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1. The Anthropology of Play and Games

Play and games provide a privileged access to past societal norms, values, identities, 
and the collective imaginary. People play all over the world and have done so 
throughout history, but they do not play the same games, nor do they assign the 
same meaning and function to play. 

Our modern western concepts of “play” and “game” differ in several respects 
from the Greek and Roman ones. 1 Psychologists, neuroscientists, philosophers, and 
behaviourists have discussed the value of play in cognitive, ontological, educational 
and evolutionary perspectives, questioning the influence of play on the brain or 
seeking to identify the boundaries between “animal” and “human” play. In each field, 
different forms of play have been distinguished, oYen with overlapping criteria. 2 As 

* \is collective volume is part of the ERC Advanced project “Locus Ludi. \e Cultural Fabric 
of Play and Games in Classical Antiquity” based at the University of Fribourg (PI Véronique 
Dasen). \is project has received funding from the European Research Council (ERC) under 
the European Union’s Horizon 2020 research and innovation programme (grant agreement 
no 741520). <https:locusludi.ch>. We are very grateful to to Roberte Hamayon and to \ierry 
Wendling for their continuing support and important remarks. We thank Elodie Bauer, Marie-
Lys Arnette and Laura Monney for their precious help with the editing work.

1. \ey also differ in modern languages. \e English differentiates between play and games, but 
French and German languages only use the generic “jeu”, Spiel”; see below.

2. For the behavioural definition of play, see e.g. the five criteria of Burghardt (2005), p. 3-43 and 
Burghardt (2011): not fully functional, spontaneous and voluntary, exaggerated in intensity 
or duration, repeatability associated with versatility, relaxed. With an evolutionary view, Brian 
Sutton-Smith (1924-2015) differentiated 7 patterns (or “rhetorics”) of play: fate, power, identity 
(associated with past communities), frivolity, imaginary, progress, and self (associated with 
modern individuals); Avedon Morton and Sutton-Smith (1971); Sutton-Smith (1997). 
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Roberte Hamayon emphasized, 3 paradoxically few social anthropologists studied 
the function of play in contemporary societies since the seminal works of Johan 
Huizinga, Homo ludens (1938) and twenty years later that of Roger Caillois (1958). 
J. Huizinga defined play “as a cultural phenomenon” characterized by the combination 
of five features which were used for a long time to define play formally: free, with 
rules, taking place in a specific space and at a specific time, outside normal life, and 
enjoyable:

Play is a voluntary activity or occupation executed within certain fixed limits 
of time and place, according to rules freely accepted but absolutely binding, having 
its aim in itself and accompanied by a feeling of tension, joy and the consciousness 
that it is “different” from “ordinary life”. 4

Play is thus primarily a voluntary, fictive, and unproductive activity, “with no 
real-life consequences”. 5 J. Huizinga sought to move away from a utilitarian vision. 
He did not dispute that players can win prizes, gambling stakes while playing, or 
that they might take bets. As some theologians have already argued, there is no 
production of value, merely the shiYing of value in the game. 6 Twenty years later, 
Roger Caillois adopted this global concept of play as a universal cultural phenomenon, 
stressing the notion of play as “essentially a separate occupation, carefully isolated 
from the rest of life”, associated with a metaphoric dimension. 7 He coined four 
distinct categories of activities that are still oYen cited: “agōn” (competition), “alea” 
(chance), “mimicry” (make believe), “ilinx” (vertigo) and including gambling. \ierry 
Wendling offered some important insights about the lack of later anthropological 
studies. 8 \e distancing of French anthropology from play was partly due to a violent 
ideological and political dispute between Roger Caillois and Claude Lévi-Strauss.

On education, see e.g. Whitebread (2012): physical play, play with objects, symbolic play, make 
believe (pretense)/socio-dramatic play and games with rules. On categories based on the cognitive 
development of the child, see also Piaget (1945): Functional, constructive, Symbolic/Fantasy, 
Games with rules. See also Brougère (1995), (2005) and (2013) about Jacques Henriot’s concepts. 

3. On the lack of interest of anthropologists, see the historiographical review of Hamayon (2016), 
ch. 1.

4. Huizinga (1949 [1938]), p. 28. On the reception of J. Huizinga’s concepts, see McDonald 
(2019).

5. Huizinga (1949 [1938]), p. 34-35.

6. Huizinga, ibid.

7. Caillois (1958), p. 18: “le jeu est essentiellement une occupation séparée, soigneusement isolée 
du reste de l’existence, et accomplie en général dans des limites précises de temps et de lieu. Il 
y a un espace du jeu […] rien qui se passe à l’extérieur de la frontière idéale n’entre en ligne de 
compte. De même pour le temps [...] Souvent sa durée est fixée d’avance […] dans tous les cas, 
le domaine du jeu est ainsi un univers réservé, clos, protégé : un espace pur”.

8. Wendling (2010). See also Wendling (2018) for a classification of play between humans and 
animals, and the special issues of the Revue du Mauss (2015), 45 (L’esprit du jeu. Jouer, donner, 
s’adonner) [https://www.cairn.info/revue-du-mauss-2015-1.htm] and 46 (L’esprit du sport. Entre 
jeu, don et démesure) [https://www.cairn.info/revue-du-mauss-2015-2.htm].
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\is schism in the twentieth century contributed to the anthropological focus 
on contiguous activities, such as sport, drama, or rites, pointing to the “seriousness” 
of play. 9 C. Lévi-Strauss, for instance, only made cursory reflections about play and 
games. He focused on one aspect of play only and underscored a radical distinction 
between ritual and playful activities: if the ritual operates as a conjunctive modus 
operandi, uniting the different members of a social group in a common performance, 
play and games on the contrary have a disjunctive modus operandi; they individualize, 
create inequality and even potential hostility in a socially homogeneous group 
during and aYer play. 10

Johan Huizinga claimed the unity of the concept of play beyond the diversity 
of games, as did Roger Caillois. 11 In this generalist perspective, cultural differences 
are seen as epiphenomena, with changing expressions and density, but all are related 
to the same experimental field. 12 In her lifelong anthropological exploration of the 
realm of play and games, Roberte Hamayon 13 demonstrated a number of additional 
common underlying principles in all human societies and revised with subtlety the 
notion of unproductivity. She emphasized the ambiguity between fiction and reality 
and demonstrated that play could be a fundamental experience impacting daily 
life at several levels. Play promotes social interaction and emotional ties, incites 
players to learn and to hone their strategic skills; it also involves rites, which are 
“played” as regulated activities. 14 Like her predecessors, 15 she highlighted the notion 
of indeterminacy, and she was the first to develop the view of play as a modality of 
action on luck and fate, a notion which is crucial to its understanding in antiquity.

9. Wendling (2010). See e.g. Turner (1982), one of the most authoritative studies on the fictional 
mechanisms of ritual, who oYen refers to the play-mimetic component of rites without, however, 
focusing in depth on an anthropological investigation of play.

10. Lévi-Strauss (1962), p. 46-47: “Le jeu apparaît donc comme disjonctif : il aboutit à la création 
d’un écart différentiel entre des joueurs individuels ou des camps, que rien ne désignait au départ 
comme inégaux.” On the serious limitations of such a restrictive definition, because of its narrow 
polarity, but which accounts for agonistic aspects of play, see Esquerre (2017), 101-102. On 
play as desacralised rites, see also Benveniste 1947.

11. Caillois (1958), p. 22-23: “Cette discussion, destinée à préciser la nature, le plus grand 
dénominateur commun de tous les jeux, a en même temps l’avantage de mettre en relief leur 
diversité et d’élargir très sensiblement l’univers ordinairement exploré quand on les étudie. En 
particulier, ces remarques tendent à annexer à cet univers deux domaines nouveaux : celui des 
paris et des jeux de hasard, celui de la mimique et de l’interprétation.”

12. Cf. the title of Caillois’s paper (1957): “Unity of Play: Diversity of Games”.

13. Hamayon (2016).

14. Cf. Lévi-Strauss (1962), p. 30, on fallen rite or sacralized play. For recent attempts to revisit 
the relation between rite and play by crossing anthropological and historical/archaeological 
approaches, see Renfrew, Morley and Boyd (2018).

15. Cf. Huizinga (1949 [1938]), p. Henriot (1989), p. 239: “Jouer c’est toujours décider dans 
l’incertain”.
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2. Ancient Play and Games 

Ancient play and games were for a long time largely neglected with only a few 
sporadic scientific investigations. 16 Louis Becq de Fouquières, Les jeux des Anciens 
(1869) and Edward Falkener, Games Ancient and Oriental (1892) were pioneers 
in a field that had no direct followers. Because limited archaeological material was 
published at the time the study of ancient games relied essentially on written sources. 
Epigraphical game boards were collected because their inscriptions had a philological 
interest. 17 English speaking scholars still refer to Roland Austin’s articles published 
in the 1930s which were based exclusively on written sources. 18 OYen authors 
admitted that they did not understand what kind of game was mentioned, what a 
game looked like or how a game was played. 19 In 1978, Michel Manson submitted 
a doctoral thesis on ancient dolls which was very innovative but the topic raised 
little interest among French historians, and it was never published in its entirety. 20 
Today gaming equipment, such as dice, counters, and knucklebones, are still part of 
the neglected category of “small finds”, scattered in excavation records and seldom 
published on their own. 

\ere was a surge of interest in the 1990s, due to a new turn in the history of 
childhood in antiquity and to the growing use of games in the didactic programs for 
schools in archaeological museums. In 1990, Irving Finkel organised an international 
conference Ancient Board Games in Perspective at the British Museum, and the 
following year, the exhibition Jouer dans l’Antiquité in Marseille became a benchmark 
in the field. 21 \ese events that both dealt with Mesopotamian, Egyptian, Greek, 
and Roman games created a new impetus, but the conference proceedings were 
published only 17 years later, 22 and the collection of written and archaeological 
evidence only slowly increased. \e strong surge of academic interest for play in 
the past ten years reflects the new social importance of contemporary ludic culture, 
particularly video games, which have become ubiquitous and shape modern sociability. 
Several historical, philological, and archaeological studies were undertaken, oYen 
associated with exhibitions. 23 However, no research so far has explored ludic culture 
comprehensively for Classical antiquity. 24

16. In the modern period, a few antiquarians discussed games, e.g. Boulenger (1627). On these 
predecessors, see Lissarrague (2021).

17. E.g. Ferrua (2001).

18. E.g. Austin (1940).

19. E.g. Lamer (1927).

20. See M. Manson in this volume.

21. May (1991).

22. Finkel (2007).

23. E.g. Dasen (2011); Ceresa Mori, Lambrugo and Slavazzi (2012); Lambrugo and Torre 
(2013); Lambrugo, Slavazzi and Fedeli (2015).

24. On circus games as a cultural phenomenon, see the pioneering work of Clavel-Levêque (1984).
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\e aim of this pluridisciplinary volume is to investigate how this past cultural 
heritage can be scientifically reconstructed and exploited to lay the foundations of a 
new theoretical frame based on a cultural and emic definition of play reflecting ancient 
views. 25 Most anthropologists agree that Roger Caillois’ four categories (1958: “agōn”, 
“alea”, “ilynx”, “mimicry”) are partly outdated, and that it is high time we elaborate a 
theoretical model of play adapted to antiquity. As J. Huizinga noted, there is no single 
Indo-European word for play, but instead it finds expression through a fascinating 
diversity in ancient and modern languages. 26 Play is a modality of action expressed 
by different verbs revealing how it was categorized. In English one differentiates 
“play”, a generic form of action, from “games”, as types of activities, whereas Greek 
and Latin introduce other distinctions. From the archaic period (8th c. BCE) to the 
Byzantine age (7th-15th c. CE), the verb paizein and its linguistic derivatives cover the 
vast majority of the referential spectrum of “ludic” activities. 27 In Roman culture, 
however, since the most ancient literary attestations occur in Plautus’ comedy, play 
is designated by two main terms, ludus and iocus, which evolve linguistically over 
the centuries. \e term iocus, originally used to designate verbal entertainment, 
from puns to jokes, increasingly substituted for the term ludus in Late antiquity. It 
finally provided the linguistic basis of many Neo-Latin terms expressing globally the 
experience of “play”, in Italian giocare, in French jouer. 28 \e field covered by these 
words overlaps with our own but can also strongly differ. Moreover, the sphere of 
play is not hermetic. On the contrary, there is a constant interaction between it and 
the “outer-world”. Key figures are also placed outside play, but set its rules, establish 
it and/or decide its issue from the outside; these “producers of play” range from the 
match referee and the casino croupier to the decisional power of a god. 29

\e contributions collected in this volume address the different facets of this 
methodological challenge. 30 \ey tackle how ludic practices transfer social and 

25. Bettini and Short (2018), p. 12: “\e ‘emic’ level of analysis instead emphasizes ways of knowing 
and of representing the world that belong to those who are part of the culture in question: in 
other words, it represents the insider’s ways of describing the culture”.

26. Huizinga (1949 [1938]), p. 28: “All peoples play, and play remarkably alike; but their languages 
differ widely in their conception of play, conceiving it neither as distinctly nor as broadly as 
modern European languages do”.

27. Other Greek terms for “to play”, in particular athyrein and hepsiaomai, are rarer and limited to 
specific enunciative contexts or styles, see Casevitz (2018), p. 55-57. 

28. See Nuti (1998), esp. p. 185-212, for a linguistic and semantic approach of ludus and iocus.

29. On the activity of producers of play, inducing different definitions and play classifications, see 
Esquerre (2017). 

30. \e contributions were presented at the international conference which took place on September 
17-19, 2018 at the Swiss Museum of Games in La Tour-de-Peilz.\e conference was supported 
by the European Research Council (ERC), the Swiss Academy of Humanities and Social Sciences 
(ASSH), in collaboration with the University of Fribourg, the Association for Roman Archaeology 
in Switzerland (ARS) and the University of Lausanne, under the patronage of the 2018 European 
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religious norms as well as shape players’ lives by transmitting a cultural identity 
and an intangible heritage. 

2.1. Greek and Roman Definitions

\e first part of this volume focuses on discourses and concepts to identify the 
specificities of Greek and Roman notions of play and games. A philological approach 
reveals how language is a privileged vector for understanding complex cultural 
representations. A close study of Greek and Latin vocabulary shows that “play” 
extended far beyond the association of “child”, pais, with “play”, paizein, and 
encompassed various contiguous activities ranging from pleasure, dance, sport, 
education to rites. \e pragmatic contexts of the verb paizein, “to play” shows 
that the ancient Greek sphere was not opposed to productive activities, nor was it 
disconnected from reality. In this volume, the linguistic analysis of Stephen Kidd 
(1) reveals that “play” is primarily an emotional state of pleasure allowing “play” 
activities. Delicious dishes, seductive jewellery or simply charming flowers can all 
be called “toys”, paignia or athyrmata. \ese examples are foreign to our common 
opinion and help us redefine the field of play as basically related to sensual pleasure 
and attraction, hēdonē; an enjoyable emotion is felt by those who perform it as well as 
by those who observe it. In Greek, play is also an activity which is intimately associated 
with performance. In Attic Greek, paignia also means a festival. 31 Anton Bierl (2) 
emphasizes the use of the verb paizein in dance performance contexts, especially 
choral ones, also called choreiai. Dance, in its ritually connotated form, involves the 
exercise and incorporation of regulated gestures and rhythm, both designated as 
paizein. A controlled emotional exaltation is channelled into a coordinated collective 
participation. \is complex interaction of playful and ritual activities is visualized in 
several late fiYh century vase-paintings: a girl playing with a stick is designated by the 
name Paidia, the goddess personifying enjoyment, juvenile energy, and seduction. 32

\is cultural exploration also leads to question our projection of modern 
classifications on ancient practices. Ancient distinctions subtly differ from ours. 
Play, dance, and sport thus belong to similar spheres characterized by performance, 
emotion, and collective pleasure. But “sport”, athla, took place at the Panhellenic 
games, involving elite participants, with prizes, in a public context, whereas ball 
games, hoops and board games were absent from regulated public competitions. 
\e activities not included in the Panhellenic games, from choral dance to ball and 
board games, were described by a single verb, paizein. In contrast, there was no 
all-embracing verb to designate athletic performances. Ancient authors referred 

Year of Cultural Heritage (EYCH), with wide audience lectures, and the artistic event of Saype 
in the museum’s playground.

31. Aristophanes, Lysistrata, 698-702; athyrsis also means a festival in Bacchylides 12.93; see Casevitz 
(2018), p. 54 and 56.

32. See S. Kidd in this volume, fig. 1.
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to the instruments which allowed athletes to compete, such as “feet”, “chariots” 
or “horses”, but most oYen, shiYed towards the use of verbs for victory, such as 
aristeuein, “to be the best”, “to win”. Mark Golden (3) investigates the interstitial 
spaces and overlapping elements that make these categories fuzzy and nuanced, and 
he highlights possible bridges between the apparently isolated islands of “game” and 
“play”, such as military dances.

\e intricate interplay between body balance and the induction of vertiginous 
exaltation belongs to numerous rituals around the world. 33 Some artefacts, such 
as the swing, which we might call ludic, were oYen part of ritual practices because 
they provided access to supernatural experiences. Victoria Sabetai (4) explores this 
interconnection between regulated playful and ritual activities. She focuses on the 
swing festival that took place during the Attic feast of the Aiōra. Her textual sources 
are late in date and mainly refer to the myth of the young Erigone who committed 
suicide by hanging herself over her father’s grave; the swinging simulated female ritual 
death as part of a purificatory, prenuptial rite of passage. Iconographic testimonies, 
however, dating to the Archaic and Classical period, emphasize the display of the 
charis, “seduction”, of the parthenoi, virgin girls ready for marriage, on swings 
before the community. 

Similarly, playful activities in public festive contexts are tied with erotic 
enticement. \ey belong also to the experience of girls ready to become brides. As 
Claude Calame (5) shows, choreographic activities educated young women to the 
“play of dance”, paidias paizein. \e parthenoi incorporated models of behaviour in 
public, with controlled gestures and coordination expressing the discipline exercised 
on girls by male society.

Roman erotic pedagogy was also a pedagogy of “play”, ludus. \e intriguing 
relationship between the erotic and pedagogical dimension of a ludic performance 
is at the heart of Giulia Sissa’s (6) contribution. An anthropological reading of late 
Republican/early imperial Roman authors, from Lucretius to Ovid, her analysis 
reveals a phenomenology of erotic passion based on ludic analogy with contrasted 
uses. For elegiac poets, ludus was synonymous with “deceit” and erotic play was a 
negative, endless passion (in its original sense of torment). In Ovid, however, ludus 
meant interaction and construction of an intimate complicity, mirroring the ideal 
equality of a love relationship. \e poet advised readers to practice real play, like 
board games, where two partners negotiated a space of communication and intimacy 
based on a shared pleasure. 

\e close relation between play and education, based on the Greek roots paidia, 
“game”, pais, “the child”, and paideia, “education”, is also expressed by the double 
meaning of the Greek scholē and the Latin ludus for “play” as well as “school”. \is 
intriguing conflation of leisure and its opposite, school, is unique among Indo-

33. Cf. the importance of “ilinx”, vertigo, in Caillois (1958). See also the observations of Gell 
(1980) on ritual swings in Hindu culture.
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European languages. \is apparent contraction, hardly outlined by ancient authors, 
can be solved by an etymological and a socio-cultural approach. As Christian Laes 
(7) demonstrates, Roman schools were a “serious business” which also encouraged 
ludic forms of training, such as rhetorical competitions. Enigma, problēmata, also 
trained cognitive skills in schools, just as intellectual circles did from Classical 
antiquity to the Byzantine Period. 34

Today, most attempts to define play neglect its historical origin in order to 
focus on behavioural or cognitive dimensions. In contrast, in the ancient world the 
explicative paradigm differs. \e most effective way of explaining cultural phenomena 
was to talk about their causes, i.e. beginnings. 35 A few stories dating to the Classical 
Greek and Roman imperial periods recount the alleged origins of play and games. 
Marco Vespa (8) highlights both the specificity of each discursive context and their 
undeniable narrative and cultural analogies. When a community’s very existence is 
threatened, the crisis may be minimised, or even avoided, by the practice of playful 
activities and social games, as in the Herodotean accounts about the Lydians or the 
myth of Palamedes. In both examples, games are used to alleviate the disaster of a 
famine. 36 \e potential agency of games is always emphasized, whether it is destined 
to fail because it is excessively human as with the Lydians, who finally must leave 
their country and emigrate to Etruria, or whether it expresses the will of the gods 
ensuring the order of world as in the story of Palamedes, who manages to keep 
his army together. \e Herodotean narrative attributes to the Lydians not only 
the invention of dice and ball games, but also knucklebones. 37 \is assertion may 
surprise the modern reader since knucklebones belong to the category of natural 
objects. \ey are extracted from the ankle of a sheep aYer it is slaughtered and it 
seems strange to define it as an invention. However, Herodotus reports as well that 
the Lydians were the first to introduce the use of coins minted in gold and silver, as 
well as the first to trade. Both “inventions” may be linked, as suggested by Charles 
Doyen’s (9) contribution on the diffusion of metal artefacts as monetary and ponderal 
units in the shape of a knucklebone. \ese knucklebones are widespread in many 
regions of the ancient Mediterranean, from Didymus to Sicily. \e epigraphic and 
archaeological evidence extensively collected in his chapter shows that until Roman 
times the cultural image of the knucklebone was not limited to a ludic object. Rather, 
was a pre-monetary artefact serving as unit of measurement of the weight and value 

34. E.g. Plutarch, Table-Talk, 7.1 (700 e). Cf. Jacob (2018), p. 180-187; Beta (2020).

35. Cf. Callimachus’ Aitia (3rd c. BC) by recounting beginnings contributes to structuring the rituals 
that were practiced in the cosmopolitan court of the Ptolemies in Alexandria.

36. Hamayon (2016), ch. 13, p. 203-231, emphasizes the power assigned to play in all societies: by 
its structure, play averts misfortune. On the funerary origin of the Roman Ludi, see Clavel-
Lévêque (1984).

37. Herodotus, Histories, I, 93-94
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of objects. Meaningfully, the symbol of the Athenian stater, a golden coin, was the 
image of a knucklebone. 38

Modern boundaries do not usually superimpose on ancient categories. \is 
blurring also explains the difficulties we face in attempting to identify ludic material 
and practices. Chiara Bianchi (10) emphasizes the probable ludic use of the so-called 
“Alexandrian” tokens, small bone or ivory discs, although the precise mechanisms 
of their possible use in play continue to elude our understanding.

2.2. Transmission and Reception

Methodological difficulties are caused by the fragmentary nature of the documents 
available to us as well as by the bias of their conventions which filter and distort the 
information. Written sources, for example, belong to different literary genres with 
distinct discursive traditions. Each category, such as the Onomasticon or dictionary of 
Pollux, proverbs, epigrams, and treatises on dream interpretation, transmits specific 
forms of knowledge which must be analysed within their genre. \e reconstruction 
of the oral patrimony associated with play and games is one of the challenges that 
can be addressed using Pollux’s Onomasticon (2nd c. CE) who quotes many ancient 
works otherwise lost. Renzo Tosi (11) carefully replaces this dictionary in the context 
of ancient lexicography. It is an invaluable selection of ancient sources that must be 
compared to late Antique and Byzantine lexica. Pollux is especially precious as our 
major source of information on children’s rhymes. Play and games also reveal their 
roles as social actors, contributing to the transmission process of oral knowledge 
and cultural practices from one generation to the next. Andromache Karanika (12) 
uses the “Midas Game” described in Pollux as a case study for demonstrating how 
to approach methodologically ancient children’s performances and agency, lore 
and memories. 

Games rules are exceedingly difficult to reconstruct using ancient sources only, 
without recourse to diachronic and ethnographic comparison. 39 \ey are partly 
transmitted by proverbs, commentators, and scholiasts delivering fragmentary and 
oYen contradictory information. Arnaud Zucker (13) analyses the tradition relating 
to three examples in the paremiographic collections: “flipping shards”, “outside 
the sacred line”, “Cos on Chios”, showing that the meaning and reality of the game 
escapes us as far as the scholars did not aim at providing rules but on commenting 
about the literary uses of formulas.

Different views are transmitted by other literary genres, such as Artemidorus’ 
treatise of dream interpretation studied by Julien Du Bouchet (14). Artemidorus shows 
a few glimpses on the popularity of certain games and their association with specific 

38. About money and gaming devices performing as substitutes, as well as the pre-monetary value 
of ludic material, see Wendling (2015).

39. Schädler (2019a).
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ages and class groups, like the game of hoop and youth. Knucklebones games were 
a good omen when played by a child, because play was a normal activity for this age 
class, a bad omen when practiced by adults, announcing death, because the device 
was extracted from a dead body. Among adult games, boardgames like alea, as well 
as the ill-reputed gambling with dice, were common activities in Roman society. 40

Playful activities were strongly rooted in ancient daily life. \ey represented 
extraordinary means of acculturation, as in the case of children’s rhymes. Cultural 
identities were forged by the experience of fun and play, including toys as cultural 
artefacts. 41 Early Christian writers and institutions operated at several levels to change 
the reception of the polytheistic culture of the ancient world. Some authors developed 
a derogatory and censorious discourse against the playful activities associated with 
the non-Christian ancient world. Church Fathers compare the empty existence of 
people addicted to playful and frivolous activities as people unaware of the god of 
Christian revelation. Clement of Alexandria describes immature children-adults 
having fun at the circus, prostrating themselves in front of pagan statues compared 
with pernicious toys, athyrmata. Toys can even lead to death as in the story of the 
young Dionysus tricked and killed by the Titans. 42 Christian apologetics, as Miguel 
Herrero de Jáuregui (15) emphasizes, use play to elaborate a polar opposition between 
naturalness and guilty artificiality, education and corruption of the soul, and more 
generally regard playful activities as superstition. Unlike the Church Fathers, the 
apocryphal Infancy Gospel of �omas gives a prominent place to Jesus’ childhood; 
play reveals his divine nature expressed by an extraordinary agency. He quarrels 
with his comrades but can bring them back to life if they are killed.

\e modalities of the transmission process of play practices from one generation 
to the next are uneven. Playful contests between intellectuals and scholars who cared 
for the selection, commentary, and discussion of classical Greek texts contributed to 
the transmission of ancient literature. Institutionalized, erudite disputes took place at 
the banquet in the form of riddles which are preserved in Roman imperial and Late 
Antique compilations. Simone Beta (16) reconstructs the most important stages of 
their reception, paying particular attention to Plutarch, Athenaeus, and the Palatine 
Anthology that echoed much earlier riddle traditions, such as the famous collections 
of Cleobulus and Cleobulina. In the Byzantine world, to save, copy, and integrate 
the heritage of ancient riddle texts with comments and new additions could be most 
important tools of cultural transmission. \e collections of the famous Byzantine 
erudite Michael Psellus and the lesser known Basilius Megalomites testify to their 
desire to diffuse ancient Greek heritage from one era to the next.

40. See also Vespa (2020b).

41. Cf. Archimède, 6 (2019), special issue Jouer dans l’Antiquité. Identité et multiculturalité [https://
archimede.unistra.fr/revue-archimede/archimede-6-2019/].

42. Clemens of Alexandria, Protrepticus, 2.17.2 and 4.58.2.
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A very important methodological issue concerns the identification of genuine 
cultural continuities from the ancient world to modern day. How far is it legitimate 
to consider modern and contemporary cultural practices as holdovers from ancient 
cultural traditions? Cleo Gougoulis (17) collected many examples from modern 
Greek traditions of the 19th and 20th centuries. She shows that the so-called modern 
survivals - or should one say “revival” of ancient traditions - should be critically 
reconsidered. Cultural, political, and educational arrangements are at work in the 
modern period. Modern Greek state institutions undertook to build a memory of 
the past based on a claimed continuity since antiquity. \e question is debated, 
however, and Salvatore Costanza (18) suggests several possible games that endured: 
the basilinda, chytrinda, and other bullying games recorded in the Onomasticon of 
Julius Pollux.

\e debate on potential cultural continuities between societies centuries apart 
oYen focuses on the notion of “tradition”. But do “traditional” games exist? Like all 
interpretative categories, the adjective needs to be defined and studied according 
to its context of use. Francesca Berti (19) undertakes an in-depth historical and 
anthropological survey highlighting how the adjective “traditional” designates two 
phenomena at least. First, the game as a social practice: a ludic tradition characterizes 
a specific culture and defines a cultural continuity within a social group. Second, 
the game as a structure with distinctive features: the reconstruction of distinctive 
“traditional” traits allows tracing the possible diffusion of playful practices to 
different cultures. \is approach feeds the constant debate between polygenesis and 
diffusionism of cultural phenomena. 43

Transmission and reception also imply the transformation of Greco-Roman 
culture. In antiquity, throwing dice or knucklebones was commonly used as a 
metaphor for luck, in the hands of the gods: “For in dice-play Zeus’s throw is 
always lucky”. 44 Some expressions are still in use, such as the famous Alea iacta est, 
“the die is cast”, that ironically Julius Caesar never pronounced before crossing the 
Rubicon. 45 Katarzyna Marciniak (20) retraces the success of this formula and its 
new meanings in literary fiction for young or mass audiences, from Steven Saylor’s 
Rubicon to Asterix and Merlin’s BBC series. 

\e modern and contemporary reception of ancient ludic culture finds much 
of its premises in the intellectual European culture of the 19th century. Major 
scientific encyclopaedias about antiquity, such as the Realencyclopädie der classischen 
Altertumswissenscha+ by August Pauly and Georg Wissowa and the Dictionnaire 
des Antiquités by Charles Daremberg and Edmond Saglio, were produced in the 
second half of the 19th century under the influence of the all-embracing model of the 
German Altertumswissenscha+ which gave an important place to play and games. 

43. On this debate, see the synthesis given in Barnard and Spencer (2010), p. 199-202.

44. Sophocles, fr. 895 TrGF, unassigned play (trans. H. Lloyd-Jones, Loeb).

45. Suetonius, Life of the Deified Julius, 33.



16 Véronique Dasen, Marco Vespa

Michel Manson (21) reconstructs the intellectual routes and traditions culminating 
in the erudite work of Louis Becq de Fouquières, Les jeux des Anciens (1869), who 
founded the historical study of ancient play culture.

Conclusion

To sum up, in an intellectual context less confident in the great tales of past 
philosophies and theories, this volume tries modestly to open new paths for play 
studies about antiquity. \e exploration reveals the manifold expressions of play as 
an experience. Just like today, ancient play and games were far from futile activities 
and practices. \ey were intimately associated with the fabric of social, gendered, 
religious, and ethnic identities. Far from being unproductive and gratuitous, they 
reflected and shaped ancient societies. In-depth studies of their pragmatic contexts 
can also provide keys for understanding the dynamics of past communities as well 
as neglected modes of transmission of cultural patrimony. Greek and Roman play 
culture partly challenges our contemporary definitions, blurring and reversing 
modern categories, letting play emerge from emotion, and other distinctions overlap, 
such as sport and game, play, dance and ritual, money, gambling and luck, fusing 
pleasure and seriousness, play and education. 

\ere are also unexpected connections between past and present. In ancient 
Greek and Roman tales, the introduction of play among humans was a response to 
a social and environmental crisis, such as a famine or a plague. Ludic practices were 
one of the means to cope with life’s uncertainties, to bind and structure a community 
united by rules as well as shared pleasures. 

\e lexicon entry written by Hesychius at the end of antiquity (6th c. CE) echoes 
this strong link between play and a sense of community. Hesychius explains the 
forms of the verb dēmoomai, “to recite a popular song”, “to seduce the audience or 
to entertain”, derived from the term dēmos, “the people”, by using the verb paizein. 
He thus stresses the close link between the permanency of a social group (of men 
and gods) and the federative function of the community’s enjoyment. 46 

\e contemporary emergence of new forms of sociability through video games 
may also reflect the need to cope with new forms of uncertainties. Ancient play 
and games were a means to manage risk by securing luck, 47 which is also true for 
contemporary players in a globalised and challenging world.

46. Hesychius, Lexicon, δ 883-884 Latte.

47. On the relation of play with luck, see Hamayon (2016).
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