CLASSICS AT OTAGO 3: THE MANTON PERIOD (1949-65)
John Barsby (University of Otago)
A quiet-spoken young Englishman stepped off the express yesterday afternoon and, with
his wife and two small daughters, had his first look at the University City of Dunedin. He
was Professor G. R. Manton, formerly senior lecturer in classics at Sydney University,
who will occupy the chair of classics at the University of Otago. … Those who like their
professors to conform to the recognised mould produced by generations of fictional
characters will be disappointed by Professor Manton. He is not old and stooped, he has no
grey beard, nor does he appear to be absent-minded. Indeed, Professor Manton, who is in
his thirties, may well qualify for the distinction of being the youngest professor in the
University of Otago.

Thus did the Otago Daily Times of 26 January 1949 announce the arrival of Otago’s
new professor of Classics. 1
Manton was born at Maidenhead in England in February 1912 and was nearing his
thirty-seventh birthday when he arrived in Dunedin. He was educated at King
Edward’s School Birmingham, where one of his classmates was Enoch Powell, who
was briefly Professor of Greek at Sydney before going on to a controversial career in
British politics. Manton proceeded to St John’s College Cambridge, where he
obtained an MA degree in Classics with third class honours, distracted (it seems) by
the poor health of his brother (also at Cambridge) so that he did not get as good a
degree as he should have. His first university post was as an assistant lecturer at
Queen Mary College London, after which he spent seven years in the Greek
Department of Sydney, where his Head of Department was the distinguished Otago
graduate Dale Trendall.
Manton held the Otago chair for seventeen years, leaving to become inaugural
Dean of Arts at Monash University in October 1965. He presided over a period of
significant expansion: it was during his tenure of the chair that Classics became a
Department, with a staff establishment of six, rather than consisting of a professor and
one or two assistants. Promising young scholars, attracted from Britain with their
PhDs not yet completed, came to Otago to take up their first jobs and went on to
higher things elsewhere; others stayed and were the backbone of the Department for
decades to come.
Before Manton arrived in Dunedin, his predecessor Adams had arranged a
temporary assistant lectureship in Classics for Agathe Thornton, who had come to
Dunedin in 1948 when her husband was appointed to an Otago lectureship in
philosophy. Agathe had an interesting background. She was studying for a Classics
degree at Göttingen when the Nazis seized power in 1933, and in view of her Jewish
background she was advised to move to Britain, where she completed a BA degree in
Classics at Cambridge, followed some years later by a PhD in German literature at
Edinburgh. Agathe’s special interest was in Homer and Virgil, on which authors she
wrote several books. She eventually retired in 1975, having been awarded a well
deserved personal Chair. 2
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When the legendary Miss Turnbull, who had loyally served Adams as an assistant
for more than thirty years, retired and Coll Macdonald, a Cambridge graduate who
had been with Manton in in the Sydney Greek Department, had come and gone,
Manton made his first major appointment. This was Jim Hamilton, who was born in
Glasgow, and obtained first class honours in Classics both at Edinburgh and at
Cambridge. He was Otago’s first specialist ancient historian, with a particular interest
in Alexander the Great, on whom he published numerous articles and two books. He
remained a stalwart of the Classics Department until 1970, by which time he had risen
to the rank of Associate Professor, leaving to take up a similar position at Auckland
University.
Manton’s next move was to gain a further (i.e. fourth) position for the Department
to provide for a specialist archaeologist-cum-art-historian. This position went to Jock
Anderson, a product of Trinity College Glenalmond and Christ Church Oxford, who
was to play an important part in developing the Otago Museum’s Classical Collection
into a research and teaching resource. Anderson had a special interest in Greek
horsemanship, on which he published a book after leaving Otago; this interest was not
merely academic, as he rode horses himself and reputedly kept a bag of oats in his
study at the university. He left Otago after five years in 1958 to become an Associate
Professor at Berkeley, where he remained until his retirement.
For the appointment of Anderson’s successor and for the filling of a new fifth
position two years later, Manton had T. B. L. Webster, Professor of Greek at University College London, to thank. Webster was an interesting character, who had
turned his back on his own privileged Eton and Oxford background in favour of
provincial grammar schools, red-brick universities, and the colonies. Remarkably, he
established no fewer than five of his London classics graduates in positions in New
Zealand during this period. The two who came to Otago were Dick Green, who was
Anderson’s replacement as the Department’s archaeologist-cum-art-historian, and
Tony Long, who was appointed to the fifth position with interests in both literature
and philosophy. 3
The careers of Dick Green and Tony Long followed closely parallel paths. They
were both in the same class at Manchester Grammar School; they both gained first
class honours in Classics at University College London; they were both aged twentythree when they took up their positions at Otago; and they both completed their
London PhDs while they were in Dunedin. Both stayed at Otago for relatively short
periods, though long enough to make a significant contribution, and both went on to
distinguished careers elsewhere. Green went to Sydney University, where he became
Professor of Archaeology and wrote and co-authored a number of important
monographs on Greek art and on the material evidence for the Greek theatre, and
Long proceeded via several British universities to Berkeley, where he held chairs in
Classics and Literature and wrote and edited a number of major books on Hellenistic
Philosophy.
The last three appointments came in Manton’s final years and will be treated in
detail in a subsequent paper. Doug Little, a specialist in Latin literature, was
appointed to a new sixth position; John Hind was a replacement for Dick Green as an
art and archaeology specialist; and Iain Lonie, whose interests were in literature and
philosophy, filled the position vacated by Tony Long. Both Little and Lonie were
Otago graduates.
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Manton claimed that none
of his appointments was acquired simply by advertisement: he used his own connections, especially in Britain,
to good effect. Six of the new
lecturers had degrees from
Cambridge, one from Oxford
and two from London. All of
his new appointments were
young (in their twenties and
thirties) and had careers to
forge. The result was an energetic department, which found
time for research (something
previously almost unknown)
as well as teaching: there were
thirty-eight
publications
altogether (including two
books) in Manton’s seventeen
years of office. 4 Manton himself devoted his energies
largely to the running of the
Department and to committee
work around the university
Figure 1. Sale House (labelled ‘The Professorial
and wrote only three minor artHouses’). Photo by the author.
icles; he was working on a projected edition of Aeschylus’ Septem, which he returned
to after leaving Otago, but it never came to fruition.
With this number of staff the Department needed a home and acquired one in Sale
House, one of the original four professorial houses dating from the 1870s and named
after Otago’s first Professor of Classics (Fig. 1). The professorial houses had been
scheduled for demolition in 1955 but were reprieved
in the nick of time. Sale House had rooms for all the
Classics lecturers and its own Greek classroom, and
there was easy access to a Latin classroom and an
Arts Common Room in two of the neighbouring
houses (Fig. 2). It was to remain the much loved
home of the Classics Department for some fifteen
years, being eventually superseded by a brand new
Arts Building in 1970.
One major feature of Manton’s time was the
steady flow of distinguished overseas visitors to
Dunedin. International travel had become easier
after the war and the University of Otago had
received bequest funds which enabled it to establish
two prestigious visiting positions, the De Carle
Figure 2. Sale House 1966.
Lectureship and the William Evans Visiting Pro- Photo: Islay Little, used with her
fessorship. It was a sign of the times that the overpermission.
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seas visitors nearly all came from Britain and specifically, as with the new lecturer
appointments, from Oxford, Cambridge and London. Most of the visitors were senior
establishment figures, five were (or became) Fellows of the British Academy and four
were knights of the realm.
Of the four knights, Sir Ronald Syme, who was a New Zealander himself and
came back on a number of occasions to visit his family in the North Island, was fortyseven years old at the time of his first visit, when he had just been appointed Camden
Professor of Ancient History at Oxford.
The other three were all septuagenarians and had recently retired from their fulltime academic positions. Sir John Sheppard, Provost of King’s College Cambridge,
visited Otago three times in the 1950s. His public lecture in 1952 on ‘Oedipus and
Lear’ was, according to the Star newspaper, ‘[o]ne of the most stimulating addresses
given in Dunedin in many years. Sitting on a lecture bench in the Medical School with
his legs dangling over the edge, he kept his large audience chuckling with his ready
wit’. 5 Sheppard returned in 1955 to receive an honorary LittD from the University,
and again in 1958 to attend a performance of his new translation of Sophocles’
Oedipus and Antigone in the university grounds: according to one account ‘[t]he
version had not been performed in public before and the old man was so delighted
that he put himself on a ship and came all the way from England to see it’. 6
The third knight was Sir Frank Adcock, Professor of Ancient History at
Cambridge and best known as the Editor of the first edition of the Cambridge Ancient
History, who came to Dunedin as William Evans Visiting Professor. He was
interviewed by the Otago Daily Times, which portrayed him as a seventy-four-yearold bachelor who found the hilly Balmacewen Golf Course ‘rather testing’. 7
The last of the four knights was Sir John Beazley, Professor of Classical
Archaeology at Oxford and the grand old man of the study of Attic vase painting. His
visit in 1964 was treated by the New Zealand government as a major event, to the
extent that he was given the use of a ministerial car and driver; and Dick Green, as the
New Zealand specialist in the field, was sent from Otago to escort Sir John and his
wife from Wellington via Christchurch to Dunedin. According to Dick Green’s own
account, he and his wife were instructed by Lady Beazley to take care of Sir John’s
personal laundry.
These distinguished knights of the realm paid relatively short visits to Otago but
nonetheless made their mark on those who heard their lectures. Two other visitors
who stayed longer and had if anything more impact were Harold Mattingly, who was
the first ever William Evans Visiting Professor in 1954 and stayed for a whole year,
and T. B. L. Webster who was the third De Carle Lecturer in 1959.
Harold Mattingly had retired in 1948 after a long career at the British Museum,
where he was Deputy Keeper of Coins and Medals. During his year at Otago he gave
the inaugural series of Arts Faculty Open Lectures on ‘Christianity in the Roman
Empire’. His lectures were speedily edited and published as a book by Otago
University. 8 Mattingly’s visit proved an outstanding success, and he was awarded an
honorary LittD degree alongside Sir John Sheppard in 1955.
The visit of T. B. L. Webster, which preceded the appointment of his two
protégés, was shorter but had a similar impact. His four lectures in June 1959 as De
Carle Lecturer were delivered to packed audiences in a large lecture theatre in the
5
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Medical School, and were then published as a book Greek Art and Literature, 700530 B.C. as the first enterprise of the newly formed Otago University Press. 9 These
two publications were a valuable boost to the reputation of the Department and the
University, both locally and internationally.
One of the uses to which Manton put this series of distinguished visitors was to
resuscitate the local Classical Association, which had faltered during the war and
needed reviving. Manton reconstituted it as an independent body (‘The Classical
Association of Otago’ rather than ‘The Otago Branch of the Classical Association of
New Zealand’) and saw that it had a flourishing programme. This featured lectures
from not only the overseas visitors but also the other New Zealand Classics professors
(Blaiklock from Auckland, Murray from Victoria, and Pocock from Canterbury) and
it included joint events with such bodies as the Goethe Society, the French
Department, the Philosophy Department and the Music Society. Meetings were held
in the Arts Common Room in the neighbouring Shand House, which according to one
female correspondent ‘usually reeked of tobacco and was foggy with smoke from all
the pipe-smoking men who attended’.
Manton also gave vigorous support to the Classical Collection of the Otago
Museum, which Trendall, writing in 1949, ranked third in the Empire outside Great
Britain. 10 Manton had himself designated an Honorary Keeper of the Classical
Collection soon after arrival and subsequently gained himself a place on the
Museum’s various managing boards, which allowed him to have some say in new
purchases. Moreover, he made sure that the Classics Department had specialist artand-archaeology lecturers and that
they also became Honorary Keepers;
he encouraged several of his staff to
publish articles on various aspects of
the Collections (including Jock
Anderson’s catalogue of the vases);
and he integrated the Collections
with the Department’s teaching
programme by specifically including
the museum material in the prescriptions for Greek Stage 2 and for the
non-linguistic unit Greek History
Art and Literature. The two pieces
which were regarded as the jewels
of the collection at this period were
a Caeretan hydria, presented anonymously in 1952, an unusually fine
example of this type, the only representative in the southern hemisphere, 11 and a stunning marble
female head from A. B. Cook’s
Figure 3: The ‘Parthenon Head’. Photo
Cambridge collection, tentatively
courtesy Otago Museum.
identified by him as the head of the
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Hippodamia from Metope XIX on south side of the Parthenon. 12 This identification
has however been discredited, and the piece is now thought to be a Roman version in
the ‘severe style’. 13
There is no space in this paper to say anything about the individual students and
their subsequent careers or about the teaching programme, which remained fairly
traditional. An analysis of enrolments (see Chart 1, p. 8 below) shows that the total
number of students in the University, which was 2,398 in Adams’ last year, dipped to
2,057 in 1955, and then rose strongly to 3,731 in Manton’s final year. Enrolments in
the Arts Faculty show a similar pattern, beginning the period at 602, dipping to 407 in
1955 and then more than doubling to 963 in 1965. The figures for Classics (see Chart
2, p. 9 below) follow this general pattern, with a dip in the middle and some sort of
recovery thereafter, but the disappointing fact is that, in spite of this recovery, the
total number of students in Classics, which was 72 in Adams’ last year, was only 73
in Manton’s last year, having reached a peak of 80 back in 1951. The number of
students in Latin, which was 39 in Manton’s first year, reached a peak of 50 in 1951
and, after a trough in the mid-fifties, managed to regain this peak in 1959, but then
declined alarmingly, so that in Manton’s last year it reached a low of 32. Greek
numbers however actually increased over the period as a whole, starting with 10 and
ending with 25. It might have been expected that any loss of numbers in the language
subjects might have been counterbalanced by an increase in the non-linguistic unit
Greek History Art and Literature, a subject taught in the University of New Zealand
since the 1920s, but in fact the number of students in Greek HAL declined from 21 in
Adams’ last year to 18 in Manton’s last year.
Manton’s characteristics as described by those who knew him include young,
enthusiastic, vigorous, active, a breath of fresh air, hospitable, gregarious, sociable,
affable, likeable, a warm extrovert personality, in sum, a popular professor and an
urbane and civilised man. Senior students commented on his breadth of knowledge,
humanity and kindness, including visiting them in hospital, planning their future
careers, and in one case arranging digs for a student going on to Oxford when he was
over there on sabbatical leave. On the other side of the coin, some of the younger
students found him formidable, so that going to receive their prose compositions back
on a one-to-one basis could be a daunting experience. It was of course an age in
which professors maintained a proper distance from their students, to the extent of
addressing them as Mr X or Miss Y, and young students held their professors in some
degree of awe. On the teaching side students commented on his ability to bring the
choruses of Greek tragedy to life, his fine reading of verse, and the elegance of his fair
copies of Latin prose compositions.
There is no doubt that Manton’s tenure of the chair was a pivotal point in the
development of the Classics Department. This was partly due to the external
circumstances of the post-war period, but Manton can be given the credit for the
energy with which he pursued the possibilities which were on offer, building up the
establishment of the Department, enlarging its profile, both within the university and
in the wider Dunedin community, and launching it on to the international stage.
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