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General introduction

Paul Christesen and Donald G. Kyle

This Companion draws on the expertise of three dozen scholars to provide a wide- 
ranging survey of the latest thinking about and evidence for sport and spectacle in Greek 
and Roman antiquity. All of the essays are intended to be accessible to a wide audience, 
ranging from scholars who study other aspects of Classical antiquity to people outside of 
academia with a serious interest in the ancient world. The Companion also seeks to 
advance the study of ancient sport and spectacle by emphasizing the need to understand 
sport and spectacle not as isolated activities but as part of a broader social canvas. The 
number of new and striking insights found in this volume is a testament to the promise 
of this approach, which we define in the discussion that follows as writing the social 
 history of sport and spectacle. Even those with a thorough grounding in the study of 
ancient sport and spectacle are, as a result, likely to find much here that is worthy of close 
attention.

1 definitions, parameters

This work applies the terms “sport,” “athletics,” and “spectacle” to public, physical, espe-
cially competitive, performances (contests, combats, etc.). It is helpful to define all of these 
terms with some precision because what properly constitutes sport, athletics, or spectacle 
is a contested issue (Holowchak 2002: 7–98; Kyle 2007: 9–11; Scanlon 2002: 7–9).

Derived from disporter (to carry away) in Old French, “sport” is an inclusive term that 
is used as a general rubric applied to activities ranging from play, pastimes, and physical 
education to intense professional athletics. “Sport” is a singular, collective term for a 
phenomenon; “sports” are individual activities that fall under the collective heading.
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An important distinction is that between “sport” and “athletics.” The latter is derived 
from the Greek words athlos (a contest for a prize) and athletes (athlete). “Sport” and 
“athletics” are sometimes used interchangeably, but in this volume athletics is under-
stood as a subset of sport that involves public, formally organized competitions, typically 
with prizes for successful competitors. One small but important nuance is that the dis-
tinction between sport and athletics does not carry over to the relevant adjectives, so, for 
instance, “athletic events” include both competitive and noncompetitive forms of physi-
cal activity. Furthermore, “athlete” designates anyone participating in either sport or 
athletics.

“Spectacle,” from the Latin spectaculum, can be more easily defined, as a public per-
formance (e.g., chariot race) with an audience. Recent scholarship has suggested that the 
traditional lines drawn between Greek sport and Roman spectacle need to be reconsid-
ered. It was long standard to differentiate between Greek sport, which was habitually 
portrayed in a strongly positive light, and Roman spectacle, which was frequently por-
trayed as a degenerate and degenerating activity (see, for example, Gardiner 1930: 118–
19). More recent work, however, has emphasized that audiences were a key element of 
Greek sport and that the most notorious of Roman spectacles, gladiatorial combats, 
involved rule-governed duels between well-matched individuals that were fought in the 
presence of referees and that did not typically end in death. At least some gladiators in 
the eastern part of the Roman Empire understood themselves as athletes, and some 
scholars now argue that gladiatorial combat should in fact be understood as a sport (for 
further discussion of this point, see Chapter 42).

It is, therefore, important to be cautious about making stark distinctions between 
Greek sport and Roman spectacle, while also acknowledging important differences 
between Greek and Roman practices. Some Roman spectacles, such as public execu-
tions, cannot be reasonably interpreted as a form of sport. High-status individuals in 
the Greek world were expected to participate in sport, whereas the participation of 
high-status Romans as performers in spectacles met with strong opposition (Edwards 
1997). And although, after centuries of mutual exposure, Greeks came to support 
Roman spectacles, and Romans came to accept Greek sport, Greeks never abandoned 
their primary enthusiasm for sport, and Romans maintained their predilection for vio-
lent spectacles.

2 the development of the Field

Over the last 40 years the study of ancient sport and spectacle has grown and matured 
into a thriving and dynamic subdiscipline of ancient studies. Increased interest in ancient 
sport and spectacle has inspired a stream of articles and books intended for both schol-
arly and general audiences. The European journal Nikephoros is completely devoted to 
research on ancient sport, the Journal of Sport History (30.2 (2003)) and the International 
Journal of the History of Sport (26.2 (2009)) have published special issues on ancient 
sport and spectacle, and numerous scholarly monographs on those subjects appear each 
year. Works written for a general audience include dozens of accounts of the ancient 
Olympics (e.g., Spivey 2012) and Roman spectacles (e.g., Dunkle 2008), sourcebooks 
(e.g., Miller 2004; Futrell 2006), and reference aids (e.g., Golden 2004).
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Research continues to provide exciting new insights. Recent discoveries include a 
series of poems on athletic themes by Posidippos of Pella, gladiatorial burials at Ephesos 
and York, and Hadrian’s letters from Alexandria Troas on athletes and festivals. Inspired 
by European scholarship (e.g., Weiler 1988), recent works have expanded their chrono-
logical and geographical scope, incorporated comparative material, and suggested simi-
larities as well as contrasts between Greek and Roman physical performances.

While the field has grown, scholars have until quite recently tended to analyze ancient 
sport and spectacle without paying much attention to the societal context in which these 
activities took place. The traditional focus was on issues such as the precise sequence of 
events at the ancient Olympics or the seating arrangements in the Colosseum. That 
approach – what might be called “sports history” or “event-oriented sport history” – 
was reasonable, indeed necessary, when our knowledge of ancient sport and spectacle 
was limited. However, most of the relevant body of evidence, which increases signifi-
cantly but slowly, has now been thoroughly studied, and continued work on well-known 
sources along established lines already brings diminishing returns.

What we have learned over these 40 years has made it possible to ask new, bigger ques-
tions about the relationship between sport and spectacle on the one hand and society on 
the other. We are now, for example, in a position to take what we know about the 
involvement of Greek colonists in the Olympics and to think about how sport helped 
Greeks who settled overseas, in places such as Egypt or Sicily, maintain a sense of cultural 
identity while living far from mainland Greece (innovative works along these lines include 
König 2005 and the essays in Hornblower and Morgan 2007). Increasingly sophisti-
cated scholarship is looking at the significance of Rome’s varied program of entertain-
ments – from the shows of the arena and circus to the acceptance and patronage of Greek 
athletics – for the ethnicity and self-representation of performers and spectators, as well 
as the sociopolitical dynamics of shows for elites and emperors (e.g., Beacham 1999; 
Fagan 2011). Such approaches, which might be described as writing a social history of 
sport and spectacle, have become increasingly common in the last decade and will likely 
dominate the field in the years ahead.

For anyone interested in ancient sport and spectacle, the continually expanding collec-
tion of relevant scholarship presents both opportunities and challenges. We know much 
more about ancient sport and spectacle than we did 40 years ago, and we now have 
conceptual and theoretical approaches to study these subjects with increasing depth and 
sophistication.

However, the sheer quantity of the available secondary literature on ancient sport and 
spectacle makes it functionally impossible for nonspecialists to stay up with the field. 
Moreover, the continuing, rapid development of the field means that the scholarly con-
sensus about such basic issues as when the Olympic Games began or where the first 
Roman amphitheaters were built has shifted significantly in the past decade.

3 the Aims and design of this Companion

There is, therefore, a need for a guide to what has become a large and complicated field 
of study, and our hope is that this Companion will fill that need. That said, we did not 
ask the contributors to this volume to limit themselves to summarizing what is already 



4 Paul Christesen and Donald G. Kyle

known about ancient sport and spectacle. Rather, we saw this an opportune moment to 
ask a mix of scholars, including some of the most established figures in the field and 
those just embarking on their careers, to think about ancient sport and spectacle from a 
social historical perspective.

The essays in this volume focus on the societal context in which various activities took 
place and delve into the relationships between sport and spectacle and between those 
activities and Greek and Roman society. Sporting discourse included contestation, nego-
tiation, and acculturation, so chapters herein often integrate insights and models from 
the sociology of sport, New Historicism, etc. to interpret sport and spectacle as cultural 
performances and as communicative systems of meaning that both reflected and affected 
social values.

In carrying out this program of study, it was essential to move beyond the frequent 
but problematic tendency to concentrate on the ancient Greeks’ Olympics and on the 
Romans’ gladiatorial combats. The ancient Olympics, while illustrious, are problematic 
for social historical investigation. We know the names of about 25% of the athletes who 
won a victory at the ancient Olympics (Farrington 1997: 24), but in most cases we know 
next to nothing about those athletes. Nevertheless there have been determined efforts to 
distinguish athletes by social class, as examples of aristocratic privilege, or of upward 
social mobility from nonelite families (e.g., Young 1984: 107–70; Pleket 1992). The 
results of all such work are vitiated by the paucity of relevant evidence; we do not know 
even the names of the vast majority of the athletes who competed at the ancient Olympics, 
since only the names of victors were recorded. Moreover, the Olympics took place only 
every four years and included no more than roughly 200 athletes (Crowther 2004: 171–
82). This means that even if we knew a great deal about every athlete who competed in 
the ancient Olympics, it would tell us relatively little about the vast majority of sport 
participants in ancient Greece, who, by definition, did not compete at elite levels.

In order to write a social history of Greek sport it is necessary to expand our focus 
beyond Olympia and take into consideration other sites, large and small, and to shift 
emphasis from individual heroes and feats to groups or classes and social dynamics. Most 
Greek athletes and spectators experienced sport in their own local festivals, stadia, and 
gymnasia throughout each year, and those experiences were a key part of Greek social, 
political, economic, and urban history.

This Companion thus includes essays on a wide range of sites and subjects relating to 
Greek sport. Geographical coverage is intentionally broad; contributions in this volume 
explore sport in a variety of sites and regions in the Greek world, including Athens, 
Sparta, the northern Peloponnese, the Greek West, Macedonia, Egypt, and Asia Minor 
(see Map 0.1 for some of the key locations covered in this volume). Other contributions 
consider important dimensions of sport such as its connection to democratization, edu-
cation, gender, and religion.

Although this volume is not dominated by the ancient Olympics, Donald G. Kyle’s 
essay on athletic competitions (Chapter 1) and Thomas Heine Nielsen’s essay on Olympia 
and Hellenic culture (Chapter 8) highlight the importance of Olympia, which of course 
influenced other (especially Panhellenic) games in terms of events, procedures, and prizes. 
Abundant references to the ancient Olympics are also dispersed throughout other essays, 
for example in Nigel Nicholson’s discussion of Pindar’s odes for athletic victors (Chapter 4) 
and in Winthrop Lindsay Adams’s exploration of sport in Macedonia (Chapter 22).
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Just as works on ancient sport tend to concentrate to an excessive degree on the 
Olympics, works on Roman spectacles often fixate on gladiatorial combat. Gladiators 
were the “stars” of the arena, but there was much more to Roman spectacle than gladi-
atorial combats. Chariot races drew the largest crowds at Rome, beast hunts were popu-
lar, and Romans came to accept Greek athletics as a subsidiary but nonetheless important 
form of entertainment. This Companion thus includes essays on a variety of different 
forms of Roman spectacle, as well as on sites at which Roman spectacles were held. It 
also looks at religious elements in and critics of Roman spectacle, people other than per-
formers who played an important role in staging spectacles, and the relationship between 
spectacle and Romanization.

All books have emphases and limitations. This Companion concentrates on activities 
with a strong element of physical performance and does not explore all forms of ancient 
spectacle. More specifically, dramatic and musical performances and the Roman triumph 
are not discussed in detail. This is not meant to minimize their importance but to help 
ensure commensurability between the activities considered in the various essays and thus 
facilitate comparison and contrast between the roles played by sport and spectacle in the 
Greek and Roman worlds.

Investigations of ties or parallels between the ancient and modern Olympics, when aca-
demic and not ideological, are joining a fashionable trend in cultural history to reception 
studies. Such works examine how later and contemporary cultures receive, perceive, and 
represent the cultures of earlier times. The study of the modern reception of ancient sport 
and the ancient body is a burgeoning field (see, for example, Kitroeff 2004; Goff and Simpson 
2011; and Fournaraki and Papakonstantinou 2011) but is not included in this volume.

map 0.1 Some major sites associated with Greek and Roman sport and spectacle.
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4 organizational Structure: Sections, parts,  
and Chapters

After this introduction, the volume falls in into two broad sections, one on Greece and 
another on Rome. Each section has four parts, with some rough parallelism between 
Greek and Roman essays. Part I of Section I begins with an introductory essay that pro-
vides an overview of sport and spectacle in the Greek world, Part I of Section II with a 
comparable essay focused on the Roman world. The remainder of Part I in both Sections 
I and II provide essential background information, including essays on the early history 
of sport and spectacle in the Greek and Roman world, respectively, as well as on the 
relevant literary, artistic, and material evidence, and recent scholarship. Parts II and III 
of Section I and Section II look at the places, performances, and people of Greek and 
Roman sport and spectacle. Essays in both sections contextualize the activities, settings, 
performers, and spectators with attention to issues such as class, gender, religion, and 
ethnicity. Part IV of both sections contain essays on the later ages of Greek and Roman 
sport and spectacle.

All chapters in this volume are similarly organized; the text of each essay is followed by 
a list of abbreviations (if any) used in that essay, references, and a brief guide to further 
reading that directs readers to relevant general and scholarly works. Readers looking for 
introductions to Greek sport and Roman spectacle are encouraged to begin with essays 
in this volume by Donald G. Kyle (Chapter 1) and Roger Dunkle (Chapter 25) and the 
references cited therein.

Greek names have been transliterated in such a way as to be as faithful as possible to 
original spellings while taking into account established usages for well-known people and 
places. It is, unfortunately, impossible to achieve complete consistency in transliterating 
the names of people, places, authors, and works without detaching oneself completely 
from earlier conventions or ruthlessly Latinizing all Greek names and words.

Some readers may also find it helpful to start with a clearer sense of the contents of 
each of the 43 essays that make up the remainder of this volume. Kyle’s Chapter 1 
 surveys basic background information – the actions, events, and settings – of Greek 
 athletics. It answers standard questions such as: What competitions took place, not just 
in the Panhellenic games but also in local festivals? How were athletic festivals organized, 
who were the officials, and what were the rules and regulations? Who could compete? 
This essay is intended to provide a basic grounding for readers so they can better con-
centrate on social history in other parts of the volume.

In Chapter 2, Jeremy Rutter confronts the daunting evidentiary challenges involved in 
exploring (pre-Greek) Minoan and (early Greek) Mycenaean Bronze Age sport. His 
detailed treatment shows that sporting performances had social, spectatory, violent, and 
ethnic variations – and political significance – from their earliest appearance. Among his 
many interesting suggestions are that Mycenaean depictions of bull sports on vases and 
wall paintings were intended solely for royal consumption and that, whereas boxers in 
Minoan Crete were probably members of high-status families, boxers in Mycenaean 
centers on the mainland were servile hirelings.

Timothy P. J. Perry’s Chapter 3 examines the earliest literary sources for Greek sport, 
Homer’s Iliad and Odyssey, as well as relevant visual and epigraphic evidence from the 



 General Introduction 7

eighth century bce. The central part of his essay consists of a detailed analysis of the 
funeral games for Patroklos in Book 23 of the Iliad and of the games held in Phaiakia in 
Book 8 of the Odyssey. Perry explores the ways that the poet’s thematic concerns affect 
the presentation of sport in the Homeric poems and provides, among other things, a 
nuanced and stimulating reading of the famous remark by Laodamas that “there is no 
greater glory for a man . . . than what he achieves with his hands and feet” (Odyssey 
8.147–8).

Nigel Nicholson’s Chapter 4 concentrates on uses of sport in Greek literature. An 
advocate of New Historicism, Nicholson surveys various types of Greek literature to 
demonstrate the subtleties and intertextuality of the relevant texts. Much of his essay is 
devoted to a careful exploration of the representation of boxing in epinikian odes. 
Nicholson focuses on three traits that are assigned to boxing in those odes (beauty, 
moral excellence, and skill), and persuasively argues that the representation of boxing in 
epinikian odes formed part of larger debates over both the meaning of sport and the 
distribution of social and political power.

In Chapter 5 Jenifer Neils authoritatively explores the intersection of art and sport in 
ancient Greece, especially in vase painting and sculpture, by tracing the phases of an 
athlete’s journey from training to competition to celebration of victory. In doing so she 
makes use of many representations of sport found on Athenian vases from the Late 
Archaic period (c.520–480 bce), including amphorae given as prizes at the Panathenaic 
Games. Her analysis highlights, and suggests explanations for, the predilection for scenes 
of athletic training on Athenian vases from that time.

In Chapter 6 H. W. Pleket demonstrates the value of inscriptions as evidence for Greek 
sport. He concentrates on the Hellenistic (323–31 bce) and Roman (31 bce–476 ce) 
periods and on inscriptions that relate to four themes: the ancient gymnasion as the foun-
dation of mass sport, the agonistic “market,” associations of athletes, and athletes’ social 
status and values. Pleket’s discussion of those four themes leaves no doubt that inscrip-
tions provide invaluable evidence for the history of Greek sport. For instance, numerous 
inscriptions reveal that, contrary to what one might conclude from literary sources, phys-
ical training in gymnasia continued to be of prime social importance in Greek communi-
ties during the Hellenistic period. Many of the sources discussed in Pleket’s essay also 
serve as a reminder that important inscriptions that bear on the history of sport continue 
to be discovered.

Ingomar Weiler’s Chapter 7 offers an interdisciplinary and international historio-
graphical (and bibliographical) survey of important works and developments in Greek 
sport history during the last decade. He discusses selected major contributions, empha-
sizes publications in English, and leaves aside the modern reception and revival of 
the ancient Olympics. The large number of publications on which Weiler touches, and 
the range of places and languages in which they appeared, is a vivid demonstration of the 
vibrancy of ancient sport history as a field of study and the international appeal of this 
subject.

In Chapter 8 Thomas Heine Nielsen discusses the sanctuary of Zeus at Olympia and 
the operation of the Olympic Games. He explores the tensions created by Olympia’s 
dual identities, as both a Panhellenic sanctuary and an extra-urban sanctuary of the city-
state of Elis. The administration of the Olympics by Elis was reasonably impartial, but 
the atmosphere at the games was highly politicized, and competitions between athletes 
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were understood by many as contests for status and supremacy between the city-states 
from which they came.

The next essay, Paul Christesen’s exploration of sport in Sparta, begins Part II of 
Section I, which focuses on the practice of sport in particular places in the Greek world. 
Christesen reviews basic information about the practice of sport in Sparta during the 
Classical period (480–323 bce) and uses concepts and terminology taken from sociology 
to explore the relationship between sport and society in Sparta. He argues that sport 
fostered cohesive social relations among Sparta’s male citizens and in that way contrib-
uted meaningfully to maintaining the remarkable political stability that characterized 
Sparta for more than 400 years.

Kyle’s Chapter 10 discusses Athens, the state for which we have the most abundant 
information. Athens’ athletic games required major expenditures, and the facilities used 
by male citizens were prominent in social and civic life. Kyle explains the operation of 
various contests, especially in the Great Panathenaic festival, and he argues that athletics 
allowed Athens as a community – and Athenians individually – to display and publicize 
talents and resources. He also raises the question of the social origins of athletes at 
Athens, an issue treated more broadly in Chapter 13.

In Chapter 11 David Gilman Romano discusses the history of sport in Central Greece 
and the northern Peloponnese during the Archaic (700–480 bce) and Classical periods. 
In addition to treating the physical settings and the programs of events of the Pythian, 
Isthmian, and Nemean Games, Romano provides details of new and ongoing  excavations 
at the sanctuary of Zeus at Mt Lykaion in Arcadia. He makes the intriguing suggestion 
that the sanctuary of Zeus at Olympia and the ancient Olympics were at least in part 
modeled on the sanctuary of Zeus at Mt Lykaion and the games held there, which, in 
Romano’s view, may well significantly predate the Olympics.

The subject of Carla M. Antonaccio’s Chapter 12 is the practice of sport by residents 
of Greek communities in southern Italy and Sicily in the period between the early seventh 
and early fourth centuries bce. Much of her essay is devoted to an exploration of sport at 
the city-states of Croton and Taras and the participation of the dynasts who ruled Gela, 
Syracuse, and Akragas at the Olympic and Pythian Games. Her nuanced explanation of 
the reasons why those dynasts lavishly expended resources pursuing equestrian victories 
at major athletic festivals in the Greek homeland includes insights into why there were no 
Panhellenic or even important regional athletic festivals in the Greek West.

In Chapter 13 Christesen examines a particularly important aspect of the relationship 
between sport and society in ancient Greece: the connection between democratization 
in society and in sport. Concentrating on the period between 700 and 300 bce, he 
argues that sport promoted a sense of egalitarianism and unity among newly empowered 
members of Greek communities that experienced significant periods of democratization 
and thus played an important role in consolidating and extending democratization in the 
Greek world. This essay includes an excursus on the origin and spread of the fascinating 
Greek practice of athletic nudity, and the related development of the gymnasion. 
Christesen sees nudity as a claim to citizenship and privileged status for those who could 
afford the time and leisure for nude athletic exercises.

As in many societies, education and rites of passage in Greece frequently involved 
physical training and sporting competitions. In Chapter 14 Werner Petermandl investi-
gates the development and significance of the Greek practice of grouping athletes in 
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competitions into two or three age-classes. He then looks at the relationship between 
educational practices and sport. Although privately funded education was more informal 
earlier, by the fourth century bce Athens institutionalized cadet training in the ephebeia, 
and versions of ephebic training – a marker of status and ethnicity – spread widely 
throughout the Hellenistic world (and later the Greek East of the Roman Empire).

Andrew Lear’s Chapter 15 investigates the erotic dimensions of Greek sport. He uses 
both textual and visual evidence to explore the homoerotic, typically pederastic, relation-
ships that were closely associated with athletic facilities. Lear’s essay includes discussion 
of three related and particularly significant issues: the origins of pederastic homoerotic 
relationships, homoerotic courting scenes on Athenian vases in which suitors appear to 
be presenting sacks of money, and the practice of infibulation. In regard to the first of 
these issues, he argues that pederasty was not a practice that stretched back into the pri-
mordial ages of Greek history but was in fact something that took shape during the 
Archaic period.

Kyle’s third essay, Chapter 16, discusses various aspects of female sport in ancient 
Greece, including the footraces for virgins held at the festival to Hera at Olympia, the 
banning of mature females from attendance at the Olympic Games, and the circum-
stances behind the first female Olympic victory, by Kyniska of Sparta in the chariot race 
in 396 bce. Kyle suggests that the sporting opportunities and participation of Greek 
females increased during the Hellenistic and Roman eras.

Christian Mann’s Chapter 17 details the activities, attendance, and agendas of diverse 
groups on the margins of Greek sport. He looks carefully at officials in charge of running 
athletic contests, particularly the Hellanodikai at Olympia, and at people such as jockeys, 
chariot drivers, coaches, trainers, musicians, and spectators who played important sup-
porting roles at Greek athletic contests. He also explores the role of slaves in Greek sport 
and finds that social and legal barriers effectively prevented them from being active 
 participants, with the caveat that those barriers seem to have eroded somewhat in the 
Hellenistic and Roman periods.

Chapter 18 is the first of two essays on facilities for Greek sport. In that chapter 
Stephen G. Miller gives careful consideration to the evolution of stadia in the fifth 
through third centuries bce. He makes use of exciting discoveries at Nemea (stadium, 
hysplex, tunnel, and apodyterion) and elsewhere to argue that a major change in the 
design of athletic facilities had social and political implications for the experience of spec-
tatorship in Early Hellenistic Greece.

Continuing the focus on athletic settings, Michael Scott’s Chapter 19 examines Greek 
athletic facilities other than stadia. He discusses in some detail the design, development, 
and athletic and social functions of gymnasia and palaistrai. Scott argues persuasively 
that there was a high degree of “spatial indeterminacy” in Greek athletic facilities, 
because structures and spaces associated with sport served a variety of purposes and 
because even particular kinds of athletic contests could be held in a variety of different 
facilities. This indeterminacy allowed communities to shape facilities that expressed their 
own unique histories, practices, identities, and aspirations.

In Chapter 20 Sarah C. Murray looks at the religious context of athletic festivals and 
at the relationship between religion and participation in athletics. She discusses how 
sport became intimately connected with religious festivals, ritual elements in sport, and 
the possibility that a kind of religious aura was believed to surround victorious athletes. 
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Murray suggests that sport may have played an important role in shaping Greek reli-
gion and that many athletes believed in the importance of divine support for their 
athletic endeavors. However, she also warns against overestimating the importance of 
religion in sport. Religious concerns permeated most spheres of Greek life, and in that 
respect the role of religion in sport was neither particularly unusual nor unusually 
significant.

In Chapter 21 Zinon Papakonstantinou discusses criticisms of sport found in ancient 
Greek sources. He pays close attention to the genres of critical texts and the agendas of 
their authors. The literary motif of criticism of the adulation of athletes was limited but 
persistent in Greek literature well into the Roman period, and philosophers, orators, and 
other intellectuals contested the value of athletic success. However sincere or satirical, 
the critics had little effect on the Greeks’ passion for contests and athletes.

In Chapter 22 Winthrop Lindsay Adams explores the athletic practices and ambitions 
of Macedonians, both within and outside their homeland. He details the opportunistic 
use of sport by royal Macedonians, who declared their Greek ethnicity and sought glory 
through participation in and victory at the Olympic Games. While some works suggest 
that Alexander the Great was critical of athletics, Adams shows that Alexander had a 
consistent policy of staging games to celebrate victories or honor dead companions while 
on campaign. Adams also looks at the evidence for athletic facilities and practices in 
Macedonia itself, notably the gymnasiarchal inscription from Beroia.

One of Alexander’s generals, Ptolemy I, became ruler of Egypt after Alexander’s 
death, and he and his dynastic successors actively promoted sport in their kingdom. Sofie 
Remijsen’s Chapter 23 on Hellenistic Egypt shows that the Ptolemies developed athletic 
festivals and patronized the participation of Greeks from Egypt in games in mainland 
Greece, raising issues of propaganda and ethnic tensions. She focuses on two questions, 
namely, what drew the population of Egypt, particularly Greek immigrants to Egypt, to 
sport? and what obstacles complicated its introduction? Gymnasia and the practice of 
athletic training spread throughout Egypt starting in the third century bce, even though 
they did not receive the sort of royal patronage that led to the foundation of athletic 
contests in Alexandria from an early date. Remijsen argues that the internal political 
structures of the Ptolemaic Kingdom inhibited the spread of athletic contests outside of 
Alexandria and that it was only in the third century ce, after a reorganization of what was 
then a Roman province, that many Egyptian communities founded competitions.

Pleket’s Chapter 24 provides another study of later periods (Hellenistic and Roman) 
in yet another region of the Greek world. He draws heavily on epigraphic sources to 
explore the significant expansion of the number of athletic festivals in Asia Minor between 
the fourth century bce and the third century ce and the growth of a “sports culture” that 
encouraged training in local gymnasia and richly rewarded success in athletic competi-
tions. Pleket discusses in some detail the generally positive relationship between Roman 
authorities and urban elites in Asia Minor with respect to the foundation of athletic 
contests. The recent discovery at Alexandria Troas of Hadrian’s pronouncements on 
athletes, rewards, and athletic festivals adds greatly to our knowledge of that 
relationship.

Roger Dunkle’s Chapter 25 begins Section II, which focuses on spectacle and sport in 
the Roman world. Dunkle surveys the different types of Roman spectacular entertain-
ments including ludi (drama and games, especially chariot races), munera (gladiatorial 
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combats), venationes (staged beast hunts), naumachiae (staged naval battles), and athle-
tae (Greek-style athletics). To prepare readers for more specialized discussions, he clari-
fies terms and explains the activities, settings, and operation of these spectacles. He ends 
with an epilogue on Christian opposition and the decline of spectacles in the Late Empire.

In Chapter 26 Giampiero Bevagna argues that we should avoid the traditional “Greek-
centered” approach to understanding Etruscan sport. The Etruscans, for example, had 
little interest in the Greek pentathlon. They were especially interested in watching their 
indigenous versions of boxing, wrestling, and horse races in the context of funeral games 
or public entertainments. Above all, Etruscan games were nonparticipatory spectator 
sports, and that spectacular orientation likely influenced the Romans’ inclination to watch 
rather than compete in athletic contests. This essay is somewhat analogous to Rutter’s 
Chapter 2 on the Bronze Age, in that both make heavy use of visual evidence to explore 
sport and spectacle in societies for which significant quantities of textual material are 
lacking. In addition, both essays qualify illusions of Greek and Roman uniqueness by 
showing that sport and spectacle were prominent and popular in earlier cultures.

In Chapter 27 Zara Martirosova Torlone looks at the portrayal of sport and spectacle 
in Roman literature. She highlights the importance of genre in shaping such portrayals 
and divides the relevant texts into two broad headings: “serious” genres (e.g., history, 
epic poetry, philosophical dialogue, panegyric speeches, formal letters) and “lighter” 
genres (e.g., love elegy, the Roman novel, satire, epigram). She argues that writers work-
ing in the serious genres tried to resolve what many Romans saw as a fundamental oppo-
sition between entertainments of all kinds and traditional Roman virtues such as 
manliness and devotion to duty. They did so by characterizing spectacle as a display of 
aggressive masculinity that served the interests of the Roman state. Writers working in 
the lighter genres, on the other hand, frequently focused on the salacious and scandalous 
aspects of spectacle.

In Chapter 28 Steven L. Tuck details how the events of the Roman arena and circus 
inspired an enormous amount and variety of artistic production from elaborate mosaics 
to sarcophagi. He approaches the relevant material by dividing it into five groups based 
on subject matter (beast hunts, public executions, gladiatorial combats, chariot races, 
and sport) and five different groups based on context (sarcophagi, amphitheaters, baths, 
tombs, and houses). He stresses the importance of considering the context in which 
depictions of spectacle and sport originally appeared and shows that the relevant images 
served as status displays, commemorations of achievement, and demonstrations of 
Roman power.

Gregory S. Aldrete’s Chapter 29 explores what material evidence can tell us about 
Roman sport and spectacle. He discusses physical items actually used by participants or 
spectators (e.g., gladiator equipment), inscriptions (e.g., epitaphs and graffiti), and sim-
ple cultural objects (e.g., toys, lamps, and pots). Aldrete points out that whereas most art 
and literature was produced for the elite, who were frequently spectators but rarely per-
formers at Roman spectacles, material evidence can provide a great deal of insight into 
people from more humble backgrounds, both participants and spectators. He also dis-
cusses the burials and bones of gladiators discovered at Ephesos and the new information 
they have revealed about the lives of gladiators.

Jerry Toner’s Chapter 30 on historiography and recent trends in research on Roman 
spectacle and sport shows the value of a social historical approach to the study of that 
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subject matter. He considers spectacle and sport as entertainment, as a venue for the 
display of political and moral ideas and ideals, and as a setting in which political leaders 
(especially emperors) and the populace could communicate with each other. He places 
particular emphasis on how audiences could and did play active roles at spectacles and 
were thus much more than passive spectators.

Chapter 31 begins Section II, Part II, the essays in which are not arranged geographi-
cally, unlike those in Part II of Section I. Greece was a land of many independent polities, 
and social historical questions about sport in the Greek world can be effectively pursued 
by examining how sport functioned in different regions or states such as Athens and 
Sparta. Rome, on the other hand, was itself a state, a very populous city, and the capital 
of the Roman Empire, and, as such, the center of a vast entertainment system. Part II of 
Section II thus concentrates on Rome, which provides ample opportunity for discussing 
performers, spectators, and the social context of spectacles. The essays in this section 
examine gladiatorial combats, chariot racing, beast hunts, spectacular executions, and 
athletic competitions.

Garrett G. Fagan’s Chapter 31 investigates the Roman popular fascination with gladi-
ators and violent arena spectacles. His argument begins with insights drawn from spec-
tatorship at sporting events and violent public spectacles (e.g., boxing matches and 
public executions) held in recent centuries (and in some cases up to the present day). 
Fagan then considers how “sporting” aspects of gladiatorial combats (rules, referees, 
skills, showmanship, suspense) made them intensely engaging. He finishes by employing 
social psychology (e.g., theories of “affective dispositions”) to explore the allure violent 
spectacles held for Roman audiences. Fagan concludes that fascination with violent spec-
tacles was not peculiar to Romans but rather was and continues to be rooted in human 
nature.

In Chapter 32 Stephen Brunet looks at the minor but intriguing phenomenon of 
female arena combatants. Although most performers in Roman spectacles were male, 
Brunet shows that some women trained as gladiators and fought against one another or 
against beasts, but not against dwarfs. Brunet persuasively challenges the interpretation 
of a woman’s burial in London as that of a supposed female “gladiatrix.” He suggests 
that there was interest in female gladiators precisely because women were not supposed 
to be involved with weapons and combat.

Sinclair Bell’s Chapter 33 examines the significance of chariot races in Roman society. 
Using evidence from literature, inscriptions, and mosaics, he explains the procedures of 
the races in the Circus Maximus, and the status and allure of charioteers as star perform-
ers. He delves into the emotional experiences of the spectators and fans and identifies 
some of the more important reasons why so many Romans from all social classes were 
ardent fans of chariot racing.

Chris Epplett’s Chapter 34 discusses violent Roman animal shows (venationes) in 
which beasts fought each other or were hunted by trained professionals. He investigates 
their origins and development in Republican Rome and their persistence under the 
Empire; the complex infrastructure needed to procure, maintain, and transport exotic 
animals for shows; and the performers who fought the beasts. He argues that the decline 
of such shows in the fifth and sixth centuries ce was due not so much to moral objections 
as to resource shortages, which made it increasingly difficult for Romans to acquire 
exotic animals in substantial numbers.
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Epplett’s second essay, Chapter 35, explores the Roman practice of publicly executing 
convicts, prisoners of war, and Christians, among others, in brutal and spectacular ways 
such as exposure to beasts, crucifixion, burning, and reenactments of myths. He traces 
the history of public executions in Rome from their origins up through the sixth century 
ce, and discusses the reasons for increased judicial severity in later centuries. Epplett 
shows that Romans believed that spectacular executions were important to maintaining 
a law-abiding citizenry and stable social order. He also points out that female wrongdo-
ers were punished in particularly cruel and degrading ways because offences committed 
by women, who were seen as naturally suited to playing a subordinate social role, were 
perceived as an unusually overt threat to society.

Hugh M. Lee’s Chapter 36 on Greek sports at Rome shows that, contrary to tradi-
tional opinion, Romans did not long resist Greek sport. Triumphant generals introduced 
demonstrations of Greek athletics, and emperors followed Caesar’s and Augustus’s 
example in fostering Greek games. Nero and Domitian founded festivals and built facili-
ties, Greek exercises were practiced in the baths, and Rome came to house the headquar-
ters of the great athletic guilds.

Part III of Section II, which begins with Hazel Dodge’s Chapter 37, moves to a the-
matic approach to Roman spectacle and sport. This first chapter examines the Roman 
amphitheater, a quintessentially Roman architectural invention and enduring symbol of 
Roman culture. Dodge discusses the architectural origins of amphitheaters and demon-
strates, with a host of examples, how the Colosseum was the model for the dispersion of 
that architectural form in Italy and the Western Empire. She also notes that in the East 
some amphitheaters were built but more often preexisting venues were modified for 
Roman games.

Dodge’s second essay, Chapter 38, examines purpose-built spectator facilities other 
than amphitheaters in the Roman world in the form of circuses, stadia, and naumachiae 
(artificial basins used for staged naval combats and aquatic displays1), as well as venues 
designed for other purposes that were adapted to house Roman spectacle. She shows 
that, influenced by regional socioeconomic and cultural factors, facilities varied noticea-
bly in different parts of the Roman world, and that the spread of such facilities attests to 
the importance of Roman-style spectacle throughout the Empire, including the eastern 
Mediterranean.

Rose MacLean’s Chapter 39, which discusses people on the margins of Roman spec-
tacle, focuses on condemned criminals, support personnel, and Jews. She demonstrates 
that participation in and spectatorship at spectacles was a means by which varied groups 
from different social levels and backgrounds supported or contested social norms. For 
example, attendance at Roman-style spectacles was a mechanism some Jews used to 
declare their allegiance to the Roman state, while other Jews expressed resistance to 
Roman rule in part through rejection of Roman spectacle.

In Chapter 40 John Zaleski makes it clear that religion was an integral part of Roman 
spectacle. He explores the role of religion in the origination of many forms of Roman 
spectacle such as gladiatorial games, and discusses the idea, which has found support 
among many scholars, that Roman spectacle was progressively secularized and politicized. 
Zaleski is dubious that there was ever any significant diminution in the religious signifi-
cance of Roman spectacle, and he buttresses this conclusion by looking at some of the 
religious objects associated with spectacle, namely statues, votive altars, and curse tablets.
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Kathryn Mammel’s Chapter 41 examines opposition to spectacle and sport in the 
Roman world. She looks in detail at opposition to Roman-style spectacles from literary 
elites and Stoics; at opposition to Greek-style athletics from elite Romans, doctors, and 
intellectuals; and at Jewish and Christian objections to sport and spectacle. She finds that 
the criticisms of sport and spectacle were frequently a means of group and individual 
self-fashioning and that critics sought to define themselves in opposition to various spec-
tacle-loving “others.”

The final part of Section II offers essays on acculturation through spectacles and the 
survival of Roman spectacle after the collapse of the Western Empire in the fifth century 
ce. In Chapter 42 Michael J. Carter examines the popularity of gladiatorial combats and 
beast hunts in the eastern part of the Roman Empire, an area that was strongly influ-
enced by Greek culture. He shows that the cultural discourse through spectacles was 
more complicated than a simple imposition or one-way process of “Romanization.” 
Roman-style spectacles were arranged by the people of the provinces and were opportu-
nities for those people to respond, both positively and negatively, to a key part of Roman 
culture. Carter also makes the case that responses to Roman spectacle in the eastern part 
of the Roman Empire were further complicated by the fact that Greeks were familiar 
with spectatorship through their own tradition of sport and recognized in gladiator 
combats a martial ideology akin to Greek athletics. Roman spectacle was not, therefore, 
anything like a completely foreign experience for Greek audiences.

Finally, David Alan Parnell’s Chapter 43 looks at chariot racing in hippodromes and 
pantomimes in theaters in Constantinople in the sixth century ce. The Byzantine gov-
ernment took over the administration of the public spectacles of the hippodrome and 
theater, and sport, spectacle, and crowd disorder at spectacles became deeply inter-
twined. Parnell discusses in some detail the types and causes of riots in Constantinople, 
including the famous Nika Riot of 532. He suggests that the young partisans of the Blue 
and Green chariot racing teams fomented riots in part out of a desire for “sport” in the 
sense of personal competition, aggression, and team spirit.

note

1 The same word, naumachiae, is used to mean both this and, as discussed by Dunkle in Chapter 25, 
the staged naval battles themselves.
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