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Dear Principal 

 

The first external lecture I ever gave (in about 1969) was at Bedford College in Regents 

Park; some 25 years later I was honoured with the invitation to give the annual Dabis 

Lecture at Royal Holloway – and I recall a large audience and a pleasant reception hosted 

by the then Principal.  On both these “bookend” occasions I was glad to feel that I was 

contributing to and interacting with one of the leading Classics departments in the UK.   

 

These personal encouters contribute to my strong feeling that you are making a serious 

mistake in your proposals to run down the presence of Classical Studies at RHUL.  You 

may believe that you are making modest reorganisations, but I can assure you that it 

would be perceived as “killing off” the subject; and that that would, in fact, be bound to 

be the end-result. This would in the long term be very damaging for the whole of 

Humanities at RHUL, since, with the rise of interdisciplinary approaches, it is ever-

increasingly recognised that the ancient Greek and Roman worlds, including their 

languages, are a crucial and inextricable element in the development of many areas of 

human endeavour.  These include science and politics as well as the more obvious fields, 

such as art, literature, history and philosophy. 

 

I have the sense that there is a fundamental error of perception underlying your targeting 

of Classics: the prospects of recruitment and dissemination, with their obvious economic 

consequences.  I suspect that you perceive Classics as a backward-looking, elitist and 

eurocentic subject.   Up until about 1960 it is true that Classics was associated with 

privileged education and the assumption of European cultural superiority, but things have 

changed a great deal since then.  The subject has become accessible, global and “hot” – 

as is evident from any survey of current preoccupations in the press and media, including 

 



architecture, films and novels.  This feeds through into higher education in the way that 

the numbers applying for the subject at University have been steadily increasing, as have 

the numbers coming to the UK for postgraduate courses and doctorates. 

 

I also gather that, within the overall budgeting for RHUL, you find that Classics is an 

expensive subject.  We all know that such calculations are subject to all sorts of 

adjustments and variables that usually manage to reach the conclusion that was sought in 

the first place. Apart from that, one particular consideration with RHUL Classics may be 

that the Department is rather “top-heavy” with a large proportion of senior and hence 

“expensive” members of the Faculty. This might be seen as a sign of the distinction of the 

department; it is also short-term, since “top-heavy” departments tend to be quite rapidly 

rebalanced by moves to senior appointments elsewhere and by retirements. 

 

I appreciate that it is your task to keep the economics of RHUL as a whole healthy and 

viable.  I would, however, add my voice to the many who are urging you that the 

amputation of crucial and organic parts of your Classics programme will do you seriously 

more harm than good in the longer term 

 

 

Yours sincerely, 

 

 

 

 

 

Professor Oliver Taplin FBA 

Tutorial Fellow (1973-2008), Magdalen College, Oxford 

and Emeritus Professor of Classical Languages and Literature, University of Oxford. 
 
 
 

 


