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Here is a question for teachers of classic literature: Who killed Homer? 

That question is actually the title of a book by Victor Davis Hanson, published 
in 1998. There Hanson, one of our leading classicists, decries the demise of 
Classics as a field of study and of the humanities in general. In recent years, 

in fact, our society has seen a significant decline in the humanities at the university level. 
One major reason for this turn is the very way that life and texts are now treated: Almost 
anything these days is considered a “text,” and every text is seen as an expression of 
class, race, or gender struggle. From that impoverished perspective, not only is Homer  
treated simply as a dead white male, but his work is also increasingly left out of college-
level humanities education altogether. In other words, the humanities really have, as 
Hanson says, “killed Homer.” Homer is increasingly treated as if he bears no relevance 
to our humanity. Worse yet, there seems to be no common understanding of humanity 
to speak of except one couched in terms of power and domination.

Well, that is exactly the problem. Our societal division is caused in no small measure 
by the fact that we are increasingly divided from our past, our nature, our purpose and 
hope.

With that in mind, one of the most important actions teachers can take in order to 
renew our schools is to “resurrect Homer.” Why is that? What is it about Homer that 
warrants our attention, our allegiance, and our every effort to restore him to a place of 
prominence in education? Why resurrect Homer?

To answer that question, let me invoke several great scholars spanning the last three 
centuries.

THE CALLING
Homer: poet, teacher, apostle
by Andrew J. Zwerneman
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First, from the late nineteenth century, there is John Henry 
Newman, most famous for his masterpiece, The Idea of 
a University:

In the country which has been the fountain head 
of intellectual gifts, in the age which preceded or 
introduced the first formations of Human Society, 
in an era scarcely historical, we may dimly discern 
an almost mythical personage, who, putting out of 
consideration the actors in Old Testament history, 
may be called the first Apostle of Civilization. Like 
an Apostle in a higher order of things, he was poor 
and a wanderer, and feeble in the flesh, though he 
was to do such great things, and to live in the mouths 
of a hundred generations and a thousand tribes. A 
blind old man; whose wanderings were such that, 
when he became famous, his birth-place could not 
be ascertained, so that it was said,—

 “Seven famous towns contend for Homer dead, 
 Through which the living Homer begged his bread.”¹

For Newman, Homer stands out because of his poverty: 
He really had nothing else in life except his art. That 
means, of course, that Homer was not ultimately poor 
but rather gave abundantly out of his condition. Out of 
Homer’s material poverty, he gave us the wellspring of 
our civilization, the birth of Western literature, the fire 
and soul of great books, and, thus, the foundation of all 
humanities education. He bore authority as an apostle 
would because he was all in, completely devoted to his 
art, entirely responsive to his calling.

Second, from the middle of the last century, there is the 
great classicist, Werner Jaeger, whose most frequently 
cited work was his magisterial three-volume work 
entitled Paideia. It was a ground-breaking piece on 
ancient Greek culture and its educational role. Here is 
what Jaeger said about Homer:

Greece had a unique power of discerning and 
reproducing the elements in human life which are 

real and all-embracing: for Homer, who stands on 
the threshold of Greek history, became the teacher 
of all humanity.

Art has a limitless power of converting the 
human soul—a power which the Greeks called 
psychagogia. For art alone possesses the two 
essentials of educational influence—universal 
significance and immediate appeal. By uniting these 
two methods of influencing the mind, it surpasses 
both philosophical thought and actual life.

The only epic of the middle ages which became 
part of the life, not only of its own nation, but of all 
humanity, is Dante’s Divine Comedy—and that for 
the same reason as the Homeric epics. Although 
it speaks in the accents of its own age, its deep 
humanity and its vast knowledge of life raise it 
to a pitch of greatness unequalled in England 
until Shakespeare, unequalled in Germany until 
Goethe.²

Note the primacy Jaeger gives to poetry and to 
Homer because of his unique position in Greece and 
Greece’s unique position at the genesis of civilization. 
The power of poetry lies in what is “real” and “all-
embracing.” That is what a poet does: He captures 
human experience and represents it in the form of 
poetry, thereby illuminating our own experience. 
The appeal is “universal” precisely because it is real, 
because it is true to our humanity, and because it moves 
or converts the soul out of “its vast knowledge of life”: 
not conceptual or historical knowledge—although it 
fuels the historical consciousness—and not tied to any 
one nation. Its power to move and convert lies in its 
ability to reveal our condition through its “immediacy,” 
its closeness to us.

¹ John Henry Newman, The Idea of a University: Defined and Illustrated (London: 
Longmans, Green, and co., 1898), 256-257.

² Werner Jaeger, Paideia: The Ideals of Greek Culture (New York: Oxford University Press, 
1945), Vol. I, Book I, 36-39.



Third and final, there is the contemporary Homeric 
scholar Gregory Nagy, Harvard’s leading classicist 
and the director of The Center for Hellenic Studies 
in Washington, D.C. In an interview on the Cana 
Academy Classics podcast, Professor Nagy had this 
short but powerful response to the question, “Why read 
the Iliad?”¹:

In the Iliad, Homer teaches us how to die.

The more obvious meaning of Nagy’s line is that, ten 
years into war and far, far away from the cities and 
kingdoms of Greece, the Achaeans stand exposed to 
the threat of death. The Trojan sword bears down on the 
foreigner and is a constant reminder that he must steel 
his nerve, brave his heart against his existential enemy.

The less obvious meaning is that the greatest warrior 
in the war, Achilleus, dies to himself. Having avenged 
his beloved Patroclus’ death by slaying Hektor and 
desecrating his body as it dragged behind his chariot, 
Achilleus is in his tent when suddenly the aged Priam, 
King of Troy, mournful father of the fallen Hektor, 
appears. Despite his immediate inclination to kill Priam, 
Achilleus is more than impressed by the iron heart of 
the old man, willing as he is to sneak behind enemy 
lines. When Priam supplicates Achilleus, the old king 
asks the young warrior to remember his own father, and 
in that moment, Achilleus does remember and is moved 
to weeping. Checking his anger, he relents, restores 
Hektor’s body to Priam, and allows his safe return to 
Troy.

The opening of the Iliad invokes the anger of Achilleus. 
His rage brings pain on thousands of his countrymen, 
upturns the natural order of things, and deals Troy its 
penultimate horror when he kills and desecrates their 
greatest warrior, Hektor—penultimate, for, once Hektor 
is gone, the final defense is all but over. Yet, when 
Achilleus sees his own father in his enemy’s face, the 
anger that began the epic, and largely sustained it, gives 
way to an altogether different facet of his humanity, now 

dying in the face of Priam’s grief and the remembrance 
it brings Achilleus of his own humanity. That is the other 
meaning to Nagy’s line that Homer’s Iliad “teaches 
us to die.” As such, it is another reason to agree with 
Newman that Homer is an apostle of civilization and 
with Jaeger that Homer is the teacher of all humanity.

Andrew J. Zwerneman is a Master Teacher with Cana Academy and 

serves as president.

¹ Listen to the full interview with Professor Nagy on the Cana Academy podcast here: 
https://www.canaacademy.org/classics/episode-11-for-the-love-of-homer.

 “Yet, when Achilleus 
sees his own father 
in his enemy’s face, 
[his] anger...gives 

way to an altogether 
different facet of 
his humanity, now 

dying in the face of 
Priam’s grief and the 

rememberance it 
brings Achilleus of his 

own humanity.”
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Bust of Homer

Hektor’s body brought back to Troy

Priam meets Achilleus to ask for Hektor’s body
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ARRANGEMENTS Art
How to read a painting, part 2
by Mary Frances Loughran

Discussing a work of art can be daunting to the newly initiated; students 
and teachers alike often feel compelled to say something important 
and insightful or nothing at all. However, as with any great work, the 
greatness, the insight, the depth are mined from the details of the artist’s 

craft. Students need not have technical language to express their impressions; our 
senses and our curiosity are enough to get us started on a rewarding experience.

In Volume Two of Toolkit, using Abraham and the Sacrifice of his Son Isaac 1598,¹ 
we took readers through the first of four steps outlined in the Cana Academy guide 
Leading a Discussion on a Work of Art.² We recommend reading that article, but 
here we will summarize that first step and then tackle Step Two. 

¹ There is some controversy over who painted this work. It may be Caravaggio, but could be the work of Bartolomeo 

Cavarozzi.

² Cana Academy’s guide Leading a Discussion on a Work of Art, by Mary Frances Loughran is available for 

purchase here: https://www.canaacademy.org/shop.



¹ Mary Frances Loughran, Leading a Discussion on a Work of Art, Cana Academy, 2018.

(same source for all of the following questions)
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Relying primarily on our senses, we discovered the 
details of this painting. Colors and textures were noted. 
The four figures were described: an elderly man with 
furrowed brow and rough clothing, holding in his hand 
a pointed dagger; a youthful angel, evidenced by 
his wings, with a smooth face and silky cloak; a ram, 
perhaps fresh from the fields, with a full and dirty coat; 
an almost naked youth with hands barely tied, twisting 
to look behind him. The position of the ram, facing the 
boy who turns to see behind him, contrasts with the 
eye contact made between the angel and the man. 
The angel and the man are larger, more noticeable in 
contrast to the boy and ram who are smaller and, in the 
case of the boy, partially in shadow. The man’s left hand 
is placed on the boy’s head; the angel’s right hand is 
on the ram; the boy’s right hand appears to rest upon 
the partially burnt log while his left hand is palm side 
up. The source of light is difficult to determine with the 
face and hand of the angel illuminated as well as the 
ram. The lower right, wherein we see the boy’s shoulder 
and hands illuminated, is bathed in a light source that 
appears to come from above and behind the figures. 
But there are complicated shadows present; it is difficult 
to tell what creates the shadows.

We acknowledged that students may recognize this 
moment from scripture: the intervention of an angel 
arresting Abraham’s sacrifice of his son, Isaac. Usually 
it is most helpful not to tell students the title as it can 
intrude between the painting and the free perception of 
the viewer. However, when students readily recognize 
the subject matter, teachers need not feign ignorance.

In all of this gathering of details, many helpful things 
occur. First, every student will have something to say. We 
all possess senses, and students should be encouraged 
to refrain from drawing any conclusions at this point in 
the discussion. Thus, room is created in the conversation 
for even the most reticent of participants.

Second, students will be drawn to notice even more as 
they listen to the comments of their classmates. As one 
student notices the smoothness of the angel’s garment, 
another will see the roughness of the ram’s coat in 
contrast to the first observation. Once the students 
begin, they will compile a rather lengthy catalogue of 
details, details that will be the foundation for the steps 
that follow.

Third, without being told what to notice, students will 
observe the artist’s craft through this inventory of details. 
For example, students need not know the technical term 
chiaroscuro to see the light and dark, the illuminated 
and shadowed parts of the painting. After carefully 
making this observation in this first step, they will build 
on it in the second, third, and fourth steps.

Next, the teacher may provide any context 
necessary for understanding the subject matter. 
For example, if the subject matter includes mythical 
or historical information, it may be helpful for the 
students to know the story. Once an inventory of 
details is assembled, students can try their hand at 
identifying the subject matter—that is, try describing 
the setting, time, place, and story.¹

When students think that they have exhausted this 
cataloging of details, they are ready for Step Two. A 
note however: At this point in the discussion, students 
may flow naturally into Steps Three and Four. While 
it was necessary to stay firmly planted in the sensory 
details for Step One, there is a bit more play in the 
following steps. The teacher will learn how to deftly 
handle an organic movement back and forth between 
the steps by spending some time with the painting prior 
to discussion. She will not want to squelch discussion, 
but she will want to tether comments to the details of the 
work, just as in a discussion of literature.
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It is likely that students will have quickly identified 
the subject matter of this painting. The teacher could 
read the account from Genesis at this point or wait 
until Step Three or Four, at which time the students will 
discuss the expressive content and note how the artist 
conveyed that expressive content. Of note here is the 
utter lack of background; all we have before us are 
the central figures in that drama. All else is shrouded in 
a deepest black. The following questions of Step Two 
will further deepen the discussion.¹ As with Step One, 
answers will vary, and most can be accepted without 
argument. Students should be free to engage with the 
painting personally.

1. To what are your eyes initially drawn? Possible 
answers: Some students may say they are drawn 
to the bright pate of Abraham’s head; others to the 
angel’s face, as his is a fuller view than the other 
figures; still others may say the ram’s head; finally, 
some will find the intensely white garment on Isaac 
the central focal point.

2. Do they follow a path through the work? Possible 
answers: Answers will vary here as we see that our 
eyes are drawn in many directions simultaneously. 
There is a feeling of hurried movement, of motion 
set in play, an almost chaotic and frenzied activity 
of our vision as we try to follow where our senses 
lead. We may be drawn to one or all of the five 
hands coming toward us: both of Abraham’s fisted 
hands; the angel’s one hand gently placed upon 
the ram’s head; Isaac’s two hands extended and 
yet not fully captured by the painting. Each hand 
seems to lead to the next in line. Or perhaps, first 
attracted by the angel’s face, we are led next to the 
object of his attention and, from there, to Abraham’s 
grasp on Isaac’s hair, the light carrying our vision 
down along Isaac’s left arm to his hands. Isaac’s 
hands seem to direct our vision to the radiant ram. 
There are many answers to this question, and all 
will lead to fruitful and lively investigation. 

3. What is the moment captured by the artist? Be 
specific. Possible answers: The knife poised to 
plunge, this appears to be the moment Abraham’s 
actions are just interrupted; one moment longer 
and Isaac would be sacrificed. Isaac’s twisted 
torso adds to this swirling motion that indicates the 
sudden arrival on the scene of the angel. But while 
Abraham and the angel appear to be intensely 
engaged with one another, Isaac appears almost 
listless, fatigued.

4. Can you tell who the people represented are 
or what they are doing? What appears to be 
the relationship of each to the others? Possible 
answers: Knowing the story already can be either 
a help or a hindrance. We need to try to lay aside 
our previous conceptions long enough to engage 
in this new experience. The intense and riveted eye 
contact between the angel and Abraham suggests 
that the latter is carefully listening to whatever the 
angel is communicating. And yet, the firm grasp 
of Abraham on both Isaac’s hair and the dagger 
suggest that he has steeled himself for the dreadful 
offering. Isaac appears less startled, less intense, 
perhaps resigned to the sacrifice. The ram’s eye is 
solemn, almost knowing.

5. Do other objects in the work give us any clues 
regarding setting and subject matter? Possible 
answers: With this painting, since students will 
most likely know the subject matter, teachers may 
want to ask what is not included. Here, we see 
few artifacts, only the minimum necessary to tell 
the story, to reveal this precise moment in time. 
There is no backdrop to the action; indeed, there 
is no foreground either. The altar is implied by the 
presence of the partially charred log; no other fuel 
is present.

6. What do we know about them? Possible answers: 
We have touched on answers to this question by 
noting the relationship of each figure to the others.

10
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 “Students need 
not have technical 

language to express 
their impressions; our 

senses and our curiosity 
are enough to get us 

started on a rewarding 
experience.”

By paying attention to the responses, the attention 
each gives to the other, we can say more about 
this Abraham, this Isaac, this angel, and this ram.

The discussion of these Step Two questions will 
naturally and excitedly tumble into the questions of 
Step Three: How do we respond to the emotional 
content of the painting? For example, the absence 
of more fuel for a sacrifice makes this moment seem 
hastily conceived, as if Abraham was in a hurry to be 
done with the horrifying command. This, in turn, leads 
one to feel the sudden appearance of the saving 
angel more acutely. Steps One and Two have given 
us room and time to explore the painting, to enter its 
story, and to let it do its work on us.

Mary Frances Loughran is a Master Teacher and the Director of 

Writing for Cana Academy.

11
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If you are teaching poetry for the first time and find that you need a 
basic, general approach to leading your students, here are some useful 
guidelines:

Poetry is thinking, but it is thinking through images and through the 
senses. It is not a discursive mode of thought, which is what you would 
find in a science textbook or in many philosophical works. For example, 
in the Federalist Papers, Publius argues in terms of concepts of law, justice, 
property, security, faction, and the like; such arguments appeal to our 
reason. But poetry uses images and appeals to our senses.

One kind of image poets use is what we call a metaphor or simile. A 
metaphor is a transfer of meaning from one word to the next where the 
two words have no inherent connection. A good example of a metaphor 
is one likely familiar to your students. It is found in the opening line of 
Psalm 23. There, the psalmist says of God: The Lord is my shepherd. Is it 
literally the case that Yaweh spends his days in a verdant pasture tending 
sheep? No, of course not. What the psalmist is doing is expressing himself 
metaphorically. He points to the care a shepherd gives to his sheep and 
transfers that meaning to his experience of God’s care for him.

A simile does something almost identical but relies on a term of comparison: 
like or as. The great heavyweight boxing champion, Muhammad Ali, used 
a famous simile to capture his style: Float like a butterfly, sting like a bee. 

12
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There are phrases and lines in poetry that are not 
metaphorical but powerfully sensual. Here are two 
examples:

Glory be to God for dappled things from Gerard 
Manley Hopkins’ “Pied Beauty” 

The buzz saw snarled and rattled in the yard from 
Robert Frost’s “Out, Out—”

Each sensual phrase makes us experience something 
real, something true. The first one strikes our sight: We 
see, for example, a spotted trout. The second one 
strikes our hearing. We can hear the saw, and the very 
distinctive sound portends the saw’s danger, proven 
later in the poem.

Poetry has order. It may seem obvious to you, but 
sometimes we need to remind students of this basic 
fact: A poem is the representation of an experience 
in compact form. The form has identifiable structure. 
At the very least, the reader needs to comprehend the 
beginning and the end of a poem and how the poet 
got from one to the other.

For example, take a look at Shakespeare’s “Sonnet 18”:

Shall I compare thee to a summer’s day? 
Thou art more lovely and more temperate:
Rough winds do shake the darling buds of May,
And summer’s lease hath all too short a date;
Sometime too hot the eye of heaven shines,
And often is his gold complexion dimm’d;
And every fair from fair sometime declines,
By chance or nature’s changing course untrimm’d;
But thy eternal summer shall not fade,
Nor lose possession of that fair thou ow’st;
Nor shall Death brag thou wander’st in his shade, 
When in eternal lines to time thou growest:
    So long as men can breathe or eyes can see,
    So long lives this and this gives life to thee.

Note that Shakespeare’s sonnet opens with a question. 
In fact, the question is the first of only two sentences in 
the entire fourteen lines of the poem: one line dedicated 
to the question, thirteen to the answer. Along the way, 
he is contemplating possible answers, or perhaps clues 
or parts of answers. Then, the poem resolves: Her 
beauty has an eternality. We can ask, what is it that 
so long lives and gives life to her? The answer must be 
his poem. And that answer swings back to the opening 
question: I, the poet, am comparing your beauty to 
something; in other words, I am trying to capture it in 
words. In the poem, I have completed the comparison 
and made your beauty lasting by writing it down. Thus, 
there is a line of thought in the poem from beginning to 
end; we call this the argument or the movement—that is, 
the movement of thought over the entirety of the poem.

Movement in a poem can also be chronological 
and or spatial, taking us through a series of events, 
conveying a passage of time, or somehow spanning 
a significant stretch of space. In either case we call this 
the plot of a poem. In his famous poem “Paul Revere’s 
Ride,” Longfellow covers a section of one night, then a 
stretch of geography: Boston to Charleston, across the 
Mystic, on to Medford, Lexington, and Concord. The 
beginning, middle, and end of the poem are altogether 
a journey conveyed in the passage of time and space.

Poetry has its deepest roots in song. Students know 
songs, they sing, they love to listen to music. This is a 
great common ground they share with poetry, and you, 
as the teacher, can work with that advantageously. 
Think of David’s psalms and of all the music written over 
the centuries that helps us sing the Psalms beautifully. 
Think of the epic poet Homer whose works like the Iliad 
were performed over the course of several days. Think 
of all the folk, jazz, rock, and church songs we sing all 
the time: They are basically poems set to music. Singing 
and reciting are “kissing cousins.” A song is best when 
sung. So, too, the best way to read poetry is to read it

14
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aloud—to yourself or, better yet, among friends. And 
the best way to prepare a poem is to read it out loud 
until it becomes comfortable and fluent for you, akin 
to rehearsing lines for a stage role. All of your students 
should read poems aloud, memorize some, and recite 
them with the same mastery as they would sing their 
favorite songs.

1515

Gerard Manley Hopkins

Robert Frost

William Shakespeare

Henry Wadsworth Longfellow
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FOUR SCORE
GRAPES project in ancient history

In our March issue of ToolKit, we ran a sample history project on ancient 
Greece. Below is a version of the project for the study of the ancient Near East.

One important skill history students should develop is how to tell 
the story of an event, person, or civilization. Below is an outline 
for a project that will help younger history students—anywhere 
from 5th to 8th grade—develop this skill. 

Once the students have completed the formal study of a civilization, and in lieu 
of a final exam, have them construct a brief history of the civilization they have 
been studying. Let’s run this idea out using ancient Near East civilization. Give 
the students some organization using the acronym GRAPES as the organizing 
principle, where GRAPES stands for the major civilizational elements: 
Geography, Religion, Arts, Politics, Economics, and the Sciences.
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Have the students use blank paper, white or off-white, 
and only one side of each sheet so that each turn of a 
page brings content to the right, a blank page to the left.

Allow 5 in-class periods (plus homework time if necessary) 
for the students to construct their historical narratives. It is 
generally a good idea to have them check in with you at 
the completion of each Part (see below) of the narrative, 
so that everyone is constructing it sufficiently well. Give the 
students just enough feedback so that they are on the right 
path to successfully completing a substantive brief history. 

Part I GEOGRAPHY 

Construct a map of Mesopotamia. This will be the art 
for your project cover. Give your history the title, A Brief 
History of the Ancient Near East, and place your name at 
the center, bottom of the page, beneath the map.

Explain the role of the two rivers in the development of 
civilization in Mesopotamia. (1 page)

Part II RELIGION

Draw a ziggurat and explain its role in Mesopotamian 
life. (2 pages)

Create a chart of the gods of the Near Eastern world. (1 
page)

What was new about the Israelites’ religion? (1 page)

Draw a picture of the Temple in Jerusalem. (1 page)

Part III ARTS

Describe the invention of writing. (1 page)

Construct a chart to demonstrate the development of 
cuneiform writing. (1 page)

Summarize the story of Gilgamesh. (1-2 pages)

Briefly explain the role of the Psalms in ancient Israel. 
Below those few lines, place the Hebrew and English 
texts of the opening of Psalm 23. (1page)

Part IV POLITICS

Key benchmarks in Near Eastern political history: 

Who was Sargon and what was remarkable about his 
reign? (1 page) 

Create a chart with several examples of laws from 
Hammurabi’s code. Pick ones that tell us the most about life 
for people at the time—owners and slaves, for example. 
Briefly describe the justice system in Mesopotamia. (2 
pages) 

How great did Babylon become, and how did it fall? (1 
page)

Draw a map that demonstrates the span of the Persian 
Empire on the eve of the invasion of Greece. Show 
Greece, too, and the main target—Athens. (1 page)

Create a timeline from Saul to Solomon and, for each of 
the kings, indicate a major accomplishment. (1 page)

Part V ECONOMY

What did the Mesopotamians eat? (1 page)

What did they trade and where did they trade? Why with 
those places? (Hint: where did most of the civilizational 
centers crop up? That is, by what geographic element did 
they usually emerge?) (2 pages)

What roles did pots and plows play? (1 page)

In Israel, what role did reciprocity play in the economy? 
Summarize what we find about that matter in the Book 
of Kings. What agricultural goods were typically 
exchanged? How does that range of goods reflect the 
land and climate of Israel? (1page)
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Tablet with cuneiform writing

Ruins of a ziggurat in Ebla, Syria

Statue of Gilgamesh
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Part VI SCIENCES

What was Mesopotamian math? What is its legacy 
for us? (1 page)

What was the role of irrigation? Create a diagram that 
explains how irrigation worked. (1 page)

Recreate the Jewish Lunar Calendar from ancient 
Israel. In a few lines, explain its basis in mathematics 
and astronomy. (1page)

This project is fun, detailed, content-driven, and takes 
a range of basic skills to complete well. The content is 
such that the students collect and work up a significant 
amount of historical material and articulate a coherent, 
well-supported account of the civilization under study. 
It is designed to make the most of the young historian’s 
experience and to fuel the students’ love for the field 
of human history.

toolkit
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 “[This project] is 
designed to make 
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for the field of human 

history.”
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MILLENIA
What a med student learned from the humanities
Julia P. DeCelles-Zwerneman

A little over a month ago, I began my training to become a physician. 
In medical school, I will spend four years learning the biochemical 
complexities of the human body, dissecting its anatomical and 
physiological makeup, and understanding the pharmacological 

principles behind treating disease. However, long before I was a student of 
science, I was a student of art, and I believe that my experience in the arts, and 
in the humanities generally, was vital to my journey to medical school. 

Beginning at a young age, I spent hours tuning my ear to the acoustic nuances 
of 236 vibrating strings and conquering the technical challenges of a six-
foot piano. I studied music all through elementary, middle, and high school 
and eventually majored in the subject in college, alongside biology. Over 
the course of my musical studies, I memorized hundreds of pages of music, 
practiced in solitude for thousands of hours, and collaborated with dozens of 
artists in public performances.

©2019 Cana Academy®20
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In addition to my musical training, my parents exposed me 
at a young age to the great books: I was reading Tolkien 
and Austen by age ten and Dostoyevsky and Agee by the 
time I was in high school. My childhood was filled with 
dinner table discussions of politics, history, philosophy, 
and religion. Our evenings were spent sitting in our living 
room listening to my mom read to us from some of the 
greatest books ever written. On family vacations, instead 
of heading to Disneyland or the beach, we explored 
ancient architectural monuments, spent time with the 
great works of visual art in museums, and hit the history 
trails to learn about our country’s birth and its relationship 
with the rest of the world. Spending time immersed in the 
artistic beauty of the aesthetic world through poetry, visual 
art, literature, and music shaped my vision of the world, 
a world of varied beauty made manifest in the delicate 
details of a Bach prelude, in the heroism of prisoners of 
war like Olivier Messiaen, and in the longing of Wallace 
Stevens’ poem, “Idea of Order at Key West.”

When I entered high school, I discovered this same 
aesthetic beauty in the biological world: in the orderly 

structure of a dissected frog’s internal anatomy or in the 
ballooning shapes of blood cells flowing in unison under 
the light of a microscope. This ordered beauty of the natural 
world is what initially drew me to the study of biology, but 
this fascination with the beauty of science has since then 
developed into a deeper desire to understand how the 
human body works. In cell biology, I was captivated by 
how well our immune system protects us from pathogens 
and disease but bewildered by the seemingly random 
malfunctions in the checkpoint pathways that inevitably 
lead to cancer and death. Learning about the complexities 
of the chemical and anatomical makeup of neural 
pathways in neurobiology left me hungry for a deeper 
understanding of the human brain and inspired me to work 
in a neurobiology lab in undergrad, where I researched 
the social behavior of fruit fly larvae for my senior thesis. 
However, even neurobiology revealed the flaws of the 
human body, most notably in neurological diseases such 
as ALS and Parkinson’s. What I saw in common in these 
diseases was their betrayal of the individual’s natural 
dignity and physical integrity by breaking down the 
beautiful order of the human body.

Red blood cells as viewed under a microscope
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Late in high school, I began working with International 
Justice Mission, a human rights, law, and law enforcement 
NGO dedicated to fighting human trafficking, police 
brutality, and other forms of human rights violations. 
Working with IJM, I learned that dignity is one of the most 
important but fragile things a human being possesses. 
Dignity is lost when families are trapped in forced labor 
and refound when they are freed, stolen when a young 
girl is sexually assaulted and restored when her assailant 
is brought to justice. My background in the humanities 
prepared me to learn and understand these realities 
of human existence. Even as a young child, I had been 
exposed to evil and the harm humans do to each other 
in the stories I read. The corruption of Fyodor Karamazov 
from The Brothers Karamazov or Kate Trask from East of 
Eden made it so that, when I encountered true human evil 
in the fight against human trafficking, it was not altogether 
unfamiliar. Rather than being cowed and overwhelmed by 
the evil of humanity, I was, instead, filled with an empathetic 
and passionate desire to join the fight against this evil.

I learned that the concept of human dignity applies to 
medicine as well when, several years ago, I began 
shadowing a surgeon in Washington, D.C., who works 
with the city’s most underserved. One of the first patients I 
saw treated was a man afflicted with a softball-sized tumor 
hanging from his armpit. At the end of the surgery, all that 
was left of the mass was a long, flat scar. The patient told 
us in quiet awe that he felt as if “a burden had been lifted.” 
I have witnessed the same surgeon remove many such 
burdens from her patients: the thick beard of fibrous keloid 
tissue that once covered a patient’s chin, the inflamed 
gallbladders that send her to a local hospital to perform 
laparoscopic cholecystectomies, the lipomas, cysts, and 
skin tags she removes weekly. I have also seen patients 
whose burdens are not so easily lifted: the patient whose 
face gapes with a hole where his nose used to be, the 
woman whose blood pressure is uncontrolled because 
she’s so anxious about her family, the man whose chronic 
alcohol and drug abuse have exacerbated his medical

millenia

 “I want to help 
restore the beauty 
found in the natural 
order of the human 
body, to alleviate 
the suffering of my 
patients as best I 

can, and to care for 
every patient with the 
dignity and empathy 

they deserve—a 
solidarity initially 

forged in me through 
great works of art 

and literature.”
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issues. I have learned that, in its essence, the role of a 
physician is to restore the physically broken to a state of 
wholeness, regardless of the patient’s background, income, 
or language. It is a physician’s privilege and responsibility 
to treat each patient with dignity, even when complete 
restoration may not be entirely possible.

Having spent most of my life studying the humanities, I have 
grown in my love and appreciation for the beauty of this 
world, while also growing ever more sensitive to the evil 
that causes it to be just as broken as it is beautiful. Through 
my experiences working with IJM and in the surgery 
clinic, I have learned this world is inhabited by people 
who are suffering in pain, whose bodies are deteriorating 
prematurely, and whose precious lives are threatened 
by disease. Recognizing the inherent beauty in every 
individual, I want to be a part of the restoration of that 
beauty through physical healing, particularly for individuals 
who are vulnerable and who lack an advocate. I want to 
help restore the beauty found in the natural order of the 
human body, to alleviate the suffering of my patients as 
best I can, and to care for every patient with the dignity 
and empathy they deserve—a solidarity initially forged in 
me through great works of art and literature.

Julia P. DeCelles-Zwerneman is a first-year medical student at Georgetown 

University in Washington, D.C. She was formerly a freelance writer, editor, 

and creative designer for Cana Academy.
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TAKING MEASURE
The challenge of a long text

One of the most challenging puzzles for literature teachers to solve 
is that of how to get their students through a significantly long work 
of fiction in a timely manner. After all, we typically only have one 
or two hours per day in which to teach English, Literature, Humane 

Letters, or whatever the course may be called. 

For the sake of this exercise, imagine that we just go for the brass ring: How can 
we teach Dostoyevsky’s The Brothers Karamazov in the context of a normal school 
semester and do so without taking up so much time that it is nearly impossible to 
teach any other texts? 

To make matters even more challenging, we are typically responsible for teaching 
all three essential skills: how to read closely, how to discuss intelligently, and how 
to write clearly. That means we need to get the students to read the whole novel, 
have some significant amount of discussion about it, and leave enough time to 
write on it!

The following is a sample syllabus with which to tackle this great novel.

24
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24-Day Syllabus for The Brothers Karamazov

This plan is designed as if there are two hours dedicated to the study of literature every day, plus homework time roughly 
equivalent to an hour. If your course is structured differently, then you will need to apply a little mathematics to figure this 
out. If you only teach your students one hour per day, then the number of days expands at least by a factor of two—at 
least, because chances are the homework time alloted for a one-hour course is no doubt less than for a two-hour 
course. 

The objectives of this syllabus are clear: 

• Read the entire book in large segments

• Conduct 9 seminars

• Write 2 essays

Some days students are reading in class. Other days, they are engaged in seminar discussion. On a third type of day, 
they are writing. 

(Before Day 1 the students are assigned Part One, Book 1 for homework.)

Day In Class Work   Homework That Night Reading Due Day

1 Seminar  Begin Books II-III  Part One, Book I

In other words, on Day 1, the teacher and students discuss Part One, Book I, the previous night’s reading. For homework 
that night, they begin Books II-III. The Reading Due Day for Part One, Books II-III is Day 3 below.

2 Reading  Continue

3 Seminar  Begin Part Two  Part One, Books II-III

4 Reading  Continue  

5 Reading  Continue

6 Seminar  Continue    Part Two, Book V, Ch. 5

7 Reading  Continue

8 Reading  Continue

9 Seminar  Begin writing    Part Two, Book VI

10 Writing   Continue writing

11 Reading  Begin Part Three  

12 Reading  Continue

13 Reading  Continue     

14 Seminar  Begin Part Four  Part Three, Book IX 
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15 Reading  Continue   

16 Seminar  Continue   Part Four, Book X

17 Reading  Continue

18 Seminar  Continue   Part Four, Book XI

19 Reading  Continue

20 Reading  Continue

21 Reading  Continue

22 Seminar  Writing    Part Four, Book XII & Epilogue

23 Writing   Writing    

24 Seminar      Final essay due

There is no single way to get this difficult job done, but this syllabus or a version of it should prove useful as you plan either 
to lead your students through this particular work or another work of comparable size.

Dostoyevsky’s notes on chapter five of The Brothers Karamazov
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Leading great seminars requires preparation, strategy, energy, direction, and a passion for the text you and the 
students are studying. The challenge of leading a discussion well brings with it dozens of questions. Here are 
some that teachers have shared with me recently as they are implementing this lively kind of learning.¹ The answers 
are born from my own experience of teaching for 30+ years in the seminar format and training other teachers to 

do the same.

Q: Is it a good practice to assign seating for a seminar discussion, especially in order to spread out the enthusiastic 
and reluctant discussants?  

A: This is, of course, a practical judgement. A teacher may well have a good reason for doing so. And, as the question 
suggests, it might be strategic to spread out the better discussants and the less proficient ones.

Another reason might depend on the age of the students. Some teachers find it more useful with younger seminar 
participants to assign seats—with 9th-graders, for example. 

I never assign seats to my students at any grade level, but I especially would never do so with 11th- and 12th-graders. 
The further they proceed in a curricular program, the more the students are taking on the faculty’s culture. Because of 
this, I try to treat them accordingly—that is, treat them increasingly as I would my peers. Of course, they are still my 
students; they are still young and I am still the old teacher! However, it makes sense to me that, as I expect students to 
mature, they can expect me to treat them as mature young men and women. 

I would say this: from time to time, I encourage a reluctant discussant to sit near me in order for that individual to 
engage in the discussion more directly. That can help sometimes.

Seminar discussions should be rigorous, dynamic, and well-led. The text should reign. At the same time, seminar 
discussions should be liberal: I allow for all plausible interpretations (you, the teacher, are the judge of what passes 
for plausible); I coach each individual student to articulate what is on his or her mind; and I avoid overly formulaic or 
rigidified formats. In a nutshell: I try to lead strategically. But remember that, while you are the leader, you are training 
students to freedom—the end or purpose of a liberal education.

NEXT LEVEL
Seminar Q & A 
by Andrew J. Zwerneman

¹ For Cana Academy’s rich and comprehensive exploration on this topic, see A Lively Kind of Learning: Mastering the 

Seminar Method, by Jeannette DeCelles-Zwerneman. Available at: https://www.canaacademy.org/shop.
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Q: Do you ever use class time for reading or writing?

A: Yes, typically I will give a writing assignment so that 
the students are using 2-3 nights’ worth of homework and 
2-4 hours of in-class time to write. In other words, they are 
writing an assignment in about 3-6 hours total. On the first 
night, I expect them to brainstorm and outline. Then, they 
write in class. On the final night of homework, they edit, 
polish, and proof one last time. 

What do I do while the students are writing? I coach. 
Working the room, I float among my students, checking 
their work, making suggestions, fielding questions, 
encouraging what is going well and correcting misfires 
where necessary. 

Sometimes, I give in-class reading. During that class time, 
I meet with each individual student for a few minutes. It 
really helps both the students and me to hear what is on 
their minds. This takes time, and it takes listening on my 
part, but there is a significant pay-off. When I listen to the 
students, that builds an important foundation of trust. Once 
trust is in place, the students can hear me more openly 
when I have some encouragement to share or some 
constructive criticism by which I want to coach them to the 
next level of proficiency. 

Take the time to meet with your students—each one of 
them individually. And, most importantly, listen! 

Q: Do you give a writing assignment after reading every 
book? 

A: No. On average, I give at least one writing assignment 
on every major text. Sometimes, however, I forego this. 
The rationale is not set in stone. Sometimes the seminar 
discussions are so rich, so productive, that I think the students 
have worked through the text sufficiently. Sometimes, we 
are tight for time, and we simply need to move on. Is that 
the norm? No. The norm is that there is typically at least 
one question or more that I think the students ought to think 
through in writing on a great text, that would be a question 

that we have not covered in discussion or at least have not 
exhausted. 

In seminars on great texts, I am training my students in the 
three essential skills: how to read closely, how to discuss 
intelligently, and how to write clearly. All three skills are 
thinking skills. The seminar discussions are a lively kind of 
learning, a dynamic, fluid, but rigorous exchange. Writing 
is another way of thinking, more organized and more 
definitive. In general, I want the students to write on a text 
because it is a rich, productive exercise in thinking clearly. 

Q: After a good seminar discussion, do you summarize 
the discussion? 

A: Generally, I do not, and generally, I do not expect 
or even want my students to do so either. One thing a 
seminar discussion is not is a consensus-builder. Rather, 
we are all working together, but we are not necessarily 
moving towards just one mode of interpretation or 
evaluation of a text. Each reader, each discussant, each 
writer is moving towards freedom, the end or purpose of 
a liberal education. I want each of my students to think 
clearly and independently. Does that mean my students 
think whatever pops into their heads? Does it mean they 
are not really seeking the truth or attaining knowledge? 
No and no. There is, of course, basic knowledge about 
any text that the students all need to grasp. But, when it 
comes to interpreting the motivation of a character or 
evaluating an argument, each student needs to be able to 
articulate that interpretation or analysis on his or her own.

Now, do I ever entertain a summary? Yes. Sometimes, it 
is very helpful to summarize what we discussed the day 
before—an act in a play, or an argument, for instance. 
Each one of those summaries helps situate us vis-à-vis 
prior discussions and those yet to develop. The pitfall I 
want to avoid is driving everyone to consensus as if that 
was the goal of a discussion.

Andrew J. Zwerneman is a Master Teacher with Cana Academy and 

serves as president.
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Guides
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CANA ACADEMY GUIDES

Leading a Seminar on F. Scott Fitzgerald’s The Great Gatsby

Leading a Seminar on Plato’s Meno

Leading a Seminar on Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn’s One Day in the Life of Ivan Denisovich

Leading a Seminar on George Orwell’s Animal Farm
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