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News from the University of Dallas Eugene Constantin Rome Campus at Due Santi 

Why Rome Matters: The Significance of 
William Shakespeare’s Italian Plays  

Dr. Gregory Roper, 
Associate Professor of  English 

and Director of  UD Rome’s Shakespeare in Italy Program 
For the past eleven summers, I have been bringing 

groups of high school juniors and seniors from across 

the U.S. to the Due Santi campus for our two and a 

half week Shakespeare in Italy program.  Dr. Andrew 

Moran and I, and a talented, dedicated staff of gradu-

ate and undergraduate students, love introducing these 

younger students to the Bard, to Italy, and to the cam-

pus.  Every summer we study closely Julius Caesar, 

The Merchant of Venice, and a third play—sometimes 

Othello, sometimes The Taming of the Shrew, some-

times something else. 

 

The central question of the class is a simple one, but 

one that grows in fascination once one asks it, and 

which has deepened for me with each passing sum-

mer: why was Shakespeare so fascinated with Italy?  

What did he see in the place, and what resources did 

it give him for his drama?   

 

He clearly had Italy on the brain: he set almost a third 

of his plays there, from The Two Gentlemen of Vero-

na, one of his earliest plays, to The Tempest, one of 

his last.  Though almost all reputable scholars dismiss 

the possibility, there are even tantalizing hints that he 

knew the place first-hand, or at least pumped the Ital-

ian merchants who docked their ships near the Globe 

for an awful lot of tangible details: for instance, there 

is a statue just down from the Rialto bridge in Venice 

of a famous hunchback, Gobbo; the father of the 

clown figure in The Merchant of  Venice is named 

Gobbo.  Othello sends for Desdemona in the Saggi-

tary, a known quarter of Venice at the time, and the  

question at the beginning of The Taming of the Shrew, 

whether a young man should study Aristotle to learn 

virtue or follow one’s affections and read Ovid, was 

the subject of a pitched battle between the Scholastics 

and the Humanists at the University of Padua in the 

1580s, just a few years before Shakespeare set his 

play in the city.  As Dr. Moran says, of all the English 

playwrights who set plays there, only Shakespeare 

offers not just Renaissance clichés about the land but 

also gives a fascinating sense that he had a feel for the 

place, and knew the life lived there. 

 

—continued on page 2 
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—continued from page 1 

 

But it’s more than just local color. Shakespeare seems 

to have seen in Rome and Italy, ancient and (for him) 

modern, a world where he could find the stories he 

wanted to tell, and the questions he wanted to ask, 

and which, not surprisingly, still occupy us as UD 

students and alumni today.   

 

So what did Shakespeare find there? 

 

Well, first of all, drama.  Drama, of course, is built on 

conflict: the conflict that tragically destroys a charac-

ter or which brings out his clever, crafty, comic best 

through which he can save himself.  Walk any Roman 

street and you’ll see the Italian penchant for drama 

and conflict.  This Italian trait can drive some of our 

more calm, quiet, and orderly UD Romers a bit batty 

at times.  Rome is not orderly, and Rome is not quiet: 

it thrives on, throbs with, conflict, argument, debate, 

strikes, and demonstrations. 

 

I was in line this past summer purchasing train tickets 

for my group, and as I was wrapping up, the man in 

the line next to mine began to berate the poor female 

civil servant who was serving him.  As their voices 

rose, the man serving me obviously felt the need to 

defend his colleague’s honor, and began yelling at the 

customer. Before long, four more employees bundled 

over to join in the fray escalating things further.  And 

then I realized that Shakespeare would have loved 

this moment, for in no small measure, all of these 

people were in fact “making a scene,” enacting their 

brief moment upon the stage of life, and I was the 

lucky audience getting to watch a moment of high 

drama, a marvelous little moment from Act Three, 

scene five, when things are getting their hottest in the 

play.  I left the station with a light heart, wondering if 

ol’ Will Shakespeare had ever enjoyed such scenes as 

much as I just had.  

 

But in Shakespeare’s rich and fertile mind, the con-

flicts of life always led him to deeper questions.  An-

cient Rome is for Shakespeare not just a revered land 

of everything Good and Wonderful, as it risks being 

for some of the Humanists: no, it is a world rife with 

contradictions and troubling questions.  Ancient 

Rome is a place of grandeur for him, true, but it is 

also a place of fratricidal strife; a place of honor, but 

of a troubling kind of honor that can lead to destruc-

tion as much as to glory.  Renaissance Italy, so re-

cently the be-all and end-all of European culture, is 

for him a much more conflicted, troubling place, al-

lowing him to explore his favorite interrogations.  

Take government, for instance.  Shakespeare’s is the 

Rome not of the great, achieved, Pax Romana, but of 

early conflict between the Tribunes, people, and Sen-

atorial class (Coriolanus), and the Rome of the Civil 

War, Caesar’s charge to power, and the bloody after-

math of his assassination (Julius Caesar, Antony and  

Cleopatra).  He sees in Venice, the Most Serene Re-

public, a city-state in conflict with the Turks, with its 

troubling ideas on race (Othello) and ethnicity (think 

of Shylock the Jew), and with its own status as a 

place whose business is business.   

 

And so when Shakespeare sees in Rome questions of 

government, he is not just asking about technical 

means of keeping people organized but the largest 

questions of political philosophy: how might humans 

best order themselves for happiness, and how might 

the city foster or restrict that pursuit of happiness?  

Even more, he asks: how can a city be governed if 

men and woman cannot govern themselves—their 

passions, their churning desires?  How can Brutus act 

rightly if his own Stoicism misleads him into improp-

er decisions?  How are the love bonds between Bas-

sanio and Portia like and unlike the economic bonds 

between the merchants Antonio and Shylock?  And 

how might the friendship of Antonio and Bassanio 

threaten both? 

 

And of course Shakespeare sees in Rome the same 

deep questions in so many fields of human endeavor, 

allowing him to explore education, family, friendship, 

love, art, the city, the countryside, youth and age.  To 

read Shakespeare’s Roman and Italian plays is to 

have a kind of condensed experience of the entire 

Core Curriculum, because the land inspired him to his 

largest efforts. 

 

In Shakespeare we can see why Rome matters: not 

because it is Rome the Great, Rome the Perfect, 

Rome the Eternal City, but precisely because it is The 

City par excellence, the place where human life in all 

of its richness and tawdriness, its brilliance and its 

ugliness, its glory and its shame, is most on display.  

And so, my hope for UD students is that they experi-

ence Rome not merely as a glittering playhouse, but a 

focal point for asking about the nature of human reali-

ty, and how a life should be lived. 
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Dr. Andrew Moran and Dr. Gregory Roper with  

2014 Shakespeare in Italy students at Saint Peter’s Basilica 
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Katherine and Greg Penny share  
St. Peter’s Basilica with their daughter, Mary 

The UD Rome  
Experience:  

Then and Now 

I have just had the opportunity to return to the Eternal 

City this August.  It has been twenty years since I was 

there as a “Romer” during the Spring semester of 

1994.  I was a member of the last UD class to come to 

Rome before the Due Santi campus opened.  Return-

ing to Rome was a chance to relive many of the expe-

riences from my semester in Rome, and to see the 

campus—the “new campus” as it was called then—

that I just missed. 

  

For many of us, the Rome semester was the first op-

portunity to travel abroad independently.  I will never 

forget my excitement and the anticipation of it all.  

Our class stayed in a small town outside of Rome 

called Manziana.  I remember my first day there.  I 

could not wait to finish unpacking my belongings at 

the hotel so that I could walk around the town.  Even 

though I did not speak any Italian, I ventured outside.  

Many shops were open and the local people were very 

friendly.  I have fond memories of Manziana and the 

little hotel where we stayed.  Everything was just an 

elevator ride away.  We ate, attended classes, and 

lived in the same building with our professors.  It was 

our home away from home. 

 

For the current UD students, the Rome semester  

provides the same opportunities, but the experience is 

much grander.  The Due Santi campus has the feel of 

a picturesque villa estate.  The campus is set on a  

beautiful plot of land surrounded by a vineyard and an  

olive tree grove.  As you enter Due Santi, there is a 

quaint lane lined with uniquely styled pine trees.  

They have a canopy shape to their tops.  The campus 

features an outdoor swimming pool, tennis court, and 

bocce ball court, as well as outdoor patios and grills 

for cookouts.  The dormitories are modern and there 

is a lot of space for lounging in the Capp Bar.  What a 

beautiful setting to spend a semester learning Art and 

Architecture, Italian, History, English, Theology and 

Philosophy.  These are the same Core curriculum 

classes that I took twenty years ago.  Some things will 

never change. 

 

I was present for the arrival of the Fall 2014 Romers.  

Their first event was the convocation ceremony held 

in an outdoor amphitheater.  As a former Romer, I 

could appreciate how this was the perfect structure for 

the Rome campus. It serves as a reminder of the many 

travels to historical places during the Rome semester.  

The next event of the evening was an authentic Italian 

dinner served al fresco.  The following morning, the 

students were taken into Rome to see St. Peter’s and 

to go on guided tours through Rome led by their pro-

fessors.  I still have a copy of my UD Rome Calendar 

from Spring 1994.  The visit to St. Peter’s and walk-

ing tours were our very first outing as well.  There is 

no better educational experience than one where 

learning is hands on, not confined to a book or a 

classroom.   

 

My trip back to Rome this summer brought back so 

many memories of my college days at UD.  Those 

were the good old days.  As I reflect back on my 

Rome experience, it was an incredible opportunity to 

grow in knowledge, but also to grow in faith and de-

velop as a person.  I would like to encourage the cur-

rent UD students to make the most of their time in 

Rome and abroad. I also hope to inspire other UD 

alumni to travel back to Rome and to see the new 

campus.  The Eternal City calls each of us back with 

so many things to offer.  Twenty years is too long.  

As for my family, we plan to return again soon.   
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Katherine (McNamara) Penny, 
1994 UD Romer 

and 1996 UD Graduate 

The Capp Bar of the Manziana Campus as seen in the early 1990s  
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For UD students, philosophy comes fully alive 

through travel to places like Athens and Delphi.   The 

tradition becomes tangible in these locations because, 

among other things, they were also near and dear to 

such towering figures in the Greek tradition as Socra-

tes and Plato.  Greece thus speaks for itself as a desti-

nation for any philosopher’s pilgrimage.  But can the 

same be said of Italy?  The answer to this question is 

a resounding “Yes.”  Although alive and well in an-

cient times, Italian philosophy had its own and argua-

bly most decisive impact upon the philosophical tra-

dition centuries later in the town near and dear to St. 

Francis:  Assisi. 

 

For the last 800 years of its development, in fact, 

there is arguably no more philosophically important 

place of pilgrimage than the birthplace of St. Francis 

of Assisi. This might seem extraordinary, given St. 

Francis’ own attitudes towards intellectual study (see 

St. Francis’ famous Letter to St. Anthony). His wari-

ness at St. Anthony’s desire to teach the friars theolo-

gy seems to undercut the probability of an intellectual 

movement growing out of the soil of Assisi and, in 

turn, of subsequently shaping philosophy’s history. 

Nevertheless, this is precisely what has happened; not 

only is there such a thing as a ‘Franciscan Philoso-

phy,’ distinctive in its incorporation of so much of the 

insights of Francis’ life, personality, and vision into 

its philosophical orientation, but this philosophy has 

also molded philosophy in turn. Although a non-

philosopher himself, St. Francis has served to shape 

the philosophical landscape in his wake in significant 

ways.  

 

St. Francis understood creation as a reflection of the 

divine. Within this context, creation becomes the lad-

der through which the person comes to know and to 

love God. To the extent that all of creation, for Fran-

cis, reveals the divine, the most characteristic aspect  

of the Franciscan worldview is its insight into the  

value of creation as an object of love. Love, more-

over, is most genuine when directed, not towards uni-

versal categories, but at individuals.  Thus, for St. 

Francis, individuality and individual expression of the 

Gospel become more important than an overarching 

conformity to a single way of living the Evangelical 

life.  Alongside this idea is the Franciscan celebration 

of freedom—both freedom for self-determination as 

well as freedom from sin. 

 

Despite St. Francis’ ostensible anti-intellectualism, 

less than a century after his death the Franciscans had 

already acquired an important name for themselves 

within university life. Very quickly, we see the emer-

gence of a Franciscan school, rallying around such 

names as St. Bonaventure, Bl. John Duns Scotus, and 

William of Ockham. Notwithstanding their occasional 

disagreements, we can typify the basic philosophical 

orientations of the Franciscan school as forming 

around a metaphysics that prioritizes individuality 

over and above universality, an understanding of the 

cosmos as an expression of divine free creativity, and 

a theory of morality highlighting the radical freedom 

of the human person and prioritizing the cultivation of 

personal virtue through love. These philosophical 

concerns imitate, and indeed arise out of, genuine 

engagement with the life of St. Francis. 

 

—continued on page 7 

Encountering Philosophy – in Assisi? 
Dr.  William Tullius, Affiliated Professor of  Philosophy, UD Rome 
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Dr. Tullius and his wife, Loretta,  
explore Assisi with their son, Francis 

Interested in making a donation to the 
University of Dallas  

Rome Program? 
 

Every contribution helps enrich the Rome experience 
of over 200 UD students each year. 

 

Please visit  
http://udallas.edu/offices/advancement/wheretogive/

rome.html  
or call 972-721-5148 for more information. 

 
Thank you for your generosity as we continue to  

http://udallas.edu/offices/advancement/wheretogive/rome.html
http://udallas.edu/offices/advancement/wheretogive/rome.html
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Mr. Ryan Reedy 
 Dr. Peter Hatlie 

Rome in Georgia and 
Georgia in Rome 

Emily Lataif, UD Spring 2014 Romer 

On a hot spring day in the mid-1800s, on the banks of 

the wide, rushing Coosa River, five soldiers stood 

together. They had journeyed from far away to ob-

serve a new world.  A fertile stretch of land lay before 

them. Seven hills rose above the lush green fields, 

and wild animals roamed the landscape. They decided 

this was the place. Of course, there were tribes al-

ready inhabiting this area, but no matter: they were 

easily conquered. Now all that was left was to name 

their new city.  

 

In order to do so, the men decided to pull names out 

of a hat.  Each man wrote a name on a scrap of paper 

and slipped them into the hat.  Among the suggestions 

were Hamburg, Pittsburg, Warsaw, and Hillsboro. 

But the lucky name, proposed by Colonel Daniel R. 

Mitchell, turned out to be Rome. Thus, in 1834, a new 

Rome, nestled in the foothills of the Appalachian 

Mountains, was born in the Deep South of the United 

States.  

 

In the spring of 2014, I left my Rome in Georgia to 

visit her namesake, Rome, Italy for the semester. In 

many respects, the sister cities are similar. There is a 

deep appreciation for home-cooked food, close-knit 

families, and hospitality. People respect their elders in 

both places, and likewise in both places the pace of 

life is slow. The two cities share a landscape high-

lighted by seven hills, they share a history in which 

indigenous tribes eventually got displaced in favor of 

one permanent settlement, and they also share an im-

portant piece of artwork. That piece of art is worth 

seeing, both in the original Rome and in Rome, Geor-

gia.  One of my tasks in going to Rome, Italy, there-

fore, was to see and make comparisons with a famous 

work of art in my hometown. 

 

So, on a free afternoon during the semester, I rode the 

metro into Rome and climbed the many steps to the 

Capitoline Museum. Over the next few hours I passed 

the famous Dying Gaul, turning unsympathetically 

away from his tortured face. The colossal Statue of  

Constantine, with its undeniably dazzlingly eyes, did 

not draw my best attention either.  Nor did Marcus 

Aurelius on Horseback, even if his mighty out-

stretched hand beckoned me toward him insistently. 

No, what I was most interested in seeing in the  

Capitoline Museums was the original statue of the 

She-Wolf. 

 

And why?  In downtown Rome, Georgia, on the steps 

of our town hall (The Forum), there stands a copy of 

the Capitoline Wolf.  In 1929, a rayon plant was built  

in Rome, GA in cooperation with an Italian company. 

In honor of the plant’s completion, the Italian dictator 

Benito Mussolini gave the sister city a copy of the 

iconic Capitoline Wolf. The marble base reads: “This 

statue of the Capitoline Wolf, as a forecast of prosper-

ity and glory, has been sent from Ancient Rome to 

New Rome during the consulship of Benito Mussolini 

in the year 1929."  

 

When word of my visit to the original statue reached 

home, the local newspaper contacted me to write an 

article for them.   I did so with pleasure, since it’s not 

so often that one is able to experience such “then and 

now” moments and share them with others.   

 

One of my favorite authors, Oscar Wilde, wrote a 

poem entitled, “Rome Unvisited.” I’ve included two 

stanzas whose imagery reminds me of Rome, Geor-

gia.   

 

And here I set my face towards home, 

For all my pilgrimage is done, 

Although, methinks, yon blood-red sun 

Marshals the way to Holy Rome. 

… 

And wandering through the tangled pines 

That break the gold of Arno’s stream, 

To see the purple mist and gleam 

Of morning on the Apennines. 

 

In both Romes, I am a stranger in strange lands. As a 

Catholic Lebanese-American originally from Chica-

go, I am in a small minority in Rome, Georgia. Actu-

ally, I’m the only Catholic Lebanese-American in 

Rome, Georgia. And my semester abroad was the first 

time I had visited Rome, Italy. Yet both cities are so 

embracing, that both feel like home to me. Regardless 

of which Rome I am in, I find myself at times missing 

the other.  

Spring 2014 Romers Lauren Bergeron and Emily Lataif 
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The University of  Dallas at Bovillae 

The University of Dallas Eugene Constantin Rome 

campus sits on top of a prominent ancient city, called 

Bovillae.  More specifically, UD Rome’s vineyard 

and buildings occupy a space that ancient Bovillaeans 

would have identified as the southeastern corner of 

their city—a neighborhood located just inside the city 

walls, near a city gate leading to the Appian Way, and 

known for both its large chariot-racing stadium and 

the bubbling waters of its impressive nymphaeum (or 

monumental water fountain). 

 

The population of Bovillae must have numbered in 

the many hundreds or even thousands by around 500 

B.C., and by circa 100 A.D. it had grown well beyond 

that point in both numbers and importance.  Among 

the reasons for its ascent was that it came to serve as 

site of memory for the family of the Emperor Augus-

tus and his adoptive great-uncle Julius Caesar.  After 

Augustus’ death at Nola, in southern Italy, his body 

lay in state at Bovillae for a time before being brought 

to Rome for funeral ceremonies.  An important shrine  

to the Julian line was erected there shortly afterwards, 

reminding Romans not only of these two imposing 

figures in recent political history but also of the di-

vinely-born royal family—going all the way back to 

Aeneas and the goddess Venus—that had produced 

them and to some degree Rome itself.   

 

Written sources confirm Bovillae’s ancient origins.  

One of these, the so-called Origin of the Roman Peo-

ple, places it among the top ten cities of early Latin 

people.  Along with Rome, it was subordinate to Al-

balonga, the city founded by Aeneas’ son Ascanius, 

located just up the hill from Bovillae.  Several color-

ful stories about ancient Bovillae from later centuries 

emerge in other sources.  Ovid traces the worship of  

the local Roman goddess Anna Perenna to an old 

woman from Bovillae whose beneficence in a time of 

scarcity and trial in Rome left people so much in awe 

that they erected a holy shrine to her.  Cicero recounts 

the details of an infamous brawl that took place at a 

tavern in Bovillae, leaving one of his political ene-

mies, Clodius, dead at the hands of a rival politician 

and gangster named Milo.  Ancient epigraphy reveals 

that the city hosted an important school of theater.  

Indeed, Rome’s most famous actor of the 2nd century 

A.D., a certain mime by the name of Acilius, appar-

ently worked out of Bovillae. 

 

Plunderers and treasure-hunters from the last days of 

Rome through the 19th-century have displaced or 

removed all major physical remains of ancient Bovil-

lae.  Parts of a monumental stone relief once dis-

played in Bovillae, called the Tabula Italica Capito-

lina, is now to be found in Rome’s Capitoline Muse-

ums.  Beautiful statues of both the god Dionysos and 

an anonymous noble woman (or goddess) are housed  

nearby at Rome’s Palazzo Massimo Museum.  Arti-

facts from Bovillae have also made their way to loca-

tions farther way, including a relief called the Apothe-

osis of Homer that is now found in the British Muse-

um, along with a statue of the Emperor Caligula now 

owned by the Richmond Virginia Museum of Art.  

The fate of other impressive finds, known only 

through the personal papers of various buyers and 

sellers, is difficult to trace.  Around the year 1800, for 

example, two huge statues, each reportedly 30-feet 

tall, were sold to a notorious Irish treasure hunter, 

broker, and painter by the name Robert Fagan, never 

to resurface in a private collection or museum again. 

 

—continued on page 7 
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Rome, Bovillae, Ostia (in clockwise direction, far left) as seen in the Tabula Peuteringiana, ca. 1250 A.D. from 5 th-6th century A.D. original  

Dr. Peter Hatlie, Dean, Director, VP and Associate Professor of  Classics, 
UD Rome Program 
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—continued from page 4 

 

Historically speaking, then, as Franciscan philosophy 

developed, we see a marked turn away from the ten-

dency to place priority upon the universal in favor of 

the particular, gradually giving way to modern philos-

ophies centered on the value of individuality (e.g. 

Empiricism, Contractarianism, etc.) and an interest in 

empirical, scientific study. We also see the develop-

ment of modern philosophical viewpoints—e.g. 

Kant—highlighting the importance of the moral con-

cept of freedom as developed by the Franciscans. 

Moreover, the systematic importance of love as foun-

dational to morality and metaphysics—displaced, 

perhaps, in modern thought—explodes back onto the 

scene through explicit references back to the Francis-

cans in two defining philosophical movements of the 

Twentieth Century. In C. S. Peirce’s theory of 

‘evolutionary love,’ American Pragmatism under-

stands love to be at the center of our interpretation of 

the order of the cosmos and of our place within it. 

Likewise, Max Scheler’s phenomenology, directly 

invoking St. Francis, understands love as at the foun-

dation of our openness to the values of the world and 

as the foundation of our moral calling. 

 

To that extent, one can see how the person of St. 

Francis has served to shape the philosophical world 

precisely on account of the dynamism of his personal-

ity and the philosophical insights revealed in it. To 

encounter the Poverello in Assisi, then, is to encoun-

ter the spiritual origins of some of the great philo-

sophical movements of modern Europe. 

—continued from page 6 

 

Looking out upon ancient Bovillae today, one can be 

forgiven for failing to notice and appreciate its exist-

ing visible remains.  For one thing, UD Rome’s build-

ings and grounds cover the ancient streets, houses, 

and shops that, whatever their current state of preser-

vation, once constituted the brick and mortar of this 

neighborhood.  For another, the soft and easy beauty 

of UD Rome’s landscape can distract attention from 

what few physical remains are still visible at ground 

level.  Several ancient marble and stone blocks, some 

with epigraphy and decoration, lay here and there 

around the UD campus—one block near the swim-

ming pool, others near the villa, along with a pile of 

remains to be found beyond the vineyard. Within the 

vineyard itself there is an archaeological ruin called 

the “cistern,” which is probably not a cistern at all but 

rather an extension of Bovillae’s impressive nym-

phaeum complex.  The road leading to and from cam-

pus, Via dei Ceraseti, follows the path of the old city 

wall, pierced by an old city gate just up the road.  

Finally, an aerial view of the campus and its sur-

roundings shows that UD Rome is positioned just a 

short walk away from the chariot grounds. 

 

Modern archaeologists staged several campaigns in 

Bovillae toward the end of the 19th and beginning of 

the 20th centuries.  These were not archaeological 

excavations as such, but rather surveys of known 

monuments interspersed with whatever scattered ma-

terials had come to light.  Would a proper, modern 

archaeological excavation in the area bring even more 

insights and discoveries to light?  We may never 

know the answer to that question.  Yet, on May 15-

16, 2015 UD Rome will bring together a panel of 

experts to revisit the art, archaeology, and history of 

Bovillae, particularly this city’s role as a point of ref-

erence and bridge between Rome’s earliest history as 

a partner within the Latin League led by Albalonga 

and its later status as one of the greatest cities and 

civilizations the world has known. 
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UD’s  “cistern” as seen from within Due Santi’s vineyard 

Cimabue’s fresco of St. Francis, located in the lower church of the 
Basilica of St. Francis in Assisi  
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What hath Olympia to do with Due Santi? 
Ryan Reedy, Assistant Dean, UD Rome Program 

Each semester on the eve of the group’s departure for 

the Greece Trip, one hundred University of Dallas 

undergraduates take to the field of competition as  

their Hellenic forefathers did over 2500 years ago.   

Strangely enough, though, no student has ever asked 

why.  Is it merely one of many silly but sacred UD 

traditions?  What, if anything, do the modern games 

at Due Santi have to do with the ancient games at 

Olympia?  As with most questions, it’s best to start at 

the beginning… 

 

The mythic foundations of the ancient Olympic 

Games are shrouded in, well, myth.  One legend tells 

that the games were inaugurated in commemoration 

of Heracles’ successful cleaning of the Augean Sta-

bles in one day (quite the feat considering the stalls 

housed over 1000 cattle and had not be cleaned in 

thirty years).  Another story has it that the future king 

of Olympia, Pelops, started the very first Games after 

beating (to death, as it turned out) his father-in-law-to

-be in a chariot race, thereby inheriting his kingdom.  

The origins of the Olympics at Due Santi are similar-

ly unclear.  Most tales refer to a legendary hero Am-

bleros (aka former Rome Director Wayne Ambler) 

but sources are limited.  In fact, there is so much de-

bate that even the proper name of the event is disput-

ed.  Evidence suggests that the competition was ini-

tially designated the “Greek Olympics” in homage to 

their Hellenic ancestry.  Academic influences likely  
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played a role in a subsequent renaming (or, perhaps, 

corruption) to the “Geek Olympics,” thereby empha-

sizing the predominance of intellectual pursuits over 

sports on campus.  In an attempt to bridge the mind–

body imbalance, modern administrators have opted 

for a middle road and recent games have been re-

ferred to as the “G(r)eek Olympics.”  The success of 

this compromise is debatable, at best.  It’s a bit like 

running a marathon in one’s Sunday-best clothes. 

 

While the G(r)eek Olympics clearly began as some 

type of imitation of the ancient Games, there have 

been a number of changes from what happened in 776 

B.C.  The most fortunate modification (for partici-

pants and spectators alike) is that modern contestants 

have donned togas rather than competing in the nude.  

Similarly, the setting of a religious festival is now 

largely gone.  Rather than making sacrifices to Zeus, 

students offer libations to themselves in celebration of 

the completion of several grueling weeks of tests and 

papers.  And as the Romers have yet to receive their 

midterm grades, there is much cause for revelry. 

 

Lost as well is the military context that was inherent 

to the ancient Olympics.  Romers don’t intend 

(hopefully, at least) for the games to be a preparation 

for warfare.  They don’t wrestle, race chariots, or run 

the hoplitodromos (race in arms).   Nevertheless, they 

must be at their best to successfully complete the tests 

of physical, mental, and creative prowess created by 

the “gods” (faculty and staff who preside over the 

competition).  The events are constantly evolving; 

recent Olympiads have included the Frozen Orange 

Relay and Whipped Cream Bubble Gum Pie Compe-

tition.  The most famous and difficult game of all 

must be the Sculpture Competition.  Each team is 

required to reproduce a Greek sculpture by covering 

one of their team members in shaving cream.  Who 

knew that Barbasol could be used to create ‘marble’ 

sculptures that would make Praxiteles himself blush. 

 

Not everything is different from the original Olym-

pics, though.  If ancient athletes were vying for honor 

and virtue (not to mention an olive wreath and free 

food for life), the same must be said for the modern 

competitors.  Every semester UD Romers compete in 

pursuit of the excellence that can only occur when 

mind, body, and spirit are working in perfect harmo-

ny.  Whether they win or lose, their vigor and dedica-

tion are a true testimony to the students’ pursuit of the 

ideals that were embodied by the ancient Greeks and 

have since been passed down to institutions like the 

University of Dallas Rome Program—either that or 

they just want to win a Forno dinner, the highest prize 

for victory! 
Ed and John Houser participate in the Fall 2014 G(r)eek Olympics 


