
This is a peer-reviewed, accepted author manuscript of the following chapter: Mahn, C 2024, 
Whiteness in ruins: Victorian women writers in Greece. in E Mitsi & A Despotopoulou (eds), 
Victorians and Modern Greece: Literary and Cultural Encounters. Routledge, London. 
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003394235 
 
 

1 
 

Whiteness in Ruins: Victorian Women Writers in Greece 

Churnjeet Mahn 

Abstract 

What does it mean to study the role of Greece in Victorian popular culture in the wake of 

widespread debates around the “decolonisation” of the Humanities? As representations of 

Ancient Greece popularised in the Victorian period find new expressions in right wing 

propaganda that uses the Classics to undergird white supremacy, how can a return to 

Victorian representations of Greece open new frontiers in the resistance to structural racism? 

This chapter considers how British women’s travel writing about Greece in the Victorian 

period provides a unique insight into the “undisciplined” writing of women writers that can 

open questions about the representation of race, gender, and sexuality in the nineteenth 

century. With few women having access to learning Ancient Greek, the in-person experience 

of Greece was often framed through dissonance and disappointment. The chapter argues that 

these moments of failure in women’s travel writing about Greece, offers an ambivalent 

commentary on the value of the Classics, while opening spaces for alternative routes to 

understanding the affective power of ruins. 

 

To think about the reception of Ancient Greece in Victorian culture is to think about the 

national, institutional, and disciplinary mythologies which continue to contribute to the 

production of western social and cultural value today. To put it another way, the Victorians 

continue to shape the enduring cultural capital of Greece. And it is impossible to consider this 

legacy without taking account of how Ancient Greece was part of an antique pantheon 

deployed by the Victorians to undergird white supremacy, a task partly achieved through the 

continual denigration of Modern Greeks as unfit inheritors or caretakers of Greek antiquity. 

This strategy left Greece open to be deterritorialised by the British and incorporated into a 

British national imaginary.  

This chapter is a return to the reception of Ancient Greece in the Victorian period 

through the urgent debates triggered in the wake of Black Lives Matter and a growing 

attention to the lives, history, and representation of queer people. This involves a return to 

some my own earlier work on British Victorian women’s travel to Greece (Mahn 2012) and 

the systemic deployment of racist attitudes and stereotypes about Modern Greeks to 
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demonstrate the emancipatory power and benevolence of white womanhood. Part of what I 

want to consider in the return to some of this work is the space for contradiction and 

ambivalence in the Victorian encounter with Ancient Greece, and the potential of that 

ambivalence to activate counternarratives of dissent, hesitation, and refusal that can help to 

trace some of the affective experiments in metaphorical excavation that we see in British 

women’s travel writing about Greece. And most importantly, why these questions are so 

urgent now.  

This chapter moves between the present and the past, between texts, between 

disciplines, to consider how unmoored and “undisciplined” ways of thinking can help us 

reach Greece in the Victorian period through alternate routes. The ruins of Ancient Greece 

are not inert material in British Victorian culture: they are activated by aesthetic, political, 

and cultural discourses which do not always operate in harmony. The chapter is a mechanism 

for thinking about how these points of contact between the Victorians and Ancient Greece 

become activated in Modern Greece. Before turning to some specific contact points between 

the Victorians and Ancient Greece, it is worth outlining why this matters for the Humanities 

now.  

I want to ask some new questions of some old material. How can the study of Greece 

in Victorian popular culture equip us in the resistance to white supremacy? What, and who, 

are we talking about when we evoke Europe and European civilisation in the wake of 

existential shifts in European cooperation and solidarity, as exemplified in Britain’s exit from 

the European Union and Europe’s reaction to the so-called “migrant crisis” experienced along 

its coastline? The bordering and policing of whiteness continues to stand in stark contrast to 

the continued articulation of the west as the arbiter and leader of international social justice 

and civil rights movements. The rise of populism and the increased space and tolerance for 

racism and xenophobia, particularly in European and North American politics, have given 

new lifeblood to ur-narratives about the undisputed greatness of western civilisation, a 

secular origin story which partly sees its birth in Ancient Greece.  

As our societies have begun a new wave of reckoning with consequences of violent 

histories of racism, disciplines such as the Classics and Victorian Studies have revisited 

debates about race in a way that brings the historical whiteness of their disciplines to bear on 

the demographic whiteness of their disciplines today. The point of contact between the 

Classics and Victorian studies goes beyond the idea of “Victorian reception studies”; we need 

to think more carefully about how the everyday understanding and practice of knowledge 

about Ancient Greece in Northern European and Anglophone culture is a particularly 
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Victorian construction, and how those constructs persist in, and press against, the present. 

The debates I am referring to have become fodder in the so-called  “culture wars,” which we 

could also frame as the conservative backlash to justice movements that have agitated for the 

right to exist, and the right to social and economic resources. 

An interesting case in point is the work of the Classicist Sarah Bond. In 2017 she 

wrote an article for Hyperallergic about the myth of “white statues,” and how the world of 

statues in Ancient Greece and Rome would be a place full of colour. In Sarah Bond’s words, 

“the equation of white marble with beauty is not an inherent truth of the universe; it’s a 

dangerous construct that continues to influence white supremacist ideas today” (Bond 

2017).  The article was subject to a targeted backlash, and Bond personally received death 

threats, despite the article drawing on the well-established fact that Ancient Greek statues and 

architecture used colour. The topic was hardly controversial. But its political context (the 

year of Donald J. Trump’s election) offered an oblique relationship to the protection of 

“whiteness” that was used by groups who claimed Ancient Greece as part of their cultural 

and intellectual inheritance. Bond’s articles were a challenge to the racist weaponisation of 

the Classics by some alt-right groups. The backlash she received demonstrates the deep 

emotional and cultural value attached to a version of the ancient world that emerges through 

the Victorians. When Americans witnessed the assault on the Capitol Building in January 

2021, they were watching competing ideas of liberty collide. The crowd that eventually 

entered the Capitol Building had representatives from various extremist organisations, some 

of which carried symbols of the classical world. For the first time, many Americans were 

seeing representations of “fringe” online organisations close to a key seat of power. There are 

a variety of online hate sites which have used the ancient world to justify racist violence. For 

example, Stormfront, founded by a member of the KKK, used an image of the Parthenon on 

their website, along with the strapline, “every month is white history month” (Holpuch 2014). 

The selective and decontextualized use of the Classics as fodder for legitimating white 

supremacy has found itself entwined in academic debates about the history of the Classics as 

a discipline. This is hardly surprising given the rise and prominence of the Classics during the 

Victorian period: the Humanities disciplines that grew during the British Empire were 

invariably drawn into undergirding the prominence and achievement of white male-

dominated civilisation. This is a legacy that Humanities disciplines continue to live with: 

calls to end all-male or all-white reading lists are part of an ongoing debate about who the 

Humanities are for. 
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What does it mean to think about Greece in Victorian popular culture after 

movements such as Black Lives Matter have brought discussions about heritage and 

whiteness into everyday media? Bond, and fellow Classicists, such as Dan-el Padilla Peralta, 

approach the Classics through its disciplinary codification in the Victorian period and its 

persistence in the present as a set of associations and ideas which were largely produced in 

eighteenth-century European discourses, and which during the Victorian period, bound the 

Classics to the enterprise of colonial and imperial expansion and racial hierarchy (Bond 2017; 

Poser 2021). Where Peralta differs, is in his pessimistic view of the study of the Classics, 

arguing that to some extent the discipline has to be unmade or destroyed to produce new 

foundations for inquiry and engagement with the ancient world (Poser 2021). It is no accident 

that the growing call to “decolonise” museums in the Global North, partly through the 

repatriation of stolen and looted material culture, has helped to shift the public and 

government discourse around the return of the Parthenon Marbles held at the British 

Museum. There is an irony here: the material culture historically used to undergird whiteness 

has itself become part of the narrative challenging the legacy of racist collecting practices.  

One way to approach this issue is to think in “undisciplined ways,” to change the 

routes we take to the past, to change what we think about as evidence and what kind of 

material matters and why. The second moment I want to touch on is a call from women of 

colour in Victorian studies to change the terms of inquiry. Victorian Studies has always been 

necessarily attuned to how structural racism shaped the Victorian view of the world, but it is 

only recently that it has begun to consider how mainstream Victorian Studies has lacked the 

methodologies and case studies to critically unpick the seams of its own disciplinary 

whiteness. Weaving in the work of Christina Sharpe (2016) and Saidiya Hartman (2008), an 

introduction to a 2020 special issue of Victorian Studies calls for new methods: 

 

To “become undisciplined” is to reject this partitioning and co-opting of knowledge, 

and instead to invent “new modes” of research and teaching that offer a “method of 

encountering” what Sharpe evocatively names “a past that is not past”—that is to say, 

the climate of anti-Blackness that spreads beyond the wake of the slave ship and 

continues to structure our lives and symbolic economies today. (Chatterjee et al 2020, 

369-70)  

 

The call to undiscipline is particularly pertinent for the study of Greece in the Victorian 

period. Consider the citational network. Postcolonial theory, Classics, Victorian literary 
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studies, art history, Modern Greek studies, critical race theory, queer theory—to what extent 

do we reach across disciplines and methods? When does the study of Greece become “area 

studies,” a bracketed idea under which we can categorise sub-topics (gender, class, etc), and 

when does it reach across “universal” human values? Consider the bar to enter subjects like 

the Classics, and how that determines who studies them. What kind of disciplinary methods 

do we use and how well equipped are we to respond to the challenge of reaching pasts and 

thinking about what we want, or want to recover, from those pasts? This is where popular 

culture has such an important role to play. Popular forms in the Victorian period, such as 

travel writing, and print culture, produce a field which splices forms of knowledge in 

unexpected ways. It was not unusual for travel writing, as a portmanteau genre, to combine 

outright fiction and transcriptions of “real” encounters. The fiction was there to enhance the 

visceral impact of the “real” encounter. Travel writing resists the idea of guidebooks (getting 

lost becomes a virtue) but becomes its own kind of guide through a landscape. It is timely (as 

in, it gives you a snapshot of a moment), and it is already dated (by the time a travel account 

is published it is already out of time). And this is what continues to be compelling about 

Victorian travel writing about Greece: in it we see in-person encounters with the immediacy 

of a real and present Greece that sometimes resists, refuses, and rips the edge off the Classics. 

In particular, I am interested in what “real” encounters between the Victorians and Greece (in 

Greece, where Ancient and Modern are rendered simultaneously) tell us about racism and 

oppressive structures of normativity. The rest of the chapter is structured around two types of 

encounters with Greece in the Victorian period that are used to model and debate 

“liberation.”  

In the first encounter, I want to ask: how can contemporary investigations into the 

extent of slavery’s role in making Victorian Britain contribute to our understanding of the 

popular and recurring trope of Greece as enslaved in British women’s travel writing 

(Despotopoulou and Mitsi 2021)? By the 1840s tropes about the decline of Ancient Greece 

paralleled with and an Oriental terror that sequenced the threatened rape of white women 

with an existential threat to the borders and identity of a white Europe, and European 

civilisation, had become hackneyed. Despite this, they had a powerful appeal. Hiram 

Powers’s sensationally popular sculpture, The Greek Slave, which first appeared in 1843, 

showed a (white by virtue of the stone used) Greek woman, in chains, looking away from her 

Muslim captor. This scenario became a popular literal and metaphorical trope in travel 

writing about Greece, partly because it allowed authors to cast themselves as the sympathetic 

witness to historical crimes and the freer of chains (intellectual and cultural). One of the most 
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popular literary renderings of enslaved Greek womanhood in the period was Felicia Skene’s 

Wayfaring Sketches published in 1847. Felicia Skene was born in 1821 and died in 1899. I 

want to anchor my discussion of her text to two historical points: one from the beginning of 

her lifetime (a Philhellenic hero helping to free enslaved Greece), and the other from the end 

(a hero of the abolition movement in America, and a former enslaved person, travelling to 

Athens). Through these two anchoring points, I want to demonstrate the complex ways in 

which narratives and histories of slavery are invoked in Victorian encounters with Greece.  

Let us start in the Athens of the north: Edinburgh. The architectural sketch by Thomas 

Hamilton entitled “A Design for the Proposed National Gallery and the Royal Scottish 

Academic Buildings, the Mound” shows a neo-classical building reminiscent of the 

Parthenon. In the background we can see the outline of Edinburgh’s Old Town. The Royal 

Scottish Academy building was commissioned in 1821. In some of the plans for the extension 

of the building, William Playfair sketched an Athena for the northern elevation which was apt 

—the goddess of wisdom at the head of a temple to the arts and learning. However, the place 

was given to Queen Victoria, dressed as Britannia. Victoria in drag as Britannia, sitting in the 

place of Athena is an apt visual metaphor for the sleight of hand that obfuscates selective 

processes of cultural appropriation to generate symbols of white imperial power. The Royal 

Scottish Academy building was the home to a variety of learned organisations, including the 

Society of Antiquaries of Scotland, and it is a member of that society that I want to turn to 

now. 

Thomas Gordon is one of Britain’s most famous Philhellenes and a close friend of 

Lord Byron. What made him unique amongst British Philhellenes was his history of 

campaign experience in Ottoman territories, and a dedication to the cause of Greek 

independence which was informed by a reverence of Ancient Greece. His History of the 

Greek Revolution published in 1832 was celebrated as one of the few first-hand accounts of 

the Greek War of Independence. In it, Gordon evokes the figurative enslavement of Greece 

(the Greeks live under the yoke of Turkish rule), alongside the literal enslavement of Greeks 

(the enslavement of people captured during conflicts), a common comparison that filters 

through much of the popular writing about Modern Greece in the period. Here’s one example 

which registers how, even by 1832, this comparison has become freighted and hackneyed: 

the glory of the ancient Greeks, their proficiency in the arts of war and peace, and the 

profound misery and degradation of their modern descendants, are historical facts so 

well known and established, that any attempts to prove or dilate upon them, might 

justly be considered a waste of words. (Gordon 1832, 1) 
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The discursive consideration of Philhellenism as a kind of orientalism has been productive 

(Gourgouris 1996; Koundoura 2004), but we can push further into tracing the material gain of 

individual Philhellenists from systems of exploitation and violence that sit in stark 

juxtaposition to their rhetorical flourishes vis-à-vis Ancient Greece. Let us read Gordon’s 

financial ledger and his popular history together. The preface to the first volume of the 

History of the Greek Revolution, is signed off from Cairness, the location of his family home 

in Aberdeenshire. Cairness House is a neoclassical building designed by James Playfair, the 

father of William Playfair, and is considered as one of the best surviving examples of the 

elder Playfair’s work. The financing of this build was directly connected to the transatlantic 

slave trade. Thomas Gordon inherited a substantial plantation in Jamaica and was responsible 

for the continued enslavement of over 200 people. Gordon reportedly felt “uneasy about 

slavery” (“Thomas Gordon”), especially in the context of his own activism for the Greek 

cause. His commercial interests depended on being selectively blind to human justice, liberty, 

and democracy. And it is hard to give too much credence to how uneasy he may have felt 

about slavery: his plantation was part of the Jamacia Uprisings of 1831-2, but despite the 

revolt of enslaved people to gain their freedom, Gordon remained a slave owner until 

government-mandated emancipation. On the 19th of October 1835, Thomas Gordon was 

awarded compensation of £5296 18s and 10d for the 266 enslaved people he was now 

compelled to free (Centre for the Study of the Legacies of British Slavery). The scale of the 

compensation for British slave owners was so large, that the UK government only finished 

off paying the debt incurred by these payments in 2015 (Manjapra 2018). To borrow a phrase 

from Saidiya Hartman, what was the “racial calculus” (2021, 4) that allowed Gordon to 

mobilise an abhorrence of Greek enslavement (which he evoked literally and figuratively) in 

1821 to raise funds and support for the Greek cause, while personally profiting from slavery? 

 The connection between transatlantic slavery and the depiction of Greece as 

“enslaved” was not lost on the Victorian press. Elizabeth Barret Browning’s ekphrastic 

sonnet, “Hiram Powers’ ‘The Greek Slave’” (1850) drew parallels between forms of 

enslavement across time, without directly referencing the transatlantic slave trade. Although 

the proximity of public and moral debates about the nature of slavery shaped Browning’s 

aesthetics, the popular press ensured no-one would miss comparisons, ironic or otherwise. 

One of the responses to the success of The Greek Slave statue appeared in Punch in 1851 

through the companion image, “The Virginian Slave” (Tenniel 1851). This image revealed 

the conditions under which The Greek Slave operated for many of its viewers in the US and 

Britain: the real horror was white slavery, not slavery per se. What is curious about The 
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Greek Slave is its enduring success: throughout the nineteenth century there were a variety of 

reproductions and adaptations of The Greek Slave, from stereoscopes to mini-statuettes and 

photographs. The Greek Slave became an intimate, domestic object, scaled down, 

reproducible (Korobkin 2016). What did it mean to have your own Greek Slave in your 

drawing room? How did this representation of an enslaved white (white because of the 

marble, white because Greece had been “saved” from the Orient), Christian woman speak to 

anxieties about abolition, indentured labour, racial hierarchies, and the justification of empire 

throughout the century?  

Frederick Douglass, one of the great social reformers and abolitionists of the 

nineteenth century, and a man born around 1817 or 1818 into slavery owned a statuette of 

The Greek Slave. R. Tess Korobkin, who has written about Douglass’s possession of The 

Greek Slave statuette, estimates that it was acquired sometime in the 1870s, after the abolition 

of slavery in the US. To what extent can The Greek Slave resonate with the cause of Black 

liberation and anti-imperial activism when part of its resonance depends on the spectacular 

protection of whiteness? Maybe the presence of The Greek Slave is a variation on what 

Lauren Berlant has called a “cruel optimism,” where racial liberation finds itself bound to 

what whiteness will cede (Berlant 2011). Douglass’s possession of the statuette is a reminder 

of the enduring cultural significance of The Greek Slave and the public recognition that the 

statuette referenced transatlantic slavery, thereby leveraging the admiration for liberty and 

justice to critique hypocrisies in the present. Despite achieving significant fame and 

recognition for his work as an intellectual and abolitionist, in Greece he felt arrested by an 

experience of racism that felt so dissonant with associations of Ancient Greece as a cradle of 

democracy.  

Frederick Douglass visited Athens in 1887, touring various archaeological sites. 

Here’s part of what happened during this visit in the words of the pioneering American 

feminist and abolitionist Lucinda Hinsdale Stone, who was in Athens at the same time. She is 

describing an incident involving the then US ambassador, the Confederate John Walker 

Fearne:  

Mr. Fearne gave a great reception to Doctor Schliemann on his return from Egypt, to 

which Americans were particularly invited, but from which Mr. and Mrs. Frederick 

Douglass were excluded on account of his color, though Frederick was a greater man 

than Mr. Fearne, endowed by God with greater gifts and soul-riches. 

Frederick Douglass was no darker in color than Socrates, Pericles, Phidias, and a host 

of noble Greeks, whose pictures hung in multitudes on the walls of Doctor 
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Schliemann’s palace, and whose statues and busts adorned by dozens its roof—which 

was a pedestal for the statue of many a noble Greek.  

The next morning after the Fearne slight I went to the room of Frederick Douglass 

and wife to ask them to accompany our little party on a drive over to Plato’s garden. 

He was very pale, for the Fearne slight had pierced him. He was not wholly insensible 

to such things; but soon, in company with Plato, Socrates, and other great Greeks 

whom imagination brought around him, he quite forgot the Mississippi minister’s 

slight, and was himself again. (Perry 1902, 315) 

Schliemann, apparently shocked at Douglass’s treatment, organised a separate event where 

Douglass was invited. I think it is hard to read this without feeling the visceral power of 

everyday racisms to excise the presence and viability of Black lives. A particular point to 

note here is the rhetorical device Stone uses to orient Douglass’s relationship to Greece, an 

orientation which attempts to bypass racism and discourses of white racial supremacy. It is a 

process that attempts to unmake the whiteness of the Classics through coloured affinities. But 

I do not want to laud this example too much; I want to hesitate around reverse chromatics at 

work here: the heat of, we might assume, anger, frustration, and embarrassment, being coded 

as “pale,” or the potential to read Stone’s words as leaning into Black men being “as good” as 

white men. What Gordon and Douglass, at different ends of the nineteenth century, show us, 

is the cycling of debates about liberty, slavery, and whiteness that utilise a tension between 

Ancient and Modern Greece. It is a tension between the emerging ruins of Ancient Greece 

which find themselves too often relocated (or stolen, looted) to some of the most prestigious 

collections in Europe and North America, and a Modern Greece too redolent of the orient.  

 This is where I want to return to an example I have written about before: Felicia 

Skene’s 1847 travel account, Wayfaring Sketches Among the Greeks and the Turks. What 

makes this account relatively unique in the period is that it documents an extended period of 

residence that eschews the narrative framework of female “adventure” or “exceptionalism” in 

favour of “deep sketches” of world that she was part of, but was set apart from. Skene lived 

in Greece between 1838 and 1845, and Wayfaring Sketches was a success partly due to the 

novelty of her first-person descriptions of slave markets, harems, and life amongst the ruins 

of the Ancients—in short, it was the right combination of oriental and antique romance for 

the Victorian popular market. Felicia Skene’s career was quite remarkable: she was Britain’s 

first female prison visitor and was an activist in Oxford, working to find refuge for women 

escaping domestic violence and forced sex work. Her account of living in Greece contains 

numerous “real encounters” which offer meditations on the social status of women. Her 
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encounters with Greek women rely on the suturing dissonant kinds of narrative: Ancient 

Greece as a marker for enlightenment and liberty, and the Islamic Ottoman Empire as 

racialised tyranny. Here is her description of a young Greek woman whose reliance on the 

material world of work, and perhaps sex-work, is an indicator of how literally and 

figuratively impoverished the “ordinary” figure of Greek womanhood has become:  

Katinko was more like the most exquisite statue than a human being—the repose of 

her matchless features, and the marble paleness of her complexion, were quite 

unequalled. We soon found, however that she shared in a deficiency common to all 

inanimate pieces of sculpture, and more general among the living beings than we are 

disposed to admit. The mind, the intellect, that should have illuminated that perfect 

countenance, existed not, and she was a very child in capacity and in tastes. Still we 

took a great interest in her; and our distress was extreme when we discovered, after 

she had been with us two years, that she had consented to enter on a new line of life 

very different from that we could have desired for her. (21-22) 

I was accosted in the street by a young woman in European dress, whose appearance 

was decidedly remarkable, from the outrageous violation of all good taste which 

characterized her attire. Not only was she loaded with feathers and ribbons, but her 

face was positively masked in paint, applied seemingly without any attempt at 

concealment! It was actually not until she turned towards me the exquisite profile 

which nothing could change that I recognised our once beautiful Katinko! (22-23) 

We are told that Katinko’s mother was enslaved in the harem of Mukhtar, the son of Ali 

Pasha (is Katinko Mukhtar’s daughter?). Katinko is a baby in the harem with her mother, 

when they have to escape due to accusations of a conspiracy to poison Mukhtar, faced by her 

mother. So young Katinko, born to an enslaved mother, finds herself free and “home” in 

Greece. By the end of her life, Katinko has left the Skene family’s service and, apparently, 

taken up acting. If Katinko is a young woman in the service of the Skene family in the late 

1830s, we can safely guess that Felicia Skene wants us to approximate Katinko’s birth with 

the emergence of a free Greece. And with the publication of Wayfaring Sketches in 1847, it is 

quite likely that Skene would be aware of Hiram Powers’s The Greek Slave. In the first 

extract, Katinko is a kind of ruin. In the second, she’s in the process of being ruined, in a very 

different sense. Here is a woman, her future saved from sexual enslavement, who finds 

herself admonished in Skene’s prose for willingly submitting to the vice of acting. Real or 

not, at this moment in the text Skene relies on her reader recognising female performance as 

one of the few avenues open to “fallen women.” Katinko’s adoption of a life in colour, as she 
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is destined to perform for others just as her mother did, betrays the promise of freedom 

offered under the tutelage of western eyes and paternalism. Katinko’s life, as a story in 

Skene’s narrative, ends in an untimely death which the moralistic reader can equate to an 

inevitable end for vice. For Skene, it facilitates a final rhetorical flourish, a moment of 

lamentation for what Katinko was, and what she could be in another world. To be Greek, in 

this context, is proleptic, and it is a status Katinko only secures thorough her death, when her 

pale, marble, grace returns.  

 Writing about “imperial debris,” Stoler approaches ruin in its sense as a verb and a 

noun: a ruin is a type of inert material located in our present, but its interrupted time is a 

vector for understanding the processes of ruination which are active; it is not just places that 

present states of degradation, but it is people too. In Stoler’s words, “the charge is to refocus 

on the connective tissue that continues to bind human potentials to degraded environments, 

and degraded personhoods to the material refuse of imperial projects” (2013, 7). Katinko is at 

once ruin and ruined: she can represent archetypes of Greek womanhood, but she is betrayed 

by being at once too modern, too European, and too Oriental. The material refuse that 

foreshortens Katinko’s potentiality is the refuse of a whitewashed iteration of Ancient Greece 

refracted through European Hellenism. British women writers like Skene, Fanny Blunt, and 

Agnes Smith Lewis, through their travels in Greece and the Near East, struggle creating 

affective affinities with Greek womanhood, a strategy which begins to crack the lens of 

whiteness through which they initially approach their subjects.  

Victorian travellers to Greece negotiated contradictory approaches to arguments on 

liberty and freedom: on the one hand, slavery in UK territories had come to an end, but on the 

other, the growth of the British Empire had produced another kind of differentiated labour 

market that relied on racism to make the economics work (for Britain). This regulation 

extended to the racial disciplining of the labour market. Fears of racial mixing in the Empire 

(for example, Anglo-Indians, or South Asian and East Asian labourers in the Caribbean) were 

also fears of racial hierarchies and order breaking down. How do the ruins of Greece become 

relevant material for the policing of whiteness in British Victorian sexual reproduction? In 

the case of Katinko, the origins of her birth in a harem demand some kind of redemption (a 

marriage to a fellow Greek, good domestic life, social reproduction), but Katinko’s refusal 

promises her storyline in Skene’s work will come to an abrupt end. But we do catch a 

glimpse of in this sketch some of the complex ambivalences about whiteness and the 

symbolic value of Greek womanhood as enslaved (and by whom or what). This dissonance, 

this potential for the differential experience of distance, ethnic, national, temporal, classical, 
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opens up possibilities for readings which run counter to the flow of hackneyed 

representations of Greece, which can also be felt in the failure of heteronormativity in 

women’s writing. If the British Empire was a straight empire, as we can see in the broad 

application of Penal Code 377, which effectively banned homosexuality across the empire, 

then a route to its critique can be felt in some of the queerer sides of British life.  

From Skene, to Agnes Smith Lewis and her sister, Jane Ellen Harrison, Virginia 

Woolf, Vernon Lee, and HD, there is a rich genealogy of women whose failure to fit 

archetypal models of family life was expressed in oblique desires for Greece. This genealogy 

also helps to bring familiar figures and stories (such as Harrison and Woolf) into new relief. 

Dissonance and disaffection become prevailing tropes for a range of women who attempt to 

aesthetically and discursively craft first-hand encounters with a classical world bound to the 

present reality and condition of Modern Greece. Before moving to a conclusion, I want to 

briefly consider how queer glances at the past might help to reorient British women’s writing 

about Greece in the Victorian period. British men travelling to Greece had access to a greater 

repertoire of rhetorical flourishes furnished by their access to, and ease with, the Classics, to 

erase themselves from the field. Women, on the other hand, were characterised by their 

presence in the field. From Walter Pater to Oscar Wilde and J.A. Symonds, there’s a rich 

seam of work on how “Greek love” and travel helped to legitimate the experiences of queer 

men in particular social echelons.  

In Time Binds, Elizabeth Freeman argues that from the mid-nineteenth century, the 

emergence of affective modes such as domestic bliss and romantic attachments spoke to a 

world that existed outside the regularised rhythms of industrialised life. The way time “binds” 

flesh constitutes us social subjects and therefore subject to the larger rhythms and flows of 

historical time. She argues, “In this sense, the nineteenth century’s celebrated ‘heart,’ 

experienced by its owner as the bearer of archaic or recalcitrant sensations, was the laboring 

body’s double, the flip side of the same coin of industrialization” (2010, 5-6). The emergence 

of the homosexual or the sexual deviant in its late nineteenth century form, becomes no 

accident. The homosexual was at once an aberration (an interruption to the linearity of social 

progress, an aberration in modernity), and a portent of new kinds of sexual difference. The 

homosexual belongs to a modern temporality predicated on fracture and dissonance. In 

Freeman’s words, “The stubborn lingering of pastness (whether it appears as anachronistic 

style, as the reappearance of bygone events in the symptom, or as arrested development) is a 

hallmark of queer affect: a ‘revolution’ in the old sense of the word, as a turning back” (8).   
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Heather Love’s seminal Feeling Backward, which has a chapter on Walter Pater, 

considers the contradictory forces that produce queer emergences and interruptions: they are 

often based on failure and refusal (the failure of heterosexuality and the refusal to conform to 

social norms), which in turn have produced progressive social movements (with all the 

problems that the term progressive introduces here). Feeling and being queer is a resistance to 

the conventional flows of time. It is subject to interruption, repetition, refusal, a looking back 

to look forward, its anachronism is a resistance to the binding forces of industrialised time 

that promises the deliverance of a progress based on capitalist and imperial exploitation of 

human, animal, and natural resources.  

Jane Ellen Harrison is one of the queerest figures in British women’s travel writing 

about Greece. She is exceptional in several senses.  Her scholarly work across myth, ritual, 

folklore, and psychology, relied on reaching across seemingly impossible historical and 

cultural distances.. Works like Prolegomena to the Study of Greek Religion (1903) were 

integral to bringing the study of archaeology, anthropology, art, and religion closer together 

through an understanding of how myth and ritual shaped social structures. Themis: A Study of 

the Social Origins of Greek Religion (1912) is a tightly woven speculative excavation into 

Ancient Greek art and ritual which led Harrison to postulations of matrilinear society. Her 

academic work outside the limits of patriarchy was paired with real-life activism for several 

causes, such as women’s suffrage and broader access to education. It is largely assumed she 

was in several long-term relationships with women. All of this gave her rooms at Cambridge, 

and her public lectures, a kind a dangerous glamour. Thousands turned up to her lectures 

which included sound and lighting effects: Harrison’s vision of the ancient world was at once 

impossibly distant and increasingly accessible to people across class divides. She travelled to 

Greece, with Pausanias in hand, at a time when a Baedeker would have been infinitely more 

suitable. There was something definitely and defiantly camp about Jane Ellen Harrison. A 

flamboyancy, something extra, which was part of her queer pitch. Harrison embodies queer 

affects: her reach across an impossible distance is part of an already failed imperative to think 

beyond patriarchy. But in terms of her popular depiction in Victorian periodicals, I want to 

pause on a moment of refusal. Here is Harrison, in the Pall Mall Gazette, in 1891: 

The hunger for generalization in half-educated women is a fact that I have observed 

without quite understanding.  […] And then I believe the great good is that lectures on 

Greek art create for these ladies an interest that is non-personal. You want to be a 

woman to know what the rest of that is. People talk of the good that lectures do by 

bringing people and classes together. I should like to talk of the good they do—for 
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women, at least—by sending them away from each other into a desert place, to thinking 

where you only can think—alone; and the more remote the subject, the more averse 

from modern association—as Greek art is—the better.   

(“A Woman’s View of the Greek Question” 1892, 2) 

What are the modern associations? What is so wrong with the modern for women? For 

Harrison, it has been a site of liberation. Although somewhat of an exception, and far from 

uncontroversial, she has made a reputation for herself as an academic. The advent of modern 

tourism facilitates her travel to Greece, she uses established routes which carry tourists to get 

to Greece, so she can commune with the Ancients on her own terms. While Harrison is 

superficially disdainful of mass tourism, it is no surprise she takes the tour. Her public 

lectures and commitments to suffrage were part of a broader impulse for democratization that 

could be harnessed to create a new kind of female academic celebrity.  The growth of popular 

periodicals is giving more people access to the very idea of “Jane Ellen Harrison,” a kind of 

celebrity she seems to actively embrace, or at least not discourage. She is a feminist, of sorts, 

and certainly seeds the interest of women who we could more easily recognise as feminists. 

Harrison is a very modern figure. Her anti-identificatory politics, her refusal of womanly 

politics, her looking back, her looking away, produces a queer set of affective relations with 

the past where the refusal of the “modern” is part of a queering of normative ideas about 

social progress. This refusal filters through her travel writing—her deflection of 

sentimentality, her ironic approaches, her embrace of celebrity, become strategies to not 

falling in the familiar cycles of reverence and reverie. Reminiscences of a Student’s Life 

(1925) recalls her (failed) visit to Mount Athos, whose sacred ground was barred to women. 

She speaks to a monk who, “gave me a sheet of letter-paper with […] a brightly coloured 

picture of the Mountain Mother issuing from Mount Athos. He pointed to the picture and then 

to me, and then to the mountain, as though he would say: Well we’ve smuggled in one from 

woman anyhow” (Harrison 1925, 69). Arch, ironic, and fringing subversion, Harrison invites 

a reverence for the mother who gives birth to worlds, not children. In her work we can see 

some of traces of what José Esteban Muñoz has called queer utopias or futurity: “Queerness 

is not yet here. Queerness is an ideality. Put another way, we are not yet queer. We may never 

touch queerness, but we can feel it as the warm illumination of a horizon imbued with 

potentiality” (2009, 1). The refusal of proximal encounters with Greece in Harrison’s writing 

opens the door to the critical unpicking of what it means to know or not know Greek by one 

of Greece’s students. 
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The so-called “culture wars” are part of an ongoing process which has seen the 

Humanities under siege with politicised attacks on the nature of its economic value (the tax 

contributions of its graduates) or its willingness to “protect” versions of history which 

safeguard Eurocentric intellectual traditions and apparent achievements. The call to 

“decolonise” has been an anathema to sections of the academy who view their own fields as 

removed from contemporary debates about racism. However, this chapter shows how Greece 

has continued to be evoked in debates about equality and liberty, especially in the invention 

of whiteness as a way to distinguish and measure civilisation. Either through ambivalence, or 

refusal, a range of Victorian women writers used the encounter with Greece to question what 

we want from Ancient Greece. For Skene, contemporary debates and depictions connected to 

transatlantic slavery allowed her to textually explore the limits of whiteness. For Harrison, 

reading asynchronous glimpses of myth and ritual through time was the foundation of a queer 

feminist encounter with Greece.  
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