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There is properly no history; only biography. 
      - Ralph Waldo Emerson  
 

It must be borne in mind that my design is not to write histories, but lives.  And 
the most glorious exploits do not always furnish us with the clearest discoveries 
of virtue or vice in men; sometimes a matter of less moment, an expression or a 
jest, informs us better of their characters and inclinations, than the most famous 
sieges, the greatest armaments, or the bloodiest battles whatsoever. 
     - Plutarch, Alexander 

 
A well-written life is almost as rare as a well-spent one. 

- Thomas Carlyle 
 
Course Description: 
This class is designed for the continued learning of Classical Latin through the reading of 
two full biographies in their original language.  In addition to furthering your knowledge 
of Latin vocabulary, grammar, syntax, and morphology, there are several other goals:  1) 
to introduce you to the rudiments of philological research; 2) to make you familiar with 
biographical conventions of structure and approach; 3) to make you familiar with some of 
the scholarly research on ancient biography in general and Tacitus and Suetonius in 
particular, including what makes each unique, admired, and scorned; and 4) to give you 
an opportunity to write a final research project analyzing the work of an ancient Roman 
biographer in a way specific to your own interests. 
 
Required Texts: 
Suetonius:  Nero.  B. H. Warmington, ed.  Bristol.  ISBN: 978-1853995415 
Suetonius:  The Twelve Caesars.  Robert Graves, trans.  Penguin.  ISBN:  978-

0140455168 
Tacitus: Agricola and Germania.  H. Mattingly, trans. Penguin.  ISBN: 978-0140455403 
Tacitus: Agricola.  R. M. Ogilvie and I. A. Richmond, eds.  Oxford.  (Copies available 

from instructor) 
 
Course Expectations: 
Plan to spend seven to ten hours per week (roughly 1 to 1.5 hours per day) on this class 
outside of our meetings.  A portion of this time should be spent on activities outside of 
assigned readings and assignments, such as daily presentations (on this see also the Grade 



Breakdown), learning vocabulary, looking for Tacitean and Suetonian phrasing, and 
anticipating future research. 
 
Grade Breakdown: 

30% Reading, Participation, Presentations, and Homework 
25% Quizzes 
10% Biography Assignment 
10% Final Paper Rough Draft 
25% Final Paper 
 

Reading and Participation: 
All readings are pre-assigned in the chart below.  *N.B.* Even if we do not get through 
the assigned amount in class, you are still responsible for it for the Quizzes. 
 
Also, there are additional readings listed on the schedule.  For each, a different student 
will read and present on the reading.  These presentations are meant to be about 10 
minutes in length (keep it short!), with some discussion afterwards.  The presentations 
will consist of summary and how the reading relates to ancient biography, specifically 
Tacitus or Suetonius, daily.  Your Reading and Participation grade will also be reflected 
by your efforts in giving these presentations or discussing readings that will crop up. 
 
Quizzes: 
There will be up to four quizzes, given periodically when I deem them worthwhile or 
necessary.  I will give you one week’s notice before issuing one and will notify you of the 
potential content, which may consist of any or all of the following: (1) translation of text 
we have gone over in class, (2) parsing from selections we’ve gone over in class, (3) sight 
passage of Latin prose, and/or (4) translation of English back into good Tacitean or 
Suetonian Latin.  
 
English Biographical Assignments: 
You will be assigned one of two possible English Biographical Assignments for the 
semester.  You may opt either to write a biographical review or write your own biography 
of a famous, deceased Polar Bear.  For the review, you will write a relatively short (no 
more than 3000 words), literary review of a modern biography that examines the text in 
light of what we will be discovering about ancient biographical composition (including 
things like selection of content, purpose, voice, etc.).  The requirements for the biography 
chosen are: 

(1) at least 200 pages in length; 
(2) It was written after 1980; 
(3) The subject was a political or military figure (statesman, king, politician, 

general, etc.) 
(4) It is not an autobiography nor a memoir; 
(5) The author never met his or her subject. 

 
The other possibility is to write your own biographical composition about a famous Polar 
Bear.  It should be written as you keep in mind how the ancients approached biography 
especially on a literary level (Tacitean vs. Suetonian, the importance of themes and 



morality), and will be approximately 2500 words in length.  Whichever you choose (and 
you are to choose the week after spring break), it is due April 14th. 
 
Final Research Paper: 
The in-class presentations are designed to give you an introductory survey of information 
in order to provide you with potential topics for a final research paper.  Various topics 
will come up during class, and a bibliography is listed below.  You are to choose a topic 
by the 2nd week after spring break (The week of April 4th).  It must include substantial 
secondary material (around 7 to 10 sources) and include Latin passages accompanied by 
your own translations.  A rough draft will be due in the second-to-last week of class (by 
Tuesday, May 3rd) and the final will be due by the assigned Final Exam date, Friday, 
May 20th at 5 pm. 
 
Special Needs:   
Anyone who has a special need that may require some modification of seating, testing, or 
other class requirements should contact me about it as soon as possible.  I will be happy 
to incorporate any changes, but you will first need to contact the Office of Vice-President 
for Student Development (289-8615) before I may make individual arrangements. 
 
Academic Misconduct:   
Bowdoin has an Academic Honor Code and Social Code.  It is detailed in the Student 
Handbook which is available on line at (http://www.bowdoin.edu/studentaffairs/student-
handbook).  It is your responsibility to abide by this Code, and any instances of academic 
misconduct will be referred to the Dean of Student Affairs. 
 
Reading Schedule: 
As stated above, all Latin readings are to be completed by the date listed.  Items listed as 
Readings will be read and presented by one volunteer each day.  Such presenters will be 
scheduled 2 weeks ahead of time whenever possible.  All numbers listed for the Latin 
readings are CHAPTER numbers. 
 
For the various Days listed below (i.e., Nepos Day, Plutarch Day, Suetonius Day), each 
of you will present very briefly a different biography from the works of each author. 
 
Week of… Tuesday Thursday 
Jan. 24 
 

Nepos’ Life of Cato 
 

Agricola 1-4 
Reading: Backscheider, Reflections 
on Biography, Ch. 1 

Jan. 31 
 

Agricola 5-10 
Reading: Syme, Tacitus 1-29 

Agricola 11-14 
Reading:  Syme, Tacitus 30-74 
 

Feb. 7 
 

Agricola 15-18 
Reading:  Xenophon, Agesilaus 

Agricola 19-23 
Reading: Hamilton, How to Do 
Biography, Intro 

Feb. 14 
 

Agricola 24-29 
Reading: Theophrastus, 
Characters 

Agricola 30-32 
Reading:  Clarke, “An Island Nation” 



Feb. 21 
 

Agricola 33-36 
Reading: Nepos Day 

Agricola 37-39 
Reading: Braund, Ruling Roman 
Britain, 147-76 

Feb. 28 
 

Agricola 40-44 
Plutarch Day 

Agricola 45-46 
Reading: Liebeschuetz, “The Theme 
of Liberty in the Agricola” 

March 7 
 

Nero 1-6 
Reading:  Wallace-Hadrill, 
Suetonius 1-25 

Nero 7-10 
Reading: Wallace-Hadrill, Suetonius 
50-72 

March 14 
 

 
** SPRING BREAK *** 
 

  
*** NO CLASS! *** 

March 21 
 

 
** SPRING BREAK *** 
 

 
*** NO CLASS! *** 

March 28 
 

Nero 11-15 
Reading:  Wallace-Hadrill, 
Suetonius 73-95 

Nero 16-20 
Reading:  Wallace-Hadrill, Suetonius 
99-118 

April 4 
 

Nero 21-24 
Reading: Momigliano, The 
Development of Greek Biog. ch. 4 

Nero 25-27 
Reading: Lewis, “Suetonius’ 
‘Caesares’ and their Antecedents” 

April 11 
 

Nero 28-31 
Reading: Ginsburg, Representing 
Agrippina, Ch. 3 

Nero 32-33 
Reading: Townend, “Suetonius and 
his Influence” 
Biography Assignment Due 

April 18 
 

Nero 34-35 
Suetonius Day 
 

Nero 36-38 
Reading:  Diogenes Laertius, Plato 

April 25 
 

Nero 39-42 
Reading:  Manning, “Acting and 
Nero’s Conception of the Principate” 

Nero 43-45 
Reading:  Wallace-Hadrill, Suetonius 
142-174 

May 2 
 

Nero 46-48 
Research Proposals & Discussion 
Rough Draft of Final Paper Due 

Nero 49-52 
Reading: Rohrbacher, 
“Physiognomics and Biography” 

May 9 
 

Nero 53-57 
Reading: Wallace-Hadrill, 
Suetonius 175-205 

 
** NO CLASS ** 

 
Final Paper Due Friday, May 20th, by 5 pm 


