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INTRODUCTION

Artists, athletes and the Roman oikoumene
Around AD 200, a statue was erected in a city in Asia Minor, probably Philadelphia, in
honour of a great actor. His name was immortalised in an inscription on the statue base:
Μ(άξθνλ) Αὐξ(ήιηνλ) Υάξκνλ Φηιαδειθέα θαὶ | {θαὶ} Νεηθνκεδέα θαὶ Ἀζελαῖνλ |
ηξαγῳδὸλ παξάδνμνλ, πεξην|δνλείθελ, ζηεθαλσζέληα ἱε|ξνὺο ἀγώλαο ηνὺο ἀπὸ ηο
νἰθνπ|κέλεο πάληαο ἀπὸ Καπεησιεί|σλ ἕσο Ἀληηνρείαο ηο πξίαο.
M. Aurelius Charmos, citizen of Philadelphia, Nicomedia and Athens, the astounding
tragic actor, periodonikes, crowned in all sacred agones in the oikoumene from the
Capitolia to Antiochia in Syria.1

Charmos was a ‗global‘ celebrity: he was exalted in the theatres of Italy, Greece, Asia and
Syria for winning the crown in supposedly every one of the prestigious dramatic competitions
of the Graeco-Roman world or oikoumene. In just a few lines, the inscription reflects the
essential features of agonistic life in the Principate: agones, musico-dramatic or athletic
competitions held during religious festivals, flourished under the rule of the emperors, as
hundreds of poleis across almost the entire Mediterranean organised their own agonistic
festivals. Together, these agones formed an interlocking whole, a network held together by
travelling visitors as well as competitors and supported by an official festival calendar that
attuned the schedules of the festivals to each other. Successful artists and athletes were the
stars of stage and stadium and were celebrated far and wide with statues, inscriptions and
honorary citizenships. Those who managed to win the Capitolia in Rome even attracted the
attention of the emperor, who could grant one of the most prestigious honours available to
provincials: Roman citizenship.
However, in its focus on the incredible achievements of Charmos the inscription gives the
false impression that competing in agones was an individual affair. Charmos owed his
victories as much to his personal talent as to the support of others. Since the beginning of the
imperial period, successful artists and athletes had joined together in two great associations or
synods (synodoi), the activities of which spanned almost the entire Mediterranean. Hence,
these synods were styled ‗ecumenical‘ in the same way as Charmos‘ victorious passage along
the agones of the ancient world. They were, however, not open to every athlete or artist active
in the Roman empire: membership was restricted to competitors in the traditional agonistic
disciplines – performers in Roman-style spectacles were considered to be of a lower status –
and the relatively high entrance fee was a barrier for less successful or less fortunate
competitors. As such, the ecumenical synods can be styled as ‗elite associations‘. The artists
formed the thymelic synod, which brought together actors as well as musicians in the
traditional disciplines: trumpeters, heralds, poets, rhapsodes, tragic and comic actors, aulosplayers, kitharists and kitharodes. The xystic synod was the association of athletes, i.e.
runners, pentathletes, wrestlers, boxers and pankratiasts. Together, the two ecumenical synods
created the conditions that allowed competitors like Charmos to boast of victories from Rome
to Syria. They would keep practising their trade until the very end of antiquity, when the
festival network unravelled and agones ceased to exist.

1

IGR 4 1636 (= Ritti 1981: no. 14).
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Today, the once great synods are nothing more than a footnote in the history of GraecoRoman culture, an obscure subject barely addressed by historians and classicists. In the past
decades, a lot of work has already been done about Greek festival life, but the history of the
synods was often avoided, sometimes even deliberately. In one of his discussions of an
agonistic inscription for instance, Robert wrote that ―nous n‘avons pas ici à nous engager dans
l‘histoire obscure et changeante des associations d‘athlètes et de hiéroniques.‖2 Moreover, the
synods of athletes and artists have only rarely been studied together, even if their histories run
parallel to one another. This thesis wants to make up for this gaping lacuna by providing a
comprehensive study of both associations. In doing so, I hope to come to a better
understanding of Greek festival life in general. My research is therefore guided by the
following questions: which role did the xystic and thymelic synods play in the imperial-age
agonistic world and by extension in Graeco-Roman culture at large? How and why were they
able to take up this role, and how can we explain changes and developments?
In order to find answers, different subsets of questions are addressed in four chapters. Each of
these chapters poses specific problems and challenges that require different methodological
approaches. First, in order to understand the functioning of the ecumenical synods, we need to
ask ourselves how and why they came into being. Chapter I, Emergence and development,
begins with a concise overview of the ecumenical synods‘ precursors, the regional artists‘
associations of the Hellenistic period. Since these associations have been exhaustively studied
by other scholars (see below), they are not the focus of this thesis. Instead, this section is
restricted to the aspects that are relevant for understanding the developments in the Principate.
Thereafter, I offer a thorough analysis of the earliest sources of the ecumenical synods dating
from the first century BC, followed by a broader investigation of the socio-cultural
environment of the late Hellenistic period. I argue that the ecumenical synods came into
existence as a result of a larger societal development in the ancient Mediterranean: the
expansion of Rome accelerated a process of growing interconnectedness on the political,
economic and cultural levels, resulting in the creation of the Roman oikoumene in the first
century BC. In this discussion I make use of various theoretical approaches to the topic of
connectivity, as for instance social network analysis, peer polity interaction and globalisation
theories. I critically examine the advantages and disadvantages of these approaches, adopting
some of their concepts in my own discussion of the integration of the Mediterranean world
and the creation of a pan-Mediterranean festival network. The final section of this chapter
investigates the synods‘ further development in the first century AD, when they gradually
strengthened and expanded their role in the agonistic world.
Chapter II, Apogee and decline, follows the history of the synods from ca. AD 100 to AD 400.
The relatively large number of sources from the second and third centuries AD suggests that
this period marked their heyday. A key moment was their permanent settlement in Rome,
which brought them close to the empire‘s centre of power. The first section of this chapter,
therefore, aims to explain how and why the synods acquired headquarters in the capital. The
second section investigates a coinciding development: the expansion of the synods‘ activities
to even the remotest corners of the agonistic world. The section is geographically structured
and aims to answer the following questions: what was the range of the synods at their apogee?
2
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Robert 1949: vol. 7, 122.

To what extent are the synods‘ increased activities connected to the so-called agonistic
explosion, which is Robert‘s term for the significant growth of agones in the second and third
centuries AD?3 The third section maintains this focus on the broader agonistic context: it
examines how and why the synods declined and eventually disappeared by looking at the
general demise of agones in late antiquity.
The last two chapters leave the chronological and geographical framework and take a more
thematic approach. Chapter III, Organisation and activities, discusses the synods‘
organisational structure, departing from the following question: how could a premodern
association operate on a pan-Mediterranean scale, taking the limits of premodern transport
and communication into consideration? I then take a closer look at the synods‘ activities and
professional interests, aiming to explain why competitors would choose to join one of the
synods. Our sources indicate, for instance, that there were significant economic and social
privileges attached to membership. Finally, I discuss the synods‘ role in the organisation of
agones and the maintenance of the festival circuit in order to better understand their
contribution to the functioning of the agonistic world at large.
The fourth and last chapter, The ecumenical synods in Graeco-Roman society, carries the
investigation beyond sheer agonistic matters. It discusses the synods‘ political and social
relevance by examining their relations with other key actors in Greek festival life. First, I
analyse their relations with the emperor: what was the extent of the emperor‘s power and the
synods‘ autonomy, and what was the role of the imperial cult in the relationship? In trying to
answer these questions, I make use of different theories on the Roman art of governance,
especially Millar‘s model of petition-and-response and Lendon‘s empire of honour.
Furthermore, I apply the sociological concept of agency in order to make a nuanced
assessment of the reciprocal relationship between ruler and association. In the second section,
the synods‘ relations with the poleis are addressed. As the synods were the only ancient
associations that existed independently from the polis framework, their professional interests
did not always coincide with those of the cities. In which contexts, then, was their relationship
harmonious, and under which circumstances could interests clash? The discussion not only
focuses on the synods as separate groups, but also pays attention to the social status and
identities of individual synod members.
In addressing all these different facets, I aim to make a sound and convincing reconstruction
of the ecumenical synods‘ role in Graeco-Roman social and cultural life. Before I begin,
however, I need to give some necessary background information on the source material on
which this research is based, and on the rather confusing names and titles carried by the
ecumenical synods. This introduction ends with a short overview of previous research on the
subject.

Sources
In 1955, Forbes described the evidence of the xystic synod as ―a patchwork, pieced together
with difficulty almost wholly from inscriptions and papyri, and marred by disturbing
3
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lacunae.‖4 This is equally true for the sources of the thymelic synod. Even if some new
documents concerning both synods have emerged since then, our source material remains
extremely fragmentary. As ancient literati were apparently not interested in discussing
associative life, hardly any information can be found in the literary sources. The thymelic
synod is only mentioned in passing by Cassius Dio, Plutarch and Philostratos.5 The xystic
synod is never mentioned as such, but Ammianus Marcellinus and Tertullian do talk about
xystarchs, the best-known athletic officials. 6 We therefore depend mostly on epigraphic
material, which, despite giving important insights into the affairs of the synods, poses specific
challenges. About 200 inscriptions have come down to us, originating from a huge
geographical area stretching from southern France to Egypt. They are often mutilated and
detached from their original context. Most of them are honorary inscriptions on statue bases
for competitors, officials or benefactors and therefore give a rather one-sided view. Ordinary
or negative aspects as such remain concealed. The most informative inscriptions are the
decrees issued by the synods themselves, as they reveal, at least to a certain degree, how
decisions were taken. We have four epigraphic decrees of the xystic synod and eight of the
thymelic synod. They all have roughly the same formal structure, resembling that of polis
decrees, and use a highly verbose language. The decrees were mostly drafted in assemblies
held during agones; some were inscribed in the organising city, others were sent to another
city, e.g. the hometown of an honorand. 7 Stelae with copies of imperial letters are a special
type of inscriptions. A major discovery occurred in 2003 in the city of Alexandria Troas,
where German scholars excavated a stele with three letters from Hadrian to the thymelic
synod.8 The letters are a treasure trove of information about the agonistic world in the second
century AD. They deal with a large variety of issues experienced by competitors and contain a
reorganised calendar of the most important agones of the Graeco-Roman world. They also
give a unique insight into the role of the emperor, the ecumenical synods and the Greek cities
in the organisation of agonistic life.
Papyri, preserved only in the dry climate of Egypt, are a helpful addition to these inscriptions.
We have about 35 papyri dealing with the ecumenical synods or their members, thus
representing about 15 percent of our source material. They mostly deal with private matters
and are therefore a window on the daily affairs of synod members and their socio-economic
background. For instance, we have lease agreements, petitions, parts of correspondences
between synod members and letters testifying to tensions between synod officials and civic
functionaries. Most important, however, are the papyri containing membership certificates.
We have one certificate of a member of the xystic synod, the Egyptian boxer Hermeinos. It
was drawn up by officials of the synod in Naples in AD 194, during the famous agon called
4

Forbes 1955: 238.
Cass. Dio 60.23.6; Plut. Mor. 87F; Philostr. Soph. 580, 597.
6
Amm. Marc. 21.1.4; Tert. Ad Martyras 3.3.
7
Xystic synod: IMT Kaikos 830 (issued in Naples, found in Zeitindağ); I.Knidos 234 (found in Cnidus); I.Aphr.
12.719 (probably issued in Ephesus, found in Aphrodisias); I.Aphr. 12.920 (issued in Pisidian Antioch, found in
Aphrodisias). Thymelic synod: I.Gerasa 192 (issued and found in Gerasa); Sardis VII.1 13 (issued and found in
Sardis); I.Ancyra 141 (issued and found in Ancyra); I.Ancyra 143 (probably issued in Claudiopolis, found in
Ancyra); IG XIV 2495 (issued in Naples, found in Nîmes); I.Aphr. 12.27 (found in Aphrodisias); I.Ephesos 22
(issued in Ephesus, found in Nysa); I.Heraclea Pontica 2 (issued in Rome, found in Heraclea Pontica).
8
Petzl and Schwertheim 2006 (= SEG 56 1359).
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the Sebasta. Hermeinos carried it with him during his travels across the Mediterranean, and at
some point a second certificate was added dealing with a priestly office he held during an
agon in Sardis. When he went back home to Hermopolis, it was filed away in the family
archive kept by his brother.9 Furthermore, we have five membership certificates of members
of the thymelic synod, all dating from the second half of the third century AD. 10 These
certificates were filed in the archives of the town council of Oxyrhynchus, as they were used
by their holders to request financial privileges attached to synod membership. Despite the
time gap of about a century, the certificates of the xystic and thymelic synods are quite
similar. They contain a series of imperial letters confirming privileges, a circular letter of the
synod to its members confirming the new admittance and signatures of officials. Because the
imperial letters date back to the reign of Claudius, the certificates are also a valuable source
for the early history of the synods.
A chief problem posed by our sources is the fact that they are unevenly spread between the
xystic and thymelic synods. We have more decrees and membership certificates of the
thymelic synod, but, on the other hand, the athletic officials, especially the xystarchs, are far
better attested than those of the artists. Furthermore, the synods are not equally represented in
the different regions of the agonistic circuit. For instance, almost all evidence from Rome
pertains to the xystic synod, whereas only the thymelic synod is attested in southern Gaul.
There is also a chronological difference: whereas an early form of the xystic synod is already
attested in the late first century BC, the thymelic synod only appears in our sources from the
reign of Claudius on. The last source of the xystic synod dates from the late fourth century
AD, whereas the thymelic synod is last attested in the late third century AD. We should
refrain from jumping to far-reaching conclusions on the basis of this distortion, as the scarcity
of our sources is largely the result of fortuitous archaeological discoveries. Furthermore, when
studying the inscriptions we have to take the epigraphic habit into consideration: the almost
total disappearance of inscriptions after AD 250 does not necessarily imply a decline of the
ecumenical synods.
Even if our source material remains patchy, the combined evidence allows us to reconstruct
some key aspects of the synods‘ development, organisation, activities and social relations.
Sometimes, our knowledge of one synod can be complemented with sources of the other, but
at the same time it is necessary to be aware of differences between the two. A lot of questions
remain unanswered, but new discoveries of inscriptions and papyri may shed more light.
Therefore, I hope that in the future the findings in this thesis will be substantiated, refuted or
supplemented by new evidence.

Names and titles
Apart from the limits posed by our source material, the most troublesome obstacle for
scholars investigating the history of the synods is the inconsistency in their names and titles.
This is hardly surprising, as it is well-known that ancient sources in general set only little
9

P.Lond. 3 1178 (= Pap.Agon. 6).
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2610 (= Pap.Agon. 5); P.Oxy. 79 5208.
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store by terminological consistency. A full list of synod titles can be found in appendix II.
Many scholars have pondered over these, wondering whether a certain name refers to the
ecumenical synod itself, to a local branch, or to an entirely different association. We should
take into consideration, however, that many of our sources were written by other bodies than
the synods, such as city councils and assemblies, which contributes to this confusing variety:
each body abbreviated the long and complex titles of the synods in its own way. A clearer
picture emerges when looking at the texts issued by the synods themselves, even if they were
not consistent in citing their titles either. The full titles of the synods contained two parts:
first, the word ζύλνδνο with a series of pompous adjectives, which kept increasing throughout
the second and third centuries AD; second, the members of the synod with their tutelary
deities, including the reigning emperor from the second century AD on. The titles of the
thymelic synod recurring most often are ἡ ἱεξὰ ζπκειηθὴ πεξηπνιηζηηθὴ ζύλνδνο ηῶλ ἀπὸ
ηῆο νἰθνπκέλεο πεξὶ ηὸλ Δηόλπζνλ ηερλεηηῶλ ἱεξνλεηθῶλ ζηεθαλεηηῶλ, ‗the holy thymelic
wandering synod of artists and sacred crown victors of the whole world, gathered around
Dionysos‘. The typical titles of the xystic synod are quite similar: ἡ ἱεξὰ μπζηηθὴ
πεξηπνιηζηηθὴ ζύλνδνο ηῶλ ἀπὸ ηῆο νἰθνπκέλεο πεξὶ ηὸλ Ἡξαθιέα ἀζιεηῶλ ἱεξνλεηθῶλ
ζηεθαλεηηῶλ, ‗the holy xystic wandering synod of athletes and sacred crown victors of the
whole world, gathered around Herakles‘. Let us now analyse the different elements:


ἱεξά: ‗holy‘. The synods proudly displayed their piety towards the gods and the emperor.
After all, agones were religious celebrations, and the participation of artists and athletes
was considered as a religious service. 11 They were not unique in using the adjective, but it
seems that they used it more consistently than other associations. 12 As Poland noted, the
term ‗holy synod‘ was often used as an abbreviated title in inscriptions as well as papyri,
and readers were supposed to know that it referred to one of the ecumenical synods. 13



ζπκειηθή: apart from ἱεξά, this adjective recurs most often in the titles of the thymelic
synod. ζπκειηθή is derived from ζπκέιε, a word referring to the stage in the theatre or
even to the theatre as a whole. 14 In short, it was the place where the artists practised their
trade. The original meaning of ζπκέιε is a sacrificial hearth.15 Because the orchestra of
early theatres would have contained such a hearth, the word came to denote a raised
platform in the orchestra or even the entire orchestra itself in the Classical and Hellenistic
periods. By the late Hellenistic period, the meaning again shifted and was applied to the
stage.16 As such, ζπκειηθή ζύλνδνο is the pendant of ζπκειηθφο ἀγψλ. In the Classical and
Hellenistic periods, thymelic agones were normally reserved for musicians, who
performed in the orchestra of the theatre. As the meaning of ζπκέιε shifted, however,
ζπκειηθφο ἀγψλ could be used as an umbrella term for musical as well as dramatic
competitions. In this way, it became a synonym of κνπζηθφο ἀγψλ, i.e. a contest that

11

See the important remarks of Le Guen 2001: vol. 2, 83–84. See also Lightfoot 2002: 217–222; van Nijf 2006:
227–228; Chaniotis 2011: 5–9.
12
See Poland 1909: 169–170 for examples of other associations.
13
Poland 1934: col. 2483.
14
Le Guen 1998: 61–62.
15
Gow 1912.
16
Cf. the remark of the second-century grammarian Phrynichus: λῦλ κὲλ ζπκέιελ θαινῦκελ ηὴλ ηνῦ ζεάηξνπ
ζθελήλ (Praep. soph. 74.9). For a detailed discussion of the evolution of the word, see Manieri 2009: 27–32.
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brought together all arts pertaining to the Muses. 17 It is not surprising, therefore, that in
some papyri and inscriptions the artists used the term κνπζηθή ζύλνδνο as an alternative to
ζπκειηθή ζύλνδνο.


μπζηηθή: this is the athletic counterpart of ζπκειηθή. It refers to the athletes‘ place of
activity, the μπζηφο. Originally a levelled and raked terrain, in the Classical period it came
to denote a portico covering a running-track in a gymnasium, where athletes could train
even in rainy weather.18 The term μπζηφο or ζχκπαο μπζηφο, ‗the whole xystos‘, could also
be used for the athletic community, that is the people who met in the porticoes of the
gymnasium. 19 As opposed to ζπκειηθφο, however, μπζηηθόο was never applied to agones.
Athletic contests remained to be referred to as γπκληθνί ἀγλεο, ‗gymnic contests‘.



πεξηπνιηζηηθή: ‗wandering from city to city‘. Athletes and artists spent a large part of
their careers travelling from agon to agon across the Mediterranean, in accordance with
the rotations of the festival calendar. In section III.1, I will argue that the mobility of
competitors and officials alike was a key feature of the synods‘ organisational structure.



ἀπὸ ηῆο νἰθνπκέλεο: ‗of the whole world‘. This clause points to the ‗global‘ orientation
of the synods. There has been some discussion whether it referred to the place of origin of
its members (competitors coming from the whole world) 20 or to the range of their
activities (competitors having won victories all over the world). 21 Aneziri argued for a
partial combination of both: the members‘ place of origin would be defined on the basis of
the place of activity rather than that of birth, since succesfull competitors often became
citizens of the cities where they had won important victories. 22 The discussion is maybe a
bit superfluous. As in the inscription for the actor M. Aurelius Charmos, the oikoumene
essentially corresponds to universe of first-class competitors, i.e. a world dominated by
Rome where agones were celebrated far and wide.23 By the third century, the clause ἀπὸ
ηο νἰθνπκέλεο could be alternated with the adjective νἰθνπκεληθή, hence the expression
‗ecumenical synods‘ used in this thesis.



πεξὶ ηὸλ Δηόλπζνλ and πεξὶ ηὸλ Ἡξαθιέα: ‗those gathered around Dionysos / Herakles‘.
Dionysos, the god of the theatre, and Herakles, the god of physical prowess, 24 were the
patrons of respectively the artists and the athletes. The clause πεξὶ ηὸλ Γηόλπζνλ was

17

As such, a second-century musico-dramatic agon in Oenoanda was called by its founder a παλήγπξηο
ζπκειηθὴ, whereas the emperor Hadrian talked about an ἀγὼλ κνπζηθφο: Wörrle 1988: 227–228. In his
comments, Wörrle argued that that the philhellene emperor sought to correct Demosthenes. However, it is hardly
likely that the thymelic synod, the exponent of traditional Greek culture par excellence, would have adapted an
erroneous word in its title. Instead, the adaptation of ζπκειηθφο by the synod shows that it had become a valid
synonym of κνπζηθφο.
18
Vitr. 5.11.3-4. Cf. Glotz and Graillot 1919: 1025–1027.
19
Remijsen forthcoming. Earlier scholars often assumed that the μπζηφο was another name for the association.
However, Remijsen has shown that it refers to the athletic community in general. See pp. 85-86.
20
Friedländer 1874: 3; Pleket 1973: 200–201.
21
Lüders 1873: 74; Keil 1911: 130; Poland 1934: col. 2515; Forbes 1955: 241.
22
Aneziri 2009: 228.
23
The term is further discussed on pp. 67-69.
24
Herakles was also considered to be the founder of the Olympic games: Pind. Ol. 10.
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already used by the forerunners of the thymelic synod, the Hellenistic artists‘ associations.
In Hellenistic as well as Roman-age literature, therefore, members of one of the artists‘
associations were commonly called νἱ πεξὶ ηὸλ Γηόλπζνλ.25 From the early second century
AD on, the xystic and thymelic synods started adding the name of the reigning emperor
after Dionysos and Herakles, which reveals their growing affinity with the imperial court.


ηερλῖηαη: ‗artisans‘. Since the fourth century BC, artists of the stage were referred to as
ηερλῖηαη, as their profession was seen as a specialised art.26



ἱεξνλῖθαη ζηεθαλῖηαη: ‗sacred crown victors‘. These are victors in the most prestigious
contests of the Greek world, the ‗sacred agones‘. These victors were highly regarded and
enjoyed a row of financial and honorary privileges. The most famous sacred agones were
the four games of the periodos of the Greek mainland, the Olympia, Pythia, Isthmia and
Nemea. In the imperial period, however, a large number of other agones had acquired this
privileged status, for instance the Italian agones and the contests organised by the koinon
Asias, the provincial assembly of Asia. In the Hellenistic period, a status upgrade of an
agon had to be recognised by the other Greek poleis, but in the imperial period the Roman
emperor was the only one who could decide upon this matter.27
The term ἱεξνλῖθαη ζηεθαλῖηαη was used by the athletes‘ synod for the first time in the first
century BC, when sacred agones were still defined as ‗sacred crown agones‘, ἱεξνὶ θαὶ
ζηεθαλῖηαη ἀγλεο.28 When the word ζηεθαλίηεο was dropped in the terminology of
agones in the first century AD, it was nonetheless preserved in the titles of the synods as a
classy archaism. There has been some discussion in scholarly literature whether
ηερλῖηαη/ἀζιεηαί and the ἱεξνλῖθαη ζηεθαλῖηαη constituted one group in the synods, or
whether the former only referred to those who had not (yet) won a victory in a sacred
agon. A further analysis will be undertaken in section III.2, dealing with the synods‘
membership categories.

Some notes, finally, to the English terminology used throughout this paper. Several authors
have used the words ‗guild‘, ‗guilde‘ or ‗Gilde‘ to refer to the ecumenical synods. 29 I refrain
from doing this, however. Even if a guild can refer to any association pursuing the same
activities and goals, it is mostly used in the context of medieval associations of merchants and
craftsmen. Ogilvie described the basic European merchant guild as ―a local association among
the merchants of a particular town or city, which obtained privileges from a local ruler, giving
its members exclusive rights to practise certain commercial activities.‖ 30 These features can
be recognised to a certain extent in the city-based occupational associations of antiquity, 31 but
less so in ecumenical synods. The latter were not locally based, they had nothing to do with
25

Le Guen 2001: vol. 1, 29–30. For a detailed linguistic analysis of πεξὶ ηὸλ + god, see Ceccarelli 2004: 109–
113.
26
Poland 1934: cols. 2473, 2484; Le Guen 2001: vol. 1, 26–27; Aneziri 2003: 21.
27
Remijsen 2011: 107.
28
Remijsen 2011: 100–101.
29
E.g. Forbes 1955; Lavagne 1986: 132–137; Pleket 1973; Strasser 2002: 140; van Nijf 2006: 232; Aneziri
2009: passim; Potter 2012: 279–292; Wallner 2014: 323.
30
Ogilvie 2011: 20.
31
Van Nijf 1997: 11–23.
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manufacturing or trade and they did not seek to hold a monopoly over their profession. They
were of course concerned about the professional interests and privileges of their members, but
they also played a structural role in the organisation of agonistic life in the empire, as I will
argue in section III.4. In other words, I find the term ‗guild‘ too restrictive to denote
associations with such a wide scope and range of activities. This is also why I refrain from
using the word ‗union‘32, as it has a strong connotation of workers‘ organisations primarily
concerned about the economic representation of their members. Therefore, I prefer more
neutral expressions like ‗associations‘ or ‗synods‘. I generally avoid their longer titles, using
the abbreviations ‗xystic synod‘ and ‗thymelic synod‘ instead. This is not wholly arbitrary:
the abbreviations were commonly used in the ancient sources, especially when the two synods
were juxtaposed to each other, for instance when they jointly issued a decree.

Status quaestionis
This thesis is the first comprehensive study of both the artists‘ and athletes‘ associations, and
therefore stands at a crossroads of several research strands. First, the thymelic synod and its
precursors, the Hellenistic artists‘ associations, have been discussed in several works on the
ancient theatre, actors and musicians, the first of which date from the late nineteenth
century. As Le Guen notes, this period was marked by a wave of interest in Greek drama, the
most famous exponent of which was Nietzsche‘s Die Geburt der Tragödie.33 Artists‘
associations were first studied by Foucart in his De collegiis scenicorum artificum apud
graecos (1873) and by Lüders in his Die dionysischen Künstler (1873). Both focused
especially on the Hellenistic associations, devoting only shorter sections to the imperial-age
association. A further contribution was made by Poland in his 1895 work De collegiis
artificum Dionysiacorum, in which he undertook a more rigorous source analysis than his
predecessors. Moreover, he was the first to pay detailed attention to the various titles of the
thymelic synod, on the basis of which he reconstructed its development throughout the second
century AD. Poland‘s work had a strong influence on the studies of Ziebarth (1896) and Von
Prott (1902). In 1909, Poland discussed his findings anew in his general work on Greek
associations, Geschichte des griechischen Vereinswesens. Around the same period,
papyrological findings brought to light new information about the history of the thymelic
synod, used by San Nicolò in his work on Egyptian associations in Ptolemaic and Roman
times (1913-1915) and by Klaffenbach in his Symbolae ad historiam collegiorum artificum
Bacchiorum (1914). In 1934, Poland once again entered the discussion, revising his earlier
opinions in his article Technitai in the Realencyclopädie.
In the following decades, interest in the artists‘ associations somewhat waned, despite the
important contribution of Pickard-Cambridge and others in the second edition of The
Dramatic Festivals of Athens (1968). The thymelic synod was also discussed in shorter
articles: Gérard (1970) and Jory (1970) discussed its important role in Rome, Oliver (1975) its
supposed creation under influence of Trajan‘s wife Plotina, and Lavagne (1986) its different
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E.g. Harris 1966: 45, who described the xystic synod as ―an early example of the trade union as an instrument
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stages of development on the basis of the evidence from Nîmes. Also worth mentioning is
Stefanis‘ prosopography of all ‗Dionysiakoi technitai‘ known up to that date (1988).
The 1990s and the 2000s were marked by a new upsurge in Greek theatre studies. In a 1995
article, Le Guen strongly emphasised the vitality of musico-dramatic competitions in the
Hellenistic and Roman periods. In the same year, the artists‘ associations were discussed by
Csapo and Slater in The Context of Ancient Drama. Lightfoot undertook a further analysis of
the social, cultural and religious role of the associations in her 2002 contribution to a volume
on the ancient acting profession. The most important works of this period, however, are the
monographs of Le Guen (2001) and Aneziri (2003). These are comprehensive studies of the
Hellenistic artists‘ associations, which they discuss in the broader framework of Hellenistic
society. Both scholars also showed a vivid interest in the thymelic synod: Le Guen, for
instance, argued that the thymelic synod cannot be seen in isolation from its predecessors. In
the 1990 and 1991, moreover, she already discussed some aspects of the thymelic synod on
the basis of two of its decrees. In 2009, finally, Aneziri made some important observations
about the synod‘s ecumenical character, comparing it to its Hellenistic predecessors.
Secondly, this thesis builds on previous research about ancient athletes and athletics in the
imperial period. The epigraphical studies of Robert and Moretti from the middle of the
twentieth century remain of fundamental importance. Since the 1970s scholars have broached
new subjects, such as the athletes‘ social position (Pleket 1974 [= 2001]), their ideology (van
Nijf 2001, 2004), their life and travels (Gouw 2009), athletics in Graeco-Roman literature
(König 2005), and the end of athletic agones (Remijsen 2015).
The xystic synod in particular was studied from the early twentieth century on. Poland and
Ziebarth shortly discussed it in their works on Greek associations mentioned above. A more
thorough analysis was made by Glotz in his 1919 article for the Dictionnaire des antiquités
grecques et romaines. He focused on its emergence, organisational structure, members and
officials. New works appeared in the 1950s, such as Forbes‘ Ancient Athletic Guilds (1955)
and Amelotti‘s La posizione degli atleti di fronte al diritto romano (1955). These further
developed Glotz‘ theories on the development and organisation of the xystic synod and its
relation with other athletic groups. In this period, Robert and Moretti also made contributions
to the debate.34 The most influential article up to this day, however, was written by Pleket in
1973. His analysis of the inscriptions, especially those from the xystic synod‘s Roman
headquarters, allowed him to refute or refine the interpretations of his predecessors. Works
from the next two decades also paid detailed attention to the synod‘s headquarters: West
argued in 1990 that it was originally located in Ephesus before it moved to Rome; Caldelli
examined the synod‘s Roman officials and their role in administering the baths of Trajan in
her 1992 article. Finally, Remijsen offered some new interpretations about the development,
organisation and decline of the xystic synod in her 2015 monograph on the end of Greek
athletics.35

34

See for instance Robert 1949: vol. 7, 122–123; 1963: vol. 13, 13; 1966a: 82; 1968: 406–417; Moretti 1953:
155, 178–179, 190–191.
35
See section I.3.1 for a detailed discussion of the debate.
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Partly overlapping with the previous research strands are works on Greek agones in the
Roman empire. Since the time of Robert and Moretti, our knowledge about agones has
further increased due to new papyrological and epigraphical findings. In 1986, Frisch made a
new edition of ten agonistic papyri, which he provided with detailed comments.36 More
agonistic texts were published in the 2012 volume of the Oxyrhynchus papyri, which includes
an appendix on Egyptian agones by Remijsen. As for the inscriptions, we can mention the
foundation decree of an agon called the Demostheneia of Oenoanda, published and
commented upon in detail by Wörrle in 1988, and the three letters of Hadrian to the thymelic
synod mentioned above. The letters were first published by Petzl and Schwertheim in 2006;
corrections and additions were made by for instance Jones (2007), Slater (2008), Le Guen
(2010) and Strasser (2010). Equally important are the early works of Strasser: in his thesis
defended in 2000, he revealed the existence of several interlocking festival circuits, and in
several articles he analysed various agones and the careers of famous competitors.
Considering this increased interest in agones, the limited attention for the ecumenical synods
is somewhat surprising. Still, some scholars made an effort to examine both synods together
and to underline their conspicuous role in the agonistic world. Roueché in her 1993
monograph on festival life in Aphrodisias assembled information about the organisation of
both synods and their role in the agones of Aphrodisias. The articles of van Nijf (2006) and
Aneziri (2014) focused on their social, political and cultural role in the Roman empire. In
2015, Slater discussed their role in the bureaucracy of agonistic rewards and privileges, and
Remijsen in a forthcoming article examines their dealings with the imperial court in the
Tetrarchic period.
Although building on all three research strands, this thesis has its own specific approaches and
accents:
1) The chronology of the synods – this thesis is the first work sketching a continuous history
of the ecumenical synods. Earlier scholars have refrained from doing this due to the
fragmentary character of our sources. Nevertheless, a thorough source analysis combined
with a broader contextualisation indeed allows us to write a comprehensive study.
2) The geographical extension of the synods‟ activities – Important articles on the xystic
synod, for instance those of Pleket and Caldelli, kept a particular focus on its Roman
headquarters. However, in order to come to a more complete understanding of the synods
we need to pay equal attention to their activities in the provinces. Chapter II, therefore,
examines the synods‘ Roman headquarters as well as their activities from southern Gaul to
Syria and Egypt and, when possible, the discussion follows their activities along the
different agonistic circuits of the empire. These are best attested in Asia Minor, the most
urbanised region of the empire and as such a hotbed of agonistic activity. This is also the
reason why Asia Minor was in all probability the cradle of the ecumenical synods, as I
argue in section I.2.
3) The unity of the xystic and thymelic synods – Since the time of Poland, several authors
have argued that apart from the xystic and thymelic synods there existed other ecumenical
36

Frisch 1986 (= Pap.Agon. 1–10). The edition was negatively reviewed by Bagnall 1988, however.
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associations of athletic and artistic hieronikai (victors in the prestigious sacred agones).37
In his 1973 article, Pleket argued that there were two ecumenical athletes‘ synods, which
would have merged in the reign of Hadrian: one consisting solely of athletic hieronikai
and another one of regular athletes without the title of hieronikes. However, in this thesis I
build on the interpretation of Remijsen, who argues that there had been but one
ecumenical athletes‘ association all along. Initially, it consisted solely of athletic
hieronikai, but in the first century AD it gradually opened its ranks to athletes without the
prestigious title. As for the artists, there are no indications that an ecumenical synod
consisting solely of artistic victors ever existed. As such, the xystic and thymelic synods
were the only two ecumenical associations of competitors. The relevant evidence is
discussed throughout the first and second chapters. Still, there is limited evidence of local,
city-based associations of competitors existing independently from the ecumenical
synods. These are discussed in section IV.2.3.
4) The ecumenical synods and the development of agonistic culture in the Roman empire are
interconnected phenomena – As far as this aspect is concerned, I continue along the lines
set out by for instance van Nijf, Aneziri, Slater and Remijsen. The two synods operated in
the same political, cultural and socio-economic framework and therefore need to be
studied together. As for the interconnection between the synods and agones, I argue in
section III.4 that the synods were not simply a by-product of the agonistic explosion of the
Principate, but that they actively contributed to it.
5) The organisation of the ecumenical synods was adapted to the travelling careers of their
members – This is in conformity with my previous point. A large number of authors
assumed that the synods had a kind of ‗federal‘ structure, consisting of local branches
under the umbrella of their Roman headquarters.38 However, this is out of keeping with
the organisation of agonistic life in the Principate: competitors constantly travelled from
agon to agon and were not settled in one place. In section III.1, I argue that the sources
point to a more flexible structure of mobile synod representatives, who assisted competing
members during their travels along the agonistic circuit and who were ultimately
accountable to the headquarters in Rome.
6) The ecumenical synods were not mere tools of an imperial policy – From the earliest
works in the nineteenth century until today, several scholars have stressed the dominant
role of the emperor in the development and organisation of the synods. 39 This thesis, on
the other hand, nuances the omnipotence of the emperor and focuses on the active role and
the professional interests of the competitors. In sections I.2 and I.3, I argue that the
initiative to found the synods came from the competitors themselves, and that this was
made possible by structural changes in the Mediterranean world of the first century BC.
Section IV.1 further focuses on the dealings between the synods and the emperor, using
the concept of agency to make a nuanced assessment of the relationship.
37
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In sum, I hope that the revaluation of the ecumenical synods as major social actors in their
own right may contribute to our general knowledge of Greek culture in the Roman empire. It
was a competitive culture that expressed itself in agonistic festivals as much as in internal
political rivalry, hence its strong admiration for victorious athletes and artists. It was a
hierarchical culture that rewarded people of high status with concrete economic and political
privileges. It was a proud culture that held on to the traditions of the past, but that at the same
time came to terms with Roman rule by establishing long-lasting connections with the
emperor through embassies and cultic worship. Above all, it was an urban culture that
flowered in a unified and integrated Mediterranean, with innumerable links connecting the
thousands of poleis from southern France to Syria and Egypt to each other. Festivals were a
key factor in upholding these transregional links. Let us begin our investigation, therefore,
with an examination of the integration of the agonistic world and the role of associations of
competitors in this process, which had begun long before the first Roman set foot on Greek
soil.
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CHAPTER I
THE EMERGENCE AND DEVELOPMENT OF THE
ECUMENICAL SYNODS

The history of Greek festivals stretches over a period of more than thousand years, from its
obscure roots in archaic times until the early fifth century AD. As a defining feature of Greek
culture as a whole, agones evolved over time as Greek societies themselves changed.
Although agonistic culture remained until the very end connected to polis life and identity, its
history is marked by a constant scaling-up, thereby defying the bare polis level. Already in
archaic times, the prestigious festivals Olympia, Isthmia, Nemea and Pythia, described today
as ‗Panhellenic‘, were expressions of local identity and hubs of broader connections between
poleis at the same time. 1 The increasing transregional aspect of agonistic culture is especially
clear when concentrating on the main actors of agones: the competing artists and athletes.
Over the centuries, the organisation of their professional life became more and more detached
from their native hometowns; instead, they gradually took matters in their own hands which
resulted in the formation of associations working on a larger scale. This was, however, not a
straightforward process. Especially striking is the discrepancy between artists and athletes:
whereas the former united in regional associations from the third century BC onwards, the
athletes remained embedded in the polis framework for another two to three centuries. From
the late first century BC, athletes formed an association with ecumenical ambitions, skipping
the regional phase the artists had gone through. In about the same period, the latter also joined
together on a pan-Mediterranean scale.
The emergence of regional associations of artists on the one hand and of ecumenical
associations of athletes and artists on the other are closely connected to two pivotal moments
in the history of Greek agones. The first is the spread of Greek culture and agones to large
parts of the eastern Mediterranean in the wake of the Macedonian conquests; the second is the
creation of the Roman empire and the development of a pan-Mediterranean festival network
under the aegis of Rome. From a long-term perspective, the latter cannot be seen in isolation
from the former. Therefore, this dissertation is necessarily an extension of the works of Le
Guen and Aneziri, who have investigated the Hellenistic artists‘ associations in detail. 2 In
order to understand the emergence of ecumenical associations of competitors in the Roman
empire, it is first of all necessary to recapture some aspects of their Hellenistic forerunners
(section I.1). Thereafter, section I.2 tries to answer how and why the ecumenical associations
came into being in the late first century BC, taking into account the broader political, social
and economic changes of the late Hellenistic period. Section I.3, finally, revolves around the
question how the associations further developed in the course of the first century AD.

1. The Hellenistic artists’ associations
In 386 BC, a group of tragedians produced a tragedy preliminary to the regular city Dionysia
in Athens. This was recorded in an inscription belonging to the so-called Fasti, a
chronological victory list of the Dionysia: ἐπὶ Θενδόηνπ | παιαηὸλ δξᾶκα πξην[λ] |
παξεδίδαμαλ νἱ ηξαγ[σηδνί], ―in the archonship of Theodotos the tragedians first produced

1
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alongside the competition an old play.‖3 Csapo rightfully describes this event as a watershed
in the history of the acting profession: ―it is the first time we see actors assuming a corporate
identity, acting in concert (so to speak) and organizing the entirety of a production, thus
asserting their independence of sponsors, poets, and state bureaucracy.‖4 The first formal
artists‘ associations appeared only a century later, yet their emergence was in all probability
the result of the growing fame and professionalism of actors. 5 Already in the late fifth century
BC, some actors were real stars with all the corresponding economic benefits. In the fourth
century BC, actors‘ troupes became increasingly mobile as they travelled to dramatic
competitions that had spread throughout large parts of the Greek-speaking world and that had
become integral parts of several first-class agones.6 Probably the technical and organisational
complexity of dramatic performances was also a factor that enabled actors to take matters in
their own hands. Not all cities had the experience Athens had; actors‘ troupes therefore not
only brought availability of actors, but also technical know-how – not without reason were
they called technitai.7
Since most contests combined dramatic with musical performances, the actors stood in close
contact with those other technitai, the musical artists. Both groups had common interests,
such as the protection of privileges. In the volatile political climate of the late Classical and
Hellenistic periods, privileges were essential for travelling performers, who saw their sphere
of activity increasing with each new foundation of an agon throughout the third century BC. 8
These common interests may have been the strongest inducement to band together in formal
associations, the koina or synodoi of artists around Dionysos (νἱ πεξὶ ηὸλ Γηόλπζνλ ηερλῖηαη).9
In the time of Demosthenes, before the emergence of the associations, privileges were granted
on an individual basis, and not as a matter of course.10 The newly formed associations on the
other hand had more bargaining power, and could obtain privileges for all of their members.
Indeed, the first unequivocal testimony of an artists‘ association is a decree of the
Amphictyonic league from 279-277 BC, confirming privileges like asylia (inviolability),
asphaleia (safety), astrateusia (freedom from military obligations) and ateleia (tax
exemption) to the Athenian association. 11 Protecting and enlarging these privileges would
remain one of the core pursuits of synods of competitors until their disappearance in late
antiquity. 12
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It is still not clear which association was established first.13 If the first association evolved
from the actors‘ troupes of the fourth century BC, we should look for it on the Greek
mainland, with the Athenian synod as the most plausible candidate. 14 Others have argued,
however, that the Egyptian association came first.15 This association features in the great
procession of Ptolemy II, held between 279 and 270 BC. 16 Since this association was strongly
centred on the Ptolemaic court,17 it was probably formed top-down by the Ptolemaic king,
instead of bottom-up by the artists themselves in pursuit of mutual interests. Yet as Csapo
remarks, it is difficult to find the same dynamic on the Greek mainland. 18 Different models of
development may have coexisted in the Hellenistic world. With the possible exception of
Egypt, the artists themselves were probably the main driving force behind the formation of the
associations: they, after all, profited most of all from joining forces. 19 Similarly, the athletes in
the first century BC formed their ecumenical synod on their own initiative, without direct
involvement of the Roman authorities, as I will show below.
The specific circumstances and reasons behind the emergence of the artistic synods remain in
the dark; we can only note that four important associations were established in the course of
the third century BC. Below I list them up with their Greek names.20 I leave out smaller
associations in Rhodes and Sicily, since our material and knowledge about these groups is
extremely limited.21
1. The Athenian synod (ἡ ζύλνδνο / ηὸ θνηλὸλ ηλ πεξὶ ηὸλ Γηόλπζνλ ηερληηλ ηλ ἐλ
Ἀζήλαηο)22
2. The koinon of Isthmia and Nemea (ηὸ θνηλὸλ ηλ πεξὶ ηὸλ Γηόλπζνλ ηερληηλ ηλ εἰο
(ἐλ) Ἰζζκὸλ θαὶ Νεκέαλ ζπκπνξεπνκέλσλ/ζπληεινύλησλ / ηὸ θνηλὸλ ηλ πεξὶ ηὸλ
Γηόλπζνλ ηερληηλ ηλ ἐμ Ἰζζκνῦ θαὶ Νεκέαο)23
13
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3. The synod of Ionia and the Hellespont (ηὸ θνηλὸλ ηλ πεξὶ ηὸλ Γηόλπζνλ ηερληηλ ηλ
ἐπ‘ Ἰσλίαο θαὶ ιιεζπόληνπ), which merged with the artists‘ association of
Pergamum in the second century BC (ηὸ θνηλὸλ ηλ πεξὶ ηὸλ Καζεγεκόλα Γηόλπζνλ
ηερληηλ)24
4. The Egyptian synod (νἱ πεξὶ ηὸλ Γηόλπζνλ θαὶ ζενὺο Ἀδειθνὺο ηερλῖηαη)25
As indicated by their names, the associations were regionally organised, each with its own
sphere of influence, though there is evidence that several associations could perform at some
important agones at once. Sometimes they had conflicting interests and vied with each other
for power, as a dispute between the Athenian synod and the koinon of Isthmia and Nemea
illustrates.26 Their organisation diverged to a great extent, and not only because their officials
were different. The Athenian synod had not become fully detached from its hometown: in the
words of Csapo, it can be described as ‗a sort of semi-independent diplomatic corps‘, the
interests of which largely collided with those of the Athenian state. 27 The koinon of Isthmia
and Nemea was on the other hand a loose confederation of local branches present in several
cities in the Peloponessus, Boeotia, Euboea and Macedon. 28 The association in Asia Minor
was settled in Teos, but was not strictly bound to that city: it formed a kind of state in a state
there, and could have different economic interests, which led to a great dispute between polis
and koinon and eventually the eviction of the artists from the city. 29 Finally, the Egyptian
association was strongly connected to the Ptolemaic court. This goes for its local branch on
Cyprus, too.30
What, now, are the specific functions and characteristics of the Hellenistic artists‘
associations? While trying to answer this question in the following part, I focus on the aspects
that are relevant for the broader evolution of the ecumenical associations at the dawn of the
Principate. With this discussion in mind, the reader will find many continuities as well as
discontinuities in the later chapters. Yet in essence it is incontestable that the synods under the
empire built on the experiences of their Hellenistic forerunners, who started experimenting
with a new organizational form: associations held together by professional interests that took
them beyond the traditional polis framework.31 The experiment would turn out to be
extremely successful.
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1. Festivals
As Aneziri stresses, the artists‘ associations had a fundamentally agonistic character. 32 One of
the reasons why they came into being is the increase in agonistic festivals in the Hellenistic
period, with which cities tried to link up with the prestigious Olympia, Pythia, Isthmia and
Nemea.33 However, they were not simply a byproduct of this increase in festivals, but also an
active catalyst, contributing directly to the growth of festival culture in the Hellenistic
Mediterranean. 34 The associations met the needs of an evolving agonistic landscape: the need
to find enough competitors to host a successful festival as well as the need for technical
know-how to produce musico-dramatic competitions. Although clear information is lacking, it
appears that the artists‘ associations mainly focused on big, ambitious agones wanting to
stage first-class performances of the musical and dramatic arts. Organisers of such contests
seem to have been less eager to turn to the smaller actors‘ troupes led by a protagonist. The
artists‘ associations could offer the full package: all kinds of competitors, synagonistai,
support crew, necessary props and organisational know-how.
The name of the koinon of Isthmia and Nemea shows its attachment to two of the three
festivals of the periodos with musico-dramatic competitions; it was further active at several
prestigious agones in Delphi and in Boeotia, a region with a strong artistic tradition. Although
settled at the other side of the Aegean, the association of Asia Minor equally took part in the
prestigious agones of these regions: the Pythia and Soteria at Delphi, the Mouseia in Thespiae
and the Agrionia in Thebes. 35 It is quite probable that the Egyptian association also travelled
to the famous contests of Delphi, Argos and Thespiae.36 Furthermore, when cities tried to
upgrade a festival to the prestigious stephanitic status37, they not only turned to other cities,
but also to the associations. The association of Asia Minor thus acknowledged the
Leukophryenia of Magnesia, and the koinon of Isthmia and Nemea did the same for agones in
Boeotia.38 The large cultural networks of the associations helped the organising poleis in
gaining international acknowledgement and attracting artists as well as visitors from far and
wide. 39
Nevertheless, the artists‘ associations did not limit themselves to the prestigious contests.
Organisers of smaller festivals could equally approach them, as did the Iasians for their
Dionysia.40 Distance and the funding available may have been major factors in the decision
whether to turn to the associations. It is important to note that the association of Asia Minor
32
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sent their artists free of charge to the Iasian Dionysia – Iasos probably did not have enough
money to pay the associated technitai themselves. 41 Other small cities, which could not count
on the goodwill of an association, had to staff their festivals in the old way. The agonothetes
or festival organiser of the Dionysia on Corcyra turned to smaller actors‘ troupes in order to
engage three aulos-players, three tragedians and three comedians, as implied by the rules of
the sponsors of the festival. 42 This was probably easier and cheaper than to approach, for
instance, the koinon of Isthmia and Nemea on the Greek mainland.
Monopolising the agonistic sector was anything but the associations‘ goal. Le Guen has
shown that of the ca. 450 artists known to us from the Hellenistic period only 73 certainly
belonged to one of the associations. 43 We are dealing with elite associations, which were
anxious to preserve their privileges and their role in the most prestigious agones of the
Hellenistic world. The artists‘ associations can be seen as a factor that contributed to quality
and prestige of existing big agones, and as a necessary body to turn to in case a city wanted to
upgrade a festival from a mere local happening to an event with an ‗international‘ cachet.
How else could an agon fulfill its ambitions than by inviting the best of the best to perform?
This, however, also made the organising cities dependent. In Slater‘s words, ―the Artists
always had some say in the organization of festivals, sometimes officially with priests and
theoroi, but always behind the scenes.‖44 This gave them the power to promote their own
interests, even if this conflicted with the interests of the poleis. Money matters were heavily
on their mind. An interesting example is the conflict between the city of Teos and the
association of Asia Minor, which was based there. The artists organised their own Dionysiac
festival in Teos (the staging of agones by professional associations is in itself a remarkable
novelty), which, in their view, gave them the right to collect tax revenues deriving from the
festival through their own officials. Teos objected, and the Attalid king had to intervene to
settle the problems.45 The emergence of artists‘ associations thus added another layer of
complexity to the growing agonistic sector: important agones could not do without the
associations, yet this could also make them a serious nuisance indeed. As we will see later,
not all rulers would follow the example of the Attalid king and back the cities against farreaching claims of competitors acting in concert.
How the allocation of artists to a festival (nemesis46) actually happened, is still a matter of
debate. We know that artists who were not a member of one of the associations were
represented by an ergolabos, a leader of a small troupe (for example, the protagonist of an
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actor‘s troupe) who had the authority to negotiate contracts for his colleagues. 47 Cities sent
delegates to these artists in order to hire them and their troupes (ἀπνζηεῖιαη ἐπὶ ηνὺο ηερλίηαο).
Matters seem to have been somewhat different in the case of the great associations, although
our source material is mostly silent about the practicalities of contracts and allocations. 48 The
clearest information comes from the aforementioned decree from Iasos. 49 This city had sent
delegates to the association of Asia Minor in Teos in order to request competitors and support
staff for their Dionysia, after which the artists selected some of their members to travel to
Iasos to take part in the agon. As Le Guen remarks, the allocation of the artists was no longer
in the hands of city magistrates or ergolaboi, but was decided in a democratic way in the
artists‘ general assembly. The actual contracts were concluded between the selected artists
and the city organising the agon in question. When an artist committed a breach of contract,
he was according to the Iasos decree answerable both to his association and to the city where
he ought to have performed.50
However, Aneziri argued that this was not necessarily the standard procedure.51 She
distinguished three different models in the organisation of agones. 1) An agon fully organised
by an association. In this case, the artists were evidently selected by the association itself. 2)
An agon jointly organised by an association and a political body (cities or koina). It appears
that the association in question was responsible for the allocation of artists, as a decree of the
Amphictyonic league about the Agrionia of Thebes shows. 3) An agon organised by a
political body alone. Aneziri stated that the procedure of the Iasos decree described above
could be an exception, since the artists were sent free of charge by the association of Asia
Minor. In regular cases, it would equally be possible that the artists were not selected in the
associations‘ assembly, but requested or chosen by delegates from the polis organising the
agon in question. Furthermore, she believed that artists allocated to a festival were in general
only answerable to the organising body (the agonothetes, for instance), and would therefore
have concluded contracts with the organisers without interference of the associations. 52
Nevertheless, Le Guen is probably right when she argues for a stronger involvement of the
associations in the negotiation of contracts and the allocation of artists, as indicated by a few
inscriptions. 53 It is of course also possible that there was no uniform procedure, but that this
varied according to the time, the place and the customs and laws of the respective
associations. For instance, it appears that the association of Ionia and the Hellespont had a
stronger autonomy in negotiating contracts with poleis than other associations. 54
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What the four associations had certainly in common, though, was the organisation of their
members‘ travels and activities. The associations and their local branches had fixed residences
in cities like Argos, Thebes, Athens and Teos, where their members lived and from where
they set out to take part in agones. This is one of the reasons why the Hellenistic associations
remained regionally based, and why conflicts could arise between them. Yet in spite of this
fragmentation the agonistic activities of the associations played a key role in the development
of a ‗cultural koinon‘ in the ancient Mediterranean, which gradually came to transcend
regional differences. 55

2. Politics
Since the rise of the acting profession in the late fifth and fourth centuries BC, successful
actors had become important citizens of their respective poleis. Their performances at agones
and other artistic events made them famous and influential, even in politics. Since they
enjoyed safe-conduct, they were the perfect ambassadors: as such, the fourth-century tragic
actors Aristodemos and Neoptolemos were ambassadors of Philip II of Macedon.56 Musicians,
too, could use their art to represent their hometowns during diplomatic missions, swaying the
poleis they visited by performing pieces from the local repertoire. 57 Not only individuals, but
also associations could take up diplomatic responsibilities on behalf of a polis: the artists‘
synod of Athens, being strongly intertwined with the Athenian state, played a significant
diplomatic role at several key moments in its history, for instance when dealing with
Ariarathes V of Cappadocia and Mithridates VI of Pontus.58
At the same time, the associations were fully-fledged political entities themselves, existing
parallel to the poleis and koina. Their organisational structures mirrored those of the
democratic polis: they had their own laws (nomoi)59, held assemblies issuing psephismata,
used the typical polis vocabulary in their inscriptions and had officials such as priests,
epimeletai, treasurers, archons and secretaries. 60 This, however, was far from exceptional:
most other associations – in contrast to the technitai integral parts of their respective poleis –
were constituted in the same way. In the words of Gabrielsen, ―polis terminology and polis
ideology (indeed, the ideology of the democratic polis) permeates every single aspect of their
activities and overall make-up.‖61 The artists‘ associations, however, carried this polismimicry to a higher plane.62 What set them apart from all other associations is the fact that
they were recognised by cities, koina and rulers as separate political bodies in their own right,
with which they could maintain diplomatic ties – in the case of cities and koina even on an
55
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equal basis. 63 In my opinion, the associations achieved and maintained this independence
through a combination of factors: first, the elite status of their members from different cities
gave them experience in political manoeuvring, which led for instance to the support of
Hellenistic kings and the Delphic Amphictyony; second, cities, koina and rulers depended on
their expertise to stage prestigious musico-dramatic agones, which strengthened the
associations‘ agency in pursuing their own professional interests. 64
As such, the artists‘ associations were independent players in the complex network of
reciprocal and equipollent relationships that was so characteristic of the Hellenistic period. 65
They sent their own ambassadors for instance to the Delphic Amphictyony, individual cities,
courts of rulers and the Roman senate, in order to confer honours, settle disputes or to discuss
the protection of their privileges. 66 When one considers their essential role in the prestigious
contests of the Greek world, it comes as no surprise that they had their own theoroi. These
technitai were delegated to attend festivals and take part in religious rites, and were also sent
out to announce contests (co-)organised by their association.67 Theorodokoi, for their part,
were responsible for welcoming theoroi sent by other parties to the artists‘ associations. 68
Finally, they also appointed proxenoi. These were not technitai themselves, but rendered all
kinds of services in their respective hometowns to artists who had travelled there, from
practical aid to legal representation. 69 This, again, illustrates the broader organisation of the
Hellenistic artists‘ associations: since they were settled more or less permanently in a city,
they went truly ‗abroad‘ when travelling to another polis, and therefore needed local
assistance from proxenoi.70 As we will see, the wholly different organisation of the
ecumenical synods under the empire would render the interference of proxenoi obsolete.71
The independent political constitution of the artists combined with their precious privileges
gave them a certain power, which, as we have seen, even allowed them to confront poleis
when their own particular interests were at stake. However, it also made them quite
vulnerable. In contrast to other political bodies, artists could not appeal to law enforcement or
physical violence themselves. The job of travelling artists remained a dangerous one, and no
privilege could guarantee absolute protection. It therefore comes as no surprise that some
associations turned to the strongest players on the political scene: the Hellenistic kings. The
symbiosis of artists and rulers held great advantages for both parties. The successful formula
was later passed on to the Roman Principate.
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Many scholars have regarded the artists‘ attachment to kings, and later to emperors, as a
defining feature of the associations. As we have seen, some argue that the Egyptian
association was created by Ptolemy II Philadelphos to act as a cultural agent in his pursuit of
dynastic legitimation. Similarly, Ceccarelli maintains that the phrase νἱ πεξὶ ηὸλ Γηόλπζνλ
ηερλῖηαη came into being in the context of the courts of Hellenistic kings, many of whom were
all too eager to identify themselves with the god of the theatre: ―Dionysos, le Dionysos de la
périphrase, est le dieu, bien sûr, mais il est également une figure du pouvoir politique‖.72
More specifically, she argues that the Athenian association was formed when Demetrios
Poliorketes – a man interested in drama who eagerly posed as a ‗new Dionysos‘ – sojourned
in Athens. 73 Indeed, Dionysos played an important role in the ideological self-presentation of
the Hellenistic kings, thereby continuing the trend Alexander had set. 74 Strootman notes that
―like Dionysos (a ‗royal god‘ par excellence), the king was a harbinger of joyful tidings,
bringing good fortune to the cities he enters.‖75 The technitai, outstanding devotees of the
god, could represent these ideological aspirations better than anybody else. Their
performances in theatres and processions helped, in the words of Lightfoot, ―to inscribe royal
power into the cycle of city life.‖76 Conversely, public appearances of kings had become
strongly theatrical themselves, as Chaniotis has shown. 77 Le Guen equally underlines the
convergence of dionysism, royal power and the world of the theatre. 78
This convergence is especially recognisable in the activities of the Egyptian association. Even
if it would not have been created by the king himself, it was closely connected to him and his
court. Its participation in the Dionysiac pompe of Ptolemy II has already been mentioned, and
in contrast to the other associations it included the title of the royal couple in its name (νἱ πεξὶ
ηὸλ Γηόλπζνλ θαὶ ζενὺο Ἀδειθνὺο ηερλῖηαη).79 Similarly, the association of Asia Minor had a
strong relationship with the Attalid dynasty. It had a priest responsible for the ruler-cult, who
was at the same time agonothetes of the synod‘s own Dionysiac festival. 80 Furthermore, it had
an affiliated synod in Pergamum itself, the koinon around Dionysos Kathegemon – not
incidentally the patron deity of the Attalid kings. Kraton, one of the leading figures of the
association of Asia Minor in the second century BC, even founded a separate cultic
organisation, the Attalistai.81 The Athenian association, finally, conferred godlike honours on
Ariarathes V of Cappadocia in the 130s BC and when they welcomed Mithridates‘ envoy in
Athens in 88 BC they called the Pontic king a ‗new Dionysos‘. 82
Nevertheless, we also need to make some necessary differentiations. In my opinion,
identification with a monarchical figure was no conditio sine qua non for the artists‘
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associations, as Di Stefano suggested.83 Aneziri rightly states that the Egyptian synod seems
to have thrived in a centralist political system, without applying this as a general principle to
all other associations.84 The koinon of Isthmia and Nemea, with its decentralised organisation,
appears to have operated effectively for two centuries without attaching itself to a Hellenistic
king. In honouring Ariarathes and Mithridates the Athenian association seems to have
followed the diplomatic policy of its hometown; in both cases, the kings were living far away
and had no direct influence on the daily activities of the artists. As for the association of Asia
Minor, it must be noted that it could pursue its policy quite independently from Attalid
interference. As in the Roman empire, the role of the ruler seems to have been mostly
reactive: when the association came into conflict with Teos about the financial aspects of its
Dionysia, the king was petitioned to settle the affair; significantly, he chose the side of Teos.
Thus, it is essential to acknowledge the diversity in the experiences of the artists‘ associations
in the Hellenistic world. Rather than being agents of a royal ideological project, artists were
extremely good at adapting themselves to the specific political circumstances that surrounded
them. In mainland Greece before the coming of the Romans, there was no single political
authority, which is why a decentralised system of local branches suited the koinon of Isthmia
and Nemea very well. In regions where influence of a king was strong, like in the western part
of Asia Minor, the associations participated just like poleis in the system of reciprocal
relationships with the ruling power. Do ut des: the artists represented royal rule with the help
of Dionysiac imagery, and in return they received prestige, protection and privileges.
Opportunism could have played a part, but should not be overestimated: royal power and
ruler-cult were embedded in the political, cultural and religious landscape of that time, and the
devotion of most technitai may have been genuine. In section IV.1, I will further elaborate the
term agency to describe the relation between artists and ruler: the former operated within the
boundaries set by the latter, yet had many opportunities to act autonomously.

3. Religion
A modern commonplace holds that Greek civic religion after the fourth century BC was
an empty shell, traditional forms followed without emotion, and that the Greeks‟ true
longings expressed themselves in the mystery religions and other novelties or in
philosophy – in phenomena at once more personal and more universal than the cults of
85
the old gods.

With these words, Rigsby opens his research on asylia in the Greek world, in which he shows
that traditional Greek religion in the Hellenistic and Roman periods was anything but an
empty shell. It had powerful roots, and would disappear only in late antiquity. Similarly, Le
Guen stresses that theatrical performances did not ‗degenerate‘ into purely secular spectacles
to entertain the masses after the death of Alexander the Great.86 They remained profound
expressions of religious attachment to one or more gods and can be considered as a kind of
83
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religious service. Le Guen further argues that the civic world with its festivals and agones was
not completely demarcated from the more secretive realm of the mystery cults. In Dionysos,
at once god of the theatre, god of the mystery cult and god of the triumphant king, all of these
seemingly separate aspects came together: ―Le spécificité toutefois de la période hellénistique
tient à l‘intensification et à la diversification des liens unissant le culte ‗secret‘ du dieu des
initiations et le culte ‗spectaculaire‘ du dieu de l‘orchestra et des épiphanies, notamment
grâce au rôle d‘intermédiaires joué par les Technites.‖87
Indeed, the religious aspect of the artistic profession was quintessential to the associations and
equally illustrates the enduring vitality of traditional Greek religion. 88 Nothing indicates that
their professionalism and independence went hand in hand with a disregard for traditional
cults; instead, they prided themselves on being ‗the most pious of the Greeks‘, 89 and they
stressed their religious devotion more than their artistic expertise. They were particularly
attached to Dionysos, but their devotion also went out to the other gods of the Greek
pantheon, and in some associations to the deified dynast, as discussed in the previous part. 90
Their religious self-understanding is reflected in their vocabulary: their headquarters were
called temenoi (sanctuaries), and important officials were priests of Dionysos. Their
significant role in religious services was, furthermore, acknowledged by other parties. It was
the main reason why they were granted privileges, as a decree of the Delphic Amphictyony
shows: ―the technitai are to be free of obligations for military service on land or sea and all
special levies, so that the honours and sacrifices for which the technitai are appointed may be
performed for the gods at the appropriate times, given that they are free from all other
activities and devoted to the services for the gods.‖91 In a fragment of Aristophanes of
Byzantium, the Spartan Pantakles is struck by divine retribution after he had hindered a group
of technitai on their way to Cythera – hindering them equalled hindering religious service to
the gods, and therefore came down to sacrilege. 92 Finally, it must be noted that the religious
activities of the artists went beyond those performed during the competitions themselves: they
took part in sacrifices, prayers, processions and other cultic actions, in agonistic as well as
non-agonistic contexts.93

4. The last sources of the Hellenistic artists’ associations
If the inscriptions give us a representative image of the activities of the artists‘ associations,
then the second century BC appears to have been their heyday. The coming of the Romans
was initially not earth-shaking. The associations, eager for political support, quickly turned to
them in order to safeguard their precious privileges. Like the Hellenistic kings before them,
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the Romans obliged as generous patrons.94 Nevertheless, the fact that several associations
now fell under one political authority was wholly new, and this had an impact on the
relationships between them: they were now vying for the support of the same ruler. When the
Athenian synod and the koinon of Isthmia and Nemea had a dispute – the latter believed that
the former had encroached on their sphere of influence – the matter was brought before the
Senate, which decided in favour of the Athenians. 95 Yet altogether the artists‘ associations
kept operating as they had always done, now under the patronage of the Romans, who were
not interested in getting involved personally in the affairs of the associations. During the first
decades of Roman supremacy in the Greek East, their rule generally did not intervene deeply
in the Greek societal fabric.
Things began to change in the early first century BC. This is the moment when the epigraphic
record ends rather abruptly. The last attestations of the Athenian association do not give a
rosy picture. Since this association was strongly intertwined with the Athenian state, it fully
backed the city‘s unfortunate choice to side with Mithridates, another neos Dionysos, in the
80s BC. The Athenian technitai played a prominent role in welcoming Mithridates‘ envoy
Athenion in Athens, even sacrificing in honour of his presence in their precinct (ηέκελνο).96
Sulla‘s reprisals against the city did not spare the artists: the last inscription tells us that their
sacred premises in Eleusis had been destroyed in the war. The association honoured their
epimeletes Philemon for restoring the premises with money out of his own pocket, which
suggests that the association‘s own finances were in a bad state.97 The artists‘ association of
Asia Minor fared considerably better, though. After having brought rebellious Asia to heel,
Sulla imposed draconic indemnities on the Greek cities there. The artists‘ association, which
was not bound to one city in particular, sent an embassy to the Roman dictator and managed
to get exempted. Their privileges were inscribed on a stele in Cos in the late 80s BC.98 The
last attestations of the koinon of Isthmia and Nemea dates from the same period, when it was
still involved in the organisation of the Mouseia of Thespiae and in an agon in Amphipolis.99
The Egyptian association only appears in documents from the third century BC, and the last
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inscriptions of its Cyprian branch date from the end of the second or the beginning of the first
century BC. 100
The abrupt end of the epigraphic record does not imply that the associations disappeared from
one moment to the next. Some literary testimonies show that at least one association was still
operating after Sulla. According to Plutarch, the Armenian king Tigranes had gathered many
technitai in his capital, and after his demise in 69 BC the Roman general Lucullus used them
to entertain his army. 101 These artists probably belonged to the association of Asia Minor: Le
Guen has shown that the phrase νἱ πεξὶ ηὸλ Γηόλπζνλ ηερλῖηαη is always used for artists in an
association, and never for individual artists.102 The association of Asia Minor is also on record
in Strabo, who mentions that they were chased out of Teos, took refuge in Ephesus, were
settled by the Attalid king in Myonessus and finally moved to Lebedus. In Strabo‘s days, they
still held an annual Dionysiac festival there.103 Finally, Plutarch recounts how Mark Antony,
on the eve of the battle of Actium, summoned Dionysiac artists from all over the Greek world
to Samos to celebrate.104 This episode will be further discussed below.
In sum, our knowledge about the regional artists‘ associations fades away in the course of the
first century BC. Their gradual disappearance coincides with great upheavals and changes in
the Mediterranean of that period. When the storms of the late Roman republic abated, brand
new associations, with ambitions bigger than ever before, were ready to take their place.

2. The emergence of the ecumenical synods of competitors 105
The transition of several regional artists‘ associations to two ecumenical synods of
respectively artists and athletes is a complex phenomenon. Just like the emergence of the
Hellenistic associations, the development of the ecumenical synods is closely connected to
changes in the agonistic world, which are in turn connected to broader societal upheavals. In
order to understand why and how the ecumenical synods emerged, we need to understand
how an integrated festival network came into being. The two phenomena are inextricably
linked.
The agonistic world in which the Hellenistic artists‘ associations operated was constantly
growing through foundations of new festivals. It had expanded to regions beyond the Greek
mainland: Asia Minor, Syria, Egypt, Southern Italy and Sicily. However, the new agones in
those peripheral regions were not yet integrated into one system or network. The movement of
competitors, artists and athletes alike, was generally restricted to their own region. The best of
them focused on the Greek mainland, where the most prestigious victories could be won and
which were of course universally recognised. Endemic warfare and pirates made travelling
dangerous. The precious privileges of the artists‘ association were no absolute guarantee for
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safety, and before the advent of Rome there was no single authority to turn to. Although
several Hellenistic kings were enthusiastic about agonistic matters, their internecine struggles
hindered the agonistic world to coalesce in an interconnected whole.
As I will show below, an integrated, empire-wide festival network had become a reality by the
beginning of the Christian era. Artists and athletes now travelled through almost the whole
Mediterranean according to the rotations of a fixed festival calendar. During their travels, they
were represented and protected by their respective synods, clusters of expertise under imperial
patronage.
The first century BC, a century marked by a dearth of agonistic sources, is a gap between the
fragmented agonistic world of the Hellenistic period and the integrated festival network of the
empire. What precisely happened in this century, and what impact did those changes have on
the agonistic world? The first part of my discussion retains a focus on the associations,
discussing the first evidence of the ecumenical synods of artists and athletes. The second part
takes a broader view and concentrates on the development of the festival network from a
long-term perspective. Thirdly, I discuss some societal circumstances connected to changes in
Roman rule in the Greek East that influenced the formation of empire-wide associations of
competitors.

1. First attestations
1) Athletes and artists: different developments
Athletes have been markedly absent in the previous section. It remains difficult to understand
why the development of athletic associations took such a different course. None are known to
have existed in Hellenistic times, in great contrast to the powerful and independent artists‘
associations of that period. With the exception of enthusiastic kings like some Ptolemies and
Attalids, who either organised agones or competed themselves,106 the polis remained the
framework in which Hellenistic athletes remained embedded. Athletic achievement was very
much connected to civic responsibility: athletes were, in a way, diplomats for their respective
hometowns when they travelled to other poleis to participate in an agon.107 However,
attachment to one‘s hometown does not exclude membership of an association, as is
illustrated by the artists from Teos who were sent on a diplomatic mission to Crete in the
second century BC.108 Why, then, did the artists detach the organisation of their professional
life from the polis framework so early, whereas the athletes did not? After all, the expansion
of the agonistic world holds true for both athletes and artists.
As Remijsen remarks, the earlier formation of artists‘ associations suggests that artists had a
greater need to associate. She argues that there were more professional artists than athletes,
since a career in athletics was only possible for those who were able to win at the major
games. Artists were more in demand, since they were necessary for all kind of performances –
not only those at agones: ―the existence of this large group of professionals stimulated the
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formation of an association that could ensure their privileges.‖ 109 This may very well be a part
of the answer. Yet we have also seen that the artists‘ associations were in fact elite
associations that concentrated on the prestigious agones and that many Hellenistic artists were
not members of one of these associations. Evidence regarding the role of associations in nonagonistic performances is extremely slim. 110 Remijsen shortly mentions the higher degree of
specialisation of artists, and I believe that this aspect is more fundamental. It is important to
remember the different nature of athletic competitions on the one hand and of artistic
performances on the other. The former remained essentially the business of individuals. Team
sport, though it existed in the gymnasia, never featured in the disciplines of athletic agones.111
Therefore, when athletes set out from their hometown to an agon they went as individuals,
every one of them hoping that he himself would bring glory to his polis. In the case of the
artists, however, it was especially the development and spread of theatres and dramatic
performances that gave the organisation of their professional life a headstart. Drama was a
complex art, for which several people were needed and which required a lot of technical
know-how.112 A protagonist needed secondary actors, choir members, musicians and a
support staff. Actors had to work together in groups, and cities depended on their experience
in staging dramatic contests. Professional self-awareness came to being in these artists‘
troupes, which then in all probability evolved towards fully-fledged associations.
This different development, due to the nature of the performances, also helps us appreciate the
differing importance of hieronikai, victors of the sacred games, in the professional life of
artists and athletes. From the late third century BC onwards, 113 they are attested as a separate
group in the city life of some poleis, receiving for instance an allowance or having their own
place in city processions.114 Artists as well as athletes could belong to this privileged group,
yet it appears to have held a special importance to the athletes. 115 Since the artistic
associations concentrated on the prestigious agones, many if not most of the artistic
hieronikai will have been members of one of the associations. In other words, they already
had privileges, better and more universal than those individual cities could grant. What is
more important, they enjoyed these privileges even if they were not hieronikai. They were
valid for all members of the associations, which was necessary because those who could not
win a prize, e.g. the synagonistai and support staff, were quintessential for successfully
staging musico-dramatic contests. This is not to say that artistic hieronikai did not appreciate
109
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these extra honours in their hometowns: when they could they undoubtedly marched proudly
at the side of athletic hieronikai in processions. Yet belonging to civic groups of hieronikai
played only a minor part in the artists‘ professional self-awareness: this function was fulfilled
by their prestigious regional associations.
For athletes, belonging to the civic group of hieronikai may have meant something different.
The privileges they received after their victories set them apart from the regular athletes. I
believe that the first seeds of the later ecumenical association of athletes were sown as soon as
the hieronikai emerged as an honoured civic group: it created a professional self-awareness
and the wish to safeguard their privileges. 116 Still, it must be noted that nothing indicates that
the civic goups of hieronikai were a kind of formal associations. 117 According to Amelotti, the
ecumenical athletic synod came into being after local athletes‘ associations, which had existed
since Hellenistic times, decided to fuse together.118 However, such local associations do not
exist in the Hellenistic source material; we only meet hieronikai as a privileged civic group.
It therefore comes as no surprise that the first athletic association of which we have clear
evidence is one consisting solely of hieronikai. It was founded around the middle of the first
century BC in Ephesus, by hieronikai who saw the opportunity to anchor and to enlarge their
privileges on a larger scale than ever before.
2) The athletes
During one of his stays in Ephesus, the triumvir Mark Antony granted an audience to a friend
of his, a trainer named M. Antonius Artemidoros,119 and to Charopinos of Ephesus, the
eponymous priest of the ζπλφδνο ηλ ἀπὸ ηο νἰθνπκέλεο ἱεξνληθλ θαὶ ζηεθαλεηηλ, the
‗synod of sacred crown victors of the whole world‘. He confirmed privileges earlier granted to
the synod, and afterwards he wrote about this to the provincial assembly of the Greeks in
Asia. The letter is preserved on the back of a medical papyrus from the late first century
AD.120
Μᾶξθνc Ἀληώληνc αὐηνθξάησξ
ηξηλ ἀλδξλ δεµνcίσλ πξαγµάησλ
ἀπνθαηαcηάcεσc ηη θνηλη ηλ ἀπὸ ηc Ἀcίαc ιιήλσλ ραίξεηλ. Καὶ
116
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πξόηεξνλ ἐληπρόληνc µνη ἐλ θέcση
Μάξθνπ Ἀλησλίνπ Ἀξηεµηδώξνπ, ηνῦ
ἐµνῦ θίινπ θαὶ ἀιείπηνπ, µεηὰ ηνῦ ἐπσλύµνπ ηc cπλόδνπ ηλ ἀπὸ ηc
νἰθνπµέλεc ἱεξνληθλ θαὶ cηεθαλεηηλ ἱεξέσc Υαξνπείλνπ θεcίνπ,
πεξὶ ηνῦ 〈ηὰ〉 πξνυπάξρνληα ηη cπλόδση µέλεηλ ἀλαθαίξεηα, θαὶ πεξὶ ηλ
ινηπλ ὧλ ηεῖην ἀπ‘ ἐµνῦ ηηµίσλ
θαὶ θηιαλζξώπσλ ηc ἀcηξαηεπcίαc
θαὶ ἀιεηηνπξγεcίαc πάcεc θαὶ ἀλεπηcηαζµείαc θαὶ ηc πεξὶ ηὴλ παλήγπξηλ ἐθερεηξίαc θαὶ ἀcπιίαc θαὶ
πνξθύξαc, ἵλα † cπλρσξεcε γξαςαη †
παξαρξµα πξὸc ὑµᾶc cπλρσξλ,
βνπιόµελνc θαὶ δηὰ ηὸλ ἐµὸλ θίινλ Ἀξηεµίδσξνλ θαὶ ηη ἐπσλύµση αὐηλ ἱεξεῖ εἴc ηε ηὸλ θόcµνλ ηc
cπλόδνπ θαὶ ηὴλ αὔμεcηλ αὐηc ραξίcαcζαη. Kαὶ ηὰ λῦλ πάιηλ ἐληπρόληνc µνη ηνῦ Ἀξηεµηδώξνπ ὅπσc
ἐμῆ αὐηνῖc ἀλαζεῖλαη δέιηνλ ραιθλ θαὶ ἐλραξάμαη εἰc αὐηὴλ πεξὶ
ηλ πξνγεγξαµµέλσλ θηιαλζξώπσλ,
ἐγὼ πξναηξνύµελνc ἐλ µεδελὶ θαζπcηεξεῖλ ηὸλ Ἀξηεµίδσξνλ πεξὶ ηλ
〈
〉
ἐληπρόληνc ἐπερώξεcα ηὴ[λ ἀλά-]
ζεcηλ ηc δέιην(π) ὡc παξαθαιεῖ [. .]·
121
ὑµῖλ δ(ὲ) γέγξαθα πεξὶ ηνύησλ.

Marcus Antonius, imperator, triumvir for the restoration of the state, to the koinon of the
Greeks in Asia, greetings. After M. Antonius Artemidoros, my friend and trainer, earlier
met me in Ephesus together with Charopinos of Ephesus, the eponymous priest of the
synod of sacred crown victors of the whole world, in order that the privileges granted
earlier to the synod would not be taken away, and in order that the rest of the honours
and privileges that he requested would be granted, namely exemption from military
service, complete immunity from liturgies, freedom from billeting, and for the duration of
the festival a truce and personal security and the right to wear purple, I assented and
immediately wrote to you, since I wanted to show my kindness on account of my friend
Artemidoros and for their eponymous priest, and for the honour and growth of the synod.
And now, after Artemidoros again met me and asked for permission to set up a bronze
tablet and to inscribe on it the aforementioned grants, I have approved the erection of the
tablet as he requested, wishing not to disappoint Artemidoros in anything concerning
122
〈…〉. I have written to you about these matters.
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The date of the letter is still contested. We know that Mark Antony was present in Ephesus in
42/41 and in 33/32 BC. Ebert has argued for the later date, since the letter mentions two
separate moments when representatives of the synod approached the triumvir. The wording
θαὶ πξόηεξνλ…θαὶ ηὰ λῦλ πάιηλ indicates that there was a longer time between these
moments, so according to him the first audience took place in 42/41 BC and the second in
33/32 BC.123 However, it is not certain that the second audience also took place in Ephesus, as
the trainer Artemidoros may have travelled around. 124 We can therefore only state that the
letter was composed after 42/41 BC.
During the first audience, Antony granted exemption from military service (ἀζηξαηεπζία),
immunity from liturgies (ἀιεηηνπξγεζία), freedom from billeting (ἀλεπηζηαζκεία) and for a
certain festival a truce (ἐθερεηξία), inviolability (ἀζπιία) and the right to wear purple
(πνξθχξα). The second audience allowed the synod to set up a bronze tablet with their
privileges, which suggests that that they had trouble claiming their rights. Antony also refers
to earlier grants (ηὰ πξνυπάξρνληα), which the synod already had before Antony came to
Ephesus. These earlier privileges may have been tax-freedom (ἀηέιεηα or ἀλεηζθνξία) and
personal safety (ἀζθάιεηα). Since these were essential for travelling competitors, we can
expect that they were among the first privileges that the synod from Antony‘s letter wanted to
obtain.125
Since only hieronikai are mentioned in the synod‘s title, it is not clear who its members were,
as not only athletes, but also artists could be hieronikai. Earlier scholars like Forbes argued
that both groups were represented by the synod, while others thought that it concerned only
artists.126 Yet Pleket is in all probability right when he rejects any connection with the artists,
and considers the synod purely as an athletic one. 127 The person who approached Antony was
after all an athletic trainer, and artists‘ associations always have elements like νἱ πεξì ηὸλ
Γηφλπζνλ ηερλῖηαη or (at a later stage) κνπζηθή or ζπκειηθή in their titles. Furthermore, a
synod with almost exactly the same name – so very probably the same organisation – recurs
in a few later inscriptions in a clearly athletic context.128 Finally, I have argued in the previous
section that the distinction between hieronikai and lesser competitors was more relevant for
the athletes than for the artists. 129 The associations of technitai had received privileges for all
members since the third century BC, regardless of their status. Therefore, a synod consisting
solely of hieronikai makes most sense in an athletic context.
For the same reasons, the recent hypothesis of Ricciardetto needs to be rejected. Since
Antony‘s letter was copied on a medical papyrus, he suggested that this synod could have
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been an association of doctors who participated in the medical contests of the Asklepieia of
Ephesus.130 However, Ricciardetto did not take the greater context into consideration: the
functioning of ecumenical synods is inextricably connected with the existence of a festival
network, and there is not a single indication that apart from athletes and artists, doctors too
participated in a pan-Mediterranean agonistic circuit. Dozens of later sources containing ἀπὸ
ηο νἰθνπκέλεο ἱεξνλῖθαη ζηεθαλῖηαη refer unquestionably to either athletes or artists; no
exceptions are known of. If there was indeed a connection between Mark Antony‘s letter and
the medical treatise, another explanation is possible. The xystic synod of the Roman empire
had doctors at its disposal to take care of the athletes‘ health; in other words, the interest in
medical affairs can be safely placed within the framework of the xystic synod itself. 131
The identification of this synod as an athletic one allows us to see it as the first manifestation
of the ecumenical association that would be called, from Claudius‘ time onwards, the xystic
synod. The publishing of Antony‘s letter in Tralles in the second or third century shows its
relevance for the xystic synod at that time. 132 Further, the name of the synod in our letter is in
itself a strong indication of continuity: the terms ἀπὸ ηο νἰθνπκέλεο and ἱεξνλῖθαη (θαὶ)
ζηεθαλῖηαη would remain a core element in the title of the xystic synod, which grew ever
more bombastic as the years progressed. 133 Even the thymelic synod of artists would include it
in its titulature, to which they added the word technitai to distinguish themselves from the
athletes.
The term ἱεξνλῖθαη (θαὶ) ζηεθαλῖηαη reflected, according to Frisch, two distinct groups: the
true hieronikai and the sustephanitai, i.e. those athletes who had ended a final in a draw and
were crowned together with their adversary. 134 He deduced this from an inscription of the first
century AD, where the members of the ecumenical athletes‘ synod are called as ηνῖο [ἀπὸ ηο
νἰθνπκέλεο ἱεξνλίθαηο] θαὶ ζπλζηεθα[λείηαηο].135 This is, however, a mistake on the stone, for
on lines 23-24 we clearly read the normal ηνῖο ἀπὸ ηο νἰθνπκέλεο ἱεξνλίθαηο θαὶ
ζηεθαλείηαηο.136 The double term is in reality a pleonasm, referring only to the group of
hieronikai. It is derived from the name for first-class agones in the first century BC: ἱεξνὶ θαὶ
ζηεθαλῖηαη ἀγλεο.137 Remijsen has shown that the word ζηεθαλίηεο had disappeared in
description of agones by the early first century AD; from that moment on, only ἱεξόο was
used. The associations, however, kept using the pleonasm as a classy archaism. 138
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The wording ἀπὸ ηῆο νἰθνπκέλεο, ‗of the whole world‘, points to the international
orientation of the new synod. 139 It mirrors a new reality in the professional life of first-class
athletes: the emergence of a pan-Mediterranean festival network. Their constant travels made
them true cosmopolitans, in contrast to the members of the Hellenistic artists‘ associations
who were settled in one city or region. The world had become markedly bigger and
interconnected, and this is also true from a political point of view. According to van Nijf, the
strong ideological connotation in the term νἰθνπκέλε should not be overlooked: he shows how
it played a role in Rome‘s claims to universal hegemony and argues that competitors
associated themselves with it as a kind of representatives of Roman world-rule. 140 This
ideological aspect will be further discussed in section I.2.3.
We can summarise that an athletic association with international ambitions was present in
Ephesus in the late 30s BC at the latest. It existed already earlier, since the letter mentions
earlier privileges, which Antony then extended. We cannot know who granted those earlier
privileges. Possible candidates are Caesar, who was very generous towards teachers and
doctors, and Sulla, who had also granted privileges to the artists‘ association of Asia Minor
(cf. supra).141 In any case, Antony‘s letter remains our first anchor point. His far-reaching
concessions enabled the athletic hieronikai to realise their ambitions and to organise
themselves on a transregional scale. 142 Nevertheless, their actual influence at this moment
must have been rather modest. There is no indication that the synod already had
representatives over the whole Greek world. Its activities were probably limited to Asia
Minor, where it came into being, and to some of the big agones of the periodos.
The latter hypothesis may be confirmed by another early document. In the course of the first
century BC, a successful athlete from the Ionian city of Erythrae passed away and was
honoured in his funerary inscription by the following groups:
ὁ δκνο ὁ ξ[π]ζξαίσλ ǀǀ νἱ ἀπὸ η[ο] νἰθνπκέλεο ἀζιεηαί.
ὁ δκνο ὁ Ἠιείσλ ǀǀ νἱ ἀπὸ ηο νἰθνπκέλεο ἱεξνλεῖθαη.
The People of Erythrae. The athletes of the whole world.
The People of Elis. The sacred victors of the whole world.143

Not much can be deduced from this inscription, and its uncertain dating – the first century BC
on palaeographical grounds144 – makes it difficult to fit the text in the broader history of the
athletic synod. The deceased athlete may have been an olympionikes, or at least an athlete
trying to become one, since he was honoured by the people of Elis and by the hieronikai. It is
possible that he had died during the Olympic Games, and that both the people of Elis and the
athletic synod had sent consolation decrees to his hometown. Later decrees from the synod
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show that this was a normal practise. 145 It seems less likely that the deceased athlete was
honoured by hieronikai present in Erythrae, since no sacred agones were being held there at
that time.
There are, however, more problems with this inscription. It appears that not one, but two
associations were present in Elis: one for hieronikai and one for normal athletes. On the basis
of this inscription, Robert asserted that these should be clearly distinguished from each other,
and Pleket believed that the two separate associations coexisted until the early second century
AD, when they merged to become the ecumenical xystic synod.146 A more thorough
discussion of this question will be undertaken in chapter II.3, since later sources need to be
taken into consideration in order to formulate an answer. For now, it suffices to state that the
inscription does not offer substantial proof that there really were two separate associations.
We can only infer that the hieronikai and regular athletes were considered as separate groups.
Thus, there was at least one athletic association active during the Olympic Games in the later
first century BC, and it is not unlikely that it was the same as the one in Antony‘s letter. In
any case, both documents attest to a common phenomenon: athletes organising themselves
beyond the level of the polis, with ‗global‘, i.e. pan-Mediterranean ambitions. Their privileges
and personal contacts with Roman rulers were the key to their success: the sources of the
decades after Actium show how they gradually extended their influence over the whole
agonistic world.
3) The artists
As opposed to the athletes, no inscriptions or papyri survive from the late republic that can
prove that the artists underwent a similar development. The first certain attestations of an
ecumenical artists‘ association date from Claudius‘ reign (AD 41-54) or shortly before; this
evidence will be discussed in section I.3.2. One of the main questions is how the thymelic
synod of the empire related to the older Hellenistic associations. There are several
possibilities. 1) The Hellenistic associations continued to exist throughout the first century
BC. New circumstances, such as the development of the festival network, urged them to fuse
together into one association. This is the opinion of earlier scholars like Foucart and Poland:
they argued that the thymelic synod continued the organisational models of the Egyptian
association and the one of Ionia and the Hellespont, and that the Athenian synod eventually
merged with it as well. 147 2) Most Hellenistic associations shrank into obscurity or
disappeared altogether. One association succeeded in adapting to the changing agonistic
world and expanded its influence, until it became an ecumenical association. In this respect,
Merkelbach argued that the thymelic synod was founded when the association of Ionia and
the Hellespont moved to Rome, without giving clear arguments, however. 148 3) All the
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Hellenistic associations disappeared by the end of the first century BC. A brand new,
ecumenical association was formed. 149
In my opinion, the first or the second options are more likely than the third. Some aspects
suggest a kind of continuity between the Hellenistic associations and the thymelic synod of
the empire, for instance in their vocabulary. By the time of Claudius, the thymelic synod had
taken over the terminology of the athletes‘ synod first found in Antony‘s letter: ἀπὸ ηο
νἰθνπκέλεο and ἱεξνλῖθαη (θαὶ) ζηεθαλῖηαη. Yet they also adhered to the old term that was the
defining element in all artists‘ associations since the third century BC: νἱ πεξì ηὸλ Γηφλπζνλ
ηερλῖηαη. Further, rulers whom they were particularly attached to were honoured as ‗new
Dionysos‘, both in Hellenistic and imperial times. 150 Less important terms also remained
unchanged: the artists‘ headquarters, often with a temple of Dionysos in its centre, was styled
a ηέκελνο.151 Of course, this offers no absolute proof. The xystic synod of athletes clearly
drew from the organisational style of the Hellenistic associations, too, even if there was no
institutional continuity between them. We also have to take the possibility into consideration
that the thymelic synod deliberately drew on the terminology of the Hellenistic associations in
order to appear older and more respectable.
Although direct evidence remains lacking, for number of reasons I consider the thesis that the
thymelic synod of the empire emerged from the association of Ionia and the Hellespont the
most convincing. First, the association of Ionia and the Hellespont is the only Hellenistic
artists‘ association that is attested until the late first century BC. Its privileges were protected
by Roman statesmen like Sulla, with whom they had good contacts. 152 Second, the political,
social and economic circumstances in Asia in the late first century BC gave agonistic life a
new impetus and offered competitors the possibility to develop larger organisational forms, as
the example of the athletic association illustrates.153 This is in contrast with the economic
decline on the Greek mainland, which may have caused the dissolution of the associations of
Athens and of Isthmia and Nemea. 154 This argument also rules out the possibility that the
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thymelic synod emerged from the Egyptian association. 155 Although there are some
similarities between them,156 Egypt in the first century BC played only a minor role in the
agonistic world, having not a single first-class agon with an international cachet.157 The place
of origin of the thymelic synod should rather be sought in a region with a strong agonistic
dynamic, where travelling competitors from different regions regularly met.
Third, the synod of Ionia and the Hellespont appears to have carried the defense and
organisation of its professional interests further than the other associations. 158 This is
illustrated by the so-called synagonistai, artists such as secondary actors, choir members,
teachers and others who played an essential role in performances but who could not gain a
victory themselves.159 In the Hellenistic period, they only played a significant role in the
association of Ionia and the Hellespont: they formed a semi-independent association in the
margins of the larger synod, having its own treasury and officials. 160 It is perhaps no
coincidence that the synagonistai recur in the titles of the thymelic synod, from the first
evidence under Claudius until the last sources of the late third century AD. 161 In all
probability they formed a subgroup in the assemblies of the synod. 162 Although there is no
evidence that they were organised in a semi-independent association like in Hellenistic times,
their presence in the thymelic synod‘s titles indicates that they retained some say in the
decision-making process.163 It is therefore probable that they inherited this professional selfawareness from their forerunners in the association of Ionia and the Hellespont.
A fourth argument is somewhat more problematic. Curiously, the name of the association of
Ionia and the Hellespont recurs in two inscriptions from the second century AD. 164 Le Guen
assumed that the Hellenistic association continued to exist throughout the first two centuries
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AD, until it finally merged with the thymelic synod.165 However, it is hard to explain the gap
of about 200 years, and to understand how this association could have existed in parallel with
the thymelic synod, which was very active in Asia at that time. 166 Since the association
counted technitai among its ranks who performed on the international festival network, 167 it is
more probable that it was an affiliated association founded by some Asian members of the
thymelic synod. 168 The fact that the name of the association of Ionia and the Hellespont was
reused points to an antiquarian tendency, as Ziebarth already noted. 169 The Hellenistic
inscriptions were still to be read in the theatres where members of the thymelic synod
performed, and those artists may have been aware of the institutional links that linked the
thymelic synod to the old Hellenistic association. 170
A last indication is the reverence that both the association of Ionia and the Hellespont and the
thymelic synod had for Dionysos Kathegemon, in Hellenistic times the parton of the Attalid
dynasty of Pergamum. 171 An affiliated branch of the association of Ionia and the Hellespont in
Pergamum was gathered around Dionysos Kathegemon, hence the full name of the
association: ηὸ θνηλὸλ ηλ πεξὶ ηὸλ Γηόλπζνλ ηερληηλ ηλ ἐπ‘ Ἰσλίαο θαὶ ιιεζπόληνπ θαὶ
ηλ πεξὶ ηὸλ Καζεγεκόλα Γηόλπζνλ. Although the epithet Kathegemon does not recur in the
titles of the thymelic synod, an inscription from the Severan period (AD 193-235) suggests
that it had a high priest of Dionysos Kathegemon, and in a third-century papyrus from
Oxyrhynchus we read that one of the synod‘s decrees was sealed with an image of Dionysos
Kathegemon. 172
It still remains to be seen, then, how the association of Ionia and the Hellespont transformed
into an ecumenical association. In any case, it did not occur from one moment to the next –
we should rather presuppose a gradual transformation. One literary source may provide a clue
to how this happened, and again Mark Antony has a role in it. Plutarch recounts how the
triumvir, on the eve of the battle of Actium, summoned Dionysiac artists from all over the
Greek world to Samos to celebrate:
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ὥζπεξ γὰξ βαζηιεῦζη θαὶ δπλάζηαηο θαὶ ηεηξάξραηο ἔζλεζί ηε θαὶ πφιεζη πάζαηο ηαῖο
κεηαμὺ πξίαο θαὶ Μαηψηηδνο θαὶ Ἀξκελίαο θαὶ Ἰιιπξηλ πξνείξεην πέκπεηλ θαὶ
θνκίδεηλ ηὰο εἰο ηὸλ πφιεκνλ παξαζθεπάο, νὕησ πᾶζη ηνῖο πεξὶ ηὸλ Γηφλπζνλ ηερλίηαηο
ἐπάλαγθεο ἦλ εἰο άκνλ ἀπαληᾶλ: θαὶ ηο ἐλ θχθιῳ ζρεδὸλ ἁπάζεο νἰθνπκέλεο
πεξηζξελνπκέλεο θαὶ πεξηζηελαδνκέλεο, κία λζνο ἐθ᾽ ἡκέξαο πνιιὰο θαηεπιεῖην θαὶ
θαηεςάιιεην πιεξνπκέλσλ ζεάηξσλ θαὶ ρνξλ ἀγσληδνκέλσλ. (…) γελφκελνο δὲ ἀπὸ
ηνχησλ ηνῖο κὲλ πεξὶ ηὸλ Γηφλπζνλ ηερλίηαηο Πξηήλελ ἔδσθελ νἰθεηήξηνλ, αὐηὸο δὲ
πιεχζαο εἰο Ἀζήλαο πάιηλ ἐλ παηδηαῖο ἦλ θαὶ ζεάηξνηο.
For just as all the kings, dynasts, tetrarchs, nations, and cities between Syria, the Maeotic
Lake, Armenia, and Illyria had been ordered to send or bring their equipment for the
war, so all the artists around Dionysos were compelled to put in an appearance at
Samos; and while almost all the world around was filled with groans and lamentations, a
single island for many days resounded with flutes and stringed instruments; theatres
there were filled, and choral bands were competing with one another. (…) When these
festivities were over, Antony gave the artists around Dionysos Priene as a place for them
173
to dwell, and sailed himself to Athens, where sports and theatres again engaged him.

In her commentary of the passage, Le Guen assumes that Plutarch is talking about the
association of Asia Minor.174 This seems to be correct, since 1) Plutarch uses the term νἱ πεξὶ
ηὸλ Γηόλπζνλ ηερλῖηαη, which is, as Le Guen has shown, only used for associated artists;175 2)
the association of Ionia and the Hellespont is the only one that to our knowledge still existed
at that time, as argued above; 3) Samos lay in its sphere of influence. 176 Yet at the same time
there is a strong ‗international‘ feeling to Plutarch‘s text, for he implies that artists from all
over the eastern Mediterranean were present at Samos. It is therefore possible that the
association was entering a new stage of transregional cooperation, as Chadwick and Leppin
have suggested.177 We should of course also take the possibility into consideration that
Plutarch projected the situation of his own times – the pan-Mediterranean activities of the
thymelic synod – back to the first century BC. Nevertheless, Antony‘s rule indeed provided
ample opportunities for establishing broader links: he could give privileges and let them be
enforced throughout the eastern Mediterranean, just like he had done in his audiences with the
athletes‘ association. Plutarch‘s text, in fact, refers to the grant of a specific privilege. When
we read that he has given Priene ‗as a place to dwell‘ (ἔδσθελ νἰθεηήξηνλ), this should not be
interpreted in the sense that the association received a wholly new place of residence. When
Strabo mentions the subsequent residences of the association, he makes no mention of Priene.
Le Guen, referring to the research of Briant, remarks that the ‗gift‘ of cities was a common
practise in Achaemenid and Hellenistic times: in fact it amounted to giving someone access to
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certain revenues. 178 In this case, the artists‘ association was probably given the right to collect
revenues coming from contests and festivals (co-)organised by them in Priene.179 This passage
therefore, may bear witness to the expanding influence of the association of Ionia and the
Hellespont in the eastern Mediterranean.
Other literary testimonies reveal how the association magaged to lobby for privileges at
Antony‘s court. Many artists were in fact members of his entourage. When Antony came to
Ephesus in 42/41 BC, he was welcomed as a ‗new Dionysos‘, after which artists like the
kitharode Anaxenor, the choraules Xouthos and the dancer Metrodoros ―poured like a flood
into his quarters and held sway there.‖180 Especially Anaxenor of Magnesia ad Maeandrum
was a very successful artist, for Strabo states that ―the theatres exalted him‖ and that he
received many kinds of honours in his hometown, among which a purple attire and a statue
with an honorary inscription. 181 This description makes it quite probable that he belonged to
the association of Ionia and the Hellespont – wearing purple was one of the long-standing
privileges of the artists‘ associations, 182 and the same privilege had just been obtained for the
ecumenical athletes‘ synod through the agency of that other member of Antony‘s entourage,
the trainer M. Antonius Artemidoros. A few years later, Antony stayed in Athens, where he
was likewise honoured as a ‗new Dionysos‘. 183 Again he was in the company of artists, who
according to Sokrates of Rhodes were summoned from Italy to entertain him during his
carouses in a Dionysiac ‗cave‘, created on a scaffold above the theatre. 184 We do not know
whether these actors were competitors in Greek agones that hailed from Magna Graecia, or
whether they were Latin performers. Sokrates‘ description is quite negative, yet this is
probably due to Augustus‘ propaganda against the ‗oriental‘ Antony. 185 His statement that
Greeks from far and wide came together to watch the triumvir and his artists
(ζπλεζξνηζκέλσλ ἐπὶ ηὴλ ζέαλ ηλ Παλειιήλσλ) rather points to a panhellenic agon under
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Antony‘s patronage than to a drunken Dionysiac brawl. 186 We know from other sources that
Antony attended and supported agones in Athens: Plutarch recounts that the triumvir feasted
the Greeks after the victory over Labienus and took up the office of gymnasiarch, and an
inscription from this period indicates that he added his name to the famous Panathenaia.187
We can therefore assume that in Athens, too, successful and influential competitors belonged
to his retinue, as befits a new Dionysos.
To sum up, in Antony‘s time the regional boundaries between the spheres of influence of the
old Hellenistic associations were falling apart. Artists from Italy, Greece and Asia benefited
from Antony‘s support and met each other at his court or during one of the competitions
hosted by him. The most powerful player in this context was in all probability the association
of Ionia and the Hellespont, which in a next stage managed to unite the first-class technitai
from the whole oikoumene, according to the theory set out above. Influenced by the name of
the athletes‘ association, it would then have rebaptised itself as νἱ ἀπὸ ηο νἰθνπκέλεο
ηερλῖηαη ἱεξνλῖθαη ζηεθαλῖηαη. This happened during the reign of Claudius at the latest. 188
Even if an ecumenical artists‘ association had not yet fully emerged in the 30s BC, it is clear
that the technitai had become increasingly interconnected and had started to transcend their
regional focus. Thus, Antony‘s reign in the East was an important transitional period for
artists as well as for athletes. In fact, the episode can be seen as symptomatic of broader
changes that were affecting the Mediterranean in the late republic. Before discussing the
development of the ecumenical synods in the early Principate, it is therefore necessary to
explore this aspect further.

2. Mediterranean integration and the emergence of the festival network
The ecumenical associations of competitors and the Greek festival network of the Roman
empire are prime examples of the far-reaching connectivity that marked the ancient
Mediterranean. The Roman empire did more than bring several regions together under one
political authority. The whole Mediterranean had become, from the first century BC onwards,
an integrated socio-economic system, and Graeco-Roman culture a unifying factor for the
cities scattered around the Mediterranean coasts. How should we interpret this integration,
and what was its precise impact on Greek festival life?
‗Connectivity‘ has become a hot topic nowadays, partly due to the contemporary esprit du
temps. The rise of the internet and social media in a context of globalisation has made
researchers more aware of the links that bound the people and cities of antiquity to each other.
Yet as every scholar applies theories about connectivity to his own specific source material, it
has become difficult to see the wood for the trees. In the next two subsections, I give an
overview of the main interpretational models. In the third, I incorporate some of those new
insights in a historical overview of the development of the Greek festival network.
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1) On networks and horizontal ties
During the past few years, thinking in terms of networks has found its way into historical
studies. It has challenged, and in some cases even replaced, the old model of centre versus
periphery189 to understand the structure of ancient societies. This way of thinking is inspired
by poststructuralist writers like Gilles Deleuze, who developed the rhizome-theory: instead
of starting from a hierarchical model, like a tree with smaller branches, they preferred a nonhierarchical structure of horizontal and multipolar ties to understand human culture – in other
words, a rhizome of endlessly interconnected roots.190 Similarly, human societies are made up
by innumerable connections between people, also termed social networks. A famous study
by Stanley Milgram has tried to prove, for instance, that no more than a few degrees of
separation exist between all inhabitants of the United States.191 Using insights from network
theories, some historians have tried to reveal social networks in Graeco-Roman antiquity,
leading, however, to many different results depending on the available source material in the
respective areas.192
A first methodology to study these connections is called social network analysis (SNA), a
quantitative and qualitative tool rooted in mathematics, anthropology and sociology. 193 On the
basis of big data sets and statistical analysis, it attempts to determine relationships (‗ties‘)
between actors (‗nodes‘) in a social network. Important ‗nodes‘ or actors that connect several
other actors to itself and/or to each other are called ‗hubs‘. One of its advantages lies in the
possibility to differentiate between many kinds of relationships, and thus to track hierarchies
as well as decentralised connections. The prerequisite of SNA is the availability of a large
amount of representative and balanced data; hence, Graeco-Roman Egypt with its thousands
of papyri and ostraca is the main field of interest for network analysts. Ruffini, one of the first
scholars to apply SNA to the study of Egypt, has revealed, for example, how society in the
Byzantine Oxyrhynchite nome was rather centralised and hierarchical, whereas the village of
Aphrodito was characterised by horizontal and multiplex ties. 194
Insights from SNA have also been used to investigate into fields lacking the voluminous
source material of Egypt. Since quantitative, statistical analysis is not possible in these cases,
SNA serves as a paradigm to theorise on social dynamics rather than as a heuristic tool. A
recent example is Malkin‘s A Small Greek World, which focuses on the development of Greek
civilisation in the Archaic Mediterranean. According to Malkin, network dynamics across the
whole Mediterranean were a prime characteristic of the Greek Mediterranean civilisation, and
the interconnectedness of far-flung Greek colonies and settlements one of the major causes for
the emergence of a common Greek identity. In his words, ―the Greek Wide Web was
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multidirectional, decentralized, nonhierarchical, boundless and proliferating, accessible,
expansive, and interactive.‖195
Malkin‘s investigations built on earlier insights in Mediterranean studies about the
interconnectedness of the Mediterranean throughout history. A pioneering work was
Braudel‘s La Méditerranée et le monde méditerranéen à l‟époque de Philippe II (first
published in 1949), recounting the longue durée structures and the conjonctures that bound
the Mediterranean shores together: ―tout s‘échange en Méditerranée.‖196 The next important
publication on the Mediterranean was The Corrupting Sea by Horden and Purcell (first
published in 2000). Their Mediterranean is a decentralised and fluid one, characterised by
constant interaction, in which especially small-scale individual movements linked various
micro-regions to each other. States and empires barely appear in this vast study of ecological
and economic patterns.197 A recent work on the Mediterranean by Abulafia abandoned this
structuralist approach by returning to a chronological narrative with a focus on human agency
and histoire événementielle.198
Another methodological model is peer polity interaction, conceived by the archaeologists
Renfrew and Cherry in 1986. This model tries to explain how early states developed by
focusing on interchanges between autonomous political entities, which came to share certain
‗structural homologies‘ like political institutions, physical features and religious beliefs. 199
Peer polity interaction was later used by Ma to describe the connections between Hellenistic
poleis, in his words ―equipollent, interconnected communities, which must be considered qua
network rather than by trying to differentiate between core and periphery.‖200 Especially
diplomatic documents make these kinds of horizontal, non-hierarchical connections clear.
Cities had a civic culture in common, used the same political vocabulary and had a sense of a
shared past, and they used these elements when they communicated with each other, for
instance to appeal to foreign arbitration, to send theoroi to a festival or to request
confirmation of the stephanitic status of an agon. Ma‘s peer polity interaction has a lot in
common with Malkin‘s networks in the Archaic Mediterranean, with this difference that the
former concentrates on political culture, whereas Malkin‘s networks include economic
relationships.
Despite having greatly advanced our understanding of ancient societies in the Mediterranean
basin, the insights in connectivity of the last decades are not always unproblematic. In a recent
article, Zurbach rightly warns against a too enthusiastic adoption of connectivity models. 201 In
their focus on connections, some of the aforementioned works downplayed the absence of
contacts and forgot that networks can fail, too. Malkin, for instance, has the tendency to
essentialise networks as a characteristic feature of Greek civilisation, thereby opposing it to
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the hierarchical structures of the Persian or Roman empires. 202 According to Zurbach, this is a
methodical error, since the Assyrians for instance were not less ‗connected‘ than the
Greeks.203 Similarly, the Roman empire, as we will see, combined a hierarchical organisation
with expansive horizontal connections between poleis, not in the least through the great
festival network of that period. Instead of taking a large network for granted, Zurbach
cautions to apply network reasoning to certain case-studies only, reminding us that networks
are not a reality, but an analytic tool. Networks exist in different types and aspects, and have
different histories. 204 Further, networks do not exist a priori, but presuppose certain conditions
such as, in a trading context, agreements on equivalence, weights and measures, quality
control, institutional protection, risk reducing mechanisms, etc. 205 When we bear this in mind,
a decentralised network and a hierarchical state structure do not need to rule each other out.
The latter can create and support conditions in order to sustain the former.
This brings us to another problem concerning certain connectivity models. Morris has argued
that studies like The Corrupting Sea are characterised by a certain ‗timelessness‘: ―Horden
and Purcell‘s pre-modern Mediterranean was always (at least since some point in later
prehistory) already integrated.‖206 As such, their work leaves little room for sudden change
and discontinuity. Similarly, Malkin and Ma, in their focus on connectivity in their respective
periods, did not pay enough attention to the fact that the integration of the Mediterranean was
a gradual process that only reached its peak during the Roman empire. Another direction of
thought, developed during the past few years, may compensate for this limitation: the idea of
globalisation presupposes process and change. 207
2) Globalisation
The awareness of living in a globalised world has dramatically increased during the last few
decades. The concept ‗globalisation‘ first appeared in the 1960s in the context of economics,
but only after the end of the Cold War it was picked up by mass-media and made ubiquitous.
Globalisation is a broad term that refers to many different phenomena. It is most often used to
describe developments in the contemporary world that make continents, countries, societies,
cultures and economies strongly interconnected. On the economic level, this implies a global
system with massive exchanges and movements of capital, goods and services and a leading
role of multinational corporations. Culturally, it is associated with a supposed standardisation
of human behaviour (e.g. in the domains of clothing or food; ‗McDonaldisation‘ or ‗Cocacolonisation‘), and, conversely, with local heterogeneous responses (‗glocalisation‘). 208
Driving factors of these globalising developments are ever-evolving information and
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communication technologies such as the internet.209 The concept thus defies one single
definition, yet the one developed by Held et alii seems to grasp the essence of what is at work:
―a process (or set of processes) which embodies a transformation in the spatial organisation of
social relations and transactions – assessed in terms of their extensity, intensity, velocity and
impact – generating transcontinental or interregional flows and networks of activity,
interaction, and the exercise of power.‖210
Since the outset of debates on globalisation, theorists have been at odds about the novelty of
the phenomenon. Whereas some saw it as exclusively modern, others believed that
globalisation is not new in qualitative terms, but that it has only now gained momentum,
undeniably transforming societies along the way. 211 Before long historians entered the
discussion and started applying insights from globalisation theories to other historical periods.
A work edited by Hopkins sought to trace the earlier phases of globalisation to the period
after AD 1600.212 The global tendencies recognised by Hopkins were, as summarized by Pitts
and Versluys, ―increased connectivity, the existence of a common market, the domestic
impact of market integration, the idea of belonging to one world, a stress on the local as part
of global developments, the universalisation of the particular in combination with a
particularisation of the universal, relatively dramatic time-space compression and
cosmopolitism‖.213 Since some of these characteristics can equally be found in the Roman
empire, it has been argued that globalisation theories can indeed be used as a conceptual
framework to study the interconnectedness of the Roman world.
Several approaches have already been adopted. Hingley, one of the first scholars to use the
concept of globalisation in the context of the Roman empire, mainly used it as an alternative
to the concept of ‗Romanisation‘. According to Hingley, the latter concept is connected to
European imperialism of the nineteenth and twentieth century and therefore ideologically
tainted. Those who use it nowadays consciously or unconsciously subscribe to the mission
civilisatrice of the European colonising powers and, ultimately, of the Roman empire itself. 214
Globalisation, on the other hand, could offer a better framework to understand the complex
interplays of cultural identities and the relationships between the local and the global: ―by
adopting contemporary concepts of globalization, it is useful to conceive that Roman
imperialism was effectively established through a common set of formats and structures – a
culture that mediated between the societies that came to participate in it through their own
local actions.‖215 Mann recently criticised Hingley‘s rejection of the Romanisation thesis,
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arguing that the term does not necessarily entail a one-directional replacement of local culture
by a superior civilisation. Mann rather described it as ―die Bezeichnung für eine jenseits der
bloßen politischen Herrschaft zu beobachtende Ausstrahlung Roms auf die Provinzen.‖ In
other words, it remains undeniable that the provinces of the Roman empire became more
Roman. Mann also stressed that in addition to Romanisation other cultural processes remained
in force, such as the continuing Hellenisation of the eastern Mediterranean. In his view,
globalisation as an explanatory concept holds fewer possibilities, since its focus on long-term
structural developments tends to downplay the influence of Roman politics on the cultural
changes in the Roman Mediterranean. 216 In this, he is certainly correct: as Braudel already
noted, ―ne pensons pas, surtout, que l‘énorme empire se soit fait comme de lui-même. Certes
la Méditerranée est un mécanisme qui tend à associer les pays situés au bord de son
immensité. Mais enfin ce n‘est pas la mer qui a fabriqué le filet où, vivante, elle s‘est trouvée
prise.‖217
Similar criticism has been voiced by Naerebout in his 2006 article. He argued that
globalisation did not bring anything new into the study of the Roman empire: aspects like the
negotiation of identities and material culture, and the idea of diversity underlying unity have
been taken into account long before globalisation came in vogue. Further, he stated that,
despite possible qualifications and reinterpretations, globalisation remains essentially a
modern phenomenon: ―globalisation is a concept that should be restricted to the description of
a world where time and distance become more and more meaningless, and where many
contacts have become disembodied (a world which is becoming globalised). The importance
of time and place, of face-to-face contact, and of the many constraints on such contact, makes
the Roman empire a quintessentially unglobalised world.‖218
Some recent contributions have challenged the views expounded by Naerebout. Whereas
Hitchner‘s rather explorative article did not offer convincing arguments in vindication of
globalisation, 219 Pitts and Versluys in their introduction to ‗Globalisation and the Roman
World‘ took the objections of Naerebout into consideration as well as explained the
possibilities of globalisation for studying the Roman empire. Some globalising characteristics
recognised by them are for instance 1) stronger connectivity as compared to other periods, to
the extent that we can describe it as ‗global‘, 2) a relative time-space compression,220 3) the
creation of a common cultural framework combined with a complex interplay of identities and
4) the perception of belonging to a single, interconnected world. 221 The other chapters in the
book investigate these and other globalisation characteristics in different aspects of the
Roman world, such as in the economy, material culture, urbanism, demography, etc.
The following part will draw from several of the above-mentioned theories in order to
describe and understand the process of integration in the Mediterranean and the development
of a pan-Mediterranean agonistic network. From globalisation theories, I will especially use
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their focus on progress and change, something which several of the above-mentioned
connectivity models lacked. Interconnectivity in the Mediterranean was indeed a process,
which culminated in the strongly integrated Mediterranean of the Roman empire. Equally
relevant is the perception of living in a unified world: the references to the oikoumene in the
titles of the synods of travelling competitors illustrate this excellently. Finally, the increasing
homogeneity of cultural practises – in our case, agonistic ones – over a large territory will also
be taken into consideration. These ‗globalising‘ elements have also been recognised by van
Nijf and Aneziri in their articles about the synods of competitors. 222
However, I still believe that the Roman integration of the Mediterranean cannot be seen as
true globalisation. Although the transregional integration of Roman times was exceptional for
a pre-modern context, it should not be overestimated either. Just like Zurbach has warned
against essentialising networks, we should be careful not to essentialise Roman
interconnectivity. Schiavone poignantly describes how many non-urbanised inland regions
hardly participated in the multifarious exchange networks of the cities around the
Mediterranean coasts.223 Similarly, the ‗global consciousness‘ was more or less restricted to
the Roman economic and cultural elite – the cosmopolitan athletes and artists in this study are
anything but representative of the human condition in Roman times. Furthermore, in order to
be able to speak about true ancient globalisation, regions like China and India should have
been part of the same political, economic and cultural dynamic that marked the Roman
Mediterranean. This was decidedly not the case. There were, of course, fairly extensive trade
contacts between the Roman empire and India (less so with China, in spite of all the romantic
notions about the Silk Road).224 However, these trade relations never came near the great
global flows of people, capital, technology and ideas that are according to Appadurai and
Held et alii the essential constituents of globalisation.225 The dynamics of growing integration
was essentially limited to the Mediterranean and some of the lands beyond – the regions that
Rome came to dominate, directly or indirectly. As in the earlier Mediterranean studies, this
area must remain our framework. The work on globalisation and the Roman world edited by
Pitts and Versluys paradoxically confirms this view: in spite of the ever-recurring key-word
‗global‘, its focus is limited to the Mediterranean and contacts with other civilisations are
barely addressed.226
3) A Mediterranean unified by festivals
One cannot study mobility in the Greek world without thinking about festivals. Mobility is
a broad phenomenon with many different forms, but if we are thinking of regular,
institutionalised mobility – and the interconnectedness of different regions that goes with

222

Van Nijf 2006: 231–234, using the term ‗ancient globalisation‘ from the work edited by Hopkins; Aneziri
2009: 234, n. 91, using Appadurai‘s term ‗ideoscape‘.
223
Schiavone 2000: 63–69.
224
For the trade relations between Rome and India, see Young 2001; McLaughlin 2010; Fauconnier 2012. For a
criticism of common ideas about the Silk Road, see Ball 2000: 133–139.
225
Appadurai 1990; Held et al. 1999: 14–27.
226
This holds also true for Morris 2003, who explores the growing interest in interconnectivity in the
Mediterranean, and at the same time uses globalisation to describe the process. His neologism
‗Mediterraneanization‘ is actually clearer and more to the point.

52

it – then perhaps the very mobility-promoting institution that we should consider is the
227
festival.

Greek festival culture, with the prestigious games of the periodos as focal points for Greeks
all over the Mediterranean, came into being in the early Archaic Period. This process
coincided with the revival of the old dormant trade networks after the demise of the Bronze
Age civilisations. 228 It is the beginning of what Abulafia calls ‗the second Mediterranean‘,
which lasted for more than a thousand years until its disintegration in the early Middle
Ages.229 In the Archaic Period, the principal actors were the Greeks and Phoenicians, who
connected several regions of the Mediterranean to each other through their journeys of
exploration, trading ventures and colonisation policies. Malkin has shown how these networks
contributed to the creation of a distinctive Greek identity, which transcended the single poleis
and was celebrated during the games in Olympia, Delphi, Isthmia and Nemea. 230
After the conflicts with the Persian empire in the early fifth century BC, interactions between
Greek city states increased. Sommer notes that this increased integration and connectivity was
made possible by a decisive breakthrough in geographical knowledge in the middle of the
fifth century BC.231 The emergence of empires like the Athenian one not only led to Greek
armies crisscrossing the Mediterranean, but also to the spread of commercial networks and
cultural practises. Drama was an extremely successful export product: Athens‘ armies may
have been broken before the walls of Syracuse, but its tragedies and comedies were there to
stay. For centuries, the Greek world had known the phenomenon of travelling theoroi,
pilgrims, poets, musicians and athletes, who were now joined by troupes of actors.232 Already
in this period hundreds of local agones were being organised by the Greek cities, 233 and it was
only a matter of time before the disparate agonistic practises became more homogeneous
because of the travelling people who connected them to each other. The Athenian Dionysia
were eagerly copied. Agones became gradually standardised, for instance in their
infrastructure and organisation. Especially the Olympia were a major model. Dimde has
recently shown that in the late Classical and early Hellenistic periods technical and
architectural characteristics of stadia such as starting blocks were increasingly modelled on
those of Olympia.234 In the fourth century BC, agones such as the Asklepieia of Epidaurus
also started to copy the practise of announcing a contest to the whole Greek world, which was
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formerly reserved to the ‗great four‘ and the Greater Mysteries of Eleusis. 235 Furthermore, the
festival judges of the latter agon were called hellanodikai, just like in Olympia. 236 Finally, the
age-categories of the Olympia, Pythia and Isthmia gradually found acceptance in other
agones.237
The political, economic and social developments of the early Hellenistic period ensured that
this evolution in Greek festival life gained momentum. We can briefly mention the formation
of bigger political entities such as koina and kingdoms, the increase in commercial traffic,
monetisation, urbanisation and the spread of Greek culture in the eastern Mediterranean.238
The mobility of people in the Hellenistic Mediterranean is clearly illustrated by the
prosopography of Delos, with its hundreds of foreigners residing there or passing by, and by
Van ‗t Dack‘s list of no less than 200 Italians known to have travelled to the Ptolemaic
empire.239 The earlier-mentioned study by Ma on Peer Polity Interaction in the Hellenistic age
shows how interstate communication and institutions like theoria, proxeny and foreign
arbitration provided a framework for the movements of many Greeks. Using approaches from
network theories, Rutherford has further revealed the extent and importance of the theorianetworks in this period.240 This underlines the importance of agonistic festivals as ‗mobilitypromoting institutions.‘241
Robert, in his seminal lecture on agonistic life in the Hellenistic and Roman periods, speaks
about the strong increase (‗foisonnement‘) in ‗panhellenic‘ agones throughout the
Mediterranean from the third century BC onwards. In his view, the key moment that sparked
off this phenomenon was the foundation of the Ptolemaia of Alexandria by Ptolemy II
between 282 and 278 BC. 242 Parker, on the other hand, stresses the continuity with the
Classical period: as the Asklepieia of Epidaurus show, the practise of announcing a new
contest in imitation of the traditional ‗big four‘ began in the fourth century BC. 243
Nevertheless, the scaling-up in the third century BC remains remarkable. In Rutherford‘s
words, ―it suddenly became possible for any major city with an established local cult and a
demonstrable role in Greek history to assume the role of a major religious centre, setting up a
new festival and inviting the Greek cities to it in the expectation that those invitations would
be accepted.‖244 Equally new was the demand to recognise new agones as ‗isolympic‘ or
‗isopythic‘, meaning that victors in these games would get the same honours and privileges as
those who won respectively the Olympia or Pythia.245 Getting an agon recognised as
stephanitic was a similar strategy to boost its prestige and to link up with the games of the
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periodos.246 This practise at once proves the great prestige of the periodos as well as the
ambitions of others to acquire a place in the agonistic market. In the third and second
centuries BC the ambitions of Asia Minor in particular are apparent. Many of the new
agonistic foundations took place there, such as the Asklepieia of Cos, the Didymeia of
Miletus, the Leukophryenia of Magnesia on the Maeander, the Klaria of Colophon, the
Hyakinthotropheia of Cnidus and the Nikephoria of Pergamum. 247 The epigraphic dossier of
the Leukophryenia in particular showcases the efforts made by a city at the periphery of the
Greek world to enhance its prestige. At the end of the third century BC Magnesia launched a
huge diplomatic offensive in order to obtain the stephanitic status for its festival: ca. 60
acceptance decrees from cities, koina, kings and the artists‘ association of Ionia and the
Hellespont were inscribed on the walls of the stoa around Magnesia‘s agora.248 A current
project of van Nijf and Williamson applies insights from Social Network Analysis in order to
illustrate the degree of connectivity involved in this diplomatic correspondence. 249
The foundations of new agonistic festivals in Asia and the efforts of Asia‘s cities to assert
themselves led Parker to consider a re-centring of the agonistic world to the East. However, it
is important to remember Zurbach‘s warnings and not to take the success of networks for
granted. Although it is undeniable that agonistic life and the human mobility connected with it
gained momentum in the Hellenistic period, the mere existence of connections does not
suffice to assess the qualitative functioning of the agonistic networks. In spite of the recent
interest in horizontal, non-hierarchical networks Vial has shown that the agonistic world of
the Hellenistic age still had a centre and a periphery. For all the efforts of the Asian cities,
their new agones remained internationally less prestigious than the ones of the Greek
mainland, since they barely feature in victory catalogues. 250 For instance, the Leukophryenia
only appear in catalogues of athletes coming from the same region. 251 Vial draws the
following conclusion:
Quand on pense aux efforts déployés par les Magnètes pour rendre mondialement
célèbres leurs Leukophryéna, les résultats ne peuvent paraître que décevants. Dans les
faits, malgré l‟ambition qui a animé des cités qui n‟ont négligé aucun des moyens de
publicité à leur disposition, aucun des concours civiques qui ont obtenu une
reconnaissance internationale n‟a approché, même de très loin, la renommée de ceux de
la périodos.252
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Vial also remarks that most of the new Asian agones took place in a relatively small region,
namely Ionia and Caria, and argued that too much rivalry between the cities may have
hindered their ambitions. This is impossible to confirm, since we do not know to what extent
the agones were geared to one another in a calendar. However, Vial‘s suggestion holds true
when considering the entire agonistic world of the Hellenistic period. As Zurbach and Held et
alii have noted, the prerequisites of successful networks are stability, organisation and
infrastructural support, and these were more or less lacking. 253 A uniform body that could
oversee the agonistic network, attune the individual agones and ensure availability of
competitors did not and could not exist, due to the political fragmentation and instability of
the Mediterranean. The Hellenistic artists‘ associations fulfilled these tasks to some extent,
but only on a small, regional scale – for instance in Boeotia.254 Different associations could
sometimes work together, but at other moments they were at each other‘s throats, as the
conflict between the Athenian synod and the koinon of Isthmia and Nemea shows.255
Furthermore, competitors could not turn to one authority to obtain privileges that were
universally valid. In other words, the necessary framework that allowed athletes to travel from
contest to contest through a large part of the Mediterranean was absent. This ensured that
movements of competitors remained limited to smaller regions. The best of them concentrated
on the Greek mainland, the place where the most prestigious victories could be won. The
victors of the Asklepieia of Cos in the third and second centuries BC illustrate this: the
majority of them came from Ionia, Caria and the Aegean islands; about a quarter came from
Cos itself. 256 In sum, the Greek agonistic world had become ‗international‘, but it was not yet
integrated in one system. 257
Rome‘s rise to power in the Mediterranean changed this situation. Rome‘s military successes
and the creation of provinces in the eastern Mediterranean led Polybios to believe that a whole
new historical period had begun:
ἐλ κὲλ νὖλ ηνῖο πξὸ ηνχησλ ρξφλνηο ὡζαλεὶ ζπνξάδαο εἶλαη ζπλέβαηλε ηὰο ηο νἰθνπκέλεο
πξάμεηο δηὰ ηὸ θαὶ θαηὰ ηὰο ἐπηβνιάο, ἔηη δὲ θαὶ ηὰο ζπληειείαο αὐηλ ὁκνίσο δὲ θαὶ θαηὰ
ηνὺο ηφπνπο δηαθέξεηλ ἕθαζηα ηλ πεπξαγκέλσλ. ἀπὸ δὲ ηνχησλ ηλ θαηξλ νἱνλεὶ
ζσκαηνεηδ ζπκβαίλεη γίλεζζαη ηὴλ ἱζηνξίαλ, ζπκπιέθεζζαί ηε ηὰο Ἰηαιηθὰο θαὶ Ληβπθὰο
πξάμεηο ηαῖο ηε θαηὰ ηὴλ Ἀζίαλ θαὶ ηαῖο ιιεληθαῖο θαὶ πξὸο ἓλ γίλεζζαη ηέινο ηὴλ
ἀλαθνξὰλ ἁπάλησλ.
Previously the doings of the world had been, so to say, dispersed, as they were held
together by no unity of initiative, results, or locality; but ever since this date history has
been an organic whole, and the affairs of Italy and Libya have been interlinked with those
of Greece and Asia, all leading up to one end.258
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Polybios‘ musings reflect a strong awareness of living in an interconnected world, something
that some theorists see as a characteristic of globalisation. 259 Of course, this quote tells us
more about perception than about the actual extent of physical connections. As Isayev has
argued, the rise of Rome was no sudden breach: human mobility had been strong before, and
continued to be so.260 Still, Rome was gradually reshaping the Mediterranean world. The
rising number of shipwrecks from the period between the third and first centuries BC points
towards an intensification of commercial networks, as does the increasing presence of Italian
negotiatores in the eastern Mediterranean.261
The definitive integration of the Mediterranean on a political, economic and cultural level
happened in the first century BC. The Mithridatic wars (88-63 BC) eliminated Rome‘s last
serious rival in the Mediterranean and put the whole of Asia Minor as well as Syria into the
Roman orbit. The annexation of Egypt in 30 BC definitively ended the political fragmentation
of the Mediterranean. For the first and only time in history, both the western and the eastern
halves of the sea fell under one political authority. Not only legionaries, but also Italian
traders were crisscrossing the sea as never had happened before. Woolf has shown how the
first century BC marked a peak in long-distance trade: Italian negotiatores connected distant
territories to the imperial centre and thus created an integrated economic and monetary
system.262 Travel became gradually safer and easier, thanks to the end of large-scale piracy,
Roman infrastructural works and, later in this century, the establishment of the pax romana.263
Further, Greek and Roman elite cultures were progressively converging, which can be seen in
shared ideas about paideia/humanitas and the broad unity of material culture. 264 Finally,
Roman rule was a vehicle for the spread of Greek civic life, especially in the interior of Asia
Minor.265
These developments also had an impact on the agonistic world. However, the limited amount
of agonistic inscriptions from this century makes it difficult to reconstruct how an integrated
festival network came into being. As far as we know, first steps were taken around 80 BC,
when Rhodes reformed the Halieia and attuned its schedule to the Nemea.266 Yet the
definitive breakthrough seems to have been the foundation of two new agones west and east
of Greece: the Aktia of Nicopolis and the Sebasta Romaia of Pergamum in 30/29 BC. 267 The
latter agon, organised every two years by the koinon Asias, was later known as the ‗Koina
Asias in Pergamum‘ and still later as the Augousteia.268 Since it often recurs in the victory
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lists of the early Principate, its prestige must have been considerable.269 This means that firstclass competitors adjusted their itineraries in order to compete in the Sebasta Romaia; in other
words, a festival circuit encompassing Greece as well as Asia had become a fact. After the
Sebasta Romaia many other agones were created in Asia Minor, which led Robert to coin the
often-quoted term ‗explosion agonistique‘. 270 Italy also joined the festival network in AD 2,
with the establishment of the Sebasta of Naples. This agon was aligned with the Aktia: both
took place in the summer of the post-Olympic year. 271 We can conclude that in the last
decades of the first century BC, the monopoly of the traditional periodos had been broken,
and that agones in the former periphery of the agonistic world had successfully joined the
select group of first-class competitions to form an international festival calendar.
A closer look at the political and economic circumstances of the first century BC may explain
why the Sebasta Romaia succeeded where for instance the Hellenistic Leukophryenia failed.
The decentralisation of the agonistic world was not only a consequence of growing
interconnectedness in the Roman Mediterranean: I argue that the status-quo was toppled by
the divergent fates of mainland Greece and Asia in the first century BC. Greece heavily
suffered from the Mithridatic wars, Thracian invasions and the Roman civil wars. The land
became poorer and its population declined. 272 The impact of social and economic distress on
agonistic life is especially clear in Boeotia, a region with a rich musical and poetical agonistic
tradition. Even if some Boeotian agones gained the support of Sulla after the first Mithridatic
war, most of them had disappeared by the end of the century. 273 Another example is the fate
of the Naia festival of Dodona. In the Hellenistic period it enjoyed great prestige, to the extent
that several cities recognised it as stephanitic around 200 BC. 274 Although the sack of the
sanctuary by Thracians in 88 BC probably did not put an end to the celebrations of the
festival, it could not win back its former prestige and sank into obscurity. 275 Even the ‗big
four‘ appear to have suffered: Strabo, for instance, records that the sanctuary of Delphi ―has
been much neglected, though in earlier times it was held in exceedingly great honour.‖276 The
famous Olympia were to a certain extent affected too: Josephus recounts that around 12 BC,
the games ―were falling apart for lack of revenues‖ and that ―this solitary relic of ancient
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Greece was sinking‖, only to be saved by the generous intervention of Herod the Great.277
Despite these financial problems the Olympia of the first century AD still had not become a
mere local festival, as some scholars maintained.278 Scharff has now shown that it still
managed to attract competitors from far and wide and to retain its status as the most
prestigious of all Greek agones, even if the times were hard and travelling conditions
dangerous.279
Roman rule and intervention in Asia Minor had different consequences. Although the Asian
cities also suffered from the Mithridatic wars, Sulla‘s draconic indemnities and rapacious
publicani, they quickly managed to recover.280 Lucullus‘ measures brought the first relief,281
and recovery continued under Pompey, to the extent that Robert describes it as ―une
renaissance dans les villes d‘Asie‖. 282 The defeat of the pirates in 67 BC, also by Pompey,
played an important part in this revival, for it led to increased trade activities. 283 Especially
Ephesus reaped the benefits of safe sea lanes. Although it was severely punished by Sulla in
the aftermath of the first Mithridatic war,284 Italian capital now flowed into the city and
unlocked its economic potential. 285 Already in 66 BC Cicero claimed that wealthy Asia
exceeded all other provinces in exports.286 In these years the foundations were laid for the
future prosperity of the first centuries AD, when Asia Minor became the economic
powerhouse of the Roman empire. 287
Agonistic life in Asia Minor mirrors these events. As shown by a victory catalogue of the
Romaia celebrated by the Lycian league in Xanthos, the difficulties of the war period went
hand in hand with ongoing agonistic ambitions. Originally believed to date from the end of
the second century BC, it was recently redated to the 70s or 60s BC.288 Although no
competitors could be found for men‘s boxing, wrestling and pankration, the organisers were
still doing their best to link up with the Greek mainland. Three of the victors came from
Argos, a polis with an impeccable pedigree, which may imply that the Xanthians invited them
intentionally in order to boost the prestige of their festival.289
After the war, agones that had been cancelled were quickly reinstated, such as the Nikephoria
in Pergamum, 290 the Didymeia in Miletus291 and the Olympia in Tralles. 292 A list of
277

Joseph. BJ 1.426–428. Even though Josephus probably exaggerated the facts in his praise for the Jewish king,
it seems unlikely that he conjured up the economic problems of the Olympia from thin air.
278
Cf. Bengtson 1971: 86; Farrington 1997: 19.
279
Scharff forthcoming.
280
See Kallet-Marx 1995: 276–278 for a nuanced assessment of the problems in Asia after Sulla‘s reconquest.
281
Plut. Luc. 20.
282
Robert 1937: 427.
283
Marek 2010: 354.
284
App. Mith. 61.
285
Lehner 2005: 36.
286
Cic. Leg. Man. 14. Cf. also Cic. QFr. 1.1.22-28.
287
Jones 1974: 204–205; for Asia as an economic powerhouse under the empire, see Levick 2004.
288
SEG 28 1246. First published by Robert 1978a; and now redated by Zimmermann and Schuler 2012: 585.
289
As argued by Zimmermann and Schuler 2012: 597.
290
IGR 4 293, ll. 49-51, with Jones 1974.
291
I.Didyma 367.
292
I.Tralles 133, with Robert 1937: 425–428.

59

agonothetai who financed the Ephesian Dionysia between 50/51 and 18/17 BC shows that
city notables were financially able and willing to invest money in agonistic life. 293 However,
information about new agonistic foundations before the establishment of the Sebasta Romaia
(30/29 BC) is scarce. Around 70 BC the provincial assembly of Asia organised a festival in
honour of Lucullus, the Loukoulleia, but its prestige must have been rather limited. 294
Nevertheless, all these elements together paved the way for the eventual ‗agonistic explosion‘
of the early Principate.
To conclude, the new political and socio-economic conditions created by the struggles of the
early first century BC had a profound impact on agonistic life. The rise of Asia and the
decline of Greece resulted in a gradual decentralisation of the agonistic world. Although
agones, of course, did not disappear in Greece, it was no longer the only place to gain
impressive victories: the Asian cities, and later also Italy, were able to fulfill their ambitions
by staging their own prestigious contests. Greece had evolved from an unrivalled centre to a
(still vital) link in a chain of festivals spread over a large part of the Mediterranean.
Thus, it comes as no surprise that the first ecumenical associations of competitors emerged in
Asia in the middle of the first century BC, a period that reshaped the Mediterranean so
profoundly. Competitors needed a larger organisation to function in a wider world.295
However, it is maybe too deterministic to see the rise of these associations simply as a logical
side-effect of the emergence of a pan-Mediterranean festival network. It is equally necessary
to focus on the agency of the competitors themselves. Which opportunities did they have to
experiment with new and bigger organisational forms? And to what extent were they
influenced by the political changes connected with the establishment of Roman power?

3. The Roman context
Some scholars believed that the Roman emperors played a decisive role in the creation of
ecumenical synods of competitors.296 However, I have shown that at least the synod of
athletes antedated the empire by at least some decades, emerging in the time of the civil wars.
In Antony‘s letters, it was the athletes who took the initiative and the triumvir who reacted.
This aspect remained a constant factor in the relation between the synods and the emperor.297
Nevertheless, the role of Rome in the early history of the synods should not be overlooked.
The athletes may have founded their association themselves, yet this was only possible within
a specific set of circumstances created by the establishment of the Roman empire in the
East.298 In what follows, I discuss three aspects: the institutional, the personal and the
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ideological circumstances. Institutional changes are investigated in the first two subsections.
The first shows how traditional Greek interstate institutions disappeared in the first century
BC, while the second focuses on the impact of this phenomenon on the region of Asia Minor,
the cradle of the first athletic synod. The third subsection examines how competitors forged
personal and ideological links with Rome and its rulers.
1) The disappearance of Greek interstate institutions
When athletes in the Hellenistic period competed in festivals abroad, they were embedded in
the complex system of relationships between their hometown and the city hosting the festival.
They were part of the theoria sent to represent their polis, and could count on the support of
proxenoi and theorodokoi in the city they visited.299 The artists‘ associations acted as a kind
of polis in their own right and had their own proxenoi, theoroi and theorodokoi. When in the
second century BC the Romans became the dominant power in the Mediterranean this system
was not significantly altered.
It was primarily Kallet-Marx who has shown that before the Mithridatic wars Roman rule in
the Greek East was more or less superficial. 300 Military and magisterial presence was limited
to certain tributary areas, while many other cities remained at least theoretically independent.
In other words, administrative ruling structures did not yet exist:
The guiding principle of Roman hegemonial behavior had been the extension and
maintenance of the imperium populi Romani, seen essentially as the power of the Roman
people to command obedience from foreign kings and nations. The essence of the
imperium lay not in legal forms such as treaty obligations, or in financial exploitation
such as continual payment of tribute, or in military occupation – all these things might or
might not accompany it – but simply in the capacity of the “metropole” to enforce its will
upon the "periphery," to use modem terms. This concept of empire did not presume or
demand active peacetime exploitation of those subject to this power but aimed simply at
the preservation and reinforcement of power itself, upon which Roman security was
301
ultimately based.

This political and institutional situation changed dramatically as a consequence of the
Mithridatic wars. After the Romans had come close to losing Asia and even Greece
completely, they tightened their grip on the East and took measures to entrench their rule
more permanently. Roman presence became more intrusive: the area subject to direct Roman
taxation vastly increased, which led to more magisterial intrusion and the development of an
administrative and institutional apparatus. 302 This transformation of Roman rule coincides
with the gradual disappearance of Greek interstate institutions like proxenia, theoria and
theorodokia, interstate arbitration and foreign judges, which had been so typical for the Greek
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poleis of the Archaic, Classical and Hellenistic periods. 303 According to Mack, the world of
the Greek cities underwent a profound transformation, from what he calls ‗interstate anarchy‘
to ‗imperial hierarchy‘. A whole new structural dynamic took the place of the old interstate
institutions. Of course, the Greek cities in the Roman empire remained strongly
interconnected, not in the least through the many festivals linked in an official festival
calendar. Poleis continued to send delegations to festivals and sanctuaries, as is especially
clear in the documents from Claros.304 Yet it was the context of these interrelations that had
changed. The cities were now part of a hierarchical system, in which Rome (and later the
emperor) was the sole focus of authority, prestige and identity. Mack has also shown that the
disappearance of the old interstate institutions was not the consequence of one-sided Roman
intervention, but that the Greek elite often took the initiative themselves to extend Roman
influence in the political life of the poleis. Roman arbitration was the most authoritative and
therefore the most objective. Upholding good relationships with the Roman authorities was
the best way to reinforce the position of a city. 305
This also holds true for individuals and associations. By establishing relationships with the
Roman authorities as a separate group, competitors acquired their own place in the imperial
hierarchy. This held great possibilities: protected and legitimized by personal links with the
imperial authorities, they could pursue their interests independently from other actors. For
athletes, this meant that their professional life was now more detached from the polis
framework. As I will show later, the synods‘ connection with the Roman state would
eventually become so strong that they would take up a structural and organisational role in
agonistic matters, thereby replacing proxenoi and the like with their own networks of support
for competitors.306
Antony‘s letter about the privileges of the athletic synod shows that the latter had managed to
position themselves within the new imperial hierarchy. Its privileges were made known and
enforced through the Roman imperial system, with the koinon Asias as an intermediate
structure. The reorganisation of Asia Minor is therefore an interesting case-study, which can
tell us more about the institutional framework in which the first ecumenical association
emerged.
2) The reorganisation of Asia Minor
You have restored a number of ruined and almost deserted cities, including Samos and
Halicarnassus, one the most famous city of Ionia, the other of Caria; the towns are free of
rioting and faction; you take good care that the government of the communes is in the
hands of their leading citizens; brigandage has been abolished in Mysia, homicides
reduced in many areas, peace established throughout the province, banditry quelled not
only on the highways and in the countryside but in greater quantity and on a larger scale
in the towns and temples; calumny, that cruellest instrument of governors‟ greed, has
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been banished, no longer to threaten the reputations, property, and tranquillity of the
rich; communal expenses and taxes are equitably borne by all who live within the
communal boundaries. You yourself are very easy of access, ready to lend an ear to every
grievance, and no man is so poor and forlorn but he is admitted to your house and
bedchamber, to say nothing of the tribunal where you receive the public; your entire
conduct as governor is free of all trace of harshness and cruelty, entirely pervaded by
mercy, gentleness, and humanity. – Cicero, QFr. 1.1.25307

Even if Cicero‘s praise for his brother Quintus, propraetor of Asia between 61 and 59 BC, is
excessive, his words have a ring of truth. As I have argued above, Asia seems to have
recovered quite quickly from the distress caused by the Mithridatic wars. At the same time,
Cicero‘s description illustrates the drastic political and institutional changes Asia had gone
through. The relative independence that the cities of Asia enjoyed before the wars was now a
thing of the past.308 In the years during and after the wars, the establishment of an intrusive
rule went hand in hand with severe financial exploitation. This, in turn, increased the need for
mediation between the cities and the Roman government. In the past, cities had to send
expensive embassies to Roman officials or to the senate in order to negotiate, and success was
not guaranteed.309 An intermediate structure, integrated in the new Roman hierarchy, became
necessary.
Greek festivals were an important factor in the gradual emergence of such a structure.
Somewhere in the 90s BC, an agon called the Moukieia was founded in honour of Q. Mucius
Scaevola, the benevolent and incorruptible proconsul of Asia. 310 The organisation of such a
festival was in itself not new: Greek cities had held celebratory games for Romans and Thea
Rome since the early second century BC. 311 Completely novel, however, was the fact that this
was no mere local festival: it was a prestigious penteteric agon, organised by the Asian
Greeks acting in concord: νἱ ἐλ ηη Ἀζίαη δκνη θα[ὶ η]ὰ ἔζλ[ε] θαὶ νἱ θαη‘ ἄλδξα θεθξηκέλνη
ἐλ ηη πξὸο Ῥσκαίνπο θηιίαη θαὶ ηλ ἄιισλ νἱ εἰξεκέλνη κεηέρεηλ ηλ σηεξίσλ θαὶ
Μνπθηείσλ, ―the Peoples and Tribes in Asia and those judged individually in friendship with
the Romans and those others chosen to participate in the Soteria and Moukieia.‖312 We are
dealing here with an early form of the provincial assembly of Asia, a body well known under
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the empire.313 In the period of Scaevola, its precise functions and status within the province of
Asia were probably not clearly delineated – it was rather an informal cultic association of
cities, peoples and individuals. 314 The upheavals of the Mithridatic wars gave the koinon a
more permanent and institutionalised character.315 For the Romans came to understand the
potential of such a koinon: an acknowledged body mediating between the Asian cities and
Rome could redress the lack of political and ideological acceptance of Roman rule that had
led to Mithridates‘ dramatic conquests and the slaughter of thousands of Italians in the cities
of Asia. 316 Lucullus, the man who reorganised Asia after Sulla, may have been responsible for
the creation of this fixed intermediate structure, which from then on took the name of θνηλὸλ
ηλ ἐπὶ ηο Ἀζίαο ιιήλσλ.317 An inscription from Aphrodisias demonstrates its increased
political and mediating role: somewhere in the decades after 80 BC, the koinon delegated
representatives in order to complain about the behaviour of the publicani to the authorities in
Rome. 318 Under the empire, the koinon would continue this tradition of political
representation. 319
At the same time, its original cultic role remained of great importance. The organisation of
splendid agones in the tradition of the Moukieia allowed the assembled Asian Greeks to
mentally accept Roman rule, and this to a far greater extent than the earlier local cults. 320 The
Loukoulleia, established in honour of Lucullus, have already been mentioned. 321
Subsequently, there is unfortunately but scanty evidence of agones hosted by the koinon.
Maybe one was established for Julius Caesar, but the next clear evidence dates from 30/29
BC, when Octavian allowed the koinon to celebrate the Sebasta Romaia in Pergamon.322 This
sparked off the lively agonistic activities of the koinon under the empire. Many cities in Asia
became the host of prestigious provincial festivals, where the collective Greek identity as well
as Rome and the imperial family were celebrated with all the necessary pomp. 323 In short, the
provincial assembly of Asia and its festivals were a means of political and ideological
communication, which tied the Greeks of Asia not only to Rome, but also to each other. 324
It is exactly in this context that the emergence of the transregional synods of competitors
needs to be seen. Antony‘s letter dealing with the privileges of the athletic synod was after all
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addressed to the koinon of Asia. 325 As Mileta has shown, it is likely that the koinon organised
other prestigious festivals between the disappearance of the Loukoulleia and the establishment
of the Sebasta Romaia in 30/29 BC, for instance for Caesar, who was honoured by the koinon
as a god and a descendant of Ares and Aphrodite. 326 In all probability, the early synod played
an important part in these provincial agones.327 Although many scholars interpreted the
panegyris mentioned in Antony‘s letter as the synod‘s own agon, it is equally possible that it
was in fact one of the festivals of the koinon.328 If the koinon indeed organised a festival for
Caesar when he was in Ephesus in 48 BC, this may have been the moment when the now
divine general granted the first privileges to the newly founded athletes‘ association – the
πξνυπάξρνληα of Antony‘s letter.329
It is thus reasonable to argue that the synod‘s early development was not only connected to
the new agonistic dynamic in Asia as a whole, but also to the specific activities of the
provincial assembly of Asia. In the provincial agones, several elements that were so
characteristic of the ecumenical synods came together: a context beyond the level of the polis,
a celebration of Roman rule and an expression of Hellenic identity. Furthermore, these were
moments of intense rivalry between the Asian cities, for instance for the right to lead the
festive procession before the actual competitions (propompeia).330 In other words, cities saw
their status within the imperial hierarchy confirmed. For the newly founded athletes‘ synod,
these agones offered a good opportunity to present itself to the assembled Asian Greeks as a
separate, privileged player. The koinon Asias for its part was the administrative body that
could enforce the synod‘s privileges among its members – this is probably the reason why
Antony wrote to the koinon. When Antony granted the synod the right to wear purple during
the festival, it is likely that he had the procession of a provincial agon in mind, in which the
associated hieronikai could now visibly occupy their own place. It now remains to be
discussed how the competitors actually managed to attain this privileged position.
3) Linking up with Rome
If the Roman empire offered the right opportunities, it was the competitors themselves who
took advantage of them. There is no indication that one of the Roman statesmen in the late
republic actively organised the synod of hieronikai from Antony‘s letter. Instead, we
recognise a dynamic that was so fundamental in the shaping of Roman rule in the East: the
forging of extensive relations between Roman leaders and the Greek elite, based on mutual
interests. In a classic monograph, Bowersock has stressed that the last decades of the republic
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not only brought misery and chaos to the Greeks as Roman armies crisscrossed the eastern
Mediterranean, but also networks of personal connections in the form of embassies, patronage
and friendship. In this way, the Romans secured their grip on the East, while Greek aristocrats
who supported Rome obtained favours and honour for their poleis and themselves. Many of
them shrewdly capitalized on their connections to secure political power in their
hometowns.331
An inscription from Patara in Lycia dating from the 40s or 30s BC, which was recently
published by Zimmermann and Schuler, is a good illustration of the dynamic described by
Bowersock:
Παηαξέσλ ὁ δκνο ἐηείκεζελ | εἰζγξαθνκέλνπ ηνῦ δήκνπ ηὰο | ὑπὲξ αὐηνῦ ηεηκὰο
Μᾶξθνλ Ἀληώλη|νλ Ἀληηπάηξνπ πἱὸλ Ηδαγξαλ Ῥσκαῖ|νλ θαὶ Παηαξέα, ζηξαηεγήζαληα |
Λπθίσλ ηνῦ θνηλνῦ ἐθ πάλησλ Λπθί|σλ θαὶ πξεζβεύζαληα ὑπὲξ ηε | ηνῦ δήκνπ θαὶ ὑπὲξ
Λπθίσλ πξὸο | ηνὺο αὐηνθξάηνξαο θαὶ δσξεὰο | ιαβόληα ἐπὶ ζπλθέξνληη ηῶ ἔζλεη | θαὶ
ἑμαθνζίνπο πνιείηαο ἐμαηηεζά|κελνλ ἀπὸ ζηξαηείαο, λεηθήζαληα δὲ | Νέκεα θαὶ Ἡξαῖα ηὰ
ἐλ Ἄξγεη παῖδαο παλ|θξάηηνλ πξηνλ Λπθίσλ θαὶ ηὰ ηηζέκελα Ῥσ|καῖα ὑπὸ ηνῦ θνηλνῦ
ηλ Λπθίσλ θαηὰ πελ|ηαεηεξίδα εἰζνιύκπηα παῖδαο παλ|θξάηηνλ θαὶ ἀγελείνπο θαὶ
Λεηῶα ηὰ ηηζέ|κελα ὑπὸ ηνῦ θνηλνῦ ηλ Λπθίσλ θαὶ Ῥσ|καῖα ηὰ ἐλ Ῥόδῳ παῖδαο
παλθξάηηνλ, | λεηθήζαληα δὲ θαὶ ἄιινπο ἱεξνὺο θαὶ | ζηεθαλείηαο ἀγλαο, ρξπζῶ
ζηεθά|λῳ θαὶ εἰθόλη ραιθῆ, ἄλδξα θαιὸλ θαὶ ἀγα|ζὸλ ὑπάξρνληα δηὰ πξνγόλσλ.
The People of Patara, having proposed the honours for him [themselves], have honoured
M. Antonius Idagras, son of Antipatros, citizen of Rome and Patara, who was strategos of
the koinon of the Lycians, [chosen] from all the Lycians; who was envoy to the
imperatores on behalf of the People and the Lycians; who has obtained privileges useful
to the league; who has gained discharge from military service for 600 citizens; who has
won the Nemea and Heraia in Argos in the boys‟ pankration as first of the Lycians, and
the penteteric, isolympic Romaia held by the koinon of the Lycians in the boys‟ and young
men‟s pankration, and the Letoia held by the koinon of the Lycians and the Romaia in
Rhodes in the boys' pankration; who has also won many other sacred and stephanitic
agones. They honoured him with a golden crown and a statue of bronze, an excellent man
like his forebears.332

The honorand in this inscription was in all probability one of the first Lycians to receive the
exceptional honour of Roman citizenship. 333 He therefore must have had a close relationship
with Mark Antony, the man who bestowed the citizenship on him. It made him a man of
prime importance in his city and in the Lycian league, where he held the office of strategos.
His connections enabled him to get 600 of his compatriots discharged from Roman military
service, which brought him even more esteem and favours. Interestingly, Idagras was in his
younger years active as an athlete, having won some prestigious contests among which the
Nemea and Heraia in Argos. The mention of his athletic victories illustrates how agonistic
success was, just like an important political career, a source of pride and prestige for Greek
aristocrats.
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M. Antonius Idagras reminds us of that other friend of Mark Antony‘s: M. Antonius
Artemidoros of Ephesus, the trainer who obtained the privileges for the ecumenical synod of
hieronikai. Antony‘s Hellenic tastes not only went out to the arts,334 but also to athletics. Yet
whereas Idagras pursued a political career in his hometown after his athletic victories,
Artemidoros continued his athletic career, becoming trainer and at a later stage member of the
synod of hieronikai. Both used their close connections with the triumvir to get what they
wanted: privileges for respectively their hometown and association, reinforcing their own
position along the way.
Rome in turn received loyalty and advocates for its cause. The inscription of Idagras at once
illustrates the power and benevolence of Rome towards his fellow citizens and the
extraordinary possibilities for those members of the elite who embraced Rome‘s interests. The
athletic association seems to have carried this even further by explicitly adopting Roman
ideology itself. Van Nijf was the first to note that the wording ἀπὸ ηο νἰθνπκέλεο in the
synod‘s title was far from neutral: ―By using this politically laden term, athletes and
performers positioned themselves, or were positioned, as cultural agents whose job it was to
represent an oecumenical, or global, cultural policy of Roman dynasts and emperors‖. 335 To
better understand this, we need to investigate the connotations of the word oikoumene more
closely.
From the time of Alexander the Great, the word oikoumene, ‗the inhabited world‘, was
charged with strong political and ideological overtones. Alexander and his successors used it
in their claims to universal hegemony, an idea already existing in the Near East since the third
millennium BC. 336 When Alexander received envoys from Dareios III offering him kingship
of the lands west of the river Halys, he replied that ―the earth could not preserve its plan and
order if there were two suns nor could the inhabited world (oikoumene) remain calm and free
from war so long as two kings shared the rule.‖337 During the struggles of the diadochoi,
Antigonos Monophtalmos and his son Demetrios Poliorketes were the first to claim the entire
oikoumene after their victory over Ptolemy I in the naval battle of Salamis. 338 After the
eventual demise of his father, Demetrios was honoured by the Athenians during the
Dionysia/Demetria with a picture in the proskenion of the theatre of Dionysos, showing the
king carried on the shoulders of the oikoumene.339
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When Roman legions subjected large parts of the eastern Mediterranean in the second century
BC, Greeks quickly applied the term to Roman hegemony. Polybios, for instance, wondered
how ―almost the whole oikoumene fell under the single rule of the Romans in not even 53
years‖.340 When Roman expansion reached its climax in the first half of the first century BC,
Roman statesmen themselves started to use the term orbis terrarum, the Latin version of
oikoumene, to glorify their exploits. 341 As far as we know, this happened for the first time in
the 80‘s BC. 342 Yet especially Pompey‘s impressive victories in the East and the defeat of
Rome‘s last serious opponent, Mithridates, were a reason to equate the Roman imperium with
the orbis terrarum. Cicero did so numerous times, 343 and claims to universal hegemony
featured strongly in Pompey‘s triumphs of 61 BC.344 From this time onwards, the Romans
proclaimed their world-rule even in official documents. A consular law from 58 BC about
fiscal privileges for Delos, inscribed in Greek and Latin on a stele and erected on that same
island, mentions that ―peace was brought about across the whole world‖. 345 Further, globes
increasingly appeared on coins, again symbolizing universal domination. 346
When Julius Caesar became the most powerful man in Rome, he continued along these lines.
Cassius Dio relates that after the triumphs of 46 BC, the Senate dedicated a group of statues
depicting the dictator with an allegorical representation of the oikoumene beneath his feet.347
A few years later, Roman power and Hellenistic ideas of world rule markedly converged in
the couple Antony and Cleopatra. During the so-called ‗donations of Alexandria‘ of 34 BC,
Antony gave Armenia to his son Alexander as well as ―the rest of the countries east of the
Euphrates as far as India‖ – a classic claim, meaning no less than ―as far as the ends of the
civilized earth.‖348 Finally, the propaganda of Augustus perfected the ideology of universal
rule. One need only think of Jupiter‘s prophecy in the first book of Vergil‘s Aeneid, in which
he promised an imperium sine fine to the Roman people. 349 Augustus himself did not mince
his words, either: his Res Gestae tells us that he had waged wars ―throughout the whole world
340
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(orbis terrarum / oikoumene), on sea and on land‖, and the posthumous prescript states that he
had placed it under the hegemony of the Roman people. 350 His architectural programme
equally conveyed an ecumenical character, such as the forum of Augustus and its centrepiece,
the temple of Mars Ultor.351
Since the leading figures of the early athletic synod had such strong relationships with Roman
imperatores, and since they used ἀπὸ ηο νἰθνπκέλεο in their official dealings with them, we
can hardly expect that this term was completely devoid of political-ideological connotations.
M. Antonius Artemidoros and Charopinos must have been well aware of what the oikoumene
meant for men like Mark Antony, just like their predecessors who possibly obtained
privileges from Caesar. Therefore, the term not only described their own world-wide
ambitions: by using it, they placed themselves firmly in the Roman ideological context of
universal rule.
It comes as no surprise that especially competitors in agones went very far in adopting Roman
ideological elements. Since the second century BC, agones had been events in which Roman
rule could be represented, mediated and adapted to a Greek framework. This is especially true
for the Romaia, festivals connected to the worship of the goddess Roma. It is difficult to
reconstruct the history of these agones, since in most cases we cannot know when the
festivals were founded. It is clear that many of them existed in the second century BC, as parts
of cults of Roman power.352 Old agones continued being celebrated and new ones were
founded until well into the empire. Therefore, Mellor discussed them as a single phenomenon,
without any chronological differentiation. 353 Price, on the other hand, stresses the great variety
in the cults of Roman power, and states that ―it is very misleading to talk of a tradition‖. 354
Instead, the cults flexibly adapted themselves to changing political circumstances, and the
same undoubtedly holds true for the agones. The Romaia festivals of the second century BC
celebrated a Rome that was relatively far away: some of them took place in cities not under
the direct political authority of Rome, others in cities that belonged to a newly founded
province, but that were not deeply affected by Roman rule. A good example of the former
case is a decree found in Assos in Mysia (drawn up after 166 BC), honouring the judge
Amynamenos whom Assos had sent to Stratonicea. It is a typical example of Hellenistic
interstate arbitration, one of the many connections that bound Greek poleis together in a
system of horizontal, equipollent ties. Rome appears here only on the background:
Amynamenos was to be honoured in the ―musical agon held for Roma‖. 355 An illustration of
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the role of athletes and athletics in the cults of Roma during Romaia contests is provided by
an inscribed law from Miletus (ca. 130 BC), which mentions that the gymnasiarchs and the
ephebes took part in the sacrifices, and that weapons used during the Romaia were dedicated
in the gymnasium of the neoi.356
Still, the cults of Roma in the second century BC did not make citizens of Greek poleis
irreversibly attached to the Roman cause. The eagerness with which the Asian Greeks turned
upon Romans and Italians during the first Mithridatic war is a clear illustration of this. I have
shown in the previous section that after the defeat of Mithridates, Rome solidified its position
in the East, and that agones like those of the koinon Asias played a role in redressing the lack
of mental and ideological acceptance of Roman rule. 357 Rome‘s presence also became more
tangible in many Romaia festivals. After his victories over the Pontic forces in Greece, Sulla
promoted musico-dramatic agones in Boeotia such as the Erotideia-Romaia of Thespiae and
the Amphiaraia-Romaia of Oropus, ―which will be celebrated for the victory and the
hegemony of the Roman people.‖358 Sulla also left his mark on the Asian city of Stratonicea.
It had remained loyal to Rome during the war, and was rewarded accordingly. One of the
honours was inviolability (asylia) for its sanctuary of Hekate in Lagina and its festival, the
Hekatesia, which from that moment on was also held in honour of Dea Roma.359 The dossier
is an interesting hinge point between the Hellenistic period and the Roman empire:
Stratonicea had sent out ambassadors to a series of other poleis to get the inviolability of the
festival confirmed, as Hellenistic cities were accustomed to do. However, in practise it was
the decision of Rome that was most authoritative. 360 The grants of Sulla and the Senate,
inscribed on the wall of the temple of Hekate, made the presence and power of Rome clear to
all competitors and spectators.361
Successful competitors like M. Antonius Artemidoros and M. Antonius Idagras, who grew up
in this period of increased Roman presence in the East, must have been quite receptive to the
ideological undertones of the agones that celebrated Rome‘s supremacy. It is no coincidence
that Idagras, who was so proud of his Roman connections, explicitly mentioned two victories
in Romaia festivals, whereas many others remained unnamed. 362 Furthermore, professional
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competitors became increasingly aware that the Romans were the best possible guarantors of
protection and privileges. 363 M. Antonius Artemidoros understood this all too well when he
approached his friend Mark Antony. Thus, the adoption of ἀπὸ ηο νἰθνπκέλεο by the
founders of the first athletic synod conforms to their world-view: a world dominated by Rome
and celebrated in agones where Greeks from the whole Roman Mediterranean came together.
The ecumenical synods are in this way a remarkable success story of Greeks who were not
simply living under Roman rule, but who also actively subscribed to it.

4. Conclusion
When Philippos Glykon of Pergamum, ‗the glory of Asia‘, had died, his sepulchral epigram
lauded his invincibility in contests in Italy, Greece and Asia. 364 His fame had spread to Rome,
where Horace wrote about ―unconquered Glykon‘s strength of limb.‖ 365 Glykon was one of
the first athletic superstars of the Roman empire, like M. Aurelius Demostratos Damas and M.
Aurelius Asklepiades 200 years later.366 Glykon is in several respects exemplary for the new
agonistic world at the dawn of the Principate. He was from Pergamum, which had acquired
great agonistic prestige because of the earlier agonistic commitment of the Attalids and now
to the celebrations of the Sebasta Romaia in honour of Augustus. He won the crown during
the first or second celebration of the Aktia of Nicopolis, Augustus‘ western extension of the
traditional periodos. He won at the four agones of the traditional periodos in Greece, which
remained an important point of reference for all Greeks under Rome. He won victories at
many other sacred games throughout the Mediterranean, the number of which would continue
to grow until the third century AD. It is, furthermore, not improbable that Glykon became a
member of the athletic synod at a certain point in his career. The synod, which was at that
time steadily expanding its influence, could provide a useful framework for competing on the
international scene. It could give necessary information and protect his privileges thanks to its
good contacts with the Roman rulers.
Glykon‘s international career was the result of a complex interplay of different elements. I
have argued that the process of Mediterranean integration started already in Archaic times,
and that interconnectedness strongly increased in the Hellenistic age. The founding of new
festivals in Asia, whether stephanitic or not, shows that regions in the periphery were reaching
out to link up with traditional Greek festival culture. Yet it was the dramatic events of the first
century BC and the Mithridatic wars in particular that proved to be the decisive watershed.
The late Roman republic reforged the Mediterranean into a unified whole with violence and
bloodshed before making way for the pax romana of the new empire. As the cities of Asia
became part of a bigger structure, the athletes now had the opportunity to break loose from the
polis framework and place themselves under the protection of Rome as an independent body.
ηηζέ|κελα ὑπὸ ηνῦ θνηλνῦ ηλ Λπθίσλ θαὶ Ῥσ|καῖα ηὰ ἐλ Ῥόδῳ παῖδαο παλθξάηηνλ, | λεηθήζαληα δὲ θαὶ ἄιινπο
ἱεξνὺο θαὶ | ζηεθαλείηαο ἀγλαο (see above, p. 66).
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The timing was right: the new organisational form continued to flourish. By the second
century AD the synods had expanded their activities over a large part of the Roman empire
and had become a powerful player in Graeco-Roman high culture. One could therefore argue
that as far as Greek agonistic culture is concerned, the Hellenistic age ended some decades
before Actium, at the moment when Greek competitors started to embrace their new Roman
world.

3. The development of the ecumenical synods in the first century AD
By the time of Augustus‘ reign, the ecumenical association of athletes and probably also the
one of artists had definitely come into being. How, then, did they develop in the context of the
early Principate? Were there any marked differences between the associations of athletes and
artists as far as their development is concerned? And what was the extent of their activities
and influence in the agonistic world of the first century AD? It is difficult to find clear
answers to these questions, as our source material for this period remains limited. For the
athletic synod we have thirteen clear references, including three inscriptions that could,
however, date from a later period; for the artists we only have six. As a result, many different
theories about the synods‘ early development have been formulated in scholarly literature. In
two subsections devoted to respectively the athletes‘ and artists‘ associations, I first give an
overview of the prevalent theories, and then follow it up with my own interpretation of the
development of the two associations until the end of the Flavian dynasty. Finally, the most
important findings are combined in the conclusion.

1. The athletes
1) Models of development
The sources from the reign of Augustus onwards confront us with a complex picture. The few
inscriptions and papyri at our disposal are but random snapshots, ofter separated by several
years or decades. This evidently hampers any attempt to reconstruct the association‘s
development throughout the first century. Moreover, variations in titles and names make it
difficult to link the different attestations of the athletes‘ synod to each other. Scholars have
proposed various theories in order to cope with these problems.
A first model was posited by Glotz in 1919, which was later taken over by Amelotti and more
recently repeated by Golden.367 These scholars argued that the ecumenical athletes‘
association evolved more or less organically: in their view it was preceded by several local
associations, settled in all the cities where agones were held. As these associations established
relationships with their neighbours, they gradually coalesced into bigger, regional
associations. Later, these regional associations in turn joined together to become an
ecumenical synod. Both Glotz and Amelotti mentioned, with some reservations, that Sardis
could have been the first seat of the ecumenical synod. 368 On the basis of IGUR 243, an
inscription dating from the reign of Antoninus Pius (AD 138-161) with as provenance the
Roman headquarters of the xystic synod, they furthermore argued that the first ecumenical
367
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association was at one point dissolved: they interpreted the title of the xystic synod, ἡ ἱεξὰ
μπζηηθὴ ζχλνδνο ηλ [πεξ]ὶ ηὸλ Ἡξαθιέα ἀπὸ θαηαιχζεσο ἐλ ηη βαζηιίδη Ῥψκεη
θαηνηθνχλησλ, as ―the holy xystic synod of those around Herakles, settled in Rome after the
dissolution.‖369 The leading role of the old ecumenical synod would then have been taken
over by the athletes‘ association in Rome, in the time of Claudius just one of the many
regional athletes‘ associations but now the centre of a confederacy that united all other
groups. The idea of a dissolution and subsequent formation of a new ecumenical synod in
Rome was taken over by Moretti in his discussion of an inscription from the time of Nero.
The inscription celebrates the athlete Ti. Claudius Patrobios, who was honoured by the
emperor ‗ἀπὸ θαηαιχζεσο‘, ‗after the dissolution‘. Moretti concluded that the dissolution of
the old synod took place between the late reign of Tiberius and the reign of Nero. 370
A comparable view was presented by Harris, who treated the subject briefly in his 1966
survey Greek Athletes and Athletics. Harris equally assumed the existence of local
associations before the emergence of the empire-wide synod, but stressed the organising role
of the emperor instead of presupposing an organical process. In his view, the Roman state was
suspicious of local associations, as they were possible hotbeds of political resistance. This
would have led to their dissolution and the formation of a single association under firm
control of the emperor.371 It is interesting to note that Harris‘ views are quite uncommon in
the scholarship of the xystic synod, as most authors depart from a more active role of the
athletes themselves. His ideas have more in common with theories about the development of
the thymelic synod, which are generally more inclined to focus on the role of the emperor (see
below).
After Glotz, Forbes was the first to write a systematic account of the athletic synods. He
refuted that athletic associations in the Roman empire evolved from Hellenistic local
associations, correctly pointing out that there is not a single attestation of such an
association. 372 The regional associations of Glotz and Amelotti are likewise absent in his
discussion, since such associations have not been attested in our source material either. As
opposed to both scholars, he rightly interpreted the xystic synod mentioned in Claudius‘
letters as the ecumenical athletic synod, not as a regional association among others. 373 Further,
Forbes made a strong distinction between the associations of hieronikai on the one hand and
the ecumenical association of athletes on the other. Earlier, Robert had equally stressed that
the two groups should be sharply distinguished.374 As for the hieronikai, Forbes assumed that
they were organised in different, independent associations across the empire, and that these
associations could be composed of artists as well as athletes.375 In this, he followed the earlier
369
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communis opinio, expressed for instance by Poland.376 As for the ecumenical association of
athletes, Forbes adopted the dissolution theory: ―an international federation of athletic guilds
had been formed, then dissolved, and later re-formed and solidly established under imperial
patronage in Rome.‖377
In the following decades, Robert and especially Pleket in his 1973 article made further
contributions to the research of the athletic associations. In 1963 Robert rejected the
dissolution theory, and Klaffenbach later agreed with him. 378 On the basis of another work of
Robert, Pleket argued that θαηάιπζηο in this context should be instead understood as
‗retirement‘: IGUR 243 therefore mentions retired athletes settled in Rome, and Patrobios in
IGUR 249 was honoured by Nero after his retirement.379 In the same article, Pleket further
refined the theory of two separate synods, since other scholars were not always consistent in
their discussions of the subject. Robert for instance stressed that the two synods need to be
sharply distinguished, yet in his discussion of a later inscription mentioning νἱ ἀπὸ ηο
νἰθνπκέλεο ἱεξνλεῖθαη θαὶ ζηεθαλεῖηαη θαὶ νἱ ηνύησλ ἐπηζηάηαη, he called it ‗l‘association
athlétique‘ and connected it to the xystic synod of the late second century AD. 380 Concerning
the hieronikai Pleket made the following observations. First, he brought some inscriptions
mentioning νἱ ἀπὸ ηο νἰθνπκέλεο ἱεξνλῖθαη under the umbrella of the ecumenical association
of hieronikai, whereas Forbes was inclined to see them as manifestations of separate groups.
In Pleket‘s words, ―I take it that the terminology used in both inscriptions (esp. the words ἀπὸ
ηο νἰθνπκέλεο) constitutes an implicit reference to a general, ecumenical association of
athletes.‖381 In his view these inscriptions were either erected by the general association itself
or by one of its local affiliations. Second, he placed the synod of hieronikai clearly in an
athletic context, for instance in his discussion of Antony‘s letter.382 Next, he discussed the
sources of the synod of lesser athletes, after which he argued that it merged with the synod of
hieronikai around AD 140, the moment when the synod obtained headquarters in Rome. He
deduced this from IGUR 235 and 236, which mention both hieronikai and normal athletes in
the synod‘s title: ζπλόδνο μπζηηθὴ ηλ πεξὶ ηὸλ Ἡξαθιέα ἀζιεηλ ἱεξνλεηθλ
ζηεθαλεηηλ.383 However, some inscriptions show that the hieronikai could act independently
even after the supposed merger.384 Pleket explained this as ―a matter of ad hoc groups of
sacred victors who happen to come together for the celebration of a given agon in a given
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city: an unknown number of hieronikai temporarily set themselves apart from the general
synodos in places far away from the headquarters of that synodos.‖385
Finally, Remijsen has argued in a recent monograph against Pleket‘s theory of two athletic
associations. In her view, there was but one ecumenical athletes‘ synod, which probably
began as an exclusive hieronikai association in Antony‘s time but which gradually extended
its activities and at one point in the early first century opened up its ranks to athletes who had
not (yet) won a victory in a sacred agon. She convincingly argues that the synod‘s good
relationship with the Roman court and with client kings in Asia Minor rather matches the
picture of an elite association rather than of a less prestigious second-rate group: ―the success
of the xystic synod can be understood only if the hieronikai were an integral part of it‖.386
2) The development of the ecumenical synod of athletes
This section further develops Remijsen‘s theory of a single athletic association, as I believe
that a supposed bifurcation between an exclusive synod of hieronikai and a synod for regular
athletes makes matters unnecessarily complex. The sources used by Pleket to prove the
existence of an association of lesser athletes are few, and their interpretation not unequivocal.
Remijsen‘s theory, on the other hand, allows us to make a more coherent reconstruction of the
synod‘s development.
The most important source for the theory of two separate athletic associations is an inscription
from Erythrae erected in honour of a deceased athlete, which I have already briefly mentioned
above. 387 The text mentions two athletic groups: νἱ ἀπὸ ηο νἰθνπκέλεο ἀζιεηαί and νἱ ἀπὸ
ηο νἰθνπκέλεο ἱεξνλεῖθαη, possibly on the basis of a consolation decree sent by his fellow
athletes from Olympia to the hometown of the deceased. From the moment it was published
by Keil in 1910, it was used as proof that two different athletic synods coexisted. However,
the separate mentioning of hieronikai and athletes in the Erythrae inscription can be explained
differently. First, it is possible that we are not dealing with one or more associations, but with
ad hoc groups in the context of an agon.388 In this case, the wording ἀπὸ ηο νἰθνπκέλεο
could reflect a burgeoning sense of belonging to a ‗global‘ community that preceded the
forming of a formal association. After all, the date of the inscription – the first century BC on
palaeographical grounds – remains unclear: it could even have been erected before Antony‘s
letter. On the other hand, it is more likely that the financing of the monument, or the decision
to send a consolation decree, would have been undertaken by a formal organisation, which
can agree on such matters in an assembly. 389 A second possibility is that the city of Erythrae,
which in all probability set up the inscription, wrongly reproduced the titulature of the synod.
We know from other inscriptions that poleis were often confused by the difficult titles of the
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synods. If so, those who erected the inscription may have made two associations out of one. 390
Finally, it cannot be ruled out that the hieronikai wanted to distinguish themselves from the
other athletes, while simultaneously belonging to the same association. In this last case, the
ecumenical synod of hieronikai had, at the time of the Erythrae inscription, already opened up
its ranks to athletes aspiring to become hieronikai.
As we have seen, the first certain attestation of a ‗worldwide‘ athletic association is the
ζπλφδνο ηλ ἀπὸ ηο νἰθνπκέλεο ἱεξνληθλ θαὶ ζηεθαλεηηλ from Mark Antony‘s letter,
which had acquired substantial privileges by the 40s-30s BC. Sources from the reign of
Augustus onwards show that it became more important and extended its influence over a wide
area. This coincided with the foundation of numerous new festivals such as the Sebasta
Romaia of Pergamum and the Sebasta of Naples, which led to the definitive establishment of
an agonistic circuit encompassing Greece and Asia. 391 Robert‘s explosion agonistique had
begun: in the course of the Julio-Claudian period, many other agones with names like
Sebasta, Kaisareia, Tibereia and Claudieia were founded.392 In this context, the services of a
transregional synod were more than needed.
A short remark of Suetonius, stating that Augustus maintained and extended the privileges of
athletes, possibly refers to the synod and implies that the defeat of its first patron, Mark
Antony, was no great setback.393 This argument is confirmed by the inscriptions. Charopinos
of Ephesus, who petitioned Mark Antony together with M. Antonius Artemidoros, reappears
in a list of priests who were involved in the dedication of a statue of Augustus on the
Augustus-forum; the text describes him as ‗hieronikes from the synod‘. 394 In a victory
inscription from ca. 20 BC, a runner from Miletus mentions that he won an agon organised by
the synod itself: ηὸλ ηηζέκ[ελνλ ἀγλα ὑπὸ ηλ ἀ]πὸ ηο νἰθνπκέλεο ἱεξνληθλ θαὶ
ζ[ηεθαληηλ ζηά]δηνλ, δίαπινλ, ὁπιίηελ πξηνλ πά[λησλ, ―in the agon held by the sacred
crown victors, he has won the stadion, diaulos and armed race as the first of all men‖.395 We
can infer from this that the synod had become a well-known group and that it had enough
means to successfully host a prestigious agon.
The next key evidence points to an extension of the geographical activities of the synod. This
inscription, found in the village of Zeitindağ, close to Pergamum‘s port Elaea, was first
published in 1965 by Bean and was in 1968 discussed by Robert.396 The latter scholar dated it
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to the period 2-86 AD, after the establishment of the Sebasta in Naples but before the
establishment of the Capitolia in Rome. It is a consolation decree drawn up by νἱ ἀπὸ ηο
νἰθνπκέλεο ἱεξνλεῖθαη θαὶ ζηεθαλεῖηαη θαὶ νἱ ηνύησλ ἐπηζηάηαη for their fellow-hieronikes M.
Alfidios, who had died during the Sebasta in Naples.397 The decree was sent to Alfidios‘
hometown in Aolis, probably Elaea or Pergamum. Since the title of this synod corresponds
almost completely with the one in Antony‘s letter (ζπλφδνο ηλ ἀπὸ ηο νἰθνπκέλεο
ἱεξνληθλ θαὶ ζηεθαλεηηλ), we can be sure that we are dealing with the very same
association. As argued on p. 37, this inscription furthermore proves that the synod from
Antony‘s time was an athletic one. The only difference is the presence of the ἐπηζηάηαη in the
title of the Alfidios decree, who have been identified by Robert as the athletes‘ trainers and
who probably formed a subcategory in the synod‘s assemblies. 398 The decree itself is an
emotional testimony of how shocked his colleagues were after Alfidios had passed away:
―they gathered unanimously and spontaneously for the funeral rites, and bringing jointly and
individually the customary honours, lamenting him as a family member, all attended the last
rites; the most illustrious hieronikai took him to their shoulders and carried him.‖ 399 One of
the reasons why Alfidios‘ death was so heavily mourned, was the hope he had cherished to
become a periodonikes, cut short by the βάζθαλνο δαίκσλ, the ‗malign demon‘.400
The members of the synod were, as the name implies, hieronikai. Alfidios was one of them
and his fellow-hieronikai (ζπληεξνλῖθαη) attended his last rites. In line 20 we read that his
fellow athletes (ζπλαζιεηαί) were heavily shocked by his death. Should we see this as a
synonym for ζπληεξνλῖθαη? Or does it refer to all athletes in Naples, and not just to the synod
members? Both options are possible, but we cannot exclude a third possibility, namely that
being a hieronikes was not a condition for membership of the association. Hieronikai were, of
course, the most important members of the synod, and this is reflected in the title. It was
essentially an elite association, and later sources of the xystic synod show that it had a
relatively high entrance fee. 401 This investment was only worthwhile for first-class
competitors, the hieronikai, or for very promising competitors who aspired to become
hieronikai and who wanted to enjoy the benefits of being a synod member. In the time of
Alfidios the influence of the synod already reached far and wide – from Naples over the
games of the periodos in Greece402 to Asia – and could thus offer its travelling members an
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unequalled degree of information and support. It is therefore possible that already in this
earlier phase prospective hieronikai could join the synod.
A document very similar to the Alfidios decree was found in Cnidus. It is also a consolation
decree for a deceased athlete, in this case the young Euboulos. 403 The name of the association
found in this decree is νἱ ἀπὸ ηο νἰθνπκέλεο ἀζιεηαί θαὶ νἱ ηνύησλ ἐπηζηάηαη, which is
similar to the title in the Alfidios decree, with the difference that we read ἀζιεηαί instead of
ἱεξνλεῖθαη ζηεθαλεῖηαη. The dating of the text is a matter of controversy. Based on
palaeographical grounds and stylistic characteristics, Pleket cautiously suggests that it was
written in the first century AD instead of the second or third century advocated earlier by
Robert.404 Pleket argues that if his hypothesis were right this was a decree of the parallel
synod of regular athletes. On the other hand, if the text dated from the second or third
centuries, i.e. after the supposed merger between the synod of hieronikai and regular athletes,
Pleket interprets the word ἀζιεηαί as a general term encompassing both groups. An
inscription dated with certainty to the third century AD would then be a parallel: ἡ ἱεξὰ
μπζηηθὴ ζχλνδνο ηλ πεξὶ ηὸλ Ἡξαθιέα ἀζιεηλ.405 Like Pleket, I believe the decree from
Cnidus to be from the first century AD, because the title of the synod and the style of the text
strongly resemble the Alfidios decree. 406 Dropping the presupposition of a merger, we can
harmonise Pleket‘s latter argument with this earlier date: ἀζιεηαί as a general term for both
hieronikai and regular athletes. Thus, the decree for Euboulos was probably issued by the
same association as the one in the Alfidios decree and the earlier documents. 407
The next attestation of the synod comes from a recently published papyrus text. It is a copy of
an honorary inscription for the poetic victor Apion – the antisemite Apion known from the
writings of Josephus408 – and it is dated by Benaïssa to the middle or second half of the first
century AD, probably to the reign of Caligula or shortly thereafter. 409 Apion was honoured by
the associations of both artists and athletes with statues and portraits on shields: ἐλ [
] νἱ
πεξὶ ηὸ[λ] Γηφλπζ[νλ θαὶ] ηνὺο ἄιινπο [ζε]νὺο ηερλεῖη[αη] ἀλδξηά[ληη] θαὶ ἀζπηδεί[ῳ ἐλ] ηῶ
Γ[η]νλπζε[ί]ῳ, ἐλ Ῥψκ[ῃ νἱ] ἀπὸ ηο νἰθ[νπ]κέλεο εἱεξνλ[εῖ]θαη <θαὶ> νἱ ηνχ[ησλ]
ἐπ[ηζ]ηάηα[η ἀλδξηάλη]η θαὶ ἀ[ζ]πε[η]δείῳ πε[ξ]ηρξχζῳ: ―in […], the artists around Dionysos
and the other gods honoured him with a statue and a portrait in the Dionysium; in Rome, the
sacred victors of the whole world and their trainers honoured him with a statue and a
portrait‖.410 The restored title of the athletes‘ association corresponds almost exactly to the
403
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title in the Alfidios decree: νἱ ἀπὸ ηο νἰθνπκέλεο ἱεξνλεῖθαη θαὶ νἱ ηνύησλ ἐπηζηάηαη.411 Only
ζηεθαλεῖηαη is missing, which is no surprise, since the word did not denote a separate group
within the synod. It could also have been dropped by the copyist of the inscription. What is
new, however, is the reference to Rome. 412 This would be the first indication that the synod
was active in the capital, although later inscriptions indicate that the association only settled in
Rome around AD 140, when it received premises there from Antoninus Pius.413 However, the
two findings do not need to contradict each other: the Apion decree only states that the
athletes‘ synod honoured him in Rome, not that they were permanently settled there. Even
before the foundation of the Capitolia, the first fully-fledged agon in Rome, members of the
athletic synod had many opportunities to come to the capital on a temporary basis. They could
come to compete in one of the one-off contests that Roman statesmen and emperors had been
organising since republican times, or to ask for an audience with the emperor.414 In any case,
the question remains open as to why the athletes honoured Apion in Rome. It is possible that
members of the synod met him there – we know that Apion visited Rome at least once415 –
and that they decided to honour him for an earlier benefaction. 416
At first sight, it may seem somewhat strange to see the athletic synod appear in an inscription
for an artistic victor. However, Apion was a man of great renown, who in all probability had
good contacts with the members of the athletic synod. After all, Apion‘s most distinguished
victories took place in agones that featured athletic competitions too. The honours bestowed
by the athletes on Apion become even more understandable when we assume that Apion, at a
certain moment in his career, may have taken up the office of agonothetes, i.e. the organiser
of an agon. Line 12 in the heavily damaged middle part of the text contains traces of the
words for purple clothing and a golden crown – the traditional attire of the agonothetes, as
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Benaïssa remarks. 417 Later inscriptions show that it was quite normal for the thymelic and
xystic synods to issue honorary decrees for agonothetai, since both groups benefited from a
generous festival organiser.418
Evidence increases from the middle of the first century AD on. A papyrus text from AD 194
containing a membership certificate of the Egyptian boxer Hermeinos allows us to trace the
institutional continuity of the xystic synod from the reign of Claudius onwards, thanks to two
letters by Claudius from AD 46-47 and one by Vespasian from AD 69-70 quoted in the
papyrus before the actual certificate. 419 These address the athletic association as ‗the
wandering xystic synod of those around Herakles‘ (ζπλφδνο μπζηηθὴ πεξηπνιηζηηθὴ ηλ πεξὶ
ηὸλ Ἡξαθιέα). It is worth quoting the letters in full:
Σηβέξηνο [Κι]αχδηνο Καῖζαξ εβαζηὸο Γεξκαληθὸο αξκαηηθὸο ἀξρηεξεὺο κέγη[ζην]ο,
δεκαξρηθο ἐμνπζίαο ηὸ , ὕπαηνο ἀπνδεδεηγκέλνο ηὸ [δ αὐ]ηνθξάησξ ηὸ ηβ, παηὴξ
παηξίδνο, ζπλφδ[ῳ] μπζηηθῆ [πεξηπνιηζηηθ]ῆ ραίξεηλ· ηὸλ πεκ[θ]ζέλη[α κν]η ὑθʼ ὑκλ ἐπὶ
ηῆ θαηὰ Βξεηαλλλ λείθῃ ρξπζνῦλ ζ[ηέ]θ[α]λνλ ἡδέσο ἔιαβνλ ζχκβνινλ πεξηέρνληα ηο
ὑκεηέξαο πξφο κε εὐζεβείαο. νἱ πξεζβεχνληεο ἦζαλ Σηβέξηνο Κιαχδηνο ξκᾶο, Σηβέξηνο
Κιαχδηνο Κῦξνο, Γίσλ Μηθθάινπ Ἀληηνρεχο. ἔξξσζζε.
Tiberius Claudius Caesar Augustus Germanicus Sarmaticus, pontifex maximus, holding
tribunician power for the 6th time, consul designatus for the 4th time, imperator for the
12th time, father of the fatherland, greets the xystic wandering synod. I gladly accepted
the gold crown that was sent by you on the occasion of the victory over the Britons, as an
excellent symbol of your piety towards me. The envoys were Ti. Claudius Hermas, Ti.
Claudius Kyros and Dion, the son of Mikkalos, from Antiochia. Farewell.
[Σηβέξηνο Κ]ιαχδηνο Καῖζαξ εβαζηὸο Γεξκαληθὸο αξκαηηθὸο ἀξρηεξεὺ[ο] [κέγηζηνο],
δεκαξρηθο ἐμνπζίαο ηὸ δ, ὕπαηνο ηὸ , αὐηνθξάησξ ηὸ ηε, παηὴξ παηξίδνο, ζπλφδῳ
μπζηηθῆ πεξηπνιηζηηθῆ ηλ πεξὶ ηὸλ Ἡξαθιέα ραίξεηλ· ἐλ [ςεθίζκα]ζη ηνῖο θαηὰ ηὸλ
αὐηὸλ ρξφλνλ ἀπνδνζεῖζ[ί]λ κνη δπζὶλ [- ca.18 -](?) ἐκ[α]ξ[ηπ]ξεῖηε ἐπʼ ἐκνῦ Γαίῳ
Ἰνπιίῳ Ἀληηφρῳ η[ῶ Κνκκαγελο] βαζηιεῖ θαὶ Ἰνπιίῳ Πνιέκσλη ηῶ Πφληνπ, ἄλδξαζη
ηεηκίνηο κν[η θαὶ] θίινηο, ὡο πάζῃ ζπνπδῆ θαὶ θηιαλζξσπίᾳ ρξήζαηλην πξὸο ὑκᾶο ἡλίθα
ηνὺο ἐπὶ ηῶ ἐκῶ ὀλφκαηη ηηζέκελνο ὑπʼ ἀπ[η]λ ἐπηηέινπλ ἀγλαο· ὑκᾶο κὲλ ηο πξὸο
αὐηνὺο εὐραξηζηίαο ἀπεδεμάκελ, ἐθείλσλ δὲ ηὴλ πξὸο ἐκαπηὸλ κὲλ εὔλνηαλ, πεξὶ δὲ ὑκᾶο
θηιαλζξσπίαλ ἐγλψξηζα κᾶιινλ ἢ ἐζαχκαζα. νἱ ηνῖο ςεθίζκαζηλ ἐλγεγξακκέλνη ἦζαλ
Γηνγέλεο Μηθθάινπ Ἀληηνρεχο, ὁ ἔλγηζηα ηο ζπλφδνπ ἀξρηεξεὺο γελφκελνο, ὃλ ἐγὼ ηο
Ῥσκαίσλ π[νιηηείαο κεη]ὰ δπεῖλ ζπγαηέξσλ ἄμηνλ ἡγεζάκελ εἶλαη, αλδνγέλεο [- ca.10 Μ]ηθθ[άινπ Ἀ]ληηνρεχο. ἔξξσζζε.
Tiberius Claudius Caesar Augustus Germanicus Sarmaticus, pontifex maximus, holding
tribunician power for the 7th time, consul for the 6th time, imperator for the 18th time,
father of the fatherland, greets the xystic wandering synod of those around Herakles. In
417
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two decrees, which you handed over to me at the same time [- - -] you testified before me
about Gaius Iulius Antiochos, king of Commagene, and Iulius Polemon, king of Pontus,
both honoured men and friends of mine, that they treated you with esteem and
benevolence when they celebrated the agones held by them in my honour. I have
acknowledged you for your gratitude towards them, and I took note of, rather than
wondered at, their goodwill towards me and their benevolence towards you. The envoys
listed in the decrees were Diogenes son of Mikkalos, from Antiochia, who recently
became high priest of the synod and whom I considered worthy of Roman citizenship
together with his two daughters, and also Sandrogenes [- - -], the son of Mikkalos, from
Antiochia. Farewell.
Αὐ[ηνθξάησξ Καῖζαξ] Οὐεζπαζηαλὸο εβαζηὸο ἱεξᾷ μπζηηθῆ πεξηπνιηζηηθῆ ζπ[λφδ]ῳ
ηλ πεξὶ ηὸλ Ἡξαθιέα ραίξεηλ·[εἰ]δὼο ὑκλ ηλ ἀζιεηλ ηὸ ἔλδνμνλ θαὶ θηιφηεηκνλ
πάληα ὅζα [ζεὸ]ο Κιαχδηνο αἰηεζακέλνηο ὑκεῖλ ζπλερψξεζε θαὶ αὐηὸο θπιάηηεηλ
[π]ξναηξνῦκαη. ἔξξσζζε.
Imperator Caesar Vespasianus Augustus greets the holy xystic wandering synod of those
around Herakles. Since I know the high esteem and love of honour of you athletes, I
purpose to safeguard myself all your privileges that the divine Claudius granted on your
request. Farewell. 420

Before discussing the actual contents of the letters, it is necessary to correctly identify the
synod mentioned in them. As shown above, Forbes and Pleket have refuted Amelotti‘s idea
that this was a regional synod settled in Rome and identified it as the international athletes‘
synod. The document clearly illustrates the institutional continuity between the synod of
Claudius‘ time and the synod of AD 194, which Hermeinos joined during the Sebasta of
Naples.421 However, both Forbes and Pleket saw no connection with the ζπλφδνο ηλ ἀπὸ ηο
νἰθνπκέλεο ἱεξνληθλ θαὶ ζηεθαλεηηλ (θαὶ νἱ ηνύησλ ἐπηζηάηαη) of the earlier sources.
Instead, they interpreted it as a parallel synod of regular athletes. According to Pleket, its full
title in this period would then have been ἡ ζπλφδνο μπζηηθὴ πεξηπνιηζηηθὴ ηλ ἀπὸ ηο
νἰθνπκέλεο πεξὶ ηὸλ Ἡξαθιέα ἀζιεηλ, without the ἱεξνλῖθαη ζηεθαλῖηαη, since these would
only have merged with the xystic synod of athletes in the second century AD.
Remijsen, as we have seen, was the first to cast doubt on Pleket‘s theory. The synod comes to
the fore as an elite association; furthermore, it seems unlikely that the client kings of Pontus
and Commagene would have contacted a lesser synod when they were organising their agones
in honour of Claudius. 422 To this the observation can be added that one of the ambassadors in
Claudius‘ first letter, Ti. Claudius Hermas, is known from an inscription as a hieronikes who
won the periodos in the shortest timespan possible. 423 Even if Pleket did not rule out the
possibility that hieronikai could join the second synod open to all athletes, we would expect
that a highly successful athlete like Hermas would have built a career in the synod of
hieronikai. Based on the available evidence, it seems better to apply Occam‘s razor and
assume that the ζπλόδνο μπζηηθὴ ηλ πεξὶ ηὸλ Ἡξαθιέα ἀζιεηλ ἱεξνλεηθλ ζηεθαλεηηλ of
420
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ca. 140 AD had been one and the same association all along, instead of the result of a merger
between two separate ones. The recurring elements ἀπὸ ηο νἰθνπκέλεο and ἱεξνληθλ
ζηεθαλεηηλ in the xystic synod‘s title of the second century AD make it probable that the
ζπλφδνο ηλ ἀπὸ ηο νἰθνπκέλεο ἱεξνληθλ θαὶ ζηεθαλεηηλ (θαὶ νἱ ηνύησλ ἐπηζηάηαη),
known from the time of Mark Antony onwards, had been nothing else than its earlier
manifestation. 424 In this respect, we can consider the synod‘s high priest in Claudius‘ letter,
Diogenes son of Mikkalos, as a successor of the eponymous priest Charopinos from Antony‘s
letter and as a precursor of the high priests of the sympas xystos of the second, third and fourth
centuries AD.
Let us now take a closer look at the letters of Claudius. The first one was written at the end of
AD 46 and records how the xystic synod had congratulated the emperor on his victory over
the Britons. Claudius had held his triumph already in AD 44, which means that there was a
delay of about two years. We do not know what caused it. Scholars have assumed that the
athletes‘ embassy reached the emperor late, either because it had to come all the way from
Asia or because the collection of money for the crown took a lot of time. 425 However, it is
also possible that the emperor was delayed in issuing his official answer or that he held more
than one audience with the synod‘s ambassadors. We know that Greek athletes competed in
Rome on the occasion of Claudius‘ victory celebrations of AD 44. 426 If these athletes were
synod members – which is quite possible, since the artists‘ association was also summoned to
compete – the first congratulations may have been offered immediately after the victory. The
second letter was written in AD 47, the year in which Claudius held the ludi saeculares.427
His example was followed by the client kings Iulius Polemon of Pontus and C. Iulius
Antiochos of Commagene, who organised agones with the help of the xystic synod. After the
contests, the synod reported to the emperor that the client kings had treated it with great
esteem and benevolence, which met with Claudius‘ approval.
The letters of Claudius reveal important characteristics of the ecumenical synods under the
empire. First, the xystic synod was active in a large part of the Mediterranean, competing in
eastern Asia Minor, sending embassies to Rome428 and having members from Antioch,
probably the well-known city in Syria. Second, it fulfilled the essential role of all associations
of competitors since the third century BC: managing the demand and supply of competitors
and providing know-how to festival organisers. Since Commagene and Pontus lay outside the
regular agonistic circuit, it would not have been easy for the client kings to attract first-class
athletes without the help of the xystic synod. Third, the xystic synod had good relations with
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the Roman authorities. By means of embassies, the synod showed loyalty to the emperor and
received honour and privileges in return. The dealings of the synod with the client kings in
Asia Minor, furthermore, show that it was a kind of cultural agent, spreading imperial
ideology throughout the empire. Greek agonistic culture, represented by the xystic synod,
acted as an intermediary between the client kings and the emperor.429 In other words, the
communication between the synod and the emperor was at the same time an affirmation of
loyalty by Antiochos and Polemon. It is a clear illustration of how power relations between
the emperor and his different subjects amounted to a complex system of conferring and
receiving honour, as was cogently described by Lendon. 430 By honouring the synod the client
kings also honoured Claudius and vice versa.
The letters of Claudius and Vespasian are the first clear indication since the time of Mark
Antony that the synod‘s privileges were upheld and probably extended. Unfortunately,
Claudius did not refer to any privileges himself and Vespasian only mentioned that he would
protect them. There are indications that even more was agreed upon in the audiences Claudius
granted to the delegates of the synod. From exactly this period the first evidence about
xystarchs appears. Xystarchs were officials of the xystic synod, who were involved in the
organisation of agones throughout the whole agonistic circuit. They had a supervisory role,
coordinating the availability of athletes for the agon (or agones) for which they were
responsible.431 As such, they contributed to a smooth functioning of the complex agonistic
circuit, which was in the interest of many parties. Since the emperor could appoint xystarchs
himself, it is possible that this system was developed in one or more meetings between the
emperor, the synod and maybe delegates of cities and provincial koina, just as was the case in
the reign of Hadrian, when the agonistic calendar was reformed. 432
An Athenian ephebic list from AD 45/46 contains the earliest reference to a xystarch. Since
the xystarch in this list is an ephebe himself instead of an ex-athlete, we are not dealing with a
true official of the xystic synod. Dittenberger and later Forbes have argued that this xystarch
was chosen by the ephebes in mimicry of the adult world. 433 One of the first real xystarchs we
know by name is the wrestler Ti. Claudius Patrobios from Antiochia, who was honoured after
his retirement by Nero around AD 60. 434 Although his honorary inscription does not state
literally that he was a xystarch, Pleket has argued convincingly that the agones listed at the
end of the text were the ones supervised by Patrobios as xystarch: they stand separately from
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the agones he won as an active athlete and do not have any qualification of age-group or
speciality. 435
A more complex case is the xystarchy of Ti. Claudius Rufus from Smyrna, a successful exathlete described as ‗a hieronikes from the synod‘, who obtained through his good contacts
with the imperial court the hereditary xystarchy of all agones in his hometown.436 Rufus‘
earlier athletic career is known from another inscription from Olympia, which describes an
extraordinary pankration match that lasted until nightfall and ended in a draw. Because of this
unique performance, the Eleans decided to grant him the honours of a real olympionikes.437
Whereas earlier scholars believed that Rufus‘ career should be dated to the reign of Trajan or
Hadrian, 438 Ebert argued in 1997 for a much earlier date. He remarked that M. Vettulenus
Laetus, the man responsible for the acknowledgement of Rufus as olympionikes, had a
daughter who won the chariot races of the Olympia in AD 21.439 This means that Rufus could
have won his victories as early as the reign of Tiberius. In this case, Rufus would have gained
Roman citizenship not from the emperor (who was an adopted Iulius) but from another
Roman with the gentile name Claudius. Zoumbaki, however, was critical towards Ebert‘s
conclusions. Since IvO 55, Smyrna‘s honorary inscription for Rufus, mentions the neokorate
of Smyrna, she argued that the only certain dating is between AD 26 (the grant of Smyrna‘s
first neokorate) and AD 123 (the grant of the second neokorate). Asserting that xystarchs are
only mentioned in inscriptions from the late first and early second century AD on, she
concluded that Rufus‘ career should be dated to the period of AD 100. The M. Vettulenus
Laetus who helped Rufus was, in her view, a descendant of the one whose daughter won the
chariot races of AD 21.440
However, Zoumbaki‘s argument concerning xystarchs is not sound, for we have seen that the
first attestation of the office of xystarch dates from the 40s AD. Consequently, two
possibilities remain open. 1) Zoumbaki‘s theory is correct: Rufus was helped by a second M.
Vettulenus Laetus around AD 100. This man is not attested in other sources, yet a third M.
Ve[ttulenus] (Laetus?) from ca. AD 181 may have been his grandson. 441 2) Rufus was helped
by the first M. Vettulenus Laetus, as Ebert argued, and is therefore the earliest xystarch
known to us. However, if this option were right, it is not necessary to date Rufus‘ athletic
career and subsequent xystarchy as early as the reign of Tiberius. His Roman citizenship,
which he already had obtained when he was acknowledged as olympionikes, was in all
probability granted by Claudius: Ebert himself mentions that in that period it was customary
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to gain citizenship through the emperor; moreover, we know from Rufus‘ honorary inscription
that the man had good contacts with the court.442 As a consequence, M. Vettulenus Laetus
probably pleaded for Rufus in the assembly of the Eleans when he was an elderly man, ca. 20
years after his daughter‘s Olympic victory. IvO 55, which mentions Rufus as a xystarch, must
then have been erected a few years later, after his actual athletic career – let us say around AD
50. In the future, new epigraphic findings may corroborate one of the two options.
The xystic synod reappears a few times in the sources from the Flavian period. In an
inscription from AD 85, L. Vettulenus Laetus, possibly the grandson of the aforementioned
M. Vettulenus Laetus,443 is honoured by the following three groups: [νἱ ἀπὸ η]ο νἰθνπκέλεο
ἀζιε[ηαί ὅ ηε] ζύκπαο μπζηόο, [νἱ παξαγ]ελόκελνη ἐπὶ ηὸλ [ἀγλα] ηλ ιπκπίσλ
[ιπκπη]άδη ζη ʹ θαὶ ἡ ἱεξὰ [μπζ]ηηθὴ ζύλνδνο.444 The decree was undoubtedly issued in the
assembly of the xystic synod, since the other groups do not correspond to formal
associations.445 The wording [νἱ ἀπὸ η]ο νἰθνπκέλεο ἀζιε[ηαί] … [νἱ παξαγ]ελόκελνη ἐπὶ ηὸλ
[ἀγλα] ηλ ιπκπίσλ [ιπκπη]άδη refers to all athletes who happened to be in Olympia in
that year. In other words, the xystic synod issued the decree in the name of all athletes, not
just the synod members. This self-assigned representative function is also clear when we
consider the xystic synod‘s relation with the sympas xystos, the second body mentioned in the
decree. The term frequently recurs in the titles of the high officials of the xystic synod, e.g.
the high priests of the sympas xystos or the archigrammateis of the sympas xystos.446 Several
interpretations of this body have been proposed. According to Poland and Glotz, the sympas
xystos was equal to the first group of the decree for Vettulenus Laetus: a company of athletes
that was formed spontaneously during an agon.447 This option is less likely, considering that it
was inserted in the title of the leading officials in the synod‘s headquarters. Amelotti and
Robert, on the other hand, interpreted it more or less as another term for the xystic synod: the
ecumenical athletes‘ association of the Roman empire. 448 This does not explain, however,
why it was separately mentioned in the decree for Vettulenus Laetus. Forbes tried to solve the
problem by giving the term a double meaning: on some occasions, it could indeed refer to
athletes gathered at a specific agon; otherwise it was used to denote ―the active right arm of
the guild.‖449 The latter possibility still does not elucidate the difference between the activities
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of the synod and those of the sympas xystos. Pleket accepted the double meaning, but
modified Forbes‘ ‗active right arm‘ to ‗a kind of super-board‘, created after the merger of the
synods of hieronikai and regular athletes around AD 140.450
Remijsen has recently offered a wholly new interpretation. She remarks that the sympas
xystos never acted as an independent association: it did not send embassies to emperors or
cities, did not issue decrees and did not have official members. When the sympas xystos was
mentioned in decrees, it was subsumed under the elaborate title of the synod, as in an
inscription from Aphrodisias. 451 She concludes that the sympas xystos was the athletic
community in general, i.e. all those who were involved in athletics on the agonistic circuit. 452
Only a part of this athletic community was member of the xystic synod, namely the people
who had paid the membership fee. Although the xystic synod concerned itself mainly with the
interests of its own members, it could at certain moments act as a representative of the sympas
xystos. The fact that the sympas xystos was added to the title of the high officials is thus a
marker of the high prestige that these men enjoyed: they represented the whole athletic
community, in the case of the high priests especially in the field of religion. An inscription
from Gerasa corroborates Remijsen‘s theory: the inscription was erected by a xystarch, M.
Aurelius Alketas, in honour of the Legatus Augusti pro praetore L. Alfenus Avitianus, and
this ―on behalf of the sympas xystos‖.453 Thus, the appearance of the sympas xystos in the
documents of the xystic synod shows that the latter had asserted itself as a dominant player in
agonistic culture: its influence and ambitions now reached beyond the circle of its own
members.
Finally, we need to discuss two inscriptions of uncertain date. The first was found in Kition
on Cyprus, and is an honorary inscription for the xystarch Isidoros by νἱ ἀπὸ ηο νἰθνπκέλ[ε]ο
ἀζιεηαὶ ἱεξνλεῖθαη θαὶ ζηεθαλεῖηαη θαὶ νἱ ηνύησλ ἐπηζηάηαη θαὶ λεαλίζθνη.454 Yon, the editor
of I.Kition, dates the text to the first or second century AD. Since the title is similar to the one
in the Alfidios decree and the Apion papyrus, I am inclined to favour the earlier dating. The
same is true for an inscription from Caunus in Lycia. Probably in the first half of the second
century AD, a monument was erected by the local dignitary Q. Vedius Q.f. Capito containing
several honorary decrees from the city of Caunus for his mother, father and sister. The decree
for his father, Q. Vedius P.f. Capito, mentions that he was honoured by νἱ ἀπὸ ηο νἰθνπκέλεο
ἀζιεηαὶ ἱεξνλεῖθαη ζηεθαλεῖηαη θαὶ ηνύησλ ἀδειθνί θαὶ παηέξεο θαὶ ἐπηζηάηαη θαὶ λεαλίζθνη,
undoubtedly during an agon organised by Capito as agonothetes.455 Again, the title is quite
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similar to the ones I just mentioned. 456 Marek, the editor of the inscription, has also noticed
this: ―Unser Zeugnis impliziert insofern chronologische Anhaltspunkte, als der Titel eher in
das 1. als in das 2. nachchristliche Jahrhundert weist.‖ 457 Indeed, the generation of Capito the
Elder probably lived in the late Flavian period.458 This is another argument against Pleket‘s
merger of two synods in the reign of Hadrian, for in this title both athletes and hieronikai are
explicitly mentioned together.
Thus, the development of the athletic synod in the first century AD was marked by a scalingup on several levels: first, it opened its ranks to regular athletes aspiring to become hieronikai;
second, it began claiming to represent the sympas xystos or the whole athletic community;
third, its geographical reach increased with the foundation of new agones such as the Sebasta
of Naples; fourth, officials like xystarchs started to cooperate in the central organisation of
agones; fifth, its prestige and influence increased by establishing strong connections with the
imperial court. Let us now examine if the development of the artists‘ association presents a
similar picture.

2. The artists
1) Models of development
Research on the Hellenistic artists‘ associations and the thymelic synod started in the late
nineteenth century, several decades earlier than the first works on the athletic association.
Since then, scholarly opinion on the emergence of the thymelic synod has kept a specific
leitmotiv: the guiding role of the Roman emperors. When Lüders and Foucart published their
dissertations in 1873, the oldest sources mentioning the thymelic synod were considered to
date from the reign of Hadrian. Both assumed therefore that it came into being as a result of
Hadrian‘s philhellenic policies and travels in the eastern part of the empire. 459 A more
systematic treatment of the sources was undertaken by Poland in 1895 and 1909. He correctly
remarked that an inscription of the thymelic synod from Nîmes mentioned Trajan‘s name
rather than Hadrian‘s. Hence, he assumed that the thymelic synod was founded by Trajan. On
the basis of certain elements in the synod‘s titles such as Ἁδξηαλή, πεξηπνιηζηηθή and κεγάιε,
he argued that it was further developed under Hadrian‘s patronage and that it only reached its
final form under Antoninus Pius, after several local and independent artists‘ associations
decided to join the ecumenical synod. 460 Poland‘s views were influential: not only were they
accepted by contemporaneous authors like Ziebarth and von Prott,461 but some modern
scholars too still stick to the idea that the thymelic synod was founded by Trajan. 462

456

The extra groups in the titles of both inscriptions (neaniskoi, adelphoi, pateres) formed, just like the epistatai,
certain subgroups in the synod‘s assembly, as did the synagonistai in the thymelic synod. The identity of these
groups is discussed in section III.2.3.
457
Marek 2006: 325.
458
Marek 2006: 317, 324.
459
Lüders 1873: 73–74; Foucart 1873: 93–94.
460
Poland 1895: 21; 1909: 143–145.
461
Ziebarth 1896: 88; Von Prott 1902b: 266.
462
See for instance Gérard 1970: 314; Strasser 2002: 142; 2010: 591. See also Petzl and Schwertheim 2006: 31–
32, who assumed that the synod only reached its final itinerant form under Hadrian.

87

New information surfaced in 1908 with Viereck‘s edition of a papyrus from Oxyrhynchus,
which showed that the thymelic synod was not only a phenomenon of the Antonine period. 463
It became clear that it was established at least a century earlier, and that it continued to exist
until at least the late third century AD. The papyrus contains a letter written in AD 273/274 by
a certain Aurelius Apollodidymos to the council of Oxyrhynchus, in which he requested the
privileges he was entitled to as member of the thymelic synod. He enclosed a copy of his
membership certificate together with copies of imperial edicts by Claudius, Hadrian,
Septimius Severus, Caracalla and Alexander Severus, which confirmed and enlarged the
synod‘s privileges. Since Claudius mentioned privileges earlier granted by Augustus, it could
be argued that the thymelic synod came into being during the latter emperor‘s reign. Whereas
San Nicolò, though using the newly-found papyrus, still believed that the thymelic synod only
became an empire-wide association in the reign of Trajan, Klaffenbach decidedly argued for a
much earlier dating.464 He supported his argument, moreover, with a newly-published
inscription from Miletus, containing a letter of Claudius to the thymelic synod that is similar
to the one in the papyrus.465
In his 1934 article for the Realencyclopädie, Poland used this new information to revise his
earlier views about the creation of the thymelic synod. Here the focus on the role of the
emperors is less strong. He considered the possibility that the thymelic synod emerged from
the synod of sacred crown victors from Mark Antony‘s letter, assuming that this association
also counted artists among its ranks, and suggested that it had become a fully-fledged
ecumenical artists‘ association probably in the reign of Augustus and certainly in the reign of
Claudius.466 At the same time, he retained the view that the thymelic synod was the result of a
merging of several local artists‘ associations. This article again influenced a number of later
works. Pickard-Cambridge in his The Dramatic Festivals of Athens, Millar in his The
Emperor and the Roman World, Frisch in his edition of agonistic papyri and Roueché in her
survey of agonistic life in Aphrodisias all argued that the thymelic synod emerged in the time
of Augustus.467 Pickard-Cambridge, Frisch and Roueché also reiterated the idea of a merger
of local artists‘ associations.
The role of the emperor in the formation of the thymelic synod was emphasised most strongly
by Lavagne in his 1986 contribution to a colloquium on Dionysiac associations. He described
three phases in the emperor‘s dealings with the artists: répression, encadrement and
promotion. In his view, the background to these policies was the Roman authorities‘
fundamental distrust of Dionysiac groups, which could destabilise the political order. Lavagne
used the downfall of Valerius Asiaticus, a senator of Gallic origin during the reign of
Claudius, as an example of the first phase: Asiaticus‘ private troupe of Asian artists who
463

BGU 4 1074 (= Pap.Agon. 1); Viereck 1908. Similar applications and certificates were published in the 60s
and 70s, and in the 2012 volume of the Oxyrhynchus papyri. See P.Oxy. 17 2476 (= Pap.Agon. 3); P.Oxy.Hels.
25 (= Pap.Agon. 4); P.Oxy 31 2610 (= Pap.Agon. 5); P.Oxy. 76 5208.
464
San Nicolò 1913: vol. 2, 58; Klaffenbach 1914: 8–9. The latter even argued for the time of Mark Antony,
believing that the synod of sacred crown victors from the triumvir‘s letter was an association of artists.
465
Milet I.3 156.
466
Poland 1934: cols. 2515–2517.
467
Pickard-Cambridge, Gould and Lewis 1968: 297; Millar 1977: 459; Frisch 1986: 25; Roueché 1993: 51. See
also Boatwright 1987: 209; Leppin 1992: 96, n. 27; Harland 2014: 356.

88

celebrated Asiaticus in their performances would have unnerved the emperor, which
contributed to the decision to eliminate the Gallic senator.468 As for the second phase, he
linked the downfall of Asiaticus to the recognition of the early thymelic synod by Claudius in
the aforementioned letters, arguing that an ecumenical synod under imperial scrutiny was
created in order to avoid affairs like these: ―Cette attitude qui favorise l‘institution d‘une
guilde générale s‘oppose ainsi clairement au concept même de troupe privée, susceptible de
devenir un instrument de propaganda personelle.‖469 Lavagne‘s third phase corresponds to the
later second century AD with the growing importance of artists‘ troupes directly dependent on
the imperial court, which would gradually have eclipsed the thymelic synod. 470 Lavagne‘s
ideas were largely taken over by Di Stefano in her short overview of the thymelic synod under
the Principate.471
The most recent suggestions about the development of the thymelic synod were made by Le
Guen in her discussion of the three Hadrianic letters published by Petzl and Schwertheim in
2006. She combined several interpretations of earlier scholars, arguing that the synod was
created in the reign of Augustus, but that its development really started under Claudius due to
the reasons expounded by Lavagne. Afterwards, it would have gradually absorbed all still
existing local artists‘ associations.472
In what follows, I give an overview of the thymelic synod in the first century AD. Though
building on the insights of the scholars mentioned above, I focus less on the role of the
emperor, as there is no evidence that the imperial authorities ever took concerted action to
create and develop an agonistic association. I rather start from the premise that the thymelic
synod came into being as a result of the efforts of the artists themselves, just like most
scholars of the xystic synod did when writing about the athletes.
2) The development of the ecumenical synod of artists
In section 2.1.3 of this chapter, I have argued that the thymelic synod probably emerged from
the Hellenistic association of Ionia and the Hellespont. How this exactly happened remains in
the dark. It is most probable that the association of Ionia and the Hellespont extended its
influence over a growing number of artists from different regions of the eastern
Mediterranean. Some of these artists may have belonged to local artists‘ associations, yet
evidence concerning such groups is slim. There is evidence that small artists‘ associations
were active at that time in Naples and Sicily. 473 As I showed, some literary testimonies may
show that this process of integration was taking place when Mark Antony ruled in the East.
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The first clear attestations of the thymelic synod as a truly ecumenical association are two
letters of Claudius, preserved on papyri and in an inscription. Below I will quote and discuss
the letters in full. First, we have to note that in the first letter Claudius talks about privileges
earlier granted by Augustus; in the second he writes about several augusti, which may imply
that privileges were also granted or upheld by Tiberius and/or Caligula. One could therefore
argue that the thymelic synod already existed in the reign of Augustus, yet it is also possible
that these privileges were granted to a predecessor – maybe the association of Ionia and the
Hellespont – from which the thymelic synod later developed. In any case, the emergence of a
single political authority in the whole Mediterranean as well as the establishment of an
international festival network was an important step in the development towards an
ecumenical synod. The synod‘s expansion undoubtedly entailed the need to renegotiate on
privileges. The athletes also had to do this, since the privileges granted by Antony were to our
knowledge only valid in Asia.474
Possible evidence for the early thymelic synod also comes from the copy of an honorary
decree for the poetic victor Apion, probably dating from the reign of Caligula or shortly
thereafter, which I already mentioned in my discussion of the xystic synod. 475 Apion was
honoured by two groups, described in the following way: ἐλ [
] νἱ πεξὶ ηὸ[λ] Γηφλπζ[νλ
θαὶ] ηνὺο ἄιινπο [ζε]νὺο ηερλεῖη[αη] ἀλδξηά[ληη] θαὶ ἀζπηδεί[ῳ ἐλ] ηῶ Γ[η]νλπζε[ί]ῳ, ἐλ
Ῥψκ[ῃ νἱ] ἀπὸ ηο νἰθ[νπ]κέλεο εἱεξνλ[εῖ]θαη <θαὶ> νἱ ηνχ[ησλ] ἐπ[ηζ]ηάηα[η ἀλδξηάλη]η θαὶ
ἀ[ζ]πε[η]δείῳ πε[ξ]ηρξχζῳ, ―in […], the artists around Dionysos and the other gods honoured
him with a statue and a portrait in the Dionysium; in Rome, the sacred victors of the whole
world and their trainers honoured him with a statue and a portrait‖.476 I already argued that the
second group corresponds to the early xystic synod. However, the titulature of the first group
does not allow us to identify it as a supra-local artists‘ synod straight away. In contrast to the
athletes‘ association, the group is not defined as ecumenic, and the clause νἱ πεξὶ ηὸλ
Γηφλπζνλ θαὶ ηνὺο ἄιινπο ζενὺο, ―around Dionysos and the other gods‖ is not known from
other sources.477 There are two possibilities. 1) We are dealing with a supra-local group that
may correspond to the early thymelic synod. The unusual θαὶ ηνὺο ἄιινπο ζενὺο could then
be explained by the fact that the decree was not issued by the synod itself, but by another
party that did not necessarily respect the synod‘s own titulature. 2) We are dealing with a
local artists‘ association. Since Apion came from Egypt, it could be argued that this is a late
appearance of the old Ptolemaic association, actually the only Hellenistic association without
a geographical indication in its title. On the other hand, it is unlikely that this association,
474

Augustus is not mentioned in Claudius‘ letter to the xystic synod, but a remark in Suet. Aug. 45 probably
refers to privileges granted by the first princeps to the athletes‘ association. See p. 76.
475
See pp. 78-79.
476
P.Oxy. 79 5202, ll. 23-28.
477
In the Hellenistic material, we find ‗Dionysos and the other gods‘ a few times outside of the titles of the
associations. Le Guen 2001: vol. 1, TE 34 is a letter of L. Mummius from 146 BC, confirming the privileges of
the synod of Isthmia and Nemea ―on account of Dionysos and the other gods‖ (ἕλεθελ ηνῦ Γηνλύζνπ θα[ὶ] | [ηλ
ἄιισλ ζε]σλ). In OGIS 51, ll. 6-7 (= Le Guen 2001: vol. 1, TE 61), a decree by the artists‘ association of Egypt
erected in the middle of the third centuy BC, we read that a man was honoured ―because he is full of piety and
devotion towards Dionysos and the other gods‖ (πξὸο ηὸλ Γηόλπζνλ θαὶ ηνὺο ἄιινπο ζενὺο εὐζεβο θαὶ ὁζίσο
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which was strongly connected to the Ptolemaic court, survived the first century BC. Another
argument against this option is the observation that Apion was a first-class competitor on the
international circuit. He won the periodos twice, the shield of Argos thrice, the Sebasta of
Naples, a contest in Syracuse and several other agones.478 It is therefore to be expected that he
had dealings with the developing ecumenical artists‘ association, which was undoubtedly
present on those occasions; he may even have been member.
Another question concerns the place where this artists‘ synod honoured Apion. It is likely
that, parallel to the ἐλ Ῥψκῃ of the athletes‘ association, a place name was mentioned before
the title of the artists; indeed, we read the traces of ἐλ before νἱ πεξὶ ηὸ[λ] Γηφλπζ[νλ].479 The
fact that the statue and portrait were set up in a Dionysium does not help us further, since
many cities had a temple for the god of the theatre. We also do not know whether this
Dionysium was owned by the artists themselves. This would not be surprising, since the
Hellenistic associations as well as the thymelic synod were typically centred on a temenos
with a shrine or temple of Dionysos. 480 If, in spite of my objections, the artists‘ association in
the decree corresponds to the old Ptolemaic synod, it could be argued that Apion was
honoured in Alexandria or Ptolemais. 481 However, in this last case there would be a striking
contrast with the ecumenical athletes‘ association, which honoured Apion in Rome. If we
assume on the other hand that we are dealing with a supra-local artists‘ association, it is likely
that the statue and portrait were erected in one of the important cities of the festival network.
Let us now discuss the letters of Claudius, our key evidence for the early thymelic synod. We
have copies of the two letters written by the emperor, the first of which is preserved in the late
third-century certificates of Aurelius Apollodidymos and Aurelius Hatres of Oxyrhynchus,
and the second in an inscription from the temple of Apollo Delphinios in Miletus.
1) Claudius‘ letter from the certificate of Aurelius Apollodidymos, AD 43:
[Σηβέξηνο Κιαχδηνο Καῖζαξ εβαζηὸο Γεξκαληθφο, ἀξρηεξεὺο κέγηζηνο, δεκαξρηθο
ἐμνπζ]ίαο ηὸ β, ὕπαηνο ηὸ γ, αὐ[ηνθξ]άησξ ηὸ δ, παηὴξ παηξίδνο, <ηνῖο> ἀπὸ ηο
νἰθνπκέλεο πεξὶ ηὸλ Γηφλπζνλ ἱεξνλείθαηο, ζηεθαλείηαηο θαὶ ηνῖο ηνχησλ ζπλαγσληζηαῖο
ραίξεηλ· ηὰο κὲλ [εἰθφλαο ὃλ ηξφπνλ εὐζεβνχκεζα κεηὰ ηο πξεπνχζεο ηηκο ἀληζηάλεηλ
ἐπηηξ]έπσ, ηὰ δὲ [ὑ]πὸ ην[ῦ] ζ[ε]νῦ εβαζηνῦ δ[εδ]νκέλα ὑκῖλ λφκηκα θαὶ θηιάλζ[ξ]σπα
ζπληεξ. νἱ π[ξ]εζ[β]εῖο ἦζαλ Κιαχδηνο Φν[ῖβ]νο, Κιαχδηνο πάγαζνο, Κ[ια]χδηνο
478
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Γηνλχζηνο, Κιαχδηνο Θάκπξηο, [Κιαχδηνο Κάζησξ, Ἀληψληνο Ναηάιεηνο πἱφο, Λφγηνο
(?)] -ca.?- . [ἔξξσζζε. ἐγέλεην] ἐλ Ῥψκῃ Σ[ηβ]εξίῳ Κιαπδίῳ Καίζαξη εβαζη[ῶ] θαὶ
Οὐηηειιίῳ ηὸ β [ὑπ]άηνηο.
Tiberius Claudius Caesar Augustus Germanicus, pontifex maximus, holding tribunician
power for the 2nd time, consul for the 3rd time, imperator for the 4th time, father of the
fatherland, greets the sacred crown victors around Dionysos and their synagonistai. I
allow you to set up the statues by means of which we are revered with the appropriate
esteem; I uphold the legal rights and privileges granted to you by the divine Augustus.
The envoys were Claudius Phoibos, Claudius Epagathos, Claudius Dionysios, Claudius
Thamyris, Claudius Kastor, Antonius Natalis the younger, Logios (?)[- - -] Farewell.
Drawn up in Rome in the consulate of Tiberius Claudius Caesar Augustus and
Vitellius.482

2) Claudius‘ letter in the inscription of Miletus, AD 48:
[Ση]βέξηνο Κιαχδηνο Καῖζαξ εβαζηὸο Γεξκ[αλη]|[θ]φο, δεκαξρηθο ἐμνπζίαο ηὸ εʹ,
ὕπαηνο η[ὸ δʹ], | αὐηνθξάησξ ηὸ ηεʹ, παηὴξ παηξίδνο, ηεηκεηήο, | ηνῖο πεξὶ ηὸλ Γηφλπζνλ
ἱεξνλείθαηο θαὶ ηερλεί|ηαηο ραίξηλ. κεκλεκέλνπο ὑκᾶο, ὧλ παξεζ|ρφκελ δηαθπιάμαο ηὰ ὑπὸ
ηλ πξὸ ἐκνῦ ε|βαζηλ θαὶ ηο ζπλθιήηνπ δεδνκέλα δίθαηα, | ἀπνδέρνκαη θαὶ
πηξάζνκαη αὔμηλ αὐηὰ εὐ|ζεβο δηαθηκέλσλ ὑκλ πξὸο ηὸλ ἐκὸλ νἶ|θνλ. ηνῦην δέ κνη
παξέζηεζελ Μᾶξθνο Οὐαιέ|ξηνο Ἰνπληαλὸο νἰθηαθφο κνπ, ὃλ θαὶ αὐηὸλ ἐ|πῄλεζα νὓησο
δηαθίκελνλ πξὸο ὑκᾶο. | vac. [ἔξξσζζε?].
Tiberius Claudius Caesar Augustus Germanicus, holding tribunician power for the 8th
time, consul for the 4th time, imperator for the 15th time, father of the fatherland, and
censor, to the sacred victors and artists around Dionysos, greetings. I acknowledge that
you remember what I did when I maintained the rights that were granted by the Augusti
before me and by the Senate, and I will try to increase them in light of your pious
disposition toward my household. Marcus Valerius Junianus, who belongs to my
household, drew my attention to this, and I also praised him for his positive disposition
towards you. Farewell.(?)483

The letters testify to two embassies of the synod to the imperial court. There were probably
more meetings with the emperor, since Cassius Dio relates that the synod staged a festival in
Rome during the victory celebrations of AD 44 for the conquest of Britain. 484 As such, we see
the same dynamic here as in the discussion of the xystic synod: athletes were also present
during the victory celebrations, and they equally communicated with Claudius about
privileges, honours and agonistic affairs.
The first thing to consider is the title of the synod in the letters. First, we have νἱ ἀπὸ ηο
νἰθνπκέλεο πεξὶ ηὸλ Γηόλπζνλ ηερλῖηαη ἱεξνλῖθαη ζηεθαλῖηαη θαὶ νἱ ηνύησλ ζπλαγσληζηαί.485
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This title only mentions the synod‘s members, not the synod itself; its longer variant would
have been something like ἡ ἱεξὰ ζπκειηθὴ ζύλνδνο ηλ ἀπὸ ηο νἰθνπκέλεο πεξὶ ηὸλ
Γηόλπζνλ ηερλεηηλ ἱεξνλεηθλ ζηεθαλεηηλ θαὶ ηλ ηνύησλ ζπλαγσληζηλ. That the term
‗thymelic synod‘ already existed in the reign of Claudius is shown by an inscription from
Side, erected in honour of the emperor.486 The title in the letter is basically a conflation of
elements from two different strands: νἱ πεξὶ ηὸλ Γηόλπζνλ ηερλῖηαη and νἱ ζπλαγσληζηαί are
familiar Hellenistic terms, whereas ἀπὸ ηο νἰθνπκέλεο and ἱεξνλῖθαη ζηεθαλῖηαη are new.
The synod would keep this title until late antiquity, though ever expanding it with honorary
epithets and imperial names. The title in the second letter is on the other hand quite sloppy: νἱ
πεξὶ ηὸλ Γηόλπζνλ ἱεξνλῖθαη θαὶ ηερλῖηαη. Still, as Le Guen has remarked it tallies with a
reality in the organisation of the synod: the distinction between those who had won a sacred
victory and those who had not.487
It is important to note that the title of the artists‘ association in the Apion decree does not
contain ἀπὸ ηο νἰθνπκέλεο or ἱεξνλῖθαη ζηεθαλῖηαη. If this association indeed corresponds to
the early thymelic synod, we could argue that it only started adopting the new terms in the
reign of Claudius. It appears, therefore, that the artists copied them from the athletes‘ synod,
as the latter were already using them since the time of Mark Antony. This indicates that the
two synods became increasingly geared to one another in the reign of Claudius: νἱ ἀπὸ ηο
νἰθνπκέλεο πεξὶ ηὸλ Γηόλπζνλ ηερλῖηαη ἱεξνλῖθαη ζηεθαλῖηαη θαὶ νἱ ηνύησλ ζπλαγσληζηαί is
an almost perfect equivalent of νἱ ἀπὸ ηο νἰθνπκέλεο ἱεξνλεῖθαη θαὶ ζηεθαλεῖηαη θαὶ νἱ
ηνύησλ ἐπηζηάηαη, the title of the athletes‘ synod in the decree for M. Alfidios. The adoption
of πεξὶ ηὸλ Ἡξαθιέα by the athletes in Claudius‘ reign shows that the influence was
reciprocal, as this epithet was clearly based on the old πεξὶ ηὸλ Γηόλπζνλ of the artists. As I
already remarked, the epithets ‗xystic‘ and ‗thymelic‘ also appear in this period, and they are
clearly each other‘s mirror image: both denote the place where the synod‘s members perform,
i.e. the stage and the running track respectively.
The question remains why the artists adopted the terms ἱεξνλῖθαη ζηεθαλῖηαη from the
athletes. According to Aneziri, they used the terms in order to 1) make the distinction between
them and low-class performers like mimes and pantomimes and 2) to avoid the infamy with
which these performers were branded by the Roman legal system. 488 From the Digesta, we
know that in the early first century AD jurists drew up legal exceptions to the infamia laws for
competitors in Greek agones. 489 As it cannot be verified whether the adoption of the terms
was really a legal strategy, 490 I believe that Aneziri‘s first point is more essential: the terms
were in the first place a marker of the synod‘s high status. Hieronikai had grown more
important in the late Hellenistic and early imperial periods, probably under the influence of
the civic groups of athletic hieronikai and the developing athletic synod.491 The decline of
486
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most Hellenistic artists‘ associations, which did not make an explicit distinction between
hieronikai and others, may also have played a role. The increased status of hieronikai is
illustrated by the development of the system of monthly pensions (opsonia), awarded to
victors of certain games by their respective hometowns. 492 I would therefore argue that the
terms ἱεξνλῖθαη ζηεθαλῖηαη not only served to set synod members apart from other kinds of
performers, but that they also reflected a hierarchy within the synod itself, in which the
hieronikai occupied the most elevated position. Below them were those who were not (yet)
hieronikai and secondary artists who could not gain a victory (the synagonistai).493
These observations also allow us to refute Lavagne‘s theory about the emergence of the
thymelic synod. There is not a single indication that Claudius feared potential unrest caused
by associations of Greek competitors. The example of Valerius Asiaticus‘ personal troupe of
actors is anything but relevant here, as they were performers in the Latin tradition, mostly
slaves or liberti, and therefore highly dependent on rich patrons whose political ambitions
they could serve. They are not to be confused with the upper-class competitors of the Greek
East, who, as I have argued above, had been forging extensive connections with the Roman
authorities since the first century BC. The ambassadors to Claudius were all free men; most of
them even had Roman citizenship with the gentile name Claudius.494 The success of men such
as these depended largely on the stability of the empire and the patronage of the emperor, and
their performances in agones like the Sebasta of Naples and the Sebasta Romaia of
Pergamum confirmed imperial rule rather than endangered it. Furthermore, we should note
that Claudius‘ first letter, written in AD 43, antedates the demise of Valerius Asiaticus by four
years. A causal connection between the two events can therefore be excluded. Furthermore,
the letters of Claudius to the thymelic synod do not imply at all that the emperor organised the
artists‘ synod according to his own design. On the contrary, Claudius‘ role was mainly
reactive: the artists, who had been organising themselves on an ecumenical scale for several
decades, had taken the initiative to approach the emperor themselves in order to get their
privileges confirmed and extended. In AD 48 they even needed the help of Claudius‘
household member Valerius Iunianus as an intermediary. This does not mean, of course, that
the emperor had limited interest in the affairs of the thymelic synod. Just like the xystic
synod, it was a cultural agent that propagated imperial ideology, as the statue of Claudius set
up in Side by the thymelic synod shows.495 Furthermore, a clear delineation of the privileges
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enjoyed by competitors was in the interest of the Roman authorities, which were concerned
about the finances of the cities of the East.496
Just as in the case of the xystic synod, Claudius‘ letters to the thymelic synod give no clue to
the location of its headquarters in this period. Moretti argued for a settlement in Rome already
in the time of Augustus, and was later followed by Jory and Caldelli. He deduced this from
fragments of victory lists (didascalia) of dramatic competitions in fourth-century Athens,
found in the theatre district on the Campus Martius. Moretti dated these fragments to the early
first century AD, and assumed that the lists were displayed in the synod‘s seat in Rome. 497
Still, the attribution of these fragments to the thymelic synod remains strongly hypothetical.498
In a recent article, Caldelli took up Moretti‘s line of reasoning again, arguing that Augustus
was responsible for the settlement of the artists‘ synod in Rome. She adduced a Latin funerary
inscription erected by a theophorus synhodi sebaste, which in her view refers to the thymelic
synod.499 However, the identification is anything but certain: the adjective ζεβαζηή does not
appear in the titles of the thymelic synod known to us, but it does in those of the secondcentury xystic synod, and other kinds of associations used the adjective as well. 500
Furthermore, Caldelli surmised that the thymelic synod could have been settled in the socalled aedes Herculis Musarum on the Campus Martius, but her arguments are too farfetched. 501 Another possible indication for a settlement at Rome is found in an inscription
from Cos from the reign of Claudius, mentioning a kitharode who was high priest of the
emperors in Rome and Naples. 502 Here too we must remain sceptical: it is far from certain that
the kitharode held this priesthood in the context of the thymelic synod. Finally, the papyrus
with the copy of the honorary inscription for Apion was used by Rigsby to argue for a Roman
headquarters in the reign of Claudius, as he changed the punctuation of Benaïssa‘s edition to
νἱ πεξὶ ηὸ[λ] Γηφλπζ[νλ] … ηερλεῖη[αη] ἀλδξηά[ληη] θαὶ ἀζπηδεί[ῳ ἐλ] ηῶ Γ[η]νλπζε[ί]ῳ ἐλ
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Ῥσκαίσλ δή[κση] | θαὶ ἐζηεθαλσηκέλνλ ρξπζένηο [ζηεθ|άλνηο - - -]. See also Ferrary 1996: 202.
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Ῥψκ[ῃ· νἱ] ἀπὸ ηο νἰθ[νπ]κέλεο εἱεξνλ[εῖ]θαη θηι. This would mean that the artists had a
Dionysium in Rome. As argued above, however, this punctuation is not very likely. 503 A
Roman headquarters of the synod is therefore only attested with certainty from the reign of
Hadrian on.504 In my opinion, the strongest argument against a permanent settlement of the
ecumenical synods in Rome in the reign of Claudius is the fact that the city did not yet have a
permanent and internationally-renowned agon before the foundation of Domitian‘s Capitolia
in AD 86. As I shall argue in chapter III, the organisational structure of the synods was
closely connected to the celebration of festivals.
Until the second century AD, evidence about the agonistic activities of the thymelic synod
remains extremely slim. However, this has more to do with the distortions in our source
material, and should not lead us to assume that the synod from the reign of Claudius was just
a foretaste of the real thymelic synod that would have been founded only by Trajan. 505 This is
illustrated by an official decree of the thymelic synod, found in the theatre of Teos and dating
from the reign of Claudius or shortly thereafter:
[- - -] θαὶ νἱ ηνύησλ ζπλαγσλ[ηζηαὶ] | vac. ἐηείκεζαλ vac. | Σηβέξηνλ Κιαύδηνλ
[Μαζηκάρνπ] | ὑηὸλ θαὶ ηνῦ δήκνπ, θύ[ζεη δὲ] | ξκνζέζηνπ, Κπξείλᾳ, Φ[ηιηζηέα,] |
506
ἀγσλνζέηελ ηὸ ηξίηνλ η[λ πελ]|ηαεηεξηθλ ἀγώλσλ Γηνλ[πζήσλ]
| Καηζαξήσλ,
κεγαινθξνζύλε[ο ἕλεθελ] | θαὶ δαςηιείαο, νὐ κόλ<νλ> ἐ[πεὶ πξὸο] | ηνὺο πνιείηαο
ἐλδέ<δ>ε[ηθηαη αὐηὴλ] | δηὰ βίνπ δηὰ η<λ> ἀλαισκάησλ [θαὶ ηλ ἀλα]|ζεκάησλ <η>λ
ἑθάζηνηε πεξ[ὶ ηὴλ] | εὐζέβεηαλ ηνῦ νἴθνπ ηλ ε[βαζηλ, ἀι]|ιὰ ἐπεὶ θαὶ πξὸο ηὴλ
507
<ἱ>εξὰλ <ζ>π[λόδνλ ὁ]|ζίσο θαὶ κεγαιν<ς>ύ<ρ>σο πξν[ζελερζεὶο] | ἐπε<ύ>με<ζε?>
ΟΤΚΔ θαζ‘ ἑθάζ[ηελ ἀγσλνζε]|ζίαλ ηὴλ ηνῦ ἀγλνο ἀ<μ>ί[αλ, θαὶ πε]|ξη<ηη>ὰ ζέκαηα
ἐθ ηλ ἰ[δίσλ ἔζεθελ] | [ηνῖο ἀ]γσληζηαῖο. ἀλαγ[γέιιεηλ? δὲ —] | [θαὶ? ζη]εθαλνῦλ ηῶ [ἐθ
ηνῦ λόκνπ - - -] | [ζηεθ]άλῳ, ὡο <π>ά[ηξηόλ ἐζηηλ, ἐλ ηῶ ἱεξῳ] | [ηνῦ Γηνλύζ]νπ? θα[ὶ - - ]
[- - -] and their synagonistai honoured Tiberius Claudius Philistes son of Masimachos (?)
and of the People, natural son of Hermothestos, of the Quirina tribe, agonothetes of the
penteteric Dionysia Kaisarea for the third time, on account of his magnanimity and
greatness, not only because he has shown these qualities towards the citizens throughout
his life with the expenses and dedications he has offered on each occasion with respect to
the piety towards the house of the emperors, but also because he dealt with the sacred
synod in a devout and generous manner and increased (it?) every time he held the worthy
agonothesia of the agon, and he has established extraordinary prizes for the competitors
from his own resources…508
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Rigsby 2016: 398–399, with my comments in note 412.
See section II.1.
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See note 462.
506
CIG 3082: Γηνλ[πζηαθλ]; Robert 1937: 35: Γηνλ[πζήσλ].
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CIG 3082 has πξν[ζελερζὶο], which seems to be a typing error.
508
CIG 3082 (my translation, partly based on the one of Ph. Harland). I left out the restored first lines of the
inscription for reasons stated below. For the date, see Robert 1937: 34–35. The honorand, Ti. Claudius Philistes,
probably received his citizenship under Claudius. The penteteric Dionysia Kaisarea were celebrated since the
reign of Tiberius.
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The decree honours Ti. Claudius Philistes, agonothetes of the Dionysia Kaisarea, because of
his generosity towards synod members who had come to compete in Teos. The missing upper
part of the inscription has led to some confusion about the identity of the synod that issued the
decree. Since not many sources about the thymelic synod were known yet when the
inscription was first published in the CIG, Boeckh used an inscription from Tralles to restore
the title of the synod as follows: [νἱ πεξὶ ηὸλ Γηόλπζνλ ηερλῖηαη νἱ ἐπ‘ Ἰσλίαο θαὶ
ιιεζπόληνπ] θαὶ νἱ ηνύησλ ζπλαγσλ[ηζηαὶ].509 Although Poland and later by PickardCambridge already expressed doubts,510 recent literature still attributes the decree to the synod
of Ionia and the Hellespont. Aneziri, for instance, elaborately tried to explain why the
synagonistai were added to its title, while this was not the case in the inscription from
Tralles.511 A much simpler solution is to question the restoration in the CIG. The element θαὶ
νἱ ηνύησλ ζπλαγσλ[ηζηαὶ] almost invariably appears in the title of the thymelic synod, so it is
more logical to restore something like [νἱ ἀπὸ ηο νἰθνπκέλεο πεξὶ ηὸλ Γηόλπζνλ ηερλεῖηαη
ἱεξνλεῖθαη ζηεθαλεῖηαη θαὶ] νἱ ηνύησλ ζπλαγσλ[ηζηαὶ], as in Claudius‘ first letter to the
thymelic synod.512 This can be confirmed by line 14 of the inscription, if the reading ηὴλ
<ἱ>εξὰλ <ζ>π[λόδνλ] is correct. As regards the contents of the inscription, it is similar to the
more famous decrees of the thymelic synod for agonothetai of the second century AD.513 In
sum, typical activities of the thymelic synod in its heyday are already encountered in this
early source.

3. Conclusion
Despite the different approaches to the research on both synods, I do not believe that the
development of the thymelic synod was fundamentally different from the development of the
xystic synod. Both began as associations that were mainly active in Asia, but then gradually
expanded their sphere of influence in the early Principate throughout the Mediterranean, and,
very important, they did this on their own initiative. The expansion of the early thymelic
synod, however, is more difficult to trace: as opposed to the athletic synod, we do not have
inscriptions that reveal its activities in Asia and Greece as well as in Italy.
Similarities between both synods are clearest from the reign of Claudius onwards. For several
reasons we can surmise that a set of agreements were taken in consultation with Claudius
about the role of the synods and other agonistic affairs. First, the two synods became geared
to one another with respect to their titulature: the artists adopted the terms ἀπὸ ηο νἰθνπκέλεο
and ἱεξνλῖθαη ζηεθαλῖηαη from the athletes, whereas the latter were inspired by the artists
when they added πεξὶ ηὸλ Ἡξαθιέα to their synod‘s titulature. The adjectives ‗xystic‘ and
‗thymelic‘ were, furthermore, deliberately introduced to distinguish the two synods from each
other.514 Second, both synods traced their institutional history back to the reign of Claudius in
509

The inscription from Tralles reads ἡ ζύλνδνο ηλ ἀπὸ Ἰσλίαο θα[ὶ] ιιεζπόλην<π>: I.Tralleis 50, ll. 6-8. See
pp. 42-43, where I have argued that this inscription does not point to a continued existence of the old Hellenistic
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As was already argued by Foucart 1873: 94: ―Thymelica vel musica genus designat ne cum xystica synodo,
quae est athletarum, confundatur.‖ Also Poland 1895: 19.
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their membership certificates. They already existed before, but they may have seen the
reorganisation under Claudius as a rupture. Finally, the appearance of the xystarch system
indicates an extension of the xystic synod‘s activities in the organisation of the festival
network. Whereas the earlier synod was probably mostly concerned with the protection of the
economic interests of its members, it now took on a stronger organisational role with imperial
consent. The more limited sources about the thymelic synod do not allow us to reveal
something similar for the artists. Still, it is probable that they built on their organisational
experiences from the Hellenistic period, which they could now apply on an even bigger scale.
In Rome, for instance, they organised an entire musico-dramatic festival on the occasion of
the conquest of Britanny. 515
In sum, the xystic and thymelic synods of the middle of the first century AD were not
associations in their infancy. They were operating on a large scale, and they had connections,
prestige and influence, both at the imperial court and in the upper-class societies of the Greek
East. However, there was still a large margin for growth: as the festival network continued to
expand, so did the synods.
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Cass. Dio 62.23.6.

CHAPTER II
THE APOGEE AND DECLINE OF THE
ECUMENICAL SYNODS

With the foundation of the Antonine dynasty the xystic and thymelic synods entered their
heyday. Dozens of inscriptions from the second and early third centuries AD testify to their
activities in Italy, Greece, Asia Minor, Syria and Egypt. However, we should be aware that
our source material may create a distorted view. It is well known that the number of
inscriptions, both in the Greek and Latin parts of the empire, peaks in the second century AD. 1
This is for instance noted by MacMullen, who, writing about Roman Lydia, states that no
―feature of the region known only or mostly from inscriptions, and most often in Marcus
Aurelius‘ reign, is for that reason to be declared really and truly most common then.
Testimony to it must be set against the curve, and discounted accordingly. By the same token,
we cannot speak about a decline in Lydia overall simply because certain institutions –
epitaphs and religious dedications themselves – disappear from the record. All that may have
disappeared is the epigraphic habit itself.‖2 It is, therefore, methodologically unsound to
regard the synods of competitors mainly as phenomena of the second and early third centuries
AD. As we have seen, the synods were already operating on a large scale in Claudius‘ time.
Similarly, the drop in inscriptions in the second half of the third century does not necessarily
imply a sudden decline.
Nevertheless, for several reasons it can be argued that the synods indeed expanded their
activities in the course of the second and early third centuries AD. Synod activity was after all
related to agonistic activity in general, and even when taking the epigraphic habit into account
it is clear that exactly this period witnessed a sharp increase in the organisation of agones.3
New first-class competitions, the ‗holy eiselastic agones‘, were granted by the emperor as a
‗gift‘ (dorea), and therefore centred on his person.4 A large number of cities responded to
Hadrian‘s philhellenic policies with the creation of agones carrying his name: at least 19 of
these Hadrianeia are known to us, as well as 4 Antinoeia in honour of the emperor‘s beloved
Antinoos. We know of 12 cities that organised Kommodeia in honour of Commodus and 15
agones with the name Severeia, honouring Septimius Severus. 5 Smaller, less prestigious
contests mushroomed as well, for instance in Lycia and Pamphylia. These often took the
name of the benefactors who founded them, such as the well-known Demostheneia of
Oenoanda, sponsored by the local dignitary C. Iulius Demosthenes with Hadrian‘s consent.6
That the synods of competitors profited from this new wave of agonistic foundations can also
be deduced from their titles, which grew more bombastic as the second and third centuries
progressed. A decree of the thymelic synod from the reign of Antoninus Pius reads as follows:
1

MacMullen 1982; 1986. See also Woolf 1996; van Nijf 1997: 23–25; Mitchell and French 2012: 9; Remijsen
2015: 15.
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MacMullen 1986: 238.
3
Robert 1984: 39–40; Mitchell 1990: 189–191; Leschorn 1998; Remijsen 2015: 30. Here too we should be
aware of bias in quantitative data, for instance in the numismatic material. Nollé 2012 argues that coins with
agonistic motives, used by Robert to illustrate the ‗agonistic explosion‘, were mainly minted in the period
between Septimius Severus and Gallienus, and only by a limited number of cities. For an overview of agonistic
coins, see Karl 1975.
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Robert 1984: 712; Roueché 1993: 5; Pleket 2010a: 198; 2013: 371; Guerber 2010: 215–301.
5
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ςήθηζκα ηο ἱεξᾶο Ἁδξηαλο Ἀλησλεί[λ]εο ζπκειηθο πεξηπνιηζηηθο κεγάιεο ζπλόδνπ ηλ
ἀπὸ ηο νἰθνπκέλεο πεξὶ ηὸλ Γηόλπζνλ θαὶ Αὐηνθξάηνξα Καίζαξα Σίηνλ Αἴιηνλ Ἁδξηαλὸλ
Ἀλ[ησλεῖλνλ] εβαζηὸλ Δὐζεβ λένλ Γηόλπζνλ [ηερλεηηλ ἱεξνλεηθλ ζηεθαλεηηλ θαὶ ηλ
ηνύησλ ζπλαγσληζηλ], ―decree of the holy Hadrianic Antoninic thymelic wandering great
synod of artists and sacred crown victors and their fellow competitors of the whole word,
gathered around Dionysos and Imperator Caesar Titus Aelius Hadrianus Antoninus Augustus
Pius, the new Dionysos.‖7 The xystic synod‘s title sounds no less ambitious: in the
membership certificate of the boxer Hermeinos from AD 194, it called itself ἡ ἱεξὰ μπζηηθὴ
πεξηπνιηζηηθὴ εβαζηὴ Ἁδξηαλὴ Ἀλησληαλὴ επηηκηαλὴ ζχλνδνο ηλ πεξὶ ηὸλ Ἡξαθιέα θαὶ
ηὸλ ἀγψληνλ θαὶ Αὐηνθξάηνξα Καίζαξα Λ(χθηνλ) επηίκηνλ επξνλ Πεξηίλαθα εβαζηόλ,
―the holy xystic wandering Augustan Hadrianic Antoninic Septimianic synod of those around
Herakles, the agonistic one (i.e. Hermes 8) and Imperator Caesar L. Septimius Severus
Pertinax Augustus‖.9
Poland was the first to pay detailed attention to the titulature of the synods. In his view,
changes in the titles corresponded to different stages of development. In his earlier work, he
argued that the appearance of the emperor‘s name as an adjective, Ἁδξηαλή, indicates a
stronger union of artists in the fold of the thymelic synod under Hadrian. The adjectives
πεξηπνιηζηηθή and κεγάιε would then have marked the final stage of its development under
Antoninus Pius. Decline would have set in from the reign of Marcus Aurelius on, when the
emperor‘s name disappeared from the titles. 10 We should be careful, however, not to deduce
too much from the synods‘ titles. Subsequent evidence has refuted several aspects of Poland‘s
earlier theories, obliging him to take a more cautious stance in his 1934 article. 11 For instance,
the discovery of the membership decrees of the thymelic synod from the late third century AD
showed that the emperor‘s name was at that time still incorporated in the titles. 12 Similarly, it
has become clear that the adjective πεξηπνιηζηηθή was already used by the thymelic synod in
the reign of Hadrian.13 Like Poland, Le Guen argued that the use of this adjective marked a
stage in the development of the thymelic synod, in her view the acquisition of a headquarters
in Rome. However, this is not a necessary conclusion: as the xystic synod was already using
πεξηπνιηζηηθή in the time of Claudius, the later appearance of the adjective in the titles of the
thymelic synod is probably due to the fragmentary state of our sources. 14 Furthermore, we
should note that the synods were anything but consistent when writing down their titles. 15
Finally, it can be argued that the synods in their tendency to pile up fancy epithets followed a
certain trend. In their never-ending rivalry for primacy, important poleis in the second and
third centuries AD similarly bore a string of honorary titles, and the synods, after all, behaved
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in many ways like a city. 16 Therefore, we should refrain from identifying detailed stages of
development with the appearance of certain titles, and limit ourselves to two essential
observations. First, the synods increasingly centred themselves on the emperor and the city of
Rome, which is mirrored by the incorporation of imperial names in their titles. This happened
as far as we know first under Trajan. 17 Second, the synods became more self-asserting
throughout the second century AD, which coincides with their growing role in the expanding
agonistic network.
These observations evoke two sets of questions. First, how and why did the ecumenical
synods settle in Rome, and what were the consequences of this decision? Second, what was
the geographical extent of the synods‘ activities in the second and third centuries AD, and to
what degree does this coincide with the expansion of the festival network in the empire? Are
there regional differences between the attestations of the synods in the different provinces of
the empire, and to what extent were these different attestations interconnected? These
questions are dealt with in section one and two respectively. The first section focuses
especially but not exclusively on the xystic synod, since its move to Rome is best
documented. In the second section I give an overview of the synod‘s activities in the
provinces, moving from the western to the eastern Mediterranean. The findings of these two
sections are then summarised in a conclusion.
The rich epigraphical and papyrological evidence from the second and third centuries AD
stands in marked contrast with the dearth of sources from the fourth century AD. It appears
that the synods‘ hey-day suddenly turned into a period of decline. This raises a last set of
questions, which are addressed in the third section of this chapter: how and why did the
ecumenical synods decline and finally disappear in the course of the fourth century AD?

1. All roads lead to Rome
When the athletic synod came into being in the middle of the first century BC, its
headquarters were probably situated in Ephesus, ‗the greatest and first metropolis of Asia‘,18
where it petitioned Mark Antony for privileges through the Ephesians Artemidoros and
Charopinos. At the end of the first century AD this situation does not yet seem to have
changed. The discovery of several inscriptions of the xystic synod in or near the Ephesian
harbour baths indicates that it occupied parts of that building complex. 19 One of the
inscriptions was erected in honour of Artemis and the emperor Nerva by the high priest of the
sympas xystos himself, Ti. Claudius Artemidoros.20 The presence of the xystic synod in these
baths comes as no surprise. The complex was built during the reign of Domitian, probably in
order provide the infrastructure necessary for conducting the Olympia of Ephesus.21 It
16
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featured not only bathing facilities, but also a gymnasium and a palaestra with xystoi, covered
running tracks.22 Furthermore, several rooms around the palaestra could serve as libraries,
archives and auditoria, as was recommended by Vitruvius. 23 In other words, the harbour baths
allowed the synod to put training facilities at the disposal of its members, and to use other
parts of the building for administrative purposes and for holding assemblies. If the complex
was indeed built in the context of the Ephesian Olympia, it is possible that the xystic synod
was involved in the organisation of this agon.
A decree of the xystic synod from the reign of Hadrian, found in Aphrodisias, further
illustrates the important role of Ephesus. It is a consolation decree for the hieronikes
Kallikrates, who, because of an injury to the shoulders, had had to give up his athletic career.
The synod decreed to ―request the city of the Aphrodisians for suitable locations, so that we
might make offerings of images of the great sacred victor and put up a statue, as (we have
done) also in the metropolis of Asia, Ephesus.‖ 24 This makes it quite probable that the decree
was drawn up in Ephesus before being sent to Kallikrates‘ hometown, Aphrodisias, and that
the statue was erected in the harbour baths. 25
Ephesus, however, was not to remain the most important city for the xystic synod. From the
reign of Trajan onwards, one can perceive a growing affinity with the person of the emperor
and with Rome. This is clear from the synod‘s title in an honorary inscription for T. Flavius
Archibios, a successful ex-athlete and high priest of the sympas xystos. It was erected around
AD 110 by Alexandrian members of the xystic synod in Naples, in all probability during the
celebration of the Sebasta. The title in the honorary inscription has the adjectives emperorloving (θηινζέβαζηνο), Rome-loving (θηινξώκαηνο) and pious (εὐζεβήο).26 Furthermore, the
fact that a high priest of the sympas xystos was present in Naples may show that proximity to
the emperor was becoming more important for the synod‘s top officials. Sometime afterwards
the connection between synod and emperor became more explicit, when the xystic synod
started adding the emperor‘s name to its titles. This practise is for the first time attested in the
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consolation decree for Kallikrates under Hadrian, 27 yet it is possible that it started doing so
already in the reign of Trajan, just like the thymelic synod.28
Around the time when the decree of Kallikrates was drawn up, one of the high priests of the
sympas xystos was M. Ulpius Domestikos, a citizen of Ephesus. We find his name in the
fragments of an inscription found in the Ephesian harbour baths. Although the inscription is
too damaged to learn more about its actual contents, it appears to have recorded a
correspondence between an emperor and Domestikos.29 As West has argued, it is possible that
these letters were part of the negotiations that resulted in the donation of a headquarters to the
athletic synod in Rome.30 This donation is well-known from a series of inscriptions found in
the region between the church of San Pietro in Vincoli and the baths of Trajan. Domestikos
played a key role in the negotiations: he first approached Hadrian in AD 134, who promised
to grant the xystic synod a place (described with the rather vague words ηφπνο and νἴθεκα) to
keep its archives. 31 The actual donation, however, was delayed for an unknown reason.32 It
was finally carried out in AD 143, after Domestikos had spoken with Antoninus Pius:
ζπλόδῳ | μπζηηθῆ ηλ πεξὶ ηὸλ Ἡξαθιέα ἀζιεηλ ἱεξνλεηθλ ζηεθαλεηηλ ραίξεηλ· |
ἐθέιεπζα ὑκεῖλ ἀπνδεηρζλαη ρσξίνλ ἐλ ᾧ θαὶ ηὰ ἱεξὰ θαηα|ζήζεζζε θαὶ ηὰ γξάκκαηα
πξὸο αὐηαῖο ηαῖο Θεξκαῖο ηαῖο ὑπὸ | ηνῦ ζενῦ πάππνπ κνπ γεγελεκέλαηο ὅπνπ θαὶ κάιηζηα
ηνῖο | Καπηησιείνηο ζπλέξρεζζε. εὐηπρεῖηε.
To the xystic synod of athletes and sacred crown victors around Herakles, greetings. I
have ordered that a place is assigned to you in which you will place your sacred objects
and archives, at those baths built by my divine grandfather, and where you congregate
particularly for the Capitolia. Farewell.33

For his efforts, Domestikos was honoured in the brand new headquarters as the ‗founder of
the precinct‘ (θηίζηεο ηνῦ ηεκέλνπο) with statues and inscriptions.34 Since the nineteenth
century, scholars have been arguing about the exact location of the headquarters. As a Latin
inscription from the fourth century AD mentions a ‗curia athletarum‘, 35 many maintained that
the xystic synod‘s headquarters was an individual building. 36 The letter of Antoninus Pius,
furthermore, has been used to look for this building in the neighbourhood of the baths of
27

I.Aphr. 12.719, ll. 2-6: ηῆ ἱεξᾷ μ[πζηηθῆ πε]ξηπνιηζηηθῆ εὐζεβεῖ ζεβαζηῆ [ζπλόδῳ θαὶ] ηῶ ζύλπαληη μπζηῶ
ηλ πεξὶ η[ὸλ Ἡξαθιέα] θαὶ αὐηνθξάηνξα Καίζαξα Τξαηαλ[ὸλ Ἁδξη]αλὸλ Σεβαζηὸλ.
28
I.Gerasa 192, ll. 3-5: ηο ἱεξᾶο ζπλόδνπ ηλ [ἀπὸ η][ο νἰθν]πκέλ[εο πεξὶ ηὸλ Γηόλπζνλ θαὶ ηὸλ θύξηνλ ἡκλ
Αὐηνθξάηνξα] | Νέξνπαλ Τξαηαλὸλ Καίζαξα Σεβαζηὸλ εξκαληθὸλ Δαθηθ[ὸλ ηερλεηηλ ἱεξνλεηθλ
ζηεθαλεηηλ] | θαὶ ηλ ηνύησλ ζπλαγσληζηλ.
29
I.Ephesos 1089.
30
West 1990: 86.
31
IGUR 235, B, ll. 7-8: θαὶ ηόπνλ ἔλζα βνύιεζζε θειεύζσ δνζλαη ὑκεῖλ θαὶ νἴθεκα | ὡο ηὰ γξάκκαηα
ἀπνηίζεζζαη ηὰ θνηλά.
32
Cf. Volpe 2007: 434, n. 32: ―Non è ben chiaro il perché del ripetersi della concessione nelle iscrizioni di
Adriano e Antonino Pio: si potrebbe pensare ad una assegnazione promessa da Adriano ma resa effettiva solo da
Antonino Pio, oppure ad una conferma della concessione da parte dell‘imperatore in carica su spazi che in
definitiva erano di proprietà imperiale.‖
33
IGUR 236, B, ll. 7-12. For other translations, see Oliver 1989: 288–290; Miller 2004b: 170–171.
34
IGUR 237-238.
35
CIL VI.2 10154.
36
Cf. Ricci 1891; Lanciani 1893: 23; Richardson 1992: 102; Chioffi 1993; Rausa 2004.
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Trajan (πξὸο αὐηαῖο ηαῖο Θεξκαῖο). In a recent monograph, Rausa argued that a house found
under the church of San Pietro in Vincoli corresponded to the xystic synod‘s headquarters. 37
However, a ‗curia athletarum‘ is not mentioned in the regionary catalogues, 38 nor do the
Greek inscriptions speak about an independent house or building. The words for the place –
ηόπνο, νἴθεκα, ρσξίνλ, ηέκελνο or ζηαηηψλ – are in our evidence always connected to specific
functions, such as the storage of archives or sacred objects.39
According to Volpe, it is more probable that the xystic synod used parts of the baths of Trajan
for these purposes. The southwestern exedra of the bath complex, a part of the zone where the
inscriptions have been unearthed, has a large assembly hall and an upper floor with niches
suitable for the storage of documents.40 Furthermore, recent excavations have revealed traces
of a xystos in the southwestern part of the baths. 41 Antoninus‘ letter can therefore be
interpreted differently: πξόο does not necessarily mean ‗nearby‘ in this text, but can also mean
‗at‘ the baths;42 not in the bath section itself, but still in the same, huge complex, which
besides baths also contained a gymnasium, xystoi, meeting halls and other multipurpose
rooms – as was exactly the case in the harbour baths of Ephesus. The clause ὅπνπ θαὶ κάιηζηα
ηνῖο Καπηησιείνηο ζπλέξρεζζε, ―where you congregate particularly for the Capitolia‖, fits
very well with these observations. Before the donation, the athletes who came to participate in
the Capitolia used the facilities in the baths of Trajan to meet each other, to train and even to
compete.43 It is also likely that they used audience halls in the complex like the one in the
southwestern exedra to hold assemblies. As the Capitolia grew in prestige, these meetings
must have gradually become bigger and more important.44 The letter of Hadrian may confirm
the hypothesis that the headquarters in Rome evolved from the temporary assemblies held in
the baths of Trajan during the Capitolia: Ricci argues that in the sentence ηόπνλ ἔλζα
βνύιεζζε θειεύζσ δνζλαη ὑκεῖλ we should read βνπιεχεζζε instead of βνχιεζζε, meaning
thus ―I shall order that you are given the place where you take counsel‖ instead of ―a place of
your liking‖.45 It was a logical step to request permission to use other parts of the complex for
administrative and religious purposes, thereby creating a more fixed presence of officials. Of
course, the activities of the xystic synod were not necessarily limited to the bath complex, as
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Rausa 2004.
These are two late-antique lists of buildings and landmarks of the city of Rome. See Richardson 1992: xx.
Still, the catalogues are not complete, so the argument e silentio is not a decisive one.
39
IGUR 235, B, l. 7; 236, B, ll. 9-10; 237, l. 8; 238, ll. 10-13.
40
Volpe 2007: 432–434. Cf. also Richardson 1992: 397–398; Najbjerg and Trimble 2016.
41
Volpe 2007: 430.
42
Cf. Bollmann 1998: 245, who remarks that the use of prepositions like πξόο in inscriptions is not always
unambiguous.
43
The big southern exedra of the baths had banks of seats, where specators could watch athletic contests and
possibly also musico-dramatic performances. See Richardson 1992: 397; Najbjerg and Trimble 2016.
44
In many victory inscriptions from the second century AD the Capitolia are listed first, even before the
Olympics. See Rieger 1999: 173, n. 8: ―Dies mag als Indikator des seit seiner Einrichtung gestiegenen Ansehens
des Agons gelten.‖
45
Ricci 1891: 190, 193; also Sinn: 1998: 130. The stone clearly has βνχιεζζε, yet this may be an error of the
stonemason. βνπιεχεζζε sounds more logical in this context, since it mirrors Antoninus‘ ὅπνπ θαὶ κάιηζηα ηνῖο
Καπηησιείνηο ζπλέξρεζζε. Furthermore, βνπιεχεζζε makes grammatically more sense, as it better explains the
ἔλζα in the sentence.
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Volpe remarks. 46 Other buildings nearby may have been used too, for instance for the
temporary or permanent housing of respectively competing and retired athletes. 47
Thus, it is likely that the xystic synod occupied parts of a huge bath complex in Rome just like
it did in Ephesus. Its high officials were honoured with inscriptions and statues in both places:
not only M. Ulpius Domestikos, but later also the famous M. Aurelius Demostratos Damas. 48
Interestingly, the xystic synod‘s establishment in the baths of Trajan is possibly represented
by a terracotta relief from Rome, depicting Herakles in a building that can be identified as a
gymnasium with four xystoi. In the two left-hand xystoi, two boxers are depicted, whereas the
two on the right show an athlete with a strigil and another one holding a victory palm. It is, in
any case, a good representation of the synod‘s title: ‗the xystic synod of athletes and sacred
crown victors of the whole world, gathered around Herakles‘. 49
As opposed to the xystic synod, we have no clue about the first headquarters of the thymelic
synod. As I have already mentioned, some scholars argued that it settled in Rome at a very
early date, during the reign of Claudius or even Augustus.50 However, clear evidence remains
lacking. 51 The first indication of a fixed presence of the thymelic synod in Rome comes from
the reign of Hadrian. Around AD 130, the thymelic synod issued a decree in Rome for its
member Marcius Xenokrates, a copy of which was sent to his hometown Heraclea Pontica.
The reading of this text is somewhat problematic, however, as the inscription was hurriedly
copied before being destroyed in construction works. Hirschfeld, the first editor, read the
synod‘s title as follows:
52

ΣΖΗΔΡΑΖΜΧΝΑΓΡΗΑΝΖΑΝΣ.ΔΗΠΔΡΗ....ΣΗΚΖΟΤΗΔΗΚΖΜΔΓΑΛΖΝΔΧΚΟΡΧΔΠΗΡΧΜΖΤΝΟΓΟΧ.

Shortly afterwards, Mordtmann restored it as ηῆ ἱεξᾷ ἡκλ Ἁδξηαλῆ Ἀλησ[λ]εί[λῃ]
πεξη[πνιη]ζηηθῆ [ζ]π[κ]ε[ι]ηθῆ κεγάιῃ λεσθόξῳ ἐπὶ Ῥώκεο [ζ]πλόδῳ, ‗our holy Hadrianic
Antoninic peripolistic thymelic great synod, which is temple-warden in Rome‘. 53 This would
not only mean that the thymelic synod was settled in Rome, but also that it was neokoros or
46

Volpe 2007: 434.
On the basis of a gem with the inscription ΞΤΣΟ ΔΠΗΚΣΖΣΟ, ‗xystos acquired‘, Bevilacqua 2001 argues that
the xystic synod obtained another edifice in the late second or early third century AD. Because the gem has an
image of Sarapis, she argues that this acquisition was realised by the Egyptian high priests of the sympas xystos
M. Aurelius Demetrios and his son M. Aurelius Asklepiades. Her arguments are convicing, but more information
is unfortunately lacking.
48
Honorary inscriptions for Demostratos Damas in Rome and Ephesus: IGUR 243 (found in or near the baths of
Trajan); I.Ephesos 1125 (reused in the Byzantine city wall, next to the old harbour baths).
49
See the cover image of this book. The relief is now in the Cinquantenaire Museum in Brussels (Inv. No. A
125). Cf. also Miller 2004a: 204–205.
50
See pp. 95-96.
51
Caldelli 1993: 98, n. 203 used a fragmentary inscription from Nîmes (An.Ép. 2002 930) to argue that the
thymelic synod was already settled in Rome in the reign of Domitian. The inscription mentions the thymelic
synod in Rome (ηο] ἐλ Ῥώκῃ ἱεξᾶο ζπλ[όδνπ) and an official with the ethnicon Kaisareus Trallianos, which
according to her was only used until Domitian. Ferrary 1996: 202, n. 57 rejects this line of reasoning, stating that
it was also used in later periods. In this, Ferrary is completely right: see for instance I.Ephesos 1113, l. 8 (third
century AD). Caldelli 1997: 429 reconsiders her earlier opinion.
52
Hirschfeld 1888: 882.
53
Mordtmann 1889: 316. The most recent edition is I.Heraclea Pontica 2, which, however, has an inadequate
apparatus criticus.
47
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temple-warden of the imperial cult, a great honour normally only granted to cities. 54 However,
Hirschfeld later wrote that we should read [ἀπὸ ηο νἰ]θν[πκέλ]ε[ο?] ζπλόδῳ instead of
λεσθόξῳ ἐπὶ Ῥώκε<ο> ζπλόδῳ, without giving any arguments or explaining why there were
no square brackets in his original reading of the clause. 55 Recently, Burrell used Hirschfeld‘s
restoration to express strong doubts about the thymelic synod‘s neokorate.56 Nevertheless, this
restoration is questionable, as in other inscriptions the clause ἀπὸ ηο νἰθνπκέλεο is never
attached to ζύλνδνο but always to either ηερλῖηαη or ἀζιεηαί.57 In my opinion, it is better to
stick to λεσθόξῳ ἐπὶ Ῥώκεο ζπλόδῳ. It seems improbable that Kartalidis, the original copyist
of the inscription, conjured up this specific combination of letters and words from thin air. In
any case, ἐπὶ Ῥώκεο must have been right, as it recurs in the title of the thymelic synod in an
inscription from the reign of Antoninus Pius, to be discussed immediately. I therefore see no
reason to reject λεσθόξῳ, all the more since the inscription from the reign of Antoninus Pius
proves that the synod had a ‗sacred precinct‘ in Rome – the ideal location for a neokoros
temple.
Stronger doubts, however, can be expressed about the adjective Ἀλησ[λ]εί[λῃ]. Le Guen has
shown that it conflicts with the date of AD 130 (confirmed by the consular dating on the other
side of the stone), as Antoninus Pius was not yet emperor at that time. Remarking that
Mordtmann wrongly wrote Ἀλησ[λ]εί[λῃ] instead of Ἀλη[σλ]εί[λῃ], she proposed to restore
the adjective as Ἀλη[ηλν]εί[ᾳ], ‗Antinoean‘, which would refer to Hadrian‘s beloved Antinoos,
who was divinised after his death in AD 130. 58 Le Guen‘s restoration seems probable to me,
as other texts reveal the thymelic synod‘s attachment to both Hadrian and Antinoos. For
instance, an elegiac distichon on a statue base for Hermes-Antinoos reveals that the synod had
its own priest of Antinoos in Rome. 59 Thus, the artists‘ neokoros-temple was possibly not
only consecrated to the emperor and its patron deity Dionysos, but also to Hadrian‘s beloved
Antinoos – both of them were after all identified with Dionysos. 60 According to Le Guen,
Xenokrates may have been responsible for obtaining the neokorate from Hadrian, which
would have been the reason why the synod sent an honorary decree to his hometown, a city
perhaps not coincidentally in the native province of Antinoos.61 However, we cannot know
whether the artists first settled in Rome and later obtained the honour of being neokoros, or
whether both events coincided.
More information comes from the decree for the synod‘s honorary member T. Aelius
Alkibiades, drawn up in the early reign of Antoninus Pius during the great Ephesea in
54

On neokorates in general, see Burrell 2004.
Hirschfeld 1893: 11, n. 1.
56
Burrell 2004: 258–259.
57
Cf. Le Guen 1990: 672, n. 7.
58
Le Guen 1990; also 2010: 231–232. Burrell 2004: 258 argued against this restoration, as there would not have
been enough place for Ἀλη[ηλν]εί[ᾳ], and neither for Ἀλη[σλ]εί[λῃ], for that matter. It is true that Hirschfeld‘s
transcription of Kartalidis‘ copy only reads ΑΝΣ.ΔΗ, but here Kartalidis may have dropped some letters in his
haste. I see no other possibilities to restore this specific combination of letters.
59
IGUR 143: Ἁδξηαλὴ ζύλνδόο ζε λένλ ζεὸλ ξκάσλα ζηήζακελ ἀδόκελνη ηὸλ θαιὸλ Ἀληίλννλ Νηθίνπ
ἱδξύζαληνο, ὃλ ἀξεηξα ζέκεζζα ζεῦ, κάθαξ, ἐο βηνηὴλ πξέζβπλ ὑπνζρόκελνλ.
60
For the emperor as neos Dionysos, see section IV.1. For Antinoos as Dionysos, see Lambert 1984: 180–183.
61
Le Guen 1990: 677–678. Burrell 2004: 258 has expressed some doubts about this thesis, however, noting that
the honours for Xenokrates were quite modest for such a great achievement.
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Ephesus and sent to the honorand‘s hometown, Nysa. 62 The artists assembled in Ephesus
recorded how Alkibiades had made valuable donations of books and real estate to the
thymelic synod‘s precinct in Rome (ηὸ ἱεξὸλ ἐπὶ Ῥώκεο ηέκελνο [ηλ] ἀπὸ ηο νἰθνπκέλεο
ηερλεηηλ, ‗the holy precinct in Rome of the artists of the whole world‘), where in all
probability the neokoros temple was located. This benefaction had prompted the artists
gathered in Rome to appoint Alkibiades as high priest in the sanctuary, writing down his
name first on the tables. Since the artists gathered in Ephesus also reaped the benefits of the
donation, they decided to bestow further honours on Alkibiades. The decree of the artists in
Rome was inscribed after the one of the artists in Ephesus, but is unfortunately not preserved
with the exception of synod‘s title: ηο ἱεξᾶο Ἁδξηαλο Ἀλησλείλ[εο] ζπκειηθο
πεξηπ[ν]ιηζηηθο κεγάιεο λε[σθφξνπ] ἐπὶ Ῥψκεο ζχλνδνο.63
Although the precise location of the thymelic synod‘s temenos is nowhere mentioned, we can
make an educated guess. The elegiac distichon erected by the synod‘s priest of Antinoos was
unearthed close to the church of San Carlo ai Catinari, the place where the theatre of Pompey
once stood.64 It would indeed be logical for artists to choose a precinct in the theatre district of
the Campus Martius – the athletes, after all, had also chosen to settle at the place where they
carried out their activities.
In any case, it appears that the artists were the first to settle in Rome, and that the athletes
followed their example. The decree from Heraclea Pontica was issued in AD 130, whereas the
athletes only obtained Hadrian‘s permission in AD 134 and the actual headquarters in AD
143. Nevertheless, it is not unreasonable to argue that similar circumstances were behind the
decision of both synods to move to Rome. Therefore, the artists probably came to Rome not
long before AD 130, as Pleket, Boatwright and Le Guen have suggested. 65 Let us now
discuss, therefore, why the synods sought to acquire a permanent place in Rome, and which
consequences this choice entailed.
A first factor must have been the establishment of the Capitolia by Domitian in AD 86.66 This
agon was not the first manifestation of Greek agonistic culture in Rome. 67 In Republican
times, single contests were organised in the context of certain celebrations such as triumphs
and funeral games. Augustus‘ ludi pro valetudine Caesaris, celebrated every four years
between 28 BC and AD 9, may have had some agonistic elements. 68 We have already seen
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I.Ephesos 22. This inscription provides a lot of useful information on the organisation of the thymelic synod,
and is further discussed on pp. 131-133 and 193.
63
The decree of the artists in Rome was left out by the editors of I.Ephesos 22. See Clerc 1885: 126–127, ll. 7377; also Kourouniotes 1921: 83–85, who restores λε[σθφξνπ?]. See also SEG 4 418.
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As is clear on http://digitalaugustanrome.org.
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Pleket 1973: 225–226; Boatwright 1987: 210; Le Guen 2010: 232–233.
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Suet. Dom. 4.4; Cens. 18.15. See Robert 1970: 7–9; Caldelli 1993; Rieger 1999. Also Strasser 2001: 109–135.
67
For short overviews of Greek agonistic culture in Rome, see Mann 2002: 136–141; Wallner 2010. See also
Newby 2005: 21–37.
68
Caldelli 1993: 21–23 believed the ludi had an agonistic programme. Ferrary 1996: 196, n. 30 disagreed,
however, as did Strasser 2000: 312, referring to Gagé 1936: 96. Caldelli 2012: 132–133 defended her original
interpretation by means of the inscription (IAG 58) and funerary epigram (Anth. Pal. 7.692) of Philippus
Glykon, who won contests in Italy, Greece and Asia in the 20s BC, i.e. before the foundation of the Sebasta of
Naples. Fortuin 1996: 88–91 went further than Caldelli, calling the ludi ‗die aktischen Spiele in Rom‘, without
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that Claudius invited artists and athletes to Rome on the occasion of his victory celebrations
for the conquest of Britanny. 69 In AD 60, Nero tried to introduce an agon in Rome that was
modelled on the games of the periodos. These Neronia came to an end with the early death of
the emperor.70 The definitive breakthrough came only with Domitian‘s Capitolia, a
quadrennial agon with the full programme of musical, athletic and equestrian disciplines. The
emperor himself often presided over the festival, 71 and its prestige ensured that the city of
Rome became a new hub in the still expanding festival network. The agon was embedded in
the western festival circuit: it took place in May and June in the second Olympic year, before
the Sebasta of Naples and the Aktia of Nicopolis.72
Establishing a prestigious quadrennial agon involved many new needs. Caldelli has argued
that the city of Rome lacked the necessary agonistic infrastructure before the foundation of
the Capitolia. Domitian therefore had to build an odeum and a stadium on the Campus
Martius,73 and it is probably no coincidence that the first great bath-gymnasium complexes of
Rome were built in the late first and early second centuries AD. 74 Furthermore, an
organisational structure was vital, for example for registering the competitors and for
providing accommodation and training facilities. Caldelli convincingly argues that the
emperor appealed to the xystic synod to organise the athletic contests of the Capitolia, and
that this led to the establishment of the headquarters.75 Similarly, the thymelic synod probably
took care of the organisation of the musico-dramatic components of the Capitolia. However,
this does not necessarily mean that headquarters were established as soon as the Capitolia
were founded, as Sinn assumed.76 It is more likely that we are dealing with a gradual process,
resulting in a final settlement under Hadrian and Antoninus Pius. An important factor was
undoubtedly the growing number of competitors who chose to reside more or less
permanently in the capital. This is most clear in the case of the athletes. Retired athletes,
attracted by the opportunities offered by the expanding agonistic market in Rome, 77
eventually formed a subgroup of the xystic synod there: ‗the xystic synod of those around
Herakles, dwelling after their retirement in Rome‘ (ἡ ἱεξὰ μπζηηθὴ ζχλνδνο ηλ πεξὶ ηὸλ
Ἡξαθιέα ἀπὸ θαηαιχζεσο ἐλ ηῆ βαζηιίδη Ῥψκῃ θαηνηθνχλησλ78). The high priest M. Ulpius
any clear arguments, however – he even confuses them with the Sebasta of Naples. Wallner 2010: 174–175 is
more careful, describing the ludi as a kind of hybrid with Roman as well as Greek elements.
69
Cass. Dio 60.23.
70
Suet. Nero 12.3-4.
71
Domitian as agonothetes: Suet. Dom. 4.4; Antoninus Pius crowning the victorious athlete and future xystarch
T. Aelius Aurelius Menandros, presumably at the Capitolia: I.Aphr. 12.920, ll. 17-19.
72
Cf. SEG 56 1359, ll. 64-65; Caldelli 1993: 65–58; Gouw 2009: 36–44; Strasser 2010: 588, n. 12.
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Suet. Dom. 5; Rieger 1999: 192–200.
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Caldelli 1992: 78–79.
75
Caldelli 1992: 79. As mentioned on p. 82, note 428, she also maintained that the xystic synod had a branch in
Rome already from the reign of Claudius, and that this branch grew in importance in the late first century AD
due to the establishment of the Capitolia. However, there is no proof that the xystic synod was permanently
present in Rome before the donation of the headquarters. It is more probable that before the 140s AD, most
synod members, including officials, only passed by for the celebration of the agon.
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Sinn 1998: 130–131.
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There was not only an increased agonistic activity in Rome. As Newby 2005: 33 states, ―both literary and
visual evidence suggests an increasing delight in Greek-style physical training amongst the population of Rome.‖
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IGUR 237, 243.
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Domestikos was one of their prominent members, choosing Rome over his hometown
Ephesus.79 Because of the increased activities of the xystic synod in the capital, Domestikos
must have become convinced that permanent facilities were needed, after which he used his
connections with the imperial court to obtain them.
A second reason concerns one of the raisons d‟être of the synods of competitors: their pursuit
of privileges. Before their settlement at Rome, the synods had to send ambassadors to Rome
in order to make requests, as the letters of Claudius show. In other instances, the synods may
have chosen to approach a provincial governor instead of sending a costly embassy to the
capital. 80 The synods‘ settlement in the Rome, then, greatly facilitated the process of
negotiating privileges. Access to the imperial court became cheaper, quicker and easier. As a
consequence, pressing questions could be centrally solved by imperial decree with legal force
throughout all provinces. Although there are to date no such imperial decrees that clearly
mention the xystic synod, three recently-found letters of Hadrian to the thymelic synod bear
evidence of the practise. Since Hadrian‘s new regulations equally concerned the athletes –
they are mentioned several times in the letters – it is probable that the xystic synod was
present too when Hadrian met with the representatives of the thymelic synod. 81 Admittedly,
the audience took place during the Sebasta in Naples rather than in Rome. Yet as I will show
below, Naples lay in the sphere of influence of the top officials of the xystic synod residing in
Rome, and there are indications that the same goes for those of the thymelic synod. Naples
was, furthermore, a good alternative to Rome, since the Sebasta were often attended by the
emperors.82
We can therefore argue that the settlement at Rome resulted in a stronger centralisation of the
synods: decisions concerning all competitors active in the agonistic circuit were now taken in
Rome or in Naples. It can be assumed that this entailed a lot of administrative activity, hence
the importance of the synod‘s archives referred to by Hadrian and Antoninus Pius. The central
role of the headquarters of the thymelic synod comes to the fore in the decree for T. Aelius
Alkibiades issued in Ephesus. The artists in Ephesus state that they too reaped the benefits of
Alkibiades‘ donation in Rome: ―he granted magnificent gifts of properties, including stabling
facilities, from which we reap the continuous, everlasting rent, distributing the rents annually
on each birthday of the deified Hadrian.‖ 83 Furthermore, it was the honorary decree for
Alkibiades issued in Rome that had given the artists in Ephesus the impetus to confer about
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Domestikos did not stay permanently in Rome, however. I.Ephesos 1155 shows that he was responsible for a
dedication in the Ephesian harbour baths after the founding of the Roman headquarters. When the inscription
was written, Domestikos was already director of the baths of Trajan, an office created after the founding of the
headquarters (see below).
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See Plin. epist. 118-119. Pliny was approached by athletes with questions about the new regulation on socalled eiselastic games, which gave victors the right to monthly pensions paid by their respective hometowns.
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See p. 115.
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further honours.84 Finally, there was a whole group of officially registered high priests of the
thymelic synod in Rome. Belonging to this group was prestigious, as evidenced by the
bestowal of this honour on Alkibiades. 85
This centralisation probably went even further in the case of the xystic synod. The special
status of the athletic officials in Rome was in any case more strongly expressed. The highest
officials, the high priests of the sympas xystos, accumulated other prestigious offices from the
moment they settled in Rome: they were also xystarchs for life of the Capitolia, the Sebasta
and the Eusebeia and directors of the baths of Trajan, in Greek ἐπὶ βαιαλείσλ (ηνῦ)
εβαζηνῦ/εβαζηλ and in Latin a balnearibus.86 The latter function has been clarified by
Caldelli: the a balnearibus was in charge the whole bath complex, including the xystoi, the
palaestra and the gymnasium. 87 This again illustrates the close connection of the xystic
synod‘s headquarters with the baths of Trajan.
Special honours in Rome could also fall to competitors of both synods without an office. The
synods organised processions in the capital, probably in the context of the Capitolia, which
were headed by respectable synod members. The decree for Alkibiades states that the artists
in Rome participated in magnificent parades, and a victory catalogue in Delphi may suggest
that an athlete had been given the honour to head the xystic synod‘s procession (πξόβαζηο) in
the capital.88
In sum, the settlement of the ecumenical synods in Rome in the early second century AD
marks an important stage in their development. It was not only a result of the establishment of
the Capitolia, the westernmost sacred agon, but it also indicates the growing importance of
the ecumenical synods in agonistic affairs at large. During audiences with the emperor, central
decisions valid for the entire festival network could be taken, for instance concerning the
festival calendar or privileges of competitors. These decisions were then communicated to
synod officials and members travelling all over the Mediterranean.
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The decree of the artists in Rome had been brought to Ephesus by the herald Potamon. It was then sent
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See Clerc 1885: 126–127, ll. 70-77 and the discussion on pp. 131-133.
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2. The synods in the Graeco-Roman Mediterranean
In chapter one, I have argued that the ecumenical synods were founded in Asia and that they
subsequently expanded their activities in accordance with new agonistic foundations in the
Julio-Claudian period. In the second and third centuries AD, the boom time of agonistic
culture in the Roman empire, the synods spread beyond the core agonistic regions in Italy,
Greece and western Asia Minor. In what follows, I trace the geographical reach of the synods
in this period by giving an overview of their activities throughout the empire. 89 First, I discuss
the sources pertaining to several regions, after which I move from West to East. For every city
with attested synod activity, I also give a short overview of the most important agones being
held there in the second and third century AD, in order to improve our understanding of the
connection between synod activity and the functioning of the agonistic circuits of the Roman
Empire. 90

1. Pan-Mediterranean sources
Since the synods were active over almost the entire Mediterranean, some of the sources
pertaining to them cannot be pinned down to only one city or region. I have already shown
that the thymelic synod‘s headquarters in Rome issued decrees that were sent to other parts of
the agonistic network: the honorary decree for the benefactor T. Aelius Alkibiades was sent to
Ephesus and Nysa and the one for the eminent synod member Marcius Xenokrates to
Heraclea Pontica.91 Two other sources illustrate the international character of the synods in a
unique way, and therefore deserve separate discussion.
The most valuable source about the xystic synod in its heyday is the membership certificate of
the boxer Hermeinos from Hermopolis. In this document several key features of the xystic
synod emerge: the central role of the high officials in Rome, the geographical extension of the
synod throughout the Mediterranean and the remarkable mobility of its members. The
certificate is preserved on a papyrus of about one metre long, which belonged to the family
archive of Hermeinos‘ younger brother Theognostos.92 The other documents in the archive
indicate that the brothers had a middle-class background.93 Unlike Theognostos, Hermeinos
could neither read nor write, but his family appears to have invested strongly in his athletic
training. He must have been a promising boxer, for in AD 194, at the age of 26, he travelled to
Naples to participate in the 49 th celebration of the Sebasta. The 22nd of September, on the eve
the agon, Hermeinos was admitted to the xystic synod after having paid the entrance fee of
100 denarii. His certificate contained the above-quoted letters of the emperors Claudius and
Vespasian, showing that the synod was imperially recognised, and it was signed by a series of
officials present at the agon. Also mentioned were the three high priests of the sympas xystos,
the synod‘s top officials officiating in Rome. One of them was present in Naples: M. Aurelius
89
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Demetrios, who was at the same time xystarch of the Sebasta. It is perhaps no coincidence
that Hermeinos joined the synod at that specific moment. Since M. Aurelius Demetrios also
came from Hermopolis, it is probable that Hermeinos had used the help and connections of
his fellow townsman to travel to Naples and apply for membership there.
Despite the support of the synod, however, it appears that Hermeinos did not manage to
acquire the coveted title of hieronikes in his later career – the competition on the international
circuit was in all probability too strong. This is evidenced by a second certificate that was
later attached to the certificate drawn up in Naples. It records that Hermeinos had paid 50
denarii for a priestly office during the celebration of the Koina Asias in Sardis. It is not known
when this certificate was issued, but in any case Hermeinos did not have any agonistic title,
unlike the officials in Sardis who signed the document. Before AD 211, he returned with his
certificates to Hermopolis, where he is attested without titles in his brother‘s archival
documents until AD 227.
Hermeinos‘ dossier gives a good idea about the range of the synod‘s influence in this period.
That it was active in Italy as well as Asia Minor is nothing new, since we have seen that this
was already the case in the early first century AD. Nevertheless, the dossier makes the
international character of the synod more concrete: 17 cities throughout the whole
Mediterranean are mentioned, either as the officials‘ hometowns or on account of their
honorary citizenships.
Another key document is an inscription with three letters by Hadrian of AD 134, addressed to
the thymelic synod. The inscription was found in 2003 during excavations in Alexandria
Troas and was published by Petzl and Schwertheim in 2006. Since then, it has attracted quite
some scholarly attention. 94 The letters respond to a series of requests and petitions of
delegates the thymelic synod, the cities and the provincial koina. The following is stated at the
beginning of Hadrian‘s second letter:
ὡο ἔδνμέ κνη ηεηάρζαη ηνὺο ἀγλαο, πεξὶ ὧλ ἐλ Νεαπόιεη ιόγνη θαὶ ἀμηώζεηο ἐπ‘ ἐκνῦ
ἐγέλνλην, ὑκεῖλ ηε ἐδήισζα θαὶ πξὸ[ο] η[ὰ] ἔζλε θαὶ ηὰο πόιεηο, ἀθ‘ ὧλ πξεζβεῖαη πεξὶ
ηνύηνπ παξζαλ, ἐπηζηέιισ.
How I decided that the contests should be arranged about which there were speeches and
petitions before me in Naples I have indicated to you and I am writing to the provinces
and to the cities from which embassies on this matter were present. 95

In all probability, the audience took place during the Sebasta of Naples in AD 134.96 Petzl and
Schwertheim, Slater and Le Guen assume that not only delegates of the cities and koina, but
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also members of the thymelic synod attended the meeting. 97 Though he does not discuss the
matter in detail, Strasser seems to assume that only delegates of the cities and koina were
there.98 However, it can be assumed that the ‗speeches and petitions‘ (ιόγνη θαὶ ἀμηώζεηο)
refer to those of the delegates of the thymelic synod, since they are delineated from the
embassies of the cities and koina (πξεζβεῖαη) in the second part of the sentence. Furthermore,
it is likely that the xystic synod was also present at the meeting in Naples, since Hadrian‘s
regulations equally concerned the athletes. 99
Hadrian‘s first letter was also the result of petitions by the synods, since the emperor at one
point writes that the artists ―rightly make complaint‖.100 Some of the problems addressed in
the first letter may have been discussed during the audience at Naples, but it is likely that the
synods met with the emperor at more than one occasion in order to make complaint.
Hadrian‘s chancellery would then have bundled all regulations together.101 Afterwards, the
letters were sent to both synods, which were granted the right to publish them in their
sanctuaries. The first letter also indicates that the artists were allowed to inscribe them on
stelae wherever they wished.102 Copies of the letters were probably erected in several cities
across the Mediterranean, but only one was by chance discovered in Alexandria Troas.
According to Strasser, our copy was set up by the artists in their sanctuary there. 103 Le Guen,
on the other hand, argues that the inscription was erected by the city of Alexandria Troas at
the request of the synod, which only came temporarily to the city in order to participate in one
or more festivals.104
Hadrian‘s first letter deals with a motley of issues in the agonistic world, such as fraud by
festival organisers, the award of prize money and pensions to victors, punishments for
cheating athletes, contributions of competitors to officials of the synods, privileges for synod
members and contractual obligations of participants. These aspects are further discussed in the
sections dealing with the synod‘s privileges (III.3) and their relations with the cities and the
imperial court (IV.1). The second letter covers a detailed reorganisation of the festival
calendar, which had become a necessity because of the many new agonistic foundations of

pas, contrairement à ce que croit l‘éditeur, un calendrier pour les quatre années à venir, mais un tableau général
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that period. It contains useful information for investigating the synod‘s role in the
organisation of the festival circuit, which will be referred to in section III.4.
Thus, these pan-Mediterranean sources not only reveal the wide geographical range of the
synods, but also the high degree of interconnectedness of the different places mentioned in
them. As such, they can also help reconstruct the connections between the documents
discovered more or less isolated from each other in the cities of the Roman empire.

2. Gallia Narbonensis
Greek culture was present in southern Gaul since the founding of Massalia in the sixth century
BC, but it was never a hot spot of agonistic activity. Only in the late first century AD did the
elite of some cities in Gallia Narbonensis try to introduce Greek agones there, probably
influenced by the founding of the Capitolia. Evidence not only comes from Massalia but also
from Vienne and Nîmes, two cities where Massalia‘s Greek influence was strong. 105 The
agones of southern Gaul were not part of the official festival calendar reformed by Hadrian,
but Gouw suggests that competitors could have attended them during the months before the
Italian circuit of the Capitolia, Sebasta and Aktia, since there is a gap between January and
the end of May in the second Olympiad of Hadrian‘s calendar. 106
From Massalia we have no clear evidence of synod presence, yet an agon was held there with
an international cachet. A victory inscription for the artistic victor C. Iulius Bassos from
Miletus records that the man had won dramatic contests in Massalia. 107 Since Bassos
competed in important contests in Italy, Greece and Asia, it is likely that he was a member of
the thymelic synod and that he had visited Massalia together with a delegation of synod
members.
In Vienne, an attempt to establish a permanent athletic contest in the reign of Trajan failed, as
the duumvir Trebonius Rufinus abolished them on account of their ‗corrupting influence‘. 108
On the basis of a mosaic, found in 1966 in the Place Saint-Pierre in Vienne, it has been argued
that an agon comprising both athletic and musico-dramatic components was established with
more success in the second century AD. The mosaic depicts competing as well as victorious
athletes around an image of Herakles in the centre. The spaces between the main figures are
filled with motives like theatre masks, personifications of the seasons and depictions of
Oceanus. According to Lavagne, this not only shows that a fully-fledged agon was held in
Vienne, but also that the synods of both artists and athletes had their seat in the very house
where the mosaic was found.109 However, I find both suppositions anything but convincing,
as does Bohne in her book on athletic iconography in the Roman empire. In her view, the
complete absence of other sources about agones in Vienne rather indicates that the mosaic
only depicts the subject ‗sport‘ in general. The theatre masks are even less convincing as
evidence for a musico-dramatic agon, since they were only used to fill up the interspaces of
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the mosaic. Lavagne‘s theory about the local seat of the two synods is furthermore refuted by
the observation that the house in question was a private domus instead of a clubhouse.110
More convincing evidence for synod presence comes from the city of Nîmes. 111 A series of
inscriptions not only attests to the organisation of musico-dramatic agones there, but also to
activities of the thymelic synod. The key text is a decree of the thymelic synod from the reign
of Hadrian, found in 1742 in the Jardin de la Fontaine. The bilingual inscription was inscribed
on a stone slab and consists of several fragments, some of which are now lost.
Frag. A and B:

5

10

T. Iulio T.f. Vol(tinia) Dolabellae
IIIIvir(o) ab aerar(io), pontif(ici),
praef(ecto) vigil(um) et armor(um),
sacra synhodos Neapoli certamine quinquennali decr[evit]:
Φήθηζκα ηο ἱεξᾶο ζπκε[ιηθ]ο Ἁδξηαλο ζπλόδνπ ηλ [πεξὶ ηὸλ Γηόλπζνλ θαὶ]
Αὐηνθξάηνξα Καίζαξα Σξαηαλὸλ Ἁδξηαλὸλ εβαζηὸλ λένλ Γηόλπ[ζνλ ηερλῖησλ θαί]
ζπλαγσληζηλ∙ ἐπεὶ Γνιαβέιι[α ἀ]λὴξ νὐ κόλνλ ἐλ ηῆ ιακπξν[ηάηῃ - c. 15 - ]
δηά ηε γέλνπο δόμαλ θαὶ βίνπ ἐπηείθεηαλ, [ἀιιὰ ι]όγῳ θαὶ ςπρο κεγαιεηό[ηεηη - - -]
[.]σο ὅηη δηὰ ηνῦ ηνηνύηνπ πάζῃ γλ[ώκῃ ... ὀ]ἰθνπκέλῃ νὐθ ἥθηζη[α - - -]
[.]πζα γλώκε ΣΟΗΔ[....]ΝΖΜ[...]η ἀλζ‘ ὧλ θαὶ πξόηε[ξνλ - - -]
[- - -]νῦ ἀλδξὸο EΝ[.....]ΑΣΟΤ καξηπξ[- - -]
[- - -]ΣΔΡ[- - -]Χ ηο Νεκαπζ[- - -]
[- - -] Αὐγπζη[- - -]

Frag. D:
[- - -]+iano co[- - -]
[.]licis liberaliu+ [- - -]
vac. + [- - -]
[- - - ]+ item numina synho[di - - - ]=
[- - -]
[L]ocus um posuerat quoru[m - - - ]
[- - -]

Frag. C:
-----[- - - ]ΑΡ[- - -?]
[- - - Ἁ]δξηαλο vac. [- - -?]
[- - -] ἔγξαςα θαὶ ἐζθξά[γηζα - - - ?]
vac.?
[- - - decre]vit M. Gavio [- - - ?]
[- - - sac]rae synhod[i - - -?]
[- - - ce]ntonarior(um).
To T. Flavius Dolabella, son of Titus, of the tribe Voltinia, quattuorvir ab aerario,
pontifex, praefectus vigilum et armorum. The holy synod has decreed during the
quinquennial contest of Naples:
110
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Decree of the holy thymelic Hadrianic synod of artists and their synagonistai, gathered
around Dionysos and Imperator Caesar Traianus Hadrianus Augustus, the new
Dionysos. Since Dolabella, a man not only in the brilliant […] due to the repute of his
family and the fairness of his life, but also with his speech and the magnificence of his
112
soul…
(The rest is too fragmentary to translate).

The fragmentary state of the inscription has led to many problems of interpretation. First,
there has been confusion about the identity of the synod. On the basis of the edition in IG
XIV, which rendered the synod‘s title as ηο ἱεξᾶο ζπκε[ιηθ]ο Ἁδξηαλο ζπλόδνπ ηλ [πεξὶ
ηὸλ] Αὐηνθξάηνξα Καίζαξα Σξαηαλὸλ Ἁδξηαλὸλ εβαζηὸλ λένλ Γηόλπ[ζνλ] ζπλαγσληζηλ,
Pickard-Cambridge and Ghiron-Bistagne believed that this was a synod solely consisting of
synagonistai.113 Aneziri, not aware of the restorations of Caldelli, reasoned that the
synagonistai formed a semi-independent branch of the general thymelic synod. 114 Caldelli on
the other hand rightly saw that a large part of the stone is missing, which allowed her to
restore the indispensable πεξὶ ηὸλ Γηόλπζνλ in line 5. In the next line, she restored [ηερλῖησλ
θαί] ζπλαγσληζηλ.115 However, when looking at Caldelli‘s photograph of the stone it
appears to me that there is more space available for the end of line 6. In accordance with all
other inscriptions with similar titles of the thymelic synod, I propose to read Φήθηζκα ηο
ἱεξᾶο ζπκε[ιηθ]ο Ἁδξηαλο ζπλόδνπ ηλ [πεξὶ ηὸλ Γηόλπζνλ θαὶ] Αὐηνθξάηνξα Καίζαξα
Σξαηαλὸλ Ἁδξηαλὸλ εβαζηὸλ λένλ Γηόλπ[ζνλ ηερλῖησλ ἱεξνλεηθλ ζηεθαλεηηλ θαὶ ηλ
ηνύησλ] ζπλαγσληζηλ, ―decree of the holy thymelic Hadrianic synod of artists and sacred
crown victors and their synagonistai, gathered around Dionysos and Imperator Caesar
Traianus Hadrianus Augustus, the new Dionysos.‖
A second question concerns the place where and for what reasons the decree was drawn up.
Important is the mentioning of the ‗quinquennial contest of Naples‘ in line 4, i.e. without
doubt the Sebasta. According to Caldelli, there are two possibilities: 1) Dolabella had
promised to do something for the synod in Nîmes on the occasion of the Sebasta, after which
the decree was erected in the city that had reaped the fruits of his benefaction or 2) Dolabella
had done something for the synod during the Sebasta, after which the decree was erected in
Dolabella‘s hometown.116 Di Stefano, on the other hand, argued that during the Sebasta
Dolabella invited artists of the thymelic synod‘s branch in Naples to perform in Nîmes,
thereby stimulating the development of a minor branch of the synod in his hometown. 117 Di
Stefano‘s model is too static, though: as I will argue in the next chapter, the thymelic synod
did not consist of local branches with their own groups of members, but rather of artists
112
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travelling throughout the festival network with the support of equally mobile synod
representatives. I therefore propose another solution. We have seen that some competitors
active on the international agonistic circuit could have visited the agones of southern Gaul in
the spring of the second Olympic year, before the great Italian agones. In my view, the decree
was issued during the Sebasta of Naples on the proposal of synod members who had travelled
earlier that year to Nîmes, where they had enjoyed Dolabella‘s benefactions. 118 Since
Dolabella was quattuorvir ab aerario, i.e. responsible for the city‘s finances, his benefactions
may have had to do with generous prize money or other services like a banquet. After the
decree had been voted for, it was sent to Dolabella‘s hometown.119
Since we are dealing with a regular decree of the thymelic synod this helps to explain a few
words of the now lost fragment C of the inscription. The phrase ὑπέγξαςα θαὶ ἐζθξάγηζα, ―I
have signed and sealed‖, is also found in decrees of the thymelic synod in the membership
certificates from Egypt. It was added by synod officials writing in the first person singular to
confirm the synod‘s decisions.120 In this respect, it is possible that yet another fragment, now
lost, belonged to the Dolabella decree. 121 It was found together with the fragments cited above
in the Jardin de la Fontaine, and contained at first sight names of victors in the local agon,
which is why it has never been connected to the Dolabella decree. 122 However, Strasser has
shown that this was in fact a dating formula according to three officials of the thymelic synod
with copies of their signatures: the first archon, the archon grammateus and the archon
nomodeiktes.123 This is clear because the first part is in the genitive (dating) and the second in
the nominative (personal signature), just like in the membership certificates in the papyri. He
restores the fragment as follows:
[— — — — — — — — —]ΛΧΗΗ[— — — — — — — — — — — — —]
[— — —θίνπ Σαξζέ]σο θσκῳδνῦ π[— — — — — — — — — —]
[— — — — — — —]νπ ρνξαύινπ πα[ξαδόμνπ — — — — — — —]
[— — — — — — —]νο Καηζαξέσο Σξαιι[ηαλνῦ ρνξαύινπ — —]
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Ππζηάδνο ἀγλνο ἀγνκέλνπ ἱεξνῦ εἰζειαζηηθνῦ νἰθνπκεληθνῦ ζπ[κ]ειηθνῦ ζθεληθνῦ Πεξζέσο Οὐξαλείνπ ηλ
κεγάισλ Παλείσλ Αὐξήιηνλ Ἁηξλ Πεηεεζίνπ Νερζελίβηνο μπξπγρίηελ ἀξρηεξέα.
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IG XIV 2499 (= Caldelli 1997: N13).
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Ghiron-Bistagne 1991: 73.
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For a discussion of these officials, see section III.1.4.
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[— — — — — — —]θηνο Σαξζεὺο θσκ[ῳδὸο — — — — — — —]
[— πξσηάξρσλ ηο] ἐλ Ῥώκῃ ἱεξᾶο ζπλ[όδνπ — — — — — —]
[— — — — — — —] ρνξαύιεο, γʹ θαπεη[σιηαλείθεο — — — —]
[— — — — — — —] πἱόο, ἄξρσλ ζπλό[δνπ — — — — — — — —]
[— — Καηζαξεὺο] Σξαιιηαλὸο ρνξ[αύιεο — — — — — — — —]
[— — — — — — —] ζεβαζηνλείθε[ο — — — — — — — — — —]
[- - -] from [Tars]es, comic actor [- - -] | [- - -] astounding choraules [- - -] | [- -]os from Caesarea Trall[es, choraules - - -] | [- - -]kios from Tarses, com[ic
actor - - -] | [- - - first archon] of the holy syn[od] in Rome [- - -] | [- - -]
choraules, three times victor in the Capit[olia - - -] | [- - -] son, archon of the
syno[d - - -] | [- - -from Caesarea] Tralles, chor[aules - - -] | [- - -] winner of
the Sebasta [- - -]124

Three people can be discerned: a comic actor from Tarses on lines 2 and 5, a choraules (an
aulos-player accompanied by a choir) on lines 3 and 7 and a citizen of Tralles on lines 4 and
9, who probably was a choraules too. If this fragment actually belonged to the lower part of
the Dolabella decree, these people need not have had a connection with Nîmes, as they were
the officials who signed the decree during the Sebasta of Naples. This would better explain
the mention of the synod in Rome on line 6. From the membership certificate of the boxer
Hermeinos of the xystic synod issued in Naples we know that the Sebasta were in the sphere
of influence of the officials in the capital. 125 Similarly, the archons of the thymelic synod in
Rome may have played a role in the Sebasta. Like the high officials of the xystic synod in
Rome, the people in this fragment had a very successful career to look back on: one had won
the Capitolia and another one the Sebasta. Nevertheless, a definite answer cannot be
formulated since the fragment could also have belonged to yet another honorary decree found
in the Jardin the la Fontaine. This decree, however, is too damaged to find out more about the
place where it was issued. 126
It is no coincidence that many inscriptions of the thymelic synod were found in the Jardin de
la Fontaine. In his 1984 article, Gros identified this place as an Augusteum, a site destined for
the imperial cult, which furthermore included a theatre.127 This theatre was by a porticus
connected to a rather enigmatic building, the so-called ‗temple of Diana‘. Parts of this
building are still standing today: it has a barrel vaulting and conspicuous niches in its right
wall. 128 The original edifice was constructed in the reign of Augustus, but it was rebuilt in the
late Flavian period and probably completed in the reign of Trajan.129 The purpose of the
124

Strasser 2002: 138–142 (= An.Ép. 2002 930).
P.Lond. 3 1178, ll. 55, 58 (= Pap.Agon. 6).
126
IG XIV 2597a and 2498 (= Caldelli 1997: N2-3). Another fragment that probably belonged to the signatures
of a decree is Espérandieu 1929: no. 427 (= Caldelli 1997: N15), which mentions a grammateus. According to
Espérandieu, it belonged to the Dolabella decree, but Caldelli argued that it was a part of a victory catalogue.
However, Strasser‘s new interpretation of IG XIV 2499 can probably also be applied to this fragment. Two of
the people in the fragment are sebastonikai, which also increases the chances that it was part of a decree issued
in Naples.
127
Gros 1984. His theory was further developed by Janon 1991.
128
See Gans 1990: 98–113 for the formal aspects of this building. The name ‗temple of Diana‘ does not stem
from an ancient source, but was invented in the eighteenth century.
129
Gans 1990: 122–124; Caldelli 1997: 442.
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building has long been a matter of discussion. It has been seen as an ordinary temple, as a hall
for cultic purposes, as a library or as a combination of these.130 In an important contribution to
the debate, Gans has noticed that the original Augustan building resembled early imperial
temple architecture and has argued that it was used for worshipping the emperor as well as the
goddess Roma.131 Caldelli has offered a wholly new interpretation: she believes that it was a
meeting hall of the members of the thymelic synod from the reign of Trajan on. The first
attestation of the thymelic synod in Nîmes dates, perhaps not coincidentally, from the same
period. On a fragment of an architrave block a part of the synod‘s title can be read:
[- - - ηο ἱεξᾶο ζπλόδνπ ζπ]κειηθο ἐλ Νεκαύζσ[η] ηλ ἀ[πὸ ηο νἰθνπκέλεο πεξὶ ηὸλ] |
[Γηόλπζνλ θαὶ Αὐηνθξάηνξα Νέξ]νπαλ Σξαηαλὸλ Καίζαξα εβαζηὸλ [ηερληηλ - - -]
… Of the holy thymelic synod in Nemausus of artists … of the whole world, gathered
around Dionysos and Imperator Nerva Traianus Caesar Augustus…132

The inscription was found in the Rue de la Couronne, more than one kilometre from the
Jardin de la Fontaine. However, since it was reused in the city‘s medieval wall Caldelli has
argued that it could have been transported there from the old Augusteum. On the basis of
Naumann‘s reconstruction of the ground plan of the temple of Diana, she has calculated that
the architrave block fitted between two pedestals that marked the porch section in front of the
temple. Thus, the inscription possibly declared that the temple was used or even owned by the
thymelic synod. 133 Caldelli‘s theory is supported by a fragmentary inscription mentioning the
thymelic synod, found in the temple itself. 134 On the other hand, it seems improbable that this
temple was entirely given to the thymelic synod in the reign of Trajan to serve as its
clubhouse. In my view, the artists rather assembled there only when an agon was being held,
in order to hold discussions or to worship the emperor together. It is possible, of course, that
some of the synod‘s officials stayed permanently in Nîmes, as for instance the high priests
mentioned in some of the inscriptions found in the Augusteum. 135 Apart from worshiping the
emperor, such officials or administrative staff may have used parts of the building for
administrative purposes, but this cannot be confirmed.
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See the discussion in Gans 1990: 120–121; Janon 1991: 766–770; Caldelli 1997: 441–442, n. 14.
Gans 1990: 121.
132
IG XIV 2496 (= Caldelli 1997: N16). Originally, the inscription was considered a decree of the synod. As
Caldelli has argued, it is unlikely that a decree would have been published on an architrave block. Furthermore,
the titles of the thymelic synod in decrees do not contain the name of a city, since decrees were voted for by
members travelling through the whole oikoumene: see section III.1.2. The name of Nemausus in this inscription
only indicates that the thymelic synod had a meeting hall there.
133
Caldelli 1997: 441–442.
134
IG XIV 2500 (= Caldelli 1997: N4). Chulsky 2015 maintained that the artists did not have a seat in the
Augusteum, but rather somewhere else in the city. She argued that the architrave block was not found in the
Augusteum, and that it would have been inappropriate for an association to have its clubhouse in a precinct
destined for the imperial cult. As for the first reason, Caldelli already showed that the block could have been
transported for reuse; the second argument is not valid either, since the thymelic synod had close relations with
the emperor and was heavily involved in the imperial cult.
135
An.Ép. 1924 25 (= Caldelli 1997: N8); ILS 5274 (= Caldelli 1997: N9); IG XIV 2497b (= Caldelli 1997:
N11).
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Whatever the case may be, it is certain that the thymelic synod was active in the Augusteum
in Nîmes from the reign of Trajan on. According to Oliver, the arrival of the artists in Nîmes
was due to Trajan‘s wife, Plotina, who originally came from Nîmes herself: ―She was the real
patron of the thymelic synod, but she insisted on the honor going to Trajan and on his
acceptance of the honor. While he was fighting a terrible war in Dacia, she was gathering the
Dionysiac Artists at Nîmes.‖ 136 This is an attractive hypothesis, but there is no clear evidence
to support it. For now, the observation suffices that the arrival of the thymelic synod in Nîmes
was connected to the decision of the city‘s elite to organise one or more musico-dramatic
agones in the context of the imperial cult.
As for the xystic synod, its presence in Nîmes is possibly attested by a fragmentary dedication
to Silvanus, Liber and Nemausus. According to the restorations of Caldelli, it was erected by
a [xysta]rchus synodi.137 This evidence, however, is too meagre to draw conclusions.
Although the elite of Nîmes appears to have had interest in athletic affairs since the time of
Augustus,138 the thesis that besides musico-dramatic agones athletic contests also took place
in Nîmes cannot be verified.

3. Italy
Leaving the previously discussed evidence from Rome aside, synod activity in Italy is best
documented in Naples, where the famous Sebasta were organised since AD 2. As we have
seen, the Sebasta were for several reasons of special importance to the synods. The letters of
Hadrian show that synod officials could petition the emperor about pressing agonistic affairs
during this agon. This practise had historic roots: because it was the first agon that was almost
routinely attended by the emperors, it was a prime venue for audiences before the synods
settled in Rome. 139 The move to the capital did not change this practise: after all, the letters of
Hadrian were promulgated after the first attestation of the thymelic synod‘s sanctuary in
Rome. 140 The significance of the Sebasta is furthermore illustrated by the involvement of high
synod officials in this agon. As noted above, the Dolabella decree from Nîmes shows that
important decrees were drafted during the Sebasta, and possibly attests to the presence of
archons from the thymelic synod‘s headquarters.141 In any case, the thymelic synod had one
or more high priests in Naples, as is evidenced by an honorary inscription from the middle of
the second century AD. It was erected in honour of P. Aelius Antigenidas, a retired aulosplayer and high priest from Nicomedia who also held the office of demarch, one of the highest
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Oliver 1975: 127. His argumentation is based on an inscription from Rhodiapolis, in which Herakleitos, a
doctor, poet and philosopher, is honoured by the boule, demos and gerousia as well as by the Athenian school of
the Epicureans and by the thymelic synod (TAM II.3 910). Since Plotina had close connections with the
Epicureans, Oliver fallaciously assumed that the same was true for the thymelic synod.
137
CIL XII 3132 (= Caldelli 1997: N10): [D]eo Silvano et Libero | Patri et Nemauso | [- - -? xysta?]rchus
synodi [- - -] | - - - - - - .
138
Augustus‘ grandson Gaius funded a xystos in Nîmes: CIL XII 3155 (= Caldelli 1997: N17). However, no
archaeological trace of athletic infrastructure has been found.
139
Cf. Geer 1935: 214–215; Hübner 2006: 102–103.
140
The decree for Marcius Xenokrates from Heraclea Pontica, issued in the thymelic synod‘s Roman
headquarters, dates from AD 130.
141
See p. 120.
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offices in Naples. 142 However, Antigenidas was not necessarily a leading official, since
several other sources from across the Mediterranean show that temporary high priesthoods
could be held by high-ranking and low-ranking synod members alike. 143
We have clearer evidence about the leading role of the xystic synod‘s top officials in the
Sebasta. The high priest of the sympas xystos T. Flavius Archibios is attested in Naples in the
reign of Trajan, i.e. before the move to Rome. 144 The membership certificate of Hermeinos
reveals that one of the high priests of the sympas xystos residing in Rome was at the same
time xystarch of the Sebasta. 145 In AD 194, the xystarchy was held by M. Aurelius Demetrios,
but a few years later it went to another high priest of the sympas xystos, his colleague M.
Aurelius Demostratos Damas.146
Limited evidence is available for the Eusebeia of Puteoli, established by Antoninus Pius in
honour of the deified Hadrian. Like the Sebasta, its xystarch was also high priest of the
sympas xystos. 147 A grammateus of the xystic synod, Vettinianus, died in Puteoli, presumably
when he was there to attend the Eusebeia.148 A grammateus of the xystic synod is also on
record in Tarentum. M. Aurelius Serenus alias Heliodoros from Alexandria died there at the
age of 63, after which his epitaph was erected by a certain Artemidoros. 149 Gasperini, who
made the first edition of the inscription, believed that Serenus was secretary of a local
athletes‘ association in Sparta. However, Strasser has rightly pointed out that Serenus was
only a citizen of Sparta, and that he held the office of secretary in ‗l‘association générale des
athlètes‘, i.e. the xystic synod.150
Rather idiosyncratic are Latin inscriptions erected in cities like Lanuvium and Puteoli in
honour of pantomimes who held the office of high priest in the thymelic synod. 151 This must
be seen in connection with the immense popularity of pantomime in Italy and its early
acceptance in sacred agones there. Pantomimes and their role in the thymelic synod will
separately be discussed in section III.2.1.
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For the office of demarch, see De Nardis 2015: 91–95, 101–102. However, De Nardis wrongly assumed that
Antigenidas was a pantomime (n. 54). He copied this mistake from D‘Arms 2003: 148, who found it ‗striking‘
that a performer could hold such a prestigious office. Antigenidas was, however, not a pantomine, but an aulosplayer who mastered solo performances (pythaulos) as well as performances with a choir (choraules). Aulosplayers were highly regarded: see Strasser 2002.
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See the discussion on pp. 177-188.
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I.Napoli 1 51.
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IvO 56, l. 51.
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During the joint reign of Septimius Severus and Caracalla (AD 198-211): Sardis VII.1 79c, ll. 33-34.
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Again Demostratos Damas: Sardis VII.1 79c, ll. 32-33.
148
SEG 55 1053 (= An.Ép. 2005 338), contra the ed.pr. Caldelli 2005, who assumed that Vettinianus was only
there to visit the baths.
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SEG 34 1022: Μ(ᾶξθνο) Αὐξ(ήιηνο) εξλνο | ὁ θαὶ Ἡιηόδσξνο | Ἀιεμαλδξεὺο | θαὶ Ἠιῖνο θαὶ | Γειθὸο
βνπ|ιεπηὴ[ο] θαὶ Λα|[θ]εδαηκόληνο | γξακκαηεὺο μπ|ζηνῦ δήζαο ἔηε ∙ μγʹ | ἡκέξ(αο) ηαʹ | Ἀξηεκίδσξνο ἐπνίεη |
ραίξεηε.
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Gasperini 1984: 478; Strasser 2001: 143.
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CIL V 7753 (= ILS 5185); ILS 5186; An.Ép. 2005 337; CIL XIV 2113 (= ILS 5193); CIL XIV 2977 (= ILS
5194); CIL VI.2 10117 (= ILS 5190).
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4. Achaea, Thracia, Moesia inferior and the Aegean islands
Evidence of the ecumenical synods in Greece, the cradle of agonistic culture, is surprisingly
limited. Most of the sources come from Athens. In addition, only two of the four cities of the
traditional periodos are represented, namely Elis and Delphi. Finally, some inscriptions were
discovered in Sparta. There are a few reasons for this small number of sources. Firstly, there
was proportionally less agonistic activity when compared to Asia Minor. Fewer agones were
being organised in Greece, 152 and the largest group of first-class competitors came from Asia
– an important observation, considering that many of our sources are honorary decrees sent to
synod members‘ hometowns.153 Secondly, the bias in our source material may be caused by
different epigraphic habits. In general, poleis in Greece had a much smaller epigraphic output
than the richer cities of Asia. Thus, the absence of sources from the periodos cities Corinth
and Argos does not imply that the synods were not active there.
Of all the cities of Roman Greece, Athens enjoyed the highest status and prestige. It could
capitalise on its famous history and culture heritage, which is why it exerted a strong
influence on outsiders. Apart from students and tourists, the city also attracted notables from
other parts of Greece who took up local offices and liturgies – in other words, there was a
concentration of capital. 154 Athens‘ cultural prestige not only manifested itself in impressive
architecture or schools of philosophy and rhetoric. Athens also boasted a row of sacred
eiselastic agones, which occupied a key position in the official festival calendar: the
Eleusinia, the Panathenaia, the Panhellenia, the Olympia and the Hadrianeia.155 It is likely
that both ecumenical synods had a permanent presence of representatives in the city in order
to contribute to the organisation of these agones. Their role probably increased in importance
in accordance with Hadrian‘s promotion of agonistic and cultural life in the city.
The thymelic synod is on record in five inscriptions that are mostly fragmentary. The first is
of unknown provenance, but it probably originates from Athens, as it belongs today to the
Elgin marbles collection of the British museum. It contains the beginning of a decree drawn
up by the synod in the reign of Antoninus Pius. 156 A second inscription was found in the area
of the theatre of Dionysos and contains a letter from Hadrian to the thymelic synod. 157 If the
restorations of Geagan are correct, the title of the synod is somewhat unusual: [ηη] ηλ
Ἀζήλε[ζηλ ζπλόδση ηλ πεξὶ ηὸλ] Γηόλπζνλ ηε[ρλεηηλ ἱεξνλεηθλ ζηε]θαλεηηλ. The
mention of the hieronikai stephanitai makes it plausible that we are dealing with the thymelic
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Robert 1984: 40; Boatwright 2000: 99–100. However, this does not mean that agones had become a marginal
phenomenon in Greece. For an overview of the agones there in the second and third centuries AD, see Spawforth
1989.
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Cf. Remijsen 2015: 36. See also the overview of the place of origin of Olympic victors in van Nijf 2004b:
195. Most of the officials in the certificate of Hermeinos (P.Lond. 3 1178, ll. 55-65) also originated from Asia.
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Cf. Alcock 1996: 156.
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See for instance Hadrian‘s second letter to the thymelic synod: SEG 56 1359, ll. 63 (Hadrianeia), 66
(Panathenaia), 71 (Panhellenia). For a thorough discussion of the Athenian agones of the second and third
centuries AD, see Follet 1976: 317–350. Also Boatwright 2000: 100.
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IG II/III² 1.2 1350: ἀγαζη ηύρεη· | ςήθηζκα ηο ἱεξᾶο Ἁδξηαλο Ἀλησλεί[λ]εο | ζπκειηθο πεξηπνιηζηηθο
κεγάιεο ζπλόδνπ | ηλ ἀπὸ ηο νἰθνπκέλεο πεξὶ ηὸλ Γηόλπζνλ θαὶ | Αὐηνθξάηνξα Καίζαξα Σίηνλ Αἴιηνλ
Ἁδξηαλὸλ | Ἀλ[ησλεῖλνλ] εβαζηὸλ Δὐζεβ λένλ Γηόλπζνλ | [ - - - - - - - - Γη]όλπ[ζνο - - - - -].
157
SEG 33 139.
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synod.158 On the other hand, the title of the thymelic synod usually contains ἀπὸ ηο
νἰθνπκέλεο instead of a local indication like Ἀζήλεζηλ. It is possible that this letter was
specifically addressed to officials of the thymelic synod residing in Athens, dealing with an
issue concerning one of the Athenian agones. A third inscription was found close to the
Olympieion, on a base destined for a statue of Hadrian. 159 Here we recognise the usual name
of the thymelic synod, including the clause ἀπὸ ηο νἰθνπκέλεο, which may imply that the
decision to erect the statue was taken in a plenary assembly of the synod, i.e. when itinerant
synod members had also gathered in Athens. The decree appears to have been dated according
to the synod‘s archons, as was the usual procedure. 160
The fourth inscription, discovered on the acropolis, has fragments of a letter from the synod to
an emperor, probably Hadrian or Antoninus Pius, and includes an imperial reply at the
bottom.161 It presumably dealt with rules about Athenian agones and privileges of victors: on
line 3, Kirchner restored ἐλ ηαῖο κεγάιαηο ἑ[νξηαῖο], which, however, would have rather been
ἐλ ηαῖο κεγάιαηο [ιεπζηλίαηο].162 The imperial reply mentions victors of the Hadrianeia,
ηνὺ[ο] Ἁδξηάλεηα ληθήζαληαο. At the first sight, this letter could have been sent by the xystic
synod, since [ἱεξνλεη]θλ ζηεθαλεηη[λ] is the only part of the title that has been preserved.
However, the mention of a priest of Dionysos Melpomenos confirms that the letter was sent
by the artists rather than by the athletes. 163 Dionysos Melpomenos was, according to
Pausanias, honoured in a house in the portico leading ―from the gate to the Cerameicus.‖164
Interestingly, Philostratos in his Vitae Sophistarum writes that the sophist Philagros held a
speech in the council-chamber of ―the artists around Dionysos‖ near the gates of the
Cerameicus.165 According to Wycherly and later Le Guen, the two places were one and the
same. There is more: from Athenaios‘ account of the reception of Mithridates‘ envoy by the
Athenian artists‘ synod, it can be deduced that the latter association had its temenos in or near
the Cerameicus.166 If there is indeed a connection between the inscription of the thymelic
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The Roberts believed that this was a local, Athenian artists‘ association and proposed to read [ηῶ θνηλῶ] ηλ
Ἀζήλε[ζη πεξὶ ηὸλ Υόξεηνλ] Γηόλπζνλ ηερ[λεηηλ ἱεξνλεηθλ ζηε]θαλεηηλ: BE 1967 189. However, the local
artists‘ association around Dionysos Choreios appears not to have used technitai hieronikai stephanitai in its title
(see section IV.2.3), so I am inclined to identify the synod in this letter as the thymelic synod.
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SEG 47 222 (= BE 1999 222): [Αὐηνθξάηνξα] Καίζαξα | [Σξαηαλὸλ Ἁδξηα]λὸλ εβαζ|[ηὸλ ιύκπηνλ(?)
λ]ένλ Γηόλπζνλ | [ἡ πεξηπνιηζηηθὴ(?) ζ]ύλνδνο | [ηλ ἀπ]ὸ η<>ο νἰθνπκ[έ]|[λεο ἱεξνλεηθ]λ ζηεθαλε[η]|[ηλ
ηερλεηηλ θαὶ η]λ ζπλαγσλη|[ζηλ αὐηλ(?)] δηὰ | [- -]θηνπ Σα<ξ>ζέ|[σο(?) θαὶ Δ(?)]ὐθξάηνπο ηδή|[ηνπ ἐπὶ
nomen] Μελάλδξν[π] | [demoticum] ἄξρνληνο.
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Follet in BE 1999 222 surmised that the archon Menandros mentioned in the last preserved line was a hitherto
unknown Athenian archon, but it can hardly be expected that a synod decree was dated according to a city
official.
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IG II/III² 1.2 1348. No. 1349 may also be an imperial letter to the synod, but it is too fragmentary to deduce
anything from it.
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Cf. IG II/III2 3.1 3605: ἀγσλνζεηήζαληα ηλ κεγάισλ ιεπζηλίσλ; Follet 1976: 317, 330.
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The artists‘ priest of Dionysos Melpomenos had a reserved seat in the theatre of Dionysos. Cf. IG II/III2 3.1
5060: ἱεξέσο Γηνλύζνπ Μειπνκελνῦ ἐθ ηερλεηηλ.
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Paus. 1.2.4-5.
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Philostr. Soph. 580. Philagros was a contemporary of Herodes Atticus.
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Athen. 5.212 d-e (from Poseidonius: FGrH 87 F36). See Wycherley 1957: 20–21; Le Guen 2001: vol. 2, 74–
75.
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synod and the three literary testimonies, we can conclude that the thymelic synod occupied
the same precinct as the Athenian association did in Hellenistic times.
The last inscription was part of a funerary monument erected at Athens‘ southern gate for the
comic actors and periodonikai Q. Marcius Strato and Q. Marcius Titianus. The epigram for
the former tells us that he who ‗shined on the most famous stages‘ was buried by ‗the servants
of the heart-cheering Dionysos‘, which is in all likelihood a reference to the thymelic
synod.167
Apart from these inscriptions with a clear link to the thymelic synod, we have a series of
fragments dealing with a local artists‘ synod around Dionysos Choreios. 168 This association,
and its possible link with the thymelic synod, is discussed in section IV.2.3.
In contrast with the thymelic synod, no inscriptions explicitly mentioning the xystic synod
have been found in Athens. However, their presence can be deduced from several inscriptions
mentioning xystarchs. The office was often held by members of the Athenian elite. An
influential family from Phalerum, whose members accumulated prestigious civil and religious
offices, counted one Aelius Gelos among its ranks who is described as ‗the first xystarch of
the agones in Athens‘. 169 This should not be interpreted as a historical claim, since xystarchs
are attested in Athens already in the reign of Claudius. 170 The wording ὁ πξηνο μπζηάξρεο
should rather be translated as ‗the foremost xystarch‘ of all xystarchs active in Athens. Since
other relatives of Gelos were agonothetai (festival organisers) of Athenian agones, we can see
how this family was involved in Athenian agonistic life on different levels, either through the
xystic synod or through civic institutions. Another xystarch of Athenian agones is Tryphon,
who was honoured around AD 200 in an epigram at the beginning of an ephebic catalogue.171
He is styled ‗xystarch of the Cecropians and the athletes‘, which according to Dittenberger
should be understood as ‗xystarch of the Athenian and foreign athletes‘. 172 Moreover, he was
crowned by the emperors Septimius Severus and Caracalla – the context is unknown173 – and
had held the offices of agonothetes and kosmetes, i.e. the magistrate in charge of the ephebes.
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IG II/III2 3.2 12664: ll 1-4: ηηδε Μελαλδξείσλ ἐπέσλ δεδαεθόηα πάζαο| ηύμηαο εὐηέξνηο ἀγιαὸλ ἐλ ζπκέιαηο |
ἐθηέξηζαλ ζεξάπνληεο ἀεξζίθξνλνο Γηνλύζνπ | αὐηη θηζζνθόξση ηνῦην ραξηδόκελνη. Cf. Pickard-Cambridge,
Gould and Lewis 1968: 299–300.
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The fragments are assembled and discussed by Geagan 1972.
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He was also strategos and priest of Zeus Olympios. See IG II/III2 3.1 3687, ll. 3-7: Αἰι Γέισηνο Φαιεξέ|σο
ζπγαηέξα, ηνῦ πξώηνπ μπζηάξρνπ | ηλ ἐλ Ἀζήλαηο ἀγώλσλ, ζηξαηεγή|ζαληνο ἐπὶ ηνὺο ὁπιείηαο, ἱεξέσο | Γηὸο
ιπκπίνπ. For the family, see Follet 1976: 195–198.
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As for the other xystarchs in Athenian inscriptions, it is not always clear whether they held the
office in Athens itself or in another region of the agonistic circuit. The former option probably
holds true for P. Aelius Theophilos, who belonged to the old nobility of the Eupatrids. 174 The
kosmetes Athenaios, on the other hand, was xystarch in Bithynia. 175
Sparta is another city that became a major agonistic centre in the imperial age. A first agon,
the Kaisarea, was founded in the reign of Augustus. However, new foundations in the late
first and second centuries AD came to overshadow this contest. Victory catalogues show that
the Ourania, Euryklea and Olympia Kommodea managed to attract foreign competition. 176 It
is likely that the artistic victors in these games had travelled to Sparta as members of the
thymelic synod, but direct evidence of the thymelic synod in Sparta is lacking.177 The xystic
synod, in any case, had xystarchs in Sparta: an inscription from Seleucia ad Calycadnum for
the wrestler P. Aelius Heliodorus, dating from ca. AD 140, mentions that he was xystarch of
the agones in Sparta.178 Later, the famous M. Aurelius Demostratos Damas held the xystarchy
of the Euryklea. 179 Furthermore, rules for an unnamed Spartan contest specify that ―he who
will have the honour of xystarch will place the olive oil in the stadium, fulfilling the
customary duties.‖180
Finally, we come to the two cities of the periodos with clear synod activity: Elis and Delphi.
Since the Olympia did not comprise musico-dramatic contests, it comes as no surprise that
only the xystic synod is attested there. The relevant inscriptions date from the second half of
the first century AD and have already been discussed in section I.3.1. The most important one
is the honorary decree for the local notable L. Vettulenus Laetus. 181 According to Sinn, the
inscription was erected in order to thank him for financing a clubhouse for the synod. This
clubhouse was in his view the so-called Südwestgebäude, the construction of which had
started in the reign of Nero and was completed in the reign of Domitian. Sinn, furthermore,
saw the construction of this clubhouse as a parallel development of the xystic synod‘s
settlement at Rome.182 However, his argumentation is flawed in many ways. First, there is no
evidence that the xystic synod acquired a headquarters in Rome in the reign of Domitian.
Second, the identification of the Südwestgebäude as a clubhouse of the xystic synod is based
on a circular argument involving a list of Olympic victors found in the edifice: the list has
been used to establish a link between the xystic synod and the Südwestgebäude, and the
Südwestgebäude to establish a link between the synod and the list. 183 Pleket and Remijsen
174
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have rightly argued against this reasoning. Pleket interprets the Südwestgebäude rather as a
lodge for athletes or as a training facility. Remijsen argues that a local headquarters of the
xystic synod would be expected in a big city like Athens or Corinth rather than in Olympia,
where athletes and synod officials only came for a maximum of two months every four years.
As for the list, it has been drawn up too haphazardly to be an official synod document.
Remijsen surmises that it was a kind of VIP guest list of olympionikai who had used the
athletic facilities.184 In short, it cannot be assumed that the xystic synod has a permanent seat
in Olympia. Nevertheless, it remains possible that Vettulenus Laetus was involved in the
construction of athletic facilities, and that he was thanked by the synod for this benefaction.
Although the Pythia in Delphi counted among the most prestigious agones for artists, no
sources of the thymelic synod have been found there. The xystic synod, on the other hand, is
attested in Delphi, again through honorary inscriptions for xystarchs. As in Athens, the
xystarchs on record belonged to the local elite and were also in other ways involved in
Delphi‘s agonistic life. Memmius Nikandros, scion of a priestly family, ―embellished the
agon of the Pythia with the offices of secretary and xystarch and with many other
benefactions‖, and was therefore honoured by his hometown with statues in all of the cities of
the periodos.185 T. Flavius Eurydikos, secretary of the Delphic Amphictyony and xystarch as
well as ambassador (πξέζβπο) of the Pythia, was responsible for erecting a statue for an
agonothetes of the same agon.186 A final inscription was erected in honour of Quintilius
Karpophoros, citizen of Ephesus, Elis and Delphi, who as archigrammateus held a high
position in the xystic synod‘s Roman headquarters. 187 He is also on record in the dossier of
the boxer Hermeinos, confirming the latter‘s priesthood at the Koina Asias in Sardis, and
possibly in a votive inscription to Zeus from Corfu.188 It is possible that Karpophoros received
the citizenship of Delphi for his administrative work in the context of the Pythia.
Moving to the northern limits of the agonistic world, we have two sources that indicate that
the synods had extended their influence to these regions in the late second and third centuries
AD. Agones never gained a strong foothold there, however, so synod activity must have
remained limited. In Philippopolis in Thrace an inscription was found honouring a xystarch of
one or more agones in that city. 189 The agones of Philippopolis are known from the thirdcentury victory catalogue of the herald Valerius Eklektos, which was found in Athens: the
Pythia and the Kentreiseia.190 The fact that a successful artist like Eklektos won these contests
may indicate that the thymelic synod too was active in Thrace. Clearer evidence comes from
Tomis, a city at the coast of the Black Sea in the province Moesia inferior. A fragment of an
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honorary inscription erected by the city shows that a local notable had held the office of
panegyriarch of the thymelic synod. 191
Finally, a few sources come from the islands in the Aegean Sea. The city of Lyktos on Crete
honoured with a statue and honorary inscription T. Flavius Akestimos, xystarch of the
penteteric agon organised by the koinon of the Cretans.192 On Chios, the former gymnasiarch
and xystarch of the Theophanika Sebasta Romaia Athenion dedicated an inscription to
Hermes and Herakles, the patron deities of the xystic synod. 193 Another xystarch is attested in
a funerary inscription from Cos, which mentions that the man was 80 when he died. 194 Also
on Cos, a building inscription records the construction of a house with kitchen facilities by the
ζύλνδνο ηλ ἱεξνλεηθλ θαὶ ζη[εθα]ληηλ.195 Pleket in his commentary in the SEG edition
saw this association as a local section of the thymelic synod, remarking that the office of
ἀξρηπνίκελ (‗chief shepherd‘) mentioned in the inscription can be compared to the Dionysiac
ὰξρηβνύθνινη.196 Caution is necessary, however: the inscription was erected by the association
itself, but typical elements like ἀπὸ ηο νἰθνπκέλεο are missing in its title. It remains possible,
therefore, that we are dealing with a city-based association of hieronikai without institutional
links to one of the ecumenical synods. 197 Furthermore, the office of ἀξρηπνίκελ is not known
from other sources of the thymelic synod. On the other hand, it is dangerous to argue e
silentio when considering our limited source material.
More important than these smaller islands is Rhodes. Already in Hellenistic times, its Halieia
in honour of the sun god Helios enjoyed great prestige. 198 A fragmentary inscription (probably
from the third century BC) indicates that an artists‘ association existed at that time on the
island. 199 In the imperial period, Rhodes continued to attract an international crowd. 200 In
Lindos, the thymelic synod set up an honorary inscription for an agonothetes of the Halieia.
Unfortunately, the stone breaks off at the beginning of the dating by means of the synod‘s
three archons.201
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5. Asia
The economically prosperous province of Asia was a hotbed of agonistic activity under the
empire.202 The agones of the big cities Pergamum, Smyrna and Ephesus were essential links
in the official festival circuit, taking place in the first and third year of an Olympiad. 203
Especially famous were the games organised by the provincial assembly of Asia, the Koina
Asias.204 In addition, there were several smaller circuits that linked the cities in the valleys of
Caria and Lydia. Together with the strong epigraphic output of the Asian cities in this period,
this explains why a large number of sources about the ecumenical synods were found in this
region. My discussion starts with the cities at the coast of the Aegean Sea, leaving out
Pergamum, where by chance no inscriptions about the synods were discovered. 205 Next, I
examine the evidence from the cities in the interior of Asia Minor.
Ephesus
By far the richest source material comes from Ephesus, a city with an impressive array of
prestigious contests: the Artemisia, the Ephesea, the Koina Asias, the Balbilleia, the Olympia
and the Hadrianeia. 206 This high number of contests entailed intense synod activity. I have
already argued that the athletic synod had its first headquarters there, before the settlement at
Rome. It occupied parts of the Ephesian harbour baths, where it erected several
inscriptions. 207 Three high priests of the sympas xystos are on record in the harbour baths: Ti.
Claudius Artemidoros, M. Ulpius Domestikos and M. Aurelius Demostratos Damas. 208
Inscriptions from other districts, set up by the city, mention even more officials: the high
priest of the sympas xystos M. Aurelius Philosebastos, the xystarch Secundus and some other
unnamed xystarchs.209 Furthermore, the beginning of a decree of the xystic synod was found
near the state agora.210 Thus, it could be argued that even after the settlement in Rome the
officials active in Ephesus continued to be of great importance, especially for the agonistic
circuits of Asia.
By the same account, it is likely that the thymelic synod too had officials permanently
representing it in Ephesus, even if there is no evidence to support this thesis: we only know
202
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that it held plenary assemblies there in the context of agones. The aforementioned decree for
the philotechnites T. Aelius Alkibiades was issued during the great Ephesea in the early reign
of Antoninus Pius and sent to the honorand‘s hometown, Nysa.211 Apart from Alkibiades‘
general goodwill towards the synod, the immediate cause for honouring him was his
benefaction to the thymelic synod‘s headquarters in Rome. However, the relevant passage has
been the reason of some controversy:

20

25

30

35

40

… ἔηη θαὶ βηβιίνηο ζαπκαζηνῖ[ο]
[ἐπεθ]ό[ζ]κεζελ ηὸ ἱεξὸλ ἐπὶ Ῥώκεο ηέκελνο
[ηλ] ἀπὸ ηο νἰθνπκέλεο ηερλεηηλ, θαὶ δ[ξα]
κεγαινπξεπ παξέρεηαη ρσξίσλ ἱππνζ[ηά][ζηνλ ἀ]πνλείκαο, ἀθ‘ νὖ πξόζνδνλ αἰώληνλ
δη[ελε]θ [θαξ]πσζόκεζα, λεκόκελνη ηὰ[ο πξν][ζ]όδνπο θαζ‘ ἑθάζηελ ἐηήζηνλ ζενῦ Ἁδξ[ηαλνῦ]
[γ]ελέζιηνλ ἡκέξαλ, ἐθ‘ νἷο ἀκε[η]βόκελνη η[ὴλ ρά][ξηλ] νἱ ἐπὶ Ῥώκεο ηερλεῖηαη θαὶ ἄιιαο κὲλ [αὐ]ηῶ ηεηκὰο πξνζεθνύζαο ἐςεθίζαλην [θαὶ ἀξρ][η]εξέα ηε αὐηὸλ δηὰ παληὸο ηνῦ αἰλνο ἀ[πέδεη][μα]λ πξνηεηεηκζζαί ηε ἠμίσζαλ ηῆ ηά[μεη]
ηλ ἄιισλ ἀξρηεξέσλ πξηνλ ηαῖο δηπ[ηύρνηο]
[ἐ]λγξαθόκελ[ν]λ, ἀλζ‘ ὧλ ἐπεθόζκεζε κὲ[λ]
[η]ὴλ ἀζάλαηνλ Ἁδξηαλνῦ κλήκελ, ἐλδ[νμν][η]έξαλ δὲ ηὴλ ζύλνδνλ ἀπέθελελ ηαῖο
αὐηνῦ δσξεαῖο πνκπάο ηε πέκπνπζα[λ]
[κε]γαινπξεπο θαὶ πνιπηειεῖο ἱεξνκελία[ο]
[ἐ]πηηεινῦζαλ, δηὰ ηαῦηα θαὶ λῦλ, ηύρῃ ἀγαζ[ῆ,]
[δ]εδόρζαη ηνῖο ἀπὸ ηο νἰθνπκέλεο πεξ[ὶ ηὸλ]
Γηόλπζνλ θαὶ αὐηνθξάηνξα Καίζαξα Σ(ίηνλ) [Αἴιηνλ]
Ἁδξηαλὸλ Ἀλησλεῖλνλ εβαζηὸλ Δὐ[ζεβ]
ηερλείηαηο ἱεξνλείθαηο ζηεθαλείηα[ηο θαὶ]
ηνῖο ηνύησλ ζπλαγσληζηαῖο ηνῖο ἀπ[αλ][η]ζηλ ἐπὶ ηὸλ ἐλ ηῆ κεγίζηῃ θαὶ πξώηῃ κε[ηξν]πόιεη ηο Ἀζίαο θαὶ δὶο λεσθόξῳ ηλ εβα[ζ]ηλ θεζίσλ πόιεη ηλ κεγάισλ θεζήσλ
[πε]ληαεηεξηθὸλ ἀγλα· …

Furthermore, he honoured the sacred sanctuary in Rome of the artists of the whole world
by donating excellent books and granted magnificent gifts of properties, including
stabling facilities, from which we reap the continuous, everlasting rent, distributing the
rents annually on each birthday of the deified Hadrian. In response, the artists at Rome
reciprocated with favour, voted on other honours for him, appointed him high priest
through all eternity, and thought him worthy to be honoured along with the company of
the other high priests by having his name inscribed first on the plaques. For, on the one
hand, he adorned the imperishable memory of Hadrian and, on the other, he made the
synod highly regarded through his gifts. As a result, the synod participates in magnificent
211
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parades and carries out costly services during holidays. Because of these things and to
good fortune, the artists and sacred crown victors of the whole world and their
synagonistai, gathered around Dionysos and Imperator Caesar T. Aelius Hadrianus
Antoninus Augustus Pius, who have assembled at the penteteric agon of the great
Ephesea in the greatest and first metropolis of Asia, the city of the Ephesians, twice
212
neokoros of the Augusti, have decreed…

According to Robert, Pleket and most recently Harland, Alkibiades had given books and
stabling facilities to the artists‘ Roman headquarters. This means that there were flows of
money from Rome to other delegations of the thymelic synod, since the artists in Ephesus
claim that they benefit from the rents too.213 Le Guen, on the other hand, offered a different
interpretation of the passage, arguing that the books were given to the artists in Rome but the
stabling facilities to the artists in Ephesus. In her view, the flow of money went the other way
around, from the artists in Ephesus to those in Rome, enabling the latter to celebrate Hadrian‘s
birthday too.214 In a later SEG contribution, Pleket cast his doubts on this thesis, noting that
the gift of the stabling facilities is preceded and followed by clear references to Rome: the gift
of the books (lines 16-18) and the honours bestowed on Alkibiades in Rome (lines 24-29).
Furthermore, he found it improbable that real estate would have been given to artists who
gathered ad hoc in Ephesus to participate in an agon. 215 This second argument is not
necessarily valid: it is true that the artists assembled in Ephesus for the agon, but it is also
possible that the thymelic synod had a group of representatives permanently staying in the
city, which could have occupied buildings and managed the synod‘s estates. Still, Pleket‘s
first argument is sound. I propose the following reconstruction of the chronology of the
honours for Alkibiades:
1) Alkibiades grants books and real estate to the thymelic synod‘s headquarters in Rome.
2) The artists present in Rome at that time vote for a decree, honouring Alkibiades with the
high priesthood.
3) This decree is brought to Nysa by way of Ephesus by the herald Potamon. 216
4) The decree reaches the artists gathered in Ephesus. They learn that they will benefit from
the donation too. After all, the Roman sanctuary was equally theirs, as it is described as
belonging to the artists of the oikoumene. Furthermore, it was probably a stipulation of
Alkibiades that a share of the rents would go to the thymelic synod‘s delegation active in
Ionia, so that Hadrian would be honoured in Rome as well as in the wider region of
Alkibiades‘ hometown Nysa. 217
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5) Since Alkibiades is present at the Ephesea,218 P. Aelius Pompeianus Paion, a successful
artist with connections to the imperial court, proposes a motion to confer extra honours.
The motion is duly accepted.
6) Both decrees are sent to Nysa. The one issued by the artists in Ephesus is sent to the
emperor and to the thymelic synod‘s headquarters in Rome as well.
Finally, there are two inscriptions that could refer to the xystic as well as to the thymelic
synod. The first is an honorary inscription for Trajan, erected during the Balbilleia. It is dated
according to the agonothetes of the agon and two synod officials, a grammateus and an
archon. 219 The inscription was found at the theatre, so it is more likely that we are dealing
with officials of the thymelic synod. 220 The second inscription was found in the agora and
appears to be a fragment of a decree. Since only the adjective πεξηπνιηζηηθή (‗wandering
from city to city‘) can be discerned, the inscription could have been set up by both synods. 221
Smyrna
Smyrna is the next major city of Asia. It was famous for its Olympia, Hadriana Olympia,
Romaia and Koina Asias. 222 We have no sources concerning the thymelic synod, but there
was a local association of mystai and artists gathered around Dionysos Breiseus. This
association, and its possible links with the thymelic synod, is discussed in section IV.2.3. The
xystic synod is attested in Smyrna through its xystarchs. The most famous of them is Ti.
Claudius Rufus of Smyrna, who held the xystarchy of all agones in his hometown.223 Some
other xystarchs appear to have been at the same time members of the mystical synod of
Dionysos Breiseus.224 An honorary inscription for an athlete from Ephesus, furthermore,
shows that the Olympia or the Hadriana Olympia in Smyrna were entirely organised by the
xystic synod. 225
Miletus
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Miletus, despite being one of the oldest Greek settlements on the coast of Asia Minor,
occupied in the imperial period a lower position in the hierarchy of cities. 226 This is also
reflected in the fact that it did not have as many high-ranking agones as Pergamum, Smyrna
and Ephesus – agones were, after all, an important medium for the first cities of Asia to
parade their privileged status. Since Hellenistic times, the most important agon of Miletus was
the one organised in its sanctuary in Didyma, the Didymeia.227 The famous athlete
Demostratos Damas held the xystarchy of this agon.228 Miletus must have held some
importance for the thymelic synod as well. One of Claudius‘ letters to the synod was inscribed
on stone there.229 In the reign of Commodus, the city erected an honorary inscription for the
young notable Antipatros Iulianus, who held several religious offices in the context of the
Didymeia.230 Moreover, he was high priest of the ‗synod in situ‘, ἀξρηεξέα ηο ηνπηθο
ζπλόδνπ. Robert was the first to identify this association as a local section of the thymelic
synod.231 However, the phrase not necessarily refers to a permanently residing local branch; I
believe Iulianus rather performed his priestly functions when the thymelic synod assembled in
Didyma to celebrate the Didymeia. All the same, some of the synod‘s officials may have
stayed there on a more permanent basis. 232
Alexandria Troas, Erythrae, Teos, Cnidus
The last cities at the west coast of Asia Minor with attested synod activity are Alexandria
Troas, Erythrae, Teos and Cnidus. In Alexandria Troas, the letters of Hadrian were set up by
the thymelic synod. The sources from Erythrae, Teos and Cnidus date mostly from the first
century AD and have already been discussed above. 233 Two inscriptions from Erythrae date
from a later period: a funerary inscription for an archigrammateus of the xystic synod and an
honorary decree for the female agonothetes Antonia Tyrannis Iuliane, erected by her patris
and the thymelic synod. 234 Both inscriptions probably date from the third century AD.
Tralles
Travelling inland through the Maeander valley, we come to Caria. Some xystarchs are on
record in Magnesia ad Maeandrum, 235 but the first city with clear synod activity is Tralles.
This city was known for its Koina Asias, Olympia and Pythia.236 Two honorary inscriptions,
dating respectively from the late second and early third centuries AD, mention an ὀιπκπηθὴ
ζχλνδνο ηλ ἀπὸ ηο νἰθνπκέλεο ἱεξνλεηθλ θαὶ ζηεθαλεηηλ, ‗the olympic synod of sacred
226
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crown victors of the whole world‘.237 The adjective ὀιπκπηθή clearly refers to Tralles‘ most
famous agon, the Olympia. In a recent article Aneziri adduced this synod as an example of a
city-based association of hieronikai that could have consisted of both athletes and artists.238
Pleket saw it on the other hand as a purely athletic group, and wondered whether it was a
―temporary association of those who participated in the Olympia sometime in the third
century AD‖ or ―a permanent local guild‖. At the same time, he rightly felt that the clause ἀπὸ
ηο νἰθνπκέλεο rather refers to ‗a general, ecumenical synod of athletes‘. 239 In my opinion,
this association is no other than the xystic synod. It is important to note that the inscriptions
were not set up by the synod itself, but by civic institutions of Tralles – the council and people
and the gerousia and neoi respectively. As we will see in other inscriptions, cities were often
confused about the complicated titles of the synods. In this case, the Trallians would have
stripped the xystic synod‘s title to the essentials, ἀπὸ ηο νἰθνπκέλεο and the prestigious
ἱεξνλῖθαη ζηεθαλῖηαη.240 For the same reason, the absence of ἀζιεηαί does not need to imply
that this was an association solely consisting of hieronikai. The adjective ὀιπκπηθή was added
because the decision to participate in the bestowal of honours was taken in the temporary
assembly of the synod during the Olympia. In its own decree, the xystic synod would
probably have styled itself ἡ ἱεξὰ μπζηηθὴ πεξηπνιηζηηθὴ ζχλνδνο [imperial epithet] ηλ πεξὶ
ηὸλ Ἡξαθιέα θαὶ Αὐηνθξάηνξα Καίζαξα [name of the emperor] ἀζιεηλ ἱεξνλεηθλ
ζηεθαλεηηλ ηλ ἀπαληψλησλ ἐπὶ ηὸλ ἐλ [name and titles of Tralles] ηλ ιπκπηψλ ἀγλα,
‗the xystic peripolistic synod of athletes and sacred crown victors who have gathered at the
Olympia in Tralles‘. 241
In this respect, it is interesting to note that Tralles minted coins with the depiction of two
female figures, described with the words ΤΝ ΟΛΤΜΠΗΚΖ and ΤΝ ΠΤΘΗΚΖ.242 According to
Robert, this should be read as ζχλ(νδνο) ὀιπκπηθή and ζχλ(νδνο) ππζηθή, referring to the
gathering of hieronikai for Tralles‘ Olympia and Pythia.243 In my opinion, it is not likely that
the female figures correspond to the xystic and thymelic synods, since the Olympia were not
solely athletic and the Pythia not solely artistic.244 In this case, the word ζχλνδνο rather refers
to the entire gathering in the context of the agon. The Trallians would have then used the
familiar term ὀιπκπηθὴ ζχλνδνο when they wanted to describe the members of the xystic
synod assembled for the Olympia in the honorary inscriptions.
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The presence of the xystic synod in Tralles is attested in some other documents. First, a copy
of the letter of Mark Antony was set up there in the second century AD, which probably
means that the xystic synod wanted display its centuries-old privileges. 245 Second, we have
the inevitable xystarchs. Some of the xystarchs in the inscriptions may have held their office
elsewhere,246 but at least one xystarch of agones in Tralles is on record. This man took care of
the erection of a statue of an athlete who won the Olympia.247
The thymelic synod held assemblies in Tralles too. A certain Apollonios was honoured with
an inscription by the provincial assembly of Asia, Tralles and νἱ πεξὶ ηὸλ Γηόλπζνλ ηερλῖηαη.
Just like in the inscription mentioning the ‗olympic synod‘, the name of the thymelic synod is
abridged here. We also read that Apollonios was registered as high priest of the synod. It is
probable that his admission had been voted for in the thymelic synod‘s assembly during the
Koina Asias in Tralles – hence the honours by the provincial assembly of Asia. 248
Stratonicea
From Tralles one could either continue going inland through the Maeander valley, or go
southwards via the valleys of the Marsyas and the Idrias to the cities of Alabanda and
Stratonicea. The latter route was presumably less important, as the former led to other cities in
which the famous Koina Asias were celebrated. Still, both synods are attested in an inscription
from Panamara, a village where the city of Stratonicea held a festival in honour of Zeus
Panamareios. 249 An inscription set up for Diomedes Sosandros recording his priestly functions
during the Panamareia notes that he had welcomed ―the xystic and thymelic athletes who had
come to the agon, as the decrees issued by them describe.‖250 ‗Xystic and thymelic athletes‘ is
an imprecise description; Slater remarks that the athletes of the xystic synod and the artists of
the thymelic synod are meant here.251 They jointly issued a decree for Diomedes to thank him
for his services during the agon, a habit that recurs in several other inscriptions. 252
Aphrodisias
Aphrodisias in eastern Caria was connected to the greater cities of Asia by the road that
branched off in a south-eastern direction at Antiochia ad Maeandrum, following the valley of
the Morsynus. Since it is one of the best excavated sites in Asia Minor and since a large
number of inscriptions have been remarkably well preserved, we have a relatively high
number of sources dealing with the two synods and agonistic life in general. However,
Aphrodisias‘ agonistic life was not very significant when compared to other cities. As it was
245
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rather remote from the major agonistic routes, it had only one sacred agon before the third
century AD: the Aphrodisia Isolympia, which is known from just one source.253 In addition,
the city organised several thematic agones, i.e. festivals that were instituted by a donation of a
local benefactor and that did not belong to the select class of sacred agones.254 Inscriptions
reveal the existence of agones established by the aristocrats Flavius Lysimachus, Kallikrates,
Hossidius Iulianus and Claudius Adrastus.255
Several long decrees of the two synods have been found in Aphrodisias. These were,
however, not drawn up in Aphrodisias itself, but sent there from other cities. They honour
exceptional synod members who originated from Aphrodisias: the decrees for the pankratiasts
Kallikrates and T. Aelius Aurelius Menandros were drawn up by the xystic synod in Ephesus
and Antiochia in Pisidia respectively. 256 The decree for the tragic poet C. Iulius Longianos
was sent by the thymelic synod from an unknown location, maybe Halicarnassus. 257 Synod
presence in Aphrodisias itself can be deduced from a few other inscriptions. The beginning of
an honorary decree mentions the council and people of Aphrodisias as well as νἱ ἀπὸ ηο
νἰθνπκέλεο ἱεξνλεῖθαη πιεηζηνλεῖθαη ζηε[θαλεηηαί - - -], with which probably the xystic synod
is meant.258 The decree was clearly set up by the city, since it mistakenly added the agonistic
title πιεηζηνλίθεο, ‗multiple victor‘, to the synod‘s abbreviated title. 259 As for the thymelic
synod, there are indications that it organised its own contest in Aphrodisias. 260
Laodicea and Hierapolis
After the detours via Stratonicea and Aphrodisias, we regain the more important route leading
up the Meander Valley, coming to the Phrygian city Laodicea on the banks of the river Lycus.
The victory catalogue of the boxer Photion of Laodicea (the archon of the xystic synod also
on record in the certificate of Hermeinos) mentions two great agones in his hometown: The
Deia Sebasta and the Koina Asias.261 In the early 1990s, the beginning of a decree of the
thymelic synod was found close to the city‘s Nymphaeum. However, it is unknown whether
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this decree was drafted during one of the agones of Laodicea or whether it was sent from
another city. 262
Crossing the Lycus we arrive at Hierapolis. Here too the provincial assembly of Asia may
have held celebrations of the Koina Asias. Other famous agones in Hierapolis were the
(Apollonia) Pythia in honour of its patron god Apollo Archegetes, the Letoia and the Aktia.263
These agones were celebrated in the reliefs that adorned the scaenae frons of Hierapolis‘
theatre. The centre is dominated by the imperial family, with images of Septimius Severus,
Caracalla, Geta (chiselled away after 212) and Iulia Domna. They are flanked on the left and
right by a series of gods and personifications relevant to the celebration of the festivals, such
as Hierapolis holding a statue of Apollo, agonothesia, oikoumene, sunthusia (joint sacrifice),
the demos, the gerousia, the boule, Tyche, the goddess Roma and andreia.264 Interestingly,
there is also a female figure holding a theatre mask and a kithara, described as ‗synodos‘. It is
likely that this is a personification of the thymelic synod, which undoubtedly played a major
role in the production of the musico-dramatic components of Hierapolis‘ Pythia.265 There is
no clear reference to the xystic synod, which can be explained by the fact that these reliefs
were produced in the context of the theatre. Nevertheless, several figures represent general
aspects of Greek athletics: an adult athlete crowning himself, a boy athlete being crowned and
described as ππζηθφο (an age category), and a personification of the dolichos (the longdistance race).266
Two inscriptions found in the same theatre also attest to synod activity. Both were set up by
the council and people of Hierapolis and honour respectively a poet and a comic actor. The
poet was also honoured by ἡ εἱξνηάηε ζνίλνδνο θαὶ ὑ ἀπὸ ηο νἰθνπκέλεο ἱεξνλῖθαη (sic) and
the comic actor by ἡ ἱεξὰ ζχλνδνο ηλ ἀπὸ ηο νἰθνπκέλεο ἱε[ξ]νλε[ηθλ θαὶ ζηεθαληηλ].267
We have seen that an association with only ἱεξνλῖθαη ζηεθαλῖηαη in its title normally
corresponds to the xystic synod, as we would expect (νἱ πεξì ηὸλ Γηφλπζνλ) ηερλῖηαη in the
case of the thymelic synod.268 Caution is necessary, however, since the inscriptions were not
erected by the synod itself. The synod‘s title in the first inscription has many imprecisions and
a iotacistic spelling, and in the second it was added later, in smaller letters. Since the
inscriptions honoured artists, it is more probable that the thymelic synod was behind the
262
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honours. Taking the possibility of errors into consideration, the title in the second inscription
could equally have been ἡ ἱεξὰ ζχλνδνο ηλ ἀπὸ ηο νἰθνπκέλεο ἱε[ξ]νλε[ηθλ θαὶ ηερληηλ],
which would correspond to the title used by Claudius in his second letter to the thymelic
synod.269
Philadelphia and Sardis
Travelling north through the valleys of the upper Maeander and the Kogamos, we arrive in
Lydia. The first important polis along this route is Philadelphia, yet another city where the
Koina Asias were held. The best known civic contest of Philadelphia is the Deia Halieia,
which probably took place shortly before the Koina Asias.270 One of the synods is attested
there in the beginning of an honorary decree erected by the council and people of
Philadelphia.271 Only a part of the honorand‘s name is preserved: [- - -]ληνλ Λνλγ[- - -].
Cormack, in his commentary of the Longianos decree of the thymelic synod found in
Aphrodisias, wrote that the two men may have been one and the same person. 272 Petzl, on the
other hand, rightly argues that an identification is not possible on the basis of this fragmentary
line.273
In addition, several inscriptions erected in honour of xystarchs were found in Philadelphia.
Some of these xystarchs belonged to the local aristocracy, as for instance the extremely
wealthy Aurelius Hermippus. Besides his xystarchy in the fold of the xystic synod, he held the
civic offices of priest of Artemis, high priest of the imperial cult and first archon. He was a
rich benefactor who was also involved in the organisation of venationes and gladiatorial
games and who donated large sums of money on multiple occasions. 274 Another xystarch and
local notable bore the costs of the erection of his own statue. 275 Moreover, there are two
foreign xystarchs on record who were granted the citizenship of Philadelphia, either on the
basis of earlier athletic victories or because of benefactions made as xystarch: T. Flavius
Artemidoros of Cyme and Polycrates of Cibyra. The inscription of the latter specifies that he
was xystarch for life of the Deia Halieia.276
Sardis, the most important city of Lydia, 277 had two internationally renowned agones: the
inevitable Koina Asias and the Chrysanthina. The latter was founded in the middle of the
second century AD in honour of Kore, who was plucking flowers when she was abducted by
Hades. One of the rewards for the victor was, appropriately, a golden flower. 278 The presence
of the xystic synod in Sardis during the Koina Asias is illustrated by the certificate of
Hermeinos, in which a group of officials confirms that he had paid 50 denarii to serve as a
269
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priest during the celebrations. 279 The xystarch of the Koina Asias was at that time
Demostratos Damas of Sardis, who was also high priest of the sympas xystos in Rome. He
was honoured in his hometown with a long inscription that records all his victories and
xystarchies. It comes as no surprise that the famous ex-athlete also held the xystarchy of the
Chrysanthina. The inscription was erected by his three sons, who equally had been successful
athletes. Aurelius Damas had inherited the high priesthood of the sympas xystos, Demostratos
Hegemonidos was xystarch of one or more unspecified agones but Marcus Demostratianos
apparently did not have a high office in the synod.280 Another inscription mentions two other
xystarchs of an agon in Sardis, who were together with the agonothetes involved in the
erection of a statue for a victorious athlete.281 The inscription dates from the second half of the
second or the third centuries AD. If the agon in question was the Chrysanthina, as surmised
by Herrmann, it must date from before or after Demostratos Damas‘ xystarchy. 282 The same is
true for L. Cessius Dionysios, xystarch of all the agones in Sardis mentioned in an honorary
inscription erected by the xystic synod itself. 283
Apart from these sacred agones some second-class contests were organised in Sardis. This is
known from a decree of the thymelic synod probably from the reign of Hadrian, found in
1910 in the south wall of the city‘s acropolis. 284 Unfortunately, only the right half of the
inscription is preserved. The text speaks of two talent agones (ἀγλεο ηαιαληηαῖνη), which is a
category similar to the thematic agones. 285 In the commentary of their edition, Buckler and
Robinson deduce from the fragmentary lines that a benefactor had promised to finance these
agones, only to die shortly afterwards, which would have been referred to by the words
[ἀλζξ]σπίλελ ζπκθνξὰλ, ‗the human misfortune‘. The thymelic synod then promised to bear
the costs of the musico-dramatic contest itself: ἐπη]ηειεζζεζόκελνλ ὑθ‘ ἡκλ πξνῖθα, ‗which
will be accomplished by us as a gift.‘ In line 10 of the decree, furthermore, we read ὑπὸ ηλ
ἐλ άξδεζη ηο ηνπ[- - -], which was restored by Robert as ὑπὸ ηλ ἐλ άξδεζη ηο ηνπ[ηθο
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ζπλφδνπ], ‗by those of the local synod in Sardis‘. This may refer to a permanent group of
synod officials in Sardis, but the restoration remains uncertain. 286
Thyatira
Following the road leading north from Sardis to Pergamum, we first stop in Thyatira. This
city was not nearly as famous as the former two, but its strategic position between them
ensured that many competitors passed by. An inscription from Mytilene shows how a runner
had won the Tyrimneia, an agon held in honour of Thyatira‘s patron god Apollo Tyrimnaeus,
after a victory in the Asklepieia of Pergamum. 287 Possibly in imitation of its larger neighbour,
Thyatira also organised its own Asklepieia.288 Other evidence attests to the organisation of
Hadrianeia.289 During the reign of Elagabalus, the city managed to obtain imperial approval
to organise an eiselastic agon, the Augousteia Pythia. The person who brokered this on behalf
of the city was its citizen C. Perelius Aurelius Alexandros, a periodonikes who after the
embassy rose to the xystic synod‘s highest office in Rome: high priest of the sympas xystos,
xystarch and director of the imperial baths. In Rome, Alexandros may have benefited from the
help of his compatriot M. Cn. Licinius Rufinus, a famous jurist of consular rank and an
acquaintance of the emperor, whom he honoured in a later inscription. 290
The xystic synod is also attested in Thyatira in an earlier inscription. In the late second
century, a statue was erected for a certain Claudius Iulius Polyeides Demosthenes by νἱ ἀπὸ
ηο νἰθνπκέλεο ἱεξνλεῖθαη θαὶ ὁ ζύλπαο μπζηὸο. As was the case with the ‗Olympic synod‘ in
Tralles, we are not dealing with a local synod or with a synod solely consisting of hieronikai;
this title is rather an abbreviated form of the xystic synod‘s title, destined for smaller statue
bases. 291 Also important to mention is a funerary inscription for a certain Heleis or Eleis, who
had been ‗high doctor‘ (ἀξρηαηξὸο) of the sympas xystos.292 It is possible that he had held this
office in Rome, analogous to the archigrammateis who were appointed in the xystic synod‘s
headquarters.293
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Finally, the thymelic synod‘s involvement in the musico-dramatic contests of Thyatira may be
deduced from two sources. First, a fragmentary inscription mentioning a decree of the
thymelic synod was found to the south of Thyatira. 294 Second, a synod official is mentioned in
the honorary inscription for the pantomime dancer Ulpius Augustianus alias Paris, erected by
the council of Thyatira. Augustianus had come to Thyatira to perform at the epinikia, victory
celebrations in honour of the emperors Marcus Aurelius and Lucius Verus. This happened
―when M. Iulius Alexandros was grammateus of the synod for the second time.‖ 295 We are
not dealing with a simple dating formula here, since it is highly unlikely that the boule of
Thyatira would date one of its inscriptions with an official of the thymelic synod. Rather, M.
Iulius Alexandros was mentioned because he, as grammateus of the thymelic synod in
Thyatira, had played a key role in the organisation of the epinikia. It is probable that he had
managed to invite the famous dancer to come to Thyatira, maybe following a bigger
performance in Pergamum or Sardis. 296
Cyzicus
Setting off from Thyatira, one could either travel westwards to Pergamum or continue north
via Stratonicea to Cyzicus. This city was not only renowned for a sacred, isopythic agon in
honour of Kore and the Kommodeia, but also for its Koina Asias, which were also called
Hadrianeia Olympia.297 We know one xystarch of this agon: P. Aelius Aristomachos of
Magnesia ad Maeandrum, who received this honour from Hadrian. 298 In Cyzicus itself, an
inscription erected by the xystarch Vettianus was found. However, it is not clear whether he
held the xystarchy of an agon in Cyzicus or somewhere else. 299

6. Bithynia et Pontus
Although the agones in the other provinces of Asia Minor did not count among the most
prestigious contests of the festival network, they were part of vibrant secondary agonistic
circuits that managed to attract quite a lot of competitors, especially those for whom the
competition in the major agonistic centres was too strong. One of these circuits connected the
contests of Bithynia and Pontus with those of Asia and Galatia. A runner from Aphrodisias,
for instance, won contests in Ancyra, Claudiopolis, Heraclea Pontica, Chalcedon, Nicomedia
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and Nicaea, competing in this circuit both as a boy and as an adult. 300 The most prestigious
contests were the Koina Bithynias organised in Nicomedia or Nicaea, the Augousteia Severeia
of Nicomedia, the Augousteia of Nicaea, the Hadrianeios Herakleios Isaktios of Heraclea
Pontica, the great Augousteia Antonineia of Prusias and the Hadrianeia Antinoeia in
Antinoos‘ hometown Claudiopolis/Bithynium. Additionally, there must have been numerous
thematic agones, as Marek remarks. 301
Synod presence in Bithynia and Pontus is attested already in the reign of Claudius, when the
client king Iulius Polemon appealed to the xystic synod to organise his agon.302 In the reign of
Trajan, the governor of Bithynia and Pontus, Pliny the Younger, was approached by athletes
who may have been synod members, with questions about the new regulations of monthly
pensions for victors of eiselastic agones.303 The activities of the synods increased in
accordance with the many new foundations from the reign of Hadrian on. In Claudiopolis, the
thymelic synod issued a decree during a contest, probably a mystikos agon, in honour of
Ulpius Aelius Pompeianus, who had been a generous agonothetes during an earlier mystical
contest in Ancyra. 304 The decree was sent back to Ancyra and inscribed on stone there. The
dossier is thus an interesting testimony to the travels of synod members along one of the
agonistic circuits of Anatolia. Also in the time of Hadrian, the above-mentioned decree for
Marcius Xenokrates, issued by the thymelic synod in Rome, was sent to the honorand‘s
hometown, Heraclea Pontica. It is possible that it was carried there by synod members who
came to the city in the context of an agon.305 In the early decades of the third century AD,
both synods issued a decree together in honour of the agonothetes Kallikleanos during the
Augousteia Antonineia of Prusias.306
Some officials of the xystic synod are also on record in the region. In Sinope, a former
xystarch was honoured by the council and people. 307 An Athenian inscription honours a
kosmetes who was also xystarch in Bithynia. 308 Another Athenian, Agatheinos, travelled as
grammateus of the synod through the region before dying in Pompeiopolis at the age of 25.
He was also a citizen of Antiochia ad Maeandrum in Caria and Prusa in Bithynia, according to
Strasser because he had also been grammateus during agones in these cities.309

7. Galatia
Galatia became a Roman province in 25 BC, after which the elite of the old Celtic tribes
progressively embraced Graeco-Roman culture. The koinon of the Galatians played an
300
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important role in this process: in the context of the imperial cult, it not only organised
gladiatorial games and venationes in order to represent Roman power, but also provincial
agones in the civic centres Ancyra, Pessinus and Tavium. 310 Greek high culture gained an
even stronger foothold in the second century AD, especially after Hadrian‘s visits to the city.
In AD 128, a mystical agon celebrating the two deities Hadrian and Dionysos was established
in Ancyra, something that also happened in other cities in Asia Minor such as Side in
Pamphylia and Claudiopolis in Bithynia. 311 In the words of Mitchell and French, ―the
mystikos agon at Ankara put the city on the international cultural map, and created an
environment in which the most sophisticated and up-to-date forms of entertainment could be
developed.‖312 Throughout the second and the third centuries AD, the inscriptions mention
more agones, such as the Asklepieia, the great Augousteia Aktia and the Pythia.313
Nevertheless, we must keep in mind that Graeco-Roman high culture was more or less limited
to the civic centres. The koinon of the Galatians made an essential distinction between
‗Hellenes‘ living in the poleis and the other Galatians. The ‗Hellenes‘ were represented by
one of the highest office-holders in the koinon, the helladarch, who was at the same time high
priest of the imperial cult.314
It comes as no surprise that this representative of Greek culture was also responsible for the
organisation of the first mystical agon in Ancyra. On the third of December AD 128, shortly
after the celebration of the agon, the helladarch and agonothetes Ulpius Aelius Pompeianus
was honoured for his services with the following decree, drawn up in the bombastic honorific
language of that period.
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310

ἀγαζη ηύρεη.
ςήθηζκα ηλ ἀπὸ ηο νἰθνπκέλεο πεξὶ ηὸλ Γηόλπζνλ θαὶ Αὐηνθξάηνξα Σξαηαλὸλ Ἁδξηαλὸλ εβαζηὸλ Καίζαξα
λένλ Γηόλπζνλ ηερλεηηλ ἱεξν[λεη]θλ ζηεθαλεηηλ θαὶ ηλ ηνύησλ ζπ[λ]αγσληζηλ θαὶ ηλ λεκόλησλ ηὴλ ἱεξὰλ
ζπκειηθὴλ ζύλνδνλ. ἐπεηδὴ πξνηαζεὶο ὑπὸ ηο ἱεξσηάηεο βνπιο Οὔιπηνο
Αἴιηνο Πνκπεηαλὸο ἀγσλνζεηζαη ηὸλ ἀγλα ηὸλ κπζηηθὸλ δνζέληα ὑπὸ ηνῦ Αὐηνθξάηνξνο ἐλ ὀιίγαηο ηῆ πόιεη, ηῆ ηε ρεηξνηνλίᾳ ηαρέσο ὑπήθνπζελ θαὶ ηὸλ ἀγλα δηαθαλο ἐπεηέιεζελ ἐθ ηλ ἑαπηνῦ κεδεκηᾶο ἀπνιεηθζεὶο ιακπξόηεηνο θαὶ κεγαινςπρίαο ἀιιὰ ηήλ ηε εὐζέβεηαλ ηο παηξίδνο
εἰο ἀκθνηέξνπο ηνῦο ζενὺο ἐπεςήθηζελ
θαὶ ηὰο ἐπηδόζεηο πάζαο δὲ ἀθεηδο ἐπνηήζα-
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ην, πξὸο κεδεκίαλ δαπάλελ ἀλαδύο, θαὶ ηῶ ηε
ηάρεη ηο ζπνπδο ὁδεύνληαο ἤδε ηνὺο ἀγσληζηὰο ἀλεθαιέζαην θαὶ παληὶ κέξεη ηνῦ κπζηεξίνπ [ἐπή]ξθεζελ, ηῆ κὲλ ζπλόδῳ ηὰ ἆζια πξνζεὶο
[ηὸλ δὲ κπζηη]θὸλ ἀγλα θαηαζρὼλ ὡο πξνθεθξ[η][κέλνο κόλνο] εὖ πνηεῖλ ηὴλ πόιηλ.
[δεδόρζαη νὖλ] ἡ<κ>εῖλ, ὑπὲξ ηνῦ ηεηεξζζαη κὲλ
[ηὰο ηεηκὰο ηῶ ηε] Αὐηνθξάηνξη θαὶ ηῶ Γηνλύζῳ δηαζε[ζζζαη δὲ εἰο ηὸλ] ἀγλα ηῆ πόιεη, ηὸλ ἄλδξα ηεηηκ[ζζαη ἀλδξηάλη]η, ὃο ἀλαζηήζεηαη ἐλ ἐπηθαλεζηά[ηῳ κὲλ ηόπῳ η]ο κεηξνπόιεσο, ἰδίῳ δὲ ηλ ἀγσ[ληδνκέλσλ ἐ]λ ηῶ ζεάηξῳ, παξάδηγκα θάιιηζηνλ
[ἀξεηο ηνῖο ζε]σκέλνηο, ᾧ θαὶ ηὸλ εἰζηόληα ἀγσλη[ζηὴλ εἰο κπζηηθ]ὸλ ἀγλα ἐςεθίζζαη ζηεθάλνπο
[εἰζθέξεηλ], εἰ δὲ κὴ, εἴξγεζζαη ηνῦ ἀγλνο ἀραξη[ζηίαο πξὸο ηὸλ ἄ]ξηζηνλ ἄλδξα ἕλεθελ θαὶ ἀπεηζε[ί][αο ηλ ἐςεθη]ζκέλσλ ηῆ ζπλόδῳ∙ ἀλαζηζαη δὲ
[ηνῦ ἀλδξὸο ἀ]λδξηάληα θαὶ ἐλ λέᾳ πόιεη, ηῶ [δὲ κε][γίζηῳ Αὐηνθξά]ηνξη Καίζαξη Σξαηαλῶ Ἁδξηαλῶ [εβα][ζηῶ θαὶ ηῶ θ]ξαηίζηῳ ἡγεκόλη Σξεβίῳ εξγηαλ[ῶ]
[καξηπξζαη] δηὰ ςεθίζκαηνο ηήλ ηε ηνῦ ἀλδξὸο
[κεγαινκέξ]εηαλ θαὶ ηὴλ ηο ζπλόδνπ δηθαίαλ
[εὐραξηζηίαλ∙] ἰζεγεζακέλνπ Γαίνπ Ἀλησλίνπ Πνι[έκσλνο? Λανδηθέ]σο θσκῳδνῦ ὀιπκπηνλείθνπ, ἐ[πηςεθηζακέλ]νπ Γαίνπ Ἰνπιίνπ Κνιιήγα Νεν[θαηζαξέσο θσκῳ]δνῦ παξαδόμνπ. ἐγέλεην ἐλ
[ηῆ κεηξνπόιεη η]ο Γαιαηίαο Ἀγθύξᾳ ἀγλνο ηε[ινπκέλνπ κπζ]ηηθνῦ ἐπὶ ἑιιαδάξρνπ Οὐιπί[νπ Αἰιίνπ Πνκπε]ηαλνῦ θαὶ ἀξρηεξέσο Μεκκίνπ
[- - - - - - - - - - - -]νπ Γηνλπζίνπ ηνῦ ἑιιαδάξρνπ
[ἐπὶ πξώηνπ ἄξρν]ληνο Σίηνπ Φιανπίνπ Ἰνπιηα[λνῦ - - - - - - -,γξακ]καηέσο Ἀιεμάλδξνπ σπά[ηξνπ αξδηαλνῦ θαὶ] Λανδηθέσο θηζαξῳδνῦ ζεβαζην[λείθνπ παξαδόμνπ η]νῦ ηξὶο ἀξρηεξέσο, λνκνδε[ί][θηνπ - - - - - - - - - - - - ]πόπηνπ Σξσαδέσο πιεηζ[ην][λείθνπ. ἐπὶ ὑπάησλ Ν]σλίνπ Σνξθ[νπά]ηνπ Ἀζπξή[λα θαὶ Μ. Ἀλλίνπ Λίβσλν]ο πξὸ ʹ εἰδ(λ) Γεθεκβξίσλ.

Good Fortune! Decree of the artists and sacred crown victors of the whole world,
gathered around Dionysos and Imperator Traianus Hadrianus Augustus Caesar, the new
Dionysos, and their synagonistai and those who are member of the thymelic synod.
Since Ulpius Aelius Pompeianus, having been put forward by the most sacred council to
preside over the mystical agon donated by the emperor at very short notice for the city,
accepted the vote swiftly and accomplished the agon from his own resources in an
outstanding manner, falling not at all short in splendour and generosity, but decreed in
addition the piety of his native city to both the gods (?), and made all the donations
unsparingly, without failing in any expenditure, and by the speed of his enthusiasm he
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summoned the competitors when they were already on the road, and proved equal to
every part of the mysteries, having put up the prizes for the synod, and organising the
mystical contest, conducting himself as though uniquely elected to benefit his city – we
have resolved, in order to guarantee these honours to the emperor and to Dionysos, and
to preserve them in relation to the contest for the city, to honour this man with a statue
that will stand in the most conspicuous location of the metropolis, an exceptional statue
(?) for the competitors in the theatre and a most excellent example of virtue to the
spectators, on which it has been decreed that the competitors entering the mystical
contest should place wreaths, and if they do not, to ban them from the competition on
account of their ingratitude towards the best of men and their failure to obey the
resolutions of the synod; and to set up a statue of the man in Neapolis, and to testify to
the greatest emperor Traianus Hadrianus Augustus and to the most mighty governor
Trebius Sergianus through a decree both about the generosity of the man and the justified
gratitude of the synod.
C. Antonius Polemon (?) of Laodicea, comic actor, olympionikes, introduced the motion;
it was put to the vote by C. lulius Collega of Neocaesarea, comic actor, paradoxos. This
happened in the metropolis of Galatia, Ancyra, when the mystical agon was completed
under the helladarch Ulpius Aelius Pompeianus and the high priest Memmius [- - -]
Dionysius the helladarch, when T. Flavius Iulianus was first archon [- - -], when
Alexandros son of Sopatros of Sardis and Laodicea, kitharode, sebastonikes, paradoxos,
also three times high priest, was grammateus, and when [- - -] son of Epoptes of Troas,
pleistonikes, was nomodeiktes. In the consulships of Nonius Torquatus Asprenas and
Marcus Annius Libo, seven days before the Ides of December. 315

The title of the association makes it certain that we are dealing with a decree of the thymelic
synod. However, the last part of the title, θαὶ ηλ λεκόλησλ ηὴλ ἱεξὰλ ζπκειηθὴλ ζύλνδνλ, has
been the reason of some confusion. In his earlier work Poland believed that the νἱ ἀπὸ ηο
νἰθνπκέλεο (…) ηερλῖηαη ἱεξνλῖθαη ζηεθαλῖηαη denoted the international artists‘ association,
whereas the νἱ λέκνληεο ηὴλ ἱεξὰλ ζπκειηθὴλ ζύλνδνλ referred to a local artists‘ association of
Ancyra, which was about to join the international synod.316 In his 1934 article he revised his
opinion, arguing that the second part was just another way to describe the international synod
itself. 317 More recently, Mitchell and French translated it as ―those administering the sacred
gathering of actors‖, wrongly assuming that ―the festival is also described as a ἱεξὰ ζπκειηθὴ
ζύλνδνο.‖318 A detailed analysis of the sources shows that Poland‘s revised opinion goes in
the right direction. The verb λέκεηλ should be translated here as ―being member of‖, as is clear
from the Egyptian membership certificates of the thymelic synod. 319 It is, however, not a
simple repetition: it is used to denote all members, not only the competing artists and the
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synagonistai but also the support crews, administrative staff and philotechnitai. As such, it
was also used in an inscription of the Hellenistic artists‘ association of Ptolemaic Egypt. 320
Interestingly, the inscription reveals how the thymelic synod had come to Ancyra. After
Pompeianus had been chosen as agonothetes of the mystical agon that had been granted by
Hadrian shortly before, he had to react quickly: he needed to find competitors who had the
experience and know-how to stage a first-class musico-dramatic contest. It was a logical step
to contact the thymelic synod, the promotor of Greek high culture and imperial rule par
excellence. A delegation of the thymelic synod was already on its way to another agon, but
‗by the speed of his enthusiasm‘ Pompeianus managed to make the artists come to Ancyra,
where the contest in honour of Dionysos and Hadrian, the ‗new Dionysos‘, was celebrated
with all pomp. Because of his generosity – we can imagine that Pompeianus paid quite a lot of
money to convince the artists to make the detour – the thymelic synod honoured Pompeianus
with a statue in the theatre of Ancyra, which was to be crowned with wreaths by competitors
in future contests. Another statue was erected in ‗Neapolis‘, the identification of which has
been the matter of some scholarly debate.321 Finally, the decree was dated according to
several dating formulae, among which the mention of the synod‘s three archons in office at
that time. Copies of the decree were sent to Hadrian and to the governor of Galatia, who
might have been present at the agon.
After the celebration of the mystical agon in Ancyra, the artists travelled on to the north.
During another agon in Claudiopolis in Bithynia, they issued a second honorary decree for
Pompeianus, granting gilded images displayed on shields. The decree was brought back to
Ancyra by the kitharode Menodotos.322
Pessinus, the second civic centre of Galatia, was another stop on the agonistic circuit that led
through central Anatolia. 323 Like in Bithynia and Ancyra, the agonothetai of Pessinus often
held high offices with a connection to the imperial cult in the provincial koinon.324 In the late
second century AD the thymelic synod issued a decree in Pessinus, probably in honour of
such an agonothetes. 325 The fragmentary inscription reveals, in any case, that the honorand,
320
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According to Buckler and Keil 1926: 247, it corresponds to Neapolis in Pisidia, which would have been the
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on the basis of a few preserved letters in line 16, but the overall context makes clear that this decree is closely
linked to the earlier one issued in Ancyra.
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Ianuarius Licinianus, held the Galatarchy in the koinon of the Galatians.326 Another decree of
the thymelic synod was issued there in the reign of Septimius Severus. Unfortunately, only a
part of the title of the synod is preserved. 327
Southwestern Galatia comprised a part of the region of Pisidia. The most important city there
was Antioch, also known as Colonia Caesarea, as it had become a Roman colony in the time
of Augustus. The city was strategically located at a junction of roads that linked the provinces
of Asia, Lycia et Pamphylia and Galatia to each other. It is unclear whether it organised
sacred agones, since victory catalogues often do not specify which Antioch is actually
meant.328 In any case, it had one or more thematic or talent agones: a Latin inscription
mentions an agonothetes of a quinquennial talent agon, certam(inis) q(uin)q(uennalis)
talant(iaei).329 This is probably the same agon as the one mentioned in a decree of the xystic
synod, drawn up in Pisidian Antioch during the reign of Marcus Aurelius and Lucius Verus in
honour of T. Aelius Aurelius Menandros. 330 A copy of the decree was sent to Menandros‘
hometown, Aphrodisias, where he was honoured with statues and painted images. As a
pankratiast, Menandros had a successful athletic career to look back on: he won for instance
at the Sebasta, Pythia, Nemea and Capitolia, where he was crowned by Antoninus Pius
himself. In the later part of his career, he focused on the eastern agonistic circuits of Asia
Minor and Syria, gathering not only crowns and prizes, but also several honorary citizenships.
Afterwards, he became xystarch for life of all agones of Pisidian Antioch. In short,
Menandros was connected to a large number of cities and people across the eastern
Mediterranean. He was a hub in a network that not only contained big cities with famous
agones, but also poleis in the periphery of the agonistic world, like Zeugma on the Euphrates
and Philadelphia in Arabia. 331

8. Lycia et Pamphylia
Lycia and Pamphylia, regions easily accessible by the sea, had a longer agonistic tradition
than the inland regions. In the late Hellenistic period, the koinon of the Lycians organised the
isolympic Romaia and the Letoia in the sanctuary of Leto in Xanthos, and endeavoured to
attract an international crowd even in times of war.332 During the reign of Augustus, it also
organised an isopythic agon in honour of Augustus and Roma. 333 According to Balland, the
‗isolympic and ethnic agon‘ celebrated in the sanctuary of Leto in the second century AD was
a continuation of the former provincial Romaia.334 A recently published inscription from the
150s AD reveals that the Letoia were continued under the name Letoia Traianeia Hadrianeia
παξαδόμνπ, θαὶ πάζεο ηο ζπλό|[δνπ] εὐράξηζηνο ὑπάξρνπζα ἡκλ ἐο ηνὺο <Γ>α|[ιά]ηαο, ἡ ἱεξὰ κνπζηθὴ
πεξηπνιηζηηθὴ ΜΖΣΑ[- -] | [- - -]νο ηλ πεξὶ ηὸλ Γηόλπζνλ ηερλεηηλ ἱ[εξνλεη]|[θ]<λ>(?) ζηεθαλεηηλ ΧϹ θαὶ
ΑΣΑΥΣΑΝΤΣ(?)[- -] | [- - - - - - - - - - - - - - ] ΚΑΗΗΣΑΛ(?)[- -]. The stone is, unfortunately, now lost.
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Antoneia.335 The polis of Xanthos celebrated several thematic agones, such as the one
instituted by Ti. Claudius Caesianus Agrippa and the Antipatreia founded by M. Aurelius
Antipater.336 Thematic agones were also held in several of the smaller Lycian cities. The best
example is the musico-dramatic agon instituted by C. Iulius Demosthenes in Oenoanda,
known through a long inscription recording its donation. 337
Xanthos was the hometown of one of the most successful athletes of antiquity, the runner T.
Flavius Hermogenes. After his athletic career, he became xystarch of the agones in Lycia.338
An inscription from Hamaxia in western Cilica equally mentions such a xystarch. 339 However,
it is unclear whether these men held the xystarchy of all agones in Lycia, or only of the
agones organised by the Lycian koinon.340 Another inscription from Xanthos attests to the
presence of both synods in the late second or early third centuries AD. Their honours for a
rich notable who had been agonothetes were recorded in an inscription erected by the council
and people of Xanthos.341 A similar inscription with honours of both synods for an
agonothetes of an unnamed panegyris was found in Arykanda. 342 Further, an early secondcentury inscription from Rhodiapolis for the doctor, poet and philosopher Herakleitos Oreios,
erected by the boule and demos, mentions that he was honoured by ―the Alexandrians, the
Rhodians, the Athenians and the most venerable Council of the Areopagus and the Epicurean
philosophers at Athens and the sacred thymelic synod.‖343 In this case, however, it is not
certain where the synod‘s honorary decree was actually drawn up. 344
Although no provincial agones are known from Pamphylia, its cities knew a thriving agonistic
life in the second and third centuries AD. A large number of agonistic inscriptions and coins
from Side attest to the existence of several thematic and some sacred agones. Although no
agones are known in the sources of the first century AD, there must have been at least one, for
the thymelic synod had a precinct there in the time of Claudius. 345 Inscriptions from the late
second and third centuries AD speak of thematic agones founded by L. Avidius Maximus and
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Aurelius Paioninos Tuesianos.346 Furthermore, an isopythic agon was established by the priest
Dionysios in honour of Apollo, the agon Phoibeios, which became eiselastic under Gordian
III. Third-century coins also mention the Pythia and the Olympia – the former may have been
a continuation of the agon Phoibeios, and it is likely that the Pythia and Olympia were held at
the same time.347 A final contest was the mystical agon, probably founded during Hadrian‘s
reign like the one in Ancyra.348 According to Nollé, the poet Aelius Pompeianus Paion from
Side, honoured in his hometown as a ‗new Homer‘, may have played a role in its creation. 349
Paion was a distinguished member of the thymelic synod, who proposed the motion in honour
of T. Aelius Alkibiades during the Ephesea in Ephesus. 350 Furthermore, as philokaisar (friend
of the emperor), theologos (composer of celebratory speeches) and ‗rhapsode of the divine
Hadrian‘, he had strong connections with the imperial court. The similarities between this
man and Ulpius Aelius Pompeianus of Ancyra have been noticed by several scholars. They
carry the cognomen Pompeianus, they were associated with the thymelic synod, they had
connections with Hadrian and they were, or may have been, involved in the organisation of a
mystical agon. 351 Buckler surmised that Aelius Pompeianus Paion of Side was a son of Ulpius
Aelius Pompeianus of Ancyra, but Fein rejects this thesis: she notes that the latter gained the
Roman citizenship already in the time of Trajan, whereas the former only obtained it under
Hadrian. In her view, there was nevertheless an affinity between both men: Paion could have
adopted the cognomen Pompeianus in honour of the agonothetes of Ancyra, who may have
helped him to obtain the mystical agon in Side. 352
The xystic synod was also active in the cities of Pamphylia. In Side, a xystarch erected an
inscription in honour of P. Aelius Apollonides, the ab epistulis Graecis under Marcus
Aurelius and Lucius Verus.353 An inscription from Perge, finally, honours a hieronikes who
had obtained several xystarchies from ‗the emperors‘, presumably Septimius Severus and
Caracalla, or Caracalla and Geta.354

9. Cilicia, Syria and Arabia
The provinces in the Levant were separated by the Taurus Mountains from Asia Minor
proper, and therefore formed a separate circuit. Agones had been present in the region since
Hellenistic times, albeit mostly on a temporary basis. Some were organised by Hellenistic
kings, others by local rulers like Herod the Great. In the first century AD, the main venue for
agones was the city of Antioch, with the games of the koinon of Syria, Cilicia and Phoenicia
and the Kaisareia.355 Competitors from that city, such as the wrestler and later xystarch Ti.
346
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Claudius Patrobios, reached the international top.356 Nevertheless, a major increase in agones
only took place in the second century AD. By the reign of Septimius Severus agones were
held in at least thirty cities in Syria and Cilicia. 357 Several new contests were established in
Antioch as well, such as the Hadrianeia, the Kommodeios agon and in AD 212 the Olympia.
The latter quickly became the most prestigious agon of the region, and would endure longer
than any other in the entire Mediterranean. 358
According to Strasser, most of the agones of the Levant were arranged in a regional agonistic
circuit, taking place in the fourth year of an Olympiad. 359 This is illustrated for instance by the
victory catalogues of Aurelius Septimius Eirenaios of Syrian Laodicea and the xystarch T.
Aelius Aurelius Menandros of Aphrodisias. They won contests in Tarsus, Adana, Mopsuestia,
Aegae, Hierapolis/Kastabala, Zeugma, Hierapolis/Bambyke, Antioch, Beroia, Chalcis ad
Belum, Laeodicea, Apamea, Leukas/Balanea, Tripolis, Berytus, Sidon, Damascus, Tyrus,
Caesarea Panias, Caesarea Straton, Scythopolis, Neapolis, Philadelphia, Ascalon and Gaza. 360
In Cilicia only the xystic synod is on record. We know two xystarchs from Seleucia ad
Calycadnum: one held the office in Sparta, the other one in an unspecified city. 361 In
Anazarbus the victory catalogue of the successful athlete Demetrios of Salamis mentions that
he had been rewarded with several xystarchies by the emperors Septimius Severus and
Caracalla; if he held one of these in Anazarbus, this may have been the reason why the city
decided to erect an inscription and statue for him. 362 In Olba the council and people honoured
an athlete together with the sympas xystos, which, however, may only refer to the athletes‘
community in general instead of to the xystic synod.363
Despite the dense agonistic network in Syria and the prestigious agones of Antioch only one
inscription relevant to the ecumenical synods was found in the entire province. It is an
honorary inscription of the thymelic synod for the pantomime dancer Iulius Paris of Apamea,
found in Apamea and dating from the reign of Hadrian. The decree behind the honorary
inscription could either have been drafted in the synod‘s assembly during an agon in Apamea
or sent to Paris‘ hometown from another location. Paris held a row of honorary citizenships
and a number of prestigious offices: he was sevir in the Roman colony Berytus, local high
priest for life and stemmatephoros, ‗crown-bearer‘ of Apamea‘s patron god Apollo
Archegetes.364 There has been some discussion about Paris‘ high priesthood. Robert argued
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that he held the office in the fold of the local section (θαηὰ ηὸλ [ηόπν]λ) of the thymelic synod
in Apamea. 365 Almazova did not agree, arguing that pantomime dancers were not yet admitted
to the agonistic programmes of Greek festivals in the early second century AD, and that Paris
was probably a freedman, whereas synod members normally were freeborn from Greek cities.
She wrote that he could have been high priest of the Parasiti Apollonis, an association known
from Italian inscriptions of mimes and pantomimes. 366 In his SEG contribution on the
inscription Pleket countered Almazova‘s arguments: Paris could have belonged to the
synagonistai, as Robert wrote earlier, and he could equally have been a descendant of a
freedman – his various citizenships show that he was at least considered a free man.
Furthermore, the Apollo mentioned in the inscription does not correspond to the god of music,
but to the founder of the Seleucid colony of Apamea. 367 Although Pleket‘s reasoning is sound,
it still remains unproven that Paris was archiereus of the thymelic synod. As Aneziri notes, it
is possible that the offices of high priest and crown-bearer both related to the local cult of
Apollo Archegetes; if this is correct, the inscription does not prove that thymelic synod had a
permanent presence of officials in Apamea. 368 Iulius Paris could have been honoured by the
synod because of an outstanding performance or a private benefaction, either in Apamea
when the synod had gathered there or in another city of the international festival network.369 It
is in any case certain that the thymelic synod participated in one or more agones in Apamea:
in one of Hadrian‘s letters to the synod, we read that the emperor had written Publius
Marcellus, the governor of Syria, ―so that he ensures that the cash-prizes of the contest held in
Apamea, which you say that Alexianos withheld when acting as agonothetes, be duly paid to
the victors.‖370
Further to the south, two inscriptions were discovered in Gerasa, a city of the Decapolis that
belonged since AD 106 to the newly created province of Arabia. Shortly after that date, the
thymelic synod assembled in Gerasa to participate in the first edition of an agon held for the
wellbeing of the emperor Trajan. After the celebrations, the synod passed a decree to honour
the city‘s agonothetes, T. Flavius Gerrenus, who, in contrast to the agonothetes of Apamea,
had paid out the prizes scrupulously and had provided for the competitors by any means. Just
like in Ancyra, the synod decided to erect a statue of Gerrenus in the theatre, which was to be
crowned by all future competitors and performers. 371 A fine was imposed on all who refused
to do so: regular competitors had to pay the fine to the synod and performers in non-agonistic
programmes, such as mimes and pantomimes, to the city. 372 The second inscription from
θαηὰ ηὸλ | [ηόπν]λ ἀξρηεξέα θαὶ ζηεκκαηε|[θόξνλ] ηνῦ ἀξραγέηνπ | Ἀπόιισλνο [e.g. ἀξεη]ο θαὶ | εὐλνίαο
ἕλεθ[α].
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Gerasa concerns the xystic synod. In the early third century AD Gerasa‘s xystarch M.
Aurelius Alketas from Antiochia erected an inscription on behalf of the whole athletic
community for L. Alfenus Avitianus, the Legatus Augusti pro praetore of Arabia. 373

10. Egypt
The Egyptian chora was a latecomer on the agonistic circuit. 374 Before the third century AD,
only the poleis Alexandria and Antinoopolis organised fully-fledged agones. Alexandria
organised an ephebic contest and an unnamed penteteric agon in the first century AD; a
Sebasteion agon, a Seleukeios agon, a Hadrianeios Philadelpheios agon and Olympia are
attested in late second-century sources. Antinoopolis, a city founded by Hadrian, was known
for its annual great Antinoeia. These agones, though far from the major agonistic centres of
the ancient world, managed to attract quite a few international champions. 375
Although the provincial towns in the chora were technically speaking not poleis, they had a
strong gymnasium culture. Athletic and musico-dramatic performances did exist, albeit not in
an agonistic context. This situation changed around AD 200, when provincial towns in Egypt
were granted city councils by Septimius Severus, thereby obtaining the polis status. Polis
institutions were a prerequisite to organise fully-fledged agones and to link up with the wider
Greek world. 376 In the course of the third century AD agones were founded in Hermopolis,
Oxyrhynchus, Leontopolis, Panopolis and Lycopolis. Remijsen remarks, however, that their
international prestige was limited, since they lay outside the main travelling routes of the
international agonistic circuit. Accordingly, they formed a regional circuit that mainly
attracted local, second-rate competitors.377
The xystic synod must have extended its activities to Egypt in the first century AD, when
synod members such as the later xystarch Patrobios travelled to Alexandria to compete in the
unnamed penteteric agon. Still, actual evidence only starts in the late second century. An
inscription from Alexandria has traces of a letter from Septimius Severus to one of the
synods, presumably dealing with privileges. 378 The xystic‘ synod‘s xystarchs in Egypt also
come more clearly to the fore in this period: Demostratos Damas, for instance, held the
xystarchy of three agones in Alexandria, of the great Antinoeia of Antinoopolis ―and of all
agones in Egypt‖.379 At the same time, some Egyptian athletes pursued a career in the xystic
synod. Most famous are M. Aurelius Demetrios and his son M. Aurelius Asklepiades, who
originally came from Hermopolis. The former was high priest of the sympas xystos together
373
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with Demostratos Damas in the 190s and his son inherited the office in the early third
century.380 During his high priesthood, Asklepiades did not stay in Italy the whole time. In
Alexandria he was a member of the Mouseion, and in a papyrus from the archive of
Hermopolis‘ council he is attested as prytanis. 381 It is likely that he also looked after the
affairs of the synod while residing Egypt, perhaps as acting xystarch in one or more agones.
During an inspection tour in Hermopolis, Asklepiades was accompanied by the ex-kosmetes
M. Aurelius Ammonios, also an internationally successful ex-athlete who had built a career in
the xystic synod. His gravestone found near Hermopolis shows that he held the office of
xystarch of one or more Egyptian agones.382 A recently-published papyrus from Oxyrhynchus
reveals another Egyptian high priest of the sympas xystos, the boxer M. Aurelius Ploutarchos.
This man may be identified with an olympionikes from Philostratus‘ Heroicus, whose
Olympic victory was dated by Moretti to AD 205.383 This means that Ploutarchos probably
held the high priesthood of the sympas xystos together with his compatriot Asklepiades. The
papyrus contains two fragmentary receipts that indicate that Ploutarchos had received
something from someone else. However, since he is represented by a third person it is not
certain whether Ploutarchos was in Egypt at that time. On the other hand, the fragments of the
last preserved lines seem to indicate that Ploutarchos was being paid for services concerning
agones and the function of xystarch – it is therefore likely that Ploutarchos held a xystarchy in
Egypt during his absence from Rome.384
Less important Egyptian xystarchs frequently recur in the papyri of the third century AD, as
xystarchies must have multiplied in accordance with the many new agonistic foundations in
the Egyptian chora. Some papyri contain valuable information, for instance about the
xystarchs‘ responsabilities and the remunerations they received for their services. 385 However,
in most cases they do not act in the capacity of xystarch, but as private persons: Aurelius
Sarapammon alias Didymos, for instance, appointed a representative to go to Alexandria in
order to find a runaway slave. 386 Another papyrus has an invitation for a wedding party ―at the
house of the xystarch‖.387 We also have some correspondences between xystarchs and other
synod members, but the contents of these letters are difficult to decipher. It is not clear
whether they dealt with agonistic affairs, but they in any case show that xystarchs could
appeal to an extensive network of contacts in several Egyptian cities. 388
As for the thymelic synod, it is attested in a series of legal documents from the second half of
the third century AD. These are the membership certificates mentioned earlier in connection
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with the imperial letters cited in them. As opposed to the membership certificate of the boxer
Hermeinos of the xystic synod, the preserved membership certificates of the thymelic synod
were a part of a broader administrative procedure: they were used by their holders to request
privileges in their hometown. The bureaucracy of agonistic privileges and rewards was highly
complex, and is discussed in a separate chapter.389 Here it suffices to give a short overview of
the activities of the thymelic synod as revealed by the membership certificates.
The certificates are all very similar. They begin with a number of imperial letters that confirm
the synod‘s privileges. The next part is a circular letter addressed to the members of the
synod, declaring that the holder of the certificate has been admitted to the synod after having
paid an entrance fee. The certificate is then dated according to the synod‘s three archons: the
first archon, the grammateus and the nomodeiktes. Then, the agon during which the synod had
assembled and drawn up the certificate is recorded. Finally, the archons personally confirm
the admittance of the new member. Some of the certificates also contain a letter sent by the
synod to the hometown of the new member, containing a copy of the decree issued in the
synod‘s assembly about the admittance. 390
As such, the certificates are a rich source of information about several aspects of the thymelic
synod. They show, for instance, that delegations of the thymelic synod headed by three
archons travelled from city to city to take part in agones, using the opportunity to hold
assemblies and vote for decrees. These organisational aspects will be further discussed below.
A final category of evidence from Egypt concerns papyri and inscriptions where the synods
are mentioned in passing, for instance to illustrate one‘s status. Sometimes, it is clear that one
of the ecumenical synods, or both, are referred to: an honorary inscription from Alexandria
for a gymnasiarch and agonothetes mentions that he was member ‗of the thymelic and xystic
synod(s)‘, as were several of his forebears. 391 Aurelius Theon alias Nikammon, in an
authorisation with which he sent his son to Alexandria to deal with some legal matters, called
himself ‗former high priest of the holy ecumenical great synod‘, i.e. the xystic or thymelic
synod.392 Identification is less easy when people are said to be ‗from the holy synod‘, ‗from
the holy synod of tax-exempt hieronikai‘ or ‗from the tax-exempt hieronikai‘.393 These
expressions recur in various documents, such as tax declarations, private contracts, property
registrations and law proceedings. When a text only mentions ‗the holy synod‘, it is quite
plausible that one of the ecumenical synods is referred to. The epithet ‗holy‘ is very common
in the titles of both synods, and the abbreviation ‗holy synod‘ is frequently found in their own
documents, in Egypt as well as the other provinces. 394 The expression ‗tax-exempt
389
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hieronikai‘, on the other hand, has no parallels in the sources of the ecumenical synods, but it
may be compared to the phrase ‗hieronikes from the synod‘, which in some inscriptions from
other parts of the agonistic network clearly refers to the xystic synod. 395 However, a closer
investigation of the sources reveals that the tax-exempt hieronikai in the Egyptian papyri
belonged to city-based groups, operating independently from the ecumenical synods. In one
papyrus text, for instance, we read that a person belonged to ‗the tax-exempt hieronikai in
Antinoopolis‘.396 A combination of ‗the holy synod‘ and ‗the tax-exempt hieronikai‘ may
imply that the hieronikes in question was simultaneously member of one of the ecumenical
synods and of a local group of tax-free hieronikai.397 It is also possible that the latter adopted
the term ‗holy synod‘ from the ecumenical synods in order to enhance their own prestige. 398

11. Conclusion
In the 20s BC, the pankratiast Philippus Glykon boasted about his victories in Italy, Greece
and Asia – one of the first indications of the emergence of a transregional festival network.399
By the second and third centuries AD, the universe of first-class competitors had expanded
even more: competitors could now follow agonistic circuits in the interior of Anatolia, in the
rough province of Cilicia, in the entire Levant, in the Egyptian chora and even in barely
Hellenised regions such as Gallia Narbonensis. The growth of the ecumenical synods
coincided with this expansion. Their organisational and professional support had become
essential for competitors and festival organisers alike, as is illustrated by the traces they left
even in the remotest corners of the agonistic world, be it Nîmes, Tomis, Gerasa or
Oxyrhynchus.
The geographical overview of the activities of the ecumenical synods has revealed some of
their key features. First of all, it presents us with a remarkable uniformity in which regional
differences are difficult to discern. The same types of documents and officials recur
throughout the whole agonistic circuit, including regions like the Egyptian chora where
agones were introduced at a later stage. Especially notable is the ubiquitousness of the xystic
synod‘s xystarchs. Their appearance in honorary inscriptions is in many cases the only
indication that the synod was active in a given city or region. The uniformity of the thymelic
synod is best illustrated by its decrees, most important of which are the decrees for Dolabella
of Nîmes, for Alkibiades of Nysa, for Longianos of Aphrodisias, for Xenokrates of Heraclea
Pontica, for Pompeianus of Ancyra, for Iulius Paris of Apamea and for Gerrenus of Gerasa, as
well as those from the Egyptian membership certificates. They have the same characteristics,
e.g. regarding the titles of the synod, the officials mentioned in them and their honorific
contents. Nevertheless, regional differences are not entirely absent either. The western
ζπλόδνπ; BGU 4 1074, l. 5 (= Pap.Agon. 1): ὑκᾶο ηνὺ[ο] ηὴλ ἱεξὰ[λ] ζχ[λ]νδ[ν]λ λέκνληαο; l. 11: γξακκαηεὺο
ηο ἱεξᾶο ζπλφδνπ (thymelic synod); I.Louvre 73: ἀξρηεξαηεχζαληνο ἱεξᾶο ζπλφδνπ (xystic or thymelic synod).
395
For examples, see section IV.2.2, note 188.
396
P.Hamb. 1 14, ll. 3-4: ηλ ἐλ Ἀληηλφνπ πφιη ἱ[εξ]νληθλ θαὶ ἀηειλ. Another papyrus shows that the group
independently petitioned the emperors: P.Oxy 51 3611, with the discussion on pp. 226-227.
397
Cf. P.Oxy. 6 908, ll. 8-10: ηλ ἀπὸ ηνῦ Γηνλπζηείνπ θαὶ ηο ἱεξᾶο ζπλφδνπ ἱεξνλεηθλ ἀηειλ and
P.Berl.Leihg. 1 18, ll. 3-4: ηλ ἀπὸ ηο ἱεξᾶο ζπλφδνπ θαὶ ηνῦ Γηνλχζνπ ἱεξνληθλ θαὶ ἀηειλ. The references
to a Dionysium and Dionysos may imply a connection with the thymelic synod.
398
See sections III.3.1.4 and IV.2.3 for a further discussion of the tax-exempt hieronikai.
399
See section I.2.4.

156

predilection for pantomime resulted in an early acceptance of this art form in Italian agones,
which is why some freed pantomime dancers could become members and even officials of the
thymelic synod there. In the West, therefore, the thymelic synod was not completely immune
to Roman influences. 400 A second feature is the high mobility of synod members and officials,
and the interconnectedness of the different agonistic regions. Especially in Asia Minor a
picture of synod delegations travelling along well-trodden agonistic routes and circuits
emerges. During an agon, synod members not only participated in the contests, but also held
temporary assemblies in which the above-mentioned decrees were voted for. Several of these
decrees and letters were sent from one city to the other, sometimes across the entire
Mediterranean, and membership certificates like the one of Hermeinos were carried through
Italy, Greece, Asia and Egypt. These two features, uniformity and mobility, are further
explored in section III.1, where I discuss the organisational aspects of the ecumenical synods.
The most important extension of the synod‘s activities was their settlement in Rome in the
early second century AD. Rome had become a major agonistic centre after the foundation of
the Capitolia in AD 86: not only was it the westernmost agon that could match the prestige of
the games of the traditional periodos, the contests were also presided by the emperor himself,
who crowned the victorious competitors with his own hands. As such, it seems that the
synods‘ settlement in Rome was a consequence of the organisational requisites of such a great
agon. This was not the only reason, however, for the influence of the emperor was not limited
to the Capitolia. In the second century AD, the role of the emperor had become very
significant in the agonistic world at large: he was the ultimate judge, who could grant a firstclass agon to a city, but he could also take it away. He had the final say in agonistic affairs,
for instance concerning the festival calendar or privileges of competitors. The synods, which
had established close relations with the emperor from the beginning of the Principate, were
well aware of this. Their headquarters in Rome made their lobby work for benefactions,
privileges and titles much easier. As the letters of Hadrian to the thymelic show, competitors
encountered many practical and financial problems as they travelled across the agonistic
network. Contacts with the imperial court ensured that central solutions to these problems
could be stipulated, and hence guaranteed a smoother functioning of the entire agonistic
network.
Imperial support appears to be most outspoken in the reign of the philhellene emperor
Hadrian. Especially the thymelic synod benefited from this: our most important sources about
this synod were written in this period, as for instance the decrees found in Nîmes,
Aphrodisias, Sardis, Heraclea Pontica, Ancyra and Apamea. The synod comes to the fore as
the exponent par excellence of imperial ideology, falling back on Hellenistic practises of ruler
worship, which, in fact, had never truly disappeared. The celebrations of mystical contests in
Claudiopolis, Ancyra and Side, in which both the old and the new Dionysos were venerated,
are but one telling example. The xystic synod was not far behind, as is evidenced by the grant
of the headquarters and the adoption of the epithet ‗Hadrianic‘.
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The influence of the synods by no means waned after the Antonine dynasty. Due to the peak
of new agonistic foundations in the third century AD, it can be assumed that synod activity
also intensified in this period. The limited epigraphic output of the second half of this century
can lead to the false conclusion that the synods were but a shadow what they were in the
second century AD. A close look at the papyri, by contrast, reveals that delegations of the
thymelic synod were vigorously participating in the agonistic life of the Egyptian chora until
the very end of the third century, just like they undoubtedly did in the core regions of the
agonistic world. Nevertheless, a new world was dawning at the turn of the new century. The
fourth century AD would see the disintegration of the centuries-old Greek festival network,
and thereby the disappearance of the ecumenical synods.

3. The decline of the ecumenical synods
Around AD 300, one of the tetrarchs – probably Diocletian himself – held an audience with
ambassadors of the xystic and thymelic synods in order to discuss a pressing affair. The
consequences of the agonistic boom of the second and especially the third centuries AD made
themselves felt: the numerous sacred and eiselastic agones in the empire put the poleis under
financial pressure, as more and more competitors joined the formerly exclusive group of
hieronikai. These benefited from a chain of financial benefits, such as freedom of civic duties
(aleitourgesia), and the right to monthly pensions (opsonia). The audience resulted in an
imperial rescript, which has been preserved by chance in two different versions: the first
comes from the Codex Iustinianus and was sent to a certain Hermogenes, who probably can
be identified as the governor of Asia under Diocletian; the second was found on a papyrus
with court proceedings from the reign of Constantine and was addressed to the two synods. 401
Both can be used to clarify each other: the text in the Codex Iustinianus is an abridged version
of the original ruling, whereas the copy on the papyrus has several lacunae and is written in
bad Latin. The combined evidence shows that 1) the synods had taken the initiative to petition
the emperor and to propose solutions, as the papyrus clearly reads ad praeces vestras, ‗in
answer to your supplications‘; 2) the emperor decreed that from that moment on, the privilege
of aleitourgesia was restricted to those who won victories in at least three agones, one of
which being either in Rome, Greece, or in an agon for comic actors granted by one of the
emperors.402
In a recent article Remijsen has clarified two problematic aspects of the rescript. Firstly, the
petitioners in the papyrus seemingly belonged to one single organisation, because the word
‗synod‘ is written in singular: synodum xysticorum et thymelicorum. As such, it can be
compared to the above-mentioned inscription from Alexandria, erected in honour of an
agonothetes and gymnasiarch in the third century. The inscription states that the honorand and
his forebears were or had been members of the ‗thymelic and xystic synod‘ (ἀπὸ ηο ἱεξᾶο
401
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ζπκειηθο θαὶ μπζηηθο ζπλόδνπ).403 Mitteis believed that this synod was an Alexandrian
particularity. 404 This is improbable, as the discussion above has illustrated that references to
the xystic and/or thymelic synods always concern the ecumenical synods. Other scholars,
aware of the ecumenical character of this group, assumed that the xystic and thymelic synods
had merged in the late third century. 405 However, Remijsen argues that a merger is unlikely,
since other sources undeniably show that the xystic and the thymelic synods were operating
independently after the erection of the inscription from Alexandria. Furthermore, the xystic
synod is attested independently even in the fourth century. 406 Remijsen therefore offers
another explanation for the peculiar singular forms. As for the inscription, it was erected by
the honorand‘s family, and thus does not necessarily give a correct rendering of the synods‘
titles. The singular form in the imperial rescript would on the other hand have been the
mistake of a clerk, resulting from the difficulty to translate the complex Greek titles of the
synods in Latin. In other words, these two sources offer no solid evidence for a merger of the
two synods of competitors.407
Secondly, Remijsen has clarified why the synods would propose a measure that at first sight
seems to be detrimental to the competitors. This has to do with the exclusive membership of
the synods, which had remained, after all, elite associations. The high number of new sacred
agones made it possible for many second-class competitors to become hieronikai – an ephebe
in Leontopolis, for instance, could win the sacred ephebic games of the city and benefit from
the advantages of being hieronikes for the rest of his life, even if he decided not to continue
his agonistic career.408 In other words, the title of hieronikes had become less exclusive.
Although the interests of the synods sometimes corresponded to those of all competitors – as
is especially clear in the relation between the xystic synod and the whole athletic community,
the sympas xystos – they were still mostly concerned about their own members, i.e. those who
had paid the relatively high membership fee. The new tetrarchic regulation safeguarded the
exclusive high status of competitors who spent a large part of their professional life
competing on the entire agonistic circuit. 409
After the demise of the tetrarchy and Constantine‘s accession to the throne, the synods
continued their business as usual. Although the tetrarchic rescript is in fact the last attestation
of the thymelic synod, there is no reason to assume that it was dissolved shortly afterwards.
Since hardly any agonistic inscriptions were erected after the middle of the third century AD,
we depend on chance finds in the papyri to reconstruct the late history of the thymelic synod.
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The discovery of the certificate of Apollodidymos in the early 1900s, for instance, extended
the time-span of the synod‘s activities by about a century. It is possible that membership
certificates of the thymelic synod from early fourth-century Egypt will surface in the future,
since the agonistic network of the Egyptian chora only collapsed after the reign of
Constantine.410
For the xystic synod we are on surer ground. Around AD 313, a long and complex inscription
was erected in the synod‘s headquarters that gives some insights into its internal affairs.411
The inscription belonged to a larger dossier of four stelae, three fragments of which have been
preserved. The provenance of fragment A is unknown; only the left part of the stone remains,
amounting to less than one third of the original. Fragment B, by contrast, is nearly complete;
it was found in the graveyard of S. Hippolytus at the via Tiburtina.412 Fragment C, probably
from L‘Aquila and lost today, only contains a few words. At the core of the inscription is a
donation of money to the synod, ‗the gifts of the Apollonii‘, bequeathed by the deceased high
priests Claudius Apollonios alias Eudoxios and his son Claudius Rufus alias Psapharios. The
inscription seems to have served a double goal: it settled the accounts concerning the donation
once and for all, and showed the origin of the money for all to see so that the family members
could share in the honour. The text not only gives us some insight in the finances of the xystic
synod, but also reveals aspects of the organisation of its headquarters: several officials are
mentioned such as temporary grammateis, archigrammateis, a board of magistrates
(synarchia) and a ‗first high priest‘, the synod‘s leading official. Furthermore, it shows the
importance of families such as the Apollonii who occupied key functions in the synod‘s
administration for several generations. The core business of the synod also comes to the fore:
a part of the donation was used to contribute to the organisation of the agon of Athena
Promachos and the agon of Sol, instituted in the reigns of Gordian III and Aurelian
respectively. 413
Although the xystic synod‘s headquarters was still functioning normally, the world around it
was changing fast. The tetrarchic rescript already revealed that the agonistic circuit was
experiencing problems. The new measures may have taken away a major reason of financial
pressure on cities – the soaring expenses caused by the large number of privileged hieronikai
– but other problems, less easy to control, presented themselves in due time. Due to the
hyperinflation of the late third and early fourth centuries, the organisation of agones based on
cash-funds had come under jeopardy. As Remijsen notes, these were typically small, local
contests – the important ones were mostly financed by an agonistic estate, which was more or
less immune to inflation. 414 Still, the disappearance of some local contests triggered the
demise of others, since agones depended on each other‘s success, linked as they were in
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agonistic circuits. In the course of the fourth century, more threats to the agonistic circuit
would arise. These derived from fundamental political and societal changes, the most
important of which are 1) growing state centralisation that weakened the competition between
individual cities and the civic drive to invest in agones; 2) a growing penchant of spectators
and organisers alike for spectacular Roman-style shows as opposed to traditional agones; 3) a
changing mentality that eroded the ideal of athletics as a virtuous elite activity and 4) the
obstinacy of a diminishing number of professional competitors to adapt to these changing
circumstances. The gradual dissolution of the international agonistic network, which had
started with the disappearance of regional circuits and became truly visible from the middle of
the fourth century on, would be completed by the reign of Theodosius II (AD 408-450).415
The fate of the ecumenical synods was intertwined with that of the agonistic network. The
first victims of the decline were the synods‘ delegations working on the regional circuits. The
last attestation of an Egyptian xystarch dates from about AD 320: the archive of Apollonios,
the manager of an estate in the Hermopolite nome, contains an order to give an amount of
wine to a xystarch in payment.416 Since other payment orders concerned an aulos-player, a
boxer and an official of the blue circus faction, Bagnall assumed that all of them belonged to a
single organisation; in other words, the xystic synod would have been absorbed into the
circus. 417 There are, however, some flaws in this reasoning. The circus factions were at that
time only present in Alexandria; it would take another century or more before they would get
a firm foothold in the chora.418 Furthermore, since the documents belong to a private archive,
they do not prove that xystarchs and circus officials were working together in an official
capacity. Finally, we will see that a few other sources illustrate the independent existence of
the xystic synod in the later fourth century. Remijsen concludes, therefore, that the xystarch
may have helped the estate holder to find a boxer, for instance for a party or personal training,
on an informal basis: ―doing favours would not have been part of the xystarch‘s official duties
as representative of the athletic association, but given his professional network it was a natural
extension of it: a xystarch knew many local athletes and would be the logical person to ask for
advice when one wanted to hire some of them.‖ 419 With the collapse of the Egyptian agonistic
circuit in the middle of the fourth century AD, xystarchs are not heard of again – another
argument that they remained tied, until the very end, to traditional agones rather than passing
to the world of the circus.
Xystarchs may have kept their role in the organisation of agones where they still existed, i.e.
in the bigger agonistic centres of Italy, Greece, Asia and Syria. Ammianus Marcellinus,
writing in the second half of the fourth century, still knew about them, describing them as
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being attired in purple. 420 However, they are absent from the writings of Ammianus‘
contemporary Libanius that deal with the organisation of the Olympia of Antioch. Libanius
helped the organisers of the agon find competitors by writing to his high-ranked
acquaintances in the eastern Mediterranean. 421 Since finding and directing competitors to an
agon was an important task of xystarchs, Remijsen surmises that several local divisions of the
xystic synod in the provinces could have disappeared already. Still, she adds that Libanius did
not aim to describe the invitation procedure of athletes in detail – he may have been silent
about what was obvious to him. 422
The same considerations can be made about the presence or absence of the thymelic synod in
late fourth-century Syria. Several passages in Libanius‘ works from the 380s indicate that
local troupes of mimes and pantomimes dominated Antioch‘s theatre life – they received a
salary for their performances and had claques supporting them. 423 No trace can be found of
technitai around Dionysos. Nevertheless, it is possible that, if the thymelic synod still existed,
its members were operating in Syria parallel to the troupes of performers in Roman-style
spectacles. Apart from the Olympia of Antioch, we know that Apamea and Laodicea too still
organised agones in Libanius‘ time.424 It is not likely that the musico-dramatic components of
these agones were staged by the salaried troupes frowned upon by Libanius; organisers would
have rather sought participants in the dwindling pool of traditional competitors, who may still
have been represented by the thymelic synod. They were fighting a losing battle, though. Puk
notes that the number of synod members must have dropped sharply in a period when mime
and non-agonistic pantomime spectacles were becoming the norm: ―auch hatten die
dionysischen Verbände bislang vor allem dramatische Schauspieler vertreten, die nun aber
gegenüber einer Mehrheit anderer (nämlich mimischer und pantomimischer) Bühnendarsteller
eher eine Elite ohne Nachwuchs darstellten‖. 425 The tables had turned: whereas the thymelic
synod‘s early second-century decree from Gerasa reveals the marginal status of second-class
performances in that period, it was now the competitors in the agones that were pushed into
the margins.426
A similar gap between competitors and performers can be perceived in the athletic
competitions. Some literary sources from the fourth century suggest that career athletes even
managed to make athletic agones their exclusive domain, lower-class athlete performers being
forbidden to take part in them. 427 It must be said that there were possibilities to reach out to
the increasingly popular world of the Roman spectacle: in the late third century, some agones
included a new, more spectacular combat discipline called pammachon and several musicodramatic agones had admitted pantomimes and mimes since the second and third centuries
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AD.428 Nevertheless, these measures did not suffice to adapt successfully to the changing
preferences of organisers and crowds. The pammacharii, mimes and pantomimes who
competed in agones and chose to become members of one of the two synods were a small
group that stood out from a mass of lower-class performers; the synods, after all, were
anything but inclusive organisations. As such, the synods and the agones lacked the flexibility
that Roman-style spectacles and their performers offered. Whereas agones needed to be held
on a fixed date in a festival calendar so that travelling career competitors could attend,
spectacles could simply be staged by hiring local troupes of performers. 429
As more and more regional circuits collapsed, the synods must have focused their activities on
the remaining agonistic centres. The xystic synod is last attested in Rome. An excerpt from
the Codex Theodosianus contains an imperial order from AD 368, addressed to the praefectus
urbi Praetextatus. It decrees that chief doctors, archiatri, will be appointed in every region of
Rome, ―except for the portus xysti and the Vestal Virgins‖.430 Robert was the first to
recognise the athletic association in the so-called portus xysti, and established a link with the
above-mentioned funerary inscription from Thyatira for a chief doctor of the sympas xystos
(ἀξρηαηξὸο ηνῦ ζύκπαληνο μπζηνῦ).431 Arguing that the portus xysti, in anology with the
Vestal Virgins, should refer to a group of people rather than to a building, he conjectured
totius xysti instead of portus xysti – the former expression would have been the exact
translation of ηνῦ ζύκπαληνο μπζηνῦ.432 According to Forbes, the ordinance meant that the
emperor no longer appointed a chief doctor for the athletes, and therefore that his interest in
athletic affairs was dwindling.433 However, there is no indication that the synod‘s chief
doctors were selected by the emperor before; the ordinance only shows that the synod still had
its own doctor in AD 368, and that the state therefore did not need to provide one. 434
The last sources pertaining to the xystic synod were found at its headquarters. These are two
inscriptions on statue bases for the athletes Philumenus of Philadelphia and John of Smyrna,
erected in the years AD 367-375 and AD 384-392 respectively. 435 Erecting statues had
become rare in this period and required imperial permission. Philumenus‘ statue, for instance,
was granted by Valentinian, Valens and Gratian:
Filumenum. / Ddd(omini) et principes n(ostri) Valentinian(us), | Valens et Gratianus,
semp(er) Augg(gusti), | Filumenum in omni aclhetico cer|tamine ab oriente ad
occidente(m) usq(ue) | victorem pammacho lucta prancati | c(a)estibusq(ue) id est pygme
locatione sta|tuae in acletarum curia aeternita|tis gloria dignum esse iudicarunt | quod
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omnes xystici gratanter | acceperunt sen(atus) pariter simulq(ue) | p(opulus) R(omanus)
ingenti fabore prosecutus est (sic).
Filumenus. Our lords and emperors Valentinian, Valens and Gratian, eternal Augusti,
decreed that Filumenus, who was victorious in every athletic agon from East to West in
pammachon, wrestling, pankration, and with the gloves, i.e. boxing, was worth of eternal
glory by the setting up of a statue in the curia athletarum, which all synod members
(xystici) accepted gratefully. The senate, together with the Roman people, also bestowed
great favour upon him.

Philumenus and John were among the last champions competing on the international circuit,
and at the same time the last synod members known to us. The erection of their statues in the
headquarters, here styled the curia athletarum, was one of the final convulsions of an
association that was now but a shadow of its former ecumenic self. By the early fifth century,
the raison d‟être of the xystic synod had ceased to be: as Remijsen notes, competing in
agones had become an expensive hobby, just like in the archaic period, since the few
remaining agones were separated by large distances.436 An exact date for the final dissolution
of the xystic synod cannot be given, though. According to Remijsen, the terminus ante quem
is the donation of a house next to the baths of Trajan, the remains of which have been found
under the present church of San Pietro in Vincoli, to the Church in the 420s. 437 This house
was identified by Rausa as the headquarters of the xystic synod. 438 His arguments are mostly
based on the oldest records of the consecration of the church, which contain some allusions to
agonistic vocabulary and which show that the building had a different, probably pagan,
identity before it was turned into a church. 439 However, this evidence does not provide proof
that the previous building corresponded to the xystic synod‘s headquarters. As I have shown
above, Volpe has argued convincingly that the synod occupied parts of the bath complex of
Trajan itself, while not excluding the possibility that other structures, such as Rausa‘s house,
may have been used by the association for other goals, e.g. to accommodate athletes or
officials. 440 Therefore, the donation of the building to the church cannot be considered as an
ultimate terminus ante quem. As for the baths of Trajan, they were still in use in late antiquity,
and were only gradually abandoned after the fifth century. 441 Nevertheless, it is very likely
that the xystic synod had dissolved by the 420s, as the last agones, with the exception of the
Olympia of Antioch, met their end shortly afterwards. The same may be true for the thymelic
synod.442
Roueché believed that the two synods, or one synod that was the result of a merger of athletes
and artists, survived until the early fifth century. In her view, they were at that time absorbed
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by the expanding circus factions, which were reorganised so as to include all kinds of
performers: ―the fact that the reorganisation extended, apparently quite quickly, throughout
the empire, suggests that it was the result of some formal and centralized agreement,
presumably between the organisers of the circus factions and of the international synods. The
procedure would presumably have involved the synods – perhaps by now a single synod of
athletes and performers – in sending instructions to the local synods in each city, grouping
performers […] and athletes of various kinds. They will have been instructed to divide into
two groups, of Greens and Blues, with performers of each kind divided, as far as possible,
equally between each group.‖443 As Remijsen and Puk note, however, this theory is
problematic on several grounds. 444 First of all, the circus factions only coexisted with the
ecumenical synods in some big cities such as Antioch, Alexandria and Rome; in smaller cities
they only appear in the late fifth century, i.e. quite some time after the disappearance of the
synods. Furthermore, the first evidence of the inclusion of athlete performers and stage
performers into the circus faction also dates from these later decades. Second, Roueché
assumes that the synods were still present in a large number of cities in the eastern
Mediterranean before the absorption into the circus faction in the early fifth century. As we
have seen, the synods must have disappeared from most cities with the collapse of the
regional agonistic circuits in the second half of the fourth century. Roueché‘s hypothesis is
based on the wrong assumption that the synods grouped a large number of associations of
locally-embedded competitors and performers together. However, as I will show in the next
chapter the synods were rather organised as a flexible network of travelling athletes and
artists, supported by equally mobile officials in the context of a rotating agonistic circuit. By
the fifth century, this circuit, and therefore also the groups of synod representatives active in
the field, did not exist anymore.
Nevertheless, the synods‘ name lived on. Already in the middle of the fourth century AD,
Christian writers adopted the term νἰθνπκεληθή ζύλνδνο, ‗ecumenical synod‘, to describe the
great Church Council of Nicaea (AD 325) where bishops from all over the Roman empire had
gathered.445 They undoubtedly copied it from the xystic and thymelic synods, as these were
the only ancient associations that used this specific title. 446 Some decades afterwards, the term
entered official usage to denote a special kind of Church council with an authority not enjoyed
by others, and it has retained this meaning up to this day.
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CHAPTER III
ORGANISATION AND ACTIVITIES

In the geographical overview of the previous chapter, three important characteristics of the
ecumenical synods have come to the fore: the pan-Mediterranean scale of their activities, the
high mobility of their members and the uniformity of their different manifestations across the
empire. These observations immediately evoke new questions. A first set of questions concern
the ‗how‘ of this remarkable phenomenon. How did the synods function? What kind of
organisation lay behind all those scattered sources? What kind of system ensured the internal
coherence of the synods in such a wide geographical area, without having access to state-run
services like the cursus publicus?1 These matters are discussed in the first two sections,
dealing with the synods‘ internal organisation and the different categories of their members.
The following sections, conversely, investigate the question ‗why‘. The third section departs
from the perspective of the competitors: which advantages connected to synod membership
explain why members from the whole Greek world chose to join? The fourth section, finally,
examines the synods‘ role in the organisation of agones and agonistic circuits, trying to clarify
why they had become a vital link in the world-wide festival network.

1. Internal organisation2
The synods‘ ‗world-wide‘ organisational structure is what sets them most clearly apart from
other kinds of occupational groups, which remained embedded in the polis framework.3 This
structure is all the more remarkable because it reminds us of our contemporary world, in
which international organisations and companies are commonplace. However, the latter‘s
organisational structures cannot simply be compared to those of the ancient synods, since they
depend on technological revolutions, meritocratic management standards and, in general, the
specific characteristics of a globalised capitalist system. The ecumenical synods of the
Graeco-Roman world need to be approached on their own terms, bearing in mind the
limitations of a premodern society.
This section examines the transregional workings of the synods on three different levels. First,
I discuss earlier scholarly opinions, after which I propose a new framework to understand the
‗world-wide‘ organisation of the synods, investigating both the role of their Roman
headquarters and their workings in the other regions of the agonistic world. Next, I discuss the
officials of the xystic and thymelic synods, which then allows me to make some observations
about the organisational differences between the two synods. Finally, I examine the synod‘s
finances and the flows of money between different parts of the agonistic circuit.
Two important remarks need to be made before I begin. First, the synods‘ relation with the
Roman emperor is not explicitly discussed in this section; this subject will be instead
addressed in chapter IV. Whereas some scholars tried to describe the synods‘ organisation in
1
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accordance with their relation to the emperor, I will argue that he did not actively interfere in
their internal organisation. 4 Of course, he played an important role in their settlement in
Rome, but at least in the case of the xystic synod we have seen that the initiative came from
the athletes themselves. Second, this discussion is chronologically limited to the second, third
and early fourth centuries AD, when the synods as well as the festival network were at their
apex. The reason for this is the lack of information on organisational structures in the earlier
sources. I depart, therefore, from the situation after AD 140, when there is clear evidence
about the synods‘ headquarters in Rome and their activities in the different agonistic circuits
of the empire. Nevertheless, I suspect that the synods‘ organisation in the first century AD did
not fundamentally differ from the later situation. As we have seen, this century already knew
a festival network covering Italy, Greece and Asia, with agones geared to each other in a
festival calendar.5 Furthermore, the xystic synod already used the title πεξηπνιηζηηθή,
travelling from city to city, in the time of Claudius.6 I will argue that precisely the constant
travels of competitors in the Roman-age festival network necessitated the particular
organisation of the ecumenical synods. Since this fundamental interrelation has been largely
absent in previous studies, the following analysis fills a significant gap in research on Greek
agonistic culture.

1. On confederacies and local branches
Since the late nineteenth century, scholars have grappled with the ecumenical synods‘ ‗worldwide‘ organisation. The source material presents an extremely complex and often
contradictory picture: how to bring, for instance, the mobility of the synods in accordance
with their seemingly fixed presence in cities all over the empire? Most authors argued that
their organisational model consisted of a large number of ‗local branches‘ in the cities of the
agonistic world, which depended on a dominant branch settled in Rome. Similarly, some
spoke about a federal or a confederal organisation of local associations under the umbrella of
the Roman synod.7 This model was most clearly expounded by Roueché: ―Both the principal
synods, that of the technitai and that of the athletes, had the same basic structure: they were
empire-wide associations which brought together local groups and associations which were
themselves based in cities‖. 8
However, a different opinion can be found in some of the earliest works as well as in more
recent studies on the artists‘ associations. These also took the Hellenistic evidence into
4
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consideration, which allowed them to point out some necessary differentiations. Foucart, for
instance, argued that the thymelic synod was not bound to one particular city or region and
underlined its itinerant character.9 Poland was more ambiguous: on the one hand, he assumed
that the thymelic synod had local branches in at least some cities, but he also wrote that the
evidence ―läßt sich freilich nicht ohne weiteres auf lauter Zweigvereine in diesen Städten
schließen‖.10 In his later article, he tried to harmonise his ideas by making a distinction
between cities where the thymelic synod would have had branches (‗Sektionen‘) and cities
where its members would only have performed (‗vorübergehende Tätigkeit‘). 11 Poland also
remarked that geographical indications are not found in the thymelic synod‘s title, as opposed
to those of the Hellenistic artists‘ association of Isthmia and Nemea. According to him, this is
an expression of the mutual solidarity of all members of the thymelic synod, many of whom
furthermore did not have a fixed residence. 12
In a recent article, Aneziri continued along these lines:
The vagueness and the difficulty in understanding the organisation of the world-wide
Guild stems in my opinion from the fact that it was a centrally organised association,
which was active in all regions of the empire, but which did not give prominence to its
local branches. In this respect the oecumenical association of the imperial period is the
antithesis of the Hellenistic Koinon of Isthmos and Nemea, the branches of which existed
in their own right and are reflected in the title of the Koinon. On the other hand, its
organisation is similar to that of the Hellenistic association of artists in Egypt, the
allocation of which to cities and festivals does not seem to have acquired an institutional
13
form, while the guild as a whole was structured around the central Ptolemaic authority.

Important though their remarks may be, these authors did not develop an alternative theory to
understand the organisation of the ecumenical synods. Poland and Aneziri rightly stressed
mobility and centralisation, respectively, but at the same time they kept adhering to the idea of
static local branches. It remains unclear what is being understood under these local branches,
other than that they differed from the decentralised, quasi-independent branches of the
Hellenistic artists‘ association of Isthmia and Nemea. Aneziri‘s comparison with the
Ptolemaic artists‘ association is, in my opinion, not really helpful. It is true that both the
Egyptian association and the thymelic synod adopted the name of the monarch in their titles,
while at the same time avoiding geographical indications. However, the former observation
has more to do with a comparable ideological orientation (for which, see section IV.1) rather
than with a similar organisational model, whereas the latter only shows that both associations
had strong centralising tendencies. The limited information on the organisational structure of
the Ptolemaic association does not allow us to draw any more parallels.
A more idiosyncratic view was expounded by van Nijf in his 2006 article on the ecumenical
synods. Rather than departing from a fixed organisational structure, he saw the synods as ―a
rather loose agglomeration of various overlapping groups of performers of different types and
9
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categories, who could all claim to be somehow connected to imperially recognised, and
centrally located, associations of Rome.‖ 14 Van Nijf was right to stress the flexibility of the
synods, and his description is helpful when it comes down to understanding the connections
of synod members with other kinds of associations, such as the city-based groups of
hieronikai.15 However, the sources of the two ecumenical synods proper present a much more
uniform picture than van Nijf‘s approach allows for. As we will see, the same kind of officials
recurred all over the empire; moreover, flows of money in the fold of the synods presuppose a
fixed organisational structure, and the payment of membership fees also shows that the
synods‘ members were clearly delineated from other groups of performers. ‗Loose
agglomeration‘ therefore does not seem to be a suitable term. In order to better understand
how the ecumenical synods operated, it is necessary to harmonise the three characteristics
centralisation, uniformity and flexibility in one model.

2. On assemblies, representatives and headquarters
At the core of my alternative model is the assumption that the organisational structure of the
ecumenical synods can only be understood in the broader context of the imperial-age festival
network. The ecumenical synods essentially differed from the Hellenistic artists‘ associations
because an integrated festival network did not yet exist before the first century AD. As
Foucart already stressed, the key to a better understanding is the adjective πεξηπνιηζηηθή,
found in the titles of both the xystic and thymelic synods. Admittedly, the Hellenistic artists
were, like their counterparts in the Roman Empire, great travellers, who performed at agones
throughout large parts of the Greek world. Nevertheless, their travels were differently
organised: they set out from a permanent base, be it Argos, Thebes, Athens or Teos. In the
Roman empire, on the other hand, the situation was markedly different. Artists and athletes
were not settled in a particular city anymore. 16 Their travels were truly peripolistic: they went
from agon to agon according to a festival calendar fixed in consultation with the Roman
authorities, the cities and the synods. The ‗confederal‘ model with its static local branches
should therefore be abandoned.
Particularly revealing in this respect are the decrees issued by the synods. The synods often
mention that these were drafted when their members came together during the celebration of
an agon; this is stated consistently in the papyri, documents with legal value, which indicates
that assemblies during agones were not an exception, but rather a rule. 17 This observation
comes as no surprise when taking the context of the Roman agonistic network into
consideration: agones were the principal occasions in which itinerant synod members could
meet each other and hold assemblies. Thus, the prime decision-making bodies of the synods
were not confined to one particular city, which removes the artificial distinction Poland made
between ‗Sektionen‘ and ‗vorübergehende Tätigkeit‘. A similar distinction was made by
14

Van Nijf 2006: 226.
See section IV.2.3.
16
Cf. Chaniotis 1990: 96–97; Scheithauer 1998: 69.
17
IMT Kaikos 830: Sebasta in Naples; I.Aphr. 12 920: an agon in Pisidian Antioch; P.Lond. 3 1178: Sebasta in
Naples and Koina Asias in Sardis; I.Ancyra 141: a mystical agon in Ancyra; I.Ancyra 143: a mystical agon in
Claudiopolis; IG XIV 2495: Sebasta in Naples; I.Ephesos 22: the great Ephesea in Ephesus; BGU 4 1074 (=
Pap.Agon. 1): the Capitolia in Oxyrhynchus; P.Oxy 17 2476 (= Pap.Agon. 3): the Paneia in Panopolis;
P.Oxy.Hels. 25 (= Pap.Agon. 4) and P.Oxy. 79 5208: the great Antinoeia in Antinoopolis.
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Pleket, who wondered on several occasions whether a certain inscription was erected by an ad
hoc group of competitors gathered to participate in an agon or by one of the ecumenical
synods.18 The answer is a combination of both.
Let us take a closer look at the workings of the synods‘ assemblies, called ζπλέδξηα or
ζχιινγνη in our sources.19 The decrees issued by them strongly resemble those of the poleis
and koina: they were introduced (εἰζεγεζάκελνο) and put to the vote (ἐπηςεθηζακέλνο) by
individual synod members. In those cases where we can see how decisions were taken,
motions were accepted or rejected by show of hands, ρεηξνηνλία, 20 and sometimes unanimity
was reached (ὁκνζπκαδφλ).21 It appears that assemblies could differ according to their
composition. In my opinion, many of the extant decrees were issued by what I would call a
‗plenary assembly‘, i.e. one that brought together all synod members during a particular agon:
officials, competing members (ἀζιεηαί/ηερλῖηαη ἱεξνλῖθαη ζηεθαλῖηαη), athletic trainers in the
case of the xystic synod (ἐπηζηάηαη), synagonistai in the case of the thymelic synod, different
kinds of support crews and possibly also honorary members. 22 As such, it comes as no
surprise that we do not find any geographical indications in the synods‘ titles in these decrees,
except for ἀπὸ ηο νἰθνπκέλεο: after all, a plenary assembly brought together competitors
from all over the agonistic world. 23
At the same time, some sources reveal the existence of non-plenary assemblies, consisting of
smaller subsets of members. In the reign of Trajan, for instance, the high priest of the sympas
xystos T. Flavius Archibios was honoured in Naples with an honorary inscription by ἡ
θηινζέβαζηνο θαὶ θηινξώκα[ηνο Ἀιε]μαλδξέσλ πεξηπνιηζηηθὴ εὐζεβὴ[ο ζύλνδνο], ‗the
emperor-loving and Rome-loving wandering pious synod of Alexandrians‘. 24 Several scholars
argued that this was either an independent Alexandrian synod or one of the xystic synod‘s
quasi-independent local branches.25 However, I have doubts about these assumptions for a
number of reasons. First, the honorand, an Alexandrian himself, shows that Alexandrian
athletes could join the xystic synod and be promoted to the highest offices. 26 Second, the
18

Pleket 1973: 204, 206, 208, 212. Cf. also Pleket 2012: 103, dealing with an inscription from Sardis: ―In view
of the very elaborate titulature of the association I do not believe that we have here an association constituted ad
hoc by athletes attending a Sardian contest.‖
19
I.Heraclea Pontica 2, l. 6; I.Ephesos 22, l. 56-57.
20
This may not have been a general rule, since we have but one source stating this: SB 28 16959. Yet it is also
attested in the Hellenistic associations: I.Magnesia 54, l. 37-38 (= Le Guen 2001: vol. 1, TE 40).
21
IMT Kaikos 830, l. 35, with Robert 1968: 412.
22
This comes most clearly to the fore in I.Ancyra 141, l. 2-8: ςήθηζκα ηλ ἀπὸ ηο νἰθνπκέλεο πεξὶ ηὸλ
Γηόλπζνλ θαὶ Αὐηνθξάηνξα Σξαηαλὸλ Ἁδξηαλὸλ εβαζηὸλ Καίζαξα λένλ Γηόλπζνλ ηερλεηηλ ἱεξν[λεη]θλ
ζηεθαλεηηλ θαὶ ηλ ηνύησλ ζπ[λ]αγσληζηλ θαὶ ηλ λεκόλησλ ηὴλ ἱεξὰλ ζπκειηθὴλ ζύλνδνλ. The categories
of members are further discussed in section III.2.
23
Di Stefano 2004b: 179 was surprised to see the local indication ἐλ Νεκαύζσ[η] appear in the thymelic synod‘s
title in IG XIV 2496 (= Caldelli 1997: N16). However, this can be explained by the fact that this was not a
decree, but an inscription that probably indicated the entrance of the synod‘s clubhouse in Nîmes. See p. 121.
24
I.Napoli 1 51.
25
Poland 1909: 148; San Nicolò 1913: vol. 2, 64; Glotz and Graillot 1919: 1027; Moretti 1953: 190; Forbes
1955: 244; Caldelli 1993: 101, n. 216; Miller 2004a: 204; Decker 2012: 33.
26
The role of Egyptian athletes in the administration of the xystic synod is most clear in the reign of Septimius
Severus: cf. the careers of the high priests M. Aurelius Demetrios and his son Asklepiades, both Alexandrian
citizens, and the membership certificate of the Egyptian boxer Hermeinos.
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adjectives πεξηπνιηζηηθή and εὐζεβήο often recur in the titles of the xystic synod. 27 Third, it
seems improbable that a separate synod of Alexandrians with its own membership list would
have travelled along the agonistic circuit parallel to the athletes of the xystic synod. In my
opinion, the title in this inscription does not reflect the identity of the synod as such, but rather
describes the composition of the specific assembly that issued the decree. This would mean
that the inscription was erected by Alexandrian members of the xystic synod who had formed
their own temporary assembly during the Sebasta in order to honour their fellow countryman.
In other words, we are dealing with a non-plenary assembly, formed by a smaller subset with
limited responsibilities. Thus, the xystic synod was flexible not because it loosely connected
different groups and associations, but because its members could form different kinds of
assemblies in the context of an agon.
This hypothesis can also help us understand the honorary inscriptions for the high priests M.
Ulpius Domestikos and M. Aurelius Demostratos Damas erected in the xystic synod‘s Roman
headquarters by ἡ ἱεξὰ μπζηηθὴ ζχλνδνο ηλ πεξὶ ηὸλ Ἡξαθιέα ἀπὸ θαηαιχζεσο ἐλ ηῆ
βαζηιίδη Ῥψκῃ θαηνηθνχλησλ, ‗the holy xystic synod of those around Herakles, dwelling after
their retirement in Rome‘.28 Pleket assumed that it was an association separate from the
‗synodos of active athletes‘, having its own archons. 29 According to my theory, on the other
hand, the decision to erect honorary inscriptions was taken in an assembly that solely
consisted of retired synod members in Rome, including high officials of the xystic synod, 30
rather than in a plenary assembly with the active athletes. Something similar may have been
the case in Side, where the thymelic synod honoured Claudius under the following title: ἱεξὰ
ζπκειηθὴ ζχλνδνο ἡ πεξὶ ηὸ ἐλ ίδεη ηέκελνο.31 The decision to erect the statue appears not to
have been taken by artists from the whole world, but rather during a non-plenary assembly of
officials and other non-itinerant members residing in the synod‘s sanctuary in Side.
These observations bring me to another point: the preceding discussion about travelling
members and temporary assemblies still does not account for the more permanent synod
presence in some cities of the agonistic circuit. In the previous chapter, we have seen that the
thymelic synod was settled in Rome, Athens, Side, Nîmes and maybe Ephesus, Miletus,
Sardis, Alexandria Troas and Cos. The xystic synod, for its part, was certainly settled in the
great bath complexes of Rome and Ephesus. The Hadrianic letters, furthermore, make clear
that the synods had sanctuaries all over the empire. 32 In my opinion, the presence of the
synods in these cities and the travelling life of their members can be reconciled by making a
clear distinction between competitors on the one hand and synod officials and administrative
staff on the other. The latter cooperated in the organisation of agones and assisted active
competitors in various ways during the actual celebrations. They may also have prepared the
agenda of the plenary assemblies. I therefore argue that it is more apt to speak of delegations
or groups of synod representatives rather than of local branches. The synods‘ organisation
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Cf. I.Aphr. 12.719, ll. 2-3; I.Ephesos 1084; Pleket 2012: 102, ll. 3-6.
IGUR 237, 243.
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Pleket 1973: 217, n. 65; 2010a: 188.
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High officials of the xystic synod were almost always retired athletes themselves: see the next section.
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I.Side 31.
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SEG 56 1359, l. 84: αἱ δὲ ζύλνδνη ἐλ ηνῖο ἱεξνῖο ηνῖο ἑαπηλ.
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consisted of a complex network of synod representatives assisting active competitors along
their travels.
Not all synod representatives were embedded permanently in the cities. In smaller poleis,
officials were probably only present around the time when an agon was being held.
Permanent delegations, on the other hand, could be found in great poleis with important
agones such as Athens, Ephesus and of course Rome, where officials presumably had enough
to do the whole year round – hence the erection of inscriptions in Rome by retired synod
members and officials without the competing athletes. It can be surmised that in these cities,
facilities like archives and treasuries could be found. 33 Yet also in these cases not all officials
had to remain permanently on post: as we will see, for instance, the synods‘ high officials in
Rome tended to travel quite a lot. Officials, therefore, could be as mobile as active
competitors, as is clear in the case of the xystic synod‘s grammateis or its xystarchs
responsible for an entire region. 34 The flexibility and adaptability of the officials of the
thymelic synod is equally conspicuous. More examples of the mobility of synod officials will
be given below.
Of special importance were the Roman representatives of the ecumenical synods. These had a
markedly higher status than the others: they occupied edifices close to the imperial court
where central decisions were taken, and which I therefore described as ‗headquarters‘. These
central decisions, spread throughout the festival network by highly mobile officials, can
explain the remarkable internal coherence and uniformity of the synods‘ transregional
organisation.
The following overview of the synods‘ officials serves as a further argument for this
organisational model. The xystic and thymelic synods are discussed separately. In the section
on the xystic synod, I first examine the central role of its officials in Rome and their ties with
the rest of the festival network, after which I study the synod‘s representatives in other
agonistic centres. For the thymelic synod, I take the opposite approach: since the officials in
its headquarters are badly documented, I start with the representatives in the provinces, which
then allows me to make some observations about its top officials in Rome. In this discussion,
not all individual officials are mentioned by name; a full list can be found in appendix I.

3. The officials of the xystic synod
1) Officials in the Roman headquarters
The xystic synod‘s highest officials were the high priests of the sympas xystos, who have
already turned up quite often in this thesis. As I have argued above, the reference to the
sympas xystos indicates that they had risen to such a high prestige that they could claim to
represent the whole athletes‘ community. 35 The office existed already before the move to
Rome: the high priest mentioned by Claudius in his letter to the synod can probably be
identified as such and an inscription from the reign of Nerva shows a high priest of the
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Archives are attested with certainty in Rome: IGUR 235, l. 8.
For these, see note 95.
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See p. 86.
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sympas xystos active in the Ephesian harbour baths.36 After the acquisition of the headquarters
in Rome, the high priests of the sympas xystos accumulated two more offices. They became
directors of the imperial baths, i.e. those of Trajan, which means that they administered the
entire complex in which the xystic synod was embedded. 37 Furthermore, they were xystarchs
for life. It appears that the three offices became inextricably linked, which resulted in this
title: ἀξρηεξεὺο ηνῦ ζύκπαληνο μπζηνῦ, δηὰ βίνπ μπζηάξρεο θαὶ ἐπὶ βαιαλείσλ ηλ εβαζηλ
/ ηνῦ εβαζηνῦ.38
The office of xystarch in this context demands some more explanation. 39 Top officials like the
high priests of the sympas xystos could accumulate various xystarchies over the whole
agonistic network, as the inscription from Sardis for Demostratos Damas shows. 40 Yet it
appears that the office of xystarch in the titles of the high priests of the sympas xystos refers
especially to that of the Italian agones. In AD 194, there were three high priests of the sympas
xystos, as is evidenced by the certificate of Hermeinos.41 I believe that these three men held
the xystarchy of respectively the Capitolia, the Sebasta and the Eusebeia: In AD 194, M.
Aurelius Demetrios was xystarch of the Sebasta, while his colleague Demostratos Damas then
held the xystarchy of the Capitolia, which he had obtained already in the reign of Marcus
Aurelius and Commodus. 42 There was one other major agon in Italy at the end of the second
century, and one other high priest. This makes it probable that the third high priest,
Chrysippos, was responsible for the Eusebeia.
Interestingly, we read in Demostratos Damas‘ honorary inscription that he received the
xystarchies of the Sebasta and Eusebeia from Septimius Severus and his co-emperor
Caracalla, i.e. after AD 198. Since these top xystarchies were held for life, it would mean that
Damas assumed them after the death of his colleagues. 43 Demetrios was probably still alive
somewhere after AD 200, as Strasser has shown. 44 Therefore, Damas accumulated the
xystarchies of the three Italian agones from the beginning of the 200‘s until his own death in
the years before AD 217.45 Afterwards, his offices of high priest, director of the imperial
baths and xystarch were inherited by his son Aurelius Damas. 46 However, it seems unlikely to
me that Demostratos Damas and his successors actually monopolised these three xystarchies,
36

P.Lond. 3 1178, l. 28 (= Pap.Agon. 6); I.Ephesos 1124.
Caldelli 1992: 80–85.
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The comma could equally be placed after δηὰ βίνπ. In any case, both offices were held lifelong: in some
variants of the title, δηὰ βίνπ clearly belongs either to the high priesthood or to the xystarchy. For a list of the
office-holders known to us and the corresponding sources, see appendix I.
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‗Normal xystarchs‘ in other regions of the agonistic circuits are discussed in the next section. Here, it suffices
to say that they were involved in the central organisation of agones.
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Sardis VII.1 79c, ll. 10-34.
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P.Lond. 3 1178, ll. 50-57 (= Pap.Agon. 6): ἐπ[ὶ ἀξ]ρηε[ξέ]σλ ηνῦ ζχκπαληνο μπζηνῦ θαὶ μπζηαξρλ δηὰ βίνπ
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ἀξρηεξέσο; Sardis VII.1 79c, ll. 10-15.
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Strasser 2004a: 445.
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Strasser 2003: 267.
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since we know several other high priests of the sympas xystos who equally were directors of
the imperial baths and xystarchs for life in the first half of the third century. M. Aurelius
Asklepiades, the son of Demetrios, held the offices during the sole reign of Caracalla, which
means he must have been a direct colleague of either Demostratos Damas himself or of his
son.47 Other high priests of the sympas xystos in the first half of the third century AD are M.
Aurelius Ploutarchos, M. Aurelius Philosebastos and M. Aurelius Perelius Alexandros.48 I
therefore surmise that after the death of Demetrios and Chrysippos, the officiating high priests
either shared their xystarchies – in other words, that there were two or three xystarchs at once
for a single agon49 – or that the xystarchies were rotating between them.
This brings me to the question whether the high priesthood of the sympas xystos was always
hereditary or not. M. Ulpius Domestikos passed on his offices to his son, M. Ulpius Firmus
Domestikos, and we have seen that M. Aurelius Asklepiades and Aurelius Damas,
respectively the sons of Demetrios and Demostratos Damas, succeeded their fathers in the
high priesthood. Nevertheless, the honorary inscription of Demostratos Damas makes clear
that in this period the offices were not hereditary a priori; rather, this was an exceptional
honour that had to be granted by the emperor.50 A highly successful athletic career still
remained the key to rise to the highest office in the xystic synod, which explains why new
high priests like Ploutarchos, Philosebasos and Perelius Aurelius Alexandros could enter the
scene that was previously dominated by the families of Demetrios and Demostratos Damas.
In the later third century AD, another hereditary line of high priests established itself: the
Apollonii, a family originally from Smyrna. They may have been descendants of the
pankratiast Ti. Claudius Rufus, one of the earliest xystarchs in our source material. 51 The
family is mainly known through a long inscription erected in the synod‘s headquarters in the
reign of Constantine, recording a donation of money by will of the high priests Claudius
Apollonios alias Eudoxios and his son Claudius Rufus alias Psapharios. 52 As Remijsen
argues, the same Claudius Apollonios is probably also mentioned in an honorary inscription
from the synod‘s headquarters, which mentions that he had inherited the high priesthood from
his father Claudius Rufus.53 Thus, at least three generations of the Apollonii had held the high
priesthood: Claudius Rufus I – Claudius Apollonios (alias Eudoxios) – Claudius Rufus II
(alias Psapharios). Remijsen rightly writes that the management of the synod‘s headquarters
had not become a family business, though. At the time when the will was stipulated, the
47
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synod‘s leading official was not a family member of the Apollonii but a man called M.
Aurelius Rhodon, who was styled ‗the first high priest‘, ὁ πξηνο ἀξρηεξεχο.54 We do not
know whether such a first high priest existed in the second or third centuries AD, but the fact
that Demostratos Damas headed the list of high priests in Hermeinos‘ membership certificate
already points to a certain pre-eminence, as Strasser observed.55
Apart from organising the Italian agones and administering the baths of Trajan, the exact
functions of the high priests remain largely in the dark. Still, since they maintained good
relations with the imperial court we can surmise that they played a key part in the negotiations
with the emperor about privileges and about the coordination of the agonistic circuit. It is
quite likely, for instance, that they were present during the deliberations with Hadrian that led
to the reform of the festival calendar – after all, high priests attended the Sebasta of Naples
even before the acquisition of the Roman headquarters.56 At the same time, it is important to
note that many high priests had responsibilities in other regions of the agonistic world.
Demostratos Damas, for instance, travelled along the agonistic circuit in order to exercise his
various xystarchies. 57 Similarly, M. Aurelius Ploutarchos is attested in two receipts from
Oxyrhynchus, which probably had to do with a xystarchy he held there. 58 M. Aurelius
Asklepiades went back to his hometown Hermopolis, where he, in the capacity of prytanis,
went on an inspection tour on a neglected domain belonging to the priests of Sarapis. 59 C.
Perelius Aurelius Alexandros, finally, was priest of Apollo in his hometown Thyatira. 60
In the Roman headquarters, the high priests were assisted by several kinds of secretaries or
grammateis. Key evidence comes from the donation of the Apollonii, which stipulates how
synod officials could access the files concerning the will:
εἰ δέ ηηο βνύιεηαη ἐλ ηῆ κειινύζῃ πεξηόδῳ [- - -] ηὸ ἔλγξαθνλ, εἴηε ηηο θαηαζηαζῆ (?) ἐπὶ
ηῆ ζηαηίσλη ἀξρηγξακκαηεὺ[ο θαηὰ] ηὸλ πξνάγνλ|ηα ηύπνλ, ἤηε θαὶ ηλ ἀξρηεξέσλ ηηο ἤηε
ζπλαξρία ηο ζπλόδνπ, εἴηε ἀξρηγξακκαηεῖο ἢ θαὶ γξακκαηεῖο νἱ θαηὰ θαηξόλ, δηδόησζαλ
ρεῖξαλ ηῆ Λνλγείλῃ θηι.
If someone wants, in the upcoming periodos [- - -] the written document, be it someone
who is appointed as archigrammateus in the headquarters according to the official
procedure (?), one of the high priests or the synarchia of the synod or the
archigrammateis or the grammateis in office, they have to give a signed document to
Longina.61

The passage is difficult to understand, for we do not know for sure whether in the
enumeration the ἤηε are on the same level as the εἴηε. We read that the synod had a kind of
executive board (ζπλαξρία), but it is not clear whether it only consisted of high priests or
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whether the archigrammateis also had a seat in it. Furthermore, the clause differentiates
between archigrammateis, who were appointed in the synod‘s headquarters, and grammateis
θαηὰ θαηξόλ, which means that these had a temporary appointment. The archigrammateis
were obviously the most eminent secretaries; the office was probably for life. One of the
Apollonii, Claudius Apollonios, was archigrammateus, and was as such involved in the
synod‘s financial transactions and in the formulation of different kinds of documents. 62 The
office of grammateus, on the other hand, seems to have been connected to the synod‘s lower
administration and to the organisation of agones in one specific timespan, called periodos in
the donation.63
This can also be deduced from the membership certificate of Hermeinos, which was drawn up
in Naples by an archigrammateus called P. Aelius Euktemon. Remarkably, he signed the
document as ἀξρηγξακκαηεὺο μπζηνῦ, γξακκαηεχζαο ηο ζπλφδνπ.64 This implies that he had
been a normal grammateus earlier in his career and had now risen to the more prestigious
office of archigrammateus. However, before the personal signatures the document was dated
according to the same officials, and here Euktemon is listed as [γξακκαηεχνληνο] η[ο
ζπ]λφδνπ Πνπιίνπ Αἰιίνπ Δὐθηήκνλνο [ἀξρηγξακκαηέ]σο μ[π]ζηνῦ, ―at the time when P.
Aelius Euktemon, archigrammateus of the xystos, was grammateus of the synod‖.65 The
restoration of the present form γξακκαηεχνληνο is quite certain, for an aorist would be out of
place when considering the other offices in the list: μπζηαξρνῦλ[ην]ο, ἀξρφλησλ,
ἀξγπξνηακίνπ. Euktemon, therefore, combined two distinct offices: archigrammateus in the
headquarters and normal grammateus in the synod‘s delegation at the Sebasta of Naples.66
Euktemon‘s offices can be seen as a parallel of those of M. Aurelius Demetrios: the latter was
high priest of the sympas xystos in Rome, and at the same time xystarch of the synod in
Naples. Similarly, the grammateus Quintilius Karpophoros of Ephesus, who signed
Hermeinos‘ second certificate in Sardis, was at the same time archigrammateus.67 He is also
on record in Delphi, 68 and according to Robert he can be identified with the archigrammateus
who erected a votive inscription for Zeus on Corfu after having survived shipwreck – this
probably happened during one of his travels from or towards Rome. 69 It is thus clear that
archigrammateis, like the high priests, did not necessarily stay in Italy the whole time. 70 Their
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IGUR 246, frag. A, l. 25: [ὑπνγξάθνληνο Κι(απδίνπ)] | Ἀπνιισλίνπ ηνῦ θαὶ Δὐδνμίνπ ηνῦ ηλ
ἀξρηγξακκα[ηέσλ; frag. B, l. 10-11: ὑπν|γξάςαληεο δηὰ ηνῦ ἀδειθνῦ ἡκλ Κι(απδίνπ) Ἀπνιισλίνπ ηνῦ θαὶ
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P.Lond. 3 1178, ll. 82-83 (= Pap.Agon. 6).
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P.Lond. 3 1178, ll. 64-65 (= Pap.Agon. 6).
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As also argued by Decker 2012: 41.
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P.Lond. 3 1178, ll. 101-102 (= Pap.Agon. 6). There is a gap before the word γξακκαηεχσλ, where
[ἀξρηγξακκ]|αη[επο μπζηνῦ] probably stood: Frisch 1986: 126–127; also Robert 1928: 420–421.
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FD III.1 209.
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BE 1964 217: [Κπηληίιηνο Καξπνθόξ]νο θ[έ]ζηνο ἀξρηγξακκαηεὺο μπζηνῦ ραξηζηήξηνλ.
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See also the archigrammateis Livius Domestikos and Aurelius Herodes. The former died in Erythrae, whereas
the latter was buried in Rome, far from his ancestral Philadelphia: I.Erythrai 416; IGUR 404.
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travels ensured that the different regions of the agonistic circuit remained strongly tied to the
Roman headquarters.
It is interesting to note that none of the archigrammateis or grammateis in our sources seem
to have had an athletic career before taking up their offices in the synod‘s administration. In
the certificate of Hermeinos, for instance, all the other officials proudly mention their
disciplines and honorary titles, whereas the archigrammateis only mention their names. It is
therefore probable that influential families pushed their scions without athletic talent forward
to serve in the synod as administrators, in order to retain some influence. Claudius Apollonios
is a good example of this policy.
A last high official affiliated to the Roman headquarters is the archiatros or chief doctor.
They are badly documented: one died in Thyatira in the second or third centuries AD, and
from an imperial ordinance from the later fourth century we know that archiatri were at that
time still active in the headquarters.71
2) Representatives in the provinces
The most important source for the xystic synod‘s representatives at the various agones of the
festival network is, again, the membership certificate of Hermeinos. At the first sight, the
various officials present a rather confusing image. As I have shown in the previous section,
this confusion is due to a certain overlap between the high officials of the Roman
headquarters and the synods‘ representatives in the provinces: in the documents drawn up in
Naples and Sardis, the xystarchs and grammateis were simultaneously high priests of the
sympas xystos and archigrammateis respectively. When we leave out the offices connected to
the headquarters, the typical group of representatives of the xystic synod can be reconstructed
as follows:





A xystarch
Two archons
A treasurer (ἀξγπξνηακίαο)
A grammateus

The xystarch
Xystarchs are the best-known synod officials, appearing in about 90 inscriptions and papyri
from Italy, Greece, Asia Minor, the Levant and Egypt. The office was first studied by Glotz in
1919,72 but it was Robert who gave the first clear definition: ―un athlète nommé à vie par
l‘empereur pour veiller à la discipline des athlètes dans un concours ou dans tous les concours
d‘une ville ou d‘une région.‖73 This definition needs to be revised on several points, though.
First, xystarchs are described as ex-athletes in the service of the emperor through which he
could keep the synods and the agonistic world under control, and not as full-fledged officials
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TAM V.2 1097; Cod. Theod. 13.3.8, with Robert 1950: vol. 9, 27; Remijsen 2015: 136. See also p. 163.
Glotz and Graillot 1919: 1029–1031.
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Robert 1966a: 82. The definition is still frequently used in commentaries on inscriptions featuring xystarchs,
as in TAM V.3 1490, Frisch 1986: 90; Petzl and Schwertheim 2006: 49; Guerber 2010: 226.
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of the xystic synod.74 However, a closer look at the sources shows that they were indeed true
synod officials. The fact that they feature in the lists of officials in Hermeinos‘ certificate is
already a clear indication. Further proof comes from a decree drawn up by the xystic synod in
Pisidian Antioch to honour T. Aelius Aurelius Menandros, xystarch of the agon in which the
synod members had just participated. The decree clearly states that Menandros exercised his
office within the framework of the synod: ―having become xystarch, he cared with such
forethought and concern, and with all zeal, for our interests, exercising his office among us
exceedingly well.‖75
Secondly, it is by no means certain that all xystarchs were appointed for life. Many sources
contain the phrase μπζηάξρεο δηὰ βίνπ, e.g. those concerning the xystarchies of the high
priests of the sympas xystos, but many others do not; thus, we have to consider the possibility
that a lifelong appointment was a specific honour.76 This seems to be confirmed by an
inscription from Sinope erected in honour of a former xystarch. 77 Similarly, it is not certain
that all xystarchs were appointed by the emperor. We only have nine cases in which this is
indicated, of which one is unclear and another one may only refer to the hereditary status of
his xystarchies. 78 The fact that this was explicitly stated in these inscriptions may indicate that
an imperial appointment was an exceptional honour, reserved for very successful athletes,
instead of a rule. Indeed, six of them personally met the emperor(s) and received other
exceptional honours beside their xystarchies. 79 If we stick to the assumption that all
xystarchies were granted by the emperor, we could ask ourselves whether this was only a
formal confirmation, required by protocol. It is hardly believable that the emperor devoted his
time to selecting every xystarch in the empire. In my opinion, xystarchs were chosen by the
xystic synod, for it was necessary to have some knowledge of the local agonistic context
before formal appointments could be made.
A third observation concerns the xystarchs‘ activities. Hadrian stated that the athletes
competed under the direction of the xystarchs, but this does not mean that the latter personally
watched over the athletes‘ behaviour during the contests, as Robert‘s definition seems to
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The interpretation of xystarchs as imperial agents goes back to Dittenberger 1877: 20. Modern examples are
Ferrary 1996: 203, n. 58; Pleket 2010a: 188, who calls them ‗imperial commissioners‘; van Nijf 2012: 86:
―emperors appointed special officials to exercise control over the associations through the institution of
xystarchia.‖ Van Nijf, however, also stressed that ―these associations were no mere puppets of imperial policy.‖
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I.Aphr. 12 920, l. 21-25: [δὲ γ]ελόκελνο μπζηάξρεο ηνζαύηῃ πξνλνίᾳ θαὶ ἐπηκειείᾳ κεηὰ ζπνπδο ἁπάζεο
θήδεηαη ηλ ἡκεῖλ δηαθεξόλησλ ηὰ θάιιηζηα θαὶ ἄξηζηα πνιεηηεπόκελνο ἐλ ἡκεῖλ (trans. Ch. Rouché, with
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I.Smyrna 667; IG II/III² 2.2 2193, ll. 1-3; I.Magnesia 180, ll. 16-21; Sardis VII.1 79c, ll. 10-14, 28-34; I.Perge
314; SEG 12 512, ll. 1-3; IGUR 249, ll. 11-17. The Greek in I.Aphr. 12 920, ll. 17-21 is not entirely clear; in IvO
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Seven if we include the xystarch L. Curius Maximianus Anat(olius), who got many other honours from the
emperors beside his lifelong xystarchies, but did not have an impressive athletic career to look back on: I.Perge
314.
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imply. 80 Pleket rightly wrote that this was rather the responsibility of lower functionaries like
mastigophoroi, ‗whip bearers‘.81 Pleket then proposed an alternative theory: according to him,
xystarchs were ‗imperial commissioners‘ who kept an eye on the cities‘ finances concerning
agones.82 He supported this view with the above-mentioned decree for Aelius Aurelius
Menandros, in which we read that ―with sufficient expenditure and much effort he succeeded
in arranging that the recent contest was conducted among the people of Antioch, so that we
think that the prize money came from his own resources.‖83 However, this inscription does
not prove that xystarchs controlled the finances of an agon. Two inscriptions from
Aphrodisias show that true imperial officials like the curators reipublicae were responsible
for this. 84 Menandros, on the other hand, was honoured because he paid for the prize money
out of his own pocket, i.e. an exceptional benefaction. In my opinion, therefore, xystarchs
were not appointed by the emperor as external supervisors; rather, they were involved in the
internal organisation of agones and can therefore be considered as the xystic synod‘s
counterpart of civic agonothetai (i.e. festival organisers). Several sources indicate that both
officials cooperated closely. First, an agonothetes and two xystarchs erected a statue in Sardis
for a victorious athlete, possibly after a celebration of Chrysanthina.85 Second, it is probably
no coincidence that the erection of a statue for M. Aurelius Epagathon, agonothetes of the
Pythia of Delphi between AD 161 and 180, was taken care of by the xystarch, T. Flavius
Eurydikos.86 Third, Tertullian names the xystarch together with the agonothetes when using
an athletic agon as a metaphor for the struggle of martyrs. Both are compared to an aspect of
God: ―Bonum agonem subituri estis in quo agonothetes Deus vivus est, xystarches Spiritus
Sanctus‖, ―You are about to pass through a noble contest, in which the agonothetes is the
living God and in which the xystarch is the Holy Spirit‖. 87 Finally, xystarchs were even
dressed like agonothetai, i.e. with a crown and purple robes, if Ammianus Marcellinus‘
observation about the attire of xystarchs counts for the whole Greek world. 88 This also
explains why xystarchs, like agonothetai, attained such a high prestige in the communities
where they officiated, and consequently, why so many inscriptions were erected for them.
To what extent, then, did the responsibilities of agonothetai and xystarchs differ? This must
have depended on the actual degree of synod involvement. Some agones were almost entirely
organised by the xystic synod, which means that the xystarchs took over the usual duties of
the agonothetai.89 The agon in Pisidian Antioch may have been such an agon, as the prizes
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SEG 56 1359, ll. 34-36. We know of one activity performed by xystarchs during a contest: rules of a Spartan
agon (IG V.1 20, ll. 7-8) state that the xystarch had the honour of putting each athlete‘s daily ration of oil in the
stadium. We do not know whether this was a specific Spartan custom.
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Pleket 2012: 104. Mastigophoroi are mentioned, for instance, in Hadrian‘s letter to the thymelic synod: SEG
56 1359, ll. 28-32.
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Pleket 2010a: 188; 2012: 104–105.
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I.Aphr. 12 920, l. 31-36: ὅηη δα[π]αλήκαζηλ ἱθαλνῖο θαὶ θόπῳ πνιιῶ πεξηεγέλεην θαὶ δηεπξάμαην ἀρζλαη ηὸλ
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I.Aphr. 12.538, 15.330.
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SEG 47 1532, with Herrmann 1996: 336–337.
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CID 4 164.
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Tert. Ad Martyras 3.3.
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Amm. Marc. 21.1.4. For the attire of the agonothetes, see for instance SEG 38 1462, l. 56-57.
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See the discussion in section III.4.1.
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were provided by the xystarch Menandros rather than by the agonothetes. In ‗normal‘ civic
agones with a more modest synod involvement, we can surmise that agonothetai dealt with
the civic aspects of festivals, whereas xystarchs were responsible for directing athletes to
agones.90 As experienced ex-athletes, they had large personal networks in the athletic
community and knew the practicalities of the agonistic circuits as no other. A papyrus from
the reign of Aurelian may illustrate this. It is a letter sent by the incumbent prytanis of
Oxyrhynchus, Aurelius Euporos, to Gaius Iulius Theon and Elis. 91 Theon was high priest of
the synod in Oxyrhynchus92 and Elis was xystarch. Euporos apparently asked them to make
sure that hieronikai and other famous athletes would be present at the Capitolia of
Oxyrhynchus. 93 Another letter, probably composed in Antinoopolis, shows a xystarch
working in practise: he sent a letter to another synod member with two more letters enclosed.
One was to be forwarded to yet another synod member in Alexandria with haste, ―because our
friends‘ affairs are urgent.‖94 Although we cannot know whether these affairs had something
to do with the organisation of an agon, the letter reveals a network of communicating synod
members in the important cities of Egypt, with xystarchs as essential hubs. Because of these
networks, we can also suppose that xystarchs helped to manage the flow of competitors
between different agones; this would even have been easier for xystarchs who were
responsible for all agones in a given region. 95 In other words, they played an important role in
the maintenance of the agonistic circuits of the empire. 96
During the actual celebration of an agon, xystarchs were probably contact persons for visiting
athletes. They could give essential information about the festival, e.g. about its rules, selection
procedures and training facilities. They could also assist the athletes in other matters, such as
lodging, food or legal issues. 97 Furthermore, they took part in the synod‘s assembly and
signed decrees made there, concerning for instance the admission of new members. It appears
that xystarchs were being paid for these efforts. Several sources show that the organizing city
paid them a certain amount of money. 98 More evidence comes from Hadrian‘s letter to the
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Cf. Remijsen 2015: 238.
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See below.
93
This is the interpretation of Frisch 1986: 137–143. Although his restoration of ηὸ πάληαο ζ[πκπαξ]εῖλαη
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thymelic synod, in which he quite vehemently determined that only athletes and not artists
should pay ‗a hundredth‘ to xystarchs during an agon.99 It seems that confusion about the
prerogatives of the xystarchs was at the heart of the problem: as festival organisers, they
probably dealt with more than just athletic affairs, and as such they were in the position to ask
a contribution from all competitors. The thymelic synod complained to Hadrian that the
xystarchs infringed on the sphere of competence of its own officials, after which the emperor
decided to put a check on it.
On the basis of this discussion, the office of xystarch can be defined anew. I argue that a
xystarch was an official of the ecumenical association of athletes who was involved in the
central organisation of one or more agones in a given city or region and who represented the
synod‟s members during the actual course of the festivities.
Other officials
The ubiquitousness of the xystarchs contrasts strongly with the limited information on the two
archons among the xystic synod‘s representatives. We only know of three pairs: two pairs
respectively signed Hermeinos‘ membership document in Naples and his priesthood
certificate in Sardis; the third pair appears in an honorary inscription for the high priest M.
Ulpius Domestikos, erected by retired synod members settled in Rome. 100 The inscription was
dated according to the archons L. Vennius Agrippianos and M. Memmius Amerimnos, which
shows that the office was held temporarily. As the two men were settled in Rome, it is
probable that they were involved in the organisation of the Capitolia in a specific year,
working together with the high priest-xystarch. We do not know whether the Sebasta of
Naples and the Eusebeia of Puteoli had different pairs of archons, or whether the archons of
Rome were responsible for an entire cycle of the Italian periodos. If the latter possibility holds
true, the two archons in Hermeinos‘ membership certificate, Athenodoros and Prosdektos,
were successors of Agrippianos and Amerimnos. It should also be noted, however, that the
Roman decree was issued only shortly after the acquisition of the headquarters, so it is
possible that the administrative apparatus was at that time not entirely developed yet.
Grammateis have already come up in the previous section, where I differentiated them from
the archigrammateis in the headquarters. Hermeinos‘ certificate shows that grammateis were
responsible for drawing up decrees and certificates promulgated by the synod‘s assemblies at
agones. I furthermore suppose that they fulfilled a key role in communicating messages and
decisions between the different delegations. In our sources, they are among the most mobile
synod officials: M. Aurelius Serenus, citizen of Alexandria, Elis, Delphi and Sparta, died in
Tarentum, on his way to either the Italian agones or Greece,101 and Vettinianus of Caesarea
died in Puteoli, after having attended ―agones in the whole East‖ and the Capitolia in
Also from Oxyrhynchus, SB 10 10493 is a letter from an agonodikes - the precise function is not clear - to a
xystarch, saying that the latter had been paid 400 denarii, ‗in conformity with the other games‘. See now also
P.Oxy. 79 5207, with Rigsby 2016: 400.
99
SEG 56 1359, ll. 34-36. Cf. Petzl and Schwertheim 2006: 49–50. It is anything but clear on what kind of
money the contribution of a hundredth was imposed. Prize money seems logical, but Strasser 2010: 601–602 has
some reservations. The question remains open. See also Pleket 2012: 105.
100
IGUR 237.
101
SEG 34 1022. It is also possible that he was in Tarentum for a local agon: Strasser 2001: 146.
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Rome. 102 Another example is the 25-year-old Agatheinos, citizen of Antiochia ad Maeandrum
and Prusa in Bithynia, who died in Pompeiopolis. 103 Strasser argued that Serenus and
Agatheinos received their multiple citizenships for their activities as a grammateus in many
cities rather than for impressive athletic victories. 104 It is telling that these grammateis are all
known from funerary texts, and not from agonistic victory inscriptions.
Since treasurers are only mentioned in Hermeinos‘ certificates, we only know that they
collected membership fees and other kinds of contributions made by members. We can only
wonder how they operated. Below, I add some further thoughts about the financial
transactions of the synods. It should be noted that treasurers are not mentioned in the donation
of the Apollonii: the inscription suggests that the archigrammateis dealt with the synod‘s
finances in Rome. Of course, we do not know if this situation is also applicable to the second
and third centuries AD.
Finally, the xystic synod had different kinds of priests throughout the empire, who took part
in religious rites during agones – many of those undoubtedly connected to the imperial cult.
They have to be distinguished sharply from the high priests of the sympas xystos. They appear
not to have had any executive powers, as they did not sign decrees and certificates. Hermeinos
held a priesthood during the Koina Asias in Sardis, for which he paid 50 denarii; the aorist
ἱεξαζακέλνπ suggests that it was a one-time appointment.105 More important were local high
priests, who are only known from two sources. The first is the above-mentioned papyrus in
which a prytanis asks a high priest and a xystarch to ensure the punctual presence of
hieronikai at the first celebration of the Capitolia of Oxyrhynchus.106 We do not know if the
title ἀξρηεξεχο <ηνῦ> ἐληαῦζα μπζη[ν]ῦ, ‗high priest of the athletic community here‘ was also
used by the synod itself; maybe the author was aware of the title of the high priests of the
sympas xystos and adapted it accordingly. The high priest in question, C. Iulius Theon, was a
triple victor of the Capitolia and in all likelihood a man of influence in Oxyrhynchus. 107 Like
the xystarch, he could have used his contacts in the athletic world to attract a number of
travelling hieronikai. The second is an authorisation written by Aurelius Theon alias
Nikammon, a ‗former high priest of the holy ecumenical great synod‘. 108 The aorist
ἀξρηεξαηεχζαο reveals that the local high priesthood was a temporary office.
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In sum, the groups of representatives of the xystic synod were at once uniformly organised
and familiar with the local agonistic context. The delegation at the Koina Asias in Sardis
consisted mainly of people of that region, which shows the regional dynamic in the
organisation of that agon, yet at the same time the xystarch Demostratos Damas and the
grammateus Quintilius Karpophoros had connections with Rome and other parts of the
agonistic network. The mobility of these people ensured that all groups of representatives
remained strongly interconnected.

4. The officials of the thymelic synod
1) Representatives in the provinces
Archons
The groups of representatives of the thymelic synod present a similarly uniform picture,
although the actual officials differed. All over the empire, decrees issued by the synod were
dated or signed by three archons (ἐπὶ ἀξρφλησλ ηο ζπλφδνπ):109




The first archon (ἄξρσλ πξηνο)
The archon grammateus (ἄξρσλ γξακκαηεὺο)
The archon nomodeiktes (ἄξρσλ λνκνδείθηεο, i.e a legal adviser)

The papyri with membership certificates provide again the most valuable information.
Contrary to Hermeinos‘ documents, the papyri of the thymelic synod deal with affairs in
Egypt itself in the second half of the third century AD. In BGU 4 1074, Aurelius
Apollodidymos was admitted to the synod as grammateus; P. Oxy 17 2476 is the certificate of
the high priest Aurelius Hatres and likewise Aurelius Serenus joined the synod as high priest
in P. Oxy. Hels. 25. It must be remarked that Apollodidymos was no archon grammateus like
M. Aurelius Paulus who signed his certificate. First, it is highly unlikely that one could
immediately become archon after being admitted. Second, Apollodidymos was in all
probability not an artist (ηερλίηεο). Nowhere is a certain discipline indicated. On the other
hand, the three archons proudly wrote down their disciplines and honorary titles: the first
archon, Sarapammon, was a herald and Paulus and Silvanus were trumpeters. The latter had
had the most impressive career of the three, having won the Capitolia in Rome. Therefore,
Apollodidymos only entered the synod as a minor secretary.
Just like the officials of the xystic synod in Sardis, the archons of the thymelic synod in Egypt
had the citizenship of cities in the same region: Alexandria, Hermopolis, Antinoopolis,
Panopolis, Lykopolis and Leontopolis. The successful Silvanus from Hermopolis was also
citizen of Athens, Pergamum and Rhodes. The certificate in BGU 4 1074 was drawn up
during the Capitolia of Oxyrhynchus, the one in P. Oxy 17 2476 during the Great Paneia in
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I.Ancyra 141, ll. 49-54; I.Aphr. 12 27, frag. III, ll. 14-16; CIG 3 6829, ll. 16-25; BGU 4 1074, ll. 17-26 (=
Pap.Agon. 1); P.Oxy 17 2476, ll. 19-31 (= Pap.Agon. 3); P.Oxy.Hels. 25, ll. 20-32 (= Pap.Agon. 4). The
grammateus and nomodeiktes were sometimes mentioned without the word ἄξρσλ. See also An.Ép 2002 930 for
Nîmes, with the discussion on pp. 119-120.

186

Panopolis and P. Oxy. Hels. 25 during the Great Antinoeia in Antinoopolis. 110 We know that
other agones in the Egyptian chora were held in Hermopolis, Leontopolis and Lycopolis. 111 It
seems very unlikely that all these cities had their own groups of representatives of the
thymelic synod. The distance between them was not very great, so this region probably had
one single group of representatives travelling between the different agones of the local
Egyptian circuit. Alexandria with its many contests may have had a separate one, though this
cannot be proven.
About 150 years earlier, inscriptions document the same travelling groups of representatives
in the agonistic circuits of Asia Minor. The honorary decrees for the agonothetes Pompeianus
of Ancyra, for instance, reveals their activities in the agones of Galatia and Bithynia. 112 The
decree for Longianos of Aphrodisias may have been drawn up in Halicarnassus by a
delegation travelling on a circuit in southern Ionia and Caria. 113
It is unclear what the exact functions of the archons were, apart from signing membership
decrees. It can be surmised that they were active on two levels: the preparation of musicodramatic agones on the one hand and assistance to members on the other. Agonothetai
probably contacted the archons first when they needed to staff their theatres; if this is correct,
we can surmise that the grammateis and the nomodeiktai played an important role in the
negotiation and the formulation of contracts.114 During the actual agones, the archons
probably provided valuable information to the artists, just like I surmised in the case of the
xystic synod‘s xystarchs. The nomodeiktai, for instance, could have given advice about the
artists‘ rights and privileges. The grammateis, for their part, could have provided affidavits
and certificates, though it must be noted that the Egyptian membership certificates were
drawn up by another official, the ‗administrator of the agon‘ (δηνηθλ ηὸλ ἀγλα), who is
further discussed below.
The archons of the thymelic synod were temporarily in office. An inscription probably from
Rome, which records the embellishment of a statue of Dionysos by the high priest L.
Septimius Tryphon, lists the incumbent archons at the moment when Tryphon made his
promise as well as the ones in office when he actually carried it out.115 Further, the archon
grammateus M. Iulius Alexandros, on record in an inscription from Thyatira, then held his
office for the second time.116 I presume that their terms of office were geared to the schedule
of agones in one specific region: for instance, the archons attested in the Ancyra decree would
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have been active during one cycle of agones in Galatia, Bithynia and Pontus.117 Another
group, then, would have taken their place when a new cycle was about to begin.
High priests
The thymelic synod‘s local high priests can be compared to those of the xystic synod: they did
not have an executive function, but were responsible for religious rites, including those for the
imperial cult. They are, however, attested in far greater numbers. Several documents reveal
their close connection with the celebration of agones: Antipatros Iulianus was high priest
during the Didymeia,118 Apollonios was registered as high priest probably during the Koina
Asias in Tralles119 and Aurelius Hatres and Aurelius Serenus obtained the office during the
agones of the Egyptian chora. The high priesthood could fall to all members who had enough
money to pay for it.120 An important official like the archon grammateus Alexandros had
been high priest thrice, as mentioned above. Similarly, the highly successful aulos-player P.
Aelius Antigenidas was high priest in Naples, where he also held a prestigious civic office. 121
The three aforementioned Egyptians, on the other hand, were not competing technitai – they
assumed the office after paying their membership fees. The certificate of [- - -]muthis alias
Sarapias has now shown that at least in the third century AD the high priesthood was also
open to women.122 Furthermore, it is notable that several pantomimes prided themselves on
being sacerdos or archiereus synhodi in late second-century inscriptions from Italy and
southern Gaul. This may in fact suggest that this was the best they could get: the archonship
was possibly reserved for competitors in the traditional, more distinguished disciplines. 123
2) Officials in the Roman headquarters
While our sources provide some insights into the organisation of the thymelic synod in the
provinces, we know almost nothing about its officials in Rome. The above-mentioned
inscription for L. Septimius Tryphon, dating from the period AD 198-209, may give some
clues. It is a rather unusual document: it contains no decree, but records the embellishment of
a statue of Dionysos by Tryphon, and was dated according to the synod‘s three archons. The
inscription was found in Florence, but was certainly not erected there, for northern Italy was
not part of the agonistic network. Because Tryphon was high priest of Dionysos Kathegemon,
a god especially honoured in Pergamum, earlier scholars believed that the inscription
originally came from that city. However, Merkelbach has shown that the thymelic synod
worshipped this form of Dionysos also in other parts of the empire: the certificates of Aurelius
Hatres were for instance sealed with an image of Dionysos Kathegemon. 124 According to
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Merkelbach, it is more probable that the stone originates from Rome and was transported to
Florence during the Renaissance. 125 If this is correct, the thymelic synod had three archons in
Rome, just like in the provinces. On the basis of a fragmentary inscription from Nîmes, it is
possible to argue that not only the Roman agones, but also the Sebasta of Naples were in the
sphere of influence of these archons. 126
We do not know whether some of the Roman officials of the thymelic synod obtained a
higher status comparable to the distinction between archigrammateus and grammateus in the
xystic synod. An indication may be found in the victory inscription for Valerius Eklektos, one
of the last victory inscriptions of the empire. Eklektos gained his victories with the help of the
voice trainer M. Aurelius Mousaios, described as αξδηαλὸλ γεξνπζηαζηήλ, Γειθὸλ
βνπιεπηὴλ θαὶ Ἠιεῖνλ θαὶ Ἀθξνδεηζηέα, ἀξρηγξακκαηέα.127 Robert rejected the thesis that
Mousaios was archigrammateus of Aphrodisias, since this office has never been attested in
the municipal administration during the empire. He concluded that it could only refer to an
office in the thymelic synod. 128 Nevertheless, caution is needed since this text is not an
official synod document. Mousaios could have been archon grammateus just as well.
The inscription of Septimius Tryphon may also reveal that there were special priestly
functions in the thymelic synod‘s Roman headquarters. Tryphon had been priest (of
Dionysos?) twice;129 he was high priest of Dionysos Kathegemon for life and high priest of
the heir to the throne, Caracalla. Still, it is not clear which of these priesthoods were
connected to the thymelic synod. Tryphon was probably not a competing technites, for the
inscription only states that he was a philosopher. 130 It is therefore possible that Tryphon was a
philotechnites, an honorary member of the synod. The decree for T. Aelius Alkibiades, drawn
up in Ephesus, in any case confirms that the synod could grant prestigious, lifelong
priesthoods to such honorary members. He was acclaimed high priest in the synod‘s temenos
in Rome, and his high priesthood was even registered first in the records.131 This shows that
the thymelic synod had a whole group of high priests in Rome, and that a philotechnites could
hold a prestigious position among them. Furthermore, we know that in Hadrian‘s time the
thymelic synod had a priest for Antinoos in Rome. 132
It is unclear whether one of these priesthoods can be compared to the xystic synod‘s high
priest of the sympas xystos. Tryphon and Alkibiades were in all probability not leading
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officials, for they appear as honorary members. The high priests of the sympas xystos are on
the other hand invariably ex-athletes with an outstanding athletic career. The existence of a
leading official of the thymelic synod could on the other hand be deduced from a passage in
Philostratos‘ Lives of the Sophists, where we read that the sophist Euodianos of Smyrna was
put in charge of the artists of Dionysos in Rome (ἐπηηαρζεὶο δὲ θαὶ ηνῖο ἀκθὶ ηὸλ Γηόλπζνλ
ηερλίηαηο).133 Though not stated by Philostratos in his short description, it is quite possible that
Euodianos had had an agonistic career, for recitations of rhetorical encomia were part of many
agones in the Roman period.134 However, Philostratos‘ description does not reveal whether
Euodianos‘ office corresponds to a certain high priesthood or to the first archonship in
Rome. 135 Furthermore, it is also possible that Euodianos was in fact not a synod official, but a
curator (ινγηζηήο). Curators were appointed by the emperor to control the finances of the
synod, as some inscriptions show.136

5. Artists and athletes: a comparison
The preceding discussion has revealed fundamental similarities in the transregional
organisation of the xystic and thymelic synods. Rather than being structured in a (con)federal
way with locally-embedded branches, they were unitary bodies consisting of a large number
of travelling representatives, who helped in the organisation of agones and assisted the
competing members in situ. These groups of representatives retained their uniformity because
of the far-reaching interconnectedness of the different regions of the agonistic circuit: the
constant movements of officials and competing members alike prevented regional
fragmentation. This mobility and interconnectedness was made possible through central
decisions taken in the synods‘ headquarters, for instance concerning privileges or the
organisation of the festival calendar.
At the same time, it appears that there were some essential differences in how the synods‘
respective headquarters and representatives operated. First, the xystic synod‘s high officials
affiliated to its Roman headquarters are much more prominent than those of the thymelic
synod: the high priests of the sympas xystos and the archigrammateis appear in dozens of
sources from Italy, Greece, Asia and Egypt. Furthermore, in Hermeinos‘ membership
certificate the three high priests of the sympas xystos were mentioned separately from the
actual group of representatives present at the Sebasta of Naples; something similar is not
found in the certificates of the thymelic synod from Egypt.137 This may suggest that the xystic
synod knew stronger centralising tendencies than the thymelic synod. Still, the role of the
thymelic synod‘s headquarters should not be underestimated, either. The decree for T. Aelius
Alkibiades clearly shows its elevated status and, more conspicuously, the flows of money that
connected it to the provincial delegations. 138
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Second, the functioning of the representatives in the provinces shows some remarkable
divergences. Why did the athletes not have a legal adviser, while the artists lacked a treasurer?
In reality, both synods must have had someone responsible for the treasury, for the correct
formulation of decrees and for the supervision of the rights to privileges. But why did they
choose to elevate some of these functionaries to a higher status? Another possibility is that
one of the two archons of the xystic synod was at the same time a legal advisor, without this
being mentioned, and that one of the three archons of the thymelic synod also had the
responsibilities of a treasurer.
Particularly striking is the absence of a clear equivalent of a xystarch in the thymelic synod.
However, Frisch believed to have found such an equivalent in a certain official described as
‗the manager of the agon‘ (δηνηθλ ηὸλ ἀγλα).139 This official only appears in two of our
papyri as the one who had drawn up the certificate, thereby actually fulfilling the role of the
grammateus in Hermeinos‘ documents of the xystic synod. 140 Frisch‘s argument is based on
the phrase δηνηθλ ηὸλ ἀγλα ἐθ ζείαο δσξεᾶο, ‗the manager of the agon by imperial grant‘,
in P.Oxy.Hels. 25: he believed that the δηνηθλ was appointed by the emperor, just like a
xystarch. However, as we have seen it is not sure whether all xystarchs were appointed by the
emperor, and, more importantly, the imperial grant in all likelihood refers to the agon itself,
the great Antinoeia instituted by Hadrian, instead of to the office of δηνηθλ.141 Admittedly,
some of the functions of the δηνηθλ may have corresponded to those of a xystarch, as he
appears to have been involved in the central organisation of agones. Why, then, is this official
not found in any other source, in marked contrast to the great abundance of inscriptions and
papyri mentioning xystarchs? I would argue that the δηνηθλ was not a standard official in the
entire festival network, but that his office was connected to the specific nature of the agones
in the Egyptian chora. Since most of them were fairly recent creations, the inexperienced
cities probably entrusted a large part of the organisation of the musico-dramatic contests to
the thymelic synod. 142
New evidence about this problem has come to light with the discovery of Hadrian‘s letters to
the thymelic synod. When Hadrian denounced the fact that artists had to pay a contribution to
xystarchs, he argued as follows: ―Or what is there in common between the artists and the
xystarchs? How would it not have been equally illogical if the archons of the musical artists
(νἱ ηλ κνπζηθλ ἄξρνληεο) also demanded to receive a hundredth from the athletes?‖
Hadrian thus juxtaposed the xystarchs of the xystic synod to the archons of the thymelic
synod. In the light of the above, Hadrian probably did not use the word ‗archons‘ as a broad,
general term for any official. Since he wrote to the thymelic synod itself, he must have
referred to the synod‘s archons that were active all over the empire: the three-headed group of
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first archon, archon grammateus and archon nomodeiktes. This suggests that the tasks of the
xystarch were in the thymelic synod distributed between these three men.
Nevertheless, it is telling that the xystarchs managed to infringe on the sphere of competence
of the artists‘ officials and not the other way around. This means that a key aspect of the
thymelic synod‘s local organisation must have differed. In my view, the explanation should be
sought in the different natures of athletic and musico-dramatic contests. The former were
essentially individual affairs, attracting individually travelling athletes. In practise, of course,
many athletes must have travelled together on the agonistic circuit. 143 Yet at the heart of the
matter is the observation that they did not travel as a single, organised group. Hence the
importance of xystarchs in the organisation of athletic agones: their networks had to reach out
to individuals in order to direct them to agones in a timely manner, which made them
irreplaceable in the central organisation of many agones that were not famous enough to
automatically attract a sufficient number of competitors. Matters were different for musicodramatic contests. Whereas some competitions like those of heralds, trumpeters, poets and
kitharodes were also individual affairs, several others had to be produced by teams working
together: think only of the choraulai with their choirs and especially of the comic and tragic
performances, which depended on synagonistai and different kinds of support crews. This
means that artists travelled together on the agonistic circuits as theatre ensembles of the
thymelic synod.144 Festival organisers only needed to contact a few persons, in my view the
synod‘s archons, who could then undertake the staffing of the theatre. 145 Thus, the thymelic
synod did not need an official like a xystarch, except, as we have seen, in agones that required
stronger synod involvement such as those in the Egyptian chora. This also means that the
thymelic synod did not have an official with such an influence on the central coordination of
agones and who, for instance, could start asking money to competitors that were strictly
speaking not in his sphere of influence. 146

6. The finances of the ecumenical synods
As the ecumenical synods had many wealthy members and sympathisers throughout the
whole empire, we can assume that they had considerable financial assets at their disposal. In
Poland‘s words, ―im allgemeinen gehörten die Technitencollegien gewiß zu den
finazkräftigsten griechischen Vereinigungen.‖147 What, then, were their specific sources of
revenue, and what did they spend their money on? Unfortunately, the synods‘ finances are
probably the least-known aspect of their organisation. The honorary inscriptions tend not to
divulge money matters, which is why information needs to be pieced together from short
statements or indirect clues, which all the same point to complex transactions and
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investments. In the following overview, I discuss first the revenues and then the expenses
revealed by our source material.
1) Revenues
A first source of revenue concerns the membership fees (ἐληάγηα) paid by competitors upon
joining one of the ecumenical synods. In AD 194, the boxer Hermeinos paid 100 denarii to
become member of the xystic synod.148 This was a relatively large sum, considering the fact
that Hermeinos sold one third of the house he inherited in Hermopolis for 300 drachmas,
which equals 75 denarii. 149 For the thymelic synod, we only have evidence from the later third
century AD. Members then had to pay 250 denarii, which corresponds roughly to the 100
denarii of the late second century AD due to inflation. 150 According to Remijsen, ―[this sum]
is comparable to a year‘s rent of a house with courtyard or to the price of hundreds of liters of
wheat or of several nice mantles. The elite would have been able to afford this – other
investments such as a house, slave, or horse cost several thousand drachmas – but for the
lower classes, who made only a few drachmas a day, the fee was exorbitant.‖ 151 The amount
of the fee was centrally regulated, probably valid for the entire empire. 152
Larger revenues came from interests and rents, generated by endowments of monetary
funds or tangible property by wealthy synod members or external benefactors.153 In a way,
this made the ecumenical synods a kind of real estate investors and credit-extending institutes.
The best-known example is the endowment of T. Aelius Alkibiades, who donated valuable
books and stabling facilities to the thymelic synod‘s headquarters in the early reign of
Antoninus Pius. The stabling facilities (ἱππνζηάζηνλ)154 were leased out, and it appears that
the yield of the rents were enjoyed by the artists in the Roman headquarters as well as by the
artists assembled in Ephesus: ―we reap the continuous, everlasting rent, distributing the rents
annually on each birthday of the deified Hadrian.‖155 I believe that the yearly distribution of
the rents corresponds to a distribution between the Roman headquarters and the delegation
active in Ionia, and not to a distribution among the individual synod members assembled in
Ephesus: the money was used collectively for processions and other rites and thus needed to
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be managed by the officials in Rome as well as by the officials in Ionia. It could be surmised
that the division of the rents between the Roman headquarters and the Ionian delegation was a
condition made by Alkibiades: he possibly wanted to ensure that the artists fulfilled the rites
for the deified Hadrian in Rome as well as in the wider region of his hometown Nysa.
Therefore, the decree honouring Alkibiades bears witness to flows of money between the
different divisions of the ecumenical synods.
Evidence for an endowment of a monetary fund comes from the early fourth-century
inscription recording the bequest of two high priests of the family of the Apollonii, Claudius
Apollonios alias Eudoxios and his son Claudius Rufus alias Psapharios. Unfortunately, the
financial transactions are difficult to reconstruct, since the details were recorded on the badly
mutilated fragment A. What we have is quite unique, though, as the text reveals tensions and
problems related to money matters that are normally not found in the inscriptional material.
The living Apollonii – several sisters and at least one brother of Claudius Rufus –
administered the estates of the deceased and were responsible for executing the donation.
They also made their own contribution, perhaps to compensate the synod for something that
had gone awry: the inscription mentions a fine for recklessness and the destruction of earlier
stelae, stresses several times that the donation has been paid out completely to the synod and
seems to have contained measures to prevent future misuse of the money. We also read that
the money was lent out to a certain Zotike and her husband, and that Longina, a relative of the
Apollonii, managed the donation as a kind of banker for the synod. 156 In the next section,
dealing with the synods‘ expenses, I further discuss how the xystic synod put the endowment
of the Apollonii to use.
The synods, furthermore, filled their coffers with revenues from agones. As I argue below, it
is possible that the thymelic synod was paid by festival organisers that depended on its
expertise for staffing their theatres, yet these payments could equally have gone to the
officials and competitors on a personal basis. As for the xystic synod, remunerations for
xystarchs were in any case cashed by the xystarchs themselves, as we have seen. 157 Another
kind of revenue came from agones that were organised by the synods themselves:158 in these
cases, the synods probably collected money from tollage and taxes on festival fairs, visitors
and their goods. This can be inferred from an honorary inscription from Tomis, mentioning a
local notable that had held the office of panegyriarch of the thymelic synod. 159 Panegyriarchs
were responsible for the profane aspects of a festival, i.e. for instance the fairs and markets. 160
The panegyriarch in Tomis probably fulfilled the same functions for the thymelic synod as the
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panegyriarch of the Hellenistic synod of Ionia and the Hellespont, who controlled the flows of
tollage to the association‘s coffers during its Dionysiac festival in Teos. 161
Lastly, the synods also benefited from single contributions in various circumstances. First,
members could pay contributions to hold temporary honorary offices. Hermeinos, for
instance, paid 50 denarii for a priestly office during the Koina Asias of Sardis.162 Second, rich
members and sympathisers could confer single benefactions on the synods, as Septimius
Tryphon did when he embellished the cult statue of Dionysos, possibly the one in the
thymelic synod‘s Roman temenos, with money out of his own pocket.163 A more substantial
benefaction was Hadrian‘s donation of a headquarters to the xystic synod.164 Third, members
were liable to fines when not obeying to the laws of their synod. The thymelic synod‘s decree
from Gerasa, for instance, stipulated that members who failed to crown the statue of the
honoured agonothetes during the agon had to pay the not inconsiderable amount of 25 denarii
to the synod.165 In analogy with the Hellenistic artists‘ association of Ionia and the Hellespont,
it is possible that members of the thymelic synod also had to pay fines to the synod when
committing a breach of contract, for instance by not showing up for an agon.166 An inscription
from Thracian Ganos, furthermore, shows that one of the two synods imposed a fine on those
who violated a grave that probably belonged to a member. 167
2) Expenses
Due to the predominance of honorary inscriptions, the financing of various kinds of
honours for emperors, benefactors or meritorious members comes most clearly to the fore in
our source material. Typically, such people were honoured with crowns, statues, painted
images and, of course, the honorary inscriptions themselves. A clause in the donation of the
Apollonii makes clear that the endowed money was partly used to pay for painted images,
statues and stone busts erected in the xystic synod‘s headquarters.168
The honorary inscriptions also reveal a second expense: the synods‘ diplomatic activities.
Decrees were sent between synod delegations and cities all over the empire. Furthermore, the
synods appointed envoys to travel to the imperial court, to provincial governors or to other
Roman officials in order to discuss the competitors‘ privileges and the organisation of the
festival network.169
Third, the synods invested in services for their members. This is most clear in the case of
injured or deceased members, who were honoured in consolation decrees. The decree for M.
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P.Lond. 3 1178, ll. 84-102 (= Pap.Agon. 6).
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IGUR 235.
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I.Gerasa 192, ll. 19-20: ὃο δ‘ ἂλ κὴ εἰζελέλθῃ ἀπνηεηλέησ δεκίαο ἐλ ἀγλη κὲλ | ηῆ ζπλόδῳ δελάξηα εἴθνζη
πέληε.
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I.Iasos 152, ll. 19-22 (= Le Guen 2001: vol. 1, TE 53); Aneziri 2003: 194–195.
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Alfidius shows that the early xystic synod was strongly involved in the funeral rites of the
deceased. 170
A fourth expense concerns religious cults and rites such as festive days, processions,
sacrifices and dedications, either during agones or at other opportunities. For example, the
endowment of T. Aelius Alkibiades was used to celebrate the memory of Hadrian through
‗magnificent parades‘ and ‗costly services during festive days‘. 171 It appears that in the late
third century AD, rites for the imperial cult were financed by an extra contribution paid by
new members of the thymelic synod. 172 Other examples come for instance from Ephesus,
where the xystic synod made several dedications to Artemis, and from Rome, where the
thymelic synod made a dedication to Hermes-Antinoos.173
Fifth, the synods undoubtedly spent money for the upkeep of their sanctuaries and other
premises all over the empire. The benefaction of Septimius Tryphon should be understood in
this context. An inscription from Cos, furthermore, mentions that the ζύλνδνο ηλ ἱεξνλεηθλ
θαὶ ζη[εθα]ληηλ used its own money to erect a house with kitchen facilities, yet it is not
entirely certain whether this group was connected to one of the ecumenical synods, as I have
argued above.174
Lastly, the synods invested their money in agones that were fully or partly organised by
them, which probably yielded returns through tollage on markets, visitors and goods, as we
have seen. Foundation decrees of civic festivals such as the Demostheneia of Oenoeanda
show that prize money for competitors accounted for a significant part of the budgets. 175 This
explains why the xystic synod conferred lavish honours on the xystarch T. Aelius Aurelius
Menandros, who had paid for the prize money of an agon apparently organised by the xystic
synod.176 Other expenses could involve processions, sacrifices, banquets and non-agonistic
performances, called παξακηζζώκαηα (‗hired besides‘) in the foundation decree of the
Demostheneia of Oenoeanda. 177
Detailed information about the financing of agones with the yields of an endowment was
inscribed in the mutilated first fragment of the donation of the Apollonii:
δηὰ ηαύηεο ηο δηηο ζηήιιεο ἅπαζηλ ηνῖο η[λ - - - θαὶ]
ηλ ὁζίσλ Κι(απδίνπ) Ἀπνιισλίνπ ηνῦ θαὶ Δὐδνμίνπ θαὶ Κι(απδίνπ) Ῥν[ύθνπ ηνῦ θαὶ
Φαθαξίνπ ηνῦ πἱνῦ ἐθείλνπ, ὃο θαὶ δηάδνρνο ἐγέλεην ηνῦ ἰδίνπ παηξὸο ηο]
ἀξρηεξσζύλεο, πάληα ἀπεπιεξώζακελ θαζάπεξ [- - - ηλ]
πεξηόλησλ ὀλόκαηη, ἃ πάληα ζπλέηεηλελ εἰο ἕλα ἕθ[αζηνλ ἀγλα? δελάξηα - - - ηῶ]
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IMT Kaikos 830. See section III.3.2 for a full discussion of the synods‘ services to their members.
I.Ephesos 22, ll. 29-34: ἀλζ‘ ὧλ ἐπεθόζκεζε κὲ[λ] | [η]ὴλ ἀζάλαηνλ Ἁδξηαλνῦ κλήκελ, ἐλδ[νμν]|[η]έξαλ δὲ
ηὴλ ζύλνδνλ ἀπέθελελ ηαῖο | αὐηνῦ δσξεαῖο πνκπὰο ηε πέκπνπζα[λ] | [κε]γαινπξεπο θαὶ πνιπηειεῖο
ἱεξνκελία[ο] | [ἐ]πηηεινῦζαλ.
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Cf. P.Oxy 27 2476, l. 17 (= Pap.Agon. 3): ηὰ εἰο ηὰ ἱ[ε]ξὰ ζ[ε]βαζηὰ ηειέζκαηα.
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I.Ephesos 967; 1124; IGUR 143.
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Wörrle 1988: 7.
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μπζηῶ ηο αὐηο ηεηκο ἕλεθελ ηο εἰο ηνὺο θαηνη[ρνκέλνπο θαὶ ηο εἰο ηνὺο πεξηόληαο? - -]
ηὴλ πνζόηεηα πᾶζαλ εἰζελελθεῖλ ἅκα ηῶ ἑθαηνζη[ῶ - - - ηλ παξειε]ιπζόησλ κελλ ηνπηέζηηλ εἴθνζη θαὶ πέληε ηνζνύηνηο [- - - πᾶζαλ]
ηὴλ δσξεὰλ εἰζελέλθακελ θαὶ ηὸλ ηόθνλ κέρξη ζήκε[ξνλ - - -]
ηὸλ κὲλ δνζέληα παξ‘ ἡκλ ηόθνλ ηνπηέζηηλ δελάξηα εἴ[θνζη θαὶ πέληε - - - ηὸλ]
μπζηὸλ ἀλαπιεξνῦζηλ· ηὸ δὲ θεθάιαηνλ δαλίδεζζαη θαὶ κε[- - - εἰο ἕλα ἕθα]ζηνλ ἀγλα δελάξηα εἴθνζη πέληε ∙ ηνπηέζηηλ Ἀζελᾶο Πξ[νκάρνπ - - - Ἀπνι]ισλίνπ Ἡιείνηο. ἐμ ὀλόκαηνο πάιηλ Κι(απδίνπ) Ἀπνιισλ[ίνπ ηνῦ θαὶ Δὐδνμίνπ θαὶ
Κι(απδίνπ) Ῥνύθνπ ηνῦ θαὶ Φαθαξίνπ - - - δελάξηα εἴθνζη]
θαὶ πέληε· νὕησ δὲ ηὸλ ιόγνλ ηλ γηγλνκέλσλ η[όθσλ - - - ὅζνλ ἂλ θαίλεηαη? ἐλ ηνῖο ἀ]γζηλ πιενλάδνλ, ηνῦηνλ ἀληαλαζεθνῦλ ηὴλ λν[- - -] θηι.
with this double stele to all of the [- - -] | of the late Cl(audius) Apollonius alias Eudoxius
and Cl(audius) Ru[fus alias Psapharius his son, who became successor of his own father
in the] | high priesthood, we have paid everything according to [- - -] | the money
178
remaining on the account, which altogether contributed to each single [agon? - - -] | to
the xystos because of the same honour for those who are [dead and to those still living?] |
to pay the whole sum of money together with the one percent [- - -] | of the past months,
i.e. 25 with so many [- - -] | We have paid the whole bequest and the interest up to this
day [- - -] | the interest that has been given by us, i.e. 25 denarii [- - -] | they have paid
the xystos completely. (It has been decided) to lend out the capital and [- - -] | for each
agon 25 denarii, i.e. the agon of Athena Pr[omachos - - -] | of Apollonius for the agon
Solis.179 Again in name of Cl(audius) Apollon[ius alias Eudoxius and Cl(audius) Rufus
alias Psapharios - - - 2]|5 denarii: in this way, the account of the [interests] that are
being created [- - -] | for the a]gones is increasing, (it has been decided that) this
180
compensates the [- - -]…

As far as we can see, the donation consisted of the bequest by the two deceased high priests,
to which the still living family members added one percent. The inscription also talks about
interest paid by the family members, apparently because there were several months between
the announcement of the bequest and the actual payment (lines 11-13). At least a part of this
money was used to finance the agones of Athena Promachos and Sol, instituted in the reigns
of Gordian III and Aurelian respectively. We read about 25 denarii for each contest (lines 1517). Remijsen remarks that this is a surprisingly low amount, as the entire cost of an agon in
the early fourth century could easily reach about half a million denarii. She argues, therefore,
that the 25 denarii only represented the interest on the extra one percent given by the living
Apollonii. Her interpretation is supported by a close reading of line 14, ηὸλ κὲλ δνζέληα παξ‘
ἡκλ ηόθνλ ηνπηέζηηλ δελάξηα εἴ[θνζη θαὶ πέληε]. She concludes: ―we do not know at what
178

In a discussion of this text at the University of Mannheim, Sofie Remijsen suggested that ηλ πεξηόλησλ
ὀλόκαηη could also mean ‗of those of the family who are still alive‘. Onno van Nijf opted for ‗the money
remaining on the account‘. A parallel for this can be found for instance in Dem. or. 59.4: ηὰ πεξηφληα ρξήκαηα.
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The word Ἠιείνηο referred according to Moretti in IGUR 246 to the Eleans and thus to the Olympia;
Remijsen 2015: 134–135, n. 29, however, convincingly argues that we should rather read Ἡιίεηνηο, ‗for the
Helieia‟, i.e. the agon for Sol (cf. the Halieia of Rhodes). The disappearance of the iota would then be an effect
of iotacism.
180
IGUR 246, frag. A, ll. 6-19. For certain aspects of this translation I used a provisional translation of the text
by Sofie Remijsen.
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rate this interest was calculated, but in any case this would mean that each contest received a
considerable fund (capital + 1 percent + interest on the 1 percent)‖. 181 It is possible that
similar financial transactions lay behind the other agones organised by the xystic and thymelic
synods.
3) Financial (mis)management
As we have seen, the xystic synod had treasurers in its delegations all over the empire, and the
donation of the Apollonii suggests that the finances of the headquarters were controlled by the
archigrammateis. In the thymelic synod, one of the three archons was probably responsible
for financial matters. It remains to be seen how these officials actually managed their synods‘
finances. Important questions are raised by the payment of Hermeinos‘ priesthood
contribution in Sardis. Did he pay in cash? If so, was the money deposited in a treasury of the
xystic synod in Sardis, or was it taken along and deposited in a treasury in one of the bigger
cities of the agonistic circuit like Pergamum or Ephesus? Could Hermeinos have paid with a
kind of cheque, later cashed by the synod‘s treasurer in another city? Cheques existed in the
Graeco-Roman world, but clear examples are only attested in late Ptolemaic Egypt.182 There
is no evidence about the actual practise in second-century Asia Minor. Similar questions are
evoked by the payment of membership fees mentioned in the Egyptian certificates.
Another problem concerns the flows of money between the headquarters and the delegations
as attested by the decree for Alkibiades. How was the share of the rents destined for the
Ionian delegation transferred from Rome to Asia? Even if trans-Mediterranean exchange was
facilitated by a fairly integrated monetary system that had come into being in the first century
BC,183 the Roman empire knew no set procedure or a uniform banking system to manage large
money transfers, nor did bills of exchange exist. Andreau has argued that people had to make
their own arrangements instead. The correspondence of Cicero, for instance, shows that the
elite tended to use a rather informal system of intermediaries: when his son Marcus studied in
Athens, he was given money by the Greek Xeno, who owed money to Atticus. Cicero, in turn,
repaid Atticus with the rents of houses he leased out in Rome. 184 The synods with their huge
social networks probably used a similar system of intermediaries, although involvement of
professional bankers cannot be entirely excluded either. 185
We should not assume that the synods‘ financial assets were always managed impeccably.
Corruption, though not attested in the sources of the ecumenical synods, was widespread in
the agonistic world and we can assume that synod officials were not immune to it.186
Financial mismanagement may have been the reason why the emperors at some point decided
181

Remijsen 2015: 135–136.
Bogaert 1994: 245–252; Andreau 1999: 42–43; Geva 2011: 150–155. It must be noted that these cheques
were issued in a wholly different context: it appears that payer and payee knew and trusted each other, and that
both knew the banker in question. This was not the case in Hermeinos‘ transactions.
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Cf. von Freyberg 1988: 77–81.
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Andreau 1999: 20–21.
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Andreau 1999: 43, however, stresses that ―professional bankers, unlike elite financiers, were local financiers
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to appoint curators (ινγηζηαί) to control the finances of the thymelic synod, just like they did
with respect to the poleis, which were in Pleket‘s words ―notoriously inefficient in their
financial administration.‖187 Curators of the thymelic synod are attested in two inscriptions
from the late second or third centuries AD. First, the inscription of Septimius Tryphon
mentions that he had embellished the statue of Dionysos under the curator M. Volusius
Perikles, probably implying that all costs came out of his own pocket and no synod funds
were misused. 188 Second, an inscription from Rhodes honours the sophist T. Aurelius
Nikostratos, who had received from the emperor the curatorship of the thymelic synod. 189
However, there is no proof that curators constantly managed the financial affairs of the
thymelic synod, as some scholars were inclined to believe. Poland, for example, argued that
the absence of a treasurer among the archons of the thymelic synod could be explained by the
curators, who would have taken over all financial responsibilities in the name of the
emperor.190 It is, however, safer to assume that the curators were merely a controlling
authority – operating maybe only temporarily – and that the thymelic synod could manage its
finances to a large extent themselves. No curators are for instance mentioned in the
membership certificates of the late third century, which record the payment of membership
fees.

7. Conclusion
The ecumenical synods are remarkable examples of transregional cooperation in the
premodern world. This chapter has tried to explain how their ‗international‘ organisation
functioned in a world with, to modern standards, only limited means of transport and
communication. I have argued that the organisation of the synods can only be understood in
the context of a global agonistic network, with members constantly travelling from city to
city. The prime decision-making organs of the synods were temporary assemblies, held during
the celebration of agones across the empire. An important role in these assemblies was
reserved for mobile synod representatives, who assisted the synods‘ members in various ways
and contributed to the organisation of the agones themselves. A more or less permanent
presence of officials can only be assumed for the bigger cities of the festival network such as
Rome or Ephesus. Therefore, the term ‗local branch‘, often used to describe synod activity in
the provinces, can be misleading, since it implies a fixed and semi-independent presence of
synod members in a certain city or region.
The system of representatives was markedly uniform, with the same officials recurring all
over the agonistic world. I have argued that this uniformity was upheld by two factors: the
strong mobility of officials and competing members on the one hand and the centralising role
of the Roman headquarters on the other. Both factors, for their part, were rendered possible by
the integration of the Mediterranean under the aegis of Rome, discussed in part I. The bustling
187

Pleket 1973: 221. For curators in general, see Burton 1979.
CIG 6829, ll. 15-16.
189
IG XII.1 83, l. 4-6. The inscription reads ηεηεηκακέλνλ θα[ὶ ὑ]πὸ ηνῦ κεγίζηνπ Αὐηνθξάηνξνο θαζέδξᾳ θαὶ
ινγηζηείᾳ ηᾶο ἱεξᾶο ζπλόδνπ ζπκειηθᾶο. Millar 1977: 459 translated this as ‗honoured by the emperor with the
precidency and curatorship of the sacred stage (thumelikê) synodos‘. The kathedra, however, was probably not
connected to the thymelic synod, but rather referred to the chair of rhetoric in one the Empire‘s big cities, as
argued by Puech 2002: nos. 187–188.
190
Poland 1934: cols. 2533–2534.
188

199

sea-lanes and roads across the Roman empire must have seen large numbers of synod officials
travelling back and forth between the major agonistic centres of the empire, carrying
messages, honorary decrees and imperial orders. Therefore, I would describe synod activity as
a close web of interrelations, upheld by the constant movements of competing members,
administrative staff and higher officials who were organised in accordance with central
decisions.
The discussion of the synods‘ finances has shown that their transregional interconnectedness
was not only physical. Money was a binding element too: the amount of the membership fees,
for instance, was centrally regulated for the whole empire. More revealing are the
distributions of proceeds from endowments between different synod delegations, as evidenced
by the decree for the benefactor T. Aelius Alkibiades. Thus, endowments made in one region
helped the synods to invest in religious rites and in the organisation of agones in a wholly
other part of the festival network. Such flows of money and financial transactions presuppose
a complex administrative structure, but the details of the system remain hidden from us.

2. A hierarchy of members
In the previous chapters, I have often stressed that the ecumenical synods were elite
associations, just like their Hellenistic predecessors had been. The investment of becoming a
member or synodites191 would have paid off most for those who were or stood a real chance to
become successful hieronikai on the international agonistic circuit – in other words, a large
group of artists or athletes with only a modest, regionally based career did not operate within
the synods‘ framework.192 At the same time, the synods were strongly hierarchical
organisations: not all members enjoyed the same importance and prestige. Which categories
of members together constituted the ecumenical synods, and what was the hierarchy between
these groups based on?

1. The first-class competitors: τεχνῖται / ἀθληταί ἱερονῖκαι ςτεφανῖται
The synods‘ hierarchy is closely reflected in their titles. Most prominent are, of course, the
ηερλῖηαη / ἀζιεηαί ἱεξνλῖθαη ζηεθαλῖηαη. There has been some discussion whether these
constituted one or more subgroups in the ecumenical synods. As shown above, the ἱεξνλῖθαη
ζηεθαλῖηαη are certainly one group.193 The relationship between ηερλῖηαη / ἀζιεηαί on the one
hand and the ἱεξνλῖθαη ζηεθαλῖηαη on the other is less clear. Jüthner translated ἀζιεηαί
ἱεξνλῖθαη ζηεθαλῖηαη as ―als Festsieger bekranzte Athleten‖, thus seeing them as one group.194
Pleket, on the basis of his theory of a merger of a synod of regular athletes and one of
hieronikai, stressed on the other hand that the title reflected two different subgroups.195
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However, if this were correct we would rather expect that the most prestigious members, the
hieronikai, would be named first.196 It should also be noted that in their own documents, the
synods never used θαί between ηερλῖηαη / ἀζιεηαί and ἱεξνλῖθαη ζηεθαλῖηαη.197 In my opinion,
therefore, the ηερλῖηαη / ἀζιεηαί are not to be separated from the ἱεξνλῖθαη ζηεθαλῖηαη. Rather,
the terms are a kind of qualification meant to distinguish the athletic synod from the artistic
one, just like the adjectives xystic and thymelic. However, I do not believe that Jüthner‘s
translation is entirely correct either, since it implies that only sacred victors could be member
of the synods.
The solution to this problem lies in a recent observation of Le Guen. In her discussion of the
thymelic synod, she argues that the clause ηερλῖηαη ἱεξνλῖθαη ζηεθαλῖηαη could refer to artists
who were already hieronikai as well as to artists aspiring to become hieronikai: ―Dans le
même temps, ces mentions renvoyaient à la fois à une réalité avérée et à un idéal revendiqué.
Une réalité avérée, puisque certains artistes avaient bel et bien triomphé dans des agônes
qualifiés indifféremment de ‗sacrés‘ ou de ‗sacrés‘ et ‗stéphanites‘. Un idéal revendiqué, étant
donné que d'autres aspiraient à remporter la palme de la victoire en de pareilles circonstances,
au sein d'une confrérie dont telles étaient et la vocation et la priorité.‖198 I understand the
clause ηερλῖηαη / ἀζιεηαί ἱεξνλῖθαη ζηεθαλῖηαη, therefore, as ―artists / athletes who are, or are
striving to be, sacred victors.‖ In other words, we are dealing with one group, which
nevertheless still knew a status distinction between those who were already hieronikai and
those who were not (yet). The former are strongly represented in our source material, as they
were most likely to receive honorary inscriptions. More sacred victories and precious
agonistic titles amounted to a higher status in the synod. Apart from offices granted to
honorary members, almost all high offices in the synods were occupied by competitors with a
very successful career.199 In decrees and membership certificates, the officials‘ most
important victories and titles were systematically mentioned after their names. 200 The only
synod member we know who was an aspiring hieronikes is the boxer Hermeinos. It is not
likely that he ever acquired the coveted title, as the later certificate confirming his priesthood
in Sardis does not mention it, nor do the documents of his brother‘s family archive written
after his return to Egypt. The lack of agonistic success can explain why Hermeinos paid fifty
denarii to act as priest during the Koina Asias: he may have sought another way to acquire
prestige in the fold of the synod, once it had become clear that the international competition
was too strong for him.
Among the ηερλῖηαη / ἀζιεηαί ἱεξνλῖθαη ζηεθαλῖηαη, another status distinction was based on
the respective disciplines practised by them. Some inscriptions teach us that the prizes won by
century A.D., ca. 140 A.D. there was one synodos which comprised the two earlier associations of the ‗common‘
athletes and of the sacred victors.‖
196
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competitors in contests differed according to discipline. In athletic contests, the combat-sports
were more highly rewarded than the other disciplines. This is revealed by a second-century
inscription from Aphrodisias, which lists prizes for several agones. The prizes for the adult
programme of one of these contests are as follows:









Pentathlete (πέληαζινο): 500 denarii
Hoplite runner (ὁπιηηνδξφκνο): 500 denarii
Runner in the dolichos (δνιηρνδξφκνο): 750 denarii
Runner in the diaulos (δηαπινδξφκνο): 1000 denarii
Runner in the stadion (ζηαδηφδξνκνο): 1250 denarii
Wrestler (παιαηζηήο): 2000 denarii
Boxer (πχθηεο): 2000 denarii
Pankratiast (παγθξαηηαζηήο): 3000 denarii. 201

The higher status of the combat sports is reflected in the organisation of the xystic synod. The
majority of its officials were former wrestlers, boxers and especially pankratiasts. 202
The thymelic synod too knew a status distinction based on the discipline one pursued. The
inscription from Aphrodisias has a prize list of a musico-dramatic contest that seems to have
been organised entirely by the thymelic synod. The hierarchy of artistic disciplines in this
inscription corresponds to the prize list in the foundation decree of the Demostheneia of
Oenoanda:
Contest in Aphrodisias












201

Trumpeter (ζαιπηθηήο): 150 denarii
Herald (θξπμ): 150 denarii
Writer of prose encomia
(ἐγθσκηνγξάθνο): 200 denarii
Poet (πνηεηήο): 200 denarii
Boy kitharode (παῖο θηζαξῳδφο): 150
denarii
Solo aulos-player (ππζαχιεο): 200
denarii
Aulos-player with a choir (θχθιηνο
αὐιεηήο): 300 denarii
Comic actor (θσκῳδφο): 400 denarii
Tragic actor (ηξαγῳδφο): 500 denarii
Adult kitharode (ἁλήξ θηζαξῳδφο):
500 denarii
Winner in the overall competition
(δηὰ πάλησλ): 200 denarii. 203

Demostheneia of Oenoanda










Trumpeter: 50 denarii
Herald: 50 denarii
Writer of prose encomia: 75 denarii
Poet: 75 denarii
Aulos-player with a choir (ρνξαχιεο):
125 denarii
Comic actor: 200 denarii
Tragic actor: 250 denarii
Kitharode: 300 denarii
Winner in the overall competition:
150 denarii. 204

I.Aphr 11.305, frag. IV, col. 2, l. 8-13, col 3, l. 1-2.
See appendix I. This does not mean, of course, that runners and pentathletes were excluded from the high
offices. In appendix I, several xystarchs who were retired runners can be found.
203
I.Aphr 11.305, frag. I, col. 1, l. 1-11, col. 2, l. 1-2. See also the prize list of the Lysimacheia (I.Aphr. 11.21),
which has a few more disciplines: solo kitharist (ςηινθηζαξηζηήο), kitharist with a choir (ρνξνθηζαξηζηήο); tragic
202

202

At first sight, these lists reveal the traditionalism of Greek artistic competitions in the Roman
period. The overall hierarchy corresponds to prize lists from the Hellenistic period, such as
the one of the Serapieia of Tanagra from the early first century BC. 205 The most prestigious
competitors in musico-dramatic disciplines remained the aulos-players, the comic and tragic
actors and especially the kitharodes.206 As such, they are strongly represented in the higher
administration of the thymelic synod, as the inscriptions of the second century AD show.207
However, despite this conservative attitude the system was not immune to change. Whereas
athletic disciplines remained more or less stable throughout antiquity, with the exception of
the late-antique inclusion of the spectacular combat sport pammachon, changing tastes are
clearer in the world of artistic competitions. 208 The age-old discipline of aulodia, singing
accompanied by an aulos, already disappeared in the late first century BC. 209 Prose encomia,
on the other hand, acquired a fixed place in the competitions in about the same period. This
probably had to do with the establishment of the Principate, as many of the encomia appear to
have been panegyrics on the emperor and his household. 210 Furthermore, it is probably due to
the influence of western tastes that the choraulai, also called θχθιηνη αὐιεηαί, grew more
popular. Indeed, the choraulai in our list of officials of the thymelic synod were active in the
West.211 Strasser argued that a major impetus came from Domitian, who included choraulai in
the programme of his Capitolia. After this, they managed to eclipse the more traditional
pythaulai even in the East.212 There are indications that even heralds and trumpeters became
more important, albeit very late in the history of Greek agones. In the victory catalogues and
prize lists from the Hellenistic period until the early third century, they are at the bottom of
the hierarchy. As far as we know, none of the officials of the thymelic synod from the first
two centuries AD were or had been engaged in these disciplines. However, in the membership
certificates of the late third century AD several heralds and trumpeters appear as archons – in
fact, only one of the archons in the papyri was a kitharode. Furthermore, one of the last
victory catalogues published on stone was the one of the herald Valerius Eklektos, who had
choir singing (ρνξόο ηξαγηθφο) and pyrrhic dance (ππξξίρε). It also has separate contests for actors of old and
new tragedy and comedy. Nevertheless, the overall hierarchy remains the same. For a discussion of the overall
competition (δηὰ πάλησλ), see Strasser 2006.
204
Wörrle 1988: 8, ll. 39–44.
205
IG VII 540 (= Manieri 2009: Tan. 2); Wörrle 1988: 235–236. Cf. also Aneziri 2014: 432–433 for the
traditionalism of the ecumenical synods.
206
For a study of the hierarchy in artistic disciplines, see also Wörrle 1988: 234–236. See also Aneziri 2003:
216–218 for the Hellenistic period.
207
See appendix I.
208
Cf. Strasser 2010: 588: ―multiplication et surtout diversification sans précédent des épreuves dans les
concours artistiques.‖
209
Almazova 2008: 16.
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The victory catalogues of the Mouseia of Thespiae in the second century AD mention encomia on the
emperor as well as on the Muses: I.Thespiai 177, ll. 16-22 (= Manieri 2009: Thes. 43); I.Thespiai 178, ll. 10-13
(= Manieri 2009: Thes. 42); I.Thespiai 179, ll. 9-13 (= Manieri 2009: Thes. 44). A victory catalogue of the
Caesarea of Isthmia has a whole row of orators who brought encomia on Nerva, Trajan, Hadrian and the
imperial household: Biers and Geagan 1970: 80, ll. 20–26. The same goes for the poets in these inscriptions.
211
The high priest P. Aelius Antigenidas, active in Naples, was choraules as wel as pythaules. Two choraulai
who were archons of the thymelic synod are mentioned in the fragmentary An.Ép. 2002 930, found in Nîmes. As
argued above, they may have been active in Rome and Naples: see pp. 119-120.
212
Strasser 2002: 134.
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accumulated the citizenship of a large number of cities. He probably was an influential
member of the thymelic synod, since he had an archigrammateus of the synod as his personal
voice-trainer.213
The most striking example of evolving artistic tastes is the rise of pantomime. Pantomimes, or
‗tragic rhythmic dancers‘, as they were called in the Greek inscriptions, represented
mythological stories by means of gestures and spectacular movements without the use of
words. Pantomime had roots in the Hellenistic East – probably Syria or Egypt 214 – but was
reformed and adapted to Roman tastes during the reign of Augustus, according to tradition by
Bathyllus and Pylades, freedmen of respectively Maecenas and Augustus. 215 The new art form
became incredibly popular, first in Italy but quickly finding its way to the Greek East. At first,
organisers of agones as well as the thymelic synod took a conservative stance, barring
pantomime from all official competitions. 216 The Gerasa decree from Trajan‘s reign, for
instance, clearly distinguishes between true competitors (νἱ ἀγσληδόκελνη, i.e. the technitai
hieronikai stephanitai) and second-class artists (νἱ ζεαηξίδνληεο) who performed in shows
after the actual competitions. These performers in all likelihood included mimes as well as
pantomimes. 217 It is not clear whether they could be members of the thymelic synod at that
time. Of course, as non-agonistic performers they could not become part of the technitai
hieronikai stephanitai, but Robert and more recently Aneziri argued that they could be
subsumed under the category of the synagonistai, the members who could not win a prize. 218
However, this appears not to have been the case in the synod‘s delegation active in Gerasa.
The synod may well have had authority over the mimes and pantomimes – they had to pay a
fine if they did not follow the synod‘s ruling – but they did not have to pay this fine to the
synod itself, but to the city of Gerasa. The thymelic synod‘s honorary decree for the
pantomime dancer Iulius Paris from Apamea is more ambiguous. Paris was a high priest, but
it is not clear whether he held this office in the fold of the thymelic synod or in the context of
the local Apollo cult.219 The fact itself that he was honoured by the synod may suggest that he
was a member, but proof remains lacking. Similarly, we cannot know for sure whether the
pantomime dancer Ulpius Augustianus alias Paris, known from an inscription from Thyatira,
was member of the synod, even if his performance in Thyatira appears to have been arranged
by the synod‘s grammateus M. Iulius Alexandros.220 We can only conclude that in the second
century AD, the thymelic synod cooperated with pantomime dancers in the context of agones
with additional performances.221
Nevertheless, already in the early second century AD the popularity of pantomime in the West
caused an important breakthrough. Probably during the reign of Trajan, the discipline was
213

IG II/III² 3.1 3169-3170.
Robert 1930b: 109–110; Strasser 2004b: 175.
215
For a general discussion of pantomime, see Webb 2008: chap. 3 and 4.
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For the conservative stance of Greek elites towards pantomime, see for instance Luc. salt. 2; Lib. or. 64. Cf.
also Bowersock 2008.
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I.Gerasa 192, ll. 18-19, with Robert 1939a: 736–738.
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BE 1976 721; Aneziri 2003: 331–332.
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added to the musico-dramatic competitions of the Sebasta of Naples. Later in the century,
pantomime dancers were also allowed to compete in the Eusebeia of Puteoli. 222 In other
words, they could now become hieronikai and theoretically enter the thymelic synod as fullyfledged members. Such members appear in our source material in the late second century.
Several Latin inscriptions from Italy erected in honour of successful pantomimes mention that
they were hieronicae coronati, an exact translation of hieronikai stephanitai. A few of them
were also high priests ‗of the synod‘. 223
Not long after the 160s AD, some of the eastern agones followed the example of the Italian
contests. A few honorary inscriptions for pantomime dancers, the most important being those
of Ti. Iulius Apolaustus, teach us that in the reign of Commodus the discipline was admitted
to a series of agones in Pergamum, Ephesus, Magnesia ad Maeandrum and Thebes. 224 The
inscriptions of Apolaustus show that pantomime had become a widespread and popular art
form, even if it remained in most festivals outside the actual agonistic programme. 225 It is
likely that pantomimes like Apolaustus could join the thymelic synod as hieronikai, even if no
sources from the East attest to this. No pantomime high priests are on record as in the West,
with the possible exception of Iulius Paris of Apamea.
Pantomime is thus a remarkable example of interaction between East and West, even though
its success story in the agones of the East should not be overestimated. It is not probable that
the discipline was systematically admitted to most agones or that dancers eventually reached
the same status as traditional competitors.226 Strasser argued that it flourished briefly in the
late second and early third centuries as an agonistic discipline, only to disappear shortly
afterwards.227 Although Webb showed with a few examples that it continued to be a
competitive discipline in late antiquity, 228 we can state that pantomime dancers were most
successful outside the traditional contests, operating as salaried troupes that eventually came
to dominate the theatres of cities like Antioch with their claques. 229Admittance to the thymelic
synod was reserved to a small elite that had the opportunity to compete in a select group of
agones with pantomime contests.
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I.Ephesos 2070-2071; FD III.1 551; I.Magnesia 192. For thorough discussions of these inscriptions and the
admission of pantomime to agones in general, see the contributions of Robert 1930b; Slater 1995; Strasser
2004b; Bowersock 2008; Webb 2012.
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For instance, Apolaustus held a performance at the Aktia of Nicopolis where he was honoured with a special
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Slater 1995: 288: ―In that case (i.e. if the inscriptions of T. Iulius Apolaustus give a full list of his victories in
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Strasser 2004b: 202.
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See for instance Lib. or. 26; 33.3-4; 41 and the comments of Liebeschuetz 1972: 144–146.
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Mime appears to have undergone a comparable evolution. Mime performances were plays of
unmasked actors who represented episodes from daily life, often with a large dose of scabrous
humour and mock violence. 230 Since the early first century AD, these could take place in the
fringe of agones, together with other entertaining displays (ἐπηδείμεηο) of jugglers, acrobats
and magicians. 231 An inscription from Tralles from the late second or early third century AD
reveals that some agones eventually came to accept mime as a competitive discipline: a mime
performer (βηνιφγνο) is honoured as an asionikes and is said to have won 18 victories in Asia
and 26 in Lycia and Pamphylia. 232 This is a surprisingly large number. Robert made the
important remark that most of these victories were undoubtedly gained in less prestigious,
thematic agones, many of which are precisely attested in Lycia and Pamphylia. Mime,
therefore, appears to have been less successful than pantomime in penetrating the traditional
agonistic circuit. 233 Roueché, on the other hand, observed that the limited information on
contests for mimes has more to do with the changing epigraphic habit in the middle of the
third century AD. Two inscriptions from Aphrodisias, the first mentioning a mime as
olympionikes and the second showing a wreath and a palm above the name of another mime,
suggest that mime competitions had a place in certain sacred agones. 234 Still, these sources do
not reveal the actual extent of the phenomenon. Although mime actors like Oxeidas and some
actors of Aphrodisias were technically speaking hieronikai, it is likely that a large gap
remained between them and the hieronikai in the traditional disciplines. No mime actor is
attested as member of the thymelic synod, and in my opinion they were never systematically
admitted.235

2. Competitive support: ἐπιςτάται, φωναςκοί and ςυναγωνιςταί
Even if the activities of the ηερλῖηαη / ἀζιεηαί ἱεξνλῖθαη ζηεθαλῖηαη were the raison d‟être of
the xystic and thymelic synods, they could not operate without the help of others. Athletes
depended strongly on their trainers, who not only took care of physical exercises, but also of
230

For mime performances in general, see Webb 2008: chap. 5 and 6.
Robert 1936: 244. An inscription from Gythion from the reign of Tiberius, which documents the organisation
of a thymelic agon in honour of the imperial house, mentions that the ephors had to provide stage doors to be
used by mimes: see SEG 11 923, l. 37, with Robert 1936: 248–250. Slater 2004b: 149 notes, though, that this
was not a real agon, as no prizes and only paid performers are mentioned. A clearer example comes from the
dossier of the Demostheneia of Oenoanda, which mentions the hiring of mimes for subsidiary shows
(παξακηζζώκαηα): Wörrle 1988: 8, ll. 44-45 and 252.
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the athletes‘ diets.236 They also provided moral and psychological support, which is illustrated
by the story of the pankratiast Silicius Firmus Mandrogenes. His trainer wrote a letter to his
mother, telling her that ―if you hear that your son has died, believe it; if you hear that he has
been defeated, do not.‖237 Mandrogenes then put every effort in his athletic career, ―in order
that neither should his trainer be a liar, nor his mother be the victim of deception.‖238 His
trainer‘s trick did not prove useless, as Mandrogenes eventually became periodonikes and,
after his retirement, xystarch. 239 The key role of trainers is also revealed by a large number
inscriptions in which hieronikai let their trainers share in the honour by mentioning them by
name. 240
From the very beginning, trainers held a prominent place in the xystic synod. Together with
their pupils they travelled the agonistic world and took part in the synod‘s assemblies. 241 M.
Antonius Artemidoros, who requested privileges for the synod during an audience with Mark
Antony, was a trainer (aleiptes) – possibly even the triumvir‘s personal trainer. 242 Some of the
early honorary inscriptions and decrees of the xystic synod included trainers (epistatai) in its
title.243 The identification of the epistatai as trainers nuances Brunet‘s and Gouw‘s view that
the epistatai were city magistrates responsible for the training of youths in local gymnasia,
whereas aleiptai were private trainers who assisted athletes on their international career. 244 In
some cases this may have been correct, but the epistatai in the synod‘s title definitely
correspond to Brunet‘s and Gouw‘s definition of aleiptai. In the context of the xystic synod,
therefore, the two words appear to be synonyms.
Because most trainers were ex-athletes who after their active athletic careers put their
experience to a new use, there was often an overlap between the trainers and the athletai
hieronikai stephanitai discussed above.245 This may explain why they were not consistently
236
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mentioned in the xystic synod‘s titles, as opposed to the synagonistai of the thymelic synod.
In the sources from the early second century AD on, they even disappear from the titles
altogether. This does not mean that they became less significant. The membership certificate
of the Egyptian boxer Hermeinos mentions two trainers among the officials of the synod in
Naples: one represented an absent archon and K[…]ktabenos was treasurer. The latter at the
same time held the prestigious titles of periodonikes and ‗best of the Hellenes‘, granted to
winners in the hoplite run of Plataea. 246
The artistic counterparts of the xystic synod‘s epistatai were the voice-trainers (θσλαζθνί)
mentioned in some inscriptions of successful artists.247 Voice-trainers were not mentioned in
the thymelic synod‘s title for the same reason that the epistatai disappeared from the xystic
synod‘s title: most of them were hieronikai themselves. The hieronikes P. Aelius
Agathemeros of Ephesus, for instance, was a kitharode and melopoios (composer of songs),
and at the same time voice-trainer of the kitharode C. Antoninus Septimius Publius of
Pergamum. Agathemeros is also known as archon grammateus of the thymelic synod. 248
Whereas voice trainers had a personal relationship with individual artists who presumably
remunerated them with their own money, synagonistai occupied a wholly different position.
As the fundamental research of Aneziri has shown, they were artists who could not compete
for a prize, but still played an essential supportive role, as for instance secondary actors and
musicians, choir members, choir teachers, props managers and others. 249 Working together
with the competitors in a team to produce complex musico-dramatic performances, they were
presumably paid according to contracts with festival organisers concluded under the laws of
the synod rather than by individual protagonists or other leading artists on a personal basis. 250
This can explain the consistent mention of the synagonistai in the thymelic synod‘s titles. At
least some synagonistai stood at the beginning of their careers, still having a chance to
become competing artists themselves. A good example of such a promotion comes from the
Hellenistic period. The aulos-player Kraton of Chalcedon began his career as a synagonistes
in the margins of the artists‘ association of Ionia and the Hellespont, after which he became a
competing technites and rose to the highest offices in the association. 251 As I have argued
above, the synagonistai in the thymelic synod may have inherited their professional selfawareness from the synod of Ionia and the Hellespont, which is to our knowledge the only
Hellenistic artists‘ association that had a subordinate association of synagonistai. However, as
opposed to its Hellenistic predecessor there were no semi-independent associations of
synagonistai associated with the thymelic synod – all synagonistai were an integral part of the
thymelic synod itself. 252
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3. Practical, administrative and religious support
The synagonistai, though in general secondary members of the synods, were still involved in
the actual competitions, which sets them apart from other support crews. Our knowledge of
the latter is extremely limited, as almost all sources deal in the first place with competitors. In
the documents from the Hellenistic period, we have some vague references to assistants
(‗roadies‘) who gave practical support to the artists in preparing their musico-dramatic
performances. An inscription documenting the delegation of artists to the Dionysia of Iasos
makes a distinction between the [ἐθ] ηλ ἐλγεγξακκέλσλ ηερληηλ, ‗the registered technitai‘,
and the κεηερόλησλ ηο [ἡ]<κε>[η]έξ[αο ζπλόδ]<νπ>, ‗those who take part in our synod‘.253
Aneziri convincingly showed that the first group corresponds to the competing artists as well
as to their synagonistai, whereas the second denotes assistants without any artistic activity.
Later in the inscription we also read about ὑπεξεζίαη, literally ‗attendants‘, which according
to Aneziri could group synagonistai as well as other support crews.254 There are no clear
references in the source material of the thymelic synod, though in one decree we find the
κεηέρνληεο again: [θαζὼ]ο νἱ ηο ἰ[εξσηάηεο ζπλόδνπ κεηέ]ρνληεο η<λ> ἀπ<ὸ> [ηο
νἰθνπκέλεο πεξὶ ηὸλ Γηόλπζνλ η]ερ[λ]εη<η>λ [ἐηείκεζαλ θηι.], ―even as those who take part
in the most holy synod of artists around Dionysos from/of the whole world honour […].‖255
However, in this text all members of the synod and not just the support crews are referred to,
as was also the case in some Hellenistic inscriptions. 256 Similarly, support crews were
probably subsumed in the clause νἱ λέκνληεο ηὴλ ἱεξὰλ ζπκειηθὴλ ζύλνδνλ in the decree for
Ulpius Aelius Pompeianus from Ancyra, which also grouped all members of the synods
together.257
As for the xystic synod, two inscriptions reveal the existence of several subgroups whose
identity is anything but clear. The inscription from Kition on Cyprus has the title νἱ ἀπὸ ηο
νἰθνπκέλ[ε]ο ἀζιεηαὶ ἱεξνλεῖθαη θαὶ ζηεθαλεῖηαη θαὶ νἱ ηνύησλ ἐπηζηάηαη θαὶ λεαλίζθνη, and
the inscription from Caunus in honour of Q. Vedius Capito mentions νἱ ἀπὸ ηο νἰθνπκέλεο
ἀζιεηαὶ ἱεξνλεῖθαη ζηεθαλεῖηαη θαὶ ηνύησλ ἀδειθνί θαὶ παηέξεο θαὶ ἐπηζηάηαη θαὶ
λεαλίζθνη.258 Who, then, are the λεαλίζθνη (young men), ἀδειθνί (brothers) and παηέξεο
(fathers)? Nicolaou in the editio princeps of the Kition inscription believed that the λεαλίζθνη
did not belong to the synod, but that they were an age-group of the local gymnasium. His
opinion was criticised by Robert, who correctly remarked that the λεαλίζθνη did not have their
own article and are thus grammatically on par with the ἐπηζηάηαη.259 In her commentary on the
inscription, Yon therefore argued that the λεαλίζθνη may have been a kind of assistanttrainers.260 However, there is no parallel for this word use. Furthermore, the Caunus
inscription shows more groups without an article, and all these cannot have been different
kinds of trainers.
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According to Marek, the editor of the inscription from Caunus, the λεαλίζθνη correspond to
athletes representing the age-class of the παῖδεο or ἀγέλεηνη. This is a very likely thesis.
Though strictly speaking ἀζιεηαὶ ἱεξνλεῖθαη ζηεθαλεῖηαη, underage athletes probably did not
have all the rights adult members had, for instance concerning discussions and votes in the
synod‘s assemblies. This explains why they were listed as a separate category. As for the
ἀδειθνί and παηέξεο, Marek refers to IGUR 246, the fourth-century inscription from the
xystic synod‘s headquarters, in which fathers and brothers are repeatedly mentioned.261
Kaibel, Moretti and more recently Harland believed that ‗brother‘ corresponded to ‗colleague‘
and ‗father‘ to ‗high priest‘. 262 However, a closer reading of the inscription by Remijsen
revealed that it recorded a donation by the family of the Apollonii to the synod – in other
words, the terms refer to real family relations. Nevertheless, members of the synod could call
each other ‗brother‘ in other contexts, as private correspondences between xystarchs in thirdcentury Egypt show.263 How to interpret the terms in the inscriptions from Kition and Caunus,
then?
As we have seen, the clause θαὶ νἱ ηνύησλ is normally used to describe either the thymelic
synod‘s synagonistai or the xystic synod‘s epistatai. These are people who fulfilled a
supportive role, following the competing athletes and artists to agones but not competing for a
victory themselves. Therefore, it seems likely that the ἀδειθνί and παηέξεο fulfilled a kind of
supportive role too. The interpretation of ἀδειθφο as ‗fellow member‘ is not probable in this
respect, as there is too much overlap with the ἀζιεηαὶ ἱεξνλῖθαη ζηεθαλῖηαη. As it is but one
term among others, it must mean something specific. There is more to say for the
interpretation of παηέξεο as ‗high priests‘, or rather high officials in general, since these did
not take part in the competitions themselves. However, it appears that the groups mentioned
after θαὶ νἱ ηνύησλ are generally not of the same status as the ἀζιεηαὶ/ηερλῖηαη ἱεξνλῖθαη
ζηεθαλῖηαη – trainers could be, but in the specific context of an agon they did not play a
central role. We would not expect high officials like xystarchs to be mentioned as a kind of
appendage between other subgroups. I believe, therefore, that also in this case the ἀδειθνί
and παηέξεο were real family members of competing athletes who accompanied them on their
travels. Support for this thesis can be found in Pausanias‘ description of the Olympic oath,
which had to be taken by the athletes, their fathers, their brothers and their trainers. 264
Especially underage athletes needed support from relatives, 265 as these could represent them
not only when taking an oath like in Olympia, but possibly also during the synods‘
assemblies. Since such relatives constantly moved in synod circles, it would have been logical
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for many of them to become member in order to use its information channels and to capitalise
on its social prestige.
This finding also helps to understand the conspicuous role of family members in the donation
of the Apollonii. The sisters and brother(s) of the deceased high priest Claudius Rufus alias
Psapharios were not outsiders, but fully-fledged members of the xystic synod themselves:
they explicitly referred to their membership when they exhorted the officials of the synod to
observe the stipulations of the donation.266 Thus, the inscription shows that family members
of competitors not only played a role in the xystic synod‘s assemblies in the provinces, but
that they could also exert an influence on the affairs of the headquarters in Rome. Especially
notable is the role of female members here, who are largely absent in our source material. 267 It
appears that they rather operated behind the screens – after all, competing in agones remained
a male business268 – but the donation of the Apollonii shows that this is no reason to
underestimate their influence.
A last group within this category covers members performing administrative or religious
tasks, such as priests or grammateis. The xystic synod‘s doctors are a specific kind of support
personnel too. These officials are discussed in section III.1.3-4 above.

4. Honorary members
With the exception of the xystic synod‘s archigrammateis and archiatroi, the different kinds
of assistants inevitably occupied the lower strata of the synods‘ social hierarchy. Prestige
remained first of all tied to agonistic success. However, there were people who had enough
money and influence to bypass the distinction between hieronikai and non-hieronikai and
between competitors and non-competitors. Rich benefactors, who financially supported the
synods in different ways, attained positions of high esteem. Still, such honorary members are
only attested in the thymelic synod.
In the Hellenistic period, honorary members of the artists‘ associations were called
philotechnitai. Six of them were mentioned in a list of members of the Egyptian
association. 269 In order to show that these also had contributed to the decree preceding the list,
the Egyptian association added the clause θαὶ ηνῖο ηὴλ ζύλνδνλ λέκνπζηλ, ‗and those who are
member of the synod‘, to its title – otherwise only the technitai themselves were referred to.270
As argued above, a similar strategy is found in the thymelic synod‘s decree for the
agonothetes Ulpius Aelius Pompeianus of Ancyra: here, the λέκνληεο could refer to support
staff, honorary members or both.271 It is possible that Ulpius Aelius Pompeianus was an
honorary member of the thymelic synod himself. As Fein surmises, he may have had good
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contacts with his namesake Pompeianus Paion of Side, a prominent synod member who
proposed the motion to honour the best known philotechnites from the imperial period, the
immensely rich T. Aelius Alkibiades of Nysa. 272 The last philotechnites in our source material
is Septimius Tryphon, who held several priesthoods in the thymelic synod during the reign of
Septimius Severus.273

5. Conclusion
This analysis has shown that the ecumenical synods were organised according to a strict
hierarchy. Among the synoditai or those who had paid the membership fee to become member
of one of the synods, the ηερλῖηαη / ἀζιεηαί ἱεξνλῖθαη ζηεθαλῖηαη played the most conspicuous
role. This group again consisted of different subgroups: there were junior competitors, adult
competitors and retired competitors. Hierarchical relations were structured according to
different criteria. Agonistic success was essential: whenever possible, members tried to show
off with fancy titles and victories. Agonistic success also paved the way for another source of
honour and prestige, namely taking up offices that were equally hierarchical. Furthermore,
some disciplines were more highly regarded than others, like the combat sports in the xystic
synod and the kitharodes, aulos-players and comic and tragic actors in the thymelic synod.
These apparently had more opportunities to rise to the highest offices. However, the prestige
of the artistic disciplines knew some evolution: trumpeters and heralds had become more
important by the third century AD, and even for pantomimes, who were previously held in
contempt by the traditional competitors, new doors were opened as the Principate progressed.
Other groups of members were there to provide competitive support to the athletes and the
artists. Some, like the athletic trainers and voice trainers, were or had been successful
competitors themselves, and were therefore of equal standing. Others played a subordinate
role, like the synagonistai of the thymelic synod. These were for instance secondary actors
and musicians, choir members, choir teachers and props managers. At least some of them
stood at the beginning of their careers and could in the right circumstances become competing
members themselves. Synagonistai were still important and influential enough to be
consistently mentioned in the thymelic synod‘s title, but this does not hold true for practical
assistants like the support crews who were responsible for the practical aspects of the musicodramatic agones. Sometimes, they were subsumed under general clauses like νἱ λέκνληεο ηὴλ
ἱεξὰλ ζπκειηθὴλ ζύλνδνλ, ‗those who are member of the thymelic synod‘. As for the xystic
synod, it appears that family members of young athletes, who accompanied them on their
travels, could also join the synod and even form a subset in the assemblies, where they may
have voted in the name of their young protégés.
Finally, the hierarchy of the ecumenical synods could be bypassed by people with enough
money. A few philotechnitai or honorary members are on record in the sources on the
thymelic synod: even without being competitors or having prestigious agonistic titles, they
could be invested with prestigious offices after having made a benefaction to the synod.
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Now that we have examined how the ecumenical synods were organised and structured, it
remains to be answered why these different people wanted to become synoditai. This question
is addressed in the next section, where I pay special attention to the perspective of the core
members of the synods: the competitors who were, or who were trying to become, hieronikai.

3. The professional interests of the ecumenical synods
When the Egyptian boxer Hermeinos decided to join the xystic synod at the age of 26, he
probably made a well-considered choice. His prospects looked good, as he was still young
and was about to participate in one of the most prestigious agones in the Roman Empire, the
Sebasta of Naples. Even if the membership fee was quite high, he must have believed that the
support of the synod during his international career would be more than worth it. This section
investigates what kind of support a competitor like Hermeinos could expect when joining one
of the two synods, or, in other words, why becoming a synod member was an attractive career
choice. The synods‘ support manifested itself on different levels. Topics of general concern,
such as the protection and extension of privileges, were dealt with on the highest political
levels. Practical support during agones, on the other hand, was taken care of locally by
officials active in the field.

1. Privileges
There is general agreement, also, they say, that he [Dionysos] was the inventor of
thymelic contests, and that he introduced places where the spectators could witness the
shows and organised musical concerts; furthermore, he freed from any liturgy those who
had cultivated any sort of musical skill during his campaigns, and it is for this reason that
later generations have formed musical synods of artists around Dionysos and have
274
exempted the followers of this profession from taxes.

Acquiring and protecting privileges was one of the most important reasons for travelling
competitors to band together. The earliest evidence of the Hellenistic artists‘ associations
instantly deals with issues concerning privileges, as do several of the last documents of the
ecumenical synods of the empire. By the first century BC, artists‘ privileges even got a
mythological aura, as shown by the quote from Diodoros above.
A consistent overview of the privileges and benefits enjoyed by competitors throughout
antiquity is hard to write, as our source material presents us with a highly complex and often
contradictory picture. The privileges of the artists have been studied since the late nineteenth
century.275 Until now, the works of Le Guen and Aneziri contain the most exhaustive
overview for the Hellenistic period. 276 Papyrological and juridical evidence about the athletes‘
privileges in the imperial age was first assembled by Amelotti in 1955, who at the same time
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took aspects of the artists‘ privileges into consideration. 277 In the following decades, studies
by for instance Robert and Pleket further investigated the athletes‘ right to monthly pensions
after winning an eiselastic agon, whereas other works like those of Millar and Frisch sought
to combine evidence for the privileges of athletes as well as artists. 278 The publication of
Hadrian‘s three letters to the thymelic synod in 2006 gave a new impulse to the debate, as the
letters confirm earlier privileges and contain a new ruling about the monthly pensions. 279
Furthermore, the last few years have seen a growing attention to the development of
privileges in late antiquity. 280
In a recent article, Slater brought together all information about the financial benefits enjoyed
by imperial-age competitors and the bureaucratic procedures involved in it.281 This work will
remain a standard reference for years to come, and it is not my goal to reiterate all aspects
discussed by him. I will rather focus on the role of the associations in obtaining, protecting
and enlarging privileges, thereby reconsidering or confirming some of Slater‘s interpretations.
As there is a clear continuity between the Hellenistic and imperial periods, the privileges
enjoyed by the ecumenical synods cannot be understood without looking at the Hellenistic
antecedents. I therefore begin with an overview of the privileges enjoyed by the Hellenistic
artists‘ associations, after which I examine similar privileges of artists as well as athletes
attested in the sources from the imperial period. Next, I discuss other kinds of privileges
characteristic of the imperial age, such as opsonia or monthly pensions and exemption from
the Roman infamy laws.
1) The artists: Hellenistic antecedents
The privileges of the Hellenistic artists‘ associations are primarily known from a series of
inscriptions, dealing with the Athenian association, the Isthmian-Nemean koinon and the
synod of Ionia and the Hellespont. Although some details may have differed, it appears that a
basic package of privileges was enjoyed by all of the great associations.282 In the fragmented
political landscape of the Hellenistic period, the artists had to obtain them from different
political or religious bodies. The above-mentioned associations all requested and obtained
privileges from the Delphic Amphictyony, as this body had a relatively large sphere of
influence. Hellenistic kings from different dynasties were also petitioned: the synod of Ionia
and the Hellespont maintained good relations with Antiochos III, and, later, with the Attalid
kings. The Athenian synod asked Ariarathes V of Cappadocia for privileges that ensured safe
passage through his kingdom, and an Egyptian papyrus shows that Ptolemy II freed the
artists‘ association of his kingdom from paying the salt tax. Privileges were also granted by
Roman politicians as soon as they became the dominant political power in the eastern
Mediterranean. 283
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Aneziri subdivided the Hellenistic artists‘ privileges in three categories: 284
1) Personal protection
For travelling competitors, privileges ensuring their personal safety were probably most
important. This was especially true in the Hellenistic age, a period often plagued by warfare
and piracy. As such, ἀζπιία (‗inviolability‘) and ἀζθάιεηα (‗safety‘) are mentioned most
often in the epigraphic record. The difference between the two terms is not entirely clear.
Poland believed they were essentially the same, yet Gauthier could judge that ἀζθάιεηα
designated safety in times of war, and ἀζπιία safety in general or, more precisely, safety in
peacetime.285 Bravo on the other hand argued that when the two terms are mentioned together,
ἀζπιία ensured that the personal property of the holder could not be seized, while ἀζθάιεηα
protected him from personal seizure. Still, Bravo added that in the decrees concerning the
artists‘ associations the terms could be used interchangeably. 286 According to Le Guen,
however, ἀζπιία ―mettait les Technites à l‘abri du droit de prises ou de représailles‖, whereas
ἀζθάιεηα ―interdisait qu‘ils fussent en état d‘arrestation.‖287 Whatever the case may be, these
privileges were quintessential to ensure the presence of artists at agones in the entire Greek
world and thus to maintain the links between the different festivals.
2) Financial benefits and freedom from civic and military duties
Members of the associations enjoyed a range of financial benefits, mentioned in the
inscriptions under various names such as ἀθνξνινγεζία, ἀηέιεηα, ἀλεηζθνξία and
ἀιεηηνπξγεζία. The latter privilege freed the artists from public liturgies, whereas the first
three exempted them from payment of various taxes and tributes. With the exception of the
papyrus exempting artists from the salt tax in Egypt, our sources do not state which taxes are
actually referred to. It can be assumed that this differed according to kingdom, region or city.
It is likely that artists were in the first place exempted from taxes imposed on travellers and
their goods in harbours and at city gates, yet it cannot be excluded that they were also freed
from paying certain taxes in their respective hometowns or cities of residence. 288 Furthermore,
it must be noted that ἀηέιεηα could be used as a general term for different kinds of privileges
and benefits. 289 As such, it is used to describe the artists‘ freedom from military service on
land and on sea, ἀηέιεηα ζηξαηείαο πεδηθῆο θαὶ λαπηηθῆο, which could also be called
TE 5); FD III.2 48, ll. 6-7 (= Le Guen 2001: vol. 1, TE 14); FD III.1 85 (= Le Guen 2001: vol. 1, TE 17); Corinth
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ἀζηξαηεπζία. Finally, the privilege ἀλεπηζηαζκεία exempted its holder from the obligation
to billet foreign troops. These financial benefits not only ensured that artists could devote their
time and energy fully to their art and their travels, but were presumably also a source of pride
and prestige.
3) Honorary privileges
A last category of privileges entitled the artists to specific honours, thereby promoting their
social status. Πξνεδξία gave them the right to occupy front seats in the theatres, πξνκαληεία
the right to consult the Delphic oracle first and πξνπνκπεία the right to walk in the front of
processions as a separate group. Πξνδηθία gave them priority in trials and ρξπζνθνξία and
πνξθπξνθνξία allowed them to wear golden crowns and purple ornaments respectively.
Πξνμελία, finally, gave them the right to receive important guests.290 However, it is not likely
that all artists‘ associations enjoyed the same honours, nor that each member of an association
was automatically entitled to them.291
The last confirmation of privileges for a Hellenistic artists‘ association dates from the 80s BC,
when Sulla and the Senate granted ἀιεηηνπξγεζία, ἀλεηζθνξία, ἀζηξαηεπζία, ἀλεπηζηαζκεία
and some other unknown privileges to the association of Ionia and the Hellespont. 292 The
association got the permission to inscribe these privileges on a stele on Cos, which shows that
they had trouble to claim them in this turbulent period. Sulla‘s letters reveal that Rome had
now become the sole authority in these matters, and they therefore strongly foreshadow the
practise in the imperial period, when the synods of competitors sent embassies to the
emperors in order to receive universally-valid privileges.293 Unfortunately, it is unknown to
what extent the association of Ionia and the Hellespont managed to maintain its privileges
throughout the first century BC.
2) The artists: imperial age
Our first evidence from the imperial period comes from the letters of Claudius to the thymelic
synod cited in the Egyptian membership certificates. In the first letter he states that he would
protect the privileges granted by Augustus, and in the other he mentions privileges granted by
his predecessors and by the Senate.294 As I have argued above, the privileges granted by
Augustus probably had to do with the development of the synod of Ionia and the Hellespont
towards a supra-local artists‘ association. These were then confirmed or extended by Tiberius
and/or Caligula and by the Senate. The privileges granted by Claudius himself may have been

290

Le Guen 2001: vol. 2, 70.
It is quite unlikely that a member of the support crews could wear golden ornaments and walk in the front of
processions. On the other hand, in the late third century AD minor officials of the thymelic synod who were not
competing artists could claim πξνεδξία: P.Oxy.Hels 25, ll. 46-48 (= Pap.Agon. 4).
292
Sherk 1966 (= Le Guen 2001: vol. 1: TE 56).
293
Le Guen 2001: vol. 1, 287: ―Sur ce point il existe une continuité parfaite entre les associations d‘époque
hellénistique et celles de l‘époque impériale.‖
294
BGU 1074, l. 2 (= Pap.Agon. 1): ηὰ δὲ [ὑ]πὸ ην[ῦ] ζ[ε]νῦ εβαζηνῦ δ[εδ]νκέλα ὑκῖλ λφκηκα θαὶ
θηιάλζ[ξ]σπα ζπληεξ; Milet I.3 156, ll. 5-9: κεκλεκέλνπο ὑκᾶο, ὧλ παξεζρόκελ δηαθπιάμαο ηὰ ὑπὸ ηλ πξὸ
ἐκνῦ εβαζηλ θαὶ ηο ζπλθιήηνπ δεδνκέλα δίθαηα, ἀπνδέρνκαη θαὶ πηξάζνκαη αὔμηλ απηὰ εὐζεβο δηαθηκέλσλ
ὑκλ πξὸο ηὸλ ἐκὸλ νἶθνλ.
291

216

connected to the restructuring of the two synods of competitors sketched in section I.3.
Unfortunately, Claudius did not mention which privileges the artists actually enjoyed.295
More revealing is the imperial ordinance of Hadrian preserved in the membership certificates:
θεθάιενλ ἐθ δηαηάγκαην[ο] ζενῦ Ἁδξηαλνῦ πεξὶ η[λ δνζεηζλ δσξελ ηῆ ζπλφδῳ, ὧλ δὲ
νὐζ]λ ἀζπιείαο, πξνεδξίαο, ἀζηξαηί[αο], ιηηνπξγηλ δεκνζίσλ ἀ[η]ειεί[αο], ἀηει ἔρεηλ
ὅζα ἂλ ἐπάγσληε, ρξίαο ἰδ[ίαο ἢ ηλ ἀγψλσλ ἕλεθα, κὴ θξίλεηλ κὴ θαζη]ζηάλεηλ
[ἐ]γγπεηάο, ἀλεηζθν[ξ]ίαο αὐηλ, ζπλζπζία[ο, κὴ δέρεζζα]η πξὸο ἀλαγθελ μέλνπο, κὴ
εἴξγεζζα[η κεδὲ ἄιιῃ ηηλὶ θξνπξᾷ (?)- ca.11 -] σζεὶο ἢ ζαλάηῳ ὑπεπζπλ ε.
Summary of an edict of the deified Hadrian about the privileges granted to the synod,
which are inviolability, right to front seats, freedom from military service, exemption
from public liturgies, tax-freedom for the things they bring with them, either for personal
use or for the contests, the right not to sit as judge, the right not to supply guarantors,
exemption from special taxes, the right to sacrifice together, the right not to be compelled
to billet strangers, the right not to be detained, the right not to fulfil any kind of watch
duty (?) …death penalty…296

This ordinance shows that the artists of the thymelic synod enjoyed in Hadrian‘s time more or
less the same privileges as their Hellenistic predecessors. The essential privileges ἀζπιία,
ἀιεηηνπξγεζία, ἀηέιεηα, ἀζηξαηεπζία and ἀλεπηζηαζκεία are there, as well as the honorary
privilege of πξνεδξία. Interestingly, Hadrian specifies the kind of tax-freedom the artists
could claim. Most importantly, they were exempted from paying taxes on the goods they
brought with them during their travels on the agonistic circuit. In their hometowns, they were
exempted from public liturgies and from paying the εἰζθνξά, according to Frisch a special tax
originally levied in wartime. 297 This may mean that the artists were still subjected to other
kinds of local taxes. 298 Then there are some previously unattested privileges, which are,
however, difficult to interpret. Frisch interprets κὴ θξίλεηλ as exemption from the liturgy to sit
as judge. He connects it to a letter from the council of Oxyrhynchus to the strategos from AD
292, which states that a man was exempted from attending the prefect‘s court because he was
a hieronikes.299 Another exemption from a specific liturgy may be referred to by the word
θξνπξά. Frisch, Oliver and Jördens translate this part of the edict as ‗freedom from any other
form of detention‘, yet it may also refer to exemption from watch-duty, as Remijsen notes.300
295
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Μὴ θαζηζηάλεηλ ἐγγπεηάο and κὴ εἴξγεζζαη can be considered as extensions of ἀζπιία,
guaranteeing the artists‘ personal safety and legal rights. Thanks to the former privilege, the
artists did not need another person to stand bail for them in case they were sued, and the latter
protected them from detention – according to Frisch a far-reaching privilege.301 The mention
of ζαλάηῳ in the last sentence may imply that the artists could not be put to death, but due to
the fragmentary state of the papyrus the grammar and correct reading cannot be
reconstructed.302 Finally, ζπλζπζία was another honorary privilege of synod members.
ζπλζύηαη or ‗fellow sacrificers‘ were normally delegated by one city to another to participate
in sacrifices in the context of an agon there.303 It appears that the thymelic synod had received
the right to take part in the sacrifices as a separate group, parallel to the delegations sent by
the cities. 304 As such, it was a privilege similar to πξνπνκπεία.
Hadrian‘s munificence towards the thymelic synod is also illustrated by the three recently
found letters from Alexandria Troas. Most of the imperial ordinances do not deal with legal
privileges, but with regulations concerning the organisation of agones that made the life of
travelling competitors easier. Still, one of the clauses ordains that ―your existing privileges of
ἀιεηηνπξγεζία and ἀηέιεηα are to be guaranteed‖, after which Hadrian adds that deceased
competitors are exempted from civic taxes on burials. 305 Schwertheim wondered whether the
latter exemption concerned taxes levied by cities visited by competitors during their travels or
by the competitors‘ hometowns, and was inclined to accept the first option. 306 Sänger-Böhm,
on the other hand, argued for the second option, noting that the other rights and privileges
mentioned before and after this clause mainly concerned the competitors‘ hometowns. 307
However, Strasser was probably right when writing that the exemption was valid in any
city.308 The next privilege granted by Hadrian was an honorary one. In his third letter, he
gives competitors the right to a banquet in the agones that had the custom to include such
banquets.309 Finally, the letters contain key information about the monthly pensions for
winners in eiselastic agones, which will be discussed separately below.
The Egyptian membership certificates show that the thymelic synod preserved its privileges
throughout the second and third centuries. It was apparently wary of losing them, which
explains why it sent embassies to the imperial court whenever a new emperor came to
power.310 A letter by Septimius Severus acknowledges the congratulations he received from
the thymelic synod when he acceded to the throne, and promises to uphold the synod‘s
301
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privileges and to try to increase them. 311 Later, he wrote another letter together with his son
and co-emperor Caracalla, again confirming the privileges. Alexander Severus, finally, did the
same.
The membership certificates as well as some other documents from the archive of the council
of Oxyrhynchus reveal how members applied for their privileges in their hometowns with the
help of the synod in the second half of the third century AD. It is interesting to note that all
members of the thymelic synod, and not just the ηερλῖηαη ἱεξνλῖθαη ζηεθαλῖηαη, enjoyed
financial privileges like ἀηέιεηα and ἀιεηηνπξγεζία. Aurelius Hatres, Aurelius
Apollodidymos, Aurelius Serenus and [- - -]muthis alias Sarapias were not technitai
themselves, but entered the synod as minor officials. This practise goes back to the Hellenistic
period, when privileges were granted to the associations as a whole.312 As we will see, this
seems to be a major difference in comparison with the xystic synod. The procedure for
requesting privileges has been summarised by Slater as follows: 313
1. A request of admission to the synod.
2. An official vote and decree of the synod about the admission, taking place during an
agon.314
3. Formal response to the applicant.
4. Formal notification by the synod to the members about the admission. 315
5. Submission of confirmation of the new membership to the civic authorities, along with
supporting documents. To this I add that documents were sent by the individual
applicant as well as by the synod. 316
6. Approval by the bouleutic office. 317
As expected, the applicants were mostly interested in the financial privileges ἀηέιεηα and
ἀιεηηνπξγεζία, although ἀζπιία and πξνπνκπεία were also claimed. It is not clear whether
members of the thymelic synod as well as their landed property were completely tax-free, as
Jördens believed. 318 Her references to the applications do not necessarily confirm this: while
they explain that members were exempted from all liturgies, it is not stated that ἀηέιεηα
encompassed all possible taxes. 319 The ἀηέιεηα referred to by Hadrian in his letter from
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Alexandria Troas certainly did not, as the emperor had to add the extra clause about the
exemption from burial taxes.
As Slater noted, such a procedure is not attested for members of the xystic synod, and this is
probably not coincidental.320 Wallner‘s view that there was no great difference between the
privileges of respectively artists and athletes therefore needs to be nuanced: 321 it appears that
the system of privileges worked differently for the athletes, and again the roots of this
difference are to be sought in the Hellenistic period.322
3) The athletes
In the middle of the third century BC, the Ptolemaic head of finances, the dioiketes
Apollonios, wrote a letter to his subordinate Zoilos about exemptions from the salt-tax:
Ἀπνιιψληνο Εσίιση ραίξεηλ. ἀθείθακ[ελ] ηνχ[ο ηε δηδαζθάινπο] | ηλ γξακκάησλ θαὶ
ηνὺο παηδνηξίβαο [θ]αὶ η[νὺο λέκνληαο] | ηὰ πεξὶ ηὸλ Γηφλπζνλ θαὶ ηνὺο λεληθεθφ[η]αο
η[ὸλ πελζεηεξηθὸλ] | ἀγλα θαὶ ηὰ Βαζίιεηα θαὶ ηὰ Πηνιε[κ]α[ῖ]α, θ[αζάπεξ ὁ βαζηιεὺο] |
πξνζηέηαρελ, ηνῦ ἁιὸο ηὸ ηέινο αὐηνχο η[ε] θαὶ [νἰθείνπο] | ἔξξσ[ζν]. (ἔηνπο) [- ca.9 -]
Apollonios to Zoilos, greetings. We have exempted the writing teachers, the gymnasium
trainers and [- - -] those around Dionysos and the victors of the penteteric agon and the
Basileia and the Ptolemaia from the salt-tax, they and their households, as the king has
commanded. Farewell.323

Apart from the teachers and gymnasium trainers, ‗those around Dionysos‘ and victors in
Alexandrian agones are exempted. The first are the members of the Ptolemaic artists‘
association, and they are exempted as a whole. Artists could also belong to the second group,
the victors in the agones, yet they owed their tax-freedom in the first place to their
membership of the association. As a category of tax-free people, the victors in the agones in
this letter are therefore those who won athletic (or hippic) contests. Something similar is
found in an inscription from Messene, documenting the levy of a special tribute, the
ὀθηώβνινο εἰζθνξά, by the Romans around 70 BC. Technitai and olympionikai are recorded
as separate categories, probably paying a lower sum. 324 Admittedly, the word technitai does
not necessarily refer to an artists‘ association, but again victory is not a condition for artists to
enjoy certain financial benefits. 325 Athletes, on the other hand, did need a victory, in this case
even a victory in the most prestigious agon of all. 326
Since athletes did not have powerful professional associations to back them in the Hellenistic
period, they only received privileges on an individual basis. Their personal safety was assured
320
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by asylia regulations concluded by poleis among each other,327 and financial and honorary
benefits were only granted to those who won prestigious victories. This explains why
hieronikai were the first athletes who banded together in civic groups, receiving allowances
from their hometowns and occupying a prestigious place in processions. 328
When the hieronikai eventually founded an ecumenical association in the middle of the first
century BC, they approached Roman rulers in order to receive supra-local privileges like their
artistic colleagues. In Mark Antony‘s letter to the koinon Asias, the triumvir writes that he had
granted ἀζηξαηεπζία, ἀιεηηνπξγεζία, ἀλεπηζηαζκεία and during a certain panegyris a truce
(ἐθερεηξία), ἀζπιία and the right to wear purple (πνξθχξα). Again we see the familiar
combination of personal protection, financial privileges and honorary privileges. Antony also
mentions that the synod had been granted some privileges before (ηὰ πξνυπάξρνληα). When
comparing these privileges to those granted to the Hellenistic artists‘ associations, it is
possible that those earlier privileges were 1) ἀζθάιεηα, differing in this case from Antony‘s
ἀζπιία, which may have been limited to the competitors‘ personal property and/or to the
panegyris mentioned before; 2) ἀηέιεηα, i.e. exemption from certain taxes, probably those
levied at harbours, city gates and festivals. These privileges seem to be most essential for
travelling competitors, and may therefore have been granted first.329
Unfortunately, sources about the xystic synod proper do not allow us to trace the evolution of
these privileges. We do not know what changed when the synod opened its ranks to aspiring
hieronikai. Augustus probably expanded the synod‘s privileges, and in Hermeinos‘
membership certificate we read that Claudius granted privileges, which Vespasian later
promised to uphold.330 It is therefore probable that the xystic synod sent embassies to the
imperial court whenever a new emperor ascended the throne, just like the thymelic synod did.
The letters of Hadrian from Alexandria Troas reveal that the xystic synod too benefited from
the emperor‘s regulations: the exemption from the taxes on burials explicitly concerned artists
as well as athletes, and it is even possible that the latter, in their copy of the letters, also got
their ἀηέιεηα and ἀιεηηνπξγεζία confirmed.331
Hadrian‘s letters do not make clear whether these financial privileges were only valid for
athletic hieronikai or for all members of the xystic synod, but other evidence tends to
corroborate the first option.332 First, a papyrus from the 290s AD, already mentioned above,
shows how a certain Areion from Oxyrhynchus was exempted from the liturgy to sit in the
prefect‘s court of justice on account of his status of hieronikes. 333 Second, a passage in the
Digesta exempts those athletes from guardianship ―who have been crowned in a sacred
327
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agon.‖334 Third, the connection between hieronikai and financial privileges is illustrated by
the title ateleis hieronikai, ‗tax-free hieronikai‘, carried by several people in our sources from
the time of Domitian on.335 Finally, we have no examples that show that athletes could request
financial privileges solely on the basis of synod membership. As opposed to the certificates of
the thymelic synod, the one of the boxer Hermeinos was to our knowledge not used in a civic
procedure. It was simply a proof of membership that he carried along on his travels and that
was stored in his brother‘s archive after his return to Hermopolis. It is likely that Hermeinos
could not claim financial privileges, as he never acquired the title of hieronikes. More
successful athletes claimed their financial privileges on the basis of their victories in sacred
agones rather than on the basis of synod membership.336
Nevertheless, some scholars wondered whether Hermeinos‘ certificate could have had a
certain connection to privileges after all. Since Vespasian‘s letter explicitly talks about
privileges, Jördens argued that ―das Dokument vielleicht doch auch als Grundlage für einen
solchen Antrag gedacht war‖.337 It is true that a copy of the certificate may have been used in
a civic procedure. However, as noted above such a procedure has never been attested for
athletes. Slater wrote that ―we can be reasonably sure that there did exist some attached
privileges‖, but does not attempt to find out which ones. 338
Even though the sources do not give a straightforward answer, I believe we can make an
educated guess about the relation between Hermeinos‘ certificate and privileges. In my
opinion, the certificate was not used in his hometown to request privileges, since Hermeinos
probably could not claim any, but rather during his travels. We should make a distinction
between 1) financial benefits enjoyed in one‘s hometown like freedom from liturgies,
exemption from certain local taxes and monthly pensions and 2) privileges that made the
athletes‘ travels more safe and easy, such as ἀζπιία and freedom from taxes levied on
travellers and their goods. Whereas the former were probably only enjoyed by hieronikai, it is
probable that the latter could be claimed by all synod members, precisely because they helped
talented athletes to become hieronikai. I surmise that Hermeinos had to procure his certificate
for instance when he entered a port to prove his exemption from harbour taxes, or when he
ran into trouble with local authorities and had to claim inviolability. In this case, the imperial
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letters would not have been mere ‗Schmuck‘, as Wilcken wrote, but rather served to underpin
Hermeinos‘ right to a specific set of privileges. 339
The discrepancy between artists and athletes concerning financial privileges apparently came
to an end in the reign of Diocletian. The membership certificates of the thymelic synod reveal
that by the late third century AD the system had come to overshoot its original goal. 340
People, even if they were unqualified like the illiterate high priest Aurelius Hatres, 341 now
used synod membership as a means to get financial benefits straight away. We can surmise
that these people were admitted to the thymelic synod on the basis of personal connections or,
who knows, bribery. Athletes on the other hand still had to take the hurdle of winning a sacred
agon in order to claim financial privileges, but this was not as challenging as it had been in
Hermeinos‘ time. The founding of many new sacred agones in the third century AD and the
inflation of festival titles and statuses had strongly expanded the number of hieronikai,
thereby making the title less exclusive. These evolutions must have weighed heavily on the
cities‘ finances. On the basis of Remijsen‘s recent article, I have shown above that the two
synods took the initiative to approach the emperor in order to secure the elite status of their
members. 342 Diocletian‘s solution fitted in the emperor‘s broader programme to make the
empire‘s finances healthy again: he decreed that only those artists and athletes who won
victories in at least three agones, one of which being either in Rome, Greece, or in an agon for
comic actors granted by one of the emperors, could lay claim to the privilege of
ἀιεηηνπξγεζία.343
4) Opsonia
In the previous discussion, I have regularly mentioned monthly pensions or opsonia, paid by
the competitors‘ hometowns. This specific privilege is discussed separately here, since it
could only be claimed by artists and athletes who had gained a victory in the category of
eiselastic agones. It was not a regular privilege and therefore does not appear in Hadrian‘s list
of privileges granted to the thymelic synod. 344
As we have seen, many Hellenistic cities offered financial and honorary rewards to their
citizens who had gained a victory in an agon they recognised as stephanitic. Additionally,
some cities gave them free meals in the prytaneion or even monthly pensions in cash. 345 The
latter are termed ζηηεξέζηα in some inscriptions, illustrating the evolution from food to
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cash.346 It is important to note that we are not yet dealing with a uniform system, but rather
with a set of disparate customs depending on the laws of the different poleis.347 This situation
was continued in the early Principate: in the edict of the proconsul Paullus Fabius Persicus
found in Ephesus we read that Ephesian hieronikai used to receive monthly allowances, here
styled opsonia, from the accounts of the Artemisium. This was probably an illegal financial
trick in order to avoid paying the opsonia from the city‘s funds. Persicus prohibited the
procedure, stating that the hieronikai should be paid according to the regulations of his
predecessor Vedius Pollio.348 The ordinance shows that Rome increasingly felt the need to
regulate the disparate customs in the payment of monthly pensions, which could weigh
heavily on a city‘s budget.349
According to Slater, the continuous increase in agones and especially the foundation of the
Capitolia led to a central regulation of the opsonia system by the late first century AD.
Probably in the reign of Trajan, the emperor and the senate made a list of elite festivals that
entitled victors to a monthly pension. 350 These festivals were termed eiselastic, as the pensions
were to be paid out after the victor‘s return to his hometown. 351 Their number continued to
increase throughout the second and especially the third century AD. It is not entirely clear
whether all sacred agones were at the same time eiselastic, or whether eiselastic agones
formed only a smaller subgroup in the broader category sacred agones; in other words,
whether sacred victors were automatically eiselastic victors with monthly pensions or not.
Remijsen argues for the first possibility: in her view, hieronikai who had not gained a victory
in an eiselastic agon could claim privileges like ateleia and aleitourgesia, but not opsonia.352
Slater, on the other hand, notes that the specific combination ‗eiselastic victors‘ is not used in
our sources, and therefore treats sacred and eiselastic agones as coterminous. 353 On the basis
of our present source material, a definitive answer cannot be given. Another contested point is
the duration of the monthly pensions. According to Pleket, the opsonia were not life-long
346

Cf. Slater 2010: 270–271, discussing the following examples: Milet VI.1 147, ll. 18-21: δίδνζζαη δὲ ηνῦην
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organisers to hired artists‘ troupes for the duration of the festival.
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εἶλαη ιέγνληαη, ηξέθεζζαη νὐθ ἀξέζθεη ὑπὸ] ηο Ἀξηέ[κηδνο, ἀιιὰ ηνζνῦηνλ ιαβεῖλ, ὅ]ζνλ [θα]η[ὰ] ηὴλ
Οὐεδίν[π] [Π]σ[ιιίσλνο δηάηαμηλ ἐςεθί]ζζ[ε]. Cf. Slater 2015: 165.
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Cf. Pleket 1975: 62.
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Slater 2013 definitively refuted the theory that eiselastic games gave victors the right to a triumphal entry in
their hometowns through a breach in the city walls. For this theory, see for instance Frisch 1986: 38. Rather, the
monthly pensions were at the heart of the new category.
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Remijsen 2014: 202. For a similar view, see Strasser 2003: 268–269; Pleket 2010b: 284.
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allowances, but were granted only for a limited period.354 This view was challenged, again, by
Slater, who has shown convincingly that opsonia were indeed awarded for life. 355
Trajan‘s initial regulation set off a long chain of political and legal manoeuvres, described by
Slater as ―essentially a fight between powerful unions and authorities, be they civic or
imperial‖.356 Still in Trajan‘s reign, a group of athletes approached the governor of Bithynia
and Pontus, Pliny the Younger. They argued that their pensions were due from the moment
they won their victory rather than from the moment they returned home. Further, they
believed that victors of contests that were previously not eiselastic, but had gained that status
under Trajan, should equally be entitled to opsonia.357 Pliny sought the advice of Trajan, who
turned both objections down.358 Slater argued that Pliny dealt with a local branch of the xystic
synod, but this is not a necessary conclusion. Pliny only talks about athletes, so he could have
held an audience with individual hieronikai originating from Bithynia or Pontus. Furthermore,
it is possible that similar petitions were made by hieronikai in other regions of the agonistic
circuit.
Trajan‘s decision must have remained a nuisance to the large number of competitors who did
not return home after a victory, but rather continued their travels on the agonistic circuit. This
is probably the reason why the synods interfered and decided to take the issue to the emperor
directly. They got their way under Hadrian, who in his letter to the thymelic synod decreed
that ―the pensions after victories are due not from the day on which someone drove in, but
from the day when the letters concerning the victory are delivered to their hometowns. Those
who hurry on to other agones are also allowed to send the letters.‖359 The emperor,
furthermore, specified that it was not permitted to pay the pensions in kind – apparently, some
cities had resorted to this archaic habit in order to avoid extra costs. 360 More imperial
concessions were made after Hadrian, which may have been the result of lobby work by the
354

Pleket 2010a: 193, n. 97. See also the discussion in Wallner 2014: 317.
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ἐμέζησ | θαὶ πέκπεηλ ηὰ γξάκκαηα. Hadrian uses the word ζπληάμεηο, but the context as well as other sources
makes it clear that it has the same meaning as opsonia: Slater 2008: 615; Le Guen 2010: 223; Strasser 2010:
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synods, too: a papyrus from Hermopolis shows that in the reign of Antoninus Pius, opsonia
could be accumulated and transferred by will to an heir living in another city of the empire. 361
From a certain moment on, the right to receive a monthly pension could even be sold to
another party, as a papyrus from AD 212 illustrates. It is an agreement between a boxer and a
council member of Antinoopolis, which states that the latter had paid 1000 drachmas for the
boxer‘s rights to opsonia in order to give them to his sons. 362 However, it is not certain
whether this practise was officially allowed.
A series of documents from the archive of the council of Hermopolis, dating from the reign of
Gallienus, reveals that opsonia were not paid out automatically every month. Hieronikai let
them accrue for several months or even years, after which they sent an official request of
payment to the civic authorities. 363 However, this was but one step in a complex
administrative process. As Slater has shown, this process consisted of about 10 different steps,
from the announcement of the victory in an eiselastic agon to the payment authorisation of the
civic authorities.364 Interestingly, on the basis of the available evidence it appears that the
ecumenical synods were not involved in the procedure to receive opsonia. 365 Requesting them
seems to have been an individual responsibility. Even when the system failed, hieronikai had
to take individual action. In a petition to Valerian and Gallienus, the hieronikai of
Antinoopolis complained that the payments of their opsonia had been interrupted for more
than a year, whereas the hieronikai of Alexandria still received theirs. In their rescript, the
emperors ordered them to apply to the prefect of Egypt for judgement. 366 Slater wrote that the
petition was sent by the xystic synod, yet this cannot be right. 367 The imperial rescript was
addressed to the ἱεξνλείθαηο ηνῖο ἐλ Ἀλη[ηλφνπ π]φιεη; moreover, the ecumenical synods used
to communicate with the emperors by letter, a prerogative normally reserved to high officials
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154–155.
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There is no reason to assume with Potter 2012: 281–282 that one could only receive a monthly pension after
becoming member of the synod by paying the entrance fee. He probably confuses the right to opsonia with the
tax-freedom and exemption from liturgies enjoyed by artists on the basis of their membership of the thymelic
synod.
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226

and big cities. Individuals and small communities had to use the libellus-subscriptio
procedure, as did the hieronikai in this petition.368
To sum up, it appears that the synods were occupied with general rulings and regulations of
the opsonia system through lobby work at the imperial court, but that they did not interfere in
requests and problems concerning the pensions on the local level. We cannot be sure about
the reasons why, yet a part of the answer probably lies in the fact that the synods were not
permanently present in every city of the empire that dispensed opsonia. As I have shown
above, cities like those in the Egyptian chora were only visited by synod representatives in
the context of an agon. Such a temporary stay enabled them to send documents to the civic
authorities when a new member was admitted during the agon in question, but not to
contribute to every single procedure involving opsonia. The situation may have been different
in big cities with permanent synod presence, but there is no evidence to support this thesis.
This observation can explain the existence of city-based groups or even associations of ateleis
hieronikai such as the one of Antinoopolis that petitioned Valerian and Gallienus. 369 As
opposed to the ecumenical synods, these groups consisted of hieronikai of the same polis.
They can be seen as collegial self-help groups of hieronikai who supported each other in
procedures concerning opsonia or other local privileges. Furthermore, belonging to these
groups was a marker of a high status in one‘s polis. Slater rightly noted that these ―existed
beside, but in some relation to, the usual associations of artists and athletes.‖ 370 It is likely that
a large number of the ateleis hieronikai were simultaneously member of one of the
ecumenical synods, which may explain the combination of the terms ‗holy synod‘ and ‗ateleis
hieronikai‘ in some documents.371 Nevertheless, it can also be assumed that many other
hieronikai had finished their agonistic careers and had settled in their respective hometowns
without keeping strong contacts with travelling synod members and officials. Still others may
never have become member of one of the ecumenical synods, as the expansion of sacred
agones in the third-century Egyptian chora gave ample opportunities to gain the status of
hieronikes without travelling far and wide.
The increasing number of competitors who could claim opsonia put many cities of the empire
under financial pressure. This problem was addressed by Dio Cassius in a fictive conversation
between Augustus, Maecenas and Agrippa, projecting a third-century issue to a period when
the opsonia system had not yet been developed. Maecenas speaks as follows: ―as for the
competitors in the games, the prizes which are offered in each event are enough, unless a man
368
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wins in the Olympian or Pythian games or in some contest here in Rome. For these are the
only victors who ought to receive their maintenance, and then the cities will not be wearing
themselves out to no purpose nor will any athlete go into training except those who have a
chance of winning.‖372 These arguments foreshadow the regulations under Diocletian, who
indeed limited the privilege of ἀιεηηνπξγεζία to victors in the agones of Greece and Rome.
Although the tetrarchic law does not deal with opsonia, it is likely that also this financial
privilege became restricted to a smaller group of contests, as Remijsen has argued.373
5) Registration of victories
In the previous part, I have argued that the ecumenical synods were not involved in the
administrative procedure to receive opsonia. Nevertheless, the synods may have given
valuable assistance to their members in other ways. First, jurists like the λνκνδεῖθηαη of the
thymelic synod may have given informal legal advice, though this is not recorded in the
sources. Second, it is possible that the ecumenical synods gave their members access to
archives, in which they could look up information about their victories. Especially members
with many victories may have needed access to information, since the requests for paying
opsonia from the council archive of Hermopolis show that applicants had to detail their
victories and the status of the agones in which they had won.374
On the basis of one inscription, Merkelbach argued that victories of athletes were centrally
registered in the xystic synod‘s Roman headquarters. It is a decree of the people of Elis,
giving the athlete Ti. Claudius Rufus the honours of an olympionikes after an extraordinary
pankration match that had ended in a draw because night had fallen. The decree honours the
notable M. Vettulenus Laetus for proposing the honours, and allows Rufus to set up a statue
in Olympia with the decree inscribed on the base. 375 It has a peculiar introduction: ―M.
Vettulenus Laetus has reported to me, that …‖, which is in contrast with the usual ―it has been
decided by the magistrates and the whole people of Elis‖ in the last part of the inscription.376
Merkelbach explained this anomaly as follows. Vettulenus Laetus, whom he considers to have
been the agonothetes of the Olympia in that year, travelled after the contests to Rome in order
to register all victories in the headquarters of the xystic synod, which he rather
anachronistically styles ‗das kaiserliche Büro für Sport‘. There, he showed the decree issued
by the people of Elis for Rufus, in order to get his rights as olympionikes approved. In such
cases, the synod‘s administration simply copied the city‘s decree, only changing the formula
in the introduction and in the last part of the text. The original ―on the proposal of Vettulenus
Laetus, the people of Elis decreed: because …‖ was changed to ―Vettulenus Laetus informed
me, that…‖ The ‗me‘ referred according to Merkelbach to the emperor, represented by the
372
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xystic synod. Only in this case, a careless clerk would have forgotten to change the formula in
the last part, leading to the anomalous construction. Rufus then received a copy of this
officially approved document, which he later used for his honorary inscription in Olympia. 377
Merkelbach‘s argumentation is ingenious, but contains several flaws. First, there is no
evidence that all victories were automatically registered in the xystic synod‘s Roman
headquarters as described by Merkelbach. Second, the date of the inscription causes some
problems. I have argued above that Rufus‘ fight could either date from the early decades of
the first century AD or from about AD 100, depending on the identification of M. Vettulenus
Laetus.378 In both cases, the xystic synod was not yet settled in Rome. In order to retain
Merkelbach‘s interpretation, Laetus would have travelled to Ephesus, but then the ‗me‘ in the
introducing formula cannot be identified as the emperor. Third, Merkelbach‘s theory is
unnecessarily complex when comparing it to the one proposed by Dittenberger. He identifies
the ‗me‘ as the one who made the official proposal in the Elean assembly, probably an
influential magistrate who was informed by Laetus about Rufus‘ remarkable exploits. 379 It is
indeed more likely that the words ―Vettulenus Laetus informed me‖ are a reproduction of
what was being said by the proposer in the assembly, instead of an official formula used by
the chancery of the xystic synod. Therefore, the inscription for Rufus offers no convincing
proof of central registrations of victories in the headquarters of the xystic synod.
Other possible evidence comes from two victory catalogues from the first decades of the first
century AD. The inscription for Demokrates of Magnesia ad Maeandrum mentions that he
was the first of ‗those of the whole world‘, πξηνλ η[λ] ἀπὸ ηο νἰ[θνπ]κέλεο, to win the
periodos in the men‘s boxing. 380 Similarly, Aristeas from Stratonicea was the first of ‗those of
the whole world‘ to win the periodos in pankration in the shortest timespan possible:
<π>ξώην[π ηλ ἀπὸ ηο νἰθνπ]κέλεο ζηεθαλσ[ζέληνο ηὴλ πεξίνδ]νλ ἐλ πεξηόδῳ.381 Moretti
interpreted this clause as a reference to the early xystic synod, which was recently accepted by
Gouw.382 The two athletes would then have been the first of all members of the synod to win
these victories. According to Gouw, this could only mean that the synod kept records of the
victories of its members who competed throughout the whole agonistic circuit. Nevertheless,
caution is needed here: Strasser has convincingly argued that the clause should be interpreted
verbatim, i.e. that the athletes were indeed the first of all men to win their respective
disciplines in the extended periodos of the early Principate.383
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This, of course, does not mean that the synods did not keep records of victories at all, only
that we have no evidence about the practise. It is certainly possible that registrations took
place, not only to document the members‘ rights to certain financial privileges, but also to
support them in their hunt for records and agonistic titles. 384 Furthermore, as we have seen
that victories determined one‘s status in the hierarchy of the synods and opened doors to high
offices, it can be assumed that the synods needed archival documents for verification. As an
alternative theory to Merkelbach‘s, I would argue that registrations of victories were made
locally by the synods‘ grammateis present at the agones.385 The documents may then have
been sent to the Roman headquarters – which certainly had archives – or to seats in other
important cities of the empire. 386 Even if the synods did not spontaneously register victories
themselves, they could have consulted civic archives that contained the necessary
information. An inscription from Sparta containing rules for a contest mentions for instance
that victors were to be registered by the city‘s grammateus, and that the lists were both
displayed in the gymnasium and kept in the local archives. As contributors to the organisation
of the agon, synod representatives like the xystarch mentioned in the same inscription
probably had access to these documents. 387 Festival cities also sent affidavits of a victory to
the victor‘s hometown, as attested by a few papyri. 388 Even if this is not attested, such
affidavits may also have been given to synod representatives present at the festival.
We can conclude that even if the evidence about victory registrations is extremely meagre, the
synods with their far-reaching networks probably facilitated the information exchange about
the agonistic success of their members. In doing so, they met a need that was already felt in
Hellenistic times. Evidence from Hellenistic Pergamum, for instance, shows that the city
closely investigated who was a sacred victor and who was not, probably in order to avoid
fraud with privileges. 389 In Slater‘s words, ―someone had to ensure that victors in minor
festivals did not claim to be stephanitic victors.‖390 In the imperial age, that someone was, at
least to a certain extent, the ecumenical synods.
6) Legal status
A final issue dealt with at a central level is the legal status of athletes and artists. This issue
did not exist before the establishment of the Roman empire, as Greek culture considered
stéphanites: celle d‘une conscience d‘une nouvelle donné géographique et politique, ce que nous appellerions
aujourd‘hui un ‗nouvel ordre mondial‘.‖
384
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competing in agones an honourable occupation. Competitors mostly came from the higher
layers of society, and their privileges made their elevated social status clear to all. They
brought glory to their families and hometowns, and especially in the case of the artists their
performances were seen as a service to the gods. Roman culture, on the other hand, had a
negative view towards people who participated in public performances. The cultural divide
was expressed very clearly by Cornelius Nepos in the first century BC:
Magnis in laudibus tota fere fuit Graecia victorem Olympiae citari, in scaenam vero
prodire ac populo esse spectaculo nemini in eisdem gentibus fuit turpitudini. Quae omnia
apud nos partim infamia, partim humilia atque ab honestate remota ponuntur.
Almost everywhere in Greece it was deemed a high honour to be proclaimed victor at
Olympia; even to appear on the stage and exhibit oneself to the people was never
regarded as shameful by those nations. With us, however, all those acts are classed either
as disgraceful, or as low and unworthy of respectable conduct.391

Nepos makes clear that performers in the Latin West were branded with infamia, a status that
strongly limited their legal rights. Infames could not, for instance, arraign independently
before a court, nor take up a public office, nor contract a legal marriage. As such, they were in
the company of thieves, robbers, pimps and dishonourably discharged soldiers. However, the
legislation concerning infamia was never systematically developed.392 The Digest contains
various stipulations, and about performers we read the following:
Ait praetor: “Qui in scaenam prodierit, infamis est”. Scaena est, ut Labeo definit, quae
ludorum faciendorum causa quolibet loco, ubi quis consistat moveaturque spectaculum
sui praebiturus, posita sit in publico privatove vel in vico, quo tamen loco passim
homines spectaculi causa admittantur. Eos enim, qui quaestus causa in certamina
descendunt et omnes propter praemium in scaenam prodeuntes famosos esse Pegasus et
Nerva filius responderunt.
The praetor says: “He who appears upon the stage is infamous”. The stage, as defined by
Labeo, means any place whether public or private, or on the street, where anyone
appears or moves about making an exhibition of himself, provided that it is a place where
persons, without distinction, are admitted for the purpose of viewing a public show; and
those who take part in contests for gain, as well as all those who appear upon the stage
for compensation, are infamous, as Pegasus and the younger Nerva have stated.393

This means that all kinds of performers, not just actors, ran the risk of being branded with
infamy. The jurists L. Plotius Pegasus and M. Cocceius Nerva the younger, both of the
Proculean School, argued that even competitors who took part in certamina394 for monetary
gain were liable to infamy. Theoretically, this stipulation could threaten first-class
competitors, since even sacred agones offered certain financial benefits. However, there are
no indications that the stipulation was put into practise, in any case not as far as Greek
competitors are concerned. In the early Principate, most of them were peregrini and did not
391
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fall under the infamia laws anyway. 395 For those who had acquired Roman citizenship,
exceptions to the infamia laws were made already in the early first century AD. In another
chapter of the Digest, Ulpian cited the opinion of the jurists Masurius Sabinus396 and C.
Cassius Longinus of the Sabinian School:
Athletas autem Sabinus et Cassius responderunt omnino artem ludicram non facere:
virtutis enim gratia hoc facere.
Sabinus and Cassius have given their opinion that athletes should not by any means be
regarded as exercising the profession of an actor, because their object is to exhibit their
397
virtue.

According to Pennitz, the opposing views of the Proculeans and the Sabinians in the Digest
point to a doctrinal conflict between the two schools. 398 Hugoniot, on the other hand,
emphasised that the apparent confusion in the legal sources resulted from the specific nature
of the stipulations. They were, in fact, answers (responsa) of legal scholars to specific
problems of judges or various clients, and therefore varied according to the situation that was
being dealt with. Thus, it is not possible to deduce clear lines of policy followed by the
imperial lawcourts.399 In any case, most scholars agree that Greek competitors with Roman
citizenship were exempted from infamy, even if no unequivocal regulations existed. 400 This is
indeed the impression we get when considering the contacts between the ecumenical synods
and Claudius. The envoys mentioned in Claudius‘ first letter to the xystic synod were Roman
citizens, and in his second letter he mentions that he gave the citizenship to the synod‘s high
priest as well as to his daughters. It is difficult to imagine that such highly respected people
would be branded by infamy once they became Roman citizens. The same holds true for the
many Claudii who made up the embassy of the thymelic synod to the imperial court. 401 The
absence of artistic competitors in the responsum of Sabinus and Cassius does not imply that
only athletes were exempted, as the artists‘ freedom from infamia could have been mentioned
in a responsum not included in the Digest.
As noted in section I.3.2, Aneziri argued that the thymelic synod adopted the prestigious
ἱεξνλῖθαη ζηεθαλῖηαη in its title in the early first century AD precisely in order to avoid the
stigma of infamia. The terms emphasised that its members were first of all competitors in
sacred agones and therefore legally exempted from infamy. 402 However, I am not sure
whether the adoption of ἱεξνλῖθαη ζηεθαλῖηαη was really a legal strategy. The specific
stipulation about the exemption of participants in sacred agones dates only from the early
third century AD, as I will show below. Furthermore, infamia was not an issue in the eastern
Mediterranean, still the thymelic synod‘s core region of activity before the founding of the
395
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Capitolia and the donation of the Roman headquarters. In my opinion, the synod‘s contacts
with the Roman ruling class were probably a stronger antidote to infamia than a specific
title.403 Nevertheless, it can be argued that the thymelic synod increasingly felt the need to
distinguish itself from other kinds of performers after coming into contact with the Roman
artistic tradition, which was gradually spreading to the eastern Mediterranean as well.
Legal confusion still existed in the early third century AD. As argued by Hugoniot, the
introduction of the Constitutio Antoniniana in AD 212, which greatly expanded the number of
Roman citizens, necessitated clearer formulations about the infamy laws: ―la généralisation de
la citoyenneté romaine provoqua des litiges dans le milieu des acteurs dramatiques, confrontés
brutalement, pour certains d‘entre eux, aux rigueurs de l‘infamie. Les plaintes déposées
devant les tribunaux des gouverneurs de province amenèrent en réaction les jurisconsultes à
restreindre le privilège de la citoyenneté pleine et entière aux seuls acteurs de concours, signe
que les autres comédiens devinrent infames en même temps que citoyens romains‖.404 The
relevant responsum about the exemption for competitors in agones was written by Ulpian,
after having cited the aforementioned opinion of Sabinus and Cassius. Interestingly, the
responsum reveals that the ecumenical synods had played a certain role in the legal process:
Et generaliter ita omnes opinantur et utile videtur, ut neque thymelici neque xystici neque
agitatores nec qui aquam equis spargunt ceteraque eorum ministeria, qui certaminibus
sacris deserviunt, ignominiosi habeantur.
And, as a general thing, all men agree that it seems useful, and that neither thymelici nor
xystici, nor charioteers, nor those who wash horses, nor other attendants of theirs who
serve in the sacred agones, should be considered disgraced.405

Leppin rightly argued that the terms thymelici and xystici do not refer to artists and athletes in
general, but rather to the members of the thymelic and xystic synods. 406 It thus appears that
jurists like Ulpian were looking for objective criteria when dealing with exceptions to the
infamy laws. The synods were a logical choice: at around AD 200, they were at the apex of
their power and influence, representing members from the entire Greek East and having a firm
presence in the imperial capital. They even may have lobbied in order to get guarantees about
the legal status of their members. The last part of Ulpian‘s responsum, for instance, possibly
betrays the professional interests of the thymelic synod. Ceteraque eorum ministeria, qui
certaminibus sacris deserviunt reminds us of the clause θαὶ νἱ ηνύησλ ζπλαγσληζηαί in the
thymelic synod‘s title. In other words, the synod wanted to get clear exemptions for all of its
members, not just for the competing ηερλῖηαη ἱεξνλῖθαη ζηεθαλῖηαη. The synagonistai and
support crews played, after all, an essential role in producing musico-dramatic agones. If this
is correct, it could be argued that the titles of the ecumenical synods were not influenced by
the infamy laws as Aneziri argued, but, conversely, that the juridical formulations about the
403
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exemptions from infamy were partly based on the titles of the ecumenical synods, in which
hieronikai and, in the case of the artists, the synagonistai featured so prominently.
We do not know to what extent the synods preserved their legal privileges in late antiquity.
The fact that the above-mentioned responsa ended up in the Justinian code does not suggest
that they were still used in the sixth century, as the agonistic circuit and the ecumenical
synods had disappeared long since. 407 An interesting late connection between exemption from
infamia and first-class agones is found in one of the works of the Christian theologian John
Cassian, dating from about AD 420.408 However, as opposed to the stipulations of the jurists,
freedom from infamia is presented by Cassian as a precondition for participating in agones.
As Remijsen notes, this may reflect a conservative reflex of first-class competitors and their
associations, who tended to make the ever-shrinking agonistic circuit their exclusive
domain. 409
7) Conclusion
Since Archaic times, competitors in agones enjoyed a privileged position in Greek society.
The increase in agones in the Classical and Hellenistic periods expanded the number of
people enjoying these privileges, and with the help of their associations the artists were the
first who managed to systematically obtain and safeguard them. Of prime importance were
the privileges that ensured their personal safety during their travels, since the Hellenistic
period was plagued by wars, piracy and general political instability. Financial privileges like
tax-freedom and exemption from civic liturgies were also granted to facilitate the artists‘
travels and performances in honour of the gods. The appreciation for the artists‘ cultural and
religious importance was finally expressed in the form of honorary privileges, which made
their elevated status clear to all.
The head start of the artists reverberated in the imperial period. Just like its Hellenistic
predecessors, the thymelic synod acquired privileges for all of its members, be they hieronikai
or not, as revealed by the Egyptian membership certificates. However, this did not hold true
for the xystic synod. When the athletes started to form an ecumenical association, they
immediately sought to obtain universally-valid privileges from the Roman authorities, but not
all athletes were equally entitled to them. For instance, financial privileges enjoyed in the
athletes‘ hometowns were only granted to hieronikai. This custom has historical roots: in the
Hellenistic period, such privileges were exclusively enjoyed by civic groups of hieronikai. On
the other hand, it is quite likely that all members of the xystic synod enjoyed basic privileges
that facilitated their travels, such as immunity and tax-freedom on their persons and goods
when calling in at a port, entering a city or attending festival fairs.
Even if travelling could still be dangerous in the imperial period, the situation had markedly
improved when compared to the Hellenistic period. Athletes and artists could practise their
trade in the politically stable climate of the pax romana. This explains why competitors
apparently attached less importance to ἀζπιία and ἀζθάιεηα, even if these could still be
valuable in certain situations. Although our information may be biased because of the
407
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availability of documentary papyri, they appear to have been more concerned about protecting
and enlarging their financial privileges. 410 Exemption from taxation even became a marker of
a high status, as the many ateleis hieronikai in the papyri illustrate. Additionally, the custom
of granting monthly pensions became ever more important, to the extent that the right to these
opsonia became the most sought-after privilege of all. In order to guarantee the financial
health of the Greek poleis, the imperial government started to regulate the practise from the
reign of Trajan on by limiting it to victors of a specific number of elite festivals. However,
this number steadily increased, to the extent that victors in contests with only a modest local
cachet like the sacred ephebic games of Leontopolis could claim opsonia.411 The system of
financial benefits for competitors gradually spilled out of control, until Diocletian limited
freedom from liturgies and possibly the right to opsonia to victors in a number of festivals in
Greece and Rome.
Another difference between the Hellenistic and Roman imperial periods lies in the
legitimation behind the granting of privileges. As noted above, the Hellenistic sources often
give a religious motive to underpin the privileges of the artists‘ associations. In the documents
from the imperial period, on the other hand, the privileges are considered self-evident, with
one notable exception.412 There are several possible reasons for this. Throughout the
centuries, the custom may have taken root in people‘s minds, making a specific legitimation
unnecessary. Furthermore, the privileges were in the imperial period granted by the
undisputed authority of the Roman emperor, whereas the power of the Delphic Amphictyony
in the Hellenistic period rested on much shakier grounds. The threat of divine retribution
made up for the lack of a central authority that could enforce the privileges in the entire
agonistic world.413 Finally, the imperial-age focus on financial benefits and the corresponding
bureaucracy may have diluted the original religious foundations of agonistic privileges.
The previous discussion made clear that the ecumenical synods played a key role in
preserving and enlarging the privileges of their members. The membership certificates reveal
an unbroken chain of lobby work at the highest political level from the early Principate until
the late third century AD. At least the thymelic synod even helped its members in the
administrative process to apply for ἀηέιεηα and ἀιεηηνπξγεζία by sending affidavits to the
city councils. On the other hand, we have no evidence about synod involvement in the
applications for opsonia. They probably limited themselves to general conditions and
regulations, e.g. concerning the starting date, the right to bequeath accumulated pensions or
the possibility to sell them. The actual application procedure was left to the individual
hieronikai or their civic associations. Still, it is also possible that the synods gave informal
legal advice to their members, or that they put archives at their disposal. As for the latter
point, it is likely that the synods registered the victories of their members to a certain extent,
410
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although we only have indirect evidence about this practise. It must also be noted that the
synods were not unconditionally devoted to expanding privileges for all competitors. The
letter of Diocletian shows that the synods themselves requested to curtail the privilege of
ἀιεηηνπξγεζία, because an increasing number of local competitors who were not member of
one of the synods could lay claim to it.
Finally, the founding of the Roman empire and the spread of Roman citizenship among
successful Greek competitors necessitated a specific legal privilege: exemption from infamia
with which performers were branded by the Roman legal system. However, in the early
Principate the rules about infamia were not systematised, so exceptions could be made for
Greek competitors already from an early moment on. The synods may have exerted some
influence in some cases, but evidence is not available. After the Constitutio Antoniniana,
jurists tried to find more objective criteria for the infamia regulations, and in this phase synod
involvement can be detected. According to Ulpian, it was generally accepted that all synod
members as well as their synagonistai, attendants and support crews were exempted from
infamy.
It is likely that the acquirement, protection and extension of most of the privileges discussed
here were centrally dealt with, from the early second century AD on by the officials of the
synods‘ headquarters in Rome. Even though these privileges were essential for competitors to
practise their trade, they alone did not suffice: competitors also needed more practical support
when they travelled and competed in regions far from Rome.

2. Local support
In the previous section, I have argued that a travelling competitor like the boxer Hermeinos
could prove his right to privileges with his membership certificate. When he called in at a
port, for instance, he could show it to the local port and customs officials in order to be
exempted from taxes on goods and travellers. However, it should be remembered that the
means of the central government that warranted these privileges were limited when it came
down enforcing them. The Roman empire functioned very differently from the modern nation
states, which was clearly explained by MacMullen:
In the ancient world, however, claims on compliance, public and private, were asserted in
utterly different proportions. Officialdom occupied only a very minor place in life. Its
agents were a mere handful; its means of reaching people, few and primitive. Police were
virtually non-existent. There were no social workers or public defenders. Nor were the
needs for services that were not addressed by the state adequately addressed by
commercial enterprise. Quite to the contrary: there were no bail-bondsmen, no detective
agencies, no nursing or real estate or insurance agencies, no lending agencies or banks,
no professional advisors about the handling of money, no messenger services. In all sorts
of real emergencies, as in a great variety of less pressing, quite predictable affairs,
people could find no help either for hire or publicly provided. 414

Furthermore, corruption was widespread and inherent, especially among the lower strata of
the officialdom and the army. The Digest contains many examples of power abuse in cities,
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from forgery to undeserved imprisonment.415 In order to cope with this reality, people turned
to each other: they operated in complex, hierarchical networks based on patronage and
dependence that could offer assistance and protection. In the end, it all came down to knowing
the right people. Arnaud illustrates this as follows: ―The relationship that one enjoyed with a
customs-officer who could oblige one to unload a whole cargo from a ship at one‘s own
expense unless a bribe was paid, may have been slightly different if one knew the customsofficer or his hierarchy, or if he himself had powerful friends. These are situations that will be
familiar to anyone who has travelled through ports in the southern Mediterranean or
elsewhere.‖416
An appreciation of this social reality helps us to better understand the advantages of synod
membership. The ecumenical synods were essentially huge social networks, reaching to those
members of society that really mattered: the potentiores, the men who could make things
happen, not necessarily on the basis of an official function, but mainly through informal
authority. In the words of MacMullen, ―more decisions were made every day throughout the
empire in obedience to them than to the law, to the emperor or to his deputies.‖417 Officials
like xystarchs were in a good position to help synod members travelling within their sphere of
activity: as respected members of the society in which they functioned, they could activate
their ties of patronage and dependence in order to help an athlete who, for instance, had run
into trouble with corrupt harbour officials.
Due to the nature of our source material, this aspect of the synods‘ workings remains largely
in the dark. Still, reading between the lines of the many honorary inscriptions erected by the
synods can lift a tip of the veil. Honorary inscriptions are, in fact, a specific means of
communication embedded in a complex web of relationships based on mutual obligations,
patronage and protection. I argue that many of the services rendered by the synods‘
representatives, such as enforcing privileges, helping to find accommodation and food or
giving practical information about agones, were made possible through contacts with the local
elites and especially with the agonothetai, who feature so prominently in the honorary
decrees. Generosity in giving prize money was, of course, a major reason for the synods to
concede honours, but there was more: agonothetai who put extra effort in providing for the
visiting athletes and artists could expect a strong appreciation from the ecumenical synods.
The thymelic synod‘s decree from Gerasa, for instance, gives the following reason for
honouring T. Flavius Gerrenus:
πνιιάθη κὲλ ηὴλ ζύλνδνλ θαηὰ θνηλὸλ βαζηιηθαῖο ἑζηηάζεζηλ ὑπεδέμαην, δηελεθο δὲ ηὸλ
θαζ‘ ἕλα ηλ ηε ἡηηεζέλησλ θαὶ ζηεθζέλησλ νὐ δηέιηπελ ἑζηηλ θαὶ δηὰ παληὸο ηνῦ
ἀγλνο γπκλαζηαξρλ.
On the one hand, he often entertained the synod as a whole at royal banquets, and on the
other hand he never ceased to continuously feast every single loser and victor, and to
provide for their needs throughout the entire festival.418
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The word γπκλαζηαξρλ, meaning ‗providing oil‘, should not be interpreted literally, as we
are dealing with artists of the stage rather than with athletes. Rather, it was used figuratively
and can be translated as ‗providing necessary things‘, as also Lewis did. 419 The clause
probably refers to support concerning lodging, food and other essential things. The xystic
synod‘s honorary inscription from Olympia for L. Vettulenus Laetus was probably erected for
comparable reasons. As Camia argues, the philanthropia he showed towards the synod
members most likely had to do with his office of agoranomos: being in charge of the market
places of Elis, he could for instance have been involved in procuring food and other
necessities.420 Similarly, both synods honoured agonothetai in Prusias and Xanthos who had
held the office of agoranomos as well as other high magistracies in their hometowns.421
Another example comes from Carian Stratonicea. An inscription erected for the local priest
Diomedes Sosandros, who played a key part in the organisation of the Panamareia, mentions
that he had welcomed athletes and artists who had come compete in the agon, and that he was
honoured for this by the synods. 422
The welcoming of synod members by civic elites is also attested in a first-century inscription
from Didyma. It lists the offices and functions that the notable Claudius Chionis had held in
his hometown as well as in Roman service.423 He was for instance gymnasiarch and choregos,
which probably had to do with the organisation of the Didymeia. Interestingly, he prides
himself on being πξόμελνο ηλ ἀπὸ ηο νἰθνπκέλεο ἱεξνλῖθαη, which probably refers to the
early xystic synod. 424 Here we have a possible parallel with the Hellenistic artists‘
associations, which are also known to have had their own proxenoi. However, it is not likely
that Chionis was a proxenos like those from the Classical and Hellenistic periods. As Mack
has shown, the proxeny system had more or less disappeared by the late first century BC as a
consequence of the establishment of the Roman empire in the East. The word proxenos
remained in use in a few later inscriptions, but only as a kind of honorary title. 425 This must
also have been the case in the Didyma inscription. In contrast to the Hellenistic synods, which
419
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needed proxenoi to assist their travelling members in the fragmented political landscape of
that period, the ecumenical synods of the empire could count on their own extensive networks
in every city of the agonistic network. As such, Chionis must have offered certain services to
synod members just like T. Flavius Gerrenus and Diomedes Sosandros, for which he was
honoured with a fancy (but hollow) title, probably awarded in a now lost honorary decree.
The title of proxenos is not found in any other text relative to the ecumenical synods. This can
be explained by the fact that most synod decrees date from the second century AD, when the
title had definitely gone out of fashion. 426
More information may be gleaned from two inscriptions from Isthmia. They contain
fragments of a dossier about the building activities of the high priest and agoranomos P.
Licinius Priscus Iuventianus, including a proconsular approval. In the first fragment, we read
that Priscus had erected ―lodgings for the athletes from the oikoumene who had come to
attend the Isthmia.‖ In the other fragment, the proconsul writes that the lodgings were to be
put at the athletes‘ disposal free of charge and that the agonothetai were responsible for the
allotment of the chambers. 427 Even though we have to beware of hineininterpretierung, we
could posit the theory that the wording ἀπὸ ηο νἰθνπκέλεο was inspired by the title of the
xystic synod, which may have played a certain role in securing this benefaction. We have seen
that it upheld close relationships with agonothetai and agoranomoi, and it would come as no
surprise that it had played a certain role in acquiring lodgings for athletes. Considering the
synods‘ connections with the Roman authorities, we could even surmise that the proconsul‘s
ruling about the free allotment of lodgings to athletes were a result of lobby work. Still, these
theories must remain hypothetical. Furthermore, we must note that if my theory holds true, the
synod would have used its influence to the benefit of all athletes and not just synod members.
Even if Iuventianus was inspired in his wording by the title of the xystic synod, nothing
indicates that only synod members enjoyed Iuventianus‘ benefaction.
Matters were of course easier for the synods when they organised an agon themselves, or
when their own members occupied influential civic offices. We know of a few xystarchs who
were, or had been, agonothetai, gymnasiarchs, agoranomoi, civic grammateis, strategoi or
kosmetai.428 Furthermore, there is possible evidence that in some places, the synods had their
own facilities to lodge competitors and to provide them with food.429
Impressive though the synods‘ influence may have been, we should not be blinded too much
by the positive image portrayed by the honorary inscriptions. Connections and influence were
no absolute guarantee, and networks could fail to do their job. This is shown in a unique way
in the first letter of Hadrian to the thymelic synod from Alexandria Troas. The thymelic
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synod, and probably also the xystic synod, as I have argued, needed the intervention of the
emperor in order to tackle persistent problems faced by travelling competitors. Apparently,
the synods‘ own bargaining power in the field did not suffice in these cases. The issues
discussed in the letter reveal that organisers of agones, and especially agonothetai, could
make the life of competitors very hard indeed. First, agones were sometimes intentionally
cancelled, so that the civic authorities could use the earmarked money for other projects. This
left the competitors, who invested in the journey to the agon, without prize money. Hadrian
states that this happened for instance in Chios and Miletus. Second, fraud with prize money or
with the payment of the monthly opsonia seems to have been widespread. The thymelic synod
claimed, for instance, that an agonothetes called Alexianos withheld the prize money of a
contest in Apamea. Third, athletes breaking the rules could be whipped too severely. Fourth,
the selection procedures430 were not always held fairly, due to the influence of local notables.
Finally, general rules of the contest were not indicated clearly, which led to other kinds of
abuse. Hadrian decided largely in favour of the competitors, and allowed them to inscribe
their rights wherever they wished. 431 This was a victory for the synods, but not an absolute
one: agonothetai and other local officials still had enough possibilities to bypass the rules.
Alexander Severus, when confirming the legal rights of the members of the thymelic synod,
emphatically added that ―the agonothetai shall obey‖: a clear indication of a continuing
struggle. 432
For a last category of services, the synods were less dependent on the cooperation of civic
officials or other notables. The xystic synod, which occupied parts of gymnasia in some cities,
could put training facilities like xystoi at their members‘ disposal. It can also be surmised that
the internal networks of the xystic synod allowed athletes to find new trainers more easily.
Similarly, the thymelic synod may have cultivated expertise through voice-trainers and other
instructors.433 The attestation of an archiatros in Thyatira, furthermore, reveals that the xystic
synod offered medical aid in case of injuries sustained during training or contests. 434 Equally
noteworthy is the synod‘s moral and psychological support to injured members or to the
family and compatriots of deceased athletes, as is attested by several consolation decrees
drawn up in a bombastic honorific language. The decree for the injured hieronikes Kallikrates
of Aphrodisias offers a good example: ―For this reason it was resolved, with good fortune, to
request the city of the Aphrodisians for suitable locations, so that we can make offerings of
images of the great hieronikes and put up a statue, (…) the honours having inscriptions
appropriate to Kallikrates, in order that through this decree, in his heaviness of heart at an
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inexorable destiny, the gracious gift of the honours may make our fellow athlete well
consoled.‖435
Finally, one of the most important services rendered by the synods must have been
information exchange. In the complex agonistic circuit of the empire with its hundreds of
agones, travelling athletes and artists needed to know when and where to compete, how to get
there and which prizes and privileges were to be won. It was also necessary to be informed
about changes in the schedule or status of festivals. This information must have circulated
through the dense networks of the synods‘ delegations: consider, for instance, the close
connections between xystarchs in different Egyptian cities, the highly mobile grammateis of
the xystic synod, the widespread presence of legal advisers such as the thymelic synod‘s
nomodeiktai and the traffic in letters and decrees between different regions of the agonistic
circuit.436 Unfortunately, the practicalities of this information exchange remain hidden to us.

3. Conclusion: concessions through connections
In this section, I have shown that the services rendered by the synods to their members took
place on two different levels. We are best informed about the synods‘ pursuit of privileges,
which were granted, confirmed or extended by the emperor himself. The papyri suggest that
the synods sent embassies to the imperial court whenever a new emperor came to power. It is
likely that these embassies and negotiations were arranged by the synods‘ highest officials
active in their headquarters in Rome. The synods‘ groups of representatives active in the field
offered more practical assistance. They used their connections in order to offer practical help
to travelling competitors, for instance concerning lodging, food or legal assistance in case of
troubles.
Both categories of services have one thing in common: they were for a large part achieved
through formal and informal networks of connections that could reach to the highest echelons
of society. Even if our limited source material does not allow us to undertake a statistical
social network analysis as described in section I.2.2.1, we can be sure that the synods had
extensive social networks at their disposal. We have seen that the synods tried to maintain
good relationships with agonothetai and other civic officials, even if this sometimes failed.
For more important issues, they used their connections with the imperial court and the Roman
authorities. Most important were, of course, the links with the emperor, which will be
discussed in the next chapter. Connections with other Roman officials and notables were also
necessary, though. They could, for instance, help gaining access to the emperor: in Claudius‘
letter about the artists‘ privileges found in Miletus, we read that the thymelic synod used M.
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Valerius Iunianus as an intermediary, who was a member of Claudius‘ household and
probably one of the emperor‘s closest counsellors. 437 Equally notable are the thymelic synod‘s
links with the cultural circles around Hadrian. 438 As for the xystic synod, an inscription from
Side shows that it had a connection with P. Aelius Apollonides, the ab epistulis Graecis under
Marcus Aurelius and Lucius Verus. 439 The ab epistulis was head of the imperial chancery, and
therefore one of the most powerful people in the imperial administration. 440 In the early third
century AD, the high priest of the sympas xystos C. Perelius Aurelius Alexandros was
acquainted with the jurist and amicus Caesaris M. Cn. Licinius Rufinus, a very influential
man who had held the imperial offices of consiliarius Augusti, ab epistulis Graecis, a studiis
Augusti and probably also a rationibus and a libellis.441 Finally, the synods maintained
contacts with provincial governors. As the letters of Hadrian show, these played an important
role in enacting the decisions of the emperor: for instance, the governor of Syria had to
investigate whether the agonothetes of Apamea had committed fraud with prize money, and
the governor of Egypt had to ensure that the Ephesian Hadrianeia were treated as an eiselastic
agon with the corresponding opsonia.442 It is therefore not surprising that the xystarch M.
Aurelius Alketas erected an inscription in Gerasa for L. Alfenus Avitianus, legatus Augusti
pro praetore of Arabia, on behalf of the whole athletic community. 443 Such contacts between
the xystic synod and governors may also explain why the governor of Achaea insisted in the
dossier of Licinius Priscus Iuventianus that the newly-built lodgings at Isthmia were to be
allotted to the athletes free of charge.
In sum, the ecumenical synods were a part of what MacMullen describes as a ‗web of mutual
obligations‘ that tied the elites of the Roman empire to each other. 444 It explains the informal
and formal leverage the synods used in order to protect the professional interests of their
members, be it in the city of Rome or in the Arabian desert-town of Gerasa. The extraordinary
potential to offer support on different levels helps us to understand why the boxer Hermeinos,
after having travelled more than 2500 km from Hermopolis to Naples, was prepared to pay
100 denarii to join the xystic synod. 445

4. The organisation of the festival network
The ecumenical synods were not unique when it came down to defending the professional
interests their members. The hundreds of associations in the cities of the Roman empire
essentially did the same, albeit on a much smaller scale and with less resounding
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consequences. However, one activity clearly set the ecumenical synods of competitors apart
from all other occupational groups: apart from assisting, protecting and representing
members, they also took an active organisational role in the Greek festival network. In other
words, their power and influence was not only used for their own professional gain, but also
to make the closely interconnected festival culture work, to the advantage of many parties.
This section investigates the synods‘ organisational role on two levels. First, I discuss how
they contributed to the organisation of single agones. Second, I take the broader picture into
consideration, examining the synod‘s role in the management of the entire agonistic circuit.

1. The synods and the organisation of single agones
It is somewhat of an understatement to say that Greek festivals are a complex phenomenon.
Despite an increasing standardisation in disciplines, rules and infrastructure throughout the
late Classical and Hellenistic periods, agones never achieved full uniformity. In an article
with the telling title Deconstructing Festivals, Slater illustrates the bewildering variety in
agones, for instance concerning names, statuses, schedules, participants and prizes. 446 It is
therefore quite impossible to write an exhaustive overview of synod participation in the
organisation of agones, as this must have strongly differed according to the local
circumstances of each festival.
In spite of all differences, there is a specific leitmotiv in the organisation of all agones
throughout antiquity: the need for competitors. Athletes needed to show up for the selections
of the various disciplines and theatres needed to be staffed. With the increase in agones in
Hellenistic and imperial times, synods of competitors met a real need: the regulation of supply
and demand of competitors. Dealing with the Hellenistic period, Aneziri argued that the
artists‘ associations could contribute to festivals in three different ways: 1) by putting
competitors, synagonistai and support crews at the disposal of festival organisers, 2) by coorganising a festival together with civic authorities, thereby controlling the staffing of the
theatres and 3) by organising a festival entirely on their own. 447 Still, boundaries between
different types of festivals were probably not as clear-cut as we would want them to be. In the
imperial age, it appears that the synods always had a certain say in the organisation of agones
in which their members participated, as is for instance revealed by the widespread presence of
xystarchs. Furthermore, sources do not always allow us to make a clear distinction between
agones entirely in the hand of the synods and those co-organised by the synods and another
party. I believe, therefore, that we should perceive the agones of the imperial-age festival
network on a sliding scale, ranging from agones with limited synod involvement to agones
entirely organised by either the xystic or thymelic synod.
On one end of the scale we find the long-established and prestigious agones like those of the
traditional periodos. Their age-old organisational experience put them in a privileged position.
Not taking dire disturbances like the crisis of the first century BC into consideration, they
could be fairly sure that enough competitors would show up on their own initiative. 448 As a
446
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result, the synods probably did not have a large share in the organisation of these agones.
However, this does not mean that they played no role at all: for instance, xystarchs were
certainly involved in the Pythia of Delphi and in the prominent agones of Athens.449 Their
exact responsibilities remain unknown, but it is likely that they assisted the agonothetai by
coordinating the flow of participants, as the most prestigious agones were equally embedded
in an agonistic circuit and ultimately depended on the success of other festivals (see below).
We could also surmise that they put their experience to use during the elaborate selection
procedures, which assigned athletes to specific age-categories. Furthermore, we know of a
grammateus and an archigrammateus of the synod with Delphian citizenship, according to
Strasser acquired in return for certain services they provided during the Pythia.450
Unfortunately, there is no evidence about the share of the thymelic synod in the games of the
periodos.
For second-rang agones, on the other hand, the participation of a sufficient number of
competitors was not self-evident. Here, it is necessary to make a distinction between athletic
and musico-dramatic competitions: even if both were often organised in the framework of a
single festival, they set different preconditions for their organisers. Let us first take a look at
the athletic agones. Since these were not extremely complex to organise, cities without big
ambitions did not necessarily need the help of the xystic synod to stage one. Local athletes
and organisational experience were always to be found in their own gymnasia. 451 As such, we
know of a large number of ephebic agones and athletic contests ‗for the citizens‘. 452 However,
when an organiser wanted to give his agon more cachet and international renown, he needed
stars. He could do that by contacting individual athletes, luring them to his city with
impressive prizes or even appearance money. 453 Nevertheless, it was probably easier and
more efficient to contact the xystic synod, as its xystarchs with their far-reaching networks
had more options to direct successful competitors to the new agon. This is exactly what C.
Iulius Antiochos of Commagene and Iulius Polemon of Pontus did when they organised
agones in honour of Claudius. 454 More than 200 years later, something comparable happened
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in Oxyrhynchus, when a prytanis wrote to a high priest and a xystarch with the request to
direct hieronikai to the city‘s Capitolia in a timely manner.455
Matters were different when a city or a benefactor wanted to stage a musico-dramatic agon.
Since artistic expertise was not easily found in local gymnasia, they had no choice but to
contact professionals. There is a telling contrast between the artistic and athletic competitions
in the foundation decree of the Demostheneia of Oenoanda: the athletic competitions were
merely additional, held by the citizens themselves on the last day of the festival. The musicodramatic competitions, on the other hand, required months of preparation, for professional
artists had to be booked well in advance. 456 In some cases, the organisation of artistic contests
or performances followed the same pattern as the athletic ones: organisers could turn to
individual artists, or solicit the help of the thymelic synod in order to direct such artists to
their city. This is probably what happened in Thyatira when the pantomime dancer Ulpius
Augustianus visited the city to perform in the epinikia: it appears that he was invited by the
thymelic synod‘s grammateus M. Iulius Alexandros.457 However, many artistic competitions
were anything but individual affairs. Especially drama was a complex art with high front-end
costs, requiring, as we have seen, different kinds of synagonistai and support crews.458 For
many festival organisers, it was therefore easier to entrust the production of musico-dramatic
contests and the staffing of the theatres to the thymelic synod. This practise is also found in
the Hellenistic sources, which speak about the allocation of participants (λέκεζηο) by the
artists‘ associations. 459 The mystical contest in Ancyra in Hadrian‘s reign was such an
‗allocated‘ agon:460 the agonothetes Pompeianus contacted a delegation of the thymelic
synod, which then came to stage the agon in Ancyra.461 The same probably holds true for the
agones in Nîmes, Teos, Sardis and Gerasa, where the synod‘s delegations issued honorary
decrees for festival organisers after having competed. 462
Questions remain about the exact procedures. The synod must have made collective
agreements or contracts with festival organisers, as we read in Hadrian‘s first letter from
Alexandria Troas that ―those (artists) who contract according to the laws of the synod are
bound by the laws according to which they have contracted, no matter whether they have
ceased to practise or have become Roman citizens.‖463 In Slater‘s interpretation, ―the simple
point is that an artist cannot escape contractual obligations to perform.‖464 The contracts
presumably dealt with regulations, for instance concerning penalties for artists who did not
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show up.465 They also must have determined the artists‘ pay. This aspect remains very
obscure, as it was not something the artists wanted to advertise in their inscriptions. 466 In
Graeco-Roman elite circles, there was a taboo on wage labour, which is why the inscriptions
only speak about competitions and prizes – the artists tried to avoid at all costs to become
associated with lower-class performers in Roman-style spectacles. 467 According to Slater,
agonistic prizes were actually salaries in disguise: he believes that when prize lists like those
of Aphrodisias or Oenoeanda mention a second or a third prize for a certain discipline, no
more than two or three competitors showed up for that discipline. 468 In this way, all of them
were ‗paid‘, even the losers: ―the distinction between hiring and prizeoffer is one of
attitude‖.469 Slater‘s thesis is quite likely, but it remains to be answered how the synagonistai
and support crews were remunerated. One could argue that they were paid by protagonists or
other leading competitors. However, the titles of the thymelic synod show that at least the
synagonistai did not depend on individual protagonists; rather, they formed their own
subgroup in the synod and as such had a say in the assemblies. 470 It is therefore more probable
that the synagonistai were remunerated according to contracts between festival organisers and
the synod.471 Finally, there must have been even more financial arrangements now hidden to
us, for instance concerning daily allowances granted to competitors during the entire festival.
These are mentioned in several Hellenistic sources, and it can be assumed that the practise
was continued in the imperial period.472
The existence of contracts between the thymelic synod and festival cities can also be deduced
from a fragmentary inscription from Sardis. It contains a part of a decree of the thymelic
synod that mentions the accomplishment of an agon free of cost, presumably as a friendly
gesture of the synod towards the city after the death of an agonothetes: ἐπη]ηειεζζεζόκελνλ
ὑθ‘ ἡκλ πξνῖθα ὑπνζρό[κελνο(?) - - - c.33 - - - θαη‘ ἀλζξ]σπίλελ ζπκθνξὰλ ἀπνλεύζαληνο
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ηνῦ βίνπ, ―[the agon] that is to be held by us free of cost [- - -] promised [- - -] as befits
human misfortune, he passed away from life‖. 473 However, the exact meaning of this eludes
us: did the synod pay for prizes and allowances out of its own pocket, or did the artists agree
to compete without any kind of remuneration? Whatever the case may be, this exceptional
circumstance reveals that payments to the synod and/or its members were the normal
practise.474
Two honorary inscriptions show that the thymelic synod‘s competence during such ‗allocated‘
agones went further than just participation. In the Ancyra decree, the synod orders its
members to crown the statue of the agonothetes and reserves the right to debar insubordinate
participants from the competitions as a punishment for ―their failure to obey the resolutions of
the synod‖.475 In the Gerasa decree, a similar regulation extended not only to synod members,
but also to secondary performers in spectacles. 476 In other words, the synod had a kind of
‗legislative‘ authority beyond the control of the actual festival organisers.
Final evidence about ‗allocated‘ agones comes from Plutarch. In his De capienda ex inimicis
utilitate, he complains that the artists around Dionysos ―often compete in a listless, dispirited,
and inaccurate way in the theatres among themselves; but when there is rivalry and
competition with others, then they pay more attention not only to themselves but also to their
instruments‖.477 According to Slater, ―this is excellent and unimpeachable evidence that
festival competitions were generally regarded as ‗rigged by the artists‘ in imperial times.‖ 478
Although Slater expresses himself too strongly, I agree that Plutarch referred to the monopoly
of the thymelic synod in certain agones. However, I do not think that we should take Plutarch
at his word and assume that this led to a general lack of true competition, as Slater did. Artists
belonging to the same synod could still have rivalled among themselves with the ambition to
emerge victorious. The passage is only a part of philosophical argument with which Plutarch
wanted to prove his point, i.e. that animosity can turn out to be advantageous. It is not an
objective assessment of the performance of artists during agones. Still, it remains possible that
synod members made an extra effort when confronted with ‗outsiders‘, i.e. artists not
belonging to the thymelic synod.
Arriving at the other end of the scale, we find agones with strong synod involvement on the
administrative level. Most agones in this category were either newly created, or were being
held on the fringes of the agonistic world. In other words, the synods brought organisational
expertise where this was lacking. In all likelihood, they had control over the intake of
competitors in these agones, over the sequence of the competitions and over the distribution
of the prizes. Furthermore, it appears that the synods contributed financially to their
473
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organisation, and it can also be surmised that they had to a certain extent access to the
revenues derived from tollage on visitors, goods and markets, which normally fell to the
city.479
The earliest imperial-age evidence for such an agon comes from a victory catalogue from
Didyma, in which we read about ‗the agon held by the hieronikai stephanitai of the whole
world‘, i.e. the early xystic synod. This was a regular athletic agon, where the athlete in
question won the stadion, diaulos and hoplitodromos. It was probably held somewhere in
Asia Minor.480 In the second century AD, the xystic synod certainly organised an agon in
Smyrna. An inscription from Ephesos mentions that an athlete won the following contests:
Εκύξλαλ θαηὰ ηὸ ἑμο ιύκπηα ηὰ ηο ζπλόδνπ Ἀδξηαλὰ Οιύκπηα ἀλδξλ ππγκήλ.481 It is
not clear which contest the clause ηὰ ηο ζπλόδνπ belongs to: Robert argued that the Olympia
were ‗of the synod‘, whereas Slater opted for the Hadriana Olympia.482 If Slater is right, we
could surmise that the city of Smyrna, already burdened by many other agones, outsourced
the organisation of the new Hadriana Olympia to the xystic synod. 483 As we have seen in
section 1.3.2 of this chapter, it is probable that also an agon in Pisidian Antioch was largely
organised by the xystic synod, since the duties of the civic agonothetes seem to have been
taken over by the xystarch Aelius Aurelius Menandros.484
Furthermore, it appears that the xystic synod was involved in the organisation of the agones in
Rome. Caldelli argued that Rome lacked an organisational structure before the foundation of
the Capitolia, and that this lack was compensated by the xystic synod. 485 No definitive proof
is available, but the permanent presence of the synod in Rome and its control over athletic
infrastructure in the baths of Trajan render this thesis defensible. Similarly, we could surmise
that the thymelic synod took care of the musico-dramatic part of the Capitolia. Nevertheless,
it cannot be assumed that the organisation of this important agon was entirely in the hands of
the synods. The Capitolia are never advertised as such, as opposed to the Hadriana Olympia
of Smyrna. We are better informed about the xystic synod‘s involvement in the organisation
of the agones of Athena Promachos and Sol, as these were (partially) financed with the yields
of the endowment of the Apollonii, discussed in section III.1.6.486
As for agones organised by the thymelic synod, one is probably referred to at the beginning of
a prize list from Aphrodisias: [ἀγλνο -c. 20- κνπ]ζηθνῦ ηλ ἀπὸ ηο ζπλόδνπ ζέ[κ]α[ηα ηὰ]
ὑπνγεγξακκέλα, ―these are the prizes for the musical [… agon] of those from the synod.‖487
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As the context is lost, the exact nature of this contest remains unclear. Since the list is
followed by prizes of a contest for citizens, we probably have to do with the situation
sketched above: organisers appealed to the city‘s own gymnasium for the athletic contest, but
for the more complex musico-dramatic contest they contacted the thymelic synod. In this
case, it appears that the synod not only allocated competitors, but that they took care of other
organisational aspects, too. It is possible, for instance, that the prizes in the list came from the
synod‘s own coffers, as Roueché assumed. 488
Apart from this inscription, we only have indirect evidence about the thymelic synod‘s own
agones. If I am correct in supposing that the thymelic synod developed from the Hellenistic
association of Ionia and the Hellespont, it is possible that it kept organising its festival in
honour of Dionysos in Lebedus, just like it did in Strabo‘s times. 489 In about the same period,
it may have organised an agon in Priene, if Le Guen correctly interpreted Mark Antony‘s
‗donation of Priene‘ as the right to cash revenues deriving from festival taxes. 490 In the decree
for T. Aelius Alkibiades, we read that the synod member P. Aelius Pompeianus Paion was
‗designated agonothetes‘ of the Sebasta Pythia, an agon probably held in Ephesus.491 If he
was designated as such by the thymelic synod, this may imply that the organisation of the
Sebasta Pythia was in the hands of synod.492 Still, we also have to consider the possibility that
he was appointed by the emperor or the city.
With the further expansion of agonistic life in the second and third centuries AD, it appears
that some cities at the fringes of the Greek world appealed to the thymelic synod to organise
musico-dramatic agones for them. First, the presence of a panegyriarch of the thymelic synod
in Tomis at the western coast of the Black Sea suggests that the synod was behind the
organisation of a certain festival there. 493 Second, there are indications that the synod was
involved in the organisation of agones in the Egyptian chora. On the basis of the membership
certificates, we have seen that delegations of the thymelic synod attended the Capitolia of
Oxyrhynchus, the Paneia of Panopolis and the great Antinoeia of Antinoopolis. These did
more than just participate at the invitation of the cities: three certificates were signed by an
official designated as ‗the one who administers the agon‘, δηνηθλ ηὸλ ἀγλα.494 His exact
responsibilities remain unknown, but they probably had to do with the central coordination of
the musico-dramatic parts of the agon. Nevertheless, the thymelic synod did not have
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complete authority in these games, and it can also be doubted whether it had access to
revenues from fairs and markets. The city of Oxyrhynchus, for instance, clearly kept control
over the organisation of its Capitolia. As we have seen, it contacted officials of the xystic
synod in order to ascertain the punctual presence of athletes for the gymnic part of the agon;
furthermore, it appointed its own agonothetes and checked the accounts of the festival. 495
Taking all the evidence together, we can state that the two synods played a key role in the
organisation of festivals. ―What the guild brought was organisation and availability‖, Slater
notes,496 and it appears that especially the newly founded and the less prestigious agones were
in need of these two things. Still, organisation and availability alone did not suffice. The
success of agones largely depended on other agones in the vicinity, which is why they needed
to be geared to one another in a calendar in order to ensure a smooth circulation of
participants and visitors. In other words, each agon was part of a network that had to be
organised and maintained. This held true for all festivals great and small. Here, too, the
synods played a role that should not be underestimated.

2. The synods and the agonistic circuit
In section I.2.2, I discussed how an integrated festival network spanning Greece, Italy and
Asia came into being at the end of the first century BC. The major agonistic circuit
encompassed the traditional periodos, the new agones of Italy and the festivals of the great
cities of Asia such as those organised by the koinon Asias. With the geographical expansion
of Greek festival culture, several smaller agonistic circuits were appended to the major one,
e.g. in the interior of Asia Minor, in Syria and in Egypt.497 As I have shown in section II.2, the
ecumenical synods were active in all of these circuits.
The maintenance of this vast network required a perspective beyond the scope of the
individual poleis. Rome was a major factor of stability behind the system: because of its
undisputed authority, it could establish regulations and changes concerning the festival
calendar for the whole agonistic world. 498 As I will show below, it appears that the smaller
agonistic circuits were regulated by Roman authorities in the provinces, such as curatores and
possibly also provincial governors. On the other hand, far-reaching reforms of the major
agonistic circuit were dealt with by the emperor and his administrators. Of course, the upkeep
of the festival network required a great deal of experience and expertise. Administrators had
to know when agones were being held, how long the celebrations lasted, how much time
competitors needed for their travels and preparations, which contests attracted the greater
crowds and much more. This kind of information was to be found with the competitors
themselves, and it can be surmised that it was bundled by their synods before it was passed on
to the authorities. The flow of information also went the other way around: I have argued
above that the synods kept their members updated, for instance about changes in festival
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schedules. Van Nijf, therefore, rightly called the associated competitors ‗network specialists‘,
who held the fabric of the agonistic world together.499 In what follows, I first discuss the
synods‘ role in the maintenance of the local circuits, after which I deal with the major
agonistic reforms known to us.
Key evidence for the organisation of local agonistic circuits is found in two letters written by
the curator reipublicae M. Ulpius Appuleius Eurykles to the city of Aphrodisias, in which he
investigates the financial situation of several funds destined for thematic agones. In his first
letter, for instance, he writes that enough interests had accrued for the fund of Flavius
Lysimachos, and that therefore the contest could be held. He was asked to do this not only by
the city magistrates, but also by ‗those from the synod‘, who even approached him several
times. 500 It is not clear which of the two synods Eurykles referred to. The Lysimacheia were a
musico-dramatic agon,501 which could imply that the curator was pressed by the thymelic
synod, but on the other hand the question concerned all thematic agones, so the xystic synod
could equally have had a hand in it.502 Whatever the case may be, it appears that the synod
wanted to know when new agones were being held, presumably in order to adapt its travel
schedules in a timely manner. The synod may even have done more. Eurykles clearly tried to
embed the new agones in the regional agonistic circuits of Ionia and Caria: the Lysimacheia,
for instance, were to be held ―between the Balbilleia of Ephesus and the [Koina] Asias‖, i.e.
in the spring of the first Olympic year. 503 In the second letter, he fixes the date of the agon of
Claudius Adrastos ―in the ninth month, because the competitors [must leave afterwards for]
Heraclea, and always hereafter in a cycle.‖504 Further, he writes that the agon of Hossidius
Iulianus had to take place after the Nikerateia of Tralles,505 while the Kallikrateia were to be
held ―in the sixth month, before the departure [of the competitors] to Rome‖,506 which is a
reference to the Capitolia, as Robert has shown.507 Moreover, he adds that the synod had to be
informed about the institution of this last agon.508 In sum, the letters reveal an interesting
interaction: the curator probably got his information on pre-existing festival schedules during
deliberations with synod officials, after which he, in his turn, informed the synod about his
decisions so that this information could be passed on to the competitors. If we are dealing
499

Van Nijf 2012: 88.
I.Aphr. 12.538, ll. 7-8: ἤδε θαὶ ηλ ἀπὸ ηο ζπλόδνπ π[νι]|ιάθηο ἐληπρόλησλ κνη.
501
I.Aphr. 11.21; Roueché 1993: 175.
502
Boeckh in CIG 2741 was the first to recognise the artists‘ synod in the letter. His opinion was accepted by
Reynolds 1982: 188; Roueché 1993: 165; Pickard-Cambridge, Gould and Lewis 1968: 299; Gouw 2009: 56. Van
Nijf 2006: 227 assumed that the athletes‘ synod was referred to.
503
I.Aphr. 12.538, ll. 22-23: ἔζηαη ρξ<ό>[λνο] | ὁ ἀπὸ [Βαξ]<β>ηιιήσλ ηλ θέζῳ [ἀγνκέλσλ] πξὸο [?Κνηλὰ]
Ἀζίαο. Cf. Strasser 2000: 554.
504
I.Aphr. 15.330, ll. 14-16: ἐπηκ[ειεῖζζαη δὲ ὅπσο ηειεζζῆ] | ἐλ ηῶ ἐλεζηηη κελὶ ἐλάηῳ δηὰ ηὸ ηνὺο ἀγσληζηὰο
[ρξλαη ὕζηεξνλ ἀπνδεκζαη] | [εἰο] Ἡξαθιείαλ ἀεὶ δὲ ἐθ πεξηόδνπ. The city ‗Heraclea‘ is probably Heraclea
Salbace, about 30 km to the east of Aphrodisias.
505
I.Aphr. 15.330, ll. 20-21.
506
I.Aphr. 15.330, ll. 5-6: ὁ ἀπὸ ηλ Καιιηθξάηνπ ηνῦ Γηνηείκνπ [ἀγὼλ ἐπηηειεζζήζεηαη ηνῦ ἐπί]|νληνο ἔηνπο
<π>εξὶ κλα ἕθηνλ πξὸ ηο εἰο Ῥώκελ [ἀπνδεκήζεσο ἀγσλίζησλ]. Roueché 1993: 167 translates the sentence as
―before the [departure of the synod] to Rome.‖
507
Robert 1930a: 30.
508
I.Aphr. 15.330, ll. 8-10: [δεῖ δὲ] | ὑπὲξ ηνύηνπ ηῆ ζπλόδῳ ἐπηζηέιιεηλ ἤδε θαὶ θαηα[?γγέιιεηλ ηνῦηνλ ηὸλ] |
ἀγλα.
500

251

with the thymelic synod, it is possible that this was also the moment when contracts about the
allocation of artists were made.
A comparable dynamic, albeit on a higher administrative plane, can be recognised in
Hadrian‘s second letter from Alexandria Troas to the thymelic synod dealing with the
reorganisation of the festival calendar. 509 The beginning of the letter makes clear that
Hadrian‘s reorganisation was preceded by deliberations between the emperor, the synods and
envoys from cities and provincial koina during the Sebasta of Naples; in other words, the
synods had played an active role, presumably by giving information based on the experiences
of competitors and by proposing specific solutions.510 A reorganisation had become necessary
because of the increase in agones: new ones sometimes overlapped with the older festivals,
and competitors did not always have enough time to travel the huge distances that separated
some agones.511
Especially conspicuous are the changes in the timing of the traditional games of the Greek
mainland. The first celebration of the biennial Nemea, normally held in late spring, was
moved to the winter, and the equally biennial Isthmia were placed after respectively the
Olympia and Pythia instead of before. Furthermore, the Panathenaia, traditionally celebrated
in summer, appear to have been moved to the early spring. 512 The reason for these shifts was
the popularity of the new agones of Italy and Asia Minor: the Italian agones lured competitors
away from the Nemea, and the Panathenaia had become less attractive due to the appeal of
the Koina Asias of Pergamum, Smyrna and Ephesus that were held before the Pythia. As
Strasser argued, some of the changes may have been enacted even before Hadrian, for
instance those concerning the Nemea. After all, the overlapping schedules must have
presented problems immediately after the foundation of the new agones, i.e. at the beginning
of the Principate.513 The displacement of the Panathenaia, though, was probably decreed by
Hadrian at the beginning of his reign, according to Gouw as a part of his ambition to restore
Athens‘ former glory. 514 Similarly, some other changes were implemented because Hadrian
wanted to integrate his own new agones, first of all the Panhellenia, in the festival
calendar.515
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Even if the actual input of the synods in the reorganisation cannot be reconstructed, some of
the provisions show the perspective of the competitors. Hadrian‘s reorganisation took
travelling times of competitors into consideration, allowing for instance fifteen days to sail
from Athens to Smyrna, and two to four days to travel between the three great cities of
Asia.516 In my opinion, it was especially this kind of information that was adduced by the
synods during the deliberations in Naples.
Hadrian‘s new festival calendar should not be interpreted as a definitive version. Because of
several discrepancies, Slater called it ―a draft that would have benefited from revision.‖517
Problems persisted, for instance concerning the Panhellenia. A fragmentary letter from
Marcus Aurelius and either Lucius Verus or Commodus shows that more than a few athletes
coming from the agones of Asia tended to bypass Athens and the Panhellenia in order to go
straight on to the Olympia. The emperors decreed that athletes ignoring the Panhellenia
would lose the opsonia deriving from their victories in Athenian agones, and that those who
were not yet hieronikai would be prohibited to register in any Athenian agon.518 Interestingly,
the emperors added that they ―would inform the synod about these things.‖ This would mean
that the xystic synod was ordered to communicate the new decisions to its members and to
advise them to participate in the Panhellenia. Nevertheless, this did not solve the issue: in the
reign of Septimius Severus and Caracalla, a former archon of the Panhellenion, M. Cocceius
Timasarchos, again denounced athletes that sailed past Athens. The emperors then renewed
the ruling of their predecessors.519
Something similar was probably discussed in a fragmentary letter of Trajan to Miletus. The
surviving sentences show that it dealt with a quarrel between Miletus and other Asian cities,
caused by an earlier favour of Trajan towards Miletus. The emperor wrote that he had passed
on his decisions to the synod and to the proconsul of Asia. 520 Ehrhardt and Weiss saw the
similarities with the Athenian inscription and deduced that Trajan had written to one of the
synods of competitors.521 Furthermore, they argued that the problem in all likelihood
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concerned the great Didymeia, as other documents show that the relations between Trajan and
Miletus revolved for a large part around the sanctuary of Didyma. Ehrhardt and Weiss alluded
to a change in status, provoking the jealousy of other cities like Ephesus, but Herrmann
remarked that such a change in status is not known from the reign of Trajan – the Didymeia
were apparently only upgraded to the eiselastic status in the late second century AD. 522 He
therefore guessed that the dispute had to do with a problem in schedules, and that the emperor
decided to change the date of one of the agones.523 Was Trajan‘s earlier favour perhaps a
grant of extra days of celebrations, causing an overlap with other festivals? Herrmann‘s thesis,
if correct, would explain why the synod is mentioned in the letter even before the proconsul: it
was the first body to write to in order to ensure a smooth circulation of competitors between
the Asian agones.
In sum, the ecumenical synods played an essential intermediary role in the maintenance of the
festival network. They were responsible for directing competitors to agones and for passing
on information about changes and shifts in the calendar, decided upon by the imperial
authorities, to their members. At the same time, they played an active role by assisting the
authorities in making these decisions, as they had a good overview of all agones, their
schedules and the time needed to travel between them.

3. Conclusion
The preceding discussion amounts to an essential finding about Greek agonistic culture,
namely that Robert‘s oft-quoted explosion agonistique of the Hellenistic and Roman imperial
ages should not be considered as a self-explanatory phenomenon. Describing the proliferation
of agones is one thing, but explaining how and why they spread is another. To my
understanding, the workings of associations of competitors are a key part of the explanation.
The associations are not simply a side-effect of the explosion agonistique, but rather a factor
that actively contributed to it. By facilitating transregional cooperation, they provided the
conditions that rendered it possible. This was also argued by van Nijf, whose ideas were
further expounded by MacLellan in his recent work on the Hellenistic artists‘ associations: the
latter not only provided the competitors and the know-how for staging new, ambitious
festivals, but also helped to promote the new agones on the international stage, for instance by
sending theoroi and by establishing connections with other associations. As such, they played
an essential role in the emerging of a Greek cultural koinon in the eastern Mediterranean. 524
In the imperial age, their role was taken over by the ecumenical synods, which helped in the
organisation of agones on a bigger scale than ever before. Cities wanting to stage new agones
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solicited their help in order to get enough athletes and artists to compete. The xystic synod‘s
xystarchs had the necessary contacts to direct athletes to athletic festivals, and the thymelic
synod could offer besides competitors also support crews and expertise to stage musicodramatic agones. Egypt, one of the latest regions to enter the agonistic world, is a good
illustration of this: the papyri show the indispensable contribution of the xystic and thymelic
synods to the agones of Antinoopolis, Oxyrhynchus and Panopolis. Without the help of the
synods, it would have been hard for these cities – if not wholly impossible – to link up with
the agonistic world. In some festivals of the agonistic circuit like the one in Tomis at the
Black Sea, the role of the synods was so large that they even assumed their entire
organisation.
A conspicuous difference with regard to the Hellenistic period is the broader organisation of
festival schedules. Though clear information is lacking, organisers of newly-founded
Hellenistic agones must have taken the schedules of other festivals into consideration, to a
certain extent adapting them to each other in order to facilitate the flow of competitors. 525
However, both the fragmentation on the political level and the regional differences between
the artists‘ associations were a major obstacle to the creation of a uniform and integrated
system in which agones in different regions were geared to one another. As we have seen,
such a system finally emerged at the beginning of the Christian era. The imperial-age festival
calendar is not a self-explanatory phenomenon, either: it had to be actively monitored,
assessed and if necessary adjusted. This was done in a complex interplay of different actors,
viz. the imperial authorities, the cities or provincial koina and the ecumenical synods. Slater,
when discussing the synod‘s request to the curator of Aphrodisias, added that these matters
were ―strictly speaking none of their business‖.526 I would argue, by contrast, that this was
exactly their business: deliberations such as these were quintessential to keep the machine
running. The procedure can be reconstructed as follows: in a preliminary deliberation, the
synods, cities or koina communicated problems, grievances, wishes and proposals to the
imperial authorities; it is likely that the synods also adduced technical information about
schedules and travel times. Next, the imperial authorities came to a decision, valid for all
actors in the festival network. Afterwards, the synods dispersed the new regulations to their
members. This dynamic can be recognised in small scale reorganisations such as the one
enacted by the curator of Aphrodisias as well as in more sweeping reforms such as Hadrian‘s.
Furthermore, it is important to note that in all our sources the initiative to reform was not
taken by the imperial authorities, but always by either magistrates of poleis or koina or by
representatives of the ecumenical synods. This corresponds to Millar‘s model of a reactive
rather than proactive imperial government.527 This aspect will be further explored in the next
chapter, when I take a closer look at the relations between the emperor and the synods.
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CHAPTER IV
THE ECUMENICAL SYNODS IN GRAECO-ROMAN
SOCIETY

In the previous chapter, we have seen that the ecumenical synods interacted with various
social actors in the pursuit of their professional interests, be it to obtain privileges, to give
practical assistance to members or to organise the festival network. Two of those actors have
recurred most often: the Roman emperor and the Greek cities. These two were involved in a
triangular relationship with the ecumenical synods, which formed the backbone of agonistic
life in the Principate. This observation evokes some further questions, though. What was the
particular nature of the relationship between the emperor, the cities and the synods? How was
power divided between them? In other words, to what extent did one actor exert influence
over the others? When did interests accord, and when did they clash? In order to answer these
questions and come to a better understanding of how the triangular relation functioned, it is
necessary to take a broader perspective and examine the role of the ecumenical synods in
society at large, and not only in agonistic affairs.
The following section addresses the first side of the triangle, the relation between the synods
and the emperor. It critically reviews earlier scholarly opinions that in my view
overemphasised the power of the emperor and defines the relation anew by using the
sociological concept of agency. The second section of this chapter, then, examines the relation
between the synods and the Greek poleis, a subject that has not yet been discussed in detail by
earlier scholars. On the one hand, I investigate how the synods acted in the cities as a group,
and on the other I discuss the social status of individual synod members in civic society. I also
pay attention to hostile relations in order to counterbalance the bias caused by honorary
inscriptions, which give a false impression of abiding harmony. Still in the framework of the
polis, I end this chapter with a short excursus on the relations between the ecumenical synods
and local, city-based associations of competitors.1

1. The ecumenical synods and the emperor
The presence of the emperor looms large in the sources of the ecumenical synods. From the
moment they came into being, they tried to keep a close connection to the imperial court,
since they strongly depended on the emperor‘s protection, benefactions and grants of
privileges. Furthermore, the synods were involved in the imperial cult from an early moment
on, thereby representing imperial power in the whole oikoumene. In chapter II, we have seen
that this connection to the emperor became more outspoken in the second century AD, as is
revealed by their settlement in Rome and the adoption of imperial names and epithets in their
titles.
The actual nature of the relationship between the synods and the emperor remains a matter of
interpretation. Several scholars stressed that the emperor played an active, leading role, for
instance with respect to the emergence of the thymelic synod: as I have shown in chapter I, a
number of scholars from the end of the nineteenth century to the present have, in my opinion
erroneously, argued that it was created by Claudius, Trajan or Hadrian. 2 An even stronger
focus on imperial omnipotence is found in discussions of both synods at their apogee in the
1
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second and third centuries AD. Not only would they have been under strict imperial
supervision, they would even have served as tools in the hands of the emperor with which he
could keep the agonistic world under control. The most elaborate scheme of the development
of imperial control over the thymelic synod was composed by Lavagne in his 1986 article. His
theory has already come up in section I.3.2, but a short reiteration is in order here. Lavagne
discerned three phases: répression, encadrement and promotion. His first phase, répression,
has to do with the Romans‘ distrust of possible subversive activities of Dionysiac groups,
which, for instance, caused the downfall of Valerius Asiaticus and his personal troupe of
artists. This distrust led, from the reigns of Claudius and more markedly Trajan, to
encadrement, i.e. the decision to officially recognise associations like the thymelic synod by
giving them a place in the imperial framework. In the last phase, promotion, the emperor sent
out his own troupes of artists (greges) to festivals in the provinces, which gradually came to
eclipse the thymelic synod.3
Lavagne‘s theory fails to convince me for several reasons. First, the developing thymelic
synod in the early Principate has nothing to do with subversive Dionysiac groups like those in
Euripides‘ Bakchai.4 I have shown that it consisted of upper-class competitors who had been
establishing close contacts with the Roman authorities since the first century BC. There is not
a single indication that the emperor ever felt threatened by the associations of competitors: the
only political struggles that have been attested happened between the synods and certain
cities, caused by disagreements over money matters in the context of agones (see below). The
imperial court was far above such petty issues. Second, Lavagne‘s analysis lumps together all
performers in spectacles with the agonistai of the thymelic synod. The activities of a personal
troupe of performers like the scaenici Asiaticani, however, cannot be compared to those of the
thymelic synod, nor can we state that imperial greges came to eclipse the thymelic synod in
the later Principate. The thymelic synod was still operating vigorously in the agonistic circuits
of the third century AD, which remained closed to performers with the exception of some
career pantomimes. Roman-style spectacles only became dominant in the Greek East from the
fourth century on, when agonistic circuits gradually collapsed and the thymelic synod
disappeared into obscurity. 5
Other scholars who argued for imperial predominance over the affairs of the synods have
limited themselves to shorter statements or general observations. According to Harris, the
imperial authorities retained full control over the proceedings of the xystic synod, which he
interpreted as ―an early example of the trade union as an instrument of the state.‖6 Herz wrote
something similar in his article on the connections between the imperial cult and festival life:
―Einige Kaiser, denen diese Aktivität wahrscheinlich eine Herzensangelegenheit war, waren
auch persönlich eifrige Förderer der Künstler und Athleten, doch für die meisten waren diese
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Organisationen wohl eher ein Instrument der politische Kontrolle‖. 7 Pleket, in his otherwise
nuanced article on the relations between the emperor and Greek athletics, saw xystarchs as
‗imperial commissioners‘, sent to keep an eye on the cities‘ agonistic budgets. 8 Merkelbach
went one step further by calling the xystic synod ―das kaiserliche Büro für den Sport‖, thereby
considering it as a part of the imperial administration.9 However, I have argued that not all
xystarchs were necessarily appointed by the emperor, and that their activities have more to do
with the organisation of agones in the framework of the xystic synod rather than with
financial control in the name of the emperor.10 As for Merkelbach‘s theory, there is no
evidence that the xystic synod acted as a kind of imperial ministry, registering athletes‘
victories by order of the emperor.11
The adoption of imperial names by the synods has also been seen as proof of imperial control.
Le Guen, for instance, argued that ―la titulature des associations oecuméniques d‘athlètes et
d‘artistes traduit la mainmise que l‘empereur a dorénavant sur elles.‖ 12 On the basis of
Hadrian‘s letters from Alexandria Troas, she furthermore stressed the tight grip of the
emperor on the agonistic world in general, which was expressed even more strongly by
Strasser:
C‟est le contrôle presque total de l‟empereur sur la vie agonistique: c‟est lui qui autorise
par δωρεά la fondation d‟un nouveau concours, lui qui accorde le statut plus ou moins
élevé dans la hiérarchie, lui encore qui octroie des honneurs aux vainqueurs et
d‟importants privilèges aux associations des athlètes et des artistes, qui ne fonctionnent
d‟ailleurs que sous le contrôle de Rome et en relation étroite avec le culte impérial.13

In a recent monograph, Guerber continued along these lines. In his discussion of sacred
agones in the Greek East, he describes a clear-cut imperial policy that actively sought to
organise agonistic life, leaving little room for other actors.14
There is something to say for the opinion of Le Guen, Strasser and Guerber. Sources like
Hadrian‘s letters from Alexandria Troas indeed point to an increased imperial interference in
agonistic life from the second century on. Several emperors enthusiastically promoted agones
in the Greek East and simultaneously kept an eye on the cities‘ budgets. 15 However, it remains
to be seen to what extent this interference took the form of a deliberate and consistent policy.
In fact, research of the last decades on the Roman style of governance underlined that Roman
emperors, as a general rule, did not work in such an active and deliberate way. On the basis of
these insights, the following discussion tries to fine-tune our understanding of the relation
7
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between the emperor and the ecumenical synods, arguing that a too strong emphasis on an alldominating emperor does not do justice to the multifaceted and reciprocal nature of the
relationship. Although it is not my goal to entirely re-evaluate the role of the emperor in the
agonistic world, I hope that my focus on the role of the synods may incite further debates on
this issue.
Discussions in the last few decades on decision-making in the Roman empire have been
thoroughly influenced by Millar‘s 1977 monograph The Emperor in the Roman World, which
gave a wholly new interpretation to the emperor and his government. At the core of his
argument is the essential passivity of the emperor: rather than actively pursuing clear-cut
policies of his own, he would have been put in motion by demands and requests from his
subjects, be they senatorial or equestrian functionaries, cities, provincial koina, associations or
private persons. This pattern, called by Millar petition-and-response, explains why the
emperor had only a ―very limited and simple ‗governmental‘ apparatus‖ at his disposal. In
short, the emperor was mostly reactive, ruling the empire on a generally ad hoc basis. 16
Reactions were not long in coming. 17 Even though several reviewers criticised his
methodology in dealing with the source material, his general thesis was not disputed. Hopkins
in his otherwise negative review wrote that Millar‘s work is ―a valuable corrective to the
modernistic assumptions often made, that emperors thought out sophisticated policies, and
executed those policies with the help of an efficient bureaucratic administration […] it shows
how very little Roman emperors could achieve.‖18 More fundamental criticism came, for
instance, from Bleicken, who accepted the basics of the petition-and-response pattern but
argued that this did not exclude the development of a highly functional administrative system
with clear political directives. 19 More recently, Eich not only expressed doubts about Millar‘s
methodology, but also criticised the lack of temporal differentiation in his work. He argued
that in many early-modern European states, petition-and response was a typical form of
governance that could co-exist with what he calls ‗proto-bureaucratic, formalised
administrative structures‘ with political goals of their own. In his view, the Roman empire
saw the development of a similar ‗personal bureaucracy‘ around the person of the emperor,
which reached its fullest extent in the third century AD.20 In spite of these criticisms, though,
Millar‘s general thesis has by now found widespread acceptance. Kolb endorsed it as follows:
Die Quellen deuten schließlich immer wieder auf den Verzicht und den beabsichtigten
und unbeabsichtigten Mangel an gezielter Planung und konzeptioneller Steuerung durch
Kaiser und Verwaltung hin. Vor diesem Kontext wird deutlich, daß die ältere Vorstellung
von der römischen Reichsverwaltung als einem geordneten administrativen System, das
mit Hilfe eines bürokratischen Verwaltungsapparates seine Untertanen regierte, heute
21
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Papyrological evidence from late-antique Egypt, furthermore, suggests that the imperial
government could in certain respects have been even more passive than assumed by Millar.
The archive of the sixth-century notary Flavius Dioskoros from Aphrodito contains drafts of
imperial rescripts, often with several copies, which shows that petitioners with legal
knowledge were requested by the authorities to draw up responses themselves to the petitions
they presented to the emperor. Afterwards, these drafts were either copied by the imperial
chancery in its own style or simply reproduced with the addition of an imperial
confirmation. 22 However, we cannot know for sure whether this practise is also applicable to
the Principate.23 The evidence provided by Millar is quite ambiguous: on the one hand, some
documents suggest that the emperor only added an affirmative clause like scripsi, recognovi
to the rescript proper, which could have been either written by the petitioner himself, as in the
case of Dioskoros, or by imperial officials like the a libellis; other examples, on the other
hand, show the emperor‘s personal involvement in the formulation of rescripts.24 A uniform
procedure apparently did not exist. It must also be noted that the evidence from the archive of
Dioskoros only pertains to the libellus-subscriptio procedure and not to imperial
correspondence by letters. In the Principate, the former procedure was used by less important
individuals and communities, whereas the latter was reserved to cities, provincial assemblies,
Roman officials, important private persons and, of course, the ecumenical synods. 25
To what extent, then, do the ecumenical synods relate to the discussion about the Roman art
of governance? An analysis of the available sources seems to corroborate Millar‘s petitionand-response model: imperial letters to the synods were written by the emperor in reaction to
requests made by synod representatives, who could approach the emperor in the same way as
ambassadors from cities or provincial koina.26 First, synod embassies are explicitly mentioned
in Claudius‘ letters in the membership certificates of the xystic and thymelic synods, and the
letters from other emperors in these certificates were in all likelihood equally reactive – the
letter of Septimius Severus, for instance, refers to the congratulations of the thymelic synod at
his accession to the throne.27 Second, Claudius‘ letter to the thymelic synod found in Miletus
was drawn up after the synod had approached the emperor with the help of his household
member M. Valerius Iunianus.28 Third, the headquarters of the xystic synod were promised by
Hadrian and granted by Antoninus Pius after an audience with the high priest of the sympas
xystos M. Ulpius Domestikos.29 In my opinion, the active role of Domestikos nuances
König‘s statement that the inscriptions documenting the foundation of the headquarters
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foreground imperial control over the affairs of the synod.30 Fourth, Hadrian‘s letters to the
thymelic synod from Alexandria Troas make clear on several occasions that they were replies
to complaints and requests by the synods, made for instance during the Sebasta of Naples.31
As I have argued in the previous chapter, it is likely that the reform of the festival calendar
was the result of deliberations between the emperor, the synods, the cities and the provincial
koina rather than a unilateral imperial decision. Finally, the tetrarchic law about the limitation
of the privilege of aleitourgesia was formulated after a joint embassy of the thymelic and
xystic synods to the imperial court.32 The imperial age, therefore, continued the practise of the
late Hellenistic period: the letter of Mark Antony to the koinon Asias, the first clear evidence
of an ecumenical association of competitors, was written after an audience with two
prominent synod members. 33
At the same time, these observations require some qualifications. First, there is evidence,
albeit very limited, of a more active imperial involvement in the affairs of the later thymelic
synod. We have seen that some emperors in the late second or early third century AD
appointed curators to check the synod‘s finances, and in the late third century AD the entrance
fee was regulated according to imperial decree. 34 This late evidence may suggest that imperial
control grew stronger over time, an evolution that may have been connected to the
development of a ‗personal‘ imperial bureaucracy and growing government centralisation in
the third century AD, as described by Eich. 35 Still, it must be admitted that this evidence only
pertains to financial matters. As such, the situation can be compared to imperial supervision
of the finances of the poleis through curators: it was in the interest of the emperor that civic
finances remained healthy, but even in the later third century AD this did not entail a total loss
of autonomy for the Greek cities. 36 Moreover, there is no evidence that curators were
permanently appointed to check the thymelic synod‘s finances, nor that they were active in all
regions of the agonistic circuit.
A second qualification concerns the personal interests of individual emperors. A reactive
emperor was not necessarily a passive one: an emperor with a keen interest in Greek agonistic
culture like Hadrian was probably more willing than other emperors to respond to requests
and complaints about agonistic affairs and to take far-reaching measures. The letters from
Alexandria Troas are a good illustration of this: even if they were the result of audiences with
representatives of the synods and cities, the emperor shows an active interest in agonistic
affairs, indignation over misconduct in the festival network and a willingness to settle
problems. Hadrian‘s personal interests also explain some agonistic initiatives he took on his
own, such as the foundation of the Panhellenia.37 Similarly, Septimius Severus appears to
30
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have had a strong interest in athletic affairs and the xystic synod. The high priests of the
sympas xystos M. Aurelius Demostratos Damas and M. Aurelius Demetrios had a personal
relationship with him: the former asked and obtained imperial consent to pass on his offices to
his sons, and the latter dedicated a statue of Septimius Severus in the synod‘s headquarters.38
When visiting Alexandria in AD 200, Septimius Severus and his son Caracalla urged the son
of Demetrios, the legendary pankratiast M. Aurelius Asklepiades, to make a comeback at the
local Olympia.39
As a third qualification, we have to note that the relationship between the emperor and the
synods was not only upheld by personal contacts, but also by symbolical ties. This is
illustrated by the synods‘ adoption of imperial names and epithets as well as by their
involvement in the imperial cult. All over the empire, synod priests and high priests offered
cultic honours to the emperors, which were, at least in the later third century AD, financed
with extra contributions made by synod members. 40 Statues and images of the emperor
adorned their precincts and meeting halls, most conspicuously in their Roman headquarters.
The xystic synod not only erected large effigies, but also portrayed the emperor on small
objects, such as a seal with the portrait of Septimius Severus. 41 The thymelic synod was even
neokoros in Rome, i.e. temple-warden of the imperial cult, a privilege normally only granted
to Greek cities.42 Moreover, emperors like Hadrian, Antoninus Pius and Caracalla were
worshipped by the thymelic synod as ‗new Dionysos‘, thereby establishing a connection
between Dionysiac cult, imperial power and the world of the theatre. 43 As such, they resumed
a practise already observed by some of the Hellenistic artists‘ associations. 44 In the reign of
Hadrian, the thymelic synod also paid cultic honours to Antinoos, whose name was at one
point adopted in the synod‘s title next to Hadrian‘s, if Le Guen‘s restoration is correct. 45
Antinoos was, like Hadrian, assimilated to Dionysos and also to Hermes, as a statue base
probably from the thymelic synod‘s Roman headquarters shows.46 In Athens, the synod may
also have had a priest of the divine Antinoos.47
According to some scholars, all this indicates that the thymelic synod had become, by the
reign of Hadrian, a part of an imperial religious policy. 48 However, I do not think that these
symbolical ties indicate that the synods were a kind of tool in the emperor‘s hands with which
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he pursued a religious policy of his own. Since long, it has been clear that the imperial cult
was not centrally designed, but rather created and organised by the poleis themselves in order
to come to terms with imperial power.49 Similarly, it can be assumed that the synods‘
involvement in the imperial cult stemmed from their own initiative, also because most of their
cultic activities took place in the context of the civic imperial cult observed during agones. By
the same token, the decision to adopt imperial names and epithets – itself a kind of cultic
activity – was probably made by synod members themselves. We can assume that the emperor
gave his permission for these honours after a request by the synods, just like neokorates were
imperial grants to cities resulting from a successful embassy. It is telling that when Hadrian
addressed the thymelic synod in his letters, he refrained from using any imperial epithet,
preferring the neutral title ζύλνδνο ζπκειηθὴ πεξηπνιηζηηθὴ ηλ πεξὶ ηὸλ Γηόλπζνλ ηερλεηηλ
ἱεξνλεηθλ ζηεθαλεηηλ.50
The question remains why the synods were so keen to establish and maintain these symbolic
ties with the emperor. I am inclined to interpret them as a means of communication between
subject and ruler within a larger, reciprocal system defined by honour. In this respect,
Lendon‘s findings in his monograph Empire of Honour are illuminating.51 Lendon wrote
within the framework established by Millar but refined the debate by focusing on the question
how power and authority actually worked in the empire. In his view, the backbone of the
empire was a complex system of conferring and receiving honour, which tied subjects and
rulers to each other and gave structure to the various power relations across the whole social
spectrum. As the prime receiver and dispenser of honour, the emperor was at the heart of the
system. This explains why the ecumenical synods often sent copies of honorary decrees for
benefactors to the emperor in Rome. We see honour literally circulating here: the connection
to the emperor brought even more honour to all parties involved. 52 Such honorific exchanges,
are, of course, a form of power and control, but at the same time a more subtle and indirect
one than the outright imperial control over the synods advocated by the above-mentioned
scholars. The essential reciprocity of the system ensured a lot of manoeuvring room for the
synods: the imperial cult gave them an opportunity to show deference to the imperial house
and gratitude for earlier honours conferred upon them by the emperor in the form of
benefactions or privileges. The emperor‘s incredible power was worthy of divine worship, but
it was also a power that could be negotiated with. Just like cities, the synods could use cultic
honours to exert a certain influence on the emperor, who might be induced by them to grant
even more privileges or choose their side in a conflict with poleis, as is clearly revealed by the
letters from Alexandria Troas. 53 Do ut des, after all, remains a key feature of the imperial cult,
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as was observed by several scholars. 54 In more modern terms, we could call this kind of
interaction ‗lobby work‘.
We have to note, furthermore, that the imperial cult played an important role in the ceaseless
rivalry between local notables and cities of the Greek East for honour, prestige and imperial
recognition. Lendon expresses this as follows:
Imperial cult was part of the world of philotimia (…) the imperial cult was something to
which important men looked for honour, and upon which their honour came to depend.
Gratitude and deference to the emperor served also as an ideology forming the
substructures of an arena in which subjects and cities struggled for honour among
themselves.55

Therefore, the growing involvement of the synods in the imperial cult in the second century
AD can be considered as a marker of their increased influence and prestige in society at large:
they had joined the fray in the battle for honour and privileges by deploying an array of
honorific strategies, from neokorates to the adaptation of imperial names and epithets. Again,
they followed the same strategies as the poleis: the latter also incorporated imperial names
and epithets into their titles after getting permission from the emperor. 56 Thus, the thymelic
synod‘s title under Hadrian, ἡ ἱεξὰ Ἁδξηαλὴ Ἀληηλνεία πεξηπνιηζηηθὴ ζπκειηθὴ κεγάιὴ
λεσθόξνο ἐπὶ Ῥώκεο ζπλόδνο (‗the holy Hadrianic Antinoean wandering thymelic great
synod, which is temple-warden in Rome‘), cannot be used to argue that it was under stronger
imperial control than for instance the city of Cyzicus, which proudly carried the name ἡ
ιαλπξνηάηε κεηξόπνιηο ηο Ἀζίαο Ἁδξηαλὴ λεσθόξνο θηινζεβάζηνο Κπδηθελλ πόιηο (‗the
most brilliant metropolis of Asia, the Hadrianic polis of Cyzicus, the emperor-loving templewarden‘).57
In turn, these symbolical ties to the emperor probably also had repercussions on the physical
contacts between synod and emperor. We have seen that the synods depended on audiences
with the emperor in order to receive privileges or to settle problems or conflicts with other
parties in the agonistic world. However, access to the emperor was in all likelihood not selfevident: Hopkins, in his review of Millar, wonders for instance how many embassies of cities
arrived at the palace and failed to secure an audience. These failures are hidden from us, since
honorary inscriptions, of course, only recorded successful embassies. 58 We can imagine that
there was a lot of scheming, manoeuvring and elbowing at court in order to get the emperor‘s
attention, and those having the most honour, power and prestige were probably most
successful at it: ―proximity to power endows individuals with power and influence in their
turn‖, Paterson writes.59 From the early second century AD, the ecumenical synods had a
major advantage over the cities of the Greek East: due to the acquisition of a headquarters in
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Rome, their embassies were not as expensive and time-consuming.60 This explains, for a part,
their success when bringing conflicts with cities to the emperor‘s attention (see below).
It is likely that the personal interests of the emperor also played a role in facilitating access to
the court. The many sources of the thymelic synod from the time of Hadrian are not only due
to the epigraphic habit, but also point to a peak in communication between synod and
emperor. Especially the honorary decree for T. Aelius Alkibiades shows the far-reaching
involvement of the thymelic synod in the cultural circles around Hadrian. 61 It reveals a
complex pattern of honouring with Hadrian at the centre: the proposer of the motion was the
poet Aelius Pompeianus Paion from Side, who was philokaisar (friend of the emperor),
theologos (composer of celebratory speeches) and ‗rhapsode of the divine Hadrian‘; this man
probably had connections to the agonothetes (i.e. festival organiser) Ulpius Aelius
Pompeianus of Ancyra, who organised a mystical agon for Dionysos and Hadrian. 62 The
honorand, the philotechnites T. Aelius Alkibiades, was a relative, probably even the son, of
Hadrian‘s chamberlain P. Aelius Alkibiades of Nysa. 63 Significantly, the chamberlain, called
cubicularius in Latin and ὁ ἐπὶ ηνῦ θνηηλνο in Greek, had a major influence on who could
gain access to the emperor, as Paterson stressed. 64 P. Aelius Alkibiades, furthermore,
commissioned Hadrian‘s freedman Phlegon of Tralles to write the Collection of Olympic
Victories and Dates, 65 a work that according to Robert may have been among the books
donated to the thymelic synod‘s headquarters.66 Gérard has argued that the influence of these
intimi of Hadrian‘s was so large that they effected the banishment of Juvenal, who in his
Satires harshly criticised the corrupting presence of oriental actors and musicians in Rome. 67
Even if Gérard‘s arguments concerning Juvenal‘s banishment are disputable,68 he rightly
underlines the thymelic synod‘s considerable presence and influence at Hadrian‘s court:
Il est certain que, protégés par la puissante famille des Alcibiades, ils représentaient avec
eux le cercle le plus intime des favoris d‟Hadrien (…) S‟attaquer à ces hommes, même
par métaphore, c‟était offenser l‟empereur lui-même, dans ses affections, dans ses
croyances, c‟était vexer tout à la fois l‟Ἀσηοκράηωρ et le νέος Διόνσζος servi et vénéré
des Technites jusque dans la titulature de leur synode.69
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All this raises new questions, especially about the mutual relations between the xystic and the
thymelic synods. If the imperial cult was embedded in the culture of philotimia and if the
synods behaved like poleis, we can assume that there was also a strong rivalry between the
two synods to get the most honours, titles and privileges. It is, therefore, remarkable that the
thymelic synod was neokoros in Rome, whereas the xystic synod was not. Did the latter ever
try to obtain the neokorate from the emperor? If so, why did it fail to secure it? In my opinion,
the lack of a neokorate was possibly compensated by the fact that the xystic synod‘s high
priests of the sympas xystos were directors of the imperial baths. 70 After all, the thymelic
synod‘s neokorate and the xystic synod‘s authority over the imperial baths were obtained
around the same time, viz. in the reigns of Hadrian and Antoninus Pius. Still, many gaps in
our knowledge remain: we may never be able to find out which of the two synods was
favoured most by the successive emperors, how strong the personal relations between synod
officials and the emperors actually were, and which specific intrigues and strategies these
officials used to maintain their influence at the imperial court.
On the basis of these observations, I believe that the relationship between the ecumenical
synods and the emperor can be defined anew. The synods did not fall under total imperial
control, nor did they attain or even seek complete independence from imperial interference. In
sociological literature, such a middle position is explained through the concept of agency.
Agency, according to Sewell, ―means to be capable of exerting some degree of control over
the social relations in which one is enmeshed, which in turn implies the ability to transform
those social relations to some degree.‖ 71 An application of the concept of agency relevant to
our subject was made by Tomoff in his study of the professional association of music
composers in Stalin‘s USSR:
I define „agency‟ as the ability to act within a complicated system of restraints (…)
„Agency‟ as I defined it here is not synonymous with „autonomy‟, a more absolute
concept. Party leaders always could and sometimes did intervene in the musical world.
Nevertheless, the Union‟s eventual monopoly of musical expertise allowed music
professionals to maneuver within the system. „Agency‟ thus captures the vast gray area
between two poles of autonomy and subjugation and enables analysis of the breadth of
music professionals‟ experience in the Stalinist system. Understanding the real
possibilities of action that agency suggests can help explain both the productivity of
Soviet composers during the Stalin period and their attainment of elite status within the
Soviet Union.72

Some interesting parallels with the ecumenical synods in the Roman empire can be drawn.
Just like Soviet composers, the synods of competitors operated within a grey area between the
opposing poles of autonomy and subjugation. They functioned within the framework of the
Roman imperial state: imperial recognition and support was a conditio sine qua non for their
existence and emperors could and increasingly did intervene in agonistic affairs. At the same
time, the synods retained enough manoeuvring room to pursue their own specific interests
apart from the emperor. They even managed to exert a certain influence on imperial decision70
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making through a careful use of symbolic language and customs in the broader context of the
imperial cult, thereby safeguarding their privileged status. Furthermore, both the ecumenical
synods and the Soviet composers‘ union offered socially useful ‗labour‘ to society. The
former rendered the functioning of the agonistic network possible, which was advantageous to
all parties involved; moreover, they underpinned imperial rule through their involvement in
the imperial cult and reconciled it with traditional expressions of Greek identity. 73 The Soviet
composers, for their part, created and interpreted Soviet music that trumpeted the success of
socialism on the international stage. 74
Of course, there are also major differences: a totalitarian state like Stalinist Russia had more
and other means of constraint, and was, furthermore, highly bureaucratic. As such, the history
of the composers‘ union is marked by struggles with the state‘s Committee on Artistic Affairs.
The latter, however, was finally marginalised because of the composers‘ monopoly on
musical expertise – in other words, their art was too complex for politicians and bureaucrats
to understand, which enabled the union to set their own rules, standards and terms for
admission. The ecumenical synods, conversely, did not have to deal with a totalitarian
bureaucracy, nor did it monopolise athletic or artistic expertise. Still, it is possible that their
expertise in the organisation of agones and the festival network reinforced their agency vis-àvis the emperor, since the imperial administrators probably did not have the necessary
information and know-how about these matters. After all, the synods‘ expertise was based on
the experiences of their travelling members, most of whom never had a personal conversation
with the emperor or one of his collaborators. Thus, the synods‘ manoeuvrability appears to
have been due to the limited possibilities and the reactive nature of the Roman state as well as
to the reciprocal nature of relations of power and honour in Graeco-Roman society.

2. The ecumenical synods and the cities of the Greek East
Throughout this study, the transregional character of the associations of competitors in the
Roman Empire has been at the centre of the debate. Unlike other occupational groups, they
were not embedded in the framework of the Greek polis: instead, they were recognised as
independent bodies when interacting with cities, koina or Roman authorities. Yet even though
the synods in many ways behaved like poleis, they were not territorial entities, and, therefore,
did not have citizens but members. These members were simultaneously citizen of at least one
polis. The institutional independence of the synods on the one hand and the double identity of
their members on the other produced some interesting dynamics in the relationship between
the synods and the cities. The following sections will analyse these dynamics on the basis of
two questions. The first departs from the institutional distance between synod and city: how
did the two opposing bodies relate to each other? In order to answer this question, I first give
some information about the ideological and organisational background shared by the cities
and the synods. Thereafter, I analyse harmonious as well as hostile relations. The second
section, conversely, takes a closer look at the double identity of synod members: how did they
participate in local civic life, and which role did synod membership play in their social status?
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This chapter closes with a separate discussion of the relations between the ecumenical synods
and city-based associations of competitors, which gives us further insights into the role of
artists and athletes in the cultural and religious life of poleis in the Roman empire.

1. Synod and city: opposing bodies
Our most important sources about the ecumenical synods, i.e. the decrees issued by them
during agones in various cities of the Roman empire, are the clearest evidence of their
independent status vis-à-vis the Greek poleis. Particularly illuminating is the thymelic synod‘s
decree sent from Rome to Heraclea Pontica in honour of Marcius Xenokrates, a prominent
synod member and citizen of Heraclea:

5

10

πᾶζαλ ἐπίζηαζζαη ράξηλ ὁκνινγνῦκελ Μαξθίῳ Ξελνθξάηῃ ηῶ ὑκεηέξῳ πνιεί<ηῃ> θαὶ δηὰ ηὴλ ηλ
ἠζλ ζεκλόηαηα θαὶ δηὰ ηὴλ ηνῦ βίνπ θνζκηόηαηα. αὔμεη κὲλ θαὶ γεξαίξεη ηὸ ηο ὐκεηέξαο πόιεσο ἀμίσκα, θνζκεῖ δὲ ηὸ ἱεξὸλ ἡκλ ζπλέδξηνλ, νὐ κόλνλ ηῆ θαηὰ ηὸ
ἔξγνλ ἀξεηῆ ἧο ἐζηὶλ πεξηβόεηνο, ἀιιὰ
θαὶ <η>ῆ θαηὰ ηὴλ εὔλνηαλ ζπνπδῆ θηινηεηκόηαηνο ὑπάξρσλ, ὡο θαὶ ηνὺο θαζ‘ ἕλα ηλ ἡκεηέξσλ ζπλνδηη<λ> εὐεξγεηεῖλ θαὶ ἐλ ηνῖο
ηῶ θνηλῶ ἀλήθνπζη πξνζύκσο ἅπαληα πξάηηεηλ.
We agree in acknowledging every favour by Marcius Xenokrates, your citizen, because of
his most reverent character and because of his most decent life. On the one hand he
increases and honours the reputation of your city and on the other he embellishes our
sacred synedrion, not only with the excellence of the work that is much talked of, but also
with the eagerness of his goodwill in pursuing honour. Accordingly, he is a benefactor to
the individual members of our synod and with zeal he manages all affairs concerning the
association as a whole.75

By repeatedly mentioning clauses like ‗our synod‘ and ‗your city‘, the synod observed a
certain distance towards Heraclea: it corresponded with the city as an equal and independent
partner. At the same time, the inscription shows that synod and city shared the same cultural
space. The ecumenical character of the synods does not alter the fact that they operated in a
decidedly civic and urban environment. A look on the map with the distribution of the sources
of the ecumenical synods exemplifies this: they are all concentrated in the cities of the Roman
empire, with barely urbanised regions such as the interior of Anatolia as notable blind spots. 76
Agones, the raison d‟être of associations of competitors, were after all a typically urban
phenomenon, as was also the imperial cult in which they were strongly involved. 77 Because
synod members were simultaneously citizens of their respective hometowns, often coming
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from elite families,78 it is easy to see why the synods adopted the ideological framework of
the urban elites of the Greek world. It structured and facilitated the communication between
the two bodies, as both drew upon the same literary conventions, rhetorical style and ornate
vocabulary in their letters and decrees. 79
The most important aspect of this common ideological framework is the obsession with
philotimia. This word, which literally means ‗love of honour‘, was the driving force behind
the activities of the Greek urban elites, which sought honour, power and prestige through
various forms of benefactions, magistracies and, of course, agonistic success.80 The synods
eagerly took part in the quest for honour in the empire in order to put themselves firmly on the
map, not only through the agonistic success of their members, but also by conferring honour
on members of the elites they were acquainted with and receiving honour in return. As argued
above on the basis of Lendon‘s Empire of Honour, the most significant honorific strategies
were deployed to gain recognition from the emperor: it allowed the synods to compete with
poleis and to strive for a privileged place in the imperial hierarchy. 81 As Lendon has shown,
however, honour pervaded the entire Graeco-Roman society, so it is no surprise to see that
philotimia was also at the heart of more trivial matters such as the communication between
the thymelic synod and Heraclea Pontica about Marcius Xenokrates. It was an opportunity for
both parties to acknowledge each other, but also to assert their status with their titles, verbose
language and munificence.
The synods‘ civic orientation was, furthermore, not only ideological, but also organisational.
Occupational associations had been modelling themselves since Classical and Hellenistic
times upon the texture of the democratic polis, 82 but van Nijf rightly remarks that associations
of competitors carried this habit to a higher plane. 83 Most conspicuously, the ecumenical
synods‘ officials like archons, treasurers and secretaries, discussed in section III.1, are clearly
based on those of the poleis. The xystic synod even used the word πνιηηεπόκελνο to describe
the activities of a xystarch in the fold of the synod.84 In a civic context, this word normally
means ‗taking part in the polis government‘.85 Additionally, their decision-making organs, the
assemblies, resemble the ekklesiai of the cities. Compare, for instance, the thymelic synod‘s
decree for T. Aelius Alkibiades with the decree for the same man issued by the city of Nysa:
as they were inscribed on the same stone, they almost literally form each other‘s mirror
image. 86 Equally significant are the synods‘ ambassadors, who queued next to envoys from
the cities to gain access to the emperors or provincial governors. In van Nijf‘s words, the
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adoption of this formal style of organisation ―helped to create a political space for these
associations alongside the acknowledged institutions of the empire.‖87
Let us now investigate which consequences this entailed. First, I analyse harmonious relations
between the synods and the cities, which can be explained by the cultural and religious values
they shared. Next, I discuss conflicts and tensions due to differing professional and economic
interests.
1) Harmony
At some point in the second century AD, an inscription was erected in the sanctuary of Zeus
Panamareios on the territory of Carian Stratonicea, commemorating the deeds of the priest
Diomedes Sosandros during the festival of the Panamareia. The text reminds us that Greek
festivals were not only about competitions of artists and athletes; rather, they clustered a
whole series of specific rituals that were of great significance for the local community:

5

10

15

25

30

ἱεξεὺο ἐμ ἐπαλγ[ειίαο ἐλ —ίνηο κεηὰ]
ἀξρηεξσζύλελ θαὶ ζη[εθαλεθνξίαλ θαὶ]
ηὰο ινηπὰο πάζαο ιηην[πξγίαο Γην]κήδεο βʹ ώζαλδξνο Ἱε(ξνθσκήηεο), ὃ[ο κεηὰ θαὶ]
ηλ ινηπλ εὐζεβο κὲλ πξὸο
ηὸλ ζεόλ, θηινηίκσο δὲ πξὸο ηνὺο
ἀλζξώπνπο ἐπνίεζελ, ἀπέδσθελ πάζῃ ηύρῃ ἀλελεγρζέληα ηῶ ζεῶ δ[εῖ]πλα θαὶ ηὰ ἐθ ηλ ζπζηλ γεηλόκελα ηῶ ἱεξεῖ γέξα· ἐλ [δ]ὲ ηνῖο Πα[λα]καξείνηο κεηὰ ηλ ινηπλ ὧλ παξέ[ζ]ρελ θαὶ νἴλνπ δηαπνκπὰο ἐπνηήζαην πάζῃ ηύρῃ θαὶ ἡιηθίᾳ ηλ ἑνξηαδόληλ ἔλ ηε ηῆ πόιη θαὶ ἐλ ηῶ ἱεξῶ ηο θάηεο θαὶ ἐπὶ ηο ινηπο ρώξαο
(…)
ἐπνίεζελ δὲ θαὶ ηὰο δεκνζπλίαο, ὑπεδέμαην δὲ θαὶ ηὸλ ηο Ἀζίαο ηακίαλ κεγαινπξεπο, ὡο θαὶ δηὰ
γξακκάησλ θαὶ ὑπ‘ ἐθίλνπ καξηπξε[ζ]λαη, θαὶ ἄιινπο πιίζηνπο ζπλθιεη[η]θνύο· ὑπεδέμαην δὲ θαὶ ηνὺο ἰο
ἀγλα ἐιζόληαο ζπκειηθνύο ηε θα[ὶ]
μπζηηθνὺο ἀζιεηάο, θαζὼο θαὶ [ηὰ ὑ]π‘ ἐθείλσλ γελόκελα ςεθίζκαηα
πεξηέρεη· (…)
Diomedes Sosandros the younger from Hiera Kome, priest as promised in [- - -] after his
high priesthood, his stephanophoria and all the other liturgies. Together with all the other
things he behaved piously towards the god and munificently towards the people. To every
social rank he gave the food offered in sacrifice to the god and even the priestly share of
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the sacrifice. During the Panamareia he made, together with all the other things he
supplied, distributions of wine to every social rank and age-group among the participants
in the festival, in the city, in the sanctuary of Hekate and in the rest of the chora.
(…)
Diomedes also organised banquets, and he magnificently welcomed the treasurer of Asia,
as has been testified by the latter through letters, and also many other people of
senatorial rank. Furthermore, he also welcomed the thymelic and xystic athletes that had
come to the agon, as the decrees drawn up by them describe. (...).88

Three religious rituals come to the fore in this inscription: the sacrifices with the distributions
of meat, the procession from the sanctuary at Panamara to the city and, finally, the banquets.
These ritual practises played an important role in shaping the collective cultural and religious
identity of the organising city: they established communication with the gods, confirmed the
social order of the city and forged ties between the polis, chora and sanctuaries. 89 At the same
time, the inscription reveals that the Panamareia also had a translocal cachet: during the
celebrations, Diomedes welcomed the treasurer of the koinon Asias and several other
foreigners of senatorial rank, as well as ‗the thymelic and xystic athletes‘, with which he
refers to the thymelic and xystic synods. 90 There is evidence that the latter did not only
compete when they assembled during agones like the Panamareia, but that they also had a
share in the religious rituals. The synods‘ involvement in sacrifices is indicated by the
privilege of ζπλζπζία enjoyed by the artists and probably also by the athletes. 91 Although
clear evidence is lacking, it is possible that they also occupied a privileged position in
processions, as did the Hellenistic artists‘ associations. 92 Participating in banquets, finally,
was among one of the synods‘ rights confirmed by Hadrian. 93
Thus, it is interesting to see how an organised group that strictly speaking did not belong to
the polis community participated in deeply-rooted local cults. It appears that prominent synod
members who were simultaneously influential citizens of the organising polis played a key
role in bridging the gap between foreign competitors and local citizens: for instance,
Antipatros Iulianus, a scion of the local elite of Miletus, combined the high priesthood of the
thymelic synod with several local religious offices during the great Didymeia: he was
prokitharistes, lead musician in one of the ceremonies, purphoros, carrier of the sacred fire,
amphithales, the one who had the honour to cut a branch from the sacred tree, and eisagogeus
or ‗introducer‘ of the competitors.94 Another example comes from Thyatira, where the high
priest of the sympas xystos C. Perelius Aurelius Alexandros was simultaneously priest of the
‗ancestral god Helios Pythios Apollo Tyrimnaios‘, honoured during the agon called
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Tyrimneia.95 Furthermore, two or more Ephesian xystarchs were at the same time neopoioi,
magistrates responsible for the management of the great temple of Artemis. 96 Finally, two
other xystarchs active in Sardis were part of a privileged group of worshippers allowed to
enter the inner sanctum of a certain temple. 97
The inscription for Diomedes Sosandros also reveals how cultic practises created and
reinforced the social hierarchy of a city, as distributions of wine and sacrificial food were
made according to social rank and age (πάζῃ ηύρῃ θαὶ ἡιηθίᾳ).98 This was also observed by
van Nijf in his study of occupational organisations in the Greek East: a festival was a moment
in which the different echelons of society could manifest themselves, from the bouleutic class
over age groups like the gerousiasts, the neoi and ephebes to public cult functionaries like
hymnodoi or neopoioi. City-based occupational associations, moreover, also saw rituals as an
opportunity to find a place in the civic hierarchy. 99 Van Nijf uses the term ‗ordo-making‘ to
describe this process: different civic groups and associations, though not legally constituting a
Roman ordo like senators and equestrians, ―were engaged with all their activities in a
perpetual process of behaving like, dressing themselves up as, or representing themselves as
an ‗ordo‘ in order to make the most political and symbolic capital out of membership.‖100 He
rightly argues that the ecumenical synods in certain circumstances also posed as an ordo, not
only through their performance as a separate group during civic rituals, but also through their
political self-awareness. This comes most clearly to the fore in the honorary inscriptions
erected by civic bodies or groups like the boule, demos, gerousia or neoi acting in concert
with one of the ecumenical synods. 101 Such inscriptions put the synods on par with the highest
ranks of urban society.102 The decision to erect such honorific monuments appears to have
been taken during agones, as we know that civic bodies as well as the ecumenical synods held
assemblies in the course of a festival. 103 Thus, even if they were strictly speaking independent
actors, festivals were a major opportunity for them to integrate into the social fabric of the
cities, by participating in religious cults and in the honorific exchanges between members of
the elite.
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Agones were not the only opportunities for the ecumenical synods to assert themselves in
civic life. The thymelic synod, for instance, contributed to cultural life of the poleis and the
paideia of future citizens through artistic exhibitions and demonstrations in non-agonistic
settings. The tragic poet C. Iulius Longianos, for instance, was honoured by the city of
Halicarnassus for his ―demonstrations of poems of every kind, by which he both delighted the
older and improved the younger‖; in return, Halicarnassus granted him citizenship and erected
several statues of him in the most notable places of the city, for instance in the sanctuary of
the Muses and in the gymnasium of the ephebes, ―next to Herodotos of old‖. Furthermore, the
city decreed that ―there should be public presentations of his books in the libraries in our city,
so that the young men may be educated in these also, in the same way as in the writings of the
ancients.‖104 Longianos was also honoured by his synod as ‗eternal advocate‘, πξνήγνξνλ δηὰ
βίνπ,105 and both decrees were displayed in his hometown Aphrodisias. As such, the synod
presented itself as a promotor of traditional Greek culture and values.
We should note, finally, that the synods retained an enduring physical presence in the urban
topography of many poleis, either through their ownership of sanctuaries and clubhouses or
through the erection of their statues, decrees and honorary inscriptions at ‗the most
distinguished locations‘. 106 In Hierapolis, the thymelic synod was even immortalised as a
personification on the frieze of the scaena frons of the theatre, just like several civic bodies,
athletic disciplines, gods and of course the imperial family. 107 All this again points to
harmonious relations between synod and city, as the erection of such inscriptions and images
had to be approved by the city administration. For example, the xystic synod in its honorary
decree for the pankratiast Kallikrates resolved ―to request the city of the Aphrodisians for
suitable locations, so that we might make offerings of images of the great sacred victor and
put up a statue.‖108 In short, the ecumenical synods were anything but Fremdkörper in the
cities of the Roman empire.
2) Discord
The overall picture of the relations between the synods and the cities displayed by the decrees
is a harmonious one. Our source material gives the impression that both parties did nothing
but praise and honour each other. Nevertheless, this focus on honour should not blind us to
104
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the more banausic part of the story. The dominance of harmonious relations is due to the bias
caused by the inscriptions: it is in the nature of these public documents to bring out consensus,
cooperation and conformity and to hide strife, discord and tensions. Behind the elegant façade
of public monuments, statues and inscriptions, the darker side of social relations remained
concealed. Only some rare documents bring this hidden world to the surface. In the relations
between synod and city, it appears that especially disputes about money could mar the
harmonious scene.
The potential for conflict between the synods and the cities is a logical consequence of their
unique organisational structure. As bodies existing parallel to the poleis with large financial
assets of their own, some of their interests were bound to clash with those of the cities. After
all, agones were events in which a lot of money circulated. Huge costs were involved even in
the organisation of a small and local festival like the Demostheneia of Oenoanda. A large part
of the expenses, as the foundation inscription shows, was made up by prize money for
competitors.109 Not only organising cities, but also the hometowns of victors had to calculate
expenses, as they were obliged to pay opsonia, monthly pensions, to their citizens who gained
victories in eiselastic agones.110 At the same time, agones could also be a source of revenue,
as festival organisers could levy taxes on visitors, goods and transactions during fairs and
markets.111
Disputes about money are already attested in Hellenistic times. The association of Ionia and
the Hellespont was settled in Teos and thus formed a kind of ‗state in a state‘ there, which
caused some confusion about its jurisdiction and sphere of competence vis-à-vis the city of
Teos. A severe dispute arose between them about the organisation of the association‘s
Dionysiac festival: the association wanted its panegyriarch to be responsible for all financial
aspects of the festival and thereby claimed all revenues deriving from tolls and taxes. Since
the festival took place on the territory of Teos, the city in its turn claimed a part of these
revenues. The dispute dragged along for a couple of years, after which it was brought before
the Attalid king. He decided that the association‘s panegyriarch was to be responsible for
transactions in the harbour and the city, but the magistrates of Teos for the chora, the
surrounding territory of the city. This was, however, not a definitive solution, as the conflict
further escalated and the association eventually had to leave the city. 112
About 200 years later, the emperor Hadrian had to settle a comparable dispute, this time
between the ecumenical synods and various cities of the Roman empire. We are well
informed about this dispute by the first of Hadrian‘s three letters to the thymelic synod found
in Alexandria Troas, which deals almost entirely with money issues and the competences of
the cities in the organisation of their festivals. 113 A series of pressing problems was brought
before the emperor by the ambassadors of the synods. They complained, for instance, that
some cities intentionally cancelled agones in order to use the earmarked money for other
projects. Competitors who had invested time and money to travel to such cancelled festivals
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were then left without any opportunity to win prize money. Furthermore, fraudulent
agonothetai sometimes embezzled prize money. Opsonia were another point of contention: on
the basis of an earlier ruling of Trajan, cities used to accord opsonia to the victors only after
they returned to their hometowns, which was considered unfair by competitors who spent a
large part of their career travelling abroad. Some cities even tried to shirk of the responsibility
by paying in kind, with corn or wine. Interestingly, there were also problems concerning the
financing of statues, which in the previous section featured so prominently as examples of
harmony. 114
In general, Hadrian agreed with the synods‘ complaints. He decreed that cities no longer had
the right to cancel their agones to use the money for something else. The ruling went far: even
in times of food shortage, cities had to obtain the emperor‘s permission to use agonistic funds
to buy corn. Hadrian also decreed that prize money had to be counted out by the agonothetes
in the presence of an imperial official, in order to avoid all suspicion of fraud. As for the
opsonia, these had to be paid out in cash beginning from the day that the city was informed
about the victory. Competitors were allowed to send letters instead of returning to their
hometowns. Last but not least, the thymelic synod was given the right to erect stelae with
Hadrian‘s decisions wherever they wished and presumably without getting approval from the
civic authorities, ―so that they are known to everyone‖. 115 All this was a masterly piece of
lobby work by the synods: with imperial back-up, they had managed to curtail the cities‘
authority over their festivals – at least in theory.
In sum, the letter uniquely reveals the other side of the coin. No κεγαινςπρία (greatness of
soul) or θηινηηκία (munificence) here, but only opposing groups prepared to go to any length
to defend their own economic interests. We see cities trying to evade costs whenever possible,
sometimes even reverting to venal practises. Especially the unscrupulousness of some
agonothetai comes to the fore in Hadrian‘s letter: Alexianos of Apamea, for instance,
allegedly misappropriated prize money belonging to artistic victors. The synods, for their part,
did not hesitate to use their connections to denounce those who opposed their interests. It can
be imagined that the conflict between the thymelic synod and the agonothetes Alexanios of
Apamea had escalated severely before synod ambassadors were ready to incriminate him at
the imperial court. The contrast with the agonothetes T. Flavius Gerrenus of Gerasa could not
be greater: he was lavishly honoured by the thymelic synod for a whole number of reasons,
but especially because he was willing to go to considerable expense in providing for the
artists.116 Gerrenus received a statue in the theatre, Alexianos an inquiry by the governor of
Syria.
A more petty issue is addressed in a papyrus from early third-century Oxyrhynchus. This
time, the activities of a xystarch were a source of conflict. Above, we have seen that
inscriptions celebrated xystarchs as honoured members of their community, as they played
such an important role in the organisation of its festival life. Yet exactly this organising role,
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and the money attached to it, could cause troubles so carefully concealed by the honorary
inscriptions. The papyrus is a letter from M. Aurelius Dionysios, the agonodikes of the sacred
ephebic games of Oxyrhynchus, to the xystarch Aurelius Herakleios. The function of
agonodikes, ‗judge of the agon‘, is not attested elsewhere in the papyrological or epigraphical
record, but it is likely that Dionysios had an organising role comparable to the agonothetes, as
he was responsible for the financial affairs of the agon. Dionysios was an ephebe, and as such
assisted by his father Aurelius Paulinos. He wrote to the xystarch as follows: ―I have paid to
you the complete (amount of the) prize that is being paid in conformity with the other games,
the full payment of 400 denarii. Know that you have no basis for prosecution against me
according to the documents because I have received from you the customary receipt and the
order for payment written without duplicate through my father.‖ 117 Rigsby convincingly
argues what this ‗prize‘ was: the 400 denarii were a fixed sum of money paid to the xystarch
for his efforts during the games. 118 The word ἆζινλ, prize, is a euphemism for what was
actually a wage, but the elite, of course, sneered at anything that had to do with wage labour.
The xystarch Aurelius Herakleios apparently claimed that he had never received his 400
denarii – a substantial sum – and even seems to have threatened Dionysios with a lawsuit.
Again, we have a marked contrast with an honorary inscription: in Delphi, the xystarch T.
Flavius Eurydikos took care of the erection of a statue of the agonothetes M. Aurelius
Epagathos – these two men were probably on much better terms than Dionysios and
Herakleios.119
The problems outlined here are only the tip of the iceberg. Hadrian‘s letter strongly suggests
that tensions caused by money issues and abuse of authority were ubiquitous in the agonistic
circuit. We can only guess what this would have meant for synod members who were
simultaneously citizen of a city that was at odds with their synod. Many will undoubtedly
have been confronted with conflicts of interests. I guess that most active competitors would
have backed up the claims of their synod, as these effectively protected their professional and
economic interests. Furthermore, their constant travels removed them for long periods from
the political and economic issues of their hometowns. The social networks in which they
operated were, first of all, those of the synods and their fellow competitors. The same holds
true for high synod officials who either stayed in Rome or travelled across the agonistic
circuit. However, the situation of synod officials in poleis who simultaneously held civic
offices was different. As they had advanced along the local cursus honorum after their
agonistic careers, their personal interests probably did not always coincide with those of the
synods. During their civic magistracies, they may well have needed to enact decisions running
counter to the interests of competitors. Would they have risked antagonising their fellow
bouleutai and magistrates by siding with the synods? Still, I think that such people did not
necessarily have to take sides. They may well have tried to defuse conflicts by negotiating
between the two parties. As the synods could not approach the emperor for every petty issue,
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other methods of conflict resolution must have existed, and it seems likely that people with
double loyalties played a key part in these. Unfortunately, our sources remain silent about this
aspect of city-synod relations. 120
This observation about members with double loyalties brings me to another aspect of citysynod relations. In order to understand what was at stake for these people, it is necessary to
take a closer look at the status of individual synod members in civic society.

2. Synod members in civic life
The ecumenical synods occupied a visible and prestigious place in the poleis mainly through
concerted action, which was made possible by the gathering of a large number of members
during an agon. It now remains to be seen how synod members fared on an individual basis.
What was the status of synod members in the Greek cities, and which role did the synods play
in this? It is not my goal to undertake an in-depth study of the social status of athletes and
artists here. Instead, I discuss some general aspects, after which I focus on the social status of
different synoditai and how they capitalised on their membership.
Under the term social status, I understand the way in which people are assessed by others in
the social hierarchy. This is determined by many different factors such as social background,
occupation, source of income, education, sex, age, religion and social connections. 121 In this
section, I focus especially on how the social status of competitors was formed through their
social background as well as through their specific activities, i.e. their participation in athletic
and artistic agones. Performers who did not compete in agones, and who, therefore, occupied
a lower position in the social hierarchy are not considered in this discussion.
The social status of athletes in the Roman empire has been examined in detail by Pleket in his
article Zur Soziologie des antiken Sports, by van Nijf in several articles on civic life in Asia
Minor and by Remijsen in her recent book on late-antique athletics.122 Their findings can be
summarised as follows. The poor masses were excluded from professional athletics, for
pursuing an athletic career was a costly affair: it required, for instance, a lot of time to
exercise under the supervision of trainers, a high-calorie diet and travel expenses. There is
some evidence about loans or subsidies for talented athletes with limited financial means, 123
but talent still needed to be developed, which presupposes access to gymnasia – itself a
marker of an elevated status. Pursuing an athletic career was, therefore, easiest for scions of
the urban elites of the empire, who had the time and money to devote themselves to years of
training and travelling. Furthermore, a major steppingstone towards an athletic career was the
ephebate, the programme of citizen training in the Greek poleis that was largely dominated by
sons of elite families. 124 As van Nijf has shown, athletics remained an honourable activity for
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the aristocracy throughout antiquity and was by no means replaced by literature or rhetoric,
despite some critical views expounded by several imperial-age literati.125 Cities of Roman
Asia Minor were adorned by large numbers of statues and honorary inscriptions for athletes of
local elite families; moreover, the ideology of Greek athletics remained pervaded by
aristocratic values and virtues such as philotimia (love of honour), philoponia (love of hard
work to reach glory) and masculine beauty. 126 In accordance with the Homeric ideal ―always
to be the best and to be distinguished above the rest‖,127 victory in athletic agones was a
means for the urban elites to reach glory and honour in their hometowns and to rise above
their peers. Most glory could be found on the international circuit, of course, which is why
such a career was a worthy alternative to pursuing distinguished political offices. 128
However, this does not mean that the athletic world was monopolised by the urban
aristocracy. Since the fourth century BC, there was a tendency towards a certain
‗democratisation‘: families from a non-elite background with enough financial assets could
envisage an athletic career for their talented members in order to climb the social ladder. The
expanding agonistic network in the Hellenistic and Roman periods offered more possibilities
for such athletes to participate in agones close to their hometowns and, if they were successful
and managed to collect enough prize money, to try their luck on the international stage. Still,
it remained risky for less well-off athletes to take this step, for pan-Mediterranean travels
were expensive and time-consuming, and the competition was strong. Those who did not
manage to reach the international top are largely hidden from us, as only stars were likely to
be honoured with inscriptions. Star athletes from a non-elite background, for their part, did
not cause great changes in athletic ideology: ―as so often, newcomers adapted themselves to
the dominant value-system instead of developing an alternative, competing ideology: they
wanted to be just like the members of the elite.‖ 129 Therefore, it is often difficult to know
whether a successful athlete reached an elite status as a result of his victories in prestigious
agones, or whether he already belonged to the civic elite beforehand.
By contrast, no comprehensive studies on the social status of artistic competitors in the
Roman empire have been written yet. Nevertheless, it appears that many of the observations
about the social background and status of athletes are also applicable to the artists. Artistic
expertise required specialised instruction and devotion from an early age on, and an intimate
knowledge of age-old Greek music, drama and poetry could only be achieved through a
traditional upper-class upbringing or paideia. The honorary inscription for the poet Longianos
discussed above shows that young members of the civic elites not only went to gymnasia for
athletic exercises, but that they were also brought into contact with poetry and literature there.
Still, some scholars argued that the social status of Greek artists deteriorated in the Roman
empire, both as a consequence of Roman negative perceptions of artists of the stage and under
the influence of literati who reiterated condescending remarks of Plato and Aristotle about
125

Van Nijf 2004; 2012a: 59–60. For literary criticism towards athletics, see König 2005, with the review of
Pleket 2007.
126
For the connection between athletic achievement and elite status, see especially van Nijf 2003.
127
Hom. Il. 6.208.
128
See for instance the divergent career choices of the athletic trainer M. Antonius Artemidoros and the
politician M. Antonius Idagras from Patara, discussed on pp. 66-67.
129
Pleket 2010a: 196.

281

actors.130 On the basis of literary evidence, Aneziri for instance argued that the artists‘ social
status was higher in the Hellenistic period than in the Roman empire. 131 Scheithauer described
the artists as a more or less closed social group, which was on the one hand celebrated and
honoured because of its virtuosity and agonistic success, but on the other also excluded from
high civic offices. In her view, the artists‘ social standing suffered from the fact that they
could not fall back on a large, inherited fortune, and that they were, therefore, condemned to
look for work by means of their artistic skills. 132
Nevertheless, I have my doubts about these statements. Literary evidence should be dealt with
carefully: as Pleket remarks, we cannot assume a priori that the ideas of a small group of
authors were widely shared in Greek civic communities. 133 For instance, when Philostratos in
his life of the sophist Euodianos disdainfully wrote about the thymelic synod as ―an arrogant
group of men, hard to keep in order‖,134 he did not express a belief generally accepted by the
Graeco-Roman elites. I rather think that the description reveals a certain sense of rivalry felt
by rhetoricians and sophists towards the artists of the stage. In his edition of Philostratos‘
Lives of the sophists, Wright wrote that ―no other type of intellectual could compete with
them [= the orators and sophists] in popularity, no creative artists existed to challenge their
prestige at the courts of phil-Hellenic Emperors.‖135 My work provides a necessary corrective
to Wright‘s view: the thymelic synod united artists who were celebrated in the cities of the
Roman empire and held in high esteem at the imperial court, and who could indeed rival with
the sophists described by Philostratos. Furthermore, Philostratos‘ disdain is somewhat
hypocritical: a number orators and literati participated in agones and could, therefore, become
a member of the thymelic synod themselves. 136 Another passage from Philostratos shows that
the artists of the stage and the sophists, in fact, shared the same cultural space: the secondcentury orator Philagros at one point held a speech in the synod‘s council-chamber in Athens
about his illustrious predecessors Demosthenes and Aischines. 137
As for Scheithauer‘s argument about the financial dependency of artists, this seems to be
based on a passage from (pseudo-)Aristotle on actors, when the acting profession was still in
its infancy. Therefore, it cannot be applied to the situation in the Roman empire. 138 Many
artists from poorer families who did not manage to build a career on the international stage
undoubtedly struggled, but this problem did not pose itself for the stars in the famous musicodramatic contests of the global festival circuit. Like their athletic counterparts, these either
came from an elite background or integrated themselves into elite circles through their
agonistic success. Their reluctance to exhibit the monetary aspects of their profession in their
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inscriptions, concealing them instead with honorific language about competition and hardwon prizes, is a typical aristocratic reflex. 139 Furthermore, several inscriptions show that
artistic accomplishments, along with athletic success in the gymnasia, could be a source of
honour and prestige for young men from the local elite. For example, a second-century
honorary inscription from Aphrodisias for the kitharode M. Valerius Epaphroditos mentions
that he was ‗distinguished by birth and education‘ (γέλεη θαὶ παηδείᾳ δηαθέξνληα);
furthermore, his father was a councillor by descent and a great benefactor of the city. 140
Another example is a funerary inscription from Pontic Amastris, in which the deceased
Aemilianus, who had grown up in an elite family, boasts to the passer-by about his success in
Dionysiac dancing competitions based on satyr plays. 141 Around the same time as the erection
of this funerary inscription, Lucian remarked that ―these parts in the dance are performed by
the men of the best birth and first rank in every one of their cities, not only without shame but
with greater pride in the thing than in their noble birth and public services and ancestral
distinctions.‖142
Thus, it appears that the social background of athletes and artists did not differ greatly. When
looking at the honorary inscriptions of both groups, they also seem to have enjoyed a similar
status, which was based mostly on their agonistic success: they use the same honorific style
and vocabulary and the same agonistic titles like πεξηνδνλίθεο (‗winner of the periodos‘),
πιεηζηνλίθεο (‗winner of many contests‘) and παξάδνμνο (‗the astounding‘). Moreover, a
large number of both artists and athletes were Roman citizens, and the most successful among
them were honoured with multiple citizenships and even membership of local city councils. In
the inscriptions, all these elements were clearly employed as badges of an elite status.143
Cities were keen to confer citizenships and other honours on star athletes and artists, since
their own status in the Greek world depended on the agonistic success of their (adopted)
citizens. Van Nijf summarises this as follows:
Victorious athletes had something valuable to offer to the cities: kudos or symbolic
capital resulting from victory that was won in a traditional Greek contest and that gave
status in a contemporary world. Cities were, therefore, understandably proud of their
top-athletes and other performers who were declared public benefactors, and who were
offered citizenship to integrate them closer into the city. Athletes brought status to the
city, which in its turn reflected back onto the athletes, who became figures of high
symbolic importance in the cities and in the wider Greek oikoumene under Rome.144
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All the same, an important difference between athletes and artists remains, since the former
were much more likely to be honoured with statues and inscriptions in their hometowns.
Whereas the streets and squares of the average Greek city were lined with honorific
monuments for athletes, artists are dramatically underrepresented in the epigraphic record.145
How can we explain this? As van Nijf has argued, aristocratic young men more readily
identified with athletics than with music, drama and even rhetoric. 146 Athletic exercises and
contests were, after all, much more accessible: as I have already noted several times, musicodramatic contests required technical expertise, which was concentrated in a transregionallyorganised group of specialists with years of training behind them – the thymelic synod. Local
athletic contests, on the other hand, could be easily staged by young men and officials from
the gymnasium. 147 Athletics were, in van Nijf‘s words, ―an opportunity for families to display
their strong and healthy sons as a reservoir of human capital, which may have served as a
further support for their claim to rule‖, and therefore played such an important role in the
epigraphic self-presentation of the civic elites. 148 Because cities more often boasted about
their athletes than about their artists, it can be argued that the former generally enjoyed a
higher social status in their hometowns than the latter. This remains relative, of course: artists
who were honoured by their hometowns with statues and inscriptions in Delphi were
undoubtedly of a higher status than athletes honoured for victories in local contests. 149
Let us now direct the attention from competitors in general to the members of the synods.
These occupied a privileged position within the larger community of athletes and artists
because of the relatively high membership fee: only relatively well-off competitors could
afford it, and the investment would have paid off most for those who were active on the
prestigious international circuit and who, therefore, needed assistance beyond the possibilities
of their personal social networks. Still, this does not alter the fact that there were also marked
status differences among synod members themselves, based on for instance social background
and agonistic success. In our source material, the latter factor seems to be most decisive: it is
often not possible to know whether a successful competitor came from an elite background,
because lists of victories and agonistic titles predominate in the honorary inscriptions and
because social climbers adopted aristocratic morals and practises. At the same time, the latter
observation is quite revealing about the role of aristocratic members in the synods. Their ideas
and ideals set the tone for others to follow: even if not all of the synods‘ members came from
the elite, the synods at large presented themselves as elite associations, as is for instance
revealed by the philosophic-literary character of their letters and decrees. Let us, therefore,
first examine those people who set the tone, the members who came from the municipal elites
of the Roman empire. Next, I investigate the limited evidence about members from a lower
background, after which I discuss the role of the synods in the social status of both groups.
By the municipal elites of the empire I understand the social class studied in detail by Quass
and styled by him ‗die Honoratiorenschicht‘, a quite homogenous group of rich families with
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a strong aristocratic self-awareness that monopolised high civic offices and dominated the city
councils. 150 Such an aristocratic awareness is found in the xystic synod‘s consolation decree
sent to the hometown of the deceased athlete Euboulos of Cnidus: he was honoured not only
because of his athletic talent, but also because of his noble origins (εὐγέλεηα) and the
philotimia of his forebears. 151 Equally conspicuous is the elite background of several
xystarchs. An especially telling example comes from Philadelphia in Lydia, where the
xystarch Aurelius Hermippos was honoured as euergetes by an association of wool-workers
in the first half of the third century AD. The man has all characteristics of a powerful and
immensely rich urban aristocrat: he held the most prestigious political and religious offices;
he organised Roman-style spectacles in the capacity of high priest of the civic imperial cult;
he distributed astronomic amounts of money to the different social groups of the city and
funded building programmes; finally, he was a benefactor of occupational associations. 152
Thus, the office of xystarch was but one factor in Hermippos‘ pursuit of philotimia in his
hometown.
More evidence comes from Smyrna and Magnesia ad Sipylum. The xystarch Ti Claudius
Rufus was not only honoured by Smyrna for his agonistic success, but also because ―he stood
out among the pankratiasts of his day because of his andreia (manly courage) and sophrosune
(moderation).‖ He was in all likelihood not a social climber who adopted these typical
aristocratic ideals; rather, they were attributed to him by his hometown in order to distinguish
him from other athletes. Van Nijf, therefore, concluded that Rufus belonged to the Smyrniote
elite and that the monument reflected his social status as well as his athletic prowess. 153 His
descendants would climb even higher on the social ladder: in an inscription from the third
century, they boasted that they were of consular descent.154 Another Smyrniote xystarch from
an aristocratic background is Ti. Iulius Septimius, who boasts about being a council-member
just like his forebears (ἐγ πξνγόλσλ βνπιεπηήο) in a mosaic text. This mosaic was laid out
under his direction in a Bacchic shrine in one of the family‘s houses. 155 In Magnesia ad
Sipylum, the xystarch Marcus Aurelius Hermagoras was honoured as ἔγγνλνλ
ζηεθαλεθόξσλ, ‗a descendant of stephanephoroi‘. These ‗crown-bearers‘ were high
magistrates in many cities of the Greek East.156
Xystarchs from elite families are also well attested in Delphi and Athens. The xystarch
Memmius Nikandros belonged to a distinguished priestly family of Delphi and served his city
as grammateus.157 T. Flavius Eurydikos, for his part, was grammateus of the Delphic
Amphictyony and ‗envoy‘ (πξέζβπο) of Apollo Pythios. 158 The Athenian xystarch Aelius
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Gelos came from an important family from Phalerum and held besides his xystarchy the
offices of strategos and priest of Zeus Olympios.159 P. Aelius Theophilos from Sounion
belonged to the old and noble family of the Eupatrids and held the office of exegetes,
expounder of the sacred and ancestral law of the city. 160 Two other xystarchs, Tryphon and
Athenaios, held the important office of kosmetes, i.e. the magistrate in charge of the Athenian
ephebes. 161 Finally, the xystarch Septimius Thallos was prytanis in the Athenian council for
the tribe Pandionis.162
Less evidence is available for aristocratic members of the thymelic synod. After all, our
evidence for the xystic synod is almost entirely based on the inscriptions mentioning
xystarchs, which the thymelic synod did not have. Because xystarchs played a key role in the
central coordination of agones, they were more likely to be honoured with inscriptions, which
sometimes give some details about their families. On the other hand, most of the artists who
certainly were members of the thymelic synod are mentioned only shortly without details
about their background, for instance as introducers of motions in assemblies or in dating
formulas. In several cases, an aristocratic background can be suspected, but not confirmed. 163
An artist with a clear aristocratic background is the above-mentioned high priest Antipatros
Iulianus from Miletus, who held several religious offices during the great Didymeia and was
honoured for this reason by his city with a statue and inscription in the late second century
AD.164 His mother paid for the monument, a typical ‗patriotic‘ reflex of the urban elite. An
inscription from Didyma allows us to reconstruct Antipatros‘ family, which held a series of
high political and religious offices and liturgies. 165 A second example is the poet P. Aelius
Pompeianus Paion from Side, the man who proposed the motion in the synod‘s assembly in
Ephesus to honour the great benefactor T. Aelius Alkibiades in the early reign of Antoninus
Pius. 166 In an inscription erected in Side in honour of his son, who held the highest political
office in the city, Side praised Paion as friend of the emperor and as a ‗new Homer‘, thus
paying tribute to his great cultural impact; furthermore, the inscription states that he had
―munificently fulfilled distinguished offices and liturgies‖. 167 A third example is the comic
actor Theophrastos Tryphon of Laodicea, the first archon of the thymelic synod‘s delegation
that issued the honorary decree for the tragic poet C. Iulius Longianos of Aphrodisias. Besides
his archonship in the thymelic synod, Theophrastos was also or had also been gymnasiarch,
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presumably in his hometown Laodicea. 168 This costly liturgical office was typically held by
members of the elite.169
In the Egyptian papyri as well we meet several members of the xystic or thymelic synod
belonging to the elite. An early third-century papyrus from the archives of the council of
Hermopolis contains a report of an inspection tour of a neglected municipal domain,
undertaken by the prytanis, i.e. the president of the council, and two other council
members. 170 The prytanis was no other than the famous high priest of the sympas xystos M.
Aurelius Asklepiades – it is interesting to see that the great athlete was involved in local
politics in the city of Hermopolis when absent from Rome. One of his companions was the
xystarch M. Aurelius Ammonios, who was not only ex-kosmetes, but also chief judge in
Alexandria, as his funerary inscription teaches us. 171
In a late second-century contract from Oxyrhynchus, a certain Ti. Claudius Didymos is styled
as ηλ ἀπὸ ηνῦ Γηνλπζηείνπ θαὶ ηο ἱεξᾶο ζπλφδνπ ἱεξνλεηθλ ἀηειλ, ‗from the tax-free
hieronikai of the Dionysium and the holy synod‘. 172 This description is somewhat confusing:
as noted above, the term ‗holy synod‘ normally refers to one of the ecumenical synods and
‗tax-free hieronikai‘ to city-based groups of hieronikai with specific privileges. 173 It is likely
that Didymos belonged to both groups, which were conflated by the one who drafted the
contract. The clause ‗from the Dionysium‘ suggests that we are dealing with an artistic victor
– I surmise that the Dionysium was a temple where the artistic hieronikai of Oxyrhynchus
assembled after having returned to their hometown. As there is no evidence that Oxyrhynchus
organised sacred agones at that time, it is not likely that these assemblies were held in the
framework of the thymelic synod. Whatever the case may be, the contract shows that
Didymos was a very important man in Oxyrhynchus, as he was not only gymnasiarch, but
also eutheniarch, a commissioner of the food supply. The contract is in fact an agreement
between six eutheniarchs about the organisation of the city‘s bakeries.
Another elite synod member worth mentioning is addressed in a fragmentary letter from the
early third century AD, in which the author promises to do something in connection with a
lawsuit. The addressee‘s name is unfortunately not preserved, but he was in any case a Roman
knight. If Casanova‘s restoration is right, this man was an ambassador, possibly to the
imperial court, of the ‗holy synod of sacred crown victors‘, with which the writer could refer
to both of the ecumenical synods. 174
Two papyri, finally, reveal the source of wealth of the synod members mentioned in them:
landed property. In a contract from AD 259/260, the hieronikes Aurelius Theon alias
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Neikammon from Oxyrhynchus leased out 2 arouras (= ca. 0,5 hectare) on behalf of his
daughter to a man called Aurelius Philotas.175 In a later document, an authorisation with
which his son could settle some legal affairs in Alexandria in his name, Theon calls himself
‗former high priest of the holy ecumenical great synod‘.176 We do not know how much land
Theon‘s family owned in total, nor do we know whether he ever held an important civic
office. It is, therefore, impossible to determine whether he belonged to the upper class of
landed aristocrats that owned several hundred arouras. Still, the fact that he could lease out
property suggests that he was a man of substantial means. The same can be said for a family
appearing in a second-century papyrus from the Fayum oasis. It is a petition to the village
scribe of Lagis, in which a brother and a sister from Alexandria request permission through
their local representative to convert olive groves into corn land. The brother, Heron son of
Hermanoubion, carried a title similar to the one of the above-mentioned Ti. Claudius
Didymos: ηλ ἀπὸ ηο ἱεξᾶο ζπλφδνπ θαὶ ηνῦ Γηνλχζνπ ἱεξνληθλ θ[α]ὶ [ἀ]ηειλ, ‗from the
tax-free hieronikai of the holy synod and Dionysos‘, which suggests that he was also an
artistic victor. The family had at least 25 arouras (= ca. 7 hectares) of olive groves, about 21
of which they wished to convert because they had become unproductive. Again, we do not
know how much the family members owned in total, nor do we know more about their
Alexandrian background. 25 arouras is not impressive when compared to some estates of the
landed aristocracy, but not insignificant either: by comparison, only about 10 percent of the
metropolitan landowners attested in the Hermopolite nome in late antiquity owned between
20 and 29 arouras of land. 177
In short, people from the municipal elites of the Roman empire played an important role in the
ecumenical synods. In their hometowns, they were involved in typical elite activities: holding
prestigious political or religious offices, fulfilling costly liturgies, taking part in council
assemblies or acting as benefactors or euergetai. It is they who gave the synods a markedly
elite outlook and who ensured that the synods could integrate themselves in the cultural and
religious texture of the poleis, as I discussed above. It also helps us to better understand the
synods‘ far-reaching social networks throughout the whole agonistic circuit.
At the same time, the synods undoubtedly counted a large number of members among their
ranks who were born in less fortunate families. Success on the international circuit enabled
them to integrate into elite circles, but this integration makes their specific background
practically invisible in the honorary inscriptions. On the other hand, those who did not
manage to build a career were condemned to remain anonymous, as their names were never
immortalised in stone inscriptions. It is only due to chance finds in the papyri that some
names of such unsuccessful members have come down to us. For instance, a contract from the
late third century mentions that Aurelius Diogenes, member of the ‗holy synod‘, leased 3
arouras of land to be sown with flax. 178 As opposed to the Egyptian members discussed
above, Diogenes was not a hieronikes, and the fact that he had to lease land suggests that he
did not belong to the landholding elite. Diogenes may have had a similar background as the
175

P.Wisc. 1 7.
BGU 4 1093, ll. 3-5: ἀξρηεξαηεχζαο ηο ἱεξᾶο νἰθνπκεληθο κεγάιεο ζπλφδνπ.
177
Rowlandson 1996: 121.
178
P.Oxy. 14 1691.
176

288

boxer Hermeinos from Hermopolis, whose membership certificate drawn up in Naples has
already been discussed in several sections of this thesis. An analysis of papyri from the
archive of Hermeinos‘ brother Theognostos shows that the family had a kind of upper-middleclass background: it owned a house in the city and could afford Hermeinos‘ athletic training
in the gymnasium; furthermore, Hermeinos had enough money to pay for his membership fee,
his priestly office in Sardis and his travels across the Mediterranean. On the other hand, two
papyri show that the family had to lease agricultural land. 179 As for the family‘s cultural
background, Hermeinos himself was illiterate, but his two brothers could write – the youngest
one only barely, though. 180 As Pleket notes, Hermeinos‘ gymnasium training and family
assets may have given him a certain social status in his hometown, but abroad he must have
been looked down upon by synod members from the rich and culturally-developed urban
elites.181 Hermeinos‘ lack of agonistic success – he does not carry the title of hieronikes
anywhere – did not help his cause either.
Interestingly, Hermeinos‘ certificate also contains evidence about members from a non-elite
background who managed to climb the social ladder. The officials in Naples who signed the
certificate all wrote fluently, except for the athletic trainer who signed on behalf of the archon
Prosdektos, who was absent for one reason or another. As Gerstinger wittily wrote, the trainer
―hat es hoffentlich in seinem Metier weitergebracht als in der Schreibkunst‖.182 In Hermeinos‘
priesthood certificate from Sardis, the many writing errors of the two archons, Photion of
Laodicea and […] son of Zosimos of Philadelphia, catch the eye. 183 Pleket concluded that we
are dealing with uneducated people coming from lower social circles. 184 This is somewhat
exaggerated, as these men must have had some education and financial assets before starting
their athletic careers. Furthermore, a limited degree of literacy not necessarily implies a
lower-class background, as some evidence from the papyri shows. 185 Still, it is reasonable to
assume that the two archons did not come from the upper elite of respectively Laodicea and
Philadelphia. They undoubtedly owed their high positions in the xystic synod to their
agonistic success: both were olympionikai and carried the agonistic title of paradoxos, ‗the
astounding‘. Photion is, furthermore, known from an honorary inscription from Ephesus,
erected before his Olympic victory. It shows that he began his career with local victories the
region of his hometown Laodicea, which then enabled him to travel to Italy and Greece. 186
Now that we have discussed the social background of several synod members, we can
examine the role of the synods in their social status. First, the synods could help competitors
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at the beginning of their careers to become hieronikai by offering support as discussed in the
previous chapter. Agonistic success greatly improved one‘s social status, as the hundreds of
victory inscriptions show. Second, specific honorary privileges granted by the emperor like
πξνεδξία, the right to front seats in the theatre, were an important means of distinction. 187
Third, the mentioning of synod membership in honorary inscriptions as well as in nonagonistic documents suggests that membership itself was a marker of status and prestige in
society at large.188 Fourth, the synods could send decrees to their members‘ hometowns, with
the request to erect inscriptions and statues at the most conspicuous locations. 189 Fifth, the
huge social networks of the synods enabled members to expand their own networks and, if
they were lucky, to establish relationships with high Roman officials or even the emperor.190
Finally, holding a synod office not only increased one‘s status in the synod, but also in civic
society. It appears that temporary priesthoods or high priesthoods were much sought after: if
one had enough money to pay the summa honoraria, it was a rather easy means of
distinction. 191 Higher offices, by contrast, were reserved for the most successful
competitors.192 Apart from the exclusive offices in Rome, the most prestigious synod office
was without doubt the xystarchy. Because xystarchs played such a central role in the agonistic
life of the poleis, they were honoured members of the local community. 193
It can be assumed that aristocratic members valued these elements differently than others, as
their high status was already determined by their elevated background. Synod membership
could offer them opportunities to increase their status even more and to distinguish
themselves from their peers in the constant struggle for philotimia. For instance, high offices
in the synod were an interesting alternative or even an addition to important civic offices, as
the examples cited above illustrate. Furthermore, the international networks of the synods
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enabled members of the elite to bestow special benefactions on their hometowns: as such, the
periodonikes C. Perelius Aurelius Alexandros used his connections at the court of Elagabalus
to obtain a sacred and eiselastic agon for Thyatira, for which he was honoured by the city and
by an association of wool-workers. Later, he rose to the highest office in the xystic synod, the
high priesthood of the sympas xystos.194
For members from a lower background, membership could make a difference when trying to
climb the social ladder. Successful competitors among them could aspire to a higher office in
the synod in order to gain prestige even after their retirement, like the two archons of
Hermeinos‘ membership certificate. The less successful could try to capitalise on their
membership as such, or pay for a priestly office. For instance, Hermeinos may have paid for
his priesthood in Sardis in order to compensate for his lack of agonistic success. Still, it is
somewhat puzzling that Hermeinos is never styled as synod member in the archival
documents of his brother. Aurelius Diogenes, by contrast, was clearly described as belonging
to ‗the holy synod‘ in his lease agreement. If Diogenes was an artist, the explanation may lie
in the different privileges of artists and athletes: as I have argued in the previous chapter, all
members of the thymelic synod enjoyed financial privileges, and not only the hieronikai. It
would, therefore, be logical if artists mentioned their membership more often than athletes.
To conclude, membership of the ecumenical synods could play a substantial role in the
complex hierarchical relationships in the Greek cities of the Roman empire. It could be
employed by elite and non-elite members alike to claim a place in the social hierarchy and, if
possible, to increase their prestige, standing and influence. Apart from being honoured by the
emperor, the ultimate status symbol was official recognition by the city. Those who stood out
from the rest, either because of great victories or outstanding services as a synod official, were
immortalised with statues and inscriptions in the streets and market squares. Especially
conspicuous in our sources is the eagerness with which the urban elites took the opportunities
of synod membership to assert their dominant status. For a man like T. Flavius Akestimos of
Cretan Lyttos, his xystarchy linked up perfectly with his civic offices of protokosmos (chief
magistrate) and agoranomos: they were all markers of his elite status, confirmed by his
hometown which proclaimed him hero ―on account of his virtue and his unrelenting
generosity towards the city.‖195

3. The ecumenical synods and city-based associations of competitors
Even if the thymelic and xystic synods were the only ecumenical associations of competitors,
there is limited evidence about local, city-based associations that operated outside the formal
framework of the ecumenical synods. How did the thymelic and xystic synods relate to these?
What can they contribute to our knowledge about the place of competitors in civic society?
When dealing with the organisation of the ecumenical synods in chapter III, I opposed the
interpretation of van Nijf, who saw the synods as ―a rather loose agglomeration of various
overlapping groups of performers of different types and categories, who could all claim to be
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somehow connected to imperially recognised, and centrally located, associations of Rome.‖196
I argued that the synods were uniformly organised in the entire agonistic circuit, and that the
payment of membership fees strictly delineated members from non-members. However, van
Nijf‘s theory can be useful to understand the relations between the ecumenical synods and
local associations of competitors. Competitors, after all, were free to combine their
membership of the xystic or thymelic synod with membership of other associations. As there
must have been a considerable overlap of members, the boundaries between the different
associations were probably rather vague in the perception of many people. In a sense,
therefore, we can speak of a loose agglomeration: competitors with multiple memberships
ensured that the ecumenical as well as the local associations remained strongly tied to each
other, even if the former were organisationally and administratively separated from the latter.
With this framework in mind, I continue with a discussion of the different local associations
of competitors known to us: the civic associations of hieronikai in cities all over the empire,
the artists and initiates around Dionysos Breiseus of Smyrna and the artists around Dionysos
Choreios of Athens.
Civic associations of hieronikai are attested especially in the Egyptian papyri. 197 In section
III.3.1, I described them as local self-help groups of hieronikai who supported each other in
procedures concerning opsonia or other local privileges – matters presumably too trifling for
the administrative apparatus of the ecumenical synods. These local associations probably
included all hieronikai of a given city, be they athletic or artistic. Some, but not necessarily
all, were simultaneously member of one of the ecumenical synods. This can explain the
confusing titles that combine ‗tax-free hieronikai‘ with ‗of the holy synod‘. This confusion is
understandable, as the documents in question were written by outsiders. When a local group
of hieronikai took action itself, no reference to one of the ecumenical synods was made. In a
petition of the hieronikai of Antinoopolis to Valerian and Gallienus, the local character of the
group was stated clearly: ἱεξνλείθαηο ηνῖο ἐλ Ἀλη[ηλφνπ π]φιεη. These hieronikai complained
that they had not received their opsonia during a period of troubles of over fifteen months,
whereas those of Alexandria (ηνὺο κὲλ Ἀιε[μ]αλδξέαο ἱεξνλείθαο) had received theirs.198
Inscriptional evidence about local hieronikai associations illustrates their participation in civic
life. It is unfortunately not clear whether a local association or one of the ecumenical synods
is referred to: in Cos, a ζύλνδνο ηλ ἱεξνλεηθλ θαὶ ζη[εθα]ληηλ built a house with kitchen
facilities for its members, and in Smyrna, a ζύλνδνο ηλ ἱεξνλεηθλ set penalties for violating
a grave.199 In other cases, we do not know whether the hieronikai of a given city really formed
a formal organisation, or whether they just formed a privileged status group. The latter case
seems to hold true in Mytilene, where every individual hieronikes benefited from a
distribution of money by a benefactor.200 In some cities, hieronikai constituted an association
together with other groups of citizens. In Histria, for instance, a benefactor built a dining
room for an association of hymnodoi, i.e. hymn-singers for the imperial cult, which counted
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hieronikai among its ranks. 201 The association styled itself as νἱ πεξὶ ηὸλ Γηόλπζνλ, ‗those
gathered around Dionysos‘, which betrays the influence of the thymelic synod: a number of
these hieronikai were undoubtedly synoditai.
In Ephesus, the city‘s hieronikai and a group of priests together constituted an association of
chrysophoroi or ‗gold-bearers‘, according to Kuhn ―an influential, socially ambitious elite
group of priests and sacred victors who, united in a cult association and equipped with the
privilege to bear the gold ornaments of the statue of Artemis, aimed to be viewed on the
socio-political level as equal to the members of the boule and gerousia.‖202 The association is
mentioned for the first time in the endowment of Vibius Salutaris, inscribed in the reign of
Trajan on the marble wall of the southern entrance of the theatre. We read that it played a
prominent role in the great procession from the temple of Artemis to the theatre, which was
held about every two weeks, for instance when the Ephesian assembly convened or when an
agon took place.203 The chrysophoroi had the right to carry a set of silver statues and images,
donated by Salutaris, and in the theatre they occupied a privileged place in the first sector,
dressed in white.204 The association also organised its own agon, as two inscriptions mention
agonothetai among its ranks.205
Scholars working on Roman-age Ephesus have been somewhat confused about the relation
between the chrysophoroi and the xystic synod – they did not take the possibility of artistic
sacred victors into consideration. Rogers argued that the association of chrysophoroi was a
kind of merger between the ‗sunodos of hieroneikai‘ and gold-bearing priests. However, in
his discussion of the ‗sunodos of hieroneikai‘ he referred to some Ephesian inscriptions
pertaining to the xystic synod. 206 Similarly, West used the evidence of the chrysophoroi to
argue that the xystic synod was settled in Ephesus before the move to Rome. 207 However,
both the xystic and thymelic synod have to be distinguished sharply from the association of
chrysophoroi. Even if the ecumenical synods were strongly present in Ephesus, as we have
seen, they existed independently from the Ephesian state, and they brought together
competitors from many different cities. The chrysophoroi, on the other hand, were embedded
in the texture of the polis: the priests and hieronikai were styled πξό πόιεσο, ‗on behalf of the
city‘, which means that they served a public cult and that they were supported with public
means.208 Furthermore, the association of chrysophoroi solely consisted of Ephesian
citizens.209 Again, it is the assumption of double membership that can explain the relation:
when staying in their hometown, Ephesian members of the xystic or thymelic synod could
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join the association of chrysophoroi and take part in the city‘s religious rites as a distinctive
elite group.
Besides the civic associations of hieronikai, we also have evidence about city-based artists‘
synods. These are, however, only attested in Smyrna and Athens.210 The absence of sources
about such artists‘ associations from other cities is in my opinion not a coincidence: local
associations of competitors had become irrelevant in a world where agones were embedded in
a transregional network.211 The exception of Smyrna and Athens can be explained by the
specific context in which the associations operated.
In Smyrna, we are in fact not dealing with a fully-fledged artists‘ association. It included
artists as well as initiates (mystai) of Dionysos Breiseus, a manifestation of Dionysos
originally from Lesbos.212 The association is known from about ten inscriptions, ranging from
the late first to the middle of the third century AD. 213 One of the inscriptions has the title ἡ
ἱεξὰ ζύλνδνο ηλ πεξὶ ηὸλ Βξεηζέα Γηόλπζνλ ηερλεηηλ θαὶ κπζηλ, ‗the holy synod of
artists and mystai around Dionysos Breiseus‘. 214 The similarities with the title of the thymelic
synod are apparent.215 Petzl and Merkelbach, therefore, assumed that the synod of Dionysos
Breiseus was in fact a local branch of the thymelic synod. 216 However, this is unlikely for
several reasons. First, it is not certain whether the artists were an integral part of the synod at
all times. Many inscriptions only mention the mystai, ‗the synod of those around Dionysos
Breiseus‘ or ‗the holy synod of Breiseus-worshippers‘.217 Second, the association and its
members are styled πξό πόιεσο like the chrysophoroi at Ephesus, which shows that it was
essentially a civic religious body. 218 Third, the association had its own membership lists and
membership fees. All of the members known to us were citizens of Smyrna, as not a single
ethnikon can be found in the preserved list. Furthermore, none of them were given an artistic
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discipline or agonistic title. 219 I therefore agree with Jaccottet‘s conclusions about the synod
of Dionysos Breiseus: she saw it as essentially a mystical association in charge of the official
cult of Dionysos Breiseus. In the context of this cult, the association staged musico-dramatic
performances, for which it solicited the help of Smyrniote technitai.220
All the same, the synod of Dionysos Breiseus was not just a religious association among
others. It had a distinctive elite outlook, as members of the bouleutic class counted among the
initiates.221 With the help of the proconsul of Asia, it even maintained relations with Marcus
Aurelius and Antoninus Pius. 222 As Hirschmann argued, such connections allowed the synod
to play a prominent role in the social, cultural and religious life of the city on the same level
as traditional civic institutions like the gerousia.223 This is for instance illustrated by the fact
that it staged one or more agonistic festivals in Smyrna, organised by their own
agonothetai.224
As such, it is not surprising that it did not only work together with Smyrniote technitai, but
that it also established links with the ecumenical synods. A fragmentary libellus with imperial
subscriptio from the reign of Antoninus Pius may tell us more about its connection to the
thymelic synod. The petition apparently dealt with the financial aspect of a series of festivities
in the context of the cult of Dionysos Breiseus and the emperor: we read about sacrifices for
Breiseus, banquets, celebrations for the birthdays of emperors, a certain Panathenaic festival,
torch-races and the participation of artists. 225 The thymelic synod is mentioned in the lower
part of the petition, containing excerpts from imperial edicts to support the case of the
petitioners. 226 The excerpt in question comes from an imperial letter to the thymelic synod,
the contents of which are lost. It is clear that the thymelic synod itself was not the author of
the petition: first, the thymelic synod typically sent letters to the imperial court instead of
libelli. Second, the authors mention sacrifices for the permanence of ‗our city‘ (ηο πόιεσο
ἡκλ), something the thymelic synod would never have done. 227 Third, the technitai are
talked about in the third person. It is, therefore, more likely that the petition was sent by the
Breiseus-initiates, and that they quoted from imperial edicts about the thymelic synod because
they had dealings with it in the context of their festival. I suspect that the Breiseus-initiates
had contacted the thymelic synod in order to ensure a sufficient number of competitors, and
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that they wanted to ensure the financial privileges of the artists they invited to their festival.
They in any case had a reason to be concerned about these privileges, as many of the
Smyrniote artists belonging to the mystical association were undoubtedly member of the
thymelic synod as well.
Further, the association also had contacts with the xystic synod, as is evidenced by the
mention of a Smyrniote xystarch in the membership list of the association.228 This is not
surprising, for we have seen that xystarchs did not limit themselves to the organisation of
athletic components of a festival. Moreover, I have argued that xystarchs often played a
conspicuous role in the religious life of the polis. A mosaic inscription in a Bacchic shrine
erected by Ti. Iulius Septimius confirms the involvement of Smyrniote xystarchs in Dionysiac
cult. It is possible that this man also belonged to the synod of Dionysos Breiseus, and that he
erected the shrine for the benefit of the association. 229
Thus, the synod of Dionysos Breiseus is a unique case that illustrates the complexity of the
Greco-Roman fenomeno associativo. It was a decidedly civic cultic group that at the same
time reached beyond the polis framework, maintaining links with the emperor and with the
ecumenical synods. Even if it was administratively separated from the latter, the actual
practise in Smyrna shows a series of overlapping identities and interests. Xystarchs counted
among the initiates and artists performed in the sacred dramas of the god. To them, the
boundaries between the ecumenical and the local must have been quite irrelevant.
A similar association combining mystical with artistic preoccupations existed in Athens in the
Antonine period. Its title is not fully preserved; in any case, a part of it was ἡ ζχλνδνο ηλ
πεξὶ ηὸλ Υνξεῖνλ ηερλεηηλ, ‗the synod of artists around (Dionysos) Choreios‘. Like the
mystical synod in Smyrna, it was gathered around a local form of Dionysos, in this case
Dionysos ‗the choral leader‘, in accordance with Athens‘ dramatic tradition. 230 The
association is known from nine fragments originally belonging to a double-sided stele that
was set up by the chief official of the group, a priest of Dionysos Choreios named Ti.
Claudius Attalos Andragathos, who later became eponymous archon in Athens. 231 Face A of
the stele contained a series of letters from Hadrian to the association, the first of which
apparently dealt with its formation. Face B dealt with some events and problems concerning
the association after Hadrian‘s death: a letter from Antoninus Pius talks about slander,
wrongdoing and something shameful and unworthy. 232 Attalos probably had a hand in solving
these problems, as the stele concludes with a decree in his honour.
Due to the fragmentary state of the text, it is difficult to understand the nature of the synod of
Dionysos Choreios. Geagan described it as ―an organization of technitai specifically devoted
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to the maintenance and performance of rites related to a specific localized cult.‖233 He
connected the foundation of the association to Hadrian‘s epopteia, i.e. his second initiation in
the mysteries of Eleusis in AD 128-129. Hadrian‘s reference to a hierophantes, the chief
initiating priest of Eleusis, may offer some support for this thesis. 234 Geagan, furthermore,
argued that the mystical activities of the association came to include the cult of Antinoos after
his death in AD 130.235 The association certainly assimilated the young Bithynian to Dionysos
Choreios: a seat in the theatre of Dionysos was reserved for a ‗priest of Antinoos Choreios
from the technitai‘.236 The exact activities of the synod of Dionysos Choreios remain in the
dark, but it is possible that it did similar things during the Mysteries as the Athenian synod of
Hellenistic times. In a decree of the latter synod from the early first century BC, we read that
it held sacrifices and libations for Demeter and Kore and performed paeans during the
Mysteries; furthermore, it had its own altar and sanctuary in the neighbourhood.237
When looking at the synod of Dionysos Choreios from a broader perspective, we can state
that the association was embedded in the larger framework of cultural revival in Hadrianic
Athens. As Athens became a new hotspot of agonistic activity through the upgrading of the
Panathenaia and the foundation of new agones, Hadrian or an influential politician like Ti.
Claudius Attalos may have found it proper to start a new Athenian artists‘ association in
deference to the city‘s rich musico-dramatic past. It may even have been a conscious
‗resurrection‘ of the Athenian artists‘ association of Hellenistic times, the inscriptions of
which were still to be seen in Athens as well as in Eleusis. The synod of Dionysos Choreios
was probably just a passing thing, though, a transitory whim of a philhellenic emperor and
nostalgic politicians. The association does not recur in the otherwise rich epigraphical
documentation of second- and third-century Athens.
To conclude, members of the ecumenical synods had various opportunities to engage in other
kinds of associations in the context of their hometown. Competitors had multi-layered
identities: for instance, an artist could at one moment attend an assembly of the thymelic
synod, march along fellow hieronikai in a civic procession at another, and join cultic activities
of a mystical association at yet another occasion. In daily practise, these different
memberships and identities could merge into one another. Smyrniote xystarchs, gathered in
the xystic synod around Herakles, saw no problem in joining an association of initiates and
artists worshipping a local form of Dionysos. As such, it is indeed possible to speak with van
Nijf of ―various overlapping groups of performers of different types and categories‖. 238
All the same, it must be noted that our evidence about local associations of competitors
remains limited. The associations of hieronikai seem to have been the most common form, as
these met a specific need: taking care of local privileges and connected problems that the
ecumenical synods did not bother with. Moreover, it was quite natural for them to band
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together in distinctive status groups, as the cities enthusiastically celebrated them as local
heroes. By contrast, local associations of athletes are non-existent in our source material, and
artistic ones are only attested in Smyrna and Athens. The Smyrniote synod was not a true
association of competitors, but rather a cultic association of mystai who cooperated with
artists in the context of religious festivities. The Athenian association, for its part, was as far
as we know confined to the specific context of cultural revival in Hadrianic Athens. The
ecumenical synods, therefore, remained the first point of reference in the professional lives of
artists and athletes, as local associations could not offer the same degree of protection,
assistance and expertise.

3. Conclusion
In the introduction to this chapter, I wrote that the backbone of agonistic life in the Principate
was a triangular relationship between the emperor, the Greek poleis and the two ecumenical
synods of competitors. A number of earlier scholars, however, had a different view: they
departed from a bilateral relationship between the emperor and the Greek poleis, regarding the
ecumenical synods as a tool in the emperor‘s hands with which he could keep the agonistic
world under his control. I have argued against this view by pointing out that the synods were
fully-fledged social agents themselves, which could pursue their own interests vis-à-vis the
other actors in the triangular relationship.
Especially the interpretation of the relations between the emperor and the synods needed some
refinement, as earlier scholars have tended to over-emphasise the imperial dominance and
control. I have argued that the sociological concept of agency best captures the nature of the
relationship: the synods were neither tools of an imperial agonistic policy, nor were they ever
completely independent. They operated within the boundaries of the imperial framework, for
instance by paying cultic honours to the emperors, and precisely this gave them a lot of
manoeuvrability: the imperial cult was essentially a reciprocal system, in which the one
honouring could expect something in return from the one honoured. The synods were quite
successful at the game of honour, as bespeak their prestigious privileges and benefactions.
Furthermore, the imperial cult was a source of rivalry between the emperor‘s subjects, be they
cities, associations or individuals. Through the lavish honours the synods conferred upon the
emperor and the benefactions they received in return, they participated in this rivalry on the
same level as big and wealthy cities, which enabled them to assert themselves as a force to be
reckoned with in the imperial hierarchy.
This self-assertion also comes to the fore in the synods‘ relations with the cities. They
corresponded with the latter on an equal basis and used their own honorific strategies to
secure a place for themselves in the urban topography, for instance with statues and stelae for
meritorious members. At the same time, their formal language and honorific practises reveal
that they shared the same cultural space and complied with the same aristocratic values as the
leaders of the poleis. As such, the synods could participate in civic life together with polis
institutions and status group, presenting themselves, as van Nijf has noted, as a kind of ordo.
Assembled synod members could issue decrees in conjunction with civic bodies such as the
boule, demos, gerousia or neoi. Most notable, however, is the synods‘ participation in local
religious cults: during agones, synod members could join in sacrifice, processions and
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banquets. Additionally, synod officials residing in a city were frequently involved in religious
rites, for instance by taking up priestly offices. As such, the synods could, to a certain extent,
integrate themselves in polis society.
This is not the whole story, though. When monetary interests were at stake, the harmonious
relations so strongly advocated in the honorary inscriptions could turn to outright hostility.
Especially Hadrian‘s first letter from Alexandria Troas shows the dark side of agonistic life:
corruption, mismanagement and conflicts of interests. It appears that the synods expressed a
series of frustrations at Hadrian‘s court that were commonly shared by competitors across the
whole agonistic network. They largely got their way: Hadrian imposed several restrictions on
the cities concerning the organisation of agones to the advantage of the competitors. Thus, the
letter shows that the synods had enough clout to confront even big and powerful cities when
these crossed their interests.
Such conflicts between the synods and cities must have caused some problems for members
who were simultaneously citizens of those cities. Many were probably confronted with
conflicts of interests, as the sources show a picture of overlapping identities. Competitors
occupied an honoured position in their hometowns for various reasons: their family
background if they came from the municipal elites, their agonistic success, and the prestige
and privileges attached to synod membership. Even if a certain number of synod members
came from the broad urban middle class, it was the members from the municipal elites who
set the tone: they gave the synods a definite elite outlook. For them a career in one of the
synods was an interesting alternative to a civic career in their quest for philotimia; the two
could even be combined. Especially the office of xystarch was proudly advertised. Of all
synod officials, xystarchs were most strongly integrated in civic life, as they played such a
vital role in the organisation of agones. They received honours similar to the civic
agonothetai – it did not matter that the xystarchy was administratively embedded in the xystic
synod rather than in the polis. Still, the importance of famous artists should not be
underestimated either: P. Aelius Pompeianus Paion, an important member of the thymelic
synod and magistrate in his hometown Side, was in no way inferior to the honoured xystarchs
in our source material. We can only guess what such people would have done when a row
occurred between their synod and their city, but I deem it probable that they played a key role
in resolving conflict situations – this would in any case have benefited their position in both
entities.
Overlapping identities can also be recognised in the synods‘ dealings with city-based
associations of competitors. In order to understand their mutual relations, we should start from
the premise of double membership: according to the circumstances, a competitor could
present himself as either member of one of the ecumenical synods or member of a civic
association. Even if the ecumenical synods were administratively separated from civic
associations – they had their own membership lists and fees – in daily practise boundaries
between them were probably not very clear-cut, which explains why some sources use very
confusing titles. In Smyrna, artists joined an association of mystai with a title very similar to
the one of the thymelic synod. What is more, the association even counted xystarchs among
its ranks: a clear indication of the fluidity of associative life in the Greek cities. Of all civic
associations of competitors, the city-based associations of hieronikai were most widespread.
299

The ecumenical synods and associations of hieronikai represented different aspects of the
professional life of a competitor: whereas the ecumenical synods assisted him on his travels
throughout the Mediterranean and lobbied for general privileges, in his hometown he could
present himself with his fellow hieronikai as a local hero, and together they could demand
that the city correctly paid out their precious opsonia.
In sum, the ecumenical synods‘ role in Graeco-Roman society should not be underestimated.
They had a strong and enduring presence in the Greek cities, either through monuments or the
physical presence of officials. They interacted in several ways with these cities, sometimes
harmoniously, sometimes hostilely. They could frequently be seen at the imperial court,
where they tried to uphold the best relations with the emperor in order to safeguard their
privileges and social prestige. Though forgotten for centuries, they were the indispensable
third angle of the triangular agonistic world, and, therefore, an essential component of
Graeco-Roman high culture at large.
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GENERAL CONCLUSION

This thesis opened with the honorary inscription for the tragic actor M. Aurelius Charmos,
who around AD 200 was said to have won all sacred agones in the Graeco-Roman
oikoumene, from Rome to Syrian Antioch. The text gives us a good impression of the
geographical spread of agonistic festivals in the Roman empire and of the important place
these occupied in Greek culture. Still, like most other victory inscriptions it remains silent
about the system underlying the agonistic circuit. It makes no mention, for instance, of the
two great associations that assisted Charmos and many other first-class competitors in
pursuing their profession. These associations, the thymelic synod of artists and the xystic
synod of athletes, were active across the whole agonistic world and were hence styled
‗ecumenical‘. In this thesis, I have not only studied these ecumenical synods at their apogee in
the second and third centuries AD, but also their emergence and development between ca. 100
BC and AD 100 as well as their decline and demise in late antiquity. Moreover, I have
examined the role of the synods in the agonistic world and by extension in Graeco-Roman
culture at large, focusing on their organisation and activities and on their relations with the
Roman emperor and the Greek cities of the empire.
*
In chapter one and two, I have analysed the emergence of the pan-Mediterranean festival
network and the development of the ecumenical synods from a long-term perspective. The
agonistic world of Charmos‘ time was the final stage of a process of expansion and growing
interconnectedness that began in the Classical and early Hellenistic periods, when agones
started to spread from the Greek mainland to other regions of the Mediterranean basin.
However, due to the political fragmentation and instability of the Mediterranean in the
Hellenistic period an integrated festival network did not yet emerge. As a consequence, no
ecumenical synods came into being. Instead, the four major artists‘ associations of that period
were regionally organised. Athletes did not have associations at all in this period, probably
because the need to associate was greater for the artists – musico-dramatic competitions were,
after all, much more complex than athletic ones, requiring a cooperation of people with
technical expertise and know-how.
The transition from a fragmented agonistic world to an integrated, pan-Mediterranean festival
network on the one hand and from regional artists‘ associations to two ecumenical synods of
artists and athletes on the other happened in the first century BC. It is no coincidence that both
transitions took place in the same period: the development of associations of competitors
remained inextricably linked to changes in the agonistic world at large, which were in turn
connected to broader societal upheavals. I have argued that the many wars in this century and
the Mithridatic wars in particular have played a major role in effectuating the integrated
festival network of the Principate. After the Mediterranean was brought entirely under Roman
hegemony, the authority of Roman generals and the senate (and, later, the emperors) became
tangible and absolute. Privileges for travelling competitors became valid in the entire empire,
and the pax romana ensured relatively safe and stable travelling conditions. It became
possible to attune schedules of agones in different regions to each other, thereby avoiding
overlaps and ensuring a smooth circulation of competitors across the Mediterranean.
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This does not mean that the emergence of the ecumenical synods was but a structural
consequence of the integration of the Mediterranean. Throughout this thesis, I have stressed
the agency of the competitors themselves, i.e. their ability to pursue their professional
interests as social actors in their own right. I have argued that the new political conditions of
the first century BC provided them with ample opportunities to forge personal connections
with Roman rulers, thereby acquiring their own place in the imperial hierarchy. In the case of
the athletes, this was the first time they managed to surmount the polis framework. It appears
that the relations of athletes and artists with Mark Antony were particularly significant: not
long after the establishment of the ecumenical athletes‘ synod, the triumvir confirmed and
extended its privileges at the request of his friend and synod member M. Antonius
Artemidoros of Ephesus. Around the same period, Mark Antony had dealings with influential
artists from the entire eastern Mediterranean; sources suggest that in this context the
Hellenistic association of Ionia and the Hellespont had a leading role in forging transregional
connections that led to the establishment of the thymelic synod. In both cases, Asia seems to
have been the cradle of the new associations. This is no coincidence: as opposed to mainland
Greece, Asia witnessed a speedy economic revival after the wars, which brought about a new
agonistic dynamic. The role of the koinon Asias, the provincial assembly of Asia, is not to be
underestimated in this: the cooperation of cities and the organisation of grandiose provincial
agones such as the Sebasta Romaia of Pergamum were undoubtedly a fertile soil for athletes
and artists alike to experiment with new and bigger organisational forms.
In the decades after the establishment of the Principate by Augustus, the ecumenical synods
extended their activities and influence across the Mediterranean as new agones continued to
be established. The reign of Claudius appears to have been an important stage in their
development. By that time, support from the synods had become practically indispensable for
those wanting to stage a new, prestigious agon, as the case of the client kings Iulius Polemon
of Pontus and C. Iulius Antiochus of Commagene shows. Moreover, it is likely that some
decisions about the role of the synods in agonistic affairs were taken in consultation with the
emperor. Their titles became geared to one another, privileges were confirmed and extended
and, in the case of the xystic synod, the xystarch system was developed. Xystarchs were
athletic officials who were involved in the central organisation of one or more agones in a
given city or region.
By discussing the development of the synods in a broader context, I have been able to revise
some earlier opinions. Pleket, for instance, believed that initially there were two athletes‘
associations, one exclusively reserved for hieronikai (winners of the sacred agones) and
another one for regular athletes, which he deems to have merged in the reign of Hadrian.
Further developing the theory of Remijsen, I have argued instead that there has been one
athletes‘ association all along, which started in Mark Antony‘s time as a synod of hieronikai
and which in due time also opened its ranks to those who had not (yet) won a victory in a
sacred agon. As for the artists, I have opposed the opinion of scholars like Lavagne, who
maintained that the development of the thymelic synod was directed by the Roman emperor. I
have argued instead that the artists took the initiative themselves, for instance when they used
their own connections at the imperial court in order to approach Claudius about their
privileges.
304

As such, from their emergence in the late first century BC until the late third century AD the
ecumenical synods were marked by a constant scaling-up. Their prominence increased
whenever a new agon was established. In Charmos‘ time, the last region of the eastern
Mediterranean opened up to them: when Septimius Severus granted polis institutions to the
metropoleis of Egypt, these cities immediately started organising their own agones.
Accordingly, a network of xystarchs was established in the Egyptian cities, and theatre
ensembles headed by the thymelic synod‘s archons started to tour the metropoleis of the
Egyptian chora. The festival network had reached its apex.
However, this indissoluble bond between the synods and agones also proved to be a major
weakness. In the fourth century, fundamental political and societal changes swept across the
Mediterranean that marked the end of the 1000-year-old history of agones: inflation put an
end to agones based on cash funds, which caused a domino-effect; the civic drive of the urban
elite to organise agones disappeared due to growing state centralisation; Roman-style
spectacles became more attractive to festival organisers and spectators; finally, traditional
competitors did not manage to adapt to these changing circumstances. In Antioch for instance,
once the easternmost jewel in Charmos‘ crown, musico-dramatic agones were being pushed
into the margins by mime and pantomime spectacles in the course of the fourth century AD.
Even if the Olympia of that city continued being celebrated for another century and a half, all
the other agones of the Mediterranean had disappeared by the early fifth century. The
ecumenical synods, which had shrunk whenever one of the regional agonistic circuits had
collapsed, finally disbanded around the same period.
*
In chapters three and four, I have abandoned the chronological and geographical discussion
for a more thematic approach. Starting from the situation in the second and third centuries
AD, I have examined what the ecumenical synods in fact did for a competitor like Charmos.
Their activities were manifold. First, the synods offered a set of specific services to their
members. Most conspicuously, they protected and when possible extended their privileges.
As a member of the thymelic synod, Charmos enjoyed inviolability, which ensured that he or
his goods could not be seized when travelling outside the familiar territory of his hometown.
Furthermore, he was exempted from a series of taxes: for instance, when calling in at a port
during his travels he did not have to pay taxes on his person or on the goods he brought with
him. Even when staying in his hometown, he enjoyed a certain degree of tax-freedom.
Charmos also enjoyed some other exemptions: he could not be summoned for military service
and was exempted from public liturgies. Here, artists had an advantage over athletes: whereas
only athletic hieronikai enjoyed financial privileges in their hometowns, all members of the
thymelic synod regardless of their rank could claim them. This can be explained by the
differing institutional history of the two synods.
In short, Charmos‘ privileges ensured that he could devote himself entirely to his work.
Without them, a pan-Mediterranean career would simply not have been possible. However,
not all privileges served this practical and professional goal. Some other privileges confirmed
Charmos‘ high social status: he had the right to sit in the front row of the theatre and to
sacrifice together with his colleagues during religious rites. Furthermore, it appears that the
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synods put some effort in guaranteeing exemption from the Roman infamy laws for their
members with Roman citizenship. Opsonia, finally, were monthly pensions granted by the
hometown of a competitor who had won a victory in the category of sacred eiselastic agones.
Considering his achievements, Charmos must have been a very rich man. At least a part of his
fortune he owed to the ecumenical synods, which played an important role in the central
regulation of the opsonia system.
Another service the synods offered to their members is practical assistance in the field. They
mainly did this through their far-reaching social networks: as many of their members came
from an elite background, they had extensive contacts with civic officials such as agonothetai,
agoranomoi and gymnasiarchs, who could provide food, lodging or legal assistance in case of
troubles. Athletes probably benefited most from the high social status of xystarchs in the
latter‘s communities. These officials of the xystic synod played a central role in the
organisation of agones, and were often embedded in elite circles of the poleis. Also
noteworthy are the doctors of the xystic synod providing medical aid – this was more
important for athletes than for artists – and the moral support offered by the synod to injured
members or to the compatriots of deceased members. Last but not least, the synods were
major channels of information exchange: they could, for instance, communicate changes in
festival schedules to members, give travelling advice, offer legal advice about privileges and
specify which victories were necessary for setting up a record. Talented though Charmos may
have been, without this practical support his international career would have run aground
before it had properly begun.
Also notable are the indirect advantages of synod membership. As the synods were essentially
elite associations, new members could benefit from extensive social networks that reached to
the highest echelons of Graeco-Roman society. Sources show their connections with civic
elites, with Roman officials such as provincial governors and imperial administrators and with
the emperor himself. Furthermore, membership entailed many possibilities to enhance one‘s
social and economic status. Members could hold prestigious offices, participate in religious
processions and sacrifices and be honoured with inscriptions and statues. Often, the synods
were allowed by the poleis to erect such tokens of honour at the most conspicuous places, as
for instance in market squares, theatres or other public buildings. Even membership itself
could be a source of prestige – the synods, after all, were not open to any competitor, but only
to those able to pay the relatively high membership fee. They were therefore select clubs that
in the first place were concerned about the interests of first-class competitors like Charmos. In
other words, the status of the synods and the status of individual competitors mutually
reinforced each other.
At the same time, the ecumenical synods did more than protecting and advancing the interests
of their members. A second set of activities was more structural: they played a major role in
the organisation and the maintenance of the festival network. The synods contributed to
the organisation of single festivals in various ways. Most importantly, they ensured that
enough competitors showed up to participate. The xystic synod‘s xystarchs had the necessary
contacts to direct athletes to specific athletic festivals, and the thymelic synod offered apart
from competitors also support crews and expertise to stage musico-dramatic agones. The
assistance of the synods was especially indispensable for cities on the fringes of the Greek
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world that lacked organisational experience. In some cases, the role of the synods was so large
that they even took over the entire organisation of agones. The networks of the synods
allowed these cities to link up with the wider agonistic world. Furthermore, the synods kept an
overview of the festival network at large. This festival network was an integrated system
consisting of interlocking agonistic circuits, with agones geared to one another in accordance
with an official festival calendar. As the number of agones steadily increased during the
Principate, the festival calendar had to be occasionally reorganised. Such reorganisations
happened after deliberations between the imperial authorities, the cities and the synods. The
synods played a key part in these, as they could convey problems experienced by their
members on their travels, adduce technical information about schedules and travel times and
communicate adjustments in the calendar to the competitors. Thus, the festival network of the
imperial period is not a self-explanatory phenomenon. Rather, the ecumenical synods
provided the conditions that rendered it possible. In other words, the synods were not a byproduct of the agonistic explosion of the Principate, but a factor that actively contributed to it.
This shows that Zurbach‘s conclusion about merchant networks also holds true for the festival
network of the Roman empire:
Le point important est qu‟un réseau d‟échanges peut exister et fonctionner lorsque des
conditions objectives sont remplies: l‟échange est une technique qui doit être partagée, il
doit y être des accords sur les équivalences, les poids et mesures, le contrôle de la
qualité, des protections institutionnelles, des mécanismes formels ou non de réduction des
risques.1

Put simply, a network does not exist a priori. There has to be a system behind it. In the
Roman empire, that function was fulfilled by the ecumenical synods. Without them, there
would simply have been no ‗global‘ chain of festivals for Charmos and his colleagues to
compete in.
Chapters three and four have not only examined what the synods did, but have also tried to
explain how they functioned. Their pan-Mediterranean activities rested on a unique
organisational structure, which was characterised by centralisation, uniformity and
flexibility. From the early second century onwards both synods acquired headquarters in
Rome, which came to play a central role in the agonistic network. The athletes were settled in
the baths of Trajan, a huge complex combining bathing facilities with a gymnasium. Apart
from training facilities, the baths of Trajan also had rooms for archival purposes and assembly
halls. As for the artists, their headquarters were possibly situated in the theatre district on the
Campus Martius. Their central edifice was a neokoros temple, i.e. a temple of the imperial
cult, which was most likely also dedicated to Dionysos – after all, the emperor was
worshipped by the artists as a ‗new Dionysos‘. The headquarters of both synods were the
operating base of a group of high-ranking synod officials. The thymelic synod had a number
of high priests, some of them with a lifelong appointment. More is known about the top
officials of the xystic synod: its three high priests of the sympas xystos represented the whole
athletic community and were simultaneously directors of the baths of Trajan and xystarchs of
the prestigious Italian agones, the Capitolia, the Sebasta and the Eusebeia.

1

Zurbach 2012: 268. See also pp. 48-49.
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Synod officials in Rome did more than just contribute to the Italian agones. Their settlement
in Rome was in fact a well-considered strategic move, as it ascertained quicker and easier
access to the imperial court. During audiences with the emperor, they could ask for the
protection or extension of their precious privileges. On other occasions, they could deliberate
with the emperor and representatives of the poleis over reorganisations of the festival
calendar. Moreover, they could expose persisting problems faced by competitors in the field
and denounce corrupt civic officials. As such, the synods‘ dealings with the emperor can be
described as a form of lobby work. I have argued that the initiative in these affairs came from
the synods themselves, whereas the role of the emperor was mostly reactive. This disproves
the opinion of earlier scholars who argued that the synods were but a tool in the emperor‘s
hands with which he pursued a specific religious and cultural policy. Of course, the role of the
emperor was not insignificant either. The relationship between the emperor and the synods
can best be defined through the concept of agency: neither fully independent nor under total
imperial control, the synods operated in a reciprocal system that gave them enough
manoeuvrability to pursue their interests, albeit within the boundaries of the imperial
framework.
The central role of the synods‘ Roman headquarters, furthermore, explains the remarkable
uniformity of their organisation throughout the empire. The same officials operated from
southern Gaul to Syria and Egypt. In every region of the agonistic circuit, the same kinds of
decrees were issued by temporary assemblies that were held by synod members and officials
during agones. These decrees reveal that the synods‘ organisation was grafted on the rotations
of the festival calendar. Whereas a number of earlier scholars maintained that the synods were
the sum of a number of locally-embedded branches, I have argued that such a model is too
static to account for the constant travels of synod members along the agonistic circuits. The
sources rather point to a more flexible structure of mobile officials or representatives who
assisted travelling competitors and who contributed to the organisation of agones. In many
cases, such representatives were only present in cities around the time when an agon was
being organised. In bigger cities like Ephesus and of course Rome, officials were presumably
present the whole year round. Nevertheless, individual officials active in such cities also
tended to travel quite a lot, as did several high priests of the sympas xystos.
A lot of questions remain about the practicalities of this complex network of flexible synod
members and officials. We do not know, for instance, how money circulated between the
different delegations operating throughout the festival network. However, we know that transMediterranean money transfers took place, as the honorary inscription for the benefactor T.
Aelius Alkibiades mentions that income deriving from rents was split up between the
thymelic synod‘s Roman headquarters and its delegation active in Ionia.
These general organisational characteristics were shared by both the xystic and thymelic
synods. At the same time, some key aspects of their organisation differed, which had to do
with the different natures of athletic and musico-dramatic agones. Since athletic contests were
essentially individual affairs, athletes did not travel as an organised group. Therefore, the
most important officials of the xystic synod were xystarchs, who directed individual athletes
to the agones they coordinated. As such, these officials played an essential role in the central
organisation of agonistic festivals. Artists, on the other hand, travelled together in theatre
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ensembles, which consisted not only of competing actors and musicians, but also of secondary
actors, choir members, props managers and support crews. These ensembles were headed by a
group of three archons. Festival organisers only had to contact one of these archons in order to
ensure the production of an entire musico-dramatic agon. Consequently, the thymelic synod
did not need officials like xystarchs to ensure a sufficient number of competitors. However,
this also led to xystarchs imposing their authority on artistic competitors, as the thymelic
synod did not have such a strong coordinating role in festivals at large.
*
Thus, the ecumenical synods were an integral part of Graeco-Roman society of the Principate
as it emerged from the turmoil of the first century BC and dramatically transformed in the
fourth century AD. The history of the synods is highly emblematic of the general features of
that society. First, they bear witness to an unparalleled degree of integration in the premodern
Mediterranean, characterised by extensive transregional networks based on formal
organisational structures. Second, they illuminate the vitality of Greek urban culture in the
Roman empire. The age-old practice of organising athletic and musico-dramatic agones was
as significant for civic communities as ever. The synods can be seen as repositories of this
traditional culture: they preserved it, passed it on to new generations and diffused it in newly
Hellenised regions. Third, they illustrate how the Greek world came to terms with Roman
rule. As did the cities of the Greek East, the synods forged extensive reciprocal ties with
Roman officials and with the emperor in particular, which resulted in imperial support on the
one hand and adoption of imperial ideology on the other. First-class competitors proudly
advertised their Roman citizenship and eagerly took part in the imperial cult. Becoming
Roman, staying Greek: this phrase coined by Woolf adequately describes the interaction
between the two identities.2 Finally, the ecumenical synods reveal the significance as well as
the diversity of associative life in Graeco-Roman society. Across the entire empire, people
from all sections of society joined associations for economic, social or religious purposes.
Some were small and insignificant, others large and influential. It is symptomatic of the Greek
obsession with competition that the biggest associations of them all were those of athletes and
artists.
Important though the ecumenical synods may have been in the ancient world, traces of their
existence have been almost entirely erased in the 1500 years following their demise. 250
texts, preserved on stone and on papyrus, are all that remains. Nevertheless, in one aspect the
synods never truly died. In the middle of the fourth century AD, when the decline of agones
had set in, Christian writers adopted a specific term to describe the great Church Council of
Nicaea (AD 325), where bishops from all over the Roman empire had gathered: they called it
an νἰθνπκεληθή ζύλνδνο, ‗ecumenical synod‘. The Church had come to replace the xystic and
thymelic synods as an organisation with a universal calling. In a sense, therefore, the bishops
who congregated in the last ecumenical synod, the second Vatican council of 1962-1965, can
be viewed as the successors of the athletes and artists of the whole oikoumene who gathered at
the agonistic festivals of the Roman empire.

2

Woolf 1994.
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APPENDICES

Appendix I: the members of the ecumenical synods
1. Officials and members of the xystic synod
1) High priests of the sympas xystos
Name
Diogenes

Citizenship
Antiochia

Function
High priest (of the sympas xystos?)

Discipline

Ti. Claudius
Artemidoros

 Tralles
 Alexandria
 Ephesus
Alexandria

High priest of the sympas xystos

High priest of the sympas xystos

T. Flavius Archibios

Date
1st century

See also

παγθξαηηαζηήο

Source
P.Lond. 3 1178, l.
28
I.Ephesos 1124

Late 1st – early 2nd
centuries

Gouw no.
142

παγθξαηηαζηήο

I.Napoli 1 51

Late 1st – early 2nd
centuries

Gouw no.
153

IGUR 235
IGUR 236
IGUR 237
IGUR 238
IGUR 26
I.Ephesos 1155
SEG 11 837
IGUR 238

2nd century

Gouw no.
104

IGUR 233
P.Lond. 3 1178
Sardis VII.1 79
FD III.1 556/557

Late 2nd – early
3rd centuries

παιαηζηήο
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M. Ulpius Domestikos





M. Ulpius Firmus
Domestikos

Ephesus

M. Aurelius
Demostratos Damas










Ephesus
Antinoopolis
Athens

Sardis
Alexandria
Antinoopolis
Nicomedia
Tralles
Ephesus
Smyrna
Miletus





High priest of the sympas xystos
Director of the imperial baths
Xystarch








High priest of the sympas xystos
Director of the imperial baths
Xystarch
High priest of the sympas xystos
Director of the imperial baths
Xystarch:
- Sebasta, Naples
- Capitolia, Rome
- Eusebeia, Puteoli
- Euryclea, Sparta
- Koina Asias, Sardis

πχθηεο
παγθξαηηαζηήο

παγθξαηηαζηήο
πχθηεο

2nd century

Gouw no.
89

Pergamum
Corinth
Athens
Argos
Sparta
Delphi
Elis

M. Aurelius Chrysippos




[...]
Smyrna

M. Aurelius Demetrios




Hermopolis
Alexandria









Hermopolis
Alexandria
Puteoli
Naples
Elis
Athens
…
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M. Aurelius Asklepiades

Aurelius Damas

M. Aurelius Ploutarchos

M. Aurelius
Philosebastos





















- Chrysanthina, Sardis
- Didymeia, Miletus
- Koinon Asias, Tralles
- Koinon Bithynias, Nicomedia
- Hadrianeia Philadelpheia,
Alexandria
- Sebasteia, Alexandria
- Seleukeia, Alexandria
- Antinoopolis
- All other agones in Egypt
High priest of the sympas xystos
Director of the imperial baths
Xystarch
High priest of the sympas xystos
Director of the imperial baths
Xystarch:
- Sebasta, Naples
High priest of the sympas xystos
Director of the imperial baths
Xystarch

High priest of the sympas xystos
Director of the imperial baths
Xystarch
High priest of the sympas xystos
Director of the imperial baths
Xystarch
- Oxyrhynchus?
High priest of the sympas xystos
Director of the imperial baths
Xystarch

παιαηζηήο

P.Lond. 3 1178, ll.
56-57

Late 2nd century

Gouw no.
87

παγθξαηηαζηήο

IGUR 239
IGUR 240
P.Lond. 3 1178, ll.
55-56
IGUR 239
IGUR 240
IGUR 241
IGUR 250

Late 2nd – early
3rd century

Gouw no.
88

Late 2nd – early
3rd centuries

Gouw no.
83

Sardis VII.1 79, ll.
23-26

Early 3rd century

P.Oxy. 79 5207
Philostratus, Her.
15.4-6

Early 3rd century

Gouw no.
117

I.Ephesos 1104

Early 3rd century

Gouw no.
96

παιαηζηήο
παγθξαηηαζηήο

παγθξαηηαζηήο

C. Perelius Aurelius
Alexandros

Thyatira

Claudius Rufus alias
Apollonios

Elis
Smyrna

Claudius Apollonios

Smyrna

Claudius Apollonius
alias Eudoxios
Claudius Rufus alias
Psapharios
M. Aurelius Rhodon




















High priest of the sympas xystos
Director of the imperial baths
Xystarch
High priest of the sympas xystos
Director of the imperial baths?
Xystarch?
High priest of the sympas xystos
Director of the imperial baths?
Xystarch?
High priest of the sympas xystos
Director of the imperial baths?
Xystarch?
High priest of the sympas xystos
Director of the imperial baths?
Xystarch?
First high priest of the sympas
xystos
Director of the imperial baths?
Xystarch?

παγθξαηηαζηήο

TAM V.3 984,
1018-1020

Early 3rd century

IGUR 244

3rd century

IGUR 244

3rd century

IGUR 246

Late 3rd – early 4th
centuries

IGUR 246

Late 3rd – early 4th
centuries

IGUR 246

Early 4th century

Source
CIG 4155

Date
1st – 3rd centuries

BE 1964 217
P.Lond. 3 1178, ll.
64-65

2nd century
Late 2nd century

FD III.1 209
P.Lond. 3 1178, ll.

Late 2nd – early
3rd centuries

Gouw no.
57

Gouw no.

2) Archigrammateis and grammateis
Name
Agatheinos

Citizenship
 Athens
 Antiochia ad
Maeandrum
 Prusa ad Olympum

?
P. Aelius Euktemon

Quintilius Karpophoros
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Ephesus
Elis

Function
Grammateus
- Bithynia

Archigrammateus
 Archigrammateus
 Grammateus
- Sebasta, Naples
 Archigrammateus
 Grammateus

Discipline

See also
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M. Aurelius Serenus

Vettinianus
Livius Domestikos
Aurelius Herodes
Claudius Apollonius
alias Eudoxios (the
younger)

 Delphi
 Alexandria
 Elis
 Delphi
 Sparta
Caesarea
Philadelphia

- Koina Asias, Sardis
Grammateus

101-102
SEG 34 1022

Grammateus
Archigrammateus
Archigrammateus
Archigrammateus

SEG 55 1053
I.Erythrai 416
IGUR 404
IGUR 246, frag. B,
l. 21

Early 3rd century
Early 3rd century?
3rd century
Early 4th century

Source
IGUR 237

Date
2nd century

IGUR 237

2nd century

P.Lond. 3 1178, ll.
60-61

Late 2nd century

Gouw no.
18

P.Lond. 3 1178, ll.
61-62
P.Lond. 3 1178, ll.
84-86
I.Ephesos 1605
P.Lond. 3 1178, ll.
89-90

Late 2nd century
Late 2nd – early
3rd centuries

Gouw no.
40
Gouw no.
115

Late 2nd – early
3rd centuries

Gouw no.
12

Early 3rd century

3) Archons
Name
L. Vennius Agrippianus

Citizenship

M. Mettius Amerimnos
Alexandros

Myra

Prosdektos

Mytilene

Photion




?

Philadelphia

Laodicea
Ephesus

Function
Archon
- Rome
Archon
- Rome
Archon
- Sebasta, Naples
Archon
- Sebasta, Naples
Archon
- Koina Asias, Sardis
Archon
- Koina Asias, Sardis

Discipline

παγθξαηηαζηήο
παιαηζηήο
δξνκέπο
πχθηεο
δξνκέπο

See also

4) Treasurers
Name
Glykon

Citizenship
Thyatira

Function
Treasurer

Discipline

Source
P.Lond. 3 1178, ll.

Date
Late 2nd – early 3rd

See also
Gouw no.

K[…]ktabenos

- Koina Asias, Sardis
Treasurer
- Sebasta, Naples

Ephesus

ὁπιηηνδξφκνο
ἀιείπηεο

94-95
P.Lond. 3 1178, ll.
73-74

centuries
Late 2nd century

59
Gouw no.
120

5) Xystarchs (who were not high priests)
Name
Ti. Claudius Patrobios

Flavius Sidetos
Tyronianos
T. Flavius Hermogenes

Dionysius Kikinios
?
T. Flavius Artemidoros
Athenion

Citizenship
 Antioch
 Alexandria






Xanthos
Patara
Alexandria
...
Smyrna

Cyme

Isidoros
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Ti. Claudius Rufus

Smyrna

Vettianus



Miletupolis

Function
Xystarch
- Koinon Asias, Laodicea
- Koinon Asias, Sardis
- Koinon Bithynias, Nicea
- Koinon Galatias, Tavium
- Koinon Galatias, Ancyra?
Xystarch

Discipline
παιαηζηήο

Xystarch
- Lycia

ζηαδηνδξφκνο

Source
IGUR 249

Date
1st century

SEG 36 971

1st century

SEG 34 1314-1317

Late 1st century

I.Smyrna 731, ll.
26-27
I.Smyrna 731, l. 13
TAM V.3 1505
IGRR 4 950

Late 1st century

I.Kition 2047

1st – 2nd centuries

IvO 54-55

1st – 2nd centuries

I.Mysia & Troas

1st – 2nd centuries

δηαπινδξφκνο

See also
Gouw no.
146

Gouw no.
157

ὁπιηηνδξφκνο
Xystarch
Xystarch
Xystarch
Xystarch
- Theophanika
Sebasta Rhomaia, Chios

Xystarch
- Kition
Xystarch
- Smyrna
Xystarch

παγθξαηηαζηήο

Late 1st century
1st – 2nd centuries
1st – 2nd centuries

Gouw no.
147
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T. Flavius Akestimos
P. Aelius Aristomachos

Cyzicus
Lyktos
Magnesia ad
Maeandrum

Aulos
T. Flavius Eurydikos
P. Aelius Heliodoros

M. Aurelius Hermagoras

Titus Aelius Aurelius
Leonides
Titus Aelius Aurelius
Maron

Athenaios

Magnesia






Seleucia
Alexandria
Athens
…
Athens

Aelius Theophilos
Toues

Athens

?
?

Tralles?
Hierocaesarea?

?
?
T. Aelius Aurelius
Menandros




Aphrodisias
Pergamum

Xystarch
- Sacred agon of the Cretan koinon
Xystarch
- Cyzicus
Xystarch
- Kos
Xystarch
- Pythia, Delphi
Xystarch
- Sparta

παγθξαηηαζηήο

παγθξαηηαζηήο

Xystarch
- Aktia
- Mopsuestia
- Magnesia
Xystarch

παιαηζηήο

Xystarch

παιαηζηήο

Xystarch
- Bithynia
Xystarch
Xystarch
- Lycia
Xystarch
Xystarch
- Pergamum
Xystarch
Xystarch
Xystarch
- Pisidian Antioch

δνιηρνδξφκνο

παγθξαηηαζηήο

1500
I.Cret. 1 Lyttos 55

2nd century

I.Magnesia 180

2nd century

SEG 58 870

2nd century

CID 4 164

2nd century

Repertorium
Westkilikien Sel.
135
I.Napoli 1 49

2nd century

Gouw no.
124

2nd century

Gouw no.
92

I.Side 62

2nd century

SEG 41 1407

2nd century

IG II/III² 3.1 3741

2nd century

IG II/III² 3.2 7447
Bean and Mitford
1965: 8, no. 3, ll.
2-5
I.Tralleis 117
SEG 57 1164

2nd century
2nd century

BGU 1 185
SEG 59 198
I.Aphr. 12.920

2nd century
2nd century?
2nd century

2nd century
2nd century

Gouw no.
122

Gouw no.
150

Gouw no. 4

Gouw no.
151



C. Sestullius Maximus

Pisidian
Antioch
 Thebes
 Lycian
Apollonia
 Miletus
 Pessinus
 Claudiopolis
Sinope

Memmius Nikandros

Delphi

Secundus

Ephesus?

Xystarch
- Sinope
Xystarch
- Pythia, Delphi
Xystarch

Septimius Iulianus

Smyrna

Tryphon

Athens

I.Sinope 101

1st – 3rd centuries

FD III.1 466

1st – 3rd centuries

I.Ephesos 1127

1st – 3rd centuries

Xystarch

I.Smyrna 733

Xystarch

IG II/III² 2.2 2193

παιαηζηήο
παγθξαηηαζηήο

P. Aelius Dioskourides
L. Silicius Firmus
Mandrogenes

Magnesia ad
Maeandrum

Rufus
Tatianus
P. Aelius Tryphon
M. Aurelius Alketas
M. Aurelius Ammonios
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Aurelius Apollinarios






Antioch
Gerasa
Hermopolis
Alexandria

Thyatira
Smyrna

Xystarch
- Pantaleia, Philippopolis
Xystarch

παγθξαηηαζηήο

IGBulg 3.1 893

Late 2nd – early 3rd
centuries
Late 2nd – early 3rd
centuries
2nd –3rd centuries

παγθξαηηαζηήο

I.Magnesia 199

2nd –3rd centuries

Philostr.
Gymasticus 23
SB 5725
SEG 46 1532
SEG 46 1532

2nd –3rd centuries
2nd –3rd centuries
2nd –3rd centuries

I.Gerasa 170

Early 3rd century

I.Hermoupolis 49
Stud.Pal. 20 58 (7)
col. 2
I.Smyrna 667

Early 3rd century

Gouw no.
79

3rd century

Gouw no.
31

Xystarch
Xystarch
Xystarch
- Sardis
Xystarch
Xystarch

Xystarch
- Philadelphia

Gouw no.
135

δνιηρνδξφκνο

Gouw no.
123
Gouw no.
73
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Philadelphia
Byzantium
Damianus
Firm[...]

Aelius Gelos

Athens

Aurelius Heraklios
Aurelius Hermippos
Gaius Licinius Inventus

L. Curius Maximianus
Anatolius
Aurelius Polykrates

Amm[onios?]
Demetrios

Philadelphia
 Smyrna
 Alexandria
 Athens
 Sparta
 Tralles
Perge








Cibyra
Philadelphia
Sparta
Athene
Ephesus
Nicopolis
...

- Byzantium
Xystarch
Xystarch
Archon? High priest?

Sardis VII.1 79
I.Tralleis 131, ll.
17-18

Early 3rd century
Early 3rd century

Xystarch
- Athens
Xystarch
- Oxyrhynchus
Xystarch
Xystarch

IG II/III² 3.1 3687,
ll. 4-5
SB 10 10493

Early 3rd century

TAM V.3 1490
I.Tralleis 113

Early 3rd century
Early 3rd century

I.Perge 314

Early 3rd century

TAM V.3 1506

Early 3rd century

3rd century
3rd century

παγθξαηηαζηήο

Early 3rd century

παιαηζηήο

Gouw no.
56

πχθηεο
Xystarch
Xystarch
- Deia Haleia, Philadelphia

ζηαδηνδξφκνο
πέληαζινο

Salamis (Cyprus)

Xystarch
Xystarch

ζηαδηνδξφκνο

P.Ryl.Gr. 4 604
I.Anazarbos 25

Lucius Septimius
Aurelius Serapion
Septimius Thallos

Alexandria

Xystarch

πέληαζινο
ζηαδηνδξφκνο

SEG 34 176

3rd century

Athens

Xystarch

3rd century

?
?

Philadelphia

Xystarch
Xystarch

IG II/III² 2.2 1826,
l. 41
TAM V.3 1508
P.Köln Gr. 10 418

3rd century
3rd century

Gouw no.
39

Gouw no.
45
Gouw no.
70

?
Elis
Melas
Paulinos
Aurelius Sarapammon
alias Didymos
Zoilos
?
L. Cessius Dionysios
?
?

Xystarch
Xystarch
Xystarch
Xystarch
Xystarch

P.Oxy. 17 2132
Pap.Agon. 8, l. 8
PSI 3 236
PSI 3 236
P.Oxy 14 1643

3rd century
Late 3rd century
Late 3rd century
Late 3rd century
Late 3rd century

Xystarch
Xystarch
Xystarch
Xystarch
Xystarch

PSI 3 236
CPR 6 41
Pleket 2012: 102
IG XIV 691
I.Napoli 1 53

Late 3rd century
Early 4th century
2nd century
?
?

Date
Late 1st century
BC
Late 2nd – early 3rd
centuries
Late 3rd century

6) Other priests
Name
Charopinos

Citizenship
Ephesus

Function
Eponymous priest

Discipline

Source
SB 1 4224, l. 10

Hermeinos

Hermopolis

Priest
- Koina Asias, Sardis
High priest of the local xystos

πχθηεο

P.Lond. 3 1178

C. Iulius Theon

Pap.Agon. 8, l. 6

See also

Gouw no.
35

7) Doctors
Name
Heleis

Citizenship

Function
Chief doctor

Discipline

Source
TAM V.3 1097

Date
1st – 3rd centuries

See also

Citizenship
Ephesus

Function
Member

Discipline
ἀιείπηεο

Source
SB 1 4224, l. 6

See also

Antiochia

Ambassador

παγθξαηηαζηήο

P.Lond. 3 1178, l.
14

Date
Late 1st century
BC
1st century

8) Regular members
Name
M. Antonius
Artemidoros
Ti. Claudius Hermas

321

Gouw no.
144

322

Ti. Claudius Kuros

Ambassador

Dion

Ambassador

Sandogenes

Ambassador

IvO 231
P.Lond. 3 1178, l.
15
P.Lond. 3 1178, l.
15
P.Lond. 3 1178, l.
30
Bean 1965: 588–
593
I.Knidos 234
I.Aphr. 12.719

1st century
1st century
1st century
1st century

M. Alfidios

Elaia

Member

Euboulos
Kallikrates

Cnidus
Aphrodisias

Member
Member

T. Aelius M[…]
M. Aurelius Athenion

παιαηζηήο

Argos

Member
Member

I.Aphr. 12.920, l. 7
TAM V.2 977, ll. 910

2nd century
Late 2nd century

T. Flavius Diomedes

Smyrna

Member

παγθξαηηαζηήο

TAM V.2 977, ll.
11-13
P.Ryl.Gr. 4 604
P.Ryl.Gr. 4 604, l.
28, v.
P.Ryl.Gr. 4 604, ll.
13-14
P.Ryl.Gr. 4 604, ll.
19-20
P.Ryl.Gr. 4 604, l.
34
CIL VI.2 10154
Christesen and
MartirosovaTorlone 2006: 93.
IGUR 245

Late 2nd century

Andronikos
Apynchis

Member
Member

Eutolmios

Member

Heraiskos

Member

Theodosios

Member

Philumenus

Philadelphia

Member

παγθξαηηαζηήο

πάκκαρνο
παγθξαηηαζηήο
πχθηεο

Iohannes

Smyrna

Member

1st century?
2nd century

Gouw no.
75
Gouw no.
67

3rd century
3rd century
3rd century
3rd century
3rd century
Late 4th century

Gouw no.
114

Late 4th century

Gouw no.

66
Heraklides

Claros

Athenodoros
[- - -] Karterion alias
Melite
Claudia Eudoxion alias
[- - -]
[- - -] alias Euphronios
(or Euphronion)
Claudia Bassa alias
Alexandra

Member

SEG 37 960

?

Member
Member

CIL VI.2 10161
IGUR 246, l. 4

?
Early 4th century

Member

IGUR 246, l. 4

Early 4th century

Member

IGUR 246, l. 5

Early 4th century

Member

IGUR 246, l.5

Early 4th century

ζηαδηνδξφκνο

2. Officials and members of the thymelic synod
1) Archons
Name
?

?
?
[…] Menandros
Theophrastos Tryphon
alias Horion
Aelius Claudius
Diogenes
Apella

Citizenship
Tarsus

Function
Archon

Discipline
θσκῳδφο

Source
An.Ép 2002 930

Date
2nd century

Tralles

Grammateus?
Nomodeiktes?

ρνξαχιεο
ρνξαχιεο

An.Ép 2002 930
An.Ép. 2002 930

2nd century
2nd century

Laodicea

Archon
Archon

SEG 47 222
I.Aphr. 12.27, l. 30,
40
I.Aphr. 12.27, l. 41

2nd century
2nd century

θηζαξῳδφο

I.Aphr. 12.27, l. 42

2nd century
2nd century

θηζαξῳδφο

I.Ancyra 141, ll.
49-50
I.Ancyra 141, l. 51

Grammateus
Aphrodisias

T. Flavius Iulianus

323

Alexandros

θσκῳδφο

Nomodeiktes
Archon



Sardis



Grammateus

2nd century

2nd century

See also
Stefanis
no. 2703,
2958
Stefanis
no. 2929,
2950
Stefanis
no. 1191
Stefanis
no. 675
Stefanis
no. 231

Stefanis

324

[...] Epoptos

 Laodicea
Alexandria Troas

M. Iulius Alexandros
Ventidius Sotas
P. Aelius Agathemeros





Ephesos
Smyrna
Pergamum

Aulos Oineos

 High priest (3x)
Nomodeiktes

Sardis VII.1 13, l. 4
I.Ancyra 141, l. 54

2nd century

Grammateus (2x)
- Thyateira
Archon

TAM V.2 1016

2nd century

ππζαχιεο

CIG 3 6829

θηζαξῳδφο

CIG 3 6829
I.Smyrna 659

Late 2nd – early
3rd centuries
Late 2nd – early
3rd centuries

Grammateus

κεινπνηφο
Nomodeiktes

θσλαζθφο
ηξαγῳδφο

CIG 3 6829

Late 2nd – early
3rd centuries
Late 2nd – early
3rd centuries
Late 2nd – early
3rd centuries
Late 2nd – early
3rd centuries
Late 3rd century

Stefanis
no. 1931
Stefanis
no. 2453
Stefanis
no. 1654
Stefanis
no. 108
Stefanis
no. 2215
Stefanis
no. 2027
Stefanis
no. 2268

Aurelius Ancharenus
Phaedros
Menekrates

Ephesos

Archon

θσκῳδφο

CIG 3 6829

Sillyon (Pamphilia)

Grammateus

θσκῳδφο

CIG 3 6829

Tiberius Claudius
Alexandros
M. Aurelius
Sarapammon

Laodicea

Nomodeiktes

CIG 3 6829




First archon

ηξαγῳδφο
πνηεηήο
θξπμ

M. Aurelius Paulus

Antinoopolis

Archon grammateus

ζαιπηγθηήο

Late 3rd century

M. Aurelius Silvanos







Hermopolis
Rome
Athens
Pergamum
Rhodos

Archon nomodeiktes

ζαιπηγθηήο

BGU 4 1074, ll.
20-21
BGU 4 1074, ll.
22-23

M. Aurelius Herakleios
Commodus alias
Nikantinoos




Antinoopolis
Panopolis

First archon

P.Oxy. 27 2476, ll.
19-20

Late 3rd century

Alexandria
Hermopolis

BGU 4 1074, ll.
18-19

no. 120
Stefanis
no. 2826
Stefanis
no. 100
Stefanis
no. 2366
Stefanis
no. 15

Late 3rd century

Stefanis
no. 1476

M. Aurelius Agathokles
alias Asterios





Alexandria
Antinoopolis
Lykopolis

Archon grammateus

θηζαξῳδφο

P.Oxy. 27 2476, ll.
20-21

Late 3rd century

Stefanis
no. 24

M. Aurelius Kasyllas




Panopolis
Antinoopolis

Archon nomodeiktes

ζαιπηγθηήο

P.Oxy. 27 2476, ll.
21-22

Late 3rd century

Stefanis
no. 1385

M. Aurelius [...] alias
Antinoos
M. Aurelius [...]

Antinoopolis

First archon

Late 3rd century

Leontopolis

Archon grammateus

T. Aelius Agathos
Daimon

Alexandria

Archon nomodeiktes

P.Oxy.Hels. 25, ll.
22-23
P.Oxy.Hels. 25, ll.
25-26
P.Oxy.Hels. 25, ll.
28-29

Stefanis
no. 481
Stefanis
no. 483
Stefanis
no. 31

ζαιπηγθηήο

Late 3rd century
Late 3rd century

2) High priests and other priests
Name
Apollonios

Citizenship
Tralles?

P. Aelius Antigenidas




Nicomedia
Naples

325

Nikias

?

Iulius Paris




T. Aelius Alkibiades

Nysa

L. Sammius Maternus

Nîmes

Sextus Iccius Cosmicus

Nîmes

Function
High priest
- Tralles
High priest
- Naples

Discipline

Source
I.Tralleis 65

Date
1st century

See also

ρνξαχιεο

I.Napoli 1 47

2nd century

Stefanis
no. 200

IGUR 143

2nd century

Stefanis
no.1821;
Leppin
1992: 266
Stefanis
no. 2007

ππζαχιεο

Priest of Antinoos

Apamea
Antioch

High priest?

Pantomimus

SEG 48 1844

2nd century

High priest for life
- Rome
High priest
- Nîmes
High priest

Honorary member

I.Ephesos 22

2nd century

Pantomimus?

CIL XII 3183

2nd century

An.Ép. 1924 25

2nd – 3rd

Stefanis
no. 134
Stefanis
no. 1618
Leppin

326

?
Antipatros Apella
Iulianus
L. Aurelius Pylades

Miletus

- Nîmes
High priest (3x)
- Nîmes
High priest
- Milete
High priest

Pantomimus

ILS 5185-5186
An.Ép. 2005 337

centuries
2nd – 3rd
centuries
Late 2nd
century
Late 2nd
century

Pantomimus?

IG XIV 2497
Milet VI.3 1140

1992: 228
Stefanis
no. 1618
Stefanis
no. 217
Leppin
1992: 286287
Leppin
1992: 294295
Leppin
1992: 208210
Stefanis
no. 2437

M. Aurelius Agilius
Septentrio

High priest

Pantomimus

CIL XIV 2113
CIL XIV 2977

Late 2nd
century

Lucius Aurelius
Apolaustus Memphius

High priest

Pantomimus

CIL VI.2 10117

Late 2nd
century

θηιόζνθνο

CIG 3 6829

Late 2nd - early
3rd centuries

P.Oxy. 27 2476

Late 3rd century

P.Oxy.Hels. 25

Late 3rd century

P. Oxy. 79 5209

Late 3rd century

Source
I.Aphr. 12.27
I.Scythiae Minoris 2
70
Philostr. Soph. 596.

Date
2nd century
2nd century

See also

2nd century

Stefanis no.
976

L. Septimius Tryphon

Alexandria

Aurelius Hatres

Oxyrhynchus

M. Aurelius Serenus

Oxyrhynchus

[- - -]muthis alias
Sarapias

Oxyrhynchus




Priest (2x)
High priest for life of
Dionysos Kathegemon
 High priest for life of
Caracalla
High priest
- Paneia, Panopolis
High priest
- Antinoiea, Antinoopolis
High priestess
- Antinoiea, Antinoopolis

Stefanis
no. 471
Stefanis
no. 2261

3) Other offices
Name
C. Iulius Longianos
[Atta]los

Citizenship
Aphrodisias
Tomis

Function
‗Advocate‘ (πξνήγνξνο) for life
Panegyriarch

Discipline
ηξαγῳδίσλ πνηήηεο

Euodianos

Smyrna

Curator? Archon? High priest?

ζνθηζηήο

M. Aurelius Mousaios
alias Heortasios

M. Aurelius Hermes
Aurelius Apollodidymos






Sardeis
Delphi
Elis
Aphrodisias

Oxyrhynchus

M. Aurelius Pto[...]
M. Aurelius Horion




Hermopolis
Antioch

M. Aurelius […]

IG II/III² 3.1 3169 –
3170, ll. 32-33

3rd century

Grammateus?
Grammateus

SB 28 16959
BGU 4 1074

3rd century
3rd century

Dioikon of the agon?

BGU 4 1074, ll. 2627
P.Oxy. 27 2476, ll.
32-33

Late 3rd
century
Late 3rd
century

Stefanis no.
240
Stefanis no.
2159
Stefanis no.
2649

P.Oxy.Hels. 25, l. 30

Late 3rd
century

Stefanis no.
479

Date
Late 2nd – early
3rd centuries
3rd century

See also
Stefanis no.
2049
Stefanis no.
1783

Date
1st century

See also
Stefanis no.
1410
Stefanis no.
845
Stefanis no.
719
Stefanis no.

Archigrammateus

Dioikon of the agon

θσλαζθφο

ζαιπηγθηήο

Dioikon of the agon

Stefanis no.
1751

4) Curatores
Name
M. Volusius Perikles

Citizenship

Function
Curator

Discipline

Source
CIG 3 6829, l. 15

Titus Aurelianus
Nikostratos

Rhodos

Curator

ζνθηζηήο

IG XII.1 83

Citizenship

Function
Ambassador

Discipline

Source
BGU 4 1074, l. 2
I.Symrna 356?
BGU 4 1074, l. 2
P.Oxy. 27 2476
BGU 4 1074, l. 2
P.Oxy. 27 2476
BGU 4 1074, l. 2

5) Regular members
Name
Claudius Phoibos

327

Claudius Epagathos

Ambassador

Claudius Dionysios

Ambassador

Claudius Thamyris

Ambassador

1st century
1st century
1st century

328

Claudius Kastor

Ambassador

Antonius Natalis

Ambassador

Eutyches

Hierapolis

Labeon

Member

θσκῳδφο

P.Oxy. 27 2476, l. 3
BGU 4 1074, l. 3
P.Oxy. 27 2476, l. 3
BGU 4 1074, l. 3
P.Oxy. 27 2476, ll. 34
I.Aphr. 12.27

1st century
1st century
2nd century

1126
Stefanis no.
1383
Stefanis no.
227
Stefanis no.
990
Stefanis no.
1525

Member

Sardis VII.1 13, l. 3

Member
Member
Member
Member

θσκῳδφο

I.Heraclea Pontica 2
SEG 47 222
SEG 47 222
I.Ancyra 141, l. 41

2nd century
2nd century
2nd century
2nd century

Member

θσκῳδφο

I.Ancyra 141, l. 42

2nd century

Mia[…]

Member

θσκῳδφο

I.Ancyra 143, l. 10

2nd century

[…]us Iulius Scirt[ius]

Member

ρνξνθηζαξηζηήο

I.Ancyra 143, l. 13

2nd century

[Me]nodotos
Ar<t>e<mo>[nos]
P. Aelius Pompeianus
Paion

Member

θηζαξῳδφο

I.Ancyra 143, l. 31

2nd century

Member

κεινπνηφο

I.Ephesos 22, ll. 1, 60
I.Side 70

2nd century

Member

ζεφινγνο λαλ ηλ
ἐλ Πεξγάκῳ
πνηεηήο

I.Ephesos 22, l. 65

2nd century

Stefanis no.
317

Member

θηζαξῳδφο

I.Ephesos 22, l. 6

2nd century

Stefanis no.
84

Marcius Xenokrates
[…]ktos
[E]ukrates
C. Antonius Pol[…]

Heraclea Pontica
Tarsus
Side

C. Iulius Collega

Neocaesarea





Side
Tarsus
Rhodos

Aristides




P. Aelius [...]

Cyzicus

Perge
Pergamon

πνηεηήο

Stefanis no.
2080
Stefanis no.
1474
Stefanis no.
1701
Stefanis no.
2283
Stefanis no.
1023
Stefanis no.
1979

ῥαςῳδφο

Potamon

Nysa

Member

P. Aelius [...]

Laodicea

Member




Member

T. Antonius Eutychianos

[...]
Athens

θξπμ

Clerc 1885: 126, l. 72

θηζαξῳδφο

I.Laodikeia am Lykos 2nd century
65
I.Pessinous 19
2nd century

2nd century

Stefanis no.
2132

Stefanis no.
994
Stefanis no.
555
Stefanis no.
2246
Stefanis no.
2378
Stefanis no.
475

Member

θχθιηνο αὐιήηεο

I.Pessinous 19

2nd century

Member

κέηξνπ πνηεηήο

SEG 35 1380

2nd century

Hierapolis

Member

θσκῳδφο

SEG 35 1381

2nd century

Ulpius Augustianus alias
Paris




Antioch
Trapezus

Member

Pantomimus

TAM V.2 1016

2nd century

C. Antoninus Septimius
Publius






Pergamum
Athens
Smyrna
Ephesus

Member

θηζαξῳδφο

I.Smyrna 659

Late 2nd – early
3rd centuries

Stefanis no.
2121

Member

πνηεηήο

IGUR 1326

3rd century

Stefanis no.
1781

IG II/III² 3.2 12664
Plut. Mor. 673 c-e
IG II/III² 3.2 12664

2nd century

Stefanis no.
2313
Stefanis no.
2428

IG II/III² 3.1 31693170

3rd century

M. Aurelius
Glykonianos
Q. Flavius Secundus

Ephesus

M. Iulius Sophron

M. Sempronius
Nikokrates

329

Q. Marcius Strato

Athens

Member

θηζαξηζηήο
θσκῳδφο

Q. Marcius Titianus

Athens

Member

θσκῳδφο

M. Valerius Eklektos









Member

θξπμ

Sinope
Athens
Delphi
Elis
Sardis
Pergamum
Nicaea

Stefanis no.
825

330



…
Panopolis

Member

ζαιπηγθηήο

M. Aurelius [...]

Member

ζαιπηγθηήο

P.Oxy. 27 2476, lll.
34, 47
P.Oxy.Hels. 25, l. 35

?

Member

ζαιπηγθηήο

P.Oxy.Hels. 25, l. 36

Paris

Member

Pantomimus?

CIL VI.2 10161

M. Aurelius Agricolaus

Late 3rd
century
Late 3rd
century
Late 3rd
century
?

Stefanis no.
481

See also
Stefanis no.
52
Stefanis no.
537

3. Unclear officials and members
Name
Adrastos

Function
ἱεξνλε[ί]θελ ἀπὸ ζπλόδνπ

Source
I.Aphr. 12.202

L. Cosinius Gaianus

Grammateus

I.Ephesos 1122

M. Heius […]

Archon

I.Ephesos 1122

Tenos

[ἀ]πὸ ζπλόδνπ [η]ο ἱεξᾶο

IG XII.5 909

Date
1st – 2nd
centuries
Late 1st – early
2nd centuries
Late 1st – early
2nd centuries
2nd century

P.Berl.Leihg. 1 18

2nd century

Oxyrhynchus

ἀπὸ ηο ἱεξᾶο ζπλφδνπ θαὶ ηνῦ Γηνλχζνπ ἱεξνληθλ θαὶ
ἀηειλ
ἀπὸ ηνῦ Γηνλπζηείνπ θαὶ ηο ἱεξᾶο ζπλφδνπ ἱεξνλεηθλ
ἀηειλ
[ἀπὸ ηο] ζπλφδνπ ἱεξνλεηθλ

P.Oxy. 6 908

Late 2nd century

P.Hibeh 2 274

Oxyrhynchus

ἀπὸ ηο ἱεξᾶο ζπλ[φδνπ] θαὶ ἀη[ειλ ἱεξνληθλ(?)]

PSI 5 450, l. 53

Early 3rd
century
3rd century

Oxyrhynchus

Former high priest
Former high priest

I.Louvre 73
BGU 4 1093

3rd century
3rd century

Oxyrhynchus
Oxyrhynchus

[ἀπ]ὸ ηο ἱεξᾶο ζπλφδνπ
ἀπὸ ηο ἱεξᾶο ζπλφδνπ

P.Heid.Gr. 4 299
P.Oxy. 14 1691

3rd century
Late 3rd century

Pankles

Citizenship
Aphrodisias

Heron
Ti. Claudius Didymos
?
Agathos Daimon alias
Theon
Aurelius Sarapion
Aurelius Theon alias
Neikammon
Aurelius Herakleides
Aurelius Diogenes

Stefanis no.
1975

Stefanis no.
666

Stefanis no.
32
Stefanis no.
1210

Appendix II: the titles of the ecumenical synods
1. The titles of the xystic synod
Source

Finding place

Date

Title

I.Erythrai 429

Erythrae

100 - 1 BC

SB 1 4224

?

43 - 32 BC

νἱ ἀπὸ ηο νἰθνπκέλεο ἱεξνλεῖθαη
νἱ ἀπὸ ηο νἰθνπκέλεο ἀζιεηαί
ηο ζπλφδνπ ηλ ἀπὸ ηο νἰθνπκέλεο ἱεξνληθλ θαὶ ζηεθαλεηηλ

I.Didyma 201

Didyma

25 - 1 BC

[ηλ ἀ]πὸ ηο νἰθνπκέλεο ἱεξνληθλ θαὶ ζ[ηεθαληηλ]

No

P.Lond. 3 1178 (letter
Claudius)

Hermopolis

AD 46 - 47

ζπλφδ[ῳ] μπζηηθῆ [πεξηπνιηζηηθ]ῆ
ζπλφδῳ μπζηηθῆ πεξηπνιηζηηθῆ ηλ πεξὶ ηὸλ Ἡξαθιέα

No

P.Lond. 3 1178 (letter
Vespasian)
IMT Kaikos 830, ll. 1-2

Hermopolis

AD 70

ἱεξᾷ μπζηηθῆ πεξηπνιηζηηθῆ ζπ[λφδ]ῳ ηλ πεξὶ ηὸλ Ἡξαθιέα

No

Zeitindağ

AD 1 - 86

ηνῖο ἀπὸ ηο νἰθνπκέλεο ἱεξνλίθαηο θαὶ ζηεθαλείηαηο θαὶ ηνῖο ηνύησλ
ἐπηζηάηαηο

Yes

IvO 436

Elis

AD 85

[ηλ ἀπὸ η]ο νἰθνπκέλεο ἀζιε[ηλ ὅ ηε] ζύκπαο μπζηόο
ἡ ἱεξὰ [μπζ]ηηθὴ ζύλνδνο

Yes

IvO 469
I.Knidos 234

Elis
Cnidus

AD 1 - 100
AD 1 - 100?

νἱ ἀπὸ η[ο νἰθνπκέλεο] ἱεξνλῖθα[η ...]
[ηνῖο] ἀπὸ ηο νἰθνπκέλεο ἀζιεηαῖο θαὶ ηνῖο [η]νύησλ ἐπηζηάηαηο

?
Yes

I.Kition 2047

Kition

AD 1 - 200

νἱ ἀπὸ ηο νἰθνπκέλ[ε]ο ἀζιεηαὶ ἱεξνλεῖθαη θαὶ ζηεθαλεῖηαη θαὶ νἱ
ηνύησλ ἐπηζηάηαη θαὶ λεαλίζθνη

Yes

I.Kaunos 139

Caunus

AD 98 - 161

ηλ ἀπὸ ηο νἰθνπκέλεο ἀζιεηλ ἱεξνλεηθλ ζηεθαλεηηλ θαὶ ηνύησλ
ἀδειθλ θαὶ παηέξσλ θαὶ ἐπηζηαηλ θαὶ λεαλίζθσλ

No

I.Napoli 1 51

Naples

AD 105 - 115

ἡ θηινζέβαζηνο θαὶ θηινξώκα[ηνο Ἀιε]μαλδξέσλ πεξηπνιηζηηθὴ
εὐζεβὴ[ο ζύλνδνο]

Yes










Issued by
synod itself?
No
No

331

332

I.Aphr. 12.719

Aphrodisias

AD 117 - 138

ηῆ ἱεξᾷ μ[πζηηθῆ πε]ξηπνιηζηηθῆ εὐζεβεῖ ζεβαζηῆ [ζπλόδῳ θαὶ] ηῶ Yes
ζύλπαληη μπζηῶ ηλ πεξὶ η[ὸλ Ἡξαθιέα] θαὶ αὐηνθξάηνξα Καίζαξα
Σξαηαλ[ὸλ Ἁδξη]αλὸλ εβαζηὸλ

IGUR 235

Rome

AD 139 - 143

ζπλόδῳ μπζηηθῆ ηλ πεξὶ ηὸλ Ἡξαθιέα ἀζιεηλ ἱεξνλεηθλ
ζηεθαλεηηλ

No

IGUR 236

Rome

AD 143

ζπλφδῳ μπζηηθῆ ηλ πεξὶ ηὸλ Ἡξαθιέα ἀζιεηλ ἱεξνλεηθλ
ζηεθαλεηηλ

No

IGUR 237

Rome

AD 125 - 175

ἡ ἱεξὰ μπζηηθὴ ζχλνδνο ηλ πεξὶ ηὸλ Ἡξαθιέα ἀπὸ θαηαιχζεσο ἐλ ηῆ Yes
βαζηιίδη Ῥψκῃ θαηνηθνχλησλ

I.Aphr 12.920

Aphrodisias

AD 161 - 169

ηῆ ἱεξᾷ μπζηηθ[ῆ ?πεξηπνιηζηηθῆ ζπλόδῳ ηλ πεξὶ ηὸλ] [Ἡξα]θιέα θαὶ
ηὸλ ἀγώ[ληνλ θαὶ αὐηνθξάηνξαο Μ(ᾶξθνλ) Αὐξ(ήιηνλ) Ἀλησ]λεῖλνλ
stop θαὶ Λ(νύθηνλ) Αὐ[ξ(ήιηνλ) Οὐξνλ] [ἀ]πὸ ηο νἰθνπκέ[λεο
ἱεξνλεηθλ ζηεθαλεηηλ ? ἐλ Ἀληηνρείᾳ] Καηζαξείᾳ

IGUR 243

Rome

AD 170 - 180

ἡ ἱεξὰ μπζηηθὴ ζχλνδνο ηλ [πεξ]ὶ ηὸλ Ἡξαθιέα ἀπὸ θαηαιχζεσο ἐλ Yes
ηη βαζηιίδη Ῥψκεη θαηνηθνχλησλ

IGUR 248

Rome

AD 193 - 211

ἱεξᾶο μπζηηθο ζπλφδνπ

Yes

Pleket 2012: 102

Sardis

AD 100 - 200

ἡ ἱεξὰ μπζηηθὴ πεξηπνιηζηηθὴ εὐζεβὴο ζεβαζηὴ κεγάιε ζύλνδνο

Yes

TAM V.2 977

Thyatira

AD 100 - 200

νἱ ἀπὸ ηο νἰθνπκέλεο ἱεξνλεῖθαη θαὶ ὁ ζύλπαο μπζηὸο

Yes

P.Lond. 3 1178

Naples

AD 194

ἡ ἱεξὰ μπζηηθὴ πεξηπνιηζηηθὴ εβαζηὴ Ἁδξηαλὴ Ἀλησληαλὴ Yes
επηηκηαλὴ ζχλνδνο ηλ πεξὶ ηὸλ Ἡξαθιέα θαὶ ηὸλ ἀγψληνλ θαὶ
Αὐηνθξάηνξα Καίζαξα Λ(χθηνλ) επηίκηνλ επξνλ Πεξηίλαθα
εβαζηὸλ

I.Tralleis 133

Tralles

AD 180 - 190

ἡ ὀιπκπηθὴ ζύλνδνο

Yes

No

I.Tralleis 112

Tralles

AD 200 - 300

IGUR 244

Rome

AD 200 - 300

ἡ ὀιπκπηθὴ ζχλνδνο ηλ ἀπὸ ηο νἰθνπκέλεο ἱεξνλεηθλ θαὶ No
ζηεθαλεηηλ
ἡ ἱεξὰ μπζηηθὴ ζχλνδνο ηλ πεξὶ ηὸλ Ἡξαθιέα ἀζιεηλ
Yes

CIG 4 8561

Italy

AD 238 - 244

ἱεξὰ μπζηηθ(ὴ) Ἀλησλ(ηαλὴ) Γνξδηαλ(ὴ) επζ(εβὴο) εβ(αζηὴ) ζχλνδνο

Yes

I.Aphr. 13.124

Aphrodisias

AD 100 - 300

νἱ ἀπὸ ηο νἰθνπκέλεο ἱεξνλεῖθαη πιεηζηνλεῖθαη ζηε[θαλεηηαί]

No

I. Ephesos 1084

Ephesos

AD 100 - 300

[ἡ ἱεξ]ὰ μπζηηθὴ [πεξηπνιηζηη]θὴ εὐζεβὴο [ζύλνδνο ηλ πεξὶ η]ὸλ
Ἡξαθιέα [θαὶ Αὐηνθξάηνξα Καίζαξ]α [εβα]ζηόλ [- - -]

Yes

I.Tralleis 109

Tralles

AD 1 - 300

νἱ ἀπὸ ηο νἰθνπκέλεο ἱεξνλεῖθαη θαὶ ζη<ε>θαλεῖηαη

?

I. Ephesos 967

Ephesos

AD 1 - 300

μπζηηθο ζπλ[φδνπ]

No

I. Ephesos 1087

Ephesos

AD 1 - 300

[ηο ἱεξᾶο πεξηπ]νιηζηηθο [- - - ζπλό]δνπ

Yes

IGUR 246

Rome

Ca. AD 313

ηῆ ἱεξᾷ μπζηηθῆ πεξηπνιηζηηθῆ νἰθνπκεληθῆ ζπλφδῳ

No

Issued by
synod itself?
No

2. The titles of the thymelic synod
Source

Finding place

Date

Title

P.Oxy. 79 5202

Oxyrhynchus

AD 37 - 54

νἱ πεξὶ ηὸ[λ] Γηφλπζ[νλ θαὶ] ηνὺο ἄιινπο [ζε]νὺο ηερλεῖη[αη]

SB 16 13034 (letter Claudius)

Oxyrhynchus

AD 43

P.Oxy. 27 2476 (letter
Claudius)
I.Side 31

Oxyrhynchus

AD 43

Side

AD 41 - 54

<ηνῖο> ἀπὸ ηο νἰθνπκέλεο πεξὶ ηὸλ Γηφλπζνλ ἱεξνλείθαηο
ζηεθαλείηαηο θαὶ ηνῖο ηνχησλ ζπλαγσληζηαῖο
[η]νῖο [ἀπὸ ηο] νἰθνπκέλεο πεξὶ ηὸλ Γηφλπζνλ ηερλείηαηο ἱεξνλείθαηο
ζ[ηεθαλίηαηο θαὶ ηνῖο ηνχησλ ζπλαγσληζηαῖο]
ἱεξὰ ζπκειηθὴ ζχλνδνο ἡ πεξὶ ηὸ ἐλ ίδεη ηέκελνο

No
No
Yes

333

334

I.Side 32

Side

AD 41 - 68

ηῆ ἱεξᾶη ζπκειη]θῆ ζπ[λόδση - - -]

Yes

Milet I.3 156

Miletus

AD 48 - 49

ηνῖο πεξὶ ηὸλ Γηόλπζνλ ἱεξνλείθαηο θαὶ ηερλείηαηο

No

CIG 3082

Teos

AD 41 - 68

Yes

I.Tralleis 65

Tralles

AD 1 - 100

[- - -] θαὶ νἱ ηνύησλ ζπλαγσλ[ηζηαὶ]
ηὴλ ἱεξὰλ ζπλόδνλ
νἱ π[εξὶ ηὸλ] [Γ]ηόλπζνλ ηερλῖηαη

IG XIV 2496 (= Caldelli
1997: N16)

Nîmes

AD 98 - 117

Yes

IG XIV 2500 (= Caldelli
1997: N4)
TAM II.3 910

Nîmes

AD 98 - 117

ηο ἱεξᾶο ζπλόδνπ ζπ]κειηθο ἐλ Νεκαύζσ[η] ηλ ἀ[πὸ ηο νἰθνπκέλεο
πεξὶ ηὸλ Γηόλπζνλ θαὶ Αὐηνθξάηνξα Νέξ]νπαλ Σξαηαλὸλ Καίζαξα
εβαζηὸλ [ηερληηλ - - -]
[ζπκε]ιηθη ζπλό[δση]

Rhodiapolis

AD 100 - 125

ἡ ἱεξὰ ζπκειηθὴ ζχλνδνο

No

I.Gerasa 192

Gerasa

AD 105 - 114

Yes

Sardis VII.1 13

Sardis

AD 117 - 128 


ηο ἱεξᾶο ζπλόδνπ ηλ [ἀπὸ η][ο νἰθν]πκέλ[εο πεξὶ ηὸλ Γηόλπζνλ θαὶ
ηὸλ θύξηνλ ἡκλ Αὐηνθξάηνξα] Νέξνπαλ Σξαηαλὸλ Καίζαξα
εβαζηὸλ Γεξκαληθὸλ Γαθηθ[ὸλ ηερλεηηλ ἱεξνλεηθλ ζηεθαλεηηλ]
θαὶ ηλ ηνύησλ ζπλαγσληζηλ
ηο ἱεξᾶο ζπλόδνπ
ηνῖο ἀπὸ ηο νἰθνπκ]έλεο πεξὶ ηὸλ Γηόλ[πζνλ θαὶ Αὐηνθξάηνξα
Καίζαξα Σξαταλὸλ Ἁδξηαλὸλ εβαζηόλ, λένλ Γη]όλπζνλ, ηερλείηαηο
[ἱεξνλείθαηο ζηεθαλείηαηο θαὶ ηνῖο ηνύησλ ζπλαγσληζηαῖο]

SEG 48 1844

Apamea

AD 117 - 138

Yes

IG XIV 2495 (= Caldelli
1997: N1)

Nîmes

AD 117 - 138

ἡ ἱεξὰ ζύλνδνο ηλ ἀπὸ ηο νἰθνπκέλεο πεξὶ ηὸλ Γηόλπζνλ θαὶ
αὐηνθξάηνξα Καίζαξα, Σξαηαλνῦ πἱὸλ, ζενῦ Νεξνύα πἱσλὸλ,
Σξαηαλὸλ Ἁδξηαλὸλ εβαζηὸλ ηερλεηηλ ἱεξνλεηθλ ζηεθαλεηηλ θαὶ
ηλ ηνύησλ ζπλαγσληζηλ
ηο ἱεξᾶο ζπκε[ιηθ]ο Ἁδξηαλο ζπλόδνπ ηλ [πεξὶ ηὸλ] Αὐηνθξάηνξα
Καίζαξα Σξαηαλὸλ Ἁδξηαλὸλ εβαζηὸλ λένλ Γηόλπ[ζνλ - - -]
ζπλαγσληζηλ

An.Ép. 2002 930

Nîmes

AD 117 - 138

ἐλ Ῥώκῃ ἱεξᾶο ζπλ[όδνπ]

Yes




No

?

Yes

Yes

I. Erythrai 60
I.Napoli 1 47

Erythrae
Naples

AD 124
AD 125 - 175

ἡ ἱεξὰ ζπκειηθὴ ζχλνδνο
ἱεξᾶο ζπλόδνπ ζπ[κειηθο ηλ πεξὶ ηὸλ Γηόλπζνλ ηερληηλ]

No
No

I.Aphr. 12.27

Aphrodisias

AD 127

Yes

I.Ancyra 140

Ancyra

AD 128 - 129

I.Ancyra 141

Ancyra

AD 128 - 129

I.Ancyra 143

Ancyra

AD 117 - 138

IGUR 143

Rome

AD 117 - 138

[ηῆ ἱεξᾷ ζπλόδῳ ηλ ἀπὸ ηο νἰθνπ]κέλεο πεξὶ ηὸλ Γηόλπζνλ θαὶ
αὐηνθξάηνξα Σξαηαλὸ(λ) Καίζαξνο ζενῦ [Σξαηαλνῦ Γαθηθνῦ
Παξζηθνῦ πἱὸλ, ζενῦ Ν]έξνπα πἱσλὸλ, Ἁδξηαλὸλ Καίζαξα εβαζηὸλ
λένλ Γηόλπζνλ ηερλε[ηηλ ἱεξνλεηθλ ζηεθαλεηηλ θαὶ ηλ
ζ]πλαγσληζηλ
νἱ ἀπὸ ηο νἰθνπκέλεο πεξὶ ηὸλ Γ[η]όλπζνλ θαὶ Αὐηνθξάηνξα
Σξαηαλὸλ Ἁδξηαλὸλ Καίζαξα εβαζηὸλ ηερλεῖηαη ἱεξνλεῖθαη
ζηεθαλεῖηαη θαὶ νἱ ηνύησλ ζπλαγσληζηαὶ
ηλ ἀπὸ ηο νἰθνπκέλεο πεξὶ ηὸλ Γηόλπζνλ θαὶ Αὐηνθξάηνξα
Σξαηαλὸλ Ἁδξηαλὸλ εβαζηὸλ Καίζαξα λένλ Γηόλπζνλ ηερλεηηλ
ἱεξν[λεη]θλ ζηεθαλεηηλ θαὶ ηλ ηνύησλ ζπ[λ]αγσληζηλ θαὶ ηλ
λεκόλησλ ηὴλ ἱεξὰλ ζπκειηθὴλ ζύλνδνλ
ηο ἱεξᾶ[ο Ἁδξηαλο ζπκειη]θο ζπλόδνπ η[λ ἀπὸ ηο νἰθνπκέλε]ο
πεξὶ ηὸλ Γην[λπζνλ θαὶ Αὐηνθξάηνξα Σ]ξαηαλὸλ Ἁδξηα[λὸλ Καίζαξα
εβαζηὸλ λέ]νλ Γηόλπζνλ [η]ε[ρλεηηλ ἱεξνλεηθλ ζη]εθαλε[ηη]<>λ
θαὶ [ηλ ηνύησλ ζπλαγσλ]ηζηλ
Ἁδξηαλὴ ζχλνδφο

SEG 33 139

Athens

AD 128 - 134

No

SEG 47 222

Athens

AD 129 - 130?

[ηη] ηλ Ἀζήλε[ζηλ ζπλόδση ηλ πεξὶ ηὸλ] Γηόλπζνλ ηε[ρλεηηλ
ἱεξνλεηθλ ζηε]θαλεηηλ
[ἡ πεξηπνιηζηηθὴ(?) ζ]ύλνδνο [ηλ ἀπ]ὸ η<>ο νἰθνπκ[έ][λεο
ἱεξνλεηθ]λ ζηεθαλε[ηηλ ηερλεηηλ θαὶ η]λ ζπλαγσλη[ζηλ]

Le Guen 1990: 669

Heraclea Pontica

AD 130

Yes

SEG 56 1359

Alexandria Troas

AD 133 - 134 

ηῆ ἱεξᾷ ἡκλ Ἁδξηαλῆ Ἀλη[ηλν]εί[ᾳ] πεξη[πνιη]ζηηθῆ [ζ]π[κ]ε[ι]ηθῆ
κεγάιῃ λεσθόξῳ ἐπὶ Ῥώκεο [ζ]πλόδῳ
ζπλόδῳ ζπκειηθῆ πεξηπνιηζηηθῆ ηλ πεξὶ ηὸλ Γηόλπζνλ ηερλεηηλ
ἱεξνλεηθλ ζηεθαλεηηλ
ζπλόδῳ ζπκειηθῆ ηλ πεξὶ ηὸλ Γηόλπζνλ ηερλεηηλ



Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

No

No

335

336

ηο ἱεξᾶο Ἁδξηαλο Ἀλησλεί[λ]εο ζπκειηθο πεξηπνιηζηηθο κεγάιεο
ζπλόδνπ ηλ ἀπὸ ηο νἰθνπκέλεο πεξὶ ηὸλ Γηόλπζνλ θαὶ Αὐηνθξάηνξα
Καίζαξα Σίηνλ Αἴιηνλ Ἁδξηαλὸλ Ἀλ[ησλεῖλνλ] εβαζηὸλ Δὐζεβ λένλ
Γηόλπζνλ [- - -]
ηνῖο ἀπὸ ηο νἰθνπκέλεο πεξ[ὶ ηὸλ] Γηόλπζνλ θαὶ αὐηνθξάηνξα
Καίζαξα Σ(ίηνλ) [Αἴιηνλ] Ἁδξηαλὸλ Ἀλησλεῖλνλ εβαζηὸλ Δὐ[ζεβ]
ηερλείηαηο ἱεξνλείθαηο ζηεθαλείηα[ηο θαὶ] ηνῖο ηνύησλ ζπλαγσληζηαῖο
ηνῖο ἀπ[αλ][η]ζηλ ἐπὶ ηὸλ ἐλ ηῆ κεγίζηῃ θαὶ πξώηῃ κε[ηξν]πόιεη ηο
Ἀζίαο θαὶ δὶο λεσθόξῳ ηλ εβα[ζ]ηλ θεζίσλ πόιεη ηλ κεγάισλ
θεζήσλ
ηο ἱεξᾶο Ἁδξηαλο Ἀλησλείλ[εο] ζπκειηθο πεξηπ[ν]ιηζηηθο
κεγάι[εο λεσθφξνπ?] ἐπὶ Ῥψκῃ ζχλνδνο
[- - - ηο - - - Ἀλησληληαλο(?) πεξηπν]ι[η]ζηηθο κεγάιεο ζ[πλ]όδνπ
η[λ] ἀπὸ [ηο νἰ]θνπκέλεο πεξὶ ηὸλ Γηόλπζνλ θαὶ Αὐηνθξάηνξα
Καίζαξα Σίηνλ Αἴιηνλ Ἁδξηαλὸλ Ἀλησλῖλνλ εβαζηὸλ Δὐζεβ
[η]ε[ρ]λ[ε]ηηλ ἱεξνληθλ ζηεθαλεηηλ θαὶ ηλ ηνύησλ ζπλαγσληζηλ
ἡ [ἱεξὰ ζπκειηθ]ὴ πεξηπνιηζηηθὴ Ἀλησλ[είλε Ἁδξη]αλὴ κε<γ>άιε
ζύ<λ>νδ[νο - - -]
[ηῆ ἱεξᾷ ζπκε]ιηθῆ ζπλόδῳ ηλ ηερλεη[ηλ]

Yes

AD 150 - 200

ἡ ἱεξὰ κνπζηθὴ πεξηπνιηζηηθὴ ΜΖΣΑ[- - -]νο ηλ πεξὶ ηὸλ Γηφλπζνλ
ηερλεηηλ ἱ[εξνλεηθ]<λ>(?) ζηεθαλεηηλ ΧϹ θαὶ ΑΣΑΥΣΑΝΤΣ(?)

Yes

Pessinus

AD 193 - 235

Yes

SEG 35 1380

Hierapolis

AD 150 - 250

[- - -]․α ἱεξᾶο κνπζηθο ενπεξηα[λο ζπλόδνπ ηλ πεξὶ ηὸλ Γηόλπζνλ
ηερλεηηλ - - -]
ἡ εἱξνηάηε ζνίλνδνο θαὶ ὑ ἀπὸ ηο νἰθνπκέλεο ἱεξνλῖθαη

I.Scythiae Minoris 2 70

Tomis

AD 161 - 180

ηο ζπκειηθο ζπλφδνπ

No

Carratelli 1950: 76

Lindos

AD 175 - 225?

ἡ ἱεξὰ ζπκειηθὴ ζχλνδνο

Yes

SEG 35 1381

Hierapolis

AD 100 - 250

ἡ ἱεξὰ ζχλνδνο ηλ ἀπὸ ηο νἰθνπκέλεο ἱε[ξ]νλε[ῖθλ θαὶ ζηεθαληηλ]

No

IG II/III² 1.2 1350

Athens

AD 138 - 161

I.Ephesos 22

Ephesos

AD 138 - 161

Clerc 1885: 126–127, with
Kourouniotes 1921: 83–85
I.Laodikeia am Lykos 65A

Ephesos

AD 138 - 161

Laodicea

AD 138 - 161

TAM V.2 1033

Thyatira

AD 138 - 161

I.Smyrna 598

Smyrna

AD 150

I.Pessinous 19

Pessinus

I. Pessinous 35

Yes

Yes
Yes

Yes
No

No

IG XII.1 83
SB 28 16959

Rhodes
Hermopolis

AD 250 - 300
AD 261 - 267

P.Oxy.Hels. 25

Oxyrhynchus

AD 264







BGU 4 1074

P.Oxy. 31 2610

Oxyrhynchus

AD 273 - 274 

Oxyrhynchus



AD 275 - 300 



P.Oxy. 27 2476

Oxyrhynchus

AD 288

P.Oxy. 79 5208 (with Rigsby
2006: 400)

Oxyrhynchus

AD 200 - 300

I.Side 137

Side

?

IGUR 232

Rome

?

ηᾶο ἱεξᾶο ζπλφδνπ ζπκειηθᾶο
ἱεξᾶο [κνπζηθο πεξηπνιηζ]ηηθο Γαιιηελο κεγάιεο [ζχλνδνπ]

No
Yes

νἱ ἀπὸ ηο νἰθνπκέλεο πεξὶ ηὸλ Γηφλπζνλ θαὶ Αὐηνθξάηνξα Καίζαξα
Πνχπιηνλ Ληθίλληνλ Γαιιηελὸλ Γεξκαληθὸλ Μέγηζηνλ Δὐζεβ Δὐηπρ
εβαζηὸλ λένλ Γηφλπζνλ ηερλῖηαη

Yes

ηνῖο πεξὶ ηὸλ Γηφλπζνλ ηερλεῖηαηο ἱεξνλείθαο ζηεθαλίηαηο θαὶ ηνῖο
ηνχησλ ζπλαγσλεηζηαῖο
ηο ἱεξᾶο κνπζηθο νἰθνπκεληθο πεξηπνιηζηηθο Γαιιηελο κεγάιεο
ζπλφδνπ
ἡ ἱεξὰ κνπζηθὴ πεξηπνιηζηηθὴ Αὐξειηαλὴ νἰθνπκεληθὴ κεγάιε
ζχλνδνο
ηνῖο πεξὶ ηὸλ Γηφλπζνλ ηερλείηαηο ἱεξνλείθαηο ζηεθαλείηαηο
[ηο ἱεξᾶο νἰ]θνπκεληθ[ο] πεξηπ[νι]ηζηηθο κεγάιεο ζπλ[φδνπ
ηο ἱεξᾶο κ[νπζηθο θαὶ πε]ξηπνιη[ζηηθο κεγάιεο νἰθνπκεληθο
κεγάιεο ζπλφδνπ ηλ πεξὶ ηὸλ Γηφλπζνλ ηερληηλ ἱεξνληθλ
ζηεθαληηλ] θαὶ ηλ ην[χησ]λ ζπλαγσ[ληζηλ(?)]
νἱ ἀπὸ ηο νἰθν[πκέλεο πεξὶ ηὸλ Γηφλπζνλ ηερλῖηαη θ]αὶ ἡ ἱεξὰ
κν[π]ζη[θ]ὴ πεξηπνιηζηηθὴ νἰθνπκελ[η]θὴ [Γηνθιεηηαλὴ Μαμ]ηκηαλὴ
εὐζ[ε]βὴ<ο> εὐηπρὴ<ο> ζεβαζηὴ κε[γάιε ζχλνδνο ηλ πεξὶ ηὸλ
Γηφλπζνλ ηερ]ληηλ ἱεξνλη[θ]λ ζηεθαλ[η]ηλ
[- - - πεξη]πν[ιη]ζηηθὴ ιακπξὰ κεγάιε ζχλ[νδνο ηλ ἀπὸ ηο
νἰθνπκέλεο πεξὶ ηὸλ Γηφ]λπζνλ θαὶ ζενὺο εβαζηνὺο ηερ[ληηλ
ἱεξνληθλ ζηεθαληηλ θαὶ νἱ ηνχ]η[σ]λ ζπλαγσληζηαὶ
[ηῃ ἱεξᾳ ζπλφδῳ ζπ]κειηθῃ η[λ ἐλ ηδῃ πεξὶ ηὸλ Γηφλπζνλ ηερλεηηλ
ἱεξνλεη]θλ ζηεθα[λεηηλ]
ηλ πεξὶ ηὸλ Γηόλ[πζνλ ηερληηλ]

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes
?

337

338

3. The titles of both synods together
Source

Finding place

Date

Title

I.Arykanda 52 - 53

Arykanda

AD 100 - 200?

η[λ] ηο ζπκε[ιη]θο θαὶ μπζηηθο ζπλόδσλ

Issued by
the synod
itself?
No

Fouilles de Xanthos 7 78

Xanthos

AD 100 - 200?

ηλ ἱεξλ μπζηηθο ηε θαὶ ζπκειηθο ζπλόδσλ

No

I.Prusias ad Hypium 49

Prusias

AD 198 - 222?

ηλ ἱε[ξλ] ζπλόδσ[λ] νἰθνπκεληθλ πε[ξη]πνιηζ[ηηθ]λ ηο [ηε]
μπζηηθο θαὶ ηο ζπκειη[θο]

Yes

I.Alex.Imp. 101

Alexandria

AD 200 - 300

ηο ἱεξᾶο ζπκειηθο θαὶ μπζηηθο ζπλφδνπ

No

P.Lips. 1 44

Hermopolites?

AD 324 - 337

synodum xysticorum et thymelicorum

No
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Summary
Ecumenical Synods – The Associations of Athletes and Artists in the Roman Empire
Agones, competitions of athletes and artists, were a common feature of urban life in the
Roman empire. They were organised in Greece, Italy, Asia Minor, Syria, Egypt and even
southern Gaul and North Africa, their schedules being attuned to each other in an official
festival calendar that allowed competitors to travel across the Mediterranean from agon to
agon. Interestingly, competitors from all over the empire joined together into two
transregional associations that left a decisive stamp on agonistic life in the Roman world: the
xystic synod of athletes and the thymelic synod of artists. This thesis is the first
comprehensive study of these associations, which were styled ‗ecumenical synods‘ because of
their activities across the entire Graeco-Roman world or oikoumene. It not only examines the
role of the ecumenical synods in the agonistic world, but also their socio-political role in
Graeco-Roman society at large. Furthermore, this thesis also seeks to explain how the
agonistic world of the Principate as well as the ecumenical synods emerged and developed,
and why they eventually disappeared. As the ecumenical synods have never been
systematically studied before, this study fills a significant gap in the research of the ancient
world.
Chapter one, Emergence and development, discusses the early history of the ecumenical
synods from a long-term perspective, seeking to answer why and how they came into being.
After examining their precursors, the regionally-organised artists‘ associations of the
Hellenistic period, I critically discuss the earliest sources of the ecumenical synods dating
from the first century BC. Next, I undertake a broader analysis of the political, social and
economic factors which led to the emergence of the ecumenical synods as well as to the
development of a pan-Mediterranean festival network. In doing so, I critically use some
theoretical approaches to the topic of connectivity, as for instance social network analysis,
peer polity interaction and globalisation theories. Finally, I investigate the development of the
ecumenical synods in the first century AD. After critically reviewing the opinions of earlier
scholars, I give a new interpretation to the sources of this period, which indicate that the
synods gradually strengthened and expanded their role in the agonistic world and that this
evolution gained momentum in the reign of Claudius (AD 41-54).
Chapter two, Apogee and decline, follows the history of the synods from ca. AD 100 to AD
400. In the first two sections, I study the apogee of the synods in the second and third
centuries AD from two angles: the shift of their headquarters to the city of Rome on the one
hand and their growing role in the expanding agonistic network on the other. This section
takes a geographical approach: after discussing the sources from Rome, I investigate evidence
of synod presence in every region of the agonistic circuit from west to east, seeking to chart
the connection between synod activity and the agonistic explosion of the Principate. The third
section of this chapter examines the decline and disappearance of the synods in the fourth
century AD, arguing that until the end, their fate remained intertwined with that of the
agonistic network at large.
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Chapter three, Organisation and activities, abandons the chronological and geographical
discussion for a more thematic approach. The first section investigates the organisational
structure that allowed the synods to pursue their activities on such a large scale. Whereas
many scholars maintained that the synods were the sum of a number of local branches, I argue
instead that they were uniform, centralised and flexible organisations, consisting of mobile
representatives who assisted competitors on their travels and who were directed by central
decisions taken in the Roman headquarters. In the second section, I examine the internal
hierarchy of the synods and the different membership categories, ranging from hieronikai
(victors in the sacred agones) over assistants and support crews to honorary members. The
third section investigates what the synods in fact did for their competing members. Our
sources indicate that membership came with significant economic, social and legal
advantages: thanks to their good contacts with the imperial court, the synods obtained and
protected privileges such as tax-freedom and inviolability that were valid in the entire empire.
Furthermore, the synods offered practical assistance to their members travelling on the
agonistic circuit: through their far-reaching social networks they relayed information and
exerted informal leverage on local elites in order to provide food, lodging or legal assistance.
The final section of this chapter discusses the synods‘ role in the organisation and
maintenance of the festival network. They not only cooperated in the organisation of single
agones, but also kept an overview of the agonistic circuit at large. I argue, therefore, that the
synods were not merely a by-product of the agonistic explosion, but that they were rather a
factor that rendered it possible.
The fourth and last chapter, The ecumenical synods in Graeco-Roman society, carries the
investigation beyond sheer agonistic matters. It discusses the synods‘ political and social
relevance by examining their relations with other key actors in Greek festival life. First, I
examine their relationship with the Roman emperor: whereas a number of scholars stressed
the dominance of the emperor over their affairs, I rather depart from the sociological concept
of agency to come to a more nuanced assessment of the relationship. I argue that their
relations were essentially reciprocal, which gave the competitors enough manoeuvrability to
pursue their own professional interests. The second section investigates the synods‘
relationship with the Greek cities. As the synods were the only ancient associations that
existed independently from the polis framework, their interests did not always coincide with
those of the cities. Whereas the honorary inscriptions show a rather harmonious picture, some
rare sources reveal that severe conflicts could arise, especially when financial interests were at
stake. This section ends with a discussion of the social status and the overlapping identities of
individual synod members in the poleis.
In sum, this thesis rehabilitates the ecumenical synods of competitors as prominent actors in
the Graeco-Roman society. They shaped its socio-cultural life, reconciled Greek traditions
with Roman rule and contributed to the remarkable cultural unification of the Mediterranean
in that period.
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Samenvatting in het Nederlands
Oecumenische synoden – De verenigingen van atleten en artiesten in het Romeinse Rijk
Agones, wedstrijden van atleten en artiesten, waren een belangrijk aspect van het stedelijke
leven in het Romeinse keizerrijk. Zij werden georganiseerd in Griekenland, Italië, Klein-Azië,
Syrië, Egypte en zelfs in Zuid-Gallië en Noord-Afrika. Hun schema‘s waren op elkaar
afgesteld in een officiële festivalkalender zodat deelnemers doorheen de hele Middellandse
Zee van agon naar agon konden reizen. Die deelnemers waren georganiseerd in twee grote,
transregionale verenigingen die een belangrijke rol speelden in het Griekse festivalwezen in
de Romeinse wereld: de xystische synode van atleten en de thymelische synode van artiesten.
Zij noemden zichzelf ‗oecumenische synoden‘, aangezien zij in de hele Grieks-Romeinse
wereld of oikoumene actief waren. Deze doctoraatsthesis is de eerste uitvoerige studie van die
verenigingen. Zij bestudeert niet alleen de rol van de oecumenische synoden in het
festivalleven, maar gaat ook dieper in op hun sociaal-politieke rol in de Grieks-Romeinse
samenleving in het algemeen. Bovendien onderzoekt zij hoe het grote festivalnetwerk en de
oecumenische synoden ontstaan zijn en zich verder ontwikkeld hebben, en waarom zij
uiteindelijk verdwenen zijn. Aangezien de twee oecumenische synoden nog nooit
systematisch bestudeerd zijn, levert deze thesis een bijzondere bijdrage aan het onderzoek van
de Grieks-Romeinse Oudheid.
Hoofdstuk 1, Emergence and development, behandelt de vroege geschiedenis van de
oecumenische synoden vanuit een langetermijnperspectief om beter te begrijpen waarom en
hoe zij precies ontstaan zijn. Eerst bespreek ik kort hun voorlopers, de regionale
artiestenverenigingen van de Hellenistische periode, waarna ik de vroegste bronnen van de
oecumenische synoden analyseer. Die dateren uit de eerste eeuw v.C. Vervolgens bied ik een
brede kijk op de politieke, sociale en economische ontwikkelingen die tot het ontstaan van de
oecumenische synoden en het pan-Mediterraans festivalnetwerk van het Principaat hebben
geleid. Hierbij maak ik kritisch gebruik van enkele theorieën over connectiviteit zoals social
network analysis, peer polity interaction en globalisatietheorieën. Ten slotte behandel ik de
verdere ontwikkeling van de oecumenische synoden in de eerste eeuw n.C. Met een kritische
blik bespreek ik de hypotheses van eerdere onderzoekers, waarna ik een nieuwe interpretatie
geef aan de bronnen van die periode. Zij geven aan dat de synoden doorheen de eerste eeuw
n.C. hun positie en hun rol in de agonistische wereld geleidelijk aan versterkten en
uitbreidden. Die evolutie lijkt tijdens de regering van Claudius (41-54 n.C.) in een
stroomversnelling te zijn geraakt.
Hoofdstuk 2, Apogee and decline, volgt de geschiedenis van de synoden tussen ca. 100 en 400
n.C. De eerste twee secties behandelen de synoden op hun hoogtepunt in de tweede en derde
eeuw n.C. vanuit twee invalshoeken: enerzijds hun vestiging in Rome en anderzijds hun
toenemende rol in het immer uitdeinende festivalnetwerk. De secties zijn geografisch
geordend. Nadat ik de bronnen uit Rome besproken heb, onderzoek ik de aanwezigheid van
de synoden in alle regio‘s van het festivalnetwerk van west naar oost. Op die manier probeer
ik de relatie tussen de activiteit van de synoden en de agonistische explosie, de grote toename
van agones in het Principaat, in kaart te brengen. De derde sectie van dit hoofdstuk neemt het
verval en het verdwijnen van de synoden in de vierde eeuw n.C. onder de loep. Ik betoog dat
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het lot van synoden tot op het einde onlosmalijk verbonden bleef met het lot van het
festivalnetwerk in het algemeen.
Hoofdstuk 3, Organisation and activities, is thematisch geordend in plaats van chronologisch
of geografisch. De eerste sectie onderzoekt de organisatorische structuur die de synoden in
staat stelde om in zo‘n uitgebreid gebied werkzaam te zijn. Hierbij weerleg ik de mening van
vroegere onderzoekers die ervan uitgingen dat de synoden een federatie waren van een aantal
lokale takken. De bronnen geven eerder aan dat de synoden uniforme, gecentraliseerde en
flexibele organisaties waren. Zij bestonden uit mobiele groepen van vertegenwoordigers die
de leden bijstonden tijdens hun reizen en die aangestuurd werden door centrale beslissingen
uit de Romeinse hoofdwartieren van de verenigingen. In de tweede sectie bestudeer ik de
interne hierarchië van de synoden en de verschillende ledencategorieën, van hieronikai
(overwinnaars in de heilige spelen) over ondersteunend personeel tot ereleden. De derde
sectie onderzoekt wat de synoden precies deden voor die leden. De bronnen tonen dat er
belangrijke economische, sociale en legale voordelen verbonden waren aan het lidmaatschap:
door hun goede contacten met het keizerlijke hof konden de synoden specifieke privileges
verkrijgen en behouden, zoals belastingvrijheid en onschendbaarheid. Bovendien boden de
synoden ook praktische ondersteuning aan hun rondreizende leden: via hun verreikende
sociale netwerken konden zij gemakkelijk informatie verspreiden en invloed uitoefenen op de
lokale elite, om zo bijvoorbeeld voor voedsel, onderdak en juridische assistentie te zorgen. De
laatste sectie van dit hoofdstuk bespreekt de rol van de synoden in de organisatie en het
onderhoud van het festivalnetwerk. Zij droegen niet alleen bij aan de organisatie van
individuele agones, maar behielden ook een overzicht over het gehele agonistische circuit.
Daarom betoog ik dat de synoden niet zomaar een neveneffect waren van de agonistische
explosie, maar dat zij eerder een factor waren die die explosie mogelijk maakten.
Het vierde en laatste hoofdstuk, The ecumenical synods in Graeco-Roman society, onderzoekt
de sociaal-politieke rol van de synoden in de Grieks-Romeinse samenleving. Die beperkte
zich allesbehalve tot agonistische aangelegenheden. Ten eerste bespreek ik hun relatie met de
Romeinse keizer. Terwijl meerdere auteurs beweerden dat de keizer een totale controle
uitoefende op het doen en laten van de synoden, argumenteer ik dat we eerder van een
wederkerige relatie moeten uitgaan. Aan de hand van het sociologische concept agency
betoog ik dat de synoden genoeg bewegingsruimte hadden om hun eigen doeleinden na te
streven, ook al functioneerden zij in het kader van het Romeinse keizerlijke systeem. De
tweede sectie behandelt de relatie tussen de synoden en de Griekse steden. Aangezien de
synoden de enige antieke verenigingen waren die de polis overstegen, kwamen hun interesses
niet altijd overeen. Terwijl de talrijke ereinscripties een harmonieus beeld van de relaties
tussen synode en stad ophangen, tonen enkele zeldzame bronnen dat er van tijd tot tijd
serieuze conflicten tussen beide partijen konden ontstaan, vooral wanneer er financiële
belangen op het spel stonden. Deze sectie eindigt met een bespreking van de sociale status
van individuele synodeleden in de steden en hun overlappende identiteiten.
Aldus pleit deze thesis voor een herwaardering van de oecumenische synoden als belangrijke
spelers in de Grieks-Romeinse samenleving. Zij gaven vorm aan haar sociaal-cultureel leven,
verzoenden de Griekse tradities met de Romeinse heerschappij en droegen bij aan de
opmerkelijke culturele eenmaking van het Middellandse Zeegebied in die periode.
376

