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Abstract 
This paper discusses how using the lens of fan fiction and reception theory in the Latin classroom can not only bolster student engagement but also provide a means of teaching canonical texts in a way that focus on peripheral ancient identities. This talk will be based on my own experience of teaching an intermediate Latin course on Dido, in which two authors, Vergil and Ovid, were read. Despite using two canonical texts, I tried to ‘break’ the canon in two ways: by focusing on a ‘side character,’ and using the idea of fan fiction to frame class discussions. Students felt they got a different view of the ancient world by focusing on the peripheral, ‘side character’ perspective, while the focus on fan fiction allowed them to explore ways in which these peripheral characters speak to modern audiences while creating a personal connection with the text.


Those who teach about ancient Greece and Rome are often faced with difficulties when it comes to presenting the diversity of the ancient world. Because most of the extant texts are written by upper-class men, our information about the lower classes, women, and slaves is filtered through their mindset. Because of this, non-elite male figures are often “side characters” in narratives that directly impact their lives. Yet these ‘side characters’ provide a fruitful and often unutilized path through which marginalized voices can be brought into the classroom. Using evidence from a class I taught in the Spring of 2021, I argue that pedagogical approaches to classical materials that focus on marginalized identities, specifically through the application of the idea of fanfiction, students feel empowered to see their own perspectives reflected in the text and are more likely to take another course in the subject. In this chapter, I will elaborate how the idea of fanfiction can help us explore marginalized characters in canonical texts. I will do so by first giving details on my own attempt to incorporate fanfiction into an intermediate Latin poetry class, then move on to how this idea may be implemented in other types of courses.
	This chapter joins the growing body of scholarship that focuses on ways to encourage diversity in higher education, as well as in the field of classical studies specifically. Ahmed 2012 has observed that “diversity is often used as shorthand for inclusion, as the ‘happy point’ of intersectionality, a point where lines meet…Diversity in the policy world still tends to be associated with race. The association is sticky, which means the tendency is reproduced by not being made explicit” (Ahmed 2012: 14). This phenomenon is widespread in higher education, and classical studies has not escaped its grasp. As Konstan has noted, 

In the Classics in particular, considerable progress has been made over the past half century to remedy unequal representation of men and women, although even now, at the highest ranks, there remain some disparities. Ethnic balance has proved more elusive, and there is no doubt that blacks and Latinos, for example, are drastically underrepresented in the profession in proportion to their numbers in society at large. In the meantime, gender too has become more complex, as sexual orientation together with the deconstruction of binary gender categories have given rise to an awareness of other types of exclusion (Konstan 2020: 9-10).

Taking Ahmed’s observation to heart, recently many scholars of classical studies have aimed to make their classes “diverse” and “inclusive” in ways that speak to the disparities that Konstan has noted. Public facing publications such as Eidolon, Everyday Orientalism, and Pasts Imperfect aim not only to highlight marginalized identities in the ancient world, but also marginalized scholars in the field[footnoteRef:1]. [1:  Cf. Rankine 2019.] 

More recently, the wonderful 2023 volume Diversity and the Study of Antiquity in Higher Education: Perspectives from North America and Europe, edited by Daniel Libatique and Fiona McHardy, has highlighted the efforts by scholars to diversify the study of the ancient world. This includes reflections on individual courses, similar to what this chapter aims to do (Gellar-Goad and Hines 2023; McCoskey 2023; Bozia 2023; Fountopolu and Kostara 2023); outreach to primary and secondary educators as well as museums (Adams 2023; Spentzou 2023); and reflections on diversity in the field in general (Rankine 2023; Hill 2023; Leonard 2023; Agbamu 2023; Goff and Petsalis-Diomidis 2023). In my approach, I have found Bozia’s framework to be most relevant—she discusses a course in which she aimed not only to help students come to terms with the history of the field of classics but also encourage them to use their classical learning to do social good. She did this in two ways: “…to show the discipline’s relevance  for all people beyond the cisgender, white, male, western bubble, and teach the students to move beyond the obvious” (Bozia 2023: 63). I believe that an approach that embraces the idea of fanfiction can meet these two aims.

CL 212: Intermediate Latin Poetry

	Before I begin my argumentation in earnest, I need to provide the definition of fanfiction I used for this experiment, to highlight how it speaks to the ways in which we are aiming for diversity in the Classics classroom. Libatique and McHardy point out the importance of not only acknowledging but also celebrating diversity in the field, in the classroom, and in higher education as a whole:

Proponents of embracing diversity say that not only the acknowledgement but also the celebration of these differences create a body politic that is stronger for the multiple points of view and strengths that each individual member brings to the collective whole. However, when that acknowledgement or celebration of difference gives rise to a value judgement of perceived inferiority or superiority, we create polarities that situate some identities as “normative” or “ideal” and those that do not conform as “non-normative,” “deviant,” or even “dangerous” (Libatique and McHardy 2023: 2).

For those unfamiliar with fanfiction, Cambridge dictionaries defines it as “stories written about TV, movie, or book characters by their fans (= people who admire them)” (Cambridge English Dictionary s.v. “fanfiction”).  However, the definition I used in this class, and in my own research, is based on Thomas’ 2011 article “What is Fanfiction and Why are People Saying Such Nice Things About It?”. In the introduction to this article, Thomas defines fanfiction as “fan-created narratives [that] often  take the pre-existing storyworld in a new, sometimes bizarre direction” (Thomas 2011: 1). Later, they add that these narratives are often “a transgressive force, offering a voice for marginalized groups and revealing the subversive potential of seemingly safe or familiar storyworlds” (Thomas 2011: 7). Thomas’ definition speaks to the celebration of diverse identities in the creation of ideas about texts while avoiding the hierarchical framing, especially when applied to ancient texts themselves, as I do.
My observations about this approach to teaching Latin will be drawn from my own experiences in the classroom. In the spring semester of 2021, I had the honor of being able to teach an intermediate Latin poetry course as a graduate instructor of record. As a researcher of Augustan poetry, this was a dream come true because it gave me the opportunity to introduce students to my favorite works. Specifically, I have always wanted to teach a course that focused not on a single author or text, but a figure from the ancient world: Dido. I have been fascinated by Dido since I first read the AP Latin selections of Book 4 of the Aeneid in high school, and so I set out to create an intermediate Latin course that read parts of Aeneid 4 and Ovid’s Heroides 7. Beyond my love for Dido, I also had an ulterior motive—while not necessarily “canon-busting,” as both authors I chose are clearly canonical, I wanted to show that the traditional Latin course could be tweaked to make it more interesting, help with retention, and bring traditionally marginalized voices into the classroom. My hope was that by taking a typical Latin class and giving it a fun twist, students would be more engaged, especially over Zoom[footnoteRef:2], and realize that classics can be more than just sitting and reading works by dead elite men about dead elite men. And so, I decided to frame my class not only around Dido, but also around the idea of fanfiction[footnoteRef:3]. Specifically, I framed both Vergil and Ovid’s works as fanfiction. Since Dido was a real historical figure[footnoteRef:4], Aeneid 4 can be read as fanfiction of a historical character, a fan-created narrative that highlights a marginalized identity (woman) in a subversive way, since she not only draws comparison to Cleopatra, but also the end of her story does not make Aeneas look good. This, then, would frame Ovid’s Heroides 7 as fanfiction of Vergil’s fanfiction. Through this framework, the class already cast this literature in a way that denies them their usual supremacy. [2:  This course occurred in the early stages of the COVID-10 pandemic. My institution had implemented a hybrid teaching stratagem that prioritized in-person classes. However, as a high-risk individual, I was given permission to teach fully remotely, via Zoom.]  [3:  I am not the first to take either of these approaches. “Classics and Fan Fiction” was the topic of two different talks at the recent Queer and the Classical conference, and at Res Difficiles 2.0 Elizabeth Manwell spoke about her success creating “themed” Latin courses rather than author or text base courses. So my goal with this chapter is not to praise myself for coming up with this great new approach to teaching, but to reflect on how my class went—the ups, the downs, and what we all took away from it.]  [4:  Cf. Davidson 1998.] 

Because the idea of fanfiction also touches on reception, we also discussed reception theory, specifically the “definitions” of reception as listed by Hardwick in her introduction to Reception Studies. Adding reception theory to this concept was also important because I wanted the students to think about the reciprocal relationship between source text and reception/fanfiction, which Hardwick highlights when she states that receptions “yield insights into the receiving society…but they also focus critical attention back towards the ancient source and sometimes frame new questions or retrieve aspects of the source which have been marginalized or forgotten” (Hardwick 2003: 4). In order to examine this relationship in modern “fanfiction,” I made time to include two modern interpretations of Dido that I thought were especially important for our theme of fanfiction. The first were selections from the first two books of Julian Barr’s The Ashes of Olympus trilogy, The Way Home and The Ivory Gate. This trilogy is a novelization of the Aeneid aimed at a young adult audience. We discussed the two “new directions” this text takes Aeneid 4 in: [spoiler alert] Dido is Hera’s daughter and dies of a failed abortion, not by suicide, next to a pyre of Aeneas’ things she built to try and forget him. We talked about what type of reception we thought this was, based on Hardwick’s definitions, and if we would define this as fanfiction. While there were many different responses to the type of reception this work was, all the students agreed that this could be considered fanfiction, not just of Book 4 of the Aeneid, but of the whole epic as well.
The other modern interpretation we discussed was “The Choice” from the 15 Heroines: 15 Monologues Adapted from Ovid, a three act show produced by the Jermyn Street Theater in London and broadcast virtually in November 2020. With this, we did not so much discuss major changes to the narrative, as the monologue is based on Heroides 7. Instead, we talked about how the identity of an author can change a text. All of the monologues of the 15 Heroines plays were written by female or non-binary playwrights, making this the only non-male interpretation of Dido that the students read. After reading the Heroides, the students thought that Ovid’s male-written female perspective offered better insight into Dido than Vergil’s; after reading and watching “The Choice,” many thought that the change in the identity of the author made the feelings behind the words more genuine, as they came from lived experience. Students also reflected how this interpretation out of all of them made them reflect on Dido’s identity as well: seeing a Black woman represent Dido on screen brought home the fact that historical Dido was probably also a woman of color.
Beyond class discussions of similarities and differences between Aeneid 4, Ovid, Barr, and “The Choice,” I gave my students two opportunities to reflect on the intersections between classics and fanfiction, since a goal of the class was to look at the reciprocal relationship between source text and reception/fanfiction[footnoteRef:5]. The first was in their final project, the “Fanfiction Project:” they had to create a fanfiction (or fan art) of Dido’s story, and then reflect on how this activity changed their thinking about Dido. In crafting this assignment, I referenced the blog of my friend and colleague Dr. Amy Pistone, whose similar assignment in her Greek tragedy course inspired mine (Pistone 2018). I asked that all students do something “creative,” rather than giving them the option of doing a traditional essay. While this may have taken some students out of their comfort zone, by putting no restrictions on the interpretation of “fanfiction,” students were able to complete the assignment in a way that they felt comfortable with. [5:  Note: in class materials used the phrase “reception/fanfiction.” Because fanfiction is often written, I did not want the students to feel limited to creative writing in their projects. By using “reception/fanfiction” I hoped to give them the broadest terms possible for their project.] 

The biggest take away from this assignment is that it helped the students engage with the Latin in new and interesting ways. Just a few comments from course evaluations[footnoteRef:6]: [6:  Some responses edited for clarity and grammar] 


· “I enjoyed Professor's efforts to stimulate excitement in the class by creating creative projects such as the fan fiction [sic] project...”
· “I really enjoyed this course. The addition of articles relating to the material or the genre really helped me to better understand the content and make it more interesting”
· “made the Latin more engaging by integrating activities and drawing interesting parallels. I really enjoyed the class!”
· “She made Latin more interesting by giving us creative projects and having us do fun activities that weren't just translating.”

Students liked the opportunity to engage with the Latin in their own terms, and in ways that are not the traditional “sit down and translate” or “write a 5 paragraph essay.” And so, my goal of increasing student engagement seems to have been accomplished. 
I also wanted to see if these “receptions/fanfictions” changed my students’ interpretation of the Aeneid, and if so, how. So, for the “analysis” section of their final, I asked the students to answer the following question: “Hardwick states that the relationship between source text and modern text is reciprocal: reception studies ‘yield insights into the receiving society…but they also focus critical attention back towards the ancient source and sometimes frame new questions or retrieve aspects of the source which have been marginalized or forgotten’ (Hardwick 2003: 4). How have works of reception such as Heroides 7, Barr’s books, and 15 Heroines: ‘The Choice’ changed your critical understanding of Vergil’s Aeneid book 4?” Here are some highlights from their responses. In their responses, many students highlighted how the receptions drew out aspects of Dido’s character that they did not see before, such as how she can be an empowering figure:

· “I think the biggest understanding I took from the works of reception is that it is not uncommon for people to interpret Aeneas (as well as the gods) as the bad guy of Book 4 of the Aeneid, and for people to recognize [the] powerful woman Dido could have continued to be without the meddling of the gods and without Aeneas…They recognize the tragedy of Dido’s death in her own story, a powerful and resilient woman destroyed by no real fault of her own.”
· “In the Aeneid, most of Dido’s decisions were made for her, but in the Heroides and 15 Heroines, Dido understands the power in making her own decisions and takes charge of her own life by making a decision on her own. I think this difference between the Aeneid and other works is what makes Dido’s character much more empowering in the Heroides and 15 Heroines than in the Aeneid, which is something I did not understand until considering each piece on its own.”
· “My critical understanding of the work has thus increased because with the addition of other receptions which ultimately agree with what I already felt would be a better portrayal of her character, I am certain that I am not alone in my response to the work and that others have had similar experiences with Dido’s story.”
· “My understanding of Book 4 an its subsequent projects of fan fiction [sic] is that the outcome of Dido seems to be dictated by society at that time…however, centuries later when women were given more respect in society, we see that the authors show Dido as an independent woman capable of complex thought, and not reliant on Aeneas…every piece of fanfiction since Vergil’s Book 4 have shown [sic] how the roles of women in society have changed and evolved since Vergil wrote Book 4.”
· “the reception works overall made me look at Dido more as a human being with emotions than a minor catalyst made of anger who only serves as part of Aeneas’ story.”

Others specified how this approach made the ancient texts seem more relevant to them in their daily lives:
· “Perhaps, in fact, it could even be said that the elaboration [of Dido’s story in Ovid specifically] seems to be almost intentionally written for applicability to our own lives, from fine points like the incorporation of the all-too-common phenomenon of parents running away from parenthood, to broad points like the general literary framing of an ex who finally gets to verbally smack down the person who was less-than-honest with them.”
· “Reading the works of reception can give me new appreciation for the source text because it unlocks some sort of potential that was already there, and shows how the original stories and characters were so well built that they can be changed or seen from new points of view and still remain in tact [sic]…recognizing the shortcomings of the Aeneid in the first place, furthermore, doesn’t make me not like the work. I think that the best way to appreciate the work is to take it seriously and recognize its criticisms.”
· “This all changed my critical understanding of the Aeneid book 4 by showing how the change of time has led to new versions of the story that better represent different minorities of the story that did not get justice in the original.”
· “Vergil’s Dido is vengeful and bloodthirsty, willing to doom an entire civilization. Once can feel the collective Roman horror and hatred towards Carthage that Vergil expresses, the kind that caused Rome to level its high walls and desiccate its rich soil. The reception versions of Dido, however, lacks this hunger for slaughter and ruin. This is a woman, and a state, cheated of greatness and resigned to an inglorious end. The reception works portray a more nuanced view of Dido than the clear-cut vengeance hungry Dido of Vergil, and with a more nuanced look at the people of Carthage which Vergil resigned to the fate of Roman slayers. Dido, and her people, have more to them than their relationship to Aeneas’ kin, and the reception works provide this angle to the black and white story Vergil tells.”

In its focus on a “side character,” this course was able to make students think about a canonical text in new ways and give voice to traditionally marginalized identities. By bringing in other interpretations of the same “side character,” they were able to see not only how contemporaries to Vergil (Ovid), but also modern readers have tried to shift the focus and bring light to these marginalized identities.
Unfortunately, I am unable to speak to the goal of retention. My institution requires 4 semesters of a language and this class was semester four, so unless they were Classical Studies majors they had no academic reason to continue. Moreover, I do not have access to the upper level Latin rosters for the following semester. I can say that none of the students dropped the course (which can be attributed to their need for university requirements rather than the course). But I also know that many students who were not originally signed up for Latin 4 did so once my class was created and the description circulated. 
In future versions of this course, I would aim to track not only retention but also how this approach affected students who did not go on to be Classical Studies majors or minors. I did not think to follow up with the students of this class years later, and they have all subsequently graduated. In the future, I would ask students if they would be willing to be contacted in the future. My hope would be that, even if they did not continue to study the ancient world, the ability to look at texts and accounts across time would influence their ability to engage with the diverse populations in whatever fields they decide to go into.

Broader Applications

My experience with this class has shown me that the incorporation of the idea of “fanfiction” can greatly affect student engagement with the text as well as result in some interesting reflections about the relationship between the ancient world and the modern one. In addition, the focus on “side characters” means that students get to spend time with personalities other than the male authors and protagonists of traditional, canonical texts. While I chose to utilize this method in a language course, I believe it could also be beneficial for classes in translation.
Classics and ancient studies programs around the world are currently being faced with a crisis of having to prove their relevancy. As economic effects from the COVID-19 pandemic continue to affect college enrollment, more and more programs are forced to show that students are still engaged and enthusiastic about the courses which they are taking, which is often measured by retention and enrollment. Given the reputation of the Classics for being a field defined by “rigor,” our enrollments are often small, though the students who do enroll are very enthusiastic. Classics can still maintain its “rigor” while also proving its relevancy by incorporating more modern theories into its classes, including fanfiction theory, as well as highlighting the ways in which the ancient world still lives on in the modern one, through reception. 
Unless they took Latin in high school, most college students are coming into a Classics classroom with an understanding of the ancient world drawn not from Cicero, but from the media they consume—their knowledge is based mostly on “fanfiction.” And then when they enter the classroom they get just Cicero[footnoteRef:7]. Meanwhile, bookstore shelves are rapidly filling with reinterpretations of myths, usually told from a female point of view written by a female author[footnoteRef:8], or highlight the queer subtext already present in an ancient text[footnoteRef:9]. In addition, research into the reception of the ancient world in the often overlooked genres of science fiction and fantasy is in its heyday, with multiple volumes coming out over the last few years[footnoteRef:10]. Classics and video games is also becoming a focus of scholarship[footnoteRef:11]. By incorporating these works into our classrooms, we are telling our students that their interests are relevant, and more importantly, that we understand the perspectives offered by ancient texts are skewed in ways that distort our perceptions of the ancient world.  [7:  I have no qualms with Cicero—he is just used here as an example of an author for which we have a lot of extant texts, and is therefore widely read.]  [8:  Some recent examples include: The Silence of the Girls (Barker 2018); Women of Troy (Barker 2021); A Thousand Ships (Haynes 2019); Stone Blind (Haynes 2022); Lavinia (Le Guin 2008); Wake, Siren: Ovid Resung (MacLaughlin 2019); Circe  (Miller 2018); Ariadne (Saint 2021); Elektra (Saint 2022). Plus, non-fiction texts focused on women in myth, like Pandora’s Jar: Women in the Greek Myths (Haynes 2020).]  [9:  The Song of Achilles (Miller 2011).]  [10:  You Win or You Die: The Ancient World of Game of Thrones (Lushkov 2017); Classical Traditions in Science Fiction (Rogers & Stevens 2015); Classical Traditions in Modern Fantasy (Rogers & Stevens 2017); Once and Future Antiquities in Science Fiction and Fantasy (Rogers & Stevens 2018); Tolkien and the Classical World (Williams 2021).]  [11:  Classical Antiquity in Video Games: Playing with the Ancient World (Rollinger 2020); Ancient Greece and Rome in Videogames: Representation, Play, Transmedia (Clare 2021); Women in Classical Video Games (Draycott & Cook 2022).] 

I envision this happening in many ways that vary depending on the type of course. A themed approach to upper level language courses, as recommended by Manwell and myself, allows for multiple perspectives to be introduced, as well as a class focused on someone who never wrote anything themselves. In addition to Dido, I can see courses on figures such as Clodia Metelli, Cleopatra, and Ariadne, among others. Civilization courses can also benefit from incorporation of modern “fanfiction.” For example, when teaching about gladiators, I introduce the topic not with clips from Gladiator (2000), but Thor: Ragnarok (2017), a film which my students are more likely to have seen. By drawing Books focalized through enslaved individuals, such as Adele Geras’ Troy and Ithaka, as well as Elodie Harper’s The Wolf Den trilogy can provide speculation on the lives of enslaved individuals. Even history courses would benefit from a shift in focus—while ancient texts are invaluable as primary sources, fictional accounts that touch on the lives of non-elite male experiences can do a lot to flesh out our understanding of the ancient world. In addition to incorporating “fanfiction,” I believe creative assignments are essential to not only student engagement, but also are a way of highlighting traditionally marginalized voices in the classroom. Your students all have diverse backgrounds and understandings of the world. By allowing students to interpret a story in whatever way speaks to them, I validate to students that their interpretations of the text are important, even if they come from a tradition far removed from the classical world. By asking them to creatively interpret some aspect of the course, and then reflect on the juxtaposition of ancient and modern, you are allowing students to personalize the ancient world in ways that allow for more engagement and therefore a desire to continue in the subject. 

Conclusion

I suggest we bring the canon to the periphery, and embrace side characters, fanfiction, and reception in general in our classrooms. As I hope to have shown, it is possible to do this while still using canonical texts. Whether by supplementing with modern adaptations, or approaching a course through a thematic lens, it is possible to bring marginalized perspectives into the classroom. In doing so, students feel more engaged with the material and are more likely to take another course in the subject. 
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