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Introduction

The promotion of talent is a key issue in the world of 
sport. First-class sports training entails considerable 
costs, which differ greatly depending on the discipline. 
Training grounds and equipment must be provided, 
coaches paid, and the time spent on training limits 
the possibilities of earning money outside the training 
ground. For that reason, we can learn much about a 
given society by the way it treats young athletes who have 
not shown great successes as of yet, but hold promise 
for considerable achievements in the future. For social 
mobility of sports, it is crucial to have effective support 
for talented, but poor athletes, who cannot afford 
adequate training. The status of sports in the society can 
be measured by the resources allocated to it by the state, 
organisations, and private persons. An examination 
of eligibility criteria shows how success is defined by a 
society and what importance is attached to it.1

The question of talent development in ancient Greece 
has not been examined so far, since research has 
focused on prizes and rewards for victorious athletes. 
Since the 1970s, the material dimension has been 
emphasized,2 in contrast to the previously prevalent 
view, in which ancient athletes were ‘amateurs’.3 While 
prizes at the Olympic Games were indeed symbolic in 
the form of an olive branch from the holy olive tree of 
Zeus, other competitions offered valuable material 
prizes and even money to attract famous athletes. 

Prizes were not the only source of income for athletes: 
the Greek cities not only honoured their Olympic 
winners, but paid bonuses and rewarded them with tax 
privileges.4 

Researchers broadly agree on the above; however, 
this article will focus on a different topic:  not the 
material benefits after success has been achieved, but 
the promotion of talent before a potential success. It 
will deal with the question of which people and which 
institutions enabled promising but penniless athletes 
to compete at the Olympic Games and other major 
competitions. I shall present the key texts and focus on 
the question of which groups of people spent money on 
talent promotion and what motivated them. 

Royal patronage

The Greek historian Polybius related an interesting 
anecdote that allegedly took place in 216 BC at the 
boxing contest final in Olympia. One of the opponents, 
Cleitomachus of Thebes,5 was the most famous and 
most successful boxer of his time. 

He had the character of being an invincible athlete, 
and, as his reputation was spread all over the world, 
King Ptolemy6 is said to have been inspired with the 
ambition of putting an end to it. He therefore had 
Aristonicus the boxer, who was thought to have 
unusual physical capabilities for that kind of thing 
trained with extraordinary care, and sent to Greece. 
When he appeared on the arena at Olympia a great 
number of the spectators, it seems, immediately 
showed their favour for him, and cheered him on, 
being rejoiced that someone should have had 
the courage to make some sort of stand against 
Cleitomachus.
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According to Polybius, as the spectators applauded 
Aristonicus more and more enthusiastically, 
Cleitomachus allegedly addressed them as follows:

Were they not aware that Cleitomachus was at that 
moment fighting for the honour of Greece, Aristonicus 
for that of king Ptolemy? Would they prefer an 
Egyptian to carry off the crown by beating Greeks, or 
that a Theban and Boeotian should be proclaimed 
victor in boxing over all comers? 7

These words apparently had the audience cheering 
him on from this moment and carrying him to victory.
This anecdote is interesting in many respects. What 
is important for us is the king’s care for an unknown 
athlete. According to Polybius, Ptolemy IV wanted to 
put an end to Cleitomachus’ glory. One does not want to 
assume that Ptolemy bore any kind of personal animosity 
against the Theban boxer. Rather, he wanted a man from 
his kingdom to take the place of the greatest champion. 
Cleitomachus describes his opponent as fighting for 
the glory of his king while portraying himself as the 
representative of true Hellenism and Hellenic freedom.

Ptolemy IV was neither the first nor the last classical 
monarch to have attached particular importance to 
athletic competitions. In the horse and chariots races 
at the Olympic Games and other prestigious events, we 
find many kings and tyrants, for it was not jockeys or 
charioteers, but the horses’ owners who were declared 
the winners. Hence, the monarchs were able to apply 
their financial strength to the purchasing and breeding 
of the best horses. In the lists of Olympic winners, we 
find, among others, the tyrant Hiero of Syracuse (476 
and 468 BC),8 the Macedonian King Philipp II (340 BC),9 
who later are joined by members of the imperial Roman 
dynasty (Tiberius in 4 BC and Germanicus in 17 AD). In the 
third century BC, it was especially the Ptolemaic dynasty, 
ruling in Egypt, who succeeded in scoring numerous 
victories.10

A victory at the Olympic Games brought tremendous 
glory, which served not (only) to flatter the vanity of 
monarchs, but was also relevant in terms of political 
power. Given how strong anti-monarchist tendencies 
were in Greek and Roman antiquity,11 autocrats faced 
the challenge of legitimizing their position. The most 
important instrument in gaining acceptance lay in 
achieving victories – for the winner was regarded 

as being in favour with the Gods and was able to 
consolidate his power.12 Success on the battlefield carried 
the greatest importance, but autocrats also capitalized 
on victories in the sphere of sports to stabilize their rule.

In the case of the Ptolemaic dynasty, there is 
another aspect to consider. Although their family 
was of Macedonian lineage, and their power based 
on a Graeco-Macedonian elite, some Greeks still 
considered them half-barbarians, because they were 
kings of Egypt. Cleitomachus’ speech clearly shows 
that it was at least dubious whether they belonged to 
the Greek world. This is where success in the sphere of 
sports proved to be helpful: since the Olympic Games, 
and competitive sports in general, constituted the key 
characteristic of Greek culture, the Ptolemaic rulers 
made it absolutely clear with their athletic success that 
they did have a place in the Greek world.13

While monarchs could gain victories as owners of 
horses, as a rule they did not personally participate 
in the so-called gymnastic disciplines (athletics and 
martial arts). They did, however, make efforts to attract 
good athletes. The sprinter Astylos, multiple Olympic 
champion between 488 and 480 BC, scored his last 
victories for Syracuse rather than for his hometown of 
Croton. According to the ancient author Pausanias, he 
had switched his polis in order to honour the powerful 
tyrant Gelon of Syracuse. Angered by this ‘betrayal’, the 
citizens of Croton brought down the statue of Astylos 
and turned his former house into a prison.14

Support given to Aristonicus by the king Ptolemy IV was 
similar. In this case, however, the aim was not to recruit 
a champion, but to develop a future star. According to 
Polybius, Aristonicus’ physical force was outstanding; 
however, this would have been of little use without 
careful technical training. Using his power and financial 
means, Ptolemy did a lot to provide Aristonicus with 
the best training conditions. In the end, the final 
goal—an Olympic victory — was narrowly missed. Four 
years later, an Egyptian called Crates won the Olympic 
run of the length of one stadium (192.27 m).15  Nothing 
else is known about his career, but it is possible that he 
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received special assistance from the king Ptolemy IV. 
This ruler seems to have placed a special emphasis on 
effective development of talent.

Talent promotion by rich benefactors 

A few years earlier, a successful tradesman called Zeno 
lived in Egypt and maintained excellent relations 
with the royal court. His extensive archive, containing 
more than 1000 manuscripts, was found in 1915 in 
Philadelphia (Faiyum-Oasis). It is an important source 
for the economic and social history of this period. One of 
the documents is a letter dated the 2nd Xandikos of the 
year 29, or, according to our calendar 5th May 257 BC: 16 

If you are in health, and in other respects are 
progressing as you desire it would be well. I also am 
in good health. You wrote to me about Pyrrhus, that 
if we know for certain that he will win, to train him, 
but if not, that it should not happen both that he is 
distracted from his lessons and that useless expense 

is incurred. Well, so far from being distracted from his 
lessons, he is making good progress in them, and in 
his other studies as well. As for ‘knowing for certain’, 
that is in the lap of the gods, but Ptolemaeus says 
that he will be far superior to the existing competitors, 
despite the fact that at the moment he lags behind 
them, because they have got a long start and we 
have only just begun training. You should also know 
that Ptolemaeus does not charge any fees, as do the 
other trainers, but simply hopes to win you a crown in 
return for the kindnesses which you, when a complete 
stranger, volunteered to him, and are doing everything 
necessary concerning the palaistra. See about the 
mattress about which I wrote you earlier, and bring it 
down with you. And buy a trunk for six drachmae and 
bring it down. And send two jars of honey, so that we 
may have some; for it is useful. (transl. T.C. Skeat)

The sender of the letter, a certain Hierocles, was the 
principal of the gymnasium in Alexandria. Gymnasia 
appeared in the 6th century BC as athletic training 
facilities,17 and even though they evolved into general 
educational institutions, in the ancient world they 
retained their athletic significance.18 A young athlete 
named Pyrrhus trained in the gymnasium in Alexandria, 
and apparently Zeno asked Hierocles about the boy’s 
progress. Hierocles gives a reassuring answer: although 
the boy is still weaker than other young athletes, this 
is only due to the fact that he started his systematic 
training later. According to the predictions of his coach 
Ptolemaeus, Pyrrhus would soon surpass the others. 
The fact that Ptolemaeus received no money for the 
training of his protégé suggests that he still owed Zeno 
a favour. What is interesting is that general educational 
achievements also play a role in the letter along with 
athletic performance. Hierocles expressly emphasizes 
Pyrrhus’ good progress in areas other than sports.
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What was Zeno’s motivation behind his support for 
Pyrrhus? Cribiore hypothesizes that the rich tradesman 
may have been sexually interested in the boy.19 This is a 
speculative claim and is not substantiated by the text. 
In this case it would also be illogical to train the boy in 
distant Alexandria and to receive information about his 
performance by means of letters. In fact, the text gives 
a rather clear indication of Zeno’s goal — the allusion to 
the victor’s wreath which Pyrrhus showed the potential 
to win in the future, which is stated even more clearly 
in a different version of this letter: “You (Zeno) will be 
crowned.” Wreaths were the prizes in Olympia and 
at other major competitions and as such symbolized 
athletic fame in general.20 An athlete wishing to 
visualize his track record of success would draw on the 
depiction of wreaths.

When Zeno is addressed as the potential recipient 
of a wreath, this is not a reference to success achieved 
by him personally. It means that Zeno would bask in 
the athletic glory that Pyrrhus was likely to earn in the 
future as the man who had provided support for the 
athlete and made his training possible.21 Since Pyrrhus 
exhibited a training deficit in comparison to other 
boys, according to Hierocles, one can conclude that 
Pyrrhus did not come from a social class that would 
normally visit gymnasia. Perhaps, like Aristonicus, he 
attracted attention because of his athletic physique, in 
combination with diligent coaching, and the fact that 
Zeno made it possible for him to attend a gymnasium — 
while not forgetting his own interests!

Talent support by the polis

The Greek city-states (poleis in Greek) took care of their 
athletes’ training. The best example is provided by 
an inscription from Ephesus, which records a decree 
from the early third century BC.22 Only fragments of 
the inscription are preserved; however, it can be 

reliably reconstructed in its essential aspects: the 
people and council of Ephesus resolve that the polis 
shall finance the athletic training of the young athlete 
Athenodorus,23  son of Semon, as well as his travels to 
competitions. Since the city had no money, two other 
men were to acquire the citizenship of Ephesus for 
counter-financing purposes.24 The application was 
submitted by a coach called Therippides, who pointed 
out that Athenodorus had already won his first victories 
and that even greater success could be expected in the 
future. Line three of the inscription reads: “He will win 
more competitions”.

Little is known of Athenodorus’ social background, 
however, the fact that he received support from public 
sources strongly suggests that he did not come from an 
affluent background.25 Enormous sums were necessary 
to pay good coaches,26 and overseas travels to the 
prestigious venues in Olympia, Delphi and Nemea were 
even more expensive. The investment in Athenodorus 
must have appeared worthwhile to the citizens, as he 
had already been granted a benefit in recognition of his 
athletic performance before — since he is mentioned in 
another inscription:27

Since Athenodorus, son of Semon — he lives in Ephesus 
and pays the same taxes as Ephesian citizens — won 
the boxing contest for juniors at the Nemean Games, 
allowed himself to be proclaimed an Ephesian and 
has won a wreath for the city, the people and the 
council have decided to make Athenodorus, son of 
Semon, a citizen of Ephesus – in accordance with the 
proclamation already made during the competition – 
and to grant him all the privileges stipulated by 
law for a boy who has achieved a victory with his 
body in Nemea. It has also been decided to have his 
name officially proclaimed in the market-place, in 
exactly the same way as for other victors. The city’s 
bookkeeper shall pay Athenodorus the sum provided 
by law for those who win a wreath. (…)”
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This text notes that Athenodorus was not an Ephesian 
citizen by birth. His name is Greek — therefore, he is 
likely to have been a Greek resident in Ephesus, but of 
non-Ephesian origin. He must clearly, however, had 
strong ties to his domicile. He had himself proclaimed 
an Ephesian citizen when he won at the Nemean 
Games. 

This was not understood as arrogance by the 
Ephesians, but as homage to Athenodorus’ place of 
residence. For that reason, the Ephesians rewarded 
him with citizenship, thus genuinely making him 
an Ephesian. He also received the bonus provided 
for victorious local athletes. The reason for this is 
mentioned in the inscription: Athenodorus achieved 
considerable fame for the city — once more, the wreath 
symbolizes athletic fame. There were two stages to 
Athenodorus’ development: firstly, he was granted 
citizenship; secondly, he was awarded a sports 
scholarship covering the expenses for trainers and for 
travels to competitions.

Athenodorus was not an isolated case. It was also 
in the third century BC that Ephesus granted financial 
aid to another athlete.28 Ephesus appears to have 
been a pioneer in promoting sports talent,29 but 
other poleis also took care of their athletes. Gymnasia 
were built everywhere, and coaches were paid from 
public funds in order to provide athletic instruction 
to the town’s youth. Today this would be called mass 
sports. Special rules for talented individuals were 
also enacted. One example is documented in an 
inscription from Miletus, a city not far from Ephesus. 
It is a donation by a rich citizen (200/199 BC):30 when a 

youth athlete distinguished himself with outstanding 
achievements so that he stood a chance of winning at 
a major event, he had the right to be accompanied by a 
coach. However, the coach had to apply for leave to the 
principal of the gymnasium and to appoint a substitute 
for the period of his absence. In this case, the polis 
financed top athletes indirectly by paying the coaches 
their salaries even while they were absent. This ensured 
proper support for the athlete at the competition site 
and to maximize his chances of success. It is generally 
known that the Greek poleis rooted for their athletes 
and that successful athletes became symbolic figures for 
all of the citizens.31 Researchers have long ignored the 
fact that the poleis also made financial contributions to 
enable talented, but penniless, athletes to participate 
in events and to enjoy opportunities for success. Their 
motivation is self-evident: the polis of the winner, 
whose fame radiated upon the whole community, was 
always mentioned at the awards ceremony in Olympia 
and other venues. In particular, we need to bear in 
mind the fierce competition among the Greek poleis: 
sporting success was seen as a yardstick — a thoroughly 
modern method — to measure the power of a city.

Conclusion

Three methods of promoting sporting talent can 
be identified in ancient Greece: funding could be 
provided by kings, rich private individuals, or by the 
polis. According to the sources, motivation was always 
the same: what the athlete offered in return was 
not financial repayment — promoting talent did not 
have the form of a ‘credit’ — but allowing others to 
participate in the glory of his athletic triumph. 

The examination of sources yields further similarities; 
the oldest evidence for all three methods goes back 
to the third century BC, and all of them refer to Asia 
Minor and Egypt. This is interesting and significant 
because of a geographical shift that took place in 
Greek sports at this time. While the most important 
and most prestigious events continued to be staged on 
the Greek mainland (first and foremost the Olympic, 
Pythian, Nemean, and Isthmian Games), the most 
successful athletes now came from regions that had 
been under Persian rule until Alexander’s campaign.32 
From this moment on, this was where the decisive 
sporting innovations originated.33  Intensified sports 
sponsorship was one of them. �
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des pyramides (Leuven 1995), 58-62; Decker, W.: Sport am Nil. Texte 
aus drei Jahrtausenden ägyptischer Geschichte (Hildesheim 2012), 
no. 23a.

17 Mann, C.: Krieg, Sport und Adelskultur. Zur Entstehung des grie-
chischen Gymnasions, in: Klio 80, 1998, 7-21. Die word gymnasium 
(gymnos = “nude”) refers to the Greek custom of undressing before 
the athletic training and competition.

18 Weiler, I.: Gymnastik und Agonistik im hellenistischen Gymnasion, 
in: Kah, D./Scholz, P. (Ed.): Das hellenistische Gymnasion (Berlin 
2004), 25-45.

19 Cribiore, R.: Gymnastics of the Mind: Greek Education in Hellenistic 
and Roman Egypt (Princeton 2001), 52f.

20 Kurke, L.: The Economy of kudos, in: Dougherty, C./Kurke, L. (Ed.): 
Cultural Poetics in Archaic Greece:  Cult, Performance, Politics (Cam-
bridge, UK 1993), 131-163. van Bremen, R.: The Entire House is Full 
of Crowns: Hellenistic Agones and the Commemoration of Victory, 
in: Hornblower, S./Morgan, C. (Ed.): Pindar’s Poetry, Patrons, and 
Festivals. From Archaic Greece to the Roman Empire (Oxford 2007), 
345-375.

21 Körbs 1962, 97.
22 Merkelbach, R.: Die Inschriften von Ephesos, Vol. 8 (Bonn 1980), 

no. 2005.
23 No. 230 in the “Database of Hellenistic Athletes”.
24 The first editor of the inscription had presumed that the citizenship 

had been granted to Athenodorus (Heberdey, R.: Das Theater in 
Ephesos (Wien 1912), no. 5), but this view was corrected by Robert, 
L.: Décrets d’Éphèse pour des athlètes, in: Révue Philologique 41, 
1967, 28ff.

25 Pleket, H.W.: Zur Soziologie des antiken Sports, in: Nikephoros 14, 
2001, 157-212, 186. Brunet, St.: Olympic Hopefuls from Ephesos, in: 
Journal of Sport History 30, 2003, 219-235, 229.

26 There is evidence for specialized trainers since the 5th century BC.: 
Pleket 2001, 174f.

27 Engelmann, H.: Die Inschriften von Ephesos, Vol. 4 (Bonn 1980), 
no. 1415.

28 Engelmann 1980, no. 1416. Id.: Zu einer Inschrift aus Ephesos, in: 
ZPE 19, 1975, 134. G. Daux, G.: Décret d’Ephèse pour un vainqueur 
aux Isthmia et aux Néméa, in: ZPE 28, 1978, 41-47.

29 Lehner, M.F. Die Agonistik im Ephesos der römischen Kaiser-
zeit (Diss. München 2004), 24: “gezielte Politik der Nachwuchs-
förderung”.

30 Milet I 3, 145 (= Syll³ 577). Ziebarth, E.: Aus dem griechischen 
 Schulwesen: Eudemos von Milet und Verwandtes (Leipzig ²1914). 
Migeotte, L.: À propos de la fondation d’Eudèmos à Milet:  questions 
administratives et numismatiques, in: Phoenix 66, 2012, 1-10.

31  Mann 2001. Nielsen, Th.H.: Olympia and the Classical Hellenic City-
State Culture (Copenhagen 2007).

32 The “Database of Hellenistic athletes” mentioned above shows 
that Egypt alone has 49 victories, the region Ionia in Asia Minor 
even 116.

33 Mann, C.: Sport im Hellenismus: Forschungsstand und Forschung-
sperspektiven, in: Mann, C./Remijsen, S./Scharff, S. (Ed.), Athletics 
in the Hellenistic World (Stuttgart 2016),  17-29, 26f.

The palaistra of 

 Olympia. In the 

centre: Young athletes 

 pre paring for training. 

Red-figured krater 

of Euphronios (ca. 

500 BC). Far left: Scene 

of a pankration fight. 

Antonio Canova 

(1757-1822), copy of a 

Hellenistic sculpture 

(2nd half of the 

3rd  century BC). 

In the pankration, 

boxing, kicking and 

holding were all 

 permitted.

Photos: AKG Images,  
Christian Mann


	VOL2017NO1 48
	VOL2017NO1 49
	VOL2017NO1 50
	VOL2017NO1 51
	VOL2017NO1 52
	VOL2017NO1 53

