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Preface



This book began some twenty years ago when my friend Ludwig Koenen, then chair of my department, asked me to take over a long-standing course on ancient sport. The many students who have taken the course over the years have continued to spark my interest in the subject, and I want here to register my profound appreciation both of them and of the generations of graduate students who have borne much of the teaching workload with me and helped the course to evolve. I am very grateful to Richard Milbank at Quercus who took this project on, to Richard Milner who has seen it into press, Josh Ireland who has overseen production and for the exceptional talent of Sue Phillpott who copy edited the book.


In the last five years it has been my great good fortune to serve as a member of the University of Michigan’s Advisory Board on Intercollegiate Athletics, and, as chairman of the governing committee of the faculty senate for one of those years, to look at the business of sport with a fresh eye. I am profoundly grateful to President Mary Sue Coleman and Bill Martin, the athletic director while this book was being written, for their support in these tasks. I have also had the opportunity to meet and work with some truly remarkable coaches and athletic administrators, including Lloyd Carr, Carol Hutchins, Ronni Bernstein (who also revived my tennis game), Judy Van Horn, Mike Stevenson, Greg Harden and Bitsy Ritt, as well as my colleagues on the board, Bruno Giordani and Stan Berent.


In writing this book I have received exemplary assistance from Nellie Kippley (a veteran of Roman sport and former captain of the Michigan Women’s Gymnastics Team) who helped me understand modern training techniques and the experience of athletes at the highest level of intercollegiate competition. I have also received invaluable assistance from Matt Newman, a student in the UM’s Graduate Program in Classical Philology. Others who offered sage advice on earlier versions include Mike Sampson, Karen Acton and Nate Andrade. I am also enormously grateful to a number of colleagues, especially Arthur Verhoogt, who read most of the manuscript, Sara Forsdyke, who guided me through the history of Greece, and Chris Ratté, a sure guide on archaeological issues. My most important source of support and comfort has been, as ever, my family – Ellen, Claire and Natalie.





Then and Now



It is the night of 9 July 2006. In Berlin, Fabio Grosso’s penalty kick eludes French goalkeeper Fabien Barthez. The huge crowd in Rome’s Circo Massimo erupts. Italy has won its fourth World Cup in front of 260 million spectators, drawn all around the world to television sets or giant screens such as those in the Circo. Never had so many human beings watched a single event. But it is with those gathered in the Circo Massimo that we will begin. They link our world with another which, though long gone, may still, in many ways, help us understand our own.


Buildings hold not only people, they also hold stories, and it is by looking at some of these stories that we may begin to see how these two worlds – the world of the iPod and the cell-phone on the one hand, that of the stylus and papyrus roll on the other – have so much in common. The Circo Massimo is a case in point. It is the site of the ancient Circus Maximus where, for well over a thousand years, hundreds of thousands of Romans sat each year to watch chariots tear seven times around the six-hundred-metre track in a race that would ultimately cover four miles – far longer than the most challenging events in US and English thoroughbred racing – and be punctuated by crashes and breakdowns as well as by feats of astonishing skill.


Every race that was ever run in the Circus Maximus generated a tale of its own, but the story of the Circus Maximus is also an integral part of the story of Rome, of the city’s growth as it came to rule a powerful empire. The Circus Maximus was a symbol of the forces that drew its people together. At one time it had simply been a track in the valley between the Palatine and Aventine Hills. The Palatine was the centre of royal and aristocratic power, overlooking the Roman Forum on one side, the centre of political life. The Aventine, supporting a temple in honour of the goddess of grain, would become the focal point of movements that looked to restrain the power of the aristocracy. The symbolic importance of the great sporting ground that lay between these two points, offering an alternative to the Forum as a place for people to come together, was not lost upon the Romans themselves. Not surprisingly, then, some of the aristocracy wished to make their mark on the space, to show how their own achievements might not only glorify their families (a major interest of Roman nobles) but also benefit the community of Romans as a whole. So it was that by the beginning of the fifth century BC, members of Rome’s aristocracy decided that their deeds would be better remembered if they could have permanent seats along the race track. These were the first permanent structures in the area, and their existence is testimony to an eternal theme in the history of sport as entertainment: that the spectators are as much a part of the performance as it is possible for them to be, and that people will be drawn together by sport in ways they might otherwise not be. Jack Nicholson and David Beckham are hardly the first celebrities to take their seats at sporting events where they can be seen as well as see, but, whether they would care to admit it or not, they are aspects of a sociological phenomenon that helps explain why the games they love to watch are there for all of us.


With the passing of time, and as the sport of chariot-racing gained clout, the circus ground gradually began to fill up with more permanent buildings – most importantly a full-blown starting gate with elaborate mechanisms in place to ensure a fair start for everyone.1 For the average fan, however, there was no seating except on temporary wooden stands. One reason for this was practical – the track had to be able to drain, and you couldn’t have permanent seats unless you built a drain first. The other was ideological. Permanent buildings of stone for entertainment purposes were for Greeks, and Greeks were self-indulgent, unlike the Romans whose chief attribute would always be their virtus, or ‘manliness’. So the Romans thought – but any prejudice can give way to power, and the meaning of something can be understood anew.


So it was in the case of the great stone buildings at Rome, and when the spectacularly successful general, Pompey, inserted himself for ever into the urban landscape by attaching a gigantic theatre to a temple, a stone circus became a possibility.2 It was Julius Caesar, Pompey’s rival and ultimate conqueror, who dug the necessary drainage ditch and started building marble seats to surround the track. When Caesar chose to ignore the perils that threatened him on the Ides of March, the grand plans were left unrealized, only to be brought to fruition after years of civil war by his heir, the emperor Augustus, who transformed the building in part into a victory monument. There would be new lap-counters, in the form of dolphins (whose noses, pointing up at the beginning of the race, would be depressed one by one as the laps flew by). There was also the Egyptian obelisk, to remind everyone that the last battle in the great war had been against the Queen of Egypt – the famous Cleopatra – and her besotted lover, the Roman Mark Antony.


It would be more than a century before more work was done on the Circus Maximus, and this time the agent would be Trajan, a man whose claim to the throne depended upon his adoption by an old man who was under siege from his own imperial guard. Trajan, the son of a famous general, happened at that time to be in command of a large army, and his improvements (he completed the marblification of the circus seats) were a way of symbolizing his attachment to the people of Rome. In so doing he was following the example not only of Augustus, but also of his father’s old boss, the emperor Vespasian (winner of another civil war) who tore down part of a predecessor’s massive house to erect the almost equally massive amphitheatre now known as the Colosseum. That too was a victory monument, for some part of the cost was paid from treasure taken from the Jewish temple at Jerusalem which his son Titus destroyed in AD 70.3


‘While stands the Coliseum, Rome shall stand; when falls the Coliseum, Rome shall fall; and when Rome falls – the World’:4 thus Lord Byron rendered a saying of English pilgrims that appeared in a work attribued to Bede, the esteemed eighth-century man of letters. In 1954, when cracks appeared in the façade of the building, there were many who thought that the end was nigh.5 We’re still here, and so is the Colosseum, but we still attach meaning to big buildings where sports are played. They mean more to us than just victory and defeat, or the thrill of competition. They can be statements about who we are, about where we are going or where we have been. The massive construction projects for the Athens Olympics in 2004, and the spectacular structures assembled in Beijing, symbolize national arrival on the world scene; magnificent opening ceremonies are statements of culture and pride while at the same time offering athletes the chance to shine.6


In New York City, at the end of the 2008 baseball season, two stadia were closed for good, to be replaced by modern structures the following season. The closure of Yankee Stadium was marked with spectacular ceremony, while fans of the Mets complained that their own ground received no such glorious send-off.7 But then, Shea Stadium was not ‘the house that Ruth built’, where Joe Louis struck a blow for civilization against the Aryan ideology of Adolf Hitler by knocking out Max Schmeling, or where the game that placed the National Football League on the map was played. In a very real way the old Yankee Stadium represented more than the Yankees: it represented the burgeoning of professional sport in America. The decision to tear it down and replace it with a new stadium was immensely controversial, not just because of the huge cost – imposed in part upon the taxpayers of New York – but also because of the site’s history. Nor was it lost on some Yankee fans that while their stadium awaited the wrecking ball, the rival Boston Red Sox decided to preserve their ageing home in Fenway Park by simply modifying it (while also raising ticket prices).


Such stories raise a core question about the role of sport in society as a whole: quite simply, why should anyone bother to be involved in something that can be a costly hassle and in which about half those concerned are guaranteed to be losers about half of the time? The overarching question is this: why, in this day and age, do sports matter so much to so many people? There have been only two periods in human history when this has been so. Aside from our own time, the other encompasses the centuries of Roman dominance in the Mediterranean world – the first century BC to the seventh AD – and, in the regions of Greece and Italy particularly, from the seventh century BC onwards.


There is a direct and rather peculiar link between the ancient world of sport and the modern, a link provided by three men: Evangelos Zappas, Dr William Penny Brookes and Baron Pierre de Coubertin. Inspired by calls to refound the ancient Olympics by the poet and newspaperman Panagiotis Soutsos, Zappas sponsored the first ‘modern’ Olympics at Athens in 1856. It was an astonishing thing to do. The sports of the ancient Olympic games – foot races, boxing, wrestling, chariot-racing and so forth – were no longer features of organized athletics. In fact, other than the games played in schools (mostly English), the only one that had an international aspect in these years was cricket. Played in England since the Middle Ages (people were arrested for playing it rather than attending church in 1661), cricket had been exported to the English colonies, where it was domesticated to such an extent that the first international cricket match was actually played between the United States and Canada in 1841.8 Outside of Greece, the only person who seems to have been interested in the sort of sports that interested Soutsos and Zappas was Dr Brookes, born in Much Wenlock in Shropshire in 1809. He had founded the Wenlock Olympian Class, which combined some ancient games with cricket and the nascent game of football, thrown in for good measure, to ‘promote the moral, physical and intellectual improvement of the inhabitants of the Town and neighbourhood of Wenlock’.9 Brookes, who seems to have been a genuinely decent human being, was intrigued by the Greek project and sent £10 to fund a prize when the first games were held in 1859; and he adopted games from Athens for the games he organized at Wenlock.


The approach that Zappas and Brookes took to sport was intensely controversial, in that they believed that anyone should be allowed to play, regardless of social class. Outrage at Brookes’s egalitarian athletic event in 1859 led in England to the foundation of the Amateur Athletic Club in 1866, which was designed to restrict participation in sports to ‘amateurs and gentlemen’.10 This was in effect just as much a revival (though the founders of the AAC did not know it at the time) of Greek habits as were the Olympic Games themselves: participation was limited in the classical world to the ancient equivalent of ‘gentlemen’, though those gentlemen expected to be handsomely rewarded and there was no concept of ‘amateur’ in the British sense. Undaunted, Brookes continued to spread his gospel of universal participation in sports at home, triumphing with a spectacular set of National Olympic Games at the Crystal Palace in 1866, the year after Zappas died.


In 1870 a new Olympic committee at Athens revived Zappas’s games in the new Panathenaic stadium, built on the site of the ancient stadium of Herodes Atticus, which had been excavated with more of Zappas’s money – then promptly killed them in 1875, when the committee declared that only gentlemen would be eligible to compete.11 In 1888, meeting in the newly constructed Zappeion in Athens’s National Garden (again, financed posthumously by Zappas and housing his head), the Olympic committee decided to try again. After a series of missteps, a new figure intervened in Pierre de Coubertin. Since the French defeat at the hands of Germany in 1870, de Coubertin had been interested in athletics as a way of reinvigorating France by making its educational system ‘more English’. His inspirations included Tom Brown’s School Days and Brookes’s Olympics, but his contacts were very different from those of the earlier pioneers, including as they did an American academic who was chairman of the Ivy Collegiate Faculty Committee, the founder of the Stockholm Gymnastics Association, an English aristocrat, the secretary of Britain’s Amateur Athletic Association as well as a German, a Czech and a Russian. De Coubertin’s partners’ experience thus tended to link education with athletics, and that also meant a tendency to want participation limited to ‘gentlemen’.12 It was this that led the Olympic committee to insist that participants be ‘amateurs’, and even to insist – on the basis of deeply flawed research – that this had been the case in the ancient world they were seeking to resuscitate.


Moving with a combination of immense energy and wealth – a crucial component in all these efforts – de Coubertin created a new International Olympic Committee in Paris, based on his own connections, all of whom were strongly committed to the ideal of gentlemanly amateur sport. Summoning the first meeting of the International Olympic Committee, he managed to take from Zappas the credit for the enterprise, convince the Crown Prince of Greece to sponsor the games and organize the first truly International Olympic Games at Athens in 1896.13


From the start de Coubertin did what Brookes would not do: he created terms of engagement that reflected what he and his contemporaries imagined to be the ancient Greek ideal of amateurism. This was perhaps inevitable at the height of America’s ‘Gilded Age’, when notions of equality were equated with socialism and team sports like football (in the European sense of the word) were seen as games for working men, and thus not the sort of thing that should be sanctioned by an official body of gentlemen who were interested in creating prizes for people who, they felt, shared their values. It is perhaps not coincidental that the Amateur Athletic Club was formed three years after the formation of England’s Football Association in 1863. Would Brookes’s somewhat eccentric effort to promote games for the working man have aroused such annoyance if the rise of the working man’s game had not been in the offing as well?


Successful as de Coubertin was, he could not control the forces unleashed by the Olympic movement. It was the very internationalism of the Olympics that set them apart from the school sports that were rapidly attracting a national following (American football in the United States and Rugby in the rest of the English-speaking world) and from ‘working-class’ sports that were developing their own professional leagues (football in Europe, baseball in the United States). It was that same internationalism that made Olympic sports fair game for the advocates of the most deadly of all the forces unleashed by the twentieth century: nationalism. From 1956 to 1986, the Olympics became a surrogate venue for the Cold War as both the Soviet bloc and the nations of NATO sought to validate their social systems through success on the playing field. But why should that be? Why should sporting events have become surrogates for international politics? Why should a man of no athletic talent whatsoever – Adolf Hitler – have tried to make his Berlin Olympic games a showcase for the superiority of the Aryan race? These questions bring us back again to what our world of sport has in common with that of the Greeks and Romans.


The answer to that question may, at first glance, seem immensely simple. It resides in the very word ‘athlete’ or, in Greek, athlêtês. The word literally means a person who competes for a prize. Unlike other forms of physical activity that could serve as entertainment, it was the competition, the uncertainty about who would be the very best on any given day, that set competitive sport apart from any other activity.14 In the ideal world, the prize had to be won through the expenditure of the contestant’s sweat, effort, skill and, at times, blood. The outcome must be uncertain (or at least formally uncertain) at the outset. Beforehand, spectators form their own opinion as to which contestant should win, and they can join in the contest – in many places – by putting a bet on the event. For some it may be the only opinion truly their own that they express openly. Honour goes to the victor only with the agreement of the spectators that he or she has truly deserved to win. Sports develop as part of a constant dialogue between whoever takes charge of an event and the people who come to watch. If the games are boring or if the team is bad, the fans can simply stay away.


The freedom to stay away is another free choice, and an important one. In the ancient world where competitive sports began, true freedom was a very rare commodity. It is precisely in the one region of the ancient world where royal power was absent that an independent sporting culture was born. Athletics developed in Greece rather than in Egypt, even though there was a tradition of violent sport for the entertainment of the pharaoh, or in Mesopotamia, even though there too we have records of physical contests provided for the amusement of rulers. Once competitive sports do develop, tyrants, dictators and kings may try to harness them to their own purpose, as Hitler did with the Berlin Olympics. But even then, the great power has to concede ground to the athlete, and even to the fan. Hitler could refuse to attend a medal ceremony for the great African-American track star Jesse Owens, but he could not take the medal away. Indeed the characteristics that link modern sport with that of the ancient world are the theoretical equality as between performers, along with specialization (there are some cross-over athletes in the ancient world, as in the modern, but they are invariably exceptional figures), bureaucratization, elaborate systems of rules and a passion for the history of sport.15


The dialogue of sport has always been ignited by the divergent interests of three groups: those with the money to sponsor events (let’s call them the owners, for now) who are implicitly in competition with their peers (a crucial factor that limits their ability to ‘fix’ the outcome of an event), the athletes and the fans. Given that they are competing against others of their ilk, owners have an interest in sponsoring events that make them look good, and to that end they will occasionally give way to the interests of the athletes (largely by paying them more), and at times also to the fans, usually by trying to get the athletes to do something new, different and possibly dangerous. This enables the fans to feel that they have some control. It also creates very strong feelings about who athletes should be and how they should act. Athletes never just represent themselves, no matter how much they would like to, or feel that they really do, as the golfer Tiger Woods learned when details of his extracurricular activities became public knowledge. They always represent their fans too, and must embody some qualities that the fans feel are important. Usually these will be integrity, toughness and skill. Sometimes it will also include the bloody-minded courage to face a seemingly impossible task.


The crucial feature of sport is, then, not simply the contest, but the way it enables those outside the arena to feel linked with those within, and in so doing to feel (at least briefly) empowered by what they do. It is this aspect of sport that energizes and creates communities. It allows people to find themselves insiders in the game. And it is precisely these aspects that so infuriate many who think that the whole exercise is a massive waste of time and money, and who feel excluded from it, for whatever reason. For while sport may build community it can also alienate, or provide venues within which the otherwise alienated may gather. Roman chariot-racing and pantomime dancing gave rise to chariot and pantomime riots amongst diehard supporters, in the same way that football matches enable hooliganism. Hooligans sometimes mingle extremist political views with their extremist fandom, or, in the North American version of the sport, with routine post-game riots around some college campuses, such as the one in Columbus, Ohio.


Fans talk, cheer, argue and riot; they can also influence what it is that they see. One of the driving forces behind the development of different sports in the ancient world was plainly fan interest. Indeed, as we move forward into that world we see sports of roughly three kinds: those in which the athlete performs on his own (we will be concerned with women as athletes only when we get into the period of Roman domination, towards the end of the first century BC); those that involve athletes using some sort of tool (be it chariot or weapon); and those in which the athlete either combines basic sports of the non-tool-using variety, or uses the tools in an unusual way.


Sports of the third category tend to be driven by the interests of fans and might take the form of ‘races of champions’, which we find in the context of chariot races in the Circus Maximus; or races in which charioteers are forced to race with teams of horses that are not their own (very dangerous) or with teams of more than four horses (even more dangerous).16 For instance, gladiators who in the Roman world typically fought with dull weapons might find that a games sponsor had caved in to popular pressure to obtain special permission from the imperial government to have them fight with sharp ones.17 At least this was better than the very rare occasions when a gladiator would find himself involved in a fight where death was the anticipated outcome (this required a special imperial dispensation), and which he might only agree to if the sponsor undertook to guarantee his funeral expenses! Perhaps most obvious of all in this respect, though, is the Greek sport of pancration, or all-in fighting, which combined elements of boxing and wrestling and tended to recruit participants from those two sports. One writer suggests that the original training of a pancratiast as a boxer or wrestler would continue to show throughout his career.18 Other sorts of fan-driven activity might have been races in armour (no athlete in his right mind would design a race that required him to carry a shield as he ran), or the rather odd (to us) event known as ‘chariot-hopping’ in which the contestants jumped in and out of the chariot as it moved.19


Before there was a chariot-hopper or a runner in armour, or even a wrestler, there had to be a prize, a tangible reward for which the athlete could contend and that could be awarded only for actual merit. This is not pay for a performance – it is something for which the athlete puts himself at risk with no guarantee of success or reward; success, and even, at times, failure, will give him some claim to a place in the minds of the fans. And both the athlete and the fan will be aware that competition is not limited just to the day of the event, but to the history of previous performances – ancient athletes were every bit as obsessive about their records as their modern counterparts, and this is reflected in the passion of fans.


In general terms, the usual trajectory that sport (ancient or modern) follows is towards making events more dangerous and/or more expensive. When the increased danger or cost clashes with other social values, society’s interest in regulation, in limiting the danger of the competition or in restraining cost, tends to give way to the demand for better and more interesting entertainment until some sort of scandal – to do for instance, with cheating, excessive violence, or bankruptcy – strengthens the hand of wouldbe regulators. At that point some regulation will be possible, but it will not ordinarily have a long-term effect – one of the earliest texts that survives from ancient Olympia prohibits finger-breaking in wrestling (which happened anyway), while efforts to limit the costs and the lethality of gladiatorial combat succeeded or failed depending upon the amount of effort Roman imperial authorities were willing to put into regulation. It is only when fans lose interest, or management can no longer afford to support sport, that actual change will occur.


To understand the history of ancient sport we must examine how these events for prizes came into being, as well as how athletes and fans changed the original events to suit themselves. The development of ancient sport cannot be traced to a specific time, but rather, as with sport in the modern world, it has to be seen in the context of changes in society as a whole, as part of a process of development that does not follow a single course. The creation of regular festivals in Greece for the awarding of prizes to athletes will not explain everything; it will not explain athletes’ pay scales, the creation of professional associations, or riots. The creation of the first sporting festival, is, however, a significant point in triggering the processes that brought people together at games and that made the games important parts of their lives. And so it is to the beginning of those processes that we shall now turn.





PART 1
Ashes, Linen and the Origins of Sport








1
Introduction1



It is late afternoon and the funeral pyre has burned itself out. Members of the family gather the bones of the dead man, wrap them in yellow cloth, and place them in a copper urn with some dried pomegranates as an offering to the gods of the Underworld. The ceremony is as he had wished it, for it was done as the poets sang about such things. The funeral games would have been magnificent, for that too was what the poets sang.


The copper urn killed the microbes that would ordinarily have destroyed the shroud, preserving it (and the memory of the ceremony) for thousands of years until Greek archaeologists uncovered it.2 In doing so they may have recovered not only some of the earliest fabric known from Western Europe, but also some of our earliest evidence – albeit indirect – for the history of sport. With the aid of this, and other fabrics that have been preserved in the same way from roughly the same period – from the beginning of the eleventh to the end of the eighth centuries BC, once known as the Dark Age of Greek history – we can begin to understand how the foundations of Greek entertainment and sporting culture were laid. As a result of new discoveries we can see light in areas where all once seemed dark, and find patterns in evidence that was once so sparse that no rhyme or reason could emerge. We can begin to trace the history of human imagination in Greece, and as we do so, we can recreate the world in which what we recognize as our traditions of sport began to take shape.


Fabrics found in other funerary urns are survivors of immensely elaborate funerals, involving the incineration of the deceased upon a massive pyre. Much effort was expended in creating such a pyre, for there were no supplies of dried wood lying about in the Greek cities of the era, awaiting disposal with the dead. The wood had to be freshly cut, as we are told in one of the great set-pieces in Homer’s Iliad – amongst the oldest surviving and greatest works of Greek literature. Here, in order to send Patroclus (the beloved of the hero Achilles) to the Underworld, Agamemnon, the most powerful of the Greeks at Troy, ordered men to cut the wood for the pyre on a nearby mountain. Agamemnon’s instruction was one stage in the process of reconciliation that occupies Homer in the last two books of his great epic, which had begun as a tale of wrath. It was a quarrel over precedence between Achilles and Agamemnon that set the tragedy of the Iliad in action, and it is not until the end of the twenty-third book that the two men are fully reconciled. In the meantime Achilles had destroyed the man he loved most, allowing Patroclus to take his own place in the fighting, so that he fell victim to his pride, the gods and the weapons of Hector, the most distinguished of the Trojans. Achilles had slain Hector (and countless other Trojans) in revenge, but now he lived not with his beloved, but rather with the corpses of Patroclus and Hector – the one from which he could not bear to be parted, the other which the gods themselves had prevented him from dishonouring as he wished.


It had taken an apparition of Patroclus’ spirit, begging that his body be properly buried, to convince Achilles that it was time to say farewell. He would do so in the grandest of styles, and so it was that on the night before the pyre would be built, Achilles had treated his personal followers to a great banquet as they lamented Patroclus. On the day of the funeral, these same followers bore the corpse to the new pyre, covering it with locks of their hair. When they put the body down, Achilles coated it in the fat of dead animals so that it would burn all the faster. He then slaughtered offerings at other points around the pyre – the two dogs and four horses have parallels in the archaeological record, the twelve ‘shining sons of the Trojans’ who joined them do not – before leaving a lock of his own hair.


The damp oak would not burn until a pair of somewhat inebriated gods of the winds showed up to huff and puff until the flames exploded. It would take all night for the fire to subside, and in the morning the embers had to be cooled with offerings of wine so that the ashes of Patroclus could be recovered and placed, coated with a double layer of animal fat, in a bronze bowl covered with linen, there to await the time, now inevitable and close, at which the ashes of Achilles himself would join them. The fire had been extinguished by the assembled Greeks, not just by the primary mourners, and it was the army that cast down the sides of the retaining wall around the pyre to form a tumulus, low at first, to be made much larger when Achilles’ own ashes would be mixed with those of Patroclus.


There is an enormous tumulus overlooking the Dardanelles near the site of Troy that later travellers assumed was that of the heroes. There are (or were) others, at Lefkandi on Euboea in Greece, and on Cyprus in a city settled by Greeks, that help link the vision of Homer with the real world. At Lefkandi excavators discovered a burial mound covering a building that was once 150 feet long. In the midst of it are two burials, one of a once-powerful woman. Her body was not burned but laid to rest with sumptuous gifts. The other is an urn, covered in linen, that holds the ashes of a man who was perhaps once the master of the house. Nearby are the bones of four horses and weapons of war, surely those once borne by that man. For other, later generations the great tomb was a focal point, as it is surrounded by more than a hundred burials, eighty of them graves, and another thirty-two the remains of pyres. On Cyprus, from later centuries, there are other burials, many with horses, some with urns that once held other offerings; and in one, the amphorae that held the wine that was used to douse the flames. In another tomb there is the skeleton of a man, bound, who accompanied the deceased on what became their final journey.3


It was only after the ashes had been gathered and the first tumulus erected that Achilles summoned the whole Greek army, and brought out the prizes to be won in the games honouring Patroclus. It is here that we join the history of sport in the Western world, though it must be admitted that the experience of doing so is like tuning into a game at half-time. We need to go back well before Homer was singing in the late eighth century BC and look at how the tradition that he knew came into being.


Homer was an oral poet. This seemingly simple statement is fraught with consequences and questions. Not the least of these is how is it, if Homer sang and was illiterate, that we have these poems, and what relationship does the world he describes bear to any historical society? In all probability, Homer recited his poems to a scribe in a form that was not too different from – though certainly not identical to – the works that we now read. Other people later added individual lines, and in some cases (we think) whole episodes, but the basic stories of the wrath of Achilles in the tenth year of the siege of Troy that comprises our Iliad, and the return of Odysseus to his wife and family on the island of Ithaca that makes up our Odyssey, were probably the work of one man.


Homer himself, however, was not the only person to have sung of the war at Troy – we have descriptions of many other poems on the subject by poets who were singing at about the same time – and he depended on a tradition that stretched back many centuries. In composing his work, Homer relied heavily upon formulae (set expressions that could fill out part of a line) and some very long set-pieces such as descriptions of the ways warriors put on their armour, or lists of peoples who joined the fighting. Thus, while Homer did not memorize a poem per se, he carried all the building blocks in his head. Readers of a translation like Richmond Lattimore’s splendid version of the Iliad will feel these building blocks in phrases like the ‘wine-dark sea’ (oinops pontos), ‘rosy-fingered dawn’ (rhododacktylos Eos),’ swift-footed Achilles’ (hôkus podas Achilleus) and ‘steep Ilium’ (Ilios aipeinê).


Ilium is an alternative name for Troy, and this phrase brings us a further level of complexity, as it appears to have been modelled on a phrase in the Luwian language of what is now western Turkey. It seems to translate the formula that figures in several texts – awienta Wilusa, ‘from steep Ilium’. Elsewhere (such as the description of a helmet made out of the tusks of wild boars) Homer is describing what was standard equipment centuries before his time, but not when he was alive. His version of the descent of Aphrodite seems to belong to a very ancient stratum of mythology reflecting contacts with the east that may be contemporary with the point at which a Luwian formula could have entered an earlier form of the Greek language, many hundreds of years in the past. Likewise the most powerful Greek king, Agamemnon, ruled a kingdom, Mycenae, that had not existed for centuries, and Troy itself had long since ceased to be a place of significance.


The world that Homer’s story and his language look back to was one when Greece was divided into a number of kingdoms, ruled from palaces by kings who were called wanaktes (singular: wanax), and when records were kept in an early form of the Greek language. The archaeologists who uncovered these palaces also found clay tablets written in this early form of Greek, hardened by the fires that destroyed the palaces. It is to one of these tablets that we owe one of the most striking discoveries of recent years. The tablet in question comes from Thebes, and on it we find three cities mentioned in the order that they appear in the list of Greek forces that Homer provides in the second book of the Iliad. Two of these cities no longer existed in his time, so this discovery virtually proves that Homer must have been using a list of cities that had been passed down in the tradition for hundreds of years. We call the people who lived in these cities, and their age, ‘Mycenaean’, from the city of Agamemnon. To judge from those who were their contemporaries in Egypt and Turkey, they called themselves Achaeans and Danaans, both terms also known to Homer.4


Homer did not remember history, but there are shadowy suggestions in his verse that he remembered in very general terms a process by which the society ruled by kings in palaces, that of the Danaans and Achaeans, changed profoundly. He knew stories about a destructive war between the two great kingdoms in Greece, and his tradition knew the geography of Troy with surprising accuracy – and that Troy had once been a great city, which it was decidedly not in Homer’s own time. His tradition sensed that the wars around Troy in the east had unpleasant consequences for many – a great number of heroes died, others found bitter welcomes when they came home. There is perhaps here a sense that it was the succession of wars that caused the collapse of the system run by the great kings and of the great fortified palaces in which they lived – at Mycenae itself, and at Tiryns in the plain of Argos a few miles distant, at Thebes in Boeotia as well as the nearby sites of Orchomenos and Gla. The impression of a society where violence and status were heavily intertwined that emerges from this tradition may also be correlated with observable naming patterns for Bronze Age people in Greece – most striking here is the high percentage of names that commemorate military activity and the god of war (Ares). Thus, the word for ‘fighting force’ being lâwos, we find characters such as Ekhelâwôn (‘he who is victorious in [or over] the army’), Lâwoqwhontas (‘he who kills the army’), Wisulos (‘he who plunders’) and Ahorimenês (‘he who resists with his sword’).5


The fires that had destroyed the great fortified palaces, as well as the unfortified palace at Pylos, had all blazed within the few years between 1200 and 1150 BC, some four centuries before Homer sang. The tradition that he knew might intimate this world, and possibly help explain what happened, but no more than that. Homer had never heard of a Hittite empire centred at Hattusa (Bogazkoy, in the heart of modern Turkey), nor did he know of the great king Hatusilis III, who complained bitterly to the king of the people he called the Ahhijawa (Homer’s Achaeans, surely) about the actions of the adventurer Pijamiradu around Miletus in what is now western Turkey. The tradition may not even have recorded the name of Ekhelâwôn, who seems to have been the last wanax at Pylos. Yet it is with this tradition that all that we know of as classical Greek history must start, as well as the remains that have come to light through the labours of generations of increasingly sophisticated archaeologists; it is thanks to them, and to the immensely able linguists who have laboured on the clay tablets in the years after the brilliant decipherment of those texts as an early form of Greek by Michael Ventris in 1952.6 It is from these texts that we get some vague sense of the position of the ruler in the palace – the wanax – and his assistants. These included one who would hold the title of lawagetas, or ‘people gatherer’, who was assisted by ‘collectors’ and, at Pylos at least, by ‘followers’. These were all officials attached to a central palace bureaucracy, and from Pylos again we hear of provincial governors who were appointed by the wanax. It is only outside these exalted circles that we find other people who seem to have been locally based, or in charge of specific trade groups – the title of one, in charge of the bronze smiths at Pylos, was qu-si-re-u.


There seems, within a few generations, to have grown up a sense that the old rulers represented something greater than the world succeeding them, which could not now recreate their grandeur. In the century after the destruction of the palaces some rudimentary efforts were made to reoccupy some of the sites, and a significant reoccupation of at least one of them took place. But the palaces were not rebuilt in anything like their former glory, and even the resettlements were attenuated. By about 1070 these efforts had come to an end, but now people began to look back in new ways on the rulers of the past. By 1100 BC, offerings had started to be left in tombs connected with the old regimes, and it was not uncommon by the time the master of the house was laid to rest at Lefkandi (c. 950) for people in other parts of Greece to leave offerings at old tombs of the time of the wanaktes as if they had been superior beings. None of these men, or women, had ever been burned in a great pyre, however; this was a habit that began to spread only after the destruction of the palaces. The palace rulers were laid to rest with offerings appropriate to their status, in grand tombs that were still visible in a countryside where no one could now command the labour needed to build such a thing. The development of ‘tomb cults’ is perhaps not unrelated to the continued interest in songs about the ‘old days’ as a way of defining status in the present, but it is also a reminder that the customs of the old days were not passed on intact.7 The world was always changing, and it is with this in mind that we must interrogate the tradition, to see if it can tell us anything about the origin of the games that Homer describes, and anything about the way sport, as we would recognize it, came into being.


Book 23 of the Iliad not only gives us our grandest description of a funeral, it also gives us our most extensive description of funeral games. The eighth book of the Odyssey gives us an account of rather different games, held by King Alcinous of the Phaeacians (a mythical people who later Greeks decided lived on the island of Corfu). Given that different games are described in Homer’s two works, and that at one point in the twenty-third book the elderly hero Nestor describes funeral games that are quite different from those of Achilles, how can we know what constituted Greek sport in this era, and whether these traditions go back centuries before Homer’s time or were emerging even as he sang? Was the athletic tradition in Homer’s verse the product of the age of courts and kings, or was it the product of a new age when the courts and kings had vanished and men strove for status on an equal footing?


There is certainly evidence for physical contests and entertainments, both in the Greek world and in the lands of their powerful Near Eastern neighbours, that resemble or anticipate contests that Homer describes. The problem is that we can almost never know the status of the contestants, and rarely find a clear statement as to the nature of the event in which they displayed their talents. What is clear, though, is that the style of funeral that Patroclus was given in the Iliad, and those that we can see in the archaeological record, does not go back to the era of the palaces in Greece. The bodies of the great and famous in that age were not cremated. On the other hand, the burial at Lefkandi suggests that the general switch to spectacular cremation did not occur very long after the palaces were destroyed, and evidence from another site (Tanagra in nearby Boeotia in central Greece) suggests that, amongst people who did not live in palaces, the transition began before the end of the palatial period. The variation in practices that has been uncovered on Cyprus and elsewhere reminds us that there were no handbooks telling people how to dispose of their dead – rather, there was a smorgasbord of practices that emerged over time, and a funeral would be assembled from events that people had seen or heard of on other occasions or in other places. When we look at the games in Homer we might be better advised to ask not when specific events came into being or were excluded, but rather when it seems likely that the menu of our athletic feast began to be composed and developed.8





2
Homer and the Bronze Age



The games in Book 23 of the Iliad consist of eight events: a chariot race, a foot race, boxing, wrestling, the throwing of large stones, duels between spearmen to first blood, archery and spear-throwing (using, it seems, the regular hand-to-hand weapons of warriors whose primary weapon was the heavy spear rather than a javelin). In the midst of these games, the old hero Nestor describes some in which he starred – games held ‘when the Epeians buried powerful Amarynkeus, and his sons offered the prizes in honour of the king’ (Iliad 23. 630–l), which included wrestling, boxing, a foot race, the ‘contest of the spear’ and a chariot race. In his description of the chariot race, Homer describes the distance covered by two teams running as being ‘as long a distance as that of a discus swung down from the shoulder which a strong man launches making a trial of his youth’ (Iliad 23.431–2). In Book 8 of the Odyssey the games include a foot race, wrestling, a long jump, the discus and boxing in the first instance.1 While we cannot assume that Homer intended to be the world’s first sports reporter, the variation in these games is significant, and they offer a touchstone against which to measure the evidence of earlier eras.


The most spectacular event of the bygone age involved bulls. For more than a century the general understanding of ‘bullleaping’, as the basic Cretan form of sport involving bulls was called by Sir Arthur Evans, the first excavator of the Bronze Age palaces on the island of Crete, was that it was a dangerous form of tumbling. The essential routine, as Evans and others presented it, comprised teams consisting of both men and women, the roles divided by gender between male ‘leapers’ and their female ‘spotters’. The leaper would grab the bull by its horns, and when the beast protested by moving its head up and down, would somersault onto its back and then leap off. Evans’s vision of bull-leaping gained an influence well beyond the usual scholarly audience when it was taken up by Mary Renault in 1962 for her wonderful retellings of the myths connected with the legendary Athenian hero, Theseus.


The story she used was essentially this: Theseus went to Crete along with thirteen other young Athenians who were to be slain by the Minotaur, the dread offspring of the Cretan king Minos’ wife Pasiphae and the bull with which she had mated. The Minotaur lived in a complex structure known as the Labyrinth which was connected to the royal palace at the city of Knossos. The Athenians were sent each year in order to appease Minos, whose wrath had been kindled by the death of his son at Athens. Theseus duly arrived, seduced Minos’ daughter Ariadne, slew the Minotaur and escaped with his companions (and Ariadne, whom he abandoned on the island of Naxos). For Mary Renault, ‘bull dancing’ stands in for the Minotaur as a form of death sentence – the leapers and dancers who distract the bull are no better than slaves. She imagined that the performer


grasped the horns, and swung up between them, going with the bull, then he soared free. The beast was too stupid to back and wait for him. It trotted on when it felt him gone. He turned in the air, a curve as lovely as a bent bow’s, and on the broad back his slim feet touched down together; then they sprang up again. He seemed not to leap, but to hang above the bull, like a dragonfly over the reeds, while it ran out from under him. Then he came down to earth, feet still together, and lightly touched the catcher’s hands with his, like a civility; he had no need of steadying.2


This varies from the views of Arthur Evans only in so far as Evans thought that the bull-leapers were Cretans of the upper class (and were supposed to live).


An important feature of Evans’s reconstruction of the sport is that the performers were both male and female, gender being indicated in the frescoes that provided a significant portion of his evidence by their use of different colours to represent the various performers. In his view, males were painted in a reddish hue, while women were shown in white. To reinforce this position, when his artist restored one of the most important frescoes illustrating the sport he arranged the arms of one of the white figures so as to reveal a breast. Re-examination of the evidence has eliminated the breast, and strongly suggests that the different palettes for the performers indicated different roles rather than genders. It also suggests that Evans seriously misunderstood what he was looking at and what was humanly possible. Furthermore, he seems not to have seen an angry bull in action – irate bulls wave their heads from side to side, as anyone who’s seen the running of the bulls at Pamplona is aware.


The evidence, which includes impressions on seal rings and some models as well as frescoes, depicts a variety of actions with a bull. They can be divided between depictions of the spectacular handstand and what may be either images of people failing at the handstand and falling off the bull, or making deliberate jumps across its flanks, and depictions of people grasping the horns in what might be like the rodeo sport of steer-wrestling – when a cowboy tries to bring an animal down by controlling its head. Another version, attested in northern Greece more than a thousand years after the end of the palaces on Crete and in Greece, involved killing the beast by twisting its neck. A spectacular discovery at the ancient city of Avaris at the northeastern edge of the Nile Delta in the early 1990s, and careful work restoring a variety of frescoes from Knossos, have helped put all of this evidence in a new perspective.3


Avaris was the capital of a people whom the Egyptians termed the Hyksos, outsiders from Palestine and northern parts who had dominated northern Egypt for several centuries before they were defeated and their capital captured by the pharaoh Ahmose I, around 1500 BC. In the wake of the conquest his son, Tuthmose III, built a palace for himself at Avaris, and there he married a princess from Crete. She brought with her (according to the most probable reconstruction) some artists who decorated a court in her new home with images from the old one – images of bull-leaping. Then something went wrong. The painting was soon stripped from the wall and deposited in a dump, from which modern archaeologists recovered it, piece by piece, and were able to reconstruct eight images of bulls with their leapers. We see here some men who have succeeded in doing a handstand, one who seems to be descending from a height over the horns of a beast, some who have fallen by the side and others who are wrestling with the animal. Another recent study of frescoes from Knossos has revealed more men coming off animals, and doing so in such a way as to make it quite clear that a person hoping to do a handstand on the back of a bull would likely be tossed on by a spotter from the rear of the animal. People seen near the bulls’ horns all seem to be wrestlers.


The spread of these depictions is significant – all but one on the mainland come from palatial sites, and on Crete evidence for the activity is concentrated at Knossos. Even the representations of bull-leapers appearing on objects such as seal rings appear to have their origin in workshops located in the immediate vicinity of a palace. The location of objects connected with bull-baiting suggests very strongly that the activity shown in these frescoes was intimately connected with ideas of royalty in Crete and on the mainland.4


What was the ideal end to a session with a bull, or – if we may draw this conclusion from the fact that the Avaris mosaics show several beasts – with bulls? The best evidence for bull sport that does not come from frescoes tends to come from seals, the intricately carved stones that were used to close documents as a form of personal signature. One of these shows what is evidently an exhausted bull resting its head on a platform, while a leaper dives on him. More ominously, a seal from Hagia Triada on Crete shows a man spearing the bull. That theme also appears on a seal from Syria, which raises a problem of interpretation. On one view, the Haghia Triada stone combined with the Syrian evidence would suggest that bull sport in Crete was intended to end with the death of the bull. On another view, the seal stone may have been carved by an artist who was educated in the Syrian tradition, and may also represent a regional tradition. The earliest evidence for the history of bull-leaping is on a vase that comes from Hüseyindebe in central Turkey and is connected with the Hittites around 1700 BC, with whom we know Crete was then in contact. The vase shows a group of musicians playing, while one acrobat appears to be starting a handstand on the back of a bull and another to be leaping off. While the artist may have lacked the skill to represent a charging bull, the beast looks as if he is a trained member of the team. Cretan bulls – at least as far as we can tell from the way they are depicted (always dappled) – appear to have been domestic animals. Were they too trained to play their part? The fact that the Hagia Triada seal appears to be eccentric within a Cretan context would suggest that it should not be taken as offering decisive proof that the bulls were killed.5


In Syria it appears that bulls symbolized opposition to the order imposed by gods whose symbols were lions; but in the Hittite realm of Turkey they do not seem to have played this role. In Egypt bulls were, in places, worshipped as manifestations of divinity, and, while bull sport is attested, it tends to involve bulls fighting each other for mastery rather than against humans. Indeed, inscriptions commemorating a victorious bull in Egypt might assimilate it to the divine Apis bull. In a spell seeking to assure good luck for a dead man passing to the Underworld the deceased is compared to bulls such as the ‘Lord of Herakleopolis, exalted of jewels, beautiful of feathers, K3-bull who copulates with females’. Elsewhere it is clear that the ‘K3-bull’ was the dominant animal, who proved himself in contest with other bulls and was a symbol of leadership.6 The fact that bulls are represented only on Crete, at Knossos, suggests a close connection between sport and kingship, and the fact that the sport could be represented in Egypt suggests perhaps that the treatment of the bull had more in common with Egyptian practice, and possibly that of the Hittites, than with that of Syria.


A further question that arises in the context of bull-leaping – one to which we will be returning time and again – is that of the status of the performers. It is interesting that in the one depiction of bull sport that we find in the context of other activities – a fragmentary rhyton (a large stone vessel used for pouring libations) dating from around 1500 BC from Haghia Triada – it is keeping company with displays of violent sports. The conical rhyton contains four registers of illustration. In the top register five or six male figures have survived out of an original ten, arranged in five pairs; of these, two pairs appear to be fighting, while the other three pairs seem to be cheering them on. The second register shows three bulls, one with a leaper falling at its hooves, another with a leaper achieving a handstand, and the third between its horns. On the third and fourth registers there are three pairs of boxers (wearing headdresses) in which one man is clearly victorious over the other. It is very hard to know what to make of all this. At first sight, throwing oneself over the top of a bull may not seem to be much like punching your fellow man in the face or trying to pin him to the ground. So should they be together at all? The pugilists are shown in a very different way from the young boys depicted in one of the best (and hence most often reproduced) works of second-millennium BC Aegean art. This is a fresco from the island of Santorini showing two boys boxing, each with a glove on only one hand. Perhaps the one thing that can be said about them is that they appear to represent two teams, and that may be what they have in common with the bull-leapers, whose sport is also depicted as a team event in that people within a group seem to have had very different routines.7


Arthur Evans thought that people who engaged in bull sport were members of upper-class Cretan society. His view is supported in more recent work by stress on the attire of bull acrobats who wear bracelets and ankle rings, which tend to be the appurtenances of rich Cretans. It is not an unreasonable view, but nor is it altogether probable. On Evans’s model we would then imagine potentially senior members of the court putting themselves at risk with wild animals, and without a weapon. On the whole I suspect that bull performers wore the dress of the wealthy not because they were themselves members of a governing group, but rather because they were the preferred entertainers of that group. That might qualify as one definition of ‘high-status individuals’ but, if it does, it will only be with the caveat that there are various ways in which one can arrive at this definition.


In the realms of Crete’s neighbours, both boxing and wrestling are well attested, and both appear very much in the context of entertainments for a king – the most likely scenario for bull-leaping and, by extension, for other sports on Crete (and possibly the mainland). The view that the Haghia Triada rhyton might represent a team sport could be supported, for instance, by the fact that there seems to be some sort of team combat sport in the realm of the Hittite kings in Anatolia, staged to represent a great past victory, and that athletic events seem otherwise to have been connected with religious festivals. Egyptian pharaohs watched their subjects engage in displays of wrestling and stick fighting, and wrestling seems to have been a royal entertainment from Mesopotamia as well, where it is found as early as the third millennium BC, and as far as Syria. The story in the Book of Genesis of Jacob wrestling with God is just one of a number of instances where wrestling features in encounters between men and gods in the Semitic world, which ran from the borders of Palestine through Syria to southern Iraq. Indeed, it is quite significant that every major group in the Bronze Age, irrespective of ethnicity, offers some evidence for physical entertainments. In all these cases, however, the proof that we have places the entertainment in a framework dominated by the king – the athletes may be well rewarded for their services, but their performances are at the discretion of royal authority. On some Sumerian texts dating to before 2000 BC we can even see evidence for athletes being ‘on staff’ at the temple and with their own house, and while that is very early (making it unwise to generalize to practices in other Near Eastern realms), no later period suggests that performers were independent agents. Only the king was allowed to express his domination through independent demonstrations of his superior physicality.8


The great eastern kingdoms of the Bronze Age were societies in which physical entertainments occurred, but they were not societies that supported an independent sports culture. That there should be parallels between entertainments on Crete and in the Near East is scarcely surprising since we know that there was continuous contact between Cretans and their eastern neighbours, nor would it be entirely surprising if the Cretans imitated some of the behaviours of the more powerful courts in Egypt and the Near East. Indeed, as we have already seen in the case of Homer, it is quite likely that some elements of Anatolian (specifically Luwian) storytelling traditions entered the Greek tradition before Homer’s time, just as, in Homer’s generation, new stories about the gods were making their way into Greek conceptions of the divine from the Near East. These stories would establish a new paternity for Aphrodite, or make it clear that the great god Zeus kept his power through defeating a dread monster named Typhon.


In Greece as well, we can see evidence that the sporting tradition of Crete, whose palaces were earlier than those on the mainland, was incorporated into life around the palaces. There is, for instance, a fresco found in a house at Mycenae that shows bull-leaping, and on a larnax (plural, larnakes; a terracotta urn to contain the ashes of a dead person) from Tanagra in Boeotia there is a picture of bull-leaping on one side, and either boxing or armed combat on the other. The fact that other parts of the Tanagra larnax include a procession of weeping women and chariots may suggest that what we have here is a representation of funeral games. The problem is that Tanagra is the only site in mainland Greece where larnakes are used, and cremation is attested as a regular form of disposal, which would suggest that what we see here was highly unusual.9 This may be correct, for it is also the only representation of ‘physical entertainment’ in these years that is devoid of an expressly palatial context. Is it also significant that it comes from the very end of the palatial period?


In any event, the most important point that may emerge from the Bronze Age evidence is that we cannot actually say there is a direct connection between what we see here and what we read later in Homer. People did box, wrestle and leap over bulls at various places, and at various times. There is also a limited number of ways in which they might actually do these things – boxing inevitably involves one person punching another, wrestling will inevitably involve one person trying to physically control the movement of another. It is most likely that a boxer wishing to win quickly will hit an opponent in the face, and that a wrestler will proceed either by lifting the opponent or by controlling his legs. What we do not see anywhere other than Greece, and then only at the very end of the Mycenaean period, is the extraction of physical entertainment from a royal to a popular context. That we also see representations of chariot-racing in this period may indicate that the status of the participants was rising outside the entertainment world. If rich people owned chariots and chariots are racing, it is likely that rich people are directly involved.


The value of the Tanagra larnax that depicted the bull-leaping is largely symbolic. It suggests that towards the end of the period of palatial government, changes were taking place in the realm of entertainment. Most obviously, games around funerals involving an elaborate cremation were appearing. But were they like the games in the twenty-third book of the Iliad? If entertainment had continued to be under the control of centralized royal regimes it is unlikely that the free-wheeling games described by Homer could have come into being. What we learn from the rest of the Bronze Age evidence is that there were earlier precedents for most of the games in Homer, as well as games that did not survive into the tradition. It is by returning to the principle we began with earlier – the comparison of what Homer has to say with tendencies in the archaeological record of the post-Mycenaean age – that we can explore the origins of the athletic tradition as we know it in Western sport – that is, an athletic tradition revolving around the respective interests of sponsors (owners), audiences and athletes.





3
Homer and Sport



The great funeral that preceded the construction of the funeral mound at Lefkandi may be seen as either a symbolic last gasp of the palatial age or the opening act of a new era. Although we have no texts to illuminate the early centuries of this era, the archaeology from roughly 1100 to 750 BC suggests that the hierarchical divisions of the palatial age had become truly a thing of the past. Power was not concentrated in the hands of bureaucrats in a central location, but diffused throughout the small communities that now dominated the Greek landscape. Leaders of this society may have been the descendants of those worthies who had once held the position of qu-si-re-u in the tablets of the palatial period.1 In the Homeric world, following the rules of sound shifts in the development of the Greek language, qu was now pronounced ba and re as le, as the word was now basileus (pl. basileis). In later Greek the term would be applied to monarchs like the great king of Persia, but at this point it continued to designate the local boss. A basileus was most decidedly not a monarchical wanax – in what may be one of the many recollections of the Mycenaean age in the tradition that Homer knew, Alcinous on Phaeacia controlled ten basileis – and the ‘heroes’ of Homer who support the wanax Agamemnon are themselves basileis. They determined what was just and unjust amongst the people who followed them, and they led them in war. How well they performed these functions is open to question. Homer’s slightly younger contemporary, Hesiod, complained of the ‘gift-devouring basileis’ who corrupted the justice of the gods. That said, it was at the funeral of a basileus in Euboea named Amphidamas that Hesiod is said to have enjoyed his greatest moment of glory, winning a singing contest (later legend had it that he defeated Homer himself).


The mise-en-scène of Hesiod’s triumph would thus be an event like that described by Homer in Book 23 of the Iliad but with some additional elements (again a reminder that there was no one way that such events could unfold). If we follow Homer’s model, there would have been a single sponsor responsible for ensuring that the events took place in an orderly fashion. This included proper announcement and exhibition of the prizes (in Homer’s world there were prizes for losers as well as for winners in most events), announcement of the competitors (in Homer, this was simply the self-presentation of the competitors to the audience), announcement of the rules governing the event, adjudication of disputes and disposition of the prizes.2


While Homer’s description of what happened within a set of games will be readily recognizable as providing the framework for many later contests, it is in the language of his description of these games, rather than in the list of events, that we have our most important evidence for the transformation of physical entertainment into true sport. For, although the atmosphere of the games in the Iliad and the Odyssey may feel quite similar – people of high status competing with each other to gain further recognition – the two sets of games differ in quite significant ways. In the Iliad there is no suggestion that anyone who is not of high status would ever compete, while in the Odyssey the contestants are simply described as ‘many and worthy young men’, including three sons of Alcinous.3 One of those sons asks Odysseus to join in the games with words redolent of a world that has not experienced the brutality of war; beginning what will become an exploration of the nature of fame, he says:


Come, friend, have a go at the games, if you have skill in any, for it is good for you to know sports, for a man has no greater fame than that which he acquires with his feet or his hands. (Odyssey 8.145–9)


Odysseus turns down this offer, at which point Euryalos, ‘equal to Ares, the destroyer of men’ and the victor in wrestling, challenges Odysseus with the words:


Stranger, I do not judge you to be like a man skilled in sports such as are played by men in many places, but to be like a man plying his trade in a ship with many oars, a leader of sailors and those who are traders, mindful of the outgoing cargo and on the lookout for one to take home, and greedy profits; you are not suitable for games. (Odyssey 8.159–64)


The implication is that even if Odysseus might actually have been the sort of man who sailed the seas as a merchant, he could still pass for the right sort of character if he showed that he was good at the games. Here Odysseus is a genuine hero, and proves that he is good at games in quite a spectacular way, making it possible (at the beginning of the next book) to lay claim to his true identity. There is no such ambiguity in the Iliad, where Epeios, the man who would later design the Trojan horse, stands forth to say:


Let whomsoever of the Achaeans will take away the two-handled goblet come forward; I say that none other of the Achaeans, winning in boxing, will take away the mule, since I declare that I am the best. It is enough that I am lacking in battle, for it could not be ever that a man could be a master of all things. I will say this straight out, and this will be as a thing accomplished, that I will smash his flesh with a straight blow, and I will shatter his bones. Let his kinsmen stand by together, waiting, and they will take him away, defeated by my hand. (Iliad 23.667–75)


It is perhaps disappointing to the modern taste that Epeios makes good on his promise, defeating his rival with a single blow. But the crucial point here is that he uses his success as an athlete to assert his place amongst the great. Somewhat earlier, Nestor had done much the same thing, reminding all who would listen of the glory that he had won at the games earlier in his life. There is a subtle difference here between the treatment of sport in the fully heroic world and that in the ideal world of the gentle Phaeacians. This is perhaps to be expected in a poet whose works represent an age in transition. What is also significant is that in both cases the athletes are claiming high status because of their skill as athletes, and reinforcing that status through success. There is no known parallel in the Near East, or real reason to think that this had been true of the palatial age.


There are two further moments in this book that reveal very different views about the role of the man who is in charge of the games. Do these reflect disputes that occurred even as Homer was singing? The question at the heart of these passages is who determines the victor? At the very end of the book, Agamemnon stands forth to compete in the contest of spear-throwing. At that point Achilles stops the event and proclaims him the winner, while urging that he allow the object set out as the first prize (a spear) to be given to Meriones, who will thereby finish second (but presumably will mind less if he gets the more valuable object). Such an act is not the forerunner of the later Greek custom whereby a competitor could resign in the face of a superior opponent, allowing him the honour of winning ‘without sand’. It is simply an autocratic act by the man in charge, recognizing the political power of a contestant. Agamemnon sees the gesture for what it is and duly passes the first prize on to his erstwhile opponent.


The ‘victory’ of Agamemnon stands in stark contrast to the fight that had erupted over the distribution of prizes in the chariot race held earlier in the Iliad. By far the longest of the events that Homer describes, the race began with five teams, and was supposed to run as one lap on a course whose starting line was located on an old road at one end of which stood Achilles, and at the other an old tree at a crossroads, where Achilles had stationed a valued henchman to make sure that all the chariots rounded it properly. The chariots are driven by Eumelus (who crashes), Menelaus, the brother of Agamemnon (and sometime spouse of Helen), Antilochus, the son of Nestor, Diomedes, one of the very greatest heroes, and Meriones, a man much less important than the others. Diomedes wins the race, but Achilles is tempted at the end to offer the prize for second place to Eumelus. As he stands to give the prizes, Achilles says:


The best man brings in his single-hoofed horses in last place. Come, let us give him second prize as is fitting; the son of Tydeus [Diomedes] will carry off the first prize. (Iliad 23.536–8)


As he speaks, the audience is inclined to agree with him. Ancient commentators on this scene understood it to mean that Achilles recognized Eumelus was the best driver, and felt that a man should not be deprived of honour by ill-fortune. Perhaps that is so. But it is also true that on such a reading, there is no point in having a competition if you can decide in advance who will triumph. It is the angry Antilochus who then says that actual results must be allowed to count, and opposes what may be seen as a view of sport based on perceived virtue with one based upon achievement. In so doing he states the rationale for sport as we now understand it:
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