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<It is typical of> men not to err, and brave men to admit their mistakes’ 
Philostratos, Apollonios of Tyana D.27 
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No less than 108 noblemen, 12 from Ithaka and 96 from neighboring kingdoms 
(Doulichion, Same and Zakynthos) as stated in the Odyssey, were playing court to 
Penelope prodding her all the while to choose a successor from among them. During the 
long period of Odysseus’ absence, the king of Ithake was forced by Poseidon to sail 
endlessly in the Aegean and other seas, wandering into unfamiliar waters. During his 
journe, the hero kept eliminating men and monsters, saving his crew, and carrying off 
women and horses, not necessarily in that order. The Hellenic moral is altered here: a 
Greek hero may well become an infidel to his wife and fool around for years on end. The 
wife, on the other hand, should remain loyal to her husband until death does them apart. 

 
Later, when Penelope's loyal son Telemachos concluded his visit to the court of 

Menelaos in his search of news or the fate of his father, the philoxenos Spartan king, in 
a gesture of true Hellenic hospitality, offered him as farewell gifts (Odyssey 4.598): 

’Three fast horses, a chariot board of polished metal, and a fine goblet...’ 
 

The young Telemachos demurred: ‘...but I shall not take horses to Ithake…No 
wide race track, no meadows exist in Ithake… No island surrounded by sea is apt to 
breed horses; and has no prairies and most of all Ithake…" (Odyssey 4.609ff). Here is 
another Homeric moral. Ithake or any island, being devoid of meadowlands, is not a 
place for horses to breed or race. It is just a place for suitors to ‘horse around’, a center 
for non heroic good-for-nothings. 

 
When king Agamemnon, chief of the Greek troops in Troy, realized that he must 

appease fuming Achilles in order to avoid a probable defeat of the Achaians by the 
Trojans, he went about his task by offering gifts to the great hero. All those formidable 
collector's items were meticulously catalogued by Homer (Iliad 1.264):  

"Seven tripods never been on fire, ten talents of gold, twenty formidable 
cauldrons, and twelve horses   with prize-winning hinds…I will <also> give <you> seven 
women skilled in labour ... winners in beauty among all female breeds <and> the girl 
Brisseis.  And he will take a major oath <that> he has never been to bed with her…You 
<Achilles> will choose twenty Trojan women, who are the best after Helen of Argos..." 
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Fig 3.1 Gold signet ring from the Mykenaian cemetery at Aidonia, ca. 1500 BCE, � ational 
� rchaeological � useum, Athens. Engraved scene of a difros (two-horse war chariot) flying 

forward prompted by the charioteer’s raised goad held in his left hand. The scene corresponds to 
that of hunting from a chariot on the ring from Shaft Grave IV at Mykenai. 

 

 
 

Fig 3.2 Detail from a relief on an Attic grave stele, ca. 525-515 BCE, Metropolitan Museum of Art, 
New York. The scene depicts a polemic tehrippon (four-horse war chariot) driven by an unarmed 

charioteer, whereas the hero-warrior with a perikefalaia on his head and holding a spear has 
already placed his left foot on the vehicle getting ready to mount on it. 

 
Although my math leaves something to be desired, I have counted twelve chariot 

horses (Fig. 3.1, 3.2) and twenty-eight women, including Achilles' so beloved—and 
‘untouched’ Brisseis. She seems a very small gift as compared to the other items on 
Agamemnon's list, which goes on to include gold, copper and finally, one of his three 
daughters as Achilles' bride with a dowry of seven cities paying taxes! Maximal Hellenic 
moral: brides or slave women, even though they are less utilitarian than horses, are 
much more valued when holding a grand dowry, or when the hero is madly in love with 
them. Optimal Greek reality:  the horse-to-woman utility ratio is more than two to one. My 
guess is that horses were considered more useful in war than women at any time period. 

 
Hippic contests and other similar athla were destined to play a significant role in 

Greek public life in the post-Homeric era. I can think of nothing that defines the quality of 
Hellenic culture more precisely than the way horse contest was extended from physical 
prowess to the realm of the intellect, to feats of epic poetry, and to the dramatic 
composition of Greek tragedy. 
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In this respect, the Mykenaian world of Achilles, Agamemnon and Odysseus was 
surely unprepared or unable to ‘socialize’ the horse contests, so to speak. Heroic 
Diomedes, for example, sought victory in the chariot race as on the battlefield for himself 
alone, for his name's honor, and in some measure for the glory of his kin and his 
companions. Several hundred years later, when the community principle gained 
mastery, the Greek polis-kratos (city-state) shared in the glory. In turn, the community 
arranged for victory songs, odes, epinikeia and public-funded statues to commemorate 
the honor it had gained from the victories of its heroic or athletic sons. 

 
The gradual disappearance of a purely egotistic view of honor in favor of civic 

pride also brought another change for which the Homeric world was equally unprepared.  
That change was the olive branch. A modest wreath took the place of gold and copper, 
horses and women, as the victor's prize. The use of the olive wreath happened as early 
as the seventh Olympiad of 752 BCE. I consider it a giant step in man's civilization, since 
it continued for a long time, all the way to the Panathenaic festival.  

 
It seems I am not alone in this line of thought. Herodotos reminds everybody of 

the  Persian king Xerxes, and emphasizes the unorthodox nature of the Greek mentality. 
After the battle at Thermopylai, Xerxes asked one of his advisors what was the prize for 
victorious Greeks at Olympia. He was told it was "a poor olive wreath". The surprising 
answer prompted Tritantechmos, one of Xerxes' officers, to turn to Mardonios, a Greek 
man who had advised the Persian king to go to war against Greece), to exclaim loudly: 
‘Alas, O Mardonios, against who have you brought us to do battle? These are people 
that will fight not for money but just for virtue!’ (Herodotos Historiai H.26). 

 
That was a giant step for mankind, indeed.  Unfortunately, modern Olympic and 

other festivals give away gold, silver, bronze medals, and god knows how much prize 
money to boot. Sometimes there is even the price of a luxury car at the equestrian World 
Cup better known as ‘Volvo Cup’. It seems our morals today contain no symbolism but 
irony instead. Modern horse games have taken a giant step. Only this time it has been a 
giant step backwards. 

  
Prestige symbols have always played a curious role in Man’s cultural evolution. 

For instance, among many ‘primitive’ peoples such symbols may be objects of little or no 
intrinsic value, e.g., cowry shells, wampum, or cheap blankets. In contrast, the Homeric 
world was not primitive at all. With a highly developed sense of esthetics, ancient 
Hellenes insisted on treasure. The goal was honor and the signs of honor were more or 
less conventional. The unconventional Greeks would have nothing to do with symbols of 
little value such as wampum or blankets. Beautiful captive girls or gold tripods were far 
more honorific than an old woman, and that was all there is to it. 
 
Then, in a more cultural stage at the outset of the Olympic contests, the Greeks returned 
to cowry shells but chose the kotinos (olive wreath) instead. This cultural step of gigantic 
proportion would not have been understood by Agamemnon, or by smart Odysseus, or 
by their fellow noblemen, all of who were spoiled by the extreme loots of war and 
richness of sports prizes. No Persian, Skythian or other ‘barbarian’ in the ancient world 
would have understood that cultural step either. Prince Anacharsis in his discussions 
with Solon kept wondering, ‘why should Greek athletes risk their lives for an olive wreath 
at Olympia, a celery wreath at Nemea, a pine at Isthmia or an apple at Pythia?’ To him, it 
would be much easier to…buy apples or make wreaths of celery or pine. Solon gave him 
the right answer in my opinion: 
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‘…My friend, we don’t give importance to the prizes per se. These are victory symbols 
and simply serve to indicate who the winners were. But the glory which is associated 

with them is of the greatest value to the victors…For it is obtained not without hard work, 
and he who wishes to gain it has to suffer much pain first, and only then expect 

something useful and pleasant as the fruit of effort…’ 
 
Well, it is doubtful whether the Persian Xerxes or the Skythian Anacharsis would or 
could understand the enigmatic symbolism their Greek neighbors had introduced into 
athletic contests. I think I have. Laurel or olive wreaths cost considerably less than 
captive women and fast horses. Moreover, they cause considerably fewer problems than 
the former. Suffice to remember it was precisely when Achilles refused the gifts 
promised by Agamemnon; the classic hero only desired a captive girl, Brisseis, who had 
been taken from him by the chief of the Greek troops (Fig 3.3). It was because of a nice 
looking Ionian girl that a sad tragedy was begun, known better as the epic of Homer 
(Iliad 1.1-7):  
‘Sing, O Goddess, of Achilles' wrath which caused the Achaians many tears / and sent 
many heroic souls to Hades / and gave them prey to the dogs / at the will of Zeus since 

the times <they> first begun dissension and quarrel King of men Atreides and divine 
Achilles…/’  

 

 
 

Fig 3.3 Scene from a red-figured amphora, c. 510 BCE, 
London British Museum. Achilles is shown as a mature, 

austere young adult, in contrast to Brisseis, who is refined, 
wearing an ethereal Ionian dress and holding a flower. Her 

beauty led Agamemnon to claim her for himself although she  
had been captured and taken slave by Achilles, after an attack  

on Lyrnessos, a small city near Troy    


