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CHAPTER 21

21.1 Introduction: Sources and Definitions

In his history of the Persian Wars Herodotos recounts a story about the Persian king 
Xerxes sending a spy to observe the Greek forces stationed at Thermopylai. The Greeks 
know that they are about to be attacked, and in all likelihood killed, by a massive Persian 
army, yet the spy finds the Spartan soldiers on guard duty spending their time exercising 
in the nude and combing their hair. According to Herodotos (7.208), Xerxes found the 
Spartans’ behavior difficult to understand, and a modern‐day reader of Herodotos may 
well share his consternation. The Spartan soldiers, however, were simply following their 
normal routine, which included devoting a good deal of their time to sports. Indeed, 
sports played a prominent role in Spartan life for centuries.

Unfortunately, it is impossible to write a comprehensive history of sports in Sparta, 
because of the nature of the sources at our disposal. Those sources, which consist 
primarily of literary texts and inscriptions, have at least five important limitations that 
need to be borne in mind. First, they were in large part produced by people who were 
not themselves Spartans and who in many cases did not have a great deal of familiarity 
with Sparta. Spartans showed little interest in writing about themselves, and non‐Spartans 
had some difficulty in learning about Spartans, who were not particularly welcoming to 
outsiders. Much of what was written about Sparta was, as a result, to a greater or lesser 
extent based on rumors and imagination.

Second, many ancient (and some modern) accounts offer a highly idealized picture of 
Sparta that cannot be accepted at face value. This idealization of Sparta is typically called 
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the Spartan mirage. For many ancient Greeks, especially Greeks in later periods who 
were thinking back to times past, Sparta became a nearly blank canvas onto which they 
projected utopian fantasies.

Third, there is a tendency in some ancient and modern sources to minimize the 
extent to which Sparta changed over time. Many ancient writers subscribed to the 
almost certainly erroneous belief that the entire Spartan socio‐political system was 
constructed at an early date by a lawgiver named Lykourgos (‘Lycurgus’) and remained 
unchanged for centuries. Until the late twentieth century much of the modern scholar-
ship on Sparta showed a problematic tendency to assume that the socio‐political system 
that existed in Sparta around 650 bce was preserved largely intact well into the Roman 
period. This assumption made it possible to construct a picture of an unchanging 
Spartan society using sources from widely different dates. It is, however, now clear that 
such an approach is untenable for the simple reason that Sparta changed significantly 
over the course of time.

Fourth, although Sparta has been fairly thoroughly excavated, the extant material 
remains are less extensive and informative than one might hope. It is correspondingly 
difficult, therefore, to verify and supplement the available textual sources.

Fifth, the sources for Spartan sports come largely from the classical (480–323 bce) and 
Roman (146 bce–396 ce) periods and tell us primarily about the activities of Spartan 
male citizens (Spartiates or homoioi) and, to a lesser extent, of their unmarried daughters. 
We know relatively little about Spartan sports in other periods or about the sports activities 
of members of other groups, such as perioikoi and helots, which made up the majority of 
the population of the Spartan state.1

The brief discussion that follows reflects the nature of the sources at our disposal. 
We will look solely at the classical period and assume that the practice of sports in Sparta 
did not change radically over the course of that time. There was no doubt some change 
in Spartan sports in the century and a half after 480, but it seems to have been suffi-
ciently minimal as to make it possible to treat that period as a single unit. The focus 
throughout will be on Spartiates and their unmarried daughters.

The single most important source for athletics in Sparta in the classical period is the 
Athenian soldier, philosopher, and author Xenophon (born c.430, died c.350). Xenophon 
served as an officer in a unit of mercenary soldiers that worked for the Spartans and was 
an admirer of their lifestyle. The years he spent fighting alongside Spartans and the 
friendships he developed with some of their leading men put him in a unique position to 
write knowledgeably about Sparta. Xenophon penned a short treatise, the Lakedaimonion̄ 
Politeia (Constitution of the Spartans), that provides a reasonably good sense of Spartan 
sports in the first half of the fourth century.2

The information supplied by Xenophon can be usefully supplemented by the work of 
a number of authors who were active during the classical period (including Kritias, 
Aristophanes, Euripides, and Plato) and inscriptions, found at Sparta and dating from 
the classical period, which commemorate the achievements of individual athletes. There 
is, in addition, a small number of bronze statuettes, at least some of which were pro-
duced in Sparta, dating to the sixth and fifth centuries and depicting athletes or dancers. 
Literary sources from later periods may in some cases offer insight based on the idea that 
there was significant continuity in the practice of Spartan athletics. The work of Plutarch 
is something of a special case. In the second century ce he wrote a detailed account of 
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early Sparta drawing on numerous sources, most of which are now lost. Plutarch’s 
account of Sparta is in many ways the most thorough one available to us, but it combines 
information from sources of widely variant dates without making allowance for change 
over time and presents an idealized picture.

Before proceeding, it will be helpful to settle on clear definitions of the terms ‘sports’ 
and ‘athletics’. Scholars specializing in the study of sports have engaged in long and 
inconclusive debate about how to define the term ‘sports’.3 A definition proposed by the 
sports historian Allen Guttmann has the twin advantages of being lucid and helpful 
(Guttmann (1978) 1–14). Guttmann starts by differentiating between two kinds of play, 
spontaneous and organized. He labels organized play ‘games’ and identifies two kinds of 
games, noncompetitive and competitive. He assigns the term ‘contests’ to competitive 
games and finds two categories of contests, intellectual and physical. Sports are defined 
as physical contests. In the discussion that follows we will use Guttmann’s definition of 
sports, with one difference. Under the heading of sports we will also put physical activities 
that were directly based on sports or that were undertaken in preparation for competi-
tion. Sports thus include such things as someone throwing the discus on their own or 
informally with a few friends and someone lifting weights in order to throw the discus 
farther in competition. It should be specifically noted that horse racing was an important 
component of many Greek sports competitions (including the Olympics) and will be 
included in the discussion of Spartan sports. We will also look at choral dancing, which 
was an essential part of life in Sparta and was in many ways very similar to sports, not 
least because it was an intensely physical activity and frequently carried out competitively. 
The terms ‘sports’ and ‘athletics’, which are sometimes assigned different meanings, are 
used interchangeably throughout the rest of the text, simply for the sake of variety.

In discussing sports in Sparta, we will begin by exploring how a boy from a Spartiate 
family would have been introduced to sports and how he might have pursued them as he 
got older. The discussion that follows may in some places seem to take us rather far afield 
from athletics, but it is necessary to keep in mind that sports in Sparta were part of a 
highly organized educational and social system. We will then look at the participation of 
Spartan females in sports.

21.2 Spartan Sports in the Classical Period: 
Boys’ and Men’s Sports

Xenophon’s Lakedaimonion̄ Politeia includes a brief overview of the Spartan educational 
system as it existed in his time (2.1–5.9).4 Spartan boys entered training to be citizens 
and soldiers at age seven and in some sense continued in it for the rest of their lives. 
The sons of a Spartiate could not themselves become Spartiates unless they successfully 
completed a course of instruction defined and supervised by the state (Lak. Pol. 3.3). 
They were divided into three age groups, paides (approximately seven to fourteen years 
of age), paidiskoi (approximately ages fourteen to twenty), and heb̄on̄tes (approximately 
ages twenty to thirty).

Xenophon provides little in the way of detailed information about the day‐to‐day 
operation of the Spartan educational system, but Jean Ducat (2006) has recently shown 
that it was probably similar in many respects to that found in other Greek communities. 
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It is, therefore, possible to make cautious use of what we know about educational practice 
in Athens and elsewhere to help reconstruct what happened in Sparta.5

During their time as paides, boys from Spartiate families studied with private tutors 
hired by their families. In most times and places in ancient Greece, there was no publicly‐
funded educational system. Families that could afford to do so paid out of their own 
pockets to send their children, especially their sons, to teachers who worked with small 
groups of children. Boys typically studied with three different teachers: one for basic 
reading, writing, and mathematical skills; one for sports; and one for music.

Children learned sports from a tutor called a paidotribes̄ (plural paidotribai). Most of 
the events in which Spartan boys trained and competed were the same as those found 
elsewhere in ancient Greece. Those sports included running, the pentathlon, boxing, 
wrestling, and a combination of boxing and wrestling called pankration.

Dance was another significant element in the training given to Spartan boys. It was a 
regular and important part of life in ancient Greece, and Greeks showed a particular 
fondness for dancing in groups. A group of dancers, a chorus, could include males and 
females of all ages in various combinations and in various numbers up to about fifty. 
Choral performances typically included singing and were accompanied by music from a 
small harp (the lyre) or a flute. Dances were performed both casually and more formally 
at a wide variety of special occasions such as festivals and weddings.6 The children of 
most well‐to‐do Greek families regularly participated in choruses; the same was probably 
true of boys from Spartiate families. The playwright Pratinas, writing about 500, charac-
terized the Spartans as ‘cicadas, always eager for a chorus’ (F4 Snell).

One of the most important Spartan religious festivals, the Gymnopaidiai, featured com-
petitive choral dancing. This festival commemorated Spartan military victories and seems to 
have been built around a multi‐day competition of choruses which danced in the nude (the 
name of the festival means something like ‘nude dancing’) while singing songs composed 
by famous Spartan poets. It would appear that individual political units in the Spartan state 
(probably tribes or ob̄ai) entered at least one chorus in each of three different age groups: 
boys, youths, and men.7 The festival also included performances by choruses that included 
a mix of men, youths, and boys touting their past, present, and future prowess.

A significant shift in a boy’s existence occurred when he reached puberty and was 
moved from the paides to the next age group, the paidiskoi. Boys’ work with tutors 
seems to have ended at this point, and they began a tightly‐controlled apprenticeship 
that prepared them to be citizens and soldiers. Boys continued to play sports on a regular 
basis, but they now did so in a more overtly competitive way and were encouraged to put 
their strength, aggression, and leadership qualities on display.

Once a boy became one of the heb̄on̄tes his formal education was largely complete, but 
his involvement in sports did not diminish. Xenophon makes it clear that adult Spartiates 
were expected to participate regularly in sports. He writes that:

Once Lykourgos realized that those who keep in training develop good skin, firm flesh, and 
good health from their food, whereas the lazy look bloated, ugly, and weak, he did not over-
look this matter either. But although he saw that anyone who trained hard of his own free 
will appeared to give his body sufficient exercise, he ordered that in the gymnasium the 
oldest man present should take care of everything, so that they never exercised less than the 
food they consumed required.8 (Lak. Pol. 4.8–9)
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When discussing the regulations of the Spartan army, Xenophon points out that all 
Spartiates ‘are ordered by law to take exercise while they are on campaign’ and that they 
do so in the morning and evening prior to eating (Lak. Pol.12.5–7).9

Physical contests and trials constituted a major component of the Spartan educational 
system as it existed in the classical period; their origin has long been a subject of debate. 
It has been recently and persuasively argued, most notably by Jean Ducat, that the 
Spartan educational system was constructed piecemeal over the course of the archaic 
period (700–480), based in part upon pre‐existing customs, initiation rites in particular, 
with the goal of creating tough, skilled, and loyal citizen‐soldiers. However, for much of 
the twentieth century many scholars believed that the Spartan educational system was for 
all intents and purposes a system of initiation rites that had been preserved and fossilized. 
Boys in most ancient Greek communities seem to have gone through initiation rituals 
around the ages of seventeen or eighteen, girls somewhere between twelve and fourteen. 
For boys, coming of age meant that they were expected to begin serving as soldiers, for 
girls it meant that they were ready to get married. Initiation rites typically consist of three 
parts: separating the boys or girls to be initiated from their community, a period of 
transition, and reintegration into the community but with a new status.10 Physical activities 
such as athletic contests were a regular part of such rites in many parts of the Greek world.

The athletic contests associated with initiation rites were different from other Greek 
sports in that competitions for females seem to have been relatively common. Other 
than these rites, it was rare in most times and places in ancient Greece for females to be 
permitted to take part in sports. In addition, the program of events was limited to a 
single, short footrace, as opposed to other occasions when multiple events were held. 
Another interesting and important feature of these contests was that the participants 
often wore a special outfit or went nude. Before the sixth century, Greek athletes typi-
cally wore a loincloth, and athletic nudity was limited to athletic contests held as part of 
initiation rites. Anthropologists have found that special forms of dress are common in 
initiation rites all over the world. During the transition period those going through the 
ritual frequently wear some form of unusual clothing or go entirely nude to help mark 
it as something special and apart from everyday life. This probably has something to 
do with the remarkable fact that in the classical period Spartan male athletes, like their 
peers all over the Greek world, trained and competed in the nude. (It is in fact likely 
that the custom of exercising in the nude first emerged in Sparta (Thucydides 1.6; 
Christesen (2013)).

Some of Sparta’s contests and trials were connected to ceremonies marking transi-
tions from one age group to the next and took place in the sanctuary dedicated to the 
goddess Artemis Orthia. It seems that paidiskoi who were about to become heb̄on̄tes 
participated in a ritual in which they tried to steal cheese from an altar in the Orthia 
sanctuary that was defended by heb̄on̄tes with whips (Lak. Pol. 2.9).11 In later periods, 
and possibly during the classical period as well, another contest associated with age‐
group transitions involved a ballgame called sphairomachia. This was played in teams 
and seems to have been something like a combination of football, rugby, and volleyball. 
Ballgames of various sorts were played informally all over ancient Greece. The Spartans 
were exceptional in having a formally organized and highly competitive team ball-
game.12 Xenophon makes it clear that adult male Spartiates also played this game with 
some regularity (Lak. Pol. 9.5).



548 Paul Christesen 

During the classical period other physical contests may have been held in which all 
Spartiate boys participated (Kennell (1995) 28–9, 49–69, 115–42). Excavations at the 
Orthia sanctuary uncovered over one hundred stone slabs (stel̄ai) erected by individuals 
to commemorate victories won at contests held in the sanctuary. These stel̄ai typically 
feature an inscription that gives the victor’s name, the name of the official in charge of 
the contests that year (which located the victory in time), the contest won, and the victor’s 
age. They also have cuttings in which were embedded the prize given to victors, an iron 
sickle. (The reason why sickles were given as prizes is unclear, but it seems they were 
regularly carried by young Spartiates who used them as a sort of multipurpose tool for 
such things as cutting food, and scraping oil and dirt from their skin after exercise.) 
Almost all of these stel̄ai date to the Roman period, but one comes from the middle of 
the fourth century. It has cuttings for five sickles and this inscription:

Victorious Arexippos dedicated these to Orthia, manifest for all in the gatherings of boys. 
(IG 5.1.255, trans. N. Kennell)

Inscriptions on the stel̄ai from the Roman period attest to the existence of five different 
contests, most or all of which involved music and dancing. The five cuttings in Arexippos’ 
stel̄ai may suggest those five contests were also held in some form in the classical period.

Spartan boys also participated in a rough team sport that was held on a small island at 
Sparta called Platanistas (the plane‐tree grove). Two teams crossed bridges onto opposite 
sides of the island and then tried to drive each other into the water. Pausanias, who visited 
Sparta in the second century ce, writes that ‘in fighting they strike, and kick, and bite, 
and gouge out each other’s eyes. Thus they fight man against man. But they also charge 
in dense masses, and push each other into the water’ (3.14.10, trans. J. Frazer, slightly 
modified). All the sources that refer to this sport come from the Roman period (Pausanias 
3.14.8–10; 3.20.2; Lucian Anacharsis 38; Cicero Tusculan Disputations 5.27.77). 
However, a vague reference in Plato’s Laws (633b) to training in Sparta that involved 
‘battles against each other using the hands’ has been read by some scholars as a reference 
to what took place at Platanistas (Richer (2007) 238) and may indicate that this sport 
was also played during the classical period.

Spartiate boys and men who were talented and motivated athletes had a large number 
of opportunities to participate voluntarily in formally organized sports competitions that 
had no immediate connection to the Spartan educational system. Starting in the sixth 
century, communities all over the Greek world, including Sparta, founded athletic 
competitions that were held on a regular basis. These are sometimes called civic games 
by modern scholars to differentiate them from the contests held at major religious sanc-
tuaries such as Olympia (Kyle (2007b) 74–5).

The program of events at civic competitions did not differ much from place to place. 
They typically had two parts, a gymnikos agon̄ (‘the nude contest’) and a hippikos agon̄ 
(‘the equestrian contest’). The gymnikos agon̄ featured four different footraces as well as 
the pentathlon, wrestling, boxing, and pankration. There were footraces of the rough 
equivalents of 200 meters (stadion), 400 meters (diaulos), and 8 kilometers (dolichos). 
There was also a race in which the competitors ran about 400 meters wearing a helmet 
and carrying a shield but were otherwise nude (hoplites̄ or hoplitodromos). Pentathletes 
completed five separate events as part of a single contest: jumping, throwing the discus, 
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throwing the javelin, wrestling, and the stadion. The hippikos agon̄ featured races for 
horses and chariot teams in various combinations of numbers and ages (Miller (2004a) 
31–86, 129–49). Other than boxing and the pankration (on which, see further below), 
all of these events are known to have been contested in Sparta in the classical period.

During the classical period numerous athletic competitions were regularly held in 
and around Sparta. The Karneia festival, one of the most important events in the 
Spartan religious calendar, included athletic contests from an early date (Kennell 
(1995) 64–6; Miller (2004a) 146–9). We know about other, less prominent civic com-
petitions held within the borders of the Spartan state primarily through dedications 
made by athletic victors starting in the sixth century. Those dedications usually took 
the form of inscribed ste ̄lai that listed all of an athlete’s victories. One of the most 
informative of these dedications was erected at the sanctuary of Athena Chalkioikos in 
the center of Sparta sometime around 400. It commemorates the successes of a man 
named Damonon and his son Enymakratidas in horse racing and athletic events in no 
less than nine different contests held in and around Sparta (IG 5.1.213; on this 
monument, see Hodkinson (2000) 303–7).

It is noteworthy that Spartiates during the classical period seem to have generally 
avoided competing in two events, boxing and pankration (Crowther (2004) 115–9; 
Hodkinson (1999) 157–60). The Spartans may have trained in these events. The 
legendary Spartan hero Polydeukes was considered by some Greeks to be the inventor 
of boxing (Philostratos Gymnastikos 9), and some myths feature Spartans boxing (e.g., 
Statius Thebaid 6.731–825). Sokrates in Plato’s Protagoras states that people who want 
to imitate the Spartans take up boxing (342c, cf. Gorgias 515e), though this may reflect 
nothing more than a desire to imitate Spartans’ penchant for rough‐and‐tumble sports 
of all kinds. More importantly, the records of Olympic victors, which show that Spartans 
won numerous victories in the stadion, diaulos, dolichos, pentathlon, and no less than 
sixteen victories in wrestling, contain no certain Spartan winners in either boxing or 
pankration. As Nigel Crowther has noted, ‘clearly there was some kind of stigma attached 
to these events for the Spartans’ ((2004) 117).

The reasons for Spartans’ dislike for boxing and pankration are unclear. Plutarch states 
that Lykourgos prohibited Spartans competing in these events in order that they would 
not get used to surrendering (there were no rounds or points in boxing or pankration 
and competition continued until one of the competitors was unconscious or admitted 
defeat by raising his index finger) (Moralia 189e, cf. 228d; Lykourgos 19.4; Seneca On 
Benefits 5.3.1; Philostratos Gymnastikos 9, 58). The explanation offered by Plutarch is 
probably nothing more than an invented rationalization. A more likely explanation is 
that Spartans, like some other Greeks, saw these events as being at best ineffective in 
training soldiers and at worst positively detrimental.

The very best Spartan athletes and horses went on to compete at the highest pos-
sible level, at the Panhellenic contests held at Olympia. There were four major athletic 
contests that attracted competitors from all over the Greek world: the Olympic, 
Pythian, Isthmian, and Nemean Games. All four Panhellenic games included athletic 
contests and horse racing, and musical competitions were held at the Pythian and 
Isthmian Games. The only prize given at these contests was a crown made from a tree 
or plant sacred to the patron deity of the sanctuary (no prizes were given for second 
or third place). At Olympia, for example, victors received a crown made from branches 
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of a sacred olive tree. For this reason, these competitions are sometimes called crown 
games (Miller (2004a) 31–128).

Spartan athletes competed with great success at Olympia from an early date. Sometime 
around 400 a scholar named Hippias of Elis assembled as complete a list as he could of 
all previous Olympic victors. After Hippias’ time a victor list was continuously main-
tained until the fifth century ce. No complete Olympic victor list has survived to our 
times, but we do know the names of about 25 percent of the people who won a victory 
in the gymnikos agon̄ or hippikos agon̄ at Olympia. Caution is required, because the 
information about Olympic victors down to about 400 bce ultimately derives from the 
list compiled by Hippias, and there is some reason to think that there were gaps in his 
information about many early Olympiads (to about 580) and that he might have had 
political reasons to fill in those gaps with the names of Spartans – Sparta being the dom-
inant power in Greece when he was writing. The figures on Olympic victors may, as a 
result, be somewhat distorted in favor of Sparta, but the basic patterns that emerge are 
almost certainly a good, if approximate, guide (Christesen (2007a) 45–160).

Spartan athletes were a dominating presence in the gymnikos agon̄ at Olympia until the 
early sixth century, after which time they continued to compete for centuries, but with 
much less success (see Table 21.1). This phenomenon has occasioned much scholarly 
comment (Hodkinson (1999) 160–5). Broadly speaking, two, non‐mutually‐exclusive 
explanations have been put forward. It may have been the result of major reforms put in 

Table 21.1 Numbers and percentages of known Spartan victors at the Olympic Games.

Date range
Known 
Spartan victors

Known victors from other 
Greek communities

Percentage of known victors 
that were Spartan

Olympiads 1–25
(776–680)

gymnikos: 7
hippikos: 0

gymnikos: 25
hippikos: 1

gymnikos: 22%
hippikos: 0%

Olympiads 26–50
(676–580)

gymnikos: 36
hippikos: 0

gymnikos: 17
hippikos: 4

gymnikos: 68%
hippikos: 0%

Olympiads 51–75
(576–480)

gymnikos: 3
hippikos: 5

gymnikos: 85
hippikos: 22

gymnikos: 3%
hippikos: 19%

Olympiads 76–100
(476–380)

gymnikos: 4
hippikos: 11

gymnikos: 142
hippikos: 22

gymnikos: 3%
hippikos: 33%

Olympiads 101–125
(376–280)

gymnikos: 4
hippikos: 1

gymnikos: 93
hippikos: 19

gymnikos: 4%
hippikos: 5%

Olympiads 126–150
(276–180)

gymnikos: 2
hippikos: 0

gymnikos: 58
hippikos: 11

gymnikos: 3%
hippikos: 0%

Olympiads 151–175
(176–80)

gymnikos: 1
hippikos: 0

gymnikos: 50
hippikos: 7

gymnikos: 2%
hippikos: 0%

Olympiads 176–200
(76 bce–21 ce)

gymnikos: 1
hippikos: 0

gymnikos: 49
hippikos: 19

gymnikos: 2%
hippikos: 0%

Olympiads 201–225
(25–121 ce)

gymnikos: 1
hippikos: 0

gymnikos: 62
hippikos: 10

gymnikos: 2%
hippikos: 0%

Olympiads 226–250 
(125–221 ce)

gymnikos: 1
hippikos: 0

gymnikos: 63
hippikos: 4

gymnikos: 2%
hippikos: 0%

Olympiads 251–287 
(225–369 ce)

gymnikos: 1
hippikos: 0

gymnikos: 11
hippikos: 1

gymnikos: 8%
hippikos: 0%



 Sparta and Athletics 551

place in Sparta during the archaic period. The precise nature and date of those reforms 
remains unclear (see Van Wees in the present work, Volume I, Chapter 8), but Spartan 
society did change in significant ways during the seventh and sixth centuries. It is 
possible that Sparta moved toward a higher degree of militarization and that athletics 
were intentionally de–emphasized because they were felt to be an impediment to, or 
distraction from, military training (Nafissi (1991) 162–72).

Another possibility is that Spartans were less successful at Olympia after the early sixth 
century because they encountered much stiffer competition. In the Politics Aristotle 
argues that Spartans succeeded in both sports and war in earlier periods because they 
regularly trained while their opponents did not (1338b25–9). There is much to be said 
for the view put forward by Aristotle, an acute observer of Greek athletics (he compiled 
the first list of victors at the Pythian Games and an updated version of the Olympic victor 
list). There was an explosion of athletic activity in Greece in the first half of the sixth 
century, as many more men took up the habit of regular participation in sports (Christesen 
(2007b)). At the same time, Olympia began to attract athletes from a wider range of 
places in the Greek world, and some Greek communities in Sicily and southern Italy 
made a concerted effort to produce a large number of top‐flight athletes in the hope of 
gaining prestige from Olympic victories (Young (1984) 131–41).13

A related factor may have been that limitations on the participation of Spartans in 
contests held outside Sparta diminished their ability to produce star athletes. Spartiates 
were expected to dedicate themselves to active participation in the social and political life 
shared by the homoioi and were discouraged (and, at some points in their education, 
prohibited) from leaving Sparta. This is reflected in the fact that there are no Spartans 
included in the more than 600 known victors in the gymnikoi agon̄es at the Pythian, 
Isthmian, and Nemean Games (Scanlon (2002) 78–81). Spartans, in short, do not seem 
to have regularly participated in athletic contests outside of Sparta other than the 
Olympics.14 The number of regularly‐scheduled athletic contests in the Greek world 
increased sharply from the sixth century, and in the classical period many successful 
athletes from other Greek communities traveled regularly to take part in both Panhellenic 
and civic competitions. It was difficult for Spartiates to do that sort of traveling, which 
may in turn have deprived the best Spartan athletes of the experience of regularly encoun-
tering high‐level competition and thus made it difficult for them to succeed at the 
Olympics. This could have had significant results because individual athletes often won 
in multiple events over multiple Olympiads and were responsible for a substantial fraction 
of the total number of Olympic victories won by their community as a whole. For 
example, twenty of the forty‐three known Spartan victories in the gymnikos agon̄ at 
Olympia between 776 and 580 were won by just four athletes.15 Whatever interpretation 
one adopts, it is fairly clear that Spartan athletes were much less successful at Olympia 
after the early sixth century than they had been before.

There is another obvious pattern in the records of Spartan Olympic victors: Spartiates 
enjoyed almost improbable success in the four‐horse chariot race at Olympia for a span 
of about seventy‐five years starting in the middle of the fifth century. Spartiates won the 
four‐horse chariot race at Olympia in 448, 444, 440, 432, 428, 424, 420, 396, 392, and 
388.16 Reflecting on their successes at Olympia, Pausanias remarked that after the Persian 
Wars (490–479) the Spartans ‘were keener breeders of horses than all the rest of the 
Greeks’ (6.2.1, trans. J. Frazer).
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The rise and fall of Sparta as a dominant player in Olympic chariot racing had to do in 
large part with money. Horse racing, particularly chariot racing, was a proverbially expen-
sive activity (Aristophanes Clouds 1–118; Isokrates 16.33). Stephen Hodkinson ((2000) 
303–33) has tied the beginnings of Spartiate success in chariot racing at Olympia to a 
concentration in wealth that came about due to a massive earthquake that hit Sparta 
c.464. This earthquake resulted in huge loss of life, and a number of people seem to have 
suddenly inherited a great deal of property. Some of those people used their newly‐
acquired riches to race chariots. Spartiate success in Olympic chariot‐racing dried up 
rather suddenly in the first half of the fourth century; there is not a single known victory 
by a Spartan in this activity after 368. The primary reason for this striking development 
was probably economic. The devastating defeat inflicted on the Spartans at Leuktra in 
371 led almost immediately thereafter to the loss of Messenia, which reduced the territory 
of the Spartan state by nearly half. The resulting, massive loss of wealth in Sparta, along 
with continuing military pressure from external enemies, made it much more difficult to 
find the resources to lavish on chariot racing.

Spartan success in Olympic chariot racing, however, was as much about motivation 
as money. Except on rare occasions, the owners of race horses did not themselves 
 participate directly on the track; instead they watched from the sidelines. Nonetheless, 
it was owners, and not chariot drivers or jockeys, who were proclaimed victors and who 
enjoyed the fruits of success. Spartans who were victorious in either the gymnikos ago ̄n 
and hippikos ago ̄n at local competitions or at the Olympics were treated with great 
respect by their peers, both while they were alive and after they died (Hodkinson 
(1999) 167–70). Spartiate Olympic victors were evidently given the right to fight 
alongside the Spartan kings in battle (Lykourgos 22.4, cf. Moralia 639e). The Spartan 
Olympic victor Lakrates received special care when he was interred after being killed in 
a battle near Athens. A few, spectacularly successful, Spartan Olympic victors literally 
became objects of worship. In considering this phenomenon it is important to keep in 
mind that Greeks worshiped literally thousands of figures, some of whom were consid-
ered to be gods and some of whom were humans believed to have become semi‐divine. 
Spartans worshiped the Olympic victors Hipposthenes, Hetoimokles, and Chionis 
(and possibly others).17

At least some Spartiates who won chariot‐racing victories at Olympia seem to have 
been given important diplomatic and military posts in part due to their successes on the 
track. Stephen Hodkinson has persuasively argued that ‘a chariot victory could help a 
man to leapfrog above his former status into positions of leadership he would not other-
wise have gained’ ((2000) 326). While this may seem odd, we need to keep in mind that 
Greeks believed that Olympic victors of all kinds had a special aura with overtones of 
divinity (Kurke (1993)), and to compare the ability of prominent athletes of today to 
turn the status they earn from their play on the field to their advantage off it.

Given the status‐generating effects of athletic success, it should come as no surprise 
that even those Spartan athletes who had won in less high profile contests than the 
Olympics were eager to advertise their successes. There were, however, either de iure or 
de facto limits on the commemoration in Sparta of successes in sports contests (Hodkinson 
(1999) 152–76, (2000) 317–23). Those limits enshrined a strong differentiation 
between victories won at Olympia and those won elsewhere, and between victories won 
in the gymnikos agon̄ and those won in the hippikos agon̄.
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Numerous commemorative monuments dating to the late archaic and classical periods 
and celebrating successes in local athletic competitions have been found in and around 
Sparta. Most, if not all, were probably originally erected as dedications in religious sanc-
tuaries, especially those of Athena Chalkioikos on the acropolis of Sparta and of Apollo 
at Amyklai (just south of Sparta). A considerable fraction of these dedications take the 
form of stone slabs carrying inscriptions that detail an athlete’s successes. We have already 
had occasion to discuss the best‐known example of this type of monument, that erected 
by Damonon and his son Enymakratidas around 400. Other, functionally similar pieces 
include bronze figurines of athletes, stone weights used in the long jump, a bronze 
discus, and a life‐size relief sculpture of a discus thrower.

It was not until the fourth century, however, that the successes of still‐living Olympic 
victors were commemorated in Sparta. Spartan athletes who were heroized received 
monuments, but only after their death. The earliest known monuments erected in Sparta 
to celebrate a still‐living Olympic victor date to the fourth century. A fragment of a Doric 
capital bearing Kyniska’s name was found in the excavations at Sparta (IG 5.1.235); this 
capital may have originally been part of a dedication that celebrated Kyniska’s successes 
at Olympia in 396 and 392 (Hodkinson (2000) 328; for more on Kyniska see later 
below, and Millender this volume, Chapter 19).The first victor in the gymnikos agon̄ at 
Olympia known to have a monument at Sparta in his own lifetime was Deinosthenes, 
who won the stadion in 316 (Pausanias 6.16.8).

Victors in the hippikos agon̄, either in local contests or at Olympia, faced even tighter 
restrictions. Of the numerous dedications by athletic victors found at Sparta and dating 
to the period before the fourth century, only one, the Damonon stel̄e,̄ highlights horse‐
racing victories.18 Damonon may have been able to erect his monument because he was 
very atypical in having driven his own chariots and ridden his own horses to victory. 
In this sense his accomplishments were like those of victors in the gymnikos agon̄ in being 
demonstrations of superior physical abilities (Hodkinson (2000) 305–6). Virtually all of 
the Spartiate victors in Olympic chariot racing, starting in the middle of the sixth century, 
erected expensive commemorative monuments, but at Olympia rather than Sparta. The 
restrictions that applied in Sparta evidently did not carry over to Olympia.

No ancient source provides any information about the reasons for these limits on the 
commemoration of athletic success, but it likely had to do with the heavy emphasis 
Spartiates placed on military service and the dangers inherent in the status‐generating 
effects of victories in sports contests. A certain number of Spartiates (and other Greeks) 
felt that too much respect was accorded to athletes (Golden (1998) 162–9; Kyle (1987) 
124–54). The Spartan poet Tyrtaios, in a poem composed in the seventh century, clearly 
voices his opinion that a great athlete who was not a great soldier merited no special 
treatment (F12, ll. 1–14). The fact that Tyrtaios goes out of his way to express his 
disagreement with the practice of according status to successful athletes indicates that 
such practice was the norm. Similarly, Plutarch preserves a (probably fictional) story 
about a Spartan mother who, upon hearing that her son had been mortally wounded in 
battle, remarked, ‘How much more noble … to be victorious on the field of battle and 
meet death, than to win at the Olympic Games and live!’ (Moralia 242b, trans. F. Babbitt). 
Another issue was that the prestige that came with successes in sports created significant 
inequalities in social standing. Olympic victors enjoyed special prestige and a vague aura 
of sanctity that greatly exceeded anything that could be won from a victory in a local 
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contest. There may have been a feeling that it was a potential threat to the (notionally) 
egalitarian relationship between Spartiates, who were supposedly homoioi, to allow an 
Olympic victor to increase his already very considerable standing in the community by 
erecting a commemorative monument. Victories in the hippikos agon̄ were probably a 
particularly sensitive matter, because owners of race horses typically hired chariot drivers or 
jockeys and did not directly compete themselves. Victories in horse racing were thus more 
than anything else a matter of money, not a measure of personal physical prowess.

21.3 Spartan Sports in the Classical Period: 
Girls’ Sports

Unmarried Spartan girls were like their counterparts elsewhere in the Greek world in 
that they danced in choruses with some frequency but were very unusual in that they also 
regularly took part in sports. Their participation in both activities seems to have fallen 
off sharply or ceased entirely upon marriage. In exploring this subject it is important to 
keep in mind that the ‘evidence for Greek female athletics remains meagre compared to 
the abundant and ubiquitous evidence for males’ (Kyle (2007a) 132). Furthermore, the 
sports activities of Spartan females were sufficiently unusual as to excite a great deal of 
comment, much of it uninformed or exaggerated or both. No less important, all of the 
extant textual evidence was produced by males, so we have no way of knowing what 
Spartan females thought of their own physical activities.19

Choral dancing was believed to prepare girls for marriage by fostering grace and 
beauty that made them desirable. This is perhaps most apparent from the work of 
Alkman, who wrote songs for choruses of unmarried girls. Alkman’s poetry, originally 
composed around 600, remained popular for centuries and so was known in Sparta in 
the classical period. The best preserved of his poems (F1) features a description of two 
girls named Hagesichora and Agido, both of whom are remarkable for their beauty.20

In most ancient Greek communities opportunities for females to play sports were 
limited to initiation rites in which they took part at most a few times before marriage. 
A good example of an athletic competition that formed part of an initiation rite can 
be found in the Heraia Games, which were held in the stadium at Olympia. (Other 
than using the Olympic stadium, the Heraia Games do not seem to have had any con-
nection with the Olympics.) Our main source of information about these games is 
Pausanias, who tells us that they consisted of one event, a footrace for unmarried girls, 
with the girls running in three different age groups (5.16.2–6). The girls wore an 
unusual outfit, a short tunic that left their right breast bare. A marble statue now in 
the Vatican museum at Rome shows a girl running in just this outfit; it is probably a 
copy of a bronze original from around 460 that served as a victory monument. This 
kind of tunic was normally worn not by girls, who dressed much more modestly, but 
by male laborers.21

In Sparta, on the other hand, females from Spartiate families regularly participated in 
sports. One of the basic points Xenophon seeks to establish in his Lakedaimonion̄ Politeia 
is that Spartan customs were fundamentally different from those found in other Greek 
communities. The first piece of evidence he produces to make his case is the treatment 
of females. He states that females in Sparta are given a better diet than those in other 
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Greek communities and, instead of being expected to sit quietly and weave clothes, are 
required to exercise regularly:

Lykourgos believed that … the most important task for freeborn women was to bear 
children. First, therefore, he ordered that the female sex should exercise their bodies no less 
than the male. Second, he established contests in running and strength for women just as for 
men, thinking that the offspring of two strong partners would also be more vigorous. (1.4)

Three other, slightly earlier, sources also highlight what was to most Greeks the 
strikingly odd participation of Spartan females in sports. Kritias, an Athenian author and 
politician who died in 403, also wrote a work called the Lakedaimonion̄ Politeia, which 
survives only in fragments. One of those fragments mentions Spartan females exercising 
in order to produce stronger children (F32). Kritias was notably fond of things Spartan, 
so he likely saw nothing wrong with females, in Sparta at least, being physically active. 
The Athenian playwright Euripides does not seem to have shared Kritias’ views on this 
subject. One of his plays, the Andromache, was first produced around 425 and is set in 
the era of the Trojan War. It includes an exchange in which Achilles’ father Peleus attrib-
utes Helen’s willingness to run off to Troy with Paris to the way in which Spartan 
females were raised:

Not even if she wanted could a Spartan girl be chaste. They leave their houses in the 
company of young men, with bare thighs and loosened tunics, and in a fashion I cannot 
stand they share the same running‐tracks (dromoi) and wrestling places (palaistrai) with 
them. After that is it any wonder that you do not bring up women to be chaste? You should 
ask Helen this question: she left your house behind … and went off on a revel with a young 
man to another country.22 (ll. 595–604, trans. D. Kovacs)

About a decade later another Athenian playwright, Aristophanes, made the physical 
training of Spartan females into a subject of comedy in the Lysistrata. When the Athenian 
Lysistrata first encounters a Spartan female named Lampito, she remarks on her physical 
fitness (‘your body looks … strong enough to choke a bull’), and Lampito replies that 
she exercises and dances regularly (ll. 76–82; see also Millender, this volume, Chapter 19).

There can be little doubt, then, that females from Spartiate families were expected to 
participate in sports. This seems to have included both exercise and competition since 
Xenophon clearly states that Lykourgos required Spartan females to train their bodies 
(som̄askein) and that he set up competitions (agon̄es) in running and strength (cf. 
Plutarch Agesilaos 21.3). Most of those competitions must have been in Sparta itself, but 
Sarah Pomeroy has argued that the majority of participants in the Heraia at Olympia 
were Spartans (Pomeroy (2002) 26, cf. Scanlon (2002) 115). This is possible but little 
more than a conjecture since there is no direct evidence for Spartan girls taking part in 
those games.

It would appear that Spartan females stopped playing sports after they were married. 
The relevant evidence, as might be expected, is ambiguous. Xenophon, when writing on 
exercise, uses a generic term meaning ‘female’ and not any of the various words that 
indicated a female’s marital status. However, since both he and Kritias directly connect 
exercise to motherhood, the implication is that Spartan females continued to play sports 
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after they married. In addition, Lampito in the Lysistrata is married, though that is 
required by the plot of the play and may not mean very much. The kind of sports Spartan 
females played might also be relevant. Whereas Kritias and Aristophanes mention only 
sports in general terms, Euripides and Xenophon both state that Spartan females ran and 
wrestled (this is the most likely reading of Xenophon’s ‘contests of strength’, cf. Cicero 
Tusculan Disputations 2.15.36; Lucian Judgment of the Goddesses 14). Plato recommends 
that girls in one of his ideal states (which were inspired in part by Sparta) take part in 
contests in running, armed combat (which Plato specifically prescribes as a substitute for 
wrestling), and, if they wish, horsemanship (Laws 833c–4d). Theocritus (18.22–25, 
third century), Pausanias (3.13.7), Philostratos (Gymnastikos 27, third century ce), and 
Hesychius (s.v. Drionas, fifth century ce) refer to Spartan females running. Some of the 
later sources give a slightly different picture. Plutarch states that Spartan females partic-
ipated in running, wrestling, and throwing the discus and javelin (Lykourgos 14.2, 
Moralia 227d), and Propertius talks about Spartan females engaging in the pankration, 
boxing, and throwing the discus (3.14.1–10, first century bce). These statements have 
attracted a considerable amount of scholarly attention, but, whatever one’s opinion 
about their reliability, they cannot be blithely applied to the classical period. The earliest 
and best evidence thus indicates that Spartan females primarily engaged in running and 
wrestling. As we have seen, athletic contests associated with initiation rites typically 
included only footraces, which suggests that Spartan females regularly played sports 
beyond those found in initiation rites (which were open only to unmarried girls). This 
might be taken to mean that married women participated in sports.

On the other hand, much evidence suggests that only unmarried girls took part in 
sports in Sparta. Euripides uses a word for unmarried girl in describing Spartan female 
athletes, as do virtually all of the pertinent later sources (Cicero, Hesychius, Philostratos, 
Plutarch, Propertius, Plutarch, and Theocritus (all cited above), as well as Nicolaus of 
Damascus FGrH 90 F103 Z144.4, Suidas s.v. Lykourgos).

Plato offers further evidence that only unmarried girls participated in sports in Sparta. 
One of the characters in the Laws, in discussing the treatment of women in the ideal state 
they are sketching, implies, but does not explicitly state, that girls (korai) but not 
married women (gynaikes) engage in sports and choral dancing (806a). Later in the 
same work the same character suggests a set of athletic contests for females organized as 
follows:

In the case of females, we shall hold the stadion, diaulos, ephippios (a race double the 
length of the diaulos), and the dolichos for girls (korai) under the age of puberty, who shall 
be nude and shall race on the track itself; and girls over thirteen shall continue to take part 
until married, up to the age of twenty at most, or at least eighteen; but these, when they 
come forward and compete in these races, must be modestly dressed. (833d, trans. R. Bury, 
slightly modified)

Here, in this Spartan‐influenced passage, marriage clearly terminates participation in sports.
The specific contexts in which Spartan females played sports also suggest that only 

unmarried girls participated. There are some indications that Spartan girls were expected 
to go through a state‐supervised educational system organized roughly along the same 
lines as the one for boys, and such a system, based on what we know about boys’ 
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activities, may well have included playing sports (Ducat (2006) 223–47). However, girls 
would have finished their education before they were married and may well therefore 
have stopped participating in sports. In addition, there was an overt ritual component in 
some of the sports activities of Spartan females, which suggests a connection to initiation 
rites that were open only to unmarried girls. Theocritus mentions a group of 240 unmar-
ried Spartan girls running races that were in some way connected to the worship of 
Helen as a divine figure (18.22–5). Pausanias describes a cult site at which was held a 
footrace for girls that seems to have been an initiatory rite of some sort (3.13.7).

The way which Spartan females dressed for sports points in the same direction. 
Greek females tended to dress in a modest fashion, but Spartan females were famed 
throughout Greece for wearing very little when they danced in choruses or played 
sports. The sixth‐century poet Ibykos called Spartan women ‘thigh‐flashers’ (F58 
Page). We have already seen a character in one of Euripides’ plays complaining that 
Spartan girls leave their homes ‘with bare thighs and loosened tunics’ on their way to 
run and wrestle. A particularly murky passage in the Dissoi Logoi, a philosophical treatise 
by an unknown author which probably dates to around 400 (Robinson (1979) 34–41), 
seems to say that Spartan girls while exercising did not wear their normal clothing, 
which covered their shoulders and arms (Diels‐Kranz 2.90.9; cf. Sophocles F872; 
Aelius Dionysius s.v. dor̄iazein; Pollux 7.55).

We are fortunate in this case to have material evidence that echoes the literary sources, 
in the form of roughly forty bronze statuettes and handles for mirrors and for ritual 
vessels. At least some of these pieces seem to have been produced in or around Sparta in 
the sixth and fifth centuries (Scanlon (2002) 127–37; Stewart (1997) 108–18). All of 
these pieces show young women who probably represent dancers or athletes. Some of 
the figures carry items associated with choral dancing (such as a flute or cymbals) and 
sports (flasks to hold oil, which Greek athletes applied to their skin before exercise, and 
sickles or strigils, which Greeks used to scrape dirt and oil from the skin after exercise). 
More than half of the figures are completely nude, but some wear shorts or a short tunic.

There is no simple answer to the question of what these bronzes mean for our under-
standing of Spartan athletic practice. It is possible that on at least some occasions Spartan 
females played sports in the nude, as was customary for Spartan males. The female 
Guardians in Plato’s Republic exercise in the nude (457a). Theocritus refers to Spartan 
female athletes coated in oil (18.23), which was typically associated with athletic nudity. 
Immediately after discussing the athletic habits of unmarried Spartan girls, Plutarch 
states that Lykourgos made special forms of dress customary for them when they partic-
ipated in processions (Lykourgos 14.2–4). This passage presents difficulties because 
Plutarch describes only the dress of Spartan girls in processions, not while playing sports, 
and the words he uses (gymnai, gymnos̄is) can be taken to mean either nude or unusually 
lightly clothed. Two Roman writers, Propertius (3.14.1–4) and Ovid (Heroides 16.149–52), 
explicitly mention Spartan females exercising in the nude (cf. Lucian Judgment of the 
Goddesses 14), but the evidentiary value of their work is diminished by their late date, 
distance from the subject, and poetic nature.23

The most likely interpretation is that Spartan females usually exercised and danced 
wearing short tunics, as indicated by the earliest relevant sources, Ibykos and Euripides. 
This outfit is shown on some of the bronzes discussed above, including a statuette dating 
to c.500 (for photograph see Figure 19.1). At some points in their lives or on some 
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special occasions Spartan females participating in sports may have gone completely nude, 
like their male counterparts. Recall that some Greek initiation rites entailed athletic 
nudity, and that Plato recommends that girls compete in sports in the nude up to age 
thirteen then do so dressed modestly until they are married or turn twenty.

The outfit worn by Spartan female athletes likely has some significance in regard to the 
question of whether married Spartan women participated in sports. There is an obvious 
similarity between that outfit and the one associated with athletic contests linked to 
initiation rites such as the Heraia at Olympia. Moreover, having girls perform choral 
dances and sports wearing relatively little was intended at least in part to attract potential 
suitors (see above, cf. Plato Republic 458d), something which was not relevant to 
married women. These considerations suggest that sports were only open to unmarried 
girls at Sparta.

The extant evidence does not, in the final analysis, permit any ironclad conclusions, 
but it seems likely that married Spartan women rarely if at all played sports.24 Many of 
the literary sources, the contexts in which Spartan females played sports, and the way 
they dressed for sports all indicate that only unmarried girls took part. Possibly most 
significant is that there is relatively abundant evidence for unmarried Spartan girls 
dancing in choruses but little evidence for choruses made up of married Spartan women 
(Calame (1997) 26–30; Plato Laws 806a). This is significant given the relatively close 
connections between sports and dancing. The termination of Spartan girls’ participation 
in sports upon marriage represented a significant limitation. Spartan girls married later 
than was the case in most other Greek communities (at age eighteen to twenty instead 
of thirteen to fourteen), but nonetheless their time as athletes was necessarily sharply 
circumscribed.

A relevant question is the extent to which Spartan girls trained and competed with 
boys. The evidence that Spartan girls and boys exercised together or competed against 
each other is minimal. In Plato’s Republic Sokrates recommends that both men and 
women among the Guardians regularly exercise, and he states that they will desire to 
procreate with each other because they will be ‘commingled in physical training and in 
all their life and education’ (458d, trans. P. Shorey, cf. 452b). Ovid envisages Spartan 
girls exercising in the nude ‘mingled with nude men’ (Heroides 16.152). Neither of these 
sources can be taken as offering reliable insight into Spartan athletic practice, particularly 
since all the other relevant sources make no mention of the ‘commingling’ of male and 
female Spartan athletes.

The provisional conclusion that Spartan females and males did not play sports together 
is reinforced by what we know about the places where they exercised. Peleus in Euripides’ 
Andromache is upset because Spartan girls ‘share the same running‐racks (dromoi) and 
wrestling‐places (palaistrai)’. A palaistra was a building used for training in wrestling, 
boxing, and pankration and was typically square with an inner courtyard surrounded on 
all four sides by colonnades. In some cases palaistrai were stand‐alone structures, in other 
cases they formed part of a larger athletic complex called a gymnasion. Gymnasia first 
appeared in the sixth century and seem to have been quite simple initially, consisting of an 
open space with a track, a few small buildings to hold clothing and equipment, and prob-
ably an enclosure wall. Over the course of time the architectural component became 
increasingly elaborate and typically included a palaistra and indoor and outdoor tracks 
(Glass (1988)). Spartan males throughout Sparta’s history all seem to have exercised at a 
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single place called the dromos, which Pausanias visited and described (3.14.6). This was a 
large, open area that in Pausanias’ time held two separate gymnasia. Its exact location is 
unknown, but Pausanias’ account places it in the western or southwestern part of the city 
(Delorme (1960) 72–4; Sanders 2009). That is somewhat problematic because there are 
references to Spartans exercising near the Eurotas River, which formed the eastern border 
of the city. A play of Euripides contains a reference to ‘gymnasia by the reedy Eurotas’ 
(Helen 208–10) in which Castor and Polydeukes once exercised, Aristophanes mentions 
unmarried girls dancing alongside the Eurotas (Lysistrata 1308–10), and Theocritus 
describes unmarried Spartan girls running races alongside the Eurotas (18.22–4). It is 
possible that the Eurotas is used metonymically in some or all of these passages, that 
Pausanias’ (admittedly rather opaque) description of the dromos has been misinterpreted, 
or that Spartan females and males usually exercised in different spaces, with the females 
near the Eurotas and the males at the dromos. The last of these three possibilities seems the 
most probable. There were possibly some special occasions when girls and boys danced or 
played sports in the same place, particularly since Plutarch claims that Lykourgos accus-
tomed unmarried girls ‘at certain festivals to dance and sing when the young men were 
present as spectators’ (Lykourgos 14.3, trans. B. Perrin). That still leaves the reference in 
the Andromache to Spartan girls and boys sharing dromoi and palaistrai, which may be 
attributed to either hyperbole or ignorance on the part of Euripides.

The one sports activity in which married Spartan women were probably permitted to 
take part, albeit indirectly, was horse racing. The first female victor at Olympia was in fact 
a Spartan by the name of Kyniska, who was the sister of Agesilaos (born 444, died 360), 
one of Sparta’s most famous kings. Kyniska achieved an Olympic victory by means of 
ownership of a four‐horse chariot. Females were not allowed to take part in the gymnikos 
agon̄ at Olympia and may even have been banned from attending the Olympics as spec-
tators (Kyle (2007a) 135–41). However, since chariots were not raced by their owners 
but by hired drivers, it was possible for a woman to enter and win an Olympic chariot 
race. This did not, however, actually happen until Kyniska’s victories at Olympia in 396 
and again in 392. Kyniska set an example that was later followed by other Spartan 
women, including Euryleonis, who won an Olympic victory in the two‐horse chariot 
race in the middle of the fourth century (Pausanias 3.8.1, 3.17.6). The primary compli-
cation is that there is no evidence that either Kyniska or Euryleonis was ever married. 
That does not mean much since we know very little about individual Spartan women, 
and it seems improbable, though not impossible, that none of the Spartan women who 
owned race horses were married.

Kyniska became a figure of some note and remains a subject of debate. She erected 
two separate monuments at Olympia to celebrate her successes (Pausanias 5.12.5, 6.1.6; 
IvO 160). Pausanias saw these monuments and commented that:

Kyniska … was exceedingly ambitious to succeed at the Olympic games and was the first 
woman to breed horses and the first to win an Olympic victory. After Kyniska other women, 
chiefly Spartan, have won Olympic victories, but none of them was more famous for her 
victories than she. (3.8.1, trans. J. Frazer)

Even more remarkably, Kyniska was heroized in Sparta after her death (Pausanias 3.15.1). 
Scholars up to the present day have debated what motivated Agesilaos and Kyniska, and 
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the extent to which Kyniska acted independently of her brother. Some scholars have seen 
her as a pawn manipulated by her brother for his own reasons, while others have seen her 
as a woman knowledgeable about horse racing and ambitious to succeed at the highest 
level of competition (Kyle (2003); Pomeroy (2002) 21–4).25 Unfortunately, as Ellen 
Millender has noted, ‘the archaeological and epigraphic sources for Kyniska … provide 
no definitive evidence for either her subservience to Agesilaos’ agenda or her own 
aspirations’ ((2009) 26, and this volume, Chapter 19).

21.4 Conclusion

To be a Spartiate was to be an athlete and a dancer. Sports and choral dancing were two 
of the basic activities around which the lives of Spartiates of all ages were constructed and 
which helped bind them together as a group. This is apparent in the way Spartiates spent 
their time, and also in the way Spartiates who failed in their duties were treated. Xenophon 
notes that:

Lykourgos made it clear that happiness was the reward of the brave, misery the reward of 
cowards. For whenever someone proves a coward in other cities, he has only the bad reputa-
tion of being a coward, but the coward goes to the same public places as the brave and takes 
his seat and joins in physical exercise, as he likes. But in Sparta everyone would be ashamed to 
accept a coward as a messmate or as an opponent in a wrestling match. Frequently such a man 
is not picked when they select teams for ballgames, and in choruses he is relegated to the most 
ignominious positions. (Lak. Pol. 9.3–5; cf. Nicolaus of Damascus FGrH 90 F103 Z144.12)

A man who was a coward had violated one of the most essential norms of Spartiates. This 
violation was punished by exclusion from the community of Spartiates and that exclusion 
took the form of being left out of wrestling and ballgames and being put in the least 
honorable spots in choruses. The fact that cowards were punished by exclusion from 
sports shows just how important sport was to the identity of Spartiates, and, to a lesser 
extent, of unmarried girls from Spartiate families. In thinking about ancient Sparta, we 
must, therefore, keep sports and choral dancing in the foreground.

NOTES

1 All dates are bce unless otherwise indicated. The scholiast to Theocritus 18.22 states that it was 
the custom for females from Sparta from both non‐Spartiate and Spartiate families to exercise 
like men. The terms he uses (Lakainai, Spartiatides) probably should be taken to refer to 
females from perioikic and Spartiate families and not helots. (See Arrigoni (1985) 74–5.) This 
source is, however, both late and exceptional.

2 For an introduction to, English translation of, and commentary on Xenophon’s Lakedaimonion̄ 
Politeia, see Lipka (2002).

3 On the difficulties in defining the term ‘sports’, see the articles collected in Holowchak (2002) 
7–98.

4 Xenophon’s account is, however, by no means complete or without its difficulties. For detailed 
scholarly explorations of the Spartan educational system, see Ducat (2006) and Kennell (1995). 
The discussion found here is based in large part on Xenophon and Ducat.



 Sparta and Athletics 561

5 On education in ancient Greek communities other than Sparta, see Joyal, McDougall and 
Yardley (2009) and Marrou (1956).

6 On choral dancing in ancient Greece, see Griffith (2001) and the bibliography cited therein. 
Spartans, both boys and girls, also did at least some individual dancing, some of it competi-
tive. One dance in particular, bibasis, was strongly associated with Sparta. It involved jumping 
up and touching the buttocks with the heels (Aristophanes Lysistrata 81–2, Pollux 4.102; 
Oribasios Collectiones Medicae Reliquiae 6.31). On Lampito, see Millender, this volume, 
Chapter 19.

7 The sources on the Gymnopaidiai present numerous interpretive difficulties. See Ducat 
(2006) 265–74, Pettersson (1992) 42–56, and Richer 2005.

8 All translations from Xenophon’s Lakedaimonion̄ Politeia are taken from Lipka (2002), in 
some cases with small changes to make the sense of the original Greek more obvious.

9 How far athletics were or were not effective preparation for warfare was a contested subject 
among the Greeks themselves, and the debate continues among scholars today. See, for 
example, Poliakoff (1987), 94–103, Reed (1998), and Spivey (2004) 1–29.

10 There is no good single book in English on initiation rites in ancient Greece. The best starting 
places are Graf, and Kamen (2007).

11 This rite evolved significantly over the course of time, and by the Roman period had become 
a bloody spectator sport. Plutarch (Lykourgos 18.2) claims to have seen participants die from 
the severity of their wounds. See Ducat (2006) 249–60 and Kennell (1995) 70–83, 
149–61.

12 The evidence for ballplaying in ancient Greece is limited, and it is possible that its importance 
as a team sport has been underestimated by modern scholars. Some athletic facilities had 
special rooms for ballplaying, and some ballgames involved teams. However, outside of 
Sparta, ballgames were not included in formally organized competitions, and it is impossible 
to know how regularly they were played and how seriously they were taken. The evidence is 
discussed in Harris (1972) 75–111. On the sphairomachia ballgame in Sparta, see Kennell 
(1995) 38–43, 59–63, 110–11, 131.

13 A variant of this explanation is that the reforms that (ostensibly at least) militarized Spartan 
society in the seventh and sixth centuries focused Spartiates’ attention on military training 
and thus prevented them from undertaking the sort of dedicated, specialized training for 
athletic competition that was becoming common in other Greek communities. This may have 
had the unintended effect of sharply reducing Spartan success in competition at the Olympic 
Games (Hönle (1972) 128–36; Pleket 1974). However, there is no evidence for the existence 
of the various features of dedicated, specialized training for athletic competition (e.g., 
professional coaches and trainers, special diets, etc.) before the fifth century (Kyle (1987) 
141–5). What seems to have happened is that there were simply more athletes who trained in 
a relatively straightforward way, not that Sparta fell behind in regard to the particular kinds of 
training used.

14 The evidence for Spartan participation in sports contests held outside of Sparta, other than 
the Olympics, all pertains to horse‐racing. In his catalog of victor monuments at Olympia, 
Pausanias (6.1.7, 6.2.1–2) mentions dedications by Spartan winners in the chariot race with 
inscriptions that referenced victories at other Panhellenic games, and Hodkinson ((2000) 
308) discusses three amphoras, given as prizes at the Panathenaic Games in Athens and dis-
covered in Sparta, that were awarded for chariot victories.

15 This problem could have been circumvented by making exceptions to restrictions on travel in 
the case of unusually talented athletes, but there is no evidence that such exceptions were 
made.

16 There is some uncertainty about precise dates, but the number of victories is reliable. The 
hiatus between the victories of 420 and 396 was due at least in part to the fact that Spartans 
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were banned from competition at Olympia for an indeterminate period starting in 420 due to 
a conflict with the city‐state of Elis, which ran the Olympics. See Hornblower (2000). The 
dates supplied here for Spartan chariot victories are taken from Hodkinson (2000) 308.

17 Much of the evidence for the heroization and worship of athletes in Sparta comes from 
Pausanias, but there is no doubt that most if not all of the cults for athletes that Pausanias 
encountered in the second century ce were already extant in the classical period. On the 
heroization of athletes in Sparta, see Christesen (2010).

18 The Damonon stele was clearly intended as a celebration of success in horse racing. It was topped 
by a relief showing a four‐horse chariot and Damonon’s equestrian victories are listed first.

19 Stewart ((1997) 108–18) argues that extant bronze handles for mirrors and ritual vessels, 
which depict female athletes and dancers and at least some of which seem to have been 
produced in Sparta (see later below), reflect the self‐conception of Spartan females.

20 On girls’ choral dancing in Sparta, see Calame (1997) and in the present work, Volume I, 
Chapter 7; Griffith (2001); and Ingalls (2000).

21 There has been much debate on the nature and date of this statue, which is helpfully summa-
rized in Serwint (1993) 408–11. On the Heraia, see Scanlon (2002) 98–120.

22 See Millender, this volume, Chapter 19.
23 Nicolaus of Damascus (FGrH 90 F103 Z144.4) states in his summary of Spartan laws that 

‘there are gymnasia for parthenoi just as for men’, but this may refer to exercises without a 
clear denotation of nudity.

24 This is the conclusion reached in Scanlon (2002) 121–38 though largely because he is primarily 
concerned with initiation rituals. For the opposite view, see Stewart (1997) 114.

25 The various theories on the motivations of Agesilaos and Kyniska are nicely summarized in 
Kyle (2003). They include the ideas that Kyniska’s victories helped legitimize and solidify 
Agesilaos’ position in Sparta, promoted Agesilaos’ Panhellenic political agenda, were moti-
vated by long‐standing bad feelings between Agesilaos’ family and Alkibiades, and reflected 
Kyniska’s own sporting ambitions. On Kyniska and her Olympic triumphs, see Hodkinson 
(2000) 303–33; Kyle (2003); Millender (2009) 18–26; Pomeroy (2002) 19–24. The dates 
of Kyniska’s Olympic victories are not absolutely certain, but are likely correct as given. 
At least some Spartan women rode horses and drove horse‐drawn carts, but there is no 
direct evidence for their personal participation in competitions. The relevant evidence is 
collected in Pomeroy (2002) 19–24.
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FURTHER READING

For good general introductions to sports in ancient Greece, see Kyle 2007b and Miller 2004a. 
A collection of ancient sources on Greek athletics in English translation can be found in Miller 
2004b. There is at present no complete treatment of sports in Sparta. Stephen Hodkinson has 
written seminal pieces on athletic competition by Spartiates (other than horse racing, (1999)) and 
on horse racing in Sparta ((2000) 303–33). The Spartan educational system, which included a 
great deal of sports activity, is ably treated in Ducat 2006 and Kennell 1995. The initiatory aspects 
of Spartan athletics are highlighted in Scanlon 2002, 121–37. A survey of what is known about 
female sports in the ancient Greek world can be found in Arrigoni 1985 (in Italian). The socio‐
political dimensions of Spartan athletics are explored in Christesen (2013), and also in Christesen 
and Kyle (2013). There is at present no single, thorough, up‐to‐date treatment in English of dance 
in ancient Greece. The relationship between dance and education is ably discussed in Griffith 
2001. A more wide‐ranging examination of dance in ancient Greece can be found in a series of 
books in French by Marie‐Hélène Delavaud‐Roux (1993, 1994, 1995).




