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BOOK REVIEW

Competing for the gods: agonistic rituals in the ancient world 
(Compitiendo para los dioses: los rituals agonísticos en el mundo 
antíguo), edited by Rocío Gordillo Hervás, Eduardo Ferrer Albelda and 
Álvaro Pereira Delgado, Seville, University of Seville, 2022, 14€, (hardback), 
ISBN 978-84-472-3023-5

While the Olympics are the most significant record of sports practice since 
classical antiquity, they remain one of the most significant and universal mani-
festations of the presence of sport in the modern world. Consisting of challenges 
once dedicated to the gods, the modern presence and importance of this quad-
rennial mega sporting event is not diminished in a world (at least in the West) that 
leans towards secularisation and away from religious axiological structures. 
However, the athletic values of agon and competition remain common denomi-
nators between ancient and contemporary games.

The book Competing for the gods: agonistic rituals in the ancient world [the 
original Spanish version is titled Compitiendo para los dioses: los rituales agonísticos 
en el mundo antíguo] explicitly aims to claim the role of sport and competition as 
part of religious ritual in Mediterranean sanctuaries. In that regard it sets out to 
study the distinct religious (e.g. sacrifices, processions, chants) and cultural (e.g. 
theatrical, musical, poetic and rhetorical performances) manifestations, as well as 
festive celebrations (e.g. banquets and sharing meals) and commercial activities 
(e.g. markets, fairs and tax concessions) that take place in parallel and mutually 
influential ways in the ancient world. These cultural expressions, as it is demon-
strated in the book, significantly express the agonistic and competitive values 
permanently present in sport, from ancient times to the present day.

This study brings together archaeological, numismatic, philological, historical, 
and philosophical perspectives. The transdisciplinary and eclectic nature of this 
book makes it useful for any scholar curious about the historical and philosophical 
aspects of these games, which were staged across the Mediterranean, and 
incorporated the religious and cultural traits of the societies in which they were 
held. For this reason, it is a compelling source for those who wish to delve deeper 
into the roots of the agonistic values of the ancient world and their impact on the 
archaic sporting axiology, from which modern and contemporary sport has 
inherited so many elements.

The book is structured into nine edited chapters: Presentation (Presentación); 
Sports with weapons between archaic and Hellenistic Greece: a few observations 
on the agon (Desportes con armas entre la Grecia arcaica y helenística: algunas 
observaciones sobre el agon); Zeus of the Naiads Festivals in Dodonia (Los 
festivales de Zeus Naios en Dodona); Chariots and Panoplies in the decadrachms 
of Kimon Y Euainetos: victories of Cinisca in Olympia and prizes of Dionysius in 
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Syracuse (Cuadrigas y Panoplias en los decadracmas de Cimón y Euainetos: 
victorias de Cinisca en Olímpia y prémios de Dionisio en Siracusa); Agon culture 
in Sparta: sport, education and civic cults (La cultura del agon en Esparta: deporte, 
educación y cultos cívicos); The prizes of the funerary games of Anchises in the 
Aeneid (Los prémios de los juegos funerários de Anquises en la Eneida); The 
conformation of the religious time of the Roman Empire in the second century AD 
(La conformación del tiempo religioso del Imperio Romano en el siglo II d. C.); The 
agonistic metaphor in the Pauline letters (La metáfora agonística en las cartas 
paulinas); Competing for Christ: martyrs as athletes in roman shows. 
Archaeological echoes (Compitiendo para Cristo: mártires como atletas en los 
espectáculos romanos. Ecos arqueológicos).

In the first chapter, Fernando Quesada Sanz explores the agonistic dimension 
manifested in archaic and Hellenistic Greece, especially through the expression of 
the value of arete evidenced in Greek daily life from relationships between 
individuals and social groups to festivals and sporting games, to war. Using 
a wide range of sources for interpretative analysis, including literary, chronologi-
cal and iconographic data, and artistic objects produced at the time (ceramics, 
embossing and marble sculptures), this chapter discusses the relevance of phy-
sical and mental strength required for victory, not only in sporting competitions, 
but in the most significant agonistic reality of all, war.

In this sense, one of the central topics addressed in this chapter is the relation-
ship between sport and war, bringing into consideration a thesis, that sport 
would serve as a preparatory moment and training for war, and an antithesis, 
that sport and war are unrelated worlds. The argument between thesis and 
antithesis is made through a detailed analysis of the types of festivals, games 
and trials with weapons that were present at the time. This is summarised on p. 18 
by an organogram with the main categories of competition in the Greek games, 
which includes a thorough consideration of how weapons are used as part of 
competition on both foot and horseback.

The strong agonistic dimension of sporting competitions, the presence, narra-
tion, and representation of Greek heroes (both in sport competitions and in war), 
and all the skills that practitioners developed through sport preparation, as well 
as an evident axiological sharing expressed in the values of agon and arete, serve 
as the main framework for the thesis that sport had an intimate relationship with 
war, a claim that can be applied to other historical periods too. However, the 
author considers counter-arguments to this view to form the antithesis, i.e., that 
sport and war are not related in the romanticised and mythologised manner 
previously thought. The clear divergence of final goals, the contrast between 
a preponderantly individual athletic preparation and the collective strategic 
requirements of a war, are some of the aspects brought into reflection, tension, 
and interpretation in the defence of this antithesis.

In chapter two, Adolfo J. Domínguez Monedero devotes special attention to 
the analysis of the festivals of Zeus Naios in Dodona. Despite the natural second-
ary importance of these festivals, due to their distance from the main territories of 
Greek civilisation, the author argues that they are more relevant and central than 
might have initially been considered, if only because of their presence and 
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reference in the Homeric Poems. Based on literary and epigraphic testimonies, as 
well as chronological data, the author highlights the relevance – and political 
projection – of these Greek Agones, called Games of Naios, or Naias, held in 
Dodona, as a competition remarkably similar to the Pan-Hellenic festivals. Based 
on archaeological elements and chronological data, the author argues that these 
games – traditionally believed to have started in the third century BC, in the time 
of Pyrrhus, who was responsible for their great popularity and visibility – may 
have started some centuries earlier, at least in the fifth century B.C.

Chapter three, by Fernando López Sánchez, provides an interpretative reflec
tion on how representations of agonistic competitions and celebrations of 
Olympic victories in coins and victory awards in the late fifth century BC provide 
a useful source of information for the analysis and study of the Greek agones and 
the social and political repercussions in several ancient Greek cities (particularly in 
Greek Italy), and their relationship with Athens, Sparta and Olympia.

In chapter four, César Fornis reflects on the agonistic ethos of Spartan society, 
very much marked by the permanent desire for honours and victories of its 
citizens as a result of virtuous lives geared towards the common good. In this 
analysis, the author focuses on three aspects of the Spartan kosmos, interrelated 
and deeply imbued with agon: sport; agoge (which can be translated as ‘conduct’ 
or educational system); and the major heortai or civic festivals. Based on biblio
graphical and archaeological data, Fornis demonstrates that the citizens of Sparta, 
required by law to exercise multiple times a day, were intensely aware of the 
importance given by the state to physical activity – the state even had a collective 
and compulsory educational system (agoge), in which virtuous, disciplined, and 
vigorous citizens were trained, whether through sporting practices, or through 
cultural elements, rites of initiation or age transition, and other civic festivals. The 
Spartan people also showed a visionary character in agonistic sporting practices, 
since, for example, they were the initiators of a presumed institutionalisation of 
athletic nudity in sporting agon, representative of the aristodemocratic kaloka
gathia which, among other things, contributed to a certain socioeconomic homo
genisation of physical training practices. According to Fornis, the annual agones 
celebrated in shrines across Laconia and Messenia, in addition to Sparta, com
posed an agonistic panlaconic circuit that reinforced the philosophy of life, and 
the ideological and religious cohesion of the Lacedaemonian polis.

Through a comparative analysis between the Iliad and the Aeneid, comple
mented by a sturdy bibliographical group of reviews of these two classical works, 
Davide Antonio Secci, in chapter five, analyses the characteristics and symbolism 
of the prizes awarded in the funerary games of Anchises in the Aeneid. If, on the 
one hand, unlike their Homeric antecedents, the funeral celebrations in the 
Aeneid begin with a regatta, a nautical competition of an eminently Roman 
nature, on the other, it is in the prizes and honours awarded to the winners of 
the trials and games in a funeral context where one finds significant contrasts. 
Through them, Virgil depicts a scene of nefarious omens and simultaneously 
emphasise the positive character of the exceptions concerning Troy’s rebirth in 
Segesta and Rome, balancing the negative elements brought about by death and 
misfortune with elements suggesting a hopeful and glorious future.
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In chapter six, Rocío Gordillo Hervás focuses on how Emperor Hadrian, inter
ested in homogenising the religious and civil time of the entire Roman Empire, 
uses the Greek agonistic ritualistic competitions to create a new calendar. This 
chapter conducts an analysis of Hadrian’s use of the Olympic, Athenian, and 
Roman calendars, along with a study of the personalities linked to the agonistic 
world who influenced the emperor in the creation of his new periodos, which 
began with the Olympic Games and ended with the Pan-Hellenic games in 
Athens.

Using three methods of temporal organisation – the Olympic calendar, based 
on a four-year cycle in which the main festivals are included; the Athenian 
calendar to define the exact days for the celebration of the games in Athens; 
and the Roman calendar for the performance of the western and eastern agones – 
he epilogised the creation of a final calendar that extended the range of local 
calendars to an imperial level through a single religious calendar.

Resorting to a hermeneutical reading of the letters of the Christian preacher 
Paul of Tarsus, who is credited as the author of 13 of the 27 books of the New 
Testament, Álvaro Pereira Delgado, in chapter seven, focuses on the way this 
apostle of Christ makes symbolic use of ancient agonistic metaphors in order to 
spread a new Christian cosmovision. Here, the author delves into more detail on 
some specific Pauline texts, namely: 1 Cor 9, 24–27; Ph 3, 12–16; Rom 9, 16; Gal 2, 
2; 5, 7; Ph 1, 27–30; 2, 16; 4, 3, and shows that Paul, a preacher who travelled 
across the Mediterranean for over fifteen years, strategically adapted his evange
lising language to the social practices related to the Games, in order to spread the 
Gospel to those with different cultures, values and practices to his own.

This use of the agonistic metaphor is not innovative, since it had already been 
used by classical philosophers such as Socrates, Plato and Aristotle, as well as 
moral philosophers of the Hellenistic age, such as Seneca, Dion Chrysostom, or 
Marcus Aurelius. It is, however, more rhetorical and communitarian – towards 
a group and community ethos – than ethical and individualistic, and it has other 
messianic, missionary and eschatological overtones. In short, this chapter 
explores Paul of Tarsus’ reinterpretation of the athletic metaphor, with a new 
horizon of meaning (faith in Christ) as a central element in the redefinition of 
agonistic values in favour of the origin of Christianity.

The last chapter, by Jordina Sales Carbonell, guides us through hermeneutical 
itineraries of contemplation of a Christian agonistic philosophy created from the 
eschatological idea of sacrifice, the death for Christ and the metaphorical relation
ship between the athlete and the Christian martyr. This analysis consists of 
observing the archaeological echoes, such as the transformation of Roman spec
tacle buildings into Christian temples of homage to martyrs, as well as the artistic 
representation of martyrdom in ceramics, tombs, sculptures and paintings, or 
household utensils from late antiquity to the medieval era.

In short, embracing from the start a goal of deepening the role of sport and 
agonistic practices in the religious paradigms and manifestations of archaic 
Greece, the book’s editors are successful with their final product, given the 
academic sturdiness of the research that composes the book, as well as the 
fluid sequential connection of the chapters.
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With reference to the tradition of books published in the field of philosophy of 
sport, this is not a typical or predictable publication, insofar as it is a book of 
history, archaeology and anthropology of sport, and not purely philosophical. 
However, there is no doubt that the very robust historical, archaeological and 
anthropological material that the book utilises constitutes a foundation for the 
philosophical analysis and study of the sporting axiology of the ancient world and 
its major points until the contemporary age, marked by the values of agon, 
competition and arete. The very structure of the book supports this, since the 
exhaustive historical and descriptive background comprised in the first six chap
ters leads into the philosophical analysis of the agonistic values in all classical and 
later Judeo-Christian philosophy that are present in sport up until the contem
porary period. These aspects are further developed in the seventh and eighth 
chapters. In this sense, this is a useful and recommendable book, not only for 
educators and researchers in the field of philosophy of sport, but also of sport 
history and anthropology, as well as sport studies in general.
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