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and inversions, but blinds her to a thematic analogy like that between Thetis’ 
misfiring appeal to Zeus in the Iliad and eos’ in the hymn. 

in a generally disappointing volume, the outstanding exception is Thomas’ 
piece on the Hymn to Pan, an astute and tasteful reading of a decent work of poetry. 

Bruce Heiden
THe OHiO STATe univerSiTy

e-mail: heiden.1@osu.edu

rOBin OSBOrne. The History Written on the Classical Greek Body. Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2011. xv + 260 pp. 62 black-and-white ills. 
Cloth, $85.

The title of this pithy book requires some unpacking. osborne thinks of 
history both in terms of the familiar literary genre and as the actual lived experi-
ence by individuals and communities. Here he is interested in expanding his field 
of evidentiary data from well-known texts (e.g., historical and juridical) to bodies 
seen and perceived within a culture that would have shared with us the same 
ideas about what constituted the “classical Greek body,” a category of recent 
coinage. His book reads as a very interesting experiment of sorts, one that seeks 
to shed light on what texts tell us about civic roles and values versus what we 
can read on bodies represented mainly in vase painting and sculpture. The bodies 
osborne avails himself of are never the actual bodies of individuals that lived 
and breathed in Classical antiquity. i opened this book anticipating that some 
archaeological data, e.g., those gathered in numerous deposits during the recent 
metro excavations in Athens, would have made it to his analysis. Archaeology 
uncovers skeletons and these can tell a great deal about the personal histories 
of individuals and their bodies (sometimes even more than we usually expect: 
dietary habits, diseases, physiques, lifestyles, and roles that may be deliberately 
distorted in visual monuments and texts). Burial deposits also illuminate construc-
tions of various personae during funereal ceremonies. But osborne is interested 
in the discursive body and its constructions, literary and visual, and their mutual 
interconnections or lack thereof. His experiment is welcome and refreshing—it 
constitutes a model for further research and testing by others—and his arguments 
are interesting and thought provoking. what troubled me throughout this book 
is osborne’s overly optimistic handling of the material/visual evidence, especially 
his assumptions about our ability to explain what we see in terms of what was 
perceived by contemporary viewers. As he himself puts it, “classical Greece also 
offers us a past society about whose visual experiences we are particularly well 
informed” (19). is this really the case? At this point, i should disclose that i am 
not a trained historian, a primary target audience for this book, but a classical 
archaeologist trained in the analysis of material and visual culture. As osborne 
warns his readers, “the past that archaeologists and historians study is not the 
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same past” (6), so it may well be that an archaeologist’s understanding is not 
necessarily that of the historian. in the remainder of this review, i provide a brief 
outline of the book’s structure and arguments, and i highlight methodological 
problems and the controversial nature of the set of data mined by the author. 
Despite these problems, or precisely because of them, this book warrants close 
and attentive reading by a wide spectrum of specialists. 

osborne’s analysis unfolds mainly in the format of various cases that test 
social oppositions recorded in ancient texts (e.g., citizen/non-citizen, local/foreign, 
polluted/non polluted, divine/human) vis-à-vis their demarcation (or lack thereof) 
in visual monuments that were more directly embedded in daily life than the texts 
in question. The texts at the historians’ disposal have obvious communicational 
limitations, paramount among which is that the inherent structure of language 
preconditions how a world is expressed in it. As a remedy, osborne advocates 
that historians mine visual documents not only as corrective lenses but also as a 
means for gaining insights into ancient experiences that lie outside the interest-
edness and particularity of texts. He seems to think that visual culture affords 
understanding of context, texture, and nuance of psychological experience, evi-
dence that is by default absent from ancient texts but also much wider in scope 
than the realm of verbal experience: “to write a history based on texts alone is to 
write a partial history, a history which treats just one of the systems humans have 
for understanding the world as the only way of understanding the world” (17). 

Despite his “textual” skepticism, it is precisely on the basis of variegated 
textual evidence that he attempts to deconstruct the modern myth that classical 
Athenians associated athletic training with the beautiful “muscled” male bodies 
we see in visual documents such as sculpture or vase painting. He also argues 
against modern conceptions regarding the centrality of athletic training in the 
physical culture of ancient Athens. in doing so, he draws from texts that use 
a descriptive and conceptual terminology that is markedly different from our 
descriptive or valorizing terminology about the well-built body. osborne’s skepti-
cism about modern misconceptions is healthy, but my impression is that he is too 
quick to draw conclusions even in the face of ancient excerpts that clearly seem 
to state precisely what he argues against (e.g., Plato, Gorg. 465b3–6, Aristotle, 
Rhet. 1361b3–12, both quoted and discussed on pp. 36–37). moreover, he treats 
this descriptive register as complete, but in reality he draws from a miscellany of 
accidental survivals. equally problematic is osborne’s discussion of the “sculpted 
body” (40–44). if athletic training is not necessarily associated with beautiful 
“muscled” bodies in causal terms, then we may be wrong in thinking that classical 
sculptors and viewers “thought in terms of muscles” (41). instead, osborne draws 
from texts to suggest a different set of values and expectations: “classical Greek 
viewers did not see muscular development either on the bodies in the gymnasium 
or on the sculpted body . . . they saw some bodies that were glistening . . . some 
that looked hard, some soft; some that were articulated” (41). i am uncertain 
as to the basis for his confidence and assertion about what the Greeks saw. we 
have very few testimonies of what constituted vision and perception in ancient 
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Athens. osborne’s assumption that the visual documents of antiquity securely 
point to what ancient viewers saw is wrong and misleading. Unfortunately, the 
positivistic vein of Classical Archaeology is to blame for the presumption that 
what survives from antiquity is by default also a testimony regarding its place in 
ancient visualities. we have disfigured and often de-contextualized fragments of 
sculpture and pottery that have been eradicated from the nexus of horizontal and 
vertical perceptual relationships that conditioned their visibility, understanding, 
viewer expectations, and responses. This is especially the case when we consider 
sculpture that has lost its color and other semantic paraphernalia and ends up 
being perceived today either in totally artificial settings inside museums or in 
illustrations of publications that misleadingly objectify them in terms of what 
we need to know and not in terms of the knowledge they were meant to convey 
to contemporary viewers. moreover, scholarship has touched only superficially 
upon the very problematic issue of what constituted ancient vision: e.g., the 
strategies, actions, and postures that ancient viewers put to work (consciously or 
unconsciously) in order to communicate with their surroundings and especially 
with products of visual culture. This is partly the result of the inherent theoreti-
cal backwardness in the field of Classical Archaeology (the very notion of the 
“classical” is incompatible with the relativism inherent in culturally conditioned 
practices such as vision), partly the result of very scant testimonies (but see now 
mary stieber, who points us in the right direction in Euripides and the Language 
of Craft [Brill 2010], and the older, seminal essay by Froma Zeitlin, “The Artful 
eye: vision, ecphrasis and spectacle in euripidean Theatre” in s. Goldhill and r. 
osborne, eds., Art and Text in Ancient Greek Culture [Cambridge 1994]:138–96; 
both are preoccupied with theater, a radically influential domain of Athenian 
visual experience that is outside osborne’s purview in this book). our perceptual 
apparatus is insufficient if we are to engage in a critically dialogic relationship 
with the visual documents of classical Athens. This is all the more so, if our 
preoccupation is with a time when the cognitive/aesthetic dimensions of active 
vision were consciously explored by intellectuals and laymen alike (see Christos 
karouzos, Αρχαία Τέ χνη [Athens 1972]:43–56). 

osborne’s lack of qualification of the viewer, the circumstances of viewing, 
and the special perceptive action involved in seeing (which involves consideration 
of proxemics, access to the visual, assessment of the cognitive “software” avail-
able to viewers who engage in dialogue with objects) compromises his project 
despite his well-intentioned effort to shake the confidence built on the discursive 
categories and distinctions of ancient texts. in chapters 3 and 4, he probes visual 
monuments, such as figurative grave stelai and sympotic pottery, for visible cues 
about social roles attested in texts. He rightly points out the situational and com-
municational function of these categories which construct only a “utopian” society 
(76) to conclude that “on the evidence of painted pottery and sculpted grave stelai 
the distinctions Athenian viewers wanted to make had much in common with the 
discriminations we make ourselves“ (77). He does not, however, qualify what he 
means by “we” (men, women, northern europeans, academic, non-academic?) or 
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how we could check whether our discriminations were indeed identical with those 
he posits. is there indeed an unspecified, generalized viewing audience that defies 
cultural and temporal distance? Neither is there any certainty that monuments 
always solicited the types of distinctions, social or otherwise, which preoccupy 
osborne or that viewers were by default conditioned to seek social or other 
distinctions in visual documents. in this age of subjectivity and increasing, for 
instance, cultural and ethnic self-awareness, such generalizations are disorienting. i 
anticipated, instead, greater preoccupation with variegated audiences in variegated 
circumstances. women, for example, throughout the ages never stopped being 
the viewers/performers par-excellence in funeral contexts, and we should expect 
that their vision was dictated by a gendered ethos altogether different from that 
of men. i doubt, for example, that a stele from oropos depicting a woman dying 
in childbirth (fig. 6.2, discussed by osborne on p. 73) was meant to “represent a 
desire to make women’s most risky civic role apparent” purely on the evidence 
from texts that rhetorically employ the parallelism between men going to war and 
women giving birth. How can one be sure that this thinking would have reached 
the family in crisis in distant oropos, where the mere prospect of a pregnancy 
must have been a severe cause of anxiety and stress? it may be more preferable 
to theorize alternative “language games,” in this case laments negotiating the 
crisis generated by the loss of two lives. 

Despite these problems of method in the analysis of visual documents, 
osborne’s book is worth reading, if only because it makes clear that material 
culture should always be a constant preoccupation of the ancient historian, not as 
a supplement or corrective to, but in concert with texts. This is already evident in 
some truly productive branches of Classical Archaeology (e.g., survey archaeol-
ogy), but the field must still perform a great deal of methodological soul-searching 
in order to properly contextualize its findings. when it comes to the study of 
bodies and the histories inscribed on them, it is perhaps more preferable to start 
from the actual bodies themselves, the remnants of which are today the primary 
focus of anthropology and forensics. 
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Anne videAu. La poétique d’Ovide, de l’élégie à l’épopée des Métamorphoses: 
Essai sur un style dans l’histoire. rome et ses renaissances. Paris: Presses 
de l’université Paris-sorbonne, 2010. 608 pp. Paper, €22.

Anne videau’s detailed study of ovidian elegy and epic is, above all, about 
the stylistic manifestations of ovid’s response to power: how the macroscopic 
interplay of lover and beloved, ruler and subject, are represented in antitheses, 
allusions, and verbal conceits. in addition to several smaller, recurrent themes 


