
Lesson Activities
Day 2: Literature & Philosophy

Forte Academy: Challenge the Canon in the Classroom



1. Starter: Diotima’s Ladder of Love

Diotima’s Ladder of Love is a philosophical concept of love expounded at the end of 
Plato’s Symposium. It breaks down the concept of love into an ascent from a type of 
physical attraction up to a divine or sublime love.

This concept remained central in later Neoplatonic thought and also fused with Christian 
thought in the Middle Ages and Renaissance, as writers and artists depicted their own 
ascents towards Divine Love (e.g. in Dante’s Divine Comedy). 

From a copy of Dante’s Commedia illustrated by Sandro Botticelli (c. 1485)





1. Activity: Read through these extracts in Fig. 1 – 4.



Fig. 4. 

Fig. 4. From A. Hobbs, ‘The Erotic Magus: Ficino’s 
De Amore as a Guide to Plato’s Symposium’ 
(2019) 



Note down your thoughts: 
1. Why do you think the existence of 

Diotima has been doubted?
2. Should we consider Diotima any less 

real than Socrates?



1. Teacher’s Notes

This starter is designed to raise awareness of the issue of canon formation and classical philosophy. The Canon is not only 
influenced by what survives, but also by the interpretations and prejudices of later generations of scholars and writers. 

Some ideas:
• Why do you think the existence of Diotima has been doubted?
• Should we consider Diotima any less real than Socrates?

- Let’s discuss! Share your thoughts, or your students’ thoughts to these questions by adding a note 
onto our Padlet wall: https://padlet.com/forteacademyuk/diotima. 

Extension: Students could carry out their own independent research task to find out more about 
women philosophers from the Early Pythagoreans up to Late Antiquity. 

https://padlet.com/forteacademyuk/diotima


2. Lesson Plan: Latin Love Elegy

Starter

• Who is missing from this list? 

SQA (June 2019) Advanced Higher Latin Prescribed Texts for ‘Ovid and Latin Love-poetry’



Introduction 
Many women, we know, wrote poetry in ancient Rome. The works of only one have survived. These six poems by 
Sulpicia, the niece of the distinguished statesman and patron of letters Valerius Messalla Corvinus, allow us to hear 
an aristocratic female voice from the late first century B.C. and the Augustan milieu of Horace and Vergil. Sulpicia's 
work has been handed down as part of the Corpus Tibullianum, a collection of poems by Tibullus and other poets 
affiliated with Messalla.

2. Lesson Plan: Sulpicia

Activities
• Annotate Sulpicia’s poetry on the worksheet (attached, in translation) or translate the Latin found here 

on Perseus.

Plenary: Consider the reception history of Sulpicia’s poetry by reading the article Sulpicia I. Summarise 
what you have learnt from this article in 5 bullet points. 

http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/text?doc=Perseus%3Atext%3A1999.02.0070%3Atext%3Dorig
https://womeninantiquity.wordpress.com/2017/03/26/sulpicia-i/


3. Lesson Plan: Perpetua

Introduction 
Perpetua was a young African woman who fell in with 
an obscure Christian sect that must have seemed to 
outsiders like a kind of death-cult. She was arrested 
around the year 203 AD along with several other 
practitioners on unspecified charges, and it appears 
that her group was believed to pose a threat to the 
safety of the larger community. Given the 
opportunity to renounce the group and walk free, 
Perpetua chose execution in the arena.

The Passiō, an account of her death, includes Perpetua’s prison diary (Chapters 3 – 10).

Translate [a section] from Perpetua’s narrative: In The Passion of Perpetua.

https://pixeliapublishing.files.wordpress.com/2021/05/perpetua-full-manuscript-may-24-2021.pdf


2. Lesson Plan: Perpetua



3. Teacher’s Notes

The study of Classics is typically limited by chronological, as well as geographical, boundaries. By stepping 
outside of these boundaries (and therefore, the Canon), there is plenty of Latin literature that can be used 
in the classroom to reflect diverse authors and experiences. 

- The Passion of Perpetua is available as a free PDF download by The Experrecta Series: Women 
Latin Authors (with more books on the way!) This edition includes a running vocabulary and 
commentary for each section of the text. 

- An English translation can be found online here: Passions of Saints Perpetua and Felicity.

https://pixeliapublishing.org/the-passion-of-perpetua/
https://sourcebooks.fordham.edu/source/perpetua.asp

