
What accounts for the enduring influence of 
hellenistic life-philosophies — stoicism, 
epicureanism, scepticism, neoplatonism and other 
such movements? What is living or dead in ancient 
ethical philosophy today? 

This cross-disciplinary symposium encourages reflections on the 
long-term impact of Hellenistic ethical philosophy from antiquity 
up to the present. Topics under discussion will include the 
reception of Lucretian and Epicurean ethical and scientific ideas 
in the Renaissance, early modern and Enlightenment 
engagements with Stoicism, and the appraisal of Senecan ethics 
by Erasmus and Montaigne. 

The symposium will consist of a series of papers followed by 
general discussion. 

SpeakerS

•	 Professor	Ada	Palmer	(The	University	of	Chicago,	USA)

•	 Dr	Patrick	Gray	(Durham	University,	UK)

•	 Dr	Diana	Barnes	(The	University	of	Queensland)

•	 Associate	Professor	Matthew	Sharpe	(Deakin	University)

symposiumThe	UQ	node	of	the	ARC	Centre	of	Excellence	for	the	History	of	Emotions	(Europe	1100-1800)	presents:

aFTerLIVeS OF HeLLenISTIc eTHIcS

Image:	Frontispiece	to	1563	edition	of	Lucretius’s	De rerum natura,	edited	by	Denis	Lambin	and	printed	in	Paris.	This	copy	was	owned	by	Michel	de	Montaigne,	and	bears	his	
hand-written	annotations.	Courtesy	of	the	University	of	Cambridge	Digital	Library.

FRIday 8 aPRIL 2016 

TIme SPeaKeRS

10:00-10:20am Arrival	and	coffee

10:20-10:30am Welcome

10:30am-12:00pm •	 Professor	Ada	Palmer	(The	University	of	Chicago)	‘Why	Pious	Renaissance	Humanists	Read	and	Defended	the	Infamous	
Roman	“Atheist”	Lucretius’

•	 Dr	Patrick	Gray	(Durham	University):	‘Renaissance	Humanism	and	the	Roman	Reception	of	Hellenistic	Philosophy’	

12:00-1:30pm LUNCH

1:30–3:00pm •	 Dr	Diana	G.	Barnes	(The	University	of	Queensland):	‘Stoicism	in	Dorothy	Osborne’s	Letters’

•	 Associate	Professor	Matthew	Sharpe	(Deakin	University):	‘Athlete	in	the	Arena,	Dancer	on	the	Stage:	On	Diderot	and		
his	Seneca’

3:00-4:00pm Discussion,	led	by	respondents

4:00-5:00pm AFTERNOON	TEA	AND	DRINKS

6:45pm SyMPOSIUM	DINNER:		
Popolo,	3	Sidon	St,	River	Quay,	South	Bank.	At	own	cost.	Please	RSVP	to	uqche@uq.edu.au	by	Wednesday	6	April	2016.	

date: 8 april 2016

time: 10:00am-5:00pm

veNUE: Toowong Rowing Club,

37 Keith St, St Lucia, Queensland

event cost: Free and fully catered. 
Please advise of any dietary 
requirements.

register by 5 April 2016 by emailing

uqche@uq.edu.au



abstracts

professor ada palmer
The	University	of	Chicago

Why PIouS RenaISSance humanISTS Read and 
deFended The InFamouS Roman ‘aTheIST’ LucReTIuS

In	Renaissance	documents	‘Epicurean’	often	appears	as	a	term	of	
abuse,	interchangeable	with	heretic,	atheist,	even	sodomite.		When	
Lucretius’s	Epicurean	poem	De Rerum Natura	reappeared	in	1417,	these	
associations	threatened	humanist	claims	that	the	classics	supported	
Christianity.	A	survey	of	marginalia	in	Lucretius	manuscripts	reveals	a	
characteristic	humanist	reading	agenda,	focused	on	philology	and	moral	
philosophy,	and	largely	indifferent	to	scientific	content.		This	agenda	
limited	the	circulation	of	atomism,	and	other	unorthodox	scientific	
theories,	before	the	mid-sixteenth	century.		Notes	in	later	sixteenth-
century	print	copies,	however,	reveal	a	transformation	in	reading	
methods,	and	suggest	an	audience	more	receptive	to	Epicureanism’s	
heterodox	science.		

ada palmer	is	Assistant	Professor	of	History	and	Classics	at	The	University	
of	Chicago.	She	is	the	author	of Reading Lucretius in the Renaissance	(Harvard	
University	Press,	2014),	and	her	work	has	appeared	in	the	Journal of the History 
of Ideas	and	in	the	Routledge Handbook of the Stoic Tradition,	edited	by	John	
Sellars.	With	James	Hankins	she	co-authored	The Recovery of Classical 
Philosophy in the Renaissance, a Brief Guide	(Istituto	Nazionale	di	Studi	sul	
Rinascimento,	2007).	

Dr patrick Gray
Durham	University

RenaISSance humanISm and The Roman RecePTIon 
oF heLLenISTIc PhILoSoPhy

The	emphasis	of	the	Renaissance	humanists	upon	ethics	and	verbal	
clarity	– commitments	which	they	saw	as	departing	from	the	
preoccupations	of	medieval	scholasticism	– recreates	a	dynamic	that	
they	encountered	in	the	responses	of	Roman	authors	such	as	Cicero	
and,	especially,	Seneca,	to	Hellenistic	thought.	Greek	philosophers	
tended	to	focus	on	truth	per	se,	pursuing	it	with	rigorous,	sometimes	
counter-intuitive,	logic.	The	Romans,	by	contrast,	are	more	interested	
in	the	pragmatic	value	of	philosophy	for	everyday	life.	Disdaining	
complex	questions	of	epistemology	and	ontology,	they	tend	to	see	the	
readiness	with	which	claims	about	ethics	can	be	expressed	and	
defended	in	plain	language	as	an	immediate	and	important	test	of	their	
real-world	viability.	yet	in	their	own	commentaries	on	Seneca,	the	
humanists	Erasmus	and	Montaigne	turn	the	Senecan	critique	of	
Hellenistic	philosophy	against	Seneca	himself,	raising	the	same	kinds	
of	objections	to his	claims	about	ethics	that	he	does	to	his	own	
(Hellenistic)	sources.

patrick gray	graduated	from	yale	University	in	2011,	with	a	PhD	in	English	
and	Renaissance	Studies.	He	is	co-editor,	with	John	D.	Cox,	of	Shakespeare 
and Renaissance Ethics	(Cambridge	University	Press,	2014),	and	is	currently	
working	on	a	monograph	on	guilt	and	shame	in	Shakespeare.	His	articles	
have	appeared	in	Critical Survey, Comparative Drama, Shakespeare Survey	and	
Shakespeare Jahrbuch.	He	is	Lecturer	in	the	Department	of	English	Studies	
at	Durham	University,	and	in	2016	is	an	Early	Career	International	Research	
Visitor	of	CHE.

Dr Diana G. Barnes
The	University	of	Queensland

SToIcISm In doRoThy oSboRne’S LeTTeRS

In	the	early	1650s	Dorothy	Osborne	wrote	to	her	future	husband	Sir	
William	Temple,	admitting,	‘I	finde	that	my	passion	would	quickly	bee	
my	Master	again	if	I	give	it	any	liberty’.		In	another	letter	she	stressed	
the	dangers	of	Love:	‘’tis	a	fault	in	anyone	to	be	mastered	by	a	passion,	
and	of	all	passions	love	is	perhaps	the	least	pardonable	in	a	woman’.		
She	describes	herself	and	women	in	general	here	but	reading	across	
her	extant	correspondence	it	is	clear	that	the	self-restraint	she	

describes	is	not	a	private	feminine	behaviour	she	models	for	Temple’s	
eyes	only,	but	a	political	position	articulated	through	Hellenistic	
Stoicism	received	through	the	adaptations	of	Seneca	and	early	modern	
neo-Stoics.	During	the	early	years	of	the	Republic	when	Parliament	
was	ascendant	and	Cromwell	on	the	rise,	royalists	had	stoically	to	
restrain	their	display	of	the	passions	fueling	their	commitment	to	what	
looked	like	a	futile	political	cause.		Readers	of	Osborne’s	letters	from	
the	nineteenth	century	to	the	present	tend	to	assume	that,	unlike	
Temple,	her	interests	were	primarily	domestic	and	familial,	and	that	
her	motivations	for	writing	were	more	personal	than	intellectual	and	
political.		My	paper	will	demonstrate	that,	like	her	male	
contemporaries,	Osborne	drew	from	a	variety	of	Hellenistic,	Roman	
and	contemporary	intellectual	resources	to	express	the	political	
position	she	shared	with	Temple.	The	stakes	in	this	argument	are	
surprisingly	high:	as	I	will	show,	Macaulayan	Whig	history	rests	upon	a	
misreading	of	Osborne’s	correspondence.		

DiANA G. BARNES is	a	Postdoctoral	Fellow	at	The	University	of	Queensland.	
Before	coming	to	UQ,	she	held	The	University	of	Melbourne	S.	Ernest	Sprott	
Travelling	Fellowship	and	was	a	Research	Associate	with	The	University	of	
Western	Australia	node	of	CHE.	Her	book	Epistolary Community in Print, 
1580-1664	appeared	with	Ashgate	in	2013,	and	she	is	currently	at	work	on	a	
book	about	early	modern	genres	of	community.	

associate professor Matthew Sharpe
Deakin	University

aThLeTe In The aRena, danceR on The STage: on 
dIdeRoT and hIS Seneca
La justesse et la force des arguments de Séneque […] subjuguent ma raison, 
mais mon cœur se révolte contre cette ingrate dialectique (Diderot, Essai sur 
les règnes de Claude et de Néron, II, 61, 336-337)

Once	certain	twentieth-century	idols	of	‘ancients	versus	moderns’	fall	
from	the	stage,	the	student	of	the	French	Enlightenment	sees	that	the	
philosophical	literature	of	that	period	is	as	steeped	in	classical	
quotation	as	the	art	and	statuary	of	Louis	XV’s	capital.	There	is	much	
and	good	literature	on	the	debts	of	the	leading	lumières	to	the	
Hellenistic	sceptics	and	Cynics,	and	the	Epicurean	dimensions	of	their	
critiques	of	revealed	religion	leap	from	the	pages	of	Voltaire’s	‘Épître	à	
Uranie’	or	D’Holbach’s	Système.	However,	the	debt	of	the	lumières	to	
the	Stoics	is	less	well-documented,	at	least	in	Anglophone	
scholarship:	one	searches	almost	in	vain	for	references	to	the	porch	in	
Jonathan	Israel’s	three	volumes,	for	instance,	unless	we	number	
Spinoza	a	Stoic.	yet	Montesquieu	hymns	the	ancient	Stoics,	Voltaire	
regularly	lists	Marcus	Aurelius,	Antoninus,	Rufus	and	Epictetus	as	
sages,	Rousseau	flirted	with	translating	Seneca,	and	two	of	
Diderot’s	final	works	involve	a	confessed	‘apology’	for	Seneca	(both	
man	and	works),	maligned	throughout	history	for	his	place	in	Nero’s	
court,	and	his	personal	wealth.		This	apology	immediately	drew	critical	
fire,	which	continues	to	this	day,	as	a	self-serving	justification	of	the	
philosophe’s	engagement	with	Catherine	of	Russia,	or	a	more	or	less	
scurrilous	self-justification,	in	the	face	of	his	break	with	‘Jean-
Jacques’.		yet	such	reductive	readings	raise	as	many	questions	as	this	
remarkably	passionate,	almost	un-Stoic	work	answers.	Why	conduct	
such	justification	with	reference	to	a	follower	of	Zeno	and	Chrysippus,	
given	that	he	knew	well	he	could	publish	a	direct	self-defence	after	his	
death,	when	so	much	of	his	oeuvre	was	touted	to	appear?	And	what	
image	is	it	of	the	Stoics	that	Diderot	can	want	to	rescue,	given	that	
his	scepticism,	and	his	close	association	with	the	radical	
materialists,	would	seem	to	have	put	paid	to	any	Stoic	appeal	to	
providence,	the	benevolence	of	nature,	and	a	governing	Deity,	
immanent	or	no?	To	answer	these	questions	we	need	to	attend	to	how	
Diderot	negotiates	his	way	around	Seneca’s	texts:	which	works	he	
stresses,	and	which	he	omits.	This	paper	makes	the	case	that	
Diderot	wants	to	retrieve	in	Seneca	–	contra	Jean-Jacques	–	what	
many	of	the	other	lumières	had	sought	in	Cicero:	an	ancient	model	of	
the	engaged	philosopher,	and	an	august	precedent	for	the	new	ideal	of	
the	‘philosophe’	that	the	lumières	had	aimed	to	embody.

mattheW sharpe	teaches	philosophy	at	Deakin	University.	He	is	the	author	
of	Camus, Philosophe (Brill,	2015)	and	part	of	a	continuing	ARC	project	on	the	
receptions	of	the	Hellenistic	and	Roman	idea	of	philosophy	as	a	way	of	life	in	
the	modern	world.


