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Introduction

My interest in studying sport in ancient Greece dates back to when I was a
doctoral student in the early nineties. At the time, I was studying Homeric
epic, and sport was a neat side interest but not the focal point of my career.
When I came to Canada shortly after I finished my degree, I was pleasantly
surprised to see that sport in ancient Greece was a vibrant area of study for
a group of internationally recognized Canadian scholars working both in
Canada and the United States. This realization made me desire to deepen
my knowledge of ancient sport. It took a few years until I could teach my own
class. Many points of my discussion in this book have developed as a result
of my teaching.

In addition to that, I have always practiced some kind of sport. Although I
have never done very well in any, I have always been enthusiastic about sport.
I am married to a coach, and I have become a coach myself and helped run
and administer several sport clubs. The current book stems from both aspects
of my life. On the one hand, there is the academic aspect, and on the other,
there are very practical skills that I have developed to explain to children and
youth how to perform and enjoy sport.

In recent scholarship, there is a call for the study of sport to become
widely accepted within Greek social history, and my project wants to make a
contribution to it.! My project presupposes that ancient sport was anchored in
society and that sport advancements and declines had a cause within society.

1. Christesen 2013.
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Conversely, sport had also the ability to influence society. Athletic development
depends not only on the value and goals that a society ascribes to sport itself
but also on the value ascribed to the people practicing the sport. In my book,
I aim to unite the history of sport in ancient Greece to the understanding of
youth and educational concerns, keeping sport in the forefront.

The main argument of my book is that, after the fifth century B.c. and
with the introduction of a new educational model, sport diminished in its
general educating role to become, on the one hand, a pastime for those with
an elite liberal arts education and, on the other hand, a highly specialized
and highly paid pursuit for a few. In addition, there was recreational sport for
those men, perhaps a bit older, who kept practicing sport as a way to mingle
with friends and maintain health. Consequently, the book is divided into three
parts corresponding to the different types of athletic involvement. Needless
to say, transitions between these three categories were fluid, and there was
certainly overlap between them.? Most athletes would have participated in
sport as part of their schooling and in a recreational manner; only the few
would have competed at the highest levels.

Part I of this book is dedicated to the competitive athlete. I have opted
to dedicate the first part to the high-performance athlete, because this is the
most common association in our minds. The first chapter starts by stating
the fact that athletes were young men and, therefore, in need of training. It
also explores how youth were perceived by their society and calculates how
many athletes there might have been in a city. The second chapter deals with
the career lengths of athletes in view of what could be a change of training
systems from the classical to the Hellenistic times. Chapter 3 discusses the
not-always-easy relation between a perceived superiority by nature and the
actual need to train. Chapter 4 discusses genetic superiority in opposition to
the need for training. The last chapter of this part, chapter 5, is dedicated to the
study of the mind of competitive athletes. I will delve into their psychological
characteristics as far as we can see them represented in ancient texts.

Part IT focuses on the student athlete or, better expressed, the athlete
during the school years. This second part stems from the hypothesis that the
intellectualization of education during the fifth century B.c. and the change in
the political system during Hellenistic times coalesced to produce a change
in the understanding of sport, which eventually led to the three-tier system

2. Konig 2017: 155 distinguishes two classes of athletes, the high performance and the athletes during
the educational years. I will add the recreational athlete to my discussion.
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described above. Chapter 6 addresses the fact that, because the Greeks con-
ceived of human beings as a combination of the body and the mind, training
was deemed necessary for each of these two components. The relationship
between body and mind changed over time, and this division had conse-
quences for the perception and practice of sport. The chapter also deals with
the places, times, and manners in which sport was taught during the school
year. A short excursus about the role of coaches follows. This is in order to
ascertain the difference that some ancient authors propose between the high-
performance coach and the school coach. Chapter 7 describes the use of sport
as training for war, especially for children and ephebes. Chapter 8 places sport
as part of cultic initiations for younger men. Part III of the book has only one
chapter (chapter 9), and it deals with the recreational athlete, specifically how
the recreational athlete became the new model for the gentleman.

Besides the analysis of sport itself, I will work from the hypothesis that
(nonrecreational) athletes, at least during classical times, were young, mostly
single men. This assumption centers the study of athletics within the studies
of youth and education, offering in this regard a unique perspective. The three
areas that are part of my investigation (sport, education, and youth) have not
been studied jointly, although they were closely connected in antiquity. Studies
in the physical education of the young have concentrated exclusively on the
ephebate or ephebeia, a one-to-three-year period of education in the life of a
late teenager in which he would have learned military techniques and social
practices coupled with physical education.? In contrast to the early monumen-
tal works on education,* newer scholarship concentrates mostly on a specific
period or a specific region.> Although physical education is acknowledged in
most of these works, the focus remains academic education.

Similarly, although athletes were young men and scholarship on ancient
youth (children and young men) increased since the 1970s in the background
of the study of the conflict of generations,® there is no study that unites the
scholarship of youth with the scholarship of sport. The age of the youth
involved in sport varied according to the purpose of the participation. When
sport was practiced at school, children would have been around seven years
old when they started their training and young teenagers when they completed
the first cycle of education. This would have been the time also for some boys

3. Hin 2007.

4. Jaeger 1945; Marrou 1956.

5. See for instance the works by Cribiore 2001; Kah and Scholz 2004; Kennell 1995; Too 2001.
6. Golden 1990; Reinhold 1976; Strauss 1993.



4 INTRODUCTION

to start competing in organized festivals, whether local or Panhellenic. Those
who could afford a second period of education would have been in school
until they were about twenty. The later part of this “secondary” education
would have coincided with the ephebate, when sport was a common subject.
After the ephebate, the high-performance track was open for those talented,
dedicated, and probably wealthy individuals who wished to follow such an
inclination. Obviously, some boys opted for high-performance careers already
at the young age of fourteen. The length of competitive careers varied, with
some athletes competing only in their younger years and some others going
all the way into their thirties. The third division of sport came when sport was
practiced for itself as recreation, without it being associated to the school or
competition system. Although the practice of this type of sport was not new,
I will argue that it came to the foreground during the Hellenistic times as a
pastime of the liberal education of the elites. Participants in recreational sport
may have been over thirty, which was certainly not considered a young age.

My book also concerns the question of how technical changes in athletics
can be explained within the framework of the socialization and education
of the young in ancient Greece. I will argue that in ancient Greece during
the Hellenistic period,” one can observe the introduction of changes in the
methods for developing athletes by training athletes in a specialized manner
before puberty instead of after puberty. This change consisted in applying
what is nowadays called an early specialization model instead of a late spe-
cialization model.

Sports are divided physiologically into those for which it is necessary to
learn the skills before puberty, like gymnastics or figure skating (early spe-
cialization), and most other sports, for which one can master the skills after
puberty (late specialization). All sports practiced by the ancient Greeks fall
physiologically into the late specialization category. I will make the case from
the known results and by comparison with the modern world that athletes in
Hellenistic times applied early specialization when it was not physiologically
necessary, thereby increasing remarkably the number of early victories achieved
by athletes. This shift had consequences for the perception of sport and athletes.

7. Greek history is traditionally divided into three periods: (1) the archaic period, from the eighth
century B.C. to the democratic constitution of Athens (510/509 B.c.); (2) the classical period, 510/509 B.C. to
the death of Alexander the Great (323 B.c.); and (3) the Hellenistic period, from 323 to 31 B.C., when Octavian
(later Augustus) defeated the combined troops of Mark Antony and Cleopatra at the Battle of Actium and the
Hellenistic world was integrated into the larger Roman world. In this project, I will discuss evidence from
the three periods of Greek history, but also evidence from the Roman imperial times.
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Throughout the book, I will be mentioning several sport competitions.
The Greeks had two main types of organized competitions: those of a Pan-
hellenic character, which were celebrated at sanctuaries where Greeks from
all over the Mediterranean and Black Sea basins came to compete, and those
of a local character, which were associated with local cults and festivals to
the gods. Before the Hellenistic period, there were four Panhellenic games:
the Olympic, Isthmian, Nemean, and Pythian. These games were also called
stephanitic, or crown, games, because the only prize given to the victor at the
games was a crown of perishable material: olive for the Olympics, pine for
the Isthmian, celery for the Nemean, and laurel for the Pythian. Some of the
local festivals were very famous, like the Panathenaean games, which also
included participants from all over the Greek world. Other local games were
very small and probably featured a lower caliber of participant. Victory at
local games was rewarded with material prizes, some of them enough for a
participant to make several times more money at a single competition than
the average annual earnings of a skilled worker.

The frequency of the games varied. Some local games were annual, but
the most important games tended to be every second or fourth year. The
Olympic and Pythian Games were celebrated every fourth year, whereas the
Isthmian and Nemean occurred every second year. They formed a circuit
called the periodos (cycle) and were thus called “periodic” games. Nemean and
Isthmian Games were celebrated on the years before and after the Olympics.
The Pythian Games were held on the third year of the cycle.

The evaluation of and search for the athlete will concentrate exclusively
on those athletes’ participation in gymnic events (the different disciplines
of running,® the pentathlon,” and the heavy or combat sports of wrestling,
boxing, and the pancratium). The other set of sport, namely, the equestrian,
is left out of the examination since the victor was the owner of the horses and
not the jockey or the driver. Consequently, equestrian sports did not involve
special physical or mental abilities on the part of the owner, who could be a
woman (like Cynisca) or an old, sick man (like Hieron of Syracuse). Chariot-
eers were athletes in full fashion.!

8. The disciplines of running were the stadium race, diaulos (or double stadium), dolichos (or long dis-
tance), and the hoplitodromos (or race in armor). There were also other races depending on the type of festivals,
such as torch races, the apobatés, which involved the jumping of a chariot and running beside it, and others.

9. The pentathlon comprised five events: stadium race, long jump, javelin throw, discus throw, and
wrestling.

10. For the “absence of the charioteer,” see Nicholson 2003 and 2006.
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This book is intended primarily for classicists, who may or may not have
knowledge of ancient sport. It is also meant for scholars and students of sport
history. With them in mind, I have added some explanations of Greek history,
literature, and geography at the risk of stating the obvious to classicists. All
dates are B.c. unless otherwise stated.

My methodology combines different approaches. Besides the analysis in
detail of ancient texts, both literary and epigraphic, and historical context, I use
my experience with athletes and athletics, both as coach and as administrator
at the club and provincial levels. My personal experience has allowed me to
witness the development of young athletes from beginners to international
performance and has exposed me to the politics of sport. In addition, I will
include as a valid method of study comparisons with current sport literature,
which provides a natural theoretical framework for the study of ancient ath-
letics. Current studies on sport will provide a set of questions to be identified
in ancient authors. Ancient authors did not use the same categories as we do
now, but they describe similar matters. Furthermore, interviews with modern
successful athletes, whether in books or media, can be used as parallels to
illustrate a point where ancient sources are silent. Of course, one ought to use
prudence when making comparisons between modern and ancient athletes.
Nevertheless, this is still a legitimate tool.

There are mainly three types of ancient sources in this book: literary
(which include poetry, history, and philosophy), epigraphical, and artistic. Most
professional classicists are familiar with them. However, for those readers
who are not yet proficient in our discipline, I would like to contextualize the
sources. The very first factor that needs to be taken into account is that, just
as athletics themselves, the sources also span many centuries and reflect the
ideology of their time periods. I have accepted the traditional dates for them.
So, for instance, I place Homer and Hesiod at the end of the eight century
B.C. and accept the dates of the inscriptions given by the editors. I also accept
the traditional dates of the performances of athletes.

I have translated the written sources, but I have not included the texts in
their original languages. These can be found in the standard editions, whether
in print or on line. I have used the online edition of inscriptions provided by
the Packard Humanities Project.!! The literary sources come from the Perseus
Project,' the Loeb Collection,!® and several printed editions. All literary texts

11. Packard Humanities Institute 2007.
12. Crane 2019.
13. Loeb and Henderson 1999.
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appearing here have been translated into major languages numerous times.
The inscriptions have not always been translated, and as far as I know, some
of the inscriptions in the book have been translated here for the first time.
Because of that and because the inscriptions are lesser known texts in gen-
eral, I tend to leave the text of the inscriptions as complete as possible even
if it can sometimes become a bit tedious. Most of the inscriptions appearing
in this book come from the Hellenistic period. This is neither by choice nor
coincidence; it is simply a fact that we possess more inscriptions from the
Hellenistic and Roman imperial times than from classical and certainly archaic
ones. This is due to the fact that literacy was more widespread, and so was
Greek culture. Probably, also more money was available to private individuals
to display their achievements, whether inscribed while they were still alive or
dedicated by family members after they had died.

I have tried to shorten and summarize the literary texts whenever pos-
sible. Obviously, the scope of the authors is very different. Some of them are
poets singing the virtues and decrying the vices of their times, some could be
considered to be cultural critics, moral philosophers, historians, or all of the
above. The texts come from three distinct time frames. Some of the sources
belong to authors of the archaic period. Among these are authors like Homer
and Hesiod, the first literary testimonies in Greek and the common base of
Greek culture. Also, lyric poets like Mimnermus, Solon, Theognis, Tyrtaeus,
and Xenophanes belong to the archaic period, from the seventh and sixth
centuries, although some of the dates are impossible to know with certainty.
The next group of authors belong to the classical period of the fifth and fourth
centuries. These are mainly Aristophanes, Aristotle, Isocrates, Plato, Pindar,
and Xenophon.

The rest of the authors come from Roman times; most of them are cultur-
ally Greek and write in Greek. Only the technical writer Vitruvius, a Roman
of the first century B.c., and the medical writer Celsus, a Roman perhaps
contemporary to Augustus or Tiberius, wrote in Latin. Except for the apostle
Paul, the rest of the authors can be dated to the so-called Second Sophistic.*
This was an intellectual movement of the second and third centuries a.p.
Writers belonging to this movement considered the authors mentioned above
to be already classical, and they tried by and large to imitate them. They saw
the classical past as a model, yet because they were inhabitants of the Roman
Empire, they had a complex relation with the previous authors. Authors associ-
ated without doubt to the Second Sophistic are Galen, Lucian, and Philostratus.

14. See Richter and Johnson 2017.
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Plutarch is a contemporary, but his ascription to the movement is debated.
Pausanias is a contemporary to the movement as well. Although his work is
more of a “travel guide,” it shares certain features with the Second Sophistic,
such as the imitation of the masters and admiration for the classical times.
Athenaeus was an antiquarian who gathered many of the fragments of lyric
poetry preserved until now. Finally, the Greek Lyric Anthology contains poems,
mostly epigrams, from the classical period to the Byzantine period. In many
cases, dating these works is difficult.

Traditional Timeline for the Major Games

776 Alleged origin of the Olympic Games

586 Origin of the Pythian Games

582 Origin of the Isthmian Games

573 Origin of the Nemean Games

566 Origin of the Panathenaean Games

391 A.D. Prohibition of Pagan Cults

393 A.D. Alleged Abolition of the Olympic Games

Sample of a Cycle for the Periodic Games

First year of Cycle: for example, the 524 Olympics
Second year of Cycle: 523 Nemean and Isthmian
Third year of Cycle: 522 Pythian

Fourth year of Cycle: 521 Nemean and Isthmian
First year of Cycle: 520 Olympics

The Nemean Games may have taken place in the spring or even winter
(Pausanias 2.15.3). This would make sense because all other periodic games
were celebrated in the summer, and the Nemean were the last that were
created. Athletically, it would also make sense to have several months in
between major games.
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The Competitive Athlete
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The Athlete as
Young Man

r.1 £ Athletes’ Age

On August 7, 2012, the British journal The Guardian published in its digital
sport section an article with the title “Could You Be an Athlete? Olympics
2012 by Age, Weight and Height.” The article has a series of interactive graphs
where one can see how old, heavy, or tall the athletes were, both in general and
by specific sports or by country. Out of the 10,578 athletes that participated in
the London Olympics, 4,847 were women and 5,731 men. Since the ancient
Greek athletes were all men, I will not discuss the women. The average age
of the men in the 2012 Olympics was twenty-six years. There were only 91
participants forty years old or older, and they participated either in shooting or
equestrian events. Most of the five thousand athletes were either in the range
from twenty-five to thirty years old (2,040) or twenty to twenty-five (2,010);
the next largest group was comprised by those in their thirties, namely, 963
athletes. With regard to individual sports, wrestlers were twenty-six years old in
average, with the majority of them being twenty-five. Boxers’ ages ranged from
eighteen to thirty-two and averaged to twenty-four. Track-and-field athletes
were twenty-six years old on average, and their ages ranged from eighteen to
thirty-eight. The older athletes were not involved in speed-based disciplines
but rather in strength-based ones, like shot put.

Although one has to be always careful when making parallels between
the ancient and modern worlds, it should come as no surprise to find out that
the vast majority of athletes were and are young. It is a simple biological fact.

II
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Physical strength, speed, and recovery time are at their highest in men when
they are in their twenties. It should be a commonsense statement that ancient
Greek athletes were young. On the other hand, the social concomitants to the
fact that ancient Greek athletes were young have not been explained suffi-
ciently. It is important not to consider the athletes as living in a vacuum but to
place them within their societies. The aim of this consideration is to develop
a clearer understanding not just about how societies shaped athletes’ lives
and the practice of athletics, but also about how athletes and athletics in turn
contributed to the development of society. I will suggest that the continuous
practice of athletics beyond the school years may have created the perception
of athletes’ inability to step into adult roles, which left them open to criticism.
Athletes were prototypical Greek males: youthful, strong, and independent.
On the other hand, youth was also associated with rambunctiousness, which
was often not welcomed by the cities. First, I will establish the age of Greek
high-level athletes. I will then present evidence for the ambiguous perception
of all youth. Finally, I will calculate the number of potential athletes in a city
in order to ascertain whether they would have constituted a group substantial
enough to be taken into account by the city policies and politics.

1.1.1. Biological Age

Anthropologists distinguish between three types of ages: chronological, phys-
iological, and structural. Whereas both chronological and physiological ages
are biological facts, determined by the number of years since birth and bodily
developments, respectively, structural age is “determined by an individual’s
chronological relationship to ceremonies or rituals marking the passage from
one life stage to another.” First, [ will establish the chronological age of the
athletes. Even if we do not possess direct evidence about the athletes’ age,
we can estimate it very well from the length of careers and the age of entry
at competition. It is a known fact that the Greeks divided the competitors in
the gymnic events into at least two separate groups: the boys (paides) and
the men (andres).? Boys were those individuals under eighteen. At Olympia,
children younger than twelve were probably not allowed to participate, and
those older than seventeen were considered adults already.® Even festivals

1. Kennell 2013: 2.

2. For the age of boys, see Crowther 2004: 87-92. For other divisions based on age, see Golden 1998:
104-7.

3. Golden 1998: 105.
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that accounted for more age divisions among those who were not men (e.g.,
ageneioi or beardless youth) set a limit at age twenty.* So when athletes are
said to have won several Olympics as an adult, we can deduce that they were
at least eighteen years old for their first one. Those who had victories as
children started competing probably at the age of fourteen, the (traditional)
onset of puberty.’ Thus, from the length of the careers we can calculate the
age of the athletes.

The youngest athlete to win at the boys’ competition at Olympia was
Damiscus of Messene, who was proclaimed victor at twelve in the stadium
race in 368 (Pausanias 6.2.9). Also, Pherias of Aegina was considered too
young at the Olympics of 468 and was not allowed to wrestle. When he entered
and won the next Olympics four years later, he was still a boy under eigh-
teen (Pausanias 6. 14.1).° We do not have information about his age when he
first attempted to compete. He might have been also about twelve, but since
wrestlers were physically bigger and heavier than runners, he was not allowed
to compete, perhaps for fear of injury. Most child athletes, however, would
have been pubescent boys.

Although we have news of some victors having competed in several Olym-
pics (up to four or five of them), they still remained an exception. For instance,
the wrestler Milo of Croton is said to have participated in seven Olympics,
the first one as a boy in 536. The seventh time he competed was in 512, when
he was defeated not by his younger countryman’s technical superiority but
by his better fitness. This gives Milo twenty-four years of active competition
from presumably the age of fourteen to thirty-eight. But Milo is an exception
in Greek athletics.” Most athletes that participated in several Olympics did
not compete in more than four.

The list of the Panhellenic circuits’ victors (the periodonikes, that is, the
athlete who won at least once in each periodic game, but not necessarily in
a row) is illustrative for observing the age and length of the careers of vic-

4. The ageneioi or “beardless youth” known from Nemea, Isthmia, and Athens comprised a group
apparently between the start of puberty and twenty. See Golden 1998: 106. Modern sports in which age
divisions are current also place the division between youth and adults at around twenty (e.g., fencing) or
twenty-one (e.g., soccer).

5. Although there was one winner in the stadion event as young as twelve, most probably the majority
would have been pubescent boys. Traditional age to set the start of puberty was fourteen; see Golden 199o: 28.

6. Age was also largely calculated by looks. Pausanias (6.14.2) contrasts Pherias with another wrestler.
In this case Nicasylus of Rhodes looked too old, namely, 18, and was not allowed to compete with the boys
and won with the men. He also won Isthmian and Nemean Games, but when he was on his way home to
Rhodes he died at age 20.

7. See Roubineau 2016: 40—42.
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torious athletes. Heavy athletes (those who competed in boxing, wrestling,
and the pancratium) could compete up to twenty years, as we shall see later.
The boxer Glaucus competed successfully from 520 to 502. He entered as
an adult in his first Olympics; this means that he probably retired when he
was about thirty-six years old. Theagenes, also a boxer, competed from 490
to 470. His first victory was as a boy, which brings his retirement to the age
between thirty-four and thirty-eight. Other heavy athletes had a career of
about twelve years. For instance, Pausanias (6.4.1) mentions that Sostratus,
a pancratiast, earned twelve victories at the Nemean and Isthmian Games
together, two victories at Delphi, and three at Olympia. The length of the
career of these athletes is truly remarkable and puts the average competition
age of the heavy athletes between twenty and the late thirties. They must have
been very lucky to avoid injuries despite the brutality of some of the sports.
Perhaps it is right to assume that less successful athletes had shorter careers
and were quickly forgotten.

A possible exception to the youth of athletes might have been Diagoras,
who managed to become a periodonikes in only six years, namely from 470 to
4064, and retired after his Olympic victory. He had a total of eighteen victo-
ries, ten within the periodic games® and eight in local games. He might have
started competing before his years at the crown games. Unfortunately, we
do not have information about his age. Since Diagoras did not have a victory
as a boy or beardless youth at the Isthmian Games, this means that his first
victory at those games must have occurred after he was twenty, but most
likely he was older than that. On the other hand, his children and grandchil-
dren might have started to compete rather early in their lives. They all won
Olympic victories and were renowned throughout the Greek world as one of
the most famous athletic clans (Pausanias 6.7.1—7). His son Dorieus won the
pancratium in three successive Olympiads from 432 to 424. He also won
eight victories at the Isthmian, seven at the Nemean, and four at the Pythian
Games (Pausanias 6.7.1—2), which probably brings the first victory at these
games to 438.° This would bring his career to a minimum of twelve years of
active competition as an adult, perhaps sixteen years, placing his retirement
in his early to mid-thirties. Diagoras’s elder sons, Damagetus and Acusilaus,
won the pancratium and boxing, respectively, in the Olympics of 448. We

8. Diagoras is credited with four Isthmian victories, two Nemean, one Pythian, and one Olympic
victory, a very busy schedule for such a short time.
9. Knab 1980 [1934]: 29.
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know that Diagoras may have been still alive in 448 from a late anecdote'® that
says that Diagoras died, elated in happiness, when he was carried through the
stadium on the shoulders of his two elder sons after their victories. The last
attested victory of Diagoras was at the Olympics of 464. This is only sixteen
years before his sons’ victories, twelve if we consider Damagetus’s previous
solo victory in 452. Obviously, Diagoras must have married while still an active
athlete since Damagetus was born at the latest in 470. Whether Diagoras
was an exception or not, it is hard to say, since we do not have evidence for
the age at which he completed the Panhellenic circuit. Whether he married
early or he competed late, or both, is impossible to ascertain. There are at least
twelve years in age difference between Diagoras’s older son Damagetus and
the younger Dorieus. This perhaps would indicate that he competed rather
late in his life, and that, just sixteen years after his victory, his grown-up sons
were in their athletic prime.

Runners generally had shorter careers than heavy athletes, but still we
have news of them competing for two or three Olympics. This means a career
of at least eight years. Dromeus, a dolichos runner, had a highly successful
career of eight years from 487 to 479. Dandis competed in the stadium race
from 479 to 471, and Dicon had a twelve-year career as an adult runner from
392 to 380. Pausanias (6. 3.11) mentions that Dicon won five victories in
running at Delphi (obviously in more than one event), three at the Isthmus,
and four at Nemea. At Olympia he won one victory among the boys and two
others among the men. This means that by the time he was in his late twen-
ties, he had retired from active competition. Ergoteles was perhaps one of the
longest-standing runners with ten years of competition as an adult, from 474
to 464. Astylus won three successive times at Olympia both in the stadium
race and the double race (488-480). Although we do not know the precise age
of these runners, it is improbable that they ran successfully past their thirties.
Runners seem to have had an adult career between eight to twelve years, which
brings them to an average retirement age of under thirty, considerably shorter
than the career of heavy athletes. In modern days, competitive sprinters over
thirty are scarce. Some disciplines, especially long-distance running, allow
for some older competitors, but sprinters peak in their late twenties or early
thirties and then retire.! Literary and epigraphic sources as well as modern

10. Gellius, Attic Nights 3.15. Pausanias (6.7.3) only mentions Diagoras being pelted with flowers by
the spectators.

11. Two of the most emblematic athletes of the twentieth century, Jesse Owens and Carl Lewis, did
not extend their careers beyond their thirties. Jesse Owens achieved three world records and tied a fourth
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parallels indicate that the majority of athletes in Greece must have been in
their twenties. Especially in a culture that emphasized winning, there was no
room for athletes who were past their peak without risking their reputation.'?

1.1.2. Structural Age

In this section, I contend that athletes constituted a separate group within
their cities, not just because of their youth but especially because the activi-
ties that they practiced were mostly typical of a certain age. Being an athlete
was not only connected to biological age but also to structural or social age,
which is not always equivalent to its biological counterpart. Structural age
is a term used by anthropologists to describe institutionalized age divisions
within a society that aim at distributing the power in society with the focus
of creating a smooth transition.!?

Athletes practiced what we could call “youthful” activities. The first
“youthful” activity that comes to mind is obviously education, which was not
universal in Greek society but was nevertheless desired by many. Children
and sometimes young men up to their early twenties received school educa-
tion in order to become useful citizens. Often we tend to forget that sport was
first of all a part of that education; thus, sport constituted also primarily an

one in 1935 at the age of twenty-two. After the Olympics in 1936 he stopped competing owing to the difficult
economic situation of his family. It is impossible to know for how long he would have competed under differ-
ent circumstances. Carl Lewis matched Owens’s record in long jump at the age of eighteen. He established
a world record in 1991 at the age of thirty but had started to lose to rivals in the previous three years. He
retired from active sport at thirty-five. In the 1988 Seoul Olympics, Lewis’s rival, Ben Johnson, was twenty-
seven years old. In the Beijing Olympics of 2008, Usain Bolt celebrated his twenty-second birthday on the
same day he broke the record in the 200-meter race and after having broken the record of the 1oom two
days before. He retired in 2017 at the age of thirty-one after competing in the World Championships. He
won only the bronze medal in the roo-meter dash and had a very dramatic ending in his final relay when
he pulled a muscle and had to be helped by his teammates across the finish line.

12. Milo, whose last attested competition was a loss, had already established a reputation that could
withstand the loss, but he might have been an exception in this regard as well. He did not compete sub-
sequently, especially since his much younger opponent did not win because of his superior technique but
basically wore him out by not allowing himself to be caught.

13. Structural age can be built on an age-class system in which individuals passed collectively through
a series of age grades usually marked by communal ceremonies. Although there have been attempts to
characterize Greece as a society based on an age-class system, Kennell 2013 denies that such was the case.
According to this scholar, the closest examples that ancient Greece presents for an age-class system are the
Athenian ephebate and the Spartan training system, called agoge. He argues that neither could be considered
an age-class system. The ephebate would not include all eligible male youths, some of whom may not have
taken part in it because of disability, absence from the city, poverty, and even disinclination. In the case of
Sparta, according to Kennell, the age-class system could work only by excluding the majority of the people
living in the city and focusing in a small minority of people.
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activity of the young not just in schools but even at competitions. It is true that
by the time of retirement, many athletes had long ceased to be young men
according to Greek standards and that recreational sport may have included
the not-so-young. However, biological and cultural considerations placed sport
in the realm of the young, especially because delayed marriage would have
prolonged the perceived “adolescence” of athletes.!*

According to social age, athletes would have been considered to not yet
be adults since the majority of men in their twenties would have been single.
Young, single men were not always well perceived in their cities and were
associated with excesses in political, social, and other areas. Hence, the cities
may have had an interest in keeping them occupied in practicing sports. In
ancient Greece, the norm was to marry, but marriage for men was by and
large delayed until around thirty. This seems to have been the case since the
beginning of Greek culture for most cities.”> We read something to this effect
already in the eighth century in Hesiod: “At the right time bring a wife to
your house, neither much short of thirty years old, nor much older. This is
the proper time for marriage. Let your wife be four years past her puberty,
then in the fifth marry her” (Works and Days 695—98).

In this manner, traditional social-age divisions situate the age of physical
athletic prime before the age for marriage, which is often also associated with
the abandonment of competitive sport. For instance, concerning the ideal age
to beget children, Plato mentions that it is at the time when both parents are
in their prime, which is described in the following terms:

“Does it also seem to you that the proper time of the prime is at twenty
years for a woman and thirty for a man?” “Why so?” he said. “The
women,” I said, “beginning at the age of twenty until the age of forty
shall bear children for the city, and the man, whenever the fastest
prime for running may be, after that, he shall beget for the city until
the age of fifty-five.” (Republic 460€)

The passage opposes the ideal age for being a runner to that for having
children and being in full maturity of mind and body. Whereas ideally men
would beget from thirty to fifty-five, they would have gone past their prime

14. Golden 2003: 25: “What is beyond doubt is that Archaic and Classical Greek adolescence, defined
as the period between puberty and social maturity, was prolonged.”

15. Although we are not entirely sure of Greek facts, in the Roman world, where marriage generally
took place for men in their early twenties, in the conservative Augustan legislation men were not fully
considered adults until then. See Harlow and Laurence 2010: 59—61.
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in running by the age of thirty. This age division is not exclusive to Plato’s
Republic. Aristotle mentions that the bodily condition of athletes is not ben-
eficial for begetting children because their bodies are excessively exercised
(Politics 1335b). Consequently, the age division of the contests themselves and
the traditional age for marriage established a period of about ten to fifteen
years, in which the male athlete was at the peak of his competing phase,
namely, roughly between the age of eighteen and thirty.’* This same period
coincides with the period of not fully integrating into society’s structures,
such as marriage or being eligible for political office.

The age for athletics and marriage are just two among the social ages
of men in the Greek cities. Traditionally accepted and idealized social-age
divisions were set every seven years. For instance, Aristotle divides the ages
for the appropriate education into groups of seven years, since this seemed to
him the most natural: from birth to seven years old, to puberty, to twenty-one.
Each of these stages required different methods, from playing games and
listening to stories to more formalized education (Politics 1336b—37a). After the
education of the mind was completed, then the young men would go into the
next phase of their lives, when it was appropriate to train hard for competition.
Aristotle describes the role of athletics in his Politics, where he states,

It has been agreed that one ought to use gymnastic training, and
how it should be used. For until puberty lighter exercises should be
added, forbidding harsh diet and obligatory exertions, in order that
nothing may be an impediment for growth; there is no small sign
that they can provide these results in the fact that among the Olympic
victors one would find two or three persons who have won both as
men and as boys,"” because the strength (dynamis) is robbed from

16. Children were athletes in full right, and their victories were highly valued. For instance, Olympic
Ode 8 by Pindar (518-438?) is dedicated to Alcimedon of Aegina, victor in the boys’ wrestling; Olympic Ode 10
is dedicated to Hagesidamos from Epizephyrian L