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Political debate and its confrontations today are, arguably, especially ‘modern’ in character. 

Perhaps, for example, the Machiavellian model of realpolitik is finally crumbling under 

popular pressures which are inspired, provoked, and granted new voice by enabling 

technologies. At the same time, those age-old structures and hierarchies seem to remain as 

steadfast as ever. They continue to duck, dodge, and dissimulate with the same trusty tricks, 

while time-honoured political discourses seem as effective, and often unimaginative, as ever. 

For some, these traditions are reassuring, to be protected jealously, while for others, they 

represent centuries of exclusion. 

 

Certainly, today’s political debate appears particularly relevant, but more than anything the 

articles in this collection present the historical legacies that we are continually forced to 

confront. They underline the fact that a great many of the ‘modern’ issues we wrestle with 

are the product of well-established historical phenomena, so much so that many of our 

historical counterparts might have recognised a great deal more that is in circulation today 

than is often appreciated. 

 

In this collection, Rob Fellman travels to the core connection between democracy and 

theatre, both born under the classical Athenians. As a realm to challenge, test and place 

debate in dialogue, Rob demonstrates that theatre has been at the heart of debate 

throughout history, presenting an arena into which we project our own contemplation and 

challenge opposing points to a linguistic, theatrical duel. 

 

The Florentines of 1490’s Italy grappled with issues which, on the surface, hold striking 

similarities to the present. Florentine contemporaries were no strangers to war, to epidemics, 

immigration, and resultant chronic anxiety. Many of them flocked to populist figures, in this 

case, the mendicant preacher Girolamo Savonarola. A controversial outsider thrust into the 

political spotlight by an adoring mob, Savonarola promised reform of the common person’s 

lot. Joe Tryner seeks to capture the role of the everyman and woman in the rise and fall of 

the iconic preacher, exploring undervalued concepts of political identity and popular agency 

in the Renaissance world. 

 

Cath Kennedy demonstrates how modern political and religious discourses misrepresent, 

misconstrue, and misappropriate Bible stories to conform them to contemporary political 

cultures. Politics continues to play with history and re-politicise its cultural imprint. In this 

case, Cath exposes the ways modern editions aimed at children in churches and schools 
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present archaic notions of women’s roles, notions which go largely unchallenged, even 

unnoticed, in educational contexts. 

 

In the face of supposed trends towards wider notions of association within the modern 

world, towards trans-border organisations, Kendal Sefton investigates voting behaviours in 

Yorkshire, a region which has been neglected in studies of electoral dynamics. This paper 

underlines the continued importance of regional identities to voting habits and highlights 

the significance of calls for devolution in north of England. 

 

Sophie Whittle’s short-form paper investigates the English language’s historical formation 

and its established place within a perceived hierarchy of languages in Britain. This perception 

discriminates against speakers of other languages and ignores the ethnically diverse origins 

of the English language itself. A sense that English identity is under threat has contributed to 

a reported increase in harassment and hate crime. Through the lens of language, Sophie 

explains how these idealised notions of English identity have elided the history of England’s 

multicultural development and anxiously, aggressively, seek to maintain this discriminatory 

language ranking. 

 

Dan Royle rounds trackchanges’ latest publication off with a review of Ann Ross’s revision of 

post-revolutionary Prussia between 1848 and 1858, placing those events within the wider 

European context. 

 

Whether or not we expect more from politics and our politicians today than our 

contemporaries did in the past, these papers show that we need continually to disentangle 

the artifacts of history which still manipulate contemporary thought. These papers show 

there is nothing uniquely modern about today’s political debate, save our tools and 

approaches. 

 

Our Editors: 
 

Laura Gibbs is a WRoCAH-funded PhD candidate at the University of Sheffield. Her research 

explores the role of obscured female philosophers in James Joyce’s Finnegans Wake, through 

the lens of phenomenology and gynaecology. She is also the co-chair of the Graduate 

Student Staff Committee for the School of English and has a forthcoming review piece in the 

James Joyce Literary Supplement. 

 

Katherine Gwyther is a second year PhD student in the School of Philosophy, Religion and 

History of Science at the University of Leeds. Her PhD project focuses on the Hebrew Bible 

and examines Exodus 20–23 through a Jamesonian utopian lens and is funded by the 

University of Leeds. Katherine’s other research interests include postcolonial and spatial 

readings of the Hebrew Bible, particularly how these readings intersect with utopian ones. 

Prior to joining the University of Leeds, Katherine studied at the University of Sheffield. 

 

Cath H Kennedy is a WRoCAH-funded PhD researcher at the University of Sheffield. She 

investigates children’s biblical reception as discourse, with a focus on Godly Play and its 

reception in the UK. Cath uses picturebook theory, Text World Theory, and real readers 

methods. Alongside this, Cath co-edits trackchanges and co-ordinates the Sacred Texts Child 
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Readers project which can be visited here: sacredtexts.hcommons.org. She tweets as 

@carefulkaty and is on Humanities Commons here: https://hcommons.org/members/cath/ 

 

Jenny Kirton is a WRoCAH-funded PhD student based in the School of English at the 

University of Sheffield. Her research traces themes of burial and resurrection via images 

and/or manifestations of holes, verticality, and waves across texts by female African 

American writers. 

 

Kelsey Madden began her archaeological career at Texas Tech University in Texas where she 

earned her BA in Languages and Cultures with an emphasis on Classics and Latin. Following 

her BA, she moved to Sheffield to pursue her MA in Classical Archaeology of the 

Mediterranean focusing on Roman non-elite plaster death masks with theories of memory in 

identifying a new funerary commemoration. She then went back home to Texas to marry her 

partner and tutor Latin for primary and high school students for two years before dragging 

her new family (two dogs included) back to the University of Sheffield to pursue her PhD. 

Kelsey’s doctoral research shifts from funerary archaeology to investigate the representation 

of ‘barbarian’ women and children in Roman conquest iconography on display publicly and 

privately in and around Rome. She has identified systematic sex trafficking of captured 

women and children and aims to highlight a new sexualised reading of such art 

supported by a multidisciplinary theoretical approach. When not reading, trapsing around 

Rome or playing in the dirt, Kelsey enjoys spending time with her little fur family and 

watching movies. 

 

Hannah Slack is a second year PhD student of History at the University of Sheffield. Her 

work focuses on exotic animal encounters on long distance voyages in the early Atlantic. She 

looks specifically at the diaries and journals of English sailors in order to understand how 

English culture was used and adapted by sailors during these journeys. Moreover, I intend 

my research to contribute to the growing field of animal history as they, too, were 

instrumental actors in our past. Previously, Hannah has researched the impact of weather on 

the early English colonists for my Masters degree, also conducted at Sheffield. Jenny 

particularly enjoys historical moments where nature and humanity interact. Even more so, if 

those moments are of discovery and so often warrant unusual and interesting reactions. 

Aside from her research, she works part time as a content writer and editor in the higher 

education sector. 

 

Joe Tryner is a second year PhD candidate at The University of Sheffield, funded by White 

Rose College of the Arts and Humanities (WRoCAH). Joe’s research focuses on the social 

history of Florence in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. Joe has previously studied the 

religious imagination of Renaissance Florentines, the merchant’s moral economy of the 

fourteenth century, and social relations during the Republican and Medici political unrest of 

the late-fifteenth century, before beginning a new research project focused on the lived 

experience of firearm proliferation in early modern Italy. 

 

Rosanne van der Voet is a PhD student in Creative Writing at the University of Sheffield. She 

has a background in European Culture and Literature (BA University of Amsterdam) and 

Literature, Landscape and Environment (MA Bath Spa University). Among other things, she is 

interested in material ecocriticism and creative practice, representations of sea and coast in 



contemporary literature, and development of new writing styles in response to the 

environmental crisis. Her PhD project explores what kinds of stories can make the 

environmental crisis of the oceans tangible, with a particular focus on the coast of south 

Holland. 

 


