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The book that you hold in your hands has as its title a single Ancient Greek
word, arete, but thesauros, another word from the same language, might
better describe its contents. A thesauros is a treasure, or the container for a
treasure, and Stephen Miller’s Arete contains a particular kind of treasure,
in the form of a carefully selected collection of primary source evidence for
the history of sports in ancient Greece. The wide range of material found in
Arete, taken from literary works, papyri, and inscriptions, reflects Professor
Miller’s unmatched scholarly expertise and decades of experience in teach-
ing courses on Greek sports at the University of California, Berkeley. As will
become apparent, all this source material is nicely organized, carefully
explained, and translated into highly readable English. For anyone new to
the subject, especially those who cannot easily make their way through the
relevant texts in the original languages, Arete represents an invaluable
resource that admirably serves its intended purpose of facilitating the study
of Greek sports.

The publication of the first edition of Arete in 1979 reflected and was part
of a major shift in the study of sports history, and the republication of the
third edition is a fitting occasion to take stock of the enduring significance
of Arete, and, more generally, of Professor Miller’s work on the history of
Greek sports.

The present volume appears at a time when new books and articles on
Greek sports are produced regularly and in considerable quantity. It may,
therefore, come as something of a surprise that until very recently there was
little scholarly interest in the history of sports, either ancient or modern.

Scholarly disinterest in sports is in and of itself a remarkable phenome-
non. Sports were a fundamentally important element of life in ancient
Greece. To give but one example, the various communities on the Greek



mainland had a difficult time assembling an army to oppose a massive
Persian invasion force in the late summer of 480 B.C., in part because so
many men wished to attend the Olympic Games. (The interested reader can
find the story in Herodotus’ History, 7.206.) The ubiquity and importance
of sports in the modern day is apparent from the fact that the 2010 FIFA
World Cup was broadcast in every country and every region of the planet,
including Antarctica, and reached an audience of over three billion people.

Yet until the 1960s scholars managed to ignore sports almost entirely.
There was, of course, always a trickle of scholarship on sports. The cultural
critic Joseph Strutt published the first edition of The Sports and Pastimes of
the People of England in 1801. The creation of the modern Olympics in
1896 almost inevitably stirred a continuing interest in their ancient coun-
terpart. In the early twentieth century E. Norman Gardiner produced three
separate books on Greek sports, including Athletics of the Ancient World,
which remained influential and in print for decades thereafter. Frederic
Paxson’s 1917 article “The Rise of Sport,” which traced the growing impor-
tance of sports in the America of Paxson’s own time to the closing of the
frontier and concomitant need for a social safety valve, is typically seen as
the first serious scholarship on American sports. Gardiner and Paxson had
their successors, but scholarly books and articles on sports were few and far
between.

The willingness of scholars to turn a blind eye to a social phenomenon of
such importance was in large measure the product of a long-standing ten-
dency on the part of academics to privilege the intellectual to the virtual
exclusion of the physical. As Harry Edwards has observed: “The slow emer-
gence of the study of sport as a subdiscipline in the social sciences is attrib-
utable to the Western educational tradition of emphasizing intellectual
development as opposed to physical expression. Such a tradition demands
the avoidance of any academic association with sport which, despite its com-
plexities and significance, nonetheless maintains physical expression as its
most dominant and obvious characteristic.”1

All of this changed rather suddenly in the 1960s and the early 1970s,
when sociologists and historians began to evince a sustained interest in
sports as played in a range of different times and places. Heightened inter-
est in sports history was the product of a number of factors, including a shift
in focus toward social (as opposed to military or political) history. Changing
academic attitudes toward the study of sports were reflected in the founda-
tion of the North American Society for Sport History in 1972, and of the
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Journal of Sport History in 1974. The journal Stadion, established in 1975,
published a considerable number of articles on ancient Greek sports. The
existence of professional organizations and journals dedicated to sports his-
tory signaled its recognition as a valid subdiscipline.

Scholarship on sports thus became significantly more common than it
had been before, but, as might be expected of an emergent field, much of the
resulting work was initially, in terms of the analyses undertaken and the
methodologies used, not terribly sophisticated. Many publications offered
relatively straightforward descriptive narratives, which can in retrospect
seem almost simplistic, but which represented important and necessary first
steps toward dealing with a large and largely unexplored body of evidence.
Scholars writing about ancient Greece, like Gardiner before them, showed a
particular interest in the basic mechanics of Greek sports and focused on
questions such as how Greeks threw the discus and whether the jumping
contest that formed part of the Greek pentathlon was a long jump or triple
jump. The evidence on which they drew to answer such questions consisted
largely of passages from ancient Greek authors, supplemented by relevant
vase paintings. Good examples of such work can be found in H. A. Harris’s
Greek Athletes and Athletics (1964) and Sport in Greece and Rome (1972).

It is against this background that we need to understand Stephen Miller’s
scholarship on Greek sports, the roots of which lay in the excavations that
he undertook at Nemea starting in 1973. Nemea, like Olympia, Delphi, and
Isthmia, was a religious sanctuary and the site of a major set of athletic con-
tests that attracted competitors from all over the Greek world. Although it
had received a certain amount of attention before he arrived, Miller’s exca-
vations represented the first thoroughgoing investigation of Nemea. The
overriding importance of athletic activity at Nemea meant that Miller nec-
essarily began to delve into the history of Greek sports, as part of the
process of making sense of what he and his team were finding at the site.

Over the course of the decades that followed, Miller produced a series of
groundbreaking treatments of Greek sports that differed in three major
ways from what had come before. First, he brought to bear a broader range
of evidence and deeper expertise than many of his predecessors. Beginning
in the late nineteenth century, there was a substantial and continually grow-
ing body of archaeological and epigraphic evidence for Greek sports. This
was the result both of excavations at places such as ancient Olympia, where
German archaeologists set to work in 1875, and also of finds of inscriptions,
such as the catalogs of victories that were carved onto the bases of honorific
statues of athletes. However, sports historians such as Harris did not evince
a high level of familiarity with or interest in this material. Miller, drawing
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in part on first-hand and fine-grained knowledge developed in the course of
his excavations at Nemea, made exemplary use of an array of literary, artis-
tic, archaeological, and epigraphic sources to expand our understanding of
Greek sports. For example, starting with the remains of the stadium at
Nemea, he proposed a new (and now standard) understanding of how turns
and lanes were variously arranged in footraces of different lengths.2

Second, Miller brought to his work on Greek sports a consistently high
level of analytical sophistication, supplemented by a strong sense of the
practical exigencies faced by athletes and organizers of athletic contests. For
example, Miller resolved a long-standing question about the timing of the
ancient Olympics by showing that the games were arranged to coincide
with the second full moon after the summer solstice.3 In formulating the
relevant arguments, he made subtle use of all of the relevant evidence, and
the insight that the system employed by the authorities at Olympia had to
be one that was easily comprehensible to Greeks scattered all over the
Mediterranean in hundreds of autonomous communities, each with its own
calendar.

Third, Miller took crucial first steps toward asking and answering more
complex questions that involved the role of sports in Greek society as a
whole; in other words, he helped initiate a move from writing about the his-
tory of sports to writing a social history of sports in ancient Greece. Even
after sports history became a recognized subdiscipline, the results were fre-
quently not integrated into the wider picture of what was known about
ancient Greek society. Hence, in the introduction to the second edition of
Arete, Miller lamented the “artificial division by which the study of athlet-
ics has been divorced from the remainder of the ancient world.” He helped
remedy that regrettable situation by delving into some of the effects of
sports on Greek society. For example, he argued that the leveling effects of
athletic nudity contributed meaningfully to democratization at Athens.4

In addition to his contributions to the scholarly literature, Miller has
played a leading role in making ancient Greek sports accessible and inter-
esting to wider audiences. As a sought-after public speaker, he has regularly
and generously shared his expertise about Greek sports with audiences of all
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kinds, ranging from Greek schoolchildren to the viewers of broadcasts of the
modern Olympic games. As the director of the excavations at Nemea, he
helped found the Society for the Revival of the Nemean Games, which has
since 1994 organized athletic contests closely modeled on those of the
ancient Nemean Games, held in the ancient stadium at Nemea.5 These con-
tests, open to people of all nationalities, ages, and abilities, have attracted
thousands of participants from all over the world.

And as a faculty member at the University of California at Berkeley, he
taught for over three decades a course on ancient athletics to large and
appreciative groups of students. Miller’s approach to teaching about Greek
sports was based on his respect for the intellect and curiosity of his students,
and his belief that students should be exposed to as much of the primary
evidence as possible and asked to think for themselves about what it might
mean. As Miller put it in his introduction to the second edition of Arete,
“questions produce more knowledge and understanding than do ready-
made answers.”

With that in mind, Miller compiled a collection of source material for
ancient Greek sports taken from literary texts, papyri, and inscriptions and
gave it the title Arete. The reader will find Professor Miller’s thoughts on
the meaning of this crucial and complex term in the pages that follow. Arete
is not intended as a textbook, but rather as a supplement to a text that pro-
vides a more traditional narrative of the history of Greek sports. In the
introduction to the original version of Arete, Miller suggested using it
alongside Gardiner’s Athletics of the Ancient World. The fact that
Gardiner’s work was, when Arete first appeared, nearly fifty years old
shows just how little sports history was written for much of the twentieth
century.

The present version of Arete is the result of continuing changes made by
Miller in response to an ever-expanding body of relevant evidence and his
own evolving views of the history of Greek sports. In recent years the num-
ber of textbooks on ancient Greek sports has increased exponentially, but
none is better than Miller’s own richly illustrated Ancient Greek Athletics,
which, not coincidentally, can be used very effectively together with Arete.

Speaking as someone who has had the opportunity to teach courses on
Greek sports to undergraduates on multiple occasions, I can say from first-
hand experience and without hesitation that the current version of Arete
remains an indispensable resource for anyone interested in ancient Greek
sports. Its republication is a vivid demonstration of the continuing fascina-
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tion that Greek sports exercise upon the modern imagination, and a testa-
ment to the enduring importance of Professor Miller’s work. It is, therefore,
with considerable pleasure and anticipation that I urge you to turn the page
and to begin exploring the thesauros that is Stephen Miller’s Arete.

Paul Christesen
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