community were still closed. 

However, no matter how far I read, I could not help returning again and again to 

book one and the opening of the work itself. What started out as a way to take 

my mind off the pandemic, quickly turned into a meditation on the world’s 

situation as well as the canon at St. John’s. For anyone that has read the poem, 

the opening line is one of the most famous in all of literature, “sing, oh goddess, 

the destructive wrath of Achilles, son of Peleus.” And while “wrath” deserves our 

attention at the outset, since it is what fuels Achilles to return to battle after the 

death of Patroclus and has him slay Hector, it was another word a few lines down 

that drew me in as if reading the poem for the first time: “χολωθεὶς- having been 

angered (ln.9).” This aorist participle describes Apollo and his anger at 

Agamemnon for keeping the daughter of Chryses, who is a priest to Apollo, as a 

war prize. As a result, Apollo sends a plague in the form of his arrows to punish 

https://homer.library.northwestern.edu/html/show_grammar.cgi?loc=1.1.9&word_id=8&display_lang=lang_grk&
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the Greeks on behalf of his priest’s pain at not having his daughter returned by 

Agamemnon in exchange for spoils and wealth. Homer describes the result of 

this plague as “crowded pyres of the dead always burning (ln. 52).” 

  

Perhaps it is simply the time we are living in with restrictions, a national death 

toll, and trackers for those infected, but I simply could not move past this 

episode in the poem. It felt as though I was watching this very scene play out 

nationally before all our eyes. Here in this instance is Achilles, not the warrior 

and vengeful killer, but Achilles, the diplomat, who calls the Greeks to council at 

the behest of Hera, to whom the Greeks were so dear. Instead of wielding his 

sword, Achilles reasons it is time to return home, or at least consult a seer to 

understand why Apollo is so angry with them. Enter Kalchas, the greatest of 

diviners, who led the Greeks to Troy, and is described as being able to know “the 

things that are, the things to come, and the things that were.” But this matters 

not as he makes Achilles swear to protect him, because he knows that he is going 

to upset Agamemnon. He prudently addresses Achilles with the following: 

  

For a king is greater when he is angry with a lesser man, 

and even though on the same day he keeps his anger from rising, 

he still holds back his grudge, deep in his chest, until it is fulfilled. (l.80-83) 

 

And Kalchas is right. Agamemnon is furious with him as he replies, 

  

Seer of evil, never have you spoken a favorable word to me. 

Always evil things are dear to your heart to prophesize. 

You have never spoken a worthy prophecy, nor has it ever been fulfilled. 

(l.106-108) 

 

Despite Kalchas’ prodigious skills, and having his gift of prophecy from Apollo 

himself, Agamemnon uses the personal pronoun, “μοι-to me (ln. 106).” It is no 

matter to Agamemnon how truthful Kalchas is being or even how skilled he is, 

because Kalchas’ words are in direct opposition to Agamemnon’s personal wants 

and desires. And we know this because Agamemnon tells the council he prefers 

Chryseis to his own wife, Clytemnestra, in looks and work. From here Achilles 

fulfills his promise to Kalchas and stands up to Agamemnon. As both men trade 

https://homer.library.northwestern.edu/html/show_grammar.cgi?loc=1.1.106&word_id=6&display_lang=lang_grk&
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insulting speeches, it is Agamemnon who gets the final say when he gives back 

Chryseis only to strip Achilles of his prize, Briseis. These actions have irrevocable 

consequences as this is the reason Achilles abstains from the war and sets in 

motion the future deaths of not only countless Greeks, but also that of Patroclus. 

Achilles even puts it to Agamemnon that “my hands have managed the greater 

part of this tiresome fighting (lns.165-166).” 

  

While it is tempting to draw parallels with the language and reactions between 

our country’s leadership with that of Agamemnon and Kalchas, as well as seeing 

Achilles as a frontline worker in terms of how much fighting he bore, there is a 

larger and more important question to ask: what does this episode mean for the 

great books cannon at St. John’s? Indeed, every generation will have its 

Agamemnon in one way or another. And time and again each passing generation 

of St. John’s students will experience a Kalchas or diviner who sees the truth with 

an Achilles willing to defend it. But what does it mean for us readers, those that 

have read before us, and for those future generations that will read after us, that 

the St. John’s curriculum chronologically begins with an episode of a pandemic, 

anger, and the dichotomy between personal and civic responsibility on the behalf 

of a king and a goddess born warrior? One may ask, especially of the Graduate 

Institute, “but how does this episode stand at the forefront of St. John’s?” While 

it is less evident at the Graduate Institute due to the opportunity to study 

segments out of order, the undergraduates embark on the Iliad and the Odyssey 

their freshman year. Perhaps sections of the Old Testament could be considered 

older than Homer, but regardless, St. John’s undergraduates begin their academic 

careers with a storyline that predates all the other Greek writers on the reading 

list for that year. Achilles’ wrath is so famous that even if one has not read 

Homer, she is certain to know it. And yet, before the invocation of the goddess 

to sing of Achilles’ wrath, she must first explain the anger of a god, a king, a 

warrior, and the balance of self-interest they have for themselves as well as 

others.  

  

Just like my time on the Annapolis campus, I am filled with questions more than 

with answers. During this past year I have experienced anger, frustration, and 

even compassion. While I count myself fortunate not to have lost anyone in my 

family to Covid, I have watched as coworkers and family friends attended virtual 
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funerals. Reading Book 1 of the Iliad was not therapeutic. I did not feel a sense of 

perspective that the idea of a plague and the dissension it causes goes back to one 

of our earliest forms of literature. Instead I came to understand the adverb “αἰεὶ-

always (ln. 52),” as in every time someone reads or listens to Book 1 of the Iliad, 

the crowded funeral pyres of the dead are always burning, as if in perpetuum. And 

the result will always be the same: an assembly of leaders called forth, the 

consultation of an expert, and the resulting anger of those in attendance in 

response to the truth. “Always” does not make this epic linear, instead, it 

presents the work as continually existing, coming into being every time we pick 

up the text to listen to the goddess explain Achilles’ wrath, and to a no less 

important degree, a pandemic and its consequences.  

By Neha Gaddam

https://homer.library.northwestern.edu/html/show_grammar.cgi?loc=1.1.52&word_id=2&display_lang=lang_grk&
https://homer.library.northwestern.edu/html/show_grammar.cgi?loc=1.1.52&word_id=2&display_lang=lang_grk&
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Excerpt from The Molting Eagle and the Shedding Serpent 
James Wheeler 

 

Nietzsche does not give us any tidy answers. Like the Sphinx to Oedipus, he 

has presented us with a riddle. But for what purpose? Why not state his position 

clearly? One answer might be that Nietzsche, through Zarathustra, does not want 

to be understood by everyone. Maybe, he only wants those who read his words 

slowly, precisely, and with blood-dripping intensity to be able to unravel the 

bandages wrapped around this mummy of Moment. Perhaps he is telling us that 

there must be some demonstration of faculties before the keys to the kingdom of 

heaven and the gates of hell can be given. In that sense, it seems clear that 

Zarathustra’s position on the eternal recurrence is not meant to encapsulate 

everyone. Zarathustra is no savior for all of mankind.  

If he is a savior at all, he is only so for those who can solve his riddle and 

more importantly, once solved, can summon the courage to not wither before it. 

Zarathustra’s idea of the eternal recurrence demands, even from himself, a 

person unafraid to tie themselves to the tracks while the Train of All-Life hurtles 

forever and repeatedly toward their body. The eternal recurrence is the 

recognition and celebration of the idea that from those tracks there is no escape. 

One cannot free oneself from the moment, that which shackles one in place. The 

moment must be experienced in order for there to be a future and a past. Such a 

courageous moment-lover also understands that the Train of All-Life cannot 

move backward, only incessantly forward along the unalterable Track of Eternity, 

a track to be traveled time and time and time again with no deviation.  

But does the track proceed eternally in a straight line? Thus, the riddle 

continues, and Zarathustra further complicates matters by cavalierly dismissing a 

key element to the solution when he admonishes the dwarf for lazily stating that 

“All truth is crooked; time itself is a circle.” Zarathustra responds to the dwarf by 

stating that he is demeaning the thought of the eternal recurrence by making it 

less complicated. That is to say, the dwarf dilutes the entire concept into the 

simple, insouciant explanation that time is circular. In doing so, the converse of 

the dwarf’s comment provides the linchpin to the entire idea: if time wasn’t 

circular, and since it is self-evident that past events cannot be changed by actions 

in the present, that is to say that we can’t walk backwards in time, how could 

anyone or anything return to the same moment? The answer is that it can only be 
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accomplished in a circular manner. As long as time is circular, the past can still 

not be changed but it can be experienced again. As such, it can be returned to 

eternally.  

*** 

Of course, venturing an attempt at solving the riddle of the eternal 

recurrence is only a part of the nut to be cracked, the hard coating protecting the 

seed within. As that shell is peeled back, two additional layers are revealed. To 

begin with, prior to even hinting at the eternal recurrence, Zarathustra presents as 

a statement of fact that God is dead. He mentions it in the prologue while 

walking through the forest where so many nuts hang from tree branches or litter 

the ground. Interestingly, Zarathustra, that nomadic nutcracker, seems to be the 

only person aware of this fact, as even the saint he comes into contact with in the 

forest is not aware of God’s death: “Could it be possible? This old saint in the 

forest has not yet heard anything of this, that God is dead!”  

What, then, does it mean for the Christian god to be dead; and how does that 

fact, if accepted as a fact, inform our understanding of the eternal recurrence? 

For one, within a group of believers reliant on God’s continued existence, the 

factual death of God would represent a loss of faith. No, not just a loss of faith, a 

loss of connection to reality, an untethering of the mind. Such a spiritual and 

metaphysical unraveling, if recognized as true by all investors in such holy stock, 

would be cataclysmic. It would be the apocalypse of the mind. God, as man’s 

most cherished creation, the most precious child of the mind of man, is supposed 

to be that which is beyond death and gives undying structure to existence.  

Additionally, the death of God signals to mankind that even their most 

deathless vision can go blind. In such dark fumbling, what are God’s followers to 

do? Now given a void, how does man choose the correct soil with which to fill 

the hole caused by the absence of the creator of all values and the provider of all 

purpose? Zarathustra has the answer: create once more and plant the seeds of 

man’s future in the soil of the eternal recurrence. That is to say, in one way, with 

his mind man created God; therefore, man, through his mind, is the true god and 

the sole possessor of all the power he needs to provide purpose and meaning to 

life. He only needs but to harness his creative desire to that end. In other words, it 

is a matter of will, of will to power. 

Which leads to the second layer of the riddle of the eternal recurrence: if we 

stipulate that will in this sense is consistent with desire, what kind of will to 
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power is that which Zarathustra advocates? Throughout the book, he regularly 

speaks of the relationship between those in command and those who obey the 

commanders. In one sense, it is of course easy to conclude that power to 

Zarathustra is an imbalance of dominance: the person who wills more power into 

their possession than others and who lords that power over any and all who have 

less. In another sense, Zarathustra informs us, and therefore might be implying, 

that will to power can also take the form of a single-minded obsessive hunt for 

truth-knowledge and then hoarding that truth-knowledge so as to be swollen like 

a tick, on the verge of bursting with so much knowing and so much truth. In 

other words, it is a type of power sought so as to be conspicuously grand among 

all the cathedrals of the mind: to have more truth-knowledge than others is to 

have power over them due to the vacant pews inside their heads.  

Another, and I speculate more accurate, meaning of will to power, at least in 

the eagle eyes of Zarathustra, is dependent on the acceptance of the death of 

God and the primacy of the eternal recurrence. As previously mentioned, if God 

is dead, then there is no defender against the futility of life. If God is dead, then 

we are all passengers in a car with no destination. There is no driver at the wheel, 

and we have no direction home. However, if we have the strength and courage to 

stare eternity square in his endless eye, we would ourselves have the vision to see 

that all that can happen has happened and all that has happened will happen 

again. While we would realize that our lives have no off-ramp, we would also 

realize that we have the power to be the driver of our own car, not some god. 

And we would shout in the voice of our highest song, Yes! Give me this 

highway, this car, now and forever, over and over again! 

Consequently, we are left with a choice: in recognition of the death of God 

and the primacy of the eternal recurrence, do we throw our helpless hands up in 

the air and become the last men that Zarathustra warns us of; those joyless, 

purposeless, kings of emptiness, those owners of vacant, blinking eyes? Or do 

we, bodies bristling with infinite exuberance and a belief in the value and purpose 

of life that is deeper than the deepest well, infinitely and recurringly shout “Yes!” 

to the eternal recurrence? If so, then that eternal yes-saying requires us to desire, 

to lustily crave everything in our lives. We must, with our most irresistible hands, 

grasp each and every single moment of our lives with a drunken desire and 

rejoice in all that has happened, all that is happening, and all that will happen.  
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Thus, spoke Life to Zarathustra: “For what does not exist cannot will; but 

what is in existence, how could that still want existence? Only where there is life 

is there also will; not will to life but—thus I teach you—will to power.” For 

Zarathustra, such an acceptance is the most human imperative. It is the definition 

of will to power. Our desire, our will to embrace the life we have and spend no 

energy or thought on the life we want to have or think we should have had is 

where true power lies. A person so equipped is a person as powerful as any god 

the mind of man has ever created. Such a thought, were it to take hold of 

humanity in a way that Christianity and other religions have, would be 

transformative for humankind.  

Perhaps the power of transformation is one reason why Zarathustra’s most 

beloved animals are the proud eagle and the wise serpent. They molt and they 

shed. Their willingness to do so is non-existent because they don’t have a choice. 

The eagle and serpent don’t question their molting or their shedding. They don’t 

try to fight it, to wish that it didn’t happen or that it would happen differently. 

They are in life and such transformation automatically happens in that domain. 

Life has deemed it necessary. In the face of such necessity, they focus only on 

what life provides and transform when and how life demands. At this, the 

serpent with split-tongue smiles, and the eagle, unweighted by the spirit of gravity 

soars above us all.  

The Geometry of Addiction by Jaime Marquez
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Vico’s Poetic Morals: Forced into Philosophy? 

Akayla Lewis 

In The New Science of Giambattista Vico, the author, G. Vico, makes a claim that 

I found peculiar and interesting. In paragraph 509, Vico says, “for husbands 

shared their first human ideas with their wives, beginning with the idea of a 

divinity of theirs which compelled them to drag their women into caves; thus, 

even this vulgar metaphysics began to know the human mind in God” (509). Of 

course, this sentence is in the context of a larger thought, but I think it still 

sounds jarring based on the context. Men dragging women into caves and forcing 

them to be wives and share in philosophy does not sound like a world familiar to 

me, but Vico argues that this practice was the way of the early humans. A few 

immediate questions arise for me: What is this idea? Why did this happen? How 

do I make sense of Vico’s claims in light of his work being a “history of human 

ideas” (6, 347, 391, 424)?  

Fear Forces the Hand 

In The New Science, one of Vico’s main principles is that human civilization 

began with three practices: religion, marriage, and burial. “From all that has been 

set forth in general concerning the establishment of the principles of this Science, 

we conclude that, since its principles are divine providence, moderation of the 

passions by marriage, and immortality of human souls [witnessed] by burial, and 

since the criterion it uses is that what is felt to be just by all men or by the 

majority must be the rule of social life…” (360). Vico also argues that marriage 

and burial precede from the human ideas of the gods. Ideas of the gods (or a 

god) is the driving force of the actions of the early humans. Where does this 

religious bent come from?  

Fear is the beginning of the religious bent for man. “Thus, it was fear which 

created gods in the world; but, as was remarked in the Axioms, not fear 

awakened in men by other men, but fear awakened in men by themselves,” Vico 

says (382). It is the human imagination of divinity that drives man to fear. The 

early humans were “children” (187) that did not understand nature or have 

reason to govern their views of the world. Vico posits that the human mind 

reflects itself on whatever it does not understand. Vico says, “when men are 

ignorant of the natural causes producing things and cannot even explain them by 
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analogy with similar things, they attribute their own nature to them” (180). Vico 

uses lightning and flooding as his examples of how humans reflected their minds. 

When lightning would strike and people would fall, the early humans thought 

that there was a mind with intention behind this phenomenon which was 

perceived as a divine action. According to Vico, man’s natural curiosity put man 

on this path; he says “curiosity that inborn property of man, daughter of 

ignorance and mother of knowledge when wonder wakens our minds, has the 

habit, wherever it sees some extraordinary phenomenon of nature, a comet for 

example, a sun-dog, or a midday star, of asking straightway what it means” (189) 

Humans are inclined to ask what something means, and this is a very fascinating 

claim. The first response of man to something grand or rare is to ask what it 

means. There is not an explanation for this other than for Vico to say that it is 

inborn in humans. Either way, ascribing meaning to the phenomenon of nature is 

how all (gentile) religions start Vico claims this as the universal beginnings of the 

gentile world; every nation started this way. “Jove hurls his bolts and fells the 

giants, and every gentile nation had its Jove,” (193) Vico states. 

Sex Is Not Sexy 

The question of how early ideas of divinity fits in with women being clubbed 

and dragged into caves is still unanswered. How does religion compel these early 

humans to this strange and seemingly backward behavior? Vico says of these 

early humans, “Our treatment of it must take its start from the time these 

creatures began to think humanly. In their monstrous savagery and unbridled 

bestial freedom there was no means to tame the former or bridle the latter but 

the frightful thought of some divinity, the fear of whom, as we said in the 

Axioms is the only powerful means of reducing to duty a liberty gone wild” 

(338). The fear of a great power above is the first step in man restraining himself.  

It seems the early men thought they needed to control themselves so that 

they would not be struck by Jove’s lightning. “Authority was at first divine; the 

authority by which divinity appropriated to itself the few giants we have spoken 

of, by properly casting them into the depths and recesses of the caves under the 

mountains. This is the iron ring by which the giants, dispersed upon the 

mountains, were kept chained to the earth by fear of the sky and of Jove, 

wherever they happened to be when the sky first thundered” (387), Vico 

surmises. Thunder and lightning drove these men into the caves because they 
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concluded that the phenomenon was the work of a god who was enacting 

violence against them. To escape this violence and consequence, men took cover 

in caves thus restraining themselves.  

The early men took this restraint of their bodies to be a moral virtue. Vico 

articulates that “moral virtue began, as it must, from conatus. For the giants, 

confined under the mountains by the frightful religion of the thunderbolts, 

learned to restrain their bestial habit of wandering wild through the great forest 

of the earth, and acquired the contrary custom of remaining hidden and settled in 

their fields” (504). These early men thought the right thing to do was to restrain 

one’s wandering, and thus one’s bodily motion. The motion of the body is under 

control of the will which was something that needed to be commanded instead 

of the motion of the body controlling the person. It was right to control these 

urges to move so that the gods would be pleased. As Vico puts it, “from this 

thought must have sprung the impulse proper to the human will, to hold in check 

the motions impressed on the mind by the body, so as either to quiet them 

altogether, as becomes the sage, or at least to direct them to better use, as 

becomes the civil man. This control over the motion of their bodies is certainly 

an effect of the freedom of the human will…” (340). The control and direction 

of the body through the will is one of the first steps out of bestial living for early 

man. From the idea of bodily control, the need to control one’s sexual urges 

sprang up. In a very literal sense, sex is bodily motion. The urge for sex usually 

drives the motion of men, so the early humans wanted to control this “bestial 

lust” (504). Just like other movements were constricted to the cave, sexual 

intercourse would be hidden as well.  

Violence and Self-Control 

The question of why these early men needed to enact violence in order to 

practice their self-control is still open. It seems strange that in thinking that 

bodily movements and sexual intercourse should be controlled and restricted that 

the early men would use violence and force to get and keep these women in 

caves as wives. Why did the men use violence to achieve their virtuous end? Vico 

does not give a direct reason for this practice; he only says that it was the case. 

He does however give a description of the early women when he says 

“…women, who in that state must have been wild, indocile and shy…” (369), 

and under this description it is possible to understand why the early men needed 
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to use violence against these women in order to have them as partners. In order 

to propagate, these men needed to obtain these indocile women, but were these 

women truly indocile? Vico does not give an explanation of this synthesis of the 

early women, and I do not find myself satisfied.  

Although Vico does not give a concrete reason for this practice he does seem 

to be sure that it was a practice that happened. Vico seems to be convinced by 

the ancient fables and their depiction of women in marriage as he states, “the 

hieroglyph or fable of Juno hanging in the air with a rope around her neck and 

her hands tied by another rope and with two heavy stones tied to her feet, had 

signified the sanctity of marriage. Juno was in the air to signify the auspices 

essential to solemn nuptials, and for the same reason Iris was made her 

handmaiden and the peacock with its rainbow tail was assigned to her. She had a 

rope about her neck to recall the violence used by the giants on the first wives” 

(514). The ancient fables are the record of human ideas from which Vico draws 

his conclusions about the practices of early humans. It is quite possible that Vico 

himself thought this practice awful, but he simply describes it as the way the early 

humans interacted with each other. Therefore, this notion of the subjugation of 

women - a notion in which women lack autonomy and are seen as property - is 

founded within the fables, beliefs, and traditions of his time which he recounts. 

This belief is still present in some cultures currently. 

Forced Friendship 

Circling back to my original question: What is going on in the following 

statement? “For husbands shared their first human ideas with their wives, 

beginning with the idea of a divinity of theirs which compelled them to drag their 

women into their caves…” (506). The first conversations were between the man 

and woman in the cave, yet she was forced there by violence. What are we to 

make of this? 

Given the context of Vico’s conception of the world of the first humans and 

the consequent traditions and beliefs of ancient nations, we are led to think that 

men were unsociable creatures. Vico says, “For out of the passions of men each 

bent on his private advantage, for the sake of which they would live like wild 

beasts in the wilderness” (133). Thus, in this sketch of humankind, the early cave 

dwellers (or those men still living out in the forests) would have no one to share 

their ideas with. It follows that these men would commune with the women they 
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captured. “Thus, marriage emerged as the first kind of friendship in the world,” 

Vico says (554). This is an interesting point because, perhaps these men thought 

that this force was necessary to save these women from the wrath of the gods 

and keep them safe. The need to communicate about the gods and important 

impressions upon their minds is implicit here. It seems that there was some sort 

of care and affection in this situation given that Vico highlights that the root 

word for friendship in Greek is the word love in paragraph 554. Vico has the 

underlying assumption that men have to need to communicate even in the face 

of being unsocial. 

Given the context of these “first friendships,” to call it such might seem 

foreign to my contemporary understanding; However, in this odd sketch of the 

first marriages (and thus societies via Vico) women are taught and share in their 

husbands’ ideas because they have the capacity to understand them. For Vico, 

these early men did not just force women into caves and did not speak to them, 

but they communed together (given the strange circumstance). These women 

learned, developed alongside their male counterparts, and possibly contributed to 

the ideas of the divine and of life as the species advanced. This possible 

interpretation gives me hope in this strange world Vico describes. 
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Nostalgia in February 
Kelsey Hennegen 
First published in Narrative Magazine 

 

Jackets zipped against wind, we stand 

close, cupping hands to catch the light. 

I get it. My profundity problem. 

I want everything to mean. To have worth 

and weight. But it doesn’t. My desire 

verges on dire. I try to remember patience. 

I usually forget. With extravagant flair, 

Sam fans the match and declares 

all bad poetry is sincere. 

 

It’s nothing new, of course. It’s Eliot 

or Wilde, maybe. The trouble is, 

I’m too sentimental. I had my first cigarette 

last week. Now my body goes buoyant 

on just a few sips, doomed 

and irreverent. A little romantic. I buy Sappho 

in the original Greek even though it flummoxes me. 

I wear my mother’s wedding ring to bed 

so I can sleep. 

 

Oh, but I want to be greedy with beauty. 

Or— No. That’s not quite it. 

I want the past. 

A garden hose draped 

over the gate, backyard showers 

after sun-spoiled days. Bonfires, 

a poorly pitched tent in Joshua Tree. Strange, 

isn’t it? How anything will turn dangerous 

if you cling to it long enough. 
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The last bellow of day drains. Scallop-edged 

and purplish, the cottonwood leaves 

fatigue. It was Hesiod who deified pain, 

now our -algia is named for the spirits of grief. 

And yet, Nostos means tribulations be damned, 

the hero gets home. Sometimes I stumble 

on a day so blue it blinds. I find 

a June within and I am everything 

righteous and thrashing and right. 

 

 

By Neha Gaddam 
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On the Benefit of Virtual Learning for our Community 

Leith Daghistani 

From the preamble to the Polity of St. John’s College:  

Education is the making of men and women out of children by bringing them 

into the world of inherited customs, intellectual traditions, and spiritual ties. 

Institutions of learning are set up for this purpose. Beyond this they should 

also seek to develop the moral and intellectual powers of their students to 

enable them to fulfill best their freely chosen tasks and thus to take their own 

responsible part in shaping the future. St. John's College is a community of 

learning committed to holding these ends constantly in sight and to seeking 

the best means of attaining them. 

Many of our peers who were exposed to virtual learning over the past year or 

so have continued to convey to me some form of the idea that virtual learning is 

fundamentally incompatible with the GI because we lose some intangible element 

of the program hidden in in-person interactions or intramurals when it moves 

online. Even those who now defend virtual learning sometimes tacitly agree with 

the concern that the program is weaker online. Based on these conversations it 

often appears to me that the prevailing views of students and graduates of the GI 

are either that virtual classes should not be offered at all or that offering virtual 

classes is a worthwhile trade-off for a less rigorous program because it provides 

for wider access to students who ought to be in our community. I believe that 

maintaining the option for virtual segments offered alongside in-person classes 

and leading to the same degree is not a trade-off, and has great potential to 

improve the program for us all. 

In-person interactions and extracurriculars certainly make the program at St. 

John’s more enjoyable, but they aren’t essential or exclusive to the GI. 

Undergraduates approach a wider range of texts using the same method and have 

more access to the same extracurricular activities as the GI over a longer period 

of time, all in person. If one believes that the undergraduate program is not 

essentially distinct from the GI, then the GI is limited to be nothing more than 

an accelerated and inferior copy of the undergraduate program. I reject that view 

and say that the GI has merit in itself, and can support virtual learning. 
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From my perspective, most undergraduate schools achieve the same basic 

educational ends regardless of their specific mission: they generally teach students 

how to learn effectively, to continue their education beyond the classroom, and 

to employ their education in a way that benefits the people around them in many 

contexts. Undergraduate programs generally require in-person immersion in the 

form of shared living and learning spaces, intramurals, or other extracurriculars 

to offset the students’ overall lack of experience. Experience empowers 

individuals to broadly apply their education in concert with other methods to 

improve themselves and the world around them, and in-person immersion in an 

academic program quickly develops a kind of experience. At St. John's College, 

intramural sports are an outstanding example of immersion because they provide 

students with a training field by which the elements of a good education 

developed in the program can be put into practice and safely tested with 

immediate feedback. The undergraduate program likely couldn’t exist virtually at 

St. John’s College because that program requires in-person immersion and 

indoctrination to really bring children into the world of inherited customs, 

intellectual traditions, and spiritual ties. 

But as graduate students we don’t need a practice field, and we are not 

children. Though we are still developing, we have already had a basic level of 

exposure to higher education. Before virtual classes were offered, GI students 

who worked full time or had other responsibilities received the same education 

and the same degree without involving themselves in any events outside of class 

whatsoever and without any question of their participation in the essence or rigor 

of the program. Participating during class hours is sufficient for us because we 

already actively seek and employ new methods and models of learning outside of 

the classroom to make ourselves better and to empower others to the same. At 

the graduate level we are perfecting rather than developing that habit. Our 

community’s standards and expectations should reflect that distinction. 

Our community is our unique strength, and good dialogue among the 

community is the only necessary function for our education in the GI. While the 

texts are an important part of our method of education, they are a tool for 

creating good dialogue among our community, which is the essential part of our 

program. The key group dynamics of good dialogue, namely balanced 

participation, active listening, and cooperation, are not impossible to achieve 
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online, so GI students should be able to effectively learn virtually. Intramurals 

and after-seminar gatherings and everything else that requires in-person 

interactions are a bonus — welcome for some but unnecessary for others. If this 

were not the case, then we would be able to achieve the same education by 

reading the texts in isolation, or by joining a social club for classics enthusiasts.  

What makes effective virtual learning more challenging than in-person 

learning is that good virtual dialogue always requires balanced participation, 

active listening, and cooperation among the group along with a consistently high 

level of individual objectivity, courtesy, trust, discipline, and respect. The austerity 

of the virtual classroom means that students must develop these habits quickly to 

be successful. That is a good thing for the program. Conversely, we can probably 

get away with having good-enough dialogue in person despite not maintaining 

such a high standard by hiding behind so-called nonverbal participation or 

through other conversations which are easier to continue outside of class hours. 

At the graduate level, the reality is that we should already have expected 

excellence in dialogue as the standard from all members of our community 

before we were forced to move online in the spring of 2020.  

I do not mean to suggest that the move to online learning in the middle of a 

semester and as a result of a global pandemic was easy or welcome in any way. 

There were technical difficulties and growing pains great enough to dispirit many 

in our community, myself included. I prefer learning in person. But I won’t 

pretend that my personal preferences are essential to a good education or that the 

academic problems I encountered online were a product of the medium of the 

conversation and not of my own failures. It is clear to me that virtual learning 

works for students who choose to pursue it because they have already dedicated 

themselves to a consistently high standard of dialogue regardless of the medium. 

I observed as much in my final semester in the fall of 2020, which was online for 

all students. GI students who began the program virtually or who were only able 

to attend online due to their circumstances were capable of developing dialogue 

online at least as often and to as high a standard as any other in-person group 

which I have been a part of.  

I believe that virtual learning is troubling for our community not because it is 

incompatible with our program but because it exposes our collective and 
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individual weaknesses. But an awareness of one’s weaknesses is a gift to be 

cherished, not ignored. If those of us who prefer in-person learning found virtual 

learning to be less rewarding it highlights that we should all should be more 

consistent in explicitly identifying, promulgating, and holding ourselves to a 

higher shared standard of dialogue as a community. 

My opinion is that no matter the reason or purpose for our enrollment, we 

should practically expect all students of the GI to be able to participate in 

consistently fruitful and equitable dialogue with any group in any medium. GI 

alumni should be able to naturally lead such groups, purely as a byproduct of 

sustained exposure to our method. That does not mean that dialogue or class 

meetings must always be rewarding for every participant, but as the community 

of the premier graduate liberal arts program, we should strive toward the highest 

standards for dialogue and be unafraid of collaborative reflection and criticism 

when we do not meet them. I think that an examination of the dynamics of good 

dialogue should play a more formal part of our education at the GI. We would 

collectively benefit from more direct conversations about dialogue itself, such as 

a mid-semester meeting dedicated to a conference-style conversation among the 

group in each of our classes, or a more robust orientation program that is 

revisited by all students every semester. In short, we should be looking to 

empower all members of our community to be successful and versatile in 

pursuing their education, rather than prematurely declaring the limits of the 

program when we briefly falter in the face of a new challenge.  

Our community remains strong because we draw on an extraordinarily 

diverse range of human experiences and vast depth of competencies to approach 

fundamental questions as equals and collaboratively develop a better 

understanding of the great books through good dialogue. If we focus on our 

improvement with that unique strength in mind, the GI will thrive in any 

environment. We should not shy away from serious reflection and frank 

discussion which has such enormous potential to both improve and expand 

access to the GI. Doing so based on a misguided belief that our program should 

exist only in the in-person interactions of St. John’s students in or immediately 

adjacent to the classroom is a disservice to us all.  
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Uncovering the Lost World of the Black Classical Tradition 
Anika Prather 
 

 I feel like I am Indiana Jones in Raiders of the Lost Ark. What an adventure I 

have had seeking to find the connection between Classic texts, Great Books and 

the Black community. I have literally dug through ruins, run away from dangers 

seen and unseen and felt fear and despair like you would not believe all in my 

journey to revealing to all that Classics are for everyone, especially the Black 

community. For the Black community the Classical tradition is actually a part of 

our heritage. When I say that, I am met with anger from both Blacks and Whites, 

Blacks not wanting any sign that our people are connecting to those who have 

oppressed us and Whites not wanting us to have access to “their” books. I have 

been met with perils of many kinds in my effort to uncover this lost world, where 

my ancestors were fully engrossed in the texts of the ancient world and beyond.  

It all happened by accident, actually with me finding DuBois’ essay “Of the 

Training of Black Men.” But that one text for some reason awakened an 

awareness that if DuBois was devoting so much passion to writing about the 

Black Classical tradition, it must be based on some common occurrence in the 

Black community. From that one essay, I found myself reading the other essays 

in his Souls of Black Folk and it was more of the same, that Classical education was 

the most effective way to educate Black Americans. From Souls of Black Folk I 

was led to his education essays, The Education of Black People, which provided more 

of his revelations about his views on Classical Education for Black people. 

DuBois gave me the eyes to see that there was a whole other world undiscovered, 

a secret place where Blacks read, discussed, wrote about, synthesized and 

embraced the classical tradition. They were learning and reading Latin. Engaged 

in rhetorical discussions about beauty, virtue and truth. Classical study was their 

gateway to cultural literacy, empowerment and equality. Many yearned for this 

type of learning even while enslaved and most ran for this type of education, 

once they were emancipated. One excerpt from “Of the Training of Black Men” 

has become an opus for me: 

 

I sit with Shakespeare and he winces not. Across the color line I move arm 

in arm with Balzac and Dumas, where smiling men and welcoming women 

glide in gilded halls….I summon Aristotle and Aurelius and what soul I 

will, and they come all graciously with no scorn nor condescension. So, wed 



College Ephemera 

49 

with Truth, I dwell above the Veil. Is this the life you grudge us, O knightly 

America? Is this the life you long to change into the dull red hideousness of 

Georgia? Are you so afraid lest peering from this high Pisgah, between 

Philistine and Amalekite, we sight the Promised Land? (From Souls of 

Black Folk: Of the Training of Black Men) 

 

In this passage, I feel what DuBois felt, a feeling of being transported to a 

magical place where color lines no longer haunt us and we are able to dance with 

all people in harmony. This one passage was the turning point for me, and would 

be the catalyst for my continued journey to finding how the classics have played 

an integral part in the African American’s journey to finding their place in 

American society.  

 Not too long after discovering DuBois, I took my high school students on a 

tour of the Frederick Douglass House in Washington, DC. I remember that day 

so clearly because my mind had been so blown away by what I was reading about 

DuBois. I felt mentally on a cloud. Up to this point, I was working on my PhD, 

researching the role of the arts in the K12 classroom, but Dubois took me off 

that path and his writings compelled me to continue this “archeological dig.” In 

other spaces I have shared the resistance I experienced in academia by making 

this detour and the danger of me not finishing was a constant presence. 

However, I pressed on and through the support of others in my department, I 

was able to continue the “archeological dig” enough to introduce my discovery 

into my dissertation. 

I had no idea that Douglass would be connected to what was starting to 

become an obsession of mine, but as soon as I walked into the front door of his 

house, where everything was preserved in time, I was greeted by the bust of 

Cicero. Instantly I thought, “Cicero? Why is Cicero in here? What does a former 

slave know about Cicero?” My heart began to race as I noticed so many items in 

his house that reflected this former slave was self-taught in the Classical 

Tradition. Leaving the foyer, I came upon a painting which showed a scene from 

Shakespeare’s play Othello. Revelation after revelation happened as I toured that 

house. He decorated the entire house with signs of his love for Classics and the 

Canon. The final clue that confirmed what I was already feeling internally, was 

when I entered his library. From floor to ceiling were shelves of books, all from 

the Classical tradition and the overall western canon. The tour guide went on to 
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explain how Douglass would spend hours in his library reading the texts and 

practicing writing about them. This bit of information actually gave me the 

foundation for how I teach the texts at the school. We spend our time reading 

the texts, discussing the text and writing an essay on the text every week. This 

process Douglass engaged in was also how he studied the text when he was 

enslaved. When we left the Frederick Douglass House, I went home to further 

my research on Douglass and I learned that as a teenage boy he bought the 

Colombian Orator and would spend his free time sneaking to read the texts, 

focusing on the speeches of Cicero. The Colombian Orator was an anthology of 

excerpts from classic texts. This text was commonly used in schools during this 

time. In reading the excerpts of the Colombian Orator, Douglass unchained his 

mind well before his body was set free. One text involved Douglass analyzing the 

argument between a slave and his master, in which the slave did such an effective 

job showing his master why slavery was wrong, that the slave ended up being 

voluntarily emancipated. It was arguments like these that revealed to Douglass 

the importance of rhetoric and logic in presenting a case for ending slavery. 

Douglass said,  

 

“I read them over and over again with unabated interest. They gave tongue to 

interesting thoughts of my own soul, which had frequently flashed through my 

mind, and died away for want of utterance. The moral which I gained from 

the dialogue was the power of truth over the conscience of even a 

slaveholder...The reading of these documents enabled me to utter my thoughts 

and to meet the arguments brought forward to sustain slavery.” (from 

Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass) 

 

Douglass spent his time copying the texts, summarizing the texts and fully 

immersing himself in the texts. He even says that it was in reading Classics that 

he was given the words needed to communicate about the atrocities of slavery in 

a way that the White and Black community could understand and receive.  

 Now two of my ancestors were flooding my mind with reflections on the 

Black Classical tradition. There was this pattern I was seeing of going from 

captivity or feelings of oppression or both to reading these texts that tell the 

human story and discovering that whatever the world may say about you, these 

texts reveal a greater truth. These texts actually cancelled out the lies of our 
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inferiority and curse that says we were created to serve those with a lighter 

complexion. These texts confirmed our identity as an equal human being. My 

mind filled with these reflections was still floating on these clouds of revelations 

when I took on a new job as a principal of a private school in DC. The board 

was considering getting a new building and I had been looking at properties. One 

property was an abandoned building which at one time housed the Nannie Helen 

Burroughs School. The realtor and the property manager took me all around the 

building. It looked as if it had been just left as is. Everything was still in place 

from when the school had closed down. It was not in the greatest condition at 

that time and I wasn’t sure if I’d meet Mickey and Minnie Mouse and their 

friends in the process of touring the building, but somehow I felt a sense of awe 

as I walked the abandoned halls and I felt the spirit of the woman who desired to 

bring a quality education to Black students many years ago.  

 The property manager brought us to a glass enclosed room that was a 

museum dedicated to Nannie Helen Burroughs. I asked if I could go in and he 

unlocked the door to let me in. So many artifacts were in the space that revealed 

her love for education, but one thing caught my attention more than anything in 

that little shrine to Nannie Helen Burroughs. On the wall, was a framed list of 

classes that students had to take back when the school first began in the early 

1900s and on that list of classes was Latin. In fact, the other classes I saw 

reflected some type of appreciation for the Classical tradition. There’s another 

one. Another ancestor inspired by the Classical tradition.  

 I was thinking about Dubois, Douglass, and Burroughs. How many of them 

are there? When I did more research on Nannie Helen Burroughs, I discovered a 

world of Black women educators dedicated to the classical tradition. Nannie 

Helen Burroughs had been a high school student at the famed M Street School, 

led by Anna Julia Cooper. Anna Julia Cooper used an almost totally Classical 

curriculum in educating the Black students that attended there and fiercely fought 

for this type of education for those students until the board of education fired 

her, because she would not stop teaching this way at their request. At M Street 

School, Nannie Helen Burroughs founded the Harriet Beecher Stowe Literary 

Society. Most students at M Street School took classics, which included the study 

of Latin and most went on to some of the top colleges in the nation. Anna Julia 

Cooper mentored Nannie Helen Burroughs and in a way, I feel like they are both 

mentoring me. Anna Julia Cooper is of great importance, because in discovering 
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her, I find a whole community of Black female educators, dedicated to Cooper’s 

passion for providing a classical education.  

 Anna Julia Cooper was born into slavery and remained in enslaved until 

emancipation. At around 10 years old, she attended St. Augustine’s School, which 

primarily taught freed slaves the classical tradition. Even though the school 

focused more on the rigors of classical education for the male students. Anna 

Julia Cooper advocated for herself to take the same classical courses. She excelled 

in Latin and became a scholar of classic texts. She eventually completed her 

college degree at Oberlin College, again advocating to take the rigorous classical 

program that was primarily for the male students. Anna Julia Cooper was one of 

two African American women to earn an M.A. (the other was Mary Church 

Terrell) in mathematics. Eventually she became the principal of M Street School 

in DC, again implementing a primarily classical curriculum for her students. As 

you walked the halls of the M Street School, you could hear her enthusiastically 

teaching the Aeneid in Latin. She would also teach the students the works of 

Cicero and many other Classical thinkers. Anna Julia Cooper was passionate 

about uplifting the African American people through education. She says,  

 

There is no social activity that more vitally concerns the life of a people than 

the problem of education. The Colored people of the United States...want for 

themselves and their descendants...all the advantages and opportunities of 

education as the term is interpreted and understood in the most favored 

groups in our American civilization. (from Uplifting the Women and the 

Race by Karen A. Johnson) 

 

What was this world I had found? And now with these constant discoveries 

of notable Black Americans who engaged in Classical study, how could I turn 

away? I knew that bringing this information to the light would be met with 

resistance from all directions. This seemingly mythical world had been kept so 

secret, almost undetected. I was right about my misgivings. As soon as I began to 

share what I was discovering there was resistance from all directions. This 

discovery I was making was not about Black scholars in classics, this was a bit 

different. If it was about Black Scholars then you could sort of segregate them to 

a space, sort of like DuBois’ “Talented Tenth.” You can say just this small group 

of people did this and then it doesn’t quite disrupt a system or misconceptions 

we have all held close to our minds and hearts. However, this discovery was 
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about an entire educational system, that started while Blacks were in slavery and 

continued on until desegregation, revealing that the main way Blacks were 

educated in America up until desegregation, was Classical. Anna Julia Cooper was 

fired for refusing to stop teaching classically. Why do you think that is? Why was 

the Classical tradition taken from us? To reveal this, could upend all that we 

thought we knew about how education has been done and should be done. This 

discovery dispels the myth that Classics are the tools used to oppress Black 

people, when in fact history shows that Classics was a tool to liberate them. Black 

people fought to be educated this way, Douglass risking his life to steal it 

(through self-teaching) as an enslaved teenager.  

My journey continues. Constantly, I am uncovering more of this “lost city of 

the Black Classical tradition” and my most recent discovery is that Howard 

University was the first and only HBCU to have a Classics dept. The university 

was founded by General Howard who was a leader with the Freedman’s Bureau. 

The organization was responsible for setting up educational institutions for freed 

Black people after emancipation and the main educational philosophy they used 

in these institutions? Classical. The fact that Howard University still has a Classics 

dept is a monument to this now almost extinct world. It stands there as a 

flickering light, reminding us of a powerful time in the education of Black people. 

This flickering light at Howard University and what I am learning about the 

classical component to the early years of African American education, makes me 

wonder what the implications are for the current state of education in African 

American communities. If such great minds and powerful beings as Martin 

Luther King, Anna Julia Cooper, Frederick Douglass, James Baldwin, W.E.B. 

DuBois, Nannie Helen Burroughs, Thurgood Marshall and so many others came 

out of this tradition, what can that tell us about a possible need to consider going 

back to those roots in the present day? 

Even now as we celebrate the first woman, African American and South 

Asian Vice President in American history, being a graduate of a place Classically 

inspired like Howard University, we all should be wondering about this little 

secret within the African American community. The Classics dept at Howard is 

responsible for bringing the exposure to classical learning to all students who 

attend. Even as an undergrad who was not majoring in Classics, I remember 

having to read Medea and Agamemnon. I remember having to learn about Socrates 

in my required Philosophy class. Yet the beauty of this is that we were taught to 

read classics, but then how to connect it to our lives as African Americans. As a 
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result of reflecting on this and learning even more, I am becoming aware of other 

early schools that educated Blacks. For example, St. Augustine’s School, which is 

now St. Augustine College is where Anna Julia Cooper attended right after 

emancipation. This school also used mainly classics as a part of its educational 

program. It is all such a long tangled history that I am seeking to unpack. My 

dissertation just barely touched the surface of uncovering this hidden world of 

Blacks in Classical study and even this article sheds little light on the richness of 

the Black Classical heritage here in America. Even though I have felt the 

resistance to what I am discovering and I have felt the walls surround me as I try 

to share what I am learning, I push forward, hoping one day people will hear me 

as I unpack the untold story of the history of the Black Classical tradition in the 

education of Black people. 



 

 

 
 


