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Gods and Monsters, Sex and Desire: 
The Body Beautiful in Ancient Greece

Mark Andrews

With such an interesting title, I thought 
that this course was not to be missed. 
It had been some years since I had 

formally studied Classics in the nineties, so it 
was time to refresh some of my understandings 
with more up to date scholarship. In addition to 
this, my own undergraduate studies in classics 
had focussed upon Greek and Latin language 
and literature; this course promised to look 
more at the material culture.  The course was 
conducted at the La Trobe University Visual 
Arts Centre in Bendigo and in the Bendigo 
Art Gallery across the road. The timing of the 
course, on two weekends in August, coincided 
with the exhibition of pottery, sculpture and 
other artefacts from the British Museum. The 
course was provided as a full semester unit from 
La Trobe University, but I audited the course to 
gain quite a number of hours for professional 
development for VIT purposes. 

A number of resources were provided on line 
through the learning management system (lms) 
at La Trobe in order to prepare for the busy 
weekends in Bendigo. Although I was quite 
busy with my own teaching at the time, I was 
able to look at some of the material, especially 
on the train on the way to Bendigo. The online 
resources through the learning management 
system provided a range of reading and audio 
visual resources along with a multiple choice 
assessment, for those seeking credit for the unit. 
This assessment kept me occupied on my way 
to Bendigo. 

Across the two weekends, as can be seen in the 
timetable above, the schedule was quite intense, 
but not onerous. Time in the gallery before it 
opened to the public was most enjoyable and 
provided a valuable opportunity to look at the 
pieces in some detail. I particularly enjoyed 
looking at the vases and taking in the narrative 
of Hercules’ labours. 

	   Friday	  15th	  August	   Saturday	  16th	  August	   Sunday	  17th	  August	   Friday	  22nd	  	  August	   Saturday	  23rd	  August	   Sunday	  24th	  	  August	  
9.00	  
	  
	  

After	  Hours	  Museum	  
Session	  2:	  Myth	  and	  image	  
in	  Greek	  art	  (a	  tour	  of	  the	  
vases	  with	  Heather	  Sebo)	  

After	  Hours	  Museum	  
Session	  3:	  Choose	  your	  
object	  for	  the	  critique	  

After	  Hours	  Museum	  
Session	  	  5:	  Gillian	  Shepherd	  
will	  deliver	  a	  sample	  object	  

critique	  	  

After	  Hours	  Museum	  
Session	  	  6:	  Students	  
practice	  for	  their	  final	  

object	  critique.	  
10.00	   Break	   Break	   Break	   Break	  
10.30	  
	  
	  
	  

Lecture	  2:	  	  
Athletes,	  Athletics	  and	  the	  

Olympic	  games	  (Chris	  
Mackie)	  
Lecture	  3:	  	  

The	  sanctuary	  of	  Olympia	  
and	  athletic	  statuary	  
(Gillian	  Shepherd)	  

Lecture	  5:	  	  
Outsiders:	  Amazons	  and	  

Centaurs	  (Rhiannon	  Evans)	  
	  Lecture	  6:	  	  

Outsiders:	  The	  Medical	  
Body	  (Leanne	  McNamara)	  

Lectures	  8:	  
Sex,	  Desire	  and	  Aphrodite:	  
The	  Judgment	  of	  Paris	  (Chris	  

Mackie)	  
Lectures	  9:	  

Sex	  and	  Desire	  in	  Ancient	  
Greece	  (Gillian	  Shepherd)	  

Lectures	  11	  &	  12:	  The	  
Aftermath:	  Roman	  

Hellenophilia	  (Rhiannon	  
Evans	  and	  Gillian	  

Shepherd)	  

12.30	  	  
	  

Lunch	   Lunch	   Lunch	   Lunch	  

13.30	  	  
	  

Seminar	  1:	  	  
Sources	  and	  Documents	  	  

Seminar	  2:	  	  
Iliad	  23	  The	  funeral	  games	  

of	  Patroclus	  	  

Seminar	  3:	  	  
Grotesques.	  	  
Seminar	  4:	  	  

Greek	  pottery:	  a	  hands-‐on	  
session	  with	  pottery	  from	  
the	  Trendall	  collection	  	  

Seminar	  5:	  
Eros	  	  

Seminar	  6:	  	  
Funerary	  Art	  	  

15.30	  

	  

Break	   Break	  

	  
	  

	   	  Break	  

Seminar	  7:	  	  
Students	  present	  their	  

object	  critiques	  	  
Seminar	  8:	  	  
Final	  words	  

Break	  	  16.00	   Lecture	  1:	  
Introduction:	  Getting	  

to	  know	  you	  and	  
recap	  of	  online	  

material	  
(Gillian	  Shepherd	  and	  
Chris	  Mackie)	  

Lecture	  4:	  	  
	  (Public):	  States	  of	  
Undress:	  Nudity,	  Clothing	  
and	  the	  Ancient	  Greeks	  
(Gillian	  Shepherd)	  

Group-‐work	  Tutorial	  1:	  An	  
opportunity	  for	  students	  
to	  discuss	  their	  object	  

critiques	  

Lecture	  7:	  Portraiture:	  
Realism	  and	  the	  face	  
(Gillian	  Shepherd)	  

Lecture	  10:	  	  
(Public)	  Gods	  and	  Supermen	  

(Chris	  Mackie)	  
Group-‐work	  Tutorial	  2:	  

What	  next?	  An	  
opportunity	  for	  students	  

to	  debrief.	  

Afternoon	  tea	   Afternoon	  tea	  17.00	   After	  hours	  Museum	  
Session	  1:	  Curating	  

the	  exhibition	  (Sandra	  
Bruce,	  project	  curator	  
Bendigo	  Art	  Gallery)	  	  

After	  hours	  Museum	  
Session	  4:	  Supervised	  time	  

in	  the	  collection	  

18.00	   	  
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The lectures, including two which were open 
to the public, were well structured and covered 
a range of topics around Greek attitudes 
towards the body, its care and depiction. This 
encompassed the conduct of athletic contest and 
Pan-Hellenic games along with understandings 
of health and medical practice. Dr Leanne 
McNamara, who also coordinated the course, 
delivered a fascinating paper on humoral theory 
and how this drove understandings of the human 
body and health in general. Dr Heather Sebo 
led a tour of the collection with a focus on the 
changing depiction of Heracles over time and 
in varying media. Dr Gillian Shepherd spoke 
on a range of topics including the Sanctuary at 
Olympia, portraiture and funerary art. Professor 
Chris Mackie provided links back into the 
literary and mythological tradition through his 
discussion of the Judgement of Paris and Greek 
Gods and heroes. The love of things Greek by 
the Romans, Hellenophilia, was discussed in 
some detail by both Dr Rhiannon Evans and 
Dr Gillian Shepherd.

Time after lunch on both weekends was given to 
seminars, when set readings could be discussed 
and objects could be looked at in some detail. 
These smaller tutorial sessions were valuable 
as a way of consolidating and reflecting upon 

the material of the lectures. A highlight for me 
was the session looking at potsherds from the 
Trendall Collection. Dr Shepherd conducted a 
session on some of the more basic aspects of 
looking at these artefacts. For me, without a 
background in archaeology, this was especially 
helpful. 

Although not compulsory, I teamed up with 
two others to complete one of the assessments 
for the course. This involved the research and 
presentation of a floor talk in which two pieces 
from the exhibition where linked together in 
some way; we were given a time limit of ten 
minutes. The signature piece for the exhibition 
was the Roman copy of Myron’s Discobolus. This 
copy, housed at the British Museum, was taken 
from Hadrian’s Villa at Tivoli. Joy, Jude and I 
chose our pieces from the vases. We were taken 
by the black figure amphora depicting Achilles 
dragging the naked body of Hector behind his 
chariot, driven by Automedon, his charioteer. 
In the background is the funeral mound of 
Patroclus. Hermes is shown leading Athena, 
with a helmet, and Aphrodite to the scene. The 
hand of Aphrodite draws the onlooker to the act 
of violence, but the two goddesses themselves 
look away from the dreadful act.
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The second piece was a red figure lekythos 
(oil bottle) on which the Judgement of Paris 
is depicted.  The eye is drawn to the apple of 
discord held by a seated Hera at the centre 
of the scene. A winged Nike hovers above to 
indicate the contest, while a seated Paris, in 
eastern attire makes his decision. Athena, with 
her helmet and shield is to the left. To the 
right of the throne is Hermes, with his winged 
feet. Floating further up is Aphrodite, with her 
mirror and malfunctioning clothing. 

These two events, depicted with such clarity on 
the two vases, were chosen as important points 
in the Epic Cycle.  It was wonderful to see items 
as they are, rather than as images in a book.  
The relative size of the pieces was appreciable; 
even though books and online descriptions give 
measurements, there is no substitute for seeing 
an artefact as it is. Although it was not possible 
to turn the vases around, the images on these 
two vases were able to be seen readily. The 
experience of preparing for and participating in 
the floor talk required research, reflection and 
collaboration, all of which I enjoyed and valued 
greatly. 

I am grateful to the Bendigo Art Gallery, La 
Trobe University and my school, The Geelong 
College, for the opportunity to spend two 
weekends working with such material and 
learning from clear experts in the field. As a 
teacher I feel much mroe confident to work 
with the materialculture from the Ancient 
Mediterranean.

       Mark Andrews
The Geelong College
Mark.Andrews@geelongcollege.vic.edu.au
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