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B y  P r o f e s s o r  W . L . R e n w i c k .

[R e a d  on 25th A p ril 1945.']

John W ig h t D uff (frontispiece) w as born in D undee on 
4th Septem ber, 1866, and educated in the ancient Gram m ar 
School of Aberdeen, to whose fine tradition of classical 
teaching he paid tribute in a reminiscent lecture delivered 
to the N orthum berland and Durham  C lassical Association 
in 1942 . From  the U n iversity  of Aberdeen he proceeded to 
Pem broke C ollege, O xford, at each receiving the degree of 
M aster of A rts  in due course, and then to E d inb u rgh , to 
read for the Scottish B ar until H arrow er of A b erd een — an 
almost legendary figure in later days— recalled him to the 
classics. In those palm y days the Scottish university session 
occupied on ly  six  months of the year, and the young assist
ant to the professor of Greek could spend the rest of his time 
at L e ip z ig  in the sem inars of R ibbeck  and Ju stu s Herm ann 
L ip sius.

Such an opportunity did not recur, for in 1893 he was 
appointed professor of classics and E n g lish  literature in the 
Durham  C ollege of Science in N ewcastle upon T yn e, where 
his time w as fu lly  occupied. It w as fortunate that D uff had 
gone through the old Scottish m ill, which, in his own 
words, “ took one far out of classics. P h ilosophy helped 
greatly in m y O xford cu rricu lum ; Lucretius was the better 
for acquaintance with Natural P h ilosophy as was P lin y  the 
E lder for N atural H isto ry .”  A n d  he* had studied E n g lish  
literature,' “ m ainly on R hetoric  and C h a u c e r”  under
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Minto, with whom also he read Anglo-Saxon— a p a re rg o n ,  

presumably, which became useful when the Newcastle 
Professor “  might teach Sophocles one hour, Anglo-Saxon  
the next: D e  S enec tu te  might give place to Milton.M It 
must have been a hard life, but Duff was not content merely 
to tread his round, nor was he content to see the studies 
he believed in so ill regarded. After five years English  
literature was made a separate department under C . E . 
Vaughan, and Duff could concentrate on his classics. Then 
came a wider and longer battle within the University, 
crowned with success when the arts degree, hitherto con
fined to Durham, was thrown open to the Newcastle 
Division. This was more than an academic struggle 
against clerical vested interests: it involved the whole 
future of Newcastle and its share in culture and scholarship, 
and Duff saw it.

H e was a notable citizen of that little circle which became 
Armstrong College and, later, K in g 's. He saw it as an 
institution of university rank, and worked with persistency 
for its status and for its equipment with all the resources 
necessary to such an institution. It is proper that the por
trait here reproduced should hang in the entrance of the 
college library, for to him, more than to any one man, that 
library owes its growth from the “ five books on a sh e lf"  
which he found on his arrival. From 19 18  until his retire
ment in 1933 he was elected by his colleagues, annually and 
unanimously, to the post of Vice-Principal; and it was no 
idle compliment.

Academic teaching, administration, and politics, how
ever, did not absorb all his energy. He had the strong in
stinct of the man of letters. Reviewing for the Aberdeen 
Free Press kept his hand in, and useful selections from Dr. 
Johnson— a special interest to a Pembroke man— and Byron  
gave him practice, until the appearance in 1909 of A  L i t e r a r y  

H is t o r y  o f R o m e . This was— arid is— greeted with respect 
by scholars as a solid contribution to learning, and with 
more than respect by such scholars as can read Latin as



literature and by such literary men as can read.Latin. One 
tribute may suffice for many. That great war correspondent 
and political fighter H. W. Nevinson, reviewing it in The 
Nation, wrote : “ His book compels us to listen. To those 
who even dimly remember their Latin, there is something 
irresistible in his style and arrangement, in his knowledge, 
and the temperate freshness of his criticism. . . . The book 
is. so filled with, the interest of mortality, it is so free from 
pedantic trammels and second-hand judgments, that there 
is only one thing we regret about it. We regret only that 
it ends."1 University business—Duff acted as Principal of 
the college in the difficult year 1918-19 before the appoint
ment of Sir Theodore Morison—and the distractions of the 
war years, though they did not keep Duff from adding some 
Russian to his store of languages, delayed the sequel until 
A Literary H istory of Rom e in the S ilver A ge  appeared in 
1927,-less exciting in material but as full of human feeling 
and sound criticism as its predecessor. In the meantime 
he had produced The Writers of ' Rom e  for the Oxford 
Press, technically a model of compression and selection, 
translated some years later into Spanish.
• The last years of teaching were occupied also with the 
preparation of Minor Latin Poets for the Loeb Classical 
Library, which gave larger scope to Duff’s remarkable skill 
in translation and-in which he had the pleasure of working 
in partnership with his son. Two years after his retirement 
he was appointed to the annual Sather classical professor
ship in the University of California. He had always loved 
travel, whether among the scenes- where his Greek and 
Roman poetry had come to life or cycling with a friend on 
French roads, and the visit to California gave him immense 
pleasure. From that adventure came his last published 
work, Rom an Satire : its outlook on social life, in 1937. 
Once more war interfered with his projects. The last years 
of his life saw him immersed in intricate negotiations, cor-

1 The Nation, September 18th, 1909. Reprinted in Visions and 
Memories, p. 73,



respondence, adjustm ents, as one of the s ix  editors of The 
Oxford Classical D ictionary , which has still to see the light. 
It is a p ity D uff will never see it. H is unabated energy and 
endless care and patience earned him that much, but it was 
not to be, for he died, after a m ercifully brief illness, on 
qth Decem ber, 1944. •

D u rin g  his long and distinguished professional career 
D uff gathered m any honours. H e w as L L .D . of Aberdeen 
and D .L itt. of both O xford and Durham , Fellow  of the 
British  A cadem y and H onorary Fellow  of Pem broke C ol
lege, O xford. H e was in his. turn V ice-President of the 
C lassical Association, and when that body held its m eeting 
in Newcastle he arranged a series of events which gave  its 
mem bers a bright (if m isleading) notion of this city as a 
centre of classical cu lture; and though,, as has been in
dicated, his bent w as towards the .literary rather;than the 
archaeological side of classical studies, he served our Society 
for long years as a member of committee, as a vice-president, 
and from 1937 to 1939 as president. Nor was his influence 
confined to academic and classical circles. M any societies 
in the neighbourhood benefited by his wide interest and 
goodw ill. H e served m any years on the committee*of the 
L iterary  and Philosophical Society, and w as a vice- 
president at the time of his death.

Duff w as a humanist, severe in his scholarship but never 
grim . H e fought hard when fighting was needed, but 
honestly, for there w as no drop of bad blood in him, and 
his good temper and his sense of humour (which occasion
a lly  broke out in brilliant Latin  versions of limericks and 
nursery rhym es) kept him steady for moderation and toler
ance. K in g ’s C ollege owes much to him not only in 
material things and for his years of devoted teaching, but 
for the exam ple he set of im partiality, judgm ent, and solid 
devotion to the needs of the college as a various but united 
institution. H e helped to make it a happy place. In him 
we have all lost a w ise counsellor and a steady friend, and 
N ewcastle has lost an honourable citizen. T o  -his w ife who
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helped in so m any o f  his w orks, and to his son and daughter, 
the Society owes its sym pathy, and offers it in this sm all
record of so w orthy a  m em ory.
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B y  M a r j o r i e  D u f f .
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Johnson's Lives of Milton and Addison. Edited by J .  W . Duff. 
(Blackwood's English Classics.) Edinburgh and London. 1900.

Byron— Selected poetry.. Edited by J .  W. Duff. (Blackwood's 
English Classics.) Edinburgh and London. 1904.

A Literary history of Rom e, from the origins to the close of the
Golden Age. (Library of Literary History.) London: Fisher
Unwin. 1909.

The 'Writers of Rome. (The World's Manuals Series.) Oxford 
University Press. 1923. ’

The Writers of Greece, by G. Norwood, and The Writers of Rome, 
by J .  Wight Duff. Oxford University Press. 1925.

Escritores de Grecia y  Roma, por Gilbert Norwood y  J .  Wight Duff. 
Version del Ingles por Emilio M. Martinez Amador. Barcelona :
G. Gili. 1928.

A Literary history of Rome in the Silver Age, from Tiberius to
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Minor Latin poets, with introductions and English translations by  
J . Wight Duff and Arnold M. Duff. (Loeb Classical Library.) 
London: Wm. Heinemann. 1934.

Roman satire: its outlook on social life . (Sather Classical Lectures, 
vol. 12, 1936.) Cambridge University Press. 19 3 7 .

Pamphlets.

A Lost palace and a lost ship. (Crete and Cythera.) 1901.
Byron and Aberdeen. A  plea for a memorial of the Byron House. 

1902.
The Glamour of Greece. 1903*
An Address on John Horsley, delivered at the unveiling of the 

Horsley Memorial Tablet at the Royal Grammar School, New
castle upon Tyne. November 8th, 1932.



Latin Academic Songs.

Salve Boreale Lum en! Carmen Novocastrense. Condidit Joannes 
Wight Duff, musicisque modis accommodavit Carolus Sanford 
Terry. 1895.

Ode "  Anxia quisquis gravitate mentis. "  For male voice choir and 
orchestra. Poem by J .  W. Duff. Music by W . G. Whittaker. 
[1929.]

A Selection of articles and contributions to periodicals.

Saga Book of the Viking Club.
Homer and Beowulf: a literary parallel. 1906.

Encyclopaedia of Religion and Ethics. Edited by James.Hastings. 
Communion.with Deity (Greek and Roman). Vol. 3. 1910.
Education (Roman). Vol. 5, 1912.

University of Durham Philosophical Society. Proceedings. 
Notes on the third International Archaeological Congress, held at 

Rome in October, 1912. Vol. 5. Part 3. 1914.

Society of Antiquaries of Newcastle upon Tyne. Proceedings. 
Notes on some sites of Greek civilization. 3rd ser. Vol. 7. No. 19. 

1916.
Note on a Russian cross. 3rd ser. Vol. 8. No. 3. 1917.
Latin address to the Romisch-Germanische Limes Kommission on 

its Semi-Jubilee, with English translation. 4th ser. Vol. 3. 
No. 16; 1927. , . '

Hellenic Travellers9 Club. Proceedings.
The Permanent attraction of Greece, pp. 55-69. 1926.
Glances at Olympia, pp. 78-94. 1926.

Harmsworth Universal History.
The Latin language and its literature. Chap. 66. 1928.

Classical Association. Leeds and District Branch.
Martial: realism and sentiment in the epigram. 1929.

Northumberland and Durham Classical Association.
The Magic of Virgil: a presidential address. [Printed as part of the 

Virgil Bimillenary Celebrations, and in recognition of Dr. Duff's 
long services to the Association.] 1931.
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The Cambridge Ancient H istory .
The Beginnings of Latin literature. Vol. 8. Chap. 13. 1930.
Ciceronian society. Vol. 9. Chap. 19. 1932.
Social life in Rome and Italy. Vol. 11 . Chap. 19. 1936.

Encyclopaedia of Modern Knowledge. Edited by 
Sir John Hammerton.

Latin’s legacy to the civilized world. Part 13. 1936.

Classical Studies in honour of E . K . R and .
Varied strains in Martial. 1938.

Also numerous reviews of classical books in The Classical R eview , 
The Journal of Roman Studies, and The Classical W eekly.


