
THE END OF GREEK ATHLETICS
IN LATE ANTIQUITY

This book presents the first comprehensive study of how and why
athletic contests, a characteristic aspect of Greek culture for over a
millennium, disappeared in late antiquity. In contrast to previous
discussions, which focus on the ancient Olympics, the end of the
most famous games is analyzed here in the context of the collapse of
the entire international agonistic circuit, which encompassed several
hundred contests. The first part of the book describes this collapse by
means of a detailed analysis of the fourth- and fifth-century history
of the athletic games in each region of the Mediterranean: Greece,
Asia Minor, Syria, Egypt, Italy, Gaul, and northern Africa. The
second half continues by explaining these developments, challenging
traditional theories (especially the ban by the Christian emperor
Theodosius I), and discussing in detail both the late-antique socio-
economic context and the late-antique perceptions of athletics.
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Even after the Emperor Theodosius’ edict suppressing the
antique Olympiads had broken the thread of athletic

tradition, there remained here and there modest gymnasia
where obstinate amateurs lingered; but they were no longer lit
by the gleams of artistic beauty and intellectual efforts, for
mind had become divorced from muscle. This obscure epoch
deserves research. I should have liked to lead the way myself;
I shall not be able, and hope that others may share this

ambition. Who knows whether such research might not help
us better to grasp the character and scope of those outbursts
of energy of which the Greek empire time and again provides

a fascinating and mysterious spectacle throughout the
thousand years of its stormy history?
Baron Pierre de Coubertin on February 24, 1918
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