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Historical politeness is a recent and flourishing field of study. Although it has been applied to ancient 

cultures over the last two decades, its significance in the field of politeness studies is still 

underestimated. Despite few remarkable exceptions, politeness research in Ancient Greek and Latin 

has focussed predominantly on the Classical Age and its literary sources. Additionally, it has revolved 

mainly around language and verbal expression, even when applied to ancient documents that can be 

examined through their external features, such as papyri. This trend has affected our understanding 

of politeness in the ancient world as almost exclusively linked to language. 

 

However, ancient sources reveal that politeness was conveyed and perceived not only through 

language, but also through the external features of written communication and even through non-

verbal and non-tangible communication. This panel aims to give a novel turn to historical politeness 

by examining non-verbal and non-tangible (im)polite acts of communication in ancient 

Mediterranean languages, spanning from the first millennium BCE to the first millennium CE. We 

are interested in gathering together colleagues who are specialized in literature and language, 

historiography, papyri, inscriptions and other writing supports of Antiquity.  

 

Topics may include, but are not restricted to the following: 

- Material aspects of (im)politeness:  

o how did the choice, size, conditions and format of the chosen material support express 

frankness, affiliation, proximity, cooperation, deference, distancing, rudeness (or the 

like)? 

o how could the external features of material support be adapted to express intimacy, 

authority/subordination, (in)formality (or the like)? 

- Graphic and visual aspects of (im)politeness: 

o how could textual layout be arranged in order to underline different elements of the text? 

how did a draft differ from the original document? 

o how could scribes change and evolve their handwriting according to the purpose and 

addressee of a text? 

- Non-textual and non-verbal (im)politeness: 

o how did gestures, silence, facial expressions, body language, proxemics, and other forms 

of non-verbal communication shape social interactions? 

o can ancient figurative arts contribute to our understanding of (im)politeness? 

- Empirical applications of (im)politeness theory to non-verbal and non-textual communication in 

ancient sources.  

 

Potential speakers are invited to submit an abstract of 300 words (as PDF attachment) to both 

convenors, Yasmine Amory (yasmine.amory@ugent.be) and Marco Catrambone 

(marco.catrambone@sns.it) by 31 January 2023. Please type “CCC2023 abstract” in the subject line 

of your message and specify your preference for a 20-minute or a 40-minute presentation. We 

consider proposals in the official languages of the CCC, English and French.  
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