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Dear Katie, 

Bruce and I are very grateful to you and to Rob Kemp for seeing us this morning and hearing 

our concerns. We thought it might be helpful if we summarised these for you in a letter. 

 Our primary concern is that your planning document makes assumptions about both 

the national and the international context of Classics that we believe to be misleading, and 

that it underestimates the power and attractions of the current RHUL Classics department.  

 First, the international context: the UK is dominant in the study of Classics 

internationally, in a way probably unique for Arts subjects (except perhaps English itself). 

Leaving aside Oxford and Cambridge, which are unrepresentative comparators, as they are 

not merely the largest Classical departments in this country, but the largest worldwide, the 

department at Royal Holloway would out-rank in size and quality the vast majority of 

departments in continental Europe, North America, and indeed anywhere. A great many of 

those teaching Classics in HEIs in the English-speaking world did some or all of their 

graduate training in the UK and there is strong demand from across the world for graduate 

places, a demand limited, indeed, only by questions of funding. Classics has long been studied 

very widely in Japan (with a particular enthusiasm for ancient philosophy and ancient history) 

and is beginning to be studied in China, with a recent delegation coming from Beijing to the 

UK in search of potential exchange partners and places for its graduates to undertake further 

study. The suggestions, therefore, that ‘the discipline is self-evidently Europe-facing’ and that 

the potential for trans-national education ‘is very limited in Classics’ are just wrong. 

Attracting overseas students does demand putting effort into advertising, but the potential is 

significant, and high-profile senior colleagues at RHUL are ideally placed to exploit these 

markets.  

Once the Faculty of Arts and Social Sciences has set up a template for validating 

MRes degrees, there are also important opportunities which the Department is already 

exploring for provision for MRes qualifications in Rhetoric (which could very effectively be 

targeted at North American candidates considering a qualification prior to entering Law 

school – it would also be likely to increase PGR overseas recruitment), and in Reception, 

where there is great scope for taking advantage of the UK's leading role in classical reception 

studies. We were very encouraged to hear of the College's degree programme in Comparative 

Literature and Culture in the School of Modern Languages, especially when the UK HE sector 

more widely has not exploited this possibility, and we would urge you to consider your 

staffing in Classics as an invaluable resource which will enable your provision in 



Comparative Literature to stand alongside leading programmes in Comparative Literature in 

the United States, where colleagues in classics departments play an essential part in providing 

an academically credible context. 

 Second, the national context. Classics is studied only in a couple of dozen UK 

universities, but those are dominated by Russell Group and other highly regarded universities. 

Not being in the top quartile or top half of the RAE Classics sub-panel results is therefore no 

shame, and has little or no value as a diagnostic management tool. Classics has no ‘tail’. For 

all that comparison of RAE scores across subjects is itself not unproblematic, it is such 

comparison with other major Arts subjects that is going to be much more significant than 

quartile position. For the same reason, NSS Classics results should also not be measured by 

quartile. Taken as a whole, Classics in the UK scores very highly in NSS results; the scores at 

RHUL stand up very well to comparison either with other UK classics departments, and 

indeed with other Humanities departments at RHUL. Those who look to those results are 

actually not so much interested in league-table position but rather in absolute scores, and these 

have remained strong. 

 Third, the high proportion of Professors is presented as a problem, but it is actually an 

asset. RHUL Classics has had a very good success rate in gaining external research money 

(the success rate quoted in internal applications of 26% is considerably above the general 

success rates of humanities research councils), has run some large and important research 

projects, and although currently somewhat ‘between projects’ the high calibre and esteem of 

the staff make it entirely reasonable to expect further successes in this field. Research project 

money not only represents real income to the university but it is very likely to translate into 

impressive scores for ‘environment’ in the REF. It should not be simply neglected or brushed 

aside. 

 Fourth, and most importantly, we are confident that Classics will continue to recruit 

very strongly in the new world of HE funding. The assumption that a £9000 fee will 

discourage students from studying arts subjects was being widely made when high fees were 

announced. Subsequently it has, however, become very clear that since arts degrees, and 

Classics not least among them, translate into lucrative employment as readily as many science 

degrees, , it is extremely unlikely that the shape of student demand is going to change 

significantly. Places to study the most straightforwardly vocational subjects (particularly 

medicine, but also law) are going to continue to be limited, and students who have taken arts 

A levels will not have the option of reading science degrees whatever they think about the 

relative value of arts and science degrees It is unwarranted and dangerous to assume that the 

status quo will alter: the proper default planning assumption must be of steady-state demand 

until we have evidence otherwise. The proper number of Classics FTEs to assume for the 

future is surely 74 (allowing for  a 7% cut on the current number of 80), not 40. For all that a 

lot is made in the document about the Department’s heavy reliance on Clearing, Clearing will 

continue to exist in the future also, it will not be abolished by the new fee régime, and even if 

Clearing is needed (it is, after all, merely a redistribution mechanism) that is not in itself a 

problem. 

 We discussed the dangers that because of the adverse publicity which has been 

generated as a result of a decision to present the Department with a proposed solution, rather 

than invite it to explore a problem, the pessimistic scenario of the planning document would 

prove self-fulfilling. We were pleased to hear your reassurance that it was not the intention to 

end the distinguished tradition of Classics at RHUL, though we shared our view that a rump 

of five classics staff located in history plus two located in other departments would not be 

seen in the wider world as constituting ‘teaching Classics’ in any meaningful sense. We noted 

that the perception that ‘RHUL were closing down Classics’ was a product of the proposal to 

end teaching a BA in Classics. This is a BA taken by relatively few students, but it is heavily 



symbolic, and the costs of running it are tiny (only two of the units taken in the BA are unique 

to this BA). It is clear to us that the publicity damage could be immediately and effectively 

repaired by the simple expedient of announcing at this point that, whatever restructuring 

occurs, it is the intention to continue teaching a BA in Classics as well as Classical Studies 

and other related degrees.  

 With regard to the figures given, we expressed concern that both top-slicing the £9000 

fee and subtracting indirect and direct costs constituted double-counting the costs. In 

particular, we  (and no doubt the department also) would very much welcome your 

clarification on how the projected fee income for the department is calculated in the 

'Summary Estimated Financials' document: why is an undergraduate cohort of 120 (across all 

three years) assumed to generate £654K and £652K of teaching income in 2014/15 and 

2015/16, at a rate of about £5.4K per student, when the fees charged by that time will be £9K 

per student. We note that if, on the basis of your own figures, with 40 students and no 

assumptions about research income, a department of five is viable (with a further two 

classicists located elsewhere), then with 74 students and a sensible assumption about research 

income (and enhanced PG numbers) a department of 10 would be viable (with a further two 

classicists located elsewhere).  

 Given all the questionable assumptions that it involves, we do not think it would be 

sensible for RHUL to make any decisions on the basis of this planning document. We were 

pleased by your expectation that the Department come up with an alternative document, and 

we hope that you will accept that the Departmental document must be based on quite different 

assumptions. 

 With all best wishes, 

  Robin  &  Bruce 

 

 Robin Osborne Bruce Gibson 


