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Les premiers concours des Pythia*

Sylvain Perrot 
Paris 

Les sources permettant de fixer la date des premiers Pythia de Delphes ne semblent pas 
concorder, aussi les commentateurs modernes se partagent-ils entre 586 et 582 av.J.-C. La 
relecture de la scholie à la III e Pythique de Pindare nous invite repenser la chronologie et à 
proposer une nouvelle hypothèse pour expliquer la dissonance des témoignages. En 586 le 
concours citharodique devient musical, en intégrant de nouvelles disciplines, et c’est l’acte de 
fondation du concours pythique. Mais c’est bien en 582 que débute le calendrier officiel des 
Pythia, à une date où le concours est à nouveau stéphanite et que par là-même il acquiert tout 
son prestige. C’est cet événement dont on aura voulu garder mémoire dans les siècles suivants. 

On ignore à quelle date précise furent instaurés les premiers concours 
de Delphes. Mais plusieurs sources font état d’une réorganisation mise 
en œuvre au début du VIe siècle av.J.-C., peu après la guerre contre la 
cité voisine de Krissa. Seul Pausanias1 évoque les temps qui pré-
cèdent, mais sous le sceau du mythe ou de l’histoire légendaire, en 
évoquant le passage d’Orphée, d’Homère ou encore d’Hésiode. À date 
historique, Pausanias situe en fait deux réorganisations successives: 
dans la troisième année de la quarante-huitième Olympiade, les 
Amphictyons décident d’ajouter à l’épreuve de citharodie celles de 
l’aulodie et de l’aulétique; lors de la deuxième Pythiade, ajoute-t-il, le 
concours devient stéphanite.  
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La troisième année de la quarante-huitième Olympiade, que 
Glaukias de Crotone avait gagnée, les Amphictyons instituèrent 

�������������������������������������������������������������������������������� ��������������������������������������
*) Cet article est la reprise de la première partie d’une communication que j’ai 

proposée lors d’un colloque organisé par Brigitte Le Guen sur l’argent dans les 
concours grecs, dont les actes doivent être publiés prochainement. Les traductions 
proposées sont de ma main. 

1) Pausanias, Périégèse X,2,7. 
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des prix pour le concours de citharodie, comme c’était le cas 
depuis les origines, mais ils en ajoutèrent pour celui d’aulodie et 
d’aulétique; furent proclamés vainqueurs le Céphallénien 
Mélampous à la citharodie, l’Arcadien Échembrotos à l’aulodie 
et Sacadas d’Argos à l’aulétique (...). À la deuxième Pythiade, 
ils n’appelèrent plus à concourir pour des prix: c’est la couronne 
que, à partir de ce moment-là, ils instituèrent comme ré-
compense du concours. 

Avec la première date, nous sommes en 586, à en juger par la 
régularité du calendrier olympique; la deuxième Pythiade nous 
placerait donc en 582. Le problème est que cette chronologie est 
différente de celle des Chroniques d’Eusèbe, qui situe le premier 
concours pythique lors de la quarante-neuvième Olympiade.2 C’est 
l’étude des scholies de Pindare qui peut permettre de comprendre cette 
apparente discordance.3 Elles s’attachent en effet à dater les 
différentes épinicies de Pindare; Kai Brodersen y a consacré une étude 
en 1990, où il conclut que selon le scholiaste, la première Pythiade 
serait à placer en 586.4 Dans son commentaire de la Onzième 
Pythique, paru en 2007,5 P.J. Finglass arrive au contraire à la 
conclusion que la première Pythiade débute en 582 av. J.-C., mais pour 
ce faire il s’appuie sur d’autres scholies que K. Brodersen, pour qui le 
texte décisif est le suivant, tiré des Scholia in Pindarum, ad Pythias, 
III, inscr. b (l.6–10):  

���.�5�,�@�A�.�A�.�6�U �1�ÿ�U �è�U �`�*�>�F�:�U �/�.�@�6�8�2���?�U �7�.�A�ý�U �A���:�U �<�?�[�U �i�8�B�9�=�6�)�1�.�`�U �A�.�?�U
�7�4�[�U ���B�5�6�)�1�<�?�U �A�/�U �=�>�<�7�2�6�9�*�:�,�U �i�8�B�9�=�6�)�1�6�U �@�B�0�D�>�I�:�<�B�U �<�ñ�@�4�?�`�U �÷�@�A�2�U
�=�)�:�A�4�U�A�2�U�7�.���U�=�)�:�A�F�?�U�9�2�A�ý�U�A���:�U�ï�@�A�2�>�<�:�U���B�5�6�)�1�.�`�U�Û�A�6�?�U�0�*�0�<�:�2�U�=�2�>���U
�A���:�U�<�?�[�U�i�8�B�9�=�6�)�1�.�`�U�@�B�:�A�2�A�)�D�5�.�6�U�A�I�:�1�2�U�A���:�U�U�­�=�,�:�6�7�<�:.6

�������������������������������������������������������������������������������� ��������������������������������������
2) K. BRODERSEN, Zur Datierung der ersten Pythien, in: ZPE 82, 1990, 26, n.8. 
3) On trouvera la bibliographie de toute cette question dans P.J. FINGLASS,

Pythian Eleven, edited with introduction, translation and commentary, Cambridge 
2007 (Cambridge classical texts and commentaries 45), 19–21. Je tiens à remercier 
William J. Slater de m’avoir signalé ces quelques pages consacrées à la chronologie 
des Pythia.  

4) BRODERSEN, Zur Datierung (cf.n.2), 31. 
5) FINGLASS, Pythian Eleven (cf. n.3), 19–27. On verra que je rejoins les con-

clusions de P.J. Finglass, mais sa démonstration repose sur d’autres sources que 
celles que j’ai exploitées dans cet article.  

6) J’ai souligné ici les prépositions sur lesquelles portera l’essentiel de mon 
propos. 
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C’est du moins l’édition qu’en donne Brodersen, héritée des les 
travaux de Schröder, Gaspar, Bennett, Miller et Mosshammer.7 L’édi-
tion de Drachmann en revanche donne �<�2�[ pour la deuxième occur-
rence.8

Voici comment Brodersen a compris le texte qu’il reproduit: 
«Hiéron est établi roi pendant la 76e Olympiade, alors que la 28e

Pythiade était contemporaine de l’Olympiade citée ci-dessus, si bien 
qu’il ne fait décidément aucun doute que cette épinicie a été composée 
après la dernière des deux Pythiades que nous avons citées [les deux 
victoires de Hiéron],9 qui eut lieu autour de la 76e Olympiade.»  

Si le texte dit que la 28e Pythiade est contemporaine de la 76e

Olympiade, qui commence en 476, c’est sans doute au sens où elle 
commence en 474, à la troisième année de l’Olympiade. L’échelon-
nement des concours se fait en effet en fonction de l’Olympiade qui 
précède. Aussi la 27e Pythiade entoure-t-elle la 76e Olympiade, com-
me le comprend Brodersen à bon droit. Mais conserver cette chro-
nologie revient à fixer une première Pythiade en 582 av.J.-C. En effet, 
la 76e Olympiade, selon la chronologie traditionnelle, se déroule de 
476 à 473 av.J.-C. D’après ce calcul, la 27e Pythiade tombe en 478–
475, la 28e en 474–471. Or cette chronologie ne s’avère être possible 
que si l’on prend 582 pour point de départ. 

Mais Brodersen rejette cette date pour privilégier celle de 586. Pour 
défendre cette datation, il faut faire une correction dans le texte sur 
�7�.�A�ý�U�U�U�U�A���:�U�<�?�[�U�i�8�B�9�=�6�)�1�.�U�Uet�U�=�2�>���U�A���:�U�<�?�[�U�i�8�B�9�=�6�)�1�.: il propose à mots 
couverts de lire chaque fois �<�2�[. Donc, si Brodersen rejoint l’édition de 
Drachmann pour corriger le second �<�?�[, il suggère de ne pas conserver 
non plus le premier. Pour s’en justifier, Brodersen rappelle qu’une 
autre scholie atteste que Gélon, frère de Hiéron et son prédécesseur 
immédiat, est mort �A�/�U �<�2�[�U �i�8�B�9�=�6�)�1�6, «à la 75e Olympiade».10 Pour 
harmoniser ces deux données, Brodersen estime nécessaire d’en 
corriger une: à ses yeux, la tradition manuscrite du texte de la scholie 
à la troisième Pythique est corrompue.11 Mais il faut alors supposer 

�������������������������������������������������������������������������������� ��������������������������������������
7) O. SCHROEDER, Pindarica, in: Philologus 53, 1894, 721 ff.; C. GASPAR, Essai 

de chronologie pindarique, Bruxelles 1900, 1ff.; H. C. BENNETT Jr., On the 
Systemization of Scholia Dates for Pindar’s Pythian Odes, in: HSCPh 62, 1957, 
63ff.; S.G. MILLER, The Date of the First Pythiad, in: CSCA 11, 1978, 130ff.; 
A. A. MOSSHAMMER, The Date of the First Pythiad – Again, in: GRBS 23, 1982, 
17ff. 

8) A. B. DRACHMANN, Scholia vetera in Pindari carmina, Leipzig 1900, 63. 
9) Scholia in Pindarum, ad Pythias, III, inscr. B 1–5, DRACHMANN (cf. n.8), 62; 

à recouper avec I, metr. 5–7, DRACHMANN (cf. n.8), 5. 
10) Scholia in Pindarum, ad Pythias, I, metr. 5–7, DRACHMANN (cf. n.8), 5. 
11) BRODERSEN, Zur Datierung (cf.n.2), 28. 
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que l’erreur de copie ait été faite à deux reprises dans ces quelques 
lignes. 

Or il est surprenant que le scholiaste emploie d’un côté le datif et 
de l’autre �7�.�A�þ suivi de l’accusatif alors que l’on aurait le même 
événement, la montée sur le trône de Hiéron. Or si l’on considère les 
deux textes, on constate que le datif est employé pour la mort de 
Gélon tandis que dans le deuxième texte, c’est la charge royale qui est 
évoquée au présent. On peut donc se demander si les deux expressions 
sont vraiment équivalentes comme le suppose Brodersen. ���.�A�) au 
sens de «pendant» signifie plus précisément, dans les contextes où il 
est employé, «d’un bout à l’autre», ce qui ne saurait convenir ici, si 
l’on admet la correction, puisque Hiéron est fait roi en 478, soit la 
troisième année de la 75e Olympiade.  

En revanche, il est un autre sens temporel de �7�.�A�), tout aussi ré-
pandu, qui correspondrait mieux : «aux environs de». C’est alors le 
moyen d’exprimer une datation approximative, équivalente à notre 
recours aux décennies pour situer un événement dans l’histoire. Les 
Grecs n’ayant pas la conception de décennies ni même de siècles, ils 
se repèrent grâce aux Olympiades. L’expression est particulièrement 
en usage quand il s’agit de dater l’�•�7�9�+ d’un philosophe: l’historien 
Apollodore écrit ainsi de Protagoras qu’il a connu son heure de gloire 
aux environs de la 84e Olympiade, �•�7�9�)�3�2�6�:�U �7�.�A�ý�U �A���:�U �A�2�A�)�>�A�4�:�U �7�.���U
�ç�0�1�<�4�7�<�@�A���:�U�i�8�B�9�=�6�)�1�.��12 Plutarque situe l’archontat de Lysimachos 
fils de Myrrhinousios �7�.�A�ý�U�A���:�U�ç�0�1�<�4�7�<�@�A���:�U�²�7�A�4�:�U�i�8�B�9�=�6�)�1�.,13 or il 
ne saurait avoir occupé cette magistrature quatre ans durant: il faut 
donc comprendre «aux environs de la 86e Olympiade».  

Le scholiaste de la TroisièmePythique peut bien avoir oublié que 
Hiéron arrive sur le trône en 478, mais il a au moins une idée de 
l’Olympiade: aussi situe-t-il cet événement lors de la 75e Olympiade, 
au datif, qui va de 480 à 476; l’autre moyen est de dire aux alentours 
de 476, à deux ans près, la fête de l’Olympiade servant de juste terme 
temporel. Ce qui fait difficulté dans ces datations, c’est qu’Olympiade 
peut désigner aussi bien la fête que la période de quatre ans qui la suit. 
On comprend aussi pourquoi le scholiaste emploie un présent: si 
Hiéron monte sur le trône en 478, il installe et affermit sa royauté 
dans les années qui suivent. 

�������������������������������������������������������������������������������� ��������������������������������������
12) FGrHist. 244 F 71; on trouvera d’autres exemples chez Diogène Laërce, en I 

68, 101 et 108, VII 6, VIII 45, 74 et 90, etc. 
13) Vitae decem oratorum 836 F. 
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Il convient aussi de s’interroger sur la démarche même du scho-
liaste: son intention est de dater l’épinicie. Il sait que Hiéron l’a 
emporté aux 26e et 27e Pythiades:14

�­�:�,�7�4�@�2�U�1�ÿ�U�è�U�`�*�>�F�:�U�A���:�U�9�ÿ�:�U�7�?�[�U���B�5�6�)�1�.�U�7�.���U�A���:�U�®�;�.�?�U�7�*�8�4�A�6�`�U�A���:�U
�1�ÿ�U�7�5�[�U�¢�>�9�.�A�6�`�U�2�ß�?�U�À�:�U�è�U�î�=�<�7�2�,�9�2�:�<�?�U�­�=�,�:�6�7�<�?�U�A�*�A�.�7�A�.�6�b�U

Hiéron l’emporta à la course de cheval à la 26e Pythiade et à la 
suivante, puis à la course en char à la 28e Pythiade, où est située 
notre épinicie. 

On ne peut comprendre la conséquence logique de son propos, �9�2�A�ý�U
�A���:�U �ï�@�A�2�>�<�:�U ���B�5�6�)�1�., «après la dernière Pythiade», à moins de 
postuler que son but est de déterminer laquelle des deux victoires de 
Hiéron est célébrée dans la Troisième Pythique. En bon commentateur, 
il relève que le texte de Pindare parle de Hiéron comme �/�.�@�6�8�2�J�?: il 
tient là un terminus post quem. On saisit alors son raisonnement: 
Hiéron se trouve sur le trône aux alentours de 476 et c’est la 28e

Pythiade qui est immédiatement postérieure à cette date. Donc 
l’épinicie ne saurait célébrer la 26e Pythiade, trop ancienne pour que 
Hiéron soit roi, mais bien la 27e. Et l’on voit aussi ce qui a pu faire 
problème: la même année, en 478, Hiéron gagne la course de cheval et 
monte sur le trône. On ne connaît pas le mois de la mort de Gélon, 
mais le festival des Pythia se tenant en automne, c’est peut-être un 
tout jeune roi dont Pindare fait alors l’éloge. 

Si donc la 27e Pythiade tombe bien en 478–475 av. J.-C., le point de 
départ est l’année 582. En cela, le scholiaste serait suivi par Eusèbe 
qui place les premiers concours pythiques dans la 49e Olympiade; de 
même, la Chronique de Paros15 donne bien pour date d’institution des 
concours stéphanites à Delphes l’année 582, sans toutefois préciser si 
c’est le premier concours des Pythia; la mention précédente fait état 
d’un concours gymnique qui devient chrématite en 590. Mais aucune 
indication n’y est donnée pour l’année 586: 

�t�¥�C�É�U�<�ô�U�¥�v�9�t�C�6�7�A�v�J�t�<�:�2�?�U�±�5�v�B�t�@�.�:�U�7�v�.�A�.�=�<�t�8�4�9�+�@�.�v�:�A�2�?�U���J�>�a
�>�.�:�`�U�7�.���U�è�U�•�0�	�:�U�è�U�0�B�9�:�6�7���?�U�­�A�*�5�4�U�D�>�4�9�.�A�,�A�4�?�U�•�=���U�A�C�:�U�8�.�C�J�>�F�:�`�U
�±�A�4�U�����t���v�����������`�U�¡�>�D�<�:�A�<�?�U�¥�5�+�:�4�@�6�:�U� �,�9�F�t�:�v�<�?�b�U

� ¥� C� É� U � <� ô� U � t� ­� :� U � �� 2� 8� C� <� 5� v� ?� U � t� è� U � @� A� 2� v� C� .� :� ,� A� 4� ?� U � •� 0� 	� :� U � =� )� 8� 6� :� U � ­� A� *� 5� 4�`�U �±�A�4�U
�����������������`�U�¡�>�D�<�:�A�<�?�U�¥�5�+�:�4�@�6�U���.�9�.�@�,�<�B�U�A�<�=�U�1�2�B�A�*�>�<�B�b�U

�������������������������������������������������������������������������������� ��������������������������������������
14) Scholia in Pindarum, ad Pythias, P I, metr. 5–7, DRACHMANN (cf. n.8), 5. 
15) IG XII,5,444, l.52–54; FGrHist 239 A 37–38. 
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Depuis que les Amphictyons ont offert un sacrifice pour leur 
victoire sur Kyrrha et que le concours gymnique est devenu 
chrématite avec le butin, 327 ans écoulés, sous l’archontat de 
Simon à Athènes. 

Depuis qu’à Delphes le concours est redevenu stéphanite, 318 
ans, sous l’archontat de Damasios le second à Athènes. 
��

L’inscription de Paros s’achève l’année 363 avant J.-C., aussi peut-on 
déterminer les dates auxquelles le texte fait référence. Nous sommes 
donc respectivement en 591–590 et 582–581. 

Ainsi peut-on résumer les deux positions en présence: 

Calendrier 
moderne 

776 588 586 584 582 482 480 478 476 474

Olympiade 1e 48e 49e 75e 76e 

Pythiade  
(K. Brodersen) 

1e 2e 27e 28e 29e 

Pythiade  
(S. Perrot) 

1e 26e 27e 28e 

Aussi rejoignons-nous K. Brodersen pour dire qu’il y a bien eu des 
Pythia en 586,16 mais ils n’ont pas servi de point de départ pour le 
compte du scholiaste ni celui d’Eusèbe. Le concours, qui existait 
auparavant sous une forme musicale restreinte, la seule citharodie, et 
sous une forme sportive, peut-être dans une périodicité ennéatérique 
comme le Septerion, est pentétérique en 586 et prend alors le nom de 
Pythia: l’introduction de nouvelles disciplines musicales serait dé-
cisive en ce sens. Pausanias rapporte en effet que le tout premier 
concours d’aulétique a été remporté par Sacadas d’Argos, qui a 
renouvelé sa performance par deux fois. Or l’on sait par d’autres 
sources qu’il y a proposé une création très particulière, qui devait 
devenir aussitôt un morceau imposé du concours, le nome pythique.17

Du reste, l’on comprend qu’il soit difficile de parler de concours 
musical lorsqu’il n’y a qu’une épreuve de citharodie: c’est proprement 
un concours de citharodie. Pausanias prend donc cette modification 
majeure pour point de départ et ensuite développe la chronologie: 
c’est en 586 qu’ont donc eu lieu les premiers Pythia, sous ce nom, et 
c’est l’acte de naissance du concours musical.  

�������������������������������������������������������������������������������� ��������������������������������������
16) BRODERSEN, Zur Datierung (cf.n.2), 31. 
17) Pollux, Onomasticon IV,78–79. 
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En revanche, c’est avec l’institution du concours stéphanite que le 
scholiaste a fait commencer la chronologie des concours musicaux de 
Delphes.18 Ce n’est pas tant l’introduction de nouvelles disciplines 
musicales qui compte que la date du premier concours stéphanite, et 
c’est la même attention qui apparaît dans la Chronique de Paros. 
Pindare ne célèbre pas un musicien, mais un sportif et évoque sa 
couronne; le scholiaste suit cette priorité. C’est peut-être la marque du 
calendrier officiel: le calendrier des festivals commence en 582, même 
s’il y a eu des fêtes auparavant, à commencer par le concours sportif 
puis les premiers Pythia. Pausanias d’ailleurs, lorsqu’il parle de 
deuxième Pythiade, ne pense peut-être pas au calendrier officiel, mais 
veut tout simplement dire: «la deuxième fois qu’il y a eu des Pythia». 
Il a pu sembler aux Amphictyons plus naturel en 582 de recommencer 
à zéro, à une date où tout est homogène entre concours sportifs et 
musicaux, par l’attribution de la couronne de laurier.  

�������������������������������������������������������������������������������� ��������������������������������������
18) Voir aussi FINGLASS, Pythian Eleven (cf.n.3), 26–27. 
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Un dio “vicino”:  
Posidone di Onchesto e le vittorie ‘minori’  

di Erodoto di Tebe (Pind. Isthm. 1,32–33 e 52–67)�


Oretta Olivieri 
Urbino 

Nell’ Istmica 1 Pindaro ricorda due volte (vv. 32s. e 52ss.) Posidone venerato nella 
beotica Onchesto, “vicina” sia al vincitore sia al poeta, entrambi tebani. Il dio, in-
fatti, collegato con il culto all’Istmo, il luogo della vittoria, è definito �0�2���A�F�: “vi-
cino”. La vicinanza esprime valori etici ed affettivi e, alla luce dei fatti storici, an-
che politici. Dapprima sono considerate le vittorie di Erodoto in agoni ‘minori’ 
(vv. 52–59): essi da una parte sono funzionali a definire la strategia eulogistica del 
poeta, dall’altra, costituendo il curriculum sportivo dell’atleta, ne amplificano la 
fama. In un secondo momento, l’attenzione verte sul culto locale di Posidone: il 
rapporto di ‘vicinanza’ sottolineato nell’Istmica 1 vige rispetto al culto di On-
chesto, attestato sin dall’Inno omerico ad Apollo, oppure rispetto a Tebe stessa, 
nella quale testimonianze archeologiche, epigrafiche e letterarie rivelano l’esistenza 
di un culto? Senza sminuire l’importanza del dio a Tebe, il confronto con altri luo-
ghi pindarici fa propendere per il culto di Onchesto. Si è ritenuto altresì opportuno 
sottolineare il rilievo di Posidone in Beozia, alla quale egli è collegato da numerose 
tradizioni genealogiche. �U

Nel corso dell’Istmica prima, che celebra la vittoria equestre all’Istmo 
del tebano Erodoto, non solo proprietario del carro ma anche lui stesso 
auriga, Pindaro rende a Posidone un ovvio e prevedibile omaggio in 
quanto dio tutelare dei giochi nei quali il concittadino ha trionfato. 
Ciò che risulta degno di nota e merita una riflessione è invece il fatto 
che il poeta, nativo della Beozia, ricordi per ben due volte nell’ode 
(vv. 32–33 e 52–54) la presenza di Posidone nella regione, in partico-
lare sulle “rive di Onchesto”, centro vicino a Tebe sulla sponda meri-
dionale del lago Copaide,1 e nel primo passo, sotto il denominatore 
comune di Posidone, associ la località beotica al ruolo cultuale del dio 
all’Istmo: 
                                                          

�
) Desidero ringraziare la Prof.ssa Paola Bernardini per la lettura attenta del te-
sto quando era ancora in bozze e per i suoi preziosi suggerimenti; un ringrazia-
mento va anche all’anonimo lettore della redazione di Nikephoros per le utili note 
di commento. – I nomi e le opere degli autori antichi sono citati secondo The 
Oxford Classical Dictionary, edited by S. HORNBLOWER and A. SPAWFORTH, 
Oxford/New York 31996. Le sigle delle riviste sono quelle impiegate nell’Année 
Philologique. Gli scoli a Pindaro sono citati secondo l’edizione di A. B. DRACH-
MANN , Scholia vetera in Pindari carmina, Lipsiae 1903–1927.

1) Per il sito nelle testimonianze antiche, Ael. VH 12,57; Alc. fr. 325 VOIGT

(criticato da Strab. 9,2,33 per aver posto Onchesto “all’estremità dell’Elicona”); 
Diod.Sic. 17,10,4; Hes. fr. 219 M.-W.; Hymn.Hom. 4,88 e 190; Lactant.Plac. a 
Stat. Theb. 7,272; Steph.Byz. s.v. ���C�=�.�6; schol.Isthm. 1,77. 
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vv. 32–33 �D�.���>�2�A�)�b�U�­�0�	�U�1�ÿ�U���<�@�2�6�1�þ�F�:�6�U�a�@�5�9�D�U�A�2�U�3�.�5���$�U
�U �i�0�D�4�@�A���.�6�@���:�U�A�)�U�•�G���:�2�@�@�6�:�U�=�2�>�6�@�A���8�8�F�:�U�•�<�6�1�þ�:�U�b�b�b�U

vv. 32–33 A voi salve! Io apprestando un canto 
 per Posidone e per l’Istmo divino e per le rive di  
  Onchesto … 

e vv. 52–�i�m�U �¡�9�9�6�U�1�)�U�±�<�6�7�2�U���>���:�<�B�U�@�2�6�@���D�5�<�:�)�U�B�à���:�U
�U �0�2���A�<�:�)�U�•�9�2�6�/�<�9���:�<�6�?�U�2�í�2�>�0���A�.�:�U
�U �ž�>�9�þ�A�F�:�U�à�=�=�<�1�>���9�6�<�:�U�7�2�8�.�1�.�@�.�6�`�U
�i�i�U �7�.���U�@���5�2�:�`�U�¥�9�C�6�A�>���F�:�`�U
�U �=�.�5�1�.�?�U�=�>�<�@�2�6�=�2�5�:�U�A���:�U���6�:���.�U�A�2�U�9�B�D���:�U
�U �7�.���U�A���U���þ�9�.�A�>�<�?�U�7�8�B�A���:�U�¡�8�@�<�?�U�µ�8�2�B�a�U
�U �U �U �@�5�:�.�U�7�.���U���ñ�/�<�6�.�:�U�­�:�U�0�:�.�9�=�A�<�5�?�U�1�>���9�<�6�?���U
�U ���>�F�A�2�@���8�.�`�U�A���U�A�2���:�U�1�)�U�•�:�1�>�C�:�U�¥�D�.�6�C�:�U
�U �­�:�U�#�B�8�þ�7�$�U�A���9�2�:�<�?�U�@�B�9�/�þ�8�8�<�9�.�6�b�U

e vv. 52–�i�m A noi, ricambiando, conviene celebrare il figlio di Crono, 
 scuotitore della terra, vicino, 
 benefattore nelle corse coi carri, 
55 e invocare i tuoi figli, 
 o Anfitrione, e la valle di Minia, 
 e il celebre bosco di Demetra, Eleusi, 
  e l’Eubea, per le sue piste ricurve; 
 Protesilao, io vi aggiungo il tuo temenos 
 di uomini Achei, a Filace. 

In particolare, al v. 32 s., dopo aver preso commiato da Castore e Io-
lao, lodati nell’inno precedente (vv. 16–32), in segno di ringrazia-
mento per la vittoria di Erodoto, Pindaro dichiara di voler comporre 
l’ode per Posidone, venerato sia all’Istmo, dove si è svolta la gara, sia 
ad Onchesto, appartenente alla stessa regione del laudando oltre che 
del poeta. La medesima associazione Onchesto-Istmo in relazione a 
Posidone, ricorre in maniera significativa anche in un’altra ode te-
bana, l’Istmica quarta per Melisso, dove la menzione necessaria del 
dio dell’Istmo, che ha risvegliato la fama sopita dei Cleonimidi, grazie 
alla recente vittoria concessa a un suo membro, ha per corollario il ri-
ferimento, accessorio ma familiare all’uditorio tebano, al “vicino” 
culto di Onchesto (v. 19ss.):2
                                                          

2) Cfr. KÖHNKEN 1971, 96: “Posidone come dio di Onchesto in Beozia da una 
parte e come signore dell’Istmo e dei giochi Istmici dall’altra collega la patria del 
vincitore e del poeta, la Beozia, con il luogo della vittoria, l’Istmo.” La perifrasi 
indicante l’ubicazione geografica di Onchesto e gli agoni in essa celebrati, con il 
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�U �U �è�U�7�6�:�4�A���>�U�1�ÿ�U�0�&�?�U�i�0�D�4�@�A���:�U�<�ß�7���F�:�U
�f�d�U �7�.���U�0���C�B�>�.�:�U�=�<�:�A�6�þ�1�.�U�=�>���U���<�>���:�5�<�B�U�A�2�6�D���F�:�`�U
�U �A���:�1�2�U�=�<�>�	�:�U�0�2�:�2�'�U�5�.�B�9�.�@�A���:�U�ï�9�:�<�:�U
�U �­�7�U�8�2�D���F�:�U�•�:�þ�0�2�6�U�C�þ�9�.�:�U�=�.�8�.�6�þ�:�U�U
�U �2�í�7�8���F�:�U�±�>�0�F�:���U�­�:�U�ï�=�:�A�U
�U �U �0�ý�>�U�=���@�2�:�U

  Lo scuotitore della Terra, che abita Onchesto 
20 e il marittimo istmo davanti alle mura di Corinto, 
 largendo alla stirpe quest’inno mirabile 
 rialza dal letto la fama antica  
 delle imprese gloriose poiché era caduta 
  nel sonno. 

   
Il secondo passo dell’Istmica prima (v. 52ss.) riporta, invece, secondo 
una prassi comune all’epinicio,3 una nutrita sequenza di prestigiose 
vittorie equestri conseguite da Erodoto in feste agonistiche minori, in-
dicate con il nome del dio o dell’eroe titolare dei giochi (vv. 52–59). 
L’elenco, che potrebbe proseguire, è quindi interrotto, con effetto am-
plificante la fama dell’auriga, da una dichiarazione iperbolica secondo 
la quale risulta impossibile, sia per il grande numero delle vittorie di 
Erodoto sia per la misura limitata dell’epinicio, enunciarne tutti i suc-
cessi (vv. 60–63); di qui l’augurio finale di ricevere le corone della 
vittoria, e di essere per questo celebrato di nuovo nel canto, anche a 
Pito e ad Olimpia, procurando fama a sé e alla città natale (vv. 64–
67). 

Ad eccezione della vittoria panellenica nei giochi Istmici in onore 
di Posidone – ma forse anche nell’agone equestre per Posidone a On-
chesto?4 –,le gare menzionate, nelle quali Erodoto ha vinto (v. 52ss.), 
sono state disputate nella regione natale e in quelle geograficamente 
limitrofe (oltre alla Beozia, l’Attica, l’Eubea e la Tessaglia), e si in-
                                                                                                                                              
riferimento implicito al culto di Posidone, si trova anche in Parth. 94b, 46 �­�:�U
�•�G���:�2�@�@�6�:�U�i�0�D�4�t�@�A�<�=�U�7�8�B�v�A�&�b Del resto, tutto il passo (vv. 38–49) del Partenio per 
il tebano Agasicle presenta evidenti analogie tematiche con l’Istmica quarta per 
Melisso: in entrambi i casi l’aretalogia è costruita sulla timé attuale e passata di cui 
la famiglia di Agasicle e quella di Melisso godono grazie alla prossenia nei con-
fronti dei vicini (Parth. 94b, 41–43; Isthm. 4,7–8) e alla valentia dimostrata nelle 
prove equestri (Parth. 94b, 44–49; Isthm. 4,14). Nella struttura dell’Istmica prima, 
il riferimento alle “rive di Onchesto”, dove Posidone ha un santuario, potrebbe as-
solvere anche alla funzione di introdurre il padre di Erodoto, Asopodoro, che aveva 
possedimenti a Orcomeno, sulla sponda settentrionale del lago Copaide, più vicina 
ad Onchesto che a Tebe(RACE 1990, 170).  

3) Cfr., e.g., Ol. 7,80ss.; 13,98ss.; Bacchyl. Ep. 10,29ss. 
4) Vd. infra p. 21ss. 
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scrivono in un circuito di agoni minori locali:5 negli Herakleia o Iola-
eia a Tebe in onore dei “figli di Anfitrione” (vv. 55–56), nei Minyeia
di Orcomeno (v. 56), nelle Eleusinie in onore di Demetra e Core 
(v. 57), in Eubea (v. 57) e a Filace nell’agone funebre dedicato a Pro-
tesilao (vv. 58–59). 

Sarà utile soffermarsi brevemente sulle singole feste, che costrui-
scono, in un crescendo di importanza fino al conseguimento della co-
rona istmica, ricordata per prima, il curriculum sportivo dell’auriga; 
curriculum che potrebbe essere aperto proprio dal ricordo della vitto-
ria equestre riportata a Onchesto. 

Per gli agoni in onore dei figli di Anfitrione gli scoli pindarici 
usano indifferentemente la denominazione �X�>�þ�7�8�2�6�. o �a�<�8�þ�2�6�.�b6

Mentre l’Herakleion si trovava a sud-est della Cadmea, lo Iolaeion, 
costituito da un heroon di Iolao, da uno stadio e da un ginnasio, era 
più a nord, di fronte alla porta delle Pretidi.7 Poiché si conoscono due 
nomi per la festa, sia Herakleia sia Iolaeia, è doveroso chiedersi se si 
tratti di due cerimonie e di due agoni distinti che si tenevano in due 
siti diversi della città, oppure di un medesimo agone denominato in 
due modi diversi. Sono gli scoliasti stessi che per primi danno una ri-
sposta al quesito, precisando esplicitamente in alcuni casi che si tratta 
del medesimo agone chiamato in entrambi i modi.8 L’alternanza dei 
nomi, ugualmente in uso, pone allora un ulteriore quesito inerente il 
luogo di svolgimento delle gare: esse si tenevano nel complesso ar-
chitettonico dedicato a Iolao e incentrato sulla sua tomba presso la 
porta delle Pretidi, oppure più a sud nel sito eracleo, che ospitava la 
tomba dei figli e il santuario di Eracle venerato con l’epiteto epicorico 
di Promachos? Mentre in Isthm. 4,61 il poeta pone esplicitamente i 
giochi sportivi “oltre la porta di Elettra”, vale a dire nell’area consa-
crata ad Eracle, nell’ambito del grandioso rito religioso annuale per 
l’eroe e i suoi figli, in altri passi di epinici pindarici le vittorie tebane 
dei laudandi sono state riportate presso la tomba comune di Anfitrione 
e Iolao,9 cioè allo Iolaeion. Didimo in uno scolio alla Nemea 4 af-
ferma che gli Herakleia si svolgevano nel ginnasio di Iolao presso la 

                                                          
5) Vd. RINGWOOD 1927, 34–57; ANGELI BERNARDINI 2005.
6) Vd. scholl.Isthm. 4,114a, b (�X�>�þ�7�8�2�6�.); 117 (�a�<�8�þ�2�6�.); scholl. ad Ol. 7,15e; 

9,148e, i, l; ad Isthm. 1,11c; 79b. 
7) Paus. 9,23,1 (qui era anche la tomba comune di Iolao e di Anfitrione). 
8) Vd. schol.Ol. 7,153e �­�:�U�1�ÿ�U�����/�.�6�?�U�A�ý�U�X�>�þ�7�8�2�6�.���U�A�ý�U�1�ÿ�U�.�í�A�ý�U�7�.���U�a�<�8�þ�2�6�.�U�7�.�a

�8�2�5�A�.�6; schol.Isthm. 1,79b; scholl.Pyth. 9,156a e 156b: nel primo scolio si dice che 
Telesicrate ha vinto agli Iolaeia, mentre nel secondo la medesima vittoria tebana 
dell’atleta cirenaico è conseguita agli Herakleia. Sull’identità dei due agoni chia-
mati alternativamente Herakleia o Iolaeia, vd. NILSSON 1906, 446 e n.3. 

9) Ol. 9,98s.; Nem. 4,19ss. 
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tomba di Anfitrione, dove si trovava anche il cenotafio del nipote di 
Eracle.10 La soluzione all’apparente incongruenza sembra quella pro-
spettata già da Keramopoullos e ripresa da Symeonoglou, secondo la 
quale l’agone, indicato con due nomi, sarebbe uno mentre le strutture 
e gli impianti sportivi sarebbero dislocati in entrambi i siti in un’area 
complessiva, del resto, non troppo estesa.11  

I giochi Minyeia di Orcomeno prendevano il nome da Minia, il 
fondatore della città.12 Secondo uno scolio all’Istmica prima,13 alcuni 
fanno discendere Minia da Orcomeno, come Ferecide,14 altri, al con-
trario, Orcomeno da Minia;15 secondo un’altra versione, non altrimenti 
attestata, entrambi discenderebbero da Eteocle. Lo scolio riferisce 
inoltre che Dionisio di Samo16 registra Minia figlio di Ares, mentre 
Aristodemo di Tebe, per il quale Minia è figlio di Aleo, scrive che gli 
Argonauti furono chiamati Minii da lui.17 Il “tesoro di Minia”, “una 
meraviglia (�5�.�=�9�.) seconda a nessun’altra né in Grecia né altrove”, è 
collocato da Pausania ad Orcomeno, assieme alla tomba dell’ecista. 
Essa attesta il culto dell’eroe, confermato dall’iscrizione IG 7,3218.18

Presso quella venivano celebrati gli agoni.19

Ad Eleusi, non lontano da Atene, si trovava l’�¡�8�@�<�? di Demetra. 
Erano celebrate due feste agonistiche, l’una penteterica,20 l’altra in-

                                                          
10) Didimo in schol.Nem. 4,32; così anche schol.Ol. 9,148d. 
11) KERAMOPOULLOS 1917, 330; SYMEONOGLOU 1985, 108s.; KRUMMEN 1990, 

76 e n.6. Per SCHACHTER 1986, 27 l’agone si svolgeva originariamente all’ 
Herakleion, ma più tardi fu trasferito allo Iolaeion. Da ultimo rinvio sull’argomento 
a OLIVIERI 2010. 

12) Hom. Il.  2,511 e Od. 11,284. 
13) Schol.Isthm. 1,79c. 
14) FGrH 3 F 171 = fr. 178 DOLCETTI (Ferecide di Atene. Testimonianze e fram-

menti, introduzione, testo, traduzione e commento a cura di P. DOLCETTI, Alessan-
dria 2004). 

15) Paus. 9,36,6; schol.Il. 2,511. Per tutte le possibili genealogie di Minia, FIEHN 

1932, 2015–2018. 
16) FGrH 15 F 14. 
17) FGrH 383 F *16. L’appellativo Minii per designare gli Argonauti, presente 

già in Pindaro (Pyth. 4,69; Ol. 14,4 e schol. 5a; cfr. Hdt. 4,145–146), diverrà con-
sueto (Ap.Rhod. 1,229ss. e schol. 1,233 b p. 28 WENDEL).   

18) Paus. 9,38,2–3. Vd. NILSSON 1906, 461. 
19) Cfr. NILSSON 1906, 461; RINGWOOD 1927, 40. FARNELL 1965, 340 ipotizza, 

come possibile festa a Orcomeno, anche i Charitesia, dedicati alle Cariti, su cui 
RINGWOOD 1927, 39s. La menzione esplicita di Minia fa pensare piuttosto alla fe-
sta in suo onore; per i Charitesia, poi, le più antiche iscrizioni (IG 7, 3195–3197), 
che menzionano gare musicali e drammatiche, risalgono al I a.C. Per il culto anti-
chissimo delle Cariti a Orcomeno e nella piana del fiume Cefiso, Pind. Ol. 14,1–20; 
Paus. 9,38,1.  

20) Arist. Ath.Pol. 54,7. 
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vece trieterica con il nome di “piccole Eleusinie”. 21 Chiamate anche 
Demetria,22 erano dedicate a Demetra e Core23 e celebrate in origine 
come festa di ringraziamento per il raccolto.24

Le “piste ricurve” dell’Eubea non sono collocate in un agone speci-
fico né, unico caso nel presente catalogo delle vittorie, è indicata la 
divinità tutelare dei giochi. In Eubea si celebravano le feste Basileia
in onore di Ade secondo gli scoli,25 ma si è pensato, meno verisimil-
mente, anche alle feste Gerestie celebrate a Geresto, sulla punta meri-
dionale dell’Eubea, in onore di Posidone dio del mare e delle tempe-
ste.26  

L’ultima festa ad essere menzionata sono i Protesilaeia, un �•�0�	�:�U
�­�=�6�A�þ�C�6�<�? che si svolgeva nella città tessala di Filace, in Acaia Ftio-
tide a nord di Tebe Ftiotica.27 Con un vocativo analogo a quello con il 
quale poco prima è apostrofato il tebano Anfitrione, il poeta richiama 
l’eroe già noto ad Omero, e il suo temenos, cioè il territorio di cui egli 
deteneva il comando.28 Il carattere funerario dei giochi si spiega con la 
morte violenta e valorosa dell’eroe, il primo fra gli Achei a sbarcare e 
ad essere ucciso a Troia sia nel racconto iliadico sia nei Cypria.29

                                                          
21) KRAMER 1970, 35–36. Per il riferimento all’agone, Pind. Ol. 9,99 e 13,110. 
22) Schol.Ol. 9,150 a; 13,156a; Isthm. 1,81a. 
23) Schol.Ol. 9,150b.  
24) NILSSON 1906, 334ss. Le prime testimonianze epigrafiche risalgono all’ 

inizio del V o del VI sec.a.C. e il premio era rappresentato da un’offerta o corona 
di orzo: KRAMER 1970, 36 e nn.4–5. 

25) Schol.Isthm. 1,11c e 81d. Di questo avviso PRIVITERA 2001, 153: la con-
sacrazione dei giochi ad Ade, il dio dei morti, spiegherebbe, infatti, la deliberata 
omissione da parte del poeta del nome del dio tutelare, silenzio probabilmente gra-
dito – possiamo immaginare – all’uditorio presente all’esecuzione dell’epinicio.   

26) Schol. Ol. 13,159b. BURY 1965, 12; KRAMER 1970, 39; NILSSON 1906, 72s. 
Se i giochi fossero stati dedicati a Posidone venerato a Geresto, non si vede la ra-
gione per la quale il poeta non avrebbe dovuto menzionare la divinità tanto più che 
tale vittoria avrebbe costituito una prova ulteriore della benevolenza di Posidone 
nei confronti di Erodoto. L’Eubea “ricca di campi” è ricordata come luogo di gare 
anche da Bacchyl. Ep. 10,34.  

27) Strab. 9,5,8 (433). Schol.Isthm. 1,83; NILSSON 1906, 462; KRAMER 1970, 51. 
28) Secondo l’interpretazione dello scolio 83; ma vd. SLATER 1969, s.v. �A���9�2�:�<�?: 

‘sanctuary, precinct’. 
29) Hom. Il.  2,695ss. (riferimenti alla sorte di Protesilao a Troia anche in Il.

13,681; 15,705 s.; 16,286); Cypria fr. 26 BERNABÉ. L’uccisore di Protesilao è 
genericamente “uno dei Dardani” in Omero, Enea o Ettore in Cypria fr. 26 (II) = 
schol.Hom. Il. 2,701. Sia Omero sia l’autore dei Cypria nella testimonianza di Pau-
sania (fr. 26 [I] BERNABÉ = Paus. 4,2,7) ricordano la breve durata del matrimonio 
non ancora allietato da figli, e il dolore lancinante della giovane sposa, chiamata 
nei Cypria Polidora, figlia dell’Oineide Meleagro, morta suicida in preda alla di-
sperazione. Negli autori latini, invece, sarà chiamata Laodamia e sarà cantata come 
vedova inconsolabile (ad es. Catull. 68,73ss.; Ov. Her. 13ss.; Hyg. Fab. 103f).  
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L’abilità di Protesilao come lanciatore del disco30 autorizza a pensare 
che i giochi in suo onore prevedessero sia gare ippiche che ginniche.31   

Passiamo a Posidone dopo questa rapida carrellata sui giochi ‘mi-
nori’, la cui menzione da parte del poeta si comprende, come è noto, 
alla luce della strategia eulogistica dell’epinicio.32 A lui, nominato per 
primo, è accordato maggior spazio (vv. 52–54): il dio è infatti qualifi-
cato con una serie di epiteti, dei quali alcuni esprimono le sue prero-
gative generali, i restanti, invece, sono specifici del culto in Beozia. 
“Figlio di Crono” e “scuotitore della terra” sono appellativi piuttosto 
convenzionali,33 mentre gli altri attributi (“vicino”, “benefattore”, “pa-
trono delle corse coi carri”) sembrano caratterizzare la rappresenta-
zione locale di Posidone, sollevando alcuni interrogativi. Innanzitutto, 
il culto “vicino” al quale Pindaro allude, è quello di Onchesto oppure 
un culto ancora più vicino al poeta, cioè addirittura tebano? In se-
condo luogo, perché Pindaro predilige un culto beotico al culto di Po-
sidone all’Istmo, dove Erodoto ha trionfato? 

���2���A�F�: non risolve il primo quesito in quanto “vicino” è tanto Posi-
done venerato a Tebe quanto quello di Onchesto, a poca distanza da 
Tebe in direzione nord-ovest.34 Nella dettagliata descrizione dei siti 
pubblici tebani,35 Pausania non menziona il santuario di Posidone a 
Tebe, anche se Keramopoullos sosteneva che ve n’era uno situato 
nelle vicinanze dell’ippodromo e della casa dello stesso Pindaro, 
presso la porta di Borea.36 Symeonoglou spiega l’omissione del Perie-
geta con il fatto che il tempio si trovava in una posizione isolata, al di 
fuori del percorso di Pausania e colloca il complesso religioso all’ 
estremità settentrionale della Cadmea, vicino alla chiesa di Agia 
Eleousa.37 Si può credere all’esistenza di un culto tebano di Posidone 
grazie a una preziosa testimonianza epigrafica e ad alcune fonti lette-
rarie non trascurabili. L’iscrizione IG 7,2465 (IV/III secolo a. C.) su 

                                                          
30) Philostr. Her. 2,3. 
31) KRAMER 1970, 51. 
32) Si rinvia a ANGELI BERNARDINI 1983, passim; 2003 e 2005. 
33) “Stereotipi cultuali” li definisce PRIVITERA 2001, 152. Per �@�2�6�@���D�5�F�:, cfr. an-

che Isthm. 4,19 �è�U�7�6�:�4�A���>�U�b�b�b�U�0�&�? e Isthm. 7,38 ���.�6�þ�<�D�<�?�U�\�µ�:�:�<�@���1�.�? in Pyth. 4,33 e 
173; Pae. 4,41; fr. 60a, 6, forma dorica per l’omerico �µ�:�:�<�@���0�.�6�<�? [e.g. Il. 13,43; 
ps. Hes. Sc. 104]). Cfr. SCHACHTER 1986, 212 e 217. 

34) A proposito del motivo del “vicino” e “lontano” in Pindaro, vd. RAMNOUX 

1960, 439–459; YOUNG 1968, 116–120; HUBBARD 1985, 11–27. 
35) Sulla centralità di Tebe rispetto alle altre poleis nel libro nono sulla Beozia, 

vd. MUSTI 1988. 
36) KERAMOPOULLOS 1917, 357–358. Sull’esistenza di un santuario tebano, vd. 

anche WÜST 1953, 511. Paus. 9,23,2 menziona l’ippodromo e la tomba di Pindaro. 
37) SYMEONOGLOU 1985, 126 s., 189 e fig. 3, 7 (site 94). 
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un altare a Tebe documenta l’epiteto �­�9�=���8�4�<�? per Posidone.38 Nell’ 
Aspis pseudo-esiodea (v. 104s.) i tratti specifici di Tebe posti sotto la 
protezione di Posidone, cioè i bastioni delle mura (�7�>���1�2�9�:�<�:) e la 
città stessa (�=���8�4�.), ne fanno una divinità dello spazio murario ed 
urbano. Posidone compare subito prima di Ares e di Afrodite, intima-
mente legati alle origini di Tebe, nella parodo dei Sette a Tebe di 
Eschilo: il coro delle fanciulle tebane, all’annuncio dell’arrivo dell’ 
esercito argivo, invoca angosciato la protezione di tutti gli dei custodi 
della terra tebana (v. 109 ���2�<���U�=�<�8�6�þ�<�D�<�6�U�D�5�<�:���?�U�ã�A�)�U�ã�A�2�U�=�þ�:�A�2�?), fra i 
quali Posidone è invocato come “signore dei cavalli, sovrano del 
mare” (v. 130 �á�=�=�6�<�?�U�=�<�:�A�<�9���1�F�:�U�¡�:�.�;).39

La maggior parte degli interpreti ritiene che ai vv. 52–54 dell’ 
Istmica 1 Pindaro faccia riferimento al santuario di Posidone a On-
chesto.40 A. Schachter, non credendo all’esistenza di un culto di Po-
sidone a Tebe, illustra soltanto la storia del tempio onchestio.41 Ma 
l’affermazione dello studioso, secondo la quale Posidone non fu mai 
un “pan-Boiotian god” al pari di divinità nazionali come Atena Itonia
e Zeus Karaios,42 sembra smentita in primo luogo da quanto asseriva 
Aristarco: �¾�U ���<�6�F�A���.�U �é�8�4�U �à�2�>�ý�U ���<�@�2�6�1�C�:�<�?�b43 L’importanza di Posi-
done in Beozia è testimoniata già da Corinna che fa di Beoto, l’eroe 
                                                          

38) Forma beotica per �­�9�=���8�.�6�<�?�n�U ���2�<�7�7�	�U �¶�>�9�.���A�U �b�b�b�U ���<�A�2�6�1�þ�<�:�6�U �µ�9�=�B�8���<�t�6�v. 
SYMEONOGLOU 1985, 126; SCHACHTER 1986, 207 e 217, dove l’epiteto �­�9�=���8�.�6�<�? è 
interpretato come “sul passo”, quello dove sorgeva il santuario di Onchesto (sulla 
base di LSJ s.v.�=���8�4 II. 2 = “entrance into a country through mountains, pass”). Il 
fatto, però, che l’iscrizione sia stata rinvenuta a Tebe e, soprattutto, il significato 
più verisimile di “presso, davanti alla porta” per �­�9�=���8�4�<�?, significato convalidato 
sia dalla conformazione urbanistica di Tebe, notoriamente città “dalle sette porte”, 
sia da espressioni analoghe (ad es. �­�:�U �=���8�.�6�? in Aesch. Sept. 160 e 213; cfr. anche 
Artemide �­�9�=���8�6�<�? “che sta alla porta” in Orph. Arg. 902), lasciano pensare ad un 
culto cittadino e tebano. Posidone di Onchesto è chiamato Biassthenes su una pietra 
di confine trovata ad est di Onchesto (SEG 30, 442). Alla porta di Borea si trovava 
la tomba di Anfione (Aesch. Sept. 527s.) con funzione profilattica di quell’ingresso 
urbico. Sugli �5�2�<���U �=�>�<�=���8�.�6�<�6 in generale, vd. O.WEINREICH in: Ath.Mitt. 38, 
1913, 62–72 = Kleine Schriften I, Amsterdam 1969, 197–206; F.G. MAIER (Ed.), 
Eranion: Festschrift für H. Hommel, Tübingen 1961, 93–104; CHARITONIDIS 1960, 
1–3; PUGLIESE CARRATELLI 1965, 5–10. Cfr. KAIBEL  1878, nr. 841 (�A���:�U�=�>���U�=���8�.�6�?�U
�T�>�F�.�`�U �A���:�U �¡�8�7�6�9�<�:�U �­�:�U �A�>�6���1�<�6�@�6�`�U �c�U �A���:�U �7�8�2�6�:���:�U �:�.���A�<�B�U �5�.�7�.�:�U �­�>�6�@�5�2�:���<�?�U �c�U ���8�.�B�a
�1�6�.�:�<�=�U�=�>���U�1���9�<�6�@�6); Callim. Epigr. 24 PF. (a parlare è il guerriero a cavallo con un 
serpente in mano, designato come Heros, raffigurato su un rilievo posto sulla soglia 
a protezione della dimora). 

39) Aesch. Sept. 130ss.; cfr. scolio ad loc. 
40) Vd. e.g. FARNELL 1965, 338; KIRKWOOD 1982, 284 e PRIVITERA 2001, 146 e 

152. 
41) SCHACHTER 1986, 207–221, s.v. ‘Poseidon (Onchestos)’. 
42) SCHACHTER 1986, 213 ma vd.n.2. 
43) Etym.Magn. s.v. �����=�>�6�?. 
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eponimo della regione, un figlio del dio.44 Altre genealogie attestano 
lo stretto rapporto tra dio e regione: Esiodo definisce Onchesto, 
eponimo e fondatore dell’omonimo santuario, figlio a sua volta di 
Beoto,45 mentre Pausania fa di Onchesto un diretto discendente di 
Posidone.46 Secondo una tradizione più tarda, Ergino, il re di Orco-
meno, è figlio del dio.47 Secondo Euforione la ninfa Arne fu amata da 
lui.48 Con l’epiteto Helikonios (“Eliconio”, “del monte Elicona”), 
Posidone è conosciuto già in Omero e nella produzione omerica mi-
nore.49

Notevole è poi il legame di Posidone con acque beotiche, fiumi e 
fonti: nei Sette a Tebe di Eschilo Posidone fa zampillare le acque di 
Dirce (vv. 307–311), mentre sulle rive del fiume Cefiso, presso cui 
sorgeva Orcomeno, Europa, figlia di Tizio, si unisce al dio e genera 
Eufemo, uno dei Minii (Pind. Pyth. 4,44ss.). Non manca neppure il 
cavallo, tradizionalmente associato al dio e simbolo delle acque che 
sgorgano dal sottosuolo:50 secondo una tradizione beotica legata alla 
fonte Tilfussa/Tilfossa, che ha un parallelo anche in Arcadia, dall’ 
unione sul posto di Posidone con Erinni Tilfussa/Demetra sarebbe 
nato il cavallo Arione.51  

Posidone aveva un ruolo notevole a Onchesto in particolare.52 Il 
tempio infatti, sede della confederazione beotica sicuramente in età 

                                                          
44) Corinn. fr. 658 PMG (figlio di Itono in Paus. 9,1,1; Steph.Byz. s.v. ���<�6�F�A���.). 

Figlio di Posidone è anche Irieo, il secondo profeta dell’oracolo di Apollo Ptoo e 
padre di Orione in fr. 654 col. III 35ss. (cfr. Pind. fr. 73 MAEHL.; Nonnus Dion. 
13,97; in Hes. fr. 148a M.-W. Orione nasce da Euriale e Posidone, ma cfr. fr. 148b 
M.-W.).  

45) Hes. fr. 219 M.-W. 
46) Paus. 9,26,5 ���<�@�2�6�1�C�:�<�?�U�=�.�5�1�.�U�i�0�D�4�@�A���:. 
47) Ap.Rhod. 1,185; Val.Flac. 1,415; Hyg. Fab. 14; schol. Pind. Pyth. 4,61 (per 

la questione vd. BUCK 1979, 59–60). In Pindaro e in altre fonti Ergino è, invece, 
figlio del mortale Climeno: Pind. Ol. 4,19s. e Pae. 8,99ss.; Paus. 9,37,1–5; Apol-
lod. 2,4,11; Diod.Sic. 4,10,3–6. 

48) Euphor. fr. 96 Powell; cfr. Nonnus Dion. 13,57s. 
49) Hom. Il.  20,404 �¶�8�6�7�
�:�6�<�:�U �•�9�C���U �¡�:�.�7�A�. (l’epiteto si riferisce al culto di 

Posidone sull’Elicona nonostante sia stato collegato anche con Elice, città dell’ 
Acaia sede di un santuario del dio (vd. Il. 8,203s.): vd. il commento di GOSTOLI in 
CERRI/GOSTOLI 2003, 1054); Epigr.Hom. 6,2; Hymn.Hom. 22,3. Vd. VENERI 1990; 
FARNELL 1965, 460. A Posidone Eliconio era dedicato il Panionio di Micale 
(Hdt. 1,148), su cui SCHACHTER 1986, 214.  

50) CÀSSOLA 1975, 383. 
51) Schol.Il. 23,346 e Eust. ad loc. Sulla tradizione mitica si rinvia a BREGLIA 

PULCI DORIA 1985, 165; SCHACHTER 1986, 222–224, s. v. ‘Poseidon (Telphousa)’. 
Per la fonte Tilfossa si rinvia a OLIVIERI 2007. 

52) Vd. FARNELL 1907, 15–16. 
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ellenistica se non prima,53 godeva di una posizione strategica: quando 
Tebe estese la sua influenza sulla pianura Tenerica nel VI secolo a.C., 
ne assunse il controllo, perduto nel V secolo a vantaggio di Aliarto.54

L’antichità della sede di culto è attestata da Omero che chiama On-
chesto ���<�@�6�1���G�<�:�U�•�0�8�.���:�U�¡�8�@�<�?�b55 Occupato durante l’Età del Bronzo, 
il sito ospitò alla fine del VI o all’inizio del V secolo a.C. il santuario 
di Posidone, che sopravvisse a lungo dopo Pindaro.56 Che si svolges-
sero agoni equestri ad Onchesto non è attestato da alcuna iscrizione.57

Tuttavia, la testimonianza preziosa e incontrovertibile di Pindaro ne 
assicura l’esistenza. In tre componimenti, tutti per destinatari tebani, 
sono citati Posidone e la gara di cavalli: Isthm. 1,32s. e 52ss., Isthm. 
4,19s. e soprattutto Parth. 2,46ss. in cui il contesto agonistico è 
assicurato dalla menzione congiunta dei Pamboiotia nel santuario di 
Atena Itonia.58 Il fatto che Pindaro conoscesse l’agone locale di On-
chesto al pari di altri giochi minori e lo abbia affidato prima all’ 
attenzione conscia dell’uditorio tebano poi alla memoria poetica, basta 
a garantire la storicità della parte agonistica accanto a quella re-
ligiosa.59  

L’ Inno omerico ad Apollo narra un rito (�è�@���4) molto antico (vv. 
229–238). I puledri appena domati venivano aggiogati a un carro e 
condotti nell’�¡�8�@�<�? di Posidone. Quando l’auriga balzava a terra per 
proseguire a piedi, i cavalli, privi di guida, si addentravano nel bosco: 
se il carro si infrangeva, veniva abbandonato sul posto come offerta 

                                                          
53) Strab. 9,2,33 (412). SYMEONOGLOU 1985, 6; SCHACHTER 1986, 220s.  
54) SCHACHTER 1986, 212–216. 
55) Il.  2,506. Vd. anche Hymn.Hom. 3,230: �i�0�D�4�@�A���:�U �1�)�U �æ�;�2�?�U ���<�@�6�1���G�<�:�U �•�0�8�.���:�U

�¡�8�@�<�?�Ue Hymn.Hom. 4,185–187: �.�í�A�ý�>�U�¥�=���8�8�F�:�U�c�U�i�0�D�4�@�A���:�1�)�U�•�C���7�.�:�2�U�7�6�
�:�`�U�=�<�8�B�a
���>�.�A�<�:�U�¡�8�@�<�?�U�c�U�ž�0�:���:�U�­�>�6�@�C�.�>�þ�0�<�B�U���.�6�4���D�<�B. Cfr. Paus. 9,26,5. 

56) SCHACHTER 1986, 212–214; FARNELL 1965, 460. La più antica iscrizione 
(SEG 27, 61) trovata sul luogo è datata fine VI – inizio V secolo a.C. 

57) RINGWOOD 1927, 41. 
58) Parth. 94b, 46ss.�.�æ�?�U�­�:�U�•�G���:�2�@�@�6�:�U�i�0�D�4�t�@�A�<�=�U�7�8�B�v�A�š �&�?�`�U�c�U�A�.�5�?�U�1�ÿ�U�:�.���:�U�a�A�F�:���.�?�U

�b�b�b�U �c�U �D�.���A�.�:�U �@�A�2�C�þ�:�<�6�?�U �­�7���a�c�@�9�4�5�2�:�U �±�:�U �A�2�U �����@�$�U �b�b�b A favore dell’esistenza di gare 
equestri ad Onchesto depone anche il riferimento di natura topografica del Partenio
(v. 46 “sulle rive di Onchesto”), affine a riferimenti, sempre di tipo topografico, 
impiegati spesso da Pindaro per indicare un luogo sacro dove è stata riportata una 
vittoria (vd. e.g. Isthm. 3,11; Ol. 1,20; 13,29, 106, 109 e 111s.; Pyth. 5,31).     

59) Paus. 9,37,1 ricorda l’uccisione di Climeno, re di Orcomeno, da parte di Te-
bani durante la festa di Posidone Onchestio (cfr. anche Apollod. 2,4,11 per cui Cli-
meno muore nel santuario di Posidone per mano di Periere, auriga di Meneceo). Il 
fatto spinse Ergino, figlio di Climeno, a imporre un pesante tributo ai Tebani, dal 
quale furono liberati da Eracle. Questi infatti, una volta cresciuto a Tebe, mutilò gli 
araldi minii venuti a riscuoterlo e sconfisse in guerra gli Orcomenii (per l’intera 
vicenda Paus. 9,37,1–5 e 9,25,4).  



Un dio “vicino”  25

votiva al dio che lo prendeva in custodia (v. 238 �1���C�>�<�:�U�1�ÿ�U�5�2�<�=�U�A���A�2�U
�9�<�5�>�.�U�C�B�8�þ�@�@�2�6).60

Esiste dunque una qualche relazione tra il rito dell’abbandono dei 
carri nel bosco di Posidone di cui parla l’Inno, e gli agoni equestri di 
Onchesto? La gara aveva anche un valore rituale? Anche se la tenta-
zione di vedervi una relazione di causa-effetto è forte, non sono stati 
individuati elementi probanti in tal senso. Vale la pena di ricordare, 
tuttavia, a favore di un nesso tra rito e agone successivo, una gara, la 
�•�C�6�=�=�<�1�>�<�9��, praticata a Larissa, nella quale i concorrenti balzavano 
giù dai cavalli e proseguivano la corsa a piedi.61  

Nel passo dell’Istmica prima considerato, Pindaro chiama Posidone 
“benefattore nelle corse coi carri” (v. 53s.): se l’espressione da un lato 
si riferisce a Erodoto, beneficato dal dio che gli ha concesso la vittoria 
istmica, dall’altro non si può escludere l’allusione al rito (cfr. Hymn. 
Ap. v. 238) e all’agone di Onchesto.62 Nei vv. 52–54 potrebbero, 
perciò, essere alluse sia la vittoria attuale all’Istmo sia una passata, di 
minor risonanza indubbiamente, a Onchesto.63 Ma non si può neanche 
escludere che �à�=�=�<�1�>���9�6�<�?�Usia epiteto di Posidone a Tebe in quanto, 
secondo la ricostruzione della città di Keramopoullos, il santuario del 
dio era vicino, oltre che alla casa del poeta, all’ippodromo.64 Inoltre, 
anche lo scolio documenta l’esistenza a Tebe di uno �à�2�>���: di Posidone 
con l’epiteto �à�=�=�<�1�>���9�6�<�?�b65 Come abbiamo visto, la testimonianza 
dell’Aspis pseudo-esiodea appare chiara: il dio godeva di una posi-
zione privilegiata nel pantheon tebano in quanto protettore delle mura 
e della città.66 A quest’ultima funzione è riferita una delle sfumature 
semantiche dell’aggettivo �0�2���A�F�:�6̀7 impiegato nel passo per Posido-
ne.68 Il rapporto di “vicinanza” implica familiarità69 ed è fonte di gioia 

                                                          
60) Vd. CÀSSOLA 1975, 502; NILSSON 1906, 70; SCHACHTER 1976;TEFFETELLER

2001. 
61) RINGWOOD 1927, 9. 
62) SCHACHTER 1986, 219 n.2. 
63) Ma vd. contra E. THUMMER, Pindar. Die Isthmischen Gedichte II, Heidel-

berg 1969, 30s. ad vv. 52–54. 
64) Vd. n.36. 
65) Schol. 76a �$�>���@�6�=�=�<�?�`�U �=�.�>�2���8�4�C�2�`�U �C�4�@���`�U �A���:�U ���<�@�2�6�1�C�:�.�U �1�6�ý�U �A���:�U �0�2�6�A�:���.�@�6�:�U

�A�<�=�U �i�0�D�4�@�A�<�=�`�U �7�.�5�	�?�U �@�B�9�/���/�4�7�2�:�U �à�=�=�<�1�>�<�9���<�B�U ���<�@�2�6�1�C�:�<�?�U �à�2�>���:�U�­�:�U �����/�.�6�?�U �2�å�:�.�6�b�U
�`�=�=�<�1�>���9�6�<�?�Uera anche il nome di un mese del calendario beotico (IG 7, 531; cfr. 
Plut. Cam. 19,4). 

66) Vd. supra p.22. SCHACHTER 1986, 215 si chiede se il Posidone dei versi 
pseudo-esiodei non sia invece il dio di Onchesto, sulla quale Tebe esercitava il 
controllo. 

67) Cfr. Aesch. Sept. 501s. �e�0�7�.�U���.�8�8�þ�?�`�U�b�b�b�U�•�0�D���=�A�<�8�6�?�U�c�U�=���8�.�6�@�6�U�0�2���A�F�:. 
68) Di “neighbor motive” parla BUNDY 1962, 69. 
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oltre che mezzo di soccorso,70 quest’ultimo più potente se si tratta, 
come nel caso di Posidone, di un dio. 

In Pyth. 8,56ss. (“Anch’io con gioia / getto ghirlande ad Alcmeone 
/ e l’irroro del mio canto, / poi ch’egli è mio vicino / e custode dei 
miei averi”) Alcmeone è detto �0�2���A�F�: del poeta se la persona loquens
è da identificare con lui,71 dovendosi così ipotizzare la presenza di un 
heroon nelle vicinanze della casa di Pindaro.72 La predizione data da 
Alcmeone al poeta stesso mentre si recava a Delfi (v. 57ss.), deve 
quindi intendersi come un segno di favore speciale concesso al suo vi-
cino.73  

Il motivo della vicinanza della divinità è ancora presente in 
Pyth. 3,77–79, dove la Magna Mater è celebrata, insieme con Pan, da 
un coro di ragazze presso l’atrio di chi parla (�=�.�>�)�U �­�9���:�U �=�>���5�B�>�<�:), 
cioè presso l’atrio del poeta.74

Sbalordito dinanzi alla forza prodigiosa di Eracle neonato uccisore 
dei serpenti, Anfitrione chiama l’indovino Tiresia a interpretarne il si-
gnificato e lo qualifica come proprio �0�2���A�F�: (Nem. 1,60ss.) perché 

                                                                                                                                              
69) Cfr. Pyth. 3,77; Soph. OT. 919; Trach. 215; Eur. fr. 727e KANNICHT (= 

fr. 1083,14 NAUCK2); Ar. Vesp. 389; Plaut. Bacch. 172–173 “saluto te, vicine 
Apollo, qui aedibus propinquus nostris accolis”. 

70) Cfr. Nem. 7,86–89 �2�ß�U�1�ÿ�U�0�2���2�A�.�6�U�c�U�•�:�1�>���?�U�•�:���>�U�A�6�`�U�C�.�5�9���:�U�7�2�U�0�2���A�<�:�)�U�±�9�9�2�:�.�6�U�c�U
�:���A�U�C�6�8���@�.�:�A�)�U�•�A�2�:���6�U�0�2���A�<�:�6�U�D�þ�>�9�.�U�=�þ�:�A�F�:�U�c�U�­�=�þ�;�6�<�: (“Se un uomo gode della com-
pagnia di un uomo, potrei dire che un vicino che ama con cuore sincero il vicino è 
degna gioia di tutti”), detto a proposito di due santuari di Eracle che sorgono vicino 
alla casa dell’egineta Sogene (cfr. RUSTEN 1983). Cfr. Alcm. fr. 123 PMG �9���0�.�U
�0�2���A�<�:�6�U �0�2���A�F�:; per il tema del buon vicino fonte di soccorso e grande vantaggio, 
Hes. Op. 343ss. con il commento ad loc. di M. L. WEST, Hesiod. Works and Days, 
Oxford 1978. 

71) LEFKOWITZ 1975, 179–185; 1977, 213–214; 1981, 61–62. Per l’identifica-
zione della persona loquens con il coro egineta, vd. BUNDY 1962, 70 n. 84; SLATER 

1971, 141; 1979, 69 n.24. Sulle diverse ipotesi circa l’identità dell’io parlante, si 
rinvia a GENTILI 2006, 213 e 576s. 

72) Cfr. il commento ad loc. di P.GIANNINI  in GENTILI 2006. 
73) RUSTEN 1983, 290. 
74) �¥�8�8�)�U �­�=�2���;�.�@�5�.�6�U �9�ÿ�:�U �­�0�	�:�U �­�5���8�F�U �c�U ���.�A�>���`�U �A�ý�:�U �7�<�=�>�.�6�U �=�.�>�)�U �­�9���:�U �=�>���5�B�>�<�:�U �c�U

�@���:�U ���.�:���U �9���8�=�<�:�A�.�6�U �5�.�9�þ�U �c�U �@�2�9�:�ý�:�U �5�2���:�U �­�:�:���D�6�.�6 (“Ma voglio pregare la Madre, / 
dea venerabile insieme con Pan, / che le fanciulle spesso nella notte / presso il mio 
atrio cantano”). Per �­�9���: riferito a Pindaro, GENTILI 2006, 77 n.2 e 419; HENRICHS 

1976, 256 n. 10; FLOYD 1968, 187ss.; ANGELI BERNARDINI 1983, 63s. (il coro, si-
racusano, esegue un canto che è stato composto da Pindaro a Tebe e che fa 
riferimento ad una preghiera da lui innalzata nella propria città secondo un culto 
locale tebano). �µ�9���: riferito al coro siracusano per SLATER 1971, 142ss.; LEHNUS 

1979, 16s.; YOUNG 1968, 48. 
Nell’opera pindarica �0�2���A�F�: è la città di Etna rispetto a Siracusa (Pyth. 1,32); i 

Dori di Amicle sono “vicini” dei Tindaridi che hanno il loro centro di culto a 
Terapne (Pyth. 1,66). 
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anch’egli tebano75 e quindi sia fisicamente sia emotivamente vicino 
alla casa di Anfitrione. 

Concludendo, anche se a mio avviso ci sono elementi per affermare 
che il dio “vicino” potrebbe essere tanto il Posidone tebano quanto 
quello venerato sulla Copaide, l’associazione dell’Istmo con Onchesto 
nei versi precedenti (Isthm. 1,32s.), ricorrente peraltro anche in 
Isthm. 4,19s., unitamente alla menzione sicura dell’agone in Parth. 
94b, 46, fa propendere per la seconda ipotesi. Trovandosi Onchesto 
quasi a metà strada fra Tebe e Orcomeno, Posidone è vicino sia a 
Pindaro, figlio dell’una (v. 1 ���&�A�2�>�U �­�9�þ�U �b�b�b�U �D�>���@�.�@�=�6�U �����/�.), sia alla 
famiglia di Erodoto, originaria dell’altra (v. 35 �µ�>�D�<�9�2�:�<�5���U �A�2�U
�=�.�A�>�B�.�:�U�¡�>�<�B�>�.�:). Alla luce dei fatti storici, poi, il sostantivo �0�2���A�F�:, 
se riferito come sembra ad Onchesto, potrebbe non soltanto esprimere 
una vicinanza geografica e una connotazione etica ed affettiva, ma 
potrebbe anche avere un risvolto, non troppo velato, di natura politica 
dal momento che Tebe era all’epoca la città egemone del territorio 
fino ad Onchesto, prima che esso passasse sotto il controllo di 
Aliarto.76

La preferenza accordata al culto locale rispetto all’Istmo, da un lato 
è funzionale alla lode di Erodoto perché Posidone, come dio vicino, lo 
ha aiutato a conseguire la vittoria, dall’altro ha, nell’architettura 
dell’ode, un indubbio valore unificatore e aggregante in quanto la ce-
lebrazione del dio “vicino” coinvolge, oltre il laudando che gli è grato 
per la vittoria, anche il coro tebano che canta l’epinicio, i cittadini 
tutti presenti alla performance e il poeta stesso, egualmente consape-
voli dei valori che quel rapporto di “vicinanza” esprime.77

                                                          
75) V. 60s.: �0�2���A�<�:�.�U�1�)�U�­�7�7�þ�8�2�@�2�:�U�c�U���6���?�U�î�E���@�A�<�B�U�=�>�<�C�þ�A�.�:�U�±�;�<�D�<�:�`�U�c�U�ç�>�5���9�.�:�A�6�:�U

�!�2�6�>�2�@���.�:. 
76) Per l’egemonia tebana nel territorio SCHACHTER 1986, 215 s. con biblio-

grafia. Per la posizione strategica di Onchesto su un’altura tra Tebe e Aliarto, 
FRAZER 1965, 139s.; HOPE SIMPSON/LAZENBY 1970, 30s.; BUCK 1979, 10 e 60s.; 
WALLACE 1979, 134s.; SYMEONOGLOU 1985, 6; SCHACHTER 1986, 212. 

77) Cfr. la prima persona plurale �¡�9�9�6 al v.52 contro l’�­�0�
 al v. 14 e l’aggettivo 
possessivo �­�9�þ al v.1, riferiti esclusivamente al poeta. Cfr. WOODBURY 1981, 252. 
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Lessico agonistico nelle Trachinie di Sofocle 

Fernando García Romero 
Madrid 

Alla memoria di Roberto Campagner 

Il nostro studio del lessico dello sport nelle Trachinie di Sofocle è centrato essen-
zialmente su due passi: i vv.441–442 e, soprattutto, il primo stasimo (vv.497–530). 
Nel primo stasimo, le donne di Trachis che costituiscono il coro descrivono la lotta 
tra Eracle e il dio-fiume Acheloo per la conquista della giovane Deianira come se 
fosse una gara di pancrazio, secondo una tradizione che conosciamo bene attraverso 
le nostre fonti letterarie ed iconografiche; in questa narrazione Eracle ed Acheloo 
sono gli atleti, Deianira il premio per il vincitore, Afrodite l’arbitro, e il coro fa la 
parte degli spettatori e allo stesso tempo è il narratore della gara. Dedichiamo parti-
colare attenzione allo studio delle espressioni agonistiche che pongono problemi 
d’interpretazione. 

Nella tragedia Trachinie di Sofocle, la cui datazione è molto proble-
matica, è frequente l’impiego di lessico sportivo per alludere al con-
flitto amoroso che l’opera sviluppa.1 Già nel prologo della tragedia, 
proprio Deianira evoca il tempo in cui suo marito Eracle la ottenne 
dopo aver sconfitto il pretendente rivale, il dio-fiume Acheloo, e de-
scrive la lotta tra i due come un �•�0�
�:�U�\vv�b�e�l�Ä�f�e�n�U�D�>���:�A�U�1�)�U�­�:�U�î�@�A���>�A�U
�9���:�`�U�•�@�9���:�,�U�1���U�9�<�6�`�U�c�U�è�U�7�8�2�6�:���?�U�Ý�8�5�2�U���4�:���?�U�¥�8�7�9���:�4�?�U�A�2�U�=�.�5�?���U�c�U�ê�?�U�2�ß�?�U
�•�0�C�:�.�U �A�D�1�2�U �@�B�9�=�2�@�	�:�U �9�þ�D�4�?�U �c�U �­�7�8���2�A�.���U �9�2),2 il cui organizzatore è 
���2���?�U �•�0�
�:�6�<�?�1(v.26).3 Anche lo stasimo primo (vv. 497–530) è dedi-
cato tutto alla descrizione di detta lotta fra Eracle ed Acheloo, pre-
sentata come una gara sportiva, e lo studio del lessico agonistico im-
piegato in questo canto corale costituisce il nucleo centrale del nostro 
contributo. Ma non è questo il solo passo della tragedia in cui Sofocle 
usa delle immagini sportive per descrivere le azioni di Eros; alcuni 

                                                
1) Si veda, ad esempio, D. PLÁCIDO, Los celos de Deyanira, in: J. ALVAR ��C.

BLÁNQUEZ/C. GONZÁLEZ WAGNER (edd.), Sexo, muerte y religión en el mundo 
clásico, Madrid 1994, soprattutto 12ss. – Ringrazio Maria Sardelli per la correzione 
del testo italiano. 

2) “In tempo posteriore, però, ma rendendomi felice, venne l’illustre figlio di 
Zeus e di Alcmena, che in duello si scontra con Acheloo e me ne libera.” 

3) Cf. R.C. JEBB, Sophocles. The Trachiniae, Cambridge 1908 (ristampa 
Amsterdam 1962), 9–10; J.C. KAMERBEEK, The plays of Sophocles. The Trachi-
niae, Leiden 1970, 35; R. REHM, Marriage to death. The conflation of wedding and 
funeral rituals in Greek tragedy, Princeton 1994, 72–83, soprattutto 73; D.H. J.
LARMOUR, Stage and stadium, Hildesheim 1999, 86–87.



34 Fernando García Romero

versi dell’episodio precedente hanno anticipato l’atmosfera sportiva 
che percorre tutto lo stasimo primo. In primo luogo, i vv.441–442, 
dove Deianira afferma:  

�¹�>�F�A�6�U�9���:�U�:�B�:�U�é�@�A�6�?�U�•�:�A�.�:���@�A�.�A�.�6�U
�=���7�A�4�?�U�é�=�F�?�U�­�?�U�D�2�5�>�.�?�`�U�<�í�U�7�.�8�C�?�U�C�>�<�:�2�5�ï4

La presentazione della contesa contro Eros come una lotta impari, 
nella quale il dio vince sempre, diviene un motivo frequente nella let-
teratura greca e latina (si veda, ad esempio, Sofocle, Antigone 781ss.; 
Euripide, Ippolito 525 ss.; Teocrito 1.97–98 e 7.125, etc.).5 Questa 
lotta può essere presentata o come uno scontro bellico6 oppure come 
una competizione sportiva; in quest’ultimo caso, la disciplina sportiva 
può essere la lotta7 o, più di rado, il pancrazio o il pugilato.8 In 
Trachinie 441–442 Eros appare sotto le spoglie di un pugile, come 
esplicitamente riportato (�=���7�A�4�?�U�é�=�F�?), e su questo particolare gli stu-
diosi di solito indicano che la stessa immagine si trova in un fram-
mento di Anacreonte (38 GENTILI  = 396 PAGE):9  

                                                
4) “Dunque, chiunque Eros affronti e venga con lui alle mani, come un pugile, è 

senza senno.” Questi versi sono citati nella letteratura posteriore: in Plut.Sol. 1.5 e 
De laude ipsius 5; nella Antologia di Stobeo (4.20a.23), all’inizio del V secolo 
d.C.; o nel commento di Eustazio all’Iliade (792.19–20, ad 10.106), già nel periodo 
bizantino. 

5) Un sottile studio dell’argomento può essere trovato in J. LASSO DE LA VEGA, 
Sófocles, Madrid 2003, 269–290. Si veda anche C. CALAME (ed.), L’amore in Gre-
cia, Roma/Bari 1983, xxviiiss. 

6) Cf. A. SPIESS, Militat omnis amans. Ein Beitrag zur Bildersprache der an-
tiken Erotik, Diss. Tübingen 1930; L. RISSMAN, Love as war. Homeric allusion in 
the poetry of Sappho, Königstein 1983; E. LLAMAS POMBO, Militat omnis amans.
Las guerras de amor en la literatura medieval francesa y su herencia latina, in: 
Cuadernos del CEMYR 13, 2005, 79–112.  

7) Cf. E.J. KENNEY, Notes on Ovid: II, in: CQ 9, 1959, 244; N. ZAGAGI, Tradi-
tion and originality in Plautus. Studies of the amatory motivs in Plautine comedy,
Göttingen 1980, 60; M. LAUSBERG, Der Ringkampf zwischen Pan und Eros im 
antiken und im neulateinischen Epigramm, in: R. SCHNUR et alii (edd.), Acta con-
ventus neolatini Hafniensis. Proceedings of the eigth International Congress of 
Neolatin Studies, Binghampton (New York) 1994, 589–596; F. DE MARTINO/O.
VOX, Lirica greca II: lirica ionica, Bari 1996, 956–958.  

8) Cf. F. GARCÍA ROMERO, Eros athletés: Les métaphores érotico-sportives dans 
les comédies d’Aristophane, in: Nikephoros 8, 1995, 57–76. Nel romanzo di Achille 
Tazio (II.4.4) viene adoperata un’espressione più generale: “atleta di Eros” (�±�>�F�A�<�?�U
�•�5�8�4�A���?).  

9) Si veda anche il fr. 65 GENTILI  = 346 fr. 4 PAGE, in cui, malgrado sia molto 
frammentario, è possibile leggere le parole �=�B�7�A�.�8���3�F�1ed�1�¹�>�F�?. 
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�C���>�)�U�ï�1�F�>�U�C���>�)�U�<�å�:�<�:�U�û�U�=�.�5�U�C���>�2�U�o�1�)�q�U�•�:�5�2�9���2�:�A�.�?�U�¾�9���:�U
�@�A�2�C�þ�:�<�B�?�U�±�:�2�6�7�<�:�`�U�ö�?�U�1���U�=�>���?�U�¹�>�F�A�.�U�=�B�7�A�.�8���3�F�b�e�d�U

Tuttavia Jebb, con il sostegno di Kamerbeek ed altri,11 afferma che 
non dobbiamo cercare nel passo di Sofocle un’allusione al frammento 
di Anacreonte, poiché la coincidenza fra entrambi i testi è soltanto 
verbale, ma non per quanto riguarda il contenuto; infatti, argomenta 
Jebb, nel caso di Anacreonte, a differenza di quello che succede nel 
caso della Deianira di Sofocle, “the reveller does not wish to resist
Love, but to make trial of his might”. Noi, invece, siamo d’accordo 
con gli argomenti che allega Franco Ferrari12 per sostenere che i 
vv.441–442 di Trachinie sono un “motto allusivo” dei versi di Ana-
creonte: “I commentatori di Sofocle (Jebb, Radermacher, Kamerbeek) 
tendono in verità a porre in ombra l’affinità fra i due luoghi: in parti-
colare il Jebb parlava di rassomiglianza solo verbale ... Senonchè 
nello stesso Anacreonte il pugilato col dio ha precisamente lo scopo di 
liberare il poeta dagli affani amorosi, come mostrano le strettisime 
consonanze col.fr. 346/4 P. (65 GENT.) ... Il fr. 396 P. di Anacreonte e 
il luogo delle Trachinie (vero ‘motto’ allusivo) puntano pertanto nella 
medesima direzione; solo il registro espressivo è naturalmente di-
verso: argutamente virulento nel poeta di Teo, pensosamente consape-
vole della condizione umana nella rhesis di Deianira.”  

Per quanto riguarda il lessico agonistico impiegato nei vv.441–442 
di Trachinie, il termine più interessante è �•�:�A�.�:���@�A�.�A�.�6. Il verbo 
�•�:�A�.�:���@�A�.�9�.�6 è parola scarsamente attestata; di fatto, il passo che 
commentiamo è il testo più antico in cui si trova documentata, e 
l’unico del secolo V a. C. Anchenella letteratura posteriore si riscon-
                                                

10) “Porta dell’acqua, porta del vino, fanciullo, e, dai, portaci ghirlande di fiori, 
per fare a pugni con Eros.” 

11) JEBB, The Trachiniae (v. nota 3), 70; KAMERBEEK The Trachiniae (v. nota 
3), 111.  

12) F. FERRARI, Ricerche sul testo di Sofocle, Pisa 1983, 42. Anche per 
LARMOUR (Stage and stadium [v. nota 3], 92–93) “this metaphor gains significance 
through Sophocles’ ability to absorb and then reformulate an element of the lyric 
tradition”. A sua volta, Th.F. SCANLON (Eros and Greek Athletics, Oxford 2002, 
261–262) fa questo commento a proposito dell’uso di questa immagine sportiva da 
Anacreonte e da Sofocle: “(In Anacreonte) the struggle with love is presumably set 
in a symposium, at which the speaker wishes to break the resistence of a beloved 
boy. He therefore needs the ‘weapons’ by which to persuade the fellow symposiast: 
wine, water, and gifts of garlands. But why is the speaker ‘boxing against Eros’ and 
not with Eros on his side? The same metaphor is used by Sophocles … There is a 
deliberate ambiguity here, I believe, since the speaker is inflected with eros and 
tries to fight the passion like a disease, that is, he struggles internally with eros, and 
at the same time he yields to the ineluctable power and struggles with his beloved 
to respond to it.” 
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tra molto raramente tale verbo e appare con una certa continuità solo a 
partire dagli autori cristiani. Dai testi di età imperiale (Plut. Camil.
39.4, Sylla 7.2, de gloria Athen. 348d, de recta ratione aud. 40e, etc.) 
e dell’Antichità tardiva in cui si trova attestato il termine, possiamo 
dedurre che, se in generale �•�:�A�.�:���@�A�.�9�.�6 può significare “affrontare 
un rivale” (cf. Phot. �… 2052, �•�:�A�.���>�2�6�:���U �•�:�A�.�:���@�A�.�@�5�.�6�`�U �•�:�A�.�0�F�:���a
�3�2�@�5�.�6),13 originariamente il verbo sta ad indicare “alzarsi (�•�:�a
���@�A�.�9�.�6) per affrontare un rivale (�•�:�A�6�a) in una gara sportiva”, di modo 
che, come osserva Jebb,14 il termine fa riferimento all’atleta “who 
rises, when called by the herald, and presents himself for the contest”. 
Come termine agonistico �•�:�A�.�:���@�A�.�9�.�6 viene poi impiegato da Plu-
tarco, con valore anche metaforico, in Quaestiones convivales 8.4, 
723 b: �<�æ�<�:�U �•�:�A�.�:�6�@�A�.�9���:�F�:�U �•�2���U �7�.���U �@�B�:�2�7�A�>�2�D���:�A�F�:��15 e si trova 
inoltre in Quinto Smirneo 4.323, a proposito di un pugile (Epeo) che 
si alza e avanza verso il luogo in cui si disputerà la gara.16

Con riferimento alla struttura sintattica della frase, i commentatori 
hanno discusso se �­�?�U �D�2�5�>�.�?�1deve essere connesso con �•�:�A�.�:���@�A�.�A�.�6
(“chiunque affronta Eros e viene con lui alle mani, come un pugile”) 
oppure con �=���7�A�4�?�U �é�=�F�?. La seconda possibilità è stata sostenuta da 
prestigiosi studiosi come Eduard Fraenkel17 (“here we should put a 
comma before �=���7�A�4�? and interpret accordingly, for the usual way of 
taking the passage [�­�?�U �D�2�5�>�.�? with �•�:�A�.�:���@�A�.�A�.�6�UJebb, so Rader-
macher] seems decididely forced and makes the structure of the sen-
tence clumsy”), Malcolm Davies18 o Franco Ferrari19�1(“il plesso ver-

                                                
13) Ha anche il senso generale di “affrontare, opporsi” il composto �•�:�A���@�A�.�9�.�6�1

(in cui manca il preverbio �•�:�.�,, che aggiunge l’idea di “alzarsi”) in Soph.Ant. 
1096–1097 (parla Creonte): �A���U�A�)�U�2�ß�7�.�5�2�5�:�U�0�ý�>�U�1�2�6�:���:�`�U�•�:�A�6�@�A�þ�:�A�.�U�1�ÿ�U�c�U�¡�A�,�U�=�.�A�þ�;�.�6�U
�5�B�9���:�U�­�:�U�1�2�6�:�D�U�=�þ�>�.. �1

14) JEBB, The Trachiniae (v. nota 3), 70. Nonostante, il testo di Erodoto citato da 
Jebb per sostenere la sua interpretazione (8.59: �­�:�U�A�<�5�@�6�U�•�0�C�@�6�U�<�à�U�=�>�<�2�;�.�:�6�@�A�þ�9�2�:�<�6�U
�<�.�=���3�<�:�A�.�6) non ci sembra molto adatto, poiché in esso non si fa riferimento 
all’atleta che si alza dal posto dove aspetta per cominciare la sua partecipazione 
nella gara, ma ai corridori che si alzano dalla loro posizione di partenza (�•�:�6�@�A�þ�a
�9�2�:�<�6) e cominciano la corsa (�­�;�a) prima del tempo (�=�>�<�a), e perciò sono puniti 
(�<�.�=���3�<�:�A�.�6). 

15) “Come se si alzassero per affrontare i loro rivali e cominciare la corsa 
insieme”. Cf. F. FRAZIER/J. SIRINELLI  (edd.), Plutarche. Oeuvres morales IX: Pro-
pos de table, livres VII–IX, Paris 1996, 236. Cf. già Il . 23.708. 

16) Cf. F. GARCÍA ROMERO, El deporte en los proverbios griegos antiguos, Hil-
desheim 2001, 51. 

17) Aeschylus. Agamemnon, Oxford 19622, III 613. 
18) Sophocles. Trachiniae, Oxford 1991, 130. 
19) Ricerche (v. nota 12), 42. Cf. anche G. DOBLHOFER/P. MAURITSCH/U. SCHA-

CHINGER, Boxen. Texte, Übersetzungen, Kommentar, Wien/Köln/Weimar 1995, 
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bale �=���7�A�4�?�U�é�=�F�?�U�­�?�U�D�2�5�>�.�? si pone – in quanto locuzione proverbiale 
– come colon autosufficente … È quindi forzato e vanifica la peculia-
rità del colloquialismo, connettere �­�?�U�D�2�5�>�.�?�1con �•�:�A�.�:���@�A�.�A�.�6”). Però, 
gli argomenti addotti (il carattere “clumsy” della struttura della frase, 
o il possibile carattere proverbiale di �=���7�A�4�?�U �é�=�F�?�U �­�?�U �D�2�5�>�.�?, per il 
quale non abbiamo trovato paralleli) non ci sembrano sufficienti per 
eliminare l’interpretazione più comune,20 secondo la quale si deve 
connettere sintatticamente �­�?�U�D�2�5�>�.�?�1con �•�:�A�.�:���@�A�.�A�.�6, per cui si trat-
terebbe di un’espressione simile ad altre ben attestate come �­�?�U�D�2�5�>�.�?�U
�­�8�5�2�5�: (“venire alle mani”; “to come to close quarters” è la traduzione 
di Jebb e di Kamerbeek); quest’ultima si trova documentata in altri 
testi tragici come Aesch.Septem 680 o Soph.OC 975 (cf. anche 
Plut.Thes. 5: �•�0�D���9�.�D�<�6�U �7�.���U �9�þ�8�6�@�A�.�U �1���U �=�þ�:�A�F�:�U �2�ß�?�U �D�2�5�>�.�?�U �õ�5�2�5�@�5�.�6
[“to push forward to close quarters”, Jebb]�1�A�<�5�?�U �­�:�.�:�A���<�6�?�U �9�2�9�.�5�4�a
�7���A�2�?). 

Una possibile allusione all’immagine sportiva dei vv. 441–442 
appena commentata21 si riscontra ancora nel primo episodio, nei 
vv.488–489, quando Lica dice a Deianira: 

�ö�?�U�A�¡�8�8�)�U�­�7�2�5�:�<�?�U�=�þ�:�A�)�U�•�>�6�@�A�2���F�:�U�D�2�>�<�5�:�U
�A�<�=�U�A�.�@�1�)�U�±�>�F�A�<�?�U�2�ß�?�U�¢�=�.�:�5�)�U�Û�@�@�F�:�U�±�C�B�b�f�f�U

E c’è anche chi23 sostiene che quell’immagine sportiva è ancora 
presente nella mente degli spettatori quando Deianira risponde a Lica 
(vv. 490–492): 

�•�8�8�)�U�ü�1�2�U�7�.���U�C�>�<�:�<�=�9�2�:�U�÷�@�A�2�U�A�.�=�A�.�U�1�>�&�:�`�U
�7�<�ñ�A�<�6�U�:���@�<�:�U�0�)�U�­�=�.�7�A���:�U�­�;�.�>�<���9�2�5�.�`�U
�5�2�<�5�@�6�U�1�B�@�9�.�D�<�=�:�A�2�?�b�f�h�U

                                                                                                                        
217; traducono “und wer nun gar dem Liebesgott entgegentritt, / ihm in den Arm 
fällt wie beim Faustkampf, ist ein Narr”. 

20) JEBB, The Trachiniae (v. nota 3), 70; KAMERBEEK, The Trachiniae (v. nota 
3), 111; L. CAMPBELL, Sophocles. The plays and fragments II, Oxford 1881 
(ristampa Hildesheim 1969), 285; LARMOUR, Stage and stadium (v. nota 3), 117. 

21) Cf. KAMERBEEK, The Trachiniae (v. nota 3), 115; J. FLETCHER, �=�þ�:�A�)�U
�•�>�6�@�A�2���F�:�U�D�2�>�<�5�:: deeds of the hands in Sophocles’ Trachiniae, in: Mouseion [Can-
ada] 1, 2001, 1–15; LARMOUR, Stage and stadium (v. nota 3), 111–112. 

22) “Perché lui [Eracle], che in tutto il resto è il migliore per la forza delle 
braccia, è stato completamente sconfitto dall’amore verso lei [Iole].” 

23) Si veda, ad esempio, DAVIES, Trachiniae (v. nota 18), 62. 
24) “Ma io penso appunto di agire così e almeno non mi tirerò volontieri addosso 

un male, lottando inutilmente con gli dei.” 
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In ogni caso, come osserva Kamerbeek,25 l’espressione�1�5�2�<�5�@�6�U �1�B�@�a
�9�.�D�<�=�:�A�2�? senza dubbio ha un senso generale e non si riferisce solo ed 
esclusivamente a Eros. 

Pochi versi dopo comincia il passo della tragedia in cui si concentra il 
maggior numero di immagini agonistiche riferite alla passione erotica: 
lo stasimo primo (vv. 497–530), che sviluppa (durante una coppia stro-
fica ed un epodo) il tema dell’invincibilità di Eros, per il quale costi-
tuisce un exemplum la descrizione della lotta tra Eracle ed Acheloo 
per la conquista di Deianira. Infatti, il coro di giovinette vergini di 
Trachis ricorda un tempo passato, quandoDeianira era la fanciulla per 
la quale si sfidarono Eracle e il dio-fiume Acheloo. Le ragazze, nella 
loro funzione ideale di sostituire gli spettatori di un tempo,26 descri-
vono la lotta fra i due rivali, secondo una tradizionedocumentata bene 
da fonti letterarie ed iconografiche, come se fosse una gara di pancra-
zio27 (la disciplina sportiva che combinava le tecniche della lotta e del 
pugilato), nella quale Eracle ed Acheloo sono gli atleti, Deianira il 
premio per il vincitore,28 Afrodite l’arbitro, e il coro rappresentagli 
spettatori e, allo stesso tempo, il narratore della gara. 

Alcuni passi del canto corale presentano problemi d’interpretazione 
per quanto riguarda il lessico agonistico impiegato. Cominciamo dalla 

                                                
25) KAMERBEEK, The Trachiniae (v. nota 3), 116. 
26) Cf. A. RODIGHIERO, La madre di Deianira (Trach. 526)? Dubbi di un tradut-

tore, in: G. AVEZZÙ (ed.), Il dramma sofocleo. Testo, lingua, interpretazione, Stutt-
gart��Weimar 2003, 279. 

27) La lotta viene descritta con parole che “suggest a contest of athletes rather 
than a fight between rival suitors” (P.E. EASTERLING, Sophocles. Trachiniae,
Cambridge 1982, 133). A nostro avviso, Sofocle pensa ad una gara di pancrazio (cf. 
E.N. GARDINER, The pankration and wrestling, in: JHS 26, 1906, 4–22, concreta-
mente 16), benché forse è vero che, come a proposito dei vv.505–506 commentano 
G. DOBLHOFER/W. PETERMANDL/U. SCHACHINGER (Ringen. Texte, Übersetzungen, 
Kommentar, Wien/Köln/Weimar 1998, 327), “ist eine klare Unterscheidung zwi-
schen Ringen und Pankration unmöglich”. 

28) Nel suo studio sulle rappresentazioni iconografiche di Acheloo, H.P. ISLER

(art. Acheloos, in: Lexicon Iconographicum Mythologiae Classicae, Zürich/ 
München 1981, I.1 12–36) cita molti esempi in cui Deianira appare come spettatore 
della lotta fra Eracle ed Acheloo, talvolta in veste di fidanzata (si vedano i numeri 
214, 215, 216, 218, 222, 248, 253, 255, etc.; in alcuni dei casi, come in 215, sono 
molti gli spettatori, veramente un coro). Cf. anche I. WEILER, Der Agon im Mythos,
Darmstadt 1974, 139–143; Th.A. NIMAS, The athletic games as a criterion for the 
choice of a husband in Greece. Myth and reality, in: Nikephoros 13, 2000, 226; 
M. DAVIES, Heracles and Achelous, in: Maia 56, 2004, 249–258; P. MAURITSCH, 
Materialien zur Darstellung von Gewalt in literarischen Schilderungen von 
Kampfsportszenen, in: Nikephoros 19, 2006 (= Festschrift für Wolfgang Decker II), 
62. 
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strofa prima (sono sottolineate quelle parole che, in generale, aparten-
gono all’ambito del lessico sportivo): 

�9���0�.�U�A�6�U�@�5���:�<�?�U�ž�U�����=�>�6�?�U�­�7�C���>�2�A�.�6�U�:���7�.�?�U�•�2�����U
�7�.���U�A�ý�U�9�ÿ�:�U�5�2�C�:�U
�=�.�>���/�.�:�`�U�7�.���U�é�=�F�?�U���>�<�:���1�.�:�U�•�=�þ�A�.�@�2�:�U�<�í�U�8���0�F�`�U�U�U�U�U�U�U�U�U �i�d�d�U
�<�í�1�ÿ�U�A���:�U�±�:�:�B�D�<�:�U�ª�6�1�.�:�`�U
�¿�U���<�@�2�6�1�þ�F�:�.�U�A�6�:�þ�7�A�<�>�.�U�0�.���.�?���U
�•�8�8�)�U�­�=���U�A�þ�:�1�)�U�¡�>�)�U�¡�7�<�6�A�6�:�U
�o�A���:�2�?�q�U�•�9�C���0�B�<�6�U�7�.�A���/�.�:�U�=�>���U�0�þ�9�F�:���U
�A���:�2�?�U�=�þ�9�=�8�4�7�A�.�U�=�.�0�7���:�6�A�þ�U�A�)�U�­�;�.�8�5�<�:�U�¡�2�5�8�)�U�•�0�
�:�F�:���U�U �i�d�i�Ä�i�d�j�U

�[�V�Z�1�˜�ß�‘�‰�–�1add. Hermann 

Una grande forza, Cipride, consegue la vittoria sempre;29

e le vicende degli dei 
tralascio, e non racconto come ingannò il figlio di Crono, 
né Ade tenebroso, 
o Posidone che scuote la terra. 
Ma per avere questa sposa, 
chi, impiegando ambedue le membra, scesero in campo in 

cerca di nozze?30

Chi uscirono con l’intenzione di conseguire i premi della com-
petizione che si acquistano con molti colpi e coperti da 
polvere? 

Per quanto riguarda la terminologia agonistica utilizzata, il problema 
più complesso e discusso di questa strofa prima si trova al v.504; ci 
riferiamo all’interpretazione dell’aggettivo composto �•�9�C���0�B�<�6,�1con 
cui vengono qualificati i due rivali, Acheloo ed Eracle. Già nell’ 
Antichità, come lasciano vedere gli scolî, l’interpretazione del senso 
di�1�•�9�C���0�B�<�6 è stata molto discussa, e il dibattito è continuato anche fra 

                                                
29) L’interpretazione della struttura sintattica di questo verso è stata molto 

discussa e spiegata in modo diverso. Una buona analisi delle diverse proposte si 
può avere in DAVIES, Trachiniae (v. nota 18), 138; J.F. DAVIDSON, Sophocles, 
Trachiniae 497, in: Parola del Passato 235, 1987, 286–290; FERRARI, Ricerche (v. 
nota 12) 43–44; A. PENNESI, Note alle Trachinie di Sofocle, in: Eikasmos 5, 1994, 
93–94 nota 24; A. RODIGHIERO, Confluenza di generi lirici, allusività epica e 
performance corale in Soph. Trach.497–530, in: G. AVEZZÙ (ed.), Didaskaliai II. 
Nuovi studi sulla tradizione e l’interpretazione del dramma antico, Verona 2008, 
300ss.  

30) Altri (Ellendt, Masqueray, Mazon, Schiassi, Kamerbeek, Rodighiero, etc.) 
preferiscono interpretare l’espressione �=�>���U�0�þ�9�F�: nel senso di “prima delle nozze”. 
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i filologi degli ultimi due secoli. Spesso le interpretazioni che sono 
state proposte sono condizionate dall’uso omerico dell’aggettivo. Noi 
pensiamo che il problema si potrebbe risolvere tralasciando mo-
mentaneamente Omero e cercando anzitutto di discernere cosa potreb-
be significare �•�9�C���0�B�<�6�1come termine sportivo, concretamente come 
termine riferito a due atleti che si sfidano in una gara di pancrazio. 

Sulle difficoltà di interpretazione che presenta �•�9�C���0�B�<�6 nel nostro 
testo, R.W. B. Burton31 commenta che nei poemi omerici �¦�•�š�ß�‡�™�“�–�1
(sempre al plurale) è epiteto tradizionale per la lancia (�±�0�D�2�.), ma in 
Trachinie è riferito a Eracle ed Acheloo “in a sense that eludes exact 
definition” e per il quale non esistono paralleli. Nei poemi omerici, 
infatti, l’epiteto �•�9�C���0�B�<�? ricorre nove volte (sette nell’Iliade e due 
nell’Odissea) sempre con riferimento alle lance, e dopo Sofocle viene 
usato soltanto in Apollonio Rodio (3.1356), che recupera l’uso ome-
rico del termine utilizzando�•�9�C���0�B�.�1come epiteto di�1�1�<���>�.�A�.. Già gli 
scolî e i lessicografi dell’antichità32 si chiedono in che senso le 
“lance” (�±�0�D�2�.)�1sono�1�•�9�C���0�B�.. Fra le diverse spiegazioni proposte, la 
filologia moderna di solito propende per due di esse, assegnando 
all’epiteto o il significato di“a due punte” (nel senso che ognuna delle 
estremità dell’asta di legno finisce con una punta metallica, utilizzata 
per ferire l’avversario e per conficcare la lancia al suolo), oppure “che 
è curva da entrambi i lati”, cioé, provvista di una punta “che ferisce da 
entrambi i lati” (infatti, la radice della seconda parte del composto 
indica il “curvare”); questo secondo senso ci sembra preferibile per-
ché, fra l’altro, nella maggioranza dei contesti omerici è possibile in-
terpretare l’aggetivo �•�9�C���0�B�<�? riferito anche alla spada, �;���C�<�?, oggetto 
di cui non si può dire “che ha una punta in ogni estremità”. 

Oltre alla forma �•�9�C���0�B�<�?, i poemi omerici attestano anche la va-
riante metrica �•�9�C�6�0�B���2�6�? come epiteto del dio Efesto, epiteto inter-
pretato in tale contesto o nel senso di“chi ha curve ambedue le 
gambe” (�•�9�C�<�A���>�<�B�?�U�A�<���?�U�=���1�.�?�U�D�F�8�<���?�U�±�D�F�: è la glossa di Esichio) 
oppure nel senso di “abile o forte con ambedue le braccia”.33 Si os-
servi che, a differenza di quello che accade nel caso degli usi omerici 
di�1�•�9�C���0�B�<�? (sempre epiteto per le lance), �•�9�C�6�0�B���2�6�? è riferito ad una 

                                                
31) The chorus in Sophocles’ tragedies, Oxford 1980, 56–57. 
32) Schol.ad Il.N 147ab, ��  26; Phot.�… 1311 TH.; Suda�1 �… 1711; Et.Gen. 35.11; 

EM 89.44, etc. Si veda uno studio preciso in PENNESI, Note (v. nota 29), 90ss.; 
anche H. HUMBACH, �•�9�C���0�B�<�?�1und�1�•�9�C�6�0�B���2�6�?, in: Studi linguistici in onore di Vit-
tore Pisani, Brescia 1969, II 569–578; e l’articolo corrispondente nel Lexikon des 
frühgriechischen Epos. 

33) Si veda in particolare il documentato studio di L. MELAZZO, �F���U �U �7���C�.�6�@�A�<�?�U
�•�9�C�6�0�B���2�6�?, in: Studi di Filologia Classica in onore di Giusto Monaco, Palermo 
1991, I 55–66. 
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persona, il dio Efesto, per cui il contesto è più simile a quello del 
v. 504 delle Trachinie, dove �•�9�C���0�B�<�? è anche epiteto di due persone: 
Eracle ed Acheloo. Evidentemente, il senso di “chi ha curve ambedue 
le gambe” non si adatta al v.504 delle Trachinie; invece, “abile o forte 
con ambedue le braccia” si adatta perfettamente al contesto, come 
spiegeremo più avanti. 

Ma vediamo in primo luogo le varie spiegazioni che, dall’Antichità 
stessa, sono state proposte per interpretare il valore di �•�9�C���0�B�<�? in 
Sofocle, Trachinie 504. Gli scolî forniscono quattro possibili inter-
pretazioni del passo: (a) �•�:�A���=�.�8�<�6�1(b)�1�¿�U �ß�@�D�B�>�<���U �­�:�U �A�<�5�?�U �0�B���<�6�?�U �9�.�a
�D�2�@�þ�9�2�:�<�6�U �D�2�>�@���U�7�.���U�=�<�@���:��̀1(c)�1�¿�U �•�9�C���A�2�>�<�6�U�A�2�5�2�F�>�4�9���:�<�6�1(d)�1�¿�U �¡�9�C�F�U
�=�.�>�F�;�B�9�9���:�<�6�1(E. Wunder34 corregge il testo delle due ultime pos-
sibilità e pensa a leggere �¿�U �•�9�C���A�2�>�<�6�U �½�7�<�:�4�9���:�<�6�U �¿�U �•�9�C�<�A���>�F�5�2�:�U
�õ�;�B�9�9���:�<�6). La terza interpretazione (�¿�U �•�9�C���A�2�>�<�6�U �A�2�5�2�F�>�4�9���:�<�6) non 
si capisce,35 e la quarta (“ambedue aguzzati” o, secondo il testo cor-
retto da Wunder, “affilati da entrambi i lati”) sembra chiaramente 
essere nata dall’uso omerico come epiteto delle lance, e, a mio avviso, 
è priva di senso nel nostro contesto; tuttavia, questa interpretazione è 
stata difesa da Humbach, che, a partire dal senso “che ferisce da 
entrambi i lati come con un �0���4�?�1[pezzo dell’aratro] che apre solchi” 
(“beiderseits wie mit einem �0���4�? furchend, verwundend”), concludeva 
che l’aggetivo poteva significare “affilato da entrambi i lati” (“beider-
seits scharf”) e a partire da qui, nel testo di Sofocle, “ambedue con-
tendenti battaglieri” (“beide kampfeslustig”). Per quanto riguarda la 
prima interpretazione (�•�:�A���=�.�8�<�6, “rivali”), è molto generale e sembra 
una deduzione dal contesto. 

Stando così le cose, i commentatori e traduttori moderni si sono 
pronunciati di solito a favore della seconda interpretazione: �ß�@�D�B�>�<���U�­�:�U
�A�<�5�?�U �0�B���<�6�?�U �9�.�D�2�@�þ�9�2�:�<�6�U �D�2�>�@���U �7�.���U �=�<�@���: (“forti lottando con le mem-
bra, braccia e gambe”). Chantraine36 spiega che il composto viene 
impiegato da Sofocle “pour qualifier des adversaires robustes, c.-à-d., 
dont les membres de part et d’autre du corps sont vigoreux”. A sua 
volta, Kamerbeek37 precisa che dobbiamo intendere�U �•�9�C���0�B�<�6�1nel 
senso�1�•�9�C���A�2�>�<�6�U �ß�@�D���<�:�A�2�?�U �A�<�5�?�U �0�B���<�6�?�1(“ambedue forti delle loro 
membra”), in modo che il primo elemento del composto (�•�9�C�6�a) fa-

                                                
34) Sophoclis tragoediae, Gotha 18412, II.3 113–114 (prendiamo la citazione dal 

ben documentato articolo di Antonella Pennesi, v. nota 29). 
35) Con il testo dei manoscritti la traduzione letterale sarebbe “ambedue osser-

vati”, un senso incomprensibile; con il testo corretto da Wunder (“ambedue appun-
tati”), il senso sarebbe simile a quello della quarta interpretazione. 

36) P. CHANTRAINE, Dictionnaire étymologique de la langue grecque. Histoire 
des mots, Paris 1968, 240–241. 

37) The Trachiniae (v. nota 3), 119. 
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rebbe riferimento ai due rivali, Eracle ed Acheloo, e non alle due 
braccia o ai due tipi di membra del corpo di ognuno di questi (le brac-
cia e le gambe). Non si allontana di molto da questa interpretazione 
quella che era già stata proposta dal Jebb,38 che riteneva che il prever-
bio �•�9�C�6�a�1esprimesse la nozione di “due” e il secondo elemento del 
composto (�a�0�B�<�6) la nozione di “robusto” (“stalwart, vigorous”), così 
che il senso della parola �•�9�C���0�B�<�6 sarebbe “ambedue robusti”, o “am-
bedue di membra robuste”, piú o meno come avevano sostenuto stu-
diosi precedenti come Schneidewin-Nauck,39 Liddell/Scott/Jones 
(“stout rivals”) o Campbell.40 E, infine, su simili posizioni si trovano 
coloro che, sulle traccie di Bothe ed Ellendt,41 assegnano al preverbio 
�•�9�C�6�a un valore intensivo: “molto robusti” (o “exercitatissimos”, come 
traduce Ellendt).  

Un successo molto minore ha ottenuto la proposta di Gottfried 
Hermann, che, nella seconda edizione di Sofocle,42 sosteneva la 
possibilità di interpretare il composto nel senso di “sotto due forme 
diverse”, intendendo,cioè, che Eracle lotta sotto forma umana ed 
Acheloo sotto forma di toro (“dispares membris, alter humana forma, 
alter tauroformis”), così come appaiono spesso nelle rappresentazioni 
iconografiche.43 Venti anni prima, Hermann44 si era espresso a favore 
dell’interpretazione di �•�9�C���0�B�<�6�1nel senso di “in ancipitibus armis”, 
interpretazione accolta di recente da Melazzo, che pensa che, riferito 
ad Acheloo, l’aggettivo allude alle corna ricurve del dio-fiume, ma, 
riferito a Eracle, allude, come nei poemi omerici, alle punte della lan-
cia che l’eroe avrebbe usato durante il combattimento. Questa inter-
pretazione, oltre ad essere, a nostro avviso, eccesivamente forzata, 
pone un altro problema: nella descrizione di Sofocle, Eracle non lotta 
armato della lancia, ma i due avversari combattono senza armi 
(sull’allusione all’arco di Eracle al v.517, si veda infra il nostro 
commento).45 Infatti, nelle rappresentazioni iconografiche della lotta 
                                                

38) The Trachiniae (v. nota 3), 78. 
39) F.W. SCHNEIDEWIN/A. NAUCK, Sophocles, Berlin 1864, VI 80. 
40) Sophocles (v. nota 20), 291. Cf. anche BURTON, (v. nota 31). 
41) Lexicon Sophocleum, Berlin 18722 (ristampa Hildesheim 1965), 42; cf. 

F.M. PONTANI, Lettura del primo stasimo delle Trachinie, in: Dioniso 12, 1949, 
243. 

42) Sophoclis Trachiniae, Leipzig 1848, 83. 
43) Si veda in particolare il citato lavoro di ISLER (v. nota 28). 
44) In C.G.A. ERFURT/G. HERMANN, Sophoclis tragoediae septem, London 

1827, II 60. 
45) Nel v.512 leggiamo che Eracle “giunse da Tebe agitando arco, lance e 

clava”, ma questo non vuol dire che l’eroe usi le sue armi durante la sua contesa 
contro Acheloo. Per simili ragioni neanche siamo d’accordo con BURTON, The 
chorus (v. nota 31), 56–57: “It seems that Sophocles intended to convey the im-
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tra Eracle ed Acheloo per ottenere in sposa Deianira, a volte l’eroe 
viene rappresentato armato (benchè di solito la sua arma è la spada o 
la clava, non la lancia)��46 altre volte, invece, la lotta fra i due anta-
gonisti viene presentata come una gara sportiva, concretamente come 
una gara di lotta o pancrazio,47 di modo che Eracle combatte senza 
armi, con il solo aiuto della sua forza e della sua padronanza delle 
tecniche di quella disciplina agonistica.48 Quest’ultima versione è, a 
nostro avviso, quella scelta da Sofocle:49 il canto corale, infatti, è 
pieno di termini tecnici del lessico sportivo greco antico, che ci rin-
viano anzitutto al pancrazio. E questa versione sarà quella scelta an-
che da Ovidio (Met. 9.1ss.) nella lunga descrizione dell’incontro, 
nella quale non viene menzionato nessun tipo di arma, ma Eracle ed 
Acheloo lottano impiegando soltanto le tecniche del pancrazio. 

Per le stesse ragioni che abbiamo addotto contro la proposta di 
Melazzo, non convince nemmeno l’interpretazione suggerita da Anto-
nella Pennesi nel suo pur eccellente contributo. Pennesi, a partire da 
“due ben noti aspetti dell’arte poetica sofoclea” (da una parte, la pre-
dilezione di Sofocle per espressioni ambigue che non possono essere 
univocamente interpretate, e, d’altra parte, la sua dipendenza da 
Omero), conclude che l’uso di �•�9�C���0�B�<�6 in Trachinie 504 riproduce un 
modello epico: Iliade 21.141ss., in cui è descritto il duello tra Achille 
(discendente di Zeus, come Eracle) ed Asteropeo (figlio di un dio-
fiume); e in quei versi si menziona esplicitamenteil fiume Acheloo 
(vv. 193ss.). Concretamente, Pennesi considera che in Trachinie 504 
�•�9�C���0�B�<�6 può essere interpretato come variatio dell’inconsueto 
                                                                                                                        
pression of a balanced strength on both sides (�•�9�C��), Heracles matching his 
weapons and the techniques of human skill against the natural equipment of the 
bull” (Burton parla delle “armi” che adopera Eracle, malgrado lui stesso abbia detto 
prima che il coro descrive una gara di pancrazio, p. 55). 

46) Si vedano, ad esempio, i numeri 215, 241–244 e 258 del catalogo di ISLER (v. 
nota 28). 

47) Si vedano, ad esempio, i numeri 245, 246, 249, 251 ó 252 del catalogo di 
ISLER (v. nota 28) (cf. perfino i numeri 225, 230 o 242, dove è evidente che Eracle 
ha lasciato le sue armi per combattere con Acheloo). 

48) Le lotte di Eracle, nella sua qualità di eroe civilizzatore, contro mostri ed uo-
mini selvaggi e incivili sono presentate spesso nella tradizione greca antica come 
una gara sportiva; così accade sovente nel caso delle descrizioni letterarie e delle 
rappresentazioni iconografiche dei combattimenti di Eracle contro il gigante Anteo 
(cf. Apollodoro 2.5) o contro il leone di Nemea; e concretamente Bacchilide 
(13.46ss.) afferma che la lotta fra Eracle e il leone fu l’origine della gara del pan-
crazio. 

49) Si veda anche (oltre alla bibliografia fino qui citata) WEILER, Der Agon (v. 
nota 28), 139ss.; G. DOBLHOFER/P. MAURITSCH, Pankration. Texte, Übersetzun-
gen, Kommentar, Wien/Köln/Weimar 1996, 155, 163, 201; DOBLHOFER/PETER-
MANDL /SCHACHINGER, Ringen (v. nota 27), 327, 328, 416.  
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�=�2�>�6�1���;�6�<�? che troviamo in Il.  21.163 (�è�U �1�)�•�:���@�D�2�A�<�U �1�5�<�?�U �¥�D�6�8�8�2���?�U �c�U
���4�8�6�þ�1�.�U�9�2�8���4�:���U�è�U�1�)�U�ž�9�.�>�A�/�U�1�<���>�.�@�6�:�U�•�9�C���?�U�c�U�Û�>�F�?�U�¥�@�A�2�>�<�=�.�5�<�?�`�U�­�=�2���U
�=�2�>�6�1���;�6�<�?�U�Ý�2�:), e conclude che “ ‘ambidestri’ indicherebbe Eracle ed 
Acheloo con una lancia per ogni mano:50 le armi in questa lotta erano 
più di quelle necessarie (cf. Trach. 512, 517ss.), e la raffigurazione 
del fiume come toro con braccia umane è ben attestata nell’icono-
grafia”. 

Infatti, nelle testimonianze iconografiche, Acheloo appare rappre-
sentato sovente con braccia umane. Ma queste braccia, in tali rappre-
sentazioni, non portano lance, ma sono utilizzate dal dio-fiume per 
praticare, nel suo combattimento contro Eracle, le consuete tecniche 
del pancrazio. Ecco alcuni esempi, citati secondo la numerazione e la 
descrizione del catalogo di Isler: 

- No 245, stámnos attico da Cerveteri, ca. 520–510 a.C. (Londra, 
British Museum, E 437): “Acheloos im Kampf mit Herakles. Ache-
loos hat Tritongestalt … A[cheloos] hat Horn und Stierhr. Herakles 
packt ihn am Horn und würgt ihn mit der anderen Hand. A[cheloos] 
versucht die Griffe zu lösen.” 

- No 247, anfora da Vulci, ca. 520–510 a.C. (Berlino, Charlotten-
burg, F 1852): “A[cheloos] am Boden, packt den vorprellenden Hera-
kles am Bein. Dieser hat mit beiden Händen das Horn des A[cheloos] 
ergriffen.” 

- Cf. perfino i numeri 249 e 251, datati anche verso la fine del VI 
secolo a.C. 

Dalle brevi descrizioni di Isler, possiamo dedurre senza difficoltà 
che l’aggettivo �•�9�C���0�B�<�6 può avere un senso che si adegua perfetta-
mente in un contesto sportivo, detto a proposito di due pancraziasti 
che impiegano ognuno le loro due braccia con lo scopo di vincere 
l’avversario:51 nel no 245 Eracle prende un corno di Acheloo con una 
mano e getta l’altro braccio intorno al collo del dio-fiume (si tratta 
della presa chiamata �A�>�.�D�4�8�6�@�9���?), mentre Acheloo prende con cia-
scuna delle sue mani una delle braccia di Eracle, cercando di liberarsi; 
nel no 247 Eracle prende con ambo le mani un corno di Acheloo, ed 
Acheloo, a sua volta, prende il piede dell’eroe. In conclusione, a no-

                                                
50) Questa è anche l’interpretazione di RODIGHIERO, Confluenza (v. nota 29), 

311–312. 
51) Come termine del pancrazio, sarebbe possibile anche interpretare �•�9�C���0�B�<�6

nel senso “che impiega ambo le membra, così le braccia come le gambe”, poichè in 
questa disciplina agonistica erano leciti le prese e i colpi così di pugno come di 
gamba. Ma preferiamo dare al composto il senso “che impiega ambo le braccia”, 
sopratutto perchè quest’interpretazione si adegua meglio alle rappresentazioni dei 
vasi dipinti, dove Acheloo ha spesso braccia umane, ma molto più di rado gambe 
umane che potesse utilizzare per abbattere ed immobilizzare l’avversario. 



Lessico agonistico nelle ‘Trachinie’ di Sofocle 45 

stro avviso �•�9�C���0�B�<�? in Trachinie 504 significa “impiegando [così 
Eracle come Acheloo] ambo le membra, ambo le braccia”, e sarebbe, 
alla fine, lo stesso senso che troviamo negli esempi omerici in cui 
�•�9�C�6�0�B���2�6�? è epiteto di Efesto e può significare “abile con ambedue le 
braccia” (si ricordi che questi esempi omerici ed il nostro testo di Tra-
chinie sono i soli casi in cui il composto viene detto di persone).52

���B�5�. è già parola omerica per denotare le “membra” di un �=�.�a
�8�.�6�@�A���?, concretamente le membra di Aiace durante la sua lotta contro 
Ulisse nei Giochi funebri in onore di Patroclo (Il. 23.727). D’altra 
parte, nel poema 22 di Teocrito, nel corso della descrizione della gara 
di pugilato che oppone Polluce ad Amico (“la migliore descrizione 
antica a noi cognita d’una partita di pugilato”, secondo l’opinione, che 
condividiamo, di Bronislaw Bilinski53), il poeta elogia il fatto che la 
sua perfetta padronanza delle tecniche del pugilato permetteva a 
Polluce di colpire il rivale con ambo i pugni allo stesso modo (vv.95–
96: � Ü� A� <� 6� U � é� 0� )� U � ±� :� 5� .� U � 7� .� �� U � ±� :� 5� .� U � =� .� >� 6� @� A� þ� 9� 2� :� <� ?� U � �� 6� �� ?� U � B� à� �� ?� U � c� U � •� 9� C�<�A���>�,�@�6�:�U
�¡�9�B�@�@�2�:�U �•�9�<�6�/�.�1���?), e nel corso dell’estesa narrazione della partita
Teocrito adopera tre volte la parola �0�B�5�<�: per denotare le braccia o i 
pugni dei pugili: vv. 80–81 (�<�â�U �1�)�U �­�=�2���U �<�ó�:�U �@�=�2���>�,�@�6�:�U �­�7�.�>�A���:�.�:�A�<�U
�/�<�2���.�6�?�U�c�U�D�2�5�>�.�?�U�7�.���U�=�2�>���U�0�B�5�.�U�9�.�7�>�<���?�U�2�á�8�6�;�.�:�U�à�9�þ�:�A�.�?),54 113–114 (�ê�U
�1�)�U�.�ß�2���U�=�þ�@�@�<�:�.�U�0�B�5�.�U�c�U�.�í�;�<�9���:�<�B�U�C�<�>���2�@�7�2�U�=���:�<�B�U�7�.���U�D�>�<�6�/�U�•�9�2���:�F)55

e 120–121 (�®�A���>�A�U�1�)�U�­�=�6�/�.���:�F�:�U�1�2�;�6�A�2�>�.�?�U�Ü�:�2�0�7�2�:�U�•�=���U�8�.�0���:�<�?�U�=�8�.�A���U
�0�B�5�<�:).56

Così, in Trachinie 504 �•�9�C���0�B�<�?�1avrebbe un senso vicino a quello 
di �•�9�C�6�1���;�6�<�?, una parola che viene impiegata sovente per designare 
colui che usa destramente ambo le braccia o le mani,57 anche nell’ 
                                                

52) Si vedano già i commenti degli scolî a Il . 13.147: �<�à�U �9���:�`�U �­�=�2���U �•�9�C�<�A���>�.�6�?�U
�A�.�5�?�U �D�2�>�@���U�1�6�2�>�2���1�<�:�A�2�?�U �D�>�C�:�A�.�6�`�U �<�à�U �1�ÿ�U �•�=���U �A�<�=�U �0�B�6�C�@�.�6�`�U �é�A�6�U �/�8�þ�=�A�2�6�U �•�9�C�<�A���>�F�5�2�:�b�U
�<�à�U�1�ÿ�U�9�2�A�.�C�<�>�6�7�C�?�U�•�=���U�A�C�:�U�0�B���F�:�`�U�é�A�6�U�®�7�.�A���>�F�5�2�:�U�¡�7�>�<�:�U�±�D�2�6�b�U�0�B�5�.�U�0�ý�>�U�A�ý�U�¡�7�>�.�b�U

53) L’agonistica sportiva nella Grecia antica. Aspetti sociali e ispirazioni 
letterarie, Roma 1960, 97. 

54) “Ed essi [Polluce ed Amico], allorché ebbero rafforzato le braccia con strisce 
di cuoio di bue e ebbero avvolte le lunghe corregge attorno alle membra.” 

55) “E invece lui [Polluce], secondo lo sforzo diventava maggiore, acquistava 
membra sempre più grosse e migliori di colorito.” 

56) “E [Amico], assalendo il suo rivale, dal fianco destro portò il largo pugno”. 
In questo testo sembra che �0�B�5�<�:�1denoti concretamente la mano, e più precisamente 
il pugno. Si vedano anche le Tavole di Eraclea I 183 e 187, con il commento di 
A. UGOZZONI/F. GHIANATTI , Le tavole greche di Eraclea, Roma 1968, 64: “l’uso 
singolare del vocabolo [�0�B�5�<�:] per designare una parte del corpo è raro: non è sicuro 
se il suo significato è ‘mano’, come in Teocr.22,121, oppure ‘piede’, ‘membro’; è 
uno degli emblemi familiari tipici delle tavole”. 

57) Cf. H. PETERSEN, Wörter zusammengesetzt mit �����#�� , in: Glotta 64, 1986, 
194: “Ein Mann konnte mit seiner linken Hand so geschickt arbeiten, dass er als 
�•�9�C�6�1���;�6�<�? galt, ‘mit einer rechten Hand auf beiden Seiten’.”
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ambito sportivo (cf. già Hippon.fr. 122 DEGANI),58 e allo stesso modo 
�•�9�C���0�8�F�@�@�<�? può designare colui che parla due lingue (Synes. De 
Providentia 2.3.64), �•�9�C�6�7���C�.�8�<�?�1quello che ha due teste, e�1�•�9�C���@�A�<�a
�9�<�? quello che ha due bocche. 

Il resto delle espressioni sportive che appaiono negli ultimi versi 
della strofa prima (504–506) non sollevano particolari problemi. 
���.�A�.�/�.���:�F si trova ben attestata come vox propria agonistica, col 
significato di “scendere in gara” (“go down into the scene of contest”, 
LSJ, s.v. 3); cf. Pind.P. 11.49, N. 3.42 e Pae. 6.60 (con valore meta-
forico nei due ultimi passi), Hdt.5.22, Aristoph.V. 1514, Xen.An. 
4.8.27, Suda (�7�.�A�.�/�.���:�2�6�:���U�A���U�2�ß�?�U�•�0�C�:�.�U�D�F�>�2�5�:).59  

Per quanto concerne la frase �=�þ�9�=�8�4�7�A�.�U�=�.�0�7���:�6�A�þ�U�A�)�U�­�;�.�8�5�<�:�U�¡�2�5�8�)�U
�•�0�
�:�F�:, tanto �=�.�0�7���:�6�A�<�? come�1�=�þ�9�=�8�4�7�A�<�?�1sonohapax (Suda attesta 
anche l’avverbio �=�.�9�=�8���0�1�4�:), ma non presentano nessuna difficoltà 
di interpretazione: l’accumulazione di due composti con �=�.�:�a�1esprime 
l’idea di una gara molto combattuta ed equilibrata,60 nella quale sono 
tutti colpi (�=�8�4�0�.��)61 e polvere (�7���:�6�?); sulla menzione della polvere 
che sollevano gli atleti come simbolo di una gara combattuta e bilan-
ciata fra due avversari che si sforzano al massimo, si veda già 
Il . 23.732, durante la descrizione della lotta fra Odisseo ed Aiace.62

D’altra parte, l’espressione �­�;�.�8�5�<�:�U �¡�2�5�8�)�U �•�0�
�:�F�: è simile a quella 
che viene impiegata in un altro passo “sportivo” di Sofocle:63 in Elet-
tra 687, il Pedagogo afferma che, nei finti Giochi Pitici che descrive, 
Oreste nella corsa a piedi “uscì portando il premio della vittoria che 
concede ogni onore” (�:���7�.�?�U �±�D�F�:�U �­�;�.�8�5�2�U �=�þ�:�A�6�9�<�:�U �0���>�.�?). Secondo 
                                                

58) Si veda a tal proposito R. CAMPAGNER, Lessico agonistico di Aristofane,
Roma/Bari 2001, 73; l’autore commenta parimenti l’uso buffo dell’antonimo 
�•�9�C�.�>���@�A�2�>�<�? (“goffo, completamente inetto”). 

59) Cf. P. ANGELI BERNARDINI in: B. GENTILI et alii, Pindaro. Le Pitiche, Milano 
1995, 662–663; CAMPAGNER, Lessico (v. nota 58), 177. 

60) Cf. O. LONGO, Commento linguistico alle ‘Trachinie’ di Sofocle, Padova 
1968, 190. 

61) Su �=�8���@�@�F come vox del pugilato e del pancrazio, si veda CAMPAGNER, Les-
sico (v. nota 58), 269–270; cf. Theocr. 22.97, 105, 111, 124. 

62) Cf. GARCÍA ROMERO, El deporte (v. nota 16), 37–39; N.B. CROWTHER, 
Victories without competition in the Greek games, in: Nikephoros 14, 2001, 29–44 
(= Athletika. Studies on the Olympic Games and Greek athletics, Hildesheim 2004, 
281–295). JEBB (The Trachiniae [v. nota 3], 78) suggerisce che Ovidio ha in mente 
l’aggettivo sofocleo �=�.�0�7���:�6�A�<�? quando descrive il combattimento fra Acheloo ed 
Eracle in Met. 9.35–36 (“Ille cavis hausto spargit me pulvere palmis, / inque vicem 
fulvae iactu flavescit harenae”); io non sarei così sicuro, ma, in ogni caso, possiamo 
dire che Ovidio fa ricorso alla stessa immagine impiegata da Sofocle per descrivere 
una lotta equilibrata (e non sarebbe l’unica coincidenza fra le descrizioni di Sofocle 
e di Ovidio, come vedremo). 

63) Cf., anche nelle Trachinie, il v. 159, �•�0�C�:�.�?�U�­�;�6�
�:. 
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questo passo di Elettra, penso che in Trachinie 505–506�­�;�.�8�5�<�:�U�¡�2�5�8�)�U
�•�0�
�:�F�: si può interpretare “uscirono con l’intenzione di conseguire 
(alla ricerca di) i premi della competizione”, meglio che semplice-
mente, come vuole Kamerbeek, “uscirono dalla competizione” (�¡�2�5�8�)�U
�•�0�
�:�F�:�U�p�U�•�0�C�:�.�?). 

La strofa prima si conclude con le domande (�A���:�2�?�U �Ã�U �A���:�2�?�U �Ã) che, 
alla maniera epica ma anche alla maniera pindarica,64 il coro fa a se 
stesso per interrogarsi sull’identità degli avversari che lotteranno. La 
risposta viene subito dopo, quando nell’antistrofe prima comincia la 
descrizione degli atti che precedono la gara stessa, così che, come 
osserva W.H. Race,65 “the entire strophe (497–506) serves as an 
elaborate prooimion to the description of the contest (and, ultimately, 
to the description of the forlorn Deianira awaiting the outcome at 
523–530)”. 

�è�U�9�ÿ�:�U�Ý�:�U�=�<�A�.�9�<�=�U�@�5���:�<�?�`�U�î�E���7�2�>�F�U�A�2�A�>�.���>�<�B�U
�C�þ�@�9�.�U�A�.���>�<�B�`�U
�¥�D�2�8�D�<�?�U�•�=�)�U���ß�:�6�.�1�&�:�`�U�è�U�1�ÿ�U���.�7�D���.�?�U�¡�=�<�U�U�i�e�d�Ä�i�e�e�U
�Ý�8�5�2�U�=�.�8���:�A�<�:�.�U�����/�.�?�U
�A���;�.�U�7�.���U�8���0�D�.�?�U�<���=�.�8���:�U�A�2�U�A�6�:�þ�@�@�F�:�`�U
�=�.�5�?�U���6���?���U�<�â�U�A���A�)�U�•�<�8�8�2�5�?�U
�ã�@�.�:�U�­�?�U�9���@�<�:�U�à���9�2�:�<�6�U�8�2�D���F�:���U
�9���:�.�U�1�)�U�2�ñ�8�2�7�A�>�<�?�U�­�:�U�9���@�A�U�����=�>�6�?�U�<�.�/�1�<�:���9�2�6�U�;�B�:�<�=�@�.�b�U�U�U�U�U �i�e�i�U

Il primo era la forza di un fiume, la figura di un toro 
dalle alte corna, quadrupede, 
Acheloo di Eniade; l’altro dalla città di Bacco 510–511

giunse, da Tebe, flessibile 
arco, lance ed una clava agitando, 
il figlio di Zeus. Essi allora insieme  
avanzarono nel mezzo, bramosi di nozze. 
E sola con loro, favorevole alle nozze, nel mezzo  

Cipride con la verga arbitrava.                           515

                                                
64) Ha ragione DAVIES (The Trachiniae [v. nota 18], 141–142) quando afferma: 

“the technique whereby the poet answers the questions he himself has just asked is 
often compared to the epic … But is equally Pindaric (cf. the opening of Ol. 2, also, 
e.g., Ol. 10.60ff., Pyth. 4.70ff.), which would be more to the point here in view of 
the epinician opening of the present ode”. A proposito di altre influenze del genere 
dell’epinicio sul nostro canto corale, si vedano LARMOUR, Stage and stadium (v. 
nota 3), 86–87; RODIGHIERO, Confluenza (v. nota 29); U. BITTRICH, Aphrodite und 
Eros in der antiken Tragödie, Berlin 2005, 38ss.  

65) The classical priamel from Homer to Boethius, Leiden 1982, 91. 
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Poiché l’incontro fra Acheloo ed Eracle è descritto come una gara 
sportiva, è logico che l’inizio della narrazione del confronto, che co-
mincia nell’antistrofe, sia la cerimonia che apriva una competizione 
atletica: la presentazione degli avversari. Diversi commentatori66

hanno infatti osservato, a ragione, che nei vv.507ss. il coro parla 
nello stesso modo in cui parlerebbe l’araldo che, nella competizione 
sportiva, presenta gli atleti che parteciperanno alla gara,67 annun-
ziando il loro nome e le loro città patrie: da una parte �¥�D�2�8�D�<�?�1�•�=�)�U
���ß�:�6�.�1�&�:, dall’altra�U�è�U�1�ÿ�U���.�7�D���.�?�U�¡�=�<�U�Ã�U�����/�.�?�U�Ã�U�=�.�5�?�U���6���?; inoltre, 
in entrambi i casi vengono in primo luogo descritti l’aspetto e le ca-
ratteristiche degli atleti, mentre il nome di ciascuno viene pronunciato 
solo alla fine della frase per dare maggiore enfasi alla presentazione, 
un effetto stilistico solitamente impiegato ancora oggi negli eventi 
sportivi, ad esempio nella presentazione dei pugili sul ring.  

E alla fine dell’antistrofe, così come accade oggigiorno nel pugi-
lato, ha luogo la presentazione di un terzo personaggio che si trova, 
metaforicamente, fra i due atleti (�­�:�U �9���@�A):68 la dea Afrodite, alla 
quale il coro assegna il ruolo di arbitro della gara, come si evince 
dalla parola �<�.�/�1�<�:���9�2�6. Il verbo�U�<�.�/�1�<�:�<�9���F�1(“portare una verga”) si 
trova documentato soltanto in questo testo e il sostantivo corrispon-

                                                
66) Cf. DAVIES, Trachiniae (v. nota 18), 142; BURTON, The chorus (v. nota 31), 

55, etc. 
67) Si veda a tal propositoN. B. CROWTHER, The role of heralds and trumpeters 

at Greek athletic festivals, in: Nikephoros 7, 1994, 144–145 (= Athletika [v. nota 
62], 192–193); A. WOLICKI , The heralds and the games in Archaic and Classical 
Greece, in: Nikephoros 15, 2002, 69–97, soprattutto 74; S.G. MILLER, The 
organization and functioning of the Olympic Games, in: D. PHILLIPS/D. PRITCHARD 

(edd.), Sport and festivals in the Ancient Greek world, Oxford 2003, 4ss. Cfr. an-
che P. ANGELI BERNARDINI, La comunicazione della vittoria sportiva nella Grecia: 
modi e tempi di un percorso, in: Annali Univ. Ferrara, 4, 2003, 31–43. Alcuni testi 
confermano che nella presentazione degli atleti al pubblico venivano proclamati il 
loro nome (e quello del padre) e la loro patria, cioè, gli stessi dati che erano men-
zionati anche nella cerimonia di proclamazione dei vincitori, come sapiamo da 
Soph.El. 693–695 (si veda anche Pind.Ol. 5.8 e P. 1.32, ed il commento di 
P.J. FINGLASS, Sophocles. Electra, Cambridge 2007, 309). Cf. Himer.Decl. 24.22–
27 (�7���v�>�B�0�9�.�U�A���F�?�U�<�í�7�U�¡�7�<�9�E�<�:�`�U�è�U�1�2�5�:�.�U�A�<�=�U�1�2�5�:�<�?�U�Ã�U�A�D�U�7�4�>���0�9�.�A�6�U�7�.���U�±�5�:�<�?�U�7�.���U
�0���:�<�?); Heliod.Aeth. 4.1.1ss. (con il commento di CROWTHER, loc. cit.), e già 
Il . 23.287ss., 664 ss., 708 ss., 754 ss., 811 ss., 836ss. (sono menzionati il nome del 
partecipante e quello di suo padre). In Philodem.De vitiis col.xiv linee 27–28 (p.25 
Jensen), a un atleta che si prepara a gareggiare è chiesto di dire il nome della sua 
patria, ed egli risponde arrogantemente “lo sentirai dall’araldo un po’ più tardi” 
(�A�<�=�U�7���>�B�7�<�t�?�v�U�Ã�U�•�7�<���@�2�6�U�t�9�v�6�7�>���:�U�ï�@�t�A�2�>�v�<�:). 

68) Come nota JEBB (The Trachiniae [v. nota 3], 80), l’espressione “nel mezzo” 
non indica soltanto la posizione fisica dell’arbitro-Afrodite, ma anche il fatto che la 
dea farà il ruolo di “the umpire as an impartial judge between two competitors” (si 
veda ancheEASTERLING, Sophocles. Trachiniae [v. nota 27], 137). 
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dente, �<�.�/�1�<�:���9�<�?, è attestato nel lessico di Esichio con il significato 
di “arbitro” (s.v. �<�þ�/�1�<�6���Ã�U �7�.���U �è�U �/�>�.�/�2�B�A���?�U �<�.�/�1�<�:���9�<�?). A nostro 
avviso, è possibile che�1�<�.�/�1�<�:�<�9���F�1e �<�.�/�1�<�:���9�<�? siano varianti poe-
tiche dei termini tecnici abituali �<�.�/�1�<�B�D���F�1e �<�.�/�1�<�=�D�<�?��69 �<�.�/�1�<�=�D�<�6
designa solitamente i collaboratori degli arbitri che, portando una 
lunga verga, erano incaricati di far rispettare la disciplina e punire le 
irregolarità (cf. Thuc. 5.50.4, iscrizioni, etc.),70 ma può designare an-
che gli arbitri stessi, principali garanti di controllare il corretto svol-
gimento delle gare, secondo quanto attesta Platone Prot.338a, dove 
Ippia consiglia Protagora e Socrate di nominare un arbitro o un mode-
ratore per il combattimento dialettico che cominceranno: �=�2���5�2�@�5���U�9�<�6�U
�<�.�/�1�<�=�D�<�:�U �7�.���U �­�=�6�@�A�þ�A�4�:�U �7�.���U �=�>���A�.�:�6�:�U �®�8���@�5�.�6�U �ê�?�U �î�9�5� :� U � C� B� 8� þ� ;� 2� 6� U � A� �� U
�9���A�>�6�<�:�U �9�.�7�<�?�U �A�C�:�U �8���0�F�:�U �®�7�.�A���>�<�B. D’altra parte, l’arbitro che, por-
tando una verga, assicura il corretto svolgimento della competizione è 
una figura abituale nelle rappresentazioni sportive dei vasi dipinti, 
soprattutto nei vasi raffiguranti gare di lotta, pugilato e pancrazio.71

Sette secoli dopo Sofocle, Eliodoro (Aeth.4.1.1) fornisce un chiaro 
parallelo per l’immagine di Afrodite come arbitro di un “combatti-
mento erotico” descritto come una competizione sportiva. Durante la 
narrazione dei Giochi Pitici, dice Eliodoro che i giovani protagonisti 
del romanzo, Teagene e Cariclea, disputavano il loro proprio agón, il 
cui arbitro era Eros:�U �A� /�U �1�ÿ�U � î�@�A�2�>� .� ��$�U �è�U �9�ÿ� :�U � ��B�5� ��F� :�U � •�0� 	� :�U �±�8�4�0�2� :� `�U �è�U �1�ÿ�U
�A�C�:�U�:���F�:�U�­�=���7�9�.�3�2�:�U�•�0�F�:�<�5�2�A�<�=�:�A�<�?�`�U�<�å�9�.�6�`�U�7�.���U�/�>�.�/�2���<�:�A�<�?�U�¹�>�F�A�<�?�`�U
�7� .� ��U�1�6�)�U�•�5�8�4�A�C�:�U�1� ��<�U�A�<� ��A�F� :�U�7� .� ��U�9� �� :�F� :�U�<�ð�?�U�­�3�2� �� ;� .�A�<�U�9���0�6�@�A�<�:�U�•�0�
�:�F�:�U
�A���:�U�ã�1�6�<�:�U�•�=�<�C�.�:�.�6�U�C�6�8�<�:�2�6�7���@�.�:�A�<�?�b72�1In questo testo Eros appare non 
soltanto come arbitro della competizione (�/�>�.�/�2���<�:�A�<�?), ma anche 

                                                
69) Iscrizioni di età postclassica (ad esempio IG 7.3078, iscrizione di Lebadea, 

del secolo I a.C.) attestano anche il termine �<�.�/�1�<�C���>�<�?. 
70) Si veda a tal proposito N.B. CROWTHER/M. FRASS, Flogging as a punish-

ment in the ancient games, in: Nikephoros 11, 1998, 51–82 (= Athletika [v. nota 
62], 141–168, soprattutto 153–156). Anche W. DECKER, Sport in der griechischen 
Antike, München 1995, 120–126; E. ALBANIDIS , ���@�A�<�>���.�U �A�4�?�U�þ�5�8�4�@�4�?�U�@�A�<�:�U�.�>�D�.���<�U
���8�8�4�:�6�7���U�7���@�9�<, Thessaloniki 2006, 55ss., 89ss. 

71) Si veda, ad esempio, B. KRATZMÜLLER,�� �F���.�/�1�<�=�D�<�6�1auf Panathenäischen 
Preisamphoren, in: M. BENTZ��N. ESCHBACH�1(edd.), Panathenaïka. Symposion zu 
den Panathenäischen Preisamphoren, Mainz 2001, 101–107. KAMERBEEK (The Tra-
chiniae [v. nota 3], 122) indica che in Philodem.De vitiis p.25 Jensen, è detto che 
l’arbitro (�/�>�.�/�2�B�A���?) porta una�1�<�þ�/�1�<�?. �1

72) “Il giorno dopo finivano le gare Pitiche, ma la gara dei giovani si trovava al 
culmine; l’organizzatore, penso, e arbitro era Eros, bramoso di mostrare, per mezzo 
di questi due unici atleti che aveva appaiato, che quella era la competizione più 
importante”.  
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come organizzatore dei giochi (�•�0�F�:�<�5�2�A�<�=�:�A�<�?)��73 invece, nel passo 
di Sofocle Afrodite è soltanto l’arbitro di una competizione il cui or-
ganizzatore (�•�0�F�:�<�5���A�4�?) è forse il ���2���?�U�•�0�
�:�6�<�?�1citato al v.26.74

Diciamo infine, per quanto riguarda al’antistrofe, che �ã�@�.�:�U�­�?�U�9���@�<�:
(v. 514) è anche un’espressione tecnica del lessico sportivo e descrive 
gli atleti che avanzano fino al luogo dove si svolgerà la gara e si tro-
vano l’uno di fronte all’altro (cf. Il . 23.814; Theocr. 22.82 e 183; He-
liod. Aeth. 4.3.1; Quint. Smyrn.4.128; anche Eur.Phoen. 1361, in un 
contesto bellico, e Plat.Prot. 337e, detto a proposito di una gara dia-
lettica). Di conseguenza, �ã�@�.�:�U �­�?�U �9���@�<�:�U �à���9�2�:�<�6�U �8�2�D���F�: riprende la 
stessa idea che era stata espressa già al verso corrispondente della 
strofa, � ­� =� �� U � A� þ� :� 1� )� U � ¡� >� )� U � ¡� 7� <� 6� A� 6� :� U � Ã� U � 7� .� A� �� /� .� :� U � =� >� �� U � 0� þ� 9� F� :, anche mediante 
l’uso di lessico sportivo.75

La narrazione dell’incontro vero e proprio comincia nell’epodo che 
chiude lo stasimo (vv.517–530): 

�U
�A���A�)�U�Ý�:�U�D�2�>���?�`�U�Ý�:�U�1�ÿ�U�A���;�F�:�U�=�þ�A�.�0�<�?�`�U
�A�.�B�>�2���F�:�U�A�)�U�•�:�þ�9�6�0�1�.�U�7�2�>�þ�A�F�:���U
�Ý�:�U�1�)�U�•�9�C���=�8�2�7�A�<�6�U�7�8���9�.�7�2�?�`�U �i�f�d�U
�Ý�:�U�1�ÿ�U�9�2�A�
�=�F�:�U�ç�8���2�:�A�.�U�=�8���0�9�.�A�.�U
�7�.���U�@�A���:�<�?�U�•�9�C�<�5�:�b�U
�ž�U�1�)�U�2�í�C�=�6�?�U�ž�/�>�ý�U
�U�U�U�U�A�4�8�.�B�0�2�5�U�=�.�>�)�U�ë�D�5�A�U
�Þ�@�A�<�`�U�A���:�U�ê�:�U�=�>�<�@�9���:�<�B�@�)�U�•�7�<���A�.�:�b�U�i�f�i�U

�­�0�	�U�1�ÿ�U�5�.�A���>�U�9�ÿ�:�U�<�æ�.�U�C�>�þ�3�F���U
�A���U�1�)�U�•�9�C�6�:�2���7�4�A�<�:�U�ë�9�9�.�U�:���9�C�.�?�U
�­�8�2�6�:���:�U�•�9�9���:�2�6���U
�7�•�=���U�9�4�A�>���?�U�¡�C�.�>�U�/���/�.�D�)�U
�U�U�U�U�÷�@�A�2�U�=���>�A�6�?�U�­�>���9�.�b�U �i�g�d�U

                                                
73) Sulle funzioni degli agonoteti o atloteti (�•�5�8�<�5�.�A�.�6) e degli arbitri, si vedano 

i loci citati di CROWTHER/FRASS, Flogging (v. nota 70),DECKER, Sport (v. nota 
70), edALBANIDIS , ���@�A�<�>���.�U(v. nota 70). Anche B. NAGY, The Athenian athlothetai,
in: GRBS 19, 1978, 307–313; D.G. KYLE, Athletics in ancient Athens, Leiden 
1987, 38–39; S.G. MILLER, Ancient Greek athletics, New Haven/London 2003, 
241ss. 

74) Dio come agonoteta è metafora che viene ritrovata sovente presso autori cri-
stiani e già nell’età ellenistica. Cf. Philo,Migr. 27.4; Clem.Alex. Protrep.
10.96.3, Strom. 7.3.20, Quis dives salvetur 3.6.2; Euseb.Comm. in Psalmos
22.229.49; Basil. In Barlaam martyrem 31.489.18; Johan.Chrisost. In virginitatem
38.29; Johan.Damas.De imaginibus 1.34 = 2.30 = 3.46, Laudatio Sanctae Barba-
rae 96.785.17, etc. Si veda a tal proposito J.LEEMANS, God and Christ as agono-
thetae in the writings of Gregory of Nyssa, in: SEJG 43, 2004, 5–31. 

75) Cf. BITTRICH, Aphrodite und Eros (v. nota 64), 40. 
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520 �•�9�C���=�8�2�7�A�<�6�1 �Œ�˜�•�•�ï�1 �ñ�1�•�9�C���=�8�6�7�A�<�6 Headlam     526 �5�.�A���>�1Zielinski :�1 �•�£�˜�‹�•�1

codd. :�1�9�þ�>�A�B�?�1Wilamowitz :�1�9�þ�A�4�:�1Hadjistephanou (�8���0�F�1pro�1�±�0�F�1legens) : alii alia�1

Allora fu uno strepito di braccia, e fu uno strepito di archi
e di corna di toro, confusamente; 
e furono prese in cui ambedue si intrecciavano,     520

e furono rovinosi colpi di fronti
e gemiti di entrambi. 
E lei, col suo bel volto, delicata, 
     su una collina lontana in vista 
era seduta, aspettando colui che sarebbe stato suo marito.      525

Io lo racconto da spettatore: 
lo sguardo della vergine per la quale entrambi litigavano
attende pietoso; 
e lontano da sua madre in fretta se ne va via, 
     come vitella lasciata sola.                                  530

La struttura della narrazione nell’epodo è simile a quella che abbiamo 
commentato a proposito dell’antistrofe. Nell’antistrofe abbiamo os-
servato come il coro comincia presentando i due atleti, Acheloo ed 
Eracle, e finisce menzionando un terzo personaggio, Afrodite, che si 
trova “nel mezzo” (�­�:�U�9���@�A) come unico (�9���:�.) arbitro della gara. In 
modo simile, nella prima parte dell’epodo (517–522) il coro descrive76

con grande intensità l’incontro fra i due rivali, un combattimento in 
cui tutto è moto (� Ý� :� U � Ã� U � Ý� :� U � Ã� U � Ý� :� U � Ã� U � Ý� :� U � Ã), strepito (�=�þ�A�.�0�<�?�`�U
�@�A���:�<�?),77 confusione (�•�:�þ�9�6�0�1�.) e violenza. Ma al v. 523 Sofocle fa 
deviare bruscamente l’attenzione degli spettatori su un terzo perso-
naggio e oggetto del contendere: in forte contrasto con la scena prece-
dente, Deianira appare sola (�­�>���9�.), silenziosa e statica, attendendo da 
una collina l’esito dell’incontro, e viene descritta come una bella gio-
vane delicata (�2�í�C�=�6�?�U�ž�/�>�ý), in contrasto con la violenza che mostrano 
i suoi pretendenti.78

                                                
76) Sul ruolo del coro come “narratore sportivo”, RODIGHIERO (La madre [v. 

nota 26], 281) commenta: “l’evento narrato … risulta collocato in un altrove 
spazio-temporale, e non si configura – potremmo dire con un’espressione moderna 
– come una diretta sportiva, ma come una ‘differita’, e la sua evocazione viene 
affidata alla forza persuasiva del coro e all’immaginativa dell’ascoltatore”. 

77) L’espressione verbale riflette la “sonorità” del combattimento per mezzo 
dell’accumulazione di suoni gutturali e dentali e dei gruppi �=�8�Ue�U �7�8. Cf. 
RODIGHIERO, Confluenza (v. nota 29), 336; e ancheDAVIES, Trachiniae (v. nota 
18), 144, con la citazione di A.A. LONG, Language and thought in Sophocles: a 
study of abstract nouns and poetic technique, London 1968, 76. 

78) E possibile che proprio la struttura metrica dell’epodo rifletta il contrasto tra 
i versi 517–522 e 523ss.: nella prima parte (vv.517–522) il ritmo è enoplio-co-
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Per quanto attienela descrizione dell’incontro dal punto di vista 
sportivo (quello che ora ci interessa), a nostro avviso alcune espres-
sioni sono state interpretate in maniera sbagliata da alcuni commen-
tatori. Così, Jebb79 interpreta come segue la sequenza delle azioni 
compiute da entrambi i contendenti: “In this compressed description 
of the fight, the two combatants figure alternately: (1) Heracles deals 
blows with his fists (�D�2�>���?�U�=�þ�A�.�0�<�?), – then retires a little, and sends 
a shaft from his twanging bow (�A���;�F�:�U �=�þ�A�.�0�<�?). (2) Acheloüs 
charges, and the hero’s club rattles on his horns (�7�2�>�þ�A�F�:�U �=�þ�A�.�0�<�?). 
(3) Then Heracles, turning to the wrestler’s art, endeavours to grapple 
with Acheloüs, to spring upon his back (�•�9�C���=�8�2�7�A�<�6�U �7�8���9�.�7�2�?). (4) 
The tauriform god butts at his adversary (�9�2�A�
�=�F�:�U �=�8���0�9�.�A�.). And 
the account fitly closes with the words, �@�A���:�<�?�U�•�9�C�<�5�:�b” 

In primo luogo, a mio parere, nel nostro contesto non è possibile, 
contro l’opinione di Jebb, interpretare l’espressione �A���;�F�:�U �=�þ�A�.�0�<�?
(“strepito di archi”) nel senso che Eracle usa il suo arco per attaccare 
Acheloo. Poiché l’incontro fra i due rivali viene descritto come una 
gara di pancrazio, l’uso di armi è fuori luogo, di modo che ha ragione 
Davies80 quando afferma che quello “strepito di archi” è il rumore che 
fa l’arco sulle spalle di Eracle: “it is likelier that we are meant to think 
of the rattle of the arrows in the quiver as it clatters about Heracles’ 
shoulders (compare the memorable description of Apollo in Il .  I.46 
�±�7�8�.�0�;�.�:�U�1�)�U�¡�>�)�U�ç�G�@�A�<���U�­�=�)�U�ù�9�F�:�U�D�F�<�9���:�<�6�<)”.  

Altro tipo di problemi pone, nel v. 520, l’espressione �•�9�C���=�8�2�7�A�<�6�U
�7�8���9�.�7�2�?, e più precisamente l’aggetivo�1�•�9�C���=�8�2�7�A�<�6. Il sostantivo �7�8���a
�9�.�7�2�? (alla lettera, “scala”) ed il suo verbo corrispondente �7�8�6�9�.�7���3�F
(“effettuare una �7�8�5�9�.�;, una ‘scala’”) sono senza dubbio voces pro-
priae del pancrazio; denotano un tipo di presa caratteristica di questa 
disciplina che è stata identificata con la mossa che troviamo rap-
presentata nel celeberrimo “gruppo dei pancraziasti” di Firenze (se-
colo II a.C.) e che Roberto Campagner81 descrive come segue: 
                                                                                                                        
riambico e dattilo-epitritico, ma a partire dal v.523 comincia un nuovo periodo nel 
quale è dominante il ritmo giambico sincopato, benché nel verso 525 e nella doppia 
clausola finale (vv.529–530) ritorni il ritmo eolo-coriambico. Concretamente, la 
struttura metrica che offre DAVIES (Trachiniae [v. nota 18], 135–136; si veda anche 
P. CARRIÓN, Series métricas de transición en la lírica de Sófocles, Madrid 1982, 
304ss.) è la seguente (nel v.528 Davies preferisce un testo diverso di quello che 
noi abbiamo adottato): tel + cho, tetram dact (vv.517–519) // – e - D -, d1 u, D – 
(vv. 520–522) // sp cr -, sp cr – (vv. 523–524) // cho ith, 3ia sinc �� , 3ia sinc �� , 2ia, 
gl (vv.525–529) // pher (530) ///. Cf. RODIGHIERO, La madre (v. nota 26), 281 n.7. 

79) TheTrachiniae (v. nota 3), 80. 
80) Trachiniae (v. nota 18), 144–145. 
81) Lessico (v. nota 58), 190, dove sono citati i testi antichi che informano su 

questa tecnica del pancrazio, incluso il passo che commentiamo (cf., oltre agli scoli 
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“Tecnica di immobilizzazione-strangolamento. Dalle indicazioni degli 
scolî e dai lessici antichi … si deduce chiaramente che �7�8�6�9�.�7���3�F è un 
termine tecnico del pancrazio, come del resto anche �7�8�5�9�.�; … In un 
incontro di pancrazio … di solito, allorché un atleta riesce ad atterrare 
l’avversario, per immobilizzarlo … tenta di effettuare una �7�8�5�9�.�;, sale 
cioè sul dorso di quello e gli avvolge le gambe intorno ai fianchi in 
modo da bloccargli il respiro.”  

Per quanto riguarda all’aggettivo composto che qualifica �7�8���9�.�7�2�?�`�U
�•�9�C���=�8�2�7�A�<�6�1è lezione unanime della tradizione manoscritta, accettata 
da Jebb, Dain-Mazon, Kamerbeek, Colonna, Dawe, Lloyd-Jones/ 
Wilson, Davies82, etc.; ciò nonostante, la correzione�1�•�9�C���=�8�6�7�A�<�6�U
proposta da Headlam ha avuto notevole successo ed è stata sottoscritta 
da prestigiosi studiosi (Housman, Wilamowitz, Page). Tanto�1�•�9�C���a
�=�8�2�7�A�<�6 che �•�9�C���=�8�6�7�A�<�6 sarebbero hapax, ma certamente entrambigli 
aggettivi possono essere eventualmente interpretati come termini 
sportivi della lotta e del pancrazio. Da una parte, il verbo �=�8���7�F e i 
suoi composti si trovano molto ben attestati come termini agonistici, 
fino al punto che �@�B�9�=�8���7�F può significare in senso lato, per meto-
nimia, “praticare la lotta”;83 questi termini denotano l’“intreccia-
mento” degli atleti durante il combattimento, di modo che nel nostro 
passo, se leggiamo�1�•�9�C���=�8�2�7�A�<�6 con i manoscritti, la tecnica denomi-
nata �7�8�5�9�.�; sarebbe descritta come una “presa in cui i due rivali 
vengono intrecciati”. Ma anche un possibile aggettivo �•�9�C���=�8�6�7�A�<�6 (la 

                                                                                                                        
al nostro testo, Aristoph.fr. 50 K-A; Plat.Com.fr. 132 K-A; Hesych., s.v. �7�8���9�.�7�2�?; 
Pollux 3.155; Phot. ss.vv.�U�­�7�8�6�9�þ�7�6�@�2�: e �1�6�.�7�8�6�9�.�7���@�.�?, etc.). Campagner a ragione 
accetta l’ipotesi più comunemente ammessa quando descrive la presa nominata 
�7�8�5�9�.�; e la identifica con la tecnica rappresentata nel gruppo statuario di Firenze. Si 
veda a tal proposito GARDINER, The Pankration and Wrestling (v. nota 27), 16, che, 
seguendo G. Hermann, afferma che “�7�8�6�9�.�7���3�2�6�:�1means to jump on to an opponent’s 
back knotting one’s leg and arms about him, to make, as it were, a ladder of him”; 
R. PATRUCCO, Lo sport nella Grecia antica, Firenze 1972, 320–321 (Patrucco ag-
giunge che si tratta della stessa presa che descrive Luciano in Anach. 31); 
M. POLIAKOFF, Studies in the terminology of the Greek combat sports, Frankfurt 
am Main 19862, 172, e Combat sports in the Ancient World, New Haven��London 
1987, 51; DECKER, Sport (v. nota 70), 92; DOBLHOFER/PETERMANDL/SCHACHIN-
GER, Ringen (v. nota 27), 119, 305, 327–328, 416; DOBLHOFER/MAURITSCH, 
Pankration (v. nota 49), 155, 163, 201 (gli autori sostengono che il �7�8�6�9�.�A�6�@�9���? è la 
tecnica che viene impiegata da Eracle per vincere il leone di Nemea in 
Theocr. 25.266–271); anche JEBB, The Trachiniae (v. nota 3), 81 e 193–194, e 
DAVIES, Trachiniae (v. nota 18), 146. 

82) Nonostante nel suo commento Davies affermi che è molto difficile scegliere 
fra la lezione dei manoscritti e l’emendamento di Headlam. 

83) Cf. POLIAKOFF, Studies (v. nota 81), 75–87; F. GARCÍA ROMERO/F. HER-
NÁNDEZ MUÑOZ, Metáforas del deporte en los discursos políticos de Demóstenes,
in: CFC(egi) 6, 1996, 115; CAMPAGNER, Lessico (v. nota 58), 267–268 e 302–303. 



54 Fernando García Romero

correzione proposta da Headlam) sarebbe potuto essere un termine 
sportivo. Infatti, il verbo �•�9�C�6�=�8���@�@�F� 1 �û“spostare una gamba verso un 
lato e l’altra verso l’altro lato, salire a cavalcioni”) si trova attestato 
nel lessico di Polluce (2.172), e il sostantivo �=�8���0�9�. viene spiegato da 
un altro lessicografo, Esichio, come vox propria della lotta e del 
pancrazio: �/�.�9�.�`�U �•�=���U �A�C�:�U �7�B�8�6�<�9���:�F�:�U �7�.���U �=�.�8�.�6���:�A�F�:�`�U �é�A�.�:�U �=�2�>�6�/�þ�:�a
�A�2�?�U �A�<�5�?�U �@�7���8�2�@�6�:�U �7�.�A���D�F�@�6�:�b84 Inoltre, coloro che sostengono la cor-
rezione proposta da Headlam sottolineano il fatto che l’avverbio 
�•�9�C�6�=�8���;, un altro hapax, si trova attestato soltanto in un frammento di 
Sofocle (596 RADT), benché in un contesto completamente estraneo 
all’ambito sportivo. Per concludere, la scelta tra �•�9�C���=�8�2�7�A�<�6 e 
�•�9�C���=�8�6�7�A�<�6 è difficile; forse la soluzione più prudente sarebbe man-
tenere�1�•�9�C���=�8�2�7�A�<�6, lezione unanime della tradizione manoscritta, 
anchese dobbiamo riconoscere che non sarebbe stato difficile che un 
testo originale �•�9�C���=�8�6�7�A�<�6�1diventasse, per corruzione, �•�9�C���=�8�2�7�A�<�6�ï85

Il coro prosegue la sua descrizione dell’incontro affermando che, 
durante il combattimento, �Ý�:�U �9�2�A�
�=�F�:�U �ç�8���2�:�A�.�U �=�8���0�9�.�A�.(“furono 
rovinosi colpi di fronti”). Secondo l’interpretazione di Jebb, questi 
“rovinosi colpi di fronti” sono quelli che, sotto la sua figura di toro, 
Acheloo infligge ad Eracle (“the tauriform god butts at his adver-
sary”). A nostro avviso, sarebbe possibile un’altra interpretazione: 
l’espressione �9�2�A�
�=�F�:�U�ç�8���2�:�A�.�U�=�8���0�9�.�A�. potrebbe alludere ai colpi di 
testa che si infliggono reciprocamente i due rivali, e concretamente 
alla caratteristica posizione che i lottatori e i pancraziasti addottano 
all’inizio e poi in diversi momenti della gara, fronte contro fronte, 
come mostrano spesso le testimonianze iconografiche e descrivono 
anche le fonti letterarie. Così, all’inizio dell’Anacarsi di Luciano, il 
saggio scita commenta con meraviglia il fatto che durante un com-
battimento sportivo i giovani greci, come se fossero montoni, �õ�5�<�=�@���U
�A�2�U �•�8�8���8�<�B�?�U �@�B�:�:�2�:�2�B�7���A�2�?�U �7�.���U �A�ý�U �9���A�F�=�.�U �@�B�:�.�>�þ�A�A�<�B�@�6�U �÷�@�=�2�>�U �<�à�U
�7�>���<�6��86 e nelle Metamorfosi di Ovidio (9.44–48), lo stesso Acheloo 
descrive il suo incontro con Eracle e dice così: 
                                                

84) “Andata. A partire da coloro che rotolano lungo il suolo [i pancraziasti] e 
lottano, quando mettono le gambe attorno e così stringono il rivale”. Cf. DAVIES, 
Trachiniae (v. nota 18), 145–146; DOBLHOFER/PETERMANDL/SCHACHINGER, Rin-
gen (v. nota 27), 416; S. RADT, Tragicorum Graecorum Fragmenta. Vol.4: 
Sophocles, Göttingen 1977, ad fr. 596.  

85) KAMERBEEK (The Trachiniae [v. nota 3], 122–123) cita, come esempio di 
confusione fra �=�8���7�F e �=�8���@�@�F,�1la glossa di Esichio�1�=�2�>�6�=�2�=�8�6�0�9���:�.���U �=�2�>�6�=�2�a
�=�8�2�0�9���:�.�U�A�<�5�?�U�@�7���8�2�@�6�:�ï

86) “Si urtano l’uno contro l’altro a testa bassa e cazzano con la fronte quasi fos-
sero montoni” (versione di P. ANGELI BERNANRDINI, Luciano. Anacarsi o sull’ 
atletica, Padova 1995; si veda anche la nota 4 della p.60). Cf. anche PATRUCCO, Lo 
sport (v. nota 81), 277 n.1, con illustrazioni. 
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  totoque ego pectore pronus 
et digitos digitis et frontem fronte premebam. 
Non aliter uidi fortes concurrere tauros, 
cum pretium pugnae toto nitidissima saltu 
expetitur coniux.87

L’ultima precisione che offre il coro nella sua descrizione dello scon-
tro di pancrazio fra Eracle ed Acheloo è un riferimento ai “gemiti di 
entrambi i rivali” (�@�A���:�<�?�U�•�9�C�<�5�:) durante il combattimento. Poiché la 
parola�1�@�A���:�<�? designa di solito i gemiti provocati da una situazione 
particolarmente dolente, rimane probabile che nel nostro passo il coro 
faccia riferimento ai gemiti che emettono i due rivali a causa dello 
sforzo e dei colpi ricevuti; ma forse non sia ozioso in questo senso ri-
cordare, come hanno fatto diversi commentatori,88 un testo di Cice-
rone (Tuscul. II 23,56) che fornisce una spiegazione addizionale sulla 
ragione per la quale gli atleti gemono durante la competizione, un 
fatto ben conosciuto nell’odierno sport (è molto chiaro l’esempio di 
molti tennisti): 

Nec uero umquam ne ingemescit quidem uir fortis ac sapiens, 
nisi forte ut se intendat ad firmitatem, ut in stadio cursores 
exclamant quam maxime possunt. Faciunt idem, cum exercentur, 
athletae, pugiles uero, etiam cum feriunt aduersarium, in iac-
tandis caestibus ingemescunt, non quod doleant animoue suc-
cumbant, sed quia profundenda uoce omne corpus intenditur 
uenitque plaga vehementior.89

Nei versi (523–530) con cui si chiude il canto corale (quelli nei quali 
si dice che Deianira attende da una collina l’esito dello scontro fra i 
due pretendenti), non ci sono quasi paroleche possano essere messe in 
relazione con un agón sportivo. Da una parte, l’aggettivo �•�9�C�6�:�2���7�4�a
                                                

87) “E io, curvato in avanti con tutto il petto, spingeva dita contro dita, fronte 
contro fronte. Non in altro modo ho visto come si scontrano i robusti tori, quando 
come premio della lotta è bramata la sposa più splendida di tutto il pascolo.” 

88) Cf., ad esempio, DAVIES, Trachiniae (v. nota 18), 146; si veda anche DOBL-
HOFER/MAURITSCH/SCHACHINGER (v. nota 19), Boxen, 31. 

89) “Dal resto, anche l’uomo forte e saggio non emette mai neppure un gemito, 
se non, semmai, per concentrarsi nello sforzo e per raccogliere le sue capacità di 
resistenza, come fanno i corridori dello stadio, che gridano quanto più possono. Lo 
stesso fanno gli atleti quando si allenano; i pugili, poi, anche quando colpiscono 
l’avversario, nel vibrare i colpi con i loro cesti gemono, non perché soffrano o per-
ché vengano meno quanto a coraggio, ma perché l’emettere un grido li aiuta nello 
sforzo di tensione di tutto il corpo, e così il colpo arriva più violento” (versione di 
G. Burzacchini e L. Lanzi). 
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�A�<�: (“contesa da ambo le parti”, v. 527) qualifica Deianira come pre-
mio per il vincitore dell’agón,90 e allo stesso tempo chiude la serie 
delle parole composte dal prefisso �•�9�C�6�a�1che sono apparse lungo tutto 
lo stasimo�1(�•�9�C���0�B�<�6�`�U�•�9�C���=�8�2�7�A�<�6�`�U�•�9�C�<�5�:); attraverso questi composti 
con�1�•�9�C�6�a Sofocle cerca, secondo Rodighiero,91 di “offrire l’impres-
sione di una forza bilanciata da entrambe le parti”.  

In qualche modo ci porta all’ambito dello sport anche il v. 526, se 
dobbiamo leggere qui�1� ­� 0� 	�U �1� ÿ�U �5� .�A� �� >�U �9� ÿ� :�U �<�æ� .�U �C�>�þ�3�F. Infatti, nel testo 
che abbiamo presentato viene accettata la lezione �5�.�A���>, proposta alla 
fine del XIX secolo da Zielinski per correggere il testo unanime della 
tradizione manoscritta, � ­�0� 	�U�1�ÿ�U�9�þ�A�4�>�U�9�ÿ� :�U�<�æ� .�U�C�>�þ�3�F. Non è questo il 
momento di esporre dettagliatamente il lungo dibattito suscitato da 
questo passo.92 Diremo soltanto che non ci sembra possibile man-
tenere la lezione tradita�1�9�þ�A�4�>, per le ragioni che sono state addotte 
ripetutamente dagli studiosi (infatti, soltanto pochi editori e commen-
tatori mantengono il testo tramandato, come ad esempio Kammer-
beek); e che, tra le decine di proposte che sono state fatte per emen-
dare il testo dei manoscritti, quella più plausibile è, senza dubbio, 
�5�.�A���> di Zielinski, preferibile, a nostro avviso, a�1�9�þ�>�A�B�?�1di Wila-
mowitz.93 Se leggiamo �5�.�A���>, il coro si presenterebbe nel ruolo di 
“spettatore” del combattimento e, di conseguenza, nella sua qualità di 
testimone oculare di quello che accadde e che ha raccontato fedel-
mente nel suo canto,94 confermando le parole che Deianira riferisce 
nel prologo (vv.18–27): 

�D�>���:�A�U�1�)�U�­�:�U�î�@�A���>�A�U�9���:�`�U�•�@�9���:�,�U�1���U�9�<�6�`�U
�è�U�7�8�2�6�:���?�U�Ý�8�5�2�U���4�:���?�U�¥�8�7�9���:�4�?�U�A�2�U�=�.�5�?���U
�ê�?�U�2�ß�?�U�•�0�C�:�.�U�A�D�1�2�U�@�B�9�=�2�@�	�:�U�9�þ�D�4�?�U

                                                
90) Già nel primo canto corale della tragedia (v. 104) Deianira è stata qualificata 

con l’epiteto �•�9�C�6�:�2�6�7���?. L’aggetivo è attestato soltanto in Trachinie e al v.686 di 
Agamemnone di Eschilo, un altro passo lirico, dove è detto di Elena. 

91) Confluenza (v. nota 29), 341. 
92) Abbondante e buona informazione si può trovare in DAVIES, Trachiniae (v. 

nota 18), 147–148; RODIGHIERO, Confluenza (v. nota 29), 342–345, e La madre (v. 
nota 26), 282ss.; si veda anche A.S. MCDEVITT, Sophocles Trachiniae 526–530, in: 
Hermes 110, 1982, 245–247, e C.E. HADJISTEPHANOU, Sophocles, Trachiniae 526,
in: Hermes 127, 1999, 495–496. 

93) Ciònonostante, non sono stati molti gli editori che si sono decisi a stampare 
la correzione di Zielinski (Dain-Mazon, Radermacher, Masqueray); gli ultimi edi-
tori preferiscono presentare il nostro passo fra cruces filologiche (così, Dawe e 
Lloyd-Jones/Wilson). 

94) “Doch wir haben gut reden, gleichmütig wie unbetheiligte Zuschauer” (“ma 
abbiamo parlato bene, imparzialmente come uno spettatore disinteressato”) è l’in-
terpretazione di Zielinski. 
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�­�7�8���2�A�.���U�9�2�b�U�U�7�.���U�A�>���=�<�:�U�9�ÿ�:�U�Ÿ�:�U�=���:�F�:�U
�<�í�7�U�Ÿ�:�U�1�6�2���=�<�6�9�)���U�<�í�U�0�ý�>�U�<�å�1�)���U�•�8�8�ý�U�é�@�A�6�?�U�Ý�:�U
�5�.�7�C�:�U�•�A�.�>�/���?�U�A�.�?�U�5���.�?�`�U�é�1�)�U�Ÿ�:�U�8���0�<�6�b�U
�­�0�	�U�0�ý�>�U�Û�9�4�:�U�­�7�=�2�=�8�4�0�9���:�4�U�C���/�A�U
�9���U�9�<�6�U�A���U�7�þ�8�8�<�?�U�¡�8�0�<�?�U�­�;�2���>�<�6�U�=�<�A���b�U
�A���8�<�?�U�1�)�U�±�5�4�7�2�U���2���?�U�•�0�
�:�6�<�?�U�7�.�8�C�?�`�U
�2�ß�U�1���U�7�.�8�C�?�b�m�i�U

Il raro nomen agentis�5�.�A���>, in luogo del più consueto �5�2�.�A���?�9̀6 si 
trova attestato nella lirica corale, e precisamente per denotare il pub-
blico di una competizione sportiva; infatti, nell’epinicio 10 Bacchilide 
racconta come un corridore, spinto dalla sua velocità, non può fermare 
la corsa dopo aver attraversato il traguardo, e si precipita sugli spet-
tatori (vv.23–24): �¡�G�;�2�U�5�.�A���>�F�:�U�­�8�.���F�6�U�c�U�C�þ�>�2�)�U�t�­�?�U�2�ñ�5�>�<�<�v�:�U�­�9�=���A�:�F�:�U
�é�9�6�8�<�:�ï�1La parola�1�5�.�A���> è inclusa anche nel lessico di Esichio, che 
spiega il termine con la glossa �5�2�.�A�þ�?; e il fatto che la forma scelta 
dal lessicografo per glossare �5�.�A���> presenti la variante dorica del su-
fisso (�a�A�þ�?, in luogo dell’ionico �a�A���?) significa, come osserva Davies, 
“that he found it in choral lyric”. 

Nella seconda metà della tragedia non c’è nessun passo in cui Sofocle 
abbia adoperato lessico ed immagini sportive in maniera così rimarca-
bile. Forse, come nota Larmour,97 alcune allusioni alle braccia di Era-
cle potrebbero portarci all’ambito agonistico, soprattutto quando, nei 
vv.1089–1094, l’eroe ricorda la sua vittoria sul leone di Nemea, un 
altro mostro che il figlio di Zeus e di Alcmena ha sconfitto mediante il 
ricorso alla sua padronanza delle tecniche del pancrazio e alla forza 
delle sue braccia (�û�U �D���>�2�?�U �D���>�2�?, v. 1089), come ha fatto nel caso di 
Acheloo (�A���A�)�U �Ý�:�U �D�2�>���?, v. 517). Soltanto contro la forza di Eros le 
robuste braccia di Eracle sono stati incapaci e l’eroe ha finito per es-
sere sconfitto�1�û�­�?�U�D�2�5�>�.�?, v. 442), come leggiamo ai versi 488–489. ��

                                                
95) “In tempo posteriore, però, ma rendendomi felice, venne l’illustre figlio di 

Zeus e di Alcmena, che in duello si scontra con Acheloo e me ne libera. Come 
furono i loro sforzi non posso raccontarlo, perché non lo so. Ma chi stava seduto 
impavido davanti a quello spettacolo, può parlare. Perché io rimanev�  sbigottita, 
per paura che la bellezza mia mi portasse dolore. Ma Zeus, organizzatore della 
competizione, decise un buon finale, se pur è stato buono.” Si osservino anche le 
corrispondenze lessicali �Û�9�4�: (v.24) �}�U �U �Þ�@�A�< (v.525), �7�þ�8�8�<�?�1(v. 25) �}�U �ž�/�>�þ
(v. 523), �8���D�<�?�1(v. 27) �}�U�•�7�<���A�.�: (v.525). 

96) Si veda a tal proposito la pagina web spectatores@uni-graz.at. 
97) Stage and stadium (v. nota 3), 111–112. Larmour cita i versi 1109, 1089–

1090 e 779–780. 
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Athen 

Das Stadion und das Gymnasion von Messene zählen zu den eindrucksvollsten und 
besterhaltenen architektonischen Komplexen der Stadt. Der nördliche, hufeisenför-
mige Teil des Stadions beinhaltet 18 steinerne Sitzreihen, die durch Stiegen in 18 
cunei gegliedert sind. Das Gymnasion befand sich in dorischen Stoen entlang dreier 
Seiten des Stadions. Die nördliche, mittlere Stoa weist eine doppelte Säulenstellung 
auf. Die Länge der östlichen, sogenannten „Olympischen“ Stoa beträgt 192 Meter, 
die der westlichen dagegen nur 110 Meter; sie ist an ihrem südlichen Ende mit der 
Palaistra verbunden. In den Interkolumnien der Weststoa waren bronzene Ehren-
statuen von Gymnasiarchen aufgestellt. Auf den Säulen und Anten wurden zahlrei-
che Ephebenkataloge gefunden. Im Gymnasium befand sich ein Heiligtum des 
Aristomenes, eines Heros aus dem zweiten Messenischen Krieg, und ein Bronze-
standbild von ihm. In der West-Stoa wurden auch Kultstatuen des Herakles und des 
Hermes gefunden, sowie eine Statue des Theseus vom Typ des Doryphoros des 
Polyklet. Sie alle wurden von Apollonios Hermodorou und seinem Sohn Demetrios 
von Alexandrien gefertigt. In römischer Zeit wurde die Rennbahn in eine Arena 
verwandelt. 

Messene war 369 v. Chr. (gleichzeitig mit Megalopolis) am Fuss des 
Berges Ithome, der mit dem Heiligtum des Zeus Ithomatas das wich-
tigste Heiligtum Messeniens trug, als eine der größten Stadtanlagen 
Griechenlands gegründet worden. Das Stadtgebiet war von einer 9 km 
langen Befestigungsmauer umgeben worden, die heute noch zu den 
eindrucksvollsten Ruinen Griechenlands gehört. Diese Festungsanla-
gen hatte der Perieget Pausanias bewundernd mit den Befestigungen 
von Babylon, Rhodos und Byzantion verglichen (Pausanias 4.31.5–6). 

In den siebziger Jahren des 20.Jahrhunderts hatte Anastasios Or-
landos in Messene einen hochinteressanten hellenistischen Gebäude-
komplex mit Hof und Ringhallentempel ausgegraben, das bekannte 
Asklepieion.1 Seit 1987 werden von der Athener Archäologischen Ge-

                                                          
1) A. ORLANDOS in: Prakt 1957, 121–125, Taf. 53–58; 1958, 177–183, Taf. 137–

142; 1959, 162–173, Taf. 136–145; 1960, 210–227, Taf. 162–169; 1962, 99–112, 
Taf. 103–120; 1963, 122–129, Taf. 94–105; 1964, 96–101, Taf. 99–109; 1969, 98–
120, Taf. 121–136; 1970, 125–141, Taf. 172–184; 1971, 157–171, Taf. 191–203; 
1972, 127–138, Taf. 103–116; 1973, 108–111, Taf.���2,–Z; 1974, 102–109, Taf. 83–
87; 1975, 176–177, Taf. 154–161; IDEM in: Ergon 1957, 75–80; 1958, 142–148; 
1959, 110–117; 1960, 159–16; 1962, 119–132; 1963, 88–102; 1964, 90–101; 1969, 
97–132; 1970, 100–131; 1971, 144–173; 1972, 67–83; 1973, 79–82; 1974, 62–73; 
1975, 107–116; IDEM in: Deltion 16, 1960 B, 108–109, Taf. 86–87; 18, 1963 B, 95–
97, Taf. 110–114; 19, 1964 B, 156–160, Taf. 155–160; IDEM in: BCH 82, 1958, 
714–717; 83, 1959, 636–639; 84, 1960, 695–700; 85, 1961, 697–703; 87, 1963, 
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sellschaft unter meiner Leitung weitere große Bauanlagen des städti-
schen Zentrums freigelegt, wie z. B. das Theater, das Brunenhaus Ar-
sinoe (durch Prof. Fl. Felten und seinen Mitarbeitern), die Nordstoa 
der Agora, das Demeterheiligtum, das Stadion und das Gymnasion 
(Abb. 1, p. 61) und weitere Bauten außerhalb des Zentrums wie die 
Klepshydraquelle mit einem Heiligtum des Wassergottes Acheloos, 
das Heiligtum der Artemis Limnatis und Laphria und ein Heiligtum 
(Nr. 10) auf dem Westabhang des Ithomegebirges, wahrscheinlich der 
Eilithyia und den Koureten geweiht.2  

Die neuen Ausgrabungen haben gezeigt, dass das Gymnasion und 
das Stadion architektonisch eine Einheit bildeten (Taf. 1).3 Die 
hufeisenförmige Sitzanlage der Kampfbahn ist aus lokalem Kalkstein 
gearbeitet und besteht aus achtzehn Sitzreihen mit jeweils siebzehn 
Sitzen zwischen dem oberen und dem unteren Gang. Im östlichen Teil 
der Anlage steht ein steinerner Thron, der vermutlich für den Priester 
des Zeus Ithomatas bestimmt war. Auf der Basis mit Inschrift neben 
dem Thron stand die Bronzestatue eines Wohltäters. Die anschlie-
ßende lange Sitzbank mit Rücklehne und Löwenfüssen war wahr-
scheinlich für die Agonotheten oder die Wettkampfrichter und zur 
Ausrufung der Sieger bestimmt (Taf. 2). 

Das Stadion wird an den Ost- und West-Längsseiten und an der 
Nord-Stirnseite von drei Stoen gerahmt. Die Oststoa erstreckt sich 
über die ganze Länge der Wettkampfbahn (Taf. 3). Die Weststoa endet 
etwa in der Mitte der Bahn, es schließt sich ein großes, orthogonales 
Peristyl an, das als Palästra gedeutet wurde (Taf. 4, a–b). Die Nord-
halle mit doppelter Säulenstellung ist 10 m tief (Taf. 5, a–b). Ost- und 
                                                                                                                                              
768–777; 88, 1964, 734–742; 89, 1965, 729–732; 94, 1970, 984–989; 95, 1971, 
892–895; 96, 1972, 60–66; IDEM in: AJA 67, 1963, 281–282; 75, 1971, 308–310; 
IDEM in: ArchRep 1971/72,10; A. ORLANDOS, ���2�K�A�2�>�.�6�U�*�>�2�B�:�.�6�U�2�:�U���2�@�@�+�:�4 1957–
1973, in: U. JANTZEN (ed.), Neue Forschungen in griechischen Heiligtümern, 
Tübingen 1976, 9–38; P. THEMELIS in: Cults on Mount Ithome, in: Kernos 17, 
2004, 143–154. 

2) P. THEMELIS, ���:�.�@�7�.�C�+�U���2�@�@�+�:�4�?, in: Prakt 1986, 74–82, Taf. 17–22; 1987, 
73–104, Taf. 64–80; 1988, 43–79, Taf. 31–57; 1989, 63–122, Taf. 54–94; 1990, 56–
103, Taf. 31–74; 1991, 85–128, Taf. 50–78; 1992, 60–87, Taf. 20–27; 1993, 48–72, 
Taf. 25–49; 1994, 69–99, Taf. 19–48; 1995, 55–86, Taf. 13–42; 1996, 139–171, 
Taf. 53–72; 1997, 79–113, Taf. 32–65; IDEM in: Ergon 1986,100–110; 1987, 98–
104; 1988, 27–46; 1989, 30–37; 1990, 26–35; 1991, 28–35; 1992, 27–41; 1993, 26–
43; 1994, 37–42; 1995, 27–36; 1996, 47–52; 1997, 34–42; 1998, 39–50; IDEM in: 
ArchRep 1986/7, 21; 1987/88, 26; 1988/89, 37–40; 1989/90, 33; 1990/91, 32–33; 
1992/93, 30–31; 1993/4, 28; 1994/95, 24; 1995/96, 18; 1996/97, 48–49; IDEM in: 
EAA Suppl. II, 1995, s. v. Messene, 625–635. 

3) P. THEMELIS, �!�<�U� �A�)�1�6�<�U�A�4�?�U���2�@�@�+�:�4�?, in: W. COULSON/H. KYRIELEIS (eds.), 
Akten des Symposiums Die Olympischen Spiele, 5–9 September 1988, Athen 1992, 
87–91, Taf. 38–55. 
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Abb. 1 Grundplan des Stadtzentrums 

Westhalle mit einfacher Säulenstellung haben jeweils eine Tiefe von 
7 m. Die östliche Säulenhalle war umgestürzt, die Säulen der West- 
und Nordseite stehen dagegen noch aufrecht auf dem Stylobat. Der 
Einsturz hängt damit zusammen, dass diese Säulen ohne Eisendübel 
und ohne Bleivergüsse aufgestellt worden waren. Eine Inschrift, die 
mit großen Buchstaben auf dem Epistylion eingemeißelt ist, erwähnt, 
dass die Oststoa von Agathokles, Sohn des Satyros, Priester des Zeus 
Ithomatas, errichtet wurde. Diese Nachricht bezieht sich wahrschein-
lich auf die Wiederherstellung dieser Stoa. 
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Es ist auffällig, dass die zwei seitlichen Stoen nicht rechtwinklig, 
sondern in einem stumpfen Winkel an die Nordstoa anschließen. Die 
beiden Stoen verlaufen deshalb nicht parallel, sondern entfernen sich 
allmählich voneinander, je weiter man nach Süden kommt. Eine ähnli-
che Abweichung zeigt auch das Asklepieion, das – wie das Gymna-
sion-Stadion – sicherlich nicht aus der ersten Bauphase der Stadt im 
4. Jh. v. Chr. stammt, sondern gegen Ende des 3. Jh.s v. Chr. gebaut 
wurde. 

Der ursprüngliche Bau des Gymnasiums kann – zumindest gegen-
wärtig – nicht durch den stratigraphischen Befund, sondern indirekt 
durch drei Monumente mit Inschriften (die im Gymnasium standen) 
datiert werden. Buchstabenform und Inhalt der Inschriften sprechen 
für eine Datierung in das Ende des 3. Jh.s v. Chr. Zwei Inschriften sind 
auf historische Ereignisse zu beziehen, die literarisch bezeugt sind.4

Die Kampfbahn, 174,50 m lang, stößt an ihrem Ende an die südli-
che Stadtmauer. Die Mauer wurde dort, wo sie das Stadion berührt, 
teilweise durchbrochen, um ein rechteckiges, 7,50 m hohes Podium in 
den Ausmaßen von ungefähr 10 x 15 m zu errichten; es ragt nach Sü-
den heraus und gleicht einer Bastion (Taf. 6). Auf dem Podium steht 
ein dorischer Tempel mit zwei Säulen in antis in den Ausmaßen von 
7,44 x 11,60 m bei einer Höhe von 7,10 m. (Taf. 7). Alle seine Bau-
teile – etwa 1400 – lagen herabgestürzt um das Podium verstreut, doch 
fehlten die Metalldübel und die Bleivergüsse. Der Einsturz des Baus 
ist nicht auf ein Erdbeben zurückzuführen, sondern war das Ereignis 
eines menschlichen Eingriffes, bei dem es um die Gewinnung des 
Metalls ging. Spuren von Meißelschlägen sind rings um die Dübellö-
cher sichtbar.5

Grabstelen mit Inschriften, die in der Mauer des Podiums verbaut 
waren, lassen erkennen, dass der erste Bau des Podiums und des Tem-
pels aus julio-claudischer Zeit stammen. Unter den Architekturteilen 
befanden sich sehr viele Fragmente von Marmorskulpturen. Aus die-
sen Bruchstücken lassen sich ein Marmorsarkophag hadrianischer Zeit 
in der Form einer Liege mit einer liegenden Figur auf dem Deckel zu-
sammensetzen. Des weiteren lassen sich rekonstruieren: die imago 
clipeata eines Gepanzerten mit beschädigtem Kopf des 1. Jahrhun-
derts n. Chr. (Taf. 8), ein männlicher Porträtkopf – wohl antoninischer  

                                                          
4) P. THEMELIS, Monuments guerriers de Messène, in: R. FREI-STOLBA/GEX K. 

(eds.), Recherches récents sur le monde hellénistique, Actes du colloque en l’hon-
neur de Pièrre Ducrey, Lausanne 20–21 Nov. 1998, Bern 2001, 199–216. 

5) F. A. COOPER/D. FORTENBERRY, The Heroon at Messene, in: AJA 97, 1993, 
337; F. A. COOPER, Scamilli Impares and the Heroon at Messene, in: L. HASEL-
BERGER (ed.), Appearance and Essence Refinements of Classical Architecture-Car-
vature, Philadelphia 1997, 97–112. 
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Zeit – dessen Gesicht abgeschlagen wurde, und weitere Skulpturen 
und Grabinschriften. 

All dies zeigt, dass das Bauwerk einen chthonischen, sepulkralen 
Charakter hatte. Ich gehe davon aus, dass das imposante Monument an 
so prominenter und ehrenvoller Stelle vor der Kampfbahn das Grab-
mal der berühmten Familie der Saethiden ist. Pausanias, der in den 
Jahren des Kaisers Antoninus Pius, zwischen 155 und 160 n. Chr., 
Messene besuchte, sah und beschrieb das Heroon dieser Familie im 
Stadion. Bereits Tod6 und Kolbe7 rekonstruierten den Stammbaum der 
Familie der Saethiden über einen Zeitraum von vier oder fünf Genera-
tionen. Zwischen 139 und 161 n. Chr. war Tiberius Claudius Saethidas 
Caelianus II. “lebenslang Oberpriester der Sebastoi und Helladarch”, 
d. h. Führer der Provinz Achaia.8  

Abb. 2: Frontseite des Mausoleums der Sethidenfamilie (Rekonstruktion F. Cooper) 

                                                          
6) JHS 25, 1905, 43. 
7) IG V 1, 1451. 
8) IG V 1, 1455; PIR 2, C 872, 873, 1004 a, 1005; Chr. HABICHT, Pausanias und 

seine Beschreibung Griechenlands, München 1985, 60 und 62; J. H. OLIVER, 
Senators from Greece and Macedonia, in: Epigrafia e ordine senatorio. Atti del 
Colloquio A.I.E.G.I. Roma 1981, Roma 1982, 595. 
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Der Marmorsockel einer Statue des Tiberius Claudius Saethidas mit 
einer langen Inschrift wurde im Theater entdeckt. Sie gibt wertvolle 
Aufschlüsse über die Familie, ihre Stiftungen und ihre Bautätigkeit in 
Messene. Das Fragment jener Inschrift, die Georg Oikonomos 1909 
im Ekklesiasterion des Asklepieieon fand,9 gehört zur Basis einer Rei-
terstatue des gleichen Helladarchen Saethidas, die vor der großen 
Osttreppe stand, die zur Orchestra des Ekklesiasterions führt. 

Pausanias (4.32.1) berichtet auch, dass im Gymnasium von Mes-
sene die Statuen von Hermes, Herakles und Theseus standen. Sie seien 
die Arbeit ägyptischer Künstler gewesen. Er erwähnt auch noch (4.32. 
2–6), dass im Gymnasion, an dem Grab des berühmten heroisierten 
messenischen Königs Aristomenes, bemerkenswerte mantische Ritua-
le stattgefunden hätten. Dabei habe ein Stier, der an eine Säule gebun-
den war, die Hauptrolle gespielt. 

Das Gymnasion von Messene besaß in der Zeit des Pausanias noch 
fast unverändert die architektonische Gestalt und den Skulpturen-
schmuck des Hellenismus. Das gilt auch für andere Monumentalbau-
ten politischen Charakters und für die meisten Tempelbezirke. Alle 
Kultstatuen und historischen Statuen, in der Mehrzahl monumentale 
Marmorwerke des messenischen Bildhauers Damophon, den Pausa-
nias besonders bewunderte, standen noch unbeschädigt auf ihren Ba-
sen. Das galt auch für die Werke anderer, unbenannter Künstler wie 
die chrysolithe Kultstatue der vergöttlichten mythischen Königin des 
Landes Messene in der Agora, die Statuen des Zeus Soter und des Po-
seidon ebenfalls in der Agora, die Statue der Aphrodite und auch die 
oben erwähnten Arbeiten der ägyptischen Bildhauer im Gymnasion. 
Obwohl Messene außerordentlich groß war, hatte es bis zu diesem 
Zeitpunkt (Mitte des 2. Jh.s n. Chr.) den Verkleinerungsprozess ver-
meiden können, der zur gleichen Zeit etwa in dem benachbarten Ar-
kadien eingesetzt hatte, das Pausanias ein Bild der Verlassenheit und 
des Verfalls bot.  

In der Weststoa des Gymnasions wurden auf Steinpfeilern oder 
Säulen Inschriften gefunden, welche die Epheben der Stadt nach Phy-
len verzeichneten. Am Anfang der Inschriften steht jeweils der Name 
des Priesters des Zeus Ithomatas, nach dem das Jahr gezählt wurde. 
Die meisten der bis jetzt gefundenen Ephebenkataloge sind zwischen 
19 v. Chr und 188 n. Chr. zu datieren. 

In dem Ephebenkatalog auf einer Säule der Nordhalle, Inv. Nr. 
2494, wird außer den Epheben der fünf alten Phylen (Aristomachis, 
Kleolaia, Hyllis, Kresphontis und Daïphontis) und der neuen, umfang-
reichen Phyle der “Fremden und Römer”, eine siebte Gruppe genannt, 

                                                          
9) IG V 1, 1455 a. 
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die den Phylen gleichgesetzt ist. Die Epheben dieser Gruppe werden 
unter der Bezeichnung “und die Epheben aus den Städten” aufgeführt. 
Es sind fünf Epheben, von denen drei römische Namen tragen: Tullius 
Pespus, Gaius Cestus und Gaius Aulus, die durch die Bezeichnung 
“Mothonaioi” (aus Methone) charakterisiert werden.10 Ein zweiter Ka-
talog (Inv. Nr. 8033 + 8034), der in der Weststoa gefunden wurde, 
nennt fünf Epheben aus Asine, dem heutigen Korone: Agesilaos 
[Sohn] des Kallikrates, Dionysios [Sohn] des Xenon, Aristoteles 
[Sohn] des Philostratos, Ai[g]eus [Sohn] des Kleoboulos und An[dro-
ni]kos [Sohn] des Damatrios. Es folgte ein Verzeichnis mit Epheben 
aus Kyparissia und vermutlich weiteren Städten. 

Der achäische Bund (Polybios XVIII.42.7) hatte bereits gegen Ende 
des ersten makedonischen Krieges (um 205 v. Chr.) Asine und Pylos 
aus dem Machtbereich von Messene herausgelöst. Wenig später ge-
schah dies mit Methone und anderen wichtigen Küstenstädten Messe-
niens wie Kolonides, Korone und Kyparissia. Sie wurden 191 v. Chr. 
unabhängige Mitglieder des achäischen Bundes. Nach 146 v. Chr. ge-
lang die politische Einigung und völlige Wiederherstellung des Mes-
senischen Bundes. Offensichtlich hatte er auch noch in der Kaiserzeit 
Bestand. Augustus hatte nur Thouria den Lakedaimoniern überlassen, 
um sie für ihren Beitrag zur Seeschlacht von Aktium zu belohnen. 
Seither war es eine lakedämonische Stadt (IG V 1, S. 262). Nach dem 
Zeugnis von Pausanias (4.35.3) wurde Methone unter Trajan (98–
117 n. Chr.) selbstständig. Kyparissia, Asine und andere messenische 
Städte erhielten bald darauf ihre Unabhängigkeit, wie unter anderem 
auch ihre pseudo-autonomen Münzprägungen aus der Zeit des Septi-
mius Severus (193–211 n. Chr.), Caracalla (198–217 n. Chr.) und Geta 
(212–217 n. Chr.) bezeugen. 

Durch die genannten Inschriften wird nun erstmals belegt, dass die 
Städte Messeniens, die in einer anderen Inschrift (Inv. Nr. 1012; SEG
23,206) des Jahres 2–3 n. Chr. “die Städte in der Provinz” (�.�à�U�7�.�A�ý�U�A���:�U
�­�=�.�>�D�,�.�:�U�=�I�8�2�6�?) genannt werden, ihre Epheben zur Ausbildung in die 
Hauptstadt schickten. Die Epheben lebten drei Jahre im Gymnasion, 
wie sich aus der Bezeichnung “Trieteirenes” ergibt. Ob dies schon vor 
der Zeit des Augustus und Tiberius üblich war, ist nicht bekannt. Es 
hat jedoch den Anschein, dass dieser Brauch in den Jahren der Auto-
nomie unter Trajan von Methone und zu Beginn des 3.Jh.s n. Chr. von 
anderen Städten aufgegeben wurde. 

Die sechste, sehr umfangreiche Phyle der “Fremden und Römer” 
wurde wahrscheinlich in der Zeit des Augustus geschaffen, wie sich 
indirekt aus der Datierung der erhaltenen Ephebenverzeichnisse er-

                                                          
10) Vgl. IG V 1, 1417. 



66 Petros Themelis 

gibt, in denen sie genannt wird. Die Notwendigkeit der Gründung ei-
ner solchen Phyle ergab sich vermutlich aus dem Bevölkerungszu-
wachs, der zu beobachten ist, als sich in Messene Griechen aus ande-
ren Städten, Römer und Freigelassene niederließen. Gegen Ende des 
1. Jh.s n. Chr. wurde diese Phyle jedoch von den fünf alten Phylen ab-
sorbiert. Auf zwei Ephebenverzeichnissen (Inv. Nr. 4207 und 4208) 
aus der Weststoa des Gymnasions, die in das Jahr 92 n. Chr. datiert 
werden, gibt es keine eigene Phyle der Fremden und Römer mehr. 
Allerdings sind in den fünf Phylen jetzt die römischen Namen weitaus 
zahlreicher als die griechischen. 

In ihrer Freizeit ritzten die Epheben überall, wo es ihnen möglich 
war, ihre Namen ein. Beliebt waren die Statuenbasen des Gymnasions. 
Sie saßen aber auch auf den Stufen des Nordwest-Propylons und 
spielten mit Würfeln. 

Am Nordende der Weststoa des Gymnasions wurde ein monumen-
tales dorisches Propylon mit vier Säulen freigelegt (Taf. 9). Hier endet 
die abschüssige Straße, die 6,50 m breit ist und in ihrer Mitte einen 
Abwasserkanal und seitlich gemauerte Wangen besitzt. Die Kalkstein-
säulen des Propylons bestehen aus ungleichmäßig hohen Säulentrom-
meln, die größtenteils noch in situ auf dem Stylobat erhalten sind. Das 
mittlere Interkolumnium ist breiter als die beiden seitlichen. Alle Ar-
chitekturteile aus lokalem Stein wie Kapitelle, Epistylia, Triglyphen 
mit Metopen, Geisa, Giebel ohne plastischen Schmuck und Akrotere 
in der Form von Palmetten wurden verstreut zumeist vor der Südseite 
der stehenden Säulen gefunden. Sie lagen auf dem Erdreich, welches 
das Monument schon bis etwa zur obersten Säulentrommel bedeckte, 
nachdem man es am Ende des 4. Jh.s n. Chr. dem Verfall überließ. Der 
Einsturz ist wieder auf Menschenhand, auf die Suche nach Metall, zu-
rückzuführen.  

Die eigentliche Fassade des Propylons war die Nordseite (Abb. 3). 
Die Einlassungen in den Epistylia und der Rückseite des Giebels zei-
gen, dass das Propylon ein Holzdach trug. Der überdachte Südteil war 
8 m tief und 6 m breit. Über eine dreistufige Treppe gelangte man in 
das Gymnasion. Zu beiden Seiten der Treppe gab es monolithische 
Steinpfeiler, die das Dach stützten. Zwischen den Pfeilern standen in 
der Achsenlinie der beiden mittleren Säulen zwei beschriftete Basen 
für Bronzestatuen. Die Treppe zeigt deutliche Anzeichen einer ra-
schen Reparatur. Sie wurde um eine Stufe erhöht und die mit Kymatia 
versehenen Sockel der beiden Statuenbasen wurden in sie einbezogen. 
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Abb. 3: Frontseite des Propylon zum Gymnasion (Rekonstruktion A. Nakassis) 

Auf dem mittleren Epistyl des Propylon steht eine Inschrift 
(Inv. Nr. 6660), die mit der Errichtung des Baus durch den Gymnasiar-
chen Charteles, Sohn des Philon, zu tun hat (Abb. 3 und Taf. 10). Di-
rekt darunter befindet sich eine zweite Inschrift über eine Reparatur 
des Gymnasions durch den Gymnasiarchen Dionysios, Sohn des De-
metr<i>os. Auf den drei mittleren, schmucklosen Metopen des glei-
chen Baus ist eine dritte, längere Inschrift angebracht:  

Gaius Julius [Eur]ykles’ Sohn Spartiaticus ?] hat der Stadt 
10.000 Denare gestiftet für die Opfer zu Ehren der Sebastoi und 
für das Öl an beide Gymnasien. Sekretär des Rates war Mna-
sistratos, Sohn des Philoxenidas. 

Mnasistratos ist uns durch eine in das Jahr 42 n. Chr. datierte Inschrift 
aus dem Artemision des Asklepieion bekannt. Bedeutsam ist auch der 
Hinweis auf zwei Gymnasien. Sie müssen mit dem jüngeren und dem 
älteren Gymnasion jener Bauinschrift aus der Zeit des Tiberius identi-
fiziert werden, die A. Orlandos 1959 vor der großen Treppe des Se-
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basteions fand.11 In der gleichen Inschrift werden auch die “olympi-
sche” und die “mittlere” Stoa des Gymnasions erwähnt. Das Jahr 
42 n. Chr. ist der terminus ante quem für die Errichtung des monu-
mentalen Propylon, das auch wegen seiner Architekturmerkmale in 
die augusteische Zeit gehören muss. Philoxenidas, Vater des Mna-
sistratos, hatte wahrscheinlich das Amt des Grammateus der Synedroi 
im Jahre 2–3 n. Chr. inne, als Theodoros Priester des Zeus Ithomatas 
gewesen war, wie uns die oben erwähnte Inschrift Inv. Nr. 1014 
lehrt.12 Der verlorene Name des großen Wohltäters, der der Stadt 
10.000 Denaren schenkt, könnte entweder Gaius Iulius Lakon, Sohn 
des Eurykles (des berühmten Tyrannen Spartas und Freundes des Au-
gustus) oder eher Gaius Iulius Spartiaticus, Sohn des Lakon ergänzt 
werden.13 Die Errichtung des Propylon in der Augusteischen Zeit er-
gibt sich auch noch indirekt durch die Nachricht, dass Kraton, Sohn 
des Archedamos, der das Amt des eponymen Priesters im Jahre 
11 n. Chr. innehatte, Geld für die Überdachung des Gymnasions gege-
ben hat, wie uns wieder die Inschrift Inv. Nr. 1014 (SEG 23,205. 207) 
lehrt.  

Von den beiden Basen der Propylontreppe trägt die östliche 
(Inv. Nr. 6701 + 666, Höhe 0,66 m und Breite 0,50 m) eine Abschluss-
platte (Bekrönung), auf der die Einlassungen für die Füße einer Bron-
zestatue erhalten sind. Auf der Westseite der Basis steht die Inschrift 
(Taf. 11): 

Damonikos, Sohn des Mantikrates, Gymnasiarch, hat es geweiht.14

Die sichtbaren Seiten der Bekrönung der Basis, aber auch die Basis 
selbst, tragen zahlreiche Namen von Epheben, die in verschiedenen 
Größen und Formen eingeritzt sind und einen längeren Zeitraum um-
fassen. 

Die zweite Basis, die der ersten gleicht, trägt eine dreizeilige Stif-
terinschrift des gleichen Gymnasiarchen, Inv. Nr. 6665: 

                                                          
11) Inv. Nr. 014: SEG 23, 205, 207. 
12) A. ORLANDOS in: Prakt 1960, 215–217; IDEM in: Ephem 1965, 111–115, 

Taf. 41; SEG 23, 206; für die Chronologie dieser Inschrift s. P. HERZ in: Klio 75, 
1993, 272–278. 

13) Für die Zeit der Tätigkeit und die Ämter der Glieder dieser bedeutenden 
Familie Spartas, die mit Eurykles, Sohn des Lachares, anfängt, siehe: P. 
CARTLEDGE/A. SPAWFORTH, Hellenistic and Roman Sparta, a Tale of Two Cities,
London/New York 1989, 102–104.  

14) Eine Inschrift Inv. Nr. 3082 auf einer Säule der Nordhalle des Asklepieions
erwähnt, dass eine gleichnamige Persönlichkeit im Jahr 33 n. Chr. das Amt des 
Hypagoranomos versah. 
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Damonikos, Sohn des Mantikrates, Gymnasiarch, hat seinen 
Bruder dem Hermes geweiht. 

Auch auf dieser Basis stehen auf allen Seiten Namen von Epheben. 
Der Gymnasiarch Damonikos, Sohn des Mantikrates, der die beiden 
Bronzestatuen errichten ließ, muss mit dem “Damonikos [Manti-
krat]eos” der Inschrift SEG 23, 1968, 223 (Inv. Nr. 1032) gleichgesetzt 
werden. Er muss mit dem Vater des Mädchens namens “Mego” iden-
tisch sein, dessen Statue im Artemision des Asklepieions stand. Die 
beschriftete Basis steht in situ im Kultraum K der Artemis Orthia;15

die Statue des Mädchens “Mego”, die das Holzbild der Göttin in der 
Linken hält, ist im Museum von Mavromati ausgestellt.16

Die Gymnasien dienten nicht nur der körperlichen Ertüchtigung, sie 
waren auch allgemein Unterrichtsstätten, in denen Lesen, Schreiben, 
Rechnen, Geometrie, Literatur und anderes gelehrt wurde, so dass die 
jungen Bürger sowohl körperlich wie auch geistig vorbereitet wurden, 
um in die Reihe der Männer aufgenommen zu werden.17 In der 
hellenistischen Zeit werden sie zu viel besuchten Zentren des öffentli-
chen Lebens und zu Aufstellungsstätten von bedeutenden Kunstwer-
ken, wie die neuen Funde aus dem Gymnasium von Messene bezeu-
gen.18 Neben den oben genannten Marmorstatuen von Herakles, Her-
mes und Theseus, die als Beschützer der Jugend dienten, waren in den 
Gebäuden zahlreiche Ehrenstatuen von Gymnasiarchen, Wohltätern 
der Stadt und Gelehrten – meistens aus Bronze – aufgestellt, wie aus 
den Inschriften der erhaltenen Basen hervorgeht.  

Im Zimmer IX der Weststoa des Gymnasions, südlich vom Zimmer 
III, wo die Fragmente der Kultstatuen des Herakles vom Typus Ca-
serta gefunden wurde (siehe weiter unten), kamen zwei Kalkstein-
sockel mit Inschriften, aber ohne Deckplatten zutage (Taf. 12). Vor 
diesen Sockeln fanden sich zwei gestürzte Marmorstatuen. Die eine 
                                                          

15) A. ORLANDOS in: Prakt 1962, 110–111, Taf. 112 b; IDEM in: BCH 87, 1963, 
773; IDEM in: REG 77, 1964, Nr. 193; SEG 23, 220; IDEM in: BCH 94, 1970, 620–
621; G. DAUX , Anth. Pal. VI 280, in: ZPE 12, 1973, 233–234; P. THEMELIS, Artemis 
Ortheia at Messene, the Epigraphical and the Archaeological Evidence, in: 
R. HÄGG (ed.), Ancient Greek Cult Practice from the Epigraphical Evidence, 
International Seminar at the Swedish Institute at Athens 22–24 November 1991, 
Stockholm 1994, 101–122, Abb. 18, 19, 20. 

16) THEMELIS (supra n. 15), 114–115, Abb. 20. 
17) J. J. POLLITT , Art in the Hellenistic Age, Cambridge 1986, 233–235; D. 

KAHNN/P. SCHOLZ, Das hellenistische Gymnasion, Berlin 2004 (Wissenkultur und 
gesellschaftlicher Wandel 8), passim. 

18) K. TUCHELT, Zum Problem „Kesareion-Sebasteion“. Eine Frage zu den 
Anfängen des römischen Kaiserkultes, in: IstM 31, 1981, 177, 186 und Anm. 112. 
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Seite b:  

Die ihm unterstellten Epheben haben ihren Wohltäter [- - - ] we-
gen seiner Arete und Gutmütigkeit (errichtet oder mit einer Sta-
tue geehrt). 

Wir kennen einen Nikeratos, Sohn des Theon, wahrscheinlich den 
Vater des Geehrten, aus der großen augusteischen Bauinschrift des 
Sebasteions (Inv. Nr. 1014, Vrs 19; SEG 23, 1968, 205. 207) und einen 
zweiten Nikeratos, der Epimelet der Artemis Oupesia oder Orthia im 
Jahre 42 n. Chr. gewesen ist (Inv. Nr. 1013; SEG 38, 337). Die Be-
zeichnung des Tiberius Claudius Theon als Heros deutet auf eine Eh-
rung nach dem Tod, wobei die Aufstellung seiner Ehrenstatue direkt 
mit den naheliegenden Grabbauten  (insbesondere mit Grabbau K 3) 
zu tun hat. Die frühere Inschrift bezieht sich wohl auf die Ehrenstatue 
eines Gymnasiarchen oder Ephebarchen, die von den ihm unterstellten 
Epheben aufgestellt worden war. Das dabei verwendete Partizip „�­�C�4�a
�/�2�B�7�I�A�2�?“ bezeugt, dass die Aufstellung der Ehrenstatue nach der drei-
jährigen Ephebenzeit stattgefunden hat. Dasselbe gilt für das ent-
sprechende Partizip „�­�C�4�/�2�B�9�*�:�<�6“ der fast gleichlautenden Inschrift 
(Inv. Nr. 4204), die auf einem Sockel eingemeißelt ist, der in einem 
Intercolumnium der Weststoa östlich und gegenüber von Zimmer III 
aufgestellt ist.20

Die zweite Marmorstatue, die Hermes darstellt, ist überlebensgroß, 
2,08 m hoch und ganz erhalten, auch wenn sie aus vielen zusammen-
passenden Fragmenten besteht (Taf. 14,a–b). Der Götterbote erscheint 
in göttlicher Nacktheit. Bezeichnend für die plastische Form ist die 
Ponderation der Figur, deren Urbild wohl in Bronze vermutet werden 
darf. Während das rechte Bein fest am Boden ruht, ist das entlastete 
linke Bein mit lockerem Kniegelenk zur Seite und stark nach hinten 
gezogen sowie der Fuß nur mit dem vorderen Ballen aufgestellt, so 
dass der Eindruck entsteht, als ob der Gott im Schreiten begriffen 
wäre. Sein Gewand, von der Schulter her in großem Fluss sich um den 
linken Unterarm schlingend, fällt bis zum Unterschenkel in langen, 
dichten Falten abwärts. Der Kopf ist nach rechts zur Seite des Stand-
beins gewendet. Die Stütze in Form eines Baumstammes neben dem 
rechten Bein ist Kopistenzutat und begegnet uns häufig bei Kopien. 
Diese Statue ist eine außerordentlich gut erhaltene Kopie eines statua-
rischen Typus, der “Hermes von Farnese-Andros” benannt ist, nach 
einer weiteren qualitätsvollen Replik, die sich heute im Athener Na-
tional-Museum befindet. Die Wiederholung im Britischen Museum 

                                                          
20) P. THEMELIS in: Prakt 1991, 63. 
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kann als die beste unter den zahlreich erhaltenen Repliken angespro-
chen werden.21 Das bronzene Original geht auf das frühe 4. Jh. v. Chr. 
zurück. Trotz der Gemeinsamkeiten, die der Hermes von Messene mit 
dem Hermes von Andros-Farnese und dem Hermes im Vatikan – be-
kannt auch als Antinoos oder Hermes von Belvedere – aufweist, ma-
chen sich auch deutlich Unterschiede bemerkbar: es sind unter ande-
rem die starke Vorwärtsbewegung und die Rechtsdrehung der Gestalt 
wie auch die Beugung des rechten Armes, der hinten auf der Hüfte 
aufliegt. Trotz der Entwicklung der Formen um seine Mittelachse ist 
der Hermes von Messene dem reifklassischen Doryphoros des Po-
lyklet grundsätzlich verwandt. Das Standmotiv weist bis in Einzel-
heiten hinein genaue Übereinstimmungen mit dem Doryphoros auf, 
und nächst verwandt ist die Darstellung der hervortretenden Hüftlinie. 
Das Vorbild unseres Hermes muss m.E. zwischen den Schöpfungen 
der Nachfolge des Polyklets gesucht werden.22 Unser Vorschlag wird 
durch die Tatsache verstärkt, dass man eine ähnliche Körper- und be-
sonders Handstellung an der Marmorkopie des sogenannten polykleti-
schen Herakles findet.23 Ikonographiche Verwandtschaft jedoch weist 
der Hermes von Messene mit dem ephesischen Hermes Psychopompos 
der columna coelata des jüngeren Artemisions auf (London, Br.
Museum Inv. Nr. 1206, H. 1,64–1,80 m).24 Die Verwandtschaft sogar 
ist so eng, dass beide das gleiche Vorbild gehabt haben könnten. 
O. Rayet hatte bereits 1884 den Hermes des ephesischen Artemisions 
einem polykletischen Vorbild zugeschrieben; ihm folgend hatte Carlo 
Anti den polykletischen Herakles als Vorbild erkannt.25  

Das überlebensgroße Format, die Nacktheit und die idealisierten 
Züge unserer Hermesstatue stehen in vollem Gegensatz zu der dane-
                                                          

21) L. ALSCHER, Griechische Plastik, Band III: Nachklassik und Vorhellenismus,
Berlin 1956, 25, Abb. 9, Taf. I,C. 

22) D. ARNOLD, Polykletnachfolge, Berlin 1969, 215; A. LINFERT, Von Polyklet 
zu Lysipp. Polyklets Schule und ihr Verhältnis zu Skopas von Paros, (Diss.) Köln 
1969, 1–25; D. KREIKENBOM, Bildwerke nach Polyklet: Kopienkritische Unter-
suchungen zu den männlichen statuarischen Typen nach polykletischen Vorbildern,
Berlin 1990, passim.  

23) E. BERGER/B. MÜLLER-HUBER/L. THOMMEN, Der Entwurf des Künstlers: 
Bildhauerkanon in der Antike und Neuzeit, Basel 1990, Abb. 446–450. 

24) G. LIPPOLD, Die griechische Plastik, München 1950, 255, Taf. 89,2; P. E. 
ARIAS, Skopas, Roma 1952, 111–112, Taf. VI,18; R. CARPENTER, Greek Sculpture, 
a Critical Review, Chicago 1960, 176, Taf. XXXIII; A. RÜGLER, Die colunae 
coelatae des jüngeren Artemision von Ephesos, Tübingen 1988, 54–56 und 69–73 
und 119–120, Taf. 13–14; J. BOARDMAN, Greek Sculpture: The Late Classical 
Period and Sculpture in Colonies and Overseas, London 1995, 29–30, Taf. 23. 

25) O. RAYET, Monuments de l’art antique, II, Paris 1884, 6me livraison Nr. 7, 
Seite 9; C. ANTI in: MonAnt 26, 1920, 546; D. ARNOLD, Die Polykletnachfolge,
Berlin 1969, 215; RÜGLER (supra n. 24), 120. 
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ben stehenden, naturalistischen, eng in den Mantel gehüllten Figur des 
Theon. Wir müssen trotzdem gestehen, dass der Hermes von Messene 
bestimmte Gesichtszüge, wie z. B. die markante, lange, leicht ge-
beugte Nase und einen etwas schweren Gesamtausdruck, aufweist,  
die den Eindruck von physiognomischen Charakteristika geben 
(Taf. 14, b). Der Sockel, der zu dem Hermes von Messene gehört 
(Inv. Nr. 8059) hat die Maße H. 0,89 m, B. unten 0,64 m und oben 
0,69 m, D. 0,55 m und ist zu klein im Verhältnis zur Statuengröße. Er 
zeigt eine tiefe und breite nachträglich eingemeißelte kreisförmige 
Einarbeitung (Durchmesser 0,38 m, Tiefe 0,365 m), die zur Veranke-
rung einer neuen (wahrscheinlich größeren als der ursprünglichen) 
Deckplatte diente, welche für die Aufstellung der von anderswo 
hierhergebrachten Hermesstatue nötig war. Die Zweitverwendung die-
ses Sockels wird auch durch die Tatsache bestätigt, dass er auf der zur 
Wand gerichteten Rückseite eine frühere Inschrift, wahrscheinlich aus 
dem 1. Jh. v. Chr., trägt. 

�U�U�U�U�U�U�U�¦�U�t�=�I�8�6�?�v�U
���*�F�t�:�.�a�U�a�U�a�U�a�U�a�U�a�U�a�U�a�U�a�v�U
�A�I�:�U�.�í�A�&�?�U�t�U�2�í�2�>�0�*�v�A�.�:�U
�•�>�2�A�&�?�U�²�:�2�7�2�:�U�7�.�,�U�U
�2�í�:�<�,�t�.�?�v�U�¤�?�U�±�D�F�:�t�1�6�2�v�a�U
�A�*�t�8�2�6�v�U�2�ß�?�U�.�í�A�)�:�b�U

Die Formulierung findet ihre Entsprechung in den vorher erwähnten 
Inschriften. Diese Inschrift könnte als terminus post quem für die Da-
tierung der Hermesstatue dienen, die mit der daneben stehenden 
Porträtstatue des Tiberius Claudius Theon, Sohn des Nikeratos, 
gleichzeitig zu sein scheint. Die Mischung von idealistischen mit 
Porträtzügen wie auch bestimmte technische Charakteristika des Her-
mes weisen eher auf eine Datierung in das erste Jahrhundert als in die 
hadrianische Zeit hin. 

Der Charakter des Werkes scheint endlich nach den Ergebnissen 
der bisherigen Grabungen (insbesondere dem Zusammenhang mit den 
daneben gelegenen Grabbauten) eher chthonisch gewesen zu sein, 
ebenso wie es sich beim Hermes von Andros nach der allgemeinen 
gültigen Auffassung um den chthonischen Hermes, den Geleiter in die 
Totenwelt, und nicht den Hermes Agoraios (Gott der Händler) han-
delte.26

                                                          
26) L. ROSS, Reisen auf den griechischen Inseln, II, Berlin 1834, 16–17; 

N. KONTOLEON in: AM 76, 1961, 91 ff.; IDEM in: Ephem 1964, Parart. 4–5; S. 
KAROUZOU in: AM 84, 1969 143 ff.; F. ZAPHEIROPOULOU, Sepulcralia varia cycla-
dica, in: ���=�2�A�4�>�,�?�U ���A�.�6�>�2�,�.�?�U ���B�7�8�.�1�6�7�K�:�U � �=�<�B�1�K�:, Band 15, 1995 (Athen 1996), 
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Im daneben liegenden Raum XI, an der Westhalle des Gymnasi-
ums, wurde in der Achse der Tür eine Kalksteinbasis in situ gefunden, 
die eine männliche Marmorstatue trug. Von der Statue, die auch einen 
Hermes darstellte, sind nur Fragmente gefunden. Eine Inschrift an der 
Vorderseite der Basis berichtet, dass die Statue den Heros, Dionysios 
Sohn des Aristomenes, darstellte. Wie die Bezeichnung Heros zeigt, 
wurde er nach seinem Tod geehrt. Derselbe Mann wird im Verzeich-
nis der Epheben der Phyle Hyllis (Inv. Nr. 4201) des Jahres 3 n. Chr. 
aufgeführt. Wenig später stiftete er im Namen seiner Mutter Pleist-
archia Geld für die Restaurierung des Tempels der Demeter in Mes-
sene (Inv. Nr. 1014; SEG 23, 205, 207). Eine zweite, ältere Ehrenin-
schrift auf der Rückseite der Basis von Dionysios erwähnt Philon, 
Sohn des Papos, den Epistaten der Epheben. Dieses Amt war bisher 
für Messene nicht bezeugt. Die Epistatai übernahmen die Ausbildung 
als Lehrer und Trainer der Epheben. Auf dem Orthostaten des gleich 
im Westen von Raum XI liegenden Grabmals K 3 steht die Grabin-
schrift der Pleistarchia, Mutter des Dionysios (Inv. Nr. 4203). 

Das Propylon des Gymnasions, das wir oben gesehen haben, führt 
über die Treppe mit den Statuenbasen zu einem großen Raum, vor 
dessen Südwand die hohe Basis einer Bronzestatue steht (Taf. 9). Vor 
der Basis lagen der Marmortorso einer nackten, männlichen Statue mit 
Bruchstücken der Hände, der Unterschenkel, die Füße in Verbindung 
mit der Plinthe und die Stütze (Stamm einer Palme) des rechten Stand-
beins (Inv. Nr. 7935 a–c und 6703 a–b).27 Die Statue stürzte von ihrem 
Sockel, als das Gymnasion bereits verlassen war und, wie das Pro-
pylon auch, im Laufe der Zeit allmählich verschüttet wurde. Von der 
Statue fehlen der Kopf, der rechte Oberschenkel und der linke Unter-
schenkel. Die Spuren von Meißelschlägen an der Bruchstelle des lin-
ken Oberschenkels sprechen von einer systematischen Zerschlagung, 
die unterbrochen wurde. 

Die Statue, eine Kopie des Doryphoros des Polyklet (Taf. 15), war 
auf der (ursprünglich für eine Bronzestatue oder eine Bronzegruppe 
errichteten) Basis aufgestellt, in die eine Eintiefung eingearbeitet wur-
de, um die Marmorplinthe des Doryphoros aufzunehmen. Im Verhält-
nis zur Dicke der Plinthe war die Eintiefung jedoch relativ zu flach. 
Es wurden deshalb am Rande der Plinthe vier eiserne Klammern 
angebracht, um die Statue auf ihrer neuen Basis besser zu befestigen. 
                                                                                                                                              
231–233, Taf. 7, Abb. 8; vgl. E. ANDREOU, ���>�9�+�?�U�A�4�?�U�	�8�6�1�<�?, in: Deltion 31, 1976 
A, 260–264, besonders 263. 

27) Für den Typus der Stütze und die Chronologie F. MUTHMANN , Statuen-
stützen und dekoratives Beiwerk an griechischen und römischen Bildwerken,
Heidelberg 1951, 32–33. 
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Anscheinend wurde auch die Basis von anderswoher gebracht und an 
dieser neuen Stelle nicht sehr sorgfältig aufgestellt. 

Der Doryphoros von Messene erweitert die Liste der uns bekannten 
vollständig oder fragmentarisch erhaltenen römischen Kopien. Die 
Kopie in Minneapolis (USA), die vermutlich aus Italien stammt und 
1,96 m hoch ist, gilt als die beste und getreueste der erhaltenen Ko-
pien. Sie wird allgemein in augusteischer Zeit datiert, obwohl auch 
frühere Datierungen vorgeschlagen wurden. Die Kopie von Messene 
ist meines Erachtens eine qualitätsvolle Arbeit, wie nicht nur der 
Torso, sondern auch die Füße, die Plinthe und die Stütze zeigen 
(Taf. 16). Hinsichtlich des Volumens, der Proportionen und der Ab-
messungen scheint sie der Kopie aus Pompei in Neapel (Museo Na-
zionale) am nächsten zu stehen, deren Höhe mit der Plinthe 2,12 m 
beträgt. Die Anfertigung des Doryphoros von Messene muss allem 
Anschein nach in der Zeit des Augustus stattgefunden haben, d. h. 
gleichzeitig mit der neuen Einrichtung des Gymnasiums, dem Aufle-
ben des Brauchs der Ephebie und der Errichtung des monumentalen 
dorischen Propylon. Die neue Aufstellung der Statue auf der früheren 
Basis einer Bronzestatue könnte mit der einer späteren Einrichtung 
des Gymnasions zusammenhängen, die anscheinend vor Pausanias’ 
Besuch um 155 n. Chr. stattgefunden hat. Im Gegensatz zu den uns bis 
heute bekannten Kopien kann der Doryphoros von Messene nicht nur 
durch innere (stilistische), sondern auch durch epigraphische und bau-
geschichtliche Kriterien datiert werden. 

Mit dem Fund des Doryphoros im Gymnasium der Stadt stellt sich 
erneut die Frage, wer eigentlich dargestellt ist, das heißt, die Frage der 
Benennung und Deutung des polykletischen Speerträgers. Man darf in 
der Nacktheit und Überlebensgröße einen Hinweis darauf sehen, dass 
irgendein Heros bzw. Halbgott und nicht etwa ein sterblicher Sieger 
dargestellt ist. Bereits Hauser vertrat die Auffassung, dass es sich um 
Achill handele.28 Burkhardt Wesenberg sucht in einer neulich erschie-
nenen Studie (JdI 112), neue Argumente für eine Benennung des 
Doryphoros als Achill mit der Lanze an den Leichenspielen des 
Patroklos. Werner Gauer würde lieber den Doryphoros als Bild des 
Orest interpretieren.29 “Die Frage, wen Doryphoros und Diadumenos 

                                                          
28) In: ÖJh 12, 1909, 104; vgl. G. LIPPOLD, Die griechische Plastik, München 

1950, 163 und Anm. 13; S. HOWARD, The Hero as Norm in the Fourth-Century 
Sculpture, in: Proceedings of the XII Intern. Conf. of Classical Archaeology Athens 
1983, Band 3, Athen 1988, 116, Anm. 5 und 121.

29) W. GAUER, Der argivische Heros mit dem Pferd. Neue Überlegungen zur 
Deutung des polykletischen Doryphoros, in: Archeologia Warsz XLIII, 1992, 7–14. 
W. Gauer identifiziert allerdings den Epheben Westmacott mit dem “Kanon” des 
Polyklet und nicht den Doryphoros. 



76 Petros Themelis 

des Polyklet darstellten, war anscheinend wenig interessant bereits in 
der Zeit gleich nach dem Tod des großen Meisters selbst und bleibt 
eine Sache der Unsicherheit bis zu unseren Zeiten”, wie Borbein be-
merkt.30

Alle Weih- und Ehreninschriften aus dem Gymnasion von Messene 
erwähnen die Gottheiten Herakles und Hermes oder beziehen sich auf 
Reparaturen am Tempel dieser beiden Gottheiten. Pausanias ist der 
einzige Zeuge dafür, dass in Messene der Athener Heros Theseus dar-
gestellt war, sein Bild war ebenfalls ein Werk der beiden uns bekann-
ten Bildhauer aus Alexandria, des Apollonios und seines Sohnes De-
metrios. Der Athener Heros hatte anscheinend keinen Tempel in Mes-
sene und verlangte keine göttliche Verehrung. Der Perieget sah die 
Statue des Theseus neben denen des Herakles und Hermes, die im 
Kultraum III der Westseite des Gymnasiums standen, wohin sie nach 
den Reparaturen gebracht worden waren.31  

Was aber sah Pausanias? Sah er Theseus in dem Doryphoros des 
Polyklet? Diese Frage könnte meines Erachtens positiv beantwortet 
werden.32 Das Thema ist jedoch sehr umfangreich und verlangt eine 
spezielle Untersuchung. Jedenfalls könnte m. E. der Theseus, den Pau-
sanias sicher gesehen hatte, als Sieger nach dem Kampf mit dem Mi-
notaurus dargestellt gewesen sein – nicht nur deshalb, weil die Tötung 
des Minotaurus und die Befreiung der sieben Jungen und sieben Mäd-
chen die Tat “par excellence” des Athener Heros und mythischen Kö-
nigs von größter Bedeutung für die Stadt Athen war. In Messene wie 
auch in Athen waren in der Institution der Ephebie Initiationsmotive 
noch deutlich. “Wenn bei den Epheben in Athen besonders hervorge-
hoben wird, wie sie beim Opfer die “Rinder hochheben”, so vollbrin-
gen sie damit, wie Religionswissenschaftler meinen, die gleiche ju-
gendliche Kraftprobe, die der Mythos den jungen Theseus beim Tem-

                                                          
30) A. H. BORBEIN, Polykleitos, in: O. PALAGIA /J. J. POLLITT  (eds.), Personal 

Styles in Greek Sculpture, Cambridge 1996, 82 mit Anm. 90.  
31) Es waren entweder die Reparaturen, die von der Inschrift des Jahres 11 unter 

dem Priester Kraton, Sohn des Archedamos, bezeugt werden, oder eher die unter 
dem Gymnasiarchen Dionysios, Sohn des Demetrios, durchgeführten Arbeiten. In 
diesem Zusammenhang muss auch die ältere Bronzestatue durch die Marmorkopie 
des Doryphoros des Polyklet auf der gleichen Basis ersetzt worden sein. 

32) Brieflich äußerte Kollege Martin Flashar erstmals den gleichen Gedanken: 
M. FLASHAR, Polyklets Doryphoros vollständiger mythischer König, in: Frankfurter 
Allgemeine Zeitung, 30.10.1996, Nr. 253, Seite N 5; vgl. E. BERGER, Der soge-
nannte Diskophoros, eine Theseusstatue (?) des Polyklet, in: Num. et Antichità 
classica 11, 1982, 59–105; A. H. BORBEIN, Polykleitos, in: O. PALAGIA , J. J. 
POLLITT  (eds.), Personal Styles in Greek Sculpture, Cambridge 1996, 82 mit 
Anm. 90. 
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pel des Apollon Delphinios vollziehen lässt”.33 Im Kern des Oscho-
phoriafestes, das die Athener am 7. des Pyanopsion feierten, stand der 
Mythos der siegreichen Rückkehr des Theseus aus dem Kampf mit 
dem Minotaurus und sein “zweideutiges” Verhalten: glücklich über 
den Sieg und gleichzeitig traurig über den Tod seines Vaters.34 Die 
schwarze Chlamys wurde von den Epheben in Athen in Erinnerung 
dieses Todes getragen. 

Auf einem Wandgemälde von Herculaneum erscheint Theseus 
triumphierend vor dem Eingang des Labyrinths mit einer dünnen 
Keule (wie eine Lanze) auf der linken Schulter, in einer Darstellung, 
die ikonographisch dem Doryphoros des Polyklet sehr nahe steht.35

Das gleiche Thema befindet sich wohl auch auf einem Wandgemälde 
in Pompeji.36 Die Marmorkopie des Doryphoros von Neapel war in 
der Palästra Sannitica von Pompeji aufgestellt, er könnte also die glei-
che Funktion und wahrscheinlich auch die gleiche Bedeutung wie der 
Doryphoros aus dem Gymnasion von Messene gehabt haben.37

Das Gymnasium wurde bald nach 360/70 n. Chr. aufgegeben und 
verfiel. Vereinzelte Funde, vor allem Münzen des Valentinian und 
Theodosius bezeugen, dass das Leben weiterging. Zwischen 400 und 
600 ließen sich Christen hier nieder, die anscheinend verantwortlich 
für die Zerschlagung der Statuen von Herakles und Hermes im Kult-
raum III waren. Das Zentrum der neuen Siedlung lag jedoch beim 
Asklepieion und der Agora, wo auch eine protobyzantinische Basilika 
festgestellt und neulich zum Teil freigelegt wurde.   

                                                          
33) W. BURKERT, Griechische Religion der archaischen und klassischen Epoche,

Stuttgart/Berlin/Köln/Mainz 1977, 394–395. 
34) Plutarch, Theseus 22.4; P. VIDAL -NAQUET, Le chasseur noir, Paris 1980, 

174. 
35) Das Vorbild des Gemäldes ist dem Maler und Bildhauer Euphranor zuge-

schrieben worden: A. B. LEBIDES, ���8�,�:�6�<�?�U �<�U ���>�2�@�/�J�A�2�>�<�?�U �=�2�>�,�U �A�4�?�U �.�>�D�.�,�.�?�U �2�8�8�4�a
�:�6�7�+�?�U �3�F�0�>�.�C�6�7�+�?�`�U �g�i�<�U �/�6�/�8�,�<�U �A�4�?�U �#�B�@�6�7�+�?�U ���@�A�<�>�)�?�` Athen 1994, Taf. 40–41; 
J. J. POLLITT , The Art of Ancient Greece. Sources and Documents, Cambridge 1990, 
167–168; R. LING, Roman Painting, Cambridge 1991, 138, Abb. 143; O. PALAGIA , 
Eyphranor, Leiden 1980, 50–51 und 57–60. 

36) R. LING, Roman Painting, Cambridge 1991, 138, Abb. 143; LEBIDES (supra 
n. 35); vgl. H. HERTER, Theseus, in: RE Suppl. 13, 1145–1238; J. DUCHEMIN, Le 
thème du héros au labyrinthe dans la vie de Thesée, in: Kokalos 16, 1970, 30–52; 
BERGER (supra n. 32); I. BRAGANTINI , Problemi di pittura romana, in: Annali di 
archeologia e storia antica N. S. 2, 1995, 188–189, Abb. 6. 

37) L. RICHARDSON, Jr., Pompeii: An Architectural History, Baltimore/London 
1988, 73–75, der den Bau nicht als Palästra, sondern als Tempel des Herakles 
andeutet; vgl. K. J. HARTSWICK, Head Types of Doryphoros, in: W. G. MOON (ed.), 
Polykleitos, the Doryphoros and Tradition, Wisconsin 1995, 173–174; P. ZANKER, 
Zur Funktion und Bedeutung griechischer Skulptur in der Römerzeit, in: Le 
Classicisme à Rome aux Iers siècles avant et après J.-C., Genève 1979, 298–299. 
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The Aktia of Nikopolis: New Approaches 

O. Pavlogiannis/E. Albanidis/M. Dimitriou 
Corfu/Komotini/Salzburg

As a lasting reminiscence of his victory in the naval battle of Aktio, Octavian de-
cided to establish on the peninsula, opposite the cape, a city called Nikopolis and 
pay tribute to his protector God Apollo, by organizing a new festival as well as 
games, the Aktia, to be held every 4 years. Any research regarding the Aktia was 
done according to the long-established course of festive and agonistic events of the 
Greek antiquity, which, during Roman imperial times, were not often a matter of 
systematic study. Therefore, although the basic traits of the Aktia of Greek 
antiquity are considered to have been recorded to a great extent, a lot of issues 
concerning the revival of the Aktia by Augustus, the date of their establishment, 
their programme and character have remained unsolved. The authors of this paper, 
by using literary and mainly epigraphic sources aim to deal with these issues and 
above all to define the exact time the Aktia were included in the “agonistic 
periodos” of Greek antiquity, that is in the context of great Pan-Hellenic games, a 
fact of unique and characteristic importance. They also study the popularity these 
games enjoyed as part of the Greek agonistic periodos. 

1. Introduction 

The Aktia of Nikopolis research has followed the usual approach to 
the festive and agonistic events of Greek antiquity. Namely, in con-
trast to the festivities and games of classical as well as Hellenistic 
times, which have multilaterally been researched by archeologists and 
historians, the festivities of imperial times and, in particular, the ago-
nistic events which consisted to an important part of these festivities 
have not been systematically researched.1 This was mainly due to the 
fact that contemporary literature, both Greek and international had 
been dominated by long-established concepts regarding athletics, 
games and physical exercise in Greek antiquity reflecting the romantic 
concept prevailing Europe and Greece from about mid 19th to mid 20th

century, which usually stressed the ideal image of classical times and, 
at the same time, despisingly referred to the so called decline of ath-
letic and agonistic ideals of imperial times.2 This viewpoint, which 

                                                
1) See F. Th. SCANLON, Greek and Roman Athletics. A Bibliography, Chicago 

1984, esp. 66–72. – Abbreviations of ancient authors and works as well as of jour-
nals and modern works follow those used in: The Oxford Classical Dictionary, Ox-
ford 31996, XXIX –LV . 

2) This is mainly obvious in Gardiner’s books: N. GARDINER, Greek Athletic 
Sports and Festivals, London 1910; N. GARDINER, Athletics of the Ancient World,
Oxford 1930, as well as in the first two systematic ventures done in Greece with a 
view to recording ancient Greek games, which for a long time had influenced the 
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today is rejected by most researchers, caused problems of orientation 
in archeological, historical and literally research, and mostly deter-
mined the directions and choices of the above research as regards the 
athletic events of imperial times. 

In recent years, there has been a change mostly because it was es-
timated that the festivities and games of imperial times, due to their 
link to imperial power as well as to local authorities and because of 
their great popularity, consisted a valuable tool for the study of social 
and political history.3 A further significant development in the study 
of athletic and agonistic conditions in antiquity, such as the ones in 
the Aktia games, was the establishment of the history of athletics and 
physical education as an autonomous sector of the science of history, 
a fact which is also the case in Greece now, following the example of 
other state and well-known universities and research institutions. This 
is really remarkable because a new field of multilateral research pos-
sibilities on game issues and agonistic events has been established. 
Moreover, it has offered researchers the chance to conduct specialized 
study of athletic and agonistic data followed by a further evaluation 
based on the conclusions made by the sciences of history, philology, 
archeology, epigraphy and numismatics etc.4

                                                                                                                        
Greek historiography of athletics: J. CHRYSAFIS, ���U �0�B�9�:�.�@�A�6�7�+�U �A�F�:�U �.�>�D�.�,�F�:,
Athens 1965; E. PAVLINIS ,�U �@�A�<�>�,�.�U �A�4�?�U ���B�9�:�.�@�A�6�7�+�?, Athens 1977. See also about 
the interactive influence of Greek athletic historiography and national one (in the 
context of this interaction the view maintaining that athletic ideals declined during 
Hellenistic and imperial times was definitely strengthened) and the problems de-
riving from it as well: C. KOULOURI, ���5�8�4�A�6�@�9�I�?�U�7�.�6�U�I�E�2�6�?�U�.�@�A�6�7�+�?�U�7�<�6�:�F�:�6�7�I�A�4�A�.�?�b�U
���B�9�:�.�@�A�6�7�)�U �7�.�6�U �.�5�8�4�A�6�7�)�U �@�F�9�.�A�2�,�.�U �e�l�k�d�Ä�e�m�f�f�U �t���*�:�A�>�<�U ���2�<�2�8�8�4�:�6�7�K�:�U ���>�2�B�:�K�:�v, 
Athens 1997, 24–28. 

3) Regarding the relationship between festivals/games and imperial power and 
worship see S. R. F. PRICE, Ritual and Power: The Roman Imperial Cult in Asia 
Minor, Cambridge 1984 (mainly 101–132); M. WÖRRLE, Stadt und Fest im kaiser-
zeitlichen Kleinasien, 1988, 172–182; O. PAVLOGIANNIS , ���U �2�;�*�8�6�;�4�U �A�F�:�U �0�B�9�:�.�@�A�6�a
�7�K�:�U �7�.�6�U �A�F�:�U �.�5�8�4�A�6�7�K�:�U �6�1�2�K�:�U �@�A�.�U �2�8�8�4�:�6�@�A�6�7�)�U �7�.�6�U �.�B�A�<�7�>�.�A�<�>�6�7�)�U �D�>�I�:�6�., Ph. D. 
Thesis, Ionian University, Corfu 2000, 171–180; C. WALLNER, Soldatenkaiser und 
Sport, Frankfurt am Main 1997, 30–59; B. BURRELL, Neokoroi: Greek Cities and 
Roman Emperors, Leiden 2004, 324–330 and 359–367. Also, E. ALBANIDIS /
S. GIATSIS, Athletic Games in Thrace during the Imperial era, in: Nikephoros 20, 
2007, 177–197; E. ALBANIDIS /A. ANASTASIOU/K. GEORGIADIS/J. MOURATIDIS, 
Athletic Games in ancient Macedonia: an overview, in: Stadion XXXII, 2006, 167–
189; E. ALBANIDIS , ���5�8�4�@�4�U �@�A�4�U ���>�)�7�4�U �7�.�A�)�U �A�<�B�?�U �2�8�8�4�:�6�@�A�6�7�<�J�?�U �7�.�6�U �>�F�9�.�G�7�<�J�?�U
�D�>�I�:�<�B�?, Ph. D. Thesis, Democritus University of Thrace, Xanthi 1995, 155–156, 
who studies the organization of games to honour emperors in Thracian and 
Macedonian cities and draws up a list of awarded emperors.  

4) Generally regarding the Greek historiography of athletics and the problems 
springing up mostly due to the delay of including athletics in the objective of his-
tory – therefore the absence of a special branch of the history of athletics – but also 
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However, the systematic study of the Aktia games has revealed the 
tiny amount of relevant to this subject bibliography. Although refer-
ences to the Aktia are a lot, scientific studies and monographies con-
cerning the particular games are scarce. We should mention the fol-
lowing studies: J. GAGÉ, Actiaca, in: Mélanges d’archéologie et d’ 
histoire de l’Ecole Française de Rome 53, 1936, 37–100; B. TIDMAN , 
On the Foundation of the Aktia Games, in: Classical Quarterly 44, 
1950, 123–125; T. SARIKAKIS , ���7�A�6�.�U�A�.�U�2�:�U ���6�7�<�=�I�8�2�6, in: �¥�>�D�.�6�<�8�<�a
�0�6�7���U�µ�C�4�9�2�>���?, 1965, 145–162, and M. LÄMMER, Die Aktischen Spiele 
von Nikopolis, in: Stadion 12/13, 1986/7, 27–38. Among the above we 
should also include the work of the great Italian epigraphist L. 
MORETTI, (Iscrizioni Agonistiche Greche, Rome 1953), since he 
analytically comments on inscriptions concerning the Aktia, aktioni-
kai, the Aktia of other cities as well as the isaktian games.5 From the 
above mentioned studies, the one by Th. Sarikakis, which includes a 
list of known and unknown aktionikai, is considered a basic bibliogra-
phy and has determined to a great extent later research, although many 
issues, as the writer himself states, require further research. 

2. The “Old” Aktia – �	 he Aktia of emperor August – 
The programme of the games 

We think that the basic traits of the Aktia games in the Greek antiquity 
have been recorded.6 On Aktion, a cape at the entrance of the Ambra-
cian bay and at an advantageous for naval and commercial develop-
ment location, there had already stood god Apollo’s temple since 6th

century BC. The city of Anaktorion, an important Corinthian colony 

                                                                                                                        
due to the fact that some authors writing about the history of athleticism have not 
always been knowledgeable in terms of their scientific as well as professional sta-
tus, see: KOULOURI,�U���5�8�4�A�6�@�9�I�? (vd. n. 2) 17–28. It is also rightly noted that sports 
are absent from the cultural and social history for a special reason: the indifference 
towards them on the part of scientific and scholarly community. 

5) We must mention the French epigraphist L. R� bert, who also studies the Ak-
tia, see: L. ROBERT, Hellenica. Recueil d’épigraphie, de numismatique et d’anti-
quités Grecques 11–12, 1960, 265–266, 455–456. 

6) The general traits of the Aktia were recorded as early as the late 19th century: 
S. TSIVANOPOULOS, ���2�;�6�7�I�:�U ���F�9�.�G�7�K�:�U �7�.�6�U ���8�8�4�:�6�7�K�:�U �.�>�D�.�6�<�A�+�A�F�:, Athens 1890, 
entry ‘Aktia’: “an Apollo’s festival held in Nikopolis of Epirus, including gymnic, 
music equestrian events and boat races, most probably established by Augustus in 
memory of his victory in Actium against Antonius.” They were probably a revival 
of an ancient festival, since, as we learn from Thucidides and Strabo, there was a 
famous temple dedicated to Apollo in Aktion. Augustus established stephanitai 
games held every 4 years, which were called “Olympic Agon”. 
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on the coast of Akarnania,7 was in charge of that temple, which was 
situated 40 stadia far away from Anaktorion. Since 425 BC that tem-
ple had became the common temple for the people of Akarnania and 
religious celebrations had been organized, with the Aktia as a stepha-
nites event, by the city of Anaktorion and in honour of god Apollo, 
who was a significant Corinthian deity and was duly worshipped in all 
the colonies of the metropolis.8 According to an economic decree 
found in Olympia, financial difficulties forced the authorities of 
Anaktorion to assign the supervision of the temple to the Akarnanian
koinon in 216 BC, thus guaranteeing the funding of the games and 
their proper organization.9 Even though this information confirms the 
importance of the temple as well as that of the celebrations and the 
games, their impact must have been only peripheral and the games 
remained marginal. This can be concluded from a convention stating 
that in wartime the organization of the games would be handed over to 
the city of Anaktorion, which obviously shows that the institution of 
truce, a fact which would have allowed the regular organization of the 
games, did not exist during this celebration.10  

In September 31 BC, the conflicts for power acquisition, which had 
broken out inside the Roman empire after Julius Caesar’s death in 44 
BC, ended. To the west of Aktion cape, Octavian, thanks to the stra-
                                                

7) About Aktio and Anaktorio: M. STAVROPOULOU-GATSI��M. ALEXOPOULOU, 
���:�.�7�A�I�>�6�<�a���7�A�6�<�U ���7�.�>�:�.�:�,�.�?�b�U � �B�9�/�<�8�+�U �@�A�4�U �9�2�8�*�A�4�U �A�4�?�U �<�D�J�>�F�@�4�?�U �A�4�?�U �=�I�8�4�?�U �A�<�B�U
���:�.�7�A�<�>�,�<�B�U �7�.�6�U �@�A�4�:�U �A�<�=�<�0�>�.�C�,�.�U �A�4�?�U �2�B�>�J�A�2�>�4�?�U �=�2�>�6�<�D�+�?, in: ���B�8�6�9�*�:�4 3, 2002, 
75–89.  

8) About the Akarnanian worship of Aktian Apollo: Ch. TZOUVARA-SOULI, 
���.�A�>�2�,�2�?�U�@�A�4�U���6�7�I�=�<�8�4�` in: ���>�.�7�A�6�7�)�U�A�<�B�U�e�<�B�U���6�2�5�:�<�J�?�U� �B�9�=�<�@�,�<�B�U�0�6�.�U�A�4�U���6�7�I�=�<�8�4�U
�\�f�g�Ä�f�m�U � �2�=�A�2�9�/�>�,�<�B�U �e�m�l�h�], Preveza 1987, 170–176. Among ancient authors Thu-
cydides mentions the temple (1.29.3), Polybios mentions the promotion of the tem-
ple by the Akarnanes (4.63.4) and Strabo gives the distance of the temple from 
Anaktorio (10.2.7). Regarding annual and stefanitai games (Str. 7.7. 6.: �Û�0�2�A�<�U �1�2�U
�7�.�6�U�=�>�I�A�2�>�<�:�U�A�)�U�§�7�A�6�.�U�A�D�U�5�2�D�U�@�A�2�C�.�:�,�A�4�?�U�•�0�K�:�`�U�î�=�I�U�A�C�U�=�2�>�6�<�,�7�F�:�U�:�B�:�,�U �1�É�U�­�:�A�6�9�I�a
�A�2�>�<�:�U �­�=�<�,�4�@�2�:�U �è�U ���.�5�@�.�>), of the Old Aktia, information is scarce: see Th. SA-
RIKAKIS , ���7�A�6�.�U �A�.�U �2�:�U ���6�7�<�=�I�8�2�6, in: �¥�>�D�.�6�<�8�<�0�6�7���U �µ�C�4�9�2�>�,�? 15, 1965, note 1, 2; 
M. LÄMMER, Die Aktischen Spiele von Nikopolis, in: Stadion 12/13, 1986/87, 27–
38, 28, note 5. They both agree, however that since the games were known to Hy-
perides, they had been held since at least 4th century BC. Sarikakis adds that evi-
dence about the Aktia exists on a lead plate from Dodone of 4th cent. BC. Moreover, 
the inscriptions ACTION, OF ACTION, ACTIAD (�����!�����`�U�����!�����"�`�U�����!����� ) on 
4th cent. BC coins refer to Aktian Apollo and the games held in his honour: 
TZOUVARA-SOULI, ���.�A�>�2�,�2�?�U�@�A�4�U���6�7�I�=�<�8�4, 174.  

9) C. HABIC�þT, Eine Urkunde des Akarnanischen Bundes, in: Hermes 85, 1957, 
86–122 (mainly 98). 

10) See LÄMMER, Die Aktischen Spiele (vd. n. 8) 28. Regarding the institution of 
truce: M. LÄMMER, Der sogenannte Olympische Friede in der griechischen Antike,
in: Stadion 8/9, 1982/1983, 47–83. 
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3. The Nikopolis Aktia  
as an Olympian or Isolympian Competition 

At first, we are going to examine the title Isolympian or Olympian, but 
later, in the process of this study, we will also be examining issues 
regarding the programme of the games (e. g. if rowing events took 
place in effect). In particular, Dio Cassius mentions that Aktian vic-
tors, like Olympic victors, were entitled to be fed free for life in their 
city’s prytaneion and that is the reason why the Aktia are considered 
to be Olympic games, as Strabo adds. However, the study of epi-
graphic material reveals that, unlike the rules existing in Olympia 
where two age groups (those of children and men) are mentioned, the 
Aktia games included three distinctive age groups, that is children, 
beardless youth and men. Therefore, it is right to call the Aktia of Ni-
kopolis Isolympian games as regards the honours awarded to winners, 
but not as regards the age groups.16 Further evidence confirming the 
above claim as regards age divisions in the Aktia and the Olympic 
games is an inscription mentioning the pentathlon of beardless youth 
in Nikopolis, an event which did not take place in Olympia, since the 
organizers of the games considered pentathlon to be particularly tough 
and dangerous for small ages.17

It is also worth noting that the organizers and supervisors of the 
Aktia were eager to support their games from the very beginning. 
Thus, apart from associating the games to imperial power, which indi-
cated their expectations for privileges,18 they also applied a policy – 

                                                
16) See SARIKAKIS ,�U���7�A�6�.�U�A�.�U�2�:�U���6�7�<�=�I�8�2�6 (vd. n. 8) 150–1 and especially note 7, 

where he categorizes, on the basis of the Aktian victors’ list, inscriptions mention-
ing children and beardless Aktian victors. 

17) L. MORETTI, Iscrizioni agonistiche greche, Rome 1953, 156, no. 60, an un-
known beardless pentathlete from Cos is mentioned who was the first from his 
country to win in beardless pentathlon in one of the first times the Aktia had been 
held. Regarding the information that children’s pentathlon was held in Olympia just 
once, in the 38th Olympiad (628 BC), when Spartan Eutelidas was the winner, and 
then it was abolished because it was considered too tough for children, see Philostr. 
Gym. 13; Paus. 5.9.1. 

18) The policy of supporting and promoting the games is carried out in the con-
text of a collateral relation: by the emperor and to the emperor. See PRICE, Ritual 
and Power (vd. n. 3) 53: cities are interested in establishing sanctuaries and festiv-
als in order to acquire political privileges and use them in diplomacy, 101: it is 
mentioned that during imperial times festivals-games were held in honour of a god 
(Olympia), or a hero (Isthmia, Nemea) or a monarch (Sebasta in many places), 103: 
here it is mentioned that traditional games appear with imperial names (e. g. the 
Heraea in Samos became Sebasta Heraea) and generally 101–132. See also 
BURRELL, Neokoroi (vd. n. 3) 359–367; WALLNER, Soldatenkaiser (vd. n. 3) 30–59.  
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whose roots can be traced in hellenistic times19 – of promoting 
celebrations and games under the name of Pan-Hellenic games or a 
title imitating Pan-Hellenic games.20 In terms of such an imitation of 
agonistic programmes, awards and ages, we have honorable titles such 
as isolympian (�ß�@�<�8�J�9�=�6�<�?) – also attributed to the Nikopolis Aktia –
isopythian (�ß�@�<�=�J�5�6�<�?) and isaktian (�ß�@�)�7�A�6�<�?).21 In this way the vari-
ous cities tried really hard to enhance the glamour and popularity of 
their games, aiming to attract more and better known athletes as well 
as many spectators. Similar practices were dramatically increased 
during imperial times, thus resulting in very tough antagonism.22 We 
should also note that leading athletes are mentioned in inscriptions to 
have won in games where three different ethnic groups or even three 
continents participated, which also proves that, alongside the sacred 
Pan-Hellenic games, there existed many peripheral ones, some of 
which certainly were of a short and occasional character, but attracted 
a good number of athletes and spectators.23 As regards the Aktia, in 
                                                

19) Since Alexander’s the Great death, and till the mid 2nd cent. BC, local festiv-
als had been established and promoted to Pan-Hellenic ones. Among them, the 
games of Magnesia on the Maeander in honour of Artemis (Leukophryena) are 
mentioned as isopythian as regards prizes, the Delphian festival of Soteria is consi-
dered equal to the Pythia regarding its music contests and to the Nemea in terms of 
its gymnic and equestrian events and the relevant age groups and prizes. Also, the 
stephanitai games Nikephoria of Pergamum are mentioned as isopythian in terms of 
music contests, and isolympian in terms of nude and equestrian events, relevant age 
categories and prizes and the Ptolemaia as games equal to the Olympia in terms of 
music, nude and equestrian events: see PAVLOGIANNIS , ���U �2�;�*�8�6�;�4 (vd. n. 3) 136–
141.  

20) Examples regarding the Olympia: IGRom. I.161 (Athens); IGRom. I.802 (Be-
roea); IGRom. I.153, 444 (Smyrna-Ephesus); the Pythia: IGR I.802 (Perinthus, 
Troy, Philippoupolis, Carthago). 

21) Examples: IGRom. I.448, 449; IGRom. II.1012. Also see Th. KLEE, Zur Ge-
schichte der gymnischen Agone an griechischen Festen, Berlin 1918, 49–50, where 
cases of isolympian and isopythian games in terms of prizes, only, and not age 
groups are listed. 

22) Around the middle of the 2nd cent. AD Aelius Aristides wrote that there was 
an “endless number of agones” in the Roman Empire. Aelius Aristides, Eis Romen, 
99. A recent estimate puts the total of known games of the Roman East at about 
500, but many more may have escaped notice. O. VAN NIJF, The Roman Olympics,
in: M. KAILA ��G. THILL /H. THEODOROPOULOU/Y. XANTHACOU (eds.), The Olympic 
games in Antiquity, Athens 2004, 186–216, 195; H. PLEKET, Mass-sport and Local 
Infrastructure in the Greek Cities of Roman Asia Minor, in: Stadion XXIV,1, 1998, 
151–172, 155.  

23) MORETTI, Iscrizioni (vd. n. 17) no. 58, 84, 88; IGRom. I.153. Also see PRICE, 
Ritual (vd. n. 3) 105–114, who mentions that apart from the known festivals usually 
held every 4 years, there were annual and monthly festivals linked to imperial 
birthdays or an emperor’s visit to the city. He in fact claims that during such im-
perial festivals processions also took place with the aim of strengthening the empe-
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particular, it was essential to promote them effectively, since, as it 
will be shown later, their inclusion in the periodos of the games of 
Greek antiquity and their Pan-Hellenic appeal, as well as the impor-
tance they acquired among an attractive “Roman group” of games in 
the western part of the empire must have caused reactions and scep-
ticism, especially on the part of the organizing bodies and cities of the 
great traditionally “Greek” games.  

  

4. The Athletic Life of Nikopolis 

Regarding the venue of the games, this is adequately clarified thanks 
to the geographer Strabo and of course the findings of contemporary 
archeological research.24 According to Strabo, the Aktia were held in 
the temple situated inside the sacred wood outside the wall of Niko-
polis, where the theatre, the stadium and the gymnasium were built for 
this particular purpose. We cannot defy the hypothesis that until Ni-
kopolis was set up, the Aktia were held in Aktion, which, as we have 
seen, had already boasted an athletic tradition.25

Undoubtedly, due to the popularity of the Aktia, the city of Niko-
polis boasted a well-organized and flourishing athletic life. K. Zachos, 
in one of his studies, publishes two honoring inscriptions erected at 
the gymnasium of the city, in which a young Aktian victor and a victor 
in the Eleutheria of Larisa, both coming from Nikopolis, are men-
tioned.26 The above inscriptions, both dating from the early half of 1st

century AD, are reliable evidence of the development of athletic fa-
cilities in the Nikopolis gymnasium situated near the stadium, ac-
cording to Strabo, where27 athletes excelled in children’s events, that 
is young age groups, and in significant games of antiquity, such as the 
Aktia and Eleutheria. At the same time, archeologist Yp. Faklaris, in 
                                                                                                                        
ror’s worship. He mentions the example of Gytheion, in whose theatre centre there 
were pictures of Augustus and Tiberius and an altar where officials offered up sa-
crifice just before the games started (SEG XI.923). 

24) Str. 7.7.6; SARIKAKIS ,�U���7�A�6�.�U �A�.�U �2�:�U ���6�7�<�=�I�8�2�6 (vd. n. 8) 149; LÄMMER, Die 
Aktischen Spiele (vd. n. 8) 33; L. R. STURZEBECKER, Photo Atlas. Athletic Cultural 
Archaeological Sites in the Greco-Roman World. Europe-North Africa-Middle 
East, West Chester 1985, 144–146; K. ZACHOS, �!�<�U �9�:�4�9�2�,�<�U �A�<�B�U ���7�A�.�/�6�.�:�<�J�U
���B�0�<�J�@�A�<�B�U�@�A�4�U���6�7�I�=�<�8�4�`�ùthens 1994, 443–444, note 2, 3. 

25) It is correctly, of course, noted by Sarikakis that that must have been going 
on for a short time, since the term “the Aktia of Nikopolis” prevailing in inscrip-
tions undoubtedly indicates the venue of these games: SARIKAKIS ,�U���7�A�6�.�U�A�.�U�2�:�U���6�a
�7�<�=�I�8�2�6 (vd. n. 8) 149.  

26) ZACHOS, �!�<�U�9�:�4�9�2�,�<�U�A�<�B�U���7�A�.�/�6�.�:�<�J (vd. n. 24) 443–453. 
27) Str. 7.7.6.  
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her presentation at the 2nd International Conference regarding Niko-
polis, also presented a devoting inscription from Nikopolis, which 
clearly relates to the city’s gymnasium. What is more, in the archeolo-
gist’s estimation, is the founding inscription of the Nikopolis gymna-
sium and implies the Augustian period.28 Relying on the above stu-
dies, we can support the view that the city gymnasium which was used 
by both the city youth and athletes became a second agora of the city 
in terms of traits already formed during the hellenistic era, which 
promoted the systematic provision of physical (athletic), military, 
mental and moral education as well as reinforcing the Greek life style 
among the youth of the privileged classes.29 At the same time, due to 
this multilateral activity in the gymnasia, a large part of the population 
gathered to attend the athletic events and be entertained, which is di-
rectly linked to the development of a sponsoring policy on the part of 
the governing class, usually in the form of charity, the main outlets of 
which were the construction and maintenance of gymnasium institu-
tions as well as the organization and promotion of celebrations and 
games.30 In this perspective, it is possible to interpret the two known 
inscriptions of agonothetai of the Great Aktia – which we will be 
studying later – especially if we consider the fact that during imperial 
times offices such as agonothesia and gymnasiarchia were assigned to 
anyone who was able to fund athletic activity, thus gaining honour 
and awards inside his community or in the extended area.31

                                                
28)  Y. FAKLARIS ,�U���:�.�5�4�9�.�A�6�7�+�U �2�=�6�0�>�.�C�+�U �A�<�B�U �0�B�9�:�.�@�,�<�B�U �A�4�?�U ���6�7�I�=�<�8�4�?, in: 

���>�.�7�A�6�7�)�U �f�<�U ���6�2�5�:�*�?�U � �B�:�*�1�>�6�<�U �0�6�.�U �A�4�U ���6�7�I�=�<�8�4�`�U �\�e�i�Ä�e�m�U � �2�=�A�2�9�/�>�,�<�B�U �f�d�d�f�]�`�U
Preveza�U2006, 563–569.  

29) Delorme’s book about the Greek gymnasium still remains a classic of its 
kind. J. DELORME, Gymnasion. Étude sur les monuments consacrés à l’éducation 
en Gréce (des origins à l’Empire romain), Paris 1960. Regarding the mental, artis-
tic and entertaining trends in the gymnasium as well as the gymnasium as a symbol 
of Hellenism see: C. A. FORBES, Expanded Uses of the Greek Gymnasium, in: CPh 
40, 1945, 32–42; A. MEHL, Erziehung zum Hellenen – Erziehung zum Weltbürger. 
Bemerkungen zum Gymnasion im hellenistischen Osten, in: Nikephoros 5, 1992, 
43–73; Ph. GAUTHIER, Notes sur le rôle du gymnase dans les cités hellénistiques,
in: M. WÖRRLE/P. ZANKER (eds.), Stadtbild und Bürgerbild im Hellenismus, Kollo-
quium, �� ünchen 1994, 1–11; W. DECKER, Sport in der griechischen Antike, Mün-
chen 1995, 169–77. 

30) See P. VEIN, �� �0�������������)�" �0�#�0�!���0�2���1���)�" [���2�!�3 ��. �	�1�������.�"], Athens 1993; 
Ph. GAUTHIER, Les cités grecques et leurs bienfaiteurs, in: BCH 12, 1985; 
K. BRINGMANN, The King as Benefactor: Some Remarks on Ideal Kingship in the 
Age of Hellenism, in: A. BULLOCH/S. A. GRUEN/A. A. LONG/A. STEWART (eds.), 
Images and Ideologies. Self-definition in the Hellenistic World, University of Cali-
fornia 1993, 7–23. 

31) Regarding the relationship between gymnasiarchia and agonothesia see: 
J. H. KRAUSE, Die Gymnastik und Agonistik der Hellenen, Leipzig 1971, 194–5. 
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Another inscription, too, is significant for the research regarding 
the athletic life of Nikopolis.32 According to it, M. Aurelios Hermago-
ras from Magnesia of Sipylos, an excellent wrestler of his era, was 
appointed a xystarches of the Aktia, that is head of the xystos,33 a fact 
which proves the existence of a guild for professional athletes in Ni-
kopolis, in the second half of 2nd century AD.34 From 1st century AD 
every city in the East, but many other cities as well, had an athletic 
guild called sacred synod of the xystos or just xystos which was ma-
naged by a xystarches. He was a distinguished athlete, mainly in stre-
nuous events and his office was for life, a xystarches for life (�;�B�@�A�a
�)�>�D�4�?�U�1�6�ý�U�/�,�<�B). Contrary to other athletic office as that of a gymnasi-
arches or agonothetes who were elected by local communities, a 
xystarches was appointed by the emperor himself, was an official of 
the Roman administration as well as a representative of the athletic 
guild to the emperor with a view to claiming privileges. The xyst-
arches was the chairman of all the athletic events of the city, took care 
of the programming of games and was also called “high priest” of the 
athletes’ guild. This particular religious trait was not only a continua-
tion of the relationship between athleticism and religion, but it also 
implies the wide spread worship of the emperors. Rome’s interest in 
athletic guilds was due to various political and economic reasons. The 
xystoi were proved to be the means of imperial propaganda and very 
effective for maintaining the emperor’s popularity at a high level. 

On the other hand, by promoting the athletic life of the city and the 
organization of games, the trade was reinforced, leading to the eco-
nomic development of the city.35 From the above, we can assume that 
in the middle of 2nd century AD there is a remarkable athletic life in 
the city boasting athletes’ unions, which reflects the value of the Aktia
games and indicates a flourishing economic and political life, which 
the city, relying on the well-known games manages to renew by 
stressing its relationship to the empire.  

                                                
32) MORETTI, Iscrizioni (vd. n. 17) no. 77. 
33) About a very brief comment see: SARIKAKIS ,�U���7�A�6�.�U�A�.�U�2�:�U���6�7�<�=�I�8�2�6 (vd. n. 8) 

153. 
34) In general, the athletic guilds of professional athletes were two: ���à�U�•�=���U�A�.�?�U

�<�ß�7�<�B�9�*�:�4�?�U �à�2�>�<�:�,�7�.�6, only comprising victors in great sacred games and: ���à�U �•�=���U
�A�.�?�U �<�ß�7�<�B�9�*�:�4�?�U �•�5�8�4�A�.�,. Generally of athletes participating in games: GARDINER, 
Greek Athletic Sports (vd. n. 2) 175–176; C. FORBES, Ancient Athletic Guilds, in: 
CPhil. 30, 1955, 238–252, 239; W. H. PLEKET, Some Aspects of the History of the 
Athletic Guilds, in: ZPE 10, 1973, 197–227, 202.  

35) Regarding the office and duties of a xystarches see ALBANIDIS , ���5�8�4�@�4�U
(vd. n. 3) 165–168, who also gathers relevant literature. See also FORBES, Guilds
(vd. n. 34) 247–248 with a list of xystarches.
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5. The Organization of the Games 

The issue of the “Great” Aktia organization is quite clear. According 
to Strabo, Octavian assigned the responsibility of the games organiza-
tion and holding to Spartans, most probably because in this way he 
showed his gratitude towards the only Greeks who fought by him in 
the crucial naval battle at Aktion, under the leadership of Euricles, 
Agrippa’s friend, or because he thought that the newly-established 
city of Nikopolis did not have the necessary facilities and experience 
in order to support such an important celebration and athletic event, 
which was high up in his propaganda schedule and therefore had to 
clearly reflect the appropriate symbolisms.36 It is certain, however, 
that very soon the locals took over to organize and hold the games. A 
sacred Aktian parliament – similar to the Olympic parliament – was 
created, which was headed by an archon and was responsible for es-
tablishing rules and regulations, scrutinizing the age and ethics of the 
athletes and generally taking care of the regular holding of the 
games.37 An inscription mentioning an agonothetes of the “Great” Ak-
tia, Poplius Memmius Leon, gave evidence to Dakaris, who studied 
Spartan onomatopoieia, and concluded – correctly, as we think – that 
the person in the Dodona inscription was of a Spartan origin.38 How-
ever, we cannot fully support his view that the Lacedaimonians main-
tained control of the Aktia until the middle of 3rd century AD, when 
this inscription dates from.39 By adopting his supposition and having 
in mind that the last piece of evidence regarding the Aktia comes from 
an Egyptian papyrus of 275 AD,40 that is about thirty years after the 
inscription studied by Dakaris, we have to accept that the celebration 

                                                
36) Str. 7.7.6; Dio Cass. 54.6.5; Paus. 4.3.1; cf. SARIKAKIS , ���7�A�6�.�U �A�.�U �2�:�U

���6�7�<�=�I�8�2�6 (vd. n. 8) 147 & 153; S. DAKARIS,�U���U�>�F�9�.�G�7�+�U�=�<�8�6�A�6�7�+�U�@�A�4�:�U�	�=�2�6�>�<, in: 
���>�.�7�A�6�7�)�U�A�<�B�U�e�<�B�U���6�2�5�:�<�J�?�U� �B�9�=�<�@�,�<�B�U�0�6�.�U�A�4�U���6�7�I�=�<�8�4�U�\�f�g�Ä�f�m�U� �2�=�A�2�9�/�>�,�<�B�U�e�m�l�h�]�`�U
Preveza 1987, 12; LÄMMER, Die Aktischen Spiele (vd. n. 8) 33. 

37) I. Delphes III.3.1, where Tiberius Claudius Cleomachus is mentioned as the 
leader of “sacred Aktian parliament”. Also see M. OIKONOMIDOU, ���J�>�6�.�U�D�.�>�.�7�A�4�a
�>�6�@�A�6�7�)�U �A�4�?�U �2�6�7�<�:�<�0�>�.�C�,�.�?�U �A�4�?�U ���6�7�I�=�<�8�4�?, in: ���>�.�7�A�6�7�)�U �A�<�B�U �e�<�B�U ���6�2�5�:�<�J�?�U � �B�9�a
�=�<�@�,�<�B�U �0�6�.�U �A�4�U ���6�7�I�=�<�8�4�U �\�f�g�Ä�f�m�U � �2�=�A�2�9�/�>�,�<�B�U �e�m�l�h�], Preveza 1987, 202, who 
mentions a separate coin minting where the Aktian Parliament is depicted and reads 
�� C�!�����U�����"����� �b  

38) DAKARIS, ���U �>�F�9�.�G�7�+�U �=�<�8�6�A�6�7�+ (vd. n. 36) 11, 12, where the inscription is 
mentioned (BCH 84, 1960, 744–745). 

39) DAKARIS, ���U�>�F�9�.�G�7�+�U�=�<�8�6�A�6�7�+ (vd. n. 36) 12.  
40) BGU 4, 1895, 1074 mentions a trumpeter claiming 12 victories in Aktia. Cf. 

LÄMMER, Die Aktischen Spiele (vd. n. 8) 30. Regarding the revival of the Aktia
during the time of emperor Julian see SARIKAKIS , ���7�A�6�.�U�A�.�U�2�:�U���6�7�<�=�I�8�2�6 (vd. n. 8) 
155, note 3. 
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and the games during their prime and nearly to their end were under 
the Spartans’ control.41 What we can safely assume is that, due to a 
powerful religious and agonistic tradition, which, as we have seen, 
was established during the first years of the Aktia, Lacedaimonian 
families’ descendants, who had at first settled in Nikopolis and had 
been associated with the supervision of the games, could have a 
greater and easier access to office and privileges regarding the super-
vision of the games, which, however, does not necessarily mean that 
that was their exclusive privilege in the course of centuries.42  

6. The Establishment of the Nikopolis Games 

Regarding the Nikopolis Aktia, however, there are certain disputes 
over the exact determination of the first holding of the Aktia and their 
inclusion in the periodos of the great games of Greek antiquity. The 
issue of the exact dating of the Aktia is not a new one and was familiar 
to Sarikakis, who, in his well-known project, refers to the various 
points of view, which range between 30 and 27 BC. He also mentions 
that, for a longtime, most researchers agreed that 28 BC was the year 
when the games began.43 He is also aware of the short but very impor-
tant article by B. Tidman, who maintained that the Games were held 
for the first time in 27 BC.44 Although he seems to know the sources 
Tidman used as well as her arguments, he eventually tends to seesaw 
between 28 and 27 BC. Of course it is true that these conclusions need 
further substantiation in many parts, which, we think, can be now 
achieved. However, everybody agrees that the Aktia began on Sep-
tember 2, that is on the anniversary of the naval battle in Aktion.45

                                                
41) It is correctly noted that “it would have been incomprehensible for Augustus 

to award the city of Nikopolis with so many privileges without assigning the 
supervision of the games themselves to its inhabitants”, SARIKAKIS , ���7�A�6�.�U �A�.�U �2�:�U
���6�7�<�=�I�8�2�6 (vd. n. 8) 147. 

42) See SARIKAKIS , ���7�A�6�.�U �A�.�U �2�:�U ���6�7�<�=�I�8�2�6 (vd. n. 8) 153, note 5, who supports 
that even though the Spartans lost the supervision of the games, they maintained 
their old bonds with them and uses as evidence to prove it that “synthetae” 
(�@�B�:�5�J�A�.�6 / supervisors) of the Aktia, whom we know about, came from Sparta. It is 
also important to note that the other known agonothetes of the Great Aktia came 
from Nikopolis, which further reinforces our hypothesis: IGRom. IV.964; SARIKA -
KIS,�U���7�A�6�.�U�A�.�U�2�:�U���6�7�<�=�I�8�2�6 (vd. n. 8) 153, note 4. 

43) SARIKAKIS , ���7�A�6�.�U�A�.�U�2�:�U���6�7�<�=�I�8�2�6 (vd. n. 8) 147, note 1, 2, 3, 6.  
44) B. TIDMAN , On the Foundation of the Actian Games, in: CQ 44, 1950, 123–

125, 125.  
45) SARIKAKIS , ���7�A�6�.�U�A�.�U�2�:�U���6�7�<�=�I�8�2�6 (vd. n. 8) 148, for relevant evidence. 
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A first important piece of information about the establishment of 
the Nikopolis games is provided by Eusebius, who mentions the first 
year of the 188th Olympics – 28 BC – adding, though, that in the same 
year Octavian was declared Augustus – meaning 27 BC.46 By all 
means, though, the most significant contribution to the solution of the 
date of the first Aktia was proved by B. Tidman, mainly because she 
was the first to use an excerpt from Silvae by Statius, which had till 
then been overseen. In this excerpt, the poet says that he is pleased to 
have watched the Sebasta of Neapolis and that he enjoys the peace 
and quiet on his friend’s, Pollius Felix, farm, watching the athletes 
departing for the Nikopolis Aktia, their next station.47  

Taking into consideration this piece of evidence and the fact that it 
was given by a man directly related to the games of Neapolis, where 
he was born – therefore his view was valid – we find out that the Se-
basta of Neapolis and the Nikopolis Aktia coincided in the same year. 
Therefore since the Sebasta were established in 2 BC, the Aktia were 
first celebrated in 27 BC, when they happened to coincide that year.48

Solid evidence of this view is provided by the study of abundant 
epigraphic material. In numerous inscriptions, after 86 AD when the 
Capitolia were opened by emperor Domitianus, the following games 
are mentioned in a deliberately typical order: the Rome Capitolia, the 
Neapolis Sebasta and the Nikopolis Aktia, which is not at all a coinci-
dence and clearly reflects their topographical and chronological rela-
tionship and, what is more, proves that 27 BC was the year when the 
Aktia were held for the first time.49 From the above, we can conclude 
that a crowd of athletes began their agonistic activity in the Rome Ca-
pitolia in July, went on to the Sebasta in Neapolis in August and 
ended up in nearby Nikopolis for the Aktia in September. The chro-
nological determination of the Rome and Neapolis games is achieved 
by means of some historic events. In particular, if emperors Pupienus 
and Balvinus were assassinated on 9 July 238 AD, then the Capitolia
must have been held during the first half of the month –when their as-
sassination occurred – whereas Sebasta were held during the second 

                                                
46) SARIKAKIS ,�U���7�A�6�.�U�A�.�U�2�:�U���6�7�<�=�I�8�2�6 (vd. n. 8) 147, note 3; DAKARIS,�U���U�>�F�9�.�G�a

�7�+�U�=�<�8�6�A�6�7�+ (vd. n. 8) 11, note 2.  
47) Stat. Silv. II.6–8: huc me post patrii laetum quinquennia lustri / cum stadio 

iam pigra quies canusque sederet / pulvis ad Ambracias conversa gymnade frondes 
[…].

48) Cf. TIDMAN , On the Foundation (vd. n. 44) 123–125; LÄMMER, Die Aktischen 
Spiele (vd. n. 8) 29. 

49) MORETTI, Iscrizioni (vd. n. 17) 191, no. 69, 226, no. 78, 229, no. 79, 257, 
no. 87. Otherwise, see Sarikakis list of Aktian victors: SARIKAKIS , ���7�A�6�.�U�A�.�U�2�:�U���6�a
�7�<�=�I�8�2�6 (vd. n. 8) no. 1, 2, 9, 12. 
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half of August because August died on 19 August, after he had at-
tended the games.50 A Statius’ excerpt, which provides further evi-
dence, gives an account of the picture of athletes hurriedly departing 
from Neapolis in order to catch up with the Aktia, thus further sup-
porting the view that the 2nd of September is the day the Aktia began. 

It can therefore be concluded that in the western sector of the Ro-
man Empire at the end of 1st century AD, a cycle of Roman games is 
established: they were held in even years, not divided by 4, a regular 
Roman periodos, as Lämmer notes, which became particularly popular 
attracting the best-known athletes – thus antagonistic to typically 
Greek games – a very remarkable fact, which we will be thoroughly 
examining in this study later on.51

7. The Inclusion of the Nikopolis Aktia  
in the Greek Agonistic Periodos

Nevertheless, the particular feature as regards the Aktia, which we 
should note, is their inclusion in the great games of the Greek antiq-
uity, in a really unique way. It is common knowledge that in ancient 
times, games of a Pan-Hellenic character, such as the Olympia, Py-
thia, Isthmia and Nemea, were solidified. The cycle of these great 
games was called periodos and the one winning in all these games was 
a periodonikes.52 During imperial times, this cycle is expanded in not 
such a clear way. It is certain, though, that the Aktia at least were 
added to the games comprising the periodos. This regulation is consi-
dered particularly significant, mainly because it is the first time a new 
competitive event is added to the sacred periodos of the Greeks, 
which neither Alexander the Great nor any of his successors had 
achieved, who, as it is well-known, had established celebrations and 

                                                
50) MORETTI, Iscrizioni (vd. n. 17) 204, where the various views regarding the 

assassination of the first two emperors are mentioned.  
51) MORETTI, Iscrizioni (vd. n. 17) 205–206; LÄMMER, Die Aktischen Spiele (vd. 

n. 8) 29. 
52) About all this see: H. C. MONTGOMERY, Periodonikes, in: RE XIX, 1937, 

813–815; L. MORETTI, Note sugli antichi periodonikai, in: Athenaeum 32, 1954, 
115–120; O. TZACHOU-ALEXANDRI , �!�<�U �=�:�2�J�9�.�U �7�.�6�U �A�<�U �@�K�9�.�b�U ���6�U �.�5�8�4�A�6�7�<�,�U �.�0�K�:�2�?�U
�@�A�4�:�U�.�>�D�.�,�.�U���8�8�)�1�.�` Athens 1989, 78, note 1. Regarding the periodonikai, Knab’s 
book: R. KNAB, Die Periodoniken. Ein Beitrag zur Geschichte der gymnischen 
Agone an griechischen Festen, Leipzig/Berlin 1918, still remains a classic of its 
kind. See also E. MARÓTI, ���0�!��� �/� ���������". Anmerkungen zum Begriff Perioden-sie-
ger bei den Panhellenischen Spielen, in: Acta Antiqua Academiae Scientiarum 
Hungaricae 31, 1985–1988, 335–355. 
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games and had diligently taken care of their Pan-Hellenic promotion.53

And although the fact of the inclusion of the Nikopolis games in the 
periodos is mentioned by contemporary historians,54 the issue of the 
exact determination of the time when this happened was first studied 
by Sarikakis in his known study, but in such a way that different esti-
mations can also be justified.55

To be specific, Sarikakis used two epigraphic sources dating from 
1st century AD. In the first, athlete Paglis Pagleous Tinios is called 
“aktionikes the … and periodonikes” (�•�7�A�6�<�:�,�7�4�?�U �è�U �Ã�b�U �7�.���U �=�2�>�6�<�1�<�a
�:�2�,�7�4�?),56 whereas in the second one, a runner, whose name is not 
known, is mentioned to have won in the Olympia “and in the rest of 
the periodos as well as in the Aktia” (�7�.���U �A���:�U �8�<�6�=���:�U �=�2�>�,�<�1�<�:�U �@���:�U
�¥�7�A�,�<�6�@�6).57 From the above, he concluded that the Aktia, during at 
least that period (1st century AD), were not considered part of the 
periodos, since they were mentioned and noted separately from the 
rest of the periodos games. On the other hand, he made good use of 
and dully cited to another inscription, according to which Aurelius 
Septimius Erineos, at the beginning of 3rd century AD (about 221 
AD), won in children’s boxing at the “Augustus’ Aktia in Nikopolis 
of the periodos” (���í�0�<�J�@�A�<�B�U �§�7�A�6�.�U �­�:�U ���6�7�<�=�I�8�2�6�U �A�.�?�U �=�2�>�6�I�1�<�B).58

Judging by the above statement, in which the Aktia are clearly referred 
to as part of the periodos, he came up with the view that during that 
time the Nikopolis games were included in the periodos games.59

Our estimation, which in many parts will be based on a different 
reading of the above inscriptions, varies considerably. We believe, 
and this is what we will try to prove, that political, economic and so-
cial conditions should lead to the view that the Aktia, on their estab-
lishment or a few years later, were part of the periodos games. We can 
even claim that this definitely happened in 67 AD. 

First, let us stick to political and ideological criteria. Octavian’s 
great influence on the Greek world must undoubtedly have had an im-
pact on the institution of the Aktia, especially if we consider the un-
questionable eagerness of the young emperor to make himself known 
to all the subjects of the imperium as the victor in the Aktion naval 
                                                

53) PAVLOGIANNIS , ���U�2�;�*�8�6�;�4 (vd. n. 3) 136–141. See note 19. 
54) See mainly L. ROBERT, Hellenica (vd. n. 5) 455–456. 
55) SARIKAKIS , ���7�A�6�.�U�A�.�U�2�:�U���6�7�<�=�I�8�2�6 (vd. n. 8) 153–155.  
56) IG XII 5.909. 
57) I �˜O 230. 
58) MORETTI, Iscrizioni (vd. n. 17) 249–250, no. 85. 
59) SARIKAKIS , ���7�A�6�.�U�A�.�U�2�:�U���6�7�<�=�I�8�2�6 (vd. n. 8) 154–155, who mentions that the 

Aktia were included in the periodos games at a time which cannot be determined 
exactly, which, however, “must have been in the late 1st cent. AD or 2nd cent. AD”. 
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battle and consequently their new hegemon. Directly related to that is 
the foundation of a city in honour of the great victory, Nikopolis, and 
the institution of the games, the Aktia, which are specially related to 
each other, since the emperor, for the first time, follows in the steps of 
Pompeius, and, mainly Alexander the Great and his successors.60

Consequently, Augustus, who was not at all a philhellene and, what is 
more, had never shown any particular interest in games and had to 
comply with the standpoint of rejecting Greek athletic conventions 
expressed by the senate aristocracy, wouldn’t have established the 
Aktia if he hadn’t had certain goals in mind.61 By founding Nikopolis 
and establishing its games, the victor in Aktion wished to create, 
maybe unconsciously, bodies of transmitting certain messages and 
emphasizing certain symbolisms. According to Langenfeld, we should 
accept that Augustus did whatever he did more in the context of a de-
liberate propaganda than an organized policy, taking, however, into 
consideration two criteria. First, that through Nikopolis and the Aktia, 
he founded a political and religious centre in the western part of 
Greece, that is a significant position between the Latin west and Greek 
east, which faced political and economic problems, and second, that in 
this way he antagonized his opponent Antonius, who had clearly 
shown his preference to the Greek culture by supporting Greek cele-
brations and games and awarding privileges to professional athletes.62  

On the other hand, the publicity and high profile the Aktia gained 
resulted from a systematic policy adopted by the Nikopolis authori-
ties, who acted in accordance with Augustus’ general disposition to 
respect the Greeks’ demands, although he showed unwillingness to 
practically promote the city’s games. The people of Nikopolis, by 
fully exploiting the Pax Augusta benefits, mainly the improvement of 
political and economic conditions and an increased antagonism among 
cities – which were also reflected in the venues of worship and games, 

                                                
60) H. LANGENFELD, Die Politik des Augustus und die griechische Agonistik, in: 

E. LEFÈVRE (ed.), Monumentum Chiloniense. Studien zur augusteischen Zeit. 
Kieler Festschrift für Erich Burck zum 70. Geburtstag, Amsterdam 1975, 228–259, 
230. 

61) Regarding the Romans’ attitude towards the games of the Greeks and the 
Romans’ physical exercise see: H. HARRIS, Sport in Greece and Rome, London 
1972, 44–74; Z. NEWBY, Greek Athletics in the Roman World. Victory and Virtue,
Oxford 2005, 21–140 (mainly 21–44); J. KÖNIG, Athletics and Literature in the 
Roman Empire, Cambridge 2005, 205–253; PAVLOGIANNIS ,�U���U�2�;�*�8�6�;�4 (vd. n. 3) 28–
218. 

62) LANGENFELD, Die Politik des Augustus (vd. n. 60) 228–259 (mainly 230, 
237–238). 
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successfully ventured to link the Aktia to the emperor’s worship.63 The 
titles “Aktia, the great Caesaria” or “the Augustus’ Aktia”, frequently 
appearing in many epigraphic texts, the introduction of a xystarches as 
well as the evidence regarding agonothetai in the Aktia, who were 
also priests in Augustus’ temple, confirm the above mentioned link of 
the games to the emperor’s worship, which, in fact, followed the hel-
lenistic tradition of worshiping sovereign. This new reality was prop-
erly used by the authorities and citizens of Nikopolis in order to pro-
mote their games, since they realized Augustus’ intention to become 
known to all his subjects through supporting a festival which was di-
rectly connected to the naval battle in Aktion, namely the event and 
venue which symbolized and propagandized his monocracy all over 
the Greek world.64 All the above reasons consist adequate evidence to 
support the viewpoint that the Aktia, already early in their establish-
ment, were included in the periodos games. However, this is not 
enough evidence. 

Through studying agonistic inscriptions of the time, we can realize 
the prominent position the Nikopolis games occupied in epigraphic 
texts immediately after their establishment. In one of them, dating 
from 25 BC, that is very soon after the Aktia were first held, we read 
that “ the people honoured Philipp Asklepiadou Glykona, who won in 
the Olympia, Pythia, Aktia men’s pankration, children’s pankration, 
Isthmia men’s boxing, Nemea of Argos twice successively in boxing 
and the rest sacred and stephanites games in Asia, Italy and Greece” 
(�è�U �1�.�9�<�?�U �­�A�,�9�4�@�2�:�c�U �t�#�,�8�v�6�=�=�<�:�U �¥�@�7�8�4�=�6�)�1�<�B�U ���8�J�7�F�t�:�.�`�U �:�6�7�+�@�.�:�A�.�v�U �c�U�U
�t�U �i�8�J�9�v�=�6�.�`�U ���J�5�6�.�`�U �©�7�A�6�.�U �¡�:�1�>�t�.�?�U �=�.�0�7�>�)�A�6�<�:�v�`�U �c�U �t�=�.�5�1�.�?�v�U
�=�.�0�7�>�)�A�6�<�:�`�U �]�@�5�9�6�t�.�U �¡�:�1�>�.�?�U �=�B�0�9�+�:�`�v�U �c�U �t���*�9�2�6�.�U �­�:�v�U �©�>�0�2�6�U �1���?�U �7�.�A�t�ý�U
�A���U�®�;�.�?�U�=�B�0�9���:�v�U�c�t�U�7�.���U�A�<���?�U�8�<�6�v�=�<���?�U�à�2�>�<���?�U�t�7�.���U�@�A�2�C�.�:�,�A�.�?�U�•�0�C�a�v�c�t�:�.�?�U

                                                
63) LÄMMER, Die Aktischen Spiele (vd. n. 8) 34–35, who mentions that Augustus 

had never attended the Aktia, nor had he visited Olympia, Delphi, Nemea or 
Isthmus. He also adds that in his account to the Roman people he did not at all refer 
to the Nikopolis games, whereas he had particularly stressed the organization of 
Greek games three times in Rome. However, it is worth mentioning that Augustus 
was an enthusiastic watcher of Greek athletics in general, better than Julius Caesar 
had been obviously, according to Suetonius. Suet. Augustus 45.1. See also: KÖNIG, 
Athletics (vd. n. 61) 28, 230–231; NEWBY, Greek Athletics (vd. n. 61) 23.  

64) LÄMMER, Die Aktischen Spiele (vd. n. 8), see above. After the naval battle in 
Aktion, art, too, was used as a means of promoting political and ideology views: 
Ch. G. PICARD, Les trophées Romains, Paris 1957, 253–274; E. SIMON, Augustus. 
Kunst und Leben in Rom um die Zeitenwende, München 1986; P. ZANKER, Augustus 
und die Macht der Bilder, München 1987. Regarding the matter of depicting Ro-
man Emperors in Greece see: P. KARANASTASI�`�U���4�A�+�9�.�A�.�U �A�4�?�U �2�6�7�<�:�<�0�>�.�C�,�.�?�U �7�.�6�U
�A�4�?�U �=�.�>�<�B�@�,�.�?�U �A�F�:�U ���F�9�.�,�F�:�U �.�B�A�<�7�>�.�A�I�>�F�:�U �@�A�4�:�U ���8�8�)�1�.�` in: �)�ù�>�D�.�6�<�8�<�0�6�7�+�U �µ�C�4�a
�9�2�>�,�?�U1995, 209–226.  
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�±�:�U �A�2�U �¥�@�v�,�.�6�U �7�.���U �a�t�A�.�8�,�.�6�U �7�.���U �¶�8�8�)�1�6�v�]�b65 We think that the way the 
Aktia are promoted in this epigraphic text is not accidental but indica-
tive of the special publicity the Nikopolis games acquired, almost im-
mediately after they were established, which can also be seen in many 
other inscriptions, some of which date to the early half of 1st century 
AD.66 Moreover, the inscriptions of the first imperial period mention a 
great number of athletes and artists from all Greek cities as well as 
cities with an intense Greek agonistic character, having participated in 
the Aktia and advertised their victories, their achievements and their 
cities – using the phrase “the first or the only one from the city” – to 
the rest of the Greek world, a fact frequently linked to newly estab-
lished games which soon developed into an important athletic event.67

Epigraphic texts of the same period provide us with significant facts, 
which imply the prestigious position the Aktia occupied among the 
great games of the Greeks and most probably their inclusion in the 
agonistic periodos of the Greeks. We are informed about the appear-
ance of Aktian paides, that is a special age division regarding a child-
ren’s agonistic category which prevailed in games of the Greek 
world��68 we get to know about isaktian games, namely games applying 
the age categories and awards of the Nikopolis games;69 we also read 
about the organization of games called Aktia in many cities, particu-
larly in Asia Minor,70 as well as the honourable title aktionikes.71 All 

                                                
65) MORETTI, Iscrizioni (vd. n. 17) 149, no. 58. 
66) MORETTI, Iscrizioni (vd. n. 17) 151, no. 59 (20 AD), 156, no. 60 (5AD), 162, 

no. 62 (25 AD). 
67) IG XII.2. 388, MORETTI, Iscrizioni (vd. n. 17) 151, no. 59, 156, no. 60, 181, 

no. 66, 191, no. 69; P. FRISCH, Der erste vollkommene Periodonike, in: EA 18, 
1991, 71–73. See also SARIKAKIS , ���7�A�6�.�U�A�.�U�2�:�U���6�7�<�=�I�8�2�6 (vd. n. 8) 155; LÄMMER, 
Die Aktischen Spiele (vd. n. 8) 30.  

68) Examples: MORETTI, Iscrizioni (vd. n. 17) 186, no. 68. Generally, regarding 
the category of children in ancient Greek games see: MORETTI, Iscrizioni (vd. n. 17) 
158–159; A. J. PALALAS , Boy athletes in ancient Greece, in: Stadion XVII, 2, 1991, 
165–192. About Aktian children see SARIKAKIS , ���7�A�6�.�U �A�.�U �2�:�U ���6�7�<�=�I�8�2�6 (vd. n. 8) 
150–151, note 5, where he is right to disagree with Moretti. 

69) MORETTI, Iscrizioni (vd. n. 17) 235, no. 80. 
70) SARIKAKIS , ���7�A�6�.�U �A�.�U �2�:�U ���6�7�<�=�I�8�2�6 (vd. n. 17) 156, note 6. About the 

organization of Aktia games in cities of the Roman Empire see: WALLNER, Sol-
datenkaiser (vd. n. 3) 33, 84, 85, 97, 102, 105, 114, 135, 140, 151, 153, 160, 162, 
165, 176; BURRELL, Neokoroi (vd. n. 3) 137, 173, 217, 238; ALBANIDIS /GIATSIS, 
Athletic Games (vd. n. 3) 186–187; ALBANIDIS , ���5�8�4�@�4(vd. n. 3) 133–138, about 
the Aktia in Perinthos, the establishment of the games, the events and prizes. See 
also ALBANIDIS /ANASTASIOU/GEORGIADIS/MOURATIDIS, Athletic Games (vd. n. 3) 
178, about the Aktia games in Thessalonica. 

71) SARIKAKIS , ���7�A�6�.�U �A�.�U �2�:�U ���6�7�<�=�I�8�2�6 (vd. n. 8) no. 7, 10, 17, 28, 34, 35, from 
the list of “Aktionikai”. 
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these facts, as well as the fact that the way of dating in terms of the 
Aktia prevailed in some areas, indicate that the Aktia were very soon 
included on equal terms in the system of great Pan-Hellenic games – 
periodos – and may have managed to surpass some of them in terms 
of fame and publicity. 

However, concrete evidence regarding the time the Nikopolis 
games were included in the periodos can be detected in the agonistic 
inscriptions of the area, which are referred to periodonikes. In one of 
those, dating from early 3rd century AD, we read about an anonymous 
Pythian flute player, who is honoured as a periodonikes, having won 
in the Pythia, Isthmia, Nemea and the Aktia, without, that is, having 
competed in Olympia.72 Similarly, though much earlier – in about 140 
AD – Aelios Aristomachus, a pankratiast from Magnesia of Maeander, 
was declared a periodonikes, having won in the Olympia, the Aktia, 
the Isthmia and the Nemea, without, that is, having been a Pythian
victor.73 By considering facts from similar epigraphic texts, we can 
conclude that the inclusion of the Aktia in the Greek agonistic peri-
odos was done in a special way and opened a new era with new regu-
lations. The new regulation indicates that an athlete could win in four 
out of the five games and be declared a periodonikes. We can even 
note that athletes could replace one of the four other classic games of 
the Greeks with the Aktia.74   

This new agonistic reality must have caused contradictory reac-
tions, not only on the part of athletes, but also on the part of the cities 
themselves. For one, although the application of the previous changes 
made the title of periodonikes more accessible to athletes, many of 
them, either due to personal ambition or under the pressure of the ci-
ties they represented, wished to declare that they were “regular” peri-
odonikes, namely they had won in all five games of the new periodos
of imperial times, without taking advantage of “facilitations”. In this 

                                                
72) MORETTI, Iscrizioni (vd. n. 17) 237, no. 81. 
73) MORETTI, Iscrizioni (vd. n. 17) 198, no. 71. 
74) The view, mainly supported by L. ROBERT, Hellenica (vd. n. 5) 455–456, ac-

cording which apart from the Aktia, the Rome Capitolia and the Neapolis Sebasta
were also included in the “periodos”, needs further researching. It should be noted, 
however, that the athlete and the artist in the above inscriptions, where they are 
mentioned as periodonikai without having participated in all the games of the “old” 
period, had also won in the Sebasta and the Capitolia, besides the Aktia. Also see 
M �� R�ü�	�	�ÿ, Iscrizioni (vd. n. 17) 181, no. 66 b: �!�,�A�<�?�U�#�8�)�/�6�<�?�U���4�9�4�A�>�,�<�B�U�t���<�v�B�t�G�v�>�,�:�$�U
���4�A�>�I�/�6�<�?�`�c�:�6�7�+�@�.�?�U�A���:�U�=�2�>�,�<�1�<�:�U�•�:�c�1�>�C�:�U�1�I�8�6�D�<�:�U�a�.�@�*�F�:�c�=�>�C�A�<�?�U�7�.���U�A�ý�U�­�:�U�z�K�9�,�U
���.�=�2�A�K�8�2�6�.�U �=�>�C�A�<�?�U �•�:�5�>�K�=�F�:�c���6�,�U �i�8�B�9�=�,�F�6. This epigraphic extract, dating from 
90 AD, is directly related to the establishment of the Capitolia (86 AD), but it may 
also state an intention of advertising the Rome games and include them in the 
Greek agonistic periodos.  
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way, the athletes stated that they had competed and won in the peri-
odos games and in the Aktia, too, which was the popular event of im-
perial times, that is in all the games which attracted all the good ath-
letes, so the competition was really high, and at the same time, em-
phasized that in the course of their agonistic route they did not ignore 
the games of the old periodos, a fact particularly important for the 
Greek world. The great significance of the latter can be better un-
derstood if one keeps in mind that the Aktia as well as the Neapolis 
Sebasta and the Rome Capitolia were held in the same year and com-
prised a games system of great publicity during imperial times and 
due to the relative proximity of the games venues, attracted the lead-
ing athletes, so they were competitive to the “old” great Greek 
games.75 This new reality was mainly to the detriment of the Nemea, 
since these games coincided with the Aktia, the Sebasta and the Ca-
pitolia.76

Considering the above, we can assume that a different interpreta-
tion of the two inscriptions of the 1st century AD which Sarikakis 
used, as we have seen, can lead to determine the time the Aktia were 
included in the periodos.77 According to the interpretation we suggest, 
the typical expressions “Aktionikes the … and periodonikes”  or “in 
the rest of the periodos as well as in the Aktia” do not prove that the 
Aktia, since they are mentioned separately, had not been included in 
the periodos yet, but on the contrary, they prove that during the 1st

century AD the new periodos had been formed – including the Aktia, 
too and, as a consequence, some athletes felt they needed to make 
known the fact that they had been declared periodonikai without tak-
ing advantage of the regulation which let them win four out of the five 
games.78 Even more so, they wished their victory to be recorded as a 
great achievement in all five important games of antiquity and to be 
considered as a special category of periodonikai in comparison to 
other periodonikai of imperial times. Or, maybe, they intended to 

                                                
75) We cannot reject, though, the possibility that imperial times athletes could 

choose to compete and win in an unofficially formulated Roman periodos of games, 
imitating as well as defying the Greek agonistic periodos. 

76) LÄMMER, Die Aktischen Spiele (vd. n. 8) 27.  
77) SARIKAKIS , ���7�A�6�.�U�A�.�U�2�:�U���6�7�<�=�I�8�2�6 (vd. n. 8) 154–155. 
78) The Aktia were probably included in the periodos earlier, in the early 1st

cent. AD or the end of 1st cent. BC. In an inscription, dating from between 24 and 
15 BC, the known pankration athlete Hermas from Antiochia, Syria, declares, using 
typical language relevant to these two particular inscriptions, that he won twice in 
the Olympia and the other periodos games and once in Aktia: L. MORETTI, Olym-
pionikai, I Vinctori negli antichi agoni Olympici, Rome 1957, no. 754, 757; SA-
RIKAKIS , ���7�A�6�.�U�A�.�U�2�:�U���6�7�<�=�I�8�2�6 (vd. n. 8) 159, no 22. 
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imply that during the strenuous athletic course they followed in order 
to achieve the title of a periodonikes they did not ignore the traditional 
games of the Greeks. It is obvious, then, that the last inscription, 
which Sarikakis used in his attempt to determine the time when the 
Aktia were included in the rest games of the periodos and in which 
Aurelius Septimius Eireinaeos is recorded to have won in the Aktia, 
just confirms what was already expected, that is that at the beginning 
of 3rd century AD the Aktia were still flourishing and were part of the 
agonistic periodos.79 In our opinion, the extracts: �:�2�6�7�+�@�.�?�U �A�<���?�U �î�=�<�a
�A�.�0�9�*�:�<�B�?�U �•�0�C�:�.�?�U �Ã�U ���í�0�<�J�@�A�<�B�U �§�7�A�6�.�U �­�:�U ���6�7�<�=�I�8�2�6�U �A�.�?�U �=�2�>�6�I�1�<�B�U
�=�.�,�1�F�:�U�=�B�0�9�.�?�U�Ã�U�n�U�½�0�F�:�6�@�)�9�4�:�U�­�=���U�A���:�U�@�A�*�C�.�:�<�:�U�•�:�1�>�C�:�U�=�B�0�9���:�U�A�.�?�U
�•�>�D�.�,�.�?�U�=�2�>�6�I�1�<�B�U� �2�/�)�@�9�6�.�U���*�9�6�., with the sonorous adjectives used 
to refer to the games, can be justified by the need to promote the 
particular athlete, since Aurelius Septimius Eireinaeos, despite being a 
good athlete and having won in several games, had not claimed high 
athletic performance, just one victory in children’s boxing in the Aktia
and one participation in the final of men’s boxing in the Nemea, where 
he was defeated. The interesting, though, fact is that the statements: 
�§�7�A�6�.�U �­�:�U ���6�7�<�=�I�8�2�6�U �A�.�?�U �=�2�>�6�I�1�<�Band: �A�.�?�U �•�>�D�.�,�.�?�U �=�2�>�6�I�1�<�B�U � �2�a
�/�)�@�9�6�.�U���*�9�6�. clearly show the cities’ antagonism for the promotion of 
their games as well as the different viewpoints regarding the periodos
of the games prevailing during imperial times. 

The most substantial contribution to this attempt of determining the 
time the Nikopolis games were included in the periodos is made by 
Lämmer, mostly because in his well-known study of the Aktia he 
makes use of some information by Dio Cassius – which had been 
overlooked till then – according which Nero, on his arrival in Rome 
from Greece, was hailed as a periodonikes.80 According to Eusebius, 
Nero began his agonistic course in Greece at the Aktia (66 AD) and 
continued next year (67 AD) by participating in the Isthmia, the Py-
thia and the Olympia, which he had transferred for two years so that 
he could have the chance to take part in them.81 We can therefore see 
that Nero was declared a periodonikes by having won in the Olympia, 
the Pythia, the Isthmia and the Aktia; he had, that is, replaced the Ne-
mea with the Aktia, which proves that he used the special regulation 
applied in imperial times which allowed athletes to win in four out of 
the five games of the periodos.  

                                                
79) SARIKAKIS , ���7�A�6�.�U�A�.�U�2�:�U���6�7�<�=�I�8�2�6 (vd. n. 8) 154–155. 
80) LÄMMER, Die Aktischen Spiele (vd. n. 8) 31.  
81) Euseb. Chron. p.156 (ed. SCHO�üNE). 
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The above information confirms our reasoning and mainly lets us 
safely claim that in 66 AD the Aktia had already been included in the 
games of the Greek periodos. 

8. The Agonistic Programme – “Boat Races” 

Regarding the agonistic programme, we should note that the Aktia, 
just like the rest Pan-Hellenic festivals, included gymnic, equestrian 
and music artistic events. The list of Aktia victors provides interesting 
facts regarding the kind of gymnic and artistic events.82 The organiza-
tion of equestrian games is confirmed by an extract by Dio Cassius 
and some information by Eusebius, according which Nero won in the 
Aktia, too, “with a perfect ten-horse chariot”, as well as by coin mint-
ing dating from Caracallas’ time, where an impressive four-horse cha-
riot is depicted.83 Most probably, too, duels or other spectacles were 
held in the area of Nikopolis, especially if we consider the prevailing 
Roman customs and traditions and the policy followed by the Niko-
polis authorities, who wished to keep their city in the spotlight by 
creating the appropriate political, economic and cultural conditions. 
However, if that was the case, it is very difficult to directly relate it to 
the festival and Aktia games.  

Most probably – and the most sensible thing to accept – the ones 
responsible for the Aktia organization saw to maintaining and pro-
moting the “Greek” character of the games, since the Nikopolis games 
had been declared isolympian, included in the periodos of Greek 
games and had established themselves as equal to great games. 

One last issue regarding the agonistic programme of the Aktia is 
whether or not a “boat race” was held. The information about the or-
ganization of rowing events is only mentioned by Stephanus Byzan-
tius.84 Coin evidence initially confirms this information, since the 
coins of Nikopolis depict a rowing boat, which continues to be de-
picted during the whole time the city’s mint operated, as well as a na-

                                                
82) See SARIKAKIS , ���7�A�6�.�U�A�.�U�2�:�U���6�7�<�=�I�8�2�6 (vd. n. 8) 157–162. 
83) Dio Cass. 51.1.2; Str. 7.7.6. Also see Steph. Byz. entry Action: �¥�=�I�8�8�F�:�<�?�U

�0�B�9�:�6�7�I�?�U�•�0�K�:�U�7�.���U �à�=�=�6�7�I�?�U�7�.���U �=�8�<�,�F�:�U�¢�9�6�8�8�.�U�1�6�ý�U�A�>�6�2�A�4�>�,�1�<�?�U�Ý�:�`that is “Apollo’s 
gymnic and equestrian games and boat races held every 2 years”. SARIKAKIS , ���7�A�6�.�U
�A�.�U�2�:�U���6�7�<�=�I�8�2�6 (vd. n. 8) 199.  

84) Byzantius’ information about the Aktia cannot be considered accurate. We 
should note that he writes that the Aktia were held every 2 years. 
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val battle scene, though on a limited number of coins minted after Au-
gustus’ death.85

Gardner, who was the first to deal with this issue, expressed an 
opinion that during the Aktia, only boat races were held, following the 
tradition of the “Old” Aktia,86 whereas Sarikakis noted that the Niko-
polis coins prove that virtual naval battles were also held.87 Lämmer, 
however, claimed that we should be quite cautious as regards the 
information about the inclusion of rowing events in the Aktia, and we 
couldn’t agree more.88 And this is because, if we accept that “boat 
races” were part of the Aktian agonistic programme, then we contra-
dict the agonistic character and the typical traits of the festivals of 
Greek antiquity, according which no competitions among groups of 
people or cities were held.89

However, are we justified to ignore literary sources, and above all 
coin evidence which confirm rowing races and naval spectacles in the 
area? From our point of view, these particular events were held on the 
cape of Aktion either during the Aktia, although as a separate event, 
which enhanced the fame of the games, or as an event of other local 
games organized to maintain the agonistic and athletic spirit in the 
area. More particularly, let us note that the area of Aktion, even after 
the establishment of Nikopolis, flourished as a port, maintaining its 
commercial and naval value, mostly due to its significance on matters 
of economic and war planning, and was turned into a Roman prov-
ince.90 We shouldn’t also forget that in Aktion, already in the 6th cen-
tury BC, there was an Apollo’s temple, of which the city of Anakto-
rion was in charge and which since 425 BC had developed into a 
common temple by the Akarnanes, where religious celebrations were 
organized and in which the Aktia as stephanitai games were included. 
These games were held by the city of Anaktorion and in honour of the 
Aktian Apollo, as it was the tradition, since Apollo was considered an 
                                                

85) OIKONOMIDOU,�U���J�>�6�.�U �D�.�>�.�7�A�4�>�6�@�A�6�7�) (vd. n. 37) 199–200. For similar coin 
evidence in Perinthos see: ALBANIDIS /GIATSIS, Athletic Games (vd. n. 3) 187. 

86) P. GARDNER, Boat-races among the Greeks, in: JHS 2, 1881 a, 90–97 
(mainly 93, 96).  

87) SARIKAKIS , ���7�A�6�.�U�A�.�U�2�:�U���6�7�<�=�I�8�2�6 (vd. n. 8) 152, note 6. 
88) LÄMMER, Die Aktischen Spiele (vd. n. 8) 32. 
89) Games among tribes only existed in the ephebia of Attiki and the games re-

lated to it (Panathenaea, Aeantiae etc.), see PAVLOGIANNIS , ���U �2�;�*�8�6�;�4 (vd. n. 3) 
104–107. About boat races in the Panathenaea see: GARDNER, Boat-races (vd. n. 86) 
90–97; P. GARDNER, Boat-races at Athens, in: JHS 2, 1881 b, 315–317. 

90) Str. 10.2.2; see M. PETROPOULOS,�U ���6�A�F�8�<�.�7�.�>�:�.�:�,�.�U �7�.�A�)�U �A�4�U �>�F�9�.�G�7�+�U �=�2�>�,�a
�<�1�<�` in: ���>�.�7�A�6�7�)�U �����U ���>�D�.�6�<�8�<�0�6�7�<�J�U �7�.�6�U ���@�A�<�>�6�7�<�J�U � �B�:�2�1�>�,�<�B�U ���6�A�F�8�<�.�7�.�>�:�.�:�,�.�?�U
�\�f�e�Ä�f�g�U ���7�A�F�/�>�,�<�B�U �e�m�l�l�]�` Agrinio 1991, 101, 102, 106; STAVROPOULOU-GATSI/ 
ALEXOPOULOU,�U���:�.�7�A�I�>�6�< (vd. n. 7) 76, 88. 
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important Corinthian deity and was worshipped all over the colonies 
of the metropolis. Apollo’s worship continued during imperial times, 
too, and after the establishment of Nikopolis and its games he became, 
as we have already seen, its patron god. Finally, according to Strabo, 
Augustus reconstructed the temple in Aktion in memory of his victory 
there and founded a naval museum, by offering 10 ships to the temple. 
According to Stravropoulou-Gatsi and Alexopoulou, the act of offer-
ing was carried out in the spirit of an old tradition and that is why 
Octavian chose one ship of each type in M. Antonius and Cleopatra’s 
fleet, which he placed in a dock yard by the temple, in order to propa-
gandize his historic victory.91

We estimate that the above religious, economic, historical and po-
litical factors are adequate to support the existence of naval games and 
naval events – a popular Roman spectacle of virtual or real naval bat-
tles – held in the area of Aktion.92 Even more so, however, for the 
same reasons as well as for maintaining the athletic activity of the 
area, we can claim that local games with gymnic, equestrian and naval 
events were held.93 Is it likely that the piece of information by Stepha-
nus Byzantius is not wrong or it does not refer to the pre-augustian era 
Aktia94 either, but it means the organization of local Aktian games, 
which were held every two years in the area of Aktion and were held 
in the shadow of the Great Aktia? Unfortunately, systematic excava-
tions in the area have not been carried out, thus archeological evi-
dence is scarce. 

                                                
91) STAVROPOULOU-GATSI/�ùLEXOPOULOU, ���:�.�7�A�I�>�6�< (vd. n. 7) 87. 
92) Regarding such a virtual naval battle in which Egyptian and Tyrian manned 

ships participated see: Suet. �ÿulius Caesar 39. Generally see R. AUGUET, Cruelty 
and Civilization – The Roman Games, London 1972, 68–71.

93) We should add that during Roman times, Action was an important junction, 
not only for sea but also land communication, since it linked Nikopolis with Patras 
through Aetolia and Acarnania. K. AXIOTIS, ���F�9�.�G�7�<�,�U �1�>�I�9�<�6�U �A�4�?�U ���6�A�F�8�<�.�7�.�>�:�.�a
�:�,�.�?�` in: AD 35, 1980, 186–205. 

94) We estimate, though, that what Gagé claimed (J. GAGÉ, Actiaca, in: Mé-
langes d’archéologie et d’histoire 53, 1936, 37–100, 93) can’t have happened, that 
is, Byzantius can’t have been referring to the “Old” Aktia, but to the Aktia of im-
perial times. 
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L’ �2�2�2�2�ß�ß�ß�ß�@�.�0�F�0�2�@�.�0�F�0�2�@�.�0�F�0�2�@�.�0�F�0�2���������?�?�?�? degli antichi agoni 

Alessandra Manieri 
Lecce 

Alcune epigrafi di età imperiale (I–III sec. d. C.) attestano la presenza, in agoni at-
letici o musicali, di funzionari detti �2�ß�@�.�0�F�0�2�5�?�b�UUna rilettura delle iscrizioni (ri-
portate in appendice), supportata da poche testimonianze letterarie, consente di far 
luce su questo ruolo, ritenuto sinora di sola rappresentanza e privo di concrete re-
sponsabilità, e per questo rivestito da ragazzi o da giovani: l�É�2�ß�@�.�0�F�0�2���? non fu 
soltanto il “presentatore” delle manifestazioni agonistiche; probabilmente, egli fu 
anche responsabile della selezione e dell’ammissione dei concorrenti alle gare e, 
almeno in età più tarda, ebbe l’importante ruolo di pronunciare l’orazione inaugu-
rale. 

Un catalogo agonistico1 ritrovato a Larimna ma relativo agli Ptoia kai 
Kaisareia di Acrefia, databile al III sec. d. C., menziona, tra i funzio-
nari preposti all’organizzazione della festa, dopo l’arconte e l’agono-
teta e prima del profeta e del sacerdote, l’�2�ß�@�.�0�F�0�2���?��Aurelius Soter, 
figlio dell’agonoteta in carica Aurelius Archedemos figlio di Soter. 
Nessun altro elemento concorre a definire il ruolo di tale “introdut-
tore” agli agoni,2 peraltro non menzionato in alcuno dei cataloghi 
agonistici antichi. La funzione dell’�2�ß�@�.�0�F�0�2���? in un contesto di tipo 
agonistico sembra completamente ignorata dai repertori tradizionali, 
che offrono del termine un significato inerente ad un ambito esclu-
sivamente giuridico,3 definendo �2�ß�@�.�0�F�0�2���?��colui che ha la funzione 
di proporre una causa al tribunale, presiedendo la seduta della corte.4

Questa difficoltà si può spiegare con il silenzio quasi totale delle fonti 
letterarie: di fatto il principale contributo per cercare di definire il 
ruolo di un �2�ß�@�.�0�F�0�2���? nelle manifestazioni agonistiche antiche è 
offerto dall’epigrafia.  

È merito indiscusso di Robert5 l’aver dato notizia di un discreto nu-
mero di iscrizioni6 contenenti riferimenti ad �2�ß�@�.�0�F�0�2�5�?��(detti anche 

                                                
1) Ved. Test. 1 e, per la traduzione e il commento, MANIERi 2009, 125–128. 
2) Cfr. �2�ß�@�þ�0�F��e ved. Stephanus, s.v. �2�ß�@�.�0�F�0�2���?: Introductor. 
3) Cfr. CALLEIMER  1892, 502–503; THALHEIM  1905, 2138. 
4) Cfr. Aristot. Ath. Pol. 52,2 �7�8�4�>�<�=�@�6�U �1�ÿ�U �7�.���U �2 �ß �@ �. �0 �F �0 �� �. �? �U �2�)�U �¡�:�1�>�.�?�`�U �<�â�U �A�ý�?�U

�­�9�9���:�<�B�?�U�2�ß�@�þ�0�<�B�@�6�U�1���7�.�?�`�U�1�B�<�5�:�U�C�B�8�.�5�:�U�²�7�.�@�A�<�?�` “scelgono a sorte cinque �2�ß�@�.�0�F�a
�0�2�5�?, che presentano i processi destinati ad essere discussi entro un mese, due per 
tribù”. Ved. RHODES 1981 e cfr. anche Demosth. Pant. 33–34; Pollux 8,101. Per 
un’analoga funzione dell’�2�ß�@�.�0�F�0�2���?��nell’Egitto tolemaico, ved. ALLAM  2008. 

5) Cfr. ROBERT 1929 e ved. anche ROBERT 1966, 738–739. 
6) Per il testo e la descrizione delle iscrizioni ved. appendice epigrafica. 
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�ß�@�.�0�F�0�2�5�?�`�U �•�0�F�0�2�5�?�`�U �2�ß�@�.�0�F�0�<���`�U �ß�@�.�0�F�0�<��, ovvero isagogi nelle iscri-
zioni latine), che esercitano le loro funzioni in ambito chiaramente 
agonale.7 Si tratta di epigrafi onorarie (l’unico catalogo è quello di 
Acrefia menzionato sopra), databili tutte dal I al III secolo d. C. (le più 
antiche sono le iscrizioni latine ritrovate a Corinto) e dedicate ad 
�2�ß�@�.�0�F�0�2�5�? che hanno esercitato le loro funzioni in agoni atletici o 
musicali, sia nella Grecia continentale (Acrefia, Argo, Atene, Corinto, 
Sparta, Tessalonica) sia nell’Asia Minore (Apollonia di Pisidia, Efeso, 
Mileto, Filadelfia di Lidia, Tiatira, Tralles). 

In diversi interventi8 Robert adduce varie motivazioni che lo 
inducono a ritenere quella dell’�2�ß�@�.�0�F�0�2���? una carica ricoperta in età 
giovanile, motivazioni che riproponiamo di seguito, trovandone do-
cumentazione nelle iscrizioni: 

– in alcune epigrafi9 gli �2�ß�@�.�0�F�0�2�5�?��sono celebrati anche per la loro 
funzione di �=�B�>�<�C���>�<�610��o �•�9�C�6�5�.�8�2�5�?,11 ruoli generalmente svolti da 
giovani uomini; 

– spesso gli �2�ß�@�.�0�F�0�2�5�?��svolgono il loro ruolo sotto l’agonotesia del 
padre: questo accade ad Acrefia,12 a Corinto,13 a Tessalonica;14

– un �ß�@�.�0�F�0���?��degli Olympia di Tralles15 ha riportato vittorie atletiche 
nella categoria dei �=�.�5�1�2�?; 

                                                
7) Ma ved. ancora CAGNAT ad IGRR IV, 1638 (Test. 23): unus magistratuum 

litibus in illa urbe judicandis. 
8) Cfr. ROBERT 1929, 141, nn. 3 e 4; ROBERT 1940, 516; ROBERT 1966, 739. 
9) Cfr. Test. 12 e 15: due isagogi sono onorati anche per il ruolo di pyrophori 

agli Isthmia di Corinto; Test. 21: a Mileto, Antipatros Apella Iulianos, già �=�B�>�<�a
�C���>�<�?, svolge la funzione di �•�9�C�6�5�.�8���?�Ued �2�ß�@�.�0�F�0���? ai Megala Didymeia Kom-
modeia; Test. 25: a Tralles Tryphosianos è �•�9�C�6�5�.�8���?�Upresso l’agone dei Deia, 
�2�ß�@�.�0�F�0���? presso quello dei Pythia. 

10) Per il ruolo del portatore del fuoco in un contesto agonistico cfr. ROBERT

1966, 746–748; LE GUEN 2001, 141; ANEZIRI 2003, 137. 
11) Per il ruolo dell’�•�9�C�6�5�.�8���?, cioè di un fanciullo con in vita entrambi i geni-

tori, in un contesto agonistico, cfr. ROBERT 1940. Ved. anche schol. Pind. Pyth.  
Hyp.; schol. Pind.Ol. 3,60. 

12) Test. 1 �•�0�F�:�<�5�2�A�<�=�:�A�<�?�U �A�<�=�U �•�0�C�:�<�?�U �A�C�:�U �=�2�:�A�.�2�A�4�>�6�7�C�:�U ���A�F�4�F�:�U ���.�6�@�.�>�2���F�:�U
���í�>�b�U�¥�>�D�2�1���9�<�B�U�A�<�=�U� �F�A���>�<�B�`�U�2 �ß �@ �. �0�F �0 �� �F �? �U�A�<�=�U�B�à�<�=�U�.�í�A�<�=�U���í�>�b�U� �F�A���>�<�B��

13) Test. 6 C(aio) Rutilio L(uci) f(ilio) Aem(ilia) Fusco, i s a go g i�� �7�L�E���H�U�H�R�Q��
Claudieon Cae[s]a[reon Seba]�V���W�H�R�Q��[agonothetae L(uci)]�� �5�X�W�L�O���L�� �/���X�F�L���� �I��(ili) [— — 
p]a�št�šr�ši�šs. 
14) Test. 17� U � ��š�.�š�G�<�:�U �¥�:�A�
�:�6�<�:�U ���í�>�/�.�:�6�.�:���:�U �U �#���8�6�@�A�<�:�U �Ã�U �2 �ß �@ �. �0 �F �0 �� �. �U �0�2�:�þ�9�2�:�<�:�U
�=�>�
�A�F�?�U�A�C�:�U���B�5���F�:�U�•�0�<�9���:�F�:�`�U�•�0�F�:�<�5�2�A�<�=�:�A�<�?�U�A�š�<�=�U�=�š �.�š�A�>�š���?�U�.�í�A�š�<�=�U���.�4�<�B�U�¥�:�A�F�:�š���<�B�š �U
���í�>�/�.�:�6�.�:�<�=�b��
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– in alcuni casi la dedica delle epigrafi onorarie riservate ad �2�ß�@�.�0�F�a
�0�2�5�?��è curata dalla madre o da entrambi genitori;16

– ad Atene i dieci �2�ß�@�.�0�F�0�2�5�?��fanno parte di una lista di efebi,17 mentre 
ad Apollonia di Pisidia Aurelius Euphemos è onorato per le sue 
funzioni di �ß�@�.�0�F�0�2���?�U�U�U�Ued �­�C���/�.�>�D�<�?��dei penteterici Kaisarea.18

Sulla base di queste considerazioni, Robert, che traduce il termine con 
“introducteur”,19 attribuisce all’�2�ß�@�.�0�F�0�2���?�� un ruolo di rappresen-
tanza, privo di concrete responsabilità, e per questo, come l’incarico 
di �=�B�>�<�C���>�<�?��o quello di �•�9�C�6�5�.�8���? esercitato da ragazzi o da gio-
vani: “Je verrais dans l’introducteur une fonction de parade, pour la 
mise en place des concurrents, tout de même que l’amphithalès était 
une fonction de parade, sans doute à la fois pour la victoire des con-
currents et les processions solennes du concours; il est significatif que 
le même garçon ait pu exercer les deux fonctions.”20

Ci sembra, in realtà, che l’età giovanile non sia una prerogativa in-
dispensabile21 per esercitare la funzione di �2�ß�@�.�0�F�0�2���? (poteva forse 
esserlo per il ruolo di �•�9�C�6�5�.�8���?), ma una circostanza determinata dal 
fatto che, all’interno di un probabile cursus honorum che interessava 
le magistrature agonistiche,22 tale funzione occupava evidentemente 
un posto inferiore rispetto alla più alta carica, che era l’agonotesia, e 
si verificava dunque che venisse esercitata ad un’età non particolar-
mente avanzata. Le epigrafi prese in esame ripercorrono, d’altronde, i 
diversi momenti della carriera dei personaggi celebrati, per cui le fun-
zioni menzionate, in molti casi, non sono state assolte contemporane-
amente ma in tempi successivi: Tryphosianos,23 p. es., svolge i due 

                                                                                                                        
15) Test. 26 ���\�&�>�7�<�:�]�U ���í�>���8�6�<�:�U � �F�A�.�>�.�U �b�b�b�U �:�6�7���@�.�:�A�.�U �A���:�U �à�2�>���:�U �•�0�C�:�.�U �A�C�:�U
� �=�.�>�A�6�.�A�C�:�U �7�.���U �A���:�U �à�2�>���:�U �•�0�C�:�.�U �A�C�:�U �X�>�.�7�8�2���F�:�U �=�.���1�F�:�U �=�.�0�7�>�þ�A�6�<�:�U�7�.���U
� ß � @ � . � 0 � F � 0 � � � : � U � A� C� :� U� i� 8� B� 9� =� �� F� :����
16) Ved. Test. 17: �.�í�A�<���U �<�à�U �0�<�:�2�5�?�U �A���U �0�8�B�7�š���š�A�š�.�š�A�š�<�:�U �A���7�š�:�<�:�š; Test. 21 �!�>�B�C�C�@�.�U
�¥�:�A�6�=�þ�A�>�<�B�U �a�<�B�8���.�U �A�/�U �0�8�B�7�B�A�þ�A�,�U �=�.�A�>���1�6�U �A���:�U �®�.�B�A�.�?�U �B�à���:; Test. 22 ���í�>�4�8���.�U
�t���ß�8�v�6�š�.�š�:�š���U���š�2�š�<�1���A�4�U�¾�U�9���A�4�>�U�A���:�U�t�=�>�2�@�/���A�.�A�v�<�:�U�B�à���:��

17) Test. 4. 
18) In realtà ROBERT (1940, 640) adduce tale motivazione per dimostrare la 

giovane età di un �•�9�C�6�5�.�8���?, sulla base dell’iscrizione di Tiatira in: BCH 1886, 
415, n. 23. Sul ruolo dell’�­�C���/�.�>�D�<�?�U ved. GIRARD 1892, 635. 

19) ROBERT 1957, 232; ROBERT 1966, 739. Ved. anche BIZARD 1903, 299: “Il 
s’agit d’un magistrat chargé d’introduire les concurrents.”

20) ROBERT 1966, 739. 
21) Ved. anzi oltre Plat. Leg.765 c �9���U�±�8�.�A�A�<�:�U�¿�U�A�>�6�þ�7�<�:�A�.�b
22) Ved., a tal proposito, per la gerarchia esistente tra i funzionari che controlla-

vano gli agoni tespiesi, MANIERI 2009, 327–329. 
23) Test. 25 e ved. nota 9. 
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ruoli di �•�9�C�6�5�.�8���?��e di �2�ß�@�.�0�F�0�2���? in due agoni diversi, e dunque non 
necessariamente alla stessa età; analogamente, M. Aurelio Soter di-
venta �2�ß�@�.�0�F�0�2���?��degli Olympia probabilmente solo dopo aver ripor-
tato due vittorie, in concorsi differenti, nella gara del pancrazio riser-
vata ai �=�.�5�1�2�?.24  

In ogni caso le iscrizioni attestano il prestigio crescente di cui 
l’ �2�ß�@�.�0�F�0�2���?��doveva godere nelle celebrazioni agonali: si tratta, tal-
volta, dell’unico titolo per cui si rende necessaria l’iscrizione onora-
ria,25 ovvero si pone come momento culminante di una carriera.26 In 
ogni caso l’�2�ß�@�.�0�F�0�2���?��è membro di una famiglia illustre, spesso 
comprendente altri magistrati ed evergeti, lodati come benefattori 
della loro città.27 Sembrerebbe trattarsi di una carica agonistica infe-
riore solo a quella dell’agonoteta,28 (quando non è l’agonoteta stesso a 
svolgerne le funzioni), di cui l’�2�ß�@�.�0�F�0�2���?��era forse l’assistente e il 
collaboratore.29 È probabilmente proprio l’agonoteta ad attribuirne 
l’incarico: spesso, difatti, è un ruolo che si trova rivestito dal figlio 
dell’agonoteta30 ovvero dall’agonoteta stesso.31  

Quale, allora, la concreta funzione di tali �2�ß�@�.�0�F�0�2�5�?��nelle manife-
stazioni agonistiche di età imperiale?  

Un contributo importante alla questione è offerto da un passo delle 
Leggi di Platone (764 c–765 a), pur nell’ovvia considerazione della di-
stanza temporale che lo separa dalle testimonianze più tarde. Nel 
passo, che è l’unica fonte letteraria ad utilizzare il termine con espli-
cito riferimento alle gare, Platone discute dei magistrati (�¡�>�D�<�:�A�.�?) 
che devono presiedere all’organizzazione degli agoni.32 Costoro, sia in 
riferimento ai concorsi atletici che a quelli musicali, sono definiti con 

                                                
24) Test. 26 e ved. nota 15. 
25) Test. 2; 3; 28. 
26) Test. 23. 
27) Ved. CHARNEUX 1956, 612, a proposito della famiglia di Cn. Pompeius 

Kleosthenes, padre dei tre �2�ß�@�.�0�F�0�2�5�?�U onorati ad Argo (Test. 3); GALLINA  1974, 
227–228, a proposito dell’evergetismo di M. Aur. Artemidoros Metrodorinanos e di 
suo padre, ad Efeso (Test. 20); ved. ancora la generosità di Laibianos nei confronti 
della propria città, Tiatira (Test. 24). 

28) Nel catalogo di Acrefia (Test. 1) l’�2�ß�@�.�0�F�0�2���?��trova menzione dopo l’arconte 
e l’agonoteta. 

29) Cfr. Kent, Corinth, 29 sgg. a proposito delle iscrizioni di Corinto, in cui si 
menziona spesso un “isagogus dell’agonoteta”. 

30) Test. 1, 6, 17. 
31) Test. 20 e 22. 
32) 764 c �9�<�B�@�6�7�.�?�U �Ã�U �7�.���U �0�B�9�:�.�@�A�6�7�.�?�U �¡�>�D�<�:�A�.�?�U �7�.�5���@�A�.�:�A�.�6�U �=�>���=�<�:�U �Ÿ�:�U �2�ã�4�`�U

�1�6�A�A�<���?�U�®�7�.�A���>�&��,�A�<���?�U�9�ÿ�:�U�=�.�6�1�2���.�?�U�.�í�A�C�:�U�²�:�2�7�.�`�U�A�<���?�U�1�ÿ�U�•�0�F�:�6�@�A�6�7�.�?�b�U�U
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il termine di �•�5�8�<�5���A�.�6,33 evidentemente nel senso più ampio e gene-
rico di “organizzatori”34 delle manifestazioni e non, nel senso più ri-
stretto,35 di giudici delle gare. Dopo aver sottolineato la necessità di 
nominare diversi funzionari in rapporto alla differente tipologia dei 
concorsi musicali, Platone così si esprime (765 c): 

�à�7�.�:���?�U�1�ÿ�U�7�.���U�=�2�>���U�9�<�:�A�1���.�:�U�2�æ�?�`�U�9���U�±�8�.�A�A�<�:�U�¿�U�A�>�6�þ�7�<�:�A�.�U�0�2�0�<�:�	�?�U
�­�A�C�:�`�U �2�ß�@�.�0�F�0�2���?�U �A�2�U �2�å�:�.�6�U �7�.���U �A�<�5�?�U �•�9�6�8�8�F�9���:�<�6�?�U �A���:�U �1�6�þ�7�>�6�@�6�:�U
�à�7�.�:�C�?�U�•�=�<�1�6�1�<���?�b�U�U

un solo (magistrato) che non abbia meno di trent’anni, sia suffi-
ciente, riguardo al canto monodico, per ricoprire il ruolo di 
�2�ß�@�.�0�F�0�2���? e formulare il giudizio per coloro che sono in gara in 
maniera opportuna. 

Non emergono dal contesto particolari indicazioni che esplicitino le 
funzioni di un �2�ß�@�.�0�F�0�2���?: l’uso, però, del sostantivo in luogo del 
verbo corrispondente fa intendere che, già al tempo di Platone, il 
vocabolo identificasse una funzione ben precisa all’interno di un 
contesto agonistico. In riferimento al passo, tuttavia, le interpretazioni 
del termine �2�ß�@�.�0�F�0�2���?��sono state differenti: il Liddel/Scott/Jones 
(seguito dal Montanari) dà al vocabolo l’improbabile significato di 
“direttore di coro”, citando, tra gli esempi, anche il catalogo di Acre-
fia sopra menzionato.36 Il Bury37 traduce il termine “introducer”, i cui 

                                                
33) 764 d �•�0�F�:���.�?�U�1���`�U�\�/�<���8�2�A�.�6�U�8���0�2�6�:�U�è�U�:���9�<�?�]�U�±�:�U�A�2�U�A�<�5�?�U�0�B�9�:�6�7�<�5�?�U�7�.���U�=�2�>���U�A���:�U

�9�<�B�@�6�7���:�U�•�5�8�<�5���A�.�?�U�•�5�8�4�A�.�5�?�`�U�1�6�A�A�<���?�U�7�.���U�A�<���A�<�B�?�`�U�=�2�>���U�9�<�B�@�6�7���:�U�9�ÿ�:�U�®�A���>�<�B�?�`�U�=�2�>���U
�•�0�F�:���.�:�U�1�)�¡�8�8�<�B�?�b�U

34) Cfr. ZADRO 1971, che così traduce il passo 764 d (riportato alla n. 32): “per 
quanto riguarda l’aspetto agonistico, la legge parla dei magistrati che organizze-
ranno e presiederanno ai concorrenti negli agoni ginnici e ‘musicali’; di due tipi di-
stinti anche questi, gli uni per la musica, gli altri per la ginnastica agonistica”. Ved. 
MANIERI 2004–2005, in particolare 355, n. 4. 

35) Ma cfr. ADORNO (1988, ad loc.): “per magistrati delle gare la legge intende 
parlare dei funzionari che hanno il compito di giudicare chi scende in campo nelle 
competizioni ginniche e musicali, giudici a loro volta divisi in due classi: gli uni 
per la musica, gli altri per la ginnastica”; o ancora PEGONE (1997, ad loc.): “quanto 
ai magistrati delle gare, invece, la legge intende riferirsi a coloro che giudicheranno 
gli atleti che affrontano le gare ginniche e musicali, e questi si divideranno di 
nuovo in due specie, quelli che si occupano della musica e gli altri che si occupano 
della ginnastica”. DE PLACES (1951, ad loc.) limita ancora le funzioni degli �•�5�8�<�A���a
�A�.�6 all’assegnazione dei premi: “pour le concours, il s’agit de ceux qui dans les 
exercises et les concerts décernent de prix aux concurrents”. 

36) Ma vi indica il luogo di rinvenimento (Larimna), più che quello di prove-
nienza (Acrefia). 

37) BURY 1971, ad loc. 
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compiti definisce in nota (“to take entries and assign places to the 
competitors”). Altre letture del testo attribuiscono all’�2�ß�@�.�0�F�0�2���?��il 
compito di “ammettere i concorrenti all’agone”,38 pratica che compor-
tava la valutazione dell’eventuale possesso dei requisiti (età, cittadi-
nanza ecc.). 

Quest’ultima funzione era stata negata da Robert sia al funzionario 
menzionato da Platone sia all’�2�ß�@�.�0�F�0�2���?��di età successiva, soprattutto 
in considerazione del fatto che abitualmente non era compiuta da un 
singolo bensì affidata all’intero comitato organizzatore.39 In realtà, nel 
passo in questione, Platone specifica con chiarezza che, in riferimento 
al canto monodico (come pure al canto corale) è sufficiente un unico 
magistrato che assommi in sé le diverse funzioni proprie di chi debba 
sovrintendere ad un pubblico concorso, funzioni che in questo caso sa-
rebbero due: esercitare il ruolo di �2�ß�@�.�0�F�0�2���? e formulare opportuna-
mente i giudizi finali. Questo magistrato non sembra possedere un 
compito di sola rappresentanza ma svolge un ruolo di responsabilità: è 
questa la ragione per cui il filosofo auspica che la scelta del funziona-
rio avvenga per elezione tra gli esperti dell’arte.40  

Sarebbe riduttivo, pertanto, pensare che, al tempo di Platone, un 
�2�ß�@�.�0�F�0�2���?��avesse semplicemente il compito di presentare i concor-
renti al pubblico prima della loro esibizione. Il magistrato del passo 
platonico doveva, invece, probabilmente, gestire il concorso dall’ini-
zio alla fine, decidendone l’ammissione, prima delle prove, e decre-
tandone il giudizio finale a conclusione della gara.  

Non ci sentiamo, dunque, di escludere, come fa Robert, un ruolo 
attivo dell’�2�ß�@�.�0�F�0�2���? nella selezione dei concorrenti per la loro am-
missione ai concorsi. Questo significato ci sembra confermato, anche 
per l’età successiva, da un passo di Frontone, all’interno di una lettera 
che il retore rivolge alla madre del suo imperatore nel giorno del suo 
compleanno (Ad M. Caes. et invicem 2,12,3): 

                                                
38) Così DE PLACES 1951, ad loc: “admettre les concurrents et rendre le verdict 

avec compétence”; ADORNO 1988, ad loc: “ammettere i concorrenti alle gare ed 
esprimere competente giudizio”; RADICE 1991, ad loc.: “ammettere i concorrenti 
alle gare e giudicarli in modo conveniente”.

39) ROBERT 1966, 739: “C’est un acte capital pour les concurrents que leur ad-
mission au concours et leur classement dans telle ou telle catégorie. Cette res-
ponsabilité ne peut être confiée à une seule personne, et qui est un jeune homme ou 
un enfant … Pour l’admission aux concours, on emploie toujours les termes �7�>���@�6�?�U
�\�7�>���:�2�6�:�`�U�7�>�6�5�2���?�]�`�U�±�0�7�>�6�@�6�?�U�\�­�0�7�>���:�2�@�5�.�6�`�U�­�0�7�>�6�A�.���], et il s’agit de collèges d’hommes 
mûrs.” Ma ved. invece CHARNEUX 1956, 612, n. 2: “l’eisagogheus doit être celui 
qui admet les concurrents”. 

40) Cfr. Plat.Leg. 765 a–b. 
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�2�ß�U�1�)�U�Ý�:�U�­�0�	�U�=�>���U�5���>�.�?�U�2�ß�@�.�0�F�0�2���?�U�A�6�?�U�2�å�:�.�6�U�8�.�D�	�:�U�A�C�:�U�A�.�?�U�®�<�>�A�.�?�U
�•�;���F�:�`�U�=�>�
�A�.�?�U�¡�:�U�Ã�U�•�=���7�8�2�6�@�.�U�A�ý�?�U�A���:�U�2�ñ�:�<�6�.�:�U�E�2�B�1�<�9���:�.�?�U�7�.���U
�=�8�.�A�A�<�9���:�.�?�b�U�U�U

se io fossi presso le tue porte, con l’incarico di introdurre le in-
vitate degne della festa, escluderei per prime quelle che simu-
lano e fingono benevolenza. 

L’immagine proposta da Frontone sembra ripresa da un contesto ago-
nistico (cfr. �®�<�>�A�.�?): è definito con chiarezza �2�ß�@�.�0�F�0�2���?��colui che 
introduce i partecipanti alla festa, ma che ha anche il compito di rico-
noscere quelli che ne hanno dignità (cfr. �•�;���F�:) e di escluderne gli al-
tri (cfr. �•�=���7�8�2�6�@�.). Un ruolo dunque non solo di parata, come soste-
neva Robert, ma gravato dalla responsabilità di stabilire l’ammissione 
ovvero l’esclusione dei concorrenti, come suggerito anche dalla testi-
monianza platonica. 

Ma c’è ancora un’altra funzione a cui non sembrerebbe estraneo 
l’ �2�ß�@�.�0�F�0�2���?��che opera negli agoni di epoca tarda. Ci soccorre a que-
sto punto un Protrettico per gli atleti, contenuto in un’anonima Ars 
rhetorica databile all’età degli Antonini,41 che descrive il discorso uf-
ficiale che inaugura le manifestazioni agonistiche di età greco-ro-
mana, quale necessario preludio alle gare: esso, oltre ai riferimenti 
alla festività, alla città sede dei giochi, alla fondazione stessa degli 
agoni, doveva contenere esortazioni ai concorrenti perché partecipas-
sero alle competizioni con coraggio e lealtà. All’inizio della trattazio-
ne, a proposito dell’oratore che avrà il compito di tenere tale orazione 
inaugurale, l’anonimo retore così si esprime (Ps.-Dion. Hal.Ars. Rhet.
p.  95,9–14 MANIERI): 

�U�U�U�U � �7�2�=�A���<�:�U�<�ó�:�U�=�>�C�A�<�:�U�2�í�5���?�`�U�é�?�U�A���?�U�=�<�A�2�U�è�U�8���0�F�:�U
�e�d�U �\�ö�?�U�±�0�F�0�2�U�<�å�1�.�U�7�.���U�i�8�B�9�=���.�@�6�:�U�7�.���U�­�=�)�U�­�9�<�=�U�A�<�=�A�<�U

�U �0�2�:���9�2�:�<�:�U�7�.���U���B�5�<�5�U�7�.���U�¡�8�8�<�5�6�U�=�<�8�8�.�D�<�=�U�A�6�@���:�]���U�:�=�:�U
�U �9�ÿ�:�U�0�ý�>�U�ã�@�F�?�U�=�<�8���A�4�?�`�U�:�=�:�U�1�ÿ�U�7�.���U�.�í�A�C�:�U�A�C�:�U�=�2�>���U�A���:�U�U
�U �•�0�C�:�þ�U�A�6�?�`�U�­�0�	�U�U�1�ÿ�U�Ü�1�4�U�7�.���U�A���:�U�•�0�F�:�<�5���A�4�:�U�2�å�1�<�:�U�•�0�F�a�U
�U �:�6�@�A���:�U�A�<���A�<�B�U�A�<�=�U�8���0�<�B�U�0�2�0�2�:�4�9���:�<�:�b�U

9 �@�7�2�=�A���<�:legitur sub macula in P / �è�U�8���0�F�:  Schottus, probb. Us.-Rad�������è�U�•�0�
�:�U�U�U�UP, 

retin. Aldus // 10 �ç�8�B�9�=���.�@�6�:Us.-Rad.: �ç�8�B�9�=�6�&�@�6��P // 11 �A�6�@���:��Us.-Rad.: �2�ß�@�6�:��P //12 

�=�2�>���U�A���:�U�U�U�UG, probb. edd.: �=�2�>���U�A�C�:P 

                                                
41) Cfr. MANIERI 2005, in particolare 37 sgg.; 92 sgg.; 137 sgg. 
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Bisogna dunque subito considerare, come prima cosa, chi è colui 
che pronuncia il discorso poiché io so che questo è accaduto ad 
Olimpia anche ai miei tempi e a Delfi e in molti altri luoghi: tal-
volta può essere un cittadino, talvolta uno di quelli coinvolti nei 
giochi, io vidi una volta che proprio l’agonoteta si era cimentato 
in questo discorso.  

Come dunque è precisato più avanti, colui che pronuncia il discorso 
“protrettico” è un funzionario ufficialmente designato dagli organiz-
zatori e dalla legge della città,42 non una persona qualsiasi, ma un ora-
tore ritenuto idoneo per integrità di vita, capacità di parlare, buona 
fama.43 Una funzione di prestigio, dunque, assai diffusa al tempo del 
retore (cfr. �­�=�)�U�­�9�<�=) in numerose sedi agonistiche (cfr. �7�.���U�i�8�B�9�=���.�a
�@�6�:�U �Ã�U �7�.���U ���B�5�<�5�U �7�.���U �¡�8�8�<�5�6�U �=�<�8�8�.�D�<�=�U �A�6�@���:), esercitata da un 
cittadino, da un membro del comitato organizzatore o, persino, dallo 
stesso agonoteta. Dell’esistenza di questa orazione inaugurale offre 
conferma un’iscrizione ateniese del II sec. d. C., di recente ripubbli-
cata,44 che conserva, pur in stato frammentario, un discorso “protret-
tico” pronunciato da P. Aelius Isochrysos, arconte degli efebi,45

gymnasiarchos ed agonoteta, probabilmente in occasione dei Theseia, 
dinanzi all’assemblea degli efebi radunati.46

Come non vedere, in queste descrizioni, proprio il ritratto di quell’�U�U�U�U
�2�ß�@�.�0�F�0�2���?��che si è venuto delineando attraverso le testimonianze 
prese in esame? 

Se tale identificazione è corretta, si potrebbe tornare a riflettere, a 
proposito del passo dell’Ars rhetorica sopra riportato, sul nesso �è�U
�•�0�
�:�U��̀�tramandato dai codici e conservato da Manuzio, che Schottus 
emendò in �è�U�8���0�F�:�U (“colui che parla”) accolto dai successivi editori:47

non sarebbe, a questo punto, da escludere la possibilità di una corre-
zione in �è�U �¡�0�F�:, “colui che introduce”, ovverosia che svolge le fun-

                                                
42) Ps.-Dion. Hal.Ars rhet. 92,16–17 MANIERI �=�2�6�@�5�2���?�U �A�<�5�?�U �•�0�F�:�<�5���A�.�6�?�U �7�.���U �A�D�U

�A�.�?�U�=���8�2�F�?�U�:���9�A��
43) Ps.-Dion. Hal.Ars rhet. 96,4–5 MANIERI �<�ô�A�<�?�U �1�ÿ�U �•�=���U �A�C�:�U �1�2�1�<�7�6�9�.�@�9���:�F�:�U

�7�.���U�/���A�U�7�.���U�8���0�A�U�7�.���U�1���;�4��
44) FOLLET/PEPPAS DELMOUSOU 2000 (= IG II² 2291 a + IG II² 1125; cfr. CHA-

NIOTIS 1988, 70–71, n. T17). Ved. anche IG II² 2119, 231 sgg. 
45) Test. 18: �­�C���/�.�>�D�<�:�U�7�.���U�ß�@�.�0�F�0���.����
46) Conformemente ai dettami dell’autore del “protrettico” contenuto nell’anoni-

ma Ars Rhetorica, il discorso conservato dall’iscrizione doveva celebrare le im-
prese di Teseo, a cui era dedicato il concorso, e concludersi con l’esortazione, ri-
volta agli efebi, ad imitare le virtù dell’eroe e a gareggiare in modo degno di onore. 

47) Ved. sopra, p. 109 e cfr. l’apparato. 
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zioni di (�2�ß�@�]�.�0�F�0�2���?, pratica evidentemente ben nota anche agli al-
lievi del retore. 

Pur con le ovvie differenze determinate dai diversi contesti agoni-
stici e da una possibile evoluzione del ruolo attraverso i secoli, l’ 
�2�ß�@�.�0�F�0�2���?  potè rivestire, negli antichi concorsi, diverse e rilevanti 
funzioni: non solo, dunque, “presentatore” delle manifestazioni, ma 
anche responsabile dell’ammissione dei concorrenti alle gare e, al-
meno in età greco-romana, oratore designato per pronunciare l’orazio-
ne inaugurale. 

Appendice: Testimonianze Epigrafiche*

Grecia continentale 

Acrefia 

- Test. 1 

Catalogo agonistico relativo agli Ptoia kai Kaisarea di Acrefia (III 
sec. d. C.). 
*Bizard, in: BCH 27, 1903, 296–297 

�U �Ã�U�t�­�:�U�A�D�U�.�í�v�A�D�U�±�A�2�6�U�@�A�2�C�.�:�4�C���>�<�:�U�7�.���U�•�0�F�:�<�5���A�4�:�U
�U �U �•�0�.�5�.�6�U�A���D�4�6�U
�U �­�=���U�¡�>�D�<�:�A�<�?�U���í�>�b�U�p�=�2�>�1�2�;���<�B�U�A�<�=�U� �F�7�>�þ�A�<�B�?�U
�U �•�0�F�:�<�5�2�A�<�=�:�A�<�?�U�A�<�=�U�•�0�C�:�<�?�U�A�C�:�U�=�2�:�A�.�2�A�4�>�6�7�C�:�U
�U ���A�F�4�F�:�U���.�6�@�.�>�2���F�:�U���í�>�b�U�¥�>�D�2�1���9�<�B�U�A�<�=�U� �F�A���>�<�B�`�U�2 �ß �@�. �a �U
�i �U �0 �F �0 �� �F �? �U�A�<�=�U�B�à�<�=�U�.�í�A�<�=�U���í�>�b�U� �F�A���>�<�B�`�U�=�>�<�C�4�A�2�t���v�<�:�A�<�?�U
�U ���í�>�b�U���2�6�7�.�@í�F�:�<�?�U�A�<�=�U���.�>�.�9���:�<�B�`�U�à�2�>���F�?�U���í�>�b�U�t�i�:�v�4�@�6�a�U
�U �C���>�<�B�U�A�<�=�U�i�:�4�@�6�C���>�<�B�`�U�U�U�U�U�U�U�U�U�U�U�U�U�U�U�­�:�2���7�F�:�U�<�á�1�2���U
�U �@�.�8�=�6�7�A�C�:���U���.�>�b�U���í�>�b�U�z�<�=�C�<�?�U�¥�5�4�:�.�5�<�?�b�U�7�4�>���7�F�:���U���.�>�b�U
�U ���í�>�b�U���ñ�7�.�6�>�<�?�U�!�.�:�.�0�>�.�5�<�?�b�U�=�<�6�4�A�C�:���U���.�>�b�U���í�>�b�U���6�<�:���@�6�<�?�U
�e�d�U ���B�3�þ�:�A�6�<�?�`�U�7�.���U�±�8�.�/�2�:�U�7�.�A�ý�U�A�ý�?�U�1�6�.�A�þ�;�2�6�?�U�1�6�=�8�<�=�:�U�A���U�5�t���v�a�U
�U �9�.�b�U�<�.�E�A�1�C�:���U���.�>�b�U���í�>�b�U���ñ�7�.�6�>�<�?�U�!�.�:�.�0�>�.�5�<�?�b�U�=�B�5�6�7�t�C�:�U�.�í�v�a�U
�U �8�4�A�C�:���U���í�>�b�U�¥�5�4�:�.�5�<�?�U�¥�5�4�:�.�5�<�?�U�b�U�7�B�7�8���F�:�U�t�.�í�8�4�A�C�:�b�U���í�>�b�v�U
�U �¥�5�4�:�.�5�<�?�U�¥�5�4�:�.�5�<�?�b�U�7�6�5�.�t�>�6�@�A�C�:�U
�e�i�U ���.�<�1�6�7�2���?�U�Ã�U
�U ���í�t�>�v�b�U

                                                
* ) L’edizione utilizzata per le epigrafi è quella contrassegnata con un asterisco. 
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Atene 

- Test. 4 

Lista di efebi contenente dieci �2�ß�@�.�0�F�0�2�5�? (230–235 d. C.). 
IG III, 1193; *IG II², 2237 

col. II 
�U �U �U �t���6�v�<�:���@�6�<�?�U���í�7�8�2���1�<�B�U
�U �U �U �¦�1�>�6�.�:�2���F�:�U
�U ���ã�8   �Ü �¥�>�4�A�6�.�:���?�U
�U �U �U �¥�:�A�6�:�<�2���F�:�U
�U �U �U �­�:�U�µ�8�2�B�@�2�5�:�6�U
�i�d�U ���í�>   �Ü�¥�>�6�@�A���/�<�B�8�<�?�U
�U �U �U �¥�:�A�6�:�<�2���F�:�U�­�:�U�¡�@�A�2�6�U
�U �U �U �X�>�.�7�8�2���1�4�?�U���í�7�8�2���1�<�B�U
�U �U �U �µ�=�6�:�6�7���F�:�U
�U ���í�>   �Ü���þ�A�>�<�7�8�<�?�U���.�8�8���C�>�<�U
�i�i�U �U �U � �2�/�4�>�2���F�:�U
�U �U �U ���>�<�7�8�6�.�:���?�U
�U �U �U �7�.���U���.�>�7�6�.�:���?�U
�U �U �U �¥�9�C�6�.�6�>�2���F�:�U
�U �B�U�U�U���U�r�U�U ���>�.�;�6�A���8�4�?�U�µ  
�U �U �U ���2�>�9�.�:�6�7�2���F�:�U
�U ���8   �Ü  �!�2�6�9�.�@���5�2�<�?�U
�U �U �U �@�B�@�A�>�2�9�9�.�A�þ�>�D�.�6�U
�U �����9   �Ü� �C�@�=�6�?�U
�U �U �U ���.�8�8���C�>�F�:�U�µ
�j�i�U �U �U ���þ�A�>�<�7�8�<�?�U
�U �U �U �¥�>�4�A�6�.�:���?�U
�U �U �U �¥�>�6�@�A���/�<�B�8�<�?�U�µ
�U �U �U �¥�0�.�5���=�<�B�?�U
�U �U �U ���.�8�6�.�:���?�U
�k�d�U �U �U � �
�@�.�:�1�>�<�?�U
�U �U �U ���>�.�;�6�A���8�4�?�U�µ�U
�U �U �U ���2�:�<�7�>�þ�A�4�?�U�µ
   ���
�@�6�9�<�?�U
�U �U �U �2 �ß �@� . � 0 �F �0 �2 �5 �? �U
�k�i�U ���8   �Ü  �y�7�2�.�:���?�U
�U ���í�>�U �U ���í�A�B�D�6�.�:���?�U
�U �U �U �µ�=�.�C�>�<�1�2���A�<�B�U
�k�ka   vac. 
�U �U �U ���2�>���8�.�<�?�U���2�>�6�8�þ�<�B�U�y�.�5�2�:�U
�U �U �U �¥�:�A���<�D�<�?�U���F�@���U
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� U � U � Uvac. 
�l�d�U �U �U �a�@�5�9���?�U�U�¥�C�>�<�1�U
�U �U �U �#�.�B�@�A�2�5�:�<�?�U�U�¥�C�>�<�U
�U �U �U �¥�C�>�<�1�2���@�6�<���µ
�U �U �U � �F�7�>�þ�A�4�?�U� �F�A�=�U
� U � U � U � U�  � F� A� =� ?� U�µ
�l�i�U �U �U �#�8�þ�/�6�U�U�U���U�U�U�U�U� �B�9�C���>�F�:�U
�U �U �U ���.�:�1�6�<�:���1�<�?�U
�U �U �U �¥�>�A�2�9�2���@�6�<�?�U�è�U�7�.���U���6�<�:�=�@�6�?�U���2�8�þ�1�<�B�U
�U �U �U �!�>���C�F�:�U���2�8�þ�1�<�B���µ
�U �U �U ���ã�8�6�<�?�U���8���.�:�1�>�<�?�U�U�!�U
� U � U � Uvac. 
�m�d�U �U �U ���í�C�>�þ�A�4�?�U� �A�>�.�A�<�:�\���7�<�B�]���µ
�U �U �U ���ã�8�U���í�A�B�D�6�.�:���?�U
� U � U � Uvac. 
�U �U �U �¥�0�þ�5�F�:�U���F�@���\�9�<�B�]�U
�U �U �U �X�>�.�7�8�2���1�4�?�U���F�@���U
�U �U �U �U�U�U�U�U�Uvac. 
� U � U����

Corinto 

- Test. 5 

Epigrafe onoraria per Aulus Arrius Proclus, isagogus dei Tiberea 
Augustea Caesarea e agonoteta degli Isthmia Caesarea (39 d. C.). 
*Kent, Corinth, 156 

�$���X�O�R�����$�U�U�S[o �· f(ilio)] 
�$�H�P���L�O�L�D�����3�U�R�F��[lo], 
�D�X�J�X�U�L�����S�U�D�A[f(ecto) fabr(um)], 

 aed(ili), IIvir(o), sace[rdoti] 
5 Neptuni aug(ustali), [i sagog(eo )] 
 Tibereon Augu[steon] 

�&�D�H�V�D�U�H�R�Q���H�W���D�J��[onoth(ete)] 
 Isthmion et Caes[areon] 
   Hieromnemo[nes] 
10      Caesareon.
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- Test. 6 

Epigrafe onoraria per Caius Rutilius Fuscus, isagogus dei Tiberea 
Claudiea Caesarea Sebastea (regno di Claudio). 
*West, Corinth, 82 

 C(aio) Rutilio L(uci) f(ilio) 
 Aem(ilia) Fusco,  i sagog i  

�7�L�E���H�U�H�R�Q���&�O�D�Xdieon 
 Cae[s]a[reon Seba]�V���W�H�R�Q
5 [agonothetae L(uci)]���5�X�W�L�O���L
 L(uci) f�š(ili) [— — p]�)t�š�U���Ss 
 [— — — — — — — — —] 

- Test. 7 

Epigrafe onoraria per un isagogus dei Tiberea Claudiea Caesarea 
Sebastea (regno di Claudio). 
*West, Corinth, 83 

 [— — — — — — — — — — — — —] 
 [— —]���)�Q�Q�R�Q[ae curatori i sagog i ] 
 [Tibe]�U���H�R�Q���&�O�D�X[dieon Caesareon] 
 [Sebasteon]���)�J���U�Q���U[thetae — — —] 
 [— — — — — — — — — — — — —] 

- Test. 8 

Epigrafe onoraria per un isagogus (data incerta). 
*West, Corinth, 84 

 [— — — — — — —] 
�(�A�P��(ilia)(?) [— —] 

 i sagog[ i  — Rutili] 
 Fusci a[gonothetae(?)] 

�R�V���W���K���P��[ion — — — —] 
5 [— — — — — — — —] 

- Test. 9 

Epigrafe onoraria per un isagogus (data incerta). 
*West, Corinth, 85 

[— — — — — — —] 
 [— — —]�·�·[— — —] 
 [— — i ] sago[g i  — —] 
 [— — — — — — —] 
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- Test. 10 

Epigrafe onoraria per Publius Puticius Rufus, isagogus dei Caesarea 
Neronea (59 d. C.?). 
*Kent, Corinth, 208 

�3���X�E�O�L�R�����3�X�W���L�F�L�R
 P(ubli) f(ilio)���$�H�P���L�O�L�D�����5��[ufo], 
 i sagog i���&�D�H�V�)[reon] 
 Neron[e]�U�Q���D�J��[onoth(ete)] 
5 �0�����D�U�F�L�����3�m[— — — — — —] 
 [— — — — — — — — — —] 

- Test. 11 

Epigrafe onoraria per … Rufus, isagogus dei Caesarea Neronea (59 
d. C.?). 
*Kent, Corinth, 209 

[— — — — —]P[— — —] 
 [— — — —]���(�H�P(ilia) Ru[fo] 
 [— — — —] i sagog [ i ]  
 [Neroneon Ca]�H�V�D�U�H�U[n] 
5 [— — — — — —]�3�9�'��[— —] 
 [— — — — — — — — — —]

- Test. 12 

Epigrafe onoraria per Lucius Papius Venereus, isagogus dell’agono-
teta Tiberius Claudius Anaxilaus (90 d. C. ca.). 
West, Corinth, 95; *Kent, Corinth, 212 

 [— — — — — — —] 
 L(ucio) Papio L(uci) f(ilio) 

�$�H�P���L�O�L�D�����9�A�Q�H�U�A�R, i sagog( i )  
 agonoth(ete) Ti(beri) Claudi 
5 Ana�[�S�O�)�S�����S�\�U�R�S�K�R�U��(o) 

�,�V�W�K�P�L�R�Q�L�����F�R�Q�D�J�R�Q��[oth(ete)] 
�/���X�F�L�����9�L�E�X�O�O�L�L���3�L�L���,�V�W�K�P�L�U[n], 

 Nem[eo]�Q�L�F�A�����V�D�F�H�U�G�U[ti] 
    M[a] �U�W�L�V���$�X�J��[usti(?) —] 
 [— — — — — — — — — —] 
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- Test. 13 

Epigrafe onoraria per l’isagogus di Cornelius Pulcher, agonoteta degli 
Isthmia Caesarea Sebastea (regno di Domiziano). 
*Kent, Corinth, 173 

 [i sagog i  — Cor]neli 
 [Pulchri agonoth]et(e) Is- 
 [thm(ion) Caesareon]���6���H�E�D�V�W�H�R�Q, 
 [aedilic(iis) et IIv]iralib(us) et 
5 quinquennalib(us)] ornament- 
      [is honorat]o. 
 [— — — — — — —]ina 
 [uxor eius post ob]�S�W�X�P. 

- Test. 14 

Epigrafe onoraria per un isagogus ed agonoteta (fine I – inizi II 
sec. d. C.). 
*Kent, Corinth, 213 

 [— — — — — — — — — —] 
 [— — — — — — — —]��li f(ilio) 
 [Ae]�P���L�O�L�D�����3���$[ ����������]MAMAE 
 [so]�G���D�O�L���D�X�J�X�V�W�D�O(i), �L �V � )[gog ( i ) ]  
 [Ca] �A�V�D�U�H�R�Q��[S] �A�E�D�V�W�H[on] 
5 [et agonothe]�W�����H�����&���)�A�V���)[reon] 
 [— — — — —]�7���$�(���Â���0[— — —] 
 [— — — — — —]E �Â AV[— — —] 
 [— — — — — — —]�6���Â���/�,�9��[— —] 
 [— — — — — — — — — — — —] 

- Test. 15 

Epigrafe onoraria per un pyrophorus ed isagogus (44 a. C.–267 d. C.). 
*Kent, Corinth, 214 

 [— — — — — — — — — —] 
 [pyr] �R�S���K��[or(o) Caesa]�U���H�R�Q���H�W
 [Is] �W�K�P�L�R�Q  ���$�*�T[— — —]S 
 [A]rrunti Mosch[i i sagog( i ) ] 
5 [— — —i]�E���X�V���R[rnamentis] 
 [— — — — — — — — — —] 
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�U �U �U �D�F�š �>�š �6�š�7�š�<�=�U�•�=���U�D�F�>�6�a�U
15� U � U � U � .�š �>�š�D�6�C�:�U�7�.���U�¡�>�š�;�.�:�a�U
�U �U �U �A�<�?�š�U�7�.���U�•�>�D�š �6�š�2�>�.�a�U
�U �U �U �@�.�9�š���š�:�<�B�`�U�.�í�A�<���U
�U �U �U �<�à�U�0�<�:�2�5�?�U�A���U�0�8�B�a�U
� U � U � U � 7�š���š�A�š�.�š�A�š�<�:�U�A���a�U
20� U � U � U � 7�š�:�<�:�š�U���6���>�6�:�b�U
     vac.

Asia Minore 

Apollonia di Pisidia 

- Test. 18 

Epigrafe onoraria per Aurelius Euphemos,���­�C���/�.�>�D�<�?��ed�U�U�U�U �ß�@�.�0�F�0�2���?�U�U�U�U
dei Megala Kaisarea (200–250 d. C.). 
Legrand/Chamonard, in: BCH 17, 1893, 255, n. 34; IGRR III, 319; 
*MAMA 4, 154 
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Efeso 

- Test. 19 

Epigrafe onoraria per L. Verrius Terentianus Flavianus, �2�ß�@�.�0�F�0���? dei 
Megala Ephesea (età imperiale). 
IEphesos 1152; *McCabe, Ephesos, 1396*5 
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- Test. 20 

Epigrafe onoraria per [M. Aurelius ... ], padre di M. Aurelius Artemi-
dorus Metrodorianus, agonoteta ed �2�ß�@�.�0�F�0�2���?�U�U�U�Udei Megala Epineikia 
(III sec. d. C.). 
IEphesos 3071; *McCabe, Ephesos, 1156; Gallina 1974, 227–228, 
n. 23. 
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Mileto 

- Test. 21 

Epigrafe onoraria per Antipatros Apella Iulianus, �•�9�C�6�5�.�8���?�Ued 
�2�ß�@�.�0�F�0�2���?��dei Megala Didymeia Kommodeia (177–192 d. C.). 
Th. Pekary, in: Ist. Mitt. 15, 1965, 121–122 n. 5; *McCabe, Miletos, 
350  
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- Test. 22 

Epigrafe onoraria dedicata da Aurelia Ailiane Theodote al figlio, ago-
noteta ed �2�ß�@�.�0�F�0�2���?�� dei Megala Didymeia Kommodeia (età im-
periale). 
Rhem, Milet, I,7, 263;  *McCabe, Miletos, 403 
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Filadelfia di Lidia 

- Test. 23 

Epigrafe onoraria per l’�2�ß�@�.�0�F�0�2���? Iulius Macedon Aurelianus (età 
imperiale). 
Gaudin, in: Ath. Mitt. 25, 1900, 124; *IGRR IV, 1638 
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Tiatira  

- Test. 24 

Epigrafe onoraria per l’evergete Laibianos figlio di Kallistratos, 
�ß�@�.�0�F�0�2���?��nell’agone �­�=���U�5�2�D�U�.�í�0�<���@�A�D�U(II d. C.). 
CIG 3491; in: Ath. Mitt. 24, 1899, 232 n. 71; *IGRR IV, 1290; TAM
5,982 
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Tralles  

- Test. 25 

Epigrafe onoraria per Tryphosianos di Tralles, �•�9�C�6�5�.�8���?��dei Deia e 
�2�ß�@�.�0�F�0���? dei Pythia (età imperiale). 
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CIG 2932; ITralles 143; *McCabe, Tralles, 109; Robert, OMS I, 634–
635 
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- Test. 26 

Epigrafe onoraria per M. Aurelius Soter, vincitore per il pancrazio 
nella categoria ragazzi e �ß�@�.�0�F�0���?��degli Olympia, dedicata dal padre 
(II–III sec. d. C.). 
in: Ath. Mitt. 8, 1883, 330–332 n. 11; in: Pap. Amer. School Ath. 1, 
1882–83, 110–112 n. 11; ITralles 141; *McCabe, Tralles, 65 
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- Test. 27 

Epigrafe onoraria per P. Ducenius Dionysos, �ß�@�.�0�F�0���?��dei Megala 
Olympia, dedicata dal consiglio, dal popolo e dalla olympike synodos 
(180–190 d. C.).
E. Bey, in: BCH 28, 1904, 80 n. 3; ITralles 133; *McCabe, Tralles,
71; Robert 1937, 519 
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The alytarches, an Olympic agonothetes��������

Sofie Remijsen 
Leuven 

This paper reexamines all the evidence for the office of alytarches, which is at-
tested in Olympia from the late Hellenistic period on and at local Olympics of sev-
eral cities in Asia Minor, as well as in Antioch, where the games continued until 
the early sixth century AD. The alytarchy was designed in Olympia, at a time of 
financial need, as a liturgical office for the payment of the wages of the policemen 
at the games, but it expanded to be, by the second century AD, a presidency of the 
Olympic games. Local Olympics founded in the second or third century therefore 
have alytarchai instead of agonothetai. At other games, older Olympic games or 
even some local Pythia, alytarchai were introduced besides agonothetai to divide 
the expenses which were a great financial burden to the president. 

  
Introduction 

Alytarchai figure in over forty inscriptions,1 one coin, four laws, two 
literary texts and three lexica. This makes them well attested as offi-
cials of Olympic games. The function has, however, never been stu-
died comprehensively. Studies focus either on the inscriptions of a 
single region, usually Olympia, or on the late antique texts.2 Only Ple-
ket3 combined the inscriptions from Olympia and Ephesos with the 
account of John Malalas. Even after this excellent study, there are still 
many uncertainties about the office. The relation of the alytarchai to 
other agonistic officials, for example, remains a point of discussion. 

                                                
The research for this article was funded by a fellowship of the Research Foundation 
Flanders (‘Aspirant van het FWO’).  
System of abbreviations: For journals, I follow L’Année Philologique (list on 
http://www.annee-philologique.com/aph/files/sigles_fr.pdf).  

1) The database of the Packard Humanities Institute gives 43 results for 
�.�8�B�A�.�>�D�a, of which five are uncertain supplements that will not be taken into 
account, and 2 for �.�8�8�B�A�.�>�D�a. At least three other inscriptions with alytarchai
should be added to this list: AE 44, 253–260 (cf. n.14), SEG 53.1464, IK Side 134. 

2) E.g. E. REISCH,�U�•�8�B�A�þ�>�D�4�?, in: RE I 2, 1894, 1711–1712 and J. OEHLER, hel-
lanodikai, in: RE VIII 1, 1912, 155–157 mainly on the basis of the Olympic in-
scriptions and lexica; L. ROBERT, Sur les inscriptions d’Éphèse. Fêtes, athlètes, 
empereurs, épigrammes, in: RPh 41, 1967, 41–43 (OMS V, 380–384) on the ins-
criptions of Ephesos; and P. PETIT, Libanius et la vie municipale à Antioche au IVe 
siècle après J.-C., Paris 1955, 133–136 on the sources about Antioch (Malalas, 
Libanius, laws). 

3) H.W. PLEKET, Olympic Benefactors, in: ZPE 20, 1976, 9–18. S. ZOUMBAKI , 
Elis und Olympia in der Kaiserzeit, Athens 2001, 144–148 closely follows Pleket. 
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Little attention has, moreover, been paid to the origin of the office. 
This paper will reexamine all available evidence in order to create a 
more complete picture of the alytarchy. 

Alytarchai at Olympia 

The alytarches was the archon of the alytai, i. e. the policemen of the 
Olympic games, who were also called ‘whip-bearers’ (mastigophoroi) 
or ‘stick-bearers’ (rhabdophoroi).4 The word alytai is perhaps derived 
from *�Q�.�8���A�.�? and etymologically related to the Gothic walus, used 
to translate the Greek �<�þ�/�1�<�? in the bible translation of Wulfila.5 It is 
generally assumed that the alytarches was originally simply the chief 
policeman, that he gradually took on more responsibilities and in the 
later imperial period obtained a prominent position. There is, how-
ever, no evidence for the early alytarches as a simple chief policeman. 
The office is in fact not attested before the late Hellenistic period. 
Since most offices with a compound name ending on -�.�!�$���" were 
created in the Hellenistic or Roman period, the same was probably 
true for the alytarchy. The officials seem fairly prominent straight 
from the earliest attestations.  

The earliest instance is SEG 17.199, an inscription from Olympia, 
probably from the early or mid first century BC.6 The hellanodikai
around (�=�2�>��) Kallisthenes – perhaps the senior hellanodikes or the 
one who paid for the inscription – honor Theotimos alias Samippos, 
son of Hellanikos, acting as epimeletes of Olympia and alytarches in 
the same Olympiad. Theotimos belonged to a respected elite family. 
In other inscriptions, the hellanodikai and the city of Elis honored 
Theotimos’ sons.7 The function of alytarches was apparently es-
teemed highly. Honorific inscriptions are normally erected for people 
of equal or higher rank than those erecting them, in this case the hel-
                                                

4) Etymologicum Genuinum A551, repeated in Etymologicum Magnum 72. 
5) P. CHANTRAINE, Dictionnaire étymologique de la langue grecque. Histoire 

des mots, Paris 1968, 66; F. BECHTEL, Zur Kenntnis der griechischen Dialekte III,
in: Nachrichten von der Königlichen Gesellschaft der Wissenschaften zu Göttingen. 
Philologisch-historische Klasse1920, 247. 

6) This date is based on the family connections of Theotimos and his son Glau-
kon. Glaukon’s probable father-in-law Telemachos is dated to the first half of the 
first century BC on prosopographical grounds (IvO 199) and Telemachos’ adoptive 
son is attested as an official in 36 BC (IvO 59). The Etymologicum Genuinum A551 
(9th century) and the Etymologicum Magnum 72 (12th century) refer to the third 
century BC author Hedylus in connection to the spelling of �•�8���A�.�6, but here is no 
indication that Hedylus also mentioned �•�8�B�A�þ�>�D�.�6. 

7) IvO 407, 409, 410. 
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lanodikai. An inscription is usually a reward for a financial gesture 
made by the honoree. The alytarches had, in other words, paid for 
certain expenses and the hellanodikai were grateful for this. Consi-
dering the name of this novel office, these expenses were most likely 
the wages of the alytai. 

The wages of the policemen of Greek games were normally paid  
by an agonothetes.8 He was the president of the games, who paid  
for most costs and therefore also received most honors. The games at 
Olympia were, however, not presided by an agonothetes. Originally, 
the presidency of the Olympic games had been held by a single presi-
dent, but as the games grew, this presidency had been divided among 
a board of eventually ten hellanodikai, a name that goes back to the 
time of the Persian wars.9 The hellanodikai, however, were judges, 
not sponsors of the games. In the late Hellenistic period, the financial 
situation of Olympia was problematic.10 The expansion of the Greek 
world had caused the expansion of athletics as well. As athletes and 
visitors from all over the Greek world reached Olympia, the organiza-
tion of the games became ever more complicated and expensive. In 
this context, the creation of a liturgical office to pay for the wages of 
the alytai is not surprising.  

After that first inscription, there is no evidence for alytarchai for 
more than a century. In the late first century AD, however, two in-
scriptions list the alytarchy as an important office in an elite career, 
among other liturgical offices such as the gymnasiarchy.11 From now 
on, all known alytarchai are Roman citizens and all belong to elite 
families. Lucius Vettulenus Laetus, for example, a former tribunus 
militum and thus of equestrian rank, had an active career in Olympia: 
archiereus and agoronomos of the games in AD 85 and furthermore – 
in different Olympiads – epimeletes of the games, archon and gym-
nasiarch of Elis and alytarches.12 The Vettuleni, who may have emi-
grated from Central Italy, were one of the leading families of Elis and 
appear on inscriptions from AD 21 to 233.13

                                                
8) PLEKET, Olympic Benefactors (cf. n.3), 3–4, 10 and ZOUMBAKI , Elis und 

Olympia (cf.n.3), 145. 
9) Pausanias 5.9.4–6. 
10) Flavius Josephus, De bello Judaico 1.426–427 and Antiquitates Judaicae

16.149. Cf. A. FARRINGTON, Olympic Victors and the Popularity of the Olympic 
Games in the Imperial Period, in: Tyche 12, 1997, 15–46, esp.35. 

11) IvO 433, 437. 
12) IvO 436, 437. 
13) S. ZOUMBAKI , Zu einer neuen Inschrift aus Olympia: Die Familie der Vettu-

leni von Elis, in: ZPE 99, 1993, 227–232. 
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Titus Flavius Pr[…], alytarches in the 216th Olympiad (AD 85) is 
mentioned with eight alytai – the inscription breaks off, so there may 
have been more – two of whom were also Roman citizens.14 This sug-
gests that in the late first century AD, the policemen were still the 
main responsibility of the alytarches.  

From the second century onward, however, the alytarches seems to 
have grown in importance and responsibility. The alytarchai continue 
to come from elite families, sometimes even of province-wide promi-
nence. Titus Flavius Archelaos, for example, became helladarch, the 
highest office in the koinon of Achaia, after having been alytarches.15

Flavius Scribonianus belonged to a senatorial and consular family.16

C. Claudius Valerius Licinnius, alytarches at Olympia in the late 
second or early third century, was – interestingly – not an Elean, but a 
notable from Smyrna.17  

Lucian, the first author to mention an alytarches, describes the pro-
cedure for matching up the athletes with an opponent at Olympia. 
Each athlete drew a lot, but was not allowed to look at it immediately; 
whip-bearers made sure that they did not. Then a high official in-
spected the lots, either the alytarches or one of the hellanodikai, Lu-
cian could not remember which of the two.18 This again shows that the 
alytarches enjoyed at least as much prestige as the hellanodikai. The 
second and third century inscriptions no longer list the alytarches with 
the alytai. When they mention the alytarchy, it is always as one of the 

                                                
14) K. KOUROUNIOTIS, �)���=�6�0�>�.�C�.���U �­�;�U �)���8�B�9�=���.�?, in: Ephemeris Archaiologike 

44, 1905, 253–260. 
15) IvO 483. 
16) IvO 240. The date of this bronze discus is problematic. The inscription on 

one side is dated by the alytarches Flavius Scribonianus in Olympiad 456. 
Counting from 776 BC, the beginning of the normal Olympic era, this is AD 1045. 
The logical correction would be Olympiad 256 (AD 245), were it not that Titus 
Flavius Archelaos was the alytarches of 245. U. SINN, Das antike Olympia. Götter, 
Spiel und Kunst, München 2004, 177, 208 remarks that this inscription, unlike the 
one on the other side, is contemporary with the casting of the discus. If this is true, 
the terminus ante quem is AD 241, the date of the inscription on the other side. The 
strange Olympiad number could be explained by an alternative era, for example 
counting from the foundation of the Olympics by Herakles. The suggestion of Sinn 
that the discus was cast for the occasion of the millennium celebration of the 
Olympics in AD 224 – this should be 225 – is highly hypothetical. M. LÄMMER,
Olympien und Hadrianeen im antiken Ephesus, Köln 1967, 17–18 assumes that 
both inscriptions are contemporary and remarks that if one counts back 456 
Olympiads from AD 241, one arrives at 1580 BC, i. e. the beginning of the Marmor 
Parium, indeed a suitable start date for an alternative era. 

17) IK Smyrna 595 (ca. 200): �•�8�B�A�þ�>�D�<�B�U���2�6�@�.���F�:. 
18) Lucianus, Hermotimus 40.17. 



 The ‘alytarches’, an Olympic ‘agonothetes’ 133��

main offices in a career.19 Often it is the only Olympic office men-
tioned.20  

This suggests that the alytarches had become the most important 
official, a kind of agonothetes. The Eleans never introduced a struc-
tural position for an agonothetes, although on rare occasions that title 
was used for foreign sponsors of the games. King Herod, for example, 
was honored as ‘eternal agonothetes’ of Olympia in 12 BC.21 The 
traditional presidents of the games were the hellanodikai. If ten hella-
nodikai from the small town Elis were needed every Olympiad, mem-
bers of many families had access to this function. They were nomi-
nated by lot, also in the imperial period.22 The office of hellanodikes 
offered, in other words, no real possibility for members of the most 
prominent Elean families to distinguish themselves, as the office of 
agonothetes did elsewhere. The alytarchy, an individual liturgical of-
fice with responsibilities elsewhere belonging to agonothetai, even-
tually filled this gap and became the new presidency of the Olympic 
games.  

As president of the most prestigious Greek games, the alytarches of 
Olympia must have enjoyed a high esteem in comparison to others. 
The importance of the hellanodikai declined. It is telling in this re-
spect that hellanodikai, unlike alytarchai, are never mentioned in im-
perial honorific inscriptions. Presidencies of local games were proba-
bly also less important. This explains why a notable from Smyrna 
wanted to become alytarches in Olympia. He probably even spent a 
lot of money to get this position. 

Although logical, this evolution from specific liturgy in the late 
Hellenistic period to presidency from the second century AD onward 
would remain a hypothesis on the basis of the evidence from Olympia. 
Local Olympia in the Greek East, however, provide the necessary con-
firmation that alytarchai indeed acted as presidents of the games. 

Alytarchai in the Greek East 

Alytarchai are attested at Ephesos, Tralleis, Anazarbos, Antioch, Hie-
rapolis and Side. Other local Olympics may have had alytarchai as 
well, but unfortunately, for most local games, there is no evidence of 

                                                
19) IvO 468 (2nd – 3rd c.), 479 (3rd c.), 483 (245), IK Smyrna 595 (ca. 200). 
20) IvO 479 (3rd c.), 483 (245), 240 (3rd c.?), IK Smyrna 595 (ca. 200). 
21) Flavius Josephus, De bello Judaico 1.426–427 and Antiquitates Judaicae

16.149 (�1�6�4�:�2�7���?�U�•�0�F�:�<�5���A�4�?). Cf. PLEKET, Olympic Benefactors (cf. n.3), 5–8. 
22) ZOUMBAKI , Elis und Olympia (cf.n.3), 138–144. 
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how they were organized. It is interesting, however, that, although 
local Olympia were numerous in the second and third century AD, it  
is harder to find agonothetai in connection with Olympia than 
alytarchai.23  

Although inscriptions from Ephesos mention both an agonothetes
and an alytarches, the situation was in fact similar to that of Olympia. 
Several monuments for victors of the Ephesian Olympia are dedicated 
by the eternal agonothetes Tiberius Claudius Nysios.24 His position 
was comparable to the one of king Herod at Olympia. By a donation 
of land, Nysios had provided the resources to finance both the games 
and the honorary inscriptions. Many games of the imperial age were 
founded after such a donation to the city by a benefactor, during his 
lifetime or by testament.25 The terminus post quem for Nysios’ dona-
tion is the reign of Claudius, as his name suggests that his family re-
ceived Roman citizenship from this emperor, and theterminus ante 
quem is 134, when a letter of Hadrian stating that the profit of these 
lands could also be used to pay for statues confirms that the land was 
left to the city by testament at some earlier date.26 Lämmer thinks that 
the Olympia of Ephesos were instituted under Domitian, discontinued 
after his damnatio memoriae and reinstituted in 129 under Hadrian.27

Although the aforementioned monuments probably date from the third 
century, they are still nominally dedicated by the agonothetes Nysios 
(his name is in the nominative case), because the victor inscriptions 
were still paid from the proceeds of his land.28 To date the inscrip-
tions, however, the name of this deceased eternal agonothetes was 
useless. The eponymous official (in a genitive absolute) is the man 
who had actually presided over the games, the acting alytarches.  

The inscriptions dedicated by Nysios date from the alytarchies of 
M. Pompeius Apollonios Claudianus and Gn. Pompeius Hermippos 
Aelianus. Their sons acted as epimeletes and are mentioned in these 
inscriptions as well. Other inscriptions dated by the alytarches men-

                                                
23) A notable exception are the Olympia of Athens, see e.g. IG II 2 3687. 
24) IK Ephesos 1114–1118, 1120, 4413. 
25) A good example of this practice can be found in the famous inscription from 

Oenoanda published in M. WÖRRLE, Stadt und Fest im Kaiserzeitlichen Kleinasien. 
Studien zu einer agonistischen Stiftung aus Oenoanda, München 1988 (Vestigia. 
Beiträge zur Alte Geschichte 39). 

26) G. PETZL/E. SCHWERTHEIM, Hadrian und die dionysischen Künstler. Drei in 
Alexandria Troas neugefundene Briefe des Kaisers an die Künstler-Vereinigung,
Bonn 2006 (Asia Minor Studies 58), letter 1, l.41–42: �­�;�U �ü�:�U �����@�6�<�?�U �•�=���8�6�=�2�:�U
�D�F�>���F�:. 

27) LÄMMER, Olympien und Hadrianeen (cf. n.16), 4–12. 
28) LÄMMER, Olympien und Hadrianeen (cf. n.16), 30. 
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tion neither agonothetes nor epimeletes.29 The alytarchai from Ephe-
sos came from elite families. As in Olympia, these families were often 
prominent on the provincial level, as they had asiarchs30 and sena-
tors31 among them. One alytarches was an ex-athlete who had won all 
the games of the periodos32. There were also hellanodikai in Ephesos, 
but, as in Olympia, they lacked the prominence of liturgical offi-
cials.33

At the Olympics held at Tralleis, there was both an acting agono-
thetes and an alytarches. Both were eponymous officials. Sometimes 
the agonothetes was mentioned first and sometimes the alytarches.34

This suggests that the officials enjoyed the same prestige. Having two 
similar functions was financially advantageous for the organizers, as 
the expenses could be divided. Perhaps the office of agonothetes ex-
isted since the introduction of the Olympia in Tralleis, probably in the 
late Hellenistic period, and the alytarches was added in the second 
century, when this office had become a presidency at Olympia. The 
inscriptions with the two offices have been dated to the second cen-
tury on the basis of the (hypothetical) identification of the agonothetes
of the 56th Olympiad with the asiarch present when Polykarpos was 
martyred in AD 155.35 Unlike in Ephesos, the primary dating system 
of the Tralleis Olympics was the Olympiad number. We have inscrip-
tions of the 48th36 (or 58th?), 51st37, 55th38 (or 57th?), 56th39 and 62nd40

                                                
29) IK Ephesos 502, 502A, 523, 1099, 1121, 1153. 
30) IK Ephesos 728, 3055. 
31) IK Ephesos 4113. 
32) IK Ephesos 1153. 
33) L. ROBERT, Les hellénodiques à Éphèse, in: Hellenica V, 1948, 59–63. 
34) Under the agonothetes Gaius Iulius Philippos, the alytarches is always men-

tioned second (IK Tralleis 126–131). He is also second when an anonymous hiero-
nikes, son of Apollonides was agonothetes (IK Tralleis 140), but first under Apol-
lonides, son of Apollonides (IK Tralleis 135, 137–139). Twice, the alytarches is 
mentioned without an agonothetes (IK Tralleis 125, 136).  

35) J.R.S. STERRETT, Inscriptions of Tralleis, in: Papers of the American School 
of Classical Studies at Athens 1, 1885, 102–104. 

36) IK Tralleis 140: Only the eight of the Olympiad number is legible. Consider-
ing both the name of the alytarches and of the agonothetes are Greek, this inscrip-
tion is probably earlier than the others, in which the alytarchai are always Roman 
citizens. 

37) IK Tralleis 125. 
38) IK Tralleis 131: The number of the Olympiad is illegible. Considering the 

alytarches and the agonothetes are the same as the 56th Olympiad, but the epime-
letes is different, it must be close to the 56th Olympiad. As G. Iulius Philippos was 
agonothetes for the second time in the 56th Olympiad, the 55th Olympiad is most 
likely. 

39) IK Tralleis 126–130. 
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Olympiad. Honorific inscriptions for Olympic officials are dated by 
the Olympiad alone,41 but in inscriptions for victors, the Olympiad is 
combined with the name of the acting presidents. The epimeletes is 
only mentioned when the same alytarches and agonothetes had served 
for several Olympiads. The alytarches always combined this office 
with that of archiereus. As at Olympia and Ephesos, the alytarchai
came from prominent families with Roman citizenship. P. Claudius 
Meliton combined his office with that of archiereus of Asia, which 
indicates the prominence of his family in the province.42

A coin from Anazarbos depicts on the obverse Septimius Severus 
with his two sons and on the reverse a crown decorated with small 
busts, the type of crown typically worn by provincial priests and by 
agonothetai.43 Inside the crown is written ‘�����"�!�����$����� ’ and the 
year ‘���!�U ����� ’. Around this image is written � ���"�U �t�����!�&�v�U ������� �����U
�������t���������&�v�U�������U���t���&�v���������"�b44 In 194, Septimius Severus had 
defeated the usurper Pescennius Niger. Cities in Asia Minor and Syria 
that had taken Septimius’ side were honored accordingly. Anazarbos 
received a temple for the imperial cult and thus became neokoros. 
According to this coin, Septimius Severus himself presided over 
(�=�>�<�t�7�.�5���3�<�9�.�6�v) the festivities in the year 198/199 (year 217 of the 
local era). The alytarchy indicates Olympic games. At Kodrigai, the 
place of his final victory in the Cilician mountains, the emperor had 
founded the Severeia Olympia Epinikia, organized by the Cilician 
koinon and presided over by Anazarbos and Tarsos. These games are 
first attested by coins of 198/199 and 199/200.45 As two celebrations 
of the games in the space of two years would be abnormal, it is safer 
to assume that the first celebration was held in the summer of 199 and 
that coins were minted both in preparation for those games and after 
they had proved to be a success. The coin with the inscription 

                                                                                                                       
40) IK Tralleis 132–139. 
41) IK Tralleis 133: inscription for the isagogos; 134: for the alytarches himself. 
42) IK Tralleis 126–131. 
43) The inscription of Oenoanda (WÖRRLE, Stadt und Fest [cf. n.25]) describes 

this type of crown in the passage discussing the ceremonial cloths of the agono-
thetes (l. 52–53). 

44) J. RUMSCHEID, Kranz und Krone. Zu Insignien, Siegespreisen und Ehrenzei-
chen der römischen Kaiserzeit, Tübingen 2000, 25, 114, Taf.2.1. B. BURRELL, 
Neokoroi. Greek Cities and Roman Emperors, Leiden/Boston 2004, 220–221 and 
fig. 175. 

45) R. ZIEGLER, Städtisches Prestige und kaiserliche Politik. Studien zum Fest-
wesen in Ostkilikien im 2. und 3. Jahrhundert n.Chr., Düsseldorf 1985, 33–34, 75–
79. 
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‘ �����"�!�����$����� ’ suggests that the emperor himself acted as alytar-
ches on this occasion.46  

Alytarchai also played a role in the Olympic games of Antioch, 
founded in AD 212.47 According to Malalas – an important but often 
unreliable sixth century source for the Antiochene Olympics – the 
first alytarches was Afranius.48 He is called an ex-governor (�è�U �•�=���U
�­�=�þ�>�D�F�:), but since this expression comes into use only after the re-
organization of the provinces by Diocletian, it is doubtful that he had 
indeed been governor. His assistents were the amphithales Cassius 
Illustris and the grammateus Pompeianus Quaestor, who belonged to a 
senatorial family according to Malalas. This family can probably be 
identified with the Claudii Pompeiani, who were related to the Anto-
nine emperors by marriage and received several consulates in the late 
second and early third century.49 In 300, Diocletian himself acted as 
alytarches.50 He restored the stadium and gave many generous gifts to 
the victors and the spectators. Shortly afterwards, a second tetrarch may 
have presided the games as well.51 As in Olympia and Asia Minor, the 
honorary offices – that of alytarches and of his helpers – were re-
served for members of prominent families. The imperial involvement 

                                                
46) BURRELL, Neokoroi (cf. n.44), 221. 
47) Traditionally, the introduction of the Antioch Olympics is attributed to Com-

modus. For arguments against 180 and for 212, see S. REMIJSEN, The Introduction 
of the Antiochene Olympics: A Proposal for a New Date, in: GRBS 50, 2010, 411–
436. 

48) Malalas 12.286.  
49) Most likely candidates are Tiberius Claudius Pompeianus (PIR2 C 971 = (?) 

P 567 = (?) P 569) or the son of his cousin and his half-sister L. Aurelius Commo-
dus Pompeianus (P 568), his brother (C 970) or his sons (C 972, C 992). PIR2 sug-
gests an identification with his father (C 975), who was, however, probably no 
longer alive in AD 212. 

50) Malalas 12.310. 
51) Malalas 12.311–312. Malalas was greatly confused by the chronology of the 

tetrarchy, insisting on placing them sequentially. He mentions as the second 
alytarches Maximianus Herculius, after an expedition against the Armenians. The 
name belongs to Diocletian’s co-augustus Maximian, who was, however, responsi-
ble for the West and never in Antioch. An expedition against the Armenians is 
attested for Galerius or Maximinus Daia. The second alytarchy should be placed in 
a year divisible by four. This excludes an independent alytarchy of Galerius (who is 
suggested by H. BRU, Les concours grecs dans les provinces syriennes, d’Auguste à 
Constantin, in: Stadion 33, 2007, 8), who could, however, have acted as assistant of 
Diocletian in 300. For the whereabouts of the tetrarchs, see T.D. BARNES, The New 
Empire of Diocletian and Constantine, Cambridge (Mass.) 1982, 49–67, who uses 
this passage as evidence for the presence of Maximinus Daia at the Antiochene 
Olympics of 312. It cannot be excluded, however, that Malalas simply invented the 
second alytarchy as a parallelism between Diocletian and Maximian, as he twice 
connects their retirement to the alytarchy. 
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illustrates how highly the alytarchai were still esteemed in Antioch in 
the early fourth century. 

Malalas also describes the ceremonial dress of the alytarches and 
how he prepared for his task. The abstinence from luxury during the 
preparations suggests that the office had a ritual character. ‘He wore 
the costume of the alytarches and was honored during his period in 
office and received obeisance as if he were Zeus himself. He did not 
enter a house or lie down on a bed during this period, but slept in the 
open courtyard on the ground on top of stones with clean bedding, and 
a rush mat. He wore a robe as white as snow and interwoven with 
gold, a crown of rubies, pearls and other precious stones. He held an 
ebony scepter and wore white sandals on his feet. During those days 
he would sleep in the open courtyard of the basilica known as the Kai-
sarion, which had been built by Julius Caesar the dictator.’52 His assis-
tants wore white robes and golden crowns as well. The cloths resem-
ble the garb of the agonothetes as described in an inscription from 
Oinoanda: a luxurious robe and a crown in precious medal. Often
agonothetai wore purple robes.53 So did Diocletian when he was 
alytarches. The crown of the amphithales is described as having a 
golden bust of Zeus in the middle. It is comparable to both the crown 
of the agonothetes from Oinoanda, which had busts of Hadrian and 
Apollo,54 and the crown with busts depicted on the coin from Anazar-
bos.  

Although the alytarchy was a typical feature of Olympic games 
only, there are two attestations of alytarchai at local Pythian games. 
In both cases, they did not act as a single president. An inscription 
from the reign of Caracalla honors C. Memmius Eutyches, the head of 
the boule of Hierapolis. Among his many functions was the alytarchy 
of the great Apolloneia Pythia.55 For these games, agonothetai are 
attested as well.56 An inscription from Side was erected circa AD 250, 
when Vettianus Pomponianus Claudianus Diogenes and Aurelius Di-
philianus Diphilos, both of equestrian rank, were agonothetai at the 

                                                
52) Adapted from E. JEFFREYS/M. JEFFREYS/R. SCOTT, The Chronicle of John 

Malalas, Melbourne 1986, 152. 
53) In a rescript of 42/1 or 33/2 BC, Marc Antony grants the right to wear purple 

to the festival of the late Hellenistic athletic guild. SB I 4224 is a copy on papyrus, 
not earlier than the second century, attesting the long-term relevance of this re-
script. For later attestations of agonothetai wearing purple, see L. ROBERT, Une 
vision de Perpétue martyre à Carthage en 203, in: CRAI 1982, 58–59 (OMS V, 
791–839). 

54) WÖRRLE, Stadt und Fest (cf. n.25), inscription l.52–53. 
55) SEG 53.1464: l.13–15: �•�8���A�.�>�D�<�:�U�A�C�t�:�v�U�9�2�0�þ�8�F�:�U�)���=�<�8�8�F�:�2���F�:�U���B�5���F�:. 
56) SEG 35.1375–77. 
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local Pythia and Decimus Iunius Licinnius Titianus was alytarches.57

To explain the presence of Olympic officials at Pythian games, the 
editor suggests that the alytarches acted both at the Pythian and the 
Olympic games of Side. The fact that several officials were presiding 
the games together indicates, however, that no one was able to bear 
the whole cost by himself. It is therefore unlikely that one of them 
was able to act (and spend) as agonothetes or alytarches at more than 
one contest. For Hierapolis, moreover, it is not even certain that there 
were local Olympics games in the time of Caracalla.58 A more likely 
reason for the presence of an Olympian official in non-Olympian 
games is precisely the high cost of the games. At Pythian games, the 
agonothetes normally paid the expenses. Since no one individual 
could afford all the expenses incurred in holding the games, they were 
divided among several persons, for example one person paying the 
rewards for the athletes, another the cost of the banquet and yet 
another the wages for the policemen. For the last man, there was a 
title readily available.  

Alytarchai in Late Antiquity 

From the late third century onward, information about Olympic games 
and agones in general becomes rare, due to the disappearance of civic 
coins and the changing epigraphic practice. Throughalytarchai ap-
pearing in some late antique texts, we can keep track of the Olympia
in the fourth and fifth century. In this period, alytarchai are known 
from Ephesos and Antioch only. It is probably not a coincidence that 
both cities were provincial capitals. While the civic life declined in 
smaller cities, the provincial capitals grew in importance in the fourth 
century AD.59 Libanius even claimed that in his lifetime the Olympics 
of Antioch surpassed the original games of Olympia in splendor.60  

                                                
57) IK Side 134 (= SEG 31.1286). 
58) There are few sources for the local Olympia: two coins from the reign of 

Philip the Arab and an early third century epitaph of an athlete (no precise date 
possible). Cf. T. RITTI , Fonti letterarie ed epigrafiche, Rome 1985 (Hierapolis. 
Scavi e ricerche I), 79–80, 85.  

59) J.H. W. G. LIEBESCHUETZ, Decline and Fall of the Roman City, Oxford 
2001, 37–39. 

60) Or. 11.269. 
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Ephesos 

Around AD 300, the Olympics of Ephesos were still quite popular, as 
is shown by building activity in the stadium. The monumental gate 
dates from the late third or early fourth century.61 In the second half of 
the fourth century, however, the games were in decline. Ephesos had 
difficulty finding citizens to take up expensive liturgies for the or-
ganization of games, both asiarchs, who organized annual Roman-
style entertainment, and alytarchai for the Olympics. In 372, the em-
perors decreed that the four major cities of the province should each 
take a turn in appointing the asiarch for the annual provincial meeting 
and the accompanying games in the provincial capital. If rich citizens 
of smaller cities wanted to take up the office of asiarch or of alytar-
ches, also they could do it in Ephesos.62 A few years earlier, in the 
350’s or 360’s, Ephesos had suffered considerable damage from an 
earthquake.63 This was no doubt one of the reasons why the games 
experienced financial difficulties, but it cannot have been the only 
one. The fact that citizens from smaller cities were invited to become 
alytarches in Ephesos suggests that these cities no longer had their 
own athletic games. This indicates that the decline of the games was a 
wider problem, not caused by the earthquake alone. 

One of the districts of Ephesos that had suffered heavily from the 
earthquake was the Embolos – called the Kuretenstraße by the Aus-
trian excavators. Many of the inscriptions with respect to the alytar-
chai discussed above, which had been erected in public places in the 
second and third century, served as building material for this area in 
the late fourth and early fifth century. Several of them were used in 
the late fourth century baths of Scholasticia.64 Some inscribed bases 
with statues of Nike were moved to the upper Embolos, probably in 
order to form, together with other Nike statues from various contexts, 
a tribute to the empress Aelia Flacilla (379–386).65

Although monuments for previous Olympic victors were degraded 
to building material, the Olympics of Ephesos still existed. The last 
                                                

61) R. HEBERDEY, XI. Vorläufiger Bericht über die Grabungen in Ephesos, in: 
JÖAI 15, 1912, Beiblatt 180–182. S. KARWIESE, Ephesos. Stadion, in: JÖAI 63, 
1994, Appendix: Grabungen 1993, 24 connects this building phase to the earth-
quake of 262. 

62) IK Ephesos 43. 
63) H. THÜR, Die spätantike Bauphase der Kuretenstraße, in: R. PILLINGER/ 

O. KRESTEN/F. KRINZINGER/E. RUSSO (eds.), Efeso paleocristiana e bizantina – 
Frühchristliches und byzantinisches Ephesos, Wien 1999, 106. 

64) IK Ephesos 728, 1114–1117. 
65) C. ROUECHÉ, The Image of Victory: New Evidence from Ephesus, in: Mé-

langes Gilbert Dagron, Paris 2002 (Travaux et mémoires 14), 527–546. 



 The ‘alytarches’, an Olympic ‘agonothetes’ 141��

reference is the so-called ‘stoa of the alytarches’, a nice gallery with a 
60m long mosaic depicting fish and birds and lined with statues of 
fourth and fifth century governors. The name is derived from the 
building inscription on an architrave on the east end of the gallery. It 
says, in letters of the early fifth century, �a�a�a�U�7�v�.���U�•�8�B�A�þ�>�D�<�B�U�A���U�±�>�0�<�:�U
�­�0���:�2�A�<�U �$���b66 Around 400, some prominent citizens were apparently 
still willing to pay the expenses for the Olympics. The christogram is 
a unique indication that in Ephesos there was no contradiction be-
tween athletic games and Christianity. The games had no doubt be-
come largely profane at this time. They did not, however, continue 
much longer, as the stadium fell in disuse about AD 425.67

Antioch 

According to Malalas, the Olympics of Antioch were held until 520.68

That they existed so long is confirmed by homilies delivered in Syriac 
by bishop Severus of Antioch in AD 516.69  

For the fourth century, we rely mainly on the letters and orations of 
Libanius. Particularly his letters to governors with the request to urge 
athletes to come to Antioch,70 his oration on the Plethrion,71 where 
preliminary matches in the combat sports were held, and his oration 
on the festive dinner during the games72 show his concern for the local 
Olympics. Surprisingly, he nowhere mentions an alytarches, but only 
agonothetai, sometimes using a descriptive formula such as �è�U �A���:�U
�•�0�C�:�.�U �A�6�5�2���? or the synonym athlothetes. Twice Libanius mentions 
also hellanodikai: once as a group of officials alongside the agono-
thetes,73 as they appear in imperial inscriptions from Olympia or 
Ephesos, but once as a more important position, suitable for an empe-

                                                
66) IK Ephesos 447. F. MILTNER, XXIII. Vorläufiger Bericht über die Aus-

grabungen in Ephesos, in: JÖAI 44, 1959, 325–326 and images 169, 170 and 172. 
THÜR, Die spätantike Bauphase (cf. n.63), 111–112 and image 12–13. 

67) At this point, the track was no longer maintained. The layer of earth, rich in 
ceramics and coins, immediately on top of the track can be dated to the period after 
423. Cf. KARWIESE, Ephesos. Stadion (cf. n.61), 21. 

68) Malalas 17.417. 
69) Severus of Antioch, Hom. 91 and 95. Cf. F. GRAFFIN, La vie à Antioche 

d’après les homélies de Sévère. Invectives contre les courses de chevaux, le théâtre 
et les jeux olympiques, in: G. WIESSNER (ed.), Erkenntnisse und Meinungen II, 
Wiesbaden 1978, 115–130. 

70) Ep. 843, 1179–1183. 
71) Or. 10. 
72) Or. 53. 
73) Or. 10.15. 
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ror.74 There are two possible interpretations: either Libanius uses 
agonothetes as a synonym for alytarches, or at the Antiochene Olym-
pics there was both an alytarches and an agonothetes, as in Tralleis. 
That Malalas mentioned the obviously less important grammateus and 
amphithales, but no agonothetes, already argues against the latter pos-
sibility. The agonothetai of Libanius have a variety of tasks, some 
directly linked to athletics, such as offering prizes to the athletes, oth-
ers linked to extra festivities, such as paying for a banquet. They also 
supervised the order in the stadium, no doubt assisted by paid police-
men.75 It is difficult to imagine what would be left to pay for by the 
alytarches. Libanius’ contest presidents should therefore be identified 
with the alytarchai. Libanius avoids the technical name of the office, 
because ‘alytarches’, which does not appear in the works of classical 
authors, had a modern ring to it for a classically schooled sophist. A 
dislike for modern words and technical terms and a preference for 
long descriptions were typical characteristics of the archaizing and 
verbose style Libanius and many of his contemporary literates strived 
for.76 Therefore he prefered synonyms from classical works or longer 
paraphrases. 

A dislike for modern words and a preference for long descriptions 
were typical characteristics of Libanius’ archaizing and verbose style.  

The function of alytarches had certainly not disappeared in the 
fourth century, since it appears in late fourth century and fifth century 
laws. Two of these concern the ritual tasks of the alytarches. A law 
from AD 379 allowed the alytarches of Antioch to cut one cypress 
tree from the sacred grove of Daphne if he planted several new ones.77

This privilege had apparently been abused, since a law of the late 
420’s abolished this exception.78 In 409, a law gave another interest-
ing privilege. In the late fourth and fifth century, expensive Roman 
style horse races had become the main sporting event. Athletics was in 
decline. Theodosius wanted to avoid too much curial money being 
spent on the horse races, so he prohibited curiales spending more than 
two solidi on ludi (i. e. horse races and theatre), but exempted from 
that prohibition those officials who laid on a different type of enter-
tainment, namely venationes and athletic games. The exempted were 
syriarchs, asiarchs, etc., agonothetai and alytarchai.79 So the very 
                                                

74) Or. 11.268–269. 
75) Offering prizes: Ep. 1180; banquet: Or. 53; supervising order: Or. 10.10. 
76) On his language and style: B. SCHOULER, La tradition hellénique chez Liba-

nios, Paris 1984. 
77) C.Th. 10.1.12. 
78) C.J. 11.78.2. 
79) C.Th. 15.9.2. 
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emperor who is usually blamed for the abolition of the Olympic 
games80 actually seems to have promoted the Greek agones.  

But the decline was inevitable. In the second half of the fifth cen-
tury, also in Antioch it had become hard to find curiales willing to 
take up the expenses for the organization of the games. The office was 
taken out of the hands of the city council and added to the tasks of the 
Comes Orientis in 465.81 Although the Comes Orientis was responsi-
ble for the whole diocese of the East, the law only mentions the 
alytarchy of the province of Syria, indicating that there was only one 
alytarches left in that province and probably in the whole diocese. 

Conclusion 

The alytarchy, introduced in the Late Hellenistic period, was the most 
important liturgical office of the Olympic games. It was named after a 
major expense, namely paying for the wages of the policemen or 
alytai, but from the second century onward, it was no longer limited 
to this. Alytarchai had the same responsibilities as agonothetai at 
other games: they presided over the games in similar ceremonial garb, 
took part in religious rituals and agonistic ceremonies and paid for a 
range of expenses. The extent of their responsibilities depended on the 
presence of other liturgical officers, such as (honorary) agonothetai, 
epimeletai, grammateis, etc. Because of the high cost of this liturgy – 
and the honor connected to it – the alytarchai always belonged to elite 
families. Even emperors such as Septimius Severus and Diocletian 
acted as alytarchai.  

In Late Antiquity, when the Greek agones were in decline, the 
alytarchy remained an honorific liturgy in the provincial capitals until 
the fifth century. Some interesting details in the sources on late 
antique alytarchai contradict the common prejudice that the athletic 
decline was caused by Christianity or ordered by Christian emperors. 
In the second half of the fifth century, when only the Antioch 
Olympics are still attested, it became impossible to find candidates for 
the alytarchy and the liturgy became just another expense for the 
Comes Orientis.  

                                                
80) The traditional date for the end of the Olympics is AD 393. This date has 

been proven unfounded by I. WEILER, Theodosius I. und die Olympischen Spiele,
in: Nikephoros 17, 2004, 53–75. 

81) C.J. 1.36.1. 
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Agon Symbolism in Nietzsche1

Yunus Tuncel 
New York 

Friedrich Nietzsche (1844–1900) was not only knowledgeable about culture of competi-
tion in ancient Greece, but was so imbued with its spirit, mostly through his readings of 
Greek texts, that he more often than not glanced at this culture through the lens of agon-
ism. Consequently, the spirit of agonism permeates Nietzsche’s works, and this permea-
tion cannot be understood only at the level of struggle among equals. Nietzsche was well 
familiar with the hierarchical world of the Greek agon; and this essay is an attempt to 
explore how this familiarity, as a symbolism of agon, is manifest in his works. I start my 
essay with the mythic and the cultic context of agon and investigate, among others, the 
following aspects in Nietzsche: community & politics, cruelty, war and agon, judging 
and justice, power, and overhuman. 

As a student at Schulpforta and later as a student of philology at Bonn 
and Leipzig, Nietzsche became familiar with ancient Greece and was 
impressed with its culture of sports and competitive games. As a re-
sult, he reflected on this subject, gave a talk, “The War of Singers at 
Euboea”, during his student years (1864–68), wrote two essays, “Der 
Florentinische Tractat über Homer und Hesiod”2 and “Homer’s Con-
test”3, while scribbling down notes during his academic life at Basel 
(1869–79). It must also be noted that both Ernst Curtius and Jacob 
Burckhardt further sparked his interest in the agonal4 age of Greece. 

                                                
1) For the abbreviations of ancient authors and works, I will use the Greek-Eng-

lish Lexicon (H.G. LIDDELL /R. SCOTT/H. S. JONES) Oxford 1968, XVI–XXXVIII; 
for abbreviations of Nietzsche’s work cf. the list at the end of the article. 

2) This was an extension of the aforementioned talk and was published in 1870 
in Rheinisches Museum, Band 25. 

3) This essay was written in 1872, but was not published in Nietzsche’s life-time. 
4) The term ‘agonal’ was coined either by Burckhardt or Nietzsche. According 

to I. WEILER, it does not appear in literature before them: “The prominence of the 
word ‘agonal’ today is no doubt traceable to Burckhardt’s History of Greek Cul-
ture. Whether the neologism was introduced by him into classicism or not cannot 
be established with the same certainty. Since his Culture History goes back to his 
lectures, which he gave in Basel in 1872, and which, however, appeared in print 
much later, the question would be entirely worthy to consider whether the expres-
sion was not coined by Friedrich Nietzsche (1844–1900) for the first time ... 
Whether only Nietzsche or Burckhardt is to be designated as the father of the neo-
logism ‘agonal’, I would like to leave this question open. It was testified that the 
two professors teaching at Basel had a lively dialogue since the early 1870s.” Der 
Agon, die Agonalität und das Agonale aus der Sicht des Althistorikers, in: Leipzi-
ger Sportwissenschaftliche Beiträge Jahrgang XLIX, Heft 1, 2008, 7–9 (translation 
is mine). 
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Although Nietzsche’s knowledge of the Greek agon5 was based mostly 
on ancient Greek literature, which, therefore, can be said to be limited, 
he had understood the basic dynamics of the spirit of agonism, which 
is rooted in the Greek myth and cult practices. The basic dynamics of 
the Greek agon consisted of rigorously trained contestants who com-
peted in athletics, horse sports, and music/arts at the Panhellenic and 
local games under the gaze of gods and in their sacred precincts. Ath-
letes went through a selection process, and the games were supervised 
by officials and judges designated by the overseeing city, whose 
function was to establish a fair play and to determine the victor justly 
(many gadgets were invented to ascertain a fair contest). The sacred 
sites were maintained by the priests of the cults who made regular of-
ferings, and the games were enshrouded with festivals dedicated to the 
gods of the cult. Music and poetry almost always accompanied these 
festivities, even if they were not the fields of competition. Animals 
were sacrificed, big feasts were organized, victors were honored both 
at the site of competition and in their home polis. On almost every as-
pect of Greek agonism there is much discussion (with many disagree-
ments) in modern literature, not to mention the tendency to re-con-
struct “the Greeks” as a unified whole.  

Nietzsche was all too familiar with these dynamics of agon. While 
in some Greek or modern authors, the symbolism of agonism may 
consistently follow a particular sport6 that was played at one of the 

                                                
5) As for the word ‘agon’ itself and how it was used in ancient Greek literature 

and by Nietzsche, a few things must be said. In Homer and Hesiod, agon is used to 
refer to a gathering or an assembly where contest takes place (as in Iliad XXIII and 
Hymn to Apollo 150); it is the event of the gathering. On the other hand, agon can 
refer to the actual acts of competition, the games, the festival, or the spectacle it-
self. In later usage it came to connote the dialogue in the tragedies and the debates 
within the court setting. Many derivatives of agon also appear in Greek literature 
such as agonistas (the contestant), agonia (the origin of ‘agony’ in English), ago-
nizesthai (to compete, e.g. Pausanias, Description of Greece 5,8,3–4). Although 
Nietzsche uses the Greek word ‘agon’ (more so in his earlier works than the later 
ones), there are many other German words that are used throughout his writings 
listed as follows in the order of their frequency: a) Wettkampf is the closest German 
word to agon. Unlike the Greek agon in its etymological sense, Wettkampf connotes 
both challenging (wetten) and fighting (kämpfen). b) Wetteifer, in addition to chal-
lenging, highlights the ambition and the zeal (as in the Greek zelos). c) Wettstreit is 
similar to Wettkampf and brings up the difference between struggle and fight (Streit 
and streiten appear frequently in Nietzsche, but not Wettstreit). d) Wettspiel (con-
test game) and Wettlauf (course of contest) appear only a few times. 

6) In Wrestling and the Fair Fight, in: Nikephoros 16, 2003, C.D. CORCORAN

shows how Plato uses wrestling imagery, metaphor and language throughout his 
works. Nietzsche like Plato uses the language of wrestling in his writings, but his 
use is not as pervasive as that of Plato; nor did he know how to wrestle unlike Plato 
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four Panhellenic sites or at the Panathenian games or elsewhere, in 
Nietzsche one comes across either direct references to the Greek agon 
or to metaphors that are loosely or closely connected to its hierar-
chical universe and to any of its aspects and functions. The hierar-
chical universe of agon consists of gods, demigods, heroes, priests and 
poets, officials and judges, trainers, victors, contestants, and specta-
tors. On the other hand, among the aspects and functions of agon, the 
following can be listed: sacrifice, greatness, strength, strife, struggle 
and fight, competing among equals, to be animated by the feelings of 
ambition, envy, and hatred in contest, attacking, desire to have ene-
mies or opponents, cruelty and infliction of suffering, self-mastery, 
and victory. It is the intention of this essay to show how Nietzsche 
uses, all throughout his corpus, the symbolism of agon, which is often 
misconstrued and taken out of context. The onus of such decontextua-
lization, however, lies, not with Nietzsche, but with the reader. 

Mythic and Cultic Context of Agon

The Olympian polytheism is an agonistic unity of many gods and their 
cults, as Nietzsche observes in The Gay Science and in his other writ-
ings on the Greek religion. It should suffice here to say that two ele-
ments stand out as to what makes Greek religion agonistic (the other 
mythic elements of agon are discussed later in this chapter): 1) Olym-
pian gods were agonistic themselves, and 2) Greek cults and gods 
were held together in their agonistic struggles against one another in 
the Pantheon.  

1. Olympian gods. The stories about the Olympian gods tell of strug-
gles, toils, defeats, even deaths, and overcomings. What is of utmost 
interest here is the appearance of gods as contestants. We may not, 
however, find all the elements of formal contest here. Nonetheless, we 
can enumerate the following: Zeus’s fight against his father Cronos 

                                                                                                                        
who might have competed in wrestling at Isthmus, according to a legend reported 
by Diogenes Laertius. Other than wrestling, the following Panhellenic sports ap-
pear, often as metaphors, in Nietzsche’s works: foot race, horse race, spear/javelin, 
and penthathlon. Nietzsche also uses the metaphors of shooting arrows with a bow 
(Pfeil and Bogen); archery is the most mentioned sport in Nietzsche’s writings. 
Although archery does not appear to be one of the sports in which Greeks competed 
at any of the four Panhellenic sites, it was included in the games of contest in some 
of the local sites as in the Eleutheria Games at Larissa in Thessaly. It also appears 
as a game of contest in Homer and other Greek myths.  
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and the eventual victory of the Olympians; the contest for the golden 
apple between Hera, Aphrodite, and Athena, where Paris served as the 
judge; Athena’s contest with Arachne; Hermes’ display of superior 
qualities both in the footrace and wrestling7 in his contest with Apollo 
and his victory (Hermes had a strong connection to Olympia).8 In 
short, gods become gods through their struggles many of which are 
agonistic and will be the archetypical models for mortals in contest. 
Moreover, gods serve as trainers of future contestants. Zeus teaches 
Heracles how to wrestle; according to another myth, it was a son of 
Hermes who taught Heracles how to wrestle, hence Hermes appears as 
the patron god of the palaistra. 

Finally, the gods in the Greek world do not function only as agents 
of control, order, preservation, peace, and morality. Yes, there are 
gods who fulfill these needs, but there are also other gods who offset 
them and promote struggle, contest, and festivities in and through 
which the animal human is celebrated and not lacerated, as Nietzsche 
observes: 

… there are nobler uses for the invention of gods than for the 
self-crucifixion and self-violation of man … – that is fortunately 
revealed even by a mere glance at the Greek gods, those reflec-
tions of noble and autocratic men, in whom the animal in man 
felt deified and did not lacerate itself, did not rage itself! For the 
longest time these Greeks used their gods precisely so as to ward 
off the “bad conscience”, so as to be able to rejoice in their free-
dom of soul …9

Each cult and god contributes a psychic quality to the collective ethos; 
their end (or collective) effect is the deification of the animal in hu-
man life.  

2. The Pantheon. The primordial core of agon resides in the polythe-
istic genius of the Greeks in which multiple gods, their cults and cult 
functions, sometimes despite their conflict and animosity, are sus-
tained together. Nietzsche explains this agonistic genius as follows: 

                                                
7) Hymn to Hermes. 
8) In her essay From Agonistes to Agonios: Hermes, Chaos and Conflict, in: 

Games and Festivals in Classical Antiquity, ed. by S. BELL and G. DAVIES, Oxford 
2004, Arlene ALLAN  shows this connection extensively. She also notes another of 
Hermes’ function in agon, namely the judge of contest, the bestower of kudos.  

9) GM, sec.23, in: BWN 529–530. 
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… The wonderful art and gift of creating gods – polytheism – 
was the medium through which this impulse could discharge, pu-
rify, perfect, and ennoble itself … But above and outside, in 
some distant overworld, one was permitted to behold a plurality 
of norms; one god was not considered a denial of another god, 
nor blasphemy against him [which is the core of agonistic theo-
dicy]. It was here that the luxury of individuals was first per-
mitted [the core of agonistic individualism]; it was here that one 
first honored the rights of individuals. The invention of gods, he-
roes, and overmen of all kinds, as well as near-men and under-
men, dwarfs, fairies, centaurs, satyrs, daemon and devils was the 
inestimable preliminary exercise for the justification of the ego-
ism and the sovereignty of the individual [all of which form the 
agonistic hierarchy] … In polytheism the free-spiriting and 
many-spiriting of man attained its first preliminary form …10

In addition to the holding-together (the Heraclitean sympherein) of the 
multiplicity (both at the level of the archetypical and the level of the 
singular), Nietzsche recognizes Greek polytheism as open-ended, hie-
rarchical, creative, and playful – it can be conceived as hierarchically 
overlapping agonistic circles from gods to the mortals in contest. 
Klossowski calls Nietzsche’s version of Greek polytheism a “parodic 
polytheism”. In his account, myths embody these unconscious forces 
that are then produced as “willed error” or as simulacra that constitute 
manifestations of being in the existent beings. There are many differ-
ent manifestations of simulacra such as playing, dissimulating oneself, 
acting, and ritual practicing, all of which form the important ingre-
dients of polytheism and its myth-making where one sees the simula-
cra of multiple gods and the multi-layered, poly-semic interaction 
between the divine and the human. And finally for Pierre Klossowski 
the death of God in Nietzsche does not signify an absence of gods; on 
the contrary, it stirs the eros of the soul and awakens the instinct of 
adoration that has to do with god-making, one of the most vivid and 
vital functions of polytheism. Both the overman as the union of the 
will to create and the contemplation of the absence of the gods and the 
eternal return understood as a simulacrum of a doctrine “whose pa-
rodic character gives an account of hilarity” as in god’s laughter play 
their role in Nietzsche’s epoch-making parodic polytheism.11

                                                
10) GS, Aphorism 143. 
11) Pierre KLOSSOWSKI, Such a Deathly Desire, translated, edited, and with an 

afterword by R. FORD, Albany 2007, 103. 



150 Yunus Tuncel

On the other hand, the diversity of gods and cults and their agonis-
tic sustenance is a reflection of the individuals, the diverse, inner 
states of their souls and bodies; Nietzsche considers this aspect of 
polytheism the mark of a higher civilization and in this way explains 
the failure of reformations of the Greek religion: 

The failure of reformations. – Among the Greeks several at-
tempts to found new Greek religions failed – which speaks for 
the higher civilization of the Greeks even in rather early times. It 
suggests that there must have been in Greece at an early time a 
large number of diverse individuals whose diverse needs and mi-
series could not be taken care of with a single prescription of 
faith and hope.12

What is striking in this presentation of Greek polytheism is not only 
an acknowledgement of the greatness of the wise founders of early 
times and the later reformers like Pythagoras, Empedocles, and Plato, 
but, more importantly, a tribute to the people who upheld such a great 
religion: “Whenever the reformation of a whole people fails … we 
may conclude that the people have become relatively heterogeneous 
and have begun to move away from rude herd instincts and the moral-
ity of mores …”.13 A religion that moves away from herd instincts and 
morality, a different conception of religiosity indeed; that was the re-
ligion that inspired Nietzsche’s thought. 

Greek mythology is permeated with agon motifs; these contests 
take place among the Olympian gods, among heroes, and between 
gods and heroes; sometimes they entail demigods or mortals. Many of 
them not only stand for symbolic contest, but also for prototypical ex-
amples for the games of competition that officially started in the 8th

century B.C. In Der Agon im Mythos, Ingomar Weiler14 presents an 
extensive account of these mythic motifs of agon in ancient Greek 
culture under two headings: musical agon and athletic agon. Weiler’s 
presentation of agonistic myths is instructive in, at least, the following 
areas: 1) specific fields of contest; 2) the question of approximate 
equals; 3) the purpose of contest (for victory or for training); 4) the 
end of contest (in death and/or with what types of cruelties inflicted); 
and 5) the mythic agency that oversaw the contests and its method.  

                                                
12) GS 149. 
13) Ibid.
14) I. WEILER, Der Agon im Mythos, Darmstadt 1974. 
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Ritual and Cult in Agon 

The Greek world was a world of cults with their rituals15 and specific 
cult practices, and contests took place in such as a world; in short, 
these games had cult16 value. To understand what is meant by cult and 
cult value, we need to digress into the world of cults. In the origin and 
function of cults, Nietzsche considers the following: a) determination 
(or delimitation) of nature, b) presentation of magic, c) co-existence 
of human and nature without the element of shame, d) a communion 
of people for different purposes, e) performance of rituals, and f) a 
place of or occasion for festivity. What follows is an exploration of all 
these points in cult-making: 

a) Determination of nature. “The sense of religious cult is to deter-
mine and to confine nature for our advantage, also to stamp a lawful-
ness onto her which she did not have from before …”.17 Cult is the 
domain where under the name of a deity certain functions of nature 
are practiced and ennobled. Nietzsche’s most frequent discussion of a 

                                                
15) According to Burkert, a ritual is a religious behavior, entails a hierarchy of 

domination and submission, revolves around repetition and theatrical performance, 
and creates and affirms social interaction. Furthermore, among ritualistic acts the 
following are listed: raising one’s hands, waving braches, wielding weapons and 
torches, stamping the feet, folding the hands, and kneeling. Although BURKERT

admits of a reciprocal implication between the myth and the ritual, he identifies 
ritual as older than myth and gives ritual a primary status: “Myth [the domain of 
speech or saying] depends on ritual [the domain of action].” Regarding the games 
of contest, he refers to them as “cultic action”. Homo Necans: the Anthropology of 
Ancient Greek Sacrificial Ritual and Myth, tr. by P. BING, Berkeley 1983, 23–33.  

On the other hand, regarding the relationship between cult and myth, Nietzsche 
claims that cults and their practices are older than myths as presented by the poets, 
and Greeks did not invent cults, but rather perfected them: “In religious cult an 
earlier grade of culture is established, it is the ‘surviving crumb’. The times that 
celebrate it are not those that discover it. The opposite is often more colorful. The 
Greek cult leads us back to a prehomeric sensibility and settlement [Gesinnung and 
Gesittung in the original], is almost the oldest, what we know about the Greeks; 
older than mythology, which the poets have essentially transformed, that is how we 
know them. – Can one call this cult Greek? I doubt. They are perfectors, not in-
ventors. They conserve through this beautiful perfecting” (KSA 8, 83, translation is 
mine).  

16) According to Mallwitz, cult preceded games at Olympia.W. J. RASCHKE, The 
Archeology of the Olympics: The Olympics and other Festivals in Antiquity, Madi-
son, Madison1988, 96–101. 

17) Werke II, 5, Der Griechische Gottesdienst, 369 (translation is mine). 
Nietzsche repeats the same idea in Human, All Too Human, Aphorism 111, written 
and published roughly around the same time as he was giving this lecture on the 
Greek religion. 
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Greek cult is the cult of Dionysos; in this cult the orgiastic functions 
are given their own sacred domain where the orgiasts celebrate their 
ecstatic rites under the auspices of a deity. This is not rampant sex-
uality, but rather a sexual, animal “freedom” in its own mythically and 
ritualistically sanctified context. Here nature is determined, not a de-
termination in the sense of a supercession, but rather as in a “framing” 
for creating the limits for a “restrained” freedom.18 Similarly the cults 
of Zeus, Hera, Poseidon, and Apollo provided the sacred space for 
their cult members for the “restrained” freedom of athletic and musi-
cal/artistic contests. Today we are far from understanding freedom as 
“restrained” freedom, and our relationship to nature is radically dif-
ferent. 

b) Presentation of magic. According to Nietzsche magic, which re-
flects the imposition of a law on nature, is one of the oldest elements 
of religions: “… the religious cult is based on the presentations of 
magic craft among human beings, and the magician is older than the 
priest.”19 What makes magic? In The Birth of Tragedy, magic is either 
Apollonian, in the form of illusions and all the visual effects (e.g. all 
of a sudden a goddess is present on stage) or Dionysian in the form of 
ecstatic states of transformation (e.g. as King Pentheus is brought out 
of his hiding place and is torn apart by the Maenads one of whom is 
his own mother). We can then say that magic has both illusionary and 
transformative capacities; on the other hand, it has to do with excep-
tions and not the generic, that which is rare and unusual and that 
which does not happen in ordinary life. “Individual exceptions stand 
apart … through the magic of an unusual force of action …”.20 What 
was magical at the performances of contest? Contestants, due to the 
selection process, exhibited exceptional traits and rare examples of 
human strength and struggle in their own fields, not to mention the 
religious aura in which they competed. Violence in the combat sports, 
excitement of the actual struggle, an unusual victory or defeat, uncer-
tainty of the victory, and being victorious at death can be seen as 
some of the magical elements of contest. 

                                                
18) In a note from 1875, Nietzsche explains this restrained freedom of the Greek 

cults as follows: “Nature, as she shows herself, is not denied, is rather ordered in, 
confined unto certain cults and days. This is the root of all free sensibility of antiq-
uity; in the forces of nature one sought discharge, not annihilation and negation” 
(KSA 8, 79, translation is mine).  

19) Ibid.
20) HAH 144 (I modified Hollingdale’s translation). 
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c) Co-existence of human and nature without shame. To live side by 
side with nature, with the nature as it is and also with the nature that 
one is; this is what Nietzsche sees in ancient Greek religiosity. “Even 
at very low stages of culture man does not stand towards nature as its 
impotent slave, he is not necessarily its will-less servant: at the stage 
of religion attained by the Greeks, especially in relation to the gods of 
Olympus, it is even as though two castes lived side by side, a nobler 
and mightier and one less noble; but both somehow belong together in 
their origins and are of one species, they have no need to be ashamed 
of one another. That is the element of nobility in Greek religiosity.”21

Other than treating animals, plants, groves, mountains, and springs as 
sacred and revering them, which is common to all archaic cultures as 
Nietzsche admits, how did the ancient Greeks celebrate the nature that 
they were? By affirming and deifying the functions of the body, as in 
athletics; even exercising and competing in most games in the nude22

is a sign of such affirmation. 

d) A communion of people. Cults bring people together for a variety 
of reasons other than to fulfill their basic cult functions. Under these 
reasons, Nietzsche lists the following: “… relations of sympathy be-
tween man and man [in which they create bonds and suffer together], 
the existence of goodwill, gratitude, the hearing of petitions, treaties 
between enemies, the bestowal of pledges, the claim to protection of 
property.”23 Needless to say, many of these cult functions were ful-
filled at the sites of contest. For instance, at some point in Olympia’s 
history all the notable people from poets and rulers to philosophers 
and historians (presumably even Herodotus) were present there to sell 
their own “goods” to immortality. Truce was established among ene-
mies, honors were given, and protection was guaranteed. 

e) Performance of rituals. Ritual is a basic cult action, practiced ex-
clusively by cult members after initiation and under the guidance of 
the holy persons of the cult. Although certain rituals such as offerings, 
libations, and sacrifices made to the gods were similar in all cults, 

                                                
21) HAH 111. 
22) There have been many studies on nudity in Greek athletics. Most scholars 

agree that nudity was unique to the Greek athletics (in fact some of the neighboring 
cultures ridiculed Greeks for this), but they disagree on its origin. For an extensive 
discussion, see Thomas SCANLON’s Eros and Greek Athletics, Oxford 2002, chapter 
8. I have not come across any passages in Nietzsche’s works where he comments 
on athletic nudity in ancient Greece (although he does discuss nudity in general in 
ancient Greece). 

23) HAH 111. 
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there were specific rituals unique to each cult, depending on its func-
tion and the demands of its deity. Nietzsche observes, at least, two 
roles in the ritual: first, a ritual makes it possible for the ritualist to 
surrender his will to the will of another or to the ritual itself; this sub-
ordination “… is a powerful means of becoming master of oneself”.24

Second, the ritual plays a role in the making of memory; here Nietz-
sche views all rituals as cruel25 and through pain they become aid to 
mnemonics: 

Man could never do without blood, torture, and sacrifices when 
he felt the need to create a memory for himself; the most dread-
ful sacrifices and pledges (sacrifices of the first-born among 
them), the most repulsive mutilations (castration, for example), 
the cruelest rites [Ritualformen] of all the religious cults (and all 
religions are at the deepest level systems of cruelties) – all this 
has its origin in the instinct that realized that pain is the most 
powerful aid to mnemonics.26  

Although the context here is not specifically Greek (perhaps some 
archaic past of humanity is suggested), sacrificial and cruel practices 
apply to the Greek cults; it would, however, be too far-fetched to sug-
gest that all cult practices were cruel by any standard (ours or theirs).  

f) A place for festivity. Many cult practices took place in a festive 
form (in different degrees of openness, some more exclusive than oth-
ers), with many members in attendance, with music and feasts. In the 
Greek world, every cult had its own festival; every year at least one 
Panhellenic festival of contest took place since the first quarter of the 
6th century B.C.; Athens alone had one major festival every month. 

                                                
24) HAH 139. Here the context is the ascetic (from askesis), which means some-

one who exercises or trains, regarding the matters of the body and the spirit. Con-
trary to many readings of Nietzsche on the ascetic, he is not opposed to all forms of 
askesis, but the ascetic of the ascetic ideal, who despises the body and makes that a 
universal ideal to be upheld by all (GM III). On the other hand, the Greek contes-
tants went through a strict askesis since they were very young (as early as 12, per-
haps even younger depending on their polis). Yes, despite their heroism, they did 
give up their wills first to the rituals of training and to their trainers, later to the 
rituals of the actual contest and to the judges and organizers of contest. Thereby 
they could achieve a mastery of their own selves. The passage Nietzsche quotes 
from Tertullian’s De Spectaculis in GM I, 15 is symptomatic of the two different 
types of the ascetic: “… in place of athletes we have our martyrs …”. 

25) According to Burkert, most myths involve violence/aggression and/or 
sexuality; by way of implication, the same thing can be said of ritual. 

26) GM II, 3.  
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Nietzsche acknowledges this aspect of antiquity when he writes: “…
in the world of antiquity an immeasurable quantity of spirit and in-
ventiveness had been expended on augmenting joy in life through fes-
tive cults”.27 To excite, animate, and enliven, he says, was the affect 
of these festivals. At a later stage, the saint with his ascetic tricks and 
self-mastery absorbed the attention of the people, which initially was 
invested in their festivals.  

Agon, Polis, and Community 

According to Nietzsche’s interpretation, the age of agon could not en-
dure the supremacy or the rule of one as a permanent state of affairs 
whether within the polis or in her relations to other poleis, as Alan 
Schrift rightly observes: “What I want to emphasize here is Nietz-
sche’s recognition that an absolute victory within the agon would 
mark the death of the agon …”.28 Since agon is strife that is sustained 
in its process with feeling and dispositions appropriate to it, the abso-
lute rule of one winner, understood in the broadest sense, confuses the 
culture of agon. And when this culture is removed from the Greek life, 
we are back in the “… pre-Homeric abyss of terrifying savagery of 
hatred and lust to annihilate”.29 We are back in that abyss, because we 
have no longer the checks and balances of agon as they are lived both 
in body and soul. In this context, Nietzsche points out to several re-
lated issues from different arenas of the agonal culture: the praxis of 
contest, political rule of the polis, and inter-polis relations.  

In contests, when a strong contestant is left alone without a rival, 
the dynamics of contest fall in danger. This can happen due to several 
reasons: a strong rival may be left hors de concours or a particular 
contestant may outgrow the rest by far (the case of Miltiades) or a 
ruse may be used to disqualify other contestants in a non-agonal way, 
and so on. In order to sustain these dynamics, there must, then, be a 
constellation of agonal forces that keep each other in check. “… in the 
natural order of things there are always several geniuses who spur 
each other to action, even as they hold each other within the limits of 
measure. That is the core of the Hellenic notion of the contest: it ab-
ominates the rule of one and fears its dangers; it desires, as a protec-
tion against the genius, another genius.”30 On the one hand, agon is a 

                                                
27) HAH 141. 
28) New Nietzsche Studies, New York 2002, 136–137. 
29) HC 38. 
30) Ibid., 37 (emphasis is not mine). 
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source of stimulation for action; on the other hand, it is a formation in 
which the striving individual is held in check by and in an immanent 
order of things. In other words, it is implicit in it that one would strive 
and, at the same time, be in a constellation of reciprocally limiting 
forces. On the façade, this may sound contrary to the underlying 
praxis of agon as cultivation of individuality, but let it suffice here to 
say that the limit in question is an immanent, that is, self-limiting 
limit and is not a hindrance to the development of the individual per 
se, but rather a check on his potential and actual injustices to other 
striving individuals.  

The abomination of the rule of one is related to the practice of os-
tracism in the political arena. This happens when the ambition for 
contest turns into zealotry and the contestant strives to become the 
victor and to sustain it at all costs. Ostracism is, then, the official rec-
ognition of the ambitious zeal of contest31 in which the contestant is 
tempted to dangerous means to become the victor.32 Moreover, it is 
applied to prevent the supremacy of the best since this is antithetical 
to the sense of agon in its vitality.  

If one wants to observe this conviction … that the contest is ne-
cessary to preserve the health of the state, then one should re-
flect on the original meaning of ostracism, for example, as it is 
pronounced by the Ephesians when they banish Hermodorus: 
“Among us, no one shall be the best; but if someone is, then let 
him be elsewhere and among others.” Why should no one be the 
best? Because then the contest would come to an end and the 
eternal source of life for the Hellenic state would be endangered 
… (HC 36).  

What happens when there is a permanent best as a contestant? The 
balance of agon becomes lop-sided, losing its inner balances. The 
worth of striving and its due process are diminished since there is al-
ready a victor more or less established at the outset. As was said ear-
lier, it is this process that sustains the agon. When the process is tam-
pered with, then its concurrent sense is also spoiled. Even the fame 
that comes with victory is moderated in the culture of agon; this is 
why Nietzsche says “a lot of fame has, for a Greek, something that 
confuses the feeling”.33 What is said for the inner workings of the po-
lis can be said for her relations to the other poleis as well. When a po-

                                                
31) KSA 7, 16[46]. 
32) KSA 7, 16[38]. 
33) KSA 7, 16[37]. 
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lis reigns supreme over the others, as a result of hybris and zealotry, 
the culture of agon falls in danger. There is no longer contest among 
equals that sustains the dynamics of such a culture. Hence, the “dan-
gerousness of not contesting for the Greeks: Miltiades, Athens, 
Sparta”.34 And the degeneration of agon begins with the rule of one: 

Let us note well that, just as Miltiades perishes, the noblest 
Greek cities perish too, when through merit and good fortune 
they arrive at the temple of Nike from the racecourse. Athens, 
who had destroyed the independence of her allies and then se-
verely punished the rebellions of her subjects; Sparta, who ex-
pressed her domination over Hellas after the battle of Aegos-
potamoi, in yet much harsher and crueler ways, have also, after 
the example of Miltiades, brought about their own destruction 
through deeds of hybris, as proof that without envy, jealousy, 
and ambition in the contest, the Hellenic city, like the Hellenic 
man, degenerates. (HC 39) 

What is significant in Nietzsche’s discussion of agonal politics is that 
in the rule of one, there is a hegemonization of power (which happens 
with the rise of Athens and Sparta as regional superpowers, then with 
the rise of Alexander the Great, and the Roman Empire) and the coa-
gulation of its blood supply. Power no longer diffuses throughout the 
competing forces, but is rather concentrated in the one ruler; this is 
why an agonistic culture would not thrive (or become a highest value) 
in a monarchic system.  

Cruelty in Contest 

Many of the games played at the ancient Greek sites35 of competition 
were cruel and violent. Although all sorts of games could lead to inju-
                                                

34) KSA 7, 16[46].   
35) Most of our information about the sites of competition comes from the four 

Panhellenic sites (Olympia, Delphi, Isthmus, and Nemea), most prominently from 
Olympia both due to its ancient prestige and the attention it received in modern 
times, although many city-states had their own games of contest at one time in their 
history. By ‘Panhellenic’ scholars mean that it was not located within the limits of 
a polis and was open to all poleis; a Panhellenic site was ruled by a neighboring 
state or by a council, but retained an independent status (almost had the status of a 
huperpolis). This is not to say that ancient Greek history was free of tension be-
tween the states and the Panhellenic sites or other conflicts that threatened the deli-
cate Panhellenic unity, as N. FISHER observes in his essay The Culture of Competi-
tion: “More generally, inter-state games and collective musical contests and shows 
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ries, these four, wrestling, the pankration, boxing (all three called 
“heavy events” by the Greeks), and chariot race are commonly re-
garded as the most dangerous ones often leading to death and disfi-
gurement – however, none of the combat games existed in the early 
stages; there was nothing but the footrace for the first 17 Olympiads 
of the Olympic games. According to Stephen G. Miller, the pankration 
(entry in the Olympic program in 648 B. C.) was the most violent 
game. On the other hand, Poliakoff36 states that the Greek athletes 
were more wary of injuries they would get in boxing than in pankra-
tion. According to Philostratos’ description, everything except for 
biting and gouging is allowed in this game: finger bending, kicking 
(including the genitals), breaking bones, and knocking teeth out were 

                                                                                                                        
were of great value in creating cohesion of spirit and co-operation inside Greek 
communities, and building ideals of Panhellenic unity across the Greek world, 
however often these tendencies towards consensus were threatened or destroyed by 
wars and civil conflicts.” (A Companion to Archaic Greece, ed. by K.A. RAAFLAUB

and H. VAN WEES, Malden/Oxford/Chichester 2009, 526). In The Cambridge Com-
panion to Archaic Greece, ed. by H.A. SHAPIRO, Cambridge 2007, R.T. NEER de-
fines “Panhellenic” as a site that has “… a major shrine in Greek territory that is 
not under the control of a single, strong polis or ethnos … As a simple rule of 
thumb, I take the threshold criterion for Panhellenic status to be whether the shrine 
permitted outside cities to build on its premises … in Pindar’s phrase, a pandokos 
naos, an all-welcoming temple (Pindar, Pythian 8.61–2)” (226). There are many 
discussions in contemporary literature on ancient sports on the meaning and signi-
ficance of the Panhellenic games and their many dimensions (social, political, eco-
nomic, etc). In addition to the volume cited above, for a comprehensive under-
standing of the Panhellenic I have relied on V. OLIVOVÁ ’s Sports and Games in the 
Ancient World, New York 1984, “Panhellenic Games”, and S. MILLER ’s Ancient 
Greek Athletics, New Haven 2004, chapters 4 and 5. In terms of the games of con-
test, the rule of thumb would be whether the games were open to the contestants of 
all Greek cities. At Olympia (patron god: Zeus) the contests were only in athletics, 
and Nemea was a mini-copy of Olympia with the same patron god (musical contests 
were added in the Hellenistic era), whereas both Delphi (patron god: Apollo) and 
Isthmus (patron god: Poseidon) had contests in music, song, recitation, writing, and 
painting, in addition to athletic contests. In addition to these types of contests at the 
four panhellenic sites, Panathenia had drama contests. Despite the royal share of 
attention that they received, contemporary scholars of ancient sports like D. KYLE

call for going beyond the Panhellenic sites and exploring other (local) sites of con-
test in ancient Greece to give us a far-reaching understanding: “We can better un-
derstand the variety and vitality of Greek sport by coming down from Olympia to 
study local or civic athletics, especially at Athens and Sparta.” Sport and Spectacle,
Oxford 2007, 149. 

36) M. B. POLIAKOFF, in his Combat Sports in the Ancient World, New Haven 
1987 shows many of the brutalities that took place in the ancient Greek games, as 
he bases his findings not only on literature but also on recent archaeological find-
ings. Many tactics and techniques used in ancient Greek combat sports such as 
wrestling and boxing, are not accepted in today’s practices.  
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common occurrences, death was not uncommon either.37 Many vase 
paintings and sculptures portray these brutal acts of the competitive 
games. Sometimes victors were crowned in death and thus were sent 
to the land of the blessed. Sometimes athletes died on the spot due to 
overexertion. This should not, however, lead the reader to assume that 
by suffering38 we mean only physical suffering or suffering that en-
tails physical cruelties. Greek contestants experienced a variety of 
toils (ponoi),39 as exemplified by their mythic heroes like Hercules: 
Rigorous training all year around; selection process at the home state; 
training at the site of competition (as in Elis for one month prior to the 
Olympian games); selection for the contestants to enter into the con-
test; the actual ordeal of competing and forcing one’s limits to be the 
best (and possible injuries that resulted thereof) before an esteemed 
audience; possible flogging by the judges (due to foul or other viola-
tion of the norms of the contest); and finally the shame of defeat in the 
eyes of the co-contestants, spectators, compatriots, heroes, and gods. 

Why such exertions and cruelties in the games? Why “voluntary 
suffering”? One explanation is that they prepared the athletes for war-
making and made them strong warriors. This explanation may make 
sense from the standpoint of the affinity between war and agon; how-

                                                
37) M ILLER, Ancient Greek Athletics (vd. n.35) 57–60. 
38) A theory of suffering in Nietzsche demands a full study of all his texts and 

major ideas; however, it should suffice here to say that for Nietzsche suffering of 
all forms is an existential aspect of human life. We must accept it, affirm it, and 
learn how to deal with suffering (and our mortality) so that we become, indivi-
dually and culturally, stronger. Nietzsche’s main thesis in BT is that tragic Greeks 
affirmed life in the face of suffering, especially the suffering and the fall of a great 
hero. They did this by turning hero’s life into a drama and by creating a theatrical 
venue to make it present on stage with the use of Apollinian and Dionysian devices. 
Agonistic suffering, though somewhat different, complements this tragic suffering. 
Agonistic-tragic suffering is radically different than the following: a) the Christian 
notion of suffering that turns suffering into a source of misery and rejection of life 
forces; b) the pessimistic conception of suffering that calls for withdrawal from life 
in the face of suffering; and c) modern (utilitarian) notion of suffering that tries, in 
vain, to remove all suffering. In AOM 187, Nietzsche contrasts modern way of re-
lation to suffering to that of the ancients: “Joy in the ancient world. – The men of 
the world of antiquity knew better how to rejoice: we how to suffer less … we em-
ploy our minds rather towards amelioration of suffering and the removal of sources 
of pain. In regard to an existence of suffering the ancients sought forgetfulness or 
some way or other of converting their feelings into pleasurable ones …”. 

39) Ponos appears throughout Greek literature in many different contexts: Shield 
of Heracles 305 (the contestants labored for a prize) and 310 (the contestants en-
gaged in an unending toil);Pindar, O. XI.1–5 (victory must be gained with toil); 
Pindar, P. V.54–5 (no one is free, or ever shall be, of pain). On the other hand, 
agonia, the origin of agony in English, refers specifically to the struggle for victory 
that entailed ponos.  
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ever, if we consider it from a strictly agonistic perspective, it becomes 
clear that the culture of agon created culturally accepted formations 
for more or less equal forces to express their cruelties under the rules 
of a particular game in a sacred context. Some may refer to it as “ci-
vilized cruelty”, a term which begs clarity on what is meant by “civi-
lized”; perhaps it is better to say “refined cruelty”. Today we may be 
shocked at such acts of cruelty, and this is one area that separates us 
from the ancients; our humanity has become “softer”, as Nietzsche 
says in “Homer’s Contest: “… that really must strike fear into our 
hearts throughout their [Hellenes’] whole history and mythology, if 
we approach them with the flabby concept of modern ‘humanity’.”40

In many of his writings, Nietzsche calls for attention to the issue of 
cruelty: “Let the most heroic souls question themselves on this 
point”.41 I would like to highlight some of the points in the wisdom of 
cruelty: Desire to hurt, to inflict suffering, to be cruel to oneself or to 
others, which is a function of suffering and is a way of externalizing 
the destructive animal instincts,42 is a human trait. Cruelty, however, 
has a context; Nietzsche, while exposing human cruelty, is not advo-
cating cruelty for the sake of cruelty or random cruelty or ideological 
cruelty, which is rampant in our age as in ethnic cleansing and which 
has stamped itself in our institutions of discipline and punishment. 
The context of cruelty is, as in the culture of agon, determined as 
openness, equality of opponents, reciprocity within a broader context 
of justice which the culture of participants uphold. Insofar as we can 
create such collective contexts to vent cruelty, we will be able to over-
come problematic expressions of cruelty. 

Furthermore, there are two important observations to make on cru-
elty, both of which are based on Nietzsche’s texts: 1) Cruelty is 
deeply rooted in the human psyche and the body, and 2) it is necessary 
to acknowledge this condition and to “refine cruelty”. Nietzsche spe-
culates on the origin of the joy of cruelty within the context of volun-
tary suffering. Here cruelty is presented as “one of the oldest festive 
joys of mankind”;43 before the spectacles of cruelty gods are refreshed 
and rejoiced, because they smile upon mortals when they suffer. They 
do not feel pity, because pity is contemptible and goes against gods’ 
powerfulness, and they enjoy watching acts of powerfulness, which 

                                                
40) Portable Nietzsche, New York 1968, 33. 
41) Daybreak: Thoughts on the prejudices of Morality, Aphorism 18, 16–17. 
42) Like Nietzsche and the ancients, FREUD also recognizes the destructive drive 

as the death drive in his late works, Beyond the Pleasure Principle and Civilization 
and its Discontents. 

43) Daybreak (vd.n.41) 16–17. 
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are also acts of cruelty: “… to practice cruelty is to enjoy the highest 
gratification of the feeling of power”.44 According to Nietzsche, the 
voluntary suffering originates here. Finally, the sacrifice on the altar, 
another act of cruelty, though this time against animals (that have 
symbolically replaced humans), is an act of appeasement of the evil 
gods with good odor and an act of reconciliation. All of these ele-
ments can be directly applied to a cruel game of contest, let’s say, at 
Olympia:45 Zeus feels rejoiced as he watches a cruel game of pankra-
tion at the games and is appeased with the odor of blood and burned 
flesh of the one hundred oxen sacrificed on his altar. His evilness may 
stem from the fact that he demands suffering and cruelty from mor-
tals. According to Nietzsche, these archaic layers of the human psyche 
and body still persist in the human character, although they may have 
been sublimated or channeled onto other areas. Yet we must learn 
better to observe ourselves. 

The second important teaching of cruelty is that it must be refined; 
Verfeinerte Grausamkeit, refined cruelty. I borrow this phrase from 
Daybreak, Aphorism 30, but its content, though related to contest, will 
not be of any use on this teaching. The central idea is that a culture 
recognizes the need for expressions of cruelty and create its forums or 
arenas where such expressions can be possible under the agreed upon 
customs and rules. “… the Greek genius tolerated the terrible presence 
of this urge [to urge to struggle and fight for victory] and considered it 
justified … struggle and the joy of victory were recognized …” 46 Both 
struggle and victory involve cruelty: “… the cruelty of victory is the 
pinnacle of life’s jubilation”.47 It was the genius of ancient Greece 
that saw the necessity to create assemblies so as to allow expressions 
of cruelty. Many of the creative forces of the agonal age, from poets 
to athletes, were channeled into the making of these assemblies; agon 
was their poesy, their work of culture.  

                                                
44) Ibid.
45) The cruel trait of the agonistic Greeks and their tiger-like lust to annihilate 

are acknowledged by Nietzsche in the opening passages of his Homer’s Contest. 
Portable Nietzsche (vd.n.40) 32. It must be noted here that not every discussion of 
cruelty by Nietzsche is presented in an agonistic context. For instance, in BT cru-
elty appears in a Dionysian context. 

46) Homer’s Contest, in: PN 35. 
47) Ibid., 34. 
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Agon and War 

There are several reasons why the culture of competition and the cul-
ture of war-making in ancient Greece bear certain affinities to one 
another. We can say at the outset that they were adjacent cults, but 
were not the same. Many gods and heroes who are revered at the Pan-
hellenic sites, such as Zeus/Hera, Poseidon, Apollo, and Herakles, 
have skills of prowess and have proven themselves to be strong in 
wars and fights, even if they may not have a direct relationship to the 
war cult such as that of Ares. The erection of the statues of Ares and 
Agon side by side at Olympia, as reported by Pausanias (Description 
of Greece 5,20,3), is symbolic of the intimate bond between war and 
competition. In addition, many of the warriors of the Homeric saga are 
at the same time contestants and athletic victors. On the other side of 
the picture, one comes across many athletes who devoted their lives to 
training and the games of contest, but who were at the same time war-
riors. One such athlete was Eualcides48 of Eretria, who was killed in a 
battle with the Persians during the Ionian revolt. Another one was a 
famous athlete from Kroton, Phayllos,49 who was said to have skipped 
the Olympics to fight against the Persians in 480 B.C. 

Competitive games, in a direct or an indirect way, can also be seen 
as war games: enemies pitted against one another to fight unto death. 
However, unlike many modern sports and unlike how they fought in 
wars, ancient Greeks did not compete in groups, but rather as individ-
uals; at least, that is how it was in the periodos. Nonetheless, this does 
not negate the direct or the indirect connection between agon and war, 
a connection that exists at several levels: first, all competitive games 
demanded a rigorous training and discipline, which made them physi-
cally fit and ready for war. Second, some games of the periodos, such 
as the horse race, chariot race, javelin and discus throwing, and  
the race in armor, had a direct affinity to war-making. And finally, 
some games like wrestling, boxing, and the pankration would give  
the leading edge to the athlete/warrior in hand-to-hand combat.50  

                                                
48) “Among the large numbers of well-known men who were killed was Eu-

alcides, the Eretrian commander, a man who more than once had been crowned as 
winner in the games, and had been highly praised in the poetry of Simonides of 
Ceos.” Herodotus 5,102 (Herodotus, The Histories, tr. by A. de SELINCOURT, New 
York 1954).  

49) M ILLER, Ancient Greek Athletics (vd.n.35) 217.  
50) Borrowing from M. GOLDEN we can also add linguistic and historical 

connections between war and agon: a) in Pindar’s epinikea one comes across war 
terminology and b) the rise of hoplite phalanx coincides with the emergence of the 
gymnasia (Sports and Society in Ancient Greece, Cambridge 1998, 24–27). 
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All of these points of contact notwithstanding, the culture of con-
test and the culture of war were not the same in ancient Greece. Con-
test was rather a transfiguration of war, as Nietzsche sees it in the 
wisdom of Heraclitus, Homer and Hesiod. This transfiguration is evi-
dent, among many other elements, in the high estimation of contest, 
its elevation to a cult status and deification, and the establishment of 
truce during the games. A sacred truce was announced by truce-bear-
ers, spondophoroi, and envoys, theoroi, which lasted about a month to 
cover the period when the athletes and all other participants traveled 
to and from Elis and competed at Olympia. This allowed not only the 
athletes and trainers, but also all the spectators to travel safely. Vi-
olators of the sacred truce were punished.  

In much of his writings, Nietzsche practices a certain kind of agon 
and uses war terminology which overlaps with that of agon (such as 
attack, enemy, and victory). One can detect this agonism in his attacks 
on writers, thinkers, founders of religion, or culture-makers who are 
all “famous” in history and in his aggressive rhetorical tactics vis-à-
vis his expected readers or agonistic guests. At the end of his life as 
an agonistic writer, Nietzsche clearly presents the rules of his, what I 
take to be, agon-praxis. Below I will examine each of these four rules 
as they appear in Ecce Homo, “Why I am So Wise”, section 7: 

My practice of war [Kriegs-Praxis in the original] can be 
summed up in four propositions. First: I only attack causes that 
are victorious; I may even wait until they become victorious. 

Here it is necessary to crack open the term ‘victorious’. What is it that 
is victorious that may concern the philosopher? A philosopher who is 
engaged with the problems of his age? Nietzsche’s concern is with the 
causes that are victorious, that is, with those causes which have 
shaped his times or which have impact on that epoch. It is in this 
sense that he confronts morality and the various attempts for its trans-
valuation, valuations which he finds problematic based on his lived 
experiences and insights, both as an individual human-being and as an 
individual philosopher-artist. Even if the existing valuations were not 
problematic, it would still be necessary to have multiple valuations 
existing side by side in order to sustain the agon of valuations in an 
agonal world-interpretation. There is never one supreme victor who 
keeps the laurel permanently in the culture of agon as Nietzsche has 
shown in his early works. 

Second: I only attack causes against which I would not find 
allies, so that I stand alone – so that I compromise myself alone 
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– I have never taken a step publicly that did not compromise me: 
that is my criterion of doing right. 

Nietzsche attacks those victorious causes alone without any allies 
since his attacks are based on his personal experiences and insights. 
Every attack is a risk-taking which could (in his case, always would) 
compromise the attacker, as in a game. The first part of this proposi-
tion is that he stands alone in his attacks. This can be explained by 
way of the notion of contestant as an individual participant in the 
contest, all alone facing his enemies alone. We have already said that 
contest is uniquely tied with the formation of the individual and one 
enters into contest as an individual at whatever level of the formation 
it may be. Moreover, when it comes to states of feelings, emotions, 
pathos and character, one is an individual, just as one is born, lives 
and dies as an individual being. If, for instance, aggressive pathos is a 
sign of character, as Nietzsche claims, this is ultimately lived and cul-
tivated by the individual even if this cultivation stands in relation to 
whether such a pathos is valued or not collectively. It is this aggres-
sive pathos that the individual contestant lives and sustains in agon; it 
is also this pathos which partly explains Nietzsche’s notion of war. 

“War is another matter. I am warlike by nature. Attacking is one of 
my instincts. Being able to be an enemy, being an enemy – perhaps 
that presupposes a strong nature; in any case, it belongs to every 
strong nature.”51 War then means: the aggressive pathos of the 
individual by way of which ability to attack and to be open to attack is 
cultivated. For Nietzsche, this is how one sustains opposition and re-
sistance in which one tests and challenges one’s own strength with 
one’s equal. In this contest, one lets one’s qualities bounce with those 
of the opponent; this can be said for character formation as well, for 
those who pose questions for themselves and challenge problems of 
existence. It is important to note that, for Nietzsche, one does so by 
enduring the highest standards or placing oneself vis-à-vis those stan-
dards and requiring mighty oppositions whether they are opponents or 
problems that one faces. “The strength of those who attack can be 
measured in a way by the opposition they require: every growth is in-
dicated by a mighty opponent – or problem …”. One can grow in such 
an open challenge with what one challenges and always by striving 
higher in the face of those challenges. “… for a warlike philosopher 
challenges problems, too, to single combat”, that is, such a philoso-
pher is faced alone with those problems even if he is, in his challenge, 

                                                
51) EH, “Why I am So Wise,” sec. 7, 231–232. 
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at odds with the whole world. For what he has seen nobody has seen 
yet.  

Third: I never attack persons; I merely avail myself of the person 
as of a strong magnifying glass that allows one to make visible a 
general but creeping and elusive calamity. Thus I attacked David 
Strauss – more precisely, the success of a senile book with the 
“cultured” people in Germany: I caught this culture in the act. 

“Thus I attacked Wagner – more precisely, the falseness, the half-
couth instincts of our ‘culture’ which mistakes the subtle for the rich, 
and the late for the great.” Nietzsche says he “never attacks persons”, 
which may sound contradictory to his agonal world-view. Does not 
one attack persons in agon? Are not one’s enemies persons? What is at 
stake here is the type that the so-called persons stand for and what 
these types represent in certain contexts, as in the case of David 
Strauss and Richard Wagner. Here it is necessary to make a distinc-
tion between person and individual and also between private individ-
ual and public individual. The former is associated with person, and 
the latter pertains to agon, although the two are interwoven with each 
other since the two can be said to coexist in the same individual in 
various degrees.  

In fact, in agon one does not attack persons; one rather engages in a 
contest in a specific context and strives higher in that context. What is 
it then, according to Nietzsche, that one attacks in agon? In his own 
words, it is causes that he as a “warlike philosopher” attacks, in the 
context of culture, the world-conception of those who contribute to 
the making of culture. Does not one attack one’s enemies as in a war, 
for instance? Enemy, however, is not ‘person’ either and is as impor-
tant a notion as friend is in his philosophy. Nietzsche attacks his ene-
mies but not the ‘persons’ of his enemies. One may ask oneself, why 
all this war terminology? Is there not a ‘better’ way of expressing the 
thought of agon? In my interpretation, he transfigures, in his own way, 
war onto agon while retaining the jargon of fighting according to the 
teaching of ancient Greek wisdom of transfiguration; this is his way of 
positing his destructive instincts as in a war-game. 

When Nietzsche claims he does not attack persons, he may mean 
that the personal traits are not his concern. He is rather interested in 
the ‘public’ aspect of the individual in question, that is, insofar as that 
individual has become a cultural phenomenon or his traits that are of 
concern pertain to culture in general. What are, therefore, at stake for 
Nietzsche are the configurations of collective images and symbols and 
the way they are recreated in and through the lives of artists, writers 
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or value-creators in general. What concerns him are not the personal 
traits, eccentricities or quarrels. This brings us to the fourth proposi-
tion. 

Fourth: I only attack things when every personal quarrel is ex-
cluded, when any background of bad experiences is lacking. On 
the contrary, attack is in my case a proof of good will [ Wohl-
wollen], sometimes even of gratitude [Dankbarkeit]. I honor, I 
distinguish by associating my name with that of a cause or a per-
son: pro or con – that makes no difference to me at this point. 
When I wage war [Krieg] against Christianity I am entitled to 
this because I have never experienced misfortunes and frustra-
tions from that quarter – the most serious Christians have always 
been well disposed toward me. I myself, an opponent of Chris-
tianity de rigueur, am far from blaming individuals for the ca-
lamity of millennia. 

The exclusion, from attack, of personal quarrel and bad experience 
with someone is important since Nietzsche wants to show that he does 
not attack out of bitter feelings, rancor, revenge or ressentiment, 
which may stem from personal conflicts. Since Nietzsche too is a hu-
man being, he cannot be exempted from all of these all-too-human 
feelings and personal conflicts. The question, however, is to what ex-
tent, if any, his attacks, that is, his critiques, are blemished with them.  

In Nietzsche’s case, attack is “… a proof of good will, sometimes 
even of gratitude”. Good will is a sign of positive, constructive atti-
tude, and thankfulness is a way of acknowledging a gift sometimes by 
giving back a “gift” in one’s own way. Nietzsche’s choice for an ex-
ample in this proposition is Christianity since he claims he never had 
bad experience in this quarter, and, therefore, his attack or critique is 
free of all personal quarrels. Now let us bring together the various 
pieces put forward above: In his attacks, Nietzsche puts aside the per-
sonal bad experiences and the associated feelings which come with 
them; one implication of this is he puts his personal agenda and inter-
est aside when it comes to his attack which must be rooted in the best 
of character and the highest standards of man’s existence.  

The Individual and the Community 

Contestants in ancient Greece had to go through a rigorous training at 
the gymnasium and the palaestra under the supervision of their train-
ers. Education was individualized and had to accord with the talents 
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and the physis of the pupil. While the pupils were formed according to 
their individual inclinations, this growth helped build the city and the 
community at the same time, as Nietzsche observes: 

Every talent must unfold itself in fighting: that is the command 
of Hellenic popular pedagogy, whereas modern educators dread 
nothing more than the unleashing of so-called ambition … For 
the ancients, however, the goal of the agonal education was the 
welfare of the whole, the stately society. Every Athenian, for ex-
ample, would develop his self in contest as far as it would be of 
the highest benefit and brings the least damage to Athens. It was 
no ambition in a boundless and unallocating way like most of 
the modern ambition: the youth thought of the well-being of his 
mother city if he ran or threw or sang in rivalry. He wanted to 
multiply his fame in this [the well-being of his city]; he conse-
crated his crown to the gods of his city, which the judges of 
contest placed on his head with honor. Every Greek felt in him-
self, from childhood on, the burning wish to be a tool for the 
prosperity of his city in the contest of cities: in this was his self-
seeking inflamed, in this was it reined and bound. Therefore, the 
individuals in antiquity were freer, because their goals were 
nearer and graspable. The modern man, on the other hand, is 
crossed all over with endlessness like the swift-footed Achilles 
in the image of the Eleatic Zeno: the endlessness inhibits him, he 
does not catch up once with the tortoise. Just as the youths were 
educated through contests, their educators were also engaged in 
contests with each other …52

Every talent forms and unfolds itself in the strife of agon where ambi-
tion, that is, ambition to be the best, the winner, stokes the fire in the 
individual. While the contestant seeks to be the best and the prize he 
deserves as the best, his character is not determined by the end-result 
of the contest (the source of his character is rather in an area that 
touches on eternity); he is even ready to give up his prize for his city 
and her gods. Moreover, he seeks himself as a striving, ever-forming 
individual in the measure that his rivals set, and in this self-seeking he 
fights for his city. In enriching himself in strife, he enriches his city as 
well. This is where the unity and the individual reciprocally enhance 
their powers: On the one hand, the city, as the living unity of culture, 
provides the formation in which the individual can seek and find his 
talent in strife and sets a graspable goal within the limits of this for-

                                                
52) KSA 1, 789–790 (translation is mine). 
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mation. On the other hand, the individual sustains this formation with 
his struggle and enriches his city, his microcosmos, by bringing hon-
ors to her and to her gods, the realm of his macrocosms. His self-
seeking is, by no means, a form of selfishness as we understand it in a 
modern context. In seeking his own self, he seeks the larger other, his 
city, his gods, his cosmos. The two, namely his individuality and his 
belonging, coincide in his very self. He has a cosmology, a sense of 
justice and unity in the background, and out of this background he 
strives and forms himself, his talent. The higher the piety, the stronger 
his individuality, since it is this piety that gives him the core of his 
eternal self. 

As Nietzsche rightly notes, the Greek agon was not only about the 
making of an agonistic individual through exercise and fight among 
equals, but it was also about community-making. This communal as-
pect of agon is attested both by ancient Greek writers and by contem-
porary scholars. In many of Pindar’s epinician poems, the victor takes 
the prize of victory to his home-state where he dedicates it to her and 
where his compatriots celebrate his victory. This was not, however, a 
relationship without blemish; after some victors abused their titles, 
like Kylon of Athens, some city-states instituted a custom for the 
victors to “… dedicate his crown on the altar of his city’s tutelary de-
ity. Through this ritual of ‘crowning the city’, the glory of victory be-
came communal.”53 Every victory contributed to the prestige of the 
city.  

Agonistic Justice and the Role of Judges in Contest

Justice presupposes strength and brings together the highest and the 
rarest virtues. These virtues consist in holding the scales without 
trembling, the ability to disregard or remove oneself in the act of 
judgment, and not to be emotional or shaky during the pronouncement 
of the verdict; since Nietzsche claims that the court system evolved 
out of the culture of agon, which means the judge of justice has a kin-
dred affinity to the judge of agon, we can claim that the judge of agon, 
already an established former strong contestant, must be unwavering 
and magnanimous in the way he presides over the contest and me-
diates it. In the quality of the just man, Nietzsche sees an “overhu-
manly majesty” that approximates godliness, someone who desires 

                                                
53) The Cambridge Companion to Archaic Greece (vd.n.35) 231. Also see Les-

lie KURKE’s The Traffic in Praise: Pindar and the Poetics of Social Economy,
Ithaca 1991, chap. 6. 
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truth as a regulating and punishing judge. However, what is decisive 
for the “godly” judge is not this desire for truth, not even the will to 
justice, but the power of judgment. It is not just a matter of discourse 
or scholarly discussion on what truth and justice are, but rather being 
just in action as one passes a judgment in action, which assumes al-
ready that the judge is even stronger than the contestants to be judged. 
“… only superior strength [überlegene Kraft] can judge. As judge, 
you must stand higher than he who is to be judged …”. 54 Once again 
we see a hierarchy based on strength, a hierarchy55 of agon from gods 
above to the godly judges and the contestants.  

Echoing the chain of greatness that the ancient Greek contestants 
created from Homer/Hesiod down to the dramatists and invoking the 
Delphic oracle, Nietzsche writes: “History is written by the expe-
rienced and superior man. He who has not experienced greater and 
more exalted things than others will not know how to interpret the 
great and exalted things of the past.”56 Greatness lies in knowing the 
past and foretelling the future as in the Delphic oracle, and, more im-
portantly, to be able to create a bridge between the two for which the 
supra-historical position is needed, a position that is higher than the 
actual events of history. The Greek judge of contest, the hellenodikas, 
was capable of this supra-historicity; in this and in his example for 
agon-justice57 lay his greatness. 
                                                

54) Ibid., 92–93. Überlegene Kraft: a force that is laid over the other forces. 
55) When we speak of the hierarchy of agon, we are simply referring to the 

different functions of the same culture of agon; there is agon at all the levels of the 
hierarchy, that is to say, gods, heroes, demigods, and judges are all agonistic. The 
hierarchy is not that which crushes the struggling individual; on the contrary, it 
uplifts and deifies. Sometimes Nietzsche emphasizes the justice that exists among 
the more or less equal contestants as in HAH 92 where he says: “Justice (fairness) 
originates between parties of approximately equal power …”. And in some other 
texts, he places the emphasis on the judge of agon. However, these two approaches 
complement one another; agonal justice can be upheld when it is sustained at all 
levels. The Greek practice of agon relied on the sense of justice of the contestant, 
but did not leave the actual execution of justice and the power of judgment on 
them; it reserved this last function for the judge of agon. 

56) Ibid., 94. Again ‘dasÜberlegene’ is used, this time as a substantive and is a 
metonymy for the overhuman who, as a superior force, lies over other forces.  

57) By way of analogy, Nietzsche calls it “war-justice” which Heraclitus devel-
oped, as a concept, out of the culture of agon: “This is one of the most magnificent 
notions: strife as the continuous working out of a unified, lawful, reasonable jus-
tice, a notion that was produced from the deepest fundament of the Greek being. It 
is Hesiod’s good Eris turned into a universal principle. Contests – but above all the 
immanent lawfulness in their decisions over contests – distinguish the Greeks [this 
cannot be emphasized enough against current scholarship that sees agon simply as a 
struggle between two approximate equals]. Every individual competes as if it alone 
is justified, yet an infinitely definite standard of just judgment decides who is 
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The hellenodikai combined the roles of organizing official, judge, 
and umpire.58 While on duty, they wore special purple robes. After the 
selection process – only free Greek male citizens could enter and 
those who showed up on time (with the introduction of contests for 
boys, they had to separate men from boys), they supervised the train-
ing of the athletes. Certain regimen of exercise was laid down and 
trial matches were organized. Those who did not abide could be fined 
or disqualified. One other rule was not to enter a contest in order to 
spite an opponent. How they figured out who is spiteful and who is 
not still puzzles scholars today, but Theogenes was fined for spiting 
his opponent at the Olympic games in 480 B. C. Athletes also could be 
fined for cowardice, that is, if they ran away from competing. Judges 
also had to take measures against bribery. The earliest case of bribery 
reported by Pausanias is from 388 B. C. The money from the fines was 
used to build statues on the site.  

During the games themselves, the judges were split into groups of 
three to preside over them. Flogging an athlete who violates the rules 
of the game was common as is evident from many vase paintings 
where one sees a man holding a whip; they were the mastigophoroi, 
the whip-bearers who assisted the judges in maintaining discipline. 
Pindar refers to them as strict.59 Moreover, flogging was also used 
against those who violated training rules and committed bribery. 
However odd some of these may sound to us today, all of these tech-
niques were used to ascertain a fair60 game and can be regarded as not 
punishments, but rather as physical signs in a bodily active environ-
ment. All contestants had to use the same athletic equipment; how-
ever, beyond this there were many logistic issues, especially for the 

                                                                                                                        
linked to victory. From the gymnasium, musical competitions, and political life 
Heraclitus became familiar with the paradigm of such strife. The idea of war-justice 
… is the first specifically Hellenic idea in philosophy …” (PP 64). 

58) M. I. FINLEY /H. W. PLEKET, The Olympic Games: The First One Thousand 
Years, New York 1976, chapter 5: “Rules and Officials.” 

59) “The strict Aetolian umpire” in O. III.22–23. This is also the first appearance 
of the word Hellanodikas in the extant Greek literature. Echoing Pindar, Nietzsche 
repeats this phrase when he reflects on the micro- and macro-cosmos of agon by 
way of Heraclitus: “… innumerable pairs of contestants wrestling in joyous combat 
and refereed by stern judges [strenge Kampfrichter]” (PATG, sec. 6, 57, emphasis 
is mine, streng means strict and severe, and is etymologically related to ‘strong’ in 
English). 

60) Fairness was a quality that all contestants should have had, although it was a 
primary function of the judges to maintain fairness in competition. In Olympian 
Ode VII.14–20, Pindar praises the fairness of Diagoras of Rhodes. Nietzsche ex-
pands on this fairness when he regards “not to be pre-disposed” as one of the traits 
of the Greek judges (KSA 7, 16[36]). 
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foot race and the horse races. To assure that all runners started from 
the same point at the same time, a system of balbis, a stone starting 
line at both ends of the track, and hysplex, a starting mechanism, was 
invented. For all the horse races, they had a system of aphesis and
hysplex, which created a complicated, staggered start for all the jock-
eys and charioteers.61

As all the game organizers would know, to establish and hold a fair 
game from alpha to omega is not an easy task; but ancient Greeks 
strove and were inventive62 to achieve it. According to most classical 
and contemporary accounts (Apollonius of Tyana, Dio Chrysostom, 
etc.), the Elean judges were renowned for their impartiality63 (no 
doubt there must have been exceptions).64 In addition to the gadgets 
like balbis and hysplex, the organizers of the games used a system of 
allotment for athletic sortition.65 But when it comes to non-athletic 
contests such as music, poetry, and drama and how they were judged, 
we are still clueless. We can hope that the findings of the near future 
will reveal evidence to understand the process of judging in non-ath-
letic contests. Two questions can guide us here, and we can examine 
ancient authors regarding these: what standard did the judges follow 
(did they rely on previous models, for instance?), and did the specta-
tors play any indirect role?  
                                                

61) Ancient Greek Athletics (vd.n.35) chapter 4: “The Crown Competitions”.
62) It is possible that Nietzsche was alluding to this inventiveness of the Greeks 

when he noted that “contest is the mark of the craftsman. Only where there is han-
dicraft, there is contest” (KSA 7, 16[8]). Here we must also mention all the archi-
tectural and sculptural work that became an important aspect of the culture of agon 
in the 6th century B.C. 

63) According to MILLER, “… there was no subjective judging in the gymnikos 
agon and the hippikos agon … No panel of judges awarded ‘style points’ that could 
help decide a winner. The winner was chosen by obvious, objective standards … 
The concern to remove all subjectivity from the competition extended to the adju-
dication of fouls or the arrangement of pairings that might influence the final de-
termination of the victor … these strict standards resulted in a limited program of 
competitive events at the games” (Ancient Greek Athletics [vd.n.35] 19). Instead of 
using the terms ‘objective’ and ‘subjective’, I would rather say that the agonal 
Greeks agreed to uphold fair game. One could interpret an unfair game as objective 
also; in other words, objectivity understood in the narrow sense is not always a 
great standard for justice.  

64) Olympia: Gods, Artists, and Athletes, New York 1968, 54–55. 
65) The system worked with lots (or tokens called kleroi) thrown into a container 

(like the hydriae of Athens) from which each athlete drew; partners and lanes were 
assigned in this way. See Aileen AJOOTIAN’s Heroic and Athletic Sortition at An-
cient Olympia, in: Onward to the Olympics, Waterloo 2007, 115–118, for an exten-
sive discussion of allotment systems at Olympia and in Homer. It must be heeded 
here that chance played a significant role in contest games and in determining the 
victors. All the contestants had to abide by the chance that befell them. 
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Despite the value placed on fair game and agonistic judgment, 
Elean judges were not free from blemish. According to Herodotus, 
Eleans were advised by the Egyptians, around 590 B.C. that their citi-
zens should not compete at Olympia; a wise counsel, but not heeded 
by the Eleans. Consequently, there were favoritisms, though not 
common, when it came to judging who the winner was. Pausanias re-
ports two cases: one has to do with the possible unfair crowning of  
an Elean athlete, Eupolemos, in 396 B. C. and the other one is the 
crowning of a judge66 for the chariot races in 372 B.C. After this, 
however, it was declared that no Elean could be both a judge and a 
contestant in an equestrian event.  

Active justice. Nietzsche develops his notion of ‘activity’ in opposi-
tion of ‘reactivity’ in On the Genealogy of Morals, “First Essay”. 
What is reactive is that which rejects difference and diversity accord-
ing to an absolute truth, the absolute truth67 in the mind of the reac-
tive;68 it is also, at the outset, hostile to life and all the life forces; the 
                                                

66) The fact that no judge won in about four hundred years can be taken as a sign 
of fairness on the part of the Hellanodikai, although we do not have specific infor-
mation to be able to make a full assessment. In addition, Nigel CROWTHER lists the 
following as the signs of fairness: 1) Elis excluded no polis from the games even if 
it was an enemy (this reflects more on the Eleans in general than the Hellanodikai; 
2) In the men’s events about 10.5 % of the known victors came from the city of Elis 
itself, which is similar to the victories the Eleans had at Delphi and Nemea. In the 
boys’ events it was 22.5%, still not a sign of favoritism if home-town advantage is 
taken into account. Elis and Olympia: City, sanctuary and politics, in: Sport and 
Festival in the Ancient Greek World, edited by D.J. PHILLIPS and D. PRITCHARD, 
Swansea 2003, 61–73.  

67) For the reactive (of the slave morality or the morality of good and evil) there 
is only one absolute truth and all else is to be judged and condemned based on this 
one Truth; whereas for the active (of the master morality or the morality of good 
and bad), there are many truths and hierarchy of goods and bads in a given con-
stellation (Nietzsche’s seeming dualism is only heuristic and does not suggest an 
ontological dualism in morality). According to the latter, there are many diverse 
paths and diverse truths. This polysemic aspect of what is true stems from the na-
ture of polytheism and is often expressed by the poets: “Various men excel, indeed, 
in various ways; but it is meet that man should walk in straight paths, and strive 
according to his powers of nature …” (Pindar, N. I.25–30). And Bacchylides: “Each 
man seeks a different road to glory … We all tread different paths …” (Ode X). We 
are different and tread different paths, but agree and come together to strive higher 
in the fields that conform to our physis and honor that struggle. This is the teaching 
of the agonal poets. 

68) There is also a reactive type of justice that Nietzsche critiques; the underly-
ing feeling of this type of justice is revenge (revenge of a certain kind, that of im-
potence) since its aim is to equalize that which is unequal (the weak and the strong 
alike). This is the justice of the rabble (its revenge against the strong) as the taran-
tula symbolizes this type of revenge: “The tarantulas, of course, would have it oth-
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feeling that is associated with this state of being is ressentiment. On 
the other hand, “the reverse is the case with the noble mode of valua-
tion: it acts and grows spontaneously, it seeks its opposite only so as 
to affirm itself more gratefully and triumphantly …”. 69 Spontaneous 
means not just in theory and in a bookish way, but rather in action; the 
noble athlete seeks his opposite in contest and is grateful for that and 
may be victorious in that opposite-seeking. In addition, what typifies 
the noble is an affirmation of life and passion (of the body, its growth 
and different states), a distinction of rank and file (between the victo-
rious and the defeated), an almost inborn sense of well-being, trust (in 
oneself), openness (towards one’s self and one’s opponents) and up-
rightness, and desire to have one’s own enemies. Nietzsche’s generic 
description of the noble notwithstanding, all of these qualifications 
can be observed in the Greek contestant. 

Moreover, Nietzsche’s extensive discussion of justice, and specifi-
cally active vs. reactive justice, unfolds in the Second Essay of The 
Genealogy. First he unearths an archaic layer of human history in the 
transactions of exchange and in the matter of justice, which to him is 
“… the good will among parties of approximately equal power to 
come to terms with one another, to reach an ‘understanding’ by means 
of a settlement …”.70 Here what is decisive is the contest of powers, 
the custom of comparing, measuring, and calculating power against 
power. As the human civilization advances and societies become 
stronger, a consciousness of power evolves that allows the transgres-
sor, that is the debtor who cannot pay his debt back, go unpunished; 
this, for Nietzsche, is a transformation of justice into mercy, which 
remains to be the privilege of the most powerful man. These prelimi-
nary remarks on the so-called primitive layers of human development 
prepare the stage for Nietzsche to attack Dühring or others who seeks 
the origin of justice in ressentiment, reactive feelings, or any form of 
retribution.  

Having shown the origin of justice in power relations among more 
or less equals, Nietzsche counteracts Dühring’s position, which seeks 
the origin of justice in the sphere of reactive feelings, as he asserts 

                                                                                                                        
erwise. ‘What justice means to us is precisely that the world be filled with the 
storms of our revenge’ – thus they speak to each other. ‘We shall wreak vengeance 
and abuse on all whose equals we are not’ – thus do the tarantula-hearts vow …” 
(TSZ II: “On the Tarantulas,” in: PN 211–2). Zarathustra calls this the “tyrannoma-
nia of impotence”. In contrast, active justice aims to hold together the striving, 
strong types in their agonistic relation and organizes the strong and the weak in a 
hierarchical relationship.  

69) GM I, 10, BWN 473. 
70) GM II, 8, BWN 506–7. 
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that the sphere of reactive feelings is the last sphere to be conquered 
by the spirit of justice. We may leave Nietzsche’s optimistic tone 
aside, namely that humanity started with a sense of active justice but 
later was corrupted by reactive justice, and proceed to examine what 
he means by active justice and how this fits with agonal justice. “The 
just man remains just even toward those who have harmed him … 
when the exalted, clear objectivity, as penetrating as it is mild, of the 
eye of justice and judging is not dimmed even under the assault of 
personal injury, derision, and calumny, this is a piece of perfection 
and supreme mastery on earth …”.71 Although the last part echoes 
what he said about the just man in UM II, here Nietzsche brings the 
focus to the just man who remains just despite all the sufferings and 
personal attacks. The description may very well fit an agonist who 
remains just and upholds the “norms of contest” despite all the per-
sonal injuries. Derision and calumny would not conform to the norms 
of contest, but all contestants, whether they were the defeated or the 
victors, were subject to such abuses; the defeated to derision and 
shame, and the victors to calumny and gossip due to envy. Further-
more, “the active, aggressive, arrogant man is still a hundred steps 
closer to justice than the reactive man; for he has absolutely no need 
to take a false and prejudiced view of the object before him in the way 
the reactive man does and is bound to do.”72 In the next sentence 
Nietzsche adds other qualifications73 to the active man: strength, 

                                                
71) GM II, 11, BWN 510. 
72) Ibid., 511. In the original: “Der active, der angreifende, der übergreifende 

Mensch” which translates as “the active, the attacking, the overlapping or crossing-
over human being”. We must imagine two boxers, wrestlers or pankratists who con-
stantly cross over into one another during the game. Kaufmann’s translation ‘arrog-
ance’ does not make any sense in this context.  

73) In some of these qualifications Bertram sees a biological determination and 
sophistic elements in Nietzsche. Discussing the same passages he writes: “Here 
Nietzsche clearly approaches the biologically determined, dialectically refined con-
ception of justice that the Greek sophist Thrasymachus advances in Plato’s Repub-
lic when he defines what is just as that which benefits the stronger and what is un-
just as something more powerful, noble, and mighty than justice.” Nietzsche: At-
tempt at a Mythology, Chicago 2009, 81. It is not clear to me how Nietzsche’s ac-
tive justice that takes a noble and a bodily affirmation of life in contest as its start-
ing point resembles Thrasymachus’ benefit oriented sense of justice (the benefit 
idea is repeated throughout his arguments). On the other hand, the biological de-
termination must not be accepted prima facie. It is not only the body and the life 
forces that are determining in themselves for Nietzsche, but rather what human be-
ings do with them in their own cultural constellations. The Greeks of the agonal
age created cults, institutions, and practices (acts of culture) to allow for bodily 
freedom and discharge of animal instincts (acts of the body). In this way they re-
vered the sacred animal in man.  
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nobility, courage, freer eye, and better conscience (and not “bad con-
science”). The active man is closer than the reactive man to justice as 
Nietzsche understands justice in its origin, that is the active justice. 
Since to say “the active man is closer … to active justice” does not 
add much to the idea of active justice as in a Kantian analytic propo-
sition, we must explore the qualifications Nietzsche presents: the ac-
tive man accepts the diversity of life, the diversity of opponents as in 
contest, is aggressive towards them in proper doses and in its own 
proper place, crosses over unto his enemies, is trained to be strong and 
exhibits qualities of strength, is courageous before his enemies (to be 
able to compete), has a freer eye to judge fairly, and does not inter-
nalize his animal instincts. Although it is implicit in what is already 
said, it is necessary to underline that active justice is a type of justice 
that takes the body and the human animal into account. 

Agonistic Power 

Nietzsche’s later development of his conception of power is, in many 
ways, prefigured in his agonistic philosophy of the early works. I do 
not suggest here that power is only agonistic in Nietzsche, but agonis-
tic power is pervasive in his philosophy of power and can be seen in 
many of his reflections on power and in his many formulations of the 
will to power. Below I will present some aspects of Nietzsche’s ago-
nistic power: First of all, what Zarathustra learns from life and the 
living on power (from TSZ II, “Self-Overcoming”) is that power is 
about obeying and commanding; that is, it is about a hierarchy 
whether it is within the individual or without. It is important to re-
member here that agon takes place in a highly hierarchical world al-
though the contest itself is among approximate equals. Even if there is 
less of a hierarchy among the contestants, one can still talk about a 
relation of obedience and command among them as one contestant is 
ahead of the other in the game and is commanding in this way.  

The second agonistic teaching of life has to do with the desire to be 
master; in contest this is the desire to be the victor. In winning the 
contest, the victor has mastered over his own weaknesses and also 
over the weaker contestants. Third, the weak have to serve the strong; 
the losing contestants must accept their defeat and look up to the 
strong. Here the mythic hierarchy facilitates the acceptance of defeat 
since all contestants, the strong or the weak, look up to their gods and 
heroes as exemplary models of strength. The fourth teaching has to do 
with self-overcoming: “I am that which must always overcome itself.” 
Life is overcoming, man is something that which has to be overcome 
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towards the overman. In contest one is always striving to be higher 
than what one already is, at least, until the end of the actual contest. 
The idea of transforming oneself as one strives higher, which is one 
meaning of the Übermensch, is already an agonistic idea. The fifth 
teaching of life is that it is oppositional. “Whatever I create and how-
ever much I love it – soon I must oppose it and my love; thus my will 
wills it.” Opposition is the fuel for self-overcoming; the contestant 
opposes not only his enemies in strife but also the prize itself if he be-
comes the victor. He gives up the prize for his polis and her gods. He 
cannot remain as the permanent victor. In this way contest renews it-
self; so do the contestants. Here lies the importance of competition as 
a process of renewal, a process in which power flows and power dy-
namics are constantly shifting.  

Moreover, one of Nietzsche’s concerns in his philosophy of power 
is how individuals, given their uniqueness, can find their place in the 
chain of power relations, no doubt, in their historical contexts. One 
already detects this in Daybreak in his early insightful observations on 
power where he problematizes both impotence and lust for power and 
is searching for a golden mean in power. In the first appearance of the 
term “will to power” in Nietzsche’s Nachlass, he brings up exactly 
this power problematic:  

The main element of ambition is to come to the feeling of its 
power. The joy of power is not to trace back onto that which we 
rejoice, to remain admired in the opinion of others. Praise and 
blame, love and hate are the same for the ambition seeker who 
wills power. 

Fear of power (negative) and will to power (positive) explain 
our strong regard for the opinion of human beings. 

Power lust – the lust for power can be explained by the dis-
like (or disgust) of dependence or powerlessness, experienced in 
hundred (thousand) ways. (KSA 8, 425) 

Fear of power and lust for power are equally problematic. And it is 
not even sufficient, from a Nietzschean perspective, to say in an Apol-
linian way “know your power in a given hierarchy”, because power 
relations are always shifting. Nonetheless, what is at stake for Nietz-
sche is to find the “right” place in power relations, both as individuals 
and as collective bodies, more importantly as an epoch. I believe that 
Nietzsche sees in agon the function of a power arbiter since agonal 
dynamics place the struggling individuals on the horizontal and ver-
tical structures of power relations according to their strengths and 
weaknesses within the context of the struggle.  
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An Agonistic Reading of the Übermensch

Übermensch is a central concept in Thus Spoke Zarathustra, although 
several variations of the term, especially übermenschlich, and the 
ideas that underlie the concept, appear all throughout Nietzsche’s 
works. It is necessary to survey some of these passages where these 
terms appear prior to Zarathustra to establish a preliminary relation 
between agon and Übermensch. 

Gods and the overhuman. In many texts, Nietzsche uses the term 
within the context of godliness, suggesting a close, fluid affinity be-
tween the two. “It was in dreams, says Lucretius, that the glorious di-
vine figures [Göttergestalten: gods’ forms] first appeared to the souls 
of men; in dreams the great shaper beheld the splendid bodies of su-
perhuman [übermenschlich] beings …”.74 It was in the dreams of epic 
poets like Homer that gods received their first shape based on the 
models of great human beings, epic heroes and later victors in contest. 
There is a directly transferable relationship between the two: overhu-
manly means godly. In Greek mythology heroes were either godly 
(like Achilles) or elevated to a godly status for having heroic qualities 
(like Heracles). In the agonal age, poets and the compatriots elevated 
victors75 in contest to a heroic and a godly status; in many cities there 
were shrines built to their honor, most commonly after the death of 
the victor/hero (nonetheless they received much that was honorific in 
their life time). 

Yet in another text Nietzsche, while associating the overhumanly 
with godliness, brings nature into this association. “Formerly the re-
verse was the case: if we think back to rude, primitive conditions of 
peoples, or if we look closely at present-day savages, we find them 
determined in the strongest way by the law, by tradition: the individ-
ual is tied to them almost automatically and moved with the regularity 
of a pendulum. To him, nature – uncomprehended, dreadful, myste-

                                                
74) BT, sec. 1, 33.  
75) In Pindar and the Cult of Heroes, Oxford 2005, Bruno CURRIE devotes one 

entire chapter to this topic. He discusses the topic of heroization of athletes under 
a) athlete legends in which divine birth, extraordinary feats, and extraordinary 
deaths are listed, b) emulation by athletes of heroes where heroes are imitated and 
assimilated into divine cults, and c) athletes’ honors where athletes were treated 
like heroes in eiselasis (processional entry of the victor into his city on a chariot), 
in crowning and the like (ribbon placing, fruit, leaves and flower showering, and 
the phyllobolia, the crowned victor runs in front of the spectators), in sitesis (life-
long feasting in the prytaneion), statue-making of the victor, and in the epinikia for 
the victor composed by poets. 
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rious nature – must seem the domain of freedom, of caprice, of a 
higher power, indeed, as it were a superhuman stage of existence, a 
god.”76 The context here is religion and, in particular, religion in arc-
haic times when people saw higher powers in nature. If human history 
is seen as a struggle of humans against the powers of nature and in 
that process a deification of these powers, what we have here is a 
coalescence of this “natural” process and the process of deification. 
One area of this coalescence that stands out starkly is the place of 
animals: how animals were fought against, hunted, feared, seen as sa-
cred, and sacrificed. All of these elements can be found in the agon 
sagas and rituals: Heracles’ struggles with animals (the Nemean lion 
also linked to the Nemean Games), sacred animals associated with 
each god/cult, and the animals like oxen sacrificed during the game 
festivals. The overhumanly then is brought into the fold of nature and 
animality in the text in question.  

The demon/spirit and the overhuman. In another passage, the overhu-
manly spirit is presented as the majestic, that which is rare, and the 
solitary height within the context of justice: “If he were a cold demon 
of knowledge, he would spread about him the icy atmosphere of a 
dreadful suprahuman [übermenschlich] majesty …”.77 But he is hu-
man and must ascend from magnanimity to justice, the rarest of all 
virtues. Being just sets him apart as the most venerable exemplar. All 
the symbolism that surrounds this text recalls the judge of agon as an 
exemplary model of justice in ancient Greece; he was known to be 
stern and fair at the same time. He holds the scale of justice and not 
only has the will and drive to justice but also the power to judge (agon 
empowers humans according to what they are best in). In the face of 
intense emotions in contest such as hate, envy, and ambition and 
brutal acts of fighting (as in combat games), the judge of agon had to 
retain his isometric equanimity and never be swayed by these emo-
tions, by the suffering, or by the excited spectators.  

The overhuman in Thus Spoke Zarathustra. In the first appearance of 
the substantive Übermensch, Zarathustra tells the people in the mar-
ketplace that he is there to teach them the overhuman.78 Human being 
is something that shall be overcome, is a bridge, is a crossing over, 
and is an under-going. Although the announcement of the overhuman 
in Zarathustra is an epochal event within the context of the death of 

                                                
76) HAH, Aphorism 111 (emphasis is not mine). 
77) UM II, sec. 6, 88. 
78) TSZ, Prologue, sec. 3. 
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God, what Nietzsche says about the overhumanly in his other works 
such as the godly, the heroic, and the demonic, apply to it to a large 
extent. And the parallels between Nietzsche’s conception here in Zar-
athustra and the Greek agonism (as he interprets it) exist at least in 
two inter-laced areas that constitute the culture of agon: heroism (the 
cult of the dead hero) and autochthonism (the vegetative and fertility 
cults).  

Heroism. The agonal hero is typified by two primary human func-
tions: 1) Undergoing (Untergehen, can also be translated as ‘decay-
ing’). Undergoing means plunging oneself into a new experience, let-
ting one part decay, shedding skin, changing, or leaving a part of one-
self behind. “… what can be loved in man is that he is an overture 
[going over] and a going under.”79 By going under, one crosses over; 
this is the beginning of one’s self-transformation as in an initiation or 
in a new beginning. Undergoing also means to be an offering, a sacri-
fice (Opfer), as the agonist made offerings of himself and of those 
things that were sacred to him to his gods, heroes, and polis. 2) Over-
coming (Übergehen can also be translated as ‘going or crossing over’) 
signifies struggle, ordeal, and toil; the agonist must always struggle 
against obstacles, against his opponents in training and in public con-
tests. In this way he sheds his weaknesses and becomes stronger. 
There are many obstacles and dangers before the agonist, and Zara-
thustra warns himself and all the agonists of them: pity (the greatest 
danger of Zarathustra), complacency (virtue that puts people to sleep), 
desire to be equal (the demand of the rabble to take revenge on the 
strong), and the absence of contempt (the inability to have the upward 
and the downward gaze).  

In addition, the overhuman shall, to the extent of his struggles and 
overcomings, be an example to look up to: “he is this sea; in him your 
great contempt [for the body] can go under.”80 Hero is an example 
whose deeds are repeated (not copied) at the symbolic level. There 
must also be a house for the struggle of the agonist. “I love him who 
works and invents to build a house for the overman and to prepare 
earth, animal, and plant for him …”.81 There were many functionaries 
at the contest festivals, who made the actual event of competing pos-
sible: judges, priests, flutists, woodmen, knifemen, and others. Ani-

                                                
79) Ibid., 127.  
80) Ibid., 125. There are different kinds of contempts, Verachtung, in TSZ. The 

contempt for the body must be overcome so that one can remain faithful to the earth 
again. 

81) Ibid., 127. 
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mals were brought for sacrifice, branches were cut from sacred trees 
to crown the victors. All of these functions needed tending, without 
which no contest, no overhuman would be possible. Finally, the over-
human is a lightning82 which moves and strikes swiftly like a runner 
or a boxer; swift-footedness was a quality that described Achilles, the 
forerunner of all runners in ancient Greece. Running was the only 
contest event at Olympia for the first 17 festivals, and the Olympiads 
were named after the victors.  

A new heroism has yet to be discovered; it is the heroism of the 
agonistic overhuman, of which Zarathustra reminds the youth under 
the tree: “Once they [the old nobility that is based on birth-right and 
not on self-made individualism] thought of becoming heroes: now 
they are voluptuaries. The hero is for them an offense and a fright. But 
by my love and hope I beseech you: do not throw away the hero in 
your soul! Hold holy your highest hope!”83 Nietzsche upholds he-
roism, but has stripped it of its banalization, ideological use, and blind 
reverence; the hero now stands in his nudity like the Greek athlete and 
stands for the overhumanly strife against all obstacles. 

Autochthonism. The overhuman is the meaning of the earth; the over-
human shall be the meaning of the earth, and the overhuman shall re-
main faithful to the earth.84 These three dicta are repeated in some 
form throughout Zarathustra. To be faithful to the earth means not to 
believe in otherworldly hopes. In a lengthy discourse85 on other- or 
after-worldliness,86 Zarathustra intuits that it stems from a tortured 
god (hell in the after-life), incapacity (inability to deal with this life 
on earth), weariness (complacency, absence of toil), and the despair of 
the body (human as the sick animal). However, Zarathustra’s love of 
the earth does not end with his admonitions against other-worldliness 
in these four or any other aspects, all of which are spread throughout 
his journey. Similar to the world of agon, Zarathustra’s world em-
braces sacred plants and animals.  

                                                
82) Ibid., 132: “the lightning out of the dark cloud of man” and p. 126: “he is 

this lightning, he is this frenzy”. 
83) Ibid., 156. The idea of the holy hero who is an agonist and for whom the 

agon games are organized as funeral games is transmitted through this text. Held is 
used for hero, not the Greek word ‘heros’ which also exists in German. 

84) Ibid., 125; this is the first occurrence on the text. 
85) Ibid., “On the Afterworldly”, 142–145. 
86) The Greek agonist did not believe in after-life in a way that rejected earthli-

ness; on the contrary, the dead hero who was central to the games was present in 
his tomb, he was fed, dirges were sung in his honor, and his soul was not far from 
his tomb. 
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Plants. The first sacred tree is the hollow tree under which Zarathustra 
buries the dead tight rope walker.87 In many archaic societies there 
was a close association between the dead and trees; this was also the 
case with the cult of the dead in ancient Greece, as Nietzsche ob-
serves:  

The dead lives on, therefore he appears in the dreams and  
the hallucinations of the living. The belief in spirits is thus 
grounded, separated from the body. In this way his grave be-
came the object of superstitious reflection. There one sees flow-
ers or a tree grow up out of it: that which lives there in the 
flower or the tree must, in any case, be the spirit of the dead. 
Hence a metamorphosis, a new in-corporation. Through this the 
tree becomes a votive tree; one pays homage to it like one pays 
homage to the living, and still more, the dead is more powerful 
than the living. An animal that can be seen accidentally on the 
grave invokes the same representation. Now the holiness of a 
thing increases with the age. An ancient holy tree is after all 
worth as ancient tree that belongs to a genus of trees: just like 
the species has expanded itself from that ancestor. Such ancient 
trees are then in the possession of species as cult abodes; other 
species that are perhaps grateful to the same tree for their well-
being look after that species that has the ancient tree of that ge-
nus. Therefore, a powerful stem seems to owe its power to the 
holy tree and the ancestral grave; based on this, the others, the 
weaker ones, subordinate themselves, like as though their power 
were only something led away.88

The second sacred tree is the tree under which the youth is sitting, the 
youth whom Zarathustra admonishes to uphold his heroism and his 
highest hope. Here the tree symbolizes height and loneliness; it strives 
upward all alone in the mountains. It grew so high that no one could 
understand it. Every agonist who grew so high and became a victor 
was sanctified by the sacred tree in the grove of the host god.  

The third sacred tree is the fig tree, a common tree in the lands of 
the Greeks. Fig tree and figs89 stand for their healing, nutritious, and 
strengthening powers. Zarathustra is sleeping under a fig tree90 when a 

                                                
87) Ibid., 135. No indication is given in the text as to what type of a tree it is.  
88) GG 371 (translation is mine). 
89) The earliest diet of the Greek athletes included dried figs, and sometimes 

they were put on a strict fig diet.  
90) TSZ, “On the Adder’s Bite”, 179–181. 
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snake bites him, but the snake’s poison does not kill him; he has be-
come a dragon, thanks to the fig tree from which he receives his 
strength. This relationship to the fig tree and its fruits is attested in 
another part of Zarathustra’s journey when he says: “The figs are 
falling from the trees; they are good and sweet; and, as they fall, their 
red skin bursts. I am a north wind to ripe figs. Thus, like figs, these 
teachings fall to you, my friends; now consume their juice and their 
sweet meat.”91 Zarathustra continues his discourse on god(s) and the 
overhuman. Here the teachings that come from the trainer to the over-
humanly agonists are likened to figs that give strength and fullness to 
them. An agonist cannot be a victor or a hero without the earthly sup-
port that he receives from trees (and the other sources of earth): 

This, too, is worthy of a hero. – Here is a hero who has done 
nothing but shake the tree as soon as the fruit was ripe. Do you 
think this too little? Then take a look at the tree he shook.92

The fourth and the last sacred tree (my last and not in the whole text) 
is the olive tree. The olive tree was the most sacred tree to Zeus at 
Olympia, and where the altis (from alsos, grove), the sacred precinct 
of Zeus,and the temple of Zeus stood was an olive grove in archaic 
times. The crowns for the victors came from an olive tree behind the 
temple. There is an echo of this Olympian setting when Zarathustra 
says “with warm feet and warm thoughts I run where the wind stands 
still, to the sunny nook of my mount of olives”.93 A contrast is estab-
lished here: he runs away from winter, his wicked, severe guest, to 
summer, to his sunny nook in the grove of olives. But he loves and 
honors his guest who stands for harshness and toil.   

The earth is primordial for Zarathustra; the earth prepares the soil 
on which the overhuman can be possible. This is why the earthly has 
too much patience94 with others, including the preachers of death, and 
not the other way around. At his most crucial hour, at the high noon 
that is the moment of cosmic transformation (like the full moon for 
the Olympian agonists), Zarathustra must come again to what the 
earth offers, “an old crooked and knotty tree that was embraced … by 
the rich love of a grapevine”95 the yellow grapes of which were tempt-
ing to him. Finally, Zarathustra is likened by one of the kings to a 

                                                
91) Ibid., “Upon the Blessed Isles”, 197–200. 
92) WS 347. 
93) TSZ, “Upon the Mount of Olives”, 283–287. 
94) Ibid., “On Free Death”, 185. 
95) Ibid., “At Noon”, 387–8. 
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tree, “earth’s most beautiful plant”, to a pine that is “long, silent, hard, 
alone, of the best and most resilient wood, magnificent …”.96  

Animals. Zarathustra is infused with animal symbolism. A study of all 
the animals that appear in the text would be impossible here, but three 
animals are selected due to their place in Greek agonism: lion, eagle, 
and serpent.  

Lion. In the two places97 where lions appear, they stand for courage. 
The first one has to do with courage that is needed to fight the great 
dragon: “… here the spirit becomes a lion who would conquer his 
freedom and be master in his own desert … the spirit of the lion says 
‘I will’ … to him it is preying …”.98 In the second instance, the lion99

is a symbol for Zarathustra’s own courage on the way to his hour, his 
new day, and great noon; and this lion wards off those, like the higher 
humans, who lack the final courage to attain the overhuman. In the 
Greek agon, on the other hand, one of Herakles’ toils (ponoi) was to 
wrestle with the Nemean lion, and this myth, in which Herakles had to 
defeat the lion with his own hands because of the impenetrability of 
the skin of the lion, became the myth for pankration and Herakles the 
patron for pankratiasts.100 Hence his nickname lion-spirited or lion-
hearted.101

Eagle. The eagle, the traditional symbol of sovereign power, appears 
in the opening and the ending of Zarathustra, throughout the text, and 
represents height, courage, ability to soar, and pride. It often appears 
with the serpent wound around its neck. It is the “proudest animal un-
der the sun”, brings nourishment to the solitary, and is a neighbor to 
him.102 To be able to see the abyss with the eyes of an eagle and to be 
able to grasp it with the talons of an eagle, this is what Zarathustra 
calls courage.103 Eagle is the chief animal of Zeus, the chief god of the 
Pantheon and the games at Olympia.  

                                                
96) Ibid., “The Welcome”, 392–3. Pine was the sacred tree for Apollo at Delphi 

and the crown for the victors at his games came from a pine tree. 
97) In the first instance where it appears, lion craves his food (TSZ 126). In 

another instance, Zarathustra expresses his expectation for the “laughing lions” 
who are “higher, stronger, more triumphant, and more cheerful, such as are built 
perpendicular in body and soul …” (TSZ 395). 

98) Ibid., 138–9. 
99) Ibid., 437–9. 
100) M ILLER, Ancient Greek Athletics (vd.n.35) 57–58. 
101) The Homeric Hymns 15. 
102) TSZ 137 & 210, respectively.  
103) Ibid., 400.  
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Serpent. The serpent that often appears coiled around the neck of the 
eagle is a symbol for cleverness or wisdom; insofar as it is a circle104

as it is here and also on the golden handle of the staff given to Zara-
thustra as a gift, the serpent could also stand for the wisdom of the 
eternal recurrence. In one of the founding myths of the Pythian games, 
Apollo kills the Pythian serpent at Delphi and institutes the Delphic 
oracle; the serpent whose rotting gives105 the name to the oracle is 
associated with the wisdom of Apollo.  

The two trends, heroism and autochthonism, meet in the cult prac-
tices of agon, as the participants in contest games celebrate creation 
and harvesting in a festive106 mood. Earth-bound cults prepared the 
vessel, the housing, the animals and the plants for the overhumanly 
agonists, while the cult of heroism urged, provoked them to contest, to 
be the new heroes in the chain of the heroes of the past. The deeds of 
the agonists and their sacrifices were gifts given back to the dead he-
roes and the earth, the forces of life. Nietzsche was not unaware of 
this connection, as he says: “One also believes to be able to induce 
similar things through similar acts: one believes, for instance, in the 
influence of athletic contests on the increase of crops, because the 
shooting and the throwing are seen as similar to the effect of sunrays: 
they are truly thought as arrows. The pouring with water is a rain 
magic for the coming harvest.”107

Epilogue 

Nietzsche’s interest in the culture of agon in ancient Greece, which in 
some ways belongs to the Zeitgeist (as exemplified by such nineteenth 
century figures as Curtius, Burkhardt, and Coubertin) was not strictly 
academic; as a physician of culture and a philosopher of value, he 
recognized its symbolic worth and necessity for the life of a culture. 
This worth and necessity consisted in its capacity to uplift culture to-
wards sublime moments, its expressivity, its ability to confine cruelty 
and deal with human suffering, its esteem of higher forms of justice 

                                                
104) Coiled serpent appears in different contexts in ancient Greek symbolism. 

Here Nietzsche is subverting the Christian symbol of serpent as the source of evil, 
although there is a connection between the Biblical serpent of the knowledge tree 
and the Pythian serpent that stands for oracular wisdom (if this is what Nietzsche 
had in mind).  

105) The Homeric Hymns 3. 
106) Ibid., 136: “I shall join the creators, the harvesters, the celebrants [the fes-

tive ones]: I shall show them the rainbow and all the steps of the overman.”  
107) GG 375 (translation is mine). 
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based on strength, its cultivation of power as a mediator of human re-
lations based on one’s own arête and strength, and its power to bring 
together diverse forces of the human spirit (the athletic, the religious, 
the artistic, the poetic, and the philosopher) under a common roof for 
the sake of producing great works, and thereby to re-create itself as a 
total culture work. All of these functions had a mythic and a cultic 
context, which did not escape Nietzsche’s attention, as is evident in 
many of his writings and lectures. In today’s world which still suffers 
either from the older (pre-modern) forms of repression of the body 
and its expressivity in athletics and contest games, or from a (mostly 
modern) de-contextualized understanding of contest (as a mere game 
for the sake of scoring or winning) that feeds into problematic domi-
nant ideologies, there is much to learn and appropriate from the an-
cient Greek culture of contest. Nietzsche’s works provide one entry, 
one footprint into that world.  

Abbreviations of Nietzsche’s works 

AOM Assorted Opinions and Maxims
BWN  Basic Writings of Nietzsche 
BT  The Birth of Tragedy 
EH  Ecce Homo 
GG  Der Griechische Gottesdienst 
GM  On the Genealogy of Morals 
GS  The Gay Science 
HAH  Human, All Too Human 
HC  Homer’s Contest
KSA  Kritische Studienausgabe 
PM  Portable Nietzsche 
PP  Preplatonic Philosophers 
TSZ  Thus Spoke Zarathustra 
UM II  Untimely Meditations: On the Use and Disadvantages 

of History for Life 
WS  Wanderes and his Shadow 
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 8. Griechische Autoren zum Sport 96–99 
 9. Allgemeines, Übergreifendes, Verschiedenes 100–123 

IV.  Rom 
 1. Etrusker und frühes Rom – 
 2. Republik und Kaiserzeit 124–125 
 3. Ludi 126–131 
 4. Sportarten und Sportgeräte 132 
 5. Spiel, Tanz, Jagd und Hippik 133–135 
 6. Circus und Wagenrennen 136–178 
 7. Amphitheater und Gladiatorenwesen 179–202 
 8. Thermen und Badekultur 203–206 
 9. Sport und Kunst 207–212 
 10. Römische Autoren zum Sport 213–217 
 11. Allgemeines, Übergreifendes, Verschiedenes 218–229 

V. Byzanz; Nachleben des antiken Sports 230–256 

VI. Rezensionen 257–277 
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Bei den Nachträgen wurden nur Titel berücksichtigt, die seit 1989, 
Datum der Aufnahme der Arbeit an dieser Jahresbibliographie, die 
seither regelmäßig Bestandteil dieser Zeitschrift gewesen ist, erschie-
nen sind. – Für 1989 siehe Nikephoros 2, 1989, 217–238; für 1990 
siehe Nikephoros 3, 1990, 235–259; für 1991 siehe Nikephoros 4, 
1991, 221–246; für 1992 siehe Nikephoros 5, 1992, 219–245; für 1993 
siehe Nikephoros 6, 1993, 207–236; für 1994 siehe Nikephoros 7, 
1994, 253–273; für 1995 siehe Nikephoros 8, 1995, 205–226; für 
1996/97 siehe Nikephoros 11, 1998, 189–227; für 1998 siehe Nike-
phoros 12, 1999, 245–273; für 1999 siehe Nikephoros 13, 2000, 243–
278; für 2000/01 siehe Nikephoros 14, 2001, 215–266; für 2002 siehe 
Nikephoros 15, 2002, 245–276. (Zur leichteren Handhabung wurden 
alle bis zu diesem Zeitpunkt erschienenen Jahresbibliographien zum 
Sport im Altertum in einem Band zusammengefaßt: W. DECKER/B.
RIEGER: Bibliographie zum Sport im Altertum für die Jahre 1989 bis 
2002, Köln 2005 [Schriftenreihe der Zentralbibliothek der Sportwis-
senschaften der Deutschen Sporthochschule Köln 4].) Für 2003/04 
siehe Nikephoros 16, 2003, 199–242; für 2005 siehe Nikephoros 17, 
2004, 233–272; für 2006 siehe Nikephoros 19, 2006, 263–320; für 
2007 siehe Nikephoros 20, 2007, 215–274; für 2008 siehe Nikephoros 
21, 2008, 245–280. 

Abkürzungsverzeichnis 

AASA = Annali di Archeologia e Storia antica 
Art et sport = L. DANIEL (Hg.): L’art et le sport. Actes du XIIe 

colloque international du Comité européen pour l’histoire des 
Sports, 2 Bde, Biarritz 2009 

Atleti di Zeus = E. DOZIO/C.-M. FALLANI /S. SOLDINI (Hgg.):Gli atleti 
di Zeus. Lo sport nell’antichità. Mostra organizzata dal Museo 
d’arte Mendrisio con il sostegno del Municipio di Mendrisio 12 
settembre 2009 – 10 gennaio 2010, Mailand 2009

AC = L’Antiquité Classique 
AJA = American Journal of Archaeology 
AJAH = American Journal of Ancient History 
AJN = American Journal of Numismatic 
AJPh = American Journal of Philology 
AW = Antike Welt 
BAR = British Archaeological Reports 
BJb = Bonner Jahrbücher 
BCH = Bulletin de Correspondance Hellénique 
BSAF = Bulletin de la Société nationale des antiquaires de France 
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CFC = Cuadernos de Filología clásica. Estudios griegos ed indo-

europeos 
Circo en Hispania = T. NOGALES BASARRATE/F.J. SÁNCHEZ-

PALENCIA (Hgg.):El circo en Hispania romana. Museo Nacional 
de Arte Romano, Mérida, 22, 23 y 24 marzo de 2001, o.O. 2001

CJ = Classical Journal 
C & M = Classica et Mediaevalia 
Cours et travaux = Cours et travaux du Collège de France 
CR = Classical Review 
CW = Classical Weekly 
Deporte y olimpismo = M. PASTOR MUNOZ/M. V ILLENA PONSODA/ 

J.L. AGUILERA GONZÁLEZ (Hgg.): Deporte y olimpismo, Gra-
nada 2007 (Biblioteca de bolsillo. Collectanea 52) 

DHA =Dialogue d’histoire ancienne 
ESSH = European Studies in Sports History 
Fs. B. Kramer = R. EBERHARD/H. KOCKELMANN/St. PFEIFFER/M.

SCHENTULEIT (Hgg.): ‘…Vor dem Papyrus sind alle gleich!’ 
Papyrologische Beiträge zu Ehren von Bärbel Kramer, Berlin 
2009 

Fs. A. Krüger = S. SCHARENBERG/B. WEDEMEYER-KOLWE (Hgg.): 
Grenzüberschreitung: Sport neu denken. Festschrift zum 65. Ge-
burtstag von Prof. Dr. Arnd Krüger, Hoya 2009 (Schriftenreihe 
des Niedersächsischen Instituts für Sportgeschichte Hoya e.V. 
20) 

GIF = Giornale italiano di filologia  
HSCP = Harvard Studies in Classical Philology 
HZ = Historische Zeitschrift 
JBerlM = Jahrbuch der Berliner Museen 
JDGGS 2008 = J. COURT/A. MÜLLER/A. SCHULTE (Hgg.): Jahrbuch 

2008 der Deutschen Gesellschaft für Geschichte der Sportwis-
senschaft e.V., Berlin 2010 (Studien zur Geschichte des Sports 
10) 

JGS = Journal of Glass Studies 
JSH = Journal of Sport History  
JOH = Journal of Olympic History 
JRA = Journal of Roman Archaeology 
JRS = Journal of Roman Studies 
Ludi romani = Ludi romani. Espestaculos en Hispania Romana [Aus-

stellungskatalog], Merida 2002 
MBAH = Münstersche Beiträge zur antiken Handelsgeschichte 
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MedArch = Mediterranean Archaeology 
Panathenaic Games = O. PALAGIA /A. CHOREMI-SPETSIERI (Hgg.): The 

Panathenaic Games. Proceedings of an International Confe-
rence Held at the University of Athens, May 11–12, 2004, Ox-
ford 2007

PBSR = Papers of the British School at Rome 
PP = La parola di passato 
QJS = The Quarterly Journal of Speech 
RB = Revue Biblique 
REA = Revue des Études Anciennes 
REG = Revue des Études Grecques 
Rethinking the Olympics = R.K. BARNEY (Hg.), Rethinking the Olym-

pics. Cultural Histories of the Modern Games, Morgantown, 
West Virginia 2010, XII, 491 S. 

RIN = Rivista italiana di numismatica e scienze affini 
RM = Mitteilungen des Deutschen Archäologischen Instituts, Römi-

sche Abteilung 
RoczHum = Roczniki humanistyczne. Filologia klasyczna 
RPh = Revue Philologique 
RSA =Rivista storica dell’antichità 
Sport in the Ancient World = Z. PAPAKONSTANTINOU (Hg.): Sport in 

the Cultures of the Ancient World. New Perspectives, London/ 
New York 2010 (Sport in the Global World)

ZPE = Zeitschrift für Papyrologie und Epigraphik 

I. Hilfsmittel (Bibliographien, Lexika, Quellensammlungen u.ä.); 
mehrere Kulturen betreffende Arbeiten 

1. CHAMAY , J.:La vittoria, in: Atleti di Zeus, 191–195, Abb. 

2. DOZIO, E./C.-M. FALLANI /S. SOLDINI (Hgg.): Gli atleti di Zeus. 
Lo sport nell’antichità. Mostra organizzata dal Museo d’arte 
Mendrisio con il sostegno di Municipio di Mendrisio 12 settem-
bre 2009 – 10 gennaio 2010, Mailand 2009, 263 S.; Abb. 

3. CORNELL, T.: On War and Games in the Ancient World, in: 
CORNELL, T.J./T.B. ALLEN (Hgg.): War and Games, Rochester 
2002, 37–72 

4. DECKER, W.: Jahresbibliographie zum Sport im Altertum 2008 
nebst Nachträgen aus früheren Jahren, in: Nikephoros 21, 2008, 
245–280 
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5. FINKEL , I.: Ancient Board Games in Perspective, London 2006 

6. KRATZMÜLLER, B.: Bericht über die 36th Annual Convention of 
the North American Society for Sport History (NASSH) und das 
9th Seminar of the International Society of the History of Physi-
cal Education and Sport (ISHPES), in: Nikephoros 21, 2008, 
315–317 

7. MCCLELLAND , J.: Body and Mind. Sport in Europe from the 
Roman Empire to the Renaissance, London/New York 2007 
(Sport in the Global Society), XVI (+I), 187 S., Abb. 

8. MOURATIDIS, I.: ���@�A�<�>���.�U �C�B�@�6�7���?�U �.�0�F�0���?�U �7�.�6�U �.�5�8�4�A�6�@�9�<���U �A�<�B�U
�.�>�D�.���<�B�U �7���@�9�<�B�` Thessaloniki 2008, XI, 670 S, darin 123 s.-w. 
u. 16 farb. Abb. 

9. PAPAKONSTANTINOU, Z.: Epilogue: Fresh Perspectives on An-
cient Sport, in: Sport in the Ancient World, 217–219 

10. PAPAKONSTANTINOU, Z.: Prologue: Sport in the Cultures of the 
Ancient World, in: Sport in the Ancient World, XVII–XXIV 

11. PAPAKONSTANTINOU, Z.: Sport in the Cultures of the Ancient 
World, in: IJHS 26, 2009, 141–148

12. PAPAKONSTANTINOU, Z.: (Hg.): Sport in the Cultures of the An-
cient World. New Perspectives, London/New York 2010 [er-
schienen: 2009] (Sport in the Global Society), XXIV, 224 S.  

13. PASTOR MUÑOZ, M./M. VILLENA  PONSODA./J.L. AGUILERA 

GONZÁLEZ (Hgg.): Deporte y olimpismo, Granada 2007 (Biblio-
teca di bolsillo. Collectanea 52), 298 S., Abb. 

14. PASTOR MUNOZ, M./J.L. AGUILERA GONZÁLEZ: La mujer y el 
deporte en la Antigüedad clásica, in: Deporte y olimpismo, 13–
31 

15. RIEDER, H.: Sportliche Glanzleistungen vergangener Jahrhun-
derte, Gaiber: Eigenverlag 2005, 75 S., Abb. 

16. SCANLON, Th.: Contesting Ancient Mediterranean Sport, in: 
Sport in the Ancient World, 1–12 

17. SCANLON, Th.: Sports and Media in the Ancient World, in: 
RANEY, A. A./J. BRYANT (Hgg.): Handbook of Sports and Media, 
London/Mahwah 2006, 3–19 
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II. Frühe Kulturen
II.1 Vorgeschichte und Randkulturen 

18. COE, M.: Another Look at the Maya Ballgame, in: DOMENICI,
D./S.C. ORSINI (Hgg.):  Il sacro e il paesaggio nell’America 
indigena, Bologna 2003, 197–204 

19. COLLARD, D.: Function and Ethnicity. ‘Bathtubs’ from Late 
Bronze Age Cyprus, Sävedalen 2008 (Studies in Mediterranean 
Archaeology and Literature, Pocket-Book 171), 198 S., 57 Abb.  

Rez. in: Gnomon 82, 2010, 182–184 (M. TRÜMPER) 

20. FOURRIER, S.: Pierre à cupules d’Amathonte, in: CCEC 33, 
2003, 89–98, Abb. 

21. LUCZANITS, Ch. (Red.): Gandhara. Das buddhistische Erbe Pa-
kistans: Legenden, Klöster und Paradiese, [Katalog der Aus-
stellung] 21. November 2008 bis 15. März 2009 in der Kunst- 
und Ausstellungshalle der Bundesrepublik Deutschland in Bonn, 
9. April bis 10. August 2009 im Martin-Gropius-Bau in Berlin, 
6. September 2009 bis 3. Januar 2010 im Museum Rietberg in 
Zürich, Mainz 2008, 384 S., zahlr. Abb., Pläne, Karten [Nr.219: 
Ringer] 

22. MORATA SAEZ, J./J.-C. FERNANDEZ TRUAN: Physical Activities 
of the Iberos, in: ESSH 2, 2, 2009, 5–22 

23. ORR, H.: Stone Balls and Masked Men: Ballgame as Combat 
Ritual, in: �ùncient America 5, 2003, 73–104 

II.2 Altes Ägypten 

24. LOHWASSER, A.: Schwimmen. Eine Kulturtechnik und ihre Dar-
stellung im Land am Nil. Mit einem Exkurs zu den so genannten 
„Schwimmerinnen“ als Löffelgriff, in: Nikephoros 21, 2008, 53–
80, Abb. 

II.3 Alter Orient 
Kein Eintrag 
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III.1 Mythologie; Kreta, Mykene, Homer 

25. BIGNASCA, A.: Mito e realtà alle origini dell’atletismo, in: Atleti 
di Zeus, 85–90, Abb. 

26. RATINAU -LACHKAR, I.: À l’origine des concours d’Olympie: 
aristoi et athla d’Homère à l’Altis, in: Contests and Rewards in 
the Homeric Epics. 10th International Symposium on the Odys-
sey, Ithaki, September 15–19, 2004, Athen 2007, 231–259 

III.2 Archaik, Klassik, Hellenismus, Kaiserzeit 

27. JACQUEMIN, A.: Le retour à la norme après les Olympia 
sanglants de 364, in: HOFFMANN, G./A. GAILLOT (Hgg.): Rituels 
et transgressions de l’Antiquité à nos jours. Actes du colloque 
Amiens, 23–25 janvier 2008, Amiens 2009, 61–74 

28. PRITCHARD, D.M.: Sport, War and Democracy in Classical 
Athens, in: Sport in the Ancient World, 64–97 

29. REMIJSEN, S.: Challenged by Egyptians: Greek Sports in the 
Third Century BC, in: Sport in the Ancient World, 98–124 

III.3 Agone, Athleten 

30. ALBANIDIS , E.: The Olympic Games of Ancient Macedonia, in: 
ESSH 2, 1, 2009, 5–22 

31. BOSNAKIS, D.: Zwei Dichterinnen aus Kos. Ein neues inschrift-
liches Zeugnis über das öffentliche Auftreten von Frauen, in: 
K. HÖGHAMMAR (Hg.): The Hellenistic „polis“ of Kos: State, 
Economy and Culture. Proceedings of an International Seminar 
Organized by the Department of Archaeology and Ancient 
History, Uppsala University, 11–13 May 2000, Uppsala 2004, 
99–108, Abb. 

32. BRU, H.: Les concours grecs dans les provinces syriennes d’ 
Auguste à Constantin, in: Stadion 33, 2007, 1–28 

33. CHAMPION, C.B.: In Defense of Hellas. The Antigonid Soteria 
and Paneia at Delos and the Aetolian Soteria at Delphi, in: 
AJAH n.s. 3–4, 2004–2005, 72–88 
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34. CHRISTESEN, P.: Whence 776? The Origin of the Date for the 
First Olympiad, in: Sport in the Ancient World, 13–34 

35. CHRISTESEN, P./Z. MARTIROSOVA-TORLONE: The Olympic Victor 
List of Eusebius: Background, Text, and Translation, in: Traditio 
61, 2006, 31–93 

36. DECKER, W.: Maron alias ‘Halter’. Ringer und Pankratiast, in: 
Fs. A. Krüger, 199–202 

37. DREW-BEAR, T./G. SACCO: Epigrammi agonistici e notabili di 
Synnada, in: AASA, n. s. 13–14, 2006–2007, 253–281 

38. EDER, B.: Continuity of Bronze Age Cult at Olympia? The 
Evidence of the Late Bronze Age and Early Iron Age Pottery, in:
LAFFINEUR, R./R. HÄGG (Hgg.): Potnia. Deities and Religion in 
the Aegean Bronze Age, Lüttich 2001, 201–209 

39. FALLANI , C.-M.: Azione emozione: l’agone nell’antichità, in: 
Atleti di Zeus, 25–43, Abb. 

40. GOETTE, H.R.: „Choregic“ or Victory Monuments of the Tribal 
Panathenaic Contests, in: Panathenaic Games, 117–126, 8 Abb. 

41. KNOEPFLER, D.: Trois cités béotiennes vues par Pausanias, in: 
Cours et travaux, 105ème année, 2004–2005, 609–622 

42. KNOEPFLER, D.: Cupido ille propter quem Thespiae visuntur, 
une mésaventure insoupçonnée de l’Eros de Praxitèle et 
l’institution des concours des Érôtideia, in: Nomen Latinum. 
Mélanges André Schneider, Genf 1997, 34–37 

43. KNOEPFLER, D.: Fêtes et concours de la Cadmée, Hérakleia et 
Agriônia. Un concours thébain doublement nouveau des Rô-
maia, in: Cours et travaux, 106ème année, 2005–2006, 637–640 

44. KNOEPFLER, D.: La réorganisation du concours des Mouseia à 
l’époque hellénistique: esquisse d’une solution nouvelle, in: 
HURST, A./A. SCHACHTER (Hgg.): La montagne des Muses, Genf 
1996, 141–167 

45. KRENTZ, P.:Fighting by the Rules. The Invention of the Hoplite 
Agon, in: Hesperia 71, 2002, 23–39 

46. KYRIAKOU , P.: «Epidoxon kydos». Crown Victory and its Re-
wards, in: C & M 58, 2007, 119–158 

47. MANIERI, A.: Giudice corrotti negli antichi agoni, in: Rudiae 
16–17, 2004–2005, 353–367 
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Panathenaic Athenas, in: Panathenaic Games, 159–164, 8 Abb. 

49. M IKALSON, J.D.: Gods and Athletic Games, in: Panathenaic 
Games, 33–40 

50. NEILS, J.: Replicating Tradition: the First Celebrations of the 
Greater Panathenaia, in: Panathenaic Games, 41–51, 6 Abb. 
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n.s. 13–14, 2006–2007, 283–298 

52. SCANLON, Th.:The Heraia at Olympia Revisited, in: Nikephoros 
21, 2008, 159–196 
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the Panathenaia, in: Panathenaic Games, 135–145 

55. SHEAR, J.L.: Polis and Panatheneia. The History and Develop-
ment of Athena’s Festival, Diss. University of Pennsylvania, 
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athenaic Games, 21–32, 2 Abb. 

58. TIVERIOS, M.: Panathenaic Amphoras, in: Panathenaic Games, 
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�:�2�?, in: Panathenaic Games, 109–116, 11 Abb. 
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64. CHODKOWSKI, R.R.: Pierwsza relacja sportowa? (Sofokles, 
Elektra, w.680–763), in: RoczHum 53, 2005, 39–69 
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Throne, in: Panathenaic Games, 147–157, 10 Abb. 
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 NIKEPHOROS 22, 2009, 223–231  

Mark Golden,    
Greek Sport and Social Status,  
Austin: University of Texas Press, 
2008, XVI + 214 pp. ISBN 978-0-
292-71869-2, $ 50,– (hard cover) 

After Sport and Society in Ancient 
Greece (1997; cf. Nikephoros 13, 
2000, 281–293), and Sport in the 
Ancient World from A to Z (2004; 
cf. Nikephoros 16, 2003 [2005], 
277–279) Mark Golden now comes 
up with a delightful book on Greek 
sport and social status, the written 
and probably somewhat elaborated 
version of the Fordyce W. Mitchel 
Memorial Lectures given at the 
University of Missouri at Columbia 
in 2000. Fortunately G. has in-
cluded in the published version the 
many very apt references to ‘current 
events and a few good stories’ (IX). 
It must have been a pleasure to at-
tend these lectures, provided one is 
interested in, or at least, accepts the 
importance of Greek sport as an 
essential element in Greek urban 
society. 

The book has four chapters. 
Chapter 1 deals with the funda-
mental importance of competitive 
success for elite Greek males (X) 
and, we may add, for those who, 
without belonging to the elite by 
birth, managed to penetrate into its 
realm. Chapter 2 discusses the, oth-
erwise rather subordinate, role of 
slaves in ancient sport, with a spe-
cial section on the so-called pa-
laistrophylakes (‘palaestra guards’), 
a function held by both slaves and 
free citizens. In the third chapter the 
focus is on gladiators, within the 
context of the debate about the 
definition of sport in general and 
about whether or not ‘gladiatorial 
combat has a valid claim to be con-

sidered sport’ (X) in particular. 
Golden’s answer is affirmative. The 
book concludes with an illuminating 
essay on the way the ancient Olym-
pics were used (or, rather, abused) 
as a source of legitimation for the 
modern counterpart. It is an effec-
tive de-bunking story about the 
harm done by various myths to 
modern accounts of the ancient 
Olympics. 

Golden’s first chapter is typical 
of the way he moves back and forth 
between antiquity and the world of 
contemporary sport. His main topic 
is the status of jockeys and chario-
teers in ancient equestrian sport and 
that of trainers/coaches in ancient 
athletics. In the first five pages of 
the chapter two stories about 
American golfers serve to show that 
the definition of sport itself was at 
stake: should handicapped golfers 
be allowed to use carts or should a 
golfer walk on the greens? In other 
words: was athletic endeavor an 
essential element in the sport of golf 
or was it just a matter of technical 
skills? This contemporary contro-
versy serves as a sort of prelude to 
the central problem of chapter 3 on 
how to define ancient sport. For the 
subject of chapter 1 the role of cad-
dies in golf is directly relevant. 
Though in recent years caddies have 
made a lot of money and have even 
established a ‘Professional Caddies 
Association’, the dominant view on 
their role has been expressed by a 
top professional golfer: ‘I don’t 
know a single caddy who will win 
or lose a tournament’ (3): an un-
equivocal parallel for the old dictum 
of suum cuique! 

After a brief section on the elite-
character of equestrian competition 
– breeding, buying and transporting 
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horses (and chariots) was a costly 
affair – G. focuses on the ‘caddies’ 
in ancient Greek equestrian sport: 
jockeys and charioteers. As to the 
former his conclusion is clear and 
convincing: ‘There is no role for a 
jockey’ (12). As to the latter, the 
story is somewhat more compli-
cated: there is some evidence – in 
Pindar and in various sources re-
cording versions of the chariot-race 
between Pelops and Oinomaos, king 
of Pisa – for elite-gentlemen driving 
their own chariots but in the end 
G.’s analysis comes down to the 
conclusion that there is a ‘standard 
situation in Greek chariot racing, in 
which an absentee owner can claim 
credit for what his driver has done’ 
(16); a situation that can be fol-
lowed well into the Hellenistic pe-
riod, witness, inter alia, epigrams of 
Callimachus and Posidippus (the 
latter known to us through the 
spectacular papyrus-roll published 
in 2001). Kings, Ptolemaic and  
otherwise, queens and princesses 
proudly parade in these epigrams as 
victors in the chariot-races at major 
Panhellenic festivals but at the same 
time ‘the contributions of their 
jockeys and charioteers (are) corre-
spondingly reduced or ignored’ 
(20). Why in some sources the own-
ers of horses and chariots are repre-
sented as charioteers remains a 
problem not discussed by G. Could 
it be the case that in those versions 
reminicences of the heroic past in 
general and of Homer in particular 
are cherished? The Homeric basileis
and their like stood on their chariots 
because it was part of legendary 
warfare; as soon as chariots ceased 
to play a role in warfare and the 
basileis were reduced to promachoi
and/or leaders of hoplite-phalanges, 

they stopped driving their chariots, 
which now became symbols of their 
social superiority. Admittedly, it is 
already in Homer’s Iliad that the 
chariots no longer functioned on the 
battlefield but merely served to 
transport the basileis to it but nev-
ertheless it remains true that the 
basileus’ chariot is somehow related 
to the battlefield, where the noble-
man himself, and not a subordinate 
servant, is expected to shine forth in 
all his glory. 

In the section on trainers of ath-
letes G. begins by arguing that the 
social origin of athletes was elitist. 
He casts doubt on David Young’s 
idea of young athletes working their 
way up to the Panhellenic top by 
using the allegedly substantial 
money prizes won in local contests 
to defray the costs of training and 
travelling. But in the end he seems 
to allow for a number of poor ath-
letes (‘however many poor athletes 
there may have been’ (26); cf. also 
33: in the post-classical period 
‘there were some athletes who did 
not belong to the upper reaches of 
the elite’); and rightly so. First, we 
have the often quoted words of Al-
cibiades about athletes ‘of low 
birth, from small towns, poorly 
educated’, admittedly quoted by G. 
but in a different context, viz. that 
of rivalry between aristocratic 
equestrian and ‘plebeian’ athletic 
events (9). Second, we have the 
equally well-known texts from 
Ephesos, in which a father and a 
trainer, respectively, ask the assem-
bly and council for subsidy ‘eis 
askesin kai ekdemian’ (for training 
and traveling costs) for two young 
athletes who had already won in 
Nemea in the category of the boys 
but now needed money for advanc-
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ing to the category of adult men and 
remaining successful on the inter-
national level. Here G. seems to 
misinterpret the texts. He argues 
(25) that two men ‘had helped de-
fray Athenodoros’ expenses to pre-
pare for and journey to the festival 
and undertook to do so in future’, 
and that as a reward the trainer 
asked the Ephesians to award citi-
zenship to the two benefactors. He 
goes on to postulate a sort of elitist-
reciprocity between two benefactors 
providing money on the one hand 
and the young athlete and his trainer 
on the other ‘repaying’ the bene-
factors’ favor with the grant of citi-
zenship. In this way he tries to 
question the conclusion that Athe-
nodoros, if not really poor, at least 
belonged to the non-elite middling 
group. However, if I understand 
L. ROBERT’s words correctly, the 
context is a completely different 
one: the two foreigners had not sup-
ported Athenodoros and were not 
subsequently ‘rewarded’ by a grant 
of citizenship. The trainer asked the 
Ephesian council and assembly to 
subsidize his pupil, and Ephesos 
raised the money needed for that 
subsidy by selling citizenship to two 
foreigners: ‘Le décret décide que, 
comme il n’y a pas d’argent dis-
ponible, on s’en procurera en fai-
sant tant de citoyens contre argent’ 
(OMS V 371). G. (148 note 71) re-
fers to BRUNET’s study in the Jour-
nal of Sport History 30, 2003, 227–
230 (cf. esp. note 42), who, how-
ever, misinterprets Robert, and  
to SLATER/SUMMA , GRBS 2006, 
297/298, who admittedly discuss the 
Athenodoros-case but do not dis-
cuss the function of the grant (sale) 
of citizenship at all. 

Whatever the truth about the so-
cial status of ancient athletes G. 
rightly emphasizes the continuity of 
an ‘elitist or at least meritocratic 
mindset’ in ancient athletics: small 
wonder that the role of trainers and 
coaches is largely ‘ignored or 
downgraded’ (26): aristocrats do it 
basically all by themselves! 

There is, nevertheless, a clear 
difference between the position of 
jockeys/charioteers and that of ath-
letic trainers. Whereas in Pindar 
trainers are mentioned as a sort of 
non-paid friends and are kept far 
away from anything even remotely 
resembling the ‘technical crafts-
man’ who like a mercenary is paid 
for his services, in the Hellenistic-
Roman period, as G. rightly argues, 
they become much more visible in 
literary and epigraphical sources. At 
the end of quite a few honorary 
inscriptions for successful athletes 
we find the formula ‘hypo epi-
stat�•n’. Incidentally, the accusative 
suggests that we should not think of 
the inscription (and the concomitant 
statue) as ‘being erected by the 
trainer’; that would require a geni-
tive; the idea, rather, is that the 
athlete’s accomplishment took place 
‘under the supervision, guidance of 
the trainer’ (cf. LSJ s.v. �î�=�I + acc.). 
The attention given to trainers in 
Philostratos also reflects the grow-
ing importance of trainers in con-
temporary society. G. describes this 
development both excellently and 
succinctly: a combination occasion-
ally absent in contributions by other 
scholars. 

The question is: how to explain 
the shift in the appreciation of train-
ers and the increasing willingness of 
athletes to share the credit of their 
victories with trainers under whose 
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guidance they achieved their suc-
cess? G. begins by discarding two 
explanations: the ‘democratization’ 
(my term, HWP) and ‘professionali-
zation’ of sport. The first concerns 
the alleged increase in the number 
of non-elite athletes; as pointed out 
above. G. admits that there were 
‘some athletes who did not belong 
to the upper reaches of the elite’ 
(33) but, nevertheless, believes that 
the metrioi (the ‘middling’ class) 
who in Artemidoros’ Dream-book 
are likely to become famous ath-
letes, may well include the local 
elites of the Greek cities, apparently 
the ‘upper reaches’ included. I 
rather prefer to believe that the 
metrioi include the lower echelons 
of the boul�• and the upper echelons 
of what P. Veyne once described as 
the plebs media. An inscription 
from Alexandreia Troas exemplifies 
what I mean. An epitaph records a 
pankratiast, whose statues stood in 
the temples of Apollo and Askle-
pios; he is the son of a linen-weaver 
and/or-dealer (M. RICL, The in-
scriptions of Alexandreia Troas
no. 129). Such athletes are likely to 
have less aversion to technitai-like 
trainers and, in this respect at least, 
not to follow the otherwise prevail-
ing aristocratic ‘mind-set’. 

As to the professionalization, G. 
admits that ‘a new appreciation for 
(the trainers’) technical contribu-
tions cannot be ruled ... out’ (37), 
but in the end he feels that it is at 
variance with the ‘increased versa-
tility’, i. e., the increased tendency 
not to specialize (cf. also chapter 3 
p.95) among athletes. Here he fol-
lows David YOUNG (Nikephoros 9, 
1996, 175–197). In Nikephoros 12, 
1999, 279–281, I tried to show  
that between ‘Leichtathletik’ and 

‘Schwerathletik’ there were on the 
whole solid barriers. Combinations 
of stadion and diaulos and of boxing 
and pankration have nothing to do 
with versatility but with the fact that 
for the ancients the former consti-
tuted variants of the general cate-
gory ‘speed-running’ and the latter 
were variants of heavy-weight 
sports. Examples of speed-runners 
and heavy-weight athletes who won 
the dolichos are rare and excep-
tional. 

So all in all, I prefer to believe 
that the combined impact of a shift 
in the recruitment of athletes and in 
the sophistication of training sched-
ules may well have been instru-
mental in bringing about a change 
in the appreciation of the trainers 
and in the corresponding willing-
ness among athletes to share the 
credit for success with them. 

G. himself offers two interesting 
alternative suggestions. The first 
runs as follows: association of ath-
letes with trainers was a ‘signal of 
social status in itself’ (38). Private 
trainers were expensive (‘only the 
well-off could afford one’) and as to 
public trainers in the gymnasion, 
the ephebate increasingly became 
the domain of ‘boys of the most 
prosperous families’ (ibidem). As-
sociating oneself with a trainer al-
most by definition signals member-
ship of the elite. As an example G. 
advances the case of the Athenian 
ephebate. However, even if the the-
ory could be shown to fit the Athe-
nian gymnasion, in other Greek 
cities the urban ephebes comprised 
not merely the sons of the well-off 
(‘the bouleutic classes’, in Onno 
Van Nijf’s words), but also mem-
bers of ‘a broad middle class’ 
(O. VAN NIJF in: S. GOLDHILL
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[ed.], Being Greek under Rome,
Cambridge 2001, 325). S. HIN (An-
cient Society 37, 2007, 141–166) 
recently argued that ‘the ephebeia 
prepared both elite sons and non-
aristocrat adolescents for civic life’ 
in the post-classical cities. But then, 
of course, one could argue that the 
non-aristocrats simply adopted or 
imitated the ‘mindset’ of the elite 
and also began considering associa-
tion with their trainer as ‘a signal of 
social status in itself’. However, 
along these lines it becomes in-
creasingly difficult to explain the 
change in visibility of the trainer 
altogether. In the pre-Hellenistic 
period the imprint of the elite on 
athletics was presumably larger than 
in later times; this certainly applies 
to the gymnasion in its initial stage; 
why, then, is there so little evidence 
for athletes prepared to share credit 
with trainers? The farther we go 
back in time, the more trainers 
would be an exclusive signal of 
social status! 

G.’s second suggestion concerns 
an increased tendency among ath-
letes to proudly announce a drawn 
contest in their palmares, i.e., to 
share the credit for victory with 
somebody else. According to G. this 
attitude may have facilitated the 
sharing of credit with trainers. The 
question remains, however, whether 
a mention of shared victories (sun-
stephtheis: ‘to be crowned together 
with’) was meant to be a sign of 
moderation/modesty, of being pre-
pared to say that one was not good 
enough by oneself; perhaps it was 
an expression of pride in an in-
creasingly fierce and competitive 
world of international athletes: ‘I 
managed to reach the final but un-
fortunately I could not defeat my 

opponent; nevertheless, it is clear 
that I have outgrown the level of 
local contests and almost managed 
to reach the top.’ 

Whatever the truth, G. is the first 
in modern scholarship who has seen 
the phenomenon of the increased 
‘visibility’ of the trainers in our 
evidence and has felt the ensuing 
need to come up with an explana-
tion, based on an impressive com-
mand of relevant sources and of 
modern publications. 

As to slaves and ancient Greek 
sport (ch. 2), G. leaves no doubt 
what the general picture looked 
like: the rule is ‘the exclusion of 
slaves’ (42). Some of them may 
have been allowed to receive a 
share of oil in the gymnasion but it 
is by no means certain that this im-
plies a right to ‘exercise in the 
gymnasium’ (ibidem; cf. SEG XLII 
1743). In one often quoted inscrip-
tion from Isaurian Misthia (SEG VI 
449) slaves participate in a local 
festival. If the slave wins, he should 
give one quarter of his prize-money 
to his fellow-competitors (43). G. 
rightly underlines the unusual char-
acter of the text. I wonder whether 
we have here a private contest, or-
ganized in memory of the deceased 
Loukianos (heros Progamios) by 
the neighbourhood (cf. SEG XXXIX 
1418). The participation of slaves is 
a matter of good personal relations 
between the participating slave-
owners and their slaves, comparable 
to the privileges which slaves and 
freedmen enjoy in funeral inscrip-
tions erected by their masters. 

After having demolished effec-
tively some pieces of evidence ad-
duced by scholars to show that 
slaves occasionally did participate 
in sports-events, G. offers a very 
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interesting section on comparative 
history. Whereas in other slave-
societies, especially in the Ameri-
can South, slaves competed in the 
same sports as their masters, in the 
ancient world evidence for this 
practice is completely lacking. Why 
is this so? In southern parts of 
America community-building both 
between the slaves themselves and 
between slaves and masters was an 
important motive. In antiquity – so 
G. argues convincingly – there were 
hardly any real slave-communities 
(except perhaps among the Helots). 
In addition in ancient sport the par-
ticipants performed in the (semi)-
nude; their free bodies were sup-
posed to be superior to the servile 
bodies of the slaves. However, as G. 
puts it, ‘the inconvenient reality ... 
is that nature sometimes gets it 
wrong’ (55); and the inconvenience 
is definitely a problem in a hierar-
chical society, in which a priori 
freeborn persons were set apart 
from and were supposed to be supe-
rior to slaves. The ancient solution 
was simple: just exclude the servile 
elements from the ‘nudity-show’ in 
the gymnasion and stadiums. 

The chapter is concluded with a 
section on slaves not as participants 
but as workers in the gymnasia and 
palaestrae. After a brief and elegant 
exposition about the pitfalls into 
which one is likely to fall when 
trying to identify slaves on Greek 
pots, G. finally focuses on one spe-
cific group of slaves: the palaistro-
phylakes (‘guards of the palaestra’). 
In an Appendix (66f.) he collects 
literary, epigraphical and papy-
rological evidence for this function-
ary. The early examples all seem to 
concern slaves; it is not until the 
first cent. A.D. that non-slave 

palaistrophylakes appear in the 
sources, especially in Egyptian pa-
pyri. G. shows that such slaves may 
have played the role of sparring-
partners in the gymnasion; the asso-
ciation of a slave with athletics 
paved the way to later freeborn 
guards: it brought prestige to the 
function. I wonder whether the 
relative scarcity of slaves in Roman 
Egypt, when compared for example 
to Asia Minor, may perhaps also 
have played its role; in such a sce-
nario having recourse to poor free-
born people is an almost inevitable 
solution; a solution, moreover, 
much more pedestrian than G.’s. 

In chapter 3 G. gives short shrift 
to the myth of cultured Greeks  
and savage, blood-thirsty Romans. 
Gladiatorial combats were just as 
popular in the Greek world of the 
Imperial period as in Italy. Greek 
local politicians were proud on their 
offer of gladiatorial shows ‘with 
sharp weapons’ (cf. M. CARTER in: 
ZPE 155, 2006, 161–175; it is in 
G.’s bibliography). That such shows 
were the exception has nothing to 
do with humanitarian feelings but 
was a matter of economic calcula-
tions: owning or hiring gladiators 
was an expensive business (cf. 101). 
In Phrygian Hierapolis Greek edi-
tors of shows sometime had ‘espha-
g�•’ (‘he was slaughtered’) engraved 
on gladiatorial reliefs commemo-
rating their munera: the equivalent 
of sine missione in the West. On the 
other hand Greek ‘Schwerathletik’ 
was itself pretty violent, which nu-
ances the idealized image of the 
refined, cultural Greek. Heavy inju-
ries were common enough and even 
death was a distinct possibility; and, 
as G. points out, it is especially 
heavy athletes who were wor-
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shipped as heroes and whose prizes 
were higher than those of runners 
and pentathetes. 

Gladiators consistently sought to 
advertise themselves as Greeks, as 
popular stars and, above all, as ath-
letes. G. offers a perceptive analysis 
of the latter phenomenon: gladiators 
performed ‘in the stadium’, were 
‘athletes of Ares’, used words from 
the root pyg, which were also used 
by boxers (pygme; pyktes) and 
called themselves aleiptos (unde-
feated) and paradoxos (excep-
tional), epithets frequently on re-
cord in athletic texts. 

Sometimes G. goes too far in his 
enthusiasm. He misinterprets two 
texts from Sagalassos (ROBERT, 
Gladiateurs nos. 97–98). It is not 
gladiators who honored an agono-
thetes ‘as if they were athletes’ 
(78); it is an association of textile-
dyers which honored an agonothetes
who in his capacity of Imperial high 
priest had also given gladiatorial 
shows (no. 97). Similarly it is not 
an athletic ‘champion’ who spon-
sored gladiatorial combats, thereby 
showing that ‘athletes might accept 
their association with gladiators’ 
(79); no. 98 is an epitaph of a rich 
benefactor, who is proud of his 
sponsoring both gladiators and ath-
letes: Ares is combined with Her-
mes Enagonios! The texts testify to 
the mentality of middle class 
craftsmen honoring an agonothetes
who as Imperial high priest also 
offered gladiatorial shows and of 
members of the elite priding them-
selves on organizing both athletic 
contests and gladiatorial shows. 

In fact these texts should have 
been inserted in G.’s section on 
ambitions of the elite, in which he 
convincingly and eloquently shows, 

mainly on the basis of epigraphic 
evidence, how the Greek elites eas-
ily combined the organization and 
financing of athletic contests with 
that of gladiatorial shows and/or 
venationes. In both cases they be-
came Romans (given the fact that 
athletic contests were often named 
after emperors and took place in the 
context of the Imperial cult) but 
stayed Greek. 

In the final section G. moves one 
step forward: from the fact that 
gladiators represented themselves as 
athletes and that benefactors com-
bined athletic events with gladiato-
rial combats, he tends to infer that 
the ancients subsumed both athletics 
and gladiatorial combat under the 
name of ‘sport’. G. admits that on 
an organizing level contests and 
gladiator shows were kept apart but 
adds that we ‘should not ... be con-
tent merely to accept Greek atti-
tudes here’ (93); and on the level of 
mentality he has collected in the 
preceding sections, as said before, 
much evidence to show that for 
educated Greeks athletics and 
gladiatorial munera were ‘two sides 
of the same coin’ (85). The afore-
mentioned inference leads him sub-
sequently to defend the thesis that 
we should follow the ancient men-
tality and no longer quarrel about 
whether or not gladiatorial combats 
are sport (104: ‘gladiators’ claims ... 
sound reasonable enough to me’). 

After a succinct and clarifying 
discussion of the views of Thuillier, 
Müller, Horsmann, Kyle and my-
self, G. focuses on Poliakoff’s defi-
nition in which the cardinal ele-
ments of sport are physical compe-
tition, established regulations and 
victory (with the concomitant crite-
ria for determining it). These crite-
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ria certainly allow us to subsume 
gladiatorial combats under the name 
of ‘sport’, but what troubles people 
like Poliakoff most is that, whereas 
in athletics, especially in the heavy 
events, deaths were accidents and 
‘byproducts of those sports’ dan-
gers’, in gladiatorial combats deaths 
were expected and even welcomed 
by the spectators (100). G. counters 
by arguing that gladiators were too 
much of an expensive investment 
for them to be killed regularly. Most 
combats were fought ‘without sharp 
(= deadly) weapons’. G. is right in 
saying that our views about gladia-
torial spectacles being reprehensible 
are irrelevant here. ‘Analysis’ (103) 
should prevail. Analysis, however, 
makes it pretty clear that in most 
gladiatorial combats the actors per-
formed under compulsion, which is 
not the case for athletes. That Greek 
heavy athletes fought ‘under the 
direction of others’ (99) is either 
incorrect or irrelevant; that they 
were willing to submit to whipping 
(a punishment commonly reserved 
for slaves) after infringement of the 
games, is also irrelevant: it was just 
part of their own voluntary decision 
to register for a contest; and I con-
tinue to believe that around gladia-
torial games there was an ‘atmos-
phere of death, cruelty and violence 
which is alien to a Greek agon’ 
(Mnemosyne 2009, 344–346, where 
I review D. KYLE ’s recent book on 
Sport and Spectacle in the ancient 
world). Gladiators’ claims to be 
athletes may be adduced just as well 
to draw the opposite conclusion: it 
was an attempt to gain respectabil-
ity in a world which otherwise con-
sidered their occupation dishonor-
able. 

G.’s final chapter is an abso-
lutely delightful essay on how 
De Coubertin abused the history of 
the ancient Olympics to give his 
own creation more legitimacy and 
to make it more impressive, and on 
De Coubertin’s predecessors who 
did not get the credit they deserved, 
ad maioremgloriam of the French 
baron and his position as the ‘prime 
mover’ (107) of the modern Games. 
G. begins by unmasking four ele-
ments which occasionally have been 
associated with the ancient festival: 
‘Swifter, higher, stronger’, the 
Olympic rings, the torch relay and 
the marathon, all modern inven-
tions. He continues with twelve 
important distinctions between the 
ancient and modern Olympics: ir-
regular celebration between 1896 
and 1988 versus continuity in antiq-
uity; location, program (constant 
expansion versus an unchanged 
program since 520 B. C.), prizes 
(one in Olympia versus three med-
als now), team sports versus indi-
vidual performance etc. etc. 

As to De Coubertin’s predeces-
sors G. summarizes the results of 
D. Young’s pioneering research into 
these persons in Greece and Eng-
land. Very interesting and convinc-
ing is the answer he formulates on 
the question of why these men were 
not successful, whereas De Couber-
tin was. The most important reason 
lies in the fact that the predecessors 
aimed at participants from outside 
the elite and were even prepared to 
support such people financially. For 
De Coubertin cum suis this was 
anathema (133); they cherished the 
ideal of amateurism and thus, by 
implication, of exclusive participa-
tion by representatives of the well-
to-do, who had the means to finance 
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training and travelling abroad. By 
way of justification the Coubertini-
ans pointed to the ancient Greeks, 
thereby creating what is now known 
as the myth of Olympic amateurism. 
We all know that medals can be 
compared with wreaths but that the 
indirect benefits which accrued to 
Olympic victors were manifold and 
legitimate; moreover, participation 
in money-games was no reason to 
exclude athletes from Olympia. It 
may be useful to add that in recent 
years the IOC changed its ideology 
dramatically: professional soccer- 
and tennisplayers, for instance, now 
perform in the Games; and national 
Olympic Committees and/or sport 
organizations assist their Olympic 
talents financially. We have come a 
long way from De Coubertin and 
now have much in common with the 
ancients in this respect. 

G. concludes with another myth: 
the Olympic truce. However lofty 
the modern Olympic ideology may 
have been in terms of peace and 
international brotherhood, it has 
nothing to do with the Olympic 
truce which came merely down to 
nothing more than a ban on any 
attempt to prevent athletes from 
coming to Olympia and on waging 
war against Elis during the Olym-
piad. G. has an interesting, though 
highly subjective advice for the 
IOC: instead of playing around with 
alleged ancient ideals of an Olym-
pic truce it would be wiser to ex-
clude countries from the Olympics, 
‘that have engaged in an illegal or 
aggressive war’, viz. the U.S.A. and 
its coalition of the willing. He 
makes things even worse by refer-
ring to precedents among which the 
exclusion of Germany in 1920, 1924 
but also in 1948. Whatever one may 

think about Bush or Blair, neither of 
them deserves a comparison with 
Nazi-Germany. And in the context 
of UN-resolutions illegality is not 
exactly a generally accepted and 
unequivocally objective concept. 

However, this small, ‘politically-
correct’ blemish apart, G. has writ-
ten an excellent book on four major 
problems; amusing and always rele-
vant to the topic at hand are the 
numerous stories about modern 
athletes and their problems. In an 
over-researched field like ancient 
sport G. has seen fit to come up 
with new questions and challenging 
answers, in a lively style with lots 
of irony. So: tolle, lege. 

H.W. Pleket, Oegstgeest 
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Phillips, D. J./Pritchard, D. (eds.), 
Sport and Festival in the Ancient 
Greek World,  
Pp. xxxii + 416, ills. Swansea: The 
Classical Press of Wales, 2003, 
954384512, £ 45,– 

Not only do the Olympic Games 
recur every four years. So do aca-
demic conferences and museum ex-
hibitions on ancient athletics. The 
year 2000 proved no exception. 
Prior to the opening of the Games, a 
conference entitled “Olympia and 
the Olympics: Festival and Identity 
in the Ancient World” was held 6–9 
July, 2000, in Sydney. Meanwhile, 
the Powerhouse Museum in Sydney 
presented the exhibition 1000 Years 
of the Olympic Games: Treasures of 
Ancient Greece.

This book comes in the aftermath 
of both the conference and exhibi-
tion, but it is not a publication of 
the proceedings. Whereas nine of 
the fifteen papers in this anthology 
originated from papers presented at 
that conference, six were commis-
sioned afterwards. Most of the con-
tributors have academic affiliations 
in Australia and New Zealand. The 
anthology is divided into six parts: 
(I) Olympia and the Olympics, (II) 
Athletic Poetry and Olympic My-
thology, (III) The Origins of Ath-
letic and Choral Competitions, (IV) 
Athens and Its Festivals, (V) Ath-
letics, Education, and Philosophy, 
and (VI) Curating the Ancient 
Olympics.  

Part I consists of essays by three 
luminaries in the field of ancient 
Greek athletics, Stephen Miller, 
Helmut Kyrieleis, and Nigel 
Crowther, none of whom partici-
pated in the conference. These es-

says are also accessible to the gen-
eral reader. 

M ILLER’ S excellent introductory 
piece, “The Organization and Func-
tioning of the Olympic Games”, re-
constructs the events of an Olympic 
festival in the arbitrarily selected 
year 300 BC, when the Olympic 
program was almost complete and 
when the Greek city states were still 
independent and thriving. It is also a 
period for which we have a rela-
tively clear archaeological picture 
of Olympia. Miller has since cov-
ered the same ground in his Ancient 
Greek Athletics, especially in the 
sixth chapter entitled “The Olympic 
Games, 300 B.C.: A Reconstruction 
of a Festival”.1 On some details of 
the Olympic program and schedule, 
however, the evidence is not always 
clear and scholarly differences ex-
ist. For example, Miller states (30) 
that there was a separate victory 
ceremony at the conclusion of all 
competition. I have proposed else-
where that the crowns were awarded 
after each event.2 Similarly, he con-
tends (15) that the stadion was the 
first event contested in the pentath-
lon. Other scholars, myself in-
cluded, will argue that it was the 
fourth.3 Furthermore, he believes 
                                                

1) S. MILLER, Ancient Greek Athletics,

New Haven/New York 2004. 
2) H.M. LEE, The Program and Sche-

dule of the Ancient Olympic Games, Hildes-

heim 2001 (Nikephoros Beihefte, Band 6), 

69–74. 
3) H.M. LEE, Yet Another Scoring Sys-

tem for the Ancient Pentathlon, in: Nike-

phoros 8, 1995, 41–42, including note 2 for 

further bibliography. Also see D.G. KYLE, 

Winning and Watching the Greek Pentath-

lon, in: Journal of Sport History 17, 1990, 

295, 299.  
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(16) that the ancient long jump, the 
halma, was a single leap preceded 
by a run. It is a position with which 
I happen to agree, but there are op-
posing voices who argue for a mul-
tiple jump and a standing jump.4  

KYRIELEIS, former director of 
the excavations at Olympia, in the 
essay entitled “The German exca-
vations at Olympia: An Introduc-
tion”, offers a concise historical 
survey of the archaeology of the site 
and highlights the most important 
discoveries under each director. It is 
an updated version of a similar es-
say by another former head of the 
excavations, Alfred Mallwitz, “Cult 
and Competition Locations at 
Olympia”, which appeared in 1988.5

Kyrieleis’ term as director com-
menced in 1985, and during his te-
nure, the excavations have ex-
panded our knowledge on Olympia 
in the Iron and Bronze Ages as well 
as in the Roman period. Under the 
more recent leadership of Ulrich 
                                                

4����For the long jump as a multiple jump, 

see, e.��g., W.��W. HYDE, The Pentathlum 

Jump, in: American Journal of Philology 

59, 1938, 405–417; H.��A. HARRIS, Athletics 

of the Ancient World, Bloomington/London 

1966, 81–82 and Sport in Greece and 

Rome, London/Southampton 1972, 35–36; 

J. EBERT, Zum Pentathlon der Antike, Ber-

lin 1963, 61–62, who also believes that the 

long jump was a standing jump. I argue that 

it was a running jump in H.��M. LEE, The 

‘Halma’: A Standing or a Running Jump,

in: G. SCHAUS/S. WENN (eds.), Onward to 

the Olympics. Historical Perspectives on 

the Olympic Games, Waterloo, Ontario 

2007, 153–165. 
5) A. MALLWITZ , Cult and Competition 

Locations at Olympia, in: W. RASCHKE 

(ed.), The Archaeology of the Olympics, 

Madison 1988, 79–109. 

Sinn, a splendid clubhouse for ath-
letes dated to Neronian times has 
been excavated, of which Kyrieleis 
includes a photograph. Omitted, 
however, by Kyrieleis is mention of 
the important bronze victor lists 
found in the latrine of the building. 
Because the latest victors are dated 
to the late fourth century AD and 
include Athenians, these inscrip-
tions force us to rethink the suppo-
sition that Olympia and the Games 
were in a state of decline during 
their last century. For anyone 
wishing more on Olympia, Sinn’s 
recent book can be recommended.6  

The essay by CROWTHER, “Elis 
and Olympia: City, Sanctuary, and 
Politics”, turns the focus on Elis, 
the city which administered the 
Games for most of their history and 
supervised the training of the ath-
letes in the thirty days immediately 
prior to the competition. Included is 
a discussion of the impartiality of 
the Eleans, who saw no conflict in 
judging as well as participating in 
the Games. Crowther contends (68) 
that while abuses did occur, “the 
Eleans in general were as impartial 
as could be expected”. The identical 
essay now also appears in the an-
thology of CROWTHER’s articles 
entitled Athletika. Studies on the 
Olympic Games and Greek Athlet-
ics, Hildesheim 2004 (Nikephoros 
Beihefte Band 11) 53–64, with three 
                                                

6) U. SINN, Olympia: Cult, Sport, and 

Ancient Festival, Princeton University 

Press 2000, with the bronze victor inscrip-

tion including photograph on pp.116–118. 

For a comprehensive discussion of the insc-

ription, see J. EBERT, Zur neuen Bronze-

platte mit Siegerinschriften aus Olympia 

(Inv.1118), in: Nikephoros 10, 1997, 217–

233. 
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additional essays on Elis reprinted 
from earlier volumes of Nikephoros 
(The Olympic Training Period, 65–
70, ‘Sed quis custodiet ipsos custo-
dies?’ The impartiality of the Olym-
pic Judges and the Case of Leon of 
Ambracia, 71–81, and Elis and the 
Games, 99–108).  

Of the remaining essays, the one 
which will have the most “main-
stream” appeal to readers of Nike-
phoros is the contribution of D. 
PRITCHARD, “Athletics, Education 
and Participation in Classical 
Athens”. The somewhat innocuous 
title masks an extremely contentious 
question: to what extent did non-
elites participate in athletics, espe-
cially in the early centuries of the 
Olympics. Pritchard, who provides a 
thorough and lucid review of the 
controversy, stakes out a position at 
one extreme, asserting (332) that 
“… in the most prosperous and 
democratic of the cities of classical 
Greece, athletics remained an exclu-
sive pursuit of the wealthy”. His 
arguments turn especially on the 
matter of access to education, and 
he addresses in particular the work 
of N. Fisher.7 Pritchard, while con-
ceding that as far as literacy was 
concerned, upper and lower classes 
both had access to education, argues 
(318) that “… it is doubtful that any 
number (of poor Athenians) at all 
could have afforded to send their 
boys to the school classes of the 
letter teacher and the athletic 
teacher”. Surely his will not be the 
                                                

7) N. FISHER, Gymnasia and the demo-

cratic values of leisure, in: Kosmos. Essays 

in order, conflict and community in clas-

sical Athens, P. CARTLEDGE/P. MILLETT / 

S. VON REDEN (eds.), Cambridge 1998, 84–

104. 

last word on the subject, and I sus-
pect that most scholars of Greek 
athletics have already made up their 
mind. Don Kyle may well be right 
that one’s position on the issue 
turns on “differing cultural pers-
pectives”, Europeans tending to fa-
vor the predominance of the upper 
classes in athletics, whereas Ameri-
cans believe that society, including 
the athletic establishment, was 
flexible enough to allow talented 
commoners to win athletic glory. 
Kyle wryly concludes: “As a Cana-
dian somewhere between a Euro-
pean and an American, I take a 
compromise position. Canadians 
fully acknowledge that some groups 
have advantages – even in a democ-
racy.”8 Where does this leave Aus-
tralians and New Zealanders?  

In general, the appeal of the re-
maining essays is more esoteric. 
They cover a range of topics and 
will attract those who also have 
specialist interests in Greek poetry, 
art, religion, mythology, history, 
politics, sociology, and philosophy. 

P. O’SULLIVAN , “Victory statue, 
victory song: Pindar’s agonistic 
poetics and its legacy” gives context 
to the poet’s assertion of poetry’s 
superiority to sculpture as a medium 
of praise. He reminds us that we 
should not underestimate the power 
of the visual arts in Pindar’s time 
(nor in our own) and that prose had 
also begun to challenge poetry  
as a verbal medium. B. BROWN, 
“Homer, funeral contests and the 
origins of the Greek city”, discusses 
the awarding of prizes at funeral 
games in both Homeric society and 
                                                

8) D. KYLE, The First Hundred Olym-

piads, in: Nikephoros 10, 1997, 53–75, esp.

66–67.  
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in the emerging city-state, observ-
ing that in the latter the polis had 
supplanted the aristocratic prize-
giver. The transition from a pre-
monetary to a monetary economy 
and the requisite adjustment of val-
ues are an integral part of the com-
plex developments in this period. 
J. DAVIDSON, “Olympia and the 
Chariot-race of Pelops”, discusses 
the Pelops-Hippodameia tale in its 
various literary and artistic manife-
stations. The story is a folk-tale 
type known as “The Bride Won in a 
Tournament” and provides the ai-
tion for both the stade and the cha-
riot race. H. TARRANT, “Athletics, 
competition and the intellectual”, 
traces how the competitive ideal 
was transferred to the intellectual 
arena, i.e., to the sophists and Plato. 
He makes the point that for Plato, 
just as athletic victory should not be 
an end in itself but should serve a 
larger end, namely to produce good 
soldiers to defend the city, so too 
should intellectual victory, i.e., 
winning an argument, have as its 
goal the good of the polis. The re-
maining essays have less to do with 
sport per se, more with festival: 
P. WILSON, “The politics of dance: 
Dithyrambic contest and social or-
der in ancient Greece”; D. PHILLIPS, 

“Athenian political history: A Pan-
athenaic perspective”; T. STEVEN-
SON, “The Parthenon frieze as an 
idealized, contemporary Panathe-
naic festival”; I. STOREY, “The cu-
rious matter of the Lenaia festival 
of 422 BC”. 

The last section entitled Curating 
the Ancient Olympics features three 
essays. The first, “1000 Years of the 
Olympic Games: Treasures of An-
cient Greece: The Powerhouse Mu-
seum Exhibition”, co-authored by 
P. DONNELLY and K. FEWSTER, 
both from the Powerhouse Museum, 
explains the logistics of arranging 
and setting up the exhibit. The 
second, by K. DA COSTA, S. 
KENDERDINE, C. OGLEBY, and J. 
RISTEVSKI, is entitled “VROOM 
(Virtual Reconstruction of Olympia 
Model): The Creation of a Virtual 
Tour from a Digital Model”. C. 
SCOTT, also of the Powerhouse Mu-
seum, authored the third essay 
“1000 Years of the Olympic Games: 
Treasures of Ancient Greece: A 
study of audiences and impact”. In-
cluding essays on these topics is an 
original and useful touch for an an-
thology on Greek sports and the 
Olympics. 

Hugh M. Lee, College Park, MD 
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Thomas Heine Nielsen,  
Olympia & the Classical Hellenic 
City-State Culture,  
Copenhagen 2007 (The Royal Dan-
ish Academy of Sciences and Let-
ters, Historisk-filosofiske Meddele-
ser 96) 

Das besondere Merkmal dieses 
Buchs besteht darin, dass die Über-
legungen ganz bewusst die Ergeb-
nisse des langjährigen Copenhagen 
Polis Centre Projektes für die Ana-
lyse der Interaktionen im Heiligtum 
des Zeus in Olympia nutzbar ge-
macht werden sollen. In den Jahren 
von 1993 bis 2005 wurden unter der 
Leitung von Mogens Herman Han-
sen in Zusammenarbeit mit Thomas 
Heine Nielsen und anderen die 
Belege für die griechischen Poleis, 
so weit das möglich sein kann, voll-
ständig gesammelt – mit dem Ziel, 
‚die Polis‘ aus den Quellen heraus 
definieren zu können. Auf die in 
dem auf dieser Grundlage entstan-
denen Inventory of Archaic and 
Classical Poleis1 versammelten 
Informationen greift Nielsen immer 
wieder zurück, um schon existie-
rende Erkenntnisse zu bestätigen 
bzw. zu verstärken, aber auch um 
neue Facetten des zur Debatte ste-
henden Themas des Verhältnisses 
zwischen Olympia und den griechi-
schen Poleis ans Tageslicht zu 
befördern.  

Das Buch beschäftigt sich mit 
den im Heiligtum von Olympia, 
konkreter: bei den Olympischen 
Spielen, beobachtbaren Interakti-
onen unter den Besuchern des Hei-
ligtums mit dem Ziel, daraus die 
                                                

1 Mogens Herman HANSEN/Thomas Heine 

NIELSEN (eds.), An Inventory of Archaic and 

Classical Poleis, Oxford 2004.  

Funktion der Interaktionen anläss-
lich der Olympischen Spiele im 
Rahmen zweier Prozesse näher zu 
bestimmen: erstens in dem Prozess, 
der dazu führt, dass sich die Ange-
hörigen der verschiedenen Poleis als 
Hellenen in der Abhebung von ‚den 
Barbaren‘ definieren, und zweitens 
in den Abläufen, aus denen sich die 
Ausbildung bzw. Stärkung der „lo-
kalen“ Identitäten der Poleis ergibt, 
die in Olympia aufscheinen. Nielsen 
hebt fünf Merkmale an diesen 
‚olympischen Interaktionen‘ hervor, 
welche gleichzeitig die Ausbildung 
lokaler Polis-Identitäten und umfas-
sender Griechen-Identität befördern 
sollen; ihnen ist jeweils ein Kapitel 
gewidmet.  

In dem ersten auf die Einleitung 
folgenden Kapitel werden die be-
kannten Stellen aus Herodot, Thu-
kydides, Platon und Xenophon prä-
sentiert und kommentiert, in denen 
die Tatsache, dass von Griechen 
‚Sport‘ (athletics) betrieben wird, 
zu einem hellenischen Spezifikum 
stilisiert wird. Die Verbindung zu 
Olympia wird über Herodot (8,26,1) 
mit seiner Erzählung über Xerxes 
hergestellt, der nach der Schlacht 
bei den Thermopylen gefragt haben 
soll, was die Hellenen denn im 
Augenblick machten. Die bekannte 
Antwort, dass sie die olympischen 
Spiele durchführen würden, gilt 
Nielsen als der Indikator dafür, dass 
die olympischen Spiele im Besonde-
ren dazu beitrugen, über das Merk-
mal der agones gymnikoi die Grenze 
zwischen den Hellenen und den 
Barbaren zu ziehen.  

Die auf diese Weise ins Spiel 
gebrachte ethnische Definition der 
Hellenen wird im sehr kurzen zwei-
ten Kapitel in Parallele mit dem An-
spruch auf ethnische Exklusivität 
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für die olympischen Spiele gesetzt. 
Die Entstehung davon wird als eine 
Folge der Perserkriege gesehen – 
oder: die Perserkriege sollen diese 
Exklusivität verstärkt haben. Dafür 
rekurriert Nielsen auf die bekannte 
Debatte um die Gräzität der make-
donischen Könige und darauf, dass 
erst jetzt der Begriff der Hellano-
diken, erstmals bei Pindar (Ol. 3,12) 
im Jahr 476, auftaucht. Etwas länger 
sind die Überlegungen im nächsten 
Kapitel zur Bedeutung der Nackt-
heit der griechischen Athleten. 
Auch wenn ihr Ursprung nicht er-
klärbar sei, so sei es doch eindeutig, 
dass sie als ein Unterscheidungs-
merkmal zwischen Griechen und 
Barbaren angesehen worden sei.  

Die folgenden beiden Kapitel 
sind nicht zuletzt deswegen um 
vieles ausführlicher, weil Nielsen 
hier auf das schon erwähnte „in-
ventory“ des Copenhagen Polis 
Centre zurückgreift bzw. zurück-
greifen kann. Wovon Nielsen im 
Kapitel über „Elis and the Admi-
nistration of Olympia“ ausgeht, ist 
die Tatsache, dass das Heiligtum 
von Olympia und die olympischen 
Spiele nur von einer einzigen Polis, 
nämlich Elis verwaltet wurden, 
während an Delphi über die zugehö-
rige Amphiktyonie 180 Poleis über 
die Zeiten hinweg zumindest indi-
rekt beteiligt gewesen waren. Elis 
scheint die Kontrolle über Olympia 
in der Mitte des 6. Jahrhunderts von 
den Pisaten übernommen zu haben, 
was nicht unbestritten blieb. Nielsen 
verweist zuerst auf den Streit um 
das Ausscheiden von Lepreon aus 
dem Staatsverband von Elis im Jahr 
420, bei dem Elis in einer Symma-
chie mit Athen gestanden habe, 
wogegen Sparta vorgegangen sei. 
Ausführlicher als dieser Fall wird 

der vom arkadischen Bund unter-
stützte Anspruch der Pisaten im Jahr 
364 auf die Leitung der olympi-
schen Spiele diskutiert. Nielsen 
stellt die Abläufe und Aktionen, 
z. B. die Konstruktion des arkadi-
schen Mythos, in dem Olympia zur 
Tochter des Arkas wird, in Verbin-
dung mit der Ausbildung einer 
arkadischen Identität; er verweist 
darauf, dass die Leitung der Spiele 
von 364 durch die Pisaten außerhalb 
von Elis anscheinend auf Zustim-
mung stieß und dass die Eleier nach 
der Wiedererlangung der Kontrolle 
über Olympia ihren engen Bezug zu 
Olympia wie die Arkader mit den 
zur Verfügung stehenden symboli-
schen, aber auch institutionellen 
Mitteln zu dokumentieren suchte. 
Aus all dem leitet Nielsen ab, dass 
Olympia eine wesentliche Kompo-
nente in dem Konstrukt der lokalen 
Identität von Elis dargestellt habe.  

Das – abgesehen von der ab-
schließenden Zusammenfassung – 
letzte Kapitel ist das ausführlichste; 
in ihm werden die Interaktionen bei 
den olympischen Spielen analysiert. 
Wiederum wird auf deren große 
Bedeutung verwiesen, dieses Mal 
mit Bezug auf die hohe Zahl an Zu-
schauern, die an keinem anderen 
Festort überboten worden sei. Die 
Sammelbezeichnung für die in 
Olympia Anwesenden als ‚Helle-
nen‘ wird zu einem Argument, in 
Olympia das Zentrum eines pan-
hellenischen Kommunikationsnetz-
werkes zu sehen. Zum Beleg für 
diese Auffassung werden die be-
kannten Elemente der olympischen 
Spiele ins Treffen geführt. Die 
breite Herkunft der Olympioniken; 
die Existenz von Theorodokoi in 
vermutlich allen griechischen Poleis 
in klassischer Zeit; die Tatsache, 
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dass Alexander III. Olympia zum 
Ort für die Verlesung des – vorher 
schon bekannten – Verbannten-
dekretes ausgewählt hatte. Darüber 
hinaus werden die im Heiligtum 
aufgestellten öffentlichen Weihun-
gen den einzelnen Poleis zugeord-
net; Nielsen zählt davon 45 und hält 
die markante Abnahme von solchen 
Weihungen ab dem Ende des 5. 
Jahrhunderts fest; zudem wird auf 
die Errichtung der „Schatzhäuser“ 
verwiesen. Es folgt die Beschäfti-
gung mit den in Olympia depo-
nierten bzw. publizierten Inschriften 
mit lokalem oder ‚internationalem‘ 
Bezug. All das wird in den Kontext 
der Betonung der Identität der je-
weiligen Poleis gesetzt. Dafür wird 
auch daran erinnert, dass die Ath-
leten nicht als Individuen, sondern 
als Repräsentanten ihrer Polis in 
Olympia auftraten. Die aufgelisteten 
Elemente geben die Grundlage für 
die Schlussfolgerung, dass Olympia 
eine Arena soziopolitischen Cha-
rakters zur Verfügung stellte, in der 
die griechischen Poleis mit dem Ziel 
miteinander in Wettstreit traten 
bzw. treten konnten, der eigenen 
lokalen Identität ein scharfes Profil 
zu verleihen.  

Aus all dem wird die Summe ge-
zogen, dass Olympia der Feststel-
lung von Ähnlichkeit und Diversität 
der vielen griechischen Poleis eben-
so diente wie dem konstanten Neu-
Kreieren der gemeinsamen griechi-
schen Identität.  

Nielsen kann mit seiner Analyse 
vor dem Hintergrund der Ergebnisse 
des Projektes des Copenhagen Polis 
Centre manches ein noch deutliche-

res Profil gewinnen lassen, als das 
in den nicht wenigen Darstellungen 
des antiken Sports und der olympi-
schen Spiele schon der Fall ist. 
Ebenso verdienen etliche der Quel-
lenanalysen die volle Aufmerksam-
keit des Lesers. Dennoch bleibt ein 
gewisses Unbehagen zurück. Dieses 
ergibt sich daraus, dass das breitere 
Umfeld der olympischen Spiele 
weder diachron noch synchron in 
die Analyse einbezogen wird. Daher 
bleiben wichtige Fragen unberührt 
oder deren Beantwortung wird 
höchstens implizit vorausgesetzt. 
Eine ausführlichere Beschäftigung 
mit ihnen wäre aber für die Argu-
mentation wesentlich. Nur einige 
seien hier genannt: Wie und wann 
kommt es zu einer hellenischen 
Identität? Was ist der Charakter und 
der Zweck der olympischen Spiele 
und ihrer „Pendants“? Was ist das 
breitere Umfeld für die Nacktheit 
der Athleten? Welchen Zweck hat-
ten die so genannten ‚Schatzhäuser‘ 
in Olympia und anderswo? Solche 
Fragen kommen wegen der Fokus-
sierung auf die Polis als ‚der‘ zent-
ralen politischen Einheit nicht ins 
Spiel – es fehlt daher auch die diese 
Fragen behandelnde, jedoch für die 
Einschätzung Olympias zentrale Li-
teratur im Literaturverzeichnis. Ihre 
Beantwortung hätte die Argumen-
tation nicht selten unterstützen 
können, würde aber auch in man-
cher Hinsicht zu einer anderen 
Gewichtung der einzelnen Bestand-
teile der Argumentation geführt 
haben.  

Christoph Ulf, Innsbruck 
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[Olympia. Stätte, Geschichte, Wett-
kämpfe, Museen], Athen: Miletos 
2007, VI, 265 S., darin 380 meist 
farb.Abb., ISBN 978-960-8460-79-
9, € 16,– 

Xeni Arapogianni, die langjährige 
Leiterin der 7. Ephorie für Prähisto-
rische und Klassische Altertümer 
und Direktorin des Museums von 
Olympia, die nach vielen erfolgrei-
chen Jahren am Vorort der griechi-
schen Agonistik nun seit einiger 
Zeit in Kalamata wirkt, hat als eine 
der besten Kennerinnen des antiken 
Heiligtums und seiner Spiele1 einen 
neuen, bislang nur in griechischer 
Sprache erhältlichen Führer durch 
Olympia vorgelegt, der vor allem 
wegen seiner innovativen Kapitel 3 
und 5 hier besprochen werden soll.  

Als Griechenland im Jahre 2004 
zum dritten Male in der Moderne 
(nach 1896 und den ‚Zwischen-
spielen‘ 1906) Olympische Spiele 
ausrichtete, wurden am Ursprungs-
ort des Festes, dem antiken Olym-
pia, zwei neue Museen eingerichtet. 
Das eine davon, das der Geschichte 
der Ausgrabung von Olympia ge-
widmet ist, befindet sich in dem 
kleinen Haus (neben dem Alten 
Museum, vgl. S. 72f. mit Abb.10), 
das früher den griechischen Archä-
ologen als Grabungshaus diente. In 
seinem Vorraum ist das alte Modell 
Olympias von W. Schleif aufge-
stellt, das Wilhelm II. 1931 gestiftet 
hat. Es bildet längst nicht mehr den 
                                                

1) Vgl. DIES., Olympia. Die Wiege der 

Olympischen Agone, übersetzt von J. Ram-

bach, Athen o.J.

Stand der Ausgrabung ab, ist jedoch 
von wissenschaftsgeschichtlichem 
Wert. (Ähnliches läßt sich aller-
dings auch von dem Modell von 
A. Mallwitz im Neuen Museum 
sagen, das nun bald ein halbes Jahr-
hundert alt ist.) Das gilt auch für die 
meisten Exponate, die in dem an-
schließenden großen Raum des 
neuen Museums ausgestellt sind und 
einen guten Einblick in die 1875 
begonnene Grabung, die bis zum 
heutigen Tage als deutsche Konzes-
sion fortgeführt wird, vermittelt. 
Eine kurze Beschreibung seiner 
Dokumente findet sich auf den Sei-
ten 62–74.  

Von besonderer Bedeutung für 
die Sportgeschichte ist der neue 
Führer, mit dem der Verlag eine 
neue Reihe von Reiseführern zu 
griechischen archäologischen Stät-
ten begründet (vgl. das Vorwort des 
Verlegers S. Vf.), durch ein aus-
führliches Kapitel über das eben-
falls 2004 eingeweihte Museum der 
Geschichte der Olympischen Spiele 
des Altertums (S.197–250), das mit 
nicht weniger als 83 Illustrationen 
ausgestattet ist. Damit wurde der 
kleine (letzte) Raum im Neuen Mu-
seum, der bis zu diesem Zeitpunkt 
dem Zweck der Profilierung der 
antiken Sportgeschichte Olympias 
mehr schlecht als recht gedient hat, 
nicht nur neutralisiert, sondern in 
überwältigender Weise zu einer 
reichhaltigen Sammlung entspre-
chender Objekte ausgeweitet. Dazu 
wurde das neoklassizistische Ge-
bäude des Alten Museums, das nach 
dem Umzug der Giebelkompositio-
nen und der Herakles-Metopen des 
Zeustempels in das Neue Museum 
brach lag und schwere Erdbeben-
schäden erlitten hatte, völlig restau-
riert, so daß sein Stifter, der grie-
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chische Bankier A. Syngros, heute 
wieder seine helle Freude an ihm 
haben würde. Wohlgemerkt: das 
ganze Alte Museum ist jetzt der 
Geschichte der antiken Olympi-
schen Spiele vorbehalten, und das 
besagte Kapitel ist der bisher ein-
zige Überblick über die Exponate, 
die hier nicht nur durch die Promi-
nenz des Themas die eindrucks-
vollste museale Darbietung der 
antiken Sportgeschichte überhaupt 
darstellen. 

Auf Seite 198 findet sich der 
Grundplan des Museums, der 12 
Raumeinheiten unterscheidet, die 
nach chronologischen bzw. themati-
schen Gesichtspunkten gestaltet 
sind. Wenngleich die Fundstücke 
von Olympia den Löwenanteil des 
Ausstellungsgutes darstellen, haben 
auch andere Museen Griechenlands 
einschlägige Stücke zur Verfügung 
gestellt, so daß das Gebotene in 
gewisser Weise auch einen Quer-
schnitt durch die Sportgeschichte 
des Landes bietet. 

Im Vorraum wird der Besucher 
durch mehrere Modelle mit den 
einzelnen Bauphasen des Heilig-
tums vertraut gemacht (abgebildet 
an anderer Stelle als Abb.8 und 9, 
S.16, sowie Abb. 10 und 11, S.19). 

Sodann betritt er mit Raum 1 die 
kleine Abteilung, die der Vorge-
schichte und dem Anfang der Wett-
kämpfe in Olympia vorbehalten ist. 
Hier ragen ein mykenischer gol-
dener Siegelring aus Kalamata mit 
einer selten schönen Szene des 
Stierspringens sowie eine rare Dar-
stellung von (zwei) Läufern heraus, 
die auf einem zeitgleichen weiteren 
Exemplar dieser Gattung (aus 
Protes/Achaia) erscheinen (Abb.4 

auf S.201).2 Einen weiteren The-
menschwerpunkt bildet der Heros 
Herakles, der durch seine mühe-
vollen Siege über unüberwindlich 
scheinende Gegner wie kein zweiter 
als Schutzpatron der Athleten fun-
gierte. 

Raum 2 macht bereits Kompro-
misse, indem ein historisches Feld 
(Homers Welt; die Verehrung von 
Zeus in Olympia) mit einem thema-
tischen Schwerpunkt verknüpft ist: 
die Organisation der Spiele. Hier ist 
besonders der 1994 erfolgte Fund 
einer Inschriftenplatte hervorzuhe-
ben (Abb.18 auf S. 207), die Namen 
von zahlreichen Athleten vor allem 
des 4. Jahrhunderts n.Chr. verewigt 
– ein Zeitraum, für den man Olym-
pia bislang gemeinhin als festlos 
ansah. Ebenfalls auf eine Bronze-
platte ist eine interessante Wett-
kampfregel des 6. Jahrhunderts 
v.Chr. aufgeschrieben (S.208 mit 
Abb.19, dort auch Text der In-
schrift), die es den Kampfrichtern 
untersagt, ihr Züchtigungsrecht ge-
genüber den Athleten auf deren 
Kopf auszudehnen. Erwähnenswert 
sind zudem eine aus einem Marmor-
ziegel des Zeustempels gewonnene 
Stele mit der Aufstellung des Kult-
personals des Heiligtums zwischen 
der 188. und 189. Olympiade (S.208 
mit Abb. 20) sowie die Marmor-
fragmente der Inschrift, die die Re-
geln der Italika Sebasta Isolympia
mitteilt (IvO 56). 
                                                

2) An dieser Stelle sei auf die elegante 

Darstellung eines Läufers aus dem minoi-

schen Syme/Kreta hingewiesen, die erst vor 

kurzem dort entdeckt wurde: A. LEBESSI/P.

MUHLY /G. PAPASAVVAS, The Runner’s 

Ring, a Minoan Athlete’s Dedication at the 

Syme Sanctuary, Crete, in: MDAIA 119, 

2004, 1–31. 
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Räume 3 und 4 enthalten Objek-
te, die die Vorbereitung der Athle-
ten zeigen. Dabei spielen die Geräte 
Strigilis und Aryballos eine zentrale 
Rolle. So zeigt ein Relief einer Ba-
sis von der Akropolis von Athen 
(S.209 mit Abb. 21) eine Gruppe 
von Athleten nach dem Training, 
wie sie sich mit der Strigilis (Schab-
eisen) die Mischung von Schweiß, 
Öl und Sand (griechisch: �0�8�<�6���?) 
vom Körper ziehen. Diese Geräte 
können auch auf Grabstelen (S.209, 
Nr.154; S. 210, Abb. 22, aus 
Karystos auf Euboia) Attribute von 
früh Verstorbenen sein. 

Ein eigener Raum (5) ist dem 
Thema „Frau und Sport“ vorbe-
halten. Diese Überschrift paßt bes-
ser zur Rolle der Frau im griechi-
schen Sport als etwa „Frauensport“. 
Im wesentlichen findet sich hier die 
beschriftete Basis des (verlorenen) 
Weihgeschenkes der spartanischen 
Königstochter Kyniska, die stolz 
verkündet, daß sie die einzige Frau 
ganz Griechenlands sei, der ein 
hippischer Sieg in Olympia gelun-
gen sei. (S.212f. mit Wiedergabe 
der Inschrift; lies �-�ù���ÿ an Stelle 
von �-�ù���ÿ, vgl. J. EBERT, Griechi-
sche Epigramme auf Sieger an 
gymnischen und hippischen Agonen,
Berlin 1972, Nr. 33, Z.3). Die Basis 
der Siegerinschrift von Damagetos 
(S.213 mit Abb. 28), eines Sohnes 
des Diagoras, dient als Anspielung 
auf die berühmte Episode, daß seine 
Schwester Kallipateira sich ver-
botswidrig, als Kampfrichter ver-
kleidet, heimlich ins Stadion ge-
schlichen habe, um den Olympia-
sieg ihres Sohnes Peisirodos aus der 
Nähe zu verfolgen. 

Der zentrale Hauptraum des Mu-
seums (6) beherbergt die Stücke, die 
sich auf die sportlichen Disziplinen 

im engeren Sinne beziehen. Nicht 
jeder Besucher wird die Gestaltung 
seiner Präsentation in getrennten 
Boxen als gelungen ansehen. Neben 
Statuen von Gottheiten, die einen 
Bezug zu den Agonen aufweisen, 
sind hier Statuetten von Athleten 
ausgestellt, darunter z.B. die eines 
startenden Läufers mit der Weihin-
schrift an Zeus (S.213 mit Abb.33) 
oder der arg in Mitleidenschaft ge-
zogene Kopf einer Siegerstatue ei-
nes Knabensiegers – einer der we-
nigen Überreste der ursprünglich 
viele Hundert umfassende Bronze-
statuen des Genres – mit moderner 
größengleicher und korrigierter 
Nachbildung (S. 216 mit Abb.31) 
sowie die beschriftete Basis der 
Siegerstatue des Xenokles aus dem 
arkadischen Mainalos (S.217 mit 
Nr.222). Hier hätte man erwähnen 
können, daß die Inschrift von vier 
Runden der Kämpfe (und damit von 
theoretisch 9 bis 31 Teilnehmern) 
spricht, die der Sieger mit jeweils 
3:0 Erfolgen bestand (vgl. EBERT,
Siegerepigramme, Nr.32, Kommen-
tar). 

Die dem Fünfkampf eigenen 
Übungen Sprung, Diskuswurf und 
Speerwerfen werden mit Sportge-
räten – darunter der Votivdiskus des 
Poplios Asklepiades von 241 n.Chr. 
(S.219f. mit Abb. 35) und der Hal-
ter des Akmatidas (S.220 mit 
Abb.37) – und Vasendarstellungen 
präsentiert. Bei der Beschreibung 
des Sprunges ist die Autorin aller-
dings einer Technik verhaftet, die 
seit der Studie von J. EBERT, Zum 
Pentathlon der Antike, Berlin 1963, 
als überholt zu gelten hat. Wir ha-
ben seitdem einen fünffachen beid-
beinigen Sprung aus dem Stand an-
zunehmen, wobei die Halteren kei-
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neswegs am Ende des Sprunges vor 
der Landung weggeworfen wurden.  

Es wird nicht klar, warum der 
marmorne Ehrensitz des spartani-
schen Gesandten Gorgo (S.223 mit 
Abb.42) unter die Rubrik ‚Lauf‘ 
aufgenommen ist.  

Auf die hippischen Agone (S. 
224–229) folgen die Kampfsport-
arten Ringen, Boxen und Pankra-
tion. Während man die aus Ägypten 
stammende Kämpfergruppe (S.230 
mit Abb.55) eher als Pankratiasten 
denn als Ringer ansprechen möchte, 
ist das Thema Pankration besonders 
reich dokumentiert. Herausragend 
darunter ist die von Lysipp geschaf-
fene Basis der Siegerstatue des 
Polydamas (S.233 mit Abb. 60 auf 
S.232), auf der neben dem Kampf 
mit dem Löwen vor allem der Auf-
tritt des Olympiasiegers am Hofe 
des Perserkönigs Dareios II. Ochos 
besticht. Der kopflose, in Phigalia 
gefundene Kouros (Abb. 59 auf S.
232) wird S. 233 wieder mit hoher 
Wahrscheinlichkeit auf den Pankra-
tiasten Arrhachion gedeutet, der in 
dem Moment sein Leben aushauch-
te, als sein Gegner den Kampf auf-
gab (Paus. VIII40,1–2). In unmittel-
barer Nachbarschaft ist auch der 
gewaltige Stein des Bybon aus-
gestellt, dessen 143,5kg dieser mit 
einer Hand über den Kopf gehoben 
haben will (S.231f. mit Abb.58). 
Auch die beschriftete Basis des 
Euthymos von Lokroi, ein ebenbür-
tiger Gegner des berühmten Theo-
genes von Thasos, hat hier ihren 
Platz gefunden. (S.233) 

Schöne Beispiele der Bekrän-
zung des siegreichen Athleten sind 
in Raum 7 versammelt (‚Die Sieger 
der Agone‘), während in Raum 8 
(‚Preis, Opfergaben‘) eine Nach-
bildung eines großen Mosaiks mit 

der Darstellung eines gymnischen 
und eines musischen Agons die 
Aufmerksamkeit des Betrachters auf 
sich zieht. Das Original, das in das 
2. bzw. 3. Jahrhundert n. Chr. datiert 
wird, befindet sich im Archäolo-
gischen Museum Patras und ist trotz 
seiner Bedeutung für die Sportge-
schichte immer noch nicht publi-
ziert. (Es wird in einer vor der Ver-
öffentlichung stehenden Disser-
tation von A. Bohne besprochen 
werden.) 

In Raum 9 wird der Zuschauer 
gedacht, die zu Tausenden von nah 
und fern zu den Agonen angereist 
waren und die Nächte im Zelt an 
den Ufern des Alpheios verbrach-
ten. Eß- und Trinkgefäße sowie 
Tonlampen für ihre nächtlichen 
Feste repräsentieren ihre Anwesen-
heit. In diesem Raum befinden sich 
Marmorwerke der hellenistischen 
und römischen Epoche, darunter ein 
Portrait Alexanders des Großen 
(S.242 mit Abb. 73), eine Statue des 
Antinoos (oder eines jungen Athle-
ten) (ebenda) sowie ein Standbild 
des Kaisers Claudius aus Olympia 
(S.243 mit Abb. 76). Daneben sind 
hier Münzen ausgestellt wie etwa 
solche, die Philipp II. aus Anlaß 
seiner hippischen Siege prägen ließ 
(S.243f. mit Abb.79). 

Auch die anderen panhelleni-
schen Agone werden in der Aus-
stellung berücksichtigt. So ist Raum 
10 Delphi und den Pythischen Spie-
len gewidmet, während der an-
schließende Raum 11 den Isthmien 
und Nemeen vorbehalten ist. Für 
Delphi wurde die interessante In-
schrift der Töchter des Hermesianax 
ausgewählt, die bei den Pythien des 
Jahres 47 n.Chr. im Stadionlauf 
siegreich waren (S.245). Für die 
Isthmien stehen zwei Halteren, eine 
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Strigilis und zwei Aryballoi (S.
246), während der Nemeen durch 
ein Marmorrelief des Herakles im 
Kampf mit dem Nemeischen Löwen 
(S.247 mit Abb.80) und einige 
Sportgeräte gedacht ist. 

Im abschließenden Raum 12 
wird ein Sportfest vorgestellt, das 
außerhalb der klassischen Periodos 
geblieben ist, für die griechische 
Sportgeschichte jedoch von hoher 
Bedeutung war und die Brücke zu 
den Olympischen Spielen des Jahres 
2004 schlägt: die Panathenäen. Na-
türlich lassen sie sich am besten 
durch ihre berühmten Preise in Ge-
stalt der Panathenäischen Priesam-
phoren optisch präsentieren, die, mit 
Öl gefüllt, an die Sieger vergeben 
wurden. Hier sind zwei Beispiele 
ausgestellt, die in Eretria und 
Olynthos gefunden wurden (S.249f. 
mit Abb. 82 und 83). 

Es kam uns darauf an, in dieser 
Besprechung die beiden neuen Mu-
seen Olympias vorzustellen, doch 
sollen zum Abschluß auch noch die 

anderen Kapitel des neuen Führers 
wenigstens genannt werden: Kapi-
tel 1 (S.5–51) beschäftigt sich mit 
dem Ort, den Wettkämpfen und der 
Kunst Olympias. Dem schließt sich 
ein kurzes Kapitel 2 (S.53–59) an, 
das die Olympischen Wettkämpfe 
beschreibt. Das lange Kapitel 4 (S. 
77–195) stellt das reiche Archäo-
logische Museum Olympias vor.  

Der gut geschriebene Führer ist 
hervorragend illustriert und stellt 
einen zentralen Ort griechischer 
Kultur und Geschichte auf dem 
neuesten Stand dar.  

Korrekturzusatz: 
Inzwischen liegt auch eine deutsche 
Fassung vor:  
Olympia. Stätte, Geschichte, Wett-
kämpfe Museen. Übersetzung aus 
dem Griechischen: Jörg Rambach, 
Athen: Troja Verlag, 2009. Auch 
eine englische Fassung ist jetzt im 
Handel. 

Wolfgang Decker, Köln
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[Geschichte der Nemeischen Wett-
kämpfe, Band 1: Metrisches lokales 
Gedicht mit Kommentar, Band 2: 
<Nemeaten>. 286 Nemeoniken des 
Altertums], Nemea: [Selbstverlag] 
2008, Bd. 1: XXVII, 435 S., 459 
Abb.; Bd. 2: 286 S., 1 Karte, ISBN 
978-960-92635-0-4 

  
Während die Sieger an den Olym-
pischen Spielen1 und seit einigen 
Jahren auch diejenigen der Pythien 
in Delphi2 systematisch in Listen 
erfaßt sind, ist den Siegern an den 
beiden ‚geringeren‘ panhellenischen 
Agonen, den Wettkämpfen am Isth-
mos von Korinth3 und von Nemea, 
nicht dieselbe Aufmerksamkeit 
zuteil geworden.4 Dies hat sich mit 
der Vorlage des zweiten Bandes des 
hier zur Besprechung anstehenden 
Werkes grundlegend geändert, und 
                                                

1) L. MORETTI, Olympionikai. I vincitori 

negli agoni olimpici, Rom 1957; DERS., Nuovo 

supplemento al catalogo degli olimpionikai,

in: Miscellanea Greca e Romana XII, 1987, 

67–91; die später bekanntgewordenen Sieger 

bei W. DECKER, Neue Olympiasieger aus 

Ägypten, in: W. WAITKUS (Hg.), Diener des 

Horus. Festschrift für Dieter Kurth zum 65. 

Geburtstag, Gladbeck 2008 (Aegyptiaca 

Hamburgensia 1), 67–81. 
2) E. MARÓTI, A Delphoi Pythia sport-

versenyeinek gyöztesei, Budapest 2000. 
3) Ansatzweise eine Siegerliste bei A.

NAUMANN , Die Isthmischen Spiele, Diplom-

arbeit Deutsche Sporthochschule Köln 1990, 

118–146. 
4) Eine Zusammenstellung der panhelleni-

schen Sieger außerhalb der Olympien bereitet 

A. Farringtonvor. 

auch für die jetzt noch übrige Grup-
pe der Isthmioniken dürfte sich in 
absehbarer Zeit eine entsprechende 
Änderung ergeben. 

Es verwundert nicht, daß zu-
nächst Nemea das Interesse auf sich 
gezogen hat. Hier hat Stephen 
G. Miller, der auch das Vorwort (I: 
S.XIII f.) verfaßt hat, seit 1974 als 
Ausgräber und Gestalter der archäo-
logischen Stätte (unter Schaffung 
eines vorbildlichen Museums und 
eines archäologischen Parks) unge-
wöhnlich erfolgreich gewirkt. Sein 
Wirken schließt nicht nur die Frei-
legung und mustergültige Publi-
kation des hellenistischen Stadions 
von Nemea5 ein, sondern auch die 
Wiederbelebung der Nemeischen 
Spiele, die seit 1996 im (gegenüber 
der Antike geänderten) Turnus von 
vier Jahren am antiken Ort unter 
Einbeziehung eines anspruchsvollen 
kulturellen Programmes abgehalten 
werden. Das letzte Fest fand 2008 
statt; die internationale Gesellschaft 
der Freunde der Nemeen hat inzwi-
schen fast 2000 Mitglieder. 

Die Verbundenheit des Autors 
mit seiner Heimat und eben mit 
diesem Fest und seinem modernen 
Restaurator hat Georgios Kostouros 
bewogen, seiner Geschichte die 
beiden Bände zu widmen. Dies er-
staunt umso mehr, als der Verfasser 
„weder professioneller Archäologe 
noch professioneller Philologe noch 
professioneller Mythograph noch 
Dichter“ ist, sondern „im besten und 
eigentlichen Sinne des Wortes … 
amateur“ – wie S.G. Miller in sei-
nem Vorwort (I: S.XIV) schreibt. 
Bei der ‚Schatzsuche‘ des Ausgrä-
                                                

5) St.G. MILLER, The Early Hellenistic 

Stadium, Berkeley/Los Angeles/London 2001 

(Excavations at Nemea II). 
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bers ergab sich folgendes: „Noch 
einmal hat mich Nemea überrascht, 
denn ich hatte niemals erwartet, daß 
dieser Schatz zwei Beine hatte und 
den Namen Kostouros trug.“ (I: 
S.XIII)  

Der erste Band enthält das 910 
Verse umfassende Stück „Nemea-
de“ (S.13–53), das im antiken Sta-
dion von Nemea vor der feierlichen 
Eröffnungszeremonie zur Auffüh-
rung vorgesehen ist. 754 der Verse 
sind endreimende Fünfzehnsilber, 
wie sie in der griechischen Volks-
dichtung für die erzählenden Pas-
sagen verwandt werden, während 
die übrigen 156 Verse als Elfsilber 
gebildet sind, die einmal (Schluß-
teil) in eine achtzeilige Strophe, 37 
mal hingegen in vierzeilige Stro-
phen gegliedert sind. Es verknüpft 
mythographische Gestalten (u.a. 
Herakles, Hypsipyle) und eben-
solche Begebenheiten (Zug der Sie-
ben gegen Theben) mit den Nemei-
schen Spielen, wobei der Ehrgeiz 
des Autors darin besteht, durch 
Einbezug auch der Randfiguren und 
ephemerer Überlieferungen ein 
mythographisches Totale zu schaf-
fen, das er anschließend in einem 
langen Kommentar bis in die 
kleinsten Verästelungen aufschlüs-
selt. Dabei wird nicht an Illustra-
tionen gespart, die einmal der anti-
ken bildlichen Überlieferung ent-
nommen sind (aus 84 Sammlun-
gen/Museen in 17 Ländern, vgl. die 
Aufstellung S.387–400), aber gele-
gentlich auch von den ersten drei 
modernen Nemeen stammen. Dazu 
werden 116 antike (siehe Aufstel-
lung S. 361–383) und 9 moderne 
Autoren (siehe Aufstellung S.384–
386) herangezogen. Die Stellen der 
antiken Autoren sind Seite 410–414 
in alphabetischer Ordnung zusam-

mengefaßt, auf letzterer S. auch die 
epigraphischen Quellen. Schließlich 
folgt noch ein allgemeines Register 
(S.415–435, davon 434f. ein ‚engli-
sches Register‘). Eine Bibliographie 
der verwendeten Literatur, unterteilt 
in griechische und anderssprachige, 
findet sich S.401–409. 

Von großem sporthistorischen 
Interesse ist der zweite Band, <Ne-
meatai>,wie Pausanias die Sieger 
der antiken Nemeischen Agone be-
zeichnet. G. Kostouros hat mit viel 
Geschick und Fleiß 286 Sieger der 
Nemeen, die im Jahre 573 v.Chr. 
gegründet und die weitaus meiste 
Zeit in Argos ausgetragen wurden, 
zusammengestellt. Da eine exakte 
zeitliche Zuordnung in vielen Fällen 
unsicher ist, wurde – anders als bei 
MORETTIs Olympionikai – eine 
alphabetische Ordnung nach den 
Namen der Athleten gewählt. Alle 
286 Sieger sind im Inhaltsver-
zeichnis (S.5–12) namentlich aufge-
führt, wobei die Periodoniken durch 
Kursivdruck hervorgehoben sind. 

Vier Anhänge sind zu verzeich-
nen:  

In Anhang I (S. 230–241) sind 
die 135 Nemeoniken aufgeführt, die 
gleichzeitig Periodoniken waren. G. 
Kostouros hat 26 neue hinzufügen 
können, die in der älteren Literatur 
nicht auftauchen. 

Anhang II (S.242–245) listet  
die Herkunftsorte der Nemeoniken, 
nach Regionen geordnet, auf. In 
Verbindung mit der beigegebenen 
Landkarte „Nemeoniken, Herkunfts-
orte“ wird das Einzugsgebiet im 
Westen durch Pyrgos Libyssonos 
auf Sardinien, im Norden durch 
Kandidiana unweit der Donaumün-
dung, im Osten durch einige an der 
Mittelmeerküste in Syrien und Pa-
lästina gelegene Städte (wie An-
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tiocheia, Sidon) und im Süden 
durch Hermopolis in Mittelägypten 
begrenzt.  

Anhang III (S.246) bezieht sich 
auf die Nemeoniken der Peloponnes 
(und entspricht teilweise der der 
Landkarte beigegebenen Teilkarte 
„Die Umgebung von Nemea“). Es 
verwundert nicht, daß die Argolis 
die meisten Sieger stellt, gefolgt 
von Elis und Lakonien. 

In Anhang IV (S.247), der die 
Anzahl der Nemeoniken nach den 
Regionen aller griechischer Sied-
lungsgebiete geordnet wiedergibt, 
liegt Ionien (39 Sieger) vor Karien 
(33 Sieger), dann folgt überraschen-
derweise erst die Argolis (23 Sie-
ger) knapp vor Attika (20 Sieger), 
und auch Ägypten mit seinen 17 
Siegern kann sich sehen lassen. 

Ein Glossar der Wettkampfdis-
ziplinen der Nemeen (S.248f.), ein 
Verzeichnis der in den Einträgen 
der einzelnen Athleten genannten 
literarischen Quellen (S.250) sowie 
ein solches der Inschriften und Pa-
pyri (S.251f.) folgen. Der anschlie-
ßende Katalog der Agone (S.253–
258) listet 242 einzelne Feste auf. 
Dabei springen die 10 wechselnden 
Austragungsorte der während der 
Abhaltung von Landtagen begange-

nen Feste ebenso ins Auge wie die 
11 unterschiedlichen Aktia, die an 
16 unterschiedlichen Orten gefeier-
ten Olympia sowie die 14 entspre-
chend verteilten Pythia. Im an-
schließenden Generalregister (S.
259–285) sind diese Agone noch-
mals berücksichtigt, diesmal mit 
Angabe der Seitenzahlen. Der letzte 
Teil des Registers (S.285f.) führt 
nichtgriechische Personen- und 
Ortsnamen auf. Dabei wird noch 
einmal deutlich, wie viel der Autor 
Luigi MORETTI verdankt, obwohl er 
dessen Iscrizioni agonistiche greche
nicht durchgängig benutzt hat. 

Besonders der zweite Band ist 
ein sehr nützliches Arbeitsinstru-
ment für die Sportgeschichte des 
Altertums, wobei der Luxus des 
Abdruckes literarischen, epigraphi-
schen und papyrologischen Quellen-
materials, wie er hier mit vollen 
Händen vergeben wurde, leider 
wohl schwerlich Nachfolger finden 
dürfte. Alles in allem: eine für einen 
„Amateur“ erstaunliche Leistung, 
die die Dankbarkeit aller verdient, 
die sich mit antiken Agonen und 
Athleten des Altertums näher be-
schäftigen. 

Wolfgang Decker, Köln
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J. Nelis-Clément/J.M. Roddaz 
(Hgg.),  
Le cirque romain et son image, 
Bordeaux: Institut Ausonius de l’ 
Université Michel de Montaigne, 
2008, 584 S., zahlr Abb., ISBN 978-
2-35613-001-3, € 77,60 

Das zur Besprechung anstehende 
Buch ist, rein äußerlich betrachtet, 
ein Augenschmaus, ein vorzüglich 
ediertes und glänzend illustriertes 
Werk – ganz so, wie man es von 
den übrigen Publikationen des In-
stitut Ausonius der Universität Mi-
chel de Montaigne, Bordeaux, ge-
wohnt ist. Was seinen Inhalt anbe-
trifft, ist es darüber hinaus ein un-
entbehrliches Referenzwerk für je-
den, der sich ernsthaft oder auch nur 
interessehalber den Schauspielen 
des Circus (und den römischen 
Schauspielen im allgemeinen) wid-
met, sowohl aufgrund der Qualität 
der einzelnen Beiträge als auch auf-
grund der Anlage des Bandes an 
sich. Versammelt sind in ihm 
Beiträge von Spezialisten einzelner 
wissenschaftlicher Fächer wie Ar-
chäologen, Experten antiker Archi-
tektur, Allgemeinhistorikern und 
Sporthistorikern, Philologen, Kunst-
historikern sowie Spezialisten der 
Ikonographie, Soziologen und In-
formatikern, die in ihrer Gesamtheit 
ein äußerst vollständiges und ge-
naues Panorama dessen darbieten, 
was die ludi circenses in ihren ver-
schiedenen Wirkungskreisen aus-
machen. 

Archäologische Objekte, bildli-
che Dokumente, literarische, juristi-
sche und epigraphische Texte sowie 
Papyrusdokumente stellen die Aus-
gangspunkte der Beiträge dar, die 
von gut 30 Spezialisten auf dem 
Kongreß vorgetragen wurden, des-

sen Akten in diesem Band gesam-
melt vorgelegt werden. Das Kollo-
quium fand vom 19. bis 21. Oktober 
2006 in Bordeaux statt aus Anlaß 
der zwanzigsten Jährung des Er-
scheinens des Meisterwerkes von 
John H. HUMPHREY, Roman Cir-
cuses. Arenas for Chariot Racing.
Diese Ehrung entspricht kongenial 
der Bedeutung des Buches von J.H. 
Humphrey, das gebührend heraus-
gestellt wird als Höhepunkt der da-
mals vorliegenden Studien und da-
rüber hinaus als Inspiration für die 
betreffenden zahlreichen Untersu-
chungen der darauffolgenden 20 
Jahre, zu denen die Forscher des 
Institut Ausonius auf brillante Weise 
beigetragen haben. 

Bekanntlich lassen sich solche 
kollektiven Werke nicht leicht re-
zensieren; insofern können auch im 
Folgenden nicht alle Artikel in ihrer 
Gänze besprochen werden. Wir 
müssen uns hier auf eine Gesamt-
einschätzung und einen oberfläch-
lichen Kommentar zum Inhalt der 
einzelnen Beiträge beschränken. 

Wie bereits angedeutet, ist die 
graphische Präsentation des Buches 
(Photographien, Pläne, Aufrisse, 
Rekonstruktionen) an Opulenz 
kaum zu übertreffen und stellt eine 
unentbehrliche Hilfe zum besseren 
Verständnis eines jeden Beitrages 
dar. Eine andere Gemeinsamkeit der 
einzelnen Artikel ist die Tatsache, 
daß sie alle sehr gut dokumentiert 
sind, was sowohl die antiken Quel-
len als auch die moderne Sekundär-
literatur anbetrifft. Das Ergebnis ist 
ein Band, der uns einen äußerst 
vollständigen Überblick über den 
römischen Circus bietet – die 
Schauspiele selbst, die in ihm statt-
fanden, und ihre soziale und politi-
sche Wirkung. Ebenso verschafft er 
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dem Leser auch eine Unmenge an 
Daten über die verschiedensten As-
pekte des Themas. 

Der erste Teil des Buches („Mo-
dèle archéologique du cirque“) wid-
met sich am deutlichsten der Ar-
chäologie des Bauwerkes. Vier Bei-
träge sind in einem ersten Abschnitt 
auf die großen Circusanlagen Roms 
gerichtet, wobei selbstverständlich 
der Circus Maximus den Anfang 
macht. Diesem Circus par excel-
lence gelten drei Beiträge, einer von 
allgemeiner Art und die beiden üb-
rigen von speziellerer Thematik. An 
erster Stelle bietet die Direktorin 
der Grabungen im Circus Maximus,
Paola CIANCIO ROSSETTO (La ri-
costruzione architettonica del Circo 
Massimo: dagli scavi alla maquette 
elletronica, 17–38) eine sehr präzise 
und brillante Studie der strukturel-
len und architektonischen Charak-
teristiken des römischen Circus 
(und seines klassischen Vorbildes, 
des Circus Maximus). Dabei bezieht 
sie sich besonders auf die Neuerun-
gen der römischen Architekten des 
1. Jahrhunderts v. Chr., die dazu 
geführt haben, daß eine monofunk-
tionale und baulich wenig ausge-
führte Konstruktion wie der griechi-
sche Hippodrom in ein multifunk-
tionales bauliches Ganzes überführt 
wurde, in dem als ‚Modellstätte‘ 
sich weit mehr als Wagenrennen 
und andere mehr oder weniger 
sportliche Schauspiele zutrugen. 
Ausgehend von den Informationen, 
die die schriftlichen und bildlichen 
Quellen (hier insbesondere Münzen 
und Mosaiken) sowie die Archäolo-
gie bereitstellen, liefert die Autorin 
auch eine wohldokumentierte und 
durchdachte Geschichte der einzel-
nen Konstruktionsphasen des Circus 
Maximus, ausgehend von der topo-

graphischen Reorganisation des 
Tales Murcia bis zu den aufeinan-
derfolgenden Reformen, die das 
Bauwerk während der beiden ersten 
nachchristlichen Jahrhunderte erfah-
ren hat, und die die räumlichen Be-
dingungen und infolgedessen auch 
die Bewegungsmöglichkeiten der 
Zuschauer innerhalb des Gebäudes 
verändert haben.  

Zwei kürzere und auf viel kon-
kretere Aspekte bezogene Beiträge, 
jedoch von gleich hoher Qualität, 
ergänzen die Sektion, die dem 
Circus Maximus gewidmet ist. Ma-
ria Letizia BUONFIGLIO (Appunti sui 
sistemi idraulici del Circo Massimo,
39–46) nimmt sich die schwierige 
Aufgabe vor, das hydraulische Sys-
tem des Bauwerkes zu rekonstruie-
ren, wobei sie die Daten, die die 
archäologischen Überreste liefern, 
mit den Informationen der schriftli-
chen Überlieferung verknüpft und 
zum Vergleich andere Bauten wie 
das Colosseum heranzieht. Auf 
dieselben Quellen (und zusätzlich 
auf die Informationen der bildlichen 
Überlieferung) stützt sich Jean-
Claude GOLVIN bei seiner Studie 
und Rekonstruktion der besonders 
wichtigen architektonischen Ele-
mente spina und pulvinar (Réflexion 
relative aux questions soulevées par 
l’étude de puluinar et de la spina du 
Circus Maximus, 79–87). Golvin
vertritt die Ansicht, daß das pulvi-
nar (der Ort, von dem aus nicht nur 
der Kaiser die Schauspiele ver-
folgen konnte, sondern wo auch die 
Zuschauer ihn selbst in Augen-
schein nehmen konnten) das Ergeb-
nis der Vereinigung eines antiken 
Sanktuariums (naos) und einer Log-
gia (suggestum) ist, und daß sein 
ursprünglich kultischer Charakter 
vor den Augen der Zuschauer zur 
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kultischen Erhöhung der Person des 
Kaisers beiträgt. 

Der andere große Circus Roms, 
der des Maxentius, ist Thema eines 
langen und wohldokumentierten Ar-
tikels von Giuseppina PISANI SAR-
TORIO, Le cirque de Maxence et les 
cirques de l’Italie antique (47–78). 
Der Circus des Maxentius ist ein 
grundlegendes Beispiel des Bautyps 
sowohl wegen seines außergewöhn-
lich guten Erhaltungszustandes als 
auch wegen der Tatsache, daß er der 
letzte große architektonische Aus-
druck des römischen Circus über-
haupt ist, 350 Jahre nach der Er-
richtung des Circus Maximus. 
PISANI SARTORIO bietet nicht nur 
eine detaillierte Studie seiner Struk-
tur, Funktion und Entwicklung dar, 
sondern kommt auch auf seine 
ideologische Bedeutung als Annex 
zum Kaiserpalast zu sprechen. Ein 
hochinteressanter Teil dieser Arbeit 
ist dem Studium der optischen 
Perspektiven des Bauwerkes gewid-
met, die für eine perfekte Betrach-
tung und auch Organisation der 
Rennen gedacht waren. Des wei-
teren hebt die Autorin hervor, daß 
die großen Circusanlagen Bauwerke 
bewundernswerten Entwurfes im 
Hinblick auf die unterschiedlichen 
Situationen sind, in die sowohl die 
Rennfahrer als auch die Zuschauer 
sich verwickelt sehen konnten. Der 
Artikel schließt mit einem sehr 
nützlichen Anhang: ein Katalog der 
54 möglichen Circusanlagen in Ita-
lien mit Angaben zu ihren Maßen, 
zum Datum der Erbauung sowie zu 
ihrer topographischen Lage und 
Struktur. 

Die zweite und dritte Sektion des 
ersten Teiles des Bandes beziehen 
sich auf die Circusspiele in den 
Provinzen des Imperiums. Einen all-

gemeinen Überblick über die afri-
kanischen Circusanlagen zeichnet 
Louis MAURIN mit seinem Beitrag 
Les édifices de cirque en Afrique: 
bilan archéologique (91–108). Der 
Autor geht seine Arbeit als Ergän-
zung der Informationen an, die im 
Buch von Humphrey enthalten sind, 
und richtet sein Augenmerk vor 
allem auf die spärlichen neuen Da-
ten, die die Archäologie innerhalb 
der 20 Jahre nach seiner Vorlage 
bezüglich der acht afrikanischen 
Circusanlagen, von denen Überreste 
erhalten sind, beigetragen hat. Es 
handelt sich um fünf Bauwerke in 
Tunesien: Karthago, Hadrumetum-
Sousse, Thysdrus-El Djem und die 
beiden in Utica; zwei in Algerien: 
Caesarea-Cherchel und Sitifis-Setif; 
eines in Libyen: Lepcis Magna.
Maurin vergißt auch nicht diejeni-
gen afrikanischen Circusanlagen, 
die wir einzig durch Schriftquellen 
(vor allem Inschriften) kennen, und 
behandelt ebenfalls das Problem, ob 
die Circusszenen der glanzvollen 
afrikanischen Mosaiken solche lo-
kaler Art darstellen oder ob sie lo-
kale Anpassungen des Bildes des
Circus Maximus sind, wie zumeist 
angenommen wird. Maurinkommt 
in seiner Untersuchung zu dem 
Schluß, daß die städtische Zivilisa-
tion der Africa romana und damit 
die ludi circenses ihren Höhepunkt 
im 2. und 3. Jahrhundert n.Chr. 
erreichen, jedoch noch im 3. und 4. 
Jahrhundert eine lebhafte Fortset-
zung finden. 

Die unmittelbar anschließende 
Epoche ist Gegenstand der Arbeit 
von Ridha GHADDHAB , Les édifices 
de spectacle en Afrique: prospérité 
et continuité de la cité classique 
pendant l’Antiquité tardive? (109–
132). Ghaddhab studiert das römi-
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sche Erbe hinsichtlich monumen-
taler und urbanistischer Aspekte in 
Nordafrika während der Vandalen-
herrschaft und der darauffolgenden 
byzantinischen Epoche, konkret die 
den Schauspielen vorbehaltenen 
Bauwerke, die bislang in viel gerin-
gerem Maße Gegenstand der For-
schung waren als etwa Befesti-
gungsanlagen und Kultbauten. Da 
die literarischen und epigraphischen 
Quellen – und auch die Archäologie 
– zu dieser Zeit in dieser Region 
sich kaum auf Veranstaltungen im 
Circus (oder Amphitheater) bezie-
hen, fragt die Autorin nach den 
Gründen für den Mangel an diesem 
Material und der Aufgabe des rei-
chen monumentalen Erbes. Sie 
glaubt, daß die Abnahme der ludi 
circenses und anderer Schauspiele 
nicht auf ein minderes Interesse der 
Bevölkerung zurückzuführen ist, 
sondern auf wirtschaftliche Schwie-
rigkeiten und das Fehlen einer glo-
balen Politik der byzantinischen 
Herrschaft in den neugewonnenen 
Provinzen. Wie im Beitrag von 
Maurin fügt auch Ghaddhabihrem 
Beitrag einen reichhaltigen Anhang 
hinzu, der Aufstellungen von in 
Nordafrika befindlichen Bauten für 
Schauspiele und von Städten ent-
hält, in denen die Existenz von 
Schauspielen bezeugt ist. 

Die beiden folgenden Arbeiten 
handeln von den Circusspielen im 
Ostteil des Imperiums. Wie üblich 
in diesem Band, bezieht sich der 
erste Beitrag von Hazel DODGE auf 
ein allgemeines Thema und behan-
delt den Stand der Frage hinsicht-
lich des Kenntnisstandes von den 
Circusanlagen in dem Teil des 
Reiches, der Griechenland, den 
Mittleren Orient, Ägypten und 
Kyrene umfaßt (Circuses in the 

Roman East: a reappraisal, 133–
146). DODGE konzentriert ihre Auf-
merksamkeit vor allem auf die 
Funktion der Anlagen als Bauwerk 
für Schauspiele und kommt zu dem 
Ergebnis, daß die größeren orienta-
lischen Circusbauten einem ähnli-
chen Zweck dienten wie diejenigen 
im Westen, während die kleineren 
Anlagen, die gelegentlich kaum 
größer als ein Stadion waren, multi-
funktionale Aufgaben erfüllten 
(„amphitheatrical-hippo-stadia“). 

Ein weiterer Beitrag von Jean-
Claude GOLVIN beschäftigt sich mit 
einem konkreteren Thema: La re-
stitution architectural de l’hippo-
drome de Constantinople. Méthodo-
logie, résultats, état d’avancement 
de la réflexion (147–158). In der 
Tat ist es eine kluge Entscheidung 
der Herausgeber, diese Anlage zu 
berücksichtigen, wenngleich der 
größte Teil des langen Lebens des 
Hippodroms von Konstantinopel 
sich in der byzantinischen Epoche 
abgespielt hat (und er deshalb im 
Buch von Humphrey nicht eigens 
behandelt ist).Neben dem Circus 
Maximus war er der berühmteste 
unter den antiken Circusanlagen, 
und so gehört er zweifellos in einem 
Buch thematisiert, das eine Gesamt-
darstellung der ludi circenses und 
ihrer Schauplätze zu geben beab-
sichtigt. Golvin ist der Auffassung, 
daß die Gesamtheit der zahllosen 
archäologischen, ikonographischen 
und literarischen Zeugnisse, die uns 
über den Hippodrom von Konstan-
tinopel informieren, eine genügend 
exakte Rekonstruktion ermöglicht, 
und an dieser Aufgabe arbeitet das 
„Institut Ausonius“, vor allem aus-
gehend von den Studien Golvins
und FabriciaFauquets. 
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Den Buchteil, der den Circus-
spielen in den Provinzen des Im-
periums gewidmet ist, ergänzen drei 
Arbeiten, die sich mit den westli-
chen Provinzen befassen. Im zu 
Recht ausgedehntesten Beitrag die-
ser Trias bietet Trinidad NOGALES 

BASARRATE eine sehr detaillierte 
und sehr vollständige Untersuchung 
zu jeder der zahlreichen römischen 
Circusanlagen, die sich in Spanien 
nachweisen lassen – sei es durch 
archäologische Zeugnisse, sei es 
durch literarische, inschriftliche und 
geographische Texte. Ihre Studie 
enthält auch die letzten Neuigkeiten 
im Hinblick auf die in Spanien erst 
in jüngster Zeit ans Licht gehobenen 
Anlagen in Olisipo, Valentia, Car-
mo und Segobriga (Circos romanos 
de Hispania. Novedades y perspecti-
vas arqueológicas, 161–202). Im 
Gegensatz zum besprochenen Bei-
trag sind die beiden folgenden Arti-
kel jeweils einem Circus gewidmet: 
Claude SINTES untersucht den Cir-
cus von Arles (Le cirque d’Arles: 
l’apport des fouilles depuis 1986,
203–212), während Philip CRUMMY 

mit dem Circus von Colchester den 
ersten eindeutig identifizierbaren in 
Britannia vostellt, der im Jahre 2004 
entdeckt wurde (The Roman Circus 
at Colchester, England, 213–231). 

Den ersten Teil des Bandes be-
schließt ein methodologischer An-
hang, in welchem Robert VER-
GNIEUX (Origine de l’usage de la 
Réalité Virtuelle à l’Institut Auso-
nius et les premiers travaux sur le 
Circus Maximus, 235–242) und 
Jean-Claude GOLVIN (L’exploitation 
des images antiques: problèmes et 
méthodologie, 243–258) bis ins ein-
zelne gehend den Prozeß der virtu-
ellen Rekonstruktion antiker Bauten 
darlegen, zu der das Institut Auso-

nius seit 1994 in der Tat spek-
takuläre Ergebnisse beigetragen hat. 

Der zweite Teil des Bandes trägt 
die Überschrift „Les spectacles du 
cirque et leur réception“, und sein 
erster Abschnitt („Déroulement et 
organisation des spectacles“) be-
ginnt sehr passend mit einem breit 
angelegten Beitrag von Fabricia
FAUQUET über Le fonctionnement 
du cirque romain. Déroulement 
d’une course de chars (261–289). 
Die Autorin beschreibt in ausführli-
cher und genauester Weise, aus-
gehend von den archäologischen, 
schriftlichen und bildlichen Zeug-
nissen sowie unterstützt von einer 
vortrefflichen graphischen Präsen-
tation, jede einzelne Phase eines 
Rennens im Circus vom Verlosen 
der Startboxen bis zur Verkündung 
der Sieger. Auf der Linie anderer 
Beiträge des Bandes wie beispiels-
weise desjenigen von Giuseppina 
Pisani Sartorioschließt Fauquetaus 
ihrer Studie (und wir sind völlig 
einig mit ihrer Auffassung), daß 
hinsichtlich der architektonischen 
Struktur und der Organisation der 
Rennen nichts dem Zufall überlas-
sen war, sondern daß jedes Teil des 
Bauwerkes die Form und die Aus-
dehnung zeigt, die seiner Funktion 
angemessen ist, sowie daß alle 
Aktionen, die Magistrate, Organi-
satoren und Hilfspersonal im Circus 
ausführen, einen genauen Sinn ha-
ben, der der korrekten Funktion des 
Schauspiels entspricht. 

Die übrigen vier Beiträge, die 
das Thema des Ablaufes der Circus-
veranstaltungen behandeln, sind 
spezifischeren Fragen gewidmet. 
Unter diesen bestens dokumentier-
ten und illustrierten Aufsätzen wen-
det sich zuerst Gwénaëlle MARCHET 

konkret dem Zeichen für den Be-
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ginn des Starts und seinem sym-
bolischen Wert für die Zuschauer zu 
(‘Mittere mappam’ (Mart. 12.28.9): 
du signal de départ à la théologie 
impériale (Ier a. C. – VIIe p.C.),
291–317). Christophe HUGONIOT 

(Les banquets des jeux publics à 
Rome: banquets et sacrifices, 319–
333) behandelt die Opfermähler 
(lectisternia), die mit den ludi cir-
censes in Verbindung stehen; ihre 
lange zeitliche Kontinuität we-
nigstens bis zum Ende des 4. 
nachchristlichen Jahrhunderts er-
klärt der Autor als Zeichen dafür, 
daß die Römer für die religiöse Pra-
xis sensibel blieben, auch wenn sie 
zu einer mehr oder weniger ver-
flachten Form geworden war. Anna 
BAJARD (Un décor de navire dans 
le grand cirque sous Septime Sé-
vère, 335–346) analysiert die rät-
selhaften bildlichen und literari-
schen Dokumente der Severischen 
Zeit, die die Durchführung von ve-
nationes im Circus Maximus be-
zeugen, bei denen ein Bühnenbild 
benutzt wird, das von einem Schiff 
beherrscht wird. Die Autorin erklärt 
diese Tatsache in Verbindung mit 
anderen Manifestationen von Mee-
ressymbolik im Circus Maximus als 
Anspielung (mit politischer Ab-
sicht) auf die Naumachien, die im 
Jahre 2 n. Chr. von Augustus, an 
selbiger Stätte, und im Jahre 80 
n.Chr. von Titus bei Gelegenheit 
der feierlichen Eröffnung des Co-
losseums organisiert wurden. 

Beschlossen wird diese Abtei-
lung durch einen Beitrag, der sich 
nur teilweise (hauptsächlich in sei-
nem letzten Teil) der Überschrift 
„Ablauf und Organisation der 
Schauspiele“ des Circus anpassen 
läßt, unseres Erachtens allerdings 
besser der Sektion zuzuordnen 

wäre, der dem ersten Teil folgt und 
die den circensischen Veranstaltun-
gen in Africa und den östlichen Pro-
vinzen gewidmet ist. Der Beitrag 
von Wolfgang DECKER Wagenren-
nen im römischen Ägypten (347–
356) beginnt mit der Diskussion des 
Problems, ob es im Alten Ägypten 
Wagenrennen gegeben hat, behan-
delt anschließend die hippischen 
Siege der Ptolemäer und analysiert 
in der Hauptsache die literarischen, 
inschriftlichen und vor allem papy-
rologischen Quellen, die das rö-
mische und byzantinische Ägypten 
für Wagenrennen liefert, wobei teils 
nach griechischer, teils nach römi-
scher Art verfahren wird. Decker
referiert den status quaestionis seit 
den Forschungen von Humphrey.
Erst der letzte Teil des Beitrages 
rechtfertigt eine Plazierung in die 
ihm zugewiesene Abteilung. In ihm 
werden einige höchst interessante 
Zeugnisse im Detail untersucht: 
einerseits Ostraka aus Oxyrhynchos 
(erste Häfte des 4. Jahrhunderts 
n.Chr.), auf denen die Tagesra-
tionen des Circuspersonals der Stadt 
angegeben werden; sie liefern wert-
volle Informationen zu einigen As-
pekten in Bezug auf die Organi-
sation der ludi wie z.B. zur Dauer 
der Wettkämpfe und zur Jahreszeit, 
in denen sie stattfanden, sowie zu 
den Funktionen und Kategorien, in 
die das Personal eingeteilt war, das 
den Ablauf der Spiele sicherstellte. 
Des weiteren werden einzigartige 
Papyri des 6. Jahrhunderts n.Chr., 
ebenfalls aus Oxyrhynchos, bespro-
chen, die ein Programm der ludi 
circenses enthalten, das neben den 
Wagenrennen weitere sportlich ak-
zentuierte Höhepunkte enthält, die 
das Ganze zu einem eigenständigen 
mixtum compositum werden lassen, 
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das sowohl römische als auch grie-
chische Elemente enthält. 

Weitere fünf Beiträge bilden den 
Abschnitt „Réception des spec-
tacles“. Mit großem Geschick haben 
die Herausgeber die zu behandeln-
den Themen ausgewählt, und zwar 
so, daß der Leser einen Überblick 
darüber erhält, wie die Circusspiele 
in ihren verschiedenen Aspekten in 
den verschiedenen künstlerischen 
Manifestationen auftreten und be-
handelt werden: Mosaik, Geldprä-
gung, Fresken, Skulptur, Objekte 
des täglichen Gebrauchs und Lite-
ratur. Bettina BERGMANN (Pictorial 
narratives of the Roman circus,
361–391) wählt für ihre Untersu-
chung unter den hunderten von Bil-
dern der ludi circenses diejenigen 
aus, die fortlaufende Erzählungen 
der Rennen zeigen oder synoptische 
Berichte liefern, welche die ver-
schiedenen Typen der Veranstaltun-
gen zu einer Mischung zusammen-
führen oder auch die kosmische 
Symbolik des Circus beschreiben. 
Die Autorin studiert, mit welcher 
Absicht bestimmte Elemente und 
Momente der ludi ausgewählt und 
andere ausgelassen wurden, und 
warum diese Elemente und Mo-
mente auf eine bestimmte Art und 
Weise dargestellt sind, und sie han-
delt über „the ways that artists used 
the circus building itself as a spacial 
scheme to capture the frenetic ex-
citement of a day in the bleachers 
and much more, producing extraor-
dinarily complex visual narratives“. 
Sinclair BELL (The face of Victory? 
A misidentified head in Rome and 
the ‘problem’ of charioteer por-
traits, 393–411) richtet seine Auf-
merksamkeit auf einen konkreten 
ikonographischen Typus, die Wa-
genlenkerportraits, und diskutiert 

den Fall eines Kopfes aus den Ka-
pitolinischen Museen, der traditio-
nell als “junger Wagenlenker” ange-
sehen wird; der Autor sieht in ihm 
jedoch ein Idealbildnis eines grie-
chischen Athleten.Bell bietet auch 
eine detaillierte Analyse der Infor-
mationen dar, die die schriftlichen 
und bildlichen Quellen über die 
Jungen liefern, die als Wagenlenker 
in den Circusanlagen des antiken 
Rom teilnahmen. Christian LANDES 

(Le Circus Maximus et ses produits 
dérivés, 413–430) handelt über be-
scheidenere Objekte: Messergriffe, 
Elfenbeintäfelchen und dekorierte 
Bronzefibeln mit Circusszenen, Pro-
dukte des marketing, mit denen die 
Händler sich die Popularität des 
Circus zu Nutze machten, klare 
Vorläufer des lukrativen Marktes, 
den der moderne Sport heute bietet. 
Sehr originell und interessant ist der 
Beitrag von Jocelyne NELIS-CLÉ-
MENT, Le cirque et son paysage so-
nore (431–457).Die Autorin nimmt 
sich vor, im Rahmen des Möglichen 
die Basis für ein Rekonstruktions-
projekt zu legen, eben der „klin-
genden Landschaft“ des römischen 
Circus. Und so zeichnet uns Nelis-
Clément – ausgehend vor allem von 
den literarischen Zeugnissen, wenn-
gleich sie auch auf die unentbehr-
lichen Informationen zurückgreift, 
die die Archäologie hinsichtlich der 
Dimensionen, der Formen, der be-
nutzten Materialien oder des Fas-
sungsvermögens der Circusanlagen 
zur Verfügung stellt – ein lebhaftes 
Gemälde der Klänge eines Circus-
tages und studiert die Töne, die die 
Wettkämpfer auf der Piste, die Zu-
schauer auf den Rängen und die 
Offiziellen der Spiele auf ihren ent-
sprechenden Plätzen produzieren, 
von der Ankündigung der Spiele bis 
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zum Ende der Preisverleihung. Zum 
Schluß studiert Jean-Paul THUIL -
LIER, ausgehend von einem Text des 
Manilius, in dem der Autor die 
Konstellation des Auriga beschreibt 
und dabei von den Wagenrennen 
Nutzen zieht, die Terminologie, die 
im Lateinischen für den Wagen-
lenker benutzt wird, und macht ver-
schiedene Bemerkungen zu Daten, 
die der Text des Manilius zu unse-
rem Verständnis für die Rennen im 
Circus beitragen kann. 

Den Band beschließt ein dritter 
Teil, der einem anderen wesentli-
chen Thema gewidmet ist: „Cirque 
et idéologie“. Unter diesem Titel 
sind sechs Beiträge vereint, von 
denen einer unserer Auffassung 
nach keinen direkten Bezug zur 
ideologischen Untersuchung der 
ludi circenses aufweist. In dem kur-
zen Beitrag von Jacques CHAMAY 

(La borne d’Olympie, 539–542) 
bezieht sich in der Tat absolut 
nichts auf das Feld „Circus und Ide-
ologie“, wenn der Autor sich darauf 
beschränkt, die einzige antike meta 
vorzuführen und zu studieren, die 
auf unsere Tage überkommen ist. Es 
handelt sich um einen Marmorkegel 
von ca. 2 m Höhe, der bis zu seinem 
Verkauf im Jahre 1947 unter der 
Bezeichnung „The Olympian meta“ 
in einer englischen Privatsammlung 
verwahrt wurde. [Das Objekt wurde 
erst neulich in einer Ausstellung in 
Mendrisio (Schweiz) gezeigt: E. 
DOZIO/C.-M. FALLANI /S. SOLDINI 

(Hgg.), Gli atleti di Zeus. Lo sport 
nell’antichità. Mostra organizzata 
dal Museo d’arte Mendrisio con il 
sostegno del Municipio di Mendri-
sio 12 settembre 2009 – 10 gennaio 
2010, Mailand 2009, op. 129, Abb. 
S.206, vgl. S. 194 (J. CHAMAY ),  
Zusatz des Übersetzers.]Dem 

Hauptthema “Cirque et idéologie” 
entspricht schon eher der ausführ-
liche und mit zahlreichen Belegen 
versehene Beitrag von Damien P. 
NELIS, Caesar, the Circus and the 
charioteer in Virgil’s ‘Georgics’
(497–520). Trotzdem hätte der Arti-
kel unserer Auffassung nach besser 
unter die Rubrik „Réception des 
spectacles“ gepaßt (in Verbindung 
mit der Arbeit von J.-P. Thuillier). 
Wenngleich der Autor vorgibt, die 
Referenzen der Wagenrennen in den 
Georgica Vergils allgemein in Be-
zug zum politischen Kontext des 
zeitgenössischen Rom (unter Ein-
bezug der Rennen als Massenspek-
takel mit stark ideologischem Ge-
halt) zu interpretieren, besteht der 
Nukleus des Beitrages in einer  
detaillierten philologischen Studie 
derjenigen Passagen der Georgica, 
in denen die Wagenrennen ange-
spielt werden, von denen Nelis
glaubt, daß Vergil die hippischen 
Bilder in gewisser Weise als einen 
roten Faden der Dichtung nutzt. 

Die übrigen vier Arbeiten spre-
chen gezielter verschiedene Aspekte 
an, die mit der soziopolitischen 
Funktion des Circus in Verbindung 
stehen. Leandro POLVERINI (Donne 
al circo, 469–474) stützt sich vor 
allem auf die Zeugnisse der literari-
schen und juristischen Quellen, um 
die Präsenz von Frauen im Circus in 
sehr kompetenter Weise zu unter-
suchen. Sie waren immer nur Zu-
schauer, während keine einzige No-
tiz die Existenz von weiblichen Wa-
genlenkern bezeugt. Polverinibe-
gründet diese Tatsache damit, daß 
die physischen Kräfte der Frauen 
nicht ausreichten, einen Rennwagen 
zu lenken. Dagegen sei das Fehlen 
von Senatoren und Rittern als Teil-
nehmer an den ludi circenses nicht 
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auf physische Gründe zurückzufüh-
ren, sondern auf Hindernisse, die 
auf sozialer und moralischer Ebene 
lagen. Das ist auch das Thema, das 
Gerhard HORSMANN in seinem Bei-
trag Public performances by sena-
tors and knights and the moral leg-
islation of Augustus (475–481) ab-
handelt. Horsmannliefert eine mi-
nutiöse Untersuchung des bedeu-
tendsten epigraphischen Zeugnisses, 
das uns über dieses Thema infor-
miert, die Tabula Larinas, die einen 
Senatus consultum des Jahres 19 
n.Chr. enthält, welcher die aktive 
Teilnahme von Mitgliedern der 
Oberklasse im Circus verbietet, da 
sie gegen die maiestas senatus ver-
stieße.  

Die Beziehungen zwischen Cir-
cus und Palast und ihre ideologi-
schen Konnotationen (ein Thema, 
das bereits von Giuseppina Pisani 
Sartorio in ihrem Beitrag in diesem 
Bande aufgegriffen wurde) sind in 
aller Ausführlichkeit in der Arbeit 
von Manuel ROYO (De la Domus 
Gelotiana aux Horti Spei Veteris: 
retour sur la question de l’associa-
tion entre cirque et palais à Rome,
481–495) abgehandelt. Der Autor 
analysiert die ideologische Bedeu-
tung dieser Verbindung Circus–

Palast in ihren bekannten Fällen, 
ausgehend von der Domus Augusta-
na bis hin zum Hippodrom in 
Konstantinopel. Augustus und der 
Palatin und sein Verhältnis zum Cir-
cus Maximus sind auch Gegenstand 
der Studie von Alessandro BAR-
CHIESI Le Cirque du Soleil (521–
537). BARCHIESI hat einen an-
regenden und kühnen Artikel ge-
schrieben, in dem er, ausgehend 
vom Sturz des Phaeton in den Me-
tamorphosen Ovids (2.193 ff.), fol-
gert, wie die Römer den Circus 
Maximus (und seine kosmische 
Symbolik) im urbanen Kontext der 
Stadt, insbesondere in seiner Be-
ziehung zum Palatin, verstehen. 

Wenn man sich anschickt, einem 
großen Buch wie dem von Hum-
phreyeine Ehrung zu erweisen, gibt 
es keine bessere Lösung als ein an-
deres großes Buch zu veröffent-
lichen, das dabei ist, sich ebenfalls 
zu einem Standardwerk für jeden  
zu entwickeln, der über das Thema 
der Schauspiele des antiken Rom 
forscht oder sich informieren will.  
(Übersetzung aus dem Spanischen 
von Wolfgang Decker, Köln) 

  
Fernando García Romero (Madrid)



 NIKEPHOROS 22, 2009, 256–258  

Wolfram Letzner, 
Der römische Circus. Massenun-
terhaltung im römischen Reich, 
Mainz am Rhein: Philipp von Za-
bern, 2009, 152 S. mit 57 Farb- und 
12 sw. Abbildungen, ISBN 978-3-
8053-3944-5, € 34,90 

Der römische Circus und die dort 
abgehaltenen Veranstaltungen haben 
nicht nur im Schlagwort von panem 
et circenses die Vorstellungen von 
den antiken stadtrömischen Verhält-
nissen geprägt, sie gehören darüber 
hinaus auch zu jenen Themen im 
Bereich des antiken Sports, die sich 
heute besonders häufiger Zuwen-
dung erfreuen. Ein Blick auf die 
alljährlich von W. Decker im Nike-
phoros vorgelegte Jahresbibliogra-
phie zum antiken Sport kann diesen 
Eindruck bestätigen. Dort sind – um 
nur zwei Beispiele zu bringen – 
unter der Rubrik „Circus und Wa-
genrennen“ für die Jahre 2008 und 
2007 beeindruckende 40 bzw. 20 
einschlägige Titel zu finden. Im 
Vergleich dazu nennt die Bibliogra-
phie für dieselben beiden Jahre je-
weils nur einen Eintrag zum griechi-
schen Pferdesport. Auf diese bemer-
kenswerte Diskrepanz sei hier nicht 
weiter eingegangen, doch kann sie 
den Hintergrund charakterisieren, 
vor dem Wolfram Letzner seine zu-
sammenfassende, sich an ein breite-
res Publikum richtende, monogra-
phische Darstellung des römischen 
Circus und der dortigen Aktivitäten 
vorlegt. 

Es handelt sich dabei um ein 
leicht lesbares Buch, das mit zahl-
reichen, meist erhellenden Abbil-
dungen sowie Plänen versehen ist – 
lediglich die Pläne auf Seite 138 
sind z.T. allzu klein ausgefallen. 

Ein Literaturverzeichnis listet nach 
Themenbereichen geordnet und  
für ein Werk dieser Zielrichtung in 
mehr als nur ausreichendem Um-
fang einschlägige Fachliteratur auf. 
Ein Glossar erklärt dem fachfrem-
den Leser weniger gebräuchliche 
Begriffe.  

Die Darstellung beginnt damit, 
anzudeuten, welche antiken Quellen 
dem heutigen Kenntnisstand zu 
Grunde liegen (8–10), daran schlie-
ßen sich knappe Ausführungen zur 
Abklärung der Begriffe für „Ge-
bäude der Massenunterhaltung – 
Circus, Stadion, Amphitheater und 
Theater“ (11–14) an. Nach diesen 
kurzen, zum Thema hinführenden 
Bemerkungen gehen die nächsten 
Kapitel dann in medias res und be-
fassen sich zunächst (15–55) mit 
dem baulichen Aspekt. Sie bieten 
eine Reihe von Informationen zu 
Aussehen und Dimensionen von 
Circusanlagen und stellen ihre obli-
gaten Bestandteile vor, wie etwa die 
Wendemale, die Trennbarriere mit 
den darauf aufgestellten Objekten 
oder die Zuschauertribüne, um nur 
einige anzusprechen.  

Ein weiterer inhaltlicher Schwer-
punkt widmet sich sodann den Vor-
gängen in diesen Anlagen (122–
140). Der Blick wird nun auf die im 
Circus abgehaltenen Spiele, die sog. 
Circusparteien, die Akteure und Zu-
schauer sowie auf Fragen der Finan-
zierung gerichtet (56–121). Zuletzt 
stellen Ausführungen zur Verbrei-
tung von Circusanlagen im Impe-
rium Romanum, zu ihrer konkreten 
Lage im Rahmen urbaner Strukturen 
und im Zusammenhang mit Palast-
anlagen nochmals das Bauwerk ins 
Zentrum der Betrachtung. Insgesamt 
wird damit eine alles in allem in-
haltsreiche und übersichtliche Zu-
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sammenstellung geboten; und doch 
erscheinen einige kritische Bemer-
kungen angebracht. 

Zunächst wäre anzumerken, dass 
bei der Lektüre der Eindruck ent-
steht, es mit einer eigenartigen Zwi-
schenform zu tun zu haben, die ir-
gendwo zwischen einem essayhaf-
ten und einem an wissenschaftlichen 
Standards orientierten Werk einzu-
ordnen ist. Das liegt vor allem 
daran, dass in  manchen Zusammen-
hängen relevantes Fachschrifttum 
angeführt wird, in manchen nicht – 
ohne dass ein dahinterstehendes 
System zu erkennen wäre. Wenn 
gelegentlich (z.B. auf den Seiten 
55, 69, 70, 71) nur auf einen Autor 
verwiesen wird, ohne nähere An-
gaben zu machen, welches Werk 
dieses Autors gemeint ist oder an 
welcher Stelle sich die relevanten 
Aussagen finden, unterstreicht das 
jedenfalls die Nähe zum Essay. In 
diesem Sinne wäre es vielleicht so-
gar günstiger gewesen, auf einzelne 
Referenzen überhaupt zu verzichten 
und sich lediglich generell auf das 
ausführliche Literaturverzeichnis zu 
berufen, als gelegentlich Fußnoten 
einzustreuen, was zur Folge haben 
muss, dass man sie dort, wo sie feh-
len, vermisst. 

Die Stellenangaben zu schriftli-
chen Quellen, auf die sich die Aus-
führungen in reichem Maße stützen, 
werden in der Regel gleich im Text 
in Klammern genannt. Dass bei der 
Behandlung der aussagekräftigen 
Inschrift des Wagenlenkers C. Ap-
puleius Diocles die CIL-Nr. fehlt 
(83f.), wird wohl ein Versehen sein, 
befremdlicher wirkt es dagegen, 
wenn mehrfach an Stellen, an denen 
man die Nennung einer Quelle er-
warten würde, Sekundärliteratur an-
gegeben wird, in der sich diese In-

formationen finden sollen. Zumin-
dest ungewöhnlich ist es auch, bei 
einzelnen Begriffen, wie z.B. cur-
rus triumphalis, triga, biga oder
quadriga, auf die Einträge im 
Georges zu verweisen (74).  

Das alles ist, mehr oder weniger, 
bloß als formale Unausgewogenheit 
zu betrachten, doch ergeben sich 
schwerwiegendere, an die Substanz 
der historischen Aussage gehende 
Einwände, wenn in vielen Fällen die 
Grenze zwischen Angenommenem 
und Bezeugtem verschwimmt, Spe-
kulatives als Faktisches erscheint. 
Wobei das allerdings kein Vorwurf 
ist, der allein dieses Buch trifft. Das 
Problem wiegt aber vielleicht ge-
rade dann umso schwerer, wenn sich 
ein Werk in erster Linie an nicht 
näher mit der Thematik vertraute 
Leser wendet, für die dann ein sehr 
verzerrtes Bild des tatsächlichen 
Wissensstandes entstehen muss. Das 
soll nun nicht heißen, dass die Aus-
führungen Letzners unzulässig wä-
ren, doch müssten sie dort, wo sie 
nicht wirklich belegbar sind, deutli-
cher als Annahmen oder Schlussfol-
gerungen erkenntlich sein.  

In diesem Sinne wäre häufig 
auch eine sichtbarere Distanz zu 
Aussagen antiker Autoren wün-
schenswert. Wenn beispielsweise 
bei der vorgelegten Beschreibung 
der Pferderennbahn in Olympia 
(15f.) nicht deutlich wird, dass 
diese weitestgehend auf dem Be-
richt des Pausanias beruht, der eben 
nur der Bericht eines antiken Autors 
ist und der nicht automatisch mit 
gesicherten Fakten gleichgesetzt 
werden darf.  

In noch stärkerem Maße ist die-
ser Einwand zu erheben, wenn über 
die römische Frühzeit in einer 
Weise gesprochen wird, als stünden 



258 Rezensionen  

dazu wirklich verlässliche Quellen 
zur Verfügung. Was ja nun definitiv 
nicht der Fall ist. Aussagen wie: 
„Tarquinius Priscus, dessen Herr-
schaft zwischen 616–578 v. Chr. da-
tiert wird, ließ ... den Circus Maxi-
mus anlegen“ (56), kann man heute 
nur mehr mit großem Unbehagen 
lesen. In solchen Zusammenhängen 
wäre auch die eine oder andere Re-
flexion darüber, was antike Autoren, 
wie Livius, überhaupt wissen kön-
nen, wenn sie über Dinge schreiben, 
die zu ihrer Zeit schon mehrere 
Jahrhunderte zurückliegen, sicher 
nicht fehl am Platze gewesen. 

Ähnliches gilt auch für die 
zahlreichen anekdotenhaften Nach-
richten über römische Kaiser und 
ihre Beziehungen zum Pferdesport – 
am berühmtesten ist wohl jene vom 
Auftritt Neros als Wagenlenker in 
Olympia. Natürlich sind derartige 
Geschichten antiker Provenienz und 
deshalb dürfen, ja müssen, sie auch 
herangezogen werden. Doch sollten 
sie stets als Darstellung eines Au-
tors vorgelegt werden, nach dessen 
Einstellung und Intentionen zu fra-
gen ist, und nicht als nüchterne Tat-
sachenberichte unverfälschter Fak-
ten.  

Zu all dem kommen noch einige 
in dem Buch getroffene Aussagen, 
die zum Widerspruch reizen oder 

die zumindest als ungewöhnlich gel-
ten dürfen, was vermutlich manch-
mal auch auf eine verkürzte oder 
ungeschickte Formulierung zurück-
zuführen sein wird. Wenn jedoch 
etwa bezüglich der Wagenlenker 
ohne jegliche Andeutung von Un-
sicherheit behauptet wird: „sie litten 
nicht … unter der infamia“ (81) und 
das auch noch mit Verweis auf Ter-
tullian, spect. 22 geschieht, wo doch 
wohl eher das genaue Gegenteil 
zum Ausdruck kommt, so besteht 
Erklärungsbedarf. Gerade in solchen 
Fällen wären Hinweise, dass es sich 
dabei um Vermutungen handelt, 
oder nähere Ausführungen, in denen 
der Autor seine Aussagen stützt oder 
zumindest begründet, angebracht 
gewesen.  

Trotz all dieser hier gebündelten 
kritischen Anmerkungen sei ab-
schließend betont, dass die von 
Wolfram Letzner vorgelegte Arbeit 
– vor allem wenn man sich der ent-
haltenen Tücken bewusst ist – 
grundsätzlich als nützliche Zusam-
menstellung und Hinführung zur 
Thematik gelten darf und als ein 
Buch, das in der Lage ist, das Inte-
resse am römischen Circus zu we-
cken bzw. wachzuhalten. 

Werner Petermandl, Graz
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John McClelland,
Body and Mind. Sport in Europe 
from the Roman Empire to the 
Renaissance (Sport in the Global 
Society), 
London/New York: Routledge 2007, 
XVII (+I), 187 S., darin 10 s.-w. 
Abb., geb., ISBN 0-7146-5357-8 
(hbk) 

Mit vorliegendem Buch wird zum 
ersten Mal der Versuch gemacht, 
die Sportgeschichte einer Epoche zu 
schreiben, deren zeitliche Klammer 
von der römischen Prinzipatszeit bis 
zur Spätrenaissance reicht und so-
mit auch – neben dem Mittelalter – 
die quellenmäßig dürftig belegte 2. 
Hälfte des ersten nachchristlichen 
Jahrtausends umschließt. Dazu ge-
hört Mut, Quellenkenntnis mehrerer 
Kulturkreise und Belesenheit. Es 
erübrigt sich zu betonen, daß so-
wohl die Quellen – in der Haupt-
sache in Lateinisch und in den ver-
schiedenen Sprachstufen des Italie-
nischen und Französischen, aber 
auch in Spanisch und Portugiesisch 
verfaßt – als auch die internationale 
Sekundärliteratur überwiegend eng-
lischer, daneben französischer, ita-
lienischer und deutscher Provenienz 
vom Autor meisterhaft beherrscht 
werden. (Die eingestreuten Origi-
nalzitate sind mit Rücksicht auf den 
englischsprachigen Leser fast sämt-
lich in die Sprache des Buches über-
setzt.) 

Die Abhandlung ist nicht chro-
nologisch, sondern in Form einer 
Sammlung thematisch unterschied-
licher Essais aufgebaut, die nach 
Auffassung ihres Autors bis auf die 
Gruppe der letzten drei in beliebiger 
Reihenfolge gelesen werden dürfen 
und „sport and athletics in general 

over the longue durée“ im Blick 
haben (XVI). 

Nach einem einleitenden und de-
finitorischen Kapitel zu den zeitli-
chen und historiographischen Linien 
(1–18) folgen zwei sehr informative 
Kapitel über die Quellen. Das erste 
(1–18) behandelt diejenigen für die 
Zeit von Augustus bis etwa 600 
n.Chr., während das zweite (19–35) 
die daran anschließende Zeit bis 
etwa um 1700 quellenmäßig vor-
stellt. Auf wenigen Seiten (23–35) 
wird eine kondensierte lateinische 
Literaturgeschichte unter sporthisto-
rischem Aspekt gegeben, die die be-
treffenden Autoren und ihre Werke 
bzw. deren einschlägige Passagen, 
die über den Sport Auskunft geben 
(mit Exkurs zu den griechischen 
Autoren des Themas auf S.31–38), 
trefflich charakterisiert.  

Man vermißt zu den Inschriften 
zum Gladiatorenwesen von Pompeji 
das klassische Buch von Patrizia 
SABBATINI TUMOLESI, Gladiatorum 
paria. Annunci di spettacoli gla-
diatorii a Pompei, Rom 1980, und 
zu Martial Kathleen M.COLEMAN,
Martial: Liber spectaculorum, Ox-
ford/New York 2006. Nützlich wäre 
auch die Kenntnis des Buches 
R.W. FORTUIN, Der Sport im au-
gusteischen Rom. Philologische und 
sporthistorische Untersuchungen,
Stuttgart 1996 (Palingenesia LVII), 
gewesen. – Nach Erscheinen des 
Buches von J. McClelland wären 
folgende Monographien nachzu-
tragen: zu Seneca:Th. KROPPEN,
Mortis dolorisque contemptio. Ath-
leten und Gladiatoren in Senecas 
philosophischem Konzept, Hildes-
heim 2008 (Nikephoros Beihefte 
15); zu Tacitus, Sueton und Cassius 
Dio: HeleenGROOT, Zur Bedeutung 
der öffentlichen Spiele bei Tacitus, 
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Sueton und Cassius Dio. Überle-
gungen zur Selbstbeschreibung der 
römischen Gesellschaft, Berlin 2008 
(Antike Kultur und Geschichte 12). 

Wie dünn gesät die sporthistori-
schen Quellen für die Zeit nach 600 
zunächst sind, beleuchtet eine Pas-
sage zum Ballspiel von Gregor von 
Tours (538–594), das nach Ein-
schätzung des Autors „the last 
recognizable allusion to Roman 
athletic practices and to the game 
harpastum, or indeed for any 
definable ball game for the next 800 
years“ ist (36). Noch extremer: Für 
die Zeit vom 7. bis 11. Jahrhundert 
schweigen die Quellen zum Sport 
völlig: „Both written texts and the 
pictorial record similar silent on 
anything to do with physical activ-
ity“ (36). Das ist sicherlich etwas 
überspitzt formuliert, denn bereits 
auf der folgenden Seite wird eine 
Passage des Biographen Karls des 
Großen, Eginhard, diskutiert, die 
des Kaisers Vorliebe für das 
Schwimmen und seine Überlegen-
heit in dieser Übung zum Inhalt hat. 

Es ist natürlich, daß das Thema 
Turnier, „the first professional sport 
of modern times“ (42), die literari-
sche, biographische und chronogra-
phische Produktivität des europäi-
schen hohen Mittelalters beherrscht. 

Voller Achtung wird das Falken-
buch Friedrichs II. erwähnt, das, auf 
arabische und griechische Quellen 
gestützt, Theorie und Praxis mit-
einander verbindet, wie man es ver-
gleichsweise in der Antike in Xeno-
phons Kynegetikos und Peri hippi-
kes vorfand. 

Eine weitverbreitete Gattung, die 
ihren Anfang mit Friedrichs Falken-
buch nimmt, sind die Fechtbücher 
mit ihrem Höhepunkt in Gestalt von 
Dürers Fechtbuch von 1512. Diese 

Fechtbücher sind oft mit dem Rin-
gen vergesellschaftet, doch fehlt 
auffallenderweise jede Abhandlung 
zum Boxen. 

Nach dem Siegeszug der neuen 
Technik des Buchdruckes mit be-
weglichen Lettern werden auch 
andere Disziplinen einbezogen: 
Schwimmen 1538 durch Nikolaus 
Wynmann; Bogenschießen 1545 
durch Roger Ascham – hier ist 
nachzutragen H. SCHRÖTER, Roger 
Ascham, Toxophilus. The Schole of 
Shootinge, London 1545, St. Au-
gustin 1983 (Schriften der Deut-
schen Sporthochschule Köln 9) –; 
Akrobatik 1599 durch Arcangelo 
Tuccaro; Ballspiel 1555 durch An-
tonio Scaino und Calcio, das Flo-
rentiner Ballspiel, 1580 durch Gio-
vanni Bardi. Neben diesen Fachbü-
chern tritt der Sport auch bei Dich-
tern wie Pierre de Ronsard (u.a. 
Vorstellung von Olympischen Spie-
len) und Sir Philip Sidney auf, und 
Querschnitte durch den Sport bieten 
etwa das sogenannte King’s Book of 
Sports des James I. von 1617 und 
die zu Ehren von Robert Dover, der 
1612 ‘Olimpick Games’ beim Ort 
Much Wenlock begründete, 1636 
verfaßten Annalia Dubrensia.  

Im folgenden Kapitel („The 
sports, the athletes, the material 
settings“) werden die sportlichen 
Phänomene Roms und der nach-
antiken Epoche Europas gegenüber-
gestellt. Für Rom werden die  
Wagenrennen, Gladiatorenkämpfe 
(‘munera’) und Wettkämpfe grie-
chischer Art (‘certamina’) den 
Berufs–sportlern zugeschrieben, 
während Ballspiele und das Treiben 
auf dem Marsfeld sowie die Schöp-
fung der collegia iuvenum dem pri-
vaten Sektor zugerechnet werden. 
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Zu letzterem Phänomen ergänze 
zur Literatur G. PFISTER, Die Er-
neuerung der römischen iuventus 
durch Augustus, Diss. Regensburg 
1977; H. FUCHS, Lusus Troiae,
Diss. Köln 1990. 

All das geriet in den dunklen 
Jahrhunderten der Sportgeschichte 
in Vergessenheit. Die seit dem 
Hochmittelalter nachweisbaren Ball-
spiele boule, calcio, Fußball (in 
England seit 1314 belegt), jeu de 
paume, pallone und Tennis sind 
Neuerfindungen wie auch das klas-
senspezifische Turnier, das im 
Zentrum von Kapitel 5 („Tourna-
ments, jousting and the game of 
death“) steht. Mit diesem gelingt 
dem Autor ein großer Wurf, indem 
die Vielschichtigkeit des „längst-
lebigen Sports des frühen Europa“ 
(80) von seinen ungeregelten Mas-
senkämpfen mit reiner Absicht des 
Beutemachens über seine literari-
sche Motivgeschichte in der mittel-
alterlichen Epik bis hin zu seiner 
Verfeinerung zum Stechen entlang 
der Planken und seiner mit dem 
Tode des französischen Königs 
Henri II., der an einer bei einem 
Turnier erhaltenen Verletzung stirbt, 
1559 einsetzenden Endphase detail-
reich beschrieben wird. Mit der 
Feststellung, daß die gegen 1250 
(etwa zeitgleich mit Friedrichs II. 
Falkenbuch) einsetzende Regulie-
rung des hochgefährlichen Sports 
(dem z.B. im Jahre 1241 in Neuss 
mehr als fünf Dutzend Ritter zum 
Opfer fielen) bis zu einem ausgeklü-
gelten System von Trefferzählwei-
sen führt und somit Quantifizierung 
und Logik an Stelle von Spon-
taneität und Impulsivität traten („the 
mind was mastering the body“, 92), 
erhebt der Autor (stillschweigend 
gegen Alan Guttmanns Theorie des 

Aufkommens des modernen Sports 
zur Zeit der beginnenden Industria-
lisierung) den Anspruch, daß sich 
der moderne Sport bereits ein halbes 
Jahrtausend früher zu entwickeln 
begann, als es nach der These des 
amerikanischen Kulturhistorikers 
der Fall gewesen sei. Diese Auf-
fassung wird im letzten Kapitel 
nochmals näher begründet. 

Im ersten der drei nach Empfeh-
lung des Autors in ihrer Reihenfolge 
zu lesenden Schlußkapitel („Sport 
in the service of the res publica“, 
99–113) werden Beispiele sportli-
cher Feste aus staatspolitischen Ab-
sichten gegeben, deren historisches 
Vorbild in den res gestae des Au-
gustus nachzulesen ist. Der sport-
politischen Absicht des Princeps 
dienen das 5. Buch der Aeneis 
Vergils mit der Schilderung der 
Leichenspiele für Anchises und 
deren sportideologische Passagen. 
Von sportpolitischen Ambitionen 
geleitet war auch der in einer kri-
tischen politischen Situation be-
findliche Henri II. mit der Anset-
zung des für ihn verhängnisvollen 
Turniers des Jahres 1559 oder der 
junge Lorenzo ‘il Magnifico’ de 
Medici, verheißungsvoller Erbe der 
führenden Familie der Stadt Flo-
renz, der in einem Turnier auf der 
Piazza Santa Croce 1465 den Glanz 
seines Hauses öffentlich vor aller 
Augen vorführen sollte. Wie weit 
solche gezielten Versuche der Be-
einflussung einer ganzen Bevöl-
kerung durch glanzvolle Sport-
spektakel in der Renaissance gehen 
konnten, zeigt die Anstrengung 
derselben aristokratischen Familie, 
seit 1563 ein jährlich zu begehendes 
Wagenrennen in Florenz zu etablie-
ren, dessen Aufführung im Jahre 
1581 Montaigne voller Bewunde-
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rung beschreibt. Bei den Florenti-
nern selbst scheinen beide Spekta-
kel weit weniger Eindruck hervor-
gerufen zu haben. Trotz seiner adli-
gen Spieler atmete das Florentiner 
Ballspiel Calcio mehr republikani-
schen Geist, wie auch sein Autor 
G. Bardi (Discorso sopra il gioco 
del calcio fiorentino, 1580) ver-
merkt, der seine Praxis in der toska-
nischen Stadt mit körperlichem 
Training im antiken Rom vergleicht. 
Eine Verfügung des englischen 
Königs James’ I. aus dem Jahre 
1617, Declaration to His Subjects, 
Concerning Lawfull Sports to be 
Used, gemeinhin Book of Sports 
genannt, bezeichnet ausgewählte 
Sportaktivitäten, die an Sonntag-
nachmittagen (nach morgendlichem 
anglikanischen Kirchgang) erlaubt 
waren. Sie hatte nach Ansicht des 
Autors eine solche Wirkung, daß 
man den ehrenhaften Slogan ‘Eng-
land – land of sport’ um zwei Jahr-
hunderte vordatieren müsse. 

Trotz seines essayhaften Charak-
ters ist das geistreiche Buch von 
hohem Interesse. Es füllt eine Lücke 
in der sporthistorischen Literatur 
und dürfte für lange Jahre Standard 
auch in der Rezeptionsgeschichte 
des antiken Sports für die Zeit der 
Renaissance bleiben. J. McClelland 
hat sich eines Desideratums der 
Forschung in bemerkenswerter Wei-
se angenommen und eine sporthisto-
rische Epoche aufgehellt, die wegen 
der Lückenhaftigkeit der Quellen 

bislang nur unzureichend erforscht 
war.  

Leider hat der Autor zwei Bü-
cher nicht aufgeschlüsselt: S. 144 
n. 18 MCKAY (1970); S. 145 n. 30 
WYKE (1997). Erwähnung verdient 
hätte auch das Buch über den Palio 
von Siena (S. 76) von A. FALASSI/ 
G. CATONI/P. MERISIO, Palio, Mai-
land 1982. 

Es hätte seinen Reiz gehabt, der 
Entwicklung des römischen Erbes in 
Byzanz nachzuspüren, wo die Wa-
genrennen eine ganz besondere 
Position im Hofzeremoniell ein-
nahmen und der Hippodrom etwa 
beim Nika-Aufstand eine politisch 
brisante Rolle spielte. Auch Ele-
mente der griechischen sportlichen 
Tradition harren dort ihrer Ent-
deckung. Mit Einbeziehung der by-
zantinischen Kultur, in der die An-
tike um ein Jahrtausend verlängert 
wird, hätte der Autor aber die Gren-
zen seines wissenschaftlichen Re-
viers überschreiten müssen. Die 
Byzantinistik ist jedoch ein eigener 
Wissenschaftszweig, der einem Kul-
turhistoriker der europäischen Ge-
schichte verschlossen sein darf. Der 
Frage, was ein Ausblick in diese 
Welt vor dem Hintergrund des 
europäischen Sports bzw. in Ver-
bindung mit diesem erbringen 
könnte, müßte einmal nachgegangen 
werden.  

Wolfgang Decker, Köln
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Girolamo Mercuriale, 
De Arte Gymnastica,*

Firenze: Leo S. Olschki, 2008, 1135 
S., 11 Abb., ISBN 9788822258045, € 
120,– 

Girolamo Mercuriale (Hieronymus 
Mercurialis, 1530–1606) is a major 
figure in the history of sport. His De 
Arte Gymnastica written in Latin, is 
the first modern study of ancient 
Greek and Roman exercise and sport. 
It was first published in 1569 by the 
Giunta press in Venice under a 
slightly different title (Artis gymnasti-
cae apud antiquos celeberrimae, 
nostris temporibus ignoratae). There 
followed new editions published in 
1573, 1577 (Paris), 1587, 1601 (re-
printed in 1644), and 1672 (Amster-
dam), the most significant change 
being the addition in 1573 of illustra-
tions of ancient sport and exercise 
furnished by Pirro Ligorio, the noted 
antiquarian. The 1573 edition also 
contains a new dedicatory essay to the 
Holy Roman Emperor Maximilian II. 
Mercuriale had been summoned to 
Vienna to attending the ailing mo-
narch in 1573. The 1569 edition had 
been dedicated to Mercuriale’s Ro-
man patron, Cardinal Alessandro Far-
nese. 

The Olschki Press deserves kudos
not only for making the text of DAG
available in a new edition but also, 
since most scholars no longer possess 
a knowledge of Latin, for providing a 
graceful and lucid English translation 
– Latin on the left page and English 
on the right – by the eminent historian 
of medicine, Vivian NUTTON of the 

����������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������
��) DAG = De Arte Gymnastica. All cita-

tions to DAG are from the 2008 edition.��

Wellcome Institute in London.1 No 
usable English translation has pre-
viously existed. John BLUNDELL, in 
his The Muscles and Their Story, 
From the Earliest Times; Including 
The Whole Text of Mercurialis, and 
the Opinions of Other Writers Ancient 
and Modern, on Mental and Bodily 
Development, London 1864, so 
commingled his own musings with 
those of Mercuriale that it is impossi-
ble to distinguish the two. The DAG
should now be more accessible than it 
has ever been. 

There is a third major component 
of the new DAG volume: an invalua-
ble 273-page section by Jean-Michel 
AGASSE on the intellectual and cul-
tural context in which Mercuriale 
worked.2 Agasse has himself pub-
lished an edition with French transla-
tion and commentary of book 1 of 
DAG.3 An invaluable complement and 
companion to this section is the an-
thology of essays on Mercuriale 
edited by A. Arcangeli and V. Nutton 
and published in 2008 by the Olschki 
press; these essays are the results of a 
conference held in Mercuriale’s birth-
place of Forli in 2006.4 The Olschki 
press cannot be commended too 

����������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������
1) Nutton was aided by a team of transla-

tors, whom he acknowledges, pp.785–786. 
2) J.-M. AGASSE, Girolamo Mercuriale. 

Humanism and Physical Culture in the Re-

naissance, translated from the French by 

Christine NUTTON, in: DAG pp.861–1118. 
3) J.-M. AGASSE, L’Arte de la Gymnas-

tique, livre premier, Paris 2006. 
4) A. ARCANGELI/V. NUTTON entitled Gi-

rolamo Mercuriale. Medicina e cultura nell’ 

Europa del Cinquecento. Atti del Convegno 

“Girolamo Mercuriale e lo spazio scientifico e 

culturale del Cinquecento”, (Forli, 8–11 no-

vembre 2006), Firenze 2008.  
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highly for their dedication and gene-
rosity to the cause of scholarship on 
Mercuriale. 

Smaller riches in the new DAG ab-
ound to delight the scholar. (a) From 
the Archivio Borromeo on Isola Bella 
(Stresa) come eleven photographs of 
drawings by the antiquarian Pirro 
Ligorio depicting ancient sports and 
exercises, ten of which were used for 
the illustrations in DAG.5 (b) The new 
DAG, pp.��781–784, also provides the 
Latin text (no translation given) of the 
dedication in the first (1569) edition 
to Cardinal Alessandro Farnese. (c) 
Giancarlo CERASOLI has written both 
a “Biographic Note”, pp.��797–800, of 
the significant years in the life of 
Mercuriale and a “Bibliographic 
Note”, pp.��801–807, of works supply-
ing biographical information about 
Mercuriale. This bibliography is com-
plemented by that provided by 
AGASSE, pp.��1111–1118. (d) Finally, 
on pp.��809–860, there is a detailed 
bibliography of Mercuriale’s 73 writ-
ings, different editions being given a 
separate entry, by CERASOLI and An-
tonella Imolesi POZZI, who is the cu-
rator of the Raccolte Piancastelli in 
the Biblioteca Communale “Aurelio 
Saffi” in Mercuriale’s native city of 
Forli. 

The editor of the Latin text is Con-
cetta PENNUTO of the Institut 
d’Histoire de la Médecine et de la 
Santé in Geneva. Indeed, the collabo-
ration between Pennuto and Nutton 
should remind us that Mercuriale was 

����������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������
5) Ligorio expert Ginette VAGENHEIM di-

scusses the topic in her essay Una collabora-

zione tra antiquario ed erudito: i disegni e le 

epigrafi di Pirro Ligorio nel De arte gymna-

stica di Girolamo Mercuriale, to be found in 

ARCANGELI/NUTTON (above, note 4) 127–157. 

not primarily a scholar of sport. 
Trained as a medical doctor in Padua 
and Venice, he departed Forli as a 
member of a diplomatic mission to 
Pope Paul IV, and he lived in Rome 
from 1562 to 1569. There he served as 
personal physician to Cardinal Ales-
sandro Farnese. Following his Roman 
sojourn, he held professorships of 
medicine in Padua (1569), Bologna 
(1587), and Pisa (1592).6 He com-
posed numerous medical articles, 
many of which still survive, including 
essays on poisons and on the diseases 
of children and women.7 It is no acci-
dent that historians of medicine have 
figured so prominently in the scholar-
ship on Mercuriale over the past 
twenty years. 

In recent decades facsimile edi-
tions of DAG have appeared. In 1960 
a facsimile of the 1601 edition ap-
peared which in a number of ways 
anticipated the new DAG. It was pub-
lished in Italy (Torino 1960) together 
with a companion volume consisting 
of an Italian translation by Ippolito 
GALANTE , an essay on the life and 
work of Mercuriale in several lan-
guages (Italian, English, German, 
French and Spanish), a bibliography, 
and a list of authors cited by Mercu-
riale. In the 1970s a handsome facsi-
mile of the 1672 edition was pub-
lished (Ilkley, England, 1978?) with a 
twenty-four page introduction by 
Christine NUTTON translated into 
German. More recently, the 1573, 

����������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������
6) DAG pp.797–800. 
7) See the bibliographies of Mercuriale’s 

73 works in DAG, arranged first in order of 

publication, pp.809–845, and by topic, 

pp.847–852. 
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1587, and 1601 editions of DAG have 
become available on the internet.8  

It should be emphasized, however, 
that the new DAG is neither a reprint 
nor a facsimile but a new critical edi-
tion. Even with earlier editions avail-
able online and able to be saved as pdf 
files, the new edition is a must-have. 
Scholars, especially those with a clas-
sical background, will appreciate the 
apparatus criticus at the bottom of 
each page, in which textual variants in 
the different editions are given, errors 
and omissions noted, and corrections 
suggested. It is to be hoped that in the 
future Pennuto or some other scholar 
will also produce an article surveying 
and assessing the textual changes and 
additions made from one edition to 
another. 

Mercuriale had divided DAG into 
six libri  (“books”), each of which is 
subdivided into capita (“chapters”).  
Each page was further divided into 
three sections: D, E, and F on the left 
hand page and A, B, and C on the 
right. This arrangement is due to the 
fact that page one is a right hand page. 
Pennuto has retained the books and 
chapters, but has laid them out in a 
format much easier on the eye. She 
has abandoned Mercuriale’s tripartite 
subdivision of each page and instead 
provides enumeration for the lines of 
the Latin text in each chapter, thus 
making possible citations to DAG by 
book, chapter, and line number(s). 
Furthermore, unlike the original edi-
tions, chapters are divided into para-
graphs, and book and chapter are 
printed at the top of each page. As a 

����������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������
8) Perhaps the simplest way to access these 

sites is to do an internet search for De Arte 

Gymnastica with the publication year desired, 

then explore the links provided. 

result, the text is much easier to read, 
navigate, and cite.   

Pennuto has based her edition on 
that of 1601, the last before Mercu-
riale’s death and thus representing his 
ultimate thoughts on the subject. She 
has had to correct some problematic 
pagination in the original. In Book 1 
Mercuriale had inserted an “Appendix 
to the Previous Chapter, Dealing 
Again with Reclining, the Triclinium 
and the Story of Mary Magdalene” 
along with two illustrations of Jesus 
and the Apostles dining at a table. In 
the 1601 edition, the pagination had 
become totally confused. Chapter 1.11 
ends on p.59, and the illustrations and 
the Appendix are to be found on con-
secutive pages numbered 60, 65–76. 
Chapters 1.12 to 1.15 then follow on 
pages numbered as 77–80, 63–73, 47 
(clearly a mistake for 74), and 75–76. 
In the new DAG, the chaotic pagina-
tion has been eliminated and the Ap-
pendix is to be found on pp.136–157, 
with the illustrations of Jesus and the 
Apostles given on pp.205–206.  

One may ask about the relevance 
of Jesus, the Apostles, and Mary 
Magdalene Mercuriale is concerned 
with the question whether the ancients 
sat or reclined in the triclinium, the 
Roman dining room consisting of 
couches arranged on three sides with 
the fourth side being left open for 
servers to bring the food and drink. 
He asserts that when Mary Magdalene 
came to wash Christ’s feet with her 
hair, she was standing rather than 
kneeling, and that Jesus was reclining 
in the Roman manner rather than sit-
ting. He supports his interpretation by 
alluding to a Roman monument (Book 
1, fig.6, p.204), in which diners are 
shown reclining. In earlier editions, 
Mercuriale had kept the focus on clas-
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sical antiquity, so that the Christian 
material proves somewhat jarring. 

Rather than being scattered 
throughout the text, illustrations have 
been grouped together at the end of 
each of the first three books. Unfortu-
nately, in the new DAG the pages on 
which the illustrations are printed are 
not numbered. Nor is a list of illustra-
tions provided. For the reader’s bene-
fit, I offer the following: Book 1, fig-
ures 1–8, pp.��199–206; Book 2, fig-
ures 1–13, pp.��305–317; Book 3, fig-
ures 1–5, pp.��429–433. 

The new DAG does exceed the 
earlier editions in supplying endnotes 
(pp.��699–743) which provide the ref-
erences to classical, medieval, and 
Renaissance sources cited. (This sec-
tion bears the curious heading “Note 
Testual Notes”, where “Textual 
Notes”, or better, “Notes to the Text”, 
is meant.9) Mercuriale did not use 
endnotes or footnotes. He limited 
himself to a list of sources which he 
had consulted, including Arab authors 
such as Averroes, Avicenna, and 
Razes (Al-Razes) and Renaissance 
humanists such as “Blondus” (Flavio 
Biondo) and Poliziano. In the edition 
of 1601, the list totaled 123 names. A 
similar list is to be found in the new 
DAG in “Appendix I, Authorities 
Quoted by Mercuriale,” pp.��787–793, 
to which other medieval and Renais-
sance scholars cited by Mercuriale 
have been added.10 The “Bibliogra-

����������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������
9) One wonders if there has not also been 

some confusion with the section entitled “Nota 

al Testo”, pp.777–786, in which PENNUTO

discusses the text and the manuscript tradition.  
10) Bacci, Budé, Casaubon, Chacon, 

Cornarius, Du Choul, Du Faur, Erasmus, 

Fuchs, Gaza, Guillandino, Linacre, Muret, 

Navigero, Orsini, Panatagatho, Palladio, Pa-

phy”, pp.��745–772, contains a nearly 
identical list of names, but differs in-
sofar as it gives a modern edition for 
each classical title cited. In both “Ap-
pendix I” and the “Bibliography”, the 
name of Pindar has been inserted al-
though Mercuriale curiously omitted 
it from his list in every edition. The 
omission is doubly puzzling, for Mer-
curiale, DAG 2.6.63, pp.��248–249, 
quotes Pindar Fragm. 148 (= Athe-
naeus Epitome 1.40.22��B) and on three 
other occasions, 2.11.16–19, pp.��280–
281; 2.12.95 pp.��292–293; and 3.4.55, 
pp.��340–341, refers to the post-Pin-
daric commentators (interpretes). 
Moreover, the poet’s victory odes are 
a rich source of material for Greek 
sports, and it is difficult to believe that 
Mercuriale did not have access to the 
editio princeps of Pindar published in 
1513 by Aldus Manutius. 

The reader who approaches DAG
expecting to find an older version of 
Athletics of the Ancient World by 
E.N. Gardineror the more recent An-
cient Greek Athletics by Stephen 
Miller will be in for a surprise.11  

In the first place, Mercuriale dis-
cusses topics which will seem bizarre 
or irrelevant to anyone interested only 
in the history, techniques, and rules of 
ancient sports. For example, he in-
dulges in philosophical speculation on 
the nature of exercise and how it dif-
fers from work and movement (2.1). 
He inquires whether standing still, as 

������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������
mele, Pancirolo Panvinio, Papinian, Philander, 

Pietro d’Abano, Pinelli, Rhodiginus, Sal-

merón, Scaliger, Toledo, Tournèbe, Valeriola, 

and Vetteri. 
11) E.N. GARDINER, Athletics of the An-

cient World, Oxford 1930; S. MILLER, Ancient 

Greek Athletics, New Haven and New York 

2004. 
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opposed to movement, is exercise, 
(3.3), and similarly whether holding 
one’s breath (3.6) or being carried in a 
chariot (3.10) is exercise. He ex-
pounds on the “qualities of reading, 
speaking, laughing and crying” (6.6). 
Here, Mercuriale’s medical back-
ground is crucial. He sees the gym-
nastic art as a branch of the larger 
subject of medicine. It promotes, pre-
serves, and strengthens the health of 
the body. Furthermore, he sees him-
self not only as a physician but also a 
philosopher, i.e., medicus et philoso-
phus, as he describes himself on the 
title page of the 1569 edition. His 
models are Galen primarily, but also 
the Arab polymaths Avicenna and 
Averroes, both of whom were medical 
doctors. Theoretical questions thus 
have an appropriate place in a com-
prehensive treatment of the gymnastic 
art.  

DAG is divided into six books, of 
which the books 4, 5, and 6 generally 
cover the same topics as books 1, 2, 
and 3 respectively, but with more of a 
focus on the effects of the particular 
exercises. For those interested in the 
traditional sports of the gymnasium 
and the Olympic Games, wrestling is 
discussed in 2.8 and 5.5, boxing and 
pankration (“pancratium”) in 2.9 and 
5.6, running in 2.10 and 5.7, jumping 
in 2.11 and 5.8–9, the discus in 2.12 
and 5.10, the javelin in 2.13 and 5.10, 
and the equestrian events in 3.9–10 
and 6.8. Ball games are covered in 
2.4–5 and 5.4. Other forms of exercise 
discussed are hoops and wheels, the 
petaurum (a kind of swing), pall-mall, 
sailing and fishing, swimming, and 
hunting. There is also discussion of 
“combat sports” (“pugnarum”) in 1.4 
and 6.2, by which Mercuriale means 
military-style contests, including gla-
diatorial fights, in which arms and 

armor are employed. Modern scholars 
of Greek sport instead use the term to 
refer to wrestling, boxing, and pan-
kration.12

It is something of a challenge to 
search for a topic in DAG. The reader 
should turn to pp.692–697 for “A 
Guide to the Six Books of the Art of 
Gymnastics”, where the title of chap-
ter is given and where, at a glance, the 
entire DAG can be surveyed. In con-
trast, the “Sommario” on pp.VII–IX, 
is more cursory and lists the contents 
of the entire volume, including all the 
supplementary material. Another 
helpful tool is the “Index Nominum” 
on pp.1119–1133. 

By our standards Mercuriale’s 
historical sense is also more simplistic 
and naïve, his view of antiquity more 
homogeneous. Thus, in his dedication 
to Maximilian II urging him to restore 
the gymnastic art, he proposes as 
models “the kings of Persia, the 
Spartans and the Romans”, with spe-
cific mention of Cyrus, Nero, Trajan, 
Antoninus, and Severus (DAG p.5). 
We must remember that classical stu-
dies, including archaeology, were in 
their infancy. The monuments of 
Rome were a starting point for ac-
quiring a concrete sense of the past, 
and scholars had no direct knowledge 
of classical sites on the Greek main-
land, which was then a part of the 
Ottoman Empire.13 Thus, as men-
tioned in the preceding paragraph, 
gladiatorial combats are treated with-
out characterizing them as particularly 

����������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������
12) M. POLIAKOFF, Combat Sports in the 

Ancient World, New Haven 1987. 
13) See R. WEISS, The Renaissance 

Discovery of Classical Antiquity, New York 

1973. 
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Roman.14 Thanks, however, to 
Goethe, Winckelmann, and the Hel-
lenic revival of the eighteenth and 
nineteenth centuries, Greece has come 
to occupy a special place as the font 
of Western civilization, and we are 
more careful to distinguish between 
Greeks and Romans, not to mention 
Persians. For the edification of 
Greece, Rome has served as a conve-
nient foil. The Greeks had the Olym-
pic Games, whereas the Romans in-
dulged in bloody gladiatorial spec-
tacles. The discipline of the gymna-
sium offered a stark contrast to the 
passive hedonistic pleasures of the 
Roman baths. Yet this Manichean 
polarity was always an exaggeration. 
Gladiatorial combats also took place 
in the Greek east. Roman baths in-
cluded facilities for athletic and intel-
lectual activities just as Greek baths 
incorporated Roman-style bathing 
features.15 If, however, the pendulum 
has swung back and the term Greco-
Roman is seen to have merit as an 
accurate description of Mediterranean 
civilization from the second century 
BC onwards, our understanding of 
classical antiquity is more sophisti-
cated and better informed than Mercu-
riale’s.   

Yet another shock awaits the 
reader who expects that Mercuriale 

����������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������
14) Mercuriale, DAG 6.2.71–94, pp.620–

621, does express his disapprobation of gla-

diatorial combats. 
15) See L. ROBERT, Les gladiateurs dans 

l’Orient grec, Paris 1940; F. YEGÜL, Baths 

and Bathing in Classical Antiquity, Cam-

bridge, Mass. 1992; Z. NEWBY, Greek Athlet-

ics in the Roman World, Oxford/New York 

2005, who sees not a rejection of Greek ath-

letics by the Romans but a complex and 

nuanced acceptance. 

was enthusiastic about the Olympic 
Games. On the contrary he is hostile 
to athletics, and clearly distinguishes 
between physical exercises for health 
and those that were a part of a com-
petition to win prizes. In DAG 1.13–
14, he divides the gymnastic art into 
three categories: (1) the ars gymnas-
tica medica or legitima, that is, the 
“medical” or “legitimate” gymnastic 
art, whose goal is to produce physical 
health; (2) the ars gymnastica bellica, 
that is, the “martial” gymnastic art, 
which prepares citizens to be good 
soldiers; and (3) the ars athletica or 
vitiosa, which is the “athletic” or 
“evil” art. The term ars vitiosa is a 
translation of Galen’s kakotechnia, 
and Mercuriale admits (DAG 1.3.111–
112, pp.30–31) that he learned his 
hostility from the Greek physician. 
His appeal to revive the gymnastic art 
is a call to restore the education of the 
body. It is not a summons to bring 
back athletic competition like the 
Olympics. Thus he says little about 
panhellenic festivals, nor makes much 
use of Pindar and Pausanias.  

Yet seemingly irresistible is the 
temptation to equate the promotion of 
physical exercise with enthusiasm for 
the Olympic Games. Thus the 1960 
facsimile edition of DAG was pub-
lished to coincide with the Rome 
Olympics.16 The new DAG appeared 
in 2008, the year of the Beijing 
Olympics “in order to honor the 
deadline of the Olympic Games of 
Beijing 2008”.17 Furthermore, the first 

����������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������
16) XXII–XXIII “… the limits imposed on 

us in this brief presentation permit us only to 

discuss the De Arte Gymnastica work which 

the Banco di Santo Spirito is publishing once 

again for the occasion of the Olympic Games.” 
17) DAG p.1135. 
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item to greet the reader who opens the 
volume is a quotation from the open-
ing lines of Pindar’s Olympian Ode 1: 
“Just as water is the best of all ele-
ments, just as gold is more precious 
than any other good, just as the sun 
outshines every other star, so Olympia 
puts all other Games in the shade by 
its brilliance.”18 Its prominent place-
ment before the title page is ironic. A 
case could be made that the Olympic 
revival occurred in spite of Mercu-
riale, given his attitude towards ath-
letics.19    

The pioneering post-classical study 
of the panhellenic games is the work 
of his French contemporary, Pierre du 
Faur de St.-Jorry (Petrus Faber) of 
Toulouse, author of the lengthy Latin 
treatise Agonisticon, published in 
1592; a second edition appeared in 
1595.20 He believes that athletic com-
petitions can serve to inspire young 
men to make themselves fit for war, in 
effect arguing that the ars athletica

����������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������
18) The Olschki Press, in the promotional 

material for the new DAG, states, “At the 

dawn of the Modern Age and with our present 

knowledge it seems that Mercuriale already 

understood the dangers of a misconceived 

competitive spirit. This critical edition, with a 

parallel English translation, intends to propose 

his message again on the occasion of the 2008 

Olympic Games.” 
19) See H.M. LEE, Galen, J.H. Krause, 

and the Olympic Myth of Greek Amateur Ath-

letics, in: Stadion 29, 2003, 11–20. 
20) P. DU FAUR DE ST.-JORRY (Petrus 

FABER), Agonisticon, Lugdunum 1592, second 

edition 1595. A facsimile reprint of the 1595 

edition is now available from Kessinger Pub-

lishing, 2009. The same edition can also be 

obtained on the internet. Like DAG, the Ago-

nisticon is written in Latin, and a translation is 

a desideratum. 

can be a form of the ars bellica.21

Mercuriale states (DAG 1.11.370–
376, pp.��138–39) that he had read the 
Agonisticon “with great profit”, 
praising it as “a work full of extraor-
dinary knowledge”, and he enthusias-
tically praises the author as “the most 
delightfully learned man in all 
France”. On the other hand, he does 
not cease to characterize athletics as 
the ars vitiosa in the 1601 edition of 
DAG. It will be left to the English 
poet Gilbert West, who had read the 
Agonisticon, to take up the call to re-
vive the Olympics in his Dissertation 
on the Olympick Games.22   

What can the reader learn about 
ancient sports from reading DAG? 
Since the Renaissance, our knowledge 
has advanced significantly, especially 
in the areas of art, archaeology, and 
epigraphy. Therefore, DAG must be 
used with extreme caution. Neverthe-
less, observing how Mercuriale ar-
rives at his conclusions, even when he 
is erroneous, can illuminate our un-
derstanding and remind us to ask our-
selves how successful we would be 
working with Mercuriale’s evidence. I 
furnish two examples. 

According to Mercuriale, the dis-
cus was thrown like a frisbee; the 
technique is illustrated in a drawing 
furnished by Ligorio (DAG 2.12.26–
29, 64–70, pp.288–291 and fig.10, 
p.314). Furthermore, the athletes are 
depicted wearing short tunics and 

����������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������
21) P. DU FAUR DE ST.-JORRY, Agonisticon

1592 (above, note 20) 4. 
22) G. WEST, Odes of Pindar, With Several 

Other Pieces in Prose and Verse, Translated 

from the Greek. To which is prefixed a Dis-

sertation on the Olympick Games, London 

1749. The prefatory Dissertation is 207 pages 

long. 
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sandals rather than being nude and 
barefoot. We have the benefit of both 
the Lancellotti discobolus, which is 
the best-preserved copy of the bronze 
original by Myron, and vase paintings 
to reconstruct the technique. The Lan-
cellotti sculpture was discovered in 
1781, and vase paintings did not be-
come a significant scholarly tool until 
the late nineteenth century. Curiously, 
Mercuriale also believed that the hand 
weights, the halteres, used in the long 
jump as well as large rectangular slabs 
made of stone or metal, were thrown 
with the same frisbee-like motion as a 
form of exercise (DAG 2.12.115–125; 
fig. 13 p.317, but see also 5.9.43–53, 
pp.580–581 and fig.9, p.313). 

Mercuriale also believed that the 
boxing glove studded with pieces of 
metal was standard equipment (DAG
2.9.155–159, pp.272–273). He fur-
nishes illustrations supplied by Ligo-
rio, who claims to have based the 
drawings on ancient tomb depictions 
and gem engravings (DAG figures 6–
8 pp.10–312). Modern scholarship 
has perpetuated the idea of the metal 
glove.23 Neither in gymnasium nor 
stadium, however, was such deadly 
equipment used, as I have argued 
elsewhere; Agasse has arrived inde-
pendently at the same conclusion.24

The error arises from a misguided in-
terpretation of the boxing contest in 

����������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������
23) POLIAKOFF (above, note 12), 75–79; 

MILLER (above, 11), note 54. 
24) H.M. LEE, The Later Greek Boxing 

Glove and the ‘Roman’ Caestus: A Centennial 

Reevaluation of Jüthner's <Über antike Turn-

geräthe>, in: Nikephoros 10, 1997, 161–178, 

and The caestus in the 16th Century: Raphael, 

Brant, Mercuriale, and Ligorio, in: Nikepho-

ros18, 2006, 207–217 and plates 7, 8; AGASSE

(above, note 2), 999.   

the Vergil’s Aeneid, book 5.362–484. 
In the eighteenth century R. Fabretti 
had already questioned Ligorio’s 
claim.25 Ligorio’s reliability is a cru-
cial issue. Agasse provides an excel-
lent starting point for understanding 
the role of this controversial figure.26

This review is not the place for an 
exhaustive examination to correct the 
errors and shortcomings in DAG. Per-
haps in the future experts in Greek 
and Roman sports will furnish such an 
assessment. Thanks to the new text 
and translation of DAG, such a project 
becomes more attractive and achieva-
ble. The assessment could take the 
form of a detailed commentary or a 
collection of essays evaluating Mercu-
riale’s treatment of various topics 
such as the individual athletic events, 
the gymnasium, baths and bathing, 
and his understanding of the evolution 
of athletics.   

At the beginning of DAG, Mercu-
riale had placed four brief honorific 
poems, which regrettably have not 
been included in the new edition. Two 
are in Latin and two in Greek, and 
they were composed by his contempo-
raries Laurentius Gambara (1), Mat-
thaeus Devarius (1), and Achilles Sta-
tius Lusitanus (2). Playing upon Mer-
curiale’s roles as a physician and a 

����������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������
25) R. FABRETTI, De columna Traiani syn-

tagma, Roma 1683, 262 and 264, quoted by 

AGASSE (above, note 2), 999. I had not known 

this passage from Fabretti, although, as I indi-

cate in my 2006 article (above, note 24), I was 

aware of his criticism of Ligorio based upon a 

passage in B. DE MONTFAUCON, L’antiquité 

expliquée et représentée en figures, 1719, 

III.2,294.  
26) AGASSE (above, note 2), 944–952, with 

bibliography, especially 951 note 61. See also 

VAGENHEIM’ S article, (above, note 5). 
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scholar, the poems extol him for res-
toring what had been long dead or 
hidden. Pennuto, Nutton, and Agasse 
deserve our praise for giving new life 
to De Arte Gymnastica. Pace Mercu-

riale, olive wreaths to them for pro-
ducing a brilliant volume of scholar-
ship. 

Hugh M. Lee, College Park, MD
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Sylvain Perrot (Paris) 
Les premiers concours des Pythia 

The ancient sources for the date of the first Pythian Games held at Delphi do 
not appear to agree. Modern scholars are likewise at odds, some opting for 
586 and others for 582 BC. A fresh reading of the relevant scholium to Pin-
dar’s Pythian 3 suggests that a reconsideration of the chronology is called 
for, and this paper advances a new hypothesis to explain the apparent dis-
crepancies discernible in the evidence. In 586 BC the citharodic contest be-
came a musical one, taking in new disciplines; and by virtue of that act the 
Pythian Games were founded. However, the official reckoning by Pythiads 
only began in 582, when the Amphictyones made the games stephanitic, 
thus conferring upon them the full prestige that they thenceforth enjoyed. 
That is the event whose memory was intended to be preserved in the centu-
ries that followed. 

Oretta Olivieri (Urbino) 
A ‘neighbor’ god: Poseidon of Onchestos and the ‘minor’ victories of 
Herodotos of Thebes 

In Isthmian 1 Pindar mentions twice (vv. 32 ss. and 52 ss.) Poseidon wor-
shipped in Boeotian Onchestos, which is close to the victor and to the poet, 
both Thebans. In the first part the victories of Herodotos in ‘minor’ athletic 
contests are taken into consideration (vv. 52–59). Then the attention focuses 
on the local cult of Poseidon: does the ‘nearness’ underlined in the first 
Isthmian refer to Onchestos’ cult attested up to the Homeric Hymn to 
Apollo, or to Thebes itself, in which archeological, epigraphical and literary 
evidence reveals the existence of a cult? Without reducing the importance of 
the god in Thebes, the comparison with other Pindaric passages points to 
Onchestos’ cult. Many genealogical traditions attest the importance of 
Poseidon in Boeotia. 

Fernando García Romero (Madrid) 
Agonistic lexicon in Sophocles’ Trachiniae 

Our study on the sport terminology in Sophocles’ Trachiniae deals above all 
with two passages: ll. 441–442 and, mainly, the first stasimon (ll.497–530). 
In the first stasimon, the women from Trachis who form the chorus describe 
the fight between Heracles and Achelous for the young Deianeira as a pan-
cration, following a tradition that we know well through our literary and 
iconographic sources; in this description, Heracles and Acheloüs are the 
athletes, Deianeira the prize for the winner, Aphrodite the umpire, and the 
chorus represents the role of the spectators and at the same time is the nar-
rator of the fight. We discuss specially the sport terms that present problems 
of interpretation.  
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Petros Themelis (Athen) 
The Stadium and the Gymnasium of Messene 

The Stadium and the Gymnasium of Messene count among the most impres-
sive and best preserved architectural complexes of the city. The north horse-
shoe-formed part of the Stadium comprises 18 cunei of 18 rows of stone 
seats separated by staircases. The Gymnasium was housed in the Doric stoas 
along the three sides of the Stadium. The north middle stoa is two-aisled; 
the east so-called Olympic stoa is 192 metres long, while the west is only 
110 and connected with a palaistra attached to its south end. Bronze hono-
rific statues of gymnasiarchs were erected in the intercolumnia of the west 
stoa, while numerous ephebic catalogues were found written on its columns 
and antae. A sanctuary and a bronze statue of Aristomenes hero of the 
second Messenian war were located in the Gymnasium. Also the cult statues 
of Heracles and Hermes and a statue of Theseus in the type of Polykleitos’ 
Doryphoros were uncovered in the west stoa, all made by Apollonius Her-
modorou and his son Demetrius from Alexandria. The race course was 
turned into an arena during the Roman period. 

O. Pavlogiannis/E. Albanidis/M. Dimitriou (Komotini ) 
The Aktia of Nikopolis: New Approaches 

As a lasting reminiscence of his victory in the naval battle of Aktio, Octa-
vian decided to establish on the peninsula, opposite the cape, a city called 
Nikopolis and pay tribute to his protector God Apollo, by organizing a new 
festival as well as games, the Aktia, to be held every 4 years. Any research 
regarding the Aktia was done according to the long-established course of 
festive and agonistic events of the Greek antiquity, which, during Roman 
imperial times, were not often a matter of systematic study. Therefore, al-
though the basic traits of the Aktia of Greek antiquity are considered to have 
been recorded to a great extent, a lot of issues concerning the revival of the 
Aktia by Augustus, the date of their establishment, their programme and 
character have remained unsolved. The authors of this paper, by using lite-
rary and mainly epigraphic sources aim to deal with these issues and above 
all to define the exact time the Aktia were included in the “agonistic peri-
odos” of Greek antiquity, that is in the context of great Pan-Hellenic games, 
a fact of unique and characteristic importance. They also study the popular-
ity these games enjoyed as part of the Greek agonistic periodos. 
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Alessandra Manieri (Lecce) 
L’ �0�ß�ß�ß�ß�1�.���&���0������ ���" degli antichi agoni 

Some epigraphs from the imperial age (Ist–III rd century AD) attest the pres-
ence of officials called �2�ß�@�.�0�F�0�2�5�?in athletic and musical contests. A new 
reading of the inscriptions (printed in the appendix), supported by a few 
literary texts, allows us to throw light upon this function which has been 
considered, up to now, without real responsibilities and, for this reason, car-
ried out by boys or young men: the �2�ß�@�.�0�F�0�2���?�Uwas not only the presenter of 
the agonistic manifestations; perhaps he was also responsible for selecting 
and admitting competitors to the competitions and, at some point later on, 
there is evidence to show that he held the important office of giving the in-
augural address. 

Sofie Remijsen (Leuven) 
The alytarches, an Olympic agonothetes

This paper reexamines all the evidence for the office of alytarches, which is 
attested in Olympia from the late Hellenistic period on and at local Olym-
pics of several cities in Asia Minor, as well as in Antioch, where the games 
continued until the early sixth century AD. The alytarchy was designed in 
Olympia, at a time of financial need, as a liturgical office for the payment of 
the wages of the policemen at the games, but it expanded to be, by the 
second century AD, a presidency of the Olympic games. Local Olympics 
founded in the second or third century therefore have alytarchai instead of 
agonothetai. At other games, older Olympic games or even some local Py-
thia, alytarchai were introduced besides agonothetai to divide the expenses 
which were a great financial burden to the president. 

Yunus Tuncel (New York) 
Agon Symbolism in Nietzsche 

Friedrich Nietzsche (1844–1900) was not only knowledgeable about the 
culture of competition in ancient Greece, but was so imbued with its spirit, 
mostly through his readings of Greek texts, that he more often than not 
glanced at this culture through the lens of agonism. Consequently, the spirit 
of agonism permeates Nietzsche’s works, and this permeation cannot be 
understood only at the level of struggle among equals. Nietzsche was well 
familiar with the hierarchical world of the Greek agon; and this essay is an 
attempt to explore how this familiarity, as a symbolism of agon, is manifest 
in his works. I start my essay with the mythic and the cultic context of agon 
and investigate, among others, the following aspects in Nietzsche: commu-
nity & politics, cruelty, war and agon, judging and justice, power, and 
overhuman. 
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