‘What’s in a name? The politics of anonymity and pseudonymity:
cross-disciplinary approaches’, British School at Rome, 7" May
2025
A conference organized by Alessandra Tafaro, with a
performance by Eloise Fornieles

‘What’s in a name? The politics of anonymity and pseudonymity: cross-disciplinary
approaches’ will address the width of theoretical and methodological perspectives on
anonymous and pseudonymous authorship across literary and epigraphic discourses, and its
shifting meaning in contemporary literary and performative art contexts. In particular, it will
seek to tackle the following questions:

% What are politics and poetics of anonymity/pseudonymity?

% How does anonymous/pseudonymous authorship challenge our understanding of poetic
and political discourses in the ancient world?

% How does anonymity subvert critical notions of elite and popular, literary and sub-
literary that dominate scholarly perspectives on ancient literary and epigraphic
cultures?

This conference will also explore the gendered dimensions of anonymity, by
interrogating the political assumptions at play in the still common practice of interpreting
female writers as male authors in disguise.

A concluding performance ‘Taci, Anzi Parla! Performing Anonymity’ by the artist
Eloise Fornieles will test out the paradoxical tensions between pseudonymity, anonymity and
authorship in performative arts, promoting new ways into understanding the negotiations of
(anonymous) authorship in contemporary discourses.

Session 1. “L’ombra lunga dell’autore”? - Making the Unseen Visible
Chair: Alessandra Tafaro

11.10-12.10 Keynote address — Tom Geue, The Australian National University: “The
Signature of Slavery” (online)

Latin literature is a long way from anonymous. Its most famous practitioners, in the heyday of
production spanning the late republic and early empire, stand out for the bold and unapologetic
planting of their own names within their works. But these authorial signatures take many forms:
sphragis, acrostic, addresses to books, fetishes of ‘materiality’, including images of distinctive
handwriting or the flashy features of pumiced papyrus. These familiar flourishes squiggle
across the names we know and love — Catullus, Propertius, Virgil, Horace, Ovid — like a
common signature. But when pressed, these names unfold, concertina-like, an entire
infrastructure of enslaved agents performing various ‘paraliterary’ (Londa 2023) tasks —
transcription, recitation, research, compilation, editing, copying. All of this work was



fundamentally anonymous, or more accurately, all of it was subsumed under the name of the
master author signing off on it.

We are now gaining ever more intimate knowledge of the remit of these anonymous
literary workers from the brilliant reconstructions of scholars such as Candida Moss, Joe
Howley, and Christopher Londa. But the loss of the original ‘authorial’ manuscripts of Latin
literature makes the presence of these enslaved workers implicit, inferential at best. The
comments and track changes have long disappeared. And yet despite the clean-ups of long
transmission, slavery has left its blots. This talk asks of the relation between these mutually
constitutive forces of Latin literature, the named and the unnamed. What if the heavy ‘onymity’
of Latin literature was in fact driven by the scurry of anonymous pens? What if the Roman
paranoia around plagiarism and theft of words was a dark reflex of the anxious enslaver,
cramping up against enslaved literary activity? If each planted name, each insistence on
singular handwriting and unmistakeable authorship, was a rearguard action against the
inevitable leakage of literary property through the holes in the familia (cf. Londa 2023: 274)?
The signature of slavery would still be there, traced and trending in the author’s desperate
autograph.

12.10-12.40 Robin Kreutel, Humboldt University: “When the auctor became an author —
rethinking Latin discourses of authorship” (in person)

Since the by now classic interventions of Roland Barthes (‘The Death of the Author’) and
Michel Foucault (“What is an Author’) have dethroned the author from its premium position in
modern models of literary communication, critical trends have been wavering between
wholesale replacement and vigorous reinstatement of the author as a central category for
interpretative theory and practice. In Classics, too, powerful arguments have been made for a
thorough re-evaluation of prevailing notions of authorship that privilege the canonical texts of
‘big name’ authors at the expense of anonymous (Geue), pseudepigraphic (Peirano), or
collaboratively produced ancient literature (Hafner).

In this paper, | want to pursue a different approach and ask what culturally distinct
models of authorship the Romans even had at their disposal and how they conferred legitimacy,
authority, and the power of effective speech to their users. To this effect, | will trace the
historical evolution of a decidedly Roman discourse of ‘author as auctor’ and contrast it with
models inherited from Greece (singer, poet, prophet, artisan), which are attested from the
beginnings of literary production in Latin. Strikingly, it was only in the late republic that
intellectuals like Varro and Cicero unmoored the concept of the auctor from its primarily
political and legal context and used it to ennoble their own scholarly projects and creative
appropriations of early Roman and Greek writers. | hope to shed new light on what purposes it
served to talk of auctores in Roman culture, especially in Cicero’s wide-ranging attempt to
rethink the foundations of the res publica and launch an unprecedented publication campaign
with a decisive influence on the entire Latin literary tradition.
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12.40-13.10 Bobby Xinyue, King’s College London: “Authors, Collaborators, Caesars”
(online)

In Suetonius’ Lives of the Caesars, each emperor gets a few sentences on their learning and the
kinds of the literary works they may have produced. Like all the other ‘rubrics’ in the Lives,
the rubric of the emperor’s literary achievements is no mere biographical filler, but a means by
which Suetonius invites readers to pass judgements on their reigns. And it is here that we find
all sorts of interactions between the emperors, who are often themselves authors of one kind or
another, and other learned figures — whether that is their teachers, or collaborators, or enslaved
literate workers —who are usually anonymous. This paper examines a few of these interactions,
focusing especially on those involving Julius Caesar, Augustus, and Nero. | will draw recent
scholarship on the use of enslaved labour in Roman literature, while also borrowing some ideas
from sociological studies on the role of ghostwriters in the modern ‘economy of the self’. In
doing so, | want to suggest that the ways in which Suetonius presents the Julio-Claudian
emperors’ working relationships with these largely anonymous literature figures serve to
demonstrate both the careful cooperation and the brutal coercion that were often required
behind the scenes in the crafting of an emperor’s image.

Session 2. Pseudepigrapha and Epigraphic Forgeries — A Re-Appraisal
Chair: Silvia Orlandi

14.30-15.00 Sandro la Barbera, University of Trento: “A poetics of invisibility. Concealed
authorship in Latin pseudepigrapha” (in person)

While that of a genuine authorial persona is typically a stance of self-affirmation and
ownership, things are different when it comes to pseudepigrapha, whose otherwise anonymous
authors shape their oeuvre around a famous author’s identity but at the expense of their own.
That means that, while a genuine persona will make itself as visible as possible, a forged or
impersonated one will have to flaunt its persuasive traits but conceal the rest. But does that
really work? And is that ultimately what the impersonator is able, manages, or really desires to
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do? This paper shows how such a dynamic is not only at play, but also metapoetically
represented from within the text, in the pseudo-Vergilian Culex.

15.00-15.30 Lorenzo Calvelli, Ca’ Foscari University: “Detecting epigraphic forgeries:
past and present perspectives” (in person)

This presentation examines forged ancient inscriptions and presents the results of a major
collaborative research project sponsored by the Italian Ministry of Education, titled False
testimonianze (2017-2022). After providing a brief overview of the history of scholarship on
epigraphic forgeries, | will address key methodological challenges and propose a theoretical
framework for their study. By adopting an epistemological perspective, | will explore how
epigraphic forgeries have been identified and interpreted over time, critically re-evaluating the
prevailing understanding of these fabricated historical sources. The aim is to engage the
audience in developing a more constructive approach to forged inscriptions, whether they were
physically produced or invented solely as textual fabrications.

Session 3. Negotiating Genre, Gender, and Politics across Pompeii’s Streets
Chair: Christopher Siwicki

16.00-16.30 Sarah Levin-Richardson, University of Washington: “Gender and
Anonymity in Pompeian Graffiti” (online)

One of the most intriguing and frustrating features of Roman graffiti is that we can never
definitively ascertain authorship of any of the texts we study. Even when we have a purported
writer or author, scholars are increasingly aware that graffiti can create fictive personas, lie,
and play tricks on readers (see, e.g., Williams 2010 [1999] 292-295; Williams 2014 494-495).
In this talk, I discuss how this feature of graffiti can be used productively to explore aspects of
Roman gender. | first show how this anonymity has, at times, allowed for assumptions about
gender to prevail: a love poem about female homoeroticism is thought to be a miswritten
straight romance (CIL 4.5296; Milnor 2014 191-232); graffiti in the brothel are assumed to be
male-authored advertisements (Levin-Richardson 2013). Taking Pompeian erotic graffiti as my
case study, | re-examine these graffiti acknowledging the wide dispersion of literacy
throughout the residents of Pompeii, as well as the play with authorship and readership that is
a generic convention of graffiti. The result is a destabilizing of meaning that in turn complicates
broader ideas of authority and authorship.

16.30-17.00 Alessandra Tafaro, British School at Rome: “Saturni aurea saecla quis
requirat? / sunt haec gemmea, sed Neroniana — Inscribing Anonymity across Pompeii’s
Urban Fabrics” (in person)

Political graffiti and lampoons preserved in Suetonius’ Lives of the Caesars are traditionally
interpreted as popular anti-hegemonic voices — often identified with versus populares. Closer
scrutiny of the graffiti on Brutus’ statue (Suet. lul. 80.3) and the couplet mocking Antoninus
Pius (CLE 881), however, suggests that anonymity was itself conceived of as a radical political
act. Precisely because anonymous, these texts could originate from the plebs or the elite,



challenging scholarly categories such as elite and popular, literary and sub-literary that
characterise our understanding of Roman poetic cultures.

The tragic consequences of authored poetic invectives are exemplified by the case of
the consul Ablabius (326-337). In Epistles 5.8.2-3, Sidonius Apollinaris reports that Ablabius
posted an elegiac couplet against Constantine, comparing him in veiled terms to Nero. For this
reason, he was executed. Anonymity, therefore, becomes a key strategic response to autocracy.

Examining epigraphic evidence from Pompeii, this paper argues that in an autocratic
climate anonymous lampoons served as a vehicle of elite and non-elite political dissent and as
active agents in shaping political discourses. In particular, | take the Pompeian graffiti
scratched on the House of Gaius Julius Polybius (IX.Xiii.1-3), which mock Nero’s offerings
of pearls to Venus (AE 1985, 283), as a unique case-study of urban political invective expressed
in metrical form, that sheds further light on versus sine auctore in response to and against
autocratic turns.

Session 4. Co-Authoring Rome: Between Street Poetry and Performative
Arts
Chair: Francesca Billiani

17.30-18.00 Rachele Gusella and Ann Peeters, Vrije Universiteit Brussel: “Poetic Echoes
in the Streets: Exploring Contemporary Street Poetry in Rome” (in person)

From epigraphies to pasquinate, Rome has historically been a European epicentre of public
poetry; even nowadays, the city continues to be a fertile ground for the production street poetry.
Poems are flourishing on the walls from the centre to the suburbs.

Street poetry is a contemporary artistic expression that involves the (often anonymous)
publication of brief poetic compositions in urban spaces, blending elements of both poetry and
street art. As a combination of different media, it incorporates characteristics of poetry—such
as lyrism, rhyme, and irony—while also embracing aspects of street art, including visual
impact, urban influence, guerrilla and bombing styles of execution.

Since 2019, we have been collecting examples of street poetry in Western Europe
through different techniques linked to citizen science, such as the creation of a website, scrutiny
on social media and crowdsourcing. Citizen science methods have been conducted in parallel
with bibliographic research and attendance to city walks, expositions, and poetry festivals.
Based on a selected corpus gathered in Rome, this contribution aims to analyse the
phenomenon of street poetry in Italy’s capital city.

The analysis will be conducted through an innovative and tailor-made intermedial
framework, involving material, linguistic, literary as well as geo-spatial approaches. This
methodological frame is drawn from studies related to intermediality (Rajewsky), sociology of
literature (Der Starre) and geo-criticism (Lefebvre, Yi-Fu Tuan). The present contribution



intends to shed light on the experimental landscape that shapes contemporary Rome’s poetry
and urban arts.
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18.00-19.00 Eloise Fornieles, British School at Rome: “Taci, Anzi Parla: Performing
Anonymity” (in person)

Ancient Roman graffiti, talking statues and feminist abstraction are amongst the historical
cultural practices conducted in Rome that inform this practice-led research that questions how
anonymity and pseudonymity are utilised in speaking to power.

Brian Kane’s model of vocal analysis — which cross-sections Topos (site), Logos
(meaning), Echos (sound) and Techne (technology) — and Miriama Young’s theory on voice as
technology are used to consider how technological interventions and performative methods
separate the body from the voice. The research aims to evidence that in doing so the speaker
maintains a level of safety, whilst simultaneously amplifying the voice over space and time.

The art practice covers performance, written text, wall drawings and large scale collage,
analysing methods of public expression, visual abstraction, performative gesture,
ventriloquism and collective authorship. Artists such as Julia Born, Adrian Piper, Fiona Banner
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and the Guerrilla girls provide a contemporary framework in which to contextualise the practice
and provide further case studies to investigate pseudonymous authorship.

Observing and applying historical methods of anonymous, pseudonymous and
collective authorship within a contemporary fine art practice provides a distinctly physicalised
understanding of the politics of anonymity and subversive acts of protest. The presentation will
conclude by inviting attendees to contribute to an interactive installation, created in
collaboration with Dr Alessandra Tafaro, in which participants respond to prompts from The
Ancient Graffiti Project and write on a wall in an act of collective authorship.



