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by a ‘wider range of animals than any other hero’; there is the lion when 
he meets Nausicaa, the octopus when he is clinging to a rock before he 
makes landfall at Scherie and a bat when he is clinging to the fig tree in 
book 12; of these the lion is a relatively common comparator, but the 
latter two are most inventive and typical of the Homeric poet. Under-
standably the journey to the Underworld (nekyia) is a chosen theme to 
explore and explain Odysseus’ character and motivation to return 
home to Ithaca and to cheat death in the process. Overall, this is an 
excellent resource and accessible to students, though the sections on 
the epics themselves would be best read after the text has been studied.
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I found this quite a difficult book 
to read; not because of its 
complexity, though in a way it 
was, but because of the sometimes 
difficult subject matter. It is an 
interesting book and very apt for 
its time, coming, as it does, in the 
age of Trump, The Handmaid’s 
Tale and Black Lives Matter, but 
there are so many acronyms to 
cope with and an overwhelming 
feeling of the desperate 
inadequacy felt by the major 
players in the ‘manosphere’. While 
I was reading it, the Republican 
National Conference was being 
reported from the States, ‘Mrs 

America’ was being advertised on UK television and there were 
reports of women calling for one-vote households where the man of 
the house had the final say, ‘if it were a godly household’. The premise 
of the book is that the Alt-Right, the TRP (The Red Pill, named for 
the choice between red and blue pills in The Matrix) and sundry 
other groups that seem to be united by a resentment against women, 
people of colour and the liberal élite, have hijacked (and 
misrepresented in part) classical literature to give a gravitas to their 
ideas. The author, Donna Zuckerberg, younger sister of Facebook 
founder, Mark Zuckerberg, is a classicist and well-read in the 
literature that she discusses. She is also not blind to the societal 
norms of the ancient world that kept women more closeted than is 
the case for western societies these days; but it is a USA-centric 
approach (that is not to say that there are not elements of it in other 
western societies but it seems to be less desperate). The alacrity with 
which these groups focus on classical texts, particularly Stoic 
philosophy and Greek tragedies such as Hippolytus, is understandable 

in some respects; but it is also typical of a society which was heavily 
based on classical constructs – see their political architecture, the 
naming of the Senate and the latifundia plantations of 100 years ago 
that were tended by slaves (though other western societies were not 
blameless in this respect). Zuckerberg explains how Stoicism in 
particular reinforces the belief that men are guided by rationality and 
women by emotion which means that women should be ruled by 
men. She also explains how a reading that stops at this point is 
missing the point that women too could aspire to true virtue though 
with the gendered language of the ancient world (virilis, ἀνδρεῖα). 
Whilst the chapter on Stoicism was interesting, it would be the 
chapter on Ovid that, I think, would draw in more people. This 
chapter focuses on the use by the ‘manosphere’ of Ovid’s Ars 
Amatoria as a handbook not only on seduction but on how to treat 
women generally. Whilst there are parts of this work which are not 
very savoury (and indeed there are elements of the Amores (the 
behaviour of the narrator in III.2 perhaps?) too with which we might 
take issue), Zuckerberg does acknowledge that this is a work of 
literary fiction and probably not to be taken literally; and the 
resentment of the members of the ‘manosphere’ is apparent 
particularly in the section on Danish women who, it seems are 
immune to Ovidian seduction techniques as they have ‘no idea what 
it feels like to not have medical care or free access to university 
education. They have no fear of becoming homeless or permanently 
jobless. The government’s soothing hand will catch everyone as they 
fall’. So, it seems that women are only prey when they are likely to be 
vulnerable, which rather reinforces the idea that many of those in 
these groups are inadequate. Sadly, the use and abuse of Classics is 
not restricted to The Alt-Right and the The Red Pill group: there are 
numerous examples amongst some UK politicians of Latin (and 
Greek) tags and references being dropped into speeches or interviews, 
perhaps to advertise an élite education and to sound clever. This does 
Classics no good and is unfair on those who work so hard to bring it 
to a wide range of people, especially those who are encouraged to 
exert their critical faculties on it, as should be done with all subjects. 
No civilisation can be perfect, but the faults and beauties should be 
seen for what they are and not highjacked for political or societally 
sinister motives. This is an interesting book, but one which I cannot 
see being widely read in schools. In times of financial probity, it 
might be a luxury. I am glad I read it, though there are some views 
that I would hope never to encounter. Still, forewarned is forearmed, 
and a knowledge of how some of these groups work is a useful tool.
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Aristotle’s Poetics is perhaps the most influential work of literary 
theory. As such, it enjoys a wider audience than some of Aristotle’s 
other works. This edition, with its introduction, glossary, notes on 

https://doi.org/10.1017/S2058631020000628 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S2058631020000628


The Journal of Classics Teaching 103

the text, and range of contextual 
and interpretive material, serves 
as an excellent introduction for 
students from any discipline.

Assuming little knowledge of 
the text or of Aristotle, the intro-
duction gives a brief biography of 
the philosopher and sets out the 
state of Greek literature in his 
time before moving on to focus 
on the Poetics. The work is first 
situated in Aristotle’s philosophi-
cal system by means of a brief 
discussion which distinguishes 
poetics as ‘productive’ knowl-
edge and identifies the different 
Aristotelian causes of tragedy. 
This understanding of the Poetics 

as one case of Aristotle’s way of thinking about the world is one of 
the strengths of the introduction, particularly for students of litera-
ture who approach the Poetics without wider knowledge of ancient 
philosophy. Z. and G. here and elsewhere also stress the way in 
which Aristotle understands art as something organic and proceeds 
with methods similar to those employed in his study of biology. 
Further sections of the introduction address some of the most 
important terms and arguments of the Poetics: mimesis, plot, char-
acter, hamartia, reversal and recognition, katharsis, thought and 
language, tragedy and epic. These concepts are, on the whole, intro-
duced in an admirably clear and succinct manner. There are times, 
however, when more could be done to introduce the range of criti-
cal discussion on a topic. The section on katharsis, the meaning of 
which is famously debated, might have been clearer had it included 
a summary of the main theories like that set out in the glossary 
entry for the term.

The introduction draws on various texts which are appended 
after the translation of the Poetics, which is a revised version of 
James Hutton’s clear and accurate 1982 translation. These additional 

texts, thoughtfully selected to illuminate the Poetics, are divided 
into ‘Ancient Contexts’ and ‘Interpretations’. The ‘Ancient Contexts’ 
comprise extracts from classical texts with which Aristotle’s Poetics 
engages either explicitly or implicitly. Examples of reversal and 
recognition are drawn from the Odyssey, Oedipus Tyrannos, and 
Iphigeneia in Tauris. Extracts from Plato’s Ion, Phaedrus, and 
Republic sketch out the challenges Plato sets to poetry, a pattern of 
concerns to which Aristotle’s Poetics offers an alternative. They also 
encourage the reader to consider other ideas relevant to Aristotle’s 
understanding of art, such as the idea in the Phaedrus of discourse 
as a living organism. Extracts from Aristotle’s Physics, Nicomachean 
Ethics, Politics, and Rhetoric help the reader to see how the Poetics 
fits into Aristotle’s wider system and give further instances of 
problematic terms such as katharsis.

The ‘Interpretations’ offer modern critical discussions of the 
work. I say ‘modern’: the first two interpretations given are taken 
from the works of Scaliger and Sidney, demonstrating the influence 
of the Poetics in early modern Europe. The remaining six critical 
interpretations are from the 20th and 21st centuries and treat a 
range of topics from the content to the reception of the work, illus-
trating something of the breadth of questions asked of the Poetics in 
modern scholarship.

The great strength of this edition is the way in which it enables 
any reader to gain an understanding of the Poetics in its own con-
text and the extraordinary influence which the work has exerted 
since the Renaissance. The student will find that material is pre-
sented accessibly. They will also find that they are forced to think 
for themselves: notes and subheadings offer guidance, but ulti-
mately the format of the book encourages careful, independent 
attention to the text and the contextual material. The series of 
Norton Critical Editions claims to ‘set the standard for apparatus 
that is right for undergraduate readers.’ The clarity and accessibil-
ity of this edition means that it would also be an excellent and 
thorough introduction to the Poetics for students in the Sixth 
Form.
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